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		Description

Affection therapy: a new and innovative practice in Equestria wherein the patient/subject is calmed and relaxed through simple displays of platonic affection, such as ear scratches, nose boops, and belly rubs. It's surprisingly effective, and leaves the pony happy and content. The strangest thing, however, is that you, a simple human living in Ponyville, 'invented' this practice completely by accident.
*I wrote this a long time ago, before Every Little Thing She Does aired. The first chapter takes place between No Second Prances and that episode, and I decided to touch it up and release it now as an early Christmas gift to you guys, as a simple piece of cute, platonic fluff. More to come, too, when I find the time and inspiration. [image: :pinkiehappy:] [image: :twilightsmile:]
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		Starlight Glimmer



How can you even describe the jumbled mishmash of feelings dancing about inside you? Excitement, anxiety, nervousness, plus a little puzzlement...Yes, that sounded about right. Maybe there was more, but they were clashing together so much that it was hard to accurately dissect one from another. Why shouldn’t you have such mixed feelings, however?
On the one hand, you’ve been invited to Princess Twilight’s castle. On the other hand, you’ve been invited to Princess Twilight’s castle. The summons itself didn’t say anything bad; all it said was that your services were in need at the castle, and that it would greatly benefit someone near and dear to Her Highness. Well, who were you to refuse a request from a princess? Still, this was a request from a princess, something not to be treated so lightly.
At last, after what felt like hours, you stand before the polished doors of Twilight’s castle, easily the most recognizable building in all of Ponyville. Raising a slightly trembling hand, you knock. You can hear those knocks echoing inside. Then, you wait, your heart thudding rather hard, anticipation running high.
Finally, the doors open, and there stands Princess Twilight Sparkle herself. You can still vaguely remember the days when she had been a simple unicorn. Now, as an alicorn, she seems much more regal, and has a kind of ‘aura’ to her that you can’t quite define. She still looks much as she used to: lavender coat, bluish-purple mane and tail (streaked with purple and pink), amethyst-colored eyes, cutie mark of a six-pointed star surrounded by tiny white stars. However, what stands out are the obvious wings tucked at her side, as well as the fact that she’s a bit taller and slimmer than she was as a unicorn. Nonetheless, her face is still as kind and friendly as ever.
“Hello!” she says, brightly. “Welcome!”
“Good day, Your Highness,” you say, giving her a polite bow.
“Oh, no need to be so formal,” she says. “Just call me Twilight. Come in, come in! I’m so glad you agreed to come!”
“Well, I can’t exactly say no to a request from the princess, but even as a friend, I’m always willing.”
Twilight smiles warmly at this. She steps aside so you can enter, and the doors close behind the pair of you. Even though you’d visited the castle before, you still can’t help gazing around at the impressive architecture.
“So, what is it that you need me to do?” you ask.
“I figured that was obvious,” says Twilight. “I need your ‘special talent’.”
You raise an eyebrow at her.
“Twilight, I wouldn’t go so far as to call it that.”
“Oh, don’t be so modest,” says Twilight, waving an airy hoof. “Before you came along, I’d never even considered anything like affection therapy before.”
You can’t help but grin, in a slightly embarrassed way.
“Heh. To be honest, I’m glad you didn’t find it creepy or insulting,” you say.
Twilight looks mildly surprised.
“Creepy? Insulting? Don’t be ridiculous. You haven’t done anything wrong at all. You have a lot of love to give, and a unique way to give it. Besides, your friend had nothing to complain about, right?” she asks, with a wry smile.
“Well, true,” you concede.
To think that you would be appointed Ponyville’s first-ever ‘affection therapist’, something that had never happened before. What was even stranger was that it had all started by accident, and by such a simple one, too. 
You had been hanging out with a good pony friend of yours, a sweet-tempered and patient Earth pony mare, not very talkative, but excellent at listening. In giving her mane a friendly ruffle, your fingers brushed the base of her ear. The effect was instantaneous. The sensation had melted her to your touch like putty, almost exactly like a cat. Well, to say that you were surprised would be an understatement. Surprise gave way to worry, though. You were worried about how she might react to being treated like a common animal or pet. After all, even if she still had the instincts of a regular pony, she was still a civilized Equestrian. 
However, she seemed to like it, and even asked you to keep going, so you did. Eventually, by experimentation, it went further than simple ear scratches: chin scratches, tickling, belly rubbing; she loved it all. She was the happiest you’d seen her in a long time, and that made you happy. 
That’s when you got to thinking: maybe there are other ponies out there in need of this kind of treatment. Perhaps other ponies out there wanted a little love, a little affection, to help them loosen up, forget their troubles, to know that someone cared for them. So, you talked it over with Twilight, and, after she discussed it with Princess Celestia (who seemed quite keen on the idea, surprisingly), you were appointed Ponyville’s first official affection therapist. This was your first real ‘assignment’ since being appointed.
“So, who exactly is in need of my help?” you ask, as the pair of you start walking down the hall.
“Starlight Glimmer,” says Twilight.
Starlight Glimmer. The name seems familiar to you.
“I vaguely remember seeing her before,” you say, thoughtfully, “but I don’t think we’ve actually been acquainted. She’s your, uh, protege, right?”
“Student, actually,” Twilight amends. “I took her under my wing to teach her a thing or two about friendship.”
“Is that so?” you ask. “Has she had problems with it before?”
“Something like that,” says Twilight, after a pause.
You feel troubled by the hesitation, as well as the slight change in Twilight’s expression and tone. She seems to sense that you want to question it, but she says,
“I’d rather not say it myself. It’s not my place. It’s her choice to if she wants to say it herself.”
“Oh. All right, then.”
“What I will say,” she continues, “is that she’s been feeling down lately. She’s having trouble adjusting to Ponyville and making new friends. She made one not too long ago, but that friend had to leave Ponyville for her job. They’d really started bonding, too.”
Whoa. That sounded like a harsh blow. You can’t admit to never having that happen to you before, either.
“That’s sad,” you say, sympathetically.
“It is,” says Twilight, nodding sadly. “That’s why I think she needs something to give her a little boost, something to show that there are ponies who care for her, even if you’re not exactly a pony yourself,” she adds, lightly.
You smile down at Twilight, feeling warm in the chest at this.
“You’re very compassionate, Twilight,” you say, “to care so much for her well-being. I'll do whatever I can to help her.”
Twilight merely smiles back in response, then she stops, bringing you up short before a door.
“This is her room,” she says. “Last I checked, she was reading, so you can head on in and tell her I sent for you. She shouldn't ask too many questions, then. Oh! And take this with you.”
Her horn flares up, and a bright flash of light nearly blinds you. Once you blink the spots out of your eyes, you feel something heavy in your hands. You can now see that Twilight has magicked a large, fully-laden tea tray in your hands, with a teapot, cups, saucers and plates of cakes and cookies. You give Twilight a quizzical look.
“Trust me,” she says. “Sharing a meal with a friend is a good way to build trust and familiarity. Besides, she loves sweets. Well, I’ll leave you to it. Good luck.”
Giving you a confident smile, she knocks on the door as a preliminary, magicks it open, and ushers you inside. You stagger in, under the weight of the tea tray and perplexed by the suddenness, and she swiftly closes it behind you. Feeling befuddled, you still look about you. 
The room is rather simple compared to the rest of the castle, though you do like the cloud motif running along the walls. Plus, it’s comfortably furnished. You see a large bed beneath a window, with a nightstand and a bookshelf on either side. A potted plant and an hourglass sit atop the bookshelf, while a framed photo sits on the nightstand. A writing desk, bearing an open book and an inkstand with a quill in it, occupies the space to the right of the door. Framed photos of scenic landscapes, a smiling mare wearing a wizard’s hat, and an equal sign with a ‘No’ symbol superimposed over it line the walls. A jumble of miscellany, including more books, a pair of kites, and a jar full of large scrolls sits beside it, while a sextant rests on the nearby windowsill. A taller and fully packed bookshelf stands to the other side of the window. A more ornate black table bearing a curious blue orb stands beside a chest beside the next window. A globe of the world sits beneath the last window, on the sill of which is another potted plant.
That was the layout of the room, but what should have been mentioned first and foremost, and what your eyes should have encountered first, was the sleeping unicorn mare lying on the bed, a book lying discarded on the floor beside it.
So this is Starlight Glimmer, Twilight Sparkle’s pupil.
She’s light pink, and her mane is purple, broken up with a streak of light blue, same as her tail. It’s styled in a way that drapes silkily down her neck and over her shoulder, with one large bang that curls right beside one of her eyes. It’s quite cute, you think. Her cutie mark looks like a purple diamond, with four white star points extending from behind it, and a pair of two-toned blue wisps that seemed to fly away from them. You already find her pleasant to look at, but the cuteness seems only heightened by little details you note in her physique. While certainly not fat, she has a noticeable little belly to her, a sign of good living or, as Twilight mentioned, a fondness for sweets. Even her cheeks, one pillowed on her hooves, look soft and squishy. Your heart swells at the sight of her, and for the life of you, you can’t understand how anyone so sweet-looking could be so friendless.
The seconds tick by as you just stand there, looking awkwardly at her. How would she react, waking up and seeing a perfect stranger in her bedroom? Why didn’t you bring this up with Twilight? Why didn’t she check to see if she really was still awake? This could go south quickly; you have to tread carefully.
You set the tea tray carefully on the bookshelf near the bed, then, gingerly dragging over the stool from the writing desk, you sit down beside her. Her face looks so peaceful, so calm. You really hate having to wake her up, but this is what Twilight wants. Very softly, you place a hand to her shoulder and give it a little shake.
She mumbles drowsily. She stretches and gives off a big yawn, just missing bumping you with her hooves. Smacking her lips sleepily, she opens her eyes. They’re a pretty shade of purple. She catches sight of you, and snaps awake instantly, looking startled.
“Don’t be scared,” you say, holding up a placating hand. “I’m here on Twilight’s request. She sent for me.”
It looks like you made the right call. Knowing that this was in relation to Twilight seems to relax her apprehensions. Perhaps she’s learned to trust her judgement. In any case, she sits up, no longer fearful, but curious.
“Hi,” you say, kindly.
“Hello,” she says, her voice very pleasant to listen to. “Who are you? I feel like I’ve seen you before.”
“You might have, and I know I’ve seen you, Starlight Glimmer,” you say. “I’m Ponyville’s first resident affection therapist, here on behalf of Twilight.”
Starlight raises a confused eyebrow.
“Affection therapist? What’s that?”
“It means I comfort and ease ponies’ worries and woes through platonic interactions,” you say, remembering how Twilight phrased it to Princess Celestia. “If a pony’s feeling down, I show them a little love. Platonically, of course,” you add, to ensure no mistake on the matter.
Starlight still looks unconvinced. You’d been expecting this.
“Here, take a look at this.”
You dig around in your jeans pocket until you pull out a folded-up piece of paper, unfurling it for her to see. It’s your occupational contract, written up and approved by Twilight herself. This thing’s served you like a kind of talisman for the skeptical or disbelieving, as there have been on occasion when you brought up the matter. You direct Starlight’s attention to one paragraph in particular.
“By order of Twilight Sparkle, the Princess of Friendship, and in accordance with my position as an officially-appointed Affection Therapist, I, the undersigned, have been granted full permission to perform the following therapeutic actions, and variations thereof, with the willing consent of the recipient:
Ear scratches
Chin scratches
Nose boops
Cheek squishes
Belly pokes
Belly rubs
Tickles
Hugs
The choice of said recipient to reciprocate any of the actions listed on the initiator is in accordance with the willing consent of both parties.”
Starlight stares from the contract to you, seemingly at a loss for words. You can’t tell whether she’s impressed or dumbfounded. Finally, she says,
“Wow. All of this has actually worked?”
Well, that’s a good sign. She sounds more impressed than disbelieving.
“That’s right,” you say. “Well, I’ve only ever tested it out once. Still, it was enough corroboration for Twilight to approve it.”
Starlight says nothing at first. She seems to be thinking something over. Then, she asks, in a quiet voice,
“Is that why you’re here? Because Twilight thinks I need therapy?”
Oh dear…
“It’s not like she thinks you’re crazy!” you say, hastily. “Twilight just said you’ve been feeling down lately, something about a friend who left. She thought you might want someone to talk to about it.”
At the mention of this friend, something in Starlight’s eyes flickers, and you see her briefly glance at the picture of the wizard hatted mare on the wall. Was that the aforementioned friend? She doesn’t say a word, but you can see a tremulous light in those eyes. Was she about to cry? If so, then she really must be in need. You cast your eyes around for some way to continue the conversation, or divert to another topic, and you spy the heavily-laden tea tray. That gives you an idea.
“Are you hungry?” you ask, and she perks up. “Why don’t we have some tea and something to eat? Twilight left us some, after all. Maybe you can tell me a little about yourself over it.”
The warning sign of potential tears fades from Starlight’s eyes. Almost at that same instant, a loud, deep gurgling fills your ears. Startled, both of you look down at her belly, which appears to be the source. She grins sheepishly at you.
“I guess I am a little hungry,” she says. “Um, sure, we can do that. I’m willing.”
Good. She’s starting to trust you. She really must need this, or she might not have been so willing. She even shifts over so you can sit on the bed with her. Another good sign. You take her up on this offer and sit next to her, making the mattress creak a bit.
Her horn flares with a bluish aura of magic, and the tray is levitated onto the bed beside the pair of you. She pours out two cups of hot tea, then, with a rather guilty smile, loads up a plate with a little heap of cookies. You say nothing, but just smile and sip your tea. It’s a nice, soothing blend, one of those berry-flavor types. You watch as Starlight starts popping the little cookies into her mouth, her cheeks bulging adorably.
“Twilight wasn’t kidding. You like your sweet stuff, don’t you?”
Starlight swallows, then says, smiling,
“Yeah, I suppose I do. I think I’ve actually been putting on weight since I came to live here. Spike’s just too good a cook, and Pinkie Pie and Applejack bake better than anypony I’ve ever met, except maybe Sugar Belle. So, between the three of them, it’s hard to keep a trim figure when you’re not an athlete.”
“How does Twilight stay so fit, then?” you ask, helping yourself to a cookie.
“Alicorn metabolism, I guess,” says Starlight, then adds, poutily, “Lucky mare. She eats whatever she wants and hardly ever gains a pound.”
“I wouldn’t worry about it,” you say. “You look fine the way you are.”
Starlight blushes, though she looks pleased.
“Thank you,” she says, before helping herself to a cake.
The two of you sit there, working your way through the tea and sweets. All the while, you’re waiting for Starlight to start talking about why she was having problems. The longer you wait, however, the more it becomes clear that she’s not actually ready to start talking. You don’t want to interrupt or upset her, but you have a job to do, and Twilight’s counting on you.
Finally, you set down your empty teacup and clear your throat. Starlight, her face smeared with crumbs and icing, looks up at you.
“Starlight,” you say, “this is really pleasant, it honestly is, but we’re avoiding the main reason I’m here. I want to help you feel better, and to do that, I’d like to know more about what it is that’s troubling you. I'm a certified therapist, after all.”
Starlight bites her lip, then levitates a napkin to clean her face. That done, she says, in a gentle but hesitant manner, 
“Listen. You’re very kind, and I appreciate you wanting to help me, but I’m just not sure. I know this might sound...well, a bit extreme, but if I told you about what was really wrong with me… Well, you might not believe me. Or else, you might think worse of me for it.”
Her tone worries you. You reach across and place a hand on her hoof.
“Don’t talk like that,” you say, gently. “Whatever happened, I won’t judge you for it. Twilight trusts you enough to take you under her wing. You can’t have done anything really bad.”
You smile at her.
She does not smile back.
On the contrary, at your words, her face becomes stony, her eyes flinty. You feel a bit intimidated, and you remove your hand.
“You think so?” she asks, in a quiet, yet nonetheless deadly, voice. “You think what I’ve done couldn’t be really bad?”
You have no answer. You don’t like where this is leading. Then again, if she has something to get off her chest, it might prove beneficial for the therapy session. Even so…
As Starlight speaks, her voice starts low, but gets more and more heated as she continues. 
“You have no idea. You have absolutely no idea what I’ve been through. How could you know? You’re not even a pony. You don’t have to deal with your best foalhood friend getting his cutie mark before you! Sunburst and I had done everything together, but him getting his cutie mark changed all that! He got sent off to Celestia’s magic school, leaving me behind! 
“I grew bitter. I started to hate cutie marks. To me, different cutie marks only meant tearing apart old friends. I wanted to make sure it never happened again! So, I started my own village, and filled it with ponies seeking to distance themselves from the lives they’d forged with their old marks. Well, I soon got rid of those for them. I started them afresh, all of them with a blank slate, all of them...equal!”
She pauses for breath; she’s panting heavily. For your part, words fail you, but it looks like she isn’t done, because she continues, even more vehemently than before.
“And then, when everything was all hunky-dory for me, Twilight and her friends came along and stopped me! They broke up my Town of Equality, and I had to go on the run! Well, I wasn't going to let them get away with that. I wanted revenge, so I studied a spell to go back in time and destroy Twilight’s little band of friends! I was close to winning, but she stopped me again, and...and…”
She falters, the anger receding from her face, replacing itself with a look of grief and pain. Real tears spring to her eyes.
“She showed me how wrong I’d been, what I was leading Equestria into with my actions...She could have punished me severely for it. I deserved it, after what I did, but she took me as her pupil instead, and she’s been teaching me about friendship ever since…”
You simply sit there, mouth hanging open. She had really done all that? She took cutie marks from an entire village? She went back in time? You had no idea she could’ve had such a dark and...troubled past. 
However, Starlight still isn’t finished. The tears begin to build up.
“I was...evil,” she said, her voice very choked. “Completely, utterly, evil. And even now, when Twilight’s done so much for me, I still feel like I don’t deserve it. What if ponies find out what I did? What if they shun me, drive me away? I’m scared that’s going to happen, one of these days. Even the one friend I did manage to make on my own isn’t around to talk me through it. She was the first pony to really understand what I'd been through, because she'd been down a similar road herself. But she's not here anymore. She left only a week after we’d met. She’s a traveling magician, and she had to go on tour. She said she’d be back to see me, and I’m happy for her, but...but it’s just...just so...”
And before you know what’s happening, she collapses against your chest, and begins to cry. The stunned feeling from her narrative fades away, leaving you with a heart aching with sadness for the poor mare weeping into your shirt. You put your arms about her and hold her close, stroking her mane with one hand.
“Shh…” you whisper. “It’s ok. It’s all right. Just let it all out. I'm here for you.”
She sniffles and hiccups for a little while, then pulls back, wiping her eyes and muzzle.
“Thank you,” she mutters. “I’m...I’m sorry.”
“No, no, it’s all right,” you say. “You had to get it off your chest. I understand.”
“I’m not trying to sound ungrateful,” she said. “Twilight and Spike are such good friends to me, and so are Twilight’s other friends. I just wish it was easier for me to make friends myself...and for them to stick around…”
“I know what you’re saying,” you say, nodding. “It's tough, but the fact that you're so willing to make amends for what you did is very admirable.”
She says nothing, but she nestles a little deeper against you. You both sit there, Starlight still leaning against you, as though still hoping for comfort from you. You continue to oblige, keeping your arms about her, stroking her mane gently. Finally, she looks up at you and says,
“Um...so that therapy that you do.”
That perks you up instantly. Could she really…?
“Yes?” you ask.
“Do you think...Well...I think I’d like to see how it works,” she says.
You feel your heart give a leap. She’s giving you her consent! She’s even smiling! A small smile, sure, but still a smile.
“I’d be happy to show you,” you say, grinning. “There’s really nothing complicated to it. Sometimes, it’s as simple as being a little playful.”
You punctuate this word by gently booping her nose with your forefinger. Her muzzle scrunches up adorably, and she has to fight back a giggle. As though it were required by the sacred laws of boopage, she boops you back with her hoof, making you chuckle. Then, you reach up and give her a little scritching behind the ear. Her eyes widen at first, and then, her expression goes dreamily slack, her eyes closing in utter bliss. You do one ear, then the next, then both at the same time. After that, you scratch under her chin. Her head tilts up, eyes still rapturously closed. If she could purr like a cat, you’re sure she would.
“You like that?” you ask.
“Oh, yes…” she murmurs.
With a sigh, she lays herself down on her back, across your lap. You wonder if she meant to do that. She opens her eyes, gazing up at you cutely, her hooves curled over her chest. You can’t help but chuckle.
“You’re just a little filly at heart, aren’t you?” you say.
You cup her chin in your hand, and with your thumb and fingers, squeeze her cheeks. They’re very chubby and squishy, indeed. Now she giggles in earnest, and what a cute giggle it is, but you’re just getting started. With her hooves guarding her chest, she’s left her belly wide open. You boop it with your finger. It sinks in noticeably; she’s got a nice bit of tummy pudge there. She lets out a snort, her eyes popping wide as her mouth tightens, trying to keep from laughing. A lost cause, as you initiate a tickle attack. She bursts into a paroxysm of giggling laughter, her legs kicking, her eyes watering. You ease off eventually, letting her regain herself. She just lays there, across your knees, panting, but smiling.
“How do you feel?” you ask.
“A lot better,” she says. “But you’re not done yet, are you?”
She asks this in a hopeful sort of tone, as though she wants more.
“Not if you don’t want me to be,” you say. “This is your session, after all.”
Starlight smiles rather guiltily again.
“Because,” she says, hesitating, “I saw that one of your techniques is, um...belly rubbing.”
Her cheeks go bright red as she says it. She is just being so adorable right now.
“Yeah, it is,” you say. “My friend really liked it.”
“Well, um...do you think you could…?”
She doesn’t finish, but she doesn’t need to.
“Of course,” you say.
You lay a hand on her soft belly, and slowly begin rubbing it up and down, back and forth. Starlight’s eyelids droop, her face relaxing into another blissful smile, murmuring a dreamy ‘Mmmmmm’ of contentment. You wonder if maybe you’re easing some bit of stomach ache she’d gotten from binging on those tea treats. All you know is that she is clearly loving it, and it’s not bad for you, either. Ponies’ coats were so soft, so smooth.
You don’t know how much time passes. You don’t bother checking your watch. It’s enough to sit there, Starlight lying across your lap, rubbing her belly, now with one hand, now with two. As long as it makes her happy, you could go on for hours.
At last, however, she opens her eyes, and you pause. She sits up. She looks the happiest you’d seen her yet.
“How do you feel now?” you ask, smiling back.
“Wonderful,” she breathes. “I’ve never felt so relaxed in my life, not since I was a filly. That affection therapy stuff really does work.”
“You’re too kind,” you say, modestly. “You’re only the second pony I’ve ever performed it on.”
“Well, I can honestly say anypony would be lucky to have a session with you,” she says, glowingly.
“Thank you,” you mumble, feeling yourself blush.
“No,” she says, in a quieter tone. “Thank you. Not just for the session, but, well, for hearing me out.”
“But of course,” you say. “I’m glad to have been here for you.”
She smiles warmly at you. She seems to hesitate for a second, then, leaning forward, she gives you a peck on the cheek. This catches you quite off guard. You weren’t expecting that. You don’t have time to react to that, however, as next second, she throws her forelegs around you, gripping you in a tight hug, nuzzling her cheek against yours. The bewilderment slowly fades away. You smile and return the hug, rubbing her back as you do.
“If you ever feel like you need to talk again,” you say, as you pull apart, “all you have to do is send for me. All right?”
She nods, still smiling.
“Well, good day, then, Starlight,” you say.
“Good day.”
You stand up and walk for the door. As you open it, you turn to look at her one more time. That warm, glowing smile is still on her face. You tip her a wink, then exit the room...
...and nearly have a heart attack. Twilight’s standing just outside, an expectant grin on her face.
“T-Twilight!” you splutter. “You startled me!”
“Sorry,” she says. “I just couldn’t wait to hear how it went! So?”
“It went very well,” you say, feeling your heart rate return to normal. “We had a good talk, and she accepted therapy right after. She’s in a wonderful mood.”
“Oh, good!” says Twilight, delighted. “I knew calling you was a good idea! Thank you so much!”
“Happy to help, Your Highness,” you say, bowing graciously.
“Two successful cases,” Twilight goes on, as you start down the hallway. “This’ll really help your therapy business now!”
“I’d imagine so,” you say. “You don’t know anypony else who needs it, do you?”
“Not at the moment,” says Twilight, “but if something comes up, I’ll let you know right away.”
“Great,” you say, smiling.
You approach the front doors, but Twilight doesn’t open them. She looks like she just had an idea, an idea that might be embarrassing her, as her cheeks are growing steadily pink.
“Actually,” she says, rubbing her forehoof awkwardly, “I know this might sound like an extraordinary thing to ask, but...do you think you could, um...schedule a session for...me?”
Your jaw falls open at this. Did you really hear that right?”
“Y-You?” you splutter. “You mean, you want me to...For a princess? A-Are you sure?”
Twilight nods, her blush deepening.
“I-I mean, if it really did lift Starlight’s mood so well, I’d like to know what it’s like for myself,” she says. “The ear scratchings and the belly rubs.” She then blurts out, rather loudly, “For research!”
Ahh, so that’s what it was. She was trying to hide her want for affection therapy by making an excuse for needing it. You grin at this.
“Sure, Twilight,” you say. “I can pencil you in. Strictly for research, though,” you add, playing along.
“Of course!” says Twilight, eagerly. “How about tomorrow? Does that sound all right?”
“It sounds perfect,” you say. “Same time?”
“Yes, same time. That sounds fine.”
“All right, then. See you tomorrow.”
“See you!”
She opens up the doors, rather hastily, and with a rather big smile, but as you step out and start on your way, you turn to look back at her. Her smile becomes much more sincere, and you see her mouth ‘thank you’. You smile back, give her a small salute, and continue on your way. Today had been quite a day, and it was looking like tomorrow was going to be the same. All in a day’s work for Ponyville's resident affection therapist.
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		Twilight Sparkle



It’s a new day, and after your successful therapy session with Starlight Glimmer, the euphoria from that is still lingering. Even the sky seems to know how you’re feeling: a vast expanse of clear, untroubled blue, sprinkled here and there with fluffy clouds, the sun shining bright and warm. It’s the kind of day out where you’d be hard-pressed to find anyone feeling gloomy or glum. Unfortunately, ill feelings and sour emotions can occur anywhere and at any time, no matter how welcoming the skies look. Well, that’s what you were here for.
There’s still time before you have to meet with Twilight for her own session, so you decide to take your time walking to the castle. You still can’t quite believe it: Twilight Sparkle, the Princess of Friendship, wants her own affection therapy session. Not even Princess Celestia or Princess Luna have requested your services since you were appointed, even though you never exactly expected them to. You’re not sure why, but it just feels like royalty wouldn’t be the first or most forward to asking for affection therapy, no matter how harmless and altruistic your intentions are. Besides, you’d never been on close personal terms with Their Majesties of the Sun and Moon. Oh, sure, you’d seen them before at public events, but you’d never had a one-on-one talk with either. You hardly feel qualified for that kind of honor, anyway.
Twilight, though, is a slightly different case. Princess though she may be, she’s still a very humble pony, just like when she was a unicorn. You remember seeing her in the newspapers and on TV in the past, before you’d moved to Ponyville, reading and hearing about her exploits ever since she and her friends defeated Nightmare Moon. You couldn’t help marveling at the strength of the bond between those six mares, their dedication to each other and to Equestria. It was something you certainly hadn’t seen where you came from. 
You do have to grin to yourself, however, when you recall how embarrassed Twilight was when she requested your services. She wanted to mask her wants under a need for research on what made your techniques tick. You can’t help wondering how long she can keep up such a front. Princess or not, she’s sure to be susceptible to the same affection weak spots as other ponies. 
Hmm...actually, ‘weak spots’ didn’t sound like a very positive term. You’ll have to think on that.
You arrive at the castle, right on schedule and much less nervous than on the previous day, and knock. Once again, you can hear the knockings echo inside, even from out here.
“Must get pretty annoying every time someone comes to call,” you mutter to yourself.
Presently, the door’s opened, not by Twilight this time, but by Spike, the little dragon who acts as Twilight’s assistant. He reaches about the level of your knee in height, with purple scales, green eyes, green spines running down his head and back, and green frills where his ears would be. Despite being a dragon, a species usually known for being aggressive and greedy, Spike is a friendly little kid and a responsible assistant, though he can be a little clumsy at times, and hot water shortages in Ponyville can usually be attributed to his lengthy bubble baths.
“Hey, Spike,” you say.
“Hi!” he says, smiling up at you. “Are you here for Twilight?”
“Yep. She’s got an affection therapy appointment. For research purposes, of course,” you add, in a jokingly serious tone.
“I getcha,” says Spike, winking. “Come on in.”
You follow him inside, though you have to check your walking speed as you start down the hallway. Each single stride you take equals several for Spike at a jog, so you regulate yourself so that the two of you can walk more or less side by side.
“So, how was Starlight doing after I left yesterday?” you ask.
“Really well,” says Spike. “Happiest I’ve seen her in a long time, since before Trixie left, anyways. That affection therapy stuff must really work wonders.”
“Well, I’ve had two successes so far now,” you say, “but they’re the only two I’ve ever performed it on.”
Spike stays quiet for a moment or two, then he says, rather uncertainly,
“Uhh, I know this might sound like a weird question, but...do you think you could give it a try on me for a sec?”
You stop and look down at him in surprise. He’s holding his tail in his claws, looking awkward.
“What do you mean?” you ask.
“Nothing too fancy,” Spike says, hurriedly. “Just a scritch behind the frills? I, uh, kinda liked it when I was a dog for a little while, and, uh…I just figured if Twilight knew, she might kid me for it.”
Spike was a dog at one point? When did that happen? However, you decide not to question it. It was probably just the result of one of Twilight’s spells, either as a test, or by accident.
“Say no more,” you say, genially, before kneeling down. “Come here, little pal.”
Beaming, Spike scampers over to you, resting both claws on your knee. You reach behind his frills and start gently scratching. Spike’s expression melts into a slack smile, his eyes half-closed, and even his foot twitching. It really does remind you of a dog’s behavior.
“Ohhhh, yeah. Ohh, that feels good,” he murmurs. “That’s been bugging me for hours…”
An amused giggle makes you pause, and both of you look up. Starlight has just entered the hallway, a hoof covering her muzzle to stifle her laughter. Catching your eyes, she smiles warmly.
“Hi again,” she says.
“Hello, Starlight,” you say. “How are you?”
“Good, thanks,” she replies. “You’re here for Twilight, right?”
“Yeah, I am.”
“She’s in the library right now. I can take you there, if you’d like.”
“I was just leading him there,” says Spike, as though Starlight was doubting his reliability as a guide. “He was just, er, getting an itch I couldn’t scratch.”
“Of course, Spike,” says Starlight, rolling her eyes playfully. “Why don’t we lead him together, then?”
Spike makes a scoffing noise, but as you straighten up, you catch his eye, and he mouths ‘thanks’ with a smile. You smile back and nod. The two of you then follow Starlight down the hallway. She slows her pace a bit so that you’re more abreast of her on one side, Spike trotting along on the other. Looking at her, you can’t help but see that she really does seem to be carrying herself in a lighthearted, easygoing way today. It warms you to the core.
Looking about, you can’t help but notice the gleaming luster of the decor. Now, being made of crystal, this was to be expected, but something about it felt...even shinier than it ought to be. The crystalline walls, columns, and fixtures shone as though polished with an obsessive fervor. Had Twilight done this to make sure you didn’t feel yourself in the presence of a lazy slob? If you were to be perfectly honest, you couldn’t care less how the place looked. In your opinion, when you were royalty, you could leave the place however the heck you wanted it, without worrying about what the common folk thought of it. 
Then again, you remind yourself, Twilight’s more humble than that, so she must still want to make a good impression. Very sweet of her, but you hate the thought of her going to so much trouble. That’s especially uppermost considering the fact that the hallways of this castle are very long and maze-like. Each door looks exactly the same, too. It would be very easy, you think, for someone to get lost in here.
“You haven’t been in the castle much, have you?’ Spike asks you.
“No, I haven’t,” you say. “I mean, I’ve had a few audiences with Twilight about getting my job squared away, and then Starlight’s appointment yesterday, but before that, I never had much to do with this place. I will, say, though, that this castle looked a lot smaller from the outside.”
Starlight and Spike both laugh.
“Trust me, I know what you mean,” Starlight says. “When I was first allowed to live here, it took me forever to find my way around.”
“You get used to it,” says Spike. “When you’re sent all over the place to do chores and errands for Twilight, you don’t wanna forget where everything is.”
“I’d imagine not,” you say.
At last, the three of you come to a stop in front of a particular set of double doors. It seems, for convenience’s sake, a small placard has been placed above them, reading, in bright, neat writing: ‘The Library’. Spike steps forward and knocks.
“Come in!” comes Twilight’s voice.
Spike nods to you, and you open the doors. You step into a very large, circular room, the walls of which are composed primarily of packed bookshelves. Books upon books fill every available space in them. A movable ladder leans against the wall to your right. The doors you’ve just walked through are set into a great archway of purple crystal, which gives it a nice aesthetic touch. A table sits at one end, covered in books and parchment. Another circular table sits in front of a comfortable-looking sofa. Sitting on this sofa, her face hidden behind a large volume floating before her, is Twilight, using her magic to both hold up the book and write with a quill on a piece of parchment on the table. You can hear her mumbling to herself.
“And if that were to be the case...but in the last passage, he clearly states…which would render his previous argument...unless, what he was really trying to convey was...”
You clear your throat. Twilight looks up. Something tells you she may have pulled an all-nighter. There are lines under her eyes, and her mane has a hair or two out of place. However, she still smiles at the sight of you.
“Hello!” she says. “So good to see you again!”
Her eyes stray to a clock on the wall, and they widen in surprise.
“Goodness, is it time already? I’d lost track!”
“It’s ok,” you say, smiling. “How are you, Twilight?”
“Oh, I’m doing well, thanks,” says Twilight, setting her work aside. “Please, have a seat.”
She pats the space beside her. You take her up on her offer and sit down, wherein she edges just a little closer to you. Starlight and Spike both take their leave, closing the door behind them. No sooner are they gone than Twilight heaves a huge yawn, her wings poofing out as she does, bumping you. She tucks them in hurriedly, looking shocked.
“Oh, I’m so sorry!” she says. “I’ve been kind of busy with what you saw me working on just now, and I didn’t get a lot of sleep last night.”
She really didn’t need to apologize. You’d hardly felt anything, with only a soft wing tapping you in the side.
“It’s all right,” you say. “Were you doing some cleaning too, though? I thought the halls looked a bit, er, shinier today.”
“Oh, that?” Twilight asks, the smallest hint of pride in her voice. “Starlight and I were doing our usual morning spell practice, and on our list for the day was a scouring spell for quick, widespread cleaning. Between the two of us, we got the halls spic and span in no time! Spike was definitely happy for that, I can tell you.”
“Impressive!” you say, genuinely. “Are you still up for your session, though?”
“Of course!” says Twilight, brightly. “I could use a little relaxation more than ever. I’m well-prepared to take plenty of notes, too! I don’t want to miss a thing!”
So saying, she levitates a great stack of parchment paper and plunks it down on the table before her. You can’t help but stare, dumbfounded, at the size of it. Does she really expect to document that much on simple gestures of platonic affection?
“So, how do we start?” Twilight asks, with adorable, quite un-princess-like, eagerness.
“Er, well, where do you want to start?” you ask. To be honest, Twilight’s behavior is throwing you off a bit. “Ear scratches? Belly rubs?”
Twilight puts a hoof to her chin in thought for a second or two.
“Let’s start with ear scratching. You mentioned that that’s what triggered what happened with your friend, right?”
“Yeah, that’s right,” you say. “Rose and her friends have been really good to me ever since I first moved to Ponyville, but she’s the one I’ve been on best terms with. She’s not as…”
You pause, waving your hand vaguely as you try to find the proper term, then finally say,
“...faint-hearted as Daisy or Lily.”
Twilight giggles.
“Trust me, I know full well what you mean. Well, whenever you’re ready, go right ahead!”
Her horn flares, and a quill, loaded with ink, poises itself over the topmost page. She then leans her head closer to you, smiling expectantly. Honestly, you’re torn between bewilderment and amusement at how far Twilight is taking this. You never considered anything deeply scientific or ground-breaking in what you did. It was all simple displays of affection. Still, Twilight’s a princess, and you don’t want to insult her by disagreeing with her, so what can you do?
You reach over and start gently scratching the base of her ear. She stiffens, her eyes going wide. Then, her eyelids start to droop, a dreamy smile on her face.
“Ooh...Ohh, wow...That feels...really good! I had no idea...Is it just a finger thing, or...Fascinating!”
The quill starts whizzing across the page, writing up a storm that you can barely make out. It reminded you of the ‘professional illegibility’ of doctors’ notes. The more you scratch, however, the slower the quill goes. You see a slight crease in Twilight’s brow. She's noticed, it seems. Again, the quill speeds up, and again, it slows down. 
It seems that Twilight’s eagerness for note-taking is being tested by the pleasant sensation you’re administering to her, and she clearly doesn't like that. She even seems to be fighting to keep her eyes open so she can focus. This starts to concern you, so you pause. Twilight’s eyes fully open, and she looks puzzled.
“Why did you stop?” she asks.
“It just looked like you weren’t enjoying it anymore,” you say. “Do you still want me to keep going?”
Twilight opens her mouth, then looks at her paper, closes her mouth, then appears to think hard. She looks conflicted.
“Well, I can’t exactly expound upon the sensation if I’m not feeling it,” she muses. “But if I focus on the feeling, it’s harder to focus on writing.”
That definitely sounds like a conundrum. You would’ve liked to suggest that maybe she just forego the note-taking altogether, but she’s the princess, so she ought to decide. At last, she says,
“Let’s just move on to something else,” she says. “Chin scratching, maybe?”
“All right, then,” you say, shrugging. 
You start scratching under her chin. Once again, her expression melts dreamily, but something’s still wrong. Even as she tilts her head up, she continues trying to write. Her face tenses up, as if she’s fighting the feeling to focus on her notes. She doesn’t look so relaxed anymore, and that troubles you.
“Twilight,” you say, unable to hide the concern in your voice, “just relax. This is a therapy session. You won’t feel better if you don’t relax.”
“But...I can’t...I have to...For posterity,” she says, in a strained voice.
Ok, this was getting ridiculous. Princess or not, you can’t stand seeing Twilight so conflicted. You have to say something!
“Twilight!” you say, firmly, getting her attention fully. “I’m sorry to speak up to a princess, but you can’t continue like this! How do you expect to fully appreciate affection therapy, the very practice you helped certify, if you keep fighting it? Please, just put down the quill, quit overthinking it, and enjoy it for what it is!”
Twilight looks at you, then at her paper, indecision etched all over her face. Her quill has come to a stop, dangling over the page, shaking as if about to explode. Twilight’s mouth scrunches up, her cheeks bulging slightly and going red. You’re quite troubled by this.
“Twilight?”
And then, Twilight suddenly blurts out,
“Oh, to hay with it!”
She magically slams the quill down with such force that it sends her stack of papers spilling to the floor, making an untidy heap. You draw your hand away, startled and a bit apprehensive. Twilight breathes deeply for several seconds, trying to compose herself. At last, she sighs, then looks at you with contrition in her eyes.
“I’m sorry,” she says. “I ought to have realized trying to balance affection therapy with note-taking wouldn’t work out. There’s just some things that can’t be mapped out or explained on paper. Now I’ve ruined the session.”
She turns her gaze away from you and looks down at the floor, her ears drooped. Just like with Starlight yesterday, it pains you to see Twilight so low in spirits. You reach out and start gently petting her silky mane, going from the back of her head down her neck. Her eyes close at your touch, and you take it as a good sign that she doesn't tell you to stop.
“You haven’t ruined anything, Twilight,” you say. “I’m not mad at you. I didn’t think it was my place to tell you how to conduct your own session. Besides, you’re a princess.”
Twilight chuckles slightly, and she leans over, nuzzling you.
“That’s sweet of you,” she says, “but just because I’m a princess doesn’t mean I’m perfect, or that I automatically know best. I should’ve just left it to you. You’re the expert, after all.”
“Aw, shucks,” you say, modestly. “Do you like this, what I’m doing now?”
“Mm, yeah,” she says. “It feels really nice.”
Glad to see her spirits restored, you continue stroking her mane and back. Both the hair of her mane and the fur of her coat are really soft and smooth to the touch. You wonder if it's all-natural, or if she has some kind of ‘royal conditioner’ that she uses. 
At one point, your hand brushes against her wing. Her eyes snap open, and she lets out a surprised ‘Eep!’ as both wings flare out to their full wingspan with startling swiftness, nearly giving you a heart attack.
“W-What?!” you stammer. “D-Did I do something wrong?”
Twilight folds her wings back up, looking flummoxed.
“N-No, no. It’s just...Of course you wouldn’t know. You see, pegasus (and, I suppose, in this case, alicorn) wings are a bit...sensitive. Most ponies don’t like them being touched, unless they’re preening themselves.”
“Oh, I-I see.” you say.
You feel your face go hot, and you can hardly even look at her now. You’d had no idea. No one had ever told you. Now you feel like you just intruded on something private and personal, and against a princess, no less! 
“Sorry,” you mutter, still avoiding her eye.
You feel a hoof touch your shoulder. You look up at Twilight, and her expression is full of understanding.
“It’s all right,” she says. “You didn’t know, and now you do. Just, try to be more careful in future, all right?”
“Y-Yeah, of course,” you say, more than willing to agree, and glad that she's not angry with you.
The question is, where do you go from here now? How do you get back on track after that? However, after a little contemplation, you think you have the answer.
“Do you think we ought to just start over, Twilight? You know, beginning with the ear scratches?”
Twilight’s face lights up.
“That’s a good idea!” she says. “Let’s do that, then.”
“All righty!”
So, you begin where you'd started in the first place, scratching behind her ear. This time, Twilight yields to the sensation without resistance or bothering to take notes. Her whole self relaxes, and she lets out a contented sigh, nuzzling her cheek against your palm in a very cat-like way. That’s all right, as all you need is your index finger, anyway.
From there, you move on to chin scratches, without complications this time. Once again, you have the feeling that if ponies could purr, Twilight would be right now. She’s certainly not being very ‘princess-like’ right now, but you don’t care, and you can imagine she doesn’t, either.
After that, with Twilight draping herself across your lap, just like Starlight did yesterday, you move on to belly rubs. Though slimmer than her pupil, her belly is still warm, soft, and just a little bit doughy to the touch. You'd seen her compared to Princesses Celestia, Luna, and Cadence, and you couldn't help thinking how positively skinny they looked compared to her. There was nothing wrong with that, of course, but it did make you wonder if Twilight would soon be that thin when she was about Cadence’s age. 
Speaking of age, Twilight’s behavior has reached positively filly-like levels at this point, nestling deeper against you in comfort and contentment, and giggling as you hit ticklish spots, as well as when you spice it up with a boop to the nose, or squeezing her cheeks. She, like Starlight, has a very cute giggle to listen to. You wonder if it’s just a common thing among Equestrian mares, since so many of them are adorable just to look at. She even adds to the silliness by bopping your nose or tickling you in the side with her hoof, so that the library rings with laughter from both of you.
Soon, however, once everything’s settled down, and you resume simply rubbing her belly, Twilight starts to drift off, and eventually, you can hear her snoring quietly, her stomach rising and falling with her breath. She looks so at peace, all her cares and worries wiped from her face, her hooves curled in front of her chest, one ear flicking from time to time. You feel as though your heart might burst from your ribcage from the overdose of adorableness you’ve been a part of up until now. Smiling, you softly pet her mane again, just once. Even in her sleep, you can see her smile as well, as she lets out a soft, peaceful ‘Mmm’ that would melt a heart of stone. After that, you just sit there and let her sleep, unwilling to disturb her repose.
At last, just when you’re feeling about ready to fall asleep yourself, Twilight’s eyes open. Yawning, she sits up, stretching her forelegs as she does so.
“Hey there, sleepyhead,” you say, genially, as she shifts back again to sit beside you. “How do you feel?”
“Fantastic,” says Twilight. “That’s the most relaxed I’ve been in a while. I never doubted that your techniques worked, but that was wonderful.”
“Well, I’m happy to help,” you say, putting a hand to your chest and half-bowing.
Twilight smiles warmly.
“Thank you so much,” she says. “I probably didn’t make things easy with the whole ‘research’ thing at first.”
“Think nothing of it,” you say, waving an airy hand. “I didn’t want to stand in the way, if that was how you wanted your session to go.”
“Well, I’m glad you helped me see sense. It was way better not trying to concentrate on note taking. I’m lucky to have a friend like you.”
And so saying, she puts her forelegs around you in a warm, tender hug. 
Darn it, how much more cuteness can your heart take with these ponies!? Nevertheless, you return the hug, though you’re careful to keep clear of her wings this time. When you pull apart at last, Twilight says,
“Oh, that’s right! I nearly forgot!”
Her horn flares, and with a flash, two small but hefty-looking burlap sacks appear on the table. You stare at them in surprise.
“What are those for?” you ask.
“Your therapy dues, of course,” says Twilight. “One for Starlight’s, and one for mine. I’d forgotten to give you the first one yesterday. I just teleported them from my bedroom.”
Truth be told, you’d completely forgotten about pay as well. Then again, Twilight had helped set up your therapy fee when she arranged for your new job. Money just didn’t seem as important at the time.
“Well, thanks very much, Twilight,” you say, standing up and taking up the two bags. “I’m glad you reminded me, even though money wasn’t my foremost thought in this.”
“Oh, I know,” says Twilight, smiling, as she joins you. “It’s your heart that guides you, not your wallet.”
You can’t help but blush, though you’re more grateful than embarrassed for the compliment.
“Well, why don’t I walk you out?” asks Twilight. “I realize the hallways may seem a little labyrinthine.”
“I’d really appreciate that, thanks,” you say.
With that, the two of you head for the library doors, side by side. Once more, you can hardly believe your luck. You’ve now had two successful official therapy sessions, and one of them was with a princess. You can’t help but wonder what the future may hold out for you, if this was how you were kicking off your new career. Well, for now, all that matters is the fact that you were able to help Twilight relax, and, just like Starlight, the smile on her face was more than enough reward for you.

	
		Derpy Hooves



“You're kidding!”
“I'm not.”
It's the following day. The weather is nice, and you're spending the early afternoon sitting outside with Rose in her back garden. The perfume of her carefully-grown calla lilies and zinnias provides a nice additional fragrance to her special rosebud tea.
Rose, or Roseluck, as was her full name, had been one of the first ponies you'd come across after moving to Ponyville. You'd spent most of your money in getting here with your belongings, and you had been pretty low on funds as a result. You met her as she was selling flowers, and you offered to help her out. After briefly freaking out over seeing a human for the first time, she graciously granted permission. As she got to know you a little better over the day’s work, she took pity on your situation and invited you to stay with her until you could get back on your feet. Despite protesting against imposing, you still took her up on her generous offer, and the two of you have been good friends ever since, even after you managed to get a place of your own. Although not as close, you also struck up a good friendship with her fellow florist friends, Lily and Daisy.
Rose is a cream-colored mare with a casually messy dark red mane and tail streaked with pink, light-green eyes, and a cutie mark of her namesake on her flank. Although she can get easily excited, and is even prone to swooning at times, she's less faint of heart than her two friends, as you'd told Twilight. She's also very kind, an excellent listener, and the pony you owe your current circumstances to. If not for your friendship with her, your role as an affection therapist might not have come to be, but more importantly, you'd probably still have been on the streets, barely able to get by.
“Twilight actually tried to document the sensations as they happened?” Rose asks, incredulously.
“She did,” you say, unable to keep from grinning. “It didn't last long, though, after I told her how silly she was being. After that, it went very smoothly.”
“Well, that's a relief,” says Rose, taking another sip of tea. “Still, it’s pretty amazing that you got to perform affection therapy on a princess.”
“Yeah, but Twilight’s a little different from other princesses,” you say. “I’m not saying the other princesses aren’t humble, but there’s just a kind of...familiarity with a pony like Twilight. Know what I mean?”
Rose nods.
“But I think it’s wonderful that you’ve gotten a job you really enjoy, and that makes other ponies happy,” she says.
“It is,” you agree, “but it was only possible because of you, Rosie.”
Rose blushes.
“Oh, stop,” she mumbles, bashfully.
“No, I mean it,” you say. “You took me in when I was bit-less and wandering. You fed me, housed me, provided for me until I could get a place of my own. Even after I left, you’ve remained one of my best friends, and it’s partly because of that that the entire idea of affection therapy could even get off the ground. I owe a lot to you and your friendship, Rose.”
Though still blushing, Rose smiles warmly at you. Then, she puts her forelegs around you in a close hug, which you gladly reciprocate as she nuzzles your cheek. You’re glad you can enjoy this kind of thing in private. Although you’re not ashamed of showing that the two of you are friends, you can’t help but feel that there are always those out there who would twist and misconstrue every little thing, every tiny aspect and make a big deal about it. You hate that kind of thing, especially if it would embarrass Rose, when she didn’t deserve it.
“Hey,” says Rose, still snuggled against you, “do you think I could get a little ear scritching?”
You smile at her.
“Of course,” you say. “Anything for you, my friend. I won't even charge you for it,” you add, jokingly.
Rose giggles. Soon, that gives way to a sigh of contentment as you begin scratching behind her ear. She rests her chin on your shoulder, closing her eyes sleepily, while bees and butterflies hover among her lovingly-grown flowers.
***

Some time later, you're wending your way home from Rose’s. She had rather cheekily convinced you to add a free belly rub after the ear scratching, and you'd been quite happy to oblige. As you'd said, anything for your best friend. When you had bid each other goodbye, she was therefore looking very cheerful, and that warmed your already melt-prone heart to the core.
*CLANG!*
You jump. That sounded extremely close by. In fact, judging by where you're now standing, it sounded like it came from the direction of your house. Heading more quickly in that direction, you soon find the source of the commotion: a gray-coated, blonde-maned mare in the most bewildering of predicaments. 
She’s somehow managed to cram herself halfway through your mailbox, so that her head, neck, and forelegs are poking out of one end, while her hindquarters, much too large to fit through, stick out the other end. Her back legs kick heartily as she tries to extricate herself, but neither pulling backwards nor forwards makes her budge an inch. You feel as though you might have seen her before. 
As you approach, she looks up and sees you, first looking startled, then slightly scared. Either she knows the mailbox belongs to you, and so she thinks you're going to yell at her, or else she might think you're going to make fun of her, neither of which is true. Her eyes are golden-yellow, and looking off in different directions. That might have been the source of her crash, but you’d rather not say something like that. It sounded rude. 
Then, all of a sudden, you realize that you do recognize her. She’s a mail mare working here in Ponyville. You’ve seen her either flying about with a mailbag, strolling about with her little unicorn daughter, or hanging out with that eccentric Earth pony scientist, the one everypony simply calls ‘Doc’. You recall that she’s rather clumsy, and has a bad tendency of causing small accidents, but you also know that she’s a very sweet mare, always greeting everypony with a smile, even you. The only thing is, her name escapes you. You’ve heard at least four different ones associated with her: Derpy Hooves, Ditzy Doo, Bright Eyes, and even Muffins. You decide to just let her choose which one she wants to be called.
“I-I’m so sorry,” she says, her voice trembling. “I didn’t mean to crash into your mailbox, sir! It was an accident!”
Tears are brewing at the corners of her eyes. It goes right to your heart to see her in so much distress. You put on a gentle, sincere smile as you approach her front half. Seeing you smile seems to ease her fears a bit, though she still looks rather pitiable.
“It’s all right,” you say. “I’m not angry with you.”
The mare blinks, surprised.
“Really?” she asks. “You’re not going to yell at me?”
“No, of course not,” you say. “You say it was an accident, and I believe you.”
The mare’s surprise melts away into teary-eyed relief and gratitude. She wipes her muzzle with her hoof.
“I’ve seen you around a lot,” you say, “but I don’t think we’ve ever properly met.”
“We haven’t?” asks the mare. “I hadn’t realized. Well, I’m Derpy Hooves.”
Ahh, so that was the name she preferred.
“It’s nice to meet you, Derpy,” you say. “Do you need any help?”
Derpy nods sadly. 
“I really do,” she mumbles. “I’m stuck.”
She gives a wriggle, but still doesn’t budge, though the mailbox does creak rather ominously. 
“I’ll help pull you out, then,” you say. “Probably back out the way you came.”
“Yeah, I think that’d be easier,” says Derpy. “My rump won’t fit through if I go forwards.”
You walk around to the back, then, where her hind legs are just kinda swinging idly, her tail drooping. She has a cutie mark of several bubbles on her flank. Much as you don’t want to stare at another pony’s rump, you can’t help but note that hers is rather...sizeable, leaving little doubt as to why she can't fit. To be fair, however, you doubted even a skinnier pony, like Twilight’s friend Fluttershy, would be able to fit through a mailbox this size. 
You take hold of Derpy’s hind hooves in your hands, count to 3 in your head, and give a heave. At first, she doesn’t budge, but as you give another tug, she begins to slowly slide backwards, inch by inch. You can see, too, that her stomach is rather tightly crammed in as well.
“Nearly there,” you reassure her, though you’re already short on breath. “Just a little more.”
You give another almighty tug, and she suddenly comes popping out, sending you tumbling backwards onto the ground. She almost comes crashing down on top of you, but instinct seems to kick in for her, and her wings stop her in midair, her rump inches from landing on your torso. She turns around and offers you a hoof up, which you gratefully accept, and she helps you back onto your feet.
“Thanks,” she says. “You have no idea how often that happens to me.”
“No problem,” you say. “It must be tough for you.”
“Oh, it's not so bad,” says Derpy, waving an airy hoof. “I'm pretty used to it by now. I can deal with it.”
You don't fully buy that. She sounds casually cheery, but her tone and smile have a bit of a forced quality to them. She seems to notice your faint disbelief, as she adds,
“I mean, sure, I wish it didn't happen so often. It'd save a lot of time and stress on ponies who don't deserve me crashing in and messing things up. And some ponies can get a little...unkind in how they respond,” she adds, in a more subdued tone, twiddling her hooves, before saying, hurriedly, “b-but who can blame them, really? What's a name or a few words thrown my way, anyway?”
Now you can definitely sense her resolve wavering, especially in her voice. A faint, tremulous gleam is in her eyes, and you think you even see her bite her lip. Your heart, already having gone out to her for getting wedged in your mailbox, is hit with another pang of sympathy for her.
“Ah, but listen to me, prattling on and taking up your time,” she says, in a louder and even more exaggeratedly bright tone. “I should be off, get out of your hair and all that.”
And she turns around, about to take off. A sudden thrill goes through you. Here was somepony clearly suffering and trying to hide it! You can't just let her leave in that state! You have to help her!
“Wait!” you say, more hurriedly than you'd intended. 
She pauses and stares at you in surprise. You clear your throat and say, more composedly, yet compassionately, 
“I mean, please, don't leave on my account. You're not taking up my time at all. On the contrary, that's what I'm here for: to hear ponies out and help them feel better.”
She stares at you, her interest peaked.
“You mean, like a psychiatrist?” she asks.
“Something like that,” you say, drawing out your contract. “I'm a licensed affection therapist, appointed by Princess Twilight herself.”
Derpy looks awed, and her off-kilter eyes rove over the paper in your hand, her brow furrowed as she read. She looks from it to you, then back again, her lips pursed in thought. It seems like she's struggling to decide about something, and you have an inkling for what it might be. At last, after checking to see if anypony is watching, she looks at you with an almost pleading look on her face, and asks,
“Can you help me, then? I'm sorry, but I really need someone to talk to, someone who’ll listen to what I need to say.”
Ok, that's a good sign. She's willing to accept your services.
“Of course,” you say, gently. “Please, come inside. I'll get you some tea, or hot cocoa, if you'd like.”
“Cocoa would be nice,” she says, with a little smile.
Smiling back, you put a hand on her shoulder and lead her to your front door, bringing her inside with you.
***

You make sure Derpy’s comfortable on your sofa, then go to make some hot cocoa. As you bustle around the kitchen, getting the essentials, you remember that Derpy has a rather well-known fondness for muffins, and it just so happened that Pinkie Pie had gifted you with a basket of them just the other day. She didn't really say why she was gifting it to you, beyond saying you ‘looked like you could use some muffins’. She'd punctuated this with a hug before bouncing off, leaving you pleased, but nonetheless bewildered. Still, now her random gift seemed expertly timed.
You return to your guest with two cups of hot cocoa, a bowl of miniature marshmallows, and a plate of blueberry and chocolate chip muffins on a tray. Derpy looks up, spies the muffins, and her expression lights up at once.
“You like muffins, right?” you ask, setting the tray down on the coffee table.
“I love muffins!” Derpy says, eagerly.
“Well, then, I guess it's lucky Pinkie Pie ran into me with a basket full of them,” you say, grinning. “I can't eat them all by myself, so please, help yourself.”
“Don't mind if I do,” says Derpy, licking her lips.
Now fully attentive to her own comfort, Derpy alternates between munching down on muffins to taking sips of her cocoa, into which she's put quite a few marshmallows. You feel your spirits lift at seeing her more at ease, and you take more moderate portions of each while she fills up. Perhaps this fondness for muffins is the cause of her rather curvy figure. Now that you think of it, a lot of ponies in Ponyville seem to have a little bit of plumpness to them. It’s just that some have a bit more of it than others, or else it’s more noticeable on some, like with Starlight. That doesn’t matter to you, though; on the contrary, you find it rather cute, an endearing attribute to already endearing ponies.
At last, Derpy seems to have eaten her fill. She wipes the crumbs and cocoa residue from her muzzle and sits back, patting her belly with both hooves.
“Thanks,” she says. “That really hit the spot.”
“You’re welcome,” you say. “I’m glad you enjoyed it.” 
You settle yourself more comfortably, facing her, clear your throat, and say,
“Now, I don’t want to dampen the mood, but whenever you feel like it, I’d like to know what it is you need to say. No need to feel rushed. Take your time.”
Derpy’s smile slowly fades. You hate having to bring up why she was really here, when she was happy again, but you both knew it had to be gotten over sooner or later. With a soft grunt, she heaves herself into a more upright position, looks down at her hind hooves contemplatively for a second or two, then says, in a rather subdued voice,
“I feel like nopony really likes me, and that they secretly hate me.”
You open your mouth wordlessly, then shut it again, at a loss. You hadn't been expecting that.
“Why would you ever think that?” you ask, quietly.
Derpy hesitates for a second or two. Her eyes look wet again.
“Because...because I’m always messing things up,” she says, her voice tremulous. “I know my eyesight’s not the best. It’s been like this since I was a filly. And I know it messes with my flight coordination and all that, but I still want to be as helpful and useful as I can. I don’t want to only be remembered as the clumsy pegasus with the wonky eyes...but no matter how hard I try, I just keep that legacy going. Like I told you, I’m always getting myself in awkward situations: getting my head or my butt stuck in mailboxes, windows, fences; bumping into signs, knocking things over, misplacing ponies’ mail, wrecking the town hall, screwing up the invitations to Cranky and Matilda’s wedding…!”
She takes several deep breaths. Just like Starlight, her tone had become more vehement and frenzied as she went on, and you don’t dare stop her until she’s done. She goes on, her voice now very choked,
“I...I try not to let it get to me. I keep telling myself (and the ponies I make mad) that I’ll do better next time...but it feels like I just keep making the same mistakes over and over again...I already get ridiculed for my klutziness and my eyes by a lot of ponies, and I do have friends, but...but I’m scared that one day, it’ll be one time too many for them, too, and that...that I’ll be all alone...not knowing what went wrong…”
She clearly can’t go on. She closes her eyes, the tears dribbling down her cheeks as she quietly sobs. You feel as though your heart’s about to break. You knew the poor girl had bouts of bad luck, but you had no idea she felt so strongly about it, or that she kept all this bottled up inside with a cheery smile on her face. You lay a comforting hand on her shoulder.
“Oh, Derpy,” you say, quietly and with sympathy. “I’m so sorry you feel that way.”
Derpy sniffles, leaning her head to rest her wet cheek on your hand.
“It’s...it’s not your fault,” she says, with a slight hiccup. “It’s nopony’s but mine. I’m the only one to blame, and I know it too well.”
“Now, Derpy, I can’t let you talk like this,” you say. “‘Hate’ is such a strong word, after all, and I highly doubt anypony hates you.”
She reaches up to grip your hand with her hoof.
“That’s very sweet of you, but-” she begins, but you cut her off, making her look up at you in surprise.
“But nothing,” you say, firmly. “I might not know you as well as your closest friends, but I can tell you’re really a kind and caring pony who only wants to be helpful to those she cares about. You prove that just by delivering everypony’s mail everyday; that’s your way of being helpful. Sometimes you’re not always going to be successful. Sometimes you’re going to feel like your bad luck outweighs your good.” 
Derpy nods sadly.
“However, that’s only because you’re focusing on nothing but the bad. If you do that, you’ll never focus on the good. Now, come on: tell me something good about you, something positive between you and your friends.”
Derpy blinks at you, something like admiration in those eyes of hers, then looks thoughtful. Granted, you’re a little surprised that a speech like that could come from your lips as well; they sound more like the words of a seasoned professional, rather than someone who’s just started his profession.
“Well,” she says, slowly, “my friend Doc once said I’m ‘an absolute delight to be around’, and he’s always so patient and kind with me. And Mr. and Mrs. Cake always have a fresh batch of my favorite muffins ready whenever I come to call. And Dinky, my little girl.” Here, she smiles fondly. “She really knows how to brighten my gloomiest days. She says...she says I’m the ‘best mama she’s ever known’.”
Her eyes grow wet again, though this time from happiness. You give her an encouraging smile.
“See?” you say. “You’re plenty loved, Derpy, and by the ponies who matter most to you. As long as you know that they care about you, those ponies who know the true you, it shouldn’t matter what other ponies think, so don’t you ever believe that nopony likes you. In fact, I’d say you’re somepony other ponies are missing out on being friends with.”
Derpy’s eyes are completely flooding over by this point, her lips trembling. However, she’s still smiling. With a happy little sob, she throws her hooves around you, hugging you tightly and weeping quite openly against your shirt. Surprised at the suddenness, you nonetheless feel completely warm and toasty from the gesture, and put your arms about her to reciprocate.
“Thank you…” she chokes out, barely in a whisper. “Thank you…”
“You’re welcome,” you say, softly. “Do you feel open for the therapy portion now? Of course, if this is good enough for you-”
“It is,” she says, looking up. “I mean, I don’t want to offend your methods-”
“Derpy, you’re doing nothing of the sort,” you say, kindly, and she smiles.
“Then, can we just hug for a little longer? It’s just what I need right now.”
“As long as you like. It’s your session, after all.”
Derpy therefore snuggles against you, nuzzling under your chin. She even shifts herself so that she’s sitting comfortably in your lap, her belly pressed against your front. She’s kind of heavy, but most adult ponies generally are, and you’re not exactly the strongest of humans physically. 
You strengthen your hug just a little bit, enough not to make her uncomfortable, and just sit there, holding the teary-eyed, tender-hearted pegasus in your arms, gently stroking her mane and back, while keeping clear of her wings. You half-wish you had a lullaby to sing to her, though you don't quite consider yourself the greatest of singers. Nevertheless, she sighs softly, in a way that tells you that the worries and woes she had carried with her into your house (and mailbox) are a thing of the past now, as she nestles deeper against you, like a child being comforted from a nightmare by a loving parent.
***

The sun is sinking low over the horizon by the time Derpy finally stirs. She looks up at you with the sweet smile of someone who's had a good nap, and you gently release your hold on her. She stretches, extending her wings out as she does, and looking much happier than when she first came in, even after you’d given her cocoa and muffins.
“How do you feel?” you ask.
“Great,” says Derpy. “So much better, all thanks to you.”
“I’m happy to help,” you say, smiling. “If you ever have another hard day and need to pop in again for another hug, or to just talk, my door will always be open.”
“I’ll definitely keep that in mind,” says Derpy. “And, uh, I’ll try to miss the mailbox next time,” she adds, sheepishly, making you chuckle.
She pauses for a moment, then looks you full in the face. You’re a little surprised to see her eyes align correctly.
“In all honesty, though,” she says, “thank you so much for hearing me out and being there to hug. I’m glad there’s someone like you who’ll listen to a pony’s problems.”
She leans forward and gives you a peck on the cheek, just like Starlight had. And here you thought you couldn’t feel any warmer just now.
“You’re welcome, Derpy,” you say, bashfully blushing a little.
She gives you one last nuzzle on the other cheek, scoots herself off your lap, and heads for the door. As she opens it, she turns, smiles at you, waves goodbye with her wing, and closes the door behind her. 
Still smiling yourself, you get up and start clearing away the dishes, before heading to the kitchen to start dinner. Another successful therapy session had been accomplished, and you hadn’t even had to roll out the full arsenal of therapy techniques. That was nothing to be disappointed about, however. That just went to show that sometimes, one simple gesture or display of affection was enough for some ponies, as long as it meant that much to them.
You've just finished dinner some time later, when there comes a loud *CLANG* from outside, making you jump. Wondering if Derpy had crashed again, you rush out of the house, in time to see her flying away into the darkness. Bewildered, you check your mailbox, and see that a small burlap bag has been stuffed inside. You prod it with your finger, and by the jangling sound that comes from it, you can guess that it's full of bits.
“Oh, of course, her therapy bill,” you say, clapping a hand to your forehead. “I hadn’t even bothered to ask. Didn’t seem that important, anyway.”
Taking a last look at the spot where Derpy had vanished, you pull the bag out, pocket it, and head back inside, shutting the door behind you.

	
		Rarity



A week has passed since you helped lift Derpy’s spirits. Things have been pretty quiet in your corner of Ponyville. Well, unless you counted Pinkie Pie marching through the streets, playing a one-pony band ensemble. Again. This month. When she came by for another lap, you’d leaned out your window to ask her what the occasion was, but her only reply was ‘No occasion in particular! Sometimes, you just get that ‘one-pony band’ itch, ya know?’
No, you didn’t know, but you would rather not question it, especially as it came from Pinkie Pie.
Otherwise, you’ve had one or two ponies coming by to seek affection therapy, partly out of curiosity after hearing Derpy talk about it. One was Golden Harvest, a yellow Earth pony with a curly orange mane who runs a carrot stall in the market. She’d had a rough day, and per her friend Derpy’s suggestion, came to see you. She’d proven quite fond of having her mane petted, and had sat against you in pure contentment as you gently stroked those orange curls. As thanks, she gifted you a free bundle of her finest carrots, which you appreciated. 
Another was Berry Punch, a purple Earth pony who worked as a juice-maker and brewer. She’d been having trouble with a sour stomachache, and when she’d heard that belly rubs were part of your practice, she came to you for a possible solution. You were more than happy to oblige, and so you let her stretch out across your lap, rubbing and massaging her plump little beer belly. Or was it ‘wine belly’? Either way, she belched a couple times throughout, but it looked like that was doing the trick, as the pain wiped itself away from her face, leaving a very relaxed smile as you continued. By the time you were done at last (not that you were complaining about time), she was so grateful that she gifted you a bottle of her freshest grape juice.
It did your heart good to know that word of your practice was spreading at last. You weren’t expecting a huge tidal wave of clients, but the knowledge that more ponies knew, at least, was a comfort to know. The ponies you’d helped so far would tell their friends about it, and they’d know they had a place to go if they were feeling down or bluesy. Who knows? Word might spread even beyond Ponyville, perhaps to Canterlot or Manehattan. The prospect both excited and intimidated you slightly. However, you were confident Twilight would be able to help you if things got too complicated.
***

Today, around early afternoon, there comes a knock at the door. You look up eagerly from the book you'd been reading. Could it be Rose again? She usually came by around this time, when she dropped by for a visit. Or maybe it was a new patient. Either possibility was very welcome.
“Come in!” you call.
The door opens. Instead of Rose, it’s Daisy. She's a pink Earth pony with a curly light-green mane and tail, dark-green eyes, and two daisies for a cutie mark. As mentioned before, you’re not quite as close with her and Lily as you are with Rose, but you’re still on very good terms with them.
“Oh! Hello, Daisy,” you say.
“Hi,” says Daisy.
Her tone is kindly enough, but there's also a hint of worry on her face that concerns you.
“Is something wrong?” you ask.
“Erm, well, yes,” says Daisy, fidgeting with her forehoof. “Rose actually sent me over to tell you that she won’t be able to see you today.” 
“Oh? Did something happen?”
“Well...Rose’s...She’s...She's…”
Daisy squeezes her eyes shut, her teeth clenched, as though what she's trying to say is too painful to articulate. Apprehension settles over you. What could have happened? You jump up from your seat, hurry over, and grip Daisy by the shoulders.
“What?” you ask, urgently. “Rose’s what? What's wrong with her, Daisy?! Tell me!”
Daisy’s cheeks bulge briefly, and then, she screams out,
“She's got the flu!”
And before you can stop her, she swoons, collapsing into your arms.
“Oh, it's awful! The horror! The horror!”
You simply stare, bemused and exasperated. The flu? That was all? It wasn't pleasant, sure, but Daisy made it sound like Rose was on her deathbed. Honestly…
“There, there, Daisy,” you say, patting her mane. “There's no need to fall to pieces.”
It takes some time to restore Daisy to her senses. She keeps wailing on about how much pain and suffering Rose is under right now. Even though you feel very sorry for Rose, you still think Daisy's being ridiculous. Everyone got sick sometimes, and the weather was getting cooler. It was bound to happen. At last, however, Daisy recovers enough to get back on her hooves.
“Sorry,” she says.
“Don’t worry about it,” you say. “Knowing her, she probably doesn’t want me to come over and risk getting sick either.”
“No,” says Daisy, shaking her head. “She was emphatic about that, the poor sweetheart. Nurse Redheart and the rest of the hospital staff are already busy with other flu victims.”
“Still, if there’s anything she needs, I’d love to help her out,” you say. “Anything, no matter how small.”
Daisy looks thoughtful for a moment, then her face lights up, as though an idea’s struck her.
“There might be something you can do for her,” she says. “Rose ordered a dress from Rarity some time ago, and it’s supposed to be ready for pickup today. Of course, in her condition, that’s impossible, and both Lily and I are too busy with taking care of her and the flower stall to spare much time. If you’re not too busy, I’m sure it would mean the world to Rose if you picked it up for her.”
Picking up a dress for Rose? That wouldn’t be too difficult, and it would definitely cheer her up. Besides, it’s been a while since you last saw Rarity. When you’d first arrived in Ponyville, she very kindly offered you fresh sets of new clothing at a very reasonable discount, despite barely even knowing you. You’d been touched by her generosity, but had not yet found a way to properly repay her.
“Of course!” you say, eagerly. “I’d be more than happy to!”
“Oh, wonderful!” says Daisy, beaming. “No rush about it, either. Just make sure you pick it up by the end of the day.”
“You’ve got it, Daisy,” you say.
“Great! Now, I’ve really got to get back home. It’s almost time for Rose’s next medicine dose. I’ll let her know her dress is in good hooves. Er, hands,” she appends, glancing at yours briefly.
“All right,” you say. “Send her my wishes for a speedy recovery.”
“I will,” says Daisy, and she takes her leave, giving you one last smile before closing the door behind her.
***

Carousel Boutique is one of the most eye-catching establishments in Ponyville, literally designed like a mix between a fairground carousel and a castle tower. As you open the door, a bell charmingly tinkles above you. You take one step inside, then come to an abrupt halt as a voice calls out, 
“Good afternoon! I’ll be with you in just a moment!”
The melodious voice, flavored with a cosmopolitan, ‘Canterlot-ian’ accent, would have been enough of a giveaway, but the mare herself is standing right before you. 
She’s a pure-white unicorn with an immaculately curled purple mane and tail, very pretty sapphire-blue eyes, and a cutie mark of three four-sided blue diamonds on her flank. She has an attractive, curvaceous figure that tends to draw stallions’ eyes, along with her pretty face, and while you know she can be a bit uptight and fussy, you also know she’s a very kind-hearted and charitable mare, as evidenced when she helped you with your clothing situation. She also has a love for gemstones, and impeccable, outstanding fashion-design prowess.
At the moment, she’s in the middle of assisting none other than Starlight Glimmer, standing on the big platform in the middle of the boutique, surrounded by three large mirrors. Both unicorns are facing away from you, as Rarity, a pair of red-framed spectacles perched on her nose, telekinetically tape measures Starlight around the middle.
“Honestly, dear, you worry too much,” says Rarity. “You haven’t gotten that much bigger, not enough to cause concern, anyway. You’re perhaps just a little rounder in the tummy, but your dress will still fit just fine.”
“You think so?” asks Starlight, sounding relieved. “I was afraid I’d be giving you extra work by having to make a whole new-sized dress, Rarity.”
“Oh, pish-posh, Starlight,” says Rarity, patting Starlight’s cheek in a maternal way. “I appreciate the concern, but you’re not the first to come to me with weight worries, nor will you be the last. The dress should be ready in another week.”
“Oh, good. Thanks, Rarity.”
Starlight steps down, and only now do both mares notice you.
“Oh!” says Starlight, looking surprised and delighted. “Hi!”
“Hi, Starlight,” you say, smiling. “Hello, Rarity.”
“Oh, hello, darling!” says Rarity, beaming. “How are you? I haven’t seen you in ages!”
“I've been pretty well. Sorry if I interrupted anything.”
“Not at all, not at all,” says Rarity, waving an airy hoof. “Starlight was just checking in on a dress she commissioned from me. Was there anything else you wanted to ask, dear?” she asks, turning to Starlight.
“No, I don't think so,” says Starlight. “I should be off, anyway. Twilight’s hinted we'd be studying a new spell today, and I don't want to miss out. Thanks again, Rarity. See you,” she adds, turning to you and smiling warmly.
You nod, smiling back, and Starlight trots out, shutting the door behind her.
“So!” says Rarity, briskly. “What brings you by, darling?”
“I’m actually here on Rose’s behalf,” you say. “She’s got the flu, so I thought I could help her out by picking up her new dress for her.”
“Ohh, the poor girl,” says Rarity, sympathetically. “Well, I hope it’ll make her feel better to see how her dress has turned out. She’ll look stunning in it at the next social gathering she attends. But tell me, how has your new venture been going?”
“Venture?” you ask, puzzled, before you add, in realization, “Ohh, right! Affection therapy. Well, I haven’t had many clients so far, but those I have had definitely appreciated it.”
“Splendid,” says Rarity. “Twilight told me about it just the other day, but I’m afraid I’m still a little puzzled about it. How does it work, exactly?”
“Oh, there’s nothing too complicated about it,” you say. “All I do is help ponies relax and be happy through gestures of platonic affection, especially if they’ve had a bad day. Here.”
You take out your occupational contract and hold it out for her to read. She takes it in her magic and draws it closer, her pretty eyes roving from line to line. You can see her silently mouthing some of the words to herself. She finally looks up at you, something twinkling in her eye.
“So, does a pony necessarily have to have had a bad day in order to enjoy a little affection therapy?” Rarity asks, a definite hopeful tone in her voice.
“Oh, no,” you say. “If they just want to relax or unwind, that’s perfectly fine as well. Are you interested?”
A little smirk crosses Rarity’s muzzle.
“I am rather intrigued,” she says. “And I have been feeling a tad overtaxed lately. Have you any idea how enormous my workload can get? Three dresses for three separate cuteceneras, a ballgown for a garden party in Canterlot, and two sets of wedding ensembles for both the bridesmaids and the groom-stallions!”
She raises a foreleg to her forehead in dramatic fashion, letting off a dainty but weary sigh.
“A fashionista’s work is never done,” she says.
“I don’t know how you get through it all,” you say, sympathetically.
“Some days, I wonder how I manage it myself,” says Rarity. “But these ponies count on me, and it wouldn’t do to disappoint them. It does take its toll, however. Just look at these bags under my eyes!”
She leans in close, putting one hoof to her cheek to show you. Perhaps it’s just you, but you can’t see any bags there. You think you see a wrinkle or two, but you don’t mention it.
“And some of these dresses require more precise hoof-stitching,” she goes on, showing you both hooves. “It gets taxing and tiring for them as well.”
Again, you don’t really see anything wrong, but you don’t question it. Besides, if she really is feeling exhausted and overworked, this was a perfect opportunity.
“Well, if you’re willing,” you say, “I’d be more than happy to give you a therapy session, free of charge.”
“Free?” Rarity repeats, surprised. “Oh, darling, I couldn’t possibly-”
“I insist,” you say, firmly. “Think of this as my way of thanking you for the generous discount you gave me when I got those new clothes from you.”
Rarity stares at you for a moment or two, then her face melts into a warm smile.
“Thank you,” she says. “I graciously accept. Should we have it done here, or at your home?”
“It doesn’t matter to me,” you say, honestly. “Whatever makes the client comfortable, that’s what’s important.”
“I see,” says Rarity. “Perhaps it’d be best if I dropped by your home, after I’m finished for the day. Say, 6 o’clock?”
“That sounds perfect,” you say.
“Wonderful,” says Rarity. “I’ll see you then.”
She’s about to walk off when she suddenly stops.
“Oh! Goodness me! I nearly forgot what you’d come here for! Rose’s dress, right? Here it is.”
She levitates a clothing box sitting nearby and floats it over to you. She opens the lid to give you a brief look inside. The dress itself is leaf-green and silky-looking, with a crimson-stoned brooch shaped like a rosebud sitting at the neck. You’re not that big an expert on fashion, but even you have to admit it looks nice.
“Wow,” you say. “Rose’ll love it.”
“Thank you,” says Rarity, kindly. “Send her my regards and wishes for a speedy recovery.”
“I certainly will,” you say. “I’ll see you later, then.”
“Ta-ta, darling.”
And with that, you take your leave, the bell over the door tinkling behind you.
***

You duly delivered Rose’s dress over to her house. This time, Lily met you at the door, and gratefully accepted it, along with your message from Rarity. She too was confident that seeing her newly-completed outfit would lift Rose’s spirits in her time of ill health, and promised that she and Daisy would keep you posted on her recovery. Thanking her, you headed off for home. You had to make sure the place was presentable for when Rarity arrived for her therapy session. You even prepared tea and homemade cookies, hoping they would suit her tastes.
That evening, at 6 o’clock, very nearly on the dot, you hear a soft tap at the door. You get up and open it, and there stands Rarity, looking a bit tired, but smiling all the same.
“Good evening, Rarity,” you say, bowing. “Please, do come in.”
“Why, thank you,” says Rarity, stepping inside. “My, what a charming home you have,” she adds, looking around. “A bit small, but I daresay it suits your comforts just fine.”
“I don’t need all that much,” you say, humbly, closing the door. “So, are you ready to get started?”
“Oh, yes,” says Rarity, eagerly. “It's been another busy day, and I've been looking forward to this.”
“That's good,” you say, smiling.
“Oh!” she adds, sounding mildly surprised and noticing the tea tray sitting on the table. “Refreshments as well? Oh, you are an absolute darling!”
“It was nothing, really,” you say, modestly. “I just like being a good host to my clients and friends.”
You sit yourself down on the couch, and expect Rarity to follow suit, but she hesitates.
“Is something wrong?” you ask.
“Well, I was only wondering,” says Rarity, looking and sounding slightly embarrassed. “Would it be all right if I...if I lay across your lap? I mean, is that allowed?” she adds, blushing.
“Of course,” you say, brightly. “As long as the client’s comfortable, that’s all that matters.”
Smiling and looking grateful, Rarity hops up onto the couch. Then, she allows herself to fall across your legs on her stomach, in a very cat-like way. She sighs happily, gazing up at you and batting her long eyelashes.
“Comfy?” you ask, smiling down at her.
“Very,” she replies.
“Good. Is there any method you’d like me to start with, or are you not very particular?”
“Oh, start however you like, darling. I don’t mind. Only,” she adds, somewhat hesitantly, “please don’t take this the wrong way, but I’d rather not have my mane or tail touched.”
“That’s all right,” you say. “Every client’s got a different preference. No mane or tail touching. Got it.”
You reach down and begin scratching behind her ear. As with everypony you’ve observed receiving the sensation for the first time, her eyes widen at your touch, and then her eyelids start to droop, a smile appearing on her pretty face.
“Ooh...Oh my...Ohh, that feels heavenly...Now I see what Opal enjoys about it…”
“Opal?”
“My cat. She’s usually very grumpy, prefers being left alone, but on those rare days I can get near enough to her, a good scritch behind the ears makes her absolutely melt. Just like I am now, in fact.”
Her speech is a bit slurred as she says this, owing no doubt to the relaxed feeling she’s undergoing. You start with one ear, then the next, then start gently stroking her under her chin. She gives off a low ‘Mmmmm’ as she tilts her head back, and from her chin, you work your way to her cheeks. She now rests her head against your torso, utterly absorbed in her comfort as you delicately pet her.
Her fur is exquisitely soft and warm to the touch, more so than anypony else you’ve ever encountered. She must use some kind of beauty product to make it feel so nice. Plus, her cheeks, like with so many other ponies, have a bit of squishiness to them. That, coupled with her white fur, makes you very briefly joke in your mind that she must be made of marshmallow. You keep that to yourself, however; you don’t think Rarity would appreciate it, however light the jest might be.
“How do you feel so far?” you ask.
“Wonderful,” she murmurs. “I’m really beginning to see the benefits of this kind of therapy. A belly rub would really feel good right about now, though.”
She turns herself over so that she’s on her back, forehooves curled atop her chest. You can’t help chuckling.
“Wish granted.”
You lay your hand on Rarity’s slim and smooth belly and begin gently rubbing back and forth. Her eyes close completely, her smile widening ever so slightly. Every so often, she utters a little sigh, or a light giggle. It’s quite amusing. You’d always considered Rarity as a prim, proper, dignified sort of pony, graceful and simply overflowing with etiquette. You’d had no idea anyone like that could be so- there was no other word for it- adorable. 
You give a start as you feel her belly rumble beneath your hand. Her eyes snap open, her cheeks flushing.
“Oh! Oh, dear. How embarrassing,” she says. “I usually have dinner around this time.”
“It’s all right,” you say. “Would you care for a cookie?”
Rarity’s eyes light up keenly.
“I’d love one,” she says, licking her lips. “Though, perhaps, maybe not just one.”
You chuckle, reach over, and pull the plate of cookies closer. You pick one up and offer it to her, expecting her to simply accept it in her magic. Instead, with a rather cheeky smile, she takes a bite out of it while it’s still in your hand. Once she swallows it, she takes another nibble, and now you begin to see the game she intends to play, and you can’t help grinning at it.
“Are you doing that on purpose?” you ask, wryly.
“Maybe,” Rarity answers, coyly.
She snaps up the remainder of the cookie in your hand, swallowing it and licking the crumbs from her muzzle.
“Care for another?” you ask.
“Well, don’t mind if I do.”
You pick up another cookie and hold it out for her. This time, she nibbles daintily at it, and you swear you can even hear her going ‘nom nom’ as she chews. You only need one hand for this. You keep rubbing her belly with the other, as the pile of cookies slowly begins to diminish. Between cookies, she invariably asks for a sip of tea, which you very carefully give her. Thankfully, it’s cooled enough to the point where there’s no danger of scalding her delicate mouth. You have the very distinct impression that she feels pampered by all this, and is enjoying every second of it. Well, if it makes her happy, that’s all that matters.
At last, she seems to have eaten her fill, as when you offer her another cookie, she considers it, then shakes her head.
“No thank you, dear, I think I’ve eaten enough,” she says, and you put it back. “They were very delicious, however.”
“Thanks. Pinkie Pie gave me the recipe for them. I had no idea chocolate chip cookies could be made even more delicious than they already are, but she found a way.”
“She always finds a way to achieve the impossible,” says Rarity, with a playful eye-roll. “I’d expect nothing less from Pinkie Pie.”
“So, was there anything else you wanted done?” you ask, politely.
Rarity muses for a moment, then smiles again.
“Just one more thing,” she says. “Some days, when the stress of work weighs me down, I feel like I could just use a nice big hug.”
You smile back, comprehending perfectly.
“That can be easily arranged,” you say.
Gently, you help Rarity ease up into a sitting posture on your lap. She's considerably lighter than Derpy was, meaning no offense to the pegasus. She swivels around on her rump to face you, still smiling that lovely smile, then puts her forelegs about you, nestling her cheek against your chest. Careful not to touch her mane, you reciprocate, clasping her warmly, softly stroking her back at the same time.
She sighs deeply and happily, almost as if she might just fall asleep in this attitude. As for you, you continue to simultaneously hold her and stroke her back. You even feel her giving you a soft nuzzle under your chin. You can practically sense the last vestiges of her tiredness and stress leaving her, like poison being drawn from a wound. Her whole self just seems to radiate a feeling of relaxation and contentment.
At last, she raises herself again to look you in the eye. A smile of utter warmth and gratitude is on her lovely face.
“Feel better?” you ask.
“Much,” says Rarity, something like a tear sparkling in her eye. “Thank you so much, darling. I really needed that.”
“You’re very welcome, my lady,” you say, putting a hand to your heart and giving a half-bow.
Rarity smiles more warmly still.
“You really are a sweetheart, you know,” she says. “Taking time to ensure ponies are happy and relaxed, and in the most heartwarming way I've ever experienced. And besides that,” she adds, now looking thoughtful, “your techniques really do wonders for one’s stress levels, almost like a trip to the spa. You might find a more profitable use for your talents if you put them to practice there.”
The spa? Were your techniques really as good as a spa treatment? You’d never really thought about that before, but now that she brought it up, the idea had some merit.
“You think so?” you ask, slightly intrigued.
“I know so,” says Rarity. “Just think: a pony comes in, weary and aching from the toils of their day-to-day life, and they come to treat themselves to a hot steam, a massage, a dip in the hot tub, or a little affection therapy courtesy of you. It’d bring in a lot more revenue than sporadic appointments, for one, though money’s probably just an afterthought for you.”
“It kinda is,” you say, a little sheepishly. “I mean, I know it’s technically my job now, but my first and foremost thought’s always been my clients’ comfort.”
“Well, that’s very kind of you, dear,” says Rarity, patting your hand with her hoof. “But a pony has to get by, you know. I’m not saying it’s something you need to do. It’s merely something to consider.”
You nod.
“I will. Thanks, Rarity.”
“Of course, darling. And, again, thank you.”
She leans in and gives you a kiss on the cheek. Your face, especially that spot, grows fairly warm. First Starlight, then Derpy, and now Rarity. Their gratitude for being given affection therapy really must be greater than you imagined, if they insisted on rewarding you with a peck on the cheek. No doubt it was merely a platonic display of gratitude, if they were just little kisses, but they still made you bashful all the same.
You walk Rarity to the door and see her on her way. She turns to give you one last smile before trotting away. You close the door behind her, glad you could help out another pony in need, and pondering over what she had said. You wondered if maybe you ought to put your therapy to work at the town spa, if Rarity considered it just as good as a massage or the like. Next time you saw Twilight, you'd have to put the question to her. For now, though, you could really use some dinner.
“For somepony so lady-like,” you say, looking at the greatly diminished pile of cookies sitting on the coffee table, “she can really put sweets away. And who's to say that's a bad thing, really?”
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“I can’t believe I didn’t think of it before! It feels so obvious now!”
First thing the next day, you headed to Twilight’s castle first thing, and after losing your way in the hallways for about 10 minutes, you met up with her and told her of the proposal Rarity had made last night. This really seemed to set the gears in that clever brain of hers turning as she mulled it over. At last, her face lighting up like a beacon, she declared it ‘brilliant’, and wondered how on earth she had never thought of it before.
“I mean, when it comes down to it, it really does feel like a spa treatment,” she says. “When I had my session, I felt completely relaxed and rejuvenated, as though I'd just had a massage. Still,” she adds, with a smile, “if anypony were to come to that conclusion, I'm glad it was Rarity. She really is the best-versed in anything spa-related amongst my friends.”
“So, since you approve of the idea,” you say, “what's the next course of action?”
“Well, do you want to pursue it?” Twilight asks. “Would you feel comfortable performing affection therapy in a more public setting?”
Would you? You had been mulling it over ever since Rarity had left, considering and reconsidering the proposal and everything that went with it. On the one hand, this would be a huge leap, going from conducting your practice from your own home to doing it in a much more public venue. On the other hand, it would bring in a much wider range of clientele, which not only meant larger profits, but also more ponies to help relax and feel at ease. That had been the clincher.
“As long as the rest of the spa doesn’t suffer from lack of patronage,” you say, “I think I would feel comfortable.”
Twilight smiles.
“Oh, I think there’s little worry about that,” she says. “It'll have to be sanctioned by the owners of the Ponyville spa, but I'm sure Aloe and Lotus will more than approve, given your current track record. I’ll handle all of the, *ahem*, ‘technical’ stuff, and we should be good to go.”
You smile gratefully down at her.
“Thanks, Twilight,” you say. “I can't even begin to tell you how grateful I am for everything you've done for me.”
Twilight smiles more warmly and pats your hand with her hoof.
“Anything for a good friend,” she says. “You just leave it to me. This is going to be revolutionary!”
***

Revolutionary.
The word rings in your head as you wend your way through Ponyville, hands in your pockets. Some ponies wave and smile at you as you pass, and you reciprocate in kind. However, it doesn't mitigate the buzzing in your head.
Revolutionary? You? Something you had done, revolutionary? Yes, Twilight had often assured you of how ground-breaking and innovative affection therapy would be, but somehow, that word left a different, more significant impact. If you had been told, back in Manehattan, that anything you would ever do would be ‘revolutionary’, you would think the pony who said it had had too much hard cider.
Not that you'd ever gotten that much encouragement from anypony before. Back when you still lived in the big city, you'd been nothing. A nobody. Practically a non-entity. That was why you had moved to Manehattan in the first place, to make something of yourself, and you knew how well that had turned out. It was why you were here in Ponyville now.
“Why are you even bothering to try? You don't even have a mark. How do you know you're meant to be good at anything at all?”
You give your head a vigorous shake. You shouldn’t think that way anymore. Those days are behind you now. You have a better home now, and what was more, you have better friends.
Friends who don't care if you have a cutie mark or not.
If you can do magic or not.
...If you’re a human or not.
*Whump!*
“Whoa! Careful there, pardner!”
You come to an abrupt halt as you bump into somepony. Several thuds punctuate the air, telling you that this somepony was carrying something, and you had just upset her load. Dazed from being jerked out of your preoccupation, it takes a moment or two for you to process who you had just collided with.
You now see that it's an orange-coated Earth pony with a blonde mane and tail, both loosely tied with hair bands. She has green eyes, freckles on her cheeks, and a brown Stetson perched atop her head. She's a bit short and stout of figure, with rather thick, powerful-looking legs. A pair of baskets are slung at her curvy hips, full to the brim with apples, and several more lay scattered on the ground.
This is Applejack, one of Twilight’s friends. She works at Sweet Apple Acres, a farm that provides Ponyville and Equestria with mouth-wateringly delicious apples, and annually churns out tasty apple cider and Zap Apple Jam. You had tried some of their imported wares in Manehattan, and found to be absolutely delectable. Yet, somehow, they seemed even tastier being eaten in Ponyville, where they came from. You’d noticed this seeming anomaly when you sampled a gift basket of Red Delicious that Applejack had given you when you first met her.
As for the mare herself, you know her to be hard-working, strong, kind-hearted, and honest. Though she already has an older brother and younger sister, she acts like everypony is part of her family. She has a sweet habit of calling her close friends ‘sugarcube’, and she generally gives off a vibe of being somepony you can talk to about anything, somepony who will lend a listening ear and offer advice.
Needless to say, the fact that it’s her that you just collided with and whose cargo you just upset puts you into a bit of a fluster.
“S-Sorry, Applejack!” you blurt out. “That was completely my fault! Let me help you with those!”
You hurriedly stoop down and begin picking up the fallen apples, trying to brush off any dirt that may have gotten on them. You’re too afraid to look up at her and see how angry or upset she might be, but she just chuckles in a good-natured way.
“Simmer down, there, hun. Ah ain’t mad. It was just an accident.”
She has a very mellow, easygoing voice, flavored with a country accent that really adds an extra layer to her hospitable temperament. Hearing her assure you that she didn’t consider you at fault calms you down, and you finish putting the misplaced apples back in her baskets.
“I still should’ve been watching where I was going,” you say.
“Don’t sweat it,” says Applejack. “You looked like you were pretty deep in thought.”
“Heh, yeah, I kinda was,” you say. “I was thinking about taking my job to the next level.”
Applejack tilts her head in polite puzzlement.
“Yer job?” she asks, before the answer hits her. “Oh! Right! That therapy stuff Twilight mentioned. How’s that workin’ out for ya?”
“Pretty well,” you say. “Nothing but satisfied clients so far.”
“That’s good to hear,” says Applejack, smiling. “So, how does it work, exactly? Twi tried to explain it to me, but she was insistin’ on usin’ big, fancy words Ah couldn’t rightly follow,” she adds, sheepishly.
“I getcha,” you say. “Well, to put it in laypony’s terms, affection therapy helps ponies relax and feel comfortable through little displays of affection or playfulness. A good scratch behind the ears, a belly rub, even something as simple as a hug. There’s nothing really complicated about it, and a few of your friends can vouch for its effectiveness,” you add, with a grin.
“Ohhh, is that right?” Applejack asks, sounding interested. “And ya say it helps ponies relax?”
“Yep. Why, is it something you’re interested in?”
Applejack seems to think it over for a minute or two. At last, she says,
“Ah reckon so. Buckin’ trees all day can make a pony sore, y’know?”
“I'd imagine so,” you say, “having never been a farmer myself.”
“Well, Rarity’s been takin’ me to the spa a lot lately, and it's been doin’ me a world of good, so Ah’m more than willin’ to see what yer affection therapy’s all about.”
“Excellent!” you say, eagerly. “Where and at what time?”
Applejack taps her chin in thought for a moment or two.
“How does down at the farm sound, just after dinner? That'd be about sundown.”
“Sounds good,” you say. “I'll see you then, Applejack.”
“See ya then, pard,” says Applejack,
With a genial wink, she shifts her saddle baskets up a bit and starts off towards Sweet Apple Acres, while you wend your own way home, your mind buzzing more than ever.
***

The sky is a brilliant golden-yellow, shot with pink and red as you make your way towards Sweet Apple Acres. It isn't often that you visit the farm. Still, you're on fairly good terms with the rest of Applejack’s family. Well, the members in Ponyville, at any rate. The Apples have farms and orchards all over Equestria, and the only ones you've ever met were right here; you have no idea just how many Apples there must be.
In any case, as mentioned, you were on good terms with the Ponyville Apples. You'd often run into Applejack or her brother, Big Macintosh, selling their wares in the market. Big Mac was a stallion of few words, but extremely strong and infinitely courteous, happy to assist if muscle or architectural skill was wanted. You'd once seen him haul an enormous wagon full of lumber through town, without any appearance of tiredness.
Applejack’s little sister, Apple Bloom, was also a common sight in town, either off playing with her two friends, Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo, or putting her unique talent to use. She and her friends had a knack for recognizing a pony’s true potential, whether they didn't have their cutie mark yet, or didn't understand what their talent was. They were all bright, cheerful, friendly fillies, as adorable as puppies, and the big pink bow Apple Bloom always wore only heightened her adorability factor in your eyes.
As for Applejack’s grandmother, Granny Smith, she doesn't leave the farm much except for market visits. You'd heard stories about how she was one of the first ponies to ever settle in Ponyville, so it was anypony’s guess how old she was. Despite her age, she still has a razor-sharp wit and admirable memory, and an absolute fund of stories and wise sayings, while overall being a very amiable old mare. Even though the three siblings do most of the work, it's not hard to see that it's Granny Smith who really runs things around the farm.
As you approach the farmhouse, the hearty smell of apples filling your nostrils, a pink shape comes bobbing into view, bouncing like something that would say the most wonderful thing about it was being the only one. It only takes a second or two for you to realize who it is before it stops right in front of you.
This is Pinkie Pie. It's impossible for anyone living in Ponyville to not know who Pinkie Pie is. She makes it her business to know everypony, and that does mean everypony. She works at Sugarcube Corner, alongside the Cakes, but her main talent lies in throwing parties. Whatever the occasion: birthdays, anniversaries, weddings, cuteceneras, national holidays, even things remote and obscure, she can whip up a celebration like nopony else. Well, unless you counted the time Cheese Sandwich visited Manehattan; the party he threw was one of the only times you'd really felt connected with the other ponies of that city.
Pinkie’s coat is a bright pink, while her mane and tail, both almost deliberately messy, are magenta. Her baby-blue eyes match two of the balloons that make up her cutie mark, the other being yellow. She has a plump, round-bellied physique, evidence of her love of sweets, though she moves with the flexibility and agility of a much-slimmer pony. Nevertheless, this chubby build makes her hugs, which she gives out for the least of reasons, very cozy and comforting, even if her grip can be a little tight at times.
Pinkie is...there's no other word for it: Pinkie. She's quite silly and bubbly, easy to laughter or to make others laugh. She can also be a bit odd at times, however. She sometimes says or does things that make no immediate sense, often even defying the laws of physics, and never once deigning to explain how she does them. In spite of this, Pinkie's a very sweet-natured and affectionate mare, always happy to see others happy. In some ways, she's like a foal in a mare’s body, though smarter than she lets on. How else could she have a self-made, working party cannon?
“Hiya!” says Pinkie, beaming up at you.
“Hey there, Pinkie Pie,” you say, with a smile. “What brings you around here?”
“Visiting Applejack,” said Pinkie. “It was dinner time when I stopped by, so they invited me to stay!”
“Well, that was sweet of them.”
“I know! But don't worry, there might still be some pie left for you, before you have your therapy session with Applejack, or maybe after. Pie’s good at any time, I say!”
“Heh, I have to agree there,” you say, before something else Pinkie said clicks into place in your brain. “Wait, how did you know I'm on my way to a therapy session?”
“Cuz Applejack was talking about it at dinner, silly,” says Pinkie, with the air of one explaining the obvious. “She said a full stomach might make a belly rub more relaxing. I'll have to see if it's true myself one of these days.”
“Well, if you're ever in the mood,” you say, “just drop by.”
“I will!” says Pinkie, brightly. “See ya later!”
And, pausing only to rear up and give you a quick hug (“just because”, she says), she hops off. Smiling and shaking your head at her antics, you continue onwards toward the farmhouse. You approach the front door and knock, whereupon a dog starts barking from inside.
“Come in!” calls Granny Smith’s voice over the barking.
You ease upon the door, only to be greeted by a brown and white dog, who leaps onto you, almost knocking you off your feet, and begins enthusiastically licking your face. Laughing, you gently set her back down on the ground.
“Down, Winona, down! Easy, girl. It's good to see you too.”
You pat her head, and she calms down almost immediately, wagging her tail all the while. Looking up, you see Granny Smith, an elderly green Earth pony, her mane and tail in white buns, and an apple pie for a cutie mark, sitting in her rocking chair, smiling.
“Hey there, sonny,” she says. “Thought you might be Pinkie Pie come back for another helpin’. That girl’s got an appetite that could put Applejack’s to shame.”
“Hello, Granny Smith,” you say. “I actually just ran into Pinkie Pie on the way over, but it wouldn't surprise me if she did do that.”
Granny chuckles, then says,
“Yer here for Applejack and this ‘affection therapy’ you do, right?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“She's upstairs waitin’ fer ya, and if ya want, Ah’ll have a piece of apple pie ready fer ya to take home when yer done.”
“That's very generous, Granny Smith, thank you,” you say, graciously. “You don't want any affection therapy yourself, do you?”
“Oh, no, thanks,” says Granny, genially. “Just knowin’ it'll make Applejack happy is good enough for me.”
You smile, then start up the stairs. Granny whistles, making you stop in your tracks, but you then see it’s just to call Winona to her side.
“Don't want her interruptin’ ya,” said Granny, giving Winona a rub behind the ear. “Winona’s a good girl, but she likes attention, too. Applejack’s room’s down the hall, second on the right.”
“Thanks,” you say, gratefully, then continue the ascent.
The second floor landing comprises of four doorways, leading to what you can only suppose are the Apples’ rooms. Following Granny’s directions, you approach Applejack’s door and knock.
“Come in,” comes Applejack’s voice, and you enter.
Applejack is lying atop her bed, forehooves behind her head, hind legs crossed, her hat pulled over her eyes. She might have been asleep. In that posture, her belly looks a bit distended, rounder and plumper than usual. You can only surmise it to be evidence of a very hearty dinner.
Applejack tilts her hat up to look at you, smiling gently as she sets it aside.
“Howdy, sugarcube,” she says.
“Good evening, Applejack. Are you ready?”
“You betcha. Just a sec.”
With a grunt, she heaves herself up into a sitting posture, making her stomach look even bigger and rounder. You take a seat on the bed; it creaks a little under your combined weight. Then, to your slight surprise, she drapes herself right across your lap, on her back, her forelegs behind her head. She might have been getting ready to take a siesta on the grass. She's unsurprisingly heavier than any other pony who has lain down in the belly rub position like this.
“I take it you want a belly rub?” you ask.
“How'd ya guess?” asks Applejack, cheekily. “Ah give ‘em to Winona all the time, so Ah’ve been curious to know what it's like.”
“Fair enough,” you say, with a grin. “Big dinner, I'm guessing?”
“Yeah,” says Applejack, not looking the least abashed. “Ah’ve always been a big eater. Ah burn most of it off workin’ in the fields, but Ah can never really get rid of mah gut. Havin’ Pinkie stay for dinner kinda made me careless, so Ah guess Ah really let maself go.”
She pats her stomach, which jiggles from the contact.
“No problem,” you say. “So, before we begin, are there any restrictions you'd like to impose? I mean, anywhere you don't want me to touch, like your mane or tail?”
Applejack thinks for a moment or two, then says,
“Nah. Ah trust ya, hun. Do yer stuff.”
This encouraged, you place a hand on her full belly and start gently rubbing. First you go back and forth, then in circles, then gently press your fingertips in, giving a little mini-massage. You also can't resist giving it a little pat or two, making it jiggle a bit more. In spite of all the muscle that must've been the chief cause of her heavier weight, her belly is still soft and cushy. You also have a shrewd idea, as you did with Starlight, that you may be easing some stomach pain she might have from her big meal.
You watch as Applejack's eyes close, a long and deep sigh emanating from her, looking about ready to fall asleep. Smiling, you reach down and start stroking her smooth and silky mane with your free hand. And, to your surprise, she actually nuzzles her freckled cheek into your palm, eyes still closed. She really is trying to experience what her dog gets; it's absolutely adorable.
After a time, you start scratching behind her ear with the hand at her cheek. You see the telltale look of momentary surprise on her face from the sensation, and then it melts away into a contented smile, eyes closing again. Her tail even gives a swish.
“Land sakes…” she murmurs. “That feels good…Now Ah know how Winona feels when Ah do it to her…”
“Do you want me to keep going?” you ask. “I mean, is this all you want right here?”
“Mhmm,” she replies. “Just the scratchin’ and the rubbin’. Yer doin’ just fine, hun.”
Smiling in token of this, you continue, rubbing her belly with one hand and scratching behind her ear with the other. You don't pretend to know the full strenuousness of farm labor, so you can't exactly gauge how badly she needed this. However, the peaceful, almost filly-like smile on her face gives you a good idea.
The minutes trail by, the sun sinking lower and lower over the horizon. Between the influences of both the ear scratching and belly rubbing, you wouldn't have been surprised if Applejack really had fallen asleep. She's breathing quietly, that same peaceful smile on her face. You hate the idea of waking her up too soon, so you kept quiet, all the while dreading some other interruption that might wake her.
The sun is completely out of sight by the time Applejack finally stirs. Her eyes slowly open, and she gives a big yawn as she stretches her legs. Bracing one forehoof on your shoulder, she heaves her stout bulk up into a sitting position on your lap, smiling.
“How do you feel?” you ask.
“Like a million bits,” she says. “Haven't felt this relaxed in a timberwolf’s age. Ah’m just sorry if I kept it too simple. Didn't really let ya show off all yer therapy skills.”
“Oh, no, no, it's fine,” you say, earnestly. “Nothing wrong with simple. Not everypony has the same tastes. Why, Derpy was fine with just a long hug when she visited me.”
“Swell,” says Applejack. “And come to think of it, that might not be a bad way to end this off. C’mere.”
Putting her forelegs around you, she pulls you into a tight but warm hug. Smiling, you return the embrace, feeling her nestle against you, her chin on your shoulder, her cheek against yours, as you gently stroke her back. She gives off another contented sigh, and you can practically feel her muscles relaxing underneath your hold. It's as though she had been tightly-sprung, like an old wind-up toy, and this hug is the last act in completely loosening that tightness.
At last, the two of you ease apart, and you see nothing but relaxedness and gratitude in those green eyes of Applejack’s.
“Thanks, hun,” she says. “Ah really needed this. It was really kind of you to do this for me.”
“You're welcome, Applejack,” you say. “It makes me happy seeing ponies happy.”
Applejack chuckles and tousles your hair affectionately.
“Between that and the hug, yer a regular Pinkie Pie yerself,” she says.
As it clicks into place what she means, you laugh too. At just that moment, there's a knock at the door, and the two of you look up.
“Sis? Can Ah come in?”
It’s Apple Bloom’s voice. Applejack shifts herself off of your lap before answering.
“‘Course, Apple Bloom. Come on in.”
The door opens, and Apple Bloom steps in. She's a yellow filly about half her sister’s height, with orange eyes, a red mane and tail, the former decorated with the previously-mentioned bow, and a cutie mark of a three-toned shield. She's a bit stocky and sturdy for a filly, but that’s to be expected when she’s already helping out with farm work. At the moment, she looks rather hesitant, as though afraid she just interrupted something.
“What's the matter, sugarcube?” Applejack asks, kindly. “Ain't quite bedtime yet, so it can't have been a nightmare.”
“Nah, it ain't that,” says Apple Bloom. “Ah just wondered if you were done with yer therapy yet.”
“Yep, just finished,” says Applejack. “Why?”
Apple Bloom shuffles her hooves awkwardly, looking from Applejack to you to the floor. At last, looking up at you, she asks, timidly,
“Do ya think...do ya think Ah could try it too?”
Both you and Applejack look astonished. Then, at the same time, your faces break into identical kind smiles.
“Of course, Apple Bloom,” you say. “Come on up.”
Smiling hopefully, Apple Bloom trots over and, with a crouch and wriggle of the hindquarters that reminds you of a cat about to pounce, bounds into your lap, making you laugh.
“Easy there, kiddo,” you say. “Your sister was just laying across my lap for a belly rub, and she's not exactly a feather.”
“Oh, shush,” says Applejack, giving you a playful nudge as Apple Bloom giggles.
“So, how does it work?” Apple Bloom asks.
“Oh, it's nothing complex,” you say. “Sometimes it's as simple as play.”
To demonstrate, you boop Apple Bloom’s nose. Her nose scrunches up and, once again, as though the law of boopage demanded it, she boops you back. In retaliation, you open a tickle attack on her little tummy. She collapses onto her back in your lap, writhing and squealing with laughter.
“A-Appleja-ha-ha-hack!” she cries out. “H-Help!”
“Sorry, little sis,” says Applejack, looking away innocently with her hooves behind her back. “Ah don't think Ah oughta interfere.”
At last, you ease up, and she lays there, panting and giggling. Reaching down, you start scratching under her chin, and her giggles subside into a peaceful sigh, her head tilting back, her eyes closed, as you also start rubbing her soft little belly. It's almost exactly like giving the same sort of affection to a cat, even if Apple Bloom is more puppy-like in cuteness. You keep this up for a little while, scratching and rubbing, Applejack watching with a warm smile on her face.
After a time, Apple Bloom opens her eyes, smiling relaxedly, and you stop.
“How was that?” you ask.
“Really good,” says Apple Bloom, sitting up. “Ah feel great. Thanks a bunch.”
She rears up and gives you the biggest hug she can muster. Smiling, you pat the back of her head in return.
“You're welcome, Apple Bloom. Happy to help.”
The little filly looks up at her big sister, who beams and nuzzles her nose against hers. Giggling, Apple Bloom lets go, hops back down onto the floor and trots to the door, yawning.
“Ah'm gonna head for bed. G’night, y’all.”
“Good night, sugarcube,” says Applejack.
“Good night.”
Apple Bloom opens the door, then pauses, as though she bumped into something.
“Oh! Sorry, Big Mac. Didn't see ya there.”
As she leaves, Big Macintosh is visible in the doorway, looking awkward, as though caught in the act of something private. He's a red stallion, close to you in height, with green eyes, an orange mane and tail, and a cutie mark of half a green apple. Even indoors, he still wears a large yoke around his neck.
“What's up, Big Mac?” Applejack asks. “Need somethin’?”
Big Mac scratches the back of his head and doesn't say a word, still looking like he wished he hadn't been discovered. Suddenly, a shrewd idea comes into your head of what's going on.
“Were you looking for some therapy yourself, Big Mac?” you ask. “Maybe a scritch behind the ears?”
Still looking rather embarrassed, he mumbles,
“Eeyup.”
Applejack chuckles.
“Well, Ah’ll be,” she says, putting her hooves to her hips. “Ah never thought Ah’d see the day, Big Mac.”
Big Mac shoots her a glare, but you say, with a smile,
“No need to be ashamed, Big Mac. I gave a little scratching to Spike, and he loved it. Come on over.”
Big Mac hesitates for a second, then steps over, sitting down in front of you. You reach up and start scratching him behind the ears. His eyelids droop, and a relaxed, almost dopey smile comes across his muzzle. You even almost swear that his hind hoof twitches, like a happy dog's. Applejack snickers.
“You're not gonna let him live this down, are you?” you whisper to her, so that Big Mac couldn't hear.
“Nope,” she whispers back, with a cheeky grin.
This goes on for a little while, just like with Apple Bloom. Given how hard Big Mac works, just like Applejack, you can imagine how much he needed something like this to relax his nerves. You also had to admire his courage for asking while his sister was still in the room, knowing she'd tease him for it. You just hope Applejack will keep her ribbing on a good-natured level.
At last, Big Mac opens his eyes again, a look of great contentment on his face, and you pause.
“Feel better?” you ask.
“Eeyup,” he says, with a nod. “Thanks.”
“Anytime," you say, smiling.
With that, Big Mac stands up and makes rather hastily for the door, as though desirous of avoiding hearing Applejack tease him again. Once he's out of sight, his little sister only manages a soft chuckle.
“Yer one lucky fella,” she tells you. “You got to work yer magic on me and mah siblings.”
“I was glad to,” you say, smiling at her. “And hopefully, if Twilight gets the spa ponies’ approval, I'll be helping out a lot more ponies.”
“Well, ain't that somethin’?” says Applejack, looking impressed. “Bringin’ it to the spa, huh?”
“Yep, and it was Rarity’s idea.”
“Heh, shoulda figured,” says Applejack. “Well, Ah may have to schedule an appointment with ya there.”
She winks at you, bringing a grin to your face. With a much warmer and genuine smile on her face, she draws a foreleg around your shoulders and pulls you into a hug against her side, nuzzling your cheek.
“Thanks again. You really are a sweet fella, doin’ all this fer ponies.”
“Aw, well,” you say, bashfully. “Like I said, I'm just happy to make ponies happy.”
She gently releases you, hops down off the bed, and says,
“Here, Ah’ll walk ya out.”
You stand up to accompany her. The two of you head down the stairs to the main floor. Granny Smith is nowhere in sight, but sitting on the kitchen table is a rather large box, much too big for a single piece of pie. Upon closer inspection, you see that it's an entire apple pie. On a note stuck to it is written,
“For your kind and generous services. Thank you.
-Granny Smith”
You stare, dumbfounded, from it to Applejack, who smiles and nods encouragingly. You pick it up carefully in both hands and carry it as though the box were made of glass. Applejack walks you to the door and holds it open.
“G’night,” she says.
“Good night,” you reply.
You step out, and turn to see her giving you one last smile before shutting the door. Your heart nearly full to bursting with warmth and happiness, you start off, intending to cut up a nice big slice of pie for dessert once you get home.

	
		Pinkie Pie and Fluttershy



A few days have passed since your triple-session with the Apple siblings. In those few days, you’ve eaten up the pie they had given you, and you haven’t heard a word from Twilight about any updates on her promise to present your idea to the ponies of the spa. It seems that she’s either been too busy to find time to present the idea, or she had, and the ponies of the spa have not yet made a decision. Either way, you try not to allow it to dominate your every thought. Worrying about it constantly is a surefire way to give you acne or make you lose sleep, and how ironic would it be for a therapist to need therapy himself?
Today, you find yourself reading in your favorite spot on the couch just after lunch. Rose is still not fully recovered, but is expected to be up and about again very soon. Lily had told you that poor Rose is very bored, cooped up in the house all day, and misses having her human friend around. You had promised to give her a good affection therapy session when she was well, but for now, all you can do is wait for something to crop up.
“Feeling bored, huh?”
You jump in your seat at the sudden voice, then look around. Hanging halfway through one of your smaller windows, and filling the whole space of it rather snugly, looking as though it were a spot she was accustomed to using as a place to loiter, is Pinkie Pie, smiling innocently at you. You simply stare at her, utterly perplexed.
“Hi,” she says, looking at you with those baby-blue eyes of hers.
“Er, hello, Pinkie Pie,” you say, your heart still thudding rather hard from the scare she’d given you. “Nice to see you.”
“Same to you,” says Pinkie. “Do you mind if I come in? I know half of me is already in, but I figured I ought to ask if all of me can come in.”
You can’t help but chuckle at this innocent question. There’s just something about Pinkie that makes it impossible not to smile when she’s around.
“Sure, Pinkie, come on in,” you say. “You don’t need any help, do you? That window looks a little tight for you.”
“I think I’m good,” said Pinkie. “I’ll let you know.”
So saying, and giving a little wriggle, she gives a push forward against the wall. At first, due to her puffed-up cheeks, scrunched muzzle, and redding countenance, you think she really might be stuck, which would be small wonder for a pony of her rounded figure. Then again, you have witnessed her popping out of places patently too small for even an average-sized pony. 
However, by very slow degrees, she begins to slide through, so that her chubby middle gradually squeezes inside fully, and only her rump end remains outdoors. She stops to take a rest, wiping her forehead.
“Phew,” she breathes, patting her stomach. “My tummy was putting up a good fight, and I don’t think my tushy’s going to fit so easily.” 
She glances back at her rump and gives it a little wiggle. You can only imagine how odd this might look for ponies passing by, if it wasn’t Pinkie doing it.
“Could you give me a little pull?” she asks, putting on her best beseeching look, complete with big, soulful eyes.
“Of course, Pinkie,” you say, offering your hands, into which she places her hooves.
You mentally count to three, then give a tug. You expect Pinkie’s curvy backside to put up a big resistance against fitting through the window. However, all it takes is two good tugs, and with a pop and a lurch, Pinkie slides completely through, landing with cat-like agility on all four hooves on the floor.
“Thanks,” she says. “I’m usually a lot better at that.”
“You’re welcome,” you say. “So, was there something you needed?”
Without even deigning to ask for permission this time, Pinkie hops up onto the couch beside you, looking very much at home.
“Oh, it’s not about what I need,” she says, casually, “but what you need.”
She compliments the word ‘you’ with a boop to the nose.
“And what do I need?” you ask.
“To go out and find more ponies who need affection therapy,” says Pinkie. “You can’t just sit around all day waiting for somepony to come to you. There might be ponies who can’t or don’t want to leave their houses. It’s why we sometimes do deliveries at Sugarcube Corner, and you should do the same! You’ve got to start making house calls, doc!”
“What, like peddle my therapy door-to-door?” you ask, not really sure how to feel about being called a doctor.
“Not peddle, silly,” says Pinkie. “You’re a therapist, not a salespony. And you don’t have to knock on everypony’s door asking ‘do you want an ear scratch’ or ‘do you want a belly rub’. Just take a look around and see if you can find ponies who look like they need it. You can usually tell. At least, I can.”
You muse over this for a little while. Honestly, what Pinkie said makes a good deal of sense. It would get you out of the house, and potentially find you more ponies in need of your brand of ‘magic’. You can’t even say why this never occurred to you before, and you feel a little foolish for not considering it before. Still, you’re grateful for the inspiration.
“That’s actually not a bad idea, Pinkie,” you say. “And it does beat sitting around all day doing nothing.”
“I knew you’d like it,” says Pinkie, beaming. “And I think I know just the pony to start with.”
“Oh really?” you ask. “Who?”
“Fluttershy!” says Pinkie, sounding triumphant.
“Fluttershy?” you repeat.
“Yeah! She works really hard taking care of her animal friends. I bet she’d love a good therapy session from you! Besides, the fans have been asking for her turn for a while!”
You blink.
“Fans? What fans?”
“The ones following the story, silly!” says Pinkie, as though the answer was obvious. “It’s only been a few days for you, but it’s been, like, months for them! They wanna see some affection therapy for their favorite ponies!”
You stare at Pinkie, bemused. You have no idea what she’s talking about. Then again, she did have a tendency to blurt out odd statements like this, and act like what she said was common knowledge that didn’t need explaining. She just looks at you with an innocent smile, as though what she said wasn’t strange at all, so what can you do but just let it pass?
“Err, right,” you say at last. “Well, thanks for the advice, Pinkie. The next time I’m in Fluttershy’s neighborhood, I’ll definitely see if she’d like a session. And how about you?”
“Hmm? What about me?” Pinkie asks, tilting her head curiously.
“You’re here,” you say. “Would you like a session?”
Pinkie thinks for a moment, then says, with a smile,
“Why not? I’m not really in a sour apple sour mood, but I wouldn’t mind seeing what you do!”
“Great!” you say. “Well, where would you like to start? Most ponies ask for an ear scratch first.”
“Ooh, then I wanna start with that!” says Pinkie, eagerly.
She scootches over so that she’s right beside you, beaming up at you. Smiling back, you first tap her nose in a friendly boop, making her giggle, then reach over and start rubbing the base of her ear. Unlike most ponies, her eyes don’t snap wide open at the sensation, but her smile does take on a more dreamy, lazy look to it, as her eyelids begin to droop.
“Mmmmmmmm,” she murmurs. “That feels soooooooo good. Your fingers are like...like magic…”
Chuckling, you use your other hand to stroke her mane. Now, you had observed her putting things away inside it, disappearing into its depths until it was out of sight. You half-expected it to make a lot of noise from all the things that must be in there, or else for it to feel variably rough or odd. However, such isn’t the case. Her mane is very soft and fluffy, like the cotton candy it smells like. It yields easily as well, shifting like putty wherever your hand touches it, then puffing back into shape after a few seconds.
Pinkie has soon nuzzled up against your torso, sighing contentedly, her hooves curled up in front of her chest. You stop petting her mane and loop your arm around her, whereupon she clasps it with her hooves, almost tenderly. You turn your hand over and start scratching her chin. Her ear twitches, and her eyes close completely.
“How do you feel?” you ask.
“Super-duper relaxed,” Pinkie sighs. “I feel like I’m lying down for a nap after wrapping up a big party. You really know your stuff.”
“Aw, shucks,” you say, modestly. “Is it so hard, putting parties together? You make it look easy.”
“It’s a good kind of hard,” Pinkie says. “It takes time, and it gets pretty exhausting. You have to plan for the right crowd and the right event, because not everypony likes the same parties.”
You could see her point. Some like loud and boisterous bashes, while some were more content with quiet, mild soirées. You felt more inclined towards the latter.
“But it’s worth it seeing how happy ponies are while the party’s going on,” says Pinkie. “Their smiles are my reward.”
That was one of the things you admired most about Pinkie. While she was undoubtedly paid well for her work as an apprentice baker and a party pony, all she really wanted was to see happy faces wherever she went. There weren’t enough ponies in the world who were so humbly sweet, at least not where you came from, and you wish every city or town had its own Pinkie Pie.
After a pause, Pinkie tilts her head to look up at you.
“Do you think,” she asks, innocently, “you could rub my tummy, too?”
“Of course,” you say. “It’s your session, after all.”
You take the hand that had been at Pinkie’s ear and start massaging her plump middle. As expected from the look of it, it’s soft and very doughy to the touch, more so than anypony’s belly you’ve rubbed so far. There are plenty of slender, skinny ponies in Ponyville, like Rose and Rarity, but their smoother stomachs were just as soft and warm to the touch. Pinkie’s feels like a generously-stuffed pillow, comfortably plump and full. 
It amazes you how nimble and quick a pony like Pinkie can be despite her figure, yet you can’t help but feel, too, that she’s rather proud of being a little chubby. She eats sweets with remarkable voracity, after all, and you’ve never heard anypony judging her looks. Mrs. Cake, one of her employers, is rather plump as well, but seems perfectly content with it. You wouldn’t have found many ponies in Manehattan who could claim to be as comfortable, though you do remember once seeing a stout mare working as a popcorn vendor, despite having a coffee pot cutie mark. She had been rough around the edges, but a bit friendlier than most Manehattan strangers when you tried her wares. 
Pinkie giggles and squirms a little bit at first, no doubt from ticklishness, but soon, you feel her relax. She practically melts against you as you rub her stomach. Her mane tickles your chin, and the smell of cotton candy’s stronger than ever.
“You like that?” you ask.
“Very much,” Pinkie murmurs. “I give tummy rubs to Gummy all the time, and I know he really likes them, but I never realized how good it’d feel.”
“You’ve never had a belly rub before?” you ask.
“Only when I was really sick,” says Pinkie. “My mom or Mrs. Cake would sit up with me, rubbing my tummy and singing lullabies. It feels good to have one when I’m not feeling all icky inside.”
“I can bet,” you say, smiling.
You both fall silent as you continue to rub. This, apart from seeing the smile and hearing the gratitude from ponies’ lips, was what you liked best about this: the silence that bespoke complete relaxation and contentment. It was proof positive of the effectiveness of your altruistic efforts, and the happiness of the ponies you hoped to benefit with them. To even instill calm and quiet in a hyperactive pony like Pinkie felt like an achievement.
At last, Pinkie gives an adorable, squeaky yawn as she stirs and stretches. You release your hold on her and remove your hand from her belly. She swivels around on her pudgy backside to face you, looking up at you.
“Feel good?” you ask.
“Really good,” says Pinkie, earnestly. “So good that I need a new word to describe it.”
She taps her chin thoughtfully, her lips pursed.
“How about...snugglerific!” she says at last, triumphantly.
“Snugglerific?” you repeat.
“Yeah,” says Pinkie, wrapping her forelegs around herself. “Terrifically snuggly, like being held by a big teddy bear.”
You blush slightly. You’re not exactly the skinniest of humans, but you never considered yourself that big. Even so, you’re sure Pinkie means it in the best way.
“Thanks,” she says, more seriously . “Even if I wasn’t having a bad day, that still felt really good. You’re one of the best kinds of friends, along with all my best besties.”
So saying, she rears up and, putting her hooves around you, gives you a hug nearly as warm and tender as the one Applejack had given you. It was surprising at first, because you were used to Pinkie giving tight, bone-tenderizing embraces, rather than more sedate ones. Still, you feel nice and warm inside, and reciprocate the hug as she affectionately nuzzles your cheek. You can actually feel the steady beat of her heart beside yours against your chest. Never before had you appreciated what it really means to have a friend like Pinkie Pie.
At last, you break away, and you walk Pinkie to the door. You don’t put much faith in her getting out the window easier than she came in, but she makes no mention of it.
“Can I ask you something?’ asks Pinkie.
“Of course.”
“Do they ever get boring or repetitive for you?”
“Do what?” you ask, curious.
“Your therapy sessions. Do you ever get bored just giving the same ear scratches and tummy rubs to ponies?”
You have your answer practically ready-made as you say, smiling,
“Not at all. If it works to make ponies relaxed and happy, I don’t mind having that kind of routine at all. Besides, not every pony wants the same techniques done every time. Some prefer a simple petting or a rub. Some just want a nice long hug. It might come down to the same thing, but it’s never simple, boring repetition.”
Pinkie beams, apparently satisfied with your answer.
“That’s what I hoped you’d say,” she says. “Now, don’t forget about what I said. Look around for ponies who could use a little scritching or rubbing, and drop by Fluttershy when you get the chance.”
“I will,” you say. “Thanks, Pinkie. I’ll see you around.”
“Yep-yep!” she says, brightly. “Buh-bye!”
And with that, she bounces away, humming more merrily than you can remember ever hearing her hum before. You simply stand there, watching her go until she’s out of sight. There’s something remarkable in the fact that you had made Pinkie Pie, already one of the happiest and cheeriest of ponies, even happier, if that was even possible. The idea fills you with warmth and, it must be confessed, a little pride.
“Well,” you say to yourself, “I can’t say today was uneventful now. There’s still plenty of daylight left today, so I might as well take Pinkie up on her idea and just take a wander, see if she’s right.”
So saying, you put on your shoes, lock up the house behind you, and set off.
***

In your exhilaration over your session with Pinkie, you let your feet carry you where they please. You pass by many ponies who greet you cheerfully, and whom you greet in return. It beats walking sullenly through the streets of Manehattan, hearing ponies shout at you to get out of the way, or shooting you filthy looks as though you’d kicked a puppy.
Soon, you leave the main hustle and bustle of Ponyville altogether, and make for the more rural parts, where peace and quiet reign supreme. This is an expanse of greenery that you have only previously seen depicted in art galleries, with rolling hills, flower-filled meadows, and a sky dotted with fluffy clouds. It was like paradise.
This was something above all, besides the kindness of its ponies, that made Ponyville far superior to Manehattan. It was nearly impossible to get a moment’s peace of mind with ponies and taxis bustling down the street, talking, shouting, and arguing. Not even its large park was much of a refuge from the noise. This, however, was exactly what the soul needed to get away from the hectic rush and noise of civilization.
There must have been some kind of serendipitous magic afoot, as, by pure chance, even though you hadn’t set a definite course in your steps, you soon find yourself heading in the direction of the Everfree Forest. It’s a foreboding mass of trees that most ponies steer clear of if they can avoid it. From what you had heard, it’s teeming with dangerous creatures, like timberwolves. However, they keep to the boundaries of the forest, so ponies aren’t in danger of a sudden wolf attack. You had also heard tales of a zebra who lived in the heart of the forest. That sounded like someone worth meeting.
Situated near the forest, not terribly close, but not too far off from it, either, there sits a cozy two-story cottage thatched with greenery, with a beautiful garden, a footbridge over a clear pond, a paddock with a chicken coop, a rabbit hutch, and quite a number of birdhouses. It’s the sort of house that seemed to be reserved for fairytales alone. It’s far out of the way of any other pony habitation, and seems the perfect place for quiet, comfort, and peace.
And there, sitting in the garden, all by herself, is Fluttershy.
Fluttershy is a pegasus with a pale-yellow coat, something like the color of fresh butter. Her mane and tail are a shade of pink similar to Pinkie Pie’s coat, and both very long. Her mane in particular is long enough to shield her face from view, like many shy persons are apt to do. Her eyes are a lovely shade of sea-green, full of warmth and gentleness. Her wings are a bit larger than those of most pegasi, but as fluffy and delicate-looking as a swan’s wings. She’s of an average build, neither as thin as Rarity nor as plump as Pinkie, but she moves with indescribably delicate grace and poise, like the most well-bred of young ladies.
Truth be told, you haven’t had much interaction with Fluttershy before. When you first met her, while you were helping Rose at her flower stall, she didn’t know what to make of you, and even seemed inclined to run away from you. However, Rose managed to convince her that you were harmless, and she seemed mollified. Even so, whenever you’d seen her since, she didn’t seem able to do more than give you a smile, small, but genuine, nonetheless. It was some progress, anyway. 
Still, you do know some things about her, thanks to Rose. She's not one to mix much with crowds, and can be very shy, especially around strangers. She’s usually either by herself, accompanied by animals, or with her pony friends. Despite being a pegasus, she seems much more at home on the ground, and can only rarely be glimpsed flying. She can also be very apologetic, and sometimes awkward, but polite to a fault.
Still, she’s a very charming and good-looking pony, all the more so because, unlike Rarity, who’s very lovely in her own right, she doesn’t use products or makeup to accentuate her appearance. Her loveliness is all natural, though she doesn’t flaunt her looks, like you’ve seen Rarity do.
More than that, as Rose attests in glowing terms, she has a very kind, sweet, and loving heart, closely rivaling Pinkie’s. Nothing could make that plainer than the menagerie’s worth of animals she cares for. She has the remarkable talent of being able to communicate with them, and to understand their varied languages. All animals adore her, and she adores them: furry, feathered, scaly, slimy, winged, clawed, hooved, pawed, finned, herbivore, carnivore, and omnivore. She deems all worthy of love.
Something’s different this time, though. You notice that Fluttershy’s smooth brow is furrowed, her eyes closed. She’s taking deep breaths, and her mouth is rather thin. It’s clear that something is troubling her. Was this what Pinkie meant when she said Fluttershy could use some affection therapy? How could Pinkie have known? Then again, it was Pinkie Pie.
You approach cautiously, so as not to put a scare into her by blundering up like a clumsy bear. Once you’re near enough, you clear your throat gently, but distinctly. Fluttershy gives a start and looks around, her consternation giving way to surprise, which lessens a little at the sight of you.
“Oh!” she says. “Hello there. How are you?”
Her voice is very soft and demure, the sort of voice that seems to rarely exceed whisper-level. It’s the kind of voice that you expect to belong to a mother: soothing you in times of distress, reassuring you that everything will be all right, and sending you to peaceful sleep with a well-sung lullaby. The animals she looks after must never be in fear with her around.
“Hello, Fluttershy,” you say. “I’m fine. I was just taking a walk through here when I came upon your cottage. I hope I haven’t disturbed you.”
“Oh, no, no, not at all,” says Fluttershy, modestly. “I was just...thinking.”
“It looked like you were thinking about something troubling,” you say.
Fluttershy’s pale cheeks turn slightly pink, and she looks away.
“It’s...nothing,” she mutters. “It’s not something I’d want to trouble a friend with.”
Your heart gives a little swoop of excitement. She considers you a friend! Still, you don’t want to be tactless.
“Well,” you say, delicately, “I won’t pry if you don’t want to talk about it. I just want you to know that if anything is bothering you, I’d be happy to help if I can. I’m an affection therapist, after all.”
Fluttershy looks at you again, looking a little curious.
“Affection therapist,” she repeats, as though trying to work out the term. “Twilight mentioned that the last time I saw her. She said that was what you do now. I don’t really understand what it means, though. Can you explain?”
It’s funny how many ponies have heard of the phrase, but still need it explained. No matter. You don’t mind.
“Of course,” you say. “To put it as simply as I can, I help ponies relax and feel comfortable through little displays of platonic affection. They include nose boops, ear scratchings, pettings, tickles, belly rubs, and even hugs. They especially help for ponies who are feeling stressed or put-out. It’s worked wonders so far, if I can be allowed to toot my own horn,” you add, modestly.
Fluttershy looks surprised at this, her face lighting up eagerly.
“Pettings?” she asks. “Scratchings? Belly rubs? Those sound like the things I do for my animal friends! It always makes them feel better if they’ve been feeling grumpy or sad.”
Ah, good! So she has a frame of reference for this kind of thing! That’ll make it easier for her to understand!
“Well, this follows similar principles,” you say. 
“And it really works on other ponies?” Fluttershy asks.
“That’s right,” you say. “Some of your friends can attest to its effectiveness. Of course, it’s up to you whether you want to go through with it or not.”
Fluttershy falls silent, looking thoughtful. It seems like she’s seriously trying to make up her mind about it, though the fact that she can draw a similar parallel with your techniques is already a good sign. You stay silent during this, as it would be in poor form to further promote your trade, as though you were desperate for it and were trying to wheedle an assent out of her.
At last, Fluttershy says,
“Maybe I should give it a try. At the very least, I think I need to get this off my chest. Would you like to come inside? We can talk more in there.”
Your heart gives another bound. Fluttershy’s opening up! She trusts you!
“Lead the way,” you say, bowing politely.
Fluttershy giggles. Your heart nearly melts at how adorable it is. She stands up and starts walking back towards her cottage, whereupon you follow.
***

The inside of Fluttershy’s cottage is like nothing you’ve seen before. It’s both comfortable and cluttered. The floor is wood-paneled, with a red, rectangular rug in the middle of the floor of the den, immediately off the front door. A stone fireplace sits in one corner, as does a moderately-filled bookcase. The large windows look out upon the beautiful landscape surrounding the cottage. A staircase leads to the upper floor, while another door leads off to the kitchen. The den holds a comfortable-looking sofa and armchair, separated by a small table. Some small tables bare framed photographs, while others hang on the walls. Several more birdhouses hang from the ceiling, and the walls are dotted here and there with mouseholes. A sizeable pet bed, well-supplied with pillows, sits near the fireplace.
In other words, the cottage is well-suited both for the habitation of a home-lover like Fluttershy and for the comings and goings of animals.
“Very nice place you have here,” you say, turning your head this way and that.
“Thank you,” says Fluttershy. “I’m glad to let my animal friends use it to rest and be comfortable, but sometimes I wish it was a little bigger, or that I had a place more open for them.”
At that moment, you find yourself brought to a halt. A white rabbit has hopped up in front of you and is eyeing you beadily, a look of unmistakable mistrust on its face. You regard it warily, put-off by a creature so cute looking so aggressive.
“Angel,” says Fluttershy, firmly, “don’t be rude. He’s a guest.”
Angel? An ironic name if ever you’ve heard one, going solely by the stink-eye that bunny’s giving you. However, the rabbit does no more, and hops away.
“Don’t mind him,” says Fluttershy. “He doesn’t do well with strangers, but he’s really a good bunny.”
“I’ll take your word for it,” you say.
“Please, make yourself comfortable,” Fluttershy says. “I’ll go get some tea.”
She disappears into the kitchen, and you sit down on the sofa. You continue to look about at the decor of the cottage, and the accommodations made for visiting animals. You receive a small start when a bird peeks out of a birdhouse to gaze at you, tilting its head in polite curiosity, before going back inside. You receive another when two mice scurry past your feet, from one mousehole to the next. Fluttershy must obviously be used to these comings and goings. You’d probably never get used to it yourself.
Fluttershy soon returns with a tea tray balanced on her back, supported by her wings. She lays it down on the table, pours out the tea, and hands you a cup before sitting down with her own. You take a sniff at the tea, then take a sip.
“Orange tea?” you ask.
“Mm-hmm,” says Fluttershy. “It’s actually my first time making it, truth be told. How is it?”
“Very citrusy,” you say, approvingly, and Fluttershy smiles.
You both sit in silence for a little while, sipping your tea. One of you is going to have to break the ice eventually. Might as well be you.
“So, what’s on your mind?” you ask, gently, setting your cup down. “What’s been troubling you?”
Fluttershy takes a long sip, swallows, sets her cup down as well, then says,
“I’m feeling stressed about my brother.”
“Your brother?”
You didn’t know Fluttershy had a brother. Then again, there must still be much you don’t know about her.
“Yes,” says Fluttershy. “My younger brother, Zephyr Breeze. He’s a smart and talented pony...if only he’d let it show,” she adds, bitterly.
“What do you mean?” you ask.
Fluttershy sighs.
“He always sets his mind on something he wants to do, and makes a big deal out of it to my parents and me,” she says. “He says it's ‘what he’s meant to do.’”
“So he has job fads?” you ask.
“That’s a good way to put it,” says Fluttershy. “And since they’re nothing but fads to him, he always gives up on what he’s doing after only a few weeks, or even a few days. After that, he comes home to move back in with Mom and Dad. It wouldn’t be so bad if he actually did anything to help out around the house, but he doesn’t! He just lazes around and makes them do everything for him! It’s been going on for so long, and I just...I can’t…”
Fluttershy’s voice has been rising in heat and pitch as she goes on, and now, she seems at a loss for words to express her frustration. She breathes deeply, trying to compose herself, while you sit staring at her, amazed. You lay a hand on her shoulder, and you take it as a good sign that she doesn’t shrink away from it.
“I’m sorry,” you say. “I’ve never had siblings, but I can imagine how tough it must be for you. It sounds like your brother’s wasting his life and invading your parents’ lives. Have you ever tried talking to him?”
“More times than I can count,” Fluttershy says, regretfully. “I’ve tried being reasonable with him, but he just won’t listen. He keeps saying he has to be ‘free to make his own way’, to ‘find his own path’. He just won’t settle for anything he doesn’t immediately like.”
“I see,” you say. “What’s he going for now?”
“Mane therapy.”
“Mane therapy?” you echo, puzzled.
“He swore it was his calling,” says Fluttershy, rolling her eyes. “i just hope he’ll stick with it this time, with how earnestly he talked about it.”
“Wow,” you say. “No wonder you’re stressed.”
Fluttershy nods sadly.
“And it’s all I’ve been thinking about lately. I’ve tried to distract myself from it, but nothing works. My mind keeps wandering back to Zephyr sooner or later. I need something to take my mind off him, even for a little while. My spa day with Rarity isn’t for another few days, and Discord’s away until our next tea party. My critter friends have tried what they could, and I really appreciate it, but it’s just been too much.”
The name ‘Discord’ makes you start a little. You’d heard tales of the self-styled Lord of Chaos and the insanity caused by his magic. In fact, you remember hearing how he joined forces with the magic-stealing tyrant Tirek, but then betrayed him after Tirek double-crossed him. He had reportedly supplied the final component in bringing about his defeat. Everypony else seemed to have forgiven him, so you didn’t see much reason to make a fuss about it, especially if he was Fluttershy’s friend.
“Well, I’ll do my best to help you,” you say, kindly. “That is, if you do want a session.”
Fluttershy looks at you for a second or two, then says, with a smile that warms your heart,
“Yes. I think I’d like to give it a try. To be honest,” she adds, looking a little bashful, “I’ve always wanted to know what it felt like myself. To be the pet for once, instead of the petter.”
“Heh, I can imagine,” you say, grinning.
“So, um, how do we start?” Fluttershy asks.
“How would you like to start?” you ask. “What do you feel like you’ve wanted to experience the most?”
Fluttershy ponders for a moment, then says, with no small amount of blushing,
“I think I’d like to start with a belly rub, if that’s ok.”
Well, that’s a different start already. Most ponies want a belly rub as one of the last things in the session, unless that’s the only thing they want. Still, it’s Fluttershy’s session, and you’re not about to argue.
“All right, then,” you say. “Just lay yourself down on your back.”
Still looking a little bashful, Fluttershy drapes herself across your legs on her back. With her forelegs tucked up in front of her chest, and her innocent aquamarine eyes gazing up at you, you feel as if her cuteness might be lethal for your health, almost too much to bear. One of these days, these ponies may be the death of you, but it’d be worth it.
You place your hand on her stomach, and can’t resist giving her a little tickle as a preamble, making her giggle. Smiling, you start slowly rubbing up and down along her belly, watching as she closes her eyes in relaxation. Like Rarity, Fluttershy’s coat feels much softer and smoother than most ponies’. You can only equate it to her using a special kind of product to keep it nice and healthy, perhaps from the spa. Like Twilight, Fluttershy’s belly only has a fraction of doughiness to it, but it’s barely noticeable. She’s thin enough to keep her stomach from jiggling from contact, yet not to the point of being able to see or feel her ribs. She keeps her physique at a reasonable middle ground.
Fluttershy looks utterly at peace as she lies there, any trace of her previous vexation gone. You feel it’s safe to start with other techniques in conjunction. You reach over and start scratching her ear. Like with Pinkie, her eyes don’t pop open at the sensation, but her smile broadens, and she lets out a contented sigh. She doesn’t say anything, but that little sigh speaks volumes. You alternate between her ear and her chin, and the results are the same: pure happiness and serenity.
As you continue to rub and scratch, you start to hear little noises: scurrying, rustling, chirps, and squeaks. Looking up, you see that several animals have gathered to watch. Several birds are perched on the rafters: jays, finches, and even an owl. Squirrels, mice, ferrets, and rabbits, including the one called Angel, still eyeing you warily, are on the floor, hunkered down on the rug. And at the far back, to your great surprise, is a large brown bear. 
All of their eyes are on you and Fluttershy, and you’re not quite sure what to make of it at first. Are they jealous of the attention Fluttershy’s getting? No, that can’t be it. She must already show them boundless care and devotion, a sweetheart like her. Are they, perhaps, making sure nothing bad happens to her? That could be possible, seeing as how she was something of a mother to them, and you were practically a stranger. Perhaps Angel had put them up to it somehow.
You wish you had Fluttershy’s power of speech with animals. You’d love to be able to help them understand that you were here to help their caregiver, not do her any harm. But just at that moment, Fluttershy lets off another sigh, and, like Applejack before her, snuggles her cheek into the palm of your hand as it’s scratching her ear. Looking back up at the animals, you see something that quite erases your trepidation.
You see unmistakable relief on their various faces. They’re all looking upon Fluttershy with tenderhearted smiles on their beaked and muzzled faces. The bear actually has its big paws clasped over its heart. Even Angel looks much less hostile as he smiles at his owner. And now you start to understand: they had been worried about Fluttershy’s continuing stress over her brother, and to see her finally relax was a relief for them. It was touching how devoted they were to her, as she no doubt was to them.
Separately, the animals depart to leave you two in peace: the birds back into their birdhouses or out the window, the mice to their holes, the squirrels, rabbits and ferrets off to different rooms, and the bear out the door. Angel himself has gone out, without so much as a backward look. You’ve won the critters’ approval, which feels in itself like some kind of victory.
After a while, Fluttershy yawns sleepily, half-opening her eyes. You feel her belly rise from the yawn beneath your hand, and remove it.
“How do you feel?” you ask, gently.
“Really relaxed,” she says. “Now I know what my forest friends feel when I give them belly rubs. It’s wonderful.”
“I’m glad you think so,” you say, smiling. “Anything else you’d like me to do?”
“Just one more thing, if you don’t mind,” says Fluttershy. “Do you think you could pet my mane for a little while?”
”Certainly,” you say.
Smiling, Fluttershy turns herself over onto her stomach, resting her chin on her hooves. She looks exactly like a contented dog. You can’t help but wonder if her time among her animals friends has rubbed off on her in some ways. Then again, you’ve seen several ponies act in ways that are more doggish than ponyish.
Very gently, and taking care to keep clear of her wings, you start stroking her pink locks. It astounds you how unbelievably soft and smooth her mane is. It hardly feels like hair at all, but the finest silk fabric in the world. Each and every hair is immaculate and in place, to create a uniform appearance and feeling. No doubt her tail must feel the same way. You knew Fluttershy had natural beauty, but you had never realized how much effort she must put into just looking like her usual self, without makeup or anything.
Fluttershy settles deeper into her relaxed pose, her chin slipping between her hooves and settling on your knee, her hooves pillowing her cheeks instead. Her ear twitches almost imperceptibly, and even her wings move a little. From her breathing, you wouldn’t be surprised if she had fallen asleep. That tends to happen often with these ponies, but, again, it’s merely a sign that the therapy is working.
You can never quite explain why you never check the time before you start, to gauge how long these sessions take. Somehow, it just never seems important. Whatever the case, it feels like at least an hour’s passed before Fluttershy at last stirs, and you stop petting. Very slowly and gradually, she sits up and stretches, in a very cat-like way, yawning. She then sits down beside you, wearing a very warm smile.
“Feel better?” you ask.
“Very much,” she says, glowingly. “That was just what I needed. I feel like a whole new pony. Thank you so much.”
She leans forward and nuzzles your cheek. You feel that cheek grow very hot, but in a pleased sort of way.
“You’re welcome, Fluttershy,” you say. “I’m happy to have helped.”
When Fluttershy pulls away, you see her smile falter a little, and she’s blushing a little as well.
“Is something wrong?” you ask.
“No,” she says. “I was just thinking...But I wouldn’t want to ask something you might find odd.”
What could she mean? You don’t understand.
“Go ahead,” you encourage gently. “Ask away.”
Fluttershy swallows.
“Well...would it be ok if...if I did the same for you?”
You blink at her.
“If you did what for me?” you ask.
“If I...pet your hair for a little,” Fluttershy mutters, her cheeks going crimson. “I just thought it’d be a nice way to repay you for helping me, and to give you a chance to relax after what you did. I don’t really know which of your techniques work for humans the way they do for ponies or animals, and I thought it was the most, well, reasonable.”
You stare at her for a second or two, surprised. This was the first time a pony’s asked to reciprocate an affection therapy technique on you. Yes, reciprocation was an option in your occupational contract, but nopony had really taken you up on it beyond a nose boop or a tickle. Granted, you don’t think you’d be much inclined to have your own stomach rubbed. Still, Fluttershy’s request is so innocent and genuine, that there’s no way you could simply refuse.
“Of course you can,” you say, smiling. “I’m flattered that you’d want to return the favor for my simple services.”
“Oh, it was far from simple,” says Fluttershy, earnestly. “You’ve taken a huge weight off my shoulders by letting me think about nothing for a while. It’s the least I can do.”
“Then I’d be honored,” you say, graciously. “Just tell me how I ought to position myself.”
In the end, Fluttershy settles herself in a sitting position, allowing you to lay your head across her lap. At first, you express worry that you might be too heavy, even with just your head, but she assures you that it’ll be nothing. So you lay the back of your head across her knees, gazing up into her gentle, smiling face.
She takes her hoof and starts running it gently through the tumbled mass of hair on your head. You’d only ever followed the most basic of hair arrangement: running a comb through it a few times, like Verne’s Passepartout. Seeing the different ways ponies wear their manes, you feel far from self-conscious about your own looks. You actually find it cute to see how many mares prefer a more boyish style to their locks.
At Fluttershy’s first touch, you immediately feel your muscles begin to relax. You’re a little surprised at this, since you don’t recall ever feeling stressed or uptight during the session. Nevertheless, you feel your body practically melt and unravel as Fluttershy strokes your hair. You look up at her, and she gazes down at you with a soft, motherly smile. She had looked absolutely precious as you gave her her therapy session. Now you were seeing her in a whole new, wonderful light. This was the Fluttershy her animals saw when she tended to them. 
And then, as if it were the last thing needed to complete this cycle of serenity, she starts to sing, in a low and soothing voice.
“Sleep, my dear, it’s time for bed
The stars are shining bright
The day is done, so rest your head
Until the morning light
Sweet dreams to you, to you
Until the night has gone
Sweet dreams to you, to you
Peace until the dawn”
You feel your eyelids begin to droop. Fight as you might to keep them awake, you can’t resist. Finally, your eyes close altogether, and you drift off into slumber.
***

When you open your eyes at last, everything seems to be bathed in a golden-red glow. The sun must be setting. Your head is still resting in Fluttershy’s lap, and she’s still looking down at you, still smiling.
“Hello, sleepyhead,” she says, warmly. “How do you feel?”
You gradually sit up and stretch. How do you feel? How can you describe how you felt?
“Never better,” you say, smiling at her. “I can’t remember ever feeling so relaxed in all my life. I’ve helped several ponies relax by now, but that’s the first time a pony’s ever done the same for me. Thank you, Fluttershy.”
Though she blushes, Fluttershy still smiles.
“You’re very welcome,” she says. “It was the least I could do for you.”
“But is the sun setting already?” you ask, looking out the window. “I hadn’t realized how much time had passed. I should let you see to your animals, since I must’ve been keeping you from them for too long already.”
“Oh, don’t worry about it,” says Fluttershy. “You haven’t imposed at all.”
Here, her expression becomes much softer and more tender, and a quavering light appears in her eyes. All at once, she puts her forelegs around you, pulling you into a hug.
“Thank you so much,” she says. “It really means a lot that you would want to help me, even if I never took the time to get to know you before.”
It’s a miracle that your heart isn’t exploding from so much cuteness. Nevertheless, you return the hug, just as warmly.
“It was my pleasure, Fluttershy,” you say. “I’ll try to drop by every so often, if you’d like. Not for therapy, necessarily, but just to talk, maybe?”
“I’d like that,” says Fluttershy, nodding.
At last, you ease apart, and Fluttershy walks you to the door. As you approach it, the animals of the house peek out from their various places to watch you go, even Angel. It still feels gratifying that you’ve earned their trust for helping Fluttershy.  You do receive a start, however, when the bear you had observed earlier suddenly pops up and clumsily pats your head with its big paw.
“Aww,” says Fluttershy, giggling. “That’s Harry’s way of saying he likes you.”
“Is it?” you say, grinning awkwardly from the rather rough patting. “I’m honored.”
Fluttershy watches you out as you make your way out the door and down the main path. You turn to look back at her, and see her give you one last warm smile before she closes the door. Turning your head forwards again, you let out a sigh.
“Maybe it’s not so surprising,” you say to yourself, “her wanting to give me therapy in return. She’s used to caring for animals, and humans aren’t too far off from monkeys, so it was probably no different than what she normally does for her critters. In any case, I think all animals need a Fluttershy in their lives, the same way everyone could use a Pinkie Pie in theirs.”
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It’s happening at last!
Twilight’s worked her magic, and the two of you are currently standing in the Ponyville spa!
It’s only been a day since you gave a therapy session to both Pinkie Pie and Fluttershy. You had only just had breakfast after getting dressed when Twilight teleported to your front door, looking very excited. After apologizing for the delay, saying she had been tied up with other matters (which you couldn't blame her for, being a princess and all), she told you that she had secured a meeting with the owners of the spa at noon today, to discuss the possibility of your employment.
A mixture of excitement, anticipation, and alarm had struck you at this proclamation. 
On the one hand, you were finally going to act upon Rarity’s brilliant suggestion to bring affection therapy to the spa. You still marvel at how it had never occurred to you before then.
On the other hand, to have this meeting only a few hours from then was rather disconcerting. You felt ill-prepared, as though you were supposed to have had a speech prepared or something. Suddenly, you started to wonder if this was a good idea after all, and whether or not you ought to go through with it.
Thankfully, Twilight told you she was going to accompany you, to help explain and provide evidence to your work’s effectiveness. That definitely made you feel better, and you agreed to meet her outside the spa before noon.
So now, here you stand, in a side room of the spa, with Twilight at your side. 
You try to keep your calmest, friendliest smile on your face, despite the butterflies dancing in your stomach, as you stand before Aloe and Lotus, the joint-owners of the spa. They’re a pair of Earth pony twins, both slender and pretty, with the same mane and tail styles, the former held in place with white headbands. The main difference is in their colors. Aloe has a pink coat with a blue mane and tail, while Lotus has a blue coat with a pink mane and tail.
“So, you are wanting to join the Ponyville spa?” Aloe asks, speaking with a rather exotic accent.
“Yes, ma’am,” you say, humbly.
“And you have your own special technique?” Lotus asks, speaking with the same kind of accent.
“W-Well, in a way, yes,” you say. 
“It’s a new revolutionary kind of relaxation therapy,” says Twilight. “It promotes a sense of contentment through platonic displays of affection. The techniques themselves vary. It can be done through ear scratches, chin scratches, pettings, nose boops, tickles, belly rubs, even hugs. The list is ever-growing and ever-evolving. Everypony who has accepted therapy from my friend here has had nothing but the highest praise for its effectiveness.”
It sounds a lot more professional and complicated when Twilight puts it in her own words. You merely smile and nod at Aloe and Lotus, who look genuinely intrigued. They look at each other for a moment, then turn back to you.
“We do not doubt the honesty of Princess Twilight’s words,” says Lotus, “but you will understand if we wish to see proof for ourselves, yes?”
“O-Of course!” you say. “I’d be more than happy to demonstrate! Er, should I do it one at a time, or at the same time?”
“You can give therapy to two ponies at once?” Aloe asks
“Sure,” you say, holding up your right hand. “I usually only need one free hand for my techniques. All we need to ensure is that the two of you are comfortably situated.”
The two look at each other again, nod, then turn back to you.
“Follow us, please,” says Lotus.
You look at Twilight, who gives you an encouraging smile and nod. The butterflies surge back up again, and you step forward, with stiff and wobbly legs. Twilight walks beside you, her presence adding some comfort, and helping you relax a little. 
The two masseuses lead the pair of you into another room, this one housing a pair of massage tables. Whether on purpose or by coincidence, they’re situated in a way so that someone could sit down on a chair or stool between them, and there, in fact, is a sturdy-looking stool sitting in the gap. Primly and delicately, Aloe and Lotus each clamber up onto one of these tables and lie down on their stomachs, their eyes on you.
“Whenever you are ready-” begins Aloe
“-you may begin,” Lotus finishes.
You hesitate. Now that the moment of truth was here, you suddenly feel as if this may have been mistake. It felt like everything you had been working toward was hinging on this one moment. These ponies were professional masseuses. Surely your amateur, self-made techniques couldn’t possibly amount to what they do on a daily basis for other ponies. What if they scoffed at your attempts? What if they called you a disgrace to massage therapy and ordered you to never set foot in a spa again?
What if this turned out just like Manehattan?
You look down at Twilight, the pony who was responsible for even allowing you to reach this far. What would she think if you failed here? How could you stand to be in her presence knowing you’d let her down? You have half a mind to tell her that you can’t do this, and that they should just leave.
Perhaps she recognizes your anxiety, sees it in your eyes. With a gentle smile, she places her hoof on your hand, and you feel some of the tension leave you. She gives you a small nod, telling you to go ahead. 
In that moment, you feel significantly smaller and ashamed. You can see unwavering confidence in those amethyst-colored eyes, confidence in you. How could you even think of backing out now? You can’t let her down now, not when she’s gone this far for you. What kind of repayment would that be?
Swallowing the lump in your throat, you walk over between the tables and sit down on the stool. You take a deep breath, let it out slowly, then reach up both hands until your fingers rest at the base of their closest ears. Then, you start gently rubbing.
Looking from one to the other as you do so, you see that the sensation has taken them aback. Both are wide-eyed, as you had seen many times with ponies before, when giving them a scritch for the first time. Then, very gradually, their expressions change to dreamy smiles. It seems that even experienced masseuses like them are utterly unfamiliar with sensations such as these. 
“Oh my goodness,” murmurs Aloe. “I’ve never felt anything like this before.”
“Neither have I,” says Lotus. “It’s wonderful.”
Your spirits begin to rise, as though someone had filled you with helium. You look over at Twilight again, who beams at you. Emboldened, you keep scratching their ears a little more, then move on to scratching under their chins. Their heads tilt up accordingly, and their eyes close. They both let out a soft, low ‘Mmmm’ of contentment. All their stately professionalism is melting away in the face of this new experience.
So far, so good!
“Whenever you both are ready,” you say, now positively grinning, “we can move on to belly rubs.”
As if they need no further prompting, both turn over onto their backs, hooves curled in front of their chests. You scoot your stool back to situate yourself better, then, placing one hand on each slim and smooth stomach, begin gently rubbing up and down, back and forth. Just like Rarity and Fluttershy, there’s a velvety softness to their fur that exceeds that of normal pony coats. Undoubtedly, it has something to do with the products they use at the spa.
As for the two themselves, they are utterly at peace, looking more asleep than anything, their expressions tranquil and untroubled. Not even a giggle escapes either of them as you rub; they must not be ticklish. It doesn’t matter, though. Their silence is solid proof of how well the therapy is working for them. It’s just hard to believe it’s working on spa professionals like them. Performing it on a princess is one thing, but since helping ponies relax is their job, this feels like a whole different level.
This goes on for quite some time, until at last, Aloe and Lotus stir. You stand up, remove your hands from their bellies, and stumble back to stand by Twilight. Your old nervousness has suddenly come back, and you have no idea what they’re about to say. You wait as they sit up, stretch, then step down onto the floor to face you.
Both of them are smiling.
“And that’s really all there is to it,” Twilight says, speaking for you. “Of course, it depends on the techniques used or preferred by the client, but it doesn’t get more complicated than that.”
You only nod clumsily. Aloe and Lotus exchange a look between themselves, nod, then turn to you, still smiling.
“For years, we have helped ponies achieve total contentment, relaxation, and rejuvenation through the techniques we practice,” says Aloe.
“But never, in all of that time, have we ever experienced anything the likes of what you have given us today,” says Lotus.
“We wish to humbly thank you-”
“-And would be honored to offer you a position here at the spa.”
“Ponyville will greatly benefit from what you can do.”
Your jaw falls open, and you feel yourself go numb in the legs.
Had you heard that right?
Did they actually say yes?
They did!
It takes a bit for your mouth to function properly, so stunned are you, but you finally manage to say,
“You...You mean it?”
“Mm-hmm,” say the two in unison, nodding and beaming.
You can’t believe it.
This is really happening!
“How does next Monday sound as a start for you?” asks Lotus.
“S-Sounds perfect!” you say. “Thank you both so much!”
You bow rather hastily, but humbly all the same. All three mares giggle.
“Oh, no, good sir, thank you,” says Aloe, “for such a wonderful experience.”
“You will make so many ponies happy with what you have to offer,” says Lotus.
“Thank you both very much for your time,” Twilight says, graciously.
“It was our pleasure, Princess Twilight,” says Aloe, bowing along with her sister.
“We will see you on Monday morning, good sir,” says Lotus. “Have a wonderful rest of the week.”
“Thank you,” you say, “and thanks again.”
You stumble out of the room, your legs still shaking from the excitement of the moment. Twilight follows, closing the door behind her, and the two of you make your way out of the spa. Neither of you say a word as you step outside, even though your insides are practically doing the conga.
You’ve done it!
You’re going to bring affection therapy to the Ponyville spa!
Wait until Rarity hears about this!
Once you two step outside, the first thing that happens, catching you quite off guard, is Twilight letting out a delighted squeal, rearing up, kicking her front hooves and flapping her wings. You simply stare, as you can’t recall her ever acting this giddy before.
“You did it!” she says. “You’re going to be an official spa-sanctioned affection therapist! You did so well in there, and I am so proud of you!”
She throws her hooves around you in a tight hug. Your surprise soon gives way to a giddy joy of your own, as you return her hug and even swing her around, bringing her hind hooves off the ground and making her giggle. You stop and look down into her amethyst-colored eyes, full of happiness and pride.
“It wouldn’t have been possible without you, Twilight,” you say, gratefully. “I was about to get cold feet in there, but you gave me the confidence to follow through. Thank you so much for giving me the chance. I don’t know how I can ever repay you.”
Twilight warmly nuzzles your cheek as the two of you stand there, arms and forelegs clasped around each other, oblivious to ponies passing by and staring, wondering what could be causing such a display of affection between the Princess of Friendship and the lone human in Ponyville. At last, the two of you break apart, big smiles on both of your faces.
“I only gave you a little guidance,” Twilight says, kindly. “The rest was all you, my friend. I know you’re going to be wonderful here.”
“Thanks, Twilight,” you say. “And now that I think about it, I do know how I can repay you: by penciling you in for a therapy session free of charge.”
Twilight looks surprised at this, as well as a little embarrassed.
“Oh, you don’t have to do that,” she says, modestly.
“I want to, though,” you say, seriously. “You helped get me this far, and I feel it’s only right to thank you properly. Now that I think about it,” you add, suddenly struck by an idea, “I need to find a way to thank Rarity as well, for giving me the idea to apply to the spa, and Rose, for helping kickstart the practice in the first place, not to mention being the first friend I ever made here. There’s so many ponies to thank!”
There’s a slight desperation in this declaration that Twilight notices. She smiles and pats your hand with her hoof.
“Don’t worry,” she says. “You’ll have a proper time to thank everypony you want to thank. I’ll definitely consider your kind offer myself.”
Her calm reassurance helps set your momentary worry at ease, and you feel relaxed and happy again.
“You’re right,” you say. “Thanks, Twilight.”
“Anytime,” says Twilight. “Now, I need to get going. I promised Starlight and Spike that we’d go kite flying today.”
“Oh, of course,” you say. “I don’t want to keep you. Have fun!”
“Thanks! Goodbye, and good luck on Monday!”
With a flash of purple light, Twilight vanishes on the spot, leaving you by yourself. And so, you start wending your own way home.
***

You had never been to Cloudsdale before, so you can’t accurately say what it feels like to walk on clouds. However, the way you feel right now might just be the closest approximation to it. You feel so elated that you only barely register the ponies you almost bump into, but you still manage to step out of their way in time. Looking back, you can even seem them glancing back at you, and apparently, the smile on your face is infectious, and they can’t help but grin back.
This was the greatest feeling you’d ever felt, second only to the happiness you feel whenever you see a pony relaxed and happy because of a session with you. Affection therapy had taken the next step, and was now going to be an official spa treatment, in a place where ponies already came to relax and rejuvinate. Could it get any better than this?
All of a sudden, the air is rent with a loud roar, stopping you in your tracks. Something speeds past you like a rocket. It feels as though an express train has missed you by inches, but is still buffeting you with the force of its slipstream. You topple backwards, knocked off balance, and land on your backside, dazed and disoriented. 
“Whoops! Sorry about that. Lemme help ya.”
A raspy female voice greets your ears as a pair of hooves helps you up. Upon regaining your equilibrium, you can now see the pony who has both bowled you over and assisted you just now, hovering in the air at eye level.
It’s Rainbow Dash.
She’s a pegasus with a light-blue coat, nearly the same shade as the sky. Her eyes are a vibrant shade of magenta, but it’s her mane and tail that are the most eye-catching. Both are streaked with all of the colors of the rainbow, lending little doubt to how she acquired the first part of her name. They’re also both very messy and frizzy, in an almost deliberately careless way that isn’t by any means unpleasant. Her wings are sleek and strong in appearance, each feather standing out boldly and proudly. Her cutie mark is a white cloud letting loose a multicolored lightning bolt. She’s of a slender, trim build, similar to Rarity, though not quite as curvaceous. Even if it doesn’t stand out, one has the impression of toned and powerful muscle underneath her fur.
Rainbow is one of the fastest flyers you have ever seen. You’ve seen plenty of speedy pegasi who seem to soar by in the blink of an eye, but that’s nothing on Rainbow. When she puts her mind to it, which is often, she speeds off like a rocket, leaving ponies dazed in her wake, and a technicolor trail behind her. Whatever distance normal pegasi cover in minutes, she does in mere seconds. She’s also quite dexterous, able to pull off tricky maneuvers while going at such ludicrous speeds. That likely contributed to her current position as the newest Wonderbolt, as you had heard being gossiped around Ponyville.
Likely because of this aerial finesse, Rainbow is also a pony of incomparable pride. Every time she appears, one expects a loud fanfare to precede her entrance, so bold and pronounced is it. One would think she were the daughter of royalty. Even the way she walks, when she deigns to do so, preferring to fly, can be rather swaggering: head held high, wings flared, a slight sway to her hips and a broad smile on her face, as if to say ‘check me out, you know you want to’. She’s undoubtedly egotistical, never failing to talk about how awesome of a pony she is, which, despite her being able to back up her statements 90% of the time, can be a bit grating.
Nevertheless, she’s a good-hearted pony. She’s a staunch ally to those in need, and never leaves her friends hanging when she can lend a hoof. This is especially evident in her relationship with Scootaloo, one of Apple Bloom’s friends. Though not related by blood, one would almost swear the two were sisters, seeing how close they were with each other out in public. She even has a pet tortoise that she takes with her in public on occasion. He’s hooked up with a flying apparatus, allowing him to keep up with his pegasus owner, which is sweet. It’s comforting to know that beneath the ego and the bragging is a heart of gold.
You haven’t had much interaction with her. At the most, you usually see her speeding by through the air, sleeping on a cloud, or hanging around with her friends. You are acquainted with her, however, and she usually greets you with a smile and a wave if she catches sight of you.
“Hello, Rainbow Dash,” you say.
“Hiya,” says Rainbow. “Long time no see. Sorry about knocking you over like that.”
“It’s all right. What’s the big rush, though?”
“Nothing, really,” she says, shrugging. “It just feels good to be back in Ponyville after a good training session. Don’t get me wrong,” she adds, “I love being a Wonderbolt, but some of their drills are even more intense than I would’ve thought. The Academy feels like foal’s play compared to the real deal. My joints are killing me.”
She lands on all fours and rubs the base of her wing as she says this, wincing slightly. 
“Ouch,” you say, sympathetically. “I’m sorry to hear that.”
“Don’t be,” says Rainbow. “All of us on the team tend to push ourselves a little too hard sometimes, but it’s worth it in the end, when we get to wow ponies in the stands with our stunts.”
She’s regained a bit of her zeal by saying this, and there’s a twinkle in her eye.
“How do you usually relax after a workout?” you ask.
For some reason, this question seems to catch Rainbow off guard. She looks suddenly awkward, a very faint blush reddening her cerulean cheeks.
“Oh, nothing too fancy,” she says, airily. “I, er, just head to the spa, for a deep-tissue sports massage.”
She says the name of her treatment with pronounced determination, as though wanting to make absolutely certain you heard her right.
“Is that right?” you ask.
“Only the finest for an athlete of my caliber,” she says, proudly. “It’s why I was kind of in a rush. I wanted to set up an appointment before it got too crowded.”
“I see,” you say. “Well, I'll be joining the spa soon myself.”
“Oh, really?” Rainbow asks, intrigued. “Did they hire you as a new masseuse? Those hands of yours look like they’d be good for the job,” she adds, glancing at your non-hooves.
“Well, yes and no,” you say. “I’m actually bringing my affection therapy to the spa.”
Rainbow tilts her head.
“Affection therapy?” she asks. “I remember Twilight mentioning that before when talking about you, but what is it?”
Ah, the familiar question. Well, time for the tried-and-true answer.
“Well, to put it simply,” you say, “what I do is help ponies relax by giving them little displays of platonic affection: ear scratches, nose boops, belly rubs, pettings, even something simple as a hug.”
Rainbow actually looks intrigued by this, but she gives a shake of the head, as though trying to get rid of a bothersome bug, and shrugs with an indifferent look on her face.
“Eh, sounds like a load of mushy stuff to me,” she says, casually.
Well, now, that was a bit of a harsh generalization. Sure, it was a bit intimate, but there was nothing but platonic altruism behind it.
“Maybe, but it really does work,” you say.
“I’m sure it does,” says Rainbow, still sounding aloof, “but I dunno if it’s the kind of thing for an athlete like me. No offense.”
You’re starting to see where this is leading. A pony with Rainbow Dash’s pride and tomboyish nature would balk point-blank at something as innocent-sounding as affection therapy. That was understandable, since she likely prided herself on keeping a certain reputation. However, the interest in her expression when you described it hadn’t been lost on you, nor had the times you‘d seen her with her friends, Scootaloo, or her tortoise. You didn’t want to force her into the idea, but you felt like she could stand to try a new way to unwind, and should let her know how well it actually works.
“That’s too bad,” you say, conversationally. “All of your friends got to experience it themselves, and they all enjoyed it. Not to toot my own horn, of course.”
Rainbow glances at you, eyebrow raised.
“All of them?” she asks. “Applejack, too?”
It was interesting to hear her bring up Applejack. She was the one pony within Twilight’s circle of friends that she’d be most likely to be seen with. Despite their closeness, they liked to compete, and were quite vocal about it. You vividly remember a publicly-held hoof wrestle between the two outside Sugarcube Corner. It went on for, no lie, 10 whole minutes without either one holding the advantage for long. Applejack finally emerged victorious, which had put Rainbow in a sour mood for a while afterwards.
“That’s right,” you say. “Her and her siblings.”
“And she liked it?”
“Very much.”
Rainbow hesitates, looking somewhat conflicted. Perhaps she had thought it odd that a fellow tomboy enjoyed something she was dismissive of. However, she shakes her head again.
“Well, that’s good for her,” she finally says, indifferently. “She’s more into that frou-frou stuff anyways. That’s not really my thing.”
“I getcha,” you say. “It’s not for everypony. I had a feeling about that from the outset.”
There’s a pause. You feel like maybe you ought to leave it there and not keep Rainbow delayed any longer. Then, Rainbow says, in a tone that sounds a little too forced to be perfectly casual,
“So, uh, let me ask you something.”
“Yes?”
“I’m only asking this for a friend,” Rainbow goes on, rather hastily. “Got that? For a friend.”
For a friend, huh? Well, with that tone, you’re not sure you buy it, but you decide to humor her anyway.
“I get you,” you say. “Go on.”
“Say that I knew a friend who wouldn’t mind your, uh, therapy. Somepony who was more into that kind of stuff. Do you, uh, charge much for it?”
Is she really worried about the cost, or is she doing a little digging for herself, in case the itch really did strike her? It’s hard to tell.
“Not a whole lot,” you say. “In fact, I don’t usually ask for payment anyway. I’m happy to do it free of charge, but I guess that’ll change once I start working at the spa.”
Rainbow looks contemplative and, again, conflicted. You feel like you know what’s going through her head, but say nothing. You could be wrong, after all.
“Good to know,” she says, still trying to look indifferent, but with a rather comical scrunched-up mouth. “I’m sure my friend will be happy to hear that. Well, I’d better get going if I wanna make an appointment at the spa. See ya!”
Before you can say ‘bye’ in return, she zooms off. You’re not knocked off balance this time, but it’s still quite sudden. You watch as she vanishes from sight, befuddled.
“Well, that was weird,” you say. “She didn’t need to put on such a forced show if she really was interested. Still, if she doesn’t want a therapy session after all, I won’t force it on her. I just thought she ought to know about it in case she did want it.”
With that, you continue making your way home, thoughts about this coming Monday coming back in full force.
***

The rest of the afternoon passes away in contentment. You’ve already marked on your calendar that you’ll be starting work at the spa the following Monday, and it gives you a little jolt of excitement every time you glanced at it. You’re planning to drop by Rose’s place this evening to check up on her and give her the good news. You hope she’s gotten over her bout of sickness, because you’ve already promised her a therapy session for her recovery.
The sun has just begun to set, and you’re relaxing in your favorite chair, awaiting the time you designated to head out, when you’re suddenly roused by a tap at your window.
Puzzled, you look up. You’re just in time to see a hoof rise up from below to tap again. Was it Pinkie again? Who else would choose such an odd way of knocking?
You stand up and look out, but don’t see anyone there. You open up the window, and soon as you do, something zips in with great agility. Startled, you turn to see your intruder.
“Rainbow Dash?”
“Shhh! Close that window!”
Hastily, you shut the window, then turn back. Rainbow is sitting on her haunches, looking anxious.
“No one else is here, right?” she asks.
“No,” you say, bewildered. “I live alone. Rainbow, what are you doing here?”
Rainbow bites her lip, pawing the floor with her hoof nervously.
“Well, I gave it some thought,” she said, slowly. “About your, uh, therapy, I mean.”
“Oh? For your friend, you mean?”
Rainbow sighs.
“No,” she says. “For me.”
There’s a pause. Neither of you speak. You simply stare at Rainbow Dash as she keeps her eyes off of you, looking rather ashamed, her cheeks pink.
She really did want to try it after all?
You hardly know what to say.
After several seconds, she looks up.
“Well?” she asks.
“Well what?” you ask in return.
“Aren’t you gonna laugh?” Rainbow asks, a defensive note in her voice. “Make fun of me?”
“What? No!” you say, surprised. “Why would I?”
She stares hard and fierce at you, as though convinced you’re lying. You stare calmly back, meeting her rose-colored gaze. Finally, her gaze softens and she sighs again.
“Can you imagine what ponies would think of me if they knew I liked being pampered?” she asks, in a defeated tone. “I had to make up that I go for sports massages just to keep ponies from asking why I’m at the spa!”
“What’s wrong with that?” you ask, shrugging. “Everyone deserves to treat themselves every once in a while.”
“But I’m an athlete!” Rainbow protests, standing on all fours now, wings flared. “I’m a Wonderbolt now! Ponies look up to me as a tough, nerves-of-steel, awesome hero! I’ve already had to endure my friends finding out I’m a book-reading egghead, but if ponies knew my ‘sports massages’ were really frou-frou pampering treatments, I’d never hear the end of it! I’d be a laughingstock, and my reputation would be over!”
She’s far from crying, and really, Rainbow Dash seems like the last pony in the world who would dissolve into tears, but you can definitely feel the pained emotion in her voice, see it in her eyes. It hurts to hear somepony so strong sound so scared and conflicted. You kneel down in front of her and put a hand to her shoulder. You take it as a good sign that she doesn’t slap it away.
“Rainbow Dash,” you say, softly, “no one’s going to think less of you for having a soft side. I certainly don’t, and I’m sure your friends don’t either. I’ve seen you with them, and with Scootaloo, and your tortoise. They don’t think less of you just because you’re not pulling stunts and talking about your accomplishments all the time, do they?”
Rainbow ponders this for a moment, lips pursed.
“I guess not,” she says, finally. “They know me well enough to know what I’m like. It’s just hard in public, you know? Around ponies who don’t know everything about me, I mean.”
“I get you,” you say. “You have an image you want to maintain, and I understand that. You still shouldn’t be ashamed to show your soft side every now and then. You’re still awesome either way.”
Boy, how does this stuff come to you? This sounds more like something Twilight would say. She has a much better gift for speech than you.
All the same, Rainbow looks slightly mollified, and even manages a smile.
“Thanks,” she says. “I really appreciate that.”
There’s another pause, and she rubs her foreleg awkwardly.
“So, uh, about your therapy,” she says.
“You still want to try it?” you ask.
“I-I mean, it won’t be the same as my usual treatment,” she says, her cheeks reddening again, “but if you really wanted to, I guess I could let you try it out on me, just once.”
You smile.
“Of course,” you say. “I’d be happy to.”
Rainbow’s gaze suddenly becomes hard again.
“But if you tell anypony else about this, I’ll deny it to my last day. Understand?”
It looks like she still has some baby steps to take, even after that pep talk.
“I understand,” you say. “Client confidentiality is an integral part of any therapy session, after all.”
Rainbow raises an eyebrow.
“You’ve been hanging around Twilight too long,” she quips.
Choosing to regard it as a compliment, you simply stand up, then take a seat on the couch. You pat the cushion next to you, and she nimbly hops up beside you.
“So, how would you like me to start?” you ask.
“How do you usually start?” Rainbow asks.
“That’s up to the pony receiving the treatment,” you say. “If there’s anything you don’t want me to do, like touch your mane or whatnot, just say so.”
“Oh,” says Rainbow. “Well, it doesn’t matter to me. Do your stuff. Just one thing,” she adds.
“Yes?”
“You know pegasi wings are sensitive, right?” she asks, fluffing them a little for demonstration and looking slightly wary.
“I know,” you say. “Twilight told me. Don’t worry, I won’t touch them.”
“Good,” says Rainbow, giving you a small smile again. “Ok then. Affection away.”
Chuckling at her terminology. you decide to start with the tried and true: a good ear scritch. But first, you give her a boop on the nose. Her muzzle scrunches up adorably and, right on cue, she boops you back with a chuckle of her own. You reach behind her ear and start a gentle scratch. The smile still on her face broadens, her eyelids drooping.
“Wow...That actually doesn’t feel too bad,” she says. “I mean, it’s ok, if you’re really into that sorta…”
She’s still trying to play it cool, but her speech is becoming slurred with the relaxed stupor she’s being put under. You go from one ear to the next, her eyes now fully closed in utter contentment. To your surprise, she actually nuzzles her cheek against your palm as you do so. She’s completely losing her prideful inhibitions, and it’s adorable to watch.
Eventually, however, she jerks her head up out of your palm. Apparently, she caught herself getting too into it and didn’t want to seem like she was enjoying it too much. She’s not fooling you, though. 
You move on to chin scratches, and soon, she’s got her head tilted all the way back as you give her a good scritching, a peaceful smile on her face. With your other hand, you stroke her multicolored locks, which are surprisingly soft and smooth despite their messy appearance. There’s even a faint rainwater smell about her, no doubt from all her time spent in the clouds. She does nothing to stop you, and lets you carry on. You can’t help but chuckle on the inside. Her ego is no match for her love of being pampered.
She soon drapes herself across your legs onto her back, eyes still closed. You don’t even need to ask what she wants at this point. You start running a hand gently along her slim belly. It’s a bit more firm and unyielding than other pony bellies that you’ve rubbed, no doubt due to the athletic muscle she possessed, but her fur is still pleasantly soft. 
She gives off a soft sigh as you rub, and nestles closer against you, like a filly seeking comfort. Knowing her penchant for napping even in public, you wouldn’t be surprised if this really did make her drop off to sleep. If she is, then she must be having the sweetest of dreams, judging by her face. Not to mention, one of her back legs is twitching, like a dog having a good dream. 
Unable to resist, you cup her chin in your hands, giving her cheeks a gentle squeeze. Even she, such a slim and fit pony, isn’t exempt from the adorably chubby cheeks that all ponies seem to possess. She doesn’t seem to notice, and you continue to rub her stomach, now using both hands. For such a brash and boyish pony, Rainbow Dash was a lot cuter than she would dare to admit.
The sun has sunk even lower, and the street lamps are lit, by the time Rainbow Dash finally wakes up. She’s been lying across your lap for a good while, snoring gently. You’d left off rubbing some time ago, and just let her rest. She sits up and yawns, stretching her forelegs and wings.
“Hey, sleepyhead,” you say, smiling. “How do you feel?”
She looks at you for a moment or two, looking uncertain, then says, with a genuine smile,
“If I can be honest with myself, that was really, really relaxing. I can see why you landed a job at the spa. There’s some real magic in those hands, man. You got me more relaxed than I’ve ever felt before.”
“Aw, shucks,” you say, modestly. “I’m just glad you enjoyed it. Was it as good as your usual treatment?”
Rainbow thinks for a moment.
“It’s hard to say,” she says. “Both make me feel really good, so for now, all I can say is they’re pretty much neck-and-neck. Yours might be maybe at least 10% better, though.”
“That’s a good enough answer for me,” you say, grinning.
There’s a pause, and Rainbow says, in a more subdued but genuine tone,
“Seriously, though, thanks for putting up with me. I know I’m not the easiest pony to deal with, especially when it comes to more touchy-feely stuff. You’re all right, buddy.”
She gives you a friendly cuff on the shoulder. Coming from her, that practically amounts to a hug.
“You’re welcome, Rainbow Dash,” you say. “I’m happy to have helped.”
“Just remember,” Rainbow warns, pointing a hoof at you, “not a word to anypony else. Got it?”
You pantomime zipping your lips, and she looks satisfied. You both stand up, and she asks you to check if anypony’s around outside. You peer out the window, and see that the street’s deserted.
“All clear,” you say, opening the window for her.
“Thanks,” she says. “See ya later.”
“Good night.”
With a whoosh, she flies out the window and off out of sight. You close the window after her with a smile.
“I’m glad she got to experience it for herself,” you say to yourself. “She still shouldn’t be ashamed to admit she has a soft side, but maybe she’ll come around eventually.”
You look at the time. It’s 6:30.
“Good grief, look at the time. I’d better hurry if I want to see Rose. If she’s up for it, maybe I can treat her to dinner tonight. I think she’d like that. I’ve got loads to tell her, too.”
With that, you’re soon abroad in the streets again, heading for Rose’s house, imagining the look on her face when you told her what you’d been up to lately. Minus one small detail, of course, as promised.
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5 minutes after leaving home, you arrive at Rose’s house. All the lights are on, which tells you that she’s still up and about. Then again, there’s little to doubt about that. You don’t know anyone who goes to bed at only 6:30, unless they’re seriously ill. This gives you confidence that she really has made a full recovery.
You only have to wait a few seconds after knocking. The door opens, and there stands Rose, looking hale and hearty, as though she had never been sick at all. She beams at the sight of you, and practically tackles you to the ground, so forceful is the hug she gives you. Laughing, you return her embrace with matching vigor.
“I was just thinking of coming to see you!” she squeals excitedly. “How did you know?”
“I didn’t,” you say. “Call it a lucky chance.”
Rose giggles and nuzzles your cheek, while you just stand there with your arms about her, soaking in the warmth of the embrace.
“I’ve missed you, Rosie,” you say as you ease apart.
“And I’ve missed you,” says Rose. “Can you imagine what it was like being cooped up at home, sneezing and coughing for days, not able to see anypony else?”
“I’ve had colds like that,” you say, grimly. “They’re no fun. I wish there was more I could’ve done for you.”
“Oh, don’t worry about it,” says Rose. “Getting my dress from Rarity’s was a huge relief for me. Thank you so much for doing that.”
“You’re welcome,” you say. “I’ve got a lot to tell you about what I’ve been up to since you got sick.”
“Oh? Find yourself some new clients?” Rose asks, interested.
“A lot more than that,” you say, grinning. “But first, I thought maybe it’d be a nice treat to take you somewhere for dinner, to celebrate your recovery.”
“Aww, you’re such a sweetheart,” says Rose, modestly. “You don’t have to do that.”
“I know, but I wanted to,” you say, humbly.
“Well, then, I’d be honored,” says Rose, giving a stately and playful bow. “Lead the way.”
“Delighted to, my lady,” you say, bowing back.
Giggling, Rose trots by your side as the two of you make your way down the street, the lamplights casting their glow about as the sky grows ever-darker.
***

You’ve decided to treat Rose to dinner at a modest Neightalian restaurant with outdoor seating, so you could watch the sun set and the moon rise. It’s one of your favorite spots to visit when you feel like treating yourself, to just sit and enjoy the atmosphere while eating good food. It had been a good place to contemplate your situation after just moving to Ponyville, before you and Rose first discovered affection therapy, when you were still unsure of what you would do now that you had left Manehattan behind. Well, just look at how far you’ve come since those days.
In fact, at that very moment, you’re just finishing telling Rose about what you had been up to. You’ve both ordered hearty bowls of salad with refillable breadsticks, one of the staples of this restaurant, and between bites, you related how you had given affection therapy to Rarity, Pinkie, and Fluttershy, leaving out your meeting with Rainbow Dash, of course. Now, you were coming to the big news, and you had been careful to remain vague about the subject until you came to it.
“...And so, thanks to Twilight,” you say, grinning, and with a half a breadstick in your hand, “I’m gonna be bringing affection therapy to the Ponyville spa!”
“The spa?!”
Rose claps a hoof to her mouth, her cheeks bulging slightly from the food still in her mouth. She clearly didn’t mean to shout so loud, especially as it draws the eyes of ponies sitting nearby, and it had even made you wince from how sudden it was. Blushing, she swallows, wiping her lips hurriedly with a napkin. You feel like laughing from how adorable she’s acting, but you try to keep a straight face, at risk of offending her.
“Sorry about that,” Rose says at last, still looking a little embarrassed.
“It’s all right,” you say. “It’s a surprising bit of news to take in, I know.”
“You’re telling me,” says Rose. “I mean, the spa? You’re seriously going to be working at the spa?”
“That’s right,” you say. “Starting next week.”
“And you said it was Rarity’s idea?”
“Yep,” you say, polishing the breadstick off at last. “She thought affection therapy would make for a perfect spa treatment, with how well it relaxes ponies. I mean, you’d know from experience, right?”
Rose nods.
“I mulled it over for a while,” you go on, “giving it a lot of thought, and I decided to go through with it, with Twilight’s help, of course. I just didn’t feel confident marching into the spa all by myself, without her professional testimony. She’s been a massive source of support for me since this whole thing started. I’d hardly even know where to begin if she hadn’t worked her princess magic, so to speak. And of course,” you add, fondly, “I would never even have gotten this far without you, my dear friend. I know I say it often enough, but you’re the one who helped me develop this practice in the first place, and I’ll always be grateful for that.”
You smile at Rose, but your smile fades at the expression on her face. You’d expected her to look excited, happy at the news, perhaps a little bashful at being praised. Instead, her eyes are averted from you, and she’s wearing a slight frown, as though she herself is mulling things over, and they’re not entirely to her liking. She’s also poking at her salad, as though she had lost her appetite.
What had happened? Was it something you said? 
“Rose?”
Rose looks up.
“Hmm?”
“Is something wrong?”
“Wrong?” she repeats, casually. “No, nothing’s wrong. I’m very happy for you, and proud.”
She smiles. However, it doesn’t feel like the right kind of smile. There’s something forced, something unnatural to it, and in her tone.
“Are you sure?” you ask.
“Absolutely,” says Rose, a little too cheerfully. “I guess I’m just still feeling a little sluggish from getting over the flu, but I’m fine, really. It’s so good to hear how well you’ve been getting on. I really missed out on a lot while I was sick.”
As if to prevent further discussion on the topic, she stuffs another forkful of salad into her mouth, making her cheeks bulge as she chews. You stare at her, puzzled, but she doesn’t say anything else, and just crunches away. It’s not quite the reaction you expected, but it would perhaps be best to change topics for now.
“If you say so,” you say. “By the way, did you hear about what happened with Starlight Glimmer earlier this week?”
The change of topic seems to be what Rose wanted, as she perks back up at once, in earnest.
“I don’t think so,” she says. “Why, what happened?”
“Apparently, she got a letter from her friend Trixie, saying she was going to be back in town soon. Next thing, I see her popping up all over town, teleporting from here to there, shouting ‘Trixie’s coming back! Trixie’s coming back!’ She looked as giddy as a foal on Hearth’s Warming Day!” you add, chuckling.
“Oh, that!” Rose says, giggling. “I thought I recognized her voice outside my window, but I could barely make out what she was saying. My ears felt all clogged up from being sick. I can only imagine how it must’ve looked.”
“Oh, it was quite a sight,” you say. “And then Pinkie joined in, because of course; she hardly needs a reason to celebrate anything, and she even brought out the party cannon!”
“Of course she would,” Rose chuckles.
From there, the rest of dinner passes amicably and cheerfully, as though nothing had happened to interrupt it or dampen the mood. However, while you had decided to change the subject away from your new alteration in employment, you by no means intend to let it stay dropped, and you determine to talk to Rose about it when you get back to her house.
***

Night has fully settled in, and Luna’s moon hangs crisp and clear in the sky as you and Rose make your way back to her house. Your progress is slowed a bit by Rose’s lethargic walk, bringing you to not quite a snail’s pace, nor even a tortoise’s, but perhaps the nearest thing after. 
“Ooh, boy, am I stuffed!” Rose moans, putting a hoof to her stomach. “I was really hungry after eating nothing but soup for the past few days, but I think I overdid it.”
“Would it help if I carried you the rest of the way back?” you ask.
Rose snorts, amused.
“You’re joking, right?” she asks.
“Maybe, maybe not,” you say, shrugging and smirking.
Rose chuckles.
“Nah, I wouldn’t make you do that,” she says. “I’d probably crush you if I made you carry me.”
“A dainty mare like you?” you say. “Not likely.”
“Oh, hush, you flatterer, you,” Rose says, her cheeks going faintly pink.
Your pony pal had certainly eaten much more than you had at dinner, though to look at her slender frame, even after such a hearty meal, one wouldn’t guess it. She was one of those lucky ponies who, despite still looking adorable and cuddly, managed to remain slim and fit no matter how much they ate.
Despite how much you and Rose had enjoyed yourself, however, you’re still determined to find out what’s truly bothering her, and why the news about your new job didn’t seem to sit well with her. She might have tried to deny it, but you weren’t fooled. More than that, though, you can’t help but wonder why she should feel the need to lie about it to you, when she was your best friend. Surely there was no reason to keep secrets from each other.
At last, the two of you reach Rose’s house. Rose fumbles a bit in her saddlebag, but soon brings out the key and unlocks the door.
“Would you like to come in for a bit?” she asks. “It’s still a little messy inside, but I mostly got everything cleaned up once I started feeling better. I didn’t want to sit around in a pigsty any longer.”
“Certainly,” you say. “I’d be delighted.”
The two of you step inside, and really, apart from a couple books sitting out here and there, and a box of tissues in plain sight, the interior looks relatively tidy. That’s just like Rose: fretting about the house being a mess for guests when there’s not that much wrong with it. You appreciate her consideration for her guests’ comfort, all the same.
“I’ll get some tea started,” says Rose. “I need something soothing for my stomach, anyway.”
She disappears into the kitchen, and you settle on her favorite couch. As you sit and wait for her, you ponder over how to approach the topic. You don’t want to spring it on her out of nowhere, accusing her of not being honest about how she felt. You also don’t want to sound ungrateful for not getting the reaction you hoped for; that’d make you come off as rather petty. You decide to just wait and see, and hope the opportunity presents itself.
Rose soon returns with a tray bearing two cups, and you can already tell, from the aroma wafting even from such a distance, that they contain her specialty rosehip green tea. She sets the tray down, hands you a cup, then settles herself beside you before grabbing her own cup. Almost simultaneously, you both take a sip, and let out identical sighs of contentment as the soothing aroma and taste of the tea wash over you.
“Ooh, that really hits the spot,” Rose murmurs, “especially for an upset tummy like mine.”
“No kidding,” you say. “Even if there’s nothing in particular bothering you, a good cup of tea just makes you feel...complete.”
Rose smiles.
“That sounds like something Jasmine Leaf would say,” she says, referring to the pony who ran Ponyville’s tea shop. “I’m sure she’d be delighted to hear that from you.”
“Aww, shucks,” you say, modestly.
For a little while, the two of you simply sit there, side by side, letting the tea fill your body with a feeling of comfort and relaxation. You still don’t see an opportunity to breach the topic yet, but you resolve to remain patient and wait for it to come. For now, you can just enjoy the company of your dear pony friend.
At last, Rose sets her cup down and sighs again.
“I really needed that,” she says, “but my stomach’s still feeling a little sour. Do you know what would help it feel better?”
With her hooves curled to her chest, she looks up at you with big, beseeching eyes, her lips formed into a little pout. You can’t help but smile at this. She’s done this to you before, and she knows it, but it’s become something of a bantering playfulness between the two of you when she wanted some affection therapy of her own, something you can never help but humor.
And now that you came to think on it, this might just be the chance you were waiting for.
“Why, I’m only a therapist, and not a doctor,” you say, wryly, “but if you wanted my opinion, I’d say a good belly rub might do your poor tummy some good.”
Rose sticks her tongue out playfully.
“You think so?” she asks.
“We can see,” you say, and then, adopting a more sober tone, you continue, “but before that, I’d like to ask you something serious.”
Rose’s ears droop, and her smile fades. The fact that she doesn’t look puzzled or even dismayed tells you that she knows what you want to talk about, and she’s been dreading it coming up.
“I know you do,” she says, “and I know what it’s about. I can’t hide anything from you, can I?”
“I’m afraid not,” you say.
You reach out and put a hand to her hoof. She doesn’t draw it away, which is a good sign, and her green eyes meet yours.
“Rose,” you say, “what’s bothering you? Is it about me taking on a job at the spa? Talking about that seemed to be what made you start acting weird, at least until I changed the subject. You know you don’t have to hide anything from me. I’m your friend, Rosie, and I’ll hear you out no matter what.”
You can see a faint glimmer in those green eyes of Rose’s, like the beginning of tears. Her lip quivers, and she closes her eyes, as though afraid your gaze will overpower her. When she speaks, it’s with a lot of deliberation, as though she’s fighting to keep her emotions in check.
“It’s...it’s not that I’m not happy for you. I’m very happy for you. I think it’s wonderful that you’ve managed to advance so far with affection therapy, and it makes me proud to have been able to help you discover it. As your friend, I feel nothing but pride and admiration for where you are now.”
You feel your heart swell at this, and yet not without a sense of foreboding. Touched as you are by her honest praise for your achievement, it makes you wonder what could be so wrong as to eclipse that happy feeling.
Rose pauses, then, opening her eyes, which are now undeniably wet with tears, she continues,
“But...if you’re working at the spa, does this mean you won’t be able to do what you’ve been doing before?”
You blink, puzzled.
“What do you mean?” you ask.
Rose swallows.
“I mean, just giving affection therapy to ponies who come to call,” she says. “Part of what I enjoy about you becoming an affection therapist in the first place is how you’re always available for ponies whenever they need someone to talk to and help them. You’ve always made them feel welcome, like they have a place they can come to when they need guidance and reassurance. If you’re working at the spa now, are you going to be too busy for all of that? Will ponies have to make an appointment there just to see you and get therapy? ...Will I?”
A tear rolls down Rose’s cheek as she asks this last question, her voice breaking as she does so.
And now you understand.
It’s as if a bolt of lightning had struck you right in the brain, and plunged straight down into your heart.
Rose was worried about losing what had made affection therapy special in the first place, and afraid of losing the time you two have together, because of this new job.
You feel like such an idiot.
You had been so sure that she would be proud of what you’d accomplished in bringing affection therapy to the spa, that you never even entertained the idea that she might be worried over how this would affect how much time you’d be able to spend with her, or other ponies who might not want to book a spa appointment just for a session.
How could you have been so thoughtless as to not consider this?
What kind of friend are you?...
…
I’ll tell you what kind of friend…
The kind who cares more about making it big than playing it safe.
The kind who wants to make a lot of money, no matter how much you say you’re not doing it to get rich.
That’s why you weren’t cut out for Manehattan: it’s every pony for themselves in that town, and you were too naive to see it…
…
No!
That’s not who you are!
Who you are is someone who isn’t about to let a pony you care about stay in misery and gloom!
In an instant, you pull Rose close so that she’s nestled against you. You take it as a good sign that she doesn’t try to break away. In fact, she snuggles up against your chest, as though seeking the comfort you’re more than ready to give her.
“Rosie, don’t think that,” you say, stroking her back gently. “You don’t need to worry about that. I’m not gonna stop doing what I’ve been doing just because of this new job.”
Rose doesn’t answer, but merely sniffles again. It sounds like hollow reassurance at first, but as you sit there, holding her close, you start to rationalize the position you’re in. 
Sure, taking on a new job might reduce the time you’ve otherwise had for other things, and especially for unscheduled meetings with ponies in need of therapy. It might also cut into the time you had with Rose, which seemed to be her chief fear. However, as you consider what happened when you first set out to apply at the spa, you can’t recall a matter of a schedule or hours ever being brought up. All Aloe and Lotus said was that you could start on Monday, and presumably, the finer points of employment would be elaborated on there.
That’s it!
“I haven’t ironed out all the details yet, and some things still need to be finalized as I’m going forward,” you say. “All that was decided on was that I’d be starting next Monday. We never discussed a schedule.”
Rose says nothing. You hug her just a little tighter as you continue, speaking earnestly.
“Rest assured, though: I’m not giving up the house calls or the impromptu appointments, and certainly not our own sessions, not by a long shot. I would never have agreed to it if I intended on giving up what made me appreciate doing it in the first place. No matter what, I’ll always find a way to find time for ponies who need me.”
And that was true enough. Not once have you ever entertained the possibility of anything preventing you from carrying out your duty as an affection therapist. You just needed Rose to remind you of what might change when you went further with it professionally, it seems.
At last, Rose looks up at you. Her eyes are still damp, but she’s no longer crying. She looks more hopeful, even reassured.
“...You mean that?” she asks, in a small voice.
“Every word,” you say, stoutly. “Cross my heart, hope to fly, stick a cupcake in my eye.”
Rose wipes at her eyes, giggling a little at your use of Pinkie’s oft-repeated promise, and smiles up at you. Seeing her genuinely smile and hear her laugh again warms your heart to the core.
“There’s my happy pony pal,” you say, tenderly, giving her mane a gentle stroke.
“I’m sorry,” Rose says. “I was being silly, I know.”
“Not at all,” you say. “I’m the one who should be apologizing. I guess I just got so excited about taking affection therapy to the next step, I took for granted how it might affect my schedule, especially when it comes to my friends. I wasn’t being very sensitive about how it’d impact you at first. Can you forgive me?”
Rose smiles sweetly, puts her hooves around you, and hugs you close, nestling under your chin.
“Of course,” she says.
Smiling, you return her hug. Now that the mystery had been cleared up, and everything’s out in the open, you feel much better, and you know Rose does, too. You could’ve sat there with her in your arms all night, if that’s what she wanted, but you remember something that’s sure to improve her mood even more.
“You still feel up for that belly rub?” you ask.
She gently pulls away, looking up at you with that same peaceful smile on her face.
“Always,” she says.
You gently release her, and she settles herself across your knees, on her back, hooves curled to her chest and her eyes closed. You lay a hand on her smooth, soft middle and start gently rubbing away, up and down. Her smile widens ever so slightly, and she sighs deeply as she nestles against you. 
It’s the reaction you come to expect every time you perform it on anypony, but some ponies add a whole level of preciousness to it. Some simply lie there and drift off in pure bliss. Some, like Rose, actually cuddle up closer to you, as though desiring deeper comfort. It’s adorable how ponies could behave in a foal-like way when shown such attention and care.
As you continue to rub away with one hand, you use your other hand to scratch behind Rose’s ear. It causes her other ear to twitch like a cat’s, and her contented smile becomes even more pronounced. Her head tilts slightly, until her soft cheek is resting against your palm, her boyishly-cut locks tickling your fingers. This was another nuance in reactions that you’ve noticed. Some ponies simply sit there and marvel at the sensation. Some again, like Rose, seem to seek further reassurance and comfort in nuzzling into your hand.
Suddenly, Rose’s left hoof twitches, and it lays itself across your belly rubbing arm, gripping it tenderly, as though she were holding a stuffed animal. It doesn’t obstruct your movement, but it’s such a sudden and sweet gesture that it makes you stop for a moment or two. You’ve had this reaction before as well, but not quite as often, and it once again bespeaks a pony’s desire for closeness and comfort. 
Your heart melts anew, and you use your other hand to softly stroke her mane as you continue to rub her stomach. She sighs again, looking utterly at peace, all traces of her previous worries vanished completely. Rose was such a pure and sweet soul, so it pains you to ever think of her being sad, hurt, or distressed, but it also makes you feel warm inside to see her happy, content, and blissful. You feel lucky to have such a wonderful friend as her, and you wonder how you could ever be so fortunate as to have deserved her friendship.
***

Time passes gradually on. The house is completely silent, except for the ticking of the clock and Rose’s gentle breathing. You’ve stopped rubbing after a while, and simply sit with your hand resting on her barrel, her hoof still clasped around your arm, and your other hand cradling her cheek. You can feel her heart gently beating beneath your palm, and her tail gently moves every now and then, along with a flicker of the ear or a twitch of the hind hoof. She must be having a very sweet dream, and you have no intention of disrupting it. That at least saves Princess Luna one less nightmare to deal with in her nightly vigils.
All of a sudden, the clock chimes, startling you. The quiet atmosphere inside makes the noise much louder and more alarming. Rose stirs, shifting about slightly, then yawns squeakily, removing her hoof from your arm, and you draw it gently away. She opens her eyes and blinks sleepily up at you. Smiling, you give her a tickle in the side, making her giggle.
“How are you feeling, Rosie?” you ask.
“Wonderful,” she says. “Thank you.”
“Anytime, my dear friend,” you say.
Rose eases herself into a sitting posture, stretching. Then she turns to face you, her expression full of warmth and tenderness.
“In all seriousness,” she says, “thank you. Not just for the session, but for helping me earlier. I didn’t mean to put a damper on your news, and I’m sorry for that.”
She clasps your hand between her hooves, looking you full in the face.
“I truly am happy for you, and very proud of you. I can still remember when you first arrived in Ponyville: alone, nervous, not sure how you were going to get by. And now, here you are: a full-fledged affection therapist, about to make your practice public. I know you’re going to make a lot of ponies happy in the spa, the way you’ve made so many ponies happy outside of it already, and you can count on me to support you every step of the way. I’m so lucky to have a kind and compassionate friend like you.”
She leans forward and gives you a quick kiss on the cheek. You feel that spot grow warm, as it always does when a mare’s given you a platonic kiss out of gratitude for your help. It’s rare and a little embarrassing, but not unwelcome.
“Shucks, Rose,” you mutter. “I’m the one who’s lucky. You made me feel welcome ever since I first came to Ponyville. You’ve stood by my side through everything, and even helped me discover my calling. I’ll always be grateful for everything you’ve done for me, and will always be your friend.”
Rose’s eyes gleam, as though fresh tears are starting, but she simply puts her hooves about you in a close, warm hug, and you return it gladly.
“How did I ever get so lucky as to have a friend like you?” you murmur.
“I was asking myself that same question,” Rose says, chuckling.
Eventually, you ease apart, still smiling, and you both look up at the clock.
“It’s gotten pretty late,” Rose says. “Was I out for that long?”
“Pretty long, yeah,” you say. “You looked so peaceful, though, so I didn’t want to disturb you.”
“Aww,” murmurs Rose, touched. “Well, I shouldn’t keep you too much longer, then. You’ll probably want some sleep yourself, after spoiling me all night.”
She sticks her tongue out cheekily, and you chuckle and ruffle her mane. You both stand up and walk to the front door.
“I’ll update you as soon as I find out what my new hours will look like,” you say, “though of course I’ll see you around before next Monday.”
“Sounds good,” says Rose, cheerily. “Good night!”
“Good night!”
Rose sees you out the door, still smiling brightly, and softly closes it behind you as you start off down the street, your heart all aglow, feeling as bright as the moon above. It’s always a good feeling making ponies smile, even more so when the pony is a close friend. Whatever happens with your new post at the spa, you’re confident that you’ll still be able to do what you’ve been doing for the ponies of Ponyville, because good friends always find a way to make time for each other.
“Good friends always find a way to make time for each other,” you mutter to yourself as you walk along. “That almost sounds like something Princess Twilight would say.”
A rattling noise draws your attention ahead. A pony is approaching down the empty street, drawing a large wagon behind them. As you step out of the way to let them pass, you see that the pony is a unicorn mare of an average build, with a blue coat, a silvery mane and tail, purple eyes, and a cutie mark resembling a magic wand. She looks up at you as she draws near, then stops, looking more than a little surprised.
“Good evening,” you say, pleasantly.
“Good evening,” she returns, still looking a little agog. “So there really is a human living here! I thought Starlight had just caught my flair for the astounding when she wrote to me about it. Imagine that!”
Taking in her appearance, the wagon, and her mention of Starlight, it doesn’t take long for you to piece together who she is.
“You wouldn’t happen to be the Great and Powerful Trixie, would you?”
The unicorn gives her mane a prim toss, smirking.
“Your eyes do not deceive you,” she says. “It is indeed I, the Grrreat and Powerful Trrrixie, who graces you with her presence!”
It’s amazing how her tone could switch from casual to grand so quickly, and you notice that she seems to like rolling the ‘R’s of her title, to add a little flair, you suppose.
“Well, I’m very honored to meet you,” you say. “I’m-”
“Oh, no need,” says Trixie, interrupting you with a raised hoof. “I’ve heard about you from my dear friend, Starlight Glimmer. You helped her when she was having a bad case of the blues, with some kind of ‘affection therapy’, I think she wrote.”
“That’s right,” you say, grinning.
“Well, I only know about it from what she said,” Trixie continues, before adopting a much kinder tone, “but I’m still very grateful that you were there for her. Being a traveling performer is a very rewarding career, allowing me to see many new sights and towns, and meet and astound many fans, but it unfortunately involves being away for a long period of time, which can be hard on those closest to you. Starlight’s the first real friend I’ve made in my wanderings, you see. She and I share a lot in common, and I was worried she might pine away for me once I was back on the road, so it means a lot that she has friends to look out for her, even if they aren’t as great and powerful as yours truly.”
You hardly know what to say. For somepony as grand and important as Trixie undoubtedly is, and in spite of the traces of ego and smugness in her speech, she’s equally devoted to those she cares about. The way she talks about Starlight is proof enough of that. This mare is something else.
“Your gratitude means a lot, Trixie,” you say, humbly. “I’m glad to have been able to help Starlight out of her funk, for her sake and her friends’. Are you on your way to see her now? It’s pretty late.”
“I know,” says Trixie. “I had actually written to Starlight that I’d be arriving later, and didn’t know I’d make such good time. I think it’ll be a nice surprise for me to drop in early, don’t you think?”
“I’m sure it will be,” you say. “I won’t keep you, then.”
“Thank you,” says Trixie, inclining her head in a polite bow. “And if you haven’t yet, you really should come see me when I’m back on the stage. A show by the Great and Powerful Trixie is not to be missed.”
“I’ll be sure to be there when it happens,” you say. “Good night, Trixie.”
“Adieu,” says Trixie.
She starts back off down the street, the wagon rattling behind her. You watch her as she makes her way towards Twilight’s castle, still very visible from a distance, even at night. Then, you turn back around and make for home again, still a bit amazed that you had gotten a chance to meet the same Trixie that Starlight had been missing, and feeling certain that she, Starlight, was going to be in for a very pleasant surprise soon.
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It’s Sunday, the day before you officially begin work at the Ponyville Spa. Things have been pretty normal since your evening with Rose. Now that she’s no longer contagious and bedridden, she’s back to work in the market, selling flowers with Daisy and Lily. You’re unsure if it’s the nice weather, not having to be cooped up in her house, or the talk you shared, followed by her therapy session, but Rose has been in a very sunny mood, even more so than her usual cheerful, kindly self. Whenever you see her while you’re out and about in town, she’s always ready with a bright smile and a cheerful wave, which you are more than happy to return. What’s more, and what may possibly be odd to say, the flowers she and her friends sell seem to be even brighter and more vivid than they usually are. Perhaps that was simply the result of the kind of magic only Earth ponies possess.
Rose isn’t the only one in cheerful spirits, either. Ever since Trixie’s return, you’ve spied her and Starlight milling through Ponyville from time to time, chatting amicably about this and that. Like Rose, Starlight is always ready to greet you with a bright smile whenever you come across each other, while Trixie, no doubt still grateful for how you’ve helped her best friend, has been nothing but courteous towards you. 
Just yesterday, in fact, she decided to do a magic trick for you in the street.
“You should feel lucky, my bipedal friend,” she said, grandly, “for I am not normally in the habit of performing my tricks just anywhere and for anyone, unless I’m on the stage. Consider this a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, a gift horse whose mouth you dare not look into.”
Starlight had rolled her eyes at this, though with a smirk that seemed to tell you, ‘This is normal. Just play along.’ You therefore decided to humor Trixie with a humble bow, professing your gratitude at being given such an honor by such a pony. Looking positively tickled at having her ego stroked, Trixie drew a purple, star-patterned wizard’s hat out of one of her saddlebags, and from the other, she drew a large silk top hat. She held them both up for you to observe, clearly to show that both were empty.
“Nothing in the hats, you see,” she said.
You nodded. With a sly grin, Trixie set both hats down, so that the wizard’s hat was sitting on its brim, while the top hat lay upside-down, its opening facing up. Then, to your astonishment, she reared up and stepped inside the top hat, then began lowering herself into it, past her legs, past her hips, past her chest, until only her head was outside of it, and yet the hat didn’t stretch or distort at all. With a wink, she levitated the wizard’s hat onto her head, then ducked down, so that only the two hats were visible, sitting one on top of the other.
With your jaw hanging open, you had been about to turn to Starlight to express your amazement, when suddenly, the wizard’s hat floated off and hovered to the side. The top hat tipped over, completely empty. Next second, as though coming down a chute, Trixie’s hind hooves hit the ground from within, and the hat rose up, revealing the rest of her, before settling itself daintily on her sleek mane.
Words failed you. Starlight clapped. Trixie bowed.
“Thank you, thank you,” she said, before turning her eyes on you. “What did you think?”
“That was...I don’t even...How did you do that?!” you spluttered.
Trixie giggled, levitating both hats back into her bags.
“I’m sorry,” she said, “but you know the golden rule of magic: a magician never reveals their secrets. I’m pleased that my trick left you at such a loss for words, though. That tells me its wow-factor is just right. And there’s more where that came from, should you attend one of my shows.”
Then, she closed your dropped jaw with her hoof, patted you on the cheek, said ‘Ta-ta’, and walked off with a pronounced sway in her step. You looked at Starlight, who simply giggled herself, winked, then followed after her friend. You had watched them until they were out of sight, chatting with each other again, before your brain reminded you what you had even gone out to do in the first place, and you stumbled off. 
You’re still thinking about it even now, as you’re finishing up tidying your living room.
Truth be told, though you have seen displays of magic plenty of times before, it’s usually only in the form of levitation, or select other spells unicorns use that are tied to their cutie marks. Stage magic is something you haven’t seen much of, not up close and personal, at any rate. Even if it seems more mundane than the kind of magic needed to make plants grow or move the sun and moon, there’s still something awe-inspiring and fascinating about it, something that makes you wish you could do tricks just like it.
Maybe that would show ‘em, those snobs in Manehattan. They wouldn’t ignore you and take you for granted if you could use magic. Give ‘em the old razzle-dazzle, a little hocus pocus, and they’d never forget your name…
You shake your head. When are these thoughts ever going to leave you alone? That’s not what you want at all…
A knock at the door jerks you out of your reverie. Hurrying over, you open it up, and are a little surprised to see Twilight standing there.
“Oh! Hello, Twilight,” you say.
“Hi there,” says Twilight, smiling. “I hope you don’t mind me dropping by. I can’t stay for long, and what I have to say won’t take long at all.”
Slightly puzzled, you watch as she draws out a folded up piece of parchment with her magic, along with a pen. She unfolds the parchment and holds it up for you to see.
“This is your new contract, certifying your employment with the Ponyville Spa,” she says. “Now, don’t worry, it doesn’t negate the one I drew up for you when you first became an affection therapist. It simply outlines the terms of your employment: your hours, wages, etc. Aloe and Lotus asked me to deliver it to you, since I’m technically your vocational advisor.”
You nod to show her you understand, and she hands it off to you to read, as she continues.
“Of course, at the spa, things will be a little different with how long you can perform your therapy sessions. They have clients who show up by appointment, and they may wish to undergo other treatments before or after receiving affection therapy. Therefore, you will be allotted up to one full hour per session, with a minimum of three clients and a maximum of five per day. Does that sound all right so far?”
“It does,” you say.
You’re not really surprised that they would decide to meter how long you can perform your therapy sessions at a time. After all, like Twilight said, it may not be the only reason ponies visit the spa on a given day. You have to take that into account.
Twilight reads on,
“Your shift will begin at noon, and end at 5 PM. You’re currently set on a basic Monday through Friday schedule, but if they need you to come in on a weekend, they will notify you in advance. Your wages will be 20 bits an hour, which will add up to a nice 500 bits a week. Vacation days are all accounted for here, holidays, sick leave, appointments, etc. So, how does all of that sound? I know it’s a little jargony, but they legally have to do it like that, you know.”
“Well, it all sounds right to me,” you say. “It might take a little getting used to, measuring out the time I give to ponies for a therapy session, when I’ve never really done it before, but if that’s how they want it done, then that’s how I’ll do it.”
“Well said,” says Twilight, beaming. “Just sign on the dotted line, and I’ll deliver it to the spa.”
Using her magic, she lifts a book from the top of a stack sitting on your coffee table and floats it to you. Putting the contract against it for a writing surface, you sign your name on the designated line, and hand it  and the pen to Twilight, who accepts them while putting the book back where she got it.
“Excellent!” she says. “Well, I’ll be off, then. Thanks, and good luck tomorrow!”
“Thank you, Twilight,” you say. “I know I’ve probably said that to death by now, but I really mean it.”
Twilight smiles warmly, then steps out of your doorway back into the street. She suddenly gives a start, her wings springing open in surprise. Apparently, she bumped into somepony, as you hear somepony else give a surprised grunt, as well as the sound of several objects falling to the ground.
“Whoops! Excuse me, Cheerilee.”
You look outside to see what’s going on. Cheerilee, the main teacher at Ponyville’s elementary school, is indeed just outside, seated on her rump and looking a little dazed. An overturned shopping bag sits next to her, with various pieces of produce scattered on the ground.
Cheerilee’s one of those ponies whom you see often enough while taking a walk through Ponyville, but you never really talk to. Somehow, you had just never struck up more than a casual acquaintance with her, but then again, the same is true for a good number of ponies in town. Knowing every single pony by name and keeping an equal bond with them all is a feat only the likes of Pinkie Pie can muster, it seems. Still, at the very least, Cheerilee’s one of those ponies who will give you a smile when she sees you, despite not knowing that much about you.
She’s still a young adult by pony standards, around the same age as Twilight and her friends. She’s of an average build, with a purple coat, light green eyes, and a fluffy mane and tail in two light tones of pink. She has a kind, sweet-natured face and, from the few times you’ve heard it, a motherly and melodious voice, the sort of voice that a student would want from a teacher: calmly and kindly instructing them while making them feel welcome and valued. It reminds you of your old elementary school teacher, honestly.
Looking apologetic, Twilight uses her magic to right Cheerilee’s bag and replace the spilled groceries back into it. For her part, Cheerilee gets back to her hooves, none the worse for wear.
“I’m so sorry about that,” Twilight says. “I should’ve looked to see if anypony was coming before backing out like that.”
“Oh, no, no, don’t worry about it, Twilight,” says Cheerilee, waving a hoof carelessly. “It was my own fault. I wasn’t really paying attention to where I was walking. I was a little preoccupied.”
“I know what that’s like,” says Twilight, with a guilty grin. “I’ve kind of a bad habit of reading while walking. The number of ponies I’ve bumped into when I’ve got my nose in a book, you wouldn’t believe.”
Back in Manehattan, you didn’t even need to have your nose buried in a book to keep bumping into ponies on the streets. Plus, if you tried to apologize or excuse yourself, you’d more often than not get a surly ‘Watch it!’ or ‘I’m walkin’ here, ya bozo!’
“I’ve had my fair share of that, believe me,” says Cheerilee, “but I don’t have that excuse this time. I’ve just been thinking about the past couple of days, what with...one thing and another...”
“Oh? Did something happen?” Twilight asks, a note of concern in her voice.
You look over at Cheerilee, who still hasn’t noticed you by this point. Her young and pretty face looks troubled, a frown creasing her brow. However, it quickly vanishes as she puts on a big smile, rather too big to be natural, exactly the kind Rose was wearing when she was trying to hide how she was feeling.
“It’s nothing important, Twilight,” she says. “Really. At any rate, it’s not something I’d want to trouble the Princess of Friendship with.”
“Cheerilee,” Twilight says, kindly, “I may be a princess, but that doesn’t mean anything you or anypony would have to tell me isn’t important. I want to be here for anypony who has a problem or needs somepony to confide in. You don’t have to feel like I wouldn’t care about anything you had to say, because I do.”
You had already felt a great deal of admiration for Twilight and what she did, but hearing her say this just makes you feel an even deeper appreciation for her. Cheerilee looks touched, but still unsure, and doesn’t say anything. It seems she’s still not convinced to divulge whatever’s troubling her. 
Twilight looks thoughtful for a moment or two, before her face lights up, as though she’s just had an idea.
“But, if you don’t think it’s something you’d want to talk with me about,” she says, “then maybe I can suggest someone you can talk to: someone with the proper qualifications.”
To your surprise, she glances over at you as she says this. Cheerilee finally looks in your direction, and gives a start upon seeing you.
“Oh! Goodness, I didn’t even notice you there,” she says. “Hello.”
“Hello, Cheerilee,” you say.
There’s a pause, and a rather awkward one at that. You glance at Twilight, who gives you a fervent nod, as if urging you to keep talking. Honestly, after that assurance she just gave Cheerilee about being willing to hear what she had on her mind, you’re surprised she’d suddenly delegate the duty to you. Even if it’s within your scope as an affection therapist, and your sense of principle as a human being in general, to hear what’s troubling ponies, somehow its effect feels lessened compared to the power of the Princess of Friendship.
On the other hand, there’s something both comforting and touching in this sudden circumstance. Even though Twilight could handily counsel Cheerilee herself, she’s willingly giving you the chance to do it for her. She seems to feel that, if talking with a princess might appear too intimidating, perhaps Cheerilee might feel comfortable talking with someone more on her level as a Ponyville citizen, and someone who actually has therapy credentials.
She really has that much faith in you to handle this.
Feeling a bit bolder, you clear your throat, turn to Cheerilee, and say,
“As Twilight said, if there’s anything you need to get off your chest, something you need to take your mind off of, I have it within my power to give you that chance, and to hopefully help you feel better. I am an affection therapist, after all.”
Cheerilee blinks, looking puzzled.. 
“Affection therapist? I don’t think I’ve ever…”
Then her eyes widen.
“Oh, of course!” she says. “I heard Apple Bloom talking about it with Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo during recess one day. Honestly, I didn’t think much of it at the time. Something about helping ponies relax through, erm, belly rubs?”
When she puts it like that, it does sound a little far-fetched. Twilight giggles, and you can’t help but chuckle either.
“Well, that’s only part of it,” you say. “Affection therapy allows ponies to relax through simple gestures of affection. It can be through belly rubs, ear scritches, pettings, even something as simple as a hug.”
Cheerilee’s confusion has given away to genuine interest at your words. She genuinely looks as though she’s giving it proper consideration. Twilight looks from her to you, smiling broadly.
“If you’d like,” you continue, “you can come inside with me and tell me what’s troubling you, and I’ll do what I can to help put your mind at ease. Of course, if you still feel it’s too personal to talk about, I won’t force you.”
Twilight nods at you, her smile wider than ever. It’s plain that she’s proud of you for conducting yourself in such a professional and respectful manner, just like during your interview with Aloe and Lotus. Honestly, it makes you feel as though your face is on fire from blushing.
After several seconds of thoughtful contemplation, Cheerilee looks at you with resolve in her expression.
“You know what? Why not?” she says. “I really could use somepony to talk to, even if they’re not exactly a pony. No offense,” she adds, apologetically.
“None taken at all,” you say.
“Well, I’ll leave you two to it, then,” says Twilight, still wearing her big grin. “I still have to go drop this contract off. Good luck!”
And with that, she flies off, leaving you and Cheerilee to yourselves. You step out of the doorway and bow, gesturing her inside.
“After you, Miss Cheerilee.”
“Why, thank you,” says Cheerilee, flattered, and she steps inside, followed by you.
“Please, make yourself comfortable,” you say, as she looks about, taking in your living space. “I can make us some tea or cocoa, if you’d like.”
“Tea sounds perfect,” says Cheerilee.
You bustle off to get the tea ready, all the while wondering what could be bothering Cheerilee. She always seems like such a cheerful, happy pony. Heck, ‘cheer’ is part of her name. It somehow just didn’t seem right to think of her in any kind of ill mood. It’d be like if Pinkie wasn’t pink, or if Rose sold fruit instead of flowers. Still, you shouldn’t be quick to make such assumptions. Names only told so much of one’s story, after all. 
With the tea finally ready, you add a plate of cookies to the tray before taking it with you. Cheerilee has seated herself on one end of the sofa, looking up with a smile as you approach and set the tray down. She’s set her bag of groceries upright on the floor next to her. You pour out the tea and hand her a cup, which she accepts gratefully.
“Help yourself to a cookie or two, if you want,” you offer, taking your own cup.
“Thank you,” says Cheerilee, taking a sip. “You’re very hospitable.”
“Aw, well,” you say, modestly. “Even if I wasn’t a therapist, I still like to make guests feel welcome and comfortable. I, er, didn’t have much of an opportunity for it back in Manehattan.”
“Oh? You used to live in Manehattan?” Cheerilee asks, taking a bite out of a cookie.
“I did,” you say, your tone becoming a bit more bitter as you continue. “It didn’t exactly work out for me, so I moved here. I should’ve done so long ago, to be honest. I don’t really know what kept me there so long. There was nothing for me there, not like there is here.”
There’s a long silence as Cheerilee looks at you, a mixture of curiosity and sympathy in her eyes. You hastily take a drink of tea, feeling as though you’d said too much. What were you doing? You didn’t invite Cheerilee in here just to dump your own problems on her, not when she was the one who wanted to talk to you. This was her session, not yours. It wasn’t your business to monopolize her time. 
Setting your cup down, you clear your throat.
“But enough about that,” you say. “When you feel up to it, Cheerilee, why don’t you tell me what’s on your mind?”
Cheerilee continues to give you that odd look for a second or two, finishes her cookie, then gives a small sigh, looking down at the floor.
“I’ve just been having a rather stressful weekend,” she says. “And it’s because of something that’s been building up for a long time, something I haven’t had much of a chance to talk about. It’s not something I can easily talk about, either.”
You say nothing, merely nodding to allow her to go on. After a second or two, she says,
“I fell behind on grading papers. I’d somehow gotten the syllabuses for two different classes mixed up, and had already started grading a set of homework based on one before realizing it was actually meant to be the other. Correcting that mistake set me back quite a bit, eating up a good chunk of time that I’d set aside for other things. That’s never happened to me before.”
“Yeah, that sounds pretty rough,” you say, grimly.
“But that’s only part of it,” Cheerilee continues, “because I know exactly why I got so distracted like that. I usually grade homework on Saturday, so that my Sundays are work-free and properly relaxing, before the start of the next school week. On Friday, after school, who should I run into but Big Mac?”
“And what did Big Mac want?” you ask, wondering what the taciturn stallion could have to do with this.
Cheerilee pauses, looking as though she’s desperately trying to work up the nerve to say what she had to.
“He told me that...that he...that we…”
She sighs.
“But then again, you probably don’t know, do you?”
“About what?” you ask. 
Cheerilee takes a long, steadying sip of tea, sets her cup down with a purposeful ‘clink’, takes a deep breath, and says,
“It’s a long story, and a very confusing one, involving love potions and good intentions gone awry…”
You blink in bewilderment.
“Did you say ‘love potions’?” you ask.
“But, to put it simply,” Cheerilee continues, not answering your questions, “circumstances led ponies to believe Big Mac and I were, well...seeing each other.”
You nearly drop your cup in surprise at this.
“Ponies thought you and Big Mac were a couple?” you ask. “I had no idea. I mean, hang on…”
You wrack your brain, trying to think. Now that she brought it up,crazy as it sounds, there’s something about it that seems to ring a bell.
“Come to think of it,” you say, slowly, “I thought I did see you and Big Mac out and about a couple times, but I never really thought anything of it. I mean, is it strange for two ponies to just be walking and talking together?”
Cheerilee gives you a sad smile.
“How lucky it can be to not be following the gossip of the day,” she says.
She sighs again.
“If I can be honest,” she says,  “I’ve always admired Big Mac for what a kind and hardworking pony he is, but I only ever really saw him as a good friend, and I can only assume he felt the same. We did start spending more time together after that particularly crazy Hearts and Hooves Day, mostly because it started out as something to joke about, and we did find some pleasure in each other’s company, when we had never really hung out before. I learned that Big Mac was more than just the strong, silent farmer he appears to be. Also…” 
Here, Cheerilee’s purple cheeks flush a vivid pink, and her voice becomes quieter.
“I’d be lying if I said that, maybe, a part of me wasn’t hoping there was something there between us. At least, I felt there might be.”
You can find nothing to say to this. What do you say to something like this? It sounds sweet and innocent, and yet you can already tell it’s not going to have a happy ending. Why else would she be talking about it in association with her troubles?
Cheerilee looks wistful as she goes on.
“Eventually, however, we both seemed to come to the conclusion that there was simply no romantic chemistry between us, and that we’d only ever be friends. I said as much to Big Mac, and he was perfectly understanding about it. Of course, I should have known it would be this way all along, but like I said, a part of me did hold onto that hope, however fleeting it might be. I could have stood the feeling better...if it weren’t for the gossip.”
Here, Cheerilee’s kind voice takes on a distinctly bitter tone. 
“As I said, ponies believed Big Mac and I were seeing each other, and you know how quickly rumors can spread. I began to hear ponies on the street dropping little sly hints about me and Big Mac, wondering out loud if he’d proposed to me yet, or I to him, or else warning me not to be jealous if he was in the market helping another mare. I even heard some of my students whispering about it. I know they don’t mean anything malicious by it, and I know I haven’t been helping matters by spending more time with Big Mac, but it’s all I ever hear anymore, and it’s making me feel sick just thinking about it...”
She starts taking deep, calming breaths, trying to steady herself, looking as though she wants to scream. You notice that her cup is empty, and quickly fill it back up. She takes a long, grateful swig, looking as though that had been just what she needed at the moment. You know all too well about the power of rumors spreading. Make one wrong move within view or earshot of a group of facetious and gossip-hungry ponies, and you could practically kiss your privacy goodbye. Not that it ever happened to you, though. Nopony in Manehattan had given a rat’s whiskers about what you did. You’d witnessed it on the street, though, and had heard plenty of gossip cycling through the pipelines, though you always took it with a grain of salt.
Cheerilee takes another deep breath, and the bitterness in her voice disappears, to be replaced with a much more wistful tone.
“So, now that you know all that, I should get back to what I was saying before, about running into Big Mac on Friday.”
“Go ahead,” you say, gently.
Cheerilee sniffs, then says,
“He said...that he’d met somepony else, in another town. He hadn’t told anypony else about it yet, and wanted me to be the first to know, considering, well....”
“Oh.”
That’s all you can say to that. What else can you say at this point? You already have a bad feeling about where this is going to lead, as if you hadn’t had one already. Still, you wait for Cheerilee to continue. She wipes at her eyes, which are beginning to fill with tears.
“And...of course I’m happy for him,” she said, her voice thick. “I know it sounds hollow coming from me right now, but I really am. This whole thing between us started because of a love potion, artificial romance. There hadn’t been anything between us before it happened, and there isn’t now. I know that. I’m glad that he’s genuinely found somepony that he likes, and if she likes him back, then they’ll both be very lucky, and I can only wish them the very best.”
Cheerilee’s eyes well up again.
“It’s just...hard, you know? Even though I knew the truth, I still held onto that foolish hope that there might actually be something there. I suppose it’s just in anypony’s best interest to wonder when they’ll find their special somepony, and if they might not have found them already.”
Yes. You can understand that. Even you still hold onto that hope, even though you know it can’t happen.
“I’m just scared,” Cheerilee sniffles. “I’m worried about what ponies will think when I tell them the truth, that Big Mac and I aren’t, and never were, a couple. Will they even believe me? Will they pity me? Try to comfort me? I don’t want ponies to fret about me: not my friends, and especially not my students. I know it sounds silly, but I feel as though I have an image to maintain. Everypony knows me as Miss Cheerilee, the sunniest teacher in Ponyville, all smiles and sunshine from her face to her cutie mark. I don’t want ponies to feel like I’m less than what they expect of me. I don’t want them to form the wrong conclusions again when they learn the truth. It’s all I’ve been thinking about all weekend, and I just don’t know what to do…”
The tears start flowing freely now, as Cheerilee collapses against your side, sobbing. Your easily-meltable heart, already turned to goo from hearing her plight, melts anew at her grief and sorrow. You can see clearly what she meant, and what you yourself had observed not too long ago. It doesn’t seem feasible seeing someone acting contrary to how they tend to be seen, when in reality, there’s much more to them than what’s on the surface. This was exactly what she’s been afraid of. 
You draw an arm around her and pull her close, so that she’s resting against your torso, her cheek against your chest. You feel her protectively put a foreleg around you, clearly seeking comfort, and you just sit there with her, hugging her, while gently stroking her back at the same time.
“There, there,” you say, softly. “Don’t hold it in, Cheerilee. Let it all out.”
Cheerilee sniffles and hiccups, unable to answer articulately yet, but you can feel her hug strengthen a little. After a little while, her crying begins to subside, apart from a few sniffs. You wonder how often she must do this for any of her students who are feeling sad, and how strange it must be to be on the receiving end of comfort this time.
“I know it must be hard for you, Cheerilee,” you say. “I’ve never been part of a romantic relationship before, but I know what it’s like to wonder where my special someone might be. I don’t begrudge the friends that I’ve made, of course, but I still can’t help thinking about it occasionally.”
Cheerilee looks up at you with puffy eyes, her cheeks stained with tears. You stroke her mane, which feels very soft to the touch, and her eyes begin to close, soaking in the sensation.
“Still, even if things haven’t worked out with you and Big Mac,” you say, “it doesn’t mean you can’t try again. It only means that your somepony’s still out there somewhere, waiting to be found. I know it’s hard to wait and wonder, when it feels like it’ll never come, but that will make it all the more worth it when it does happen. It’s a difficult thing to accept, but it’s the truth. And besides, at least Big Mac still wants to remain friends with you. He didn’t want you to find out about this second-hoof and form the wrong ideas.”
Cheerilee opens her eyes again, looking up at you, a slightly more hopeful look on her face. She’s no longer tearing up, though her eyes are very puffy and bloodshot. You keep stroking her mane as you go on.
“As for what everypony will think, you have to tell them the truth. The rumors will just keep going unless something’s said. And what if you still keep quiet, and everypony finds out about Big Mac and this other pony? That would only make things worse.”
Cheerilee looks away, giving a sad nod.
“Not everypony may believe you,” you say, “but what you should worry about are the ponies you count as your truest and closest friends. As long as they believe you and stand by you, then what does it matter what anypony else thinks? I feel like there’s a famous saying in that, only, er, I can’t exactly think of one. Kind of embarrassing to say to a teacher, I know.”
To your relief, Cheerilee actually giggles. You pause in your petting, and she looks up at you with a small smile on her face.
“It’s all right,” she says. “Thank you. I really needed a bit of a laugh right now.”
You smile back at her. Seeing her perk back up a little is very heartening.
“Would you like me to keep going like this?” you ask. “Or would you prefer another method, like an ear scratch and a belly rub?”
Cheerilee looks thoughtful for a moment, then asks,
“Can you do both at the same time?”
“Of course,” you say, giving her nose a gentle boop. “Providing clients with the comfort and care they need is my top priority, after all. Just lay yourself on your back, and I’ll handle the rest.”
Cheerilee giggles again, gives your nose a brief tap in return, then you two let go of each other, so that she can drape herself across your legs, her hooves curled to her chest in that cute way ponies always do. You rest the back of her head in one hand, enough so that you can get one finger behind her ear, then place the other on her soft and smooth stomach. This time, you take a look at the clock before you begin. Then, you start rubbing in a circular pattern along her belly, while gently scratching her ear at the same time.
Cheerilee’s eyelids droop, a sleepy and dreamy smile coming across her face as they fully close. She turns her head slightly to the side, resting her cheek against your leg, making it squish up in that adorable way all ponies’ cheeks seem to. Like Fluttershy, Cheerilee has a moderate figure, not plump like Pinkie, not trim like Rarity. It’s the kind of physique you associate with living well and healthy, without denying yourself a good treat every now and again. You’d actually once seen Cheerilee at Sugarcube Corner when Pinkie brought her ‘her usual’ treat: cherry oatmeal cookies with yellow sprinkles. Yum.
After a little bit, you start to use not just your index finger, but your pinky, so that you’re rubbing both ears at the same time with one hand. Cheerilee wriggles a little, giving a soft hum of comfort as her smile broadens ever so slightly. Her front hooves twitch, but they don’t clasp around your arm the way Rose’s did, but her back legs twitch a little, too. A little bit after that, and you switch over to scratching under her chin. Her head tilts back, and she lets off that soft hum again, still smiling that same dreamy smile.
Again, you can’t help but imagine Cheerilee being an invaluable source of comfort and counsel for her students when one of them is feeling low. You can just see her giving one of them a hug and some encouraging words, staying with them until their tears are dried. Even someone who looks out for others needs someone to look out for them. If anyone deserved somepony special in their lives, it’s Cheerilee, and you can only hope it doesn’t take her long to find that pony, whoever they may be.
You spend some time alternating between rubbing her belly, scratching her ears, and scritching her chin, doing it in cycles of two techniques at a time. All the while, Cheerilee remains as she is, with eyes closed and a placid smile on her face, all traces of her grief and sadness gone, except for a bit of puffiness remaining about her eyes. This transformation speaks volumes, however, and it’s all you could ask for, after hearing her pour her heart out.
The sudden chiming of the clock startles you, making you stop, though Cheerilee remains in a doze. You look up, and now that you know when you started, you can see that you were at this for just 10 minutes shy of a full hour, if that included hearing Cheerilee’s story. It always amazes you how long these sessions go on for, though you never cared, as long as ponies got the comfort they needed. Now that you needed to time yourself for sessional increments, however, you can at least confirm that it can be done.
After another minute or two, Cheerilee’s eyes flutter open drowsily. She yawns and sits up, looking very well rested, and gives you a grateful smile.
“Thank you so much,” she says. “I didn’t realize how much I needed something like that. I’m usually the one my students can lean on when they’re feeling down. It’s a strange feeling, leaning on somepony else for a change, but I’m very grateful for it. Thank you for that, and for hearing me out through my woes.”
She gives you a warm hug, nuzzling your cheek. Feeling warm and fuzzy on the inside, you return the hug.
“You’re welcome, Cheerilee,” you say. “I just hope what I said helps you.”
“I’m sure it will,” says Cheerilee, easing away to look you in the eye. “You’re right. I can’t give up so easily just because of one setback, and I shouldn’t be so concerned about what everypony will think when I tell them the truth. That Hearts and Hooves Day may have started this mess, but I’ve long forgiven the ponies who caused it. They were only trying to help me because they cared that much about me.”
You feel like you ought to ask who she’s talking about, but decide that, unless she herself was going to name them, you shouldn’t impose.
“And I didn’t help matters by allowing these rumors to keep circulating,” Cheerilee continues. “That wasn’t fair to Big Mac, when he’s a part of this as well. I’ll set the record straight, and keep holding out hope that, someday, I’ll meet my special somepony.”
“That’s the spirit,” you say, smiling. “Well, I don’t want to keep you from whatever else you need to do today. But please, take another cookie with you, if you want. Take two, even.”
“You’re very kind,” says Cheerilee, sweetly. “Thank you.”
She settles for one more cookie, polishing it off daintily before hopping back to her hooves and gathering up her grocery bag. As you walk her to the door, she asks,
“By the way, did Twilight say something about a contract before she flew off?”
“Huh? Oh! Right! Well, it just so happens that starting tomorrow, I’ll be working at the Ponyville spa.”
“Really?” Cheerilee asks, amazed.
“Yep,” you say. “Of course, I still intend to take house calls when I’m not performing affection therapy there, so ponies don’t have to go to the spa to get it if they so choose.”
“Well, that’s lucky,” says Cheerilee, brightly. “You’ll do just fine there, I’m sure.”
“Thank you,” you say, as you open the door for her. “Good day, Cheerilee.”
“Take care,” she says, smiling.
With her grocery bag perched on her back, she steps out and starts off down the street. You watch her until she’s gone, and then close the door. Unexpected as it was, it was nice to get in one more affection therapy session in the ‘old style’, before you got started as a spa-appointed affection therapist the next day. And besides, it was not merely comforting that Cheerilee felt comfortable confiding her worries to you, but that Twilight had had the faith to recommend you to do so over herself. 
Things are moving and changing quickly for you here in Ponyville, in ways that are both astounding and exciting, and you can’t wait to see what comes next.
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This is it.
The day has finally arrived.
As of this moment, you are now officially employed at the Ponyville spa.
It’s nearly noon, and your first shift is about to start. You’re feeling that same level of nervous anticipation that you had when you were asked to come to Twilight’s castle. There really should be a word for this kind of feeling. Nervicipation? No, that sounds stupid. Nervousited, perhaps? Now that sounds like the kind of word Pinkie Pie would make up, and yet, it’s oddly fitting.
To complete the feeling of employment finality, you're even attired in the official spa uniform: a white shirt with a broad collar, decorated with a red button, and a white headband to keep your hair back. Well, to be honest, only the collar and headband are part of the uniform, since most of the spa ponies don’t even wear shirts, with the exception of Bulk Biceps. You’d seen the massively muscular pegasus around town before, easily recognizable from a distance, either by his size or his loud, enthusiastic yells of ‘YEAH!’ The fact that he’s a masseuse is both humorous and terrifying; you’d rather trust the gentle hooves of the female spa ponies.
In any case, you’d arrived early so that Aloe and Lotus could get you accustomed to what would be your therapy room. They must’ve taken advice from Twilight to ensure that it conforms to an adequate setting for affection therapy. The wallpaper is a soothing blue, decorated with beautiful landscape portraits, and the floor softly carpeted. A sofa is set in the very middle, wide enough for two ponies, or a pony and a human, to sit together upon it comfortably. A coffee table sits before it, a plate of fresh-baked cookies you’d brought set upon it, to allow for a slight relaxation in the spa rules: treats can be consumed only in this room, allowing you to prepare snacks for your clients. Quite a sweet deal, you have to say. 
A gramophone occupies a corner of the room, to provide relaxing music, even though it’s not something you’ve employed before. That’s not to say you never would, just that it never crossed your mind before. You’ll have to see how well it works. 
There’s a clock above the door, which has had its ticking magically muted so as not to be distracting, but which still chimes every hour. It even has a ‘five-minute warning’ chime, letting you know when an appointment is almost over. 
Next to the door is affixed a clipboard detailing who has appointments on the given day. As Twilight had said, your schedule allows for a minimum of three ponies and a maximum of five. To be honest, you’ve been curious to know how many ponies would show up for your first day, considering that most ponies have at least heard about what you’ve been doing. Advertisements for the change have been posted around Ponyville over the course of the past week, and you’d seen ponies regarding them with interest, sometimes looking over at you, as though they’ve connected you with it. 
One of the highlights of that time was Rarity running up to you just outside your home, looking as delighted as if a fairy tale prince had asked her to marry him. She practically squealed that she ‘knew it was a good idea’, and congratulated you heartily for putting it into effect. It made your face glow, being given such praise, and all you could do was mumble that it had been her idea. To this, she simply scoffed, saying it was only an idea, and that you actually made it happen. 
Then she made your heart melt even more by giving you a peck on the cheek, thanking you for the gift you’d sent her. As thanks for her inspiration, you’d decided to send her a dozen purple petunias, specially chosen by Rose, who knew what the lovely fashionista loved best in flowers. Rarity then wished you the best of luck for your first day and trotted off, while you could only stagger back inside, giddy with bashfulness.
In any case, the list of appointments for today came as quite a surprise. Not only are all five of the maximum slots for the day occupied, but Lotus had informed you, with incredulous delight, that there was already a waiting list for ponies who had signed up after the maximum had been reached. So many ponies wanted to try affection therapy for themselves.
This was going to be one busy week.
“Well, look at you, Mr. Big Shot. You managed to crawl your way up to a fancy-shmancy job in this town, and all you had to do was pamper and spoil a few ponies. It’s like I always said: you’re too soft to be anywhere else. If you had a cutie mark, it’d be a big bleeding heart, just to show the world the kind of mushy sap you are.”
You give your head a vigorous shake. Why are you still thinking these things, and in that same voice? Manehattan’s far behind you, and everything and everypony that comes with it. This isn’t the time for those thoughts. It’s time to focus on your new job.
The clock chimes noon, and almost as soon as the twelfth chime dies away, somepony knocks at the door. Butterflies surging in your stomach, you take a seat on the couch, clear your throat, and call out,
“Come in!”
The door opens, and in walks your very first spa client, Lyra Heartstrings.
Lyra’s another pony you see around town quite a bit, usually in the company of Bon Bon, the proprietor of the local sweet shop. As for herself, she’s a musician, as you’ve also seen her occasionally playing a lyre. And no, it’s not a harp, it’s a lyre. You thought it was a harp at first, but you’ve been assured that it is, in fact, a lyre. It’s not just you, though. Seems ponies make that mistake all the time.
In any case, Lyra’s a mint-green unicorn with a cyan mane and tail, both with white streaks running through them, bright orange eyes, and a cutie mark of a lyre. Like Rose, Lyra keeps her mane styled in a boyish pixie cut, giving her a sporty, carefree look. She also happens to be one of the, *ahem*, pudgier ponies in town, sporting a noticeable little belly, kind of like Starlight. You suppose it must come from being best friends with a candy-maker. That would tend to net you a few free samples now and then, which would impact your figure.
While not intimate, you’re on fairly good terms with Lyra, though you’ve only really talked to her when she comes by the flower stalls to visit Rose, Daisy, and Lily. She’s a sweet, bubbly mare with a lovely voice, and can be quite energetic at times. You saw this for yourself when she first met you. She went into an absolute delirium of delight, since, according to her, it had been her lifelong dream to meet a real human, and you just happened to be that lucky human. She had to exercise a lot of restraint not to bombard you with too many questions, though you would’ve been only too happy to answer what you could, and you couldn’t help noticing that she seemed particularly fixated on your hands. Sure, other ponies sometimes gazed at them (living your life only seeing hooves will have that effect), but honestly, they’re not that different from Spike’s claws. You know, apart from the fact that he’s a dragon and you’re not.
Knowing the kind of pony she is, you find it rather disquieting to see her wearing a more subdued, even glum expression on her face. Then again, if she was in her usual high spirits, or unless she was just curious, she wouldn’t likely have put herself down for a therapy appointment. Still, you put on your best smile for her.
“Good afternoon, Lyra.”
She looks up at you, and seeing you seems to brighten her up a bit, as she gives you a small smile of her own.
“Good afternoon,” she says.
“You’re one lucky mare,” you say. “You have the honor of being my very first client here at the spa.”
Lyra giggles.
“That is pretty lucky, I guess,” she says.
“Please, have a seat,” you say, gesturing to the empty side of the couch.
Shutting the door softly behind her, Lyra crosses over and hops onto the couch. You notice her steal yet another glance at your hands. Well, now she’ll get to see what they can do, as far as affection therapy is concerned.
“Help yourself to a cookie or two,” you say, gesturing to the plate. “I always make it a policy to make my guests feel welcome.”
Lyra glances at the plate. Contrary to the usual reaction of seeing readily-available sweets, her smile fades, and she looks askance.
“Maybe later,” she mumbles. “I’m not really in the mood for sweets right now.”
“Perfectly fine,” you say, not wanting to force her. “So, Lyra, you know how affection therapy works, right?”
“Mm-hmm,” says Lyra, nodding. “It was in that update the spa had posted around town: making ponies feel better with ear scratches and belly rubs, right?”
“Well, in a nutshell,” you say, with a half-shrug. “I help ponies relax from what’s troubling them with a bit of platonic affection.”
You tap her nose when you say this, making her wrinkle her muzzle cutely.
“So, if anything’s on your mind that’s weighing you down, feel free to let it out, and I’ll see if I can help.”
Lyra looks at you for a moment, then your hands again, back to you, then she sighs.
“I do need to get this off my chest,” she says, “and I figured this’d be a good place to do it in. I mean, you are a therapist, and you’re one of Rose’s friends, so I can trust you.”
She places a hoof on your arm. Touched, you smile and pat her hoof.
“I’m always here for a friend,” you say.
She smiles slightly at this, then says,
“It’s kind of complicated. Do you mind if I put it to music?”
You blink.
“Put it to music?” you repeat.
You only just notice that she’s brought her signature instrument with her. Well, she is a lyrist, so you suppose it makes sense.
“Of course,” you say. “Whatever makes you comfortable.”
Lyra shifts her position on the couch, with her shoulders and back resting against the back of the couch, so that she’s sitting more like a human would, rather than sitting on all fours or on her stomach, like a typical pony. This makes her little paunch more pronounced than before. She holds her lyre in her magic, gives a few preliminary plucks at the strings to reach the right key, then, with eyes closed, and in a beautiful, yet melancholy voice, sings as she plays,
“What do you do when your friend’s uptight
When she’s strict and demanding from day until night
When it feels like you can’t do anything right
When nothing you do seems to please her
What do you do when she gets in your face
When she calls you lazy, a chubby disgrace
When she yells ‘Just get out and give me some space!’
And all because you tried to tease her
‘Was it something I did?’ ‘Was it something I said?’
Your mind’s in a whirl as these thoughts fill your head
And they daunt you from dawn ‘til you’re lying in bed
‘Just what did I do to unease her?’
What do you do when your friend’s uptight
When she’s strict and demanding from day until night
When it feels like you can’t do anything right
When nothing you do seems to please her”
She plucks the last few notes, her voice growing choked as she finishes the last verse. Even with her eyes closed, you see tears welling at the corners of them, and the sight goes right to your heart. With a sniff, she sets her lyre down and wipes at her eyes. You clear your throat; it’s feeling a bit husky after that.
“So, from what I can glean from that song,” you say, “which was beautifully-sung, by the way, your friend’s been in a bad mood, and you somehow rubbed her the wrong way, without knowing why. Does that sound right?”
Lyra nods glumly. Now, she hasn’t named who this friend was, but something tells you that you know who this friend might be. Still, if she doesn’t want to name her, that’s her business, not yours.
“Did you ask her what you’d done to make her so mad?” you ask.
“I should have,” says Lyra, “but she caught me off guard by exploding the way she did. I was too shocked to process anything else. Meanwhile, she was too busy criticizing me about things I do that annoy her, and that really stung me.”
Her eyes start to tear up again. You put a hand on her shoulder. You’re about to ask what these things are, if it wasn’t impolite to ask of her, but she saves you the trouble.
“I mean, sure, I crack jokes a lot,” she says, “but I thought she liked my jokes. She laughs at everything; she said so herself. And I can be a little lazy, too, when she wants something done and I don’t help her right away, but she’s the one always telling me to leave her to her work when I offer to help, so she’s kinda sending me mixed signals there. Then she brought up my weight.”
She puts a hoof to her belly, watching it sink into the pudge.
“Well, who let me be her personal candy taste-tester, huh?” she asked, bitterly. “If I didn’t, she’d be the one putting on the pounds. I’m doing her favor, and this is how she thanks me? She’s just so...Argh!”
She lets out a growl of frustration as she covers her eyes with her hooves, pulling down her lower eyelids as she brings them down again. The fact that she mentioned being a candy taste-tester more than confirms your suspicions about who she’s had a falling out with.
“When did this all happen?” you ask.
Lyra’s momentary anger fades away, and she looks gloomy again.
“About a week ago,” she says. “She made it clear she didn’t want to see me, so I’ve been doing my best to stay out of her way. I really miss her, though, and I want to apologize for...whatever it is I did to make her snap at me like that. I don’t know if she’d accept it, though. What if this was one time too many? What if she doesn’t want to be friends with me anymore?...”
Sniffling, she leans against you, tears running down her cheeks. Hearing her story had already reduced your heart to a pile of aching mush, but this adds a whole new layer to it. You put your arms around her and hug her, as she nestles against you, seeking comfort and reassurance.
“There, there,” you say, soothingly. “Let it all out. It’s ok.”
Lyra sniffs and hiccups, but eventually, her crying subsides, though she remains cuddled to you. You softly stroke her back, and she lets out a sigh.
“It’s never easy, having an argument with someone you care deeply about,” you say. “It feels like everything you had is blown to the wind in a matter of seconds, like it can never be mended.”
Lyra sniffs again.
“But you care about her enough to want to apologize, even if you don’t know what you did wrong,” you say. “That speaks volumes to how much her friendship means to you. And I’m sure she’d feel the same way about you.”
Lyra looks up at you with those vibrant orange eyes of hers, tears still lingering beneath them.
“The best of friendships are strong enough to withstand a few angry words,” you say. “No relationship is free of an occasional squabble or disagreement. It’s working through those tough times together that makes a friendship that much stronger, but it can only be together.”
Lyra wipes at her eyes, looking awed at your speech. To be honest, you’re always amazed at what springs into your mind at these moments. Seeing these lovable ponies in distress really seems to bring it out in you.
“But what if she’s still mad?” she asks, in a small voice.
“Then talk things out,” you say. “Try to come to an understanding with each other, see where you’re both coming from, get each other’s side of the story. It’s possible this could’ve been a misunderstanding or just bad timing. You never know until you find the truth.”
Lyra continues to gaze up at you, and then, slowly, a smile returns to her face. It’s a small one, but still a smile, and that’s always encouraging.
“So, you feel up to some affection therapy?” you ask.
She nods.
“Absolutely,” she says, easing apart from you. “Apart from wanting to get that off my chest, I’ve really wanted to see how those hands of your work for this kind of thing.”
Just as you thought. Well, you decide not to waste time in showing her, as you start scratching behind her ear. Like a charm, you see her eyes widen, then her eyelids droop, and her smile goes slack. Her head sways to one side, like a curious puppy tilting its head, but forgetting to right itself again. Her tongue even pokes out as you continue to scratch, adding to the overall adorability of the display. You eventually start on the other ear, and her head tilts the opposite way, still with that same silly expression.
“So that’s how fingers work,” she says, her voice slurred.
You can’t help but crack a grin at how goofy she’s being. Without further ceremony, she flops into your lap, twisting over so that she’s on her back. Then, all of a sudden, she reaches up and taps you on the nose with her hoof.
“For the boop earlier,” she says, winking.
Smiling, you start scratching under her chin, making her head tilt up. Her eyes close in blissful relaxation, and she lets out a deep sigh. Her hoof reaches up and grips lovingly around your wrist, as if she never wants to let it go. This kind of foal-like behavior never fails to make you want to go ‘aww’. 
For a split second, you swear that she’s actually purring, like a contented cat. Then you realize that the rumbling is actually coming from her stomach. Her eyes open, and she glances down at it with a slight giggle.
“My gut was feeling all knotted up from stress,” she says, “but now I guess I’m properly hungry. Are those cookies still up for grabs?”
“Of course,” you say. “Help yourself.”
Her horn lights up, and a large cookie floats off the plate over to her. She licks her lips, then chows down, sending crumbs everywhere. In three bites, the cookie’s gone, and she wipes her muzzle with her hoof.
“Delicious,” she says. “One more couldn’t hurt.”
So saying, she nabs another cookie, and it too disappears.
“Your belly feeling happy again?” you ask, giving her paunch a pat.
“A lot happier,” says Lyra, giggling. “I do try to eat healthy so I don’t get too fat, but I just love sweets too much. It also helps that I know a good dentist.”
“Lucky you,” you say, with a chuckle.
You give her belly a tickle, making her giggle again.
“Don’t make me tickle you back,” she warns, playfully.
“Well, I’m not about to start a tickle fight here,” you say, and she grins.
There’s a pause, and then Lyra asks,
“Do you think, maybe, you could give me a tummy rub now?”
She looks up at you with the biggest pair of puppy-dog eyes you’ve ever seen, and she even pouts her lower lip.
“Of course I could,” you say. “It’s your session.”
Lyra beams. Your hand is still resting on her belly, so you immediately start rubbing circles along it. It’s not unlike Pinkie’s in its doughy softness, but you believe the pink party pony still has her beat in that regard. 
Lyra sighs deeply again, stretching her hind legs and tail out. You use your free hand to pillow the back of her head, and she looks up at you through half-lidded eyes, a blissful smile on her face as you continue to rub. It’s a far cry from the glum mare who first walked into the room.
After a time, while you’re still rubbing, her hoof reaches out and lays itself atop your hand, which stops, still on her belly. You glance at her face, and see that her eyes are closed, her mouth slightly open, her breathing indicating that she’s dozing. She must be dreaming, and yet she’s still unconsciously aware that you’re there with her, comforting her. You give her hoof a gentle squeeze, and she smiles ever so slightly in her sleep. Bless her.
Eventually, the clock chimes, and you look up. It’s the five-minute warning. How the time’s flown.
Lyra seems to have to heard it as well, as she stirs and yawns, sitting up and stretching. She smacks her lips sleepily, then turns to look at you, looking relaxed and content.
“Feeling better?” you ask.
“A whole lot better,” she says. “It’s exactly what I needed.”
“I’m glad to hear it,” you say, smiling. “I’m happy I could help you.”
Lyra smiles back, then puts her hooves around you in a hug.
“Thanks,” she says. “It means a lot that you let me speak my mind and get it all out there, and I’ll definitely take your advice to heart. I’m still a little nervous, but I’ll talk to her, so thanks.”
Beaming, you return her hug.
“You’re welcome, Lyra. Good luck.”
You ease apart, and she gives you one last warm smile before she hops down from the couch and heads for the door. She’s about to leave, when she pauses, turns, then magically lifts another cookie from the plate.
“One for the road,” she says with a wink, then takes her leave.
Chuckling, you wipe some stray crumbs away from the table and couch. It always does your heart good to see a smile back on a previously sad pony’s face, and you honestly hope Lyra does have luck in reconciling with her friend. Of course, that may come about sooner than she thinks, if your assumptions are correct.
A few minutes later, one o’clock strikes, and there’s another knock at the door.
“Come in!” you call.
The door opens, and in walks Appointment #2 for the day: Bon Bon.
As mentioned before, Bon Bon runs the local sweet shop, and she’s often seen around town with Lyra. Similarly to Lyra, while not very close with her, you’re on genial terms from running into each other from time to time. You’d even stopped by her shop one time to sample her wares; the caramels are simply divine.
Bon Bon’s a cream-colored Earth pony with a blue and pink-striped mane and tail, done up in neat curls, blue eyes, and a cutie mark of three wrapped candies. Contrary to what one would expect of someone whose trade deals in sweets, she has a rather slender build, though recent history has given you an idea as to why that is. From what interaction you’ve had with her, you know her to be good-natured and inventive, always coming up with new treat ideas. She also has a rather clever knack for changing her voice.
Judging by how punctually she’s arrived, you doubt that she ran into Lyra on the way out, since she’d had a few minutes’ headstart. Either that, or they had, and Lyra had still been too nervous to initiate conversation with her just yet. Either way, Bon Bon looks like she’s thinking something over as she steps inside, and doesn’t look up until you address her.
“Good afternoon, Bon Bon.”
She jumps a little. Apparently, she was in rather deep thought.
“Oh! Good afternoon,” she says.
“Please, take a seat, and help yourself,” you say, gesturing to the couch and cookies in turn.
Bon Bon eyes the plate for a moment, shakes her head slightly, then gets up onto the couch.
“I’ll pass for now,” she says. “I’m not much in the mood for sweets at the moment.”
Now where have you heard that before?
“That’s all right,” you say. “So, what brings you here today? What’s on your mind?”
Bon Bon rubs her foreleg awkwardly with her other forehoof, looking as though she’s embarrassed about what she’s about to say. Then, with a rueful expression, she sighs and says,
“It’s about a friend of mine, a very dear friend.”
Avoiding naming names again. Your suspicions have been more than confirmed by now, but again, you’ll leave it to her if she wants to be more open about it.
“Yes?”
“I feel like I’ve been a bit unfair to her, and I don’t know how to make things right.”
“How do you mean?” you ask.
Bon Bon pauses, biting her lip, then says,
“I’ve been busy trying to recreate an old candy recipe I heard about long ago, but I can’t quite get it right.”
“Oh? What sort of recipe?”
“Edible candy flutes.”
You blink.
“Edible candy flutes?” you repeat.
“Yes,” she says, keenly. “Hollow fruit-flavored sweets with holes on top, that allow you to blow into them and make music, like a flute. It’s meant to combine dessert with playtime, a fun treat for foals and music-lovers.”
Now that actually sounds like a pretty good idea. You’d certainly try one.
“That sounds interesting,” you say, genuinely. “But you say you’re having trouble with it.”
Bon Bon nods.
“The trick is raising the boiling point of the sugar higher than normal. That puts holes in the sweets. The trouble is getting it in a way that puts the candy flutes in proper musical harmony. The sound just comes out all wrong whenever I blow into them, so that it sounds like either a dog whistle or a duck call. Plus, the taste is very inconsistent, and not in a good way.”
“Oh dear,” you say. “It sounds like you have a lot on your plate.”
Bon Bon nods again.
“It’s consumed my thoughts for a while now. I’ve been desperately trying to fix the recipe wherever I can, trying to find where I went wrong. I’ve been at my wit’s end, and it's made me, well...a bit bad-tempered.”
She looks askance, guilt written all over her face.
“Last week, I was running over new ideas I could employ in making the next batch, when my friend just started talking away, cracking jokes and being silly. I suppose she was just trying to make me feel better, since I looked a pretty bad mess in my stress, but I wasn’t in the mood for distractions, and after one joke too many, I...I…”
Bon Bon sniffles, and tears spring into her eyes. You instinctively place a gentle hand on her shoulder. She doesn’t shift it away, which is a good sign.
“You snapped?” you offer, mildly.
She nods, a tear leaking out.
“It was as if all the stress I’d been feeling just...burst out of me, but my thoughts focused on...on her, so I...I lashed out at her. I...I said some awful things to her, but...but I was too angry to care if I hurt her feelings...I told her to get out and leave me alone...and I haven’t spoken to her since…”
Now things are starting to make sense. You’re beginning to see things from both sides of the conflict, now that Bon Bon’s here to fill in the gaps. Gratifying as it is, however, you regret that it’s at the cost of her grief and guilt.
Bon Bon wipes at her eyes, still sniffling.
“After I calmed down, I...I realized what I’d done. I’d exploded at my dearest friend, when she didn’t even do anything wrong, and all because I couldn’t get some stupid candy recipe right. What good is some candy I can’t even make if it means driving away the pony I care about most? I didn’t really mean what I said…”
No. Nopony ever does when they lash out like that. Well, most of the time, they don’t, but you know Bon Bon wouldn’t have.
“I mean, sure, she cracks some corny jokes, but I laugh at everything. And sure, she doesn’t always help me out right away when I need something, but then again, I do tell her to just leave me to it, so that’s my own fault. And, ok, she’s gotten a little chubby, but I allow her to taste-test my sweets, just so I can keep my own figure, so of course she’s going to put on a few pounds. She really does look out for me.”
This really is like listening to both sides of the same coin. It’s almost surreal.
“Thinking about all of that,” Bon Bon continues, her voice growing husky, “really made me realize how much I took her for granted. I want to make things right with her, but how can I apologize to her after what I said? I feel like I went too far this time, and it’s not the first time I let her down…”
Rather than collapse against you like Lyra did, Bon Bon simply covers her eyes with her foreleg, silently weeping into it. You sympathetically rub her shoulder, feeling that, unless she initiated it herself, a hug might not be warranted at that precise moment. Luckily, it seems to be doing the trick, as her crying quiets down after a time, and the two of you simply sit there quietly, as you let her let it all out.
“It’s a harsh feeling, I know,” you say, “taking your anger out on someone, realizing too late what you’ve done. It makes you feel like you can never take it back.”
Bon Bon sniffles.
“But it’s never too late to make amends,” you say. “If you really want to make things right again, that shows just how much your friendship means to you, and I’m confident it goes the same way for your friend.”
Bon Bon looks up at you, her blue eyes reddened and puffy.
“A good friendship can withstand the worst of times,” you say. “No relationship’s free of an argument or two. That’s unavoidable. It’s getting through those tough times together that makes your bond come out stronger than before.”
You’re really getting deja vu here, but in this case, since it’s two sides of the same story, it’s fitting.
“You should go find her and talk things out,” you continue, “come to a better understanding. Avoiding her isn’t going to make the problem go away on its own. You both need to work through this.”
Bon Bon looks at you in silence for a few moments, as though she’s taking in what you’ve said. Finally, she seems to make up her mind. She nods.
“I will,” she says, resolutely. “I’ll find her and try to make amends for how poorly I treated her. For now, though, I could really use a hug.”
Her voice breaks at the end of this statement, and new tears spring into her eyes. You give her a kind smile.
“That’s what I’m here for, Bon Bon,” you say, opening your arms.
She collapses against you, putting her forelegs around you and resting her chin on your shoulder, sniffling. You hold her close, rocking her gently and stroking her back. She nuzzles her cheek against yours, sighing as she settles into your embrace. This feels just like when you comforted Derpy; all she needed was a hug from someone who cared. Well, sometimes, all it takes is a simple hug.
Some time later, her grip on you relaxes, and she settles under your chin, still nestling against you. Still keeping one arm around her, you begin scratching behind her ear. You can’t see her reaction, but she settles even more snugly into you than before, and you hear give off a sigh of contentment. She even mumbles something sleepily.
“So that’s why she’s so obsessed with hands…”
You chuckle to yourself at this, but say nothing. You just continue to hold her and scratch behind her ear, letting her relax. Eventually, you move to stroking her curly mane, which feels silky to the touch, and even gives off a faint, sweet smell, not quite the cotton candy smell of Pinkie’s mane, but one that reminds you of something sugary. You feel her head shift as she nuzzles into you, tickling your chin with her mane, nearly throwing off your concentration. 
Before you know it, she’s twisted herself over, so that her back is against your torso. Her hooves grip around your arm, as though asking to just hold her there like that, still in a hug. You look down at her, and see that she’s resting against your chest, already looking like she’s falling asleep, her expression peaceful. Smiling, you put your other arm around her and hold her close anew. With her barrel resting against your arm, you can feel her gentle breathing, and the soft beating of her heart. It’s very soothing.
As you sit there, holding the sleeping Bon Bon, you still can’t help but marvel at what an odd coincidence has been thrown at you. On your very first day as a spa-appointed affection therapist, your first two clients are dealing with problems with each other, and likely with no knowledge that the other has made an appointment to see you. This will make quite a story for them once they decide to meet again, and you hope they do come to an understanding with each other. It was hard to see how they couldn’t, when they both wanted to make amends with each other.
Before the clock even reaches the five-minute warning, Bon Bon starts to stir. It seems she’d gotten the comfort she needed from that hug, and by the smile on her face as she sits up and turns to face you, it’s done her spirit wonders.
“You look like you’re feeling better,” you say, smiling.
“I really am,” says Bon Bon. “That hug was exactly what I needed, along with getting all of that off of my chest. Thank you for giving me that chance.”
“You’re welcome, Bon Bon,” you say. “Like I said, it’s what I’m here for.”
Bon Bon leans in and gives you a gentle nuzzle.
“I’m going to find my friend,” she says, “and I’m going to apologize for what I said to her. I just hope she’ll accept it.”
“I’m sure she will,” you say. “Good luck.”
“Thanks,” says Bon Bon, smiling.
She hops down from the couch, and has only taken one step towards the door, when she pauses, turns to the table, picks up a cookie from the plate, and gulps it down.
“Mmm,” she sighs, licking her lips. “Now I’m back in the mood for sweets.”
With a light laugh, she heads out the door, closing it behind her. 
Smiling, you stand up and stretch. Bon Bon’s early departure has given you a little time before your next appointment, so you might as well stretch your legs a bit, get ready for the next one. You feel confident that Lyra and Bon Bon will repair their friendship, and that the next time you see them, they’ll be walking the streets side by side again, or else working together at the sweet shop. Those two tender-hearted ponies seemed made for each other, after all. 
Still, with all that’s happened in only two appointments, you can’t help but wonder what could possibly happen during the next three of the day.
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As the clock strikes two, and just as you’ve settled back in your place on the couch, there’s another knock at the door, but before you can even say ‘come in’, it’s already opened, and rather forcefully at that.
This must be Client #3 for the day, and one you actually had not been looking forward to, once you saw the name. 
Spoiled Rich.
Now this is a pony you’ve seen very sparingly, and only surrounded by ponies of business and importance, like Mayor Mare. You do know that she’s married to Filthy Rich, the owner of Barnyard Bargains, Ponyville’s premiere retail shopping center, which also had a few locations in other cities. You’ve seen the two together once or twice, alongside their daughter, Diamond Tiara. From the way she goes about, one would expect to find her in Canterlot or Manehattan, not a quiet town like Ponyville, and perhaps she’s conscious of that.
Spoiled Rich has a salmon-pink coat and a purple mane and tail, the former styled in a rather meticulous way. It’s the sort of look that seems to belong on someone who would demand to see a company’s manager over the slightest infraction. She also has icy-blue eyes and a cutie mark resembling a diamond ring. Unlike most ponies in Ponyville, she wears clothing on a regular basis. In this case, she’s dressed in a sea-green blouse with a golden, gem-studded hem, with a golden chain necklace around her neck.
Now, it would be rude to call her ‘unattractive’, which she isn’t. However, she doesn’t exactly inspire much envy from her looks, though she must have looked lovely when she was younger. Her default expressions, whenever you’ve seen her, have either been smug superiority or scornful disdain. She often has that look of somepony with a nasty smell under their nose, but fate seemed to take things a bit too literally in her case. For reasons you can’t even fathom, her nose is actually turned upwards, not exactly like the beak of a bird, but more like the horn of a rhinoceros. You’ve seen some snooty and entitled ponies in Manehattan with their noses in the air, but this was taking things to a whole new level. 
Perhaps that’s part of the reason that seeing her gives you an unpleasant feeling, or even seeing that she’d put herself down for an appointment today. Her whole demeanor recalls uncomfortable memories, ones you’d rather keep tucked away in the back of your mind...
Nevertheless, you have to remain professional, so you put on your best smile.
“Good afternoon, Spoiled Rich,” you say.
She gives you a sharp look, as though you’d just uttered something vulgar. Was she not in the mood for pleasantries?
“Good afternoon,” she says, dryly. “I’d prefer to be called ‘Mrs. Rich’, if you don’t mind.”
The lofty condescension in her tone makes your skin crawl, but she’s your client, and you have to accommodate for her,
“Right, of course, Mrs. Rich,” you say. “Please, take a seat.”
She eyes the couch beadily, and you can already tell it’s not up to her high standards. Still, it’s the only seating in the room besides the floor, so she struts over to it with her head held high, then comes to a stop just before it. There’s an awkward pause as she looks at you, as though expecting something. For a moment, you can’t imagine what the problem could be this time, and wonder what she’s waiting for. 
Then, a strange thought comes to you. Surely she isn’t expecting a hand-up? Not onto a simple couch, surely. Getting into or down from a carriage is one thing, but a couch? And yet, there she is, standing stock-still, watching and waiting with that expectant look on her face. 
Resisting the urge to roll your eyes at such presumption and laziness, you offer her your hand. With a smirk of satisfaction, she puts her hoof in it, and you help her ascend up onto the couch.
“It’s good to see that common courtesy isn’t lost on the youth of today,” she says, as she makes herself comfortable, “even if you’re not exactly a pony.”
Was that meant to be a compliment? You certainly hope it was.
Her eyes stray to the plate of cookies sitting on the table, and she looks faintly amused.
“Homemade cookies? How delightfully simple. I must decline, however. I’m trying to watch my figure.”
She doesn’t seem to be watching it very well. She appears to be developing a bit of a double chin, from what you can see. Still, you say nothing.
“Perfectly fine,” you say. “Accommodation is the cornerstone of this practice, after all.”
Spoiled gives you a sidelong look, but says nothing. It may be your imagination, but there’s something almost pitying in that look. Not sympathetic, but more like someone amused by someone’s naivete. You try to ignore it and press on.
“So, you’ve decided to try out affection therapy for yourself, Mrs. Rich?”
Spoiled gives a short, derisive laugh.
“Try it out? Goodness, no.”
You blink.
“Come again?”
“Look, I’m sure you’re doing a world of good for ponies with all of this cuddly, lovey-dovey nonsense, but let me tell you something, dear: hugs don’t make the world go round. Maybe they do in Ponyville, but not the rest of Equestria. That’s what a nice big sack of bits is for.”
You’re starting to get an unpleasant tingling sensation. This talk coming from her sounds very familiar, and not in a good way. You clear your throat.
“So, if I understand correctly,” you say, trying to keep your voice steady, “you signed up for an affection therapy appointment, without intending to undergo affection therapy?”
Spoiled didn’t look the least bit abashed.
“I simply saw that the spa was advertising a new treatment, and I had bits to burn, so I decided to set up an appointment and, perhaps, give you a little advice for the future, so that you’re not just spinning your wheels and wasting your potential. A human like you could be doing so much more.”
It’s taking every ounce of restraint in you not to snap at this infuriating woman. She signed up for an affection therapy appointment just to tell you you’re wasting your time? The nerve!
“Mrs. Rich,” you say, still trying to keep your voice even, but finding it difficult, “you do realize that the time you’re taking for this appointment, time you yourself admit you don’t intend to use for its intended purpose, could have been reserved for a pony who was actually in need of it?”
“I hardly see why that matters,” says Spoiled, carelessly. “Given how much the ponies in this town have lapped up your ‘therapy’, you must have quite the waiting list. You might even have ponies coming back for a second time. It wouldn’t surprise me.”
“That’s hardly the point, Mrs. Rich-”
“And, really,” Spoiled goes on, “if you’re to start a practice like this in the first place, why not in this podunk of a town?”
...Podunk?
Is that how she views Ponyville?
“By Celestia, this town’s gone to the dogs,” she continues, derisively. “Not that it was ever that noteworthy to begin with.” 
Not noteworthy? Was she blind to the presence of Twilight and her friends?
“And do you know what’s worse?” she continues. “It has such a corrupting influence on sensible ponies. My successful and enterprising husband picks a family of farmers to be his business partners, all because of some silly jam trade his grandfather made with them years ago. I still can’t fathom what he sees in them to make them equal partners in his business.” 
She surely can’t be talking about Zap Apple Jam, the most delicious seasonal treat of anything apple-related ever. You’d once heard an abridged version of how discovering the apples that made it led to Ponyville being discovered in the first place. How could the wife of the stallion who dealt with the stuff know nothing about it? Or, at least, speak so uncaringly about it?
“Then my daughter, the heiress to our family legacy, the pony I’ve been raising to uphold our reputation, not only loses the election of class president to that undersized transplant from Trottingham, but chooses to side with a trio of bumbling blank flanks over her own mother, embarrassing me in front of her whole class. So what if they got their cutie marks that very day? That still does not give her the right to speak back to me in such a way!” 
Trio of blank flanks? The only trio of ponies you’d seen together in one place were the Cutie Mark Crusaders. You’d never known them as ‘blank flanks’, but you’d heard snippets of the crazy things they’d gotten up to to earn their cutie marks. The way Spoiled Rich used that term made it sound like an offensive slur. And ‘transplant from Trottingham’? Did she mean little Pipsqueak?
“And now we’ve got folks like you making ponies think a few hugs and ear scratches can make all their problems go away. Honestly, sometimes I wonder why I even bother with this town anymore.”
This is too much!
She can come in here just to tell you you’re wasting your time with your practice. It’s her opinion, and she’s entitled to it. You never went into this practice assuming everypony would approve of it. But when you she uses that opinion to disparage Ponyville as a whole, that’s something you simply can’t condone!
You can feel your blood boiling, and your fingers twitch, as though itching to ball up into fists. Your teeth clench behind your lips, and a furious diatribe is already poised at the end of your tongue, as she sits there, smugly aloof, not even looking at you, apparently proud of what she’s just poisoned the air of your therapy room with.
“Yeah, that’s right, let her have it! Tell her what you think of her! Don’t let her get away with talking like that! You’ve been burning to tell those Manehattan ponies what you thought of them, and you never got the chance when you left. Well, this mare’s practically Manehattan personified, so let ‘er rip! Don’t hold back!”
...No.
This isn’t right.
Almost as quickly as your blood and brain had ignited, they start to cool down again, and rationality begins to return as well.
Why should you bring yourself down to her level? She wanted to take time away from ponies who would actually want affection therapy to talk about how you were wasting your time and talents? That’s her problem. It shouldn’t have to be yours. Retaliating with harsh words isn’t going to solve anything. It might be what she wants. The bullies and thugs back in Manehattan just wanted to get a rise out of the ones they tormented, to let them know they’d gotten under your skin. Why give them that satisfaction? Besides, it would reflect poorly on your reputation as a spa employee. A lack of professionalism, especially in the face of a difficult client, would paint you in a very poor light.
The diatribe you’d been prepared to hurl at her dies away like a melting ice cube. Instead, you reflect on what she’s said, all the disparaging remarks she’d made. You decide that you should play off of that, make polite conversation, address her points of grievance, and act like this is still a professional session. 
You take a deep breath, clear your throat, and say,
“I’m sorry to hear Ponyville’s not up to your satisfaction, Mrs. Rich. I’m quite fond of it myself.”
Spoiled makes a light scoffing noise. Possibly, she’s annoyed that she didn’t get a rise out of you from what she said. You ignore it and carry on.
“It’s a far better home than Manehattan ever was for me.”
This simple declaration knocks Spoiled out of her smug reverie. She looks at you disbelievingly.
“...You used to live in Manehattan?” she asks. “Funny, you don’t seem the type.”
“I’m not,” you say, honestly. “It’s a fine enough town with a lot going for it, but it just wasn’t for me. That’s why I finally had enough and moved here. It’s been like a breath of fresh air ever since.”
“Is that so?” Spoiled asks. “Well, I suppose it’s all right for some…”
You can sense that she’s about to start on Ponyville again, so you decide to cut in.
“Honestly, I feel lucky living in a town like this.”
She raises an eyebrow at you.
“Lucky?” she repeats.
“Sure! Think about it: it’s the same place where the Princess of Friendship and her friends live. They’ve saved Equestria who knows how many times by now, and yet they’re such humble and approachable ponies. Ponyville has a lot to be thankful for because of them.”
The sneer slowly vanishes from Spoiled’s face. It seems like she hadn’t considered that before, or else didn’t like that that was being brought up.
“I suppose…” she says, slowly.
“Do you know Princess Twilight, Mrs. Rich?” you ask, casually.
Spoiled blinks in surprise.
“Do I know her?” she repeats.
“I mean, she and her friends are pretty important ponies in Equestria,” you say, “and I often see you surrounded by ponies of importance. I just wondered if Princess Twilight was among your social circle.”
Spoiled looks rather awkward at this question. A very faint blush tinges her reddish-pink cheeks.
“Well...no,” she says, after a pause.
“No?” you ask, mildly.
“Not to say I wouldn’t, of course,” says Spoiled, hurriedly, giving a bold show of her usual swagger. “It’s the highest honor to have royalty among your acquaintances. It’s merely that she prefers, as you said yourself, humbler company.”
“Ah, I see,” you say. “That’s too bad. As the Princess of Friendship, I’m sure she would be more than happy to get to know as many ponies as she could, though I suppose nopony can surpass Pinkie Pie for that.”
Spoiled says nothing to that, but you do see her roll her eyes. Seems she’s not fond of Pinkie, either. Then again, is there anypony she is fond of? Now that you think about it, you can’t exactly see even a pony like Twilight having much patience for Spoiled’s attitude.
“If that’s the case,” you continue, “I suppose you don’t really know Applejack, either.”
A faint look of distaste creases Spoiled’s brow at this.
“I do know her, yes,” she says. “I was introduced to her and her brother when Filthy and I were engaged, back when he had just taken over his family’s business. Now that was a day I’ll hardly forget, much as I’d like to.”
“Ah, yes, that’s true,” you say. “You were quite vocal just a bit ago about not understanding why your husband would have a partnership with a family of farmers. You said it was symptomatic of a corruption of sensibility, I believe.”
You say all of this quite casually, as though you were discussing the day’s weather, but the effect isn’t lost on Spoiled Rich. That same flush has returned to her cheeks, and she doesn’t look you in the eye. It seems she doesn’t like her words being used against her. You press on.
“It may just be because I don’t know the whole story, but I’m a little surprised you see it that way, given what the Apples have done for Ponyville and your husband’s business. From what I’ve heard, it was the Apples who made the Zap Apple Jam that put both Ponyville and Barnyard Bargains on the map. Without the Apples, Filthy Rich might not have become the businesspony he is today. Ponyville might never have come to be. Just imagine.”
You flash Spoiled a smile, and, surprise surprise, she doesn’t return it. Her eyes are narrowed, and her teeth are bared.
“I’m not unaware, thank you very much,” she says, through gritted teeth. “I’m fully aware, and that’s the problem. The fact that my husband became a success because of a family of dirt-trotting, tree kicking apple farmers is an embarrassment I simply can’t abide. Any reasonable pony of wealth and rank would die of shame to know that the reason they have their money is because of ponies at the bottom of the social totem pole.” 
A new hot flash of anger surges through you at all of this, but again, you keep it down.
“And now my daughter’s become friends with their youngest, when I specifically told her not to fraternize with such low company, and if she must, then she should assert her superiority at every opportunity, especially when she hadn’t even gotten her cutie mark yet. I mean, honestly, if a pony her age couldn’t even earn her cutie mark when everypony in her class already had...”
She doesn’t finish, and yet again, you have to work hard to keep your temper in check. By the sound of it, she had specifically raised her daughter to torment Apple Bloom, just because she, Spoiled, resented her family for giving Filthy Rich his wealth in the first place. There was ingratitude, and then there was just being petty.
“I don’t see the problem with associating with the Apples, personally,” you say.
Spoiled shoots you a nasty glare, one that wouldn’t have been out of place on the face of a cockatrice, ready to turn you to stone...
“Of course you wouldn’t,” she hisses. “You have no idea of the kind of world I live in, the position my family and I hold, the image we carry in Ponyville, in all of Equestria! How could someone like you possibly understand?!”
You can’t help but feel intimidated by the venom in her voice. It’s almost as disconcerting as when Starlight divulged her dark past to you. Thankfully, Spoiled isn’t a unicorn, so there’s no danger of anger-induced magic possibly being used against you.
Nevertheless, you have an answer for her, one that’s been on your mind all the time you’ve lived in Manehattan.
“You’re right, Mrs. Rich. I don’t understand. I don’t know what drives ponies of a higher station in life, or those who believe they are, to obsess about the company around them, and what makes them treat others so poorly at times. I’ve seen it often enough in Manehattan: ponies acting like they’re better than others, just so they can bring them down or get what they want out of them. I’d like to understand why, but I don’t.”
Spoiled glares at you for another moment or two, but then, her expression gradually softens. This alteration in demeanor shocks you more than her sudden rage. She looks resigned, weary. She sighs, gazing down at the floor.
“Why is it so hard for anypony to understand?” she asks. “We’re Riches. It’s our destiny to climb the social ladder to the pinnacle of aristocracy. We’re meant to rub elbows with the elite of the elite, not the common folk. Even when I wasn’t a Rich yet, it was still the same. I have a reputation to maintain as a member of two wealthy families. Should I sully that by associating myself with farm ponies and common city folk? I would never be seen the same way again…”
She turns her head away from you, but you can still see her expression. There’s no trace of a sneer on her face. Instead, she looks sad, even lonely. 
You hardly know what to say to this. After listening to Spoiled speak so smugly and condescendingly, to now hear her sound so...vulnerable is very disquieting. All you can do is sit and stare at her, before she continues. 
“I even took special care to impress that on my daughter. If she’s to inherit the Rich family legacy, she needs to maintain the reputation of a wealthy pony. She’d only ruin it if she goes about fraternizing with ponies like those bl- er, former blank flanks. And now she’s forgetting everything I ever taught her. At least,” she added, quietly, “that’s how I saw it.”
It’s becoming clearer to you now. Now you’re getting a better picture of what makes this pony named Spoiled Rich tick, much as you doubted you ever could. She’s a victim of high expectations, and has been valuing her reputation and social standing over the way she treats other ponies.
It’s strange, but at the moment, you’re actually starting to...pity her. It doesn’t seem possible, but there it is. This is a pony who looks and behaves like everything you’ve come to resent about living in Manehattan, and you’re feeling sorry for her.
You almost feel like putting your hand on her shoulder to comfort her, but something tells you that she wouldn’t like that. Instead, you clear your throat, and say, quietly,
“I might not have personal experience with being from a wealthy or influential family, but I do know the stress of living up to ponies’ expectations. Ponies expect you to live your life a certain way, and you do what you can to appease them and fulfill that vision they have of you. I’ve had that happen to me. Being a human in a world of ponies isn’t easy.” 
She looks up at you, not with hostility or disdain, but a kind of sad curiosity. You wonder if, maybe, she wants to know more, but feels it beyond her dignity to ask.
“Even so,” you continue, “I’ve learned that what ponies see you as shouldn’t come from being mean and hurtful to others. I’ve had ponies try to make me believe that it’s everypony for themselves, to trample or be trampled, but that just never sat well with me. I want to be remembered for trying to do some good for ponies, even if it’s not something huge or spellbinding. I don’t want to be remembered as someone who treated everypony else like my inferiors. I didn’t want followers. I wanted friends.”
It’s ironic. You never expected to say so much that had been sitting in your heart about your life in Manehattan to somepony who reminded you of everything wrong with Manehattan. Still, there you are.
Something flickers in Spoiled’s eyes when you finish speaking. She stares off into space for a moment or two, looking as though she’s been reminded of something.
“Friends…” she mutters. “Something I don’t have…”
“Come again?” you ask.
“It’s what Diamond Tiara said to me when she spoke back to me,” says Spoiled. “The day she stood up for those three fillies. She wanted something I didn’t have: friends.”
You wince at this. Truthfully, you’d think it unlikely that many ponies would willingly call somepony like Spoiled Rich a friend, but given all the ponies she and her husband surrounded themselves with, surely there must be a pony or two. ...Isn’t there?
She seems to answer for you, however, in that same slow and distant voice.
“I have my husband and my daughter, and a circle of wealthy acquaintances...but when I think about it, I don’t think I could call them ‘friends’...I suppose I never really did have friends…Even when I was a filly, there seemed to just be foals chosen for me to associate with, because my parents knew theirs. I suppose my name didn’t help matters, before I was known as Spoiled Rich.”
“What was your name, if I may ask?” you ask, feeling wary about what the answer could be.
“Spoiled Milk.”
...She wasn’t serious, was she?
“...Spoiled...Milk?” you repeat, blankly.
“I know, it’s not the prettiest name,” says Spoiled, with a sigh, “and not one ponies would want to have among their friends. To this day, even I don’t know what my parents were thinking when they named me that. If I can be honest, I never really thought about it at length. All that mattered was that I did what was required of me: live wealthy, marry wealthy. That’s all I was told to care about.”
You nod slowly, comprehending.
“And you passed those beliefs on to your daughter,” you say.
She nods in turn, still not looking at you.
“...It’s all I’ve been thinking about, ever since that day. I still try to keep a bold face on when I’m out in public. Ponies do see me a certain way, after all, and I feel that I have to maintain that, even if it means...well, acting spoiled. It’s what they’ve come to expect, after all…”
There’s a definite note of bitterness at the end of this statement. It seems Spoiled is well aware of the way other ponies see her, and yet, she’s done nothing to try and change it. Perhaps she thinks it’s too late?...
“But inside, I’ve been wondering if I’ve been wrong all this time, and if they, Filthy and Diamond Tiara, have been right. I love them, of course, both of them. I only want what’s best for our family, and I thought I knew what it was. I thought I did.”
She falls silent after this, still gazing down at the floor, and you can see a wavering glimmer in her eyes. You’re starting to feel moved to tears yourself. You never would’ve expected this kind of emotional depth, this level of complexity, in a pony as openly spiteful as Spoiled Rich. And yet, here was proof to shatter your expectations. 
Here before you is a pony molded by strict and austere expectations, sent out into the world to live a certain way, to accomplish what her status mandated, and to distance herself emotionally from everypony else in the world, except those on her level.
Here, also, is a pony who’s scared and lonely on the inside, who knows no other way but that set before her by her family, who can’t even claim anypony as her friend, who wants to do right by the family she genuinely loves, but doesn’t know how.
“It’s not too late, Mrs. Rich,” you say, quietly.
She looks up slowly, meeting your gaze with hers, looking puzzled.
“I know it feels like you can’t go back and make a change, after everything you’ve done,” you say, “but it’s never too late to make amends.”
She continues to stare at you, a hint of doubt in her expression now. It doesn’t escape you.
“I’m not saying it’ll be easy,” you continue. “As you said, ponies have come to expect to see you a certain way, and changing it now might raise more than a few eyebrows. However, if you’re really serious about making an honest change in yourself, with time and effort, you can make it happen. I know at least one pony who didn’t think it was possible, and she’s living a much happier life than she used to after turning her way of thinking around.”
As you say this, you can’t help but wonder what Starlight would think hearing this, and if she might find a kind of kinship in a pony like Spoiled Rich. Then again, Spoiled hadn’t been ‘evil’ per se, as Starlight told you she herself had been, but it didn’t make what you’re saying any less true.
“If you feel unsure about it,” you say, “you can always talk to Princess Twilight. She is the Princess of Friendship, after all. I’m sure she and her friends would be more than happy to give you some guidance.”
You smile hopefully at her. She continues to stare up at you, the lingering doubt vanishing as she does so. Finally, she closes her eyes, sighs, then says,
“...I suppose you’re right. I’ve lived the way I have for so long. I don’t know if I can shake it off as easily as my little Diamond Tiara has...but I suppose it’s worth a try. I have her and Filthy in my life, so I could ask them as well. They know a lot more about dealing with ponies than I do.”
She laughs softly. It’s such a relief to see her gloom disappear that you can’t help but grin.
“Sounds like a plan,” you say, then you glance at the clock. “There’s still some time left in this session. I know you said you didn’t really want any affection therapy, and I won’t force you to change your mind, but I just thought I’d ask if there’s anything you’d like before the hour’s up.”
Spoiled looks at you, then looks away again, blushing.
“There is one thing…” she mutters. “I feel utterly embarrassed to ask of it now, after how I’ve behaved today.”
“What is it?” you ask.
Her blush deepens.
“...I wouldn’t mind...a hug.”
You blink.
That’s all she wants? A hug?
...Well, nothing wrong with that.
“Certainly,” you say, kindly.
You gently open your arms out to her. She looks at you uncertainly for a moment, then shifts closer, so that she’s right beside you. You put your arms around her, and pull her close. She doesn’t seem very willing at first, or, at the very least, she isn’t sure how to proceed. You can’t help but wonder if she’s ever received a hug before. Surely she must have, from her husband and daughter at least. 
Eventually, you feel her relax, and she settles against you, resting her cheek against your chest. You don’t feel her hug you in return, but you weren’t really expecting her to. She seems to just want to be hugged, not hug in return. You don’t want to overwhelm her with any unnecessary pettings or anything extra. All she wanted was a hug, so she’s getting a hug. You look down at her, and see that her eyes are shut, and that her face has relaxed. She looks...contented, peaceful, as though a great weight has been lifted off of her shoulders. It’s the kind of expression you always tend to see in affection therapy patients, and it never ceases to melt your heart.
You hear the clock chime its five minute warning sometime later. Spoiled opens her eyes, and rather hurriedly straightens up. You release her, and she make a bit of a show of straightening her blouse and patting her mane. However, she can’t hide the effect the hug has had on her expression, which still looks more relaxed and complacent.
“I hope that hug was what you needed, Mrs. Rich,” you say.
“It...certainly was a new experience,” she says. “I’ve given hugs to Filthy and Diamond before, but...never with that much warmth. I had no idea...”
She genuinely seems at a loss. So it isn’t that she’s unfamiliar to hugs after all, just ones like yours. Still, it’s flattering to hear her actually compliment you like that, even in a roundabout way.
She holds out her hoof again. At first, you wonder if she wants to shake your hand. You grip it, and then all of a sudden, she hops down off the couch and trots toward the door.
You feel a little stunned, as well as annoyed. After all of that, after she poured her heart out and you had lent her an ear, after that hug, she wasn’t even going to say thank you? She couldn’t be relapsing already, could she?
She pauses at the door, turns to look at you, then says,
“I still think you have the potential to do more than, well, this, but if you’re making ponies happy...you must be doing something right.”
Then, to your inexpressible surprise, she smiles.
It’s a very small smile, but still a smile.
“Thank you.”
She doesn’t say it very loud. You see her lips form the words, and you barely hear them spoken, but there’s no mistaking it.
Then, she opens the door and takes her leave.
You sit there, absolutely bemused. Had that really just happened? Did you actually earn gratitude from Spoiled Rich?
That had to be some kind of an achievement.
You shake your head to clear away the stupefaction, allowing a smile back on your face. She may not have been very expressive about it openly, but you can tell that she genuinely does appreciate you taking the time to be patient with her attitude, and to give her advice on how to live the better way she wants to. If even a pony like Spoiled Rich wants to live their life for the better, then there can truly be no shortage of miracles in Equestria.
Three appointments into your first day, and so much has happened already, and there’s still two ponies left to see today before the day’s out.
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Not long after Spoiled Rich has departed, the clock chimes 3. You sit up straight on the couch, expecting your next client any second now, just like the others before them. You’re feeling both amazed and gratified over what’s happened so far, with the ponies you’ve helped up to this point, and hope to keep this momentum going.
However, the chimes of the clock die away, and no knock is heard at the door. A full minute passes, and the silence remains unbroken.
Your client is late.
This has never happened before. Even when you had informal sessions, the ponies you helped were always punctual. This is unprecedented.
Well, that’s not too big of a deal. Sometimes ponies are a little late to their appointments. It happens. There are factors to take into account that may delay them, after all. It’s no reason to be worried just yet.
The minutes creep by, and there’s still no sound at the door. Every second, you expect to hear the sound of an approaching pony, but nothing happens.
It’s now ten past 3, and you’re starting to feel a little anxious. It has nothing to do with the appointment itself being kept. You’re more worried about the client. What could be holding them up? Did something happen? Did they have an accident? There are factors to take into account that may delay them, but some may be more serious than others. You hope they’re all right.
“Maybe they’ve decided to chicken out. Maybe they made the appointment, but then thought about how silly it sounded, and canceled. Can’t fault them for a last-minute change of heart over something like this. You can’t win them all.”
You hate to admit it to yourself, but that’s certainly a possibility. Ponies are free to change their minds, after all, and it’s not your place to make their decisions for them. If something’s not their cup of tea, it’s not up to you to make them accept it. Still, the idea that a pony would sign up for affection therapy, then decide not to go through with it, is a little disheartening. Could it be because of you? It’s not a comforting thought to imagine so.
But even if they did cancel, who’s to say it’s because they don’t want the treatment in the first place? It’s just as likely that something else came up today that they hadn’t expected, and they’d be looking to reschedule for another day. Yes, that’s just as plausible. One has to account for the unexpected, whatever it may be. There’s no reason to fault yourself for it just now, without all the facts.
“You’re so naive. Always trying to latch onto any optimistic hope, even if the truth’s staring you in the face. Not every explanation’s happy and innocent, you know. Sometimes you’ve got to accept when it really is the worst-case scenario. You really are too soft for your own good, and so are these ponies for buying into this. Well, the ones who bother to show up, anyway.”
“Get. Out. Of. My. Head!” you snap, rapping the knuckles of your left fist against your forehead.
Why? Why do you have to keep hearing these words in your head? Are you going to go your whole life being haunted by these taunts, in his voice?...
All of a sudden, there’s a knock on the door, and your heart gives a leap of surprise. You straighten yourself back up, even though your forehead’s smarting a little, clear your throat, and say,
“Come in!”
The door opens, and Guest #4 of the day finally enters: Mrs. Cup Cake.
Mrs. Cake and her husband, Mr. Carrot Cake, are two ponies that everypony in Ponyville knows, just like Pinkie Pie. All three of them work in Sugarcube Corner, the town’s primary stop for sweet treats. It’s a great place to grab a tasty baked good, then sit down and chat a while with other customers. It always sees good business due to its convenience, its delicious wares, and its prompt, friendly service. You always make it a point to stop by at least once a week to see what’s new, sample their latest confections.
Mrs. Cake is a blue Earth pony with a mane and tail that look like silky swirls of pink cake frosting, which match her rose-pink eyes, as well as her spherical earrings. She’s quite curvy, with a round belly and a plump, dimple-cheeked face. This, combined with the apron she’s always attired in, gives her a very hospitable, motherly appearance. As she actually is a mother, it’s only fitting. However, she’s not wearing her apron today; possibly she left it back at home since she’d be going to the spa, but it is a bit odd to see her without it. Her cutie mark is a trio of cupcakes.
Mrs. Cake is the sort of pony who any young foal would be lucky to have for a mother: very kind and doting, always greeting others with a sunny smile and a fresh-baked treat. Combined with the polite and friendly demeanor of Mr. Cake, Sugarcube Corner is always a pleasant place to hang out. You sometimes see them outside the shop as well, out on a stroll with their adorable twin foals, Pound Cake and Pumpkin Cake. Strangely, while their parents are Earth ponies, the two foals are a pegasus and unicorn. No one seems to question it, though. Pony genetics seems to be a subject you’ll never understand.
“Good afternoon, Mrs. Cake,” you say.
“Hello, dearie,” says Mrs. Cake. “Good to see you. I’m so sorry I’m late. There was a last-minute order put in just as Carrot and I were about to leave for the spa, and we had to leave the instructions with Pinkie.”
Aha. So it was an innocent hold-up, as you’d expected.
“No worries at all,” you say. “Some things are unavoidable, I know. We should still have plenty of time.”
Mrs. Cake smiles gratefully, and her eyes encounter the plate of cookies on the table.
“Oh! You made cookies for your guests!” she says, delighted. “Well, isn’t that a funny coincidence. Here I thought I was the only one bringing treats.”
She laughs, and it’s only then that you notice the box perched on her back. A strong, sweet smell is coming from it, and there seems to be a bundle of napkins fastened to the top of it with a rubber band.
“That is quite the coincidence,” you say, chuckling. “You can set that right on the table here, if you’d like.”
Mrs. Cake does so, popping the lid off as she does so. Inside are half a dozen cupcakes, topped with chocolate icing.
“Those look delicious,” you say.
“Thank you,” says Mrs. Cake. “They’re peanut butter cupcakes with chocolate icing, one of our best-selling recipes.”
“Very nice,” you say, approvingly.
“Would you like one now?”
Would you? How could you possibly refuse?
“Well, don’t mind if I do!” you say, eagerly.
You reach over, pick one from out of the box, and take a big bite. As someone who loves both chocolate and peanut butter, the result is an absolute explosion of deliciousness in your mouth. Before you know it, the cupcake is gone, and your face is besmirched with frosting.
“I guess that means you liked it,” says Mrs. Cake, with an amused titter, as she hands you a napkin.
“Liked it?” you echo, wiping your face clean. “I loved it! Sugarcube Corner always makes the best treats.”
Mrs. Cake beams at the compliment. 
“Well, then,” you say, as you put the napkin aside, “if you’d like to join me up here, Mrs. Cake, we can get started.”
“Oh, yes, of course.”
Bracing her front hooves on the couch, Mrs. Cake heaves herself up onto it, although it looks like it takes a bit of effort from her, as she sits back and wipes her brow.
“Whew,” she breathes. “I came here as quickly as I could, so I’m a little bit winded. I was never in the best shape, even when I was younger, so I’m not used to doing a lot of running. You’d think keeping up with two energetic foals would make me a bit fitter, but I guess not, when I’m still surrounded by so many sweets.”
She pats her protruding stomach with a good-humored chuckle, and you can’t help but smile as well. Pinkie was certainly right; she really does take her larger size in stride, and seems quite proud of it, too. It’s something she certainly shares with her plump pink protege. It reminds you of something you once heard, though you don’t remember who it was from: ‘ponies who love to eat are always the best ponies’. Well, the ones you’ve met with good appetites, like Pinkie, Applejack, and Mrs. Cake, are all amiable and friendly.
“So, Mrs. Cake,” you say, “you’ve decided to give affection therapy a try.”
“I certainly have,” says Mrs. Cake. “I heard Pinkie talking about it, and it got me curious. Helping ponies relax and feel better through ear scratching and belly rubs? Well, it does certainly sound like the kind of thing she’d be excited about. Well, when we heard the spa advertising that they’d be offering it as a service, I knew I had to see it for myself, so I signed up as soon as I could. Lucky I did,” she adds, with a friendly wink. “Your sign-up sheet filled up pretty fast, I think.”
“Quite a surprise, believe me,” you say, modestly. “I guess I didn’t really think about how many ponies would be into it, to necessitate a waiting list.”
Mrs. Cake merely smiles at this.
“So, since you know how affection therapy works,” you go on, “I feel I should ask: has anything been troubling you lately? Of course, it’s not just for the troubled and stressed, specifically. It’s for any and everyone.”
Mrs. Cake pauses, a slight frown creasing her amiable face. She looks as though something’s on her mind, and she’s on the verge of saying it, but she gives herself a little shake.
“Oh, no, nothing troubling, really,” she says, casually. “Carrot and I just need some time at the spa every now and again, after everything we have to do all day. It gets very busy and very tiring.”
“Ah, that’s right, you said Mr. Cake was here, too,” you say.
“Yes. He settled for a massage, while I decided to give affection therapy a try. He’s a bit more comfortable with what he’s familiar with, so he wasn’t sure about signing himself up for a session just yet.”
“Perfectly understandable,” you say.
You have noticed that it’s largely been mares who’ve been actively willing to participate in affection therapy. There’s nothing wrong with that, of course, but you can’t help but wonder if there are any stallions who would be willing to give it a try for themselves. Perhaps they’re put off by some of the techniques, thinking them too cutesy for their liking, but that didn’t stop Spike and Big Mac from getting ear scratches at the very least. You suppose you’ll just have to wait and see how things pan out.
“But I can understand why you’d both need some time away,” you say. “Even if it’s doing something you love, it must get pretty busy at Sugarcube Corner.”
“Very busy,” says Mrs. Cake. “Some days can be a bit slower and easier to deal with, but usually, we’ve got a lot of customers popping by for treats, or else some heavy orders for catering. All three of us have our hooves full on days like that. Carrot and I have all of our baking and catering on top of taking care of Pound and Pumpkin. Like you said, we’re doing what we love, but it can be a bit much at times.”
“That’s right, your twins,” you say, recollecting. “Keeping up with them on top of everything else, I can’t even imagine.”
“Well, thankfully, we’ve got Pinkie Pie to help with that,” says Mrs. Cake. “She handles all of what we can’t do at the time for us, on top of her occasional adventures to save Equestria or help out somepony in need. I don’t know what we’d do without her.”
“She’s a remarkable pony,” you say, nodding.
“She truly is,” says Mrs. Cake, fondly. “Ever since she first came to Ponyville as a little filly, we’ve always felt like she’s been part of the family. Carrot and I had always thought about having children, you know, and Pinkie’s been as good as a daughter to us.”
Now that’s an unbelievably sweet thing to hear. You can certainly see that kind of bond being possible between Pinkie and her employers. You’ve never met Pinkie’s biological family, though you’ve often heard her sing the praises of her older sister, Maud. To have both blood relatives and a surrogate family must be wonderful. It makes you wish you had had something like that growing up...
“Sometimes I worry, though.”
You give a start. Mrs. Cake’s words have stirred you out of your momentary reverie. You can see that the smile has vanished from her face, to be replaced by a preoccupied frown. It’s the same expression that was on her face when you asked if anything was troubling her.
“About what?” you ask.
“That we don’t show Pinkie the appreciation she deserves.”
You blink in surprise. How could she be worried about that, given how close they all are?
“What would make you think that?” you ask.
Mrs. Cake sighs.
“Well, like I said, she has to deal with so much. She’s one of the ponies who represents the Elements of Harmony. She’s helped save Ponyville and Equestria at least a dozen times by now, and she’ll probably keep on doing it, and each time, she comes back with a big smile on her face, as though she just went away on a vacation.”
That’s certainly true. Even you sometimes wonder how Twilight and the others are still able to lead relatively normal lives, while they’re the ponies who routinely keep Equestria safe from harm on a semi-regular basis. It must get exhausting after a while, and yet you’d never think so, from the way they act.
“And then there’s all that she does with throwing parties for everypony,” Mrs. Cake goes on. “There’s always something to celebrate in Ponyville at least once a week, so she’s constantly planning for birthday parties, cuteceneras, holidays, and other events. She has a whole system set up to keep track of what everypony likes at the parties she throws, so that they’re just right whenever she throws them.” 
“Wow,” you say, impressed. “She’s got quite the organized mind to keep up on everypony’s party preferences.”
“Absolutely,” says Mrs. Cake. “Sometimes she even makes up her own reasons to throw a celebration, when there isn’t a particular one to celebrate. It’s the sweetest thing, seeing her come up with her own holidays, just so she can surprise her friends. She especially loves baking pies for Rainbow Dash.”
“Is that so?” you ask. “Rainbow must really love pies. I know I do, whenever she’s gifted me with one.”
Mrs. Cake nods with a small smile.
“But in any case, with everything that she does for Equestria and Ponyville, she still manages to find time to help out at Sugarcube Corner. Like I said, we can get pretty swamped with catering orders or lines at the counter, but Pinkie always finds a way to chip in and make it easier. She’ll hop up to the counter to deal with orders and chat with the customers while we handle the catering, or watch the foals when we’re too busy to. She is our go-to babysitter, after all.”
“Wow,” you say. “I knew Pinkie was talented, but I never imagined she did so much.”
“I don’t know how she does it all,” says Mrs. Cake. “She’s got so much on her plate, and she still keeps that sweet smile on her face, like it’s nothing, without asking for anything in return.”
Yes. Pinkie’s very modest that way. You once heard her say that ‘a smile’s the perfect pay for a party well done’. All she wants in return for what she does is the knowledge that she’s made ponies happy. It’s a very touching and compassionate sentiment. You’d certainly never seen anything like that back in Manehattan, where the philosophy of ‘what goes around comes around’ usually lent itself to mutual ill feeling and squabbles.
“It’s why I worry, sometimes,” Mrs. Cake continues, “that Carrot and I don’t do enough to show how much we appreciate her for everything she does, not just for us, but for all of Ponyville. We all love her so much. We’ve never really said it to her, of course, since she has got a family of her own, but we do think of Pinkie as our daughter, and of course, Pound and Pumpkin adore her to pieces. I just want to be sure she knows just how loved she is, but I don’t know what would be enough to say so, after all that she’s done. What do you give to a pony who’s given everything and asked for nothing in return?”
You think you feel something in your eye, and a sudden tightness in your throat. Your vision suddenly goes blurry. It’s touching to hear so much heartfelt devotion from someone as full of motherly care and affection as Mrs. Cake. It stirs something in your memory, something you hadn’t recollected in a long time, something from your days before you even lived in Manehattan.
Something...bittersweet.
“I’m gonna be the best human Equestria’s ever seen, Mom! When I come back, I’ll even have my own cutie mark! Just you wait and see!”
“Dear? Are you all right?”
With a sniff, you look down. Through your blurred eyes, you can see Mrs. Cake looking up at you, concerned. She’s also laid her hoof on your arm, the way a mother would to comfort a child. You hurriedly wipe your eyes and clear your throat.
“I’m so sorry,” you say, shakily. “It’s just...hearing you talk about Pinkie like that...really touched my heart. She’s lucky to have ponies like you and Mr. Cake, who have her best interests at heart.”
Mrs. Cake still looks mildly concerned, and keeps her hoof kindly on your arm. She’s clearly been a mother too long not to realize when someone’s trying to cover something up, though she also doesn’t seem to want to press the point, much as she’d like to know. 
It’s tough pulling yourself together again after that, but somehow, with a deep breath, and another clearing of the throat, you manage to get your voice back to its natural tone, and though you can still feel where the tears had been on your cheeks, your eyes feel normal again. You have to keep your composure. This isn’t a therapy session for yourself, after all.
“I wouldn’t worry too much about Pinkie, Mrs. Cake,” you say. “I understand the feeling, worrying that what you do might not feel like enough, even if you really mean it. For someone as giving and easy to please as Pinkie, I’m sure that just knowing the ponies she helps are happy is a good reminder of how much she means to everypony.”
Mrs. Cake looks thoughtful at this, the worry ebbing away from her face. 
“If you still feel like you want to show her how much you love her,” you continue, “I’m sure something as simple as doing something she really likes would be enough. It could be as simple as making her favorite treat and surprising her with it.”
At these words, Mrs. Cake’s expression lights up, and she smiles brightly.
“Yes,” she says. “Of course! I can’t believe I didn’t think of that. What a fretful filly I’ve been. Here I was, worried that nothing would be good enough to show Pinkie our appreciation, when something simple is just as good. It’s just like it says in ‘A Hearth’s Warming Tail’: it’s not what the gift is that matters, it’s what the gift means.”
Now there’s something you hadn’t heard quoted in a long time, though it’s quite appropriate. You still make it a yearly thing to read that story at Hearth’s Warming Eve.
“Of course,” you say. “And one small thing does go a long way to making a big difference. I mean, I never would’ve thought a few ear scratches and belly rubs would lead to where I am, but here we are.”
“Oh! That’s true!”
Mrs. Cake laughs richly, and you can’t help but join in as well. She has such a jolly laugh, pleasant to listen to, the laugh that makes everything feel ten times funnier than it really is. Once you’ve both laughed to your heart’s content, you look up at the clock. It’s barely half-past by now.
“Speaking of,” you say, “we do still have some time left. Was there anything particular you wanted out of this session?”
Mrs. Cake wipes the tears of laughter from her eyes, and a faint blush colors her blue cheeks.
“Oh, well,” she says, “there is something, but it’s a silly thing, really.”
“Nothing’s too silly for affection therapy,” you say, tapping her nose gently. “What is it?”
Mrs. Cake fiddles with one earring with her hoof, looking down at her hind hooves, before finally speaking up again. It’s surprising to see her act this bashful.
“Well, I did bring these cupcakes along to apologize for being late, but I wouldn’t mind trying some of those cookies you have there. They do look tasty. Maybe with a nice long hug or a tummy rub to go with them.” she adds, in a quieter tone, the blush deepening. “It feels kind of silly, asking at my age, and to someone younger than I am.”
“It’s not silly at all,” you reassure her. “It’s your session, and that can easily be done.”
You both make a shift in your positions, so that Mrs. Cake is sitting with her back against your torso, your arms across her barrel, the plate of cookies beside you. She’s probably the heaviest pony you’ve had resting against you, which you’d previously thought was Applejack, with her combination of muscle and pudge. She’s a very soft, cuddly sort of bulky, though, and her mane smells sweet and sugary. You look down at her, and she smiles up at you.
“Comfy?” you ask.
“Yes, thank you, dear.”
With one arm, you reach for a cookie on the plate, grab a nice big one, and hold it up to her muzzle. She takes a bite out of it, considers it for a second, gives a delighted ‘Mmmm!’ and snaps up the rest from your fingers, licking the crumbs from her lips.
“Scrumptious!” she says. “Is this Pinkie’s recipe?”
“It is indeed,” you say. “Did she make it herself, or did she get it from you?”
“She made a few tweaks to my original recipe,” says Mrs. Cake. “Honestly, I think her take on them is quite a bit better. I’d say the student’s surpassed the teacher there.”
She laughs again. It’s delightful that the slightest thing can inspire her to break out that lovely laugh. She’s such a jolly pony.
With one hand on cookie duty, the other hand gets to work rubbing Mrs. Cake’s belly. Just like Pinkie’s, it feels very doughy and cushy, yet also soft and pillow-like. You can’t help but imagine little Pound and Pumpkin napping against her stomach after a long day, while she cradles them to her, singing a lullaby. It perfectly fits the motherly image she carries with her.
“How does that feel?” you ask her, after a time.
“Mmm...very soothing,” she murmurs. 
You can feel her nestling against you, settling in from the feeling of the rub. It’s remarkable how even a pony her age can be reduced to a foal-like state of contentment from such a simple gesture.
“Sometimes, when Pinkie’s feeling really sick, I rub her tummy while she’s lying in bed, and it’s always helped her feel better. She offered to do the same for me when I got sick, but I told her she didn’t need to. Now I see how it feels.”
“Belly rubs are very popular with affection therapy clients,” you say. “Maybe even more so than ear scratches.”
Mrs. Cake giggles, just before she takes a bite out of another cookie.
“It’s easy to see why,” she says, after swallowing. “It’s very relaxing, especially for a pony as big as I am.”
“You’re not that big, Mrs. Cake,” you assure her, and it’s true. You’d seen ponies bigger than her, even if only once or twice.
“Oh, you’re sweet,” says Mrs. Cake, kindly, patting your wrist, “but I know I’m not the skinniest of ponies. Getting tired out just getting here is proof enough. Plus, it’s getting a little harder for me to go everywhere that Pound and Pumpkin want me to play with them. A few days ago, we all went to the park, where there was a playhouse for foals. They wanted me to join them inside, but I could only get halfway through the door. I just had to sit there, half in and half out, playing with them, all the while worried that I was going to stay stuck.”
“Oh dear,” you say.
You have a brief mental image of Mrs. Cake’s bottom half sticking out of a playhouse door, while her top half is inside, having a tea party with her foals. Something about it makes you think of bears and rabbits, for some reason.
“Carrot and Pinkie managed to pull me out by the end, though,” says Mrs. Cake, “and we all had a good laugh about it.”
“That’s good,” you say. “I’ve known quite a few mares back in Manehattan who weren’t comfortable with being the size that they are, even if they didn’t look that big to begin with. They’d never shut up about these crazy diets that they intended to go on. There’s nothing wrong with wanting to be fit, of course, but ponies should be able to feel happy with who they are, and not feel like they need to change.”
“Exactly what I think, dear,” says Mrs. Cake, nodding. “Pleasantly plump, and proud to be. That’s what I always say.”
You smile at this, and continue to rub Mrs. Cake’s belly, while she settles in more comfortably. You offer another cookie to her, and she nibbles it down more slowly than before. Perhaps she’s getting full. She seems more content to just sit against you, enjoying the soothing sensation.
After a time, you pick up another cookie, but as you hold it to her muzzle, she shakes her head sleepily.
“I think that’s enough cookies, honey,” she says. “They’re very tasty, but I’m already getting full.”
“No trouble at all,” you say, giving her stomach a pat. “Do you want me to keep rubbing, or did you say you wanted a hug, too?”
“Mm, yes, that sounds lovely,” she says, sounding drowsy. “I wouldn’t mind a hug.”
She twists herself around so that her belly is resting against you, and she puts her forelegs around you, resting her chin on your shoulder and her cheeks against yours. You reciprocate in kind, putting your arms about her and holding her close. You feel and hear her sigh in deep contentment as she settles in. It’s a very warm, cozy feeling, the two of you sitting there, nestled up against each other.
It also feels...familiar.
“I’ll come back, Mom, I promise! I’ll tell you all about Equestria, and then we can all live there together!”
Your throat feels tight again, and your eyes are starting to sting, but you fight hard to keep it together. This is Mrs. Cake’s session, after all. You can’t bog it down with your own reminiscenses. You tighten your hug around her a little bit, almost without thinking, and you feel her return the pressure, giving you a gentle nuzzle on the cheek. Does she know?...
The clock is soon chiming the five-minute warning. Mrs. Cake releases her hold around you, and you do as well. She pulls away to smile up at you.
“Thank you, dearie,” she says. “Not just for the therapy session, but for the talk. I know just what to do for Pinkie now, and I only wish I’d realized it sooner.”
“It’s no trouble at all, Mrs. Cake,” you say, smiling back. “That’s what affection therapy’s all about: providing for everypony’s needs in their time of need.”
Mrs. Cake’s smile fades a little, and she looks a bit more serious.
“Are you doing the same for your needs as well?” she asks.
You feel as though something drops into the pit of your stomach. Her dark-pink eyes seem to be boring into your own, as though she’s trying to ride your mind.
“I can tell something’s bothering you, dear,” she continues. “I saw it earlier, when we were talking about Pinkie, and I could feel it during that hug. Call it a mother’s intuition.”
It looks like you really were that obvious. You can’t think of anything to say.
“I won’t pry, of course,” says Mrs. Cake, “but I do think you should talk to somepony about it. It’s not healthy to keep sad feelings bottled up. Even therapists need somepony to confide in, after all.”
Again, you can think of nothing to say. However, Mrs. Cake doesn’t seem bothered by this, as, with a gentle smile, she gives you another squeeze of a hug, then pats you on the cheek with her hoof. 
“Just give it some thought,” she says. “All right?”
After a pause, you nod.
“I will,” you say.
“Good,” says Mrs. Cake. “Thanks again, dearie. See you soon.”
You manage to smile again.
“You too, Mrs. Cake.”
She hops off the bed, walks to the door, and opens it up, just as a lanky yellow Earth pony stallion with an orange mane and a square jaw appears outside. It’s Mr. Cake.
“Oh!” says Mrs. Cake, pleasantly surprised. “All done, sweetheart?”
“Just finished, sugarplum,” he said. “You too?”
“Mm-hmm. I’ve got a good idea of what we can do for Pinkie, thanks to our friend here.”
Mr. Cake peers inside the room, sees you, and gives you a friendly smile. You wave in return, smiling back. Husband and wife take their leave together, closing the door behind them.
You sit there, feeling dazed. Mrs. Cake’s words are still ringing in your head.
“I can tell something’s bothering you, dear…”
“You should talk to somepony about it…”
“It’s not healthy to keep sad feelings bottled up…”
“Even therapists need somepony to confide in, after all…”
You know she’s right, but you’re not sure what you can do. Who can you talk to? You’d never told anypony about your past, beyond a few details about living in Manehattan. You hadn’t even told Rose, and you feel a guilty squirm in your stomach at the thought. What are you supposed to say, though, and who can you say it to?
How do you describe the events that led you to Equestria in the first place, and how they brought you to Ponyville?...
You give your head a shake, trying to clear it. You make a mental promise to tell somepony about all of this, to get it off your chest, but it has to be the right pony, and at the right time, and right now, you have no idea who or when. For now, though, you need to concentrate on your final affection therapy patient for the day, and as you make everything look nice and neat again, with both cookies and cupcakes sitting front and center, you wonder if this last client will give you as much food for thought as Mrs. Cake just did.
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4 o’clock draws ever closer, and you’re almost giddy with anticipation, your mind still buzzing. In the span of one afternoon, you’ve offered guidance and comfort to two best friends whose relationship had turned rocky, given one of the most entitled ponies in Ponyville someone to talk to, and perhaps helped her turn her life around, and had experienced emotions you hadn’t felt in a long time, making the last session feel just as much for you as for the pony it was meant for. Each time, you wondered what could happen to top it, and now, as you approach the final session for the day, you hardly know what to expect at this point.
The clock chimes 4, and as the last note fades away, somepony knocks at the door.
“Come in!” you call.
The door opens, and a pony you don’t recognize steps in. Whoever they are, they’ve enveloped themselves in a dark-red trench coat that extends to the hooves, keeping their cutie mark obscured as well. A broad-brimmed hat hides their mane, and a pair of dark sunglasses covers their eyes. You can’t help but stare in surprise, as you’ve never seen somepony go to such lengths to keep their identity hidden. However, you shake it off, clear your throat, and say, politely,
“Good afternoon. Your name is...Cadenza, I believe?”
At least, that’s what it says on the appointments sheet. The mystery pony gives a soft laugh.
“That’s right,” they say, in an unmistakably female voice, “though my full name is Mi Amore Cadenza.”
There’s a flare of bluish light, and the coat, hat, and sunglasses are whisked off in a twinkling. You give a start at such an abrupt disrobing, even though ponies tend to go around without clothes in the first place. 
That, however, is nothing compared to the shock you receive upon recognizing the pony underneath the disguise. Your jaw feels ready to drop straight to the floor, and quite possibly even further down. You can’t believe your eyes.
It’s none other than Princess Cadance herself!
An alicorn princess, the Princess of the Crystal Empire, at that, is standing in your very office!
You’ve never been granted an audience with any of the princesses before, never having a pretext for it. Well, of course, there’s Twilight, but she’s very casual about her status as a princess, and never insists on others treating her any differently, so that it’s often easy to forget she’s even royalty. You’ve also thought you had caught glimpses of Princess Luna while you were dreaming, but these moments have been very fleeting, and never distinct. As for Princess Celestia, you’ve only caught glimpses of her, and have never met with her in person. Twilight had been the one to handle the affairs surrounding your therapy license with her. You’ve never been given the indescribable honor of having a princess of a whole kingdom standing before you, let alone going to the trouble of coming to you in disguise.
She’s closer to your height than any pony you’ve ever met, except perhaps Big Macintosh. She’s also quite thin, even more so than the slimmest mares you’ve ever met, making them look a bit chubby in comparison. As an alicorn, she, like Twilight, has both the horn of a unicorn and the wings of a pegasus. Her coat is pale pink, with the feathers on her wings turning purple at the tips. Her long mane and tail are violet, dark pink, and pale yellow, and end in delicate curls at the ends. Her eyes are a light shade of purple, and unlike most mares, who have a rounded muzzle, hers is squared. Her cutie mark is a heart made of blue crystal, surrounded by golden brackets. However, her royal finery, including her crown, necklace, and shoes, are missing.
While you’ve never met Princess Cadance, you have heard a few details about her, mainly from Twilight. After all, who would be a better source of insight on a princess than another princess, especially when they’re in-laws?
Cadance used to be Twilight’s foalsitter when she was a filly, and is currently married to Twilight’s older brother, Shining Armor, the former Captain of the Canterlot Royal Guard. The two rule the once-vanished Crystal Empire, after it was liberated from the menace of King Sombra, and are most recently the proud parents of the first alicorn born in Equestria, making Twilight an aunt. You’ve seen pictures of this baby, named Flurry Heart, and have personally concluded that she is absolutely adorable, though her wings are very large compared to the rest of her. Besides that, Twilight never failed to stress that Cadance was one of the prettiest, kindest, and most caring ponies she had ever known.
You find yourself standing up very abruptly from the couch, only to sink onto one knee, bowing your head low. To all appearances, you’re getting ready to be knighted.
“P-Princess Cadance!” you splutter. “I...You...This...I-I don’t know what to say!”
“Shhh!”
You look up. Cadance casts a quick look at the door, as though she’s worried somepony is eavesdropping. She looks back at you with a slightly anxious expression, not so much annoyed as wary.
“Not so loud, please,” she says, quietly. “I don’t want anypony overhearing that I’m here. I came in disguise and used a pseudonym for a reason. Princesses don’t exactly go waltzing down the street in broad daylight on a normal day.”
She has a point there. She also has a very lovely, soothing voice. Not only that, but you can see what Twilight meant about her nature. She has a very kind, gentle face, the face of a devoted caregiver. Well, she was one for Twilight as a foalsitter, and now she is for her new baby. 
Somehow, the combination of her face and voice eases the tension of being in the same room with a princess, and your brain jumpstarts back into semi-working order. You stand up, though your legs are still a bit shaky.
“D-Don’t worry,” you say, still stumbling a little over your words. “This office is m-magically soundproofed, to provide protection from distractions as much as possible. Your s-secret’s safe with me..”
Cadance smiles.
“That’s good to hear,” she says. “Very considerate for your clients. Twilight’s work, I’m guessing?”
“Y-Yes.”
“She always was a genius when it came to tricky spells,” says Cadance, fondly.
You can’t argue with that. Still, the most pressing question of all is still on your mind, and you feel that it needs to be asked.
“T-To what do I owe the pleasure of your presence, Your Highness?” you ask, unable to refrain from giving another bow. “Having a princess visit is an indescribable honor, but very unexpected.”
Cadance giggles. Apparently, she’s finding this awkwardness amusing.
“You’re very kind,” she says, “but please, just call me Cadance.”
“As you wish, Prin- er, Cadance. Please, have a seat.”
You gesture towards the couch, then stand beside it without sitting down. As Cadance approaches, you hold out your hand. With a gracious smile, she lays her dainty hoof in your palm, and you help her ascend the couch before sitting beside her. Her gaze falls upon the treats still sitting on the table.
“Ooh! Cookies and cupcakes?” she says, intrigued. “You really do know how to spoil your clients.”
You grin bashfully.
“Well, I only brought the cookies,” you mumble. “The cupcakes are from Mrs. Cake.”
“Oh, really? How wonderful! That was very generous of her to send you some.”
“I quite agree.”
“May I?” she asks, pointing to the treats.
“Oh, yes!” you say. “Please, do! As much as you like!”
Smiling, Cadance levitates both a cookie and cupcake toward her in her magic. She takes a dainty bite of each, as though to test their flavors, and when it’s apparent that they’re both much to her liking, she finishes them up with gusto. She licks her lips to get the crumbs and frosting dotting them, then uses a napkin to get the rest.
“Delicious,” she says. “I had no doubt the cupcake would be, if it was from Mrs. Cake, but you’ve got some excellent cookie skills.”
“Thank you,” you say, humbly. “It’s Pinkie Pie’s recipe.”
“Ah, of course,” says Cadance. “She’s quite the treat-maker herself. I’ve always loved sweets, though you probably can’t tell just by looking at me.”
She puts a hoof to her flat belly.
“Celestia and Luna are the same, really,” she says. “They’ve both got pretty big appetites. You need one when you attend royal feasts and banquets, not to mention all the cake Celestia eats, but they never look like they gain a pound afterwards. I guess alicorns are just meant to be tall and skinny when they get old enough. I think Twilight feels a little envious about it, honestly. She told me she feels fat looking at us, but I’ve told her she shouldn’t worry about the shape she’s in. She’s perfect the way she is.”
“She certainly is,” you say.
You’re definitely feeling a lot more at ease around Cadance now that she’s made herself comfortable. It’s still a wild feeling to be talking so casually with another princess, but the shock has begun wearing off little by little.
“So, Cadance,” you say, “you’re interested in affection therapy?”
“I am!” says Cadance, brightly. “Twilight told me all about it, how she was helping a human start a revolutionary new practice in Ponyville. Celestia confirmed it with me when she said she’d given her royal approval to appoint Equestria’s first-ever affection therapist. In her last letter, Twilight said that that same therapist would be starting at the Ponyville spa. The opportunity seemed perfect, so I decided to sign up, under a pseudonym, of course. Nopony would believe I was here for anything but important business if they saw me as I was. Such is the way of royalty, I’m afraid.”
“I suppose so,” you say. “I’m afraid someone like me wouldn’t know what that feels like. No one exactly comes running to greet you when you’re a human surrounded by ponies. I’ve certainly never had that happen to me.”
You try to say this as casually as possible, and yet the slightest hint of bitterness seeps into your tone as you say this. Cadance gives you a quizzical look, but doesn’t say anything.
“I have to say,” you continue, “I’m a little surprised that a princess like yourself would choose something as simple as affection therapy. I was under the impression that you already had royal masseuses or the like to ease away the stress of a day on the throne.”
“Well, I do,” says Cadance, “but I was in the mood to try something different. I love living in the Crystal Empire, but for me, life’s become a little…”
She pauses, waving her hoof vaguely as she tries to find the right word to use.
“Tiring?” you ask, helpfully.
“That’s one word for it,” says Cadance. “Tiring, predictable, even, dare I say it, downright boring. Everypony thinks the life of a princess is full of glamor and splendor, being able to do whatever you want, sitting in the lap of luxury, as whatever you decide what to do for your kingdom becomes law the second you speak it. I’m not saying I don’t enjoy being a princess, and it greatly warms my heart to know that ponies look up to me, but there’s days when I just want to be a pony, and not just a princess. I have a life outside the throne room, with my amazing husband and darling foal, and I feel like I don’t get to indulge in that life as much as I’d like.”
Hearing her speak so frankly about the caveats that come with a royal life is rather surprising, and yet quite refreshing. She may be one of the rulers of an entire empire, but she’s also a wife and mother who just wants to have some measure of domestic normalcy in her life. It really does remind you a lot of Twilight.
“Sure, I think I can understand that,” you say. “I’d imagine anyone would feel overwhelmed from living the life of a celebrity for too long. I guess I never really thought about it at great length, and it’s just one of those things many of us tend to take for granted when we fantasize. The only celebrities I’ve ever known are Twilight and her friends, and to all appearances, they all live normal lives, apart from the adventures they go on.”
“Exactly,” says Cadance. “Twilight’s told me before that she was lucky to have me as a foalsitter, and now feels even luckier to have me as a sister-in-law, but in all honesty, I’m the one who feels truly lucky to have her in my life. She’s never let the fact that she’s a hero of Equestria go to her head. She’s remained as kind and as humble as she was when I foalsat for her, when she thought she was just a ‘regular old unicorn’.”
Well, you’ve never known Twilight when she was a unicorn, but you find it both astonishing and amusing that any creature blessed with magical powers could ever think to consider themselves ‘regular’. The glowing praise Cadance has for her, as well as the fondness with which she brought up Shining Armor and Flurry Heart makes you feel pretty warm inside as well.
“Oh, but, listen to me just ramble on like that,” says Cadance, sounding slightly embarrassed. “I came here to try out a new type of therapy, not talk my therapist’s ear off.”
“Nonsense,” you say. “Nothing wrong with wanting to talk. It’s your session, after all. I had one client in here earlier who only really needed someone to talk to, along with a hug. So, whatever you want done during your time here is up to you.”
Cadance smiles at you. It’s a very kind, sisterly smile, and makes the warmth inside you redouble.
“Well, the first thing Twilight mentioned when talking about affection therapy was ear scratches. I’d love to start with that and see what it’s like.”
“Certainly,” you say, brightly. “And please, make yourself comfortable, if you’d prefer to have it while sitting or lying down.”
Cadance settles herself more comfortably against the back part of the couch, giving her shoulders a cute little shimmy as she snuggles in deeper. Reaching up, and still hardly believing you’re doing this for a princess, you start gently rubbing the base of her ear. She doesn’t display the look of surprise, followed by the dreamily slackened expression that ponies normally show at the sensation. Instead, her eyes close gradually, her smile becomes a little more pronounced, and she sighs softly.
“That feels wonderful,” she murmurs. “All of the trips I’ve made to the royal spa, and I’ve never felt anything like this before.”
Nopony ever seems to have felt anything like it before. That’s why the sensation always comes across as a surprising yet pleasant feeling for them. You’ve yet to meet a pony who doesn’t like the feeling of a good scritch behind the ears. Not yet, anyway.
As Cadance soaks in the feeling as you continue, you reach up with your other hand and stroke her chin. Her other ear flicks, and she gives a soft ‘mmmm’. Then, her head tilts, not upwards, as ponies usually do when given a chin scratch, but sideways, so that her cheek is resting against your shoulder. 
This is a rather rare reaction, as the only other pony who’s ever done that outside of a hug is Rose, and that was from the first time you gave her a chin scratch. You’re a bit wary of her horn, but she seems conscious enough to make sure it doesn’t poke you, even if it is rather close within your field of vision. Unprecedented as it is, you decide to roll with it, and continue to rub beneath her chin. She snuggles in deeper, one hoof draped over your free arm. Her voluminous mane gives off a very sweet scent, something that reminds you of both flowers and candy, though it’s hard to pin down which one distinctly.
Eventually, you ease off, and almost as if that were the trigger, she slowly slides down until she’s lying across your lap. The jolt seems to have awakened her, as her eyes flutter, and she turns until she’s on her back, looking up at you with her hooves tucked to her chest. No matter how many times you see ponies in this pose, it never gets any less cute, even if it’s from a princess.
“I hope I didn’t startle you by stopping,” you say.
“Oh, no, not at all,” she says. “I’m feeling in the mood for a belly rub anyways.”
“As you wish, Your Highness,” you say, grinning, punctuating it with a tap on the nose.
She giggles, scrunching her muzzle up, then boops you in return, not just with one hoof, but both, one after the other.
“What was that?” you ask, laughing.
“A royal double-boop,” says Cadance, playfully. “Shining Armor came up with it one day when he was playing with Flurry. He booped her nose, and she booped him with both hooves, so we named it the royal double-boop.”
“Very cute,” you say, approvingly, and she smiles.
You lay your hand on her slender middle and began gently rubbing up and down. She is, by far, the skinniest pony you’ve ever given a belly rub to, even compared to ponies like Rose or Rarity. However, there’s a very soft, almost downy feel to her smooth coat, which leads you to wonder what kind of beauty products royals use to keep them looking so pretty and clean. There are several ponies here in Ponyville, especially those who frequent the spa, who seem to have softer and brighter coats than other ponies, though the distinction is only just visible.
Cadance’s eyes close as you begin rubbing, and she nestles in deeper across your lap. Once again, the fact that the pony displaying this foal-like behavior is the princess of an entire kingdom is astounding. It’s true what she said: at the end of the day, princesses are ponies like any other, and they want to be able to enjoy some more modest and humble comforts than the extravagances that are heaped upon them. It makes more sense than ever why she’d want to come in disguise, and hide the fact that she was attending an affection therapy session. You can only imagine what the public would say if it was reported that the princess of the Crystal Empire had come down to Ponyville for ear scratches and belly rubs. The press would have a field day.


As you continue to rub, she gently shifts over to her right, so that she’s nestled more snugly against you, rather than simply lay stretched across your legs. She seems to derive more comfort from being in close contact than from a distance. While it gives you the adorable impression of a foal settling in while having a nice dream, it also puts you in mind of something else Twilight has told you about Cadance. 
Her magical talent involves spreading love and happiness to others, especially those in great need of it. If two friends or a couple were arguing, she’d use her magic to reaffirm the bond of friendship or love between them, and remind them of the bond they share with each other. It isn’t controlling what ponies are thinking, per se, but simply giving them a little nudge to remind them that they shouldn’t jeopardize their relationship over petty squabbles. It’s a very compassionate power to possess and use for others, and it's a small wonder why Cadance is also known as the Princess of Love. She’s been a foalsitter, a princess, and now she’s a wife, a sister-in-law, and a mother.
A mother…
A mother’s love...
Your hand briefly pauses. Once again, unbidden, a memory long thought forgotten rises to the forefront of your brain, and your eyes start to sting, your throat tightening.
“Mom...I’ve been writing to you every week to tell you what I’ve been learning in Equestria...Every letter you send back, I read and reread at least a dozen times. It makes me remember what I left behind, where I left you...This is the first week where I’ve written, and you haven’t written back...Maybe the post pony got delayed or something. I’ll still be waiting for your reply, Mom. I’ll wait as long as it takes, for that, and for the day when we can all live in Equestria together…”
And then, with a sharp, jarring pang, you hear his voice again.
“You’re still thinking about that? Just let it go. She’s never gonna write to you again. That’s a fact, so accept it. It’s what everypony here has to learn eventually, to let it go and move on with their lives. If you can’t even do that, you’ve got no business being here. And you call yourself a therapist…”
You don’t recall if you shouted out loud or not. At the very least, you heard your own voice inside your head. All that you know is that when you regain your senses, you’re sitting stock-still, your hand still frozen from when you were rubbing Cadance’s belly, tears stinging your eyes and dotting your cheeks.
Cadance!
You give your head a shake to try and clear it. Why did that have to happen now? It was bad enough when you lost yourself in front of Mrs. Cake, but now you had to go distracted in front of a princess? What must she think of you? Would she think you ruined her session by getting weepy?
When you see her, however, she doesn’t look angry or annoyed. On the contrary, she’s sitting up so that she’s more or less on eye-level with you. There’s deep concern in those light purple eyes of hers, a motherly concern, not unlike what Mrs. Cake showed you when you blanked out on her.
“Are you all right?” she asks, gently.
You hurriedly wipe at your eyes, but you know perfectly well she’s already seen, and that it’s pointless to try and hide it. You want to say ‘I’m fine’, but you know she won’t buy it. Mrs. Cake didn’t.
“I’m...sorry about that,” you say. “I’ve had...a lot on my mind lately. I’m terribly sorry about that, if I’ve spoiled your session.”
“Oh, no, no,” says Cadance, shaking her head. “You haven’t done anything wrong. I felt you stop, and when I looked up, you looked like you’d been mesmerized, and you were...you were crying.”
She places her hooves on your shoulders, looking you straight in the eye.
“I know it’s not my business, but if there’s something troubling you, and you need somepony to talk to…”
She doesn’t finish, but you know what she’s offering. It’s exactly what Mrs. Cake had put in your mind before she left: to find somepony to confide in. Was Princess Cadance that pony, however? Could you confidently reveal what’s been bothering you to a princess you only just met? You’d never even told Twilight, or Rose, for that matter.
“I...I don’t really know,” you mumble. “It’s nothing to do with you, Cadance, It’s just that my...my personal problems shouldn’t bleed into my job. This is about other ponies, after all, not me. It’s very...very unprofessional of me, and I-”
Before you can finish, you feel a pair of soft but strong forelegs wrap around you, enveloping you in a warm hug. Then, a pair of soft and fluffy wings surround you, adding to the warmth. You feel Cadance rest her chin on your shoulder, her cheek resting against yours.
“Shhh,” she whispers. “It’s all right.”
Your eyes start to water anew, but you say nothing. Automatically, you put your arms around her in return, and the two of you sit there, in a close and quiet embrace. You can feel her gently rubbing your back with one hoof.
“You shouldn’t be afraid of being unprofessional,” she says, softly. “You have feelings just like anypony who comes to see you. You’re...well, you’re not ‘pony’, but you are ‘human’.”
But how can you be the counselor ponies need when you have worries of your own? What kind of therapist needs a therapist themselves? These questions bounce in your head, but you’re unable to give voice to them at that moment. You just sit there, almost entranced by the power of the hug.
“I know what it’s like to feel like your duty always comes before yourself,” Cadance continues. “Ponies expect you to act a certain way, and they expect a lot from you that often puts what you want and what you need to the side. It creates this unrealistic image of who you are and what to expect of you. That’s why you need to find the right balance between what others want and what you want.”
“And...how do you do it?” you ask, croakily.
“It hasn’t been easy, knowing where to draw the line,” says Cadance, “but it became easier once I had Flurry Heart. It’s why I came down here, actually. I decided that this was something I wanted to do, even if it meant putting aside royal duties for the day. I still have an obligation to my subjects, but I also have an obligation to myself. The same applies to you and your clients.”
You have no reply to this. You’re stunned by the wisdom in Cadance’s words. She’s clearly speaking from experience, being a princess, a wife, and a mother all at once. The fact that he could so easily compare the life of royalty to the life of a commoner like yourself is quite astounding as well. She truly sees you not just as a subject, but as an equal.
You take a deep breath, strengthen the hug ever so slightly, and say,
“I...I can’t promise I’ll have the strength to tell you everything, but...but I’ll try.”
You feel Cadance nuzzle you gently.
“That’s just fine,” she says. “Do the best you can.”
You take another deep breath, let it out slowly, then continue.
“It...it doesn’t feel easy, being a human among ponies. Ponyville has been nothing but wonderful for me, and it’s been more than I feel I deserve, since moving from Manehattan.”
“Has anypony made you feel undeserving of appreciation there?” Cadance asks.
You pause. That kind of question really hit home.
“...You could say that,” you say. “Ever since I came to Equestria, I’ve had...certain ponies making me feel...discouraged, unwelcome...Like I’d never amount to anything…”
You feel Cadance’s grip strengthen.
“It’s been a long time since I left that kind of...toxic environment,” you say, “but...it still haunts me, along with...other things...Certain voices taunting me in my head...And memories of...of someone dear to me…”
Your voice catches at the end of this. Cadance stays silent for a moment, then she whispers,
“I’m so sorry.”
She gently pulls away from you to look you in the face, her own full of gentle sadness and compassion.
“Did I remind you of this someone?”
You feel your throat tighten again. You don’t want to make her feel guilty by saying ‘yes’, but she doesn’t sound like you were accusing her of anything.
“...You did,” you mumble. “You and Mrs. Cake did.”
Cadance looks a little startled at this, no doubt wondering where she and Mrs. Cake both fit in. Then, it seems to click in her mind, and her eyes widen in shock. She puts a hoof to her mouth, and you see the beginning of tears in her own eyes.
“You poor thing…” she whispers. “I’m so, so sorry…”
“It’s not your fault,” you say, hurriedly. “I was just blown away, you see. Blown away by the bond ponies like you and her share with the ponies in their lives: your husbands, your friends, your families, and your children. It reminded me of that...when I still had it…”
Cadance continues to look at you with compassion and pity in her teary eyes. You feel like there’s more you could be saying, but you feel like you’ve already done more than enough, letting your personal problems override what was supposed to be her therapy session.
“I’m sorry,” you say. “This was meant to be your affection therapy session, and here I am, letting my own worries interfere with it. You don’t deserve that.”
“Don’t say that,” says Cadance. “You’ve done nothing wrong, and I’m not angry or disappointed. This was clearly something you needed to get off your chest, and I feel glad that you felt confident enough to confide in me as much as you felt you could. That’s one of our many duties as princesses: to hear out ponies’ problems and offer the help we can.”
She says this with a smile, and you can’t help but feel one come to you as well.
“I do think you need someone to fully confide in, though,” says Cadance, a bit more soberly. “I might know somepony who knows a thing or two about battling inner demons, and I can ask for her advice on your behalf, if that’s all right. Of course, the best time she’d be able to reach out to you is in the evening. I hope you don’t mind.”
You blink in surprise. She knows somepony like that? Who could it possibly be?
“S-Sure,” you say. “That’s very kind of you.”
Cadance’s smile returns.
“Good,” she says. “I’m just glad I was able to be here for you, and you did make me feel very relaxed during that session. I might have to convince Shining Armor to come for a session himself. He’s a lovable goofball, but he overworks himself sometimes, like a certain somepony we both know.”
The two of you laugh. You know exactly who she’s talking about. You definitely feel more at ease now, after that little episode of yours.
The clock chimes the five minute warning, and the pair of you look up at it.
“I’d better get back in disguise,” says Cadance. “‘Cadenza’ walked in, so ‘Cadenza’ has to walk out.”
“Right,” you say. “Listen, Cadance, I’d be more than happy to give you another session one day, hopefully one where the patient doesn’t have to counsel the therapist.”
You say this last part a bit guiltily, but Cadance just giggles.
“It’s fine, really. Like I said, I’m just happy to have been able to help.”
Her expression becomes noticeably more tender, and, to your surprise, she gives you a gentle kiss on the forehead, followed by a warm nuzzle.
“Thank you, and take care,” she says. “I hope you find the help you need. You deserve it, for all the help you give others.”
You feel at a loss for words for a moment or two, and by the time you manage to stammer out a ‘thank you’, Cadance has already put on her disguise and headed for the door. She pauses, nudges her sunglasses down so you can see her eyes, gives you a wink and a smile, then steps out of the office, shutting the door behind her, leaving you to yourself and your numerous thoughts.
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		Princess Luna (Part 1)



The clock is now showing 5. Your first day as a spa-appointed affection therapist has come to an end at last. Has it really only been one afternoon? It feels like days at least, from the myriad of emotions and experiences that happened in that office. And you’ll be doing the same tomorrow, too. It’s surreal to think about.
Still feeling dazed, you tidy up your office, though nothing is particularly out of order, gather up the remaining cookies and cupcakes, then take your leave out into the main hallway. Setting the treats down on a bench for just a moment, you take a stop in the restroom. 
After washing your hands, you splash some water in your face and look at yourself. Your eyes look a little red and puffy from crying earlier, though you can imagine you looked worse than you do now. There’s not much to do about it now, so you dry your hands and face, then head back out into the hallway, taking the treats with you.
In the lobby, you come across Aloe and Lotus, who smile at the sight of you.
“Hello again,” says Aloe.
“We witnessed several satisfied ponies coming from their appointments with you,” said Lotus.
“It seems like you have had a very successful day today,” says Aloe.
“Well done,” the two say in unison.
You can’t help but smile at their praise.
“I’m just happy to lend my talents where they’re needed,” you say.
Their smiles fade a little as they look at you.
“Is everything all right?” Lotus asks, in mild concern.
“Have you been crying?” asks Aloe, delicately.
Of course they would notice. It would’ve been hard not to.
“I suppose I have,” you say, ruefully. “I know I must look like a poor sight, but I was rather affected by what some of my clients had to say.”
It was true, after all. Thankfully, this answer seems to satisfy them, as they say no more on the subject.
“Therapy is a private matter,” says Aloe, “so we shall not pry. We can only hope that it brings more smiles than it does tears.”
“Oh, it does, rest assured,” you say.
“Well then, we will see you again tomorrow at noon,” says Lotus.
“Thank you, Aloe, Lotus,” you say. “Before I go, would either of you care for a cookie or cupcake?”
You offer the treats you’re holding, and the two ponies look delighted.
“Oh, thank you!”
“Do not mind if I do!”
Aloe takes a cookie, and Lotus takes a cupcake, and with a ‘good night’ between the three of you, you walk out of the spa. As you step outside, you very nearly walk into somepony. Looking down, you see none other than Rose, smiling up at you.
“Rosie!” you cry, in delighted surprise. “What are you doing here?”
“I had to come see you after your first day at the spa,” she said, “to congratulate you and see how it went. I would’ve signed up for a session myself, but you’ve already given me so much that I couldn’t bear to take the chance away from somepony else.”
“You always were compassionate that way,” you say, kindly, making her blush. “Today went really well, I think,” you add, as you start walking alongside her. “I can’t really go into details, though. Client confidentiality and all that.”
“Oh, sure, I understand,” says Rose, nodding. “I can’t help but wonder who you might’ve seen on your first day, though. I saw some interesting sights out in the market today, while I was running the flower stall with the girls.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. For example, Lyra’s been kind of moody lately, so I wasn’t surprised to see her going towards the spa. When she came back, she looked a bit more cheerful, and stopped to talk with me. I guess Bon Bon had the same idea, since she went to the spa today as well, about an hour after I saw Lyra head that way, and she looked down as well.”
“Is that so?”
“Uh-huh. Lyra sat by the fountain for a while, and then Bon Bon showed up and sat by her. I didn’t catch everything they were saying, but it sounded like they were apologizing to each other for something. Then they both just started crying and hugging each other, and after, they just sat side by side, nestled up against each other, looking happier than I’d seen them in days.”
She looks at you knowingly.
“You had something to do with it, I’m sure.”
“Can’t say,” you say, shrugging, though you find it hard to suppress a smirk.
“I get you,” said Rose, nodding. “But that wasn’t even the strangest sight. I saw Spoiled Rich walk by about an hour after that. She didn’t seem herself today.”
“Oh no?”
“No. She usually walks about with her head held high, looking all smug and high-and-mighty, but today, she looked kind of...distracted, like she had a lot on her mind. I still said hello to her as she passed, and I think it startled her. She mumbled something back, and then just kept walking. It was weird.”
“That does sound unlike her,” you say.
“I know, right? And then Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon showed up together. School must’ve let out by then. Diamond Tiara greeted her mom, and Spoiled Rich just paused, looking down at her with that same distracted look. Then, in front of everypony, she pulled her daughter into a hug.”
“Is that right?” you ask.
“Filly Guides’ honor,” says Rose, seriously. “Diamond Tiara seemed pretty startled, and Silver Spoon looked like she didn’t know what was going on, but eventually, Diamond hugged her in return, and looked a little happier too. Then the three walked off together, and it sounded like they were having a pleasant talk.”
“That sounds pretty wild, coming from Spoiled Rich, of all ponies,” you say.
“I know! It certainly made for good conversation with Daisy and Lily.”
“I’ll bet.”
You don’t say it out loud, but you can’t help but marvel at the information Rose has just related to you. Did your sessions with Lyra, Bon Bon, and Spoiled Rich really produce such quick results in only a few hours? You hadn’t had much doubt that the first two would be able to patch things up, as they were both very much willing to after their time with you, but you hadn’t expected Spoiled Rich to try acting better so soon.
“Everything ok?”
You give a start. You didn’t realize how long you had gone without saying anything, but it must’ve been enough for Rose to notice. You look down at her, and see that she is regarding you with mild concern.
“Of course,” you say, almost automatically.
Rose looks unconvinced.
“Are you sure? Your eyes look a little red. Have you been crying?”
Of course she would notice. Rose has eyes that can spot a single aphid crawling along the stem of a flower.
“I suppose I have,” you say. “Things got a little emotional in those sessions.”
“Oh, I see,” says Rose, nodding in understanding. “I guess ponies who need affection therapy might have some things to get off their chests. Then again, I’m one to talk.”
She averts her gaze, a faint blush redding her pale cheeks. You feel sure you know what she’s talking about.
“It’s ok, Rosie,” you say. “I really don’t mind. It’s always been a comfort that ponies feel comfortable confiding their troubles in me, even when I’m little better than a stranger to some.”
Rose looks up at you again, and she smiles.
“That’s because you’re such a sweet guy, and it’s easy to talk to you,” she says, nuzzling up to your side.
“Shucks,” you say, bashfully, giving her a pat on the head. “I don’t think I can ever get used to compliments like that, but I appreciate it all the same.”
Rose giggles.
“Wanna go grab some dinner?” she asks. “Celebrate your first day as a spa affection therapist?”
“That sounds like a great idea,” you say. “And afterwards, I still have some therapy session treats for dessert.”
“Oooh, lovely,” says Rose. “You really spoil everypony when you make sweets to give them, but in a good way, just like affection therapy itself.”
Smiling, you pat her head, and the two of you walk on, side by side.
***

That night, you lie awake in bed, trying to will yourself to fall asleep, but to no avail. All of the events of today are still whirling about in your mind, making it difficult to settle your thoughts. It’s not simply the thrill of having completed your first day at the spa, or the joy of helping Lyra and Bon Bon patch up their friendship, or even the surprise of managing to unearth a hidden good side in Spoiled Rich. What’s more prominent in your mind is what happened with Mrs. Cake and Princess Cadance.
You do not possess a heart of stone, of course. As you yourself told Rose just this evening, you have often been moved by the plights and worries of others, especially when they feel they can trust you enough to confide them to you. You have often felt on the verge of tears at these times, though you always strove to maintain as much professionalism as you can, while giving ponies a shoulder to cry on and an arm to comfort them. 
But today, you allowed yourself to be led into the opposite end of this therapist/client relationship. You became the one in need of comfort and reassurance, from memories you had long thought behind you. It was Mrs. Cake and Cadance who had reminded you of them, through no fault of their own.
Because they’re mothers.
Because they remind you of her.
You cover your eyes with your hands, letting out a deep sigh. How long are you going to allow these feelings to eat away at you? How long do you intend to go before you confide how you feel in someone you trust? You haven’t even told Rose, and she’s been your first, best, and dearest friend. How long are you going to keep her, of all ponies, in the dark, when she should have been the first pony who comes to mind?
And how long is that voice, his voice, going to torment you, to fill you with doubt, to remind you of what you left behind?...
At long last, you find yourself drifting off into sleep.
***

At first, you’re unsure where you are. Everything seems foggy, with no distinct shapes. Then, your surroundings start coming into focus, and you know exactly where you are.
You’re standing in the sitting room of your old house. Even after so many years away, you remember every detail of it, from the shelves full of knick knacks on the walls to the cuckoo clock above the fireplace. As you look about, taking it all in, you give a start. 
Sitting in the old, worn armchair before the fireplace...is your mother.
She’s just as you remember her: a thin woman with long brown hair, a bright twinkle in her brown eyes. At first, you think she’s reading a book in her lap. However, as you step closer, you see that she’s talking to someone: a little boy, no older than 10, kneeling before her.
...It’s you.
“I’m gonna be the best human Equestria’s ever seen, Mom! When I come back, I’ll even have my own cutie mark! Just you wait and see!”
His mom chuckles.
“That would be wonderful.”
“I just hope the pony they send to live here is nice.”
“I’m sure he will be. From what it sounds like, he’s very eager to come here.”
“I wish I could get to know him before we had to swap. It’d be like having a brother.”
“Well, if all goes well, we can keep in contact with him after.”
“That’d be great! And maybe, maybe while I’m in Equestria, I can learn magic like the unicorns, and then you wouldn’t need to...to see the doctor all the time…”
The enthusiasm in his voice fades, and he becomes very quiet. His mother smiles gently and runs her fingers through his hair.
“It’s ok, dear. It’s sweet of you to think of me that way, but I’ll be all right. You just focus on your time there, all right?”
The boy’s silent for a moment. Then, he looks up into his mother’s eyes and nods.
“I will, Mom.”
“That’s my boy. It’s just going to feel very different without you around.”
“I’ll come back, Mom, I promise! I’ll tell you all about Equestria, and then we can all live there together!”
“That sounds lovely, dear. I’d like that very much.”
The scene fades. 
The boy now stands in a different, but still familiar, living room, less tidy and comforting than his old one. Two grown ponies stand before him, their faces obscured in shadow.
“You want to learn magic?”
You know that male voice only too well. How could you possibly forget, when it’s been ringing in your head for so long?
“Uh-huh,” the boy says. “When I go back home, I wanna be able to make my mom feel better again. I know I’m not a unicorn, but I still wanna learn. You can do magic without needing a horn, right?”
The voice laughs derisively, and the boy’s face falls.
“Boy, did we get saddled with a real winner here,” the voice says, scornfully. “A human who wants to learn magic? We exchanged our boy for this?”
“Don’t be so rude, dear,” admonishes a kinder, female voice. “He only wants to help his mother. I think it’s sweet that he wants to learn. And he is here to learn about Equestria, after all.”
One of the figures stoops down and strokes his hair kindly.
“We’ve certainly never heard of a human learning to do magic, but that doesn’t mean it can’t be done. We’ll see what we can do while you’re with us, honey.”
The boy’s face lights up again.
“Really? Thank you!”
“Hmph,” grunts the male voice. “If he wants to set himself up for disappointment, fine by me.”
The scene fades again. Now the boy is seated at a writing desk, with books stacked untidily around him, each bearing elaborate and even faded titles, all having to do with magic. He’s writing a letter, and he looks serious, not to mention worried.
The scene shifts once more, and now you see the boy kneeling in front of a bed, his head buried in his arms.
He’s crying.
An opened letter lies forgotten beside him. The words are blotched, the paper damp with fallen tears. You can’t see the letter, but the words are imprinted in your mind, and you remember them vividly.
Words of apology and sympathy.
...Words about your mother.
Behind the boy stands the same two figures as before. One of them kneels beside him and rests their hoof on his shoulder. The other remains standing where they are.
“Let it all out, dear,” the female voice says. “It’s all right. We’re here for you.”
“He’d better let it all out,” said the male voice, coldly. “I don’t want anything lingering after.”
“Dear!” says the female voice, reproachfully. “Can’t you see he’s grieving? Would it kill you to show even the slightest bit of compassion?”
“He’s got to accept that what’s done is done,” said the male voice. “No one wants to see it happen, of course, but what’s the point of crying about it? If he really wants to do well by his mom, would she want him to sit there sobbing and moping for the rest of his life?”
“Of course not, but you could do something for him now. He needs reassurance. He needs comfort.”
“What he needs is to learn that this is the way of things. He needs to let it go and move on with his life, just like the rest of us. We never should’ve let him fill his head with fanciful ideas about learning magic. No one’s ever heard of a human doing magic, because it never will be done. And he thought he was gonna make his mom feel all better by learning. What a fairy tale ending that would’ve been.”
“That’s enough! If you’re just going to stand there and make him feel worse, leave the room!”
“Fine, fine. I’ll leave him to you. We’re gonna have to make arrangements now that he can’t go back…”
The scene fades once more, and you find yourself once again in an empty, shapeless void. You can feel your breathing catch in your throat, and your cheeks feel wet.
You’re alone.
...No.
You’re not alone.
There’s something else there.
From out of the shadows, the figure of the faceless male pony comes into focus. Except, he’s larger, much larger than before, a giant, towering over you. Though you crane your face to look up at it, you still can’t make anything out on his face. And yet, you can feel a cold, pitiless stare aimed down at you.
“So naive, even now…”
“You know it was never going to work. Humans never could do real magic, and they never will. Did you think you could just wave your hands, say some nonsense, and your mom would be all better? Save those kinds of wishes for the stars, kid.”
You shut your eyes and cover your ears, trying to block the spiteful words sending their poison into your brain, but it’s as loud and present as ever.
“She’s gone, and she’s never coming back. That’s just how it is. Move on. There was nothing you could’ve done for her anyway. In this world, it’s everypony for themselves. Not just in the big city, but anywhere. You never know when life’s gonna take a wrong turn for you, so it’s best to look out for no one but yourself. Let other ponies deal with their own problems. Besides, it’s not like your precious ‘affection therapy’ would’ve kept her around or brought her back if you knew it then. But now you can just wile away, giving ponies scratches and rubs to make them feel better. That’s the only magic you’ll ever be able to do, and it still won’t fix a thing…”
You fall on your knees, eyes still shut tight, hands still pressed over your ears. You feel as if the walls of a box are closing in around you. 
Why won’t it go away? Why won’t it stop? Why won’t he leave you alone? 
You’re not in Manehattan anymore! You’re in Ponyville! Ponyville is not Manehattan! Ponies in Ponyville aren’t ponies in Manehattan!
“Try and block me out all you want, kid. Face it, you’re who you are because of me. You left Manehattan because of me. You took up this silly practice in some feeble attempt to spite me, to prove me wrong. You know it, but you won’t admit it. But I’m not going anywhere. You’re stuck with me, forever!”
That ‘forever’ booms out like the explosion of a cannon, shaking you to your very core. You cry out, though whether out loud or in your head, you’re not sure.
“NO!!”
And in that instant, everything changes.
The air feels...calmer, lighter. It’s as if the box that had previously been trying to crush you has suddenly expanded.
The voice has also been silenced.
You open your eyes and look up. The towering figure has disappeared.
Your surroundings have also changed. Instead of an indistinct void, you now sit in the midst of a sea of stars against a deep, velvety sky. The sight is...soothing, relaxing.
A bright flash of light temporarily blinds you, as though one of the stars had expanded. As it clears, you can see a new figure approaching you, one much smaller than the terrible being that had loomed over you.
In the next instant, you recognize who it is, even before she speaks, in a tranquil and refined voice, one full of both nobility and gentility. 
“Greetings, human of Equestria. Long have I hoped to meet you.”
You find your voice at last.
“P-Princess Luna!”
And so it is.
Princess Luna, co-ruler of Equestria, and the princess who governs the night.
You’ve glimpsed Luna before, fleetingly, within some of your dreams, but should you have had the subconscious presence to take a second look, she would already have been gone. You do know that it’s her duty to visit the realm of dreams, watching over ponies as they sleep, and protecting them from nightmares. It certainly sounds like a difficult job, since anything is possible in dreams.
Luna’s a tall alicorn, bigger than Princess Cadance. Her coat is dark blue, as are her eyes. She has an inky splotch of black on her flanks, decorated with a white crescent moon for a cutie mark. Her mane and tail are both a lighter shade of blue from her coat, but they’re speckled with star-like dots, and translucent at the edges, making them look like nebulae in outer space. She has a calm and benevolent face, full of wisdom and care.
You can hardly believe your fortune. You met Princess Cadance earlier, and now you’re face to face with Princess Luna. You struggle to your feet, your legs shaking quite a bit, and you bow rather clumsily.
“I-It’s an honor to meet you at last, Your Highness.”
“Likewise. I had hoped, sooner or later, that I should get the chance to speak with you, even if it is within the confines of a dream.”
“I’m glad this is only a dream,” you say, grimly.
The memory of the faceless monster is still vivid, to the point where you can’t help looking about, wondering if it’s still lingering somewhere. Luna observes this and smiles faintly.
“Be at ease. We are alone.”
“Good,” you say with a sigh. “It’s a comfort being in your noble presence, princess.”
“Thank you,” says Luna, kindly, before her smile fades into a sober expression. “I have seen that you are in need of comfort and counsel yourself. You are troubled, dear human. Troubled by demons of your past.”
You give no answer to this. It’s only natural Luna would have noticed. It’s her duty to patrol dreams, after all. She would’ve seen everything. Even so, you can’t be the only creature in Equestria having bad dreams. What’s made her choose now of all times to visit you?
...And then it hits you.
“Forgive me for asking, Your Highness,” you say, “but did Princess Cadance speak to you about...about me?”
Luna nods.
“She did. She told me of the wonderful care she was given under your healing hands. She also confided in me about the worries that you were beset with. She believed that I could offer words of guidance, as we are kindred spirits.”
You stare at her, dumbfounded.
“Us?” you say at last. “What do you mean? I’m just a simple human, Your Highness, and you’re...well, you’re the Princess of the Night.”
Luna giggles softly.
“You are exceedingly humble and polite,” she says, “but I can assure you, we have quite a bit in common. We both seek to ease the anxieties of ponies, for example. You do so through affection therapy, and I do through my patrolling of the Dream Realm.”
Huh. You’d never thought about that before, but when she puts it that way, it makes a certain degree of sense.
“And,” Luna continues, in a more somber tone, “we also have difficulty quieting the voices of the past in our heads.”
Your mouth falls open, and you stare at her in silence. There is a look of wistful pain in her beautiful eyes.
“Do you recall the tale of Nightmare Moon?” she asks.
Nightmare Moon? Well, of course. Ponies growing up are all told the tale of Nightmare Moon, or the Mare in the Moon. Even when you were a child, learning about Equestria, you read that old tale, and even learned the shocking truth that Princess Luna herself had been Nightmare Moon, many years ago. It was proof that not all fairy tales are just, well, fairy tales. Why was the princess bringing this up, though?
Without giving voice to any of this, you nod, and Luna continues.
“For the longest time, I’ve been plagued by the memory of what I had done. I was driven by anger, hurt, and selfishness, believing that I was not as beloved as my sister. Ponies basked in the light of day, and hid themselves away when the sun set and the moon rose. I believed myself less important, less loved because of that, and I let those thoughts fester, until they became a voice in my head, a voice that both did and did not belong to me. It consumed me, turning me into Nightmare Moon.”
Slowly, comprehension dawns on you, and you begin to understand why she’s talking about this.
“Even after I returned to myself, and after I was forgiven for what I had done, I still felt the pain and regret of my actions. There was still a voice in my head, but it had changed. It no longer tried to tell me what I deserved, but admonished me for my misdeeds, never letting me forget what I had become.”
She looks away, that same pained look still in her eyes. You instinctively reach out a hand to comfort her, then stop yourself. She’s a princess, after all. You can’t just lay a hand on her without her consent. She seems to recognize what you were about to do, however, as she gives you a slight smile.
“I appreciate your concern, but I’m alright. I have Celestia by my side, as well as Twilight Sparkle and her friends. Without them, I would never have been freed of the curse of Nightmare Moon. I would never have begun the process of reintroducing myself into pony society after so long, and the process of forgiving myself. I owe so much to them.”
“They are remarkable,” you agree.
Luna looks you full in the face.
“You, too, face difficulties that stem from your past, if your dreams and what Cadance told me are any indication. I am no therapist myself, but if you need somepony to confide in, I will lend an ear, and hopefully offer some guidance.”
You hesitate for a moment or two. Luna divulging her inner thoughts of before she became Nightmare Moon, and after she was freed from the hold of Nightmare Moon, was staggering in its own right. Compared to that, your problems seem microscopic. And yet, she says she sees kinship in you, so perhaps she doesn’t believe they’re that small after all. More than that, this is a princess offering her help. That’s not something to decline so easily.
At last, you take a deep breath, then say,
“...You saw it all, Your Highness. You know what happened to me.”
Luna nods, but looks steadily at you, inviting you to speak on. After a pause, you continue.
“...My mother was always delicate. She was seeing a doctor every other week, practically. She never told me what was wrong with her, and maybe I was too young to understand. All I knew was that she got tired easily, and she couldn’t walk very far for too long. She told me she was fine, but I couldn’t help worrying about her.
“Then, when I was invited to take part in an exchange program with an Equestrian, I was excited. I’d always wanted to visit Equestria and see what it was like. A whole kingdom full of magical talking ponies. It sounded like a dream come true. I even thought...I even thought I could earn a cutie mark like other foals, if I stayed there long enough.”
Luna lets out a half-suppressed giggle. You can’t blame her. It was a childish thought, after all.
“But most importantly,” you say, a catch in your voice, “I wanted to learn magic, because I thought...I thought if I could, then I could...I could make my mom feel better…”
Luna’s expression turns sympathetic, but she says nothing. After another pause, you continue.
“My foster family was...less than encouraging. Well, I mean, my foster mom was nice. She cared about me. My...my foster dad, though...He and I…”
You stop, your throat feeling constricted. Your fists clench. A flickering image of the same faceless figure flashes across your mind. At last, you manage to say,
“We...never saw eye to eye. He...didn’t think much of humans.”
Luna nods quietly.
“He never had a kind word to say to me about anything. He didn’t like that I wanted to learn magic. He didn’t care when Mom started writing less and less. He...he wasn’t sympathetic when...when I got the news...about Mom…That she...she was...gone…”
You can feel your eyes starting to burn with tears, and your throat tightens again. Luna crosses over and lays a wing comfortingly across your shoulders. Unconsciously, you find yourself leaning against her, just as many ponies have during therapy. Never would you have expected to be in the same position, and under such circumstances.
Still, talking about all of this feels like poison being drained from a wound. In a way, it’s oddly reinvigorating. Besides, you’ve come this far. No sense in stopping now, as long as you can find words, even if they’re coming out with a good deal of effort.
“He...he tried to teach me that it’s every...everypony for themselves, that I needed to...to let it go and...and move on. I just couldn’t bear it. I’m sure he was trying to help me in...in his own way...but he didn’t even pretend...to know what I was going through. He just...didn’t care. He never cared...
“I...I couldn’t...I couldn’t stand to be around him...Not after what happened...But I didn’t have a choice. I had nowhere else to go. My foster brother came back, and...and he helped me get by, along with...with my foster mom...But he was still there...He made me feel...useless...inadequate...Like I wouldn’t amount to...to anything...
When I got older, I...I finally found a new place, away from him...But it didn’t do any good...Manehattan was...was the wrong fit for me...I didn’t belong…Nopony else wanted anything...anything to do with me...I couldn’t find anything that...that suited me...I should’ve left sooner, but...but I didn’t...Not for a long time...I didn’t think there was anywhere else I could go...Until I came to Ponyville, and everything changed for me…”
Luna’s soothing embrace becomes a bit more pronounced. It gives you the boost you need to continue. You’re almost done.
“I’ve been so happy here...Ponyville felt as much like home as it did back where I came from...I often wondered why I couldn’t have been transferred here instead...It’s here where I met so many wonderful ponies: Roseluck, Princess Twilight and her friends...And I finally found what I’m meant to do thanks to them. I might not get a cutie mark for it, but it’s still something. I owe so much to all of them, especially Rose...
“But even then...when I’ve finally found somewhere I can be happy...I can’t get his voice out of my head...Every time I start to doubt myself, or even when I feel sure about something...he starts speaking in my head, making me question what I’m doing...making me wonder if I don’t have some other motive for...for doing what I’m doing...I’ve worked so hard to try and get away from his influence, but I just...I just can’t make him go away…I just want it to stop...I want to keep making ponies happy, but I don’t want to be haunted by what I left behind…”
You’re unable to go on. You simply sit there, eyes wet and stinging, throat tight, resting against Luna as she sits beside you, her wing still draped over you, clasping you to her side. Both of you sit in silence at first. Then, at last, Luna speaks, in a soothing, tender voice.
“You bear such a heavy burden. You put on a brave face for other ponies who come to you for comfort, not wishing to burden them with your own difficulties. Many go to seek counsel, but few wonder if the counselor himself is in need of it.”
You feel her hoof under your chin, and she tilts your head up so that you can look her in the eye.
“It can be hard to let go of the past, especially when it has a lasting impact on who you’ve become. I know only too well. However, I also know that if you do not confront these feelings in time, they can develop a hold on you that you will not be able to break free from, and by then, it will be too late...”
A chill runs through you at her words. In your mind, you have a fleeting image of yourself, but very unlike yourself: dark, brooding, adorned in armor that gleams coldly and sinisterly, while a cruel light gleams in your eye. You don’t know how Nightmare Moon would’ve looked as a human, let alone a male human, but that seems a haunting approximation to you. You shudder.
“What do I do?...” you ask, in a croaking voice.
Luna draws herself up, while tightening her wing’s grip around you.
“The first thing I would suggest you do,” she says, “is confide these feelings to those closest to you. Am I right in guessing you haven’t told them?”
You feel a sinking feeling of guilt in your stomach.
“...No, I haven’t,” you say. “I didn’t want Rose or Twilight or anypony to worry about me. I didn’t want them to think I was being dramatic, or that I couldn’t take care of myself. Not when it’s my job to comfort ponies and make them feel better.”
“Not an unfounded worry,” says Luna, “but you shouldn’t think that way. Your friends would want to help you, no matter what you’re going through. Do not shut them out from what’s troubling you, or you’ll find yourself facing them alone. I shut everypony out when I became Nightmare Moon, when I should have kept my heart open. You yourself possess a kind and compassionate heart for all ponies. Do not let it become barred against them in your own time of need.”
Another pang of guilt goes through you. Rose had always been honest with you. You remember vividly when she divulged her worries to you about the change in your lifestyle. Shouldn’t you do the same for her? Shouldn’t you repay her trust by confiding in her?
“...You’re right, Princess,” you say finally. “I’ll tell them.”
Luna nods, satisfied.
“What I would also suggest,” she says, “though it may prove more difficult, is confronting the source of your anxieties personally and coming to a resolution. Of course, in this case, that would mean…”
“...Meeting my foster father again,” you finish for her, in a hollow voice.
“Yes.”
You hesitate.
“...I don’t know if I can do that…” you mumble. “Not after...not after everything.”
“It will not be easy,” says Luna, “and you don’t have to do it immediately, but it should be done. Allowing him to continue to be a voice of discouragement in your thoughts will only make matters worse for you. You’re not the child you were when he took you in. You are an adult now. Speak to him, man to stallion. Let him know how you’ve been feeling. Speak truthfully on how his actions affected you.”
You shake your head grimly.
“He won’t listen. He won’t care. He never did.”
“You don’t know that for certain,” says Luna. “Time has a way of changing things. He may have changed in the intervening time, or he may have not. You won’t know until you have made the effort. You at the very least still have your foster mother and foster brother to vouch for you.”
That’s true. You do still write to them occasionally, although their replies back to you are sparse. Not out of ill feeling, because they’re always full of encouragement when they do come, but likely because your foster father doesn’t want to keep up correspondence with you, even if he’s not the one writing.
“Give it some thought, at the very least,” Luna says, gently.
You take a deep breath, and let it out slowly. Finally, you say,
“...All right. I will.”
“Very good,” says Luna.
She gives you a gentle squeeze, then removes her wing. You shakily stand up and face her, already feeling as though a heavy load has been removed from your back. It felt good to get all of that off your chest, even though you know this was only the first step. Luna’s smiling again, evidently pleased at the result of your talk with her.
“Now then, there is a lighter topic I wish to speak to you about,” she says. “It’s regarding your practice.”
To your astonishment, she suddenly looks awkward. Her ears have drooped, and she shyly rubs the back of one foreleg with the other.
“I don’t suppose it would be too much to ask...I’m not suggesting it in return for counseling you, understand. I would happily have done it regardless, seeing how troubled you were. I just wondered…”
She can’t surely be asking what you think is, can she?
“Princess Luna, do you want to have an affection therapy session?” you ask, surprised.
“Only if it isn’t inconvenient for you,” says Luna, hastily. “It certainly sounds like an enjoyable and relaxing experience, from what Cadance told me. It gets very...tiring and stressful, dealing with ponies’ intense dreams every night. Not that I begrudge my duties, by any means. It is what I am meant to do, and I do it gladly. Even so, I could use some relaxation now and again. So, I would like to give affection therapy a try, yes.”
You can hardly believe your ears. Princess Luna, one of the rulers of all of Equestria, is asking you to give her a therapy session? Giving one to Cadance was grand enough, but this?
And yet, how can you possibly say no? Luna took time out of her nightly duties to personally console and comfort you, to give you good advice. It would be a poor return to deny her when she’s asking.
Smiling, you bow to her, much less awkwardly than the first time.
“I would be most honored, Your Highness.”
Luna’s face lights up with joy.
“However,” you continue, as a thought comes to you, “will it even work here? I mean, this is all a dream, and your body can’t feel what happens to you in a dream.”
“Perfectly true,” says Luna, nodding. “Even the most lucid of dreams only convey a facsimile of sensations that one would experience in the waking world. It shall have to be done in person, then.”
She says this so casually that it’s quite astounding.
“May I ask how, Your Highness? I’m booked with appointments as it is, and I don’t know if I can take the day off to come to Canterlot on such short notice.”
“You shan’t need to,” says Luna with a smile. “What time do you work?”
“Er, from noon to 5.”
“And how long do these sessions last?”
“Usually an hour.”
“Perfect,” says Luna, decisively. “Let us make arrangements to meet at your dwelling before your shift tomorrow. Will 10 AM suit you? That should give you time to get things ready.”
You goggle at her. Princess Luna is offering to come to your humble abode in person? A Princess of Equestria, in your home! The only other princess to ever do so is Twilight, and she’s practically a neighbor!
“T-That should work just fine, Your Highness,” you stammer out, and you give her your address in Ponyville.
“Then it is settled,” says Luna. “Rest now, Equestrian of the human realm, and may the remainder of your dreams be untroubled until the morning.”
“Thank you, Princess Luna.”
A glowing circle of light suddenly flares up brightly behind Luna, until she becomes little more than a shadow against it. However, you can still see her smiling at you, in a gentle, motherly way. And then, in the next instant, she’s gone.
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You awake the next morning, around 8 o’clock. The memory of the dream you had gone through is still fresh on your mind. You can still see fleeting images of the memories you revisited, as well as the terrifying figure that stood over you, taunting you, beating you down with its words, promising to never give you peace…
More vivid than that, however, is the memory of your nocturnal visitor, the one who saved you from that terrifying image and those painful memories: Princess Luna. Princess Cadance had been right after all, when she said she knew someone with experience in dealing with a dark past, although you’d prefer to consider your past more ‘troubled’ than ‘dark’. 
Even so, Luna gave you the confidence you needed to speak your mind, and then gave you some wise advice for the future. You still don’t know how you’re going to face your foster father, but you’ve made up your mind to talk to Rose after work today, to tell her everything. After everything she’s done for you, she deserves to know.
For now, though, you have to prepare for Princess Luna’s arrival, for her own affection therapy session before your shift starts. You have about two hours ahead of you before she arrives, so you get up to get yourself ready. The imminent arrival of a Princess of Equestria in your own home is not to be taken lightly, after all.
Once you’ve showered and had breakfast, you have just enough time to get a new batch of cookies started. You had already made some last night for your clients for the day, and now you intend to have some ready for Luna. You’re unsure if her royal palate will even be accepting of homemade chocolate chip cookies, but it doesn’t hurt to try. Besides, you’ve seen how humble and down-to-earth Twilight and Cadance are. Hopefully Luna will be the same, despite her lofty position.
It’s almost 10 AM by the time you have everything as ready as it can be. The sitting room is straightened out, the couch cushions and pillows have been fluffed, and a plate of cooled cookies has been set on the coffee table. The kettle is warming on the stovetop, and you have your assortment of tea bags laid out, hoping any flavor among them will suit Luna’s fancy. The blinds are drawn around the windows, in spite of the bright sunlight outside, to ensure privacy. Everything seems fine on the surface, but the imminent arrival of a princess still has you feeling particularly nervousited.
Nervousited. Pinkie Pie really is rubbing off on you.
Presently, the clock on the wall begins chiming the hour, giving you a start. Any second now, and she’ll be here.
The instant the clock strikes 10, a bright flash of light, as instant as the flash of a camera, illuminates the room. You shield your eyes as spots blink in and out in your line of vision. When it clears, you see none other than Princess Luna herself standing before you, in all her majesty, though bereft of her royal accessories, just like Cadance had been.
“G-Good morning, Your Highness,” you say, bowing.
“Good morning,” says Luna, smiling. “You look well-rested.”
“Thanks to you,” you say.
“Tis my duty and my pleasure,” says Luna. “Everypony, and every human, deserves a good night’s rest, and I do what I can to ensure that.”
“It’s very noble what you do,” you say, “though it must be pretty exhausting, staying up all night and dealing with ponies’ dreams. You said so yourself last night.”
Luna nods. Looking closer at her, you can see dark circles under her eyes, in spite of her friendly smile.
“It’s not easy to get started in the morning as a result,” she says. “I don’t truly start feeling myself until the afternoon, and I fear I’m not always in the best of moods until then. Celestia is quick to tell me when I’m being grouchy, but I’m usually too out of it to listen or care.”
“Well, I certainly hope I can relieve some of that stress,” you say. “I never imagined I’d be granting a therapy session to two princesses in one week.”
“You truly must be the luckiest human who lived,” says Luna, with an amused giggle.
At that moment, you hear the whistle of the kettle. Luna perks up her ears.
“Oh! I hope you don’t mind, but I got some tea ready. Do you have any preference?”
“I don’t mind at all. I tend to prefer soothing flavors such as peppermint or chamomile, but I shall leave it for you to decide.”
“All right, then. Please, make yourself comfortable, and help yourself to some cookies.”
“Oh, how delightful!”
You head to the kitchen, and prepare two cups of peppermint tea. It’s a particularly strong blend from Jasmine Leaf’s tea shop, and the smell alone is appetizing. You return to the living room to find Luna sitting on your couch, on all fours, nibbling daintily at a cookie.
“Here we are,” you say, setting her cup down. “I hope it’s to your liking, Your Highness.”
Luna swallows and wipes crumbs from her lips with her hoof.
“Thank you,” she says. “It smells delicious.”
“Once you’re all settled in and cozy, let me know, and we can begin.”
You sit down next to her, and from there, Luna alternates between sipping tea and nibbling at cookies. From the dainty way she eats, and the rather stiff way she’s sitting, she’s clearly not completely at ease yet. As a princess, she must be used to a stuffier atmosphere, and has not had much of a chance to loosen her nerves and be herself. Hopefully you can change that.
At last, Luna sets her cup down, licks her lips, and sighs in satisfaction.
“Ahh...That really hits the spot. I don’t often have the chance to indulge in sweet foods myself. Much as I hate to admit it, I envy the ease with which Celestia consumes cake on a regular basis. The royal kitchens are more than happy to churn them out for her. She always makes sure to leave a slice for me, but it’s not the same.”
“Have you ever requested the kitchen ponies make one for you?”
“They have offered, but I don’t trust Celestia not to eat up what I don’t finish. Believe me, she’s done it in the past. She complains that I’m bad at eating up leftovers. Well, excuse me, but I’d rather not eat the same thing two days in a row.”
“I understand. So, what do you do when you get that craving for sweets?”
“There’s a donut shop in Canterlot which provides particularly delectable wares. When the urge hits me, I order half a dozen for myself. Of course, I return the favor my sister gives me by saving her favorite for her.”
Between the cake and the donuts, you’re amazed at how the princesses stay so thin. There must be something to alicorn metabolism that leave them looking slender and regal no matter what. On the other hand, there’s Twilight, who’s a little chubbier than her fellow royals, and you know she enjoys sweets as much as anypony. Perhaps it’s just one of those intricacies of being an alicorn that nopony understands.
“Well, that’s very sweet of you,” you say, before adding, “no pun intended.”
“She gets on my nerves on occasion, especially when I’m still tired from my duties, but that’s normal for siblings. I do love her very much, and she knows I’m only teasing when I tell her all that cake is going to her flanks.”
You nearly spit out your tea at this. Luna put that out so bluntly that you hardly know what to say in response. It’s certainly not something the average pony would feel safe bringing up in casual conversation. Then again, this is Celestia’s sister you’re sitting with, and a fellow princess.
Your attempt to hold back a spit-take did not go unnoticed, as Luna giggles.
“It’s fine,” she says. “As I say, I’m only jesting when I tell her that. I’ve seen her devour nearly a whole cake by herself, and yet she hardly looks like she’s gained a pound. Only the royal bathroom scale knows the truth.”
Putting aside the image of Celestia standing on a bathroom scale, and looking either disappointed or angry, this lines up pretty well with what Cadance told you yesterday. You can’t help but wonder if Twilight will eventually become as tall and slim as her fellow princesses when she gets older.
You set your cup down as well. Luna gives another contented sigh.
“Well, I believe I’m ready to begin now,” she says.
She certainly does look more at ease. That’s a good sign.
“Excellent!” you say. “So, Princess, how would you like to begin? This is your session, after all. However you want to proceed is up to you.”
Luna smiles.
“That’s very obliging of you. If it’s all the same to you, I’d like to lie down and rest a bit, and perhaps during that time, I wouldn’t mind an ear scratching.”
“Absolutely, Your Highness.”
You prepare to get up to give her room to lie, content with sitting on the floor to administer her ear scratches. However, before you can do that, she stretches her forelegs, turns, and lays herself on her stomach across your lap. She’s so tall that her barrel rests across your knees. In spite of your surprise, you still manage to move a pillow for her to rest her head on.
“Is that comfortable for you, Your Highness?” you ask.
“Indeed,” says Luna, placidly. “And please, call me Luna.”
“Of course, Prin- er, Luna.”
Still marveling at this, you begin gently scratching behind her left ear. You feel her forehooves curl in, and she lets out a dreamy sigh as her eyes close.
“Wonderful,” she murmurs. “I never knew such a sensation could be experienced...And from so simple a gesture…”
She’s not the first to think that, nor is it likely she’ll be the last. From one ear, you start scritching the other. Her wings give a little twitch, and her star-speckled tail swishes. This brings to mind something you always wanted to know.
“Luna? May I ask you something?”
“Of course,” says Luna, sleepily.
“I’m sure many ponies have asked this already, but how do your and Celestia’s manes do what they do? Flow freely like that, I mean.”
Luna chuckles softly.
“You’re certainly not the first to wonder about that,” she says. “It’s simply a side effect of the alicorn powers my sister and I possess. It comes from having the magic necessary to raise the sun and moon.”
“Ohh,” you say. “I never even thought of that. Is that why Twilight’s and Cadance’s manes don’t do that, even though they’re alicorns?”
“That’s right,” says Luna. “We can’t even feel it when they’re flowing, so it’s no hindrance to us. You may feel mine for yourself, if you like.”
“Really?”
“Mm-hmm. You have my permission.”
Tentatively, you place your hand on Luna’s mane. To your amazement, it doesn’t stop moving at your touch, and yet you can’t feel it moving at all. It feels very smooth and silky as you run your hand along it. Even the translucent edges are solid enough to be touched, and feel just the same..
“Astounding,” you say.
“Thank you,” says Luna.
With that question answered, you resume scratching Luna’s ear with one hand. With the other, you start scratching under her chin. She tilts her head up, a sleepy smile on her face, already looking more rested than when she first arrived. How many ponies has she soothed in much the same way by protecting them in their dreams? Too many to count, very likely.
After a time, with a soft grunt, she turns over onto her back. She’s rather heavier than a normal pony, which isn’t a surprise, given her stature, but she’s not insupportably so. Just like many a pony who has done so before, she curls her hooves up to her chest in a very cute fashion. She opens her eyes and looks drowsily up at you, a small smile on her lips. Grinning, you tap her nose in a boop. Her muzzle crinkles, and she automatically reaches out to tap your nose in return. It never fails.
“Would you care for a belly rub now, Luna?” you ask.
She nods. So, you place your hand on her flat and slender belly and start gently rubbing back and forth. Her coat has a velvety softness to it, almost as though she’s covered in down instead of fur. 
Luna’s eyes close again, and she lays her head back on the pillow. Her back leg twitches, and her tail gives another swish. On a whim, you gently tickle her side, and she wriggles a bit, giggling adorably, and quite unlike the Luna you’ve come to expect. You don’t keep it up for long, though, and soon resume rubbing, and she relaxes again.
With your other hand, you cup her chin and give her cheeks a gentle squeeze. Despite her more angular muzzle, they feel soft and squishy as well. She giggles again and nuzzles her chin into your palm, resting her cheek against your fingers. At the same time, her hoof reaches out and clasps your arm gently. She looks utterly at peace.
So there you sit: the second-tallest alicorn in Equestria, the princess who controls the Moon and guards over dreams, snuggled across the lap of a human, enjoying a belly rub. It’s unbelievable, to say the least. Seeing this kind of foal-like contentment in a pony like Cadance is one thing, but it’s quite another seeing it in somepony like Luna. She’s behaving very much like a large dog, one that looks intimidating, but is an absolute teddy bear in reality. 
Suddenly, you feel a rumble beneath your belly-rubbing hand. Luna must still be a little hungry. Taking your hand away from her belly, you reach over and grab another cookie, holding it before her muzzle. Her nose twitches, sniffing at it, and then she takes a bite of it, without even opening her eyes. You have to suppress a laugh at this, as she snaps up the rest in the same way, licking her lips afterwards. She seems satisfied now, so you resume the interrupted belly rub, as she nuzzles against your palm again.
Time passes slowly and silently. You never think to look at the clock and see how long you’ve been at these sessions. Why should you? You’re not trying to limit how long these ponies get to enjoy affection therapy. The hour allotment is one set in stone at the spa, after all. This is Luna’s time.
Speaking of Luna, what she does next is most surprising. With a murmur, she stirs, and you stop rubbing, removing your hands from her belly and chin. She sits up, yawns, and then, looking at you with a gentle smile, she leans forward and puts her hooves around you, as well as her wings, and pulls you into a close hug. 
You’re so caught off guard that you don’t know how to respond at first. You’re used to receiving hugs, but not so unexpectedly. However, as she settles into the embrace, nuzzling your cheek, your surprise soon ebbs away, and you put your arms around her in turn, returning the hug. You can feel the soft beat of her heart against your own chest, and you detect, for the first time, a scent of something calming and flowery. Is it lavender?
“Thank you,” says Luna. “I feel much better now, thanks to you. Your methods truly are wondrous.”
“It was my pleasure, Luna,” you say. “After all that you do for ponies in their dreams, you deserve some relaxation yourself.”
You feel her hug tighten a little bit, and then she releases you, smiling with that sage soft smile at you.
“Will you be all right with what I suggested last night?” she asks, her smile fading a little, and her tone a little more serious. “About your circumstances?”
You pause. Then, you say,
“I will be. It may take some time, but I will take your advice.”
Luna’s smile returns.
“I’m glad to hear it. Now, I must be off, but may the ponies you see today become as relaxed and content as you’ve made me feel, and I hope to see you again, in a happier dream.”
She leans forward and kisses your forehead, then gives you one more hug for good measure. Then, she spreads her wings. With one flap, she lifts up into the air, hovering over the floor. You watch as her horn starts to glow.
“Fare thee well, human of Equestria.”
You smile back at her.
“Goodbye, Luna.”
There’s another bright flash of light, and in the next instant, she’s gone.
For a moment or two, you sit there, still staring at the place where she had been. Then, the clock strikes 11, startling you. You’d better hustle and have lunch before heading over to the spa. It’s sure to be another busy day today.
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