
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




MachoPoni: A Prance with
Death

 


Lotus Rose

 


Smashwords
Edition

This book is available in
print (with more illustrations) at amazon.com &
bn.com

 


Copyright © 2009 by Lotus
Rose

Cover and interior art
copyright © 2008 by Emma Björk

 


Discover other titles by
Lotus Rose at loteyrose.com

 


CONTENTS

 


Prologue

Introductory
Poem

Crossing the
Line

Dust Gets in Your
Eyes

The Promenade
Begins!

The Promenade

Even in Death

The Village of the
Cuddlebears

Flutter-fly Poni
Valley

The Territory of the Chill-Aid
Man

Bouncing for
Love

Praise the Infurnal
Goat

Reunited

The Princess

Back to
Pastel

Concluding
Poem

 


ABOUT THE
AUTHOR

ABOUT THE
ARTIST

 


 


[image: tmp_d10531369e4060c66b9b43e07a6984a5_8gusYc_html_m1eab37c.jpg]

 


 PROLOGUE

Machoponi and the Lost Blue Ball

 


Name: Machoponi

Type: Bedroom Eyes Miniponi

Body: Purple

Hair: Violet

Eyes: Green

Quote: "It's so hard being macho!"

 


Machoponi gazed into the landscape of the
Dark Kingdom, with a scowl on his face. He was waiting for some of
the undead soldiers to come out from the large, olive green
military tent about thirty-five feet away. The soldiers would
probably be waking up soon, because it was almost dusk.

It never ceased to amaze him how the whole
world changed within such a short distance. On the side where
Machoponi stood was the Pastel Kingdom, with its green grass, blue
skies and butterflies…but then all the bright colors abruptly
stopped and on the other side of a crack in the earth, the sky was
gray and dark, and the grass was brown.

That crack in the earth was the ancient
Jagged Line from the Great Dividing and was just a leaping distance
away from Machoponi. The Jagged Line stretched all the way across
Poniworld and split it in half. It was the line that was deadly to
cross. During the Great Dividing, the earth had quaked and a crack
formed in the ground. On that fateful day, all the ponies on the
other side of the Jagged Line had been transformed from pastel
ponies into undead ponies.

Machoponi felt his heartbeat quicken—over
there in the Dark Kingdom, some of the members of the undead army
were coming out of the tent.

With mean eyes, six of them came out the
front opening, and looked around suspiciously. Their coats were
dark gray, their tails and manes were scraggly and dirty silver, as
was typical of the undead. One of them had a mohawk hairstyle.

Their black eyes narrowed upon seeing Macho.
Macho had been there to greet them at the same time for the past
three days.

"Hey sissy!" one of them yelled. That one
nudged two others, then the whole group turned and mooned
Machoponi.

Machoponi gave them the tongue back.

"Bet you wish you had some chocolate mints!"
one of the soldiers taunted.

"Chocolate mints are for losers!" Machoponi
called back.

Their hateful scowls faltered slightly as
they saw what Macho held under his front right hoof: it was a blue
ball. Jealousy showed on their undead faces as they gazed at the
ball. It was the first time they'd seen it. Machoponi had been
practicing with it for weeks. Now was his chance to show off.

He flipped the ball up and bounced it
repeatedly on his knee.

The dead-in-the-eyes stares from across the
Jagged Line chilled Machoponi straight to the bone. He trembled
slightly, but he was absolutely determined not to fumble in front
of them, and he quickly regained his confident command of the
ball.

As they realized that they couldn't
intimidate him into flubbing, one by one, members of the group left
to use the latrines. That was why they had exited the tent in the
first place—Machoponi knew their habits.

The undead ponies were ignoring him now, or
at least trying to pretend they were, but Machoponi could see their
every-once-in-a-while sideways glances to where he was, and the
brief flashes of jealousy.

Normally, the citizens of each kingdom kept
on their side of the cracked earth, because if a living pony
entered the Dark Kingdom, it would slowly make them sicker and
eventually kill them, and if an undead pony crossed over into the
Pastel Kingdom, it would immediately cause them to
disintegrate.

Machoponi bounced the ball higher up off of
his knee, then bounced it twice on the top of his head, then went
back to bouncing it on his knee.

The undead ponies across the line tried hard
to look unimpressed. Most of the ponies had used the latrines
already and had returned to the group.

Macho let the ball come to rest on top of his
knee, then tipped his leg so the ball rolled down the front of his
right leg, then held it balanced on his hoof, then kicked and
rolled the ball back up his leg, rolled it over the back of his
neck and down his front left leg, then held it balanced on his
front left hoof.

The undead ponies who were watching him
scoffed and rolled their eyes.

Machoponi grinned and wriggled his nose
mockingly. He kicked the ball high up into the air. When the ball
came back down, he bounced it off his tail, sending the ball into a
forward arc—he stood, staring at the undead ponies with an innocent
expression as the ball hung in the air—it landed eight feet in
front of him on the ground inside the Dark Kingdom! He'd given it
just the right amount of back spin so that it didn't bounce, but
hugged the ground and rolled backwards…he lifted his front right
leg, where it rolled neatly underneath his hoof and he stepped on
it and held it there.

The undead stood with their jaws dropped.

Machoponi grinned a little. They had been
quite unsuccessful in ignoring him.

The leading officer, indicated by his
dirty-silver mohawk, who Machoponi knew was named Dolph, swore
angrily, then bid his group to follow him and they all went back
inside the tent.

Machoponi laughed hysterically.

It felt so good to be macho.

He was laughing so hard, he had to bend his
head down. But then his leg twitched and he accidentally nudged the
ball, and it started rolling quickly toward the Jagged Line!

He stopped laughing.

His eyes went wide.

All he could do was watch as the ball sped
across the line, into the dark side, and it just kept rolling,
until it finally came to rest a few feet in front of the tent.

Macho muttered something rude under his
breath.

He pouted severely. He had no choice but to
go retrieve it.

This ball was special because it had a spell
put on it that made it unpopable. A magician had cast the spell to
honor Macho's war hero grandfather, Studponi. The ball, which had
been a gift from Studponi's daughter, had been the only thing
motivating Studponi to stay alive as he lay hiding in a trench
surrounded by Nazi ponies. Studponi survived his ordeal and passed
the ball down to Macho's father, who had just given it to Macho on
his 16th birthday. And now Machoponi had lost it in a
matter of a few weeks.

He pouted severely again.

Well, he had no choice but to cross over into
the dark side and retrieve it. He knew that being there would make
him sick—those foolish ponies who went into the Dark Kingdom on a
dare, even for a brief moment, would be ill for several days. He
was lucky, at least, that all the soldiers were inside the tent and
didn't see him lose his ball. He supposed that most other ponies
his age might be too afraid to cross the Jagged Line, at least not
without other ponies to help. But he wasn't a regular pony. He was
Machoponi and he had a reputation to protect.

He took a determined breath, muttered to
himself, "It's so hard being macho," then began walking to get his
ball back!

He stood right on the edge. He'd never
crossed the Jagged Line before. His legs began to tremble.

He looked to the tent. The past three days,
when the undead ponies had gone into the large military tent,
they'd stayed inside for hours. That was when Machoponi would
leave, because there was no point in waiting around.

If he was quiet enough, he was sure he could
get his ball back without incident. As long as he didn't stay over
there too long, there would be no risk of becoming undead.

He closed his eyes and took the plunge.

A chill immediately engulfed his body.

He shuddered, opened his eyes and everything
looked murkier. It was startling to see and feel how different it
was from the Pastel Kingdom.

As if to reassure himself that his homeland
was still there, he jerked his head to look behind him. The sudden
movement made his stomach lurch, but the sight of his home
comforted him.

He was feeling nauseous and weak. The air had
a sickly-sweet smell like rotting garbage.

It was just like ponies said it was.

Machoponi wasn't looking forward to being
sick the next few days, but he knew he was a lot tougher than most
other ponies, because he was Machoponi, and he knew he could stay
inside the Dark Kingdom longer than most, at least long enough to
get his ball back.

With wobbly knees, trying to be as quiet as
possible, he walked to the ball. Quickly, he nudged it toward the
Jagged Line. It rolled on the ground, then went across, coming to a
rest a few feet past it.

He sighed with relief.

The ball was safe now. The undead couldn't
cross the Jagged Line: it was said to literally cause their flesh
to melt.

But now his curiosity was piqued by something
else. He cocked his head to listen. He could hear strange noises
coming from the inside of the tent. A couple of the soldiers were
cackling maniacally. One of them kept saying, "Mmmm."

Macho wondered what the hell was going on in
there.

Then, even though he knew it might not be
such a smart idea, but because he was so overwhelmingly macho, he
slipped his head inside the front flap of the tent and yelled,
"You're all a bunch of morons!"

The next part of his plan was to take off
galloping until he was safely on the other side of the Jagged Line.
But instead of running, Machoponi's jaw dropped as he gazed in wide
wonder at the scene before his eyes.

They were gambling! They were all standing
around a green baccarat table, which Macho knew was used for
playing a card game. Next to their cards were piles of fruit, which
they seemed to be betting with! It was scandalous! Gambling was
absolutely forbidden on the pastel side, but apparently there was
no decency here. How could they allow it without all the ponies
falling into depravity? But what was even worse was that there was
a marble table off to the side piled with chocolate candy!
Machoponi guessed that they were chocolate mints. He'd never
personally seen any, but he knew ponies who said they had.
Chocolate mints had been forbidden on the pastel side, and all the
recipes were said to be destroyed—over time, the pastel ponies had
forgotten how to make them. But the undead ponies in the Dark
Kingdom made and consumed them all the time—and they were known to
sometimes smuggle them across the Jagged Line in trade. Ponies were
said to get some kind of "good feeling" from the mints.

But the elders said that it caused you to
lose discipline and eventually ruined your body and caused you to
die. But the undead were already dead, so maybe it didn't matter to
them. Besides, the elders seemed to lie about a lot of things.

The six ponies in the tent stared dumbly back
at Machoponi.

Then they all busted out laughing!

The leading officer of the group, Dolph,
grinned widely—he had mesmerizing dimples and the sharp incisors of
the undead. He replied, "It seems that you're the moron.
Don't you know that crossing the Jagged Line will kill you?"

Macho gritted his teeth. He knew that Dolph
was telling the truth.

So if he wasn't stupid, he would leave now,
while he still had a chance, but that macho part of his soul kept
pushing him to do aggressive things.

Maybe he could just administer a quick
bludgeoning…he didn't know how he could live with himself if he
turned tail and galloped away.

Macho growled to himself during his moment of
indecision, his mind switching back and forth between the two
choices. Then in the interest of self-preservation, he took off
galloping. But then he stopped halfway to the Jagged Line.

Something was itching at the back of his
mind.

He looked back toward the tent. One of the
soldiers was just now sticking his head out of the front, with a
goofy grin on his face.

Macho felt a strange twinge of envy. He
wished that he could be happy like that, rather than tormented and
edgy. What was making the undead ponies so gleeful? Was it the
thrill of gambling? The chocolate mints? He put on his best
endearing grin, then started walking back toward the tent. "Hey!"
he called out. "Can I try some of those chocolate mints?"

Now all the undead ponies had stepped
outside. They eyed Machoponi suspiciously, then looked to see what
Dolph decided. Dolph nodded—his mohawk wobbled slightly, then he
called out, "Our chocolate mints are the greatest! If you become
one of us undead, you can have them everyday! Why don't you come
inside and try some?"

"Really?" Macho called back. "You won't try
to kill me?"

"Of course not," Dolph replied, "if you don't
try to kill us." The other undead ponies chuckled. "But
listen, we'll let you go, and you can tell everyponi about the
chocolate mints so they can cross over and become converted. It'll
work out for both of us." He grinned.

Machoponi had a habit of acting without
thinking a lot of the time. All he knew at that moment, was that he
really wanted to see what all the fuss was about with the chocolate
mints. He decided he would trick the undead ponies into letting
their guards down, which would make it easier for him to escape
later. So he started walking back toward the group of undead ponies
and said, "Really, I've been thinking a lot lately about maybe
joining you undead. You seem to have a lot of fun. It gets pretty
boring with everything being pastel all the time."

The undead ponies stepped inside the tent and
he followed them. They all eagerly walked to the table piled with
chocolate mint candies, then started nudging with their noses and
taking pieces into their mouths. There was a strange scent in the
air, which Machoponi assumed was mint. He bit his lip as he watched
them with excitement rising up inside him.

Dolph fixed Macho with a big grin, with his
dimples deep and prominent. He nudged a chocolate in Macho's
direction on the table. "Go ahead and give it a go," Dolph said
coaxingly.

Macho was feeling afraid, even though he was
usually overly brave. The candy looked brown and kind of gross,
actually. He remembered the stories he'd heard and asked, "Is it
green on the inside?"

"Yeah," Dolph replied, "that's the mint part.
It mixes with the chocolate inside your mouth and wooooo." He blew
out a shuddering breath into the air in front of him.

Machoponi arched his brow. "It's that good,
huh?"

"There's nothing better."

There was a part inside of Machoponi, a dark
side, that had always remained hidden. It was the part moving his
legs forward, causing his head to dip. He'd just have a little.
What could a little hurt?

He took the candy into his mouth. He bit
in—the taste was foreign to him. He began to chew, then the cooling
sensation hit him, mixing in with the dark chocolate beginning to
melt in his mouth.

It was like a shooting cold chill going
throughout his mouth and his head. It felt so good. It was a lot
like the chill he had felt upon entering the dark side, but this
chill wasn't bad at all, and now he realized how a chill could
actually feel very good. It was a feeling of glorious ecstasy. He
closed his eyes and his eyelids began to twitter. He opened his
mouth and blew out a breath of cool air. Now he knew what all the
fuss was about.

He opened his eyes to see everyponi staring
at him.

Dolph's dimpled grin slowly crept up the side
of his face. "It's good, huh?"

Macho just stood looking at him, trying to
savor every moment of that minty chocolate flavor in his mouth.

Dolph fixed him with a flirtatious stare.
"It's all yours, if you join us. We can make your death pleasant."
Macho tried to remain outwardly calm, despite the rising fear
inside of him, which came partly from the fact that the undead
ponies were blocking the only way out of the tent, and partly from
the fact that he was actually considering joining.

"Have another piece," Dolph was saying now,
with that pointy grin of his, and now all the ponies were
approaching Macho. When they got close enough, Machoponi had no
doubt that they would pounce. He scanned his eyes madly around the
inside of the tent, looking for a way out.

But then he attained a sudden, brilliant
surge of thought—the influence of the mints had cleared the
obscuring clutter in his mind.

In a sudden mental jump, he imagined himself
in the future, obsessed with attaining the next chocolate. Just
like everything else in life, he knew that it would become "not
enough" and he would constantly be seeking to increase the fix. So
he knew that the way to get the soldiers' attention off of him was
to offer them a better fix.

The chocolate mints caused his mind to form
connections it normally wouldn't. He could see now in his mind's
eye, a "glorious combination."

~*strawberry and
banana*~

The undead ponies were taken aback by the
expression of self-satisfaction upon Macho's face.

"What?" muttered Dolph, taking a step
backward.

Machoponi nodded his head over to the
baccarat table piled with fruit. He spoke slowly, with blank eyes,
like a poni possessed: "Take the strawberry and banana, mush them
together. Eat them, then follow with a chocolate mint."

Expressions of fear came across the undead
ponies' faces.

Dolph chuckled uneasily. "That's ridiculous,"
he said. "Strawberry and banana are two separate fruits. It is
unnatural to combine them!"

"What, are you scared? Of course it's
unnatural! That's why it's so good! Do it," Macho stated simply.
"It'll be an amazing rush."

The group of undead ponies nodded eagerly.
That was all they needed to hear.

"Here," Macho lulled sweetly, as he walked to
the baccarat table, "I'll show you." He nudged three strawberries
next to a banana. He began to peel the banana with his teeth as the
undead ponies watched. His distraction was working. They were
completely enthralled.

He took a bite of banana, then took a
strawberry into his mouth. He swallowed and his head lurched
back—he bumped into a poni behind him and started shuddering.

"Quick, give me a chocolate mint!" Macho
shouted. One of the undead guided him to the chocolate mint table,
because Macho's legs were shaking so much that he could barely
walk. His eyes were rolling up into the back of his head and his
mouth was writhing. He was whimpering, and he dropped the chocolate
mint twice before getting it into his mouth. And then he was
holding that delectable candy in his mouth—he was biting down and
it was mixing and melting in his mouth!

Macho looked around at the hooves of the
other ponies and he realized that he had fallen down. He raised his
gaze to look at them. He had to close one eye, because it was
difficult to look out of both at the same time.

The soldiers were gathered around the
baccarat table, with strawberries and bananas in front of them.
Their eyes were rolling in their heads—they looked insane.

They were completely ignoring Machoponi, so
he simply stood up and walked out of the tent. He then began to
gallop toward the Jagged Line. But he was having trouble galloping
straight—the Jagged Line seemed to be shifting to his right, and
then he heard a call behind him: "Hey, get him! He's getting
away!"

He looked behind him to see the group of
soldiers spreading out from the tent, like a blooming flower of
doom, veering off in various crooked lines. Dolph was the only one
who seemed to be able to run somewhat straight, and he was quickly
catching up.

"I'm gonna kill you!" Dolph yelled.

Briefly, their gazes locked, and what
Machoponi saw in those eyes terrified him. He tried to calm himself
and focus on reaching the Jagged Line. If he could just get across,
he would be okay.

Macho turned his head forward. He was getting
closer to the Jagged Line, but he could hear the sounds of Dolph's
hooves closing in on him.

Machoponi crossed the Jagged Line and the
world seemed to explode with pastel colors.

He gave a sigh of relief then stopped and
turned around in order to mock Dolph. But his eyes widened as he
saw Dolph still galloping toward him! Dolph's face was contorted
with a grimace so hate-filled that it almost looked like he was
smiling.

Dolph came closer and closer as Machoponi
watched, frozen in fear. Machoponi tried to turn around and start
running again, but his body was too slow to respond.

Dolph was almost upon him. Machoponi shouted
out, "The line!" in a desperate attempt to make Dolph stop.

Dolph galloped to within five feet from
Machoponi, but then an expression of fear came across his face, and
he tried to come to a complete halt all of a sudden while he was
directly over the Jagged Line, with his front half in the Pastel
Kingdom and his back half in the Dark Kingdom. Dolph howled in pain
as he dug his back legs into the ground.

The wrenching movement tore his body in half.
Momentum caused his two front legs to keep stumbling forward as his
back legs catapulted themselves back and fell over, spraying a
cloud of blood into the air and trailing intestines onto the
ground.

Machoponi stepped to the side as Dolph's
front half sprinted past him, then crashed face down next to the
blue ball…then his tummy and intestines plopped over so that he was
laying on his side. Dolph wriggled on the ground for a few seconds
with terrified eyes while cursing and spitting up blood, then his
body went still.

Macho cautiously approached Dolph's front
half and tapped it with his hoof. The flesh felt soggy—it was
already starting to disintegrate.

He looked back into the Dark Kingdom to see
Dolph's back half twitching in a pool of blood.

The undead ponies seemed to be dazed by what
happened. After several moments, one of them slurred, "More
strawrana," then they all turned around and headed back to the
tent.

Machoponi nudged the blue ball with his
hoof—it had a few spatters of blood on it. Solemnly, he headed back
to his village. He felt quite ill and knew he would be sick for the
next few days. He squinted his eyes, because the Pastel Kingdom
seemed so bright after having been in the Dark Kingdom.


 


 


 The Legend of
Machoponi

Part the First

 


 


O, hear the tale of Machoponi,

Who longed to call fair Dust his
"lovely."

But she would never look his way,

And by his side, she would not stay.

 


A Hero with blue ball was he,

'Cross Jagged Line he pranced bravely,

With tender scowl and broken heart,

The torn two halves so far apart.

 


Like licking ice cream gives such pain,

With throbbing hurting of the brain.

So, pain can come upon Fate's breeze,

To punish Lust, just like brain freeze.

 


And Beauty draws his lovesick gaze.

He stares at Dust with heart ablaze!

Like sprinkles atop ice cream surprise,

Bring cold that causes your demise,

Dust gets in your eyes.


 


 


 


 CHAPTER 1

Crossing the Line

 


"You think you're sooooo tough," Clint
mockingly called out.

Machoponi narrowed his eyes and tried to keep
the tears from welling up. He blinked them away. Behind Clint, five
of the popular guyponies grinned viciously.

Why did trouble always seem to find him, even
though he was never looking for it? Machoponi threw a scowl at
Clint, the jerk of the village.

Then Machoponi sighed, because he just
couldn't believe it! Dust, his #1 crush, walked out from behind the
group then stood at Clint's side! She stared back at Macho with her
big, ruby-red eyes, drawing his eyes into hers. He had always
thought she was the cutest poni in the entire village, with the
most beautiful color scheme of burgundy tail and mane on a white
body. Machoponi didn't know why she hung around so much with Clint
and his crew—Clint was a total jerk, and his blue body and green
hair wasn't very attractive. Right now, Dust's burgundy mane
rippled and whipped in the wind and lapped at the soft curve of her
flank and the vertical red jagged scar there. The pendant that she
always wore around her neck twisted and untwisted. It was a ruby in
the shape of half a heart—a jagged line was on its right side, as
if the other half of the heart had been torn away.

Clint continued his verbal barrage. "You're
not the only one who can cross the line. You really aren't anything
but a big sissy, and I'm gonna prove it!"

Machoponi glanced at Clint's hooves; they
were a few inches away from the crack in the earth known as the
Jagged Line. On the other side of that line was the Dark Kingdom, a
grim land where the undead ponies roamed. About three months ago,
Machoponi had been there. He shuddered as he remembered. He had
been sick for three days after that, and he feared his soul still
hadn't recovered.

Macho lifted his chin and stared into Clint's
eyes, then said, "I really wouldn't do that if I were you,
Clint. What are you trying to prove?"

Clint scowled, then replied, "That you aren't
as great—as macho as you think you are. I'm tired of you
acting like you're the only one tough enough to cross the
line."

Macho pouted as he felt the gaze of the eyes
of all those ponies—and especially that special pair of eyes—those
of Dust.

Macho looked down at his blue ball then at
the ground around them. It was almost twilight and their bodies
cast long shadows—the shadows looked almost as if they were trying
to run away from the Jagged Line.

His own arrogance was coming back to haunt
him, because even though Machoponi had been sick for days, he had
faked that he was fine, all to appear tough in the eyes of all the
other ponies.

The whole village had lavished Machoponi with
praise and adoration, which of course, made Clint fume with
jealousy, because Clint wanted to be the alpha male of the village.
Ever since they were young colts, they had been in fierce
competition.

Clint lifted his front right hoof.…

"Don't.…" Machoponi pleaded, trying to let
his voice reveal the genuine concern that he felt.

"Why? Because you don't want everyone to know
what a sissy you are?"

Machoponi made the decision right then to
sacrifice his own pride to save Clint. "Clint," Macho said while
trying to appear humble, "I felt horrible for a week after I
crossed the line. I wouldn't recommend it—not at all."

"Cuz you're a sissy?"

"No…because it hurt. A lot."

Clint faltered just a little, so Machoponi
knew there was some hope that he might back out of it. Machoponi
just needed to give Clint a way to save face. But instead of
backing away, Clint looked around at the faces of all his buddies.
Unfortunately, Clint had a reputation to uphold just like Machoponi
did. They were two peas in a pod, and controlled by the same social
forces.

"It's stupid, Clint," Macho scolded, "and
besides…" he gestured with his chin to the olive green military
tent on the dark side about fifteen feet away, "how do you know
that Darkeyes and his platoon aren't going to come out?"

Clint's face registered absolutely no fear at
all, which surprised Macho.

Darkeyes was the leading officer of the
platoon of undead ponies inside the military tent. The undead
ponies usually stayed inside during the day, but as Machoponi
himself had experienced, sometimes they didn't do as they were
expected.

Clint grinned smugly, and Dust's eyes gazed
admiringly at Clint as he said, "Darkeyes is a sissy like you. If
he gets within five feet of me, I'll kick his ass. I might even
push him across the line! It'll be like a little trophy!"

Macho glanced at Dust to gauge her reaction
to Clint's words. It seemed to Machoponi that Dust shuddered and
grinned a little—was it from excitement or fear or nervousness?
Perhaps she was grinning because she thought Clint was a fool.
Because that's what he was.

Because when living ponies cross the line
into the Dark Kingdom, it is fatal to them within fifteen minutes.
The undead ponies can't cross the Jagged Line at all, because it is
immediately fatal to them.

But a few foolish male ponies would
purposefully cross the line to show how tough they were. A few
ponies, like Darkeyes, had even lost their lives that way. Of
course, they were immediately reanimated as a new member of the
undead, but they could never return home again, and they were
shunned by the ponies of the Pastel Kingdom. Many of those lost
ponies would stand for hours on the edge of the line, with mournful
expressions, trying to keep contact with their friends and family
who avoided them. But within a day or two, the Dark Kingdom
transformed their appearance and personality—and they became
typical undead jerks.

It was said that when Darkeyes had crossed
the line, he had been trying to impress Dust as well. Machoponi
glanced at her face, trying to read her expression. She was so
beautiful.

And now he had to admit to himself that part
of the reason he didn't want Clint to cross was because of the
sense of rivalry. Macho remembered how Dust had looked at him after
he himself had crossed the line. There had been a glow of
admiration in her eyes all that week, and there had even been a few
instances of her looking down shyly.

He remembered the look in Dust's eyes as she
had gazed at him, trembling slightly, her breathing deep and out of
control. She had grown afraid, she told him, and she liked that
feeling.

It had become clear over the years that Dust
was one of those girls who liked "danger."

That look in her eyes had been what he'd
wanted to see all his life, but what he'd only seen in his dreams
or fantasies. For one week, that look had been directed at him—but
then it had disappeared from her face when he didn't do anything
else exciting. She was thrilled by the other guy ponies who'd
mock-fight to impress her, and she flirted with the local sports
stars. But Macho didn't do sports or unnecessary fights, so when
Dust looked at him, she had the blank expression and glazed eyes of
boredom.

Clint's hoof was hovering, inching closer to
the Jagged Line. Dust watched in anticipation and Machoponi held
his breath, and the gang of goofballs watched, waiting for the
show.

"Please!" Macho shouted desperately. He
thought for a moment, then said, "I don't think Dust really wants
to watch you do something stupid. It would upset her." All heads
turned toward Dust, and all eyes locked upon her face, trying to
read her expression. A tender blush—in a shade paler than her
burgundy mane—crept up the sides of her neck and bloomed on her
face.

She bowed her head down and smiled a
trembling, nervous grin—at least that's what it looked like to
Machoponi. Surely she couldn't be amused by all of this!

Clint's words almost tripped over each other
as he proclaimed, "I tell you what. If Dust wishes it, I will not
cross."

And then what followed was a long pause. Dust
just kept looking down, her chest shuddering.

Clint huffed, then set one hoof on the ground
in the dark side.

Clint glanced at Dust to read her
expression.

Dust looked back at him, winked, then
grinned.

Clint's male groupies whooped their
encouragement.

Then Clint scowled at Macho while talking out
the side of his mouth to his clique: "Perhaps I should dance
across!" he proclaimed as they chuckled. Then he made a little
hop-scooch movement, setting all four of his hooves on the ground
inside the Dark Kingdom.

Clint's remark was a dig at Machoponi,
because Macho had recently discovered a love of dance. He had been
practicing in private, using ancient texts. Somehow Clint had found
out and had challenged him to a dance off at the Promenade the
following week.

Clint took a few steps into the dark side
then turned to face them all. He looked around him in mock shock,
then yelled to Macho, "Is this supposed to be it? Is
this supposed to be what made you so sick? What a sissy! I
hardly feel a thing!"

All the other guy ponies snickered and shot
Macho hateful looks.

And now Macho, even though he didn't want to,
was letting his pride take over his behavior as he said, "Clint! I
stayed past the line much longer than you! You haven't even been
there a minute! I stayed at least an hour!" He was
exaggerating, of course.

Clint backed up further into the Dark Kingdom
to illustrate his toughness. A strained grin crept up the side of
his face.

Clint began mocking Macho by doing very
clumsy ballet steps. "Look, I'm Sissy-poni!" Clint
proclaimed as he leapt to his left and almost stumbled. Everyone
laughed, except Machoponi, who pouted severely.

Macho snarled and narrowed his eyes at Clint
but that only seemed to amuse the jerk.

Clint sloppily spun, then bowed and
stumbled.

Machoponi found himself wondering if Clint's
bumbling was completely on purpose. Clint probably had only a few
more moments before he could no longer play off the ill effects of
being on the dark side. Macho knew what he had to do.

And so, he pleaded, trying to seem as sincere
as possible. "Please don't, Clint. It hurt so much when I crossed
the line. I only pretended to be tough."

Clint sneered. "So I guess you're a
lot less tough than me, you sissy!"

All the guys snickered. And the way Dust was
looking at Macho, it almost seemed like she wanted to roll her
eyes.

Macho said, "Okay, Clint, so you proved your
point. Now come on back."

Clint replied, "Yeah, that's right, I proved
that you may be the only poni with a blue ball in the village," and
he started swaggering back toward the Jagged Line, "but I'm the
only one in the village with brass ones," he said as he lifted his
hoof over, just about to cross the line.

But as Macho was breathing a sigh of relief,
Clint's tongue jutted out from his mouth, stuck in the "out"
position, and he closed his eyes and raised his chin and performed
a mocking ballet spin.

Macho shouted out, trying his best to sound
meek, "Clint why are you doing this?"

Clint laughed and said, "Why?" as music began
to play, and he began to sing this song:

~*You've Got to
Try*~

 


"'Why?' you ask! 'Why oh why?'

Why, of course, to catch the maiden's
eye!

And while you
may be chicken,

Because you just might die,

I'm not too scared to
cross the line,

Cuz I'm not too scared to try!

 


Oh, there are ponies out there,

Who do not even try!

They cower underneath their beds,

And then they wonder why?!

'Why don't the girls look back,

When I look them in the eye?!'

'Why oh why?'

Could it be you're scared to try?

 


Oh, you've got to keep on trying,

Even if you fail,

Even if you fall down,

Get up and try again!

 


So, heck, yeah, I crossed the line, you
sissy!

I crossed the line, and more!

I crossed to prove that I'm just not a big
ol' bore!

Not dumb or boring with a stupid little
ball,

But big and strong and dangerous,

And not a lameo at all!

 


Sometimes you've got to go for it!

You've got to go and try!

Cuz if you don't, you won't succeed,

And then you'll wonder 'why??'

 


And even if you stumble, even if you
fall,

As you lay dying, at least you will
know,

That at least you're not some dorky
sissy

With a dorky ball!

 


And that's why, you've got to try…even if
you die!"

 


But then everyone's eyes opened wide, because
behind Clint, Darkeyes and his platoon were coming out of the front
opening of the military tent. Their coats were dark gray, their
tails and manes were scraggly and dirty silver, as was typical of
the undead. They all stumbled out as if half drunk.

And Clint seemed unaware of them!

Darkeyes was the replacement of the former
leader of the platoon. He used to live in Macho's village when they
were younger. When Darkeyes had crossed over into the dark side, he
had stood forlornly for a whole day, and everyone had wished he'd
go away. He'd disappeared for a couple years, then returned to take
the old leader's place. The first thing he did as the new leader
was move the tent closer to the Jagged Line, as if to mock the
pastel ponies. Darkeyes had adopted his own unique hairstyle since
he'd become undead—his mane stuck up like two devil horns.

Darkeyes strutted as he and the other undead
ponies walked toward Clint. Macho shouted out, "Clint! Darkeyes is
behind you!" and as he said that the undead ponies began to grin,
and Darkeyes shook his head slightly and made a face.

But Clint laughed mockingly! "Let him come!"
he proclaimed.

Did he think it was all a joke? Macho
wondered if Clint could actually be that stupid.

Clint pumped his front legs up and down while
making a goofy face, then hopped to the side in a flourished
motion, mimicking ballet movements. Behind him, Darkeyes and his
crew playfully rocked their heads from side to side—two of them
spun around.

And the platoon of undead crept closer. Macho
looked pleadingly to Dust. Surely she would say something, not
wanting to see Clint harmed! But she just stood with a quirky grin
on her face.

Now the seriousness of the situation sunk in
to the members of Clint's clique and they began shouting things
like, "I'm not kidding dude! He's right behind you! Hurry up and
cross back over!"

But Clint laughed and went, "La la la, I love
ballet!" Then he closed his eyes and performed another ballet spin.
Behind him, the undead soldiers made goofy faces and struggled to
laugh without making noise.



Clint opened his eyes to look back at Macho,
Dust and the other guys.

A feeling of dread come over Macho. It was
like Clint was dooming himself with his foolish behavior.

Behind him, the undead crept a few steps
closer, then Clint began marching toward the edge of the Jagged
Line—and Darkeyes watched with a scowl, but for some reason stood
silently. But just as Clint was about to cross the line, his hoof
froze in midair, hovering over the line, then Clint made a jerky
dance movement, proclaimed, "Psyche!" then he began moonwalking
backwards! With long graceful strides, he seemed to glide upon the
earth, all to mock Macho. Clint glided backwards along the ground,
then he backed right into Darkeyes! Their hooves thudded against
each other and a cloud of dust plumed up.

Clint slowly lowered his head, took a pause,
then uttered out the side of his mouth, "Hey Darkeyes." His voice
was completely calm, which chilled Machoponi to the bone. And now
Clint's expression turned into a vicious scowl as he turned around
to face Darkeyes.

And Darkeyes' face showed fear!

Machoponi could hardly believe it, and he
looked around at everyone around him—their faces showed complete
surprise as well.

Clint made a noise in his throat that almost
sounded like a growl, then shouted at Darkeyes, "Best step up off
me!" Clint took a threatening step forward, and Darkeyes actually
took a step back! "That's right," Clint said, then he twitched
forward in a threatening manner. Darkeyes flinched! And behind him,
the other undead ponies all looked scared! Clint chuckled, then
continued to Darkeyes, "I oughta kick your ass right now, mofo!
Then I oughta drag you back across the line and let you melt!"

Darkeyes lowered his head, then muttered,
"Please don't hurt me. Please, just go. We don't want any
trouble."

"I oughta knock you upside the head so hard,
you have to walk on two legs the rest of your life!" The ponies of
his clique chuckled. "And I also oughta—" But then Clint stopped
talking and wobbled a little.

Darkeyes tilted his head and peered at him,
asking, "Yes?"

Clint's voice seemed strained as he said,
"I'm gonna let you go now." He turned back around. "You're lucky,"
he said through a tight mouth.

He started walking shakily toward the Pastel
Kingdom. He took two wobbly steps, then his knees buckled as he
grunted and fell over.

Everyone on the pastel side gasped and a few
of Clint's friends rushed toward the line, as if to cross, but then
stopped.

All the undead gathered around Clint and
looked down, then Darkeyes huffed in amusement and said, "Do
try to get up, will you?" Clint didn't seem to be
moving.

Machoponi found himself running across the
line, seemingly without his conscious decision—all he knew was that
he had to save Clint!

Macho charged forward and nudged one of the
undead aside from behind, then stood defiantly staring at Darkeyes.
Darkeyes met Macho's gaze with silence, which was surprising. But
Macho didn't stop to question—instead, he switched into action
mode. He said to Clint, "Clint can you hear me? You need to get up
if you can."

But Clint was barely even conscious. The only
thing that happened was that his head nudged slightly toward the
sound of Macho's voice.

Macho looked at Darkeye's face, trying to
read him…and Darkeyes looked back…and nodded.

Macho gestured with his jaw over to his blue
ball over on the pastel side, then said, "Can you help me get
Clint's forelegs up onto the ball? That way we can roll him
across."

Darkeyes nodded. One of the guy ponies nudged
the ball over the edge. Darkeyes then issued an order for his
troops: "Blaine, lift up his mane. Rock, Butch, lift up his
front."

And so they jumped into action, and using
their combined efforts, they managed to lift and push Clint's
unconscious front half onto Macho's blue ball. Clint had passed out
at this point. Macho almost felt like passing out himself. He
maneuvered himself behind Clint and pushed with his muzzle on
Clint's bottom half. The undead soldiers helped to guide the
rolling ball as it gained momentum. It was actually working! The
smooth plastic ball rolled over and over underneath Clint's
coat…and then Clint had made it across, followed shortly by Macho
himself.

Macho turned back around to face the Dark
Kingdom. Clint slid off the ball and plopped over onto the
ground.

Macho bowed to the undead soldiers. "Thank
you for helping me," he said.

Darkeyes acted like he didn't even hear it,
and turned around, then Darkeyes and the troops started walking
back toward their tent.

Meanwhile, behind him, Macho thought he heard
a very quiet word muttered to him: "Slushy."

He turned around and looked down at where the
voice was coming from.

"What?" Macho said to Clint, truly
puzzled.

Clint looked up at him weakly from the
ground, and with complete contempt, repeated, "Sissy."


 


 


 


 CHAPTER 2

Dust Gets in Your Eyes

 


Two days later, Dust came to visit Macho
while he was laying sick in his bed.

At first, he felt elated when his mother
brought Dust inside the house. But then, a feeling of
disappointment came over him as he realized that Dust might simply
not have anything better to do without Clint around. Clint hadn't
been seen at all after the incident. His family said that he was
off visiting distant family members. All the members of his clique
said he was off cuddling with a girlponi, and practicing his
dancing to come back to beat Machoponi in the upcoming dance off at
the Promenade in a week. But no one else in the village seemed
really sure exactly where Clint had gone.

Machoponi looked into Dust's eyes and she
grinned at him gently, filling Macho with an array of confusing
emotions and causing his heart to quicken.

Macho's mother looked back and forth between
their gazes. Macho caught the sneer that flashed briefly across his
mother's face, which Dust apparently didn't catch.

Macho's mother made a smacky noise with her
mouth, then said in a sugary-sweet voice tinged with annoyance,
"I'll leave you two to talk, but you can only stay for a few
minutes. He needs his rest." Then she turned and left the room.

Machoponi didn't know what to say. He felt
shy in front of Dust as she gazed at him, as she tilted her head,
and her mane shifted fetchingly over her right eye.

Macho shifted his gaze to the ceiling, then
nervously pulled his baby-blue blanky up higher on his body.

With a concerned tone, Dust asked, "Are you
okay?"

"I've been better," Macho said, followed by a
grin that resembled more of a grimace. "I just need another day or
so, that's all."

"Well, I've been really worried about
you."

Macho lowered his gaze and tried to read
Dust's face. He couldn't believe what he was hearing. He said,
"Really?"

Dust nodded. "Mmm hmm."

"Well, thank you for your concern. How's
Clint doing?"

"They tell me he's fine and is visiting
family. I think he's still recovering though."

Macho nodded.

Dust said, "I have something I've been
wanting to tell you, and with Clint out of town, this will be the
best chance I'll have for a while."

"Yes? What is it?"

Dust started fidgeting and could not meet his
eyes. "I—I'm just gonna say it, and hope you don't hate me."

"Okay, please tell me."

After a long pause, Dust said, "I have
feelings for you."

Macho was shocked.

Dust continued. "I hid it for a long time. I
thought it was just a crush. Like, remember when you were a colt
and I was a filly? I had a crush on you back then."

Macho chuckled. "Yes, I remember." Macho had
a crush on Dust back then too, except his crush had never
really gone away. Now they were both sixteen years old and things
weren't the same.

Dust laughed then said, "Remember how I used
to kiss you on the mouth, then run away?"

Macho grinned, "And I would chase you."

"Yeah, you used to say how gross it was!"

"But I was just a kid." Macho looked down
shyly. "Actually, I kind of started liking it. But then you
stopped."

"Well, I was just a kid too. I moved onto
other guys. I guess I didn't realize what kind of guy you'd turn
out to be."

"What kind of guy do you think I am?"

Her face took on a dreamy expression. "A very
strong, very macho, but also a very kind and sensitive poni, and
hopefully…loyal?" She looked at him timidly.

Macho hoped she was inferring what he thought
she was. Macho's yearning for Dust was no secret in the village and
was even the butt of many jokes. He'd never extinguished the flame
in his heart ever since they were little kids. "Yes," he answered
and his voice shook with emotion.

"Maybe we could have something good together.
We have a lot of history. You have stuck up for me ever since we
were kids. You've always been so kind to me. Maybe I need a kind
guy. I don't know what that's like. You see, I've been wanting to
break up with Clint for quite a while now. I've just been waiting
for the right moment."

Macho tried hard to keep his voice calm, as
he asked, "Are you going to do it soon?"

A wicked grin crept up the side of Dust's
face. "Yes, right after the Promenade. Think about how humiliating
that would be." She chuckled, and despite himself, Macho chuckled
too.

He said, "That sounds kind of mean."

"But it's what he deserves, don't you
think?"

"Maybe so," Macho replied.

"And I'm sure you'll win in the dance off.
Clint dances like he has four left hooves!"

Macho grinned.

"And right after you win, I'll break up with
Clint right in front of everyone! That'll show him. But I had
another thing I wanted to ask you about."

"Yes?"

"Clint's sister, you know her right? His
oldest sister.…"

"You mean Badunkadunk? Yes, I know her. I say
hi to her every once in a while. What about her?"

"Well, this is going to sound strange, but
right before the dance off, she wants to kiss you. Like a real
kiss…on the mouth."

Macho was dumbfounded. "But why?"

"She hates her brother too and we've been
planning this thing together. And you have to do it in front of
everyone too. It will really tick Clint off! Imagine how he'll feel
about you kissing his sister!"

Macho suddenly felt overwhelmed and was
reminded of how ill he felt.

"But why?" he stammered. "What about you and
me?"

Dust chuckled. "Don't worry. I'm not the
jealous type. Besides, I know there's nothing between you two."

Macho opened his mouth to speak, but Dust put
on her sad eyes and batted her long lashes irresistibly. "Please,"
she said. "It would mean so much to both of us."

"Okay," Macho said, weakly.

Dust seemed lost in thought for a moment,
then chuckled.

"What?" Macho asked, grinning simply because
she was.

"Remember that time by the pond back when I
would kiss you and run away? You were looking at a butterfly one
day.…"

Macho shook his head.

"Well," she said. "I thought you were so
cute, how intensely you were staring at that butterfly. And I crept
beside you and I kissed the side of your mouth."

"And then you ran away?"

"Yes, and you chased me and tripped and
fell…"

Suddenly Macho remembered. "I was crying," he
said, "and you were laughing at me!"

"I didn't know what I was doing back then.
But I thought you were so cute with your pouty little face and your
vulnerability."

"Then you stuck your tongue out at me!" Macho
shouted in mock anger.

"Because you didn't catch me."

"Maybe someday I will," Macho said.

"Maybe someday soon I'll kiss you
again.…"

"Will you run away?"

"We'll see.…"

Then, after saying goodbye, Dust left Macho
alone with his thoughts.

It took Machoponi three days to recover. It
generally took normal ponies four or five days to recover, but
Machoponi was strengthened by his exceptional machismo.

During the next week, Machoponi practiced his
dance moves. Half his time he devoted to the types of dances he did
for the public—the kind that made ponies hoot in approval and shake
their heads in disbelief. But the other half of his valuable
practice time, he devoted to his love, his art, his calling…ballet.
Why did ponies mock such beautiful movement of the body? Was it
just because he was a male? Was it not macho?

Well, Macho knew better—he knew the truth. He
had an ancient book from the Time When People Walked with Ponies.
He couldn't read very well, but his great-grandfather could, and
had read to Macho the name of the strong, very macho ballet dancer
in the book, who Macho gazed admiringly at nearly every day while
practicing. The man's name was Mikhail Nikolaevitch Baryshnikov.
And Baryshnikov was Macho's inspiration as he would close his eyes
and perform the ballet spin and as he would reach for the sky in
grand leaps like a gazelle.


 


 


 


 CHAPTER 3

The Promenade Begins!

 


It was the day of the Promenade! And a
magical feeling filled the village! The village was abuzz with
excitement like the twirling butterflies and bees in the fields!
Because it was a wonderful day of preparation! The day of the
Promenade! A day of anticipation and joy—and of a whole village
brimming with ponies rushing to and fro and saying, "How do you
do?" And the air was filled with the smell of potpies cooling on
windowsills and the sound of brushing hair! It was the day of the
Promenade!

In the afternoon, there even appeared that
smile-upside-down called a rainbow, stretching its back between the
two kingdoms. It usually only showed itself a couple of times a
month, and here it was to mark the grand day. The half that was
inside the Pastel Kingdom, was colorfully ROYGBIV, and the half
that crossed into the Dark Kingdom was in shades of gray, just like
always.

How comforting it was to see it return the
same as it always did, for, like the comforting stars, it was
always the same, but unlike them, it did not appear every day. But
it appeared this day, because this day was a day of yummy goodness,
a day like the cream inside a chocolate cupcake mixing with the
icing outside!

"Are you ready?" they'd ask each other, then
laugh because no one could wait! Because it was the glorious,
fantastic, gleefully gay day of

 


~*THE
PROMENADE*~

 


Finally the nighttime arrived, the stars came
out and began to twinkle like unscratched plastic!

The drawbridge of the Purple Castle lowered
to welcome the entrance of the party-going ponies! The crowd
cheered! They began to file into the castle. And Oh, what a
glorious spectacle they were!

The girlponies were first, each wearing a
tiara sparkling with shimmering clear plastic and a large red
plastic jewel heart as its centerpiece. Dust led the group, because
she had been proclaimed Princess for a Day. Some said that
all the girlponies were equally beautiful and since they
each wore a tiara, that "every poni is a princess," but of course,
that's crap. They all wore luxurious gowns of velvet and silk and
colors like red and purple. O, how deliciously sinful it was to
wear clothing, just like the fabled humans from days of old!

Upon the dainty forelegs of each fine maiden,
clung striped legwarmers of all colors of the rainbow. All the
proper colors that is—not gray. Because gray was not allowed in the
pastel side. And they marched in lockstep into the castle and to
the ballroom inside!

Now the guy ponies began filing in over the
drawbridge! And they were dressed handsomely with a top hat upon
each masculine head and a fuchsia boa wrapped around each strong
neck.

To the ballroom they went!

The ballroom was a glorious room. Large and
luxurious—from the inside it almost seemed larger than the castle
itself! They all entered the room by the wooden banisters at the
top of the two winding staircases, the guys on the left side of the
room and the girls on the right.

The two long staircases led down to the
central dance floor which was made of checkered black and white
marble. Above it twinkled a large ornate chandelier. Machoponi was
in front of the line of guys and he pushed his blue ball down the
staircase, which ploomped ploomped down then bounced into the
beautiful water fountain in the center of the floor.

And guess what was swishing inside that
fountain?

Floating to and fro like darting tadpoles
were three merponies happily playing with the borrowed beachball!
(Merponies have the heads of ponies and the bodies of fish.)

Making her entrance, at the front of the line
of girlponies, was Dust, the Princess for a Day. She looked around
dramatically and grinned and proclaimed,

"Let the Promenade begin!"

Everyone cheered, "Hooray!"

With a glint in his eye, Machoponi looked
across the room, enthralled at Dust's dimpled smile. Macho and Dust
began slowly leading everyponi down the staircases as the merponies
began to sing:

Shoopy shoopy doo shoop shoopa shoopy
doo

Then music began to play and all the
girlponies started to sing this song:

~*It's Fun to Put
on a Dress*~

 


"Oh, it's fun to put on a dress!

To revel in sweet excess!"

Dust looked over at the guys and winked with
modelesque smile. A couple of the guys stumbled because she was so
beautiful.

(The guys and girls were now 3/4 of the way
down the staircases.)

Dust called to the guys, "Oh, ain't it fun to
put on a dress?!"

At which the guys shouted back: "We
guess!"

And the girlponies shouted back, "You
guess?!!" before they started to sing again while continuing down
the stairs,

"Ohhhh…it's fun to put on a dress,

When you're feeling a little burlesque,

Cuz naked is boring and normal,

And doesn't take as much finesse!"

The guys shouted back, "We guess!"

Now Dust stood on the landing in the middle
of the staircase. Macho and Clint both stood on the landing
opposite her, waiting.

Dust sang,

"Well, you don't understand I suppose,

Just how wonderful and sexy are clothes,

And I suppose that you won't be
impressed,

With my choice of fine fashion unless.…"

Clint and Macho shouted out, "What?"

"Unless I let you.…"

"Yeah?!" all the guys shouted back.

"…Unless I let you look up my dress!"

She then turned around fetchingly on the
landing, beckoning with her hindquarters. The guys immediately knew
what to do. They rushed madly down the stairs to find that glorious
angle where they could look up Dust's dress. Their jaws dropped. It
was a glorious sight, greater than any painting from the days of
yore—a work of art.

A few of the guyponies’ top hats even fell
off as they strained their necks to see.

And the merponies looked on with envy and one
even muttered sarcastically, "What an ass!" then mocked Dust by
sticking her own tail out of the water at the guys.

But Dust only grinned, then shouted back at
the merponi with sugary sweetness, "What a nice tail! And what did
you say?"

And the merponi, taken aback, shouted, "What
a nice ass you are!"

And Dust shouted back, "I'm not an ass, but a
poni! And you still have a beautiful tail!"

The merponi blushed at the compliment, then
swam around the fountain with a big grin.

Dust put on a smile and began to sing again
as she stepped down the last half of the staircase:

"Sooo…when you're feeling a little
burlesque,

It's nice to put on a dress!"

Then the instruments stopped playing and
everyone thought the song was over, but Dust started singing a solo
as she slowly walked down the final steps of the staircase.

This is what she sang:

"Ohhh, but now I must confess…"

"What???" everyone else shouted in
unison.

"I've got a secret, but you can't
see…unless!…"

"What???" Ponies looked at each other with
bewilderment, then shifted their gazes back onto Dust. "Will you
show us?"

"Ohhhhh…I'll show you my secret I guess, but
you can't see, no you can't see unless…"

Everyone else shouted, "Unless??!"

"Yes! You can't see unleeeeess. I said you
can't see, you can't see unleeeeee…"

The room took a collective gasp of
anticipation as Dust took the last step onto the dance floor while
holding one note. Her voiced started shifting into a higher pitch
as she turned her backside toward all the girlponies.

"…eeeeessss

You look up my dress!"

And with those words Dust applied a powerful
booty quake motion which caused the bottom half of her dress to
lift up and fold over her back, so that her rear was exposed for
everyponi to see.

Then they all stood contemplating Dust's
naked bottom, the best one in the village.

And the guys on the left side of the room
began gasping and exclaiming in surprise, while the girls were
silent and calm because they were at the wrong angle to see what
the guys saw.

One of the guyponies shouted out, "A tramp
stamp! She has a tramp stamp!"

And it was true! There, on her flank, above
her right leg for all the guyponies and merponies to see was a new
tattoo of a red heart-outline inside a black circle. And running
jaggedly down the center of the heart was her scar.

And as the room filled with shocked murmurs,
Macho watched the huge grin form on Dust's face.




 


 


 CHAPTER 4

The Promenade

 


Dust's mocking laughter echoed throughout the
dance hall. She said, "Well you've been staring at my butt quite
long enough!" She made a little butt jiggle motion to emphasize her
point. "But now that you've got a good gander, and my dress you
have now looked quite under…" She giggled. "…it's time to
move on to what we came here for: to dance dance dance!" Then she
twitched her back to flip her dress over and cover her rear.

All the ponies began cheering at the mention
of dancing. They all filed down the stairs onto the dance floor.
They lined up so the guys were on the left side of the room and the
girls were on the right, and each guyponi faced a girlponi partner.
The classical waltz music began to play, heavy on the string
instruments. Then each couple began gracefully walking toward each
other. Macho was across from Badunkadunk, with her beautiful pink
hair with white stripes and her light-blue body. Dust was across
from Clint, and that made Macho really jealous.

All the couples stopped in the middle of the
room, a couple of feet away from each other and bowed gracefully as
the beautiful music filled the air. They danced the rest of the
moves to the music: they circled each other by stepping forward to
pass their partner's side, then walking sideways, then stepping
backwards, then stepping to the side so that they faced their
partner again, then they bowed.

That was how it started. Then they would
begin to dance in their own way, with the guy leading. Sometimes
the pairs would do dance steps to the side, or forward or backward.
Some couples even touched their muzzles together, and occasionally
a girl would spin. Then the music would end, so they would walk
backward away from each other, then bow. Then they would either
stand on the edges of the room, socializing, or line up for another
dance. The evening continued on this way, until it was almost time
for the dance off.

It was a few minutes before the scheduled
dance off and Macho was trying his best to relax. He knew he had
nothing to worry about, because he'd been practicing for weeks,
plus he was clearly a much better dancer than Clint. Macho was more
nervous about the kiss he was supposed to have with
Badunkadunk.

He was standing on the edge of the dance
floor watching the ponies dance.

He heard someone say, "Pssst" into his right
ear. He turned his head to see Dust smiling at him.

"Hey handsome," she said.

"Hey beautiful," Macho replied.

Dust batted her lashes. "I want to speak to
you a little bit before you do that dance off." She motioned with
her head toward a hallway.

"Okay," Macho replied, then he followed her
into the hallway. They were the only two ponies there. "Yes, what
is it?" Macho asked.

"Well…I just couldn't bear to have
Badunkadunk kiss you before…I had a chance to kiss you myself." She
moved her mouth toward his and Macho leaned forward too. Their
mouths touched and Macho's heart quickened. Then he felt Dust's
tongue pressing to touch his and their tongues mingled. Then Macho
was suddenly stuck by a strange sensation. His tongue felt like it
was tingling and becoming cold. Dust pulled back and Macho stared
into her beautiful eyes. What was that chilly feeling? Was that
what love felt like?

Dust giggled, then said, "There, I kissed you
first. You're mine."

Macho felt the blush rising in his
cheeks.

Dust smiled. "Now go have an interesting
dance off, baby."

"Thank you," Macho stammered, then he turned
to walk back. As he went back onto the dance floor, he saw
Badunkadunk standing ahead of him, to the right. She was facing the
opposite direction. A few moments later, Dust came up behind him,
then went off to mingle in the crowd.

It was almost time for the dance off and
Macho felt himself feeling a little dizzy from anticipation. The
waltz music stopped and someone shouted, "It's time for the dance
off!" The murmurs spread throughout the room.

Across the room, Macho saw Clint making his
way through the crowd. Macho's legs began to feel weak. Badunkadunk
was turning around to face him.

Macho began walking closer to Badunkadunk.
She grinned at him. As he came up to her, she said, "You're a stud,
Macho," and she tilted her head and puckered up. Nervously, Macho
kissed her. He had only meant it to be a short kiss, but as he
tried to pull back, Badunkadunk pressed forward and slipped him
some tongue. Their tongues touched and Macho was surprised to feel
his tongue tingling with a chill! What was this strange cold
feeling? It was like when he'd kissed Dust! He didn't understand
and he began to sway with confusion as he pulled his mouth away
from Badunkadunk's.

He searched the room for Dust, then he saw
her about thirty feet away. He wanted to read her expression to
make sure she had meant it when she'd said she wouldn't mind him
kissing Badunkadunk.

He made eye contact with her. And then Dust
shouted out in alarm, "How could you?"

The surprise hit Macho so hard that it made
his head spin. Dust began crying out loud.

Macho shouted at her, "Dust wait!" but for
some reason, he slurred his words. Clumsily, he tried to walk
toward her.

But Dust yelled, "Don't come near me! Go do
your dance contest! You'll learn your lesson afterwards!" She
stared hatefully at him, and Macho stood with all the ponies' eyes
on him, and the effect of everything was now making him woozy.

He looked to his right and Clint was standing
next to him. Clint sneered and said, "Did you have fun kissing my
sister? We'll talk about that later. Now, let's dance."

Macho nodded and hoped his shakiness would
disappear once he started dancing.

Macho turned to face Clint, then they each
stepped backward so that they weren't too close to each other. Then
the music began to play.

The song was a recording of an old school rap
by the band, Run P.O.Knee, and it was called:

~*It's
Spiffy*~

The opening music of the song filled the
dance hall as Clint and Macho stared each other down and made mean
faces at each other. Macho was finding it difficult to focus,
though, for some reason. They each flung off their top hats and
boas.

 


And Run P.O.Knee began their rap:

"I met this little poni, the color
macaroni.

Said she could really dance,

But she turned out to be a phony.

I met another filly, she said I looked real
silly,

But then I pranced around for her,

And now she's on my willy."

(Then the chorus started and Clint and Macho
began dancing frantically as Run P.O.Knee rapped:)

"It's spiffy to prance in time, to prance in
time, that's right, equine.

It's spiffy!… It's spiffy spiffy spiffy
spiffy."

Macho was doing some elaborate footwork, at
least he was trying to. He was having some trouble warming up. He
stumbled a little.

Across from him, Clint was
popping-and-locking, which was a style of dance where he seemed to
jolt into sudden movement then freeze, then move again. He was
jerking his head from side to side and alternately lifting his legs
and stepping down.

As the second verse began, Clint began
jutting his chest out while bouncing up and down.

Macho leaned forward, preparing to go onto
his back and spin on the floor, but instead he lost his balance and
fell over.

And Run P.O.Knee rapped:

"And in this poni world, it's always so
pastel,

And gray they say is not allowed, and it's
like hell,

Cuz hell is when you can't be sad or who you
are,

And now I say they took pastel just way too
far.

 


It's spiffy to prance in time…"

 


The music came to a sudden stop.

Macho was feeling really dizzy and could
barely lift his head off the floor. He opened one eye to look at
Clint—Clint had stopped dancing and was laughing at him!

Someone was walking toward Macho. He thought
he recognized the hooves and he managed to raise his eyes. Dust was
standing in front of him. He tried to speak, but for some reason he
couldn't even begin to form words.

"How could you?" Dust shouted down at him.
"First you cheat on me by kissing another girl and then you get
drunk for such an important event? You've broken my heart, Macho, I
hope you know that!" She looked around at the entire room of
watchers. "I hope everyone knows that! I can't live on, knowing
what he's done to me!"

There was a collective gasp through the
room.

And Macho felt horribly confused and wanted
to speak, to tell her that he wasn't drunk. He had no idea what was
wrong with him, but something was definitely wrong. And he
desperately wanted to ask Dust why she was saying such things when
the kiss with Badunkadunk had been Dust's idea in the first
place!

Macho tried to say, "What are you saying?"
but the words wouldn't come to Macho's mouth—instead he slurred
out, "Wha—wha—whaut."

Badunkadunk shouted at Dust, "I didn't know
that Macho was still with you, Dust! He told me he wasn't involved
with you anymore! He lied to me! You've got to believe me!"

Macho shook his head in disbelief. What was
happening? Why was Badunkadunk lying? He'd never been
involved with Badunkadunk at all!

Dust replied to Badunkadunk, "I believe you.
I'm not angry at you at all. I just feel so hurt. We were both
fooled by Macho."

Clint, who was now standing beside
Badunkadunk, shouted at Dust, "You cheated on me, but maybe we can
work this out. Don't do anything drastic."

"No," Dust replied. "I can never get over
Macho's betrayal. He convinced me to cheat on you, then he ended up
cheating on me! I've lost all faith in him. He's no good.
You broke my heart, Macho."

Macho's eyes widened in horror. How could
this be happening!

Dust stared at Macho for a couple seconds,
then burst into tears and galloped out of the dance hall.
Badunkadunk followed her out.

A few guys started to gallop after her, but
Clint shouted out, "Stop! It would be the worst thing you could do
right now, if you followed her! Let her go!" so the ponies who had
been following Dust stopped. Clint then said, "Give her a few
moments to calm down, then I will talk to her. I hope she'll get
over what Macho did to her." Clint's voice sounded filled with
concern.

Shakily, Macho attempted to stand and managed
to get back on his four hooves again. He seemed to be feeling a
little less dizzy. A twinkle caught his attention. He looked down
to see Dust's tiara lying on the floor. One of his friends asked if
he was okay, and Macho managed to say, "I don't know."

He looked over at Clint. Some guyponies were
talking to him, trying to convince him to go after Dust or to at
least let one of them go to her. Clint was shaking his head, and
saying, "No, I'm her boyfriend. I know her. Leave her alone for a
while."

And so everyponi stood awkwardly in silence.
Then slowly, ponies began to engage in conversations. And Macho
continued to feel less dizzy. Many of the other ponies seemed to be
avoiding him—some of them glared at him.

Machoponi only stared ahead with a glum
expression on his face.

Suddenly, Badunkadunk rushed into the room,
screaming, "Hurry! It's Dust! She just fell over! I think she's
died of a broken heart!"

Everyone rushed outside and followed
Badunkadunk. Macho was swept along with the rest of the crowd. He
was relieved that he was no longer dizzy.

Badunkadunk led them a short distance outside
the castle. It was dark outside, but the moon was full and provided
some light.

They could see a poni lying on the ground and
it looked like Dust. And as the crowd of ponies got closer, they
could see, under the light of the moon, that it was indeed her.

Clint and Badunkadunk, who were leading the
crowd, stopped in their tracks. Then, various ponies started
shouting at Dust, but she didn't move.

But Macho was pushing his way through the
crowd. He was going to revive Dust—he had to.

Beside him, Badunkadunk was yelling, "You
broke her heart, and now she's dead!" as Macho leaned down and felt
for Dust's pulse on her neck with his mouth.

With dread, he realized she had no pulse.

"Come back, Dust!" he shouted through tears.
For several minutes, he shouted and cried.

But Dust never revived. As the realization
that she was truly gone struck Macho, he felt overwhelming sorrow.
He didn't know how he could live without her in his life. She was
the only girl he'd ever loved.

And Macho took a few steps backward, as the
dizziness suddenly overwhelmed him once again. Helplessly, he
watched Dust's body lying still on the ground—watched as darkness
filled his eyes, and Macho took a few more steps backward before
collapsing.

Oh, Dust. You have left me, he
thought, just before he closed his eyes and everything went
black.


 


 


 


 CHAPTER 5

Even in Death

 


Machoponi awoke in darkness. It felt like he
was lying down on the ground. He looked around, tried to focus. He
saw hooves he didn't recognize. One of the hooves rested on top of
a blue ball that looked an awful lot like Macho's. He tried to lift
his head and saw Clint's face.

Clint said to him, "You died. The official
cause of death was a broken heart."

Macho struggled to make sense of Clint's
words.

Clint continued, "You're on the dark side
now. They were going to hold a funeral for you, but that isn't
going to happen now. The village doesn't really like you much now,
anyway. I wonder if anyone would show up."

Macho shook his head and tried to stand up.
"Why?" he asked.

"Look," Clint said, "those undead poni jerks
took Dust and it's not right. You have to bring her back. You were
already dead so I took the opportunity to push your body over the
line. You're reanimated. You can do this now. You have to do
this! Bring her back."

Macho finally managed to stand. He felt
overwhelmed by what Clint was telling him.

Clint said, "Believe it. Look around you.
You're in the Dark Kingdom."

Macho turned and looked around. The grass
under his feet was brown and everything looked murkier around him.
He looked at Clint who seemed to be surrounded by pastel colors
(although they were darker because it was still dark outside.)
Everything Clint said seemed to be true. It was a shock to suddenly
realize that he was dead. He didn't want to believe it. "What do
you mean, they took Dust? They reanimated her?"

"Yes. They somehow got hold of her body. She
reanimated and they kidnapped her!"

Macho was shocked. "Why? What are they going
to do with her?"

Clint gestured at a rolled up piece of
parchment lying on the ground. "My grandfather had an ancient map
of the dark side of Poniworld, from the time before the Great
Dividing, when the Dark Kingdom was still pastel. You can use it to
guide your path. The undead ponies are taking Dust to the castle
where the Princess of the Dark Kingdom dwells. I don't know what
route they're using, but the map shows that there is a large chasm
in front of the castle and there is only one way to cross: a rope
bridge. You have to get to that rope bridge before the undead
ponies do. You can head them off. All you have to do is get to the
bridge first. They have about a four-hour lead. You can catch up
with them if you don't sleep."

"What time is it?" Macho asked.

"It's almost dawn. And don't worry about the
sun hurting you, since you're undead. It won't hurt you. That's
just a myth, though the sun is much less bright on the dark
side."

Macho struggled to take in all of Clint's
words.

Clint continued, "Bring her back to me. You
messed this up, now you have to fix it. We'll settle it when you
come back, then Dust can decide between us—let the best poni win.
If it means anything, she told me she loved you. I don't know why
she did, though." Clint rolled the blue ball over to Macho, then he
turned around, as if to end the conversation.

Macho asked, "How do you know they're taking
her to the Princess of the Dark Kingdom?"

Without turning around, Clint said, "Darkeyes
told me. They used to be lovers." Then Clint began to walk away,
and he would no longer reply to anything Macho said.

Macho looked down at the rolled up parchment
on the ground. It was yellow and old. The parchment was attached to
a string. The string was tied to two red, plastic gumball-looking
balls which Macho figured were used to weigh the parchment down
when it was opened.

The sun had begun to rise, providing
light.

He kneeled down and nudged the parchment
open. He used the plastic balls to hold the top and bottom of the
parchment down.

The map was drawn simply and showed all of
Poniworld. But there was no Jagged Line through the middle. On the
bottom half of the parchment were all the major landmarks and
villages of the Pastel Kingdom. On the upper half were all the
things that used to be in the Dark Kingdom before it became dark.
At the top of the map was a castle labeled, "The Princess's
Castle." In front of it was the chasm with a single rope bridge
drawn on it. The chasm went all the way from the left of the map to
the right, and the bridge was the only way to cross that the map
showed. It was just as Clint said.

He studied the map, trying to figure out a
good path to the rope bridge. The two kingdoms had been divided so
long ago, that no one remembered what the upper half of Poniworld
was like, or what mysteries it held past the things in plain sight.
He chose a path that looked like the shortest one: he would go
through the Village of the Cuddlebears, then through Flutter-fly
Poni Valley, then the Territory of the Chill-Aid Man. The map
showed a "yellow brick road" that went through all three areas. If
he followed the road, he'd be less likely to get lost, he
thought.

The map showed that on the top edge of the
Chill-Aid Man's Territory was a wall that extended quite a distance
to the left and right. The yellow brick road went right up to the
wall, but the map didn't show a tunnel or door or anything. There
were tunnels to the left and right, but they seemed far.

The rope bridge was on the other side of
wall, very close to where the yellow-brick road met the wall. If he
could figure out a way to go over the wall, he could save a lot of
time. The map didn't indicate how high the wall was.

He didn't know if he was choosing a good
path, or even if the map was accurate anymore, but he had no other
information to go by, so it was the path he was going to take.

He stared at the map a few more minutes,
committing it to memory in case something happened to it, then he
rolled it up and slipped the string around his neck.

He headed toward the Village of the
Cuddlebears.
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 CHAPTER 6

The Village of the Cuddlebears

 


Macho found the yellow brick road quickly. He
walked at a steady pace along it. The sun rose as he walked, but it
was much dimmer than he was used to.

The map showed that a stream ran through the
middle of the Cuddlebear Village. In the village, the yellow brick
road went over a bridge that crossed the stream. He'd have to go
over the bridge, because he couldn't swim and, on the map, there
were no other bridges indicated nearby.

The word "cuddlebears" sounded pleasant and
cuddly. It wasn't what he expected from the Dark Kingdom. He
wondered if the cuddlebears were still there. Maybe the undead
ponies had run them off or even destroyed them. It would be fine,
though, if the village was deserted. Macho wanted as little trouble
as possible in his voyage.

He had walked for about two hours when from a
distance he could see a village made up of gray cottages and eight
gray animals walking around. They didn't look like bears,
though.

As he got closer, he realized they had
quills! They gathered into the center of the village, in front of
the bridge that went over the stream, and watched him approach.

Well, there's no chance of passing through
unnoticed now, Macho thought.

He stopped in front of the crowd. There were
eight of the creatures, all male. He figured that they were
porcupines, but they didn't look like regular ones. Their facial
features actually resembled bears and they were bigger than normal
porcupines—they were almost the same size as Macho.

One of the creatures asked, "Who are you,
poni? Why aren't you gray like the rest?"

Macho thought that maybe it would be better
to lie. "My name is Machoponi, and I dyed my hair," he said.

"Why?"

Macho thought briefly for a good lie. "The
Princess told me to. I'm not sure why. I just did what she told
me."

The one who was asking Macho the questions
seemed to be considering whether to believe him, then he said, "I
think you're from the Pastel Kingdom and you haven't been undead
long enough for your hair to turn gray. I've seen a couple others
before, like you."

"Okay," Macho replied. "Yes, I'm from the
pastel side."

"I thought so. Well, hello, my name is
TooCool. Wanna know why they call me TooCool?"

"Sure."

"Because I'm too cool to care."

"Ah."

"That's a nice ball," said TooCool. "So what
are you doing here? And is that a map around your neck?"

Macho nodded. He decided to lie again. "Yes.
I want to meet the Princess and I'm using the map to guide me."

"You want to kill the Princess?"
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