“And that's what happened yesterday,” Fluttershy finished recounting her side of the story, looking utterly ashamed of herself as she did so.
“Oh dear.” Rarity seemed aghast as the tale ended, suddenly wondering if she'd bitten off more than she could chew. “The situation is far worse than we thought.” Fixing up a successful date for Fluttershy and Twilight was bound to be no easy task, not even for the most skilled of merry matchmakers.
“I dunno, 'Shy,” Applejack chuckled knowingly, finding this all quite amusing. “Sounds to me like she likes you.”
“If she did, she probably doesn't any more...” Fluttershy mumbled to herself, softly scuffing the floor. Why would an exotic, talented, special pony like Twilight ever be interested in a plain old pink-maned Ponyville pegasus like her as anything more than friends? “I left such a bad impression on her, I don’t even want to know what she thinks. But I do know I need your help to fix that. Please? If, um, if that's okay with you...”
“Well, sure thing, sug. If you really want to impress Twilight, then of course I'll help ya. I'd be happy to,” Applejack assured her, giving her a comforting, if slightly teasing nudge in the side. “But I reckon you needn't be beating yourself up about thi—”
“I'VE GOT IT!” Rarity abruptly announced, her eyes wide with excitement.
“Got what? No manners?” Applejack muttered to herself, more than a little miffed at being interrupted.
“No. The perfect idea for your date,” Rarity said, her horn glowing as she consciously conjured up an illusion, whisking her friends away to the world of pure imagination she saw in her mind’s eye. “Can't you just picture it now? The perfect moonlit night, reflected in the ripples on the water. Magical lights (courtesy of your amazingly clever and generous friend Rarity) softly glowing in the trees around you. The two of you gently drifting across the lake together in a gondola—”
“A what-dola?” Applejack interrupted.
Rarity paused, visibly displeased. “A gondola.”
“Gone-where?” the cowpony scratched her head.
Rarity glared at her. “...You, shut up. Ahem. Where was I?” she asked, quickly returning to her state of wonder and whimsy. “Oh, yes. Twilight and Fluttershy drifting across the lake, the serene caress of the breeze coasting past them, coaching them to come closer, and share more of their hearts’ deepest desires with one another, until they have...THE MOMENT!” she said, as if delivering a Shakesmarean performance.
Fluttershy blinked. “The...moment—?”
“THE MOMENT!” Rarity declared with vigour, beginning to enact THE MOMENT on a very bewildered Fluttershy as her melodramatic explanation continued. “THE MOMENT when you just can't resist the call of romance any longer. THE MOMENT where you lose yourself in a sudden burst of heartfelt passion; where you reach out and grab Twilight, take her in your hooves and say to her, 'You stupid foal! Can't you see what I'm trying to tell you, I love you! I have always loved you, and loved you well! Now kiss me!'” she demanded.
“Uh, R-Rarity?!” Fluttershy shrank back, not particularly keen to be kissed by her best friend. She didn't even realise how far back she'd leaned until she fell over, emitting a high-pitched yelp.
Rarity rolled her eyes. “Honestly, darling, it's called acting. Do relax yourself,” she said dismissively. 
“Oh. I see,” Fluttershy said, suddenly feeling very embarrassed. Maybe she hadn't gotten that carried away. “Well, um, that sounds...that sounds...nice, Rarity, but I'm...um...I'm not sure if I...want that...right away?” she uneasily admitted, not wanting to hurt her best friend's feelings, since it was clear she was already so invested in this idea.
“No. I suppose you're right. That would be a bit forward, wouldn't it?” Rarity conceded, oblivious to the sigh of relief that elicited from Fluttershy. “We should save that for the second date!”
“Oh...oh my...” Fluttershy flushed a bashful shade of crimson, a somewhat goofy grin working its way across her features. Could she really be so lucky as to have two dates with Twilight Sparkle? Oh, she couldn’t believe that. She didn’t dare hope. She...she...wasn't breathing. A sudden coughing fit more or less cured that oxygen deprivation.
“You alright, there?” Rarity eyed her, wondering if she should offer a glass of water.
“Ahem,” Applejack cleared her throat, calling her friends' attention over to her general direction. “That plan o’yours is all well an’ good an’ all, Rarity, but let's not get ahead of ourselves here. First things first, Fluttershy. Before you can get to any of that, you're gonna hafta pull on your big mare’s britches, march on over there to Twilight’s library, knock on her door and invite her out with ya,” she instructed. That was just proper manners.
Fluttershy's face fell, her fantasy shattered. “I don't get to...skip that part?” she asked, already trembling at the prospect. She’d liked it much better when she could pretend they were already on their second date.
“Applejack's right,” Rarity agreed, able to appreciate the cowpony's healthy knack for common sense. It did help to keep her grand ideas firmly rooted to reality, and keep her focused on the important details of the present rather than those of the distant future. “You'll never get to the romantic gondola on the lake with the fairy lights where you experience THE MOMENT if you spend all your time avoiding her. And that would be a tragedy. You simply have to ask her out as soon as possible.”
“W-what?” Fluttershy cringed in abject horror.
“You wanted to have a good time with her, right?” AJ pointed out, remembering Rarity’s earlier summary of Fluttershy’s motives. “That's what you were strugglin' with, and that’s what you needed us to fix for ya.”
“W-well...well, yes,” Fluttershy conceded, “But—”
“Well that settles it then!” Applejack continued, giving her an affectionate slap on the back.
“Ow.”
“If you want to have that, err, t'utterly and completely perfect first date (without Twilight ever actually realisin' that it's a date), then now's your chance,” Applejack insisted, thinking all her friend’s problems had been solved in one fell swoop. “No time like the present!”
“But I—”
“She's right,” Rarity cut her off. “The quicker you go about this, the quicker you'll have built up your confidence. And the sooner you're able to stop dwelling on yesterday's disaster the better,” she said, determined to get Fluttershy and Twilight together, even if they had to start small, with simple, friendly hanging out rather than grand romantic gestures.
It was a simple plan, really. Once Fluttershy saw that she could be around Twilight without it ending in catastrophe, all her friend's worries would fly away, and from that point onwards everything between them would go smashingly. Then she could get to the grand romantic gestures.
“Yes, yes. It simply must be tonight,” said Rarity, already spinning a web of delightfully devious schemes for the future. “Don't you think?”
“Uh...” Fluttershy's voice shook. Oh wait, that wasn't her voice. That was her whole body. Oh gosh. “N-no!” she hunkered down, lying prone on the floor, squeezing her eyes shut. She couldn't do this. Even thinking about talking to Twilight was enough to make her fall to pieces. The last thing she needed was to embarrass herself in front of her again. She’d had quite enough of that, thank you very much. Knowing that her friends would be watching only made it worse.
“I'm sorry, sugarcube, but I ain't takin' 'no' for an answer!” Applejack said, moving over to her, prepared to make her go whether she liked it or not. It was for her own good, and one day she would appreciate it. “Up ya get there, missy.”
“N-no!” Fluttershy didn't budge, remaining firmly in her shivering heap on the floor, hooves covering her eyes. “I'm not going. Y-you can't make me.”
“You can't make me,” Fluttershy insisted again, to no avail. Rarity was levitating her with her horn while Applejack had taken her by the tail, dragging the pony along behind her, the pair attracting odd looks as they led their unwilling friend through Ponyville’s streets.
Abruptly, Fluttershy fell to the ground with an 'oof!'. “We're here,” Applejack announced, smiling brightly at her good deed.
“Oh no...” Fluttershy squeaked, overtaken by the urge to make a run for it. And, for once, her legs listened to her desire to flee in terror. Unfortunately, she was lying on her side at the time, so she didn't make it very far. She whimpered.
“Come now, darling, it's not that difficult,” Rarity said, pushing Fluttershy up off the ground and towards Twilight's library. The fact that she dug her hooves into the dirt in an instinctive effort to resist didn't seem to make it any harder for the unicorn to deposit her right in front of the door.
“All you hafta do is ask her if she's free tonight and if she'd like to go somewhere with ya,” Applejack said, trotting over to the library, intent on sticking close by Fluttershy to give her a sense of support (ideally while also remaining out of sight of Twilight when she inevitably opened the door).
“O-o-o-okay,” Fluttershy stammered, already hyperventilating. “...H-h-how do I do that?” she asked, drawing a complete mental blank.
Rarity daintily cleared her throat. “Repeat after me: 'Twilight, would you like to go out with me?'” she said, articulating like the skilled orator she was.
“...'Twilight, would you like to go out with me?'” Fluttershy repeated. Oh. Was that all she had to do? Okay. That wasn't so hard.  She could...she could do that. “'Twilight, would you like to go out with me?'” she said again, more confidently.
“That's it! You've got it!” Applejack said encouragingly. She had figured this wouldn't be so hard. “Now, remember, we're right here with you.”
“That's right,” Rarity piped up. “Just remember to breathe.”
“And keep your wits about ya.”
“R-right—”
“And keep a proper posture.”
“Yeah, ya gotta seem confident.”
“But not too confident.”
“W-wait—” Fluttershy shook her head, getting confused. She didn’t think she’d be able to remember all these instructions.
“Stay strong.”
“But be demure.”
“Show her you’re interested.”
“Maintain a mystique; the thrill is in the chase, darling.”
“Just don't forget ta be yourself, sugar.”
“But, above all else, you must be ALOOF!” was Rarity’s concluding command, the unicorn swiftly diving behind some bushes in order to hide.
Fluttershy blinked incredulously. “Be a loofah?” she asked, feeling completely lost, not to mention terrified. But it was too late. “W-wait. What's a loofah?” asked Fluttershy, beginning to panic.
Before she could get an answer, Applejack had already knocked on the door on her behalf, the cowpony quickly flattening herself against the wall to stay out of sight.
“Eep!” Fluttershy froze. This wasn't happening. This was just a bad dream. If she tried really hard, maybe she could wake up before—
Twilight opened the door. “Hel—” she cut herself off mid-word when she saw who was there. “F-F-Fluttershy?” she said, her heart soaring at the sight of her. As far as surprises went, this one was more than welcome. She could cancel all her holidays; no gift would top this.
“...H...Hi...” Fluttershy smiled nervously, her cheeks reddening slightly. As scared as she was, she was also secretly elated to be around her again. Being near Twilight always made her feel all tingly inside, like she was made of cotton candy.
“Hi. Uh...hi! Hi!” Twilight reflexively replied, too stunned to think of anything else to say.
She hadn't expected this at all. Here she'd thought Fluttershy hated her, or didn't want to see her because she thought that Twilight hated her, as Pinkie had predicted. But, here she was. Right in front of her. On her doorstep. And she was so...pretty...
“...Hi...” Twilight said through a deeply infatuated sigh, her pupils closely resembling the shape of hearts as she gazed at her.
“Hi,” Fluttershy said, totally and utterly smitten with her. She liked the way Twilight said 'hi'; it made her feel as if she was hearing the word for the very first time. She’d never heard another pony say it the same way. The way Twilight said hi was so melodic, so wonderful, and so cute too. And, to think, she was saying it to a plain old nopony like her.
“Hi...” Twilight couldn't help the goofy grin that washed over her then. A book being flung at her head from behind quickly snapped her out of her daze, though. ‘Oh. Right! Be cool. Be cool. Yes.’ “Ahem. I mean, um...what are you—”
Another book hit her as a means of correction, forcibly reminding her to do as she’d been told. ‘Oh, horseapples,’ she silently cursed her mental blank for striking again. What was that line again? What had Rainbow Dash told her to say?
“...What's a...nice pony like you doing in a place like this?” Twilight asked, trying to seem casual and collected, moving to lean nonchalantly on her door frame. However, she misjudged the distance, and lost her balance. “Gah!” She flailed, quickly managing to catch herself on the frame before she fell.
Somewhere behind her, Pinkie Pie had to bite her hooves to stifle her laughter.
“Oh, it's, um, it's...it's nothing...I should just—” Before she could excuse herself, Fluttershy met eyes with a thoroughly displeased Rarity, who shook her head and sternly gestured for her to get on with it, OR ELSE.
She didn't have a choice, did she? Oh, goodness. She had to muster up her courage and go through with it.
“Um...w-what I mean to say is...” she glanced down, anxiously twisting her hoof against the ground. “I've been uh...thinking about...yesterday...and, um...Ihadareallygoodtimeand...” she swallowed, her knees knocking together as she spoke.
“Yes?” asked Twilight, leaning in closer in an effort to hear her beautiful voice.
“IwaswonderingifyoumghtliketodoitagainsometimelikemaybetonightbutImeanIcouldunderstandifyouwouldn'tit'sjustasuggestionreallyyoudon'thaveto,” Fluttershy mumbled before immediately ducking behind her mane, too scared to hear the answer.
Rarity smacked herself in the head.
Twilight blinked, her eyes and ears conveying her confusion. “...Sorry. Didn't catch any of that,” she admitted with an uncomfortable laugh. “Would you, uh, run that by me again, please?” she said, sure that she would love anything Fluttershy had to say.
Fluttershy took a few deep breaths, telling herself to calm down. She could do this. She knew what to say. She'd practised it. ...Well, twice. She swallowed, and shifted her legs, gathering what little inner-strength was still with her at that point, preparing to say those fateful words.
“T...T-Twilight? D-d-do you...do you...” she began in a voice even dogs would have struggled to hear. However, just as she started speaking, Applejack bit her tail, and gave it a mighty yank, the painful jolt causing her volume to suddenly spike. “Do you want to go out wi—”
“YES!” Twilight eagerly leaped forward, unable to contain herself.
Fluttershy yelped and fell backwards in shock, literally bowled over by the sudden sound. Her wide, startled eyes stared up at Twilight, unblinking, her tail still throbbing from Applejack having pulled it.
Rainbow Dash rolled her eyes. She had the worst freaking students.
“Eheh,” Twilight chuckled awkwardly. On second thought, maybe that had been a little much. “I mean, uh, I would love to...go out with you sometime,” she smiled shyly, her cheeks turning pink. “If...if that's what you were asking, I mean.”
“Oh. Really?” Fluttershy released the breath she wasn't aware she'd been holding. “I-I mean, yes. Yes, that is what I was asking!” she said. She didn't even notice that her wings had lifted her off the ground, nor that she was hovering in the air there like a hummingbird. “I, um...t-toni—?”
“TONIGHT'S FINE!” Twilight beamed, once again unable to control her volume. “It's excellent, even! Spectacularriffic!” she all but squealed. Wait, spectacularriffic? ...She would never forgive her brain for making her say that.
“Gr-Great!” Fluttershy breathed, raising her forelimbs above her head with joy, so thrilled she couldn't even believe it. Apparently, neither could her wings, which made her do a loop in the air, not that Fluttershy was aware of this motion. “I-I'll, uh...I'll meet you here?” she offered, unconsciously rubbing her front fetlocks together in a manner Twilight thought was the sweetest thing ever to be witnessed by ponykind.
“That would be swell!” Twilight said, scarcely able to keep a lid on her excitement. She felt like she was going to burst into fireworks at any second.
'Swell?!' Rainbow Dash mouthed in disbelief, exchanging looks with Pinkie, though the pink pony didn’t seem to share her objections to the term.
“Okay, so...okay.” Fluttershy grinned.
“Okay!” Twilight replied.
“Okay,” Fluttershy said back, still just hovering there, staring into Twilight's eyes.
Another tug on her tail caught Fluttershy's attention. She looked over to see both Applejack and Rarity darting their eyes to one side, tilting their necks in the same direction, as if they were signalling something. For several moments, she had no idea what they meant, though. Why would they keep gesturing away from Twilight's house like that?
...Oh Gosh! She'd forgotten to leave, hadn't she? How did she forget that, of all things? That was only the second most basic thing after arriving. But, now that she’d jumped the first hurdle, she didn’t want to go anywhere. She was content to stay right where she was. Unfortunately, she knew she did have to leave, at least for a little while.
“I, uh...I suppose I should...” Fluttershy floated backwards slightly, averting her eyes.
“If you must...” Twilight replied without realising she'd said it out loud.
“So, then...u-until tonight,” said Fluttershy, her heart pitter-pattering in a manner that so suited her name.
“Fly Buttershy. I mean, shy Flutterbye. I mean, bye Fluttershy,” Twilight murmured, wholeheartedly lovestruck, her tongue all in a twist as a million different thoughts danced through  her head. She stood there and sighed dreamily, watching her beloved float away, unwilling to break eye contact.
“Um...Twilight?” Rainbow Dash said, flying down and slowly closing the door, making sure she couldn’t be seen from the street as she did so. Twilight didn't seem to notice. “Twilight?” she tried again, waving a hoof in front of her. No response. “...I think she's broken,” the pegasus shrugged, looking to Pinkie Pie for help.
It was around that moment that everything finally sank in.
“YES!” Twilight cheered, springing into the air.
“Gah!” Rainbow recoiled in shock.
“Yesyesyesyes! Yesyesyesyesyesyes! Isaidyes! Isaidyes! Isaidyeeeeees! Yesyesyes! Yesyesyes! Yesyesyesyesyesyesyes! I! SAID! YES!” Twilight said, jumping around in circles in pure, unbridled joy. She had never been so happy in her entire life! “Isaidyes! Isaidyes!”
“Shesaidyes! Shesaidyes! Shesaidyes! Yesyesyesyesyesyes!” said Pinkie Pie, who, naturally, was doing the exact same thing as Twilight, merrily bouncing along behind her, not that the purple pony noticed. “Yesyesyesyesyesyes! Haha. This is fun, Dashie! You should try it! Yesyesyesyesyes!”
Rainbow Dash let the brim of her hat fall over eyes a little more. “...TWILIGHT!” she eventually called out.
“What?!” Twilight immediately came to a stop, causing Pinkie to crash into her. She glanced around herself in haste, wondering if Fluttershy was back. She didn't want her to catch her like that. That would have been an awkward way to make her feelings known.
“Shouldn't you be, you know, getting ready?” Rainbow pointed out, having witnessed first-hand just how hopeless and unprepared Twilight still was for this.
Twilight gasped, glancing up at the clock. “Oh, Celestia! You're right!” she said, galloping over to one of her bookshelves.
She only had a few hours until Fluttershy came back to take her out. In that time, she had to learn how to be cool from Rainbow Dash, study up on everything she could about proper date technique and procedure, and, on top of that, she had to figure out what she was going to wear, get ready and make herself look nice. There was no time to lose!
If she was going to make it, she was going to have to cram like she'd never crammed before.
“Pinkie,” Twilight called out with all the seriousness of a surgeon in the middle of an operation.
“Yes?” Pinkie appeared at her side, saluting.
“I need you to start looking for some books,” Twilight instructed, knowing the pink pony had a gift for finding even the most elusive texts. “If you could possibly find any instructional books or comprehensive guides to dating—”
“You mean like this one?” Pinkie replied, her words muffled by the book that was already in her mouth.
Twilight looked at her strangely before quickly shaking off her puzzlement. “Let me see,” she said, summoning it to her with her horn. “'A Perfect Gentlecolt: The True Romantic's Guide to Wooing a Lady'.” Twilight grinned. “Pinkie, this is great! See if you can find anything else!” she said, carrying the book over to her desk so she could get to work copying notes.
“Will do,” Pinkie said, happily hopping up and down in front of the bookshelves, possibly in an effort to read the titles, but then again maybe just because she was Pinkie.
“Hey! What are you doing?” asked Rainbow Dash, looking more than a little miffed at being forgotten.
“Making a cheat-sheet,” Twilight answered bluntly. “I can't very well carry an entire book with me when I'm out with Fluttershy, can I?” she pointed out, planning on making a discreet list she could refer to throughout the night.
“Well...no! I guess not,” Rainbow conceded. “But that's not what I meant!”
“What did you mean?” asked Twilight, too busy flipping through the book to pay her friend much attention.
“I thought I was going to teach you how to be cool,” she said, feeling offended at being overlooked for a stuffy old book. The book didn't even have a neat hat!
“You are,” Twilight assured her, much to Rainbow's confusion. “You're just not going to have as much time or freedom to tutor me as we thought. You'll have to try to teach me all you can while I’m taking notes from these books.”
Rainbow looked unsure. “But being cool isn't something you can just learn by ear. Especially not you...” she commented, only now really grasping the gravity of the task she had signed herself up for. She could do it, sure, and she would give it her all, but...Twilight was going to take a lot of work to de-dorkify. “You have to, like, practise this stuff. I mean, why do you think I spend so much time training my tricks? You've gotta drill it until it becomes second nature!”
“Hmm. I understand,” Twilight nodded, willing to acknowledge she had a darn good point. “In that case, I'll set aside some time for a practice session. I can do some last minute revision with you then. And, I'm...I'm probably going to need you to come with me,” she said, casting her most imploring glance up at the pegasus, begging her to agree like a puppy would beg to be let in from the cold.
“Come with you?!” Rainbow baulked, evidently unmoved by her puppy-dog eyes.
“Ooh! Ooh! Can I come too?!” asked Pinkie, desperate to be taken as well. She did so love to be a part of everything. It was better than being left behind, anyway.
“Sure you can,” Twilight happily agreed, knowing that Pinkie was sure to have her uses. With her spontaneity, she would never be short on any topics for conversation.
“GREAT!” Pinkie cheered. “Where are we going?” she asked excitedly. Twilight just stared at her. “Oh, right. Helping you put the moves on Fluttershy,” she said, suggestively nudging the smitten pony in the side. “I just thought you might've been talking about something else, is all,” she said, casually strutting off to do her...Pinkie things.
“Wait. Let me get this straight,” Rainbow seized the opportunity to cut in, needing to clear this up to make sure she was hearing her friend correctly. “You want me to tag along on your date?” she asked in disbelief, hoping even Twilight could see the flaws with that suggestion.
“It's not a date! At least, I don't want Fluttershy to know that it is yet,” Twilight said, hanging her head as the daunting demands of the situation increasingly loomed over her like the shadow of a guillotine blade. “And I don't want you to actually be in there with us or anything. I just want you to stick nearby so I can go to you for advice. That way, you can tell me what to do or say when I clamp up,” she explained, flipping the page in her guidebook, her quill furiously scratching away.
Realisation dawned on Rainbow Dash. “Oh. I get it,” she nodded in understanding, finally following her train of thought. “You want me to be your coach and call your plays from the sidelines!”
Twilight hesitated. “...Yes? I think so. I don't know much about sports.”
“I gotcha, chief,” Rainbow reassured her, giving her a sly wink, signalling that nothing more needed to be said. “You made the right call. I won't let you down!” she said, clearly getting pumped up, motivated by a renewed sense of team spirit.
“Everything is going to be super and special and awesome! I'll make sure of it!” Pinkie promised, intent on making this the actual best night ever, already anticipating how much fun this would be. “You and Fluttershy are going to go out, and then you're going to go out some more, and then you're going to fall in love, and then you're going to move in together, and then you're going to propose to her, and then you'll be engaged, and then you're going to get married, and then you'll have children, and then you’ll name them combinations of your names like Flutter Sparkle and Twitter Shy, and then—”
Rainbow covered her mouth with a hoof, bringing the torrent of words to a halt. “Why don't we focus on getting one date off the ground before we start sending out the wedding invitations?”
“Aww...okay,” Pinkie said, throwing away the invitations she'd already written. It was fine. She could always make more.
“No need to rush the lovebirds, eh?” said Rainbow, teasingly brushing up against Twilight, managing to elicit a blush from the unicorn, even as she tried to concentrate on jotting down pointers from the book.
“Thanks, you two. You have no idea how much it'll mean to me to have you there. I really appreciate it,” Twilight said sincerely, doubting she would ever be able to repay them in a way that accurately encompassed her gratitude.
“Think nothing of it,” Rainbow said, like she was some sort of dashing hero, nudging up the brim of the hat. “It's all in a day's work for the coolest pony in Equestria. And don’t even think of trying to repay me. I do this because I care. Entirely out of the goodness of my own heart. I mean, I'm not the Element of Loyalty for no—“
“You want the hat, don't you?” Twilight realised, becoming annoyed.
“I really like this hat,” Rainbow trailed off with a grin, once again getting distracted by the snazzy trilby atop her head.
“She...I...bwuh...” Fluttershy murmured, lost in a dreamlike state. She felt like her heart had grown wings. Her hooves hadn't touched the ground since they left Twilight's library. Literally.
“Somepony's happy,” Rarity smirked smugly, prancing along as if in dressage. She did so love being proven correct.
“I told ya there was nuthin' to worry about,” said Applejack, now more convinced than ever that she had called the situation right from the start. Fluttershy wasn't the only lovestruck foal, if her eyes and ears were to be believed, and they didn't usually go around playing tricks on her.
“Guh...fada...shuh...wha...” was all Fluttershy managed, too smitten and too far gone to form anything more than gibberish. She didn't seem to have any idea where she was, nor did she have a care in Equestria. Twilight had said yes. She wanted to go out with her again. “Heheh...heh...” she giggled, unconsciously performing a barrel-roll.
Applejack quirked a brow. “...Should we do somethin' about that?” she asked, wondering if she should lure Fluttershy's head down from the clouds sooner rather than later.
“Oh, let her have her fun,” Rarity said, finding Fluttershy's current mood far too sweet to spoil. “You know as well as I that she'll be a nervous wreck all afternoon. May as well let her savour this moment.”
“I guess you have a point,” Applejack agreed. Even if Fluttershy now closely resembled a mushy puddle of amorphous goo, that was definitely an improvement over how she'd been before.
“So dreamy...” Fluttershy sighed, utterly spellbound. And, to think, it would only be a few hours before she saw her again. Only a few hours until their special little date (only Twilight wasn't supposed to know it was a date) later tonight.
Wait, tonight?! She was seeing her tonight! In a few hours!
OH GOSH! WHAT HAD SHE DONE?!
“BWAH!” she fell out of the sky.
“Oh, there it is,” Rarity commented without even looking. “Welcome back, darling.”
Fluttershy shook her head to clear the dizziness that had overtaken her, popping back up onto her legs and frantically pacing. “Oh my goodness!” she said, horrified at the thought of what she still had to do. How could she possibly impress Twilight when it had only been a day since their last disaster? “What do I do? What do I do?!” she lamented to herself. “...No, r-really, what do I do?” she asked, turning to Rarity and Applejack for advice.
“What are you so strung up about?” asked Applejack, genuinely confused. Was she the only pony with any sense around these parts? “Surely, even when your eyes were all googly for Twilight, you could see it plain as day.”
“See what?” Fluttershy wondered aloud, looking more concerned than before. She hadn't missed something important had she? “Th-there was something to see?”
“That she likes you, slowpoke!” AJ said, shaking her head at her oblivious friend. Did she really have to point out something so obvious?
“You don't know that,” Fluttershy said, sadly, unwilling to get her hopes up when her fears kept sending them crashing back down to reality.
“Fluttershy, you asked her if she wanted to go out with you, and she jumped at t'opportunity,” Applejack pointed out, starting to question whether Fluttershy had a faulty memory.
“Yes. Go out. As friends,” Fluttershy corrected her.
“You have to admit, darling, she was very eager to enjoy your company,” Rarity chipped in.
“Yes, because the way I've been acting lately probably made her think there's something wrong with our friendship,” Fluttershy rather sensibly answered. Even though she didn't agree, Rarity had to admit it wasn't an illogical deduction by any means.
Applejack scratched her head. “But she got all tongue-tied and nervous around you,” she observed, still unsure why she had to argue the point when it was staring them right in the face.
“Yes. Probably because the way I act around her creeps her out,” Fluttershy said, sinking lower to the ground at the prospect, her ears flopping in sadness.
Rarity and Applejack stopped to exchange looks. No wonder Fluttershy was such an introvert; they would be too, if they always imagined the worst case scenario for every possible event.
“...Are you naturally this pessimistic, or did you have to practise?” Rarity remarked. 
“Yes,” Fluttershy murmured, not especially keen to talk about it anymore. They'd already made it back to Carousel Boutique. She hadn't even realised they'd been headed there.
“Well, not much you can do now except go through with it,” Applejack said brightly, giving her a slap on the rump, making her jump forward.
“I-I-I don't know if I can,” Fluttershy admitted, plagued with doubts. All of this was happening so fast. She hadn’t even had time to adjust. “I-I, I think I should just head home...”
“Oh,” Applejack suddenly frowned and lowered her head, seeming really hurt. “I see. So, that's how it's gonna be, huh?” She sighed. “Real classy.”
Fluttershy stared cluelessly. “W-what?”
“Honestly, Fluttershy, how could you of all ponies be so thoughtless and mean-spirited?” Rarity shook her head with disapproval, catching on quickly and playing along with Applejack's little act. “I thought you were better than this.”
“I...huh?”
“You would ask your dear friend Twilight Sparkle to spend time with you and get her hopes up like that, only to abandon her and leave her waiting there all night, alone and unwanted?” said Rarity, looking betrayed at the very thought. “And you claim to love her?”
“She'll be crushed when she realises Fluttershy ain't comin',” Applejack said to her, giving a world-weary shake of her head. “After being treated like that, Twilight will probably never be able to trust her, or anypony, ever again.”
“Indeed,” Rarity nodded solemnly, very conscious of the increasing expression of guilt and regret on Fluttershy's features. “And we all know that losing a friend's trust is the quickest way to lose their friendship—”
“FOREVER!” Pinkie Pie popped out of a tree's foliage to say with the utmost seriousness, before slinking back inside again, returning to Twilight's library.
“Oh goodness!” Fluttershy squeezed her eyes shut, feeling like she was on the verge of tears. “...You're right,” she conceded. She couldn't just walk away from an engagement she'd already made and leave the pony she loved hanging. She'd made her bed, now she had to lie in it. “I will go out with Twilight like I promised. But, if I'm going to do this, I really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really need your help. Really,” she concluded, unable to emphasise that point enough.
“That's what we're here for, darling,” Rarity assured her, regaining her happy mood in an instant.
“You can count on us!” Applejack said with a trustworthy wink.
“Ooh, this is going to be so excitiiiiiing,” Rarity all but sang with glee, dashing inside her store as her mind overflowed with brilliant ideas. “Oh, I've got dozens – dozens of outfits that would be absolutely perfect for you!” she said, using her magic to sort through the clothing racks.
“Aw, here she goes,” Applejack rolled her eyes, bringing a hoof to her face in annoyance.
“Now, do you want to look sexy, sensual, spicy, saucy, seductive, secretive, vibrant, virginal, vivacious, chaste, charming, cute, hot, cool, pretty, beautiful, ravishing, feisty, demure, exotic, erotic, quixotic, fiery, laid-back, casual, alluring, tempting, revealing, or merely fantastic? I have one for every occasion,” said Rarity, intently rifling through her shelves. “Oh. Where's she gone?” she asked, glancing about herself in confusion, seeing as how Fluttershy had apparently vanished into thin air.
In fact, she had ducked behind Applejack, where she had begun quivering in terror. She was so bad at decisions! Why did there have to be so many choices? She didn't even know what some of those words meant!
Sensing her friend's distress, Applejack elected to step forward. “Um, Rarity? Don't you think this is all little much?”
“Too much?” Rarity looked aghast, as if the concept that any amount of fashion could ever be 'too much' was completely alien to her.
Applejack moved closer, whispering to her privately. “Twilight already likes her for who she is,” she pointed out, knowing Rarity shared her suspicions about that. “No need to go makin' her look like somepony she's not.”
“Well, yes, but that doesn't mean she can't look nice,” Rarity countered, wanting the evening to be special for her dearest friend. “I mean, what about—?”
“No.” Applejack pushed whatever dress she was reaching for back into the rack.
“But I've got—”
“Rar', it's Fluttershy's date (only Twilight ain't supposed to know it's a date). Don't ya think she should get to choose how she looks instead of playin' your mannequin?” Applejack said, staring the unicorn dead in the eye.
Once again, Rarity knew she was right, reluctant though she was to admit it. “...Well, when you put it like that,” she glanced down, gloomily. “I guess I'll just have to do her make-up then!” She instantly perked back up again.
Applejack sighed in frustration. “She looks fine,” she insisted, lightly pushing Rarity back in place. After all, Fluttershy had become a supermodel with that face, and without any of the caked on glitter and paint Rarity liked to drench herself in when she got all dolled up.
“Oh, come on!” Rarity complained.
“I ain't 'bout to let you paint her up like a carnival pony,” said Applejack, refusing to budge.
“Please? Just a teensy—”
“Rarity.”
“A smidgen of—?”
“No!”
“But—”
“Shh!”
Rarity huffed, glaring at the cowpony who was so devoted to the task of raining on her parade. “Must you spoil my fun?” she asked.
“Where possible.” Applejack grinned.
If looks could kill, there would have been an Apple family funeral that day. “...Well, can I at least do her mane?” Rarity asked, hoping she could seek some sort of compromise to satisfy her need to do...something!
Applejack opened her mouth as if to protest, but that was when a quiet voice piped up. “Um. Actually, I-I'd like that,” Fluttershy said, sincerely, sending a somewhat apologetic smile in Rarity's direction. She did want her to get involved, after all. That had been the whole point of coming to her in the first place.
Rarity turned to Applejack, clamping her hooves together as if in prayer, batting her eyelashes angelically. “Pleeeease?”
Applejack shrugged. “If Fluttershy says so, I guess that'd be fine, then.”
“Eeeeeeeeeeeee!” Rarity half-squealed and half-giggled with sheer glee before practically pouncing on the pegasus with mountains of mane product.
“C'mon, champ! You ready for this?” Rainbow Dash asked rhetorically, planning on giving an impromptu pep-talk to the purple pony, who was pacing back and forth with apprehension as the hour of her non-date drew closer.
“No!” Twilight admitted, apparently missing the point of the whole ‘rhetorical question’ thing. She was wearing a groove in the floor from how quickly she kept tracing the same steps. It hadn't done much to calm her down, either. “There are still so many things that aren't right! For starters, the book said I'm supposed to greet her with flowers, and I haven't got—”
“FLOWERS!” Pinkie squealed. “Why didn't you say so?”
And then suddenly flowers! Hundreds of flowers rained down upon her from the ceiling, burying Twilight in a pile that reached about three yards high. Twilight spluttered for breath as she pulled herself up to the surface. “Uh, Pinkie? Too many flowers...”
“Oh. Whoops,” she shrugged, humming happily to herself, dancing off without so much as a care.
Twilight spat out a flower, glowering in no particular direction.
“Uh, yeah. About that,” Rainbow flew over, perching atop the pile of flowers. “Are you really sure you want Pinkie to be there tonight?” she asked, questioning her friend's judgement. Not that Pinkie wasn't awesome or wouldn’t try her hardest to help, just...it was Pinkie. She didn't do subtlety. Or restraint. The whole incident in Appleoosa had kind of showed that her methods weren’t always the most constructive.
“Of course she does!” Pinkie popped up between the two ponies. “Why wouldn't she? I'm the helpingest helper who ever helped!”
“Oh, no.” Rainbow cringed, sensing what was coming. “She's going to—”
“Yep,” Twilight dead-panned.
“I know what ponies like
I know what ponies want
I know what ponies like
I've got what ponies want
I know what ponies like
I know what ponies want
I've seen them looking
I make 'em want me
I like to tease them
They want to touch me
I never let them
I know what ponies like
I know what ponies want
I know what ponies like
Ponies like
Ponies like me!”
Rainbow didn’t know whether to be amused or annoyed. “...That's great, Pinkie. We have to make one particular pony like Twilight though,” she pointed out.
“Oh. Really? Why?” asked Pinkie, innocently.
“Because she has a date with Fluttershy!” Rainbow said, her patience wearing thin.
“TWILIGHT LIKES FLUTTERSHY?!” Pinkie gasped.
Two sets of eyes stared at her. “...Pinkie, are you actually forgetting this every time we tell you, or are you doing this on purpose just to annoy me?” asked Twilight, growing tired of this cycle.
“Um...” Pinkie put a hoof to her chin, thinking it over. “Yep!” she eventually answered, unhelpfully.
“Forget it,” Twilight said, too short on time to bother pursuing that line of questioning any further, pulling herself out of the flower pile instead. “This will have to do. There's nothing more I can accomplish before she gets here,” she said, straightening out her dress, shaking off the loose petals that had become stuck to her to the best of her ability.
“I still say you should have worn a suit,” Rainbow commented with a shrug. “Suits are hot.”
“Will you shut up already!” Twilight snapped. That argument had gone on way too long.
A knock at the door killed any chance of them fighting over that again.
“Oh, Celestia! She's here!” Twilight gasped.
“Okay. Breathe! Breathe! Be cool,” Rainbow coached her, giving her a shoulder massage in an effort to keep her relaxed. “Pinkie and I will follow you from the sky. Wherever you end up, make sure you get a table outside so we can watch you. We'll find somewhere to hang nearby. Until you feel ready to come and find us, just go with the list. You got it?”
“Got it!” Twilight nodded.
“Ready?”
“Ready!” Twilight enthused, picking up some flowers with her magic, binding the stems together with a piece of ribbon.
“You psyched?”
“Yeah!”
“Can you do it?”
“Yeah!”
“Three, two, one, BREAK!” Rainbow said, swiftly darting off, grabbing Pinkie as she flew up to the second floor. With that, she made her exit off the balcony.
Twilight sighed, letting the bouquet rest on her back. “Come on, Twilight. You're a Sparkle. You'll do fine,” she said in an effort to steel herself, before finally opening the door.
There she was. The pony of her dreams.
“Um...hi.” Fluttershy nervously smiled.
“Hi,” Twilight said giddily before consciously snapping herself out of her stupor. She wasn't about to start that again. She had to be cool.
“I'm, I'm not too early am I?” asked Fluttershy, feeling her head spin just looking at Twilight.
“No, no. Not at all,” said Twilight, not even caring if she was early or late. Now that Fluttershy was standing in front of her – looking so, so very beautiful – she couldn't wait another second. Her date, or, uh, not-date couldn't start fast enough.
“Good. Good...” Fluttershy said, trailing off into shy silence.
Twilight felt the lull coming, and decided to put an end to it before it began, just as Rainbow Dash had advised. Lulls were bad. So, she said the first thing that came to her head. “I love what you've done with your mane,” she said, honestly, glad that the first thing on her mind had been that, and not something ridiculous.
“HA!” Rarity gloated from her hiding place, rubbing that small victory in Applejack's face. The cowpony purposefully ignored her, and the two went back to spying.
“Oh! Th-thank you!” Fluttershy blushed, giggling a little. She knew she always hid behind her mane, so she'd made sure she couldn't do that tonight by keeping it clipped back. No more hiding.
“...Ah! That reminds me!” Twilight laughed nervously, deciding to get this done before she forgot about it. “Here,” she said, levitating the bouquet with her mind.
Fluttershy gave a soft gasp, her heart humming and her wings flapping, bringing her into the air. “Oh...oh my!” she said, practically dumbstruck. She hadn't expected this. But she liked it. “Th-thank you so much!” she managed to say through her ill-contained surprise and excitement, cheeks glowing red as she took the flowers between her fetlocks. “They're beautiful.”
“...Like you,” Twilight all but gushed.
“How romaaaantic,” Rarity cooed, batting her eyelashes.
Applejack groaned. This was going to be a long night.
For several moments, it was silent again. “...So!” Twilight eventually perked up. “Let's go, shall we?”
“Oh! Yes! Let's,” Fluttershy replied, nodding as if to convince herself that she hadn't nearly forgotten she was the one who knew where this date was taking place.
“Come on,” said Applejack, poking a daydreaming Rarity in the side, which did nothing to rouse her. “We have to get there before they see us,” she reminded her, practically dragging the unicorn away, taking the short cut to their destination.
