ACT III
        
Juror #2 inhaled deeply, her eyes narrowed into slits.  And then she exhaled.  Closing her mouth, she gave a roll of a shoulder to dislodge one of the hoofs holding her down.  Somehow sensing that the moment was over, the others reluctantly let her go. 
        
Quietly seething, the pegasus fluttered off of the table and to the open, center window.  She stared outside at the courthouse steps, and did not say a word.
        
Thunder rolled.
        
“Sounds like we’re in fer some rain,” remarked Juror #4 after a long silence.  “Didn’t remember that was scheduled fer tonight.”
        
Juror #3 blew her nose into her kerchief.  She wiped her brow and leaned across the table towards Juror #1.  “Don’t you ever sweat?” she asked quietly, but incredulously.
        
“No, I don’t.”  Juror #1 turned up her nose ever so slightly, and her enchanted fan angled with her.  “Magic.”
        
“Uh,” said Juror #5, after another awkward silence.  “If nopony has any suggestions, there are a few points we haven’t really touched on.”
        
Juror #3 groaned.  “What’s the use?  We’re not getting anywhere; I’m not going to change my vote.  There’s no way we’re all going to agree.”  She looked up slightly towards the ceiling.  “Let’s just declare ourselves a hung jury.  Let that zebra take her chances with some other jury.  This party is over.”
        
“Mmm,” said Juror #1.  “I honestly don’t see how the three of you can possibly vote for acquittal.  You’ve brought up some interesting points, I’ll admit.  But nothing that has lodged any reasonable doubts in my mind.  Let’s look at the facts.
        
“First.  The zebra was overheard shouting ‘curse you’ at the victim the night before the victim discovered she was cursed.”
        
“But—”
        
“Yes, I know what you’re going to say.  Alternative explanations aside, this is still an important fact.  Second.  Nopony else was seen at the victim’s house between the shout and the following morning when the victim notified the authorities.  Third.  We know she was angry; she probably cursed the unicorn because she was lashing out of that anger.  Fourth.  Despite the… display… we saw earlier, it is highly unlikely that this curse was caused by anything other than zebra magic.  Fifth—”
        
“Since yer bringin’ it up,” said Juror #4 slowly, “there was never actually any evidence sayin’ that zebras’re actually capable of bringin’ about that sorta curse.”  She looked around.  “They only argued that a unicorn couldn’ta done it.”
        
“Hunh,” said Juror #5.  “That’s true.”  She absentmindedly started shuffling the envelopes labeled “Vote #1” and “Vote #2.”
        
“Don’t be ridiculous,” said Juror #3.  “Of course it was a zebra curse.  What else could it have been?   There are no other explanations.”  She glanced at the grotesque in the corner of the room, and quickly corrected herself.  “No believable explanations.  This is exactly the sort of things zebras do. 
“And this one isn’t even your ordinary zebra.  She lives in the Everfree Forest.  The Everfree Forest,” she repeated.  “All sorts of stuff we can’t explain happens there.  The weather creates itself.  The plants grow on their own.  The animals care for themselves.  Everything about it is unnatural.  You think a zebra living there for years hasn’t learned a thing or two?  If anything, living there has probably made her worse.  She must know all sorts of curses we’ve never heard of before!”
        
“Not fer nothin,” said Juror #4, “but we don’t know if she knows any curses.  That was never proven.  But we do know she’s never cursed nopony before.  And truth bein’ told, I’ve never heard of a zebra cursin’ anypony before, ‘cept in fairy tales.  How do we even know zebras can curse ponies?”
        
Juror #3 spluttered.  “You think Princess Celestia would even let this trial happen if zebras can’t use curses?”
        
“Maybe the Princess doesn’t know if zebras can use curses, either.”
        
Juror #2 spun around from the window and muttered something under her breath.  “Suppose you talk us all out of this,” she said.  “And that this zebra really can use curses.  And that she really did curse that unicorn.  Are you saying that just because we don’t know if zebras can use curses… that this one can just get away with it?”
        
“Suppose you talk us into voting guilty.  And that zebras really can’t use curses.  Are you saying that it’s still okay to banish her?”
        
“How can you doubt it?!  What else could it be?!”
        
“Fifth,” cut in Juror #1, firm yet shaky.  “Fifth.  The zebra came back the next morning.”
        
“To destroy evidence, that’s right,” added Juror #2.
        
“Now wait just a minute,” said Juror #4.  “’xactly what evidence might she have destroyed?  I never really followed that argument from earlier.”
        
“Why…” said Juror #1.  “The uh… the contract, of course, darling.  No contract, no motive.”
        
“Sugar, every neighbor knew those two had a contract.  The zebra had been workin’ on it fer weeks.  Try again.”
        
“Maybe she came back to finish her off,” said Juror #3 darkly.  “No victim, no case.”
        
“Or maybe,” said Juror #5, “she came back because she had no idea the unicorn was cursed at all.  And she was just at the wrong place at the wrong time.”
        
“Maybe she came back to help.”
        
“Help,” said Juror #3 sarcastically.  “Help?  You know what?  You know what?  The real crime is being committed right here in this room.”  She stood up, nostrils flaring.
        
“In case you haven’t noticed, the only thing we’re deciding here is the fate of some… some zebra.  Wicked!  A wicked enchantress!  She’s evil!  She lives in the Everfree Forest… doing her evil stuff!  Why, she’s so evil…”
        
Juror #4 pushed back her chair.  And then she stood up and walked to a corner of the room.
        
“Where do you think you’re going?  Listen to me.  You look a zebra in the eyes… you look that zebra in the eyes… she’ll put you in trances.  I saw.”  She pointed to Juror #6.  “This one… your ringleader… was looking that zebra in the eyes most of the trial.  You want to know why that zebra didn’t testify?  Because she was laying a spell.  She had to concentrate.  How else could anypony possibly believe she’s innocent? 
“What, because she’s ‘nice’?  We all know about zebras.  We’ve been told about them all our lives.  They’re different – they’re evil.  It’s all they know.  Whoever heard of a nice zebra?”
Juror #5 stood up.  And she walked to another corner of the room.
        
“You better listen to me,” Juror #3 raged, wagging a hoof.  “We’ve got her.  Do you really want… do you really want one of them wandering the streets?  Free to do anything she pleases?  I don’t want anything to do with her.
        
“Sure, she’s done some good things.  I’m the first pony to say that.  She has to help ponies sometimes to… to keep up her front.  But the instant somepony does something she doesn’t like?  Blam!  Cursed.  And that’s just this time.  Just like any of them would do.  You think things are going to get better if we let her go free?”
        
Juror #6 and Juror #2 simultaneously stood up.  They shared a quick glance, and walked to the two remaining corners of the room.
        
“What’s going on here?  Where are you going?  I’m speaking my piece here!” 
She desperately leaned across the table to Juror #1, the only pony still seated in the room. 
“You know how it is, don’t you?  Us ponies… we don’t mean anything to zebras.  We’re just… there.  Things to them.  There to be cursed.  There to be killed.  They don’t care.  For all we know, zebras probably eat ponies like us.  Throw us in stews.  There’s not a one of ‘em that’s any good.  You better watch out.  Take it from me.  This zebra on trial—”
        
Juror #1 artfully grabbed her fan from the air, closed it with a flourish, and set it on the table.  “I’ve had enough,” she said, dangerously quiet.  “If you open your mouth again… I’ll personally sew it shut.”
        
Juror #3 moved her lips, but made no sound.  She looked around the room.  But there were no eyes for her to meet.  Her lower lip trembled slightly.
        
Very, very slowly she walked to a small table next to one of the windows.  She walked almost as though she were a zombie.  Staggering, she pulled out the chair.  It screeched, and it was the only sound in the room.  She looked around the room once more.  And then she slumped into the chair.
As she lay her pink head down over a hoof, there was another rumbling outside.  And it started to rain.
The four ponies in the four corners of the room made their ways back to their respective seats.  The sounds of the downpour muffled their hoofsteps on the wooden floor.
        
“So,” said Juror #5, all business.  “Where were we?”
        
“We were discussing why the zebra came back to the house,” said Juror #1.  “And I don’t think we can come to any firm conclusions on that point.  She could have come back to make sure the curse took hold.  She could have come back to burglarize the house.  She could have come back for any reason you like.  Maybe a good night’s sleep let the guilt sink in.”
        
“That reminds me of somethin’,” said Juror #4.  “Why is it the curse took a whole night to… uh… manifest in the first place?  Wouldn’t a curse be more quick-like?”  She blushed.  “I’m afraid I don’t know much ‘bout this sorta thing, so I’ll have to defer to y’all.”
        
“Well,” started Juror #5 with a scholarly tone, “not all spells are instantaneous.  Some can be activated or triggered by a phrase, a movement, a certain event…  But now that you’ve brought it up, that actually is a bit odd.”  She put a hoof to her chin.  “In fact, that’s quite odd.  If she laid the curse at the same time she was shouting, you would think the effect would have been immediate.  I wish I had some of my books with me…”
        
“She was probably just thinking ahead,” said Juror #1, somewhat dismissively.  “By delaying the effects of the curse, it makes it harder to pin on her.  Naturally.”
        
Juror #4 scrunched up her face, thinking hard.  “Ah’m… not sure that fits in with yer theory.  If she was really as angry as you’ve been trying to get us ta believe – angry enough to yell and alert the neighborhood, and angry enough to resort to something as drastic as a curse when she’s never cursed anypony before – then what’re the chances she’d be able to think ahead an’ delay the curse like that?  Doesn’t add up.”
        
Juror #1’s head bobbed back reflexively, considering the point.   “But… then hrm.  I’m not quite sure how this makes sense.”
        
“Might be it doesn’t make sense because she didn’t do it,” suggested Juror #4.  “If she was really angry, the curse woulda happened immediately.  If she was cool and calculating, she wouldn’ta yelled.  Either way, it doesn’t make sense.”
        
“I wonder why she said the victim had ‘doomed’ them both,” said Juror #5.  “If she really cursed her, then that part doesn’t really make sense.”
        
“Maybe something bad happened to both of them.”
        
“You mean… like they both touched something that was cursed?  And it ‘doomed’ both of them in a different way?” postulated Juror #5.  “I really wish I had my books.  I can hardly remember anything about enchantments.  And I certainly haven’t read much about evil enchantments.  
“But... if there was some weird cursed thing that cursed both the victim and the zebra... then that might actually explain why the zebra never said anything, and didn’t testify.  Maybe she can’t.  It’s like the ultimate joke: being the only one who knows about something, yet being unable to do anything about it.”
        
“What do you think?” asked Juror #6 to the white unicorn.
        
“I… I’m not sure what to think.”
        
“What does it matter if the curse was delayed?  Who knows what the zebra was thinking?” said Juror #2.   “Just because she was mad doesn’t mean she isn’t smart.  We don’t know.  And why are we suddenly talking about cursed objects?  How can anypony know any of this?”
        
Juror #4 smirked.  “Ah think that’s the point.”
        
“So… do you still not have a reasonable doubt?” asked Juror #6 to the white unicorn, gently.
        
“I think she’s guilty!” said Juror #2.
        
“Anypony agree?”  She looked again at Juror #1.
        
Juror #1 wiped sweat off of her brow.  “No,” she said, after a time.  “No.  I’m convinced.  Not guilty.”
        
“What about you in the corner?” asked Juror #4, raising her voice to be heard.  “Settin’ aside yer personal feelings on zebras, d’ya honestly think she’s guilty?”
        
The pink earth pony sniffled, her head still on her table.  And she shook her head ‘no.’
        
“Then the vote is five to one in favor of acquittal,” said Juror #5.
        
“I guess that means you’re alone,” said Juror #6.
        
“I don’t care whether I’m alone or not,” retorted #2.  “I have a right.”
        
“You have a right, yes.”
        
All eyes were on Juror #2.
        
“Well, I told you.  I think she’s guilty.  What else do you want?”
        
“Why do you think she is guilty?”
        
“I gave you my arguments!  I’ve been arguing the whole time!”
        
“We’re not convinced.  Go over them again.  We have time.”
        
Juror #2 curled her lip slightly, and looked at Juror #1.  “Listen.  What’s the matter with you?  You’re the one who’s been leading the right charge.  You made all the arguments.  You can’t turn now.  That zebra’s got to be banished!”
        
“I’m sorry,” said Juror #1.  “There’s a reasonable doubt in my mind now.”
        
Nopony spoke.
        
“Well.  You’re not going to intimidate me.  I’m entitled to my opinion.  It’s gonna be a hung jury.  That’s the end of it!”
        
After a silence, Juror #4 said quietly: “It takes a good deal o’ courage ta stand alone; even if ya believe somethin’ very strongly.”
        
And at that, Juror #2 snapped.  She was up in the air instantaneously.  “I don’t get it.  I just don’t get it.  How can any of you possibly think she’s not guilty?”  Her wings flapped angrily.  “Everything points to her being guilty.  I mean… we were all in the same courtroom!  We all heard the same evidence!  Everything in the case just piles up against her!”
        
She picked up Juror #1’s hefty stack of notes, eliciting a small gasp from the purple unicorn.  “Pages of guilt!  Literally pages!  This is like a book of guilt!  Every single thing says she’s guilty!”
        
Nopony spoke.
        
“What’s the matter with all of you?  You’re all just bleeding your hearts out onto the floor, feeling sorry for this zebra, completely ignoring how guilty she is!
“She yelled the curse!  What does it matter if she was angry or cunning or both?  We don’t know!  You can’t prove it!
“And what’s this business about whether zebra’s can use curses?  We don’t know!  But nopony proved otherwise!  And how can you seriously believe a unicorn could have done it?  Just because a unicorn whose special talent can do something similar, it doesn’t mean just any pony from the street could!  You think that mare cursed herself?  Or that some unexplained thing cursed her?  What a tale!
“And the witnesses!  We all know she was there!  Nopony else was!
“And what about the contract?  You think she wouldn’t do anything about that?  What else can explain it!?”
Nopony spoke.
“So what if we don’t know everything?  If we could know stuff like this for sure, we wouldn’t have to have trials!  I don’t need to explain everything just to show she’s guilty!  How can you possibly believe anything else?”
Nopony spoke.
“YOU’RE DRIVING ME CRAZY!”  She suddenly threw the stack of notes at a wall with all of her strength.  They exploded in a cloud of white paper, pages floating all over the room.
And nopony spoke.
        
With a huff, Juror #2 pulled out her wallet, intending to reach for her Wonderbolts badge.  But in the act, a rumpled picture fell out and onto the table.
        
She absentmindedly picked it up.  “How can you believe…,” she started.  Before she could stuff the photograph back in her wallet, she looked down.  And she stopped.
        
The photograph had a picture of a cheerful orange pegasus with purple hair, resplendent with a newly-earned cutie mark.  Written in italics on the picture was the phrase: ‘Thanks for believing in me!’
        
Juror #2 looked intently at the photograph.  Her lower lip started to tremble.  She looked up and around the table.
        
Nopony spoke.  The rain pattered outside the window.
        
“Oohhhhhhhhhh,” wailed Juror #2.  She crumpled onto the table, photograph in her hooves.   Beneath her breath, she said:
“Not guilty.” 
Starting to cry, she repeated: “Not guilty.  Celestia help me, not guilty.”
        
And nopony spoke.  
Silently, the group stood up except for Juror #2.  The Forepony knocked gently on the door to alert the guard that the deliberations were finished.
~~~~~
Juror #6 looked out into the rain, on top of the courthouse steps.  As she was about to step forward, there was a voice behind her:
        
“Hold up, there!”  Juror #4 galloped over, and slowed as she approached.  She doffed her hat respectfully.  “That was some mighty fine work up there.  What’s your name?”
        
“Fluttershy.”
        
“Ah’m Applejack.”  The two looked at each other.  “Well…,” said Applejack, “... s’long.”
        
“So long.”
        
And they both stepped out into the rain.
