
      Times and Seasons


      

      
      
         Applejack watched as Big Sugar rushed in with another basket of apples. While he did so without so much as a deep breath, she huffed as she set her load down next to the pile. 



“Bloom! Let’s take a breather!” Applejack signaled to her sister. She then faced her nephew, waving a hoof in front of his eyes that were lost in the clouds―or the dirt ―for that matter. “That means, you too, sugarcube.”



Taking attention to what the others were doing, Big Sugar set down his load next to the cart. 



“Walk with me, Big Sugar, I need to talk to you about something.” Applejack said, pointing down the aisle into the fields.



Once they were out of earshot, Applejack started, “So, Big Sugar, I noticed you’ve been extra helpful around the farm. I wanted to thank you for the job you’ve been doing.”



“Oh, you’re welcome, aunt Applejack!” Big Sugar scratched the back of his neck.



“I’ve noticed that you’ve been very productive this month,” Applejack added. She kicked a stone down the gravely path. “It’s either that or I’m getting old.”



“You are still fit as a fiddle,” Big Sugar answered back.



Applejack smiled, laughed, and shook her head. “Your parents weren’t lying when they said you had prudence.”



Big Sugar chuckled.



Applejack pressed further, “I also seem to notice that you’ve been lost in thought a lot as you work. Sometimes I have to catch your attention.” She kicked the stone further down, where it ricocheted off the base of a tree and into a ditch. “I’ve haven’t brought it up much since your daydreaming hasn’t gotten in the way of your chores. But, ever since you're mind's been elsewhere, you’ve been a harder worker.”



“If it is too much, I can cut back on it…” Big Sugar offered.



“Thoughts and preoccupations can haunt us, sugarcube. They aren’t easy to get rid of.” Applejack waved off. “No, I brought you out here in private because I suspect something… I’ve had enough experience with my little sis that something’s a-hoof.”



“Like what?”



“Well, I’ve caught you on multiple occasions sneaking out at night.” Applejack pointed around the general vicinity. “Out here in the fields, sometimes I see the light of a lantern. Gives me the jitters thinking of what you are doing out here in the fields in the dead of night.”



Big Sugar’s cheeks grew rosy. “You really know how to cut to the chase, don’t you?”



“Sorry if mah style is rough an’ tough, but I don’t like it when somethin’ doesn’t feel right.” Applejack said. “I’m worried about you, sugarcube.”



“If I tell you, will you Pinkie promise not to tell mom and dad?” Big Sugar asked.



“Cross mah heart, sugarcube.” Applejack waved through the motions.



“I’m seeing a mare.” Big Sugar said, his words almost in the form of a whisper.



“A mare?” Applejack asked. It made some sense. The daydreaming. The renewed vigor and energy, despite having considerably less sleep. “Why here in the fields? I know your mom and dad can get carried away teasing you about your love life, but they all mean it in good fun, Sugarcube.” 



“It’s not that, auntie. If they find out who I’m seeing, then they’ll freak out― you’ll freak out.” Big Sugar said.



“C’mon, Big, this is the Apples we are talking about. Your grandmother and granddad kept a marriage behind their families’ backs. We’d be understanding.”



“Right, but the mare I’m seeing might be a little extreme for the family.” Big Sugar said.



“In my experience, it’s best to let something out rather than keep it in.” Applejack pressed. “I’ve already Pinkie promised, go on then.”



“The daughter of Flim, Sprocket Heart.” Big Sugar blurted.



Silence pervaded the scene for a minute or two, the only sounds being the chirping of birds and the wind rushing through the branches of the orchard’ trees.



“Well, that’s quite a leap, Big, I can see why you don’t want your parents to know about that. The Apple and Pear metaphor might not do the feud between the Apple and Flim-Flam families justice.” Applejack said. “But, are you sure she’s the right one?”



“As sure as the day is from the night.” Big Sugar said. “Like her parents, she likes to invent things.” He looked at Applejack with a gleam in his eye. “She invented said lantern you see in the fields at night, which produces light brighter than any candle or torch I’ve ever seen.”



“Well, if you like her, I won’t stop you,” Applejack said, guiding the pair of them in a u-turn back. “But, eventually, you will need to tell your parents. Living like this can’t be best for your health.”



“I know. That’s what I’m fearing.” Big Sugar said. “But, if anything, thank you for being understanding.”



“I promise that your parents will share the same concern I do. But, I’ll help ya, even. Put in a good word and try to lighten them up by mentioning the Pear and Apple metaphor.”



“Thank you, aunt Applejack.” Big Sugar said. “Maybe I should take more walks with you.”



“Anytime, Sugar.” Applejack winked. "Heaven knows I need the exercise."
      

      
   
      A Marriage of Inconvenience


      

      
      
         Slouching, Discord looked into the mirror. The gold-inlaid marble walls of the palace suite around him showed up the same in the reflection, but the image of himself that he saw there was wearing a lime-green tuxedo instead of the orange one he actually had on. "What do you think?" the him in the mirror asked.



With a sigh, he glanced at himself standing on the carpet beside him. "I think you both ought to know that this is making me very uncomfortable."



"Of course." The him in the mirror nodded. "We wouldn't have it any other way."



"Indeed." The him on the carpet grabbed a pawful of spaghetti out of the air. "Because if you're not uncomfortable, then nocreature will be uncomfortable! And we couldn't have that, now, could we?" He straightened the spaghetti strands between his lion claws and his eagle talons, and the left sleeve of Discord's tuxedo jacket shriveled till it barely covered his elbow. "Perfect!" the other him shouted.



"I'll say it is!" The him in the mirror grabbed his own sleeve and tore it till it was the same length as Discord's. "After all, when the Lord of Chaos gets married, the entire world should be uncomfortable!"



Glaring, Discord snapped his claws, and the two tiresome Discords disappeared. "Well, this isn't helping at all!" he declared, staring at the empty mirror. Raising his voice, he called, "Can somepony take this mirror away? It seems to have slipped a cog."



"Discord?" a familiar voice asked, and Discord swiveled around to see Twilight step tall and stately through the suite's doorway. Her mane billowed in the non-existent breeze, and her white gown clung to and draped from various parts of her in a manner altogether too tasteful.



As tempted as he was to hop over and lick it to test how tasteful it was, he decided he would rather be horrified. "Twilight!" He reached up and wrenched both his eyes from their sockets, pressing them against his chest to shield them. "You know it's bad luck for the groom to see the bride before the ceremony!"



"Uh-huh." The hem of her gown made the most intriguing swish-swish sound across the carpet, and the slightly growing volume of her words affirmed that she was indeed coming closer. "We kind of need to talk about that, don't you think?"



"Hmmph!" Letting his eyeballs float upward like little yellow balloons, he folded his arms and spun away from her. "I can't imagine what you mean!" He slammed his head over sideways to impale his eyes on the tips of his horns, then straightened up so they could slither down into place again. "We're as happy as a soon-to-be husband and wife can be!" He glanced at her. "Aren't we?"



"You tell me." She stopped, her face not adorned with the wide-eyed confusion he was used to seeing there. Instead, she looked almost as tired as he felt himself. "And I mean that literally. Tell me why you've transformed all of Canterlot into one giant wedding chapel, why you've locked me into this admittedly lovely gown, and why you've brought the entire governing structure of Equestria to a halt while insisting that you and I are scheduled to get married."



"Because...I love you?" He tried to state it definitively, but the things squirming around his innards wouldn't let him.



Twilight gave about half a smile. "We both know that's not true."



"Well?" Leaping away, he shot his arms off like miniature rockets, zooming around the room amid gouts of cherry-scented blue smoke. "What choice have we got? We're the only two left!"



"Only two?" Her forehead creased in something close to the proper sort of confusion, but Discord found he wasn't getting any pleasure at all from the sight. "Discord, I don't—"



"I'll explain, then!" Almost having to spit that horrible word out, he sucked his arms back into place and held up four digits on his lion paw, two digits on his eagle claw. "There are exactly six immortal beings in this entire world, Twilight Sparkle! Two of them are sisters, two of them are mother and daughter, and then there's you and me! We need some sort of intimate relationship, or the whole thing will... It'll... There won't be any...any..." The room whirled, and he found that he couldn't quite remember how to form words.



"Ah." Twilight had somehow sidled right up next to him, was reaching out a hoof and resting it on his shoulder, and Discord suddenly realized that he'd collapsed into a boneless heap on the floor. "I miss her, too," she said softly.



Whatever internal consistency he'd been clinging to melted, and Discord couldn't stop himself from becoming nothing more than a fetlock-deep puddle of goo covering the entire floor of the suite.



"But marriage isn't the answer," Twilight was going on. "We're friends, Discord, and we always will be. Maybe that'll change to something else someday, but right now, talking to each other as friends is the thing that'll help us both the most."



Not even sure where his mouth was at this point, Discord let a couple bubbles form in his current morass. "Help?" one bubble squeaked when it popped, and the second gave off a gassy, "How?"



"By remembering the good times of the past, gathering with the friends we still have in the present, and vowing that we'll make her proud as we head into the future." Twilight's legs moved, and he felt her settle down into her stomach, the sodden mess of him sloshing against her gown. "It won't be easy." She'd gotten even quieter. "But we can do it together. Just not as husband and wife..."



Parts of him shrieking that he needed to scoop her up, needed to merge with her, needed to do whatever it took not to make the same mistake again, Discord instead reformed his lion paw just long enough to snap away the white flowers and banners from every lamppost in Canterlot, change the thousands of bridal shops in town back to whatever they'd been before, and let Twilight's dress dissolve, dripping like melting snow down into his liquid self.



He heard her sigh. "We can stay here as long as you need to," she said, "but Applejack and Pinkie are putting together a good, old-fashioned, earth pony wake tonight just the way Fluttershy wanted. There'll be singing and crying and eating and stories." One of her hooves stirred through him. "It won't help much, but it will help some."



Throughout his gelatinous ooze, thoughts of freezing himself and her and the rest of Equestria into a solid mass of ice warred with thoughts that came to him tinged in yellow and pink: his friends had lost a friend this morning, too.



Nodding sent a small wave to break against Twilight's side, and she seemed to understand. "Let me know if you want to talk, or if you want me to talk." She relaxed deeper into him. "I'm here whenever you're ready."



It didn't help much, no, but yes, it did help some.
      

      
   
      The "Us" in "Do Well"


      

      
      
         Twilight’s eyebrows climbed as she watched her burly guards drag the intruder before her throne. It struggled only a little, likely due to their roughness; she’d have Gallus speak to them again about that. But then it wasn’t every day they caught a nameless pony covered in head-to-tail wrappings wandering around Canterlot Castle.



But while the pony was unknown, its getup was uncannily familiar. The wide-brimmed purple hat, all-encompassing purple bodysuit, purple cape, and purple tail wrap, seemed ripped out of Twilight’s distant memory. Her mind was drawn to one sunny day, decades before, when she and her friends had felt Rainbow Dash needed to learn something.



Twilight rose to her full, commanding height, and searched the whited-out lenses covering its eyes, seeking anything she could recognize. But the figure merely stood silent, gazing back at her.



“You look like Mare-Do-Well,” Twilight said.



The figure nodded.



“Who are you?”



Silence.



Twilight glanced between the sharp eyes of her two young guards, and the faded blue of Gallus’ age-withered face next to them. Gallus raised a claw and cleared his throat. “They couldn’t get anything out of her either, Princess. But she passed our thaumic safety checks, and doesn’t seem like an overt threat… no matter how weird this all is.”



A dull ache grew in Twilight’s heart as she thought more of the friends who’d inspired their Mare-Do-Well misadventure. She strode down from her dias, approaching the figure. Its gaze tracked her, but it did not move otherwise. Fighting down her uncertainty about what she should make of the pony, Twilight strode right up to it, and stopped almost face-to-face.



“Will you show me who you are?”



It cocked its head.



“Please. The likeness… is haunting.”



They regarded each other at length before the figure reached up and removed its hat. It tugged at a strand of wrapping that Twilight hadn’t noticed behind its head. Then it nodded toward her, and gestured with the strand.



After a few more heartbeats, Twilight lit her horn and tugged at it. Her breath caught as the top of the pony’s mask peeled off, which had heretofore seemed like a single, smooth piece. More alarming, though, was the absence of pony underneath. Soon even her guards took notice, shouting and readying their spears, as the whole figure unraveled, loop by loop, revealing…



Nothing.



There was only a hat, and a pile of wrappings.



Gallus’ expression of shock echoed Twilight’s feelings, but the griffon was quick to recover. “Seal off the throne room,” he barked to the gathered guards. “Set up a perimeter around—”



“Hold on,” Twilight said, closing her eyes and extending a sensory spell into the figure’s remains. Something old lay at the center of it. Something warm, familiar, distant. “I… don’t think it’s a threat.”



“If it can appear and disappear through our wards, it’s a threat,” Gallus said.



But Twilight shook her head. “Not this. Gallus… prepare an escort. We’re heading down the mountain.”



“Princess?”



She furrowed her brows. “I think this was sent by the Treehouse of Harmony.”










The flight down from Canterlot to the Castle of the Two Sisters was not one that Twilight took often. Not that she left the mountain much at all these days. Peace had long since overtaken Equestria and its neighbors, opening up a new richness of daily life for her ponies and other creatures, while creating new bureaucratic headaches that needed attending. There were festivals to plan, cultural events to approve, trade deals to oversee, and no shortage of obscure research to conduct from the comfort of her own chambers.



And fewer creatures she knew well outside those chambers.



She kept her eyes fixed on Gallus as they descended toward the overgrown patch of Everfree that encompassed the castle, feeling a pang of impending loss for him as well. Though he was still an able flier, he was far from the powerful fighter he’d been in his prime. So much so that she knew he’d feel guilty if she hadn’t ordered him to bring guardsponies on what ought to be a more private trip.



They alit in the shattered rotunda at the center of the castle. Gallus ordered some of the guards to take up positions while he, Twilight, and a few others picked their way through the dusty ruins. Twilight didn’t know the way, but let Gallus lead them through the castle’s twists and turns with quiet confidence.



“How long has it been?” Twilight asked, breaking the silence.



Gallus grunted. “A long time, since me and the others.”



“How about just you?”



He didn’t answer for a moment. “Only once, since Silverstream.”



“Of… of course.” Twilight wracked her brain for what to say. “It’s… hard, missing them. All of them.” He gave her a plaintive expression, and she was quick to add: “Even more with her, I know. I’m… sorry.”



“Don’t be. We all knew you and Spike would be the last. Didn’t count on Smolder going when she did, but I guess she went out doing what she loved.” He plodded on a bit further. “Didn’t figure it’d be me left, of the rest of us.”



“I guess, me neither. A—and I don’t mean that a bad way!”



He chuckled. “I get you. Wait… hold on, that doesn’t look like sunlight.”



Twilight saw it, too: a pale glow emanating from around the corner of a chamber up ahead. She lit her horn and tried to sense what it was, and felt her eyebrows climb at the flicker of harmonic resonance. “I don’t understand. I thought you said the Treehouse had gone silent…”



“It had!” Gallus turned wide eyes on her. “You’re telling me—”



“I can’t be sure.” Twilight quickened her pace, and both Gallus and the accompanying guards matched her.



Around the corner they went, taking in the sight of the Treehouse. Though decrepit and shattered in places, it gave off a faint glow. Twilight and Gallus approached it, each touching a forehoof or foreclaw against it.



“Warm,” Gallus said. “It hasn’t been warm… in years. Not since I was a kid.”



“I’m here,” Twilight said, giving the structure an appraising look. “You called me here.”



“U—” barked an utterance in Twilight’s own voice. She herself took a step back. “U—”



Gallus met Twilight’s eyes. “Uh?” he asked, cocking an eyebrow.



“U—” it vocalized again.



“Uh… up?” Twilight guessed, glancing at the cavern’s root-encrusted ceiling high above. “Under?”



“U—” There was a pause, then a great flash of light. “Us.”



The Treehouse faded to darkness.



Gallus pressed his claw to it again. “Twilight. Sorry… Princess. It’s going cold.”



Twilight touched her hoof next to his claw, soaking in the crystal’s chill. “Us?”



Silence.



Gallus took a step back. “Us. You… and me.”



“What do you mean?”



He touched a claw to his chin. “You said, ‘I’m here.’ But it was us. Not just you.”



“It… oh.” Twilight took a step back as well, letting her eyes linger on the faded crystal. “You’re right. Or it’s right. It’s not just me, it’s… us.”



“Why do I get the feeling that you’re getting more out of this than I am?”



A sad smile touched Twilight’s lips. Memories of her friends continued to swirl through her head. And not just of presiding over their funerals, but of the good times, too. Of summers long past, and silly costumes, and trying to teach lessons, however inexpertly at times.



“I’ll tell you what I think it means,” Twilight said, letting warmth spread through her smile.
      

      
   
      Conflicting Signals


      
      
      
         
         Eyes Glued Shut

      
      

      

      
      
         Even with Macintosh being over, it's Luna's turn for dinner which means the inevitable oriental delivery. He is inured to it by now once 'It's Luna's night' is explained, but I wish she could at least put a modicum of effort towards appearances.



At least, effort that didn't involve her bizarre medical aesthetic of bandages everywhere. Mac became accustomed to that, too, over the months, but the arm sling is new since his last call.



The three of us sit around the low den table, chopsticks and sporks sticking out of cartons of ginger- and soy-smelling cartons, as multi-color holiday lights blink through the drapes surrounding us. Macintosh and I share the couch, while Luna sits folded like origami on a pillow on the floor against the legs of the comfy chair.



I lean into Mac as I giggle. "You remember I told you how she's been wearing bandages? Not just like over scrape, or the eyepatch back in autumn, but actually wearing. Some traditional far-eastern attire, she said. Anyway, these long coils of fabric keep turning up lately in the white laundry, even with her arm in the sling. If she actually needs the sling, though, I can't imagine how she—"



Luna stands up silently, deliberately, drawing our full attention. Macintosh might not recognize the blush, but I can see it. Without a word, Luna circles her free hand around half the hem of her sweater, like a tupperware lid, and lifts. Every inch from the top of her pants to the folds of her sweater, where there should be an undershirt or her rich indigo skin, are layer upon layer of ivory white fabric girdling her torso. I hear a gasp and realize it must be mine.



Luna stands for several seconds, as if flaunting it. Finally she says, "To cover up all the dead-fish eyes and tentacle-filled mouths with." It is so dead-pan I could almost believe her.



"Sit down, Luna." I flash an apologetic smile at Macintosh. "Goodness, you're always so dramatic."



Luna crumples up again as she sits. I turn to Macintosh and see him staring a Luna, brow furrowed and lips pursed.



"I'm not an invalid, sister," Luna pouts, recovering her chopsticks, "and it's no business of yours, or his."



Macintosh glances to me meaningfully, back to Luna, and to me again.



"That's... You're right, Luna," I say. "That was impolite of me. I'm sorry."



"If you don't mind my saying so," Macintosh says, "I can't help but notice the number of band-aids and gauze patches on y'all has kept going up since summer. If there's anything wrong, I'd hope you'd at least tell your sister about it. I know I'd worry about either of my sisters looking like y'all."



"I keep telling her that," I say, "but it's always 'I'm fine' this and 'it doesn't concern you' that. It's actually become somewhat frustrating with how much we're stuck with each other's company these days. If all that is to impress someone, you'd think it would be better meant for anyone else, whom we rarely see outside of grocery shopping and video meetings. Goodness knows I can't appreciate it properly. Honesty, Luna, it feels as though you're shutting me out more than usual. To make matters more bizarre, Macintosh, I've yet to see see any blood on any of the bandages in the trash."



"Cyanoacrylate," Luna mutters.



"Gesundheit," I answer playfully. I catch Mac leaning forward and I turn.



"Miss Luna," Macintosh says, then pauses as he looks to me as if for approval. "Miss Luna, I'd like to give y'all a back rub, if that's okay with you."



Luna's flushes bright as the holiday decorations. "I... That's..."



"Macintosh," I start, "don't tease—" He quiets me with a press on my leg. Not commanding, but firm. Though unfounded jealousy flares up in me, and as adorable as it is to see Luna flustered like this, it's clear he's up to something he thinks is important.



"Okay," Luna said, her voice shuddering from embarrassment.



"I'd like a 'yes' or 'no', Miss. I'd like to rub your back for a few minutes, if that's okay with you."



Luna pinches herself tight and eventually whispers out, "Yes, please."



I watch Macintosh in surprise as he stands, a statue in movement, his fingertips brushing to the very end of my knee as if to say, 'Don't misunderstand me,' and he walks to the seat behind Luna. He places a hand between her shoulder blades as gentle and inevitable as a resting boulder, and simply waits.



Over several silent breaths, I watch as Luna, still blushing profusely, melts. Her shoulders sag. Her head slumps. The carton and chopsticks tip over in her lap and Mac catches them just in time. Only then does he begin to slide his hands so very slowly up and down her spine.



His eyes return to mine. "Miss Luna," he says, "y'all can tell me to stop any time, but it's been about one minute out of a few. When I'm done, I'd like your sister to take over for a while. Would that be okay with you?"



I see Luna tense again, even under Macintosh's hand.



"Oh," I say, "we haven't..." Luna had always been big on physical contact—I knew that because I had always found it annoying. Yet now I struggle to remember the last time she and I last touched, even accidentally... the last time she'd had physical contact with anyone. Had it been months? Years? "Since..." On Luna's down-turned cheeks I glimpse a glint of wetness.



She whispers it like lace, "Yes, please."



Macintosh smiles at me.



"Oh." I stand up and walk over to slowly sit beside her and wrap my arms around her. "It's been a while, hasn't it? I'd love to."
      

      
   
      Manifestation


      
      
      
         
         Strange Peons

      
      

      

      
      
         "Oh, Starlight!" Spike walked in with a mop slung over his shoulder. "There you are! You've been down here since this morning?"



Starlight Glimmer turned to face him with a glower.



"Sorry I asked—"



"No, Spike," Starlight said, quickly and consciously reworking her expression. "It's not you, it's this stupid assignment." She scooped up a dollop of clay and slapped it back into the glob on the table.



"Having trouble, how did Twilight put it, 'manifesting an expression of your most deeply-held dread'?"



"In the first place," Starlight said, "it's a pointless exercise. It's entirely possible to avoid talking about one's existential issues without some clay statue as a monument to them." She paused as she replayed the words in her mind. "I mean, possible to talk about them without and so on. More to the point, I don't have any sources of existential dread."



Spike looked back from hanging the mop on a Spike-reachable set of hooks on the wall. "Wow, really? Sounds pretty great to be you, Starlight."



"Not anything special, anyway, and nothing that can be expressed in clay." She spat the word like mud. "Sure, I feel the clutches of my own mortality sometimes, or worry that I'll die alone and forgotten and unloved, or that Celestia will some day lock the sun overhead and give everyone terrible sunburn, or there's that noise that Maud makes when she grinds her teeth, but none of those can really be made manifest in clay, you know?"



Spike paused mid-reach. "Wanna run that last one by me again?"



"Or, like, am I supposed to make a diorama of dozens of ponies with pitchforks and torches coming to take me away and drown me in a river with my hooves out of clay? With no magic allowed?" Starlight tore off another hunk of clay and slapped it back into the mass. "I mean... how?"



Spike slipped past her, a spray-bottle of glass cleaner in one hand and a rag in the other. "I was never a part of this conversation, was I?"



"And, sure, let's say I go with that teeth-grinding noise – how is that supposed to work in clay, anyway? It's not like I can sculpt Maud – I like Maud! It's that horrible, wrenching, grating noise that gets into your skull and... Spike, where are you going with that dolly?"



"Oh," Spike said, surprised, a loading dolly pulled behind him, nearly horizontal. "Your room, actually. We need to move your bookshelves a bit to make space for the tank."



"My room? Wait, what tank?"



"The – Oh, right, you've been down here since breakfast. C'mon up, we'll introduce you!"



"Introduce me? To who?"








At the foot of the crystal stairs was a massive glass globe; a goldfish bowl on steroids. Starlight quickly identified Twilight in front of it, floating a book and a half-dozen pony-length pieces of thick rope around her, her expression that of frustrated lead, talking to herself in snatches.



"Oh, that's... yes we, ah, let's see turtle shell..." Moved the ropes, "right?" Looked at the tank. Rifled hurriedly through the book, skipping back and ahead. "Yellow... plankton... behind?" More page-turning, more rope. "Behind?" More looking. "Oh, behind!" Turned around.



"You know," Starlight said, "nevermind. I think I figured it out and I'm going to get started sculpting—"



"Don't go Starlight!" Twilight called. "Trying to talk to him is so frustrating! It's amazing that we even can communicate, and Fluttershy and I already have corrections for the translator who wrote this book, but it's so slow, awkward, and circumlocutious I'm starting to go out of my skull already. Oh, ah..." She paged through the book and wiggled the ropes again at the tank. "...Glimmer, I think?"



"Meet the ruling monarch of the Nautilus," Spike said. "Exiled for absolutely no reason whatsoever under pain of death and requesting asylum and temporary residence on land."



"Good, Spike," Twilight said, noticing him. "You have the dolly. Leave the glass polish here and take care of it upstairs?"



"You got it..." And up the stairs he went, dolly clanking behind him.



"Starlight," Twilight said, "meet his royal highness. Call him Ishmael."



It took Starlight a moment to realize that the globe was filled near to the brim several hooves overhead with water, and that there was a thing maybe twice the size of a pony floating there. "Uhuagh," Starlight started.



It was as though somepony had given a beard to a gigantic dollop of toothpaste. It was a bundle of blue-green silk wrapped around hovering pustule of phlegm. It was a wet paper bag spilling snakes forever. It had lidless, lifeless, alien eyes (presumably two, Starlight reasoned, though she only saw the one) half the size of its body, turned to flense away all pretense and ego to peer deep into her and reveal her soul or skeleton, whichever the (supposed) creature felt like devouring at the time.



"Muagh..." Starlight tried again. "H-hi?" She forced a smile and lifted a hoof to wave.



"Nodon'tdothat, Starlight!" Twilight yelped, her grip slamming Starlight's hoof to the floor so hard it hurt. "That gesture is a grave offense in his culture."



"Oh," Starlight managed. "Well, it was nice meeting you, your highness."



Twilight offered the ropes and book. "You can tell him yourself."



"Nope," Starlight chirruped. "I'm good. I gather he's lodging in my room for a bit, sounds great."



"Are you being difficult again, Starlight?"



"He can stay as long as he needs. I'm going back to the study and I'll just stay there for a few weeks." She started to bow, paused, and glanced to Twilight. "Any grave offense if I just turn and walk away?"



"Not to him, anyway," Twilight grumbled.



"Thanks!"








Twilight trotted into the study, carrying platter of tea and sandwiches. Her tone was far more chipper than her sagging features. "Hi, Starlight! Sorry about before. I brought dinner."



"Thanks, Twilight." Starlight surreptitiously pushed the plate of veggie cuts under some muddy rags. "That's very kind of you."



"Oh! You've finished your assignment?"



"Almost. Once I realized what I needed to express, it was pretty quick work."



Twilight absently set down the tray and circled the table. "Mm-hmm, mm-hmm. It's a unicorn... is it yourself? You fear what you were? Or what you might become? I can't really make out the hair or the expression, and you haven't added a cutie mark to identify anypony specifically..."



"Excuse me for having to do it all with my hooves," Starlight muttered disdainfully.



Twilight didn't hear. "Well, we can talk all about it over this bite to eat, right? I can't wait to—"



"Nope," Starlight chirruped. Her smile never faltered. "No, I'm going to just stay in here for a good long while and you're going back outside and leaving me alone for a few days because you, Twilight, are unpredictable, dangerous, and absolutely terrifying."
      

      
   
      The Day That Twilight Sparkle Shat Out 500 Words


      

      
      
         On the day that Twilight Sparkle shat out 500 words, I was polishing a ceremonial breast plate unearthed from the Etuskan period in an expedition undertaken last summer by the Oblate and Sourful Trixie and yours truly, Sunlight Glammer. Suddenly, my workspace door slammed open, dislodging a shelf full of souvenir hoof spoons that clattered to the floor like a Greek chorus of tinny junk.



"Gluelike Stammer!" yelled out Spike. "Trimset Stutter! Help! Twilight's...  in a bad way." He snorted in excitement and the green flame sent a couple of my spoons across the ether just in time to splash-land in Celestia's afternoon teacup.



"Just a moment, Spork... er, Sport." I set the breastplate down over some of the racier items of Etuskan sculpture that I am privileged to have in my collection. "What's all this, then?"



The tiny magic dragon puffed, then shivered. "I made breakfast for Twilight this morning. She was reading as she ate, something she'd written. A loose page fell onto her plate and got stuck on her fork and went into her mouth!" He gagged. "I heard the crackling sound as she chewed the thick paper. I tried to yank it away but it was like a goat eating a tin can. She ate it all!"



"I wish I'd been there to see her eating her words," I said. "But what's the problem? It's just paper. I used to eat my books all the time as a filly."



"Well, she says it's really important for her to finish it, and it's hurting her, and... well, I wish you would come and help!"



We raced out to the back garden, where all right-thinking ponies deposit their leavings, and saw Twilight with her posterior firmly planted in a quivering rhododendron. I could see the veins pulsing on her forehead as she strained and grunted.



"Can't leave it there…" she groaned through gritted teeth. "That summation stuck in my craw… just couldn't stomach that conclusion. Need to wrap it up!"



"What was the paper about?" I asked Spire.



"She's in some sort of competition - a rub-off or a toss-off or something - and this was her submission," he said, holding his nose. "I've never seen her so determined to finish something in the last possible minute!"



Suddenly she grunted, and ululated in a piercing cry as the rhododendron flowers started to wither and fall from the bush. There was no doubt that the 500 words were being excreted in a prodigious rush! The fertile sentences were streaming out in coils, with one turn of phrase after another. Soon, her colon reached a full stop, with thunderous punctuation.



"Whew!" she cried, holding forth a chamberpot with a lump of steaming pulp. "I technically still have five minutes to submit this! Maybe I can get a bronze. I gotta go!" With a flash she shot off into the aether, leaving Spock and I to look at each other in dismay.



"Let it go," I said. "It's just another crockfic."
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