
      The Line Between Remembering and Being, Like Thin Ice


      
      
      
         
         A HAPPY. LITTLE. TREE.

      
         
         Unhappy Accident

      
      

      

      
      
         The workshop was quiet. Quiet with deep thought—but also frustration.



Art therapy was supposed to be more productive than this.



The problem came when Tempest Shadow realized, looking at her half-finished attempt at what should be a simple landscape painting, that she didn't have much of an eye for art. At the very least she found it harder to paint "happy little trees" than she had anticipated. This realization caused a rubbery ball of spikes to bubble uneasily inside her chest and stomach, making her want to smash a fragile object into a million pieces.



"I don't think this is gonna work out," she said flatly.



Spearhead cocked his head, looked at the painting, then at Tempest, then back at the painting. "Hmm," he said. "Maybe."



"Maybe what?" Tempest also realized that she couldn't get much of a read on Spearhead, the burly and jovial stallion who tended to use blacks and browns when crafting his own art. Of course, getting connected with a friend of a friend (or, in this case, a friend of Twilight's brother's) had a good chance of yielding such a result.



Spearhead eyed the malformed trees some more before saying, "So, like, what are you going for here?"



Tempest sighed. "You failed to answer my question."



"Naw," replied Spearhead, almost ignoring her. "I'm looking at this piece and I'm thinking, 'How am I supposed to feel, ya know? Happy? Sad? Content? Distressed?' I know a bro who does peaceful landscapes 'cause that's how he really feels on the inside, but..." Shifting an eye toward Tempest. "You sure you're really feeling like that?"



Tempest's mood only soured. She contemplated breaking through the canvas with a hoof. "What I'm feeling right now is anger."



"All right, make something angry then!" Spearhead sounded weirdly happy as he said this. "I won't stop you!"



Tempest looked deeper into her painting, and when she looked she saw a disingenuous attempt at expressing happiness. Then again, as she considered her past experiences, she figured that an emotion so rarely felt could only be so accurately conveyed. For instance, despite her age, she had never been in love (at least not to the degree where that love was reciprocated), so how could she project being in love onto a painting? How could she know if it was genuine or not?



"Tempest? Fizzlepop...?" Spearhead asked as if calling out through a tunnel, but at the volume of a mouse's squeak.



A moment passed before Tempest noticed, then shook her head. "This one is a failure."



"It's totally okay," said Spearhead calmly. "I get like that sometimes too. I'll be working on a piece in the middle of the night, ya know? Then I'll just... think back to something. Like when the changelings attacked Canterlot, and nopony saw it coming? That was pretty crazy."



"You were there?" Tempest raised an eyebrow.



"Absolutely!" Spearhead kept smiling. "I remember everything about it. That's why I made 'A Thousand Nights in a Hallway.' It's a painting that makes ponies get really uncomfortable when they look at it, even though it's just darkness and nothing else. You wanna know why?"



"Not necessarily...?"



"Because it makes them think back to times like that. When you don't know who your friends are and everything seems, like, uncertain. It's implicitly paranoid, or something like that." He rubbed his chin in a pseudo-philosophical manner. "And just because I'm trying to feel better about myself doesn't mean I shouldn't try to capture my state of mind when the times get tough. When I can't fall asleep at night and I keep remembering something crummy that had happened to me, ya know what I do? I try to think about how I can reflect that in a piece. Because, I guess, making art out of something is a good way to confront it." Then he went silent.



A moment passed.



"Huh," Tempest said simply.



She eyed "A Thousand Nights in a Hallway," which to this day hung on the workshop wall, and she no longer felt as angry inside as she did before. Not that she felt happy, because happiness was something that still eluded her. A crazy thought then entered her mind—the thought that maybe this scarf-wearing "dude" was onto something. It seemed almost liberating, to know that she found somepony who expressed himself in such an honest and yet roundabout way.



"Okay," she said, solemn but not defeated. "I'll try again. And I'll try to not sugarcoat how I'm feeling this time."
      

      
   
      Imbibe


      

      
      
         “I would like… a beer.” said Princess Cadance, still wearing a confused, uneasy smile. She closes her eyes nods at her own words. “Yes, a beer, please!”



Chaser shot another glance around the hole-in-the-wall where she served as bartender. It was the height of the mid-afternoon dead-hour, and there was nopony else there but the princess sitting on her stool at the counter.



“Um, Princess,” she said, in her customer service voice because she didn’t know how else to speak to an actual, literal, alicorn. “We’ve got, uh, many kinds of beer.”



Princess Cadance’s expression crumpled just the smallest bit.



“Oh,” she said, her eyes darting through the stacks of bottles behind Chaser. “I’m, um, kind of new to the whole alcohol thing, honestly. I mean, I’ve had a salt lick or two, but I guess I haven’t really…”



She trailed off.



Instincts from almost eleven years of bartending made the following fifteen seconds of absolute silence indescribably uncomfortable for Chaser.



“Can I suggest an imperial lager? We just got a crate of ambers from the Empire just the other day.” said Chaser.



“Sure!” said Cadance, perhaps too cheerfully. “Perfect!”



Chaser fetched a bottle and filled one of the establishment’s fancier beer glasses with half of the contents before placing both on the countertop in front of the Princess.



Cadance picked up the glass, eyed it, tried to discreetly smell the drink, and then swallowed it all in a gulp. She emptied the rest of the bottle into the glass, and tossed it down the hatch again.



“That was…” said the princess, blinking. “I’m not sure how that was.”



“Do you want another?” said Chaser keeping up her customer-serving voice.



“Yes,” said Cadance, even though she didn’t seem to mean it.



Another lager disappeared, equally unceremoniously, and when the princess asked for a third, Chaser couldn’t keep her sense of unease bottled up any longer.



She fetched the beer, but as she opened the bottle, she spoke.



“Princess, beg your pardon, but folks don’t normally take their drinks like this,” she said, diplomatically. “Plus, we’re quite a ways from the Empire, so I have to wonder…”



“Star-damnit!” blurted Cadance, suddenly. She folded her wings over her face, and slumped in her seat. “Star-damnit, I’m so obvious, aren’t I?”



The outburst caught Chaser off-guard for a second, but this wasn’t her first upset customer. She caught a hold of herself again quickly.



“Nothing’s obvious,” said Chaser, truthfully. “Except maybe that you have something you want to say.”



Cadance was quiet for a moment longer, staring at her untouched third drink.



“Sometimes, I really think I’m a mess. I don’t even know how to get drunk right.”



“You’d be a bigger mess if you did know,” said Chaser, the words leaving her mouth almost before she realized it.



Princess Cadance laughed, dryly.



The following silence was both better and worse than the last ones had been. She would talk now that she got started—Chaser knew from experience.



“Me and Shiny got into a fight,” she said. “And, well, I’m the Princess of Love.” She put a depreciating stress on the title. “So I thought I was right. I knew I was right. But we were both mad, so I took a quick flight to cool my head.”



Chaser momentarily balked at the idea of a six hundred mile trip being called a quick flight.



Cadance continued, unaware.



“Now, I’m not sure who was right,” she said. She took a sip from her glass, and crinkled her nose at the taste. “And if I don’t know, then, I don’t think I’ve been a very good Princess of Love.”



“Part of love is fighting,” said Chaser.



“Excuse me?” said Cadance.



“My Pa used to say that you need to fight to be in love.”



“That’s an… interesting expression,” said Cadance, with all the carefulness of a subject matter expert being polite.



“What he meant was…” Chaser bit her lip as she tried to put the idea into new words. “If you don’t care enough about somebody or something to fight about it, then you don’t care enough to really be in love.”



“Oh,” said Cadance. “That’s a… that’s a good way to put it.”



The compliment made Chaser suddenly self-conscious, and she waved her hoof dismissively.



“Just running my mouth a little. I really don’t know anything.”



“Well apparently,” said Cadance, resigned eyes returning to her half-empty glass, “neither do I.”



It was almost funny, the way she said it, but Chaser didn't laugh.
      

      
   
      Things to Learn


      
      
      
         
         In Your Eyes Only

      
      

      

      
      
         In the bedchambers, princess Twilight lay draped over her lover Nightingale. Shadows lingered where the covers ended. Twilight had her back to the candle, so Nightingale only saw the silhouette of her face and her glowing purple eyes. 



“If you were a book, I’d study you,” Nightingale said.



Twilight snorted. 



“No, really. Call me a good noodle, cuz I would go to college and study it. I’d get a PhD in Twilight.”



The covers shuddered as Twilight giggled. “Stop.”



“I’m not just trying to go another round. I need you to know I’m being serious.”



“I know you are.” Twilight’s hoof found hers. They lingered for a moment, interlocked. “We could go another round.”



“I’m tired,” Nightingale lied. “And I need to ask you something.”



“Okay, shoot.” Twilight shifted from her side to her back. An unspoken cue to cuddle. Nightingale obliged.



“Of all your best friends, who was your best best friend?”



The flame on the single candle flickered. The shadows jumped in surprise. 



“You answer first.”



“C’mon.”



Twilight wiggled her hips and giggled. Pure dragonfire. “Really. You first.”



“You’ve got sixteen hundred years on me. Your answer is gonna be way better than mine.”



“No it won’t.”



“Ugh. Fine. You’re my best best friend.”



“Mmm, I knew it.”



“Now you.”



Twilight paused another moment. “The elements of harmony were my first friends, so they were obviously very special to me.”



“But if you had to pick one.”



“I’d pick all of them.”



“That’s six.”



“That’s perceptive.” Twilight smiled. Even in near-darkness it shone. “But we were one in a sense. Connected by harmony. Is that good enough?”



“Sorta.” Nightingale drew her hoof back. “I know you were one. But out of all of them, you did pick one.”



Twilight’s face grew blank. Shadows moved in. “What do you mean?”



“I mean, you picked one. Out of all the elements of harmony, one of them was your lover.”



“I--” The shadows leapt again. Twilight’s eyes went from the curtain to the covers to Nightingale--then right back to the covers. “That’s insulting to my friends’ legacies.”



“Taffy Tavern Tabloid, issue twenty seven, page twelve.” Nightingale recited the reference with practiced ease. “It was a late return at the library from an anthropology student, so I looked through it before I put it back on the shelves. You were caught having an affair with one of the bearers, but when the reporter took a picture of you you panicked and wiped the film. And their mind a little. Which probably wasn’t an accident, was it?”



For too long, the only sound came from the ambient energy playing through the castle. 



Finally, Twilight spoke. “It’s unlike you to believe tabloids.”



“You said I was your first.”



“You are.”



“Twilight--”



“Does it really bother you?”



“A little.”



“Okay, fine. I admit. You’re not my first. I had another love fifteen hundred years ago. It was wonderful, and then she died. I spent the next fifteen hundred years moving on.” She slid closer. Always evading. Always stationary. The night was so many things. What was she now? “Now we’re here. Would you allow me one short moment of happiness every two millenia?”



“Twilight.”



“Would you do that for me?” Twilight paused suddenly, her eyes no longer glowing so much as burning. “I’m serious.”



Nightingale paused. Words came and went. She settled on nothing. 



“It took me fifteen lifetimes to get over it. Then I chose you. Do you understand?”



How to turn a word into a hammer. How to turn a centuries-old lie into a declaration of love. There was always more to learn with Twilight.



“I don’t think I understand,” said Nightingale.



Twilight squeezed her. “I’m glad you don’t have to.”



So many more questions lost to that eyes-closed spinning and spinning, that perfect weightless heavy sensation. Pure dragonfire.



But to have one last nugget of revenge--



Nightingale took the initiative and pinned her to the bed. “When I’m through with you,” she said softly, “it’ll take you ten millenia to get over me.”



Twilight cackled. “You’re dark.” 



But Nightingale knew that was a lie too. She was just a pony. What was she but a single candle’s flame flickering in an endless night? It scared her as much as it thrilled her. 



Just before she couldn’t possibly be pulled away, she leaned over and blew out the candle. The flame flickered. The shadows danced. 



Darkness--real darkness--enveloped them.
      

      
   
      Give 'Em Enough Rope


      

      
      
         "Well?" asked Rainbow Dash.



"Yes, darling?" asked Rarity.



"Are we gonna start at some point?"



Rainbow chuckled, her legs struggling against the ropes. She wished she could fully appreciate how comfortable Rarity's bed was, but her mind was currently standing at a crossroads. The ropes themselves didn't even feel bad, honestly; they caused less chafing than the cheaper kind Rarity had bought, which meant that the situation had at least slightly improved from before.



Rarity herself rested beside Rainbow, just on the edge, her head on a pillow. She didn't exactly look happy, but she also didn't look displeased. "Maybe when you stop shaking. I find it hard to get in the mood when my partner acts discomforted."



"Oh come on!" Rainbow protested. "I've been prepping all day for this!"



"And you're still not ready," said Rarity dismissively. "Not quite. Do you think I want you to thrash about like this? I can tell you're having second thoughts."



Rainbow wanted to deny it, although she was never the best debater to begin with. "I'm not... okay, maybe a little bit."



A frown spread across Rarity's face, and it made Rainbow frown in return.



She continued with, "Trust me, I really want it. And when I want something, I get it. But, uhh—"



Rainbow tried thinking about something for longer than ten seconds, and thought about when she'd first encountered erotic magazines with images of stallions and mares caught in compromising positions. Although she would never tell anypony this, she identified most with the pegasus mare who got tied down with either ropes or cuffs, being left at the mercy of the dominant pony. It was a sight that consistently sent waves of electricity up her spine, from the base of her tail to the back of her neck, and she dreamed of finding just the right pony to restrain her.



Rarity seemed like an excellent choice. She was, after all, excellent at nearly everything else, and made sure not to hurt her.



Imagining something was different from practicing it, though.



"Darling," said Rarity in a concerned tone.



"You say that word too much," quipped Rainbow.



This managed to curl Rarity's lips upward, if only for a moment. "I know," she said, "but when I call you that, I'm putting emphasis on it."



If only for a brief time, when Rarity was saying all this, Rainbow felt perfectly content with the current situation. It would be awesome to just lie there next to her, and to listen to her talk about things with more articulation than Rainbow herself could muster. Of course, not being tied down would make the whole thing ideal.



"Are you sure you want to do this?" Rarity continued.



"Never been surer!" Rainbow couldn't stop redness from creeping into her cheeks. "T-then again, I wasn't totally sure before, ya know? Kinda trotting on thin ice with how this thing's been working out."



Rarity seemed to contemplate something, then said, "All right then." Suddenly she got off the bed and started rummaging through one of her many dresser drawers, pulling out a feather in the process. "It's clear to me, darling, that your muscles are too tense right now."



Rainbow raised a confused brow. "Uhh, what're you doing?"



With a triumphant smile on her face, Rarity hopped back on the bed with the feather enveloped in her magic. "Have no fear, darling, this should do the trick!" She began tickling Rainbow's belly, between her navel and her nether region, and something happened.



Rainbow started to laugh uncontrollably.



"Wait, no!" she yelled, losing breath from how the tip of the feather felt against her coat and skin. "That's not—that's not fair!" Not being able to defend herself, she couldn't stop Rarity from wreaking havoc all long her torso, her neck, and most importantly the sensitive parts of her legs and wings. It was like ascending to the heavens, only for angels to torment her mischievously at the same time.



It felt amazing.



"I should've thought of this sooner!" cried Rarity happily.



At some point, though, this stage of tonight's session had to end.



"Do you feel more relaxed now, darling?" she asked Rainbow.



True enough, Rainbow no longer felt worried. Even her body, irrational as it was, had ceased to treat the ropes as malicious obstacles. They had become simply what they were intended to be: tools of pleasure.



"Y-yeah," replied Rainbow, wanting to give Rarity a kiss. "Yeah, I'm feeling pretty good right now!"



Then the real fun began...
      

      
   
      Toola Roola's Cool


      

      
      
         Toola Roola stuck out her tongue to catch a snowflake.  Closing her eyes, she tipped her head up.  The snowball struck her face, sending snow up her nose.  She screamed, brushing off the snow, and looked around, peering between the trees of whitetail woods.  “I’m going to get you, Coco.”  Scooping up snow, she shivered.  “Wherever you are.”



Coconut Cream’s scream echoed directionlessly through the trees.



Toola Roola shivered, but not from the cold.  “Come on, Coconut.  That’s not funny.  Where are you?”  There.  She heard it.  The crunch of snow beneath a rushing foal.  Toola Roola crouched, readying her snowball.  Coconut burst from the darkest of the hillside thickets and Toola let loose, smacking Coconut right in the face.



Coconut ran on, screaming, blinded by the snow.



“What are you doing?  Coconut?  Watch out!”  Toola lurched to the side, but slipped on the snow and ice, so Coconut barreled right into her, bringing them both down in a jumble and flailing about, kicking and punching.  “Ow!  Coconut, stop it!  It’s me!.”  Toola wrapped her hooves around Coconut.  “Calm down, okay?  I’m sorry.  It was just a snow ball.  You got me first.”



Coconut Cream rubbed her eyes, peering up at her friend.  “Toola?  Oh, Toola,” she sobbed, tears streaming as she crushed Toola in her embrace, rubbing her tears and snot into her neck.  “He just fell out of the sky.  And the rock, and blood, and—”  She sobbed, muttering incoherently.



Toola rubbed Coconut’s back, shushing like her mother still did for her when she banged a knee or had a bad day at school.  “I need you to calm down, Coco.  At least enough to speak.  Run and get help from a grownup.”  She wiped away Coconut’s tears from her face.  “Okay?  Can you go get help?  I’ll see if they’re okay.”



Coconut nodded and darted off.



Toola followed the tracks Coconut had left coming out.  “Hello,” she called.  “Are you okay?  I sent Coco to get help.  Are you hurt?  Where are you?”  She looked around.  Nothing.



Pushing aside branches, Toola went deeper, continuing to call.  Coconut Cream’s tracks stopped, and Toola looked around, her eyes adjusting to the darkness under the evergreen canopy that blocked all but a thin film of snow from reaching the ground.



She saw it.  The crumpled form of a pony in the dark.  “You okay, mister?  I sent my friend to get help.”  She looked up to the trees and clouds.  “What were you doing up there anyway?”  She knelt beside him, giving him a gentle shake.



The corpse’s head fell at an odd angle, and the Toola Roola gasped.  “Mister, are you dead?”  She poked at the corpse.  “Cool.”



Yelling in the distance signalled the arrival of grown-ups, but Toola Roola ignored them, poking and prodding at the corpse until they arrived and pulled her away.








She spun in the chair.  Across the desk, Nurse Redheart frowned.  “Toola, please.  Stop.”



“Sorry, it’s just so cool.  I wish the chairs at school did this.”



“Toola, you saw something yesterday that nopony your age should have to see.  Do you want to talk about it?”



Toola gasped.  “Really?  You wanna talk about it?”



“Only if you want to, Toola.”  Redheart tried to smile at the foal, but concern twisted it.



“Do I ever?!  Nopony else wants to.  Not mom, dad, Coco, or Ms. Cheerilee.”  She leaned forward.  “Did you bring it back?  Is it here?  Can I see it again?”



Nurse Redheart gawked, he mouth moving, but unable to find the words.








“Seriously? The necromancer’s true name was named Toola Roola?  How does that even happen?”
      

      
   
      From the Top


      

      
      
         "You don't know?" Dash stared at Flim—or Flam: she'd never been sure which was which. This was the one without the mustache, anyway. "How can you not know?"



He shrugged, the glow of his horn the only light anywhere in the thick gray fog that drifted around them. "Well, when Flam and I, uhh, acquired the Portal Popper XTE, it didn't come with a manual. After weeks of careful study, however, we were absolutely certain we'd ascertained the proper procedure for operating the game." His words flowed out every bit as flowery as they always did, but his eyes kept shifting back and forth at every splash and slithery sound off in the mist.



Which told Dash everything she needed to know. "You mean you stole the thing, thought you knew how to work it, aimed it wrong, and now I'm stuck wherever your weird machine sent us racing you instead of Applejack."



"Stuck?" Flim touched a hoof to his chest. "Not at all, Captain Dash!" He moved the hoof to point at the green vest they'd given her to put on after she'd wheedled AJ into plunking down the bits for them to take a run through what the Flimflam Brothers called 'a unique competitive opportunity.' Because it was the Ponyville Fun and Frolic Festival, right? And Dash knew that AJ wouldn't want to pass up the chance to play against the greatest speedster Equestria had ever known, the new captain of the Wonderbolts, and her own sweet and cuddly marefriend.



Blinking, Dash realized she'd missed what Flim had just finished saying. "Run that by me again?"



Flim waved at her right shoulder. "We have two distinct options, Captain. We can follow the tracer in your vest through this no doubt charming landscape to whatever spot the Portal Popper has designated as this game's finish line." The grin that jerked across the big jerk's face didn't fool Dash in the slightest: he had no idea where they were or what was happening. "Once either of us reaches it, we'll both be instantly transported to the fairgrounds whence we began."



"You hope." She couldn't stop her own grin from spreading at the beads of sweat glistening along his forehead. But she couldn't deny the little blue arrow pointing to the right that flashed above her shoulder either. "And what's the other way to get back?"



"Simply touch the forfeit button." He waved at her left shoulder, a tiny scowl tightening his quivering lower lip. "We went through all this before Flam activated the device, you know."



"Yeah, yeah." She glanced down at the big red button on her vest. "Of course, if I do that second one, it'll technically mean I lost, won't it? That'd make a nice sign to put over your booth: 'Play the game that beat the great Rainbow Dash!'"



His eyes went wide. "I...I assure you, Captain Dash! That thought never even began to cross our minds!"



Dash cocked her head. "'Our minds'?"



He froze. "I mean—"



Something off to Dash's left gave a low grunting moan. Flim jumped sideways, his straw hat flying off.



"Yep, yep, yep." Dash smacked her lips. "It'd serve you right, me leaving you here to play with whatever's creeping around in the fog till I find the finish line."



The quiver spread from his lip to his whole snout.



"But y'see, Flim?" She stepped closer to him in case she had to swoop them both away in a hurry. "I've pretty much proved any point I ever needed to prove, don't you think? Leading the 'Bolts, saving the world a dozen times, being part of the council that rules the whole country, getting to wake up every day beside the second-awesomest mare Equestria's ever known..." She waved to the mist. "I do this sort of stuff now for fun, not because I need to show anycreature anything anymore. And without AJ, I've got no reason to be here. Speaking of—"



She slapped her vest's forfeit button, and the mist whirled away like an instant cyclone to reveal AJ, her green vest shredded, her frown thunderous and her forehoof raised over Flam flat on his back in the remains of the carnival booth, his fear a stink that overpowered even the deep-fried smell of the midway and his voice shouting, "Not in the face! Not in the face!"



Dash gave Flim her sweetest smile. "You might want to start shouting the word 'refund' about now."
      

      
   
      Ocellus' Office


      

      
      
         “Do you know why I called you to my office?” Ocellus asked, looking up briefly from her paperwork. Although the etiquette that her hive had taught her tried hard to override her actions, she figured that this would get the attention of the pony across the desk.



Credit Chip glowered at her, keeping his head high and his forelegs folded. Just like his mother and father told him how to show respect or contempt, in this matter.



He was going to be a hard cookie to crack. Mostly, the colt had stayed silent during these school disciplinary sessions. All the other teachers had tried and failed to motivate him, including Professor Pie, and that was saying something.



She smelled the sharpness of his anger. Already now he wanted to be elsewhere more than here.



“So, I heard you had a fight with Mrs. Scootaloo,” Ocellus said to break the silence.



“Which is the reason why they sent me to you so you can interrogate me.” Chip scoffed. He eyed the bowl on her desk. “Can I have one?”



“No, these are only for the students with good hearts.” Ocellus pulled open a drawer and slid the bowl into the desk. “Look, this would go smoother if you tell me why you fought with miss Scootaloo.”



“Nah, I’ll think I’ll wait until Interrogation time is up.” he turned back to look at the clock.



Ocellus gauged the atmosphere. Still a strong spice of anger filled the air like somepony chopped open a Jalapeno. Still though, she detected something in the air― a slight tinge of something that didn’t completely fit.



Professor Scootaloo had told her about the parents of Chip; Diamond Tiara and Pipsqueak. She already had talked with them before, trying to ask them any questions that might help her counsel their son. Mostly, they showed concern for their troubled colt. He needed some friends. Good friends.



She figured that starting with the parents would be a good idea. “Your parents are worried about you.”



“I figured.” Chip replied. “Look, if you are going to play the card of ‘oh, your parents want you to succeed’, I’ve heard that one before.”



Ocellus listened closely. As per usual, just like Mrs. Scootaloo said, that trick didn’t work. However, she felt something different about his answer- a discrepancy between what he said and how he felt. 



Suddenly, she asked, “Did your parent’s force you to come to this school?” She hoped that guess was close enough.



Something twisted, she tasted a thin layer of longing, before it was drowned back in the spicy burn of anger.



“Sorry! I didn’t mean to pry!” Ocellus cowered back in her chair, shifting her persona to make herself seem less threatening. “Have you talked to your mother about this?”



“Busy.” 



“Father?”



Chip shook his head and rolled his eyes.



“Why don’t you ask them for some of their time?” Ocellus said. “I’m sure that your mother would understand if you just told her how you feel.”



“What would she know?” Chip said. “She’s been pushing the bill for me to come to this school, like you said.”



Ocellus shook her head. “Has she told you about her past?”



“NONONO.” Chip waved his hooves frantically. “She told me that she will tell me when I’m old enough to understand.”



Ocellus couldn’t help but smile. “It’s not my place to reveal it, but I highly recommend that you ask your mother now. I’d would’ve expected that what she’d experienced way back would make her think twice about her methods of raising a colt.” 



Chip squinted at Ocellus. The odd taste of confusion filled the air- like the aftertaste of a diet soda.



“I think it has to do with how she was raised though.” Ocellus put a hoof to her chin. “How Grandmother Rich treated her is probably why she’s inadvertently strong-forelegging you into going to Friendship School.”



Chip’s expression softened. 



“I don’t know, maybe it’s just me, but still, It couldn’t hurt to ask now.” Ocellus winked. She opened up the drawer, plucked out a candy, then threw it at him.



Chip caught the zot. “I thought these were for the students who are good.”



“No, I said they are for the students with good hearts.” She closed her drawer.



Chip’s Jaw hung open.



“You’re welcome.” Ocellus looked at the clock. “Now go! We went over the time limit! Your mother is probably waiting outside.”
      

      
   
      Walking on Air


      

      
      
         The light shone through the floor, the ice sheet that formed the base of her world, and streamed up into the darkness. Overhead, through the occasional beams that struck through the dark blue-green haze of the water, she could see towering reefs, blooming with coral flowers, upside-down fish adapted for the deep dark cold, and far away the object of her search, the ghostly outline of a ship, the ancient vessel Ariantha, lying on the sea-floor overhead.



Lorechaser, Earth-pony archaeologist and now budding ocean explorer, strode alone along the ice sheet, protected from cold and suffocation by warmth spells cast by her unicorn associates, and a charm of untiring nourishment, which provided air to her that flowed from her nostrils and left puddles under the ice to mark her trail as if she were leaving hoofprints. It took her an hour of slow walking to close with the Ariantha, and thence its slender masts and castellated stern looked like a fairy palace that had fallen into liquid darkness directly above.



She opened her pack and took out a coil of rope attached to a sturdy weighted hook. Keeping firm hold of the coil, she released the weight and paid it out with controlled releases until the hook reached the wreck far overhead. She lifted it and recast it several times to make firm contact with the sodden wooden hull, then attached a small wheeled device to the rope. Turning a crank on it with her forehooves, she was drawn through the water to the sea floor and the Ariantha’s final resting place.



A half hour later, she’d reached the deck. The water was a deep green almost as dark as ink and she pulled a small cylinder from her pack and bit it. The mixture within it started to glow a pale blue. By its light she swam through the water near the ship’s afterdeck, tattered remnants of sails drifting slowly in the water like death shrouds.



Lorechaser found the doors and went belowdecks, feeling her way along the tight stairways into deeper darkness. Her light did not shine far and she had to use her memory of the ship’s building plans, 570 years old, that were still preserved at the Canterlot archives. With several misturns, she felt her way through the black maze to the Captain’s quarters. And there, within an ancient sea desk, she found the main goal of her search--the small golden strongbox of the legendary Captain Basan. 



Following the faint shine of her trailing air bubbles, she found her way to the deck again, and there she opened another package. As she fiddled with the clasps, she saw pairs of pale green eyes start to appear in a circle around her. The ponies of the deep sea had found her. 



Lorechaser punched her way into the package and burst a bladder within. The canvas ripped apart and a balloon inflated with a great hiss of bubbles, rising rapidly towards the sea ice overhead. The pale green eyes and odd equine silhouettes closed around her to give chase as she rose upward!



She knocked the spears they threw away from her balloon, but one of them cast a sizzling spell at her, too diffuse to block. It burst around her and undid all the magic spells that protected her. She held what little breath she had left as she rose to the surface and the cold bite of the water stole the life and warmth from her skin.



She reached the ice overhead spellless and desperate for air, but her innate abilities could not be taken from her. She cast off the balloon and her broad splayed hooves struck back hard against the ice sheet, and struck again, and now there were lines in the ice like the lightning forms in breaking glass.



Once more Lorechaser struck, and the ice shattered around her and she fell up, propelled by the buoyancy of the water, up into the sky, beyond the reach of sea creatures. With the inversion of the world came a flood of bright sunshine and fresh crisp air, and she struggled her way to firmer ground even as her expedition mates spotted her and ran towards her over the frozen sea ice to aid her…



An hour later, wrapped in a blanket with a mug of hot coffee at her side, Lorechaser sat with her friends ashore, pleased to have done her duty and given her colleagues a new treasure from the past to study.
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