Chapter 13

“And he said they go all over the world delivering messages!”

“Uh-huh,” Applejack said nonchalantly, taking a bite of grass.

“Can you imagine that?  All over the world!  Think of the awesome things he's seen!  All the cool creatures he's met!”

“Uh-huh,” Applejack murmured again.

“Are you even listening?” Rainbow Dash asked in annoyance.

“Uh-huh,” Applejack said.  She looked up and smiled.  “Sorry, sugarcube, what was that?”

Dash groaned.  “I've been trying to tell you all morning about the awesome creature I met last night!  He's a pronghorn!  I didn't even know there was such a thing!”

“I've been listening, Dash,” Rarity said, using her magic to roll up her blanket.  She drew out the air from it to compress it, then slid it into one of her saddlebags.  “I think it's certainly fascinating.  A whole worldwide system of messengers, zipping around and connecting all the lands!  How sophisticated.”

“Hold up, now- messengers?” Applejack asked, pricking up her ears.

“Um, duh, yes!  That's what I've been saying!” the sky-blue pegasus cried.  “I met one last night!  His name is Niles Nigellus, and I'm going to meet with him again tonight!”

“And you were sayin' somethin' about lightnin'?” the orange earth pony said, her previously placid expression beginning to harden.

“Yeah!  That's the best part!”  Dash was quivering with excitement.  “Niles said that the pronghorns get around the world by riding lightning bolts!  It's super-fast, they can travel all the way around the world in one day!  And,” she squealed, “he said they might be able to teach me!  After all these years I would finally get to learn to control lightning!  You don't understand how amazing this is!  I've been waiting for this almost my whole life!”

Applejack had grown more and more upset as her friend had talked.  Now, she was grimacing.  “So... this lightnin' ridin' business, it's real fast?”

“Yeah, that's what I just said!” Dash exclaimed, still caught up in her excitement.  “Around the world in one day!”

“So I reckon it wouldn't take any time to get to Ponyville from here that way, would it?”

“Nope, it sure wouldn't!”

Applejack's face contorted with anger.  “So let me get this straight.  You met some creature that can travel real fast- around the world in one day- and you didn't think to ask him, not once, if he could go and get the Beneviolet from the Archback Mountains?”

The good humor vanished from Rainbow Dash's face.  “Oh.  I... I didn't think...”

“No!  You didn't think!” Applejack yelled, advancing on Dash.  “You didn't think about Twilight at all!  You didn't think about us!  You were just focused on how good this was for you!”

Dash began to stumble backwards, retreating from the orange earth pony.  “I... I'm sorry...”

“If you were less selfish and immature, we might have the Beneviolet right now!  It might even be in Ponyville right now ready for Twilight to chomp it down!  But no!  You were too caught up in your lightin' dreams!”

“I'm not selfish!” Dash snapped, finally rising to her own defense.  “I... I have to learn this!  That's why I didn't think of Twilight!  This is important to me!”

“More important than the life o' your friend?!”

“Applejack, I think-”

“No!” Applejack snapped.  “Don't you defend her, Rarity!  She needs to hear every bit o' this!  She needs to feel ashamed!”

“I simply think that-”

“Rarity!” the orange earth pony snapped again.

“Don't yell at me!” Rarity said angrily.

“You don't understand...” the sky-blue pegasus said lamely.

“I understand plenty!  I understand that you just don't care!” Applejack was well and truly angry now.  Her dark red armor made her appear even more ferocious, and Dash quailed under her furious gaze.  “Honestly, Rainbow, why'd you even come on this trip?!  It can't have been because you wanted to help Twilight Sparkle.  I seem to recall you only wantin' to come so you could prove how fast you were!  You weren't thinkin' about Twilight at all!  You never were!”

“Don't you dare say that!” Dash roared, striding up to Applejack and putting her snout in her face.  “Don't you dare say that about me!  I would give up everything for Twilight!  I would die for her!  For any of my friends!”

“Yet you won't think to get her help when it's slappin' you in the face!”

“You don't understand!”

“I UNDERSTAND PLENTY!”

“That is enough!  Enough!”  Applejack and Rainbow Dash suddenly shimmered across their entire bodies.  They were dragged apart, Applejack's hooves leaving grooves in the dirt.  Rarity's horn didn't shimmer, it shone, casting stark shadows across her graceful face.  Cutting off her magic, the white unicorn turned to Applejack.  “Applejack, you haven't given Dash much chance to defend herself.”  She turned to Dash.  “Rainbow Dash, you have to admit, she has a point.  Your pronghorn friend could have solved our problem swiftly.  Why didn't you think to mention Twilight?”

The sky-blue pegasus' whole body drooped.  “I... I did mention her a little... but I just couldn't think about anything but lightning once he mentioned it.”

Rarity raised one elegant eyebrow.  “Why?”

Dash's rose-colored eyes wavered.  “B-because.  It's something I've never been able to learn and I wanted to learn it.”

Rarity fixed her with a careful stare.  “No,” she said, “there's more to it than that, isn't there?  Why is this so important to you, Dash?”

Dash's whole body suddenly grew pale.  “I... it's like I said!  It's something I've always wanted to do!”

“I know a lie when I hear one,” Applejack said, her voice somewhat less fierce.  “Is there a reason lightnin' is so important to you, Rainbow?”

“I...”

“Please, Dash,” Rarity said gently, “please tell us.  We're your friends.  You can trust us.”

The sky-blue pegasus flinched back from her friends, her rainbow-striped mane hanging limply over her forehead.  She looked at the ground, painful feelings playing out across her face.  Then she raised her head, and she looked as though she were badly hurt.  “Okay... okay.  You can't tell anypony this, okay?  Nopony in Ponyville gets to hear this.  I... I can't bear for them to know.  The only ponies that really know besides me are my parents and a few of the old ponies in Cloudsdale.  I've never actually told anypony about this.”

Applejack and Rarity exchanged glances.  “We promise, Dash,” Rarity said.  “Not a word.”

“If this is good,” Applejack added menacingly.

“Applejack,” Rarity scolded her.

The orange earth pony bit her lip and relaxe her face.  “All right, fine, I promise.  Now start talkin'.”

Rainbow Dash took a long, deep breath, then let it slowly out, until her lungs were nearly empty.  She breathed in again, and out again.  She raised her eyes and looked right into her friends' faces.  “When I was little, just a foal, I was... small.”

“Heh, you're still kinda small, Shorty,” Applejack remarked.

“Do you want to hear this or not?!” Dash snapped.  When Applejack said nothing, Dash grimaced and continued.  “But I mean, I was really small, and really weak.  I was a runt.  Most foals take their first steps right after they're born, and pegasuses always flap their wings right after.  But my mom said I just laid there.  I didn't even open my eyes for a day.  A whole year went by, and they said I could barely move- that I would just lay in my bed.  I wouldn't even cry.  I eventually learned to stand and walk, but I couldn't flap my wings.  And I couldn't run, either.  My parents thought I would just be a late flyer, but by the time I was two they were really worried.  They started looking around for trainers- pegasuses that could help me get stronger and learn how to fly.  I went through two, maybe three; I barely remember them.  But I do remember the day my parents took me to meet the next one.  She was waiting for us in a big field of clouds.  She was so big to me, she towered over me.  Her coat was hot pink and her mane was bright blue.”  A smile slowly crept over Dash's face.  “Her name was Firefly.

“The first thing she said to me, the first words I actually remember anypony saying to me, were 'This one wants to fly.'  My parents say she agreed to help me for free.  When we had our first lesson together, she was very polite to my parents, and she promised she would take good care of me.”  Dash's smile grew broader.  “Then when they were gone, she said 'Every pegasus knows in their heart how to fly.  You just need to do it.'  Then she threw me off the edge of the cloud.”

“Good heavens!” Rarity gasped.

“I fell, and I screamed, and I cried, but I flapped- for the first time, I flapped my wings.  Firefly let me fall a long way before she flew down and caught me.  I know she wouldn't have done that if she hadn't been sure she could catch me.  She never put me in real danger.  She said to me, 'Dash, I know when you stare with your eyes at me that you have the spirit of a great flyer.  But you don't have the body of a flyer, and the spirit can't go far without a body to support it.  You must make your body.  And I'm going to help you.'

“We met every day, and every day Firefly pushed me farther than I thought I could go.  We ran, we lifted weights, she even made me wear weights around my legs and on my back.  She taught me to buckbox.  She would push my wings against my sides and make me try and open them.  Every night I came home, I was exhausted.  My parents were worried at first; they thought Firefly was working me too hard.  But she told them this was what I needed.  And she promised she would never hurt me.  She never did.

After a month, I could actually run.  She took over my meals, making sure I ate more protein and got more... iron, I think.  And she made me work harder than ever.  It's all kind of a blur to me now; it was just week after week and month after month of hard work.  I got taller and stronger.  I could run a little faster every week.  And my wings were growing stronger and stronger.  Then there was one day.  I remember it really well.  The sun was setting, we had just finished lifting weights.  A breeze blew through my wings, they were open, so I started to flap them.  I flapped harder and harder.  Then... I lifted off the ground.”  Dash's rose eyes wavered.  “I remember Firefly's face.  She was so happy.  She said... she always knew I could do it.

“Once I could get airborne, she started teaching me about actual flying.  That went by fast.  It turns out that once I could actually fly I was a natural at it!  She kept making me train hard, on top of the flight training.  By the time I was ready for school, I was running and flying almost nonstop.”  Rainbow Dash laughed.  “Ha!  On my first day I saw some other fillies picking on this one girl.  I challenged the leader to a race, and I won.  Then I punched her in the face!  I got kicked out and my parents had to sign a form so the school would let me come back.  Best first day of school ever!”  Her smile dimmed a bit, her eyes lowering to the ground.  “Firefly stopped being my trainer once I was in school, but she never stopped visiting me.  At least once a week we would go flying together, and she was always showing me her amazing tricks!  I wouldn't be the pony I am today without her.”

“So where does the lightnin' come in?” Applejack asked.

“That was Firefly's thing.  She could control lightning- she was amazing at it! Sure, the other weather ponies could buck it and sometimes make it appear during storms, but Firefly could make it out of thin air, and she could make it do whatever she wanted.  It was her special talent: her cutie mark was two lightning bolts on either flank.  I could sometimes see her outside my window during the big storms.  She would fly and wrap herself in lightning until she shone.  She could run the electricity through her body and channel it through her wings.  I think part of it was- oh, yeah, I have to tell you girls about this part, it's... it's important.”  Dash's face darkened.  “You know how I've said that pegasuses don't get cold?”

“I seem to recall you mentioning that,” Rarity said.

“Well, we don't.  No matter how cold it gets, it never bothers us.  But we feel heat just like earth ponies and unicorns- we can't take any more of it than you all can, maybe a little less.  But Firefly never got hot.  She wasn't affected by heat at all.  I once saw her stand in the middle of a fire, and she wasn't even singed!  I think that's part of why she could run the lightning right through her body.  But she never said it was because of that.  She always told me a regular pegasus could learn to do it.  She... she said one day she would teach me how...” Dash's voice hitched.

Rarity's blinked her deep blue eyes.  “Something happened to her, didn't it?”

“I...” the sky-blue pegasus swallowed hard.  “Okay, I just said that pegasuses don't get cold but do get hot, right?”

“Uh-huh,” Applejack said.

“Well, like I said, Firefly could take the heat- a lot of heat.  But it wasn't just that.  She was the complete opposite of a normal pegasus.  She never got hot, but she got just as cold when the temperature dropped as a unicorn or an earth pony.  She had to sleep in real blankets at night, not cloud blankets, because it gets so cold at night in Cloudsdale.  She couldn't help with the preparations for winter because she couldn't stand the cold.  But there was one day.”  Dash took a deep breath.  “I... was just about five.  The autumn was really wet, so there was a lot of moisture in the air, and then one night it got really cold.  A huge storm formed completely randomly out of the north and started heading towards Cloudsdale.  It was so big it took the entire Weather Patrol to go deal with it.  But then the spotters noticed another storm, this one coming out of the east.  This one was even bigger, and it was dropping sleet and freezing rain.  It's really bad when super-cold stuff falls on Cloudsdale, because it makes the clouds that form the buildings less stable.  If enough of it falls whole chunks of the city can collapse, and it looked like there was a lot of cold sleet in this one.  So all the big ponies were getting together and deciding which of them were gonna go and try to stop this new storm.  The problem was that all the really fast and slick ponies were already in the Weather Patrol, and they had all gone out to stop the first storm!  Everypony who was left was either too old or too young or just too slow and stiff.  My parents were at the meeting; they said there was a lot of arguing over who was even capable of flying through the storm.

“While they were talking, they set another watch outside Cloudsdale to keep an eye on the new storm.  My parents said that suddenly the watchponies burst in and yelled that the storm was breaking up.  All the pegasuses flew out to look, and it was true!  The storm was splitting up and drifting apart in two different directions.  Nopony could believe it.  It parted almost perfectly around Cloudsdale, and the whole city was safe and dry.  The Weather Patrol dealt with the first storm, and when they came back everypony was talking about the miracle that had saved Cloudsdale.  It seemed like there was a party in everypony's house, and the mayor even threw a celebration!”  Dash's brow grew heavy.  She glanced toward the ground.  “Then... after a few days... I... I realized I hadn't seen Firefly in a while.”

“Oh no,” Rarity whispered.

“I went by her house.  I thought I would just knock on the door... but it was open.  She... she wasn't there.  But on her table I found a note.  I was still too young to read, so I brought it to my parents.  My mother started to cry as she read it.  Then she read it again... out loud... to me.”  Rainbow Dash raised her head and looked with haunted eyes at Rarity and Applejack.  “Firefly wrote that she knew she was in the best shape of anypony left in Cloudsdale.  She knew she could stop the storm all on her own.  Even... even though it was going to be so cold.  She said to tell everypony goodbye.  And she...” Dash closed her eyes tightly and let out a shuddering breath.  “She said goodbye to me.”  Her eyes snapped open.  “Me!  She didn't have any family, so the only pony she mentioned by name was me!  She said she was so proud of me!”  She lowered her head again.  “I never even saw her...”

Neither Rarity nor Applejack could find their voices for a moment.  “I...” Rarity began.  “I'm so sorry, Dash.”

“She never got to teach me how to control lighting,” the sky-blue pegasus said softly.  “And now I have to learn it.  I have to learn it for her.  But I've tried and tried and tried.  I've gone through so many teachers and so many different lessons, but I just can't get it.  For a while now I've just... given up.  But now- now Niles says he thinks I can learn.  So I have to take this chance.  I can't let it pass me by!  And... that's why I was so excited.  I forgot about everything else.  I'm sorry.”  Dash finished and looked hopefully at Applejack and Rarity.

Applejack was staring hard at the ground, her green eyes betraying only the faintest hint of a waver.  Rarity seemed to be fighting back tears.  “But Dash... why don't you want anypony to know that story?  I know it's very sad, but... it's so beautiful.”

“Because I have a reputation in Ponyville,” Rainbow Dash said, rising to her hooves.  “I'm Rainbow Dash- the bravest and fastest pony of them all!  I know I inspire other ponies, and don't say that's me getting a big head, because it's true!  You know how all the kids look up to me.  Some of them practically worship me!”  She smiled, though her eyes were still sad.  “They need their hero, right?  What would they think of me if they knew I used to be so... weak?”

“But you overcame that weakness, didn't you?” Rarity said.  “You're an even more amazing pony for having started where you did.”

“Maybe...” Dash murmured.  “But it is what it is, now.  I need to be what they need me to be.  And that's another reason I have to learn to control lightning.  So I can come closer to being as amazing as everypony thinks I am.”

“All right,” Applejack said abruptly, rising to her hooves.  “We've wasted enough daylight.  Let's pack 'em up and move 'em out.”  She went to check her saddlebags.  The other two travelers shared a final look, then went to their own provisions.

The three of them packed up and moved out, Rainbow Dash galloping once again, moving at the same brisk pace they had tried to keep throughout the journey.  Galloping was still harder work than flying, but now Dash needed the strain and the stress.  She felt spiritually drained, as though she had vomited up a meal and her stomach was empty.  The work and the sweat were welcome distractions, so for the ensuing hours she threw herself into the journey, matching Applejack at the front.  The orange earth pony studiously avoided her eyes, staring straight ahead.  Thoughts crept into Dash's mind despite her efforts.  Is she still disappointed in me?, she thought.  She probably is.  She probably doesn't think that was a good excuse.  I bet she wanted to say that I should suck it up and move on.  But she couldn't.  She had tried 'sucking it up.'  She had tried to forget about lightning, tried to tell herself that she didn't need to learn to control it to remember Firefly.  But every time she saw a thunderstorm, every time a bolt or a sheet of lightning lit the turbulent sky, all her memories and all her regrets poured back in.  Maybe Firefly didn't need her to learn lightning, but she needed it- for herself.

They stopped for lunch when the sun was high in the sky, baking the golden fields.  There was almost no breeze; the air was hot and still.  Dash had been almost blind to her surroundings, focused on the exertion and swept up in her thoughts.  Looking ahead of her, she saw the Archback Mountains huge and solid, a dark empire of rock capped at its jagged peaks by the white of snow.  Beneath the mountains, a darker band, black with a hint of green, ran across the whole expanse of the horizon.  With her pegasus eyes Dash could begin to pick out a few well-defined individual trees.  “So...” she spoke, her voice thick with lack of use, “I guess that's the Shimmerwood.”

“It don't seem to shimmer much from where I can see,” Applejack remarked.  “Rainbow, can you see much inside?”

“Not yet,” Dash said.  “I can just now pick out a few trees.”

“Well, keep an eye on it,” the orange earth pony told her.  “From what Lord Hammer Hoof said, it ain't just gonna be a normal forest.”  She looked over her shoulder; Rarity was lying on the ground, breathing hard, using her magic to move the air around her into a faint breeze.  Squaring up her withers, Applejack walked around Rainbow Dash until she faced her, looked her in the eye.  “Rainbow.”

“Huh?” Dash said, catching her friend's eyes.  The seriousness of Applejack's expression made Dash's ears flatten.  “What?  What's wrong?”

“Rainbow, I...” Applejack broke eye contact, then forced herself to resume it.  “Rainbow, I'm sorry.”

“Oh,” Dash said softly.  “No, it's okay.”

“No, it ain't,” Applejack said.  “I didn't know about your thing with Firefly.  I didn't know that lightnin' was so important to you.  And even if that weren't the case... I... I shouldn't have gotten as cross as I did.”

“No, seriously,” the sky-blue pegasus said, “I understand.  I'm sorry I didn't mention how serious our journey was to Niles the first time.  I should have, even if lightning is that important to me.  I promise to mention it to him tonight.  I promise, even if he tells me that he can't teach me.  If he can't help me, he can still help Twilight Sparkle.”

“Glad to hear it,” Applejack said.  Then she leaned her head in close.  “And Rainbow,” she stared hard at Dash, “don't ever assume me or Rarity or any of us won't understand what you're goin' through.  Between me and her and Twilight and Fluttershy and Pinkie, one of us'll always know where you're comin' from.”  Her voice dropped to a whisper.  “I know what it's like to lose somepony important to you.”

“I... yeah,” Dash whispered in turn.  How could she have forgotten?

“If you ever wanna talk about it, I'm always ready,” she said.  “Now come on, let's eat.”  The orange earth pony wandered toward a patch of tall grass and ripped off a chunk in her mouth.  Dash, feeling considerably less gloomy, joined her by her side.  They ate in silence, but it was once more the comfortable silence that they both so cherished.

After allowing Rarity a bit more time to rest, the three of them resumed their journey.  The sun traveled slowly across the sky.  They heard komagas howl once in the distance, but the great lizards never showed themselves.  The Shimmerwood crept closer and closer as they galloped.  More and more, both the size of the forest as a whole and the size of its great trees were apparent.  The top of the canopy towered off the ground, at least as tall as the Ponyville Library's highest branches.  As evening began they had to cross another small river.  The sun sank low, and the Archback Mountains now so dominated the horizon that before the sky was more than faintly orange the sun was touching the peaks.  The mountains turned black in the stark shadows.  The sky grew more fiery, and the long shadow of the mountains muted the burning orange that had so regularly characterized Gildedale at sunset.

Rainbow Dash almost didn't realize the significance of the time.  “Oh!” she exclaimed, suddenly remembering.  “We need to stop soon!  Niles said for me to be visible at sunset!”

“Just a little bit further!” Applejack called.  “I wanna get us closer to the wood!”

As Dash looked back ahead, she noticed something on the horizon.  At first she wondered if it might not be another marker, signifying the western portion of Gildedale like the eastern marker they had seen days earlier.  It quickly proved to be nothing of the sort.  “Look!” she cried.  “Up there!  Dead ahead!”

Applejack and Rarity looked.  Though it was difficult for them to see, soon the horizon revealed a small speck.  It grew larger as they approached, and soon they could clearly make it out: it was a tree!  “Let's head for it!” Applejack cried, steering them toward the unusual sight.

As they drew closer, they could see it more clearly.  It was an oak tree, alone amidst the golden fields.  Its spreading branches were thick with the wild green leaves of early spring.  The three ponies slowed to a trot.  Applejack immediately scoured the ground beneath the tree, and to her delight saw just what she was looking for.  “Boy howdy!  Dead branches!” she exclaimed.  “We can have us a real fire tonight!  No more fast-burnin' grass!”

“So can we stop here?  Please?” Rainbow Dash said, looking anxiously at the sky.  It was dark orange, rapidly darkening further to red.

“Yep, this is a great spot for camp tonight,” Applejack said.  “And we're real close to the Shimmerwood.”  The wood was black in the shadow of the mountains, a dim cluster at the base of the jagged stone.  “I bet we can get there by mid-mornin' tomorrow.”

“Okay yeah great!” Dash said swiftly, flapping her wings.  Shooting into the sky, she rose more than a hundred feet before slowing to a hover.  She looked toward the west at the shadowy mountain peaks.  She hoped there was enough light in the sky for Niles to see her.  She didn't even know where he would be coming from.  She flapped her wings and rose a dozen feet more.  She spun slowly around, scanning the ground for miles in every direction as she rotated.  She didn't know how sharp his eyes were.  The moon wasn't up yet, being past full and rising later.  Could he see her?  He hadn't been bothered by the prospect, or at least he hadn't said anything.  I hope he can find me, she thought.

Suddenly, a lightning bolt flashed down from the sky to her left.  It was from the south, and there were no clouds in the sky.  Smiling, Dash dove toward the ground, pulling up in a swirl of wind that scattered the pile of dead wood Applejack and Rarity had been gathering.  “He's coming!” she cried excitedly.  “He's coming he's coming he's coming!  He sees me!”

“Wonderful,” Rarity remarked, using her magic to pick up the wood once more.  “So what's he like?”

“Well, he's... kinda weird,” the sky-blue pegasus said, touching down on the ground.  “He's super nice, and really polite.  He talks funny, kind of like you, Rarity.”

“Pardon me,” the white unicorn said primly, “but I do not 'talk funny.'  I speak as befits a lady of distinction.”

“Yeah, that's what I meant, he talks kind of like that.  Only it's not really the same.”

Rarity sighed.  “Well, I hope he is as polite as you say.  I would certainly appreciate some courtesy when-”

“Good evening everyone!” A voice cried brightly from behind Rarity, and before anypony could blink Niles Nigellus was in their midst.  “Hello, hello, hello!  Hello there, Rainbow Dash!  And these must be your friends!”

Applejack and Rarity stared wide-eyed at the pronghorn, lithe and lean and built for speed.  Dash grinned.  “Hi there, Niles!  Yeah, these are the two friends I was telling you about last night!  That's Applejack, and that's Rarity!”

Niles bowed, lowering his head.  “I am Niles Nigellus, Messenger of the Pronghorn Network.  I am delighted to make your acquaintance.”

Rarity regained her composure and lowered her head.  “Good evening, sir.  It is a great pleasure to meet you.”

Niles approached her.  He daintily extended a long front leg, cupping a foreleg under Rarity's own front hoof; he raised it, lowered his head, and kissed it softly.  “It is a supreme delight to make the acquaintance of so charming and polite a unicorn.  Among a type of ponies known for their grace and poise, you are truly distinct.”

Rarity angled her head and fluttered her eyelashes.  “Why, good sir, you flatter me.  I didn't know I was in the presence of a gentlecolt.”

“I am not much of a colt, I'm afraid,” Niles said, lowering her hoof.  “But to meet with your approval is high praise indeed.”  He turned toward Applejack, who had watched their greeting with some apprehension.  He smiled.  “I take it no kisses for you, my dear?”

Applejack took her hat off and inclined her head.  “If'n you'd like, sir, you can kiss me, but I've no great need of it.  A simple hello is fine by me.”

“Then hello.  It is very nice to meet you.”

“You as well, sir,” Applejack said.  “It's mighty nice to meet somep- er, some creature so upstandin'.”

“It comes with the job, dear Applejack,” Niles said.  “Good manners are essential for a messenger.  It gains us access to reluctant destinations and wins us favor with hesitant recipients.  Not to mention it saves us from the wrath of bad news.”

“My word,” Rarity said, “does that happen often?”

“With a smile and a how-you-do, not as much,” the pronghorn said.  “But I'm sure you've heard the axiom 'don't shoot the messenger.'  Well, the saying came to be for a reason.”

“I guess you guys have to be pretty careful,” Dash said.  She was trying with all her might to keep calm and be polite.  But inside she was burning.  She had to know.  “So... did you have a nice trip?  Er... I mean, here?”

“It wasn't far at all,” Niles said.  “It's gotten nice and cool, too; very good evening for a run.”  He looked into her rose eyes.  “Oh, yes...”  His long face grew solemn.  “Rainbow Dash: I have consulted with two of my colleagues.”

“Yeah?” Dash said, a forced smile on her face.

“Between the three of us, we have decided...” Dash almost flinched, bracing for the worst.  “... that we are willing to give you a try at learning our magic.”

The sky-blue pegasus' brain froze for a moment.  She haltingly regained herself.  “So- so you'll teach me?  You'll let me learn?!”  A huge smile stretched her mouth from ear to ear.

“Whether you learn is ultimately up to you.  But we are willing to teach you.”

“WOOHOO!!!” Dash yelled, shooting off the ground.  She did several loop-de-loops in the air, spiraling and corkscrewing around.  “WOOHOO!  WOOHOO!  WOOHOO!  I'M GONNA DO IT!!”

“Thank you very much,” Rarity said to Niles.  “This really does mean a great deal to her.”

“I can see that,” Niles said, watching the pegasus' acrobatics.

“All right all right this is awesome!” Dash exclaimed, landing on the ground with a stomp of her hooves.  “So when can we go?!  Can we go now?!  I wanna get started right now!”

“Hold up, Rainbow,” Applejack said.  “We haven't even had dinner yet.  It can at least wait til after that.”

“Yes, that's a good idea,” Niles said.  “The business could take some time, and it wouldn't do for you to get hungry in the middle of it.”

“Awww,” Dash grumbled, crossing her hooves over her chest.  “But I wanna go now...”

“Patience,” Niles gently said.  “Be calm.”  His eyes closed.  “Breathe.”  He opened his eyes again.

Dash's lower eyelids raised in uncertainty.  “Um... okay.”

“Would you like to join us for dinner, Master Nigellus?” Rarity asked.  “We would be most grateful for your company.”

Niles grinned.  “I don't see why not, provided I won't be eating some other creature's food.”

“There's plenty to go around,” Applejack said.  “We got apples and carrots and potatoes and bread, and there's always lots o' grass around.  Actually, we were just gonna build a fire.”  She motioned toward the pile of wood that she and Rarity had recollected.  It was in a small pit they had dug close to the base of the oak tree.

“Oh, wonderful,” Niles said.  “Will you be doing any grilling?”

“Er- I didn't think so,” Applejack said.  “I mean, I've had grilled apples before-”

“And they're delicious, aren't they?  I've had them once before in Laplaula.  Nice and tart and warm.”

“Oh, sure, I love 'em too,” Applejack said brightly.  “We love to make big ol' applekebabs back at Sweet Apple Acres on summer nights.  But I didn't bring a knife to cut 'em with.”

“Oh, for goodness sake, Applejack,” Rarity remarked, “you know I can cut them with magic, right?”

The orange earth pony blinked.  “Huh, I guess I forgot.  I also wasn't real sure you'd have that fine a control-”

“Well if you're asking me to dice them, that's one thing,” the white unicorn said.  Her horn shimmered, and Applejack's saddlebags were thrown open.  “But if it's a simple matter of splitting them down the middle...”  There was a rustling through the saddlebags, Rarity narrowing her eyes in concentration.  Four apples were lifted from the right bag after more searching.  Setting three of them on the ground, Rarity levitated one of them right in front of her and focused on it, her blue eyes fixed on the shiny red skin.  Her horn began to shine brighter, her brow furrowing in concentration.  There was a soft tearing sound, then a sharp rip, and the apple split in two, juicy white flesh glistening on both halves.

“Please,” Niles said, “allow me.”  A shimmering field enveloped his two horns, and the three remaining apples rose off the ground.  He fixed his dark eyes upon them, inclining his head gently.  There was another sharp rip, and one of the apples split down the middle.  With a third rip, the second of them split.

“I'll do the last one,” Rarity said, not wanting to be shown up too badly.  She wrapped her magic around the last intact apple.  Niles released his own hold, and she once more bent her will upon the fruit.  She was more prepared this time, so with little further effort the apple split down the middle.

“Heh, this'll be a taste o' home,” Applejack said brightly.  “If y'all are willin' to keep 'em floatin', we can grill 'em right over the fire.  Now I just need to get the firestarter...”

“I can take care of that as well,” Niles said, stepping over to the pile of logs.  With a crackle, sparks began to race up and down his horns.  A bright white line rose between them, and a lightning bolt shot through the air.  Applejack braced herself for the bolt to blast the log pile apart, but the crackling blaze of energy instead coiled itself around the logs, wrapping them in its white-hot radiance.  The logs were quickly smoking, and soon a fire sprouted, enveloping the dry tinder.  As briskly as it had appeared, the lightning vanished.

Rainbow Dash could barely contain her excitement.  “That was so cool!” she exclaimed.

“You're right handy to have around, Mister Nigellus,” Applejack remarked.

“Please,” he said, “call me Niles.”

“Well then, if you and Rarity will get those apples grillin', I'll strip out o' this here armor and get out the rest of the provisions,” Applejack said, sitting down and beginning to undo the straps on her champron.

Niles glanced curiously at her as he floated his four apple halves over the roaring flames.  “That armor is from Gildedale, isn't it?”

“Uh-huh,” Applejack said.  “It used to belong to the daughter o' the Lord of the Dale.”

“My word!” the pronghorn exclaimed.  “However did you come to have it?”

“Prince Ashtail himself gave it to her, as a reward for solving Gildedale's komaga problem,” Rarity said.  She levitated the four apple halves she controlled over the fire besides Niles'.

Four apple halves wobbled; Niles quickly steadied his magic.  “Solved?  What do you mean, solved?”

“Oh, it was so cool!” Dash said, scooting closer to the fire.  “See, apparently for like hundreds of years the Daleponies have been killing the komagas when they came across them, because that's what they thought they had to do, right?”

“I am familiar with that.”

“Yeah, well, see, Applejack figured out that the komagas actually don't want to attack anypony at all!  They're just scared and stampeding when they run across Gildedale!  So she made three lassos, and she and Rarity and I all went out and changed the direction of a huge komaga herd!  We herded them, just like you'd herd stampeding cows!”

“My word!” Niles cried again.  “I... I would never have dreamed of such a thing.  And not a single one was killed?”

“Not a one,” Applejack said with pride.  She unfastened the straps on one of her leather greaves.  “It was mighty shockin' to the Daleponies, too.”

“I'll say!” Niles said.  “To hear that the komagas aren't at all aggressive... it... it goes against everything the Daleponies have ever told me.  To buck centuries of tradition like that...  How did Lord Hammer Hoof take it?”

“He was a real gentlecolt about it,” the orange earth pony said.  “Admitted he was wrong and everythin'.  Even gave us free passage across Gildedale, now and whenever we want.”

“For performing a feat like that, I can imagine so,” the pronghorn said.  “You three... you are quite the ponies.  To come all this way and still have the strength to do so much is remarkable.”

“All in a day's- oh!” Dash's mind flashed with the reminder.  “Oh!  Niles!  We need your help!”

“We?  Your friends don't want to learn about lightning also, do they?”

“No!  I mean, we need your speed!”

“Yes, please,” Rarity said.  “We need you to help save our friend Twilight Sparkle.”

“The one who's sick, right?” Niles asked.  “Rainbow Dash mentioned you were going to the Archback Mountains to find a Beneviolet.”

“Our friend's in powerful need of it, too,” Applejack said, sliding the cruppers off her hindquarters.  Finally bare, she flipped her hat back onto her head and trotted over to the fire.  “She has Horn Rot, a real bad case of it.  Our zebra friend said she has only about two weeks, and that was more than a week ago!”

“You have a zebra friend?” Niles repeated.  “A zebra living this far from Zvaha is a story in and of itself.  I wonder if...” he paused.  “It's not important.  But two weeks?  That's outrageously fast for Horn Rot.  My species gets it from time to time- with the powerful magic we use it's to be expected.  But it moves so slowly, it would usually take about a month to cripple or kill us!  For your friend's Horn Rot to be moving so quickly it would need a great deal of internal magic to feed it.  Is your friend a particularly powerful magician?”

“Oh, absolutely!” Rarity said.  “She's an incredible sorceress.  I've never met a unicorn who had her skill or her power, excepting Princess Celestia, of course.”

“That would explain it,” Niles said.  “That's the rub about Horn Rot- the more powerful you are the more deadly the disease is for you.  If you've just got weak magic, or you don't use magic often, it can be a years-long ordeal without doing you harm.  Bison can live with Horn Rot.  On the other hand, if you've got big horns and lots of power, it eats you alive.  I've known kudu that got it; they barely last a week.  Poor blighters.”  He lowered his head.

“What's a kudu?” Dash asked.

“It's- oh oh, apples are done,” Niles broke off, noting the way the apple slices were steaming and sizzling.  He and Rarity used their magic to levitate them away from the fire.  The smell wafting through the air was indeed delicious.

“Hold on,” Applejack said, rustling through her saddlebags.  She yanked out her tarp and unfolded it partially.  “Set 'em down here.”  Niles and Rarity complied, gently laying the apple slices skin-down on the waxed cotton surface.  Rainbow Dash pulled out a loaf of bread and some carrots, setting them beside the apples.

“Now this is a meal,” the sky-blue pegasus said with a grin.

“Not every day I get hot food,” Niles remarked.

“Welp, dig in everypony- er, and pronghorn,” Applejack said, sitting down around the tarp.  “Sorry about that, Niles.”

“I've just learned to say 'creature,'” he said, settling back on his thin haunches.  “It's the most convenient catch-all term.”

“So, you were saying?” Dash said.  “About the kudu?”

“Oh, right, kudu.  They're antelopes.  They're big antelopes, great massive beasts with big shoulders and great muscles.”  Niles raised his front hooves in an intimation of size.  “Their coats are slate gray, and their eyes are always an orange-red that smolders in the dark.  They have massive, corkscrewing horns rising high off their heads.  They are powerful magicians, and most of them are famously short-tempered.  It doesn't help that their speciality is fire magic.  When it's time for the Magus Courts to choose a new Kingshaman, they'll torch the savannah for leagues all around in their displays of power.  The really great ones can even summon Fire Elementals to do their bidding.”

“Wow,” Dash said.  “It must be amazing to see.”

“You sound like you've seen a great deal in your travels, Master Niles,” Rarity said.

“Do I?” Niles asked her.  He chuckled softly.  “I suppose I do.  My, what have I seen?”  His eyes half-closed.  “I have seen the crumbling obsidian castles where the Lord Of All The Herds plotted and schemed...  I have sat at the great bonfires, watched the zebras and the giraffes dance around the flames to summon the ghosts of their ancestors...  I have snatched a wayward parcel from the grasp of a slimy kappa, at a waterfall in a silent forest...  I have wandered through llama cities where the streets are paved with gold...  I have stood upon the polar ice and watched the narwhals join their horns to summon the Grand Aurora...”

The three ponies were enraptured.  “Golly,” Applejack whispered, “sure makes little ol' Ponyville sound small.”

The pronghorn smiled at them.  “Don't think yourselves unimportant,” he said.  “The world would be a much poorer place if not for Equestria and its ponyfolk.  Your land is a font of life, a source of energy from which all the world draws.  The world needs Equestria.  And of course, there is only one Sun and one Moon, and they both live in Equestria.”  He used his magic to levitate a slice of apple to his mouth, where he took a careful bite.  “Mmm, delicious.  It makes me long for tea.”

“Oh, my, yes,” Rarity remarked, tearing off a chunk of bread.  “A good black tea would go delightfully with these strong flavors.”

“You know who makes a great tea?”  He said nonchalantly.  “Nagas.  Great ivory serpent gods with golden fangs.  You can see forever when you look into their eyes.  Really kind of terrifying.  But they serve you the most delicious red chai tea.”

“Huh,” Dash said.  “That's kind of cool, I guess.”

“Hold on a second,” Applejack interjected, “we got way off our original point.  The thing is this, Niles: Twilight needs the Beneviolet as soon as possible.  We're still at least two or three days from the Archback Mountains, provided the trip through the Shimmerwood is quick, and...”

“You're wondering if I could go get it for you,” the pronghorn said.

“Please, we're desperate,” Rarity said.

“Hmm,” Niles said, taking a bite of a carrot.  He chewed it thoughtfully, slowly.  He swallowed.  “Our first duty as messengers in the Pronghorn Network is to the rulers of nations.  They're the ones that make the decision to go to war, which is what we strive to prevent above all else.  So we must always be on-call to receive the messages they wish for us to send.  Their needs must be prioritized above anyone else's.”

“Oh,” Applejack said, her ears flattening.

Niles' dark eyes wavered.  “But... if I can find the time... I don't see why not.”

“Really?!” the orange earth pony exclaimed.

“Oh, thank you, thank you, sir!” Rarity said.

“Don't thank me yet,” Niles said.  “I can only get the Beneviolet for you if no messenger duties demand my attention.  Even if I'm available, getting to the Archback Mountains is a different matter than finding a Beneviolet there.”

“You've been all over the world and seen all sorts of stuff!  I'm sure finding a Beneviolet wouldn't be that hard!” Rainbow Dash said.

“I suppose you're right,” said Niles.  He glanced up at the sky, where the stars were appearing in the vast darkness.  “The night is getting on, though, so we'd best finish up our dinner.  I'm not sure how long Rainbow Dash's instruction is going to take.”

With a nod of understanding, the three ponies focused on their meal, passing small talk between themselves and the pronghorn.  In a short while, the food was gone, and Dash rose to her hooves, quivering with excitement.  “So?” she asked, trying to keep the giddiness out of her voice.  “Can we go now?  Is it time?”

Niles closed his eyes.  He breathed in slowly, then breathed out.  “Yes, I think it is time.  If you will follow me.”  He stood, turned to Rarity and Applejack.  “I'll try to have her back by morning.”

“I wish she wouldn't be up all night,” Applejack said.  “We still have a ways to go in the mornin'.”

“Trust me, she won't be tired.”  He smiled.  “It was a pleasure meeting you, Miss Applejack.”  Niles extended a front hoof, raising up Applejack's own foreleg.  He kissed her front hoof gently.  “You said you didn't need it... but I think every female should get to feel like a lady from time to time.”

Applejack blushed.  “Shucks, sugarcube, that's... well, thank ye kindly.  It was great to make your acquaintance.”

Niles turned to Rarity.  “Madam Rarity, your company was delectable.  Thank you for sharing your food and your time with me.”

Rarity bowed her head.  “The pleasure was all mine, Good Sir Niles.  Do try and take care of our Rainbow Dash.”

“With luck, I shall do better than that.”

“All right, come on!  Let's get going!” Dash cried, fluttering impatiently in the air behind Niles.

Chuckling, the pronghorn turned towards her.  “Very well, then.  I'll take you to our Waystation.  Follow me.”

“Bye AJ!  Bye Rarity!  When I come back, I'll be lightning powered!” the sky-blue pegasus cried.  The pronghorn turned toward the south and pumped his legs.  He was running almost instantly, and in the blink of an eye he vanished, the grass beyond the oak tree parting dramatically in his wake.  Rainbow Dash flapped her wings hard and soared after him, so in very short order the two of them were long gone.

“I do hope Dash knows what she's doing,” Rarity said.

“I'm not sure that filly ever knows what she's doin',” Applejack remarked, picking up her tarp in her mouth and shaking it to scatter the bread crumbs.

“Now I wouldn't say that,” the white unicorn countered.  “Dash seems to be in control of herself most of the time.  But I wonder if her enthusiasm hasn't blinded her to the risks she could be taking.  What if she gets hurt?”

“Lightnin' has to be pretty dangerous,” Applejack agreed.  “Rainbow said so herself.  And how exactly are these pronghorns gonna teach her to use it?  Is she gonna get shocked or somethin'?”

“I hope they don't hurt her,” Rarity said again.  She raised her head and blinked.  “Why is it that whenever the two of us talk, we're worrying about something?”

“Dunno,” Applejack muttered, folding up her tarp and carrying it over to her saddlebags.  “It might be because worryin's what we do for a livin'.  You have your dress shop, I got my farm.  It's part o' our jobs to worry.”

Rainbow Dash flew low over the darkened fields, keeping her eyes locked on Niles as he ran.  He was incredibly fast.  She needed little effort to keep up with her pony friends when they galloped, but the pronghorn's speed required actual exertion on her part.  The moon had at last risen, just barely less than full, slathering the grasses in silver.  The stars twinkled overhead.  The Archback Mountains were blacker than black to the left; far to the right, the Drackenridge Mountains were faint shadows.  Her insides were tingling, pricked with a million sewing needles.  She was filled with excitement, and also fear.  It was just like the buildup to one of her tricks.  Could she pull it off?  Could she succeed?  She thought she could, but there was no way to know for sure.  It was like a Sonic Rainboom.  Succeed or fail.  But success had to happen.  Failure was a possibility, but the thought of it was so disastrous she could scarcely stand to tolerate it.

At last, Niles' pace began to slacken.  He powered up a shallow hill, then came to the top and abruptly halted.  The sky-blue pegasus wheeled around it twice before slowly descending, coming to a running landing and galloping the last few feet to the hilltop.  The space was covered by a large, flat circle of stone- a perfect circle.  It gleamed white in the moonlight.  “Stand back,” Niles said, obliging her to retreat a few paces.  Once more, lightning rose between his horns, and a powerful bolt sizzled through the air.  It struck the stone on the outer edge and slowly circled, tracing a scorching line around the flat surface.  The lightning completed the circuit and vanished.  The stone rumbled, and then there was the sound of grinding, of rock against rock.  A portion of the stone sunk.  The descent traveled around, the inner portion of the circle collapsing like water circling a drain.  Dash's eyes went wide.  With a final deep thunk, the movement ceased, and where there had been a flat topping stone before, there was now a spiraling ramp of stone descending into the hill.  “If you'll follow me,” the pronghorn said, setting foot on the top of the ramp.  He began to trace the path down.  Dash was slightly nervous.  Being away from the sky always set her on edge.  But if it was necessary to learn lightning, she would do it.  She set off down the ramp after him.

They spiraled down into the earth, the moonlit sky vanishing above them.  Dash could scarcely see the stone in front of her hooves after a few rotations.  Her breathing sped up, her skin tingling beneath her blue coat- she was nervous.  One hoof in front of the other, she told herself.  It was something Firefly used to say.  So she did it.  She put one hoof in front of the other, and she gradually went lower and lower.  Niles Nigellus' hooffalls were a guide for her own; she followed his soft clip-clop down the ramp.  At length, light began to fill the air again, slowly, and she could see in front of her once more.  She was able to see the walls around her, and they were smooth and dark.  Finally, Niles' hooffalls became muted, and a few moments later, she stepped off the ramp.  The source of the light became apparent: set in two sconces were sharply-cut chunks of crystal that emitted a soft white glow.  No sooner had her last back hoof left the stone ramp than another lightning bolt blazed from Niles' horns.  The grinding of stone filled the air once more; turning around, she saw the ramp begin to spiral upwards, leaving her stuck down here... deep in the earth.

“Are you all right?” Niles asked her.

Dash nodded.  “I'm fine... I'm just... not used to being underground.”

“I guess you're more comfortable with the open sky,” the pronghorn said.  “I'm sorry.”

“I'm fine,” Dash repeated.  “Let's get going.”

“It's not much further,” he said, turning toward an opening in the rock.  She followed close behind him, leaving the tall antechamber behind.

They entered into a much larger cave.  It was clearly artificial: the walls were smooth, the space was open.  More crystals lined the walls to light their way.  Niles' horns sizzled, and a line of lightning rose between them, providing further light.  Sweeping her rose eyes around the cavern, Dash caught something from the corner of her eye, a wrinkle that was more than a divot in the rock.  She stopped, she stared.  It was white, the wrinkle- it was more of a squiggle.  And between the lines of white there was a shock of brilliant electric blue.  She raised her head, following the white lines.  Her eyes widened.  The whole ceiling of the cavern was covered in line and color.  Ripples and swirls and squiggles of white and black wavered across the stone, and in between the lines every color imaginable had been painted.  Some lines were thick; some lines were thin.  Red and green and blue and purple and pink and orange and teal and daffodil and violet and every other color, some colors she couldn't even name, wavered out across the tall silent stone.  There were whirlpools and eddies and wrinkles.  Solid lines of color would cut across the black and white borders.  The lines would birth lines that birthed more lines, streaking in ever more branching fingers, and they were lightning bolts.  Rainbow Dash couldn't take it all in- it was too much.  “What is all this?” she asked.

Niles sat down beside her, joined her in looking up.  “It is our attempt to depict the Dreaming.  It doesn't really come close to capturing it, but we do the best we can.”

Dash glanced at him.  “You mentioned that last night.  What is the Dreaming?”

Niles closed his eyes, let out a breath.  “The Dreaming... contains all things that are.  Before there was, there was the Dreaming.  The gods were born of the Dreaming, and it was in the Dreaming that they made our world.  We are of the Dreaming too- all creatures, all things are, before they are made, and we stay in the Dreaming, though we are mostly in the waking world.  We mortal creatures are closest to it when we sleep, when our mind is free of the weight of bodily existence- hence its name, eh?  And when we die, we are in the Dreaming still.  There is no Was or Will Be; in the Dreaming, all Is.”

“So...” Dash murmured, trying to process such a strange explanation.  “Is it like... eternity?”

“I suppose you could say that,” Niles said.  “The Dreaming is... it's why things can be.  It is the source of truth and the origin of being.  You are in the Dreaming because you exist.  A waking creature cannot always touch the Dreaming.  However, you will tonight.”

“I will?” Dash asked.

Niles nodded.  “If you would learn to truly touch lightning, if you desire to master it fully, you must master yourself the Dreaming.”  The pronghorn stared at her with his dark eyes.  “Lightning is both electricity in the atmosphere and an emanation of the Dreaming.  Lightning is the Dreaming is being.  You must order yourself to receive that being, that lightning, if you are to control it.”

Dash took a deep breath.  “I think I can do it,” she said.  “I'll try not to be afraid.”

“Fear is not what you need to conquer,” Niles said, rising to his hooves again.  “Indeed, too little fear can be your failing here.  Harmony is what you must achieve.”  He set off across the chamber again.  “Come.”

Dash stood up and followed him, sparing one last glance at the painted ceiling.  They passed out of the great cavern and down a long tunnel.  There were doorways in the stone, and in each one she saw a simple wooden bed.  Some rooms had shelves filled with books.  They had gone some distance down the tunnel when more hooffalls were heard than their own.  From one room on either side of them, a pronghorn emerged, as slender as Niles.  One of them was a bit taller than he; the other was roughly Niles' height, and unlike the other two, it did not have a black band around its throat.  Niles halted before them.  “Good evening, chappies,” he said brightly.  “I've got our brave young pegasus here.”  He stepped to the side, allowing Dash to clearly see the two newcomers.  “This is Rainbow Dash of Equestria.  Rainbow Dash, these are my fellow messengers, Clive Croeuxus and Audrey Alleinus.”

“My dear,” Clive, the taller of the two, said.  His voice was thicker than Niles'.

“Hi,” Dash said simply, smiling as hopefully as she could.

“Hello, dearie,” Audrey, the one without the black throat band, said.  “You'll pardon me for a moment.”

“Huh?  Why-”

“BOO!” Audrey shouted, starting forward.  Dash flinched back, but caught herself, kept herself from retreating more than a pace.  She stared hard at the female pronghorn.  Audrey gave her a wry smile.  “Reactive... yet not flighty.  A good foundation.”

“Rainbow Dash,” Clive said solemnly.  His force of personality was evident.  “What you have asked of us is not a thing typically undertaken by pegasi.  You have asked us to bestow our magic upon you, though you lack our horns to focus it.  You have asked us to tamper with your spirit- with your very soul.  You have asked us to expose you to the truths of existence.  Do you fully understand these things you ask of us?”

Dash was silent for a moment.  A tiny voice in her head told her that she could still turn back.  It told her that these pronghorns were wise and kind, and they had known her limits upon first seeing her.  It told her that if she chose to refuse this opportunity, they would think no less of her.  She was at the height of her climb, her wings beating, ready to dive- but she could still stop now and slowly descend.  She could avoid her fear if she so chose.  She stepped forward.  “I understand.  I accept the risks.”

Clive tilted his head to the side.  “Do you accept that even if you succeed tonight- in fact, do you accept that, especially if you succeed tonight, you will never be the same?”

“I accept that.”

Clive nodded.  “Then follow us.”  He and Audrey turned as one and began to walk down the tunnel.  Niles came up beside her, and the two of them followed at a similar pace.  “Tell me, Rainbow Dash,” the leading pronghorn said over his shoulder, “in Equestria, where your kind command the storms and make the weather, what does the typical pegasus do with lightning?”

“Oh,” the sky-blue pegasus started, “well, um, most pegasuses-”

“Pegasi, I think,” Audrey interjected.

“Right, sure, whatever,” Dash dismissed her.  “Anyway, most pegasi just sort of let lightning happen.  They don't actually make it.  When it does happen, they can change it, redirect it, control it.  They can buck it with their back legs, and if there's more than one of them, they can guide a lightning bolt's path.”

“But they do not make lightning themselves?”

“Well...” Dash lowered her head.  “There was... this one pegasus.  I knew her when I was really little.  She could make lightning.  But I've never known a pegasus since her that could do it.”

The three pronghorns shared a glance.  “Very well,” Clive said.  “So you have some understanding of the depth of difference between your ways and ours.  We pronghorns make lightning.  We have made it since our eldest days on the prairies of our native land.  We made it and built the great summer storms around it.  We made it and used it to burn the dead and stagnant plants, to start fires that cleared the way for new life.  Do you know what it takes to make lightning?”

“Niles was telling me a little about it,” Dash answered.  “Something about entering the Dreaming, which has to do with existence?”

“The Dreaming is where existence begins,” the elder pronghorn said.  “I am a bit older and creakier than dear Niles.  I have wandered the infinity of the Dreaming.  I do it more now in my stretching years.  The Dreaming is... below... and above... and around... all that exists.  Not merely all life, but all that is touches it, grows up from it.  The gods are always in the Dreaming.  We mortals fill our minds and spirits with ourselves, so the Dreaming often has no space in us.  It enters us, and we enter it, when we sleep, when our souls are stilled.  It is then that we cease to move in the Dreaming- and then that the Dreaming starts to move us.  That is important.”  The party had reached the end of the tunnel, and was now stopped in front of a stone wall.  There were thick, dark swirls drawn all over the rock.  “To make lightning, you cannot move it.  You must let it move you.  It moves with the folds and wrinkles of the Dreaming.  When the Dreaming moves you... the lightning will come.”  Two blinding bolts of lightning erupted from Clive's horns.  They struck the stone and began to writhe across it, curving and snapping and filling the air with light.  For a flickering instant they perfectly matched the swirling lines drawn across the stone; then they vanished.  The stone rumbled, and began to slowly sink into the ground.

When the way was clear, it opened into another large chamber, again drawn with swirls and an infinity of colors slashed with jagged lightning bolts of bold hues.  There were glowing crystals on the walls here, but unlike the white light of the previous chambers, these crystals shone electric blue, casting that hue through the dark air.  A small pond stood at the back of the cavern, still and clear.  In the center of the cavern was a hole in the ground; beside it was a pile of long crystals, each one glowing faintly blue.  At the edges of the walls, Dash could see large clay pots.  Niles hung behind as she entered the room.  There was another sizzle of electricity.  Dash turned and saw a lightning bolt from Niles' horns strike the ground.  The stone began to slowly rise back up, blocking the entrance.

“Rainbow Dash,” Clive said again.  She turned toward him.  “I must ask you one final question.”

Dash nodded.  “Okay.”

“What do you want?”

“I...” the sky-blue pegasus stammered.

Audrey walked over to the hole in the ground.  She picked up one of the blue crystals with her mouth and dropped it down the hole.

“What do you want?”

“I...” Dash was at a loss.  What did she want?  To be the fastest?  To be the bravest?  To be the best?  Did she want to join the Wonderbolts?  Did she want to save Twilight Sparkle?  Did she want to fall in love?  “I...”

Thick smoke began to rise out of the hole.  It quickly reached the ceiling and began to billow outwards, slowly expanding in a cloud that swallowed the chamber inch by inch.

“What do you want?” Clive asked again.  He began to slowly walk towards her.  She could hear Niles coming up behind her.  Audrey advanced on her from an angle.

“I...” Dash's breathing grew quicker.  The smoke was almost upon her.  “I... I want... I want so many things...”

What do you want.

The smoke swallowed her.  It smelled faintly, pleasantly.  She started to feel weak and light-headed.

“I...” she murmured, drawling out the pronoun.

What do you want.

She could not speak.  The smoke filled her lungs.  Her eyelids grew heavy.

What do you want.

The smoke pressed upon her from all sides.  Her eyes slid shut.  The heaviness of the smoke pressed down upon her and forced her into darkness.

Her eyes open in a vast blackness.  Rainbow Dash feels strange, like she weighs far less than she should.  Indeed, she feels as though she weighs nothing.  She looks down-

“Whoa!” she exclaims.

Her whole body is a gleaming electric blue.  Her mane, her eyes, her hooves, her wings, all of it shines in the infinite darkness around her.  Startled, she takes a step backwards.  The fall of her hoof on what seems to be the ground causes a ripple of light to pulse through the infinity.  The ripple reveals lines of color, bursts of wrinkled white and black lines between which every conceivable hue is smeared.  As instantly as the color appears it vanishes, leaving her in the empty dark once more.

What do you want.

Looking ahead, Dash sees the three pronghorns standing ahead of her in the blackness.  One is gold, one is gray, one is green.

“Lightning is both of the Dreaming and of energy,” says the green one; Clive's voice.  “It moves through both and it cannot be commanded.  It can only be guided.”

“It can only be guided by you if you in turn allow yourself to be guided,” says the gold one.  This is Audrey.

“You must move together, both in body and in soul, you and the lightning,” the gray one says in Niles' voice.  “We shall teach you how to move now.”

What do you want.

In an instant all vanishes.  The gleaming blue pegasus stands in the midst of a desert, a black desert with black rocks and black sand.  Each structure has a stark white outline, standing it out against the vast blackness.  She looks straight ahead as she hears a rumble, and as her bones begin to rattle.  A huge herd of buffalo is bearing down on her, stretched across the horizon for miles.  She thinks, No problem, I'll just- but she stops.  Something isn't right.  Looking over her shoulder, she yelps in surprise as she notices her wings are gone!  She's an earth pony for all intents and purposes.  The buffalo thunder closer.  Dash begins to panic.

“Why do you fear?” a voice asks from her right.

She turns and sees Audrey, standing calmly at her side.  “Are you kidding?  There's a huge herd of buffalo coming right for us!  I'm gonna be trampled!  We're gonna die!”

“I have no fear of them,” the pronghorn says, turning to face the stampede.  “Why do you?”

“Because I can't fly over them!” Dash exclaims, stomping her front hooves on the ground in a panic.  “I'm stuck here on the ground!”

“You are not doomed for being grounded,” Audrey says.  “Simply find a path through the herd.”

“There is no path!” Dash yells in a full panic.

“There is no straight path,” Audrey corrects her.  “Many times there are no straight paths.  Often, in fact.  But that never means there is no path.  There is always the crooked path.  It is neither simple nor obvious.  It rewards the observant as well as the patient.  And it is frequently superior to the straight and simple path.”

Rainbow Dash says nothing.  She looks at the coming buffalo herd.  She scans it, breathing hard.

“Seek the crooked path,” Audrey whispers in her ear.

When Dash turns toward her, she is gone.  Dash looks back at the herd.  Every instinct in her mind is telling her to panic.  Her natural urge is to turn tail and run.  But she knows it won't save her; she cannot outrun the stampede.  So she stops.  She forces her breathing to slow.  Her eyes that are normally rose-colored sweep over the front of the stampede, seeking openings, gaps, entrances.  She finally spies a crevice between two great bulls.  Stomping the ground with a front hoof, she charges, running flat out.  She's in a panic- she is almost crying.  What is she doing, running towards a stampede?  But she forces down her fears and powers ahead, aiming for the gap.  With her own speed added to the buffalo's, the herd is quickly upon her.  She cuts left across the sand.  The hooves are making the ground tremble.  She reaches her gap and plunges into it.

She runs forward, the buffalo all around her.  The line between the bulls is closed by a single rampaging cow.  She takes a third of a second to pause and look- there's a gap between two more.  She runs sideways, then turns sharp right and passes through the new gap.  She runs it for a distance, but then faces a solid wall of buffalo.  There seems to be no way forward, no way to avoid being trampled to death.  Then she notices a small stump that a bull has just finished jumping over.  She cuts sideways, weaving between buffalo as the next line of the stampede closes on her.  Then in a straightaway she runs flat-out for the stump.  A cow is headed right for the stump as well, huge head down, horns sharp.  The line of buffalo meet her just as she reaches the stump.  She jumps forward, aiming low, flattening out her entire body just as the sow makes a great leap of her own.

She feels the tips of the cow's hooves scrape across her back.  Her belly scrapes the wood of the stump.  She falls down into a forward roll that sends her tumbling through the black sand of the black desert.  She's gasping and sputtering and clutching her gleaming blue hooves to her gleaming blue body.  She looks ahead of her, and the space is clear and empty.  She looks behind her, and the buffalo continue on their way.  The herd is past.  Rainbow Dash gasps out a breath.

What do you want.

In an instant she is no longer in a desert.  Where before she was without water, now water is everywhere.  She is in the middle of a black ocean, no land in sight on any horizon.  The waves surge around her.  Once more, she has no wings.  Panic grips her again.  She doesn't know how to swim!  She thrashes about in the water, sending splashes and ripples through the salty expanse.  She dips below the water, making her panic further.  She churns and swirls in the water, tumbling down and down into the ocean depths.  There is a black ocean bottom beneath her, black sand snaking between piles of black, jagged rocks.  Black coral sticks up and out of crevices.  She's helpless and frightened, striking out with every limb, swishing her tail, throwing her head around every direction.  She sinks all the way to the bottom.

“If you flail, you sink,” a voice says nearby.  She can hear it even underwater.  She turns her head and sees Clive, standing calmly on the sandy ocean floor.  His green glow lights the black water around her.

She finds she can speak too.  “I can't swim!” she screams, not noticing that she doesn't seem to need to breathe.

“Why do you flail?  The water is calm.  There is no storm to avoid.”

“I... I'm so scared... please help me!”

Clive raises his eyebrows.  “When you must resist- when you must fight- do so.  But when you musn't... don't.  Allow yourself to be carried.”  He smiles gently at her.  “If you flail, you sink.  So be calm... and float.”

Dash closes her eyes tightly.  When she opens them again, Clive is gone.  “F-f-float,” she whispers, stammering with fear.  She forces herself to stop moving.  Her legs gradually still.  She even stops moving her tail.  She holds her breath and makes herself motionless, closing her eyes again.  She can feel herself rising, but she dares not open her eyes.  She finally feels the water break across her back, feels the crisp warmth of the dry air.  She raises her head and opens her eyes.  She is floating.  “I did it!” she exclaims.

What do you want.

She is no longer in the ocean.  Now she is standing on a thick limb of wood.  At first she thinks she's on a particularly large branch of a particularly large tree.  Then she notices the leaves.  They are maple leaves, and they are enormous.  They're bigger than she is.  The branch she's on isn't very big.  She's very small.  She turns around and looks up.  A tree bigger than her imagination soars up through the sky, branches rising up and up further than she can see.  Stars light the sky above her.  The leaves around her are white.  Suddenly, a breeze blows, catching her and nearly tearing her off her hooves.  Panicking, she wraps all four legs around the branch, but this forces her to look down, and the distance to the ground below fills her with even more fear.  She is wingless yet again.  It's like when she was a foal, when Firefly threw her off the cloud.  She was afraid then, afraid for the very first time.  That was when the fear started, and it's been with her all her life.

“Do not fear the fall,” a voice says.  She turns her head.  Niles is standing on an enormous leaf, as calm as if he were chatting with her over tea.

“B-but... if I fall without my wings... I'll die!” Dash cries.

Niles shakes his head.  “Not if you let yourself be carried,” he says gently.  The breeze blows again, yanking some of the enormous maple leaves off of their stems.  They spin and twist through the air, flitting through the dark sky as they begin their gentle, ambling fall.  “Consider the leaves upon the tree.  They fall without wings, traveling the paths of empty space.  Yet they reach the ground in their time, safe and sound.  The wind carries them, and they are content with its guidance.”  Another breeze blows, and the leaf Niles is standing on is yanked away.  “You must be as a leaf on the wind,” he says before he floats out of sight.

The wind howls, yanking off leaf after leaf around her.  Rainbow Dash is so afraid.  She clings tightly to the branch.  The ground is so far away.  She thinks about what Niles says.  “Carried,” she whispers.  The wind picks up, a strong breeze.  She unclenches her legs.  The wind yanks her off the branch.  Her stomach drops as she spins and swirls through the vast empty air.  She spreads her legs wide, flattening herself, trying to be as leaflike as she can be.  The wind blows around her.  It billows beneath her, lifting her up, twisting her around.  She spins, seeing the tree then the sky then the tree again.  It is not so frightening as she thought.  Dash flips and spirals, headed ever toward the ground.  She seems to move more slowly the closer she gets.  A strong breeze blows her along the surface of a pond; she skims it with her hooves.  She has completely given up trying to steer herself.  She goes where the wind takes her.  At the other side of the pond, it sets her down.  She alights gently on her hooves, grateful for the earth beneath them.

What do you want.

The pronghorns stand around her again.

“What do you want?” Clive asks her.

“I...”

“What do you want?” Audrey asks her.

There are a thousand things she wants.  She's not entirely sure if she wants them or not.

“What do you want?” Niles asks her.

What does she want?  She's always telling herself what she wants.  But has she ever honestly asked the question?  The pronghorns now stand in front of her.  She looks right at them.  “What should I want?” she asks.

Niles arches an eyebrow.  “What do you think?”

She thinks.  The Dreaming pulses around her, rainbows of color flashing between black and white.  She can feel so much around her.  So much life.  Some outside the Dreaming, some inside, some both ways.  So much being.  “I...” she begins.  “I want to... be.”

The pronghorns smile.

“Hello, Dash.”

Rainbow Dash's spectral body feels its throat constrict.  Her whole astral form shudders.  She knows that voice.  She barely notices that the pronghorns have vanished again.  Slowly, fearing every movement, she turns around.  Standing right behind her is a pegasus pony.  Unlike the rest of the Dreaming, she doesn't gleam a solid color.  Her coat is hot pink.  Her mane and tail are bright blue.  There are two blue lightning bolts on either flank.  Her eyes are lavender-hued.  Dash steps back.  “You're not real,” she says, her voice grows thick.  “You're just something from the Dreaming again.  You...” tears well up in her eyes, “you're not real!”

“Dash,” Firefly says, stepping slowly forward.  “Dash, Rainbow Dash, look me in the eyes.  Look at me.”  The gleaming blue pegasus looks.  “Look into my eyes, Dash.  I promised I would never lie to you.  I never did, I never will, and I would never let anything lie to you about me.”  She beams at Dash.  “I'm here, Dash.  It's me.”

Dash rushes the hot pink pegasus, tears streaming down her face.  She leans her head against Firefly's and bawls, sobbing with all her might, happy and sad mixed all together in her heart.  “I missed you!  I missed you so much!”

“I missed you too,” Firefly says, stroking Dash under the chin with her hoof.  “My brave little Dash... you've gotten so big and strong.”  Firefly pulls away, her lavender eyes moist.  “I wish I could have been by your side as you grew up.  I've watched you all these years, but it's not the same.”

“But how are you here now?” Dash whispers, wiping her eyes with her hoof.  “You're... you're gone.  You're in the Summer Lands.”

“And I'm still there, but I'm also here,” Firefly says.  “Remember what the pronghorns said.  Past, present, future, life, death... in the Dreaming, all Is.  Being never ends.  That's the secret.  The energy is still there.”

“The lightning!” Dash exclaims.  It all suddenly makes sense.  Lightning.  Energy.  Being.

“That's it,” Firefly says.  “The lightning is being.  Being is the Dreaming.”  She sighed.  “I wish I could have helped you learn this myself, but I think this way may be better.  I'm not sure I could have been a better teacher than the ones who taught me.”

“Nopony could be a better teacher,” the gleaming blue pegasus says.

“Maybe,” the hot pink pegasus says softly.  “What I've learned... as I am now... is that every real teacher wants their students to be better than them.  And you're so much better than I was, Rainbow Dash.  You've done the impossible and you've helped save the world and you've made so many wonderful friends.  I hope someday you'll find your own foals to teach.  And if you do, hope and pray that at least one of them is better than you.”

“I'm better in my own way,” Dash says, “but nopony is better than you at being you.”  She knows that both she and Firefly are right.

“I'll grant you that,” Firefly says.  She looks Rainbow Dash up and down.  She smiles.  “I think you're ready.  I think you've done it, Dash.  And I think it's time for you to wake up now.”

“No!” Dash says, fresh tears springing to her eyes.  “Please, no!  I've just now seen you!  Don't leave me again!”  She starts to cry.

Firefly closes to Dash and nuzzles her tenderly.  “Dash, I'll never leave you.  I never have left you.  You can't see me, and I can't touch you... but I'm in your heart, Dash.  I'm on your back.  I'm the wind beneath your wings.  I am always with you.  I love you, and I'll never stop loving you.”  She pulls back.  “Do you understand?”

“I...”

“Dash,” Firefly says seriously.  “Understand.”

Rainbow Dash closes her spectral blue eyes.  She can feel the Dreaming breathing, in and out.  It breathes with her.  It is.  She is.  All is.  The lightning is.  “You are and always will be,” the gleaming blue pegasus says.

“Yes,” Firefly says.  She begins to fade, slowly, gradually becoming more transparent.  “And that means I'm always with you.”

“And I'm always with you,” Dash says.  She closes her eyes.  She can feel Firefly.  She's growing more sensitive.  She can feel Applejack.  She can feel Rarity.  She can feel Pinkie Pie and Fluttershy and Twilight Sparkle.  She can feel her parents.  She can feel Spike.  She can feel Ashtail and Shield Maiden.  She can feel so much.

“Rainbow Dash,” Firefly says.  Dash opens her eyes and looks at the fading hot pink pegasus.  “I must ask you one final question.”

Dash smiles.  “Okay.”

“What are you?”

“What are you?”

“What are you?”

“What are you?”

Rainbow Dash holds her head up high.  “I am.”

The Dreaming surges upon her from every direction.  She is completely still.  Her mind is empty of every thought.  The infinity of colors closes around her and overwhelms her.  It enters her from everywhere, filling her with color and being.  She closes her eyes.  She is everything.

The lighting comes.  The lighting is the Dreaming.  Every line of white or black is lightning, splitting the colors and setting them ablaze.  The lighting fills her, swirling and spiraling through her body, lifting her up and dragging her down and pulling her apart and pushing her together.  She does nothing.  She says nothing.  She thinks nothing.

She is!

“By Jove,” a voice said through rapidly dissolving layers of darkness, “I think she's got it.”

Rainbow Dash's eyes slowly opened, blinking gently.  It took her a few moments to adjust to the darkness.  The smoke had cleared away, leaving the cavern open and free, still lit by the gleaming blue crystals.  Shaking her head, Dash rose to her hooves, trembling slightly.

“Are you all right?” Audrey said, closing to her side to steady her.  “Sometimes creatures are a bit woozy when they've spent time in the Dreaming.”

“I'm okay,” Dash croaked, her voice hoarse.  Niles was standing right in front of her; she met his eyes.  He was smiling.  “So... did I do it?”

“I think you did,” the pronghorn said, tilting his head to the side.  “Though I can't be absolutely certain.  That was... different.  It's not like the other times I've guided new messengers through a Dreaming journey.  Mayhaps it's down to you being a pony.”

“What did you see, there at the end?” Clive asked, his sharp voice drawing her attention.  “We couldn't tell what was happening to you.”

Dash smiled.  “I met somepony very important to me,” she said.  She broke her gaze, glancing down toward her hooves on the ground- “Huh?!” she stepped back.  Her wings flapped- she had wings again!  Fluttering off the ground, she spun in the air, looking in surprise at her front legs.  She noticed the pool at the corner of her eye and flew rapidly to it.  She plopped down and bent over, looking into the still waters.  Thick dark swirls were drawn all over her body.  They curled like ferns around her haunches, they spiraled across her flanks, they traced delicately up her wings, they wrapped around her legs, they coiled about her neck, they swirled around her eyes and circled around her cheeks and ears.  She turned around and around, taking in their full extent.  “What are these?”

“They are sigils,” Audrey said as the pronghorns moved to join her.  “They trace the path the lightning takes as it moves through your body.  It is also the path the Dreaming takes when it enters a physical body.”

“Because the lighting is the Dreaming, right?” Dash said.

The three pronghorns exchanged glances.  “Why... yes, that's correct,” Clive said.

“You guys could have just told me that from the beginning,” the sky-blue pegasus said.

“It was too simple for you,” Niles said.  “You needed to come to the wisdom yourself.  The sigils act as a focusing aid: they will help lightning follow its ideal path through your body, allowing you to learn finer summoning and guiding skills.  In time you won't need them, but for now keep them on.”

“Don't worry,” Audrey said, “they're waterproof.”

“Then how will I get them off?” Dash asked.

“Grape jelly!” Clive said brightly.  Dash looked curiously at him.  “Seriously, that's what it takes.  Smear it on you then take a bath.  And when you're done, you can use the rest of the jelly on some Prongish muffins with orange juice.”

“You guys are so weird,” Dash said with a laugh.  “But it's really cool.”

“Well?” Niles said.  “Are you going to give it a try?”

It took Dash a moment to realize what he meant.  She took several deep breaths.  Being is lightning, she told herself, lighting is being.  Lightning is the Dreaming and the Dreaming is in all things.  Her breathing slowed.  She didn't make the lightning come.  She didn't order it.  She opened her being up.  She could feel something beyond herself rushing in.  Then, gently, she applied her mind.  She closed herself slightly.  She raised her left hoof, opened herself about it.

A coil of blinding white snaked up her front leg.  Rainbow Dash smiled.  She opened her other leg, and another coil of lighting appeared.  She touched her front hooves together, then drew them apart.  A lightning bolt wavered in the air between them, sizzling and crackling and filling the air with light.  With a laugh, Dash rose to her hooves.  She opened her wings and then she opened them.  Sparks crackled between every feather, popping like firecrackers.

She turned back to the pronghorns, and they all stamped their hooves loudly on the ground.  “Well done!” Niles said happily.  “And a most successful experiment it's proven to be!”

“I'll need to tell the other Jovai about this,” Clive said.  “Never before have I heard of any other creature learning to use lightning in the pronghorn style.”

Dash smiled secretly.  I bet they'll tell you there was one other.

“Congratulations, dearie!” Audrey exclaimed.  “Oh, this calls for a celebration!  Shall we break out the bubbly?”

“I think I've got a bottle of Dom Ponygnon under my bed somewhere,” Niles said.

Audrey narrowed her eyes.  “Keeping a fine sparkler like that under your bed?  Shame on you, you'll ruin it!  What kind of pronger doesn't know how to take care of sparkling wine?”

“I'll have you know I've kept sparkling wines under my beds across the world and they've always popped open in smashing shape!”

“Quiet!” Clive snapped.  The two younger pronghorns were silent.  In the quiet, a faint ringing could be heard, like the chiming of a bell.  “The alert,” he said.  He dashed to the stone doorway, shooting a lightning bolt at it.  The sinking stone door wasn't even all the way down before he leapt over it.

“What's going on?” Dash asked, following close behind Niles and Audrey.

“It's the message alert!” Niles told her.  “We make our rounds among the rulers of nearby countries over two week periods, but we also give them magical chimes they can use to transmit messages right to us in spell form.  They typically use them for messages that have to go out at odd hours.”

The three creatures ran down the tunnel and back into the main cavern with its great ceiling drawing of the Dreaming.  Off to the righthand side near the entrance was a nook Rainbow Dash hadn't noticed before.  Inside, a pointed needle of stone was hanging from the ceiling.  It was vibrating now, the source of the chiming noise they had heard.  Clive was leaning his head towards it, and Dash noticed that his antlers were vibrating in unison.  He pulled back as they approached.  “It's the Princess again,” he said, turning toward them.  “The same message as it's been, for all three of us.”

“You mean Princess Celestia?” Dash asked.

“The same,” Clive said.  “She wants the word delivered by morning at all her destinations: Tesnia, Dromedor, and Salamar.”

“Blech,” Audrey said.  “That means we'll need to leave right now!”  She turned to Dash.  “Sorry, Dashy, the celebration will have to wait.”

“I'll take Dromedor,” Niles said.  “I've been handling short hops the last few times, so I'll shoulder the long journey this time.”

“Salamar's nearly as far,” Audrey said.  “I'll take that one.  I've never been to Salamar.”

“Whatever you do, don't eat the purple peppers,” Clive said.  “And don't tell the Lungs they look like dragons.  They hate hearing that.  I'll go to Tesnia.”  He turned to Dash.  “As Audrey says, the celebration will have to wait for another day.”  He leaned his head toward the stone needle again; Audrey and Niles came to stand by his side and leaned their heads in as well.  A wavering image of Princess Celestia shimmered off of the needle.  It split into three identical images, each of them coming to rest between each pronghorn's horns, where it hovered for a moment before slowly fading away.

“So what message is Princess Celestia sending?” Dash asked.

“The same one she's been sending for the past six months,” Niles said.  “She's run us a bit ragged, truth be told- sent us all over the world.  She wants every god and king and ruler to know that her sister is back.”

“Awwww,” Dash squealed.  “That's so nice!  She wants them all to known about Princess Luna!”

“Nice and preemptive,” Clive remarked.  He turned away from the needle and began to walk towards the entrance.  “With Luna resuming control of the Moon, there are bound to be at least some slight irregularities in the lunar cycle.  I think this is Celestia's way of heading off complaints from every other nation on Earth.”  Stepping into the tall entrance chamber, Clive sent up a lightning bolt from his horns.  The sound of grinding stone filled the air.  “My dear Rainbow Dash,” he said, turning to her.  “You have my congratulations and my awe.  I wasn't really sure you could do it.  You have passed the test.”  He smiled.  “And that means you're an honerary member of the Pronghorn Network.”

“Really?!” Dash exclaimed.

“Really,” Clive said.  “So you're welcome at any Waystation of ours you come across, anywhere in the world.  You know how to get in, now.”  The stone ramp finally reached the bottom of the chamber.  “Farewell,” Clive said, “and good luck.”  With a final nod of his head, he turned and began to sprint up the ramp.

“Goodbye, dearie,” Audrey said, coming close and nuzzling her.  “I promise we'll have some of that wine another time.  Hey, now we're just a bolt away for you!  You should pop by again, even once you're back in Equestria!”

“I definitely will!” Dash said, nuzzling the female pronghorn.  “You be safe, okay?  And... uh... what Clive said about the Lungs or whatever.”

“Indeedy,” Audrey said.  “Ta-ta!”  She sprinted up the stone ramp as well.

Niles was the only one left.  The pronghorn and the pegasus turned to look at each other.  He smiled.  “I wish I could say I knew you could do it,” he said softly, “but in truth there was a moment where I doubted.  I'm sorry.”

“Don't be!” Rainbow Dash said, rushing in and nuzzling him around his thin nose.  “You have no idea how much this means to me.  I paid off a really old debt tonight.”

“Old debts are the best debts to pay off, that's one thing I've learned,” Niles said, turning and heading for the ramp.  Rainbow Dash followed him, and he kept to a brisk walk.  “I hope to run into you from time to time.  I stop by Canterlot at least once a fortnight, sometimes even once a week.”

“I'll try and be in Canterlot some time soon,” Dash said.  “I'd love to hear all about your journey to... where are you going again?”

“Dromedor!” Niles exclaimed brightly.  “Land of the camels!  Very hot and very sandy.  Lots of old stone cities and statues to strange gods.  You should go there some time!”

They emerged into the moonlight, the wind blowing faintly across the silvery grasses.  Niles waited until Dash was off the ramp before he fired a lightning bolt at it, causing it to close itself up with the rumble of grinding stone.  “Well,” he said simply, “I guess this is goodbye for now.”

“I guess- ohmigosh!” Dash exclaimed, her eyes going wide.  “The Beneviolet!  You said you would get the Beneviolet!”

“I said I would get it if I had free time,” the pronghorn said.  “I'm so sorry, Dash, but our duty to rulers and royals comes first.  Those are our official priorities.  I must abide by them.”

“B-but we need you!” the sky-blue pegasus cried.  “Who can get the Beneviolet in time except you?”

Niles smiled.  “Why, you can, Rainbow Dash.  You're as fast as we are, now.”

“But... I'm still so new at this.”

“You are as ready now as you will ever be- and you are braver than many a pronghorn I've known,” he said.  “Your friend is in good hooves with you, my dear Rainbow Dash.”

Dash sighed, saddened by the loss of help for Twilight Sparkle.  “I suppose so.”  She looked up at Niles and smiled faintly.  “Thank you for believing in me.”

“As I said, I doubted,” Niles told her.  “You believed in yourself above all, and in the end that made the difference.”

Dash's smile grew broader.  “Goodbye, Niles.  Thanks.”

“The pleasure was all mine, dear Rainbow Dash,” Niles Nigellus said.  He reached for her front leg, bent his head, and kissed her hoof.  He trotted away from her and turned to the south.  “And remember!” he called to her, bending low, leaning forward.  “When the world is in chaos, remember: keep calm,” he lowered his head, “be patient,” sparks flashed at his hooves, “and ride the lightning!”  An eruption of white light blinded Dash.  When she opened her eyes again, a lightning bolt stretched across the fields away from her.  In an eyeblink it was gone.

Rainbow Dash stood in silence for a few minutes.  She turned her head to the east, toward the distant forms of the Drackenridge Mountains.  She looked down at her hooves covered in the swirling sigls.  She smiled sneakily.  Let's do this.

She turned her whole body to the east.  She flattened her wings against her side.  She breathed in slowly, breathed out slowly.  She fluttered her eyes, drifting them closed then shooting them open.  She recalled what she had felt, what had come to her heart.  Firefly's words.  Lightning is being.  The whole universe was lightning, then- bolts of lighting plucked like strings to make what was.  She drew her own string across the world.  She made herself be just that much more, and the lightning came to her.  She opened her spirit up.  She could feel sparks racing down her legs.

I am always with you.

Rainbow Dash opened herself to the Dreaming, to Being itself.  She could see the crooked path before her.  She was still- she floated.  The world around her blazed white-

“I am a leaf on the wind.”  It came- she grabbed and she rode.

She moved faster than the world.  It was faster than sound.  She opened her eyes, felt no wind resistance because she was beyond the wind.  The world was a blur.  Yet when she looked she saw stillness- like snapshots, like photographs.  A glance and she saw komagas far off.  A glance and she saw Thatchholm looming from its great foundation.  A glance and the Drackenridge Mountains appeared whole and solid. A glance behind her and she was leaving a trail of white infinity.  The mountains were right in front of her she hit them and went up them, shot higher and higher, breathless and there in instants in seconds in heartbeats-

She pushed off with her legs and she shot skyward at an angle, a CRACK making her look down and see where a chunk of the mountain was blasted off by the force of her lightning.  She closed off her spirit and the lightning vanished, she still sailed skyward, rising another hundred feet before she slowed, and then she remembered to open her wings, flapping hard to bring herself to a hover.  She looked down.  She looked around.

She was above the Drackenridge Mountains.  Turning to the east, she could see the darkness of the Everfree Forest, and very far off, the lights of Ponyville.  A journey of nine days hard galloping- she'd made it in thirty seconds.

Her mouth stretched into the biggest smile she'd ever smiled.  She opened her spirit, gathered the lighting around her, but didn't ride it- merely carried it in her wake.  “WOOHOO!!” she whooped, soaring through the night sky, trailing white lightning.  She flew through clouds, felt the lightning hiding in them, stretched her spirit to them and pulled, calling forth their lightning bolts, letting them strike her, letting them swirl and spiral through her leaving her safe and whole.  She was ablaze.  She was radiant.  She felt no fear!
