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Blythe Hyacinth Pie, Blinks to her family, makes her annual pilgrimage to Tartarus to see her grandparents and hopes for their redemption.
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THE COURTSHIP OF CLYDESDALE PIE

Clydesdale Pie’s wife's name was Emma. Well, to be honest, her true name was unknown to him, and he counted his every day with her a blessing, because she was a miracle.
His courtship of her began in this manner:
He had found her, one day, out in the South Fields, wandering among the stony megaliths. How she had got out there, he couldn’t imagine. When he had first approached her, she had shied away and it took some coaxing to lure her away from the cliffs into the warmth of the blanket that he held out to her.
Even then, she didn’t talk to him for many tens of days. So, Clydesdale went about his business, sighting the stones, shifting the cairns, observing the lines of the Earth that ran beneath the rock farm.
Clydesdale Pie was a sensible pony. Although quiet, he was neighborly and willing to lend his back to anypony in need, without thought of reward. A good'un, said those who knew him. So if this strange mare seemed troubled, he'd give her time. A rock farmer is wise in the ways of time.
In the evenings, he returned to the farmhouse, swept out the dust of the day, drew water for the night, prepared dinner for two, fed her, cared for her and, respectfully, slept apart.
Then, one day, as Clydesdale looked out over his rock farm, she approached him.
“Husband,” she began, although they were not married.
He nodded. He looked in her strange crystal eyes and accepted the truth of her heart.
“I will only ask three things of you,” she said. “And if you will do these three things, I will be a good and loving wife to you.”
He thought. Then, he nodded.
“First, my husband, you must never ask me my true name.”
Clydesdale Pie took off his broad-brimmed hat. He brushed it off, thinking a bit. Then he put it back on and smiled at her.
“Second, my husband, the children I give you will be daughters. Daughters of the most remarkable kind. With me, you will not have sons. But you must never question the worth of our children.”
This was hard. Clydesdale Pie looked out across the rock farm. He’d hoped for big, strapping sons who would lift the weight of ages from his back. But, thinking upon it, he smiled. Daughters! Although he had not considered it before, he would delight in daughters!
He nodded.
“And, lastly, my husband, you must never question my love for you or for our children.”
And this Clydesdale Pie was most willing to do.
Clydesdale Pie and his mysterious bride were wed in Spring, and there were those among the rock farmers who said, that year, the corundums shone more brightly than usual, the slate was sharper and flatter than expected, and that the glacial gravels almost leapt into their wagons.
He came to call her Emma, after his mother, who had taught him to laugh at fear. When he explained this to his wife, Emma wore the name like a crown. He prized their daughters above all the treasures of the earth, and never did he doubt his wife’s devotion.
This is the tale of one of Clydesdale Pie’s four remarkable daughters: Blythe.
***

THE GATE OF HEL

She stood before the gate to Tartarus and asked herself, why didn’t I bring a big doggy treat?
Blythe Hyacinth Pie, Blinks to her family, a small, skinny Earth Pony, danced anxiously back and forth before the Gate of Hel and its enormous guardian, Cerberus.
The eyes of Cerberus tracked her. All six of them. Cerberus, the three-headed Hound of Hel, never slept. He could not be distracted. He hardly blinked. He was loyal and brave. And fierce, oh yes. The monsters that lurked within Tartarus took care not to challenge his many jaws, that could rend not only flesh, but tear mind and spirit as well.
Cerberus was a good dog. Cerberus was the god of good dogs.
There was a story, Blythe knew from her mother, that Cerberus could smell deception. Cerberus had three noses, each as big as a hay bale, so this seemed possible to Blythe.
She stood quietly, clutching her panniers, as the gigantic guardian of Tartarus sniffed at her, gauging her worth.
Cerberus cocked his heads at her, quizzically. He did this every time she visited. It wasn’t just familiarity; he had done this the very first time she had nervously approached the Gate. In some way he didn’t understand, Cerberus recognized something in her.
In the end, Cerberus shook his heads and snuffed at her, as if to say, You are honest and innocent! Away with you! You have no place in Hel!
Blythe cringed. But she collected herself and stood her ground.
Thank goodness Mooch is here!
Master Sergeant Mooch was a short, chocolate-haired Diamond Dog. He wore a big helmet that fell over his eyes, so that he had to push it up to see. His armor was two or three sizes too big, so that it seemed to swallow him. Mooch carried a spear, or perhaps it carried him, as he used it to prop himself up.
“Pretty pony!” shouted Mooch, as he approached the Gate of Hel.
Even from a Diamond Dog, being called “pretty” gave Blythe a thrill. She hoisted her panniers and stood up straight as Mooch emerged from the Gate.
"O you who come into this camp of woe," cried Mooch, "watch where you go, once you have entered here, and to whom you turn! Do not be misled by that wide and easy passage!" 
And Blythe said to him: "That is not your concern; it is my fate to enter every door. This has been willed where what is willed must be, and it is not yours to question. Say no more."
Blythe and Mooch regarded each other for a moment. Then they broke up laughing after reciting the old formula.
At this, Cerberus receded. The Guardian of the Gate sat back on his haunches and grinned at the pair, his great red tongues lolling from his jaws.
Blythe trotted through the Gate of Hel and Mooch was her guide.
“It is good to see you again, Master Sergeant Mooch,” said Blythe. “I hope Mistress Mooch and your pups are happy, as always.”
Mooch pushed his helmet back and bared his teeth. “Aye, the wife is in good health and the pups are frolicsome. Sprouting like mushrooms, they are. The wife, she tasked me to thank you for the pumice stone. Cleans a trick, she says.”
“Your goodwife is most welcome,” said Blythe. “Oh! You remind me! I have this for you! It is small, but perhaps you will find value in it.”
Blythe rummaged through her panniers and produced a small cloth pouch. She presented it to Mooch.
Mooch emptied the pouch into his paw. A tiny green stone, small as a button, appeared.
The Diamond Dog’s eyes glowed. “Now, there’s a lovely thing,” he said, turning the small gem this way and that.
“We don’t harvest much jade on the farm,” explained Blythe. “Pa is still trying to work it out. However, you are welcome to what little we have.”
The Diamond Dogs dwelt in darkness and so were fascinated with light. Creatures of the depths, their observatories looked not up to the stars, but down into the mysteries of minerals and the souls of crystals. They saw worlds in grains of sand.
Mooch’s paw clenched tight about the gem. He looked about, then hid the stone under his armor. “Thank you, pretty pony,” he said, quietly.
“You are most welcome, sir,” said Blythe.
They walked together into the darkness of Hel. They crossed the Bridge of Sighs and the light of the world faded. The shadows became palpable. The shrieks and roars of the doomed came faintly to their ears.
“You’re bound for Arima, I reckon,” said Mooch, his eyes hidden.
“Yes, sir,” said Blythe. “And beyond, I think.”
Mooch nodded, touching the gem that lay warm and glowing against his breast.
They walked further into Hel, until at last they came to the Great Plaza of Doors. The Black Statue of Minos, the stern colossus of a Minotaur, towered over them, the Book of Law in one hoof and the Whip of Judgement in the other. Around the plaza were arrayed the dark doors that led to the deeper levels of Hel.
Blythe could never have found her way without a guide. The doors were odd, you see. They moved, sometimes. And they did not always open onto the same space.
Mooch led Blythe to one door. “Beyond, lies Arima,” he declared, placing one paw against the iron frame.
Blythe girded her panniers.
Mooch threw the door wide. “Take nothing you are offered,” Mooch cautioned. “Eat nothing you are given. Stop your ears against flattery and promise. Never be at ease! Do not forget you are among the damned and the damned are liars.”
The Diamond Dog looked down. “Pretty pony, do not go,” whined Mooch. “Pret—, Mistress Blythe, please.”
But Blythe Hyacinth Pie, determined, hoisted her panniers and trotted into the depths of Hel.
And Master Sergeant Mooch, faithful guardian of Tartarus, slammed the door shut behind her.
***

THE MOTHER OF MONSTERS

The Mother of Monsters stirred at the disturbance. Oh, what is it, now?
A breath of innocence and kindness, of pride and courage, came to her nostrils. Not one of mine, she sniffed.
In the ages bequeathed to her, Echidna had done her best to dress up her prison. The glowrocks illuminated the cavern of Arima, at the price of mutated and sickly inhabitants, as if that mattered. The fungus forests and blind lake monsters were… pretty. This is a good place, she thought, as she nibbled at the carcass of her son, the Caucasian Eagle, whose wings regenerated every day.
Echidna hated her children. Chimera, the Vicious, was happily dead, slain by that savage pegasus, Bellerophon. Vixen, the Clever, who ran and ran through the Lands Above and the Lands Below to escape her nemesis, that relentless, idiot dog, Laelaps. (Oh, how Echidna laughed at their endless struggle!) And Eagle, the Unforgiving, who was little more than an endless supply of “hot wings.”
Proud Cerberus and his dim-witted brother, Orthus, never visited their mother, of course. They thought themselves superior. Guardians of the Gates of Hel, la-di-da! And that nameless girl-child, that had fled from Tartarus to the Lands Above. What was her name, again? No matter.
I have given life to ten thousand, Echidna thought. But do they visit me? No! And they dare to call me evil! She took another bite of her son, Eagle, and chewed thoughtfully.
The bushwoolies. Now, there were possibilities. The bushwoolies claimed that they had occupied these caverns from before Echidna’s confinement. Impossible, of course, because before me there was nothing, she thought. Yet, they were not of her, which made them fascinating.
The bushwoolies, the soft, stupid things, were amusing in their way. They built their little towns of brush and wood, danced around their fires and offered their children to her. She had eaten one or two, to show her interest, but they weren’t to her liking.
I have no taste for kindness.
She stretched. Echidna’s torso was that of a great horse; her lower part was that of a dragon. Stirring, she created floods that threatened villages that trusted her shores. Ridiculous little fools.
The cavern-land of Arima was vast. And yet it was still constrained. It tortured Echidna to be confined, limited by the possible. The little jester, Discord, may have had the right of it: what’s the fun of making sense?
Did I give birth to Discord? she wondered. It was possible; she had birthed so many things, no two alike. None of her children waited upon her now, which was just as well, for she hated them all, stupid things.
The bushwoolies now… the bushwoolies had promise. Why, recently, some “genius” among the bushwoolies had invented gunpowder! And what did the ridiculous creature do, but immediately blow himself and all his village to bits!
Echidna had descended upon the burning huts and scooped up the few survivors. She had questioned them closely and learned that the bushwoolies had hoped to create explosives, fireworks, that they would detonate in her honor!
This was such divine madness that Echidna could not help but nurture it. She appointed the survivors her Acolytes of the Mighty Boom and directed the surrounding villages to give them succor and support, on pain of death. She set them the task to create these fireworks and she anticipated the results eagerly.
Stupid things. I can’t wait to see what they do next!
The innocent and kind spirit ran through Arima by hidden paths. It left behind a trail of apples and oranges. The bushwoolies descended on these eagerly, relishing their intoxicating sweetness.
For Echidna, the spirit left behind an apple, an orange and a note: “I love you, Grandmother.”
Echidna laughed. What folly! She crunched the apple and skinned the orange. They both tasted of warmth and sunlight. Love? she thought. Ha ha! What is that?!
Yet, Echidna discarded the apple core and the orange skin, and kept the note.
***

THE TALE OF FOX AND HOUND

Blythe trotted quietly through the shadowland of Arima. Here and there, she opened her panniers and left gifts of fruit for the bushwoolies. The bushwoolies were kindly creatures, but too simple and innocent to lie. If they discovered Blythe, they would of course reveal her to Echidna, and Blythe was not yet prepared to confront her grandmother.
Blythe took a chance and left another note for Echidna. She hoped Grandmother would read it, for once.
As Blythe turned for the final descent into the uttermost realm of Tartarus, a small voice called to her in agony. "Oh, stranger, be kind! My leg is caught in a snare! I fear I will perish here! Please, I beg you, will you not free me?"
Blythe discovered a tiny filly quivering beside the path, her left hind leg caught in a trap. Blythe's heart was moved. But Blythe Hyacinth Pie was wise in the ways of Tartarus.
"I will free you, child," said Blythe, moving towards her.
The filly smiled through her tears.
"But first," continued Blythe, "you must give me your true name."
The filly frowned furiously. Then she smiled. "Oh, stranger, surely my name is unimportant. I am only a child, and no danger to you at all. But I must caution you! Beware! A frightful fiend doth close behind me tread! Free me and let us flee to safety!"
Blythe heard it then, the noise of the Questing Beast, whose heavy pads thumped against the stone of Tartarus. Blythe heard the snuff of his immense flews, as the Beast sought its prey.
"I will free you, child," Blythe said again. She raised the sharp edge of her hoof against the line of the snare.
The trapped filly glowed.
Blythe considered the bones of the bushwoolies that had collected around the filly. "But first, your true name," Blythe said.
"We have only moments before the Beast is upon us! Why do you hesitate? Why must you be so cruel?" cried the filly.
Blythe cocked an ear towards tunnel above her. "He sounds pretty close," she said. "Your name?"
The filly growled and spat. The child changed, growing and stretching into a mighty Fox, her coat the color of autumn flame. Her eyes were as bright as stars. "None may know my true name, child. My true name would burn your soul. But, to you," she said, bowing, "I am Vixen, the Clever."
Blythe bowed in return, and smiled. "I see that 'Vixen the Clever's' leg is caught in a snare. This part of your plan is so subtle, it confounds me. Why, the ignorant would imagine you trapped!"
"The ignorant would think so," glared the Vixen. "But, even now, I am not without resources. Damn you, child! Will you not free me? With every second, the Beast draws nearer! And do not be deceived! He is cruel and cunning, yes, and merciless! Do you think you will be spared, if he discovers you? Free me! Free me at once! I command this!"
Blythe looked up into the eyes of her distant cousin. There is desperation and sadness there, Blythe thought. Whatever her sins, she doesn't deserve this.
Blythe brought her hoof down. The snare parted. The Vixen was free.
The Vixen exulted. "You fool! You pony fool! Do you know what you have done?"
Blythe Hyacinth Pie looked up into the gaze of the Vixen. "I have saved your soul, cousin. And my own."
The Vixen started.
Then the howl of the Questing Beast came echoing down the dark corridors that lay below Arima.
"He's coming, cousin," said Blythe. "Best run now."
The Vixen glared down at Blythe. Then her gaze softened. "'Cousin,' you said. It has been long since I have been hailed by family. We are more alike than I first thought. You have a cunning mind. Let us speak again, when my errands are not so hurried."
Vixen the Clever ran off into the darkness of Tartarus. Blythe looked after her, sadly.
In time, Laelaps the Hunter galumphed into the chamber occupied by Blythe. The Hunter of Tartarus was tall and sleek, long of limb and purple of coat. His glowing eyes pierced every shadow. His alert ears heard every whisper. He opened his flews and breathed the dark. After sniffing the chamber, he turned three times and settled next to Blythe.
"Where'd she go?" asked Laelaps.
"Who?" asked Blythe.
"Her! You know, my Prey! The best person ever!" yelped Laelaps. "Vixen!"
"Do you like the Vixen?" asked Blythe, astonished.
Laelaps laughed. "Of course! She tries to be mean, but I can smell the kindness in her! There was this time, yep! yep!, when we were both in the Lands Above, and she sought protection with the Bison. She looked like one of them, see. She's smart! She can do that! She's amazing!
"In the Lands Above, I'm not so big. I look like a regular dog, woof, woof! So I chased after the Bison and the Big Chief, well, he looked down on me and thought me a scavenger, one of the wild dogs that eat the dead and sometimes kill their calves. And he decided that his lieutenants should stamp me to death. I was pretty sad about that.
"But the Vixen, do you know what she did? She looked upon me and knew me. We have known each other of old. She pointed at me and shouted, 'Let this one be a messenger! Let this worthless dog travel all the lands and give testimony to the justice and might of the Bison tribes!'
"The Bison then stamped with applause. The Vixen looked down on me and whispered, 'Best run now.' And so I ran."
The Hunter of Tartarus snuffed. He drew in the dank air of the Lands Below and worried over it. Then he looked down at Blythe and cocked his head, as if to say, we aren't so different, are we?
"Laelaps," asked Blythe. "What will you do if you catch her?"
The Hunter shook his head. "I dunno. Maybe I'm stupid, but some mornings, I think of days in fall, when the ground is covered in red leaves, just the color of her coat, and think of her. I'd like us to be pals, playing in the autumn leaves. Maybe that's why I run after her and try to catch her. Just so I can say, hey! For this one morning, let's be pals and play with the leaves."
"'LAPS! Come on! I'm waiting!" called the Vixen's voice from the darkness.
"Yep! Yep! Let's go!" Laelaps grinned his doggy grin and chased off after his most beloved friend.
And then the Vixen and the Hound ran on through the Lands Below and the Lands Above, the worst of enemies and the best of friends.
***

TYPHON

Blythe Hyacinth Pie at last entered the deepest chamber of Tartarus, below even Arima. Before her, resting on the floor, was a tiny box, no larger than a grapefruit. How can you exist in so small a prison?
Blythe steeled herself and addressed it. “Grandfather,” said Blythe. “I have come again.”
“FOOLISH CHILD,” came a deep, powerful voice from the black box, that echoed about the chamber.
Around Blythe, the blackness roiled. The roil was Typhon, Father of Monsters.
Heads, claws, wings and legs, flesh hard and soft, bones and skin, organs, of perception, digestion, excretion and action, pressed against boundaries of his prison and recoiled. Typhon was defined by the infinite smallness between himself and that which was not himself.
“YOU ANNOY ME,” said Typhon. “WHY DO YOU RETURN, THIS YEAR AND EVERY YEAR? I AM ONE OF THE WORLD-CREATORS! YOU ARE LESS THAN NOTHING! BEGONE! I WILL NOT GRANT YOU AUDIENCE!”
“Grandfather,” Blythe insisted.
“DO NOT MAKE THIS CLAIM!” thundered Typhon. “YOUR ORIGINS ARE A MYSTERY! ACCEPT THIS! WHY DO YOU PERSIST IN THIS FOLLY? YOU ARE ONLY A LITTLE PONY. WHAT HAVE YOU TO OFFER A DARK GOD?”
In answer, Blythe Hyacinth Pie opened her throat and sang.
She sang of the dawn. Of chilly mornings, holding a mug of hot cocoa, her breath shaping clouds before her. Of walking among the megaliths in the half-light and feeling the stones calling to her.
She sang of the day. Sweating and straining in her harness beside her father and her sisters, united in purpose. Proud of her body, proud of her kin, secure in their strength.
She sang of the evening. Of Father and Mother and Sisters, whom she argued with, laughed at, adored and gathered close to her heart.
She sang of the night. Of the timid hours, when she doubted her worth. Of the grandeur of the sky, that made her feel both tiny and immense.
Blythe sang of hope, for herself, her family, her friends and the land.
“HOPE? YOU WOULD TORTURE ME WITH HOPE?” growled Typhon.
“Grandfather, hope is all I have to give you,” said Blythe. “Please, will you not come with me? Into the light of day, into the circle of your family?”
“YOU KNOW WHY I LINGER HERE IN DARKNESS! YOU KNOW! DO NOT PRETEND OTHERWISE!” Typhon roared.
Blythe looked down. “It is Grandmother, isn’t it? Grandmother Echidna. Your wife. She… isn’t ready to leave yet, is she? And so you wait for her.”
“YES.”
“Because you have hope for her.”
Typhon stormed about his prison. His rage was terrible. He thundered against the walls of his confinement until Blythe feared she would go deaf.
Then, finally, “YES.” The darkness shrank upon itself. “Yes.
“You have seen,” Typhon rumbled, “how she is with the bushwoolies? She regards them with contempt, with amusement. Yet, see! She thinks upon them, considers their welfare, even as she dismisses her own spawn!
“She does not realize it yet, but she has become attached to these simple creatures. They are but playthings to her, but, through them, she has discovered… affection. Concern for beings other than herself. She has discovered the beginnings of love!
“O, my dear wife!” cried the Father of Monsters. He was silent, for a time.
Then Typhon’s voice sank to a terrible whisper. “Repeat this and I will kill you and everything you hold dear, if I must hunt you to the end of eternity.
“I, I… hurt her, when we were joined. In the times when I mated with her, you understand. I thought only of myself, my need, and not of her. And so, ten thousand monsters were born.
“Here, in Tartarus, I have had time to consider my actions. I have come to regard Echidna with respect and admiration. And I regret that our joining was so… troubled. If she does harm now, I think it because I myself harmed her so long ago, so now she confuses hurt with affection.
“You puzzled over why my prison is so small. A ‘tiny box’ you called it. But, granddaughter, what more do I deserve?”
“Grandfather,” began Blythe.
“No, say no more,” interrupted Typhon. “Look there.”
A cold blue light glowed, illuminating a staircase that led up from the lowest quarter of Hel.
“The exit from Hel is there,” said Typhon. “Always there. Just in reach. Taunting me. This is the most terrible prison, because it has no walls. I could leave, join the Lands Above at any time. Yet, I hold myself in. For her.”
Blythe turned towards the stairs. His box is so small, I could carry him to daylight, she thought. And he would hate me for his rescue. I should go.
She put her hoof on the first step.
“GRANDDAUGHTER, STOP!”
Blythe paused at the threshold of Hel.
“Take this,” said Typhon. A necklace of ebony and jade appeared before Blythe. “If you wear my sigil, no creature in Hel will challenge you, lest he face my wrath. And I will place no bond upon you, except this: that you will return, and again sing to me of the warmth of daylight and the glamor of night.”
Blythe took the necklace and thought. She said, “Grandfather, I have been counseled against accepting the gifts of Hel, for often they have hidden teeth.”
Then Blythe draped the necklace about her shoulders. “But I choose to trust you. Against reason, but in accord with my heart. Grandfather, you may mock me, but I carry hope for you.”
“GO NOW!” thundered Typhon. “GO! BUT REMEMBER THAT YOU SHALL RETURN!”
So Blythe Hyacinth Pie galloped up the stairs of Hel. And she wept, that she left her family behind in darkness.
***

“Well, I’m back,” said Blythe, as she returned to the farmhouse, after her long trek back from Hel.
Her sister, Incunabula, relieved her of her panniers. She looked curiously at Blythe’s necklace, but said nothing.  Ma looked closely into Blythe’s eyes and perceived the truth of Blythe’s journey. “Perhaps, in time,” Ma whispered. “We still have hope.”
Then Pa, dusty and tired, came in from the rock fields. Spying his daughters together, he looked relieved. Blythe galloped to him and hugged him tightly.
Clydesdale Pie hugged her back. “I am so proud of you,” he whispered. “You. Maudeline, Pinkamena and Incunabula. What father could have hoped for better daughters?”
Then Clydesdale Pie stood back, straightened his hat and asked, “Well, what’s for dinner?”
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