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To Make a Spark

*****

There once was a young pegasus named Mi Amore Cadenza, whom everypony called Cadence. She lived in Cloudsdale, a city which floated high above the trees, and she was known to all the ponies who lived there for her beautiful voice. More than that, the pegasi of that city knew and loved her for the songs she would improvise—for often, it seemed to those who heard that they were more than mere melodies.
She shared her songs freely, and she always seemed to know what words and tunes a pony needed most to hear. Those who listened found that their troubles seemed to melt away, and the things which they loved shone brighter in their minds than before. Indeed, the crystal heart which graced her flank bore testament to her skill: “A mark of her gift for revealing the beauty which lies within the heart of every colt and stallion,” or so her mother had rather grandiosely put it. For her part, Cadence was content to know that her songs brought happiness to the ponies around her.
One day, a crier arrived from Canterlot, bearing news from the Royal Castle. “It has been observed by those nobles who stand in highest place at Her Majesty's court,” he announced to the crowd which had gathered to hear what word was come from Canterlot, “that Her Royal Highness, Princess Celestia of Equestria, who has borne the heavy burden of rulership since time immemorial, and has charge of the endless cycle of night and day, has not been seen to smile in any of their memories, nor to express any joy more marked than the serene satisfaction which pervades her ever-fruitful efforts on all of our behalfs. Noting this, and wishing for Her Majesty to be filled brimful with the selfsame joy which her beneficence brings to all her subjects, they have called in jesters, and musicians, and actors from the world over, but none have made the Princess smile. Therefore this decree has been sent to every city in the land: that all who believe they may lighten Her Majesty’s heart shall come to the Royal Castle at Canterlot, bringing what talents they possess, and that any who shall succeed to bring joy to the heart and lips of our beloved Princess shall be richly rewarded, in both gold and in station.”
When Cadence heard these words, she was excited. Her beautiful singing had never failed to bring a smile to anypony’s face, and her cutie mark spoke to her skill in bringing forth the heart’s joy. Surely, she thought, I can make the Princess smile! After all, the Princess held the joy of all Equestria in her heart, or so her teachers said. There was more than enough joy in the world to make anypony smile, of that she was sure. And so, she told her parents that she wished to travel to Canterlot.
At first, her mother was reluctant to let her go. “Canterlot is a long way away, dear,” she began, “and I’m sure there are plenty of professionals who will know what to do. I don’t think—”
But her father interrupted. “Darling, you worry too much. Canterlot isn’t too far away for a pony Cadence’s age, and it’s high time she saw a little bit of the world.” And though her mother bit her lip, she allowed in the end that Cadence was indeed old enough to make the trip to the capital, so long as she promised to stay out of trouble and to go straight to the castle, and to come straight home again when she was done. And both her mother and her father agreed that if anypony could bring a smile to the Princess’s face, it was she.
So, Cadence packed a lunch and set out for Canterlot that very day. Young as she was, her wings were still too weak to fly all the long way there. But the road beneath Cloudsdale led straight to the mountain city, and the walk would not be too long or arduous. With a kiss from her mother and a hug from her father, she set her eyes toward the earth and hopped from the cloud-built doorstep.
*****

Cloudsdale hovered high in the air, and so Cadence’s trip began with a series of wide, lazy spirals as she slowly descended toward the ground. As she circled downward, doubts which had not surfaced when she stood in the comfort and security of her home began to gnaw at her mind. What sort of song would the Princess want to hear? she asked herself. What if she doesn’t enjoy my song? When I come before her, will I know what to do? She had sung for many a pony in the past, but she knew that this would be different. The ponies she sang for in Cloudsdale were friends and relatives, ponies she’d grown up with; ponies whose loves and desires she knew like the back of her hoof. She didn’t need to be told that Storm Dust adored silly songs full of funny words and punnery, the tongue-twisting phrases and hopscotch melodies a musical match for the brash colt’s wit. Likewise, she knew that Windy Ways would hear his wife in a song built around rising trills, the tune calling to his mind an image of her silhouetted against a westering sun as she reached the apex of an ascent; hanging motionless for one endless instant before a dive. 
But the Princess… that was a different matter. How, she asked herself, can I speak to the heart of a pony whom I’ve never even met?
As Cadence turned this question over in her mind, she heard the sounds of argument below. Banking to see what the commotion was all about, she spied a small cottage, from which the shouts and shrieks echoed. As she landed a short ways away, a surly earth pony stallion marched out the door, slamming it behind him as he stalked off toward the road. Without thinking, she dropped down and landed nearby.
“Sir,” she called to him, “why are you so upset?”
The stallion started at her voice, looking about in surprise for a moment before his eyes settled on the young stranger who had dropped out of the sky. Cadence saw that his mood softened a bit when he saw her, but his resentment was still plain. He snorted and kicked a hoof, but eventually he responded. “I am upset,” he answered, practically spitting the word, “because my wife is unbearable. She nags and complains, she sulks and she broods, and skies forbid I ever find fault with her.” He looked back at the house, frowning sullenly. “Sorry, you didn’t need to hear that. But sometimes, she just makes me so…so…” He struggled to find a word, but eventually settled for a snort of pent-up frustration. 
“But do you love her?” Cadence asked.
“I do… or, I did… but sometimes it’s hard to remember why.”
“Then I will help you remember,” said Cadence. And she sang for the stallion, and the song was her.
In Cadence’s voice, he heard his wife’s passionate defenses, and her laughter, and her sighs of contentment. And they were the passionate defense she had made to her parents, shocked that she would wish to marry a simple farmer; the laughter when he came in from the fields on a rainy day, more mud than pony, and she carefully washed and brushed his mane as he costumed himself in soap bubbles and insisted he was Starswirl the Bearded; the sighs of contentment that he alone had heard, for they came only as she lay her head against his barrel at the end of a long, tiring day. The sighs which were more than just exhalations, for they said without words, “With you, I am safe. With you, I am home.
“I love you.”
The song ended, but the words seemed to linger in the air. The stallion worked his jaw for a moment, then doffed his hat to Cadence. “If you’ll pardon me, young miss, I believe I should be heading back inside now. I’ve something that needs saying.” She giggled and waved him away, but then a question popped into her head.
“Sir!” she called, and the stallion turned back around. “What will you say to her?”
The stallion smiled. “Oh, I reckon I’ll say a few things, before I’m done. I figure I’ll start with ‘I love you,’ though. Seems that’s the most important bit in any case.”
He walked into his cottage, as Cadence started up the road toward Canterlot, grinning from ear to ear.
*****

The walk was long, and uphill all the way. But although climbing the road to Canterlot was weary work, it left her mind free to wander. And it wandered, over and over again, to a single question: What can I sing to please the Princess? And try as she might, she could not find any answer. How could she know what to sing? How could she know what the Princess needed to hear?
By the time Cadence reached the entrance to the great city, her body was exhausted from the hike, and her spirit was sapped from wrestling with her dilemma. As she wearily trudged up the cobblestone street, a pegasus guard stationed at the gate took note of her, and stepped forward to block her path. Gruffly but not unkindly, he asked her, “What is your business in Canterlot, little one? Have you lost your parents?”
Cadence arched her back as she slid off her saddlebags, gratefully stretching her legs. Then, she smiled up at the guard. “I’ve come to make the Princess happy!”
The guard chuckled, patting her head. “I should have known; ponies have been coming from near and far all day, and why not? Everyone deserves to be happy, even—no, especially a Princess.”
Cadence was about to pick her bag back up and be on her way, but something in his voice made her stop. He sounded friendly but professional when he spoke, the very thing one would expect to hear from a city guard. But somehow… somehow, she knew that he had been thinking of something sad when he said those last words. “Sir,” she said to him, “What’s wrong?”
“What do you mean?” he asked, and though his voice was polite confusion on the surface, all Cadence heard was sorrow and frustration. She looked at him, and he seemed to realize what she was truly asking.
“It’s nothing worth troubling yourself about,” he said, looking away to watch the ragged trickle of ponies coming through the gates. “Just a little trouble at home.” He glanced back down to see the little pink pegasus still staring at him, and snorted. “I’ve got a daughter, and being a father and a guard isn’t always easy, okay?” He shook his head and went back to watching the merchants and travelers come and go. “Ugh, look. I’m not supposed to be chatting while I’m on duty. Now go on in, I’m sure the Princess will love your… whatever it is you do.”
“I sing,” she said. And she sang for the stallion, and the song was her. 
In Cadence’s voice, he heard his daughter’s shrill giggles, and her tired murmurs, and her bitter farewells. And they were the shrill giggles she squealed as he chased her around their backyard, playing games the rules of which changed on a whim and which filled his rare off-duty days; her tired murmurs as she snuggled deep into her pillow at the end of a long day, barely conscious, yet still awake enough to ask for one more bedtime story; the bitter farewells of the curt “bye, dad,” he heard each morning as he left for work, not to return until well past nightfall—a bitterness behind which lurked the unsaid words, “I love you. I need you.
“I miss you.”
When she had finished her song, the guard could still hear the last words echoing in his ears. Twitching his ears, he chewed his lip thoughtfully. Then, he gave Cadence a wordless nod, and trotted to the other side of the city gate, where his partner stood. Cadence lingered, drifting close enough to hear the two speak.
“Hey Comet, can you cover the gate? I need to skip out early so I can catch Sarge while she’s still on duty.”
“Yeah, sure. Whatcha need to talk to her for? Gonna try to pick up some more hours?”
“Actually, I think I’m going to see about getting some afternoons off…”
Cadence trotted out of hearing then, a smile upon her face, and made for the Royal Castle.
*****

The Royal Castle was even grander and more imposing than Cadence had imagined. Towering marble walls soared up from the ground, seeming to defy gravity with brute, implacable strength. The cloud towers of her home were impressive, but to see the arches and spires of Cloudsdale not only replicated, but exceeded, and to see it done using stone, made the young pegasus boggle. The weight of the earth seemed to tower above her, and looking up at the endlessly rising columns, Cadence suddenly felt very small and insignificant.
No less daunting than the castle was the crowd which mulled within the courtyard. Hundreds of ponies from all walks of life were gathered there: artists carefully maneuvering their covered canvases, musicians carrying all manner of instruments, chefs carting delicacies from lands near and far, inventors tweaking their latest magical or mechanical wonders, and ponies whose gifts and tools were totally unguessable to the young pegasus. Standing alone and ignored amid this sea of important-looking ponies, Cadence couldn’t help feeling helpless and unimportant. What could I give to the Princess, she asked herself, that these ponies can’t? Surely one of them would succeed, and if somehow they did not… if they could not make the Princess smile, what hope did she have? Again the voice in her head asked: How can I know what the Princess will need to hear? 
Her ruminations were interrupted by the sound of a throat clearing. Looking up, she saw a middle-aged unicorn mare levitating a clipboard, and eyeing Cadence suspiciously. “Have you lost your parents?” the mare asked. “Come with me, we’ll make an announcement from the front of the yard and find—”
“Oh, no, ma’am!” interrupted Cadence. “I’m not lost. I’m here for the Princess—to try to make her happy, that is.” 
The mare raised a dubious eyebrow, and Cadence blushed, dipping her head… but then, she looked back up, into the mare’s eyes. The mare did not return her gaze; she had already gone back to her clipboard. “Well, go to the tables on the left to register a time, then. You’re too late to get in today; it’s nearly time for Her Highness to raise the moon and retire. But you can still reserve a spot for tomorrow afternoon.”
The words were crisp, bored, and utterly detached—words which had no doubt been spoken dozens of times today, and would be spoken dozens more before all was said and done. And yet, when Cadence looked in the mare’s eyes, she didn’t see distracted disinterest. Instead, she saw devotion, anger… and most of all, fear.
“Ma’am, what is it that frightens you so?” she asked.
But the unicorn was not paying her any mind. Instead, she had turned to address a flamboyantly-garbed stallion who had just entered the courtyard, carrying a pair of marionettes. Cadence moved to the side a bit, so she could see the mare’s eyes once more. And then, she looked.
She looked, and she saw: she saw that the devotion was to the Princess, whom she revered and loved in equal measure. She saw that the anger was aimed at the stream of ponies who paraded themselves before the court each day, bringing to the Princess their troubles and their arguments, the ponies whom she blamed in her heart for the Princess’s much-discussed solemnity. She saw that the fear was for the Princess, that she might never smile… and for herself, that all she did in service to the Crown might be for naught, if it did not suffice to make the Princess happy. Fear that she was not worthy of the Princess. Fear that the Princess deserved better.
“MA’AM!” she shouted, bumping the mare’s leg to get her attention. As she looked down, Cadence cut off the reprimand which was already on the tip of the mare’s tongue, saying, “You don’t need to be afraid! You’re worthy of her! You are!” Taking a steadying breath, she sang for the mare, and the song was her.
In Cadence’s voice, the mare heard the Princess’s soft, precise steps, and her quiet sighs, and her unknowable silences. And they were the soft, precise steps which she had heard as she lay crying and alone, face buried in her hooves, at the back of an alley in a strange part of Canterlot, so many years ago; the quiet sighs when the Princess took the first sip of tea the mare had prepared for her after a long day, accompanied by an ever-so-slight release of tension in her shoulders which was the closest thing to happiness she had ever seen from the monarch; the unknowable silence of that strange, wonderful night when the Princess had sat upon the steps of the Royal Garden until dawn, staring into the heavens without seeming to move.
And at dawn, the Princess had turned to the bleary-eyed unicorn mare who had sat beside her all those hours, not daring to speak or even move, and had addressed her. And the words she said… "You needn't have attended me all night; you well know that you are dismissed come moonrise. But, I admit that it is... pleasant, to share another pony's company on nights such as this.
“Thank you.”
The chatter in the courtyard had ceased; everypony was looking at the child whose song had just ended. The mare looked down at Cadence, and those final words echoed in her ears. “That song… will you sing that song for the Princess?”
“No,” said Cadence. “That was the song you needed to hear. I don’t know what song the Princess needs yet, but… but I think that when I see her, then I’ll know.”
“Then I will take you to her,” said the mare. She brought Cadence through the mass of equinity, to the imponderably massive doors which opened into the Great Hall. Nopony raised a voice to object.
*****

Beyond those doors lay an immeasurably vast hallway, lined on either side with nobles and courtiers. Many hundreds of ponies were gathered there, yet the space dwarfed them all. A broad carpet measured the distance to the throne, and to the Princess who sat thereon. 
Cadence balked at the sight, her feelings of insignificance returning with sudden vengeance as she took in the vaulted stone ceiling which towered above her head. But she summoned her courage, forcing her eyes down and forward. She had come all the way from Cloudsdale to sing for the Princess, and now that she was here, she would not let herself be cowed. She walked down the carpet, doing her best to ignore the curious stares of the wealthy and powerful ponies who surrounded her, no doubt wondering what this mere child could offer which would break the Princess’s solemnity.
After moments which felt like hours, she reached the golden throne. She knelt down low, just like her father had told her to, and she looked up at the Princess.
The Princess returned her gaze, nodding her head fractionally in response. “And what is your name, my little pony?” she asked. Her voice was warm, but distant, like…
Like the sun, Cadence found herself thinking. Absurdly, she felt the urge to laugh.
“I am Cadence,” she answered, suppressing that urge as she rose to her hooves. A moment later, she added “your Majesty,” blushing at her lapse.
If the Princess noticed the breach of decorum, she said nothing. “And what is it that you do?” she asked.
“I sing,” said Cadence. And she opened her mouth, and she looked…
...And then, she closed her mouth again. She looked deep into the Princess’s eyes, and the Princess did not flinch from her gaze. For a long moment, both were still. The two ponies stared at each other: the Princess with regal detachment, and Cadence with straining intensity. At last, she turned away, furrows creasing her brow. For what sat upon the throne was not the Princess, a creature of unknowable power and inequine benevolence. What sat upon the throne was Celestia.
She was powerful, yes. She was old beyond reckoning, yes. She was wise as only one who has the experience of millennia can be, it was true. But behind the mask of inscrutable mystery which she wore as a second skin, she was still a pony.
And with a shock, Cadence realized that the pony sitting on the throne… that Celestia… was sad. She looked, and she saw... and she knew what Celestia needed.
“No…” she whispered. The Princess arched an eyebrow at this, and some of the closer nobles murmured amongst themselves in bemusement. “No,” she repeated, louder this time, “No, not here.” The noises of confusion grew louder, but Cadence did not seem to notice them. A look of determination on her face, she marched toward the throne.
Two guardsponies stepped forward to intercept her, but the Princess halted them with a raised wing. Motioning them back, she cocked her head at the young pegasus climbing up the steps to her. “Not here?” she asked, her tone quizzical yet impassive.
“No,” said Cadence, and with that, she stepped up next to the throne, took the Princess’s outstretched wing in her teeth, and led her off the throne and back toward the massive doors through which she had come.
Ignoring the murmurs and cries of disbelief which sprouted on every side, Cadence led the Princess all the long way back through the hall, and out into the courtyard. Ponies made way before the pair, not knowing what to make of the sight before them: the Princess, looking curious yet serene, being led about like an errant foal by a pony not yet fully come to marehood. Through throngs which awkwardly parted, caught between intervening and deferring, they passed.
Cadence brought the Princess to the Royal Gardens, then sat down next to her. The ponies from the hall and the courtyard ganged together behind, talking nervously amongst themselves as they all wondered what was about to happen—and what the Princess would do.
“My little pony,” said Celestia with a voice which was kind but chiding, “I have indulged you, but I fear I have no more time for these games. I must raise the moon, and you must be on your way.”
Cadence smiled. “Raise the moon, Celestia, and then I will sing your song.”
Celestia frowned down at the young pegasus, but Cadence was not looking at her. Instead, she was facing east, to where the moon would rise. After a moment, the Princess turned her head in the same direction, and her horn began to glow as she retired the day and brought forth the night. And as the moon crested the horizon, Cadence began to sing.
When she heard the first notes, Celestia gasped. She turned to Cadence with shock in her eyes, for the tune she sang was one Celestia had not heard in a millenium. But the song did not end; it continued, and changed, and grew. She turned back to the moon as the melody washed over her, staring at its blemished white surface.
A tear trickled down one cheek. Then the other. A shudder ran through her body.
A thousand ponies, clustered together on the steps and garden paths behind the two, watched in horror as the Princess of Equestria began to cry, her choking sobs echoing through the Royal Gardens as she sat beneath the stars. Her forelegs trembled, buckled. A thousand ponies stared in disbelief, none daring to make a sound. The night was quiet, save for the loud, heaving gasps of the Princess—and the song of the young pegasus who stood beside her.
For in that song, Celestia heard her. She heard her unbridled laughter, the rustle of her feathers, the sigh of her breath. Memories flooded her, wave upon wave, drowning her in a sea of remembering. Words came to her, Luna’s voice—and her own. 
“I love you.” And I have never stopped loving you, not once.

“I miss you.” Not one night has passed when my thoughts were not turned to you.

“Thank you.” For more than any words can say.

Rising on shaking hooves, Celestia looked to the moon once more. Barely able to whisper, she forced the words past the rawness of her throat.
“I forgive you.”

The words were her voice, and they were Luna’s. And for one moment—for three words—they were together.
Celestia looked down at Cadence, whose song had ended. The words lingered, and yet... Cadence had not sung those words.  Not those three.
The Princess’s lips moved.
There was a spark.

	images/cover.jpg





