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		Pan Handle



The icy winds stung his face as his cries echoed through the Frozen North. They were so close to their objective. So close... They were only a small band of adventurers, sent here on Princess Cadence's and Prince Shining Armor's request to explore the abandoned tower. But now their backs were against the tower as they squared off against the frozen beasts. Pan Handle was determined, but his face was grim. Their chances of making it out without injury were slim.
With a wild scream, the creatures charged into the ponies and Changeling in their midst. Pan Handle drew his sword while his friends pulled out their weapons, a motley combination of blades, axes and a lance. Claws and fangs met steel as the enemies clashed. Pan swung his sword about him, techniques he learned as a soldier quickly returning to him. He parried as a claw reached for him, swung his sword so that the thing's arm swung away as well, and kicked the creature in its chest. It fell backwards but another soon took its place.
Too many, there are too many... Pan thought even as he continued fighting. Now there were two upon him, the beast he had kicked down and the one that had charged him after, and there were others swirling around his comrades, too fast for him to count. What he did see were whirlwinds of ice as they surrounded all but the Unicorn stallion.
A beastly roar tore from his throat. He dove into the whirlwind, heedless of the cuts and scratches forming on his flank or the blood dripping down his coat. They would not harm his friends, the ones who had literally dragged him from the gutters of Canterlot, the ones who were helping him become something, something more than a washed up, drunken soldier once again. He kicked and tore at the whirlwind, sometimes striking a creature, sometimes missing entirely. Now he could see that his friends were also cut and bleeding, but still holding their own. Not only that, but they seemed to be beating back the icy beasts!
Pan raised his sword and gave a victory cry. His friends, drained from the battle but hopeful, joined him. One of the creatures he ran from gave chase while the other joined the whirlwind. Pan regrouped with his Pegasus friend, Grayscale.
Grayscale huffed and gave a lopsided grin. "Looks like we just might make it out of this one," he shouted to Pan over the din.
Pan chuckled and turned to Gray. "I've seen worse odds than thi-" He was cut off as claws raked into his back, flank, and stomach. The beast had struck while he was distracted. "Bucking hell..." Pan rasped as he grasped at the wounds on his front, trying to staunch the flow of blood.
Rule number one... Always keep your eye on your enemy, especially in combat. Captain Airborne would've skinned my hide for that one...
Pan coughed up blood as he tried to stand. Grayscale's face fell as he saw Pan's injuries, but his eyes hardened when he saw the beast coming around for a second attack. No doubt it wanted to finish the job. Gray slashed at the creature in front of him hard enough to break it into shards of ice, and he spun to skewer the one coming for Pan. It ducked at the last second, its attention now on the Pegasus before it.
Pan saw this. He saw all of it. He saw the cuts and bruises and blood on Gray. He saw his own blood pouring out of him, staining the snow below. He knew what his chances were. They were not good. Screwing his eyes shut, he yelled out, "Hey, what're you doing? We weren't done, you bastard!"
"Pan, what the-!?"
It was unclear if the thing had actually understood him, but its attention was drawn to the Unicorn once more. Its target locked in its sights, it charged. Pan raised his sword in a half-hearted defense, but then the creature let out an unholy scream as it was impaled on Grayscale's lance. Gray's breath heaved now as he struggled to finish it off. But in the scuffle, it slipped free and slashed once more at Pan Handle's chest. Pan gasped as it struck. The wound was deep, and he knew. His years in combat had shown him his fate. He was not leaving that tower alive.
He slumped onto his back. His eyes started to dim. Grayscale stabbed the beast until it too broke apart into crystals, then he dropped to his knees beside Pan and cried out for the others.
"Pan... just... just hang in there, Pan... I can- I can fix this!" With shaking hooves, he dug into his bags for his bandages and healing salves. When he produced them, Pan pushed them away.
"No, Gray, don't. I'm a lost cause. I'm done."
"No! Don't say that! You're not done! You're not..." Gray choked back tears. 
The last clashes of the battle died away as the creatures were defeated at last, and he was surrounded by the others. Piney Shiney. Muck Raker. Copper Hoof. Bassbolt. And finally Vex. Their eyes were filled with tears when they saw him, but Pan's eyes filled with warmth as he took in Vex. Pan would've loved to have more time with Vex, the Changeling they'd taken under their hooves and who he'd fallen for, but it was not to be. Better then to make the most of what time he had left.
"Hey, Vex, sorry you gotta see me like this..." Pan's voice slurred as he spoke, and he coughed up more blood.
"Wh-what do you mean, Pan? You're gonna get better, right? Just like all the other times, right?" Vex's voice, though full of sorrow, still held onto a shred of hope.
Rather than answer him with the painful truth, Pan Handle just extended a trembling hoof. In it, he held a rusted old ring. "Hey, Vex, l-lemme ask you something..." It was getting harder to breathe.
Vex sniffled. "Yeah?"
Pan held the ring out and, with shaking limbs, slipped it into Vex's hooves. "Will you marry me?"
Tears fell openly from Vex's eyes now as he held the ring close and cried out, "Yes... yes! Of course I will, yes. Just don't go, Pan, just..."
But Pan never heard. He was gone.
~*~

There was a white Alicorn standing before him. Her benevolent gaze met his own perplexed one as he glanced about. "I thought I was dead," he muttered to himself.
"You are," the Alicorn replied. Her voice was calm. "I came to meet you, Pan Handle."
"Meet me? What for? And who are you, anyway? How do you know my name?"
She gave a little laugh as she heard all of his questions. "I am Halo. I know who you are because of this," and she pointed to her horn. "My magic lets me see into your soul, so to speak, and know who you ponies are that come before me. But it took a long time to master that spell, let me tell you." She laughed again, and Pan gazed at this strange being before him.
"Okay, but that still doesn't tell me why you're here."
She became serious once more. "I'm here to guide you to your rest, Pan. I will help your soul be at peace."
He let out an audible sigh. "Can you really do that? Because that's all I want right now..."
"I can, and I will."
Her magic surrounded them both in an aura of light. Pan let a single tear fall as he felt himself be lifted up into it, and then he saw a lush green field where ponies of all kinds and ages ran and played. He smiled as he felt the warmth of the light there falling onto his coat, healing his wounds, and he heard the laughter of the ponies around him. He then looked to Halo, a question in his eyes. She nodded.
"Yes, Pan, we're here. Now, be at peace."
He fell back into the grass, closed his eyes and let himself fade away...
...And then he heard an electrical crackle and a furious whinny. His eyes flew open and he caught glimpses of wings unfurling, a spell of a sickly green hue being hurled at Halo, her dodging just in time. She screamed, "You will not have him!" She tried to envelop him in her magic once more, to bring him back to his rest, but he was being wrenched from her grasp.
She cried out once more in desperation as he cried out in pain. His soul was being torn apart as the two sides fought for control. It was too much. And then another spell hit its mark. Halo lost her grip and could not regain it. Pan was slipping away, even as her magic reached for him...
~*~

His eyes flew open and he found that he was laying in a forest. Stars were just appearing and twilight was falling fast. A stone rose out of the ground at his head, and the stallion shivered despite the heavy cloak he was adorned in.
What's that thing doing here? he wondered. Is this some kind of sick joke? And how did I even get here? He looked around and pulled himself out of the shallow hole, then examined the stone closer. The name carved into it meant nothing to him. He gazed impassively at all of the headstones around him before coming to a realization.
What... what is my name? He spun around and around now. This place was not familiar to him. Nothing was familiar to him. Where am I? And how did I even get here!? Try as he might, he could not recall a thing.
The stallion started to panic, started to hyperventilate, or at least he would have had he needed to breathe. This only served to panic him more, but he forced himself to be calm with a resolve that he did not know he had. Okay, so you don't know your name, where you are, or what happened to you. What do you have, soldier? Soldier? Why did he even call himself that? He shook his head. It didn't matter now. What did matter was figuring out what the hell he was supposed to do with no name or anything else to call his own beyond a cloak and a sword belted around his waist.
It was then that he saw something fluttering about on the ground. He stomped on it before it could get away, then levitated it up to his eye height with his magic. There was just enough light to see. He saw it was an envelope. Scratched on the front of it in a messy scrawl were two words.
Pan Handle
The stallion stared at those words.
Pan Handle... Is that me? Is that who I'm supposed to be?
Desperate to know more, he tore into the envelope and pulled out the parchment inside.
Meet me in the Trottingham cathedral tonight. You will see it from where you are. Be sure to wear the cloak and not to expose yourself to sunlight. Come alone.
"That's it!?" he screamed. "That doesn't tell me anything!" He threw the note to the ground.
It was then that something caught his ear. The sounds of a battle. Now how did he know that? He grimaced. There was no time to ask himself this. Somepony might need his help!
The stallion dashed off in the direction of those cries, already levitating the sword out of its scabbard. He crashed out of the trees and into a clearing where he found a group of ponies fending off a small swarm of undead. The scene played out before his eyes, and the first inkling of a thought came into his mind.
He was in the Frozen North. He was fighting side by side with the Pegasus, Grayscale. They were battered, but they were winning...
That was all he saw, and all he needed. Without a second thought, the stallion dove into the fray, once again taking his place by the Pegasus' side. The Pegasus was surprised, but readily accepted the help once he took up his sword and hacked at the undead creatures. Spells flew around them, striking the undead as the two fought the unearthly beasts. Finally, with a last cry, a Unicorn mare blasted the beasts apart. Before they could rise once more, she lit them on fire. An unearthly scream emanated from them, and then they were no more.
The Pegasus, heaving and sweating, turned to the stallion. "Thanks for the assist," he said. "That was some good timing and skill right there." He held out a hoof to shake. "I'm Grayscale. Who're you?"
Rather than take the proferred hoof, the stallion threw his arms around Grayscale and pulled him into a hug. He felt wet tears drip down his cheeks.
"Whoa, hey there..." Grayscale gave a nervous chuckle and patted the stallion on the back.
When he pulled away, he lowered his hood. The Pegasus and other ponies gasped, gazed at him in awe, or some combination of the two. They soon recovered and threw their arms around Pan, cheering, laughing, crying, or just shouting his name. All but the Unicorn mare. She pointed her blade straight at his heart.
"Get away from him!" she shouted.
Everypony looked to her, confused. "But, Starchaser, this is Pan," Bassbolt said. "You know Pan, right? The one we were telling you about?"
"He may have been Pan Handle once, but not anymore. He's a vampire now! He's nothing but a cold-blooded killer. Now stand aside!" Her horn and the blade she held in her spell started to glow with the intensity of the sun. 
Pan Handle jumped at her words. He was a vampire? How? That wasn't right, it couldn't have been! But vampire or no, he knew one thing for sure. "I'm not a killer!" Pan screamed, desperate to have Chase hear him, to get through to her. His life depended on his words. "I haven't done anything! I woke up like this just a little while ago! I haven't killed anypony, and I won't do it!"
Starchaser's gaze narrowed onto him, then it turned into something other than hate. Sorrow? Regret? It was hard to tell. "That's what they all say at first, but eventually the hunger takes over and you won't be able to control yourself. I can't let that happen. My Order won't allow it." Her magical grip on her weapon faltered, but only for a moment. 
"I'm sorry. I know this wasn't your fault, but I can't let you live. I can't let you become a monster!" She reared back, ready to strike, when Grayscale intervened, jumping in the path of the blade. "Grayscale, what are you doing? Move!"
"I won't. This is Pan. PAN! He wouldn't hurt anypony, right?"
Pan could only nod vigorously, too frightened to speak.
Starchaser let out a sad, weary sigh. "You don't know what you're doing..."
"I'll watch out for him, Chase. I promise."
Her shoulders slumped. She gazed into Grayscale's eyes. To Pan, her own showed some internal struggle. "You know what you're asking me to do, right? This goes against everything I've trained for."
Gray nodded. "I know. But I also know you're not a killer either. Not until you have to be."
Her sword floated back into its scabbard and her magic dissipated. "Only for you, Grayscale. After all, you and the others knew him better than anypony. But if he tries anything, anything, I'll have no choice." She trotted down a narrow dirt path towards what appeared to be a town. The others waited for a moment, staring between the warrior and their old friend, clearly conflicted, and started to follow. Pan hesitated. Grayscale turned back to him.
"Hey, Pan, you coming?" Grayscale seemed to fidget, rubbing a hoof against his foreleg. Pan looked amongst his friends. Nopony seemed to want to meet his eyes. He licked his lips, now feeling the fangs that protruded from them. Some of the ponies flinched. Pan gazed at them again.
"C'mon, guys, you know I wouldn't hurt you, right? You're my friends..."
"Yeah, of course we know that," Bassbolt said, but there wasn't much conviction in his voice. Or was Pan just imagining all of this?
Nopony else said a word, so Pan started walking, his head down. His friends followed. Pan's thoughts were racing. How can I be a vampire? Was I always this way? I don't think so... And my friends... He looked to them once more. Were they keeping a distance from him? Were they afraid of him? With a sad shake of his head, Pan pushed these thoughts from his mind. It was all too much to take in at one time.
It was then that he remembered the note. Meet me in the Trottingham cathedral tonight, it had said. He searched all around him until he saw what appeared to be the top of a stone spire a short distance away.
"Hey, guys, I'll catch up! There's something I gotta do first." He took off, his friends shouting confusedly after him, but he was too fast for them, eerily so. He had covered the distance to the cathedral steps in no time at all. He stopped before the large wooden doors, afraid of what he might find inside.
But I need answers! He pushed the doors open and stepped into the stone structure.
Another Unicorn mare was there. She was facing away from him, towards the nave. Without turning, she said, "I was beginning to wonder if you would come."
"Who are you? Why did you do this to me!?"
"Getting right to the point I see." Here she spun around and threw something at Pan's hooves. He scrambled backwards, but when all he heard was a 'plop' on the stone floor, he bent down to see a vial and some packets that looked to be...
"No! No way! I am not drinking blood!" Pan reared back as he spoke. "I will not turn into a monster!"
"Calm down, it's not real blood," the mare told him. "It's just something to tide you over when the hunger sets in."
Pan scrutinized her. "How can I trust you? You turned me into... into this!"
"Yes, I did. Because I need you."
He scoffed. "Need me? For what? And what happens when I run out of these?" he said, picking up a packet.
She pointed to the vial. "You saw that Unicorn mare, Starchaser. I need some of her blood, and it needs to look like an accident. I don't need much, and you don't have to kill her. Just bring me enough to fill that vial. And should you empty all of those packets, well, that would be an opportune moment to get her blood for me, don't you think?"
Her smile gave him chills. Pan looked from her to the vial in his hoof, unable to meet her gaze any longer. It'd be best to think on that later... 
"I still don't get it," he said out loud. "Why me? And if I do bring you some of her blood, what do I get out of this?"
"I've already given you eternal life. What more could you possibly want?"
"But I didn't want this!" he cried. "I'd never want this!" He pointed to his fangs as he spoke.
She smirked. "So you say, but what if you really did?"
Her words made him freeze. She knew he had almost no recollection of his previous life. What if he had made this choice? But then his head ached, and another vision came to him... 
An Alicorn of white came to greet him. She took him away to a peaceful land, and he remembered the feeling of being home...
He groaned and clutched at his head. Her voice broke him out of his reverie. "Just fill that vial, Pan Handle."
Despite the throbbing headache he was feeling, he shouted, "Hey, I still need answers here!" Before he could ask her anything else, a green hue surrounded her and she teleported away. Pan couldn't help but notice that his most important question had gone unanswered.
"...But why me?"
~*~

Pan half-heartedly searched the area around the cathedral for the mare, but he found no trace. He wasn't even sure that he'd wanted to find her, or what more he'd be able to get from her had he done so. After that, it didn't take long for Pan to return to the center of town. Seeing only one inn, he went inside and, keeping his hood tightly drawn around his head, asked for Grayscale's room number. Fortunately, Grayscale had told the innkeeper that he might have a guest soon, so he had no trouble getting into the room. 
Once inside, he trotted over to the bed and flopped down upon it with an audible sigh. It had been the longest few hours of his life, or his afterlife as it were, and he could not make hooves or tails of all that had taken place. Perhaps some sleep would help him clear these troubled thoughts...
But the next morning brought only an insatiable hunger. His whole body shook, and he was slowly slipping into a rage. Thinking quickly, he grabbed one of the packets the Unicorn had given him, tore it open, and drank deeply. The shaking stopped and his mind calmed. Pan gazed upon the packet left over in his hoof and thought, This is what I'm reduced to? Can I really live like this? And for how long? He would have cried, but he was too weary.
It was then that he noticed that Grayscale was gone. A note was left on the desk in his place. Pan groaned. I'd be happy not seeing another note for a while, he thought to himself, but he'd dropped the empty packet and picked it up anyway. The note told Pan that there were rumors of more undead plaguing the townsponies, and that he and the others had gone out to investigate. Grayscale also apologized for leaving Pan behind and explained that he had tried to awaken Pan, but Pan refused to get up. He could believe it with the way he was feeling now.
He stretched, and he felt and heard several joints pop. Feeling a bit better, he opened the door and started to make his way downstairs, only to be met by Starchaser.
"Where did you go last night?"
"Well hello to you, too," came his sarcastic reply.
"I'm serious. The others all told me you just ran off, saying you had something you needed to do. So what was it?" If looks could kill, he would have had a stake driven through his heart.
"Look, it's nothing, alright? I just needed to get some fresh air."
"Mm-hm." She glared at him. "I agreed to spare your life, going against every instinct I have. If you were going to try and convince me of that, maybe you should have wiped the blood off of your lips first." Already she was drawing her weapon.
With surprising calm, Pan put his hoof into his cloak pocket and pulled out the packets he had been given. He made sure that the vial stayed hidden. Starchaser stared at them.
"Where did you get these?"
Thinking fast, Pan told her, "They were in there when I woke up in that grave. I don't know who gave them to me, but I drank one this morning. That's the 'blood' you're seeing."
Starchaser stood. "Wait right there," she commanded him as she trotted up the stairs to check his room.
He felt compelled to ignore the mare and go looking for his friends when they all trotted in through the door, and he hastily wiped and licked his muzzle clean. Despite the serious nature of their investigation, they were laughing and chatting with another new pony in their midst. He saw that she was an Earth pony with a tan coat colored like parchment, and a grass green mane and tail with a darker, forest green streak in each. She, like him, wore a cloak, but she had her hood down, so there was no possibility that she could also be a vampire. He saw that she carried some sort of instrument on her back as she turned to face the group.
It was then that Starchaser returned, carrying the packet he'd drained in her hoof. "Alright, Handle, this part of your story checks out. But I'm still going to keep a close eye on you."
At that, the Earth pony's ear perked up. "Handle?" She spun around to him. "Does she mean the Pan Handle?" She looked up at Gray.
Grayscale nodded. "Yup, that's him. Trust me, we were just as shocked as you, but here he is!"
Her eyes met his. "I've heard so many stories about you..." The Earth pony continued to stare at him, and Pan waited for her reaction. What would she do? Would she show fear like the others? Or would she become angry like Chase? Then she did the last thing Pan ever expected her to do.
She broke out into a smile.
"Hello, Pan Handle," she greeted him, holding out a hoof. "I'm Lyric, and it's so wonderful to meet you at last."
END PAN HANDLE


			Author's Notes: 
Whew! This one took a lot more work than most of my stories have so far. Once again, a huge thanks to my friend Sam for letting me use Pan and giving his input on Pan's character as my pre-reader, and to everyone whose character I borrowed for this story. All credit goes to them for their characters. Also thank you to mrdoompony for being our DM and letting me write these parts of the Heroes of Equestria campaign down. Of course, being a snippet from a campaign, I can't cover everything that happened. If you have any questions about this story, please feel free to ask. I'll be glad to answer.


	
		Lyric



This is wrong. This is horribly, horribly wrong...
The rattling of bones echoed in the tomb, mingling with the clashes of the weapons her friends carried. The glowing eyes of the skeletons seemed to pierce their very souls. When Lyric had found herself in Trottingham, she never expected to be reunited with the small band of adventurers she'd met in the Frozen North, plus or minus a pony or two. And when they'd told her that they intended to track down some undead that were causing havoc in the town, she'd readily offered her researching skills to uncover them.
Never had she expected that she would actually face the undead in battle.
Now, in the dark of the tomb, she and her friends were woefully, laughably unprepared as they engaged the enemy. She watched as Bassbolt was hypnotized by one skeleton and was forced to dance of all things. She saw the others exert themselves over and over again, sustaining heavy injuries as they tried to bring the rest of the skeletons down, even as their enemies reformed themselves and kept on fighting. She saw how, with the exception of Pan, the blood dripped down their sides, how their flanks heaved, covered in sweat. Only Chase seemed to be holding her own as her blade danced among the undead before her, cutting them down. All Lyric could do was hide in a corner and play.
Never had she thought that she would need to learn to defend herself. She was simply a wandering bard who loved to share her music and stories with those she met, and the roads of Equestria were surprisingly safe. But now... Now she gripped her lute as her hooves desperately danced upon its strings, playing a song of courage to bolster her friends' spirits.
It was then that Grayscale fell to an arrow fired by a skeleton across the tomb. Without thinking, Lyric dropped her lute and rushed to his side. She dug into his bags and pulled out a healing tonic, then tilted his head up and carefully poured it down his throat. He coughed and sputtered, his eyes fluttering open. It was not enough to fully mend his injuries, but he was revived. With a look of abject terror as he spotted a casket rocking on its foundations in the corner of the tomb, Grayscale fled.
Lyric did not blame him. He was seriously hurt, and the tomb might have become his resting place as well if he did not do otherwise. Besides, she knew that look he had given. She felt the very same. With a shaking hoof, Lyric reached for her lute once more. Suddenly, pain erupted from her shoulder as an arrow buried into her flesh. She cried out, clutching at it, dropping her lute in the process. She glimpsed Pan spinning around, searching for the source of the sound.
"Lyric!" she heard him shout, and then another arrow found its mark. There was an explosion of agony in her chest. She was losing focus, but she thought that she saw Pan fighting his way towards her. Then she felt nothing, and she was falling... falling...
~*~

Lyric whirled around and around in the fog. "Pan? Bassbolt? Chase!?" She shouted their names into the murk, hoping to see something, anything beyond just the same old gray. She was almost desperate to see anything other than gray again, something beyond the walls of the tomb.
When a spark of light approached, she let out a breath in relief and trotted towards it. She was about to call out Chase's name once more when an unknown voice said, "They are not here, little one, though Grayscale would likely have joined you had you not so bravely tended to him." The light expanded and chased the fog away, revealing a white Alicorn with golden eyes. It certainly was not what the bard had expected. In awe, Lyric bowed before her, but the Alicorn gave a gentle laugh. "You do not need to do that. I am not a princess, nor was I ever one."
"What?" Lyric lifted her head to meet the Alicorn's gaze. "Forgive me, but if you are not a princess, then who are you?"
"My name is Halo, Lyric, and I have come to take you away, if you are ready."
"Take me... But where? What is this place?"
Halo's face fell. "Do you not know? Do you not remember?"
Lyric pondered Halo's words for a moment before saying, "I remember we were fighting. Or rather, my friends were fighting. And then Grayscale was hurt... but I helped him, and he left. Then I remember... I remember..." Her eyes grew wide. She started to tremble as the truth hit home. "Sweet Celestia, am I—" Lyric tried to speak, willed her voice to sound, but she could not find the words. When she could continue, it was barely audible. "Am I dead?" When she received no answer beyond that same somber gaze, her eyes welled with tears. "No, no, I can't be dead! I can't! There is still so much I have to do, that I want to do! How can I be...?" She couldn't bring herself to say it another time. Instead, she sank down on her haunches, her mouth hanging agape. She tried and failed several times to find her voice once more.
Halo's placid eyes met her own. "I'm sorry, I know what you're going through and how hard this must be for y—"
Lyric held up a hoof to silence her. "No, you are an Alicorn, an immortal! How can you know!?"
Shocked by her own outburst, Lyric's hooves flew to cover her mouth. Halo's eyes were now pained. "Yes, you are right. I am immortal, which means I have seen this an infinite number of times before. All the lingering pain and guilt, all the things left undone, all of the sadness and fear and regret. I see into your souls, Lyric. That is how I know."
Lyric could hold back the tears no longer, so ashamed was she at herself. But then she whispered, "I'm sorry. I'm just afraid, so afraid..."
"I know, dear, I know. As I said, you are not the first pony who has come to me like this." As she spoke, Halo draped a wing around Lyric's trembling form and murmured soothingly to the bard. Lyric buried her face into the crook of the Alicorn's neck and sobbed. Halo simply let her cry, let her wet the pristine white coat with her weeping.
After a while, her voice breaking, Lyric mumbled into the Alicorn's fur, "My friends... what will happen to them? They are still in danger, and I do not want to leave them like this. They need me." But do they really? she asked herself. They were the ones fighting for their lives, and for yours. All you could do was play some silly notes...
Halo stepped away from the Earth pony and tilted her chin up with a hoof so that the bard's tear-filled eyes met her own. "Those 'notes', as you call them, were not silly. I am sure your friends took great comfort in them. And you were quite brave to stay by their sides, playing for them even as danger closed in." Here she placed her hoof upon the ground once more. "As for what will happen to them, I cannot say. I only know when a soul is soon to greet me, and, for the moment, your friends are firmly among the living."
Despite her own circumstances, Lyric gave a weak grin as she wiped her eyes. "Thank you. That does bring me some comfort." However, the grin soon faded and she glanced behind her, as if expecting that same band of adventurers to appear. "I certainly hope they do not mourn my passing," she told Halo, "though they are likely to do so. Them, or my family, if they ever know what happened to me."
Halo said nothing as Lyric became lost in thought. Silence filled the air until, in a small voice, Lyric asked, "Will anypony remember me? Will they remember my songs and stories?"
"From what I have seen?" Halo gave her a small smile and a nuzzle. "Undoubtedly."
Lyric's ears perked up, and she chuckled and nuzzled back as some of the curious sparkle returned to her eye. "And what is it that you have seen?"
Halo rubbed her chin, pretending to contemplate. "There has been, on occasion, a pony before me who remembers you, and your music and tales, quite fondly."
"Truly?"
"Truly. I am sure they will live on, and with them, you as well."
Here Lyric gave the Alicorn a full, bright smile, the first that she had shown since her arrival. "Thank you, Halo. That truly is a balm for my soul — no pun intended — though I wish I could still play my music here." The bright smile became a sheepish grin as she said, "It's silly, but I feel a bit lost without my lute, even now. Although, playing music should be the least of my worries, no?"
"Music is a part of who you are. You cannot be blamed for feeling the way you do." Halo now gave a chuckle as well. "That said, what makes you think you still cannot play?"
When she pointed to Lyric's back, the bard glanced over her shoulder to see what was there. What she found was her lute, its wood scratched in some places, its varnish worn, but still the instrument she loved. "My lute..." She slipped it off of her back and took it into her hooves, holding it close to her in awe. Without thinking, she did what she had done so many times before with her beloved instrument in her arms.
She strummed.
The notes that floated out from that single gesture brought her courage and comfort. She took a breath, closed her eyes to center herself, and played a simple melody, her head bobbing in time as her hooves frolicked across the strings. The song she played was brief, but it soared into the space around them and Lyric could not help but sing along. As the final notes faded, and with them her voice, she opened her eyes once more and, still gazing at her lute, said, "Can I really bring this with me? Will I really still be able to perform for anypony who wants to hear?"
"Of course. I am sure they will love it." Halo's gaze was playful and filled with delight as she looked to the bard. "I know I did."
With a smile on her lips and a slight blush gracing her cheeks, Lyric now calmly slipped her lute onto her back once more. It felt soothing to her, familiar, as if she were merely finishing a performance. Quite fitting, she thought to herself. One performance ends, and a new journey begins. You are simply moving along to where the road next leads.
She stood now and turned to the Alicorn, taking a steeling breath as she began to speak. "Alright, I think I am r—"
Before she could finish, the scene around her started to fade, and with it the Alicorn who had come to greet her. "Halo?" Lyric asked, a new panic rising in her voice. Her eyes darted all around. "What is happening?"
Halo, on the other hoof, was calm. "There is no need to be afraid. You are being saved, little one. It seems it was not your time after all." Lyric turned to Halo, awe and surprise clear on her face. That surprise grew when the Alicorn took her up into a hug and held her close. "Take care of yourself, Lyric. One day I will see you again, though I hope that it will not be too soon."
"Halo, I..."
She was never able to finish that thought, but she hoped that Halo knew what she was going to say.
~*~

Her eyes fluttered open. All she saw was white. "Halo?" she mumbled before rational thought returned. Now she saw that it was the walls that were white, as were the ceiling and the blankets layered on top of her. The pungent scent of herbs floated about the room.
A muted voice called out, "Guys, she's waking up!"
Her first desire was to sit up, to see where the voice was coming from, but the bandages wrapped around her agonized chest told her that it would be a horrible idea. She didn't need to wait long to find out, however, as her friends came into view, surrounding her bedside. Then her view was obscured as Grayscale rushed over, wrapped her in as gentle of a hug as he could, and sobbed into her shoulder.
Lyric winced as she was lifted, but she soon recovered and patted the Pegasus on the back. "Grayscale... what's wrong? Why are you—"
"I'm so sorry, Lyric! This is my fault!"
"Your fault? What are you talking about?"
"If I hadn't been hit, then you wouldn't have come out to save me! And if I hadn't been such a coward, then you wouldn't have almost died! But I just saw that damn casket and it was the same one from my nightmare and I just... I just..." Grayscale's voice broke away as the sobs wracked his body.
Lyric, however, lay there in his arms, stunned. I almost died? she asked herself. Her memories were all so hazy. She continued to pat Grayscale on the back and to mumble soothing words to him, but her thoughts were far away. One by one, the memories came to her, slowly at first, and then in a flood. The tomb. The skeletons. Her fear. Grayscale falling. The arrow. The pain.
It was all so much to take in. Her shoulders began to tremble as the weight of what had happened to her settled in. But before these dark thoughts could fully take hold, something else came back to her as well. She recalled a sense of calm, a gentle voice, a glimpse of white and gold...
Grayscale's broken voice brought her back to reality. "I'll make this up to you somehow. I promise."
She patted the stallion on the back once more. "Grayscale, you don't—" He pulled back just enough for her to see his haunted eyes. Underneath them were dark shadows, and his mane was unkempt as if he hadn't slept for days. Lyric bit her lower lip and swallowed the rest of what she was about to say. I suppose this is something he feels he has to do. I can only imagine the guilt he must be feeling. Moving slowly, she touched her hoof to the spot where the arrow had struck her. Who am I to take that from him? 
"Alright, I accept," she told him with a sigh, letting her hoof fall back down. "Thank you."
Some spark seemed to return to the stallion's eyes and he nodded. He let go of Lyric and carefully lowered her onto the bed. She gave him a smile of thanks and turned her head to the side as she nuzzled into the pillows. Just as her eyes closed, she felt a small bump on her side. Opening her eyes once more, she saw her lute laying there next to her and Pan Handle standing above. "Thank you, Pan."
"No problem," he told her with a grin.
"And Pan?" He paused. "I saw what you did, how you came running for me." Her voice choked for a moment. "So... thank you. For coming for me."
"Yeah... sure thing," he said. "There was no way I was going to leave you down there." He pulled the blanket over her. "But you look like you're about to pass out, so you'd better get some shut-eye."
"Yes, that sounds like a wonderful idea." She could hear Pan leaving for the door. All of her friends followed, except for Grayscale, who took up vigil by her side. Lyric breathed deeply and curled up around her lute. Her thoughts were circling around and around, recalling all that she had just heard, but soon she fell into a healing sleep.
~*~

Lyric's friends visited her frequently as she recovered, and she was glad for this, though when the others came in she was almost always lost in thought. And so it was when she heard Pan enter the room. Some part of her perceived him cheerily calling out, "Hi, Lyric," but it was not enough to bring her out of her musings as she gazed out of the window, strumming her lute. 
Pan sighed and whispered to Grayscale, "She's at it again, huh?"
She heard Grayscale whisper back, "Yeah, and sometimes she talks to herself, but it's so quiet that I can't make out what she's saying."
"That's... not good. Do you think we should be worried? Do you think something might've happened to her?" Pan's voice was full of concern.
Lyric heard this, but her thoughts were still far away. She continued to murmur, "Was it real? Halo... Halo... Was she real? Did I really see something, or..."
"You saw something, too?" Pan cried out from right beside her.
Lyric nearly jumped out of her skin. "Pan! Oh my Celestia, I'm so sorry. I knew you came in, but I just... Wait, what did you say!?" That curious gleam came to life in her eyes, and the two stallions breathed a sigh of relief.
The bard, for her part, blushed slightly and chuckled at her outburst. "I'm sorry. I got a bit carried away there." She held up a hoof and cleared her throat. "But you said you saw something, Pan? When you died?" Lyric tried to use as gentle a voice as possible, but it was still a hard thing for her to say. Especially since she was still coming to terms with her own near-death.
Now the stallion's face fell. "Well, I know I said that, but I'm really not sure... I mean, I thought I did, but my memories are too fuzzy. Plus, who knows what that witch did to my head? For all I know, I just saw her, or she planted some memories in me."
Lyric's ears drooped. "Oh..." But they perked back up again slightly when she turned to Grayscale. "And what about you, Gray? Did you see anything?"
The Pegasus just shook his head. "I wasn't out that long, and some part of me could still tell what was going on."
"I see..." Her ears fell once more, but they rose again as she put a hoof to her chin, returning to her thoughts.
It was then that Pan interrupted her musings with, "You know, you still haven't told us what it was you saw."
She glanced up at the stallion, then turned away. "Oh, never mind that," she told him with a dismissive wave of her hoof and a nervous titter. "You'll just think I'm being silly and laugh."
"No, we won't," Pan reassured her as he placed a hoof on her shoulder. She gazed upon him once more, and he gave her a smile. "Lyric, we're your friends. You can tell us anything, and we'll never laugh at you. That's what we're here for."
She now glanced at Gray and saw that the Pegasus was smiling and nodding as well. She paused, then took a breath. "To be honest, I don't remember much, and what I do remember is very vague. I think I saw something glowing, something very bright. And I remember a name, or what might have been a name. Halo." She looked between the stallions once more, hopeful that the name might mean something, but when there were no signs of recognition, she continued. "I honestly do not know what I saw, if it was real, a vision, or a hallucination conjured up to comfort me in my final hour. But I need to know if this Halo truly does exist."
"What?" and "Why?" Pan and Gray asked at the same time.
"Because there is one thing I do know from when I was there, wherever 'there' was. ...I was afraid, but what I saw gave me strength and comfort, because I was not alone."
All three were quiet then, contemplating. It was Grayscale who broke the silence. "Alright, I get that. But what if you don't find anything?"
Lyric did not speak for a moment, her hoof unconsciously reaching for her lute. Once she felt its familiar wooden surface, she said, "...Then I would like to believe that Halo... that she — at least I think it was a she — is real and is waiting for us when we... when our time has come."
Her companions were silent, and Lyric was afraid that, despite their vow, they would think she was insane after all, that she was nothing but a madmare. As she opened her mouth to speak, to tell them to forget her ramblings, she heard Gray's voice again. "Okay, so where do we start?"
"What? We?"
"Yeah, we," Pan told her.
She turned her head quickly between the two, gazing upon them in surprise. "What do you mean? Well, perhaps not what, but how do you mean it?"
Grayscale came to stand beside her. "Did you forget?" Once more, she saw a flash of that haunted gaze. "I vowed to make up to you what I'd done. This seems like a good start. I can look out for you on the road, and it gives you another pair of eyes."
"And if I come with you," Pan continued, "not only will you have somepony else to help you look, but then maybe I can find out more about myself. Who I was and where I was from before all... this. Maybe I'll find somepony who knew me before I met all you guys."
Lyric's mouth fell open, and she felt tears well in her eyes, though she managed to hold them back. She clasped one of their hooves in each of her own. "Thank you... Thank you both so much..."
Pan chuckled a bit, embarrassed. "Aw, come on. We haven't done anything yet."
"No, but you believe me, and are willing to help me in what may be a fruitless endeavor. That is thanks enough."
The three stayed like that until Lyric let them go to lean back into her pillows. "Now, to answer your question," she told the stallions, "I say we travel to Canterlot. Once Grayscale and I are able to, of course."
"Why there?" Pan asked her. Grayscale nodded, wanting to know as well.
"I've been thinking about it," Lyric said, "and if anypony would know about this Halo or have any information on her, I feel that it would be the Princesses."
"True," Grayscale said. "And even if they don't know, maybe there's something in their library, or they can tell us where to look next."
"Exactly," Lyric told him with a smile. "And even if we have to travel a ways, then at least I can continue to share my songs and stories..." Her gaze fell to her lute laid out upon her lap. As she looked at it, something changed inside of her. Her joy at being alive was suddenly replaced by a melancholy that she did not know she carried. One of the tears she had kept at bay now fell onto her beloved instrument's strings, then another, and another.
Soon the bard could hold it in no longer as a veritable flood of tears overtook her. Why am I crying? she asked herself even as Pan wrapped an arm around her and Grayscale folded her into his wing. That brought about even more tears, as she seemed to recall a sensation of that very same gesture. I told them I was alright, and I was! This makes no sense... It did not seem as if her crying would cease any time soon, until a small voice sounded in her head. I know why, she told herself. It is because I almost ran out of time. I almost never had the chance to play for anypony else again, to share my tales. The two things I love to do above all else.
She sniffled and wiped her hoof across her eyes. Well, I can do so once more, but now I know how precious and fleeting this life can be. Her tears came to an end as some new feeling spread across her breast. And now that I know, I must use this time that I do have. I cannot just sit here and wallow. I can do some good still, and so I will. I will continue to share my songs and my tales, to give them to everypony I meet. I will give them out so that I can have contributed some good and left some mark on this world, even if that is the only good I have to give and the only mark I have made.
She sniffed once more and patted the two stallions. "It's alright. I'm fine now."
They pulled away, Pan's gaze one of worry as he looked upon her. "Are you sure?"
"Yes, Pan, I am. I just... had some thoughts that needed sorting out. That's all."
"Okay..." Pan did not sound too convinced, but Lyric gave him a brilliant smile.
"Really, I'm fine." It was then that a yawn escaped her, although it was still quite bright outside. "I just need to rest now. I must regain my strength if we are to be able to travel anytime soon," she said as she sunk into the sheets wrapped around her.
Pan sighed. "Alright, Lyric. I'll let you get some sleep." He trotted over to the window and pulled the shade down. The room fell dark, and Lyric closed her eyes.
"Sweet dreams," the stallions told her as they now both stood guard by her bedside.
~*~

"Are you sure you have to go?" Starchaser asked them as they met on the hillside.
The three friends looked to one another before Lyric turned back to Starchaser. "Yes, I'm afraid so," Lyric said as she shouldered her lute. "You see, this is a matter that I simply must attend to."
The Unicorn gave a grin that did not quite reach her eyes. "And let me guess. Nothing I say is gonna change your mind? Because we could really use somepony like you in our Order to help us with research."
"I am sorry, Chase. As much as I appreciate the offer, I am not a warrior. I am a singer, a poet, a musician, a storyteller." Lyric smiled. "I am a bard at heart. That is who I am. That is what I shall always be."
Starchaser waved a hoof. "Alright, alright, I get it. Still, it couldn't hurt to ask." Chase moved down the line, coming to Pan Handle next. His whole body stiffened as Chase scrutinized him. He winced when she lifted a hoof, then relaxed a bit when he realized she simply wanted to shake it. He did so, tentatively.
"Is this some kind of joke?" he asked her, not entirely convinced that the moment was real.
Her hardened eyes never left his. "I saw what you did in that tomb. You could've let yourself lose control at any time, but you helped us instead and carried Lyric out of there." She let his hoof go. "Watch yourself out there, Handle, and try not to do anything stupid. Got it?"
"Yeah..." was all he could say.
Finally, Chase came to Gray. The two shared a look of warmth moments before she wrapped him in a tight embrace. "Are you sure you can't stay?" she asked him in a near-whisper. "You're a fantastic warrior, and my father and the others will be here soon to clear out the tomb once and for all..."
Grayscale's face was pained as he answered. "I'm sorry, Chase. I made a promise."
Starchaser was crestfallen. "No, it's alright, I understand. It was stupid of me to ask, anyways..."
"But, after this, I think I'll head home for a while. Recharge myself before heading out to the next adventure. I'd love it if you came to see me..."
The two were blushing as Chase perked up once again. "Yes, I'd like that. I'd like that a lot." Chase shook her head to clear her thoughts. Her blush disappeared as she pointed a hoof at the Pegasus. "And you'd better be there, Grayscale, or I swear to the Sun that I will track you all over Equestria if I have to!"
He held up his hooves in front of him to placate her, chuckling all the while. "Alright, alright, I'll be there."
Everypony laughed, and Lyric felt a spark of happiness as she gazed upon them. Good for them, she thought as she listened. Something tells me that, even with the distance, they'll be just fine.
Now it was Bassbolt's turn to say farewell. He trotted over and took the three of them up into a group hug. Lyric laughed and queried, "Are you sure you'll be alright down there, Bassbolt?" as she hugged back.
"Oh yeah," he said. "I'm not gonna let some stupid skeleton get the best of me. Not this time!" He grinned as he set them down. "You guys be safe out there!"
Lyric grinned. "Oh, I'm sure we'll manage."
"Good, because I want to hear all about your adventures someday. You got that?"
"Yeah, we got it," Gray told him, not quite concealing a grin.
The five friends then embraced once more. It was difficult for them to pull away, but it was time to be on the road again. Lyric could almost hear it calling to her, begging her to explore its many twists and turns, to take the road less travelled. And she would. Someday. Once she had this mystery solved, if she could solve it.
And if I cannot, she thought as she waved goodbye to Bassbolt and Chase, at least I know what I believe. That is good enough for me.
The bard, the warrior and the vampire set out in a comfortable silence, the sun shining high as they went. Lyric hummed a tune, the stallions joining in where they could, until she suddenly said, "You know, I just had the perfect title float into my head should I ever turn her story into a tale."
"Whose story?" Gray asked as he gave her a sidelong glance. "Halo's?"
"The very one." Lyric smiled as she waited, creating some suspense for her two companions as only a teller of tales could do. When she felt that they had waited long enough, she declared, "I shall call it 'Guardian Halo'."
"Hey, that's got a pretty good ring to it."
"Yeah, I like it," Pan agreed.
"Then 'Guardian Halo' it is," she said as they trotted along, falling into a companionable silence once more. 
Yes, now that is a title, and a fine one indeed. Now I must find the story to go with it. The bard grinned. And what a story that shall be.
END LYRIC
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