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The Human-turned-Changeling Pearl and her adoptive clutch-sister Oval leave the safety of their hive to venture deeper into the pony lands of Equestria.
First stop: Canterlot, where unforeseen circumstances cause a delay the pair of Changelings can't afford...
(Image done by AeylinFaith)
	
		Table of Contents

		
					Chapter 1

					Chapter 2

					Chapter 3

					Chapter 4

					Chapter 5

					Chapter 6

					Chapter 7

					Chapter 8

					Chapter 9

					Chapter 10

					Chapter 11

					Chapter 12

					Chapter 13

					Chapter 14

		

	
		Chapter 1



The train cart jerked as it started to get pulled away from the station platform at Hollow Shades, and I felt an odd mix of emotions pass over me as I looked at the forest swallowing the last visual remnants of the town. Soon enough there were only trees passing by the window at increasing speed, and I let my yellow eyes wander to the Earthpony stallion sat across from me.
Oval peered back at me with his auburn eyes from under the overhang of his red mane, dislodging the reading glasses from his snout until they fell down to dangle around his neck. He put the folder he had taken from the station down beside him and raised an eyebrow my way.
"What's wrong, Pearl?" he asked, and I gave a light shake of my head, barely enough to set my green mane in motion.
"Feeling like I'm turning a new leaf, I guess," I remarked. "I feel like I'm leaving part of myself behind, a bit of budding homesickness perhaps?"
"I feel like that every time I leave Hoofton," Oval suggested with a smile. "It's fine, really. We can visit any time you want once you've settled in with us."
"That's not what I mean," I returned with a light furrowing of my brow. "You know I can't visit where I want to visit for a while yet."
"Ah, yes, that," Oval realized, giving a glance at the window beside us. "We can't let my mare know about that, but she'll probably welcome you into our home without too many questions."
"I'm not sure I'm following," I started, but Oval's right hoof raised up to shush me.
"Let me finish," he demanded in a soft tone of voice. "I mean she will fire off a few questions, expect answers from the both of us, but as long as you're friendly with her she will accept you for who you are, and leave our secrets at rest."
I stared at him, not knowing where he was going with this.
"Once my mare is satisfied you're not going to upset my relationship with her, we can take trips around Hoofton and I can teach you what I know," Oval continued unabated. "We'll meet with your friends in Ponyville in a year's time, and I hope I can help you to hone your skills before that time. With help from Breeze, Blaze, and the rest, I'm sure you can manage to find a way to return home without issue."
"Yeah, I had thought about that as well," I agreed. "I am going to need a lot of training before I'm ready to tackle that issue."
"As soon as you feel you're ready, my earlier statement still applies; we can go visit it any time you like," Oval repeated. "I'd personally love to see it myself some time."
I thought back at the portal through which I entered into the realm of Equestria and the world beyond it where I now had a criminal record. If nothing had been done about it, I was facing unemployment, potential homelessness, and had nothing left to my name, especially if I had basically disappeared off the radar for a whole year. If I did return at some point, I would have to overcome those issues in turn, possibly while dragging Oval or some other friend along for the ride.
Oval leaned in a bit. "Your ears are drooping."
"If I stop to think about it all, it's still overwhelming," I replied in a whisper. "I'm going to need to find solutions to so many problems, and help my abducted siblings do the same."
"Who knows? In a year's time they may seek you out and have the solution laid out for you? I heard say there were some smart foals among them," Oval suggested with a wink. "You can't carry all that weight on your own shoulders. You'll have to accept you have to spread it around some. Trust an Earthpony on that."
I chuckled weakly at the obvious attempt at a joke, giving her a nod. "Thanks. How long is the trip to Canterlot?"
"About an hour or two," Oval returned, leaning back on his seat. "We'll have to switch trains there but may be able to get something to eat before it leaves. The trip from Canterlot to Hoofton is a lot longer, with a few stops along the way, but there are no stops before we reach Canterlot."
"Define a lot longer?" I repeated while settling on my own seat.
"I keep forgetting to time it. I think it's about three hours? Three-and-a-half?" Oval muttered uneasily. "It's long enough that I forget when I left Canterlot by the time I arrive at Hoofton, or vice-versa."
"Three hours and fourty minutes from Canterlot to Hoofton," another pony remarked, and I looked up to see the conductor standing in the aisle between seats. "Baltimare's an hour past that on the same line. May I see your tickets please?"
"Oh, thank you," I replied, using my mouth to pull my ticket from the bag sat next to me on the seat and offering it to the Unicorn stallion in his blue uniform.
He quickly scanned it and snapped a hole in it with a small device, then turned to Oval who was still digging through his own bag.
"Sir? Your ticket please?" the conductor pressed, and Oval groaned in return.
"I know it's in here somewhere," my travelling companion mumbled with his face half-buried in the bag.
"Didn't you put it in your coat pocket?" I remembered, motioning to the brown overcoat folded up on Oval's other side. "I thought I saw you slip it in there because you didn't want to open your bag on the platform?"
Oval brought her head up, frowned at me, then reached for his coat. "I'm sure I put it in the bag, Pearl," he mumbled as he checked the pockets. "Oh, here it is... huh. You're right."
The ticket was quickly checked and a hole punched out by the conductor, who failed to remark about Oval's difficulty in finding his ticket due to sheer professionalism.
We waited for the stallion to continue on his path through the train before I just had to jab at Oval to release some tension.
"I see why Blaze thinks you should be supervised in your daily life," I suggested. "Is dementia a thing in this world? Are there other ponies who are as forgetful as you, 'cousin'?"
"Watch it, Pearl," Oval warned me with a snort. "I could just leave you in Canterlot to fend for yourself, or convince my mare to let you cook your own meals while you stay with us."
"I might burn the house down trying to cook for myself," I reminded him. "I am not sure your mare would want to take that risk. What was her name again?"
"Celery Stalk," Oval repeated for the fifth time today. "She's the most wonderful unicorn you'll ever meet."
"So her family are the Stalk family, then? Like how Pinkie Pie is from the Pie family?" I tried, pony genealogy still being somewhat of a mystery to me.
"No, hers is an offshoot from the Seed family. Her mother, Celery Seed, married to Sugar Stalk, who was himself part of the Cane family. I actually met his mother Candy Cane before she died," Oval listed.
"...and that makes sense to you, does it?" I tried, finding it exceptionally difficult to figure out how that family tree stuck together.
"It took me a while to accept it for what it is," Oval offered back with a shrug. "The best thing to do is not to overthink it. It makes sense to my mare, so I accept it as part of who she is."
I closed my eyes and reached up to rub with my forehoof at my temple for a moment. "I've known families back home who were so entwined that someone's uncle was their stepdad as well, but this just makes my head spin."
"Doesn't help you figure your own family tree out, does it?" Oval suggested calmly.
"Not really. I mean, if you're Hammer Hoof, and I'm Pearl... how do I relate to the Hoof family?" I wondered out loud.
"We could say you came from a far-away town somewhere only Blaze knows of. What was that one she mentioned before? Tall Tale?" Oval pondered. "I think that's over on the West Coast. Most of my mare's family has stuck to the East Coast, so they would not know the first thing about towns around there."
"Tall Tale sounds fitting," I remarked flatly, opening my eyes to look over at him again.
"If I remember correctly it's near a beach on either the Northern Lunar Ocean or Southern Lunar Ocean," Oval mumbled to himself. "We should find a map in Canterlot."
"I've always wanted to live near a beach, and now you're telling me that Pearl grew up near one? I'm getting jealous of my own guise," I chuckled weakly, leaning a bit closer to the window as the train sped out of the woods and the view opened up.
Oval turned his head as well, motioning out into the distance with his left forehoof. "There's a second set of tracks over there, leading to Manehattan. They will merge with ours shortly before we pass the Neighagra Falls. Sometimes you can catch the smoke rising from the other trains, but the ponies made sure the schedules differ enough that they're not in danger of crashing into us."
"Considering we still have half a day left in trains, I really don't want to consider crashing," I mumbled, shirking up a bit closer to the window so I could get a better view.
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The train I was in lumbered on in the direction of Canterlot while I observed the lands to the North of our tracks, and it only took half an hour before I could see the Neighagra Falls in the distance. Our train rushed through a station positioned nearest to the falls without stopping, and soon they were behind us as the tracks turned away from them to lead us further South-Southwest on an almost straight path to Canterlot.
"You did say there were no stops before we would reach Canterlot," I remarked to Oval while falling back into a comfortable position on my seat. "Does any train stop at that station?"
"I think the line between Canterlot and Manehattan does. It's a tourist spot and very crowded in mid-summer," Oval explained. "You noticed Hollow Shades is a tourist location as well thanks to its secluded nature and the hot springs, right?"
"Yeah, I got that notion while in town," I agreed.
"For some reason the ponies don't want to connect the two with a direct line," Oval shrugged. "This one goes between Canterlot and Fillydelphia, but we can't take a train to Hoofton from Fillydelphia. We need to take the one between Canterlot and Baltimare instead. There's another line to Fillydelphia, coming from Canterlot, but it doesn't go through Hollow Shades."
"It's as confusing as the transportation back home," I remarked with a sigh. "You'd need a Master's Degree to figure out what line went where."
"Yeah, don't get me started. I travel across Equestria 'for work'," Oval suggested with a wink, knowing I had seen the great collection of donated items which our Changeling family had brought to the Hive, "so I take this line a lot. The transfer time from one train to another in Fillydelphia is just not worth it. The atmosphere in Canterlot is also vastly different from that in Fillydelphia."
"Vastly different in a good way, I expect?" I pressed, and Oval smiled at me.
"You'll see. I've come to enjoy my short stays there ever since we had that... thing," he coughed uneasily. "I'm glad we're not doing another one of those."
"So am I," I agreed. "I'm kinda curious about Canterlot, really. That show from back home did show it a few times, from various angles, but it was only enough to whet my appetite. I want to see more."
"Maybe we can take a longer trip there in the future? There's too many guards there to risk an accident, so I would want to see you handling the crowds in Hoofton or Baltimare first," Oval explained.
"That's fair," I agreed. "Are we there yet?"
"I think we're half an hour out," Oval pondered, looking between the left- and right-side windows to check our location. "You're not getting bored, are you?"
"Tired, more like it. I may need to take a nap on the way to Hoofton," I suggested. "Having left Hollow Shades, I guess the pressure of being in charge of organizing certain things has left me. It kind of forced me to keep my wits about me more. Now there's just the trip up ahead, I'm coming down from that rush."
"Or you're just getting hungry," Oval smirked. "If you can hold out to Canterlot we can figure out which it is and sort things out. We'll get a snack, a map, get our stories straight for my mare, and hop on the next train when you're ready for it, okay?"
"Sure," I agreed with a wry smile. "I don't think it's hunger, though."
"Pearl, you haven't felt it yet," Oval reminded me. "Not truly. Our group kept you fed while the others starved."
"I know, I know," I agreed, letting myself fall sideways on the seat I was on. "I told you I would let you know if I started to feel hungry."
"You should be feeling hungry, by all accounts. Did you even take from the lines this morning?" Oval wondered, not reassured by my casual reply.
"Yes, like every morning since you guys taught me how," I replied lazily, pulling my hooves up to my barrel. "I'm not saying I don't feel a bit of a pit growing in my tummy, but it's no worse than what I've been used to."
Oval stared at me. "You're not seriously trying to get some sleep, are you? We'll be in Canterlot in a matter of minutes!"
I frowned at him. "I told you I was feeling sleepy."
"And I told you to try and hold on to Canterlot," Oval bounced back, slipping off his seat so he could poke a hoof at my side. "Go on, push up."
"I'll tell Blaze on you," I mumbled defiantly, but his continued prodding forced me to sit upright again.
"We most likely won't see her for a year at best," Oval remarked. "I'll take the chance you'll have forgotten about this by then if that means I don't have to carry you out of the train on my back."
"You're a bother, cousin," I grumbled, trying to shake off the drowsiness I was feeling.
"I'm just looking after you, Pearl. You don't want to miss out on seeing Canterlot with your own eyes," he chuckled, moving onto the seat next to me. "I know a restaurant which I'm sure you will enjoy eating at."
I let myself sink sideways against his larger form and sighed. "Here's hoping they have this world's equivalent to coffee..."
Oval raised an eyebrow, turning his head to look down at me. "What's that?"
"Coffee? It's ground-up brown beans which contain caffeine. Perfect for staying awake on," I explained meekly. "One of the many things I'm pining for, although I think I kicked my cigarette addiction by now; rarely think about the things anymore."
"Addiction... sounds like those salt bars they have in the Southern Pony towns," Oval thought out loud.
"Or our hunger?" I suggested, peering up at him.
"Yes," Oval agreed with a wry smile. "But then all kinds of food or drinks are an addiction. We'd die without the love we take in, as you should know by now."
"A necessity," I mumbled.
"As is staying awake, Pearl," Oval chuckled, giving me a nudge with his elbow.
I grumbled at the nudge, but straightened my back and forelegs again. "Yes, yes, how much longer?"
Oval brought his right hoof up to point through the window at the tall mountain which quickly drew near. "We'll go through a tunnel in a moment, but are very nearly there."
I gave a slow nod. "Can't wait."
It did not take too long before the tunnel's darkness took possession of the train, and we sat in silence while waiting for it to pull into the station past it.
Just as the train started to slow down, and the unmistakable screeching of the brakes were heard, a blue flash passed through the cart, and I felt a spell of nausea hit me. It quickly took possession of me, and I noticed Oval was straining to keep his composure as well in what little light we had from the cart's lamps.
"What was that?" I asked, feeling worse with every breath.
"I have no idea," Oval returned in worry, stepping down from the seat and taking a few strained steps through the cart. "Some magic spell?"
My vision blurred and I felt like I was about to puke, all thought of holding my guise leaving me in favor of holding down my liquid breakfast. The green flash of my Changeling magic soon passed over me as I lost control of my guise, and Oval snapped to in surprise.
"Pearl, focus!" he all-but shouted at me.
Sitting on the seat as my Changeling self, I felt the nauseousness pull away again until I could actually focus on my guise again. The green flash moved over me as I returned to my Earthpony appearance, but the queasy feeling that had tried to overtake me before came back just as strongly not a moment later! I lost control again in mere seconds, much to Oval's distress!
I stared down at my grey bug-like hooves and licked around my fangs. "I can't hold my guise," I realized out loud, while a flash of green passed over Oval as well.
I looked up to see her going through the same motion of restoring it, then having it falter again.
"Whatever that spell was, it was aimed at us," she realized at once. "I can't keep my guise any more than you can, and I have a few years of experience on you."
I gave a slow nod as daylight returned to us, the train finally reaching the other end of the tunnel.
"I get physically ill when I try to hold it," I told her, even as her green magic left her horn for her to gather her belongings from the seat opposite mine.
"We can't stay on the train," Oval decided with great haste behind her words. "We have no option other than slip off before it hits the station; there are too many guards in this city. Get your stuff and follow me quickly!"
I slipped off the seat I was on as well, used my magic to lift my bag onto the blue chitin covering my back, and ran after Oval as she made for the back exit of the traincart.
We slipped out of the last traincart as the locomotive rolled into the station, and jumped off into the shadows beside the station platform, our bags falling around us in the bushes. As the train came to a stop, the Canterlot Royal Guards moving in to check its contents, the two Changelings they were searching for were huddled together in the bushes beside the station, desperately hoping nopony would spot them...
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Oval and me lay huddled up between our bags in the undergrowth of some bushes planted next to Canterlot's train station while we listened to the sound of armed guards walking to and fro on the platform so close to us we could easily touch it with a hoof from our current position.
My heart was racing in my throat from fear of getting discovered, and I had buried myself in against my Changeling sister for comfort. Oval held on to me for much the same reason, I suspected, but we were as quiet as we could be so as not to draw attention to ourselves.
The train was emptied, checked by the Royal Guard, and then turned around for the return trip. After the passengers had boarded, it quickly sped past us to disappear into the tunnel in which that strange magic spell had been placed. It picked up speed far too quickly for us to hop on board, Oval shaking her head at me as I motioned at it.
Not half an hour passed before the next train pulled past us into the station, and the events repeated; passengers and cargo were checked by the Royal Guards, the train was turned about, and new passengers were let on before it pulled out of the station again.
And all the while we were huddled up like grey stones in the plants we had rolled into, not seeing a way out until the business would slow down.
I could not stifle a yawn, and Oval gave a nod to me as if to suggest I should try to get some sleep considering how tired I had been on the train. "I'll keep an eye out," she whispered at me. "You're going to need all the energy you can get once night falls."
Even through the fear and the noise, I managed to fall into a restless slumber against my sibling, too tired to fight it. When I woke up again, it was to the lighting of lamps on the street a few steps beyond the bushes as twilight settled over the land.
Oval's blue bug eyes moved slightly as she caught me stirring, and I knew they settled upon me even if we had no pupils to indicate such. She quickly shook her head as I opened my mouth to speak, and I closed it slowly while looking around. From what I could see past her insectoid body, there were quite a few ponies out on the street, and I caught a pegasus flying over to a nearby lamppost with a lit wick to set the lamp alight.
If we remained still, we could be mistaken for just a couple of rocks placed in amidst the plants, I expected, and few ponies who glanced our way by accident repeated the act. It slowly but surely settled my immediate fears of being noticed and captured by them, and I noticed Oval's breathing was far calmer than it had been shortly after we crashed into our current position.
A few hooffalls up above us drew my attention to the station platform just in time to see a halberd swing through the air as the guard holding it turned away from us. His armoured hooves made slow but deliberate steps away from the edge of the platform, and Oval finally let out a sigh I had not been aware she was holding.
"That guard had been standing there for way too long," she whispered at me.
"I didn't even notice them until they moved just now," I whispered back.
"That's why I shook my head earlier; he would have heard us. What was it you wanted to say, Pearl?" Oval explained.
"How long did I sleep for?" I asked.
"Half the day. I made sure you did not snore," she returned. "You really needed it. You think you're ready to go for a run? We don't have long before another guard will move to stand up there, and they stay there like statues for far too long to chance not being seen. They will soon carry torches with them, and we can't hide from that."
"But what about the crowds?" I asked, motioning at the ponies on the street.
"They don't carry weapons on them. We need to run fast and I need you to stay on my tail as close as you can. No matter what turn I take, take it with me. If I jump into a building, follow. Don't pause, don't think, just follow," Oval pressed.
"I think I can do that, Burst," I agreed. "Do we take the bags along?"
"If we leave them here, they will be found. If we take them along, they may slow us down," Oval pondered. "Take them anyway. If we're getting pursued we can throw them at the guards."
"When do we go?" I asked, reaching out for my bag with my mind, ready to let my magic grab hold of it.
"Now," Oval decided, letting go of me and rolling away, her magic erupting from her horn and grabbing her own bag as she rolled into a standing position.
I followed her lead, and we were soon running down the small slope to the street below, barrelling through the carefully tended bushes we had been hiding in.
We must have been quite a sight for the inhabitants of the city as we came bursting out of the bushes, our green magic flaring around us to make sure our bags followed; a pair of Changelings, out in the open as if we had no fear of being caught.
The resulting panic sent the ponies fleeing in all directions, but I kept my focus on Oval's rear end and followed a hooffall behind it. I barely took note of the buildings as we rushed by them, the sound of ponies crying out in panic lost to my ears, and we weaved our way deeper into the city as fast as we could.
Oval appeared to know which way to go, even if she must have been making decisions on the fly as to whether to turn left, right, go under something, over other things, and - indeed - suddenly through an open window into a building!
I flew through it after her, kicked some dirty dishes off the kitchen cabinet beyond with my left back hoof as I made a wider turn than Oval, and we barely managed to avoid trampling a foal playing with their toys in the house's living room as we raced through it.
Oval sped out the door, through a group of ponies who were only just starting to respond to the chaos following in our wake, and through a back alley. My bag caught on something as I rushed after her, and I let go of it as instructed; nothing it held was as important as getting to safety.
Oval dove into a hole in the ground, and I not a moment after, setting my hooves down in some of the most foul-smelling water I had ever come across. As I sped through the tubular cavern after Oval, trying my best to keep up what with the sudden slippery ground, my mind made the connection I rather wish it had not; sewers.
We continued through the sewers underneath Canterlot until Oval shot up through an open manhole, her bag inches behind her. I jumped up to follow, but had to buzz my wings to get enough momentum to reach the pavement above. As I managed to set my hooves down on the stones, I stopped to find Oval directly in front of me, her bag set to her left. Beyond her stood a unicorn, horn charged with yellow magic, blocking our way.
"We're not your enemy," Oval spoke, her own magic doused and her pose one that clearly attempted to convey she was not ready to pounce upon the unicorn.
I lowered my head slightly as well, mimicking Oval's pose in an attempt to show the unicorn there was nothing to fear.
"You're really not catching us at our best," Oval continued as the unicorn remained silent.
"You're changelings," the other finally stated, narrowing her purple eyes set under her yellow mane.
"Can't change that," Oval agreed, taking a careful step back to me. "We can't allow ourselves to be captured. Please get out of our way?"
The unicorn gave a quick look past her purple flank on which a white flower sat as her cutiemark. Her yellow tail flicked as the sound of guards rushing down the streets drew nearer.
"Back down?" I whispered to Oval, mentally steeling myself to head back down into the sewers again.
The unicorn turned back to face us again, her eyes meeting mine for a brief moment, and then her magic doused. "Follow me, quickly," she spoke, turning tail and running off into the street to our right.
Oval grabbed her bag with her teeth, then gave chase, with me close on her tail.
The unicorn led us down the street, then opened the door to a house and remained standing in front of it. "In here, there's a door under the stairs, get in there, close it, and be quiet."
Oval and I rushed past her, and Oval's magic pulled the door under the stairs open for us to rush into a cabinet filled to the brim with spices and assorted dried plants. She pulled the door closed again behind me, and we sat in the darkness of the cramped room listening to the sounds of heavy hooffalls drawing nearer.
The front door to the house closed with a soft click, dampening the sound even more than the cabinet door already had, but we could still hear the sound of a dozen guards as they came ever closer.
I swallowed strongly as they came to a sudden halt, and we could hear a male voice speaking in a demanding tone of voice. The twin doors between us kept us from hearing what was said, but it was met with the sound of the unicorn's voice. The two voices had a conversation which we could only guess at, and then the male voice spoke up again in a clear command. The hooffalls continued immediately after, now drawing away from our location.
I felt Oval's breath on me as she sighed out in relief, and leaned in to give her a soft nuzzle. That could have ended much worse for us. With the guards now drawing away, we were no longer in immediate danger... unless that unicorn turned out to have a hidden agenda.
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Oval and I, sat in the storage cabinet under the stairs of a Canterlot pony's home, could only wait in darkness as we heard the front door to the house open, and somepony walking in at a casual pace.
The door clicked close again after them, then clicked again as a lock was put in place.
The sound of hooves falling gently on the wooden floor of the house drew near, and a yellow glow lit up the door's handle before it was gently pulled open to reveal the unicorn mare looking in at us.
"So... you're changelings," she started, finding Oval and me huddled together, our adrenaline still rushing through our forms, "but you're not here to fight? Colour me curious."
Oval and I just stared up at her, realizing her purple eyes were going over our forms as if she had never had a moment to truly see one of us in the flesh, so to speak.
"My name's Camellia, and I welcome you to my house as long as you don't intend to bite my head off or anything like that," the unicorn continued as neither Oval nor me spoke up.
I brought my tongue out to lick around my fangs, knowing full well they looked more dangerous than they really were. "I don't want to bite anyone's head off," I mumbled.
"Well, that's good, then," Camellia offered with a weak smile. "Are you two going to keep sitting around in my pantry, or can I get you to join me in my living room? The blinds are closed for the night, so nopony outside can see you."
Oval swallowed strongly next to me, and then gave me a soft nudge. "I think she's as safe as anypony can be for us right now, Pearl."
"Yeah," I agreed, pushing myself away from my sibling and onto my four hooves to carefully walk out past the unicorn. "My name's Pearl, and that's Oval," I introduced ourselves to our host, giving the room I entered a good look.
Several soft chairs were set around a low coffeetable, while a large cabinet held books on botany and flower arrangements. It was something the unicorns' cutiemark had already made me expect to find, but I still smiled at seeing them. I slowly paced around the coffee table to one chair in particular, one set with its back to a wall on which a painting of a lush flowerbed in full bloom had been placed.
A low thud behind me indicated Oval having placed her bag on the floor, and I looked up to see her still standing halfway in the doorway to the pantry, eye-to-eye with the unicorn.
"Why?" Oval asked with a frown clear on her face. "You must have been here during our attack a few years back? Why risk it?"
The unicorn mare named Camellia gave a soft shrug. "I take things at face value. You could have ran through me. The two of you could have overpowered me. We could have stood in the streets fighting with tooth and hoof and magic until the guards had caught up to you," she started, closing the door behind Oval with her magic as she finally moved out enough to allow it.
"Instead," Camellia continued, "you withdrew your own magic, set your bag down, and backed away. You said you did not want to fight, and I had no reason to doubt you given your actions."
Oval carefully made for a different chair than the one I had moved to sit on, keeping one eye on the unicorn at all times as she moved, and Camellia made a point of taking a seat as centered in our view as possible. Both Oval and Camellia were acting as if they walked on eggshells, and I could see the tension in their muscles even as they spoke as potential friends. They were both still ready to respond if the situation turned sour.
With the three of us seated in our respective seats, I felt my fear subside slowly but surely. I realized the same must be true for the others, as an uncomfortable silence settled on the room we were in.
Camellia's eyes flicked between Oval and me, and I was sure she was drinking in every little inch of our appearances. We were so vastly different from the ponies when we could not use our magic to mimic them, what with our sleek grey skins and chitin plates, the big blue eyes on our sharp faces, and our fin-like mane and tail alternatives. I was sure the pony took notice of the holes which marred Oval's legs, fins, and wings, compared to mine which were still unaffected by the effects of our species' hunger for love.
"So," I finally started, which caused Camellia to jerk in surprise. "am I right thinking you're a botanist?"
The unicorn relaxed again at the question, and gave a nod. "Florist, but I dabble in botany in my own time. I have a small garden in the back, but you will be seen if you go there."
"I noticed your cutiemark and the books," I explained. "You've been looking us over since we got here, so I am sure you noticed we don't have cutiemarks ourselves."
"Yeah, I did," Camellia agreed.
"Our species doesn't get them," I pre-empted her.
"I see," Camellia answered with a nod.
"We could overtake you whenever we want to," Oval mumbled while looking at the wood floor in front of her seat. "You have no idea who you invited into your home."
Camellia tensed up hearing that, focusing her eyes on Oval again.
"We won't," I quickly added. "We will honour our host's trust in us, won't we sis?"
"Well, yes," Oval mumbled, her blue eyes meeting mine. "But we're going to need to figure out where to go from here. Before you get too hungry and lose control."
"Lose control?" Camellia asked, and I could sense the air around us becoming charged with magical energy even if her horn was not lit with it yet.
"Oh, well, short lesson about our species: We feed on love. That's what we need to survive," I explained. "I'm relatively new to this myself, and I still need to learn to deal with this hunger. I fed this morning, but Oval makes it seem like I might turn into the Hulk if I don't get fed before long."
"What's a hulk?" Oval asked, but I shook my head at her.
"Not important right now," I decided, keeping my focus on Camellia. "I don't know if we would have made it to a safe place in this city on our own, Camellia. Thank you for your help. I will do my utter best to not betray your trust, and I am sure Oval will as well. If there are any questions you have, please let us know?"
The unicorn fidgeted a bit on her chair, looking between us with a mixture of fear and trepidation. "I'm not sure I know where to start," she spoke honestly. "You look so much different from us..."
"We're not supposed to reveal ourselves to ponies," Oval brought up. "There was some kind of spell in the railway tunnel which made us lose our guises, or we would have looked just like you."
"We could have looked like your twin if not for that spell," I suggested with a smile, but Camellia winced as she looked in my direction. "Oh, right, fangs," I realized. "I'm trying to make a joke here, is all. Attempting to lighten the mood?"
"Yes, the fangs," the unicorn agreed. "I keep fighting the urge to flee."
"I don't think we can do anything to stop you feeling that," I sighed. "That has to come from you. We're not going to do anything to you. We're not the dangerous ones here; we're just trying to stay out of harm's way. We weren't even supposed to stop here for longer than an hour or so?"
"Two hours," Oval corrected me. "We only came here to take a train to Baltimare. I live close by there."
"You live near Baltimare?" Camellia asked as if she had some difficulty believing it.
"A lot of our siblings live in pony towns, Camellia. We're not as dangerous as ponies make us out to be. We just live among you without harming any of you," I explained. "There's a few who are supposed to live here in Canterlot as well, although I don't know if that spell...?" My voice trailed off as I spotted realisation hit Oval's face.
"...if that spell hit them, they would not be able to hold their guises either." she gasped, shaking her head in growing terror. "There's no telling how many of them were outed. We've had dozens of family members pass through here recently thanks to Canterlot being a travel hub. Any one of them could have gotten noticed by accident. Most likely one of the hatchlings, but it could have just as easily been one of our more experienced siblings..."
"Wait, you're saying there are dozens of Changelings in Canterlot at this very moment?" Camellia caught up, watching the both of us nod in her direction. "That explains why the guards have been on high alert for the past weeks."
"How many weeks?" Oval demanded. "How long have they been mobilized?"
"Three, four? They suddenly rushed through the streets one day and closed off all the gates, set up checkpoints, and started to harass anypony trying to go in or out of the city," Camellia answered. "It led to delivery problems for a lot of businesses here."
"You think Blaze made it through?" I asked of Oval, knowing Blaze having left the Hive a few weeks before us - headed for Vanhoover to meet with her circus troupe.
"If Blaze were here, we would have heard of her already," Oval chuckled half-heartedly. "Nothing can hold Blaze captured against her will for long."
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Camellia, the purple-coated unicorn with her yellow mane and tail, sat peering between Oval and me as we tried to figure out which of our siblings left prior to Canterlot suddenly going on lockdown. No word of it had reached us in the Hive near Hollow Shades, so the guards must have intercepted any of our siblings who might have grown wise about it up to now. Before we knew what we were doing, we were listing the hatchlings we had seen leave in the past weeks to one another, trying to deduct which of them might have been the instigator thanks to having trouble holding their respective guises.
"Breeze is coming this way soon as well, isn't she?" I realized in growing horror, and Oval frowned deeply at my words.
"Unless we can get word out to steer clear of this place, yes," Oval agreed. "She was planning to go West as well, and most train lines heading there pass through Canterlot."
"I'm hearing so many names from you two," Camellia spoke up suddenly, catching us by surprise. We had almost forgotten she was there with us. "And you seem genuinely upset at the thought of something having happened to them."
"Well, yeah, they're family," I answered. "You care about your family as well, don't you?"
"I'm just surprised by it. I didn't expect changelings to have feelings like that," Camellia explained, and Oval let out a deep sigh.
"We're not too different," Oval stated bruskly. "I've been married to one of the most beautiful pony mares you can imagine. I care about her deeply. There are so many of us integrated in pony society that it would cripple your government if we were to suddenly all disappear at once. We have the same feelings you have, but we just look different from you. There's so many false preconceptions about us that we are forced to hide from you instead of coming out in the open. It drives me mad that I can't just be myself in front of my own mare because she would run from me in terror..."
Camellia's face blanked at the sudden stream of words from Oval, spat out by my sister in growing frustration at the situation.
"Keep calm, Burst," I warned, motioning at the closed blinds. "Shouting draws attention."
"Who's Burst?" the unicorn asked, and I nodded at Oval.
"Names are finnicky things," I chuckled. "You need to realise that we can take on the identities of a great many different ponies, at will. We change names as often as you change clothing."
"Doesn't that get confusing?" Camellia wondered, which actually made me laugh.
Her innocent question could have come from me not half a year ago, and I was reminded of how naive I had been back then. How alien Changelings had been to me. I had been turned into a Changeling, and had been forced to live with them day after day, and still it had taken me months to get comfortable enough among my siblings to identify them even from a distance, no matter the guise they had taken on.
Before that time, the thought of changing names, changing looks, and the huge amount of siblings running around without clear indication of a pattern made me as confused as this unicorn mare must be feeling right now. And she was only faced with Oval and me. Forget a whole Hive of changelings.
"Believe me or not, but it was confusing for me in the beginning as well," I told Camellia. "I'm not actually native to this place, but when I woke up as a newly hatched Changeling, my life was turned upside-down and I had to learn about all the new rules and things unique to our species. That took me a few months, so don't worry if you don't understand something after just a few minutes with us."
"She still doesn't know everything she needs to," Oval added.
"Oh, thank you for that," I snorted in her direction.
The unicorn mare looked utterly out of her depths, her ears drooping and her face a mixture of various emotions as she tried to make sense of it all.
"You wouldn't have tea in the house, would you?" I asked of her. "I think we could all use something to drink, and preparing it may give you some time to sort your thoughts out about us?"
"Tea? Yeah, I have tea," Camellia agreed, slipping off her seat and onto her hooves. "Do you have any preference?"
"Something calming, like a white tea?" I suggested. "Take your time preparing it, we won't go anywhere."
"If you've got a Summer Meadow mix, I'd love that," Oval piped up as Camellia walked off in the direction of the kitchen. "It's my mare's favourite."
After the unicorn left us for the kitchen and we could hear her rummage about, I put my attention back on my sister. "We're going to need to figure out how to get around this spell, don't we?"
"All magic dissipates eventually," Oval remarked quietly. "It's just a matter of time."
"But you've mentioned your mare too often since we got here," I suggested. "I've come to know you in these past months, Burst. Sure, you talk about your mare from time to time, but not this often. You're agitated as well. You're thinking we won't make it out of here, aren't you?"
"We're stuck in a random pony's house in the middle of the pony capital, with pony guards roaming the streets looking for us specifically. We have no idea how many of our siblings are stuck in their dungeons, we don't know what they know or what spells they have to identify us, and we can't reach out to anyone outside of town to keep others from arriving here," Oval listed. "I've never been this deep in the shit before, and I've been infiltrating their society for decades now."
"You mean this is worse than that open magic battle between Blaze and Moonshine over in the spa?" I asked, "Or when our Queen caught all of us and was ready to pretty much take our heads for going in against her? Or when we were trying to get small groups of Hatchlings out of the communal halls and watch each of them break down when they realized there was no way they could go back to their old lives?"
Oval let out a deep sigh at hearing me list it all. "It's been an eventful year, hasn't it?"
"We have the support of one of the pony princesses," I told her. "Sure, she's over in Ponyville, but I'm sure she will come over and try to help us if she becomes aware of the situation here. If I know Twilight Sparkle, she can't let this go on without her meddling in it."
"I did mention not being able to get a word out, right?" Oval coughed. "I mean, we're safe now, at this moment, but what if this unicorn turns on us? What if we get spotted by a guard? Until we get around this spell they put on us, we'll stand out like a lone tree in a grassy field."
"I'm surprised you got a few decades of experience on me but I'm the one trying to think our way out of this while you're giving in to your fears," I suggested calmly. "I mean, I get it; I know you're afraid that everything you've built up so far will come crashing down if we make the wrong move. You mentioned it a few times when we were dealing with the impending invasion. But we stopped that. We stuck together as a clutch and convinced our Queen to give us a chance. We convinced Starlight Glimmer to be our friend, for Moonshine to study with Twilight Sparkle... we can just do this one pony at a time."
I noticed a shadow in the doorway between the living room and where the kitchen was, but kept it to myself. If Camellia wanted to listen in, let her. She took a giant risk taking us in, and I was giving her the benefit of the doubt as well. Trust had to come from both directions if it was to work.
"You're forgetting that they're all spread out across Equestria now," Oval protested. "With Blaze in Vanhoover and Breeze back at the Hive, there's not much of a clutch to speak of."
"I'm here, aren't I? You guys adopted me into your clutch for a reason. I'm not going anywhere. No matter what happens, I will be there for you, Burst," I entrusted to her. "We can try and find out what happened to our siblings who were here in the city once we figure out how to get around that stupid spell, and maybe we can find out how to get the ponies' trust so they may let the rest of our family go, but let's take it one step at a time? Let's keep ourselves from getting overwhelmed by things?"
The shadow at the doorway moved as the boiling water made the kettle whistle, and I could hear it being picked up and water poured out while Oval tried to collect her thoughts.
"I think that's the reason it worked out," she finally said in a half-whisper. "You're taking things as they come. One thing at a time. The rest of us, we just... Breeze is so random, Blaze far too hot headed... and I just get overwhelmed by things. You helped us stay on track, keep focus on the important things."
"If I don't focus on one problem at a time, I'd get overwhelmed as much as you would, sis," I sighed. "I mean, remember how we met; I was tossed into a different world, into a different life, completely unable to change my situation. I was forced to adapt to it. You've seen how it affected the other hatchlings; we simply weren't given a choice but to adapt at such a fast pace. When they were finally given time to deal with their emotions, they broke down. No exceptions. They swallowed it, but cried in their sleep, or cried openly. They blamed us, shouted angrily, kicked about themselves, blew parts of the hive up from their errant magic releasing thanks to their anger. None of it was pretty."
Oval gave a thoughtful nod at that.
"You think I'm doing any better, sis? I'm held up solely by your acceptance of me. By being included in your clutch and the plans you had. By your love. But it's still a fucked-up situation, if you pardon my French," I continued. "If I let it all wash over me, I'll break down just as much as the other hatchlings have."
A tray floated in-between Oval and me and landed on the coffee table, a trio of teacups filled with steamy hot liquid on it, together with a small bowl filled with assorted cookies. As the yellow glow of the unicorn's magic receded from it, Oval and I turned our attention to our host standing a short distance away, noting the wet fur underneath her purple eyes.
"I'm sorry, I've been listening in from the other room," Camellia spoke softly. "I don't understand it all, but I get you're in it to help your family out. If there's anything I can do to help, please let me know? Family is everything to me as well and you sound like good people, no matter what you look like on the outside."
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Oval and I tried our best to get the unicorn mare up to speed as quick as she was able to absorb it while slowly sipping at the tea and nibbling on the cookies which Camellia had set down for us.
The idea that there were thousands of Changelings living in the pony lands unbeknownst to their neighbours was something that she clearly had some difficulty with, even if Oval stressed the different array of jobs and relationships they held were beneficial to pony society as a whole.
The idea that a smaller number of Changelings were now prevented from returning to those lives because of the anti-transformation spell which held Canterlot in its grasp, caused a grimace on the pony's face. The realization that others like us were now forced by it to hide away, lest they be captured and incarcerated in Canterlot Castle's dungeons, was truly upsetting to the unicorn pony.
Family meant everything to her, and hearing about the potentially large amount of families which would be torn apart by the effects of the spell made her all the more determined to help us out.
While she was a unicorn herself, she had no idea what kind of spell could have been used to take our guises away from us, as her magic had been largely used for her job as a florist or her attempts to branch out to the greater field of botany.
She knew just what was needed for plants to grow big and strong, for flowers to last for weeks and months even after their stems were cut, and how to splice different plants together in order to create a new species which had the benefits from both parent species and none of the weaknesses.
We briefly talked about how we thought Changeling magic worked compared to Unicorn magic, and how we could sense the energy patterns at times, but Camellia was entirely out of her league in that respect. It just didn't connect, and she was not going to be of any help in that area.
As a unicorn, and an employed resident of Canterlot, she was open to gathering supplies for us during daytime, and figuring out of there were others who might be able to help us out where she could not. Oval stressed to no end that Camellia had to be very careful, considering the way we were being viewed by ponies in general. Camellia acknowledged each of Oval's fears and did her best to silence them, but it was clear she was worried about the consequences as well.
As the evening went on and the three of us started to yawn, Camellia led us up to the first floor and into a messy room which smelled like dirt. Her magic quickly moved her botany experiments out of the way until there was ample room on the floor, and a set of sheets flew in after so she could lay out a rudimentary bed for us. As the unicorn retreated to her own room, Oval and I made ourselves comfortable and were soon fast asleep.
The next day arrived with the sight of Camellia standing in the doorway watching Oval and me sleep. I blinked my eyes open to see her standing there, an odd look on her face, and tried to connect her facial expression with an emotion. Failing that, I wurmed my way out of Oval's hold and stood up from the ground.
Camellia took a step back as I approached her, motioning for me to join her in the hallway. She closed the door to the other room behind me with her magic, and sat down in the small hallway. I followed her example, but moved my forehooves up to rub some sleep out of my eyes once I had sat down opposite her.
"Apart from your looks, you sleep like my nieces do," Camellia suggested. "There is a lot of love and trust there, between you two, something far removed from the angry mob I saw descend upon my city a few years back."
"That was a mistake," I told her directly, my feelings about it only having grown stronger over the past months due to my conversations with Blaze and others while in the hive outpost. "Our Queen has been having the same problems with understanding you ponies as you have had with understanding us. There has never been a proper dialogue between our species; All that exist are the preconceptions which just stack up on top of one another with no hope of being put to rest. Oval and other siblings of mine have been trying to fix that for decades now while living among you; trying to play the Devil's advocate, so to speak."
"And this situation we're dealing with now is destroying their work, isn't it?" Camellia realised far more quickly than I had expected her to. "We're faced with you being unable to hide among us, unable to do your work, and with ponies who let their fears of your outward appearance get the better of them?"
"Pretty much," I agreed. "We were just on our way to Oval's home in Hoofton, a place where she has a job and a life as a pony stallion. She has a wife there, friends, and is part of a larger pony community there. But we can't go there now, looking like our true selves; nopony would accept us. As they taught us where I come from; individuals may be smart and willing to listen to alternative viewpoints, but groups are dumb. If a group starts to panic, there's no easy way to make them listen to reason again."
Camellia closed her eyes and sat in silence with me for a moment. I could hear Oval's slow breathing from the other side of the door to my left - my clutchsister clearly still fast asleep.
"You have an aura around you of someone who is to be trusted," the Unicorn opposite me finally spoke up. "If you had not come up out of the sewer when you did, I would have released my magic onto your sister and called for the guards. I don't feel like I can trust her as much as you."
"I do? Er... well, thanks for not doing that, I guess?" I stumbled. "I'm not really sure what to do with that?"
"I might know somepony who is ready to listen, but they need to meet you. Without your sister Oval present. Would that be a problem?" Camellia asked directly.
"I don't think it's a problem, but we're kind of confined to your home right now," I pointed out. "I can't go elsewhere to meet with them, and Burst is going to be in the house here as well."
"I'm not sure I can get their name right; Oval, Burst, you seem to be mixing them up as much as I do in my head," the unicorn stated with a wry smile. "If you can convince them to stay out of sight until my friend is ready to meet with them as well, I can get you in contact with someone who has access to the palace and may be able to find out whether they're holding your family there or not."
"I can't promise all of my family are as trustworthy as I seem to be, Camellia," I mumbled. "They do mean a lot to me, though. We told you yesterday how important it is for us to be able to feed. Stuck in a prison cell without the ability to feed, we'll go feral... we won't be able to feed if we can't mimic a pony's looks. All of this can go wrong so quickly by inaction as well as by taking the wrong action..."
"There are some plants which require live food, like the dionaea muscipula, but that does not make them any less precious than the harmless blooming flowers I work with on a daily basis," the unicorn offered up. "I've been thinking of you along those lines; you look similar to us, but you just need a different diet. As long as I respect your diet, we can co-exist, true?"
I gave her a slow nod. "I had not thought of it that way yet, but that sounds like a good analogy. I'm pretty sure we're insects, though, not plants. Have you seen our wings yet?"
With that I turned my back on her a little and brought my wings out from under the chitin covering my back so Camellia could have a look at them.
"I saw them on the others during the attack," Camellia agreed, but still leaned in to get a better look at my wings as I kept them still for her. "I think you're right; those are insect wings as far as I can judge. Now I'm feeling like I should not have mentioned the flytrap as an example of a flesh-eating plant."
"Meh, I'm big enough not to get swallowed by one," I chuckled with a wink. "I'm fine with a little humorous jabbing at my expense, please don't worry about offending me."
The unicorn pulled back from me with a careful smile. "This is what I meant; everything about you tells me I should trust you. It's the only reason I've even thought of inviting my friend here to meet you. Your sister there? There's something off about the way she acts; she just feels wrong somehow."
"I can't comment on that, really. Burst has done so much for me over the past half year that I can't but trust her," I sighed. "Our family is a complicated one, especially thanks to the problems we have with feeding and getting others to trust us when we can look like anyone else we meet. Some of my family members throw themselves at that role of the evil antagonist; they like scaring others while trying to take from them what they can. They don't care about what they leave behind. But there's a growing group of us who are invested in long-term relationships. Who don't want fast food, but want to nurture our crops, if I can use a botanical term."
"And you're one of those," Camellia stated as a fact more than a question.
"Well, no... I'm not from here. It's complicated, but I do want to go back eventually. I don't belong here with the rest of you. Oval is the one who wants to get things working right. She wants so badly to return to her mare and have a long life together with them," I explained while looking over to the closed door between my sibling and us.
"You may not get the right vibe from her, but she can't help that. She really wants to figure out how to bring ponies and changelings together on friendly terms. She wants this to work out. And this situation here, the potential for this to turn into a war between our species," I paused to shake my head at the idea. "The thought alone is tearing her up inside."
The unicorn reached up with her left foreleg to brush some hair out of her eyes, letting my words work on her mind. "Nopony I know wants a war. It could do such harm," she finally emitted in a worried tone of voice.
"None of the changelings I know want one either," I told her. "We almost had a war half a year ago, and it's only thanks to Oval that we managed to stop it before it started. Our Queen was about ready to take Equestria by force, which would have done irrepairable damage to all of us. There would have been no coming back from that for centuries. Oval and her sisters recruited me to try and get our Queen to change her mind."
"Given that there was no war half a year ago, I take it you succeeded?" Camellia deducted with a wry smile. She was really not liking the topic, and I could not blame her.
"You'd think that, but no; I failed," I told her honestly, much to her surprise. "We had this big plan to get our Queen to listen to me, an outsider who could bring a fresh voice to the table, but when it came to me to talk to her, I became overwhelmed by her pheromones. I was completely out of it; didn't know who I was or where I was, only that I wanted to do everything I could to keep my Queen happy so I would continue to smell that precious smell of hers. The only reason we eventually succeeded was because of two ponies which we had managed to sneak in with us. Starlight Glimmer and Pinkie Pie managed to..."
"Pinkie Pie?" Camellia interrupted with a start. "I know her; she's friends with the Princess Twilight Sparkle, isn't she?"
"Er, yeah. I think Pinkie is friends with everypony, including Oval and me, but you're right," I agreed.
"Yeah, I know her and her sister Maud Pie. Maud studied geology at the same school where I studied botany," Camellia explained calmly.
"No kidding?" I replied in honest surprise. "I haven't met Maud myself, but Pinkie is definitely a friend of mine. I'm glad to hear you know her as well!"
"Pinkie is a good judge of character. I have to wonder, though; what would you have looked like if that spell had not taken your magic away?" Camellia asked out of the blue, and I folded my wings back under my chitin as I straightened up again.
"Well, er," I started carefully. "I do have a look which is kind of my... identity... I mean, I'm called Pearl because of a bit of a stupid story. I didn't quite mimic anypony in particular, but I would have sat here as an teenage earthpony mare with a light grey coat, a light aquamarine mane and tail with lighter green highlights, bordering on grey... deep yellow eyes, with a cutiemark of a brown conch shell with a pearl in front of it."
The unicorn mare's eyes scanned over me as if she was trying to imagine it as an overlay over my insectoid current form, the corners of her mouth rising slowly. "I can see that," she finally spoke to me. "I can see your words coming out of somepony like that, yes. Almost like a fresh cucumber sandwich. Is that what you feel like on the inside? Past the dark skin and sharp fangs?"
"I don't know, I haven't really gone through any other guises for any length of time to get used to them as much as that one. I guess it's as much my identity as anything else right now? I would feel more comfortable looking like that right now, than I do sitting here bared to you and anypony else who may see me, if that's what you're asking?" I returned, reaching up with my left hoof to rub at my left cheek.
"I dunno, I... I haven't really spoken with anyone about it yet. My clutch have all been in this thing longer than I have, and they each have their own guises to fall back on. Blaze and Burst have pretty permanent ones, but Breeze skips between them like she has no attachment to them whatsoever," I rambled. "Pinkie just accepted me for who I am, no matter what I looked like when she met me. I don't think Starlight wants to talk about it in depth since we remind her of a bad period in her past, but she appeared accepting of us as well."
The unicorn's purple eyes flitted across me again, and I was starting to get a little uncomfortable as I realized just how much information I was giving her, and the way in which she got me to spill it. What was she thinking, exactly? Where was she going with it? If Camellia ended up not being trustworthy, I would have given her so much information that she could ruin me and all other Changelings roaming through Equestria.
I was starting to feel nauseous again, but this time not due to some magic spell keeping me from taking on a pony guise. This time it was due to the full weight of the situation finally coming down on me like the hammer I evaded for over half a year now.
Camellia noticed the change in me, and her ears flattened. I started to become aware of a draft pulling in her direction and realized she was charging herself with the ambient magic surrounding us. It made me feel weary and defensive as there seemed no reason for her to do so.
"What are you doing?" she spoke carefully to me, as if something about me was as startling as what she was doing herself, and stood up to take a step back away from me.
"I should ask you the same question," I returned to her, hearing the sharpness of my Changeling voice hiss the words at her. Just my appearance was enough to make anypony worried, but the voice did not help in the least bit to calm them down when they were already on edge.
"I tried to help, invited you into my home," Camellia muttered, her horn starting to glow with a soft yellow light as if she was building up a magical charge in it.
I took a step back when I recalled the fight between Blaze and my Hatchling 'brother' on the mountaintop; there was a minimum distance between two fighters which I needed to maintain if I wanted to have any hope at all to dodge an incoming attack.
"You've been asking a lot of questions. How do I know I can trust you?" I voiced my own unease to her, feeling the muscles around my resin glands twitch. My body was ready to meet the challenge of a potential fight, even if my mind was trying its best to try and find the right words to prevent it from happening.
Both Camellia and I were struggling with our rising fears, and it was clear on her face as much as it should on my own. We had been so comfortable not a minute before, chatting as friends, and now we were standing ready to give the other a beating they would remember for a long time to come. And there was no reason for it...
A dollop of resin leaked out of my resin glands onto my tongue and I swallowed it down quickly, knowing my body would just digest it. "Please, stop this. We need trust between us, not this," I voiced my concern in a hiss through the space between my fangs.
Camellia's eyes were scanning over me, even as she continued to back away from me, but her facial expression told me enough; there no longer was any trust behind them. The pony was faced with a creature which had plagued her nightmares ever since her city had been attacked by a vast army of them, and while she had tried to give me the benefit of the doubt before, there was just no way we were going to overcome that in just a single night and couple of chats.
I felt terrified at the prospect of Camellia doing something she might regret later on. She had the upper hoof in this; she could have the guards come down upon us in force by just the smallest of actions. All she needed to do was reveal us to her neighbours, and I feared this would start when she would release the magical charge from her horn...
As the pair of us stood facing off against one another, waiting to see who would take the initiative, there came a sudden click to my left. The door to the room Oval and I had been sleeping in swung open not a moment after, and I barely caught a glimpse of my sister's blue eyes from my peripheral vision.
The thought of having to face off against two Changelings sent Camellia over the edge, and yellow lightning burst from her horn! I responded in almost the same second by shooting green resin out of my mouth, but I was thrown backwards by the sheer ferocity of her magical attack!
Unfortunately for me, behind me was a flight of stairs leading down, and I quickly realized that her magic spell had been intended to paralyze me when my wings refused to come out from under my chitin plating. With no way to slow my descent, I hit the wooden floorpanels in front of the staircase with enough force that I blacked out on impact, even as more sparks of magic flew across the landing above...
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There was the strange sensation of floating. Floating in a dark void in which a low thumping sound reverberated in a familiar rhythm. Every thump came with a disorienting blurring of my vision, as if I could not properly focus on the world around me while hearing the sound at the same time.
Even with me drifting in what was essentially a pitch black void, there was the hint of a dark blue light surrounding me even if there was little it could illuminate. I could faintly see the outlines of my own form, which only disoriented me more as I put my focus on it.
Rather than my Changeling self, I appeared to be Human once more, with human arms and human legs drifting uselessly through the void. Strangely enough I had no control over my limbs, even when I tried to focus on moving them. All that did was increase the blurring of my view and make me feel nauseous.
I slowly became aware of another form near me, but could not focus enough on the blue shape to recognize them. The thumping sound and blurry vision just drowned out all details of the form, other than the general shape of a winged pony drawing slowly nearer to me as if they were able to walk in this strange realm where I was stuck drifting without any control whatsoever.
A soothing female voice spoke to me in a maternal tone, but the words sounded like utter gibberish to me. The intonation made it sound like a question, then a statement, but all I heard were guttural sounds. Guttural sounds uttered by a most beautiful voice, but no less useless than my limbs were to me in this strange place.
Another question was uttered while the thumping grew ever louder. The blue figure before me slowly started to pull away, even as they started to move their hooves as if walking forward. As they did, a blue light erupted from their forehead, enclosing a large horn protruding from their head.
The more they pulled away, the more their motions seemed to indicate they were trying to counteract it by first walking, then running, and finally spreading their wings in an attempt to fly closer. What magic they attempted to manifest, fell away without form or substance; I was clearly utterly beyond their grasp.
One final guttural sound was voiced as if from a far-away place as the figure disappeared from sight altogether, and a wave of nausea and pain washed over me to replace the dreamlike state I had been in.
I blinked my Changeling eyes open to the unexpected green tone of soft resin surrounding me. The thumping continued to hit me in its rhythmic pattern, now accompanied by a spark of pain on the back of my head.
It took me a moment to realize the thumping was actually my heartbeat, pumping blood to what must be a wound, and that strange realm I had been just moments before could have well been a fever-dream.
I tentatively moved my Changeling limbs, noting that my front right leg felt stiff as if it was held by harder resin than that which I was floating in. It gave me flashbacks to limping through the outpost's hallways after the first playfight I'd had as a Changeling had gone sour.
It had just about been the one and only reason I had been goaded into helping my siblings with their plans to stave off a Changeling attack on Equestria, thanks to my hurt leg having taken me out of the regular Changeling training sequence. The time they had spent with me while my sprained leg healed had given them the opportunity to fill me in on the state of affairs which would otherwise not have been possible.
The fact my leg was feeling stuck yet again made me think there was more wrong with it than I had initially considered. It was very clearly a weakness I would have to keep in mind from now on.
There was a pain in my back as I tried to stretch my wings out in the resin, but I blamed it on the thickness of the resin and the flimsiness of my insectoid wings. They were probably bending in an odd way as I tried to get them out from under my chitin shield. Probably.
Having come to terms with being a Changeling again, who was clearly suffering from a weak right leg and a headwound, I tried to move my attention outward - beyond the confines of my own situation. The resin pod I was stuck in was dangling from the ceiling of the room Burst and I had slept in just the night before, with Camellia's botanic items still haphazardly put away so as to create room for us.
I attempted to swing my pod by moving my lower legs through the resin, as I had when I first woke up in one back at the Changeling hive outpost, but it did not give way at all. I could potentially cut my way out of the pod with my fangs, but the pain in the back of my head made me think it was better to stay where I was. For all I knew the pod was filled by a Matron's healing resin, after all.
After settling into the idea of waiting until someone could fill me in on what was going on, knowing I was about as safe as I could be while in a resin pod, I just let my thoughts drift.
Not all of it made sense to me, not the least of which the odd way in which Camellia's behaviour had changed just before I woke up in this pod. We had been talking on a friendly level, or as friendly as a pony and Changeling could, and then suddenly there was that buildup of tension coming out of nowhere!
The attack was unwarranted, and I was obviously no match for her magical abilities. I remembered flying backward down the flight of stairs... and then waking up in the pod. The floaty fever dream was most likely induced by the way my head had hit the floor below. I would be utterly amazed if I had not ended up with a concussion from it.
This was what a concussion felt like, right? The painful thumping of my heartbeat, the way my memories were seeming a little more jumbled than usual, the way I felt like I was drifting in-and-out of consciousness even while I was thinking things to myself?
I honestly had no reference for it, and I was prone to overthinking things.
It took an undeterminable amount of time before the door to the room opened and Oval wandered in, her bug eyes giving me a good looking over before she opened her mouth.
"How long have you been awake for?" I heard her speak through the layer of resin, which was not unlike hearing someone on the edge of a swimming pool speak to you while you were yourself submerged in the water.
There was no way for me to answer her while I was stuck in my resin pod, of course, so I just raised an eyebrow at her.
"Ah, right. Well, I had to put you in there so you would stop struggling; you were still trying to fight back even as Camellia and I moved you up here," Oval revealed. "The fight's over, and Camellia is downstairs. Why did you have to attack her?"
Wait, Camellia thought I was the one attacking her?? I slowly moved my head side-to-side in the resin to protest, but Burst's eyes narrowed slightly at my response.
"She said you just became ever more agitated while you were talking to her, and she had to defend herself so you would not feed off her," Oval continued. "I don't know you as someone who would risk everything like this. Blaze, perhaps, but not you. You've shown yourself to be more levelheaded than me and my sisters, so this makes no sense to me!"
I shook my head more, even if it made the pain and dizziness spike up from my movement.
"Well, you'll have a chance to explain yourself once you're healed, okay? Camellia has sent for a friend of hers who might be able to help us out where she can't herself, so your fight with her doesn't appear to have caused too much harm," Oval muttered. "You should get some sleep; you've been out for most of the day and the sun has gone down a few minutes ago. That's why I came up, actually; to get some sleep myself."
I watched as Oval closed the bedroom door and laid herself down on the ground between my pod and the door. Her back was turned to the door as if she trusted our host to not rush in during the night, and she was facing me with a small amount of distrust.
Obviously Camellia's experience of the fight had been different from mine. To me, Camellia had seemed to be the agitator; having forced me to defend myself against her. Yet Camellia had spun that around as if I had made the first move? It made no sense, but thinking about it too much made the pain in my head rise to the point where my vision became blurry again.
I took a page from Burst's book and closed my eyes to get some more rest. The pod would heal me as long as I was in it, so I would just have to wait until Oval thought I had recovered enough so I could be let out again.
The green glow of my resin pod and the, near-black, blue glow of the strange void I had been in before, bled through one another as I had more fever dreams during the night. At one point I woke to find Oval had gone again, but I had not seen her leave the room. The whole thing was just one disorienting moment after the next.
When I finally started to make sense of things again, I realized I had been staring at the worried face of Oval for more than a few seconds, my sister having moved to stand right in front of me at some point in the recent past. She was looking at me as if she had asked a question, her forehooves placed on the pod's exterior wall so she could keep herself standing upright on her back legs to get on an even height with me.
I blinked a few times, then shrugged noncommittally in an attempt to make my sister aware that I had only just regained consciousness again.
Oval sighed in worry, her breath barely fogging up the resin between us. "I asked if you were still in pain, Pearl. Your wound has healed to the point where I'm not sure my resin will do much of anything for it anymore, but I'm not sure you should come out if you're still in pain. I'm not a Matron, so I'm not sure if I'm judging it right."
I thought about it a moment, realizing the pain had lessened to nothing more but a background nuisance. It was still there, but it was no longer causing me nausea or blurriness.
I shook my head in the resin, a bit stronger than I probably had in the previous day when Oval had asked me about my fight with our pony host, and immediately regretted it as the nausea returned with a vengeance. I must have visibly winced, as Oval prodded my pod with her right hoof while staring me down with a frown.
"Please don't lie about your health, Pearl," she chided me.
I shook my head again, slightly slower this time.
"Hmm, if you're sure you're ready to come out," my Changeling sibling responded in a questioning tone? After another slow nod from me, she appeared to make a decision in my favour and leaned forward while preparing me for what was to come; "Okay, try to keep your weight off your right hoof there. I'll cut you an opening and try to support you where needed."
I gave another nod as Oval sank her fangs into my pod and dragged them down as she let herself sink down until she was on all fours again. The resin around me washed out of the gashes her fangs had made, splashing over her, but she barely seemed to mind.
I breathed out the resin from my lungs so the air could replace it, then opened my mouth and gave a quick cut sideways wih my fangs pressed against the wall in front of me. With the two cuts Oval's fangs had made, the slice I gave it made the resin wall before me fall forward so there was a large gap for me to escape out through.
Keeping Oval's warning in mind, I landed on my left foreleg more than my right as I fell out onto the now wet wooden floor, and immediately found my sister standing shoulder-to-shoulder with me for extra support, her breath landing on my wet back.
"Thanks, but I could've cut myself out, you know?" I mumbled back to Oval, shivering a bit to the cooler air of the room outside the resin pod I had just left. Her body was slightly warmer than the ambient temperature, but mine had been sitting still for too long and simply needed to adjust.
"Sure, but it would have taken too long; Camellia's friend is waiting for us downstairs, which is really the only reason I'm willing to pull you out of this right now," Burst responded flatly, giving a slight nudge with her right shoulder to mine. "My resin doesn't have the best healing abilities, especially not compared to Matron, so it would have been better for you to stay in there for a few more days."
"How long have I been in there now?" I asked, letting my chin come to a rest on Burst's chitin backplating.
"A day-and-half now, it's just past lunchtime," my sister replied calmly, reaching up a hoof to my flank to rub some resin off. "There's probably still some sandwiches left if you feel like eating?"
I sighed longingly at the idea, but then moved my head away from Oval's back to look down at the hard resin covering my right foreleg. It was a situation I had been in before, and I knew how bothersome such a cast could be when trying to go places. "I'll have to stumble down the stairs, I guess, but I could definitely do with a sandwich or two."
"I didn't want to take the chance by not encasing your leg, considering your luck with that particular one," Oval pointed out in a half-joke, detaching herself from me to look back past our forms at the cast as well. "We could chip the resin off later today so you can check whether it's fine, but let's go down first. You'll have to meet Meadowsweet."
"Meadowsweet?" I replied in surprise as Oval turned around fully and then walked past me to get to the door, even if we were both still dripping with green resin.
"You'll see," Burst spoke enigmatically, pulling the door open for me and nudging her head at it.
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As I limped down the stairs of Camellia's pony home, I could hear the voice of our host speaking with another. Since the staircase had no door between it, the front door of the house, nor the living room, and was factually placed within the living room's four walls, I could set my eyes upon the other pony before I had fully descended it.
An Earthpony with a pink coat sat on the couch near Camellia, her flank speckled with little white flowers collected in a cluster. Her dark green mane was bundled up in a knot on the back of her head which sat at equal distance from both of her ears, while her green tail had been trimmed to a short tuft. I could just hear Rarity's voice from an episode so many seasons back "Short tails are in this year" reverbing through my head at seeing this.
With the thumping of my resin-cast leg on the steps, it was impossible to approach the new pony and our host Camellia without drawing attention to myself. Before I had descended the final few steps to reach the ground level of the building, their eyes had already landed upon my grey Changeling appearance and that of my sister waiting patiently at the foot of the stairs until I had joined her.
Burst took the first step into the open space of the living room and nudged her head back in my direction. "It's against my better judgement, but I have woken Pearl so the two of you can meet. I'm not sure if there's another moment for it, considering what you said about your work schedule, Meadowsweet?"
The new pony looked straight past Oval at myself, and I tried to produce my best non-threatening fanged smile as a response, hobbling after my sibling as I did.
"That stuff will evaporate over time, right Oval?" Camellia asked pointedly, a slight undertone of worry to her voice, while Meadowsweet and I shared a moment of silent observation between ourselves.
The Earthpony's keen yellow eyes peered at my own blue ones, quickly darted sideways as if to do a comparison between me and Burst, and then back to me again. Finally, then, her ears perked up and she reciprocated my smile.
"Every flower has it's own little identifying marker," Meadowsweet started in kind of an odd way of introducing herself. "While families of them may appear the same at a distance, a closer observation often helps to make one realize from which root they stem."
I felt the world shift as I involuntarily tilted my head ever-so-slightly to the right, and had to spread my legs out a bit wider to not feel like I was losing balance. I was sure to attribute it to the problem which also gave me a headache rather than suppose the world actually did shift. Thanks to the nauseating effects of my ailment, I produced a fairly educated "Er, wah?" in response to Meadowsweet's words.
"While the two of you were upstairs, Camellia and I were speaking about her issues keeping the two of you apart," Meadowsweet explained. "You definitely appear like you are from the same family but, much like the flowers in a field, there's enough differences between you to make you unique to one another."
Oval sat herself down on her rear, and used her new position to extend her right hoof in my direction. "It's the cast, isn't it? I should spit some resin on my own leg so we look the same again."
Camellia groaned at Oval's attempt at a joke, and I from a bout of nausea. "You ponies don't have something like an aspirin in here, do you?" I inquired, sitting down as well.
"How about I make you some tea with Meadowsweet?" Camellia returned, slipping off the couch she was on.
The other pony raised an eyebrow at the suggestion. "Why do I have to help making tea? You're the Unicorn here; just use your magic."
"I meant with the herb," Camellia muttered as she walked past her friend and to the kitchen. "It should clear her head."
"Oh, in that case I'd love to have a cup of myself, for me as well," the Earthpony called after her, before turning back to face me with a glint in her eyes.
"I've been the butt of quite a few jokes since she arrived," Oval entrusted to me from the sidelines. "She's a tricky one."
"So are you two, if I can make an observation, Oval," Meadowsweet returned with a more solemn tone to her voice. "And the other members of your family, in so far I have seen them or heard of them."
Oval spoke up again, drawing my attention to her. "Meadowsweet says there's a small hundred of our siblings down in the Canterlot dungeons. None of them are able to transform themselves, and some of them are close to starving after having been there for weeks now."
"They are certainly not behaving as civil as the both of you," the Earthpony offered her observation. "Snarling, kicking, biting... few of them go willingly."
"I can't imagine why anyone would be upset when dragged into a dungeon," I remarked dryly. "Have there been any more sightings of that shadow?"
"What shadow?" Burst wondered, but Meadowsweet startled ever-so-slightly.
"When Camellia and I were talking the other day, shortly before we started to become agitated, there was this shadow drifting between us. You must have seen it as you came charging out of the room, Oval?" I explained.
"No?" I heard my sister return with some reluctance. "All I saw was you and our host preparing to kill each other, so I jumped in as best I could."
"I've heard talk of a shadow before," Meadowsweet let out. "Ponies in this city have been acting up, not just the Changelings who once hid among us. Others as well."
"Oh, right, Meadowsweet did explain how this whole hunt for Changelings in Canterlot got started," Burst remembered. "Apparently one of our siblings was goaded into attacking a guard in broad daylight, was knocked on her ass, and ended up forced to reveal herself. That made them mobilize the guards en masse, and led to them deploying the spell which hit us while we were in the train."
"But, that doesn't make sense," I returned, trying to wrap my head around this. "No Changeling who was born in this world, nor any who were brought here against their will and went through our crashcourse would do such a thing. There's no gain in attacking ponies; even our Queen saw that!"
"And yet, you and Camellia were caught fighting just a few days ago," Burst reminded me. "The way Meadowsweet explains it is that ponies are basically losing their heads over the littlest of things."
"Is there anything you remember about that shadow, Pearl, was it?" Meadowsweet asked carefully.
"Yeah, don't ask where I got the name from. I guess there was... a queasiness," I remembered. "Camellia and I were just talking about regular things when I started to feel as if I was trying to transform, you know what I mean, Burst?"
My Changeling sister gave a slow nod. "I know the feeling, yes. But you weren't trying to transform?"
"I had no reason to; I know there's this spell which basically stops us from transforming, and there was nothing in the conversation leading up to it," I explained.
"I've heard say there's this sense of fear," Meadowsweet mumbled softer. "Something like the feeling of being watched, a sense of paranoia perhaps, before somepony lashes out at others around them."
"Paranoia is a good word for it," I agreed with a very slow and careful nod. "I was starting to believe that Camellia was attempting to lead Burst and me into a trap, that she was silently plotting to capture us and give us to the guards. Or that her charging of her magic was to kill me there, and then. No matter how much I tried to reason against it."
"And here I thought you were going to tear into me with your fangs, finish what we started when we last invaded Canterlot," a returning Camellia interjected into the conversation while levitating four cups of tea to the coffeetable near us.
While placing the cups around a plate with a few sandwiches left upon it, she added with a smirk, "I felt mortally afraid that you two would gang up on me, especially with Oval sleeping in the room so close to us."
"I could barely dodge her paralysis spell when I came charging out," Burst chuckled awkwardly. "You're a good shot, Camellia."
"Hmm, yes, but while we can laugh about it now; there's something entirely too awkward about this situation," the Unicorn suggested, slipping back on the couch next to her Earthpony friend.
"Well, you're not alone in this," Meadowsweet stated. "I'll put my feelers out while I'm at work in the Royal Gardens, see if I can't bring it to the attention of a few of my friends who work in the palace interior."
"Nothing too overt, I hope?" Oval asked worriedly. "We have no way to blend in, and my sister's leg needs healing. We're as stuck here in this house as our family members are down in the dungeons."
Camellia coughed while her eyebrows lowered in a frown and her ears flattened slightly and Burst ducked her head down an inch in response.
"Not that this isn't a very nice place to be stuck in, with very nice ponies who make very nice sandwiches, and Pearl you really should try some of these," she quickly rambled, then took a sandwich off the plate and all-but forced me to take a bite from it.
To be fair to Camellia and Burst both; it was a good sandwich! Between two slices of wholegrain bread rested lettuce, a few flowers I could not immediately recognize, and a light sauce like a mayonnaise or such. The whole thing was as rich in taste as a similar sandwich with an egg in it instead had been on Earth, except for the flower which just made the egg seem like a poor replacement.
While I did not particularly need the nutrition, what with my Changeling physiology expecting a different kind of food to nourish me, it was definitely a good sandwich, and I eagerly devoured it.
"The poor thing must need extra vitamins to help her heal," Meadowsweet remarked, looking at me with clear pity.
"Not really, we just need to get in touch with a Matron," Oval chuckled bemusedly, pushing a second sandwich in my face once I finished the first. "Our species can heal most wounds over time. Most that remains is a bit of scar tissue here or there."
"Lucky you," Camellia snorted jealously. "If we break a leg or a horn or a wing or such, we can end up crippled for life."
"Yeah, well," I threw back with a half-filled mouth, spilling some bread around me, "we're insects and you're mammals. I started out as a mammal, but hey, here I am. These are some good sandwiches, by the way."
"We're not exactly insects," Oval muttered back with a frown. "There are some really dumb insects out there."
"Like mosquitos," Meadowsweet realized with a grin. "Instead of draining blood, you drain love."
"Please don't go there," Oval whined half-heartedly.
"Too late!" the Earthpony returned in clear amusement, and much to Oval's chagrin.
All Camellia and I could do was share a glance between us while I finished my sandwich.
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With the joking left aside, my sister Oval, our Unicorn hostess Camellia, and her Earthpony friend Meadowsweet filled me in on some more topics of interest, all the while feeding me more sandwiches until the tray they had been on was left empty on the table. And let's not forget the cups of tea I was forced to consume as well, drawn as it was from the Earthpony's namesake plant, which slowly but surely got rid of my headache as I took in more of it.
From the initial scare a few weeks back, and the occasional freak outburst from one or the other, life in Canterlot had basically just resumed the way it had always done. Businesses and their patrons had quickly adapted to the patrols and extra security checks, and the ponies who had once had dealings with the Changelings had... not reacted well.
Some homes, occupied by Changelings only a few short weeks ago, had already been put up for sale, or in the worst cases had already switched owners. Businesses who had once employed our kind had distanced themselves from us to the point of open hostility towards the very idea of having once employed a Changeling.
It did not matter that our family members had integrated in all levels of pony society; every level had its own overnight disdain for the ones exposed by the activation of the spell now covering all of Canterlot. None of our kin could transform anymore, and all ended up in the dungeon.
As far as the ponies knew, through hearsay or having witnessed it themselves, we were the only two free Changelings left in the city, and we would be unable to avoid being seen in case we needed to get out of the city on short notice.
Meadowsweet's idea to bring the shadow to the attention of some more learned pony friends of hers who may have access to the princesses or the books in the palace library was seen by all of us as the best start right now. Camellia would try to get a message through to a friend of her from Ponyville; Roseluck, who was also active in the Florist business.
It was really our best hope to reach Starlight Glimmer and Moonshine. Through them, perhaps, Princess Twilight Sparkle and friends could help us figure this thing out.
"And I thought I had staved off the worst when we stopped the invasion last year," I had sighed out as I felt the weight of this new situation settle on me.
The problem with lunchtime was that it had all come and gone too quickly, and both Camellia and Meadowsweet had to return to their respective jobs for another few hours. Thus leaving Burst and me by ourselves.
We lounged a bit in the living room until Oval brought up the resin mess we had left upstairs, and I limped back after her to help her clean up. It took us almost an hour for Oval to bite chunks out of my pod and me to mop them into a pile in a corner, and by the time we were finished, we were as splattered by it as we had when I came out of the pod earlier in the day.
Exhausted from the work, I collapsed to the floor with a wet sound and sighed out as my thoughts came back to me again. Oval dropped down in front of me, green goop dripping off her as well, and carefully positioned her head in such a way for her crooked horn to gently bump into mine.
"How are you holding up, Pearl?" she asked, genuinely concerned for my well-being.
I looked up at her blue eyes inches away from mine, and sighed out deeply. My forceful exhumation of air sent splatters of green resin from the tip of my nose to hit Oval in the face, but she barely flinched from it.
"What are we going to do, Burst?" I asked, not at all sure I liked the potential paths my mind had been exploring while we had been cleaning the room. With my hurt head, and resincast leg, I was once again delivered fully into the hooves of others. My future was reliant on others making the right decisions around me, and two of those others were ponies who could potentially get me thrown into a dungeon by simply revealing to the wrong pony where it was that we were located.
"Now we wait for our host to come back," Oval returned with a weak smile, "and hope she has better news for us."
"If worse comes to worst," I started, staring into those blue eyes of hers, "you know I can't run. You could make it out of the city and get to Ponyville or the hive if you're not bogged down by me, but I'm kind of stuck here. And that scares me more than anything else."
"Yeah, I might be able to escape on my own," Oval pondered, but then immediately dismissed the notion, "but you told me the other day that you would not leave me alone, that you would stick with me while the rest of our clutch was spread so thinly across Equestria. I can't forgive myself if I leave you now, now you need my support the most. Whatever happens, happens. We just have to trust that Camellia and Meadowsweet get the word out to the right ponies, Pearl."
I stared into her blue eyes while we both lay on the floor with our horns touching, and realized once again how deeply the four of us had bonded over the past half year; Blaze, Breeze, Burst, and me had truly become sisters in all the ways that entailed. Here Burst was, on the floor with me to give me the support I needed, even if I knew the weight of our situation was weighing her down as well. This was what sisters did for one another; whichever one was stronger at the time would help the other stay upright.
I could not hold back the tears of relief at realizing the unbridled truth in her words; she would not abandon me, just as I would not abandon her in her time of need. They had adopted me into their clutch, and that meant I had a family to back me up even in the darkest of times. I could only hope those of our kind stuck in the dungeons could find solace among each other in a similar vein.
Oval's eyes filled with water as well at seeing me cry, and our foreheads met as she leaned in a bit closer. As she did, her crooked horn slid along mine and I found it was an oddly comfortable feeling, counter-balancing the topics we were discussing. There was something intimate about it, especially with our heads so close together that I could kiss her if I wanted to, but I did not feel the desire to.
Between our sisterly bond, and the knowledge of her mare waiting for her in Hoofton, there was only that odd sensation of two kindred souls sharing a moment. The comfort came from the shared burden, knowing that I did not stand alone in this, and that we had beaten the odds once before already.
A thought occured to me, and I frowned lightly while pressing back more tears. "Why would a botanist need a paralysis spell?"
"Huh?" Oval returned as if I had broken through her own thoughts.
"I mean, is there just some standard set of spells these ponies learn in school before they branch out in more specific directions?" I continued, blinking away the remaining moist from my eyes.
"Like I would know," Oval chuckled, blinking her tears away as well. "You should ask Starlight Glimmer if we ever make it to Ponyville."
"So, why did you lay down with me like this, Burst?" I asked, moving my own head to slide my horn a little along my sister's now. "I mean, you never did this in the hive. I never saw anyone else do it there."
"I don't know," Oval responded with a smirk. "I've seen unicorns do it from time to time, and since you've got a welt healing on the back of your head, I guess I thought it the safest way to make physical contact? Just so you know I'm here with you?"
"Well, it's... oddly comfortable," I told her.
"Isn't it? I'm surprised by it as well," Oval chuckled. "Remember, I'm usually an Earthpony, so I don't have to deal with having a horn in my daily life."
"I guess I'm more comfortable as an Earthpony as well," I pondered. "Not being able to take on my guise makes me feel like my identity was stolen away from me. I really don't like the feeling."
"Yeah," Oval agreed. "My own guise blindsided me as well. It's strange how attached we can get to these identities."
"All four of us except for Breeze, right?" I noted.
"Breeze has a small collection of favourite looks as well, but she has no room to settle. She keeps mimicking young foals, so she is at greater risk of being outed," Oval explained with a frown, as if she was not entirely happy with it. "I think she's just looking for a family to settle in with. I kinda joked around adopting her once or twice."
"Because Celery and you can't have kids of your own?" I blurted out, and Oval closed her eyes with a sad hum.
"Yeah, we're going to have to go for adoption anyway... there's no other choice," she agreed, looking glum.
"I'm sorry, I think my brain-to-mouth filter got damaged when I fell down the stairs," I quickly apologized to her, reaching forward with my left foreleg to bump against her right. "I didn't mean to make you sad."
"No, it's okay," Burst deflected. "As you told the ponies earlier; we're insects and they're mammals. We're just hopelessly incompatible with them. It's a fact of life."
"Well, I guess that prevents the accidental outing of one of our kind when they get a half-Changeling child," I tried to swing the conversation. "I mean, can you imagine them changing into other foals while at daycare? Suddenly getting picked up by unsuspecting pony parents?"
The idea of a changeling child growing up in pony society must have been so preposterous that Oval actually let out a genuine burst of laughter, which forced us to break contact between our foreheads and horns respectively, lest I wanted to get headbutted by her.
As she came down again from her laughing fit a few breaths later, she quickly got more serious again however. "I really hope Camellia can get a message through to Ponyville. Word needs to get out so our other siblings won't end up stuck here as well."
"Twilight Sparkle and her group of friends can do so much more than we can do on our own," I agreed. "We really need their help right now."
"Especially if we need to gain entry into the palace somehow to get to our other siblings," Oval pointed out.
"Yeah... we can't let them stew there. We got our Queen to change her mind, so we should be able to do the same thing to the pony Princesses, no?" I reasoned.
"Heh, you still nearly drowned in her pheromones, though," Burst chuckled.
"Yeah, yeah," I snorted defiantly. "So we're just going to have to stay here chatting until Camellia comes home with more news, then?"
Oval's smile faded, and it took her a while before she responded to my question with one of her own; "How's the hunger, Pearl?"
"After several sandwiches, you mean?" I retorted.
"You know which hunger I mean," Burst bounced back.
"Still manageable? Barely noticeable, really?" I responded awkwardly, not really sure how else to answer the question. "I mean, the resin at home sustained us just fine, and I've been sleeping in the pod, but I still feel as full as I did when we first arrived here. Almost no difference from how I felt while hiding in the bushes with you after our trainride."
"I've noticed that as well," Oval started. "I haven't felt hungry yet either, Pearl. Peckish, yes, but I wake up feeling like I've eaten a full meal every time. It's almost similar to what I feel when at home in Hoofton thanks to Celery sustaining me."
"Camellia watched us sleep together during our first night here. She said we looked adorable; like two of her nieces cuddling together," I offered up. "Is it possible she's sharing her love with us without realizing it?"
"I guess that's possible," Oval agreed. "I had been wondering if there had been some kind of ambient love hanging over Canterlot or something, but that would not make sense with the reports of spreading paranoia. It's a bit creepy to hear we're being watched by a pony while we sleep, but if that fills us up with love at the same time, I'm all for it."
"Yeah," I agreed, although there was a nagging feeling growing in the back of my head. It was most likely the effects of the herbal tea wearing off, I reasoned, and tried not to focus on it too much.
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Oval eventually felt I had rested for long enough, and motioned for me to join her to a room across the hall. It turned out to be a bathroom with a bathtub in it which she could have rested comfortable in even while in her bulky Earthpony guise. Our two slim changeling bodies fit in it together with ease.
Oval made a point of helping to clean me, especially where it concerned the back of my head, and I felt the pain of her dabbing at the place the open wound had been. While the skin had healed over the spot, it was clear there was still some damage underneath it and I would be sore for days or weeks to come.
My sister made sure to clean me of any blood and resin residue sticking to my body, and mentioned once more how this was the second time I had damaged my right foreleg. She kindly suggested I should be called 'Limpy' from now on, but a few splashes of water to her face made her agree never to bring that suggestion up again, and especially not around our other siblings.
With the both of us glisteningly clean from our bath, Oval moved into the room we had left before to take a nap, having been awake for far longer than I. She suggested I should wait in the living room downstairs for Camellia to return.
I managed to traverse the flight of stairs again with some difficulty, but made it down without tripping by simply taking it slow. Left to my own devices, I naturally limped over to the books on botany and skimmed over the various titles. I was happy to find a book in there which I knew from the show; "Supernaturals: Natural Remedies and Cure-alls That Are Simply Super".
I pulled it from its place on the shelf and placed it on the coffee table, sitting down near enough to it on the floor. I idly leafed through it, but the cures I was looking for were not found in the book. None of these herbs could mend a welt on the back of a Changeling's head, or help me deal with the nausea from what I was sure to be a concussion.
I did find a bone-strengthening elixer halfway down the book, and gave a glance down at my hurt leg, but I quickly reminded myself that I was effectively an insect, and not a pony, so my bones were most likely made from chitin or some other such material. I did not have the faintest idea whether the potion described in the book would do anything for me at all. Most of Changeling medicine was based on our resin, from what I had seen so far, the material being pretty much a cure-all for anything.
Need a building material? Use resin. Need to feed? Resin. Glue something in place? Resin. Everything could be done with resin, even if the composition of it changed depending on what it needed to do.
I put the book back on its shelf and pulled out another one; "The Genealogy of Grass", it was called, and I took a long hard look at the cover.
"You got to be kidding me..." I sighed out while putting it back on its spot. Reading about the various grasses and the way they had evolved over the years would be as interesting to me as going out and actually watching it grow.
I plucked another book from its place and smiled as the cover had a far more interesting title; "Carnivorous Plants and their Feeding Habits".
I licked my tongue around my fangs as I opened the book to a random page and spotted a drawing of what looked to be a typical pitcher plant like the ones from back home. Given Camellia's plant analogy shortly before our fight, I was eager to read up on the local carnivorous flora. It also helped to make sure not to run into any which, according to thickly printed warnings, either emitted 'an intoxicating smell which will lure even ponies to their doom', had the ability to shoot 'toxic darts at any warm body of sufficient size', or had 'nimble vines' which could reach out and ensnare any who may come too close.
And those were just the non-magical plants. There was another tome on the shelf which was entirely dedicated to magical plantlife. I leafed through it until I found the Zap-Apples I knew were harvested by the Apple Family in Ponyville and smiled noticing the book's author had failed to convince the Apples to reveal the exact rituals associated with them. It was better for that to stay their family's secret, I reasoned.
Going from one book to another, skipping past the boring sections and focusing just on the interesting plants, I barely noticed time passing by as fast as Rainbow Dash on her way to get some cider, and my reading was soon interrupted by the front door opening.
I quickly dove down behind the coffee table, hoping to be able to hide from whomever may peer into the house from the outside, and only dared to look up over the table's edge again after I heard the door had closed again.
My eyes settled on a purple unicorn dressed in a blue hoodie, her yellow mane sticking out from underneath it. I quickly scouted her flank to spot the white flower on it and recognized her as our host Camellia.
I brought my left forehoof up to give a wave with. "Hi Camellia, welcome home!"
The unicorn lowered her hood to her whithers and focused her eyes on me. "You're not Oval," she realized after a brief moment.
"Ah, no, I'm the one you accidentally tossed down the stairs," I chuckled, lifting my right leg up to show off the cast on it. "Oval's upstairs, taking a quick nap."
Camellia gave a quick glance up the stairs, then turned her head to face me again. "Good to hear she's getting some rest. How is your leg doing, Pearl?"
"I guess I'm doing pretty okay," I answered with a smile. "The headache has been back for a while now, and I still feel a bit dizzy if I move too fast. But it's nothing that won't heal over time."
"Do you want me to make you some fresh tea?" Camellia asked while using her magic to levitate a bag over from beside the door. She quickly upended it over the coffee table and a baker's dozen worth of apples rolled out onto the table!
She promptly caught them with her magic, stacking them into a neat little pyramid near the center of the table. "I brought some apples home, given how you went through those sandwiches like you needed to breathe them."
"I only did so because Oval pushed them into my face," I protested, but sent my Changeling magic out to grab hold of one of the apples and awkwardly pull it from the stack. "On another note, did you get the message sent out yet?"
Camellia laughed at my eagerness to take an apple, and she gave a nod while folding her bag up with her magic. "Yeah, I'm sure I can trust Roseluck to deliver it to the right pony."
Her eyes fell on the book I had dropped on the table while diving for cover. "I see you've made yourself familiar with my books?"
I was temporarily distracted while bringing the apple I was holding closer to my snout. I drew air in through my nose and sank my teeth into the soft skin of the fruit, the sweet smell filling my nostrils like a badly missed friend. "It's been a while since I last had one of these," I mumbled with my mouth full, savoring the taste on my tongue while some of its juice leaked down my chin.
"Nothing beats a fresh apple," the unicorn spoke softly, walking closer to the table while the folded bag moved itself into the pantry without her paying much attention at where it went. Her magic doused again after she closed the pantry door, and she sat down opposite me on the floor while watching me eat.
"I'm sorry if I stare," she mumbled quietly after a moment, her eyes turning away from me while her cheeks darkened slightly behind her fur.
I swallowed the bite I had just taken and smiled in Camellia's direction, the droplet of applejuice dripping down from my chin. "No, it's fine; I'm not bothered by it."
"Are you sure? I have the feeling all I've done these past days is stare at you both and bombard you with a million questions," Camellia offered up, using her magic to levitate a tissue over to dry the spot on the table between us where the droplet had fallen.
"I've been lucky to have been stuck in that pod for a while; you haven't overwhelmed me yet with your questions," I joked, putting the half-eaten apple on the tissue as Camellia left it on the table in front of me. "As long as I can ask you things in return, I don't mind you asking me about whatever it is you might want to know. Oval may be better at explaining things about our race, but I've gotten quite knowledgeable in a short amount of time."
"There you go again," the unicorn pointed out, narrowing her eyes a little. "You both keep mentioning how you're apparently new to things, even if I have the feeling you're both about the same ages. What's up with that?"
"You had to ask," I chuckled darkly. "I guess we have been overly hinting at it, even in the short amount I have been speaking with you. I'm a bit of a visitor to this world, if you can believe that? It's actually kind of fitting for me to be a visitor to Equestria in this manner on top of that; I wouldn't have fitted in well anyway, not knowing enough about your local customs and historic events."
Camellia flicked her tail behind her as she tried to arrive at the truth of my words. "So, if you're not from this world," she started, leaving the actual question unsaid.
"It's a place called Earth. I can speak at length about it, but I don't want to tire you," I suggested calmly. "There are good things about it, and bad things, just like any other place. Suffice it to say I ended up visiting by accident, and now can't return home until I sort things out here. Oval's plan was for us to settle at her mare's place so I would have a relatively safe place to stay at until we figure out how to get me back home, and she has taken it upon herself to teach me everything I need to know to survive here. I was actually doing pretty well with it until that spell hit us."
"And now you're stuck in my house," Camellia mumbled. "It would drive me insane not to be able to go outside."
"Did I mention I was stuck healing in a pod for a while?" I pointed out again, dipping my head down to take another bite from my apple.
"Ah, true; you did sleep for most of the day," the unicorn realized. "I guess I'm just still surprised at how similar you are to us. If it wasn't for your appearance, I could accept you as another unicorn."
"I tend to pose as an Earthpony, actually," I chuckled quietly. "Thanks for the compliment, though. I did notice the same thing myself; we Changelings, as well as you Ponies, don't differ much from others I met back home. All of us have our crosses to bear, but you go about your daily life in much the same way we used to back home. Sure, there's a difference in appearance, and some technology here is different from what I'm used to... Oh, and we don't have magic of any kind back home, so that's something new I've been having some trouble with..."
"You're doing fine with that apple, and I haven't seen either of you struggle with your magic yet," I heard Camellia comment, and I widened my smile at her.
"Again with the compliments! You should stop it or you'll get another friend out of this," I joked. "Nah, Oval wouldn't have more trouble with her magic than with the rest. She was born here, in this world, so has been a Changeling all her life. I've only been here for half a year now, give or take a month."
"I would like for us to be friends, if such a thing is possible," Camellia spoke softly, placing her right hoof on the table and sliding it to me. "From what all you two have been telling me, I would very much like to be friends and give you a safe place to stay at whenever you visit here."
I looked down at Camellia's hoof on the table and lifted my own right leg with some issue due to its weakness. It settled on the table as well, and I slid it past the apple until it bumped into the unicorn's.
"I would love to take you up on that offer again in the future, if we manage to get out of this unscathed," I told her. "The more friends I have, the merrier."
Camellia broke into a happy smile as she stared across the table at her newly made friend; me, and I could feel a sense of fulfillment settling over me. It was not as strong as the blast Pinkie Pie sent at me half a year ago, but it was most definitely love which I felt. Love which was replenishing my lost energy from having to heal my wounds.
Yes, pony friends could sustain a Changeling like me, just as well as a proper pony relationship might. And Camellia didn't even seem to notice I was feeding off her right now, the process just a natural thing my body seemed to do when faced with this emotion. If I could get a group of friends around me over in Hoofton, I could easily survive without going hungry.
Was this the big secret our family of infiltrators had found out? The one thing which drew them away from the hives and into singular pony guises which slowly but surely built up a history of their own? The thing which Blaze and Burst clung to out of a strong sense of needing to maintain these identities of themselves?
I could definitely see the benefits over making all the ponies our effective love-slaves. Draining them dry would be no less stupid than draining a well in a desert. We'd have a feast, and then slowly starve to death after.
Right now, where I was sitting, I was oddly comfortable. I was still faced with the prospect of having to figure a way out of this whole mess... but with friends like Camellia doing the legwork, there was a rising hope within me that we'd get out of it relatively unscathed.
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As Camellia and I sat at the coffeetable in her living room, our right hooves placed near the center of the table touching each other, the love beaming out from my newly made friend poured into me relatively unhampered by her internal feelings about my appearance or species.
Our thoughts were our own while we sat in peace, up until we heard some stumbling from the floor above.
"Is she going to be okay on her own there?" Camellia wondered, which evoked a hearty laugh from me.
"You're sounding like me," I commented, putting focus back on the unicorn. "After hearing Blaze talk about the issues Breeze and Burst have with staying out of trouble, I'm constantly worried about them. And I'm still getting used to my back plate! Forget me trying to survive on my own in this world..."
Camellia subconsciously leaned her head to the right as if she wanted to look past me at my back plate now I had mentioned it, and I turned in place a little so she could get a better look. Realizing I had caught her staring again, she dipped her ears down a bit lower against her head, so I booped her hoof with my own and smiled at her while straightening up again.
"It's fine to look, really. As I said before; you can look and ask all you want, I'll tell you if you go too far," I told Camellia.
"Oh?" the unicorn responded cautiously. "I had wondered about it. Is it like a beetle's plating? Like, are there wings hiding underneath?"
Of course she had to go there...
"Not exactly," I started, turning my head a bit too fast to look back at it and having to stabilize myself against the nausea again. "Yes, there are wings underneath it, but I can't split my backplate in half like beetles can. They just slide out from the space between my body and the plating."
Camellia waited for a brief moment before her hoof gently pushed in against my own. "How about I stop talking here and go get us something to drink, hm? I did offer you tea, after all."
I gave a slow nod to her, not looking up as I was trying to let the headache settle again. "I would like that, but some water would be fine as well."
"Really? Because I do have some honey in the house, and it already made your sibling laugh when I first proposed it to her... I could put the jar in front of you and you can tell me how ridiculous I am because you're not a pair of bees, like she did?" the unicorn prodded, pulling her forehoof back from the table.
I carefully peered up at her beaming a caring smile my way, but then was immediately drawn to a flash of pink light behind her!
A pair of ponies had appeared out of thin air and were now standing near the foot of the stairs, and I felt a shiver run down my spine as my brain connected their appearances to a set of names I knew really well...
The first was an Alicorn, her horn still sparkling a little as her magic died down. Her coat was a light purple, with a darker purple stripe set next to a pink one in both her blue mane as well as blue tail. On her flank sat a sparkling pink star amidst several smaller white ones. I stared at the Princess Twilight Sparkle recovering from her teleportation spell as if she used it daily, her pink eyes darting around the room until they settled on Camellia and myself.
The other pony had a fair bit more trouble getting their hoofing again, stumbling sideways a few steps until they got their bearings. An orange hoof reached up to the large Stetson hat on her blonde mane to push it back in place while her green eyes tumbled in their sockets. It was unmistakably Applejack, the well-known earthpony who ran Sweet Apple Acres with her family back in Ponyville.
"Bwuh..." I started, reaching my right hoof up from the table's surface to point in their direction.
"Oh my goodness; it really IS a Changeling!" Twilight Sparkle exclaimed, a bit too loudly to my liking, her wings unfurling and sticking out behind her in her obvious enthusiasm! "I couldn't believe it when I got the letter, but here we are face-to-face with a Changeling, in Canterlot! Are you seeing this, Applejack?"
"Now hold on to yer horsefeathers, Twilight," Applejack protested, only turning slowly as if she was feeling under the weather. "I'll come and see yer 'same thing' as soon as the world stops spinnin'."
"Oh, sorry," Twilight noted. "I forgot you're not used to my teleportation spell."
"Princess Twilight Sparkle?" Camellia exhumed in surprise after having turned to the pair. "Here, in my humble house?"
"Ah, there's really no need for formalities," Twilight Sparkle coughed uneasily, taking a few steps forward and giving a light headbow to the unicorn. "I feel like I need to thank you for letting me know about this unique situation. I'm afraid I forgot your name... Caramel, was it?"
"Camellia," I suggested, trying to push my own excitement at the fact I was face-to-face with Twilight Sparkle down, "and you can call me Pearl. My sister Oval is upstairs, so please don't be alarmed if she comes walking down the stairs."
"Oh?" Twilight responded with a raised eyebrow. "What quaint names! This is so exciting! I mean, I'm finding more and more friendly Changelings! Well, with 'me' I mean my friends are finding them for me; Spike found Thorax, Starlight Glimmer found Moonshine and a whole group of them whose names I can't remember... I hope that's not offending you? Is it? I really don't mean it to be offending, but you know the other Changelings I know have basically been attacking us every time we come across them, so it's really exciting when..."
"Twilight, would ya calm down?" Applejack called out. "For goodness' sake, girl, you're ramblin' like a filly goin' on her first date! We haven't even got here less than five seconds ago!"
"Oh, right. You're right, Applejack," Twilight agreed with a flush. "It's just that I'm excited knowing there are more friendly Changelings about than just Thorax! Can you imagine the possibilities if we can get a conversation going between us?"
"You think you might want to give 'em time to respond, then?" Applejack suggested with a wink and a nudge of her shoulder to her friend's left side. "Hey there Opal, don't let Twilight 'ere take yer tongue out, you hear?"
Camellia raised a hoof at that, pointing halfway up the stairs to a figure who had started to come down at hearing the commotion. "No, that's Oval. With a v. The one behind me is Pearl. And I'm Camellia, as Pearl told you already."
Twilight Sparkle and Applejack both turned to look over at Oval coming down the stairs, with Applejack raising a hoof to push Twilight's wings down out of the way. The princess folded her wings at her friend's gentle prodding, allowing the earthpony to look over the alicorn's flank with considerable more ease. Oval, in turn, just continued down the stairs until she reached the ground floor, and then raised her right forehoof up in greeting.
"Oh, hey there, Twilight. We have actually met a few times already, although I can't change into a look you know to show you right now," my Changeling sister spoke with a grin. "You've also met our sisters Blaze and Breeze on occasion, but they're not with us. We were not expecting to see you until we'd come visit you in Ponyville about a year from now."
A spark of recognition flashed over Twilight Sparkle's face. "Wait, YOU'RE the Changelings Moonshine spoke of?"
"Er, that depends," Oval replied cautiously. "If she's said nice things, then sure... if she's been treading all over my reputation, then I'll want to know all the details but it was probably my evil twin."
Twilight's face fell blank as she tried to find a response to Oval's joke, but Applejack started to chuckle behind her.
"Aw, that's my kinda humor," she spoke up. "Y'all are fine as far as I've heard; Moonshine's been yappin' on about some Pearl come to stop an invasion nopony in their right mind would want, but nothin' bad 'sides that."
The orange Earthpony turned back to face me and looked straight at my bug-eyed face. "I'm bettin' we got you to thank for that, don't we, sugarcube?"
"I really didn't do all that much," I mumbled, looking away from her peering green eyes. "In the end it was all of us working together that did it. The power of friendship and all that..."
"I was just about to get Pearl something to drink," Camellia spoke up. "Could I offer you something as well, princess?"
"Now yer talkin'!" Applejack spoke merrily. "If y'all got some cider, applejuice, or milk, that'd be a mighty fine treat, Camellia!"
"She's got honey in the house," I suggested flatly, making sure to stare straight at Oval who promptly slapped herself in the face with a hoof.
"Damnit, Pearl, how do you keep getting wise about these things?" she wondered out loud. "I'll just have some tea, please."
"Oh, tea sounds lovely," Twilight Sparkle added herself.
"A round of tea for everypony except Applejack then?" Camellia asked glancing between us all, and I gave a nod at her as she looked my way. "If I may suggest you all take a seat, the tea will be done in just a minute."
Twilight Sparkle did not move until Oval decided to walk past her and sit down on my left side, the princess' eyes following my sister as she walked. Applejack just casually sauntered our way as well, and flopped down opposite us, beaming a smile our way.
"So, what brought y'all over to Canterlot?" the Earthpony asked as if she had known us for a long time and was just talking about the weather with us. "I mean, I've heard a thing or two from Twilight over there... who's gonna keep standin' until her legs fall out from under her it seems..."
Twilight's cheeks flushed again and she quickly darted closer to us, taking position on Applejack's right side to end up opposite Oval. "Sorry, sorry..."
"You have no idea at the excitement I'm feeling on this end at sitting face-to-face with you both," I spoke empathically to Twilight, "but I have a nasty headache which does a good job tempering it."
"She decided to fly down the stairs without opening her wings, go figure," Oval chuckled at my expense.
"Yeah, it was great fun until I reached the bottom," I snorted, eliciting a chuckle from Applejack.
"You look... really alike," Twilight Sparkle suggested, seemingly ignoring what we just said. "How do you keep each other apart?"
"This is going to be another long conversation, isn't it?" Oval sighed out. "I've done too much teaching in the past months, how about I let Pearl talk instead and I'll just sit here looking pretty?"
"Pretty? Have y'all looked in a mirror lately?" Applejack offered up with a wink, the joke getting laughs from all but Twilight Sparkle who was still lost to her thoughts.
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Before Camellia finished with the tea, the front door opened up on the four of us sitting around the coffee table in the living room, and Meadowsweet walked in. She absentmindedly kicked the door closed behind her with a back hoof, set her eyes upon the group of ponies and Changelings in the living room, opened her mouth to say something, and then promptly froze in place as her facial expression went through a few different emotional states in quick succession.
"So, princess Twilight Sparkle and Applejack have joined us," Oval remarked at her dryly, motioning her left forehoof in the direction of the two ponies, who turned their necks to look back at the groundskeeper.
Twilight Sparkle jumped up and rushed up at the poor unicorn near the doorway. "Meadowsweet! I didn't know you were in on this too!?"
"Oh, dear," Meadowsweet meeped timidly, ducking down a bit. "H...hello princess Twilight. I did not expect you so soon."
I was surprised at this complete change in her demeanor compared to when she was cracking jokes on Burst's expense earlier in the day, but Twilight offered a clear enough reason for it.
"Oh come on, we basically grew up together," Twilight Sparkle suggested. "Just because I'm a princess now does not mean we can't be friends anymore; I AM the princess of friendship, after all."
"Yeah... but we lost touch when you went to magic school and I turned to gardening instead," Meadowsweet mumbled, barely audible. "You barely recognized me when I took the job of palace groundskeeper after the previous groundskeeper retired. I thought you were too busy with your new friends from Ponyville. And then there was your ascension to princess..."
"Meadowsweet," Twilight Sparkle sighed in realisation, taking another step closer to her former friend. "I'm sorry if I have neglected you in the past. I only have good memories of our shared past, and I would welcome you as my friend again if you want to be? Forget the fact I'm a princess now; Just think of me as the unicorn filly you once helped out of a flowerpatch after her magic exploded in her face."
"You know that got me on the road to gardening?" Meadowsweet suggested with a careful smile, looking up at her old pal. "Those poor flowers would have died from your falling on them, if not for miss Berrysweet using a healing spell on them. It made me realize how resilient plants were and how much they could benefit from a little care from us."
"I remember," Twilight Sparkle answered with a nod and a smile. "That was the day you got your cutiemark, if I'm not mistaken."
"Thanks to you, princess," Meadowsweet remarked. "If you had not broken those flowers, I might have never found my true calling."
I glanced over at Applejack.
"I know Rainbow Dash's Sonic Rainboom was the cause for you six to gain your cutiemarks pretty much simultaneously," I started, to which Applejack raised an eyebrow. "Don't ask me how I know, but doesn't Meadowsweet's story make you think about how long Twilight Sparkle has been attracting ponies who struggled with problems? Even as a filly she helped her friend gain a cutiemark... and later on you grouped up with her and became the prime force to be reckoned with among you ponyfolk."
"What are ya suggesting?" Applejack asked with a slow narrowing of her eyes.
"Your friend, Twilight Sparkle, may be a natural catalyst for events to revolve around," I replied with a wry smile. "Like me falling into a conspiracy my sisters set up to thwart our Queen's attempts to invade Equestria, and how they did the majority of everything, and I just sort of stood there as a catalyst... Twilight may be similar, is all? I mean, I'm just thinking out loud here."
"She undervalues herself," Oval muttered. "Pearl has done a fantastic job helping to keep the peace between us. If not for her, we would not be sitting here talking right now."
Applejack glanced between the both of us, then back at where Twilight and Meadowsweet had fallen into a hug. "I honestly don't know if y'all are right on that, sugarcube. If it hadn't been for Thorax and Moonshine, I'd still be seein' y'all as a threat myself. I would not be sittin' here talking either."
"Did you come because the map told you, or because Twilight asked you to, Applejack?" I had to ask. "Starlight Glimmer explained to us about the map and why her and Pinkie Pie's cutiemarks were glowing after we sorted the problem with our Queen, that's why I'm asking."
"The map, of course," Applejack answered casually, glancing at me from under the shadow of her hat. "Did y'all think I'd be here with these fancy cityponies if ah could avoid it?"
"I know you know I know you wouldn't," I spoke, tilting my head slightly as I went over my own sentence again in my mind. "Although I can't find out how you'd know that, really. Ignore me."
"Starlight Glimmer and Moonshine both filled us in about what we could expect from a pair of friendly Changelings before we left Ponyville," Twilight Sparkle spoke up, joining us again with Meadowsweet in tow. "One of the things Moonshine kept emphasizing was that you've been among us ponies for years now, roaming undetected while gathering information. She said 'It's best to expect we already know what you're talking about unless we ask for an explanation'."
"That sounds about right," Oval agreed. "I don't know if I can apologize enough for lying to you in the past, but it's a sad truth we can't exactly go out like this and expect everypony to give us the benefit of the doubt. We would be hunted down and thrown in the dungeons, chased out, or killed."
"Tea's ready," Camellia offered up, levitating five mugs of steamy hot tea into our midst and setting them down on the coffee table. A sixth mug containing warm milk with a small hint of added honey was placed in front of Applejack before our host sat down next to Oval.
Effectively we were now paired up with Applejack sitting opposite me, Twilight Sparkle sitting opposite Oval, and Camellia sitting opposite Meadowsweet. All with our own warm drinks in front of us sending steam rising up between us.
"Thank you, Camellia," the princess of friendship spoke with a smile at the unicorn in question, then turned her attention back to Oval. "Having spoken at great length with both Thorax and Moonshine, I think I have a good idea of why you do what you do. I agree that there's nothing you can say or do to make the past years of infiltration and subterfuge right, but I've been willing to see past that while dealing with those two, and I am here to help you with your current problem if I can."
"I didn't expect otherwise, but I would have expected Rarity to have come along as well, seeing as how she knows ponies in Canterlot's high society?" I offered up.
"I don't know why Rarity was not called," Twilight Sparkle agreed with me. "But I am sure Applejack and I can help with whatever problem we come across."
"So you're sure this is another friendship problem, then?" I asked directly. "I mean, as far as I understand that map, it only sends you on friendship problems?"
"I have no idea," Twilight Sparkle answered truthfully. "Maybe if you fill us in on what is going on here exactly, I can get a better idea of what we're faced with?"
I glanced sideways at Oval, who leaned back with a quick shake of her head. Obviously she was not the one to explain things to Twilight Sparkle. Camellia still sat with some awe on her face, and I had some doubts she could get the words out properly. Meadowsweet was lost in thought, and I wondered if she was even aware of the situation right now. She could be forgiven, having just reunited with an old schoolfriend who also ended up being a princess. She might be going over old memories for all I knew.
"Well," I started, stopping to scrape my throat a bit. "As far as I've been told one of my siblings was travelling through Canterlot when they suddenly decided to reveal themselves and attack one of Canterlot's Royal Guard. There was no reason for them to do so, and they caused a cascade effect which has all of the guards on high alert right now."
"Several dozens, if not a hundred or more of my family have since been revealed and thrown in the Canterlot dungeons," I continued, scraping my throat uneasily. "We need to feed every so often, or we'll go feral and basically just attack anything nearby in the hopes of leeching some love from them. These Changelings stuck in the dungeons right now are a ticking timebomb waiting to go off..."
"If there's truly a hundred or more of my siblings down there, it's only a matter of time before they'll throw themselves against the doors and try to break out. Or die trying," I concluded solemnly.
Shocked faces all around, except on Oval or Meadowsweet. One knew exactly what I meant, the other was so lost in thought that a true (time)bomb could have gone off near her and she would not have realized.
"My sister Oval and me were on an inbound train when we were hit by a magic spell which made us lose our ability to transform our looks. We were chased through the streets until Camellia took us in, and we are extremely thankful to her for trusting us," I continued, smiling up in Camellia's direction as I spoke of her.
"We would have been in the dungeons ourselves if not for her. While talking with her on the upstairs landing, some kind of shadow took possession of us and we instantly became paranoid that the other would want to attack us. Our fear and paranoia grew until we ended up caught in a very short fight, which had me topple down the stairs."
I motioned my head in the direction of my hurt leg. "I'm still recovering from that, but I don't blame Camellia for attacking me; there was a definite shadow."
"A... shadow?" Twilight Sparkle repeated with a thoughtful look on her face, and Meadowsweet woke up from her reverie.
"Huh? Oh, the shadow which has haunted Canterlot Castle for months now. Yeah, Camellia said she thought that was the one which took her over for a momentary lapse of reason," Meadowsweet nodded, halfway in the conversation again.
The princess turned her attention on Meadowsweet while her wings trembled from a shiver going down her spine. "What shadow? How many months? I need details!"
"Well, ever since that strange dream in which I was wandering Canterlot with all my friends together, really," Meadowsweet started. "Ever since that dream, there's been a shadow in the castle, only visible when you're not directly looking at it. It's been roaming around the halls and rooms and even the courtyard."
"I thought they were just rumours until Camellia said she felt it here as well. Anypony who sees or feels the shadow speaks of the fear they feel, but not of the shadow; it's like they fear other things. Like a wall coming down as they walk by it, or their friends turning on them."
"And the sightings have become more frequent as well. Camellia's the first who has noticed it outside of the palace grounds, that I know of," Meadowsweet pointed out.
Twilight glanced back at Applejack. "You don't think it could be the Tantabus, do you?"
"That beastie we fought with princess Luna, you mean? I reckon the princess is the only one who can say for sure," Applejack reasoned.
"Oh, you can't get to the princesses anymore; they have pretty much locked themselves in their rooms and won't come out for anything," Meadowsweet revealed to an ever-more-shocked Twilight Sparkle. "They've been in there for a few weeks now, avoiding contact with each other and only opening their doors if food is brought to them, if the rumours are true."
"Jeez," Oval hissed. "If one little shadow can send even the pony princesses running for the hills, what kind of evil are we dealing with?"
"You don't know about the Tantabus, then?" Twilight Sparkle asked of us Changelings, and while Oval shook her head, I nodded instead.
"I do know about the Tantabus, princess," I answered. "I know you and your friends helped princess Luna fight it in a communal dream in which all of Ponyville was brought together to keep it from escaping into the waking world. I know it was a culmination of princess Luna's worst fears. And, thinking about what I felt when Camellia and I stood opposite each other on the landing, I feel like you may be right about it being the reason for all this."
"I did not say that," Twilight Sparkle noted, "but you're right. I was thinking that. It's the only thing I know of which makes sense, considering the situation and timeframe. I would have been told if you Changelings had been considered a threat; Celestia and Luna would have made sure Cadance and I were informed. If they're acting out of paranoid delusions... I doubt they would trust even me."
"The guards are not just arresting Changelings anymore either; Just today they have started going around with unicorns who use a special 'scanning' spell to check for any Changelings who may have escaped the other spell they had in place. Even if you just appear like somepony who may be hiding something, you're arrested and brought up to the castle for questioning as well," Camellia revealed. "The baker next door to the store I work in was arrested just this afternoon for making bread 'big enough to hide something in'."
"That's just ridiculous!" Applejack fumed. "Has everypony in this town lost their marbles?"
"If the Tantabus is truly in this waking world, they very well may have," Twilight Sparkle sighed, reaching for her tea with her magic. "All of Equestria may be in danger."
"Don't you ever think back to your time in Canterlot before Nightmare Moon's return? How much simpler it was back then?" I asked of her, and she peered over at me past her mug while taking a sip.
"I don't know how you could have known that," she finally responded after swallowing her tea. "You can't read minds, can you?"
"We can't read minds, princess," Oval answered for me. "Pearl here is somewhat unique, even among us. She knows things none of the rest of us do. Especially about you and your friends, apparently."
"I think we're going to have to have a long talk about that before this is over," Twilight Sparkle suggested.
"I'm going to need to have long talks with an ever-growing group of ponies," I chuckled. "I should hire somepony to make appointments for me, because I might be busy for a while!"
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The princess Twilight Sparkle gave a look of painful empathy to my stating I would need to find an assistant to plan conversations with ponies. Knowing she at least had Spike to perform that task for her, I could not help but think she had a hoof up on me in that regard.
I levitated my mug of tea up to my lips and taking a thoughtful sip at it, an act which was copied a moment after by Burst.
"Now all of this is well and good," Applejack posited, "but if we're really dealing with that bothersome cloud, how are we going to get rid of it with the princesses all locked in her tower like a snug bug burrowing their way through a fresh apple?"
I lowered my mug a slight bit so I could talk over the rim of it at the orange Earthpony. "You and the others from Ponyville basically keep forgetting your friend counts as a princess as well, don't you?"
"Ah, well," Applejack started, giving a thoughtful rub with her forehoof under her iconic Stetson hat. "I guess it's not something we think about unless Twilight has us help her with her royal duties. It's not what defines our friendship with her, in any case."
"No, I get that," I agreed, "after all; you guys knew her from before she suddenly grew wings."
Twilight, on her part, raised an eyebrow while looking between Applejack and myself. "Is this going somewhere?"
I put my mug back down on the table and gave a quick nod. "There must be a reason why the map sent the Element of Honesty along with the Princess of Friendship, independent from our call for help."
"Oh, right; we only sent a message out to Ponyville today," Camellia realized. "Roseluck would have needed a few hours to get out by train, more than that to walk the distance or go by cart."
"Yes, you two arrived way too soon," Oval added to the group's growing realization.
"Which means," I continued, "that there may still be a response to our message. If we don't get things moving soon, Starlight Glimmer or Moonshine may take things into their own hooves."
"Ah," Twilight Sparkle gasped, her face showing she was going through a mental list of potential steps either her Unicorn or Changeling pupil may take without her guidance.
"It's not like that's such a bad thing," Oval supposed. "I mean; we had some great luck in the past when Moonshine and Starlight Glimmer helped us prevent an invasion."
"Yes, but what would Moonshine do when she realizes there's a hundred of our cousins trapped in Canterlot's dungeons?" I asked of my sibling. "Do you think we can count on her to stay calm or will she rally all our family into an army to force an escape?"
"She is rather hot-blooded," Burst mused, clearly seeing the problem looming on the horizon.
"Starlight has come a long way," Twilight Sparkle suggested to calm our nerves. "I trust her to not rush into things."
"Either case, I'm with the grey one in front of me," Applejack nodded over the table in my direction. "Whatever we're gonna do, let's put our backs into it and get movin'."
"We will need to get to the princesses," Twilight mused. "None of us can take the tantabus alone."
"If there is any way for us to get to the dungeons unseen, we may be able to get our family on your side as well, even if we can't shapeshift," I proposed. "We have some leverage with them, and a lot are from the same world I am from. They may be starving right now, but that's nothing new: They were almost dying from starvation when we freed them from our Queen's bad planning just a few months ago. All they need is a plan to follow and they'll be your greatest asset."
"Pearl is right. The trick is to not get captured ourselves while explaining our plans to them," Oval added.
"I can probably help with that," stated Meadowsweet, a pensive look on her face. "There may still be a few friendly guards in the palace who owe me a favor."
"Okay, so princess Twilight and Applejack will both try to get through to the princesses Luna and Celestia," Camellia summarized, "Meadowsweet will try to find a friendly guard to sneak Pearl and Oval into the dungeons, and what would my task be?"
"Well, there is a relatively private spot in the gardens which would be perfect for the two of them to hide in," Meadowsweet proposed to her Unicorn friend. "Even so, there may be the occasional guard doing his rounds in the area. You could help them stay hidden by being the more obvious pony present."
"Like a lightning rod, you mean?" I asked of the Earthpony. "Do they know you two are friends? The idea of a pony waiting for their friend to be done with work should quiet most of their paranoid thoughts, no?"
"Something along those lines, yes," the Royal Gardener agreed. "Any noise or movement which drew them to the spot could be attributed to Camellia being there."
"That might work," Burst agreed with a slow nod.
"Then it's just a matter of getting them into the palace gardens in the first place," Twilight Sparkle mused. "And, at this hour, visitors are usually ushered out, not let in."
"Visitors, yes, but I'll betcha they won't turn down a cart chok-full of delicious apple pies courtesy of Sweet Apple Acres," Applejack stated eagerly. "And with all the business we've been doing with Canterlot over the years, my family and I still have a cart stored in the merchant district so we don't have to haul it back an' forth all the while."
"You want us to hide under a pile of apple pies?" Oval asked incredulously.
"It should be a viable plan already to just have a tarp over the cart and an apple pie or two to take out from under it in case the guards ask questions," Twilight Sparkle mused.
"Most of the bakers in town should be closed by now," Camellia sighed. "I guess it was some foresight on my part that I bought the apples which are on the table, no?"
"Hmm-mm. If you'll allow me to use yer kitchen, miss Camellia, I'll be able to bake us a couple of pies lickety-split!" Applejack offered with a tip of her hat.
Camellia threw a glance back at her kitchen in a moment of worry at having another pony potentially make a mess of it, but then made up her mind and gave a decisive nod to Applejack. "On one condition; I want to help. I know where everything is in my kitchen and I want to know how you fluff the dough the way your family has been known for."
"Ah, that only seems fair," Applejack chuckled in return. "It ain't like it's that difficult a thing to do, and Granny Smith still has her secrets not even I'm privvy to. Ya got yerself a deal. Let's get bakin'."
I watched as the pair of ponies trotted off into the kitchen, then turned my attention back to the others. Princess Twilight Sparkle was sipping at the last of her tea, Oval was looking at Meadowsweet, and the latter sat in quiet contemplation.
"What's on your mind, Meadowsweet?" I asked of the mare.
"Getting you both into the castle is not going to be the problem," Meadowsweet started. "Especially with Applejack's plan."
"But?" Twilight Sparkle interjected.
"But getting everypony out again once the guards become aware something is wrong is," Meadowsweet sighed. "I can only help so much. There are limits to my level of access in the palace; the palace grounds, the equipment rooms, storage for seeds and the like."
"But we've got a princess on our side," I pointed out, motioning my head toward Twilight Sparkle.
"Given the level of paranoia between the princesses which Meadowsweet described earlier, how much is princess Twilight Sparkle going to be able to accomplish, I wonder?" Oval queried.
"Ah, yes," Twilight Sparkle realised. "Given the princesses are holed up in their respective bedrooms without talking with one another, we're in a worse situation than when I had to convince princess Celestia that Nightmare Moon was about to make her appearance. That was a whole ordeal which we only narrowly managed to turn to a positive outcome, I'll have you know. Equestria was almost taken over by a shadow worse than the Tantabus."
"Nah, Nightmare Moon isn't that bad," I posited. "You should have seen the fanworks made about her back where I came from. A lot of people in my world think she had redeeming qualities."
Twilight Sparkle looked at me with a thoughtful expression. "About that..."
I stared back with my blue eyes. "Yes, princess?"
Twilight Sparkle opened her mouth, then closed it again as her ears perked up. Her whole demeanor changed to one of alertness and she rose to her hooves. "You two, head into the kitchen and stay out of sight."
Burst and me shared a quick glance, but hurried to do as Twilight ordered. I barely caught a glimpse of Meadowsweet rising to a standing position while Twilight moved past her to the front door before following Oval into the kitchen, where Applejack and our host Camellia were busying themselves getting the apple pies ready.
Camellia looked up with a raised eyebrow and Oval motioned back the way we came. "Princess' orders."
"She headed for the front door," I added. "Maybe something to check on?"
Camellia looked at Applejack. "Can I leave this to you?"
"Ah, of course," Applejack returned with a broad smile. "Ain't the first time I had to bake pies on my own. Go see what's up."
Camellia quickly trotted off to the front of the house while Burst and me took position in a corner which was the least visible from the doorway giving entry from the living room.
Applejack's coring and cutting of apples, mixing batter, and prepping the pie tins made it difficult to make out what was being said in the front of the house, but I could hear the sound of agitated voices rising up into a clearly heated discussion before long.
Oval nudged my shoulder with her own. "What do you think that's about?"
"Passing guard going door-to-door to try and find us, maybe? You heard what Meadowsweet said about that; they have unicorns with spells that disrupt our guises," I considered, having seen enough movies about dystopian governments in my time back on Earth to fill in the blanks.
"I wish we had an easy way out of town; I'd prefer going back to my mare, but the thought of leaving our siblings trapped in the dungeon is too much to bare," Oval sighed. "Even if it might be dangerous, I can't come home without having at least tried to save them. I can't face Celery if I run away from my responsibilities."
I gave my sister a sympathetic nudge back. "The things we do for love..."
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While Oval and me were hiding in the kitchen, there was a sudden burst of magical energy from the living room. I felt a wave of nausea hit me as it passed through the kitchen, and I noticed Oval's eyes narrowing as well.
The throbbing headache which had dissipated almost completely, most likely due to the tea I had been drinking while being distracted by the conversations we'd been having, came back in full force and I needed a moment to stabilize myself again.
"Oof, definitely magic aimed at revealing us," I whispered to my sister. "I felt the same way in the train when we passed through the magic barrier."
"Yeah, let's keep our voices low for now," Oval agreed.
Camellia came walking into the kitchen just as she finished her sentence, and motioned to Applejack. "Oh Applejack, would you mind coming to the front door a moment so the guard can see you're who you say you are?"
Applejack cast a quick glance our way, but dropped what she was doing and followed behind Camellia. "Sure sugarcube, as long as it doesn't take too long; these here pies need to go in the oven right quick."
The pair of them disappeared out of sight again and I mentally prepared for another magic burst. We didn't have to wait long for it to pass through the house again, making Burst and me both wince from the nauseating feeling it brought with it.
I squinted my eyes shut at the headache, and felt Oval move in to give me a soft nuzzle in an effort to comfort me.
Without Applejack making noise around us, we could clearly hear a gruff voice from outside declaring. "All clear. Thank you for your cooperation."
The thought of Canterlot turning into a dystopian police state like this brought with it its own feeling of nausea to me. The ponies living here deserved better than that.
The front door closed and Applejack and our host Camellia filed back into the kitchen to resume their baking.
"You should be good to return to the living room," Camellia offered up, but then frowned in worry as she spotted me. "Let me make you some more tea, because while that experience rattled all of our nerves you look like you're about to fall over."
"That magic makes me feel about ready to puke," I admitted. "With my headache from the fall down the stairs, I saw stars for a moment and it's not even night out. I sincerely hope we can get them to stop using it."
"It's like it's trying to draw the love straight out of our core so we regurgitate it like resin," Burst mumbled weakly. "I was doing just fine earlier today, but these tugs and pulls make me feel the hunger more deeply than before."
Applejack raised an eyebrow while moving pie tins around, but Burst's comment seemed to have passed Camellia by unnoticed.
"Let's have a chat with the princess, sis," I suggested. "Maybe she can figure something out to keep that at bay."
"I hope so. It's not going to help any of us if I turn feral from starvation before we're done with our plan," Burst muttered with clear unease. "I didn't expect those scans to hit me that hard."
I walked ahead of her into the living room, shaking my head a bit at the thought. I still felt pretty full myself and the headache had drawn my attention away from it, but now Oval had mentioned it I realised there was a definite hunger pang growing deep within me.
Princess Twilight Sparkle stood at the front window looking out into the street while Meadowsweet had flopped down on a couch as if she were low on energy.
"Thanks for the heads up there, princess Twilight," I started, to which the princess flicked her tail.
"This is definitely not the Canterlot I know and love," Twilight declared while still staring out through the window. "The paranoia has seeped into everypony out there, and even presses upon us here, now. I felt it in the magic that was used to scan us."
"Yeah, even I could feel that was wrong," the earthpony on the couch started, then closed her eyes and mouth with a shake of her head. "It made me think of..."
"Tainted energy," Twilight finished Meadowsweet's sentence.
"Yes, like a rot which has taken hold of the root of a plant, slowly killing it," Meadowsweet agreed. "It left a bad taste in my mouth."
"It's like that for us as well," I pointed out. "Oval here just remarked it felt like the love we feed on was being pulled out of us, like it tried to force us to regurgitate it."
Twilight turned her head to look in our direction. "The Tantabus doesn't know love. It is a pit of despair, of distrust between ponies. It is very likely the magic it taints will draw every good feeling out of us until all we have left is fear and paranoia."
"If only we could feed off fear," Oval chuckled weakly. "We could counter the Tantabus' effects that way."
I pondered that for a moment, but then shook my head. "Not a good thing to ponder, Burst. We don't draw the love from ponies, do we? Not unless we strain ourselves like our Queen tried to do back in the past. Those feelings would still remain in them and hurt them for it."
"But we would be stronger if we had an alternative source to feed on," Oval tried.
"And our Queen would launch an invasion to make use of the Tantabus' effects upon ponies if we could feed off fear," I pointed out with a sigh. "It's better that we need to feed on love, because that makes the Tantabus our common enemy. Our Queen won't launch another mistaken attack upon Canterlot if she doesn't think we can feed upon them."
"Yes, let's not give Chrysalis any ideas," Twilight Sparkle remarked with a grimace. "But I do have a better understanding of how little time we have to make a change now. Just those two scans made me worried my friends in Ponyville might be plotting against me."
"They would never," I instantly defended their longtime friendship.
"No, I can reason the feeling away now I'm not under the spell's effects, but it was a very strong suggestion nonetheless," the princess agreed. "There is no way they would turn against me. Time and again they have proven to be the best of friends."
"Exactly!" Applejack shouted from the kitchen. "Ain't nopony gonna turn us against one another. Also; pies are in the oven."
"And the tea is almost ready," Camellia added, also from the kitchen.
"They have good ears, don't they?" Burst chuckled. "Can't even make plans to betray one another in this house; everypony would immediately know about it."
"Let's not even entertain the thought," I coughed uneasily, walking over to my empty mug on the table and sitting on the ground near enough to it that I could easily pick it up and drink from once refilled. "I'd love some more tea when it's ready, Camellia!"
"On it," our host shouted back.
Meadowsweet looked downright miserable, splayed over the couch as she was, and I felt my concern for her rise as I looked the earthpony gardener over.
"You okay over there, Meadowsweet?" I asked of her, not hiding my worry in my voice.
"It's as Twilight said," Meadowsweet started. "As soon as that magic washed over me, I began doubting my friends, my position in the castle. Am I doing a good job? Are they just being nice to me? Are they laughing behind my back because I'm not tending to the gardens well enough? Because I don't have magic like miss Berrysweet who tended the gardens before me? Maybe the princesses are just leading me on, saying I..."
"Meadowsweet, stop it," Twilight interjected, walking on over and extending her left wing to rest over her friend. "You can fight the effects of the Tantabus, I'm sure of it. You know those thoughts are not your own. I've been to the castle many a time. Your gardens are among the most loved in all of Equestria."
"You're just saying that," Meadowsweet mumbled, shifting uneasily under the feathered limb of her friend. "You hardly ever visit them."
I blinked as Twilight Sparkle's horn started to emit a low shine of energy while the princess focused on soothing her longtime friend.
"Trust me on this, Meadowsweet. Your work is admired by a lot of ponies, and you're a wonderful mare to hang out with beyond that," she entrusted to the earthpony as her magic spread to the other. "I'll make an effort to be in touch more once we're through this dark chapter, and you can tell me all about botany when we do."
Meadowsweet sighed darkly and closed her eyes, but slowly but surely her facial expression softened. "I guess I'm just going to have to trust in you, princess."
"I'd hope so," Twilight chuckled, giving her friend a soft pat on the back with her wing. "I won't give up on you, Meadowsweet. I just get distracted a lot by my responsibilities. That doesn't mean we're no longer friends; it just means I'm all the more in need of one to be there for me when there's a lull in events."
"You know where to find me," Meadowsweet offered up with a growing smile.
"And you know where to find me," Twilight smiled back, her magic receding.
"Ain't that just a lovely sight?" Applejack remarked from halfway through the kitchen door.
"Yes, very much so," Oval agreed, sitting down near her own mug as I had done.
Camellia pressed herself passed Applejack, a hot teapot floating in front of her by her magic. "Okay, who wants another round of tea?"
Twilight lifted her wing off her friend and pointed it up in the air instead. "Oh yes please."
Meadowsweet nodded at her own mug on the table. "I could do with another mug, yes."
Burst joined in and lifted hers with her magic, and I noticed she had a bit more trouble keeping it stable than before. It made sense given she usually posed as an Earthpony, but also gave me an indication of how badly my her hunger had taken a hold of her.
"I hope those pies don't need to bake for too much longer," I mumbled.
"They're done when they're done, ya know?" Applejack chuckled. "I can't rush them. I have to uphold the reputation of Sweet Apple Acres."
"I'm just saying some of us might feel the pressure of the Tantabus and its effects a little stronger than others," I coughed uneasily, motioning at Oval and Meadowsweet in turn. "The sooner we can get to the castle, the better."
Oval looked away as I motioned in her direction, and Meadowsweet turned her ears down low at being indicated in that fashion.
"I don't mean anything with it other than that we should probably not wait too long," I reiterated carefully.
"We got it, Pearl, thank you," Twilight stated, folding her wings on her back and sitting down next to the couch Meadowsweet was on. "We should go the moment those pies are ready for it."
"You got it, Twilight," Applejack agreed.
"For what it's worth, there is something which might be able to help us Changelings out a little," I started.
Twilight peered in my direction as Camellia filled our mugs with fresh tea. "Do tell, Pearl?"
I followed Camellia with my eyes as she moved mugs around with her magic and filled them, walking around the room a little to make the distance she had to move them smaller.
"Camellia and me shared a moment around this table here, just talking, with barely a hint of fear for one another between us," I stated. "As we did, I could feel... well, love. The same love Oval and me, and all of our siblings, need to feed on to survive."
Camellia stopped filling the mug she was working on and tilted her head slightly in surprise. "You did?"
"Well, it wasn't as potent as the love between partners, I'm sure, but there was a very clear continuous trickle of energy feeding me as we sat here talking, yes." I agreed.
"Huh," Camellia responded, resuming her pouring of tea. "I guess I stopped seeing you as a threat when we were discussing things earlier. I was just fascinated about the things you told me about yourself."
"Hmm, that makes a strange kind of sense; Fascination is just a way of expressing interest in another," Twilight mused.
"How much did it fill you, Pearl?" Burst asked curiously as Camellia poured fresh tea in her mug.
I pondered the question a moment, thinking back to an experience we shared a few months back. "Let's say it was less than the amount we felt after Camellia watched us sleep, and way less than the love outburst from Pinkie Pie."
Camellia startled from being called out, spilling some of the tea past Oval's mug onto the floor, forcing my sister to pull her hooves back to not get burnt by the hot liquid.
"Ah, but Pinkie is a special case," Twilight Sparkle remarked with a smile.
"Right," I agreed. "Pinkie would try to make friends with anypony, no matter what they look like."
"Must be nice to have a friend like that," Camellia remarked, cleaning up the teaspill.
"She can be mighty overwhelming at times," Applejack chuckled, "but she's got 'er heart where it counts."
"So how do we use this information considering we have dozens of our family members going feral in the dungeons?" Oval wondered. "We can't exactly ask half the city to become friends with a bunch of love-starved Changelings?"
"I was more thinking you could try to buddy up with the four ponies gathered here so you wouldn't feel as peckish as you do, sis," I pointed out, looking around the room with as innocent a smile as I could muster given my fangs.
"What do you mean, Pearl?" Twilight asked with a raised eyebrow.
"Considering we're in this together, we might as well make a friendship pact of sorts before we get going, right? Like, we're going to have to trust one another to complete the task before us," I spoke while pointedly looking over at Meadowsweet wallowing in some manner of depressive fit on the couch.
Twilight glanced between her friend and me, a flash of worry on her face. "Yes, it would be prudent to get all these bad feelings sorted before we throw ourselves at the Tantabus. I have been taken by surprise too often in the past."
"Discord was entirely unfair to you and your friends," I chuckled, remembering the first time the six ponies had to fight him.
Twilight raised an eyebrow at that. "One day you'll have to explain those comments to me. They are unsettling."
"How about if we get through this, I'll come visit you in Ponyville and we'll talk about it at length Princess?" I suggested.
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