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		Where it All Began



Starswirl the Bearded stood on a spire in the black night of Canterlot. It was a cool spring night. A swift wind blew at his heavy blue cloak, his graying brown beard whipping by. He stared down a young stallion who stood on a spire opposite to him dressed in an identical black cloak. He felt a flame of rage grow inside him just by looking at the youth.
“So it's you, is it?” he spat. “Sombra, the pirate king?”
“Father,” Sombra said in a haughty voice “why do you speak with such contempt in your voice?” Starswirl glared at his opponent's prideful response.
“You have not been my son since you abandoned your home and became a criminal, Sombra.” Starswirl growled. “Pillaging and terrorizing the seas, and for what?”
“I was no longer your son,” Sombra said sharply, raising his voice “when you took those two under your tutelage... when you began to love them more than me.”
“Don't start that again!” Starswirl roared, clouds slowly gliding through the night sky, passing by the moon, briefly shadowing the two. “I never chose anypony over you... I loved you, Sombra... but you just craved power...” Starswirl lowered his head, feeling sorrow inside. “What is it you have returned for?” he asked. Sombra let out a low laugh.
“I am no longer king of the pirates, father.” Sombra said proudly. “I have chosen to crown myself king of hatred and fear-” “Dare you!?”
Starswirl glared at the black cloak before him. “Why say such a thing? Why would you embrace such horrid capabilities? What is your endgame, Sombra?”
“I will unleash Cataclysm-” “YOU CANNOT BE THAT MAD!”
Starswirl stared with wide eyes after what his child had said. “You cannot dare be serious, Sombra! No good can come of unleashing Cataclysm!”
“That is where you are wrong, father.” Sombra said as he shot with great speed for the aging pony. Starswirl jumped high, Sombra landing on top of an archway. Turning, his horn growing sharp, he watched as Starswirl slowly descended to balcony. He could tell his father was looking at him from under his hooded cloak.
“Leave this place now, Sombra.” Starswirl said narrowing his eyes. “I will run you through.”
“Would Canterlot's benevolent ruler Starswirl really do such a thing?” Sombra taunted. Starswirl leaped from his balcony, crossing horns with Sombra as his grew sharp as well.
“Do not taunt me!” Starswirl spat. The two tussled back and forth. Starswirl felt an icy chill run up his spine as he stared into Sombra's hazel eyes, completely full of blood lust. Losing strength, Starswirl shoved Sombra back with all his might, his son falling over the edge of the archway, landing on is hooves as his cloak flipped off, revealing his chestnut body identical to his father's. Starswirl looked over the ledge in bewilderment as Sombra laughed darkly up at him.
“Is that all, father-” Sombra said, leaping out of the way as Starswirl fired a powerful burst of energy for him, a small crater left in the ground.
“Your magic is still nothing to mine, boy.” Starswirl growled. “I will not tell you to leave again... I will kill you.” Sombra huffed and shook his head.
“Do you think that was the fullest extent of the glorious power hatred yields?” Sombra said in a proud voice. “Now we fight for real, father.” Starswirl watched in fear as Sombra's chestnut coat turned to dark, steely gray, his eyes turning blood red and long fangs stretching from his mouth. Grinning at the terrified look on Starswirl's face, green flames began to dance from his eyes.
“You look surprised, father.” he said with relish. Starswirl could tell Sombra's magic had increased more than tenfold just by looking at him. This wasn't good. There would be no way he could possibly hold off Sombra for long by himself. Before he could think on it any longer, however, Sombra powered his horn, a gigantic black crystal stretching out from the ground, ascending to meet with his father.
“You look frightened, master Starswirl the Bearded.”
Starswirl glared and charged forward, his head bowed and his sharpened horn outstretched, but Sombra was quick. Powering his horn lazily, a chunk of black crystal shot out of his foothold, Starswirl crashing into it painfully.
“You're nothing, father. I've outgrown you, and tonight will show that to all of Equestria-” “Silence!” Starswirl called as he cast a powerful spell at Sombra, the latter casting a dome of black crystal around himself, but this didn't work. The dome was shattered and Sombra took the full force of his father's attack, falling backward off his giant black crystal pedestal, summoning another to catch him just before he hit the ground. Starswirl knew that was a lucky hit. There was no way he would get a chance like hat again. Lunging, Starswirl leaped off the black crystal mount and fired several times at Sombra, the younger pony easily deflecting each shot. Bowing his head once more, Starswirl shot for his son, but was sent flying as Sombra opened his mouth and breathed white hot flames all over his opponent. Starswirl rived and squirmed as he extinguished the flames on his body, Sombra cackling as he stepped closer.
“I think I've proven myself the better, father.” Sombra sneered. “Now you die.” he said with a smirk, his horn growing sharp once more, Starswirl smirking back. “What do you find funny, father?” he asked just as a blast shot down next to him. Turning, Sombra dove out of the way as two ponies fired powerful magic at him. Flying down, the two alicorns under Starswirl's tutelage stared down Sombra the same way they did years before.
“Ah, my two friends.” Sombra sneered as they glared at him. “How long has it been?”
“That's enough from you!” thundered Luna, they younger of the two. Stepping forward, a breeze floating by in her shortly cropped blue mane, Sombra licked his chops as he saw her for the first time since his departure.
“You look great, Luna... much prettier than I remember-”
“I said silence, Sombra!” Luna snapped. “Sister!” she called back to her elder. Celestia stepped up behind her, her long pink mane draped around her shoulder.
“And dear Celestia.” Sombra taunted. “Are you still tagging along behind your little sister?” Celestia glared silently from behind Luna.
“Leave now, Sombra.” Starswirl said as he approached the three. “We will not show you mercy. This is your last chance-” Starswirl and his two scholars dove out of the way as Sombra powered his horn and sent needle-sharp black crystals for the three of them, the shards sinking deep into the walls around them.
“Master! Catch!”
Starswirl looked up just in time to see Luna fling an adorned saber for him, Starswirl catching in his mouth and leaping for a swing at Sombra, the latter powering his horn, drawing his glinting cutlass as he parried. The two glared, their jaws clasped on their blades, sparks dancing as they tried to force the other back. Finally, Sombra rolled to the side, Starswirl stumbling as his blade fell from his mouth. Raising his head high to deal a killing blow, Sombra was sent tumbling away as Celestia fired on him, his blade sinking into the cobblestone street. Thinking desperately, Celestia powered her horn and pulled Sombra's cutlass from the street and flung it for him, Sombra easily countering with his horn.
“Foolish Celestia, you haven't changed a bit.” he taunted as Celestia commanded the blade to swing more frenzied for the stallion. “You can't fight steel with magic. It just won't work.” he jeered, powering his own horn and tearing his blade from her ethereal grip. Clasping it in his mouth once more, he charged for the white alicorn, Luna casting a bolt of lightning for him which he easily struck down with his weapon. In a flash, Luna charged in front of Celestia and blocked Sombra's weapon with her horn, but she was growing weak. He was far too strong. Tears welling in her eyes, she could feel her horn snapping as he pressed on. It was agonizing. Rushing, Starswirl headbutted Sombra from the side, a light cut left in the young stallion's flank from his father's sharp horn. As Luna sank to her knees, Celestia rose and stood beside Starswirl, neither of them blinking once as they stared Sombra down. He didn't scowl, but rather gave a small smile.
“I will take my leave now-” “I think not, Sombra!” Celestia spat. “You will not get away with what you've done tonight-”
“That is where you are wrong, Celestia.” Sombra interjected, giving his trademark wicked smile. “You will choose... me, or Canterlot.” Before anypony could move, Sombra opened him fanged mouth and breathed dancing flames all over Canterlot. Starswirl charged for Sombra as Celestia and Luna (the latter straining to get up) powered their horns to cast water over the fires. Starswirl ran as fast as he could, but Sombra was slowly losing him. His old age was catching up to him. Before he could give chase any longer, Sombra turned and cast a giant shield of black crystal between him and the old mage. Starswirl chipped away slowly at the thick sheet of black crystal, Sombra cackling as he escaped.
=====
It was pandemonium in the square. Everypony ran from their homes in terror as Canterlot lit up the night sky in a blaze. Celestia and Luna fought furiously to extinguish the fires, but the flames were clearly powered by the wickedness Sombra commanded. Taking cover under the archway as they sent torrents of water over the houses and buildings, more and more flames shot up. Celestia was not as skilled in magic as her sister, and Luna's magic hampered from her injury. Canterlot was in real danger. Finally, the two heard the clopping of hooves as their mentor returned, knowing he had no way of both catching Sombra and saving Canterlot. It was their home and he needed to defend it. As he finally caught up with the two, he quickly cast a powerful twisting wind, neither of the two sisters needing to ask him what his plan was. Everypony stared in awe as the two alicorns sent their magic torrents of water spiraling and twisting into Starswirl's twister. Powering his horn, the two sisters using their magic to help maintain the twisting wind flow, Starswirl rose his floating maelstrom higher and higher in the predawn sky, finally sending a shining blue bolt of magic into it, causing it to burst into a furious rainstorm, the fires extinguishing in the downpour. Everypony old and young cheered for their powerful protectors, Luna sinking to her knees again as she winced at her chipped horn.
“Are you well, Luna?” Celestia asked as she looked her sister over. Luna nodded slowly.
“It shouldn't be difficult at all to restore your horn, Luna.” Starswirl said as he peered closely at her horn. “You were quite reckless to try and counter Sombra without a weapon.”
“Yes Master Starswirl.” Luna said with a bow. “It was foolish of me.”
“Worry not, Luna.” Starswirl went on as the rising sun slowly peaked through the parting rain clouds. “We managed to save Canterlot from Sombra, and that is all that matters.”
“What do you think he came back for?” Celestia pondered. Before Starswirl could explain to them, they looked up to see the archway crumble, bricks and mortar falling for them. Just as Starswirl powered his horn to shield them, the trio felt themselves sent flying out of the way, tumbling into the square as everypony stared in awe, not at the three magi, but at a tiny purple unicorn colt who stared in awe with his shining green eyes.
“Young colt. Come here, sir.” Starswirl commanded promptly. The colt, shaking nervously, stepped forward. He was quite small, barely older than six or seven, had a coat of dark purple and a shiny brown mane tied back in a ponytail. He had no Cutie Mark “Did you do that just now? Did you save us?”
The colt shook like a leaf and nodded slowly, his parents looking on in shock with the rest of the square. Starswirl smiled beneath his graying beard at the youth.
“Tell me, lad" Starswirl said politely, coming toward the little colt "would you be interested in become an apprentice?”
“M-me, M-Master Starswirl?” stammered the lad, Starswirl nodding.
“You seem quite talented.” the elder went on. “I think you are meant to do great things.”
“Really, Master Starswirl?” the young colt gaped in awe. “You want to take me on as your pupil?”
“Of course not.” said Starswirl. “I think young mistress Luna should.” All three ponies around the elderly magician blinked in confusion.
“Why me, master?” Luna asked, Celestia unsure if she could find her voice.
“Because of that.” the old unicorn said as he motioned to the young colt's flank, a Cutie Mark appearing on it before their eyes. It was of a wisp of black clouds dotted with stars, a neatly rolled piece of parchment stamped with a crescent-moon seal. Luna knew it was the exact same seal on her collar.
“Tell me,” Luna said as she stepped closer to the awestruck colt, surprised by how initiative she was being “would you be interested in becoming my pupil?” The little pony stared at her for a moment, shaking like a leaf. After a moment of shaking, though, he gave the slightest of nods, everypony in the square cheering, Starswirl and Celestia beaming at the master and pupil.
=====
The noonday sun shone through the windows of Starswirl's manor. It was here that he, Luna and Celestia called home for many many years. Even Sombra once walked these hallowed halls once, long before most ponies could even remember. High away in Starswirl's grand spire, Luna and her new pupil stood in her private study, both of their faces illuminated by the glow of the fireplace (despite it being a warm summer day). Turning, inhaling deeply, she looked straight into the young colt's gleaming green eyes.
“I will say this now,” Luna said in a dignified voice “I expect nothing short of satisfaction from you, young colt. I expect you to go above and beyond in all your endeavors. I expect you to do any and all things I command you to.”
“Yes Lady Luna!” the colt said proudly, bowing, doing his beast to ignore his pounding heart.
“Very well.” Luna said as her horn glowed as she cast a spell, a golden brooch appearing before the two as she also levitated a small black cloak and pinned them both around his neck. “First, you will tell me your name.”
“Yes, milady. It is Zerus.”

	
		The Protege'



Zerus ran through the streets of Canterlot, his cloak whipping in the breeze. The world seemed so different now that he was Luna's pupil. For days at a time, the two would be locked away as she coaxed him on and on throughout his studies. He didn't have much time to play with other fillies and colts or stroll down the street. Princess Luna was so strict.
He had spent the last four days visiting his parents against Luna's strict orders. She had told him expressly not to leave Starswirl's manor, but he felt so overwhelmed as of late. He wasn't sure if he wanted to be her pupil anymore. He had spoken with his parents both about living in the manor and how tough a teacher Luna was on him, but they told him to continue under her tutelage. Disgruntled but heading their advice, Zerus made for Starswirl's spire, ignore the other townsponies tending to their daily lives or playing in the warm summer day.
“She is a powerful magician, Zerus.” His father said. “She wants you to be the best that you can be.”
Zerus scowled as he continued through the cobblestone streets, the high walls of Starswirl's manor coming into view.
“If she didn't believe in you, do you think she would push you so hard?” his mother asked. “She must want you to succeed, son.” his mother added.
Zerus sighed as he ascended the steps to the spire at the edge of Starswirl's spire . No doubt, she was going to be very angry at him for running away. As he opened the doors, he was taken aback by what he saw. Luna was standing there, but she didn't look the least bit angry. She was instead smiling at him.
“Zerus,” she began in a kindly voice “after a whole year under my teachings, you've only just learned the most important lesson?” Zerus had no idea what she was talking about. Beaming, Luna stepped over to him and nuzzled him.
“You must strive to be yourself, Zerus, should you have any hope of excelling in any endeavor you might have.” The young colt couldn't believe his ears. “You disobeyed me completely and went to do what you felt was right, Zerus. I think you are now ready to move on to the next stage of your studies.” Zerus stood there with an open mouth. He was finally going to move on to something more?
“Is that to your liking, young Zerus?” She asked, the smiling young colt nodding. “I didn't hear you.” Luna added, returning his smile.
“Yes, Master Luna! I am ready!” Zerus cheered, Celestia and Starswirl (both hiding out of view) smiling at this.
“He's quite the little fellow, isn't he?” Starswirl chuckled.
“If I ever have a pupil, I hope he's just like Zerus.” whispered Celestia, the old mage chortling.
“I'm sure he will be, Celestia.” the elderly mage said with a twinkle in his eye. “You and Luna have come so far, and that boy is proof of that.”
=====
Zerus huffed as he tilled the ground in Starswirl's garden. His new studies were not of the practice of magic, but rather a unicorn's ability to preform and live without magic. Sweating, wiping his brow, Zerus looked up as a flock of birds flew by. The alicorns were so lucky, he thought. Sometimes he wished he were born a pegasus.
“The garden looks fine, Zerus.” Luna said as she walked up behind him, her voice making him jump. “Come, rest a while.” she added as he smiled and turned, hurrying to join her. Now that his studies were going in a whole new direction, his life at the manor had changed completely, Luna being far more lenient and nurturing. Pouring him a sweet, icy glass of nectar, Zerus hurried over, his hooves and face covered in black mud, drinking the glass down quickly.
“You see, Zerus, magic is a useful ability all unicorns are born with, but you must not take it for granted.” Zerus finished his glass and exhaled loudly. “Do not forget, the night we met, I almost lost my horn... and should a unicorn lose their horn, they will be unable to use magic ever again.” Zerus turned to look at the blue alicorn. This was a scary piece of information.
“It is because of this,” Luna went on “that I think its important for you to learn to do things without magic.”
“Is it true that you can never do magic again, Master Luna?” Zerus asked, not blinking. Luna narrowed her eyes slightly, her smile fading slightly as well.
“I would never lie to you, Zerus.” she said. Zerus nodded. She said this often to him, and she never did lie. Zerus drank down another glass and quickly returned to work. As he finished tilling the soil, a shadow came over him. Turning, he saw Luna, having hauled a great bag of seed behind him.
“Shall we?” she asked. Zerus smiled and nodded. Soon, she was just as covered in muddy earth as he was. The two planted a number of different vegetables and set to watering their crop.
“Why did we only plant vegetables, princess?” Zerus asked. “You love all plants, right?”
“Indeed, I do, young Zerus.” she responded. “But herbs and flowers take much more care and attention. In time, we'll plant some together.” Zerus nodded as the stepped back and surveyed their work. The garden wasn't neat or fancy by any means, but it was theirs.
“Thank you so much, Master Luna.” Zerus said as he turned back to her, a smile on his face. Smile back, Luna turned and motioned him to follow her.
“All things need time, young Zerus.” Luna said as the two of them walked together. Celestia stared at the sight of them covered in mud and leaving dirty hoofprints, while Starswirl chuckled quietly. “Like your studies, the crops will grow more and more with care and attention. Diligence will grow them more supple and tasteful, but forgo them, and they will spoil and befoul.” Zerus hung on to every word as they entered her study. “Your teachings are no different. When your crop has finished, then we will move on to the next area of your studies.” she finished, stepping into her quarters. Zerus waited and waited as he looked over the many books and instruments in her study. There was so much to take in.
“Now, go tend to yourself, young Zerus.”
The young colt jumped as he turned to see Luna step from her quarters, now clean of all the mud and soil. Zerus nodded and hurried into her quarters, spotting a bath and spout in the corner. Removing his brooch and dirty cloak (taking care to fold it neatly), he immediately, he began to rinse and scrub himself in the cold water, the bath turning black as he cleaned himself. After a while more of scrubbing, he was all clean, shaking the water from his mane. Stepping out, he saw another black cloak Luna had laid out for him before he entered. Fastening it around his neck and pinning his brooch to it, he stepped out to find Luna reading a book.
“Are you ready to continue your studies, young Zerus?” she asked, not even turning to look at him.
“But... but I thought we just planted-” “That is only a small portion, my pupil.” Luna said, rising. “There's is more you must learn than just planting a garden and tending it.” Powering her horn, Zerus watched as a small, quite dull sword levitated from atop the mantle of her fireplace.
“Take it, and stand at ready.” she said, giving it to Zerus. “Your studies will include much more without your horn.” Shaking, Zerus took the sword. He was nervous, but still ready. “Fear not, you will not be fighting anytime soon, but I will change that for you, young Zerus.” Still shaking, Zerus looked up at his smiling teacher.
=====
About a year had passed since Zerus planted his first garden. Looking over the plump vegetables and fair herbs, Zerus smiled. Princess Luna was going to be very happy with this harvest... at least with the vegetables. Now that he had grown a proper garden without magic, he was to be taught by more than just Luna. Walking the steps to the manor, Zerus started off in the direction of Starswirl's study. Starswirl taught him to temper his magic while Celestia taught him the histories of Equestria. Luna, however, taught him new magics she and he developed together, as well as how to sword fight. He had grown quite adept with a rapier.
Stepping into the dimly lit study, Zerus stood at ready as Starswirl sat in deep meditation. This was not an uncommon occurrence, and Zerus had learned long ago not to disturb Starswirl when he was in meditation. Taking a seat, the purple colt watched as the clouds slowly glided through the sky. The Canterlot pegasi were working tirelessly as of late, he thought. No wonder the crops were growing so fine.
“Young master,” Zerus heard suddenly. Turning, Zerus stood up and bowed to the old mage. This was also commonplace in Zerus' studies. Starswirl would often awaken at a moment's notice. “I trust you are ready?” the elder went on. Zerus stood as tall as he could, looking right into Starswirl's eyes.
“Yes, Master Starswirl.” Zerus said. This was part of Starswirl's way of teaching. While studying together, he wanted Zerus to feel as though he and his teacher were the same. They respected each other and (on occasion) learned just the same for each other. Luna and Celestia's teaching sessions  were not like Starswirl's.
As the day went on, Starswirl watched as Zerus preformed grand feats of magic that he learned under Luna's tutelage. As always, Zerus preformed commendably, but something was different. His mind was wandering.
“Master Zerus.” Starswirl said suddenly, Zerus turning to his teacher, a coiling ribbon of yellow light stretching from his horn and spinning throughout the room. “What distracts you?” he asked suddenly, Zerus dumbfounded by his words. “You preform great magics,” Starswirl went on “but you are not as focused as usual... what weights on your mind, you master?” Starswirl asked as he stepped toward the colt. His face falling slightly, the golden ribbon disappearing from his horn, Zerus looked up at the wizened master.
“Yesterday during my studies with Master Celestia,” he began “we went over Captain Sombra's revolt.” Starswirl's eye twitched at this. “I get why he chose to leave and become a pirate king... but why did he return?” At this, Starswirl looked down at the youth. Neither were sure if he could find his voice.
“Sombra is mad with power, young Zerus.” Starswirl said suddenly, breaking the silence. “Ponies do not act rationally when they are so crazed. He merely returned seeking more to claim as his own.” he finished, Zerus nodding. That seemed about right to him.
“Now then, young master,” Starswirl said smiling “you may take your leave.” he said, summoning a quill and roll of parchment. “I have a letter to send to my daughter, Clover.”
“Master Clover the Clever?” Zerus asked. She was rumored to be quite a talented historian. She was even a main character in a winter fable Starswirl had once written.
“Yes, young master. She and her fiance', Artemis are still traveling the lands outside of Equestria. I'd like to see them soon.” he lied as Zerus bowed and left. Feeling his heart ache as he lied, Starswirl wrote to a far away ally.
=====
It had been more than three years since Zerus had begun his studies with the three powerful magi. He was now in the thick of the fourth phase of his lessons and had not progressed in two years, much to his and Luna's disdain. As Zerus stomped out of the manor after failing Luna's trial for the third time, she watched with a heavy heart from Starswirl's spire. As much as she was strict about Zerus' studies, it still pained her to see Zerus so distraught.
As Zerus came to the gates of the estate, he stopped and bowed as he saw Starswirl, the elderly pony standing wrapped in his billowing cloak.
“Where are you headed, young master?” asked Starswirl as Zerus rose once more.
“I'm going back home... I think I'm done my studies.” he said, trying his best to hide a quiver in his voice.
“What a thing to say.” tutted Starswirl. “Why do you feel so angered?” he went on as Zerus stopped just before the gates to wipe his eyes.
“I've been trying to pass my newest trial.” Zerus sobbed quietly. “I was able to succeed in the others just fine... but not anymore...” Starswirl nodded as he listened. He immediately harkened to a conversation he had with Luna just a few days earlier.
“Zerus is finding it difficult, Master... and so am I... I don't want him to feel he has to leave-” “If he wishes to leave, Luna, it is his wish... the question is will he be willing to return... and more importantly, will you allow him to.” Luna bit her lip as he said this.
“Of course I would let him return. It's just-” “Then there is no conversation to have, Luna.” Starswirl said as he started off.
“With all due respect, master, I'm not a student anymore.” Luna said sharply. Starswirl turned to her. He didn't look angered, but rather, he gave her a very small smile.
“Luna, I haven't thought of you a student of mine in a good many years... in fact, I would consider you to be my successor when I leave this world.” Luna couldn't believe what she just heard. “Don't look so surprised... alicorns live much longer than ordinary unicorns.”
“But master... Celstia... my elder sister-” “She is not ready for such a duty.” Starswirl said sharply, Celestia's eye twitching as she overheard this. “You have proven yourself her better a number of times, Luna... Celestia is just not ready.”
“... that may be... but Celestia isn't weak.” Luna said sharply, trying her best to defend her sister.
“Luna, I've never thought of her weak... she is powerful... likely more powerful than you and I.” Starswirl explained, Celestia watching in disbelief. “It is her maturity... and her integrity that I am concerned about.” Celestia and Luna both bowed their heads as their eyes welled slightly.
“That having been said,” Starswirl went on “I think she's lucky to have a sister like you who loves her so much.” With that, he left the two of them alone in the hall, both at a loss for words and their eyes continued to tear.
“I... I can't do this right... maybe I should just give up...” Zerus said sorrowfully, sinking slightly as tears dripped from his cheeks He felt so ashamed that he could not remain dignified before a pony such as Starswirl.. At this, however, Starswirl chuckled, Zerus looking up at him, his eyes red with tears.
“Curious," mused Starswirl "that's what Celestia said so long ago... and like her, I still think we can expect great things from you, young Zerus... you have the potential to do so much.” he said, his eyes twinkling at the look of disbelief on Zerus' face. "What, you didn't think Celestia and Luna magically appeared out of nowhere and knew all the magic in the world, did you?"
"Master Starswirl," Zerus began "where exactly did Celestia and Luna come from?"
"Well, young master, that's a story for somepony else to tell you." Starswirl said with another chuckle. “Nevertheless, if you feel you should leave, young Zerus, then by all means, leave.” Starswirl said as he walked past the colt. “But never forget, my door... as well as Luna's, is always open.” Zerus stared as Starswirl closed the door to his manor.
“He's right, you know?” came a sweet voice from behind him. Zerus turned to see Celestia standing over him. Immediately, he bowed to her as well. “I hope you will return, Zerus.” she said with a smile. “Everypony here wants you to succeed.” she said as she passed Zerus' newly planted garden, leaving him alone in the courtyard with his thoughts. Shaking his head, Zerus turned and left the estate. He was going back to his family... he didn't think he would be coming back to the manor.
=====
Starswirl, Celestia and Luna stood in the grand foyer of the elderly mystic's manor. They were to meet with their allies for a reason Starswirl had yet to reveal. Unblinking, Starswirl watched the shining sun through the giant stained glass window above the door leading outside. Hearing a clattering sound, Celestia and Luna turned to the foyer see where it could have been coming from while Starswirl didn't move a muscle.
“You call this a party?” came a voice the two sisters detested. Starswirl turned with a smile as his old friend Discord appeared, climbing from the fireplace, covered in patches of soot.
“It's good to see you, old friend.” Starswirl nodding. “Two others come.”
“As per usual.” Discord sighed as he reclined over both of the princesses, both glaring at him. Stretching, a long, spindly pipe appeared in his eagle hand and he lit it up, puffing on it.
“We don't allow smoking in the manor, Discord... you know this.” Luna said, narrowing her eyes.
“What are you gonna do about it- GAK!” Discord coughed as Celestia stepped from under him, letting him fall on the floor. Starswirl didn't acknowledge their antics as he stood waiting.
“I think our other guests are here.” Starswirl said. Sure enough, the door opened as a tall, cloaked form stood before them. As the figure entered, they saw he was not cloaked, but instead had his large wings wrapped tightly around him.
“Nidhogg... it is good to see you.” Starswirl said as he nodded to the dragon king, the latter also nodding as he entered. He was bulky, his scales large and spiked and great antlers stretched out from his head, his wings still wrapped around him like a traveling cloak.
“It would seem Ragnarok is upon us, old friend.” Nidhogg said glumly in a think Nordic accent.
“Not if we have anything to say about it.” Luna said as Starswirl stepped outside. Looking up, they saw a large black shape swoop down into the courtyard. Immediately, the others assumed a defensive position as they saw Lock-Nah, the great mystic of the nomadic centaur-like baphotaur people of the far off Badlands, stand before them, the noonday sun glistening as it shown on his wild yet balding white hair, a number of tails and braids tied in his mane and beard. His horns were gigantic and coiled away from his head, one of them with a large crack in it.
“It has been too long, Lock-Nah-” “Not long enough for my taste, Starswirl.” the mystic said irritably, his bat-like wings still outstretched. He was dressed in only a worn looking brown garb that was quite plain, hanging loosely over his muscular body, his parched skin red as blood.
“Fret not, Lock-Nah.” Starswirl said. “The truce still stands.” Nodding, the mystic followed the five into the manor.
“You have yet to tell me why I am here, Starswirl.” the last member of the group growled.
“We are the Elements of Harmony-” “We know that.” Discord said, smirking as Starswirl raised an eyebrow. “This isn't the first time you've called us to defend Equestria.” Starswirl only nodded as they walked into his study.
“True... but this time is different... it is my son-” “Say no more.” snapped Lock-Nah. “We leave at once.”
“I think we deserve a little more explanation than that.” called Nidhogg. “Why do we leave for battle? Where are we going?” Starswirl and Lock-Nah both looked back at the four other Elements of Harmony. They both knew they couldn't hide everything...
“Sombra, my son...” Starswirl began in a woeful voice “has crowned himself king of hatred and fear... he has slain the entire royal family of the Crystal Empire.” At this, their audience gasped. “One royal survived and wrote of his evils to me... I don't know if they are still alive... but we cannot allow Sombra to continue his reign of wickedness. He must be stopped-”
“What does he want?” The question came from Discord, who looked quite suspicious. “I don't think he'd attack the Crystal Empire if Equestria was his prize... what does he want, Starswirl?”
Starswirl narrowed his eyes as Lock-Nah gave Discord a fiery glare.
“He wants Cataclysm.” Lock-Nah said in a low voice.
“What is Cataclysm, master?” Luna asked. Starswirl only shook his head.
“I made the mistake of telling Sombra... I will never tell another soul... and that's all you need to know. He cannot be allowed to have Cataclysm and he cannot be allowed to spread his evil across the globe. We go now!” Starswirl said. The four stared at him and the baphotaur mystic. Finally, after a moment of deep thought, Celestia stepped forward.
“Lead us, master. If only the Elements of Harmony can stop Sombra, we truly must make haste.” Nodding, Luna joined her sister, Nidhogg and Discord doing the same.
“Very well... let us leave now.” Starswirl said as Zerus spied through the keyhole.
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Zerus hid away, shivering under his heavy traveling cloak. He knew Luna would never have allowed him to come with them on this dangerous mission, but he just had to come... he just had to.
=====
Zerus walked up to the manor he called home for the last four years. Maybe this was what he needed. Maybe he just needed to rediscover himself before he could continue with his studies. Though still unsure about everything, he wanted to continue on with Luna's teachings. The last few years were the happiest of his life. As he came to the steps, however, the young colt saw a dark shape shoot through the sky and land beyond the stone walls that hid Starswirl's mansion away from the rest of Canterlot. What could that thing have possibly been? Hurrying but being quiet so as not to alert whatever entered the grounds, Zerus unlocked the grand gates with the key he was given when he first came to live at the manor and slowly opened the door, stifling a gasp. A tall, elderly baphotaur stood under the shady cherry tree that grew just feet away from his and Luna's garden. Baphotaur were a powerful magic race that had been at war with Canterlot long before even his parents were born. Why would one be here now? Watching with baited breath, Zerus saw it enter the manor.
Stepping through the gate, creeping slowly through the grass, Zerus powered his horn, hearing much more clearly as he spied on the six who stood in the foyer. Discord, he knew well. He was quite the trickster and would visit infrequently. The other was a tall dragon with his wings folded around him tightly, long antlers growing from his head. Starswirl, Celestia and Luna were the others who filled the hall. Listening intently, he heard they were going to the mysterious Crystal Empire to do battle with Sombra. He felt his body quiver. What was Sombra planning? This was not good, not at all. And what was this Cataclysm Starswirl and Lock-Nah spoke of. Zerus had half a mind to barge through the doors and demand they bring him with them, but he knew they would not. Even as skilled as he was and even though he was Luna's protegee, they would tell him to stay behind... perhaps it would be for the better.
“You know we may die, master.” Luna said darkly, Zerus' mane standing on end.
“I've known that from the start, Luna,” Starswirl said, Zerus growing cold from these words “that is why we Elements of Harmony are tasked with defending the land... so that nopony else need die.”
“We must stop Cataclysm at all costs, Starswirl.” the gruff baphotaur said. “It's our only hope to save the land.”
“Then we must leave immediately.” Discord said, Celestia and the dragon both nodding. Zerus rushed to the side as they six exited the manor, hiding in the brush and keeping his head down. As the Elements of Harmony strolled through the courtyard, Zerus watched as the baphotaur stopped at the cherry tree.
“I smell something.” he said, Zerus quivering as he shrank down lower in the bushes. “This tree... it smells as though one spends much time here.”
“That is the tree of my pupil, Lock-Nah.” Luna said, the baphotaur obviously not keen with speaking to any of the other Elements. “He would rest under it most every day... and now he is gone away from here-”
“Still collecting strays, Starswirl?” the brute said darkly. “Were the alicorns not enough-”
“Do not insult my friends, Lock-Nah.” Starswirl snapped, glaring at the baphotaur. “Your grudge is with me, not Luna, nor her pupil.” Lock-Nah gave a snort as he walked through the gates, both the alicorns and Starswirl shooting daggers at him.
“Why must we allow him to come, master?” Celestia groaned. Starswirl only sighed.
“He is the Element of Loyalty... we need him, Celestia.” With that, he led the other five out from the courtyard. This was his chance. Zerus hurried inside the manor and shot to his quarters. He had to be quick if he were to follow them. Packing a tent, stealing rations from the kitchen and sheathing two swords in his pack (both a fancy looking blade from the foyer and his own Luna gave him as a gift), he was ready to follow them. He had to protect Luna at all costs.
=====
Zerus tried his best to warm himself in his tent, but it proved to no avail. Even under his heavy cover, there seemed to be nothing he could do.
“I'm gonna die...” he sighed in a shaky voice. Just as his eyes began to droop, he shot up, feeling faint. Looking around the tent (roaring wind rattling it), he could see bulky shapes. Woozy, readying his blade, stepping out, he saw a shocking sight.
“Squatchen!?” he breathed as he saw the enormous bipedal, white, thick-furred creatures surrounding him. The squatchen were a race of hardy creatures who called the far north their home.
“Young colt,” the one before him began “it is dangerous for you to be out here.”
“Return to where you came from before the cold kills you.” one to his side said.
“I can't!” Zerus breathed, white smoke billowing from his mouth. “I'm following the Elements of Harmony. I'm Luna's pupil-”
“Ridiculous!” the one in front of him snapped. “One as reckless and foolhardy as you? You come out here without firewood? You come with only a tent and a cloak to keep you warm?” Zerus felt his heart sink at this. “An Element of Harmony would never take one such as yourself under their tutelage!" he barked savagely. "Go home before you die out here.”
Zerus shook his head. “Luna needs me!” he called. “I need to follow them. I need to help them.”
“Your lie is easily seen through, colt! Leave now before-” the one squatchen said before Zerus yanked the brooch from his cloak, showing them the crescent symbol on it as they gathered around to see it.
“Luna's symbol!” Zerus called, unable to hide a tiny smirk. “I am her pupil... please let me through.”
The squatchen eyed him for a moment. Narrowing his eyes through the blizzard, though, Zerus saw the one in the middle finally nodded.
“If you truly feel it has to be this way, boy... we will show you the way.”
=====
The six stood at the entrance to the Crystal Empire. They had all been there in the past. It was always full of life, gleaming like a shining gem while the crystal ponies tended to their town, tirelessly but happy. Now it was a barren wasteland, black chunks of crystal dotting the land here and there as the castle stood, completely covered in the shiny, jagged black stones that dotted the land.
“Where are the crystal ponies?” Luna asked quietly.
“Likely, they were wiped out.” Lock-Nah said coldly. Starswirl, however, shook his head.
“Unlikely.” Starswirl said. “Cataclysm thrives off negativity... he's likely keeping them alive... likely as slaves.” None of the others responded as Starswirl slowly started through the entrance. The moment he stepped off the snowy ground and into the parched kingdom, scores of black crystal golems shot up, all of them motionless and facing the four. They had short stubby legs, long claws that almost touched the ground and massive bulky bodies without heads or even eyes. Starswirl jumped back as the rest of the Elements readied themselves for battle. As they stared the army of golems down, however, none of them moved.
“What's going on?” Nidhogg asked as they looked at the unmoving figures.
“No doubt, they are waiting.” Lock-Nah said, the golems still standing motionless. “They are standing wait to defend Sombra.”
“And they will only attack should we cross into the Empire.” Discord said, a gigantic golden mallet appearing in his hands as the golems stood completely still.
“We have no time to waste.” Starswirl said, the golems still standing motionless. “We end my son's reign now!”
=====
Zerus tread through the snow behind the squatchen (having been treated for his hypothermia and given a much warmer cloak by a squatchen medicine man), a tall black spire materializing through the snowy, icy gale. No doubt, he was close to the empire.
“We will bring you to the Empire.” the chief squatchen proclaimed. “Then we will take our leave... we will not dare challenge the wicked King Sombra's forces.”
“Thank you for bringing me here.” Zerus said as he came to the Crystal Empire. It was parched and dry like a desert, no snow touching its boarder. Turning, he saw the squatchen retreat into the blizzard. He was all alone.
“This is it.” he said to himself, shedding his heavy robe as he started over the barren boarder as he started over into the kingdom. “No getting sacred.” Walking through the quiet streets, he could hear loud crashing in the distance. There was a battle going on.
“Luna!” he called, shooting off in the direction of the noise. He had to help them. Running as fast as he could, he crossed a bridge over a deep canal and rushed through a barren vegetable patch. No matter how fast or how far he ran, however, he saw no other ponies. Coming up around a bend, however, he saw a sight that made him go numb. A sea of moving black crystal filled the empire. What was this. Inching closer, Zerus saw they were golems, rushing to battle the Elements of Harmony in the distance. No sooner did he discover this did several turn to face him with the faceless bodies. His heart pounding, Zerus charged away from them, hoping he wouldn't have to face them. This was too much. He wasn't ready for this. As he raced through the town, a scant few golems rose for him and slowly stumbled for him. He could probably evade them, but they were growing more and more numerous.
“I can't be afraid.” Zerus hissed to himself. Turning, he fired a blast of magic for one, only for it to bounce off its shining body. This could not be. Trying his hardest, he sent a powerful blast for it, shattering its body, knowing wouldn't be able to keep using so much power. He'd tire himself out too quickly. Drawing one of his swords, he clenched it in his teeth and dove for a pack of them, shredding them  to bits. It would seem these brutes were made to withstand magic, not battle, Zerus thought smugly. This notion was knocked from his head, however, as he went flying, one of the golems having attacked him from behind. These things were tough, he thought, his sword still clenched in his mouth. He had to find a way to lose them.
=====
Starswirl tore scores of golems to bits with his saber. These creatures were absolutely relentless. They showed no emotion, no fear or remorse. They mindlessly attacked the six. They were, however, completely on top of this. Discord snapped his fingers, several squirming golems floating into the sky.
“Starswirl!” he called as he shredded through a mass of attackers with his golden mallet. Starswirl turned quickly and fired a powerful burst of magic at each of them, shattering them into tiny pieces of black shiny stones. Nidhogg breathed a torrent of fire for them, but it did little other than slow them down. Seeing them still advance for him, he cut them down with ease with his immensely long, razor-sharp wings. Flapping them, he soared into the sky, gliding in a spiral as he descended to the ground, several golems turning upward toward him. As he came closer, he turned at and angle, ripping through the golems as he dug his wing into the ground, bits of black crystal and dust flying everywhere. Lock-Nah fought with no weapon, however. Tearing them to pieces with his bare hands, bucking them with his strong hind legs, he seemed to be in a league of his own. As one threw it's claws around his neck, others began to swamp him as he collapsed into the crowd. Seeing this, Celestia jumped for them, obliterating them with her skewering horn. As soon as he had a free hand, Lock-Nah torn the rest of the golems from his body, sending a massive halo of shining energy for a pack of golems, tearing them down. Smiling at her ally's display, Celestia didn't see one golem raise a mammoth, needle-sharp claw behind her. Before it could strike, however, it, too, was blown apart as Luna fired at it with her horn.
“Mind your back, sister!” she called, a claymore clenched in her teeth. Jumping in a spinning motion, Luna annihilated every golem around her. There was no stopping her. Kicking her hind legs, she sent a golem to Nidhogg who shredded it as she sent another blast of magic at a golem coming up on Discord. Starswirl watched as she dove for another pack of golems, cutting them to bits. Why was she so worked up? Before he could ponder this anymore, he torn down another golem coming for him. Suddenly, Discord shot for him, taking a slice from a golem's crescent-shaped claw, wincing as he brought his hammer down onto it.
“Thank me later, Starswirl.” he called as he shot for another bunch of attackers.
“This is taking too long!” Lock-Nah called angrily as he cast a powerful spell, blasting a crowd of golems into oblivion. “We need to press on!”
“Starswirl!” Nidhogg called, ripping through a bunch with his wings. “Let's go!” the dragon called. Nodding, Starswirl jumped high, the dragon seizing him and flying off for the giant black castle at the center of the kingdom, the others spreading their wings and flying off with them. No sooner did they do this did a powerful torrent of black magic shoot for Starswirl and Nidhogg, knocking them painfully to the ground, golems rushing them as they made contact.
“Sombra is watching us!” Lock-Nah called, shooting back for his fallen comrades.
“And we don't stand a chance alone!” Luna called as she shot down for them as well. Celestia and Discord both swooped for their allies and resumed their fight. This was not good. The army of golems seemed limitless.
=====
Zerus breathed a sigh of relief as he seemed to have finally lost the golems. Hiding under an opening in the gigantic black castle, he looked around the dark crevice. Powering his horn, he illuminated the cavern, a shape discernible in the distance. Cautious, he stepped for it to see what it was. It was clearly another pony, draped in a traveling cloak, but he wasn't sure if they were still alive. Things were set straight when the pony lunged for him, a blade clasped in their mouth. Countering, Zerus held them at bay with ease.
“I'm not your enemy!” he said through gritted teeth. “Please, stop!” Almost immediately, the elderly mare stumbled backwards, dropping her blade and sinking to her knees.
“Who are you?” she asked weakly. Zerus sheathed his sword and bowed to her.
“My name is Zerus.” he breathed. “I am apprentice to Luna of Canterlot-”
“Apprentice to the Element of Kindness?” she stammered. “Why is she not here?”
“She is here, milady.” he stated. “I've come here to assist her... are you the last of the Crystal Royals?” he asked, only for her to shake her head.
“I'm the caretaker... and I managed to rescue to last of the royals.” she wheezed, motioning to a sleeping little foal wrapped in a blanket. “Please... save the last of the royals...” she breathed. Clearly she was the one who sent the message, Zerus thought.
“The last royal... is our only hope.” the old mare said weakly, falling to the ground. “Please... protect... the last royal...” was all she said before making no other movement. Feeling a cold chill, Zerus gave a deep bow to the fallen crystal pony.
“I will not let you down.” he said, scooping up the slumbering child, carefully tucking them into his travel sack. Zerus couldn't tell if it were a filly or a colt. Inhaling deeply, his heart pounding as he walked, he left the cavern for the dead lands outside. No sooner did he exit, however, did the golems attack once again in full force. Charging, the baby wailing as it was awoken, Zerus dove to and fro, careful not to jostle the child riding with him. It was not easy. There was no way he could hope to fight the golems with the tiny foal with him. As more of the lumbering creatures surrounded the are, he felt his heart beat faster. This wasn't good! He had to get out fast!
=====
The six Elements of Harmony had finally finished off the army of black golems. At last, it seemed, they would be able to confront Sombra together. Stepping to the inner empire, however, more golems shot up, standing watch, absolutely motionless just as before. This, however, isn't what caught the six's eye. Up at the top of the castle's black spire, a gigantic black orb materialized in the sky, burning with purple flames that danced all around it like an evil sun.
“What is that?” Luna gasped as all but Starswirl and Lock-Nah stared in disbelief as the golems stood motionless.
“That is Cataclysm.” Lock-Nah growled, clenching his fists as the golems stood motionless.
“No way we can even hope to tear through this bunch in time to stop it.” Discord sighed as the golems stood motionless.
“We cannot waste anymore time!” Starswirl called. “It's growing too powerful-”
“Element of Magic, come meet with me.”
The six felt their skin grow icy as Sombra's voice echoed out loudly over the empire.
“The Element of Magic?” Nidhogg pondered aloud.
“He means you, Starswirl.” Discord said. No doubt, they all thought, Sombra wanted to parade his 'victory' over his father.
“Very well.” Starswirl said, everyone looking on fearfully (except for the enraged Lock-Nah). “I will meet with my son.” Stepping into the inner sanctum, however, Starswirl was met with the raised claws of all the golems.
“Send the Element of Magic... not the Element of Honesty.”
Starswirl's eyes widened at this. “The Element of Honesty?”
“Am I not the Element of Honesty?” Celestia whispered. Just then, it became clear. Lock-Nah was the Element of Loyalty, Nidhogg was the Element of Generosity, Luna was the Element of Kindness, Discord was the Element of Laughter. All these, Starswirl had deduced perfectly, but he confused his and Celestia's Elements.
“How can I be the Element of Magic?” Celestia gasped, noticing exactly what her master had come to realize. "And how could Sombra be able to know something like this-"
“Celestia!” Starswirl said, bowing to her. “You are the Element of Magic... the most powerful Element of all. There is no doubt in my mind... walk through the inner sanctum.” Shaking, Celestia slowly stepped to the edge of the inner empire. Was she really the Element of Magic? Sweating, she walked through the crowd of golems, none of them eve budging. Immediately, the other four bowed. She was clearly the Element of Magic!
“This isn't right!” Celestia breathed. “How can I be the Element of Magic!? I'm nothing like any of you! I can't-”
“Master Celestia. You may not be now, and it may not make sense as of yet,” Starswirl said proudly “but you will someday come to be stronger than all of us.” Celestia felt her heart flutter at this. “Right now, a great evil threatens the whole world... and you've been chosen not by us, not by your title, but by an evil force that only you can stop... we have great faith in you.”
Celestia, still unsure of herself, knew she didn't have time to think this over. Sombra and Cataclysm were growing more powerful and the others couldn't hope to defeat the sea of golems in time to help her. She had to act fast.
“Sister, take this!” Luna said as she tossed Celestia her claymore. “You can win... I know you can.” The others cheered at this, Celestia feeling her eyes well. Spreading her wings, Celestia knew this was it. Flying higher and higher to the summit, she knew this was where she would prover herself, not just to Sombra and Starswirl, but to the entire world.
=====
Zerus ran at full speed for the boarder of the empire, the baby crying loudly. He had to escape with the foal. He couldn't dare leave it behind for the golems as they closed in on him. As one stood before him, bringing him to a screeching halt, Zerus watched as it raised its claws for him. Just as he powered his horn, however, the golem was shattered from behind.
“Give me the baby, now!” called the squatchen chief, reaching out. No breathing a word, Zerus quickly levitated the sobbing foal from his sack, the squatchen cradling it.
“Go now!” Zerus called, not even wondering what made the squatchen think to return for him. “I'll hold them off!”
“You cannot hope to take them!” the chief called as Zerus drew his blade once again, more and more golems coming up on them.
“I said go!” Zerus called, lunging for them as the chief called for them. There was no point in stopping Zerus. With a heavy heart, the squatchen hurried from the empire, leaving Zerus all alone as he jumped to and fro, kicking and slicing at the ever mounting golem forces.
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Celestia stood at the apex of the Crystal Empire, a gigantic storm raging around her and Sombra as the two stared into the others eyes. Sombra had changed. He was now dressed in shiny armor with a matching spiny crown, Celestia theorizing they were both made of adamantite, and he wore a luxurious looking red fur cape.
“It's been too long, Celestia.” he said in a deep voice, the alicorn doing her best to remain brave. “I trust you know why I asked you here?” Celestia assumed a defensive position. “Don't tell me you don't want to at least say hello to an old friend-” was all he said before Celestia roared, lunging for him with her glowing horn. Parrying, Sombra lunged for her but she was quick, crossing horns with him.
“I won't let you get away with everything you've done, Sombra!” she growled, the two of them pressing harder and harder for the other.
“Really, Celestia?” Sombra smirked. “What did I do that was so terrible?” Celestia flapped her wings, shooting into the sky. Sombra powered his horn, a gigantic slab of crystal growing out of the side of the tower as he rode on it. Celestia swooped for him, her horn firing as he brought up a slab of crystal to shield him. Like his return to Canterlot years before, however, it proved useless as Celestia tore through it, sending him from his perch.
“You're a murderer!” she called, shooting for him as he landed back on the summit, smirking up at her. “You hurt countless around the world and shattered lives forever!” Firing for him, he sent dark bursts of his own. Their attacks met in midair, creating large bursts in the sky. Landing, Celestia lowered her head and fired a blast for her foe, Sombra opening his mouth and sending a powerful blast of dark magic for her. As the attacks met, they began to fight to keep their streams of magic going strong, trying to power through the others. Mustering all her energy, Celestia's attack grew so much more powerful, knocking Sombra away.
“You're evil incarnate, Sombra!” she called, flying for him as slowly climbed to his feet, kicking him hard in the face, sending him twirling into the sky. “You betrayed Canterlot! You betrayed Master Starswirl! You betrayed me and Luna!” she roared, firing rapidly for him, jerking his body about as he flew higher and higher. Spreading her wings, Celestia flew up and seized him, flinging him down into the tower once more, the echoing crash filling the air as bits of black crystal flew this way and that. Slowing her descent, Celestia landed just before him as a longsword of black crystal materialized in front of him. Narrowing her eyes, Celestia drew the blade Luna gave her, clenching it in her teeth as Sombra took up his blade, the two of them locking swords.
“Am I really that bad, old friend?” Sombra asked with a smile, his blade still clenched in his teeth.
“You haven't been a friend to anypony since you betrayed us all!” Celestia growled, pressing her blade with all her might. Shoving him back, Celestia twirled with her blade for Sombra as he narrowly countered her furious swings. Landing, Celestia sliced hard for him, her blade making contact with his armed flank as he buckled down to his knees. Celestia narrowed her eyes. This was it. She would finally put and end to everything, she thought, as she raised her sword high to deliver the final blow.
“Why don't you just put down that sword, Celestia?” Sombra asked suddenly, straining to look up to her. Celestia glared at him. “Why are you even fighting me? Why don't you just stand beside me and welcome Cataclysm?” The alicorn could feel her face burn with rage as she clenched the blade.
“Why would I do that?” she asked. Sombra only laughed at this.
“Celestia,” he began “you have so much more in common with me than the Elements of Harmony-” "You and I are nothing alike!” she spat, dropping the sword. “Leave it to you to lie just to crawl inside my head! You're evil, self serving, malicious, wicked and sadistic!” she called as she lunged for him with her horn, only for black crystal to encase around her. Sombra quickly rose, his eyes glowing green as purple flames danced from his eyes, licking his teeth.
“Is that so, old friend?” he sneered.
“You're no friend of mine!” she spat, struggling to break free. “I'll finish you once and for all, Sombra-”
“Like I said!” the dark unicorn interjected with glee. “You're just like me... malicious... sadistic... wicked-”
“ENOUGH!” Celestia screamed at the top of her lungs, breaking free of the black crystal, shooting for Sombra, headbutting him and sending him tumbling away. Breathing heavily, Celestia watched as he rose to his feet, chuckling darkly as he turned to her, a deep cut left of his face.
“You're obsessed with killing me, aren't you, Celestia?” he said with glee, the alicorn's heart sinking. “You're nothing like the other Elements of Harmony... you're just like me... 'evil', as you call it, but I think we're just misunderstood... oppressed by those who see themselves superior.” Celestia could feel her insides turning to ice. Everything he said was true. “My father never accepted me... would Luna accept you-”
“Shut up!” Celestia roared as she sent a burst of magic for Sombra, only for him to knock it away easily. Her eyes welling with tears, she sent a volley of bolts form him, the assault having no effect on him. This was not the Sombra she was fighting moment prior.
“Celestia, please... stand by my side-”
“NEVER!” she screeched, seizing Luna's sword and lunging for him, only for Sombra to counter with his horn as it grew long, curved, sharp and red. Celestia forced herself closer, but Sombra shoved her back with ease.
“You failed, Celestia.” he said. “You can't possibly hope to defeat me... please take your place by my side... help me welcome a new dawn with Cataclysm.” Celestia slowly backed away, her eyes welling. Turning away, she shot for the the ground, leaving Sombra cackling with delight. He was victorious.
=====
Starswirl and the other Elements of Harmony stood watch at the edge of the army of black crystal golems, wondering what was going on at the summit of the palace. Then he saw it. Celestia returning for them, looking battered with her pink mane tangled. She had failed.
“Master!” she called, her voice shuddering as she came to a stop before them and bowed. “Forgive me! I failed you!” she sobbed. “I failed everyone! I've no right to lead the Elements! I'm not the Element of Mag-”
“Celestia, please!” Starswirl said sharply. “Do not give into despair. You still live.” Sniffling, her face covered in tears, Celestia looked at the five. “You have more to learn, just like the rest of us, Celestia.” Starswirl said. “You're just not ready.”
“But what about Cataclysm?” Nidhogg asked as he watched the pulsing orb in the sky. Lock-Nah inhaled deeply.
“We cannot seal it from here... there's only one thing we can do from this distance.” he said. “It's a long shot, but we may be able to banish it.”
“Banish it to where?” Luna asked. Starswirl shook his head.
“The only place where Cataclysm cannot grow stronger. The same place we sealed away it before. Into the shadows.” the elderly pony explained. The others didn't seem to convinced by this. “We will have to banish Sombra as well... maybe one day we will be able to properly dispose of them both... but that day is not today.”
“I hope you know what you're doing.” Discord said as he stared up at Cataclysm. “What if the ponies of the future can't stop this?”
“Then may the shame of defeat follow me to my grave.” Starswirl said darkly, glaring up at Cataclysm. There was no other option, it appeared. Gathering at the edge of the motionless golems, the six generated their powers in perfect harmony, a current of wind drifting around them. Finally, they all sent a powerful burst of glowing light for the swirling Cataclysm. Orange from Starswirl, yellow from Luna, blue from Lock-Nah, pink form Discord, white from Nidhogg and purple from Celestia. As their waning streams of magic finally penetrated Cataclysm, it began to fade away, the crystal golems fading as Sombra clearly faded with it. Yet, something was not right. The land around them began to shake. Sombra was casting magic as well.
“He's trying to curse the land!” Starswirl called, turning to run. “Leave or we will be sealed with the Crystal Empire as well!” he called, Nidhogg scooping him up as the other Elements flew off with them. Turning, they watched with heavy hearts as the Crystal Empire shrank and faded away. It would seem Sombra would claim whatever small revenge he possibly could. Just then, however, something else caught their eye.
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iIy85KLfOVU
“ZERUS!” Luna called as the purple pony ran through the fading streets, calling for her. Spreading her wings, not even wondering how he had managed to find his way there, Luna shot for him as the rest of them called for her. Flying as fast as she could, she watched as he, too, faded completely, the parched ground where the empire once stood now a white snowbank. Crying as she crashed into it, the blizzard raged fiercely around her as her fellow Elements of Harmony stared in awe at the disappeared empire. Luna, however, continued to tear at the snowy ground, calling Zerus' name over and over, crying bitterly as she lost her beloved pupil forever.
“ZERUUUUUUS!!!” she screamed out loudly in the black wintery night, heartbroken and sobbing.

	
		Lullaby



It had been 300 years since Zerus was lost at the Battle of the Crystal Empire.
It had been 200 years since Starswirl the Bearded passed into the next world.
It had been 100 years since Discord had gone mad and was sealed way in stone.
Luna was not well. Celestia had proclaimed them both as princesses over Equestria after their triumph over Discord, and they benevolently ruled over the masses. Nevertheless, Princess Luna was certain she was hearing voices. They would whisper her name and they would plead for help. She couldn't remember the last day she went without hearing them. It was so overwhelming.
Princess Luna had not slept well the night before. Dazed, she followed her elder sister out of the grand tower of Canterlot, into the frigid winter afternoon. They were to visit the fledgling village of Cloudsdale, where a scant few pegasi called home. Exhausted, Luna hung her head as she followed her sister. Just then, something caught her eye.
"The snowdrops are in bloom." Luna said to herself as she looked at the pure white flowers growing where Zerus' favorite cherry tree once grew. It was strange. Looking at the hanging winter flowers as they poked out through the snow made her feel at peace.
"Luna, are you coming?" Celestia called as she spread her wings.
"Yes sister! I come!" Luna called cheerfully, feeling her spirits lift as she spread her wings and soared into the sky with her elder sister. She knew something grand waited for them at the pegasus colony.

			Author's Notes: 
Author's note: Snowdrop belong to Silly Filly Studios who have not endorsed this story in any way. This is my homage to Snowdrop, a short film I'm very taken with. Please support their original work here >> http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=do6RDSwaWek In spite of the obvious flaws it has, I still quite enjoy Snowdrop.
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