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Deep within the Whitetail Wood, beyond even the purview of the Mad King Discord himself, a tall white alicorn stepped in some mud.
"Oh, bother."
Grimacing, the alicorn lifted her greaved hoof and stared at it in distaste as brown... stuff dripped to the forest floor below. She very briefly considered using some of the water in her skin to clean off some of the caked mud, and then slapped herself for even thinking of such a stupid idea. Clean water wasn't exactly easy to come by in a world of cotton candy clouds and chocolate rivers.
Celestia, eventually, rolled her eyes, huffed, and stomped through the undergrowth with petulant spite, her pink mane bouncing and her armour clanking  as she marched.
"Celestia! Shhh!" a lilting voice spat in an angry whisper. Celestia looked up to see a midnight blue mare in annoyingly clean barding glaring at her as if she were a madmare. 
Celestia frowned at her sister. "Oh, hush, Luna. It's not like anypony is going to hear us out here."
Luna sighed theatrically, tossing her beautiful blue mane as her eyes rolled out of her head. "Well, yes, somepony might not hear us, but we aren't watching out for ponies, now, are we?" 
Drama queen. "You understood what I meant. Also, I stepped in some mud."
Luna stared at her. "How galling." 
Celestia sighed. "No, I meant as in, I stepped in some mud. It hasn't rained in... ever. Discord hates rain." She shook her sodden hoof at her sister. "Ergo, how did I step in some mud?"
A speck of mud landed on Luna's face, making her flinch and shoot a glare at her sister, before frowning in thought. "Surely it is just chocolate, correct?"
Celestia looked at her hoof in distaste, then licked it. She made a face and spat out brown gunk. "Nope. Not chocolate."
Luna tilted her head. "How peculiar." She looked concerned. "I suppose this would be a bad time to mention it, but something else has been bothering me." She sniffed the air. "Something smells off. I can't quite put a name to it, but it's rather familiar."
Celestia blinked, then took an experimental sniff. "It smells... rather metallic." 
Luna jolted, and her face turned an odd shade of green. "Blood. That's the smell of blood, is it not?"
Celestia stared down at the mud at her hooves. She felt bile rise in her throat. 
"We're getting closer," she said.
She walked on through the forest. Luna watched her for a moment, before pulling on her silver helmet and following closely.

"Celestia, stop."
Celestia was jolted out of her daydreaming by her sister's words. Turning, she saw Luna staring off into the trees to their left, eyes wide and alert, ears pointed forward and swiveling side-to-side. Celestia stepped closer and peered into the undergrowth. "What is it?"
Silence. Then, "There's something there."
Celestia's throat felt dry. She cursed herself for not bringing more water. "Well, do you know what it is?" she said, trying to ignore how nervous she sounded.
"I don’t know,” Luna said, shifting on her hooves and fidgeting with the bow strapped across her back, “I don’t know.”
Celestia snorted and stepped away. “Then let’s keep moving, before the dragon-”
Luna held up a hoof, cutting her off mid-sentence, and then stepped further into the maze of trees before her. “Can you see that?” she whispered, pointing with a hoof. “That light between the branches?”
Celestia followed the outstretched hoof and squinted. Her eyes widened. “Luna, this is not a good idea.”
But Luna, of course, was already ghosting through the grass and fallen leaves. Celestia, despite herself, let out a genuine curse under her breath, torn between trying to follow her sister and risk revealing themselves with her heavy hooves and glorious white coat, or staying back and being unable to help if something went wrong.
It was at that moment that a brilliant white light erupted from between the trees, making Luna cry out as the brightness blinded her for a moment. Celestia, unhindered, shouted her sister’s name and galloped to Luna’s side,  brandishing her huge longsword in a show of defiance.
When the light eventually dimmed, a huge, glowing stag stood in the clearing before them. It looked at them with curiosity filling its gentle brown eyes.
“Greetings,” it said. “What brings you here, godspawn?”
Celestia blinked, shooting Luna a glance before planting her sword in the dirt at her hooves, standing at her full height, and bellowing, “Halt! Name thyself, creature of the grove! Be thou friend or foe?”
The stag tilted its head, looking bemused. Or amused, Celestia supposed. She couldn’t really tell. “I am a friend to all who respect the ways of the Whitetail Wood. And yourselves?”
Celestia hesitated for a moment, then spoke, “We are the Sisters Celestia and Luna Ex Equestria, Slayers of the fierce Hydra, Victors of the Battle of Trottingham, and Champions of Canterlot. We crusade against the Mad King, Discord, and we seek to destroy his pet abomination, the Star Eater.” Celestia inclined her head in a show of deference. “Will you assist us in our quest?”
The stag grew very still. So still, in fact, that Celestia swore that it had turned into a tree before it decided to speak. “I am afraid, Sunwalker, that there is little I can do to help you. Discord’s reign has doomed the forests of this land to an inevitable death. The Whitetail, my seat of power, is already tainted and twisted.” His eyes shone a deathly white. “And the monster that gorges itself on the creatures and the magic of this Wood isn’t helping, to say the least.”
Celestia looked upon the withering wood and its fading god, and felt a spike of pity in her chest. “My condolences, spirit.”
The stag sighed. “Nevertheless, I believe I could help you find the Star Eater, although I would rather not - it is not an earthly being, you see. It is a creature of the world of dreams, of nightmares, the land of gods and kings and monstrous things.” 
“It is no danger to us,” Luna spoke, standing tall by her sister’s side. “We are the champions of mortals, and it is our duty to destroy the Star Eater before it can consume more of our ponies in its gluttony.”
The stag looked between the two alicorns, then leaned its huge antlered head down to them. Its horns glowed a bright gold, and a small sphere of light floated out from between its antlers and floated up into the air. 
“Follow this orb,” the stag said, “it will lead you to the Star Eater.”
Luna raised an eyebrow. “That is all? Why do you not lead us there yourself?”
But the stag just shook its head. “The Star Eater preys on beings like myself. If I were to get too close to the beast, it would devour my essence and grow ever more powerful. I have only managed to stay one step ahead of that dragon through tricks and illusions, something I can no longer rely on now that my magic dwindles so.”
Luna curled her lip in disgust. “Sounds like cowardice to me.”
The stag looked at her sadly. “I am sorry, Moonseer. I have done all I can, but I carry the soul of the very forest itself. I must do what I can to preserve it.”
Luna turned on a hoof and walked away after the floating orb. “Enough. Let us find this creature, Celestia, and show it the true power of a god.”

The forest was silent.
Celestia hadn’t realised just how much damage the Star Eater had caused until they had walked into the very centre of Whitetail Wood, where the trees were devoid of leaves and the grass crinkled dryly underhoof. For most of their excursion, the skincrawling background noise of insects chirping and buzzing and the telltale sound of animals scurrying through the undergrowth had followed the two. 
Now, it was all gone. Only the sound of their armour clattering as they moved remained.
The alicorn sisters hadn’t spoken since their meeting with the forest god. Luna had retreated into a stern and silent fury, while Celestia had gotten lost in thought, occasionally looking over at her silent sister with concern before returning to watching the forest for signs of movement.
They stopped. They looked around, and realised that the trees had fallen away, creating a huge, desolate clearing.
“Sister,” Luna finally spoke, “I do not like this one bit.”
“Neither do I, Luna.” Celestia watched the orb of light float slowly toward the centre of the clearing, where the dry earth was cracked and bizarrely colourless, and then hung there, in the air.
“What is it doing?” Celestia asked, tilting her head.
“I do not see the Star Eater.” Luna took a cautious step back. “What if the Whitetail spirit was leading us into a trap?”
“No.” Celestia quelled the thrill of fear in her heart. “No, he wouldn-”
And then, the earth exploded.
A huge, void-black head with freakishly long teeth burst out of the ground, swallowing the tiny dot of magic whole. Two enormous, milky white eyes stared unseeingly up at the neon-pink sky as it slowly slid up out of the ground, dirt clattering off its obsidian scales. Between the plates of its scale armour, Celestia could see sparkling white stars, trapped forever within its body. 
“Oh, gods above,” Luna whispered.
The Star Eater’s head snapped toward the two, and it bared its fangs in a smile.

Deep in the Whitetail Wood, a white alicorn stepped in mud, and it mixed with the blood that ran down her coat and painted her greaves a rusted red.
Celestia didn’t care. All she cared about was the dying alicorn that lay across her back.
They had won, in the end. The Star Eater was lying on the ground, seemingly dead, and so they hadn’t expected it when it had lashed out, tearing a chunk out of Luna’s side. Celestia had killed it, then, cleaving its head from its body with a swing of her burning blade.
But it was a pyrrhic victory.
There was just so much blood. Celestia’s coat was matted with her sister’s ichor, her mane was dyed a deep red, and her own blood dripped off the frayed edges of her tattered armour. 
Celestia glanced over her shoulder. Luna’s wound was coloured an unhealthy black at the edges. Some kind of infection, perhaps, magical in nature. 
Celestia didn’t know. And it frightened her, more than any corrupted god or nightmarish dragon could ever hope to.

It was a long time before they found shelter.
Celestia had done all she could. She’d burnt her horn out with healing spells, she’d used the last dregs of their water supply to clean the wound, and she’d bandaged Luna up to the best of her ability.
But her sister wasn’t waking up. 
Celestia didn’t know what else to do but cry.

“C… Celestia?” she said, eventually. Her throat rasped, and her eyes glowed an eerie green. 
“Luna! Are you alright?”
“It hurts, Tia. The magic… it is inside me. It burns.”
“I’m here, Luna. I’ll always be here.”
“Hold me, Tia.”
And the sisters held each other in the darkness of the cave.
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