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		Description

      Beat and her apprentices live a precarious life. The Everfree Forest is no place for a pony. But they were Chosen for this destiny, and they've all had their share of dark times. In order to survive, they had to lie, cheat, steal, and even kill. But now, they've got each other. They've found family.
Still, there are always secrets. Things nopony should ever know about them. Things they'd like to forget, but wouldn't trade for the world itself. Shadow, one of the apprentices, has such secrets. It's been years, but the memories are fresh. They circle in her head, constantly reminding her that she can never be a part of this family.
One day, she convinces the others to come out of the shadows. With that choice, she sends them hurtling into a whole new realm of adventure, one somehow more sinister than the one they left behind...
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		Life in the Forest



The hooded mare was at the end of her rope. Her assailants had been chasing her for what felt like hours, and despite her efforts they wouldn’t give up. She’d even tried to catch them in a magic grip, but she’d had to leave.
It didn’t bother her, though. Maybe she could ask them why she was being hunted.
She’d managed to lead them home, a spiraling stump of a tree that she’d dug her way into. Of course, she had it well disguised, so they wouldn’t be able to trace it back to her.
She leaped over a net, but her almost-captors didn’t see it until it was far too late. They were yanked into the air, dangling helplessly. She pulled back her hood, grinning.
The mare had a ruby-and-obsidian colored mane, one side of which had been swept over to hopefully cover her missing eye. In its place was a dark starburst. Her fangs glinted evilly in the dim light of the Everfree Forest.
She paced her steps deliberately, sneering at the prisoners. When they were thoroughly terrified, she discreetly kicked apart the knot that held her trap together. The two stallions dropped to the floor and ran away screaming.
Beat smiled, admiring her work. “Guess I’ve still got it,” the mare snickered. Then she glanced over at the hideout, hoping her companions had made their way home. She almost didn’t want to check for fear that they’d been captured.
Suddenly, two smiling faces popped up from a hollow. The foals ran to her. One of them, a little mint green colt with a black and cerulean mane, had let his hood fall. The other, who had a pink tint to her coat, kept her face well-hidden. Shadow, or whatever the filly’s name really was, had always been just a little bit paranoid.
Beat hugged her apprentices, ruffling their manes slightly. The hooded teen grimaced. Eventually she let go, much to Shadow’s delight.
The colt, Clover, beamed. “Miss, did you see that? They just -"
Beat shut his mouth with her magic. “I know. I was there.”
Shadow smiled at them. She had known Beat for years, and she knew the batpony might never tell her son about his lineage, but they acted the same as a normal family. Well, as normal as a family could be when they were on the run and one member had already been caught. In fact, the magenta filly imagined herself as a daughter to Beat.
The mare yawned. “Everypony inside! We’re having ivy.” She caught Clover’s betrayed face, returning it with a grin. “You’re not getting out of this, you need some protein. But if you’re good, I’ll go and find some mintgrass, okay?”
Shadow knew that ivy didn’t actually contain protein, at least not on its own. However, as the chef she imbued plants with special nutrients and the like, which helped them stay on the top of the Everfree’s natural police system.
They all went inside the hideout. The filly glanced around cautiously before closing the hatch. She reluctantly removed her hood.
Shadow had a navy mane, shot through with white and gold flecks. Her sharp eyes betrayed no real emotion, much less memory from before the forest had Chosen her. Long bangs hid her face, just allowing her to see underneath. Unlike her companions, she was full pony and had no oversized ears or missing parts.
Even though the others deemed their scars as mementos from failure, Shadow saw them as a way in. The VIP pass of all similarities. A family tradition. Even Cottonmouth, Clover’s father, had a few marks. Heck, after the last battle, he probably gained a half dozen.
And here she was. The freak, the Perfect Chosen. Without a scar, she’d just be a guest. There was no place for a rich girl in a family of True Chosen.
She was broken out of her reverie by an energetic voice. “Hey, kid! What’s wrong, you're in wonderland?” Beat chuckled lightheartedly. “Welcome to the Land of the Living!” She wrapped her hoof around the girl’s shoulders. “It’s not so bad here, once you get used to the smell.”
Shadow laughed despite herself. Beat could've been a great mother back home.
“Alright, then. So how about that dinner, huh? I’ll go see if I can find Clover. He ran off to the Roots somewhere. Kid’s absolutely nuts.” Beat’s grin widened. “You have no idea how proud that makes me.”
An icy wedge dug into Shadow’s heart. Of course the batpony didn’t realize. Still, as the mare trotted away, Shadow found herself crying.


Most ponies would be afraid of going to the hideout Roots. They would stop in their tracks the moment the chill set in, and some would turn tail and run when they saw the ominous carvings that lined the walls. Clover was not most ponies.
Instead, the Roots were his haven. Beat and Shadow didn't come down often, which made it perfect for late-night soul searching. Even if he didn't understand the carvings, he knew they were what ensured him this space.
The minty foal carefully sidled down into his special hollow. He was greeted by a wave of bitter aroma and the clattering of broken tile under his hooves. He could barely make out a pile of knickknacks along the opposite wall. The cold air of the Roots stilled here, making it seem warm in comparison.
Clover smiled and lit his horn. A black box in the corner lit up, too, pulsing in time with the foal's blue halo. He pulled it out to the center of the cavern, then pushed a button on the front.
He quickly raised the tiny microphone to his mouth. "Clover's log of awesomeness, entry thirty-six, on Thursday, March eighteenth." He suddenly clapped his hooves together and cleared his throat. "May all who hear this be awesome."
Then he hit another button, which played a short tune. Then he started recording the log. "Today Shadow went on patrol. Miss Beat said that when I got older, I could go too. She thinks I'm too young now, though. She also taught me how to find good vines from the Willow. If it's splotchy, it's probably sick. If it's thicker than my hoof, it's too much to bring home. Things like that.
"After that, we met up at the spring. We had to run because a bunch of hunters were there, but we got split up. Shadow set a trap for them and were able to get away. Miss Beat was gone for a while, but we were fine. She scared them away with one look! I wish I could do that, but I also want to keep my eye.
"That's about it. I saw Miss Beat come down a while ago. She's probably looking for me. I think something's wrong with Shadow, though. She's been quiet lately. I'm going to find out why. Entry complete."

	
		In the Moonlight



Shadow pushed her food across the plate. The hideout was usually comforting, but after dinner Beat had left to get dessert. She was left home, and Clover had run down to the Roots again. Everything was silent.
Here she was, eating after everypony else. Alone, just like every day of every week of every month. Years? She's lost track of those.
She bit her lip, reprimanding herself. "Deep breaths, Shadow," the unicorn muttered. "You're whining again."
Still, the weight on her heart remained, and she couldn't focus on eating. She finally shoved the food away, suddenly exhausted. Maybe things would be different if she said something. Maybe the others would understand. Maybe... "Buck up! You're not a filly!" She caught herself, barely avoiding a screech. That would've scared Clover. "Damn bat ears..."
She laughed despite herself. "Why is it that you talk to yourself, but never other ponies? Hmm?" She brushed a crumb off of her tunic. "You're crazy. Absolutely nuts. How wonderful, you little brat."
She suddenly gasped at her own response. Had she always been like this? A grim, self-loathing - She didn't let herself finish that thought. Of course, she couldn't exactly stop it; the feeling lingered. She sighed, rubbing her temple. This was giving her a headache...
The unicorn cast a preservation spell over the remains of her food, then floated it towards the cupboards. She would just finish it later. After a moment, she stood up and found a piece of parchment. She quickly magicked a short message to the others: "I'm going out for a little while. I'll be careful, but if I'm not back by midnight please come looking for me. Sincerely, Shadow."
She frowned at her poor writing, but dismissed it. She had more important things to do. After retrieving her hood and lantern, the unicorn stepped outside, organizing a mental checklist.
The first step to enjoying the night was to take a deep, chilling breath of air. Check.
Next was to fill the lantern with fireflies. Slightly more difficult, but check.
Then was to take ten steps forward, and continue this until one is completely alone with their thoughts. There was a certain thrill that came with checking that one off.
Finally, the last step was to get to the top of the closest tree, either by flight, magic, or sheer willpower (and a strong grip). Check.
At that point, Shadow pulled her hood back. She stretched across a thick branch before opening the lantern. The bugs inside fluttered out in a wave and disappeared into the night. She watched them go, admiring their clever bobs and spirals, attempting to understand some kind of pattern to the movements.
Soon, though, the fireflies were nothing in the sea of lights overhead. She knew they had probably drifted back to the forest floor, but it was much more beautiful to ignore that. Powerful green trees of all shapes and sizes spanned as far as the eye could see. The moon shone silver, blanketing and protecting the mystery of the Everfree. There was no place in which Shadow felt more welcome.
Most of the time, she only came out of the hideout during the day. It was much safer than risking an encounter with a Timberwolf, cockatrice, or, Luna forbid, an Ursa. Recently, however, the pink unicorn had found comfort in running out here and into the moonlight. The others were afraid of the moon, and logically so. And yet, she felt safer in its light than at home.
She relaxed against the tree, letting her mind resonate. If only she was a Pegasus, she thought. Then she could fly away and become a star, too. How lovely it would be to live up there in nothingness, with no one to impress or fear or protect. To be nothing in the grand scheme. And, at the same time, everything.
She mused on the idea a few moments before letting it rest, waking another, more reasonable one. What would happen if she became a poet? Clearly, she'd be horrible at it. She would probably have to hide her writing, too. But just getting her thoughts out on paper, making art... Would it be worth the time? Of course not, but it was fun to think about.
Fun. She chuckled at that notion. A wonderful feeling, that one. Not really practical, but she felt it anyway. Even this moment felt fun. Alone, fearless, and closer to wisdom than ever before. How fun it was!
She laughed harder, reveling in the thought. Anypony outside the forest would've called her crazy, being happy alone. Even Clover had openly told her she was "wrong". And yet, here she was.
Eventually, she was silent again. It had only been a few minutes since she left, but Shadow already felt the cold air's effect dulling. Frustrated, the unicorn picked up her lantern and lit her horn for a teleport.
Just as she stood up, there was a loud snapping noise from below. Shadow's ears perked up, directing her focus towards the edge of her vision. Nothing had changed.
She shook her head, turning back to the spell. She was interrupted again by the same sound. Annoyed, she checked the forest floor again. No results. She would've let it go if not for a third distraction, this time slightly louder. Closer.
Her gaze was yanked towards the edge of the trees. A milky green light peeked through the canopy, and with a flare another tree fell, sending a ripple across the forest. She knew that light. A hunter.
"So much for a peaceful night," she grumbled, already making her way down. She may have been horrible at combat, but she still had to do something about this intruder. If nothing else, it would serve as a warning.
She quickly picked up the now-empty lantern, filling it with dry, crackling wood before lighting it. The fiery glow cast a long shadow from the thick, knobbly trees. She smiled, knowing she would have the scare factor in her side when she met the hunters. Hopefully she wouldn't have to fight them head-on.
As she walked out to the Edge, her thoughts were given time to fester. Beat had never actually officially "shown" them this place, but despite her worry, both apprentices had seen the Outer Core. It was exactly what foals were told of the forest, riddled with spiked plants, glowing eyes under the brush, and black, moist trees. Luckily, nothing here was a threat to the Chosen; this was their training ground. Still, looking it in the face... "Unsettling" wasn't enough, but "frightening" missed the point entirely.
Really, what was so off? It wasn't like the light changed colors or branches were cracking behind her. It was the little things, probably. Maybe the trees were a little bigger, or the mist swirled faster than normal. Was it possible for bushes to move? Could trees have two - no, three - shadows?
Suddenly the scare factor wasn't worth it. She dropped it under a tree, hesitant to leave the fire's light, but even more scared of staying. The filly bolted, into the Edge and relative safety.
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