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		Description

War and advancement, two things that go hand and hand. They create an endless cycle of growth and death. The building of an empire until it reaches its peak, only to come toppling down, left only to the whims of the history books.
This cycle has come for modern man and finished its part.
Like the phoenix, a new one will rise from the ashes of the old, so, to, has a new race risen to take the mantle of the dominant race. The Equestrians.
Yet the cycle continues and it comes. They have passed one cycle of this endless chain of events, now they are facing another. Will they persevere to fight another day? Or will their empire come crashing so soon after birth?
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		Introduction



War is what drives man towards creation. The more advanced man becomes, the further, and faster, he adapts and changes. Yet, creation is, also, the folly of man; a path that will lead to nothing but destruction. War has been a part of mankind, a distinguishing point for our species. Where we follow, so does ruin and waste. Only two beings are foolish enough to wage such wanton destruction: man and ant. And, like the ant is to man, man is to the world. They will grow, they will live, and they will die, and the world will forget.
Our intelligence can be traced back to the very first war; where the first men found rocks to be more effective than fists, where tempered blades trumped stick and stone. Man progressed from apes, to prehistoric men fighting with rocks, to polished steel, to blinding lights, fire, and nothingness. And the cycle continues, with new players but the same rules.
The year was 2012: the pinnacle of modern man’s achievements, our glory, our Athens. Before this age, war had always left man weak, but what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger, man rose, more powerful, and more narrow-sighted. This time man wasn’t so lucky. An argument broke out, mistakes were made, orders were given, but nothing could be taken back. Scores of blinding lights, a hundred nations set on fire, a thousand years of nothingness.
Then, something rose.
From the ashes of the dead, rose a new master race, a new intelligent creation to build from the last, with nothing but the notes of the civilization before them warning them of the future to come. This new race came together, once a populous of slaves, now rulers, and formed a country; the mother of, hopefully, an empire. An empire forged, once more, upon the bodies and blood of its people. From the language borrowed from a dead people, a name was created: Equestria.
Evolution that should have taken millions of years, finished in only a few hundred. Radiation, thick and heavy in the atmosphere, initiated startling transformations upon the remaining members of Earth. As radiation is wont to do, it changed the residences. Hooves were replaced with cartilage backed hands, resembling those of their predecessors, a grazing race no longer as both flesh and vegetation made up their diet, and elongated faces shortened, resembling a cross between man and equine.
From fiction came reality. This new race of pony expanded into three. The original, Earthbound, the Pegasus, winged beings with the blessings of flight and speed, and the Unicorn, Earthbound with unusual powers.
To no one’s surprise, war erupted. Three sides clashed and three sides fell. Only through joining together could they survive; and survive they did. Within a hundred years the great war, followed by lingering peace, had advanced the race forward a thousand years. They were now in the age the humans had once referred to as the dark ages. For man it was an age where nothing happened, no art, no advancement; for the Equines, it was an age painted dark with blood. The lingering peace had broken, war had once again visited the country of Equestria.

	
		Chapter 1: Beginnings of Another Cycle



Author's Note: I GOT EDITORS! :D Anyway, talked with them and they helped me sort out my "chapters" and basically took my style of writing... or "chapter-ing" and threw it out the window. If you've read all the previous chapters, you won't miss anything except for the introduction of a another character about 2/3 of the way down. I'd suggest re-reading it and just tell me what you think of the new format I'm taking up. Chapters will now be longer. Anyways, I apologize for the lack of a ton of new content, but I'm trying to get back into the groove of writing after not doing so for 2 years.

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Come my children, gather ‘round
Sit and make not a sound.
Say not a word lest my voice should fail
Now hear my voice and hear my tale
A tale that started on nights like these
With nothing more than rain and breeze.
Of a village caught in spring's embrace
Shadowed by a, now, well known case
They will arrive, in the night
Here for slaughter, not to fight
Of sun, moon, and cackling madness
She will choose where lies her sadness
This, the setting it shall be
To unlock the past with this key
Now listen to me and listen well
For I, Zecora, have a tale to tell.
-Zecora, Shaman and Holder of the Southern Steppes
--
A low guttural roar swept across the rugged plains, echoing in the distant mountains, the humid air adding tension to the peaceful grounds, as if the very land was holding its breath; waiting for the inevitable. Amidst the rugged terrain, a village lay nestled in an indentation in the earth. As the night dragged on, the winds dampened and a deep sigh seemed to rise from the ground as the land let up its pent up breath, sweeping across the withered and charred ground. The browned stalks of grass rose in the tender breeze, dancing along with the gentle rays of the moon. A murmur ran through the plains as the gentle wind wafted through the darkened grass. A blanket of silence and darkness lay over the lands as Night herself held the earth in her calming arms.
--
Somewhere in the distance, amongst the sparse vegetation and jagged rocks, a shadow stirred. In the dark of a willowy tree, a tall figure rose to full height and stepped from the shadows. The darkness seemed to melt off his form, crawling off him as if in fear, back into the night. As the darkness subsided, the features of a muscular stallion became prominent. He stood at over six feet tall, thick, dark, coarse hair cascaded from his cranium to form his mane, held back with a loose headband. A thick ropy scar ran from his bony cheek down into the depths of the bandana covering the bottom half of his face. His skin looked withered and dry; an unhealthy brown hue lay on his hide. Two large, feathered wings were folded on his back. Light leather armor adorned his figure, cracked and covered in dirt from travel. Mail backed gloves were set on his coarse hands and steel plated boots fastened to his feet. The dark clothing blended the stallion into the darkness, making him one with the night. From the folds of his leather garment, he pulled out a smoke-blackened dagger, its edges shed off the glow of the moon as it slid from its sheath. The scout twirled his weapon experimentally in his right hand. A light whistle split the otherwise silent grounds as the dull blade danced in the stallion’s palm.
The whistle came to a sudden halt as his fists snapped tight as he surveyed the grounds. Seeing no movement, the figure raised an armored fist into the air, the rings of steel cut lightly into his skin, causing a slight burning sensation even as the wafting current cooled the metal.
On cue, figures emerged from the lingering shadows. They seemed to melt straight out of the ground, trees, rocks, and weeds. The dark shapes slowly became apparent as equine figures, each with a set of their own wings. As one, their cloaks of darkness flowed off them, aided by the pale light, settling back into the crevices of the earth. The stallion looked behind him as the last tendril melted off the assembled ponies. A score and a half of stallions and mares stood at attention, their knives and daggers unsheathed, as his gaze swept over them.
Satisfied, he looked into the distance, inspecting the opposite side of the valley. Before long, his dark gaze caught a tiny glint peering from the long stalks of grass. He narrowed his eyes as he scrutinized the vegetation. His eyes opened fully as he found what he sought. Waves upon waves of ponies appeared; marching out of the overgrowth. In swarms they appeared, one group after another, like waves crashing onto the sandy shores of a beach. Hundreds of bows, spears and unsheathed blades glinted in the dim lighting; the metallic luster from the weapons glittered in the night sky. The crashing of shields and boots rang out, slashing through the dense fog of silence. With a wordless command, the entire troop assembled into separate garrisons.
Winged Pegasus ponies wheeled overhead, keeping watch lest any of the townsfolk should attempt to take to the skies.
The Pegasus assassin smiled. His lips extended into razor sharp lines below his covering. The Legions of Equestria had arrived and the traitors would die beneath the eye of the crown princess.
--
Like vultures, the warriors gathered around the small town in a complete circle, three ponies deep, no way past their wall of smoke blackened metal.
Each one mirrored the one next to him, scale-mail fell from shoulder to knee, held together by a leather belt. A sash bearing the blazing white sun of the royal family finished the ensemble upon their torso. Plated gloves and greaves made of a thin sheet of metal with leather backing covered their limbs. A simple bowl shaped helmet with an attached, single-slit, visor completed the set. The front two row of warriors held pikes, seventeen foot monstrosities topped with a barbed head. In normal battle situations, there would be four to five rows of bristling pike heads facing an enemy charge. There was no need for caution this night. 
Behind, the last row of fighters were armed with bows or simple stabbing spears. The spears, with a length of only six feet, were more suited for medium range combat than their pike counterpart. 
Short swords were strapped to the left hip of every soldier in case close quarters engagements were needed.
They were ready, each of these warriors were veterans, hardened physically, and mentally, from strenuous fighting. Where once they might question their orders, the rational part of them had rotted away with the flesh of their comrades.
Their commander stepped forward, his distinction only apparent by the air of authority he carried. From his back he drew a thing of beauty. Ivory horn, drilled, polished, and carved to perfection, an instrument to carry the proclamation of the royal family. Warm, wet lips touched cold, dry ivory.
A single low horn sounded in the quiet of the night. The note was sustained, uninterrupted by breath or wavering in pitch. The humming note was taken up by another horn, then another, and, soon, the inky blackness was covered with the single chilling note, vibrating across the valley grounds. The singing of warhorns gave way to a swelling tide of voices. Like the breaking of a dam, the soldiers ranged around the undefended town sprung forth. This was no battlefield, there would be no formalities.
--
Screams of pure terror filled the night sky, ringing like the shrill cry of breaking glass. The smell of copper, the tint of life and of death, muddled by the harsh odor of rank sweat and salty tears permeated the air in a suffocating cloud.
The burning and pounding sensation in her chest matched the staccato gasps of air forced from her throat.
“Oh Goddess, oh goddess!” Caessa cried as she ran through the dark alleys of Ponyville.
The darkness of the backstreets were heightened by the brightness of the town as it was swallowed in flames.
She dashed through this labyrinth of dirt and squalor, hoping, praying to her deity to live through the night.
--
The small town, numbering less than 200, had been attacked early in the morning, before the spring sun had even pondered getting out of bed. It had been quick, no subtleness or hidden intensions. The soldiers had charged in, screaming their allegiance to Celestia, and had systematically slaughtered the inhabitants of Ponyville. First had been the Apple family. They lived on a farm on the outskirts of town and faced the first wave. The invaders had used axe and mace to crash through the thick oak doors and dragged out the family. Luckily, or not, a few members of the family had gone off to visit relatives in other towns.
Celestia’s soldiers executed the remaining family outside. First, ripping a screaming Bloom from her grandmother’s protective arms. One of them held the wriggling young pony in the air while another placed the blackened steel  head against her exposed groin and shoved forward. The wail that erupted forth started ear-shattering before quieting down into a gurgling whisper as the spear ripped out the other end through the space between her shoulders. They sat back, holding down the shrieking grandmother, and watched as the filly squirmed in agony upon the oaken shaft. After a minute of the sinful show, one of Celestia's warriors stepped forward and beheaded the yellow filly. A sobbing and sickened Granny Apple was bludgeoned to death wailing over the death of her young kin. Sticking their heads upon pikes, the relentless soldiers had rushed into town to continue their murderous intentions.
One by one, families were torn from their beds to meet blade and arrow. When fires sprung and screams rose past the threshold of sleep, the town sprang into action. Doors crashed open as the ponies of Ponyville ran out to, hopelessly, buy time for their loved ones to escape.
One by one the brave stallions surged out with knives and hammers; one by one they fell to bow and sword.
Bravery and love can only go so far. There was no leadership, no organization, and no equipment.
Soldiers quickly formed into ranks, bristling pikes and spears presenting an indomitable wall, slowly pushing the simple farmers and traders that inhabited this land until their backs pressed against wood or stone and their stomachs pressed against cold steel. 
Bands were formed to methodically surround and crush individuals. Within minutes, a hopeless battle became a massacre.
But their will and fire in the wake of destruction would be sung for ages to come. In a desperate act, the survivors gathered in a wall of flesh in front of the town hall. With a last scream of pure stubbornness and valor, they charged to their deaths. 
It was these screams of defiance that warned Caessa to the evil happenings going on inside her town. She scampered out of bed and quickly shuffled over to her open window. Flames and corpses greeted her as she looked out.
--
“Run my child! Get out, I might be old but I can still hold them long enough for you to escape!”
She jumped with fright as her sole family member burst into her room.
“Did you not hear me? Run!”
Caessa’s wits returned and she shook her head fiercely. “No grandpa, come with me!”
“Child, nothing will make me happier than knowing you live! Please go, I can barely walk, much less run, I’d only bring you death and that would shame me beyond anything!”
"I can't leave you papa! You saved me once, I can save you! I can carry you!"
At these words, a smile crinkled the leathery face of Alured Weaver. 14 years prior, he had found this sad little filly, sitting alone on the corners of the street in Canterlot, alone and hungry. He had brought her back and saved her from an agonizing death through starvation.
"My sweet Caessa, I know you are strong. But I am old. My time has come. I can feel it in my bones! It wouldn’t be long until I died anyways. Nothing will make me more proud than to die in battle defending one that I love. You have been like a child to me, one I am proud to call my own. Make it so that I will have grandchildren to carry on my name."
She never got a chance to answer as fists started pounding on their door. Her grandfather turned quickly, belaying his age. He hobbled out of her room to face the front door and drew forth an old rusty relic that had once been a sword. He took his stance, feet spread, one pointed towards the door, the other perpendicular.
“Go!” the elder Weaver spat out without turning around. "Fly like the wind!"
She had been running towards her sole family member, but, faltered, turned tail, and flew off, leaving the old Earthbound pony behind. The last visages she had of him were of that moment: tall, defiant, and proud.
Alured heard the window clatter from the back room and knew he had done all he could. His smile widened and tears leaked down his wrinkled face. He had done almost all he could for this sweet child, and, at the dusk of his days, he would do one more act for her.
The door splintered.
His arthritic limbs trembled with fatigue but he held on. Whispering a prayer to the Goddess he held his station.
The door broke down.
Alured Weaver, veteran of a war fought nearly a century ago, stood facing a battalion of Celestia's finest; young, fresh, and strong stallions the lot of them. But in that defining moment, he outshone them all. Dull gray and white became a rich mahogany pelt, weary eyes sharpened into green gems, and a smile of love transformed into a grin of anticipation and bloodlust. His rear hoofed feet left the ground as he charged towards the surprised stallions, his mouth opening one last time to cry out the battlecry of his youth.
“Heyulalia!”	
--
Voices alerted the sobbing Pegasus to danger ahead.
She halted her escape and planted her back against a brick wall. She snuck a glance around the edge and bit down upon her bottom lip to stop the scream of terror from ripping loose.
Three soldiers were busy fending off an injured villager. They danced around the snarling stallion, toying with him with their spears, pricking hard enough to draw blood but not to kill. In the flickering light, Caessa made out the features of Mr. Cake, her neighbor. She wanted to rush out, to sally forth and save a longtime friend, but her knees grew weak.
Even as her will broke, so did the patience of the soldiers. Bored of their game, they struck home simultaneously, the blades passing through the soft flesh of the stallion like a hot knife through butter, locking the hapless pony against the wall. One of the invaders stepped forward and, with a quick flick of his blade, disemboweled the dying creature. Even as his innards spilled to the dirt ground below, Mr. Cake fought. His arm slashed forward, knife grasped tightly, and embedded it into the throat of his murderer.
With a gurgle of outrage and surprise, the pony fell with a clang. Both murderer and victim died together, souls locked together to walk the dark path hand in hand.
Caessa whipped her head back around the corner and panted in terror. Sweat dripped from her forehead, plastering her red and white streaked mane to her face, the pounding from before increasing instead of lessening. The staccato rhythm had permeated to her ears, the drumming sounds in harmony with the cries for help and crackling of flames.
--
“Now what have we here…”
Caessa screamed with terror as the two soldiers who she had just witnessed brutalizing a citizen standing before her.
A leather-wrapped hand lashed out, grasping her throat, and lifted her bodily into the air before slamming her against the wall, driving the air from her lungs.
“It seems we found some ‘entertainment’”. Caessa had barely turned 18, her birthday the day prior. She had no understanding of that phrase but the meaning, its intent, was clear enough.
These stallions were not fully sane. They had seen death, both on their hands and in their hearts. They had just lost a comrade and had helped kill many innocents, there would be no pity, no holding back, no sense of morals.
She started to struggle, lashing out with her arms and legs, managing to catch her captor in the stomach.
A startled “oomph” was heard and the grip around her throat slackened. But, as soon as it did, it tightened once more, crushing her throat.
Fresh tears sprung to her eyes from the pain and she gave an incoherent gurgle, drool slipping out of her open mouth.
“You fucking bitch…” the soldier coldly whispered in her ear. “I’ll enjoy this.” He threw her to the ground and gave a swift kick to her midriff. As she doubled over in agony, he keeled down and spread her legs. 
“Hold her!” He ordered his partner who proceeded to grasp her arms, forcing them together above her head.
Her eyes widened with horror as she heard her fabric being ripped open, the charcoal pelt upon her face paled as the cool spring breeze caressed flesh.
Once more, she bit her lower lips, trying not to let go.
“Very nice.”
Her teeth lost hold and she screamed.

--
General Shield stepped into the blood-slickened street in front of the town hall.
The unicorn, known as the Shining Armour of Celestia’s army, snorted with disgust. The scene was appalling. He had served in the Imperial army for the better part of two decades, he had seen corpses rotting upon a field, maggots causing gray flesh to squirm as if alive, crows taking their pick of the tender eyes and spilled guts. Yet those had been combatants, ponies trained in the art of combat, knowing that, one day, they would meet their end on the field to the glittering end of a sword. These were townsfolk, ponies who had never known the atrocities of war or had laid their arms to rest, pursuing a life of building instead of destruction.
He hated doing this. But he was bound; had sworn his sword to the sun princesses on the day he reached stallion-hood. He would stick with his pledge to death, but it didn’t mean he liked what he did at times. Fighting for his country, his lady, those were honourable deeds… but this murderous raid would forever stain his soul.
Reports had come in a week prior about Luna's agents and commanders hiding out in the town. Celestia’s board of war had sent word to him within the hour to strike, to crush this town and, hopefully, sever a few important limbs off of the rebellious army.
His job was done, but it wasn’t a success, not in his eyes.
“Gather the bodies and give them a proper burial. They deserve that, at least.” The Shining Armour of Equestria snapped.
“Yes, my lord!” was the response of the horde assembled behind him.
As his stallions rushed forward to complete his commands, he stopped his lieutenant.
“Lieutenant, show me to the prisoners.”
“Aye aye.”
The blue maned general walked into the temporary prison and looked upon the score of huddled figures.
“Nineteen stallions, one ma-“
His voice stopped abruptly as he looked at the tear-stained mare before him. It wasn’t the glistening eyes that caught his attention, but the defensive position she had as well as the blood and liquid leaking from her nether regions.
“Bridges.”
The lieutenant looked up in surprise, he was never referred to by his name.
“Yes general?”
He gulped hesitantly. His commanding officer’s eyes were flinty, the normal aquamarine color now had a deep purple tint to it, nostrils were flaring with rage, and his teeth were grinding so hard it was palpable.
“Bring me them.” His order came out one word at a time, pausing before each word.
“Sir?”
“Bring me the ones who captured that mare!” He roared in rage.
As his lieutenant ran off looking for the ponies, he knelt down before the whimpering pile on the ground as the other citizens of, what was once Ponyville, looked on.
“There, there. Please, don’t be afraid, I won’t hurt you. I apologize, I’m so sorry. My troops were given specific instructions not to…” he stopped awkwardly.
“Here, take this, clean yourself up a little.” He whispered reassuringly as he handed the ash colored mare a handkerchief before turning around politely, giving her some privacy. He looked over at the other prisoners and cleared his throat loudly as he saw a few were still looking on. As they quickly turned their backs, he heard soft shuffling behind him as she wiped herself with the cloth.
A knock sounded the return of his subordinate. The Shining Armour looked at the shattered door frame and saw Bridges standing with six other soldiers behind him.
“Sir, I brought the ones, as you requested. These two,” he stated, pointing at the two directly behind him, “brought the mare into custody. The other four were part of their squad but got separated. The others are either getting their injuries looked over or perished in the fight.”
His eyes still seething, Shields barked, “Which one of you violated her?”
He never needed an answer, the two Bridges had originally pointed out broke out into a sweat as soon as he had finished speaking; they looked at each other in fear.
General Shields snarled, “twenty lashes each.” He turned and looked at the, still, quivering figure laying behind him. The look of absolute terror, the paleness that had settled upon her skin, enraged him further.
“Make that thirty. They will march in the back and help with the supplies. Half rations. Take them in!”
The other four soldiers each grabbed one of the rapists’ arms and hauled them off.
Shields marched out of the prison in a huff. “The 66th Regiment will take these prisoners to the mines. The rest of us will march back to the capital.”
--
Jack was busy toiling away, doing all she could to remain inconspicuous, to not draw the attentions of the prison guards patrolling around them, spears and shields in hand.
Two weeks prior, word had reached the camp that “new recruits” would be arriving and that the “volunteers” would be from Ponyville and its outlying villages. Her first thoughts were of her family and her farm. She prayed to her goddess that Bloom and Granny would be amongst those arriving on the caravan. Better a temporary slave than dead she had always said. But this was a time of war and fanciful thoughts had to be left in the past. If her family didn’t step off the prison cart, then she would make sure the perpetrators paid with their lives.
These thoughts had been swimming through Jack’s mind for the better part of the month and, despite her stance on the subject, she couldn’t help the feeling of dread creeping, ever so slowly, up her spine. She was in a constant state of irritation, cold sweat continuously pouring down her body, her nights interrupted with vestiges of a cold, empty barn. When the time came, it felt almost anti-climactic.
The convoy had arrived, twenty ponies stepped down in chains, none of them were of the Apple family.
A fellow member of their hidden alliance put a comforting hand on her shoulder, clasping it gently, soothingly.
She found that it was unneeded. There was just a coldness there, no sadness. Her grief had, unbeknownst to her, been swept away with the cold sweats and the sleepless nights. Now there was just a hardening, a growth to her determination.
She took the time to survey the group, taking in any information on potential recruits for their hidden unit. A score of ponies: nineteen stallions and one mare. Not surprising. The males of their species were bigger, stronger, and lasted longer to the harsh treatment by the hands of the Empire. They were usually taken back to camp, the females raped, tortured, and killed on the spot.
Jack scanned the crowd, many a familiar face amongst them, all of them looking defeated. Her gaze fell upon the sole mare, who’s thighs were clenched tightly in a protective manner, arms hugging her own bosom, hands clasping their opposite shoulder. But the fire, the fire still burned in her eyes. Where the others showed emptiness, utter defeat, this one still had a spark of anger, a spark of madness in her. Jack smiled. This one would do, she’d do just fine.
--
The work was monotonous. Up came the whips, up came the picks. The whips whistle down, the picks descend. Up came the whips...
Two hundred forty-seven, two hundred forty-eight...
Caessa counted out each fall of the whip, each sharp gasp of pain from the ponies around her.
Two hundred fifty-three, two hundred fifty-four...
She took a deep breath and relaxed her muscles.
Swish! Crack!
Despite knowing the blow was coming, she still flinched. She just gritted her teeth and continued her task. Tears had long dried from her eyes, replaced with rock dust and sweat.
A young filly next to her screeched in pain and received a swift kick to the backside, sending her sprawling. The unfortunate victim quickly dashed back onto her hind legs and continued her work, not another sound passing her lips.
Caessa was weary. It had been three weeks since Ponyville had been ransacked, three weeks since her people had been methodically slaughtered, three weeks since she had had her purity violated. The thought still brought bile racing up from the recesses of her body, still brought cold sweat to break out upon her body, her hairs to stand on end. To make matters worse, her perpetrators were two of the guards at this work camp. Everyday she was reminded of her shame, everyday her will broke a little and the fires of hate and self-disgust flickered ever higher.
She hated this place. Despite the death and crimes committed here, it was the idea that she was helping her nemesis gain greater power that really irked her. The stone cut from this mountain side was shipped all the way back to Equestria to supply Celestia’s armies with material for fortification, for missiles used by their siege artillery, for roads to pave the way for the crown princesses’ beasts of oppression.
--
Jack watched Caessa walk off towards her “room”. She had been watching Caessa for about a week and decided now would be a good time. Jack followed the other mare into the rundown shack that constituted their living quarters. She watched as the red and whited haired pony settled down.
“What’s wrong sugarcube?”
Caessa jumped with surprise, spinning to meet her aggressor with fists raised.
“Woe there nelly!” Jack cried jumping backwards. “Reflexes like that will get ya’ killed 
‘round here.”
“What do you want?” was the whispered reply.
“Oh nothin’, jus’ introducin’ myself! Name’s Jack, Apple Jack my friends call me, but you can call me AJ!”
“… Whatever you say… Jack…” Caessa returned with narrowed eyes before turning back to stare, once again, at the wall of her “living quarters”.
“Now no need t’ be so aggressive here, they do the job jus’ fine. I jus’ needed someone to talk to, ya’ know, someone who knows anythin’ about what happened to mah family.”
Caessa remained unmoving, staring intently at the blank wall, memorizing every curvature, every mark.
Seeing she wasn’t making any headway, the honey colored pony turned and strode out. Just as she had cleared the doorway, she heard a rasping, hushed reply.
“They’re all dead… You say you’re an Apple? Apple Jack? Well your family is deader than this rock wall I’m looking at.”
AJ watched as the ashen mare turned, moving out of her cross-legged position to sit facing Jack, arms on knees and leaning forward.
“Your sister went first. They dragged her from the barn, screaming and crying, still in her goddam nighty. Picked her up, off the ground, took a spear, and rammed it through her groin until the end came out between her shoulder blades. They left her writhing and shrieking before cutting off her head and sticking it on a pike. Your grandmother lost her head wailing over - OOMPH!”
Caessa gave a cry as the air rushed out through her mouth, launched by a swift uppercut, courtesy of AJ.
“Look ‘er’ sugarcube, I don’t know what you went through ‘n’ I’m mighty sorry about it, but that’s my gosh darn family you’r’ talkin’ about!”
The two stared at each other, Caessa’s gray gaze passed through the swollen flesh around it, matching the coldness of the hay-maned pony across from her.
The staring continued for a few long seconds before Caessa tore her gaze away.
“I’m sorry… I didn’t mean to offend you it’s just… it’s just…”
Jack’s eyes softened as she took in the pony huddled before her.
“Look… I ‘polize for hittin’ you. Why don’t you tell me what happened?” AJ whispered reassuringly as she sat down beside Caessa.
Caessa looked up, past the white and red tendrils that had fallen over her face, and told her story.
--
Silence was the golden rule at the work camp. No singing, no talking, and no loud exclamations of anguish. Obey the rule or suffer the consequences. Punishment ranged widely here depending on the fickle tastes of the Warden at the time.
Since the townsfolk from Ponyville had arrived, twenty-three unfortunate victims had been picked to feed the whims of their caretaker: thirteen stallions, ten mares.
Eight of the stallions had been sentenced to death via meathook.  Two burly guards carried each body onto a stage, willingly or not. Hooks were shoved into the hapless stallion’s back, hooking under a rib, before the injured pony was shoved to fly into open air, to hang until they bled to death, or, their ribs broke under the increasing pressure and they fell to the ground, to die from internal injury or, if lucky, a merciful death from a soldier.
The remaining and fortunate five were simply executed on the spot, the pieces of their corpses buried by their sobbing fellow prisoners who knew well enough that their fate would, soon, be the same.
Compared to the mares, the stallions had it easy. Each one was passed over to the barracks to serve the whims and needs of their guards. The ones who survived the ordeal were forced back into service. Not one came back unchanged, not one allowed themselves to live another night after their torturous ordeal.
--
In spite of these atrocities, the prisoners held fast to the belief that, one day, they could once again watch the sunrise as freeponies, without being afraid of losing their heads before it touched down past the horizon.
There was one group amongst the hundreds held captive here. They were a group who had the least hope and, yet, the most. Expectations of rescue was nonexistent, instead, they believed in the power of their own will, their own muscles, their own wits. They had formed, slowly, from stallions and mares that had had enough of being denied the barest rights of life. Numbering only twelve at its formation, they had been growing day by day. Whenever someone caught a member’s interest, they would be assimilated into the group, hoping, one day, for the chance to give their captors their just desserts. Now, over a hundred strong, their chance for escape grew ever closer.
--
“I tell you, that girl has fire. A small one, but it’s still burnin’. She’s determined she is.”
“So you’re saying we can use her?”
“No, I’m saying she can be a great addition to our cause.”
“She was attacked, watched her friends and family die, and raped multiple times… and you’re saying she can help?”
“You forget that we all went through that! Yes, I’m sayin’ she has that determination to get what she wants, to see things done. And I say we bring her int’ the fold.”
“Have it your way AJ… but she better not lose her cool.”
“Oh she won’t, she wants them to bleed…”
“As do we all.”
“Exactly.”
“… Bring her in tonight…”

	
		Chapter 2: The Pieces are Set



A/N: Apologies for the lateness. I'm frantically trying to get all my essays and tests finished and trying to sleep enough. Stuff like that. Anyways, I hurried to bring this to you guys so if you see any errors, please, let me know and I'll correct them.
--
What makes a ruler great? I have been asked that from time to time. There is no singular answer.
Depending on whom you ask, a person can be both. A king who serves the serf is their god... and, yet, the
enemy of the upper class. How, then, can a ruler be great? Appeasing one will, surely, prove harmful for
the other. So, when one asks me: "what do you consider a good ruler?" I answer simply. The one who can
hold the throne with the least amount of blood shed.
-Excerpt from "The Mare on the Moon" by Professor Cherilee 

Alured Weaver was lost. Not in the traditional sense, Canterlot’s streets still rang true in his mind. No, he was lost in his sense of purpose. He looked at the wrist, at the insignia burned there with steel and ink: the Queen’s blade within the blazing royal emblem.
He couldn’t blame the army; he was old. It was time to leave killing and death to the next generation, his station had been passed on and he had the rest of his life to himself, however short it was.
“Almost ninety years old, most of it spent killing in the name of the Empire… and now you don’t know what you want to do; pitiful.” He chided himself as his ancient legs carried him through the walled city.
A cold breeze ran through the wide streets of the Equestrian Empire, sending a slight chill to run through Alured’s body. He quickly drew his cloak tighter around him and pressed on through the winter wrapped streets.
Weaver took in the beauty of a city caught in mid-winter with a sense of nostalgia and regret, of years spent removing beauty from their world, of never having added to it. He watched as flakes seemed to dance, their glistening forms throwing the rays of the noon sun around in a brilliant display. The breeze swept the fallen snow and brought them back into the fray,  twirling and whirling around the stage to the wonder filled eyes of the ancient stallion. At least, at the anti-climax of his life, he could enjoy Nature's offer for once and the awe-inspiring tales these walls told.
A city built on the precipice of the Central Mountains; of gleaming white marble and rosy sandstone. Canterlot was the jewel of the Empire; its walls stood over five score feet and made of thick blocks of marble. They were so thick that they allowed ten stallions to march, shoulder to shoulder, from one end to the other. Magical barriers and ballistae mounted on the roofs of the town within dissuaded any aerial assault from gryphon or pegasus. The only path to the castle-city was a thin, winding path down the mountain, a killing ground for the archers on the wall. 
It was as militarily sound as it was easy on the eyes, dissuading attackers while inspiring ponies to flock to its gates day after day.
“… And, in a flash of heat and light, the Mother took us and pulled us to our feet, out of the dirt and squalor of our Brothers to stand as her favored children! The sinful Brothers of ours had been purged; nothing but their ashes and the tales of their sins remained, leaving us to carry on the name of the goddess!”
Alured smiled as he listened to the priest crying out across the bustling streets on the side. He stopped and took a step towards the edge of the road and listened.
“The Humans were disillusioned; they forgot about the Mother, they took her blessings for granted! Because they were careless, the Mother took away all she had given them; their control, their minds, their lives! The goddess’ sentence for them and her warning to us: from ashes to ashes, dust to dust; from dust you were created and to dust you shall return.”
“Spare a few bits for the Mother?”
Weaver turned and looked at youthful mare standing on the corner next to the Brother. Her queer robes, half midnight blue, half virgin white with a smattering of the night sky emblazed across the cloth, give her up as a Sister of the chantry.
“Anything for the goddess,” he answered warmly, tossing a gold coin into her outstretched basket.
Her charming grin quickly turned into a broad smile.
“Your generosity pleases our Mother.”
“I have a question Sister.” He called out as the priestess took a step back to hold her place, once more, by the preacher.
“What is it?”
“I’m looking for a place to live out the rest of my life in peace. Has word reached you, yet, of any such haven?”
She looked surprised by the question, “why… yes, yes of course. The towns to the east seem relatively quiet as of late compared to the rest of Equestria. Word has reached us that the towns of Ponyville and Cloudsdale have yet to see the war yet.”
He thanked her and tossed another coin into her basket before walking away from the religious fervor filled block.
--
The scarred veteran sighed with pity as he strode down the road, this block a stark and bitter contrast to the richness that permeated throughout the rest of Canterlot.
“Spare a few bits, just a few silvers to feed mah family!”
“Three silvers f’r a tumble, sovereign for the night.”
Desolate peasants, rejected soldiers, desperate whores; they were the dark underbelly of the crown city of Equestria.
He strode on, passing each person with caution, eyes flitting from face to face, hand to hand, looking out for anyone who deemed to test their luck.
By his demeanor, or a stroke of luck, no pickpocket tried their luck that night..
He passed by beggar after beggar without breaking stride until a peculiar sight caught his attention. Two figures, huddling on the street corner, thin cloaks all that protected them from the crisp night air, small wooden bowl slightly ahead. This was not an uncommon sight, the peculiarity of the situation was the fact that a haggard stallion seemed to be helping himself to the scant earnings from the bowl. The residents of this particular area of Canterlot were protective of what was theirs, when you had next to nothing, every bit mattered, yet no move was made by either wrapped figure, neither the large nor the small made a move to protect their property.
He moved forward, closing the gap between the three bodies and himself.
“Scram.”
The stallion jumped with surprise, his head whipped around to stare at Weaver. Seeing the stern gaze, he spun around and booked it.

Alured looked down at the two before him; still no movement, interesting.
“Excuse me, sir or madam, are you awake?”
No answer came. He knelt on the muddy curb, hands reaching forward to pull the hood away from the mysterious figure’s face, already knowing what he would find.
“Mother guide you…” He sighed with sadness as he looked at the cadaver before him. A mare that couldn’t have seen more than twenty winters, more bone than muscle; her body wasted away to the point that the indentations caused by her teeth could be seen on her sunken cheeks.
He stood and whispered a quick prayer, makeshift last rights for the nameless duo.
“Mother watch you, guide you to the life beyond. Your purpose here has ended, your reward to collect, find peace in the afterl-“
His soliloquy was interrupted by a muttering voice, one that was muffled by wind and cloth.
Alured Weaver’s eyes snapped down at the smaller bundle, he had never thought to check the other.
He unwrapped the dirty rags around the top of the bundle to unmask the round, flushed face of a foal.
A look of utter confusion met Alured’s gaze.
“Where’s mama?”
The question startled the old stallion. His eyes slowly drifted towards the corpse lying to the side. Alured never knew what made him say what he said at that moment, never knew what drove him to do what he did.
“Mommy’s gone on a little trip, I’m your grandpa, your papa. What’s your name dearest?”
“Kay-Sah!” was the chortled response.
A sad smile formed upon the stallion’s face.
“Well ‘Caessa’, we’re going to go home now.”
--
Simply known as “The Quarry” or “The Mine”, the work camp was heavily fortified. Its job was to keep political prisoners, rebels, and anyone else the empire deemed “dangerous towards the peace”.
Thick, oaken logs made up the palisades, each one roughly thirty feet in height and at least four feet in diameter. The tops and the branches down the side were sharpened into crude spikes; just enough to dissuade any attempts at landing on or climbing up the walls.
Makeshift steps and walkways were nailed to the logs, providing sturdy battlements for the guards on lookout.
There were three ways in and out of The Quarry. A main gate made of thick oaken slabs, and two, small gates on either side used by foraging parties if placed under siege.
The prisoners were held in the middle in small wooden shacks made up of whatever scattered pieces of wood and stone they could find.
No escape, no hope of rescue, The Mines, were, effectively, a death sentence; once you went in, you had no hope in coming out.
--
“What were you taught about the royal family”
“The usual: the ruling family is made of two princesses, Celestia and Luna, Celestia being the older, Luna the younger. Being the oldest, Celestia was made the crown princesses, inheriting the whole of the Equestrian Empire.” Caessa answered.
Her questioner, an older stallion, mane graying at the temples but still possessing the straight back and no nonsense demeanor of a military pony, turned and faced her.
“You were taught lies. I am Commander Regent of Luna’s freedom fighters. I will tell you the truth. The truth is: Luna is the oldest, Celestia is the younger sister.”
Caessa stared at the older pony in confusion.
He continued, “She was pushed aside in favor of Celestia due to a… peculiar disease she developed at birth. She has almost no magical prowess. As you know, the ruling family is a special species of pony: alicorns the lot of them. 
They possess both the feathered wings of the pegasus and the magical horns of the unicorn. For one not to be magically inclined showed weakness, something the family would not allow, so, she was pushed aside; simple as that. 
Needless to say, Luna was not happy. Her, and the guards with her, left Canterlot and hid within the forests surrounding the capital. They would strike at key areas in the city, harassing Celestia’s soldiers, and waging a hidden war, a war that the eldest sister could not win.”
Caessa opened her mouth to respond, “So why was Ponyville attacked?”
The commander smiled thinly. “Because we have a mole amongst our ranks; a friend we all thought we could trust became a turncoat. He or she sent word that recruits and supplies were being shipped to Luna’s forces. Celestia had no choice but to bleed the town dry. We have no clue who the perpetrator is and that worries us.”
“And why were you helping Luna? Why is anyone?”
At this, the commander looked towards the ceiling, tracing each crack, each speck of dust with his eyes. He slowly responded, “We wanted a voice…”
He swung his vision back down to catch Caessa’s look of confusion.
“We were promised a voice, a chance to change Equestria to belong to the people. Luna promised us, common citizens, a chance to rise in our rigorous caste-state. Can you imagine, farmers and craftsmen being able to finally have a say in how our lives are run for once?”
“Was it worth the bloodshed, the sorrow, the pain of loss?”
A look of sorrow broke the stoic expression of Regent.
“No,” he whispered, “but we must keep pushing so that our children, the ones who survive, can have better lives.”
Silence hung in the air as Regent finished informing Weaver. Both sat staring at the ground before them, lost in silence and memory.
“And that’ll be your history lesson for the day!” AJ stated as she walked into the room. “So, what d’ya think?”
“It’s… interesting though why you’re telling me this…” Caessa responded, caught by surprise at the sudden intrusion.
“Simple, we want you t’ join us! Do you think we’re sittin’ here waitin’ for a rescue? No can do sugarcube, we’re getting’ out of here by our own hands!”
“What Apple Jack is saying is that we have formed an organization within this prison. We have been preparing for a very long time to finally break out and rejoin our families and brothers in arms. Jack here says you have potential and wanted to bring you into the fold. I trust her judgment.” Replied the commander, all signs of weariness and sadness washed away to reveal the stone-set expression he was known for.
“What’s the plan?”
Regent and AJ smiled at one another before the elder of the pair continued.
“Our opportunity of escape is dawning. The garrison moves out in two weeks leaving just a score of guards, not counting the Warden.” Regent whispered in the small dark enclosure.
“We’ll need weapons and supplies before then.” AJ added. “Those gates on the side’ll need a file or somethin’ t’ cut the chains lockin’ ‘em.”
Caessa interjected: “No need to go get files; pickax will do. The doors don’t look like they’ve been used in ages. The chains are most likely rusted and weak; a solid hit should break them.
Regent nodded. “True, but let’s try to find a few files just in case. Anyway, the troops will move out to meet the supply train at the time. It’ll take a day’s forced march to reach the train then they’ll take their time escorting it back which will take two and a half days. Almost all the guards will be gone, only a handful will be left. We won’t get a better shot.”
“A few armed guards can still prevent our escape.” Caessa interjected.
AJ nodded. “Me ‘n’ mah boys will be sneakin’ up to the guard towers and takin’ out the ones posted there one by one.”
Regent continued off of AJ’s train of thought. “And, you, Caessa will lead a distraction. This fortress wasn’t meant to hold Pegasus ponies, I don’t know why they actually brought you here but it’s a stroke of good fortune that they did. Just fly around and toss a torch onto the roof of their armory; that should keep them from doing too much damage.”
“And when they chase me, you guys make your escape right?” Caessa chanced a guess.
“Aye. Meet us in the woods, where a willow hugs a boulder taller than a stallion on the bend of a river. We’ll have people there that’ll take you to the main camp once you make a run, er, flap for it.”
Caessa nodded. “Seems like a good plan.”
“We’ll meet up again soon to discuss anything else we might need.”
--
The meeting broke; AJ excused herself and left to return to her own holding. 
“How does she do it?”
“Do what?”
Caessa looked into her new commanding officer’s eyes. “How does she just put the loss of her family behind her like it’s nothing.”
His answer was simple. “She’s a farmer. The farmer who wails at a failed crop starves; the one who strives forward eventually succeeds.”
She pondered his answer. “I think I understand… thank you.”
Caessa got up to follow the honey colored mare but was stopped by something gripping her wrist.
“What drives you.” He stated putting emphasis on the last word.
She looked questioningly down at the grizzled campaigner still seated.
“Why are you so willing to throw your lot in with us? We have barely known each other.”
Caessa backed up, letting her released arm to come to rest, once more, by her side.
“Because I’m not ready to die yet. You heard my story; my grandfather has never asked anything of me… not until the day of his death. He asked for me to live and live I shall. Your group is my best bet of making it out of here.”
Regent nodded in acceptance. “Keeping to your word… virtuous though silly. You will face things in the coming future that threaten to break that promise you made. I hope that you come up with a better solution by then.”
Caessa turned and left.
--
Grim slowly stepped over the partially decomposed parts of two ponies. Most of the bodies were gone, leaving only a few scattered chunks, but, of what remained, he made out that one used to have a nice yellow pelt, the other green. 
He made his way, slowly, towards the entrance into town. A dark brown pelted hand reached into his pockets and brought out a slip of paper. As the ungloved hand came out, a distinctive mark could be seen on his hand, of a sun and sword. He held it up to the sign outside the town.
“Huh… Guess I was a little late…”
Bright green eyes glancing around at the destruction; burnt out husks lined the streets with sprinklings of crimson pools. The stink of rot and the iron of blood, tinged with wet ash permeated the air into a dense, suffocating cloud.
Grim gave a soft cough and waved a hand in front of his graying muzzle.
With a grunt of disgust he pressed on.
As he neared the town hall, the smell only got worse, a light buzzing he had noticed before escalated to deafening heights. The old stallion surveyed the scene in front of him.
Whereas, before, the blood had been scattered around the streets, here, the blood formed into a shallow pool with a hefty diameter. Chunks of grayed flesh, stripped bones, and bundles of blood-soaked hair floated amongst the crimson pool.
“Guess this is where most of the action happened…”
Grim looked around before heading off towards a building with a sign still hanging off it.
“Cake Residence…”
He moved on further before stopping at the next house.
The corners of his lips twitched slightly as he gazed at the large pool of blood on the steps. There was a small splash of blood at the top of the steps, right inside the cracked doorframe. Outside the house, proof of absolute carnage was imprinted upon the land. Pieces of broken chainmail, their tight rings severed to show the shining metal under the blood and rust, littered the ground. Ribbons of leather and cloth, and, what looked like grated flesh, added their touch to the canvas as they floated in the stinking cesspools of rotting, dried gore.
“You didn’t give up without a fight did you?” the Praetorian muttered as he walked in to gaze upon the wreckage within where a line of blood connected the pool at the doorway to the middle of the room. Destruction, very much like the one found outside, was showcased within.
Experienced eyes scrutinized every detail.
“A score of combatants… one defender though I don’t think ‘defender’ would be the right word here… looks like you, my old friend, took the fight to them” he chuckled.
“One defender… then where is she…”
He continued his viewing of the small house until he came to the smashed window in the back.
“Buying time…”
He crawled out of the shattered window, making sure not to get caught on the glass shards left on the sill.
“Prints are still here…” Grim muttered to himself as he followed the slight indentations left in the soft earth. Ripped clothing were strewn around the alley. His eyes hardened as he came upon the scene where the sinful deed had been done.
“Blood… but not enough to warrant a fatal wound which means that she was hurt in the… ‘scuffle’…”
He straightened his back and looked up at the faint glow over the horizon, the rising sun.
“If she’s still alive she’ll be at “The Quarry” which means she’ll be in contact with Luna’s people. So… to find her I’ll have to find that rebellious bitch.”
The Praetorian gathered his cloak around him and left the town of ash and bone behind him.
--
“Shield, my general, welcome back.”
The Shining Armour of Equestria marched in, flanked by a squad of Celestia’s finest Royal Guard. He strode down the long hall, feeling the soft, supple red carpeting under his hooves. It was quite a sight, his chosen master and queen, the Princess of the Rising Sun, Celestia sat upon a gilded throne of carved ivory, both of whom were raised up upon a mini pyramid, insuring that all was looked down upon by her. Large stained windows, bearing the deeds of her predecessors, rose from the floor to the rounded ceiling fifty feet up. 
Gold was laced around the ivory towers that acted as supports for the massive cavern that made up the throne room. Jewels and precious metals were scattered around in intricate designs, showing the full power and wealth of the Empire within a single room.
And, the most beautiful sight of all; was the reigning monarch herself. Her elegant, virgin white coat, unblemished in the slightest, made the ivory and marble around her look dull and gray. Her flowing multi-colored mane accentuated the colored stone indented throughout the chamber. And, most surprising of all, were the pair of giant wings paired with a large horn situated on her forehead.
Shield went until he reached the bottom of the flat-topped pyramid and knelt. His gaze cast upon the ground, his deep blue cloak billowing behind him.
The Princess lifted her regal features and looked at each of her guards.
“Leave us; I’m safe with the general.”
Each gold-armoured stallion bowed before turning, as one, and filing out of the throne room in two rows.
“My princess, I-“
“No need to tell me anything Shield. I know that you don’t like what you were asked to do.”
“Then why-“
“Quiet! First, my loyal subject, tell me… how many of your men can you say are one hundred percent loyal to me.”
“Well… I’d say all of them my lady.”
“No, no, to me. Not to Equestria but to me.”
The blue-haired stallion looked up in confusion. His brows furrowed as he tried to discern her meaning.
Celestia just smiled sadly.
“Oh my poor Shining Armour… still so clueless… I am not the power behind this country, this empire… not anymore.” She stood and walked down the many steps until she stood next to her kneeling subject.
“My… War Committee seems to have taken it upon themselves to oust me of my power. In my foolishness, I did not see their original intentions.” She explained still staring at the large oaken doors on the far side of the room.
“I want that power back.” She put a hand on General Shield’s shoulder and bid him to rise. When he did, she grabbed his chin and maneuvered him so he looked straight into her eyes.
“If I were to tell you that the orders to slaughter the town of Ponyville was not of my doing, would your loyalties to me return?”
Shield took a step back, looked the princess square in her eyes on his own accord, and bowed as low as his body allowed.
“My liege, I have always and always will be loyal only to you. I swear upon my life I will serve no other.”
The corners of Celestia’s mouth rose. “Good. This country, this empire that my family has held for hundreds of years is falling apart. Even now pieces have broken off… and not all the players have shown themselves yet. No… this will not last. But when it finally ends, I don’t want to be caught ill-prepared.”
She turned and strode back up to her throne.
“No, I will not be the one to fall in this intricate game of thrones. My Shining Armour, my Champion, you will no longer lead the armies of Equestria.”
Shock flitted across his face before he bowed his head in subordination.
“As my lady commands.”
Celestia chuckled. “No, instead, you will command the legions of Celestia. Go out, find those loyal, still, to the crown that will stand firm for me when all others wither.”
“What about your Royal-“
She snorted. “Paid by the Committee, no, they will not do. I want a new order. You will form me a Sacred Band of warriors. You will train them, tutor them, do everything to insure they become the finest warriors in Equestria and beyond… and make sure they remain loyal to my cause and mine alone.”
The weight of responsibility felt crushing to the stallion, but he bore it with pride.
“Yes, my lady!”
“You are dismissed.”
“You will have your army within a solar cycle.”
“See that it is.”
With that, the Shining Armour of Celestia swiftly striding out of the cavernous room to begin his quest for a new army, a Sacred Band.
Celestia sighed and leaned back into the soft satin of her throne.
Now there were three players on the board, she had just made her move, now to wait and see what the others would do.
She lifted her left hand and studied the ring set upon the middle finger, slowly spinning it around.
No, not three… there were still players yet to make themselves known. She smiled, this was getting interesting.
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