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		Description

It has been one year since the Canterlot Invasion, and since then, the Changeling Kingdoms have been falling apart. Without the consent of the other hive rulers, Queen Chrysalis and the young Queen Silver plan another invasion. As conflict within the hives rise, another queen attempts peace with Equestria. But any possibility of peace may be undone as one vengeful pony seeks the destruction of the entire changeling race, and one ambitious changeling schemes to take control of all four hives. Twilight Sparkle and her friends become the only ones capable of saving Equestria from what is only the beginning of dark and evil things to come.  
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		Chapter 1: The Pieces Fall Into Place



1 year ago

Green, black and brown were the only colors Queen Chrysalis could see from inside the rowboat she was seated in as it slowly rowed through the murky swamp. There were white bandages all over her body, including one covering her left eye. Her dark cerulean mane draped down her battered face. The two paddles at the side of the boat were enveloped in a green aura as she continued to row through an endless amount of old trees and inky black water with patches of grass sticking through. The only sound she could hear were frogs and the buzzing of insects, giving off a vibe of true isolation.
As Chrysalis gazed across the dim marshland, the only thing she could think of was her defeat at the hooves of Shining Armour and Princess Cadence. Her conquest had failed, years of precise planning was all for nothing because one stupid little pony had figured out her plan. She gritted her teeth; that unicorn was going to suffer for what she did.    
Chrysalis shifted in her seat at the sight of a small black castle coming into view. It had been nearly six years since she stepped hoof in there. Now, in a weakened and defeated state, she had to face the other hive rulers once more. She eyed the castle with contempt; the other rulers were complete failures; they would never achieve anything during their meetings, just bicker and argue. King Morph was the worst of them. He was far too caught up in the ideals of his ancestors, the first changeling rulers. He sat on his shiny throne, trying to keep ‘tradition’ while his people starved. She would’ve like nothing more than to rip that fool’s head off and actually do something right for her race. Once the meeting was over, she planned on continuing her efforts on bringing prosperity to the hives. Her soldiers had already been gearing up for another invasion.      
Once the boat reached a sliver of land, Chrysalis got off and began slowly walking towards the decaying structure. She stopped at the large double doors and took a deep breath, before pushing them open and stepping inside. The room she stepped into was very dim; the dark green walls and grey stone floor illuminated only by a few hanging lanterns. On the right, an entryway led to a set of descending stairs. At the back of the room, a set of grey double doors stood. 
With hateful eyes, Chrysalis turned her attention to a long rectangular stone table in the middle of the room. Her three cousins sat around the table, all wearing the same crown she had upon her head. She felt sick, truly sick to be in the presence of such cowards. Queen Nectar, who was sitting to the left, kept her head down. Chrysalis noticed the dark bags under the monarch’s sky blue eyes, which were almost hidden under her long unkempt dark blue mane. She had a pained, almost tormented expression. Chrysalis gave no smile of assurance or sympathy when Nectar’s tortured eyes looked up at her; she felt no pity for the weak. Turning her head to the right, she gazed upon an unfamiliar face. The very young queen looking back at her intently had a short faded light purple mane and light purple eyes. She sat up straight, almost uncomfortably so. She reminded her of a well disciplined military commander. 
“Who are you?” Chrysalis asked brashly.
The queen held her head high. “I am Silver, newly crowned queen of the Prospera Hive.”
“Where is King Vision?”
“Dead,” Siver said simply. “As his daughter, I have taken his place.”
Chrysalis stared into Silver’s eyes; she saw self control, will and power. Very interesting, she thought to herself. With slight hesitation, she moved her focus to the changeling she hated the most, Morph. He had gotten uglier since she last saw him. His slimy grey mane was slicked back and his skin wrinkled down his face like an old carpet. How the old king had not died yet was truly remarkable, and unfortunate. Morph’s bright red eyes shot daggers at her, and she stared right back.        
“You have a lot of explaining to do, young one,” King Morph proclaimed in a dangerously low voice as Chrysalis took her seat at the other end of the table.
“I did what our race should have done hundreds of years ago,” Chrysalis replied, malice oozing from her voice.
“You have betrayed what our ancestors worked so hard to build,” Morph hissed.
“They never had the guts to do what was necessary,” Chrysalis said. “We’ve lived in the shadow of the other races for centuries, hiding and scrapping for food like rats.”
“Easy, girl,” Morph warned, his eyes narrowing.
“We can have so much more,” Chrysalis continued. “We feed off the love of other creatures: that makes them the prey, and us the predators. There’s a whole world out there. A world we can take, mold into our own.”
Morph shook his head. “Your childish ambition has caused all our hives to suffer, and there will be consequences.”
“You’re a blind fool,” Chrysalis spat in disgust. “Have you even once thought of the crises we’ve been dealing with for years. Changelings are starving and dying, and we’ve done nothing about it!”
“I’ve heard enough out of you, child.”
“We can make peace,” Necar said softly.
Morph slowly turned his head towards Nectar. “What did you just say?”
“I’m sure the Princesses of Equestria would help us if we explained the situation,” Nectar said.
“You’re more foolish than her to even insinuate that.”
“Why can’t we try?” Nectar argued. “Chrysalis is right, our subjects are dying!”
“Our race has survived harsher times then this,” Morph retorted. “We will prevail. Now, enough of this nonsense, let us get back to the matter at hoof.”
“There will be no peace,” Chrysalis mumbled, her voice dropping very low. “And we won’t survive unless we do something. This is our time.”
Morph slightly cocked his head to the side. “Tell me, how old is your daughter?”
Chrysalis's blood went cold and she narrowed her eyes. If that wretch even thinks of touching her I'll -
“Still too young, I suppose,” Morph mused. “Oh well. You will be executed and I will rule over you hive until she comes of age.” 
“You wouldn't,” Chrysalis growled. 
“Take her away.”
Suddenly, two large muscular male changelings with red eyes walked into the room and grabbed hold of Chrysalis. She thrashed and squirmed, but the changelings held on to her tight. With her horn and body injured, she was powerless to stop them. Nectar watched the struggle with her jaw wide open, Silver remained indifferent.     
“You’ll regret this Morph, you hear me!” Chrysalis hissed as the guards pulled her away. 
Morph didn’t even look in Chrysalis's direction; she wasn't worth a second more of his time.
“Change is coming, whether you like it or not!” Chrysalis yelled as she was forced through the entranceway and down the stairs.
Nectar stared at Morph with pleading eyes. “Don’t do this.”
“The sentence has been passed down, it is done,” Morph said.
“She’s family!” Nectar yelled, pointing a hoof towards the entrance way. “What she did may have been wrong, but I will not allow a fellow changeling, a fellow mother, be put down like some stray dog!”
Morph gave Nectar a questioning look. “What will you do, Nectar? Rise up against me? Is this something you're willing to start a war over?” 
Nectar stared at Morph with defiance, but as the seconds passed by and the thought of even more of her subjects dying senselessly flooded into her mind, she broke eye contact and looked down.   
“Now, enough talk about Chrysalis, do we have anything else to discuss?” Morph said, looking at Silver, who was staring at the wall, deep in thought. “Silver?”
“Whispers of an uprising are being heard in my hive,” Silver said quietly, her eyes slowly focusing on Morph. “Guards are being attacked by unknown assailants.” 
“That’s nothing we can’t handle,” Morph replied. “Within a week, the so called uprisers will be found and eliminated. Is that all?”
WIthout saying another word, Nectar shot out of her seat and stormed off. 
“I’d like to see Chrysalis,” Silver asked.
“Go ahead, she’s not going anywhere anytime soon,” Morph answered.
Nodding, Silver got up and walked towards the entrance way, trotting down the stairs. All background noise was silenced as she walked through a decrepit hallway, cracks littering the walls and floor. Her hoofsteps and the occasional echo of a water drip were the only sounds present. Reaching a single cell at the end of the corridor, she saw Chrysalis pacing back and forth. She cleared her throat, causing Chrysalis to stop in her tracks and peer through the bars, her face still burning with rage.   
“I’d like to talk,” Silver said calmly.
Chrysalis’s features softened slightly. “Go on.”  
“My parents never talked fondly of you,” Silver said. “They said you were an arrogant sociopath.”
“Your side of the family has always been the rich kind,” Chrysalis scoffed. “Staying in their castles and being pampered day in and day out.”
“I’m not like that,” Silver retorted. “I wanted to be a fighter, a warrior. Not a princess.”
“You can be all three if you desire.”
“I know that. I am that. Well, I’m a queen now, not a princess.”
“And what do you plan on doing now that you’re a queen?” Chrysalis inquired.
Silver held her chin high and smirked. “I’m going to help you change the world.”
***  

A young changeling sat upon the grass with with a brown sack over her head. She was shaking in place and silently crying. What were the ponies going to do with her? She never wanted any of this, but she couldn't refuse the queen's orders, that would have been treason. She shuddered as the memories of what got her in her current predicament flooded back into her mind. She remembered being torn from her family, being forced to put on armor and thrown into the front lines of a siege on another nation.
The bag was hastily ripped off her head, finally letting her see her surroundings. She was in a field in the dead of night. The moonlight and stars shone high in the sky, providing the only light. Fearfully, she looked around at the ponies surrounding her; there were five thestrals, each one wearing the light and dark purple armor of Princess Luna’s night guard. Their glares caused her to tremble. There was one however who was different: she was not a thestral, but an earth pony with a white coat and sky blue eyes. Despite being different, she wore the same armor as the others. The sole earth pony mare looked down upon the shivering changeling with not anger, but compassion.
The mare slowly walked up to the prisoner and gently lifted her chin. “Don’t be scared, we’re not here to hurt you.”
The changeling stared back with fear, but there was a small visage of hope in her eyes as the earth pony smiled reassuringly.
“My name is Winter, what’s your name?” the mare asked.
The changeling gulped. “M-my na-name is… Shift.”
“How old are you, Shift?”
“Sixteen.”
Winter gave a sympathetic nod. “Do you know why you’ve been captured, Shift?”
Shift nodded, casting her head down. “We attacked your country.”
“You’re the first changeling we’ve seen since the invasion,” Winter said calmly. “We have many question to ask you.”
Shift snapped her head back up, tears beginning to form in her eyes. “It was her! Everything was her! She did this to you! I never wanted this, but she… she wouldn't listen to reason!”
Winter was taken aback by Shift’s sudden outburst, but remained calm. “Who are you talking about?”
“Chrysalis!” Shift screamed as if the name caused poison to seep into her tongue. “She’s powerful, and she has many loyal soldiers, trained since birth, who won't hesitate to kill you or your entire family if you cross her. I can’t commit treason… I can’t tell you anything.”
The guards all exchanged glances, but Winter kept her eyes glued on the frantic changeling. “You need to calm down, Shift.”
“How can I be calm?” Shift cried. “I’m a prisoner of war! This wasn’t how my life was suppose to turn out!”
“We’re not going to hurt you.”
“I still won’t tell you anything,” Shift whimpered, her voice barely above a whisper as fresh tears slid down her cheeks.
Winter signed. “If we find out where your race lives, we can bring Queen Chrysalis to justice. From what I’ve heard you say so far, it sounds like things are pretty bad where you’re from. The Princesses want to help you all, they want peace between our races. That can’t happen unless we know the location of your kind.”
“I… I can’t.”
“Maybe this is your purpose in life. You can be the one who takes the very first step towards peace. Don’t you want that?”
“I…”
“No? You don’t want peace?” Winter questioned, her voice rising slightly. “You want our races to destroy each other?”
“No!”
“Then please, Shift,” Winter pleaded. “Do the right thing. You want to go home, don’t you? Tell me where they are.”
Shift looked down once more, deep in thought. She then looked back up at Winter. “They're… they're in the Badlands.”
“What?” Winter asked in shock. “That’s impossible, no sapient creature can survive there.”
“We can,” Shift replied, her eyes starting to dry up.
“The Princesses will not risk their ponies dying senselessly,” Winter said, her authoritative nature returning. “You need to tell me the exact location.”
“The edge, near Haysead Swamps,” Shift revealed.
There was a long pause as Winter studied the changeling before her, searching for lies within her face. Eventually, she stopped and looked up at one of the guards standing behind Shift. “Okay, I guess we’re done here.”
Without a moment's hesitation, the guard wrapped his right foreleg around Shift’s head. With his other hoof, he pulled out a large knife and positioned it near her throat. A look of pure horror crossed Shift’s face as she tried to squirm out of the strong pony’s grip, to no avail.
“What are you doing! No, please do -” Shift was cut off when the knife effortlessly slit through her skin, her neck opening as blood shot out and poured down her body, staining it forever. Winter watched impassively as the young changeling jerked around in the thestral’s grip, before going still and being thrown to the ground. The guards backed up as a pool of crimson surrounded the corpse. Winter remained in place, letting the blood soak her hooves.
“Bury the body,” she ordered. “The Princesses must not find out about this.”
“Yes ma’am!” the guards all replied, saluting.
Winter turned around and was immediately face to face with another thestral with a blue coat and light blue eyes. He eyed her with disapproval.
“What?” Winter asked aggressively.
“She was just a kid, Winter,” the thresteal scolded.
“She was an enemy.”
“She gave us valuable information.”
“Yeah, and then she was no longer of use to us,” Winter replied harshly. “Mercy only gets you so far, Moonlight”
“What if Princess Celestia is right?” Moonlight mumbled, looking to the side.
“What did you just say?” Winter questioned in a low tone.
Moonlight’s eyes focused back on Winter, shame and sadness evident on them. “What if there can be peace between our races?”
“The Princess is a naive fool,” Winter asserted. “But she’ll learn soon enough what we had to. The only way to obtain peace is if we kill them all.”
1 Year Later

“I asked for a blue tie, not a red one!”
Prince Blueblood eyed the maid before him with fury. That simpleton had the audacity to forget the type of bow tie he was going to wear to his own birthday party! What a disgrace. 
The young earth pony mare shook in place, eyes glued to the floor as Blueblood went off on a tangent about how stupid she was. It was her first day, and already, everything was going so wrong.  
“I-I’m sorry sir. I thought -”  
“You thought wrong!” Blueblood yelled. “Get out of my sight, you poor excuse for a pony, before I have the guards take you away! You’re fired!”
The maid’s eyes widened. “F-fired? But -”
“Am I not speaking clearly, mud pony?” Blueblood snapped. “I said you’re Fired! Get out!”
The maid’s eyes began to water up, but Blueblood ignored it and turned around to walk into his bathroom. He shook his head when he heard the maid run away crying. Stupid mare. Why take this job if you don’t know how to do it properly. Once he entered his bathroom, he studied himself in the mirror: his long flowing mane was dreamy, and his well groomed face was exquisite, but without the tie, he was incomplete. Growling slightly, he looked away from the mirror in irritation. He wanted to be one hundred percent perfect at all times, not ninety percent.    
“Oh, this is a disaster!” Blueblood whined, stomping his hoof like a child. “The party's in ten minutes and I still don’t even have the right bow tie! That fool of a maid ruined everything!”
“Firing a mare on her first day?” an unknown voice said from the other end of the room. “That’s a little harsh, don’t you think?” 
Blueblood spun around and gasped. There, through the bathroom doorway and sitting on one of his comfy red chairs at the end of the room, was a changeling. He didn’t look a normal changeling, both his eyes were different colours. His right eye was light green and his left eye was bright red. 
“You’re a… a… ” Blueblood stuttered, pointing a hoof at the intruder. 
“A changeling?” he asked. “Yes, that’s…  pretty obvious isn't it?” 
Blueblood backed up, bumping right into his bathroom counter. “W-what do you want with me?”
“We can worry about that later,” the changeling dismissed, waving a hoof. “Right now, take a seat, let’s have a chat. I’ve alway wanted to meet Equestrian royality. My name’s Shadow by the way, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”
“P-please don’t hurt me. I-I’ll do anything!” Blueblood cried.
“You’re worrying, Blueblood,” Shadow chastised. “I told you not to worry. I just want to talk.”
“You broke into my room just to talk!?” Blueblood yelled.
“Of course not.”
“But, you just said-”
“We’ll get to the troublesome things in a moment,” Shadow cut him off. “Right now, let’s have a peaceful conversation. That’s what ponies do, right?”
Blueblood just stood in place, slack jawed. Shadow took that as a sign to continue talking, so he did. Despite Blueblood’s fear, his patience was beginning to run thin. He closed his mouth and narrowed his eyes at the talkative changeling. 
“I’ve been learning a lot about your species while I’ve been here,” Shadow said, either not noticing or not caring about the silently fuming Prince. “Very fascinating stuff. I’ve been reading about the customs as well. It’s customary to to be kind to strangers, is it not?”
“Not if they're breaking into your home,” Blueblood said through gritted teeth.
Shadow smirked. “Ah well, we can’t all be perfect, right?”
“That’s enough,” Blueblood whispered, closing his eyes.
“What was that?” Shadow asked.
Blueblood’s eyes shot open. “I’ve heard enough out of you, bug!”
“Woah, where’s this aggression coming from?” Shadow asked innocently, putting his front hooves up in defence.
“Do you know who I am!? I am Blueblood, Prince of Equestria!” Blueblood proclaimed, puffing his chest out like a small dog trying to act tough. 
“You’re just a pony,” Shadow mocked with a smirk.
Blueblood stared daggers at Shadow as his face went red with rage, causing him to look as if smoke would start coming out his ears any second. “Just a pony!? I am a prince! I have a royal bloodline that goes back generations! My ancestor was the ruler of the unicorns! I am one of the most wealthy and powerful ponies in all of Equestria! And I will not allow myself to be intimated by scum like you!” 
Shadow sighed. “You know, I wanted to be civil with you, break the ice a little before I get started. But I see you want to get right to the point. I can respect that. Let’s go then.”
The still fuming Prince narrowed his eyes. “What are you -”
Blueblood was cut off when Shadow's horn lit up and fired a green beam of magic at him, hitting him directly in the chest and sending him flying backwards into the mirror. The mirror shattered, causing shards of glass to stab right into the unicorn’s skin. He fell hard on the tiled floor, clenching his eyes shut as pain shot through his entire body. Shadow calmly stood up and slowly walked towards the downed pony. Blueblood slowly opened his eyes, and the first thing he saw were the hooves of his attacker walking towards him. He immediately got into a sitting position, his back resting against the counter. 
“Wait! Please stop!” he cried, putting a hoof up.
“Where did Angry Blueblood go?” Shadow teased, continuing to walk forward.
Blueblood’s only response was a whimper.
Shadow chuckled. “Oh, I see. It’s all just a mask you wear. It’s okay Blueblood, I understand.”
Shadow bent down to look Blueblood in the eyes. His body was then engulfed in green fire. When the fire settled, a very familiar pony took his place. Blueblood gasped at the sight of himself, smirking. 
“We all wear masks, don’t we?” his copy said with a chuckle.
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		Chapter 2: Merciless



It was a warm day in Ponyville, clear enough to allow the sun to shine brightly but enough clouds to provide some protection. Ponies were going about their day in peace, such as Twilight Sparkle, who was on her way to a picnic, not a care in the world. The young alicorn had a spring in her step and a smile on her face as she trotted through town, waving hello to the ponies she passed by. Spike, walking eagerly by her side, was mostly there for a gem hunt he and Rarity had planned for later. Twilight couldn't help but chuckle at Spike’s eagerness; she could practically see the hearts in his eyes.
The two eventually reached their usual spot, a nice clearing of grass next to a large tree. The lush grass was as green as ever and flowers of all colors grew around them, giving the place its typical beauty. Twilight’s friends sat around a red and white checkered blanket, enjoying an array of sandwiches, fruits and drinks. Applejack, Pinkie Pie and Fluttershy sat together, while Rainbow Dash, sporting a pair of sunglasses, was leaning against the tree. Rarity lay on a red chaise lounge, enjoying the warmth of the sun.
When Rainbow noticed everyone's heads turn to the right, she casually lifted hers to see who was coming. When she saw that it was Twilight, she bolted out of her spot, flying towards her and grabbing her shoulders. Twilight gasped as Rainbow stared at her with a huge grin. “Have you read the new Daring Do book yet? It was awesome! Especially the part where–”
Eyes wide, Twilight quickly put a hoof on Rainbow’s mouth. “No spoilers! I haven't read it yet!”
Rainbow shoved Twilight's hoof away. “What are you waiting for, Twi? I was mentioned in this one!”
“What’s there to spoil?” Spike asked. “We know she’s real. Obviously she survived if the book was written.”
Rainbow shot Spike a glare, who shrugged in response. His attention immediately shifted to Rarity, who called out to him. 
“Spikey-wikey! Are you ready for the gem hunt?” she asked. “I’m going to need a lot for what was ordered.”
Twilight playfully rolled her eyes at the large grin that grew onto Spike’s face when Rarity acknowledged him. “Of course Rarity! I’m more then happy to...”
He stopped and grabbed his stomach curiously; everyone knew what was coming. Sure enough, a burst of green fire shot out of his mouth, a scroll flying with it and landing on the ground. Twilight immediately picked it up with her magic and began reading. 
Dear Twilight,
I need you and your friends to come to Canterlot immediately. It may be dire.
Princess Celestia
That made Twilight nervous; a letter like that usually meant that Equestria was in danger. As she stared at the letter with worry, her friends glanced at each other.
“What’s it say, Twi?” Applejack asked.
“We need to go to Canterlot, right now.”
***

Princess Celestia stood behind a window, peering into a hospital room where Prince Blueblood lay, hooked up to a slowly beeping heart monitor. Her sister walked up beside her with a look of concern. “What happened?”
“He was attacked in his bedroom.” Celestia replied.
"Do we know who attacked him?" Luna asked.
"… He said it was a changeling."
Luna went stiff, her expression going much darker. “Do you believe him?”   
Celestia sighed. “Yes. They were bound to return eventually.”
Luna looked away, gritting her teeth. “Vicious creatures. I know it was treacherous looking through the Badlands, but we shouldn’t have stopped the search. We could’ve found another way.” 
Celestia nodded slowly, her gaze hardening at the injured Prince; she wasn’t going to make that same mistake again. She remembered clear as day when the The Captain of the Royal Night Guard came to her with information she gathered from a once captured changeling. The changeling, whose name was Shift if she remembered correctly, was able to escape, but not before revealing the supposed location of their home. Luna went with a team to search through the Badlands, but Celestia pulled them out after hearing of the terrible conditions they had to endure. Monstrous creatures, horrible weather and even poisonous gas clouds filled that dreadful land. But Luna was right: they shouldn't have stopped looking.
At the sight of Blueblood's eyes flickering open, she turned to her sister. “He’s awake.” Leaving Luna’s side, she walked into the room. After getting a better look at the broken pony, her frustration was replaced with pity. His face was bruised and scars littered his once well groomed coat, with stitched-up gash wounds all over his body. When she walked up to the side of the bed, his bloodshot eyes slowly turned their attention to hers.
“P-Princess Celestia?” he asked weakly.
“It’s okay, Blueblood, you're in a safe place,” Celestia reassured, giving him a gentle smile. “Can you tell me what happened?” 
“He attacked me. I… I can’t remember his voice, or -” There was a pause as Blueblood caught his breath; just talking seemed like it was a struggle for him “- or even what he looked like. I think he tampered with my mind.”
“If you can’t remember what he looked like, how can you be sure that he was a changeling?” Celestia inquired.
“He turned into me,” Blueblood shuddered. “I remember seeing a twisted, demented version of myself staring back at me and smiling.”   
Celestia cast her head down, deep in thought. Nothing about Blueblood’s predicament made sense. What was the motive? Why would a changeling brutally attack a pony who had nothing to do with stopping the Canterlot Invasion? Something big was going on, and she had to get to the bottom of it.  
“We’ll find the changeling,” she assured, looking back up.
“Good. I hope that bastard suffers for what he did to me,” Blueblood growled.
With a determined expression, Celestia turned around and walked out of the room, stopping in front of her sister. “Alert all the guards. Canterlot is to be put on high alert.”
***

The train ride to Canterlot was boring and uneventful, as it usually was. But boredom was the least of everyone’s problems, especially Twilight, who had a knot in her stomach that grew as the train reached its destination; an urgent letter from Princess Celestia was never good. Eventually, the train stopped and the six ponies and baby dragon got off. A sense of unease filled the air as they stepped into the train station. Not a single pony was in sight, except for three Royal Guards. The one in front was a very large unicorn, wearing the same purple armor Shining Armor used to wear before becoming a Prince.
“Greetings Princess Twilight,” he said in a deep voice, bowing. “I am Captain Bronze Quake, we’re here to escort you and your friends to the castle.”
“O-Okay,” Twilight stuttered. This really is serious.
The guards escorted them to the castle and into the throne room. There, they were greeted by Princess Celestia, who was sitting on her throne with two guards by her side. Rising from her seat, she painfully smiled at them. “It's a pleasure to see you all. I wish it were under better circumstances.”
Twilight stepped forward. “Is Equestria in danger?” 
A pink blur zoomed past Twilight, who gasped in response. Celestia stared on in amusement as Pinkie bounced up and down, mere inches from her face. “Is it a nefarious foe trying to conquer the world and take away all happiness?! Cause that would suck!” 
Rainbow snapped her head towards the party pony. “Are you kidding? It's been ages since we got to do something like this! I'm ready to kick some monster’s flank!”
“Oh, I wish I didn't get a hooficure before this,” Rarity whined, inspecting her hoof. “It’s bound to be ruined!”
“Yeah, heavens forbid you get a chipped hoof,” Applejack said, rolling her eyes.
Rarity shoot her a glare. “Oh, shush! You wouldn't understand!”
Ignoring her friends bickering and smiling sheepishly, Twilight levitated Pinkie out of Celestia’s personal space. “Sorry about that.”
As she was placed back on the ground, Celestia chuckled. “It’s quite alright, Twilight.” Her features quickly took on a more serious expression. “You all know who Prince Blueblood is, correct?” 
“Some of us have had the misfortune of meeting him,” Rarity said through gritted teeth. 
“He was recently attacked,” Celestia said. “By a changeling, he claims.”
The room was filled with gasping. Twilight looked down, soaking in the revelation. The entire conversation that followed fell on deaf ears as she became lost in her own thoughts. The Changeling Queen left her sister-in-law to starve in a cave, hypnotized her brother, injured her teacher, turned her friends against her and sent an army to sack the city she grew up in. The creatures that almost ruined her life and nearly took over Equestria had returned. But one thing didn't add up.
“Why attack Prince Blueblood?” she asked, focusing back on Celestia.
“I don’t know,” she replied. “None of this makes any sense. But as we figure this out, you seven must stay in Canterlot. The changelings could target any one of you next. I've given you all your own rooms here in the castle. Hopefully, this situation does not turn into a crisis.”
Suddenly, the double doors at the end of the room shot open, almost flying off their hinges as a Royal Guard sprinted into the room. All eyes fell on the guard, who halted beside Twilight. “Princess Celestia! A changeling just revealed himself in front of the castle! He says he wants to negotiate peace!”
The entire room became deathly quiet as everyone looked at each other, unsure of how to proceed. Even Bronze’s mask of seriousness began slipping as he stared at Celestia, waiting for some sort of order. Celestia kept a calm and neutral expression. “Please escort him to the interrogation room. As far as we know, he has committed no ill will, so treat him well. Escort him through the side of the castle as quickly and as quietly as possible. I'll be there shortly.”
“Yes, Princess,” The guard replied, bowing. 
As Bronze and the other guards left the room to deal with the changeling, Rainbow gave them a skeptical glare. “Sounds like a trap to me.”
“You need not worry, Rainbow Dash,” Celestia assured. “Security has been heavily improved since the Canterlot Invasion. Nothing is wrong at the moment.” She looked to the rest of the ponies gathered around her. “You all may may leave now, I must attend to this situation immediately. Would you like to join me, Twilight?”
“I’m happy to help in any way I can,” Twilight replied.
“Please follow me.”
Rainbow quickly trotted forward, putting a hoof on her friend before she could leave. “Twilight’s not going anywhere without us!”
“Yeah!” Pinkie agreed, jumping to Twilight's other side. The rest of her friends nodded in agreement. 
“I’m sorry, girls, but I cannot allow that,” Celestia said. “We don’t know what this changeling is like; seeing all six of the ponies that helped Shining Armor and Cadence defeat them could make him hostile.”
“But Twilight was there too!” Rainbow argued, putting her hoof down.
“Yes, I know. But this is good experience for her. And if the changeling becomes violent, I will simply speak with him myself.” 
Rainbow sighed, looking to Twilight. “Fine. But if that bug does anything to ya Twi, I’ll buck him right outta Canterlot!”
“Be safe, Twilight,” Applejack joined in, coming up beside Rainbow. “Ya can’t be too careful when it comes to those deceptive creatures.”
Twilight opened her mouth to respond, but was cut off by a pat to the back from Spike. “Stop worrying you guys, Twilight’s gonna be fine! This castle’s surrounded by guards. Plus, we’re talking about the same pony who kicked Tirek’s butt in a magic duel!” 
Spike’s comment earned a blush form Twilight. “Thanks for the support. I’ll be fine.”
After assuring them she would be fine, her friends left as Twilight and Celestia headed to the interrogation room. The two traveled down a set of stairs into one of the lowest levels of the castle, right above the old dungeons. Walking down a grey hallway, devoid of the bright colors of the main floor, they made it to a single steel door with two guards standing beside it. Celestia opened the door, and her and Twilight stepped inside. The walls and floor were grey as well, and a single silver table stood in the middle, where the changeling sat, a magic suppressor placed on his horn. Twilight immediately noticed his eyes, which were different from what she’d seen before in changelings; one was green and the other was red. His face lit up when he noticed the young alicorn step into the room. “Oh my! Princess Twilight Sparkle! This is quite unexpected!” He jumped out of his seat and grabbed hold of her hoof, shaking it wildly. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, truly it is!”
Twilight stared at their shaking hooves, her wings ruffling awkwardly at the bizarre eagerness from him. Such excitement from what was supposed to be her enemy was very startling, especially since she helped defeat them in Canterlot.
Putting their hooves down, the changeling’s smile grew even wider at the sight of the taller alicorn beside Twilight. “And Princess Celestia! Ooh, this day’s getting better and better!” He quickly sat back down at the table. “I imagine you have so many questions to ask me! Allow me to answer a few right off the bat. My name is Shadow. Yes, I took part in the Canterlot Invasion, which I feel horrible for. And I came before you today to tell you everything I know about my race. They’ll hate me for it, but it’s the only way towards peace.”
Twilight glanced at her mentor; things were going a lot quicker then she imagined they would. Celestia gave Shadow a friendly smile. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Shadow. Can you tell–” 
“I hate to cut these negotiations short, but there’s something you must know.”
Celestia, patient as she was, nodded. “Go ahead.”
“Before leaving my hive, I learned that a select few changeling soldiers will be attacking and replacing small towns. When they have every town, they'll be able to surround Equestria from within, and I know the first one they're going to take. I believe it’s called Our Town. Strange name, I know.” 
Twilight’s eyes widened at that name, for she knew that place all too well. There were good ponies in that village, ponies who helped her and her friends retrieve their cutie marks from a powerful, misguided unicorn.
“I recommend you do something about this now, Princess,” Shadow continued. “They’ll be attacking today.”
*** 

It was a dark day in the Badlands: black clouds blocked out the sun, casting a shadow that consumed everything. Princess Amber, daughter of Queen Chrysalis, walked through the dead land, six guards by her side. She was a teenager, with a beautiful dark cerulean mane and bright golden eyes that lit up the dark atmosphere around her. The young Princess looked around with sadness; the land had become so dull and lifeless. Brown grass and rotting trees could be seen in the distance, but where she walked, there was only cracked earth. When she stepped onto the streets of her fallen kingdom, she was met with the sight of decaying houses and dispirited citizens. Ever since her mother’s failed invasion, things had gotten so much worse. With their race being revealed to the world, it was far harder to collect love, and thus less and and less came in every day. As the Hive continued to slip into despair, Amber preferred to stay in her castle, sulking as the world fell apart around her.
The only reason she had been in the slums at all was to investigate a series of murders from a group calling themselves The Uprisers. They were believed to be made up of mostly common folk trying to bring down the current rulers, but she had found nothing.
Leaving the decrepit city behind, she went into the black castle castle towering over the ruins of a once great city. Traversing through the green halls, she eventually reached the throne room. The loud echoing sound of old stone moving apart was heard throughout the halls as she pushed the large double doors open and stepped inside. Black stone pillars held up the dark green walls and smooth black floor. Green cocoons attached to the ceiling provided a magical green glow. Queen Silver sat upon her mother's throne, sitting up straight like a soldier.
Amber wasn’t the biggest fan of Silver. She was far too serious all the time, only ever talking about missions or the state of their kingdoms. How could someone so young be so rigid? She was only two years older than Amber herself, yet acted like a stone cold warrior. What was she trying to prove?  
“Did you find out anything about the murders?” Silver asked.
Amber simply shook her head.
“Are you useful for anything?” Silver scoffed. “You’ve been investigating this for weeks and have come up with nothing. Tell me, how exactly are you conducting your search?”
Amber’s horn flickered in anger. “Don’t tell me how to do my job, Silver. I’ve been questioning everyone. We’ve taken in suspects and forced answers out of them. Believe me when I say, there is no new information. These Uprisers are good at hiding their trail.”
“How disappointing.”
“I got news for you Silver, you're in my kingdom,” Amber growled. “Show some respect. And get off my mother's throne, I don’t approve of you sitting there.”  
Silver went stiff, her lips trembling in ire for being talked back to. Despite that, the stone-faced Queen got off her seat and changed the subject. “I’ll be taking my selected soldiers to the village. You need to get Queen Chrysalis now.”
Amber nodded. She hadn’t seen her mother in a whole year. That putrid piece of filth, King Morph, kept her imprisoned with plans to execute her. Morph was a traditionalist, and thus stayed true to changeling law. A treasonous ruler must be kept alive until their offspring came of age to rule, and that day was fast approaching. Such a stupid law was definitely something that worked out in Amber’s favor. The old king’s loyalty to their ancient ways would no doubt be his undoing. “I’ll leave right away.”
“Good.”  
As Silver left the room, Amber couldn't help but wonder if they were doing the right thing. Silver had been visiting her mother a lot, making plans for another invasion of Equestria. But was it all worth it? She wanted Morph dead for what he did to her family, but was another attack on the ponies a smart move after they had already lost so much? If they failed, their entire hive could be destroyed. She shuddered at the thought of her subjects lying dead on the streets, killed for a another pointless war.
***

The small village of Our Town was abuzz with activity. It was Party Favor's birthday, and the ponies were throwing a party for him. The festivities were being held in the middle of town; everyone was happily conversing with each other and enjoying the many baked goods, courtesy of Sugar Belle.   
Double Diamond, the new mayor of the town, watched over the event with his head held high, a proud smile on his face. Things had really been looking up for him since becoming mayor, and with his friends by his side, he couldn't be happier. Despite that, he couldn't help but glance at a single, vacant cottage at the edge of town. As the mayor, he could have lived in it, but he refused. The memories of the life he used to live, the equality he used to believe in burned into his mind. All lies. Lies fed to him by a delusional manipulator who sought to control everything around her. He wanted no part of that hypocrisy, not anymore, not ever again. His stressful train of thought was cut off by the birthday pony himself, Party, who walked up beside him, finishing off a rather delicious banana chocolate chip muffin.
“Today went well,” he said with a mouthful of food.
“It always does,” Diamond agreed, focusing back on the present. “I could do this every day. How bout you, Party?” 
When Party didn’t respond, Diamond turned to him to see that he was fixed on something ahead of them. Looking in the same direction, he spotted, to his surprise, twelve Royal Guards wearing dark purple armor walking through town. Half of them were thestrals, and the other half were a mix of the other three pony races. A stern looking mare with a white coat led them. Everyone backed back up as they passed, some huddling close to each other in fear. A group of Royal Guards, especially Night Guards in broad daylight, was the last thing anyone expected to see in such a small village. 
“You don’t think this has anything to do with you know who, do you?” Party asked, giving Diamond a nervous look.
“Let’s find out,” Diamond said, his narrowed eyes locking with the mare’s.
The two trotted towards the group, meeting them in the middle of town. Everyone remained silent as the guards and two residents came face to face. Party, being the friendly stallion that he was, stepped forward, holding out a hoof. “Hi! Welcome to–’
“Is there a mayor or somepony in charge I can speak to?” the mare cut him off.
Party quickly put his hoof down as Diamond stepped up beside him. Despite the mare’s rude behaviour, he decided to stay friendly and put on a smile. “That would be me! My name's Double Diamond!” He pointed a hoof towards Party. “This here is–”
“I'm Captain Winter of the Royal Night Guard and of the Night's Reign,” Winter cut him off, pointing to her comrades. “I need to speak with you in private.” 
Diamond nodded, his expression becoming as nervous as Party’s. “O-Okay, we can talk at my house.”
“Lead the way.”
“So, what’s this all about?” Diamond asked as they made their way through the village.         
“If that ‘negotiator’ is to be believed, this town is going to be targeted by changelings,” Winter replied.
Diamond made no attempt to open the door when they reached the house, instead, giving Winter a perplexed look. He had always considered himself well versed in the creatures he shared a planet with, but he had never heard of changelings before.
“You don’t know what a changeling is, do you?” Winter deadpanned.
Diamond felt very ignorant in that moment, and Winter’s grunt of irritation didn’t help his self- doubt. “Are they bad?” he asked softly. He knew he was teetering on the edge of making the impatient mare angry.    
“Very,” Winter answered. “They're evil, shapeshifting bug like creatures who steal ponies’ love.”
“That sounds bad,” Diamond agreed. “Why attack here?”
An intense glare from Winter was all it took for him to back up a few inches. She was clearly in no mood to be answering questions. “That doesn't matter. What matters is that we take them out before any of you get hurt. Supposedly, only a few are going to be showing up, probably to hide suspicion.”
Diamond opened his mouth but quickly shut it, fearing the Night Guard’s wrath. She rolled her eyes. “Get on with it.”
“What if more than a few show up?”
“Then that bug they got at Canterlot was either wrong, or setting us up,” Winter replied. “Either way, we need to be ready.”
Diamond took a deep breath, then nodded with determination. “What do you want us to do?”
“Get everyone inside,”  Winter said. “Make sure they don’t come out.” 
Diamond nodded hesitantly. “Will do.” 
“Great, now go get everyone. We need to begin now.”   
***

Everything was ready; four of Winter’s soldiers were stationed around town without their armor on to look like normal citizens. Winter herself stood at the edge, masquerading as the mayor. Her armor was also off, as well as the magical disguise that came with it. All Royal Guards had illusions placed on their uniform to make them look the same, but now Winter was bare for all to see. She didn't like it; her armor was intimidating, it showed off her authority and power. Now, she was just a normal earth pony with an aqua coat, light green eyes, and a short, black mane that was flat upon her head. Even her cutie mark, which was a sword and shield, was out in the open. The only thing she wore were black boots that concealed a knife.  
Leaning back against the lone cottage, she stared off into the distance, hoping to spot a glimpse of the changelings. Soon enough, a small group of what looked like ponies were seen approaching the town. She couldn't help but smirk, this was it. As they got closer, she stood up straight, brushed her mane with a hoof and put on a big smile. Pretending to be cheerful was a straining task, for it wasn’t something that came to her often anymore. 
She waited until a small group of seven ponies were standing before her, sweat dripping down their coats from what was most likely a long trek. They all looked like average ponies, with the one in front being a young unicorn mare with a strawberry coat, light blue eyes and a blonde mane, with a little red hair bow. Winter let out a soft chuckle; those changelings sure wanted to look as innocent and sweet as possible. She walked up to the disguised ponies, her smile as disgustingly wide as ever. “Hello! Welcome to Our Town! My name’s Winter! Are you moving here?”
The cute little mare smiled back. Pure radiance omitted off her like she was some perfect creature, devoid of any wrongdoings. “We’re just passing through. Do you have any place we can stay, this town seems awfully small, we don’t want to intrude.”
Resisting the urge to clock Little Miss Sunshine in the head, Winter waved her hoof. “Nonsense! You and your companions can have the spare cottage.”
“Thank you very much!”
“You're welcome,” Winter replied.
On cue, one of her teammates walked up beside her. The unicorn mare concentrated as she pointed her horn at the ponies. The second her blue aurora turned green, she glanced at her capitan. “Changelings, ma’am.” 
“As I thought.”
The mare slowly backed up, her lively expression dimming.
“Alright changeling, here's the deal: surrender now and we won’t hurt you,” Winter threatened. When the changeling didn’t respond, she narrowed her eyes. “Don't make this difficult.”
She waited, tapping her hoof impatiently as the mare darted her eyes around. The doors to the cottage shot open, guards spilling out to surround the changelings. The nervousness spread throughout the group of shapeshifters, who stared at the soldiers surrounding them with panic in their eyes. The mare slowly focused her attention back on the Caption. Winter’s confident grin slowly faded when the mare let out a beastly snarl, her face contorting in rage. Her horn then lit up and a green beam of magic shot out towards Winter, the force of what felt like a hard buck hitting her in the chest and sending her flying backwards and onto the ground. 
Ignoring the pain, she jumped up and was immediately blinded by a bright light. The once sweet unicorn was engulfed in purple fire, its brilliant flames blinding the ponies around her, forcing them to look away. When the light faded and Winter glanced back, she saw a tall changeling with a short and faded light purple mane, and light purple eyes. The enraged creature flew into the air as green and purple fire erupted around her, the traveling ponies’ colorful coats melting away to reveal the black bodies of changelings.  
Chaos ensued as the Night Guard and their shapeshifting enemies charged at one another. Magic shot from both sides in all directions and cries of pain echoed throughout the once peaceful village as heads were smashed into the ground and bucked into pieces. Winter ignored it all, her eyes instead glued to the Queen hovering above her and firing shots at the pony soldiers. The ones unfortunate enough to fall prey to her magic fell to the ground, screaming with scorch marks burned through their armor. 
With twelve ponies and only seven changelings, Winter figured they’d win once the Queen was put out of commission. And so, as the Captain, she made it her mission to eliminate her from the equation. Crouching low, she used the strength from her legs to jump up and tackle the airborne enemy. They collided with each other in mid air and landed on the ground, with Winter on top. Not wasting any time, she punched the Queen’s horn, making her shriek and causing her aura to fizzle out from the pain. Winter pulled out her knife, raising it high above her to strike the Queen in the head. Their eyes met as the knife swung down, fear in the changeling’s and malice in the pony’s. 
Before Winter could make the killing blow, a blast of green magic hit her in the ribs, sending her into the side of the cottage. The wood splintered around her, pieces cutting deep into her coat. With clenched eyes, the cut-up mare landed face first on the ground. The pain of pierced flesh overshadowed all her senses as she lay there, the battle continuing around her.                               
But it wasn't the end for her, not by a long shot. The resilient earth pony slowly opened her eyes and stood up. Step by step, the mare walked forward, blood dripping from her newly inflicted wounds. Scowling, she looked up at the sky to see the Queen fly off with incredible speed. She must have realized it was over and retreated. And true enough, it was over; her soldiers were overpowered and successfully subdued. The filthy bugs were put in irons, and magic suppressors were placed on their horns.  
“Put them in line,” Winter ordered. The guards did as they were told, dragging the squirming changelings and putting them in a single line .
Winter walked up to the prisoners, wincing with every step; now that the fight was over and her adrenaline was coming down, the pain began to increase, but that only fueled her anger. She almost felt like skipping in delight at the pathetic sight before her. The loathsome changelings were on their knees in a single line, knives at their throats. Their fate was sealed, their demise imminent. It was a truly wonderful sight to see such evil creatures brought so low.   
Keeping her head held high, she strolled over to the changelings marked for death. “Normally, we’d interrogate you all, but as it turns out, we already have one of you bugs up at Canterlot who's willing to tell us everything we need to know.”
“Rot in tartarus, Pony!” a changeling hissed.
“You first.”
Winter raised a hoof high in the air. Her soldiers knew that when she brought it down, they had the go ahead to kill the prisoners. But before she could, one of them screamed. “No, stop! I have a wife and kids at home! Don't do this! Please!”
Winter frowned at the pitiful creature begging for his life. “Why should I show you mercy? So what if you have a family? I bet if I was in your position, you wouldn't care.”
“No, I -”
“You monsters took everything from me. I’m just returning the favor.” She brought her hoof down, but everything halted at the sound of a very familiar voice. “Stop!”
Turning to the voice, everyone's jaw nearly hit the ground at the sight of Princess Luna landing on the ground with over twenty Royal Night Guards. For the first time in a while, Winter’s heart sank in fear at the pure rage on Luna’s face. Her fear turned into terror when Luna’s cyan eyes looked to her. The once strong Captain was trembling like a frightened child under the hateful glare of the Night Princess. Still, despite a now dry throat, she found it in herself to speak, to possibly defend herself from the alicorn’s fury. “Princess Luna, th-this isn't what it looks like. I-I can expl -”
“Silence, Winter!” Luna cut her off, her Royal Canterlot Voice echoing across the entire landscape. “Killing unarmed prisoners!? You have betrayed everything the Night Guard stands for!”
Any rebuttal Winter thought of died in her throat, coming out as a mere whimper. After a long pause, Luna’s expression softened to one of sadness and remorse. She may have regretted her outburst, but nonetheless, gave the order to put Winter and her team in custody. “Take them away.” 
“Yes, Princess,” one of her soldiers responded.
Winter could only stand there, her legs shaking as they were locked in cuffs. The residents of Our Town had quickly gathered around to see the changelings and the Night's Reign be detained, shock on all their faces. Winter cast her head down, fully accepting her shameful defeat. As she was escorted to a chariot, she saw something truly terrible out of the corner of her eye. One of her teammates, Moonlight, stood next the Princess with a look of sadness. In a manner of seconds, Winter’s sorrow turned to rage. One of her partners, one of her friends had betrayed her. And for what? Guilt? The now fuming mare stared daggers at him a she was seated in the chariot. He didn't dare look back at her as she was flown off to be punished for her crimes.           
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		Chapter 3: Fear



Not a word was spoken by anyone. Day guards and maids silently watched as the Night’s Reign were escorted through the caste in chains, Winter’s head hung low the whole way. Her legacy was forever tarnished, all because one stupid pony felt guilty. How could he not understand what she was trying to do? She shook her head, a low growl escaping her chest. No one understood. 
Her breath sucked back into her chest when they turned the corner and became face to face with Princess Celestia and Princess Twilight Sparkle. The two stopped in their tracks, as did the prisoners. A tense few seconds passed as the Princesses stared at their former guards. Celestia, as expected, kept a neutral expression, but Winter could see the concern slipping through her stoic mask. Twilight, on the other hand, looked between them and the elder alicorn, clearly confused. She and Winter never had the chance to meet, so she didn't know what the Captain of the Night Guard looked like. After making eye contact with Twilight for a split second, Winter slowly lowered her head again, too ashamed to keep it up. She stayed fixed on the floor, even when Luna hastily walked over to her sister and whispered something into her ear. 
Even when they were ordered to move past a worrying Celestia and a curious Twilight.
Even when she passed the cells the changelings occupied. 
Their death threats and insults did little to change her demeanor. When the cell doors closed on the second level of the dungeons, away from the changelings, she simply stood there, staring at the wall on the other side of the bars. Her future, everything she’d accomplished, all washed away in one day.
***

Winter’s eyes shot open. Instead of the bed she fell asleep in, her stiff body awoke on a hard surface. The stone ceiling above her was grimy and filthy. 
No.
Sitting up, she slowly looked around; she was in a cave.
Please no.
There were rusty bars on the entrance, keeping her imprisoned. A dead forest on the outside stretched on for miles.
This can’t be happening, not again.
Dried blood and vomit littered the walls and floor.
I have get out of here!
Like a feral animal, she jumped up and ran into the bars, slamming her hooves into them with all her might. Her cries of anguish echoed throughout the lifeless forest; silence was the only answer she received. After a few minutes of relentless pounding and screaming, she slumped down, her back resting against the bars. 
They had taken her again. She should have known they would find her, especially after what happened in Our Town. She felt like it was only yesterday when her and her team found themselves locked away in that heinous cave. They all knew the consequences of being part of the Night’s Reign; Princess Luna warned them of the dangers herself. They were the ones meant to go out at night, to travel to the darkest parts of Equestria and beyond to eliminate possible threats. 
So when they were sent to a burned forest outside of Griffionstone two years ago to take down a powerful criminal, it was just another mission to her and her team. She was wrong. They were all wrong. They got their target, but ended up encountering something else: the changelings. Most of Winter’s original team never made it out of the forest alive. Only her and Moonlight. Back then, nobody knew what a changeling was. Even after their encounter, ponies didn't know anything about them or where to find them. The cave was all but abandoned when Celestia’s troops got there. 
The sound of hooves walking across the stone floor made her jump back up. Crouching low, she faced the never ending darkness of the cave's exterior, prepared for whatever was coming. Two changelings with grey eyes appeared out of the shadows, a look of amusement on both their faces. 
“It’s time to go, Captain,” one of them said.
“Not without a fight, you bastards,” Winter hissed.
She tried to move forward, but her legs wouldn't listen, like they was glued to the ground. Grunting and gritting her teeth, she struggled against the unseen force that kept her hooves pinned. One of the changeling's horns lit up, grey magic shooting out of it towards the defenseless earth pony. With no way of escaping the blast, she quickly covered her face with a foreleg. Out of the corner of her eye, she could have sworn she saw what appeared to be a tall dark blue pony watching her. It was only a glimpse, as the blast hit her at full force.  
What came next was a blur; before she knew it, she was deep in the cave’s tunnels. There was darkness as far as the eye could see, the only light coming from green cocoons that lined the walls. Still lying on her stomach, she painfully lifted her head to peer into them. What she saw made her tremble. It was them. Her teammates, sucked dry of nearly all emotion. They were skinny, too; the outline of their ribs practically stuck out of their flesh and their withered faces looked like they were going to melt off their bones. A shiver went down Winter’s spine when they all turned their attention to her, their hooves touching the walls of the cocoons. 
Winter tried to say something, but no words came out. The cocoons then began glowing bright green, making her friends faces contort in pain. Their bodies jerked around frantically as the cocoons grew brighter and brighter. Winter tried to get up, to do something, anything, but her body wouldn't listen. She was stuck on the floor, helpless as her teammates squirmed and moaned in agony. As the final bit of love and emotion was taken from their starving bodies, they ceased moving.
Wishing for the horrors to end, Winter buried her face into her hooves. This can't be real, this can't be happening again! This has to be some sort of… nightmare. A strange calmness swept over her, giving her the courage to lift her head back up. The cave was gone, replaced by a blue void. Slowly getting up, she looked around, seeing only blue and purple with bright white stars surrounding her. It almost looked like she was in space.
“Winter.”
She spun around to see Princess Luna before her. “Luna?”
“It’s okay Winter, you’re safe.” 
The dreamscape seemed to move with Luna as she walked, like it was a part of her. Her voice was soothing and graceful, but that did little to take Winter off her guard, who stiffly stayed in place. “Where am I?”
“Asleep… in your cell.”
“Did you… see all that?” Winter asked.
Luna nodded. “I did.”
“It was the same, you know?” Winter said softly. “Everything, that’s… that’s exactly how it happened. That’s exactly how the changelings killed them.”
Luna stepped forward. “What the changelings did to you was horrible. I -”
“I don’t want your pity, Luna,” Winter spat.
“It’s not pity. I’m trying to help you.”
“You locked me in a cell,” Winter growled. “You said I betrayed everything the night guard stood for!”
Luna’s face hardened. “You did. But I believe in redemption.”
“Only fools believe in redemption.”
“You’re wrong, Winter,” Luna said. “We can take you and your team out of the dungeons and to a proper place were we can help you.”
Turning her back to Luna, Winter mumbled to herself. “You just don’t get it.” 
Luna sighed. “If you let vengeance consume you, you will seal your own demise.”
The seconds ticked on as the Princess and her soldier silently stood in the dreamscape. Suddenly, a light bulb went off in Winter’s head. Let Celestia and Luna feel sorry for me and shower me in forgiveness. Let them be fools. I’ll never stop. Not until every single one of those vile bugs are dead.
“Fine.” Winter said, hiding her smirk. “I’ll try it your way.”
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