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		Description

From across the multiverse, a distress call is issued in the form of a summons spell; its target is six very specific beings: Each must be a bearer of an Element of Harmony, they must be similar enough to each other's acquaintances that the Magic of Friendship will work between them, and they must all be changelings.
	Twilight Sparkle, a.k.a. Princess Amaryllis, daughter of Queen Chrysalis
	Rarity, having finally reconciled with her estranged "sister" Chrysalis
	Rainbow Dash, liberator of the hive and just awakening from metamorphosis to Hive Queen and deposer of Queen Chrysalis
	Applejack, immature queen of the Everfree Hive and enemy to her aunt, Queen Chrysalis
	Pinkie Pie, rogue queen, and sister to Chrysalis
	Fluttershy, mother of the Ponyville hive, who is unaware even of the existence of other hives

They will be tasked with a mission familiar to them all, but in an alien world, with strangers that are almost their friends, in a hostile nation, and the fate of an entire world in their hooves.
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		Part 1 - The Hour of Twilight, Chapter 1 - The Falling Darkness



Twilight Sparkle, formerly the student of Princess Celestia, sat next to her foal-hood mentor in a reverent melancholy. She was only back in Canterlot for a few days, staying at her father's home for the brief time she would be there. Her birth mother, Queen Chrysalis, sat next to her opposite Celestia, the pair of rulers quietly chatting about random minutia that didn't involve their young companion for the evening. They had both told the changeling princess that they understood her need to have some time to her thoughts periodically. After all, one does not simply let go of the loss of one's mother, especially when visiting their hometown where said mother had raised them.
"Twilight," the voice of the Sun Princess cut into her introspection, "What are you doing?"
She blinked automatically, a less dramatic action than a head shake would have been to return her full consciousness to the here and now, "Hmm? Oh, just thinking of mom."
"No, daughter, she means what magic are you casting?" Clarified Chrysalis, concern tinging her voice.
"Huh?" Grunted Twilight in confusion. She glanced about to see what they might be talking about, only to discover the beginnings of a magic lattice in the shape of an isocagon forming around her. "This...this isn't me!" She gasped in alarm.
"Guards!" Snapped Celestia, "Isolate and track! Find the source of this spell!" After the recent...problem with Blueblood, the guard had implemented several new training programs to deal specifically with high-level magical threats.Pegasiilaunched into the air in a well-coordinated formation to provide maximum visual coverage and to be able to strike at any threat as quickly as possible. Unicorns began active scans for traces, attempting to locate the source of the magic and (if at all possible) what the spell was meant to do before it could finalize.
Chrysalis didn't even need to vocalize. A mere pulse of thought and emotion caused a score of cloaked changelings to appear in the throne room, seemingly materializing from thin air. Of course, they'd been there from the moment their queen and princess entered the room, they were simply in stealth mode, as was their habit and training.
The one changeling that hadn't been cloakedbesidesChrysalis and Twilight boldly declared, "The GRRRREAT and Powerful Changeling has got this!"So saying, she powered up her horn and charged the lattice still forming, only to get summarily bounced off with extreme force. She arced across the room and slammed into the far wall hard enough to leave a crater. She stood from the collapsed slump she had fallen into and muttered, "ThanneweBaltimare,yoovbin a grate audience..." And then dropped back to the floor unconscious.
"Your majesty," barked a unicorn guard, "The magic...I can't detect a source!"
At this, Celestia lit her horn, using the same spell for detecting magic as the guards, then switching to another, a more ancient spell when that one didn't work. The one the guards were using was a "lowest common denominator" spell, after all, designed to be taught to the rawest of recruits regardless of magical talent. She closed her eyes, shutting off her sight so she could concentrate on the feedback from the spell. "Hmmm..." She uttered, "I recognize some of this, it's like..." She gasped, her eyes popping open as wide as possible, "SUMMON MY SISTER!"
"Celestia!" Snapped Chrysalis, "What is happening to my daughter?" While the two regent's relationship was healing, the changeling matriarch tended to allow anger to be her default response when dealing with her pony counterpart.
Celestia was igniting as much or more magic than she had summoned in centuries as she replied, "We have an artifact left over from Starswirl's experiments, a mirror. It allows travel to other universes, parallel realities. This magic isn't quite that, but it's close enough that, combined with the lack of a local source...it can only be an attempt to summon Twilight to another world!" Thediarchhad formed a globe of magic around her student, sigils flickering across its surface, splattering apart as quickly asCelestiacould form them.
Chrysalis gasped, the thought that someone who she couldn't even reach was attempting to abduct her only queen daughter. Wordlessly, she joined her magic to Celestia's, doing as changelings do and reading and copying the alicorn's spells flawlessly. This, unfortunately, meant that she was having just as little success.
"What...what should I do, Princess?" Gasped Twilight from within the magical cage.
"Disrupt the spell!" Gasped the solar diarch, "We'll do our best to cut it off from its source."
With a surge of shadow, Luna emerged into the throne room from her unique brand of teleport, "'Twill be a challenge without knowing the source." She commented as she began casting scanning and diagnostic spells.
"Thank you for your quick response, sister." Gasped Celestia as she poured more energy, some of her sigils finally taking hold to form runes alongside Chrysalis' mirror images on the opposite side.
Twilight was jabbing raw magic at the junction points of the lattice surrounding her. While she was able to succeed at breaking individual points, overall, she could tell she was losing the battle. For every two she disrupted, three would reform around her.
"I've found the vector, but not the origin!" Exclaimed Luna, "Attempting to trace the spell back to the summoner...wait, something is being pushed through to this side!"
"What is it?!" Growled Chrysalis in frustration as the complex rune she'd finally assembled to mirror Celestia's was shattered by an outside force they couldn't see. Without hesitation, she restarted the shield sigils.
"I know not," hissed Luna, struggling to continue her probe and fight the inbound inverse summons. "It's almost..." She recoiled in shock as her magic was forcibly rebounded back to her, followed shortly by the other two rulers being blasted away as their shielding spell exploded in mana feedback.
The three immortals scrambled back to their hooves, "Amaryllis!" Gasped Chrysalis at the same time as the royal sisters called out, "Twilight!"
Where Twilight Sparkle, adopted daughter of the late Twilight Velvet and the widower Night Light, Most Faithful Student of Princess Celestia, bearer of the Element of Magic, had stood was now a scroll. The three warily approached the scroll, Chrysalis reaching out a tentative hoof and poking at it gently.
Tentatively, Celestia levitated the scroll and unfurled it to read.
Chrysalis' patience wasn't what one could consider legendary, "What does it say?!" She snapped.
Celestia's brows knit together in confusion, "It...seems to be addressed to you." She said as she passed the scroll to the changeling queen.
Chrysalis took the scroll in her magic and began reading aloud, "To Queen Chrysalis, I have need of the Element of Magic to confront an ancient evil that is threatening my hive. If at all possible, I will return your changeling to you unharmed at the earliest opportunity. Signed...Queen Chrysalis..." She trailed off in confusion as she read the signature line.

Twilight felt as though her head were being danced on by a herd of elephants at one of Pinkie's parties. She didn't know exactly how long she had been unconscious, but it couldn't have been long, given the lack of bodily symptoms of time passage that she had learned to pay attention to during her marathon study sessions in the Canterlot Archives. Lips aren't chapped, my bladder isn't complaining, muscles haven't cramped up...can't have been more than an hour, obviously more than a minute, but I can't be sure beyond that.
The thought was accompanied by the awareness of sound. She heard a gentle, low thrumming. It was almost organic, but on a massive scale, like she was listening to the pulse of an ancient dragon as it slept. Overlaying that background susurration was the sound of breathing. Low, steady, and at least five others in the room...one of which was obviously Rainbow Dash from the sound of snoring that anyone who'd had the misfortune of going on a sleepover or camping trip had to learn to sleep with. At least she knew she was with at least one of her friends.
"Mm..." Her mouth seemed gummed shut, which changed her estimate of how long she'd been unconscious,OK, at least half an hour. She smacked her lips, working her tongue to increase the flow of saliva until she could speak unimpeded. "Rainbow...please turn over or something."
Not waiting for a response, she pushed herself up to a sitting position and opened her eyes to examine herself. Huh, changeling...this explains the lack of sore muscles, her self-examination was quick, allowing her to take in her surroundings. A cursory glance at the others in the room yielded the manes of her friends, so she moved on to the room itself. She appeared to be in a changeling hive, though not one she had any familiarity with. For one, it was far more organic all over compared to her mother’s hive. Also, there were subtle architectural differences, little things that weren’t obvious but nonetheless made the room just a little bit alien, like the door being a touch taller than she would have expected, or the shade of green in the organic light being a touch off.
A snort and a groan interrupted Rainbow Dash’s snoring, "CHRYSALIS! What'ryou...huh?" The rainbow maned figure launched herself up to hover in place a few hooves off the ground, and Twilight gasped in shock. Instead of the cerulean coat and rainbow cutiemark she was expecting, the rainbow mane and tail were on a small changeling queen, about a hoof shorter than Twilight herself, and her dragonfly wings were shimmering with rainbow iridescence.
At Twilight's gasp, the rainbow-themed queen whipped around and gasped as well when she saw Twilight. "What?!" She yelped, "Another queen? How many of you am I gonna have to deal with?!"
Now thoroughly poleaxed, Twilight was saved from having to respond when they heard a groan from one of the other forms in the room. "Rainbow, darling, please...not so loud. As pleased as I am that I have a friend here with me, whatever magic our unknown assailant used has left me with a terrific head...ache...?" Another changeling queen, this one with a purple mane and tail, purple eyes, and gleaming carapace blinked owlishly at her other two awake companions. "Oh, dear. I must say I wasn't expecting this." She paused for a bit, looking the other two up and down, "Although...Rainbow, I presume?" At the rainbow-maned queen's perplexed nod, she continued, "I must know how you get that sheen to your wings! It is simply dazzling!"
A fourth changeling queen got to her hooves, her orange mane bound near the end and her tail twitching about to dust herself off as she doffed her hat with a hoof, "Well, changlin' er not, you're Rarity, that's for plum sure."
"Oh, indeed," replied the purple maned queen, "And the hat is a dead giveaway that you would be our dear Applejack."
Any further conversation was interrupted by a comically loud yawn, the source of which was a pink and poufy maned queen, stretching all of her limbs and wings in place while somehow defying the laws of gravity. Smacking her lips, she clopped all four of her hooves back down on the floor at once and said, "What'd I miss?"
By this time the final queen in the room had roused, took a look around, then retreated against a wall and into her long and flowing pink mane.
Having watched this, the queen version of Rainbow Dash landed and hesitantly approached the retreated changeling, "…'Shy? Is that you?"
Fluttershy nodded, peeking out from behind her bangs, "Is that really you, Rainbow Dash?"
Rainbow gave her childhood friend a confident smirk, "The one and only, of course!"
While this seemed to reassure Fluttershy a bit, Twilight spoke up, "Actually, I don't think that's the case," at the confused looks the other changelings in the room gave her, she clarified, "When...whatever summoning spell was used to bring me here, Princess Celestia said she recognized the magic as a spell that could reach across universes. I don't have any personal experience in this, but I'd say it's safe to assume, that these alternate universes also have alternate versions of ourselves. In my universe, I'm the only changeling among my friends." At this statement, she could see a realization play across the faces of the other queens, "And I'm guessing that, since we were all surprised to see each other as changelings, that this is true of each of your home universes as well." The others glanced at each other, a hint of suspicion clouding their expressions as they nodded.
A dark pause followed as the six queens looked deep into each other's gazes, all of them attempting to get a gauge on whether they could trust the others, given how similar they all were to the ponies they knew and loved. Applejack snorted, "Well, I don't know about the rest of y'all, but if'n I have to watch my back around my friends while I'm thick in the soup of some alternate dimension..."
"Universe," interrupted Twilight.
Applejack rolled her eyes, "Whatever, (and that just proves to me yer Twilight enough to be her in any universe) and that all don't sit too well with me." She turned to the rainbow-maned queen, "RD, you still the fastest thing in the sky and th'Element of Loyalty?"
"Heck yeah!" Replied the confident flyer.
"Then that's good enough for me. Put 'er there, partner!" She reached out a hoof, to which Rainbow bumped hers with a grin.
"Flutters," Rainbow turned to the changeling version of her long-time friend. "You still got more animals than Cloudsdale's got clouds?" Fluttershy giggled and nodded. Rainbow hugged the gentle queen, "Then you're just as good as my Fluttershy in my book."
Rarity started tearing up, "Oh, my stars! It's just so beautiful!" From apparently nowhere she pulled out a hoofkerchief with an embroidered, "R" on it and started dabbing her eyes.
Twilight smiled warmly, "Well, you're definitely Rarity, no doubt about that."
As one, the five of them turned to the remaining queen, pink mane puffed out in a riot of curls that was very, very familiar. "Oh-my-gosh, you guys, you know what this calls for?" Pinkie said with her trademarked smile.
The other five queens traded happy, knowing glances, then replied as one, "A party!"
Pinkie dramatically teared up as well, "Awe, I love you guys!" So saying, she swept them into a group hug as the six of them started laughing.
"Ah, yes, so good to see the spell selected the six changelings I needed and that you bonded so readily," a familiar voice interrupted their pseudo-reunion, "Although I did not expect you to be queens; that is a surprise."
They broke their hug, Rainbow and Applejack immediately landing in a defensive stance. Pinkie gave the newcomer as exasperated a look as Pinkie was capable of mustering, and Fluttershy simply did as Fluttershy's throughout the multiverse did when surprised with new people, she shrank behind the others and hid behind her mane, mewling quietly. Twilight Sparkle and Rarity both noted the reactions of the other four, somewhat confused and wary, but clearly much more comfortable with the newcomer than the others.
"It seems I am in need of the Elements of Harmony..." Said Queen Chrysalis, "And the six of you are bearers of the Elements in your respective universes. I need you to meet a threat that my changelings and I are unable to defeat that's a leftover from the previous nation that occupied the city where this hive now stands."
As soon as she said this, the gentle thrumming that had become background noise suddenly picked up in pace and volume, as though a giant heart was reacting out of fear, and a massivethump shook the chamber, followed quickly by the sound of a mana-initiated explosion.
It was clear thatChrysalishad been dealing with this, for the only acknowledgment she made was to flick an ear back.
After recovering from the startle, Twilight composed herself and asked for the group, "What threat could cause that?!"
Chrysalis merely cocked an eyebrow at the smaller, foreign queen, "'That' would be Nightmare Moon."
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		The Pain of Loss



The shouting match had briefly drowned out the sounds of Nightmare Moon attacking the city.
To say Applejack wasn’t pleased to be surrounded by changelings on all sides would have been a massive understatement. Sure, as nominal “queen” of the Everfree Hive, she’d grown more accustomed to it, but that didn’t mean that she was comfortable with it, especially since these particular changelings were serving Queen Chrysalis, the single greatest threat she had yet faced...and the changeling that killed her mother.
The apple farmer was pleasantly surprised to find Rainbow Dash backing her up, getting just as angry with Chrysalis as Applejack clearly was. It eventually took Twilight Sparkle and Rarity acting as referees to get them to calm down enough to “act like ladies,” as Rarity put it. A.J. knew intellectually that this version of Chrysalis wasn’t the one that killed her mother, but accepting that emotionally was a whole ‘nother apple orchard.
Even just looking at Chrysalis caused the old ache in her heart to throb a bit.
Once the initial hurled suspicions and outright accusations had been dealt with, Twilight unilaterally declared a ceasefire until full explanations could be had and heads could be cooled. Chrysalis took the opportunity to lead them out of the small reception room they woke up in and into the halls of her palace.
“It started a few days ago,” Chrysalis was explaining to the changeling version of Twilight Sparkle, who contrary to Applejack’s and Rainbow Dash’s) reaction was behaving at least neutral, if not straight up friendly, toward the queen. “I had initiated the instructions to the hive to raise the sun when we began getting massive feedback. We had to shut down the solar cycle in order to prevent a catastrophic cascade throughout the system, and that’s when one of my changelings noticed the moon had changed. Within minutes of that, we plotted a vector from the Everfree Forest heading straight for The Heart of the Hive.”
“‘The Heart of the Hive?’” inquired Rarity, who also seemed to have no problem being in Chrysalis’ presence.
“The city we’re in. We renamed it a decade after we conquered Equestria.”
While all the Elements seemed uncomfortable with this last revelation, only Twilight seemed willing to ask the follow-up, “What was the city’s original name?”
“Canterlot, if I recall correctly,” replied Chrysalis
At this, Twilight stumbled. “H-how long ago?!”
Chrysalis raised an eyebrow, “Hmmm? Oh, that was...well, time flies…” she paused her walking and tapped her chin with a hoof as she pondered. “I believe that was nearly 950 years ago? I’d have to check the calendar and history logs to be sure.”
So saying, she continued walking, which turned out to be a short distance before she tapped a wall, causing the living substance of the wall to iris open. “So, yes, welcome to The Heart of the HIve.” Without further comment, Chrysalis led the six queens out onto a balcony
Rainbow Dash took to the air, hovering as she tended to do in, apparently, every reality. The other Element bearers lined up along the railing, looking out over the city with varying degrees of shock
Twilight, who’d spent the most time in Canterlot as she had grown up in her version of it, felt her heart break as she saw buildings and landmarks that she almost recognized, but realized that what she was seeing was very probably not what her childhood recollections told her it should be
Rainbow Dash recognized a facility that was probably the changeling version of a local weather station; Rarity was watching the changelings mill about the streets, noting that a few were wearing clothing, some of the fashions looking disturbingly familiar while being just alien enough that she couldn’t place the designer. Pinkie Pie’s mane was nearly flat-iron straight as she gazed out over what should have been a bustling pony metropolis, Fluttershy was hiding behind Rarity, as she tended to do even in her home universe. Rarity’s lack of reaction seemed to indicate that she was accustomed to this behavior from her own Fluttershy as well
Applejack looked past the city spread out before her and over into the valley to the west. To her great upset, there was no sign of Ponyville, or even any indication of a changeling hive in or near the Everfree. She could sense, somewhat distantly, a bit of the mental tug that she was learning to recognize as the presence of changelings off in that stretch of land, but it was just as alien as the version of Chrysalis that was standing near them. “What’d’ya do for farms?” she asked
“Farms? Why would we have farms?” Chrysalis replied with a question of her own
Twilight turned from her study of the city, “Well, how do you feed everypony?”
Chrysalis snorted, “Everypony? We feed them...hmmm, I’m beginning to believe that you may not be familiar enough with how this particular hive works. Do any of your hives operate as their own nation-state?” she asked the group
Pinkie snorted in amusement, “Only if you count Chryssi’s hive a nation, it’s more like a large family home.”
Fluttershy shook her head in the negative and shrank further behind Rarity
For her part, Rarity primped her hair in an unconscious fidget as she replied, “I don’t think my extended family members could even cooperate enough to build even a single city.”
Rainbow Dash spoke next, “Pfft,  why form our own nation? Between me and Luna taking over from that looser Chrysalis...er, no offense,” she casually tossed off the backhanded apology at their host, who simply rolled her eyes, “Anyway, between the two of us and Celestia passing laws that make any changeling who wants to be a full citizen, we don’t need our own nation. Too much paperwork anyway.”
Applejack snorted angrily, “Well, y’all have it better’n we do. Between the anti-changeling extremists in Equestria and the other queens who’re sending out feelers to my hive, we’re too busy runnin’ ‘round like a chicken with too many eggs to hatch to build any nation.”
Twilight, while somewhat subdued from what her friends were used to, spoke next. “Mother...that’s my universe's version of you,” she nodded her horn at Chrysalis, “Is really the only...well, thinking changeling in our hive beside me. Our drones actually consider it to be shameful to show any independent thought. Our hive is pretty small as a result; can’t have a sprawling metropolis if only one person is in charge of its upkeep and growth.”
Chrysalis’ raised eyebrow was her only reaction to her alternate’s relationship to the six imported queens. “Well,” she began, “We don’t need to ‘feed’ the ponies anything other than the nutrient bath we keep them in. And since changelings feed on love, we simply ensure that every member of the hive has access to the love nectar stores. No need for farms, unless you consider gathering moss for the nutrient baths to be ‘farming.’”
All six of the trans-universal changelings blanched at the casual mention of feeding ponies little more than moss. “Wait,” started Twilight, “What do you mean by, ‘nutrient bath’?”
Chrysalis cocked her head to the side slightly, as though she couldn’t quite understand the question being asked. “The...nutrient bath. In the cocoon pods.”
It was clear that Chrysalis was not expecting Twilight’s response. Nor was anyone else. “YOU’RE FORCING PONIES INTO CONVERSION PODS?!”
The larger queen had taken a step back instinctively, “...a what-pod?”
Applejack draped a foreleg over Twilight’s shoulder, “Settle down, now. I think this may be one of those failures to communicate.” She offered the changeling version of her friend a sympathetic smile
Twilight took a steadying breath, using the hoof motions that Cadence had recently taught her, and turned back to the queen that had brought them here. “The pods we put ponies into on my world are for converting ponies into changelings. If there’s one point of contention between me and Mother that is larger than any other, it’s her use of those pods to alter a pony’s fundamental nature.”
Chrysalis’ face twisted into a disgusted grimace, “Goodness, no! Why would I ever ‘convert’ a pony into a changeling? I’ve laid enough changeling eggs, we don’t need anymore that I don’t create through...ah, the ‘normal’ process.” she grinned with a hint of suggestion in her voice
Everyone turned to the source of an unexpected giggling to find Rarity and Pinkie sniggering behind their hooves. “Oh, what?” said Rarity in response to the disbelieving looks, “Like you don’t know exactly what she’s talking about.”
Chrysalis rolled her eyes at Twilight’s blush and Rainbow’s confused look and continued. “At any rate, once we pinpointed the massively powerful magic heading straight for us, that’s when we found out that it was…” a massive thrumming noise shook the city and a bleached-white glow of a magical explosion light the rim of the city, “...ah, her. Nightmare Moon.”
Clouds were summoned above and swirled together, the lightning generated by the storm arcing down to accompany a series of smaller booms. “What is she doing?” asked Twilight
Chrysalis frowned at the display of magic, “Near as we can tell, trying to break into the Solar Vault.”
This got some confused looks traded between the six guest changelings, Rarity was the one who spoke up next, “What’s in the Solar Vault?”
“Celestia,” replied Chrysalis, apparently casually. Applejack could see the tensing of muscles and the signs that she was watching her guests for their reaction. The adopted apple farmer guessed that she was the only one paying close enough attention to notice
“WHAT?!” gasped Twilight in shock, “Princess Celestia is still alive? You have got to be holding her captive, that’s the only way I can imagine she would even begin to allow you to have taken over Equestria like this!” she swept her hoof across the panorama of the city below them
Chrysalis snorted derisively, “Of course she’s captive. As though I’d allow someone who’s so obviously more powerful than me to run around my domain unchecked.”
Applejack noted the blunt humility in the statement. She also saw Twilight start to bristle. “Not now, sugarcube, we’re kinda outnumbered here with no way home. I’d rather not whack the hornet’s nest while I’m still in the middle of it.”
Twilight took another cleansing breath with her eyes closed. By the time she finished her exhale she was glaring at the host queen, “So, why is Nightmare Moon trying to break into the vault.”
If Chrysalis had any thoughts on Applejack’s intervention with Twilight, she chose to keep them to herself; “From her rather...insane ramblings, I’d guess she believes that Celestia is hiding from her in the vault.” Another ‘thoom’ rocked the city
“How much longer is this gonna go on? I mean, she’s gotta get bored at some point.” observed Rainbow Dash
“I don’t know about bored, but she does get tired. She keeps this up for a couple of hours at a time and then...ah, there she goes.” They then saw the astral form of Nightmare Moon zipping off at incredible speeds toward the Everfree forest and, presumably, The Castle of the Two Sisters
A relative quiet settled over the city for a few minutes, followed by some changelings emerging from the various homes and buildings they’d been sheltering in. Some took to the air, most walked from point to point. If it weren’t for the black chitin and the organic look to the buildings it could have been any of their versions of Canterlot
They watched the metropolis return to life in silence for a few minutes. Applejack was the one to break the silence. “Aint nopon...er, no-one tried to explain the situation to her?”
Chrysalis snorted and rolled her eyes. “Oh, we’ve tried. I lost a platoon of soldiers and five of my best workers when we tried to talk to her. She simply killed them. When I approached her she attacked me and announced that she would, and I quote, ‘deal with this invasion once I’ve banished my sister as she did to me.’” While reciting what Nightmare Moon had told her, Chrysalis morphed into a mirror image of the Moon Tyrant. A brief shiver of deja-vu swept over the visiting changelings Chrysalis chuckled as the flavor of their emotions flickered ever so slightly into remembered fear. “All that being said, all of you have dealt with Nightmare Moon in the past. I...don’t know the details of your encounters. My agents confirmed that you are from six different alternate realities, which was unexpected. When I used the spell that brought you here, I was hoping for six changeling drones to bring forth the Elements of Harmony for this universe.” She looked wistful, as though both happy and sad at the same time, “I guess...that I’m the only version of myself that has succeeded in seizing the Changeling’s rightful place.”
Again, Applejack noted the apparent humility in her statement. “I’m a bit surprised,” she interjected, “Y’aint much like the Chrysalis I know; ‘least as far as ego goes. She’d probably be goin’ on ‘bout how we hadn’t fulfilled our destiny as changelings or some such nonsense.”
At this Chrysalis snorted, “Yes, well running the strongest nation on the planet is surprisingly humbling, especially when our neighbors are ready to leap onto the slightest hint of weakness. Torch is...reasonable, or as much as an ancient dragon can be. The yaks closed off their borders as soon as we moved on Equestria and have been surprisingly resistant to any attempts to annex them. Trying to capture the deer is like trying to catch water in a hoof,” she waved her ventilated hoof almost unconsciously, and of course the other queens knew their own difficulty in dealing with liquids compared to their pony friends, “...and the Storm King managed to not only halt our expanse but rallied enough of the other races to create a...somewhat unified front. They even managed to take some of the Badlands from us, for all the good it’ll do them. The Hive does extend from sea to sea, and we’re limited on how far we can expand northward due to the climate, and the Storm King has blocked us to the south.”
Applejack saw Twilight’s brow furrow, indicating her friend was thinking of something the rest of them hadn’t caught on yet. “What about the griffons?” asked the studious queen
Chrysalis blinked in apparent confusion, then comprehension dawned. “Oh, we claimed their land decades ago. Once their royal house fell from prominence, the whole nation weakened. It left them ripe for takeover. The griffons have been cocooned ever since.”
The six visitors shivered with varying degrees of discomfort. “So, wait,” began Rainbow, “Does that mean...all the griffons are in a pod?” The haunted look in her eyes betrayed a concern that was more personal than just worrying over an entire race being subjugated, and then Applejack remembered the griffon Gilda that had visited. This Rainbow Dash must have a similar friend in her own universe
“Of course. Does this look like it would give any quality-of-life to any creature besides a changeling?” Chrysalis waved her hoof to indicate the sprawling city before them. “We keep them in the pods for their own wellbeing.”
For the first time, Fluttershy spoke up. “W...what does that mean? How can you keep a creature caged up and still get any love from them?”
Chrysalis cocked her head to the side, “Do you...not have a mentor in your home universe? What about the hive-mind?”
The visiting queens glanced at each other in confusion. Applejack spoke for the group this time, “How ‘bout you tell us what we seem to be missing. I got, well, I suppose it’s a hive-mind where we communicate with other changelings, but I get the feeling you’re talkin’ ‘bout something different.”
Chrysalis nodded and paused for a moment to gather her thoughts, then began walking into the building again. As soon as the other six followed her past the threshold for the door, it closed again, looking like just another part of the wall. “As is apparently consistent across universes, changelings have the ability to communicate with other changelings through the hive-mind. Well,” she paused in front of another section of wall, and the six were starting to recognize the variations in the organic-looking patterns that indicated they were at another door, “About 70 years after we took control of what was then Equestria, one of my scientist drones figured out how to tap into the magic that all ponies have in them to connect them into the hive mind. We didn’t find much use for it at first since ponies tended to panic when exposed to the hive, but a decade or so later we figured out how to connect their dream worlds together.” She tapped the wall and the door opened, revealing a cavernous space that stretched at least a full Manehattan city block long, was just as wide, and about twice as tall. Lining the walls were catwalks with gantries that thrust out into the space, which was filled with neat, orderly rows of cocoons. In the nearest, they could see ponies and griffons. There was no order to which beings were in the capsules that they could see, a unicorn mare well on in age was right next to a griffon chick no older than a year. The massive space was filled nearly floor to ceiling, end to end with racks of beings locked in the cocoons
A few rows deep Applejack spotted a caretaker drone connecting a smaller pod to a cocoon with a mare in it. At first, she couldn’t make out what was happening, especially as an injector on the smaller pod punched into the cocoons shell without rupturing it to deposit an orange colored liquid. Curious, she stepped to the railing and squinted, trying to figure out what was happening
Chrysalis took note and stepped beside her, “Anything wrong?” she asked
Without looking at the other queen, Applejack replied, “Jes’ tryin’ to see what’s going on back there with the caretaker.”
“Ah, I see. This will probably answer many of your questions or give me the opportunity to answer them, so we can take a closer look.” So saying, she took wing. The six took wing as well, a couple of them somewhat awkwardly, and within moments a somewhat startled caretaker was receiving a lot more scrutiny while doing a normally mundane task than she expected when she woke up that day
This closely, they could see that the mare was pregnant, and Applejack (who’d seen more than one foal being birthed at family reunions; an inevitability when the clan was as large as the Apple’s) could recognize the signs of labor rippling across the mare’s body. Oddly, the mare remained asleep and apparently oblivious. As they watched, the orange liquid diluted throughout the normal green tinted liquid inside the cocoon. Soon enough, the foal emerged into the world, and the now reddish-yellow fluid was inhaled by the newborn colt, and he stilled into as deep a sleep as his mother. To Applejack’s alarm, the attachment that she had seen being placed on the cocoon earlier began drawing the colt to it using cilia-like appendages to create just enough of a current in the small reservoir, and once the foal was in the smaller compartment, the cocoon’s membrane closed up behind it and the smaller pod was removed by the caretaker. “What the hay is she doin’?!” exclaimed the apple farmer
Even as the mother’s cocoon started cycling out the yellow liquid to replace it with the neutral green that it was before the process began, Chrysalis explained, “After a few years of maintaining ponies in pods, we realized that leaving the foals in the cocoons with their mothers didn’t really provide any benefit and would accelerate the stagnation of the suspension gel, requiring the mother and foal to be re-cocooned, sometimes traumatically enough to kill the foal. We keep them in their suspended state, and the orange potion helps kick-start the foal’s magic field, allowing it to be integrated into the pony’s dream realm and “birthed” to it’s mother there.”
As Chrysalis was wrapping up her explanation, the caretaker picked up the small cocoon with its small pony cargo and flew off into the depths of the chamber
Applejack’s own words about not making waves were haunting her as she had to fight her familial instinct to go after the caretaker to reunite the colt with its mother. If she understood the queen right, as far as the foal and it’s mother knew, they were still together
“Fascinating,” said Twilight, “Where did you get the potion from?”
“A zebra, believe it or not. It’s been many generations, but once upon a time we had one wander into our territory. In exchange for being allowed to leave our territory, he supplied us with the mana potion that we used as a basis for the potion you saw being used here.” With that, Chrysalis flew back to the entrance they had come through
Once the group of queens was back on their feet and resuming their tour, Chrysalis continued. “For all the ponies know, they’re happy in their almost-perfect lives in whatever version of Equestria is running at the moment.”
Pinkie Pie finally spoke up, “What’d’ya mean? How many versions of Equestria can there be? I mean, obviously there’s at least one, two, three,” she started pointing to herself, then to each of the others in turn, “four, five…” 
She was interrupted by Applejack putting a hoof over her mouth. “We get it, Pinkie.”
Chrysalis, surprisingly, chuckled. “We’ve had several thousand versions of Equestria in the dreamscape, actually. Time flows differently in a dream, what seems like a year in a dream is actually minutes in the waking world. We’ve taken advantage of that and used it to come up with some fairly innovative solutions.” She snorted, “If there’s one thing I’ve had to admit since becoming Queen of the most powerful nation in the world, it’s that changelings, for however superior we are, simply aren’t very good at ‘new’ and ‘innovative.’ We’re a race of mimics, after all. When a particularly vexing problem comes up, we simply select a pony that’s proven that they’re intelligent, resourceful, and capable of coming at a problem laterally. This creates...interesting solutions that we Changelings wouldn’t necessarily have thought of. This isn’t to say that we never come up with any solutions on our own, but we’re not nearly as good at it as the ponies are. Once that pony is selected, we place them in a special ‘centralized processing pod’ to become the hub for numerous different realities. Some...don’t survive, unfortunately. We’ve managed to improve the process over the centuries so that we don’t leave a pony in for too long.”
Twilight perked up somewhat at that. “Oh, does that mean you have a pony managing your current crisis?”
Chrysalis nodded, “We do, and that’s our next stop. This pony ran through dozens...no, hundreds (now that I think about it) of versions of Equestria under attack by Nightmare Moon. We actually had to ‘jack in’ Celestia briefly to get all the information we needed, but once we learned about the Elements of Harmony the pony was able to come up with a variety of possible scenarios. In every one that was long-term successful, you six wind up bearing the Elements. As I said, I had thought that you six would all be drone changelings from the same world, but the spell matrix designed by the processing pony was apparently designed to seek out the best changeling candidates regardless of universe of origin so long as they were compatible with the Elements.”
“So you needed an intelligent, creative pony who knows magic inside and out and is capable of coming up with new forms of magic.” Twilight almost let slip a little bubble of a giggle, they could all hear it on her voice, “Was it..maybe...me? I mean, this universe’s version of me?”
Chrysalis seemed torn between smug, amused, and confused. “...no, I’m not even sure if this universe has an analogue of you.” As she stopped in front of another door, Twilight sagged somewhat, “You’re right on the qualities the pony I needed would have, and we picked this one.” Chrysalis punctuated her statement by opening the door. The organic building irised the opening to reveal a pod with a pony inside connected to massive cables that led into walls and smaller cables that connected to various panels that, apparently, were built to display the pony’s vital statistics, much like a hospital’s medical monitoring gear. Inside the pod some unusual organic tendrils connected from some of the organic machines connected to the cocoon to various points on the pony’s head, including her horn, temples, and various spots on her skull through parted hair. She’d been in the pod and connected for some time, as they could see where her mane had been shaved down so the fibrous leads were connecting to her nervous system. “This one is a natural leader. She’s got a magic well to rival even Celestia’s, and she’s wicked-smart for all she never seems to attend any formal magical training in any of the iterations of Equestria she was just a participant in.”
The six smaller queens glanced between the mare in the pod and each other, confusion stitched on all their faces. Finally Twilight spoke for the group, “Who is she?”
Chrysalis hummed, “A bit surprising, I’d have expected this one to be at least a well known governmental figure or running a school by adulthood in at least one other universe...her name is Starlight Glimmer.”
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