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		Description

It never happened. 
The Crystal Heart was never brought back to the Crystal Ponies. King Sombra successfully took back the Crystal Empire and declared war on Equestria.
Underpowered and unprepared, Equestria is barely a match for Sombra's army. Everypony needed to do their part just for the war to reach a stalemate, but is their a glimmer of hope within the hearts of some?

This is a rewrite of a story I wrote a few years ago that I decided to re-do from scratch.
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		Prologue



The halls of Canterlot Castle were busy with construction ponies. A month had passed since the failed changeling invasion on the city, but still, reconstruction was underway on the castle, which had been hit the worst. Princess Celestia found it hard to concentrate and often found herself wandering the quieter areas of the castle where there was no work underway. 
'Equestria has faced one crisis after another these past few months.' Celestia thought to herself as she gazed out a window at the city below. Canterlot, as Equestria's capital, was usually bustling with activity at this time of the day. The city streets below, however, were near-deserted, save for a few guard ponies. The changeling attack had left many of Canterlot's residents too paranoid to even leave their homes, for fear that someone they trust, a friend, neighbour, perhaps even a family member, could be a changeling in disguise. 
Celestia was all but certain that all of Queen Chrysalis' drones had fled the city with her, but her guards, as well as the citizens of Canterlot themselves, refused to believe that they were safe. Increased security, curfews and even a protective magical dome around the city did little to ease the tension.
The attack on Canterlot came not too long after another crisis. Discord, the spirit of chaos and disharmony, had broken free from his stone prison and wreaked havoc on Equestria for a short while before Celestia was able to re-imprison him. Celestia had wished there was another way to deal with Discord. Turning him to stone was a punishment she felt she was too harsh in giving him the first time around, but it was her only option this time. The Elements of Harmony were not as powerful when wielding all six alone. Maybe she could have helped Discord if she wasn't alone. 
'If only she were still here to help.' Celestia thought to herself. 

Celestia returned to her throne room. The construction ponies had taken their leave for the day and so Celestia thought it best to take advantage of the quiet and finish her remaining duties. 
As she read through her speech for an upcoming event, with the help of one of her aides, the doors to the throne room burst open and a guard came rushing in. 
"News from Northern Equestria, Your Highness!" The guard bowed before the princess.
"Yes?" Celestia said as she passed the papers she was holding to her aide. Northern Equestria was an uninhabited region, save for a guard outpost. It had been a long time since Equestria had heard any news from that far north. Could it be....?
"I am simply to tell you," the guard removed his helmet. "That it has returned."
Celestia gasped. "Find Princess Cadance, at once!" she said to the guard. She then turned her attention to the guard standing next to her. "Summon Captain Shining Armor. Tell him that it's urgent."

"Is all this security really still necessary?" Princess Cadance asked her escort as she walked with him through the streets of Canterlot toward the castle. "I'm sure I can walk from my home to the castle without being kidnapped by changelings again."
Flash Sentry was a new recruit to the guard. He hadn't expected to be made solely responsible for escorting an alicorn princess so early into his career, but with the royal guards spread so thin, he was the only one available. "The order came from Princess Celestia herself. I'm not allowed to take my eyes off you until you walk into the castle." He explained.
Cadance rolled her eyes. "Captain Shining Armor's dome has kept anypony from entering the city undetected, and the mandatory identification checks a pony has to go through on every single street corner haven't managed to find a single changeling. I appreciate the sentiment, Private Flash, but I really think all this extra security is just making everypony even more paranoid."
"The Princess' summons sounded urgent, Your Highness. Maybe they really did discover a changeling in Canterlot?" Flash pondered. As the two approached the castle entrance, they had to run through the usual security checks. A guard magically scanned them both, then requested Flash to show his badge. Once that was done, the two entered the castle's reception hall."
"Cadance! Thank you so much for coming so quickly." Celestia was waiting for them. "This way, please. The captain is waiting."
"Thank you for the escort, Private." Cadance nodded to Flash and went to follow Celestia to the throne room.
"We must hurry. Time is of the essence." Celestia exclaimed. 
Cadance could tell that she seemed shaken by something. "Is something the matter? Did they find a changeling in the city?"
"I'm afraid the changelings are the least of our worries now, Cadance."
"What do you mean?" Cadance asked. 
"The Crystal Empire has returned." 
"The Crystal Empire?" Cadance was confused. The name sounded familiar to her, but she didn't remember reading about such a place at all during her studies.
"I'll explain more once we meet with the guard captain." Celestia said. "But what I can say is that if I am right about what I fear is about to happen, the threat to Equestria will be far greater than it was from the changelings, Discord, or even..." She trailed off.
"Really? What makes the Crystal Empire so dangerous?" Cadance asked.
"It's not the crystal ponies who are dangerous..." Celestia grimaced. As the alicorns entered the antechamber to Celestia's throne room, they were met by a guard wearing purple armour.
"Ah, Shining Armor." Celestia sighed with relief. "Thank you for coming so quickly. I'm afraid this is a most urgent matter."
"Of course, Your Highness." Shining Armor bowed. 
"This Crystal Empire." Cadance began as they entered the throne room. "You say that it has returned. Where has it been all this time?"
"The Crystal Empire vanished over a thousand years ago." Celestia explained as she sat down on her throne. "Few remember it ever existed at all, and any records of its existence are rare to find nowadays." 
Celestia levitated a large crystal onto the ground before Cadance and Shining Armor. As soon as it touched the floor, it began to glow a bright pink, before projecting a hologram of a city. A large blue castle sat in the centre of it.
"The Empire was home to the crystal ponies, and when Princess Luna and I came to power it was ruled by Princess Amore. A few years after Luna and I defeated Discord, Princess Amore vanished and King Sombra came to power."
"What happened to the princess?" Cadance asked.
"I do not know." Celestia sighed. "King Sombra was not a crystal pony, I can only assume he took control of the Empire by force. This could mean that Princess Amore was imprisoned by him... or worse."
The projection of the Crystal Empire began to change. The brightly coloured crystalline buildings began to turn darker, and black crystals grew out of the ground. Eventually, even the towering castle was covered in these dark crystals.
"King Sombra used dark magic to maintain control over the Crystal Empire." Celestia explained. "Without their princess, the crystal ponies fell into despair, and they were powerless to resist Sombra's magic."
"So what happened? Why did the Empire disappear?" Shining Armor asked. 
"When Princess Luna and I learned of what was happening, and that Sombra was planning to build an army to invade Equestria, we intervened swiftly. Using the Elements of Harmony, the king was turned to shadow and imprisoned in the arctic north. However, before his imprisonment, Sombra put a curse on the Empire, and it disappeared along with him." 
"So, if the Empire has returned...." Cadance began.
"Then it's likely that Sombra has returned with it." Celestia confirmed. She closed the hologram coming from the crystal and returned it to its stand beside her throne. "That is why I have called you both here."
"Shining Armor, as Captain of the Royal Guard, I want you to take a battalion of guards to meet with those already stationed at our outpost in Northern Equestria. If Sombra is planning an attack, we must be prepared to meet him head-on."
"What?" Shining Armor gasped. "Taking an entire battalion will mean Canterlot is less fortified, and if I'm not here, I won't be able to keep the dome around the city. If the changelings-"
"The changelings are no longer our primary concern, Captain." Celestia insisted. "The Crystal Empire poses a very real threat and I must divert as many resources as I can to keep my subjects safe. Do you understand?"
Shining Armor hesitated for a moment, then sighed. "Yes, Your Highness, I do."
"I will remain in Canterlot for the time being and oversee security myself. I will have to join you in the north if the situation escalates, though."
"If you defeated Sombra with the Elements of Harmony last time, can't you just use them on him again?" Cadance asked.
"I'm afraid it's not that simple." Celestia lamented. "Without Princess Luna, the Elements are not as powerful, and on top of that my own connection with them is fading. As we've now seen, the spell that imprisoned him the first time was only temporary, and trying it again may only delay Sombra once more, perhaps for an even shorter period. I have my own suspicions for how we may be able to stop him permanently, but it requires more research into the Empire itself. That is where you come in, Cadance."
"Me?" Cadance blurted.
"Yes. Your power is something Equestria has not seen for a long time. Outside of the Crystal Empire, love magic has always been rare, but your abilities are not dissimilar to that of the crystal ponies. I think you may be able to understand them better than any of us."
"You want me to investigate the Crystal Empire? To find out how we might stop King Sombra?" Cadance asked.
"Only if it is safe to do so. Sombra may be in a weakened state, meaning he might not have retaken the city just yet. I want you to find out as much as you can and report it back to me, so we can begin to formulate a plan." Celestia stood up from her throne. "Are you both willing to accept your tasks?"
Both Cadance and Shining Armor nodded. "Excellent. You shall both leave first thing in the morning."

Cadance and Shining Armor, along with the troops they were bringing to the northern outpost, were being transported by airship to the frozen tundra beyond Equestria's border. Shining Armor reluctantly lowered the dome around Canterlot before leaving, taking almost half the guards stationed in the city with him.
Night had fallen by the time the airship was passing over Vanhoover, Equestria's northernmost city. Cadance sat alone in a room at the very front of the airship, gazing out the window at the town below. Shining Armor entered.
"Princess. The captain tells me we should be arriving at the northern outpost in about an hour." He reported.
"You know you can call me Cadance." She chuckled. "It's just us here. I think us dating as teenagers is enough reason for us to not need titles."
Shining Armor blushed. "That was a long time ago. I didn't think..."
"Don't worry about it." Cadance smiled at him. "If you're not too busy.... why don't you stay a while? The view from up here is beautiful."
"I should really get back to the troops-" Shining Armor began.
"You've been running through training exercise after training exercise since we left this morning. You said we'll be landing shortly, sit down and have a rest for a bit." Cadance insisted.
Reluctantly, Shining Armor removed his helmet and sat down beside Cadance. The lights of Vanhoover below gave a breathtaking view.
"How's Twilight doing?" Cadance asked after a few minutes of silence. "It's been so long since I've seen her."
"She's good. You know my little sister, always trying to learn." Shining Armor chuckled. "She's studying in Fillydelphia. Once she realised that magic wasn't her strong suit, she found she had more of a talent for science. Math, physics, that sort of stuff."
"She was so upset when she didn't get into Celestia's school. I tried everything I could to convince my auntie to change her mind, but she didn't think Twilight had the potential." Cadance sighed.
"She was heartbroken for months but she managed to get over it." Shining Armor said. "I still worry for her sometimes, though. She sends home letters from time to time but she only ever talks about the same things. How she's doing in university, how she's been spending sleepless nights studying for exams. She never talks about what she gets up to outside of studying. No mention of any friends."
"She's always been like that, though." Cadance nodded. "I used to have to drag her kicking and screaming away from her books to come play in the park when I first started foalsitting her."
"You know what I never understood," Shining Armor began. "Was why you started foalsitting in the first place. You were a princess, it's not like you needed the money."
"You're not wrong." Cadance giggled to herself. "I had everything I could ever want living in the palace. The truth is I just loved looking after foals. I used to foalsit in my old village before I got my horn, and I guess even after I moved to Canterlot I never wanted to stop."
"I see." Shining Armor said. "I never knew that."
"Plus," Cadance said, smiling coyly. "I heard Twilight had a super cute older brother."
Shining Armor blushed. He was about to say something back to Cadance when the airship began to shake violently.
At some point during their conversation, Shining Armor and Cadance hadn't noticed that it had started to snow. The flurry had suddenly picked up into a full blown blizzard that was tossing their airship around in the sky.
"Where did this come from?" Shining Armor gasped. "This wasn't in the weather charts." He turned to leave the room, but the door opened and a guard walked in.
"Sir, we seem to have been hit by some kind of blizzard."
"I can see that!" Shining Armor snapped back impatiently. "Tell the captain to land the airship until the storm passes! It's too dangerous to fly in this weather."
"Right away, sir." The guard turned and left. The airship gave another violent shake.
Looking out the window, Cadance couldn't see anything. They had long since passed over Vanhoover and were now probably somewhere in the frozen wasteland beyond the border.
"If we crash out here..." Cadance began. Shining Armor could see the worried look on her face.
"We won't. I had this airship reinforced with a weather protection spell before we left. It won't hold for long in a blizzard like this, but it should be long enough to get us on the ground safely.
Both of them ran to the control room where the ship's captain was desperately trying to regain control. Just as they entered, an ear-piercing screech could be heard from outside the ship, which began to rapidly descend.
"You're bringing us down too fast!" Shining Armor yelled to the captain.
"It's not me, sir! Something out there is dragging us down!"
All that could be seen out the window was pitch black. Nobody was sure how close to the ground they were, or what was dragging the ship down.
"Everypony hold on to something, this is going to be a bumpy landing!"
The ship hit the ground violently. If not for Shining Armor's protection spell it would have been torn apart, but instead the ship's impact sent everypony in the control room crashing into a wall. 
It was the last thing Shining Armor remembered.

	
		Chapter 1



One Year Later...


"How many casualties from the last skirmish?" Princess Celestia asked.
"Twenty-seven, Your Highness. The Empire doesn't appear to be taking prisoners anymore."
War had erupted in Equestria. The battalion of guards that had been sent to the Northern Tundra from Canterlot never arrived, all presumed to be killed alongside Shining Armor and Princess Cadance. They, Celestia often thought to herself, were the first of endless casualties in an endless war. Only a few days after the airship crash, King Sombra of the Crystal Empire declared war on Equestria. Though Celestia was in the midst of preparing for such an inevitability, she had still been caught off guard.
In the first few months of the war, Sombra cut a path right through the under-defended Equestrian countryside, capturing key settlements including Vanhoover, Rainbow Falls, and Hollow Shades. A failed siege on Cloudsdale was what eventually turned the tide in Equestria's favour. Now, Sombra's forces had been pushed back over the northern border into the tundra, but Celestia's forces were dropping significantly.
"Contact their families, Flash, have you managed to recover all the remains?" Celestia asked solemnly. She had long since stopped counting how many ponies had been lost in the fight against Sombra, it didn't hurt as much if she didn't think about it.
"Most of them, yes." Flash explained. Wartime meant that soldiers rose through the ranks faster than usual, and after only a year of service, the pegasus was now the captain of Celestia's most elite legion of soldiers.
"Ensure they are all sent back to their homes." 
"Of course, Your Highness."
Flash left for his tent to write another set of condolence letters. Celestia took a few moments to watch the goings-on of the encampment. Many were stationed around the border area between Equestria and the Crystal Empire. Soldiers who had just returned from battle lined up at a tent to collect their dinner. Medics carried injured ponies into the infirmary tent to tend to their wounds. 
It was a cold evening. A quick spell would immediately blanket the encampment in warmth, but magic was only allowed to be used in short bursts in the most necessary of circumstances. Sombra could easily pick up the energy emitted from a single powerful spell and find the camp's location. For the most part, only the unicorn medics were allowed to use magic to tend to life-threatening injuries with no other options.
The sun had reached its usual place in the western sky where it waited for Celestia to bring it beneath the horizon. Controlling the sun and moon was a duty Celestia had been performing for over a thousand years, and even a war couldn't stand in the way of this. The alicorn took off into the sky to look for a secluded spot where she could bring Equestria from day to night without alerting Sombra to the whereabouts of her camp.
After landing on a secluded hilltop, Celestia had an expansive view of the tundra below. Before the war, Celestia had rarely travelled this far north. Even before Sombra's rise to power, when Equestria and the Crystal Empire were close allies, she had only been to the Empire twice. The first was a diplomatic visit not long after her and Luna's coronation. The second was to confront King Sombra, which ended in the Empire disappearing. Celestia was sure that the rolling snowy hills of arctic north were once beautiful, but these days they were scarred by an unforgiving war, alongside the dark crystals formed by Sombra's growing magic.
As Celestia used her magic to lower the sun to its rest, she turned her attention to raising the moon. Darkness fell over the tundra as the Mare in the Moon's gaze was lifted into the night sky. A sight that pained Celestia each night.
"Oh, Luna." the alicorn whispered to herself. "I wish you could be here by my side. Perhaps together we could have already stopped this evil by now." 
Composing herself, Celestia took off to return to the base camp. Lowering the sun was a feat that required much magical energy, which Sombra would be able to sense. No doubt Crystal Empire scouts were already on their way to her location. She would not be there when they arrived. 

Celestia had anticipated King Sombra to attack almost immediately after the Empire's return, but even still, Equestria was caught off guard by the Crystal Empire's initial assault. Equestria's northern border was guarded only by a small patrol group at the time, and Sombra's forces had wiped them all out before they could even warn Canterlot of the coming invasion.
Underpowered, Celestia was forced to draft in all existing guard reserves in order to have even the slightest chance of holding Sombra back from taking the capital. The Wonderbolts, Equestria's most famed flight acrobatics group, were also quickly pulled into the war to serve as the army's air cavalry group. Even with the reserves drafted in, the Wonderbolts were a small squad, but were known across the war front as an efficient team.
One such reserve drafted into the war was Rainbow Dash. She had idolised the Wonderbolts as a young filly growing up in Cloudsdale, and once she grew older her skills in flight led her to be accepted into the Wonderbolts Reserves. Rainbow Dash's dream of flying with her heroes was realised sooner than expected, but not in a war she had ever imagined. 
"Commander Dash. Permission to enter." spoke Fleetfoot from outside the Wonderbolts' tent.
"Permission granted, Lieutenant." Rainbow answered. She looked up from her work to greet her second-in-command.
The past year at war hadn't been kind to Rainbow Dash. Frequent skirmishes against Sombra's forces had cost the pegasus one of her wings, which was replaced by a prosthetic. Another particularly nasty encounter had left a scar on her right eye.
"Commander, a letter has just arrived from Canterlot. It's from Spitfire." 
"How is she?" Rainbow asked. 
"Recovering well, though she says it's unlikely she'll return to the front anytime soon." Fleetfoot sighed. "The injuries to her legs mean that she needs to re-learn how to walk."
Rainbow gave a disappointed sigh. "That's a shame."
"She also asked that I pass on her congratulations on your promotion." Fleetfoot continued. "She couldn't have picked a better pony to fill her shoes herself."
"I appreciate her confidence in me." Rainbow smiled weakly. "As do I appreciate the Princess', but as the only veteran Wonderbolt left on the squad, don't you think you should have taken command?"
When the war began a year ago and the Wonderbolts were first drafted in, the squad consisted of five veteran members and six reservists. Four of the five veterans had since left the front, either through serious injury or by being killed in action. Spitfire, the original commander of the squad, was the latest to be evacuated only a week ago, leaving Fleetfoot as the only remaining pre-war Wonderbolt. She was the obvious choice, Rainbow thought, to take command of the team, but it seemed Celestia thought otherwise.
"I thought so too at first, to be completely honest, ma'am," Fleetfoot said. "But as this war's gone on I've learned that our superiors are saddled with difficult decisions all the time. I'm sure the Princess knew what she was doing by assigning you to the post."
"I hope so." Rainbow frowned. "We've come out lucky in the past few skirmishes, but Captain Flash has been talking about a direct siege on the Crystal Empire itself. I don't know if I can lead everyone into a battle like that."
"I think you're more than capable of leading us, ma'am." Fleetfoot smiled. "In fact-"
The mares were cut off by the sound of a horn outside the tent. A sound that always meant trouble.
"What's going on?" Rainbow asked as she and Fleetfoot exited the tent, equipping their helmets. 
"Crystal Soldiers!" Flash announced. "Spotted just past the ridge. We need to hold them off while the injured are evacuated!"
The harsh blizzard that was coming down on the encampment had suddenly cleared. It was rumoured that Sombra's dark magic allowed him to manipulate the northern tundra's harsh climate, and now it seemed he had cleared the storm to allow his soldiers better visibility when attacking the camp.
Medics carried injured soldiers onto sledges that would carry them to a backup encampment at a new location. Now that they had been discovered, the sledges could be powered by magic for part of the journey, but with no wind, Rainbow was forced to delegate some of her pegasi to help bring the sledges the rest of the way.
"Thunderlane, Meadow Flower, go with the injured to help power the sledges. The rest of you, assume formation and get ready for the fight of your lives!" Rainbow commanded to her team. 
Princess Celestia stood in the center of the encampment, raising a shield around it.
"My magic is weaker at night, as I'm sure Sombra is well aware. This shield won't hold long, so prepare yourselves!"
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