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		Description

After 10 long years of war and suffering, Sombra succeeded. He won.
That was five years ago.
Now, the princesses have gone missing, what remains of the Bearers scattered, and Equestria and its people are suffering. Hope is a commodity, and it is one quickly snuffed out by the iron hoof of King Sombra's rule.
The spark of harmony and friendship has faded, but it hasn't died. Whispers of a resistance are heard across the land, but only rumors and dead ends are found.
Can someone step up and reignite the flame? Can someone rally the broken, scornful citizens and restore harmony?
For the sake of Equestria, all ponies can do is hope.
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Thank you for reading.
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		Prologue - Silent World



The crystal palace shook with a chaotic ferocity, groaning in response to the waves of energy that pulsed through its walls. Noise, indistinct and droning, resonated through the halls, clattering and clashing off the archways and wide walkways.
The normally immaculate interior lay in ruin. Grand mirrors lay scattered across the crystalline marble, their ornate frames cracked and discarded like trash. Paintings that showcased a once-proud kingdom's history and achievements were either missing entirely or defaced crudely, dark symbols scratched into all of them in some ancient, dead language. It was a state compounded with each surge of activity from the castle’s summit.
Each swell of energy brought with it a cascade of color that emanated from within the crystalline walls, channeling upward, before fading into an abyssal blackness once more. It was the lone source of light that accompanied the large, unpopulated hallways of the castle. The only other company was the steady rumble that occasionally shook the palace, completely independent of the magical surges.
More noise, more clashing, more droning, only being interrupted by an unseen blast from outside. 
More surges, each one coming faster than the last and for longer. The volume rose with the frequency of the colors, blending the noise and light into a reactive cacophony one may mistake for beauty, for entertainment.
It was anything but; it was a timer. Each wave of color that swept the halls brought with it an ominous warning understood by a select few: time was running out.
The large, stained windows that frequented many of the castle’s grander sides were tinted an infernal red and orange, clashing with the steady lavender, green, violet, and blue that stemmed from the surging walls. The resulting meld of hellish tones insulted the castle, which was once a beacon of laughter and harmony and forgiveness. It had certainly fallen from grace.
Smoke and ash clung to the glass, aging it and turning the once stunning architecture into a display of fear and confusion. The uproar from outside mimicked this grim reality.
Metal clashed against metal, ringing through the stained, foggy windows. Screams of war, pain, and sorrow swam through the air outside the castle, begging to be heard through the walls of crystal as if their salvation lay within.
Other than these noises, the halls on the ground floor stood in somber silence, awaiting an end to the fighting. 
Yearning for silence to grasp the world once more.
The other floors of the palace were not so peaceful, unfortunately. No fighting filled them with the screams of bloodshed and agony, but the crude aftermath of multiple battles scarred the place more and more on the higher floors. Multiple guards’ posts now only served as temporary graves for those unfortunate enough to be stationed there, their throats slit cleanly as they still sat in their seats.
No, no fighting was present. In fact, no fighting had occurred at all. A massacre had wiped floor after floor of well-trained soldiers. They were caught off-guard by an unseen force; it was a force they never stood a chance against.
It was a force that was still making its way to the top of the castle.
Yet another surge of power racked the palace, visibly distorting the interior of the castle as hall tables tipped over and chandeliers crashed to the marbled floor. The sudden noise was met only with silence as the disturbed structure fought to stay stable under the stress.
Near the uppermost platform of the castle’s tower, a darkened figure came to the foot of the final staircase. Breathing deeply, the figure moved up the stairs swiftly, not wanting to waste any more time. Thoughts flew through its mind, all of which went ignored by it. Its focus was getting to the top.
As it crested the final step, the figure could taste the soot and ash still present in the air, even as high up as the platform was. It did not seem to bother it.
Before moving any farther the figure solidified from its mist form into a dark unicorn stallion, and he relished the feeling. It had been a long, long time since he took his physical form.
He moved his front hooves onto the platform proper and was immediately pummeled with an unrelenting wind that seemed to encompass the whole platform. The force was enough to send him into a semi-crouched state, and he gritted his teeth, dark eyes hardening as he forced himself to stand. Digging his hooves into the crystal beneath him, the unicorn gruelingly forced his way against the wind and towards the center of the platform. All the while, sudden gusts threatened to sweep him up in the roaring gale. Looking forward, the unicorn could see his prize: an aqua blue crystalline heart that sat under a large focussing lens held by four columns of thick crystal. The four columns converged above the first lens, forming a spire that also held a smaller lens at the very tip. The unicorn licked his lips in anticipation. 
Just a little farther.
As he painfully inched his way closer and closer to the heart, the gusts of wind blew harder and harder, its roar nearly deafening him. And yet, he still pushed forward, never slowing a substantial amount against the raging tempest.
Slowly but surely, the unicorn finally reached the glowing runic ring that surrounded the heart. Whispering a few words of a dead language under his breath, the glowing runes wilted from the crystal surface.
As he stepped within the ring, yet another surge of power shook the tower, causing him to stumble into the podium that held the heart for balance. The heart itself was now ablaze with a fiery blue, glowing so bright that the unicorn needed to shield his eyes.
It was ready.
Behind him, the unicorn heard hoofsteps scaling the stairs to the platform along with voices. He only smiled at what they had to say.
“Hurry! We can’t let him activate the heart!” a distinctly female voice shouted, though heavily muffled by the still horrendous wind.
He paid the voice little attention before turning back to the heart.
He was too close to fail now. The unicorn grasped the spinning heart in his dark magic. As he did, the heart fractured as the dark magic began corrupting it, making it even more unstable. The wind blew harder, and the sky morphed into an unnatural electric blue as clouds began circling the spire. The unicorn continued pouring his magic into the heart.
Tremors racked the structure repeatedly, each one accompanied by bursts of magical energy being funneled into the heart. One tremor even came close to throwing the unicorn away from the heart, but he managed to use the podium to keep himself upright. As each tremor struck, the stallion found it more difficult to remain standing against the aftershocks. Eventually, he opted to just lean against the podium entirely, shifting his weight accordingly with each shake of the tower.
Massive thunderheads approached the spire, swirling and collapsing in on themselves as they did. They sparked with light each time the spire received a jolt of energy. Soon enough, the sparks began flying out to the spire itself, striking it repeatedly and surrounding its apex entirely. Each bolt lit the column of crystal up with power, being funneled both into the heart and the two lenses that sat above the heart. Within a few seconds, the lenses glowed as intensely as the heart itself.
Seeing this, the unicorn relaxed and smiled viscously. There he waited for his guests to reach the top.
As if on cue, the unicorn turned around just in time to see two mares reach the top of the stairs. The duo was headed by a lavender unicorn with violet streaks through her mane. Behind her, a tall, pure-white alicorn stood, glaring daggers along with her partner.
As they glared, the wind seemed to fly upward, somewhat clearing the platform of the infernal noise.
“Stop right there,” the lavender mare began slowly, her eyes burning with a fiery determination. He was certain she meant for the words to sound intimidating or even reprimanding. Like he was only colt being chastised for misbehaving.
How cute.
“You can’t win this; not this time. It’s two on one. Come forward now, and I promise—”
Rather than waste his time on talking to this pathetic mare, the stallion stepped backward, reveling the crystal's state to his company. It shook violently, even in the absence of the tremors, which had died down to a meer rumble. Cracks had scarred the thing, a black ooze pouring from its crevices. As it floated there, spinning just behind the stallion, its color continued to become diluted. 
Seeing this, the unicorn mare had ceased speaking, her eyebrows shifting upward and eyes softening. They trembled slightly.
Her alicorn partner seemed to hold her hardened glare, not letting a peep of fear show. The dark unicorn rolled his eyes and cocked an eyebrow. 
Stepping in front of the unicorn and shielding her with a large wing, she began to say, “Sombra, you can’t—”
Sombra had already turned away, facing the corrupted heart once more. He ripped the heart from the podium, sending a massive burst of magic into its dying form. The tower shook with a renewed ferocity. 
Behind him, Sombra thought he heard the alicorn move towards. Sombra didn't bother looking. Gripping the heart tightly, he let out a harsh, pinched cackle that froze the alicorn in her advance. He then threw the collapsing heart upward into the spire's fully charged lenses. 
Time seemed to grow slack as the heart flew through the air with a surprising amount of grace. The wind, Sombra thought, had grown calmer in those seconds, if only just a little. He stood tall, head held high as he watched what he had been waiting for was finally granted to him. He kept his eyes closed and waited for his victory.
As the heart collided with the first, a concussive wave slammed into those who stood on the platform, violently tossing them to the ground. The two mares bore the brunt of the impact, shrieking mostly in surprise as the air was forced from their lungs for a moment. The wind forced them to the ground as they tried in vain to stand.
Sombra only kneeled and smiled happily as he looked upward. 
As the heart smashed into the second lens, another concussive wave, stronger than the last, ripped the four columns apart, pulling them into the sky. The second wave slammed into the illy prepared mares, managing to force the lavender one's into the crystal heard enough to send a fracture through the floor.  Sombra heard the alicorn cry out and kneel next to the lavender one's side. He could not hear what she said, and he did not care.
It was done.
Above the platform, a ball of blue and black energy continued to grow, sucking in nearby material and cloud cover, even managing to rip loose crystals from the platform itself. As it grew, it continued to glow brighter and brighter, eventually outshining the sun, which had been masked by the smog of the battle below.
Sombra closed his eyes, basking in the warmth of his victory. It was over. Finally, it was over.
The ball of energy burst, sending a wall of blue fire across the sky. It followed this by slamming into the platform below, sending a wave of blue fire down the outside of the large tower and onto the ground. Within moments it expanded to the city's outer limits.
And then the world grew dark.
And, finally, it was quiet.
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		Chapter 1 - Odd Meetings



His feet pounded against the slick, cracked pavement below, driving himself forward. Wind whipped his face, bringing tears to his otherwise focused eyes as they shifted rapidly between each of his peripherals. 
He shook his head, wiping the water that worked to blind him away. 
Heartbeats echoed loudly in his ears, in sync with his heavy, rapid strides. The large bag on his back didn’t help his steadily increasing fatigue, legs yearning for a rest that he couldn’t afford at the moment. 
In fact, there was little he could afford to do besides run now. 
For a moment, the urge to check behind him broke through the noise of his mind. Maybe they aren’t there anymore, his mind whispered, edging him to turn just for a second. 
He didn’t risk it. 
Instead, he pinned his gaze to the path in front of him, eyes scanning once more for any routes that he could take. 
A clearing in the path he knew led to a pond was coming up quickly. Had it been a warmer season, he might’ve risked a dip if it meant getting away. 
The brumal, late-autumn air burned his lungs. Each lungfull seemed to bring with it less and less comfort as his body fought to keep going against the brewing storm. Even now, he could feel the wind picking up and see the light snowfall morphing into a densely packed flurry. It would be wise to head inside soon, but his options were limited. 
Wait, the pond might be frozen. . . I could hike across it and take a shortcut through the woods. I’ll lose them there.
Satisfied with the plan, he once more focused on the path, keeping his feet beneath him. 
Slowly, the path began widening into a forked trail; one leading ahead and the other leading to the hopefully frozen pond. 
Turning off the main walkway and onto the already snow covered gravel, he squinted struggling to look ahead as his eyes strained to focus the blurry images before him. The young blizzard did not help his efforts. 
As he continued to barrel down the gravel path, he crested a small elevation in it, stopping momentarily to look ahead once more. He could faintly makeout what appeared to be the pond, despite the fuzzy edges that kept it too obscure to confirm.
He continued to run forward, not looking back.
The path dipped down after the small hill curving back and forth as it continued to descend into another small clearing that held the pond. 
The air continued to get colder as he descended, his breath now fully visible. The burning in his lungs worsened as well, and soon enough, his old friends achy legs decided to make another appearance; he really was out of shape, wasn’t he?
Finally coming to the pond’s clearing, he stopped.
Gasping for breath, he hunched over with his hands on his knees. As he stood there, catching his breath, he strained his ears for his pursuers. Seconds passed, and he began to think he might’ve actually lost them. 
Just in case, he pushed his hand into the snow and grabbed the largest rock he figured he could throw, flinching as the cold bit into his fingers. He pocketed the rock.
He let out a long sigh before picking his head up to look down the path behind him. 
More seconds past, and he let himself feel just a bit of hope. Maybe a trek through a dark, cold forest wouldn’t be needed after all. 
Suddenly, his hopes were dashed as he heard footsteps kicking up dirt and rocks along the path he had come from. Turning around to face the pond, he was horrified to see that the majority of it remained unfrozen. Even the spots that had begun to freeze were far too thin for him to cross safely. 
By now, the sun had finally dipped beneath the horizon, casting the clearing into a pale, dark twilight. The large drop in temperature was felt immediately. All the moisture in his exposed lips and hands had all but left now, leaving them dried and cracked. They were beginning to go numb but still throbbed. 
Rubbing his hands together, he looked around and listened for anything around him.
He could hear the steps coming closer, and his ragged breath became quicker again. His already raw throat certainly did not appreciate the ample amount of freezing air that it was getting. 
Damnit. . . he breathed. Couldn’t have done this on a warmer day, could you guys?
Scanning the pond, he searched for a way to run around the edges without being seen. What light did make it this far down into the clearing was heavily obstructed by the thick pines that flanked the pond’s edges. It was still enough to illuminate his path for a while, so that would have to be his best bet.
Before he could move to make good on his plan, the distant footsteps had finally evolved to four figures rushing into the clearing with him. 
Two men stayed to block the path, one moved to the left of the path, blocking his potential exit. The last one moved toward him slightly, and the other three did so as well. They all were out of breath, heaving as they made their way towards him.
The three that stood guard were massive men, easily towering over him and the leader of the group. Said leader was still taller than him by a few inches. 
A shit-eating grin crossed the leader’s lips.
Panic overwhelmed his mind. Here he was: stuck between three brutes, an asshole, and a pond that was hypothermia waiting to happen. What the hell was he gonna do?
As if to answer him, the leader of the group stepped forward again. He was a large man, not in height, but he made up the missing mass in width. 
Clearing his throat, the man began to speak. 
“Alright, Shayne. . . Here’s how this. . . is gonna go,” the man said between breaths. “Either you give us the. . .  money you owe us or,” he paused, looking behind towards his goons, “This is gonna get messier than it needs to,” the leader finished, grimacing slightly. 
For a moment, Shayne reckoned he could dome him in the head with the rock and get a few good swings in before the other three pounced on him. The thought almost made him smile, but reality came crashing down too quickly, shaking the thought from his mind. 
The wind had died down, leaving the snow to fall more delicately around them. It graced the rocks and trees and gravel that surrounded the group. 
If he were in a nicer situation, Shayne would have thought it was beautiful. Peaceful, even.
Second after agonizing second passed like molasis. Shayne racked his mind for a response that would minimize the likely incoming hospital bill, but found it very difficult to think. Adrenaline had been coursing through his veins for a while now, leaving him more lethargic than he’d like. 
Truth was, not only did he not have their money, Shayne didn’t have any money at all. He was a week out from his next check, so he wasn’t too focused on what the hell these guys needed from him. Shayne was busy surviving until the end of the week.
In his mind, this was just another bump in the road, albeit a more painful one.
Finally, after what felt like an eternity, he settled on a response. One that was mostly fueled by fatigue and the growing frustration that burned in his chest.
“Shaw, I don’t have your damn money,” Shayne began, voice tired and drawn out. “If I did, we wouldn’t be out here in the bloody freezin’ cold, now would we?” As he spoke, Shayne swung his arms, gesturing to the darkening sky as if to emphasize his point. “Hell, we’d be havin’ a grand ole’ time. You and your boyfriends over there sat around extortin’ money outta hard working people, and I’d be still alive with my knees intact. Sounds fun, right?” Shayne tried to make that sound jovial, like a friend making fun of another friend in jest. He didn’t think it worked very well, and judging from the glares he was getting, his buddies didn’t care for his attempts at humor.
Well. . . I guess that’s one way to piss them off, he thought. 
Shayne gulped and butterflies began to swirl in his stomach. 
Somehow, the air grew colder and thinner in the ensuing silence. No one moved or spoke or made a single sound. The only thing that filled the silence was the steady breeze that continued to dance in and out of the clearing. Shayne continued to glance from Shaw to his thugs and back, looking for any movement. 
Shayne swallowed hard once more, and he finally settled his gaze on Shaw’s eyes. Surprisingly, they weren’t filled with the anger or murderous intent Shayne expected; rather, Shaw seemed to be looking at Shayne with. . . pity? 
“Look, boy,” Shaw spoke suddenly, snapping Shayne from his trance. He spoke slowly, a strange weariness worming its way into his words. “We chased your ass out here, we ain’t leavin’ without some form of payment.” Shaw’s hardened glare returned, accompanied by a new, disturbing grin. 
By the way that last word was said, Shayne figured the pity he had seen wasn’t as selfless as he’d thought. 
Shayne cursed under breath, shivering as a swell of freezing air blew into the clearing. Shayne closed his eyes, hiding in the moment of protection the darkness gave him to think. Running wasn’t really an option now, not with them so close. Shayne doubted he’d make it far with how tired he was, not even factoring in the massive bag still wrapped tightly around his shoulders and he’d be damned if he left it behind. Fighting would most likely end just as poorly as running. Even if it were just him and Shaw, he didn’t like his chances, but add the three other meatheads? 
Things could go from bad to deadly, fast. 
No matter how I play this, it's gonna end ugly, he thought. Better just act tough and get through this with at least a little dignity.
Taking a deep breath, Shayne opened his eyes to speak, his fear masked by a forced jollity. “Well, if that’s the case,” Shayne paused, lifting his left arm and curling his pointer and middle finger towards himself, “Come get your payment, ya thick-necked prick.” As he finished his best shot at a one-liner, Shayne felt his smile fade.
That was probably a bit much, huh? he thought, flinching inwardly.
Shaw’s scowl was filled with so much venom it was a wonder he could still stand, and his eyes were overcome with a fury that sent a shiver down Shayne’s spine.
Translation: damn right that was too much.
With a disgruntled grunt, Shaw moved towards Shayne, motioning for his goons to follow. They were closing in fast, but Shayne needed them to be just a little closer. 
Time began to crawl, and Shayne’s mind seemed to follow it. Almost unconsciously, he found himself reaching into his pocket, grasping the rock within, and chucking it as hard as he could at Shaw’s fat face. 
As the rock left his hand, Shayne’s heart had somehow begun pounding harder than before. It felt as though it would either fly out of his chest or up his throat, neither a very pleasant feeling. However, his heart skipped an entire beat as Shayne saw the rock collide with Shaw’s face, hitting the bridge of his nose and causing him to slip backward onto his back, letting out a primal grunt of presumably pain. 
Even from where he stood, Shayne could see the snow beginning to turn red as Shaw slowly rolled onto his stomach. 
Holy shit. . . was all that came to his mind as he stood there, frozen in surprise.
Shaw wiped at the large gash, growling in a newfound rage as his hand and face smeared with his own blood. “You. . . you little shit!” Shaw screamed as he sat there kneeling on the ground. “Don’t just stand there, you morons! Get him!” he screamed, louder than before and gestured to Shayne.
With that, Shayne broke himself from his surprise just in time to see three very large men rushing towards him. Without thinking, he stepped back onto a small portion of the pond’s edge that was frozen. As his foot went through, Shayne lost his balance and fell to one knee, yanking his right foot from the freezing water before it could get too wet. Even still, he felt his toes and the entire front half of his foot quickly go numb. 
Shifting his attention to his attackers, Shayne stood up, readying his fists awkwardly. As the closest one finally reached Shayne, the behemoth of a man swung wildly with his left hand, easily being dodged by Shayne as a ducked. Using his own momentum against him, Shayne grabbed his outstretched arm and yanked with all his might towards the pond, his foot reached out to trip the man. Only succeeding a little, Shayne managed to force the man into the pond’s shallows, splashing loudly. Shayne released the man’s arm.
Holy shit! Shayne thought as he regained his balance, stepping away from the edge of the pond and towards the other men. 
Looking to the next attacker, Shayne frantically shook the bag off his shoulders. Just as the second man lunged, Shayne threw all of his weight into the hail mary of bag swings, but even though the man was surprised, he reacted much quicker than Shayne thought he would have. The blow only clipped the man’s face, which was easily brushed off. This did little to impede the man’s lunge as he ripped the bag from Shayne’s hands, throwing it off to the side. Before he could do much else, Shayne felt the thug’s massive arms wrap around his waist. Suddenly, the sensation of leaving the ground overcame him, and he was forcefully brought down into the snowy gravel, head bouncing off the ground. 
Shayne’s vision blurred and swam before him, and he felt his hair stick to the gravel as he lifted his head slightly. As he did, a blinding pain whipped through the back of his head. Shayne felt the thug release him and stand up. 
Sluggishly, Shayne rolled onto his stomach and attempted to get to his knees. Shuffling to his left drew his attention there, but as he tried to move his head in that direction, a boot came from the ground and smashed into his nose, blinding him as pain shot through it. Shayne’s head was reeling by now and he found himself outstretched on his back, unable to move as his vision continued to refuse his attempts to focus. 
He could feel his heart pound in his chest, the blood rushed through his ears drowning most of the sounds around him into a blend of just. . . noise. 
Being denied a much needed rest, Shayne’s side was introduced to yet another flurry of attacks from the same boot that smashed his nose in. He recoiled from the pain, curling into a ball to try to protect himself from the onslaught to no avail. It seemed that the other two thugs had finally joined the party as kicks came flying from all directions, some landing to Shayne’s back, his head, and his stomach. 
Finally, a stray kick connected where he had previously hit his head, sending his vision into yet another blur of stars and colors. Shayne could feel the cold embrace of unconsciousness begin to take a hold of his mind. The edges of his vision began fading as they caved in, almost consuming is vision entirely. 
Shayne thought he heard a man shout something unintelligible. It made the kicks stop, so he was grateful. Shayne could feel the blood from the back of his head matte his hair down, and he was sure his nose was broken. Blood seemed to trickle down his knows slowly.  
Still on his back, he tried to look around but found moving was an incredibly painful thing to do, so he simply laid there for what felt like eternity. 
He was abruptly grabbed by two of the thugs and forced to his knees. He was still facing toward the pathway that led to the pond, but Shayne couldn’t get the images in front of him to be clear enough to really see anything. Fuzzy shapes and figures clouded his sight. 
Shayne swore he could hear someone talking to him, but he couldn’t focus on it. Everything was starting to blend together again. He let his head sink down, consciousness leaving him rapidly.
A gloved hand grabbed his hair forcefully, pulling his head upright once more just in time for him to be slapped by another hand. It was enough to keep him awake, but not enough to break the veil over his eyes. 
The voice screaming at him was getting clearer though. After a few more garbled sentences, Shayne could faintly make it out. 
It was Shaw. 
“Boy, look me in the eyes when I am talking to you!” he screamed, or that’s what Shayne thought he was doing. It still sounded muffled. “Little shit. . . you are either really dumb or really brave and honestly,” Shaw paused to pull something shiny from his coat pocket, “I think neither suit you.” For a moment, Shaw stopped talking or yelling or whatever he thought he was doing—he was fiddling with the shiny thing, trying to put it on his hand. 
No. . . Shayne thought, his mind jumbled and racing. You’ve got to be getting me. . . 
Letting out a groan, Shayne seemed to get Shaw's attention back on him.
“What? Had enough yet, pisspot? Ready to pay up?” 
Shaw had moved uncomfortably close to Shayne’s face, almost snarling and spitting in his eyes. His breath stank of cigarettes and cheap alcohol. 
Shayne, in his ultimate wisdom, believed he should let Shaw know distance is a polite thing to give someone. 
How?
Raising his head, Shayne gargled and spat as much phlegm, crud, and saliva he could muster right into Shaw’s still bleeding gash. 
“You still mad about that rock busi—”
Before he could finish his retort, the hand holding his hair ripped him backward and Shaw drove his now reinforced right hand right into Shayne’s ribs. Red bled into Shayne’s vision as he tried to hunch over in pain, only to jerked upright again into another oncoming strike. This one hit the same place, and Shayne felt a rib crack. 
Shayne bit his tongue, drawing blood, forcing down his cries. Even still, strangled grunts of pain came muffled from each strike the Shaw landed. After three more blows, Shayne was allowed to hand his head, and he heard Shaw step back. He kneeled down to Shayne’s level, eyes ablaze.
“Look here, pisspost, we can do this all night if we have to. The long you act tough, the more likely we’ll leave you here to freeze to death in your own blood,” Shaw spat. “Now, I’ll ask again, are you ready to pay up?”
Shayne tried to say something clever, but as he breathed to speak, pain racked his sides. So, he opted to give a slight shake of his head, spitting a bit of blood at Shaw’s feet. 
Standing fully, Shaw sighed. “Well, now, that’s a shame. . .” he paused and turned to look at the bag the thugs had discarded. Smirking, he said, “Say, what’s in the bag?”
Immediately, Shayned’s head shot up despite the pain that followed. He glared with as much ferocity and hostility he could muster in a situation like this. “Nothing. None of your damn business anyhow. . .” Shayne seethed, his voice burdened and hoarse.
Even as he was talking, Shayne could see Shaw’s gaze move to the bag. Soon, he began moving towards it, and Shayne exploded.
“Damnit, you bastard! I said there’s nothing in there! Keep your damn hands off that I swear to god I’ll kill you!”
Shayne tried to force his way up, but the thugs threw him to the ground and resumed their earlier onslaught, kicking him relentlessly. They gave him no mercy as their boss slowly approached the bag. 
Shayne, despite the pummeling he was receiving, was lost in his thoughts. If he lost that bag. . . he couldn’t. He just couldn’t. 
It was all he had left.
He tried to get up against the kicks, but failed to do so multiple times. Each time, the thugs only kicked harder, so Shayne laid there. His vision began going black once more, and he welcomed it. He couldn’t do anything anymore.
Just before he succumbed to the beating, a noise pulled him back from the brink. Behind him, he could hear rushing—no, moving—water. A lot of it.
By now, the kicks had stopped and all three of the thugs were seemingly looking in the direction of the noise. Shayne didn’t dare move a muscle. Instead, he opted to just listen.
“Uh, boss? What the hell is that?” one of the thugs asked, fear lacing his voice.
What the hell are you afraid of, tough guy? Shayne thought, almost amused.
Almost. Having the shit kicked out of you tends to put a damper on one’s humor.
Turning from his inspection of the bag, Shaw scowled in the direction of his men, only to join his men in what Shayne assumed was fear. 
“What in god's name. . .” Shaw trailed off. 
Still too afraid to move, Shayne continued to lay there. The noise of water continued to crescendo, as if something was rising out of the pond. Officially too curious, Shayne rolled over to his side slowly, peering through the legs of the thugs. As his eyes met the center of the pond where the noise was coming from, his jaw dropped. 
In the center of the pond, a ball of bright white light—as large as a car—was rising out of the water. The light was so bright it lit up the clearing as if it were day again. One glance to the sky and Shayne confirmed that it was definitely not daytime. The stars occasionally poked and shined from behind the large clouds that dotted the sky.  
Turning his attention back to the ball of light, Shayne was horrified to see it was making its way to the shore of the pond, its light somehow glowing brighter and brighter. His heart sank.
“Boss, what the hell are we doing?”
“I uh. . .” Shaw struggled to speak, fumbling over his words. “Screw this. Let’s get the hell out of here!”
Shayne heard Shaw turn and run. 
“Hey, boss! W-wait for us! Boss!”
The three supposedly tough thugs called after their boss like a scared kid to his mother, and they fled in a similar manner. Shayne allowed himself a smile as he heard them slip and fall repeatedly to escape the ball of light.
Said ball of light was now touching down on the bank. 
Slowly, Shayne pushed himself to one knee, holding his side tightly. Breathing was becoming much more difficult, so running anymore was definitely not gonna be happening. Instead of turning to run, Shayne simply sat back down and stared at the ball of light. 
“Well. . .” he spoke slowly, coughing as he did. “I guess there are worse ways to die than a big ball of light from a pond.” Shayne smiled lazily. Whether it was the pain or the concussion, Shayne found himself almost content with facing this. He knew he should probably be afraid, but he couldn’t find it in himself to be scared. Instead, he looked on in a blend of wonder and amazement. The light seemed to. . . calm him in a way. 
As he continued to stare, the ball of light began fading, and Shayne could see a large figure in the middle of it. He continued to squint at the dying light, and the figure became clearer and clearer as the light faded. 
“What the hell. . .?” 
Finally, the fading light had completely dissipated, leaving the clearing bare of anything but the moonlight from above. Shayne couldn’t believe what he was seeing. There, in the moonlight, stood a white horse, easily over six feet tall. A closer look, and Shayne saw the horse had wings. . . and a horn? The thing’s mane and tail were alive, flowing way more than the wind warranted. Its fur was so white that when the moonlight caught, it shined brightly off the pearly coat. 
Shayne continued to stare more, dumbfounded, his mouth agape. The horse thing was staring in the direction where his attackers had run, a pronounced glare gracing its face—muzzle?
Seeming to feel his gaze, the horse thing turned to meet his eyes finally. Its eyes were an impossible shade of pink, and they bore grace, sorrow, pain, and care in a terrifyingly human package of emotion. Its gaze made Shayne feel. . . safe, somehow. It seemed to have softened its eyes greatly from when it was glaring, almost like it was relieved to see him.
Shayne held his breath as it shuffled awkwardly towards him, limping. As it moved closer, Shayne unconsciously scooted himself away from it as best he could against the frigid snow bed beneath him. 
The creature slowed its approach, legs dragging along the snow. Its ears folded down as it cocked its head to one side and stared at Shayne with darkened, eyes. Remorseful, even. 
Then the horse thing spoke, a strong, feminine voice filling the clearing. 
“I am sorry. I seem to have frightened you. I mean you no harm, I promise. Just needed to give them a good scare is all." She gave a light chuckle and gave a slim smile, her eyes stripping a bit of their former sadness. "Are you alright?"
After everything that had happened to him tonight, Shayne could not take another crazy thing. 
He had surely gone mad.
With nothing more than a “gah” of exasperation, Shayne felt his body go limp as he fell backward and promptly fainted. 
 

			Author's Notes: 
Thank you for reading.
Comments, thoughts, and advice are welcomed.
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