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		Description

Long before the rise of ponies, deer ruled most of the world uncontested. It was an age of technological heights and moral lows. Utopia never lasts, and they eventually turned on each other. In this turmoil, the deer created their greatest failure. A creature known as Mallkim emerged. He fed upon the fear and hate, and created an endless winter. Mallkim hunted down and destroyed most of the deer before entering a magical slumber, waiting for another race to rise and provide him with more to feast upon. 
Thus, the ponies rose to replace the fallen deer, who had been hunted to near extinction. Fortunately, when Mallkim rose from his slumber, the ponies were ready. The Pillars were warned and assisted by the remaining deer, and the Father of the Silent Winter was sealed away in stone before he could gather his strength. But Mallkim's legend and influence was not squashed to easily. 
The deer dedicated themselves to eradicating their mistake from history, destroying every artifact and coven they could find. 
All except one.
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The dark crystal walls shook, items clattered around in drawers and display cases. An amulet clattered to the ground, having fallen from its decorative perch. Its diamond shaped sapphire glowed even in the low light, silver antlers spiraling from each side shining in its glow. Another boom, another round of quakes. The battle was quickly coming to an end, and not in a way the amulet wanted. Its master was yet to waken, but this empire was soon to disappear. A vile curse it had helped weave. No, it needed to be far from here, someplace where it would be discovered and cared for. Without a host, a movement of that distance and specificity would take almost all of its power. The amulet would need to be dormant for quite some time to regain its lost charge. But as purple bolts of energy began dancing across its surface, and a puddle of similar looking sludge pooled beneath it, a teal shimmer ran throughout the entire room. The amulets magic was dispelled, and its gem went dark. A door slammed open, letting in dim torch light. Several thin, elegant figures entered with antlers glowing with a similar teal color. A slightly panicked search began, items being roughly tossed about as everything was scrutinized. 
“Here!” An alert was sent in a hushed whisper. The amulet was held aloft, illuminated by torches. Two deer approached the one who found it and procured two halves of a hollow metal sphere. Each glowed with a golden light and floated up to the dormant amulet with a hum. They came together, enclosing their quarry inside. A pair of antlers was suddenly wreathed in fire, the sphere began to glow red-hot. The connective seam melted away, and once cooled off the sphere was one complete orb. A white magic enveloped, and the newly fashioned seal floated over to what seemed to be the leader of the group. 
“The Dion will guard this. Our vault in the Verdancy Wild is already built and enchanted, the rest of you,” Silver eyes stared down every other pair, “The events of this day will remain secret. A secret you will take to the grave and beyond. Only Dion will remember our race’s greatest failure, our burden will not plague the rest of the Deer.” His antlers lit up brightly, and in a flash the group of deer were gone. 

A pair of ponies trotted through Ponyville, a common sight on such a fair-weather day. A unicorn mare with a silver coloration maintained a brisk pace next to a brown and black pegasus stallion. The pair moved through the farmers market, dragging a decently sized wagon behind them. The mare put a sweet smile on her face as they approached an older looking stall. 
“Root! You in there?” She called out. There was some shuffling and rustling, and old earth pony popped out from under the counter. He saw the pair and returned the unicorn’s smile. 
“Silver Spark! I was wondering when you and your brother would come up, I was getting worried!” The farmer turned to look at the pegasus, who wore a neutral expression. Root raised an eyebrow, a knowing glint in his eye. “Still as sociable as ever, Quicksand.” After meeting the old ponies gaze for a moment, Quicksand let a small smile appear on his muzzle. 
“I only talk to those I want to, Root.” Root let out a raspy cackle. 
“Then aren’t I just lucky to hear your voice?” The earth pony turned back to Silver Spark. “I’m assuming it’s the same order as last week?” The mare let out a giggle as she pulled out a pouch of bits and laid them on the stall. 
“You know us too well Root. Nopony grows daisies tastier than you.” 
“Of course, ya’ll two are my most loyal customers! Those darn apple farmers usually eat up most of my potential clientele. C’mon Quicksand, help an old farmer out with these bundles.” The pegasus gave a snort in response, but unattached from the wagon and followed Root to the back of the stall to grab their order. It took a few minutes to get everything nestled among the other items in the wagon. “Ya know, if you two just moved into town you wouldn’t have to bust yer chops draggin’ this old thing around.” 
“We have a pretty good set up where we live already.” Quicksand said as he reached himself. “The journey isn’t too bad anyway.” Root nodded his head. 
“Fair enough. Just know if ya ever need to stay, I got a few empty rooms ya’ll could—” Root was cut off as wave of cold wind rushed through the market. It left all three ponies shivering for a moment before the sun warmed them up once more. “Damn, that was chillier than a Windigo’s behind! Where in tarnation did that come from?” Silver Sparked looked around for a rouge snow cloud or guilty looking unicorn, but the confusion was evident everywhere. 
“I’m not sure, the skies look clear…”
An old, raspy voice came hollering from the central plaza of the marketplace. “IT’S THE ICE SPIRITS, THE WINDIGOS! THEY RETURN TO FEAST UPON OUR SINS! PRAY, YA HEATHENS! THE SILENT WINTER IS UPON US!” Root rolled his eyes and hollered back in more controlled tone. 
“Quit yer yapping Fossil, before yer voice gives out like yer knees! The Windigos don’t exist, stop riling up young folk!” The earth pony shook his head, chuckling as he went to check on the produce at the back of his stall. “That old Fossil Flower, every Tuesday is the end of the world to her. Prolly just some Pegasus pranking us hardworking farmers, the damn featherbrains. What do you two think?” There was no answer. Root turned around to find the pair of siblings gone. Lingering for a moment, he just shrugged and went back to work. They must’ve been in a hurry. 

The pair trotted towards the Ever-Free Forest, faster than most would expect when dragging a fully loaded wagon. Once they were on a trail leading into the heart of the forest, and surrounded by dense vegetation, a shimmer ran over their bodies. Their pony form disappeared as they grew taller and thinner. Their coat colors were replaced by brown, black, and white fur. Antlers revealed themselves, though “Silver Spark’s” pair were obviously made of a silver-colored metal, whereas her brothers were a naturally formed pair. Now in their true forms as Deer, they ventured ever deeper. 
“Ailia, any word?” The brother asked.
“No Bandlyst, nothing.” Ailia answered worriedly. She glanced at her brother then refocused on the path. “I just hope mother is alright.” Ailia heard Bandlyst snort in annoyance. 
“She’d be just fine if we stopped trying these pony remedies and actually used our people’s technology.” 
“You know how dangerous it can be!” Ailia chastised the buck, “The Deer fell from dominance for a reason. We have to use the artifacts sparingly. Besides, Dion never had any of the real healing tech.” 
“I can think of one…” Bandlyst muttered under his breath. Before the argument could go any further, the pair of deer arrived at their destination. A timber wolf den. The wooden predators growled at their approach, green eyes leering out from the darkness. Ailia raised her right forelimb to her snout, brandishing a circlet with a slew of multicolored runes. The doe pressed her snout against a green one, and the bottom of her hoof shone with the same symbol. Stamping her hoof to the ground, her silver antlers lit up with a green aura. The timber wolves went silent and disappeared into the surrounding forest. 
“Good to see your new Focus is working.” The buck said as they walked into the den. 
“The Forge Masters uphold the tradition well.” The den goes much deeper than it should, and dirt is soon replaced by craved stone. A pair of ornately carved stone door open as the siblings draw near, artificial light spilling into the cavern. As they enter through the gateway, it was evident their home was in a state of emergency. The normally empty hallway to the greater Vault, was now lined with heavily armored bucks. Their silver armor flowed naturally along their bodies, teal lights running along underneath. The largest buck of the squad stepped in front of Ailia and Bandlyst, his significance made clear by the full-body armor. 
“Stop there. Noreen’s twins I assume?” The bucks voice was scratchy, like he spoke through a radio. “Need to scan your wagon there. It’ll take a sec, then you’re free to go. The boys here will take the supplies you got; you’re wanted in the Inner Vault.” 
Ailia nodded. “Of course, Warden Grail.” The Warden’s antlers glow white, and a screen of magic covered the wagon. A moment passes, and its dispelled. 
“All right, you’re good to go. Like I said, Inner Vault.” The siblings nodded, unattached themselves from the wagon, and quickly made their way deeper into their subterranean home. The Inner Vault was an impenetrable fortress, from deer Honor Guard to rune-forged defense golems and every kind of trap the Forge Masters could craft. All to guard one thing. As the siblings crossed through yet another set of thick stone doors, the entered the observatory. Groups of deer frantically milled about checking and writing down glyph sequences appearing on glass panes. One noticed the twins and rushed over to them. 
“Finally, you’re here! Bandlyst, we need your magic to suppress the Amulet, it’s gone completely rouge.” Not one to stop for a chat during a crisis, the buck nodded his head and followed the researcher toward the entry hatch. Ailia was left alone, so she decided to try and figure out what in the world was going on. She stepped in front of a doe who was rushing about with a scroll of notes. 
“What’s going on?! Where’s Noreen?” The doe was startled, obviously not in the mood for chatting. 
“A-A magical surge came from the north, and then the Amulet just went berserk. We think it might actually be fully awake. Noreen, she…” The doe trailed off, not looking Ailia in the eye. “Her condition worsened severely. The Amulet’s awakening might have strengthened her sickness. I’m sorry, now please I need to get these notes to the analyst.” The researcher brushed past a wide-eyed Ailia. After a moment she rushed to the observatory window. From there she could see Bandlyst, along with a cadre of deer no doubt providing magical support. His horn glowed a bright gold as he fought against some formless blob of dark magic. Deep inside, Ailia could see the sphere that had contained the cursed artifact their family had spent a thousand years guarding. Bright cracks ran along its surface, more of the vile looking magic pouring from it. Bandlyst was keeping it contained in a golden dome, and it was working. So far, at least. The doe knew she shouldn’t bother him, but he deserved to know. Messing with her rune circlet, she made her selection and stomper her hoof. Her antlers lit up with a green light. 
“Bandlyst?”
“What?” Came the curt reply. Ailia could feel his annoyance in his thoughts. 
“The amulet did something to Mother. I don’t know what yet, but I’m going to go see her.” Waves of anxiety and concern came from Bandlyst.
“Be there for her, I got this handled. Thanks for telling me.” 
“I know you do. Good luck.”

Bandlyst felt Ailia leave his mind. He refocused on the monster before him, using his boosted magic to keep it trapped while the eggheads upstairs figured out a solution. Then they could focus on his mother. The curse of the Dion had existed since they put the cursed thing in the vault, you think they’d come up with a cure by now. 
“It can never be broken.”
The buck nearly buckled under the weight of the presence that just entered his mind, speaking with waves of untold hatred and malice and power. He gasped as his dome flickered, the air being driven from his lungs like he’d been kicked. 
“What… who…” 
The amulet. Bandlyst struggled to keep an even gaze at it, his golden hues blurred in their vision. 
“How can… you speak? How are you…”
“Typical deer arrogance. Still using the same tricks as all those eons ago. Comes with all the problems as well.” Bandlyst heard its mocking laughter ring in his ears. The buck gritted his teeth, sweat dripped down his snout.
“What did you do to my mother?” 
“Nothing she wouldn’t have wanted. Isn’t that what you Dion’s are all about, suffering so others don’t have to? Isn’t that why you ‘Keepers’ choose to bear a curse that halves your life span and cripples you with nightmarish pains and phantoms? All to contain a mere Echo.  She’s chosen to be the nexus of all my… collateral energies. Without her, you and your little gang of batteries would be rolling in agony right now.” The buck took a minute to process and think, all the while he struggled to keep his dome up. 
“What will it take for you to stop?”
“Oh? No heroic speech of defiance?”
“Just… tell me.”
“I wish to be set free. From there all I can guarantee is a battle of wills. Mine against yours. I win, I use your body as a little meat puppet. You win, and you can finally end the curse killing your bloodline.”
“…”
“Do we have a deal?”

The Royal Gardens were a beautiful display of almost every floral species in Equestria, a labor of love maintained by the Royal Gardeners for a thousand years. They carefully trimmed each and every plant and cared for the statues that resided amongst the plants. Every stone figure was clear of roots, weeds and shone like the day they were made. Except for one. A single statue that resided in the heart of the Royal Labyrinth, far from any of the well-traveled paths. An unconscious tradition of neglect from the first generation of Royal Gardeners that refused to come near the gangly figure. Vines and moss-covered antlers were all that was truly visible. Brush and overgrown trees obscured everything else. Expect today, something new could be seen. As the chilling pulse of wind swept over Canterlot, a cold white frost began seeping out like a deathly fog.
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Curious Cookie strutted across the royal grounds; his green-feathered wings rustled by the light winds. It was his first week amongst the Royal Gardeners, and already he’s been all over the palace. The Gardens themselves, both Royal Bedrooms, practically the whole castle, even some places in the city. But he was rather nervous about the next section he was about to experience. The Royal Labyrinth.   
“Hey there Cookie! Over here!” Called a sweet voice. Cookie saw a unicorn mare standing at the entrance with a smile on her face, lavender mane blown about by the small winds. The pegasus returned her smile, she was his superior after all. Green Horn was the nicest of the senior staff, giving him all kinds of tips and words of encouragement. With her here, the natural creepiness of the maze wouldn’t bother Cookie in the slightest. 
“Hi Green Horn! I’m ready to get this these hedges under control!” The senior unicorn giggled at Cookies enthusiasm. 
“Wow, you’re awfully excited to trim a bunch of boring bushes. Usually this is one of the most avoided assignments.” Cookie puffed out his chest with pride, a look smug success on his muzzle. 
“This is my last requirement before I get promoted! The junior staff cafeteria menu will finally be mine…” Green Horn rolled her eyes but kept the smile on her face. Cookie was always thinking with his stomach. 
“I’m glad you’re so motivated. Should make this whole thing go faster. Come on, let’s get it down before the boredom gets to us,” As she turned away from Cookie to enter the Labyrinth a mischievous glint entered her eye, “Or if that doesn’t drive you mad, the Forgotten Statue will.” Cookie snapped out of his food-filled fantasy by Green Horns ominous statement. 
“Th-The what?” 
“Oh? No one’s told you yet?” Green Horn kept her low, serious tone. Her pegasus companion leaned in to listen as they trotted into the maze. “Old Gardener legend says that within this Labyrinth is a statue so overgrown, that not a single pony knows what it looks like. No Gardener would dare approach it.” Cookie shakily set about his duty, getting out his trimmer tools. 
“Not a single one? Why would they do that?”
“Because the closer and closer to the statue, the colder and colder it gets. You start feeling all kinds of wrong, voices whisper in your ear…” The unicorn dropped her voice lower and lower. Cookie strained his ears to catch whatever Green Horn said next. “AND THEN IT GETS YOU!” The pegasus yelped, and accidently sheared a chunk of the hedge off. 
“Green Horn, you’re supposed to be the nice one!” Cookie grumbled, looking at the now uneven hedge. The unicorn was too busy having a laughing fit to answer, but eventually calmed down. 
“Ha, sorry hon but I’ve been waiting to pull that on a newbie ever since I was hit with it. Oh dear Celestia, that was too good.” The unicorn wiped a tear from her eye and composed herself. “Sorry Cookie, I’ll make it up to you. Promise. I’m going to head to the exit and work my way from there. We’ll meet up in the middle!” Green Horn left the spooked pegasus to his work. Though slightly disgruntled, Cookie quickly feel into the comfortable numbness of tedium. Time seemed to fly by as he trimmed hedge after hedge, all the time daydreaming of what he would eat after his promotion. So engrossed was the worker, that he didn’t notice the air begin to cool, nor the ever-creeping frost as he ventured deeper and deeper into the maze. 

Ailia rushed into her mother’s quarters, the guards at her door letting the daughter pass freely. It was spartan, as many rooms were in the Vault. Not even the matriarch decorated all too much, besides the usual banners and ornamentals.  Said matriarch was laying in her bed, surrounded by medical personnel. They turned to look at Ailia as she entered, one moving to intercept. 
“Leave us.” A raspy voice cut through the chatter. Some looked hesitant to leave, but eventually complied with Noreen’s request. As they filtered out, Ailia approached her mother’s bedside. She looked over Noreen, never in her life had she seen a deer look deathlier while still alive. Her eyes were bloodshot, her fur patchy. Blood leaked out of her nose and mouth, and Ailia saw black crystal growths where a silver antler Focus would be placed. Noreen weakly raised her head from a blood-spattered pillow, short of breath from such a simple action. But the pain and suffering in her copper-colored eyes softened when she looked at Ailia. “Daughter, I am glad you are safe. Where is Bandlyst? Is he—"
“He’s fine mother, he’s helping contain the amulet. What happened to you?” Ailia went to move closer, but Noreen raised a shaky hoof to stop her. 
“Stay back. That amulet has been—” A fit of coughing interrupted her speech, “Has been releasing foul energies. I’ve used my curse as a way to absorb most of it.” The dark crystals crackled with purple energy, and Noreen seized up. Her eyes flashed green for a moment and purple vapor seemed to sputter from them. The struggling doe grunted in resistance, and her eyes returned to normal. “However the damn thing has been trying to use my connection to take control of me. To what end, I’m not sure. But whatever it is it can’t be good. So please keep your distance.” 
“Of course, Mother.” Ailia bowed her head. “Please tell me there’s something I can do to help.” The weak smile returned to Noreen’s face. 
“You’re being here is soothing enough. Should your brother need assistance, you will be here to provide it.” Ailia returned her mothers smile with small one of her own. As the doe opened her mouth to respond, the whole room rumbled. Shouts and barks of orders could be heard, followed by what sounded like blasts of magic. Ailia immediately assumed a defensive in front of the matriarch’s bed, switching her rune to a bolt of lightning. With yellow energy crackling around her silver antlers, Ailia prepared to face whatever might charge through the stone doors. There was a moment of silence. Then a deafening noise, some sort of ear-piercing scream. The doors were blasted open, massive crystals sealing them against the walls they slammed against. Ailia held steady. But her eyes widened when she saw a familiar figure walk through the settling dust. 
“Bandlyst?”

Cookie was drawn out of his inner world when he noticed that large swathe of hedge had turned a muddy brown. 
“What the hay? It isn’t that close to fall, why in Equestria are these all dying? Why here?” Cookies eyes widened, and a chill ran down his spine.
“Oh Celestia, it can’t be true! This has to be some sort of joke or trick or something!” The green pegasus laughed nervously, trying to rationalize everything. “Ah, I see. T-This is another sort of ‘haze the new pony’ thing, r-right? Very funny Green Horn, but I found you out!” There was no vocal response. “H-hello?” A cloud of cold fog rolled through hedge, smothering Cookie in a suffocating frost. 
“H-Hey! You can’t have clouds in here! O-or cast those kinds of spells! I’ll report you!” The pegasus pushed through the chilling gales and turned the corner to face the center of the Royal Labyrinth. Where Cookie expected to see a couple of ponies impishly grinning while pumping out the cold mist, there was some sort of giant, overgrown mound of plant life. 
“Cookie! Cookie is that you?” The pegasus in question shot up into the air with a yelp, looking around for the voice that spooked him. A familiar unicorn mare waved to him from the ground. 
“Oh thank the sun it’s you Green Horn.” Cookie fluttered back down to join his fellow Gardener. “What’s going on here?” The mare looked around the frozen clearing, and at the towering, overgrown mess. Cold plumes of icy fog seemed to pour out of the brambles, and actual sheets of ice seemed to spread from its base. 
“I’m… not sure. It’s not any magic I can sense. Whatever is causing this dreadful cold is in that hideous mound.” Green Horn tapped a hoof to her chin. 
“It couldn’t possibly be the statue, can it? It’s just a story!” Cookie backed away slightly, refusing look away from the source of the cold. His superior nodded her head but stepped even closer. Her horn glowed, and the mare began tugging at the looser looking knots of vegetation. Much to the terror of her pegasus subordinate. “Green Horn! What’re you doing?! Leave it alone, we should get the Royal Guard or something!”
“Calm down Cookie!” Green Horn chastised, “This is our job. This isn’t the first time some magic malady of a plant wound up in the Gardens, and it won’t be the last. Gotta…get…used…too…it!” With each tug, the bramble become looser and looser. With one last magical heave, Green Horn ripped open the peak of the overgrowth. There was hiss, and strong stream of frozen mist sprayed at the mare. She was blasted backwards with surprising force, landing in a shuddering heap next to Cookie. The unicorn cast a warming spell as she picked herself up, groaning and glaring at the pegasus next to her. “Thanks for the help newbie, I appreciate it.” Cookie was frozen, staring and stuttering up at the mound. 
“Sta-Sta-Sta-Sta…” Green Horn raised an eyebrow and followed Cookie’s gaze. There, where she had ripped off some of the knotted overgrowth, leered a stone skull. Wicked antlers protruded like some cursed crown, and mist poured from its empty eye sockets. 
“Cookie. Royal Barracks. NOW!” He didn’t hesitate to comply. In one swift action, Cookie scooped up Green Horn and flew faster than he ever had. 

Each step forward drove another spike of pain into Bandlyst’s mind. The unfathomable power of the artifact came with waves of agony, radiating from its spot nestled between the stag’s antlers. But it was worth every iota of discomfort. That single drive that let him win over whatever spirit dwelled within the amulet. Bandlyst didn’t fully suppress it, every dark lash against his own spirit was a reminder of that fact. He didn’t have much time. He had to save his mother, Noreen. It was that thought that allowed him to win, and it was that thought that let him blast his fellow deer with dark magic as they tried to stop him. 
“I’m… sorry…” It was all the stag could get out without breaking concentration, glancing guiltily at the guards now pressed against the wall with dark crystals. Finally he reached the doors to his mother’s chambers and blasted it open. And there was his sister. Bandlyst grimaced as barbed anxiety stabbed his chest. Purple vapor began spilling from his eyes as they turned green. 
“Bandlyst?”
“No, no don’t…” Ailia stepped forward cautiously, but there was concern in her own eyes. 
“Bandlyst, what did you do?!” He looked up to his sister, opening his mouth to respond. Then he saw the lightning crackling about her antlers. Was she going to…? No she wouldn’t. But—
“I’m trying to save… Mother!” Ailia didn’t move, holding his gaze evenly. Why was she looking at him like that? Like a threat? Couldn’t she see? 
“Bandlyst, I need you stop. You’re not thinking right, just stay there.” Stop it. Why was she looking at him like that? 
“No, Mother needs me!” Ailia flinched as Bandlyst let out an animalistic growl as he spoke, eyes flashing green. “So move! Before—"
“No Bandlyst. I don’t.” A raspy voice cut through the hurricane of noise in the stag’s head. 
“Mother!” He stepped forward. “I-I’ve conquered the amulet! I can break your curse! Our curse!”
“No! Stay back, monster!” Both brother and sister were surprised at the malice in her weak voice. Ailia turned to see Noreen shakily standing on her bed, glaring at her son. Bandlyst stared, stunned. Monster? He was about to end the suffering of Dion, and he was the monster? All the suffering he was going through controlling this power, and he was the monster? “I will not be touched by your foul energy!”
“But” Tears formed in Bandlyst’s eyes, “I can heal you…” His mother stared back coldly, purple smoke now trailing out of her own eyes. 
“I’d rather die.” Was Noreen’s response. Something shattered inside of Bandlyst.
“Inevitable.”
A dark pulse released from the orb, knocking down Ailia and a squad of guards that just entered the room. Bandlyst went limp as he floated in air. His antlers crystallized, spreading down to cover his face. Wind picked up from nowhere, forming a funnel of purple clouds crackling with green lightning swirling around the buck and obscured him from sight. Claws of dark magic dragged screaming guards into the maelstrom and grasped Ailia. Noreen could only watch as her daughter was pulled into the storm struggling and screaming. The storm grew bigger, and soon dark tendrils began cracking through walls and slithering down hallways. They latched onto any deer they could grasp, siphoning their magic while digging into their flesh. The vapor vanished from Noreen’s eyes, and her brain was finally allowed to process what was happening. She couldn’t say anything, just staring in broken silence as she watched the suffering of generations became obsolete. 
A few more moments, and the storm changed. Its formed shifted into something bipedal, with long limbs. Arms ended in dark talons, matching the hooves of its gangly legs. The torso was thin and emaciated, the visage of a ribcage poking out from where any flesh would be. Its head was a fractured skull of a deer, lacking a lower jaw. Black antlers twisted upwards into plumes of dark magic, like storm clouds. The ultimate mockery of the form of a deer. The orb containing the Amulet was nestled in its chest, where a heart would be. The monster took a moment to stretch its new limbs, before lurching over to the only conscious deer in the room. 
“Dion.” The voice sounded like chattering bone and gravel, echoing from a deep abyss. In a flash, Noreen was grabbed by the throat and lifted in the air. The monster must’ve been near twenty feet tall, the matriarch’s hooves kicked in the air as she struggled to breathe. “You don’t know how much I want to eviscerate you, how long I have waited to have my freedom.” The doe gazed into the empty sockets in the monster’s skull, lack of air making her struggles weak. “But it is not my place to kill you, least of all here.” It dropped Noreen back on her bed, coughing and sputtering. “No, you will witness the totality of your failure when my true self tears you apart. All this,” It spread its thin arms out in a grand gesture to the Vault, “Undone by your own flesh and blood. It is truly the nature of the deer to self-destruct.” The ceiling split open, dust and rays of sunlight filtering down through the fractured earth. Finally, the skull-faced mockery stared down at the gasping doe. “Rejoice, the Dion’s duty is done.” A raspy, mocking laugh filled the room, “Enjoy your freedom while it lasts.” In a crash of thunder, it vanished. 
The old matriarch was left alone, tired eyes looking at the pile of deer laying on the floor. She lingered upon the crystalized face of her son, and on the eroded, silver antlers of her daughter. They were alive, but for how long? Noreen got off of her bed and limped over to her children and laid next to them. 
“I’m so sorry, little ones.” 

The royal guard had set a clear quarantine in the Gardens, making sure no one flew or walked near the Labyrinth. At the center of the hedge maze had turned into an artic tundra, the guards near it were forced to put on their thermal gear. A team of unicorns struggled to keep up a containment barrier around the newly discovered statue, the font of frost seeming to pump out more of the chilling mist every minute. The captain overseeing the formation shivered and looked toward the northern horizon. 
“If only Shining Armor were here…” He muttered to himself. At least the princesses had been alerted and would soon arrive. A large shadow fell over the stallion, and the captain perked up. It must be them! He turned to look up. “Your Highnesses—” A dark cloud smothered his voice, and a black tendril wrapped around his horn and muzzle. 
“Hush now, my little ponies.” A voice whispered into his ears as a larger tendril wrapped around his body and lifted him into the air. The unicorn stallion tried casting magic but couldn’t conjure a single spark. Terrified eyes looked to rest of his platoon, and each were in a similar situation. These tendrils reached out of the ground, and the dark fog obscured everything beyond the snow. A cloud floated in front of the captain, and twisted into the shape a deer skull, matching the statues own dark visage. “Your people had such a nice little rhyme, before this era of plush softness. I think I remember the beginning. Allow me to help you all slip into your dreams…” The captain felt a draining sensation, like his stamina was being leeched off. 
“Come little ones, gather around the hearth. The cold comes to bring sleep back to the earth.” A horrifying singsong voice, like million raspy whispers singing in a chorus. Still, eyelids grew heavy and the edges of his vision swam with darkness. “A blanket of snow to smother what’s sown, to hide things better left unknown.” The captain went limp in this things cold embrace, consciousness rapidly fading. Before he succumbed entirely, he heard the last of the horrendous chorus. “Dream of a day full of silly play, full of endless fun! But remember to stay in the light of the warming sun…” 
Having noticed the captain’s state, the Echo laughed dryly. A quick check around revealed that the rest had followed him into dreamland. The floating skull floated over the overgrown statue, his ungainly body forming along the way. With a wave of its skeletal hand, the vegetation withered away into dust. The turbulent shadow now looked up into the eyes of an exact copy of itself. The statues claws were outstretched, as if trying to claw at its creator. Stone chains linked at the base of its own antlers and were connected to cuffs around its wrists and lower legs. All set upon a marble pedestal with a rusted name plate. The skeletal shade scoffed and pressed a hand against the stone skull. 
“The world has forgotten us. Turned us into bedtime stories to scare children.” Vile looking energy spread from its hand, and the white mist pouring from the statue’s eyes turned into a similar looking sludge. Ice turned into dark crystal, and the air became humid and uncomfortable. “We will remind them that there is truth in old stories.” 

A dark ocean. Calm and empty. It had always been like this. Still waters under a starless sky. But this was new. These… thoughts?  Who did they belong to? Why did they just start now? Had he thought before?
He? Who was he? A violent ripple shook the still ocean, and purple bolts of energy danced across the sky. More new things, familiar things. 
Rage. 
Emptiness. 
Betrayal. 
Sorrow. 
These didn’t feel good, why did he feel these? Something must be attacking him. Everything was attacking, an assault on the senses. Everything felt so wrong. He was losing his thoughts, the waves of emotion overpowering everything else. A shade of red tinted his little world. Then only the feral instinct of survival remained.
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Hey, very sorry for the delay! Did a little thing called 'move into university' so that ate up just a bit of my time. But I am all settled in and ready to go! Gonna and try to get these out bi-monthly, but we'll see. Thank you for taking the time to read and I hope you enjoyed!
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