
      As One Falls


      

      
      
         Inhale.



Exhale.



Bathe in the darkness.



Inhale.



Exhale.



Hold steady against the cold.



Inhale.



Exhale.



Rise above the hunger.



Inhale.



Exhale.



Take comfort in a close presence.



Inhale.



Exhale.



Ignore the…



She blinked, the first thing she’d done in an unknowable length of time. Her ears shifted, slowly rotating to take in all sound. She heard nothing save the breathing of her companion and herself.



Did she open her eyes, or had they always been so? Regardless, she attempted to move her head. Her neck protested with an acute soreness, but moved nonetheless. No light was needed to know where to direct her attention. She saw nothing, of course.



This did not ease her mind.



Though her entire body provided fierce debate, Luna forced it into motion, shifting and fidgeting and wiggling to get the blood flowing once more. How long had she remained in her meditative state?



How long would she keep asking pointless questions of herself?



She licked her dry lips and swallowed. Her jaw ached as she opened and closed it experimentally. A few trial sounds rose from her throat, beginning as growls and moans, but gradually returning to normalcy. That done, she turned to the figure at her side, impossible to see but most certainly there.



“Sister?”



The pause lingered, but Luna could sense Celestia’s motions as she repeated Luna’s gradual return to awareness. After a time, Celestia’s voice croaked out, “I am here, Luna.”



“The world is quiet.”



“Hmm…” Celestia made a few sounds, experimenting with her voice. Once it had regained its regularity, she responded, “Yes, it would seem so.”



“Do you think they are changing tactics again?”



“Perhaps.”



Luna waited for her to continue. She did not. “How many times have they used the ‘silent treatment’ now?”



Celestia shuffled in the darkness. “This would make the fifth attempt, if my memory serves. It is a shame; despite the bland tonality, I do enjoy hearing Twilight’s voice.”



“I wholeheartedly disagree. Though I’ve nothing against Twilight’s voice in particular, I do prefer to hear something different from time to time.”



“Hmm.”



They remained silent for a while. Luna didn’t bother to guess how long.



“I wonder if they’ve acquired some new slogans,” Celestia mused.



Luna groaned. “Let it not be so! They are so horribly uninventive.”



“They are the product of their dogma. When nopony possesses oratory skills or creativity, one cannot blame them for failing to be original.”



Luna frowned at the darkness. “Mayhap they’ll finally turn on the lights. I cannot even recall what this room looks like.”



“Dull. Undecorated. Boring.” Celestia sighed. “Like everything else they’ve ever produced.”



“True. Perhaps not being able to see this place is more a blessing than a curse.”



“We could always ignite our horns.” Celestia did so, her face appearing grim and worn in the dim glow she produced. It wasn’t enough to illuminate more than a couple feet around them, but at least it gave them faces to address. “That’s a little better, yes?”



Luna reached up to touch her sister’s gaunt cheek. “This imprisonment has not been kind to you, dear sister.”



“Nor you, little sister.” Celestia’s eyes were hard. “Yet we shall endure, as we always have. It is only a matter of time.”



“They’ve not fed us in a long while.” Luna felt at her ever-empty stomach. She’d long grown accustomed to the pangs. “Is it part of their efforts, or has the time finally come?”



“Let us hope for the latter.”



“Let us hope they haven’t all succumbed to hunger before remembering that we are here.”



“I have told you many times: it will not happen.” Celestia turned, perhaps to where she recalled the door to be. “Twilight will realize her folly, and when that time comes she will free us.”



Luna’s frown deepened, but she said nothing. She had no interested in engaging her sister in yet another lengthy argument on this topic.



Seconds ticked by. Celestia’s face hovered in the dim lighting like that of a ghastly apparition, her haggard features reminding Luna of all they’d been through together since their defeat. Despite all the changing tactics, the near-continuous propaganda, the entreaties from friends and enemies alike, the Royal Sisters still had not been broken. Luna considered this a proud thing.



What did mortal ponies understand of an alicorn’s mentality? She had spent a thousand years alone on the moon. These punishments were nothing in comparison. Celestia did not have that… ‘advanced training,’ yet she weathered the ordeal far better than any of the foals could have anticipated. And why not? The life of a mortal was but a blink in the life of an alicorn.



“They approach.”



Luna’s thoughts drifted away as she turned her attention to a door she could not see, but knew from long experience was there. Sure enough, hoofsteps rose from the hallway beyond. She focused her ears on the sound, counting the steps. “There is only one of them.”



Celestia stood, her horn going dark. “Then it is finally time.”



Though doubt nagged at her, Luna rose as well. “Can you be certain, sister? They may have merely made the mistake of believing one of them alone is enough.”



At Celestia’s silence, Luna turned her attention back to the door. She considered attacking directly, but pushed the thought down. She knew that her sister would not join her. She was weak from malnourishment and, thanks to the abominable curse, her combat skills would only be equal to their visitor. No, fighting would not solve this problem.



The sound of rattling of keys reached her. After some consideration, she decided that waiting would be the best course of action, if only to attain a better grasp of the situation.



As always, the opening of the door consumed a great length of time. Bolts turned, chains rattled, bars fell. When it at long last opened, it was with the scream of hinges desperate for oil. Luna squinted through the brightness of the world beyond, able to make out the form of a lone figure.



Silence. The figure stared into the darkness, features invisible due to the lighting. Luna and Celestia stared back in quiet expectation, neither excited nor eager, but with a mild curiosity.



At last the figure shifted, and a female voice spoke. “Sorry. Don’t know how to turn on the lights.”



The sisters shared a thoughtful frown. Luna answered, “Are you not here to plead with us to reconsider?”



She figure shook her head. “I’m here to set things right.” She stepped back, and at least her features cleared. She was a middle-aged unicorn, her coat a pale orange. Her dark violet mane was short and wild, something that immediately caught Luna’s attention. Perhaps her sister’s expectations were accurate after all.



“Would you please come out where I can see you?”



Celestia led the way, her shadowy form blocking out the lighting of the doorway. Luna followed, her eyes slowly adjusting. They stepped out into a long hall of stone, undecorated save for a ventilation tube running along a top corner. Out here, Luna came to understand that the place had a very dim lighting to it, but it still stung her eyes.



She stood beside her sister, taking a moment to study Celestia’s body. Her ribs were distinctly visible and her mane hung limp over her shoulders. These things were to be expected, of course, and Luna didn’t have to check herself to know she shared the appearance. What did disturb her – what would always disturb her – was the equality mark on their flanks. Where she less stable, she might consider gouging the things off with her own horn.



Luna bit down her disgust and turned her attention back to their visitor. The unicorn’s appearance seemed to confirm Celestia’s suggestion, for she too appeared haggard and malnourished. Even so, she stood tall before the sisters, her jaw set in an expression of determination.



“It would appear you are right, dear sister,” Luna said. “It is indeed time.”



The unicorn’s certainty slipped. “‘Time?’ You mean you know what I am about to say?”



Celestia nodded. “I assume Equestria is on the verge of death. Famine, illiteracy, pestilence, economic devastation, foreign invaders?”



The pony swallowed audibly, her wide eyes darting between them. “How?”



Luna sighed. “Do you really need us to explain it to you? There’s—”



She went silent at Celestia’s raised hoof. Though her teeth grinded, Luna stepped back and allowed her sister’s moment. They had waited ages for this time; waiting a bit longer wouldn’t kill her.



Celestia’s eyes never left the pony. “What is your name?”



“I have no name.” The unicorn regained her hard expression. “I cast it aside in defiance of the Guild, but since I can’t come up with any good alternatives, I simply chose to go without.” Her cheeks reddened slightly and she averted her gaze. “Every pony in Equestria has the same dull, uninteresting names, many of them based on the precepts of equality. We just aren’t creative enough to come up with anything else.”



“I understand,” Celestia replied, her voice ever patient. “So what shall I call you?”



“I have no idea,” the unicorn confessed.



“This is ridiculous,” Luna grumbled.



“Patience, sister.” Celestia addressed the unicorn once more. “In answer to your question, my sister and I knew from the very beginning that a society based on equality would fail. Fairness might be a grand tenet, but total equality is not. There is famine because none of the ponies are skilled in agriculture or meteorology, and so they cannot properly grow the food needed to feed the entire population. Ponies are illiterate because there are none who posses any teaching talent, or students with the capacity for learning – and Starlight Glimmer would have education controlled regardless to avoid the rise of ambition and alternative cultural concepts.”



Celestia sat before the gaping pony and continued her explanation. “With illiteracy comes a lack of doctors and nurses, and medical knowledge will gradually be lost. With this loss goes the understanding of sanitation methods and disease prevention. Of course, the lack of literacy and ambition also leads to a loss of entrepreneurs, trade and financial development. With no ponies skilled in money management, the economy enters a death spiral.”



Luna took over when Celestia paused. “And of course, equality relates to a unicorn’s magic. When every unicorn is substandard and limited to mere levitation, control of the day cycle would have to fall upon the one pony who refused to ever be equal: Starlight Glimmer.”



At last the unicorn’s shock was such that she managed to speak. “How did you know Starlight hadn’t been equalized?”



“Because,” Luna growled, “she was obviously a tyrant. From the moment she first opened her mouth upon our defeat, we knew she’d not submitted herself to the spell. Nor would she. The entire ideology was an elaborate scam to gain power over the masses. Of course, if she—”



“Your point is made, sister.”



Luna scowled but said nothing more.



Celestia paused to ensure Luna wouldn’t interrupt, then turned her attention back to the unicorn. “I gather Starlight found a way to control the sun and moon on her own, or else things would have collapsed far more swiftly. But she’s dead now, isn’t she?”



The unicorn nodded, her motions slow as she took in Celestia’s knowledge.



“And left no heir, I presume.” When the unicorn failed to answer, Celestia heaved long sigh. “I am sure Equestria’s neighbors noticed the kingdom's rapid decline and took advantage of it. We noted the ever-increasing chill: nopony knows how to lower the moon, or raise the sun. Now not only Equestria, but the entire world faces doom because of Starlight’s ambition and lack of foresight. I imagine some other nations are trying to conquer Equestria as we speak in hopes of saving the two of us so that we may continue our work.”



Her explanation done, Celestia stepped back to stand beside her sister, expression regal. The two of them watched as their visitor took in everything that had been said, her expression shifting from astonishment to wonder to disappointment.



“So,” Luna said, “how accurate were our expectations?”



“Frighteningly so.” The unicorn shook her head and turned away. “We’re taught that the Royal Sisters were blatantly incompetent. It’s good to know my doubts have been confirmed. Please follow me, there are some individuals who would like to talk to you.”



The sisters shared grim expressions and followed.



They passed out of the hallway and into the Canterlot dungeons proper. They looked much like Luna recalled… only now they appeared to have been recently in use. The cells had new bars, and she was certain she saw a torture rack in one of the interrogation rooms. Clearly Starlight’s methods had… ‘advanced’ over the years.



“Tell me,” she said as they reached the stairs, “how long were we sealed in that room?”



“I’m not sure,” the unicorn replied over her shoulder, “but close to a century.”



Luna’s lips contorted into a sneer. “I wonder how long it’s been since they bothered to feed us?”



“I wouldn’t know, I’m not familiar with their methods for you two.” Their guide glanced back again. “How did you keep from being brainwashed for so long?”



Luna stiffened. “It will take a lot more than what they offered to pierce the minds of alicorns. We have lived far too long and seen far too much to succumb to a foal’s ideology.”



They entered a courtyard of Canterlot Castle. The grass was brown and lifeless, and cold stone masonry had replaced the once shimmering marble towers. Luna could see from a swift inspection that much of the original castle remained, however. She could only assume that the ponies of the age weren’t skilled or ambitious enough to work with the original marble, much less maintain the castle with it. The place was deathly quiet, with not a single pony present to note their passing.



Celestia seemed to ignore their surroundings, her attention focused on the unicorn. At last she spoke up. “You are related to Rarity Belle, are you not?”



The unicorn froze. “H-how do you know that?”



The sisters paused behind her as Celestia replied, “There is a clear resemblance.”



For some time, the unicorn refused to speak. When she did, her voice came out hard. “She is my great aunt. Her sister, Sweetie, was my grandmare.” She resumed walking, but her body remained stiff. “If you don’t mind, I’d rather not discuss it.”



Luna glanced at her sister, but it seemed Celestia would not press the topic. She decided to follow her lead in this matter. Instead, she turned her eye to the sky. The sight of the waxing moon sent a small shiver down her back and brought a smile to her lips. A hundred years without seeing her dear companion! Were it not for that infernal curse limiting her powers, she would grasp it in her magic just for the sake of the sensation.



Yet she pushed down her pleasure and turned back to the unicorn. “Is there any indication of how long the night has lasted?”



“No,” their guide replied as she entered the castle once more. “Long enough to wither every plant in Equestria, at least.”



Luna exchanged another long, grim look with her sister.



The rest of the trip went in silence, but Luna readily recognized their destination by the route. After some twenty minutes, they came upon the throne room, the once-beautiful redwood doors now made of iron via some shoddy craftsmanship. The unicorn pushed the door open with some effort and led them inside.



There stood the throne, once a brilliant pillar of leadership, now a horrendous display of opulence and control. The sight of its golden design and copious equality signs brought a cringe to Luna’s face. A quick glance around revealed that the room retained its old design, but she could see where old banners and tapestries had been ripped away. The stained glass windows had also been replaced, the uncolored glass letting the moonlight stream through.



At the center of the room stood a small, round table, and two individuals sat before it on threadbare cushions. Luna was mildly taken aback: the individual on the left was a griffon, albeit a small one by the race’s standards. He was grey with some brown streaks on his neck, wings and tail. To his right was a deer, her fur brown fur dappled with white spots along her back. The two stood the moment the sisters arrived.



The unicorn gestured to two cushions set for Celestia and Luna. “Please, have a seat.” As they did, she walked around the table to sit directly opposite them and between the griffon and deer, who resumed their places.



The griffon, his expression hard, nodded to them. “Princess Celestia, Princess Luna. I am Night Pinion, servant of Emperor Swiftwing.”



The doe inclined her head to them, her expression as serene as her voice was soft. “And I am Light as a Leaf, Student of Lord Wide Horn the Farsighted. It is an honor to meet you both.”



Luna cast a look from one to the other. “I assume your presence in Equestria is not public knowledge.”



“No,” Night Pinion replied, “it is not.”



Celestia turned to Light as a Leaf. “I find it very difficult to believe that the peace-loving Tribes of Green would go to war with Equestria, even under the circumstances.”



“You are correct, Your Highness,” Light as a Leaf replied with a pleasant smile. “We are not at war. The Council still saw the need to act, of course, and so I am here.”



Night Pinion grimaced, his claws kneading the cushion on which he sat. “The Grypha Empire, however, is at war with Equestria, but only because we need to resolve the solar situation as soon as possible.”



Celestia nodded. “And why isn’t Princess Twilight Sparkle here to take part in this clandestine meeting?”



The three exchanged hesitant looks. The unicorn shifted in place, her eyes going to the floor. Luna tensed as understanding dawned upon her, but Celestia only appeared frustrated. “You cannot tell me my personal protégé has yet to figure out the folly of following Starlight Glimmer’s preposterous scam.”



“Princess…” Light as a Leaf chewed her lip and wouldn’t meet Celestia’s gaze.



It was Night Pinion who finally spoke, the words coming quickly. “Twilight Sparkle is dead.”



Luna cringed, casting a wary eye to her sister.



Celestia gaped at the griffon, her body rigid. “That… That can’t be. She is an alicorn. Even with the equality curse, she can’t age.”



“She died in battle,” Night Pinion replied, an impatient edge in his tone. “The minotaurs invaded Equestria some forty years ago, and Twilight Sparkle led the defense.”



The unicorn nodded, though she wouldn’t meet Celestia’s gaze. “But thanks to the curse, Twilight had no concept of military strategy or leadership. She tried to make up for it with sheer numbers. It… it was a slaughter.”



“No.” The strength seeped out of Celestia, who sagged and trembled as she tried to take this news in. “Not Twilight. P-please, don’t tell me that.”



Luna considered comforting her sister. She raised her hoof to do so… but let it drop. Celestia was strong, and this was not her first grave disappointment. The pain she felt would require decades of care, which Luna would happily provide… after they’d settled matters.



For her part, Luna felt little. As far as she was concerned, Twilight Sparkle had died the day she’d succumbed to the propaganda. The pony who lured them into the trap, who let Starlight Glimmer curse them without so much as a chance to fight back, who regularly tried to indoctrinate them into the new national cult, who wore Twilight’s coat and face and voice? That was a pony Luna refused to mourn. No, she would mourn the pony Twilight had been, the one who mastered the magic of friendship and saved Luna’s soul, not some brainwashed doppelganger.



Besides, there were others to worry about. Seeing that her sister would need time to take the news in, Luna took over the conversation. She turned her eyes to the three opposite the table. “What of Princess Cadance?”



Light as a Leaf shook her head. “None know. Princess Twilight managed to convert Princess Cadance, and the Crystal Empire soon followed suit. Not long after, things fell apart. Queen Chrysalis now sits on the Crystal Throne.”



Luna bristled at the mention of the changeling queen. “Then Cadance is likely dead.”



“We can’t say for certain,” the unicorn pressed, though there was little hope in her tone. “The changelings have sealed off the Empire entirely. Since then, nopony who ever entered the borders of the Empire has ever come out. It may be that the princess is being kept alive.”



A flighty fantasy… but Luna supposed it possible. “For now, I will assume she is lost to us.” She glanced aside at her sister’s whimper, but Celestia only maintained a wide-eyed stare towards some distant object only she could see. Luna sighed and, reversing her previous decision somewhat, set a hoof to Celestia's shoulder.



Yet her attention remained on the current situation. “What is it that you intend from us?”



Night Pinion scoffed. “Isn’t it obvious? Why else would Grypha stoop to working with these tree huggers? We need you to control the sun and moon again!”



Light as a Leaf ignored the griffon’s manner and nodded. “Our two nations have worked hard to ensure that Canterlot would fall to the rebels. We’ve done it all specifically to free the two of you.”



“And now that you’re free,” the unicorn declared with a grin, “you can do just that!”



“No, we can’t.”



The three gaped at Luna, but she maintained her firm expression. “My sister and I have been subjected to the Equality Curse. Our magic is as substandard as that of every other unicorn in Equestria, and certainly isn’t strong enough to control the solar cycle.” She turned to Light as a Leaf. “Are none of the Council Lords capable of the task?”



The doe sagged and shook her head. “We are creatures of the Earth, Princess. We might be able to manipulate the plants at our hooves, but the skies above our heads are alien to us. Lord Tongue of Silver did try to grasp the Sun, but the feedback consumed him; he is naught but ash now.”



“It would be him,” Luna grumbled. “That stag never did understand his limitations.”



“This is a fiasco!” Night Pinion slammed his claws to the table. “We sent griffons to their deaths for this? What good are either of you?!”



Luna raised an eyebrow. “Am I to believe Grypha invaded Equestria just to save my sister and I?”



“Yes!” He pointed a talon at the unicorn by his side, who cringed. “We had a deal! If Grypha could keeps the Guild distracted via warfare, the rebels would retake Canterlot from within, free the two of you and bring order back to the world. If I go to the Emperor and tell him we sent griffons to their deaths on a fool’s errand, he’ll hang me by my own entrails.”



The unicorn sputtered, her eyes wide. “We really believed they could do it! They’re Celestia and Luna, the greatest ponies to have ever lived. Princess Twilight continued to sing their praises even though they refused to accept the new society.” She turned to Luna with a pleading gaze. “Surely there’s some way you can fix this before the entire world is dead!”



“There is a way.”



All eyes turned to Celestia. Her angst had gone, replaced by a deep scowl and a coolness in her eyes. Luna recoiled; there was a sense of presence in her sister that pierced her very essence.



“On one of her visits, Twilight deigned to inform me that all the cutie marks are being kept in vaults throughout Equestria. We need to locate the vault with Luna’s and my own cutie marks.”



Light as a Leaf rubbed her chin in thought. “I’ve never heard of this.” She turned to the unicorn. “Have you?”



“I…” She shook her head, hooves tucked to her chest. “N-no, I never heard of this. It isn’t taught in the schools, and I never had a cutie mark other than the… the curse.”



Night Pinion flapped his wings, face marred by irritation. “Of course Starlight Glimmer would keep such information to herself and her most trusted subordinates.”



“Those vaults are the key to reclaiming Equestria.” Celestia cast her firm gaze about the table. “I imagine all of the ponies who originally succumbed to Starlight’s mad plans are dead now?”



The unicorn nodded.



Luna carefully watched her sister through all this. “Did Twilight say anything about what will happen if we free the cutie marks of those moved on?”



“It never came up.” The lack of emotion in Celestia's voice ignited long-held fears within Luna.



Celestia turned to the unicorn. “You say you’ve never had any other cutie mark?”



“No.” Again the unicorn shook her head. “All foals are given their equality marks upon reaching the age of six. It’s considered a right of passage now.”



Night Pinion strummed his claws on the table. “What do you propose, Princesses?”



“Find the vaults,” Celestia replied with confidence. “Once we have freed the cutie marks of my sister and myself, we can go about removing the curses of all the ponies. This will free them to perform as destiny intended them to, and the Guild’s equalized ponies will stand no chance. Equestria will be free in short order.”



“That’s not going to be easy,” Light as a Leaf said. “We don’t know where the vaults are, or how many of them exist, or which ones have your cutie marks. We don’t even know if your marks are located in the same vault, and you can rest assured the Guild has each vault carefully hidden and protected.”



“More to the point,” the unicorn added, “all the rebels are cursed, just like all of the Guild. We are all equal in terms of leadership, organization, combat ability. The only thing that changes the odds are sheer numbers, and the Guild vastly overwhelms us in that sense.”



Celestia turned her eyes on Night Pinion. “That is why the war must continue.”



Luna, her eyes having yet to leave her sister, blinked. “Did I hear you correctly? You want to condemn more ponies and griffons to their deaths?”



“Civil War is upon us, sister,” Celestia replied coolly. “I will no longer tolerate Starlight’s abomination of a legacy to exist. If more blood needs to be shed to purge it from these lands forever, then so be it.”



Luna continued to hold Celestia in her gaze, looking for any sign of hesitation in this decision. She saw none… and that disturbed her more than anything she’d yet noticed.



Night Pinion grinned. “You’re less of a pushover than I expected, Princess. What did you have in mind?”



“Grypha must keep the Guild busy,” Celestia replied. “Do whatever you must, but don’t let up. Force the Guild’s eyes and army to focus on you, while we and the rebels search for the vaults.” Her attention turned to Light as a Leaf. “I know your race refuses to enter direct warfare, but any assistance would be appreciated.”



The doe nodded. “Our geomancy is as strong as ever, and will likely prove invaluable in your search for the vaults. I will send word to the Council of your plans. Given the nature of the situation, I doubt there will be much resistance to sending more agents such as myself into Equestria’s borders.”



“We can begin by searching Canterlot,” the unicorn declared, her voice firm once more. “I imagine Starlight would have wanted a vault close to her seat of power.” She rubbed her hooves together with a grin that reminded Luna strongly of her great aunt. “I can’t wait to find out what my real cutie mark is meant to be, or to use it to put an end to the Guild!”



“Hmm…” Night Pinion sat back and gazed at the ceiling. “I’ll have to contact the Emperor, obviously. I make no promises, but I believe he will agree to this plan.”



Celestia shot him a dark look. “He has no choice. The lands covered by the moon will run out of food soon, and those within the sun will become uninhabitable in a matter of weeks due to the heat. Swiftwing has no time to dally in alternatives; he either sacrifices a few griffons to the cause or watch all perish.”



Luna chose her words carefully. “All might perish, regardless. I doubt we can find all the vaults before it is too late, and if we locate the wrong ones?”



“All the more reason to begin immediately.” Celestia stood, her gaze falling on the unicorn. “Passion Flower, am I to assume you are the leader of the rebels?”



The unicorn blinked. “Did you just call me… ‘passion flower?’”



Celestia sneered. “I refused to refer to you as ‘unicorn’ and ‘she’ all the time! If you cannot choose a name, then I’ll give you one. Now answer the question.”



Passion winced. “Well, we have no ‘leader.’ The other rebels sort of… ‘voted’ for me to be the one at this meeting.”



“You’re a leader now,” Celestia snapped. “Come, show me to the others. I would explain our goals directly. By your leave?”



The question was aimed at Night Pinion and Light as a Leaf, who both nodded. Celestia started to walk away, but paused when she noted that Luna was not at her side. She looked back over her shoulder. “Are you not coming?”



“In a moment, sister.” Luna gestured to the others. “I would have a few final words.”



“So be it, but make haste: we’ve no time for dalliances.”



After Celestia and Passion were gone, Light as a Leaf pressed her forehooves together in a contemplative manner. “She’s far more… ‘fierce’ than the stories claim.”



“I like her,” Night Pinion added with a grin. "For a pony made equal, she somehow has managed to retain her sense of leadership."



"Our age, experience and knowledge have allowed us to resist many of the more psychological effects of the curse." Luna stared at the doorway her sister had passed through, thinking on Celestia’s manner. At last she turned to the others. “You could not tell, because you are not accustomed to her and she masks her emotions very well, but my sister is furious.”



“Furious?” Night Pinion frowned and cocked his head. “She seemed perfectly in control to me.”



“I did notice a distinct intensity to her,” Light as a Leaf said, her expression pained.



“Twilight Sparkle was like a daughter to her,” Luna explained, head bowed and heart heavy. “Celestia has faced many losses in her long life, but she pinned far greater hopes on her latest apprentice than any other pony she has ever met. To lose Twilight… I fear there is the desire for revenge within her, and without Starlight Glimmer, Celestia will instead have to focus that fury upon the Guild.”



“Good,” Night Pinion replied. “She’ll be motivated.”



Luna shot him a dark look. “Are you?” At his uncertain expression, she went on. “The griffons have troops on Equestrian soil. How do we know they will go back to Grypha once the dust settles?”



A smile formed around his beak. “And here I thought the subject wouldn’t come up.”



“Celestia is driven by her anger now, so she didn’t notice or care. I am not so distracted.” Luna turned her gaze upon Light as a Leaf. “And you. Given the state of Equestria, I imagine you have it locked in an agricultural stranglehold.”



The doe’s expression was placid and cool. “The Tribes of Green are prepared to assist your kingdom, Princess.”



“But at what cost?” Luna glanced between the two of them, expression firm. “You need my sister and I to keep the world alive, true, but I am less trusting than my sister even when she is not addled by loss. What, then, is the intended conclusion from your nations?”



Night Pinion puffed out his chest, but hadn’t lost his smile. “It is good to know that you are living up to your reputation. To be perfectly honest, Princess, I do not know what the Emperor plans to do once – if – the situation is righted. Were I to guess, I’d suppose he’d claim the conquered territories as part of the Grypha Empire in payment for services rendered against your own race.”



Luna grimaced and turned to Light as a Leaf.



“I am only a spy,” the doe said, her voice carefully controlled. “I cannot claim to know the intentions of the Council. However, I have heard rumor that there may be some desire to withhold our agricultural support unless certain agreements are met down the line.”



Tapping her hooves together, Luna considered their responses and Celestia’s plan. Her mind buzzed with possibilities and options. To her chagrin, she could only come upon a single solution. “Equestria has no choice but to utilize your support if we are to complete our search without the Guild stopping us. I suppose we will have to deal with the aftermath when we get there. But be sure to remind your leaders: if this plan works, my sister and I will be back to our full strengths, and there is no defense in the world that will stand in the face of my sister’s wrath should she not be satisfied with the end results. They’d best choose their demands carefully.”



She leveled them both with a cool glare, ensuring with her tone and presence that they understood that this was no idle threat. They cast furtive glances at one another before nodding. “Then I believe we all have work to do. I look forward to our next talk.”



Luna waited until they were gone to sag over the table. She longed for food; at least with that she’d be capable of keeping up her energy. Yet she fought down the hunger pangs and weariness as she had for so long. She could do without; Equestria could not.



She turned her attention to the throne. How long had Starlight Glimmer sat there, dominating all of Equestria with her narcissism as her body grew old and frail? Luna hoped she enjoyed it, for all the suffering she’d caused. Now the time had come for Celestia and Luna to clean up the mess, as they had always done when mortal dreams ran afoul of reality.



Her frown deepened as she recalled the look on Celestia’s face and her ominous... 'presence.' There had been a distinct coldness in her sister, a poisonous rage the likes of which Luna had never seen in her before. She knew Celestia was a strong pony, but her manner sent a chill down Luna’s backside. She knew from experience that every pony’s moral compass had its limitations.



Could the death of Twilight Sparkle have broken Celestia’s?



Luna approached the throne, imagining her dear sister sitting upon it. Would she grace the world with benevolence once more, or hold it within her fiery grasp? Celestia would seek revenge against the Guild, this Luna felt was a certainty. Would she not then move to punish the minotaurs who murdered her beloved protégé? And then the changelings, for daring to bring the Crystal Empire under their dominion, to say nothing for whatever they'd done to Cadance.



And finally, the Council and Grypha, for daring to make demands of Equestria. With every new step in the scenario, Celestia’s image grew more and more ominous. Luna sat before the throne, shivering at the horrible possibilities. Nothing disturbed her more, however, than the absolute certainty that Celestia could do all of it with ease.



Yet Luna had walked that path. She knew its pitfalls and lures. It would be up to her to guide Celestia and keep her from falling as she once had. The burden of such a task was not light, for Luna knew beyond any doubt that she would never be able to stop her sister by force.



It would be a dangerous dance.



She knew the steps, and the stakes.



Luna turned away from the throne, staring out at the empty room. Rays of moonlight streamed across the stone and marble, emphasizing the stark emptiness. The ripped banners of equality, the ugly iron doors, the plain but pristine windows, the cool shadows.



Equestria had always needed Celestia. She'd been its guiding light for centuries. Now that light threatened to become an all-consuming blaze. Though none might realize it in the beginning, Luna now knew it was her turn. If the sun threatened to burn the world, the moon's cool light would calm it. As daunting as it was, this would be Luna's role in the new Equestria.



“This is our kingdom, sister, and I will protect it.



“Even from you.”
      

      
   