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(Same AU as URBC, but drastically different time period and story tone.)
Long ago, when the world was first created, the great Queen of Ponykind crafted seven tribes in her image, each with an assigned duty to perform, and unique magic to aid them.
Today, there are only three, and a hoofful of what might be regarded as half breeds. 
But then, what happened to the other four tribes? 
The events prior to the great unification of Hearth's Warming are unclear, and solid evidence has proven difficult to find. But one thing has persisted through out the countless ages that may hold the answers: A series of legends recounting the fates of the lost pony tribes.
Edited by Bahamuttone.
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		Intro: A Bit of Context



Twilight Sparkle looked at Apple Bloom in confusion.
“You want to read about pre-Hearth’s Warming history?” asked Twilight.
“Well, yeah. Scootaloo seems to know a lot about it, and Sweetie Belle’s definitely read about it by now. After everthin’ that’s happened lately, Ah just thought it’d be a good idea to be in the loop mahself. Especially after Sweetie mentioned what Celestia told her at your coordination party,” explained Apple Bloom.
Twilight put a hoof to her mouth in thought for a moment, then nodded.
“Alright, that’s fair. I can definitely see why Celestia mentioning “troubling times” might spark your curiosity. Though I’m afraid there’s a reason most of the ancient history of Equis isn’t common knowledge. So much was lost during and before the migration of Hearth’s Warming. There’s very little we actually know outside of the Legends of Ages,” said Twilight.
“Legends of Ages?” asked Apple Bloom.
Twilight smiled. Oh how she loved it when she was asked for information.
“Tell me Apple Bloom, are you familiar with the numerous ages of the past?” asked Twilight.
“Uh… Maybe? Ah think Ah heard about them somewhere. Mind givin’ me a quick rundown?” asked Apple Bloom.
“Well, to simplify, the numerous ages refer the different periods of history, separated by drastic shifts in the world dynamic. The first known state of Equis was the Age of Light, followed by the Ages of War, Peace, Hate, and Ice. After that is the Age of Sun, which is the age we’re currently in,” explained Twilight.
“OK… that’s interestin’ and all, but that still doesn’t explain what these legends are,” said Apple Bloom.
“The only reason we know these ages even happened is because of the Legends of Ages. Every age was defined, and distinguished, by one of those stories. And because of how unreliable word of mouth is to keeping details accurate, scholars around the world are still debating how much of each legend is true,” said Twilight.
“Oh. So… what you’re sayin’ is that all we know about way back then are a bunch of stories that nopony can tell if they even really happened or not?” asked Apple Bloom.
“Well, I wouldn’t say that. Archeology has come a long way the past few years, and much of what has been discovered supports these stories too closely for them to be pure fantasy. Not to mention every race on Equis has some form of these legends, so they’re not just pony made stories,” said Twilight.
“Ah see. So… Ah guess the best place to start readin’ would be with these legends, then?” said Apple Bloom.
Twilight Sparkle smiled again and levitated over a book.
“Try this. It’s a collection of all the legends that was printed only a few weeks ago. It’s not the most professional version of the legends I’ve read, but I think it’s little more appropriate for a filly your age than more official chronicles while also being fairly accurate. There's a reason why most of these tales aren't taught to younger children. It even has some additional information about each age and how the changelings fit into it all,” said Twilight.
“Right. Thanks, Twilight,” said Apple Bloom as she took the book in her hooves.
She quickly opened it, and started to read...
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		Prologue: Legend of the Queen of Ponykind: The Age of Light



The origin of Equis began long, long before its conception, for our planet is but one world among countless others. And dancing between the many worlds in those ancient times was a single being. She was the first, the greatest, and the mother of us all: the great Queen of Ponykind.
But back then, she was merely a pony. A pony who, for reasons long lost to history, had no home. Be it due to escaping the destruction of her home world, losing her way on a great journey through time and space, or some other unfathomable tragedy, she had no place of her own to return to. But she had the power to travel dimensions, and she looked to the future with hope in her heart.
“The multiverse is infinite in size and possibilities. Surely, somewhere out there is a place where I can belong. I shall one day find it, I need only search long enough,” she declared.
And so her journey began.
She traveled to untold worlds, encountered countless beings of every shape and size, and made many, many companions along the way. Yet, no matter how great the bonds she forged, she always felt deep in her being that she was but an outsider, never truly belonging. And though it pained her to say goodbye so frequently, she would not be deterred from her quest.
She also faced numerous challenges, solved many problems both for others and herself, and overcame many foes, from lowly criminals to world-ending monsters. And with every step forward, her body grew stronger, her mind grew wiser, and her soul grew brighter in radiance. Before long, she grew so great that she ascended beyond her mortal form, enabling her search to continue indefinitely.
But alas, her struggles were in vain. After many eons of searching, she had become like a goddess in all but title. Now so powerful and wise, she gazed out into the infinite cosmos, seeing eternity in its full glory, and yet she still could find no destination for her to arrive to. Despite all her might, she still could not find her purpose.
She was filled with despair for but a moment, for then she came to realize that after everything she had endured, she now had another possibility available to her.
“So be it. If there is no place in all of reality for me to call home, then I shall create my home myself,” she declared.
And so she did.
With her god-like power, she was able to draw in great amounts of energy and mass from the cosmos. With her near infinite wisdom, she knew how to shape it all into a new, cohesive world. And with her brightly shining soul, she bestowed light unto the newly-forged land.
Drawing inspiration from the most beautiful of worlds she had seen in her journey, she created a paradise of light and harmony: a land of green earths and blue oceans. And in the sky, she molded great lights, similar in appearance to their inspirations, but far simpler in form and function. She flooded the world with a powerful energy: the great force of magic. And to pull it all together, she filled the land with life: fish, animals, insects, and countless others.
And finally, when the world was ready, she graced it with the greatest of her creations, her people: ponies crafted in her own image. Aware of the many dangers to mortal lives, she decided that more than one race of ponies would be necessary. She would go on to shape seven tribes, each blessed with a gift to help them play the roles she had planned for them. 
First, she created the cornu, ponies gifted with horns that could touch and control the world’s magic. With their gifts, the cornu could perform great feats of wonder and mystery. And as their desire to understand their power drove them onward, they also pursued wisdom in all its forms, becoming the teachers and scholars of the world. 
Second, she created the alas, ponies gifted with mighty wings that let them soar into the air. And as they flew up into the blue skies, they found that they could touch the clouds, and learned to control them. They would become the guardians of the wind and sky, ensuring that none would live in fear of great storms.
Third, she created the terrans, ponies gifted with deep ties to the earth and soil. With such ties came great strength, and affinity for the life that grew from it. The terrans would quickly learn how to harness this affinity, ensuring food would always be in abundance, and not a single pony would starve.
Fourth, she created the salvares, ponies gifted with connections to the beauty of world around them, both in life, and of that buried within stones. What took nature millions of years to create, the salvares could grow in but a decade. And with this gift, they would become builders and craftsponies: the cornerstones of all pony civilization.
Fifth, she created the hippocampi, ponies gifted with the full might of the sea, and the power to live within it. And so they did, shaping and controlling the world beneath the waves as the other tribes shaped the world above. No matter how far the other tribes journeyed from the shore, the hippocampi would ensure their safety.
Sixth, she created the papili, ponies gifted with great empathy, and the power to understand the emotions of all life, pony or otherwise. To aid them, she created the papili in a small, nonthreatening size, but gave them the greatest magic of all the tribes so that they could defend themselves. They would become the world’s caretakers: protecting and caring for the many beings that lived among the ponies.
And finally, she created the thestrals, ponies gifted with the night’s embrace. When the other tribes laid down their heads to rest, the thestral would rise and protect them. And when nightly terrors plagued ponies’ sleep, the thestrals would use their magic to reach into their dreams and drive away the phantoms.
The Queen also saw fit to give them all an additional gift. Her long struggle to find a home had left a terrible scar upon her soul, and she was determined that none of her ponies would know the pain of lacking purpose as she had. And so, she grafted magical marks on their sides that would be tied to their destinies.
At last, with the seven tribes created and united under the Queen’s loving rule, the world was complete. The Age of Light had begun. For almost a hundred years, Equis was peaceful, prosperous, and filled with delight and good cheer. All played and flourished during the day, and slept peacefully under the stars at night. There were no conflicts between the tribes: no anger, no jealousy, no distrust. There was only harmony.
The Queen looked out upon her world and was pleased with what she had created. Her rule was a happy one, guiding and teaching her little ponies the basics of civilization, while moving the sun, moon, and stars through the sky. At last, she could no longer feel the cold phantom of being an outsider. This new world was indeed her home.
And yet, she could not help but feel that something was missing. Some final piece of the puzzle was still undiscovered. Then at last it occurred to her that it was not something missing from the world, but from herself. And so, she once more drew in the power to create life, but instead of pushing it into the world, she pulled it into herself.
And soon, from her womb came the first of the Queen’s daughters: a cornu whom would be named Celestia.
The birth of the royal daughter announced a great celebration. Throughout all the land, ponies rejoiced and sang. And the Queen herself knew joy of which she had never experienced in her eons of life.
She quickly decided that she would have more children, and once more pulled life into herself. She declared to her ponies that she would have seven children, one of each of the seven tribes, to prove to her ponies that she loved them all equally. 
But it was not to be. For despite all of the Queen knowledge and power, she was still a flawed being. And when she created the world, she had made a fatal mistake: she had created a world with no shadow. Such worlds are paradises, but they are also bright beacons to evil forces that can see beyond the dimensional divide.
Mere days after the second royal daughter had been born, an alas, the Queen felt a dark and terrible presence on its way to her world. Immediately, she realized her mistake was twofold. In this perfect land, her little ponies had never faced anything more dangerous than falling apples. How could they possibly fend off the darkness enshrouding upon their home?
Seeing only one option, the Queen gather the ponies to give them a grim warning of what was to come. She declared that she would travel to the realm beyond the worlds and face the darkness herself, unlikely though it was that she would be victorious. She hoped it would give her ponies time. She begged her ponies to prepare themselves, to learn of the terrible ways of war, and that when the shadows fell they would not lose sight of the light of harmony.
But there were a few key matters the Queen had to address before she set off. The Queen entrusted her newborn daughters to be raised by the salvares, the cornerstones of ponykind. She then crafted a spell that would enable the cornu, the tribe with the greatest connection to the world’s magic, to maintain the movements of the sun and moon in her place. 
And finally, she granted all her ponies with one last desperate gift: the promise that those who proved themselves worthy would ascend into power akin to her own, if less in magnitude. They would be great in power, entitled to high authority, and given lifespans far beyond those of mortal ponies. She hoped such champions would be enough for her ponies to persevere through the darkness.
The Queen then departed from the world, never to return.
The Queen’s final fate is unknown. Some say she died in battle, and now watches over us as a spirit of harmony. Others theorize that she was captured by dark forces, and to this day waits in hope that her creations will one day grow strong enough to free her. Others still say she moved to draw the darkness away, but in doing so became lost in the cosmos, and was force to once again resume her search for a home, hoping that her world had not yet been destroyed. 
Some more pessimistic individuals would claim she simply created another Equis, believing that this one had been consumed by the shadows. And there are those who believed that she is alive and well, watching us grow from a distance, allowing us to push ever closer to harmony at our own pace. Never daring to directly interfere, but capable to reaching out and giving us gentle pushes in the right direction.
Regardless, the fact remains that the Queen was never seen again. The world she had created and all those who lived on it were about to undergo their second birth: a birth of fire and blood. The golden Age of Light came to an end, and the terrible Age of War was about to begin...

			Author's Notes: 
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		Chapter 1: Legend of the Thestrals' Demise



~2900 years before Nightmare Moon’s Return…

It was a mere half an hour after sundown. While most ponies were lying down to sleep, the citizens of one city, or what could be considered a city in those ancient times, was starting to awaken. For this was Vespertilio, home of the thestrals.
Located at the western border of their fair nation, the city was built onto the sides of a gorge cutting through a mountain range. It had been chosen because the gorge was far enough from the other tribes that it enabled the seventh tribe to sleep undisturbed by the blinding sun and their day-dwelling kin.
One by one, ponies exited their resting caves, pushed aside the light-blocking curtains, and set out to face the new night. Families gathered together for breakfast, workers set out to begin their routines, and the evening started in the same manner as any other.
And in the very heart of the city, many thestrals gathered within the Dreamhouse. There, they reached out with their magic into the realm of dreams and soothed the nightmares of their kin. It was an unending task, but one that every thestral in the city readily engaged in, taking their turns to fulfil their appointed duty.
But yet, something was off, hidden in shifting eyes and uncertain smiles. From the elder’s troubled mumblings to the children’s whispered words, a great tension had buried itself into the hearts of every pony in Vespertilio. It was the same tension that echoed through all the nation.
Two years had passed since their beloved Queen departed from the world. And the threat of the looming darkness weighed heavily upon every mind.
The city guard were no exception. However, the mere thought of their loved ones coming to harm was so horrifying, so alien, so terrible to even consider. Despite their fear, not a single guard would abandon their post or throw down the weapons they held. Were they not thestrals, guardians of the night? Protectors of their sun-dwelling kin? They had been given a duty by their Queen, and they would follow it through to the end.
But inexperience can cripple even the most valiant of wills, as two particular guards stationed at the top of the valley could easily demonstrate.[1]
“Hey, look at that one, near the western well,” whispered one guard.
“Nah, I know her. She’s got a mate already,” whispered the other.
“Just a mate? Not a husband? I mean, it not against the Queen’s law if they haven’t exchanged their vows yet,” whispered the first guard.
“Trust me, she’s definitely a lost cause. That mare’s been eyeing this one stallion since they were foals,” whispered the second.
“Gah… why are all the cute ones always taken? I mean, here we are, willingly risking our lives against some unknown threat, and we don’t even get so much as a blown kiss? What’s a stallion got to do to catch a mate?” whispered the first.
“If you thought you actually had a chance to woo a mare, you wouldn't have signed up to be a guard while our Queen is still missing,” replied the other.
The first guard winced.
“Ouch. Did you really have to go there?” asked the first.
“I believe he was trying to ‘politely’ remind you that you shouldn’t been so easily distracted by mares while on duty,” replied a newcomer.
The two guards turned in surprise before bowing. Before them was Lion Airs, leader of the Thestral tribe. He was a large stallion, with his coat a dark violet, his mane solid black, and his piercing golden eyes shining with a gaze that commanded respect. He held himself with an air of calm power, his wings spread wide and intimidating. 
“Sir Lion, I apologize for my blunder. I was simply trying to pass the time. I have only just completed my training, and am still unused to standing still in one place for so long,” explained the guard.
Lion Airs just let out a sigh.
“I know. I too am unused to the role I now find myself bearing. Me? The leader of an army? If it had not come from the Queen’s lips I would have dismissed the idea outright. And yet, here we stand, forced to learn how to fight outside of dreams in the hopes that whatever awaits us, we may yet overcome it,” said Lion Airs.
The guards shared an uncertain look.
“Do you really believe it then, sir? Do you really think we’re going to… war?” asked the second guard.
Lion Airs didn’t respond right away, instead he turned to look out upon his city, full of thestrals going about their business. The tension in air was tangible, but it was also familiar. He then turned towards the star-ridden sky. He closed his eyes, and took a deep breath.
“Can you feel that?” he asked.
The guards shared an uncertain look before closing their eyes and concentrating. It didn’t take long for them to notice it.
“... Yes. There is something wrong with the air this evening,” said the second guard.
“There is a harshness to it. It’s something far worse than just the fear we have all been feeling since the Queen’s departure,” added the first.
“Indeed. I do not know if it signifies war, but I have no doubt that something terrible may happen soon, if not tonight. You two should remain vigilant. I suspect we shall have our answer soon enough, one way or another.” said Lion Airs.
Lion Airs turned back to the city, and he noticed an alas emerging from Lion’s own cavern with a yawn.
“Well, it appears my escort has awakened. Hopefully the Council is more willing to listen to my warnings tonight,” said Lion Airs with a resigned sigh.
The first guard snorted.

Lion Airs arrived at his resting cavern to find his wife chastising his appointed escort.
“You are in no condition to be flying. At least get something to eat before you set off,” she scolded.
“I cannot rest. Not until sir Lion Airs arrives at the Council,” came the reply.
“What young Feather Tip[2] is trying to say is that he gets horrible stomach pains if he flies right after eating,” said Lion Airs with a chuckle.
Feather Tip slightly blushed, but gave no other indicator that he had heard what Lion Airs had said.
“At any rate, he is correct. We should depart east soon. The sun-dwelling tribes will only be more difficult to speak with the later into the evening it gets. You know all too well how much of a challenge it is in the best of time, my dear Cross,” said Lion Airs.
Gorge Cross, Lion’s wife, let out a sigh.
“Be as it may, he must take care of himself. He still has not adapted to living under the moon’s light, and is not getting enough sleep. I will not see a guest within my home waste away, especially one who may need to be at his strongest soon,” she declared.
“I am adapting just fine, Lady Cross. I’ve been sleeping through the day for weeks now,” objected Feather Tip.
“Then who is it that keeps causing such a ruckus in the middle of the day? It’s certainly not Fang. The colt sleeps like a stone,” countered Gorge Cross.
“Speaking of which, where is Hollow Fang? Is he still sleeping?” interrupted Lion Airs.
Feather Tip gave Lion Airs a look of gratitude, while Lady Cross let out another sigh.
“Yes, he is. I’ve tried to wake him, but to no avail. And you know that child will be disappointed if he didn’t get to say goodbye to his father,” said Lady Cross.
Lion Airs let out a chuckle as he leaned in to nuzzle his wife.
“I know. But I’ll be back well before dawn. I’ll make sure to spend some time with him once I return,” reassured Lion Airs.
“I shall hold you to that, oh great leader,” replied Lady Cross with a scowl.
Lion Airs leaned in and gave his wife another nuzzle. Her frustration seemed to vanish as she, at last, returned it.
“Take care yourself, my dear,” said Lions Airs.
“You too, my love,” replied Lady Cross.

Vespertilio was not the furthest city from the Queen’s palace,[3] but it was still a bit of a flight for the Thestral and his escort. By the time they’d arrived, the meeting was already well underway. And as they came down for a landing, it was apparent that the other leaders were in the middle of yet another argument.
“Best of luck, sir,” said Feather Tip as he pulled aside the curtain to the room with the gathered leaders.
With a sigh, Lion Airs stepped into the room. Inside, the leaders of the other six tribes had gathered around a map of the land to make plans for the future. Or at least they were supposed to. Once again, they were instead squabbling over the Queen’s orders. Lion Airs was the only one who had thought to bring a spear in the event of an attack, which said quite a lot about what the other leaders thought of the coming war. 
Unfortunately, the identities of all six of these leaders have long been forgotten through the ages[4]. The same can not be said of their disagreement.
“It’s ludicrous! There is simply no conceivable way it can be true!” cried the terran leader.
“So you have claimed since the Queen’s departure. And yet, after two full passings of the seasons, she has yet to return. Surely you must realize that all is not well,” argued the alas leader.
“Yes, it has been two years now, but these shadows she spoke of have yet to appear. At this point, I’m starting to believe that the Queen has chosen to leave us for some unknown slight. The salvares, including myself, have grown tired of living in constant fear. If this continues for much longer, I fear that my citizens may start attacking each other in a panic,” said the salvares leader.
“Then the salvares shall fail our Queen’s test. Such concerns only convince me that my theory is correct,” said the cornu leader.
Lion Airs let out a sigh. He did not want to hear this nonsense again.
“So, you still believe that this is merely a test by the All-Mother?” asked the papili leader.
“But of course. She has ruled over us for over a hundred years of peace, and only now our home is threatened? I do not believe it for a moment. I insist that this ‘invasion’ will never occur, and this whole affair is merely a test to see if we, her children, are capable of standing on our own four legs without her. And when the test is over, those of us who stood strong will be rewarded while those who faltered will be punished,” recited the cornu leader.
“A test that demands we cast aside our peacefully lives and become soldiers? To become killers? No, I don't believe the Queen would ever ask us to commit to such things without good reason. I believe she was honest when she spoke of an impending invasion,” countered the alas leader.
“And yet despite your claims, you still believe that the Queen will save us from the coming conflict,” said the hippocampi leader.
“Of course she will. She would never let us face such horrors without her aid. Her departure is merely to lure our foes into a false sense of confidence. We need only remain vigilant until their arrival, then the Queen will return and strike them down,” replied the alas leader.
“False confidence? Why would any foe have need of such a thing? None of us have ever raised a weapon against another. No, this ‘invasion’ is indeed meant for us to stand up for ourselves, but not as a test. The All-Mother vowed to bring five more royal children into the world, and I suspect she wishes to be able to raise her children as a proper mother without needing to rule us so directly as she has done for the last hundred years,” said the papili leader.
The hippocampi leader growled.
“How can three of us be foolish enough to think this invasion is but a falsehood by our Queen? I agree that this is a test, but one that will most certainly involve an war. A war the Queen herself is staging to ensure that when true threats emerge, we will be ready,” countered the hippocampi leader.
Once again, the gathered leaders all glared at the hippocampi leader for daring to make such a ludicrous proposal.
“As the alas has stated, it is unlikely that the Queen has made an empty warning. But I also agree she would not leave us to fend for ourselves so drastically. It must be a staged battle, one where is will ensure that no pony shall suffer too gravely from. It will be unpleasant for us all, but also necessary for us to move forward,” said the hippocampi leader.
“Forward? To what? An age of fighting and warfare? We have never needed the capability to kill and I see no reason why that should ever change. This is a peaceful world. You all speak of war as if it’s some great inevitability. No, this is all some dire misunderstanding. The Queen will return shortly, and there will be no war. Ponies do not cause harm to others,” declared the terran leader.
“Do you honestly believe that?” asked Lion Airs.
The room grew quiet as the others turned to the thestral leader. Their expressions ranged for concerned to outright fearful. The seventh leader rarely spoke during these meetings.
“Do you truly believe that ponies are incapable of harming another living being?” asked Lion Airs.
The terran leader looked back at Lion Airs in confusion, and then nodded.
“Yes. We have never done so before, and we never will. What makes you think otherwise?” replied the terran leader.
Lion Airs let out a sigh, and began speaking.
“I am of the thestrals, guardians of the night, walkers of dreams, and destroyers of nightmares. While most of you may be unable to even comprehend how another being could wish you harm, the children of the night are no strangers to such things. We know the darkness that lingers in the hearts of all life. We know the capability for harm that dwells in all ponies. And we know, all too well, how to fight,” said Lion Airs.
Lion Airs began to pace around the table, making the other leaders even more nervous.
“I have seen ponies dream of spilling other ponies’ blood. I have seen fantasies of slaying fearsome monsters and dancing upon their corpses. I have seen, and even felt, the desire to feast on the creatures around us to satisfy selfish appetites. We have always suppressed these horrors, but they most certainly exist,” said Lion Airs.
“But that’s only in dreams. Such things do not exist in reality,” objected the terran leader.
Lion Airs glared at the terran.
“Then would you be willing to prove as much? Would you have me order my thestrals to leave your dark dreams untouched? Surely, if we are all so pure as you claim, such simple dreams could not possibly tempt you to do such vile acts?” asked Lion Airs.
The terran, perhaps fearful of what the thestral might reveal of his nightly horrors, merely bowed his head in shame. Lion Airs scoffed, and turned to face the others.
“I cannot say with any certainty that war is coming, but I do believe that the Queen’s words were true. And it troubles me that I seem to be the only one here who does. You all cling to excuses; possible explanations of how this war might not come to pass. But the simple fact remains: of the seven distinct theories each of us hold, only one of us can be correct. Six of us are mistaken,” said Lion Airs.
Lion Airs turned and made his way back to his place at the table.
“If the terrans are correct and war never comes, then all ponies shall toss aside their weapons and fears in relief, but if we, the Thestrals, are correct, then failing to prepare for war will doom us all. I see little point in debating which belief will prove true, as we will have no answer until the invasion is either started, or confirmed to never occur. The real question is, who among us can afford to have their theory proven wrong?” asked Lion Airs.
Not a single leader had a response to that.

The meeting concluded shortly after midnight. While no clear agreement had been reached, all the tribes, even the terrans, and been convinced to keep their newly created armies ready and on guard. 
It pained Lion Airs that so many of them had only done so because they believed the Queen was merely testing them. He dearly prayed that he was wrong, that this upcoming war truly would be only a measure of their independence, but he dare not assume as much.
He would not endanger the lives of his tribe, nor his family, on idle dreams that the coming darkness didn’t exist.
“Well, at least the terrans have not disbanded their forces. They’ve threatened to do so several times now,” commented Feather Tip.
“Yes, for what little it’s worth. I fear that once war comes they will be utterly unable, or possibly just unwilling, to fight alongside the rest of us,” replied Lion Airs.
The two of them had been flying back towards Vespertilio for several minutes now.
“I agree. I have been trying to convince my own tribe of the danger, but I am constantly dismissed as a ‘Thestral servant.’ As if my duty as escort were some sort of insult,”[5] said Feather Tip.
“Aye. You have always been loyal to the alas, Feather Tip. All these years of living among us have done little to change that, as your sleeping habits make quiet clear,” said Lion Airs with a chuckle.
Feather Tip let out a sigh.
“I cannot help that I struggle to adapt to the thestrals’ nocturnal lifestyle. I have… wait, sir, do you see that?” said Feather tip.
Feather Tip pointed down to the ground. His Alas vision may have enabled him to spot something off sooner, but Lion Airs’ night vision enabled him to recognize what it was. And what he saw filled him with horror.
A thestral guard was flying just above the ground, struggling to flap his wings. Far more concerning, however, was that his coat was matted with blood.
“Oh no… Feather Tip, hurry!” cried Lion Airs.
He dived down to the thestral, Feather Tip right behind him. As he reached the injured guard, he realized just how bad it was. The pony’s body was covered in wounds. It was a miracle the thestral was able to move, let alone fly.
The guard let out a painful gasp at the sight of his leader.
“S.. sir Lion…” he weazed out before coughing.
Lion Airs grabbed the thestral and gently lowered him to the ground. The sight of so much blood was horrifying, but Lion Airs had seen such things in nightmares before. To see it in the waking world, however, filled Lion Airs’ heart with dread.
“Easy, you’re in no condition to be flying,” said Lion Airs.
But the wounded thestral would not be deterred.
“No… no time… Sir…  Vespertilio… it’s…” the guard gasped before falling into another coughing fit.
It was soon apparent he was coughing up blood. Lion Airs was no healer, but it was apparent that the thestral in front of him was not long for the world.
“Monsters… monsters attacking…” the guard choked out.
“By the Queen’s mercy, no...” whispered Feather Tip.
Lion Airs clenched his teeth. He had heard enough, but he would not abandon the pony dying in front of him.
“You have done your duty. You may rest now, and know that your efforts may have saved us all,” said Lion Airs.
The guard’s expression grew calm, before collapsing to the ground. A few moments later, he drew his final breath. But there was no time for pleasantries or even a burial. Lion Airs and Feather Tip looked at each other with grim resolve. The Thestral dying in front of them was proof that the time had come. War was upon them.
“Feather Tip, hurry back to the Queen’s palace. The other leaders will have opted to remain there until dawn. Inform them of this immediately. They must rally their forces at once,” ordered Lion Airs.
“Yes, sir. But what about you?” asked Feather Tip.
“My home is under attack. I will not stand back and wait while my ponies are dying. I am heading straight to Vespertilio to aid them,” said Lion Airs.
Feather Tip was about to object, to remind the thestral leader of what that surely meant, but then thought better of it. What was there to be said? He himself would do the same if it was the alas city that was being attacked.
“I… understand sir. Good luck,” said Feather Tip.
The alas spread his wings and flew back towards the palace.
Lion Airs paused only to glance at the body lying in front of him before spreading his own wings and continuing to Vespertilio. He had not even learned the brave soul’s name, and the poor soldier deserved a burial, but he could not afford to wait.[6]

Vespertilio was burning. Lion Airs looked down upon his city in despair. Were there was not fire, there was blood. All around, horrific beasts bering terrible claws and vicious fangs[7] clashed with thestral warriors in the streets and caves. Though he had braced himself for war, nothing could have prepared Lion Airs for the horror he now bore witness to.
But far more horrifying that the monsters were the bodies. Mares, elders, children, none were spared. Everywhere Lion Airs looked, he saw the still forms of thestrals he knew, had trained, and even seen his own child play with. Just hours before this place had been beautiful and now…
Lion Airs let out a cry of rage, his sonic screech echoing through the valley. Monsters paused to look up at him, drawing weapons that fired dark bolts into the air. But Lion Airs merely charged to the ground, spear forward, dodging every shot. The moment he reached the ground, he lunged forward and shoved his weapon into the nearest monster.
Lion Airs had never killed another living being before, not outside of ponies’ dreams, but at that moment, he barely registered that he had crossed that line. He just drew back his spear, and attacked the next monster. And the next. And the next.[8]
For some time, possibly hours, all Lion Airs could think about was making these beasts pay for their actions. Fellow thestrals sometimes fought beside him, and other times they were struck down. A guard that fought until his spear shattered… a child attempting to flee only for a bolt to sink into his side… The world became an unending rush of blood and fire. 
But then, suddenly, Lion Airs had no more monsters to aim his spear at. Snapped out of his rage, Lion Airs slowly regained his bearings.
Somehow, the beasts had been slain or at the very least had been driven back. But it was far too late. So many ponies had died, and many of them included his warriors. It was hard to tell how many troops were left among the bodies, but it was clear they had been reduced by a drastic measure. And the city’s population was...
Lion Air’s emotions were a mess, but he couldn’t afford to waste time mourning. This could not be the end of things, and he needed to take charge of the situation. He spotted one soldier nearby, holding his hoof to a minor wound on his side. Lion Airs quickly dashed over, the guard gasping as he recognized his leader.
“Sir Lion Airs!” cried the soldier.
“Report. What has happened here?” demanded Lion Airs.
“I… I don’t know! They came out of nowhere, all at once! We’ve all just been trying to stay alive and…” the soldier stuttered.
Lion Airs put a hoof on the soldier’s uninjured side.
“Calm down. I need to know what happened so that we can plan what to do next,” said Lion Airs.
The guard shivered, but took a deep breath and began speaking.
“They… they struck a little after midnight, sir. They swarmed all over us in a matter of seconds. Ponies started panicking, and we couldn't get our formations to bear in time. They’d struck down the sentries with those black bolts before they could sound the alarm,” said the soldier.
“Where did they attack first? We have to know where they’re coming from,” asked Lion Airs.
“The western maw sir. They came from…” said the guard, but Lion Airs no longer heard him.
The western maw was where his own cave was located. 
He didn’t even wait for the guard to finish. He spread his wing and rushed to his home.
“Cross! Fang!” he cried.

Minutes later, Lion Airs slowly emerged from his cave. He was trembling. This… this was far worse than any nightmare he had ever faced, and it was no dream. He felt tears once again build up in his eyes. He felt so empty. His family was…
Lion Airs slammed his hooves to the ground, utterly overwhelmed. 
“Why… why did this have to happen? My Queen, what has happened to you that such monstrosities could do this?” he asked the night air.
But no response came from the stars.
“Sir!” cried another guard.
Still trembling, Lion Airs forced himself to stand and face the other Thestral as he landed beside him.
“Y-yes?” asked Lion Airs.
“Sir, I saw more monsters coming this way from the west. Enemy reinforcements will be here in a matter of minutes,” reported the guard.
“All from the west? Are you sure?” asked Lion Airs.
“Positive. And there’s a lot more of them than there was in the first wave,” said the guard.
Lion Airs closed his eyes and thought. If they were coming from the west, that meant they were still outside the lands of the pony tribes. And the gorge Vespertilio was built into was the only way through the surrounding mountain range without flying. And if these beasts couldn’t fly, that would mean they would have to come through the city…
“Right then. Rally what troops you can. We need to regroup,” said Lion Airs.
Shortly after, the survivors were all gathered together. It was a pitiful sight. Less than a third of the Thestral army remained, and only a hoofful of civilians. Whatever these monsters were, they clearly had not desire to take prisoners.
This suited Lion Airs just fine. He had no intention of leaving any of his foes alive either. He cleared his throat, pushed aside his despair, and began to speak.
“Everyone, I don’t have to say how grim our situation is. The enemy we’ve long dreaded has proven to be worse than we dared to fear, and now… they stand to overwhelm us. For all intents and purposes, we can do little here, and we should retreat,” announced Lion Airs.
There was some nervous murmuring among the ranks, and the few civilians looked utterly terrified.
“But this city is the only way for the enemy to reach our nation. If we leave now, they will have free reign over our lands, and stomping them out will prove all but impossible once they’ve spread out. But if they can be stopped here, held back, we may yet be able to save our home. I have already sent word to the other tribes of this attack, and reinforcements are on the way. But if there is to be any hope of preventing these monsters from terrorizing our lands, they must be stopped here,” announced Lion Airs.
Lion Airs stomped a hoof into the ground.
“We have no chance at victory, but I will not flee. I will make my stand here, and give everything I have to hold those beasts back. I will make them pay for every life they’ve already taken this evening tenfold. I will fight, alone if I must. Will any of you stand beside me?” asked Lion Airs.
The gorge was silent, but then, one by one, the soldiers stepped forward. Every single one of them were prepared to stand beside their leader no matter the cost. Several of the civilians stepped forward as well, picking up weapons from among the fallen to stand beside their kin to the end.[9]
Nodding in gratitude, Lion Airs turned to the few civilians who were unable or unwilling to join them. He did not blame them, and they had another purpose to serve.
“Go. Inform the other tribes of the situation. Let them know that the thestrals fought to protect them from the night’s terrors to the very end,” said Lion Airs.
Suddenly, there was movement from the western shadows. Then black bolts started to rain down.
“Go!” commanded Lion Airs as he turned and charged at the enemy.
The others followed after him, and the few remaining civilians turned and fled. But as they flew from the gorge, they heard one last cry.
“FIENDS! YOU DARE ATTACK MY CITY?! SLAUGHTER MY CITIZENS?! STRIKE DOWN MY FAMILY?! I AM LION AIRS, LEADER OF THE THESTRALS, AND YOU. SHALL. KNOW. MY. WRATH!” 

Publisher's Notes:
[1] It is unclear why this rather insignificant exchange is so often included in this legend. The leading theory is that it was fabricated in order to make the thestral tribe more relatable to an audience that had only heard stories of their lost bat-winged kin.
[2] The name of the pegasus escort has actually never been determined. We chose Feather Tip as it’s one of the more widely recognized names associated with him.
[3] According to many a fable, this lost palace was located in the very heart of the ancient world, and was later reduced to rubble during the Age of War. It’s actual location, and existence, has yet to be confirmed.
[4] Their names, appearances, and even their roles in later events have all been lost. There has been some debate as to whether this was intentional, as to shame the other leaders for their reluctance to face the approaching war.
[5] It is unclear what exactly the purpose and role an “escort” played in these times, but it’s widely accepted that it was likely to ensure that the tribes would be able to send word to each other in the event of a surprise attack. The escort would have no immediate family to protect within the city they were staying.
[6] As we’ve yet to fully determine traditional burial rites in this era, it may be that the soldier was actually buried or cremated, and simply not given a proper funeral. It seems unlikely that Lion Airs would just leave the body lying there after staying to watch the soldier die.
[7] “Monsters with claws” is, unfortunately, the only description we have for these first invaders. You’d think they’d been given at least a name for identification, but no. It is widely believed that their name was simply lost to time, likely during the Age of War.
[8] Some versions of the legend go into rather graphic detail of the battle. We have opted to simplify it, as the details of said battle have proven impossible to confirm, and we’re inclined to avoid adding unnecessary gory details.
[9] Another aspect of the legend that is hotly debated. It seems unlikely that the Thestrals would let themselves be slaughtered so thoroughly. Some suspect that the number of civilians who volunteered to stay was a lot smaller than the story suggests, and it was another monster attack shortly after that wiped the tribe out.
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		Chapter 2: The Age of War



Shortly after the remaining thestrals fled, the combined armies of the other tribes arrived at what remained of Vespertilio. The monsters had only just begun to set out across the countryside, and were still all gathered in one place. The thestrals’ sacrifice had not been in vain. Even so, the following battle was harsh as the ponies were forced to face the grim reality of war at a running pace. It was a cruel lesson to be learned, especially by the terrans.
In the end, the ponies were victorious, and the beasts were struck down to the last. The land was saved, but at a terrible cost. Countless lives were lost in the battle, and among them were almost the entire thestral tribe, including Lion Airs himself. His body was said to be found entangled with that of some sort of enemy commander, surrounded by hundreds of other slain beasts.
Many legends would be told about the thestrals’ last stand, but the fact remained that less than a dozen thestrals escaped the massacre. And unfortunately, this was far too few to repopulate the tribe. Despite their best efforts, and many a mating attempt with the other tribes, the thestrals were doomed.
But there was no time for the ponies to mourn the loss of their kin. Merely days after the beasts were struck down, a new threat appeared, forcing the ponies to march to war once again. But now, somewhat familiar with the art of combat and inspired by the bravery of the seventh tribe, the ponies rallied and drove these new invaders back to dark emptiness from which they came.
The new threat was defeated, only for another to appear. And then another. And another. For every time a dark presence was defeated or driven back to the void between worlds, a new one would emerge, and the battle would continue.
And so began the Age of War. For over five hundred years, the world would be consumed with the fires of combat. Before long, the Age of Light was reduced to little more than a legend told to children to give them hope through these dark days.
But not all otherworldly visitors were hostile. Some, such as the griffons and minotaurs, were willing to negotiate with the ponies, and were given permission to live on Equis in return for their aid. They proved to be mighty allies of the ponies during this dark age. Bearing weapons and trades from their abandoned homes, these allies helped ensure that ponykind survived the centuries of war.
Others threats, such as the dragons, had no interest in the ponies, and simply entered the world and set off to make their own homes within it. The ponies were simply too busy fighting to survive to bother with such beings that kept their distance, and so they were unofficially permitted to remain.
But the majority of the visitors were invaders, and not all of them were successfully driven away. Dark magics, vile monsters, and other horrible things slipped through the cracks. The undead began to appear. Ponies abandoned their tribes to worship dark powers or forge their own paths. And with the thestrals gone, the ponies had no one to protect them from their nightmares and other nightly horrors.
Hope, however, shined brightly still. The sun and the moon continued to move uninterrupted through the sky at the will of the cornu. The infant royal daughters were raised in the safety of the salvares tribe’s well hidden city, ignorant of the turmoil that consumed the world.
And among the ponies, there emerged those who proved worthy of the Queen’s blessing and ascended into greater beings. They would be called Alicorns, and bear the titles of Princess and Prince in honor of their lost Queen. Together they would lead the tribes through these dark times and beyond.
The first was of the alas tribe: a mighty warrior named Gusty. Through unwavering valor and wisdom, the alas managed to seal away the power of one of the first truly great evils to invade Equis. And when Gusty ascended into an alicorn, ponies readily rallied behind their new leader.
The second was of the cornu: the wise mage Twilight Requiem. A magic expert of which would only be surpassed by Starswirl the Bearded, she crafted spells that are still widely used today. Though the most reluctant to bear the title of Princess, she would bear her crown as skillfully as her equals.
The third was a hippocampi: Princess Aquarius. Ascended after striking down an unnameable horror, her greatest strength was her utmost devotion to the Queen. She was the incorruptible; the stone unyielding to the waves she commanded with unmatched skill.
The fourth was Princess Viridi Flore, Princess of the papili. A compassionate soul, she was the one who ensured peace with ponykind’s new allies. Every alliance forged had her hoof in its creation. And despite her kind heart, she never once shrinked her duties during the endless war.
And finally, there was Prince Lapis of the salvares. Though late to ascend, his calm and friendly demeanor quickly made him the Alicorn of the common pony. And as the leader who was to care for the royal daughters, he quickly became a figurehead of ponykind as a whole.
The terrans alone would remain without an ascended ruler. Why this was the case is uncertain. Some say there was a terran Alicorn, but he betrayed his kin and was struck from history as a result. Others believe it was some form of punishment for the tribe’s reluctance to prepare for war during the Age of Light. Or perhaps there was simply none among the tribe worthy of ascension during the Age of War. Whatever the reason, the fact remained that the terrans had no Alicorn to lead them.
As so it was, for centuries, that the ponies raged war. But then, after almost five hundred years of warfare, things began to change. The light that drew these terrible being to Equis was being smothered by the world’s forming shadow. Eventually, the attacks started to have gaps between them. These gaps turned to small periods of peace, then later seasons without conflict. And finally, at last, the war’s end seemed within reach.
But before the end, there was one last horrible invader that needed to be stopped. An invader far more terrible than anything the ponies had ever faced. And in order to end this threat, another great sacrifice would have to be made...
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