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An ancient demon like creature has awoken from a long slumber.  Now the only thing that can save Equestria may be as dangerous as the demon they are trying to stop. 
This story was originally a collab with HMXTaylor Lee.  He's on hiatus right now, but it's dedicated to him all the same.
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		Prolouge



“I will not allow it.”
Luna’s voice echoed off the smooth, marbled, walls of Celestia’s private chambers. The small, secluded room, located behind the throne room of Canterlot Castle was most often unoccupied.  Celestia preferred to take most of her meetings in open court, usually to assuage any fears that she was abusing her power with secret backroom deals. Furthermore, being a ruler required maintaining a certain level of public access, lest said public accuse you of being out of touch, and open court allowed any pony with a grievance to petition their queen and know their concerns were heard.
But sometimes there were sensitive matters, matters that she wished to keep, not only the public, but her guards and castle staff ignorant of; for those she preferred her private chambers.  She had set up and cast the noise canceling wards herself, as well as the selectively permeable barrier, so that she could be assured nothing came in or out of the room without her explicit authorization.
“Sister, we have no other choice,” Celestia replied, attempting to keep her voice level and free of anguish.
In contrast, Luna made no pretenses of being anywhere close to calm. “Are you so desperate that you would risk unleashing one hell upon Equestria, in the hopes of avoiding another?” she said using an accusatory tone that only a sister would dare to use with the ruler of Equestria.
Celestia’s voice cracked ever so slightly, and if anypony other than Luna had been in the room they wouldn’t have noticed it.  “Yes, I’m desperate! A great terror threatens our land and this may be our only hope.  Do you really think I would propose such an action if I was anything other than truly desperate?”
“You don’t know what you are asking of her,” Luna said softly, almost but not quite pleading.
“I am aware that I am asking her to do a terrible thing, but-”
“No you are not,” Luna said plainly but forcefully. Celestia looked at Luna slightly puzzled which the younger alicorn took as her cue to continue. “You say that you are aware, but the fact is that you have no idea the kind of temptation you are asking her to resist, and the kind of pain you will cause her if she fails. What right do even you have to ask that of anypony, much less one who has already done her duty?”
Celestia listened and offered her a thoughtful nod in return. “And yet in your protest you offer me no alternative. ”
“I do not have one, that does not mean I support your plan,” Luna responded quietly staring out the window, rather than meet her sister's gaze.

	
		A Trip to Canterlot



“But why can’t I come to Canterlot with you?” a shrill whine asked, emanating from a diminutive purple dragon.
“Sorry Spike, I need my number one assistant here. Just because the library is now also a castle doesn’t mean ponies don’t need to check out books,” Twilight responded coolly, even though she had already explained why Spike couldn’t come three times already.
“But what if you and Rarity get to trouble? You’ll need my help,” Spike said, flexing his arms and puffing his chest out in a futile effort to make himself appear imposing.
Twilight tried very hard to suppress a giggle and almost succeeded. “We’re just going to Canterlot to visit the Princess. I think we’ll be okay even without a big strong dragon to protect us,” Twilight replied, hoping that stroking Spike’s ego might cushion the blow of having to stay home.
“Why does Princess Celestia want to see you and Rarity anyway?”Spike asked, mollified just a little bit.
“I’m not sure, but I’m not going to panic. She wants Rarity to come too so maybe it’s to talk about this year’s Gala?”
“I still think I should go with you,” Spike groused.
“You just want an excuse to spend a few hours on a train with Rarity,” Twilight teased, playfully poking Spike’s soft belly.
“That too,” Spike admitted, fending off Twilight’s hoof. “But that doesn’t mean you won’t need my help.”
“I’ll bring you back some donuts from that place you like, how’s that?”
The promise of gem encrusted donuts brightened Spike’s mood a little bit and he nodded. A few minutes later Twilight pronounced her checklist complete, and thus her bags officially packed. 
“Can I at least come to the train station to see you and Rarity off?” Spike asked.
“Sure, I’ll bet Rarity would like that too,” Twilight responded, happy to be able to say yes to one of his requests.
The train station was only a short walk from the library, and when the purple pair arrived they saw Rarity already waiting on the platform, accompanied by a small mountain of luggage. Upon seeing her friends, the white unicorn smiled and waved as the trio convened on the platform.
“Hello darlings, it is a glorious day for a train ride to Canterlot isn’t it?” Rarity said, her excitement plainly evident.
“Sure is, y’know if you need help with all that heavy luggage I’d be happy to come with you,” Spike offered, ignoring a glare from Twilight.
Rarity batted her eyelashes and smiled her patented “dragon heart melting” smile. “That’s very chivalrous of you Spike, but Ponyville needs its library. What kind of mare would I be if I denied the citizens of Ponyville their right to education, just to satisfy my own needs?”
“Aww, I guess you’re right,” Spike said, blushing.
“That was my argument! Why does it sound better when she says it?” Twilight blurted out with no small measure of disbelief.
“Everything sounds better when Rarity says it,” Spike said, oblivious to the world around him.
Rarity smiled and let out a tiny giggle. “That’s very sweet Spikey, and it was wonderfully gallant of you to see us off, but now I do believe the citizens of Ponyville would be most grateful to have their library back; so as much as it pains me, I must bid you adieu,” Rarity said, offering Spike a chaste peck on the cheek. Spike turned a deep red and wordlessly waved goodbye to the two ponies, practically skipping on his way back to the library turned castle.
“You know, you really shouldn’t lead him on like that, Rarity,” Twilight said disapprovingly as Spike faded from view.
“I beg your pardon dear, I am not leading him on; Spike is a dear friend and I enjoy his company.  Would you rather I break his little heart but showing him nothing but cold dispassion?”
“Well, no…”
“This is a harmless schoolcolt crush. One day, Spike will meet a wonderful young filly or dragoness who will make him very happy and then he’ll forget all about me.”
“Somehow I doubt that,” Twilight chided.
“Well maybe not all about me, I am pretty fabulous.” Both ponies fell into a round of giggles that was interrupted by the call of the conductor ushering them aboard.
The two ponies settled into their private car, (being a princess did have its advantages even when not traveling by royal carriage), levitating Rarity’s mountains of luggage in the overhead storage space.
“Did you really need to pack so much stuff? It’s not like we’re going to be there that long,” Twilight asked, letting out a deep breath now that she was unburdened from the strain of using her magic.
“Well no, but I assume Celestia wants me to design a dress for this year’s gala, and I want to get an idea of what style of dress she likes, so I needed to bring examples of my work, and then I need to know about fabric so I had to bring some samples, and I need to think about colors, since her mane is even harder to match than Rainbow’s so I had to bring different color swatches of the different fabrics, plus we’re going to be in Canterlot, what if we get invited to a dinner party? I need to be able to select the appropriate outfit,” Rarity said, gasping for air as she finished her explanation. 
Twilight threw up her hoofs in surrender “Okay, okay I get it, all your luggage is one hundred percent necessary. But did Celestia tell you why she wanted to come to Canterlot, all she said in my letter was that we should get there as soon as possible.”
“She was vague in my letter too dear, but what else could it be?  If the elements were needed she’d summon all of us, and outside of my dress making I can’t imagine what the princess would possibly need to see me about.  So surely this is just a consultation for me, and friendly social call for you.”
“You’re probably right,” Twilight said with a smile, but still unable to shake the uneasy feeling she had.
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		Choices



The train ride from Ponyville to Canterlot took about an hour. Both ponies had made the trip numerous times before, so the view, though at times spectacular, held nothing exciting  for either of them.  Rarity used the down time to begin sketching some preliminary designs for Celestia’s dress.  Her first sketch  was meant to accent the shimmering of Celestia’s mane with a long flowing gown stitched together from different colors of satin, but then she thought better of it, deciding that Celestia often wore long flowing gowns; perhaps something a bit more slinky, or would that be too immodest for a ruler of Equestria? By the end of the trip Rarity had several sketches, none of which she felt were worthy of being showcased at the fashion event of the year.  Twilight on the other hoof took the opportunity to get some reading done, managing to make it through a chapter of Quantum Magical Dynamics: Theory and Practice. Much to the surprise of both of them, there was a guard escort waiting at the train station when they disembarked.
“Does Princess Celestia usually send an escort to meet you at the train station?” Rarity asked. 
“Well no,” Twilight admitted. “But I have my own castle now; maybe it’s just a formality, one of those things she has to do for visiting dignitaries?”
“You’re a dignitary now?” Rarity asked with a giggle. In response, Twilight shrugged sheepishly. “Well I certainly won’t complain about having some help,” Rarity said while smiling at the guards who were already beginning to load her copious amounts of luggage.
A short caravan ride later and the ponies found themselves at the entrance of Canterlot Castle as a different set of guards took their bags to the one of the many guest chambers housed within the Castle.
Twilight started to protest the help, “That really isn’t necessary, we can carry our own bags,” but she was politely rebuked by the guards who insisted that it was part of their job, nevermind that she was both a princess and the captain’s sister.
Their belongings attended to, Twilight and Rarity started toward the throne room. The throne room of Canterlot Castle was a monument to opulent elegance. Grand stained glass windows softly diffused a rainbow colored hue of light as it flooded into the chamber. The space itself was open, and high arched ceilings and convex walls gave the illusion that the room was bigger than its already considerable square footage. At the far end of the room,  directly facing the entrance as well as the rest of the room, two thrones sat on an elevated platform. Princess Celestia sat on her throne, a literal gilded chair with a sun carved into the headpiece; upholstered with the softest of silk. Despite having been in the throne room and the presence of the Princess numerous times,  Twilight and Rarity instinctively bowed as they approached, the layout of the room serving to place Celestia in a position of reverence to which bowing was the only appropriate response.  
“Twilight, Rarity.” Celestia nodded giving them permission to rise.  “Thank you both for coming so quickly.”
Rarity flashed what she hoped was a confident but relaxed smile. “Thank you for having us Princess Celestia, and may I say it’s an honor to be asked to help with the Gala in any way.  Now, I have some preliminary questions I’d like to ask about what style you prefer before we go about picking out a color palette.”
A confused look ran across Celestia’s face before a more somber one took its place. “Would you both come with me to my private chambers?”
The two ponies wordlessly followed the Princess to the small room behind the throne, and when they arrived they were surprised to see a grim looking Luna waiting for them.
“Are either of you familiar with the legend of Apotheosis?” Celestia said, not wasting anytime with formalities.
Both ponies shook their head after a quick bow to Luna.
“Good.  Much effort has gone into purging that particular story from the history books, and I hope you’ll understand why in a moment.” Celestia took a deep breath.  “Before the rules of magic were established, there was a group of unicorns who began to explore the fringes of dark magic, areas that even warlocks fear to tread. In their ignorance they ended up creating a being of pure destruction, and they named him Apotheosis. But despite having created the being, they could not control him and it laid waste to entire cities leaving a trail of devastation in it’s wake as it ravaged Equestria.”
“That's awful,” Twilight said, before allowing Celestia to continue. 
“Eventually a group of unicorns were able to lure the creature to the Ragorian mountain range, where, at great sacrifice, they buried him underneath  the mountains, in the hopes that the sheer mass of the mountain would succeed in containing him.”
Luna snorted an audible hmph. “For a time they were right, though it is worth noting that their fiasco is one of the reasons the study of Magic is now tightly regulated throughout Equestria,” Luna added.  
Celestia acknowledged her sister with a nod and continued. “Many hundreds of years ago Apotheosis began to stir. To meet in battle would have been folly, even for an entire battalion of unicorns, and so Star Swirl the Bearded devised a plan. He ventured deep into the mountains and cast a spell of oppressive darkness, surrounding the creature in a murk that could not be lifted.  He then sealed the cave with a powerful force field, and locked the demon inside once again. Surrounded by all consuming darkness, Apotheosis believed his purpose to bring about the end of all things fulfilled and fell into a slumber. A small order of monks was set up to guard the cave. A few days ago they reported that the shield is failing.”
“Star Swirl cast a forcefield that lasted hundreds of years?” Twilight wondered out loud, desperately trying to run the calculations of how such a spell was even possible when taking into account entropy coefficients of magical energy. 
“He was a skilled practitioner,” Celestia replied. 
“Teach me the spell Star Swirl used and I’ll go to the cave and seal the entrance again,” Twilight said resolutely as Rarity stood meekly next to her, trying to figure out why she was hearing about this.
Celestia shook her head sadly. “Twilight, you are a very powerful young mare, and I have no doubt that in time you will rival Star Swirl. But Star Swirl cast those spells at the height of his power; even if you could learn such complicated spells that quickly, you could not hope to cast them at the strength necessary to replicate his work.”
Twilight remained undeterred, “What about Rainbow Power? We used it to defeat Tirek.”
Celestia shook her head again. “Rainbow Power is certainly powerful, but it comes from the Tree of  Harmony, and thus must follow the same rules.”
“What rules?”
“The Elements of Harmony cannot be used as a weapon, only as a defense against evil.”
“A demon that threatens to destroy all of existence certainly sounds evil enough to warrant the use of Rainbow Power,” Rarity said, trying to make herself useful in a situation where she felt she had little to offer. 
“Apotheosis isn't inherently evil,” Luna said. 
“I don't understand. How can something whose sole purpose is the destruction and ruination of all existence NOT be inherently evil?” Rarity replied. 
“Is a tornado evil? Or an earthquake? Is a desert that parches it's thirsty wicked, or an ocean that swallows the drowned unjust? Apotheosis is akin to these. It does not destroy out of cruelty or malice, only out of design. As such, regardless of the outcome of its actions, it is not evil.” Luna finished her explanation with a sad shake of her head, almost as though she wished her reasoning wasn’t true. 
Twilight finished the thought process, “So Apotheosis can't be affected by the Elements and Rainbow Power.”
“Correct,” Celestia said, glowing ever so slightly with praise as she watched her former pupil work through another problem. “But while Rainbow Power cannot help us, we do have a plan, and it’s why we summoned both of you.” Celestia’s horn flared as she levitated a box about the size of a cake container from on top of a bookcase to her left. The box was carved from a single piece of ebony; ornate runes that Twilight could only vaguely recognize as Old Equestrian were carved across the top. It hummed with a sinister power as Celestia set it down in front of her.  “This is the Nightmare Helm,” the princess of the sun said, opening the box.  Inside was an unadorned light blue chamfron, it looked oddly familiar to both ponies.“It holds the key to great power, however I fear that it may come at a terrible cost.”
“Like the alicorn amulet?” Rarity offered, still trying to be helpful in a situation where she was woefully out of her depth. 
“The Alicorn Amulet is a trinket!” Luna snapped. Seeing the look of fear on Twilight’s and Rarity’s faces as well as disapproval on the face of her sister she composed herself. “My apologies, this is…difficult for me to deal with. I had thought Nightmare Moon was behind me, to bring her back is a reminder of a past I have worked very hard to overcome.”
Twilight's face became a few shades paler and Rarity went completely still. “Nightmare Moon?” Twilight squeaked. 
“Yes, Twilight. This helm contains the powers of Nightmare Moon, anypony who puts the helmet on is granted those powers. I called you both here because I believe that with this helm, Rarity is our best hope to save Equestria.”
“But we banished Nightmare moon,” Twilight protested. 
Celestia nodded, “That's correct,  you banished her. The elements cannot kill.”
Rarity’s eyes went wide as she looked at the helm with newfound fear. Like a puzzle she snapping into place she began to realize why Celestia had summoned her. Looking back toward Celestia she managed to squeak out a response.  “You want me to assume Nightmare Moon’s power?”
Before Celestia could answer, Luna spoke up.“I wish to speak to Rarity alone.”
“Sister-”
“If you expect me to support this plan, you will grant me a few minutes alone with Rarity. I believe you and Twilight could use the time to catch up,” Luna said with a callousness that Twilight had never heard anypony use with Celestia. 
Celestia nodded, first at her sister, then at Rarity and finally at Twilight, motioning for her to follow her out of the room. 
The chamber now empty, save for the two ponies, Luna fixed Rarity with a fierce stare. 
“Nightmare Moon has only one goal, to plunge Equestria into an endless night that she would rule. You must refuse my sister when she comes back. ”
“But if I say no, won’t Apo-whatever escape?”
“Both you and my sister suffer the delusion that in the absence of an alternative, any idea is a good one. This plan only trades one agent of doom for another.”  
Rarity considered Luna’s objection, despite still not fully comprehending the forces at play. “Will you go with us? If anyone can help me resist Nightmare Moon’s power it’s you right?” The question came out as half plea half genuine curiosity. 
“I dare not.”
“Is it because you’re scared?”
“No child, it’s is because I am not scared.” See a look of bewilderment on Rarity’s face Luna continued her explanation.  “That kind of power is...intoxicating, even just being in the room with the helm I can hear it’s voice call out to me, and a part of me wants very badly to answer that call.” Luna’s eyes went glassy as she stared off into the distance. A moment later a shake of her head brought her back to the present. “I dare not go with you,” she whispered. 
Rarity looked at the helm, then back at Luna, then she looked at the bookshelves filled with stories about gallant heroes who saved Equestria, that she was already in some of those books didn’t enter her thoughts. “Why me?”
“Nightmare Moon was created from my jealousy, her power was in part fueled by my darkness. But where I was greedy and selfish, you are the element of generosity, charitable and selfless. Celestia  believes these qualities will allow you to use Nightmare Moon’s powers without succumbing to temptation as I did.”
“What happens if I can’t?”
“You don’t have to find out. Decline my sister's request, she cannot order you to do this.”
“What will it be like?” Rarity asked again. 
“You don’t have to do this.” Luna insisted, her voice rising ever so slightly. 
Rarity spoke softly, avoiding eye contact lest it appear as though she was challenging Luna. “Princess, it seems as though Equestria needs me. I’m sure if there was another way you would have proposed it already. I wouldn’t be a very good element bearer or a good citizen if I stood by while another pony risked their life in my stead. I’m going to do this, I’d like to know what I’m getting into.” 
Luna sighed, the Element Bearers were not known for shrinking their responsibilities, it was one of the reasons they were chosen in the first place. “I suspect it is different for everypony.  For me Nightmare Moon existed as a voice in my ear. She will lie to you, she will whisper what you want to hear and promise your deepest desires. When that fails she will tell awful truths to make you doubt everything you ever believed.  No matter what she says you must resist whatever temptation she offers.”
“Well I'm partial to chocolate ice cream,  but I think I can resist temptation,” Rarity said with a weak chuckle.
Luna glared at her. “Do not underestimate Nightmare Moon.” Rarity swallowed hard.  “There is one more thing you should know.  Nightmare Moon can only act through you. On her own she is powerless. If nothing else, remember that.”

While Luna and Rarity conversed in Celestia’s private chambers. Twilight and Celestia adjourned to a small meeting room nearby.  One thing about Canterlot Castle was that it never lacked an empty room.  Celestia flashed her horn and quickly set up some silencing wards.  Satisfied that their conversation couldn’t be overheard she turned to Twilight only to have the young princess speak first.
“Do you really think I can teach Rarity enough about magic to reseal the gate, even if she does have Nightmare Moon’s power?”
“I have no doubt that under your tutelage Rarity can learn to control her new power. However, there is another reason I am asking you to go with her,” Celestia said solemnly.
Twilight looked up at her mentor with wide eyes, she recognized that tone, and it was never used to herald good news. “What is it?”
“Once the gate is re-sealed, Rarity must remove the Nightmare Helm, forsaking its power, if she does not…” Celestia paused, as though if she didn’t finish the thought that could negate its existence. “You will have to take it from her; its power is too great to let anypony wield.”
Twilight considered those words carefully and combined their meaning with the fear in Celestia’s voice; a terrible idea began to take shape. “Princess Celestia, I don’t know a lot about the Nightmare Helm but if it’s as powerful as you say it is, won’t forcibly taking it from her be dangerous?” Twilight asked, hoping that her conclusions were somehow wrong.
“Yes, it will be dangerous, that is why I want you to accompany her. Your magic should be powerful enough to remove it if she will not do so of her own accord."
"I'm not worried about me... I’m worried about Rarity. What will happen to her if I'm forced to take the helm from her?"
“It…it is unlikely she would survive the shock, that Luna did is no small miracle and largely due to the presence of the Elements,” Celestia said, destroying the fragile hope Twilight was hanging onto.
Twilight stood rooted to the ground. “No.” The word came out as a whisper.
“Twilight-”
“NO! You can’t ask me to do this, BECAUSE I WON’T DO IT!”
“Twilight-” Celestia tried again to get through to her protégé
“All my life I’ve done whatever you asked of me, well this is too much!  There has to be another way. You can teach me the spell Star Swirl used, You could cast it yourself, we could send Apotheosis to ...somewhere! There has to be a solution that doesn’t put Rarity at risk!”
“You speak as though I have not already considered the alternatives. My power is connected to the sun, I cannot cast a spell of darkness. Luna’s power is connected to the moon, you may recall that the moon reflects the light from the sun, she cannot cast a spell of darkness anymore than I can.  Even if we could send Apotheosis to another plane, it would be wrong to foster our problems on another universe. 
“So instead you’re prepared to sacrifice my friend!” Twilight shot back with a glare.
“Twilight-”
But Twilight was unwilling to hear anything else. “You sit on your ivory throne, giving orders and platitudes about the ‘burdens of the crown’ but when it comes time to make actual sacrifices you do nothing!” Twilight knew the words weren’t true but she said them anyway; borne out of a selfish desire to hurt Celestia the same way she felt hurt by the circumstances.  
For only the second time in their long relationship, Celestia found herself raising her voice at her former student. “I banished my only sister to the moon, who I loved no less than you love Rarity,” she fired back, letting her anger as well as her authority color her tone.  “I would have rather cut off my horn then do that, but she would have plunged Equestria into endless night and I could not allow that to that happen.” Celestia softened her voice. “I am asking you to go with her, because you are the princess of friendship but more than that you are her friend.  I chose you because I have faith that if she does succumb to temptation, you among all ponies can still reach her.” Celestia took a step toward Twilight and sat down, making sure to look her pupil in the eye. “Having power means having to make terrible choices, Twilight,” Celestia said, repeating the lesson she had tried to impress upon Twilight many times. “And now you have one to make. You can choose to deny my request and stay here. And if you do I will go travel to the cave with Rarity. But should you choose that path, and Rarity fails, you will have to live with the knowledge that you did not do everything in your power to try and save her. As cold as it may sound that is the reality you face.”
Twilight stood in front of her mentor trembling. “But what if I can’t get through to her? I’m not sure I can...take the helm from her,” Twilight said softly, unable bring herself to verbalize the consequences of what would happen if she was forced to turn her magic against her freind. 
“I choose to have faith in you, and I choose to have faith that the Element of Generosity chose its bearer well, and I choose to have faith in friendship.”
“That wasn’t an answer.”
“Sometimes faith is the only answer we have Twilight. My faith lies with you,”
Twilight swallowed hard, “If I have to face Nightmare Moon, I won’t have the elements or Rainbow Power this time.”
“As long as Rarity is Nightmare Moon’s vessel her power will be…less…than when you faced her the first time. Rarity is not an alicorn, and don’t forget when you faced her the first time you were but a student.  Now you are a Princess of Equestria. I pray that it does not come to it... but if it does, I have faith you will triumph.”
“That’s a lot of faith.”
“It has never been misplaced before,” Celestia said with the slightest hint of a smile.

			Author's Notes: 
I know there is a Nightmare Rarity comic, I haven't read it, but I'm familiar with parts of it.  This will be different. 
Most authors love feedback.


	images/cover.jpg





