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		Description

Unshakable bravery is needed to live peaceably  in the Everfree. Nopony can ever truly be prepared for the fearful creatures that turn up on one's doorstep in the dead of night.
Zecora likes to keep an open mind, though.

This is an entry in the  Snippet Series, an anthology of old oneshots I (and my good buddy  Str8aura) wrote based around interesting pics I found. New ones will be posted every Thursday for the foreseeable future.
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Zecora rubbed her eyes and put a tea kettle on the flame usually reserved for her cauldron. It was the middle of the night and while she wanted nothing more than to go back to sleep, living in the Everfree had its share of quirks. One of them was tolerating the occasional night when packs of Timberwolves filled the forest with howls. Zecora hummed and listened to the din as she waited for her tea to boil. She was a calm soul who believed nothing in nature was needlessly cruel or disturbing. If the forest had seen fit to wake her at this late hour, its reason for doing so would become clear eventually. All Zecora had to do was keep listening.
Sucking wind while blinded by fear and darkness, Vitty broke into the clearing and hit the ground in a heap. Her limbs were burning too much from exhaustion to carry her any farther and the sounds of the pursuing pack were everywhere, bouncing off the towering trees and ringing in Vitty’s pounding ears. Vitty had nothing left. She couldn’t run on tired legs. She couldn’t see through tear-filled eyes. And her coat -  her awful, loathsome white coat tinted slightly blue in the moonlight - made hiding from her pursuers impossible. The timberwolves were going to catch her. They were going to eat her. Vitty’s miserably short life would end here in these woods with her trembling like a snow rabbit, alone and afraid. This world, this skin into which she’d been born, all of it was so sadistically, monstrously unfair.

Barely hearing the kettle’s whistle over the now deafening barks of Timberwolves, Zecora gingerly picked it up off the burner. The magic flame underneath promptly extinguished itself, plunging the cottage into complete darkness. Zecora could no longer see the teacup she meant to pour the water into. Chuckling softly at the universe’s ironic sense of humor, Zecora flicked on a lamp.
For a second, Vitty couldn’t comprehend what she was seeing: It seemed the clearing in which she’d collapsed wasn’t empty. Fewer than twenty feet away from her was a house with a single light issuing from its side window, piercing the night like a beacon. Vitty’s mind caught up to her body and she realized she’d somehow managed to stand up. Vitty knew by the predatory yellow eyes all around that the Timberwolves were nearly upon her, but for a moment her world slowed and she was spared a single second to rear up and look bleary-eyed at the yawning, starless sky. If Vitty believed in any Gods, she would have offered a hasty prayer that this cottage’s occupant would have enough pity in their heart to let her in. But she didn’t. So instead she used the last of her strength to hurl herself at the door.

Zecora flinched at the sudden thump outside and swallowed, partially to recompose herself and partially to finish her current sip of tea. Timberwolves didn’t thump walls, which meant it was something else that wanted in. She laid a hoof on the door, well aware that the powerful warding magic that protected her home would deactivate the moment she opened it. Why risk it? This was the Everfree Forest after all; even taking Timberwolves out of the equation, the odds of something friendly being outside were astronomically low. Still, Zecora bravely turned the knob. This was why she’d been awakened. To do this. The will of the wilds was immutable, and Zecora’s faith needed to be stronger than her fear. She snorted resolutely, then flung open the door.
Vitty stared up at the creature in the cottage entryway. It was equine, like she was, but much taller, with stripes all over its body and heavy jewelry adorning its ears and neck. The creature’s appearance might have intimidated Vitty, but its eyes... they  were soft, sagely, and somehow not at all disgusted at the sight of her.

Zecora stared down at the creature on her doorstep. It seemed to be some sort of Equestrian half breed, part Unicorn and part something Zecora couldn’t identify. What Zecora could identify however was an obvious birth defect: the hybrid’s colorless fur and red, wavering eyes clearly marked her as an albino. And a terrified one at that. Zecora reached out to stroke the hybrid’s tear-stained cheek compassionately, but the howl of a too-close Timberwolf instead spurred Zecora to quickly pull her guest inside, slamming the door and reactivating her home's shield against the night.

“You’re an Umbrum? I’m impressed. // You’re tame, so I would not have guessed.”
Vitty nodded and pulled the blanket Zecora had given her tighter around herself. 
“Umbrum with pony blood, that’s what Broodmother oft’ said. Years back, she fancied mixing up unicorn genes with her own would net her a strong, mixed race fighter. So she... she ‘guised as an Equestrian for a bit, got seeded, then went back to whelp me ‘moung the rest o’ the herd.”  Vitty had a strange, thick accent she’d no doubt gotten from being raised exclusively among her purebred kin. Not that Zecora had any room to criticize someone's irregular speech patterns. The zebra took a swig of her now tepid tea before speaking again.
“Forgive me creature of the night, // Your fur, it seems a little… light.”
Vitty laughed miserably. “Gettin’ right to the guardgoyle in the room, eh? Yeah, I popped out o’ Broodmother lookin’ like this and contrary to ‘er hopes, these colors never got any darker as I grew. Broodmother oft’ said she was never puttin’ Unicorn batter in an Umbrum oven ever again.”
“I do admit your type is rare // with reddened eyes and snowy hair. They do exist though; here in town //  Bulk Biceps can be seen around.”
“An’ I’m sure he gets along fine, whoever he is,” Vitty replied dreamily. “But things’re different ‘moung us shadow beasties. I can’t sneak ‘round in the dark looking like I do. And muh peepers...” she tapped a bleach-colored hoof to the side of her head tenderly, “...they got no night vision. I’m the worst o’ both worlds, I am. Umbrum lackin’ shadow powers, Unicorn lackin’ light magic. Definitely not fit for someday leadin‘ a herd. Broodmother oft’ said she might as well’ve bred herself a mule.”
Shame and resignation were permeating Vitty’s brogue, so Zecora made sure her response was firm and compassionate:
“Nature’s will is vast and wise. // Its plans elude our mortal eyes. A burden one is saddled with // might one day prove to be a gift.”
“Your rhymes’re slippin’ a bit,” Vitty noted. “Look, you seem like a nice mare and I’m humbly grateful for you ‘viting me in, but now’s when my hoof comes down: You don’t know what I’ve lived through, so you shouldn’t be callin’ my looks a blessing in disguise. If I was born dark like I was supposed to be, I wouldn’t’ve been named after the Umbrum word for ‘mistake.’ I wouldn’t’ve been outta place and miserable ‘nuff to run away from the herd. And I certainly wouldn’t’ve been easy prey for those brayin’ wood wolves within minutes of leavin’.” 
When Zecora didn’t apologize, the hybrid’s anger became palpable. “Where do you get off, eh? How’re you so certain my looks’re anythin’ more than a cruel accident of uncarin’ fate?”
Zecora put her cup down.
“Because they led you to me.”
Vitty's tired red eyes went to the floor. She waited for the zebra to continue speaking, to add something to her statement that would turn it into another folksy, easily digestible couplet. But nothing else came. Zecora remained strategically silent, and so did the forest around them. Wait, when had the howling of the outside Timberwolves stopped? Vitty wasn’t sure. Vitty wasn’t sure about anything except that she’d snapped at the only creature who’d ever shown her unconditional kindness. Beneath the blanket, Vitty wrapped her forelegs around herself bitterly. Mistake, that was what she was. Vitium Loquente, “Mistake With A Mouth.”
After what felt like a long time, Zecora stood up.
“We’re too far past the midnight hour, // for heavy talks to not turn sour. I'm off to bed, but as I go // there’s one last thing I want to know: Come morning when I stretch and yawn, // will I find you here or gone?”
Astounded by the realization she wasn’t getting kicked out for her belligerence, Vitty bit her lip and looked around the cottage.
When she’d run away from the herd, it hadn’t been with any kind of plan. She just couldn’t take another day of shuffling aimlessly in the ranks of other creatures who didn’t care whether she lived, died, or disappeared. And though Vitty’s initial experience with this strange new land’s wildlife had definitely been a traumatic one, it was true that all her troubles had somehow culminated in her sitting here, safe on this couch with a warm afghan blanket on her shoulders.
“Broodmother oft’ said…” Vitty trailed off before wrinkling her pale nose defiantly. “Oh, who anymore cares what Broodmother oft’ said. I’m not liable to see her again ‘less she sends out for me or I go back on my own. And neither’s fit to happen. I’m an untethered Umbrum with nopony in the world, so.... “ Vitty sniffled. “So I’ve nowhere else to go. If you’d have me, I’d wanna stay for awhile. Sure as the night’s long, I’d very much wanna stay.”
Zecora hid the thinnest of smiles and gave the courageous hybrid a maternal pat on the head. This forest had seen fit to bring the two of them together, and why it had chosen to do so would become clear eventually. All Zecora had to do was keep listening. And perhaps given enough time, she might even teach Vitty to do the same.

			Author's Notes: 
I reckon that Zebra spirituality is a bit different and than the beliefs of native Equestrians. But some wisdom transcends species barriers, and that was the theme I was trying to touch on in this little vignette.
Vitty's story continues in the Snippet Series Season One Finale!
https://www.fimfiction.net/story/478959/the-snippet-season-one-finale
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