
		A Piece of the Puzzle

		Written by DraconaFlare

		
					My Little Pony: Friendship is Magic

					Princess Celestia

					Original Character

					Other

					Main 6

					Comedy

					Slice of Life

		

		Description

The Everfree Forest has been the home of Inferno for as long as she can remember,  until she is forced out by an accidental fire. Wandering alone,  she seeks to complete a task she has been given.
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		Chapter 1: A Remembrance



For as long as she could remember, Inferno felt the Everfree was a part of her. The untamed trees, rising up from the earthy soil, the wilderness, and everything in between, really. It was, of course, very dangerous, but anything could be if you didn't pay attention. 
All she knew was that as threatening as it was, the Forest was also delicate. Nopony seemed to understand this, but even if one species of plant, even bug, was wiped out, everything would be thrown out of balance. The plants and trees would eventually die out, and it would take hundreds of years for it to recover again. Even the ponies who lived outside would suffer the imbalance, as predators seemed another food source. 
Basically, it would be chaos.
If there was anything she didn't understand, it was the moon and the sun. The forest had capricious weather,  often for the worst, but apparently the sun and the moon were controlled by two beings, more precisely alicorns. The names were forgotten to her now, but that was enough information to throw her off balance. Why would something that (probably) could be done by itself done by ponies? Her first reaction to this was, naturally, pity. Who could keep that big a burden without losing their mind, or something alike? We're they ponies, or something else, like aliens, or Changelings (which she was also having a hard time processing), or something even more bizzare?
After that stage of thought, her second reaction was, surprisedly, anger. Why control something that could jeopardize the entire population of ponies and all living beings? One wrong move, one mistake, and the sun could explode, or something equally horrible! Was it really worth having weather you could control, as good as it sounded? 
Instead of having a train of thought, she fumed about it ever since. Precisely, that was 5 years ago, when she taught herself to finally read instead of looking at the pictures of her ancient book. 
Her book, in fact was the only possession she had, unless you could call yourself possession. It was a thick book surprisingly light for it's size, with elaborate ebony decorations on the cover. The spine was covered with stripes made of pyrite which she once thought was gold. The entire book was a dark crimson color, bearing no title. She knew, as soon as she opened the book, that it was magic. The book sometimes flipped to random pages, with beautifully drawn pictures and descriptions of places and people. It showed the canals of Vealice, spotted with ponies on gondolas; The Crystal Palace and it's inhabitants; The history of various towns, and plants, animals and their uses. The book updated itself, too. The first time she noticed this was when the Red Sphinx Flower was changed from "highly poisonous to any species" to "only poisonous if not prepared with mango sauce", which was apparently discovered by a gourmet chef in Manehattan. Ever since it was deemed a delicacy to ponies of the upper class.
Basically, everything was going well in the Everfree, and nothing was in the wrong hoof of anypony. No natural disasters, attacks, or deaths that she had observed. To her, nothing was wrong in the world, except for the branches constantly tangled in her mane.
Inferno's dream had been a pleasant one. It was of her running in a field of warm, mashed oats with the warm sun warming her face. Best of all, no matter how much she ate, she never got tired of it. 
These were dreams that she got rather embarrassed about, but were good nonetheless. 
As her consciousness drifted back, the unicorn smiled at the sun filtering through the thick canopy of trees. No matter how much she loathed the two alicorns, there was always a comfort in knowing the sun would always be there, long after she was gone. 
This morning, however, was unusually warm. The sunlight was harsh, and it was hard to look at. Was that smoked vegetables she smelled?Inferno yawned, and groggily looked at her back where the satchel containing her book.
She uttered a startled gasp as the smoked vegetables turned out to be the burning smell of tail. Screaming, the disgruntled mare stomped on her tail, wincing from the pain of her burned flank. As her vision became clear, the Everfree Forest seemed to be a fireplace,  every tree blazing like a bonfire.
At this moment, any pony with common sense would flail their arms 
and scream as they galloped away. Inferno, being the headstrong 
and idiotic mare she is patiently packed up her satchel, checking if her book was secure. Satisfied it was, she lit her horn until a glowing orange path appeared, showing the closest escape route. This was a trick she had learned from her dad to escape whenever there was trouble. It served her well even after he disappeared with no explanation. 
The mare ran on the orange trail, avoiding fallen and falling timber and bursting flames from above and below her. Despite the situation,  she felt almost excited,  like she was in an adventure her book described sometimes, bravely facing an evil dragon, rescuing a damsel in distress,  ridding the world from evil-
A groan muffled by the crackle of fire echoed in Inferno's ears. Her eyes shrunk into pinpricks as the trunk of a humongous elm came barreling down, obscuring the world from Inferno's eyes for a few agonizing moments. Fortunately, the flames had just brushed past her, barely creating a blister on her left front leg. 
Unfortunately, it blocked the orange path. 
Directing as much focus as she could,  the orange glow on her horn grew into a bright saffron flash, enveloping Inferno as she directed the beam of light to the fallen tree. The flames grew brighter, until the tree burst into a rain of splinters, disintegrating from the heat. 
Inferno was starting to perspire even more, rivers of sweat evaporating on her skin. Desperately galloping, she followed the orange trail, ignoring the heat and strain in her muscles. 
As the flames started to die down, the trees became less and less dense. Time seemed to slow down as blinding moonlight, more than she had experienced came crashing down...
Three foals sat on a clearing, watching the Everfree Forest. One of them, a fidgety earth pony with a green coat spoke up nervously. 
"Guys?" Twinkletoes whimpered. "Why are we here?"
The red pegasus foal, Cardinal, said in a daring voice, "We're waiting."
"For whooo? We have been here for an hour!" whined another earth pony named Horseshoe. "It's getting dark. I wanna go home."
"Come on," Cardinal pleaded, "I want to catch the Boogeymare!"
"The Boogeymare?! B-but isn't that a fillytale?" Twinkletoes whispered. 
"Nope," said a convinced Cardinal. "Whenever there is something scary happening in the Everfree Forest,  the Boogeymare is behind it!" The pegasus paused dramatically.  "And there's smoke coming from it, with no sign of fire! The Boogeymare must be cooking it's next victim." 
Twinkletoes and Horseshoe trembled, looking like leaves ready to blow away.
Cardinal laughed. "C'mon, guys, I was just kid-"
A thing popped up from a bush, moaning and slowly trotting over to the foals. 
It seemed to have a figure of a unicorn, with yellow eyes that shone in the twilight. It's dark red mane and tail were hopelessly tangled and knotted, decorated with sticks and the occasional insect. It's dark brown coat was stained black from ashes.
But worst of all, where there should have been a cutie mark, there was a blank flank.
The threesome screamed like little fillies.
"THE BOOGEYMARE!" Horseshoe screamed. 
"RUN!" Cardinal yelled.
"MOMMY!" Twinkletoes cried, tears streaming down his face. They ran off, leaving nothing but a trail of dust that led to their homes, in th
e crowded city of Manehattan.

			Author's Notes: 
Special thanks to Scribblestick,  who made me realize my first version of the story was way overdone.


	
		Chapter 2: A Welcoming Gesture



	"What, what was that?" Horseshoe panted while glaring daggers at Cardinal. "We almost died!"
"Y-yeah, Cardinal," Twinkletoes stuttered, but not from exhaustion. Even though the trio had been galloping full speed for almost ten minutes now, Twinkletoes hadn't broken a sweat, not even shown any signs of fatigue. Even though he was small for his age, the earth pony could outrun any other stallion Cardinal ever knew. No wonder his cutie mark was wisps of wind.
"I didn't know that would happen," the pegasus countered, "It was supposed to be for laughs!"
Horseshoe raised an eyebrow. "Supposed?"
Cardinal huffed, and slowed down into a trot. Observing him, the other two also curiously slowed down. 
"Look, guys," the red foal said, "I know it might have been a bit dangerous-"
"A bit?!" Horseshoe yelled. His normally light brown-beige face turned bright red, and his purple eyes shrunk into pinpricks in rage. "What would have happened if we were caught? WHAT WOULD WE TELL OUR PARENTS?! You would risk your and our lives, just because you're the only one in our class without a cutie mar-"
Horseshoe had struck a nerve. Twinkletoes looked down at his hooves, and Cardinal stopped pacing around. The pegasus turned slowly to face the brown earth pony.
Realizing his mistake, Horseshoe sputtered, "Look, I'm sorry, I wasn't-"
Cardinal raised a hoof, silencing him. Deafening silence covered them like a heavy blanket.
"I understand," he whispered. Cardinal flew away slowly, his flapping wings the only sound.
Twinkletoes looked up at Horseshoe. 
"You know, you should think a bit more and say a bit less."
Horseshoe looked at Twinkletoes in astonishment. The neon yellow pony's permanent look of worry seemed to be replaced with raw intellect, as if he was an old stallion that had seen much. Twinkletoes was anything but old, but had certainly seen things he wasn't supposed to.
The small foal galloped away, leaving the ashamed one behind, all to himself. 
He too started to trot over to Manehattan. His dad would be waiting for him at the repair shop.
"Ow..."
Inferno pulled a burned stick out of her mane. A strange scent was wafting from it to her nostrils. Her willpower not strong enough, the unicorn bit into the stick, a sickly crunch coming out of her mouth.
She spat it out immediately, trying to clean out her tongue with her hooves. The tongue swelled up to twice it's size, throbbing with a dark pink color.
"Well, thith ith dutht perfect," she muttered. Holding her tongue with one hoof, Inferno winced as another stick came out of her mane.
Why hadn't she been able to tell that the branch was poisonous? The dark purple coloring as well as the strange aroma should have made it obvious. Yet, the unicorn still seemed to be in shock from the fire, and she hadn't eaten in hours. Her stomach complained so, grumbling loudly. Another stick came out of her mane.
Inferno gazed to the horizon, and was startled to see a city clad in bright lights nearby the clearing she was standing in. She had never been out of the Everfree, much less to that city, but she immediately knew that it was Manehattan. Lighting up her horn, she took out her book, flipped to a random page, and read the first paragraph, her horn casting an orange-yellow glow:
Manehattan is one of the major metropolises in Equestria. The city is bombarded with over 50 million visitors every year, and is one of the major industries of entertainment and is the home of many skyscrapers, bridges, and parks. It is very populated and seems to be a starting point of many major businesses.
Well, that didn't seem too bad, though Inferno remembered her dad talking about the confusion of city-life. There was crime, like expected anywhere, really, and deafening noise could be heard from where she was standing.
The only way to find out was to go and see it herself.
Her tongue throbbing slightly less, the pale brown pony adjusted her satchel, and started to walk towards the lure of the bright lights of Manehattan.
Cherry was not having a good day.
Not only did her renown shop, Swirl Coiffure, had barely any customers today, but her hairdo was ruffled from an argument with an angry stallion whom wasn't satisfied with his mullet. 
Even though not trying to point hooves, she was still angry with Cardinal. Her young brother had been giving her a hard time lately, what with his school starting soon. She still remembered their conversation before he left earlier this afternoon, running away rashly with his two friends Horseshoe and Twinkletoes. She didn't favor Horseshoe very much, what with his obsession with 2 Yokez, a rapper that seemed way too inappropriate for their age, and his intimidating looks. He was, however, a nice young pony. 
Although Cardinal's other friend, Twinkletoes, seemed shy and had a slight stuttering problem. He was quite polite, however, always saying "please" and "thank you" and never raising his voice or acting rude. As her younger brother told her, Twinkletoes had a problem with the bullies, Celestia help him. He was also the most reluctant to go on their adventures, mostly to help Cardinal find his cutie mark.
Cardinal was sore from still not receiving a cutie mark, though. When Horseshoe had gotten his cutie mark, the first in his class, the red pegasus had been excited beyond words, assuming he would get his cutie mark soon. Twinkletoes got his cutie mark soon after, but Cardinal had still not given up. He still was trying, even after everypony his age had theirs. He was still convinced that he would do a "great deed," whatever that meant. Even though he was rambunctious, Cherry still loved Cardinal like, well, a brother.
As she was sweeping up her shop, the bell ringed as the door opened, then closed.
Cherry cleared her throat. "I'm sorry, but the sign says we're-"
She turned around to address the pony, but was startled to see Cardinal. "Closed," she finished. "Where have you been?"
Cardinal shrugged. "Places," he replied curtly.
The mare narrowed her eyes. "Like where?"
"The clearing. You know, near the Everfree Forest," he whispered.
Cherry's usual sugar pink coat turned into a beet red. "The Ever-Everfree? Come on, I taught you better than that!" she yelled. 
Cardinal's ears fell down. "I know," he muttered, making circles in the dust with his hooves. He suddenly perked up and said, "But we found something!"
"What?"
"The Boogeymare!"
Cherry snorted. "Aw, come on, Nal, that's a fillytale! I thought you stopped believing in that years ago!"
The red pegasus complained. "It was supposed to be a joke, but then something came running out of the bushes!"
The pink pegasus's smile suddenly froze, and she felt dread settling in. "What?" she slowly asked again.
"It was a unicorn, with a red mane and dark brown coat, with yellow eyes. But get this! She had a blank flank! No ordinary pony would have one!"
Cherry was rooted down to the spot. "A pony?" she said.
"Yeah! But we ran away."
"What have I told you about strangers?"
Cardinal was taken aback. "To never talk to them, unless you said so. But we're fine, it never even said anything."
"A stranger is a stranger," she said sternly. "Never do that again, do you hear me?"
"But-"
She pointed upstairs. The shop was their home as well. "It's late as it is already. Please go to sleep," Cherry said exasperatedly.
Cardinal opened his mouth to argue, then closed it and harrumphed. He slowly trotted towards the stairs.
"Better catch up, or the Boogeymare will get you," she joked.
Instead of smiling, Cardinal lowered his head and ran upstairs. The slamming of a door echoed through the empty interior of the shop.
Cherry sighed, and looked outside the window. It was a perfect summer night, just the right temperature, with a full moon. The streets were crowded and spilling with mares and stallions of every age, some shouting vulgarities, others just looking tired, a few looking full with energy. The lights shone in every color possible, shifting and morphing into each other. 
She had never liked the dirtiness or loudness of Manehattan, but at night, it was spectacular, and wonders came to life. The city never really slept; it was alive even through the night, in a different way.
Desperately needing fresh air, she flicked the off switch for the lights with her left wing, too tired to reach up for it. Maybe a little walk would clear her head. Locking up the shop, she walked towards the right.
Everypony stared at Inferno.
At one point, she found this perfectly normal, as her mane must have been a bird's nest. It was, literally, at one time. The pecks had hurt, too.
But after a while, she found it rather odd that they weren't staring at her mane or her tail, but sizing up all of her. Some grimaced and looked away, while others exchanged horrified glances. One mother even reflexively shielded her filly's eyes. 
Surely she didn't look that bad. She had even checked her reflection recently, and nothing had seemed wrong.
After a while, she sensed a pattern. Even though some were trying not to stare, some were staring right at her flank, as if something was wrong with it. A bit of heat rushed up her cheeks, and she herself checked her flank. It was as normal, clean and smooth and nothing on it. 
Suddenly she found herself looking at other ponies' flanks. Except for the younger ones, they all had simple pictures on them. One had a briefcase, while a young mare had a howling wolf. 
She was the only grown mare without one.
What did it mean? So she was supposed to have one of those. what did they call it, a kot- no, wait, cut, cutie mark! Yeah, that was it. She had never found this a problem, since there didn't seem to be a need for it, although she did find it odd that her dad had one and she didn't. Whenever Inferno had asked her dad about it, he had said her mother, also a unicorn, also didn't have it, and that it didn't matter so much as to who you really were.
Apparently, that wasn't common with these ponies, as they gaped at the unicorn, gossiping and murmuring. Her cheeks going even redder, sudden anger washed over her. She could teach them, with one spell-
"Oof!"
Not looking in front of her, she collided heads with another mare her age, a pegasus with a dark red mane and a sugar pink coat. Her forest green eyes looked at Inferno curiously, and shrinking slightly when looking at her flank.
The unicorn looked at her hooves. "Uh, didn't see you there."
The pink mare smiled emphatically. "No problem at all, dear! I wasn't looking either, lost in thoughts..." She stared up for a few moments. Then, her head snapped back, and her smile widened.
"So, I'm Cherry. And you are?"
"Inferno."
"Inferno?" Cherry questioned. "Sounds more like a name for a stallion, no offense. Fireflame or Firestorm would sound a teensy bit better, but I guess it's too late to change that."
"Meh," Inferno replied. "I've heard worse."
The pegasus giggled, and held out a hoof. "Well then, nice to meet you. Are you new around these parts? You look pretty confused. Here, I'll show you around."
Cherry dragged the brown unicorn without another word. As she went babbling on about the shops and places, Inferno zoned out and just looked at the reactions of the other ponies. Even though some didn't seem to care anymore, the others cared less since she was with the pegasus. For the first time she at least seemed to fit in with the crowd. 
"...and that's how I opened my shop!" she heard Cherry say. "It's actually my home too, along with my brother Cardinal-"
"Home?" Inferno asked. 
The pegasus looked at her strangely. "Well, yes. I have been talking for the last 10 minutes,  we're you listening-"
"Yeah, I was just wondering if I could stay over? For a few days?"
Cherry's look turned even stranger, and her eyes narrowed. "Well, you seem like a good pony enough," she said slowly.  "Just try not to interrupt, please".
"OK, " Inferno said happily. "Where?"
" Here, it's around the corner," the pegasus replied. They slowly walked towards the right.
"So, who's Cardinal?" Inferno asked.
"I told you, he's my little brother."
"No, I mean what does he look like?"
"Oh, he's a pegasus, too. About to start 3rd grade. He has a black man and tail, with ice blue eyes and a coat a bit lighter than my mane." She motioned a her slightly dark yet brilliant shade of red that was her mane. 
"Hmm..." That description seemed familiar.  Maybe from a picture in her book? She wasn't sure.
They reached the front of her shop. It had curled letters that spelled out Swirl Coiffure. The inside was dark at the moment,  but there seemed to be a large interior with mirrors and tables with hairstyling equipment on them. Cherry brought out a silver colored key and unlocked the door.
A bell chimed as they went inside. Inferno turned on the lights, and an aroma of lavender and poppies hit her as the blinding lights came on instantly.
"Make yourself at home," the pegasus said.
"From what I see, you will have to stay here for a couple of days."

	