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For a change of pace the mane six have their pony-pet playdate at night. Since they all have their pets with them the topic of conversation quickly latches onto the origins of how each of them got their pets.
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		Chapter 1: Applejack and Winona



“Where are you going, Twilight?” asked Spike.
“Spike,” Twilight said with a laugh, “I already told you three times already.” Her horn was glowing as she placed items into a bag. “We’re having a campout tonight. You should pay more attention to me when I tell you things.”
“I know, but I don’t see why you’re taking Owlicious and not me.” 
“Hoo,” hooted the owl.
“ME!” Spike slapped his claw to his face. “I don’t know how many times we need to go over this. “Me! Spike!”
“Hoo?”
“Ugh! I give up!”
“Oh, Spike,” said Twilight. “Don’t be so jealous. You already know you’re irreplaceable to me.”
“I know… but I still think I should go too.”
“It was Applejack’s idea. We already have our pony-pet playdates once a week. She suggested that for a change of pace we have one at night. All of us are going to Sweet Apple Acres to play under the moonlight and then go to sleep.
“You know you’re welcome to come, Spike, even if you don’t have a pet. I know you, though. You’re gonna be out like a light in just a little while. I know how much you like your sleep, so I’ll cancel your chores tomorrow so you can sleep in extra late.” She gave him a wink.
That brought a smile to his face. “Thanks, Twilight. That makes me feel better.”
“I’m glad, Spike.” Placing one last item in her bag she said, “All set!” Giving Spike a hug she said, “I’ll see you later, number one assistant.”
“Bye, Twilight.”
“Come on, Owlicious.” Opening the door she ran out, the owl flying alongside her. “You know, this kind of thing will suit you, being a nocturnal bird and all.”
“Hoo!” he cried out.
When she arrived at Sweet Apple Acres she saw all her friends were already there, waiting inside the barn. “Hey, there!”
“Hey, Twilight!” said Applejack. “Say hello, Winona!” The dog let out a happy bark. “We’ve been waitin’ fer ya.”
“Yeah!” said Rainbow Dash impatiently. “It’s about time.”
“We’ve already set up the camp site so let’s go have some fun!”
“You don’t have to tell me twice,” Twilight replied.
The six ponies and their pets left and headed to the outskirts of the farm. On an open part of the field there were a few tents already set up, along with logs around a spot for a campfire. 
“I brought the marshmallows!” Pinkie chirped in. She began salivating. “Mmmm! Roasted marshmallows on an open flame. I can’t wait. Can you, Gummy?” Gummy blinked in response. “I know! Me too!”
“Applejack, darling,” started Rarity, “It’s a little chilly for poor Opal here. Can you get that fire started?” 
“No problem, Rarity.” Taking a set of sticks she began rapidly rubbing them together until it sparked and lit up.
With the campfire all set up Rainbow Dash stood up. “I think it’s time for a story.” She let out a melodramatic laugh.
“Ugh,” Rarity said, rolling her eyes. “We had enough of those at the last campout. As a professional racer I didn’t think you were such a one-trick pony.”
“Hey!” she cried out. She sat down with a “Hmph!” Looking around for a different topic she lit up as she said, “I got it!”
“What is it, Rainbow Dash?” asked Fluttershy.
“This is our pony-pet playdate sleepover, so why don’t we talk about our pets?”
“Sounds good ta me,” said Applejack.
“How did all of you get your pets? You were all there when I was having that big competition to see who would get to be my pet. What about all of you?”
“Well, there’s not much to tell with me,” said Twilight, rubbing her owl’s head. “Owlicious just showed up one night when I was doing my studying. He helped me get back a paper that flew out the window with a breeze, and I offered to let him stay as a thank you. Nothing too special about our meeting, but boy was Spike jealous of having to share the assistant job.”
Rainbow Dash sighed. “BO-RING! You see, Rarity? THIS is why I wanted to tell some spooky stories. To get the blood pumping and the heart racing!” She made a sweep of the group and said, “Alright! Who’s get a BETTER story?”
Applejack spoke up. “I’ll go next. My story is very sweet and inspirational. Isn’t that right, girl?” Rubbing Winona’s side the dog flopped over and Applejack began rubbing her belly as she wagged her tail. “Oh, yes! Yer such a good little doggy!” She stopped after a minute, turning back to the rest of the group. “Knowing me as ya do today, you might not ever guess that I used to have a lot of self-confidence issues. Winona here was the one who taught me ta believe in my own strength."
***
Applejack ran around Sweet Apple Acres, excited as anything to be back home. She had thought a change of pace would open up her mind to the possibilities, and in a way it did. Visiting her Aunt and Uncle Orange showed her how lucky and fortunate she was to have her older brother, her grandmother, and her little sister.
Getting her cutie mark only made it more obvious that this was where she was supposed to be. 
The day after getting her cutie mark she was out with her older brother, grabbing the baskets and moving them to catch the falling apples. 
“This is fun, Big Mac. Do you think I could give bucking apples a try?”
“Eeyup!” he responded.
She let out a laugh, running up to the tree. She turned around, balanced herself on her front hooves, and attempted to hit the tree. She was a bit too far away and only hit air, falling to the ground. Letting out an awkward laugh she got back up, moving closer to the tree. Once more turning around she swung at the tree. She started out strong, but right before her hooves hit she slowed down, barely tapping it. 
“Somethin’ wrong, AJ?” asked Big Mac. 
Looking up at Big Mac she said, “I don’t know. I guess I’m just nervous. This is the first time I’m tryin’ ta buck somethin’. You’re so much bigger and stronger than I am. I feel like I’m gonna break my hooves if I hit those trees as hard as you do.”
Big Mac laughed. “That’s just silly. It’ll be fine. Just give it a good, hard whack.”
She awkwardly looked at the tree, lifting herself up on her front hooves and shaking the tree to no effect.
“What’re ya doin’, AJ? You ain’t gonna get any apples down that way.”
After a few minutes of nothing happening but her trying other creative and ineffective methods Big Mac said, “It’s okay, AJ. You’re not ready yet. Just get the buckets and collect the apples like we usually do."
“Okay,” she responded, letting out a disappointed sigh. For the next two hours the two of them collected all the apples they could.
Applejack was down in the dumps the rest of the day. 
In the morning she got up at the crowing of the rooster. Without eating breakfast she ran outside, going up to one of the trees they didn’t get to yesterday. “Alright, you varmint! Yer givin’ up those apples, ya understand me?” Intimidation wasn’t any more effective than any of her other methods. Turning her back on the tree she said to herself, “Alright, Applejack. Deep breaths. Deep breaths. Just bend forward, jump up and give it a KICK!” She let out a growl of frustration as her legs stopped right before the tree. “Ah, dernit! What’s wrong with me?”
She spent the next ten minutes just glaring at the tree. She gave up with a sigh as she heard movement inside the house. Big Mac would be out soon. She went inside to eat breakfast, and then grabbed the apple buckets like usual. 
***
“At first I couldn’t figure out what was wrong with me. All I knew was that no matter how many times I went outside I just couldn’t bring myself to give it my all. Big Mac and Granny Smith were real encouragin’, but I still couldn’t bring myself ta do it. Day after day I’d go out ta the apple trees, each day telling myself, 'This is it! This is the day!' And then each time I’d falter. I felt like such a failure, unworthy of the cutie mark that adorned my flank. It all came ta a head one day, and that’s when I finally realized just what the problem was.”
“What was that?” asked Twilight.
“I was upset and jealous, that’s what.”
“Why?” asked Pinkie Pie. “You were jealous of Big Mac because he could buck them and you couldn’t?”
“No. That’s not it. It was deeper than that.”
***
Applejack was getting more and more furious at herself. Attempting to hit the tree like usual she slipped and fell flat on her face. “Darn it, Applejack! Ya no good loser! Ya good fer nothin’! It’s just a stupid tree! Hit the darn thing already!” Missing again she fell back on the ground. She let out a frustrated yell and began punching the tree with her front hooves, tears coming down her eyes. “I hate ya! I hate ya! Stupid tree!”
“AJ!” came the voice of Big Mac, picking her up. “Come with me.” Taking her to the barn he set her down on a bale of hay. “What’s this all about now? I know there’s something really bothering you about bucking. And don’t try to tell me it’s about hurting your hooves. You sure didn’t seem to be hurting them a second ago. What’s the problem?”
Applejack glared at Big Mac, attempting to hop off the bale but he held her in place. Her angry look faded, and she began shaking as tears came down her eyes. “It’s not fair!” 
Big Mac rubbed her back as he asked, “What’s not fair?”
“Yer so lucky. Ya got the be trained by Mom and Dad and help out with all the hard work. Now that I’m finally old enough to do it too they’re both gone! I’ll never get to work alongside them and show them how strong I am!” Her eyes clenched tight. “It’s not fair!” She began sobbing.
“It’s okay, AJ,” said Big Mac, pulling the filly close to him in a hug. “They’re still watching over you, Sis. They want to see you do your best. You can’t let that hold you back forever. You have the strength to be great. Apple Bloom is still just a baby but she’s going to be looking up to you as her role model. So don’t let it get you down. You can do it.”
“No!” she yelled out. “No, I can’t! I’m never gonna buck any apples ever in my whole life. Not until they come back and help me!”
Big Mac was quiet for a short time, before he said, “You know they can’t do that.”
***
“It was all about my parents. I was jealous of Big Mac for being able to spend that time bonding with them. He used to be the apple collector and them the buckers. When he got old enough and strong enough he helped buck and that’s when I became the collector. Before I grew enough to join the three of them in the bucking our parents were gone. I was so sad and lost. I didn’t think I was ever gonna recover. Not until I was forced ta.
“There was a big storm one day. After it was over me and Big Mac had to clean up all the broken branches and see if any of the trees had fallen over. While I was near the edge of the orchard that’s when I heard it: a cry of pain."
***
“Yip! Yip!”
“What’s that?” said Applejack, following the noise. She rounded herself around a tree and saw a dog. It let out a howl as it spotted her. As she got closer she let out a gasp. Its leg was caught underneath a fallen tree. The only thing that had stopped it from crushing her leg entirely was a smaller tree that had broken its fall just enough.
Running up to the tree she attempted to lift it but it didn’t budge an inch. The dog kept barking and whining, clearly in pain. Backing up for a running start she jumped at it , ramming it with her body. Besides another wail from the dog as it moved slightly on her leg there was no effect.
Applejack looked around, trying to see if there was something she could use as a prop to lift the tree, but she saw nothing. “Hold on, dog. I’ll be right back. I’ll go get my big brother. He’ll know what to do.”
She began running, ignoring the dog’s cries until a sharp crack made her stop and turn her head around. The dog let out a loud yelp, and Applejack saw that the smaller tree was being crushed under the weight of the bigger one. There wasn’t any time to go get her brother. By the time the two of them got back that leg would be completely crushed. 
She ran back up to the tree, pushing with her utmost. “Come… on… tree! Budge!” Panting, she let go. It was too much for her. She looked into the eyes of the little dog, whimpering and crying out for help. She wasn’t going to just sit here and do nothing while someone needed her help. Taking a deep breath she did the only thing she could think of that would help. Turning her back on the tree she took another deep breath. “Mom… Dad…LEND ME YER STRENGTH!” Putting her weight on her front legs she hopped up, and with a savage cry she slammed her back hooves as hard as she could into the tree. 
She turned her head to look and saw that she had only moved the tree a few inches, but it was enough. She let out a relieved sigh as the dog stood up. Limping, it hobbled over to her and sat down as she held it to her. It began licking her face gratefully. “Aw, you’re welcome. I’m glad you’re okay.”
***
“After that I took her back to the house and Granny Smith helped to patch her up. I told them about what happened, and they were so proud of me for finally overcoming my fears. I just had ta realize that my parents may not be alive in the body, but they’re still livin’ inside my heart. I named her Winona, after one of my aunts. She became my partner growin’ up. I trained her in herding up the animals, and she helped to keep me strong.
“Now I’ve come ta the point where I no longer have those doubts inside me. I know I’m strong and powerful, because my folks are watchin’ over me.”
“Oh, Applejack,” said Fluttershy, wiping away a tear. “That was such a sweet story.”
“Thanks, Fluttershy.”
“Come on!” said Rainbow Dash. “Can we get something a little juicier here? How about you, Pinkie Pie? You have an exotic animal. I’m sure you’ve got a wild tale for how you got Gummy.”
Pinkie stared into the fire, looking disturbed. She let out a small sigh as she shook her head. “It may be wild… but it’s not a happy story. It was probably the saddest, worst way we could have met.”

	
		Chapter 2: Pinkie and Gummy



Pinkie Pie picked up Gummy and held him close to her. “I know what all of you are thinking. 'It’s Pinkie Pie. OF COURSE she can’t just have a NORMAL pet, like a cat or a dog. She would have to have an alligator. Wacky, wild Pinkie Pie has to have a pet just as wacky and wild as she is.' But it’s not like that at all. Gummy is the only pet I would ever want… because he needs me.”
All of them stared at her. Her mane had deflated slightly, showing just how serious it was. Ever Rainbow Dash was interested. “So… what happened?” she asked in a quiet voice.
“It was a few years ago. It was after I had moved in with the Cakes and started working at Sugarcube Corner. I saw a flier for an exotic animal show. It promised normally dangerous animals as harmless and calm as kittens. Ones you could play with just like a mouse or a bunny. Naturally this caught my attention. I took the day off from work and headed out, eager and ready to go."
***
“La la la la la!” Pinkie Pie bounced along, looking at the big tent. Paying for a ticket she got in line with the rest, hopping impatiently as she waited her turn. The line in front of her slowly dwindled until she was the next one in. 
Finally, after what felt an eternity, it was her turn. She walked past the flap, seeing a variety of animals: Lions, tigers, alligators, leopards, jaguars, and several others. Each of them were small, like baby versions of themselves. All of them were separated by type, but the enclosures had a small fence for the kids to pet them and play with them.
True to their word the animals were unnaturally calm and quiet. As she played with a small tiger she heard one of the employees talking. “…yes, it’s quite simple, actually. With the right training from an early age and a little bit of medication all of these animals can slowly be domesticated into pony homes. They’ll make good guard animals. Think how a thief would feel if he looked into your home and saw a lion guarding it. He’d turn right around and think twice before attempting it.”
Pinkie went up to the red pony who was talking. “We can take these animals home?” she asked excitedly.
The pony laughed. “No, not yet. They still need more training to counter their natural predator instincts. I’d say after another year or so they’ll be well trained and ready for adoptions.
“So I guess you’re enjoying the animals?”
“Yes, sir!” she replied with a hop. “I’ve never been so close to animals like these.”
“I’m glad you’re having a good time.” 
He left and began talking with more patrons, and Pinkie explored more of the animals. She went up to the alligator pen, seeing a couple of them in a pond. One of them seemed awfully tiny and was sitting by itself. It caught her attention because of that. She went up to it and said, “Hello.”
It looked up at her, becoming still. It suddenly jumped at her, its mouth opening wide as he chomped on her. She let out a scream at first, but it didn’t hurt a bit, and quickly enough she was laughing at the tickly feeling. She fell to the ground, giggling like mad as it kept “attacking” her. “Oh, you’re just a ball of fun. I wish I could take YOU home.” With a little bit of effort she pulled the alligator off of her with a “pop.” She gave it an odd look, seeing that it had no teeth. It kept attempting to get her head in its mouth. 
The gator suddenly vanished from her hooves. The pony from before gave a nervous laugh. “Um… this one isn’t quite ready yet. He’s still a little aggressive.”
“But he’s just playing, right?”
The pony hesitated, then said with a shrug, “Sure, kid. Whatever you say. He’s pretty stubborn. We haven’t been able to train this out of him yet.” 
“It’s a good thing he doesn’t have teeth, or that might have really hurt.”
“That’s exactly the point.”
“I’ve never seen an alligator without teeth before. Is he just young?”
A questioning look came to his face, then he brightened up and said in an overly happy voice, “Yeah! Yeah! That’s it.”
She saw the gator shaking in the pony’s hooves. She only got a look at his face for a second before the pony took him away. It looked… frightened. Though Pinkie played with the other animals for a few minutes more she couldn’t get the gator’s expression out of her mind. None of the other animals acted like that.  
After her ten minutes were up she left the tent. She was about to leave for home, but once more the gator came to her mind. She saw the employee area a short distance away in another tent. She was good with animals. Maybe if she asked nicely she could play with the gator for a little while so it wouldn’t be so afraid.
She walked in, seeing a bundle of cages that were mostly empty. She guessed that was because most of the animals were on display in the other tent. Off to the side she heard a group of voices talking. She began walking towards them, large boxes blocking her from view.
Peering through a gap between two boxes she saw five ponies sitting around a table playing cards. There was a sudden cracking sound, then a squeak of pain, and she gasped as she saw the pony she had been talking with before whipping the gator.
“Easy, now!” said one of the other ponies. “We want him on display again in the next few days. We don’t want to leave any marks or they'll get suspicious."
“Tch! Whatever!” Throwing the whip down he picked the gator up, and it was shaking harder than before. It tried to nibble his face. The pony just laughed, flicking him on the nose. “We’re going to tame you, little gator, if it’s the last thing I do. You’re not a threat anymore, so you better get used to your position. Soon enough you’ll be in a new home and then I won’t have to deal with you anymore.”
Pinkie saw one of the ponies, blue with a yellow mane, shaking slightly. “Enough! Just throw him in his cage already!”
Another one of the men rolled his eyes. “Are you still on about that? The boss is a cheapskate. What else do you want us to tell you?”
“That’s easy for you to say! You’re not the one who had to do it! You didn’t have to… to…”
“I didn’t see you complaining when the boss handed you a fat bag of bits to keep silent about it.”
He looked down at the ground, guilt shining on his face. “You’re right. I… I’ll just have to work quicker next time. I’d rather not do it at all.”
“Hey, that’s the risk you take when you’re dealing with dangerous animals. That one is an experiment. It makes them a lot safer to interact with others when they’ve been deteethed.”
***
“DETEETHED?” all five of her friends responded in horror.
Tears began coming down Pinkie’s eyes. “Yes. Didn’t you ever think it was odd that an alligator, a carnivore who normally eats meat and hunts, was toothless?”
Twilight recalled her first meeting with Gummy, and she remembered how scared she had been to see him in Pinkie’s bathtub. 
Fluttershy was also crying. She couldn’t stand the thought of that kind of abuse being done to any animal. “W-why? Why would they do that?”
“All they cared about was money. They were abusing all the animals in their care to snuff out their natural predator instincts, and dosing them up with medication to keep them near sedated so they’d be relaxed and calm. They’d train the animals and then sell them off. If the animals stayed docile then it was a success. If they began getting rowdy then the customers could bring them back for more training… at a 'reasonable fee,' of course, which basically meant just beating the tar out of them until they learned to behave. 
"If the animal began acting up a second time they would just say that the customer obviously wasn’t taking their instructions seriously enough and deem them irresponsible to have such a dangerous animal under their care and take it back.
"Somewhere along the way they decided it would be a lot safer for them to take away the things that made them the most dangerous to see if it would be more effective. Gummy was their experiment. They put him to sleep and ripped out his teeth one by one. While they were working the stuff wore off, and Gummy woke up with two teeth still in his mouth. Instead of giving him more stuff to knock him out again their boss decided it wasn’t worth the money to waste the medicine on him. So they were ordered to continue! WHILE HE WAS WIDE AWAKE FOR IT!”
“UGH!” Unconsciously they all put a hoof to their mouths at the thought.
“It was all part of their sick plan,” Pinkie said angrily. Her hair poofed straight up as she shook with rage. “I’ll never forgive them for it! NEVER!”
It was quiet for a short while, none of them having the courage to ask, but finally Applejack said, “So… what happened next?”
Pinkie shook her head, shaking as tears came down her eyes. Her mane had deflated now. She didn’t want to remember anymore. She didn’t need Gummy reliving his past too, not after she had worked so hard to free him from that horrible place. 
“Huh?” She felt something poking her. She looked down and saw Gummy poking her with his snout, a balloon string in his mouth. Despite herself it made her smile, and she took it from him. “Thank you, Gummy.” He crawled up onto the crook of her arm, looking into her eyes. He blinked a few times. “Are you sure?” Gummy blinked again. “Well… alright… if you say its okay.”
Taking a deep breath Pinkie stared into the fire. “I really wanted to confront them right then and there. I was so mad and upset and frustrated I almost did. The only thing that stopped me was my worry for Gummy. If they knew that I knew about what they had done they might have hurt him or thrown him away to get rid of the evidence. So I left, going to get some help. I got the mayor, bringing her back to the tent full of animals.”
***
“STOOOOOOOOP!” Pinkie yelled, causing everyone to turn to her. Pointing an accusing hoof to the red-coated pony she said, “I know all about your terrible scheme! Abusing and torturing animals, ripping the teeth out of poor alligators, scamming ponies out of their hard earned bits.”
A hush went through the crowd, and all eyes were on the employees, to see how they would respond. The red pony at first began to sweat, looking nervous, but then he suddenly recovered. Adopting a cool attitude he said, “And just where did you hear such a thing, little girl?”
“I heard it all! I heard everything you said to your friends in there.”
“Oh?” With a smirk he said, “Can you prove it?”
“Huh?”
“I said, 'Can… you… prove it?' I could say that I heard you talking about eating one of these animals for dinner. Does that automatically make it true? An accusation without any proof to support it won’t hold up in any court. That poor alligator simply has a birth defect. He’s very stunted, and he’s not going to grow. His teeth just simply never developed. The poor thing.” 
Reaching into his saddle bag he pulled out several papers. “I have here several documents from the Equestrian Society for Exotic Animals as well as medical documents stating that all these animals are in good health. If there was such an issue it would have been brought up long ago. 
"Whatever you thought you heard is complete nonsense. You just have an overactive imagination. Go back to your daydreams and let us get back to our work, will you?”
Pinkie gulped. Everyone was giving her dirty looks now. Even the mayor didn’t look to be on her side. She had hoped that by causing a commotion in public it might spark them to admit their guilt, but he had turned it back around on her. She DIDN’T have any proof of what she was saying. She pictured the little gator in her mind, shivering and shaking. She couldn’t just abandon it to these heartless monsters. Tears came down her eyes. She didn’t know what to do.
“She’s not lying!” 
All heads turned to the voice, and Pinkie saw the same blue coated pony from before. “Everything she’s saying is the truth!”
The red coated pony glared at him. “Shut up, Blue Diamond!”
“No, Sugar Crystal! I’m done! I’m done with the lies and deceit and the guilt! I won’t take it anymore. All of these animals ARE being abused. Those 'official documents' are all faked by a master forger.”
Loud mumbling went throughout the crowd, and Sugar Crystal nervously looked around. Mayor Mare looked at her attendants and said in an official voice, “Until the complete truth of this matter is known I am ordering this place shut down for investigation. I want all of the employees here locked up for questioning.”
“Yes, ma’am!” they responded.
***
“Over the course of the next few days it was discovered that almost all of the employees there were criminals with records simply seeking to make dishonest gain. All of the animals were examined by Ponyville veterinarian’s and it was shown that they were all being abused. The records of good health were indeed faked. Papers discovered on the individuals and in the tents showed that they had no good intentions in doing this. If any ponies got hurt it was seen as an acceptable risk.” She glared into the fire, her stomach burning in rage. “It all makes me feel sick even now. Almost all of them were arrested for a good long time, and good riddance to them.”
“Almost all of them?” asked Rarity with a huff. “Why 'almost?' From what you’re saying the likes of them ALL deserved to be put in the same situations they put the animals through."
“The only one who got off lightly was Blue Diamond. He asked to speak with me before his sentencing. Since he was the one who stood up and admitted his guilt in front of everybody, and helped me when no one believed me, I was willing to be more lenient with him.”
***
Pinkie Pie walked into a small room. Sitting at a table was Blue Diamond. “Thanks for coming to see me.”
“I should be thanking you. If you hadn’t spoke up when you did I would have been seen as just a crazy liar.”
“No. Thanks should go to you and you alone. I never should have gotten mixed up in all this nonsense.” Looking down at the table he wiped some tears from his eyes. “I was desperate. I was so desperate and really needed a lot of money in a hurry. So that was why… that was why I got mixed up in criminal activities like this.”
Pinkie wondered if she had been wrong about him. “So this was only about you?”
“No! Not at all! I don’t care about myself!” He looked up, meeting her eyes. “It’s my sister. She’s a pegasus, and she was badly wounded in a crash last month. A stray bolt of lightning clipped her wing in a storm, sending her smashing into the ground. She’s unconscious in Ponyville Hospital right now. I just really wanted to help pay for her medical care since the two of us are poor.”
Pinkie’s eyes softened. Putting a hoof on his she said, “Do you really think that’s what your sister would want for you?”
“Hmm?”
“If your sister cares for you as much as you care for her do you really think she’d want you to become a criminal to save her life?”
Blue Diamond winced at the question. “No,” he said painfully. “No, I don’t think she would.”
“It’ll be okay. You’re a hero to me.”
“A HERO? After what I did?”
“Yes,” Pinkie said as she nodded. “If only bad ponies ever worked there those guys might have gotten away with everything for a long time. It’s because of you coming clean and feeling guilty that the two of us were able to stop all of them.”
“I… I guess you’re right.” Letting out a sigh he sat back in his seat so far it was almost tipping over. Looking up at the ceiling he said, “I’m sorry, sister. Your brother is a fool. I promise… I’ll try to help you out the right way from now on.”
“Good!”
***
“Blue Diamond got a very light sentence thanks to me, and we even managed to get some strings pulled to provide assistance for his sister to stay in the hospital. I thought everything was over, but there was one last loose end to tie up.
“The animals that had been captured were released back into the wild. All except for one. Gummy was, of course, that one. They said it was too risky for him to be set free because he would be incapable of defending himself or hunting for food without any teeth.” Tears began coming down Pinkie’s eyes again. Even though she knew that Gummy was okay now she couldn’t help but think back to the powerlessness she felt back then. Sniffing, her voice cracking, she said, “They were gonna put him down! They wanted to kill him for his own good!
“I wouldn’t have it! Gummy had just been living his gator life before those monster ponies abducted him and mutilated him. What had GUMMY done wrong? Why did he deserve to be punished more than they did, when he had done nothing wrong?” Hugging Gummy to her she broke down crying for a little bit.
Fluttershy got up and sat down next to her, putting a hoof around her as Pinkie put her head on her neck and let out her pain. 
When she calmed down a little Pinkie pulled back, wiping away her tears. “I’m sorry, you guys. It’s just a touchy subject for me.”
“I understand,” said Fluttershy, wiping away a few tears herself. “I love animals too, and that would have been devastating to me as well. So what happened? Gummy is obviously alive and well, so how did you get to keep him?”
Pinkie took a few deep breaths to settle herself and said, “I offered to take him in. I promised to give him a loving home and always treat him well. It wasn’t about wanting an exotic animal, or about anything that I wanted, but it was about Gummy. He had suffered enough by having his teeth ripped out. Did he have to lose his life too?
“They were reluctant. They didn’t think Gummy would be able to handle the transition. They offered me a year. They said if I could show I had trained him properly to adjust to living in a pony society instead of in the wild they wouldn’t put him down. I took the offer.
“That was the roughest year of my life. He may not have any teeth, but it took a lot of prodding and crying and begging on my part to get Mr. and Mrs. Cake to agree to let me keep Gummy in the house. Every day I spent with him was a challenge. Every time I walked into my room he pounced on me, trying to take me down. It took months before he finally began to trust me. 
"After the harrowing experience of the teeth yanking he was very aggressive against other ponies. Even without teeth he still has claws. I wound up with tons of scratches the first two months before I found my patience to let him come to me.
“Time seemed to race by slowly, but so quickly at the same time. All the time I wasn’t working at Sugarcube Corner or helping out ponies around town I dedicated to Gummy. Little by little, bit by bit, I gradually wormed my way into his heart. He stopped scratching me. He would sleep with me at night. When I was sad he would come up to me and comfort me. I know Gummy isn’t very animated like some of the rest of your pets, but he’s still overcoming the trauma they forced on him.
“At the end of the year I presented a fully reformed Gummy. He could feed on cupcakes and non-solid foods, he was in a safe place full of love where he could be his gator self without worrying about being hurt, and he had someone who would protect him no matter what. Now when he 'bites' me it isn’t out of fear or revenge, but because he loves me and wants to play with me.” 
A warm smile came to her face, tears coming down her eyes. “And I love him too. They were satisfied that Gummy would be safe and content with me, and I was officially given permission to keep him with me for life. That was one of the happiest days of my life. I saved his life, and stopped him from being punished for something he didn’t even do. He’s the best pet ever!”
All of her friends were smiling back at her, glad that the story had a happy ending and Pinkie was happy again.
“That was a great story, Pinkie,” said Twilight. “Maybe Rainbow Dash will agree when she stops crying and answers.”
“W-what?” Rainbow said quickly, wiping her face. “I… I wasn’t crying! I just… just got some dust in my eye!” Speaking in an overly bright tone she said, “Okay, okay! So we got the heartwarmer and the tearjerker. Who’s next? How about you, Fluttershy? How did you get Angel? I mean, you have a ton of bunnies already. What makes him so special?”
“Oh!” Fluttershy looked down at her little bunny, and he looked back up at her. She rubbed his ear, making him thump his foot. “Angel is special because he saved my life. That’s why he got his name: because he’s my guardian angel.”

	
		Chapter 3: Fluttershy and Angel



Fluttershy took a deep breath. “The day Angel became mine was one of the scariest days of my life. Of course, the Everfree Forest is scary at the best of times.”
“Why were ya in the Everfree Forest?” asked Applejack. “Ah thought ya hated that place.”
“Well, let me go back a little bit. You all remember the story of how I got my cutie mark, right?”
“Yes,” they responded.
“I got it because I had a special connection with animals. I could understand them as easily as I understand all of you. When I got my cottage I began adopting little animals and feeding them and giving them a warm, safe place to come to when they wanted to sleep. They all flocked to me and loved the way I could talk with them and understand their needs.
“To you guys I’m sure you could look at a group of white bunnies and not be able to tell which one was Angel, but I have an eye for detail about them. Each of them has their own little things that make them stand out from the rest. Of course besides that I can also hear their voices so it makes it even easier to distinguish them from each other.
“One day I saw him getting into a fight with Tabby and Gemstone.”
“Who?” asked Rainbow Dash.
“Oh! Those are two of my other bunnies. He was yelling about how they were fools for getting suckered in for my nice act. He told them they should just leave now while they had the chance.”
Angel tapped her roughly with his paw, chittering away. 
“Hmm? Oh, you’re right.” She looked up at her friends. “Angel is upset because you’re giving him dirty looks and judging him without listening to the whole story.”
Twilight blushed a little. “You’re right. We are being kinda judgmental. Go on.”
“Angel had a good reason for doing what he did. He was abandoned by his previous owner.”
“Really?” asked Rarity. “Why?”
A look of anger flashed across her features before she suppressed it. “I’ll tell you all about it.”
***
Fluttershy was humming to herself, watering her garden, when she heard it: Loud arguing coming from the other side of the yard. To anyone else it would have just sounded like mindless animal sounds, but it was as clear to her as words from other ponies.
“You’re being played for fools!”
“You shut up!”
“No! She’s just gonna leave you too! Get out now while you still can.”
“Never! Fluttershy loves us. She would never abandon us."
“That’s what I thought too.”
Fluttershy came running up. “What’s going on over here?” Three white bunnies were in each other’s faces. “Tabby. Gemstone. What’s wrong?” She looked at the unfamiliar bunny and she let out a squee of delight. She put her hooves to her mouth and then quickly flew over in front of them, kneeling on the ground, joy etched on her face. “Hello, there! Are you a new friend?”
The bunny glared at her for a few moments before he gave her a swift kick in the jaw and stuck his tongue out at her. 
“Hey!” Tabby cried out, jumping at the bunny and tackling it. Gemstone quickly went to join in. Fluttershy grabbed them both, picking them up. “Now, now. That’s not very nice, you two. You should be polite to our guest.”
“Polite?” the bunny said with a huff. “Yeah, right. You’re just like all the rest!”
“He’s been nothing but trouble,” Gemstone said angrily. “He keeps trying to say that you’re gonna abandon us and that we should just leave you now while we have the chance.”
“Oh. That’s not very nice. You two know I would never do that to you, don’t you?”
The two of them hugged her. “Of course, Fluttershy.”
“Awww. Huh?” For a second she had seen a pained look on the new bunny’s face, before he quickly adopted an indifferent demeanor and began hopping off. “Wait! Come back!” Setting the two bunnies on the ground she zoomed into her house before flying towards him. “Are you hungry?” She showed him a hoof full of food pellets. “Won’t you at least stay for some dinner?”
The bunny let out another huff, kicking her hoof and knocking the pellets onto the ground before hopping away faster.
“Come on. What’s wrong? You’re always welcome to come and visit. I have tons of animals living with me in my cottage.”
“Will you quit following me?” the bunny said angrily. “I don’t care about you or your stupid brainwashed minions.”
“Won’t you at least tell me your name?"
Seeing he couldn’t outrun her he came to a stop. “If I talk to you for a minute will you just leave me alone?”
Fluttershy stopped too, landing on the ground. “Okay.”
With a look of disgust he said in an exasperated voice, “Clyde.”
“Hmm?”
“Clyde! My name is Clyde.”
***
“CLYDE?” Rainbow Dash said, tears coming down her eyes as she began hysterically laughing and fell off the log she was on.
Twilight and Rarity both had strained looks on their faces, trying not to be rude but letting out little giggles. 
Pinkie was unrestrained in her laughter, though unlike Rainbow Dash she wasn’t doing it to make fun of him. “Clyde! Aww, that’s so cuuuute!” 
Applejack saw how embarrassed Angel looked, and any desire she had to laugh disappeared. “Aw, don’t ya fuss over such a silly thing, Angel. We all know ya protect our dear Fluttershy so what does it matter what yer name used ta be?”
Rainbow Dash picked herself up, letting out a few last giggles as she wiped off her face. “That’s right, Angel. You’re awesome! You keep Fluttershy on her hooves.”
The rest of them chimed in too, and Angel looked mollified, sitting on Fluttershy’s lap.
“So go on,” said Rainbow Dash. “Tell us all about 'Clyde.'” She let out another little snicker.
“Alright, everypony,” said Fluttershy.
***
Glaring at her with all the anger he could muster Clyde pointed an accusing hoof at her. “I don’t trust you. You and all you other ponies are a bunch of-”
Fluttershy gasped at the last word. “Such language! I should wash your mouth out with soap, young man!” The bunny’s only response was to continue a profanity laced tirade. Putting a hoof on his ear she gave it a gentle rub. “I understand. You’re in pain. I can hear what you’re really saying.”
The bunny jumped backward. “Don’t touch me! Stop pretending like you really care. You think I want to make pals with YOU? All of your other bunny idiots may trust you, but I never will! All you ponies care about is yourself.” In a bitter voice he said in an undertone, “Just like HER.”
“Her? Her who?”
“Midnight Joy. She was my previous owner. She picked me out of all my brothers and sisters from the pet store. Three years we spent together. She was the most loving and kind foal I have ever seen. She showed me off to everyone, took me everywhere she went that I was allowed, always made sure I was happy and fed and warm and had a clean cage. She was an amazing owner… but then she grew up.”
“Grew up?”
“She grew into a teenager, and fell in love with a boy. I was glad for her. There was just one problem: he didn’t like rabbits.”
Fluttershy’s heart sank. “So she gave you up, just like that?”
“No. It wasn’t like that. At first she was torn. She really, really liked him. She spent a good many nights crying over him. I decided to leave so that she’d stop crying and she would be happy.”
“I thought you said you were abandoned.”
“I WAS! I left so she could pursue the boy she liked, deciding I’d have to watch her from afar. I thought it was the least I could do after all the good care she had given to me. It turns out the boy she loved wasn’t quite the stallion he had appeared to be. I saw them get into several fights. 
"One day when they got into an argument I saw him hit her. I lost my temper and attacked him. That was the last straw. He said he wanted nothing to do with her anymore. I tried to comfort her, and tell her she was better off without him. I thought she’d be glad to be rid of him, but she only got mad at me. 
“She blamed EVERYTHING on me. 'If you hadn’t been around I could have had him sooner, my house wouldn’t smell like rabbit and I could bring him to my house.' To her I was the entire reason their relationship had failed. She gave me a kick and told me she never wanted to see me again. 
"I tried to make peace with her but she was furious with me. All the years we had been together meant nothing to her… because of a boy who didn’t even really care about her. 
"I hate her! That was just cruel! So I gave up on ponies and decided to start a family somewhere else. I’ll make sure my kids stay far away from YOU MONSTERS!” He turned around and began hopping again, towards the Everfree Forest.
Fluttershy began flying, keeping pace with him. In a sad voice she said, “I’m really sorry about what happened to you. You didn’t deserve that.”
Clyde looked over at her questioningly. “Are you crying?”
She sniffed, wiping her face. “I feel so bad for you, to be thrown away so coldly after everything you two had been through together.”
“Hmph. You’re a little different from all the other ponies I’ve seen. You can actually understand what I’m saying. I still don’t trust you, though.”
“Can’t you at least give me a chance, Clyde? I’m very shy, and I don’t interact well with other ponies. Heck, I don’t think I’ll ever get a boyfriend. I just feel like I’m too much of a loser for any boy to be interested in me.”
For a second Clyde looked like he wanted to say something comforting, but just like before his expression quickly dissolved into indifference. “Look, I don’t want to deal with that kind of pain again. I have my own family to look after. 
"Even if I did go live with you what would it matter? You have like twenty bunnies already, along with a bunch of other types of animals. You want to tell me that you consider each of them special? I’d just get lost in neglect.”
“That’s not true. I DO consider every single one of my animals special. Tabby loves having her right ear scratched right in the middle. Gemstone loves having her tail fluffed before she goes to bed. Each of my animals gets an equal amount of my time, and I know them better than I know myself.” 
She slowed down and came to a stop, making Clyde do the same. She bowed her head. “I’m sorry. I gave my word before that if you talked to me for a little while that I’d stop following you and leave you alone. I understand why you act the way you do. I just hope you can find it in your heart to trust me. 
"You’re always welcome to come and visit me. I understand that you don’t trust me, so you won’t want to bring your family around me right now, but if you’re ever low on food I’ll be glad to give you some to give to them. I won’t want anything from you in return. It would be enough for me to know that I’m helping to keep them from starving.”
Clyde gave her an exasperated look. “I don’t GET you! You’re such a weirdo!” He turned around and took off.
A few days went by before she saw Clyde again. He was talking with Tabby and Gemstone again. They weren’t fighting, so she gave him his space. If she respected his boundaries he’d be more likely to start trusting her. Their conversation was about what made her so great. At first the two of them wanted to fight Clyde for his actions from last time, but he seemed genuinely curious about why so many animals flocked to her.
Fluttershy blushed as the two bunnies gushed about her. When they were done they encouraged him to talk to the other animals to hear what they had to say. So Clyde went around to the mice, squirrels, birds; looking for something negative. He got more and more frustrated that not a one of them would say anything bad about her. Finally he lost his temper and took off back home.
When he was gone Fluttershy gathered her animal friends, happy tears coming down her eyes. “Thank you, friends. All of you. I loved all of your kind words. Don’t worry about Clyde. His last owner threw him away for no good reason. It’s just taking him a while to get over it.”
A few birds put a necklace of flowers around her neck, while several of them came up and hugged her. Her heart swelled with joy, but it faded slightly as she looked toward the forest. “He’ll come around,” she said to herself.
Over the next month Clyde came to visit a lot. He avoided seeing her directly, always spying on her animals and her, waiting for her to slip up. Waiting for her to lose her temper and send one of the animals away, or hit it in rage. Time after time she defied all his expectations, which only made him angrier and angrier the longer he kept at it. 
A part of him was starting to believe in her, and he hated it. All he needed was just a little evidence to prove she was untrustworthy, and he could just forget about her, but she provided nothing he could use. She was constantly friendly, kind, and considerate. She gave each of her animals food, made sure they shared, and devoted time to each and every one of them on a daily basis. He felt a pain in his heart because he was reminded of the way his owner used to act.
Finally the day came where Clyde came to speak to her directly. “Fluttershy.”
“Hello, Clyde!” Fluttershy said cheerily. “Are you done playing spy?”
“Huh?”
“I may not be that bright, but I’m not stupid either. I’ve seen you wandering around here all month. You can try to blend in with the other bunnies, but I always recognized when you were here. Your tail is less fluffy, your whiskers are the longest, and the inside of your ears is a deeper white than the outside.”
Clyde sputtered for a few moments, hardly believing it. Despite not speaking with her once since the first day they met she knew he had been coming around all the time? She had that much of an eye for detail that she could perfectly pick him out whenever he was around? No. It was probably just a trick. One of the other animals probably sold him out every time, since they didn’t like him.
“Have you enjoyed your time here, Clyde? I know you don’t like me, so I’ve kept quiet and pretended I didn’t notice. I was sure that if you knew I knew you were there than you wouldn’t come back to visit. I’ve enjoyed your company and am glad you’ve come to visit so many times, even if you don’t care for ponies. It makes me really happy.” 
A few tears came down her eyes as she gave him a bright grin. “Can’t we be friends now? It’s been really difficult for me pretending not to notice an extra bunny running around when all I wanted to do was pick you up and snuggle you close and tell you that I’d never leave you.”
Clyde looked up into her eyes, his little heart racing. What WAS this pony? She couldn’t be serious… could she? Why did she care so much? “Um… well… I guess…” He suddenly gasped, a feeling of betrayal rising up within him stronger than any before. So THAT was it! She had known he had been there all along. She was just putting on an act because she knew he had been watching. Tears came down his eyes as he shook with anger. He had almost bought it. He felt like such a fool. 
“What’s wrong, Clyde?”
“Shut up! I knew it! You phony! I’m never coming back here again! You’re an even bigger monster than I thought you were, raising up my hopes and then dashing them to pieces.” He turned his back on her and hopped away.
Fluttershy blinked a few times, tears coming down her eyes. She ran back into her house and began sobbing on her bed. She had no idea what had happened. She thought for sure he was about to join her. What had upset him so? It broke her heart that he was still clinging onto the pain of his past abandonment. 
It took her a while to settle down. Her animal friends combed her mane and said comforting things to her, but she just couldn’t stop thinking about Clyde. She wasn’t angry at him. All she wanted was to help him. Why couldn’t he see that?
It was quiet around her house for the next few days. True to his word Clyde stopped showing up. She always double-checked but he was never there. That put her into a depression even her animals couldn’t fix. The time not spent feeding the animals she mostly spent meandering around aimlessly in the yard or sitting on her bed and letting out big sighs. 
She knew she should let Clyde go. She knew it wasn’t fair to all the others to neglect them because he wouldn’t come around, but she couldn’t help it. He was bearing so much pain inside she just wanted him to be free of it. She decided to herself she had to be firm. Her other animals were more important since they were actually around and wanted to be around her.
Almost as soon as she made that decision she heard a voice calling her name from afar. She turned to look, and she saw Clyde running toward her cottage. Her heart wanted to feel joy, but she refused to feel it. She didn’t want to get her hopes up on him again. “Oh, what does he want now?”
Her apathy quickly faded when she took in his condition. There was a large scrape going down his back. “Help! Help!”
Fluttershy’s heart began racing as she zoomed toward him. “Clyde, what happened?”
“L-listen, I’m sorry about all the nasty things I said. My family is in danger. A group of harpies has invaded my den. You don’t have to forgive me but you’re the only one I can think of who can help.”
Fluttershy looked with terror at the Everfree Forest. “H-h-harpies?” She didn’t like the sound of that. But then she looked down at the pleading face of Clyde, and with a loud gulp she said, “Okay, let’s go.” She began flying towards the forest but her wings quickly locked up and she stumbled onto the ground. Shaking her head she said, “Come on, Fluttershy. It’s… it’s just the big, scary forest… with a bunch of terrifying creatures inside.” She forced herself to think of why she was going in there in the first place. There were animals in danger. That hardened her resolve, and she let out a deep breath as she stared determinedly towards the forest. 
Along the way Clyde gave her directions, yanking on her mane whenever he wanted her to turn. As she ran through the forest she kept her fear at bay by concentrating solely on Clyde’s pulls and the thoughts of the animals she was trying to protect. 
She suddenly came to a stop as she heard the sound of cheering in the distance, along with some cries of pain. “That’s them!” Clyde said nervously. He smacked her head. “Go! Go!” 
“R-right!” She ran forward, and she felt sick to her stomach as she heard the sounds getting louder. She hoped they would hold out until she got there. “H-how… how…,” Fluttershy panted, “…how many… kids do… you have?”
“Six. It was my first litter with my mate. I was off getting them food when I heard the commotion. I knew I wouldn’t be able to hold all of them off and protect my family by myself, so that’s why I came to get you.”
“Thank you, Clyde. I’ll prove you can trust me yet!” With newfound determination she sped up her pace. 
As she came into the clearing her courage quickly began deserting her. There were a group of about ten harpies there. She saw the bodies of two baby bunnies being feasted on, and the other ones were being played with for sport. The biggest one, which she guessed was the mother, also had large scratches across her body and looked dead.
The harpies were only half her size, but their number was what scared her the most. She was no fighter. “L-leave those bunnies alone!” she snapped out.
All of the creatures turned to look at her. “Look what we have here,” said one of them. "The pony has brought back another appetizer.”
She could heard the distress in Clyde’s voice as he kicked her behind the ear and said, “Do something!”
Unable to think of anything else meaningful to do she charged at them. They easily flew out of the way. 
Clyde hopped off her back and onto the ground, tearing up as he saw the bodies of his dead kids. “No! I’m sorry! If only I’d been faster.”
“Daddy!” the little one said, gathering around him, looking terrified.
Fluttershy gathered up the mama, putting her with the other ones. 
“Honey!” Clyde said, holding his mate. “Wake up!”
The mother opened her eyes, saying weakly, “Oh, you’re here. Thank goodness. Protect our babies.” She let out a shudder and closed her eyes.
“No! Don’t die on me! Our kids need you.”
She huffed, looking up at him again. “I know.”
A chorus of laughter interrupted them. “Hey, you losers. Enough with the touching reunion. You’ve just made it easier by gathering all our prey into one place.”
All of the harpies began flying again. Fluttershy looked around at the circling half-bird creatures as one of them charged at the group. She jumped forward, covering the group with her body, putting her hooves protectively around them. 
“Yyaaahhhh!” she screamed out as a claw cut through her skin. “L-listen to me!” she said in a quiet, desperate voice. “I need you to-EEEEE-get out of here. I’ll distract them and make it seem like-AAHHH-I’m trying to fly you to safety.” Her eyes closed in pain as the harpies kept attacking her but she wouldn’t move out of the way. “You need to-GGRRAAHH- protect your family and run away as soon as I jump up. They’ll follow me and you can get out of-EEEEEKKK!“
Clyde was feeling guilt in the pit of his stomach. “I’m sorry, Fluttershy. If I had just-” 
“Sshhh,” she said, smiling through her pain. “There will be time for that later. Ready?” Clyde nodded. “Go!” 
Zooming up as quickly as she could she flapped her wings and headed in the opposite direction of her house. As she hoped the harpies followed her. “They’re getting away!” “Stop her!” “Come back with our dinner!”
The six bunnies ran as fast as they could for a short while, but then Clyde stopped. “What’s wrong?” his mate asked.
“I can’t just leave her alone. She’s weak and frail. She’ll never make it on her own. You take the kids and just keep running in this direction until you get out.”
“I understand, but what can you do?”
Clyde shrugged. “Not much, but she risked her life for me and all of us after I treated her so nastily. I can’t just abandon her or they might just decide they’d rather have pony for dinner. She cares for animals above everything else and that’s the only reason she’s in here. If she doesn’t have something to protect her courage isn’t going to last.” He gave her a kiss. “I want you to run and don't stop for anything. I don’t know if we’re gonna make it out of this alive, but you and the rest of our kids need to get of here. As long as you’re safe that’s all I’ll need.”
She kissed him back. “I understand.”
Fluttershy was panting, letting out frightened squeals as the harpies closed in on her. One clipped her wing and she quickly descended, landing on a tree branch hard, knocking the breath out of her. Slipping off the branch she was heading toward the ground and almost landed on her head before righting herself. The creatures surrounded her. “Hey! She was faking! She doesn’t have the bunnies at all!”
“Fine, then! A few little babies wouldn’t have filled me up anyway.”
“Pony for dinner!”
“Po-ny din-ner! Po-ny din-ner!” 
Fluttershy was huffing and puffing, her heart beating so fast it felt like it was gonna give out as the creatures began chanting. She let out a scream as one of them grabbed her in its claws, lifting her up. “Bring it to the nest! We’re eating good tonight!”
Fluttershy was paralyzed with fear, unable to move. She didn’t want to imagine being feasted on by a group of monsters. 
Clyde bounded into the clearing, hopping onto Fluttershy’s tail and climbing up it and her body, then onto the harpy’s hair, giving it a big bite on the nose.
Fluttershy squeaked as she fell to the ground and the harpy cried out in pain. Clyde dropped down in front of her. “Clyde? What are you doing here?”
“I thought you might need my help. I know how scared you had to be, but you still came here to help me save my family.”
“Get her!” a harpy yelled.
Fluttershy quickly grabbed Clyde, jumping out of the way. “Now I have to save you,” she said strongly, her fear eroding. Setting him down she stood up in front of him, putting her hooves out. “Get out of here and save your family! I’ll hold them off as long as I can!”
Clyde looked over at her with horror. The entire backside of her coat had turned red from all the bloody slashes she had received. She was panting and shaking, and he kept seeing more and more that Fluttershy truly WAS an exemplary pony. She was willing to go through so much, just for him. No selfish pony with only their own interests at heart would sacrifice themselves just to make themselves look good, or put their life in danger simply to prove a point. Fluttershy was doing all of this out of the goodness of her heart, and it only brought tears to his eyes to see how stupid he had been when he had seen the truth long ago. It was only his stubbornness that had stopped him from trusting in her before. 
He began running towards her as the group of harpies all extended their claws and charged towards her. He could see quite plainly that she was willing to die for him, just to keep him safe.  He was equally committed to making sure that didn’t happen. Jumping forward he headbutted her right hoof, knocking her off balance and most of the harpies crashed into the ground or each other as they tried to stop.
Clyde jumped on her face and gave her a hard smack. “Nothing good will come of you dying!” he said angrily. “You understand me? Too many animals still need you. Come on! Let’s go now, the TWO of us.” From the bottom of his heart he said, “I trust you, Fluttershy! So I need you to trust in me too.”
Still huffing, Fluttershy nodded. She gave him a quick kiss, smiling down at him. Her back was on fire, but she refused to focus on it. She was needed now. There was time to worry about the pain later. She picked Clyde up, throwing him on her back as she flew into the air and began racing toward her home.
As the harpies untangled themselves they began flying after her, but she managed to stay ahead of them. Like before Clyde tugged on the side of her mane whenever he wanted her to make a turn, allowing her to avoid the claws of the harpies each time they got close. 
Just when she thought they were home free she screamed as a large shape suddenly appeared in front of her. A fully-grown harpy flew down in front of her. She quickly changed directions but was unable to control her momentum in time before she crashed into a tree. She managed to move her head but her wing and her front leg still got the brunt of the impact. She bounced off the tree, and Clyde went flying off of her. 
Fluttershy felt dizzy. “C-Clyde?” she called out, seeing him laid out about fifty feet away. 
The big harpy landed next to her. “Honestly, children. Why were you having such trouble with such pitiful prey?”
“Sorry, mom!” came the reply.
“Now, kill the stupid bunny and be done with it. The pony is mine.”
“Aw, mom!”
“Silence!”
“N-no!” As the words of the harpy registered with her she felt some strength welling up inside her. Hopping up on her good legs she hastily limped over to Clyde, hugging him. “Clyde! Get up!”
He opened his eyes.
“This is it for me,” she said weakly, “but you can still live and be with your family.” She gave him a push. “Go on! Your family already lost two of their own today. Why should they lose any more?”
Turning towards the harpies she said with all the strength she could muster, gasping for breath, “If… if you hurt him… you’ll... you’ll… regret it!” 
Clyde began hopping away, but he only got a few steps before his conscience stopped him dead in his tracks and he turned around as Fluttershy collapsed. He ran over to her and sat in the crook of her leg. “No! I’m not leaving!”
“You have to! I’m done for, but you can still survive. Go on! Go!”
“NO!” he yelled, hugging her. “If you have to die I’m not letting it be all alone and scared. You didn’t have to do all of this. You saved my family’s life. I can never repay you for that, so the least I can do is be willing to give up my life so that you can at least go while holding an animal you love. No one should have to die all alone and abandoned. 
"Leaving you now would make me worse than my old owner.” He hugged her around the neck. “I love you, Fluttershy! I’m so sorry! I won’t leave you no matter what!” 
Fluttershy began crying too, holding Clyde close to her, her eyes shut tight as the two of them waited for the end.
***
Fluttershy paused for a moment, taking a deep breath as she recalled that day. As she looked up she could see all of her friends were on the edges of their logs, looking anxiously at her.
“Don’t stop there!” Rainbow said excitedly. “Who saved you? What happened next?”
“Yeah, Fluttershy!” said Twilight sternly. “Don’t keep us in suspense.”
“Okay, okay!” Fluttershy responded as she was relentlessly pestered for requests to finish.
***
The large harpy laughed, and all the smaller ones were circling around her, chanting like before. 
Fluttershy was crying her eyes out. She didn’t care about herself. She didn’t care if she died. She just didn’t feel Clyde should have to die along with her. She appreciated the gesture he was making, but she felt it would hurt less knowing she would die alone, so long as he was safe.  “I want to help him!” she cried out. “Please! Let me help him!” She slammed her hoof on the ground. “I don’t want you to die!”
The harpies were taking their time, savoring their triumph as they whetted their appetite for their prey. 
“Kill the bunny!” said the large harpy. “Let her suffer as she watches us devour him. She’s too injured to go anywhere.”
“JUST TRY IT!” Fluttershy said angrily, something snapping within her as all her other emotions faded away, leaving only a feeling of overwhelming rage. She glared at them with all the contempt she could muster. “I’ll tear you apart!”
All of the harpies fell to the ground as she stared at them, each of them feeling a sense of terror so complete they forgot to fly. Even the large harpy stopped her approach. 
“Leave! NOW!” 
“Um… never mind!” As one all eleven of the harpies raced out of the clearing as fast as they could.
A few seconds later Fluttershy blinked. “W-what just happened? Are we really safe now?” 
Clyde looked around. “They’re all gone? What did you do?” He looked utterly shocked. 
“I… I don’t know. I just got so frustrated and wanted to protect you. Something just… awoke in me.”
Clyde let out a sigh of relief. “What a day,” he said as he collapsed on the ground. “I can’t believe I’m still alive.”
“Yeah. You are.” She smiled as she gave him another kiss. Her head fell for a second, and she shook her head as she began feeling sleepy. “C-Clyde? Is it cold out here, or is it just me?” She began shivering. “I’m… I’m feeling so cold.”
“Uh-oh! That’s not good. You lost a lot of blood!” 
“Huh?” she asked, his words coming in fuzzy. “W-what do you think we should do?” Her words sounded distorted.
Clyde didn’t like it, but he only had one choice. He turned around and hopped out of the clearing as fast as he was able.
“C-Clyde!” Fluttershy sputtered out. “W-where are you going?” 
A few minutes later she heard a yelling voice, coming closer to her. Was it another threat? She tried to stand up but she just felt so weak. She couldn’t muster any strength.
“Come back here, you thieving varmint!” 
Clyde hopped back into the clearing, holding an apple. Shortly after a yellow pony with a green mane ran in. “There you ar-haaaahh!” He let out a cry as he saw the injured pony.
Clyde hopped next to her and began chittering as he pointed to her. “Sorry, but I don’t speak rabbit.”
In a very faint voice Fluttershy said, “He says that I need to go to the hospital and he wants you to help me.”
“Oh! Of course!”
Fluttershy let out a heavy breath, unable to stay awake any longer. She passed out, her head hitting the ground, the last thing she heard was Clyde calling out her name.
***
“The next thing I knew I was waking up in the hospital. They had given me a transfusion to bring my blood count back up and wrapped up all my injuries. They said if I had been brought in just a few minutes later I probably wouldn’t have made it. As it is I was unconscious for almost an entire day.”
“Wow!” said Rarity. “That is amazing!”
“Yeah!” said Rainbow Dash. “You awakened The Stare and nearly got yourself killed a bunch of times for a bunny? Now that is AWESOME! You are hardcore, Fluttershy!”
“Yeehaw!” Applejack said brightly. “You go, girl!”
Fluttershy blushed brightly at her friend’s compliments. “I couldn’t have done it on my own,” she said demurely. “I only fought so hard because I wanted to protect him.” She put her hoof over Angel, scratching his ears. “Angel stayed with me throughout everything. He wouldn’t leave my side until I woke up. He wouldn’t take any food. He wouldn’t even check up to make sure his family had made it out okay, and so the first thing I saw when I woke up was him.”
***
“Hmm… mmm… uhhh.” Fluttershy opened one of her eyes a crack, blinking in the light. “Whoa!” She felt something collide into her neck, squeezing it. Looking down she saw Clyde. “Hey, there,” she said quietly.
“You idiot! I thought you were dead! Don’t ever almost die again!”
Memories of her adventure began coming back to her. “I’m sorry, Clyde.”
“No!” he said, giving her a light smack, making her give him a questioning look. “Clyde is the name my traitorous former owner gave to me. I don’t want that one anymore. I want my new owner to give me a new name.”
“New owner?” she said, looking distraught. “That’s a shame. I was hoping to have you.
"Oh, well. As long as you’re happy.”
Clyde smacked a paw to his face. “I’m talking about YOU, Fluttershy.”
“M-me?” she said, her frown quickly turning upside-down as a boundless joy crossed her features. “Oh, that’s so great!” She looked him up and down, from his ears to his paws. “Okay, then. How about “Angel?” Because you helped to save my life and protected me when you could have just left me a bunch of times to save yourself.”
Clyde looked up and down, left and right, sucking on his cheek as he thought it over. “Okay,” he finally said, smiling at her. “Angel it is!” 
He gave her another hug, and she put her good hoof around him as she nuzzled him. “I love you, little Angel Bunny.”
***
“Awww,” said Pinkie Pie. “That was a great story. Kinda scary, but fun!”
“Angel did lose two of his children, Pinkie,” said Twilight. “Be a little more tactful.”
“Oh!” she said, looking contrite. “Sorry, Angel.”
He began talking to them, and then they looked at Fluttershy for the translation. “He said that he forgives you and he’s had a few years to move past that terrifying incident. The rest of his family made it out safely, and they now all live at my cottage.”
“I don’t mean to be rude, Fluttershy,” said Rarity, “but isn’t his name a little off?”
“What do you mean?” 
“You said you named him Angel, like a guardian angel, because he saved your life. But the only reason your life was in danger in the first place was because of him not trusting you and just having his family live with you a while ago.”
“That’s true, but it doesn’t change the fact that he risked his life and was willing to die beside me. I love all my little animal friends, but I can’t force any animals stay with me that don’t want to. He had every right to choose to stay away from other ponies if he thought it would put his family in danger. I don’t blame him for it. If anything, the blame should go to his former owner for being so ungrateful. Angel willingly left her so she could be happy with her boyfriend, and in the end she spurned even that generosity when things didn’t work out between them.
“Speaking of generosity, I believe it’s your turn, Rarity. How did you get Opal?”
“Well, darling, Opal wasn’t original my cat. She was the one who helped get my fashion career off the ground.”
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