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		Chapter One — The Die is Cast



Frigid morning air whipped into Fluttershy’s nostrils and tickled her lungs, making each breath sting as sharp as the biting north winds against her exposed ears. Daylight had barely crept above the horizon as she stood beside Twilight in hock-deep snow waiting. Waiting did not bother her. The unseasonable cold on the other hoof . . . She shuddered, trying not to imagine what her unsheltered animal friends must be enduring right now. 
Her eyes fell to her still-silent companion. Just like yesterday, a steely gaze had replaced the usual enthusiastic smile. Every so often, Twilight would raise her head to taste the wind, then return to staring straight ahead towards Canterlot.  Subconscious actions, but they still left her nervous. 
After all, Sombra himself would be moved to Ponyville. What if something went wrong and he escaped? Fluttershy shook her head. Stop it! They’ll be fine. They moved Discord all the way here before, remember? 
Yes, but despite his propensities towards “experimentation,” Discord’s mayhem had been relatively harmless. Sombra’s? Nopony could even fathom what that stallion was capable of. Stallion . . .  Her gut churned, and for a moment, she felt like falling to the snow. That thing they faced so many months ago could not be a living, feeling being. A wraith perhaps—a shadow made of nightmares and fear—the farthest creature from a “friend” this world had.
Yet, here she stood preparing to take him in like a stray puppy or bunny. A part of her screamed in protest to the very thought, knowing what he had done to the Crystal Empire in the name of power. But another, still rational piece of her knew she had to try and glean from him what she honestly did know existed. Compassion. Loyalty. Kindness. Love. Friendship. Were these so far removed from Sombra to be unattainable? Whatever the answer, it would be her and her alone to find it. Such had been the case with Discord and such would be the case now. 
A vicious blast of wind whipped a sizeable portion of mane into her eyes. She squeaked at the occlusion. Just as suddenly, Twilight’s magic brushed it back to neutral. “Thanks, Twi-twilight,” she said, trying her best not to knock her teeth together like a chattering squirrel. 
“Sure thing.” Twilight returned to watching the horizon, unengaged with either the snow tickling her hooves or the breeze sending her tail rising like a kite. “Sorry about making you wait, Fluttershy.” The comment came out so suddenly, she nearly missed it.
“It’s okay, Twilight. I know this is terribly, terribly important.” She did not have to add “for all of Equestria.” 
Twilight sent a spray of snow skyward with a hoof. “It’s just . . . I felt more comfortable meeting them out here. You know?”
Fluttershy raised an eyebrow. More comfortable here? As embarrassing as it was to admit, she really had no idea where Twilight’s mind had wandered to this time. “Sure . . .”
Her reply must not have been convincing enough, because Twilight turned to her with a torn expression. “I don’t want him to worry.” Either the wind or embarrassment had turned her cheeks bright red. “You know Discord doesn’t approve of this whole mess. And—”
“—you don’t want to ruin his trust by letting Sombra in the castle?” Fluttershy supplied.
“Yes,” Twilight squeaked, returning to position once more. “I’m so glad I don’t have to explain myself to you, Fluttershy.”
Fluttershy did not add that most of Twilight’s actions required explaining on some level. Though she often got confused on the lead up, she could generally deduce the root emotional cause of her friend’s anxiety. That served her well to a point, but in situations like these, she craved more. What had been going on between Twilight and Discord lately? 
Just this summer, Twilight would not have concerned herself with Discord’s feelings on letting Sombra into the castle. Now she acted as if she were stepping on eggshells. Maybe their chaos lessons had started to scare her. That made sense. After all, chaos was hardly comforting. However, that did not explain the “nervous tick” that had progressively grown into a veritable time bomb. 
Patience, Fluttershy. She’ll tell you when she’s ready. Fluttershy forced her mind back to the present. How would she get him to adjust? His problems were nothing like Discord’s. What if she couldn’t find their source and he only grew worse? Over and over again, the thoughts came seeping in with the cold around her. 
Thankfully, she was spared any more self-induced dread when Twilight gasped beside her. Fluttershy looked up, watching several figures materialize in the distance. As they advanced, she noted the familiar royal carriage, and . . . Discord? Sure enough, when they landed, Discord led a hobbled Sombra out into the snow. The sullen expression and police uniform the draconequus wore gave no room for doubt as to his purpose there. 
Celestia and Luna exchanged thoughtful glances before striding over to them. True to her nature, Celestia shot Fluttershy an encouraging smile. “Thank you for agreeing to this, Fluttershy.”
“Of course, Princess.” Her eyes fell to Sombra. Despite the cool weather, his coat was as thin as if they were in the middle of summer. Understandably, he was shivering and let out an occasional cough as he looked intently at the snow beneath his hooves. An instinctual urge to help led her to approach him. Discord stopped her advance with a paw. “Ah ah ah. Careful, Dear. He’s not exactly safe.”
“He’s freezing. Didn’t you give him a coat or blanket?”
Discord patted her head in a fatherly fashion. “Don’t you worry, Flutterbuddy.” He lowered his head to Sombra’s eye level. “I hear evil keeps itself warm.”
Sombra rolled his eyes. Then, in a barely audible, yet surprisingly urbane voice, he added, “You would know . . .”
Discord snarled, tensing until Twilight strode over to him. Her eyes fell to the raw patch of skin on Sombra’s forehead right where a horn would be. “It’s really gone,” she whispered softly. 
Luna jerked a nod. “Aye. Tis a strange phenomenon, no?” 
“Yes. I'd love to do some research on it. For a horn to simply fall off like that . . .”
Fluttershy felt an uncharacteristically strong surge of frustration at her friends. How could they be standing right in front of Sombra and talk like he was not even there? Fed up with the utter lack of tact, she leaned in to address the stallion directly. “It doesn't hurt, does it?” 
His ears lay flat as he took a faulty step back to avoid her outstretched hoof. Fluttershy found herself drawn in by the defensive glare in his blue eyes. 
“What security will you require?” Luna’s voice broke her trance in an instant. 
Security? Fluttershy could not imagine living the next three months with guards outside her door. Besides the fact, without his magic, Sombra hardly posed much of a threat. “Oh, we won't need any security.”
Celestia raised an eyebrow. “Are you certain, Fluttershy?”
Fluttershy cast one look at Sombra and knew. Right now he needed somepony, anypony to trust him. “He'll be fine, Princess.”
“Very well. If you  insist, Fluttershy.” Celestia cleared her throat. “I expect you and Twilight to keep me updated.”
Fluttershy gave a small bow. “Of course.”
With that, Celestia and Luna set off towards the carriage. Discord grimaced, but said nothing as he released Sombra from the hobbles. He jerked a nod to Twilight and started walking to the castle. 
Twilight gave her a quick hug. “Good luck. Let me know if you need anything.”
“I will. Thanks, Twilight.” Fluttershy watched her go after Discord, and felt her confidence ebb. 
It took a moment to realize Sombra was watching her with a far more calculating expression. “The alicorn does not trust you.”
The statement cut at her heart like a knife. “What do you mean?”
Sombra turned to her, eyes as murky as his expression. “I wonder . . .” 
Ignoring his nebulous comment, Fluttershy continued in as calm a voice as she could muster, “Why don’t we head on home?” Home . . . even using that word felt strange! 
He gave a small nod of acknowledgement, walking slowly alongside her. 
As they went along, Fluttershy could not stop a sense of dread from coming over her. How would she change somepony like him? And worse yet, what if he couldn’t be redeemed? How would she even begin to face her friends then? 

Sombra proved to be as little concerned with conversation as he was with his surroundings. The entire walk back to the cabin consisted of his keeping silent step beside her while the snow fell lazily to the earth. Fluttershy stopped on occasion to check the squirrels’ nests or ensure the snow did not drift too close to her animal friend’s homes. Each time, he stood there patiently, eyes glazed over with that same disinterest he wore like a mask. 
A sudden revelation came over her as they finally crossed the bridge to the house. What if Sombra could not express emotion? What if the force that had ripped away his magic had rendered him incapable of expressing himself? Oh, that would be horrible. Out of instinct rather than common sense, she proceeded to yank hard on his tail. 
The reaction was a stiff kick straight to her gut that sent her flying into the nearest snow drift. Then, to her even greater surprise, the stallion’s eyes grew wide with genuine concern. “Are you okay?”
“I think so,” she squeaked gaining her breath back at last. “Sorry.”
He frowned. “About?”
“Pulling your tail.”
“Well, I suppose it had a purpose.” Sombra eyed her with all the air of a master appraising a particularly stupid servant. “Did it have a purpose?”
“Yes.” Fluttershy found herself too embarrassed to admit what that had been. 
Sombra did not press, but instead looked away. “Did you find your answer?” 
She stood, shaking off the snow like a dog. “I think so.”
“Then I see no problem. You have learned your lesson, I take it.” 
“Excuse me?” Anger welled up inside her at the words. “You’re here to learn lessons from me, remember?”
Sombra shrugged noncommittally. “I do not see why you cannot learn from me as well.”
Fluttershy stamped her hoof, sending a small puff of powdery snow airborne. “That’s not how it works.”
“Isn’t it?”
“Urgh. Just . . . come inside.” She flew over to the door, holding it open for him. “And stamp off your hooves, I don’t want snow on the floorboards.”
To her relief, Sombra did as requested. After shaking off the snow, he stood in the entryway, ebony mane clinging to his dampened coat. Now that they were in the warmth of the cabin, she started to take in just how badly he was shaking. “Why don’t you go upstairs and take a nice warm bath? I’ll have some soup waiting for you when you’re done.”
“Thanks, Grandmama,” he quipped in that silken voice of his. He had made it halfway to the stairs when Angel Bunny hopped over, glowering at him defiantly. “Move.” Though said with a perfectly straight face, Sombra’s tone made it clear he would not be crossed. 
Fluttershy trotted over. “Angel, we discussed this already. Sombra’s going to be staying with us this winter, remember?”
Angel stamped his feet, shaking his paws at Sombra. 
Fluttershy sighed, knowing how hard it was for Angel to share her attention. Still, that did not give him the excuse. Her own tone became more firm, “Angel, as far as I’m concerned, Sombra is my guest for the next few months. You will be polite to him.”
Sombra turned to her, mouth slightly ajar. At first she thought he might say something about her defending him. However, that clearly would not be the case. “You are reasoning with it?”
“‘It’ is a dear friend of mine, Sombra,” she added in as dangerous tone as she could manage given the situation. 
He slid Angel aside with a hoof, taking a few steps up the stairs before pausing. “Perhaps you should seek counsel with those worthy of your time, hmmm?”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“The Element of Kindness herself on the outskirts of town keeping company with pets instead of ponies. What a deplorable waste of talent.” With that, he climbed the stairs and disappeared. 

Fluttershy never considered herself quick to anger nor to frustration. It, like most of her emotions lay under a thick blanket of manners and common sense. However, in the matter of seconds, Sombra had ripped away that blanket with with frosty indifference.
Her eyes tracked to the top of the stairs towards the bathroom where the source of her latest worry stood in her shower. Idly, she wondered if she had imagined his presence all together. Then again, somepony like him really couldn’t be conjured up from imagination. Besides, better to spend her imaginings on one of her woodland friends than that monster upstairs.
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Home had always been Fluttershy’s fortress—a place to hide from the outside world and recuperate in blissful silence. Now however, it felt more like a prison. She did not know how long she slept, but it could not have been more than three hours. Though between the gradually progressing nightmares and Angel’s soft whimpering pleas,  it was hard to tell.
Sure Sombra agreed, without a fuss surprisingly, to sleep on the couch, she still felt exposed. As if he would attack her in her sleep or kidnap her, or worse, hurt Angel Bunny. She couldn’t live with herself if something happened to her friends because of her own decision.
However, the night passed without so much as a peep from Sombra. In fact, she half expected him to be on the couch when she crept down the stairs. Early dawn light passing through her lace curtains revealed Sombra had vanished. Momentary panic rushed into her veins. What if he was running loose attacking innocent ponies? What if he tried to enslave Ponyville?
Then she remembered Discord had offered to keep an eye over Ponyville for him. Discord unlike Sombra could be trusted, even if he had his own . . . methods. A chink from the kitchen dissolved what panic remained.
Angel jumped onto her back, cocooning himself in her still mussed mane and shuddering.  Legs a little stiff, she moved around the corner to the kitchen. “Sombra?”
Sure enough, the ebony stallion had seated himself at the dining room table. Instead of the expected mess, she found the kitchen in the exact same shape as last night, but with the addition of pitcher and two mugs on the table.
His ear twitched, but apparently her question hadn’t warranted a verbal response. Instead, he pushed a mug in her general direction.
She sat down, looking at the paper neatly folded in front of Sombra. His eyes tracked so fast that he must be speed reading.
“Oh, they brought that early.” She giggled, more to keep her spirits up than anything genuine. With a forced smile, she took the mug and drank deeply. The result was her spewing up half a mug’s worth of watered wine on the table. With impressive grace, Sombra lept up and backwards. “Good, gods! Where are your manners?”
Ignoring the archaic explanation, Fluttershy just stared at the mug. “Why is there alcohol in the water?”
He stared at her as if she were a particularly stupid child. “Do you want to die?”
“Come again?”
“Do. You. Want. To. Die?” He enunciated in that aristocratic accent of his.
Fluttershy could only blink. “Why would water kill me?”
“Well, if you don’t put alcohol in it, the spirits will send you to the after world.”
“Huh?” Then it hit her. “Oh, you mean the bacteria!”
“If that is what you ponies call spirits these days, then yes.”
She gave a real giggle this time. “Sombra! Water is safe these days. It won’t make ponies sick. We’ve learned how to er . . . purify the water.” Did that sound scientific enough? Obviously Twilight could do better, but she was not sitting in her kitchen at the moment.
“Oh . . . So drinking it straight won’t kill you?”
“Er . . . no, no it won’t.”
He made a tsking noise, then sat back down to drink the watered wine some more. “Well, whatever methods you may use, I prefer this one.”
“But you’ll be drunk!”
“It is watered. Besides, I assume I have a higher tolerance than one of your constitution.”
“Hmmm.” Good point. Still, she proceeded to dump the pitcher’s contents out in the sink and fill it up with just water. She didn’t need a buzz to get through today. Hopefully . . .

Pet care. It soothed the soul and helped animal friends in the process. Fluttershy could not think of anything better to introduce Sombra to the reformed life. That was, if he picked up on it better than Discord had. At least he couldn’t cause chaos-magic disasters. A step in the right direction at least.
Sombra followed her out into the yard, glancing around at the still awakening scene with what must have passed for interest given how little expression he showed. “So, what now?”
“Well, I thought we’d start off by waking up the chickens.”
“Waking up the chickens? What? Are they now incapable of rising with the sun?”
“No, but Mr. Rooster is staying with Applejack until he feels better, so we are doing his job for a bit.”
He snorted, rolling his eyes. “Very well. If you insist upon such . . . frivolities, I shall endeavor to assist.”
Fluttershy jerked a nod toward the chicken coop. “Just call them out gently, get them to seize the day.”
“Seize the day, eh?” Clearing his throat, Sombra advanced towards the coop. Then, making a somewhat showy pose, he projected until the forest rang, “Arise! Your master demands your presence, serfs.”
Fluttershy flinched, ears ringing. Celestia above, he could make words carry! The surprising factor was that it didn’t quite sound like yelling. Just talking at an unusually high volume. When the chickens didn’t come, she strode up to Sombra. “Try being a little,” less arrogant, “more gentle.”
“Why? They are beneath us.”
“Ye-s, but they are friends, Sombra. One does not speak to friends like,” a jerk, “that,” she finished lamely.
“How should I speak?” His tone took on a layer of ice that made her spine tingle with fear. “Should I grovel at their feet? Me, a king?”
“But you aren’t one.”
That made him stamp his hoof so forcefully it left a crater in the snow. “I am a king by birth and by right. That wench who holds the throne has no power over me.”
“Well, she’s the one who decides if you stay or go back to exile. So you’d better act with some respect.” Oh, I hope that wasn’t too mean. Still, she had to stand her ground.
Sombra completely ignored her as if she hadn’t spoken at all. With a forceful, deliberate kick, he knocked open the hen house door. “Get out,’’ he hissed.
The chickens surged out the of coop, almost trampling Fluttershy in the process, to get away from what they likely thought to be an earthquake. Luckily, Fluttershy dodged the flood before it was too late.
“There, enjoy your chickens,’’ he sneered.
Fluttershy lowered her ears. “Sombra, that is not appropriate.”
“It got the task accomplished.”
“I . . . yes, but not the right way.”
“It is done nevertheless’’
“B-but—’’
“It’s done.’’
“. . . let’s try something else’’
“And what pray tell do you want to try?” Sombra sneered. “Serving pigs wine? Or perhaps reading a hydra a bedtime story? Or, better yet, a tea party with a dragon wearing a pink fluffy apron.’’
“But Spike likes his apron,” pouted Fluttershy. “Rarity made it for him.’’
“Equestrians,’’ Sombra muttered with a shake of his head.
“I think we should try—hmm how about we try feeding the cute little bunnies?’’
“No.” The curt reply sliced through the still morning air like a saber strike. Fluttershy watched Sombra slink over to sit atop the bridge and glower at the half-frozen stream below.

After her morning chores were done, Fluttershy decided to brave Sombra’s ire once more. Maybe by watching him first, she would start to understand him better. So she settled down in the branches of the weeping willow, grateful for once that Rainbow had taken her on those ‘stake outs.’
Sombra had his hooves crossed over the stone railings, tapping them to some unheard rhythm. His eyes, though distant held a confidence that couldn’t be faked.  Though his gaze didn’t leave the water playing across the snow-capped rocks, Fluttershy could just barely make out the movements of the stallion’s mouth. Despite the words on his lips, no sound broke the winter stillness. Fluttershy wondered what he could be saying, so steadily she slowly creeped a little closer to the brooding former unicorn. Still, the words alluded her. Feeling a bit bold, she moved closer and winced at the sound of her hoof hitting the bridge’s surface.
“What you do want?’’ His words shattered the pervasive stillness in an instant. Despite his words, Sombra had not removed his gaze from the creek.
“Um . . .”
“Get on with it or leave me be,’’ Sombra snapped.
“Why are you like this? If you acted a bit nicer, then maybe you might make some friends with the animals.” She remembered where Discord had started from and almost shuddered. He had come this far, and so could Sombra. But she needed him to try. “Everypony needs to start somewhere.”
“Start? Start? What have I to start with?  I lost my empire, my home and my magic . . . I have nothing to give this godsforsaken world.”
For a moment, she let him brood, then screamed in frustration. At least, by her terms. Most ponies would have called it a quiet groan. “Sombra, you’ve got more than enough to give. Just because you can’t use magic, doesn’t mean you’re useless. Just because you are in control of a whole empire, doesn’t mean you have no purpose!”
He rolled his eyes. “Really now? You honestly believe that?”
“Of course I believe it. Better yet, I will show you. Just . . . just give me a chance to, okay?”
He tisked, “Fine. I shall give you three days. Is that sufficient?”
Kind of short notice. Still, it was a start. “Yeah, that’s plenty, Sombra. Come on, I have an idea.”
“Oh, goody,” he drawled, getting to his hooves. “I can scarcely contain my anticipation.”
“Come along, we need to get you ready.” 
“Ready? Ready for what?”  
She giggled, starting towards the house. “You’ll see.” After a few strides, she turned back around to find him rooted to the bridge. “Sombra? Coming?”
He gave an audible groan, looking heavenward. “Why do I have a bad feeling about this?”

Fluttershy gulped as she watched Sombra steadily stepped over the pile of snake eggs, his overlarge hooves proving inadequate for traction. Of course their quest had some risk, but she hadn’t imagined it would be quite this bad. Mrs. Naga had assured her that only six eggs that needed to be transported from the nest to the warmth of the fireplace, not forty. She should have known better than to trust an elemental fire snake from the Everfree. Then again, she could never say no to an animal in need, no matter what that animal was.
“Fluttershy,’’ Sombra hissed stepping over the eggs with as much finesse a stallion of his size was complabe of, “did the gods drop you when you were foaled? This is madness.”
“Careful, Sombra! These eggs are from a fire elemental, if you so much as crack one of them you’ll burn the whole of the forest—if not all of Ponyville—down,’’ Fluttershy’s voice cracked with the worry for Sombra and the baby snakes.
“And whose bright idea was it to come here for them in the first place, hmm?” His hoof scraped against a stone in the narrow confines of the nest, making them both flinch. Sombra lowered his voice to a tone one might use in Twilight’s library, “I must ask why you didn’t get a unicorn to do this? Magic would be far better suited to such dangers.”
Fluttershy laughed sheepishly. Truth be told, she had neglected to ask Twilight for help what with the excitement of housing Sombra for the winter. “All we need to do is place the eggs in the fireproof basket.”
“All we need to do? All we need to do?!” The quiet tone evaporated. “That's easier said than done. How am I supposed to move the eggs? I don’t have hands like a minotaur or a dragon. I have hooves.”
Seriously? Fluttershy raised a hoof to point at Sombra’s muzzle. “Um . . . your mouth.”
“My mouth? Splendid, simply splendid.” He looked upwards as if staring through the ceiling at the morning clouds. “Gods, whatever I did to earn your wrath, please forgive me. It’s her fault.”
“Sombra that’s not fair.’’
“Not fair? Fluttershy you have much to learn, nothing is fair. Now help me!’’ Sombra glowered at the eggs, an unsure look plastered to his muzzle. It didn’t take an expert to see that he was trying to figure out a way to move the eggs that didn’t require touching his muzzle to eggs containing snakes of pure flame.
Fluttershy groaned. “We have to use our mouths, Sombra.” It’s not like I enjoy it, either. 
“Of course we do. If we end up being boiled from the inside out, I’m going to leave you on your own in Tartarus.”
Fluttershy bit her lip slightly, knowing what could happen to either of them if they broke even one of the eggs while it was cradled in their mouths. However, there really weren’t any other methods to move them into the basket. Slowly, she and Sombra lowered their heads and nosed thought the steaming pile of snake eggs. With a bit of luck, Fluttershy managed to separate one from the pile enough to grap it with her mouth. Sombra surprisingly, managed to do the same.
Moving her tongue just the right way, she was able to safely hold the egg between her teeth. The taste? Bitter. Utterly, horribly bitter. So bitter on the tongue that even Pinkie Pie would suck on lemons than her very yummy cupcakes to rid herself of the taste. Moving her eyes towards Sombra, she could see the grimace on his muzzle.
“Mmmmhp mmm mmmph,” went the stallion, ending his protest with an muffled gagging sound.
As fast they could without breaking the eggs, they carefully placed them one at a time into the soft, fireproof basket.
When they had finished, Sombra proceeded to wipe his tongue off on his forelimb. “By the gods, never in all my years have I sullied my kingly tongue with such such disgusting little pieces of filth!”  
“Aweee, they’re just a little bitter.” The babies couldn’t help it if their shells were so yucky tasting. 
The fed-up stare she received in reply confirmed that she had understated the truth a teensy bit. “Well, shall we take these beasts to the fireplace then?”
They aren’t beasts, they’re babies. “Yes. Then we can wash our mouths out.”
“With wine?”
Fluttershy rolled her eyes. “Sure . . . why not?”
“At last a bit of culture.” said Sombra with a dreamy look on his face “Ah wine, how I miss thee.”

The two of them walked down the dusty road leading out the forest in almost complete silence save for the soft humming sound leaving Fluttershy’s throat. So many plans! The avenues she chose could very well make or break Sombra’s reformation. Plans therefore, were essential.
The dark stallion with his mouth occupied holding the basket of snake eggs couldn’t question her humming, but the look on his face said that he found it annoying at best. That or he was mentally cursing the wait till for his wine.
“See Sombra, that wasn’t so hard, now was it? Oh dear . . .’’ Fluttershy trailed off, eyes widening slightly as she honed in on the pink pony bouncing towards them.
“Oh gods no. It’s the pink demon,” Sombra barely manage to say out of the corner of his mouth. “Keep her away from me.”
“Sombra! Pinkie Pie is not a d-demon—she’s my dear friend.” 
Sombra snorted, using his neck muscles to sling the basket onto his back, nearly giving Fluttershy a heart attack in the process. “Overly friendly? Nay, she’s the spawn of the chaotic one. A witch of unsurpassed skill. Keep her away from me.”
“Chaotic one? But Discord can’t have foals at least I don’t think he can.” A good question to ask Twilight some time she supposed.
“Naive mare, had you evenlooked at him? Logic passed to the next plane a long time ago where he is concerned. Though, you have a point. I very much doubt Discord is capable of that level of . . . lunacy. Discord’s sire perhaps . . .”
“Getting off track,” Fluttershy hissed, smiling broadly at the sight of her friend. If anypony could give her some encouragement, it would be Pinkie. 
Resting on Pinkie’s back were saddlebags full to bursting with sweet treats. “Howdy doodle, Fluttershy and,” she grinned broadly, “Sombra. How’s reformed life treating you?”
Define ‘reformed . . .’ “We’re getting closer.” 
Sombra appeared to be thinking the same thing. But, to Fluttershy’s amazement, he put on a perfectly polite smile that one might see in a Canterlot dinner party. Not that Fluttershy had been to many of those, but Rarity had drug her along on occasion.
“Splendid, splendid, Pinkie. Though one wonders how the handling of lethal fire elementals constitutes a safe working environment.” Fluttershy had never heard one pony lace so much sarchasm into a few sentences. Genuinely impressive. Sombra gave a sardonic laugh, “Why, I am most delighted to be accompanying our dearest Fluttershy on her quest to save that which would best be left be. I’m even thinking of starting up a daycare for poisonous toads next.”
Pinkie just blinked as if Sombra had slapped her in the face with a wet sock. “I uh . . . gr-great, Sombra. Guess things are okey dokey then?”
“The okeyest,” He purred, hoof wrapping around Fluttershy’s shoulder in a vice-like grip. “Toodleloo.”
“Yeah, er . . . toodles.” Pinkie carefully placed the saddlebags onto Fluttershy’s back. “For your animal friends and you two. From the Cakes.”
“Tell them thank you for us. It was ever so thoughtful of them.” 
“Oh, indeed. Whatever would we do without nauseating sweets?”
Sombra! Fluttershy so wanted to give him ‘the stare,’ but thought better of it. Instead, she gave Pinkie a bright smile. “Safe trip home.”
“You too. Have fun with those . . . whatever they are’s!” With that, she hopped off down the road, singing off-key as she went.
Sombra sighed. “I thought she’d never leave, pink witch. We might want to burn the sweets just in case they’re laced with love potion or poison.”
“Lo-love?” Fluttershy sat down abruptly. “Why in Celestia’s name would you think that?”
“Some have tried in the past in order to steal the throne.” Sombra sneered as if reliving a particularly pleasant evil memory. “The Royal taste testers did not often fare well.”
“Sombra, we’ve been over this. You don’t have a ‘throne’ anymore.”
“A once king is always a king.” The words came out oozing with unwarranted confidence.
“Mmhmmm.” Tell that to Celestia. “I don’t want to hear you accusing the Cakes of poisoning sweets. They are very kind and the best bakers in town.” 
“That’s even worse. They are simply skilled with their poisons.” Sombra said with a nod. “Now then, let us throw these eggs into the fire and perhaps I will make us some omelets in the morn.”
“You’ll do no such thing Sombra—oh, er what was your last name again?”
“What is a last name?”
“Sort of what we use to tell each other about our families.”
“Family? Oh you mean a clan name. I am Sombra of Royal Clan Huri.”
“Huri what kind of word is that?” said Fluttershy raising a brow at the word.
“A very old one, even by Crystal Empire standards. Royal Clan Huri are the direct descendants of  the unicorns that originally built the crystal city, long before the age of the Wendigos and the rise of the Crystal Pony tribe.”
“What wait? I thought the Crystal ponies built The Crystal Empire?”
Sombra gives a hearty laugh. “ C-C Crystal ponies! Ha ha hen! they couldn’t even tell the difference between yak and a pile of nails let alone build an entire empire. My great grandfather had to chase a herd of yaks at them just to get them to figure out how to gallup properly!”
“Oh my, that sounds horrible.”
“Well, they learned quickly enough.” Sombra shrugged, slinging the basket back into his mouth. “Let’s get this over with,” he ground out around the handle.
“Sure . . .”

It turned out that placing the eggs safely into the fire was only the beginning of their woes. Thanks to a book Fluttershy had received from Twilight last spring, she knew that the fire had to be at a certain point to ensure healthy little snakes. Stranger still, the temperature determined the gender of the babies and Mrs. Naga had clearly stated that she didn’t want too many boy snakes. But, trying to get the right temperature proved to be easier said than done.
After an hour of finagling, they managed to get the fire just right. Sombra collapsed on the rug, grumbling something under his breath that sounded a lot like, “Who gives a shit?”
The chiming from the mantle indicated that the time had only just reached one o’clock. Great . . . They still had a full day’s work left and frankly, she did not feel up to trying out some of her more daring plans. “Sombra?”
“Hmmm?”
Fluttershy was reminded briefly of a grumpy Angel Bunny covered in flour, but thought better than mentioning it to Sombra. “Do you want to play a card game?”
“Why would I want to?” The phrase was laced with that condescension Sombra held in spades.
“Why not?”
“There are better uses for my time than card games.”
Fluttershy couldn’t stopper the snort at that one. “Like what?”
“Er . . . well . . .” Sombra glanced around the living room as if searching for something worthy of his time.  His blue eyes focused in on her bookshelf. “Study.”
“Of animals?” Fluttershy’s heart skipped a beat. “What a wonderful idea!” Why didn’t I think of that? 
Sombra groaned, presumably about the animals, but looked resigned to his fate. “Very well. Instruct me in the ways of . . . whatever it is you do with your life.”
“Yay.” She flounced over to the bookshelf, withdrawing a colorful book she had bought at a traveling circus. Blaire Skim's Illustrated Guide to Equestrian Wildlife. After settling onto the sofa, she flipped it open to the page on bats. “I thought you might like to learn about these cuties.”
“‘Cuties?’” Sombra looked as if he might gag. Still, he proceeded to join her on the couch while keeping a respectful distance.  He eyed the page in question. “Rats with wings I say. Still,” the slightest trace of a smile flickered across his face before vanishing behind his mask, “I think it would be amusing to learn a little more.”

It turned out that Sombra could listen better than any pony Fluttershy had dealt with. No matter how many times she stumbled over pronunciations or how many tangents she went on, his ears were always at attention and his eyes sharp. A part of her wondered just how intelligent Sombra was, particularly when he referenced information that she had only touched on briefly at least half an hour after the fact. He did not just listen, but retained. A student Twilight would probably love to have.
When they reached the segment on Cocklebaru’s—some kind of weird birds with feathers that mimicked weeds—a knock on the door brought them out of study mode. “Do come in,” she sing-songed.
The door opened to reveal Applejack looking a little, well the best word might be embarrassed. “Sorry, Fluttershy. But I’ve got a bit of an er . . . situ—” She paused when she spotted the book. “Oh, I’ve read that one!”
Fluttershy failed to conceal her surprise at that one. She knew Applejack read of course, but the thought of her exploring subjects like wildlife seemed a bit out-of-character.
Apparently, Applejack noticed because she added in a bit of a rush, “Flim sent me a copy. Guess his little brother wrote it.” She shrugged, face a little red, “Since he don’t normally send books, I thought, heck, why not read it?”
“Mmhmm.” And the fact that Flim sent it was entirely arbitrary. Suuure. “He still working out west?”
“Yeah, but he says he’ll be back in the spring to be our farm hand again.”
Sombra stared down Applejack. “What did you want?”
“Ah, yeah! Almost forgot.” She trotted up to Fluttershy. “I have this problem with some critters. Thought maybe it’d be somethin’ you an Sombra could try to sort out together. Fer practice.”
“Oh, I see. What sort of ‘problem?’” Knowing Applejack it could be as simple as a lost bird or as big as an orchard full of bats.
“That’s the problem Ah have no idea what the critter is! But it’s mighty big for sure. Gone and scared Big Mac silly.”
“No idea what it is . . .” Fluttershy hummed, going through her inner catalogue of creatures. “I’ll need to see what it’s been doing for myself. But,” she glanced to the fireplace, “we have to keep these eggs at the right temperature.”
“Ah, I can do that!” Applejack sat down on the rug. “Just leave it to me. I’ve been makin’ jam all my life and let me tell you, temperature’s mighty important for that.”
“Oh, okay then. Sombra, grab your scarf. It’ll be a long walk.”
Sombra rolled his eyes. “Yes, grandmama.”

The walk to Sweet Apple Acres was closer than that to town, but in the knee-deep snow, it was a bit of an adventure. Particularly when Fluttershy did not know when she ought to look for signs of this monstrous creature.
Sombra thankfully, picked up on it first. “Hmmm. I don’t suppose that is normal.” He pointed to a mound of snow running between two lines of apple trees. The positioning in the flat of the orchard was bizarre to say the least.
“No, it’s not. Come on, Sombra.” She hopped off the road, head first into a snow drift. Before she could right herself again, she felt something clamp down on her tail and yank her upright again. Blinking the snow out of her eyes, she saw Sombra looking as stoic as ever. “Why don’t you fly?”
“Because . . .” Why didn’t she fly? Because he couldn’t fly and it was rude? Or was it habit? She shook her head, “I like to walk.”
“And get caught in snow drifts it would seem,” he drawled, walking towards the mound in question.
Fluttershy’s first impressions proved to be spot on. Upon closer examination, the mound proved to be hollow and . . . corrugated? As if whatever had made it had burrowed through the snow instead of on it. Something tubular and big. Realization struck like a snowball to the face. “Oh my.”
Sombra raised an eyebrow. “Figured it out?”
“Yup,” she squeaked, looking around, then at Sombra for the briefest of instants. He could handle something that big, right? “Can you . . .” Her hooves made a sweeping motion.
He blinked. “Come again?”
“These creatures are very very dangerous. They need a er, strong hoof.”
“Oh, you mean can I best it?”
“Sure, we’ll go with that.”
“Not without my magic, but even then, I would be somewhat hard pressed because these creatures always hunt in packs … it’s right behind me isn’t?”
“Meep.”
“Oh bother.” Sombra lept out of the way as a giant northern snow worm in all its bristle-haired glory tried to crush him under its massive bulk. “Too slow, worm.”
Again the worm tried to crush the dark stallion with its weight as another slightly smaller one popped up next to Fluttershy. This one bumped its cold, slimy nose against Fluttershy’s velvet soft one. Apparently she had surprised it as much as it had surprised her.
“Oh Fluttershy, be a dear and fetch me a torch? If I recall, these things fear fire . . .”
“A-a little occupied, Sombra,” she squeaked, wondering whether it would be best to stand still and let it sniff or flee to the heavens.
Sombra let out a long sigh, “Very well. The old fashioned way then.” He charged the large worm, aiming his head towards its beady eyes. Unfortunately, he neglected the obvious flaw in his plan. Without any kind of weaponry on his forehead, he bounced off the worm’s eyes. “Damn,” he hissed, rubbing the horn stump with a hoof.
The worm lifted its segmented body towards the sky, going nearly vertical. Sombra moved to dodge, but too slow. Worms may not be made of much, but whatever they were made of, it must be heavy. Fluttershy watched as it slammed its entire body mass atop Sombra. The stallion crumpled, making a shriek of pain that set of primordial warning bells.
As she moved to help, her worm wrapped its body around her own, not tightly, just enough to fence her in. “Sombra? Are you okay?”
“Relatively speaking,” came the muffled reply from underneath the largest worm. Then, the worm twitched and reared upright again. Sombra’s hoof hit its midsection repeatedly where it had crushed it until the worm completely removed its weight from Sombra’s back.
Then, with a motion a viper would be proud of, Sombra jumped over to the nearest apple tree, yanking off one of the brittle branches. He held it in his mouth with the skill of a royal guard holding his sword. “Not ideal,” he growled around the branch. Still, he charged at the worm. Rather than stabbing at it—something she didn’t approve of—Sombra whacked it like a misbehaving colt.
The worm backed away, flinching from Sombra’s makeshift whip.
“Bad girl, crushing ponies. Go back to your den, and take your sister with you.” He walked the worm back a few paces, lowering his head as if the horn were still there.
The worm gave a low whine much like a little misbehaving puppy wanting a belly rub after knocking over and breaking the flower vase. Or at least that how it seemed to Fluttershy.
“Go!” Sombra barked raising his stick in a feint and purposely missing the over gown worm’s hide.
Seeing that the scarey pony swinging his stick, the large worm and her sister retreated into frozen earth’s embrace, still giving whines as they left. Sombra snorted and shook his head, knocking off the snow that decide to make his mane a home. Fluttershy could only blink owlishly at just how quickly Sombra had banished two giant northern snow worms back underground by using a stick as a rolled up newspaper. Maybe harnessing such magical creature skills was the key to making his self-imposed deadline. At least, it would be worth a shot. 
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