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		Description

The Everfree Forest is one of the last great wildernesses of Equestria. Almost as a counterbalance to the blissful land of Equestria it harbors some of the more dangerous and darker aspects of the world. Forgotten stories abound and its place in folklore is unquestioned. 
What happens when one of those stories walks right outside?
_____________________________________________________
Note: This is my first time writing for a long time, I'm just doing this for fun. Constructive criticism is appreciated but please at least try to give me some pointers.
PS: Characters will be added later when they turn up in the story.
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		Morning As Night



************************************************************************************************************************************************************
“KAF! URGH! GAK!” I spluttered, dust and flem spraying from my mouth in equal measure. It felt like I’d taken a walk in a sandstorm with my mouth jammed open. 
The world swam into focus as I opened my eyes. More dust and dirt made them water. I shook myself and rubbed my eyes with a hoof. What had I been doing last night? 
As my vision cleared I could make out I was in some small stone room. There was nothing in it besides me and whatever was lighting the room with a pale white flickering glow. The dust was still hanging heavy in the air. Air which tasted like it hadn’t been breathed for a while. In front of me was an opening, a doorway without the door. The light didn’t go far beyond it, petering out into the black. It wasn’t as if I had anything to do in a bare, and actually now I realised it rather cold, room so I slowly walked a little unsteadily forwards.
Beyond the doorway was a twisting corridor, still of the same bare grey stone. The white glow had somehow moved out with me to show me, well nothing actually but it was rather nice of whatever it was. I looked around me but there wasn’t anything to see that’d fit the culprit. That was rather less important than ‘Where am I?’ though. Other open doorways lined the curving corridor, one directly across from where I’d woken up. I moved forward.
I never forgot that first sight in there. The doorway lead onto a room exactly the same as the one I’d been in, except for the statue of a pony. Whatever pony had made this statue wasn’t right in the head. Sure, the work was incredibly realistic but why carve a look of utter terror? One that made you feel the statue’s fear, the sensation of both mortification and total despair. It was worse that it was a mare. She was sitting on her haunches, one forehoof behind her scrabbling backwards, the other outstretched towards me, her eyes begging me to not do it. The engraved tears were the last straw.
I hadn’t realise I’d stopped breathing the stale air as I backed out into the corridor, the statue of despair fading back into the darkness. That was worse somehow. I didn’t want to see it again but I also couldn’t shake the feeling that if I did it would have moved slightly. The white glow had dimmed a bit as well. Good morning so far…
I somehow willed my legs into moving again as I walked along the bending corridor. My mind was still in that self-assessment state you have when you wake up. Where am I? What’s going on? Who am… Now that is a good question. Who on Tartarus am I? Huh, I think I should’ve thought of that sooner. Or maybe not.
The glow was still following me and was steadily growing brighter. This was bad. Mostly because as I passed the seemingly endless doorways I could see inside each one of them. 
A running stallion, another with a young mare on his back with another terrified expression, an old mare holding a crying filly, an old stallion facing something down with sheer rage, another mare laying down covering her eyes, a family huddled together with the father protecting them with his body. 
My pace had quickened unconsciously to a trot, then canter. Now I was outright galloping down the endless corridor, my hoofbeats echoing around me in a maddening cacophony.
I was weeping. I tell myself it was the dust and bad air. That was what slowed me in the end, halting against the wall as a coughing fit took me. A low wail of frustration and I’ll admit it, fear, came from my throat. Its echo was worse, like it was the sound of the statues themselves. I beat my head against the wall, willing myself to wake from this nightmare. Apart from the fact it hurt, and sadly confirming this was no simple bad dream, the glow diminished again. It was the best act of self-abuse I’d ever done.
In front of me was a second glow. Not the same as the one tagging along with me, a shaft of silver. The moon! 
Outside! 
Freedom!
Lack of creepiness!
I ran, still coughing, to the light. It was the end of the looping corridor. To the side was the start of a staircase that had long since been buried by rubble from above. This was not important. The loose stones letting in that gorgeous sight was. I was stiff, tired and my mind was messy to say the least but I reared up and let that wall have what for. 
Clearly I’m not as strong as I imagined.
Apart from chipping my hooves the only result was a small widening of the gap. The cool night air that came through it was the sweetest thing I’d ever tasted. I think. I couldn’t stay in this prison so I resigned myself to pounding on that stonework until… a really long time had passed. 
It could have been minutes, hours or days later but no more progress had been made. The light and air were taunting me now. That made me angry. More than angry. I was bucking livid!
“Let!”
Thump.
“Me!”
Strike. 
“Out!”
Kick.

“Right!”
Buck.
“NOW!”
Headbutt.
Clearly my head was most useful as a blunt instrument as that final desperate attack gained me my liberty. A small hole, large enough just for a small pony or a particularly desperate one, had been created. Without any dignity I wriggled through and into the night.
The same grey stone greeted me but the supposedly simple addition of the night sky made it beautiful. I was sprawled on a small stone ledge. It was broken along one side, leaving quite a drop to the forest below that stretched further than I could see. The full moon bathed the scene in silver. I got up, somehow even dirtier than I’d been before, and looked around. The ledge must have been part of a greater building at one point before time and the elements had broken it. Thankfully what had remained was a stairway to my left. My dusty overcoat leaving a trail behind me, I began to climb.
Above me was a square building, large, looming and abandoned. The stairs joined another set that led to it and another smaller but more open ruin. Beyond that I could just about see more of the forest and… A bridge!
Nopony had lived her for a long time, that was clear enough. Plus getting as far away from here seemed the biggest priority right now. Okay, I was still lacking in the memory department but you can’t remember things if you’re dead. 
So, escaping time then.
I clattered down the staircase and through the smaller ruin past some kind of thankfully non-realistic sculpture of a large ball and sticks. Whatever, not important but crucially not creepy. The wooden doors were wide open, asking me to use them for their intended purpose. So I did. The wooden rope bridge outside was, rickety would be charitable. However, what was behind me was worse than mere ricketyness so I carefully crossed without the looking down part.
I hadn’t noticed how high up I was. There weren’t many clouds but they were all beneath me, hanging over the forest. The forest was huge as well. All the way to the horizon was green apart from a few mountains way off in the distance. In front of me was the remains of a trail. With only hope that it still lead to somepony, I set off into the woods.
************************************************************************************************************************************************************
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Zecora was not having a good time.
Not only had the last bout of Feather Flu used up several of her hardest to acquire ingredients but Applebloom taking the last flower of Heart’s Desire of the season had left Zecora without the ability to make a rather personal potion for a rather prosperous pony. Living in the Everfree Forest may remove certain expenses, like rent or taxes, but foraging for food as well as ingredients would have driven Zecora into the ground long ago. Plus the tastiest treats always cost bits.
Ever since those six ponies had burst through her door, assaulting her in the process but that was in the past now, Zecora had become much more accepted by the residents of Ponyville. Of course there were still those that surreptitiously whispered to each other when they thought she wasn’t looking or the occasional old pony that pretended she didn’t exist. That was to be expected though. In her travels to the west, Zecora had had to deal with far worse cases of prejudice and ignorance so that was all rather mild to her.
The plain brown pouch tied around her barrel already contained many of the more common but still useful bounties the forest had to offer. Sure, having to lure away a manticore just for a quick pluck of Xander Root was a bit much yet all potions required base concoctions to work from. Having to hide inside a spider-infested fallen tree to avoid one of the darker and more tragic denizens was. Those… things always left the feeling that you’d somehow been sick inside your own brain.
Again, Zecora was not having a good time.
Fireflies danced in the air all around. Their greenish-yellow glows mixed with the moonlight to make the already eerie forest stranger than it already was. Froggy Bottom Bog wasn’t too far from where Zecora was and the humid air and wet ground showed it. Getting dirty wasn’t an issue for somepony that lived in a forest but having to keep an eye out for threats in the water as well as up and around the trees required levels of concentration that a tired brain would have trouble conjuring up. The insect noises were always louder at night even when the forest wasn’t lit up like a meteor shower by the white glow of the fireflies…
Zecora stopped and frowned. White glow? When something in the Everfree Forest changed it was rarely for the better. The glow was coming back away from the swampy parts of the forest, moving steadily yet slowly between the trees. The only things Zecora knew that lived around here that glowed white were the will-‘o-the-wisp, insects from deep in the Bog that were incidentally on her collection list for the night. She moved towards the light.
Zecora was hesitant at first but if something was abroad that she hadn’t encountered yet it was better for her to sneak up on it rather than the other way round. With practiced ease she silently glided across the wet ground almost on her belly. The wind, what little there was on this still night, blew towards her. This new creature couldn’t see, smell or hear her. Zecora did not let her field craft lend itself to arrogance. That would get her hurt. Or worse. As she closed on her target she moved one eye around a tree trunk to see… 
Zecora wasn’t expecting to see this. Her first thought was of a ghost, quickly dismissed since she already knew what they looked like and this didn’t look ethereal. Mostly.
Walking in profile in front of her was an Earth stallion. A bit of a lanky underfed one, dust and dirt smearing his leaf-green coat, but that was dancing around the obvious. His mane, tail and even orb-like cutie mark were on fire. For some reason this didn’t appear to bother him. As he slowly walked on, looking all around him with a faintly puzzled expression on his face, Zecora could see things weren’t that simple. The ‘fire’ was white all the way through. It flickered like the real thing and was clearly the source of the white glow that had attracted Zecora’s attention. How it had not attracted the attention of something that would have liked a flame-grilled late night snack was a wonderment. The eyes were strange as well. The pupil was normal but where everypony had colour in the iris this stallion just had white surrounded by a black border.
Her first idea was this stallion was doing a weird dare or bet. He wouldn’t have been the first pony Zecora had found out in the forest and out of their depth. It had always fascinated her just how removed from the natural order of things Equestrians were yet still how simultaneously entranced and afraid of the real natural world they were. This idea she dismissed since they were far enough out in the forest for this stallion to either be very brave or very foolish. His expression of good natured bemusement didn’t support that.  Her second idea was this was a changeling. She’d heard of their attack on Canterlot, maybe this was a straggler. But why would it choose to copy such a strange, attention-grabbing pony? Zecora realised it wouldn’t. So this really was just some odd looking pony wandering around a dangerous forest in the middle of the night.
Zecora’s final thought was that some unicorn had magically pranked this pony and he’d somehow wandered deep into the Everfree Forest by accident. She settled on this idea given what little she knew and, having first settled a hoof on a vial of flash powder in her pouch just in case, stepped out to greet this oddity.
“Good sir, I-”
“AAAAH!” The stallion’s gasp of surprise cut off Zecora’s greeting. He’d jumped clean off his hooves, stumbling around to face Zecora with a pale green face. Zecora took her hoof out of her pouch and gave a hesitant smile. Nothing that dangerous was this skittish. 
“Good sir please do not be alarmed. I assure you that I mean no harm.” Zecora’s perpetual rhyming lilt couldn’t sound threatening if she tried. The stallion had backed himself up against a tree as she’d spoken. His look of fright had moved into one of mild embarrassment. He coughed into a hoof and said,
“Si‘a daai, meung sa‘-du‘ng yo‘hng ka‘a…”
Zecora blinked a couple of times. This was no language she’d ever heard or even heard described. It had a sing-song delivery but with a low guttural accent. She tried again.
“Can you understand me? Or may I as well be talking to the trees?”
The blank face she received was the international ‘no’. She breathed out a small thankful sigh and said through a smile,
“Oh thank Gilgamesh for that. Seriously, you have no idea how hard it is to rhyme every single thing that comes out of your mouth.” The stallion only responded with a bewildered smile.
Zecora gave a little laugh. Okay, this pony might have no idea what she was saying but it was a relief to talk without the constant rhyming. She walked up to the glowing and confused stallion and sat on her haunches in front of him, “Look, it‘s just a habit I‘ve got. Equestria has this stereotype, I don‘t know if you know, of Zebras rhyming everything. Some old stories from centuries ago. I just adopted it to keep them at their ease, you understand? Oh, well I guess you don‘t.”
The stallion’s mind was not a good place to be. Not only had he had the worst morning-slash-waking up-time he could remember, not to mention the fact it was the only time he could remember, he’d gotten lost in a forest of sinister noises and eyes in the darkness and now there was some stripy pony spouting gibberish at him like its all a joke.
<“Ma‘am?”>, he said holding a hoof up to silence her, <“I don‘t understand a word you‘re saying. I glad to see somepony else, believe me, but unless you know the way out of here this isn‘t going anywhere.”>
Zecora thought for a moment in the increasingly awkward silence. The language barrier was not merely tough, it was impenetrable. They may as well have been making foal noises at each other. Time for a different approach. She raised a hoof and tapped her chest,
“Zecora. Zeecccoooooooorrrrraaaa.” She drew out her name, making it as simple sounding as possible. This was communication at its most basic.
Is that her name?, thought the stallion, It must be. 
He pointed a hoof at her, raising a questioning brow,
“Zicoora?”
Zecora smiled and nodded. It was progress. Flawed, but still progress. She repeated tapping her chest,
“Zecora. Zecora. You?” She pointed at the stallion as she asked, hoping he’d understand.
Ah, she wants my name, thought the stallion, Well so do I, sorry lady. 
He shrugged, an apologetic look on his face. At Zecora’s raised brow he elaborated. He tapped a hoof against the side of his head a few times and rolled his eyes before grimacing.
He doesn‘t know his own name?, thought Zecora, What happened to him? 
She quickly ran through her options. She could just leave him here but that was out of the question. It wasn’t right. She could take him to Ponyville and see if somepony could help there but it was the middle of the night and nopony would be around. She saw she really only had the one choice. Zecora stood up and placed a gentle hoof on the stallion’s shoulder,
“Well Mr. Shrug, looks like you‘re staying with me tonight. You‘re lucky I‘m a nice zebra.”
An awkward smile was exchanged and Zecora turned to go home. She’d only gotten a few yards before realising the white glow wasn’t moving with her. She looked over her shoulder to see the stallion still standing against the tree, the seemingly permanently etched expression of perplexity still there. She snorted good naturedly and smiled at him, beckoning with a hoof in the universal ‘come on then’ manner. The stallion understood that, trotting along quickly to catch up.
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Zecora may as well have been travelling on her own. If it wasn’t for the white glow and occasional ’eeph’ noise she’d have forgotten her odd companion was there. The journey was thankfully uneventful. She hadn’t been looking forward to translating ‘Run the buck away, its timberwolves!’ to Mr. Incomprehension. 
Zecora scolded herself mentally for that, The poor stallion has clearly had something bad happen to him you silly filly. How would you like somepony taking fun from you being in a predicament like him? 
She unconsciously looked over to the stallion with an apologetic smile but he was scanning the forest,  apparently convinced something was going to jump out at him. As it well might.
Zecora’s knowledge of the forest led them on a looping route around nests and lairs, taking longer than she normally did but with a presumably inexperienced and frankly obvious target with her they couldn’t afford to attract any untoward attention. Her hut came up ahead out of the darkness, the lights she always left lit whenever she went out giving off a welcoming luminosity. Her pace quickened, always glad to be home, and her companion followed. Her nose was just about to push open the door when a thought flashed across her mind.
The stallion had almost bumped into her as she stopped and turned around. Zecora smiled and reached out to him. He apparently trusted her somewhat as he didn’t move as she drew her hoof through his fiery mane. She hadn’t felt any heat from him on the journey back but taking an uncontrolled fire indoors, especially when indoors is made of wood containing several very flammable items, is a extremely bad idea. Describing the feeling of his mane later was hard, Zecora found. The best way she could was ‘as if cotton wool and warm wood smoke were one and moving around your hoof’. Odd certainly, but not unpleasant. Satisfied that her guest wouldn’t burn her home down around her she ushered him across the threshold and shut the door behind them.
The stallion stared at his new surroundings. The inside of the tree had coloured bottles of numerous shapes and sizes hanging from the ceiling alongside bundles of plants, even more bottles on shelves all around the large single room, weird masks on the walls and rugs on the floor beside a large cauldron. He didn’t know what to think but he knew it was better than his last experience of the great indoors. The stripy pony had shut the door behind him and made her way to a bench under the shelves he’d noticed, grasping a ladle in her mouth and ladling water from a large jug into two simple wood cups. She waved him over again and proffered the water.
<“Thanks.”> he said casually, lifting the water to his mouth with a stream of fire.
Zecora’s eyes widened as her pupils shrank when a line of white fire, tracing through the air like a whip, arced from the stallion’s mane and grabbed one of the cups, encasing it in a ball of fire that somehow didn’t burn the wood. 
Her mind analysed the sight with the speed of one that lives in near constant danger and came to a singular conclusion, That’s like unicorn telekinesis! 
Yes, it was different certainly but the way the fire wrapped around the cup was like the glow of a unicorns magic. Except his had a literal line in the sky to its source.
The stallion had taken only a single sip when he notice the stripy pony’s expression. As if he hadn’t realised he was doing it, once he noticed what he was doing he had the same reaction. The fire winked out from around the cup and retraced back into his mane. The clonk of the cup hitting the earthen floor seemed louder in the silence.
“How did you do that?”, asked Zecora, a hoof tracing through the stallion’s mane again in wonderment. The stallion stayed still for a few seconds before shaking his head as if to clear it. He looked at Zecora with a worried look before simply shrugging again. Evidently his catch all response. Zecora removed her hoof,
“No matter. Let‘s try that again.”
She picked up the fallen cup in her teeth and promptly refilled it. Pushing it along the bench to the stallion she watched with interest.
He just looked at the cup, almost as if he was having a staring contest with it. A few seconds later an exasperated grunt came forth and he just rammed his muzzle into the cup to drink nosily and directly. Zecora chuckled quietly. 
Well he’s a normal colt in some ways then, she thought. 
She joined him, going over the top in her noisy drinking. He spluttered a bit into his cup as he laughed with a mouthful of water. The silly noise made Zecora do the same and soon the awkward tension that’d been between them since they’d met was diffused with laughter more reminiscent of school foals than grown adults.
Rubbing her face dry with a foreleg, Zecora smiled with genuine warmth at her guest. He returned it as if he hadn’t truly smiled in years. It was a good smile. The bout of laughter had made Zecora notice how tired she actually felt. She walked to her bed and pulled out a couple of  blankets from beneath it. Dragging them over to the rugs on her floor she dropped them and turned to the inquisitive looking stallion,
“OK, time for bed Mr. Comedian. I‘ll take the rug, you can have my bed. And you‘d better appreciate that.”
The stallion started to protest, apparently, once he’d realise what Zecora had meant but a few insistent gestures and nudges from her and he soon clambered into her bed. As Zecora arranged her blankets and blew out the candles she noticed the white glow had faded. Looking over at her houseguest flopped atop her bed she could see the steady rise and fall of his side, his flames smaller and moving less. At least he wasn’t lit up like a torch at all times. One of the things Zecora like the most about living in the Everfree Forest was how dark and quiet it could be. Having a roommate like a permanently lit pony-sized candle wouldn’t help that. At least he didn’t snore.
Zecora took off the pouch she’d been carrying all day and placed it on the bench. The sight of it dulled her good mood somewhat. With her encounter with Mr. Mystery she’d never collected all she’d intended to. 
I’ll have to be out first thing otherwise I’ll never get it all, she thought as she slipped underneath her blankets, the rug cushioning her well against the hard floor. Zecora looked over at the stallion, outlined as he was in the now dim light of his own glow. 
And what do I do with you Mr. Shine?, she thought as sleep started to take her, What's your story? Can you tell me? Do you want to tell me? What… do… I…
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Unfortunately Zecora did snore.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

	
		Forest Of Secrets



The dawn chorus awoke Zecora as reliably as any alarm clock. Despite the difference in its makeup, blue jays and robins instead of siskins and juniper babblers, she was always reminded of home. This always instilled a sense of melancholy within her. She didn’t regret her decision to leave her homeland but the memories, especially that of her father, struck a chord of longing in her heart.
Zecora had always been a realist though and her melancholy never lasted. It did nopony any good. A low grunt escape her lips as she sat up on the rug. The previous nights events ran through her mind as she looked over at her bed. The stallion had gotten under the covers at some point in the night. Right under, head and all.
Behind in my work and a stallion met only last night in my bed. I don’t even know his name, Zecora thought as a cheeky smile came unbidden to her face, Mother would go completely crazy! She could see the old mare now, wailing dramatically over how the West had corrupted her daughter. The smile vanished, And she wonders why I decided to move an entire continent away for ‘work’. Zecora let her thoughts of home rest as she got up to start the morning. The breakfast vegetables fell apart under her knife as her body operated on muscle memory whilst her wits was elsewhere. 
The green stallion had not had a good night. What hadn’t helped was that the stripy mare must have left the candles burning for hours as the tree home had been very hot and stuffy. He’d gotten up in the night to see if he could open a window or something. That idea had been very swiftly snubbed by the thing looking in on the other side of the glass. It had rather a lot of eyes. He’d stayed under the bedcovers after that, getting what little sleep his imagination would let him.
The sounds of the forest and Zecora’s movements did not allow a lie in on the other hoof. The ruddy red light from the dawning sun soon had competition from the growing white glow inside the cosy little hut. Zecora said without looking,
“Good morning Mr. Snooze.”
A groan was the only response. Zecora looked over her shoulder whilst she swept the vegetable pieces into a pot. The stallion did look tired indeed.
“Sleep well?”, she asked, more out of misplaced politeness than anything. 
Even if he’d been able to respond all she’d have gotten was another groan.
Zecora put down the pot and turned to her guest. She rested her head against a raised hoof and mimed sleeping, opening an eye and raising a brow. The stallion simply looked away and stuck his tongue out whilst rubbing his panda eyes. Zecora chuckled slightly,
“No matter. Some food and tea is all you need.”
She winced inwardly. Even when she didn’t have to she still rhymed inadvertently. She waved a hoof at the large cauldron in the centre of the single room,
“Could you move that for me please?”
She knew he didn’t understand her words but if he was ever going to she couldn’t keep mute.
A kick against the cauldron and the stallion got the message. Whilst he struggled with moving the large piece of cast iron, Zecora opened a lower cupboard and took out something very special. The cork-stoppered clear glass jar was not special but like with most of Zecora’s glassware it was what was inside that demanded attention. Laying softly within was a bright red feather, the tip of which had a small flame dancing delicately away.
Not long after the poison joke incident with Twilight and her friends, Zecora had had a second visit from Twilight. She’d bought with her a scroll from Princess Celestia. At first Zecora had been petrified that something had gone wrong with her travel papers. Her experiences with authority figures up until that point had not been positive to say the least. What was wrapped within the sealed scroll changed that. 
As Twilight had unfurled the scroll with her magic for Zecora the feather had floated to the floor. As Zecora picked it up, Twilight had read out the Princess’ letter. It had been a simple message of thanks for curing her protégé and friends of the poison joke aliments. The feather was not so simple. The letter went on to explain that the Princess knew of Zecora’s trade and hoped her reward from the Royal Menagerie would prove useful. A phoenix feather.
Zecora took the feather out of the jar. Just as the Princess had instructed, Zecora always kept the feather in darkness for as the Princess put it, ‘A phoenix in darkness will always fight the shadows with fire.’ Whenever Zecora took the feather out it stayed lit for a few minutes, essentially giving her a infinite supply of firelighters. Very useful indeed when alchemy is your trade.
The stallion had finally managed to manoeuvre the heavy cauldron off of the fire pit. Taking some kindling from the cupboard as well, Zecora rebuilt the fire and held the feather in it. A few seconds ticked by and she was rewarded with the familiar sight of a wisp of smoke. She was in a hurry however, with a busy day upcoming and all, so whilst replacing the phoenix feather Zecora took a small hoof full from a small pouch. Returning to the fire she shooed her guest back a few steps and, whilst shielding her face, threw the grey powder she’d taken onto the newborn fire.
Green edged flames shot up almost to the chimney, taking the fire from fresh-kindled to roaring inferno before dieing back to usefully vigorous. The plant Zecora had just used was one of the harder to find but she was in a rush that day. She moved back to the bench and gathered breakfast together, the stallion behind her tentatively checking to see if his eyebrows were still present. Practice led to two pots, one of fresh vegetable soup and the other of tea, suspended over the dancing fire on a campfire frame. This was one of Zecora’s quicker breakfasts. It was ready in a few minutes and the hut quiet save for the crackling flames and two ponies eating with the silent eagerness of the hungry.
Gentle sounds of satisfaction emanated from both ponies, empty bowls and cups beside them. Zecora had noticed her companion had not used his, for lack of a better phrase, fire powers and instead had eaten Earth pony style. The tea had done him the world of good, his eyes brightening by the second.
“You get any brighter Mr. Shine and Celestia is going to think she has competition.” , said Zecora lightly. A politely blank expression was the stallion’s only response. Zecora settled for patting her stomach and making a questioning ‘mmmm, nice’ noise. A less than subtle belch answered that.
The stallion slapped a hoof over his mouth in embarrassment as Zecora rolled her eyes,
“The right answer is ‘Yes Miss Zecora‘.”
“Si‘a daai kun-na‘ Zicoora.”, said the stallion apologetically.
“I‘ll take that as an apology.”, Zecora said, getting up to put away the dishes. Between the two of them they tidied away the breakfast things and rolled the cauldron back to its rightful place. Zecora began pacing in a circle around the cauldron, an indication she was in deep thought. The stallion watched her endless looping silently.
No more hesitation Zecora, you need to make a decision, thought Zecora as she walked, What to do with Mr. Shine. Those ingredients need collecting today and that’ll take hours. You can’t just take him to the forest’s edge and wave him off, something will happen to him. I can tell. If we go into town with him ponies’ll be querying both of us ‘till sunset. I can’t bring him harvesting with me...
Zecora stopped walking and looked over at her guest.
Can I?
She sat on her haunches and scratched at her chin, 
If he comes with me I’ll have to watch out for the both of us, keep an eye on him plus make sure he doesn’t attract anything to us. But… another back to carry things means being able to gather more in one go. An extra pair of eyes wouldn’t hurt either. Besides, might find somepony out looking for him.
Zecora stood up, decision made.
“Alright Mr. Shine, time to work.”, she said clapping her fore hooves together. Mr. Shine, for that was apparently his name now, continued watching in faint mystification as Zecora went around the hut pulling down bundles of plants and gathering a few jars. She placed them all on the workbench and motioned him over.
“Now, we‘re going out for a spell. I need to find more of these plants and some others. Keep an eye out for them.”
Mr. Shine simply looked from the plants to Zecora and back again. He cautiously sniffed a couple before giving Zecora an expression of even greater puzzlement than he’d had already. She was clipping on her numerous rings both around her neck and left forearm, plus her grandmother’s earrings. They all looked like pure gold and like most things that did they were anything but. Gold-plated solid brass appeared the same but was cheaper and heavier. Zecora had even had a few incidents where they’d acted as both body armour and blunt instrument.
“Yes, yes, ‘I don‘t understand a word you‘re saying Miss Zecora‘ and all that but just stay still a minute.”, she said as she took a pair of weaved pot baskets down from a shelf and set about strapping them to Mr. Shine’s back. He stayed stiff as a board but didn’t try to shake off Zecora or the baskets. Tightening the straps with her teeth to her satisfaction and a slight grunt from Mr. Shine, Zecora noted the sun shining in through the window. They needed to get moving. She quickly attached the pouch from yesterday to herself and went out the front door. Mr. Shine was either learning or simply didn’t want to be left alone since he followed without prompting. 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
The early morning air was cool between the trees with dew covering the grass and ferns. After the stuffy air in Zecora’s hut the air was almost sweet to taste. Mr. Shine followed Zecora as they wound they way through the foliage. He felt better since breakfast, the much needed sustenance clearing his head and filling his belly.
Why am I following you?, he thought, keeping pace just behind Zecora, More to the point, is there anything better to do?
Mr. Shine was rather lost. He had no daily routine he felt needed doing. No tasks to sort out before the end of the day. He’d probably have just sat in Zecora’s hut for hours.
Maybe this is payment for letting me stay… Yeah, that sounds right. Who’d let a stranger stay in their home for nothing? Thought so.
Rationalisation made, Mr. Shine trotted up besides Zecora. They traded a glance and a brief smile before resuming searching the forest. 
Zecora never left her hut around dawn and was always back before dusk. The forest was most… active then. With nocturnal predators returning to their lairs and the day shift starting to prowl, and vice versa, it was more hazardous than usual. She began to consider taking Mr. Shine back to her hut and simply leaving him there for the day. Her thoughts were interrupted,
“Zicoora?”
Zecora looked at Mr. Shine. He was pointing a hoof towards a fallen tree. Covering the bark was an abundance of Evening Saints ivy, one of the more common plants Zecora used and one of the ones she’d shown Mr. Shine in the hut. Zecora mentally chastised herself,
Keep your mind on the job, filly. You should’ve seen that a mile away.
“Good Mr. Shine! Help me pick it.”, was what she actually said.
They set to work stripping the dead wood of its former parasite and stuffed it into Mr. Shine’s baskets.
Maybe this’ll go quicker than I imagined., thought Zecora as the both of them continued onwards.
Much of the morning was the same as many another harvesting trip Zecora had done. They would walk a bit then one of them would see a plant from the list or something indicating one was nearby, Zecora was the one doing this, and gathering would ensure. Only twice, a near record for Zecora, did the forest try to kill them. Firstly with a smell on the air of a manticore. Unceremoniously shoving Mr. Shine into a bush and Zecora lying beside him covering his mouth as the threat passed oblivious to their presence solved that crisis. The second was closer and nastier. 
Mr. Shine had noticed what he thought was another plant from the hut and had gone to pick it. A sharp yank on his tail pulled him onto his rump. Zecora spat out his tail. The grab had been instinctive, ignoring the whole fire aspect. Apart from that it had tasted like smoke and felt like cotton wool. She also noted the lack of burning pain from practically eating fire. She walked to Mr. Shine’s side with a stern expression on her face.
The little blue flower was shaped like an upturned bell with large anthers feathering out from the inside. It stood out from the dense greenery surrounding and was all but touching the ground. Zecora shook her head and picked up a small rock from the ground. She accurately tossed it at the flower, brushing it slightly. From the surrounding bush thick vines whipped forth to grab the rock with great force before it ever touched the ground. They retraced back into the undergrowth as rapidly as they’d emerged. The whole process took less than a second. 
Mr. Shine blinked in shock as Zecora pulled him to his feet and led him away,
“Ya-te-veo, the flesh-eater. Very nasty way to die.”
“Ma‘eng!”
“Indeed.”
Lunch was a brief hoof full of hay in a clearing and a drink from a stream. Zecora promised herself to make this up to Mr. Shine with something nice from Ponyville, one of Pinkie Pie’s creations maybe.
The afternoon was less pleasant.
Zecora knew something was going on when she noticed how quiet the forest had become. The birds sang even when a cockatrice was passing under them. They knew what could and could not get them. A distant noise of cracking wood, loud in the silence, caused both ponies to start.
“Hide!”, hissed Zecora.
They scrambled beneath a thick bush on the edge of the clearing and lay in the damp earth.
The silence of the woods was unnerving.
The cracking happened again, closer this time, along with heavy footfalls. Fear had a strong grip on the harvesters now. Ponies being a flight rather than fight species had to try harder than most to stay still when danger is near. Especially when it passes mere feet from them and is large enough to block out the sun.
Mr. Shine could feel Zecora huddled next to him. She was trembling. This did not encourage him. What he didn’t know was that at least some of the trembling was excitement. Zecora was looking at one of the reasons she had come to the Everfree Forest.
Black Beast! Living Shadow! Nargacuga!, the names of the beast crossing the clearing ran through Zecora’s head as she took in it’s savage majesty.
Black was not an accurate enough way to describe it’s colour. Light seemed to fall into it, a moving shadow in full daylight. If a tiger, a bat and a crocodile had been melded together by some sadistic demon it would be nothing compared to this creature. Vestigial wings stretched out on it’s forelegs as it squatted down to drink from the same stream Zecora and Mr. Shine had been doing the same scant seconds ago. The edge of the wings caught the light, the reflection merely hinting at the sharpness of them. The disproportionate tail was what entranced Zecora though, its spiked length swaying side to side as the beast drank.
The reality of the situation was just starting to sink in through Zecora’s excitement. Yes, she was witnessing one of the rarest creatures on the planet. Yes, it potentially held the solution to a lot of her problems. Equally, it could kill them both faster than they could blink and for no other reason than it knew they were there. The stories told of the Living Shadow’s insatiable bloodlust and violence in great detail.
Fortune was smiling on Zecora that day. The Black Beast stopped drinking and looked up out into the forest in front of it. It’s hackles rose, the spikes on the tail rising to attention and a hiss rumbling from deep within the throat. The threat display was ignored by the white blur that crashed onto the Nargacuga’s head, forcing it into the stream. The Living Shadow whipped it’s tail up and at the unseen assailant, smashing several trees in half with the force of the blow. Whatever had attacked it leapt back in a blur to within the depths of the forest. The Nargacuga sprang after it silently. It’s entire focus was on the death of the attacker.
The event had occurred in moments. Neither of the watching ponies had moved or so much as drawn breath. The sounds of the fight moved away, deeper into the forest. Zecora was the first to breathe out in an overawed sigh. As she made to stand up Mr. Shine quickly used his foreleg to push her back down to the ground. He was beyond scared. Anypony could see he was terrified. Zecora felt a twitch of guilt and pity add themselves to the roiling emotions the fight had sprung within her. This kind of thing had gotten under her normally calm and composed skin. Mr. Shine had probably never seen anything like this in his life.
“Mr. Shine?”
The stallion came out of his horrified trance to see Zecora out of the corner of his eye. With eyes shut she was nuzzling him under his jaw.
“Its okay, its okay.”, murmured Zecora in a comforting tone. 
She could feel the rapid heartbeat in his jugular vein slow as she continued to soothe him. The demands of his body finally overcame his mind and he gasped, desperately drawing in the air his fear had denied him.
Zecora felt him move his foreleg from her back as he calmed down. She stopped nuzzling and stood up. Moving forward carefully from the bush, her every sense heightened for danger, Zecora took in the clearing. The Black Beast had made a mess indeed. Not only were there the trees it had decapitated but the deep paw prints and drag marks from the tail. Zecora’s observational skills made her wonder why this creature was so hard to find. Even Mr. Shine could follow this trail.
Of course, Zecora thought as she walked cautiously towards the ambush site, we tended to kill them whenever they did show up so it is not they’re hard to find, there’s just not that many of them.
The sound of birdsong returning to the forest coached Mr. Shine from his hidey-hole. He trotted quickly over to Zecora who was inspecting the ground around the stream where the black nightmare had been. She looked over to him and enthusiastically beckoned him over.
“Quick! Help me gather this stuff before it comes back!”, said Zecora as she rummaged around in one of Mr. Shine’s baskets. She took out a glass vial, a broad spatula like implement and a roll of matted fur-like material. With the speed of an expert she scraped a patch of blood off the grass and put it into the vial. Mr. Shine had gone over to the decimated trees and was poking hesitantly at something embedded in the wood.
Zecora hurried over, the fur material in her teeth, and shooed Mr. Shine aside. She was so excited she babbled a bit as she worked,
“Oh Mr. Shine, you have no idea what a big deal this is! Not only have I just confirmed the Beast‘s pan-continental status, that blood is the first fresh sample in decades! Who knows what it can do? But these,” she paused as she yanked the object out of the wood, “are worth more than you can imagine!”
Mr. Shine looked at polite incomprehension at the sliver of darkness held carefully in Zecora’s teeth. It was one of the spines from the Beast’s tail. A foot long and wicked looking, it resembled a double-edged sword rather than something nature had come up with. He took in the ruined trees and saw there were several more such spines piercing them. Between them they managed to extracted the spines and wrap them in the fur, placing the package back into the basket.
Zecora was nearly giddy with exhilaration,
“The fur? Its bantho pelt. Tough stuff. Those spines will still shred it but it should last until we get home.”
She couldn’t contain herself any longer and reared up, clapped her hooves together and dancing in place like an over-excited school filly whilst giggling. Mr. Shine couldn’t help but grin at the sight of the ever calm and composed zebra showing such raw emotion. The grin was joined by raised eyebrows as Zecora pulled him into a hug.
“You‘re like a lucky charm Mr. Shine! Thank you.”, Zecora’s sheer happiness lending a tremor to her voice. Mr. Shine’s face softened as he shut his eyes and returned the embrace.
They stayed together like that for a few long seconds before Zecora drew back. A slight blush was visible under her stripes.
“Um, yes, good work today.”, she said as she turned her head to fiddle with her pouch, more for a reason to look elsewhere than anything else. Recomposed, she clapped a comradely hoof to Mr. Shine’s shoulder.
“Well then, let‘s go home.”
Zecora, more quickly than intended, trotted off back the way they came, Mr. Shine hurrying to keep up.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
The pouch thudded onto the bench. Zecora had only realised on the trip back home how heavy it was. She busied herself emptying it of its contents as a sweat and dirt streaked Mr. Shine walked tiredly through the door. He gratefully sank to the floor besides the fire pit, uncaring of the hard earth floor and unmoving as Zecora unloaded his baskets of their precious cargo. 
With practiced ease Zecora organised and stored the varying leaves, flowers, roots and vines into their proper places around her home. The jars and bundles were unlabeled. This was the workplace of a solo-artiste. Her happy mood was somewhat spoiled by the knowledge that despite the overwhelming success of the trip they still had not found all the ingredients she needed. There were going to be some awkward apologies to impatient ponies and at least one outright argument. It wasn’t Zecora’s fault Filthy Rich needed herbal help to perform his matrimonial duties.
Mr. Shine was idly attempting to undo the baskets straps whilst Zecora bustled around the hut. The journey back had been free of incident, a fact Mr. Shine was rather happy with, but it had been at quite a pace, the straps rubbing through his coat against his skin. He was tired yet satisfied. He was still alive despite the forests’ attempts and had apparently helped make his hostess rather cheerful. A good day, if slightly terrifying.
Zecora had finished with the collected flora and was busy examining the more special items they had acquired. Mr. Shine was curious, getting up off the floor having detached the baskets and walked over. Zecora looked across at him,
“Okay, long story short time. The spines,”, Zecora unrolled the fur to expose the black fragments, “will need some work but will solve my bit problem. The main appeal is simple.”
Zecora picked up a stray stem and gently drew it against the edge of a spine. The stem was cut in two without even bending. It almost seemed as if the spine had cut it before the stem had touched its surface. Mr. Shine was fascinated. Zecora dropped the stem and merely smiled,
“Living Shadow tail spines are infamous for their sharpness. They never get blunt either. You have to really try to damage a blade made from them.”
She went to where underneath a low shelf was what appeared to be a pile of rubbish. She gathered some pieces of wood, placing them on the bench before sorting through a rack of tools attached to the wall behind the bench.
Mr. Shine was lost. It may have been his default state yet this was not frustrating but fascinating. He was simply appreciating a practiced craftspony at work. Zecora used various woodworking tools to fashion what appeared to be a short-handled spoon, long, thin and quite deep. Leaving her creation to one side, she took down a clay jar from a shelf. The fumes that emerged when she opened the lid immediately brought tears to the eyes of both ponies. Zecora worked quickly and poured the viscous liquid from the jar into the crevice of her woodwork. She replaced the lid and took a spine delicately in-between her teeth, forcing it into the cranny.
Zecora blocked out the noxious gases of the adhesive and held the spine in place for the precise number of seconds the pony she’s bought the glue from had instructed. Holding your breath helped too. Carefully letting go, her creation was complete,
“This Mr. Shine,” said Zecora as she turned holding her handiwork by the handle, “is a Shadow Blade. Knives like these are worth a lot of bits to the right pony. And there are plenty of components here.”
Mr. Shine was a little nervous of Zecora right then. The single-edged black knife she had made looked rather intimidating. Her smile didn’t help matters. He cleared his throat and uttered his first Equestrian word,
“Good?”
Zecora smiled even more. She put her payday on the bench and grasped Mr. Shine’s fore hoof in hers,
“Yes! Yes! Good, Mr. Shine, very good!”
She punched him playfully in the shoulder,
“You‘re a quick learner indeed.”
Looking at her companion she noticed something else. Zecora dropped the hoof hold and wiped her hooves on the floor,
“You also need to learn when to take a bath.”
She was right. Mr. Shine, and Zecora too but she barely noticed dirt on herself much nowadays, was covered in mud, sweat and the occasional leaf. There were probably grass stains too hid amongst his green coat.
Zecora walked out the front door, motioning Mr. Shine to follow. The sun was starting to go down. The late afternoon light dappled through the canopy as Zecora walked around the back of her hut. At the bottom of a small decline was the stream that’d played a large part in her choice of habitat. She sat at the small but deep streams edge as Mr. Shine arrived. Zecora pointed an authoritative hoof at the water,
“Bath time Shiney. I don‘t want a muddy bed.”
‘Shiney’ dripped a hoof in the water. Being outdoors in the woods it was of course freezing.
Does she want me to wash up?, he thought, But this is freezing! The mud isn’t so ba-
He was brusquely interrupted from his thinking by Zecora shoving him into the water. The stream wasn’t that deep, he could just about stand up in it and emerged from underwater taking coughing breaths. The zebra rolling on the bank laughing irritated him somewhat.
In-between her gales of laughter, Zecora took in the sight. For the brief second he’d been underwater, Mr. Shine had not only had the sweetest expression of affronted pride but had gone completely bald. His fiery mane and tail didn’t work underwater seemingly. It was foalish Zecora knew but she found it rather amusing. Her mirth was interrupted by a blast of water.
The cold water shocked her out of laughing and onto her hooves. Mr. Shine was standing in the stream, an impish grin on his face and hoof raised to send another splash at his tormentor.
“Oh it! Is! On!”, declared Zecora as she cannonballed into the water.
The bath, never having really been that, degenerated into a splash fight, Mr. Shine holding up his hooves in defeat as Zecora forced his head repeatedly underwater.
Both laughing, they clambered out of the now foaming stream and Zecora shook herself dry. An embarrassed noise behind her caused her to look over her shoulder. A reignited Mr. Shine was pointedly looking away, finding something ostensibly fascinating in the woods and a blush on his cheeks. Zecora looked away quickly,
Right, shaking your plot in a stallion’s face. Don’t do that Zecora., thought a suddenly very self-conscious zebra.
They were very civilised about the incident. 
As in they never acknowledged it ever happened.
The duo returned to the hut and dried themselves out properly besides the fire pit. A simple dinner of the rest of the mornings soup turned into a stew filled their hungry stomachs. The rest of the evening passed with Zecora working on more of the valuable knives and Mr. Shine cleaning up the dishes and the mud they’d tracked in.
The sun was barely starting to set as another yawn came unbidden to Zecora. A hoof lightly settled on her shoulder. Mr. Shine looked her in the eyes and simply shook his head. He steered her gently from her work with her barely muttering a resistance. He pointed at the bed. Zecora tried to insist she was fine with the floor but Mr. Shine was taking no arguments, practically pushing her onto the bed. A tired Zecora watched him in the dying light shining through the window as he blew out the lights and all but collapse onto the rug. She smiled,
Fair enough Mr. Shine. Tomorrow, we sort out your problem.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
And again, yet more zebra snores.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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