You can’t escape the past
by AlCapony
Twilight was standing in front of the huge bookshelf that covered the entire library wall, her brow adorned by a frown of concentration. Now where was that book again? It was a bit embarrassing for a pony that had practically spent all her life focused on books, but she still wasn't any good at finding the right one. Usually she relied on Spike for that, but right now he was out to get something for lunch, and she desperately needed that book to continue her studies. Slowly and silently she sifted through the collection before her, becoming ever so slightly annoyed that she couldn't find it.
She was so lost in her search that she didn't notice the weak knock on the front door. Only when a quiet little voice called for her did she notice that Fluttershy had entered the library. Twilight let off an annoyed sigh before she turned around to face her friend. "Ugh, what now?", she thought, only to mentally kick herself for being so insensitive when her eyes saw the state the other pony was in.
"Oh.. I.. I'm sorry Twilight, I didn't mean to interrupt your work... I.. just thought, maybe.. I think I'll better leave...", Fluttershy mumbled, more to herself than anyone else. Her mane and coat were looking ruffled... but even more striking were her eyes. They were red, as if... she had been crying?
Before Twilight could react, Fluttershy had already turned around and walked back to the door.
"Wait! Please don't go, I didn't mean to shoo you away like that, I was just a bit lost in my thoughts."
"It's ok... if you don't have time right now, I mean... I'll just go..."
"Fluttershy, even I can see that something's wrong with you! Of course I have the time for you.", Twilight hastily replied before the other pony could add anything. "Please stay and tell me what's wrong, I promise I'll do my best to help."
What happened next caught Twilight completely off guard. She had expected Fluttershy to start talking or continue apologising... but she hadn't expected her to just start crying like that, quietly sobbing into the mane she had pulled in front of her eyes. For a Moment Twilight just stared and thought to herself "… ooh, why does this have to happen to me?! I'm bad enough at dealing with other ponies in normal situations, but this...?" No, that kind of attitude wasn't going to help. She had to show her friend that she was there for her.
She gently draped a hoof around her friend, still not sure what to say in this situation. As she felt Fluttershy's head gently pressing against her leg, the tears wetting her coat, she thought that maybe she didn't need to say anything at all. Stretching out her other hoof as well, she pulled her friend into a hug.
As they stood there Twilight's mind started trying to make sense of what had happened. Sure, everypony knew that Fluttershy was very sensitive and easily spooked, but this was out of the ordinary, even for her. She couldn't remember ever seeing her friend as distraught as that... then, another thought hit her. 
Fluttershy normally didn't come to her friends seeking help on her own, because she was always too worried about bothering somepony else with her troubles. If she had mustered up the courage to come to Twilight because of this, it must have been something very serious.
The sobbing had stopped, and the unicorn gently released her friend from the hug.
"Thank you.", the words were quiet but heartfelt.
"So, do you want to tell me what this is about?" Twilight said softly, trying her best not to let her usual sarcastic tone shine through.
The pegasus revealed a letter tucked under her wing and gave it to the unicorn. Her horn began to shimmer as she grabbed the envelope with her magic and unfolded the letter inside. With a slight frown she began to read.
It was a letter from Fluttershy's mother, saying that her father was going on a business trip from Cloudsdale to Fillydelphia, and that they would come by to visit her in Ponyville on the way.
Twilight didn't understand, why had this upset her friend so much? She lowered the letter and gave the other mare a puzzled look.
"Well, uhm... I guess you could say that I don't have the best relationship to my parents..."
"Why's that?", Twilight continued to ask. Any other pony would have noticed how uncomfortable Fluttershy had been just saying that one sentence and left it at that, but Twilight wasn't good at picking up such subtle hints anyway, and now her curiosity was starting to take over.
"My father... he... he's the director of the biggest weather factory in Cloudsdale..."
"… is that how we got in there so easily for a tour before the young fliers competition? I was already wondering why'd they let us stroll around in there like that...", Twilight interrupted, her thoughts drifting away for a second.
"Yes, one of the forecolts still recognised me and waved us through." A small smile appeared on Fluttershy's face before she continued.
"Anyway, he always wanted a little colt to step in his horseshoes one day, but I was their only child... my daddy was very strict with me, never pleased with what I did. He criticised every little mistake... and even when I did something right, it wasn't good enough...he was so disappointed when it became clear that I wasn't even good a flying..."
She paused for a moment, gathering her strength before muttering the last words.
"… I was no happy filly back then... daddy could be quite hurtful..."
Even Twilight could sense how much it had pained her to say that. The thought of what it must have been like for the sensitive little pegasus wrenched her gut, and she felt a sudden urge to try and make everything right again. She gave her another hug, this time tighter, and whispered with trembling voice "I'm sorry, Fluttershy... I... I didn't know..."
"You couldn't... I never told anypony else about it... this was my little secret, and I thought I had left it behind me when I left my parents and moved to Ponyville. I haven't seen them since then, only written a few letters to my mother over the years. I thought I had found my little place here, where I'm happy. Just tending to all the little creatures that never demand more than I can give, and are always happy with everything that I can do... but now, it's all coming back. I feel like I'm just a little filly again, and I'm not strong enough to face him on my own. I need somepony else who's strong, somepony to help me... please, Twilight, I can't do this on my own!"
Her voice had become more and more distressed, until it peaked into sheer terror and panic with the last words.
There was no question about it, her heart immediately knew that there was no way she could say no and abandon her.
"Don't worry, you can count on me, I won't let you down."
"Thank you..."
As the two released each other from their embrace, the gloomy mood in the room had lifted, a little bit at least.
They were interrupted when the Library door burst open, revealing a large pile of fresh produce with purple legs sticking out underneath.
"Hey Twilight! Sorry I'm a bit late, but I got everything you wanted and some extra special specialities too! Don't worry, this meal will be easily worth the wait!", Spike was clearly excited, even with the pile of groceries hiding the expression on his face..
"Oh... Hi, Spike."
"Hi, Fluttershy! Hey, do you wanna stay for lunch too?" Spike was already getting even more excited, seeing an opportunity to share his cooking skills with somepony else than Twilight for once.
"Oh no... I mean, thanks for the offer Spike, but I should really get back home. My little friends need their food too, you know."
Twilight gave her a concerned look. "Are you sure? You really don't have to leave..."
"Don't worry, it's ok." She smiled, and Twilight nodded.
Spike looked a bit disheartened, but then he eagerly asked "...another time, maybe?"
"Sure Spike, I'd love that." With that, the yellow pegasus excused herself and quickly said her goodbye to the other pony and dragon, now a bit more relaxed and not quite as anxious about tomorrow as when she had entered the old tree.
* * *
It was once more a beautiful day in Ponyville, the blue sky stretching out into every direction as far as the eye could see. Only a few fluffy clouds lazily floated through the air, accentuating the bright blue expanse more than obstructing it. The sun and a few light breezes created the perfect balance between gentle warmth and crisp freshness. A truly beautiful day indeed, thought Twilight Sparkle to herself as she trotted away from her home. She hadn't wasted much time after Spike's delicious breakfast to get on her way over to Fluttershy's cottage. 
Her parents would only arrive some time later that afternoon, but Twilight wanted to help her through the wait until then. She could very likely use a calming presence by her side, the unicorn thought, and if she was completely honest to herself, she wouldn't mind spending some time with the other mare. It was actually quite nice to get out of the library and away from her books once in a while... and ever since Fluttershy had shown such a completely different side of herself at the Grand Galloping Gala a few weeks ago, she had been a bit concerned about her friend.
Despite these thoughts, the beauty of the new day had made Twilight feel optimistic. Fluttershy had probably simply overreacted, maybe she was just anxious what her father would say to all the animals around her. She was really sensitive about such things, after all. As the images of a terrified yellow pony in her arms were subconsciously buried deeper in her head and replaced by the peaceful calm of nature around her, she really couldn't imagine him being such a mean pony anymore. Perhaps he just wanted to visit his daughter again, longing to reunite with her after falling out of touch for such a long time? Surely, that was the more likely option, she thought, drawing in the fresh air and letting it out with a content sigh.
She walked the last few steps up to Fluttershy's little cottage, a bit surprised that the place wasn't buzzing with activity like usual. She looked around, trying to find a sign of all the animals that would usually crowd around here, but she could only see a few singing birds in the nearby trees.
With a slight frown she knocked on the door, but nothing happened. She knocked again, louder this time. She could hear a surprised squeak from the upper floor, and the door finally swung open a few seconds later.
"Oh, good morning Twilight. I'm sorry, I guess I must have overslept a bit." The yellow filly gave her an apologetic smile but couldn't suppress a small yawn. Twilight giggled at the sight of her bed mane.
"Don't worry Fluttershy, that's quite alright. I just wanted to come over as soon as possible to keep you some company. If you don't mind, that is."
"That's very nice of you, Twilight. I guess I could use some help with waking up my little friends and feeding them."
"No problem, I'd gladly take some work off your hooves!" She smiled, glad that she could help, when suddenly, another thought crossed her mind and her face dropped. "… just don't make me stick my head into a snake hole again." The memory from Winter Wrap-up day sent a shudder over her back.
Now it was Fluttershy's turn to let out a chuckle. "Don't worry, I can take care of them myself. But we better get started, we're already late because of my little sleepy head."
Any other time, Twilight would have been uncomfortable with somepony laughing at her weakness, but not with Fluttershy. She could always be sure that it didn't carry a hint of malice.
After a quick instruction on how much of which food to give to each of the animals, they set off to bring all the residents around the cottage a late breakfast.
Twilight had sometimes wondered what Fluttershy did the whole day, in her house on the fringe of Ponyville. But soon she had to realise that caring for all the creatures that lived with her was a much bigger task than she had imagined. She had to admire the unassuming filly, taking on so much responsibility and work all by herself, and yet she still always found the time to be there for her friends.
When they were finally done it was closer to midday than morning, and Twilight suddenly realised that Fluttershy had gone straight from her bed to work. She turned to her friend, who was standing next to her and happily watched all the animals that were now populating the vicinity. 
"Oh my, you haven't eaten anything yet, Fluttershy. Aren't you hungry?"
"Well, now that you mention it... I guess something to eat would be nice."
"And maybe you should do something about your mane as well." Twilight smiled. "Why don't you go and get yourself cleaned up while I fix us a nice little meal."
"That's a great idea Twilight, thanks again."
Twilight made her way into the kitchen and... scratched her head. In her eagerness to help she hadn't thought about the fact that she really didn't know how to cook. Spike always did that for her... the gears in her head were grinding away, there had to be something... what about a daisy sandwich? Back in Canterlot she had often made some as a snack for her nightly studies. Not really impressive, but it was the only thing she could think of... and she had to make something. Maybe Fluttershy would still like it if she'd just try her best to make it nice...? For some reason that she couldn't really put the finger on she really wanted it to please Fluttershy.
So she set to work, putting in as much of her care and attention as she would have used for the most difficult spells she knew. Carefully, she picked out the finest looking daisies and neatly set them aside. Stretching out her magic to feel inside the toaster she kept a careful watch over the bread slices. At just the right moment, she pulled them out and inspected them with a critical eye. A small crispy crust had formed on the outside, but not too hard or even burnt - no, it was exactly right. Satisfied, she continued and put her labor of love down on the table before she sat down herself.
Her ears twitched at the sound of water running in the bathroom, and suddenly she felt awkward at the thought of her friend standing in the shower, naked... "What the hay! You start to sound like Rarity, we're without clothes all the time, for Celestia's sake!" Still, thinking about it made her feel funny... She couldn't really identify the feeling, it just felt a bit... odd in her tummy.
With a shrug she decided that Spike probably had put something in her breakfast, maybe a piece of his gems had slipped into it. Some tea would help her stomach relax, she thought, and put a kettle on the stove.
As the water began to boil, Fluttershy walked in, now looking like her usual self. The pink mane gracefully flowing around her head, her pale yellow fur shimmering subtly and smelling of a beautiful combination of wild flowers. She looked at the sandwich that was sitting on the table, and Twilight's face turned into an embarrassed grin.
"Well... uhm, it's not much, Spike would have been able to make something much more impressive I'm sure... but I hope you'll still like it."
Fluttershy gently nibbled at her sandwich. But then she bit off a bigger piece, and then finally ended Twilight's anxious wait for any sort of reaction.
"Oh my, that's the best daisy sandwich I've ever tasted."
"Really?!"
She just nodded and happily bit off another chunk, closing her eyes to fully savour the moment. That way, she didn't notice the faint blush that had crept upon the purple unicorn's cheeks. This got Twilight thinking about herself, and she started to wonder...
"So, uhh, why did you ask me for help? You said you needed somepony strong to be by your side... and you know that I'm really more comfortable with books than other ponies... so why didn't you ask Applejack, or even Rainbow Dash? You've known them far longer than me, and I'm sure they'd be much better at this..."
"But my father would just sniff his nose at anything Applejack says, since he'd just see her as a simple little farmpony... and Rainbow Dash, she spends most of her time napping, I'm sure he wouldn't even pay any attention to her." She shook her head for a second, and then continued with a smile. "But you! You're Princess Celestia's personal student, I'm sure he'll respect you, listen to you… and you're also the bravest and strongest pony I know."
Twilight's face turned into a surprised grimace. She? Brave? She certainly didn't feel particularly strong, she wasn't tough like Applejack, or brave like Rainbow Dash.
"Me?? But... I'm not brave..."
"You were ready to face Nightmare Moon all on your own, you saved us from that terrible hydra and all of Ponyville from an Ursa, you were ready to take the blame when I took Philomena, and you were the only one who wasn't scared of Zecora... that's pretty brave... uhm, if you ask me."
"Huh, if you look at it that way, I guess you have a point." "But I still don't feel all that brave.", she added in her head.
Twilight shifted the conversation to her friend's work with the animals, after trying it herself she had become curious. Fluttershy was more than happy to tell her about everything she asked, and Twilight really enjoyed listening to her. A rare confidence carried her voice, sounding energetic instead of hesitant. It had a strange, calming effect on the unicorn, and she wondered if this was the same effect that made her so good with animals. In the end, it didn't matter anyway, she was content with listening and didn't want to think about it too much.
They sat like that for a while, just talking, enjoying each other's company, and Twilight had almost forgotten the reason she had come here in the first place. But then, the sound of a sharp knock resonated through the small hut.
"Oh, right. Fluttershy's parents." She couldn't help but feel a bit curious now, wondering what they'd really be like. The smile on her friend's face however was suddenly replaced by a worried expression.
"Oh... I guess they're here now... I... better go... and... open the door..." A loud gulp broke the silence, as the timid pegasus forced the lump in her throat down.
The two mares walked to the door, but Twilight stayed one step back. She was still a stranger to the people on the other side of the door, after all.
Fluttershy let out one last sigh and pulled open the door. Behind it stood a yellow pegasus mare, with an imposing stallion towering behind her.
"Hello mom...", was the only thing she could get out before the older mare had thrown her into a hug and nuzzled her daughters face. "Hello my little Angel."
Twilight smiled at the sight. The family resemblance between mother and daughter was immediately obvious. Her coat was a strong and rich yellow, almost gold, with her mane shining in a dark shade of red. Her father, on the other hoof, had steely blue fur and a dark grey mane with a silver strand here and there. Combined with his imposing physique - he was at least as tall as Big MacIntosh, if not even a bit taller – he made for a striking sight.
"He looks like a ponyfied thunderstorm.", Twilight thought to herself, "No wonder he's in the weather business." Her mind involuntarily recalled what Fluttershy had told her yesterday, and she tried to imagine what it would have been like to see him angry, but came to the conclusion that she really didn't want to know. "Let's just hope that it won't come to that."
He cleared his voice with a stern look in his eyes, and his wife immediately let go of her daughter.
"Uhm... Hello, father..." Fluttershy rubbed her leg nervously and tried to hide her face behind her mane as she turned to him.
"Hello, young lady." As soon as he had said that, he turned his head and fixed his eyes on Twilight, who felt really uncomfortable all of a sudden.
"Oh, allow me to introduce you, this is my good friend, Twilight Sparkle."
"Twilight... Sparkle, huh?"
"She's, uh, one of Princess Celestia's personal students."
Twilight forced a nervous smile onto her face, but he still kept his piercing eyes locked on her.
"Hm, yes. I think I've heard about you." With that, he finally released her from his gaze and trotted inside the house.
"N-Nice to meet y-you...", the unicorn babbled, still shaken after her own little encounter with the stare, but his only reaction was a puff of air escaping from his nostrils.
They all sat down in the living room, and Fluttershy's mother started to chatter away with her daughter, talking about this and that, just catching up on each other. Nothing of real importance though, so Twilight mostly kept out of the conversation. She really wasn't good at this sort of smalltalk, and didn't want to disturb their little reunion anyway. Instead, she tried her best to subtly observe the colt, who hadn't said a single word yet. His eyes were wandering through the room, critically inspecting every little detail he could find. It was unnerving her, it seemed as if he was gathering evidence.
When the conversation between the two mares had reached a point of silence, he opened his mouth, now ready to deliver his judgement.
"I guess I must have been a real foal all this time." All eyes were now pointing at him, and Fluttershy's face reflected her confusion, not sure whether she should be afraid of or eager for what would come next.
"I had thought that your... obsession with these critters was just a phase. I believed that maybe you had just hit your head when you fell from that cloud, and would come to your senses with time. But it sure doesn't look like you've changed since then... maybe you've hit your head even harder than I had imagined. Perhaps I have to blame myself though..." He paused, and his face started to show a great sadness. Twilight looked at her friend, who was visibly confused but still full of eager anticipation. To the unicorn's hopeful heart it really did sound as if he had seen the error of his ways and was trying to make amends. "Oh Fluttershy, everything's going to be fine!", she cried out to herself.
But when the stallion stopped brooding and continued to talk, that fantasy quickly started to drift away.
"I really should have known better than to get my hopes up like that, I've only ever been disappointed by you after all. It pains me to see that despite all my efforts, this is how it has come. That my daughter is wasting her life, playing around with little animals like a foal."
Fluttershy had to muster up all her courage before she replied, and yet her voice was still only barely loud enough to understand. "But... but dad... this is what I want.... I like it... it... it makes me happy..."
An angry puff of smoke escaped his nostrils. "Of course it would. You were always too scared, too weak to face a normal life." His voice was now full of contempt and anger. "You couldn't even fly properly! It was embarrassing to see how you were stumbling around when I brought you to the summer flight camp, even though you were the oldest filly there! Did you know that I had to call in some favours just so that they would let you in? Too old, too inexperienced, too weak, the instructors had said. A hopeless case." He had gotten up and was now pacing through the room. Twilight wanted to say something, anything to stop him from tearing into her whimpering friend, but she couldn't. She felt herself cowering too, trying to make herself as small as possible, too intimidated by his overwhelming presence to do anything else. A glance to her side revealed that Fluttershy's mother was suffering the same fate, tears rolling down her cheeks as she silently muttered to herself.
"But I, I had hoped. I had hoped hat you would finally get your head straight, but when you came back from flight camp nothing had changed! You were still just as useless... rambling on about those critters all day long... and even now, nothing has changed. They were right, a hopeless case. Look at yourself. You're hiding in this sad little hut, doing nothing of value to anyone. You're not even worth the fur and feathers on your body. You... You're pathetic."
The last words cut through the air like an arrow, and tears filled Fluttershy's eyes. This time, it was desperation more than courage that allowed her to say anything. "Please...don't talk like that... leave me alone... go away... please...."
"What was that?"
"Please go now..."
"Oh, I've heard you. I just can't believe it. I knew that all those lesson, all the patience and effort I put into trying to shape you were wasted..." He was foaming at her, drawing heavy breaths in quick succession. "… but that you have the nerve to throw me out! I had expected you to at least remember to show your father some respect!" He had raised his hoof, and as he spat out the last word, he slammed it onto his daughter's cheek. The blow was strong enough to knock her off her weak legs, and she fell to the floor. With her hooves covering her face the tears were now freely flowing from her tightly shut eyes, but she was too scared to let any sound escape from her mouth.
The sight before her eyes had finally torn Twilight out of her stupor. She couldn't believe what she had seen, what he had just done to her friend... Anger quickly welled up inside her, stronger than she had ever felt it before.
"You better leave. Now."
The enraged stallion turned around to face the purple unicorn that had just spoken. "This is none of your business! Just because you are Celestia's own little pet doesn't mean you can stick your nose wherever you want! This is MY FAMILY!"
The anger inside her was now so strong that she feared it could take her over. She still remembered vividly how the uncontrolled wave of her own magic had engulfed her as a filly, and part of her was terrified of what she would be capable of... a tiny part of her actually wanted to see her lash out at him though, to punish him for his deeds, to see him suffer as he had made Fluttershy suffer. She gave her best to quickly bury that terrible thought deep, deep down inside her. But the biggest part of her just wanted to protect Fluttershy from him, to make sure that he would never hurt her again, to keep all the pain away from the terrified little pegasus that wept to herself on the floor.
She felt her horn light up on its own, fueled by her subconscious, and a magical wind that only she could feel blew around her, throwing her mane and tail into all directions. When she spoke, her voice was magically amplified, filling the whole room with a commanding aura.
"I don't care who you are, I won't let you hurt my friend again. Never again. Just go, leave. And never dare to come back into her life again. If not for your daughter's sake, then do it for your own..."
She only stared at him, while he realised the gravity and implications of what she had just said. After a few seconds that had felt like an eternity, he slowly started backing away from her towards the door, still fuming with rage but with no other option. He shot her a look full of hate before stepping through the door, but even in his fury he knew better than to say anything. His wife only muttered "I'm so sorry..." and stared at Fluttershy with a sorrowful look before she galloped after her husband.
Twilight slammed the door behind them and forced herself to calm down. She stood there for a few moments, heavily panting, cold sweat dripping from her body, and she started to shake at the thought of what she might have done if he hadn't left.
But when she turned her head towards her friend, all of the anger she had felt moments ago was washed away and her heart suddenly felt so heavy that she feared it would rip through her chest. She covered the short distance between them with a speed that would have made Rainbow Dash shake her head in disbelief, and lay down right next to the miserable little pile of fur and bones. Fluttershy was sobbing openly now, hear face wet from the tears that continued to fall. With one hoof wrapped around the other pony's shoulder, Twilight pulled her head to her own and held her tightly. A red mark had appeared where he had hit her, and Twilight gently nuzzled the spot, using her magic to soothe the pain.
"I.. I'm so sorry Fluttershy... I should have stopped him... I should have known better... I'm sorry, I'm so sorry..." Tears of her own now filled her eyes. A terrible thought forced its way into her head... 
"Fluttershy... has he... has he hurt you like that before?"
She only nodded weakly, and then, between sobs, whispered, "… daddy could be quite hurtful..."
A wave of emotions came crashing down on her as she finally realised, too blind to see it earlier. The emotions pulled at her from every direction... she was angry, angry at herself that she had been too oblivious to see the truth, angry that she had failed to protect her... she felt sick that anypony could even do such a thing... sad that her friend had to live through this... terrified as she imagined what it must have been like for the little filly that could never please her father... scared at her own outburst... disbelieving that her mother had let this happen... proud that Fluttershy had still grown up to be such a wonderful mare... and somewhere deep inside her, there was that strange feeling again, now burning intensely. She recognised it from before, but still couldn't figure out what it meant.
As she tried to force her mind to think of something else, she began to remember how she used to comfort a much younger Spike in the middle of the night, crying from the nightmares that had woken him. Even if he was dragon, he had still looked so scared, so vulnerable in those moments... almost as scared and vulnerable as Fluttershy now...
Seeing her so hurt was tearing her up on the inside, and she felt herself desperately wanting to take away all the pain she had ever felt from her, to make everything right again. The rational part of her obviously knew that this was impossible, but that didn't stop the thought. She wanted to do everything in her might, just to make Fluttershy happy again... to make her feel appreciated... to make her feel... loved.
The strange feeling was now overshadowing the emotional turmoil inside her, drowning out all other feelings until they were barely noticeable... could it be? Was this... love? But how could it be, how could she feel such a thing in such a terrible situation!
She looked down at the mare in her arms... only then did she really notice the sensation of their bodies touching. The flowery smell of her hair in her nose. And the painful sobbing filling her ears.
It only made the feeling in her heart burn stronger.
"Shhh, it's okay, everything's going to be fine. I'm here for you... I... I'll always be there for you, Fluttershy." She got no answer from the other pony, but she didn't need to. Feeling the pegasus' head leaning against her a little bit more firmly was enough of an answer for her. Gently stroking her back, she began to think again.
Maybe she really was more than just a friend for her... Twilight still wasn't sure what to think, what to feel... but it didn't matter anyway. It wasn't important right now. Fluttershy was.
It took some time before Fluttershy's tears finally had stopped flowing, each one a painful memory she had let go of in the arms of somepony who allowed her to be who she was.
