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Synopsis

 

A young stallion, alone for the first time in his life, finds himself a long way from home in the Ponave, a vast wasteland filled with danger where small pockets of civilization attempt to survive while factions war over territory and power. This is the story of Clover as he attempts to make sense of his brother’s murder while exacting a personal justice over the one responsible…



Prologue

 

“War.  War never changes.”

The more things change the more they stay the same.  Ponies live, and ponies die, but the lust for power always finds a being to embrace.

Once, Equestria was ruled by peace, love, and respect, but these virtues were soon replaced by avarice, hostility, and suspicion.  Gone are the days where you could go about your daily activities without worrying about a bullet to the head.  The days where an early death was a tragedy and not a natural occurrence.

Over two hundred years ago, war ravaged the world.  Trade embargoes between the Kingdom of Equestria and the Zebra Legions caused friction, leaking fuel onto the earth.  With one spark, the world would be engulfed in a devastating flame.

That spark of aggression finally grew into the inferno of war.  A war that lasted decades with neither side giving an inch.  Heroes were born, heroes died, but in the end, their efforts amounted to little more than ash.

The world was plunged into a balefire holocaust of an intensity only rivaled by that of the sun; burning the lands and boiling the seas.  What followed was a mass extermination of life, a wave of burning, necrotic hunger intent on leaving nothing but dust in its wake.  However, the stubbornness of ponykind prevailed once more, scrounging in the dirt for the means of survival, scraping along existence like a snail crawling along a straight razor.

The Federation, settlements which had banded together from the remains of the territories to the far West, emerged as the epitome of this stubborn tenacity for life, creating a relentless government and spreading across the west with a disregard for those that would resist its desire for stability..

They eventually came upon the Ponave, one of the last remaining beacons of pony civilization, and tales of two untouched cities quickly made their way to the heart of the Federation, kick-starting its lust for power once more.

It has been five long years since the Federation fell upon the Ponave.  They continued to exploit its people and leech its resources, unfazed by the riots, strikes, and calls for freedom and independence. After years of unsuccessful political action things finally got bloody...

Entire platoons of Federation troopers, upset with the way their government was treating the people of its new lands, split off and joined the independence movement known as ‘The Resistance’. As the movement gained more and more support, tensions rose once more, eventually exploding into a civil war.

The once peaceful lands of the Ponave have been brought to war unwillingly once more.  First as it was annexed by Equestria, which caused the formation of the Coalition as it resolved to defend itself against the Zebra onslaught. 

Now the Federation seeks to end the resistance movement of those that have taken on the mantle of Independence. 

So it doesn't take much to see that the problems of two little ponies don't amount to a hill of beans in this crazy world.

The problems of Shamrock and I. 

--- --- ---

 



I woke to the sound of unintelligible shouts and cries of pain.  I slowly opened my eyes, but my vision was just as incoherent as my hearing, showing me nothing but a glowing orange speck in a dim miasma.

The shouts grew ever louder and clearer, while they were still garbled I could hear the hostility seething within each syllable.  A set of blue hooves materialized out of the murk beside me, each wrapped in a band of sharp, metal spikes.

I tried to force myself to my hooves but could only manage to flop around like a fish as I realised my hooves tightly bound together by abrasive lengths of rope.  I rolled onto my back and found myself locking eyes with a deranged mare.  Her dark green mane was tangled in filthy knots as it fell over her shiny black armor.  She twitched as her pupils shrank to pin pricks in her yellow eyes.  A psychotic grin twitched across her face as a fit of maniacal giggling overtook her.

I managed to choke out a short shout of terror before trying to roll away, only to fall snout first into a shallow pit.  I blinked to try and get the stinging dirt out of my eyes before I was yanked back up by my mane.

“Owowowowowow!”  I howled as the blue mare violently dragged me back to my original resting place.

"Not so fast," the crazed mare chuckled, dropping me and spitting out chunk of my mane.  "You'll be down there soon enough." 

I opened my tear-filled eyes and looked down.  I had fallen into a shallow grave.  My grave.

“You're trying my patience!”  I looked up to see a light green stallion in a fine black suit and fedora standing in front of an orange pony, tied to a large dead tree.  The suited unicorn pressed a small white chip wrapped in a field of red magic against Shamrock's swollen eye.  “Tell me what this does, or you're a dead pony.”

“Fine!” my brother coughed, sending tendrils of blood down his orange chest as he hung limp. “That chip...that chip...” he coughed up more blood before raising his head, “Holds the secrets to grandma's secret pie recipe.” He tried to laugh, but quickly degenerated into a bloody coughing fit.

“Shamrock!”  I cried out to my brutalised, older brother, tears falling from my cheeks into the dirt below.  I could feel my scalp tear as the blue mare yanked me back up, cackling madly.  A drop of blood ran down my neck as I was thrown, head first, to the dirt beside the grave.  I landed with a dull thud as my skull impacted with the tightly packed earth.  I tried desperately to flop away from the psychotic ponies, but my face was ground into the dirt as the mare stomped on the back of my head, keeping her hoof firmly against it.

“Why?”  I sobbed as I looked up at her psychotic grin.

“Hey!”  Shamrock shouted, “Let my little brother go!  He has nothing to do with this!”  He started to wriggle beneath the ropes, trying to chew through them with renewed vigor.

The suited pony turned to me and grinned around a gold-rimmed cigarette.  “He doesn't have anything to do with this, eh?”  he chuckled.  “Tell me, kid.  Do you like seeing your older brother beaten and broken like this?”

The mare lifted her hoof a little, just enough for me to raise my head, “N-no,” I sobbed.  The mare stomped on my head again, forcing my snout back into the dirt.

“Well then, you'd best tell me what the chip does, or...”  He levitated out an impressive, ivory gripped, beautifully engraved pistol and smiled at it.  “...capiche?”

“I don't know!”  I cried through the dirt, clenching my eyes closed.  I couldn't believe this was happening, we’d only been out here for a day.  I desperately wished that when I opened my eyes everything would be back to normal and I would wake up at home in bed.

“He doesn't know anything about the chip!”  Shamrock yelled at the suited unicorn, spluttering blood into the air.

The green stallion sighed and turned back to Shamrock.  I breathed a sigh of relief as he holstered his pistol.

“Last chance,”  he growled.  “Tell me what this chip does.”

Shamrock narrowed his good eye, peering out from under his dark green mane.  “Suck...my...dick,”  he growled.

“Don't be an idiot!”  I yelled. “Just tell him!” The mare shoved my face into the dirt even harder.  Tears were starting to pool in the dirt around my face.  Only one thought rushed though my head: 'this can't be happening, this can't be happening, this can't be happening...'



The suited pony grinned before levitating his cigarette and plunging it deep into Shamrock's good eye.  Shamrock roared in pain as smoke hissed from the burn.  The green unicorn turned and bucked Shamrock in the face, bouncing his skull against the tree with a sickening crunch. My brother’s head slumped forward as shards of teeth fell from his mouth.  He was breathing heavily as he defiantly rose his head, now blind to the world around him.

By this point I was bawling.  I was a pathetic excuse for a stallion but, damn it, my brother was getting beaten within an inch of his life right before my eyes.

“Clover?”  he wheezed.

The suited buck sighed and shook his head.  “This is just a waste of time.” He levitated his gun to Shamrock's head. “I'll just have to find out what this chip does myself.”

“Stay strong, buddy,” Shamrock wheezed with a sad smiled, “I'll tell dad you said ‘hello’.”

“No!” I screamed. 

The suited pony's magic tightened on the trigger.

*BANG*

 Time seemed to slow to a crawl as I watched the bullet penetrate my brother's skull, and burst out the other side in a red plume of blood.

I burst into tears, floundering in a fit of anger and sorrow. The mare stood on my back to keep me still as I flailed and cursed. He killed him! He killed my brother! ...and there was nothing I could have done to stop him.

I gave up and just lay there, staring at my dead brother through tear soaked eyes. They killed my brother and I was next. The murderous bastard started to trot towards me, lighting a fresh cigarette. The mare dragged me back up to face her boss.

“Why?  Why did you do this?”  I sobbed, ignoring the pain of my scalp tearing in the psycho mare's teeth.  “Who are you?”

“Me?”  the green stallion chuckled, taking a long drag on his cigarette. “My name is Double Down.”  He blew the offensive smoke into my face, stinging my eyes.  “As to why your brother met an early end,” I gave a mournful hiccup, “he refused to give me the chip, then refused to tell me what it does.”

“That's not fair!”  I yelled, “You can't just steal a pony's things and kill him!”

Double Down chuckled as he nodded to the mare.  She dropped me at the edge of the hole and sat me up.

“Nothing in life is fair, kid.”  he picked up a shovel in his levitation field.  I sniffed up a long trail of snot and blood.

“I want my mummy,”  I sobbed.

“Welcome to the desert.  Where the bad live good and the good...” He grinned at me, his sly features starting to fade as the sun crested the horizon behind him, casting long shadows of cacti and shrubs across the lonesome prairie.  “well, they don’t live at all.”

*Clunk.*

I heard a wet crack as the shovel slammed against the back of my head, sending me tumbling into the grave.  I landed on my back and looked up, the edges of my vision blackening.  The last thing I saw was the mare's face, grinning and laughing as she started to bury me.

“I...I don't wanna die...”





Chapter 1: Death Sucks

 

“Load last save?”

 



I...I was alive...

My vision throbbed red with each heartbeat as I was dragged from the hole that had been my grave. I tried to open my left eye, but it wouldn’t cooperate and I only managed to pry my right eye open a sliver.

I couldn't feel anything, and I could barely hear or see. If this was heaven, heaven sucked balls.  If it was hell, well, it could have been worse.

Through the blurry haze I could barely make out the long grooves my hind legs made as I was dragged across the sand. My body was a fuzzy mess of gray, red, and brown.

I was carefully laid on a wide plank of wood, looking straight up into the endless blue skies. The feeling started to return to my front legs as they were carefully secured to the plank. I could hear my long, ragged breaths as I tried to make heads or tails of the situation.

A dark yellow and brown blob appeared against the azure skies. “...in there, kid.  You're in bad shape...to a doctor...just ha...there, amigo...” It’s speech was choppy, cutting in and out as my ears tried to focus. I tried to speak but could only gargle a response as the top of the plank rose above the ground and was dragged along the dirt.

Pain arced through my head as I tried to look up. There was nothing but green, brown, and yellow blobs all around me. I tried to focus, but my head had other plans, sending barbed tendrils of agony through me, tearing at my flesh. With a bloody cough, I gave in and lowered my head again.

My right ear was starting to cooperate as the recognizable sounds of the plank scraping against the dirt became clearer and clearer.

“I...wh...huh...” I tried my best to form words, but I couldn't manage to produce anything intelligible, just a string of unintelligible gargles and babbles. Through the pain I could feel my frustration building, like a baby trying to learn to speak.

“Save your breath, or you'll never make it,” the blob called back to me. His voice seemed strained and slightly muffled. I didn't want to disappoint, so I shut up and tried to add up what was going on. My vision refused to focus, and any attempts to force it only managed to bring a fresh jolt of extreme agony.

The only part of my body that didn't hurt when I tried to move it was my right eye, and I could barely open that as it was.

I felt several small bumps, but the ground seemed to get smoother.  The even earth felt good to glide across after the bumpy, rock filled plain.

“Nearly there, just stay with me.”

Easier said than done. My vision was getting darker, the pulses were getting slower and slower, and my breaths getting shallower and shallower. I closed my eye and watched the red throb gradually diminish.

“Hey,” the voice said as the plank thudded dully against the sun-baked earth, “stay with me, now.”

I grunted an acknowledgment to who ever was dragging me, I didn't think I could go much longer. My head felt light and my chest ached with each breath. I couldn't even find the strength to open my eye again.

My eye lids were forced open by the big blob's cracked, hooves. I could barely make out his eye as he leaned in close. My mind must have been playing tricks on me as they seemed reptilian.

“Mi diosa," he growled. "I've not wasted this much time just for you to die now.” I let out a tiny whimper as my eyelid snapped shut again. The plank was picked up again, and with a faint grunt we started moving. “Almost there...”

The scorching sun was beating down on me, it was like I was being led into the fiery lair of the devil himself. My dry lips cracked and bled as I tried my damnedest to speak.

“...are....are you...” I gulped, cringing against the pain. “Are you Death?” I rasped, just barely staying conscious.

“Death?” the voice asked. “I guess that would be kinda accurate...” Great, I am dead. “But I'm not here to take you to the next life.” Or maybe not...

“Th...Then...”

“Didn't I tell you to shut up?” the creature said irritably, making the plank jump a little. “We're almost there, just hang in a little longer.”

I wasn't sure I could, I felt like I was falling asleep. I had given up on trying to keep my eye open and my focus was wavering. The sounds around me were getting quieter and fuzzier as the plank jostled more and more.

All my senses failed me as they were flooded by an overwhelming surge of pain. Every strangled groan and spasm of anguish brought a fresh wave of agony which only made my body writhe more furiously.

Something long and thin plunged into the side of my neck, barely perceptible through the blinding pain.

As suddenly as it came, the flood of agony dulled to a throb. I breathed heavily, trying to form some kind of coherent thought.

“Damn, that was my last Med-X,” Death grumbled before picking the plank up again. “You'd better make it to Westwood; I don't like my time wasted.”

Try as I might, I couldn't comply with his wish. My head was starting to spin again, the sounds around me began to muffle again. I was cold, despite the burning sun. I heard some loud rumbling before the world finally came to a stand still. I could no longer will myself to remain conscious and I fell into a void of darkness.

--- --- ---

 



“Luna's ghost, Snake Eyes!” an old stallion’s voice exclaimed, “Where the hell did you find this kid?!”

I slowly opened my working eye, the searing pain was thankfully absent. My vision was clear out to the end of my snout, where a clear mask sat over my mouth. It was connected to some sort of old machine beside me. My head seemed to be stuck in a brace, keeping me from turning it to see my surroundings. Where the bloody hell was I?

“El Diablo Drylake,” Death said. “Kid is fucked up, doc. Anything you can do?”

A new blob appeared, this one was a mix of golds, greens, and whites. It seemed to shake a little as the new voice sighed. 

“His skull is smashed in, Snake," the old stallion, who I assumed was Drylake, said. "There isn't much I can do...”

“Name your price.”

“Now we're talking. Three hundred caps up front, two hundred if the operation is successful.” Operation? Who's getting operated on? Can I watch?

Death let out a frustrated sigh. “Fine. I hope its worth it.”

It seemed my brain had gone back to mush because when I tried to talk, I could only manage to mumble and a babble.

The blob appeared again. “You shouldn't be awake, let alone alive, kid,” Drylake said as he reached over and pressed a button on the machine. “So just lie back, relax and count down from ten.”

I couldn't form words, how could I...form...numbers...

 

--- --- ---

 



Light poured in from the crack in my eyes as I tried opening them, squeezing Gunter Tedsworth closer to me.

“Some one turn off the lights,” I moaned, rolling over and wincing as pain stabbed through my head. “What a head ache. Not going drinking again until at least...lunch time.” A night in the pub was always fun, but I tend to forget about the hangover. I slowly creaked my eyes open and squeezed my teddy bear again. “Good morning, Gunter,” I sighed and looked down.

“You're not Gunter,” I grumbled as I let go of the pillow. Sitting up, the world around me filled with a high pitched whine, and my head felt like somepony was pushing a drill through it. I slammed my head back onto the bed and covered it with the pillow, screaming and shouting as my entire body tensed in sympathy.

After what seemed like an eternity of screaming and thrashing around, the pain dulled to manageable levels. I held my forelegs over my head and waited for my racing heartbeat to calm. Just breath deeply and everything will be fine. I peeked out from under my forelegs when everything had calmed down and the room stopped spinning.

“Where the hell am I?” I asked, oddly muffled... I had a transparent mask strapped over my muzzle. It was connected by a hose to a clunky machine at my bedside. How did I not notice that?

I was in a room with chipped and cracked floral wallpaper in contrast to the floor, which was so freshly polished I could see the ceiling fan spin lazily in it. There wasn't much else other than a few small pictures on the wall, my eyes darted between them, trying to make them out. Most just looked like a dumb assortment of shapes and colours but one stood out.

A yellow pegasus with long pink hair pranced gleefully through a lush green meadow, surrounded by an assortment of happy woodland creatures. Each beamed with a joy that made me feel all warm and fuzzy.

“She's hot,” I mumbled. My face burned up as I looked away, embarrassed about what I had said. I never did have much luck with the ladies, regardless of whether they were in paintings or right in front of me. Probably because of my childish antics or the fact I had no idea what to say to them without looking like an idiot...

I closed my eyes and tried to get up again, waiting for the wall of hell to assault my ears. I managed to sit up before a dull whine, not nearly as agonizing as the first burst, started to warble in my ears. I opened my eyes and blinked a few times, trying to clear my head of the fuzz that seemed to wash through it. My head felt light but oddly heavy at the same time.

I ran my hoof along the left side of my head, wincing when I brushed along a long scar that ran between my ear and mane. My head felt harder than it used to...

“What the hell is going on?” I whispered as I looked at my hooves.

There was a grunt and the sound of hooves clicking against the polished floor came from beside my bed. I snapped my head round to see the source of the disturbance and regretted it as my cranium throbbed with pain.

A gold unicorn with a big green and white mustache cantered towards me, a gentle stride in his steps. “Good morning,” he said, his mustache bobbing with each word, making me smile a little.

“Who are you?” I asked, getting a little frustrated at the mask. I fell back on the bed and tried to pull it off before the unicorn intervened.

“I'm Doc Cloud,” he chuckled as he unhooked the mask's clasps at the back of my head, sliding it off my snout. My face scrunched up as the sharp, offensive smell of antiseptic danced down my nostrils. “Can you tell me your name?”

Oh, I knew this one... I looked down at my flank. “Clover,” I muttered, bringing up the 'How the hell did I get a four leafed clover as a cutie-mark' debate I had been having with myself for years. I looked back up at the mustachioed pony. “What happened just now?”

“When you went nuts and freaked out?” the doctor pony asked. I nodded. “My guess is a side effect from the surgery. Or maybe a complication, but I'm fairly confident in my abilities as a doctor. Either way, its not uncommon to experience bursts of pain after major surgery. Best to wait it out until the patient stops kicking and screaming before intervening, saves a hoof to the face.”

“Surgery? What happened? Did you cut me open?!” My head started to throb with each word, so I buried my head in my forehooves and groaned.

“Well, the left side of your skull was crushed beyond repair.  The only alternative available was to replace that section with a metal plate.” He levitated out a long needle. “Now hold still, and the pain will go away.”

My eyes immediately shot open at the needle. I scrambled back and fell off the bed with a dull thump, before scooching into the farthest corner. “Get that thing away from me!”

“Its just Med-X," the doctor said, looking puzzled. "How does a painkiller sound?”

“How does 'fuck' and 'off' sound?” I shouted, trying to make myself as small as possible.

The doctor put the needle away before coming any closer. “So no needles, eh? I get it.” He opened a drawer in an old counter and plucked out a small cardboard pack. “How about pills?”

I slowly pulled myself out of the corner, to the protest of my head, and nodded. He passed me two pills, which I quickly swallowed, before he told me to get back into the bed.

The doctor pulled up a small stool and sat down, his lab coat sweeping against the floor. “Right. So.” He cleared his throat and adjusted his glasses as he read a small note pad. “I need you to answer a few-” I raised my hoof at him.

“Hold on a tick. You said my skull was smashed. What the hell?”

He sighed and rolled his eyes. “Yes, your skull was smashed into itty-bitty pieces, but I fixed it with a metal plate, inserted perfectly so as to not conflict with the natural contour of your head.”

“So I have a slab of metal in my head?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

He let out a frustrated groan and facehoofed. “Because your skull was smashed.”

“Yeah, I get that, but why was it smashed?” If my head was smashed, I either had a very bad night, or I had a great night!

“That's what I intend to find out,” he nickered, looking back at his note pad. “From an extensive examination of the injury, I can safely say it was shattered by a blunt instrument.” He looked over his glasses at me. “Do you remember what that might have been?”

I looked up at the fan above me, trying to remember. “Nope, can't think of anything.” It could have been anything between a bottle or a bar-stool for all I knew. Then again, why would I get caught up in a bar brawl? I wasn’t a fighter, or a lover for that matter. I was a worker, and a drinker.

The doctor looked back at the notepad. “I don't see anything that would indicate what was used, then again, with the amount of dirt caked all over you I don't think I could have identified the material. It could have been metal, like a pipe, or a shovel, or a-”

“Shovel!” I blurted out, it hit me...well, like a shovel.

The memory of being tied up, not able to move at all as a great pressure forced my face into the dirt. Being forced to watch as a pony in a black suit shot my brother. Picked up by the mane and then dragged to a shallow grave before getting my head cracked in with a shovel and being buried alive.

I burst into tears and clutched the pillow, hoping this was all just a nightmare, but knowing that what transpired that night was very real.

“So it was a shovel,” the doctor said, making notes. “Do you remember anything about-”

“Leave me alone!” I shouted at him, tears streaming down my face and into the soggy pillow.

The doctor got up and put his notepad away. “Must be stress from a traumatic event,” Cloud said, shaking his head. “Probably the one that got you that blow to the head. Sit tight and I’ll get you some meds.”

“From the blow?!” I screamed at him through the pillow. “My brother was murdered right in front of me, and you say its from the blow?!”

He stopped in his tracks, seeming a little shocked before knitting his brows in thought. “Snake Eyes didn't mention a brother...” He walked back to me and patted me on the back. “You have my sympathies. Losing a loved one happens too often around here.”

I rolled over and shrugged his hoof off. “I'll leave you be for now,” Cloud said in a soft voice. I could only respond with a choked sob and a sniff as the door closed and muffled voices started conversing on the other side

Curling into a ball on the bed, my head still buried in the pillow, I continued to weep. I started thinking about all the good times I had with Shamrock. Sure, he was older than me, but he was just as childish, never passing up an opportunity to play “Raiders and Rangers.” Never hesitating to pick me first for his team in Hoofball, even if I wasn't the biggest or the fastest.

Even as we grew up he never let me down. He taught me how to drink when I got older, and always gave me tips on how to pick up mares, never once making fun of me for how shy and awkward I was around them.

He was truly a great stallion. Now, he was dead, and I didn't know what to do. I had never been this alone, ever. I took it hard when dad died a few months back, but Shamrock had never left my side, guiding me along life's path.  I  pushed my face deeper into the pillow as the tears streamed out.

“Remember, big guy,” I recalled Shamrock saying as we watched the sunset over the apple  orchard after a bar fight. “If you ever find yourself lost and I'm not around, ask yourself 'What would Shamrock do'.”

I sniffed and peeked out over the top of the pillow. I remembered his last words to me, “Stay strong, buddy”. I took a deep, ragged breath. This was not staying strong. Breaking down and crying was not what Shamrock would have done. He would have gotten right back up and soldiered on.

I sat up, feeling a little woozy with a new weight on my shoulders, and wiped my eyes. What do I do now? I sniffed up a small bit of snot before choking out one last sob. I figured the best course of action would be to find out where I was.

I slid off the bed and made my way to the door, composing myself and wiping my eyes once more. The hallway outside was quiet save for a soft melody flowing down the left corridor with not a soul to be seen. I looked left and right but I had no idea where I was. Each door down the hall was numbered, I had been in room twelve.

I followed the faint sound of music and made my way down the hall, trying my best not to scratch at my legs and scalp. My hooves ached and my head throbbed, I felt like breaking down and crying with each step, but I carried on, only letting an occasional tear escape. Breaking down is not what Shamrock would have done. No way.

I blinked away the moisture in my eyes and nudged open the door at the end of the hall. My head exploded as I was assaulted with light, smells, and noises. Each of my senses screamed as I fell to my haunches, holding my head.

“I didn't expect to see you out here,” Cloud said as he picked me up. My head started to clear, slowly. The room I now stood in had chairs lined up on one wall, a desk on the other. Doctor Cloud led me to a chair and set me down, looking over my head. “You really should have stayed in your room.”

I looked up at him. “That's not what Shamrock would have done,” I rasped, my throat still hoarse from crying.

“And that would be your brother.” He sat down beside me, notepad ready. I nodded sadly. “You wanna talk about it?”

“No,” I whispered, tears welling up again.

Thank Celestia, he put the notepad away. “Alright then. Lets talk about you. Do I detect a slight accent in your voice?”

“Aye,” I said, emphasizing my accent.

He scratched his chin. “Emerald Isles? You're a long way from home...”

“Apple Plains.” I was originally from the Emerald Isles, out off the coast of Brismane, but my father had emigrated to the Apple Plains a while ago, and still retained the accent.

“Well, maybe not that far away from home. So, why are you all the way out here in the Ponave?”

It took me a moment to remember, but it felt like a punch to the gut when I did. “Package delivery.”

Cloud sighed and stood up. “Couriers don't last long out here, kid.” I winced and a tear dripped off my snout. The left side of my head felt like it was getting heavier and heavier. “But I see you've already found that out...” Cloud shuffled uncomfortably, only just realizing that he had shoved a metaphorical dagger through my heart. “Well, Federation couriers or Resistance couriers. Most Feds get shot on sight, Resistance get hung.” I would have rather been shot, that way I would be dead quickly. Just like Shamrock. I started to weep quietly.

Cloud put his hoof on my shoulder, “At least you're alive! In Westwood of all places. You could be  worse off, you know.”

I looked up at him through teary eyes. “How? How could this get any worse?”

“You could have turned up in Buckwheat, or a raider camp.” I had no idea what 'Buckwheat' was but I knew about Raiders. We didn't have them on the Apple Plains though, the Federation  exterminated any raiders... or any suspected raiders... or anypony who may have known a suspected raider.

So where did I go from here? My brother was the only one who knew what the package was or where it was supposed to go, and now he was dead. I had no idea where I was, or how I got there. Apparently, this Snake Eyes guy was the one to bring me in. I supposed that would be a good place to start.

“Was it this Snake Eyes who brought me here?” I asked, choking down my sorrow, trying to stay strong.

Cloud got up and trotted to the counter. He took a minute to flip through something that looked like a ledger. “Yeah, he brought you in here. Paid for your surgery too.”

I wiped my face with a hoof. “Why would he do that?”

He slammed the ledger shut. “Dunno, but it was a hefty sum of caps,” he chuckled before leaning on the counter. “I guess you're wanting to see him?” I nodded. “Well, there's something you should know. Snake Eyes is what we call a 'drifter'. He rolls up into town on occasion, but doesn't stay long.”

“So there's no chance of talking to him?” The lump in my throat felt like it was going to rip itself out and start a jig on the counter.

The old doctor played with his mustache in deep thought. “I'm not sure. If he's still here, he’d be at the saloon, but I wouldn't get yer hopes up.”

I got my hopes up, shuffled to the old wooden door of the clinic, and creaked it open. I immediately stumbled back with my eyes clamped shut and fell on my rump, hooves over my eyes.

“Careful, its bright out,” Cloud huffed in amusement. Gee, thanks... He lifted himself from the counter and rummaged though a drawer, pulling out a pair of large sunglasses. “Might need these.” He smiled. I plucked them from his levitation field, threw them into the air above me and caught them...in the eye. I yipped and held my eye while letting out an embarrassed sigh. The doctor levitated the sunglasses over my eyes and the room took a darker tinge.

“Thanks, Doc.” I trotted to the door just before it swung open, smacking me in the nose. “Oh, come on!” I whimpered, holding my nose. I don't think today could get any worse...

A large brown pony ran in, a fiery red filly on his back. She held her twisted hind leg while wailing in agony. Cloud got straight to work. “What happened?” he asked.

“Cinnamon fell off the balcony,” the large pony said, worry flooding his voice. “I told her not to go out there alone but she never listens!”

“Take her to room four,” the doctor pony instructed, pointing to the hallway I had emerged from. He turned back to me. “The bar is at the end of the street on the right.” He smiled, “Come back here if you have any more problems.”

I nodded and ventured out into the town.

--- --- ---

 



The searing sunlight reflected back off the almost white dirt beneath my hooves and burnt itself into my retinas; even with the sunglasses I had to squint. The town of Westwood was the very image of an old western town. Each of the small wooden buildings had a large porch, the sheriff’s office (they even had a sheriff!) being one of the bigger structures, overshadowed only by the general store and the saloon.

I slowly walked down the dirt road through the middle of the town, taking in as much as I could. Everypony seemed to have a job to do here, from the pony with the apron sweeping the porch of the general store to the pony pulling a cart full of old bits of furniture; one was even sketching a pony drawn carriage. Everypony seemed happy here. Everypony except me, but the warm smiles did a little towards raising my spirit.

I got to the end of the road and stood before the two story saloon, waiting for an errant tumbleweed to cross my path before trotting through the swinging doors and was assailed with the delightful smell of old wood, sawdust, and stale beer. Pubs were my kind of place.

I cantered up to the bar and sat on one of the stools, grabbing the silver-maned bartender's attention. “Um, 'scuse me...” I said meagerly. Why did the bartender have to be a mare? I'm no good at talking to mares...

The barmare cantered up in front of me, three glasses and a bottle in her levitation field. “What can I do ya fer, hon?” Well, you could do me for fre- no, we have work to do.

“Uh...well...” Talk, dammit! “You see...”

“Take yer time, darlin,” the purple barmare said in a soft voice, brushing her silver mane from her eyes before dumping the glasses in a sink. Celestia have mercy...

“I...I'm looking for sompony...” I squeaked.

“Aren't we all?” she laughed, “I'm gonna need a name or description to help, hon.”

I scratched the back of my leg nervously. “His name is Snake Eyes, I think.”

She picked up a new set of glasses and started to fill them from one of the beer taps. “Oh, Snakey? He left not to long ago, sorry.” She finished filling them and levitated them out to a table in the corner, much to the delight of one large stallion, who proceeded to drink all of them at once. Impressive.

I banged my head on the bar. What now? Snake Eyes was the only pony who might know what was going on. Tears began to pool in my eyes.

“Oh. What's wrong, sugarcube?” the barmare asked, trotting around the bar and patting me on the back.

“He was the only one who might know what I should do next,” I squeaked, trying my damndest not to cry.

“What happened?”

“I had my skull crushed, and...and...my brother was killed.” That set me off, the tears started rolling down my cheeks again.

The barmare gave me a small hug. “Oh darling, that's terrible!” She let go and cantered around behind the bar again, pouring a whiskey. “Do you remember anything at all?” she asked handing me the whiskey.

“Aye,” I sobbed, looking up and taking the whiskey. “Um, I can't pay for this...”

“On the house, hon. So you're the pony Snake Eyes dragged into town? The one with the caved-in head?”

“Aye.” I drank down the whiskey, feeling the warmth of it hitting my stomach. “I just don't know what to do next...” I put my head back down on the bar, staring at the entrance, hoping Snake Eyes would burst in, answer all my questions and tell me where to go from here. Instead, it was only a mare in leather barding who trotted in. I didn't even feel like pursuing her.

A stallion approached the other end of the bar, trying to get the barmare's attention, “Ah shoot,” she hissed. “I'll be right back.” 

I covered my face with my hooves and let out a long groan. I felt a tap on the shoulder. “What's your problem?” a mare asked. I peeked out from beneath my hooves to see the leather wearing mare sitting next to me. She looked like the rough ‘don’t fuck with me’ pony, from her long brown mane and the machete sheathed by her side to the ace of spades on her flank. Not that I was checking her out or anything...

I buried my face again. “I don't wanna talk about it,” I sighed, before sniffing. It was the honest truth, at that point I only wanted to drown my sorrows.

“Whatever.” the mare said, a tone of disinterest in her voice. I looked up to see her scanning the room, her eyes fixing on a spot in the corner. “Shit,” she hissed. I looked over to see the large stallion who had drunk all those beers at once get up and start trotting over. The mare shoved me a little. “Okay, here's the plan, I need you to pretend to be my buckfriend.”

“Wh-what?” I stammered, very, very surprised she would ask (or in this case, tell) me to do such a thing.

“You heard me.” She wrapped her forelegs around me when the large stallion came into earshot. “I'm so glad I met you!” she squealed with glee.

“I, uh...um...” I started sweating, not really knowing what to do. “...I'm glad...too...?”

“Oh, you and your awkwardness, I think that is just too cute!” Mares find my awkwardness cute? No way...

“Th-Thanks...”

“Ace!” the stallion bellowed with a grin. I had to admit, I was a little thankful he interrupted.

The mare rolled her eyes, “What do you want Wild Card?” she sighed, letting go of me to fix the large stallion with a sneer. I looked up at the green stallion and was genuinely intimidated. I may have meeped.

“You know what I want,” he chuckled. I didn't like this pony. Not one bit.

“Forget it, doofus,” the mare, who I assumed was Ace, scoffed. “I'm not interested.” She wrapped her foreleg around me. “Besides, I'm taken.”

The grin left the pony's face. “I don't think you understand,” he snorted. “You're mine.”

Ace let go and put her hoof to her chin in mock contemplation. “Um...no. No I'm not.”

The stallion started walking towards us.

“Be strong, buddy.”



I shoved him back. “Are you deaf, ya feckin' shitehawk? She said she isn't interested.” How could he just claim her like that? How rude!

Both Ace and the big pony looked stunned. Hell, the whole bar went quiet.

“Nopony shoves Wild Card,” the big pony seethed, tensing his huge legs.

“An’ nopony with half a brain talks in third person,” I scoffed. Shamrock would be so proud.

Wild Card let out a long roar of anger, almost blowing me away. “Alright, you little runt! You and me, right here, right now!” he bellowed, spittle flying on to my terrified face.

I thanked my lucky stars when the doors to the bar swung open and two ponies with raised pistols entered...followed by a griffin with a double barreled shotgun. “Wild Card, are you causing trouble again?” he barked.

Wild Card looked up and grinned, petting me on the head. “Naw, sheriff. Jus' havin' a little fun!”

“Fun for bounty hunters like you usually end in bloodshed,” the griffin growled. “Now, what’s really going on here?”

“He's stirring up trouble, Bull.” Ace smirked at the bounty hunter. Wild Card looked back at her with a scowl and an eye twitch. I just sat there and shuddered.

The griffin raised his shotgun. “Wild Card, why don't you step out an' cool off before things get messy...”

Wild Card narrowed his eyes at me. “You and me, tomorrow at sun up. We're gonna have a little fun.”

“Uh, um...” I stammered, trying to compose myself.

“You're on,” Ace purred with a sly grin.

“What? No! I-”

“Wanna place a little wager?” Wild Card said, prodding my shoulder.

“...What kind of wager...?” I asked. What could he possible want from me? I couldn't lose anything! This might be interesting...

“If I win, I get Ace,” he grinned, ignoring the sheriff and his deputies.

“And if I win?”

“You get her.” So if I win, the beige mare can go about her business, and if I lose she has to go with the only pony with a skull harder than mine and I’d end up being very messed up...what to do...?

“Deal,” Ace said before I could respond. Wait, wait, wait. This mare just pit me against some big motherfucker. She’s either insane or wanted to get the shit kicked out of me.

“Wait a-” I stammered

“Good,” Wild Card rumbled before I could protest. “Tomorrow. Sun up. Be there.” He turned around and brushed past the sheriff and his deputies.

“Another crisis averted,” the griffin said. Averted?! I was going to get murdered! “This calls for a drink, eh boys?” They marched through the bar and sat down at a booth, the barmare hot on their heels.

Ace turned to me. “Well then, we'd best get ready, eh?” She grinned and walked out.

I looked around the bar. What the hell just happened? I seemed to have grown a pair and got myself into a fight I couldn’t win for my troubles. No way this was real, I was being set up. Some sick joke this is!

I turned to the bar. No way am I going out there with that mare. That big oaf can have her, even if I did win she wouldn't be interested in me. I put my head back down on the counter, trying to figure out what to do.

“You coming or what?” Ace called through the door.

“No,” I yelled back.

She barged in and shoved me, pushing me out. “What are you doing?” I shouted, trying to get out of her grip. “Are you crazy or something? Leave me alone!”

She dragged me out of the bar and stood me up, looking into my eyes. “That's no way to talk to a lady,” she growled. “Now it’s me on the line here, not you.”

“Exactly! I don't want to get into a fight!” I snapped back at her.

She took a step back and pouted. “Not even to protect my honor?” her eyes seemed to water. This is completely unfair!

“I...” I mumbled, “...um...”

“Won't you help me?” Her lip quivered. I couldn't help it.

“Fine,” I sighed. It seemed I wasn’t going anywhere so I might as well do something, and protecting this mare is just what Shamrock would have done.

--- --- ---

“So what now?” I asked as we stood in a back alley behind the general store. Old boxes were stacked high against the rickety building on the dirt path, some barrels of apples stood by the back door ready to be taken in and sold off. It seemed the owner of the general store used the alley as storage.

Ace turned, reared up on her hind legs, and brought her fore hooves up in front of her with a long grin spread across her face. “Simple,” she replied, slamming a hoof into my nose, “we spar.”

“What the fuck?!” I yelled, holding my bloodied nose. “Why would you do that?!”

“Toughen the fuck up, ya pansy!” Ace ordered me, sending a hoof into my gut. “Ya gotta learn to fight like a stallion.”

I fell to the ground, all the wind knocked out of me. “Ow,” I wheezed, trying to get to my hooves. I was assisted by Ace grabbing my mane and yanking it up.

I managed to choke out a short shout of terror before trying to roll away, only to fall snout first into a shallow pit.  I blinked to try and get the stinging dirt out of my eyes before I was yanked back up by my mane.



“Owowowowowow!”  I howled as the blue mare violently dragged me back to my original resting place.

In a flash of red hot rage I slammed a hoof into Ace's rather firm midsection, knocking her back a few steps. “Now we're cooking with gas!” she laughed, bringing her hooves up again. “Show me what you've got, ya filly!”

I looked down at my hooves, not quite sure what I had just done. I looked up just in time to dodge another hoof strike. I stumbled back into some crates, knocking away the papers and cans casually laid out on top.

Ace rolled her eyes, getting back on all fours. “Look at you, you don't even know how to fight, do you?” The beige mare asked straightforwardly. I shook my head, snuffling my still bleeding nose, . “ugh. Lets start from the top then. What are you good at?”

Well, I had grown up on a boring farm and drank quite a bit in the evenings. I was not an alcoholic, damn it! “Working and drinking.”

Ace rolled her eyes again, “Aren't we all? What kind of work? Details, ya mare!” She shook her hoof at me.

I took a step back from the crazy mare. “I worked a farm.” 

“And? Is that supposed to impress me? Details, dammit!” Ace was beginning to become quite the bitch...No, wait, she was a bitch. Why did I agree to this fight?

“I bucked apples when in season, I planted crops, all sorts of things. How does this help?” I asked, stomping my hoof, impatiently. 

“Apples?” Ace pounced on me, pinning me to the ground. “You're a fucking Fed, aren't you?!” she growled.

Fed? Oh, Federation! “I suppose I am,” I whimpered.

She headbutted me, almost impaling me with her horn, “What do you know? Who are you working for? How did you find me?”

“What?” I asked through gritted teeth. Struggling seemed to do nothing under her strong hooves.

“You're a fucking Fed! Now talk!” she screamed, her furious hazel eyes fixed on mine.

I tensed up, waiting for another blow, “Not like I wanted to be!” I squealed. 

I clenched my eyes shut and waited for the next blow to fall, but it never did. After a moment of silence I dared to steal a peek.

Ace was looking me over, her eyes narrowed, “What do you mean, not like you wanted to be?” She asked slowly, one hoof raised and ready to deliver another kick. .

I blinked a few times, “Mandatory citizenship,” I replied, cocking my head. How could she not know this? “Everyone in Federation territory has to get it. Isn't the Ponave Federation territory?”

Ace growled and smacked me across the face again. “NEVER say the Ponave is Fed-land," the livid mare screamed in my face. "Ever!” She headbutted me again.

clunk



The beige pony staggered back a little, holding her forehead. “What the hell?” she asked, staggering slightly and seeming to have problems focusing on me. 

“Metal skull plate,” I grumbled as I got up, “Now if you'll excuse me...” I was about to make my way out of the alley and back onto the street when I was tackled, crashing through a crate.

“You're not going anywhere,” Ace hissed. “You're fighting tomorrow, whether you like it or not, now grow a pair and fight me!”

“No,” I said, shoving her off. “I'm done with your games, and I will not fight you. I'm not a bad pony I don't fight for no reason.”

“So I'm not a reason?” Ace mock whimpered as I picked myself up, trying to guilt trip and manipulate me.

“Honestly?” I said over my shoulder, “No. No, you’re not.” She'd forced me into a fight and beat me up to 'train' me. She wasn't worth dirt right about now. I trotted to the alley entrance.

“There's something you should know about the Ponave, mister,” Ace called out from behind me. I turned, narrowing my eyes. “The bad live good, and the good...”

“well they don't live at all.”



Everything went red as I roared down the alley at Ace. Without stopping, I spun and slammed both my hind legs into her bitchy face. I turned and smiled as I saw her sail through the air, smashing into a barrel of apples with a soft “oof.”

She shook her head and blinked, stroking her face with a hoof before picking up an apple and grinning. “Best ones are always at the bottom,” she chuckled around a swollen cheek. “You're ready.”

The apple bounced off my face.

--- --- ---

 “Get up,” Ace ordered as she kicked the tattered couch she had been nice enough to let me crash on. She still refused to offer me anything to eat, even after she pigged out on a steak the night before. “We're coming up on fight time.”

Oh right, the big fight between little, scrawny me and a giant, fucking, bounty hunting bastard with the intelligence of a cactus. This was gonna be awesome...

“Come on!” she bellowed, dragging me off the couch, making my head bounce off the floorboards, sending explosive pain through my skull.

She took a step back. “What are you doing?” she asked, raising her eye brow.

Well, I'm lying on the floor, clutching my feckin' head wound after having it bounce off the hard wood floor,what the feck do you think?! “Nothing,” I hissed, picking myself up from the dusty floor, and shaking myself free of the dirt. “What are you doing?” I sneered, trying to change the subject.

The brown maned mare looked around, a little confused before shaking her head. “Come on, let’s just go,” she sighed, a little frustrated, putting her leather jacket and some other articles over her back. Yeah take that, bitch.

I put on my new sunglasses and walked out the door, trying to ignore the pain in my head. The door slammed behind me before I was shoved down the old dusty stairs to the long dirt path bisecting the town as the sun crested over the mountains to the east. I gulped down the lump in my throat, remembering how I would always watch the sunrise with Shamrock and Dad before the day's work.

Ace marched up behind me, fixing her leather jacket and adjusting the armored socks that were wrapped around her hind legs. I couldn't help but let my eyes drift down to her supple, curvy flank.

The ornery pony smacked me across the face. “Quit staring, pervert,” the mare scolded, scowling. “Ready for your big fight?”

“No,” I whimpered.  Composing myself and fixing the dark sun glasses on my snout, I looked down the long street to the square outside the bar where ponies of all colours had gathered around. I gulped again. “I can't do this,” I whispered, turning away and down the street in the opposite direction.

Ace grabbed me and shook me by the shoulders, “Get a hold of yourself!” she spat, “What are you? An itty bitty silly filly, or a stallion with balls of steel?!”

I looked into her blazing eyes and dug up as much courage as possible. “I'm... I'm a stallion.”

She shook me again, making my sunglasses fall off my snout. “I can't hear you!”

“I'm a stallion, damn it!” I yelled in her face, my courage reaching a new high. This was not normal. Shamrock would have been proud. I shoved the mare off and started down the road to the bar, the beige mare following me, I could just hear her giggling.

I was shaking in my hooves by the time I had gotten to the crowd gathering. I was seriously considering just merging with the crowd and just sneaking away.

“See? Told you he won't show up!” Wild Card cheered in triumph. “What a pussy. Now, where's Ace?”

“Right here,” Ace shouted from beside me, a large smile on her face. “Lets do this.”

My heart sank as the crowd parted to reveal the hulking mass of dark green muscle that was Wild Card, ready and rearing to go. He was grinning from ear to ear as I quaked in my hooves. This was not going to end well.

“Alright, alright,” The griffin sheriff announced as he landed between us. “I've been informed that both parties have agreed to this fight.”

“Yup!” Ace piped up, not letting her grin leave her face.

“Eeyup,” Wild Card said with a smile.

“Nope,” I squeaked, but nopony heard me. Why was this happening?

The sheriff adjusted his hat and vest, his sheriff’s star glimmering in the morning sunlight. “Well then. One thing I need to add, the loser has to pay for any damages.”

What?! I can't afford to pay for anything! I have to win this! Not for Ace, not for Shamrock, but so I don't get jailed or lynched for not being able to pay! No, no way they would do that to me...would they?

Wild Card was stretching himself out while staring me down as I just stood there, not daring to move a muscle.

“You can do this,” Ace whispered in my ear. “Those hind legs of yours can be like a cannon if you apply yourself.” Since when did she get all supportive?

The sheriff cleared his throat. I could see his deputies leaning on the railing outside the bar, both with wide, goofy grins on their faces. “Okay then.” The griffin smiled. “Fight!” He took off, leaving a cloud of dust.

“Lets do this!” Wild Card roared as the crowed parted.

Ace stood by my side, leaning in. “For luck,” she whispered before giving me a peck on the cheek. That really got the blood flowing.

“Yeeehaaw!” I cheered at the top of my lungs, a new form of courage taking over. A mare had just kissed me! Sure, it was on the cheek, but she still kissed me!

Wild Card started to charge, his features screwed up in a determined scowl. This was it, the moment I had been dreading. I charged at him, a new force taking over. I felt alive, not like I had ever felt before! I felt...strong!

My primal instincts kicked in and I dove out of the way of the rampaging bronco, barely missing a swing from his over-sized hooves. He screeched to a halt as the crowd gasped. I doubt they thought I'd survive the first tilt.

I sprinted at him a grin spreading across my face. I was gonna win this, I could feel it. I rose a hoof and dove at the monstrous green pony, landing a hit between the eyes. He staggered back a little as I landed. I hopped back a little, holding my throbbing hoof. This guy had a skull harder than mine, and mine was partly metal!

He slowly got his act together. “You've got guts, kid,” the bounty hunter growled. “Ah'm gonna enjoy tearing 'em out of ya.”

I got back on all fours and met his glare. “Kiss my arse,” I grinned. This was going better than predicted.

Wild Card roared with a blood thirsty cry before charging at me. I barely had enough time to say “Oh, shite.” and dive out of the way before he came bounding across the dirt path.

“What do I do now?!” I yelled to Ace. “I've only pissed him off!”

“That's your own damn fault!” the leather clad pony called back, a smile on her face. “Don't be afraid to use dirty tactics!”

Dirty...no, I couldn't. I shouldn’t! I don't think I could ever try and target a stallion’s... stallionhood. Wild Card prepared another charge, this time with murder in his eyes. Oh, forgive me for what I'm about to do...

He barrelled down on me, slobber dripping from his rabid jaws. I charged back at him, spewing a slew of curses.

An instant before we collided I ducked and slid under the pony, looking for my target... and finding it. I kicked his tender area with all my might as I passed underneath, the dirtiest trick in the book. That was not something Shamrock would have done.

Wild Card screamed in agony and crumpled into a heap, clutching his fleshy, tenderized nethers. I got up and cheered in triumph. The power I was feeling coursing through my veins...it was magnificent! So much, so fast, it was glorious!

“You...fucking...runt...” Wild Card wheezed as he got to his hooves. “You are...so DEAD!” he roared before rearing up and charging, fueled by rage alone. Time to put some of this excess adrenaline to good use!

The pony was like a run away, green locomotive, almost unstoppable. I turned at the last moment and put all of my power into a buck. My muscles ached as my hooves connected with his chiseled face and the crowd roared with cheers!

I turned to see Wild Card on his rump, staring at his fore hooves; holding at least three bloody teeth in them. I thought I saw tears welling up in his eyes. I felt great! The crowds cheers, the close to crying, giant stallion, even Ace, who grinned and winked at me.

“You done?” I asked Wild Card, not trying to provoke him. “Can we just settle this like gentlecolts?”

He looked up at me, and back to his teeth, “No...” he whispered. He dropped the teeth and got to his hooves. The crowd stopped cheering and a dead silence crept in. “No. No.” He looked into my eyes. I could see myself in them, slowly being surrounded by fire.

“NO!” he roared before shoving his forehoof into my chest, lifting me up with it. The awesomeness I was feeling? Gone like the wind from my body. He brought me back down and slammed me against the ground. I heard a snap inside my torso and pain lash out everywhere.

“Nopony beats me! Not never, not ever!” Wild Card howled over me. “You're so dead!”

He picked me up, threw me straight up and bucked me. I felt more crunches before I sailed through the air, smashing through the bar window and sliding down the bar, narrowly avoiding the barmare, before flying off the end and smashing into a pile of stacked chairs.

I couldn't feel anything but pain. This wasn't being strong, this was being broken. Every breath I took brought a fresh stab of agony from my shattered chest. This was all happening so fast, too fast. I could just see through a crack in the chairs covering me and the green pony come stomping through the front door.

“Stop!” the barmare shouted at Wild Card. He merely pushed her away when she got in his way.

He started to tear away the chairs above me until I was staring right into his blood shot, rage filled eyes. This was it. I had failed Ace, I had failed Shamrock, but most of all, I had failed myself. I began to cry.

“That's right, cry for yer mommah, ya big baby!” the hulking mass above me laughed, raising his hoof, readying his final blow and showing me a bloody grin. “Night, night.”

“Stop!” a mare called from the bar door. Both me and Wild Card looked over and saw Ace, no longer grinning as she trotted in, looking very disappointed. “Can't you see you've won?” she shouted at Wild Card. “Leave him alone.”

The bounty hunter walked away from me, leaving me in a pile of broken wood and probably blood. He trotted over to Ace, smoothing back his dark blue mane.

“You, now that I've won, why don't you and I go some place private?” he asked with a smirk, not even trying to keep his eyes from her flank.

That was a mistake as a fucking machete came down on his cheek, slicing a long thin slit across it. He stumbled back a few steps, clutching his bloody cheek. It wasn't a lethal cut but it would probably scar.

“Nah,” Ace scoffed, nonchalantly. Wild Card was frothing from the mouth as he approached Ace. “Watch it, big guy, next swing goes between your legs.” She grinned, waving the machete around him. If I wasn't in a pain filled, crying heap, I would have laughed.

Wild Card took that moment to finally grow a brain. “Fine,” he growled, stomping around Ace. “But I'll be back for you, no doubt about that.” With that, he was gone, leaving Ace standing with a bloody machete, and the barmare with a bruise. Oh, and me, lying in a bloody heap.

“Yeah. Right,” Ace said snidely before sheathing the knife and trotting over to me. She magically pulled the remaining wreckage off me. “What are you crying about?” she spat, picking me up and ignoring my pain filled moaning. Something was broken, no doubt about it.

“I...I failed...” I blubbered, failing to support myself. I collapsed into a heap, blood leaking from my nose and ears.

“You're damn right you failed, you wimp.” she picked me up again, this time supporting me. “I mean, how could you just let him win? It was my tail on the line and you blew it! You could have won, but no. You choked and got your ass handed to you on a silver plate!”

I burst into tears. I couldn't take it any more! This was all too much for me.

“Oh, stop your crying, its not all that bad.”

“I...I don't care about failing you,” I sobbed. Shoving myself off her, walking two hooves and falling over again.

“Then who did you fail?” Ace asked, a look of disbelief in her face.

“I failed my brother!" I snapped, tears streaming down my bruised cheeks. "He wanted me to be strong! He wanted me to be honorable!" I struggled back to my hooves and limped to the bar. "I was supposed to make him proud!"

"I'm sure he'd understand," Ace said, losing some of her critical tone. "Sure you fucked up... badly, but everypony chokes every once in a while. Just explain it to him, and you’ll be fine."

"I can't explain it to him!" I screamed in her face. "Because he's dead!" I tumbled off the bar stool and just lay there weeping. I couldn't see any point to getting back up. "He’s only been dead two days and I've already failed him."
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Footnote: Welcome to the desert, we’ve got fun and games.



Level up:

New perk -- Balls of Steel - You think I look bad, you should see what my face did to the other guy's hoof. You inflict a small amount of damage to your opponent proportional to your DR whenever you are struck by an unarmed attack.



New quest perk -- METAL HEEEAAAD!! -- no, put down the headphones. Smashing your head in isn’t all bad, you’ve now got a rockin’ metal plate in your head! +50% head health. 



NEW TRAITS!



Rage Fueled: 

Your bursts of strength are fleeting, but intense. You inflict less damage with unarmed attacks, but deal much more critical damage.



Wild Wild Wasteland:

Its a weird place out there, who knows what can happen? 
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Chapter 2: Ants Also Suck.

 

 "Foal, equinity's creations were the seeds of their undoing. And now, the world will belong... to the AntAgonizer!"

Ace scratched the back of her leg and winced a little. “Ah...well...I'm sorry?”

“Why?!” I sobbed at her, clutching my crushed chest. “Why would you be sorry?!” I clenched my teeth against the pain stabbing into me with each breath. Wild Card's hoof prints were still clearly visible on my battered chest.

Ace honestly looked like she didn't know what to do. Her eyes darted around the bar and she pursed her lips tightly. The troublesome mare raised her hoof to say something before the bar doors swung open with a flurry of gold and green as Cloud burst in, saddlebags full of medical equipment.

“What happened here?” The unicorn doctor shouted before trotting to my side, tutting and shaking his head. “You just got your head smashed and now you have a set of ribs to match. Hooray...” he sighed as he started to rummage through his saddlebags. He pulled out a vial of purple liquid and placed it on the floor beside me. “Now, this is going to hurt...a lot...” he set his hooves on my crooked chest. “Better be ready to drink that potion.”

I looked up at the green maned stallion, teary eyed. “What are you going to-” He shifted his hooves and I heard a loud, sickening crunch before pain bored through my entire torso. Cloud glanced at the vial just millimeters from my mouth. I grabbed it and drunk it down, and the cold purple liquid found its way down my throat and into my torso. The pain began to fade as the potion worked its magic, stitching my ribs and other injuries back together. Still, it did nothing for my mood though. Going fetal was the only thing I could manage between my sobs and throbbing pain in my abdomen.

“What the hell did you do to him?” the unicorn doctor asked Ace accusingly.

“Me?" Ace asked with a look of disgust and indignation. "It was Wild Card who almost killed him; l I saved him.” 

Cloud went to my side and looked me over one more time. “Ace, this is the fourth bar brawl you've been involved in.  Do you really expect me to believe that?” he asked, satisfied that I was healing properly. “I should be charging you for all the patients you're sending me. Healing is not a cheap hobby.”

“Hey, I can't help it if the stallions around here are pussies,” the beige mare replied with a shrug. She glanced at the crowd growing outside. “Anyway, we need to get him out of here... It's bad enough I had to be seen with him before he repainted the inn with his blood.”

“Agreed.” Cloud pointed at me, “Give me a hoof with this one...” They both picked up my sniveling heap of sadness, draping one of my forelegs over each of their shoulders. I couldn't be bothered trying to keep my own hoofing.  I just wanted to wallow in my own tears and pain.

“Front door might not be the best option," Ace cringed, looking at the agitated crowd again. "Don’t want to parade him around town...” She glanced at the purple barmare who had composed herself and was watching intently.

“Backdoor?” the server pony suggested calmly, nodding to the other side of the room.

The two unicorns started dragging my beaten body towards the back of the saloon, trying to avoid the gazes of the ponies outside. “Pick up your hooves, not like you broke 'em,” Ace sneered as she pulled me along. Gee, thanks, bitch. You get me beat up and now you're telling me what to do?

“Ace,” Cloud said with a flat look. “Really?”

“What? He needs to toughen up if he hopes to survive out here,” the beige unicorn explained before opening the back door and peering out. “Well, all clear. Let’s get him to my place.”

I managed to lift my head and blink the tears from my eyes. “Are you kidding?”

She looked down at me. “No. I got you into this mess, I should probably try to help you out.” Oh, so now you're gonna help me?

“No thanks,” I replied flatly as I tried to free myself from her clutching hooves. “You've helped plenty.” I shoved her away and stood on my own four hooves. “I'll just...erm...” And there I was, back at square one. I now knew where I was but had no idea where to go or what to do.

The pain in my chest flared up again, causing me to start listing to one side. I was having a hard time maintaining my balance, but I was just about strong enough to stand on my own.

“Exactly," Ace said, propping me up again and keeping me from falling flat on my face. "You're just a lost baby in a big world.”

“I'm twenty-one, thank you very much,” I growled. Baby? Really?

“Whatever.” The brown maned unicorn rolled her eyes. “I'll take you back to my place so you can rest up, then figure out what you're gonna do next.”

I sighed, wincing at the pain. “Fine.” I could do with a lie down. Granted, I'd still be in the presence of the manipulative mare, but I needed time to work out what to do next, and I couldn't think of anything better to do given the Doc was probably going to start charging me for board.

All three of us trotted towards Ace's residence, managing to avoid most of the public. Those ponies we did see either laughed at me or cheered. Why would they cheer? I got my arse kicked five ways from Tuesday. Those who laughed were shut up by either Cloud or Ace glaring at them. The unicorns almost had to drag me up the front porch of Ace's residence, a small cottage with a row of empty bottles on a rickety fence.

“I still don't think he should be staying with you,” Cloud grumbled to the beige mare as she nudged open the old wooden door to her home.

Ace glanced over her shoulder. “Doc," she sighed rolling her eyes, "he'll be fine.”

“Does anypony ever listen to a doctor's orders these days?” the gold, unicorn doctor sighed, shaking his head.

“Nope,” Ace said with a smile. “I'll take it from here, doc. You go back to healing people and being ignored.”

Cloud trotted down the stairs, grumbling about something or other, while Ace walked me inside. While I was loath to spend one more second with this troublesome pony than I needed to, I had no idea where to go next. She seemed to know the area, and an abrasive guide was better than no guide at all. 

“So.” She trotted over to an old armchair and sat down. “What now?”

I lay back on the old, rattan couch, fighting back the urge to cry with worthlessness. “I don't know...” I whispered meekly.

Ace slumped further into the chair. “Well ya gotta do something. Your brother was killed and you're just sitting around here.”

“I know,” I replied with a sniff. “But what can I do? Nothing is going to bring him back.” I felt a stab of sorrow inside.

Ace leaned forward. “Can you tell me what happened?”

“Since when do you care?” I asked petulantly, still staring at my hooves.

She leaned back again. “Honestly, I don't really.” Bitch... “But I've seen a lot of ponies in your situation, and quite frankly, it’s getting lame. Helping should be an interesting change of pace.”

I slowly sat up, fighting the pain in my chest. I thought healing potions were supposed to make you all better... “So...” I began hesitantly. “you're going to help me?”

Ace rolled her eyes and groaned. “That's what I said. Now get on with it.”

“Well...” I sighed. This was gonna get teary. “My brother, Shamrock, and I...we were crossing El Diablo Drylake to deliver a package to Neighgas...” Ace leaned forward a little. “Then...then I think we got jumped.”

“You think you got jumped?” she asked irritably, waving her hoof at me. “You either did or you didn't.”

“Well I dunno...” I lay back again. “I just remember waking up...bound...” My eyes started to moisten from the memories. The binds, the pyscho mare, the grave... “Then I saw my brother...being tortured.” My breath caught in my throat, but I gulped it down and continued. “Then...then he was shot.”

“Mhm...and what happened to you?”

I blinked a few tears away and felt the side of my head. “Then the murderer hit me with a shovel and buried me alive.”

Ace hissed a little. “Buried alive? That must've been fun...”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “That's not helping.”

Ace sat back again. “Yeesh, sorry. Do you know who did it?”

I went back to that horrible night, what had the pony called himself? I remembered his green coat, his black suit, and his pistol. I clenched my eyes shut in protest against the tears. I am not going to break down again. Not now.

“Me?” the green stallion chuckled, taking a long drag on his cigarette. “My name is Double Down.” 

“Double Down,” I growled. I felt no pain, no sadness, only rage at his name.

The beige pony absent mindfully scratched behind her ear in thought. “Double Down, eh? Rings a bell...”

I looked over to her. “Rings a bell?" I asked cautiously. "What kind of bell? A friendly one?” I tensed up. If this mare knew him I would make her take me to him, no matter what.

She shrugged. “Don't know. Doesn't seem like someone who I’d let live though.”

“You're telling me...” I grumbled.

“Well...” Ace said with a grin. “Why don't you do something about it.”

I stared at the leather-clad mare. “What are you suggesting?” She couldn't possibly be suggesting...could she?

“What I'm getting at,” she purred, “is avenging this brother of yours.”

Revenge? This was a bad idea, I could tell.

But is it a bad idea? a voice in the back of my mind chimed. Double Down murdered your one and only brother, your best friend, the one thing you had left in this life.



True... I thought. But if I kill him, how am I any better than him?



The voice chuckled. You would be better than him because you would be avenging your brother.  He just killed to steal.  Plus, he'd be dead, and you would be alive; that makes you better than him, right? Remember what Shamrock said? ‘Ask yourself What Would Shamrock Do’?



I couldn’t help but nod at my conscience.

Well, if I were Shamrock, I would have gone to avenge you. Are you going to let him down?



“Revenge...” I growled before smiling slightly. “I like that.”

Ace's grin dropped. “Alright, but if you want to do this, here's some advice. Don't let the rage get to you. Rage is good when directed at the ponies who deserve it but it will have huge consequences if innocent ponies get hurt in the process.”

“What do you mean?” I asked like a school foal.

Ace sighed. “If you let the rage get to you, it will take over and turn you into a heartless, soulless monster with more blood on his hooves than the Federation.” Eesh, sounds bad... “Normally, I would just let you go gallivanting off, but you're different.” She gave a sly smile. “Most other ponies would have protested against me putting them in a fight.” I'm a coward! How did she expect me to protest when I can barely talk to her under normal circumstances?!

“Plus, you almost beat Wild Card. Better than most ponies.” Really? “I guess you're an okay pony. Not once did you try to hit on me.” Again, bad with mares. “And a wimp.” True. “You won't survive out there so...” She took a deep breath and looked very uncomfortable. “...I'm going to...help...you...”

I rolled my eyes. “Gee, that must have been difficult,” I snickered.

“Do you want my help, or not?” Ace growled.

I waved my hooves at her. “The Great Miss Ace helping out a small farmer! I can see the headlines...” I laughed, wincing at the sudden pain in my chest. Still....it felt good to laugh. She glared at me. “Okay, okay, I'll stop.” What? She was a bitch to me, I deserve to poke fun at her.

She shook her head. “I just know this is going to bite me in the ass...”

My eyes drifted to her haunches. I hadn't noticed before, but they were so pert and looked like they had the perfect mix of firm and soft. “I might.” I giggled... Did I just say that out loud?! I went beet red.

Ace raised her eyebrow at me. “You try that, and I will geld you with a wooden spoon, 'kay?” Eep.”For now though,” She waltzed over and poked my ribs making me yipe in pain. “you need to rest.”

I waved her away. “Fine,” I nickered and made myself comfy.

Ace got up and walked past the couch, flicking my face with her tail and turned on the radio on an old shelf. “I have an idea.  You just sit there and be in pain. I'll be back.” She opened the cracked door before turning to me and narrowed her eyes. “Don't touch anything,” she growled before slamming the door.

“Good morning, Ponave!" I flinched, causing a fresh wave of pain to radiate out from my barrel, when an old stallion’s voice filled the room, like silky smoke. "This is your resident radio guru, Mr. Ponave, coming to you live from the fortified walls of Iron City. I'm bringing you all the music and news you can possibly handle! Speaking of which, time for the news!"



“Good news for the Federation! The new train-line has finally been completed connecting Fort Crossroads to the rest of Federation territory despite setbacks created by the Resistance.”



“However, a Federation patrol has gone missing near Westwood. Federation officials are blaming the Resistance. Residents of Westwood are urged to come forward with any information about the whereabouts of the missing ponies.”

“The conflict in Buckwheat still rages between Resistance Separatists, under the leadership of Staff Sergeant Short Stack, and the resident gang The Blue Jackals with no sign of a ceasefire. Anypony traveling along the I-10 are urged to avoid that area.”



“Well, that was gloomy.  Let’s see...”  There was a crackle of papers rustling over the radio before the radio pony spoke again. “Erm...nope, no more good news, sorry. So let’s just get onto the next song, hm? Here's The Lone Wanderer with 'The Long and Winding Road'”



A slow, guitar heavy song started flowing through the old radio box, reminding me of the western films Shamrock used to take me to in the old Apple Plains cinema. I sighed with nostalgia before sorrow smacked me like a brick. Short lived as it was, the brief moment of contentment was the nicest feeling I had experienced in the past two days.

I looked out the window as the sun was still making its ascent into the sky. Why did I get the feeling life was gonna suck a lot more now?

--- --- ---

“Where is he?” I whined, stomping my little foal hooves on the floor of my bedroom with tears rolling down my face.

“Where's who?” Shamrock asked warmly from the doorway. I continued to stomp and cry until Shamrock came in and hugged me, keeping me still. “Who are you looking for?”

I looked up at him and sniffed. “I can't find Gunter.”

The orange pony smiled. “Where was the last time you saw him?” He picked me up and set me on his back. He may have only been seven years older than me, but he was always the biggest pony I knew.

I pointed at my tiny bed. “I had him last night and this morning he was gone!” I sobbed. Shamrock trotted over and looked over the bed, checking down the sides and around the sheets. “See? Not there!”

“Calm down, little buddy. We'll find him,” he assured me with a soothing smile. Shamrock always made me feel safe. “Time for an adventure!”

“Yay!” I yelled out, flailing my forelegs and almost falling right off his back. “Clover and Shamrock in: The Great Bear Hunt!”

“Sure,” my brother laughed. “Let’s go find Gunt-”

--- --- ---



“Wake up!” Ace yelled in my ear, making my jump about five hooves into the air and tumble onto the floor.

I cracked open my eyes and looked up at the grinning mare. “Why did you do that?” I asked irritably, my muzzle still smushed against the floor.

“Who's Gunter?” she responded gleefully, grinning beyond measure. “Your coltfriend?”

I picked myself up. “No,” I hissed at her. “I like mares, thank you very much.” I sat back down on the couch, stretching myself out. My ribs didn't hurt anymore, oddly enough.

“So who's Gunter?” the beige unicorn pressed, putting her saddlebags on the table in front of me.

I shifted uncomfortably. Should I really tell her? Well, why not? “Gunter is my...teddy bear,” I mumbled.

“Come again?”

“He's my teddy bear...”

“Did you just say teddy bear?” the brown maned mare asked, cocking her head. I nodded. Ace fell into a fit of laughter at my expense. “You're twenty-one, and you still have a teddy bear?!” I slowly nodded again. “You're such a baby!” Am not!

“Yeah well...you smell!” I retorted. That'd show her!

Ace just laughed harder before dragging herself off the floor. “You are one big barrel of laughs!” She wiped a few tears from her eyes. “Anyhoo, I got an idea of how to help you out.”

“Oh?” That got my attention.

“Well.” Ace brought out a map of the Ponave. Westwood was situated to the south west of the Ponave, near a giant skull with 'Border Security' written under it. “I need to go to Iron City on... business. I suppose you could tag along.” She narrowed her eyes and grinned. “Hell, if the going gets tough, I could use you as cannon fodder.”

I shrunk on the couch. “Y-you...you wouldn't...” Would she?

“Maybe,” she laughed. I gulped hard. “Anyway, if anypony knows anything about this Double Down character, they would live or trade in Iron City. Biggest town around these parts and a centre for information."

I looked at the map. Apparently Iron City was all the way down the I-10. I gulped again, I-10 went past Buckwheat and Buckwheat was a big 'no-no' according to the radio. "Um, excuse me, but I don't thing this is a good idea," I cautioned. "That news buck said there was fighting going on there, and everypony should stay away."

“Psh.” She waved dismissively. “The Blue Jackals are just a bunch of pussies.”

“And what about the Resistance Separatists?” That radio chap had mentioned them fighting these Blue Jackals and I really didn't want to turn up in the middle of a crossfire.

Ace growled for a moment. “Treacherous bastards,” she hissed. “They aren't true Resistance soldiers.”

“Then what are they?” I asked, prepared to dive behind the couch.

The unicorn narrowed her eyes. “They’re anarchists. They just want to fight the Federation for shits and giggles.” She slammed her hoof on the table as if to punctuate her rage. By this point, I was already scrambling over the sofa. “They rape, pillage, and murder! Nothing but organized raiders, enemy to both the Resistance and the Federation. True Resistance never kill without reason.  They target supplies and take hostages, but they don’t kill mindlessly. They don’t kill...for fun.” Sounded like Ace had a passion for the Resistance.

I peeked out from behind the old couch. “So are we avoiding Buckwheat or...” Ace glanced at me, turning my blood ice cold. Please don't hurt me, please don't hurt me, please don't hurt me... 

“Why not?” the beige caster asked with an obnoxious smile. “Anypony who gets in my way gets a shotgun to the face and a machete to the groin.” She whipped out her machete and pointed it at me. “And that includes you.”

I gulped again, instinctively moving my hooves to protect my stallionhood. “N-noted...”

Ace perked up again. “So! I'm heading to Iron City. You in or out?” Head to Iron City? It was a long way away... Stop being lazy, dammit!

I hopped over the couch again. “Sure. Why not. What's the worse that could happen?”

“Well.” Ace sheathed her machete. “You could get shot, stabbed, dismembered, maimed, disemboweled, sliced up, eaten, buried alive... again oh and possibly raped...but probably not all at once and not necessarily in that order. Now if we encounter something out of the ordinary, there is-”

I shoved my hoof in her mouth. “Are you trying to give me a heart attack?!” Hell no, I'm not going anywhere!

She shoved me away and proceeded to spit and splutter. “Eugh! Are you trying to make me throw up?!” She finished making a spectacle of herself and stood up straight again. “Anyhow, I won't let you get yourself killed.” I breathed a sigh of relief. “Unless you get in my way... or irritate me... or if I get bored. Besides, I might need you to be my meat-shield if things get hairy.” I gulped again.

 “So it’s settled,” she cheered, putting the map away. “We leave after lunch!” She trotted into what I assumed was the kitchen.

Finally! Something to eat! “I’m pretty hungry,” I said as I stretched out again.

She poked her head around the doorway again. “Oh, I guess you could have something too...” Bitch. She levitated out two sandwiches, dropping one beside me. I picked it up between hooves and started to devour it.

It was a delicious blend of...stuff. “Where did you get this stuff?” I asked, my mouth full of bread and vegetables.

“Well...” Ace said with her mouth full. Not very pleasant. “The fuckin' Feds own most of the farmland, but I only get my produce from the Iron City farms.” I nodded dumbly. How could I forget? I worked on a Federation supported ranch! We had everything ranging from wheat to apples.

We ate in silence for about another ten minutes before Ace let rip the nastiest belch I had heard in a while. “Time to go.” She purred as she patted her belly and pulled on her saddlebags. I got up and noticed something rather convenient: I was stark naked without any form of protection from the sun, and more importantly, bullets.

“Erm...I, uh...” I stammered.

Ace rolled her eyes and let out an explosive sigh. “What now?” She turned to me and pouted. “Gotta go potty? Need me to hold your hoof so you don't get scared?””

“Nah, its not that, its...erm...” Just feckin' say it. “Well, I'm bollock naked.”

The leather-clad mare giggled slightly. “That you are.” She rummaged around in her packs and pulled out set of hot pink barding. “Here, you can have my old barding for now.” She levitated it over to me.

I took the barding in my hooves and looked at it, back to her, and back to the barding. “Its...”

“It’s what?”

“Its...pink...” I raised my eyebrow. “You expect me to wear pink.”

She looked offended. “What's wrong with pink?”

I dropped the barding. “Stallions don't wear pink.” No way, no how.

The mare just shook her head and huffed. “Grow up. That barding might end up being the thin line between a live...who ever you are, and a corpse. What's your name again?”

“Clover,” I sighed, trying to squeeze on the barding. It was a size too small, at least. “I thought I told you.”

“Your new name is Miss Daisy,” the rage inducing mare snickered.

“No,” I responded flatly. “My name is Clover.”

She turned to the door. “Come along, Miss Daisy.”

“IT'S CLOVER!”

--- ---- ---

 



“Hold it,” the large griffin sheriff grinned as he landed in front of as we left Ace's house. “Y'all ain't going nowhere.”

“What do you want, Bull?” Ace sighed. “I've got business to attend to.”

The griffin huffed in amusement. “I've got no issues with you.  Y'all can get goin'.  It’s Pinkie here I need to talk with.”

Ace turned to me and grinned. She wouldn't. “Oh, Miss Daisy?” She would. “What's the problem? You interested in him?”

“No," Bull bristled. "He owes Westwood for the damages in this morning's fight.” Damn it. He was right, I did agree to paying for damages if I lost. I did lose. My mind drifted back to the morning's fight. Owie...

Ace looked over to me, and back to the looming griffin. “Daisy ain't got nothing to pay with.”

“Well then.” Bull smiled. “He'll have to stay here and work off his debt.” Do what now? He looked me over. “Maybe a dancing girl?”

I looked pleadingly at Ace. I had no idea what to do. No surprise there.

Ace bushed up beside the griffin. “Bull, darling. I'm taking this nice stallion into the scorching Ponave desert which will probably kill him.” Please don't say those things. “Hows about you let us toddle off, and I won't tell anyone about what you get up to with your deputy.”

That made the griffin stand down. “You wouldn't.”

“I would.” Ace grinned mischievously. “I will drag you out of your little closet along with all the pretty dresses you might own.”

Bull shuffled uncomfortably before spreading his wings. “Fine. Go.”

I watched the griffin take off before turning to Ace. “Do you have a problem with...erm...”

“Coltcuddlers?” she chuckled before trotting down the stairs. “I don't have any problems with gay ponies or straight ponies... or griffins for that matter.”

“Then why so harsh?” I asked as I followed. My new barding was really tight around me, it being a size too small, and probably the fact it was not made for a stallion. Plus, I hate pink. Its a mare's colour.

“Well.” Ace started up the road towards the entrance to Westwood. “He was gonna make you pay for the damages caused this morning and, quite frankly, I don't think you deserve being forced to work. That's Fed shit.”

“Wait.” I stopped in my tracks. “You're doing something nice for me?”

“Don't get used to it,” she nickered back at me. “Now let’s get moving, Daisy.” Still a bitch...

 “Just curious as to why you were so harsh on that griffin. Thought you might have something against them.”

“Nah.” Ace shook her head. “Why would I have a problem with them? I'm bi after all...” wait, what?

I stopped again. “Y-you're b...b...”

“Bi. Yes. I go both ways. What's it to you?” She narrowed her eyes at me.

“Nothing. Nothing at all.” The barding was starting to get a little too tight. The thought of this mare with...with another mare... my brain may have short circuited...

She rolled her eyes at me. “Don't get any ideas. I don't date wimps. ” That stung, but hey, what did I expect? “Now come on, already!” She flicked her tail in my face before walking off. Could this barding get any tighter?

I gawked for a few more moments before composing myself. Ace was waiting under the Westwood town sign at its entrance, tapping her hoof impatiently.

“Are you always this slow?” she asked when I caught up. “Or am I gonna have to leave you in the desert?”

I had enough. “Is that really the way you treat a mourner?” Did I have to break down in front of her to prove my point? I certainly felt like it. I tried something that I thought I could never achieve, I tried to look angry. I narrowed my eyes and shook my head slightly. Okay, maybe not the most intimidating, but I was new at this...

The unicorn sighed. “Okay, I'm sorry. Better?” I nodded. “Now let’s get moving, I want to be at least half way there by sundown.” She started trotting down the old, hard packed dirt road. I shifted the tight barding a little before making off after her.

I took my first steps into the Ponave on a whole new adventure, but this time instead of for my job, I was starting my journey for revenge. I still had to get my head around this whole revenge thing. I had always been taught to shrug off anyone that did me wrong, show that I was stronger. But that was back when the other kids on the Plains would take my toys, or hit me, I would just shrug them off and they would always just return the toys later that day, or apologize for hitting me. Come to think about it, Shamrock would always disappear for a while before they came to their senses...

But this was different. It wasn’t just a toy, or a bit of childish abuse, this was murder of family. The spilling of blood, smearing the name of justice. I couldn’t just shrug this off, I needed to act on it. I promised myself I would make Double Down taste the bitterness of my revenge or die in the attempt. I would avenge Shamrock. I would not let him down. I would be resolute, and I would take from Double Down everything he took from me when he tortured and killed the only family I had. 

I would stay strong.

--- --- ---

 



Shamrock and I trotted out of my room. The house I had grown up in wasn't anything special, and needed patching up occasionally, but it was home. The hallway outside felt so long as a child, but yet so short now that I think about it. The Great Bear Hunt had begun.

“So where do you think Gunter is?” Shamrock asked, smiling at me on his back. I shook my head, sending my mane sprawling over my face. I smoothed it back as I thought about it. If I was a teddy bear, where would I be?

“Euweka!” I piped up. “A cave!”

Shamrock chuckled, reached up and tussled my mane, making it flop down in front of my eyes again. “A cave? Where are we gonna find a cave?”

I merely shrugged. “I dunno.” I thought for a few moments before coming up with my next bright idea. “I know! Let’s ask Papa!”

We started to walk down the hall to the stairs. “And so,” Shamrock started, as if narrating. “our intrepid adventurers traveled far and wide to meet the wise old man, in search of the mighty bear cave!” That was Shamrock for you, always making our games that much better.

The hallway was decorated with pictures, some of the family, some of friends I was too young to remember. I could only remember two pictures though, one of my father, mother, and Shamrock standing around a crib with newborn me inside. Everypony wore a look of pride in that picture.

The second one was of a pony I did not know.  My father said she was once one of the most powerful ponies in all of Equestria, 'The pony with the biggest brain' he used to call her. I don't think I will ever forget that purple unicorn with her pink streaks. Mostly because her caring but determined smile was the first thing I saw as I left my room each morning.

We started our short hop, skip and jump down the old, chipped wood stairs, two or three at a time, much to my amusement as I let out a squeal of laughter with each step. We stopped five steps up, and Shamrock glanced over his shoulder and grinned. I returned the grin and held on tight right before he leaped into the air, landing several hooves from the last step with enough momentum to send me flying into the living room couch.

I pulled my face out from between the cushions and squealed with delight. “That was awesome!” I jumped down and trotted to my brother's side as he cantered into the room.

“Our heroes begin their search for the old hermit in the deep dark lagoon...” he said, crouching down to my height.

“Who you calling old?” a white pony with a graying black mane asked as he cantered out from the study. Why did we have a study? I had no idea...

Shamrock bowed his head and snickered. “Oh, wise and old gentelcolt, we come requesting knowledge!” I giggled and copied my older brother.

The older pony scratched his rough beard, wondering what we were up to. He finally shrugged and winked. “Oh, noble travelers, what needeth thee?”

“We come seeking the whereabouts of the Great Bear Cave,” Shamrock said, standing back up again.

Dad chuckled a little. “I will tell you when you answer me these questions three!”

“Oh! Oh! I know this one!” I yelled, jumping up and down before sitting on my haunches, looking at my hooves. My face scrunched up in strenuous thought, my tongue hanging out of the corner of my mouth. “Free is...” I held up my forehooves and my left hind leg, “This many!” I wobbled a little before falling backwards with a small 'oof'.

My father rolled his eyes and chuckled before flourishing. “Well done, young one! You have passed the first task! Now, the last test...” he bent down low to me and Shamrock. “What is your favorite colour?”

I jumped up again. “Oh! Uh...blue! No, red! No, Brown! No! Uh...” I looked to Shamrock and his coat. “Orange! Hey, wait a second, that’s only two questions!” I pouted.

My father laughed heartily. “And realising that was the the real last test!”

He scooped me up and put me on his back. “Well done! You have passed my tests!” I grinned with triumph. “But there is one secret you must know about the Great Bear Cave...” he whispered. His horn lit up with the same purple as the liquid in the conical flask on his flank. “The bear...” he narrowed his eyes, and I felt something brush up against my mane and turned to see Gunter just inches from my snout. “...is gonna getcha!”

Gunter was sent flying into my face, knocking me onto my back. I grabbed the teddy bear and hugged it close to my chest, squeezing him tightly. I finally let go of him and looked him over. The old brown bear had several new patches and his eye had been sewn back on! Yay!

I rolled off my dad's back and hugged him with all my might, before trotting to Shamrock, dragging Gunter along behind me. “We win!” I shouted before hugging him too. I loved my brother and father.

--- --- ---

“Clover! Wake up, dammit!” Ace shouted and waved a hoof in front of me. “Stop daydreaming!”

"Huh?" My attention shifted back to reality as we walked down the old cracked highway, stretching miles into the desert prairie. The sun baked dirt and sand of the Ponave rose into large hills and mounds around the highway, covered in dead shrubs and cacti. I could barely make out a medium sized town in the distance. I hoped it wasn’t Buckwheat.

“Fine,” I grumbled, shifting my hair from my face. I needed a manecut...

Ace glared at me and smiled. “I think you should do something about that mane of yours. You look like a mess.” She rummaged through her saddlebags before levitating out a small pocket mirror. “See for yourself.” She levitated it out in front of me.

Sheesh, she was right! My was a complete mess, falling all over the place and tussled something fierce. “Got a comb or something?” I asked, blowing a few strands of hair out of my eyes.

“Thought you'd never ask!” the leather-clad mare replied with glee before pulling out a comb with less teeth than I had hooves.

I gripped the comb between my fetlock and ran it through my hair, smoothing it back into its regular shape.  I smiled under the sunglasses I had received from Cloud. Damn, I'm handsome... “Better?” I asked, giving Ace back the comb.

“Keep it.” She nodded. “And yes, now you look less messy.” She poked my pink barding, “And more pretty, Miss Daisy.”

I sighed deeply before stopping. “Could you seriously stop calling me that?” It was going a little too far in my books. “My name's Clover, not Miss Daisy.” I stomped my hoof for emphasis.

The unicorn mare sighed and waltzed up to me, brushing against my ear. What was happening? My eyes darted from side to side nervously under my sunglasses and I felt beads of sweat drip down my face. I gulped as she started to whisper something softly into my ear. “Nope.”

I collapsed to my haunches and looked up at her. “That was just plain evil.” I mumbled before burying my face in my hooves. Why did I agree to follow her? Oh yeah, that whole revenge thing, she was gonna help me get info on Double Down. Just stay strong and she will be out of my mane in just a few days.

“I know,” Ace giggled before helping me up. “It may be because you're a Fed.”

I dusted of my pink (ew!) barding and smoothed my hair back again before retorting. “Like I said, not like I wanted to be. I don't care about the Federation or what they are involved with, just as long as they keep buying our produce. Even told that to the recruiting sergeant who came to the Apple Plains.”

Ace started walking down the dirt path before the highway. “So you didn't sign up? Tell me about it.”

“Why?”

“Because I'm bored, and it will pass the time.”

So does daydreaming... “It’s a boring story, not much to tell...”

“Then sing it to me.”

Wait, what? “S-sing? Why?” I stopped again.

“I told you, I'm bored. Entertain me.” She looked back at me. “You can sing, right?” Nope.

Well, not sober at least. I could vaguely remember Shamrock and I standing on a table, a mug of beer in our hooves singing about something or other. Probably something about the Emerald Isles.

Could I sing? “I...I could try...” Ace grinned in anticipation. I could almost read her mind, 'This should be a laugh.'

I let out a long sigh. “And here I go about to make a fool of myself...again. Well, here goes.” I took a deep breath, setting a tempo in my mind. 

“As I was walking down the road

A feeling fine and larky oh

A recruiting sergeant came up to me

Says he, you'd look fine in khaki oh

For the Federation is in need of men

Come read this proclamation oh

A life in Ponave for you then

Would be a fine vacation oh”

I trotted a little faster, getting a little caught up in the song.

        “'That may be so' says I to him

        'But tell me sergeant dearie-oh

        If I had a pack stuck upon my back

        Would I look fine and cheerie oh

        For they'd have you train and drill until

        They had you one of the enemies oh

        It may be cool in the Ponave

        But it's scorching in the trenches oh”

I grinned at the smirking mare.

        “The sergeant smiled and winked his eye

        His smile was most provoking oh

        He twiddled and twirled his wee mustache

        Says he, 'I know you're only joking oh

        For the sandbags are so cool and high

        The sun you won't feel scorching oh

        Well I winked at a pony passing by

        Says I, 'what if it's burning oh'”



        “Come rain or sun or wind or snow

        I'm not going out to the Ponave oh

        There's work on the Plains to be done

        Let your sergeants and your commanders go

        Let Feds fight Federation wars

        It's nearly time they started oh

        I saluted the sergeant a very good night

        And there and then we parted oh”

I ended with a flourish before tripping and falling flat on my face, giving Ace the chance to burst out laughing. I smiled sheepishly and picked myself up again.

“That was terrible!” she laughed before wiping a tear from her eye. “And it's a blatant lie.”

“Lie?” I asked. As far as I knew, that was the truth...

“Yes,” Ace said, losing her grin. “You said you had work to do on the Apple Plains, and yet here you are in the sunny paradise of the Ponave.” She poked my neck with a hoof before frowning, her body suddenly becoming coldly still. Still but tense. “There's something you're not telling me.” She unsheathed her machete. “You are a Fed spy, aren't you?!”

“No!” I shouted, before tripping and scootching back, cowering. “I'm just a courier!”

“Lies!” Ace screamed before jumping on me and putting the blade to my neck. “I thought you were a farmer!”

I was shaking beyond measure, trying not the gulp in case I accidentally get my neck sliced. “N-not anymore!”

“Explain!”

“Shamrock and I lost the farm after Dad died!” I cried out. “My brother and I became couriers right after, and now he's dead and I don't want to be! Please don't do it!” I think I was damn close to wetting myself. This really was not what I had in mind at all when I decided to follow Ace, I always thought she might get me killed, not kill me herself!

Ace growled before drawing the blade lightly across my throat, cutting a tiny scratch in my neck. This is it, this is how I die. I thought to myself before she sheathed the blade and took her hooves off me.

“I'm watching you, farmer boy...” she hissed before cantering down the highway. I lay there, blinking and feeling the cut on my neck. I just brushed with death and I did not like it. Or...am I just over thinking it...?

I scrambled to my hooves and watch Ace keep walking. This was really not a good idea. I sat on the cracked asphalt of the highway. Was the information about Double Down really worth risking my life by following this mare? One more outburst and I would be a dead pony.

“Stay strong.”



I got to my hooves and galloped after Ace, who had stopped up the road, waiting for me to catch up. I was going to get that info on Double Down and Ace could just try to kill me, but I was not letting Shamrock down. He told me to stay strong and damn it, I was going to.

I reached Ace and saw she wasn't waiting for me, she was watching a group of ponies approaching from up the road. I could see from the scowl on her face that told me these ponies were not a welcome sight.

I could make out their matching khaki fatigues and armour, the assault rifles each carried, and the distinct look of dignity and respect each had. These ponies were Federation troopers, probably a patrol.

“Thank the goddesses,” I sighed before walking up to them. “I'm sure they'll help a citizen of the Fed-ERK!”

I felt Ace grab my tail and drag me towards one of the large mounds and hills that had lined the road for a while at top speed, how she managed to pull a full grown pony down so fast was beyond me.

“Hey!” I yelled as I dug my hooves into the ground, trying to stop, It did nothing but slow her down as we got to the mound. “What are you doing?!”

I spied a large hole in the mound right before Ace dragged us both into it. “I'm getting us away from those Feds!” she hissed after spitting out my tail and holding me down, hoof over my mouth. She peeked over the top of the hole before growling. “Don't think they saw us, but we'd better not go back out there.”

I struggled and finally pulled her hoof from my mouth. “What?! They could have helped me!” I struggled some more to get free but the smaller, but much stronger, pony slammed me back down again, pinning me.

“Listen you,” she hissed, “They won't help you.  They'll imprison you or hang you!”

“W-why?” I asked, no longer trying to get free, resistance was futile. “I'm a c-citizen of the Federation, of course they'll help me!”

Ace smiled a little. “Oh, sugarcube, they'll definitely hang you!” WHAT?! “Seeing as you'd be branded a traitor.”

“No way!” I barked. “I've done nothing wrong!”

“Let’s just let them pass,” Ace whispered, looking out of the hole. 

“Why should we?!” I shouted, writhing under her hooves.

Ace pouted and gave me the puppydog eyes. “Please?” she purred.

I froze completely. How could a mare so tough and rugged look so adorable. “Again, why should we?” I said, calmly, not wanting the machete to my throat again. 

Ace hopped off me and smiled, “The Feds and I, we've had a few misunderstandings in the past, and that patrol ain't the people I should explain it to. They're the 'Shoot First, Ask Questions Later' types.”

Misunderstandings? Bullshit. I crawled to my hooves and shook my head free of...whatever it was lining this hole. “What have you gotten me into?!” I shouted at the top of my lungs before climbing out of the hole. “Help!” I called out from the rim before being dragged back down.

“Shut up!” Ace growled, slapping her hoof over my mouth. “You'll wake the-”

There was a loud rustling coming from nearby accompanied by a low hiss.

“Now you've done it...”

 

--- --- ---

“What the fuck was that?!” I squealed from behind Ace. I was cowering.

Ace smiled at the giant, yellow, insectoid corpse she had just blown away with her smoking pump action shotgun in her levitation field. “That,” she replied, kicking the body, “was an ant.”

I crawled out from behind Ace and looked at the insect carcass. “An ant?” I shuffled over to it and poked its hard exoskeleton. No way was it an ant.

“Yes. An ant.” Ace smirked.

“An...ant...?”

The beige mare raised an eyebrow at me, as of I was crazy or stupid; probably the latter. “...an, ant...” she replied, saying each word slowly, as if she were speaking to a foal.

I looked at the giant ant, back to Ace, and back to the ant. “Antsshouldnotbethisbig!!” I hollered, stamping all of my hooves, wildly. I sat down hard and held my now aching head. “This must be what its like to be insane...” I mumbled.

Ace slung the shotgun back over her back and hauled me back to my hooves. “You're not going insane.” she glanced back at the large yellowish insect. “Giant ants tend to nest in the hills around here. They don't bother ponies unless threatened.” She prodded my pink barding. “And you pissed 'em off.”

“Me?!” I asked, maybe a little louder than I should have. “How did I piss them off? You're the one who dragged me into this hole!”

Ace shoved her hoof into my mouth again and levitated out a roll of duct tape from her saddlebags. “Shut up, dammit, or I'll tape your mouth shut!” She retracted it and wiped my slobber off on my barding. “I brought us into this hole to get away from the patrol...” She peeked over the rim again, making sure my yelling hadn’t attracted the Feds. “Who have set up shop outside.” She sighed and looked further into the hole, which I now realized was a tunnel. “Looks like we're gonna have to find a new way out before they find out where we scurried."

I peered into the darkness of the cramped tunnel and took off my sunglasses. I hadn't noticed I was still wearing them. “Urm...no.” I poked at Ace this time. “I'm not going into a tiny tunnel infested with massive bugs.”

The unicorn sighed in frustration. “I have a shotgun and machete. Nothing is going to get you. Now you can go down the tunnel and survive, or go out there, be arrested and probably hung.”

“I won't be hung or executed!” I whined, rubbing my aching temples. “This is all too much...” Giant ants? Fuck that, no way is that even possible. Surely they would be crushed under their exoskeletons or something!

Ace pulled out a syringe of med-x. “They probably will, nopony could miss that pink barding. As for being insane, you're not. You're perfectly fine, albeit a coward.” She held the syringe out to me and I scrambled away.

“Get that thing away from me!” I shrieked, flinching away from the horrid device. I had been trifled of fuking needles for as long as I could remember. I wriggled further into the tunnel as Ace grinned and advanced with the needle. “Fuck off!”

“What?” Ace purred. “Don't like needles?”

I kept wriggling down the tunnel before I fell through the dirt floor and slammed into a rocky surface. I opened my eyes and, as soon as the room stopped spinning, saw how far I had dropped, from what I could tell it must have been about six meters.

Ace dropped down beside me, put away the needle (thank Celestia) and handed me some painkillers in pill form. I sat up, holding my head and gulped down the pills before running my new comb through my mane.

“Why would you do that?” I whimpered, checking to see if the metal plate in my head was dented. It was not. “I hate needles.”

Ace levitated out her shotgun again, scanning the large chamber we had fallen into. “Noted.” She glared at me and then grinned. “Great motivational device.”

I stood up and dusted off my tight barding while adjusting it in an attempt to stop the irritation it was causing as it bit into my skin. I took a look around the large cavern and whistled. “Where are we?”

“The hive,” Ace muttered before jumping down the rocky mound we had found ourselves on. “Well, less of a hive, more of an ant's nest.”

I facehoofed. A giant ant's nest. Bloody brilliant. “How do we get out? I don't want to be ant chow.” I jumped down after her, botching the landing and slamming my face into the ground. “Ow,” I nickered and pulled myself to my hooves.

“Simple.” Ace turned and grinned at me. “We keep going till we find a way out.”

“And what of the ants?”

She levitated up her shotgun and kissed the barrel. “We blow 'em away,” she giggled, turned, and trotted further into the tunnel. I noticed that her armoured leggings seemed to amplify the beauty of her flank.

I sighed and walked after her. Sure, she was hot but I could never get a mare like that; or any mare for that matter. I hung my head a little and just accepted the facts. I was a coward and a wuss. I stayed in my little pit of self-pity long enough to not notice the ants that were slowly starting to trickle into the large chamber.

“Uh...oh...” I whispered. We were completely surrounded by giant, hideous, yellow ants. “What do we do now?”

Ace winked and pulled out her machete while loading her shotgun.

“What I meant to say is, what do I do? I don't think you've noticed, but I don't have a weapon,” I nickered, watching the ants click and whine around us, waiting to make their move.

The beige mare aimed at the nearest ant with her shotgun, while whirling the machete in the air, ready to strike down any of the buggy bastards that came too close. “You got your legs. Better use 'em.” She fired, and an ant's head exploded. It probably wasn't the best idea, seeing that rest of the ants started flailing and creeping forward.

I bucked the nearest ant with as much force I could muster, crushing its head clean in. I felt the slight rush, that I think I had felt fighting Wild Card. I liked it. I reared up and smashed another, oblivious to Ace cutting a long path through the aggressive ants, hacking and slashing, shot after shot.

“Come on!” Ace shouted before cackling, evilly. “I can't take all the fun!”

I felt the rush of adrenaline flare through my veins as I jumped, landed on an ant, smashing its head, and bucking the nearest one around. I think I may have laughed before galloping after Ace. Fighting these ants was easier than I thought, their heads made a satisfying crack as my rear hooves smashed into them, spraying the ant's viscous yellow blood everywhere, turning parts of my barding from pink to a murky brown.

I was actually having fun until one got too close. I had just finished another successful smash when I was tackled by one, slightly bigger than the others. I gasped as it sunk its mandibles into my abdominal barding, not penetrating it enough to land a lethal blow but just just enough to rip through my hide and well into my muscle.   I shrieked and kicked at the thing, causing it to tear its mandibles out roughly.

I finally knocked it free and clutched at my bleeding sides, screaming bloody murder as the wounds burned. I had never received more than a scratch over on the Apple Plains, bar the skull smash. Was this what it was like to be stabbed? “It fucking hurts!”

“No fucking duh.” a voice, my conscience I think, told me. Really helpful, thanks, me.

“Get up!” Ace shouted before dragging me away from the horde. It must have been the adrenaline, but I managed to get to my hooves and run against the pain in my bleeding sides. We dove through a small tunnel, too small for the ants to get into but just big enough for a pony such as myself.

We only just managed to get in before one of the larger ants' head slammed into the tunnel entrance, swiping its mandibles at us, dripping a disgusting gray drool. Ace took the opportunity to hack off its' head with her machete, clogging the entrance.

I groaned as I peeled off the punctured barding, finally letting my body breathe now that it was out of the oppressive pink leather. I whimpered when I saw the long disgusting cuts in my sides. Ace handed me a vial of purple liquid, the same liquid Doc Cloud had given me for my ribs.

I guzzled it down and watched as the gashes slowly stitched together. The feeling was the weirdest thing I had ever felt, like an odd...wriggling. Like a group of caterpillars crawling across my coat. I hissed as the pain spiked before subsiding.

I shook my head. “Feckin' magic.” Dad had been a unicorn, and even then I could never get my head around how magic works. Then again, I didn't need to, I was an earth pony. “Now what?” I ask picking myself up.

Ace looked down the new tunnel. “Well, that cavern might have been the center of this whole tunnel network.” She pointed down the tunnel. “Which means that all tunnels from said cavern must lead out.” I slung the barding over my back.  I couldn't take the tightness any more. It may not have been tight enough to chafe or cut into my skin, but it was just too uncomfortable.

“Put that back on,” Ace said with a tone of annoyance. “If it wasn't for that, you’d be in a lot more pain and probably a lot more dead.”

“I'll be fine,” I grunted and started down the tunnel. “I can take these ants, that big fecker just surprised me is all.”

“Your funeral.” Ace shrugged before following me, wiping her machete on my barding. “And I ain’t paying for it.”

--- --- ---

“How long is this tunnel?” I whined. “Are we there yet?” We had been walking through the darkness with nothing but Ace's horn to guide the way. “This barding is getting heavy, and I'm tired!”

“How the hell should I know?” Ace groaned. This was not the first time I had asked. “Quit your bitching.”

“I told you we shouldn't have come down here! I knew it would be trouble, and now we're lost with no food or water!”

Ace stopped and growled at me. “I know!” she finally shouted. “I am aware of this fucking mistake, now shut up about it before I kill you and eat you myself!”

I stumbled back a few steps. “You're a c-c-cannibal?!” I whimpered. She had both the weapons and probably the willpower to eat me.

“No,” Ace sighed, “but I might have to be if I'm gonna make it out of here.” She glared at my horrified, terrified look before cracking up. “You should see your face!” She stumbled over and slapped my back. “I'm not going to eat you! You're all skin and bones!” She wiped a tear from her eye and composed herself. “Besides, a good traveler always packs for all occasions.”

She opened up her saddlebags and pulled out a small box. “Pinkie's Pies” was sprawled across the front. She opened it and levitated a disk-shaped pie to me and found one for herself. She sat down and started eating. I sniffed at the pie before taking a nibble.  It didn't take long before I was nose deep in delicious pie.

“I am serious about this being a mistake though,” she eventually groaned. “I didn't expect to get this lost.  I just can't get involved with Fed patrols.”

I looked up at Ace, bits of pastry falling from my muzzle. Was she genuinely sorry? Was there... was there an actual pony in that bitch? “It's...well, it's not okay,” I replied frankly. “I want to say it’s okay, but I just can't. Why did you bring me into this mess?”

The unicorn looked up at me, I couldn't tell what she was feeling, possibly a whole mix of things, by the look on her face. She opened her mouth to speak but quickly snapped it shut, dropping what was left of her pie and levitating her shotgun.

“How long have we been followed?” she whispered, staring at me. She pumped the shotgun and pointed it at me. “Don't...move...”

I went wide eyed. “Please don't shoot me...” I begged softly. She was going to go through with it. I detected the slightest hint of a feeling pony and now I'm going to get my head blown off for it. Ace was absolutely crazy, why did I follow here?! Oh right, I was kidnapped...

“Just...don't...move...” Ace hissed. I froze stiff as a board, I couldn't see anything in the dim light of her horn but then I felt it. Something was crawling over my back. I bit my lower lip in fear as the thing popped up over my shoulder.

A vile, disgusting, giant ant head poked out from beside mine. This one was different from the others though. I noticed as it silently crawled over me that it had more of a reddish tinge to it and was a little smaller than the others. It felt oddly warm...

It finally crawled off me and turned, staring at me. “What do we do now?” I asked Ace but she was concentrated on the smaller red ant. It was the weirdest thing I had seen all day, its movements were smooth, silent and filled with some alien intent. In fact the whole thing was silent, I thought it would be screaming in agony because of a knife hilt-deep in its abdomen.

“Ace,” I whispered, trying to get her attention. “What do I do-”

The ant lunged at me, flying with a silent grace at my face (hey, that rhymed!). I only just managed to duck and dive out of the way before it could hit me, I slamming into Ace just as the little bugger turned. “Kill it, kill it, kill it!” Ace's shotgun moved back to the ant but froze. “What are you doing?” I asked, cowering behind her. “Do it!”

“Wait...this one is different,” Ace whispered. “I've never seen it before...” the little thing silently watched us, its mandibles silently twitching. “Still, looks harmle-”

A silent stream of flame flew from the ant's mouth and just over our heads. “Maybe not!” Ace yelled as we turned and ran. Why she didn't shoot it was beyond me, but the damn thing followed us. I was starting to regret leaving the barding on my back and not putting it on. Then again, the best foods are usually packaged...

The tunnel split into several new ones suddenly, Ace dove left while I kept going straight. I screeched to a halt and turned to follow, but the ant was hot on my heels. I turned and kept running until I was in complete darkness. I stopped and turned again, listening for the little blighter, but I couldn't hear anything but my ragged breathing and thundering heartbeat. I fell to my haunches and breathed a sigh of relief before realizing that I was all alone in a deep dark tunnel in Luna knows where...

“Shit...” I whimpered, starting to panic. I looked all around but I couldn't see or hear anything. Was this what it was like to be dead? I sat down and started to sob in panic, I was never too fond of the dark or tight spaces yet here we were.

I clamped my eyes shut as I started rocking back and forth, hoping I was still unconscious at Doc Cloud's or sleeping on Ace's couch. I slowly opened one eye and saw a dull orange glow illuminating the tunnel around me.

“Ace?” I whispered with a sniff. “I-I wasn't crying. I was....I...was panicking.” Silence. “Ace?” I asked again, looking around. “Ace, you're scaring me.” I looked up and saw it.

The red ant was fucking glowing. Glowing. It's bug eyes were fixed on me as it opened its mouth. I could see something building up inside it and instinctively started running. Lucky too, as a silent plume of fire flew out from behind me, singing the end of my tail.

I started to push myself as my legs began to ache, but no matter how fast I ran, the bastard glow still followed me, ready to roast me. I tripped over an errant rock and rolled to a complete stop on my face. Why always the face? I didn't know.

I rolled over to see the red bastard right above, I could almost see it grin at me. It dropped down and tried to claw at me, my hooves just long enough to hold it away. “Help!” I called out, but I knew nopony would come, Ace was probably out by now and nopony else was down here. I began to cry and scream as the disgusting, silent monster attacked me.

This was it, this was definitely the end of cowardly Clover. I was going to die in a hole deep underground to an ant. To a fecking ant! My legs started to give way and I could feel the mandibles just stroking against my face.

A dull glow started to come down the hall behind us, more fire ants I bet. This was it.

“Get off!” Ace yelled as she slammed it with her shotgun, sending the silent, monster flying. She dragged me to my hooves, put the pink barding back over my back and pulled me along. “Come on!” she yelled. My hooves finally got the message as they started to gallop away.

Just keep running, just keep running, just keep running, the only thing I could do was keep running from the silent bastard that was following us. I mean seriously, an ant that breathes fire? What is this shit?

I rammed into Ace as she came to a halt before a ledge and we both fell over, landing on something soft. I opened my eyes just as I started to slide off, falling into something gooey with a crack and a splash.

“Eugh!” I spat out a glob of the foul tasting goo and pulled myself out of the slimy mess. I started shaking the goop off me before trying to figure out what it was. I had landed in a patch of oval shaped objects with hard outer shells with a slimy, gooey center. “Are these...eggs?” I asked Ace who was standing on the thing we had landed on and I had slid off of.

“Yup,” she said looking into the distance. I cantered around the side of the thing and saw its giant legs around a thorax.

I stumbled back into the egg patch, almost falling onto another one. “Ace, get off of it!” The giant thing remained still as Ace jumped up and down on it.

“Relax, Daisy.” she smirked. There's that name again... “It's dead.” She continued to jump and prance around on it before disappearing over the other side.

“How can you tell?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

Her head popped back up over the side. “Because,” She levitated up her machete, covered in fresh, yellow ant blood. “It hasn't killed us yet. That and there's a big ol' hole in it. Explosives methinks.”

“What?” I trotted around the other side, and saw the giant hole in the beast's side. I stopped and stared at the pile of black bones nearby, detonator still in it's teeth.

I shuffled towards the charred bone pile and looked over it. There wasn't much left of it other than some blue and yellow shreds of whatever it was wearing before it was fried, and a strange device on its foreleg.

I poked at the cylindrical device with my hoof before turning to Ace. “Hey, Ace, do you know what this is?” I picked up the device with my hooves and held it up above my head.

She levitated it up and over to herself and looked it over. “It’s a Pipbuck,” she answered with a whistle. “Good condition too, 'cept for the clasp, bust as hell.” She turned it over and the cylinder opened and hung loose. “You want it?”

Why not. “Sure. If you don't want it.”

She levitated it back over to me. “And stand out even more? No thanks, standing out is your job, Miss Daisy.” She grinned but quickly frowned. “Hey, where's your pretty pink barding?”

I looked over my back but the barding must have fallen off somewhere. “Is it up there?” I asked the unicorn on top of the slain beast. She shook her head as I trotted back round to the egg patch, pipbuck slung over my neck for now. I spotted a hint of pink under the grayish blue goo. I gulped and picked it out.

Now, us earth ponies don't have magic or wings to pick things up, we have our teeth and our hooves but there was no way I could get a grip with my hooves given the slimy shit all over them. Let’s just say the barding tasted better before we entered the tunnels and leave it at that. I slung the gooey barding over my back and trotted back up to the beast. Ace was doing something up there, but what exactly was a mystery.

“What are you doing?” I asked, listening to the slicing and splashing coming from out of sight on the beast.

Ace's head popped up again, this time with a few splotches of ant blood. “Remember how that one patrol went missing?” I nodded, remembering how that radio guy said that one had gone missing around Westwood. “Well,” she threw a helmet over the side of the beast. “Found 'em.”

I picked up the dented helmet and read the patch, “Thunderhaze Pineapple.” I sighed and dropped the helmet, glad I didn't have to see the body.

“Besides,” Ace grunted. “This here is queen ant.” so? “Which means that it eats a lot.” Again, so? “Which means that those ponies might have had some supplies or valuables on them when they were eaten.” She grumbled in frustration before sliding down the side of the dead queen. “But this is a bust. Let’s get out of here before that fire dude comes back.” She started trotting away before stopping suddenly. “Unless you, uh, want to stay here.”

I was taken a little aback by that. “Wait, you said 'Let's get out of here' without threatening me.” I grinned at her. “You turning soft? The almighty queen bitch Ace starting to slip from her throne?”

Okay, maybe that was a bad idea seeing as she now had the knife levitated at me neck again. “Shut. Up,” she seethed. “Now come on, before I tie you up and leave you for the fire fucker.”

“Fine,” I whimpered, making a motion across my mouth with a hoof, imitating a zipper. I immediately broke that 'zipper' when I glanced at the pipbuck lying on my neck. “Can I borrow that duct tape?”

She looked at me as if I was insane before looking at the pipbuck. Getting the picture she levitated out the tape and passed it to me.

With a little magical assistance, I managed to tape the pipbuck shut around my foreleg. It bleeped once before coming to life. We both watched as the screen fuzzed and then revealing a happy-go-lucky scamp grinning at us. The screen fuzzed as numbers and letters scrolled across the screen then stopped. The words “Male” and “Earthpony” displayed proudly as the little pony winked.

After it prompted me to type in my name and all that other administrative jazz it finally came to a rest on a menu. I flipped through them, much to the chagrin of an impatient Ace. There was one for the status of my limbs, one for notes, one for inventory, one for-

“Clover!” Ace yelled with a stomp. “Fuck it, you can stay here with your new toy while I leave.” I got up and trotted after her. “So you are coming? Figure-” She was silenced by the glowing eyes of the red ant, mandibles silently twitching, the area around the knife in its back glowing.

It crawled down and watched me, both Ace and I froze solid, unsure why it wasn't attacking. It crawled up beside me and seemed to sniff at me, its feelers dancing over my body.

“What is it doing?” I choked out, still not moving.

“I don't know. It should be mauling you like it was earlier, not giving you a feeler reach-around. What's changed since...” Her face puffed up as she only just managed to hold in a laugh. “The eggs.”

“What about them?” I whispered, feeling the feelers flutter along my neck.

The leather-clad unicorn was trying rather hard to not laugh. “It...it thinks you're the new queen...” I could see tears well up in her eyes. “Q...Queen Daisy!” She fell over laughing, rolling around and slamming her hooves into the rocky ground.

The ant seemed satisfied and crawled in front of me, glaring at Ace. She stopped laughing and stood up, a little woozy. “Come on, Queen Daisy.  We’ve got to get out of here.” She took a step towards me, and the ant seemed to hunker down as if...as if it was protecting me.

“Move it, buggy.” Ace smirked at the ant, taking another step. The ant snapped at her and began heating up. “Oh shit,” she nickered before a jet of flame shot from the ant, almost turning her head into a barbeque. She managed to roll away unscathed but the ant as bent on protecting me. I was its new queen. Yeah, fuck that.

I walked around the thing and in front of Ace. The ant seemed confused for a moment before trying to get around me.

“Let’s go...” I whispered to Ace and backed up into the nearest tunnel, the ant followed. “This is getting creepy...”

“Queen Daisy get a dog?” she asked. I sped up and 'accidentally' rammed into her. “Okay, okay, sheesh. Ready to run?” she asked, catching onto the seriousness of the situation.

”Now!” I yelled before sprinting down the tunnel, right behind Ace. The ant sprinted after us, intent on following its new leader and destroy the interloper. Granted, that second thought did sound a wee bit appealing, but I found myself questioning what Shamrock would have done. The mare would live another day.

I could feel the dirt and rock beneath my hooves move and shift before a jet of fire erupted from the ground below us, singing my tail. “Is that any way to treat your qu-king?!” I shouted back. The knife-ant stopped and blasted the hole with fire, roasting the one who had singed my tail. “Hot damn...” I whispered, galloping as fast as I could.

“Clover!” Ace called back over her shoulder. “Check the note section on that pipbuck.  Look for a map or something!”

I galloped on three hooves, bringing one of my forehooves to my nose, I stumbled a few steps but I managed. I frantically scrolled through the different tabs, trying to find a damn map. Oh, there it was, under 'local maps'. Luckily for us, the previous owner had come down this way.

“Make a right up ahead!” I called to Ace up ahead. She blasted another fire ant before it could fry her and turned into the next passage. Running, giving directions, and not getting fried by fire while only on three hooves is a bloody annoyance in the best of times, let alone whilst being in mortal danger. Well, Ace was, I dunno about me, seeing as I was these ants' new king apparently.

Left, left, right, left, right, right, the tunnels seemed endless and my legs were starting to fail me. Both Ace and I started to slow down, and Ace was running out of ammo. The ants were mere meters from us, me being the only barrier between their fire and her.

I glanced at my map and my heart soared. The entrance was less than two hundred meters from us, I could almost feel the fresh air.

“Almost there!” I called up to the unicorn mare. I could barely see her eyes narrow, but her whole body seemed to flatten out, streamlining herself. She was showing a level of determination I had never seen before in my life.  It was like she would charge a rhino if it was standing between her and freedom.

One last corner and the ants were on our heels.  I could feel their feelers brushing past my mane, I could hear the evil clicking and clacking of all of them but the knife one. Why was he so silent?! I glanced back to see him directly behind us.

Light. Glorious light! I could see the end of the tunnel! It was so close I could almost feel it! One of the ants had other plans as it got impatient and let out a blast of searing hot flame, burning my hind quarters like it was a barbeque. The pain was so intense I blacked out for a second, yet I was still running. I felt like something else was driving me forward as I screamed and hollered down the narrow tunnel. I can't be sure, but I think knife ant destroyed the one who burned me, as they had slowed down behind me.

Ace sprang out of the hole in front of us and had already begun closing the hole with a giant rock, I only managed to dive out before Ace's strained magic failed and the rock fell with a dull thump into place over the hole. Fire exploded from the cracks around it, followed by the smells of burnt meat, I almost felt sorry for the knife ant. Then again, that smell could be coming from my flank, which had been burnt severely. I was rolling around In pain, crying and clutching my rump.

“Eesh...” Ace hissed, trotting up to my writhing form. She looked at the boulder and back to me, satisfied that the ants weren't going to be bothering us soon, before picking me and my barding up and trudging into the town we had burst into. I assumed it was the one we had seen from the road. Its tightly packed, wooden buildings loomed in close and the streets were empty and abandoned, baking in the burning sun. But for the moment, the only burning thing on my mind was my poor ass.

She dragged me to the nearest house and trotted inside, locking the door. I continued to cry and writhe as I was carried me up the old, dusty stairs and put me down gently on the wooden floor, causing a flare of pain in my backside making me shout in agony. I could just barely hear something in the distance and hoped the ants hadn’t gotten out. 

The unicorn started rummaging through her saddlebags and pulled out another vial of the purple liquid, a roll of bandages and...and...a fucking needle. I swung at the needle, trying to knock it out of Ace's levitation field, but to no avail, she just kept bobbing it out of reach.

“Get...that away...from me!” I gasped against the sobbing and the pain. I clamped my eyes shut and flailed.

Ace shook her head. She wasn't doing this just to get to me, she was actually being serious. “No, you need this, now stop squirming and let me inject this painkiller. You won't even feel it going in over the pain of your burns.”

“How would you know?!” I screamed, still flailing.

“Because it's already done.” I opened my eyes to see Ace waving a now empty syringe in front of my nose, I couldn't help but try and make myself smaller. I fucking hated needles.

The pain started to lessen as she levitated one of those weird healing drinks to my lips and I drank it down. The healing caterpillars began to do their wiggling dance all across my ass. Goddesses it felt weird!

I closed my eyes in relief at the subsiding pain and I let out a long sigh. I finally opened them a moment later and saw that Ace...was down near my nether regions, wrapping the bandages around my healing rump.

“Eh, uh, oh, urm,” I stammered, feeling very awkward about having a mare down that end of me.

“Don't worry about it,” Ace muttered. “Not like your gonna poke an eye out any time soon.” She winked at me and my head hit the ground with an embarrassed moan. “Hey, don't feel bad,” the mare said, finishing up her work. “I've seen smaller.” Gee thanks... hey, wait, was she trying to be nice?

“Thanks, appreciate it,” I muttered before sitting up, which was a terrible idea as my rump was still healing. I immediately rolled back onto my back, covering myself up with the pink barding that was now extremely filthy.

“Now that that little peep show is over,” Ace snickered. “Let’s find out where we are, hmm?” She trotted over to one of the small building's windows and peered out, looking around a little before diving to the ground beside me.

The wall exploded into a cascade of rubble and splinters. I covered my head with my hooves to stop the ringing before opening up my eyes again and got to my hooves. Ace was standing by the blasted wall, looking out over an urban battlefield.

“Where are we?” I whimpered, shuffling up next to Ace.

The unicorn mare sighed. “Welcome to Buckwheat.”
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Chapter 3: Warzones Suck Too.

 

“Are those sweet, carrot pancakes I smell? Oh devine. The aroma spiced, warm, apple cider. Aaah, and the smell of smoke. Smoke? Smoke! SMOKE!”

 



“Buckwheat?!” I gasped, falling on my burnt rump. “But Buckwheat is...is...” According to the radio guy, Buckwheat was a battlefield. I didn't want to be in a battlefield, ever. I stared at my hooves, hyperventilating and hoping in vain that if I refused to look at the war zone it wouldn't hurt me.

Ace looked down at me. “Aw hell, don't you start.” She dragged me back to my hooves and shook me. I continued to gibber in panic until the mare smacked me across the face. “Snap out of it!” she shouted in my ear.

I blinked at the leather clad mare. She took her hooves off me and looked out into the small town, watching for where the bullets flying through the air were coming from, tracking each missile's trajectory, and pricking her ears up at every explosion. When had this fight started? It must have been while I was still clutching my burnt rump.

“We're gonna get out of here in one piece,” she finally declared, checking her barding for ammo and grimacing when she found very little. It seemed we were going to have to get out of here using only her machete and my hindlegs. Honestly, with the bandages and burns, I wasn't feeling very confident in my kicks.

Ace stood there, watching the battle play out, deep in thought while all I could manage to do was sit in a corner, wincing at the explosions and gunshots. I wanted out, o-u-t, out. It took me about ten minutes of deep breaths to stop rocking back and forth.

The unicorn mare hummed and finally trotted over to me. “C'mere, I need your opinion,” she said, pulling me up. I shook my head and struggled violently, but that didn't stop the stronger mare from dragging me to an opening in the wall.

“Alright,” she said and pointed down the crater filled street to our left. “That way might be our best option, I think the highway is out that way.” The mare looked down to our right. “Besides,” she muttered. “There's a tank that way.”        

A tank?!

 I looked down the road and saw the charred remains of a small tank blocking the road with its armoured chassis. The squat beast’s barrel was flayed and smoke rose from the round turret. The side of it had been blasted out and fire billowed out around the wheels and tracks, filling the air around it with a thick black fog.

I looked back down the road and saw a group of six or seven rough looking ponies, all firing down the intersection. Each wore a patch with the head of a blue dog on their upper forelegs and helmets. My view of their target was obstructed by several battle ravaged buildings.

“How?” I asked. It was incredibly clear that we were not going to get through them without one of us getting hurt, and there was no way I could walk through fire to get around the tank. My ass was already toasted, no need to make it worse.

Ace narrowed her eyes and chewed on her lower lip. The buildings around us were too packed together and I didn't think going out the way we came in was the best idea; considering that ants dig, they had probably gotten out already and were looking for us.

“Does your Pipbuck say anything about this area?” Ace finally asked, glancing at my duct taped leg terminal.

I didn't know anything about this thing, so I just fiddled with it, trying to bring up that map I saw before. Instead, something really weird happened, things started appearing in my vision.

First a compass displayed itself neatly in the bottom of my vision, north, south, east, west, all that jazz and apparently I was facing north. The second thing I noticed was the small white tick that appeared when I looked at Ace.

“Fancy,” I nickered before looking back at the Pipbuck. I finally stumbled upon the map I had found earlier and was about to nose to the local maps  when I heard a faint thump. I started shaking and looked at the door. “A-Ace?”

“What?” the unicorn asked, still lost in thought.

I shuffled towards her and nodded to the door. “I think somepony is coming.” I watched the door as three red ticks flicked onto my compass and shuffled behind Ace. She levitated out her shotgun and loaded some fresh rounds all the while tutting softly at her diminishing supply of shells.

We waited for what seemed like forever while I fearfully watched the red ticks dart around outside.

“I tell you's, I saw somepony up here!” a cracked voice sounded from behind the old, red door leading into the room.

The door swung open and a blue unicorn stumbled in, rifle raised. He grinned as he laid eyes on Ace and I, “Hey boys! Found 'er!” the unicorn stallion hollered, he looked back at Ace, “Now, little lady, put down the gun and we'll-” 

*BOOM*

His head was blasted in half from the thunder-crack of Ace's shotgun.

“Nope.” Ace grinned, pumping her shotgun and loading a new shell.

I shuddered and stared at the fresh corpse, the inside of his head spilling out onto the wooden floor. I turned and retched into the corner of the room.

Ace patted my back. “Never seen a dead pony before? Other than your...uh...” Please don’t say it...

I blinked a few times before answering. “Other than Shamrock, yes...” I was starting to drift off into a memory from when I was a foal...

“Hey, wake up Lord ToastyBuns,” Ace ordered, poking my bandaged flank, “No time for day dreams.” She was right, plenty of time to reminisce later, but now two other baddies were heading for the building and I had no plans on being dead or captured.

The red ticks in my vision started to move faster before a pony, the same shade of pink as my barding, sprinted into the room, sledgehammer levitated in front of him. He let out a bloodthirsty roar at the sight of the half-headless pony before charging at me, hammer swinging back.

I froze in complete shock.

I couldn't even scream, nevermind move. The sledgehammer started to arc towards me, a heavy iron slab at the end of a wooden pole swinging gracefully in the air. Of course, so was a machete coming down on the pony's neck with a wet crack of spine being severed. The wall just above me exploded into splinters and rubble as the sledgehammer barely grazed my mane. I managed to squeak as I fell to the floor in a heap.

I jolted to my hooves, my heart beating in my ears, I could barely make out Ace saying “We need to leave!” She shoved the soiled pink barding at me, “Put this on and stay down!”

I wriggled into the barding, eyes still darting from one side of the room to the other. I only snapped out of it by wincing at the squelch the slimy, pink leather made as I set it into place. I breathed heavily and looked at the unicorn Ace had chopped. A long gash had been cut into his neck, the red blood dripping down the pony's pink coat.

Ace grabbed my face and looked into my eyes. “Let's go before we get killed,” the pony said softly, sensing my oncoming panic attack. She levitated her shotgun in front of her before slowly approaching the door. I looked at my hooves and took several deep breaths to steady myself. Stay calm and we'll get through this.

When it finally started working, I fell in behind Ace and her shotgun, looking around for the little red tick I had seen earlier. I found it to my right but it was completely still, I tapped on Ace's shoulder and pointed in the general direction. She gave me a puzzled look before glancing at my new pipbuck and nodded.

She took a deep breath before magically darting her shotgun around the side of the door and taking a blind shot. A buck howled in pain and the red tick disappeared with a thump. The unicorn mare peeked her head out the door before trotting out, I followed and found myself in a hall way almost identical to the one outside my bedroom back on the Plains.

I cringed when I turned and saw two, green, bloody forelegs lying in a puddle beside the door, right where the tick had been, long streaks of blood leading to the nearby stairs. I looked down and saw a bloody pony with the blue dog patch on his armour in a heap, his neck bent unnaturally.

Putting my hooves to my eyes and I tried my best not to breakdown in a quivering heap. Taking several deep breaths, I stumbled down the stairs and tried my best no to look at the mangled corpse. Ace trotted down the stairs a few seconds later with the first pony’s ammo, but not its gun. She started searching through the green, dismembered pony’s barding. 

“What are you doing?” I whimpered, trembling in my hooves. She was looting the dead! That was just plain unethical!

The beige unicorn looked up at me, blowing a strand of brown mane from her face. “What do you mean? I’m scavenging.” She glanced back at the pony and growled in frustration. “No shotgun shells, no decent weapons, no healing stuff, no nothin’!” She gave the corpse a swift kick. “Damn Blue Jackals, never got anything good.” 

I stood disgusted. You shouldn’t loot from the dead, no matter how barbaric they are! In fact, you shouldn’t kill at all! “Y-you shouldn’t t-take from the dead...” I squeaked.

Ace turned and scowled. “Listen, if you’re gonna survive out here, you have to learn to pick over corpses.” She glared at the dead green pony. “No matter how useless. Now. You.” She looked back up at me. “Don’t be useless and bring that pipbuck here a sec.”

I shuffled over to her, still shaking. Looting corpses was just...no, you just didn’t do it. The unicorn grabbed my Pipbucked hoof and stared at it, prodding at the buttons.

She turned suddenly, tripping me over before grinning, my hoof still in front of her eyes. “Bingo,” she whispered. “Looks like whoever had this device last passed through here. We should be back on the road in no time.” She dropped my hoof, picked up the dead pony’s gun and shoved it at me. “Take this.”

“Why?” I whimpered, backing away.

“Because I can’t be the only one with a gun. I’m gonna need some back-up.”

“I...I...” I backed away more. “I can’t.”

“You’re going to have to learn to kill to survive!” Ace growled.

I extended a hoof to take the gun, but it just slipped out of my fetlock. I couldn’t take it, I just couldn’t.

“Fine,” Ace hissed and clipped the gun to her barding. She moved to the door and peeked out of a crack in the door.

Apparently satisfied it was safe, she opened the door a little. Poking her head out, she looked down the old battered street and grimaced. “But those dudes aren’t going anywhere soon.”

Stooping low and taking a peek out of the crack, I could clearly see the fighting ponies. They all looked tired, scared, and battered, the grey one with the cap seemed to be giving orders to the terrified troops. She yelled and snarled, waving her hooves between the Blue Jackals and pointing down the road to something I couldn’t see. 

The leather-clad mare poked her shotgun out of the door before diving into the nearest crater, hunkering down and waving for me to follow. I tried to mimic her movement but I ended up just galloping, tripping, and diving nose first into the crater. Charred gravel is delicious. 

Ace failed to stifle a giggle as I dragged myself back up and rubbed my scuffed snout. She composed herself and looked over the crater’s lip, staring at the battling ponies and humming. The unicorn patted her barding, searching for ammo and quietly spewing profanities as most of her pockets turned up empty. 

I poked my head over the edge and instantly regretted it. I saw the ponies bleeding and fighting in sheer terror. I was feeling lightheaded. Was this really happening? Was I really sitting in a fucking crater in a fucking warzone? “Any ideas?” I whimpered meekly.

The mare slid down the side and sighed. “I got nothin’. Barely any ammo left and one machete verses a group of ponies is not a good idea.” She tapped the back of her head softly against the crater edge, thinking. “What to do, what to d-”

“Why won’t it die?!” a blue unicorn stallion hollered in sheer terror up ahead. Both of us looked over the side, trying to figure out what was going on. “Fuck this, I’m outta here!” a yellow earth pony mare turned and fled down the road. She was promptly shot by the assault rifle wielding gray mare with the grey and black beret, who I guess was in charge.

“Cowards will be shot on sight! Fight for Blue Jackal pride!” she screamed before firing her assault rifle down the road at the mystery target, my view of it obscured by buildings. 

One of the larger gangsters, a red unicorn buck, stopped firing and started to panic. “Here he comes!” The pony started looking between the boss mare in charge and the road behind him. The beret wearing pony glared at him, her eye twitching. 

The red pony’s eyes grew to the size of plates as a black blur flew out of the street and into him, sending blood in all directions as the pony hit the floor, the front of his torso crushed like a watermelon. 

The Jackals around him screamed and scrambled, the only pony with a cool head was the boss who had shifted her fire but was too late. The dark shape whirled and slammed into her, knocking her out of sight. The only things I could see were the looks of utter horror in the other ponies’ eyes, helpless as their leader shrieked.

“What the hell...” Ace muttered as confused as I was. 

The ponies screamed and scrambled to run away as a huge chunk of concrete and wood sailed through the air, crushing three of them and leaving another pinned. The pony, a purple unicorn mare, tried in vain to free her trapped hind leg, frantically shifting her view from the limb to the figure casually walking into view.

The dark assailant wore a jet black suit of armour, punctured by bullet holes all over, leaking blood onto the old cracked street. ‘M1’ had been stencilled in white on its shoulder and the black visored helmet that covered its face. The trapped pony wailed and burst into tears as the black suited stallion strolled to her. 

“We have to save her!” I hissed through clenched teeth, feeling an errant surge of adrenaline. All I would have to do is jump over the side of the crater and bury my hooves into the pony’s skull like I did with the ants.

Ace dragged me back down into the crater before I could do anything. “Could you get any stupider?” she growled as she tapped my forehead with a hoof. “Did you not see the bullet holes? How that thing burst that red guy? I’m also fairly certain that chunk of concrete didn’t magically learn to fly!” She ducked down lower. “Best thing we can do is hide ‘till what ever that is moves along.”

I couldn’t help but peek over the edge again, and I nearly retched. The trapped unicorn magically swung a makeshift machete down on the last shreds of sinew that connected her pinned leg to her body. Finally free, the mare tried to scramble away, leaving a nearly solid trail of blood from her gushing stump, while a pool began forming under her still trapped limb. The black pony casually over took her and stopped in her path, looking over her battered body. The purple mare froze, trembling and growing paler by the second.

She tried to scream but it was silenced by the black pony’s hoof slamming into her face, crushing her head under it, with seemingly no effort. It wiped its gory hoof off on the ground before glancing around, without even wincing at the bullet holes. He spotted me retching over the side of the crater and turned to me. I froze solid as ice crawled down my spine and Ace whispered for me to get down but I couldn't hear it. The beast was staring right at me.

I was about to piss myself when the black pony merely nodded and trotted off back out of sight. I collapsed into the crater, breathing heavily and fighting back terrified tears. 

My unicorn travelling companion smacked me across the face when I finally composed myself. “Why are you being so fucking stupid?!” she screamed in my face, spittle flying over my muzzle. “When I say to stay down, you stay fucking down! Got it?!” I was shaking when she finally finished her rant and climbed out of the crater. “Now come on, idiot. We have to get out of here before you get yourself killed.”

Taking a deep breath, I pulled myself up and out before falling in line with Ace. I seriously needed to start listening and keep my head on, otherwise I was going to die. I needed to learn how to fight and survive in this hell hole. I needed to be just like Shamrock.

The leather-clad mare turned to me, the scowl on her face loosening at the sight of my twitchy, shaky condition. “Alright, we’re going to try our best to get out of here without a fight, okay?” I nodded slowly. “Okay, we find the highway and get the fuck out of here.” She trotted off down the road once more. I slowly followed.

The town around me was still engulfed in battle, I could barely hold it together with all the gunshots ringing out in the other streets. We sneaked through the street, trying to stay out of the open in case of an ambush. We avoided the street that the black pony had trotted down. We were actually starting to make some headway in our trek back to the highway.

Ace scanned the road ahead, her ears pricking up at each sound. Occasionally, we would hear gunfire and see ponies fighting down small alleys. Most of them wore the same blue barding as the ones we had encountered before, but some had different coloured armor. I never watched them long enough to get details, but I didn’t want to tangle with then. 

According to my pipbuck, the last owner had come this way, and we were close to the town square. We just had to cross it and we would be a hop, skip and a jump from the highway and potential freedom. 

Ace stopped, her ears swiveled and her eyes darted around. Tendrils of panic stabbed through me as I contemplated what horror gave her pause.

She grabbed me and threw us to the ground as a high pitched whine rang out. A moment later a nearby building was blown apart in a cacophonous explosion.

I coughed violently as debris filled the air in a huge area around the explosion. I strained to see through my teary eyes and the thick dust. 

Black silhouettes of ponies started running around the cloud and one trotted towards me. Ace was nowhere to be found by the time the dust settled. In her place stood an earth pony mare in a dark brown uniform, patched heavily with parts that seemed to have been salvaged from other suits of armor and uniforms. She had a a red band tied around her forearms. Her brown helmet was emblazoned with a large white ‘A’ in a white circle. I couldn’t make out her face through her sand blasted goggles and blood red bandanna.

“Well well well,” she purred. “What do we have here?” This mare had a huge machine gun on her battle saddle and the barrel was pointed directly at me. She took another step towards me and I fell to my rump as she shoved her weapon into my belly. “Looks like an itty, bitty, pretty, silly, filly.” She narrowed her eyes and I could tell she was grinning. “You’re going to be fun.”

I gulped heavily as she prodded my belly and lowered her machine gun to my... me. “Fun indeed.”

“I don’t think so.” A pistol appeared beside the scary mare’s head. She froze.

*BANG*



Blood splattered the ground as the mare fell on top of me. Her gun jammed into my sensitive region, making me squeak in pain.

I shoved her lifeless corpse off and got back up, trying not to look at the blood pooling beside me.

“Fuckin’ Seperatists,” Ace sneered, standing over me, her pistol smoking in her magic field. The dust was starting to settle more and I could see silhouettes walking towards us, investigating the shot. My guess was that their ears were still ringing from the explosion. 

Ace knocked down the door of a nearby house and beckoned me inside, pistol aiming out into the street. I dove in just as the dust settled enough for the Separatists to see me and start shooting; I barely missed getting a shot in the leg. 

I huddled into a corner as Ace shot back. Feeling so useless I covered my ears with my hooves and started to cry. I was going to die and I knew it, there was no way I was getting out of here. 

“Clover!” Ace shouted as she reloaded the pistol and slid it across the ground to me. “Take this!” she levitated her shotgun and loaded the last shells she had. “Should be a back door, come on.” She quickly turned to a window and took a shot before turning to me, picking me up, and ramming the pistol into my jaws. I looked through my tears and into her eyes seeing that same determination I had witnessed before.

I sniffed and nodded, running to the back of the building, pistol held tightly between my jaws. I found the back door and waved at Ace.

The tan unicorn was still at the front of the house, waiting for her chance to run over. Sensing a lull in the gunfire, she came galloping at full speed towards me.

*BOOM*

Something slammed into the building, filling the upper floors with fire and making my teeth shake around the pistol. Everypony froze and listened to the house groan as the dust settled around us and fire lapped at the roof. Ace took one step before being forced to jump back as the ceiling caved in, separating me from her. 

I pounded on the rubble as the fighting broke out again. “Ace! Don’t leave me here!” I yelled at the top of my lungs, dropping the pistol. 

“I’ll be fine!” came the muffled voice of Ace. “Get out of here! I’ll meet you in the square, now get going!” 

“But-”

“Go!” 

I looked at the rubble. At the door behind me. Back to the rubble. I groaned in frustration and bolted through the door, into the backstreet. I clamped my eyes shut and winced at each gunshot that rang out from behind me as I ran.

Just two more turns until the town square, the fighting seemed to be almost completely behind me now. 

What are you doing? the voice I had heard earlier asked, a tone of disappointment in its voice.

“Running!” I cried out, stopping briefly. “What else can I do?”

Running? You really want to run away from all of your troubles? You want to survive out here? I nodded dumbly, tears welling in my eyes. Then stop crying, ya big baby, and get back in there and fight!



“With what?” I whimpered, trying to fight the tears. “I forgot my gun!”

Then get a new one! I’m sure Ace would have taken one or two out by now. You didn’t want her to leave you there, yet you’re leaving her there. Pussy...



“Hey!” I yelled out. “Don’t call me a pussy!”

Then prove me wrong. 



“I...I...” I looked back down the alley I was in. “...I can’t.”

Is this what your brother would have done? Leave a mare to be possibly raped then killed?



I felt a spark of rage and a rush of adrenaline surge though my veins. “No,” I seethed tensing up and turning back down the alley to the road the Separatists had jumped us on. “He would not.” I charged back down onto the street a few houses down from where the Separatists had blown the house open. They weren’t on the street anymore. I felt another burst of rage surge through me as I steeled myself for what lay ahead.

I galloped down the street, almost tripping over the corpse of the scary mare, who had either threatened to rape or geld me. I came across a fresh corpse, not six inches from the window of the house where Ace was sheltering. He couldn’t have been more than a year older than me, yet he was dead, and I was alive. I scooped up his SMG and charged at the building.

I was greeted by two corpses and three ponies around Ace, the beige mare was huddled in a corner, waving her machete at the ponies.

“Come any closer, and I’ll fucking cut you!” she screamed at them, cradling her spent shotgun. The determination in her eyes was gone, and was replaced with anger and...I think it was fear. 

One of the Separatist ponies shot the machete out of her grip and pointed the barrel of his gun at her face. “Don’t be like that, babe.” The evil stallion moved closer, bringing his face within inches of Ace's. “You and me are gonna have some fun.”

I felt the rage and adrenaline reach a new high as I stood watching, I spat the SMG out at my hooves. “Leave. Her. Alone.”

All the ponies looked at me and started laughing, causing my eye to twitch. Nopony laughed at me. 

“You?!” a grey mare laughed. “Mr. Pinkie here thinks he can take us.” She pulled up a shotgun and waved it at me. “Hellooo?” 

“I don’t have to.” I grinned staring at the debris. “Any minute now.”

They all went quiet before glancing at the wall of debris, waiting for something awesome to happen. I used the distraction to pick up the SMG and pulled the trigger. 

The kick of the SMG rattled my teeth as bullets sprayed out from the snub-nosed barrel. The three ponies shuddered as shots streaked across them; the bullets made them twitch and twist violently like insane ragdolls.

I just kept firing until the gun clicked empty.

The last pony fell into a bloody pile. I stood frozen in place, pulling the trigger of the empty gun. I began to shake. 

“You...came back for me?” Ace asked, still crouched in the corner in front of the would be rapist. “Why?” 

“I...I...” tears started welling in my eyes as I dropped the SMG. I heard shouts nearby, but I couldn’t move, I just stayed, staring at the corpses of the ponies. The ponies I killed. 

The beige mare picked herself, her shotgun, and her machete up before trotting to me. “Thanks.” She smiled. “Are you okay?”

“I-I-I.” I trembled as the shouts got louder. 

“Come on, we’ve gotta get out of here,” Ace whispered, looking out the window behind me. She trotted to the door and looked out. “Coast is clear for now; let’s move.”

I stayed put, unable to tear my eyes from the ponies lying dead before me. Ace crept up behind me and tapped my shoulder. “Come on.  You can break down later.” She grabbed my head and tore it from the corpses, forcing me to look her in the eye. “Stay strong,” she ordered with a shake and letting go, picking up the SMG in her magical field and attaching it to my pink baring. The unicorn trotted out and beckoned me to follow.

I took several deep breaths before shuffling forward. Unable to stop my shakes and the thousands of thoughts coursing through my mind, I kept moving out of sheer force of will. We turned into the alley where I had talked with my conscience and around the last corner before the town square. 

Into a graveyard.

Tens of ponies lay scattered around the square, each as lifeless as the ones I had killed. I looked over them, from building to building, the square was the reaper pony’s playground. Most of them didn’t look any older than me, yet there they were, torn apart and left to rot as their supposed comrades fought over the rubble Ace and I had left. 

I crashed. That was it. I fell on my side and curled up, crying. What else could I do? I had just killed three ponies. Three! In the space of a second, they were snuffed out like a candle. 

Ace sighed and sat down beside me. “Its okay,” she said in a soft voice, placing a hoof on my shoulder. 

“No!” I cried out, “It’s not okay!” 

“The first time is always the hardest.” I looked through the tears at her. She smiled, “Think of it as sex.  It only gets better through practise.” Great, now I was crying and embarrassed. I think she sensed this and immediately winced. 

“It’s just too much!” I wailed. “All this! Everything! Bar-brawls with bounty hunters, giant ants, war...it’s just...” I cried like a little baby and I didn’t care. I felt like just curling up and dying right there and then. 

“Oh, come now,” Ace said, scootching a little closer and patting my back. “You saved me; you should be proud. It’s what, uh...Shamrock would have done.”

“Shamrock wouldn’t have killed a pony!” I screamed from under my hooves. 

Ace did something I never expected her to do. She hugged me. I felt her strong forelegs wrap around me in a tight, soothing embrace. I couldn’t help but hug back and cry on her shoulder. 

“You’ll be okay,” the unicorn mare whispered, patting my back. “I’m sure of it. You know why?”

“Wh-Why?” I snivelled as she pulled away to look me in the eye.

“Because I’m still here.” She smiled at me, regardless of her soaking shoulder. I couldn’t say anything as I kept crying.

“Awww,” a buck’s voice chimed from nearby. “How cute.” 

Ace broke the hug and I fell back into my crying fit on the ground. Ace got up and looked around. “Who’s there?” 

“Up here,” a the voice whistled. 

I looked up from my hooves to see a teal, earth pony sitting on the the heroic looking unicorn statue in the middle of the square. “Such a cute couple, you two. Pity you got wound up in this mess,” the stallion chuckled. He wore the same patchwork, Separatist armor the scary mare had. Ponies started to seemingly come out of the woodwork around him, each wearing matching barding.

“We are not a couple,” Ace growled, levitating her empty shotgun. 

“Oh no?” the teal pony asked as he slid down the statue and landed in front of us. “You sure look like it. Kinda romantic, eh? Dying together?”

“We aren’t a couple,” Ace repeated, venomously. “And I ain’t dying.” 

The pony trotted around Ace and my heap of babyness before huffing. “You’re completely surrounded.” He swept his front leg around the square, highlighting each individual pony in my mind. Each pony had a weapon and a look of fearlessness, whether it was the ponies with the rifles or the ponies on top of a nearby building with missile launchers on their saddles. They must have shot the house Ace and I were in, making it collapse. They looked downright scary with the red flames somepony had painted on their tubes. Then again, everything was scaring me.

Ace backed up, eyes darting around, looking for a way out. “Clover,” she whispered. “I’m sorry, but I have no idea what we should do.” I started crying a wee bit harder. 

The Separatist pony took a deep breath and smiled. “Now then, you’re in our territory and you aren’t one of us? Know what that means?” A clicking noise came from each and every weapon. “Y’all got to be exterminated.” He raised a hoof. “Ready.”

Ace tensed up and took a deep, ragged breath, sweat dripping off her nose. 

“Aim.”

I curled tighter into my ball. Who was I kidding? A young, farmer boy, who has never handled a gun, or any weapon for that matter. Who has just murdered three ponies in a rage fueled eruption, and was incapacitated in a ball because of it. What were his chances in a world like this? Seeking revenge? I was stupid to even think that I would survive, and now I probably got Ace killed. This was all my fault and I couldn’t do anything but lie there and cry. 

“Fi-”

An explosion on the building where the ponies with missile launchers had perched filled the air with light and sound, cutting off the teal pony. I looked up to see a giant armoured griffin standing on its hind legs with a long tube on its shoulder. 

The whole griffin, except for its wings, was encased in a in an armour of tan and brown camouflage that concealed its gender. It threw off the launcher and jumped down in front of us before spreading its wings and standing on two legs again, swinging a minigun forward in its talons. 

“Sit tight!” he called back to us, his voice muffled by the helmet he wore. The armour seemed heavy and had numerous dents and scratches. It seemed to shimmer around the tiny lights near its joints, most prominently around the yellow gem encased between the griffin’s wings.

He looked down at me briefly. His helmet was the same color as the armor except for the black visor that took up most of the face. It had all sorts of things attached to it, and in the brief moment I saw it, I made out a small communications antenna at the griffin’s ear and flashlights on either side of the visor. He turned back to the Separatists.

The griffin hunkered down and spun up the minigun, pointing it at the shocked ponies. They finally snapped out of it as a thunderous roar sounded from the huge weapons, sending casings flying into the air. He started sweeping from right to left, tearing ponies apart. 

They tried in vain to shoot the griffin, but every time a bullet hit the beast, it pinged right off, the area around the impact shimmering and the gem on its back pulsing. 

More ponies appeared on the roof above us. I could make out six, two unicorns, three earth ponies, and...a pegasus? I had never seen one of them before. The pegasus was barking commands between the other ponies, pointing and shouting as the hopefully friendly ponies started getting into position. The griffin didn’t let up as the unicorns up top covered the earth ponies, as they came down the building on ropes, with assault rifles. 

The pegasus extended her wings and took off, swooping down and impacting individual ponies the griffin missed. The Separatists all fell before the pegasus, often with a spray of blood and a scream. 

The earth ponies landed next to Ace and I, two of them picking off individuals with bursts from the long rifles attached to their saddles, while the other looked me over, looking for injuries. I let her as I honestly couldn’t bring myself to watch as ponies were ripped apart around me. They were evil, yes, but still ponies. 

The griffin grunted as a high pitched ping sounded from the gem and it went dark, allowing a bullet to penetrate the armour and into the griffin’s arm as he finished his sweep. 

“You’re going to be okay!” the earth pony medic shouted over the din from the minigun. She handed me a vial of that purple liquid. “Drink this!”

“I...I’m fine!” I yelled back through tears. “I’m not hit.” 

“Then quit crying!” she barked back, lightly kicking my belly, more for encouragement than spite. Ace was right beside her, keeping her head down and shaking it.

“We have to get out of here!” a forest green earth pony hollard between bursts. “Where’s Dare?!”

“She’ll be fine!” the medic called out. “She can fly out, dumbass! Call the evac, dammit!”

The green pony ducked behind the heavy weapons griffin and pulled a large, black box from his saddle. He slipped on the headphones and started nosing at the buttons.

“Incoming!” one of the unicorns shouted from above, shifting her fire. A group of separatists turned a corner nearby, each brimming with heavy weapons. Two of the ones with machine guns fired up at the unicorn, suppressing her, as the others aimed at us. The griffin was too slow to react as the Separatist with a missile launcher hunkered down to fire. 

A shot rang out above the din like a firecracker, and the missile pony’s head was turned to bloody mush against the dirt. The others in the reinforcements turned their head skywards to see a silhouette against the darkening skies. Another shot rang out and another pony head exploded. The silhouette swooped down and fired twin blasts from a pair of pistols, killing most of the ponies and dodging out of the way just as the heavy griffin opened fire, turning the rest to ribbons. 

“Where is our evac, Evergreen?!” the medic asked, firing her dual SMG battle saddle. 

“ETA ten seconds!” the forest green pony yelled back after putting the black radio away. The ponies hunkered down as more and more Separatists started flooding the square. The griffin that had gunned down the reinforcements landed beside me, firing into the growing enemies. This griffin wore a set of light armour with huge sniper rifle on her back and two pistols in her talons, firing them with expert precision.

“Here they come!” Evergreen yelled out. The Separatists stopped in their tracks and started retreating. I looked up and saw something coming towards us in the sky, fast. The black, bulbous...thing swooped down low and giant bullets starting flying from jury-rigged, dual auto cannons on each side as it started hovering over the square, slowly turning to give the gunner a better firing angle. 

“Vertibuck’s here!” one of the earth ponies yelled and started running towards it as it landed. A door on the back slid open and a unicorn inside started waving to us to get in. I was picked up and dragged to the giant, black thing by Ace. By this point, I was having a panic attack, to the point where I was seeing things. I swore I saw the jet black armoured pony watching us from a side street, but it vanished in a blink. 

The heavy weapons griffin jumped onto the beast and pulled me up after him. He plopped me down in a seat as the other ponies climbed aboard.

The inside of the thing looked little different from the outside. I was deposited at the end of a row of five seats, another five opposite me. At the front of the thing was a seat and all sorts of controls in front of a glowing box, wires feeding from it to a compartment on either side, housing a pegasus each. Something about this beast of a machine seemed to soothe me. It could have been the heavy armour or the fact it had huge guns at the front, but it seemed...safe. Safe enough that I stopped panicking.

“Let‘s move!” one of the pegasi yelled back to the boarding ponies. Both of the pegasi in the compartment wore odd, white helmets with a black visors, and matching sets of black barding. The unicorn who waved us in sat back at the front seat with a headset on, working all sorts of levers.

Ace sat down beside me and the heavy, as the earth ponies and sniper griffin sat opposite, looking out the back. The door slid shut, and I felt my stomach reach my throat as the pegasi up front started flapping their wings and the box behind the seat began to glow. The whole machine we sat in lurched forward for a few seconds and stopped in midair at about roof level. 

A door in the side of the beast, just before the gem box, slid open and the unicorns from the ground team jumped in, firing behind them. The beast lurched again as we climbed straight up into the air. I looked out one of the armoured glass windows and started panicking again when I saw how far above the ground we were. 

We stopped high in the air, out of range of anything the Separatists could fire at us. It was quiet, nothing but the heavy breathing of the ponies and griffins, the hum from the gem box, and the mumbling unicorn at the front as she fiddled with more controls. 

The side door slid open again revealing darkening skies. The day was starting to transition into evening and the sun was starting its lazy descent. I couldn’t help myself but get up and walk to the door. Ace was going to object, but the giant griffin stopped her, instead just nodding at me.

I looked out the door and straight at the ground. Now, most ponies would have thought this was a bad idea or freaked out, but me, the distance between me and the ground was...soothing. I had no idea why. Maybe it was the thought that I was further away from that hell hole, or maybe it was the vista laid out before me that I found comforting. 

I sat down on the rim of the door, letting my legs dangle from the sides. From here I could see the low buildings of Westwood in the distance and the low mountains separating the Ponave from Fed land. I shifted my attention eastwards; I saw the tall structures of a big city in the distance, the city built into a large hill, almost a mountain. That must be Iron City. 

I took a deep breath and looked north, straight ahead of me. In the far, far distance, I could barely make out the northern mountains and their white tips, it took a little less effort to see the giant city set amongst numerous ruins kilometers ahead. 

I sighed as I looked back down. Today was the worst fucking day of my life. First, I almost got beaten to death, then a crazy mare kidnapped me and shoved me down an ant nest, where I got stabbed and torched, and then I almost got shot, blown up, raped or gelded, crushed, and shot again. Not to mention the pain in my face from so much crying. Fuck today. Fuck it right in the ass. 

“You okay?” Ace asked from behind me, staying well clear from the door. I looked to the others but they were chatting amongst themselves. Why hadn’t they taken off their equipment? 

“No,” I replied. “Ace, I almost got killed today. I did kill today.” I felt tears start to run down my cheeks. “I will never be okay” I sobbed into my hooves. “I mean, look at me! I’m a wimp! A pussy! I’ve seen fillies tougher than me!” 

The beige mare put a hoof on my shoulder, though she tried to hide it, I think she actually cared. “Yeah, you are.” Oh, well, never mind. “But that’s okay.” Come again? “Killing ponies does not come naturally, neither does living in this shithole.” I sniffed and looked up at her. She was making a real effort to look like she didn't care, but failing miserably. “But, neither does defying your fears, outsmarting a bunch of clowns, and saving me. That took balls, Toasty Buns.”

I gave a small smile. “My name is Clover.” 

“I know, Toasty Buns. I know.” 

“Incoming!” the unicorn at the front yelled right before an orange blur shot over me, making me fall backwards, and slammed into a wall. 

I scrambled to my hooves as the side door slid shut and turned to the blur. An orange coated pegasus stood before me on two hooves, using both her wings and the teal pony in her hooves to stay upright. The teal pony was bloody but alive.

The pegasus was wearing a balaclava under her helmet, with a transmitter strapped to the side. “Looky what we have here, boys,” she chuckled. “Lance Corporal Sawdust, of the Fourth Resistance Cavalry. Except he’s a traitor and a coward.” She threw him between the two seating rows and trotted to his battered body, her bulging metal gauntlets, clanking against the metal floor. 

She stood over the quivering body of the teal pony. “Where is he?”

“Who?” the Separatist stallion wheezed.

“Short Stack.”

“The Sarge?” Sawdust laughed. “Why would I tell you?”

The pegasus sighed and rolled her eyes. “Because you are sitting in a Resistance Vertibuck, surrounded by Spec Ops soldiers, several thousand meters in the air.” Several thousand? And I was just inches from falling all the way down without even flinching? That... made little sense. 

“Yeah? " the teal pony huffed. "So?” 

The pegasus stood over the pony and reared up, using her wings to support her hind legs. I didn’t think pegasi could do that, but this one managed. Probably practised a whole bunch. I staggered back when a blade slid out of each gauntlet, both red with gore. 

“So you should tell us where Short Stack is, or I introduce you to Slashy and Smiley. And trust me,” she bent down low, now using her knives as support. “They like to take their time getting to know new people.”

Sawdust blanched and quaked, flinching away from the dripping, twin blades. “Y-you’re bluffing.”

“Wrong answer.” She reared up and dug the knives into Sawdust’s shoulders, right where foreleg met torso, and picked him up. I was both disgusted at the stabbing and amazed at how the pegasus could walk on her hind legs while carrying a writhing, screaming body, using only her wings as support. This mare has had special training, I was sure of it. 

The back ramp of the Vertibuck slid open as the pegasus approached, leaving a trail of blood. She was dangling the poor buck over the side with nothing but her knives holding him from the drop.

“Now, tell us where Short Stack is," she barked, twisting the blades in Sawdust's wounds and making him gasp in pain. "And I will get you immediate medical attention. I will even let you live.

The teal buck took one teary look down. “Okay! Okay!” He squealed like a filly, looking back at the pegasus. “He’s set up shop at the old communications relay south of here! Please bring me back in!”

“Thank you,” the mare sighed. “But I don’t deal with traitors.” The mare pulled out Smiley and stabbed it into Sawdust’s chest, straight through his heart, killing him almost instantly. “Sorry, but you betray us, we kill you.” She pulled both Slashy and Smiley out and the poor dead buck started his free-fall back down to the surface. 

The flyer turned her midnight-blue eyes to us as her knives retracted and the door closed behind her. She pulled off her helmet and balaclava to reveal a beautiful fiery red mane. “Sorry you civilians had to see that,” she sighed, shaking her head. “But we can’t be lenient on traitors.” 

“W-what did he do to deserve that?!” I asked in shock. 

“He was responsible for the destruction of a Resistance supported town and countless innocent casualties. I saw it with my own eyes. He would have been killed anyway, I just wanted to make it fast.” 

“I...I...” I blanked again before sitting hard. I looked down and realised I was still in my pink barding. “I suppose that makes sense...” I don’t know if it did really, but I was too tired and too rattled to care. I needed sleep desperately.

“So,” the pegasus continued, cheering up. “Now that we have you on board, I’d best introduce myself. I’m Operative Adrenaline “Dare” Rush of the Resistance Special Operations, Team Alpha. Best of the best.” The ponies and griffins in the Vertibuck gave a small cheer. 

“I’m Ace,” the leather-clad mare said, a wee bit suspiciously. “And this is Lord Toas- I mean, Clover.” 

“Its a pleasure.” The pegasus mare smiled. “Anyhow, meet the team. This is-”

“Ma’am,” one of the pilot pegasi piped up. “We got a destination or what?”

“Oh, Comm Station Foxtrot, south of here.”

“Copy that,” the unicorn operator said before pressing a few buttons. “Flight path planned, lets haul ass. ETA fifteen minutes.”

The pegasus nodded and looked back at me. “Anyway,” she pointed at the heavy griffin. “This is Garry.” 

The heavy griffin took off his helmet with a heavy hiss and smiled at me. He was huge, somehow taking off the helmet made him look bigger! He pulled a long, wide cigar from his amour pocket and lit it, letting the noxious smoke curl around his yellow-tipped, head feathers. “You can call me Gaz,” he said with a smile. 

She pointed at the next griffin. “This is our sharp shooter, Forsythe.” 

The griffin was loading a new magazine into her giant sniper rifle, which I found out was an ‘Anti-Machine Rifle’, with a satisfying snap. She looked up and winked at me. I don’t think it was in a suggestive manner, but more a friendly manner. Wait, was it suggestive? I hoped not, those talons looked sharp. 

The pegasus went on to introduce the earth ponies, unicorns, and pegasus pilots, describing their roles. The earth ponies were in a precise assault kinda role and the unicorns took on a support role due to their ability to wield heavy weapons more efficiently, except for the one up front, who worked as navigator and gunner for the Vertibuck. 

“Waaaait a minute here,” Ace said, holding up her hoof. “You’re a Spec Ops team, and yet you are introducing yourselves to two complete strangers. Something is going on here, and I wanna know what.”

The orange pegasus mare sighed again. “Well we need to get Short Stack ASAP, and, well, we don’t have time to drop you civies off. So-”

“We have to come with you.”

“Yes.”

“What?!”  I shouted. “I’ve almost died several times today and you want me to come with you to take on some lunatic?!” 

“Uh...You don’t have to fight just, uh...”

“I...Wha...who...” That was it, I had it for the day. My eyes rolled into the back of my head and I passed the fuck out. Fuck consciousness, fuck this place, and fuck everything else that ever was. I’m out.
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Chapter 4: Crime and Politics.

 

“Out of all things that could happen, this is THE WORST POSSIBLE THING!”

“Shamwock!” I yelled in my foalish voice as I trotted down the old, dusty streets of the prewar town of Apple Plains, dragging Gunter along, his arm between my teeth. I had to drop him to speak and pick him back up again after, but I was a kid, what did I care about petty inconveniences? Poor bear had just been stitched up and he was already coming apart, being dragged along the ground like that. “Where are ya?”

“Lost Shamrock, have we?” an old, blue, unicorn stallion with a greying mane and moustache asked, cleaning his glasses with his magic as I passed by his general goods store.

“Yup,” I replied, dropping Gunter’s arm and sitting down on my haunches. “I wanna play.”

The older stallion glanced inside. “Well Windfall is upstairs in his room, if you’re looking for a playmate.” He looked down at me and smiled. “Want me to go fetch him?”

I shook my head violently before standing back up. “Nuh-uh. Don’t wanna play with Windfall, I wanna play with Shamwock. Have you seen him, Mr. Ledger?” The blue unicorn shook his head. “‘Kaybye.” And with that, I picked up Gunter and scampered off.

Mr. Ledger was a great stallion, I’d always admired him. Probably because he would give Shamrock and I free candy or chocolate on occasion. It was his son I didn’t like. Well, he was alright, I guess, he just didn’t know where to stop.

I remembered one time I had gotten my hooves on Mare Do Well, issue number three, and he wanted it. Sure, he asked for it and tried trading but I wouldn’t give it up. It may have been selfish of me, but Shamrock would read me a bit of it every night and try to teach me to read with it.

After I wouldn’t give it up, Windfall hit me and ran off with it. Naturally I went crying off home to dad. I guess Shamrock got his sense of humour and his general niceness from Dad, because no matter what, both could make me feel happy even in the darkest of times. I remembered finding my comic back in my room that evening, and Shamrock claiming he had no idea how it got there.

“Shamwock!” I called out once more, looking for that goofy orange and green brother of mine. Where could he have gotten to? He’d run off like lightning after breakfast. Oh! That’s right! He was gonna go see Clàrsach!

Clàrsach, the daughter of the only other pony from the Emerald Isles and the only beer brewer around. She was stunning, from her pure black coat, to her white and gold mane, and her cutie mark of a golden harp. Dad told me Clàrsach’s dad named his beer after her.

I stopped at a small crossroad and looked down each lane, chewing on Gunter’s arm in thought. Which was was Clàrsach’s house? Not many ponies out to ask...

“Dis way, Gunter!” I cheered triumphantly, briefly spitting out the bear’s leg and picking him back up again. I trotted down the street on my right. The Apple Plains was too far from any detonation sites to receive any significant damage or radiation, hence the fertile farmlands. The old, dark wood and cement buildings still stood through the two hundred years under the hot sun and wind storms.

Trotting down the street to Clàrsach’s house, I couldn’t help but hum a song to myself. I would have sung, but I was dragging my faithful companion and bestest friend ever. I hung a left just before Clàrsach’s house. It was a large, wood building, bigger than my family’s (Not jealous at all...) but not as pretty, no interesting features at all. Just drab wooden planks. I had just rounded the corner when I heard my brother weeping over my tune.

“Shamwock?” I asked, coming into view. My big brother had his back to me, hunched over a smaller, black pony. “Are you okay?”

“Hey buddy...” Shamrock said in a sad tone as I trotted up beside him. I dropped Gunter at my hooves and planted my rump on the dusty ground.

“What’s wrong with Clàrsach?” I asked, looking up at my orange and green brother. He had long, wet streaks running down his cheeks. Clàrsach’s neck was bent at an unnatural angle, the glimmer of beauty and pride in her eyes had disappeared, replaced with a cold stare.

My older brother glared at the balcony above him. “I...I told her to be careful. Not to sit on the rail...” More tears rolled down his cheeks. “Clover, you should leave...”

“Why?”

“Clàrsach is dead,” the green maned stallion choked.

“D-dead?” I stammered. I had never seen a dead pony before and never really had to deal with it. I didn’t have any idea what to do. I sat in silence for a few moments, waiting for Shamrock to shoo me away. “Wanna...wanna hug Gunter?” I held the teddy bear up to my brother.

Shamrock stared at Gunter for a few seconds before gently taking him and staring at him. He began to tear up and held the teddy bear close, crying into his fluff. I had no idea what to do, so I decided just to pat Shamrock on the back.

My first dead body, it was somepony I knew. Yet...somehow, I felt very little in the ways of emotion. Was I too young? Did I just not care? I don’t know, but I felt like I was the bigger brother comforting my little brother.

“Its okay...” I said, hugging my brother.

Shamrock hugged me, still staring at the body beside us. “No...no it isn’t...”

The door of Clàrsach’s house suddenly flew open and Mr. Harper, her father burst out. “Clàrsach? What did you break this-" The reddish brown stallion's voice caught in his throat as his eyes fell on the body. He stumbled forward a few steps and fell to his haunches. “W-why?" he mumbled numbly. "My...my little girl...”

“It was an accident...”

--- --- ---

“Fuck!” Gaz, the heavy griffin, yelled, waking me from my not so blissful slumber.

I pulled an old smelling sheet off my face and found myself on a soiled mattress. My eyes adjusted to the dimly lit, concrete room and I saw three ponies, Ace and two of the spec ops ponies (a unicorn and an earth pony), sitting around a table with the giant bulk of Gaz. His face was scrunched up in frustration as he slid a pile of bottle caps over to Ace, who was smiling broadly.

The room I found myself in was spacious, with concrete walls and large windows. No sunlight came through them so I had to assume it was night. The only light in the room came from a single burning barrel in the middle of the room; though I got very little heat in my spot in the corner. The room had two doors, one of them was open with a shadowed corridor on the other side (or whatever) and the other barricaded with a numerous amount of junk.

Gaz seemed a little smaller than before, but that was probably due to the fact the armour above his waist was removed. His torso was still large, regardless of his armour, and I saw his dog-tags dangling over his neck feathers. The rest of his armour sat on a desk nearby. The other unicorn sat in front of it with some weird tools.

“That’s it, I’m out,” the giant griffin sighed, standing up.

“What? Did the mighty Ace clean you out?” my unicorn companion said, mocking the behemoth. Gaz grumbled and walked to his armour.

“Garry, how many times do I have to tell you?!” the unicorn working on his armour said.

Gaz looked confused. “Uh...refresh my memory.”

The unicorn sighed in frustration before hammering something into the armour. “Your damn shielding talisman burnt out again!” The unicorn looked up at the griffin behemoth with a scowl. “These things don’t grow on trees!”

The griffin chuckled and held up his hands. “Alright, alright, I’m sorry.”

The unicorn looked furious. “You really need to stop walking into enemy fire! Do you have any idea how hard it is to recharge these! Do you? Huh? Do you?!”

The griffin was starting to get irritated. “Look, egghead, I know it's bloody hard, but that’s why you’re on this damn team. And for the record, if I hadn’t stepped into enemy fire,” he pointed at me. “He and his friend would be toast. Butter and all.”

Ace glanced up at me and her ears drooped. “Great, that lumox woke you up.” She sighed before sliding the bottle caps into her saddlebag and trotted towards me. “I was hoping you’d sleep well into tomorrow.”

“Why?” I rasped, my throat raw from crying the day before. Earlier today? What time was it? It was dark out...

The beige mare sat on the mattress beside me, making me shuffle to the other side. “You had one hell of a day yesterday.”

“Your fault,” I grumbled, rolling over and pulling the sheet over my head.

“Yeah...I guess it was...” Ace mused. “Great learning experience, eh?”

I pulled the sheet off my face and just stared at Ace. “What?” I deadpanned. What the hell did she mean by ‘Great learning experience’?

“Well, I learnt that I should avoid underground tunnels, and you learnt how to become an ant queen.” She couldn’t help but snicker at that last bit. I guess I am an ant que- king. Ant king. But surely not any more. No way do I still smell like ant queen stuff. Isn’t that how it works?

“And I murdered ponies,” I mumbled, hiding my face once again.

Ace patted my head. “Yeah, you did,” she sighed. I whimpered. “But they were monsters, and you saved me from being raped and killed. Tell me, would you rather have killed three ponies, or have me be raped and killed?”

I pulled the sheet from my face. “Well, you were a complete bitch to me, almost got me killed more than once, and only just started showing any support after I saved your life.” I saw her frown, then her eyes widened in slight shock. Damn right I’m serious.

“I saved your life too!” she barked

“No. No you didn’t,” I growled back. “I would have never needed saving if you hadn’t come along and make me fight a giant bounty hunter, drag me down into a swarming ants’ nest, and finally make me fight through a violence infested town.” I poked her with a hoof. “And now I have absolutely no idea where I am, what time it is, or what is going on.”

Ace was gobsmacked. I doubted she would ever expect me to actually fight back. “I...uh...” She turned and saw the other ponies watching. ‘What are you looking at?” she snapped, making the ponies go back to what they were doing. She looked back at me and sighed. “I’m sorry, Daisy. I’m sorry I brought you through hell, but I can’t be seen near Federation troops, and I was really bored in Westwood. Maybe I should have done something... less life threatening?”

“Whatever...” I muttered. “What happened to ToastyBuns?”

The unicorn poked my flank. “Not toasty anymore.” She grinned and glanced from my flank, to the pile of old bandages beside the mattress. I blushed a little when I realised Ace had been hovering around my rump when she removed the bandages.

“Oh, don’t be such a pansy.” Ace laughed and nudged my shoulder with a hoof. “I didn’t take em off.”

Uh oh. “Then...who did?” A shiver shot down my spine. Ace had already seen my bits, so that wasn’t too bad, but now somepony other had? That...well, that scared me...

“Forsythe,” Ace giggled.

Wait... oh please no. “The...the griffin?!” I yelped. Those talons were that close to mini-me? I curled up into a ball.

“Yup. Odd one that griffin...”  Ace muttered.

Odd or no, I’m not letting her get anywhere near my giblets again. Never ever. Speaking about my general special zone, which I rarely do, I have been a whole day without using the little colts room and I seriously needed to relieve myself.

I wriggled out of the sheet and mattress and found myself in the open with no barding. It seemed...safe-ish, so I saw no need to go looking for that horrid, tight, manky set of barding. I mean...pink... come on!

“Where’s the restroom in this... wherever we are?” I muttered to Ace.

She pointed out an open door. “Take a left and its the end of the hall,” she instructed. “Have fun, Queen Daisy,” she added with a snicker.

“Whatever, Queen Bitch,” I growled and turned out the door. I let out a breath I didn’t realise I was holding. Did I really just call Ace ‘Queen Bitch’? I mean, she was a complete bitch, the bitchiest of bitches, but did she really deserve to be called names? Sure she called me stupid, kinda hurtful nicknames, but its all in good fun. I called her that out of spite.

Just one step on the long road to being less of a filly.



And there it was. My own conscience calling me a wimp. I shouldn’t have been surprised really. I knew I was a wimp, but what else could I be? I didn’t even know there was a war out here! That ponies were killing each other over just about nothing!

And you’ll need to learn how to do that too, if you plan on surviving.



I reached the end of the hallway and creaked open the last door. It was completely dark, so instead of walking right in, I probed the wall around the door like an alcoholic fumbling for that last glass of rum he couldn’t quite reach. Finding the lightswitch, I found myself in a filthy bathroom with several blue stalls. The stench was horrific, but it was something I could bear.

I knocked on one of the stalls...and facehoofed. There was nopony in here but me. I opened the door and was met with... a broken toilet. Who ever used it last must have been passing a sledge hammer or something... there were bits of ceramic everywhere!

Turning away, I had a chance to glance over the graffiti all over the stall. ‘F+P’ in a heart, a few phone numbers, curses, all the general marks of rebellion against the authority.

*ping*

My Pipbuck had picked something up. The note tab had opened and on the top of the blank list sat ‘20-45’, some of the many numbers on the wall.

“Why are you-” I’m talking to a computer...

I groaned and stamped my hooves, feeling the Pipbuck loosen from around my hoof. “I need to replace that duct tape,” I sighed, getting over my tantrum. I trotted to the next door and found the toilet was intact. I took one step and was met with a sickening crunch. My hoof was fetlock deep in a greenish mush inside a brown insectoid shell. The damn thing wriggled under my hoof.

“Ewewewewewew!” I fell on my arse and scooted back, dragging my soiled hoof across the floor, trying to get the insect’s insides off. I took several deep breaths and peered at the bug again. Yup, dead. Getting to my hooves, I took another deep breath. “I fucking hate bugs!” I growled through clenched teeth. I kicked the dead roach away and finally managed to do my satisfying business. The toilet didn’t flush...of course it didn’t flush. Why wouldn’t it flush? Because its the wasteland. That’s why it didn’t flush.

The blue door of the stall opened with a creak and I stepped out. I may have been in the wasteland, but sanitation waits for nopony. Thankfully, the water still ran in the sink, though I had no soap.I finished washing my hooves and looked at myself in the mirror. I...I looked decent, actually. Sure, my black mane and grey coat were a little dirty, but other than that, I looked good. Except for the scar along the left side of my head, just above the ear. Reaching up to touch the puckered skin, I caught a glimpse of something in the mirror. Hooray! I barely noticed something else in a filthy bathroom! It looked like...hooves. Was somepony in here after all?! I went beet red when I remembered my tantrum.

Last stall. I shuffled towards it, having to cover my nose at one point, the stench got so bad. Why did I want to know who was behind the door? Why hadn’t they said anything? “H-hello?” I asked.

There was no reply.

This is not a good idea, by the way.



My conscious called me a pussy before. Screw my conscience. I found the door to be unlocked, so I did what any good pony would do. I opened it.

“Excuse me, but I- What the fuck?!” I gasped and almost backflipped to get away. The pony...he...he was...dead. Long dead. His eyes were a milky white, and his coat a sickening, rotten yellow, the flesh barely clinging to his bones in some areas. I saw that he didn’t die from severe constipation, more the large hole in his head, and the old, black blood splat in the wall behind him. Killed while in the loo... what a way to go....

I jolted and spun back to the sink, emptying anything I had in my belly into the drain. I shuddered and looked at the corpse in his sloppy, bloody, patchwork leather armour, in the mirror again. I convulsed again but I didn’t hurl. I couldn’t hurl. I... I think I began to cry. I sniffed and looked at myself in the mirror. I didn’t look decent. I looked like hammered shit.

My mane was a mess, my face was puffy with the amount of crying I had had in the past two days, and my coat was filthy. The trail of snot dripping from my nose didn’t help, either.

“What am I doing?” I managed to choke out after a long sniff. “Crying over the dead. I barely fucking knew him and I’m crying for him...”

See? Wimp. Are you even crying over him? Or yourself  for hating the way you are.



“What the fuck? Why am I insulting myself?”

I’m telling it like it is. You’re a complete wimp, now cowboy up, or die. You remember what Ace said? You pretty much have to be bad to live good out here. But you’re a ‘good pony’, so you won’t live at all.



“Yes... Yes I will...” I mumbled through teary eyes. I think I got it now... what I was trying to tell myself. “No.” I said, wiping my tears. “I am not a wimp.”

Yeah. You kinda are.



“Not any more!” I bellowed and slammed my hooves into the mirror, shattering it. “Time to grow up. I need to get my arse in gear and grow a pair!” I stared at myself in the broken shards on the ground. “I will never get my revenge if I don’t cowboy up, and get shit done.”

I stomped through the glass and left the restrooms.

--- --- ---

The hallway seemed longer and darker than it had been before. Still all stained cement walls with the occasional destroyed poster, none of them legible, or light fixture dangling from the ceiling. I could barely make out the voices of Gaz and the unicorn discussing his power armour.

Finally getting to the door, I peered in. The Spec Ops ponies all had resumed their game, minus Ace, Gaz, and the unicorn engineer. Where was the vertibuck? I would have to ask somepony about that. But the only pony I knew here was Ace and I didn’t want to talk to her. She was lying on my mattress, staring at the ceiling. I tried figuring out what she was thinking, but settled on just plain boredom. I sneered at the very room. I either didn’t like or know anypony in there.

“I should at least find out where I am,” I muttered to myself and looked at my Pipbuck. The closest location my Pipbuck could name was ‘Communication Station Fox’. When I zoomed in, I saw that I was sitting in a large black triangle. Apparently, we were only a short hop, skip and jump from Foxtrot.

The hallway went on until it veered to the right and into more darkness. Fuck that. No way was I going into complete darkness. I did spy another door however. The new, wooden door was further down the hall than the room I had woken up in, and on the other side of the corridor. Shuffling my way towards it, voices started to emerge, and two white ticks flashed on my EFS. Friendlies! But who were they?

I nosed the door open and looked inside. Rubble lay everywhere, the roof had been blown off and only parts of the walls survived. The sky above me was beautiful, the stars twinkling, the moon full, the-

“Get down, civy,” a voice whispered. I snapped out of my stupor and saw a pony on her belly, looking through binoculars, peering out of the building beside the remains of a wall.

A griffin with an oversized sniper sat in the corner, sitting against the wall, peering through the scope over the adjoining ruined wall.

Following their sights, I saw what they were watching. A fairly large building, about ten blocks away, stood, illuminated by floodlights inside a chain link fence, a  giant antenna sticking, proudly into the air from on the roof.

I hid behind one of the remaining walls, beside the pony on the floor. Wait a second, this was a pegasus. The pegasus that had saved my arse yesterday, to be exact. I couldn’t quite make out her features in the darkness though.

The griffin sat like a statue in the corner beside the mare, aiming down her sniper rifle. She was using some sort of stand to keep it steady on the wall. Bipod, that’s what it was called.

“What are you looking at?” I whispered to the mare.

She looked up at me. She wasn’t wearing her helmet, but she was still wearing her balaclava. She took her eyes away from the binoculars and stared at me with her big, midnight-blue eyes and then I thought she smiled. The balaclava really didn’t help, as it covered her whole face.

“You shouldn’t be up here," the orange flier whispered, "but I’ll allow it. After all, your friend did volunteer the both of you to help. She really was persistent,” She moved over, gesturing me to look through the binoculars.

I rolled my eyes. “Did she seriously sign me up for another life threatening adventure?” I whined, sliding down onto the ground and shuffling to the binoculars.

“You can back out if you want," the mare replied in a friendly tone. "I’d be more than happy to show you the direction back to the highway.”

Cowboy up.



“No. I’m fine.” I seethed at my conscience, but it was right. Grow a pair or die. Several large shell casings were strewn across the ground beside me; probably from an equally large gun. The old rounds were long and gold. They had words scratched in them. ‘Revenge’, ‘Redemption’, and ‘Regret’. Was this a sign? “Are these yours?” I asked the mare.

“Nah, those are .308 rounds. We use .50,” the pegasus replied. “Probably somepony who was hunting raiders in this area. This whole region was a raider camp a while back. Then all of a sudden, no more raiders.” I guess I know how toilet pony died...

“What am I looking at?” I asked, changing the subject. I was looking directly at the big building now. There were a few ponies standing in the windows, watching the road and courtyard of the big building, and several others just going about their business.

The pegasus mare hunkered down beside me, sending a shiver up my spine. She was pretty attractive, which made me a little nervous, to be honest. “Communications Station Foxtrot. Everypony says its busted beyond repair, but Short Stack doesn’t think so...”

“Who?” I asked.

“He’s one of the leaders of the Separatists," the mare whispered, her proximity letting the warm breath stroke my ear, sending another chill down my spine and making me tense up. Pretty mares getting this close to me. Not exactly something I tend to handle well. "He’s in there somewhere and the Resistance Brass want him gone.”

“Oh hell...” the griffin grumbled, not even moving from her statuesque position, looking over the building through her scope. “Boss, you’d better take a look at this.”

The pegasus got up from beside me and slunk to the griffin in the corner. The griffin moved from her sniper and let the pegasus look through it. I saw them as little more than silhouettes in the dark. I looked through the  binoculars again.

“Far right,” the griffin whispered. I looked through the window the griffin had indicated. From my position, I had a clear view of the room. It had green wallpaper and red carpets, with a desk perpendicular to the window and a bunch of chairs scattered about. Leaning back in one of the chairs was a really weird looking pony.

His snout looked weird and he had large floppy ears. He wore the patch work, separatist barding, but with a heavy vest and collar over it. A black hat, and an eyepatch hid most of his face. Red splotches covered his clothing. He seemed to be passed out with a bottle balanced perfectly on his belly. Beside him lay a strange looking saddle with two large revolver-looking contraptions.

“Is that Happy Jack?” the pegasus asked, a slight hint of surprise in her voice. “I thought he was killed in the Fed raid on Outpost Romeo.”

“We all did,” the griffin replied with a tinge of fear in her voice. “Seems the survivors linked up with Short Stack. Good as dead, if you ask me.”

The pegasus mare grumbled. “He was a damn good demo donkey.” She looked away from the sniper to me, then back to the griffin. “Alright, we got what we need. Take the civvie...uh...Clover back to the rest. I’ll catch up in a sec.”

The griffin walked towards me silently and prodded my side with a talon. Sharp talons.... It didn’t hurt, but it was enough to send a shiver up my spine. “C’mon, lets get going,” she whispered.  I pulled away from the binoculars, which the griffin picked up behind me. I slid to the door, creaked it open, and found myself back in the hallway. The griffin followed.



In the dim light of the hall, I finally got a good look at the griffin. It was Forsythe. I went bright red at the sniper griffin who had taken the bandages off my flank while I was out. “I...uh...hi?” I stammered.

I didn’t get a good look at Forsythe before. She wore the same desert camouflaged light armour the rest of the group had, except fitted for griffins, naturally, and matching boonie hat. She had a bandolier of .50 cal sniper magazines slung across her chest, and a few magazines for her pistols strapped around her waist

“What’s wrong with you?” she asked with a chuckle. “Ya look like a beetroot.”

“I, uh, um...” I guess its not just mares I have troubles with, but griffins too... great... “...uh...”

“Uh, um, ah, oh, err,” Forsythe said, imitating my voice before laughing. “Spit it out, pony.”

“You... were the one to t-take off my b-bandages,” I mumbled, shifting uncomfortably. The griffin nodded. “W-why?”

The griffin huffed in amusement. “Because your friend didn’t want to do it.” That made sense. She leaned in close to whisper into my ear. “And you’re kinda cute.” ...What...?

I gulped heavily and started shaking. “I... I thought that... that...” I was starting to feel light headed.

“That grffins don't like ponies and vice versa?” Forsythe finished my sentence for me. “It happens. I personally prefer ponies because griffins are a little too rough for me.” She grinned. She was... interested in me? Oh hell no. Not with those talons.

“So...you...you like...”

Forsythe rolled her eyes. “You’re a civilian. I think you’re cute, but I don’t even know you.” She raised a brow. “I do like you, just not in the romantic way, silly.” Could this get more awkward? “Why? You want some griffin lovin’?” she snickered. I thought I was going to pass out.

“What’s going on out here, hmm?” a voice sounded from the door we just left. “Fraternising with civilians again, Forsythe?” I turned and saw the orange pegasus. What was her name again... Adrenaline Rush, wasn’t it?

Forsythe chuckled, taking off her hat and smoothing back her purple tipped feathers. “Maybe...” She put her hat back on and stood at attention.

Adrenaline chortled. “At ease, soldier.” The orange coated pegasus pulled the sniper rifle off her back and threw it at Forsythe, who caught it and slung it over her back.

The pegasus was a real looker when she took off her balaclava. I was standing between a griffin who thinks I’m cute, and a beautiful mare. I was struggling to keep my brain from popping.

“Miss... Miss R-Rush...” I stammered, trying to be polite. When will this torment end?

“You can call me Dare, Mr. Clover,” she replied, echoing my politeness. “So. Shall we?” she asked, glancing at the door to the rest of the squad.

I couldn’t agree more. I scampered through the door and skidded to a halt. Everypony was staring at me.

“That was a long trip," Ace snickered. "Needed to ‘blow off some steam’, eh?” I frowned and raised an eyebrow. I had no idea what she meant. “Never mind...” she sighed, rolling her eyes.

Adrenaline Rush, sorry, ‘Dare’ trotted into the room behind me. “Fillies and Gentlecolts!” she announced. “I think we have a plan!”

“Let’s hear it then,” Gaz rumbled through his helmet. While I was in the restroom, it appeared that he had put his armour back on. He seemed like a nice bloke, but...fuck, he was scary!

Dare waltzed up to the table Gaz’s armour had been on, and laid out an old, slightly faded map from a nearby saddlebag. “Right, we’ve identified that the biggest enemy concentration is here.” She pointed to a point on the largest square, which I assumed was the comm station. “Here, and here.”

“Sounds easy,” Gaz chuckled, hefting his minigun onto his back. “Get me close enough, and I’ll mow through em.”

“Not that simple, Garry,” Forsythe sighed in slight disappointment. “Happy Jack is with them.”

“..Shit...” Garry seemed to deflate. I guess that suit of armour does fuck all against explosives. “Close quarters, isn’t it...”

“Yup,” the engineer unicorn answered, slinging her machine gun over her back. “Guess we’ll have to draw him out?”

“Exactly,” Dare said. “But we need bait. Some of the ponies over there must have seen us at one point, so it can’t be us.” But that only left... oh hell no. Dare looked from me, to Ace, who was now standing between the earth pony sharpshooters. “It’s going to have to be one of you.”

“Are there any alternatives?” I whined, cutting off Ace before she could say anything. “There must be. I don’t want to put my life in danger again. Ever.”

“Wimp,” Ace whispered softly, but just enough that I would hear it.

Dare thought for a moment. “Well... we could shake down the building with the vertibuck... but ammo doesn’t come cheap for those cannons...”

“Not worth it,” one of the earth ponies said. “Using the vertibuck might end up destroying what they found in there, plus we can’t risk it getting damaged. We only have four, and you yourself know we can’t get any more from the Enclave.”

“Enclave?” Ace asked.

“Pegasus militaristic government back across the Great Dividing range,” Dare answered before turning to the earth pony. “We don’t talk about them around civilians,” she growled. “Got that?” The earth pony nodded. “You are right though. We risk too much using the vertibuck. Guess we have to think of something else.”

“I’ll be the bait,” Ace said. “No time to waste.”

“No,” I said, flatly. “Ace, they need your shotgun and your skills.” Stay strong. “I’ll do it.”

Ace just looked at me with a blank stare. “You?” She blinked a few times. “...you?!” The leather clad mare seemed close to bursting out laughing, but thankfully, given the present company, she didn’t.

“Yes,” I responded. “I will play the bait while you get the job done.” I gulped hard as the group stared at me. “What?”

They stared in silence for what seemed like an eternity. “Marvelous,” Dare said, finally breaking the silence. “Okay, Mr. Clover. We’ll need you to lure them out, and-”

"Lure them out?" I asked “How the fuck do I do that? Might as well just trot up with a big bullseye painted on my forehead.”

“I thought you’d have reservations on the matter, but remember, these ponies were once Resistance. There is something we both hate, the Federation. If you tell them you have valuable evidence on their troop movements or something, you might get Short Stack to come out of hiding.” Dare dug into her saddlebag, pulling out a sheet of paper. “Fabricated intel. Should work.”

I took the sheet of paper and looked it over. “Seems... legitimate...” I poked at the sheet. “Got the official stamps and markings. Should work.”

“You’ve seen Fed files?” Dare asked, eyebrow raised. Ace facehoofed.

I started trembling. “Well, mostly... mostly on agricultural reports and other farming documents. I was a farmer on the Apple Plains...”

Gaz stomped towards me and pulled me up to eye level by throat, choking me. “We’ve got a fucking Fed in our presence, boys!” he boomed. I squirmed and beat at his giant griffin hands. I could help but think ‘this is how I die, isn’t it.’

“Drop him,” Ace instructed. “I’ve been over this a hundred times with him. He doesn’t support the Feds and didn’t want to be one. I almost killed him over it twice.”

I nodded furiously. Gaz opened up his hand and I fell on my rump with a dull thud. I clutched my throat as Gaz walked away. “Glad it’s not one of ours going into the hornet’s nest,” he rumbled. Great, now the giant griffin hated me.

“This doesn’t change anything!” Dare announced. “He may be a Fed, but he’s here now and helping us. That should be enough.”

“And if things go sideways?” Forsythe asked.

“If things go sideways...” Dare frowned at me. “You’re on your own and we find a new plan.” I gulped hard, but nodded. “We good to go?” she asked the team. All the ponies had their gear on and nodded. Dare looked back to me. “You’d better get ready while I brief the team on positions.”

I nodded and shuffled away, looking for my pink barding. Bleh, pink.

“You won’t get very far wearing that!” the orange, pegasus mare shouted after me. “You’ll be shot on sight!”

I turned and looked back. Most of the crowd was amused by my pink armour. Dare rolled her eyes and moved to a larger duffle bag. She dug through it and pulled out a set of light grey barding.

“Old riot barding. Not the sturdiest, but probably better than the piece of junk you were using before,” she said, placing it before me. “Just don’t lose it. I might ask for it back.”

It took a while, but I finally figured it out. I had to say, I looked fairly good. If only I had a trench coat, or a set of sunglasses, I would look awesome. The barding was pretty light, and the armoured plates seemed really thin, but Dare informed me that they would stop small arms fire. The barding covered almost all of my body, only leaving room for my tail to poke out the end and stopped just below my head. I wish I could have kept it.

“Everyone have their objectives and gear?” Dare shouted over the group. They all snapped to attention. “Good.” She turned to us. “How about you civies.”

I looked myself over and smiled. “Cowboy up.”

--- --- ---

It was cold that night, even in my new barding. I guess that’s just it, warm as fuck in the day, chilly at night. Then again, the shivers running down my spine might have been because I could be lying in a pool of my own blood in a few brief minutes. That was honestly not a preferable option.

“Wanna go over the plan one more time?” Dare asked as we crept towards the comm station. It was dark, but I could still make out her midnight-blue eyes under her balaclava. Her desert camouflaged helmet and barding might have blended with the dunes and prairies of the Ponave, but not the ruins around the comm center.

According to Dare, this whole area used to be a Coalition outpost. The Coalition being the government in the Ponave, built up of donkeys, mules, griffins, ponies, and any other species that chose to live in this fucking desert; before Equestria annexed everything between the great dividing range and the western coast. Of course, this base had probably been picked clean a long time ago.

“I think I got it. Just tell them I have vital intel for Short Stack and that I need to see him personally. Yep. Got it,” I replied, followed by a tiny whimper. I would essentially be flying blind. No fancy Pipbuck, no contact with the team. Nothing.

Dare stopped and peeked over a low wall. “That’s the jist of it. And if our timing is right...” I glanced over the wall and just managed to catch a glimpse of the dark silhouettes of two earth ponies and a griffin sneaking across the rooftop nearby. “...then everypony should be in position.”

“So, you’ve still got my back? Even after you found out that I’m a Federation citizen?”

“You offered to help,” the fiery red maned pegasus stated, looking back at me. “Any resentment or suspicion can wait until after the operation.” She put a hoof on my shoulder. “Until then, you’re part of my team for this op and I will treat you as such, comprende?” I nodded. “We’ve got your back. All you need to do is get Short Stack out in the open.”

“And... and if I can’t?” Always the possibility of this going south...

Dare stared at me. “Like I said, we make a new plan.” I gulped down the lump forming in my throat.

We continued moving in silence before reaching the outskirts of the courtyard. I poked my head over a ruined chariot at my objective. I shuffled a little to get a better look and something clinked against my hoof. ‘Redemption’, ‘Regret’. More of those bullets. I picked one up in a hoof and looked it over. It looked... shiny. I slipped it into one of the small ammo pouches on the riot barding.

“I guess this is it...” I muttered, gulping hard.

“Good luck. Don’t worry, we have you covered,” Dare reassured me while prodding me forward. “Now get going.”

I took a deep breath, had a small whimper to myself, and trotted out. I couldn’t believe I was actually doing this. Putting my life in danger for some rebels, for what? To prove to myself that I’m not a wimp? This was... stupid. So, so stupid. I should have just turned around and ran.

“Too late now...” I muttered, shuffling towards the building.

The building got larger and larger. The building full of gun toting anarchists, a demo donkey and something that could bring down a vertibuck. I was a complete idiot. “No, fuck this, I’m out.” I turned to run.

“Hey!” a gruff voice yelled out from the building. “Hold it right there.” I froze completely.

Stay and maybe survive, or run and most likely be shot? Looked like I only had one choice. I slowly turned. Three ponies were staring at me, all ready to shoot. “T-top of the morning, lads,” I managed to stammer out in a broad Emerald Isle accent.

“Who the fuck are you, and why the fuck shouldn’t we shoot you right now?” one of them asked, before pulling the firing bit back into his mouth.

Time to grow a pair. Stay strong. “Well then, boys. Y’won’t be getting yer hands on any Federation intel.” I pulled out the paper. “Troop movements all over the north.”

“Bullshit,” one of the ponies spat. “Why would you, ya scrawny rat, have Federation intel?”

“I have my sources.” I tried to give my surest smile. I didn’t know if it worked.

One of the Separatists, a rose unicorn, narrowed his eyes and slowly walked towards me, keeping his gun sights on me at all times. “Oh really?” he asked. The buck was snout to snout with me now. The adrenaline starting to pump into my veins... was magical.

“Really,” I replied, gaining some confidence in the adrenaline. “But I bet a shitehawk like you isn’t in charge here. Get yer boss down here now.”

The Separatist snorted. “Or I could just shoot you and take it.”

Alright, that was a new... time to lie, I guess. “You shoot me and I bleed all over the paper. Doubt you’ll be able to read it after that.” Please be as stupid as I think you are...

The buck stopped and seemed to think. That’s right, let the hamster turn that little wheel in your head...

“Fine,” the stallion finally responded. I bet that hamster was exhausted. “We’ll go get him.” He turned to the others. “Get the sarge!” he barked.

“Thank you,” I said, picking up the sheet and putting it back in my barding.

I waited in silence for a few minutes before two other ponies came back. The pony watching me stomped towards them and started conversing in a hush hush conversation. They finally broke their huddle and trotted toward me, and surrounded me. Fuck.

“The boss wants to see you,” the buck said, a sly grin across his face. “Lets go.”

Oh no. Oh no, no, no, no, no, no. Not good. If I go in there, I have nothing, I’m fucked, done for, dead.

“Uh...I would rather see him out here. In the open. Here,” I said. I may have panicked.

The buck huffed in amusement. “Just as I thought. You’re a spy.” He reared up and slammed his hind hooves into my face, sending me flying. I landed and held my now bleeding nose. “Get him up and get him inside.”

The other two Separatist ponies trotted towards me about bound up my hooves. They started to drag me into the building.

“Let me go!” I shouted. “Do you treat all your informants like this?!”

They stopped and the stallion came into view and grinned in my face. “Not all our informants want the boss outside to get picked off by a sniper or some shit.” Fuck, maybe he did have a spark of intelligence.

“Snipers? I have no idea wha-”

*Slam*

I clutched my bound hooves to my belly, where the pony had dug his hooves into me. “Liar!” he shouted. “You expect us to believe that you’re alone? Out here? In the middle of the night? Just to give us some intel?” he roared in my face, spraying spittle in every direction. He looked up to a new pony in heavier armour. “Raise the alarm, we’re going into lock-down.”

The door behind us slammed shut as we entered, and a huge metal shield started to slide down over it. I twisted and turned to get a better view, but a burlap sack was thrown over my face.

Bound up and helpless.

I...I don't wanna die... 

--- --- ---

Okay, where was I?

I remembered having a sack thrown over me, then smelling something sweet and kinda sickening before finding myself sitting on something and restrained. Lets put two and two and two together here.

We were gassed, you dodo.



And now my consciousness was insulting me again. Why do I hate myself? So I was gassed, and now I was tied up. Excellent.

I heard a door open nearby and I tried turning my head in the direction but it was stuck. The next thing I heard was the sound of hooves clicking against ceramic tiles.

“So,” a deep, gruff voice said. “Who are you, and why are you here?”

I tried to move, but I couldn’t. Not a muscle. “I can’t see shit,” I grunted, abandoning my accent.

The burlap sack whisked off my face and I was showered in bright, white light. It took a while to adjust, but when I did, I saw a wooden table in front of me. I was bound to a chair in the middle of a pure white room with something clamped to my head. Across the table stood a yellow unicorn in patchwork, Separatist armour. He wore a thick, black beard and a small blue officer’s cap.

“Better?” he grunted.

“Much,” I sighed. “Where am I?”

“You’re in Comm Station Foxtrot, son,” the black bearded pony said, calmly. “The main question is why are you here? Most ponies just hightail it when they see us.”

“I’m here to deliver Federation intel,” I lied. “That’s it.”

“Who sent you?”

Great, can’t tell him who actually sent me. I seriously hoped this worked. “The mole.”

“Who the fuck is ‘The Mole’.” Okay, I’m fucked. Lets just go along with this.

“That’s all he told me. He claimed to be ‘The Mole’ in the Federation. That’s it!”

The pony facehoofed. “You’re a dumbass,” he groaned. “He’s a mole in the Federation, not ‘The Mole’. Who the fuck calls themselves ‘The Mole’?”

I put on my most shocked face. “But...wait...” Is this working? “You’re kidding.”

“No, you retard. Where was he stationed?” Oh fuck. I have no idea about any of the Federation activities in the Ponave. Think Clover, think!

“Fort Crossroads,” I said, remembering what the radio pony said.

The yellow coated pony chuckled. “Fort Crossroads...” He got up and trotted around the table and into my blind spot, my head still stuck in the vice thingie. “Our mole there was hung last week,” he whispered into my ear.

My chair turned violently, and fell over. I was now on my side and staring at his hooves. “You’re a liar and should be killed.” Shit shit shit. “But why go through all this bother just to get in here?”

“I...I was sent here to-”

*Bang*

A bullet tore through the chair, right between my legs, missing mini-me by inches.

“No. More. Lies!” the bearded pony roared in my face. “Why are you-”

The door behind him swung open and a a blue pony, in a cap similar to the bearded one’s, stumbled in, panting. “Sir, the camera feeds in basement level two are down.”

The bearded pony pivoted and narrowed his eyes at the new pony. “Then fix it, you idiot. Can’t you see I’m in the middle of an interrogation?!”

The blue pony stood, shocked for a moment, before nodding, saluting, and sprinting back the way he came, slamming the door behind him. The yellow stallion turned his attention back to me. “Alright, are you going to tell me the truth?”

I nodded, well, tried to nod. “Yes,” I managed to choke out. I had to get out of here, but how? Think, Clover, think!

“So why are you here?” the pony asked again, his revolver levitated by his side.

I need to buy more time. Maybe I should appeal to his loyal side? “I want to join the Separat-”

*Bang*

That shot was dangerously closer to my family jewels.

“Lies! If you wanted to join, you wouldn’t be waving that document around.” He pulled back the revolver’s hammer in his magic. “Last chance, Private Twinkle Hooves, tell me the damn truth, or you’re going to be singing soprano for the rest of your life.”

Fuck it. I’m a dead pony anyway. Not like the Resistance can kill me if I told this pony the truth. “Okay! I met a Resistance Spec Ops team and I volunteered to-”

*Bang*

I screamed in agony as the bullet tore through my left hind leg, right above the knee. Blood started pouring out and onto the floor, staining the white tiles. I was almost blinded by the agony.

“I don’t miss twice,” the black bearded pony growled, pressing the gun right between my eyes.

The pain in my leg was horrifying. I had never been shot before, and now I had a revolver round go straight through my hind leg. I couldn’t help but cry out in pain, tears pouring down my face. Why do ponies do this to each other? This is barbaric! The amount of blood coming from my leg now... I was going to die.

“I am telling the truth!” I screamed through the pain. “The Resistance sent me here to lure out Short Stack!” I was starting to feel a little light headed. I think shock was starting to set in.

The hammer on the revolver pulled back. “You’re lying again. If you were Resistance, you’d have a bomb, not a document. Like they would hand over precious intel like that...”

I clamped my eyes shut. This was it. I was going to die right then and there. A bullet to the brain seemed a lot better than slowly bleeding out. Much faster. I’m coming, Shamrock. If you didn’t save me a good seat, I will kick your orange ass...

*Thump*

Both of us looked at the door. What was that? It was bloody loud! We started to hear muffled shouts and more thumps. Something was going on outside. Apparently the guard was just as confused as I was because he lowered the gun from my face..

“What the hell is go-”

*Bang*

The door swung open again, this time with blood splattered against it. The blue stallion fell through the doorway, a large hole blown through his face. A figure stood in the doorway, he wore a long, brown coat over a dark suit with a desperado hat covering his eyes and hiding his face in shadow. His dark yellow hooves and horn looked cracked and worn, and the parts of his hide I could see seemed to be peeling right off him.

“Oh shi-” the bearded pony tried to bring up his revolver to shoot at the new figure, but was too slow as the shadowy pony blew a hole through the interrogator’s head. The Separatist fell to the floor beside me, lifeless.

I stopped crying, more shocked at the new figure, and the gaping hole in my leg, still pouring blood.

The new pony glanced over its shoulder and cantering into the room, towards me. His eyes were still covered by his hat, but the shadow on his face had dissipated. His muzzle was rotten and dilapidated, not to the point where I could see bone, but I could see raw muscle. Miraculously, an impressive handlebar moustache had survived the decay and been maintained to perfection.

This buck... was a dead pony walking. This pony was Death.
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Chapter 5: Allegiances.

 

“What were you busy doing? Spying?”

“D-Death... I’m dead, aren’t I?” I asked, blinking, trying to fight back the shock. “Y-you’re here to take me to the other side.”

“Death... No,” the figure replied in a gravelly voice. “I’ve been called many things, but I am not a pony of the apocalypse.” He tipped the brim of his hat, revealing his eyes.

My eyelids were forced open by the big blob's cracked hooves. I could barely make out his eye as he leaned in close. My mind must have been playing tricks on me as they seemed reptilian.



I remembered those eyes! Those reptilian eyes! “You... you saved me... out on the dry lake...” I was really losing it now. One can only lose so much blood and I was fading fast. 

“Yes, and I’ve just done it again, amigo,” the dead pony said as he pulled out a tiny purple vial and a roll of bandages from his coat pocket. 

He emptied the vial into my wound and started applying the bandage. “The potion will accelerate the healing process and the bandages should do the rest.” 

Why was he helping me again? He trotted behind my chair and undid my binds. The straps holding my head in place loosened and I slumped down, finally able to relax without the restraints. 

I think I’ll just lie here and rest. The chair was just so comfy on its side. I could feel sleep starting to seep into me, driving my conscious state away.

“No time for sleep,” the dead pony instructed, prodding my wound and making me yipe in pain. That certainly woke me up. I shifted my weight and slowly got to my hooves, wobbling slightly. He was right, I couldn’t sleep now, too many murderous ponies around.

I looked up at the new pony through teary eyes. “W...what are you?” I asked. “Are you a...a z-zombie?” I backed away from the thing. Whatever it was, it wasn’t natural. 

“Zombie?” He asked with a chuckle. “Naw, kid. I’m a pony just like you.” Just like... what? I gawked at him. I think he got the point. 

“Alright, maybe not ‘just like you’. I’m a ghoul. We ghouls soaked up balefire radiation and didn’t have the good fortune to die. Sure, we look like we’re dead, but we live far longer than any pony. Take me for example. I’m almost two hundred and forty years old.”

“T-two hundre-” I gawked at him. “Impossible!” 

Shouting and the sound of thundering hooves resounded from down the hallway, breaking our little... whatever it was. 

“No time, I’ll explain later,” the ghoul pony calmly said, moving to the door, his large revolver levitated in front of him. “We’ve got some pandejos to exterminate, amigo.” 

I had no idea what to do, I was quaking in my new barding. I had no gun, no wits, and no clue. The only thing I knew was that I was inside a big communications building full to the brim with Separatists and a demo donkey even Gaz was scared of. This wasn’t going to end well.

The ghoul slid his head around the corner and fired off 3 shots in quick succession with wet thuds that were followed by screams echoing cruelly back down the corridor to us.

The ghoul pony grinned, standing in the middle of the hallway, and twirling his revolver. He pulled out a cigarette, lighting it as he turned before waving me out of the room. 

I was very hesitant. This wasn't actually happening, was it? If I hadn’t already, I was going to have to seriously grow a pair and get shit done. I picked up the interrogator’s revolver and the ammo pouch he wore on his hip. Today wasn’t going to end without me drawing blood again. I wasn’t going to make it out of here if I didn’t accept that notion as fact. 

“W-what do we do?” I asked, poking my head around the corner. Three corpses lay at the end, each with a hole right between the eyes. Who was this ghoul? An old timey gunslinger or something?

I entered the hallway and saw that there were no windows, only the bright lights above me. How this place was in tiptop condition so long after the bombs had fallen was beyond my ability to comprehend.

The ghoul pulled out his revolver and reloaded it, filling the cylinder and slamming it back into the gun. “I need to get to the command center and clear out this building.” He... wanted to clear this whole building. Every Separatist soldier?

“Clearing this whole building is going to be impossible!” I whined. “Even with me here. You need at least a group of qualified po-” I stopped mid sentence. 

“Qualified ponies?” the ghoul asked, finishing my sentence. “Sure, I could use some help, but where the hell am I going to find allies in here, eh? I was lucky to find you, kid. Or, was it you who was lucky that I came along?” He started making his way up the hall. “Do you know where I can find a band of fighters on short notice?” he asked, sarcastically. 

I guessed he was the lucky one. “As a matter of fact, I do,” I replied with a small smile forming on my face. That got his attention, as he turned his ugly mug in my direction and raised a rotting eyebrow. 

“Oh really now?” he asked.

I spent the next few seconds explaining everything I had done prior to turning up in that room, not stopping for questions. From the weird code in the cubicle to the equally weird bullets and finally to the spec ops squad I had foolishly agreed to help.

I really didn’t need to tell him most of what I did, but spilling the beans made me feel better. My head was in a better place, knowing that just maybe I would see them again. They may not have been friends, but none of them wanted to kill me. Well, maybe Gaz, but not as much as the Separatists. Besides, as long as Dare was around I was safe. Except for the time I had been tied up and had a gun to my head.

“...alright, how do you suppose we get them in here?” the ghoul asked, mockingly. “This whole building is under lockdown, and when lockdown is in effect, nothing gets in or out. How else do you think it’s as pristine as it is?” 

That made loads of sense, lockdown keeping a building clean. I should keep an eye out for any way that would work, other than keeping dirt outside. 

Priorities, Clover. You want to live, don’t you?



Okay, maybe my conscience isn’t always a bastard that insults me and is always wrong. Priority one is getting Adrenaline Rush and her squad in here, then helping out the ghoul. One good turn deserves another and all that jazz.  

“How do we lift the lockdown?” I asked, finally starting to think about the current situation, because I’m a solid tactician like that. Yeah, didn’t think so. “That’s the only way we are going to get help.”

The ghoul looked up and down the hall. “The override has to be in the security station on level two, we’re in basement one.” the dark yellow, rotting pony started trotting down the hall. “Just a hop, skip, and a jump, amigo.” 

That was easier said than done. With my injured leg (which hurt like a bitch) I couldn’t hop, skip, or jump, let alone fight through narrow corridors. I stared at the revolver I had taken from the interrogator, which I had absent-mindedly slid into one of the empty holsters on my new barding. 

Couldn’t fight through narrow hallways. But dammit, I was going to try. I pulled out the revolver and set it comfortably between my jaws. “Less ‘o” I slurred around the handle. Damn my lack of magical skills, but hooray for my genetically superior strength!

We slowly made our way to the end of the hallway, making sure not to make a sound, lest we alert anypony to our presence. We had narrowly avoided a squad of Separatists heading to the interrogation area by hiding in a janitor’s closet. It may have been fairly spacious, being empty and all, but I got a lot closer to the ghoul than I would have liked. It didn’t seem to faze him though. 

Maybe I was just being childish but, up close, ew! I never wanted to focus on his deathly physique, but seriously, ew. Why weren’t maggots crawling all over his face? Okay, I may have been overreacting; he did look okay for almost two hundred and fifty years old. Didn’t smell too bad either. Wonder how he managed that...

We tried to sneak around silently, avoiding most of the patrols or groups heading to the interrogation area. The stairs were a welcome sight after the bland, white concrete hallways on this floor. 

This level I had been rescued on was sparsely populated, had no windows, and was completely boring. Or I could have just been feeling sick from the pain in my bleeding left hind leg. Not as much as before, and the bandages soaked it up, but bleeding none the less. I couldn’t put any pressure on it or pain flared with every step.

Getting up the damned stairs was hard, but not impossible. It may have taken a wee bit of assistance from the ghoul, but we made it to the next floor. 

Windows! There were windows on this floor! Even if they were covered by large metal plates that seemed to swing down from the ceiling.

I saw a sign that merely said ‘Ground’. I guess that meant I had been interrogated in the basement. Or basement one as there was apparently a basement two. That was where the security system died out, right? I think that’s what that pony who interrupted the interrogation said... 

“What’s in basement two?” I asked the ghoul, curious. I thought it was a good time, as there was nopony around. None that I could see at least.

“Prison cells,” the ghouls replied, looking down the hall. “We need to be one more floor up. Damn these Coalition buildings and their confusing plans!” He huffed and walked down the hallway, looking for potential targets. 

It was eerie, really. I saw quite a few ponies while looking through the binoculars from the building we were planning in, but now it was a ghost town. I turned a corner with the ghoul. Maybe they had taken up- oh look, there they were. Wait. There they were!

I was jerked into an empty storage room when I saw the ponies loitering in defensive positions down the hall and around the main door I had been pulled through when I first arrived. I spotted the heavily-armoured pony I saw on my way in standing in the middle of a group of around ten to fifteen ponies playing cards. Thankfully, they didn’t notice me.

“I guess we found ‘em,” the ghoul whispered, a tad annoyed. 

I think I understood what they were doing. The facility was under lockdown, which was probably why the windows were blocked by those huge metal plates. Those soldiers were taking up defensive positions to gun down anything that came through the front doors. The fact that they were so slack about it seemed to indicate their confidence in the security. 

I looked at my revolver. “Do we kill them?” I asked, trying to sound confident. Real stallions choose fighting over sneaking. right?

“Nope,” the undead buck responded, peeking out the office door. I guess I was wrong then. “We shouldn’t telegraph our presence until the lockdown is lifted,”

The storage room itself was not very big. Just a desk and a chair, a few filing cabinets, and a shelf with a bunch of junk on it. The walls were the same cold, white concrete as the rest of the building. 

“Should we send them a letter then?” I asked quietly. The ghoul raised an eyebrow at me like I was insane, or stupid; probably the latter. “You know, as in we shouldn’t telegraph them?” The ghoul rolled his eyes and looked out the door again. 

“Okay, maybe this turn wasn’t a good idea...” he whispered. I had to agree. We should have just turned back around the corner instead of ducking into this office. If we walked out of the office now, there would be a high chance of one of the Separatists would spot us from down the hall and we’d be fucked. I bet it was just pure luck that stopped them from spotting us the first time. 

I clicked my hooves together nervously. “So... Are we trapped?”

The ghoul looked at the contents of the room. After a few minutes he grinned. “Stand back, I’m about to be brillia-”

“Attention!” a loud, authoritative voice boomed over the building’s intercom. “Prison break on basement two, we are now on high alert! I need a squad down there now, dammit!” 

“You heard the boss!” the heavily-armoured pony (who seemed to be in charge) by the entrance barked. “First and Second, get moving! Ain’t nothin’ getting through this door!” 

Several of the ponies nodded and scampered past the room, heading for the stairs the ghoul and I had come up. 

“Nevermind...” the ghoul mused, looking back down the hall. “Stroke of luck, only a few of them left. We can probably get out of here now.” 

I peeked out of the door and looked down the hall. Only four ponies remained, buried in their card game. “And the security station is upstairs?” I asked. 

“Mhm,” the ghoul confirmed. Alrighty, so, we need to go up one more flight of stairs, find the security station, deactivate the lock-down, get the Resistance in here, then kill the boss-pony. All the while avoiding Separatists who know we’re on the loose, getting lost, and the demo donkey I had seen before. Great.

“Okay. On the count of three, we sneak out of here. How’s the leg?” the ghoul asked with a tone of slight authority. I figured knowing how much it hurt would help him plan our next move. Or, it would allow him to use me as a distraction and get away home free. Bastard. 

I glanced at the bandage around my left thigh. It hurt, but not as much as it did before. Fuck, I was actually shot! “S’okay...” I muttered.

“Bueno. Ready?” the ancient pony asked. He seemed a touch excited. Like he was reliving the past or something. I nodded. “One...two...” I steadied myself behind the ghoul. “...three!” 

The ghoul dashed out of room and down the hall, almost silently. Now was my turn. I snuck out of the room and...

...tripped over my own Luna-damned hooves and face-planted. I didn’t have time to lose, so I settled on using my hind legs to propel myself forward, crawling along the floor. Stealthy. As. Fuck. 

At least, I thought so before a bullet grazed my mane. “Fuck!” I yipped and hightailed it out of there, turning a corner and almost ramming into the ghoul.

“You fucked up, didn’t you?!” he asked, frustrated. Well, more grabbed me, shook me and then asked. 

“No!” I replied quickly, scared out of my mind..

“He went that way!" a voice shouted down the hall. "Get him!”

“Yes!” I corrected myself, getting free. “We need to go!” I dashed down the hallway, passing offices and storage, desperately looking for a place to hide- uh, I mean, stairs. Gunshots and shouts started ringing out from behind me as the ghoul caught up. 

I felt the surge of adrenaline course through my body as we found the stairs. A bullet implanted itself into the wall beside my head. If I had been any faster it would have ended up in my skull. I...I grinned as I made my way up the stairs. I was enjoying myself?

What. The. Actual. Fuck.

I was a coward! I should have been pissing myself! But something was giving me the confidence I was feeling, but what? I felt the pain in my leg flare when I scrambled up the stairs. 

Adrenaline?

That was it. The feeling of adrenaline! It was just so much, so fast...it was glorious. The new power streaming through me, making me faster, stronger. I loved it. I felt like I could take on the world. 

“Halt!” a large, grey earthpony yelled at the top of the stairs, his gun pointing right at us. 

Yeah, no. There were ponies shooting at us down there. No way was I stopping for anypony, bozo. 

I leaped from the stair and slammed my hooves into the pony’s chest, knocking him back into the wall. I heard a gunshot and a bullet whisk past my flank, but I was unharmed. 

I looked over my shoulder and saw the ghoul fire a few shots behind him, then he put the gun to the slammed pony’s face. I turned away to look for the security office as he fired and speckled me with bloody mist.

The ghoul galloped up beside me, looked down the available hallways and hummed. The wall behind his head exploded in a shower of concrete pebbles as a shot narrowly missed him. Without even flinching from his narrowly avoided, ballistic lobotomy, he galloped down the nearest hall, leaving me in his dust.

I blinked for a moment, then screeched in pain as a bullet tore through my right ear. I took off in a heartbeat as the blood trickle down the side of my face. I didn’t like this anymore. Somepony get me out of here!

I wanted to cry. I wanted to just curl up and break down. I had been shot twice! Well, the second time was just my ear, but still, twice!

You can do this! 



I was right! I can do this! If not for myself, then for Shamrock!

A burst of gunfire peppered the floor under me, scratching my hooves.

Who the fuck was I kidding? Even as we ran, I was looking for hiding spots. Somewhere I could just tuck myself away and die. 

No! You will not give up! What would you say if Shamrock was in the shit?



What would... I would tell him to not give up. My conscience was right again. I needed to do this. I couldn’t fail. Dammit, I wouldn’t fail.

I felt my muscles tighten as the pain in my leg flared along my spine. I felt the primal need to tear shit up. Fuck being a coward, I was pumped! Talk about mood swings...

I charged down the hallway, catching up with the ghoul. The alarm was definitely on now. Or was that just a ringing in my ears? Whatever, they knew we were there. 

We turned the final corner. Before us stood a reinforced room protruding out of the wall in a large lobby, with long glass windows, and wires snaking from it. The surrounding area had more of a blue metallic surface instead of a white cement like the rest of the building. 

Three ponies, (two mares and a stallion), were frantically poking at buttons and watching screens. None of them noticed us until we passed a security camera and they saw an angry earth pony and a ghoul sprinting down the hallway on their monitors.

One mare screamed, another frantically searched for his gun. Were we really that dangerous? I didn’t think so...

We skidded to a halt outside the door, and the ghoul started frantically tapping at the controls. The rest of the ponies were still following us. I never looked back to get a good look, but we had about six ponies on our trail, each in patchwork armour. They looked really pissed. I mean, murder-eyes pissed. Pissed to the point where a single-

“Got it!” the ghoul yelled as the door opened. He fired down the hall as I dove into the security room. At least two ponies fell into heaps outside as the door slid shut after the rotten pony. 

I had my gun in my teeth and pointed at the three ponies. “Dun moof!” I muffled around the revolver. I didn’t want to shoot them. I hoped I wouldn’t have to. 

“Okay, my little ponies,” the ghoul said in a sly tone, addressing the security station attendees. “We’re going to have a little fun...” 

--- --- ---

 



It had only been a few minutes, but the attendees were all bound up with some spare cables I had found, and the dark yellow zombie pony sat at a console, turning off the alarm system. The ponies after us were barking to each other as others banged on the glass, or tried to hack the door controls. The ghoul had already jammed them, and assured me the glass was unbreakable. How? He just said “Because it was,” then ignored me as he focused all of his attention on the terminals in front of him. 

“Na-na-nana-naa,” I taunted the ponies outside and pulled faces. I think I was high on a drug the moustached ghoul had given me for my pain. It wasn’t Med-X, but a coarse brown powder. He called it ‘Healing Powder’. Fancy, huh?

“Okay, I can lift the lockdown so just let me know when your friends are ready to do their part.” the ghoul said, rolling away from the console on a wheely-chair. I wanted a go on the chair. He pointed at a radio on the table. 

I tapped at the thing, shaking my head clear of the residual effects of the healing powder. My ear didn’t hurt anymore, but it felt...weird. “I don’t... wait... I think I got it...” I tapped at buttons, seemingly at random (probably because I had no idea what I was doing), before I came to the channel switcher knobby thingie. I started turning it and put on the headset. 

“Dare? Dare, come in. This is Clover, are you still out there?” Oh please check in. Please, please, please. Maybe I wasn’t getting through? Maybe I was on the wrong chan-

“Clover? You’re alive?” Adrenaline Rush’s voice came through the speakers. “Thought you’d be dead by now.”

“You and me both,” I muttered. “Anyway, things have gone bad. Way bad.”

“So I noticed. We can hear the alarms from here. Making it hard to plan our next move. Breaking the lockdown is proving a bitch to do...”

I huffed with pride and amusement. “Well I can do that. I am sitting in the security station after all.” 

There was a few seconds of silence. “...How did you... Know what? Never mind. I can ask you when we save your ass. Lets get this lockdown down, eh?”

I looked at the ghoul, who was just watching the ponies try and get in, a huge amused smile on his face. Whoever built this place sure built it to last. By now, loads more Separatist ponies had turned up. 

“...uh...sir? Mr. Ghoulie-pony?” I asked, trying to get his attention. “How do we uplock the lockdown?” Was uplock a word? Fuck it, it is now. 

The ghoul chuckled at the snarling ponies outside. They had decided to use one of their helmeted companions as a battering ram. He didn’t seem to be enjoying it. The door and glass held steady, even when they shot at it. We were safe as houses. Then again, a lot of houses were knocked down by the balefire bombs...but we were safe. Right?

“Mr. Ghoulie-pony?” the ghoulie-pony asked. “My name is Snake Eyes.” Well, that made sense, considering his eyes. “Do your friends know what they’re doing?”

Err. I dunno. I turned to the radio again. “Dare? You still out there?”

“Yup. Waiting for the lockdown to lift,” the orange pegasus responded through the speaker. 

“So you have a plan.” 

“Yup. Security is on the second floor, right?” she asked.

“Yes, should be,” I replied.

“Then yes, definitely. Lift the lockdown, and sit tight.”

I took a deep breath. “Okay, lifting it now.” Here we go. It’s go time. Zero hour.



Just lift the lockdown...



I was starting to hate my conscience. Then again, wasn’t my conscience me? Woo, I still hated myself...

I nodded at the gho- Snake Eyes. He approached one of the consoles and started tapping in commands with a cracked hoof. 

The building began to shudder while a green light started to blink on the console. I looked outside to see the ponies (and one dazed, helmeted stallion) looking around. One of them was livid and began shouting at the others, flailing his hooves down the hall. Quite a lot of the ponies had got the message and fled down the hall. To defensive positions, I’d assume.

“And now we wait,” the dark yellow, rotten pony sighed. He was locked in staring contest with the leader. 

Their leader, a white unicorn in a fancier set of Separatist armor, was absolutely livid. Murder was the only thing in his eyes, and I swear his mouth was starting to froth. Mad pony was mad. Lucky we were untouchable in here. 

A few seconds passed and my leg and ear were starting to burn. I sat down on the ground and started tapping my hoof against the harder armoured bits on my barding. I was, like, really bored now. It was almost unreal. The ponies outside had given up and only a few remained. The others must have run off to reinforce the defenses. 

I looked over to the Separatist technicians we had bound up. All of them were staring at me with fear in their eyes. I reached over and pulled the gag off one of them. This techy was a little younger than me, and had a red mane with a pale blue coat. His mane flopped over his face from under his hat as he stared up at me with green eyes, similar to mine. 

“‘Sup?” I asked. The tech whimpered. Was I scary now? When did that happen? “I ain’t gonna hurt you. At least, I don’t want to hurt you.”

The tech lightened up a little. “W-who are you?”

“My name is Clover,” I whispered, trying to reassure the poor buck. “And you’re tied up because we didn’t want to shoot you.”

“Why are you here?” he asked.

“I don’t wanna be here,” I sighed in response. “I was taken captive and I escaped.” I prodded the buck’s nose. “Why are you here?”

The buck looked ashamed. “I don’t want to be here either. Nor do my friends.” He nodded at the ponies behind him. “Our base was overrun by the Feds. It was either be captured or join Short Stack, who came to save us. We decided to join. We... I don’t think we are the only ones...”

Well this is new. I wondered how many ponies out there didn’t actually want to be in the Separatists. Interesting. 

“What’s going on, Snake Eyes?” I asked. Well, more like whined. “How long are we gonna be here for?” 

Snake Eyes tutted. “Patience, amigo. We can’t do anything until your friends get here.” He turned to me. “It's all riding on them.” 

I sighed and put my head against the wall. This waiting was going to be boring. 

Three ponies were gunned down where they stood by a hail of bullets erupting from down the hall.

I guess it wouldn’t be so boring after all. 

I covered my eyes, knowing what was coming next. I heard muffled screams and gunshots coming from outside. I knew exactly what was tearing through them, and I didn’t really want to watch. Gaz’s minigun was devastating at midrange but in the tight-packed hallways? Forget about it, you were dead no matter what.

“Ew,” Snake Eyes said when the fighting dissipated. “These your friends, kid?” 

I uncovered my eyes (wincing at the blood splats on the white walls outside) and saw the giant griffin, minigun smoking. He looked through the glass and started tapping on the window with an armoured talon. 

“That’s Gaz,” I told the moustached zombie pony. “He’s with us.” 

Snake Eyes looked at the giant griffin, back to me, then to the door. “You sure?” I nodded. “Well...if he kills us, I’m blaming you.” He started typing in commands into the door release and eventually it slid open.

Gaz, the oversized griffin walked in, almost bumping his head against the doorway. He put his minigun on his back and pulled off the black-visored helmet from his desert camo armour. “Hey kid,” he said coldly. By the tone in his voice, I still didn’t think he approved of me being a Federation citizen. “You did well, but who’s this?” He pointed an armoured talon at the ghoulie-pony. 

“My name is Snake Eyes, Señor Gaz,” the ghoul replied with a nod. “Its a nice surprise to see someone making use of the Mark 1 TG-90 Griffin Power Armour. Suits you, sir.” 



 The giant griffin frowned. “And what exactly do you know about my armour?” he asked, unamused. 

Shouting and gunfire erupted from down the hall.

“All will be revealed, my heavy amigo, but for now.” The dark yellow ghoul looked out the door. “We’d better get moving.” Right, big building full of baddies, got it. 

Gaz put his helmet over his yellow-tipped head feathers and locked it in place. I could almost see lights turn on in the inside of the visor. “Lets go then. Don’t want to keep Dare waitin’.” 

“Vámonos!” the ghoul barked and waved a hoof outside. “We’ve got a job to do.” He trotted outside. Gaz was about to leave the room too.

“Hey!” I piped up. Gaz turned and Snake Eyes popped his head back in. I pointed at the three terrified ponies in the corner, each bounded up with wires. “What about them?”

“We leave ‘em,” Gaz rumbled from under his helmet. “The Seps can just stay here and rot.” The ghoul pony nodded in agreement. 

I was disgusted. “We can’t just leave them here!” I said, poking Gaz’s chestplate. “They don’t want to be Separatists, but it was either this or Fed capture!” 

The griffin stared at me blankly. At least, I think he did. The black visor covering his face didn’t help much. “Is that so?” he asked. 

I nodded. “Tell them, mister.” I said to the red maned buck, who was still tied up.

The buck looked at me, then to the griffin, then whimpered. Had I been that much of a coward? I didn’t like to think so. He gulped and took a deep breath. “None of us wanted to be Seps.” He nodded at the others. “We were taken in by Short Stack after the Feds raided our base! Only a few of us survived, but it was either Seps or Feds.”

The griffin took a step forward and read the buck’s dogtags. “PFC Daydream,” he rumbled to himself. “Is this true?” he asked the others. They nodded. They all looked around my age or younger. How do kids get involved in a war?! 

Because they aren’t kids?



My conscience was right. They must have been over eighteen, but that was still too young for warfare. Hell, I was too young for warfare, and I was three years their elder! 

“Alright...” the desert camoed griffin said, standing back up at full height. “If this is true, then we should get you back into friendly hooves. Get to the roof and wait for us.” He took the minigun off his back. “But if I find out you’re all Sep loyalists...” He made tutting noises before spinning up his oversized gun. “Things are going to get messy for you.” 

All three ponies winced. Snake Eyes and I started untying them as Gaz stood by the door, waiting for the Sep ponies.

“The roof is the fifth floor,” Gaz said. “The command center is on the third. Get moving and we’ll meet you there later.” The ponies nodded and ran off, but the pale blue buck turned.

“Thank you,” he whispered, smiled, then...winked? Wait, what?! He turned and ran off. I think he waggled his hips in my direction before he left though. Did he...no, no way...me? So now I have a griffin AND a stallion who have the hots for me?!

The ghoul was chuckling and I think Gaz had turned off his internal helmet microphone, but by his body movements I could tell he was laughing. Bastard. 

“Where’s the rest of the team?” I sighed, trying to change the subject.

Gaz turned his head to me. I assumed he was talking, but the lumbering behemoth still had his mic off. He realised this after a few seconds of me staring at him.

“The earth ponies are outside providing sniper support, the unicorns are clearing the lower levels, and Forsythe, Dare, and Ace are waiting for us on the third floor,” he said calmly. “They have managed to remain undetected so far.”

“How did you get in?” Snake Eyes asked. To be honest, I was wondering the same thing. “Surely you must have made some noise, or been seen.” 

Gaz spread his wings. “I flew in through a window up here, Dare and Forsythe flew in above, and Ace was carried.” He turned to me. “Your friend has quite a mouth on her. Must have poked fun at me four times on the way in here.” Yeah, that sounded like Ace. Bitch. 

Snake Eyes trotted out the door, revolver at the ready. “Let's not keep your amigos waiting.”

Gaz and I followed, and by the goddesses I was right. The ponies outside stood no chance at all against Gaz’s minigun. They were torn to bloody ribbons. Yeah, didn’t think I would be sleeping at all for the next... lifetime. 

I averted my eyes and narrowly avoided stepping in the pony sludge that coated the hallway. When that big Resistance heavy wanted something dead, it fucking died. Horribly. Gruesomely. The smell itself was enough to turn your insides to mulch. 

We made our way forward in silence, except of course for the heavy footfalls of the ten-ton-talon-toting griffin behind us. We could only hear faint, sporadic sounds of gunfire coming from outside and the floors below. The earth pony snipers and unicorn gunners were certainly doing their jobs. 

There we were. The stairs to the third floor. This was it, the last floor we needed to hit before going home. Well, the Resistance ponies were going home, Ace and I were going to Iron City. I wondered how far out of the way we were.

We cautiously started our ascent. I had the revolver in my mouth and it was trembling. Odd thing for a gun to do, tremble. It's almost like- oh. It was me, I was trembling. Right. That made much more sense. Who could blame me? The way the Resistance ponies talked about Short Stack almost made him seem like the boogeypony. 

The third floor was quiet. A long, white hallway extended before us with several rooms on each side. At the end stood two ponies, guarding a huge metal door, but still hadn’t noticed us. That could have something to do with us just peeking over the top step and being quite a distance away.

“Heh, easy pickings,” Gaz chuckled, spinning up his minigun.

That got the guard ponies’ attention. “What’s that... Hey, you!" one of them yelled, spotting the giant griffin’s head poking out over the step. "At the end of the hall!” He pointed his shotgun down the hall. “Come out with your hooves up!” 

“Hah!" Gaz laughed, charging up the stairs. "As if!”

“Oh shi-” The guard pony couldn’t finish his sentence. Not because Gaz had torn him apart. Gaz didn’t even get the chance to fire. 

Like a blur, one of the ceiling panels shifted and two figures darted down. I heard the sound of metal on metal as two long blades slid out and plunged into an exposed throat.

The other figure jumped over the other guard, grabbed his head from behind, and twisted. As far as we were, even Snake Eyes winced at the pop.

It only lasted a second, but the guards were dead and nothing stopped us from reaching the door at the end, which Forsythe and Adrenaline “Dare” Rush were standing on either side of. 

Forsythe smiled at me as we approached. “Thought you were dead, cutie," she whispered with a wink. "Had me worried.” That was so unfair. Being in the middle of danger frazzled me enough without griffins trying to seduce me. Or toy with me.



You love it.



Do not!

Anyway, so unfair. 

“But he ain’t,” a familiar voice sounded from above me. I yelped when a certain unicorn mare fell from the ceiling and landed on my head. “A mixed blessing, I guess.” 

I shoved her off and gave her my best glare. It didn’t work as she started to giggle. 

“Though, you’re not as cute as you were before...” Forsythe said with a sad smile. “Not with your ear clipped and a bloody leg...” My ear was clipped? Forever? Like, permanent? Oh man, I must’ve looked like a freak! At least she wouldn’t be all over me anymore. “But I think it makes you look rugged.” She winked. Never mind.

“Shut up, the lot of you,” Snake Eyes grumbled. “I need to get through to the command center, and you need to kill Short Stack. Lets get it over with.” 

“Same old Snake Eyes,” Ace snickered. Of course, she knew him didn’t she? I remembered her calling him Snakey back in Westwood. “What are you doing here?”

“All will be revealed,” the ghoulie-pony announced. “Time is of the essence.”

“The ghoul is right, we need to get shit done,” Dare said, digging in her tactical vest. 

The spec ops ponies (and griffins) all nodded and prepared themselves to breach the huge, metal door. Gaz hunkered down and readied his minigun, Forsythe had her two pistols ready, and Dare was planting a device on the door. Ace and Snake Eyes seemed to know what to do as they got themselves ready. I hid behind Gaz. I was sure they’d get the job done without me.

“Everypony ready?” Dare whispered over her shoulder. The ponies and griffins nodded. “Alright. Breaching in three...two...one...” She ducked to the side and everypony looked away. Except me, of course. 

The device on the door started to glow, then spark, then it erupted into a green flame as it exploded and blew the door clean off its hinges; blinding me in the process. 

I heard shouting and gunshots as I rubbed my eyes, trying to clear my vision. They should have warned me this was going to happen if I looked. Not like it was self-explanatory or anything. 

My eyes started to clear, but I could only see blurs. My head was pounding, but I could still hear. I mostly heard ponies groaning and some shouting from the Spec Ops team. 

“Short Stack!" Dare announced. "You are charged with treason, murder, and crimes against pony kind... you have been tried and been found guilty!” 

I dragged myself through the door and squinted to get a clearer view. The spec ops group seemed to be in control. I could barely make out Ace and Snake Eyes amongst the ponies scattered in the large room. 

There were grey blobs along the walls, scattered over the floor of the large room, and hanging from the ceiling. This was definitely the command center. I rubbed my eyes again.

“Any last words?” Dare asked. I could make out Dare’s knives, Slashy and Smiley, on her hoof gauntlets. They were pointed at a unicorn’s throat.

The unicorn in question looked familiar even in his blurry state. It almost looked like he was wearing a suit, but that would just be plain silly, why would he be wearing a suit? Damn I wished I could see!

“Yes,” a gruff voice sounded from the blurry unicorn. What was it that was so familiar? “I have no regrets over what I did, Dare. I did what I did so that we ponies of the Ponave can be free. We didn’t have a government before, why do you insist on installing one?” 

Dare seemed adamant. “We are trying to install a government to bring peace! You saw the Ponave before hand! Gangs of bandits, raiders everywhere, mass starvation, the Ponave was hell. A government can fix that. If everypony works together then we can get rid of those problems for good.”

“How is that different from what the Federation is doing?” Short Stack asked smugly. He had a point. That was what the Federation was trying to do, wasn’t it? That’s what they told us, at least. 

“They are corrupt, fascist bastards!" Dare yelled. She was obviously very passionate about this. "They are working the core towns to the bone and giving nothing back! They destroyed the griffin tribes to the north, forced the bison to integrate with them against their will, exploited damn near everypony out here, and are working with known criminals!”

Now, I was never told this, so I could neither confirm nor deny any of it. I did know a bison though, Steve was his name. He and his father used to transport some of the apples we grew on the farm out to other cities in Federation territory. I wondered where he was now... 

“And how do you know you won’t end up doing the same?” Again, a good point. Did they have contingencies against that happening? Maybe the Federation thought they were doing the right thing, but hadn’t set up safeguards. 

Dare was starting to get pissed. “Because the Federation is just one big fat country. They don’t need the resources out here, yet they work our people to the bone to bleed this desert dry!” 

“So the Resistance wants the Federation to starve. How heroic,” Short Stack mocked. 

“They have a huge surplus of supplies, they...they...” Dare groaned in frustration. “Enough talk, time to die, Short Stack.” 

“Indeed it is,” Short Stack purred.

Through the blurred haze I could barely make out the unicorn swinging around to buck Dare, keeping the momentum going and coming around again to wrap his forelegs around her throat. He levitated a pistol as he finished his spin and pressed it against her head with his glowing horn. I could see why this pony was in charge.

“Nopony move, or she gets it!” he bellowed. The other spec-ops ponies, Ace, and Snake Eyes were all pointing their guns at Short Stack and Dare.

“Shoot, damn it!” Dare shouted. Nopony moved in fear of hitting their leader. 

“We may be bad ponies, Dare, but the Separatist movement is going to succeed,” the unicorn purred into her ear. “You know why?” He grinned. “Because the bad live good...”

And the good don’t live at all.



I picked my revolver from my barding and fired.

The two ponies stood still. Nopony or griffin made a sound. Who did I hit? Did...did I hit Dare?

Short Stack fell to the ground, lifeless. 

I remembered who he reminded me of. He reminded me of the same pony who had murdered my brother in cold blood. The same pony who had ordered me to be buried alive.

He reminded me of Double Down. 

I was breathing heavily in a revenge induced rage, revolver clenched between my teeth as I felt the surge of adrenaline dissipate. My vision began to clear and I saw everypony and griffin staring at me. 

I saw that the grey blobs were actually monitors and terminals were monitors and terminals, sitting on tables and counters in a large room. All sorts of wires snaked along the walls, all leading to a huge screen on the far wall. This was the command center all right. There weren’t any windows though.

The first to approach me was Forsythe, who slung an arm around me. “Hot damn, cutie! You’ll be an expert sharpshooter in no time!” 

I clipped the revolver to my barding and took a deep breath. Normally, I would be a wee bit awkward about this, but fuck it. I was awesome. “N-Nothing to it.” 

“Nothing to it?!” the female griffin laughed. “You had a ninety percent chance of hitting Dare, but you didn’t! You took the shot like a pro, cutie!” 

“Oh Forsythe, you’re gonna make him blush,” Ace chuckled. “Whoops, too late.” 

I wasn’t blushing! No way! All this praise meant nothing to me at all! 

“Oh, stop it you,” I squeaked. 

“Hey, she’s right y’know,” Dare said as she trotted up to me. “That was one hell of a shot.”

“Thanks...” Okay, maybe this praise was getting a little much. 

I saw that Snake Eyes had moved over to one of the large terminals, I couldn't tell what he was doing, but it looked fancy. Nevertheless, it seemed that the situation had been resolved, as the spec ops ponies were tending to the Separatists who had surrendered (the ones who hadn’t piled in a bloody corner), and I had some questions. 

“Mr. Snake Eyes,” I said, squirming free of Forsythe and trotting to the ghoulie. “You saved my life a few days ago and I had questions but you ran off.” 

“We also have a few questions,” Gaz interjected, walking up beside me. “But the little guy should go first.” Gee, thanks. 

The ghoul shrugged and turned to me. “Well we have the time now, shoot.” 

Now came one of the biggest, and hardest parts of my journey so far. This wasn’t the time or place to back down. I had to stay strong. 

“Where’s Shamrock?” 

A question that had been haunting me for a while now. I died a little inside, but I didn’t show it. I couldn’t show it. I didn’t know why, but I refused to show weakness. I almost failed, but I felt something inside, making me stronger.

“Who might that be?” the dark yellow ghoul asked. I barely held in a whimper. 

“My... my brother... he was killed before I was buried...” I was starting to lose it. 

Snake Eyes gave me a sympathetic look. “The other pony... unfortunately, in order to keep you alive, I had to leave him behind.”

Oh Goddesses...

Tears were welling in my eyes. “He’s s-still... tied to the tree?” The ghoul nodded. I couldn’t hold it in anymore. Tears started flowing down my  face. “Please tell me you’re lying... please...” 

The dark yellow ghoul shook his head. I felt a reassuring hoof on my back. I looked to see who it was, and it was my beige, leather-clad travelling companion. I was going to turn and cry on her shoulder, but before I could, I felt a cold rush and the feeling of revenge swept through me like an icy breeze, killing almost all the sorrow I was feeling. 

“The pony who did this to me...” I seethed. “Double Down. He will pay for this.” I looked back at the moustachioed ghoul. “Do you know where the fiend is?” 

The ghoul shook his head. “Sorry, amigo. I don’t. But I do know where you can find out.” 

“Iron City?” I asked, already knowing the answer. The ghoul nodded. “We’re already heading there. Isn’t there anything else you can tell us?”

The ghoul smiled. “No, but I think I can get you the information you need. Just head to Iron City and I will see if I can find anything while I’m here.”

“Why are you here?” Dare asked. I guessed my question time was over. I didn’t care, I asked what I needed to. I was too filled with rage and sorrow to ask anything else anyway. 

“I need this communications building to carry out my mission,” Snake Eyes said, matter of factly. 

Dare raised a brow. “Mission? Who are you with?” 

“The Equestrian government. At least, I was until the bombs.” 

“That doesn’t answer much, ghoulie,” Forsythe said flatly as she finished tying up the Separatist survivors. 

“I need this array to make a connection between the surviving government databases back east, and contact a few friends about the issue.” 

“Friends?” Gaz asked. “Everything over the Great Dividing Range is just about dead.” 

Everything over the Great Dividing Range was Equestria. Was Equestria really dead? Every last bit?

“Almost, but not entirely,” the ghoul said. “Still places like Dise and Flankorage that are still alive. On their last legs perhaps, but still alive. I just happen to have former colleagues in both.”

“So that’s why you need the tower,” Dare mused. “I’m guessing you got it operational?”

The ghoul nodded. “Got it operational right before I was caught and captured. It was complicated, but I just happen to have the know-how.” 

“So Short Stack made use of it? That can’t be good...” 

“He didn’t use it," Snake Eyes said proudly. "He couldn’t use it.” He trotted to the biggest console and opened a panel under it. The rotten stallion stuck his head inside and routed around a little before pulling out a small, strange device. “Signal Jammer.” He showed us a rictus grin and put it on the ground. “Never let me down. When the Ministry of Wartime Tech makes something to last, it lasts.” 

Dare nodded. “Well, Mr. Snake Eyes, this communications center is just as beneficial, if not more, to the Resistance. I must insist that you allow us to set up a base of operations here.”

The moustached ghoul shook his head. “I’m sorry, amiga, but my mission is far more important than the war right now. I will, however be willing to work with your people, as long as they help me.”

“Help you?” 

“Yes. Security, analysts, runners, anything really.” 

Dare thought about this for a few moments. “One condition, when you’re done with this mission of yours, you will assist us in the war against the Federation.” The old ghoul nodded in agreement. 

“Then we have a deal,” Dare said, extending a hoof. “I will confirm with command, then send for the appropriate personnel. I’m guessing your mission is classified?” The ghoul nodded and shook her hoof. “Alright then.” 

The ghoul turned to the monitors and started tapping in commands. The room started to hum as more monitors and terminals came to life. “We’re online,” Snake Eyes announced with a smile. “Is there anything else any of you want to ask while you’re here?” He looked around at the rest of us. 

I was sitting by the door for the duration of their conversation, silently planning what I was going to do to Double Down when I found him. I glanced at the corpse of Short Stack. He wasn’t wearing a suit, just a darker uniform than the rest of the Separatists. I stared at the hole I put right between his eyes. “Double Down is going to get a lot worse than that... I swear to Celestia.” 

I killed Short Stack. Took his life. Yet, I didn’t care. Why should I? He was a bad pony, and bad ponies needed to die. That expression about the bad living good and the good not living? I was going to change that. I was a good pony, and I was going to live good. Bad ponies? They weren’t. I would have to kill to enforce this, and damn it, I would do it proudly. 

I spied a small note poking out of his uniform and picked it out. I unfolded it and read it. “The local- 39-73”. I hummed to myself, got up, shuffled to Snake Eyes and gave it to him.

“I have a question,” I said as he looked over it. “What does that mean? I found some numbers like that in a nearby building and my Pipbuck even copied them down.”

“Speaking of which,” Ace piped up and started rummaging through her saddlebag. She pulled out my Pipbuck and my SMG. “Here’s your Pipbuck and grease gun.” I slipped on the Pipbuck, pulled the duct tape down tight, and slung my 9mm SMG over my side. 

The ghoul studied the note for a moment, then pulled a matching note from his coat pocket. “Found a similar one down in the basement.” He showed it to me. 

The note read “Flavours show the way. 85-97.”

“I don’t know what it means, but I don’t have time to find out.” He levitated both notes into my riot barding’s pocket. “You keep ‘em, and tell me what they mean if you find out.” I nodded. 

He smiled and turned to Dare. “Is that all, Miss...”

“You can call me Operative Rush.” 

“Very well, Operative Rush. Is there anything else you need? Or can I get to work?” 

“Carry on, Mr. Snake Eyes. My ponies will be arriving by Vertibuck ASAP.” She turned to the door and looked at the Separatist survivors they had tied up and lined up by the door. “Get these ponies moving.” 

I looked up at the zombie pony. “Thank you, Snake Eyes. For saving me again.” 

“That’s two you owe me, amigo,” the dark yellow coated stallion chuckled. “It was my pleasure, kid. Good luck on your journey to Iron City.” He turned to Ace and removed his hat, revealing an almost intact almost-black blue mane. “And Miss Ace, I look forward to seeing you again in the near future.” He took a small bow. 

“As do I, Mister Snake Eyes,” Ace giggled and copied his bow. We both turned and headed for the exit. 

“And, kid,” he said as we were passing through the doorway. He levitated his old coat off and slung it over my back. “Here, for helping me clear this place. Would have been tough without you and your friends.” Friends? I didn’t think I could consider those ponies my friends. The only friends I had were either back on the plains or enlisted in the Federation military. 

“But... I owe you don’t I?” I asked, bemused and looking at the old trench coat.

“Yeah, but those are big owes,” the moustached ghoul chuckled. “I would rather cash them in at a later date.”

“Fair enough,” I muttered. “Thanks, Mister Snake Eyes. See you in Iron City.”

Ace smiled at the ghoul and followed me out. We saw Forsythe and Gaz shoving the Separatist ponies down the hall and were met by their unicorn comrades. “Did we miss anything?” One of them asked.

Both of them had a few scuffs and bruises, but were still relatively intact. I bet that had something to do with their heavier, plated armour and the huge machine guns on their backs. The ponies on the lower floors stood no chance. 

“Short Stack is dead,” Gaz announced. “Killed by the bait. Who knew?” He turned to me as Ace and I followed. “Not bad for a Fed civvie.” I blushed a little. “Have any trouble with Happy Jack?”

“We didn’t see him,” the second unicorn responded. “We thought you would have gotten him.” 

Gaz shook his head. “Then he’s still around.” He seemed to tense under his armour. 

I looked up at the ceiling. “One more floor to go.” Judging from where Dare, Ace, and Forsythe fell from, they were crawling along ventilation and such. “Is this going to be a problem?”

Of course it was. That demo donkey had Gaz spooked. If Gaz was spooked, I was terrified. 

“The top floor is the temporary armoury and storage,” one of the captives said. “Raid it so nopony else can get their hooves on it. Especially not the Federation.” Of course, if the Feds took this base from the Resistance, the front line soldiers would probably get a boost from the armouries. 

Gaz shrugged. “As we’re passing the next floor for extraction, why the hell not? We’ll just have to be extra careful of Happy Jack.”

“Agreed,” Dare said. “Now let’s find that armoury, and go home.” 

--- --- ---

 



Three rooms with nothing but scrap electronics and spare parts. This floor was starting to put everypony on edge. Forsythe and one of the unicorns had left us to take the captives to the roof, which just left the other unicorn, Ace, Gaz, and Dare. So far, we’d been accessing every room in a very tactical manner. Ace and Dare would stand either side of the door, Gaz and the unicorn would take up spaces behind them, as I sniffed around outside. I say sniffed around, more like stood far-ish away and provided ‘cover’. Don’t judge me. You try having your ear clipped and your leg shot. They still bloody hurt!

“What’s behind door number four, I wonder...” Ace mumbled, taking up position opposite Dare. “Lets see what goodies we have in store for us tonight.” 

Dare counted to three, then flung the door open. Ace was the first one in, levitating her shotgun ahead of her, followed by Gaz and Dare, then the unicorn. Ace groaned as we entered a tiny, empty office. 

“Damn, dagnabbit, damn it!” she spat, stomping on the ground. “I want to see the damn armoury already!” 

“Patience is a virtue, young one,” Gaz chuckled. “We’ll get to the armoury soon enough, but not so fast. Heppy Jack could blow us all to pieces if we go in unprepared.” Ace grunted then nodded. She must’ve been tired. Judging by my pipbuck, she had been up close to twenty hours. The sun would be coming up soon. 

Hold on a second. Other than the obvious white ticks of my allies, I saw another one further down the hall. Now, if my memory serves me correctly, white meant non-hostile, and red meant hostile. Should I have mentioned this to the others? I tried to, but they shooed me away as they stacked up on another door. Well, to name names, Ace shooed me away. No surprise there.

I decided telling them could wait. There could be a pony in distress up there. Maybe even a damsel! Imagine that, me coming to a damsel’s rescue. I would most likely lock up and freeze if she were beautiful, but at least she would be happy to have gotten free, right? I trotted down the hall.

The door the captive was behind was a nice polished oak, and had a shiny brass knob. There used to be a word engraved on the door, but it had decayed beyond comprehension. How the door stood, and the word didn’t was a question for the ages. Or a smarter pony. Probably the latter. They key to the door had been carelessly left in the lock by some half-assed guard. This was going to be easier than I thought. 

“My name is Clover and I’m here to resc-” I announced as I opened the door. I was met with a large, weird looking pony sitting in an old leather chair so covered in cracks so that the stuffing peeked out while he gave a big, toothy... and kinda drunk grin.

A certain eye-patch wearing donkey to be exact.

Of course. I had seen him on this floor earlier, but when I had seen him through the binoculars he was sitting in one of the smaller chairs along the side of the large desk that filled most of the room. I couldn’t have cared less about the pristine green wallpaper and red carpets. The only thing I could focus on, was the one eyed donkey in his oversized vest and collar, grinning as he pointed his giant revolver things at me. They each had a huge drum feeding into the wide barrels and a long rectangle on top of the barrels that served as sights. Almost looked like they were made to shoot apples instead of bullets

I quivered on the spot, only producing a whimper when I called for help. I started trembling like I was on a cart going over cobblestones.

“Hullo there, laddie,” he said with a huge grin. “Here ta ‘rescue me’ are ya?” I couldn’t help but gulp. “Or are ya here ta execute me?”

“I... Execute?”

He got up, picked up a bottle of beer, and chugged it. He slammed it on the table and burst into tears. “Aye,” he sobbed. “You must know by now that I did’nea want to be a Separatist arsehole, and Short Stack wants me dead. Just make it quick.”

“I’m... not here to, uh... execute you,” I stammered, taking a cautious step forward. “You don’t want to be a Separatist? That’s fine. But if they thought you were, why did they give you those guns?”

The cyclops looked up at me. “They’re mocking me. They did’nae give me any ammunition.” He sobbed a few times before taking another swig, and belched deeply. Even I cringed at the smell and I was a good few meters from him. “If’n you’re no’ here t’ kill me. Why are ya here?”

“I guess to get you out?” I responded awkwardly, scratching my chin. “We’ve cleared the building of Separatists, if you don’t want to join them, why not come with us?”

The donkey blinked. “So ya are here t’rescue me?” I nodded. He straightened out and breathed in deeply. “Aye. That would be grand.” He trotted to me and caught me in a hug. I was scared witless by the sudden display of drunken affection. “Thank ye! I thought I was dead fer sure!” He broke his hug. I stood motionless. “Er, sorry for the mood swings. Its the drink ya see...”

“No... no problem...” I managed to utter. “L-lets just go...” I turned and zipped out of the door.

I found the others about to barge into another room. “You can stop that now,” I said, looking cautiously over my shoulder at the donkey stumbling out of the room. “I found him.”

Everypony turned and raised their weapons. The donkey stopped and flung his hooves up into the air. He promptly fell on his back and his battle saddle clanged against the floor.

“Don’t shoot,” I said. “He’s with us... and he’s drunk... So. Very. Drunk.”

“How do you know?” Dare asked. “He seemed pretty happy being here when we saw him through the scope.”

“Dare, I can assure ye,” Happy Jack said as he got to his hooves. “I’m a Resistance demolitions expert to the end. The Separatists just seemed preferable to being shipped t’some prison back west until I found a way out o'me predicament.”

Operative Rush seemed to think for a moment. “Stand down,” she ordered. “But Gaz, tie him up until we process him. We don’t want any nasty surprises. And take his saddle too.”

The donkey sighed and unclipped his saddle. He waited patiently until Gaz had finished securing him and stood him by the staircase. That was nine captives total. Good catch, if you ask me.

The rest of the ponies broke through the last door, opposite Happy Jack’s holding place.

Jackpot.

They had breached the armoury. No wonder the office down the hall was small, this room was huge, with ammo stores, weapons, everything. I could hear Ace squeal with delight as she made a beeline for the shotguns.

Gaz whistled under his helmet. He took it off with a hiss and pulled out a large cigar from a pocket on his armour and chewed on the end before lighting it. “Would you look at this... we’re gonna need another vertibuck.” He picked up a note on a table and cleared his throat. “‘Sir, I need more men to transfer this equipment to the secure storage in the basement.’” I guessed that explained why the armoury was up here where it was harder to defend against incursions coming from the roof

Still, I wondered why the armoury was left unguarded even if it was a temporary one, then I saw a note on the door reading “Grabbing a snack. Back in five.” They must have gone to get around about the time I had been captured and then been needed to shore up security.

I wondered why Short Stack didn’t have much security up here, knowing that his enemies could fly. I guessed there was some sort of defensive stuff on the roof. 

Another vertibuck or no, I was uninterested. Shotguns, Assault Rifles, Explosives, nothing tickled my interest. Most of the room was just ammo crates anyway. I sighed and turned to leave while the others gawked at all the boxes, but then something caught my eye.

I trotted over to a long box on top of an ammo crate and nudged it with my nose. “Death's Breath Sniper Silencer,” I muttered to myself without looking at the label. I cocked my head and my face scrunched up in confusion. “How the hell do I know that?” Scratching my head and shrugging, I whispered to myself. “Must've read about it or something.” I poked at the box again before tucking it into my new coat's pocket. I would have left it behind but something about it just felt right. Felt like I needed it. Like I wanted it. Odd.

Ace was in complete gun-nut ecstasy. She was slobbering of the rows and rows of elaborate shotguns, accessories and boxes of esoteric ammo. A look of despondency crept over her face as she slowly realised that she couldn't possibly take them all with her. She pulled her pump-action shotgun closer to her chest.

“I'm not leaving you,” she whispered lovingly to it, like it was her own child. “Never ever ever.”

She glanced over the other shotguns again. “But you're all so beautiful...” She looked like she was about to cry before her eyes fell on a smaller double barreled shotgun. She smiled broadly. “You'll do.” She picked up the shotgun. She also picked up a few spare parts for her pump-action, a longer ammo tube and few more parts that I couldn't identify.

I sighed and sat on an ammo box. Today was hell. That's for sure. The worst part was finding out that my brother was still tied to a tree out there, all alone, rotting away. Tears were flowing down my face, but I didn't make a sound. I couldn't really bring myself to cry. I couldn't cry. I was just too tired and hurt. My leg was throbbing, my ear stung, and every muscle in my body ached.

It felt like eternity before Ace trotted over to me. “Still bummed about your brother, huh?” she asked. I nodded, numbly. Of course I was, you'd have to have the intelligence of a rock or three, to not notice that. “Well we're gearing up to get going. You still want to come with me to Iron City?”

Was she actually asking me to go with her instead of dragging me? I looked up at her and saw her giving me a sympathetic look. I think she was starting to get it.

“Sure. Best way to find out about Double Down.” I hopped down from the ammo box and followed the spec-ops ponies and griffins out into the hallway and shuffled up the last set of stairs.

Gaz opened the roof access and strolled out, enjoying his cigar in the open air. I took a deep breath and sighed, watching the skies to the east start to take a purple and orange tinge as the sun began its lazy crawl over the desert.

The roof was covered in gravel and stone with heating and ventilation pipes and conduits. Behind us stood the giant antenna of the facility while a large gun turret looked out over the Ponave protecting a huge landing pad which could easily house two or even three vertibucks. It looked like it was used recently, and not by us. The Separatists must have had a vertibuck of their own up their sleeves. Which would explain the top floor armoury. 

“Hey hey!” Forsythe called with a wave from her perch on an old ventilation unit. “'Bout damn time! Find me anything good for me?” She held out a hand to Gaz as if she was a child expecting a gift.

Gaz huffed in amusement and pulled a package out of his armoured pockets. “Thermal scope for Gilda's Fury.” He placed into her outstretched hand. “Enjoy.”

Forsythe squealed, hopped up off her perch and gave him a peck on the cheek. “Thanks brother o' mine. Just what I always wanted.”

I was dumbstruck. The lean, nimble Forsythe was the sister of the huge, teeming behemoth of a griffin, Gaz? No way. “You're siblings?”

Forsythe clambered up onto Gaz's back and stood on his shoulders. “Yep!” she chirped, finding her balance. “Gaz is my big brother. Always has been, always will!”

“Unfortunately...” Gaz smirked and glanced down at me. “So don't try anything, tiny.”

I gulped and shook my head violently. “No, sir. Not at all, sir. Not me, sir.”

Gaz raised his armoured hand and narrowed his eyes. I clamped mine shut and waited for the blow I felt coming.

The armoured hand patted my shoulder. “You're alright, tiny. Obviously not Federation material, risking your life for us Resistance 'terrorists' or 'scum'.” He crossed his arms as his sister fell off his shoulders and wrapped around his neck in a piggyback. “I still don't want you snooping around my sister. Even if you were a griffin.” He bent down low. “I'm watching you, tiny.”

Forsythe pouted. “You never let me have any fun, Garry Thornclaw,” she imitated an authoritative figure.

Gaz shook his head. “I will never understand why you prefer ponies over griffins,” he sighed. “You're weird.”

“What?” Forsythe asked, pouting again. “Griffins are too rough for me. Ponies are nice and gentle.” She pulled herself up to whisper in his ear. “They have bigger dicks too,” she cooed as my cheeks began to burn.

Dare pulled a device from her ear. “Alright, vertibuck is inbound now,” she barked and turned to our abundance of captives. Each one seemed a little more relaxed than before as they sat in a neat little row, and the buck from the security station was staring at me. I didn't like him. He creeped me out.

I turned and sat beside Ace as she looked out over the desert. “Why are you such a bitch?” I asked.

Ace sighed. “Because I need to. It’s nothing personal, just a defence mechanism. I'm sorry, I shouldn't be so mean to you, considering what you're going through.” She turned her head to me and smiled. “I'll stop being such a bitch, if you do something for me...”

“What might that be?” I asked, tilting my head.

Ace thought for a few seconds. “What can you do?”

“Uh... well... I was a farmer, so...” What did I do on the farm. Oh, right. “I have a mean buck from bucking apples, I can use a scythe for wheat, I’m decent at carpentry and repairs, and I’ve worked with food all my life and can cook basic meals.” That ought to cover it. The amount of times Shamrock and I would break something and be made to fix it was ridiculous. I think in the end, we mostly just broke things for the chance to put them back together. We had good intentions!

“You... can cook?” Ace asked, obviously flabbergasted. I nodded in response. “I can’t. I’ll be nice if you cook from time to time,” she said with a smile. 

“So you'll stop being such a bitch to me if I cook on our way to Iron City?” I asked. She smiled even broader. “Deal.”

We shook hooves as two vertibucks touched down on the middle of the roof. We turned and saw the captives all lined up and ready to board while a line of Resistance soldiers filed out to be briefed by Dare, who must have called in early to arrange troops to occupy the building. Gaz clipped his helmet over his face before taking up his position at the rear while taking no note of Forsythe, sprawled over his back like a feathered cape.

Everypony boarded the now over-cramped vertibuck (no more available seats meant Ace, Forsythe, Gaz, the earth pony snipers we had picked up, and I had to stand) and took off, leaving the communications station and its occupational force behind. The lights on the tower were all lit up in full operation. I looked forward to seeing Snake Eyes again. Hopefully then, he might have some information for me.

“Where are you heading?" Dare asked, calling over Gaz, who stood in her way. "Want us to drop you off?”

“Iron Ci-” Ace started, but I had to take this opportunity.

“El Diablo Drylake,” I interjected, cutting off Ace. She looked at me like I was mad. “Ace, my brother is still out there. I need to find his body. Please.”

Ace's look softened up and she nodded. “Right. El Diablo Drylake.”

“Really?” Dare called over. “Alright, up to you. El Diablo it is.”

The vertibuck lurched as we adjusted course. I was going to find my brother.

--- --- ---

 



We landed with a dull thump on the dry, packed ground of the drylake and the rear cargo hatch slowly hissed open. We turned to the ponies inside. Dare was standing in front of them and extended her hoof.

“Mister Clover, Miss Ace," she said with a level of authority. "Thank you very much for your assistance in neutralizing one of the worst warlords in the Ponave.” We shook her hoof. “I think we can consider you two friends of the Resistance and we treat our friends well.”

We stepped off the vertibuck and turned once again. Forsythe was right in my face, having scrambled over Gaz.

“Don't be a stranger, cutie,” she cooed and gave me a peck on the cheek. “See you around!” She giggled and flew back into the vertibuck.

I froze completely. I got a kiss on the cheek from a griffin. What should I be feeling? It was a griffin, but she was a female, and she was kinda cute. Should I be repulsed? Cause I was feeling a wee bit aroused. Thank goodness I was wearing full body armour. Oh! The armour!

“What about the armour?” I called to Dare.

She smiled. “Keep it!”

Yay! My own armour! That wasn't pink!

The vertibuck lurched and hovered above the ground. “Hope to see you again!” Dare called down as it turned. The front of the vertibuck dipped as the pegasus pilots and unicorn operator up front nodded to us through the view ports. The flying machine took off, arced over us, and headed east into the sunrise.

“Sorry about your armour,” I said, turning to Ace. “We left it in that building we set up in.”

Ace smiled and shook her head. “Don't worry about it, Daisy. I hated that armour anyway.” She looked me over in my new look. I must have looked like hell. My mane was a mess, my ear was clipped and bloody, I was wearing an old trench coat with a set of riot armour, and a bloody leg. “Can't call you Daisy anymore... you look a bit too badass for that...” She shrugged. “Fuck it, you will always be Queen Daisy to me."

I scowled at her until a small, treacherous, but warm smile crept through. “Whatever.”

“Y'know, you and Forsythe look pretty cute together,” Ace purred. “Why don't you like griffins?”

Well that was a change in subject but I shrugged anyway. “The talons. They must be, like, really sharp or something.”

“There's a way around that, y'know,” Ace said as she trotted into the drylake.

“Oh?” I asked, shuffling after her while my leg and ear throbbed.

“Let her be on top.”  
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Chapter 6: Blazing New Trails.

 

“I am Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the End”

There he was.

I had spent an hour trekking through the El Diablo dry lake with Ace before we saw it. A lone tree stood defiantly in the middle of the sun-baked landscape, its grim, bare branches sticking from the dead, grey tree. There was a pony tied to it. 

Shamrock.

His orange coat was stained black from the blood that had spilled from the bullet wound in his head. My brother hung there, lashed among the gnarled limbs, completely still. The stillness marred by his mane flickering with the occasional breeze.

There was a storm brewing to the east, slowly creeping its way across the sky. The large grey and black clouds spread a vast shadow over everything as it slowly consumed. 

I sat there, unmoving. I couldn’t do anything but stare at the lifeless body of my brother, the cold breeze wafting through my coat and mane. My breaths were long and ragged, my lips quivering ever so slightly. 

The memories of my childhood with Shamrock danced through my mind. The Great Bear Hunt, us playing with the trainset he had gotten me for my third birthday. Reading me Mare-Do-Well, him teaching me how to play hoofball, teaching me how to drink in my later years, trying to get me my first marefriend...

Even through my new coat and barding, I felt cold... so very cold... 

Ace was sitting next to me. I don’t think she knew exactly what to do in this situation. She settled on putting a foreleg around me. “Are you okay?”

I finally clamped my eyes shut and shivered. My eyes stung as I could feel the first tears coming. “Just...” I whispered, “...cut him down...”

The leather-clad mare looked worried as she stood up. She slowly trotted over to my brother and rounded the tree. Hearing the dull thumps as her machete chopped into the ropes and bark, I couldn’t help but wince in anguish.

I looked up as the body of my brother slumped to the ground. He was stiff and his body was dry and cracked, one of his eyes was burnt and rotted. I remembered Double Down plunging his lit cigarette into Shamrock’s eye, my brother screaming in agony. The tears were starting to make their way down my face. 

His other eye had lost the spark of greatness that Shamrock had inherited. He used to be so full of life; now that he lay before me on the dry, cracked earth, he was completely lifeless.

Ace sat by the tree as I slowly approached my fallen brother. The tears were starting to streak down my face to drop onto the earth below. I left a trail of tiny drops on the dirt when I finally reached him. 

I couldn’t hold it in anymore. Bursting into tears, I hugged the lifeless body of my brother close. 

“Why?!” I wailed, sobbing into my brother’s cold mane. “Why him?!” 

My mind was racing through everything Shamrock and I had achieved together, every time my brother stood up for me, every time we laughed together. Each memory was lost to the void of despair. I would never have these experiences again. We would never laugh together, drink together, sing together, or cry together. I was on my own.

Shamrock wouldn’t be able to protect me anymore. I was in a war zone filled with monsters and psychos, and fending for myself was something I would have to master if I wanted to survive. I never thought I would be in a mess this deep without Shamrock. 

I continued to cry my heart out while holding my brother. 

“Th-There must be a way,” I sobbed. “A-A way to b-bring you back!” 

Ace put her hoof on my shoulder. “I’m sorry, Clover,” she whispered. “There’s no cure for dead.”

My vision was blurred from tears as I looked up at her. “There h-has to be...” I looked down at Shamrock. There was no way I could ever bring him back. 

Holding his corpse tightly to my body, I cried for what felt like days. 

The sky above me was an array of ominous greys and blacks as the storm rolled in above us. A light drizzle had started, bringing me back to reality. 

Looking up, I saw the shallow grave I had been buried in just a few days before. Why did I have to be the lucky one? Why wasn’t it me who had to die? Shamrock deserved to live more than I did. He had so much going well for him, while I had sat comfortably in his shadow. Luck? There’s no such thing. Not any more.

I sniffled and got to my trembling hooves. A huge chunk of my soul had been torn from me that day. I pulled my brother’s corpse onto my back and slowly made my way to the shallow grave. He was a lot bigger than me; he reminded me of that red pony from the old newspapers. Shamrock wasn’t as big as that Big Something was, but he had to be close. 

We stood at the edge of the grave, and Ace helped me get Shamrock’s body off my back. I stared into my brother’s intact eye, tears dripping onto his face before finally starting to slowly lower him into the open hole. 

“This... this can’t be real...” I whispered as his body settled at the bottom of the grave. Looking at Ace with tear filled eyes, I managed to whimper, “This is all just a nightmare? Right? Please tell me it is...”

Ace slowly shook her head. “I’m so sorry, Clover.” 

I wiped my eyes and looked down at Shamrock. Taking a few ragged breaths, I slowly reached for the shovel Snake Eyes had left behind. It still had the red tinge of blood. My blood. 

“Goodbye, Shamrock...” I sobbed as I picked up the shovel. I stuck it into the small mound of dirt beside the grave, ready to start shoveling. “I love you.” 

The shovel’s handle glowed with a black field of magic as Ace picked the shovel out of my grip. I watched as she started shoveling dirt back into the hole. At least Ace had the decency to bury Shamrock in a respectable manner. I pushed dirt into the hole with my hooves, staring at my brother’s face as it slowly disappeared under the dirt, choking when it disappeared entirely.

My hooves were trembling as I sat and stared at the grave. Ace didn’t say a word as she continued burying my brother. She sat down beside me when she finished covering the freshly filled grave with rocks. 

I flung myself at her, wrapping my hooves around her. She hugged me and patted my back as I cried my heart out on her shoulder. She whispered into my ear in an attempt to calm me. Things like “everything will be okay” and “he’s in a better place”. Nothing was going to be okay. Ever again. 

We sat for what felt like an eternity. I had stopped crying a while ago and just stared at the freshly moved dirt as the rain started to pick up. I slowly got up and walked back to the tree, taking Ace's machete and carving off a large piece of bark.

The black bark seemed strong against my hooves, but the wood underneath was a dead brown. Clamping down on the machete, I tried to carve. I failed miserably, being an Earth Pony. We weren’t known for our art. 

Ace’s magic wrapped around the blade once more. She stared at me, waiting for instructions. I nodded. “Shamrock. Loving son and brother. Lest we forget.” Ace complied and finished with a rough carving of a shamrock. 

I took the bark and planted it firmly in the dirt on Shamrock’s grave, wedging it between two rocks. The makeshift headstone stood proudly against the dirt and grey skies; a memorial to Shamrock. The drizzle had escalated into a light shower.

“Lest we forget...” I whispered. Sorrow was starting to get replaced by rage. “Lest we forget the murder that took place here.” I clenched my teeth. “The casual slaughter of a great pony.” 

The water dripped from my mane as Ace came into view. She looked up at the sky and closed her eyes, feeling the water drip down her face. She looked at me. “Are you going to be okay?” she asked in a soft tone. I had seen this side of Ace before, when we had been caught in the crossfire back in Buckwheat. 

I looked up at her. No more tears, just rage painted on my face. “Maybe I will never be all the things I want to be.” I seethed. “Now is not the time to cry.” I stomped my hoof, leaving an indent on the moistening dirt. “Now’s the time to find out why.” 

Ace seemed very worried. “You can still be the things you want to be,” she said. “This won’t stop you from reaching your full potential.”

I glared at the mare. “I wanted to be a great pony...” I looked at the grave. “Now... all I want is revenge.” Ace took a careful step forward. I felt power course through my veins. “I’m going to find out why this happened, and then send Double Down to the gates of hell.” The rain started to pick up. “Will you join me?” I asked Ace. “I can’t do it alone.”

Ace seemed to smirk. “Look who’s finally out of his shell.” She looked at the grave. “From the looks of your brother... this Double Down doesn’t deserve to live.” She raised her hoof. “Lets get the bastard.”

The dirt of my brother’s grave started to darken with the rain. Could this have been some form of deep metaphor? Could it have just been coincidence? I may never know, but I what I did know was that Double Down was going to die. Painfully and slowly. I looked at my brother’s grave one more time.

“Goodbye, brother. I love you.” Sorrow filled my heart and I closed my eyes. “I will be back...” 

Ace and I turned and slowly walked away.

--- --- ---

 



The old diner we had come across while walking the lonely roads of the Ponave was almost empty, save for the bartender. I will never get used to the sight of ghouls, that’s for sure; looked like a skeleton was manning the bar. Apparently he was named Chester, which sat weirdly when I considered his appearance. 

We had been walking in the rain for a while before we found this place along one of the old trade routes going through the El Diablo dry lake. It was a small diner which had been impressively patched up with wood and metal found from the surrounding ruins. The town that once stood here was nothing more than a skeleton, with few houses barely standing. An old trading town maybe? A rest-stop?

I sat slumped in a booth, my soaked head resting on my hooves. I had hung up my coat by the crackling fireplace along with Ace’s barding and armoured stockings. The beige unicorn sat across from me, drinking what was left of her beer. Were we drunk? Judging by the several bottles that had mounted up in the short ten minutes we were there: maybe. 

“Chester!” my travelling companion announced. “We need another round!”

The old, ghoul turned to us from behind the bar. Chester was a very old ghoul. He was old before the war. The only thing that survived on the old coot was his absurdly long beard that swept across the floor when he trotted around. He wore an old tartan shirt and a small hoofball cap with his round glasses. 

“What now?” the old ghoul said. “Can’t you see I’m busy with my customers?”

Ace looked over my shoulder, then turned and stood on her seat, looking over her side of the booth, giving me a good view of her- moving on. “There’s nopony here!” She laughed. The unicorn slid back down and sat down with an oof. “We need another round!” 

Chester looked around and sighed. “Yes... nopony at all...” He grabbed two more glasses in his magic and filled them with a pale yellow beer. “Yer going to clean me out!” He trotted over and put the beers down in front of us. “Ten caps each, if you please.” 

Ace grinned at the boney ghoul. “Put it on my tab,” she chuckled. 

The bearded ghoul was unamused. “You’re looking at over a hundred caps between you two,” he said with a tone of annoyance. “You can pay that, right?”

The mare’s eyes fluttered and she pouted. “Can’t you cut it down?” she asked, her lip wobbling. 

The ghoul fixed his cloudy eyes on her with a serious look, but I could see that he was finding it hard to maintain. He eventually cracked. “Fine, fifty caps then...” 

The brown-maned unicorn perked up. “Great!” she said, clapping her hooves, then poked a hoof at the ghoul. “Ten for a beer is highway robbery.” 

The old ghoul grumbled and started to walk away, his beard dragging along under him. I sat up and sighed, picking the pint up and staring at it. This beer wasn’t great, and it certainly wasn’t Golden Harp, but it was something. 

Ace picked up hers. “So,” she said and took a sip. “Still bummed?” 

Of course I was, why wouldn’t I be? I just buried my brother under an hour ago. She probably didn’t really know what to say, having not been in this situation before. I said and took a sip of my pint. “Yeah...” 

The mare lifted her glass. “To Shamrock then,” she announced. “One hell of a guy.” 

That made me crack a smile. I raised my glass. “To Shamrock,” I said, holding my sadness at bay. “The best pony.” 

We clashed glasses and drank heartily. If there was one thing I was good at, it was drinking. I could drink for Equestria, and I owed it all to Shamrock. We both chugged our drinks and slammed them on the table. I won, slamming my glass down first. 

“Damn, Clove,” Ace said, poking her glass. “Drink much?”

Did she just say I was an alcoholic? Before I could ask her, the radio changed from the boring, slow violin crap to an older-sounding gentlecolt. I had heard him before, but where...?

“Good evening fillies and gentlecolts,” the radio pony said. “It's Mr. Ponave, back to bring you all the latest news. So lets get to it...”



“Reports are coming in from Westwood about a pony being assaulted out on the El Diablo dry lake. He was reported to have severe head wounds and minor suffocation but has made a full recovery. One lucky pony if you ask me...” 

Holy Luna spit-roasting on Celestia’s horn, Mr. Ponave was talking about me! I felt slightly honoured... but slightly scared at the same time... 

“In other news, the Federation has confirmed that they have wiped out the Separatists from Buckwheat and set up camp there. They are naming the camp ‘Camp Dagger.’”

That wasn’t right. Not right at all. The Resistance exterminated the Separatists. Or at least most of them. Fed liars...

“Another ammo dump went up in flames near the Federation Border Security late last night. Federation officials are blaming a faulty pre-war canister shell going off and setting off a chain reaction, but rumours persist of Resistance involvement. Reports indicate that nopony was injured.”

You show ‘em, guys! 

“Oh! Lookie here. This ought to interest a few of you monster hunters out there. The core town of Generosity reported flashing lights and loud noises coming from a nearby radscorpion den two  evenings ago. Apparently it lasted for just a few minutes, but work in the Generosity fields came to a standstill. When investigated, the radscorpions had been completely torn apart. What could this phenomenon be? Aliens? Genetic experiments? Did Twilight Sparkle and the MAS leave us a present? Who knows? Cultists are saying its Cerberus himself, back from where he has been hiding to rid the world of the beasts he swore to hold back. Far fetched? Maybe.”  

Wait what?

“Anyway, that seems to be it for now. More news coming later today. Now the weather. Rain. Lots of it. See you later, Ponave. Now here’s some Sweet Sonata with Blue Moon.” 

The sound of brass instruments and swing started to fill the air. Much better than that violin stuff. I looked back across the table at Ace. “So how about that wei-”

Ace was beaming at me. “I love this song!” She squealed, jumping out of the booth. She started to dance. Something about her just seemed... I didn’t know. Maybe it was her long, wet brown mane, or her smooth movements while she danced, or... wait... no. Couldn’t be. No way was I starting to feel for Ace. 

I think mini you would beg to differ.



I eeped. 

Ace looked my way and smiled. “Come dance with me!” I shook my head violently. “Oh come on! Live a little.” 

What would Shamrock do?



He...he would dance. But I couldn’t dance! I had four left hooves!

Just do it, filly.



I slowly got up with a sheepish smile. I was quickly grabbed by the hooves and dragged into the middle of the diner. Chester was having a wail of a time, laughing and slamming his hooves into the table. He looked like he was about to break into a jig. 

Ace swung me around and around in the oddest dance I had ever participated in. There was a lot of swinging and kicking of the legs. I tried to keep in time with the music, but fell over my hooves instead. Fucking left hooves... Ace was laughing, Chester was laughing, I was laughing... wait, I was laughing? Why was I laughing? I had just buried my brother. Maybe... maybe it was Shamrock’s spirit, telling the inner me not to mourn? Who knows, all I knew was that I was having fun.

Maybe it had something to do with my ultimate vow of revenge. Maybe the fact that I had a goal to right the wrongs done to me and my family made me feel like... like I was mortal, and that I should enjoy every minute of life I had to spare. 

Bullshit. 

I was happy because I was dancing with a mare. Whatever the reason, I knew Shamrock would have been proud. He must have been looking down on me, and nudging the pony next to him telling him, “That’s my wee brother down there.”

“You suck at dancing,” Ace laughed, swinging me around. “Worse than your singing!” She swung me around again and let go. I stumbled back into the open booth and slumped onto the bench, the room spinning around me. What was happening? Was I dying?

No, wait, I was dizzy.

False alarm.

The song slowly finished as I watched the mare dance to her heart’s content. As soon as the song ended, she sat down in front of me and sipped her beer. “Need to teach you how to dance,” she chuckled. “Or at least pretend to dance. Looked like you were having a seizure.”

Gee, thanks. You totally danced like a queen. Not.

“You did seem happy though,” she said with a smile. “Was starting to get tired of mopey-Clover.” 

“Yeah...” I replied. “I dunno why.” I looked up at my companion. “Feels good though.”

Ace smiled, and that smile turned into a long yawn. “A soft bed would feel good too,” she said after stretching. “Been up too long.” 

I looked over at the old ghoul. He was watching a bug crawl along the top of his counter with great interest. Because bugs are fucking fascinating. Not icky and nasty at all. Especially ants. Ants are awesome. I shuddered in my seat remembering the ant chambers. I still felt bad for the little delusional ant with the knife stuck in him. Poor fellow.

“Chester,” my leather-clad friend called over. “Know where we can spend the night?”

“Not here...” the bearded ghoul muttered, staring at the bug. I swear he was missing a few screws. “There’s a house down the street. Should be empty, I check it every morning. Keep rowdy patrons out, and the like. I can put you up there for the night.” He turned his attention from the bug to us. “For an extra hundred caps.” 

Ace looked out the window at the sheets of rain coming down over the Ponave. “I’m not camping out there,” she scoffed. “Balls to that.” She looked up at Chester, then levitated a bag of caps. From what I gathered, caps were currency out here. “Deal.”

Chester crushed the bug without even looking at it, a large smile on his face. “Good!” He dove behind the bar and emerged with an old key. “Here,” he said, dropping it on the counter. “Down the street, right before the road splits.” He smiled as Ace levitated both our tab (mouthing ‘you owe me’ to me as she did it) and the fee for the house. “One more thing,” the bald ghoul added. “Don’t bother getting into the basement. Thing’s locked up tight. Whoever owned that house didn’t want anything getting in.” He leaned in close. “Or out...” he added, then cackled like a looney. 

“C’mon, Daisy,” Ace said, ignoring the warning, exiting the booth and trotting to her equipment. “Let’s head off.” 

I looked out at the sheets of rain. Fuck. I liked rain, just not massive sheets of it. Sighing, I rose from my nice dry seat and shuffled to my stuff. Putting on the riot armour and coat I had left by the fire, I savoured the lovely, cozy warmth then put my saddlebags on and my SMG in its holster. 

We trotted to the door and looked outside. Ace held the key in her magic, then deposited it in her barding’s breast pocket. As we peered through the doorway I was amazed at how dark it was. According to my Pipbuck, it wasn't even the evening yet. Stupid clouds. At least it wasn’t permanent. I would hate not seeing the sun again.

“Ready?” Ace asked, stretching her legs out. I nodded. “Readysetgo!” she yelled, zooming off down the street. I took off after her, but only after tripping over my own hooves and falling on my face, again. Zipping down the street, being drenched with rain, I thought I could see the house we were to stay in. 

It was a large two story building that looked pristine against the crumbling ruins scattered around. I hadn’t the foggiest as to why it was still standing compared to the ruins that surrounded it. Didn’t have much time to think about it either as I almost tripped on the front steps to the porch. 

Ah, a roof. Excellent. The porch was fairly large, much larger than my house’s. I missed my house... Anyway, the old wooden floor was missing a few planks and a few were foul with decay, as was the roof. I decided to take a look around as Ace unlocked the door. The sign beside the door read ‘Cpt. Pumpkin Cake, Lt. Pound Cake.’ Cool, army house. Maybe Federation? I turned back to take a look around. 

From the porch, I could still see the old diner on the roadside, even Chester’s silhouette in the window. Was he watching us? Naw. Couldn’t be.

Trotting around the porch to look out the other side. I saw that the road ahead split into two ways, the left side went on into the desert, but the other one lead to a large hill, and was heavily barricaded. Somepony had spray painted ‘Red Zone. Turn Back.’ on a large slab of wood. 

“Red Zone?” I asked as Ace unlocked the door. “What’s that?”

Ace zipped inside and pounced on the couch, using her levitation field to ignite a match and light the fireplace. “The Red Zone is an area that only suicidal ponies enter,” she said, taking off her wet equipment. Mmmm- Stop it! “That area was one of the only places around here to get hit by megaspells. About half a kilometer in the rads start to get to you. A kilometer in and you’ve passed the point of no return.” She looked at me with a serious look. “One and a half kilometers and you’re dead.” 

She stretched herself out and yawned. “The zebras hit a coal power station out there.” She sat up on the coach and enjoyed the fire. “The only things in the Red Zone are two small towns, the power station, and Fort Divit.”

“Fort what?” I asked, taking my own equipment off. “What’s that?”

Ace rolled her eyes at my naivete. “Fort Divit,” she repeated. “A Coalition base. Had an academy too, if I read that correctly.” She looked over at me taking my coat off. “You do know what the Coalition was, right?” 

“Yes,” I lied.

She wouldn’t be Ace if she didn’t see through my lies. “The Coalition was the old government back before the war. A Coalition of several species to be exact.” She took a second to think. “I think the Ponave and the Western Territories were supposed to be some kind of haven for all species. Pony, minotaur, griffin. The whole lot.” She shrugged. “Or some shit like that. Didn’t help them when the bombs went off.” 

“You seem to know a lot about it,” I said as I moved my equipment to the fireplace. “Care to elaborate?” I sat down in an old armchair beside the fire.

“I read it in an old book a while ago,” she replied. I raised an eyebrow. “What? I locked myself in the bathroom once and it was the only thing to read while my dad found out a way to get the door open.” I raised my brow higher. “What? Its the truth!” she said, smiling. “Besides, your balls are showing,” she snickered.

My ba- I looked down. Shit. I panicked and shuffled myself around to conceal my dignity. “Um...uh...” Ace was laughing her flank off. “What’s so funny?!” I snapped. 

“Just your reaction,” Ace said, wiping a tear from her eye. “It’s priceless.” She composed herself and grinned. “I’ve seen your equipment before, Clover.” I started to turn red. “No need to be so shy.” Was she coming on to me? “Not like I would jump your bones. You’re not my type.” 

Well wasn’t that a kick to the daddy-bag?

“I usually go for tough stallions or mares.” Another kick. “Or ponies I take a special liking too. But that takes a long time before even considering.” There goes all my chances. 

At least you tried.



I guess... wait, was my conscience being nice?

Don’t get used to it.



Guess not. 

The beige mare yawned and stretched again. “What? Did you think I would just pounce anything that came along?” The thought had crossed my mind. “‘Cause I don’t. I have only had three sexual partners in the past three years.” Really? Thought it was much more... serves me right to assume. “Anyway, I’m going to go find a bedroom.”

I watched as the brown-maned unicorn got off the couch and started for the stairs. She started swishing her hips as she walked. That was just too unfair. Turning my head, I decided it was better for me to stare at the fire, crackling warmly in the fireplace. 

The world around me started to fade as I stared. I swear I saw a small Double Down in there and the face of a completely black pony laughing. It scared the crap out of me, but I couldn’t look away. The red eyes on the pony were fixed on mine, staring at me as it laughed over the corpse of my enemy. I myself started to chuckle, slowly. 

“Yo, Chuckles,” Ace called from upstairs. The world snapped back into reality. “There’s two rooms up here.”

I looked up and saw Ace hanging over the banister upstairs. “Hmm?” I asked, still shaking the... satisfying, but scary picture out of my head. 

The beige mare rolled her eyes. “Two rooms,” she repeated. “One for me, one for you.” She disappeared again. “Come check ‘em out, if you want.”

A soft bed did sound nice. So far I had slept in a grave, on a hospital bed, a couch, and, I think, the floor of a flying machine. I hated this desert, but a bed might make it a little better. Getting out of my chair, I trotted to the stairs. 

The lounge was a sizable room with two adjoining rooms. From where I was, I saw that one was a kitchen, and the other was a study. I doubted the kitchen had anything left in it, considering it’s been a long while since it was last stocked. The study might have had something worthwhile, but I doubted that too. I was more looking forward to a bed. 

I looked down the hall after trotting up the stairs. It was a long corridor with three rooms branching off. At the end of the hall I saw a bathroom, and I was guessing the other two rooms were bedrooms. Trotting to the first one, I peered inside. Ace was sprawled out on the bed, stretching with a big grin on her face. 

“Making yourself comfy?” I asked. The room she had chosen was definitely a mare’s room. Or a very feminine stallion’s room. A dresser stood opposite the bed, an assortment of trinkets sprawled out on it. A mane brush, a decayed note, some pens, and three pictures. 

One of them was of a golden earth pony with a blue mane, wearing a set of yellow fatigues and heavy brown plates of armour. His helmet sat beside him, a reinforced full helmet with a skull scratched into the visor. A peach unicorn with an orange mane, sat beside him on a long bench, leaning against him in a loving way. I could barely make out ‘Me and Valentine.’ written on a note that had been stuck to the heart shaped picture frame. 

The other picture was of two ponies, the unicorn mare from the other picture was laughing with a cream coated pegasus with a brown mane. Both wore the same set of desert camouflage armour, just like the Resistance Special Operations squad’s armours. The picture made them look like twins. Maybe they were brother and sister?

I looked at the last picture. It was fairly faded, but I could still make out a plump blue mare with a tall pink mane, a slender yellow earth pony with an orange mane, and in the middle, a pink mare with a very poofy mane. The pink pony was pulling both of the other ponies into a strangling hug with a huge grin. I wondered who the others were, but I recognised the pink one, but where from? I stomped my hoof when I remembered the packaging from Pinkie’s Pies. That must have been Pinkie. 

“Yup!” Ace piped up, stopping my train of thought. She dove under the covers. “Night!” 

I chuckled and closed the door. “Night,” I said as I left. Trotting down the hallway, I noticed the lack of pictures or paintings. Just two pictures stood on the wall, one was of a bunch of soldier ponies in the middle of nowhere. I recognised the cream pegasus and peach unicorn, both with impressive sniper rifles on their backs. The rest of the ponies I didn’t know. My eyes were fixed on their rifles. They were black with a green stock, and looking very powerful. Shaking my head, I snapped out of it and trotted further down the hall.

The other picture was of a happy looking family. I recognised the plump blue mare and slim yellow stallion, even the peach unicorn baby and cream pegasus baby. So they must have been their parents. I couldn’t help but smile at the happy family. I was filled with a warm feeling as I turned and trotted to the other bedroom.

The room was more masculine looking than the other. In the corner sat a set of large weights, and the dresser only had two pictures (neither of which had heart-shaped frames). The first one was of a line of soldiers all saluting to a massive, blue, bipedal creature.

A minotaur, stupid.



I knew that! Stupid me... I mean conscience. Fuck. Anyway, the first three wore desert camo, the pegasus and unicorn included, followed by three ponies in heavier armour. The same as that Valentine chap wore. I think I saw Valentine there, but I couldn’t be sure it was him. 

The second picture was of the blue mare and yellow stallion again. Definitely parents. 

I turned around and saw the bed. It looked pretty damn comfy. Yawning, I closed the tattered drapes to block out the rain, took my duct-taped Pipbuck off, and slumped onto the bed. It was really soft, softer than the past few places I had slumbered. Warm, too. Snuggling under the blankets, I rolled over and stared at the ceiling. 

Still stuck to the ceiling were several newspaper clippings and pictures. The pictures were of several mares in very provocative positions, albeit a little faded. I looked around, blushing, and decided to read the newspaper clippings. They were all so faded. Something about a failed assassination attempt, a couple of heroes, some sort of ceremony... it was all jumbled up. I rolled over and stared at the wall. It wasn’t long before I found myself looking back up at the photos. I guess all of me wanted to see them... 

I rolled over as much as I could and clamped my eyes shut. I shouldn’t be looking at them. It was ungentlecoltly. And...stuff.  Pulling the blanket over my head, I yawned and slowly fell asleep. 

--- --- ---

 



“Da...Daw...Dawing...” I said in a small voice, reading the book on my lap. I was sitting on my father’s lap in our living room. I remembered the old cream couch and the green floral wallpaper from my childhood. “Dawing D...Doh.”

“Do, son,” my father said, smiling at me. Shamrock chuckled from his seat on the couch beside us. He was reading Mare Do Well, as he always did. I beamed up at daddy and looked back at the book. 

“Dawing Do, and t...teh Gw....G...Gwi...” I looked up at dad again. “Whassat?” I asked in my foaly voice. 

“Griffin,” Dad chuckled. “Half bird, half lion.” 

“Wow...” I gasped and looked back at the book. “Awesome!” I found where I had left off. “Dawing Do and teh Gwiffin’s... Go...Gob...Gobwet.” I looked up at my dad. He beamed down at me and nodded. I grinned back. “Dawing Do and teh Gwiffin’s Gobwet. O...Onc...um...” I looked up at dad again.

My father shook his head with a smile and plucked the book from my hooves. “Maybe this is a little too advanced for you,” he said in a soft tone. I drooped a little on his lap, then the book appeared before me and dad cleared his throat. “Doesn’t mean we won’t read it.” I gasped and clapped my itty-bitty hooves together.

“Daring Do and the Griffin’s Goblet. Once upon a time...” my father began. I was immediately enthralled. Griffins were cool. Daring Do was cool. Goblets were cool. Whatever those were. This story was just awesome. Snuggling down in my father’s lap, I readied myself for the best story ever in the history of evers.

Except...nothing was happening. My father looked frozen when I looked up at him. 

“Daddy?” I asked, standing up. “Hello?” I stood on my hind legs and pressed my hooves against his head. “Daddy?” I tapped him a few times, but nothing was happening. Shamrock was frozen in mid page turn. As frozen as dad was. “Shamwock?” Tears were starting to brim in my eyes. “I’m scared...” 

“Surreal, ain’t it?” a smooth voice asked. “Just like a pretty picture.”



I looked in the direction of the voice. There, leaning against the kitchen door, munching on an apple, was a pure black pony with glowing red eyes. His mane and tail seemed to waft like smoke as he stood there.

“W-who are you?” I asked, my voice shaking as I tried to bury myself in dad’s lap. “What did you do to daddy?”



“I didn’t do anything,” the dark stallion laughed, throwing the applecore over his shoulder. “This is your mind, not mine.”



I peeked out of dad’s lap. “G-go away...” I squeaked. “You’re scawing me.” 

The demon pony let out a laugh, which slowly escalated into a maniacal cackle. He looked at me with his piercing eyes. “I wish I could,” he said with a smirk. “As for who I am...” He put a hoof to his chin in thought. “Well, I don’t have a name...” 



I blinked and he was gone. 

“Lets think, hmm?” a voice said from behind me. The demon was on my shoulder, sitting crossed legged in thought, now a tiny little pony. “I guess I’m laying the groundwork in your mind. Pioneering if you will.” The black pony grinned at me. 

“But Pioneer is so...” This time, the voice came from Shamrock, but instead of Shamrock flicking through the comic, it was the demon pony. “Lame,” he sighed, closing the comic. 

“Oh, I know!” The voice changed host again. Shamrock was back to normal, but the voice came from behind me. I looked up at my daddy, but it wasn’t daddy. It was the red-eyed pony, grinning at me with a demonic smile, his teeth like a savage beast’s. 

Turning, I tried to leap from the pony’s lap, but it caught me in mid air, grabbing me by the scruff of the neck and pulling me before his red, psychotic eyes. “How about Trailblaze?”



I hid my eyes behind my hooves. 

“Yes...Trailblaze...” the demon pony said, scratching his chin with a demonic grin. He looked back at me. “I like that.” 

“L-Leave me alone!” I squeaked, trying to squirm free. 

Traiblaze laughed, ginning and bringing me closer. "Why would I do that when there is so much groundwork to do?" He raised his hoof to eye level. I tried to scream, but the hoof shot at me, shooting down my throat. I felt his presence blow through me like a freezing breeze, from the top of my snout to the end of my tail. 

I convulsed on the armchair, the demon flowing through my body. “He-”

**

 



“-lp!” I shouted, darting upright in the bed, covered in cold sweat. Taking several deep breaths, my eyes darted around the room. It was dark but silent. I whipped the blankets off and sat on the edge of the bed, my head in my hooves. I shook it softly. “Talk about nightmares...” I muttered with a ragged breath. 

Getting up, I trotted to the window and opened the curtains. The clouds were still out there, but the rain had stopped. I picked up my pipbuck and duct taped it to my foreleg. Glancing at the time, I realised it was stupid-o’clock in the morning. The sun would be coming up soon. I had been asleep for a good ten hours. 

Stretching and shaking my head of the images that had plagued me during the night, I made my bed and decided to snoop around until Ace woke up. 

The hallway outside my room was dark and cold. The only light was at the end of the corridor, coming from the remains of the fire. Moseying past Ace’s room, I swear I heard loud snoring. “Like a log...” I muttered to myself. 

I sat down in front of the fire, lighting a match and trying to give the flame more life. As luck would have it, I had a crackling fire in no time. I sat back and sighed. “Now what...?” I asked myself. Might have had a few more hours before Ace was up and we could continue. 

Looking around at my surroundings, I drummed my hooves on my lap and hummed to myself. “Welp. I’m bored,” I announced. Looking at my equipment, Idecided to look it over. Pulling my coat onto my lap, I spied a small note of paper. I pulled it out and saw the four numbers. Having a bright idea, I pulled up the note tab on my Pipbuck and hummed. 

“The local flavours show the way. 20-45 39-73 85-97.” 

What the hell is that supposed to mean? The local flavour...

The diner maybe?

But what did the numbers mean?

Maybe it was the date... I looked at my pipbuck then facehoofed. The only number there that could even possibly be part of a date would be the twenty. Rolling my eyes, I glanced at the pipbuck, then hummed. “I wonder...” Could they be co-ordinates?

I zoomed in on the map, and traced the numbers on the side. The grid numbers here were nowhere near the seventies to nineties, so I traced the closest numbers to the ones on the note. 2045 led to the Red Zone, and 3945 led even deeper into the Red Zone. But 20-39 wasn’t. And just so happens to be the same grid as the diner and the house. The local flavours must have been the diner. 

Zooming in, I used the map skills dad had taught me to find the exact spot. 204395 was right next to the diner, 207393 was... in the middle of nowhere, and 209397 was right next to the house. 

What could it be? A message? A meet-up? Oh! Maybe it was treasure!

But what if it was a warning? Should I risk it?

Yes.

What? It might be treasure!

I slipped on my armour and coat before trotting over to the door, leaving my packs and weapons behind. Opening the door, I took note of the darkness. Not even Chester’s light was on in his diner. Flicking on my pipbuck’s light, I trotted out of the front door.

The night was chilly, and the wind was bracing. Popping my coat’s collar, I trotted outside and down the porch steps. According to my pipbuck, the first set of coordinates were right around the corner. Being the closest ones, I chose to follow them first. 

I hobbled along, keeping an eye on my raised hoof’s pipbuck. It wasn’t long before I fell flat on my snout by tripping over a rock, but I had gotten to my objective. Sitting up and rubbing my snout, I found that I had fallen against a small trap door, a lock sitting on a thick chain around the handles. It was all shiny and looked damn near new. I would have predicted maybe a month or two since it was put there. 

I lifted the lock and examined it. Looked sturdy as a tank to my eyes. I pulled on it, but to no avail. “This is definitely it,” I mused. “Or some weird coincidence.” I bit my upper lip while I thought. What could be down there? Gold? Federation Bits? Or even the caps they used as currency out here? Maybe...maybe a pristine trainset?! Oh I so hoped so! I liked trains, ever since Shamrock got me that trainset for my third birthday.

I missed Shamrock...

Stay focused.



Yes. Right. Wait...

Since when do consciences actually talk to a pony like a sentient being?

Who said I’m your conscience?



Oh...oh no... I gasped and covered my mouth with my hoof. Was that dream real? 

That’s for me to know, and you to find out.

My body froze in complete horror. No. Nononono. That was not real. I do not have a demon pony in my mind. No way, no how. That shit was impossible. 

Anything’s possible.



I’m not listening to you! You aren’t real! I stuck my hooves in my ears. “Lalalalala, not hearing anything, lalalala.”

A hoof clipped the back of my head lightly. I unplugged my ears and looked up to see a beige unicorn mare looming over me. “Y’alright there, Clover?”

I looked at my hooves, then to Ace. “Um...yeah. Sure. Just got a, uh...” Think, Clover, think! “A song stuck in my head. Its annoying as hell.” Genius!

Ace snorted. “Whatever.” She dropped my saddlebags and SMG at my hooves. I picked them up. “What’d you find?” she asked, kicking the trap door. 

I merely shrugged. “Tried to decode those numbers that we found. Thought they might be co-ordinates, so I followed ‘em.” I looked at the trap door. “This is where the first set led me.”

“You can read coordinates?” Came the response. “Not many ponies can do that.” She leered at me for a moment. “You gonna tell me how you learned how to?”

“Simple,” I said, smiling up at her. “My dad taught me. He was super smart!” I tapped my chin. “I think he was a scientist or something. Would explain his cutie mark.” I shrugged. “Before he was a farmer.”

The leather clad mare raised an eyebrow. “Oh really.”

I nodded furiously, like a child agreeing to free candy. “Yup!” 

“Alright...” Ace said, suspiciously. The then stepped over to the door with the padlock. “Oooh, this one's a doozy!” She grinned and prodded it with a hoof. “Nothin’ the great Ace can’t handle!” She sat down and pulled a bobby pin out of her mane with her magic. 

I sat there and watched as she fiddled with the lock, slowly turning the pin and licking her lip. I clamped my mouth shut and watched in silence as she slowly manipulated the pin. She was concentrating so hard it looked like she was going to pop a blood vessel. It was several minutes before she cheered in triumph as the lock clicked and opened. 

“Fuck you, lock!” she jeered at it. “I owned you, bitch!” She picked up the lock. “I’m so keeping this sucker.” She dropped it into her saddlebag.

“Good job,” I said with a smile. “Now what?”

The brown maned unicorn used her magic to violently open the trapdoor, floating her sawn off double barreled shotgun through. “We find out what’s inside!” she laughed and dove in. “I want to see some treasure!”

“Hey!” I called after her, diving inside. “I called it!” 

--- --- ---

 



The basement was almost empty. Only a few shelves with random junk stood amongst a few small boxes. Ace was drawn to the shelves full of bits and bobs, mostly books, as I trotted over to the boxes and nosed through them. 

“Find anything?” my companion asked, throwing a small wooden doll over her shoulder. “Nothing good over here...”

I opened a box, grimaced, and closed it again. “Who knew ponies could hoard rat poop.” I shoved the box away and picked up the little wooden doll. “This was probably a filly’s favourite toy...” I whispered, thinking of my Gunter. The doll was of a pretty looking mare, smiling a brilliant smile, not in the least bit worn. I put it in my saddlebag. “Probably misses it.”

“What was that?” Ace asked, looking over her shoulder. “You say something?” 

Sighing, I looked at the shelves. “Just be more careful, eh?” I trotted over. “Some of these things may have been prized possessions.” 

Ace laughed, heartily at that. “To whom? The dust mites?” She shuffled along the shelf some more. “Whoever owned all this is probably long dead.” 

Scowling at the unicorn, I too started looking around the shelves. “What have we got here...” I looked over the books and old magazines. Lusty Griffin Maid, Tales of a Cop... Mare Do Well issue 2?! I picked up the comic and made myself comfy on the ground. “Sweeeet!” 

The unicorn just rolled her eyes, and continued her search. “Gotta be something of use...” 

“What do you mean?” I asked, my nose buried in my comic. “This is gold!”

The mare sighed. “Sure.” She started pulling the books from the shelf with not much more than a glance. “Boooring...” 

Book after book fell from the shelf. “So nothin’ in the boxe-”

“Nothing at all.” I looked up at Ace who had her hoof on a book. “What’s up?”

“This one’s stuck...” she grunted, pulling at the book. “No book defies Ace!” She got up on two hooves (giving me another good vie- STOPPIT!) and put both hooves on the book. With an almighty heave, she yanked the book from where it sat on the shelf. Except it pulled a lever along with it.

“Groovy...” Ace marvelled as one of the shelves buckled and started to move. Now, I’d expect dust and grime to fall down from the ceiling and the hinges to creak and groan, just like in Daring Do, but this wasn’t the case. This set of shelves moved with no noise, no dust, and no grime. Needless to say, I was quite disappointed. 

Ace was the first through the new door. I reluctantly shoved my new comic into my bag and got up to follow. The new shelf-door lead to a long concrete hallway, and a light flickered on at the end. 

“Fancy,” Ace murmured. “Dibs on the treasure.” 

“Hey!” I whined. “I called dibs ages ago!”

Ace rolled her eyes and glanced at me over her shoulder. “Such a child.” What? She just said she had dibs, then called me childish?! What the- I don’t even- Ugh. Bitch.

The concrete corridor was so bland that the room at the end was a very welcome sight. There was a huge door on the wall opposite the corridor, a desk and workbench to my left, and three large containers on my right. I zipped to the containers, wanting to get the treasure before Ace could. I was successful. 

“Lets see what we have here...” I said with a grin. “Come to papa, treasure.” I opened the first of the containers. The hiss of pressurised air was comforting, meaning that whatever was inside was preserved.

And better yet, not taken. 

The top of the container opened up and there sitting before me was the most gorgeous, most intense, most beautiful sniper rifle I ever did see. It was the same green and black rifle from the pictures upstairs, with a matching harness. 

“Pretty...” I murmured, licking my lips and wiping away the slobber. “So mine.” I picked the sniper rifle up and slung it over my back in a flash, put all the clips and clasps together, and flipped the scope over my eye with practised precision. 

But I had never held a rifle in my life. 

“What the hell...” Ace asked, staring at me down the sights of her shotgun. “How the fuck did you do that? You’re a spy, aren’t you?!”

“We’ve been over this!” I said back, flipping the scope back to its resting position. “I’m just a farmer.”

“Then explain how you know how to use a sniper rifle like that.”

I looked at the rifle, to Ace, then back to the rifle. I had no clue. Not the foggiest. “Must have...read about it.” 

“Fuck off,” Ace growled. “No fucking way does a pony do that from just reading.”

Hell, she was right. Nopony could. Ever. Think Clover, think! I strained to remember how I knew how to do this.

Before my brain exploded from all the strain, as if by magic, I remembered. “I remember!” I yelled before Ace could pull the trigger. “Me and my brother Shamrock had an old harness like this one when I was eight!” I explained. “Dad made us a wooden rifle to use when we played Rangers and Raiders!” I shook my hooves to emphasise my point. “Shamrock always let me use it, even when it was his turn!” 

“A harness just like that one?” Ace asked, nodding at the harness now strapped around my riot barding. “That’s a grade-A combat harness, very rare equipment if you aren’t in either the Resistance or the Feds. Start talking sense, boy.”

I blinked. Where did I find it? Ugh, thinking was starting to hurt... oh! That’s right! “Found it when my dad found that old Coalition cart. He found it half buried when he was out on one of his little trade negotiation thingies.”

“Trade negotiation thingies?” Ace asked in a condescending manner. “Keep talkin’.”

“The Feds wouldn’t come to us,” I explained. “So he had to go to them!”

Ace huffed, lowering her shotgun slightly. “And he just happened to find it?” 

I nodded furiously. “Yes! Yesyesyesyes!” Please don’t shoot me, please don’t shoot me... 

The mare stared for a few moments, then lowered her shotgun. “I guess weirder things have happened...” she muttered and walked over to the desk and chair, muttering some more, only brightening up when she found a key for the padlock. Who kept a key inside the thing they locked up? It doesn’t make sense...

Breathing a sigh of relief, I turned back to the box. Lots of ammo. About fifty rounds in all, all packed together in magazines. I pulled them out and put them in my saddlebags, making a mental note to get some extra pockets for them. That left three ammo boxes in the container. I opened them and was presented with two magazines in each. Pulling one out, I looked at the top bullet. In it was scratched ‘Redemption.’

I pulled the old casing from the communications building. Redemption, Regret, and Revenge. The other ammo boxes held similar magazines, one of them held ‘Regret’ and the other ‘Revenge’ bullets. 

This equipment had to belong to the two ponies who lived here, but that was two hundred years ago. How did the casings end up in the communications building? None of this made sense...

“What’s in the second one?” Ace asked, from across the room. Good question. I trotted over to the other container and opened it, with the same pressure release gimmick the other one did. 

Inside sat a gauntlet with a circle right in the middle of it. “What the...” I pulled it out and looked it over. It was a brown leather encased device that fit perfectly around my forearm. It looked like a small orb would fit in the middle of it. Looking in the box, I saw one little orb, sitting right in the center, and on an old note. 

“Hmm...” I mused, taking the note out. ‘The Good Times...’.



I pulled out the orb and looked it over. “What’s this doohickey?” I asked Ace, holding it out. Ace was nosing through some old document and groaning from boredom.

She looked up at me and ooh’d. “That’s a memory orb!” She trotted over. “Looks old too. I’d say over two hundred years. Ever wanted to see what the world was like before the war?”

I looked at the orb, then back to Ace. “Bullshit.” That’s impossible. How do you capture a memory in an orb? I held it between my hooves and looked it over. Was it a camera? A camera the size of a billiard ball, how convenient. 

Ace shook her head. “Nope, its legit a memory from the past.” She took the ball from my hooves. “Trapped in this little thing.”

“So how do we see it?” I asked, taking it back. “Is there a button or something?”

“Need to be a unicorn,” Ace said with a smirk. “Which I just so happen to be, and you just so happen to not be.”

Bitch. I held the orb back to her. “Take a look then, your highness.” 

The mare backed away. “Fuck that,” she stated simply. “Could be torture or some shit.” 

Wimp. “Sure.” I sneered. “You’re just chicken.” 

“Says the chicken,” Ace replied with a grin.

“I’m not chicken,” I whined back. “I’m just...uh...” Think, Clover, think... “Sensitive to bad situations is all.” Nailed it.

The unicorn mare rolled her eyes. “Yeah, whatever.” She nodded to the last box. “What’s in box number 3, Mr. Sensitive.” 

Good question. I trotted back over to the boxes and looked the last one over. This one was a bit more beat up than the others, and the lid seemed to have been opened recently. Especially when it opened without the pressure show. 

Inside sat a note, nothing more, nothing less. Frowning in disappointment, I picked the note out and read it.

“Damn it all...



It’s been too long to keep this charade up. I wish I could change the past. I wish I could find you.



But I can’t.



Nothing will change. This tired old world will just keep spinning, and day in, day out, ponies will die at the hooves of corruption and monsters. I tried to fix that, but I couldn’t.



Whoever finds this, you’ve gone through enough for me to know you aren’t some dumb raider, so I hope you can use my equipment better than I could.



Or don’t.



I don’t give a shit anymore.



Go kill some raiders. Or Feds. Or Resistance, whatever. Just do better than I did.”



Well that was morbid.

“So...” Ace said from behind me. She had been reading the letter over my shoulder. “I guess that stuff is yours now.” 

Sweet. “I guess...” My very own super-cool rifle and hoofband...thingie. What was that thing anyway...

The inscription on the side read “Recollector V1.7”

“What strikes me as odd...” Ace mused, “Is that whoever wrote this note didn’t mention the memory orb.” Maybe whoever wrote it just didn’t care about anything anymore and walked into a bullet or something.

“No idea,” I lied. Didn’t want to make an already morbid situation more depressing. “Anything by the desk?”

“Just some papers and a really rusty knife,” my companion replied. “The sheath is still good though.” She pulled a sheath from her saddlebag. It looked like it was suited for some kind of woodspony/combat knife thingie. I had seen this kind of knife in a survival poster in the town hall back on the Plains. Its blunt side started to slope inwards half way down, then back out to meet with the tip. I couldn’t remember what it was called...

“Neat-o,” I said, looking at it. “But your machete won’t fit in it.”

“Which is why,” Ace said, using her magic to strap it around my upper foreleg. “We need to get you a knife.”

I blinked at her. “What are you implying?” I asked dumbly. “That I need a knife to... stab somepony?” No way, nope, not going to happen.

The mare huffed with either frustration or amusement, I couldn’t tell. “You might need a knife for survival, not killing.” She nodded to the door. “Might need to cut some wires or harvest food or something out there.”

Breathing a sigh of relief, I nodded. “Right. Non-combat options. Yes.” I looked towards the door. “Time to get moving?”

Ace looked around. “I’m curious...” No duh. She trotted over to the large steel door on the other side of the room. “What’s through here...”

I would hazard a guess as to nothing good, given the large ‘Authorized Personnel Only’ that was painted on it. 

“We don’t need to find out,” I muttered, turning to the concrete corridor. “Let’s just- Hey!” 

A silhouette at the end of the hall was staring at us, then burst into laughter as a large steel door started closing on both our side and his side of the corridor. A beardy silhouette.

“Chester, you fucking fuck!” Ace roared, running from the other side of the room, but she was too late, the large steel door slid shut in front of her. “Fuck you!” she yelled repeatedly, slamming her hooves on the door. “Let us out!”

“What a dick...” I said, looking at the door. “Why would he do that?”

“Fuck him and his stupid little diner,” Ace grumbled, giving up on forcing to door open with her hooves. “He trapped us, the git.”

Looking around for a way out, I spotted a wall mounted terminal beside the corridor door. Except it was dangling by two solitary wires. “Well, that’s disappointing...” 

Ace roared and ripped the terminal from the wall completely. “I hate ghouls!” She kicked the terminal’s dead screen in and stomped to the larger door, its terminal still intact. “Looks like this is our way out.”

Ah yes, the large door that probably holds all sorts of baddies. Nope, not panicking at all. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

Ace just leered at me. Good enough for me. She looked back to the terminal and turned it on. “Oh for fuck’s sake!” she yelled, facehoofing. “Need a damn password.”

Trotting up beside her, I looked at the terminal. Yup, login screen. “That suck-” My pipbuck beeped and showed a whole new screen. A screen with all sorts of...words. And symbols. And numbers. But what could it all mean?

“Fuck yeah!” Ace cheered, grabbing my pipbuck’d foreleg and pulling it before her, bringing me sprawling with it. “Hacking software, nice.” 

“What?” I asked, but she wasn’t listening. She was scrolling through the words and symbols with the occasional murmur, or ‘dammit’.

I watched her back out of the terminal about three times over the course of about ten minutes. “Oh come on...” she grumbled, backing out again. “Come on, fourth time’s a charm.” She shut her eyes and pressed a word at random.

*beep*

“Well I’ll be a radhog’s uncle...” Ace said with a smile. “That got it.” She dropped my foreleg and looked over her options. Well, option. She pressed the ‘Open Tunnel’ selection and stood back.

Getting back on all fours, I looked up at the door that was starting to shudder and light up. Several gears started to churn while all sorts of security latches started to open. Sure enough, the door started to slide up. “Bit excessive, isn’t it?” I asked.

“Not when it's a heavy military-grade blast door,” Ace replied. I still thought it was excessive. 

A huge, rectangular hallway stood before us, looming into complete darkness. “Fuck. That.” I stated, shuffling back to the broken terminal. “Maybe I can fix this and-”

“Oh stop being a baby,” Ace growled, dragging me back to the door by my tail. “This is the only way out and you know it.” I did know it but that wasn’t the point! It was scary as fuck in there!

That was until the very dim lights started to flicker on. “How novel,” Ace said, dropping my tail. “Now come on, I don’t want to be dragging your lame ass down here any longer.” She started trotting down the tunnel, I really reluctantly followed.

--- --- ---

 



“Did I ever tell you...” Ace said, looking up at the dim lights. It had been about twenty minutes since we started down the hall, and I hated every little moment of it. “That I hate tunnels?” She looked at me. “Like, with a burning passion and shit.” 

“You and me both, pal,” I whimpered. What? I was scared witless. Down here, in Celestia-knows-where. Fuck tunnels. There weren’t even directions, we were just choosing tunnels at random. I dunno how the ponies of old navigated through here. Might have something to do with the really faded coloured lines on the floor. Maybe. And to make it worse, my mind was playing tricks on me, making me hear things. Nothing down here but me and Ace.

“Y’know, I think we might be under the Red Zone,” Ace mused, looking up. Fucking great. “Scary stuff happens out here apparently.”

“I don’t even want to know,” I grumbled, looking at my hooves. “I just want to go home.” Home. Oh, how I missed it. I wished I was in my old bed, with my little Gunter, in my own room, in my own home. Oh man, I’d never see Gunter again... I sighed and looked up again.

“Stuff like the dead roaming the rad fields.” Wait what? “Yup, zombies ‘n’ shit.”

“No way, zombies aren’t real,” I scoffed. Right? They better not be. 

“Eeyup, radiation does fucked up things to a pony. I mean, look at Chester.” She growled. “Chester... fucking ghoul’s gonna die next time I see him.”

“Pleasant,” I whimpered. “So these zombies... are they like the ones in stories?” I never did like horror stories, but Shamrock loved them. He never watched or read them near me, but I did take a peek on occasion and regretted it.

And as if on cue, four red blips popped up on my EFS. Fuck.

“Nope,” Ace said, pulling her shotgun from her back. “Because the dead don’t shuffle...” A heavily rotted face peeked around the corner, more rotted than Snake Eyes or Chester, with only a few tufts of mane on its head. “They run.”

The rotting pony howled to high heaven and sprinted around the corner, followed by several more. Ace was quick as a bunny with shooting the first one, making its head explode into thousands of pieces. “Don’t just stand there!” she shouted at me. “Fire your weapon!” 

I stood dumbstruck, disgusted, and scared out of my mind. “Z-Z-Z-Zombies...” I had had nightmares about zombies as a kid, and I have always hated them since. But I didn’t have a gun in them. I felt an eerie calm flow over me as  pulled my sniper to bear. Aiming down the scope, I lined up a shot. I clamped down on the firing bit.

*Bang*

A bullet exploded from the end of my rifle and slammed into another zombie’s head, a unicorn, making it fly back into a zombie earth pony. Both fell lifeless as the bullet had gone through both and struck the wall behind them. Ace was making short work of the rest with her shotgun, firing and reloading like a fine tuned machine.  

It didn’t take long to take on the group of zombies. And there it was, the sweet feel of adrenaline coursing through my veins. Lovely. 

“Fucking ferals,” Ace grunted, smashing one’s dead head with the butt of her shotgun. “Worse than ghouls...”

“Ferals?” I asked, looking over the corpses. They all wore the tattered remains of yellow and brown fatigues and armour, and one wore a desert camouflage set of armour, like the Resistance spec ops group’s. I think the pony was a mare by the shape of her head. I wondered who she used to be, but from what I could tell, she was a green earth pony mare with a pink mane. 

“What happens to ghouls who take too much radiation,” my leather-clad companion answered. “Or when their brain finally melts.” Ew. “And there’s bound to be more where this came from. We better hurry.” And with that, she was off. With the adrenaline now in my blood, I felt like I could run for miles, which we might have to do, seeing as these tunnels ran forever. 

More red blips popped onto my EFS, but we kept running. Occasionally, as we passed an intersection, Ace would fire down a hall, nail a ghoul, and keep running. I don’t think I could do that, as I would have to turn my whole body to shoot. I decided to switch to my SMG and do the same.

The weird thing was, I didn’t feel any fear. Or maybe I did, but didn’t notice it. I was almost enjoying myself, like the adrenaline was making me delirious, or maybe courageous. Whatever it was, I loved it. 

I looked over my shoulder and instantly the feelings of courage disappeared. There was a fucking horde of undead ponies following us, each howling their horrific screams. “Ace!” I screamed, turning my head back around and clamping my eyes shut. “What do we do?!”

Ace just laughed. “We use my secret weapon.” She continued to fire back with her shotgun, but I saw her levitate a small metal apple out of her saddlebag, then another one with a red band. “Fire in the hole!” she yelled as we turned a corner and pulled the stems out, throwing them into the horde. 

The hallway exploded into shrapnel and fire as both apples detonated. Bits and pieces of pony slammed against the corner we had just turned and fell into mushy silence. Ace and I slowed down to look back.

“And that’s how we do that,” Ace cheered with a grin. She turned around and started trotting back down the old corridor. My EFS was clear now, no sign of any enemies. 

We turned another corner and were met with another intersection. Except this one had a sign, pointing left. Left was the only direction we could go, seeing as the other halls were collapsed. Come to think of it, the condition of the halls had been getting worse and worse. I wondered where we were. The sign read ‘Fort Divit, Escape Hatch 101, Hangars’. 

“Guess we’re heading left then,” Ace said, looking down the hall. Just as bland as the others. 

I was right, the halls were getting worse. Especially when the next intersection came up. The walls were covered in gunk and nasty mould; even my pipbuck started to tick slightly. “Now what?” I asked.

Ace shrugged. “Keep going straight?” She started to trot forward. I closed my eyes and sighed, taking a quick moment to calm myself. The adrenaline was leaving my system, and I was starting to feel the effects of the running. Fucking zombies... I opened my eyes and started trotting after Ace. 

Within a blink of an eye, a red blip appeared and disappeared. I turned around and looked down the hall. There was nothing there. “Ace...” 

“What?” Ace asked, looking over her shoulder.

The hallway was empty and silent. “...nevermind.”

The mare rolled her eyes and kept walking. “Then shut up.” 

I couldn’t help but comply as I fell in beside her. I think this place was starting to make me go crazy. Maybe it was the mould or spores or something. Either way, I wanted to find that escape hatch.

Which wasn’t this way. Something that was made painfully obvious by a huge metal door at the end of the hallway. It looked like the one in the basement, but so much bigger and more battered. Especially the two large holes in the center of it. They were about as big as my hoof and looked like something had pierced the door from the outside. The giant steel door. Well, that inspired confidence. 

“Dead end,” Ace muttered, turning back. 

“Aren’t you curious?” I wasn’t, but it was a door like the other one she was curious about. 

Ace simply pointed the door. It read ‘Fort Divit’. I see. Definite Red Zone. Turning back was the only real option here. 

“So what do you think made those ho-” 

I was interrupted by a blood curdling roar that chilled my soul to the very core. “What...was tha-” I was interrupted again by an almighty crash and the sound of thundering hooves running down the hall. We poked our heads around the corner at the intersection and peeked down one of the halls. 

That became one of the scariest moments of my life. Down one of the halls stomped a massive, bipedal ghoul, more than twice the size of a pony. It had huge, cracked horns that were easily a hoof wide, and a ring going through its nose. Its massive barrel chest was peeling and cracked, just like all the other ghouls, and it wore what seemed to be the tattered remains of a uniform, with stars along its shoulders. Its weird finger things held a long decorative sword, turned orange with age. I looked into its yellow, milky eyes and only saw rage. What the hell was that thing?!

Minotaur, idiot.



Right, that- shut up!

The thing spotted us and roared with the rage of ten thousand balefire bombs (not really, but still) and raised its sword above its head, scraping it against the tunnel ceiling. 

Ace turned down one of the halls and bolted. I watched her, rooted in what I think was shock. Then I looked back down at the minotaur. 

The giant abomination scraped the ground with a hind hoof and roared before taking off at lightning pace. I barely had time to snap to before I realised what was happening. I yelped and took off after Ace. 

“Got any more grenades?!” I yelled across at her after I caught up. “We could really use one or... a thousand right now!”

“Nope,” Ace yelled back. “Those were my only ones!.” Shit shit shit shit. “I have a plan though!”

“Now would be a great time to tell me!” I yelled as we turned a corner. 

Ace looked back and saw the towering beast try to turn into our corner and slam its side into the wall. That just pissed it off more. “We keep runnin’!”

“Bloody genius!” I yelled back, thundering along the tunnels, watching my EFS. “You should get a medal!”

“Hey, don’t you start!” the mare running beside me called. “It might not fit through the escape hatch, if we find it!”

Okay, that was wishful thinking, but it might’ve worked. If more red ticks hadn’t started appearing on my EFS. Balls.

Ghouls of all shapes and sizes of pony started to emerge from the tunnels ahead. Even a few griffin shaped ones. They all turned their creepy, milky eyes to us before growing into a crescendo of unified roars. We had to get past them.

“Charge!” Ace called out, levitating all her weapons out. “Fight to the last pony and bullet!”

“Fuck that!” I yelled back, clamping my teeth down on my SMG’s handle. “I’m not dying down here!”

We both opened fire, Ace’s shotguns tore through them like a hot knife through butter, and her machete was like a chainsaw through paper. Great analogies, Clover, absolutely golden. My SMG was effective, but not as effective as I wished. The ghouls were still falling around us as we sprinted, but more were getting trampled by the huge beast thundering after us. Gore and bits and pieces flew up around us as the ghouls met their grisly end. 

I felt the teeth of a ghoul sink into my flank as I sprinted by, but only for a second as I yanked the teeth out of the rotten pony’s skull. Ace had suffered a ghoulified talon to the cheek, but we kept running.  By the time we had gotten ahead of the horde, we were bashed, battered, and bruised, but dammit we kept running. Literally running for our lives. 

The minotaur was still tailing us, its heavy hoof falls crushing spines and heads as its sword carved through anything in its way. “Maggots!” It screamed at the top of its lungs. They could talk, how novel.

Left, right, left, we just kept running and running and running through the tunnels, occasionally looking back only to fire our weapons. The minotaur was leading the pack, foam oozing from its nose. The horde of zombies were sprinting behind it. Occasionally one would get in front, but it was promptly squashed beneath the big blue bastard. 

“We’ve got to be almost there!” Ace yelled, blood oozing from her cheek. “C’mon, please?!” It was as if she was talking to whoever was looking over us. Some would say Luna or Celestia, and some would say... probably somepony else. As if I’d know, I didn’t need a deity to farm appl-

Oh now that was just fucking evil. We had sprinted down a hall where the lights had been knocked out and right into a dead end. The tunnel had collapsed right ahead and we hadn’t seen it. 

“Shit! Turn back!” Ace spun on her hooves, but the tunnel entrance was blocked by the silhouettes of the horde, standing, watching. The minotaur started forward. I could barely make out a demonic grin on its face as it dragged its sword along the ground beside it. 

“Desertion... betrayal... treason... you maggots are gonna pay...” It growled at us. “And I’m the taxman.” That was corny. Definitely crazy. 

The only light at this end of the hall was the faint glow from my pipbuck light. It was really dull, but then again, it was burned and damaged. I looked at Ace for some idea of what to do, but she was just staring at the minotaur. She had no idea what to do, and all I saw in her eyes was fear. 

If Ace wasn’t going to do anything... that just left me. 

You can do this. Don’t be a pussy.



The voice in my head was right, regardless if it was me or that dream demon thingie. I was the only one left to do anything. Clamping my eyes shut and taking a deep breath, I pulled my sniper into its firing position. I opened my eye and looked down the scope, aiming at the beast’s face. Clamping down on the trigger bit, and a bullet cracked from the sniper. It almost seemed like time slowed down as the bullet flew through the air with grace and majesty... just to hit the nosering and ricochet into its shoulder. The nosering hit the floor and the beast roared. Fuck. 

At least it gave Ace the cue to wake up and get her weapons out. “Come get som-” she began, but the beast charged us. “Shit!” She fired her double barreled shotgun and the beast’s chest was peppered with buckshot, but its bloodlust overrode the pain and it swung its sword, sending the shotgun spinning and smashing into a wall, breaking into several pieces. The beast curled its digits on its free hand into a ball and swung at Ace, connecting with her chest and sending her flying into the wall next to her shotgun with a crack. She slid down the wall and went limp. 

“No!” I yelled and charged at the beast, the adrenaline giving me a newfound confidence. Slamming my hooves into its bloody chest with all my might, I actually managed to stagger the best, but it was short lived as it roared back at me and shoved me off.

“And assaulting a senior officer!” It bellowed at me. “I’ll see you executed for this, soldier!” 

I reared up and kicked with my hind legs, but it caught one of them and whipped me back down onto my back. I felt my back crack and my teeth shudder as I collided with the floor and looked up at my assailant, pinning me down with his overgrown hoof. In the glow of my pipbuck, the minotaur looked like the devil himself. With the horns, demonic expression, and slick with blood. He brought his sword above his head, and the other ghouls at the end of the hall howled in triumph. 

“Time for your dishonourable discharge, boy,” the beast chuckled. The sword glimmered in the orange light, making it look like it was made of fire. Pebbles from the debris hit my face, but I was too transfixed on the blade to really care. “Any last...” The minotaur looked up. 

Wait a minute, orange light? My pipbuck was white. Where was the light...? I followed the minotaur’s distracted gaze and saw a tiny little orange hole opening in the rubble. It started to grow wider and wider before stopping, the last pebble smacking my nose. 

“What the-” the minotaur started before the hole erupted into flame, bathing the minotaur’s face, charing the rotten flesh from the bone. The beast howled and clutched its face, staggering back. The flame was spreading across its body. I looked back up at the hole, and there sat a giant red ant with a knife sticking out of its body. My loyal subject, as it were. 

The ant silently crawled out and scuttled along the ceiling, making a beeline for the horde of ghouls. The minotaur had already trampled some of them in its panic. By then, the fire had spread over its whole body as it fled. I knew the beast wouldn’t survive, and I certainly didn’t want it to. Bastard.

The fire ant took its sweet time roasting the ghouls and the air filled with their screams as I got back to my hooves and walked over to Ace. She was coming to and holding her head. 

 

“Minotaur got us,” I stated, simply, helping her up. 

Ace looked at me unbelievingly. “And you killed him?” She looked around. “Or did he get bored and walk away?” She looked at the burning corpses. “And what happened to them?”

I pointed up. Ace looked up and saw the ant clinging to the ceiling above us, waving its antennas around. The mare automatically levitated her shotgun up, only to realise that the stock was all that remained after its sudden, hard impact with the concrete wall.

“Minotaur,” I said and looked up at the ant. “And he saved us.” The ant climbed down the wall and stood next to me. “I’m surprised he’s not attacking you.”

Ace eyed the little ant. “Sure...” She narrowed her eyes. “I don’t trust it...” She looked at the hole it made, then to the burning corpses. “Can it get us out of here?”

I looked down at the ant. “Can you?”

The ant stared at me for a brief moment before scuttling over to the debris. He started digging and soon enough, he had made a pony sized hole through to the tunnel on the other side of the rubble. 

“How did he know where we were?” Ace whispered to me after we had crawled through and applied the last of our bandages. 

I looked at the bug, then to Ace. “Maybe he was following us.” I stood up tall. “I am his king after all.”

Ace snickered. “Sure thing, Queen Daisy.” Dammit.

--- --- ---

 



Sunlight. Glorious sunlight. It was pouring into the tunnel from a large open hatch in the tunnel. 

We had been following the ant out of this maze for around twenty minutes before it showed us where it had gotten in, and according to my pipbuck, we were well out of the Red Zone. Even the tunnels had started to get in better condition. 

And better yet, no ghoulies. 

That was almost literally hell. I had never felt so scared or overworked in my life. I was even starting to shake just by thinking about it. Still, it was over, and we were safe. And being guided by a fire-breathing ant. Nothing could be better. 

I crawled out and took a look at the crates in the cart. 

One of them held some ammo which I hadn’t seen before. They were small bullets, and the magazine said ‘10mm’. None of our guns could hold them, but I deposited them in my saddlebags. Still might make a pretty bit- sorry, cap out here. The next two carts were empty, but I did spy something under it.

Under it lay a skeleton. Judging by the bone structure of its face, I would guess male, in the tattered remains of clothing. Not a uniform, this attire looking like it was cobbled together, waster style. Maybe a scavenger who met an untimely end? By the looks of the congealed blood around its hind leg, maybe a ghoul bit into his main artery and he bled out. At least, I think that’s what happened. I’m no doctor.

He did have a saddlebag though.

“Sorry, friend,” I grunted as I carefully took the pack from him, “but I’m guessing you won’t need this.” I opened it up to see his plunder. A few tins of preserved food, some ammo, a broken pistol, some caps, and a photo. Dropped the rest and looked at the photo. It wasn’t too old, maybe taken in the past few years. It was of a pink and orange mare holding a green foal, only about the side of my head, and a proud looking black earthpony stallion. I looked down at the skeleton. Placing the photo under his hoof on his chest, I sighed. “Fucking wasteland...” I went back to his bag. 

The last thing I found was a small billiard ball-sized orb. “Another memory orb?” I asked myself. “Wonder if it’s from the same person...” No explanation on it, and no way of telling what’s in it. I decided to deposit it in my saddlebag and got back to my hooves, having emptied the skeleton’s bag into mine. Still, just leave him lying under that cart? I decided to pull him out and place him in the cart. 

I found the fire ant had made his way next to me and was staring at the cart. “Do it,” I ordered. I think I knew what the ant was thinking. Did ants think? No matter, as I was right. It unleashed a small spout of flame, which set the cart ablaze, the skeleton with it. 

“It’s not a proper burial, but it will do...” I muttered to myself. A funeral pyre was better than rotting on the sands. 

“So...” Ace asked, trotting beside me and prodding her cheek, followed by a tiny ‘owie.’ She took a look around. Nothing in the immediate area, mountains in the distance. “Where are we?” 
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Chapter 7: Dust and Shadows.

 

“Are you cuh-razy?!”



So basically, Ace, the Ant, and I made our way back to the main road. It was barely hard because of my pipbuck maps. The sun was still rising in the morning sky, and the air was filled with morning freshness. You’d think that’d be rare in the wastelands, but there were times where you can glimpse that tiny moment of beauty between the beautiful blue skies and the yellow sands with the small, dark, green shrubs and bushes. It was pretty.

We followed the road for about an hour before we met a traveling trader. Of course, I had to hold back Ace once we found out he was a Federation merchant. But when I realised what he was selling, Ace had to hold me back. Apples from my fucking farm. Now, there were two options here- either these apples were about a month old and the merchant was severely overpricing us, or these were freshly picked and some fucking Fed bozo had taken my family’s fucking apple orchard and was now profiting from my fucking orchard. I was just about ready to tear shit up. 

It took me a few rage-filled minutes to chill out, finally nab all eight of his apples at a threat-induced discount (partially thanks to Ace’s machete and my family pride), and purchase a few other ingredients from the overpricing fucker before he scurried off down the road, heading back west. 

“What a cunt,” my unicorn companion said. “Charging ten caps per apple..."

“My apples,” I seethed, “that I planted, that I grew, and probably that I harvested... fucker.” 

The ant just stared at us. 

We started walking again, but it only took us about five minutes until Ace’s tummy rumbled with the force of a stick of dynamite. Well, not really, but it was loud. She smiled sheepishly at me. “Uh..."

“Hungry?” I asked with a chuckle. We hadn’t eaten in... sheesh, I didn’t remember. Of course, thinking about it made me hungry. 

“Break time?” Ace asked, licking her lips. I nodded, slowly. Ace licking her lips...  it seemed to go in slow motion as the hot mare- Dammit! It would never happen, stop thinking about it!

Ugh.

Anyway, we found a small, open area vacant of bushes, shrubs, and rocks. Just dry, packed earth and a small pile of ash surrounded by ash. I guessed it was a popular camping spot. We sat down and Ace stared at my saddlebags, hungrily, continuously licking those luscious lips...  moving on. 

Pulling my saddlebag off of my flank, I pulled out a small rag and placed a few of the ingredients I bought from the merchant. Two apples, a small block of fresh brahmin cheese, and a few herbs. All of that was so fresh! Say what you will about the Feds, but their farms really kick this wasteland’s ass!

Ace almost lunged at the food, but I managed to stop her. “Not so fast, Acey. I said I’d cook for this meal, and I sure as hell will.” Ace gave me a curious stare. “Just watch. This is an old recipe my dad taught me.” I looked through my pack and groaned in frustration. “I need a knife..."

Ace picked up her machete. “Well, you could use this, or..." She glared at the little ant that was following us. The little...  well, giant ant, sat on the ground next to me, seemingly staring into space. “We could pull his knife out.”

I looked at the knife sticking out of the little ant’s body. “That would hurt it, wouldn’t it?”

Ace nodded. “Probably like hell, but it can’t be healthy.” She looked down at the ant again. “It’s probably infected or something.” I took a few minutes to think about it. I really didn’t want to hurt my little subject, but...  Ace was right. “I could spare maybe one health potion.”

“Isn’t that our last one?” I asked. Ace pulled out three. “Where did you get that?”

“Down underground,” Ace chirped with a smile. “Keepin’ ‘em for a bad day.”

I patted the ant’s head. Dunno if he liked it...  “Okay, lets do it.” I looked into its big buggy eyes. “Is that okay with you?”

The ant stared at me. Okay then. 

“Ready?” I asked, putting my hoof on the knife. I really didn’t want to do this...  Ace uncapped a potion and readied it. The ant stared at me. Taking a deep breath, I pulled on the knife. That began the most intense moment of my life. I desperately hoped the now silently flailing ant didn’t turn its natural flamethrower on us. 

It took a few intense minutes to finally yank the knife free of the ant’s body, and it let out an almighty skree of pain. It’s like the knife was its volume control. Weird. Ace was quick at administering the potion to the now open wound. I’m no expert at ant anatomy, but I didn’t think it was infected. The ant slowly started to calm down with a light petting.

“That... thing is fucking weird..." Ace said, shaking her head at the ant. “It’s like he’s not a mindless drone or something.” She was right. That lovable little buggy was actually... smart? Maybe like a dog? Did I have the pet dog... ant... that I’ve always wanted? I think that was a yes as it climbed onto my back and started to warm up. It was... actually cozy... 

“But what’s weirder is that,” Ace said, pointing at the knife. 

The knife was strange indeed. The ant’s blood and ichor seemed to just slide off the blade seamlessly. Within seconds, the knife was stainless. I looked between the knife and Ace.

Ace was staring at the knife. “Bet you fifty caps you can’t lick it,” she said with a sly grin. 

I looked back at the knife. It shone in the light, completely stainless. I gave Ace a disgusted frown. As if I would lick a knife that was inside an ant.

But fifty caps was a steal, and the blade looked pretty clean. What was there to lose? I’d heard stories of ponies eating ants before. I wanted those caps. Sticking out my tongue, I pressed it to the knife. I clamped my eyes shut, anticipating the worst thing I would have ever tasted.

Nothing. 

It tasted like nothing. No bad flavours at all. I licked up and down the side of the blade, mostly in confusion. 

“Dammit!” Ace cursed, facehoofing. “I’m out fifty caps..." She floated a small baggie to me, filled with caps. “You’re fucking gross, y’know that?” 

I chuckled and put the knife on the cloth. “Well, you did make a bet.” I looked at the blade. “But it’s clean as if I just washed it.” 

The unicorn’s tummy rumbled loudly. “Okay, I don’t care anymore, let’s eat.”

She lurched for the food, but I stopped her. “Hey, not so fast. I need to uphold my part of the deal.”

“Your part of the deal?” Ace asked, rubbing her hungry belly. “Can’t we just eat?” she moaned.

“To cook,” I stated, nodding. “And I do have a small treat that my father taught me.” Slicing a small section from the apple, I applied a small slice of cheese and a few of the herbs. “Try it.”

The beige mare picked up the slice in her levitation field and looked it over. “Cheese and apple?” she asked, looking at me with a dumbfounded expression. “That sounds horrible.”

“Won’t know until you try.” I encouraged her. “Do it.”

Ace put the slice down. “Hell. No.” What, didn’t she trust little me? The supposed spy? Was that a stupid question? I think so... 

I sat back and let our little insect companion scurry down beside me. “What are you?” I asked with a smirk. “Chicken?”

Ace glared at me. “Nopony,” She picked up the slice, “calls Ace chicken.” She took an almighty chomp out of the snack and munched on it. She stopped and stared at me, her eyes growing wide. She chewed slower before swallowing. She continued to stare.

“Well?” I asked with a smile. “How is it?”

She blinked. “That was good..." She looked at my ingredients. “Very good.” She looked back up at me, a smile breaking out on her face. “Make me more. Now.” 

Rolling my eyes, I got back to making lunch. Cutting with my new knife was so easy, like the blade was made for slicing. I mentally facehooved. Of course it was meant for slicing. It’s a knife. Before long, I had exhausted our apples, cheese, and herb supply and had filled two hungry bellies. Job well done.

Ace patted her belly and sighed, “Well that was something..." She looked up at the wide, blue sky, and took a moment to think. “Different.”

I sat back and smiled. “I’ll take that as a compliment.” I patted my little ant friend’s head. But he wasn’t there. “Where’s the ant?” I really had to come up with a name if he was gonna be my little buddy.

Ace looked around and shrugged. “No idea, amigo.” Well you’re useful.

Well, she was useful, but still. 

Scratching my head, I got up and looked around. “Ant?” I called out. Nothing. Couldn’t even see it. “If only we had a tag or somethi-” I’m a genius. I pulled up my EFS thingie and looked for the white tick. There were two on my compass, Ace’s tick and a new one. I picked up my gear and slipped my knife into my upper foreleg sheath. It fit perfectly.

I pointed in the direction of the tick. “That way, methinks!” I started my march. He was heading north, away from the road. Where was he going? Back to his nest? Wait, the queen was dead, and I became que- king, so why would he go back? Something was up... 

“Leave him! We have a city to reach!” Ace called after me, pulling her gear on. 

“Nah!” I yelled back. “Can’t let my favourite subject run off on me!” No way could this end badly.

 



It... could have been worse. I mean, sure, we had basically walked into a sandstorm and now had no idea which way was down, but it could have been worse! 

"You're a fucking idiot! You're gonna need these!" Ace called over to me. She had put on a pair of goggles and a bandana to protect herself from the sand and was holding a second pair and an old rag out to me. I opened my mouth to reply... I looked, well squinted, at her, trying to get that spare. I couldn’t talk though. 

“Fifty caps!” Of course she would try to get her caps back...  digging out her caps, I passed them through the storm to Ace, and she passed me a set of goggles and a rag. It wasn’t very dirty, but I didn’t know what she used them for. Don’t think I wanted to know either...  

Putting them both on, I looked back at her. “You followed me!”

“I didn’t want you to get hurt!” she yelled back.

I stopped and turned to her. “Why?” She never seemed to care before.

Ace stopped. I watched her hazel eyes think for a moment. “You cook well, and I want to know what’s for dinner.” 

Rolling my eyes, I turned and started following the white tick again. “Whatever!”

Ace facehooved. “Clover, let’s just get out of here!” Ace called. “Before we get caught!”

Caught? What would try to catch us out here? “What are you talking about?” I called back. Nothing could ever find us in this hell hole. I could barely see four hooves in front of my nose!

“dust devils!” 

What? The fuck is a dust devil? I looked back at the mare like she had four heads. “Are you nuts? What the hell is a Dust-” A red tick on my EFS popped up. Followed by another. And another. “Oh shi-” 

The ground beneath me started to rumble, and about three hooves to my left, a huge horse-like creature with massive yellow eyes shot out of the ground. It hovered above us, watching us. The huge horse seemed to be made of sand and dust and had an ethereal feel about it. The lower half of its body seemed to just disappear into thin air. It screeched and two more of the ghostly creatures shot out of the ground.

“Fuck!” Ace yelled. “Fucking run!” 

I marveled at the ghostly horses. Then, as ordered, I took off. Bandits were one thing. Ghouls were another. But giant horses that are made of sand? Fuck that. Way beyond my realms of imagination. 

“Duck and weave!” Ace yelled, dashing from side to side. Why would she-

I quickly found out.

A huge column of sand slammed down behind me. If I was still there, I think I would have either been crushed, or suffocated. You’d be surprised by the amount of things you can be severely motivated by. Duck and weave it was. 

“I fucking told you we’d get caught!” my unicorn companion yelled at me as we sprinted through the howling storm. We were being buffeted from all sides by sand and dirt, we had no idea where we were going, we were now being chased by giant ghostly horses made of sand, and we were narrowly dodging pillars of sand that were both crashing down from above and shooting up from below. Life was grand.

Ace levitated her shotgun behind her and fired at the beasts. The dust devils just roared in anger as they absorbed the buckshot. That was when I realised we were really fucked.

“How the fuck do we kill them?!” I yelled at my shotgun-wielding amiga, my voice cracked with worry and fright. My heart was racing, but I was starting to get that warm, powerful feeling of adrenaline. 

Ace just roared with frustration. I guessed she had no idea. 

We desperately needed to find shelter. If those dust devils could only traverse through sand, we’d have to get somewhere where there wasn’t sand. 

“We need to get to shelter!” I called across, ducking just as a column arced over me.

“No shit, genius!” was the reply.

“No need to be a bi-” I couldn’t finish my sentence as a pillar of sand slammed into my chest from below. It threw me high into the air and I was seeing stars. When I came to, I was still in the air, not even being able to see which way was up. I didn’t even think I was falling, more drifting. Felt like... like I was flying. Like a white, fluffy cloud across the wide, blue skies. My forelegs started to flap by themselves as a smile crawled across my face. I was flying!

Of course, that came to an end with a dull whump as I hit the ground hard. The taste of blood started to dance across my tongue. I couldn’t see Ace, and my pipbuck’s duct tape snapped, making the device fly off so I had no EFS to tell me where I was. 

Slowly getting to my aching hooves, I looked around. The right lens on my goggles was cracked and my throat was full of sand. “Where... am I?” I asked nopony in particular. I could have been miles from where I took off. My chest ached, but I didn’t think there was anything broken. 

Looking up, I saw the faint outline of a giant horse. I thought it was just my imagination, but then its large yellow eye opened and turned to face me. Its eyes pierced into my very soul with a cold chill. 

A huge pillar erupted snakelike from the ground behind it and arced over the dust devil. Wondering time was over, running time was now. Even though I started running as fast as my hooves could take me, the dust devil was right on my ass. 

Everything ached. My hooves were stumbling over rocks and small shrubs, my midsection was killing me from the blows, and my coat felt like it was ready to rip itself off from the sand. I was going to be killed by a giant ghost-thingie that could move sand like it was wind. Lucky me.

The dust devil was closing in on me with its giant pillar-snakes of sandy doom. I cried out in both fear and frustration. My goggles were fogging with the heat I was exerting, and sweat was streaming down my face. My heart was racing, and my lungs aching. My whole left side was tingly and achey, but I still kept going. It must have been from that landing. 

My running ended in vain as the column slammed into me, making me land on my back, and pinned me to the ground. The sand almost solidified around my legs as the yellow eyes of the beast above me glowed brighter and brighter. 

Aim for the eyes... 



Now there was an idea. Thanks conscience... or Trailblaze...  whoever was whispering in my ear. I pulled the latch for my harness over my mouth and the sniper rifle on my side readjusted itself. The scope flopped over my eye. Now or never.

The dust devil stared down at me, its eyes pulsating. I think it was taunting me, as it hadn’t brought the column down on my face. Just got to zero in on its eyes...  

The thin crosshair of my rifle honed in on the beast’s right eye. The pulsating yellow glowie eye...  My rifle opened up, launching a large bullet at the beast. The bullet flew straight into the dust devil’s eye. It exploded into a shower of yellow incor and blood that steamed and showered down. The dust devil reared and roared, and the area around its eye started to solidify and turn to glass. 

The beast looked down at me, half of its face turned to glass, and growled as yellow vapour and incor leaked from its now destroyed eye. That did it. It wasn’t dead, but it was pissed. Great plan. I tried to ready another shot, but the damn gun jammed. Stupid sand!

The column of sand behind the beast flailed but then righted itself, pointing right at me. This was it. Good as dead. The only thing I could do was hope for a miracle. I braced myself for the inevitable smash of the pillar. 

“Clover!” 

I heard something faint against the howling winds. Like a tiny bug was calling for me, just within earshot. The dust devil didn’t seem to hear it as it watched me. The column was coming down faster and faster, right for my face. 

A blast of fire and magma shot out from right under the dust devil. The beast roared and flailed, and the column of solid sand and dirt crumbled above me, burying me up to my neck in sand. The righteous fire spread along the beast’s midsection as it slowly started to shimmer and turn to glass. Fuck yeah! I couldn’t tell if I cheered because of the rag in my mouth, or the howling winds. 

The fire spread across the rest of the beast until the massive beast had been completely engulfed, looking like a stallion made purely of fire. The sand storm seemed to let up a bit as the beast fell down to earth, smashing into tiny pieces. The storm kept going none the less.

I blinked and looked around, spitting out the rag that had lodged itself in my mouth. “Hello?” I rasped. 

Out of the sand, I could see two dark silhouettes- one small, stout one with large antennae, and a unicorn, her mane blowing in the wind. Ace and my little ant. They finally came into view, and Ace stood over me. I was still buried up to my neck.

“Uh... little help?” I asked, looking around. “I seem to be neck deep in trouble.”

Ace chuckled. “Trouble alright. It’ll be trouble getting you outta there.” She kicked the sand. “Welp. I tried.” 

“Ha ha, fucking ha,” I muttered and tried to dig myself out. “Now dig me ou-woah!” The ground beneath me shifted and something pushed me out of the sand. Something that felt like an ant. I looked down, and there he was. My little friend, the ant, holding me in his mandibles. Gotta hand it to him, thing was strong as fuck. 

Getting up and dusting myself off, I noticed that we were still in a sandstorm. Not as intense as before, but I still couldn’t see anything more than ten hooves from my face. 

“We found a cave,” Ace called, dropping my pipbuck at my hooves and turning around. Thought I’d lost that. “Come on. We’ll chill there until the last Devil leaves.”

I quickly caught up. “I thought there were three of the bastards!”

Ace nodded. “Yeah, your ant killed one when he found me, and you saw what he did to the one coming after you!”

I looked down at the ant. He looked fairly proud of himself. He scuttled up my foreleg when I held it out to it and clung to my back. I like my ant.

It didn’t take us long to find the cave. The only setback was trying to avoid the last dust devil. We had spotted it only briefly in the winds as it combed over the area, either searching for us or searching for its friends. Poor dude. But his friends tried to kill us. So fuck ‘em. 

We stepped into the cave. It was really quite cave-y. Sort of like a mouth in the desert. Okay, it might not be such a great description but I couldn’t see very well, my leg was burning, my chest was aching, my ear was stinging, and I was tired. Ghouls then dust devils was just too much, really. 

I took a brief second to replace the duct tape on my pipbuck and looked around. Yup, cave-y. Everywhere was rocky and kind of damp, with the only form of light coming from outside and our Ant’s body. He needed a name still. Maybe later. 

“Dark much?” Ace asked to nopony in particular. “Anyone got a light?” 

My ant buddy fired his flamethrower, making Ace jump. 

“G-Gee, th-thanks..." Ace muttered, picking herself up. She mumbled some more, but I think its best I didn’t know what. 

“I think that might be a little too dangerous, anty,” I said, patting his warm head. He looked at me, feelers dancing, and scuttled up my leg to sit on my back, making me feel warm and fuzzy. I guess that meant he understood.

“Creepy,” Ace stated. “Use your pipbuck light.”

My pipbuck light...  I pressed some random buttons on my pipbuck, and a flashlight opened up. Neat-o! Even in the light of my pipbuck, it still looked cave-y. But now it was longer than I thought it was. Much longer. It was becoming more tunnel-y. 

My leather-clad companion rubbed the back of her head with an armoured stocking and looked outside. “Well, we aren’t going back out there..." I was inclined to agree. “We could stay by the entrance or go further in. Make sure we won’t run into any surprises.”

I looked down the tunnel, then outside. “I’d rather stay here, but-” I turned and saw Ace already trotting further in. “Hey!”

“Of course you want to stay out here, you ninny,” Ace chuckled. “You wimp.” 

“But... but..." Ace kept walking. “Fuck!” I stomped after her.

The rocks were grey and slightly damp, and looking up was a mistake. I don’t like those long pointy thingies. They could fall at aaaaaaaany moment...  let’s not think about that... 

I kept moving beside Ace. Have to admit, I was pretty scared. Who knew what was in that cave? Maybe a mad hermit? A swarm of scorpions? A bear? Oh please not a bear. Not that I don’t like bears, but after having Gunter for so many years, I don’t think I could kill a bear. Man, I missed Gunter. Would I ever see him again? Someone had invaded my home and started growing apples, so the prospect looked... bleak...  my only hope was that somepony from the Apple Plains may have our stuff in storage. I should really go home soon...  no time. Maybe after revenge. Yes, that sounded good. 

Maybe we would find... crying? Wait, what?

I looked at Ace. “You hear it too?” she asked, ears swivelling. My sniper switched to fire mode and shifted forward. “No,” my companion stated. “Use your SMG. Probably actually hit something with it in here.” Good point. I put the sniper back into safety mode and unholstered my SMG. 

“Ooo furfst?” I muffled around my gun. Ace just rolled her eyes, levitated her pump shotgun forward, and took point.

My heart started to speed up, and my teeth rattled around the gun. It was definitely crying. Sompony young by the sound of it. Maybe a filly or a younger colt. Why was I so scared? I guess it was a fear of the unknown. 

We turned a corner in the tunnel and were presented with a grim sight. Basked in the pale light of a dying lantern were two bodies, with a smaller one sitting between them. Three griffins- the largest of which was riddled with bloody holes. He looked like a true badass, with a scar going down his face, his jet black armour, and the massive shotgun that looked too big for even Ace to use. 

The other griffin was just a little smaller, with the same armour. She was a female that was heavily covered in makeup and really gussied up. Beside her sat a broken sword that was shattered into several pieces. She too was riddled with bullets and seemed to have a broken leg. 

And between them sat a young cub, only about the age of nine or ten, sitting and crying. The patches around her eyes and the tips of her head feathers were a blood red, and the feathers behind her head were fashioned into a ponytail. She sobbed and pushed the large body, rocking it slightly. 

“Wake up, daddy... please wake up..." she sobbed. She tried shoving again. “Please don’t die..."

My heart sank. These were the cub’s parents. The griffins that had looked after her her entire life. The griffins that she had loved and cherished. Gunned down in front of her. I could feel my heart breaking.

“Shit..." Ace muttered. “That’s not good.” 

The cub heard us, screamed, and picked up the massive shotgun. It had to be twice the size of the cub, and she wobbled while trying to lift it and point it at us. 

“Get down!” Ace hollered. I complied and hit the deck.

The cub wobbled and tilted backwards. Pulling the trigger, she shot up at the roof of the cave, and she was thrown across the floor. The gun clattered to the ground with a huge thump, and the tunnel came to silence, other than the crying of the cub. And the faint growling further down the tunnel. Uh oh.

Ace walked over to the cub. “Hey... don’t shoot at us.” So good with kids, that Ace. “We’re not the bad guys.”

“You killed momma and daddy!” the griffin squealed and scooted back, covered in scrapes and bruises. 

“Uh... Ace?” I asked, turning around. We weren’t alone down here.

“We didn’t kill anyone, kid,” Ace replied to the cub. “We just got here.” 

The growling got louder. “Ace..."

“Not you, stupid!” The cub shouted. She pointed at me. “Him!” 

I turned around. “Wha-”

The growling turned into a roar as a giant thing pounced from the shadows and sprinted at Ace and the kid. Ace was smart enough to jump out of the way, but the cub looked petrified. She curled up into a ball in defense. 

No time to think, only time to act. Swinging my smg around, I unleashed a torrent of bullets into the beast. I kept firing until the gun clicked empty, and the dust settled. The beast we had killed fell dead right before the kid. Walking over, I got a better look at the thing. It looked like a giant cat like creature but way overgrown. I looked closely and saw... scales? Maybe mutated from when the bombs dropped? No way those extra long claws and teeth were natural. 

“Fucking hell..." Ace exclaimed, shuffling back over to me. The ant on my back crawled off and sat next to the cub, basking her in a warm glow. She was scared stiff. “I’ve heard of the Dune Cats, but I didn’t think they were real.”

So that’s two new beasties I had to avoid. Great. I would have inquired further, but I didn’t think this was the time. I trotted over to the cub.

“Hey,” I said in a soft voice. “It’s okay. We’re not here to hurt you.” I saw the tiny cub peek out from under her arms and peer at me. “I’m Clover. I’m your friend.” She just looked me over. “What’s your name?”

“T-Tallie..." she whispered, still trembling.

I gave her a warm smile. “Hello, Tallie. It is nice to meet you.” I looked over the bodies of the older griffins. “Do you want to tell me what happened?” She shook her head and hid again. “Well that’s okay.” 

Ace just stared at us, shrugged, and snooped around. She tried to pick up the massive shotgun but sighed in frustration when three large components of the gun fell to the floor with a clang. She dropped it, claiming “Dead weight.” and continued to search.

I sat down beside Tallie. “We want to help you, Tallie.” I nodded at Ace. “That’s Ace, and this,” I pointed at the ant. “This is... uh... Anthony.”

The little cub just rolled her eyes. “You called your ant Anthony?” I tilted my head in confusion. “Really?”

I shrugged. “Benjamin then.”

Tallie shook her head. “Still stupid.”

“Clayton?”

“Nope.”

So Tallie’s one of those kids, huh? “Alright, what do you think?”

Tallie sat up and rubbed her chin. “Zippo,” she stated simply. “Like the lighter.”

The ant radiated warmly. “Zippo it is then,” I chuckled. What puzzled me was the fact that the kid now seemed unfazed by the deaths of her parents. She was sitting there, looking over Zippo. 

She finally caught me looking between me and her parents. “Okay, look,” she sighed. “They may have been my parents, but I didn’t exactly love them like parents.” What? “I don’t wanna talk about it..."

“Alright then,” I said with a frown. What could they have done to her? She got up and walked around the ant. Then I saw it. A series of thin, but long scars down her back. I think I got the point and shut up. Ace saw some sense and did the same. 

“Dust devil’s still out there,” Ace muttered as she pulled a small journal, some shotgun shells, and some caps from the dead griffins. “Neat.”

“Hey!” Tallie piped up, taking her attention from the ant. “Those caps are mine!”

Ace deposited them in a small purse-like sack and floated them over. “Fine. Want this journal? Sure as hell can’t use the shotty shells.”

The little griffin shook her head. “Diary of a madman, and I don’t have a shotty. Keep ‘em.” 

My leather-clad companion shrugged and deposited the journal in my saddlebag. I was about to protest but she just smirked. “You’re into history. Maybe you can read it some time.” I was going to protest again, but I had to admit that I was intrigued. 

Tallie walked past us and into the tunnel, heading back to the entrance. “You two lovebirds can stay here, but I’m sick of corpses.”

Ace and I looked at each other. I blushed heavily as she burst out laughing. I looked away and followed the griffin. “Don’t you want to bury them?” I asked. I know that if it was my family, I’d want to bury them...  just like Shamrock... 

Tallie looked over her shoulder. “They were bad griffins.” She looked forward and walked on. “They don’t deserve a grave.” A cold shiver shook down my back. She was at most ten and yet so grim? What the hell?! We would have to talk about it at some point, but I don’t think now would have been a good time. We followed her to the cave entrance. 

“Still sandy as a scorpion’s belly,” Ace muttered as she looked at the cave entrance. She sat down and pulled out a magazine. She quickly grabbed my hoof, tore off the pipbuck and sat it down next to her for light. I scrambled in the dirt for a few moments before sitting up. 

“Do you mind?” I asked, rubbing my foreleg were my pipbuck was. Thankfully, the duct tape wasn’t attached to my coat. 

Ace just chuckled, “Nope.”

Tallie sat opposite us, snickering. She quickly went back to a frown of slight depression. Whatever those parents of hers did, she still must have loved them. I didn’t mention it. “What’s that?” she finally asked, pointing at the gauntlet on my free other foreleg. The small gauntlet I had gotten from the basement last night before the ambush and zombies. Fucking zombies... 

“Uh..." I looked at the gauntlet. It looked like an overly large black hoofband but more armoured.  The inscription on the side read ‘Recollector V1.7’ “A... Recollector of some sort.” I looked up. “Dunno what it does, but I think it’s a pretty nifty piece of armour.”

Ace flipped through her ancient magazine. Something about shotguns by the look of it. “Most say you can view memory orbs through Recollectors.” She flipped a page, without looking up.

I tilted my head at her. “How?” 

“You put the orb in some magical slot, thingie,” she said and yawned.

I saw a little, perfect dent in the machine about the size of a billiard ball and half as deep. I pulled the memory orb we found in the basement of that soldier’s house and looked it over. I moved it to the slot. “Like this?”

“I don’t think its a good ide-” She spotted me putting the orb in. “No! Don-”

oooOOOooo

Woah, what the fuck?! The world seemed to swirl around me and sink from view like water down a drain. I felt like I was slowly being poured back into my body but all wrong! It was like I was waking up from a nightmare but so much more vivid. My legs refused to move, and my eyes refused to open. I was a prisoner in whatever it was I was in. Was the orb a trap? Oh no! Ace! Get me out of here!

My eyes opened of their own accord with a sudden flash, like they were opening from a blink. I was standing on some sort of platform next to a railroad track. There were ponies milling about all around, all sorts of shapes and sizes. I saw two ponies in very fancy outfits and a bunch in gowns and suits. Some had hardhats and pickaxes. I saw two colts and a filly running around the stacks of luggage, playing tag as their parents watched on. 

I couldn’t move anything. Not even my eyes. I felt like I was watching a movie from the perspective of the protagonist. First person, that’s the one. In the distance I caught glimpses of a quaint little village and a large farm. Beyond that, a great mountain. 

“Pound..." I heard a mare whimper. The head of the pony I was living in turned its head and looked at the source. A plump, blue mare with a tall, pink mane stood a few hooves away. Her eyes were misty, and she had a worried look on her face. She was wearing an apron with ‘Sugar Cube Corner’ embroidered on the chest. 

“Yeah, mom,” my host replied. I was inside a young stallion, maybe a year or two younger than me. That sounded really bad out of context. Hell, even in context that sounded weird. What the hell was happening?! My host trotted over to the voluptuous mare. “I don’t want to go either, but we know its for the best.”

The mare hugged my host and almost squeezed his eyes out. “I know...  I know..."

I felt a hoof on my shoulder. My host’s shoulder. Fuck, I felt like a ghost! My host turned to see a tall, skinny yellow stallion with a curly orange mane. Wait, I had seen these two before...  He wore an apron with the same logo as the mare’s. He too looked worried. My host brought him into the cuddle. 

“We’re going to miss you too, son,” the stallion spoke. 

My host smiled and broke the hug. “We’ll miss you too, dad. But as soon as the war’s over and we win, we’ll be back.” My host pounded his hooves into the floor and stood tall. “You can count on it.” Something felt super weird just then. Like I had not only one but two boners on my back. Sorry for being so blunt, but that’s how it felt. It dawned on me. I was looking through the eyes of a pegasus. Hot damn. 

The two older ponies smiled. “We can’t wait,” the mare said before blowing her nose. She looked around. “Now where is your sister?” 

As if on cue, my host looked past the crowds of ponies to a small building on the platform. I saw a cute peach unicorn with a frizzy orange mane floating two tickets close to her. She put them in her casual barding’s pocket and smiled. “Got the tickets,” she said with a smile. 

The big blue mare burst into tears and hugged the smaller mare. “I already miss you!” she wailed. My host and the other stallion patted her on the shoulder to calm her down. The smaller peach unicorn was starting to turn a little blue. The large blue mare composed herself and blew her nose. “Sorry...  I don’t want you two to leave..."

The peach mare gave my host a small, friendly punch in the foreleg. “Didn’t you tell her we’ll be back before she knows it?” My host smiled and nodded. The unicorn turned back to the blue mare. “See? Give it six months, a year tops.” She trotted over to hug the mare, and probably would have if she wasn’t slammed to the ground by a massive pink blur.

A pink earth pony with a huge, poofy, dark pink mane with fading streaks had engulfed the peach mare. “Idon’twantyoutoleeeeave!” she bawled. The mare was wearing some form of formal attire, a blue blouse with yellow frills and a matching hat, but we could still see her cutie mark. Three balloons. 

The peach mare looked squished under her. “Pinkie...  you’re...  suffocating me..." The pink mare clambered off her, still crying. “Its okay, Pinkie. You can always come visit us.”

“I wish..." the pink mare sobbed. “But I can’t leave the hub long enough.” She blew her nose, loudly, on a bright pink hankie. “Stupid war!” 

My host trotted over to the pink mare and hugged her. “Its okay, Pinkie. Like we told mom and dad, we’ll be back.” He pulled away and prodded her nose. “You just watch.”

The mare gathered both my host and the peach mare in a giant hug and made it feel like our heads were about to explode. “But I don’t want you to leave!” She tightened the hug. “I’ll miss you sooooo much!” 

“We... know..." my host grunted. Happy memories? More like torture. “Please... let go..." The mare dropped us. The pink pony stared at me and the peach unicorn, still crying a river.

The two older ponies walked over and patted the pink pony on the back. She continued to cry as a rumble started to shake the platform. “There’s your train,” the large blue mare said with a sad smile. The pink mare burst into a fresh wave of tears. 

The peach mare looked at me, and we both smiled. “I guess this is goodbye,” the unicorn stated, her horn starting to glow. “But there’s one last thing..."

The poofy pink mare sniffed. “Huh?” 

A huge bag of white flour exploded above us, covering us from snout to tail in powder. We both struck a pose and smiled, holding back the urge to cough and sneeze. 

The pink mare giggled and sniffed as we dusted ourselves off. She opened her pink forelegs and hugged us. “Be safe,” she whispered. The other two joined the hug as a train screeched to a halt behind us.

“We will, aunt Pinkie,” the peach unicorn said, her voice catching in her throat. 

We finally broke the hug, and the pink mare gave us both kisses. The blue mare and the yellow stallion kissed the peach mare on the head. “Goodbye, Pumpkin.” And they kissed my host on the head. “Goodbye Pound.” I felt my host’s heart flutter and the urge to cry rise up. But we fought it down. The peach mare wasn’t doing so well. She blew her nose and smiled at the three older ponies. We picked up our bags and turned to the train.

It was a massive beast of a machine! The locomotive was huge! Easily bigger than six or ten carts. We stepped into a massive red carriage and put our bags on the luggage racks. I followed the peach mare as she shuffled into the forest green seats and opened the window. We poked our heads out and waved at the three ponies lined up on the platform, each sobbing and blowing their noses. 

“Bye mommy and daddy! Bye aunt Pinkie!”

The older ponies all waved. “We love you!”

“We love you too! Be back before you know it!”

The conductor’s whistle blew loudly from the platform, and the massive locomotive’s whistle replied, much louder and mightier. The train lurched forward and we began to move. The peach mare, Pumpkin, and I, Pound I guess, stayed at the window, waving until the last second. 

We sat back in the seats and sighed. The peach mare leaned on my shoulder. “A whole new adventure..." she whispered. My host stroked her mane.

“To the Ponave, and beyond.”

OOOoooOOO

 



“-ello?” was the first thing I heard as the world whooshed back into existence. The transition out of the orb was a whole lot smoother than going in. More like I had just woken up, and the world was fading into existence. The first thing I saw was Ace waving a hoof in my face.

“What the hell did I just witness?” I asked, sitting up. The back of my head was achy, and I felt a little dizzy. Ace shrugged when I looked at her for answers.

“You saw the memory of a dead pony,” she stated, trotting back to her magazine.

Tallie sat beside her. “Is he always this dumb?” she asked my leather-clad companion.

“Yes.” Bitch. 

I looked at the orb and pulled it out of my Recollector gauntlet. How the hell did that work? Fucking magic. That’s how, I bet. I sat befuddled for a few moments. “How long was I out?” 

“About an hour,” Ace grumbled, passing a different magazine to the little griffin. One about explosives I think.

I rubbed the back of my head and grunted, getting to my hooves. “Damn these side effects hurt.”

The unicorn mare laughed. “Side effects, shmide effects.” She pointed at the ground behind me. “You hit your head in your fall. Idiot.”

“I made you breakfast,” I stated, narrowing my eyes. Ace giggled and rolled her eyes. She was starting to break our little deal. Then it was decided that she would starve. Mwahahaha. 

Deciding that the world outside was still far too sandstormy, I sat my ass back down on the cold cave floor. The little griffin sat with her magazine across from me. “So Tallie.” Okay... now what...? I didn’t know how this would go down, but it was worth a shot. “Where will you go now?”

The griffin just shrugged. I could see she was holding back. Not sure what though. It seemed to be a juggle between rage and sorrow. Poor kid. Reminded me of a certain somepony, but not. I was fucked up when my brother died, but she seemed to be taking this too well. 

I looked at Ace. “Well... we’re going to Iron City... so...” I looked back at Tallie. “You’re welcome to come with if you’d like.”

The griffin looked at me like I was stupid. “With you?” she sneered. “Why would I go with you?” Ah, the tough girl act. 

I looked at my rifle and SMG. “Because we’ve been through the heat of war, cleared a building of bad guys, blown through legions of ghouls, killed two dust devils, and saved you from being mauled by that overgrown kitten back there.” I raised an eyebrow. “Wasteland’s a dangerous place, kid. You’ll get hurt without friends.” I pointed at my clipped ear, then the scars on my leg and head. “Trust me. I’d know.”

The young cub looked me over. I was still in my armour and coat, and if we added that to the heroic pose I decided to strike, I bet I had made a good point. The young griffin took a long minute to think.

“He’s right, y’know,” Ace piped up, giving a slight chuckle. “You should have seen him.” She looked up at me. “Hasn’t wet himself once.” Thankfully. “And he beat the stuffing out of a much bigger pony.”

“Which you forced me to.”

“Which you lost.”

Touche.

“Yup, we’ve been through hell on his path for revenge,” Ace continued. She looked back at the small griffin. “We make quite a team.”

My turn to chuckle. “More like I get us into shit and you pull me out.” It may have been harsh to say so, but it was the truth. Ace had always been there for me. She did, however, give me shit for it. A decent trade-off if you ask me. 

“Teamwork!” Ace laughed.

Tallie failed to suppress a laugh. “Alright. Sure.” She looked us both over. “But I’m not sharing a room with you two lovebirds.”

Ace laughed while I blushed. “Don’t be silly,” the mare giggled. “We’ll share a room, and he can have the couch.” She brought herself under control. “And we aren’t together.”

“Deal then,” Tallie said, holding her hand out to Ace. The unicorn shook it as I rolled my eyes. I was fine with the couches, but I felt outnumbered in our little group. 

I looked down at Zippo. “Well, looks like we’ll be bunk buddies.”

“Hey,” Tallie chuckled, turning back towards me. “We’re gonna need a heater in our room.” 

No. I stomped on the rocky cave floor and scrunched up my face. “Okay, that’s where I draw the line.”

Tallie just rolled her eyes at me and smiled. “Fine, princess prissy pants.” 

“That’s Queen Daisy,” Ace corrected her, extracting a wince from me. Tallie gave her an odd look. “That’s a tale for another time.”

I huffed and trotted to the cave entrance, after Zippo had climbed onto my back. The dust devil must have moved on, because the winds were starting to settle. “Any minute now,” I muttered. Ace and Tallie still sat in the light generated from my busted pipbuck, reading their magazines. Where did Ace even get those mags? I decided that it was either in the house, or she had always had them but didn’t feel like sharing them with me. I liked reading too...

“How far do we have left to go?” I asked as I sat down beside them. “Feels like we’ve been walking for ages.”

Ace simply pointed at me. “Your fault.” I gave her an offended look. She shrugged and stared at me. “Just a fact. The walk is a two-day hike, going at a leisurely pace. Faster if you’re walking with a purpose. And we had to restart so we could give your brother the send off he deserved.” She went back to her magazine. At least she understood that Shamrock deserved to be buried, and that he wasn’t some nopony like me. The page she was on detailed a certain shotgun shell thoroughly. “Anyway, we’ve just got to go through Grim Gorge and we’ll be in the Iron City region.”

“G-Grim?” I whimpered with a gulp.

My companion rolled her eyes. “Don’t be such a baby. It’s called that just because of its scythe shape.” She raised an eyebrow at me. “Think nothing of it.”

It did kind of help, but the fact that anypony would call it ‘Grim Gorge’ set me on edge. No, wait. I remembered something. I had seen the name Grim Gorge before...

Oh! That’s right! It used to be part of the old railway system. I remembered reading about the Great Western train line that ran between the far western shores, to where Fort Crossroads now resides, then all the way into Equestria. Huge trains used to ride on those rails, and some of the smaller trains pulled materials on the branches around the Ponave. How do I know all this? I fucking love trains. With a passion. 

I silently squeed. Maybe there were still trains there! The excitement bubbled up in my tummy as I looked outside. The storm was dying down, but so was the sun. It would be dark before long. “Thank Celestia!” Ace cheered. “‘Bout fucking time.” She stomped out of the cave and into the dying winds. I collected my things and headed out after her, but I looked back. 

Tallie stood at the mouth of the cave. She wrung her hands and looked back into the cave with a look of sadness in her eyes. She was breathing heavily. I sighed and shuffled over, putting a hoof on her back. “I think I know how you feel.”

The cub looked up at me, her eyes full of sorrow. “How?”

“I lost my brother a few days ago and my father a few weeks ago.” I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. “I’m all that’s left of my family.” The griffin looked at me for a long moment and nodded understandingly. I gave her a sad smile. “But we go on. We live to fight another day.” I offered her a hoof. “And we fight side by side.” 

The griffin stared at my hoof. She took a deep breath and took it, walking out of the cave. “I hated them...so much...” She looked over her shoulder. “What they did to me...” She closed her eyes and shuddered. “But... they kept me safe...” 

I nodded and picked her up, putting her on my back. Zippo would just have to walk. “That’s why we’re here. Friends watch each other’s backs.” She looked into my eyes and gave a tiny smile. “And we won’t let anything get you.” I looked back at the cave. “Now. Are you sure you want to leave them there?” 

Tallie looked back again. “I...they...” She stared for a long moment before looking back at me. “Should I?” 

“I think that’s something only you can answer, Tallie,” Ace said, walking back to us. “Do they deserve a proper burial? Or were they that bad that they deserve nothing more than to rot or be eaten by Dune Cats?”

Tallie took a long moment to herself. Ace and I looked between each other a few times before the griffin came to a conclusion. “They hurt ponies... sold them for their own gains... hurt me over nothing...” She looked up, rage building in her eyes. “They did nothing in their miserable lives that makes burying them worth anypony’s time.” She looked out into the desert. “Let them rot or be eaten. At least now they can do something of use and help the circle of life.” Ace and I looked between each other. Tallie pointed forward. “Lets just get to Iron City, find the fucker who killed my parents, and put him down. That fucker needs to pay.”

My stomach felt odd, and my heart had an odd rhythm to it. Tallie was really starting to scare me with her whole parent hate thing going. “Who killed them?” I asked, walking back into the desert. The surrounding areas were completely windswept, and I had to watch my hoofing because of the shards of glass poking out all over the place. 

Tallie growled and inadvertently dug her talons into my back through the grooves in my riot gear. I winced but my armour took the brunt of it. “Some merc fuck with a stupid M1 painted on him. Fucking mercs...”

M1? Where have I se-

That one dude in Buckwheat. The one that killed those Separatists and walked off the bullet wounds. The one-pony tank. Oh shit... Ace and I exchanged looks again, meeting the same conclusion. 

The unicorn mare was the first to pipe up. “Yeah...we’ll find him...”

I nodded, shuddering. If that guy wasn’t dead and still out there... Celestia help us all...

 

--- --- ---

 

 



A cold breeze wafted through my mane as I looked up at the full moon, starting its ascent over the sky. Once again, thanks to my pipbuck, we found the main road. And once we were moving again, it would be just a short hike to Iron City. Until then, however, we hunkered down and set up a small camp in a ruined house. 

Only two of the walls had been left standing, and the roof had been blown clean off. A remnant of the forgotten times of love and tolerance. I guess there’s kind of a metaphor in there somewhere. How this house must have been loved and given tender love and care, now a totally lost cause. I sighed and looked back into the small fire Ace had lit. 

“Poor kid...” Ace sighed, looking at the cub sleeping beside the fire, bundled up in a small blanket Ace had found. Where did she find all this stuff? Real scrounger that one. “Parents taken from her... but more importantly, what they did to her...” 

“I dunno, but those scars aren’t natural,” I grumbled. I glanced back at Ace. Something had been eating at me since we left the cave. “What did she mean by her parents selling ponies?”

My chocolate-maned companion rubbed her chin and scratched her head. “Uh....how do I put this...” She rolled her eyes and shook her head. “They were slavers. They took ponies and sold them for slave labour. Can’t put it simpler.”

What?! That was... that was... what?! “No way... they... that can happen?”

Ace simply nodded. “Doesn’t happen a whole lot anymore.” She prodded the fire with a stick, huddling up a little tighter. Man that desert got cold at night. “One good thing the Feds did when they came in was send them into hiding.” She grinned and through the stick into the fire. “And the Resistance are the ones to find them and clear ‘em out.”

Noble... but there was something wrong with that. “Why? Sounds silly risking little resources on finding hidden enemies...” 

Ace scoffed, “That’s not why they did it. They found them and took them out for the gear.” She shrugged. “That’s what I think at least. I’m not Resistance, no matter how much I support them.”

“So... they get their gear from slavers...” My mind was trying to fart out some kind of logic from this. So slavers had huge snipers, griffin power armour, vertibucks... “Okay, no way. I’m calling bullshit.” Ace raised an amused eyebrow at me. “No way is it just slaver stuff.”

Ace laughed and quickly stifled it when Tallie yawned loudly and rolled over. “They have some old Coalition stuff too. Probably have an old base.” She shrugged again. “Again, I wouldn’t know.” 

I nodded in defeat. She had brought up a good point. We may never know for sure, but whatever. 

I let my mind drift for a few moments before it landed on the gauntlet around my hoof. My new Recollector. That experience was unreal. Being in somepony else’s body, seeing what they saw, feeling what they felt, hearing what they heard... being them. It was absolutely fascinating. Seeing the world like it was before, and actually being there...

“You still have that other orb, right?” Ace asked, catching me staring at the gauntlet. I looked up and blinked. Stupid daydreams. I settled on nodding dumbly. Ace looked around. “Well, seeing as you’re a history nut... why not take a peek?”

“The last one put me out for a bit though...” I replied with worry. Being in a cave was bad enough, but we were out in the open. Wait, we had to sleep eventually... 

Ace just chuckled. “I’ll hold down the fort, ya big baby.” 

Rolling my eyes, I pulled the other orb out of my saddlebag and looked it over. This one was a dull cobalt with a slight greenish tinge about it. I looked at Ace and thought about it. Should I? She nodded, and that was the only confirmation I needed. The orb slid seamlessly into the gauntlet and the world faded away like it had before.

 

oooOOOooo

Wheeeee, transition! Even though I knew what was coming, it was still fucking insane. The world snapped back to normal as I entered my new host. Two back boners. Pegasus. 

My host was staring straight forward at a white building, topped with sandbags and barbed wire. There was a propaganda posted on the front wall of a griffin pointing at the reader. He was wearing a basic helmet and equipment, but looked very cheerful. Underneath him was “Join the Coalition of Ordered Species today, and ensure a future- the Ponave way.” Nifty. 

“Alright you worthless sacks of shit!” a booming voice yelled from somewhere to my right. “You little whiny inbreds are here to grow a pair of brass balls to ensure the survival of this god-forsaken hell hole of a desert!” God-forsaken? Goddess he means, surely... 

My host took a peek to his right. The voice belonged to a hard-looking grey stallion with a well-trimmed white beard in military clothing. He was making his way up a line of ponies, griffins, and donkeys, each in very basic fatigues.

“I am Sergeant Major Chestnut, or Chester if you feel like you have the balls to even think about calling me that.” Chester? No way... “It’s my job to get my hooves dirty and mold you shit-for-brains recruits into the backbone of the C.O.S army.” He stopped at a small donkey. “Which means you eat when I tell you to, shit when I tell you to, and breathe when I tell you to!” The poor donkey looked like he was about to wet himself while holding his breath for dear life.

The sergeant major continued down the line, letting the donkey take in a breath and almost pass out. “By the time I’m done with you, you will run into enemy lines and not get your face raped by some big mother fucker with an even bigger gun.” He looked over the group again. “I know some of you cock-suckers are zebras or minotaurs, but since you’re here, I’m safe to assume that you’re willing to fight your own kind if they decide they’re bored with those fancy pants Equestrians and bring the fight to a tougher enemy.” I heard some shuffling and mumbling behind me. “But if you’re not, then get the fuck off my base and back to your backwater countries and your mud huts.” 

He continued down the line, and stopped at a large, muscular earth pony. “Why are you here, boy?” 

“Sir!” The pony stiffened and straightened out. “I’m here to become the best of the best of the best, sir!”

“Damn right you are, dirtbag. What division are you looking to grace with your presence?”

“Sir! Sniper corps, sir!” 

Chester burst out laughing. “You?! You look like a fucking tank boy. Those fucking cock-sucker fucks will see you coming from a mile away.” He looked him over. “You’re more likely to be a grenadier or a heavy weapons pony, boy!” 

The stallion didn’t even flinch. “I believe I have what it takes, sir!” 

Chester slowly stopped laughing. “Yeah? That’s what I like to hear, twinklehooves. We’ll see what your test scores will say about it though.” He started down the line again. “What about you, pretty boy? What’s your name?” He was talking to a familiar looking golden pony with a blue mane. 

“Valentine, sir! Ponave Pipes, Sir!” was the pony’s response. Where had I seen him...?

“Grenadiers, huh?” The sarge leaned in. “Your looks won’t save you when a grenade goes off in your hoof when you fumble.” He stood back up straight. “And you won’t be brushing your mane with no prissy brush, either. When you’re on the battlefield, you’ll be using the bones of your enemies.” The golden stallion cringed. “Get the fuck used to it pretty boy. Heaven forbid you actually make it to the grenadiers. You’ll be seeing a lot worse.” 

He left the poor boy and continued, stopping at a very familiar peach unicorn mare with a frizzy orange mane. “Well lookie here boys, we have a little filly here!” He bent down low. “You think you have what it takes to play with the big boys, huh?!” The mare squeaked and shrunk a little. “Why are you here? What are you aiming for, girly?!” 

“I...I-I-I...” She tried to straighten out a little more. “I...I don’t know...”

“You don’t know?!” The stallion roared with laughter. “You sorry excuse for a soldier will never become half the warrior any of these other ass-dragging recruits will be with that attitude!”

My host frowned in anger and ground his teeth. I could feel the sweet sensation of adrenaline surge through his veins and his muscles tense up. “You don’t talk to her like that!” He bellowed at the sarge. Everyone around him gasped. 

“Which one of you cock-suckers said that?!” The sarge roared, turning red with rage. He looked directly at us. My host just raised a hoof, the sarge charged at us. 

“Who the fuck are you?!” he roared, grabbing my host by the collar, spittle splashing over his face. 

“Her brother!” my host shouted back. 

“You little degenerate, scumbag, pussy-fearing, hoof-dragging piece of lousy cow shit!” He shoved my host into the dirt and stood on his back. “Give me fifty for disrespecting your superiors, boy!” My host dug his hooves into the dirt and started to lift himself in a push-up. The sarge dugs his hooves into our back, making it harder and harder. “You’ve got balls, kid, but that won’t get you far without a way to use them!” 

My host managed to look at the peach mare and the rest of the group. They looked on with awe, holding their hooves over their mouths. My host smirked and looked back into the dirt, lifting himself up with the blissful help of adrenaline. “I’ll show you balls, sir!” he growled, as he lifted himself up. His muscles were on fire, and he was drenched in sweat, but he still smiled with sheer determination. 

“That’s what I like to hear!” the sarge roared and shoved my host’s head back into the dirt. Did I mention how delicious dirt was? “Come on! Lets see if you can manage five more, let alone forty-nine!”

I felt my host feel like laughing, but I didn’t get to see it happen. The memory started to blur and distort, before being sucked away into oblivion. Wheee! Transition! 

 

OOOoooOOO

 



Well that was insightful. Oh wait, no it wasn’t. At least now we know who Chester was before the bombs went boom. Wait a sec...

“And that was your biggest mistake,” I heard a voice say. Hold on. I couldn’t move. Was I still in the memory orb? I was still in the Ponave... and pinning some dirty-looking, blood-covered pink earth pony stallion down. What the actual fuck? “What did you think would happen? You’d... what... kill us? Rob us? Enslave us?” The stallion just whimpered. My host looked around. 

Three more ponies were strewn about, all of them drenched in blood. They all wore pretty basic leather armour, and their weapons looked so very basic. My host looked over to Ace and Tallie, and my heart began to sink. Tallie looked like she was still asleep, but Ace looked like she’d been hit over the head with a club. 

“Your friends paid the ultimate price...”  my host chuckled. “But you... you have the honour of living for another few minutes.” He looked back at the stallion. “Why. Are. You. Here?”

“A-A b-b-b-bounty’s been placed on yer head...” the stallion choked out. “W-We just w-w-wanted to c-c-collect...” 

“Another big mistake,” my host whispered, and I felt a huge, unnatural grin spread across his face. “So who’s the unfortunate little pony to want to come after the Painless Jester?” Who?

The stallion gulped under our hooves. “S-Somepony from the Strip!”

My host growled. “Double Down?”

The pink stallion squeaked, “I don’t know! The only thing on the contract was DD.” 

“Good enough for me,” my host whispered with a grin.

“C-Can...” The stallion gulped and looked around. “Can I go?”

My host let out a maniacal cackle and looked back at the poor stallion. “Did you really think that I would ever let you go?” The pony’s face drooped in the realisation that he wouldn’t be leaving. His eyes started to water. “If you did, I’m sad to say, it simply isn’t so.” My host’s grin grew larger. “I will never set you free...”

“No! Please!” My host drew a knife from my sheath and held it above the pony. “Don’t do this! Please! Let me go! I’ll leave bounty hunting! Just let me go!” Listen to him! His friends are dead! Please!

My host drove the knife into the poor pony’s neck, causing it to erupt in blood. The pony’s eyes grew in terror for a moment but quickly rolled back into his head, his screams silenced by the blade. 

My host pulled the knife out and sheathed it, blood dripping off the blade. “And that’s that.” He looked into a piece of discarded glass, letting me see his reflection. 

It was me.

But...not. My eyes were burning a blood red, and my riot armour was covered in blood. I... I had killed those ponies... while I was in a memory orb... but...

Ace moaned and sat up slowly, holding her head. “What... what happened...?” She winced and held her head. “Oooooh that’s gonna sting in the morn-” She glanced at me and her eyes grew to the size of dinner plates. My eyes faded back to normal, and I slowly regained control of my body.

I looked back at Ace. What do I tell her? I couldn’t tell her the truth! That she’s travelling with a psycho? No way! Think, Clover... “Bounty hunters... tried to claim a bounty on me...” I shook my head, clearing my head. “I guess I really am lucky...” I looked at the bodies. So much blood... So much blood that I had spilled.

No. I didn’t spill it. It was Traiblaze. Yeah. Him. 

“No way,” Ace said, worry tinging her voice. “No way did you kill these fucks. Not you. Not on your own.” 

“I had help,” I blurted out. “Somepony helped me.” I looked around. “I dunno where he went though.” Ace looked me over. I didn’t exactly lie, I did have help. Just... not the help I wanted... “Some sort of... mysterious stranger.” Now that was a plain lie... I knew exactly who it was. 

It was Trailblaze. 

Ace just looked at me as Tallie yawned and rubbed her eyes. She looked around and cocked her head. “What?” she squeaked in a drowsy daze.

“Clover and some dude just saved our asses,” Ace stated, a hint of pride in her voice. She actually bought it? She must have been dumber than I thought...

I scratched the back of my head. “It was...uh...” What was it? Eh, fuck it. I shrugged. “It was noth-”

*BANG*

My body went cold. Behind Ace lay a mare, a pistol in her bloody teeth. 

The world turned silent as I took shallow, painful breaths and looked down. My armour had been punctured, and blood seeped from the wound. The only things I could hear was my heart and my breaths. Each starting to slow.

Ace’s eyes grew in panic and looked at the bloody mare. She roared in rage and slammed her over the head with a shotgun as I fell into the dirt, clutching my chest. My lungs were starting to fill with warm blood. My own life force killing me. Ironic, isn’t it?

Ace rushed to my side and threw a rag over my chest, putting pressure on the wound. I looked down at her hooves, slowly turning red with my blood. Her face was covered in worry as she levitated all sorts of medical equipment from her saddlebag. She dropped some of it in a panic as she looked into my eyes. Her eyes were beginning to water.

I coughed blood all over her forelegs and my head finally came to a rest in the dirt. The only thing I could see now was my right foreleg with its flashing red pipbuck, sprawled out ahead of me, and darkness creeping in from all around. 

“No! Don’t you die on me!” I could hear. My hearing was starting to become fuzzy and muffled. I saw a pool of blood slowly start to form around me as I stared at my hoof, laying on the cold dirt. 

“Help!”

The world was becoming so dark... so cold... so... so...

...peaceful... 

 







Footnote: No Level up. 
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Chapter 8: Psychiatric Ward.

 

“Is her face gonna stay that way?” 



“Clover!” A voice called to my right. I was running. Running and running. Where? I couldn’t remember. Looking up from the grass I was pounding beneath my small hooves to see where the voice was, I saw my brother running along the right side of a large, lush field. 

The green grass was soft beneath my hooves and the air smelled of mildew. The Apple Plains. Wide green pastures untouched by the plague of radiation. Why did I leave again?

I threw the ball I was carrying on my back over to my brother. “Look out!” he called. He was too late as something slammed into my side with the force of a ten ton anvil. I ended up hitting the ground and landing in a heap, and my whole side ached. Oh I would be feeling that in the morning. 

“Hey!” I heard my brother call out. “Lavender?! What the hell?” Ponies started gathering around me. I was the youngest one, and Lavender was about Shamrock’s age and twice my size. He was like a boulder ramming into me at full speed. All I could see was Lavender’s yellow coat as he lay over me, pinning me. “Get off him!” 

The massive brute crawled off me. “Sorry, Shamrock,” he snorted, obviously not meaning it. “Thought I’d be tackling a real pony.” He returned to his peers, some snickered. I stayed on the ground in a daze. Everything hurt, and stars danced in my vision. If I could think straight, they might have been ‘pretty’.

“He is a real pony, dick-head,” Shamrock seethed as he jogged over to me. He knelt down beside me. “Clover... Clover, can you hear me?”

I saw blobs. Green blobs, orange blobs... blobby blobs. Was that a yes, or a no? 

“Clover?” 

Something tapped my cheek as my vision started to clear. My brother was leaning over me, tapping my cheeks. “You okay?” he asked. 

I blinked a few times and looked around. “Uh...” Then I winced as my entire side pain kicked into high gear. “Owie!” 

Shamrock looked up at Lavender. “You fucking idiot! He’s just a kid!” He got up and turned to Lavender, and he was pissed. So pissed. I could almost see the smoke coming out of his ears.

“Yeah, exactly,” Lavender said with a smirk. “Hoofball isn’t a kid’s game.” He looked down at me and sneered. “Get outta here, kid. You don’t belong here. Runt.” 

I frowned. “I’m not a kid!” I whined. “I’m twelve!” That made Shamrock, what... nineteen? I couldn’t ever tell. He was always so big and so mature. It was like he never changed. 

“Still a kid,” Lavender laughed. “Now git!”

“Shut the fuck up, Lav,” Shamrock yelled. I didn’t like being called a kid. I was a big pony! “Or you’ll answer to me.”

“An’ m-” I said, trying to get up, but I was cut off.

“Ooooooh,” the large yellow earth pony jeered. “I’m sooooo scared.” He looked at his peers and nodded at Shamrock. “Gettim!” Some of the ponies were hesitant, but they moved forward. 

“I thought we were friends...” Shamrock growled, looking at the ponies surrounding him. 

Lavender stomped back over to me. I tried to get up and run, like always, but my side hurt too much. He took joy in picking me up with one fetlock and held me up to his face. Shamrock wasn’t there to help me. He had fought hard, but he was overrun and being held down. 

“You’re despicable.” My brother grunted.

Lavender didn’t even glance at my brother. “Lets just see how tough you are,” the maniacal pony grumbled, looking me over. I was just a kid, but Lavender was my brother’s age! He was an adult!

“No!” I squealed, trying to break free. “Don’t touch me or... or... or you’ll be sorry!” 

The giant pony just laughed. My brother was looking more and more worried. “You don’t want to do that!” He called out. “You’ll regret it!” Yeah! When Shamrock got free, he’d kick Lavender’s ass! 

“You’re goin’ nowheres.” Lavender raised a hoof to smack me. 

Time slowed as I reached a realisation. My brother wasn’t there. He was still pinned under a ton of ponies. My father wasn’t there to call them off. Just air between me and Lavender’s hoof. I was gonna get the stuffing beat out of me, and there was nothing I could have done about it. But there was something I could do... my forelegs were trapped, but my hind legs...

“I said no!” I yelled, and flailed my hind legs. My powerful earth pony legs finally connected with Lavender’s nose. A crack echoed over the plains and blood ran from Lavender’s face. I fell to the ground as Lavender collapsed, holding his face. 

The other ponies froze, as they watched the giant pony fall. Shamrock took the opportunity to break free and lay the smackdown on the ponies. He sniffed and rolled his shoulders when he finished then cleared his throat. “Nothin’ to it.”

He trotted over to me and picked me up. “Let’s get you home.” He looked at the large yellow stallion, rolling and howling on the floor with a broken muzzle. “I'm proud of you, bro.” 

I looked up at my brother as I hobbled next to him. I had just stood up for myself! On reflex too! He was as proud of me as I was! 

I had just stood up for myself for the very first time. And I never had to deal with Lavender again.

Did have to find new friends to play hoofball with though...

--- --- ---



My chest blistered with pain as I took a deep breath. I moaned in agony as I tried to open my eyes. My eyelids were heavy as I looked around to see where I was. It was dark. Very dark. I couldn’t see anything, but I could smell something. Like... alcohol. Not the fun kind either, but the clean, sharp kind. 

A scuffling to my left turned my attention to the enterence. I couldn’t really see the entrance, but the light peeking around the door frame was a dead giveaway. Raising my foreleg to shield my eyes from the light, I watched as the door creaked open, and a unicorn’s head peeked in. Taking small, shallow breaths as to not hurt myself again, I cleared the buildup from my throat and opened my mouth to speak.

“Save your breath, hun,” the unicorn said with a chuckle. “No need to be alarmed.” She flicked a switch on the wall, and the room lit up. My eyes screamed in pain and I covered them with my forelegs, moaning in protest. The unicorn just gave a quiet chortle as she trotted over to the bed I was on. 

The bed I was on was surprisingly soft, and the blanket was cozy and warm. I hadn’t felt like this since I left the Apple Plains. All I needed was Gunter and... oh... Gunter... how I missed that raggedy bear. With his little ears and his cute button nose. Even his many patches held a memory. 

“Where am I?” I asked, my voice raspy and painful. 

My eyes slowly adjusted to the light, and I looked up at the unicorn mare. My body lurched as she came into focus. The unicorn mare’s coat was a lime green and her mane was done up in a big pink mohawk. All sorts of lines and swirls were shaved and... inked into her coat. From her forelegs to her head, she was covered in them! I didn’t think I trusted her pulling the blanket off my chest and checking my bandages. 

“Healing up nicely,” she cooed. “That was one hell of a shot you took, kid.”

I looked her over, slightly in distress. “Who are you?” 

The mare smiled at me. Her teeth were perfectly intact from the look of it, and her eyes were a deep purple. “My name is Lollipop.” She pointed at the patch on the right sleeve of her... interesting white and khaki barding. The patch was of a pink butterfly with little white circles on the wings, red crosses inside them. “I’m a medic.”

“And a Fed too,” I heard a familiar voice growl. My friend Ace stood in the doorway.

A tiny griffin stood between her forelegs. “I don’t get it,” she stated, looking up at Ace. “Why do you hate Feds so much?” That was a can of worms just waiting to explode. 

Ace glared at Tallie. “Don’t go there.” 

The medic, Lollipop, just rolled her eyes. “I left the Federation ages ago.” She looked back at me. “I was a combat medic.” She glared towards Ace. “And I saved your friend’s life.” Oh right, yeah, I was shot after kicking so much ass. And murdering those ponies. Tore them apart with my knife. 

No, it wasn’t me. It was Trailblaze. I didn’t do it. 

“Yeah,” Ace muttered. “But he’s fine now.” The beige mare walked into the room, giving the lime unicorn a glare. “Can we go now?”

Lollipop looked down at me, then to Ace. “Does he look like he’s going anywhere?” Truth be told, I didn’t feel up to it. My chest was burning, my legs ached, my lungs felt like they had been torn apart and put together all wrong, and my throat was so scratchy. I wanted to say something, but I degenerated into a fit of wet coughs. 

"What's wrong with him?” Ace whined. “We have healing potions! Shouldn't he be up and about by now?"

"No, there is something much more wrong with him. He has a lung infection, pneumonia from the damage that he took. Normally this wouldn't be a problem, but..." Lollipop trailed off.

"But?"

"Well, he was shot with this." The medic trotted over to a pan sitting by the bed and levitated a small, green tinged and squished bullet.

"Yeah, it's a poisoned bullet. Contains a specialized Zebra toxin which targets the immune system called a cytotoxin. It's slowing his healing down to a crawl. He won't be able to live like this for long. If he's going to have any chance of survival, I need antibiotics to help curb his infection so his body can focus on healing."

My companion picked out the bullet from the medic’s magic and looked it over. “Fuck...” she sighed. “That sucks major balls...” She put it back into the pan. “Any idea where a bunch ‘a lowly bounty hunters got it from?”

“What is it?” Tallie asked before Lollipop could answer. That was my question exactly, and I didn’t have to say it. If this kept up, I’d never have to speak again! Score!

The beige unicorn levitated the bullet down in front of the griffin, but just out of reach. “A poison-filled bullet.” She shifted her attention to Lollipop, who had gone back to looking me over, doing medical things. I couldn’t really tell what she was doing, but it looked doctor-y. 

Tallie piped up instead of Lollipop, again. “That’s impossible.” She fluttered her wings and slowly, with a lot of effort, rose to Ace’s back. “The poison would have either burst out or boiled away when it was shot. At least to the point where the poison would have been rendered relatively harmless.” Well, isn’t some griffin a smartypants. 

Lollipop looked between Ace and Tallie. “Well... not these ones.” She levitated the bullet and looked it over. “Special heat resistant poison, only produced by one company out there... if you can call it a company...” I could see her bristle at the last bit.

“No way,” Ace stated, matter of factly. “As if bounty hunters could afford that. That’s just stupid.”

“Way to keep us in suspense,” the tiny griffin piped up again. “Who is it?!”

Lollipop had gone back to fixing my bandages before nodding at them approvingly. “Gun Runners,” she sighed. Tallie just gave her a look to carry on. “Complete and utter bastards. Drug dealers, arms manufacturers, and all round bad ponies.” She trotted over to a bin and disposed of my old bandages. “Anyway, about your friend.” She looked back at me. Guess the spotlight was on me again.

“Clover,” Ace said, naming me. “Infection. Right.”

Lollipop nodded. “And I’m all out of antibiotics.” I guess that was medicine for the infection. Balls. “But I know where you can get some.” The tattooed mare cantered over to a small chest of drawers in the corner of the room. 

By now, my eyes had fully adjusted. The room’s walls were covered in white panels and smelled like cleaning solvents. I was laying on a soft bed with an old, grey, weathered machine beside me. The machine was silent where it stood, and in front of it sat a small utensil tray with all sorts of tools. All of them remained very clean. 

Ace was sitting in an old chair and Tallie decided to look around now that Lollipop had turned her back. I watched her as she made her way to the big machine. She marched out of sight and behind the big thing. It was only a matter of time before I heard some clunking and muttering from the inside.

“Tallie...” I rasped, my throat and chest still very sore. “I don’t think you should be in there...” I doubt she heard me as the sounds kept on going. Ace was oblivious to the whole thing, keeping a wary eye on the tribal-looking medic. 

“She’s fine,” Lollipop chuckled as she came back. “That thing’s been busted since I got here.” She gave the base a little kick and looked at me. “Alright, so.” She cleared her throat and levitated a large, rolled-up piece of paper up beside me.

“You were shot by a poisoned bullet.” I gathered that much. “Not to mention the blood loss, you were drowning in your own blood, and going into shock; you know that contributed as well.” That was true. “And then it gave your lung an infection.” Her ears drooped a little. “An infection I couldn’t get rid of during the operation.”

Ace interrupted her. “So we need antibiotics to get rid of it.” She looked between us. “Is it really necessary?” She pulled my pipbuck out of her bag. “We were supposed to be in Iron City last night, and I should be recovering from a hangover right now.” 

The medic just glared at her. “Your friend is very sick and you’re cracking jokes.” She shook her head and looked back at me. “Smashing.” She unrolled the paper she was levitating, and let me take a peek. A map. Lovely. 

“Yes, the antibiotics are highly necessary.” She poked my chest. “Because that infection will spread and eventually kill this fine gent.” 

My heart skipped a beat and my eyes shot open. “We... we need those meds...” 

The lime green mare nodded. “Yes, and here’s where you get them.” She poked a hoof on a spot on the map with a large red circle around it. “Ruby Heart Hospital.”

Seemed like a good idea. I mean, it was a hospital. It was bound to have meds. Wait. “Why would a hospital still have meds... after two hundred years?” It most likely would have been raided long ago. Ace sat up in her chair, and the machine continued to clang as Tallie... did whatever she was doing...

Lollipop nodded. “Yeah, but this isn’t a regular hospital.” She pointed at a long arc on the map going from the left side to the bottom of the page. “That’s the Red Zone border,” She then pointed at the hospital... inside the Red Zone. “And there’s the hospital.” 

“Fuck...that...” I rasped. No way. Red Zone’s the fucked zone.

Ace looked between us. “Gotta agree with Clover on this one.” She trotted over and put my pipbuck on my belly. “Red Zone’s radiated as hell!” 

The pink-mohawked mare just rolled her eyes. “Of course you generic wastelanders would think that.” She pointed at the map again. “This area isn’t irradiated any more. Maybe another seven-fifty meters or so, then the rads start to pick up.” She rolled up the map again. “Not that anypony has decided to even try and find out. They’re all scared shitless.” She grinned an oddly sharp grin. Like a wolf stalking its prey. Odd....

“Then it’s probably filled with muties,” Tallie said, coming out from behind the machine. She was holding different components and wires in her hands and was covered in dust and grime. “Y’know, from the bombs ‘n’ stuff.” 

Lollipop picked up the griffin and sat her at the end of the bed. Tallie wasn’t the most pleased about that, fluffing up and pouting. Lollipop booped her nose. “There’s nothing out there, sweety.” She looked back at Ace and I. “I go out there for supplies regularly. All sorts of untouched medical equipment.” She turned her attention to the shelves behind her, covered in medical stuff. “Just haven't come across antibiotics in a while.” The mare shrugged as she looked Tallie over, much to the griffin’s discontent. “There’s probably a whole stash of goodies deeper inside.” She gave up trying to give the griffin a checkup when Tallie tried to bite her hoof. “Haven't got deep enough, myself.” 

Ace giggled as Tallie showed her rebellious side. “Right, so how far?” Tallie said, then jumped off the bed and straightened her feathers out, retying her feather ponytail. 

Lollipop tapped her chin. “I  think the storerooms might have some...” She took another moment to think. “They’re in the basement towards the back of the building...” She shrugged and smiled a surprisingly white smile. “You’ll find it, I’m sure.”

Our little griffin friend started to shove the wires and components into my saddlebag across the room. “So you aren’t coming with?” she asked, organising the wires. She twisted them around each other in a figure-eight before wrapping them around the middle. She dropped it into one of the vacant pockets. That reminded me- I really needed to take inventory.

The medic shook her mohawked head. “Nah, I got stuff to take care of.” She looked out of the room through the open door. I couldn’t see much from the bed, but it looked like a lounge with a battered couch. “...stuff indeed...” She looked back at us. “You guys better get goin’. Time’s a wastin’.” 

Nodding, I tried to get out of bed. Everything resisted, instead urging me to loaf until the healing was done, but I had to stay strong. Couldn’t avenge my brother if I was dead. Looking up to the ceiling, I let out a long sigh. I wondered what Shamrock would think of me lying there, poison slowly killing me off. I missed my bro...



 My unicorn companion came to my side to help me straighten out. “Quit slouching,” she ordered. There I thought she was genuinely trying to help me. “Ruin my rep if anyone saw me hanging out with a wimpy pony like you.” 

“I ain’t a wimp,” I rasped. “Feck off, ya gobshite.” Hm. Bringing out my Emerald side seemed to make me sound a lot tougher. Then again, it did sound like I was gargling gravel. Ace just rolled her eyes and guided me to my equipment in the lounge. The eyerolling stopped when I tripped over my own hooves. I was actually slightly amazed when she caught me. She didn’t say anything as we walked into the lounge.

The lounge was just like any other. Two large windows on either side of the front door, a large table next to the couch, a busted entertainment system, and a bunch of shelves, some had dusty old worn books, probably from before the war. Old crunchy carpets rustled under my hooves and the gull blue wallpaper was peeling. Didn’t seem like Lollipop had been here long. Pretty boring really. 

“Alright,  antibiotics,” Lollipop announced as she followed us out. “Should be labeled plain as day on a bottle about yay big.” She showed us roughly the size of the bottle with her hooves. Was about the size of a hoof, really. She didn’t have to make that much effort. “Simple. As for dosage...” She looked me over, mumbling to herself. “Hmm... harder to prescribe for adults...”

“Why’s ‘at?” Tallie asked, climbing up onto the couch. Dunno why she didn’t just float up. 

“The Feds may have trained me to give meds to soldiers...” She continued to look me over. “But you ain’t no soldier, and your case is special... now, if you were a foal...”

Tallie picked her nose as she listened. “Why would that be easier?” she asked, flicking a booger off her talon. At least she didn’t eat it... 

Lollipop wrinkled her nose slightly at the booger flickage and rolled her purple eyes. “Because I have more experience with foals.” she stated simply. “I was a pediatrician before I signed up... before... well, that.” She pointed towards a shelf. I don’t know how I missed this, but there was a huge machine gun sitting on the shelf. It was bulky, and the ammo box huge. It was kept in surprisingly good condition. “And well, this.” She pointed at the shavings and tattoos. 

“Why do you look like that?” Ace asked, picking up her packs. They seemed heavier than before. “Y’look like a raider or a tribal. Won’t make many friends that way.”

Lollipop looked at Ace and sighed, “Keeps ponies away.” She turned her back to us and trotted over to her machine gun, examining it with a forlorn frown. “I think just two pills when you wake up, at lunch, and before you go to bed...” she sighed. I looked between Ace and Tallie. We all exchanged looks of understanding, and slight weirdness, for a couple of seconds before looking back to Lollipop. 

Ace shrugged and used this time to use the little mare’s room. Guess she didn’t really care.

“Are you okay?” I rasped. Sad ponies make me sad, and when I’m sad, I tend to cry. So I’m a bit of a crybaby, so what? Judgemental so-and-sos... 

The tribal unicorn soldier medic sighed and scratched behind her ear. “I don’t wanna talk about.” She pointed to the exit. “You have meds to find.”

Didn’t have to tell us twice... “But....we haven’t pa-”

“I don’t care,” came the reply. She just kept looking at the gun with sadness. Wrapped up in the past no doubt. Best not pry. 

I didn’t just want to leave without saying thanks or paying. I shuffled over to her, but didn’t risk touching her. She seemed... unstable... “Thanks, doc,” I rasped. “Hope to, uh...” She turned to me, a primal look in her eyes. “See you again...” I eeped and scootched back. “We’ll be leaving now.” 

Ace bounced out of the bathroom, yes bounced, and bounded over to me. “Good to go?” she asked excitedly. She must have shat out the demon or something, because she was actually pleasant. I nodded quickly and motioned for the door. 

Ace glanced at Lollipop and then opened the door before me (Shut up! I was still achin’!). I put on my saddlebag and my rifle harness and exited. Man, I wish I still had my sunglasses, or a hat. It was bright as fuck out here! Ace and Tallie quickly followed, shutting the door behind them. Followed by a crash. Thank whoever’s up there that we got out in time. 

“Inventory check!” Tallie screamed from Ace’s back. She smiled at me with a smug grin. I hadn’t know her long, but she was quickly becoming annoying. 

Ace opened up her pack. “Alright, I got shotgun shells, shotgun parts, some bandages, box of chips, some water, hair clips, bobby-pins aaaaaaaaaand...” She yanked out a large knife. “My machete!” She grinned. “What do you you got?”

Delving into my own pack for really the first time was weird. I don’t even remember half the stuff I had come in with. “Uh...” Three pockets lined the inside of the bag. In the first, Tallie had stuffed wires and electrical stuff. She squealed in annoyance when I tried to move them. I guess they were staying? From then on that compartment was the ‘Wire and Component’ pocket. 

The second pocket held bottle caps. If I counted correctly, I had twenty-two. Wait, didn’t I have more? Guess not. The third pocket was larger than the others, and held an assortment of medical stuff. Ace must have shoved it in there when we were chilling in the cave the day before. We had a bottle dubbed ‘Rad-X’ a few other assorted medical stuffs like bandages and plasters and... and... a vial of Med-X... with a needle! I instantly threw it out of the bag and onto the ground.

Tallie picked it up. “Nope, no bugs.” She glanced back at me, raising her eyebrow. “What’s so freaky?” 

“Bugs?” Ace asked. “What’s scary about them?”

“Well, y’see,” Tallie said, plopping the needle of doom into Ace’s saddlebag. “Ponies are hardwired to freak out at stuff that scuttles, and...” She received the ever so uninterested look from Ace, as well as her yawn. “Okay, I’ll shut up now.” 

I breathed a silent sigh of relief and went back into my pack. Some food, the engraved ammo for my sniper, the regular ammo, and a few magazines for my SMG. And my SMG of course. Wait. There was something else. I pulled a small box out of the bag and opened it. A long cylinder rolled out into my hooves. It looked like a rifle barrel with a screw on one end. “Oh!” I exclaimed with slight glee. “I remember!” I had picked up this silencer back in the communications array. 

“Fancy,” Tallie said with an impressed look. She jumped off Ace’s back and strutted her way over to me and my new piece of equipment. She yanked it from my hooves and turned it around in her griffin hands. I watched as she grinned and grabbed my harness. She began to examine the barrel, then started to attach the silencer. “Neato burrito!” She grinned at her handiwork. “Now you can be a super cool assassin, or something.” 

The green sniper did look pretty neat. “So this makes me silent, eh?” I asked. I wasn’t exactly impressed, but humouring the kinda cute little griffin seemed to be a better idea. “How did you learn how to do that?” 

The griffin climbed up Ace’s jacket and sat on her back. Hey, I’d take a free ride too, if I could.

‘Specially if it was on Ace.



Shuttup! Anyway. Snickering at my now red cheeks, Tallie went on. “I pride myself on tinkering.” She narrowed her pretty red eyes at me and her smile dissipated from her beaky face. “As to why I know about tinkering, I don’t want to talk about it.” She turned away and watched the horizon. “You can probably tell why. Now can we go?”

Of course, we were still outside Lollipop’s house. It was a squat building, with just two levels. The side of it was grey and worn, while the rest of the old wood building was a chipping white. Most of the windows had been blown out, and the roof was... gone. 

My pipbuck displayed that we were about half a mile from where I was shot. Which made it somewhat of a miracle that I was still alive. My throat, chest, and head pounded with agony, but I knew that eventually, if I didn’t get the drugs for this infection, I’d be a goner.

“Wait,” I said, looking around. “Where’s Zippo?” The large fire ant was nowhere to be seen. He probably wouldn’t be welcome in Lollipop’s house, so maybe he was waiting somewhere?

“Haven’t seen him since you were shot,” Ace chirped. She really didn’t seem to care, all things considered.

“Let’s gooooo!” whined Tallie, being the impatient kid she was. That was gonna get real old real fast.

“Let’s!” Ace cheered, skipping away with Tallie on her back. Weirdo. Though according to my pipbuck map she was heading down the right route. We were... in the Red Zone. Radiation Zone. Death Zone. Gulping hard, my throat burning, I followed after Ace down a very worn road and kept an eye out for Zippo. How do ants track each other? They probably had a more intuitive way of keeping track of each other than us ponies.

The area around us was more desolate than before, if that was possible. We passed several dead trees, each pointing behind us, blown in one direction from something, probably a balefire bomb. Yeah, that seemed like a pretty big something.

“We gettin’ any rads?” Tallie asked, glancing over her shoulder at me after Ace had mellowed. Are we getting rads. I assumed that meant radiation. I looked around for the tell tale signs of green goo and giant bugs, but I couldn’t see any. “On your pipbuck, bozo.” Say what? I gave her a very confused look. Was it leaking radiation? The griffin crawled down from her mount and skipped over to my pipbuck and pointed at a small meter. “Rad meter. Remember that, you dodo.” 

“Am not!” Such a little... smarty pants! There! I said it! “And no. Nothing,” I replied, “but looking at the map, we’re getting close to the hospital.”

“‘Bout time,” Ace cheered with a grin. “Let’s get to lootin’!” 

My mane prickled as we walked along the road. The entire area around us was brown, yellow and... lifeless. Nothing green or a soul in sight! It made me wonder how anypony didn’t know it was safe down here. There must be so much around to loot! But we weren’t there for that. We needed to get the antibiotics, get to Iron City, get some dirt on Double Down, find him, and kill him. That would be one kill that I would not regret. 

But all the others I’ve killed... sure, most were zombies, but they were ponies once. But those bounty hunters I slaughtered... no. No. It wasn’t me. I didn’t do it. It was Trailblaze. He found a way out and did it. Not gonna happen again. After I kill Double Down, he was next on my list. Try to figure a way to get rid of him. But then there were the Seperatist ponies I had killed... 

My mind remained occupied with the inner conflict of killing. I had to do it, and I’d have to keep doing it. This place was horrible. Why couldn’t it be like the Federation and safe? Nopony in the Federation carried guns! Anypony that murders another pony is taken away. Rumour is that they were taken to Vladivostrot in the far north and... executed...

I couldn’t go back. I’m a killer. There was nothing I could do about that. I ended lives. Somepony’s son or daughter. They were foals once, just as I had been. And now I’m alive and they weren’t. 

Time passed slowly as we trekked. My legs ached and I couldn’t even begin to describe my lungs and throat. The world around me got even more dead as we walked into what remained of a town. Lots of blown-down houses and old buildings. The only ones that stood were those made of anything tougher than wood. Each of the blown-down buildings had fallen to the north, which probably meant the explosion was to the south. 

The road into town remained untouched. Carts of all sizes stood idle, each charred black and the occupying skeletons... the same. We passed by a bus and I couldn’t help but look inside the window. What I saw really made the brutality of war set in. Stallions, mares, foals. The ponies and zebras spared nopony. At the other side of the coach sat two skeletons, with a smaller one between them. On the smaller one’s lap sat a small charred train and the only thing that remained on the skeleton was scraps of old overalls. My heart sank to my stomach. Nopony spared. 

None.

The armoured plate on my riot armour’s shoulder shifted and tugged slightly. I looked at the beige hoof on the plate and looked into the beautiful chocolate eyes of my travelling companion. 

“Come on, Clover,” she whispered, looking into the coach. “Nothing we can do for them now.” She turned her head back to me and gave me a small smile. “But we can help the others.” She landed a playful punch on my foreleg. “Like you, now c’mon.”

Sighing again, I turned from the coach and looked down the road. I liked nice Ace. She was much nicer than bitch Ace. She gave me a sweet smile and turned down the road. I couldn’t help it, but she was so hot. I have mentioned that before, right? She was... wow. Dammit! Digging myself a hole here! It will never happen. Ever. 

To take my mind off it, I let my eyes wander away from her. There was a billboard we were passing that was largely intact. The faded lettering read “Sunrise Sarsaparilla Urban Challenge! Paintball war, team sign-ups end...” the rest was too faded to make anything from it. The main picture was a pony in black and green armour and a helmet with goggles, totally enclosed. There was a reward, but I couldn’t read it. 

Paintball, the old world art of shooting each other with balls of paint. Fun and a great way to keep fit. Unlike real war. Okay, time to think about something else. Ace seemed in a good mood... I guess I could ask about what happened last night.

“Ace...” I rasped, getting her attention. “Last night...” The mare stopped and looked back, looking... I couldn’t tell what she looked like. Worry? Frustration of stopping? “When you tried to save me... you seemed...” Worried? Sad? Freaking out? “upset.”

“I was.” Ace stated. I wondered why. She saw my expression change from curiosity to surprise. “You’re a nice guy, Clover. A friend and I enjoy your company.” That... okay, wasn’t expecting that. “But that’s not why I was breaking up.”

I shuffled a little closer. “Then... why?” Seems like a good reason...

Ace looked away and into the town. “I...really don’t want to talk about it...” I opened my mouth to say something, but I shut up.

Maybe I should change the subject. “I do have a question about the memory orbs.” Ace took a deep breath and motioned me to keep moving. I did and walked along beside her. Tallie seemed to perk up at the mention of orbs. I dunno why she was still tagging along. I’d ask later. 

“Well...” I started. Bringing forward the memories was a little harder than expected. “The memory was about a boot camp...” Oh! That’s what I wanted to ask! “The sarge guy yelled ‘this godforsaken desert’. Shouldn’t that be ‘Goddessforsaken’?” 

Ace shrugged. “No clue.” She kept walking, staring forward. I don’t think she really cared. “Little trivial, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, but I still find it intriguing...” I muttered. Guess that was the end of that thought.

“Celestia and Luna weren’t always godesses, y’know,” Tallie piped up. She scratched her unkempt, messy feathers and mulled something over. “Ponies out here used to worship male gods or something.” Well... that was interesting. Kinda. “What? I like history.”

“That makes two of us,” I rasped with a smile. History was something ponies seemed to forget nowadays. Good to remember the past for the sake of the future. “Do you know who those gods were?”

Tallie shrugged. “I’m just spe...spu...spec-u-la-ting.” She gave herself a smug grin. “History was one of the things I occupy myself with.” A hobby is good for a kid. From what I could assume about what Tallie’s mentioned... and not mentioned about her home life, it must have been the only thing keeping her sane. 

My old hobby was fun. I had a trainset my brother gave me. It was great! I made Gunter the conductor and we travelled the world of my mind, with its lush forests of candyfloss and candy mountains! It was great! The memories felt really good. Really uplifted my spirit. I managed to stop myself before I thought of my brother. This high was what I needed. 

“So, Tallie,” I said, ignoring my burning throat and trying to change the subject again. “Tell us about you.”

The griffin looked between us. I doubted she would talk about the scars on her back and the base of her wings, or her home life, but anything to get her to even open up a tiny bit was a win for me. “Not much to tell,” she started. “My name’s Tallie, I’m a griffin, I’m thirteen, almost fourteen, and my parents were cunts.” 

We did know all tha- wait, come again? “Thirteen?” She looked ten! 

Tallie nodded. “How old did you think I was?” she asked, looking slightly offended. “Was it my art... articu... articulation?”  That did make me think ten, but then again... “Equestrian is fucking hard when you have to teach yourself everything.” True. Ace looked at me, expecting an answer. Her face looked slightly puffy... as if she were holding in a laugh...

“I, uh...” I scratched the back of my head. “You looked... ten...”

Ace burst out laughing. “No she doesn’t, you twit!” she took a long few minutes to try and recompose herself. “Not very perceptive, are you?”

Welp. Just made a fool of myself. Again. 

“I am skinny and small...” Tallie said, looking herself over. “Kinda expected since my parents gave me fuck-all to eat and I had to get it myself.” Her face darkened and she turned her head back to me. “If you hadn’t saved my ass, I would have been pissed, but since you did, I’m just gonna say it was an honest mistake.” 

Sweat crawled down my face. Scared of a thirteen-year-old. Such a badass.

“Uh... I...” Oh please Luna, Celestia, hell, even Discord, somepony get me out of this awkwardness. 

My prayers were answered as the old, cracked asphalt of the road beneath us started to vibrate. The shaking got a little more intense as a patch of dirt near the road crumbled and imploded. A second later, a large, red ant head poked out, feelers dancing.

“Zippo!” I cheered, followed by a small coughing fit. “There you are!”

Ace rolled her eyes and sighed deeply, either with boredom of frustration. Hard to tell. Tallie just looked at me like I was nuts. “Is he, like, in love with that ant or something?”

Ace chuckled. “Nah, he’s like a... weird pet to Clover.” She looked at me and the ant as it climbed up out of the hole and up my side, sitting on my back. Mmmm warm. “Wanna know how they got to know each other?” My eyes must have been the size of dinner plates. Nononono, please don’t tell her! Tallie nodded and Ace grinned. “Actually... it’s not really that interesting.” Wait, what?

“Tell me!” The little griffin squealed, starting to grin. Please no!

“Well...” Nononononono... “We were on our way to Iron City, and we found a nest.” She grinned evilly. Here we go... “One of the ants dropped an egg on Clover, and Zippo decided Clover was his new friend.” That’s not what happened, but I refused to complain.

The red eyed griffin deflated. “That’s pretty ew and pretty meh.” Hopefully we’d never have to tell her the real tale. I would never hear the end of it.

“Now let’s go, Queen Daisy.” Fuck. “We’re wasting too much time.” Ace turned and started back down the road and further into town. Zippo was firmly on my back, tickling my neck. We had to get moving. Time wasting wasn’t going to get my hooves around Double Down’s neck. 

 

--- --- ---

The hospital had seen better days. The buildings around it had either blown away, crumbled inwards, or fallen down. Good thing for us, they were all a maximum of three floors, so it didn’t obstruct our progress. 

The front windows of the hospital pointed south and were blown in; the wall was charred slightly black. The whole front of the building sloped, having crumbled mostly inside. A faded poster with the face of a yellow pegasus with a pink mane, smiling very sweetly, was clinging to the wall amongst a bunch of other more faded posters. Just looking at the mare filled me with calm, and it seemed to have the same effect on my companions, even Zippo. The only thing I could make out of the faded writing was “Ministry of Peace”. Shows how effective that had been I guess.

The other posters looked like propaganda and recruitment posters, each more deteriorated than the one with the yellow pegasus. The Coalition ones featured a creme stallion wearing a helmet and glasses, smiling. “You patch us up, we fight for victory. Join the medical corps today.” 

“Pretty,” Tallie stated. “We’re here to save C-dude’s life, right?” I guess that was me then. 

My beige coated unicorn companion grinned. “And to get tons of loot that we can sell in Iron City.” 

“Sounds like a plan!” Tallie squealed. Those two were getting along well. Guess I was the useless one. With a sniper rifle and an SMG. Oh and the psychotic murderer in my head. Fun times!

“But first,” I mentioned, butting in as the one not getting ahead of himself, “how do we get in?” The only windows were a floor above us, and the large doors were stuck tight with boards barricaded across them. Looked new too, like a month new. Maybe Lollipop put it there to stop looters and forgot to mention it? Am I grasping at straws and making excuses? Probably.

“Easy.” Was the response. Ace dropped Tallie off at my hooves. It made me realise she was bigger than she looked, me just being a head and shoulders taller than her when she stood at full height. Still, she was only over half as tall as me. 

Ace looked the door over and tapped her hoof. She made a huge show examining the door over and over, knocking on the wooden planks, and looking over the exposed metal pieces. “It has come to my attention...” she started, turning towards us. She reared up and unleashed a mighty kick into the exposed metal with an echoing clang. The entire door just fell backwards, kicking up whirls of dust. “That this door is my bitch.”

“I concur,” Tallie said, nodding and looking very intellectual. “It is indeed your bitch.” 

“Alright, ladies. Lets get to saving my sorry hide again,” I said with a chuckle. The situation did warrant slight amusement. This was, what, the bajillionth time I’d been saved since coming to the Ponave? This desert really wasn’t the place for me, the little farm boy. Too dangerous. 

We stepped into a huge, dark lobby, covered in rubble and dust. The only light illuminating the building shone through cracks and openings in the walls, remains of windows, and cave-ins. The room was huge, both in width and height. Several floors overlooked the lobby, each dark and quiet. The only sounds that could be heard were the creaking of metal, the drips of water, and the wind whistling through the cracks in the structure.

“Cozy, ain’t it?” Ace asked, kicking a piece of rubble. The rattle of the small ball of cement echoed through the building. 

Tallie climbed off Ace’s back and took a look around. “Better than home...” she muttered. Her face scrunched up in disapproval and pain, maybe? She rubbed her side, revealing to me a small scar, slightly covered by fur. Now that my attention was drawn to her sides, I saw several scars. Not as many as her back held, but still a few. What hell did she live in before? 

I hated to say it, but her parents really didn’t deserve a burial if they did or allowed that to happen to her. Bastards.

Rubble and old papers crunched under my hooves as we made our way inside, the light from my pipbuck illuminating the dark spots. Zippo didn’t seem to like the dark as he grew a lot warmer and emanated a bright light from his thorax. That’s the butt part of the ant, right? Anyway, point is he glowed like a lamp. 

“If I were a bottle of antibiotics, where would I hide...?” Ace mused, looking around. There really wasn’t much to look at other than rubble and decay. Old posters, mouldy banners, and faded paintings plastered the walls along with old photos that really didn’t matter any more.

And bullet holes. Lots of em.

My hoof knocked a small metal tube on the ground, and it rolled away before coming to rest against an old brick with a small ‘tink’. The bullet shell was rusted and worn, definitely old. Maybe even pre-war. 

“Come on...” Tallie muttered, her griffin hand stuck inside the back of a computer. I moved to pull her away from it, but before I could, the screen lit up and Tallie’s face lit up with glee. “Got it. Yeah, I really am that awesome.”

I merely nodded in approval. Dunno what would have happened if I’d patted her head or something, she seemed unstable as it was. “But you shouldn’t be shoving your hand in electrical equipment. Don’t want you to get shocked.”

The little griffin just waved a hand dismissively. “Maybe if I was an idiot, but I’m not, so its all ‘kay.” 

“Great kid, but don't get cocky,” Ace said, ruffling the griffin’s feathers. Finally! Somepony had to say it. “And if you’re travelling with us, we expect respect, so listen. We aren’t like the sick fucks your parents were.” Wow, okay. Little bit blunt, but it seemed to work. Tallie looked almost confused. Like she hadn’t heard anypony say that to her before.

“Really?” she asked. She looked between us with slight confusion. “You two actually care about a random griffin you picked up?”

“Forget our little talk about friends already?” I asked. I felt really good about that little talk we had about friends having each other’s back.

Tallie tilted her head at me, her messy feathers following suit. “No, but I thought that was all horseapples.” As if. “But... you really care?” 

Ace and I nodded, looking at the child. “Yeah, because we’re nice ponies. We don’t want you to get hurt.”

“Yeah, so don’t go running off like some big damn hero, hide behind us so we get hurt and not you,” Ace added with a warm smile. The thought of being a meat shield was fairly disturbing, but Ace had originally brought me along for that reason. 

Tallie looked between us again, looking conflicted. “Um...” She really didn’t know what to do with herself. She looked up at me, then to her paw, which she scuffed the floor with. “I’m sorry.” 

Ace and I looked between each other, partly in disbelief. I looked down at the little griffin and held a hoof out for a hug. “No problem,” I said with a warm smile. She hesitantly approached and awkwardly hugged me. She jerked at first contact and shook for the length of the hug, but I felt she needed it. If there was anypony that knew awkward, it was me, and I didn’t want to make that moment any more awkward than it needed to be so I hugged back. She shuddered slightly. I don’t think she was used to getting a hug. Couldn’t really blame her. “Welcome to the team.” 

She backed up and jerked her head at the now operational terminal. She rubbed her eyes and looked back at me. “Might have a directory, or inventory, or some shit that might help.” Smart lass, but something was wrong with her voice. It seemed... strained, and very familiar. The swearing was a little much, but its not like Ace and I don’t swear. The only one of us that didn’t swear was the ant on my back. Unless he was constantly thinking of swearing. Sneaky one he was. 

The screen on the computer was still booting when I looked it over. It was very grey and boring. I guess you could say it looked staticy but not. It was hard to explain- that was until Ace wiped the screen off with an old rag, revealing a bright green screen underneath. The only words on the glass machine was “Identification required” with a little pegasus with a long mane and a magnifying glass in the corner. It resembled the pegasus on the posters, oddly enough. 

“Alright, gang,” Ace announced. “Lets split up and look for clues. Maybe a name tag, or a cheat sheet, or-”

“Found it!” Tallie called out from on top of a pile of rubble. She was holding up a very worn name tag attached to a clip and an old nurse’s shirt. She yanked it and pulled it and the shirt, and the ribcage underneath free. I honestly couldn’t look. The pony that ribcage belonged to used to help save ponies. Didn’t deserve to just be dumped like that. 

The griffin brought it down and held it up to me. The bulky buttons clicked and clacked as I entered the name and ID number into the machine. It took its time to check the credentials and load up the next screen. There were four lines of random letters and numbers, and when clicked would show just a simple ‘corrupt’ message, and three other entries. The wallpaper on the computer was of a small smiley face saying “Everything will be okay!” Oh the irony. Everything will be okay! Right until you’re killed by the bombs.

The other two had lost interest, none of the entries showing what they wanted. Zippo had climbed off my back and started picking at the rubble around me, looking for something. Not sure what though. Ants are weird. In case any hid clues as to where we could find med stashes, I clicked the first entry. From a journal by the looks of it.

“Hey journal.



Well, my little Green Meadows graduated from the academy. He’s now a member of the fighting force that is our Coalition of Ordered Species military. I guess it’s not as glamorous as I make it out to be, but I’m proud. He looked so cute in his dress fatigues with all the other ponies and griffins and such. I mean, he looked tough. Real tough. But still adorable.



Anyway, I’m not one for politics, but rumour is that our beloved government is negotiating with Equestria over annexing the Ponave and Western Territories. That won’t be good for us at all if they do take over. Bye bye neutrality, hello casualties. Lets hope it doesn’t come to that, hmm?



Ciao! - Nurse Sugar Spoon.”



A mother too? Oh man, that ribcage is going to haunt me forever. She needed a proper burial. No, she deserved a proper burial Then again, if I kept up that mentality, I’d be burying skeletons all over the wastes. They were all in a better place, their bones nothing but husks. One day there’ll be monuments to the fallen. One day. I clicked the second one.



“Well, it happened. 



We are now part of the Equestrian machine. The changes have already started. The first one to tick me off is the new computer system. It was down for three whole days, and the only thing that changed was my damn wallpaper. It’s just silly. 



The biggest thing ticking me off however is the damned Ministries butting in. Already had agents from the Ministry of Peace and from the Ministry of Arcane Science marauding through here. The MAS have even cordoned off a whole damned wing for themselves! We’ve been moving patients all day long! Their agent is really creeping me out too. Can’t get a straight answer for him. Calls himself Seeker, or some buffalo shit. Saw a new one and he gave me the same answer! Must be a generic name for all their agents or something. 



I think it’s silly.



Sincerely, a really ticked-off Sugar Spoon.” 



I knew Equestria had annexed already. This data mine seemed to just be churning up history instead of stuff I could use. I looked up and saw Ace and Tallie inspecting some bullet casings on the ground, and discussing what could have fired them. Gun-nuts. Time for more history. Clickity-click!

“It’s happening! 



Frontline soldiers are pouring in by the cart loads! So many casualties! We’re overloaded with wounded and finding it hard to keep up. Five nurses have already had breakdowns!



Soldiers from everywhere, too. Some in Equestrian armour, some in Coalition. I’ve seen a few different armours, like a camo one with circles on his chest plate. Spec ops? 



I saw a pony today, his belly riddled with bullets. He’s holding on, but I recognise him. He graduated the same day as my Meadows. I’m really scared. I want to see my son!



Another batch just came in. They’re jabbering on about the Legions being only a few miles away. Oh gods above. I’m so scared...



-Sugar Spoon.”



Just more history in this land of shit and death. I looked around the huge lobby, trying to picture it full of wounded soldiers. The image was too easy to see. Bad idea too, so I just decided to shut it out. But where were all the skeletons? Shouldn’t this place be full of them? Maybe something good happened after. I hope it did.

“Anything?” Ace called over, now standing on a mound of what used to be ceiling. She looked up into the opening in the roof several floors up. The light shone down on her beautifully, highlighting her lush mane and curvaceous body. I felt perplexed by her figure. “Well?” 

I snapped out of it and straightened myself out. “Nah, nothing,” I rasped. The pain in my lungs spiked and my throat felt scratchier as I coughed up a storm. “Let’s get going before this infection kills me.”

Ace nodded in approval and skidded down the rubble like nopony’s business. Nimble hotty. Ugh, got to stop thinking about her that way. She’s a friend and nothing else! She looked at Tallie, who was dangling from a rather high and very old piece of rebar sticking out of the broken concrete and motioned her to come down. Zippo scuttled along beside us as we chose which way to go. 

A large double door stood at the end of the hall, and three other corridors protruded from the main lobby. The walls in between were riddled with bullet holes and mould. I dared not think about why the bullet holes were there, but I knew the answer. We all did. 

We chose the big double doors. Ace took the lead and tried to push the door open, but it didn’t open. It fell down with a loud thud, kicking up dust and small pieces of rubble. I was bombarded with the scent of rust and decay, amongst other things I couldn’t put my hoof on. Probably didn’t want to either. 

A long corridor stood before us, and seemed to stretch on into oblivion. Or, knowing this desert, a door that would open up into some snowy mountain lands. From what I’ve seen, from civil war to zombies to sand-controlling ghosts, anything was possible. We still marched down it. 

The girls looked in each door, looking for a medical box or some hint of medicine, but what they did find was a lot of nothing. Ace still gleed at the prospect of salvage and started to fill her saddle bags, but I took no pleasure in it. We walked down that hall for a little longer before Ace ended up right in front of me. 

I was mystified instantly by the curvature of her backside, my head bobbing in rhythm with it. I just wanted to reach out and touch the beige behind and caress it. My self-control peaked when I willed myself to look straight down and think of something interesting. Oh look, my hooves! Hm, that set of riot armour needed boots. My hooves were getting all dirty and dry. I sighed and kept moving. 

The messages on the terminal started to seep back into my mind. I imagined how Sugar Spoon would have reacted if her son had come through those doors, horribly injured. Or what she was doing when she was killed by the bombs. Manning the front desk? Hiding? Fighting for her life? I began to wonder how fast it was. How painless. I hoped her gods were merciful and made it quick and painless. Otherwise I couldn’t bear to consider the alternative.

The thoughts of the zebra invasion creeped up, stemming from the worries for Sugar Spoon. I imagined zebra storming through the front doors, massacring the wounded and raiding the dead. They couldn’t have been that bad, could they? Killing the helpless? No, nopony was that bad. Were they? 

I grumbled in frustration, just getting myself depressed. Had to think of something else, something different, something that I could think of for hours while I searched. Then I thought of Shamrock. How he was, back in the day, and how he was then. Buried in the ground without so much as a casket. 

Tears stung my eyes, just thinking about how he went from glory to grub food. I couldn’t think about it. He may be physically dead, but his spirit will never die. His spirit will be immortalised in me and my future generations. But given my record with mares, that was doubtful. I only got close to one mare who actually liked me, but she left a long time ago. Wondered if I’d ever see her again.

I couldn’t think anymore, just stare at my hooves as we walked. I must have drowned everything out because all I could hear was my own hooves and my own heart beat. 

“Ace,” I said, without looking up. “Have we found anything yet?” Silence. “Ace?” I asked, looking up. But there was nopony there. “Ace?” I asked again, looking around. I was alone. Completely alone. “T-Tallie?” Nopony. “Zippo?” I almost squeaked that last one. Not even my ant was by my side. Alone. 

Alone.

--- --- ---

 



My lungs burned and my throat ached from shouting in each direction, trying to find my friends. “Ace?! Tallie?! Zippo?! Anypony?!” Nothing. Just echoes and the wind whistling in my ears. My heart began to pound, and my breathing started to quicken. My eyes darted from side to side, trying to see everything but seeing nothing. My haunches hit the ground and I backed into a corner in panic. The room I was in was dark, so very dark. The only light was coming from my pipbuck. 

Get a hold of yourself, you dolt. 

The voice in my head was at it again. I really didn’t need this. Not at all. I slowly started to calm, trying to analyse the situation. I still had my guns, and I had my pipbuck. Better than most situations.

I took a deep breath and started to mellow. My heart was still racing, and my lungs were on fire, but I was starting to calm down. I was in a room, that’s all I knew. The light from my pipbuck illuminated a bed with a machine and a chair in the corner. There was a shattered window along the side of the room leading into the hallway and the door I think I came through. 

My knees buckled as I tried to right myself, my eyes still darting from feature to feature. On the bed lay a skeleton, strapped down. I almost went catatonic again at the sight. If he’d survived the bombs, he would have been trapped. No way out with those bindings. More remorse for the dead. Just what I needed. 

“Ace? Tallie?” I called out again, making my way over to the corridor, and shining my pipbuck light outside. I couldn’t see either end of the hall, just room after room, each the same as this one. “A-Ace?” Nothing. 

Gulping down the huge knot in my throat, I climbed out the window. The only things that broke the silence was the air whistling through the halls, the occasional drip of water, and the rubble under my hoof. Darkness was all around. I squeaked and tears stung my eyes. This must have been what Sugar Spoon was feeling. The absolute dread. But instead of fear of somepony coming in, it was fear of not getting out. This place seemed like a dark maze with no way out. 

My legs wobbled and felt like jelly as I chose a direction and started creeping down it. A tortoise would have walked faster, but I couldn’t. The fear was crippling, not letting me move, like I was bogged in mud. Another whimper left my quivering lips. How did I manage to wander away from Ace and Tallie?! How did they not notice?! They were looking for me, right? Right?!

My voice caught in my throat, and I felt a rumble in my stomach. It was tying itself in knots, wringing the bile out like dishwater. I felt it rise in my throat until I had to stop and eject whatever I was given for breakfast when I was still knocked out, so it was probably something easy to eat. Whatever it was, it was horrible going out. My throat was in agony, I could barely swallow the disgusting taste in my mouth. I pressed on, walking around the puddle of vomit. 

The hallway was grimey and strewn with rubble. Nothing indicated a way out, or any directions to the lobby or anything. I found an old sign that must have been directions, but when I held my pipbuck up to take a good look, it was too faded to work out. “NO!” I yelled as loud as I could. “Tell me how to get out!!” I grabbed the sign and shoved it right up to my face, but I still couldn’t make it out. “No!” I yelled again, ignoring my throat which was really not happy with me.

I followed the direction of the arrow regardless. I had to find a way out. Rubble kicked against my hooves, making my spine twitch in fear. The sound of the rubble skidding along the floor made my skin itch and almost made me skitter in fear. Occasionally, I’d look inside a room and see either a well-made, mouldy bed or a skeleton, or I’d pass one in the corridor. The walls were blank except for the odd propaganda poster or rotation rosters for the nurses.

At the end of the hall was a doorway, which I peeked through. This had to be the way out. The room was lined with bunk beds, but it only had two inhabitants- a skeleton in the remains of blue scrubs and one in light green, clutching a scalpel like a weapon. I carried on through.

Each of the beds were dusty and the linens had become mushy due to the ages. The only one that I would even remotely think about resting on was the overturned one. But that was covered in rubble, so there was no way. Like I’d sleep anyway. 

Another door loomed before me, leading me out into another hall, but there was a light. A faint green one nearby. “Zippo?” I called out, hoping he could change colours. “Tallie?” No answer. I looked towards the light and saw it was a monitor, sitting on a table in what looked like a nurses’ station. The other halls were empty and silent, so I made a beeline for it and looked it over. Looked light enough. 

I pulled the small desk over and hid in the corner, the computer in front of me. If I’d had another table, I would have made a fort. No doubt about it. Two entries had survived the ages. I hesitantly clicked one.

“They’re here.



The Zebras. They bombed the city. It’s a miracle they didn’t hit the hospital. But they came for the survivors. So many dead outside... the Coalition soldiers defending the hospital fought and fought, some doctors and nurses taking to arms, but we couldn’t stop them.



They fought through the halls. Killed anypony who fought back. They... they need us. Medical staff and equipment. They told us they’d let us live if we helped...



Some of us hid, like me. They found Bitter Sweet. Oh god they found her. They didn’t kill her though. She was forced to treat their comrades. And when she was done... when she was done...



The passed her around like a whore! She has two kids for fuck’s sake! 



These creatures aren’t civilised. 



They’re animals.



- Nurse Sugar Spoon.”



Wow...that was... that was scary... and very dark, but explains the bullet holes. Fucking zebras... but some of the skeletons didn’t have holes in them. Like they’d been killed by the bombs. Something must have happened between the zebras and the bombs. I clicked the next message.

“It’s been... four days.



I don’t know how I survived. Too many close calls. I’ve been hiding in the vents, not even daring to leave. Not for food. The only water I’ve had was the moisture from the vent walls. Thank fuck I can fit. These vents will become my home for a while. The zebras have dug in, and they don’t look like they’re leaving.



They’ve locked Bitter Sweet away. Like an animal. All the survivors are locked up. Soldiers who surrendered are being interrogated. Some have died. I saw the corpses. They cut them up like butchers. Leaving only enough so they would live to tell the secrets. I’ve thrown up too many times. 



I think I’m going to die soon.



I miss Green Meadows. I miss him so much.



- Nurse Sugar Spoon.”



No, it couldn’t end there! Sugar Spoon had to survive the zebras! She couldn’t have died in the vents! One more to go.

“Six days....



The only food I’ve had I managed to steal from the cafeteria while they slept. I hadn’t eaten in days. It wasn’t enough. I’m hungry again. I have water, but no food. So hungry...



They’re still there. The zebras. Why did Equestria have to get us involved? Why? Couldn’t they have just left well alone? Kept the war going between themselves? Fuck em. Equestria can go die for all I care. Luna can go fuck herself. Celestia is a useless idiot coward. Fuck Equestria. 



This world is coming to an end, and I’m stuck in a vent. Great. 



I did manage to steal a knife. If the world doesn’t end soon, mine will.



I just want to see my son again. One last time.



I can hear gunshots. They must be executing. I can hear their howls of joy.



I’m going to die...



- Nurse Sugar Spoon.”



No! Nononononononono! Not like that! It couldn’t end like that! It couldn’t be over! 

I kicked the computer away in a rage. It moved back a little and came to a halt. Sugar Spoon couldn’t have died in the vent. Why would she be near the front desk if she’d died up there? 

Maybe she was above her station, dead, when the bombs came. Knocked her down. No. No. She was alive. I refused to believe that she died. She had to have seen her son again, but not died up there. 

She was dead nonetheless.

Acceptance is a horrible thing. Something that could make or break a pony. I was broken. Broken into small pieces. The wasteland had torn at every fiber of my being, leaving nothing but a ragged skeleton. Just like my bony brethren that littered the ruins. 

Unlike them, I was still alive. If I was broken, could I be fixed? I had to try. I didn’t want to die. I had to kill Double Down, then I could die. I wasn’t going to let my brother die for nothing. My brother’s spirit was supposed to be immortalized in me. If I died, his spirit does too. I wasn’t going to let him down. I was going to stay strong. I got up off my haunches, looked into the darkness and steeled myself. I wasn’t just going to get out of this hospital for me. I was going to do it for Sugar Spoon. 

Making my way through the dark halls of this hospital was less frightening than before. Maybe it was my sense of duty, or I was just getting sick of being scared. Either way, I was turning corners much easier and faster than before. But each corner I turned, only darkness met me. Where the fuck were all the windows?! In fact, how the hell did I get lost?! I was walking right behind Ace. This place must have been depressing as fuck before the bombs. 

I sat and let out a frustrated shout. With any luck, Ace and Tallie would find me, or Zippo would tunnel in from under me. When I had finished, I was met with silence and darkness again. Sighing deeply, I ran my hoof through my hair. Just had to stay calm and keep walking. This hospital couldn’t go on forever. My lungs disappeared as a spike of pain lanced through them. I got to my hooves and kept moving. 

Some sounds echoed through that hallway. Creaking, dripping, the occasional rattle... and music? Yes! Music! I could hear the faint sound of music coming from nearby. My hooves picked up the pace as I followed the sounds. My SMG was firmly in my grip, just in case things got hairy, but this place was abandoned. Well, supposed to be abandoned. Lets hope it still was.

The music was getting louder, and when I turned a corner, I saw a faint light at the end of it. As I approached, I saw that the light was emanating from a small room. The music got louder as I stood in the doorway. The light was coming from a small, flickering light bulb above a pony playing a small organ. Maybe that pony would help me get out!

“Excuse me?” I asked, walking forward. “Hello?” 

The pony didn’t look up, and he kept playing. He looked oddly familiar. Grey coat, black mane...

Walking around the pony, my heart sank. It was me, playing the organ. My... his eyes were closed as his hooves glided along the organ. I backed up a few steps, until I hit a wall, and the other me opened his eyes. Instead of emerald eyes like mine, his were a blood red. A slow smile started to creep across his face until it resembled a crooked, unnatural grin. 

“Who... who are you?” I asked, my lips quivering. This place was supposed to be abandoned! Not filled with twisted clones! 

The pony looked at me and began to cackle. “Do you not recognize yourself? The crazy little shipwreck of a stallion?” His coat started to darken, faint wisps of black smoke started to rise from him. 

I closed my eyes and looked away. It’s not real! It’s just a figment of my imagination!

“But is it?” I opened my eyes and I saw I was looking in a mirror. There was no organ, just the flickering light. My reflection was twisted in the cracked glass, and my coat had turned a pure black. “I am as real as you are, my friend.”

“What are you?!” I screamed at the mirror. “Get out of my head!”

The reflection seemed amused. “I am many things, my friend.” He crept out of the mirror and started walking towards me. “I’m a servant, I’m a leader. A saviour and a sinner.” He kept his dark march, even as I scrambled back to the doorway. But it was closed and it wouldn’t budge. I hammered on the wooden door but it refused to move an inch.

“I’ll be everything you’ll ever be. I’m a loser, number zero, play the victim and end up a hero. I’m a teacher, preacher, and a liar!” He marched forward as I scrambled into a corner and looked for an escape route. “I am anything and everything.” 

My hooves covering my face wasn’t enough to stop his cold dark aura from striking into my very core. “I’m a mover, and a shaker. The oppressor and stimulator. I am anything and everything.” He moved my hooves from my face. “And anyone.”

“I’m a coward,” He shifted into me, “and a fighter.” Into Ace. “But most of all.” He shifted back to me. But this time, it wasn’t me. An older me by the look of it. “I am you.” The fake me started to melt away and was replaced by Trailblaze. 

The evil spirit laughed and cackled. “Make no mistake, your mind is breaking! I’m going to tear it down and watch it all burn!” He took a triumphant moment to laugh at my cowardice. I was fixed in place by pure fear. “It’s a revolution, a celebration, a graduation! Just sit back and watch my world awaken, Clover. There’s nothing you can do to stop it.” He laughed again, making me cringe and sob. “Just let it go and let it die.” 

“No!” I yelled in a fleeting moment of courage. “You aren’t real!” I got to my hooves and started my own march. “Why did you kill those ponies?! How did you take over?!”

“Because my friend, you are a coward.” He made that point before, but it wasn’t enough. “You couldn’t have done anything to stop them, and you would have been killed. We need you to live, so we can kill Double Down. We both want this goal, and I’m going to kill anything that blocks our way. Even if that means you.” 

“Just get out of my head!” I yelled in his face. “Fuck off and die!” 

“You don’t want that, my troubled friend.” The ghostly pony grinned his sick grin. “We are two of a kind, violent and unsound of mind! We are one and the same, and someday I will replace that big frown on your face with a smile and a beautiful, murderous glare.” The glare that Trailblaze was oh so accustomed to. “All because you had one bad day and your mind let go of the wheel!” 

“Shut up!” I screamed. “I don’t want to hear your lies! I’m not a coward! You’re the coward! I will fight you until the day I die!”

The twisted pony grinned. “Prove it.” 

And just like that, my torment was over. The pony was gone. Everything hurt. My eyes, my throat, my lungs, everything. The next few moments were filled with me sobbing and trying to forget what just happened. Was my mind was slipping away and becoming a slave to this demon inside of me? Why couldn’t he just go away? Why did I have to be his plaything?

Minutes passed, and I started to calm down. The only way he’d leave me would be if I prove that I’m not a coward. That I’m not going to give up. I got to my hooves and looked around. The door was still locked, but there was a new one. One I hadn’t seen before. That, or Trailblaze had hidden it from me. It creaked open and I poked my head through, finding I was now in a large, wide hallway, a big red double door at the end.

The door was surrounded by a thick frame of steel, and the doors wouldn’t budge. There were lights around the frame and two large signs. One reading “Ministry Of Arcane Science”. The other reading “Keep Out”. It looked like it was my only option at that moment. There was no power to even open it. I couldn’t turn back though. The door was blocked. Maybe if I found a power box. 

The door must have been brand new before the bombs because there was still some exposed wiring, and if the Ministry was all it was cracked up to be, they must have had backup power. I followed the wires into a very dark corner of the room. There stood a small box, hooked up to a construction generator. The box wasn’t locked, and there sat a switch. A power switch by the look of it. Plus the big white writing that read “Power”.

What would be waiting behind that door? It had to be locked for a reason. But that was probably just to keep ponies out. Like a wing for MAS employees and stuff. I wouldn't normally press it, and just turn back, but that was the old me. I wasn’t a coward any more, I was gonna show Trailblaze what I was made of. 

I flicked the switch.

The lights around the door lit up, then a green one lit up right above the doors. With a long hiss, the doors slowly opened, and lights lit up inside. Another hallway. My hooves clip-clopped against the remarkably clean tiles that lined the hall. Peeking into each room, I saw that they were all very well-preserved. The beds looked very comfortable, but all were empty. 

I opened the door at the end of the hall and poked my nose in. Something stank horribly. I gagged and poked my head back out. What was that?! All the other rooms seemed to fresh and clean, but that one smelled like old socks lost in a septic tank in a junkyard!

Holding my breath, I looked through the door again. Big mistake. It was some sort of laboratory. Beds stretched from wall to wall, some loaded with skeletons, but others with... creatures. Demented ponies and griffins, some with pipes running along their bodies, and some missing body parts. Each one had milky white eyes. 

I wanted to back up, but my legs wouldn’t move. Each body stared up at the ceiling, unmoving. I couldn’t move at all. The horrors trapped me in that room. The smell didn’t even register anymore. 

“Who...” a growling, sludge-like voice sounded from the far corner. “Who disturbs... my experiments...”

A grotesque... thing came out of the corner. It looked like a unicorn, but its face had half-melted, revealing bone and spoke with a disgusting, gooey voice. Its horn had displaced to what used to be its nose.  Its voice was distorted by a rebreather attached to its mouth, its melting flesh seeping over it. Its body was bloated and a sickly green; its mane and tail didn’t even exist anyway. Its cute mark had distorted and melted away. The only thing covering its slimy, melted flesh was a very worn, old lab coat.

I squeaked in fear, but I couldn’t move. Nothing was registering, other than the ugly, sickening creature that stood at the other side of the room.

“Another... another subject?” the thing gurgled. “Excellent...” It levitated a scalpel with its displaced horn, and began to shuffle forward, leaving a sickening trail of ooze. I turned to flee, but I tripped over my own hooves and faceplanted.

“It’s... trying to... escape!” the thing growled. “Get him...”

The other things on the beds started to jerk and rise as if rising from graves. They moaned and groaned, each seeping a disgusting rainbow liquid. The pipes along their bodies hissed and rattled, weaving in and out of their flesh. A mutant griffin rose from his bed, his wings having long since melted away. Its talons had to be the size of machetes as it carved its way out of its bindings. 

I scrambled to my hooves and bolted. I tried to get my SMG out and load a magazine, but I dropped the mag. I tried again, and I fumbled again. I ran to the exit but the big red doors had closed. My hooves slammed at the door, trying to dig my way out, but it wasn’t working. My back slammed against the door, trying to use my weight against it, but it wasn’t working. “No!” I screamed, slamming against the door. “Help!”

“Nobody... escapes...” the thing gurgled, lurching through the doors. Its gang of mutant abominations crowded behind it, letting their leader make the first incision. It was now levitating a scalpel, bonesaw, and three needles. Needles! I burst into tears and slammed at the doors again. “Nononono!!” 

The thing slimed its way over the clean floor. “Nobody... escapes... Doctor Perfect... you will... become... perfect...” 

“No!” I screamed, and fumbled my SMG. “I don’t want to be like you!” 

The monsters all howled and gurgled behind the doctor. There was no way out. I was doomed! Doomed to become one of those things! With their rainbow ooze and their demented, melting faces. One of them even had tentacles! 

The monster was almost right on top of me, its ragged breath seeping from its muzzlepiece. “You will... be perfect...” It lifted its tools, ready to bring them down on me. This was it. I was dead. No way out.

A creaking from above broke through the suspense. A few tiles loosened in the ceiling. The mutated doctor and I looked up. More tiles fell, and were absorbed by the doctor’s sludge-like body. “Perfection... waits... for nopony...” it gurgled. It looked at me again, but before it could bring its tools down, a mighty groan sounded from above.

The ceiling started to crack and split as the doctor looked up. The doctor blinked a few times, then whimpered. The ceiling exploded as a huge portion of a ventilation shaft crashed through, right on top of the mutant. 

The shaft slammed down on it, sending ooze and bits of mutant in all directions around it. The tools dropped around me, and all the other mutants watched in shock. The doctor was dead, squished under a ventilation shaft. 

A little griffin head poked out of the side, looking dazed. “Fuck me sideways,” she moaned, rubbing her eyes. She looked around at the scene, then to the goo, then to the mutants, then to me. “Oh hey, there you are.” She looked at the mutants and the goo again. She climbed out and skipped over to me. “Totally meant to do that.”

I grabbed the little griffin girl and held her tight. I couldn’t be more happy to see Tallie in my life. She had just saved my life. I guess karma really does work. She looked at the mutants, starting to get themselves together, and looked at me. “Your friends are ugly.” 

One lurched forward, starting its attack run. “They aren’t my friends!” I squealed, still crying. 

“In that case,” Tallie said with a grin. She picked up my SMG off the ground, reloaded it, and pointed it at the mutants. “Come get some, bitches!” She pulled the trigger and let rip, not even bothering to aim. She just held it against her hip and watched as the mutants exploded into showers of goo from the SMG rounds pounding into them. 

The doors behind me flew open, and a loud bang sounded out over the SMG’s ratatat. Buckshot filled the air and felled two more mutants. There was Ace, looking very badass with my ant on her back and levitating a shotgun. “Eat it, fuckers!” she yelled. 

Only a few more mutants remained, but both Tallie and Ace had to reload. The griffin mutant leaped forward, aiming to take down Tallie, but Zippo got to her first. He scrambled under the mutant and started to glow an intense white. Zippo exploded into a ball of flame that incinerated its torso. The ball turned into a jet of flame that roasted the other mutants, turning them to charred ashes. 

Quicker than it started, it was over. I was laying at Ace’s hooves, curled into a ball, Tallie was reloading the SMG with a magazine I dropped, and Zippo was smoking. He was alive, thank fuck. The ball of flame seemed to erupt from large pores along his body, then concentrated around him. I felt so proud.

“‘Bout time we found you,” Ace said with a smile. “Had me worried.” She helped me up, and I grabbed her in a very tight hug. She jolted a little, being surprised, but then hugged back. “Don’t wander off like that, again. Alright?” 

I nodded and whimpered a little in affirmation. I felt safe now, hugging Ace. She and Tallie were my guardian angels and Zippo my little devil. I sobbed a few times, still hugging Ace.

Tallie wasn’t pleased. “Sheesh, get a room you two. Seriously.” She tucked the SMG into my bag and looked over the charred remains of the bodies. “Euch, nasty sons of bitches, ain’t they?” She didn’t seem disturbed at all by them. “Something out of a monster flick or something.” 

Ace and I finally separated. She gave me a sweet smile that I felt was contagious and smiled back. She nodded to the door. “Come on, we found the stockpile. Let’s get the fuck out of here.” 

Now that I was back with my friends, I felt safe. Nothing could touch me, not while Ace had her shotgun, and Tallie had her fearlessness. Seriously, why wasn’t she disturbed? Her childhood must have been fucked up beyond repair. 

Ace’s saddlebags looked like they were ready to burst. One had medical equipment and drugs, while the other held all sorts of salvage. I was going to ask about them, but Tallie interrupted.

“Those vents were real handy. Good thing we found that terminal.” I looked at her with curiosity, after wiping my eyes from tears. “It said that the vents were good hiding spots, so I climbed up to look for you. Heard you screaming something awful.”

Gulping down the lump in my throat, I followed Ace. “Was it one of Sugar Spoon’s entries?” I asked. I had to find out what happened to her. I had to. 

Tallie nodded. “Yup. How did you know?”

“I’ve been reading her other entries. What happened in yours?”

Tallie rubbed her griffin chin as she toddled along beside me. “Well, turns out the shots she heard from the last entry were from the start of a Coalition counter-attack, the zebras were executed, and she was saved. By her own son, nonetheless. Pretty cool story, if you ask me.” 

I breathed a sigh of relief. A good ending to a bad story. Well, the ending came with the bombs, but at least Sugar Spoon saw Green Meadow again. She deserved that much, if not more. My heart felt weak but happy. It had been beating like a snare drum all day. I needed a rest.



 A long rest.

--- --- ---

 



The lobby to the hospital was the most welcoming sight a pony could have - well right after being saved by his friends of course. The doors were still open, and the sun was still in the air. I stayed by Ace’s side like glue. Never ever going to wander off again ever. 

“Alright, so,” Ace began, sitting down on some rubble and pulling out a bottle of well-preserved pills. “Antibiotics.” She counted the amount of pills Lollipop suggested for me and hoofed them over along with a canteen of water. “Here, should feel better in no time.” 

The pills tasted like honey, and went down my throat easily with the help of some water. A few minutes later, my lungs started to hurt less. They still hurt, but now they were bearable. 

“So what have we learned today?” Tallie asked, sitting beside me. “Zebras took over the hospital, Coalition took it back, Zippo’s an incendiary bomb, and the MAS were up to no good. I mean seriously, those experiments were fucked up. They looked like the ‘Thing from the Froggy Bottom Bog’. Love that movie.”

So that was why she wasn’t scared? Looked like something from a movie? I guess that’s one way to get by...

“Everything about Equestria is fucked up. I bet they’re responsible for Mustang too, with all their experimenting,” Ace said, crunching on some potato chips. 

“Mustang?” Tallie and I asked in unison.

Ace nodded and swallowed her mouthful. So graceful. Not. “Yeah. Fucked up place between Iron City and the river. Nopony ever goes there. It’s like the Red Zone, but worse.”

“How?” I asked. The Red Zone seemed fucked up enough, if you ask me. 

“Can’t breathe there,” Ace said, simply. “Literally. Something in the air kills you. Plus, it’s fucking cold. Nopony knows why.” That didn’t make any sense, but nothing out here did. I decided to just shrug it off.

“So what next?” Tallied asked, petting Zippo’s warm head with a hind paw. “We got the meds, now let’s get to Iron City. Gotta find the dude that killed mom and dad.” Ace and I gave her a little look of worry. “What? I want to thank him, then blow his head off. He did kill my dad, which I’m thankful for, but he almost killed me. That shit don’t fly, yo.”

Ace and I exchanged looks of worry and slight fear. This griffin was broken. But then again, who wasn’t? I came from a comfy life to a dead land. Tallie went from abuse and neglect, I assume, to freedom. Ace... I dunno really. I know nothing about her.

“Well, we’re farther from Grimm Gorge, so maybe the old mine shafts?” She muttered to herself and gently grabbed my pipbucked hoof to check my maps. “Yeah, the old silver mines. Built into a cavern in the cliffs. Get through there, we hit the Iron Defender checkpoint, then it’s onto Iron City!” 

“Neato-burrito,” Talle said, hopping down from the rubble. “Enough rest, lets go.”

“Clover’s still sick, y’know,” Ace stated, much to my surprise. She actually cared! 

Tallie rolled her eyes and walked over to the main doors. “We’ll walk slow then!” 

Ace chuckled and looked at me. I must have looked a mess. 

“Kids, huh?” 

[image: ]


 

 

Footnote: Level Up!



New Perk!



“Tough Hide.”



Exposure to very minor Taint from the mutants. You’re very lucky as only your hide has slightly mutated, making it a bit tougher. Yay! +3DT.



New Companion Perk (Zippo)!



“Blaze of glory!”- When in intense combat, Zippo can use the fire deep within him to its optimal efficiency by expelling it through his body’s natural pores and orifices, becoming a fire bomb. His fire attacks gain a temporary boost.



Special thanks to my new editor Matkingos, Adder1, Julep, Kal, and Darcy for the help. 



Thanks are in order for the great and all powerful Kkat for creating the FoE Universe that I implanted my work into. 



If you’re still reading! Go read this!! http://www.fimfiction.net/story/52573/Fallout-Equestria-%27New-Stalliongrad%27 
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