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Synopsis

 

Hidden Fortune and her sister grew up in the Wasteland, learning its dangers and doing their best to stay out of sight and out of mind of the larger world. During a treasure hunt they discover a Stable, and a chance encounter changes their world. Now the sisters must travel out of their element, learn how to survive all over again, and hopefully, discover the one true treasure of the Wasteland.



Chapter 1: Following Hearsay



“Nothing good ever comes from the Stables. They’re old world death traps.” 

Wasted.

A wasted world…

I was born in a Stable. Didn’t grow up there, don’t even know which one it was. Mom took us when we were fillies, before getting our cutie marks even. That is; my sister and I. I don’t remember anything about it, she probably does cause she’s older. Mom died shortly after and I was told dad had died when we left the Stable in the first place. Like I said, I don’t remember. So we’ve been on our own in the years since.

My sister and I grew up in the Wasteland. Most of our time was spent hiding out, scavenging, looting, and avoiding the bigger cities. Even the smaller towns aren't something we wanted to be around. Mom had drilled into our heads that big groups in small places were dangerous. Apparently some shit had gone down in the Stable, but considering what had happened in the whole of Equestria that didn’t surprise me one bit. Of course, Equestria hadn’t always been like that. A war hundreds of years ago had reduced what I was told was once a wonderful country that prospered under the rule of the Goddess Celestia into an irradiated deathscape of horrors. Maybe if that perfect world hadn’t ceased to exist due to balefire and megaspells, we’d live in a little town with lots of friends and maybe a normal job. 

The Wasteland isn’t so kind. On the bright side, digging around for treasure was a wonderful way to escape the radiation, taint, monsters and other fun times that the Wasteland liked to throw at whatever ponies still dared trying to survive. 

“HIDDEN FORTUNE” She yelled, and I winced. She never used my full name unless she was mad. “Stop daydreaming already, we’re here.” Then I stepped into a wall.

“OW! Why didn’t you stop me sooner L.A.?” I hollered back at my sister while rubbing my now-bruised nose with a forehoof. 

“Stupid wall.” Then I actually looked at it. This wasn’t a wall, it was a mountain.  How the fuck did I not see that?

“I thought you’d notice. It was your idea to go out looking for this supposed Dragon’s Cave.” She said, trying and failing to hide the sad sigh she released. “Plus, no matter how much I told you that dragons live at the TOP of mountains, you seem to think that just hearing about a little opening in the base of this mountain means we should trot off into the distance without even a plan.”

I frowned, leave it to the smart unicorn to point out the obvious. Oh well, at least I had the bigger guns. “We might as well check while we’re here. Where there’s dragons, there’s treasure.” This was something I had learned through hearsay and the remains of a few books I had found once.

“What if it’s been looted already?” The purple haired unicorn lifted her odd looking gun with her magic, coating the weapon in a blue glow. We had bought the magical energy weapon a while back from a caravan, thinking it an oddity. Guns like it shot concentrated magic, and hurt like an applebuck to the head. That was all I really knew about ‘em.

“We take whatever wasn’t already stolen and isn’t nailed down.” Thinking obviously wasn’t my strong point. I was a smash and grab pony, she was the thinky one. “I’ll check this way and you check for the entrance on that side?” I turned and began scanning the rocky face of the mountainside, searching for the entrance.

“Sure.” Her voice sounded exhausted, just like always. She spent too much time worrying about me, but without me she’d have been dead a dozen times. Without her I’d have been dead many more than that… But without another word she turned and headed in the opposite direction. A few minutes later I heard her call out that she’d found it.

I pushed through the opening she’d found in the mountain, squeezing from side to side to keep the large battle saddle I wore from getting smashed. With a rifle hanging on either side of me, this was no easy task. Since I didn’t have the wonderful magic my sister did I had to deal with more conventional methods of dealing out death; like strapping them to my sides, reloading with a hoof kick, and firing with my tongue. As a rule, battle saddle bits tasted like burnt ghoul mixed with irradiated shit. That’s one of the things you pick up over the years of switching from weapon to weapon whenever you finally destroy one. 

L.A. squeezed in after me, her horn giving off just enough glow to show us a path, with lots of blackness around our little light ball. There was only one way to go and, fortunately or unfortunately, there were no offshoots to go exploring. While that meant there were no paths for looting, it also meant nothing could sneak up on us from the side when we weren’t looking. Just in case neither of us spoke. No need to alert any potential dangers with loud voices.

I had initially worried that this cave was far too small for a dragon, but the deeper we went, the wider it got until it finally opened into a huge cavern. I couldn’t see anything once we reached the cavern as L.A.’s magic simply wasn’t strong enough to hold a weapon and light up the entirety of the room. So we stuck to the wall and kept circling slowly around until we found something.

“Kinda spoooooookyyyyy isn’t it?” I whispered in a sing-song voice. Screw potential dangers, I would do anything to pass the time. This wasn’t anywhere near as exciting as it should have been. My answer was having my tail pulled. “Oof, I hope you get  hair stuck in your teeth.” I snapped at her in a huff, right as I walked into a giant metal door-thing. “OW FUC—” And then fell over.

“You really need to look where you’re going.” Was she laughing at me?

“As if I could see in here at all!” 

“It’s a Stable…” she whispered, sounded like she was remembering something. “Looks like it’s still sealed.”

I looked over at the door as well and stepped back so I wouldn’t cast a shadow over the gigantic door. There was a large ‘12’ painted on it. L.A. returned her weapon to her saddle bags and illuminated the room with the full power of her magic. I frowned. Off on the far side of the cavern I noticed a similar glint. Without a word I walked over, and saw an identical door with a large ‘21’ painted on it. Well, that was weird.

“Looks like we have two Stables to loot!” I was positively giddy at this. Sure it wasn’t a dragon, but that didn’t mean that there wasn’t anything worth stealing. And if we could loot it before any raiders showed up then more power to us. I trotted back over towards ‘12’, and ended up with a hoof in my face. This time I managed to stop before running into it. “What was tha—” She stuffed her hoof into mouth, “Oh Felestia, bwa,” I moved her hoof from my mouth, “did you STEP in!”

“The Wasteland.” Oh right... “Now shh…” She was crouched down, moving closer to the door. Probably looking for a way in. I stuck out my tongue and tried to scrape the taste off with my teeth. Knowing she would take a while, I rolled my eyes and I went further around the circular cavern to see if I could find a third Stable. After making a full round, I had come up empty. Sure there were lots of corpses, bones all over in little piles where ponies had once held each other as the world ended, but no other stables.

It was terrible, what had happened, how they had died. But, well, grow up in the Wasteland and you learn to get over that kinda shit fast. It was a harsh world out there. Had I been born in a different time, maybe instead of mismatched barding and big guns, I’d be wearing a sundress and be sightseeing in Canterlot. But we don’t get to choose when we’re born, do we? So this is my life. Treasure hunting with Big Sis.

“Are you done yet?” I whined as loud as I could.

“Yes, stop whining!” She yelled back at me. “Come over here and get ready. We don’t know what might be in there.” 

With that I trotted back over to her. L.A. was a bit shorter than me, with a purple mane and tail, and blue eyes. Her cutie mark was a gear with a paint brush over it. Something symbolic about loving and having a talent at finding Old World Art, I had never understood. A lot better than mine though, at least hers made sense. My cutie mark was just an X, a badass looking X, but still just an X. She once said it was ‘cause I never stop looking for treasure. 

So what if it was true? It was fun to treasure hunt, a lot better than getting wasted on booze or high on Dash. Not after last time… I brushed my mane away from my face and waited for her to get behind me. Bit in my mouth, and guns ready, I waited for her to open the Stable.

She flicked whatever switch she had jury rigged with her magic, and with a horrific screech, the door swung open on its gigantic hinge inward. Both of us visibly shuddered, the hooves on chalkboard sound of metal grating against metal was... Something intense. It seemed to last forever, that gut wrenching sound of rust grating against steel. Finally with a thud it stopped and the door was open completely. We both stared into the darkness behind it. I was ready if anything appeared, but we couldn’t see a thing. 

Then finally… Nope, nothing came into sight. There wasn’t even any light coming from inside.

Breathing a collective sigh of relief, she moved around me and into the darkness. “Guess it’s safe.” With those three words, I followed.

*   *   *

The Stable was very different from the Wasteland. Everything seemed quiet and... compact. I had no memories of the Stable I was born in. What both of us were used to was... Well, a Wasteland. It was all dirt and rotten everything. The floor here almost hurt, too solid and sturdy, nothing like what I was used to. Even in the darkness I could feel the walls closing in. Small spaces didn’t scare me, but I don’t think I could live like this. It was just too... gray and ominous. The cloud cover outside was imposing, but a mass of long hallways and low ceilings didn’t seem like the kind of place a pony should live. 

We had wandered for a half hour and saw nothing useful. There were corpses dotting the hallways, all of which had the same flaked and rotten skin like Wasteland ghouls. Weird since the door had been sealed. Shouldn’t this place be full of ponies living their lives? In reality, the entirety of the Stable was dead. Of course, everything we had seen was, but what seemed the most dead was the building itself. The lights were all out, and there wasn’t any sound of machines that were supposed to keep everypony alive. Granted I had been told they were run by magical talismans, but I mean, wouldn’t they need to be powered and run through the entirety of the Stable? It was starting to hurt thinking about all this.

“Where is everypony? The door was sealed... Shouldn’t this stable be full of ponies milling about?” I whispered to my sister. There was gossip about a Stable Dweller lately, so obviously they could stand the test of time. I looked at L.A. expectantly. Her response was a shrug. “Maybe we should have tried Stable 21 first?”

“C’mon, let’s see if we can’t find the room of the... What was it...” She paused for a few moment. “Overmare.” The word was punctuated as she remembered it. “Where the Overmare runs everything.”

“Ok so where do we go for that?” I looked at her expectantly. She stood there for a moment, looking around. Unfortunately we had no idea where we were in the Stable. I had never known the layout of whatever Stable we initially came from, and L.A. was too young to have it memorized. Right now everything seemed like a winding maze that always lead to nowhere. We had hit a few dead ends already, and aside from a handful of unbreakable cups and some clipboards there wasn’t much worth taking.

“I have no idea, just stick close and stay quiet.” She was being overprotective again. There wasn’t a single pony alive here! No ghouls even! Who was going to hurt us anyway?

After what seemed like hours of searching and absolutely no action and more importantly no treasure , we came across a room with a still working terminal. L.A. went to hacking it, while I picked through the dresser and dug around under the mattress. I didn’t particularly like dealing with terminals, she was the sciency pony. After I finished digging and finding nothing but useless old dresses, I watched from across the room as she tapped away at the keys with her magic. How did unicorns do that anyway? It was all nonsensical, unreadable gibberish on the screen but she somehow knew what she was doing.

“Got it!” She gave a big smile and clicked a few times, as I leaned over her shoulder to read off the screen:

Dear Diary,

I’ll never understand why we have to be tied to Stable 21. I don’t trust any of them. The doors should be sealed completely, but no one here has any tools to do so. Maybe they do on 21’s side, but I wouldn’t even bother asking. If they did, they’d just steal everything we have and seal us in our own tomb.

Roselle

Dear Diary,

I finally went over to 21 to see what was happening on their side. I went in the middle of the night and tried to be as quiet as possible. Their Stable is a LOT nicer than ours. I think it was done on purpose… So we could see what Stable-Tec was capable of but not actually get a chance to experience in. A guard was patrolling though, so I came back as soon as I heard him. Didn’t want to get caught. We don’t have guards either, which just isn’t fair. They get free range of everything, if only Princess Celestia and Princess Luna knew about what Stable-Tec was trying to do before the bombs hit. I suppose that if they were strong enough to stop what Stable-Tec was doing below their noses, they’d have been able to stop the War. So pointless.

Roselle

Dear Diary,

One of the ponies from 21 came over today. I managed to corner him and ask a few questions. Turns out they’re in the same boat as us. Apparently the guards go back and forth at different times to make it look like we both have guards, because he had never seen any guard ponies there. I don’t know why they built the basement together if we’re not allowed down there. Does the Overmare know? She wouldn’t keep this from us, would she?

Roselle 

Everything beyond that was corrupted, or too boring to read. The two were one in the same for me. L.A. tapped some more at the terminal, looking for anything else of interest. She let out a short cheer when she found a map, and loaded it onto the screen.

“Let’s see... We are here in the residential block. Over here is the... Kitchen!” She glanced over with a playful glint behind her glasses. I finished the thought for her.

“Maybe there’s still something to eat!” I felt myself licking my lips. 

We trotted out of the room, then turned and headed towards the kitchen. Moments later, there we were and in I went. I was about halfway into the room when I noticed that L.A. had stopped short before walking in. “Come on! There might be food.” I said, and motioned for her to follow. she just pointed a hoof out to my right, mouthing the word ‘ghouls’.

I stopped and turned as slowly as I could. Three ghouls were standing in the corner facing an old corkboard on the wall covered in faded notices on official looking paper. They hadn’t noticed me, and all the mindless standing they were doing seemed to require their full attention. I quietly placed my teeth on the bit of my battle saddle, and aimed.

“Hello!” L.A. called out, standing tentatively at the doorway.  They didn’t respond at first, “Anypony...?” This time her voice had a distinctive waver. The ghouls shifted and turned to face us.

They ran towards me as fast as their rotted hooves would carry them. Reflexively I flicked the trigger. A resounding BOOM reverberated the walls around us and I was blasted onto my ass. It also blasted the top half of one of the ghouls into a fine paste against the wall. “OK! New gun is big gun.” I smiled wider than I had since I was a filly, that was some kick. Now for the other one. With a flick it... Flick! It.. Fuck. Nothing. “HE SOLD ME A BUSTED GUN!” 

Luckily, L.A. had gotten her weapon out and turned the second one to a pile of pink ash after several shots. Every shot it fired came with a strange fizzle and a puff of colorful smoke from the barrel. “Looks like I got gypped too, this thing is a piece of shit.”

While she kept the last focused on her, and shuffling to the side of the room she was on, I removed the broken rifle from my battle saddle. I didn’t have long as it made its way to her, cause she’d be in serious trouble if it got to her. It would only take a minute to rip the gun off... It might not fire, but I could smash things with it. Okay that was a big waste of time, I could have just used the working gun. Oh well, it’s off now and I can’t fire with my mouth full! I smashed the butt of the rifle down on the ghoul’s rotting spine, a gruesome crack sounding as the spine broke. L.A. landed a shot in the head, and the ghoul dropped, rendered into a corpse. Again. Unfortunately one of the shots fired was too much for L.A.’s energy pistol and the front end began to melt.

“Remind me to always do a test fire. This rifle was worth the price of both,” I motioned to the functioning one, “but it could have brought the roof down on us. Fucking caravans.” I stuck the busted rifle into my saddle bag, still amazed at how the long barrel fit into the small brown bag. Finishing that, I gave a kick to the battle saddle’s reloading lever and was ready for the next fight.

“Yeah, he sold me a broken gun, I’m surprised it could even fire.” She ejected the cell into her bag to save for another, functional gun and tossed the ruined one. All of this with her magic… Unicorns cheated. No matter, ghouls were dead and we were alive, even if the guns were a terrible waste of caps.

The backstory about the guns... There’s a caravan that goes through the region every month. While we don’t trust big groups in small places, a traveling merchant is somepony we can get some gossip from, and trade what we scavenge around our hideaway and get stuff for protection. Years in the Wasteland teach you to be prepared. So the guns were from some trading, and considering most of what we find is trash, getting a single functioning gun was actually worth it. Just remember, you get what you pay for in the Wasteland, and it always takes more than it gives back. Mom taught us how to shoot years ago, a skill that has been very useful since. Sure, neither of us can snipe a Hellhound from across a mountain range, but we’re competent enough to survive!

Anyway, after that we silently scavenged for some food. Even if it was 200 some odd years old, it was still edible, and better than the radiation-soaked apples that those farmers somehow managed to grow down south. Plus those tasted horrible, almost rotten. And I bit into a worm once! At least I think it was a worm. I hope it was a worm.

The pickings were meager. Obviously most had been eaten before whatever happened turned those ponies into ghouls. With a few boxes of Fancy Buck Snack Cakes, two (sealed!) bottles of water, and a withered carrot, we were off. I had found a bottle of Sparkle-Cola on one of the ghouls, but that was gonna be my secret. Delicious carroty goodness was not to be shared with a sister who thought one mouthful was half the bottle.

*   *   *

Finally, we found the Overmare’s office, after another trip back to Roselle’s room and a look at the map. Really would be nice to have a PipBuck so we could have saved the map. Mom had had one, but it had broken; the first time she’d ever seen one break. Though I suppose a Hellhound slicing through it would be a good reason for it to be split in two. It saved her leg at the time, not that it helped in the long run. She still died, best not to think about it…

What made it odd was that none of the ponies’ corpses or skeletons we had found had any. It was like this whole place was devoid of PipBucks. L.A. and I hadn’t gotten one in the Stable we were born in, too young, that’s what I was told anyway. For that matter I was still completely dumbfounded as to what had killed everypony in here.

She attempted to break into the room for a while, while I stood watch, the beautiful lever-action rifle hanging at my side ready to bring the ceiling down on anything that came after us. Or I could bring the ceiling down on us if it was particularly bad. Getting crushed to death in an instant was a lot better than being eaten alive or sold into slavery. 

There was a furious beeping, causing L.A. to curse and slam the terminal with both forehooves as hard as she could. It left a sizable dent, but didn’t open the door. I stepped back, and bucked as hard as I could, shattering the screen and breaking the input halfway off. 

“Ok so Stable-Tec DOES know how to build things to last,” I said. That kick should have broken it into little pieces. “Do you have anything that we can use to blow the place up? I’m outta grenades.” I squinted an eye at her, raising the other eyebrow.

“Nope. Used the only one I’ve ever had the LAST time you tried to go hunting for treasure. I’m just lucky we had a healing potion or I wouldn’t have a hoof left!” She glared at me as hard as she could but her expression softened as she gazed forlornly at the unyielding door... “Maybe there’s a key?”

“That’s a boring way to get into a room. But it’s worth a try. Where would a key be?”

“Probably in residential, if the Overmare had a room separate from her office. But, we need to take a break. I’m exhausted, I can’t keep this light going…” I nodded, she had been keeping things visible and using telekinesis to help me in the fight earlier. I knew that would take a lot out of her. “Have anything to light a fire or something while I rest?” 

“Nah, but I’ll probably hear whatever’s comin’. Ghouls ain’t exactly quiet. You get some rest and I’ll stand guard. I’m still excited to be hunting again.” So far this was our most successful hunt in ages, to find a Stable. Up ‘til now, everything had just been foal’s play. She wearily laid down on the hard steel floor, shifting her back up against the wall and slept.

*   *   *

She slept for a while, only an hour or two. The whole time, I was bored out of my mind. It wasn’t even light enough to read in here. …Ok so I wanted to look at the pictures in a copy of Equestrian Army Today we found recently. Aside from the eerie glow of the green emergency reserve lighting, there was only blackness. The emergency lights were only bright enough to show where they were, and didn’t even brighten the floor. This let my mind wander, though. So I wasn’t completely bored. Thinking about the places I’d gotten stuck and how she’d rescued me. Then how I rescued her that one time and made up for it all. Take THAT manticores! Manticore. Elderly manticore. Whatever.

I heard a noise though, through the darkness. No idea where it was coming from. Just that it was loud and echoing. There were four separate noises, or so I thought. Sounded like running, or a series of loud thuds. I tried waking L.A. up but it didn’t work. She was a heavy sleeper anyway, despite how little she got. I tried not to think about the noise, but it wasn’t easy. Constantly I strained, turning my head side to side to hear it again, but there was nothing. L.A. finally woke up, and I made sure to tell her about the noise as we headed towards the residential area.

“… Just remind me to get all, irradiated one day so I can get eyes that get all glowy like the ghouls do. I’m pretty sure they can see in the dark, after that one night I got attacked.” I said, thinking out loud. I was a bit accident prone, luck was not a mare that loved me. Stepped out once to relieve myself and slipped, fell down an incline, then ended up surrounded by ghouls. It was not my best moment. So sue me, good luck finding a lawyer pony, or anyone who gave a shit for that matter. Too busy looking out for their own to deal with the likes of some brash treasure hunters who refused to admit the Wasteland had nothing left to give, but everything left to take. That’s what I get for going out alone at night when I was half asleep.

“It doesn’t work that way, and you know it.” She wasn’t humoring me today, not like usual. Maybe she was cranky from following my wild goose chase, or the exertion from fighting and lighting the way. It had been a long day, or was it night... How long had we been down here? While I was lost in my thoughts, we arrived in the residential area and walked into the room that belonged to the mysterious Roselle. L.A. was tapping away on the terminal, accessing things, we just needed to look at the map and… There was that sound again. Thud thud thud thud!

“L.A., shhh. Listen.” 

“I wasn’t saying anything in the—” A hoof to her mouth shut her up. She made a face like I’d stepped in something.

I peeked out the door, turning my head side to side to try and hear where it was coming from. But because of the massive echoing that the steel tomb--- Err Stable, made, it was too difficult to place. My best guess was somewhere in the region of ‘down’, but that was only because we’d been through the entirety of the residential block and the kitchens and hadn’t seen anything. All that left was the sealed Overmare’s office, the Atrium, and the basement where all the talismans and machines were housed.  Of course, that was also where Roselle had said there were doors to the heretofore unexplored Stable 21.

“Come on, I found the Overmare’s room. I think. It’s the largest room in the residential block, so I’m pretty sure,” she said, breaking the sound’s hold on me. I looked over where she was, but only saw the edge of her purple tail leave the room. I followed, looking around for any signs of more ghouls or whatever was making that noise. Guess she hadn’t heard it that time either.

A few turns around the corner and I stood face to face with another door, the last one here in the residential area. It was locked, of course, and even after I had given a few bucks to it, it wouldn’t budge. L.A. chided me that breaking it without opening it might make it never open. And then we’d never get to see the treasure room. Or the Overmare’s Office. I am not delusional. It’s just a bit more fun to think of it as treasure hunting than trying to break into a room that’s probably just going to have an old terminal, and a corpse.

“Wanna try picking it?” I whispered the question, hoping she wouldn’t hear. Neither of us were particularly good at that.

“Yeah, go ahead.” Dammit. My ears flopped over in defeat. I hated lockpicking.

As she started working on the terminal for the door, I bent down towards the door. I produced a bobby pin from my saddle bags, along with a slightly rusted screwdriver, and pushed them into the lock. SNAP. I hadn’t even started it yet! Goddesses I hate locks and bobby pins. “Gimme one of your bobby pins.” So she did, without even looking away from the terminal, and floated it towards me. Unicorns cheat. 

After a few minutes both of us let out a cheer as the door unlocked. Neither of us was quite sure who had succeeded first, or if it mattered. The door slid open to a barren room, with only a made bed and a desk built into the wall. It didn’t even have a dresser. 

“Well, this is... Barren.” L.A. broke the silence, a little disappointment in her tone. "Maybe she spent too much time in her office..."

“She must have, there’s nothing here.” We both stepped in and looked around, she checked the desk and I the bed. From the looks of things she wasn’t finding anything. “Unless...” I lifted the bed up with a hoof, underneath was... Nothing, nothing, a safe, nothing, and nothing. 

“Nothing under…” Wait. A safe! I shoved the mattress away. “Here!” I popped the bobby pin back out from where it was nestled at the corner of my mouth and begun to work at the lock while L.A. dug around. Two broken pins later, it finally relented and I pulled the door open.

“If there’s nothing under the bed then...” She stepped over as she spoke. “Oh.” She let out a sigh and waited for me to check the open safe.

Inside was a small fortune in bits, probably pilfered from Stable 21, if the diary entries were to be believed. There was a note. Unfolding it, L.A. and I read it by the light from her horn:

To Lindenleaf,

As you know, we have been in a slow waiting game for many years. Unfortunately another generation has come to control the Stable and with a new generation, comes a new Overmare. Congratulations on your new position! Attached are the instructions given by Scootaloo from Stable-Tec herself. There is an identical copy for Heartleaf in Stable 21, and you will need to contact her as soon as possible when nopony will find out. Due to security concerns communication by terminal has been cut off, so you will need to go over personally. I have left a pittance to you as part of my retirement, a more personal perk of being in charge. I hope that when we are finally able to leave this place, they will serve you well.

Signed,

~Rosemallow

Well, I guess the bits weren’t from Stable 21. There was no other paperwork in the safe though, guess it had been taken by Lindenleaf. There was also a box of ammo that didn’t fit my gun and definitely didn’t go in L.A.’s. Into the saddle bags it went. Lastly was a key with the insignia for the Overmare’s office embossed on it, a large flower with five petals and the profile of a unicorn overlaid on it. How do I know what a flower looks like? Two words: Killing Joke. I shuddered thinking about it. L.A. lifted the key in her magic and off we trotted back to the Overmare’s Office. 

The door there opened with a satisfying click. A job well done, and bits in my bags. I’d probably sleep with them later, beautiful bits…

The office was a large room, colored the same gunmetal gray as every other room, with a rounded desk in the center of it and a series of terminals behind it. To the right was a large map tacked to the wall, and to the left was a circular window overlooking what was listed as the Atrium.

“What a bland office,” L.A. muttered before setting to work on the Overmare’s terminals.

“Seems to be the way of things. Just like her bedroom. Way to be mysterous, Overmare...” Sure the Wasteland is all brown, but you’d think they could have livened things up a little around here. While she worked, I watched the door and checked out the window that looked over the Atrium. The ground below appeared to be moving slightly, so I guessed that meant that there were ponies or ghouls going about their business. “Guess we’re not alone here.” She didn’t reply, too caught up in her thinky pony work. I looked back at the door and walked around, checking under everything, looking for whatever might give us a clue to what was here, and if there was anything more valuable inside. There wasn’t even a spare scrap of paper, but I always kept one eye on the door, just in case.

“Nothing.” I looked over to L.A., and she shook her head. “I can restart the power, but that’s it.” She tapped a few more keys with her magic. “Yeah, everything else is totally locked up.”

“So start it. It’ll give us some light at least.” Then she could stop using her horn to light the way.

“Ok, here we go!” There was a click, and a shudder that shook the entirety of the Stable. Suddenly all the lights flickered on and her spell dimmed. I looked out the window again, and eeyup, ghouls. What a surprise.

“Ghouls in the Atrium. Worth it to kill ‘em all, or should we just skip ‘em?” I stared down at the rotten fleshed ponies. Poor things, most looked feral, just wandering about and randomly changing direction. Of course we were safe to shoot them from here, they can’t reach us… One applebuck later and I was on the ground, legs in considerable pain. Acting impulsive wasn’t the smartest way to act in my situation, and Overmare office windows were really strong.

“So these basements and noises you keep hearing?” L.A. asked in a quiet voice, blinking her blue eyes slowly behind the squared black glasses she wore. Where had she even FOUND glasses? Oh right Stable.

“Shhhhh... Pain now, think later.” I curled up on my side, one rear hoof still twitching.

“Stop being a filly and come on. We can sneak into Stable 21 through the basement.” She trotted off towards the place the map marked the stairs down. I followed with a slight limp, but she seemed to be getting more enthused at least, this Stable had been a bust, there was better promise for the other one. Once we were down the stairs, the hum of the few machines and talismans still running was overpowering. Everything vibrated softly, sending shocks of pain up my sprained ankle. It’d heal in time.

The ground had an inch or two of water in it, and we splashed through slowly, the water giving an altogether unpleasant feeling in my hooves. On the bright side, the path wasn’t terribly long, and large cylindrical machines lined the path uniformly. Symbols for air and water and food were painted upon the sides of each machine at regular intervals, but I wasn’t particularly interested in the scenery. L.A. led the way, and I followed, keeping an eye behind us for any errant ghouls. Neither of us spoke during the trip, listening intently to hear more of the mysterious thudding noises.

*   *   *

We reached Stable 21 and dug through the basements. Unlike Stable 12, this one’s machines had never stopped, and the air smelled considerably cleaner. It was probably the first time I had ever smelled clean air, even if it was stale. The source of the noise I had heard was probably from here, but I couldn’t be sure, everything echoed forever in this rusted out hole in the ground. There didn’t seem to be any radiation, the water level had dropped once we stepped through the doorway, and everything seemed to be in perfect order. But that didn’t explain the ghouls at all, why hadn’t all the ponies come to this Stable if the other had failed? 

Too many things didn’t add up. Two conjoined Stables. Ghouls and broken equipment in one, but nowhere near the amount of radiation needed to ghoulify ponies. The other with everything in working order even after 200 years, and both with sealed Stable doors.

“What do you think will be in this Stable?” I asked, wondering if she had an idea, she was always the smart one.

“I don’t know.” She replied quietly, still exhausted. The bags under her eyes were bigger than usual. I frowned.

“Anything I can do to help ya sis? Ya look real tired…” I stared at her, worried. 

“I’m fine.” She stepped up to a trot and went up the stairs to the next level of the Stable.

A shot rang out and tore through the white fur of her neck, splattering blood across the floor and wall. 

In a moment that seemed like forever, she fell to the floor in a heap. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________

Footnote: Level Up!

Hidden Fortune:

New Perk: Thief (Rank 1) – With each rank of this skill you gain +5 to the Lockpick and Sneak skills. 

Practice makes perfect, and I need a lot of practice.

(A massive thank you to Kkat for creating, and everyone else who has helped to flesh out the universe of Fallout Equestria. And to everyone who has/will help with with editing and making this more palatable... Sabsy, Mittens, Julep, Dimestream, and everyone else who helped me. Big hearts to everyone. And of course everything is copyright their various owners. ~Hnetu)





Chapter 2: Lessons Learned



“You see, it’s a… Very dangerous world out there. The Wasteland isn’t kind, and two little fillies like you really shouldn’t be out here.” 

Mom…

She looked just like mom.

The scene was identical: a pile of pony flesh hitting the ground, blood everywhere.

It probably only took a split second for her to fall, but it felt like an eternity. I couldn’t lose her. I didn’t remember dad. I watched mom die. I couldn’t lose my sister too; she was all I had left.

“LOST ART!” I heard my voice scream, and I ran up the stairs as fast as my hooves could carry me. I jumped the last two steps and landed sideways in a skid, facing where the bullet came from.

Across from me stood a tall buck, gun in his mouth and his yellow eyes wide with surprise. My best guess is that he fired out of fear, seeing something run up at him. He didn’t look like a Stable pony either, no Stable barding like we had seen on the corpses. Just another wandering Wasteland adventurer like myself. It’s amazing how much you notice in an instant when you’re full of fear and adrenaline.

Didn’t stop me from shooting, though. BOOM!

I didn’t bother aiming when I fired the shot. It didn’t even register in my mind, everything was just instinct. His neck splattered open from the large caliber round, which cut his head clean off his body. Before his head even hit the ground, I was digging through his saddle bags.

There had to be something, there had to be. He wasn’t a Stable pony, he was a Wastelander. They always carried healing potions. We’d used the last of ours already. He had to have SOMETHING!

“Come ON! ANYTHING!”

First bag was empty. I tried the second. At the very, very bottom, there was a tiny potion bottle of purple healing liquid. It was enough. It had to be.

It was funny. Up ‘til a minute ago I had been worried about why there were ghouls, now I didn’t care. Whatever mysterious circumstances had led these Stables to ruin didn’t even cross my mind. Ghouls didn’t matter, the mystery didn’t matter. The fact that I had killed my first living pony didn’t matter. This was- Oh Goddesses. Celestia, Luna, please please PLEASE! I propped her head up in my hooves and poured the bottle down into her mouth, then watched as the purple liquid drained out of the gaping hole where her throat should have been. No, no... I pressed a hoof against the hole trying to hold everything in.

Her eyes fluttered open though, and she gasped a few times, the breaths coming with a wet gurgling sound. No, no! NO choking on your own blood. This is so not good, but she was still alive and that’s what mattered. I pulled her close and hugged her ‘til I felt a tap at my shoulder. I pulled back and looked at her. The skin over the hole was beginning to heal, but she looked horrible. Her flesh was a disgusting mottled brown and yellow around the wound, and we were now both covered in blood. She tapped again and weakly pointed a hoof. I turned and saw a sign that said ‘Clinic’ with an arrow.

“Got it. Back in a Manehatten minute!” I left her there while I galloped off as fast as I could. Somewhere along the line the battle saddle disappeared. I think I untied it as I rounded a corner. Wasn’t thinking about it at the time. I could taste the leather though, so I must have. The only thing I could see were the signs that pointed to where the clinic was. At last I reached it, and found a closed cabinet. A particularly fierce applebuck opened it though it wasn’t even locked… and I dug through as fast as I could, hoping for something useful. “What to grab, what to grab!” Without unicorn magic or wings to hold everything, I just grabbed what I could in my mouth and hauled ass back. I knew I got some healing bandages and some Med-X, which were labeled as a painkiller. It was all I could find on such short notice, but it would have to do.

By the time I got back, her bleeding had stopped, and she was breathing shallowly with a grimace on her face. Thank goodness for healing magic and potions. Her eyes were closed and the blood was starting to dry on her. I slid to the ground as I got to her, and jabbed the needle of Med-X in without even untangling it from the bandages. Have I mentioned that not having magic sucks? Because it sucks. Know what else sucks? Having no idea what I was doing. She was supposed to be the healy pony.

It felt like hours, but I finally untangled and clumsily wrapped the healing bandages around her neck. A quick trip to gather my battle saddle, and I was right beside her while she recovered. I cracked open one of the bottles of water we had found and helped her drink, luckily nothing leaked out of the slowly closing hole in her neck.

*   *   *

“Tha..nks..” Lost Art rasped out. 

I placed my hoof on her forehead, below her horn. “Shhh. Heal now, talk later.” I looked down and smiled. This was close, but we got lucky. I’d been sitting next to her for I don’t know how long, anxiously waiting for her to be strong enough to talk. “We’re always gonna get an extra, emergency healing potion from now on. Deal? Deal.” I answered for her. I picked up the glasses and placed them back on her nose. Can’t lose those, they were probably unique in the Wasteland. Watch me need them too one day…

When I finally felt she was stable enough for me not to risk losing her, I went to the headless corpse of our attacker. It had been eating me up as I waited, whom he had been… Had he been looking for somepony? Had he been trying to find food for his family? What was so dangerous here that he was firing at the first sign of… Anything? Who was… My throat locked up as the words slipped through my mind, I felt tears rolling down my cheeks as reality hit home, I had murdered somepony. Justified or not, I was a murderer.

For a long while I stared at the body, taking in every detail: each scar, knick, and misplaced bit of fur. He had a brown coat, with a tawny mane and tail. So plain, no bright eye catching colors. He must have blended in well with the stark dirt of the Wasteland. He wore armored barding that looked like it had been lovingly hoof-stitched. I couldn’t see his cutie mark, nor would I ever know his name. Why was he here? I couldn’t get that thought out of my mind. I wanted to remove the barding and see his cutie mark, but I knew that would be invasion of privacy. It seemed odd to think that of a corpse, but he shouldn’t have been a corpse. I didn’t want to defile him more.

My hooves ached, my eyes burned. This whole place was horrible. What was it all for? Because there might be treasure, some pre-war bits that weren’t worth shit anymore. I almost lost my sister, the only family I had left. And to top it off, I’d killed somepony. We should have just stayed at our hideaway. No treasure was worth this. I looked back forlornly at my own cutie mark, thinking about the buck, what his talent is- was, what my talent was. “An X… Is it a target, a place to fire a shot, crosshairs. What the fuck…” I slumped down on my haunches, and picked up the head of the buck.

It was still warm.

I stared into his hollow eyes, and lifted the head to mine. Pressing our foreheads together, I whispered, “I’m sorry.” I closed my eyes and held the head until it went cold. He needs a burial. He wasn’t a raider, wasn’t a ghoul… Just another scared wastelander trying to get by. And I murdered him. Time passed slowly, but I snapped myself out of it. Waste not, want not. Cautiously, I dug into his bags.

*   *   *

He had a PIPBUCK! I tried to pry it off, but it wouldn’t come loose. I heard a tapping at the floor and looked back over to L.A. She limply pointed at the wall again. This time the sign she was pointing to said ‘Maintenance’ and had an arrow pointing the other way.

“What’s there?” I asked, forgetting I had told her to be quiet.

“Tools. Mom showed me once. Special… Screwdriver.” She wheezed. Her voice was a lot better than it had been before, but it wasn’t back to normal yet. More than likely there was a burn from the bullet. She’d heal soon with the bandages.

“Ok, be right back.” I trotted off towards maintenance after reattaching the battle saddle. If that buck was afraid of something attacking, I might as well be prepared. And who knows if he had friends wandering around. Fortunately it was an uneventful trip, just long, empty hallways leading to an empty maintenance room. It was just... Gray. Could have used a mural… I had no idea what I was looking for, so I dug through every desk, box, and table I could find. Three screwdrivers later, I returned and laid them in front of her.

She rose to her hooves slowly, wobbling, and lifted one of the three with her cheater’s magic. She walked over to the headless buck and flipped his hoof over, then cautiously unscrewed the PipBuck. Floating it over to me, I lifted my right forehoof and let her attach it. Her task finished, L.A. slowly sunk back to the hard steel floor and closed her eyes. I fished out a Fancy Buck Cake and gave it to her. Of the two screwdrivers she didn’t use, I grabbed one and stuck it in my saddlebag for use when lockpicking.

“Gotta keep your energy up. Now.. Let me just.” Okay this was.. Interesting. It took some getting used to, but I could see some details down in the corner of my vision. I couldn’t feel anything different, there wasn’t anything about the PipBuck that was even near my eyes! I blame magic, since this was old world tech. There was a compass, a health notice droning something about my sprained ankle which, now that I was reminded, was still hurting, and a little green bar underneath that right in front of me. When I turned my head it moved, staying where L.A. was resting. Turning around all the way, I saw a giant mass of red in the direction of Stable 12. Glad we avoided that…

On the case there was a radiation marker, but it was low so I ignored it. On the screen was also an outline of a pony with little notices near each limb. It was actually kinda silly looking, but cute. I pushed a random button with my hoof. What in the Wasteland… Quests? Lots of them… Wait no, it looked like he had recorded some notes. They’d be a good place to start in finding out who he was. I squinted to read the tiny text displayed. Something about Leathers, nonsense about Pommel Falls, and... there was a map. That would be amazingly useful. For years we’d wandered and hidden out not knowing how far away we were to danger or towns, this could be a great help.

Flicking over to that I indulged a few moments of pleasure. Technology was occasionally wonderful. There were a few markers listed, Leathers and Pommel Falls were marked, as was a marker for Stables 21 and 12. Weird thing is there was only one for both, making it look like Stable 2V2. There was one other place called Skirt. No marker was listed for our hideaway, which made me smile, being hidden away had been safer for us.

“Hey L.A. There’s some towns and stuff nearby. With this we could travel and avoid them.” I looked back towards the PipBuck, and then over towards the buck who had owned it.

“Sounds good, can it take us home?” She groaned, interrupting me.

“No, we need to go to these places. We can’t hide from ponies anymore. I need to know who he was. I have to make up for it.” I hope it didn’t sound like I was begging.

“Why.” It wasn’t a question. “He attacked us, it was self-defense. You think he’d give a fuck if it was my dead body lying there?” She snapped at me, probably bitter about the bullet that had torn through her throat. “And who knows what other ponies might do? He shot me at first sight! Look at what happened to mom and dad. Ponies aren’t good anymore, not like they were before the War. No matter how many stories mom told us, they’re just not safe. I do not want to get shot again!” On the bright side her voice sounded a lot better than it had before.

“Please.” I let my lower lip quiver, trying to look as sad as possible. Ok, now I was begging. Lost Art just rolled her eyes, but I knew that I had won. So I went back to fiddling with the PipBuck. It had reorganized my bags somehow, and listed off values for everything we had. Apparently I had just over a hundred caps on me! And the bits that I had found were worth close to 50. “Really, that’s all?”

L.A. looked up at me, but I just shrugged. Lastly, I noticed a button labeled Radio. Click! With a burst of white noise, the PipBuck broadcast the worst excuse for radio I’ve ever heard. To be fair I have little to compare to aside from snippets overheard long ago.

“…Wasteland sacrificed… Got away… Goes out… Stable… Tails…” There was a Goddess-awful amount of static, and I could hear music playing. Even with the massive amount of static, it was nice, calming. I gave a small smile and looked over to L.A.

“Wonder who that was…” Lost Art finally stood, looking able to walk for the first time since getting shot. The bandages had turned a dour brown from the soaked-in blood, but she was alive, and that’s what mattered. I looked down at myself. Eeyup, still covered in her blood. My neck and chest were a sticky brown semi-dry blood mess. 

“Let’s get out of this hole in the wall piece of shit.” She said as she began towards the door back to the first Stable. I suppose in her mind, it was better to go back to the Stable we entered through, rather than explore possible get-shot-in-throat dangers of this Stable.

“Don’t you want to find out what happened here? I have a map now...” My words were hesitant. I’d never been shot like that before. Sure the Wasteland hurt a lot, but never that bad. Glancing at the map, I tried to show her where the Overmare’s office might be.

“No. I want to go home, and I want to hide where it’s safe. No more treasure hunting. Not until I feel like we’re capable of handling it.” Her words were harsh as she pushed my hoof away.

“Can we at least go to raid the cabinet for potions or meds or something?” This was really just an excuse to explore again, but if I could get her started, we could continue. It wasn’t the right thing to do, and I knew it. But curiosity beat out guilt this time. The white pony in front of me stopped in her tracks, lowered her head with an over exaggerated sigh, and turned around.

“Fine. But that’s it.” Her voice had lost its bitter edge and was back to the normal somber exhaustion. I showed her on the PipBuck where the map indicated. “Afterwards we leave.” So off we went, with a quick stop to pick up my responsibility. I gently put the head into my saddle bags, and tried to forget for a while what had happened.

I trotted happily, distracted by the new toy strapped to my forehoof. I didn’t see anything red in front of me, and given that Lost Art was the only green light I saw, it was pretty easy to put two and two together. Not only was this Stable empty, but it was still fully functional. If it didn’t feel like a death trap, I would have considered setting this place up as a new home.

The first stop was the Clinic, where there were meager pickings. I had already used the entirety of the healing bandages, and the Med-X. Luckily, we managed to find another healing potion in a yellow box, along with a bottle of something called Buck, and an orange liquid labeled RadAway. After emptying the box, I took a moment to stare at its decorations: three pink butterflies. Weird. 

The rest of the room seemed incredibly sterile and inhospitable, even for a clinic. It felt more like a room to settle the dead than to heal the living. I made sure to check the desk in the back corner, but didn’t find anything useful. All that was inside was a clipboard for a patient from decades ago, with some scribbling on it. I tried to read whatever had been written there, but the only thing I could make out was ‘radiation’ in big red letters. Meanwhile, Lost Art had been idly looking around the room, though I wasn’t sure what she was looking at. She stayed near the door looking disinterested, I could tell she just wanted to go. It was very, very obvious... 

I gave up on the clipboard and looked at the terminal sitting atop the desk. “Hey sis?” I motioned for her to come over, “Wanna crack this open for me?” I was trying to extending metaphorical olive branch. Yes, I guilted her into staying. At least we could work together to get through it all?

“You need to learn to do it yourself, in case I get killed,” she said, the bitter tone had returned, and yes it hit me pretty deep. I didn’t want to learn, the PipBuck was fine because it was small and had lots of nifty things going on. It was attached to me and therefore safe. She was the smart pony and I needed her as much as she needed me. “Not every terminal is going to have a grenade hidden in it, and I’ll help if you need it.” Well if nothing else she had lots of patience. She didn’t have the same edge, guess blood was thicker than, no wait. She had lost a lot of blood. Okay we’re family! She’s wasn’t going to stay mad forever right?

So I began to hesitantly tap away on the terminal, trying to get into it. Of course it couldn’t hurt to give it a try, I mean, if she HAD died I’d be down here all by myself. Gotta learn sometime. Even if terminals were imposing... For several minutes I tapped away, making mistake after mistake, with Lost Art giving pointers whenever I messed up, which happened a lot. These things were too complicated! I couldn’t type well with hooves like she could with magic, so there were a lot of misspellings. I kept forgetting to set it to the proper mode to break in whenever I reset it. Oh, and when I added the fact that I couldn’t just jury rig my way in, it had to be perfectly specific, it was NOT helping. Finally, I managed to crack it and got in, moments before I would have given up and smashed the Goddess-forsaken thing.. The password had been ‘Assistance’. Clever, I guess.

Patient 355A –

Patient seems to be suffering from advanced radiation poisoning. I am extremely confused as to where he came into contact with any, since the Stable was built to shield from magical radiation at all costs. I am considering the fact that it may have been exposure from our conjoined sister Stable. Heartleaf mentioned that Stable-Tec made our Stables conjoined for a reason, but she would not elaborate on the matter no matter how much I pressed her. I feel like there is a very good possibility that what she said has something to do with this. I will continue to monitor the patient’s status for the next week while administering radiation therapy spells at 24 hour intervals.

I closed it and tried the next file.

Patient 355B –

Patient has not gotten any better, and there is now news of other ponies coming down with radiation sickness. So far nopony has shown symptoms as bad as Patient 355. I have decided to contact the doctor across at Stable 12 and get a second opinion. I need to speak to Heartleaf as soon as I can to find out what the problem is at the other Stable and why there are radiation leaks. I know our Stable was built perfectly to specifications, but I do not trust the ponies in 12. There are rumors of… This is a patient file, not for gossip.

I clicked to the final file.

Patient 355C –

Patient 355 has taken a turn for the worse. I caught him up last night sneaking down to the basement. I presume he was trying to get back to Stable 12. I had a guard from 12 come and assist me in returning him to the clinic. I do not feel he will survive, and have switched my current treatment plan from radiation therapy to palliative care.

Ok, so there was definitely something going on between these two Stables. So far, one was set up perfectly, and the other one was completely broken. I had no idea why though... It still didn’t answer where everypony was!

I dragged Lost Art with me down toward the residential block. I knew she wanted to leave, but she didn’t say anything in protest. She wasn’t saying much of anything at this point... As we walked down the uniform corridors, I noticed something that stood out amongst the uniformity of the grey walls. There were a battered ghoul’s corpse and two dents dug into the hallway wall. There was a substance seeping down the wall from where the indentations were, some stuff that was probably whatever ghoul blood was.  

“Hmm, still pieces left in the wall. He must have been busy back here,” Lost Art mused, mostly to herself, as we passed by. She still seemed incredibly disinterested. This back and forth between helpful and aloof was making me grind my teeth. Upon noticing this I stopped grinding them.

“This explains some of the sounds. That buck must have…” I trailed off, thinking about the head sitting in my bags. I hopped over the ghoul corpse and into the first room I could find with Lost Art in tow. There was a terminal sitting on in this one, and it wasn’t locked.

…want to get my last thoughts down. Something bad is happening, everypony is panicking and I don’t know what to do. I just wish we had sealed that Goddesses damned door when we had the chance. There are rumors there’s radiation coming in! They told us that could never happen. That this place was SAFE! 

We should have learned to share and then everypony could just come over here. I know we could have, we have to live in harmony don’t we! We’re ponies. Maybe if I go over and offer to share my room with somepony from that side as a show of good will this will all blow over. There hasn’t been any radiation here at a

The entry stopped there, and then was a deep scratch in the terminal’s keyboard, with another at the top of the monitor. It looked almost as if whoever had been writing the entry was dragged away by force mid-sentence. But at least now I knew what had happened.

“Never learned to share, did they?” L.A. whispered, she had been reading over my shoulder. The realization hit both of us, and suddenly the weird air between us dissipated. I could tell by the tone of her voice that she was no longer upset. We could learn a lot from what happened here, even if this place was a horrible death trap that deserved to be wiped from existence.

“Looks like it. I hope we never end up like that.” I looked down at the PipBuck. We shared everything. “Can we can share this too?” Given the circumstances, I figured this was the best thing I could offer.

“Maybe. I kept the screwdriver for it, if we can find some scrap I might be able to throw a quick release latch together. That way we can both use it," looking up from the pipbuck she turned to the door. "We should check the armory and the Overmare’s office while we’re here.” Straight to the point as always, Sis.

*   *   *

The armory had very slim pickings. It was a small square room with more boxes full of miscellaneous paperwork about patrol schedules than anything else. The only things we managed to find were a few pairs of armored uniforms, and even they were in fairly horrible shape. From the looks of things, whatever had gone down between the radiation in Stable 12 and the ransacking of Stable 21 had required whatever resources the few guards here had, and left only the scraps behind. These uniforms weren’t even salvageable!

Afterward, we traveled to the Overmare’s office and were delighted to find that Heartleaf’s office used the same key as Lindenleaf’s. Inside was an office identical to the one across the way where Lindenleaf ran things. A thought; it felt really weird to refer to them by name, considering they had died who knows how long ago and I never met them. I wonder if they were related.... Pfft, doesn’t matter anymore!

L.A. went to work on the terminal and I did the customary check of the room. Couch had a bottlecap in the cushions, making my new total ever so slightly higher. There was nothing else really, and I peeked down the window to see a completely empty Atrium below.

“There’s a recording here,” L.A. hollered over to me, and I took a few steps around the round desk towards her. She hit the play button with her magic, and we both listened.

“Hello, this is your Vice-President of Stable-Tec speaking, my name is Scootaloo. If you’re listening to this, well. The world ended and you’re in one of Stable-Tec’s Stables. Considering the scale of what must have happened, I hope that everypony in the Stable realizes how lucky you are that you’re in there and still alive...” 

“As this is a special Stable, I wish to address both Overmares at the same time. First of all, I want to apologize for what happened. While you were chosen for the positions because we believe that you will lead your respective Stables in the right direction, the fact that you are in the sealed Stable in the first place is unforgivable. Celestia and Luna, please… Forgive me.” 

“We messed up, and we need to find a way to do things better. I hope that in time, both of these Stables, and every Stable for that matter, can find a better way. Each of you have instructions in the office desks in each Stable. They will outline the project we have designed for you both.” 

“Your job is to do better at being ponies, to learn to tolerate each other, to learn to share. This whole War started because no one, not Zebra, not Pony, learned that valuable lesson.” 

“I just don’t understand why everypony has to die for this. Why can’t we just save everypony. Apple Bloom tells me that we are saving as many as we can, and that it is the most we can do. But I don’t believe that. We can do better, we can be faster... I need to stop recording these.” 

There was a lengthy pause on the tape. For a moment both Lost Art and I thought that it had finished.

“Please read the sealed instructions in your offices. Please find a better way. Learn the lessons that Equestria forgot. Leave the Stables as soon as it is safe, and make this world a better place.”

“Thank you. And Goddesses speed.”

The PipBuck automatically made a recording of the file, not that I had any idea how it had done it. We began to look for the instructions the recording had mentioned. Digging through the desk we finally found a dossier and cracked it open. Most of what was written was Stable-Tec jargon, but one thing read out clear: The instructions on how to end life in both Stables; yes I’m a bit defeatist about this place.

‘Stable 12 will have a catastrophic failure of its purification talismans, and will slowly but inevitably become too contaminated to live in. The machines and talismans are set on a timer to restart exactly 50 years after they finally shut down completely. This will only restart the basic functions of purification, and somepony will need to reset the system for lighting, temperature control, and other non-essential functions manually. There is a path underneath each Overmare’s desk that leads to the opposite Stable’s Overmare’s office. Once the radiation level is survivable there will be an alert in Stable 21, and the paths will unlock. 

Until then the two Stables must share a living space. We have purposefully given instructions to necessary members of both communities on what roles need to be fulfilled, but have not given the full data to any one pony aside from the two Overmares. The purpose is to overcome differences, and learn to live together. The population of Stable 21 is purposefully small so there is enough room to house both Stables worth of ponies. It is a simulation of the current War between Zebra and Pony. We both have enough resources to share, but are incapable of it. The primary objective of these two Stables is to learn the valuable lesson that has been forgotten in Equestria.

These instructions are not to be shared at any cost, if any information is leaked you forfeit all claim to any of Stable-Tec’s payments, benefits, or opportunities.’

“That is fucked up beyond all description.” L.A. yelled, looking aghast and furious. “How dare they play with the lives of ponies!”

“You know what happened, don’t you?” I looked at my sister, with a worried frown.

“Somepony never learned to share, and in the end they all got locked in the Atrium with all that radiation.” She closed her eyes and tilted her head down. I felt myself do the same. It was a terrible way to die. Nopony should ever suffer that, and now they were all undead and trapped forever.

“We need to go put them out of their misery. We need to make it safe for anypony else who stumbles onto this place. Nopony should ever let anything like this should ever EVER happen again.” The head in my bag felt heavy on my side, it wasn’t about the Stables, it was about the Wastelander. I never wanted another pony to have to feel what I felt now. Between the near death of my sister, the old world mysteries, and that whole... Murder... Thing... Ugh. The old world died for a reason, and we should just let it lie. Dredging through the past only hurt, it wasn’t worth it to me anymore, and I doubt it would be worth it to anypony else to go through this. Too many chances for things to go wrong, just like everything went to shit before.

Lost Art had been looking around while I was lost in thought, and snapped me out of it with a press of a button. The entire desk started to rumble and lifted into the air. A panel in front of it slid away, revealing a staircase downwards. I fiddled with the PipBuck and tried to shine the dim light down the pathway below the desk. With a sudden CLICK, a sickly green light erupted from the screen and illuminated the darkness below the desk.

Without a word, we both trudged down.

*   *   *

Finally, we reached the Overmare’s office in Stable 12. Lost Art hit the switch at the end of the path and that desk elevated itself away to allow access up the flight of stairs.

Having seen Stable 21, a pristine example of Stable-Tec construction, suddenly Stable 12 looked… rotten. The walls were covered in rust, and cobwebs were everywhere. This Stable looked like it had been banished to the Moon for a thousand years, while the other looked as if it had been built yesterday. The contrast was a bit jarring. Was this really the longevity of what ponies from the old world were capable of? True everything in Stable 12 had been designed to fail, but did Stable-Tec really expect anypony to live in this afterwards, even if it WAS cleansed of radiation?

Was it really so hard to learn to trust each other? All of this could have been avoided, but I guess ponies never change.

Sitting next to the terminal behind the desks was a sealed dossier that had been overlooked during our first pass. It looked identical to the one we had found in the office through the pathway, but it had never been opened. If this one was still sealed, and the message on the terminal was from right before the radiation became unlivable... I tried to piece together the timeline of what had happened. Couldn’t this have all been avoided? If only Lindenleaf had had time to read it, and shut down the whole twisted experiment. Too bad that would never happen now; this place was just a death trap where ponies had been given the chance to learn a lesson, and decided against it.

I looked away from the office, out the window that overlooked the Atrium below. In the corner of my eye was a sea of red, indicating the hundreds of feral ghouls that had been locked in a room for decades. How long had they gone, before they died, before they rose again? If only we could have arrived in time to save them. Wishful thinking got us nothing.

I wanted to put an end to their suffering, to let them pass on. Scanning the Atrium, I tried to take in every detail to plan what I had to do. I looked back at the saddle bag hanging over my rifle. Would you have done the same? Responsibility.

There was a pillar in the center of the room that was made to look like a tree. I knew that it could never be a real tree, trying to grow down here. No magic was powerful enough to grow something like that.

I flicked the bit and the gun fired a hole clear through the glass of the Overmare’s window. Everything broke into sheer chaos. The previously calm group of ghouls all looked up in unison, and what had been a massive moving floor was now a sea of glowing green eyes, staring hungrily at the shattered glass.

“WHAT ARE YOU DOING!?” she screamed as loud as she could, I looked over and saw her with her jaw on the floor and hooves covering her ears. I wasn’t listening though, and looked back through the window. I kicked and loaded another round. Flick. BOOM! The tree-shaped pillar erupted in a shower of steel as the shell blew a huge chunk away. Again I reloaded, fired, and braced myself for the kick.

I refused to blink, repeating the process until I was out of ammo. 

Was it so hard to trust ponies? BOOM! We’d lost our mother years ago and had grown from fillies to mares in the Wasteland and WE knew to have faith in each other, to share and work together. BOOM! Why couldn’t they learn? Why did the old world have to end like this? You can’t survive on your own! BOOM! Leaving ponies to rot in underground death traps. Pitting them against one another. This wasn’t what I had been brought up to believe. BOOM! It wasn’t fair! To force suffering on generations of ponies over essentially nothing! BOOM! Here I was perpetuating it.. I was a hypocrite. Digging for treasure at the expense of family? BOOM! What was wrong with me... Click. Click... Click......

The six shots tore through the pillar in the room as the ghouls stared up at me in confusion. The barrel of my gun was glowing slightly from the heat, and I was sweating. It didn’t matter. I kept firing, even without anything in the barrel. The tree-shaped pillar had been shattered into pieces and began collapsing. After what seemed like forever, there was a metallic creak, followed by a loud whine.

The ceiling caved in. Without the pillar to support the weight, the massive ceiling buckled, and crashed to the floor below. The sound was deafening as dust, steel, and ghoul fluids splattered high above through the cracks in the falling gray steel. The window was splattered and much of it went through the hole I had made, coating me in a macabre dirtiness that I felt cleansed my soul. They weren’t in pain anymore, none of them. Finally they could rest.

“Ya gotta share…”

*   *   *

We trudged back through the dark cave, our path dimly lit by L.A.’s magic. I felt a bit hollow, and not just from all the murder. This whole excursion had been my idea and it had been a total failure. We skipped almost the entirety of Stable 21 due to what had happened, so any treasure that it might hold was still safely locked away. The bits I did find would never be worth this. A new scar on Lost Art’s neck, a Wastelander’s head in my bags and his life weighing on my conscience, and of course all those ghouls that I had put down.

I followed her, not watching where I was going. The blackness around me was suffocating and forced me back into my own thoughts. Those thoughts currently weren’t anywhere I wanted to be. It all went back to that Wastelander. I began to hear voices though, ones that didn’t belong to my sister. I looked up, noticing we were outside of the cave for the first time.

Oh and of course it was cloudy, just like every day. Today it was slightly more cloudy than usual. There might be rain later. Rain was pretty much the standard for the area. We stood between a rotted out, dead forest, and a stretch of the Unicorn Mountains. Unicorns cheat, they even get mountain ranges named after them. I’ve never heard of Earth Pony Mountains!

We were also surrounded by gangers. “Aww shit.” I groaned. They all looked just as surprised as I did, probably not having expected anypony to emerge from the cave. Most were wearing green outfits, and every one I could see had some sort of gun that shot lasers or plasma. I looked at their hooves, and sure as the rumors said, every single one had a ring of pink around their left forehoof. Rumors of The Ashen had been floating about for a while now, but to my knowledge they never ventured this far to the west. Just our luck though.

“Well... What do we have here? Two little fillies out in the wilderness, just… Waiting for someone to come save them from themselves?” The words came from a smooth voice, but one soaked in sarcasm. 

Whoever had just spoke stepped out from behind the group of ponies, revealing himself to be a rather large buck. The most noticeable things about him were the huge flamethrower fuel tank strapped to his back, and the nozzle held in the air by his magic. He was an orange unicorn with a short, scorched black mane. His tail was a lighter shade of orange, and his cutie mark was a burning flower. With a rictus grin, he began to pace a small circle around the two of us slowly. 

“You see, it’s a… Very dangerous world out there. The Wasteland isn’t kind, and two little fillies like you really shouldn’t be out here. I believe, Ashen Hooves would just… Love to meet you.” He paused between words, taking a deep breath. Everything about him rubbed me the wrong way, the fact that he was fairly obviously leering, the arrogance in his voice, and the terrible way he was trying to pretend he wasn’t staring at Lost Art like she was eye candy. Behind him each of the ponies had their weapons trained on the two of us, so we couldn’t do a damn thing but listen. Not that we had anything left to fight with.

“Out of the frying pan, into the fire?” I stared him in his yellow eyes, and he turned to meet my gaze. Behind me I heard a solid thud as L.A. facehoofed from the bad pun.

“Oh yes, quite literally.” He motioned to the tank of fuel strapped to his back with a forehoof, all the while flashing his forced smile. I silently grit my teeth watching. “But I suppose you noticed already.” He gave a chuckle lifting the flamethrower nozzle slightly, before putting his hoof back down. I noticed both of his forehooves had a ring of pink around them.

“What do you want?” I had no time for this, I had a pony to bury. My sister and I might not have a lot of experience with ponies, what with the sticking to our lonesome, but it was obvious this buck was all talk. Too bad I didn’t have any ammo left.

“Oh, nothing in particular...” He stepped closer to Lost Art, quite obviously eyeing her up and down. “We were here... Just passing through. You see... Ashen Hooves wanted us to look into this little cave. Something about a dragon. Nonsense of course.” SEE! I wasn’t the only one who thought a dragon might be here! “Of course, now that we’ve met... I would just,” As he spoke, he smiled sincerely for the first time, then flashed back to the grin he’d had previously. L.A. jumped away from him as he moved a few steps closer. “Just lovely...”

“There’s no dragon, there’s nothing left in there.” Even if he deserved it, I wasn’t sending anypony into that death trap.

“Oh that’s fine, I’d much rather have two precious… Little… Fillies, myself.” This time he turned to me, eyes half closed and swaying slightly. “It’s quite a surprise to find anypony here. If I could just... Show you our camp...” He flashed the disgusting grin again. “I’m sure I could convince you that we can be most hospitable.”

“I’m not a filly anymore.” This was terrible, we weren’t fillies and hadn’t been for years. Yes he was older than us, but not by enough to make us anywhere nea-- Oh. Oh Goddesses. My eyes widened as realization dawned on me. I shifted and raised the barrel of my empty rifle to him. In an instant, every weapon the Ashen held was aimed directly at my head. He waved them away with a hoof. For a tense moment, every gun stayed on me, I gulped… And they finally lowered.

“I’m not either,” Lost Art added, “and we can take care of ourselves, you creep.” Despite sounding exhausted, L.A. didn’t let her voice waver. She was looking around. I really hoped she had a plan.

“That means nothing.” He said, ignoring the insult. “I like you two, I'd love to bring you to meet my boss and the rest of the organization.” Organization? It was well known, even to those of us who avoided society, that The Ashen were nothing but a gang of thugs. At least, I hoped he was talking about the gang, and not... I clenched down on a shudder. “Judging by that gun there, it looks like you two can handle yourself. Ashen Hooves is a very...   Important pony, you see. Those who serve him always need new blood to assist, to help advance our...   Objectives.” He said. 

Pausing for breath, he leered at Lost Art, his eyes glazed and his voice thick with lust. “I could...   personally...  introduce you both, so that you could help us with our...   work.” Yet he wouldn't mention what it was, how convenient for him. I looked back at Lost Art with some distress. This sounded like a bad monologue, did he have a speech planned or did he know we were coming back out?

“I don’t care. Like I said, there’s nothing in there if that’s what you were here for. And if you were here for the cave, then there’s no reason you need anything to do with us.” We began to sidestep away, but he quickly cut our path off.

“Oh but, you see… I was interested in who might be INSIDE, not the location. If you two are the only ponies that are going to come out, then I’m… Interested in you.” He returned the nozzle of his flamethrower to his back, latching it to the fuel tank strapped there. 

It was time for a different approach. I could hear muttering coming from the gangers behind him. A few choice words like ‘flank’, ‘fuck’, and ‘toy’ were the ones that stood out the most. Wait did one just say I had a nice flank? I may have blushed a bit from that one.

“Listen, what did you say you were called?” Lost Art interrupted me, asking this in the sultriest voice had ever heard her use.

“You can call me... Whatever you want, my little filly.” He lowered his head, smiling at her. “The boss calls me Seethe.”

“Right, Seethe then.” What an appropriate name, she fluttered her lashes a few times as she spoke. “I get it. Everypony needs a family, somewhere they belong.” I stared at Lost Art in terror as she spoke, but she looked back and gave a very slight nod. I grimaced and closed my eyes. “But I mean, while you look like a big strong stallion that could protect lil’ ol’ me and my lil’ ol’ sister from the wild Wasteland, we.. Well. We can’t leave all our things here. All our… Friends.” That’s right, take the bait... You obviously like her. She batted her eyelashes a few more times after finishing.

“Friends you say, more little… Fillies like yourself?” He said and licked his lips in the most disgusting way imaginable. “In that case… Stutter Step.” A blue earth pony stepped forward, a plasma pistol in his teeth. He was wearing a black bandana around his neck in addition to the green uniform, but didn’t have a pink ring around his hoof. Must be a newbie. “Go with them while we explore the cave alright.” The last word was not a question, and everypony around understood.

The blue pony nodded furiously, eyes darting between Seethe and the two of us. I felt a bit bad for what was probably going to happen to him, but we had survived this long and had no intention of letting the Wasteland win, ever. Stutter Step put the gun away in a holster attached to his leg.

“S-Seethe said I have to f-follow ya. So d-don’t try anythin’.” Stutter Step said, well stuttered out. This was almost pathetic.

“Just follow me hun…” L.A. swayed her tail back and forth to get his attention, looking over her shoulder. I rolled my eyes at her. This was far more manipulative than I’d ever seen my sister, but sometimes lying and leading ponies on is what won the day. 

“One more thing…” Seethe’s voice cut through our exit. Both Lost Art and I looked back, and saw him holding the flamethrower nozzle right at us. “You stay. She goes.” He looked from Lost Art to me as he spoke.

“No, we stay together, no matter what.” I glared at him, tempting him to act on it.

“Oh that’s a shame, I’ll just kill her then.” He called my bluff, in the calmest way imaginable. FUCK. A gout of flame erupted from the nozzle, lighting the air and dead trees above Lost Art on fire. She dropped to the ground, covering her mane with her hooves. I panicked, and she scrambled out of the way of his flames. He let out a cackle, moving the nozzle back and forth a few times before finally letting up. I could see the dancing flames reflecting in his eyes. What a psychopath!

The minute the flames from his weapon stopped, I bucked the poor rookie in the throat and ran. “Run!” I shouted. Behind me, I heard Lost Art scramble up and race after me. Even further behind me I heard Seethe shouting orders.

“Follow those fucking fillies and do not let them escape!” His voice carried and we ran faster. “You! Cave! NOW!” With that a thunderous beat started as he chased after us.

He was a big pony though, and had a big gun to maneuver. We, on the other hoof, were small thanks to a life of malnutrition. Weaving between the dead and irradiated trees we went in no particular direction, simply running away to run away. Any place was better than dealing with The Ashen here. We had no home as it was, and the hideaway we had didn’t even have supplies worth salvaging if it meant leading this psychopath to our ‘home’. Even if it was a temporary one, we had to have somewhere safe to go in an emergency.

So we ran, moving back and forth between dead trees, giant rocks half-buried in the ground, and the remains of a landslide. There was a light trail of smoke coming from L.A.’s mane, but it stopped shortly after we started running. Eventually the sound of Seethe’s hooves on the hard dirt faded. I didn’t stop, and I did my best to keep Lost Art with me, shouting orders on where to turn and when we were safe. It felt like we had run for hours, and my lungs burned. I could only imagine how my sister felt, considering her exhaustion.

“What did I do to piss off Celestia and Luna to bring the Moon down upon me today!?” I stared at the cloud cover, looking past to the Goddesses in the heavens. “You two just want to fuck with me don’t you?” When I finally felt we were safe I faceplanted into the dirt.

A faint clicking was the only thing that kept me from passing out then and there. No, shut up. I wanted to sleep. I deserved it. Unfortunately, I felt Lost Art grab my tail and drag me away from the clicking. When it finally stopped, I let out a sigh of relief. Out of the corner of my eye I noticed the radiation indicator’s needle bouncing. Got it, clicking means dying.

“We have to hide.” She looked around, panting for breath, her mane frazzled, shortened, and charred. There was a particularly sad look set on her face. “I’ve had it with ponies trying to kill me today. So stop complaining to dead Princesses and fucking help me find somewhere to hide.”

With a groan, I stood and felt something odd. Looking back, I noticed the bandana Stutter Step had been wearing was wrapped around my ankle.  Must have gotten stuck when I kicked him in the-- Oh dear, did I kill another pony today? Slowly I grabbed it with my mouth and showed it to L.A. “Here, for yer mane. Til it grows back…”

She solomnly took the bandana with her magic, and wrapped it around her head, just above her horn. What remained of the purple hair poked through at the back, but altogether it didn’t look bad, well, except for the self-conscious look on her face.

“OKAY OKAY! By the great flanks of Alicorns, let’s go.” I whined. And with that we headed towards what we hoped was safety.

*   *   *

We followed the mountain, along the edge of the forest for a long while before coming to a break in the rock. Unlike the cave before, this was a caravan path, carved through the mountainside centuries ago.  I had kept an eye on the PipBuck the entire time, watching what I had learned was called the Eyes-Forward Sparkle. According to the little info button I found, that was the detection spell that showed little green and red bars in the corner of my vision to tell me where friends and enemies were. We were traveling slowly to stick to safe looking spots, and kept quiet the whole time. I regret not having realized there were enemies ahead of us before, so I took the time to learn whatever I could about the new piece of technology. I wanted to be able to use it to my advantage whenever possible, it could keep us safer. It could give me the edge to make sure what happened in the Stable never happened again.

I also discovered the beautiful machine could help me repair my weapons. The only good part about this is that it meant the second, busted rifle that Goddesses damned caravan trader had sold me wouldn’t be completely wasted. I would have L.A. look at it later since she had the technical knowhow to deal with it. Plus, using cheater magic would be easier than me trying to unscrew things with my mouth.

What little we could see of the sun came under the cloud cover and through the mountain pass. We crossed the pass, careful to stay out of sight of anypony who might be traveling. It would be night soon, and we needed somewhere safe to hide out. The PipBuck map showed that the town of Pommel Falls wasn’t far from where we were, and was in the direction we were headed. At my nagging, Lost Art had agreed that we could head there. There was only one thing to do first.

Before we reached the town, I pulled out the head of the Wastelander I had killed in cold blood. In the distance I could see light coming from Pommel Falls, but we weren’t quite there yet. Why was that town marked on his map, did they know him? Were they expecting him? Was he a hero or a renegade, how did he interact with that town? When the ponies there learned I murdered him, would they cheer, would they shun me? Would I be banished, or killed... I slumped down against one of the dead trees and looked at the severed head between my hooves.

“I wish I had stopped, wish I had asked what happened. I will find out who you are. And I will make up for this.” I pressed my forehead to the head’s, by now it was as cold as the air around us.

“Do you need any help?” Lost Art was standing in front of me, a worried look on her face.

“I have to do this alone. You’ve been hurt enough by my stupid decisions.” I set the head at the base of the rotting tree, took a step back, and began to dig. It was a slow process, and Lost Art offered to help many more times during it. Each time I shooed her away, this was my responsibility, not hers. Dirt covered my legs, mixing in with the dried blood from before, so that my coat was now mottled between brown, red, and white.

Eventually, I had a small hole in the dirt, big enough for the head to fit and be covered completely. Carefully, I lowered him down. Before covering the remains, I stared into the eyes once more, and felt tears roll down my cheeks. Finally I closed his eyes and whispered my goodbye.

I pushed the loose dirt over the remains, and began to carve a marker into the tree with my hooves. I had no knives or tools to cut the bark with, so it turned out as a simple X. Nowhere near as fancy as the one that was forever emblazoned on my haunches, but it was a marker nonetheless. Once I finished, I made a point to put a special mark in the PipBuck map so I would never forget where it was...

We turned to Pommel Falls without a word, and as night fell, and the rain began. Time to finish what he started.

_________________________________________________________________________________________________

Footnote: Level Up!

Hidden Fortune:

New Perk: Good Listener – You’ve proved you can follow instructions in life threatening situations, and as a result receive a bonus to skills when performing with assistance from somepony else. Yay teamwork!



Lost Art: (2 levels)

New Perk: (Lvl1) New Perk: Intense Training (Rank 1) – Not every mare lives through getting shot in the throat. Lady Luck shines on you tonight! +1 Luck

New Perk: (Lvl2) New Perk: Momma’s Filly (Rank 1) – Being taught how to survive, you can even coach others in what to do, +5 to Medicine and Science skills per rank.

“Wait why did I get two?”

“You didn’t get a level in the first chapter cause you were almost dead at the time, so you get two now.”

“Ohh.. Is that really how it works?”

“Sure, whatever.”

Quest Perk: PipBuck: You found a PipBuck! It has all sorts of old world technology to help you with both combat and keeping track of the Wasteland around you. Use it wisely.

(A massive thank you to Kkat for creating, and everyone else who has helped to flesh out the universe of Fallout Equestria. And to everyone who has/will help with with editing and making this more palatable... Big hearts to everyone, especially Dimestream, Sabsy, Wire, and everypony else. And of course everything is copyright their respective owners.  ~Hnetu)





Chapter 3: How The Wasteland Works



“The Wasteland is not black and white, everything is just shades of gray. Killing doesn’t just magically make it better.” 

“Girls.”

Lost Art and I kept on as if we hadn’t heard her.

“Girls. Be quiet. We’re here for food and protection, not to play.”  Mom was crouched down digging at the lock on the door. We had found a little house at the edge of a destroyed city, one that still had all four walls. 

“Sorry mom,” both Lost Art and I replied in unison. We were busy playing in the remains of the garden, in front of a slightly rotten house. I stopped and looked at it, wondering what might be inside. The blast that took out the city must not have been strong enough to take out this house. It was left standing, though it was leaning sharply to the side. 

“What do you think’ll be inside?” Lost Art was asking mom, distracting her from from the lock. I heard a snap and saw the glare she gave my sister. “Sorry...”

“C’mon sis, let’s look for another door?” I trotted off to the side as I spoke, hoping to find a backdoor that lead inside. At least this would break the tension and let mom concentrate.

“Sure!” She trotted off in the opposite direction, a bit more cautiously than me. We met in the back, and found nothing, then circled forward to meet back in the front where mom was.

“Ok we’re good, let’s go inside.” Mom pushed the door open and let us in, then followed and closed the door behind us. She used her rust colored tail to shut the door. I never learned how she did that, such an interesting trick. “Alright, split up. Lost and Hidden, check the kitchen. I’m going upstairs. If something happens I want you to call for me as loud as you can and run toward the front door.” With that, she started up the stairs. We both gave salutes.

“I bet I find more than you,” I said to Lost Art and started off toward the kitchen. Lost Art trotted after me. Once inside, we quietly scavenged on different sides. It was a pretty good haul to be honest: lots of food and a few unopened drinks. Whomever these ponies were, they had been prepared for---

“GIRLS!” Mom yelled from upstairs. Both of us dropped whatever we were holding and bolted toward the door as we’d been instructed. “Girls! Upstairs!” Her voice didn’t sound scared, but we raced up frantically. I looked over and saw a terrified look on Lost Art’s face, and was fairly certain I had an identical one on mine.

“What is it mom?” L.A. yelled when we reached the top of the stairs.

“Are you okay?” I yelled at the same time.

“Good timing. I’m fine. I wanted to show you something.” She was smiling, her green eyes twinkling slightly. I hated these tests, but they kept us sharp. She pointed with a hoof.

“What is it?” Lost Art piped up, stepping up next to mom.

The room was in shambles, papers strewn about the floor, a chair toppled over. The windows on the far wall were blown out from the balefire blast that destroyed the city, so rain could get in. Across from us, where mom was pointing, was a potted plant. It was a beautiful blue flower with vines growing around the pot. Somehow it had survived all these years inside the room. How very resilient.

“It smells like rot in here.” I snorted, ignoring the main reason we were upstairs. The papers on the floor shuffled slightly.

“I know honey, but listen. This is poison joke. The reason I’m standing back here-, now, Lost Art, stay back okay?” She moved her hoof and pushed L.A. back a few steps. 

“But I wanna see...” L.A. whined.

“Shh, this plant is dangerous and I want to teach you now where it’s relatively safe okay?” Her voice went from sounding annoyed to protective. She was our light in the Wasteland, and– did the floor move again?

I had no idea what happened next. There was movement, the papers fluttered into the air. There was a splash of blood and a scream.

~   ~   ~

“AHH!” I woke with a start, screaming.

“What! What’s wrong?” Lost Art yelled at me.

“Nothing... Just.” I didn’t remember. Panting, I tried to remember. Something red, white flashes... I... “What time is it?”

“Very late, or very early. Depends on how you look at it. Might as well get up, we have to go soon.” L.A. responded. She didn’t look at me as she spoke, as she was busy staring out a crack in the door.

We had found a small shack that was mostly intact, and just far enough outside of the town that we wouldn’t be noticed. After a bit of arguing, it was decided to spend the night and enter town in the morning. That way if something went bad, there would be plenty of time to leave rather than sleeping somewhere we might not be welcome. It was an absolute mess, trash everywhere, but it was better than sleeping exposed among the trees.

“Do you think it’s time to head over toward Pommel Falls, or should we wait more?” I was still groggy, and didn’t really remember the plan.

“I don’t think it matters. It’s early enough the earliest of early ponies might be up, but I doubt it. We could get some extra sleep. After what happened yesterday I don’t think it could hurt.” She sounded exhausted, and the dark rings under her eyes were very pronounced tonight.

“Have you been sleeping at all?” I stood from the dirty mattress I was lying on and stepped up next to her. “You need to be sleeping.”

“I’m fine.” She turned away from me, and rummaged through an overturned box.

“No you’re not.” I stepped in front of her as I spoke, cutting her off from the box she was digging in. “You rarely sleep as it is, you’re always tired. You need rest. I can watch for a while.” This was going to become another argument, but I wasn’t going to relent.

“If I was tired I would go to sleep. But somepony has to watch out for us. With mom gone,” L.A. said.

I stopped listening to her there, the dream flashed through my mind again. What was it that I was dreaming of... Whatever it was had been terrifying. 

“...and furthermore, we’re still in the woods and have no idea what might be around us,” she finished.

“Alright, alright. Why don’t I take watch then? You get a few hours before we go to town,” I said. She huffed but went to lay down. Having settled the argument, I looked out the crack that she had been using and sighed. It was still pitch black outside. Of course, the light in here wasn’t much better, only thing we could find was an old candle and it was almost a nub.

A short while later, after grumbling loudly as she lay on the mattress, Lost Art finally fell asleep. As I could finally relax, I laid in front of the door and kept an eye out the crack, staring into the darkness. Fortunately nothing happened aside from the occasional bloodwing flying about. Since we were inside though I felt safe enough to not freak out, especially since we had no ammunition for my gun anyway, panicking would do us little good.

*   *   *

“... then I said, that’s why we cut it off!” A voice hollered, followed by laughing from multiple voices. I lay on the floor, face pressed against the door. 

“Well, all in all it was a good night. Let’s get some rest.” There was a thud at the door, and it slammed into my nose. “What the... It’s stuck!” The door was pushed into my nose again, and I pushed back with a hoof.

“L.A.! Pssst. Lost Art!” I whispered as loud as I could. I really hoped she would wake up. I wasn’t anywhere near my peak right now, and must have dozed off while on watch. What time was it? I looked out the little crack as whoever it was was trying to push the door open. My hooves slid against the wooden floor, but I managed to catch myself.

“Fucker won’t open! Somepony’s in our shack.” One of the voices said.

“Want me to shoot it open?” A second voice asked.

“Then we won’t ‘ave a door you idjit!” There was a third voice.

Ok so, at least three ponies, and they sound pissed off. Might be raiders. The E.F.S. on my PipBuck flashed a few red icons. This was very bad. I looked back at my rifle. If I could just get to... Oh right, no ammo. Okay maybe... With my free hoof I looked at the PipBuck and started punching buttons with my nose. Ok, items and then... Wow, even the PipBuck didn’t know what those bullets I found were. Finding nothing useful in my bags, and with my battle saddle across the room. Oh and my gun being useless without any ammo. The door kept jostling.

This was the worst possible time for L.A. to actually be asleep. She would know what to do. “Pssst!”

“I’m just gonna shoot it.” The second voice said coldly. “It’s just a fuckin’ door.”

I scrambled away as soon as I heard the word shoot, and within seconds the wood erupted into thousands of splinters. A second shot was fired, and the remainder of the door exploded toward me. I tried to cover my face with my hooves, but it did little to shield me from the shrapnel. Dozens of splinters dug into my legs and stomach, sticking painfully.

“OW!” I yelped without realizing it.

“What’s goin–” Lost Art started to speak, having woken up in a start.

“Lookie what we ‘ave ‘ere boys...” The third voice was talking again, and from the looks of it, it belonged to a mangy yellow earth pony in... Oh no, raider barding. He was wearing a pair of goggles and had a hat pulled over his mane.

“What the fuck’er you two bitches doing in our shit?” The first raider stepped forward, blocking our only exit. He was an older looking unicorn, who was slowly pulling out a pipe from his saddlebags. I could just barely see his cutie mark, but from the looks of it, it was a circle of stitches. What... what special talent could that even be?

“Can I shoot them?” The remaining voice belonged to a green earth pony who had a battle saddle on. The shotgun jury rigged onto it was still smoking from when he blew the door open. The things that stood out most though, were his surprisingly bright blue eyes. He was also wearing raider barding, with what looked like a pony skull on his left shoulder.

“Well we were... Just looking for a place to...” I tried explaining, but was cut off when I heard, more than felt, the pipe the unicorn was using smash into the side of my head. My head snapped to the side... Ok, looking over this way now.

“Don- -re. More poni- -ave fun with and sell.” He muttered, pushing me over as he stepped past toward Lost Art. The ringing in my ears kept me from being able to tell what he said completely. I saw in the corner of my eye as he swung the pipe toward her head. I shifted my weight, and gave a fierce buck with both rear hooves. The unicorn fell onto his side with an “oof” before the pipe could connect. It caught his friends off guard that we were actually fighting back and took a moment to regain their composure.

Shotgun pony fired again. The majority of the buckshot flew past by, but a few pieces dug into my shoulder and side. I cringed, feeling the searing hot metal dig into my flesh. No time, no time! The other two raiders had stepped inside, blocking the exit. I charged forward and dove into the green pony’s chest with my head as hard as I could. He let out an “oomph!” and dropped to his knees. I recoiled, my leg giving out under me. I dropped next to him, scattering trash into the corners of the shack and setting off the ringing in my ears again.

Behind me, I saw Lost Art joining the fight. She had stood from the bed and was stomping at the unicorn that I had bucked onto the floor. Busy with the other two, all I could hear was a repeated, muffled thud as she bludgeoned the pony’s body with her hooves.

The earth pony with the goggles reared up on his hind legs and slammed both forehooves into me just as I’d done to the group’s leader with my rear hooves. I cried out, feeling the air forced from my lungs. I rolled onto my side, right onto my bleeding leg, and looked toward the yellow bastard as he reared up for a second attack.

I didn’t have the time to move before it would hit. The stallion stood nearly straight up, but before he could lunge forward, the metal pipe cracked into the side of his head, engulfed in a blue glow. It swung a second time, and there was a sickening crack, followed by the pony collapsing onto the wooden floor with a meaty thud. I looked over to see L.A., a strained and terrified look on her face, and both of her forehooves stained a glistening crimson.

The pony I had rammed into staggered to his hooves, snapped a new shell into his shotgun and was aiming back and forth as he backed away. Without his companions, he seemed unsure which of us was more dangerous. After a moment it seemed he had made a decision, and pointed the gun at Lost Art, the only one of us that was armed. I took a step forward, and Lost Art did the same. The raider took another step back.

He fired. 

The shot missed by a mile, the buckshot dug into the floor a short distance in front of us. I charged after him once his shell was spent, and Lost Art did the same. He turned to begin running, but I caught his tail in my teeth and dug my good hooves into the ground to keep him from escaping. Lost Art swung her pipe again, inexpertly cracking it against the raider’s rear leg.

“FUCK! Lemme go!” He sounded far different than the confident pony who had blown the door to his own home apart. I pulled back and down, collapsing him to the ground on to the wounded leg. 

“Why! Why was your first reaction to kill us?” I suddenly felt tears on my cheeks, as I screamed at the murderous green psychopath. “Why–”

The pipe came down on him before he could answer. Aghast, I watched as again and again Lost Art bashed it against his head, her face twisted in fear and rage. Finally I grabbed the pipe in my mouth and forced her to stop. I could feel the metal trying to move up and down still, even as I held it in place.

“He’sh dead.” I told her, around the pipe. Finally, the pipe stopped moving, and she slumped to the ground on her haunches. For an uncomfortable moment she was quiet, trembling and gazing vacantly at the ground, still trying to swing the pipe in my mouth. 

“I... was nearly murdered yesterday!” She stared at me, lip quivering and tears rolling down her cheeks. “Do you have any idea what it feels like?” Her wailing was interrupted by a hiccup, and she touched a hoof to the scar on her neck. “You’ve never even been shot. We’ve always been lucky. I almost...” Her telekinetic grasp the pipe faded and I let it fall to the ground.

“I have now...” I motioned to the holes in my shoulder, and the blood running down my leg. They weren’t much but they stung like nothing I’d ever experienced. Not that I was going to let her see me in pain. “But that’s just it, we’ve been lucky. The Wasteland... Remember what happened to mom?” There was another flash... A scream and the sound of a body hitting the ground. Oh, it was that dream again... 

“I remember...” She sniffled loudly as she spoke. Once again there was a hiccup.

“The Wasteland is never kind.” I stepped over the raider’s body and wrapped a hoof around her neck, pulling her close. “Let’s get what we can and go toward the town okay? We can’t let this beat us.” She wrapped one of her forehooves around me, holding me steady as I wobbled from from the blow to my head.

She gave a weak nod and I helped her up from the ground. Once she had calmed down, we began to pick through the corpses. The barding was worthless, especially if we wanted to get into town and not get shot at first sight. The pipe we kept, and I took the shotgun from the earth pony. He had a handful of shells, but the gun would never fit my battle saddle, unless I made some changes. So into the bag the shells went. I holstered the gun over my side, opposite my rifle. Lost Art kept the pipe since she could use it with her magic, and we looted the rest of the bodies. A broken pistol and some bullets for it. We left the pistol on the body as trash, but I tossed the 9mm bullets into my bags for later. Aside from that, there was a combined total of 23 caps and a whole lot of emotional trauma.

As soon as we had whatever was reasonable to take, we ran toward the town and left the mess to be picked clean by scavengers. There wasn’t any time for remorse. They just wanted to use and kill us. Fuck the Wasteland.

The town though, it was... Well, there was no question as to why three raiders were able to set up shop not even trotting distance away. There were no defenses here, just a few small buildings and a large mill near the waterfall at the back end of town. One building had the word ‘General Store’ painted on the front, and another had ‘Inn’ hastily scrawled across it. Neither looked particularly special, just a couple of two story buildings that somehow survived the end of the world.

“C’mon, we’ll go to the Inn first?” I asked L.A.

“I think we should go to the store and get something to protect ourselves with. I don’t like being unarmed.” She said hesitantly, looking back and forth at the empty path between the buildings.

“Good point. Plus I can ask about this.” I said, and motioned to the PipBuck. “And, y’know, the stallion I killed.”

Lost Art simply sighed and walked off, heading toward the store with an anxious gait. I followed with a limp whenever she wasn’t looking. Once we opened the door we were greeted by a blue unicorn with a teal mane.

“Hello, welcome to...” he said in a droll voice, slowly looking up at us as he spoke. “Oh... Haven’t seen either of you in town before. Welcome to Pommel Falls.” He grinned at us. “ New ponies in town, eh? Have you come for the amazing deals? I sell everything, guns, ammo, information, armor, tools!  You name it I can get it for you.”

“Umm... Well.” Lost Art said, “I was looking for something to make a latch for the PipBuck...” She motioned to the device on my forehoof.

The salespony started to speak. He closed his mouth, opened again and could only mutter. “Yeah I got nothin’.”

“I thought you said you sell everything?” I quipped, giving a grin.

“Well, everything is... relative!” the shopkeep stammered. Before we could continue bartering, the door to the shop opened and a purple unicorn mare with a blonde mane waltzed in.

“Broker, I was looking to get-- Oh, I didn’t know you were already helping customers. I can...” She trailed off looking at the two of us, her eyes idly trailing down toward my foreleg. With a smile she stepped over toward the two of us, offering a hoof. “Nice to meet you two, allow me to introduce myself. My name is Hydro, I’m in charge of the town here.”

“Pfft, so you think. Don’t forget about Waterwheel and Rainfall. What’ll they think if you go ‘round telling everypony that you’re in charge,” the merchant pony named Broker said as he rummaged through his supplies. “And don’t you worry my good mares, I’ll find something to make a latch for you.”

“Did you know there were raiders living right outside of your town?” Lost Art asked her, hesitantly shaking hooves.

“Well, there are raiders everywhere, it’s not like you can keep them out.” She turned away as she spoke, looking back toward the door.

“Well when you have your town completely unprotected and plainly visible you can’t. It’s also marked on the PipBuck’s map. I don’t know how, but that’s how we found it.” As I spoke, the merchant behind the counter stopped digging and stared on in shock. Apparently it had never occurred to him that a populated area without any protection would be easy pickings for a group of raiders. This is why large groups of ponies can’t be trusted.

“We’re not gonna have any raiders coming to steal my goods, are we, Hydro... I don’t have anything but my store.” He went back to digging, probably distracting himself from what was going on.

“This is a safe town, Broker, you know that. And you two, I don’t want you scaring my townsponies. Now... Would you please come with me?” She tossed her mane to the side, and started toward the door.

“Well, what about your shopping, Hydro?” Broker asked, finally digging up some small pieces of scrap metal for Lost Art. Her eyes lit up at the sight of the shiny pieces of scrap. “Oh and... I found something you might be able to use. It’ll be 50 caps though.”

“For those?!” both L.A. and I asked in unison.

“Broker, that won’t be necessary. They are our guests. Put it on my tab. I’ll return later for the usual.” The purple Unicorn began toward the door and motioned for us to follow her. Lost Art grabbed the metal bits and we followed.

“I don’t trust her,” I whispered to Lost Art as we stepped out. She just shook her head next to me.

*   *   *

“First things first, we’re getting you to a doctor. Grinder’s been here since before the town started up. He’s an old pony but he knows exactly what he’s doing. Have him patch you up, then come into my office.” Hydro explained as we walked from Broker’s general store to the mill at the rear of the town. 

The mill was actually a lot larger up close. There was a water wheel near the back that powered the facility, and several rooms on the one side of the building. Hydro led the two of us through the entrance and off to one of the makeshift offices near the center of the building. 

“Now, I will be in my office down the hall, just over there,” she said, and motioned with a hoof as she spoke, “as soon as you’re done head back my way. I’ll be waiting.” She spoke in a singsong voice, and trotted off.

“Well... Now wha-” The door behind us slammed open, interrupting me. From it a frazzled looking grey earth pony stared at us. “EEP!” I jumped into the air at the sudden noise, getting a weird look from both the doctor and L.A.

“Ok you first then!” He grabbed L.A. by the hoof and pulled her in, then slammed the door.

Once she was inside, things became increasingly lonely in a very short period of time. We were rarely separated, and despite having survived in the Wasteland for years all by ourselves, this was the most nervous I had ever been. It was so quiet, so quiet... I sat next to the door, and idly tapped my forehooves together, trying to pass the time.

After what seemed like an eternity, the door opened, and L.A. wobbled out. She smiled weakly at me and pointed to her throat. The scar was still there, but it looked considerably better. Rather than being a giant red splotch on her, it was now an offwhite splotch! “Your turn,” she said.

“Was it that bad?” I asked, feeling shaky. Groups of ponies were scary enough, but going into a little room in a sawmill with a ‘doctor’ pony named Grinder. This was... I slumped to the side on my shot up leg. Lost Art caught me though, and set me upright again.

“No, he actually knew what he was doing. I think...” She nudged me toward the door as she spoke. I sheepishly stepped forward and into the doctor’s office while Lost Art took my place waiting outside.

“Alright little missy, let’s fix you up next.” He said in a calm voice, as he pushed me to sit down on a bench. “Your sister is lucky to be alive, you know. If the shot had been all the way through she’d have died instantly. The fact that it punched through the front of the throat from the side is the only reason she survived. You did a terrible job patching it up, but it was enough to keep her with us. I’ve fixed the majority of the damage, but if it weren’t for Hydro’s recommendation I would have written her off as a corpse.”

“Umm...” I had no idea how to reply to that. I simply sat and stared at him, holding my leg up for him to examine.

“Oh dear, oh no. This is bad. The buckshot...” He shook his head, gray mane shaking as he did. “We’re going to have to use thish,” He pulled a sheet away on the far wall with his mouth. As the sheet dropped, it revealed a gigantic sawblade. “To amputate!” He smiled wide.

“What! But I need this leg!” I grabbed it with my other hoof and pulled it close, scooting away from that horrible thing. 

The doctor laughed heartily, and wiped a tear from his eye with a forehoof. “That never gets old. Silly pony, I’m a doctor not a butcher, but you two just seemed so scared of everything. Wide eyed like foals straight from a Stable. I just need to dig the pellets out and a healing potion should patch you up. Now let me examine you and we’ll see if there’s any other issues.” With that, he pulled out some strange looking doctorpony tools and began the examination.

Most was pretty standard, I was informed not to take any naps because of the pipe-to-head activities this morning, and that I had a bit more radiation that was considered healthy. He dug out the splinters from the raider shack’s door first and it was actually pretty simple. Just a pair of tweezers and the time consuming task of plucking out bits of wood that were imbedded in skin and fur. The worst part was when he dug out the buckshot. Earth Ponies have a lot of skill at putting things where they need to go the first time, but no matter how skilled a doctor is, having a set of tweezers dig around under my skin was not pleasant. Especially since he had to go by feel with his mouth. Needless to say there was a lot of screaming.

“Can’t you knock me out for this?” I begged, my shoulder spasming as he dug the tweezers into a hole with his teeth. The only response was a frustrated look and a shake of his head. When he did it, the tweezers twisted back and forth, causing me to cry out in pain. This was only the third one, and he still had several more to go. At some point though, I finally lost consciousness.

*   *   *

“This really isn’t good for her concussion is it?” I heard Lost Art’s voice, I had no idea what she was talking about. What’s a concussion anyway? I just needed to go back to sleep and enjoy a nice long nap.

“No, Dr. Grinder said not to let her sleep. He said she passed out during the ‘surgery’,” The voice pronounced that word weird, wonder why, “but we should still wake her up.” Wait I think I knew that voice... Where had I heard it before?

“Hidden! Get up!” That one was L.A.’s voice. I clenched my eyes closed. 

“Nuh uh,” I grumbled back at her.

“Ok she’s awake, she always does that.” There was a shove, and I fell off whatever I was lying on. To my credit, I DID open my eyes and land on all four hooves after a half inch drop. After that though, I fell on my face. My shoulder was wrapped in thick bandages, and it still felt weak. Slowly I stood back up.

“Ow...” I shook my head a bit, causing me to wobble slightly, but caught myself. I looked around and saw four ponies. A brown stallion, a tan stallion, and Hydro, as well as Lost Art. Who were these ponies, what happened with the doctor, and why did my side hurt? I thought he fixed me, why is it worse?

“Welcome back to the world of the living!” Hydro chuckled as she spoke. Had I died?! “You were sleeping so deep we thought we’d lost you.” My heart dropped back to where it belonged.

“Please don’t do that...” These ponies were just evil. “Lost Art, can I speak to you in private?” I motioned for her to come closer.

“What is it?” Lost Art asked. “You were asleep for a really long time. I honestly thought you might have died. Don’t scare me like that, and listen to Hydro,” She stepped closer as she was talking, and I caught a glint of green on her. Instantly I looked down at my leg. It was bare. Frantically I looked around, trying to find the little green lights. Finding none I slumped down on my haunches, causing her to pause, “what’s wrong?”

“You have my PipBuck...” I didn’t mean to say it, it just... kinda slipped out.

“I thought we were sharing?” Her voice wasn’t angry, it sounded more hurt than anything. She held her forehoof up, and twisted it to show the latch she’d worked together. “What did you want...?”

“I just don’t trust these ponies. I think this was a bad idea. We should just go back to our hideaway, and do some treasure hunting for food. This will only get us hurt.” I was beginning to get paranoid and I knew it. “Mom always taught us that ponies in groups were bad and we’d both been hurt a lot lately. We need time to recover.”

“This was your idea,” Lost Art said, “and they need our help. I don’t think they’re as bad as mom said. They’re hurting too. I...” She sounded guilty. “I want to help. I wanna make up for some things,” she said with a sad look in her eyes. She shuffled a forehoof against the floor. I honestly wondered what she could see through the E.F.S. the PipBuck was giving her, did they show her something I couldn’t see about these ponies?

“Fine... But afterward we go home, hunt for treasure, and hide out.” I was a bit surprised at this turn of events. Up ‘til now I was always the always the one who wanted to go do adventurous things, and she had always been the one wanting to stay home where it was safe.

“Umm, if I could interrupt...” Hydro was the one who spoke this time. “This is Waterwheel and Rainfall; they help run Pommel Falls with me. Waterwheel is in charge of, well, the water wheel, obviously. Rainfall handles the lake at the top of the waterfall. We’ve been having some problems and were wondering if you would be able to offer some assistance. None of us can leave, and it wouldn’t be fair to send townsponies that are supposed to be under our protection to do our dirty work.”

“Of course, we’re willing to offer what assistance we can for this. Negotiations were handled with Lost Art here while you were... Napping.” This time the tan stallion spoke. As he did he fluttered his wings. Oh! He was a pegasus. I’d never seen one in the flesh before. Wow... Could he really fly? That was amazing and... Stopped paying attention for a minute there. Oops. “...the main fear is the water supply being ruined. Due to its elevation, the radiation that we deal with regularly here isn’t a major problem, no balefire reached it, and since it’s a natural spring there is very little innate radiation in the water.”

The brown buck interrupted him with a snort. “It’s not perfectly pure, but it is a lot better than what you can find elsewhere. This town relies on it for both power, trade, and drinking. To lose the resource would be a horrible blow to the Wasteland.” I discreetly looked at him and saw no wings. So that made... A pegasus, an earth pony, and a unicorn. Well at least they were running the place as equals. He spoke with a deep, forceful voice, “It happens to be our one commodity that is widely desired throughout the valley from here to the old Academy. Caravans and merchants regularly come through, taking the supplies everywhere. Trade is extremely important: many ponies will die without the water we provide.”

Lost Art and I just stared as they spoke, nodding occasionally when there was a pause for breath. 

“So, why do you need us to do it?” I was very confused by the time I asked.

“Well,” the purple unicorn spoke up first, “the three of us all have very specific knowledge or skills that would take a lot of time to train anypony else, so we cannot go. And like I said, it would not be right to ask somepony to do what we cannot. ‘A captain does not ask her crew to do something she would not’ and all that. You two on the other hand, can be equipped to go, came from the Wasteland and, I was told, took out three local raiders with ease.” Lost Art looked away when this was mentioned, as if she were trying to shrink away. “But mostly because of that PipBuck. It has an auto-map that will help lead you up the mountain to where you can investigate.”

“Wait, how do you know that? You don’t have one on...” Lost Art looked from her to the PipBuck and back again, holding up her forehoof to demonstrate.

“Well, there was a buck a while back who came through with one. Looked a lot like that. He and I...” She blushed and stared at the floor. Hearing this, I finally started to pay attention.

“The short version is that he showed her how things work,” the one named Waterwheel explained, with another snort. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Rainfall shoot a glare over toward the other two. I wasn’t quite sure which he was glaring at, but it looked more sad than angry.

“What was his name...” I asked hesitantly, I couldn’t tell her what happened...

“He never said, I didn’t ask... It was only one night,” she answered. Her purple coat actually managed to turn the perfect shade of crimson to match the guilty look on her face.

I could barely hold back a facehoof. Ok, not mentioning to her what had happened. I shrunk back a bit, moving behind Lost Art. “I can’t tell her what happened,” I whispered to her. She just nodded curtly.

“So what do we need to do?” she asked to distract them, giving me a sympathetic look.

“Just go up there and find out what’s changing the taste and color of the water. A few have already died to whatever is happening, so it’s either a large amount of poison or...” Rainfall trailed off at the end. He fluttered forward with those fascinating wings, and headed toward the door. “Follow me.”

“Wait why can’t you just fly us up?” I asked.

“Not strong enough, would take too long to carry gear and both of you,” He replied.

“Can you at least give us a rough idea where the path up is? We’ve never gone through the mountains before.” I asked. Lost Art was looking at the PipBuck as I spoke, clicking buttons with her magic to find the map.

“Sure thing, my good mare. I really do wish I could take you both up there, but if I were to get killed, well... I’m the only pegasus around, and we need somepony around who can keep the rain from tainting the supply.” He flew out of the door once he finished answering. We trotted after him, me with a slight limp.

He’d flown past where the waterfall was, and was pointing. “Wow, that’s really high up there.” I said. Pegasuses were... Wait is it pegasuses or pegasi? Whatever, they’re really something, those wings... If he was saying anything, we couldn’t make out what it was. Too far away and too much noise from the waterfall. Hydro and Waterwheel had followed the two of us out, and were watching as well.

“So you just need to-” Waterwheel was cut off by a loud bang, as a shot rang out above the roar of the water. We all stared as there was a spray of red mist in the sky behind Rainfall, before the pegasus dropped into the plunge pool far below.

“Rainfall!” Hydro called out, oblivious to the fact that Rainfall would be unable to hear over the sound of the falling water. Instantly she burst into a full gallop toward him, ignoring anything else.

“I’ll get Grinder. You two. Go to Broker. Now.” The brown stallion ordered us as if he were a commander, then turned to gather the town doctor. “Tell him to give you the best of what he has. Get up there. Kill whatever fired that shot.”

We ran as fast as we could with my limp toward the shopkeep pony, dodging various townsponies who were running toward the waterfall. Our bartering was quick and inconsequential. He ended up giving me three bullets for my rifle, and gave Lost Art a 9mm pistol to use with the ammunition we already had. Together, we had the shotgun, a few shells of my rifle, the pipe and the pistol. Really not the best to be going against whatever it was that took down a Pegasus mid-flight, but it was all we had.

Without a word, we both ran out of town, with Lost Art in the lead with the map. I wasn’t totally sure about all this, I mean... We didn’t even know these ponies. But if Lost Art had a good reason, then I was going to trust her. She’d always been there for me so she must know what she’s doing. 

This wasn’t just about the Wastelander anymore. I owed him as much to come here and try to finish his work, but now I’d gone and gotten somepony shot. I knew he was dead but I didn’t want to admit it. I don’t need more innocent blood on my hooves.

This was going to be a really long day...

*   *   *

Finding the path upward turned out to be a lot more difficult than we had expected. I couldn’t tell the difference between any of it. To me it all looked like one big wall. Sure there were parts that stuck out more than others and parts that seemed to lead away, but it was almost as if it were an optical illusion. The mountain was almost completely vertical here, and every rock was the same slate gray as the one next to it. 

Eventually Lost Art found the pathway, with the use of the auto-map in the PipBuck. She pointed toward it, and up we went. The path itself was a very very narrow walkway snaking back and forth upward through the various outcroppings. There were many spots where tricky spots that we had to jump over, and a few we almost didn’t make. In the end, we managed pretty well.

Until somepony started shooting at us.

A loud bang echoed through the air and a bullet struck, blowing a chunk of rock away mere inches from L.A.’s head. “What was that!?” Lost Art screamed at me. She ducked herself as close to the side of the mountain as she could, covering her head with a forehoof.

“I don’t know!” I was trying to move away from the edge, but my wounded leg wasn’t giving me an easy time doing it. I really wished there were some painkillers or healing potions to use, because healing naturally wasn’t cutting it at this point.

Another bang shattered the air, and I felt a sharp sting on my back. It didn’t so much hurt as shocked me with it’s suddenness. I yelped and collapsed downward, then looked back, trying to find out what just happened. All I could see was blood, lots of it. The moment I saw it, pain erupted through my back like fire spreading. There was a huge hole, pouring blood down my side, and I’m pretty sure I could see some bone. I felt pretty lucky that it hadn’t gone all the way through.

My eyes widened, and I stared up where the shot or bullet had come from. The mountainside above us was at a steep incline, and I couldn’t tell who or what was firing, only that it was coming from above. It didn’t help that the rock and stone all blended in with the cloud cover, which made it hard to tell where mountain ended and sky began. And of course they had the high ground, and could take potshots since we were almost completely exposed. I looked back and forth, trying to find somewhere safe.

Lost Art was still ahead of me, waving a hoof frantically to show me where to move. I crawled to her, breathing heavily and weakly dragging my hooves. Somehow, I managed to squeeze under an overhang and out of sight of whatever was firing at us. Feeling a bit woozy here, why is everything getting blurry?

“What are we going to do? Oh Celestia, oh Luna. You’re hurt! Are you okay?” She pressed down on the hole to stop the bleeding, just like I’d done on her throat. “This is a lot of blood.” She was breathing heavily, eyes wide and ears twitching furiously. Honestly, it hurt more than it helped. Just like I’d done...

“I think I got shot again. I can’t aim up with the battle saddle either, we’re easy targets right now.” I gulped, feeling the world begin to spin. “I need something before I pass out. It can’t be healthy to bleed this much.”

“What about that bottle we found in the clinic of the Stable?” I had forgotten about it until she mentioned it. L.A. dug through my saddlebags with her magic until she found the little bottle with ‘Buck’ written on the label. There were no instructions for use, so she just popped it open with her telekinesis to fish out whatever was inside. She tossed the thin lid out from the outcropping while she rummaged into the bottle.

A shot blew a hole clear through it, and it disappeared off the mountainside. Both of us stared in wide-eyed horror. If the sniper was that good how in Celestia and Luna’s name had he not taken my head off?

Inside the bottle was a single brown pill. I popped it into my mouth and bit down. It tasted foul, but I forced it down anyway. I didn’t feel anything at first, and just looked back at Lost Art, sharing her expectant look.

“Is it working?” She begged.

“I don’t–” Something kicked in. My heart rate sped up, I could feel the throbbing in my wounds, and felt it almost behind my eyes. Suddenly, the pain in my shoulder and the blood running down my back didn’t matter. Yeah... It still hurt, but it was like it was hurting somepony else... “Which way do we go?” 

L.A. pointed a forehoof, and I charged. Whatever this was, I liked it. I felt tougher than I had before, like I didn’t even need the guns I was carrying. I charged up the path, ignoring how narrow it felt. Oh yeah, that pony who’s getting shot that isn’t me. Yeah, her problem. I’ve got somepony to crush.

More shots sounded and blew chunks of rock all around me. I could have sworn a few bullets peppered my back and legs, but they were inconsequential. Nothing I should spend time focusing on. I barreled up the pathway, until it snaked back on itself, nearly leaping off a rock to make the turn. L.A. had been lost behind me, but now it seemed all the shots were aimed at me.

Another bullet shot past me, digging a line through the right side of my face. This one was horizontal, so they were at the same level as me. I stopped, stomping both forehooves and looked around, flinging blood from my face into the air around me.

“Come out, come out, wherever you are!” Nopony responded. I looked side to side. Rocks, rocks, more rocks. There were a handful of dead trees, ones that had grown out of the rock face itself. I was near the top now, and could hear the roar of the waterfall behind me. Whoever was up here firing shots at me was waiting for something.

I charged forward again, mouth on the bit of my battle saddle. Anything that moved was getting killed. Answering my prayers to the Goddesses, a rifle appeared around one of the rocks. I twisted my charge toward it and flicked the trigger on the bit in my mouth.

BOOM!

The rock shattered and chunks blew into the air. This time it didn’t kick me back like it had before. Two shots left. Behind the rock was a wide-eyed pony like I’d never seen before. His mane was spiked straight up, and he was two-toned. It was an almost alien look, white with black stripes criss-crossing his face. Somewhere in my brain, I realized it was a zebra, but at that moment it didn’t matter. He fired a shot with the long barrelled rifle as I ran. It tore through my mane, blowing a chunk of hair away, but that didn’t matter.

By the time he reloaded, I was already on him. I leapt over what was left of the rock and landed next to my striped assailant. Another shot dug into me, right below my cutie mark. I’m pretty sure it hit bone, but that was somepony else’s problem. And two attackers did explain why some shots were better placed than others. Before the zebra next to me could aim, I kicked at the rifle with a hoof, knocking it away. In a surprisingly fluid motion for me, I spun on my good hoof and kicked out with a fierce buck at his head. He was able to push the kick away with his forehooves. I wasn’t expecting- there went my balance.

I could see another zebra, probably the one who had taken the potshot at my cutie mark. It was another male, almost identical in appearance, but with different colored eyes. This one had dark blue, while the other’s were bright green. Amazing what you notice when you’re pumped full of drugs and adrenaline. I grinned around the bit and fired. There was a loud BOOM and one of the zebra’s rear legs was blown completely off. There was a splatter of blood and a scream of pain before he collapsed and dropped the rifle. One shot left.

There was a much quieter shot fired, and the zebra behind me yelped. Lost Art had finally caught up, and was awkwardly firing the pistol Broker had supplied her with, using it like an earth pony would. 

“MAGIC, SIS!” I yelled. Why was she holding it like I would have? She blinked a few times and wrapped the gun in a blue telekinetic glow. The zebra I’d disarmed grabbed his rifle and darted off to a safer spot to snipe from. But I wasn’t going to let that happen. 

The battle saddle wasn’t great for this close range combat, so I reached back and grabbed the shotgun we had taken from the raiders. I charged after the zebra in front of me, feeling my pulse throbbing through my entire body. He was faster than me, but I wasn’t giving up. Poor bastard’s gonna be obliterated! Pushing my hooves harder, and thundered after him, the shotgun wildly bouncing with each step I took. 

Finally, I caught up to him, and flicked the trigger. There was a messy blast, and his head erupted into a shower of blood and gore, before the corpse flopped over and skidded to a stop. 

What had I just done...

I slowed myself down, heart and head pounding in unison. I put the shotgun away and trotted back to the corpse. It was self defense, this was different. My eyes went wide as L.A. arrived at my side. We both stared down at the body. This was a zebra huh? Black and white, hooves just like mine, a weird mark where a cutie mark should be. It looked like nothing I’d ever seen, with strange lines and symbols.

“Good job.” She sneered a little, trying to hide a wince. She’d been shot a few times too, but not as bad as me. It took a second, but we both realized there might be more, and shifted positions going back to back. “Oh and we can’t forget.” She turned and fired three perfectly placed shots into the zebra with the missing hoof. He had been reaching for his rifle, but the first shot tore a hole through his throat, stopping him dead. The other two hit directly between the eyes, splattering pink and red gore all over the weapon he had been trying to grab. 

“How did you do that? You’ve never been a good shot before...” Part of me was amazed. She could hit a target, but three in a row like that. Terror crept over my face as she put the gun away without so much as a blink. When had my sister become... This. She was acting like the raiders from this morning. “Any more?” I asked meekly, because I knew the PipBuck had a targeting spell. I knew damn well she was smart enough to have figured it out too.

“There’s an amber one up here too. I don’t know what it is. It’s over at the waterfall.” She started off toward whatever mark she was seeing, “and I used S.A.T.S.” She answered matter-of-factly.

“What do you mean, amber? And what is S.A.T.S.?” I asked, and I raised an eyebrow. What did she mean amber? The PipBuck displayed in green, well unless it was showing in red. But never amber.

“I’ll explain later, we have a debt to repay.” She said and marched toward the lake, the gun floating beside her at the ready. “We need to hurry so we can get you back to the doctor. We don’t have anything to heal the wounds we’ve got.” She had the same worry in her voice that she always did, but the way she said it was just so... Cold...

I fell in behind her, feeling terrible. I was suddenly exhausted and could barely stand. Every part of my body ached, even some parts I didn’t know I had. There came a sharp realization that the Buck was wearing off. The hooves that had so easily chased down a zebra and run me up a mountain in what felt like seconds were now heavy and hard to move. I felt almost as if I were walking against a strong current. The hole in my back burned and I found it hard to breathe with a cracked rib.

Without a word though, I followed Lost Art, limping and forcing each step by sheer stubbornness. Eventually we reached the lake above the falls. It was beautiful and pristine, a rarity in the Wasteland. To the far side was the falls, roaring with the same fury that swept Rainfall under after he was shot. 

Sitting at the shore of the mountain lake was a female zebra. She was facing away from us, and looked odd for even a zebra. Her coat was almost completely black, with a few small white strips crossing her back and wrapping around her legs. Her mane was stuck in the same mohawk as the other two, but lacked the stark contrasting stripes as we’d seen before, leaving it almost completely white. She turned and looked at the two of us with the same dark blue eyes as one of the zebras we’d killed before, and flashed a sorrowful smile.

Lost Art aimed the pistol with her magic again, but I raised a hoof to stop her. She gave a sharp glare, but relented. The zebra watched for a moment, before turning back to stare over the lake.

“Did my brothers cause you any trouble?” She asked in a soft voice, lacking any sorrow. “They are often a bit of a hoof-full. I presume by the gunfire that you killed them? That would be my luck. Why have you come?”

“The town below, they say the water has been poisoned. We were going to check out what happened, before the pegasus was shot,” L.A. answered her as matter of fact as she could.

“Yes, my older brother is quite brash, he acts without thinking. We have done nothing to the lake but drink of it. This place is safe from the horrors below, we thought that since it was a difficult climb for the less nimble, that this would become a sanctuary for the three of us.” She stood as she spoke, and turned to the two of us. Lost Art put her weapon away, after seeing that the zebra had nothing to fight with.

I caught a glance at the marking on her flank as she stood, it was a spiral that wrapped around small triangular symbols. The mark was nearly hypnotic, seeming to spin as she stepped. She stopped before us, and bowed her head. “I apologize for the pegasus. I only ask... Please do not kill me as well, I understand self defense, but I wish you no harm. I want nothing more than to continue to live as long as I can. I will leave, if it makes the ponies in this town below feel safer. They would send more for me after you leave, were I to stay.” Her voice trembled whenever she muttered about death, and she visibly shivered when asking us to not kill her.

“They were your brothers?” My brain had stopped there, as I stared at Lost Art. I knew very well what she must be feeling, having come so close to losing my own family. We had just taken the only thing we ourselves had left. Suddenly my muscles weren’t the only thing that ached. I collapsed before I could hear an answer.

*   *   *

I came to much later, though I could only tell by how dark it had gotten while I was out. That might be because I was lying on a dirty bed in a wooden room. Through the window I could see that it was nearing evening, but that didn’t really matter. The zebra had been right, it was fairly safe this far up. I let out a groan and tried to get up. Lost Art and the zebra were standing above me as I rose to my hooves, still feeling the burn in my heart and legs from the Buck.

“Why am I not dead yet?” I groaned. That was really the only thought going through my head. No wait, another came to mind. “Why are we inside?”

“My luck does not let those around me die when they wish to,” the zebra whispered. 

“Basically, what she said. You really shouldn’t be asleep with the concussion, or the blood loss. Or well, anything. At least you stopped bleeding. We’ll take you to see Grinder later,” Lost Art explained.

“That doesn’t actually explain anything.” I winced as I took a step forward, trying to make my way out and to the path back down. “What...” I coughed. “What did I miss?” The pressure on my lungs really wasn’t helping. 

“Nothing, we spoke little while you were unconscious,” the zebra answered before L.A. could. “I am not one to mince words, and she did not trust me enough to speak. If you have more trust for others, you may call me Xeno. To answer your other question, we are in a shack my brothers and I found here near the lake.” 

“No, I mean. Okay. So you didn’t poison the water. Then what did?” I shook my head a little, trying to wake up and get the ache to go away.

Lost Art said this time. “According to the zebra here, they have been here for several weeks, but this was the first time they saw a pegasus. Her brother panicked and shot him down, feeling that it was an attack.”

“But he said that it was his job to stay up here and tend the weather?” This was confusing. Things were easier when I was shooting things and didn’t have to think about it. I shook my head again, finally waking up. “That means that he sent us on a wild goose chase, because...” 

“Well, you saw the way he looked when the stallion that shot me was mentioned.” Lost Art placed a hoof on her throat as she spoke. “I found a terminal in the other room. Rainfall had been with Hydro. There are a lot of diary entries, many of them are love letters to her. But then one mentions a stallion she met and all they end there.”

“Yeah... So he just gave up trying to protect the spring and the lake when he got his heart broken?” We all stared at the ground for a moment. Well, Lost Art and I did. Xeno was staring into the distance. I trusted Lost Art on this and really didn’t want to go reading the love letters of a dead stallion.

“Does this mean they will try to kill me again? Will you explain so that I may be left alone?” Xeno interrupted, fidgeting as she spoke. Though she was obviously not to blame, the idea that she would be murdered for existing shook her to her core. “I have much I still inspire to do with my time here in the Wasteland. It would be... a waste... to die so soon.” Her gaze never broke as she stared off into the distance at nothing.  “I do not blame you for my brothers. We are merely a part of the large organism of live in the Wasteland. It would have happened eventually. You were playing the parts dealt to you. It is never easy.” It took me a moment to figure out exactly what she said. I really hoped she was more fluent in her language than in mine.

She stared me in the eyes, and my gaze faltered. I turned and began to limp away. She was right. We weren’t here of our own volition, we were here trying to do a favor that had been asked of us. Yes there was guilt due to what had happened with Rainfall, but it was hard to justify that as our fault. We had known him for only a moment, just long enough for him to be given a name and then disappear in a flash of blood and lead. Does the Wasteland ever play fair?

“Where will you go?” I paused, favoring my sore leg. “If they don’t listen, and they send somepony up here after you?” We could explain until our white coats turned blue, but that meant nothing if the leaders of the town wouldn’t listen. She was a lone zebra atop a mountain with a town of hurt, terrified ponies below her. If what mom had said was true, that was the only reason they needed to demonize and kill her.

“Where the Wasteland takes me. That is the only place I have to go.” She began to walk toward the door. We had just killed her family, and couldn’t ask her to join us. I know that I would never accept an offer to join a pony, zebra, or whomever if they had killed my sister. 

“I’m sorry,” I called out to Xeno as she walked off. 

“Why? It is the way of the Wasteland.” She waved a hoof as she spoke, without turning back toward us, before disappearing outside.

“Come on, we need to go explain what happened.” Lost Art nudged me gently, helping to take some of the pressure off of my sore legs. It was time to get back into town.

*   *   *

The first place I went when we got back to Pommel Falls was to see Dr Grinder. L.A. supported me to keep me from collapsing again, and we got many a strange look from the few townsponies that were out and about by the time we got back. Once we arrived at the mill we barged into Grinder’s office to see him napping on the examination table.

“You do realize that I’m only an earth pony. I might be good at patching and digging, but you really need some proper unicorn magic to heal these wounds.”  The doctor gave a very annoyed look as he spoke. I wasn’t sure if it was because we woke him up, or if it was because he was unsure of his ability to handle what I had brought him. “You, unicorn. This is the last thing I will do for free for the two of you, and I am only doing it as a favor because we’ve already lost enough ponies.” He pointed at Lost Art accusingly, then grabbed a book from a shelf and shoved it to her. I couldn’t see the title, not that it mattered. Probably something for unicorns. 

I crawled up onto the examination table and shifted carefully to lay so my exposed rib was showing. Looking over at it, now that I had time to actually look and examine, I could tell that I should be dead. Had the shot gone a hair to either direction, it would have torn all the way through and... I tried to stop thinking about it. 

On the other hoof, this was a glaring example of how badly we had been planning to handle things in the Wasteland for our entire lives. It was always avoidance and a useful gun. And all our adventure so far had been was one fuck-up after another. We were hardly trained for handling ourselves in a firefight, I might have thought of myself as tough, but in reality, I was just stubborn and had strong hooves. I really wasn’t prepared, and I knew that Lost Art was even worse equipped to handle herself in a fight. Mom had taught her how to handle technology and the basics of patching up the rough cut or scratch, but that wasn’t enough to get us through. And with the lack of supplies it was almost as if we were trying to get killed. 

So far, what I had really learned is that I needed to stop rushing so fast into everything, and maybe take a moment to reflect. Get a new, better gun. Get some actual armored barding and not just whatever we could find. And of course we would-- I noticed the doctor was staring at me.

“Have you been listening at all?” He said, sounding extremely cross. I looked around frantically but couldn’t find Lost Art anywhere. “Your sister has been gone for five full minutes now, but I did give her a book that might make it so I never have to see you while I’m trying to sleep again.” He began his examination, poking and prodding at where the bullets had grazed me, and checking his work on the pellets from earlier. Lastly, he started on the gaping hole on my back.

“Unfortunately, you will have to be awake while I do this... I don’t trust that your concussion has gone away, and your sister mentioned that you had taken some Buck while you were up there. I cannot begin to express how unhealthy that is. If you abuse it, it could kill you. The broken rib pressing against your lung, that’s just icing on the proverbial cake at this point!” He dug around at my rib, twisting and pulling at the bone with some terrifying looking tools. 

Wait, I broke a rib? Is that- My brain jarred when I felt bone grind against bone. The pain lanced through my body, along my spine, through my jaw, and behind my eyes. It was the most excruciating thing I’d ever felt, far worse than getting shot. As he tugged at my ribs, I howled until my lungs burned. It hurt to breathe, and I had to force every shallow breath.

“We only had, ughh! We only had one.” I grabbed the table with my hooves as he dug into my side and pulled at the rib. Tears streamed down my face and my jaw ached from gritting my teeth. I had no idea what he was doing other than it felt like he was ripping out bits and pieces of my insides. “What are you doing in there?”

“Good, the damage those types of drugs can do is irreparable once it starts. And I’m trying to reset the bone. We don’t have any healing potions since our trade began to dry up, but if this heals wrong, pressing against your lung like it is, you could have trouble breathing for the rest of your life.” There was a sharp crack and I lost it. I threw up over the edge of the table, each retch causing my chest to explode in pain. “Finally.” He sounded grim. 

When I finally finished dropping my lunch onto the floor, I actually found I could breathe easier. The doctor hadn’t waited for me to finish before he began applying bandages. He even dug out the bullet in my flank without me noticing! While the wounds from this morning were small and spread out, this one was bad enough that some healing bandages were absolutely necessary. As he did, he explained what I would need to do to make sure it would heal properly since we lacked any healing potions or magic.

Doc Grinder shooed me out as soon as he was finished working on me, and told not to come back at least until the sun rose. Well, guess that meant I needed to find a new doctor. Asshole... He was probably just tired. I felt surprisingly better after just a simple patch job, and thanked the Goddesses for the creation of healing bandages. 

This really was a terrible idea. I’ve been shot in the leg, and the back, and had bones broken, and... I nearly passed out in radiation running from Seethe to boot! I paused in the hallway to stare at my wounded hoof. The little pellet holes were starting to close up, and had scabbed over badly. The same thing was probably happening to my face and flank. Oh, and two hundred year old food? It tastes worse the second time around. Was this really what the Wastelander went through? Had he survived being shot repeatedly like I have?

Eventually I made it to the office where we had met with Hydro and Waterwheel earlier. Inside they were both talking, and Lost Art was sitting in the corner pouring over the book. She shooed me away when I walked over to her and turned the page with her magic. Ok, alone time. Got it. I walked over to Waterwheel and Hydro.

“How is he?” I asked. First order of business of course.

“He didn’t make it,” Waterwheel answered, and Hydro burst into tears at the mention of it. “Whoever shot him was good, went right through the heart.” He shuffled his hooves against the floor a few times as Hydro sobbed on his shoulder.

“Well, that’s complicated. There were three zebras living on the plateau where the lake and spring were.” I began to explain, and their jaws dropped when I mentioned the word zebra. Hydro’s tears were slowing, and she managed to keep herself under control while I spoke. “Two of them attacked us as we climbed. That’s the reason I’m so torn up right now.” I motioned to the right side of my face. “You really need to get healing potions or something... Anyway. We killed them both, the third is still alive but leaving. She said they did nothing to poison or taint the water supply. They were using it to survive as well.”

“But what,” Hydro stopped to sniffle, “what was poisoning the water?” 

“I don’t know, has it rained a lot lately?” I didn’t really want to go through this, but I knew I had to.

“A few times in the past three weeks, more than usual. Rainfall handled it up above, since he was the only one who could fly or work with the clouds.” Waterwheel furrowed his brows as he spoke, piecing it together in his mind.

“When did the Stallion show up?” As soon as I asked Hydro’s eyes went wide.

“Don’t tell me that, because of me and... It was just a fling! Rainfall said he was okay with it, I explained everything and he said it was all fine. You have no idea how bad I felt about that, I’m a mare, I have needs and weaknesses. I’m not perfect. Rainfall saw that, he forgave me and everything was starting to go back to how it had been before,” she said, growing frantic.

“I wasn’t here, I couldn’t have known that,” I said. This really wasn’t the best way to break it to her.

Waterwheel wrapped a hoof around Hydro to calm her down, pulling her close. She struggled against him. Love must be a fickle mistress, but both L.A. and I knew from experience how hard it is to keep going when you lose the pony at the center of your world. For a stallion to lose the mare he loved, it was probably just as devastating.

“We killed the zebras though, so he’s been avenge--” I tried to comfort her.

“Avenged? Avenged?!” She screamed at me, pointing a hoof from me to L.A. “The Wasteland is not black and white, everything is just shades of gray. Killing doesn’t just magically make it better. You didn’t bring him back. You didn’t fix his heart! Our water is gone now. Do you have any idea how bad this is? We are, were, the only source of water that was even close to drinkable on this side of the mountain range!” Waterwheel tried to quiet her as she yelled at the two of us. Lost Art had put her book away by this time, and was looking at the floor from her seat in the corner.

“Calm down Hydro they were only tr-” Waterwheel started to say. 

Hydro shot him a glare that could kill, and he quieted. She turned to me. “You two need to learn a lesson,” she said. “Killing is necessary in the Wasteland. I know, before we founded this town I spent a decade in slavery and the decade before that running from raiders. I know what the Wasteland is like, far better than the two of you.” She stomped a hoof down, glaring furiously at me. I stared back, letting her vent. If her sleeping with another stallion had caused all of this, she had every right to be upset, especially if she thought she could fall back to Rainfall and there be no consequences. “There’s a difference between surviving a firefight, and murdering somepony because they looked at you wrong.” 

Waterwheel stared in the other direction, refusing to make eye contact with anypony in the room. Hydro had begun pacing as she lectured, shooting accusing looks back and forth between Lost Art and me. 

“What you did up there, that wasn’t for Rainfall or me. That was to survive. All this means is that we’re still in trouble, and I get to have my heart broken twice.” 

With that, she stormed out,  leaving a trail of tears on the floor behind her. I blinked a few times in confusion, and looked from Waterwheel to Lost Art.

“The Stable had working talismans,” L.A. said. She stepped up beside me and held out the PipBuck to Waterwheel. “It’s not a perfect solution, but it might be able to help? The Stable isn’t far from here and there’s a lot of working old world technology.”

“What about the Ashen?” I looked to L.A. 

She shrugged. “It’s a good idea, but when we were there,” she said, glaring at me for being needlessly destructive, “somepony collapsed a roof inside, and there were gangers outside when we left. The place isn’t really safe for anypony.”

“Be that as it may, we need the water,” Waterwheel said. “And anything that can help will benefit the entirety of the Wasteland, not just the ponies that live here in the town. Without Rainfall we’re at the mercy of the cloud cover. And Hydro well, she and I can figure this out. She’ll need time to mend her heart though. They were very close until that Stallion showed. I had a feeling something bad would happen, but never did I think it would be this bad.” He was looking back and forth between an old worn out map and the PipBuck’s map as he spoke. 

“Well, I guess... Problem averted. Sis, can I see the PipBuck when you’re done with that? I have to do something.” I asked and looked back at the door where Hydro had left.

“Yeah. Sure...” She used her magic and flipped the latch on the back of it and floated it over to me. I held up my forehoof and she latched it on. “Are you going to be alright? Everything’s worked out so far...” Her voice faltered slightly as she asked. The hard pony who had executed the zebra on the mountain was nowhere to be found, back was my exhausted, worried sister. I gave her a hug.

“Meet you at the Inn later?” I didn’t wait for a response, and walked out. 

*   *   *

Amber. 

She had turned the PipBuck amber. It took me a good ten minutes to figure out how to change it back. The amber was just... Too distracting. The green overlay on my vision was fine. It felt natural because that’s how I found the PipBuck, but amber? What was she thinking?

Once I had figured out how to change the color back, I headed out towards my marker. I passed the shack we had stayed in, and did a double check for any loot that might have been left behind. Persistence paid off, and I got a few more caps and another shotgun shell. Not much, but worth it since I was passing by.

The rest of the afternoon was spent getting to the grave. It was a long quiet journey, and I tried not to think as I walked. The forest was dead, I couldn’t see or hear Seethe or any of the other Ashen Hooves, the mountains were practically empty. So long as no raiders snuck up on me I’d be fine.

Eventually I reached the grave, and took a seat against the tree next to him.

“Hey, how was your day?” I stared at the loose soil. “Yeah mine too. I got shot a few times. Hey... Was it, fast?” 

The soil didn’t respond.

“I hope it was. I met a mare named Hydro today. She said you knew her? How come you never told her your name? I don’t know if I should tell her what happened. She lost a pony that was very special to her today. I think if I told her, it’d crush her.” I wasn’t really sad, but well, there were still tears rolling down my cheeks.

“So, was this supposed to be your story?” I held the PipBuck up. “I’m sorry I took it, I really don’t think I’m up to the task here. Finding out who you were, saving ponies and helping the Wasteland. At the least though I want to give you a salute.”

I grabbed my rifle as I spoke, and pulled it off the battle saddle. The process took a while, so I continued our ‘conversation’.

“No don’t worry, I’m not THAT bad off right now. Just some pain and a bit of questioning if this is really the life for me. We’ve spent all our time hiding out. I’m just... ill equipped for what you were doing. I didn’t even have proper armor! I’m lucky to be alive.” I let out a nervous laugh at that one.

“But in seriousness. I want to make it up to you. We helped the town. It was... A very roundabout way to do it, but I think we succeeded. Hydro will get better in time, and the Wasteland will be better off in the end right?” Of course, he didn’t respond.

“I’m not coming back after this. You won’t be lonely will you?” I let out a sigh and leaned against the tree. “No I need to go prepare. I have to stop rushing into things without thinking. That’s what got us into this mess with you, that’s what killed...” I let out a sigh and sighted the rifle into the sky. This was what ended his story, and started mine. 

I pulled the trigger, and the barrel ruptured with a huge boom, causing me to let out a shriek, suddenly felt extremely glad nopony else was here to see it. Zero bullets left, and no gun to put them in anyways. Really, Wasteland, really? Can’t even let me do a proper send off, gotta split the barrel of my fancy gun? The sound of the gun barrel exploding echoed off in the distance. My mane was a bit frazzled and my eyes burned from it, but I’d had worse in the past twelve hours.

“Well... Goodbye, Wastelander. I’ll do what I can, but remember. I’m a treasure hunter first and foremost. Here, you can keep the gun.” I set the ruined rifle against the tree and started back. To pass the time, I clicked the radio on.

The voice of the DJ burst from the speaker. “Good evening every pony! DJ Pon3 here with some late night news for the Wasteland. It seems the Gunbuck, local hero of the Unicorn Mountain range has left the Wasteland. Now I know, he’s been helpin’ many of ya in the area, but my reports are saying he finally bit off more than he can chew. So with a sorrow song, I want to remind every pony out there to stay safe, and mind the dangers of the Wasteland. This one’s for you Gunbuck, may Celestia and Luna reward you for all you did...” The DJ’s voice was replaced by music I didn’t recognize.

“Gunbuck eh? I like that a lot better than just calling you Wastelander. Wait a minute, hero?!”

_________________________________________________________________________________________________



Footnote: Level Up!

Hidden Fortune:

New Perk: – Gunsmart, Bulletshy: Being shot repeatedly seems to have knocked some sense into you, and you’ve decided to slow down, actually think, and consider your actions and the consequences they might have. You gain +2 skill points per level.



Lost Art: 

New Perk: Combat Coordinator: Perception and quick thinking in combat gives you the edge. You are more likely to get off the first shot before an enemy can, and can direct allies in combat for faster, more efficient firefights.

Quest Perk: Unicorn Healing – You’ve finally mastered the art of healing with magic. You can now cast a basic healing spell in addition to your Light and Telekinesis spells.



“So is getting shot a new hobby of yours?”

“Of course not, it really hurts!”

“Whatever happened to an ‘emergency healing potion’?”

“Have we even had time to get one?!”

“Well, have you even asked anypony?”

“.......”

(A massive thank you to Kkat for creating, and everyone else who has helped to flesh out the universe of Fallout Equestria. And to everyone who has/will help with with editing and making this more palatable... Big hearts to Dimestream, Sabsy, and everypony else. And of course everything is copyright their respective owners. ~Hnetu)



Chapter 4: Monster

 

Disclaimer: A certain scene in this chapter draws direct inspiration from something that happened to me recently. I felt one of the best ways I could deal with it was to get those feelings out. So, this is a warning that there’s some unpleasantness here. It could have been worse, both in real life and here. 

In short; Trigger Warning: Non Consensual bondage.

 To skip it for those who might be reminded of their own trauma, when Hidden goes to sleep, please skip to the next set of *   *   *, or to the phrase "I screamed so loud". I do hope everypony is able to enjoy the chapter.



Chapter Four: Monster

“According to the radio broadcasts, Gunbuck is supposed to be male. Any explanation on that one?” 

“Lost?” 

I pushed the door open as I called for her. “We need to talk, okay?”

The walk back to town had been uneventful, which was a blessing from the Goddesses, considering my gun had blown itself up. I had made it back to the inn, and finally to the room we were going to share for the night. As worn out and dirty as it was, just four walls, a roof that mostly didn’t leak, a bed and a desk, it beat sleeping in the woods.

Lost Art was curled up on the bed against the far wall, on a mattress that happened to be slightly cleaner than ‘filthy.’ She didn’t move when I called again, so plan B it was. I closed the door, slid my saddlebags off onto the floor next to the plain desk, and stepped over to her. I sat myself on the edge of the bed and shook her a few times.

“C’mon, I know you’re awake,” I said. “You never sleep unless you pass out walking.” I was exaggerating, of course, but it was close enough to the truth. “Look, I... We need to talk about a few things. I’ve got some questions, and I need to know why we ran off without any real reason. I trust you; I know you had some reason for it, but... And, I mean, I’ve been doing...” I trailed off awkwardly into a sigh. I needed to figure this out, to keep my sister from slipping away from me.

The bed shook slightly and she whimpered. She sniffled and rolled over to look at me. Her glasses were bent and her face stained from tears. “I killed her...” 

“What? Who? You didn’t kill any mares today,” I said. “The raiders and the zebras we killed were all stallions. Don’t talk nonsense.” I placed a hoof on her shoulder and shifted so she could roll over.

“No,” she said. “Mom...” As soon as that word squeaked out, she burst into tears again and buried her face against my leg. 

I didn’t know what to say, so I just let her cry it out. There wasn’t really anything I could say. It wasn’t her fault, and it never had been. What happened was a fluke, and it was just bad luck. I could never blame her for that.

When she finally stopped crying, I pulled her closer and stroked her mane to calm her down. “Is that what this was about?” I asked.

She nodded, digging her glasses into my side. Ouch. It was nothing compared to what I’d been through before, but I still took them off and tossed them onto the desk. “So... you wanna talk about it?”

“I killed her, and I don’t want to kill anymore ponies,” she said. Her voice cracked a few times as she talked, with a sniffle here and there.

“You didn’t kill mom, the poison joke did,” I said. “Neither of us knew what was going to happen. You know that, and I know that. Did you really think that if any ponies in this town died it would be your fault? Hydro was right, they know what the Wasteland is like.” My little pep-talk wasn’t going very well and I knew it. She was the smart pony, not me. I struggled to think harder, to figure out what was wrong and how to fix it. But... Nothing.

“If I didn’t help it would be my fault. All those ponies were counting on us. They didn’t even try to kill us the moment they saw us!” Lost objected. “Hydro was very nice to me while you were asleep... What if we’d walked away, and they lost the water?” She was starting to calm down and say rational things, but she still hadn’t stopped pressing her face against my leg.

“They would survive. Look at the two of us,” I said. “Wasteland ponies never give up. We take down raiders and zebra snipers and save towns!” I didn't think my false bravado was going to help, but it was all I had. 

She giggled a little and sat herself up. “Thanks. You’re right.” She paused for a few moments. Apparently my little speech had helped some. “We didn’t do much to help anyway. All we did was kill,” she said in a sad voice. She shifted, and scooted over to sit next to me. “The raiders deserved it... And the zebras were attacking us.” She sniffled again, rubbing her nose with a forehoof.

“They did, and they were. Do... do you really think you got mom killed?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she said. “If I hadn’t distracted her she’d probably be okay. She’d be here with us.” There was a pause while she sniffled, “what happens one day when I get you killed?”

“You won’t get me killed. We’ve got a heads up now,” I said, motioning to the PipBuck, “and we work together as a team. Always. We watch each other’s backs: that’s how we got this far... Right? We can keep it up, no problem.”

“But if we’re going on your little guilt quest...” Lost Art hesitated. “What if we bite off more than we can chew? The Wasteland’s a big place, and there’s a lot of ponies out there that shoot first and ask questions later.” She stared at the floor as she spoke, shuffling her hooves back and forth.

“Well, Gunbuck coul-”

“Who?” she interrupted.

“I heard a radio broadcast, apparently he was called Gunbuck, or the Gunbuck. I’m not sure if that was his name or a nickname, but it’s better than calling him Wastelander all the time.” I hopped up as I talked, and walked over toward my saddlebags. Once there, I grabbed the Sparkle Cola I found in the Stable. It felt like I’d picked it up forever ago, but it was still cool. “Here.”

“You sneaky little...” She laughed and snatched the bottle from my hoof with her magic. She popped the cap off and added to our reserves for later, and then downed the entire bottle with a grin.

“We were supposed to share that!” I yelled, and tackled her onto the bed. The bottle went flying, and we wrestled around a bit as I tried to punish her for drinking the entirety of my soda, again! Eventually we both collapsed, breathing heavily, the reason for our fight forgotten. It almost felt like we were fillies again, and aside from the pain in my back, it was a nice break from the stress we’d both been under for the past couple of days. 

“I don’t think you can take the blame for anypony’s death but your own,” I said, looking over at her. “Not even mine, if I were to die. Like, Rainfall... That was our fault, but there was no way we could’ve known what was going to happen up there. I won’t forget the mistake, but we can’t just sit around and blame ourselves. Wasteland ponies die. We can’t sit here and dwell on it.” I shifted around so I was on my side facing her. “And umm... What are we gonna do about sleeping?”

“We’ll sleep together. Nopony has to keep watch here, so...” She blushed a little, tapping her forehooves together. “Just like when we were little.” 

I nodded. She was my sister, and the only pony who I really had. Blood was the thickest thing in the Wasteland, far thicker than the water we might have lost today. I looked up at her and smiled. She was always there for me, watching out to make sure I didn’t rush into something stupid. I couldn’t believe she blamed herself for mom’s death. All the times she’d kept me safe... actually, that suddenly made sense. 

“Is that why you never sleep?” I asked, hoping it wasn’t a touchy subject.

“I dream about it sometimes... Whenever I have a dream, it’s usually about that, or something new and just as bad, and I worry a lot. I don’t want to be asleep and have something happen to you. You’re all I have,” she said. She wrapped her hooves around me and pulled me close, a tear sliding down her cheek. “I miss mom and I miss dad. I don’t want you to disappear too.” 

“I’m not going to disappear. We’re going through this together, until the end. We both succeed or we both fail. No matter how much it,” I winced, a sharp pain lancing through my back. “It hurts.”

“Did the doctor not do a good job patching you up? I... I can try to fix it. That book he gave me was on how to use healing magic.” She was smiling hopefully, her horn glowing blue. 

“Of course. It’d be a big help.” I smiled back, and moved around so she could get at my exposed rib. I felt the bandage being pulled off, and then a pleasant warm sensation where the skin was shredded. I didn’t want to think about what was going on though, so I changed the subject. “L.A.? What was dad like?” It was the hundredth time I’d asked that same question, but I could never hear enough of it. While she healed, I closed my eyes and tried to remember him. I couldn’t picture a stallion I never really knew, but I was going to try. I wish I could remember him...

“He was the best dad ever... He cared a lot about you, more than me. But you were just a foal then, so it was because you were so little. He was a farmer, in the Stable.” As she spoke she worked on my back, knitting the skin and muscle back together. “He could grow damn near anything, even in the steel underground. His cutie mark was a flower with steel petals, after all. It was a real gift, and his carrots always tasted the best!” 

“I wish he had gotten out with us,” I said.

“I do too, but I think Mom did the most. Give me yer hoof.” She moved to my side and grabbed my forehoof. “She always said he’d have been better raising us out here. That he was so much stronger than her. I think she did a great job. After all, we’ve made it this far!” She let out a pleased sigh when she finished. “What are we gonna do next?” 

“I want to get some supplies,” I said. The pain in my back and the scabs on my hoof were all but gone. The pain I felt now was just a shadow of what it had been before. Cheater magic or not, no matter how inexperienced or weak, it got the job done.“I spoke to Gunbuck and realized that I need to stop trying to run from what happened. I need to be more like you, to stop and think.” I glanced over and saw her expression of confusion, disgust, and near-horror. I pointed over toward my saddlebags to change the subject... “Plus my gun exploded whil-”

“What!” L.A. yelled, “Are you okay? Did it hurt you at all? Why did you need your gun out there? Did you get attacked? Whe-”

I shut her up with a hoof stuffed against her mouth. She made a face and pulled back. “I’m fine,” I said. “The barrel split open when I fired it. I just wanted to give him a send-off, ‘cause I’m not going back to him again. I know you feel like this place is your responsibility now, but you can’t let your guilt control you, Sis. Just like I can’t let my guilt over him control me.” I moved my hoof away. “The townsponies can handle themselves. Those Stables are empty and I’m sure that.... freak, is gone by now. Waterwheel seems like he knows what he’s doing with the... uh... waterwheel. Anyway, he and Hydro will figure it out.”

“I want to stop being so scared of other ponies,” she said, and rolled over onto her back to stare at the ceiling. “The townsponies here are nice. They gave us free weapons and a room here tonight to stay since we helped. I don’t think they’re going to hurt us. We need to stop avoiding them,” she added with a twinge of guilt.

“I know,” I said, “me too. We need to change how we do things a lot Just... Don’t blame yourself please. We’ll kill to stay alive, but... We’re not raiders. We’re not Ashen Hooves’ gang.” A thought popped into my head, “Did we umm... get a reward for helping?” I asked, smiling nervously.

“Only what I already mentioned.” She paused to yawn. “Plus Waterwheel said he’d make sure Broker gave us a good deal on anything we need to buy in town from now on, too. I have no idea what classifies as a ‘good deal’ to him, though.” She gave another yawn. Looked like it was time for bed...

“Better than nothing,” I said. “We’ll trade tomorrow, and then head out to do some hunting! Oh and, Lost... Why did you make the PipBuck amber?” I waited for an answer while staring at the ceiling, but the only response was light snoring.

“Night...”

*   *   *

I couldn’t sleep.

The flow of time didn’t really matter, since there wasn’t a clock or anything else to use to keep track of it. No, wait, the PipBuck had a clock on it. It... well, it’d only been half an hour. It still felt like forever since L.A. had fallen asleep, and it got too dark to see. For a while, I’d played with the PipBuck to keep busy, but that got boring shortly after I found a button to turn the screen on as a light. The eerie green glow cast some fun shadows, but they weren’t really a long-term solution for my restlessness.

I lay there thinking about how the past few days had been so odd. Everything suddenly shifted when we found the Stables. It was supposed to be routine, same as always. Go in, find something neat or useful, get out. No fuss, no muss. Why did it have to turn into a mystery? I was sure if there had just been some fun stuff to plunder and then get out, none of this would have happened. 

I needed to grow up though. Something like this was bound to happen eventually. We just got lucky that neither of us had died. I knew I was repeating myself, but I had to make sure it stuck. I tossed and turned in the bed, trying to not wake up Lost Art. The covers were too hot, then too cold. I couldn’t get comfortable, but eventually got distracted again, thinking about Hydro and Rainfall.

What was it like to fall in love? Was it really so powerful that it would cause a pony to give up on an entire town, or even the entire Wasteland? Mom would have given up anything for dad to be alive again, aside from my sister and me... Was that really what love was about, the idea of sacrificing anything for one pony? Needs of the few?... I thought it over for a few moments. I loved L.A. but if she... No, she wouldn’t ever not be there for me. We were sisters, and we weren’t going to abandon one another for anything. Though... was I capable of letting every good pony in the wasteland die just to save her? Could I cope with the guilt?

If we were going to continue this adventure, and follow Gunbuck’s steps to find out who he really was, I was going to have to be prepared. However much Broker was going to charge was just going to have to be cheap enough so we could get what we needed and go. The answers to my questions weren’t here, and once we knew this place was safe, we’d need to move to the next town to find some clues. This wasn’t home. There wasn’t a home. 

“Where would Mom have settled down?” I asked the ceiling. L.A. snored and rolled over in response. Honestly though, we never had time to stop. There were dangers out there that we had to move to avoid. Countless times we’d had near misses with slavers and raiders and, ugh! That Manticore that one time... Memories flooded back of Manticores and ghoul ponies in the dark when I really had to go...

Anyway. I dragged my mind out of those memories and tried to remember Mom, and think about what she would have done. Mom would have avoided the town like the plague and wiped the PipBuck as soon as she found it. Well, that wouldn’t... I looked at the little old world device and pressed some buttons to pull up those notes that Gunbuck had taken.

Most were just short lists, things I guessed he’d done or planned to do. I opened the one named Pommel Falls and skimmed over it. Everything was listed as a bullet point: Go to Pommel Falls. Talk to whoever was in charge of the town. Find out what’s been poisoning their water. Head to Stable 21.

Wait a minute, how old were these notes? Had he come here because he heard the water was going bad? Cause that would mean that it happened before he showed up and broke Rainfall’s heart. I’d have to talk to Hydro about that later, but not until after we had some time with Broker to get some armor. I REALLY didn’t want to get shot again. I didn’t want to deal with any more mysteries. Mysteries got me shot and broke my bones. I rolled over onto my other side and looked back at the patched up wound. The healing magic had really done wonders. It was no healing potion, but the job done was amazing! The pain was only a dull ache, and I could ignore it so long as I wasn’t actively thinking about it. 

My leg was almost completely healed as well, which meant no more limping. I still had little red spots all over my coat from where it had scabbed over, but at least the lead was out of me! With any luck there wouldn’t even be any scars now. With a sigh, I rolled back over and stared at the ceiling again.

Couldn’t I just sleep? Plans, plans... I tapped my forehead with a hoof a few times, then looked back at the PipBuck. There was a list for something called Leathers too. I opened that file and checked what his notes for it had been. The only bullet point listed was to get to Leathers, there wasn’t anything else I could see to give any indication of exactly where Leathers was, or even what it was. I flicked over to the map and tried messing with it to get a better idea of whatever Leathers might be, but all I could do was zoom in the little green grid-like map. It didn’t give any details or anything, just a little marker over a box looking icon. Useless! I flailed mentally, glaring at the PipBuck.

Okay, tomorrow: get gear, talk to Hydro...

*   *   *

I didn’t remember falling asleep, but I woke up. All I could remember was vague planning for tomorrow and something about a place called Leathers. I looked around and tried to move a hoof to wipe my eyes. Wait, what...? Something was wrong. Why was I tied down? I blinked a few times and tried to move. I couldn’t move any of my legs, and could barely manage to crane my neck down. Each of my rear hooves was strapped to the floor with a thick rope, and spread a good distance apart. My legs were pulled completely taut to reach the floor. I looked up and found that my forelegs were tied similarly to the ceiling, pulled almost painfully tight.

I tried to call out, only to find a muzzle wrapped around my mouth keeping me from opening it at all. The only response to my muffled plea was a quiet giggle and moan from somewhere in the distance. I started to panic, and looked around to try and figure out where I was. Hadn’t I been in a nice little room with my sister. Where was Lost Art? Was she okay? I was in a blank room, similar to the one I had fallen asleep in. But instead of a bed and a desk and my saddlebags and my safe sister, there was just the ropes holding me in place and a door in front of me. I tried to turn my head, but couldn’t make out anything else to give away where I was.

Time crawled and my heart raced. I struggled against my bonds. No matter what I did, none of the ropes budged, and I only succeeded in tightening them. Finally I gave up, hung my head, and waited. The panic didn’t stop when I gave up struggling. I breathed in ragged bursts, and felt my heartbeat pound through my legs and hooves, the tight ropes forcing my blood painfully through. Every so often I looked up, trying to spot something in the barren room that I could use to escape. Anything would help at this point. Anything. But I couldn’t see a thing I could reach or use at all. If only L.A. were here, she could help. Magic would be the saving grace. 

I stopped myself. How dare I even consider that. I would never allow Lost to take my place in a situation like this. I’d much rather I be forced to deal with it than her. Hadn’t I just been thinking that I would I give up everything to save her? If this was a test, then I’d just have to endure. Lost always had the hardest time in the Wasteland, and I wouldn’t inflict anything more on her. I just-

The door clicked, interrupting my frazzled thoughts. I looked up, eyes wide, hopeful that somepony had come to rescue me.

A tall orange unicorn stepped in, a wide smile across his face. 

“So good to... see you,” he teased, “my... little filly.” Seethe casually crossed the room, look almost as if he were floating.

I gulped. I shrunk down as much as I could against the ropes, hoping this would end. I didn’t know what happened, or why I was here. How had Seethe gotten into the town? How had he found us? Was Stutter Step with him? For a moment my brain stopped to analyze its own weirdness. In such a situation, why the heck was I worrying about whether or not another of his gang was alright? I shook my head and tried to tell him to fuck off, or even beg for mercy. All that came through the muzzle was muffled nonsense. I couldn’t even beg him to let me go.

Seethe’s expression changed as he reached me. “What’s wrong... little filly?” He said, and paused. “No... as you said...” He grinned wickedly. “You’re a mare now.” He wrapped a leg around my neck, leaned in close, and whispered into my ear. “You know what mares can do, don’t you?”

I froze in sheer terror, and broke out in a cold sweat. My heart sunk down to the pit of my stomach. My breathing got heavier, gasping, terrified breaths. I knew something was off about Seethe but... I struggled harder against the ropes that bound me. He couldn’t. He wouldn’t.

“Mares,” he whispered into my ear, “can fuck.”

Oh yes he would. I pulled my tail down in the vain hope that it would keep him at bay. I shoved back against him, as if I could force him off me while I was stuck like this.

He released me from his strangling grasp and paced around me a few times. “Oh, don’t worry. I’ll be... gentle.” His horn glowed, and a bottle appeared as if from nowhere. He lifted it to his mouth and took a drink. “Of course... you won’t be as drunk as I will. You’ll get to savor every... little... stroke...” He dragged out each word, and at the last he slapped my flank, right across the cutie mark. I cried out, shifting myself away from his hoof. If not for the muzzle I would have screamed. I couldn’t get away. I was stuck. Powerless. About to be violated and murdered.

How was I going to get out of this? I kept looking around frantically, trying to ignore what he was doing. I could smell the booze and the stench of him. I tried not to think of it, of what he would do. Of where he would put hi- Another moan sounded in the air, that wasn’t me was it?! Oh Luna, Celestia please save me. I can’t! Not like this! I’d never... I twisted and pulled at my bindings. Where was Lost? She had to get me out of this! I watched as the stallion turned and walked toward the door.

“Oh, did you... want to leave?” He practically whispered it, toying with me. “Well, here,” he said, opening the door, “you can leave whenever you like.” I thought for a moment I could hear a moan coming from beyond the door. He trotted back to my side, and raised a hoof. I flinched when he pressed it against me, sliding it along my side as if he were petting me. “You know, it would be such a waste... If you were to leave...” he said, leaning forward. “I do so love the fillies...” He placed a kiss on my cheek, followed by another, moving toward my mouth with each. I turned my head away, closing my eyes as if it would hide me from him. Another stinging slap on my already sore flank broke my concentration. My eyes snapped open, I let out a muffled cry, and pulled against the ropes. They bit into my hoof. I could feel a bruises forming on my legs and on my flank...

I began to cry. The tears streamed down my face. I twitched all over, spasming uncontrollably, which made the ropes taut and dug them into unpleasant places. I shook my head, twisted away, tried to keep him away, but all he did was push more. I felt him put a hoof over me, pulling my neck toward him as he worked over me with his mouth. It was the foulest thing I had ever experienced, and from the way his leg was shifting, and the sound of his hooves on the floor moving. It sounded like he was heading for... Oh Goddesses!

*   *   *

I screamed so loud it could have woken the dead.

There was a moan, cut short by a loud shriek, followed by Lost Art falling out of the bed. She stared at me. “What happened? Are you alright?”

I lay there hyperventilating for a few moments, staring at the ceiling with a hoof over my heart. “I just had a nightmare. It was...” I paused to take another deep breath. “It was very vivid. I...” I said, shaking my head. “Seethe was there, and he was calling me a filly and got close.” I rolled over to face away from her and curled up. It was almost real. Why was I having nightmares about that? That monster hadn’t even been interested in me, he’d gone after Lost instead. I mean, just, I screamed out in frustration and punched the wall as hard as I could with a forehoof. Made me feel a little better at least...

“Are you okay sis?” Lost asked. I heard her sit up and shuffle her hooves against the bed a bit. “We can talk about it if you want...?”

“No, I’d rather just forget it. It was just a nightmare, it wasn’t real. It can’t hurt me.” I said, and rolled back over. I flashed a smile at her. “Let’s just get ready to head out okay? I want to get moving as soon as we can go.” I slid to the edge of the bed and stepped off it, directly into a wet spot. Right... Where L.A. had fallen... Confused, I looked to my sister.

Her face had been a light pink since I woke, but now it looked positively scarlet. She scampered out of the room, leaving a few wet hoofprints with her forehooves as she went. 

It took me a minute to figure out what had just happened, but as soon as I did I moved by hoof away and scraped it against the floor a few times. Was she really just... Argh. I shook the thought out of my head as fast as I could. I felt my face fall, but thought of other things. Every pony deals with stress a little differently, but I am not ever thinking about or mentioning that again... I dried my hoof off on the bed, since it was fairly dirty already, and collected my things. With my saddlebags secured, I checked the PipBuck to make sure all was accounted for, then left. I nodded to the mare at the counter, feeling a twinge of guilt that I’d never learned her name, and started out.

L.A. met me out front, still a light shade of pink. She coughed as I walked out and we stood together for a moment in silence. “So... Broker’s?” she finally said. She flashed a weak smile and trotted across the roadway toward the little merchant shop. 

Stifling a laugh, I followed her into the store. Inside, behind the counter, was Broker, face buried in a box full of miscellaneous odds and ends. While he was distracted with his sorting, Lost and I browsed the items lined up on the wall. Sadly, nothing was listed with a price, but there were a good few small guns and lots of water. He also had some armor, nothing fancy, but some leather barding that would be better at stopping bullets than my hide would. We continued to browse, picking up items here and there until we were sure we had enough supplies to last us.

Since we’d eaten the last of our food and drank all our remaining water, not to mention that somepony had gone and drank the only Sparkle Cola, I made sure to grab some spare bottles of irradiated water and 200 year old food. This felt almost like cheating to me, we were supposed to be treasure hunters, not shoppers. The idea that whatever we wanted was within the walls of the store was almost surreal.

While Lost sorted through the rack of barding, I stepped back and picked up a few guns. I recognized a weird-looking pistol as a magical energy weapon, and also grabbed a poorly maintained varmint rifle. Stacking them on the counter signaled Broker that we had finished our shopping trip.

Broker was still nose deep in his box of goodies, and whatever it was he was organizing was obviously interesting enough to keep him from noticing the fact that we were standing at the counter waiting. I stomped a few times, trying politely to get his attention, before giving up and clearing my throat as loud as I possible could.

“Huh, what? Oh,” he said, collecting himself. “Hello again, our ‘saviors...’” He rolled his eyes as the word ‘saviors’ slipped his lips. “So what can I do for you today? Waterwheel told me I’m to give you the best of the best of the best of discounts. Of course... I would give it to you free, if it wouldn’t put me out of business.” He moved the box he had been digging into off the counter, and continued in a whiny tone. “But I do have a family to feed, so, of course, I won’t be able to do that. I will, however, offer my generous wares at a decent price.” The contempt he had for the word ‘decent’ in that sentence was obvious. He dug with magic and hooves at the various objects we’d placed on his table then stared at us. “Five hundred caps.”

“Are you kidding me?” I snorted.

“That’s far too much!” L.A. said, and picked her jaw up from the floor. “We could find all of this same stuff in just a few hours of hunting!”

“It is not, and you could not. I have a family. Do you want them to be shot like Rainfall was?” He smirked, and I could tell L.A. was feeling the same pang of guilt I was. “This is a good deal, considering what you have here. It’s not like you brought anything to trade in an effort to lower the price. And on top of that, I notice you haven’t picked up any ammunition to use with these weapons.” He scowled and looked directly at me. “Do you have any idea what you’re doing? Any at all?”

I blushed a little and glared at him. Thinking a moment, I brought up the inventory system that the PipBuck used, and counted off what I had. “No I’ve got plenty of...” I stopped. Seeing only the few shotgun shells left, I put my hoof down. “Lost? How much do you have?” 

“I have a few spark cells left, a little bit of ammo for the pistol, and those bullets that you found last night,” L.A. responded, and dug into her bags. “Plus the pipe we snagged from the raiders is still in good condition for smashing things with. On the one hoof... The rifle you picked up? We don’t have anything for it. On the other hoof, if all of this is going to be too expensive for us, we might have to toss a few items.”

“What about this?” I asked, pulling out the broken rifle I had used before. Since the other one completely exploded, there wasn’t much point in keeping this one for spare parts. I passed it to Broker, to inspect and appraise.

He stared at it with his magenta eyes, looking at every angle before tossing it to the floor behind the counter. “10 caps is what it’s worth.” 

Once again, our jaws dropped to the floor. Once we had picked them up, I turned to her and whispered. “Okay, so, we need to find some way to get him to change his prices. It doesn’t look like we're going to get anything out of him for saving the town's water. Do you have any ideas?”

“Only to sweet talk him. He said he has a family though so it’s not like either of us would be able to seduce him...” She blushed, and shuffled her hooves at the idea. “Do you think you can do that? We can try...”

“No.” I stopped her. The memory of the nightmare popping back up, so I shook my head to shake it loose. There was absolutely no way I was going to sweet talk or seduce a stallion, family or not! 

"What about those bits you found at the Stable. I bet we could trade those for something good!" she countered.

“Nah, those are counted in with what we already have,” I explained. “Somehow the PipBuck knows exactly how much they’re worth in caps. We don’t have even half of what he’s demanding for this. Maybe we should go speak to Waterwheel or Hydro first? He seemed to change real fast when Hydro walked in last time...” It was the best I could think of, and obviously it wasn’t the best of ideas. But if he thought that he would lose something or gain something just because one of the leaders of the town was here, it would be worth a try. Remember, I thought to myself: think and plan and be a smart pony.

“Okay, we’ll try that,” she said, and turned to Broker. “Broker would you do me a big favor? We left our caps in the bedroom from last night. Will you hold our purchases until we come back? It would mean a lot to me.” 

“I’ll hold ‘em at the counter. But if somepony else comes in and needs them, I make no guarantee that I’ll hold onto the goods for you. I’m trying to run a business here!” he snapped at her, and moved the pile of armor, food, and weapons we’d gathered to a corner of the counter. With a scowl, he pulled out his box to dig through as the two of us walked away. “And here’s the caps for the broken rifle. You’re not going to haggle any more out of me for a broken gun, so don’t even try.” He levitated the caps out and dropped them on the the counter carelessly. 

L.A. lifted them from there and into my bags, and we left. A short while later, we made it to the sawmill, and found ourselves at the door to Waterwheel’s office. Hydro was nowhere to be seen as we entered, but I could hazard a guess as to where she was. I caught a glance of Doc Grinder’s office when we passed by, and saw a big sign hastily written that said ‘Do Not Disturb: I Will Saw You.’ For a moment I wasn’t sure if he was serious, considering what he had shown me in there, but the fact that he was a doctor pony gave my heart a rest that he wouldn’t slice anypony up for interrupting his sleep. I hoped...

“Oh, it’s you two,” Waterwheel said with a huff as we walked into his barren office. The stallion looked tired, and he didn’t have the same force behind his words that he’d had just a day ago. Judging from the way he was standing, he hadn’t slept the night before. “I’m extremely grateful for the information about the Stable location. With Rainfall gone...” He paused for a moment and gave a small salute to the air. “That’s in the past. With him gone, we will need to spur up trade again, and that damn DJ on the radio let out earlier than our water has gone bad. I understand the need for news to travel the Wasteland to keep ponies up to date and safe, but I know for certain there wasn’t a need for bad news. What with stories of raider armies and all the monsters around, we don’t need more to stress about.”

“Will everything be okay?” L.A. asked. “Do you know ponies who can handle the technology and set it up to work here?” She walked over toward his desk as she talked, and took a look at the large diagram behind it. The diagram itself was mostly gibberish and extremely worn, but it was probably the only thing that would be any use in modifying this facility to work with the old world tech. The only other things inside were the desk and a filing cabinet. “What, exactly, does this sawmill do?”

The brown stallion grinned and pointed at the diagram. “Well, originally it was a lumber mill. The saws were there to cut up timber and float it down the river that the falls created. When the war hit, it was switched over to a power plant to assist with the Academy nearby. They needed as much power as they could get, and there was less of a need for timber, what with rationing and change in necessity. When Hydro, Rainfall, and I started the mill up again, it was in terrible condition. But she’s a brilliant engineer and well... I’m good with my hooves.” He smiled, recounting the memory.

“So, you can convert the waterwheels that are here now, and use them to purify the water?” I asked, extremely confused. All this talk of sciencey nonsense made my head hurt. I tried to figure out how that might work but just ended up confusing myself. I stood behind Lost, hiding a bit, and just waited for an answer like a good pony. They would know what they were doing.

“That really isn’t how a waterwheel works. In theory we can make something that will transfer water to a place it can be purified. There will have to be extensive modifications made to do something like that, but like I said. Hydro knows what she’s doing when it comes to working with water and engineering. I trust her. I just don’t know how long it will take, she’s extremely broken up about Rainfall.” He paused a moment, “I just don’t understand mares...” He sighed. “Look, you should go talk to her instead. I’m about as useful as a saddle without a pony unless it comes to making or maintaining something I’ve already got directions drawn up by Hydro for it. That is, unless you need somepony intimidated.” He puffed his chest out, smiling.

“Actually, we think Broker is overcharging us. I know you told him to give a discount for our help. And, I mean, we don’t really deserve it, but we’re in desperate need of some supplies...” I did my best to sound helpless. Given the circumstances it wasn’t difficult.

“He has a tendency to do that. You just gotta talk him down. Don’t let the pink eyes scare ya, he’s harmless.” Waterwheel laughed a bit. “I’ll come with you if you really need. He knows better than to try and overcharge me, or Hydro, or Rain...” The laugh faded, and he looked over toward the filing cabinet. “Hydro’s out on the far bank of the plunge pool...”

“Thanks... We’ll just go see Hydro then. I’m sorry to bother you. Good luck with the talismans,” L.A. said.

“Thank you again,” I added. We turned and walked out the door, headed toward the far side of the building. It was a quiet walk, with neither of us saying anything. I was fairly certain what she would be doing back there, but didn’t want to admit it just yet. 

Once we got out to the plunge pool, the problem of how to get across became our main concern. The ground out there was so saturated with water from the falls it had turned to mud. We had to go the long way around, finding patches of ground that hadn’t turned into slippery mush. At the far end, past all the muck and mud, right before the treeline, we found Hydro visiting Rainfall.

“What do you want?” the purple unicorn asked when we reached her. She sounded angry, rather than hurt. She sat facing away from us, hiding her expression. “Are you here to rub it in? Tell me what a fucking slut I am? Tell me how I've killed us all? I've already heard enough of that.”

“No I-” I started.

Lost Art interrupted me. “We’re leaving town today, and wanted to say goodbye.” She stepped forward and sat next to Hydro.

I did the same, sitting on the opposite side. The three of us stared at the hastily marked grave that had been set up for the fallen pegasus. There were many like it on this side of the plunge pool, but most were far older. They must have had a lot of trouble when this little town was first getting started. All things considered, they had accomplished a lot in a short period of time. Power, water for trade, an inn and a few other homes that had survived the war. It was a nice little place, maybe we could even set up a home here one day.

“Hydro, I wanted to ask you something,” I said, breaking the silence. 

“Make it quick.” She sounded more angry than before, as if questioning her about anything would lead to getting my head bitten off.

“Well, do you know why Gunbuck came to this town?” I lifted my forehoof and clicked a few things on the PipBuck, bringing up the notes I had been reading the night before. “Because the way his notes look, it seems like there was a problem with the water beforehand.”

“Why...” She stared at me, eyes wide in terror. “...do you have that?”

“Oh. Shit,” L.A. said, her horn glowing. The pistol she had was slowly raising from where it was holstered. There was a terrified look in her eye, as if she expected the worst from Hydro. 

“I... I mean... Well.” I gulped, unable to think of what to say. “I shot him!” 

A heavy silence settled over the three of us as we waited for something to happen. During that silence, the three of us each waited for somepony else to say something. I couldn’t even breathe. I just stared at the blonde mare whose expression was quickly going from annoyed to murderous. 

“You, what!” she screamed at me.

This really wasn’t what a thinky pony would have done. I stood up and started to back away from the furious unicorn. “He shot Lost, and... and I panicked! I didn’t know who he was at the time. I thought I was going to lose her. So I just shot. It wasn’t on purpose! I didn’t know you two were a thing. I...” I fell backwards on my haunches, trembling. It was amazing, and ironic, that while I could shoot down rotting ghouls and chase down zebra snipers while running on nothing but adrenaline and drugs, this mare had me damn near petrified.

Lost raised the gun and aimed it at the back of Hydro’s head. It wobbled in the air for a moment, as if she were debating on if there was a need to fire.

“I want you. To get out. Of my town. Now.” Hydro stood over me, staring daggers directly into my eyes. “And if I ever. Ever. Ever see you again. I will personally show you the difference between accidents and murder.”

“Yes ma’am. Of course ma’am.” I motioned to L.A., and we both ran as fast as our hooves could carry us away from the mare. I looked back, and saw her collapse, wailing at the uncaring sky.

*   *   *

It was a beautiful day in the Wasteland. The cloud cover was gray and oppressive, like it was purpose built to suck the life out of every pony who’d managed to hang on this long. The air tasted like warm sulfur, there was dust in and on my everything, and ponies whose lives we’d just saved wanted us dead. What a wonderful day indeed.

L.A. and I stared down at the ruins of an old town. We had a good vantage point, a small flat spot up in the hills. Below, the view wasn't anything special, just another town that had been nearly obliterated by the war hundreds of years ago. The buildings all leaned slightly, covered in so much rust and mold that it was visible even from where we were. According to the PipBuck, Leathers was ahead of us, past a long trek through the hollowed out remains of the town. It wasn’t very far, in all honesty. But, after the fiasco with Hydro, we were out of supplies. The trip would be a lot longer while we hunted for treasure. If only she hadn’t run us out of town before we got back to Broker... Trading there might take the fun out of hunting, but it was so much easier.

The two of us began winding our way down, taking it slow and careful. There were faint red blips here and there on the E.F.S. in the corners of my vision, but none seemed to be steady enough to worry about just yet. We made a beeline for the nearest building that was still mostly intact. As we walked, I used the trick I’d seen Lost use, checking to the sides to make sure that there wasn’t anything waiting to ambush us when our backs were turned.

The process of treasure hunting is fairly boring. We enter a building, and split up. First, we check the kitchen, along with any bedrooms which might have something useful. I was down to the shotgun that I’d taken from the dead raider, and L.A. only had the pistol with a few bullets left. I went directly upstairs and scoured each room, looking under the beds and inside drawers and wardrobes. There wasn’t much that was useful: lots of old clothing from before the war, pockmarked with holes, and the occasional magazine. I put everything I could carry into my saddlebags, prioritizing the magazines more so than the flimsy, threadbare clothing. I did find a nice tattered sundress and tucked it away for later, just in case, since it was still in fairly decent condition for a 200 year old dress.

L.A. met up with me once I was finished, and showed me her haul. She’d found some leftovers from a bygone era, but nothing that was worth taking since it was all inedible. The last thing we did was check the basement of the house. Inside the room was a terminal, with a mass of cables sticking out the back and trailing all over the floor. 

“Somepony must have really liked their terminal,” I joked. As I walked up to it, the PipBuck gave a loud beep and both the terminal screen and PipBuck screen began flashing. “What in the...?”

“They’re both supposedly made by Stable-Tec, so they can talk to each other. I was able to get in the terminal in Rainfall’s easily with it,” L.A. said. She walked over to the terminal, pressed a few buttons with her magic, and pulled up the main terminal password screen.

BEEP.

“Oh shit not again...” I ducked and covered my head with my hooves.

BEEP.

L.A. ducked right as the terminal exploded, showering her with bits of glass and metal. There was a loud snapping noise and the wires and cables that lined the floor twisted and writhed, before disappearing into the walls. I had no idea what happened, and shot a confused look to my sister.

“What in the Goddesses’ name was that?!” L.A. shrieked.

I shrugged in response. We both backed out of the room as quickly as we could, then ran out of the building. There wasn’t anything else in the basement, and we’d cleared the other rooms. No sense sticking around and dealing with whatever had rigged that terminal. I hated rigged terminals. Terminals didn’t have big wires like that, and while they were prone to exploding in my face, there had never been a reaction like that. Usually, it was a dead terminal that would explode when I turned it on. This time was weird. The terminal had been on and ready for us, or somepony, to log in. Waiting. I shivered, and we continued onward, hunting for treasure.

We skipped a few buildings to put some distance between us and our most recent mistake. A few blocks down, we split up again. I headed into a building covered in war posters, with one featuring a pink and grey haired pony plastered on the wall repeatedly. The phrase ‘Pinkie Pie is Watching You FOREVER’ was now ingrained into my head. A red marker flashed in the corner of my vision as I entered, so first order of business was to hunt that down. Inside was a counter at the far end of the room, and a little table island in the center. Dozens of old boxes were piled up behind the counter, probably hiding whatever was showing up on my E.F.S. I hopped over the counter, and managed to catch my hoof on it and fall flat on my face. “Ow...” I picked myself up and made a mental note: ‘When looking for red blips, make sure to look at your surroundings.’ A sound caught my attention.

“Well, what are you doing here?” I asked the little rifle lying on the floor. It was covered in little flecks of tape, which had held it to the underside of the counter I’d just fallen over. I pulled them off and examined my prize. The PipBuck classified it as a varmint rifle. The caliber it fired was smaller than my previous guns, but it had a full clip and a little scope. I stuck it in my bags and continued the hunt for... Where’d my red marker gone? I spun around full circle, dug through the boxes nearby frantically, but couldn’t find anything that might have been hostile. There wasn’t a friendly marker other than Lost’s either. Maybe whatever it was wasn’t in this building but somewhere further away? I convinced myself that was a good excuse and went back to hunting. I did find some ammunition for the rifle while digging in the boxes, but not much. 

I left and headed up to meet with Lost. She had gone into a building with a giant BANK sign hanging from the front. When I found her, she was bent over a terminal, trying to get the password the old fashioned way. For a few minutes while she worked, I watched in silence absentmindedly. Then the idea hit me to attach the rifle to my battle saddle. I didn’t have any tools and without a horn to do the detail work, it took a while to resize the old anchor and attach the new rifle to it, but I got it in working order soon enough. Even after I finished, she hadn’t gotten in. “Any luck?” I asked her.

“Nope,” she said. “Lemme use this.” She snatched the PipBuck in her magic and drug me around to the terminal by my leg. 

“Hey that’s attached!” I snapped. The grip made me twitch a little, but I forced myself not to recoil. The memory of being held against my will shot into the back of my mind, and for just a second I felt the pinch of a muzzle on my face. I let her though, she was my sister. She wasn’t going to hurt me! I pushed every little bit of it out of my head. Just don’t think about it. Why was this even bothering me anyway? It was only a nightmare! A few deep breaths later and I calmed down. Irrational reactions suck, especially when you know they’re irrational.

“Uh huh,” she responded absentmindedly. She went back and forth between the two screens for a few minutes, eliciting beeps here and there. A few minutes passed before she let go of my foreleg and went back to the terminal. “I don’t need luck.” She hit a button.

In another room, I heard a series of clicks, followed by a rustling noise. We walked over and found that inside the room was row after row of lockboxes. Lost took the right and I took the left, where we went down each row, picking into each. The majority were empty, probably cleaned out right before the world’s end by ponies fearing the worst. Even more surprising was the fact that the backs of several lockers were gone... that didn’t seem very secure for a bank. There were a few treasures to be found though: a plasma pistol that L.A. squealed over, some old world bits and gems, and some cans of something called Cram locked in a box with some cigarettes. Guess somepony wanted to keep their vices a secret. Lastly, we found a first aid kit. Finally. With how much I’d been getting shot recently, that was a gift from the Goddesses.

I chuckled. Here we were, two sisters robbing a bank two centuries after anypony would care about it. The two of us dug around in the lock boxes until Lost’s voice dragged me away. 

“Hidden?” she said. “What do you suppose that is?”

I pulled my head out of a lock box and looked where she was pointing. In the back far corner of her lock box was a splotchy black pile of... something. Something weird. I could have sworn I saw it move. I rubbed my eyes. Nope. Stationary. “I dunno,” I said. “Random spare electrical parts?”

Lost shook her head. “I can’t tell what it is. It looks it’s wired into the wall.” Her horn glowed as she magically lifted the black mass up out of the lock box for closer inspection. “Who would put this in a-”

The mass abruptly thrashed and struck out with wiry tendrils at Lost Art’s face. 

Lost shrieked and dropped the bundle of wires. 

The bundle, which was still attached to the lockbox by a stalk of twisted wire, lashed out at Lost's legs. She managed to deflect the attack with a push of her telekinesis, and stuffed the writhing blob back into the lockbox. 

I slammed the door shut with both hooves and held it closed. “What the...!” I started to say. 

“No treasure is worth that,” Lost said. “Run!”

The two of us backed out, not taking our eyes off the box, and then bolted, not looking back.

We went slower after that, spending the majority of the morning digging through houses and buildings. It was much of the same old routine: get in, check, leave. Most of what we collected was food, with a few rounds of ammunition here and there. The process took ages, but with enough persistence, I always managed to find one last thing before we left each building. Despite every place we checked looking like it should be completely barren, there was always just enough to get by. Either every other scavenger and raider just wasn’t trying, or I was really good at finding things.

“Do you think we should head straight for Leathers now? It’s been half a day already, I’m honestly a bit tired of hunting,” I whined. I waited for her response, which took forever, as she was busy inspecting her new gun. “I’m going to take that as a yes.” I got a grunt in response and- Wait a minute. Something caught the corner of my eye. Was that a... I bit into L.A.’s mane and pulled her into an alley, where we ducked behind a shattered wall.

“Ow-Fuck! What was that for?” she snapped at me, rubbing her head with a hoof. “I just got this thing loaded! It’s a beaut isn’t it?” She held the pistol up, the gun encased in a blue glow. A shot interrupted her, when it hit the wall and blew a chunk of the material into fine dust. “Oh, we’re getting shot at again. Wonderful!”

“You’ve gotten really good at being jaded L.A...” I said, biting the bit to ready my gun. I peeked out past the edge of our little hiding spot to get a look at our attacker. I felt a sharp pain tear through the side my ear, and yelped. Then I heard the distant BANG that could’ve warned me. I felt a bit of blood, but it wasn’t bad enough to waste any of the one health potion we’d found in the first aid kit on. At least I had some time between shots to get a good, safe look. The new gun might not be as powerful as my last, but I had a scope this time at least! Looking through it I could see several raiders and- There was a flash! I pulled back behind the wall, barely missing getting shot. A chunk of the wall exploded when the bullet hit. “There’s a bunch of raiders down there... I’m gonna get all shot up again aren’t I?” Why isn’t the Wasteland ever fair?

“Just use S.A.T.S.,” she suggested.

I stuck my head out again between shots. “What’s S.A.T.S. any-?” Before I could finish my sentence, the whole world froze in place. In front of me, there were two ponies on a balcony at the end of the street, and a few more on the ground heading toward us. The spell from the PipBuck zoomed in on them, wrapping each in a green outline. I scrunched my face, confused by what I was seeing. There were numbers and percentages everywhere, with little outlines for each part of the first pony I could see. Each of the ponies had different numbers floating around their outlines. I had no idea what they meant, so I picked the pony perched on a balcony with a rifle, and selected her a few times. Still confused as to how I just did this, I shrugged and looked over at the execute icon in the corners of my vision. Old world technomagic is funny like that...

Real time kicked back in and I fired two shots from the rifle. One of the rounds struck exactly where I had aimed, and the other missed by a good distance. The first bullet was enough though, as it tore a hole in the pony's hind leg. She fell from the balcony and smashed into the ground below. Whatever that spell was, I loved it! I tried again, thinking S.A.T.S., yelling it, whatever it was that had started it up, but to no avail. I pulled back as a few more shots dug into the ground and blew away pieces of the wall.

“Why won’t it come back?” I asked.

“It has to recharge. Trade places with me.” She said, and hoisted up the plasma pistol. We swapped places and she stuck her head out like I had. She opened fire, her pistol letting out a B-KEW sound. From the grin on her face, and the scream that rang through the air, she’d landed a few shots.

That smile disappeared when she went to shoot again, and her expression turned to one of sheer terror. She ducked behind the wall. “Hidden,” she whispered. There was a split second pause before she ran past me, down the alleyway we were hiding in. “Run!”

“What happened?” I shouted, chasing after her at full gallop. “Why are you spooked? Slow down! I can’t keep up!” I didn’t get an answer, so I just tried to follow and not lose sight of her, both of us galloping as quickly as we could through the ruined buildings and streets. In the distance behind us, I heard the spattering of sporadic gunfire, followed by somepony screaming horrifically. It echoed through the dead city. Whatever had just happened, that scream sent a chill down my spine, and for just a moment, I felt sorry for those raiders.

*   *   *

By the time L.A. finally stopped running, my lungs were burning and my legs felt shaky. We had actually made it further away from Leathers than when we started at the edge of the forest. She collapsed in front of me and I followed suit. “Why,” I rasped, gasping for air, “did we,” huff, puff... “run like that?”

“More wires.” She sounded horror-struck when she spoke. The plasma pistol still floated beside her, and she frantically looked back and forth. “Check the E.F.S. Do you see anything at all?” 

I looked back and forth, seeing nothing ahead or behind, and nothing to either side. “Nothing at all. We’re alone.” It was weird; I knew I hadn’t killed the one raider, and she’d seemed intent on turning my head into a bloody stump, so why hadn’t she chased us? Was that scream from her? I don’t know why I was questioning it: it was a blessing for her to not have chased us. But... Still... I found myself wondering what had happened to her, what that scream was about.

I jumped at the sound of a heavy thud behind us. I turned around slowly, and saw... Well, I wasn’t quite sure. It looked like a pony, but it was much bulkier, and made of metal. It trudged closer, and I was finally able to make out that it was an armored pony. I had heard rumors from the trader who sold me the rifles before, but couldn’t remember the name. Either way, he walked up to us, slow and determined. The armor looked very sturdy, totally encasing the pony within and made of unpainted matte finish steel with a yellow visor over the eyes and twin tubes leading from the faceplate down to the chest. The hoof pieces were smeared with fresh blood that glistened in the light. And he smelled foul.

“Did you kill those raiders for us? Thank you so much!” I tried to sound cheerful, as I reached back to get L.A.’s attention.

Lost Art turned around, and let out a scream. “That’s it!” She pointed her gun at the armored pony and began firing wildly. Little green bursts of plasma sparked across the armor of the pony, with no apparent effect..

“What do you mean that’s it? That’s what?!” I screamed over the sound of her firing. I looked back and forth between the two. Sister firing frantically, and an armored pony not reacting. None of this sat right. I backed towards her, following her lead, and fired a few shots with the varmint rifle.

Whoever the armored pony was, he didn’t seem to be slowed at all by the barrage of plasma and lead against him. His armor either absorbed every hit or was repairing itself somehow faster than I could see. He stopped his advance, and a compartment on his back opened up. A gun far bigger than any rifle I’d ever seen popped out, and that right there was enough to send me running. L.A. seemed to have the same idea, because we both hauled flank as fast as we could in the opposite direction.

A split-second later, a series of muffled reports echoed behind us as the pony fired repeatedly at us. The sound was confusing, since it wasn’t like any weapons fire I’d heard before. Even silencers sounded sharper than the coughing thuds from his gun, but I wasn’t gonna spend any time trying to figure out what made it different. The answer came soon enough though, as a few hunks of metal that looked suspiciously like apples flew through the air past us. They slammed into the walls of the alley we were in and erupted into flames. Both of us shrieked and turned the nearest corner into a street.

The thudding followed, and I could feel everything shake slightly. The walls around us shook, and dust flew into the air, making it harder to see where we were running. None of that mattered, because grenades that turned everything to fire weren’t worth sticking around for. 

“This way, this way!” I yelled, and turned down another alleyway. L.A. followed me as we sped off as fast as our hooves would take us. “Okay here, here.” I twisted down another alleyway, praying my sister was still behind me. I could hear her heaving for breath still so she couldn’t have been that far away. We barrelled through every obstruction, jumping through broken windows and over chunks of wall to continue. Nothing was going to stop us from outrunning whatever it was behind us.

The armored pony didn’t stop though, it just smashed through everything in its way, from chairs to walls, and kept coming after us. Eventually it sounded like we had outrun it, as the shaking ground and thudding hooffalls fell silent. I had barely kept an eye out on the E.F.S. though and was more terrified that it hadn’t shown up as a red marker when it approached. Was there a pony inside that armor or what?

“Stop, I can’t breathe,” L.A. shrieked, taking in shallow gasps of air. She skidded to a stop and I followed suit. “That thing had the wires. I don’t know. It just. It grabbed that raider.” Her breathing was slowly going back to normal as she spoke. 

“Grabbed? Then what?” My eyes widened as I asked. I was almost afraid of the answer.

“I don’t know! I just saw wires wrap around her and the one on the ground, and then they got pulled away. Do you think I wanted to wait and find out!” She was screaming at me by this point.

“Okay, okay. I got it. Let’s just keep heading toward Leathers. When we get there it’ll be ok. There has to be somepony there that can help or else Gunbuck wouldn’t have been heading there, right?” I was trying to convince myself just as much as I was trying to convince her about this.

We began running toward the marker on my E.F.S. I constantly checked behind me, whatever that armored monster had been, we hadn’t killed it, and I couldn’t trust that it would give up. But then, right when I thought we might be in the clear, I saw a green blip. Somepony friendly? 

“I see somepony,” I said.

“Good for them. We need to go!” L.A. snapped back. “We watch out for us first.” She pointed a hoof at herself and then at me. “We can’t hang around with that thing near.”

“But what if it goes after them?” I didn’t need another life on my shoulders. “Look, the E.F.S. didn’t show the armored pony. This is showing up, it has to be safe. We can’t abandon somepony. Would Gunbuck have done that?” 

"Gunbuck shot me at first sight! Ugh, why do I listen to you? I'm older..." L.A. snapped and reloaded the plasma pistol. “Just lead the way and keep an eye out for wires.”

We headed toward the marker on my E.F.S., keeping an eye out for anything moving. There was so much rubble in this section of the town though, it was hard to see anything. I navigated solely on the magic in the PipBuck, using it to weave around buildings and into alleyways. The map feature was just amazing for this. We didn’t even have to slow down. 

We ducked around a corner where the marker was pointing, and I ran right into a white swirled design on a zebra’s flank. L.A. subsequently rammed into my rear and we all toppled over. There was a loud ‘eep’ in front of and behind me, both coming from voices I recognized.

Once we untangled ourselves, I looked at whomever I had run into. The familiar deep blue eyes of Xeno stared back at me. 

“Oh, they did send someone to kill me then. I would still prefer if you were to let me to live,” Xeno said, picking herself up from the ground. “I have left as I promised I would. Was that not enough for the ponies in that town? Their water supply is now untainted by my zebra curses.” She nearly smiled, but stopped at the last second to collect her bag. 

“No, I... why are you here?” L.A. sputtered.

“I told you,” the zebra started, tossing the single bag over her head and onto her neck, “I have much I inspire to do in the Wasteland, I did not wish to be murdered, so I left. Where was I to go? I have nothing left, so I am to start a new life. This begins with wandering, does it not?” She tilted her head, slowly blinking. 

Her rambling did make some sense, but, okay it made no sense at all. “Okay well. How about...” I found myself staring at the mark on her flanks, as it seemed to twist in circles and the spiral spin. “How about...”

“What is wrong with you? Why are you staring at me like that?” Xeno asked, shifting slightly.

“Spinny...” That was all I could manage before she moved and the marking disappeared from sight. “What? Huh? Sorry. Your cutie mark is hypnotic... What does it mean anyway?” Was this really the best time to be asking this? Internally I gave myself the worst facehoof ever.

“I do not have a cutie mark, that is a word made up by you ponies, it does not hold true for my kind. But I thank you for the compliment. I am proud of it.” She said nonchalantly, before she turned back to the pile of rubble she had been digging in. “I do have a life to rebuild though, there is much I am acquired to do.”

“Okay, Xeno. Please, it’s not safe here right now. There’s... a thing. I can’t really explain,” I tried to explain. I looked side to side, with the hopes that whatever the pony or wires were would give itself away before it attacked.

Lost Art had backed herself against the wall as tight as she could, looking back and forth repeatedly. Her gun moved erratically, following the frantic movements of her eyes. She hadn’t joined in the conversation, too terrified to do anything but stay on guard. “Can you just join up with us so we can get out of here? That thing could be back at any moment!”

“What thing do you speak of?” She peeked out from the rubble again, holding a piece of steel with a chunk of stone on the one end. She tossed it down and spat a few times before continuing. “There is nothing here. This place is empty of ponies or anything else. I have been here since yesterday, and seen no one.”

“I beg to differ. Come on, please? I will tell you about our life and our goals in the Wasteland, you can tell us yours? We can be friends!” I said, and noticed I was starting to mimic her speech patterns. “Look, it’s dangerous here.”

“Just come on already!” L.A. put her gun away and wrapped her magic around one of my ears, and one of Xeno’s ears. She tugged and I gave a yelp, following the feel of her telekinesis. 

“Ow, don’t rip it off,” I cried. She’d grabbed the ear I’d gotten shot in. “Stop, please, I’ll follow.” It was no use though, and she dragged me off anyway.

“Sorry, I’ll fix it,” she said as she led us behind another building. She released the two of us and switched her magic from levitation to healing. My ear knitted itself back together as if it’d never been shot. When Lost was done, she turned away and broke into a canter. I followed, but Xeno stopped and headed back toward where she’d been before.

“I would rather not be a burden, you two have already seen the trouble I cause to those I consider close,” she said. 

I tried to stop her but as soon as I turned around, I saw the armored pony again. It was trudging its way up behind Xeno. The poor zebra stopped in her tracks and tilted her head at the large pony encased in armor in front of her.

Before I knew what I was doing, I had my shotgun in my mouth and leapt between the two. L.A. called something out, but I wasn’t sure what it was. I looked into the face of the armor, staring at the glowing yellow visor, and took a shot at it.

The buckshot ricocheted off the reinforced glass in all directions, putting a miniscule crack in it. The visor glowed green, and the crack instantly sealed itself up before my eyes. I tried to reload the shotgun, but the armored stallion kicked me away. I smashed into a broken wall, feeling and hearing my back crack. I blacked out for a second. It felt like every bone in my body had shattered, and I was fairly certain I could feel blood on my back again. I tried to get up, but it was going to take some time.

Xeno was still standing in front of it. She hadn’t moved an inch even during all of that, yet managed to get out of the way when I was kicked back. She stared at the armored pony, shivering and unable to move. The armor began to open and she shrieked. Where a mouth would have been on a normal pony, a giant crack appeared and it split, revealing rows of metallic teeth behind the armor. I couldn’t tell from where I was what else was in there, but it couldn’t have been good, given the shrieks that Xeno made. There was no way a pony could be inside, was there?

The now familiar B-KEW noise filled the air and green bursts erupted on the armor, a few going directly into its mouth. It squealed metallically and reeled, the back of the armored head actually beginning to melt where shots had passed through and hit inside. Wires poured out from the openings in the armor, and twisted around in the air wildly. The armor itself began repairing, sealing up the holes around the flailing wires. 

Xeno took advantage of the confusion and ran, tripping slightly and managing to avoid one of the flailing wires by mere inches. She caught herself mid-fall and ended in a roll before righting herself. She wove around the shots L.A. was firing, and hid behind her, trying to shrink away from the monster.

I managed to get myself right-side-up again and took aim. Something distracted me though, the odd sound of music playing in the distance. I looked around and spotted a little hovering robot. Terror took over as it dawned on me that this wire... thing. It could have other robot friends that would help it in killing us and doing... whatever it was it planned to do with those wires. But, no... this one showed up as a green marker on the E.F.S. Why was it showing up and not the armored pony? A malfunction? As the little robot floated closer, I got a better look. It was a large metal sphere with two large eyes on the front, a grille with a gun underneath below those eyes, and four large wings holding it in the air. Friend or not, it looked disturbing.

“Can’t I get a break!” I screamed, and fired at the armor. The shot hurt me a lot more than it should have, and definitely more than the monster pony. My bones ached from the recoil. Apparently getting thrown into a wall had done a lot more damage than I’d expected. Luckily, I wasn’t the only one taking shots at it. The floating bot began to shoot little pink beams at it, and L.A. was still firing as fast as she could with her pistol. 

The three of us all firing was wasting a lot of ammo, but it didn’t seem to faze the armored pony. He just stood there, wires undulating in the air and armor constantly repairing. Though it seemed to take all his power to keep repairing, as he wasn’t able to move.

I stopped firing and sidestepped toward Lost. “We need to get out of here,” I said. I fired a few more shots, aiming for the legs. Maybe that would slow him down.

“I know, but if we stop shooting he’ll chase us again...” She followed suit, firing at the other leg. “We can keep running, but he’s just going to keep following. 

“If he has another target there will be no reason for him to follow us,” Xeno suggested.

“But there’s nopony else here!” I looked around with the E.F.S. again. “I just need a minute to stop and think.” And with that, the S.A.T.S. started up again, freezing everything around me. I looked at the wire pony in front of me.

It was honestly more than I could take in. The armor was chipped and dented, with holes blown in the fronts of his legs from where we had focused our shots. The source of the smell was evident, as rotten flesh had begun to pour out of the holes. There was a pile around each broken hoof, just lying there ground up and oozing. Inside the legs I could see a mass of wires, with more rotten flesh spotted between and around them. The wires themselves were stuck in mid-air, frozen by the S.A.T.S. spell. They looked almost like they were supposed to be flesh, slick with whatever this monster used for blood. His mouth was still open, showing nothing but a black mass of wires behind the teeth. Teeth that glinted in the light at their wicked sharp edge. Definitely not a pony! What in the unholy fuck was this thing? How could Celestia and Luna ever let it come to be?!

The worst part about it? S.A.T.S. couldn’t target it. 

I was stuck aiming at the bot floating off in the distance behind it. What the fuck! Okay, this was the part where I needed to be a thinky pony. With the extra time I had, I could just come up with a plan.

The bot over in the distance had attacked it, which meant that it can target it. There has to be some way, then. If we could get him to shift his attention over to that, we might be able to escape while he was distracted. I’d just have to lure him over there and get Lost and Xeno to run in the other direction... He seemed more interested in me anyway because I attacked his face... Ok. That was the best I had. Now how did I cancel this thing?

The spell dropped, and everything went back to normal. The loudness of all of us firing suddenly hit me. I screamed over the firefight. “You two need to run!”

“What about you?” Lost yelled back.

“I have a plan. You two need to run.” I could feel my voice getting hoarse from yelling.

“I can’t leave you.” L.A.’s voice wavered when she screamed.

“If she says that we need to, I think that we should trust her. She has survived much, despite the luck that I have. I feel her suicidal attempt will not succeed.” Xeno chipped in, her voice barely rising above the din of the gunfire.

“Just go!” I said as I pulled out the shotgun to reload it. It wasn’t an easy feat for an earth pony without cheater magic. With the adrenaline pumping, I pulled it off and bolted forward at the wire-monster. The shots behind me faded, leaving me the only living thing on the battlefield.

Wherever she was going, I hope she’d be okay. Xeno too. The armor began to repair more rapidly, and in almost an instant the holes and dents were gone. The wires slid back inside the armor, and all that was left was what looked like a normal suit of armor standing in the middle of an abandoned street, assuming of course the giant gaping wire-filled mouth wasn’t in view. 

Two wires shot out and wrapped around my midsection. This was new. He lifted me into the air and the jaws opened wider and wider. The wires tightened, digging into my coat and making it hard to breathe. Flailing wasn’t doing any good, but I kept at it anyway. I had to get out of the grasp, being tied up. This was not something I could handle right now. I kicked at the wires with my forehooves, desperate for freedom. It was like my nightmare all over again. The primal fear was clawing at the back of my mind, whispering reminders of what could happen. This wasn’t a real pony thought, right? It couldn’t do that to me? Real ponies can fuck, this... 

Stop! I screamed at myself in my mind. It was a nightmare. It wasn’t real. This wire pony wasn’t going to rape me. It didn’t even have a body inside the armor. There weren’t even parts for that. It’d probably just kill me. As sickly amusing as a thought as it was, I realized that was actually preferable. 

The rationalizing helped, and the claws of fear retracted ever so slowly. I tried to take a deep breath to calm down but couldn’t. A few more times I gasped, and came to the conclusion that not being able to breathe was quickly escalating on the list of my favorite things to never do ever again. The pressure was getting difficult to stand, and the edges of my vision were going black. The wires tightening around my waist felt like they were ripping my skin open. To stay conscious, I looked from side to side desperately, trying to spot something, anything, that could get me free before the life was crushed out of me. Just like before, helpless... No, no, no! Do not think that, it’s not the same at all!

Behind him, the floating bot was still taking potshots, blasting out upbeat music as loud as it could, as if attempting to cover the sound of the weapons blasts. The wire pony was doing a very good job of ignoring it. The teeth that he had were beginning to move, not with the jaw itself, but sideways along the jawline. The movement started with a high pitched whir, before the cacophony of grinding metal overtook it.

Oh Goddesses. I was going to get sliced into pieces and eaten! Where’s a ceiling when I need one? Quick and painless crushing was better than this torture.

Just wait, be patient. That’s all I had to do. I could breathe when I was done. Just another minute. As long as Lost got away... I aimed the shotgun down and fired a shot directly into the wire-filled gullet below. There was a momentary pause, and the wires released me. I slammed into the ground, and a jolt of pain shot up my left hind leg as I heard a stomach-turning crack. I howled in agony as something wicked sharp and jagged dug into my leg from the inside. A warning flashed from the PipBuck, something about a crippled limb? I didn’t have time to worry about that. I just ran, as fast as I could. 

It turned slowly, sending tremors through the ground all around. The bot kept firing its little magic zapper, but it was barely a distraction at this point.

I ran as fast as I could on my leg, limping painfully with each step. Tears were rolling down my cheeks but I didn’t have time to worry about it. Just run. Just. Keep. Running. Get it away from your sister. KEEP GOING! My brain screamed at me to keep going forward, my heart wanted a break, and my lungs were just barely able to keep up. Where was some Buck when I needed it? I could have taken this guy on easily if I had some of that. 

It wasn’t chasing me. There were no thuds, no shaking of the ground. I was gonna get away.

Then the grenade hit.

It caught me on the right flank, just above my cutie mark. Fire splashed all around me, scorching my tail and searing my hide. I screamed as I catapulted forward and smashed into the ground, rolling in the dust to snuff my burning body. It hurt. I hurt. Everything burned and hurt. I gave up, and let myself cry. I rolled onto my side and looked back. 

The wire pony turned its attention to the floating bot. What the... Did it think I was dead? That was probably the most luck I’d ever had. The bot began to dip and duck the wires lashing through the air. Wire pony wasn’t using the grenade launcher for some reason. Was he out of ammo? My luck wasn’t that good. Too close? Maybe. Did it matter? No. He was distracted, and that was what mattered.

I took the time to crawl away, trying to look as still as possible as I pulled myself forward. It wasn’t worth it to grab the healing potion we’d found. It would take too long to dig through my bags to find it. I had to get away while it was busy. I kept an eye on it, and the bot, before they were out of sight. As soon as I rounded the corner, I pulled myself to my good hooves and began to run as fast as I could. I didn’t want to look back, and it was hard to move on my broken leg. The PipBuck kept flashing warnings, something about low health and other symbols I didn’t understand. I shook my head to clear the warnings away, hoping that would do the trick. Eventually they disappeared. 

In the distance there was a horrific crunch and the music suddenly went silent. 

Oh no.

I pushed harder, clenching my eyes shut and forcing myself to take another step. Just to get away from it, that was all I had to do. If I had time to run, we could get to Leathers. There’d be some kind of help there.

The wall next to me exploded. A mass of wires streaked through the air and smashed right into me. They threw me into the air, and another wire wrapped around my throat before I could fall. A second wrapped around in the opposite direction, and the two began to tighten around my neck, choking me. My lungs burned as I tried to draw in breath but couldn’t. Everything started to go dark. The edges of my vision began closing in. I panicked, my heart raced, the blood pounding sharply through my temples. I tried to kick at the wires, in a feeble attempt to do... something, anything to get it to stop.

The whirring started again, sounding almost as if he were laughing. Laugh at me will you? I mentally ranted at the metal monster. You only got me, not my sister or my new friend. They’re away, I know they are. Even if I have to live through you ripping me piece by piece, she’s safe. She’d better be safe. I’m going to come back and haunt her if she isn’t safe. After all those times she saved me from near-certain death, I finally get to repay her. I’d better give you indigestion.

My little internal monologue wasn’t helping at all. I was terrified. This was going to hurt, and I wasn’t ever going to see my sister again. Please Celestia. Please Luna. Let Lost have gotten somewhere safe. That fear was back, clawing at the corners of my mind, the parts that were still going at least. Helpless... A stallion, what was once a stallion? It held me helpless, at its mercy... Goddesses, make it fast...

I closed my eyes, partially to escape the encroaching blackness. I resigned myself to my fate. Guess it was just my time. “Sorry, Gunbuck. I didn’t get to finish...” I rasped as best I could. My kicking hooves slowed. They felt useless, cold, and numb...

A noise cut through the air, overpowering the grinding of the metal teeth. My eyes shot open again, and through the black haze I saw was a massive barrage of pink lasers and green plasma explosions on the side of him. The shots dug through the wires holding me in the air, and I fell to the ground with another sickening crunch and more jolts of pain. More health notices flashed, but I ignored them. The wires were still wrapped around my neck, and I still couldn’t breathe.

I dug at the wires, trying in vain to get catch an edge so I could rip them off. I didn’t have enough time. I felt light headed, and everything hurt. My lungs were on fire, burning through my chest and ready to implode. Finally I found purchase, and I pulled pulled them away with the edges of my hooves. I collapsed back onto the ground, gasping. I could breathe again! I was saved.

With all the strength I could muster, I turned to see what had opened fire on the wire monster. A small herd of similarly armored ponies off in the distance sprayed gouts and plasma fire and precise laser strikes at the wirepony. Dozens of lasers peppered it from one pony with a gigantic gatling laser on his back. The rest wore identical armor to the wire monster. More of those things? Maybe I wasn’t saved... If those armored ponies were full of the same mass of wires and flesh, I was just going to roll over and let them eat me. One was tough enough; a group of them was going to be impossible. If I could only get a few minutes to catch my breath, then we’d see.

I looked back at the wire monster. The concentrated fire steadily tore his armor into chunks, with pieces flying off in every direction. The wires inside seemed to be melting from the heat, but he didn’t seem fazed really, as he took a few steps and turned to them, his grenade launcher extending from his back.

I covered my face with my hooves and rolled over to shield myself from what was about to happen. There was a volley of thumps as he rained fire on my ‘saviors.’ I peeked with one eye from behind my hooves and watched the carnage. Most weathered it well enough, but at least one collapsed in their armor and didn’t get back up. The others didn’t miss a step. Almost as if they were ignoring the fallen pony, they continued their advance and the blazing barrage.

The wire pony reared up on what was left of its rear legs, hopelessly outmatched and outgunned, and turned to flee. Masses of rotten flesh and lengths of wire sloughed off as it moved, the armor still repairing itself with surprising speed as it took the shots. The thing galloped off, weaving through the road and into an alleyway, then out of sight. The attack only stopped once it was obvious the wire pony wasn’t coming back.

Was it... really over? I relaxed, let myself go limp, and did my best to ignore the smell of rotten flesh and scorched electronics next to me.

“Hidden!” That was Lost’s voice... She’d made it.

“It looks as though luck did not fight against you this time. You are alive. This is good!” And that was Xeno’s voice... they’d both gotten free.

That made nearly dying worth it. The pain in my leg wasn’t going to be any easier to deal with, but at least it was worth it. I breathed deeply, glad to be out of with that situation. I felt Lost’s magic wrap around my foreleg and pull at me. I didn’t want to stand, but I had to. It took a moment, but I forced myself onto my working hooves. 

“Well, that was easy.” I smiled and looked at those around me.

“You’re very boastful for somepony who should be dead.” The pony with the gatling laser was speaking. Oh, she was a mare, a mare with a sweet, if stern, voice. “A ‘thank you’ is in order.”

“Sorry,” I said, and looked down. “Thank you. You’re not another one of those... Whatever it was.” Going on the fact Lost and Xeno were with her, she probably wasn’t, but if she was... Well, I was too fucked up right now to fight back anyway.

“You’re welcome. And, no, we may share the armor but my soldiers and I are nothing like that thing. On to business: your sister tells me you are here to assist us in the factory. I highly suggest you prove her right. Come with us, now. All three of you,” she said. With that, she turned and motioned for her troops to pick up their fallen comrade. 

“Umm... I can’t really... Walk right now?” I protested. I was having trouble breathing, and the pain was so unbearable that I had to keep swallowing to keep myself from throwing up.

“Hmm, yes,” the armored mare said. “I often forget that you don’t automatically receive treatment when you sustain wounds in battle. Lost Art, that’s your name, correct? There is a compartment on my armor. Grab a Med-X from in there and assist her. We need to move before that monster comes back.” A small panel popped open on her flank, right where her cutie mark would be. Not much was visible, mostly more, ugh, wires. Something that looked like a vial and some tubes maybe? She stood still for a moment, allowing L.A. to grab the medicine as suggested. 

My sister headed back to me, and stabbed me in the flank with the shot. In an instant the shooting pains were gone and I could think clearly again. 

*   *   *

I spent the majority of the trip propped up between Lost and Xeno. While I didn’t feel the pain from the shattered bones, whenever I put any weight on the leg, I could feel the nagging little lancing sensation through the Med-X. Xeno didn’t have to help, but I was extremely happy that she did, because it made things a lot easier for me. Considering that the last time we’d seen each other, L.A. and I had each killed one of her brothers, she had a surprisingly relaxed attitude.

The mare with the gatling laser lead the three of us to an enormous factory that seemed almost undamaged compared to the ruins of the city behind us. Through my stupor, I could make out a soldier posted at each corner of the roof, with extras watching here and there through windows on two sides of the building. We entered through what must have been the back before the war, as there wasn’t a sign or plaque or anything above the door denoting what the building was. I knew it was ‘Leathers’, but that didn’t tell me anything about it.

“Welcome back, Star Paladin.” An armored pony said, giving a salute as we walked by.

“Thank you,” she replied, before turning to her soldiers. “Alright bucks, listen up! Get some rest, and be up for the change of watch in 5 hours. You all did well. It’s no piece of cake to drive that cannibalistic fucker off. You’ve earned your rest. Now get out of my sight.” The soldiers scattered before she could even finish her sentence. “Now, you three. As you may have gathered, I am the second in command at this forward outpost. My name is Jazz. You were in luck that we were patrolling at that particular time. If we hadn’t been, you’d probably be dead at this point. I do suggest next time a ‘hello’ instead of shooting at me. I understand our organization has a history of not working well with other ponies, but I do try to not be as corrupt as some of the Elders. I will fire back if I am shot at again. This is your only warning.” She grumbled something under her breath, but the only word I caught was Sabre. I couldn’t make heads nor tails of that at this point, and for a second I wondered if it was even relevant.

“You have the same armor as that monster. How was I supposed to know? I thought you were with him!” Lost said, sounding one-third exasperated and two-thirds apologetic. She shuffled her hooves slightly, losing her balance for a moment due to my leaning on her. Luckily though she caught us in time.

“Understandable, I suppose. Come with me. I’ll explain why we’re...” She paused. “...glad to have you here.” She turned and entered the building through the large door at the top of the ramp and motioned for us to follow. As we did, she took the helmet off, showing herself to be an off-white mare with a short cropped mane, two-toned in red and yellow. 

“Can we stop and get my sister to a clinic or something first?” L.A. said with a groan. “I’m really close with her normally, but holding her up like this isn’t what I had in mind.” Unlike her, Xeno hadn’t said a word or a complaint about holding me, but that must have just been one of the differences between ponies and zebras. 

“Mmm, yes, that would be a good place to start the, ugh, tour. Follow me,” she responded. She lead us down a rusted steel hallway, with windows into a gigantic room full of machinery on one side and doors to offices on the other. From the offices were the sounds of soldiers snoring. “This building was originally a factory used to manufacture skywagons and train cars from the woods shipped here from the mountainside. As you can see by the half finished armor on the assembly line, the factory was absorbed by the Ministry of Technology and used to produce armor for the Academy nearby...”

Uh huh. Why was she so snappy when she spoke? Was she pissed off or something? Nice little bit of- ooh, shiny! I stared at the armor pieces on the various machines through the window, captivated by the glinting light coming off the metal. They were in really good condition for being so old. I tried to stop so I could stare longer, but couldn’t get a grip on the floor. Why couldn’t I walk? All around me was a nice blue glow, it was actually rather warm too- oh! Lost Art was holding me up with her magic. Wonderful. Now I could...

Lost gingerly set me onto a gurney in one of the rooms. The blue glow from her magic mixed with a silvery colored glow coming from a pony I couldn’t see. The two of them together shifted me so my broken leg was clear of anything that might cause further damage. Unfortunately, this left it angled awkwardly in the air. Apparently I wasn’t against a wall, because I could feel a gentle poking at my sore exploded back. Despite what had happened, it didn’t really hurt too much. Just a little ja-OW... Med-X is amazing.

“If you’re the help we’re supposed to be getting, color me surprised,” the pony who had just injected me full of painkillers said. “According to the radio broadcasts, Gunbuck is supposed to be male. Any explanation on that one?” She finished her prodding and trotted around in front of me. “Either way, I don’t appreciate being given extra work. I was supposed to be transcribing schematics all afternoon.” The doctor in front of me was a short mare, with a bright pink mane that was tied back severely with a white band, one with a little red plus in the center. She was a bit peculiar in the sense that her coat was the same color as the ghoul’s I had blown into goo just a few days ago. It was hard not to laugh at the memory. Laughter was definitely not the first thing I should be considering doing here.

“Sorry Doc, I hope it won’t be too hard to fix.” I laughed, trying to cope with all that had happened. I did see a horn though, which was a vast improvement over my last physician. To me this screamed of not digging out shotgun pellets with her mouth, and that made her the Best. Doctor. Ever. “Also. Is my leg broken? Because my PipBuck keeps telling me that it’s broken and I would really like it to stop flashing warnings all over my vision.”

“Yes, in several places. We’re very lucky it didn’t break the skin...” She gave a worrying twitch when she said that. “I do have something that can fix that in a split second though.”

“Doc...” I started. I looked down at my leg, which was bent at a weird angle. Since I was busy focusing on that, I didn’t see the needle she stuck in my, “OW!”, leg... The sensation it caused was a new one, but I could feel the bones growing back and reconnecting. It was very odd, but didn’t hurt too much, it felt more like growing pains and deep itching. I watched the show, as my leg twisted back around to a healthy direction and the bones adjusted into their proper places. The fragments even made audible clicks as they snapped back together.

“What was that stuff?” Lost picked up the needle that the doctor had used and was examining it. She had a fascinated look as she floated the little syringe about. “How’d it do that?”

“It is called Hydra. You do not want to know how it is made,” Xeno said. “I would advice not using it again though, there are some side effects that can cause problems. To that end, I would also advice not breaking bones in your legs.” She grabbed the syringe out of Lost’s magical grip and threw it into a sink nearby. 

Wait, why was there a sink? I thought this was a factory. I rolled off of the bed, landing on all four hooves and found everything working in proper order without any breaks. The flashing warnings also disappeared, so I suppose the Hydra had done its job. I took a look around. It looked like I was actually laid on a table, and that this was a break room. There was a busted fridge and a counter with the sink Xeno had put the syringe in. 

“Thanks, Doctor... uh...” I fumbled for a name.

“We call her Plagueheart,” Jazz said, giving her a name. “It’s unimportant though, we need to meet the Elder and get you briefed on what we intend for you to do, dear Gunbuck.”

“No, she’s not Gunbuck,” Lost started to explain but was cut off.

“Nonsense. We were told that a pony named Gunbuck was coming to help. While I admit it is an... unorthodox name for a mare, you are here, and are so far the only ponies who have made it to us.” She paused for a moment, and looked over toward Doc ‘Plagueheart’. The two shared a sad look for a moment before Jazz continued. “Even our armored supply lines have fallen to that wire monster outside. You must be Gunbuck.”

“If you would get back on the table, please? I need to make sure you’re alright. I don’t trust anypony from the outside to not be riddled with diseases.” Plagueheart tapped on the table and began to lift me back up with her magic.

“No no that’s fine. I’m perfectly healthy now. A broken leg was my only wound, I promise. Just put me down.” I said as calmly as I could. Holding me up wasn’t helping. I tried to struggle, pulling my hooves back and forth to break the magic. I could only move an inch or so in any direction. “Put me down.” I whispered this time, trying to focus on something else. She was a doctor. Doctors helped. A trickle of sweat ran down my forehead. I needed to calm down. After the last time somepony had messed with me on an operating table... Doctor or not. I wasn’t even going to think about the nightmare or the wires or the- okay, brain, Stop. Thinking!

“I’ve always been the one to make sure she’s safe. There’s no need to go poking and prodding inside.” Lost wrapped her magic around one of my legs and pulled, making me feel like a tug-of-war toy.

The sensation of being pulled back and forth made me sick to my stomach.  My breathing sped up, coming faster than I thought myself possible. I could feel that familiar pounding coming from my chest, pulsing behind my eyes. I needed to be set down. If they’re going to play tug-of-war with me at least kill me first. Just eat me now. End it. My legs kicked on their own, pulling away from the telekinesis, I didn’t even realize until I found myself screaming, “Put me down N-” Xeno cut me off at just the right moment.

“I received a cut while I was digging in the ruins earlier. Do you believe it needs to be looked at?” Xeno offered calmly.

Hearing that, the doctor released her telekinetic grip on me and rushed over to the zebra. I mentally thanked Xeno for interrupting.

There was a visible flurry as Doc Plagueheart grabbed poor Xeno and dropped her on the table before frantically looking for any wounds. Lost and I watched in abject horror as the doctor went over every inch of her, muttering things about disease and pathogens. Jazz, meanwhile, bore a stoic, uninterested expression. The frantic searching gave me time to calm myself back down, until I could breathe normally again. Much of the doctor’s mumbling was lost to the din of their movement, until she found a miniscule cut, gave a cheer of success, and patched it up. 

Xeno was placed on the floor right after, with a look of confusion on her face that seemed far out of place on the normally calm zebra. She said something in zebra that I couldn’t quite understand, and then backed away from the doctor.

“All contaminants have been taken care of. Now I just need to clean the entire room...” She lifted a filthy rag from the sink and turned toward the wall.

“Hmm. Don’t mind her, she thinks any blood is going to contaminate her, make her sick, and turn her into one of the ghouls. Just keep blood away from her and she’s fine. Let’s continue,” Jazz said, and walked out the door. “Now.”

We followed her out, and into a large office on the next floor. The office was posh, especially by Wasteland standards. It was almost completely intact, with a beautiful carved desk in the center of it. All along the walls, between each of the blown-out windows, were pictures and schematics of the factory’s products. They didn’t make much sense to me, but it was something to focus on for the time being.

Behind the desk was a very comfy looking chair with an earth pony mare sitting in it. She looked almost identical to the Star Paladin, if a century older. Her hair was the same color, though longer and not matted down from wearing a helmet, and her eyes were the exact same intense shadow of green too. The only major difference was their outfit, as this elder pony wore a thick robe rather than the Ranger armor Jazz had on. She looked up from the notes scattered about the desk.

“I see you’ve brought me our prisoners,” she said with a smile.
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“So how come I didn’t get to be all cool and sacrifice myself?”

“It’s really hard for me to narrate how you feel to the readers, the pain the monsters and gunshots inflict.”

“Can’t I just tell you?”

“It’s not really the same.”

“I do not feel pain. It is weird. Is it because I am a secondary character?”

“.........”

“.........”
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Chapter 5: The Buried Past



“She used to be prosperous, helping to push society to new heights. Now she’s a testament to the new ways the Wasteland can find to kill ponies.” 

Prisoners?

How in the Goddesses’ names did we become prisoners? We were just getting the grand tour! Jazz had said they were expecting Gunbuck to come help them, and even confused me for him. So why were we going to be prisoners?

“What do you mean, prisoners? We were just getting a nice tour of the place.” My sister said, interrupting my thought loop.

“Wait, do tell me what is this word, ‘prisoners.’” Xeno looked back and forth between the robed mare and Lost, a confused look in her eyes. “I know much of your language, but this word is not one I am familiar with.” The tone in her voice was eerily similar to when she had made that speech about not wanting to die. From context she seemed scared, even if she didn’t truly understand the meaning of the word. We needed to teach this girl how to speak Equine! Given her constant misuse of words and apparently ignorance of contractions, it was time to fix this so she’d be easier to understand.

The older mare behind the desk leaned forward, tenting her hooves in front of her and spoke once again. “It means that you are here, against your will, possibly guilty of a crime. It also means that there will be punishment for said crime, and after you have paid off your debt to the wonderful society that we now live in, we will release you back to the savage Wasteland that you call home.” She brushed her mane to the side with a hoof, and hopped down from her seat. 

“Now I know that Jazz here has given you a tour,” she continued, “and has done her best to be friendly, but that’s not why you’re here. We need ponies to do work for us because we’re all on guard from that...” She paused for a moment, walking around the table toward us. “...that ‘Wirepony’ annoyance that roams the ruined streets below.” She scowled. “So, I guess, conscription is a better word. And for you my little zebra, it means that we’re forcing you to do work for us, as ‘civilian contractors’ for the Steel Rangers.” Despite her age, she seemed rather spry, moving about in the embellished robe with grace and making air quotes with her hooves on what seemed to be every other sentence she spoke.

Okay, at least there was a name for this faction of ponies. Lost seemed to be following what was going on, but I was as confused as poor Xeno. She had the courage to ask, “and if we refuse?”

“I take anything you have on you that I feel is sufficiently advanced a technology, give it to my ponies, who can actually make good use of it, then turn you into a pile of pink ash,” Jazz answered, matter of factly. “Afterward, we’ll sweep the ash up and toss it in the dirt outside.”

“What! I thought you said you weren’t corrupt,” I shouted at the evil mares.

“I said we try not to be as corrupt as some of the other chapters around the Wasteland,” Jazz said. “I never said we tried very hard. For that matter, we’re not exactly corrupt, per se. We are performing the task passed down to us through the generations of Steel Rangers, and from the moment Elder Scifresh took over, we have done nothing more than try to be the best Steel Rangers we can be. Personally though, I look up to Elder Blueberry Sabre. She makes it look like an art form. There’s really something special about the way that mare handles her soldiers.” She already had her gatling laser aimed directly at me, whirring quietly.

“Here’s what’s going to happen,” Scifresh said. “Jazz is going to take you down to the first floor, out the back. You’re going to go down the elevator to the foundry level, and into the mines below.” She walked over to one of the pictures plastered on the wall and pointed to it. “This factory has a Stable underneath, and you need to find it. There are other ponies down there, savages we’ve managed to ‘acquire.’ I just can’t spare my soldiers into that deathtrap of a mine. They are far too valuable to me. So just follow the lead of the others. Once we find the Stable, you will be free to go.”

“Liberated of the PipBuck and that plasma pistol you shot me with.” Jazz finished for her, her words coming through gritted teeth at the end. 

Outrageous! This Steel Ranger welcomed us with open hooves, and then this? How dare she! Pretending to be friendly, preying on the good intentions of others... If she’d asked nicely, we’d have helped no matter what. Because that’s what good ponies do! But this... I took a deep breath. Mom was right, as always. Ponies look out for their own, and fuck anypony else in the Wasteland, be they friendly or not. As soon as I got something powerful enough to punch through her power armor, this bitch was going down.

Jazz ushered us out of the office, away from the elderly mare, who was slowly returning to her desk. Just before we got out of earshot, she yelled out, “Do mind the radiation...” 

That definitely didn’t sound good.

*   *   *

Star Paladin Jazz led us down twisting hallways and spiral staircases. Even with the automap the PipBuck had, I’d lost track of where exactly we were in the building early on, though that was probably her intention. During the long, disorienting trek down the hallways, Jazz rambled on about the various guns, armor, and equipment they were going to liberate from us. She made sure to give excruciatingly boring, detailed examples for every item that classified as ‘sufficiently advanced technology.’ The worst part about her lecture was that it had bored my rage from sheer blind fury at the lies down to mere simmering bloodlust. Several times I’d simply zoned out, both to get away from the sound of her voice, and to try and shake the worry I had about what was going to happen next. I dealt with anxiety far differently than my sister. She had... her ways, and I pretended the situation was a game. It worked for making scavenging fun, so why not on the sheer terror caused by how badly these armored assholes were going to kill us? 

Finally, Jazz brought us to a doorway identical to the dozens we’d passed through the seemingly endless hallways.

The room she shoved us into had the same rotten walls and rusted steel as every other room we’d seen or been to; I’d stopped paying attention to the smaller details. But this room was subtly different: it appeared to be a small armory for the soldiers. Dozens of rifles lined the walls, and a desk in one corner practically bent under the weight of various pistols and grenades, stacked to a teetering point. A helmet identical to the one worn by every soldier in the base sat on the edge of a second desk, near rows of open lockers stuffed stuffed to the brim with plasma and laser weapons. 

“Okay, you three,” Jazz barked. “Stand up against that wall next to Crusader Trifle.” She nodded at another pony, armored in gear similar to hers. The new Steel Ranger was a pale red earth pony mare, who’d been standing behind the cleaner of the two desks when we entered, and saluted as the Star Paladin walked in. She actually looked surprisingly nice, despite the scowl she adopted as Jazz entered.

“Make sure you take everything, Trifle,” Jazz said. “I don’t want the Elder thinking you’ve done a slipshod job. Do well, Crusader.” Jazz ordered, then stepped outside the room and slammed the door shut behind her.

We were now locked in with the new pony. I could still see the shadow of the Star Paladin through the frosted glass of the door, more than likely guarding it to prevent us escaping. Crusader Trifle began circling us, ever so slowly. This seemed unpleasantly familiar, but at least this time there wasn’t a small army of raiders ready to shoot me in the flank.

“Bags. Down,” she practically shouted.

In an instant, all three of us dropped the saddlebags we were carrying. Xeno’s bag fell over on its side, which was apparently just enough reason for the Steel Ranger to pick it as her first target. She made her way over to it, hefted it onto the emptier of the two desks, and began picking through it. 

“What are we going to do? She’s going to take everything we’ve got!” I whispered to my sister through the corner of my mouth. My eyes didn’t move from the red Ranger with her back to me. Oh Goddesses, I thought, please don’t let the Steel Ranger hear...

“Okay, look,” Lost whispered back. “Take the PipBuck off and hide it behind you. I’ll get her to check me first, and then move it when she’s not looking. And we’ll take my plasma pistol too; we can use the same trick so she won’t notice it.” She lifted her gun from her bag as she spoke. It wasn’t much but it was a better plan than anything I was going to come up with on short notice.

“What do we do with them after? We’re gonna get escorted underground, how do we hide them?” I asked. Okay, better than mine, but it still wasn’t a great plan...

“Shhh! I’ll figure it out,” she whispered back.

Trifle finished digging through the zebra’s bag, and slowly turned around. There was a quiet clink as my sister dropped the gun to dull the glow of her horn.

I’d started taking off the PipBuck as soon as Lost had told me to, but stopped in my tracks when the Crusader looked over toward us. I shuffled my rear hooves, waiting to see who she would look at next. It was like that game slicksters used to hide something under a cup. I shuffled the plasma pistol around behind me, trying to keep it away from her confiscatory eyes. She was either doing a bad job of paying attention, or was awfully unobservant. I had a feeling she was a bit egotistical too, feeling smug and superior to us ‘Dirty Savages.’ Why weren’t there other soldiers in here helping her?

“I’ll go next,” Lost said. She lifted her bags with her magic, offering them up to the mare. Hopefully it would come off as compliant enough to not arouse suspicion.

“It’s good that you’ve accepted your fate,” Trifle said, a distant tone in her voice. “Once we find what we need, you’ll be free to go, of course.”

Yeah, not trusting that. Trifle tossed Xeno’s bag to the ground in front of her, and grabbed the saddlebags Lost was levitating to her. Turning her back once more, she set them upon the desk and started to dig through.

The minute her back was turned, I started working the PipBuck’s latch again. It was nowhere near as easy as Lost made it look, but we couldn’t chance the glow from her magic giving us away. Why’d she make it so only she could open it with her Goddesses-damned cheater magic! I almost had it when Xeno started yelling something in her native tongue. She sounded happy. Well, maybe, either that, or pissed off? Happy about being pissed off? I couldn’t tell because of the language barrier. I stopped again, looking back and forth between the yelling zebra and the Crusader.

“Shut up, you didn’t have anything worth taking,” Trifle snapped, not turning around. “If I had more room, I’d keep it all, but the Elder has ordered us to prioritize. Consider yourself lucky.”

I started picking at the latch again. It began to glow as Lost wrapped her magic around it, and popped it open in an instant. I glared at her. Cheater! Ok so far, so good. Now I just needed- 

“Oh good, more spark cells. You don’t have a gun for them though...” The power-armored mare turned her head to look at us, her orange eyes squinted. “Why are you carrying them?”

Oh no. I kept the PipBuck balanced on my hoof, not daring to breathe. If I dropped it, the gig would be up, and Trifle would take everything we needed to survive.

“The gun broke, so I tossed it. I kept the ammo to sell,” L.A. said, not missing a beat. “Just because I can’t use it doesn’t mean it’s worthless.” She wore a calm expression, keeping eerily level-headed during the interrogation. At least it kept the attention from me, because I was fairly sure I’d have given it away at first glance.

“Reasonable enough. I will be keeping them,” Trifle snapped, scowling. “Our soldiers can make better use of them than a savage could.” She turned back around and placed the pilfered goods into a drawer on the desk.

Both my sister and I let out a sigh of relief simultaneously, careful to keep the volume down. Xeno finished digging through her bag, and watched the two of us. Lost raised a hoof, motioning her to keep quiet. She merely nodded, her deep blue eyes showing surprising understanding of what we were planning.

A second later, the PipBuck floated between us, weaving between our legs and behind Lost through careful manipulation of her magic. Just as it drifted out of sight, Trifle turned back around and tossed L.A.’s bags onto the floor in front of her. Without a word, she took mine and resumed her search for ‘technology.’

I looked over at my sister, her bandana and mane were soaked with sweat. Her horn was still glowing, holding the PipBuck just out of sight. How in the Goddesses’ name had Trifle not seen that glow? Better question: who cared! It was working! She crammed both her gun and the PipBuck into her bag before Trifle could finish digging through mine. 

Just as the glow faded from Lost’s horn, the Crusader turned around, my shotgun in her mouth, glaring at me. With a flick of her neck, she tossed the shotgun against the wall with the rifles. The gun landed perfectly in line with the others, getting lost in the mix. Then she turned to me. “Battle saddle. Lose it. Now.”

“W-what why? I made this thing myself!” I stammered. That was technically true, as Lost and I had rebuilt it together from some other ones when they were too damaged to use. But, she was my baby! On the other hoof... the stare I was getting made me rethink just how valuable a hunk of metal was. In short order, I stripped down and let her take it from me.

Feeling naked in a whole new way, we gathered our bags. Once Trifle had divested us of all but our concealed possessions, she marched us out of their makeshift armory and back into the rusty halls.

*   *   *

We walked in silence down the rusted, warped hallways. There wasn’t anything to say. I felt shell shocked, like my brain was trying to be somewhere else for all of this. I wanted to call it a betrayal, but we didn’t know these ponies. I ran in half-cocked and unsure what to expect. It could have been a trap, or they could have welcomed us as saviors. Had Gunbuck known? Was that why he hadn’t already been here. Maybe he’d been gearing up, searching for something to bargain with, or for bigger guns to shoot them with? He was supposed to be a hero, I was supposed to be following that example... and... this was the choice I’d made? 

I promised to try and be a thinky pony, to be more like my sister. To stop pushing all those thoughts away... I looked over to L.A. Why couldn’t I be more like her? I wasn’t her, but she was... Just... Everything I wasn’t. Twice so far today I’d fucked up. She hadn’t made those mistakes, and once again she’d saved me. I couldn’t keep talking about changing, I needed to actually do it. How was I supposed to be a smart pony when every four-legged person in the Wasteland ruined my plans! But... the ‘nice pony’ side of my brain insisted, they couldn't be ‘evil,’ just stuck in a bad situation, a situation where they were trying to get help in the only way they knew how. Right? That’s why Gunbuck was heading here. He wanted to help, because that’s what he did. That’s what heroes do. So, we were here. We weren’t heroes, but we could help them. That was all there was to it. In the end it’d make the Wasteland a better place if we made others happy... right?

Just as before, Jazz led us through a labyrinth of stairways, up, down, through dozens of hallways and corridors. I thought I’d been lost before, but between the circular track my thoughts had been chasing themselves down, and our mazelike path, I found myself actually beginning to get dizzy. Jazz led the three of us, her head held high and with the armored helmet reattached. Somewhere along the line, I didn’t  know when, another one of the armored ponies had joined us. The soldier brought up the rear to keep us from slinking away. None of us would have tried anyway, not with that gatling laser trained on us. If the power armor had anything like the E.F.S. and S.A.T.S. that the PipBuck had, we’d be dead before we took two steps. 

After a few more identically decorated hallways and staircases, good Goddesses, but did they ever need an interior decorator, we exited through a large bay door to the back of the factory, opposite where we had entered. In front of us sat the elevator the Elder had mentioned. It was fairly simple, a rusty platform with crossed bars to make up the walls on three sides. The door must have rusted and fallen off long ago, and lay off to the side. Even here, a level above the foundry, the heat was sweltering. We walked on the tips of our hooves, trying to avoid the blistering ground we were walking over. Jazz and her subordinate herded us into the elevator, then stepped in as well. With a lurch, it began screeching down to the floor below. I really hoped it could support the weight of their armor.

“Alright, since we’re running low on ponies to do work for us, try and survive,” Jazz said as the elevator began its descent. “Do remind me, if you survive, to make sure Doc Plagueheart always checks for radiation in the future. Can’t have our little workers dying too terribly fast.” She poked my nose teasingly. ‘Poked’ was too light a term; the ‘poke’ felt more like I’d been smashed in the nose with a flying tank. It felt like she’d broken my nose!

Her steel helmet hid whatever expression she might have had, and it was near impossible to hear her over the sound of the metal grinding against metal, even with the amplification from her helmet, but the tone was obviously sarcastic. Putting her hoof down, she took a more serious turn. “We’ve hired some Talon mercenaries to act as overseers. Don’t cross them. The contract we have is to watch our workforce, and keep them at the job. There is nothing keeping them from killing you if you get out of line.”

This was sounding more and more pleasant by the moment. The minute we broke past the elevator shaft, a suffocating blast of heat nearly knocked me over. Two hundred years later, and the furnaces were still going at full blast? How... There must have been some cheater magic keeping the place together. Dark smoke filled the air and floated ominously across the ceiling. Even underground, there was no escaping the cloud cover.

I looked from side to side, trying not to cough. I could see no ponies, or anything living at all, for that matter, inside the furnace room. The only thing here was molten metal and fires that raged behind red hot gratings.

As the elevator hit the bottom, Jazz and the other Ranger shoved us out into the inferno before us. Lost shied away, positively horrified by the furnaces they forced us past. Every time the fires flourished, they cast a flash of red across her face that clashed with her blue eyes. She hesitated before each one, then skittishly ran in front of it, only to once again hesitate whenever she came to a gap between two. Xeno seemed calm, almost zen like. She had everything in her bags, and that had left her with a large smile across her lips. Whatever was going through her mind, I would never know. 

“The maps show the Stable at the far end of the mines. Unfortunately, two hundred years and twice that number of explosions have caused significant numbers of cave-ins. Follow the orders of the pit boss, and try not to die. I recommend working together,” Jazz lectured. “So far the worst we’ve come up against is the radiation and the bloodwings. Steer clear of both of those, and you might be okay. If you try to escape, the Talons will kill you, the guards up top will kill you, and then I personally will kill you some more.” She led us through a doorway cut through the stone, and into another large room with several wheelless, rusted mine carts. There were two griffons in the room, one right inside the door, and another staring down one of the caverns. Both had laser rifles, and neither so much as looked at us as we entered. On top of their firepower and unwavering attention, they were heavily armored, both wearing reinforced leather with a claw-like symbol on the left breast. 

“Kyrie escort these three to the furthest site. Elder Scifresh wants this Stable found yesterday. That monster is bleeding us dry out there and I don’t pay you to sit around and lolligag!” The Star Paladin was screaming by the end of the sentence, more than a little miffed. Wow, she had a rage problem. Here I always thought that a guard’s job was to sit around and stare at things.

“Right ma’am.” The griffon named Kyrie saluted, then lowered her rifle and motioned us ahead. “C’mon let’s go.” We trudged at gunpoint down the hallway, following the remains of the rails on the ground.

As soon as we were out of the Steel Rangers’ earshot, I pleaded with the griffon. “Why are you helping them? Don’t you know she hates anypony from the Wasteland?” Hopefully it would get us out of the mess we were in.

“Contract,” Kyrie said. “Don’t care anyway, I’m not a pony. Worst she’ll do is take a few potshots. If the contract’s broken, we’ll take her and every Steel Ranger in here down. Already have...” She stopped mid-sentence, stared me in the eye and yelled, “March!” 

I didn’t need convincing. She said no more, but I was going to have to have a chat with my sister later about that last little bit...

“Is it normal for you ponies to do this to your own kind?” Xeno said quietly. It seemed she’d finally decided to speak in a language we could more or less understand. “I have heard stories of the evil of your species, but thought it to be tall tales from the war, meant to keep little zebra foals bereaving for their mothers.” She tilted her head to the side slightly, tripping every now and then, but somehow always managing to catch herself.

“Well, that really depends on who you look at,” I started to explain. “Mom taught us that ponies couldn’t be trusted in groups, because they would always try and look after their own, that they didn’t care at all about outsiders.” 

“Stop talking. Turn here.” Kyrie pointed the rifle down one of the mine hallways, and stopped. “Take these, you’ll need ‘em.” She tossed out a bottle, which L.A. caught in mid-air with her magic. There was a slight rattling inside. “Take one each every few hours, unless you want to die. Now go, if you come back this way I’ll shoot first and let the radiation take care of whatever might be left.” With no other choice, we started walking.

Up until that point I hadn’t noticed the faint clicking coming from Lost’s saddlebags. The further away from the griffon guard we walked, the faster it went. Even unattached, it still picking up the ambient radiation. As if she were finally hearing it too, she carefully lifted the ancient device from its hiding place, and latched it onto her forehoof. Lucky for us, we were out of sight and earshot of the griffon. With that, we trudged through the cavern to the next open area, accompanied by the constant clicking.

The mine was surprising well lit for how far underground we were. Around us were dozens, if not hundreds, of multicolored gemstones inset into the walls and ceiling. They shone dully, giving off muted light from all directions. Every other gem I had ever seen in all the Equestrian Wasteland had been clear and brilliant, though that might have been because all the ones I’d ever seen were used as ammunition for the magical energy weapons L.A. prefered. These ones though, were clouded and matte, lacking the same glean. The sight of it made me sick to my stomach, though I couldn’t tell why.

“Eat this,” L.A. said, floating one of the pills toward me. She had stopped for a moment, and was staring at the PipBuck on her foreleg.

“I really don’t think Buck is going to help while we’re down here...” I snickered a little, she’s gonna get me addicted to those things. It might be nice though... 

“It is not Buck, and you should not take that medicine anyway, it will hurt you,” Xeno chided. “This is a pony drug, it is called RadSafe. Do you not feel the radiation coming from all around?” She bit down on one of the three pills held by my sister’s levitation, and took a moment to swallow before she continued. “It will kill us, we were warned many times by the soldier in the steel armor. You need to pay attention, little pony.” 

“Oh...” I bit down on the second one held in my sister’s grasp, and tried to swallow, while Lost took the remaining one. The medicine tasted like a combination of mint and old chalk. I coughed half a dozen times trying to finish it, having to swallow repeatedly to get the disgusting chem from sticking as it went down my throat. If I had to eat more of that, I really wasn’t sure if it was worth surviving. Did we have a pouch of RadAway left? Or was that taken by the bitch Steel Ranger too? If so, I could just drink some of that if it got too bad.

At the far end of this tunnel stood a group of ponies and another griffon guard. The griffon here had on a much different outfit, a yellow suit with a thick visor over his face. Probably extra measures to keep the radiation out. I could hear the PipBuck on Lost’s forehoof clicking faster the deeper we got. The ponies were working in groups, with several unicorns using telekinesis to pull large stones away from the wall opposite us. They then moved it down to where dozens of earth ponies could roll them against another wall, and out of the way. 

The griffon waved us over with one of his wings, barking a muffled order from behind the visor on his suit. Sheepishly, the three of us trotted over, looking to one of the other ponies who seemed to know what was going on.

“So... What are we supposed to be doing?” I asked one of the earth ponies who wasn’t pushing rocks around.

“Start pushin,’” he snapped back, before coughing a few times. “‘Less ya want the griffon shootin’ ya.” He motioned to several piles of pink ash in the far corner, which were being covered with the rock the other ponies were moving.

“Understood!” I said with a salute, and looked for a rock to start pushing.

*   *   *

For what seemed like hours, the three of us went back and forth. The guard put L.A. on lifting detail, which meant she spent the entire time using every bit of strength to lift any rocks that were pulled away from the far wall into the air. After that, Xeno, myself, and several of the other earth ponies would push or roll it over into the main pile. It was explained by one of the more talkative ponies that there had been a cave-in, and we were clearing out to another path. The big problem with this was finding a way to make a pathway big enough for ponies, and griffons, to get through, without setting off another cave-in, and burying us all alive.

The Med-X had begun to wear off, and the rolling of the rocks and boulders was particularly painful due to the burn on my back. I tried to get some looks at it between sets, but all I could see was burnt flesh, and blood seeping down my side. It must have been beginning to blister.

With the way we were moving the rocks, I had to stand on my rear legs and roll them with my forelegs, and every time I flexed my back to hop up or down it burned, my skin stretching and the drying scabs ripping free. At first it was barely noticeable, easy to ignore, but without the Med-X, it felt as if the grenade had just now exploded, the fireball still there, its flames licking at my skin. I either needed a healing potion or... well... a better way to deal with pain.

I wasn’t the only one that was hurting. Several times we had to stop for breaks. Somepony was either vomiting, voiding themselves, or passing out. And ‘radiation vomit’ tasted far, far worse than ‘just had a bone reset vomit,’ which was something I wished I’d never had to learn. This was nowhere near enough radiation to kill us, not without being down here for days, but it was enough to hurt bad. The sickness weakened everypony, and the progress slowed to a crawl the longer we were down there. In the beginning, we’d moved dozens of rocks and boulders in the course of an hour, but the past hour of work had all been focusing on a single rock that wasn’t even half the size of the largest we’d been able to tackle. I was honestly starting to fear being shot by the guard. There were no standards that had been set, just ‘push or die,’ and we were hitting the tipping point. How much longer could we hold out with everypony constantly sick and growing weaker by the minute?

The griffon mumbled something from behind the thick visor of his suit. 

“Alright everpony. Break time!” yelled an olive mare. She seemed to be the only one capable of understanding him. Everypony dropped their rocks and let out a collective sigh of relief. 

“More RadAway, then back to work? Some break, Spade,” snapped a balding unicorn behind me. He stepped past me, joining the growing line of ponies in front of the olive mare who must have been Spade.

“Rather die of the radiation? I want to get out of here. So we listen to the griffon and finish. Then back to our Queen.” Spade told him, a warm smile growing across her lips. 

What? I blinked. Whatever she was on about, it wasn’t ominous, no ma’am, not ominous at all...

Lost and I joined the line for RadAway, something that wasn’t coming quite soon enough. Now that I didn’t have to focus on moving and working I got a look at the other ponies. Most looked like they felt as bad as I did. Several were dry-heaving and looked obviously uncomfortable; they were practically emaciated from the loss of fluids. A few had dark bruises clearly visible through their coats, mostly the earth ponies around their hooves from pushing boulders. Every so often I could spot one that was bloodied, though none looked anywhere near as bad as the unicorn who had lost almost all of his mane. The poor stallion couldn’t have been much older than me, but looked ancient. His lips were cracked and bloody, his skin hung from his bones, and he seemed incapable of not trembling. 

How long had these ponies been down here? 

I felt a gurgle inside me, not coming from my stomach, it came from lower... If I was feeling as sick as I did after a few hours, and we were getting RadAway, hopefully regularly, just how long could it take to get that bad. Had...

Had the griffon been performing mercy killings...?

To tear myself away from that thought, I looked to my sister and my friend. Xeno was the only one who didn’t seem to be getting sick with radiation poisoning. As soon as we were on break, she went directly to where her bag had been stashed. I didn’t care why, she was a zebra, and had proven to be exceptionally strange in the short time that I’d known her. It was more important to handle the radiation that was making me sick, right now. Deal with her mysteries later. I looked over to Lost...

“Is it getting to you too?” L.A. asked, furrowing her brow in worry. She didn’t look any better. Her eyes looked tired and unfocused, and she was practically covered in sweat. She looked just as nauseous as I felt, if not worse, and all I could was lean over and press my head against her. She must be feeling worse than I was, I could feel her shaking occasionally, broken up between periods where she was obviously stiffening to keep me from noticing. I had to be strong for her, and not give her any more to worry about.

I lifted my head from her neck, missing the brief moment where only my sister and I mattered. I could only nod, trying to stand easy. Hopefully she wouldn’t notice how much pain I was in...

She looked and me with concern. “I’m worried about your back...”

Dammit, Lost, stop reading me so well...

“I didn’t get burned nearly as bad when Seethe shot me with the flamer, but I know how it feels,” Lost continued, pointing a hoof to the remains of her purple mane, still tied under the bandana. “Do you want me to heal it for you?” Without waiting for an answer, she closed her eyes, and her horn began to glow. She could heal flesh wounds by now, but I had no idea if she was able to repair a massive burn that covered half my back and one of my legs. 

“You! With the bandana. No magic during break,” Spade yelled from the front of the line. She sounded pissed.

In an instant L.A. cut her magic, and slumped. “I’ll fix it later. I promise.” She forced a little smile. Honestly, that helped the most.

We were the last two in line for the RadAway, but were able to get a pouch each to sip during the break. 

“...got any Med-X?” I asked sheepishly when we got up to the front of the line. My back was a blazing inferno again, the medication from earlier having completely worn off. I finally got a good look at it now that we weren’t working. The skin had scabbed over mostly, but left untreated, the damage was going to take a long time to heal, and with the radiation all around it was definitely going to be a problem. The minute we got out of the mine, I’d have to have Lost heal it up for me, but for the moment...

“Why?” Spade snapped.

“That fucking wire monster hit me with a grenade. Can’t you see my back?” I bared my teeth at her. It hurt, but I turned to the side so she could see the extent of the damage. How dare she question why I needed a painkiller. We were here to help them in this mine, and she questioned me! Sure, who cared if it was against our will. The nerve of some ponies...

Spade looked over to the griffon guard, who gave a nod and muffled something to her. The fact nopony could understand him but Spade was really starting to grate my nerves. Or maybe it was the pain I was in...

“Yeah sure, take it,” she said, producing a needle and jabbing it into my back. The pain vanished. What a relief. “And take this too,” she added, and tossed a bottle at me with just the bare minimum of liquid in it to classify as a healing potion. “You die on me, and I’ll make those two you came in with suffer for it. I want out of this place as soon as I can.”

Prizes in hoof, we returned to the spot Xeno had retreated to. The entire time we had been in line, she had dug out several miniature jars of... stuff. She sat on her haunches against the wall, moving the jars back and forth, pulling out the stopper from one to pour into another, back and forth a few times. Finally, she reached for one with her hooves only to stop dead.

“It... I... one is missing,” she practically whispered, sounding hollow. Her face darkened, the white of her coat turning a dull grey. The zebra looked up directly at me, those deep blue eyes trembling in fear. “I am missing the extract. Without it I cannot...” She trailed off. 

The griffon guard mumbled something, pointing the rifle he had at a group of ponies collecting around the pink piles of ash.

“Five minutes ponies! Five minutes!” Spade hollered out after him.

“What’re you missing?” Lost asked, ignoring the time warning. She ripped into the RadAway pouch and took a sip. Almost instantly her lips puckered around the little straw part, and she visibly flinched. Was it that bad?

While she was asking, I downed what little of the healing potion I had, and tossed the bottle away. It helped, if only a little. That itch like when my leg bones were regrowing came back, which was a good sign, I think. At least the burn wasn’t going to get any worse now. Relaxing into the soothing healing, I ripped open my own pouch of RadAway and hesitantly took myself a sip. 

Bleh! Whatever this shit was, it tasted like rotten oranges left in an oven for two hundred years. But it... was supposed to be good for me. And even after that first sip I was starting to feel better. Biting down on the end of the little straw part, I sat next to Xeno. Siiiip.... Bleh.

“I need an extract for my... concoction,” she answered, eyes darting away from my sister and me. Frantically, she scooped up her jars, closing them up and tucking them back into her bag. The final one sat in front of her, with no plug for the top.

“Is that something normal for zebras?” I asked between sips. The pouch was small enough I could hold it with my fetlock when I wasn’t drinking. Reluctantly, I placed the end back in my mouth and drank more.

“Yes and no,” she whispered, turning to look at me. “It was a very common thing for my family. My mother taught me years ago, and I was the one who taught it to my brothers.”

“For that matter, what is normal for zebras?” Lost asked. “You’re the first zebra we’ve ever spoken to. Other than that, our knowledge comes from stories mom told us, and a few books from the war.” She sat down on the other side of Xeno.

“That depends on who you ask. From what my mother told me, I am not a normal zebra. She was very religious, and believed as the tribe we came from did.” What are zebra beliefs anyway? “I did not inherit that from her, which led us to become outcasts.” She went back to staring at the jar in front of her, then reached out with a hoof and passed it over the opening. When her hoof was past, the jar was empty of whatever was in it before. How... How did she do that? My mind balked, even as it absorbed an uncomfortably familiar story. I took another sip of the disgusting RadAway, and my brain sorted itself back out into ‘listening’ and ‘bleh.’

“She recommended that I take my brothers and search out ponies, to prove that what she believed in was true,” Xeno continued. “It has been several years, and there has been nothing to convince me of her beliefs having any value. I was able to pick up on the pony language in my time traveling. My brothers refused to learn.” She chuckled a little, obviously noticing my confusion over her little trick. “As you can tell, I am not very good at speaking your language! Not often is there time for practice.”

“Oh I noticed, you don’t use contractions at all,” Lost pointed out.

“What is that word, contraction?” The poor zebra had her brow furrowed now, looking back and forth between my sister and I in confusion. Her breathing was slowly getting shallower. After the last new word she learned, I really wasn’t all that surprised by her reaction.

“It means you say ‘I’m’ instead of ‘I am,’ or ‘We’re’ instead of ‘we are.’ Combine two words together to make a new one,” I explained to her. I wasn’t really the thinky pony, but I definitely knew how to speak. In the long run, this would make things a lot easier for Lost and I, without having to guess or wait for Xeno to say things the long way.

“One minute, ponies!” Spade shouted again. The griffon she was standing next to looked down at her, and gave her a pat on the head with one of his yellow suited wings.

Xeno’s breathing returned to normal after I explained just what the new word meant. “Iam...” Xeno said, moving her mouth far more than was necessary. “This word feels wired to say.” She broke into zebra again, speaking too fast for me to make out what any of it might be. “Iam not sure, but I will try to use this type of word again.” She slumped over in a fit of coughing.

Lost nudged her shoulder with a hoof, smiling. “You’ll get it.” She took another sip of the RadAway, and levitated the pouch over to Xeno. “Now drink some of this, you’ll feel better.”

The zebra nodded, and hesitantly took the pouch in one of her hooves, gulping down the remainder of the pouch, and gave it back to my sister. She looked far better than she had a moment ago. "Your pony medicines are not trustworthy, but this seems to work well enough. It will have to do for now..."

Another sip, and my RadAway was gone as well. The aftertaste seemed worse than the actual taste, but at least I felt a lot better. Another one of those, and I’d be ready to take down the griffon and his little pet mare. I did have one in my bags still. Maybe... if he didn’t have that rifle.

“Back to work ponies! Take your RadSafe if you got it, otherwise you’ll be dead by the next break.” The olive bitch yelled again. I grunted. I really didn’t like her brown-nosing.

“Iam not sure that it will work out. Am I that difficult to understand?” Xeno asked, slowly rising to her hooves and pushing her back back against the wall.

Lost, meanwhile, produced a few more of the disgusting pills. Each of us took one from the blue haze of her telekinesis and ate.

I grimaced, forcing a smile and shutting my eyes tight. “Only sometimes.” I said smiling, and we got back to work.

*   *   *

“Heave!” we shouted in unison.

“Ho!” the unicorns shouted back.

The stone we’d been working on was far larger than the rest, and we had no tools to break it up with. Several of the unicorns were all working together to try and lift it, while us earth ponies, and one zebra, rocked it back and forth from underneath trying to dislodge it.

With a thundering crash, the boulder toppled, and began to fall. I backpedaled away from it, trying not to get crushed as it landed. The boulder landed a few feet from me, almost exactly where I’d been standing.. The force knocked the unicorns’ magical grasp on it loose, and it began to roll toward us earth ponies.

“Scatter!” somepony yelled.

I bolted to the far right, running out of the path of the rolling ball of death. Xeno dashed up next to me in a heartbeat. Another two ponies flanked us, with several others fleeing the opposite direction. One of the unicorns was not quite quick enough. The tumbling boulder rolled over her. With a sickening crunch, blood and gore spattered the walls.

The remaining unicorns, Lost included, did their best to grab the rock before it could hurt anypony else. Several colors of levitation wrapped around it, slowing the boulder to a more manageable speed. The earth ponies dived back in, risking their lives to grab the rock and bring it skidding to a stop.

I couldn’t. I couldn’t make myself move. I just stared at the smear of a pony left on the ground. The torso lay in an indistinct mass of blood and shattered bones, with a disgusting medley of fluids and crushed organs forced out to her sides by the fallen stone. Her head was the only thing not splattered onto the ground, and I could still see the look of surprise on her face.

That... that could have been me. That could have been Lost, or Xeno... Why hadn’t it been Spade? …no, no even she didn’t deserve an end like that. I tore my eyes away from the horror and found my eyes locked with Lost’s. She gave a troubled but knowing nod. I returned to helping the the gang roll the rock away.

The muffled voice of the griffon supervisor stopped us, and as each pony turned to look, that bitchy olive mare from before hopped up next to him. There was more muffled mumbling, followed by Spade nodding a few times.

“There's an opening,” she said. “We need small ponies willing to go through. You can either volunteer or I'm going to start picking.”

Awkward silence.

None of the others said a thing. I didn't blame them, since I didn't want to go in either, but... well, I was pretty small. A few other ponies shuffled around, moving behind others to try and blend into the background. Had this happened before, with other ponies going through holes in cave-ins and not returning? Maybe... 

There was another muffled speechy-noise from the griffon.

“Alright,” Spade said “Fine, nopony wants to choose? Sweet you're up.” She pointed a hoof at a smallish earth pony with a ruddy coat and messy mane.

“No,” said a unicorn buck with fiery red eyes. “He can't go alone and you know it.”

From within the suit, the griffon muttered something that actually made Spade shiver. She looked at the unicorn. “Look I get it, and our Queen would understand. But... he's the weakest link here.”

“Bull,” the unicorn said, stomping, “shit! If he goes, I go with him.” He stepped in front of the other stallion, who looked rather hurt by what Spade had said.

The olive mare let out a sigh, but nodded. “Fine. We'll send a group. Anypony else going to choose or do I need to?” She had eyes closed as she spoke, looking as though she were trying to stay calm.

“We'll go,” said a very familiar voice. I looked over at L.A., my eyes wide with terror. She wouldn’t- “As long as my sister and friend can go with me.”

Slowly I opened and closed my mouth, searching for words. I trusted her though, and by the look on her face, she knew what she was doing. Xeno wasn't arguing, so why should I?

“Done,” said Spade.

My sister probably knew what she was doing, but still...  I looked over at the cave-in. Where the boulder had been was now a decently-sized opening. Several smaller rocks jammed in the sides, forming an arch that was just barely large enough for us small ponies to fit through, let alone a normal-size pony or a Steel Ranger in their power armor. Lost and I weren’t as big as your average pony, more than likely because of the number of times my sister and I went hungry on a bad hunting day, but this looked like a tight squeeze even for me.

Spade tossed the unicorn a bottle, and he caught it in his telekinesis. “Don’t die in there, Night.”

“I'm more worried about him,” Night responded wearily, pointing his horn toward the earth pony stallion. He didn’t wait for a response, but stepped right into the new gap in the walls. He disappeared, his deep blue coat blending into the darkness of the tunnel. 

While Spade passed the medicine bottle to the dour unicorn, I grabbed our bags. With everything we owned in tow, the grand total of one gun, one RadAway, and one PipBuck, I followed him in. I didn’t want to go through that passage, here there was at least a guard with a gun, not to mention the other ponies. Mom might have taught us that township groups were bad, with their cliques, but gathered together against their will? We could look out for each other against our captors... right? I sighed. I was probably deluding myself. I clenched my teeth, worrying about what might be on the other side, and stepped in. 

Xeno entered behind me, with Lost right after her. Behind that I could hear the other earth pony, Sweet was his name, I supposed, but with the cramped space, I couldn’t look back to see what was going on behind me. About halfway through I almost fell to my knees, the rough ceiling threatened to gouge at my back and the jagged floor digging at my hooves. With ponies in front of and behind me in this narrow passage, I was completely in the dark. Up ahead, I saw a dull crystalline glow appear around the silhouette of the unicorn as he emerged out of the passage and into the cavern beyond. 

“How much further?” Lost shouted.

“Not much, there’s light already,” I called back to her, barely ducking in time to miss a rock that jutted out from the ceiling. Past that bit, it got a little easier, with the passage walls widening just enough to stretch my legs. One last outcropping and one sidestep, and I finally reached the end. Once outside the passageway, I found myself in another cavern like the first. There were gems lining the walls, all glowing with the same dull light shone through clouded facets. “So what’s thi-”

I shut up as the unicorn Night glared me into silence. He pointed a hoof toward the ceiling, which was even darker than the rest of the dim chamber. I stared for a moment, unmoving, before Xeno bumped into me. Down I toppled, face first into the ground below. Ow...

“I have reached the end, an-” She abruptly silenced herself as well, catching the same look from Night. She followed the direction his hoof was pointing, and her eyes went wide. She turned around, and stuck her head down the passageway through the cave-in. “There are bloodwings, you must be quiet, ponies,” she whispered.

Lost emerged afterward, moving on the tips of her hooves to stay silent. Behind her crawled the other earth pony, who seemed more distracted than cautious, given the circumstances. Just great. This meant we had a silent ‘weak link’ earth pony, and another bossy unicorn. But to my surprise, once he saw there were no guards or other ponies, Sweet embraced the unicorn stallion.

The scene left me feeling a bit awkward. To break the tension, I turned to my sister and Xeno. “What do they want us to do in here, anyway?” I asked.

“I... I have no idea,” Lost said. “It’s not as if I was given special instructions.”

Xeno merely shrugged.

How helpful. I looked back and forth between the two stallions.

The two broke their hug, with Night kissing Sweet’s forehead. Once apart, the ruddy earth pony simply shrugged. Night turned back to the cave-in and began to poke at the rocks with his hooves. “We find a way to meet in the middle.” His eyes were half closed and his tone dour. “Then we take more RadSafe.” He poked a different area. “Then we get our break and some RadAway.” His horn lit up with a red glow that matched his eyes, as he used his telekinesis to lift a rather large rock away from the collapsed section. “Once we get through this wall, the guard moves in here, and we start on another wall. Probably smoke out the bloodwings though.”

“That’s... depressing,” I said, frowning. 

“That’s life,” Night growled.

Lost slid the plasma pistol we had snuck in out of her bag, and aimed it at the mutant bats. “What if they wake up now?” The gun bobbed up and down, moving back and forth slowly. Looked as if she was counting them.

There was no response from the unicorn stallion. Night found a good place to start and lifted another bulky chunk of stone toward the earth pony to move. Just how long had they been down here, to be so broken? The radiation couldn’t be good for the despair... 

There was nothing keeping us working on this side, and literally any excuse would keep us from getting shot when we got back. The griffon couldn’t fit through the passage, and without Spade there with him, he couldn’t command the other workers to do their jobs. Score one for speech impediments? Besides Spade, there was a chance we could sway any other pony there to join us and find a way out. On the bright side, Xeno hadn’t started helping them, so all hope wasn’t lost.

“Why aren’t you even trying to rebel against this?” I yelled, forgetting for a moment about the bloodwings hanging above me. One of them squeaked at my outburst, and something splattered on the cavern floor next to me. Slowly I looked up, and clamped a hoof over my mouth. Must remember to talk quietly. It was the perfect time to plan, where we wouldn’t be interrupted. We had the meds to survive for a while, and a pouch of RadAway we could share. It wouldn’t go far between the five of us, but we could still buy some time.

“Should we go to tell the griffon? We have found something of much important in here, a chance to go forward toward the goal?” Xeno asked, trying to sound optimistic. The way she spoke wasn’t doing her any favors though. She did start to help the two stallions though, since there wasn’t anything else to do on this side of the rubble.

The earth pony shook his head slowly. 

“Sweet is right, we’ll be sent back and just waste time. I want to get back to my Queen,” Night said, his frown turning to a smile. Why did they keep talking about a queen? I decided it was nothing I wanted to know anything more about. The only royalty I knew or wanted to know was Princess Celestia and Princess Luna, my Goddesses.

Lost stepped up next to me, leaning in close. “I only have one spark cell left, and it’s half empty. The Steel Ranger took all the rest. There’s more bloodwings here than I can even count. They just start to blend in together. If something happens to wak-”

“No!” Night yelled, in spite of the bloodwings.

It happened almost in slow motion. Lost and I looked over to the other three. Night lost his grip on the rock he’d lifted, and it fell sideways. Carried by the momentum from the telekinesis, it smashed Sweet’s leg between it and the rocky floor. A sickening crack filled the space, a sound which sent a shiver up my spine from the memory. His leg snapped to the side, shattered white bone spiking out as it tore the skin open He opened his mouth to scream, but no sound came out. Was he mute or something? But that meant it wouldn’t wake the blood- 

He stumbled back on three hooves and fell hard, slamming into the collapsed rubble, just to the side of where our path had been. With luck rivaling the kind Xeno always talked about, a single rock fell out of place. Followed by an avalanche of others.

Thud. Thud. THUD! 

The entire passageway collapsed. Oh, no. Nonono. That one rock had been holding it up. What if Night had brushed it comin- I shook my head to clear that thought. Yes, ceiling crushing was better than slowly being eaten, but how would we get back? What if Lost had been crushed? The thought of being alone in the Wasteland shook me to my core. Dad was dead, mom was dead, if Lost had- But it didn’t happen. I took a deep breathe to calm myself. Focus on reality, not what could have been.

We were trapped now. I looked around at every wall, trying to find an opening. There had to be a passageway or a hall carved into the mine. There just had to be. Left had nothing. The claws in the back of my mind started to tear their way up through my subconscious again. Stuck in a room. With two stallions. One was wounded but that didn’t matter, stallions were bad when they were stuck in rooms with mares. I looked to the right. Nothing. I can’t be trapped again. There’s no chains this time, so it’s okay. Lost would protect me. She always did. She had to! Oh, and, and! If we couldn’t  get out, that meant Seethe couldn’t get in! We may have been trapped, but at least we were safe... with all the bloodwings... I looked up.

Celestia save us...

The ceiling was speckled with dozens of red dots, with more appearing every second. I let out a loud ‘eep,’ and tore my eyes from the ceiling.

“No, no, no!” Night cried out, crouching down to the earth pony. “C’mon Sweet. No time for sleep, baby. Bloodwings are coming. And those aren’t the kind of dreams you want.” He was smiling again, his voice almost soothing. Night wrapped a hoof around Sweet’s good leg and helped him up. “Don’t leave me, please, we’re so close...”

The wounded pony didn’t respond at all. His head lolled to the side, eyes staring blankly straight ahead. There was no way he could have died from that, but given the amount of radiation within this cavern it was likely he was already past the point of saving. He was still breathing though, so there was hope. Shallow breathing was better than no breathing.

“We have to find another way out,” Lost said, trotting to the wall and starting to make a circle around the cavern room we were in.

The ceiling above us slowly came to life, the sound of dozens of wings flapping becoming almost overpowering. The red spots of eyes were everywhere now, accompanied by shrill squeaks as the bloodwings woke each other up. There wasn’t much time.

“Xeno help him,” Lost ordered. She stood near the corner of the cavern room, her face practically pressed against the walls. 

The claws were still there, digging at my the dark parts of my mind. They reminded me I was trapped, even without the chains to hold me, or the muzzle to silence me. I was helpless. I had to keep calm, keep breathing, and not think about it. Lost was there with me, she would protect me. Like she always did, like she always would. Like she always would.

“Hidden, come help me over here,” she continued. I didn’t hear her. “Hidden Fortune. Come here now.”

Yes, sister... I walked over to her, in a daze.

Xeno also did as she was ordered, though much quicker than I did. And with a precise and abrupt quick-fix, she did what she could. She pulled the torn flesh further apart and straightened his rubbery leg. Sweet’s eyes rolled up in his head. “Stallion, you need to push his bone back where it belongs. Grab this pony’s hoof and slide it back inside.”

Night wordlessly took Sweet’s hoof in his and pulled down, guiding the sharp edge of bloody bone back down into the bleeding leg. A meaty squish from inside the leg set my teeth on edge. I’d had a broken leg before, but if one that bad ever happened to me, well, I’d want a bullet in the skull. 

When Night was done, Xeno pulled a long cloth and wrapped Sweet’s leg tightly. It staunched some of the bleeding, but without a splint or cast, it was going to be far from effective. But at least the leg was pointing in the right direction now. She helped Night lift Sweet’s good leg and put it over the unicorn’s shoulder. He was just barely able to hobble Sweet to the corner where I had joined my sister.

“There’s a dark passageway here. Bigger than the one we came in. But there’s no light coming from the gems,” L.A. said, looking back at me. “It might be wide enough to get all three of them through, but I can’t tell.” She aimed her plasma pistol upwards again, then levitated it over to me. “You take it so I can light the way, ok?” 

I nodded and grabbed it with my fetlock. “You know I can’t fire these things right? I have no idea how it works.” I said, before stuffing what looked like the trigger part into my mouth. It didn’t feel right, not being a ‘real’ gun and all, but if it saved our lives, it saved our lives.

“It’s simple sis, you hold it like you’ve got it, and squeeze here.” She tapped a spot on the gun, giving me just enough instruction to position it properly. Point and shoot interface, simple. Lost turned and began walking. Following her lead, the four of us squeezed into the tunnel. My lungs struggled to draw breath again. Don’t think, you’re not a thinky pony, so don’t think...

“We have to get back and tell Spade what happened. The guard’ll kill us if he thinks we tried to escape,” Night whispered, trying his best to sound like he was yelling. “I need to get Sweet Dreams to Plagueheart. She’ll keep us alive... just to keep us digging.” His leg and hoof were covered in blood, and he’d left a trail from where Sweet Dreams was hit to where we were standing. The makeshift bandage was already stained red, and there was blood everywhere.

“We do not have time for that. The bloodwings will kill us in an instant if they finish waking. There will be another way back. Or a better way out. You need to stop letting them rule you. Be your own pony.” Xeno snapped at him, forcing her voice to an angry whisper. “Iam scared as well, but we cannot give up, that is the way to certain death.” She stared defiantly at him, her eyelid twitching slightly. It shut him up, and he nodded. Turning fear to resolve, that was a lesson we all needed to learn. The Wasteland might take and take, but a pony, or zebra, has to learn to overcome that. 

The rational part of my mind agreed. Xeno was right. Why couldn’t I stop those claws of fear at the back of my skull, then? I looked back and forth between Lost ahead of me, and the two stallions to my side. Why wasn’t I up there with her? Why could I only follow... Even when I tried to lead, it was only when she agreed. I didn’t want to be left here, not with these ponies. They’d... Without her to save me...

A moment later, his own light spell activated, giving a fiery glow to the passageway Lost had found. We started through it right as the first bloodwing dropped to the ground. It opened its wings when it fell, gliding to the floor and making a beeline for the blood left there. Oh Luna, there was a trail leading right to us. The mutant bat let out a shrill screech, happy with its sanguine find, and began to drink it up.

Seconds later, the ceiling erupted in chaos. Bloodwings swooped down from every direction, all vying for the blood that had drained from Sweet’s leg. We picked up our pace, the blood leaving an imperfect trail for them to follow us. They were preoccupied for the moment by the free meal though, and hadn’t started giving chase.

The distraction didn’t last long, as the first of the bloodwings that had landed took off again, shreiking after us. The rest took flight too, searching for more. I took a potshot at the closest one in the air, but missed horribly. Not only did I barely know how to use this damn gun, but I didn’t have anything to help me with targeting! We kept moving forward, trying to stay ahead of that bloodthirsty horde.

Then Xeno’s luck struck. Sweet tripped over something. Even hobbling mindlessly and being led by Night, he still toppled forward, dropping to the floor in a bloody heap. It had a domino effect. When Sweet fell, he pulled Night off-balance, and crashed to the side with him. Xeno rushed in, but was too late to catch either of them. The time it took the two to fall was just enough time for some of the bloodwings to catch up.

Two landed on the ruddy pony, going for the easier meal. Night jumped to his hooves, the fiery light of his horn glinting off the vicious fangs of the bloodwings. Ignoring the light, they attacked Sweet, digging those fangs into his flesh.

I aimed the plasma pistol, yelling in my mind for S.A.T.S. to buy me the time I needed to aim and fire. The targeting spell would give me enough time to save him. Nothing happened. Why wouldn’t S.A.T.S. coming up! Oh... My heart damn near stopped. L.A. had the PipBuck. 

Night stomped down on one, splattering it into the ground before it could begin feeding. But it wasn’t enough. In what seemed like an instant, the blood that was dripping from the wounded pony’s leg dried up, and his flesh grew taut. All fluid was drained away just like that, leaving nothing but a dry shell remaining.

For a moment we all stood in shock. It had happened so fast. A split second could have been enough to save him, but even that much time was a blessing the Wasteland hadn’t been willing to give. No, that wasn’t the Wasteland’s fault, it was mine. My oversight killed this pony. A pony just... died, because I wasn’t fast enough to save him. I was too preoccupied with my stupid problems, my irrational problems, to do anything. Why couldn’t I just get over it? Nothing had happened. It was just a nightmare. I’ve had hundreds of nightmares. My nights were full of nightmares, and every day in the Wasteland is a nightmare. So why did this get to me?!

Whatever had compelled those ponies, those zebras, all of them, to destroy their world so thoroughly, so heinously, that it left monsters like this hundreds of years later... Was it worth it? 

Xeno moved first, attempting to kick the now-full bloodwing. She missed though. Finished with its meal, the bloodwing took to the air again, screeching to alert its brethren. 

Fuck!

I fired a single shot. Xeno’s luck was with me this time. The B-KEW echoed off the walls of the passageway, and a burst of plasma smashed into the blood-sucking monster. It erupted in green energy, and turned into a sticky green goo that splattered over the dessicated pony corpse. If only that could bring the poor stallion back...

Lost hadn’t stopped moving, probably unaware of what had happened. One eye was trained on the PipBuck, the other on the path before us. With the focus she needed to keep the light it was understandable, but... A pony had just died. The pony who died wasn’t me though... 

If we stayed, we were just going to die. Either the radiation or the bloodwings were going to get us. I spit the gun out into my hoof. “We have to keep moving!” I whispered, trying not to yell.

Xeno got the hint and sped up after my sister, muttering something in zebra that sounded suspiciously like an apology.

“I can’t just leave him!” Night whispered hoarsely, his eyes beginning to tear up.

“I know how you feel, I’ve been there before. But we need. To. Get. Moving!” I ordered. With my free hoof, I grabbed his leg and pulled, practically dragging him from the corpses. We couldn’t stay. All light from the far end of the passage was now blotted out by the hundreds of bloodwings flying back and forth, looking for where their prey had escaped to.

“But...” he pleaded. The resistance lasted only a second, before he gave in completely, and turned his back on the fallen pony.

*   *   *

My back was on fire. The Med-X hadn’t lasted nearly as long the second time. Every move I made was agony, but I couldn’t stop. The bloodwings had begun searching for us, darting down every side tunnel and hallway. For the moment the four of us were safe, hidden in a hallway off to the side of the main passage, behind a rocky outcropping that kept them from seeing us with... whatever it was they used to see us in the dark. The best part about it, without the gems to light the walls and ceiling, the ambient clicking of the PipBuck had diminished to a mildly obnoxious click once every minute or so. Apparently the gems themselves had been radioactive. The dark may have been inconvenient, but at least it wasn’t lethal.

The shrieks of the bloodwings sounded further and further away. Enough so that from beside me, Lost spoke up in a whisper. “How long have you been down here?” she asked the stallion. At least one of us was trying to be civil while we waited for the bloodwings to lose interest.

“Too long,” he answered.

Attempting to stay pleasant, my sister continued, “Well, I’m Lost Art, my sister is Hidden Fortune. Our zebra friend over there is called Xeno.” 

“Rough Night,” he said through gritted teeth. Part of me was curious if that was some sort of innuendo. Or maybe he just had bad luck when the sun went down. Though, considering his attitude, it wouldn’t surprise me if he brought it upon hims- No that wasn’t fair, not now. He’d just lost somepony close to him.

“What do we do now?” I snapped. Even if my eyes hadn’t been clenched shut in pain, I wouldn’t have been able to see the ponies I was speaking to. I knew it was L.A. on one side of me, my sister's presence bringing me a tiny bit of comfort, but I had no idea who was squeezed onto my other side.

“I don’t know. Why would I know?” She snapped back. 

“Spade says,” the stallion said, then paused, sniffling hard, “there’s a few more openings and sinkholes where rocks collapsed from the ceiling. If we find one on this end, we can get back to digging and lead the way. With the guard’s rifle we could...”

“Why do you wish to go back to them? He is a slaver at best, not a guard. Do you truly believe that you will be allowed to go safely in the end?” Xeno said from somewhere behind me. Whatever it was that she ‘inspired’ to do in life, that kept her so afraid of death, it must have been bordered on being divinely inspired. Her resolve to continue forward was something I was quickly coming to respect.

Another wave of nausea hit, coupled with pain flaring on my back. I nearly collapsed, suddenly grateful for the dark side hallway that kept the others from seeing me falter. I just had to ignore it, and it would go away. If I threw up, or worse... it might alert those damn mutated bats, and just when we seemed to have lost them, too. Then we’d all be fucked. 

Forcing my eyes open, I moved on shaky hooves toward the main hall. It was brighter there, more dull light coming from gemstones in the wall. Only two explanations for the sections that were dark came to mind. Either the gems were added in after the mining was done, or whatever they were mining for had dried up and they began expanding main tunnels for more and found the gems. Given their ready source of light, leaving them seemed a smarter choice. At least trying to figure out more old world mysteries kept my mind off the pain. What had they been mining down here anyway? Mom had always told us the war started because there was little coal in Equestria, but what else could be so valuable down here?

“Lost, I...” I stopped mid-sentence to swallow. More nausea welled up, and I had to keep from throwing up. “I’m starting to...” Ok here it comes. I skittered to the darker side of the dark hallway and threw up, dry heaving once there was nothing left. These caves were going to be the death of me...

The blue glow of her levitation lit up the worried smile on her face. “Drink this.” She floated over the pouch of RadAway that had been in my bag. It was even opened for me.

“Thank you.” I forced, taking the pouch in my mouth. Siiiip. Bleh. Even when it was the only thing keeping me alive, it tasted terrible.

“Aren’t you going to share?” the stallion demanded. 

Of course I was, I just...  I passed the remaining bits of the pouch to him. As long he made sure my sister got some we’d be-

“We must go, now.” Xeno pointed a hoof out past the outcropping that was shielding us. I could barely hear the bloodwings now, but if our current luck kept punching us in the muzzles like it had been, my wonderful rediscovery of what had been in my stomach was going to draw them back here. “If we do not, our chance will be going.” She ran as she finished, darting back into the lit hallway and through it in the direction we had been heading initially.

The three of us followed, L.A. in front, Night in the rear, with me hobbling on three legs between the two of them. Since none of us knew which way was the right direction to head, following Xeno seemed to be a fine way to navigate. The worst that would happen would be losing ourselves deeper in the mine. 

Every step sent flames searing through my flesh. The charred skin split, with blood pooling in the shredded and burnt flesh to seep and drip down my side. There wasn’t time to complain, any second more of the bloodwings could fly through. If I had my battle saddle, I could take care of them. But with this little plasma pistol there wasn’t much we could do. Especially considering there was only one spark cell for it. Conservation of ammo and hiding was a far better survival tactic than running in, guns blazing. 

Xeno’s special brand of luck wasn’t on our side though, or perhaps it was. I really couldn’t tell with her. There was a loud screech, and the thumping of wings echoed through the cavern. I didn’t want to look back, not that I needed to, I could hear that they were getting closer and closer. 

“Faster, they’re-” I started, but my breath left me. Night had passed me already, and the others were gaining ground. With my limp, I couldn’t keep up. Why did I always have to be limping? Fuck the Wasteland for going for my legs every, single, Goddesses-damned time. I opened my mouth again, to call out for them, but nothing came out. I gasped, trying to get air into my lungs again. They were almost here. I had to go faster. The other three rounded a corner, going out of my sight. No. Don’t leave me...

One of the bloodwings landed on me, digging its claws into my side. “NO!” I could breathe again! I veered sideways, smashing the mutated monster between myself and the wall. It worked, stunning it for a moment. That was all the time I needed. I ran. The pain in my side and leg was gone, blown away by the burst of adrenaline. Up ahead I heard a strange whirring noise, different from the teeth of the wire monster.

More bloodwings were upon me. None had landed, or attempted to latch on. I didn’t know why. I wasn’t going to argue. They swarmed around me, as I rounded the corner. Suddenly the whirring made sense.

Gunfire erupted from the two turrets at the end of the hallway, spattering the swarm of bloodwings with small caliber fire. It was enough to kill them, and that was all that mattered. The mutated bats exploded all around me, blood flying through the air and coating me. I kept running toward the turrets, they hadn’t been aiming at me, so they mu- A bullet tore into my shoulder, arcing pain through my entire side.

“Shit!” Why were they shooting at me? More shots tore through the bloodwings, with several bodies falling right in my path. I tripped over one, and skid to a stop just past the turrets. I closed my eyes. Just needed to lay down for a few minutes and then I can go back to finding a way out.

When I finally opened my eyes, I saw a white hoof. Lost stood in front of me, ready to help me up. “Turrets?” I whispered, taking the offered hoof.

“Still up after 200 years. Earth pony engineering.” She said, pulling me up. “Looks like we found the end of the mine.”

*   *   *

We hit a Goddesses-damned dead end.

Luna. Celestia. Why do you forsake me?

I looked around, hoping I’d missed something. This section of the mine was full of nothing but 200 year old tools and machinery that hadn’t been used in centuries. There were more dull gems lining the ceiling and wall, some partially covered where they hadn’t been dug out yet. Well that was one mystery down. “Isn’t the Stable they’re looking for here? Did anypony else see something I missed?” It had to be...

“No. This is a different part of the mine. The Steel Ranger said the original owners dug for iron. Eventually they tapped the mineshaft, so they expanded in a giant fan pattern to try and find more. Apparently the Stable could’ve been built at the end of any of the mine shafts. I just want to find it so I can get back to my Queen and...” Night trailed off after that, staring at the floor and looking deep in thought. A moment later, he muttered under his breath, “not that it matters anymore...”

“You mean we have to go back out there?” I asked, terrified. This was the worst idea I’d ever had. Why hadn’t I done any research before coming here... I hadn’t even considered... Stupid.

“Yes. We... hold on.” L.A. started, but cut herself off. She ran to the back edge of the chamber we were in, and threw up again. Had she gotten any of the RadAway? 

“Lost are you...” I ignored my pain, and walked over to her. Bullets, burns. None of it mattered if she was hurt. “What’s wrong?”

She turned to face me, blood dripping from the corners of her mouth. “I’m fine. Let’s keep going.” She said, her voice barely a whisper.

“That is not fine. The radiation is doing serious damage to you, and to all of us. We have time now, with the guns to protect us.” Xeno said, getting up and tossing her bag down. “I will make something, I am missing things so it will not be the best, but it will help.” She dug a few things from her bag, more jars with mysterious contents.

The unicorn meanwhile, had started fiddling with the mining machinery that was piled up against the far wall. Much of it wasn’t particularly useful, not for anything we’d need it for. There were a few pickaxes and shovels that could be makeshift melee weapons, but the rest were drills or machines I didn’t recognize. “I found something.” Oh.

He came back from the pile of tools with a large parchment, rolled into a tight spiral. The four of us opened it, then held it down with Xeno’s jars, and took the time to look over it. It was a map.

“Sis, yer gettin’ blood on it,” I said, wiping the blood from her mouth. “How’s... whatever you’re making going, Xeno?” I looked over to the zebra.

She didn’t answer, but continued with her brew.

“Ok, this is very out of date, there have probably been several cave-ins since the miners were here,” Rough Night said. “But it can get us to the central hub, probably. We went the wrong way.” He pointed at a few spots on the map with his hoof. “We go back the way we came, avoid the tunnels on the side, and we should be able to find the Forepony’s office.” He sounded different, but not better. He wasn’t talking about going back and giving into the Rangers unconditionally, or like a pony looking for escape or revenge. Now he just sounded hollow and empty. Was it because he had nopony to save now, the rest didn’t matter... Was all that was left to just go through the motions?

“What about the bloodwings?” Lost asked.

“We must go through them, if they have not left the mine already. There is less radiation here, but it will kill us in time. We cannot stay forever.” Xeno responded, with surprising clarity. She finally finished mixing up a batch of something or other. It was in one of the larger jars, a combination of unmentionables from every other little ‘extract’ she had. She took a drink of it herself, then passed the remainder to my sister. “This is better than the RadAway you can find normally. It will make you feel much better.” 

A noticeably paler blue glow enveloped the jar, and L.A. floated it toward her. I had to help get it to her mouth, but she was able to down it all. Almost immediately she looked better, with color returning to her coat. Even the glow of her magic seemed brighter. Whatever it was Xeno had mixed up, it was doing wonders.

While we examined the map, deciding on the best path to take, I felt an odd sensation. There was a familiar knitting sensation on my leg, just above my cutie mark. With a smile, I turned to Lost. Her horn was glowing brightly, but she just smiled back. For several minutes, she healed me. It wasn’t complete, but much better. The burn on my right leg was healed now, which meant I wouldn’t have to limp. 

With a makeshift plan, we were ready. 

*   *   *

“Why did we go this way?!” I screamed over the flapping of hundreds of bloodwings.

“Because it’s what the map says!” Night yelled back. 

We pelted down the main hall. We’d left the safety of the turrets less than a minute ago, and the bloodwings were already chasing us again. The rusty pickaxes and dented shovels weren’t the best way to keep safe, but we were out of ‘good’ options. 

Light from ahead. The map said the Forepony’s office would be safe, at least safer than the blood tunnels of death, and it was on the way to the Stable itself. If that was the pony who was in charge when the world ended, he was bound to have a few tools we could use to survive. And guns. At least I hoped so.

A bloodwing shrieked down onto me. I skewered the monster with the pointy end, and kept running. The flapping, shrieking bloodwing flailed, then died, still stuck on the pickaxe. I ran.

WHANG. Lost clobbered another bloodwing aside with a glowing blue swat from her shovel. They were gaining on us, and fast. I wasn’t limping, so I could keep up... but keeping up wasn’t fast enough to outrun the flying leathery death.

Each dose of Med-X lasted less and less time. The burn on my back was smaller, but not fully healed.  Lost’s limited healing ability could only do so much. If this Forepony had a first aid kid...

Four bloodwings dove onto my back. One second of adrenaline lasted forever as I felt their wings and the pricking of their claws. Attack already! Bite me, fucker! Just end it if you’re going to end it! I cried out as one did, its fangs perforating my hide.

WHANG. Lost smashed three of the bats aside, throwing them away with the shovel like dirt out of a hole. The fangs ripped two jagged lines across my back as they ripped free and tumbled back into the mass of mutated bats behind us.

One left. That one bit down.

It wasted no time in drinking.

Everything felt cold. My hooffalls slowed and I stumbled. I couldn’t feel my hooves. No blood pumping to the muscles. My vision hazed and darkened. I tried to scream. A splash of something splattered my back, coating me from my mane to my flanks. 

Lost pulled her horn from the bloodwing’s corpse. Its blood, and probably some of mine, trickled down her horn and into the remains of her mane. She tossed her head, nickering, and the bloodwing splattered to the floor. “Hidden! Are you alright?”

“Nnn... ngh,” I grunted. My hooves felt dry and wooden, they looked gaunt, just stretched skin over muscle and bone. I could only nod. When I did, I felt woozy and almost blacked out. But somehow, despite all odds, I was somehow alive. Once again my sister saved me. We kept going.

“Up ahead!” Xeno shouted. “The building we are searching for!” Xeno yelled. Up ahead, where the tunnel widened into a cavern, a little shack nestled against the rocky walls. It wasn’t much, but there was a sturdy door and no visible windows. Perfect.

We pelted across the cavern, making a beeline for the shack. The cavern was huge, and I wished I’d gotten a better look at it. A massive cave-in on the far side let gray daylight in from near the ceiling. Opposite the collapse, a half-dozen tunnels spread out, like on the map. Just like Night said, a giant fan pattern in every direction. Great. But for now, shack!

Night grabbed the door in fiery red telekinesis and flung it open. The four of us skittered inside, and he slammed it shut. Our hooves hit wood floor, and I breathed a sigh of relief. Then I jumped a foot in the air as dozens of thuds from abruptly stopping bloodwings pummeled it. 

Safety.

Finally, we were somewhere safe. All around us, walls and a ceiling and a floor. No gems slowly leaking radiation they’d absorbed hundreds of years ago. No monsters trying to drink my blood. Just a room with a terminal and some lockers. Oh dear, one of the lockers had a bullet hole through it. OH! There was a first aid kit attached to the wall! Perfect! There was a skeleton on the floor, with a hole in its head and a stained splatter of blood and gore from centuries past surrounding it. A gun lay on the floor nearby.

“Ok everypony, we don’t have much time,” Lost said. “This room might be safe, but we need to find another exit, or find the Stable. Night, check the lockers. Xeno, brew up more of that awesome RadAway. Hidden, check the first aid kit.” More thuds echoed through the walls around us.

Each of us got to work immediately. The first aid kit was mercifully unlocked, and provided us with two healing potions, several bandages, a shot of Med-X and some much-needed RadAway. With permission from the others, I downed the entirety of the first potion. In an instant, my back healed, the cracks and burns in the flesh stitching together to their pristine condition. It wouldn’t grow the fur back, but that wasn’t a big deal. The main thing was the pain was gone. Even better, I didn't feel lightheaded anymore. Did healing potions regrow lost blood? I wasn't going to question it. Healing magic was just one of those cheater magics that didn’t always make sense. I gave a RadAway to each pony, and placed one in my bags for myself.

“The terminal says the Stable was being built at the end of Tunnel 5. But there’s no map and no markings to show which tunnel is 5,” L.A. explained from her place at the terminal screen. The PipBuck’s screen was bright, obviously linked to the terminal before her. “Guess we just start counting.”

I walked over to her, picking up the 10mm pistol as I went. I peeked over her shoulder at the screen.

Daily Report:

Construction on the Stable has finished, which means Tunnel 5 is finally fit for mining again, though with all the equipment they rammed through I doubt there’s anything usable in that mine anymore. I’m glad to finally have those Stable-Tec bastards gone. First they took over our factory, and now my mine. Of all the nerve. I understand the war is escalating, but the idea that they can storm in and take whatever they want just boggles my mind.

I have half a mind to put my hoof down and go directly to the head of the company. Knowing her though, she’s been paid off. Oh well, so long as my miners can do their job. I still need to get paid!

Onto the report.

-The 15 day record since the last accident will need to be reset. I had to send out two condolence letters due to a collapse in Tunnel 4. I still don’t understand why we needed to use that branch tunnel. It’s been nothing but trouble since we started it.

-Iron supplies are dwindling, so I’ve decided to mine the remainder of Tunnels 1 and 2 for the gems that they contain. They might be worth far less than the iron, but we can still sell them for a small profit.

-The exit at the end of Tunnel 3 has been taken over by a local bear. Apparently finding a cave out in the woods is a sign that any old wild animal should take it as their home. I’ve warned my crew to only enter through the main entrance in the foundry. There is a note posted to all personnel at both entrances.

-Five radiation suits have been supplied and are kept my locker, under lock and key. The head of the company personally delivered them, saying they were to be used in case of an emergency. Really worried about the war lately...

-On that note, emergency provisions and small arms have been placed in the tool shed. These are for Emergency Use Only. Anypony caught tampering with company property without clearance will be punished.

In closing, the mine is as productive as ever, despite setbacks. We believe that Tunnel 7 will be provide enough iron for the next year’s supply of power armor. Any questions can be directed to myself, or the shift manager.

~Forepony Strata Shear

Ok, so the unfinished tunnel was Tunnel seven, which meant Tunnel five was two from that. Excellent. But how many unfinished tunnels were there? The report didn’t specify if there were multiple tunnels being worked at at the same time. Another downside was that our only exit was probably still teeming with radioactive wildlife. Great. I checked the map we had, but there was nothing marking anything about the Stable, and most of the tunnels drawn on the map tapered off into nothing, with no explanation about which was which.

“Bad news everypony,” Night said, finally managing to get into the locker. He pulled out several yellow suits that looked almost identical to the ones the griffon guard had been wearing before. “There’s five...” He shook his head upon tossing them out on the floor. Every single one had a bullet through the chest. “They’re all useless though.” It looked like the mare had shot herself, and had pierced through each one, rendering them all but useless. Goddesses. Damnit.

“There may be a way to repair them. Is there anything we could use for that?” Xeno asked. She had finished mixing concoctions, and was slowly sipping the largest jar. “Even I am beginning to feel the affects of the radiation, and it would be very good for me to not die a horrible death in a mine made by ponies hundreds of years ago.” She took the jar in her hooves and stared into it, then downed the rest and threw the jar into her bag.

“I... don’t know,” he said, looking back and forth between each suit. He gave a heavy sigh, shuffling a hoof. “Maybe we should just try to get back...” His voice had the same somber defeated tone from before, listless and hollow. “I just want to get back to Spade and go home.”

“We all do, but we can’t give up,” I said. “We’re already here. Let’s find the Stable. They might be nicer than the Steel Rangers. They might even help,” I offered, trying to cheer him up. “Look, there’s five suits and only four of-” I caught myself, and bit my lip. “S-Sorry. But we can use the parts from the fifth to fix the rest! See?” I grabbed L.A.’s shovel in my mouth and slammed it into one of the suits. The shovel dug into the floor and severed the leg of the suit clean off. There was plenty of extra material that could be used to seal the holes in the other four. We just needed something to create a seal.

“What magic can you cast, unicorn?” Xeno asked, passing him one of the jars. She gave one to my sister and one to me as well. We both downed them without question. On the bright side, whatever it was she made tasted much better than the RadAway. Though, the room did start to twist and turn a little. Wheee... Spiraly...

“Well, uhh... I can cast a fireball from my horn,” Night admitted. 

What! He could shoot fire all this time? But why not use it against the bloodwings! That was neither here nor there. If he could melt the material from one suit onto another, it might be able to make a seal. That’s what a thinky pony would do!

Lost sat next to him, spreading each suit out with her magic. She maneuvered each so the bullet holes were all visible and flat with no wrinkles. I spent the time using the shovel to cut smaller pieces from the severed suit leg. It took forever without cheater magic, but it worked. Working together, with the weak fire spell that Rough Night possessed, we were able to scorch patches over each of the holes in a relatively short amount of time.

Several minutes later, all four of us wore radiation suits, and were ready to go. With Xeno’s home brew RadAway, a dose each of RadSafe, and another gun, I felt pretty good. The thudding of bloodwings against the building’s wall had ceased long ago, so it was more than likely safe to go out again. I hoped.

First order of business: check the shed on the far end of the cavern room for the guns mentioned on the terminal, then go directly to the Stable. We were already here, so there was no sense in running without at least trying for more allies. Call me naive, but I wanted to believe we could find help to deal with the Steel Rangers who had stolen our things.

Lost held the plasma pistol ready in her telekinesis, as she pushed open the door and we left the safety of the room. I had the 10mm strapped to my leg, but without an opening in the suit for my mouth, there was little I could do with it. We ran across the cavern to the far shed, and I smashed the door open with a fierce buck. We ducked in and found a wealth of small-caliber weapons, and even a few sets of armor. Finally, armor! If it weren’t for the suit keeping the radiation at bay, I would have slipped into the new barding that minute. We stuffed everything we could carry into each of our bags. Guns, ammo, armor, anything that wasn’t bolted down filled my saddlebags to the brim. These ponies had been ready for the end of the world, but luckily for us, they never needed the equipment.

With the knowledge from the terminal records, we looked at the tunnels before us. The unfinished one was Tunnel seven...There were only six tunnels! The Forepony’s records said one was an offshoot, but which one? Did we have to check every single branch, one at a time?

“The radiation’s still going up,” Lost said through the suit. “The PipBuck’s clicking is slower, but it’s still going up.” Surprisingly, I could make out everything she said, which raised questions about our griffon guard. Which reminded me...

“Sis, did you hear Kyrie saying that they’d attack the Steel Rangers if the contract is broken?” I asked as we started down the tunnel immediately to the right of the one we’d come in through.

“Yeah, I just hope it won’t come to that,” she replied. “They could turn on us, too.”

Night snorted. “Those griffons have been here for months now. I don’t think the Steel Rangers are going to be reneging on the contract any time soon,” he said. He seemed to be in a slightly better mood, as if being integral to patching the suits had helped to him to put aside what had happened. I felt for him, but we could mourn later, once we were safe.

We hit another collapse in the second tunnel. Far above, I could see a giant gaping hole in the ceiling, which let in a significant amount of ambient light through the cloud cover. Was it really still day outside? I felt like we’d been in here for eons, like it should at least be the middle of the night. If it had really only been a few hours, well... That sent a shiver down my spine all the way to the tip of my tail.

Our collective ears drooped in defeat as Night made a mark on our map about the cave-in. With nothing more to do at this dead end, we turned and headed back for the next tunnel.

This third tunnel was far larger than the other two, easily twice as tall and several times wider. I had a good feeling about it. This was the kind of tunnel they’d have needed to move massive amounts of machinery through to build a Stable. But... I knew better than to get too worked up. Even if this was a good sign, there was still a massive amount of radiation and possible wildlife if this was the wrong tunnel. The gems in the ceiling and walls were far bigger, as if the deeper they cut, the larger they became. The dull light they showed was a blessing from Celestia though, as it meant we could see any errant bloodwings long before they could see us.

We rounded one last corner, and found ourselves staring down by four more turrets. 

Not good. 

As quickly as we turned the corner, the turrets opened fire. I skidded to a stop, spun around, and dove back behind the corner, out of the line of fire. We crashed into a pile, safe from the hail of bullets. Miraculously not a single bullet had hit any of us. Another bit of luck that I blamed on Xeno. None the worse for wear, we gathered in a little circle.

“Do you think you can take those out, Sis?” I asked. “I can’t use any guns through this thing.”

“Of course.” She smiled, her blue eyes twinkling behind the visor and her glasses. Oh, that’s right. She had the PipBuck, which meant she had S.A.T.S. A half second later, two shots popped off, echoing B-KEW off the walls. Two of the four turrets exploded in a shower of green energy and sparks.

“I’m pretty sure this is the right tunnel. Turrets would be guarding something, right?” Night asked, once again having pulled the map out to make notes. 

“Probably,” Lost said, firing off two more shots. Both missed this time. “I’m out...”

Oh dear, and she couldn’t hit the broad side of a barn with anything other than the plasma pistol. I gritted my teeth. This was going to suck, but we needed to get to the end of this tunnel. “Take off my helmet,” I said. “I’ll get the last two.” A few seconds without the helmet wouldn’t kill me. I hoped.

Hesitantly, Lost unsealed the helmet and lifted it from my head. The feel of the radiation was overwhelming and oppressive. Instantly I felt sick, my insides twisting and a warm wetness dripping from my lips. With a shake of my mane, trying to throw the sick feeling off, I reached down and pulled the pistol from its holster on my leg. It was hard to grip, the blood soaking the handle, but if I just moved fast enough... I peeked around the corner, and wearily fired off a few shots. The first few missed, but one finally struck home, knocking the turret out in a shower of sparks. The remaining turret fired back at me, several shots cutting through my mane, and grazing my cheeks. I’d been shot like that before, and didn’t even flinch. Grazing shots didn’t have the same umph that a bullet going into my flesh had, and were easy enough to ignore.. I was feeling woozy though, that wet burning coming from the back of my throat. Another flick of the trigger and the last turret exploded. 

“Ok helmet back on now!” I yelled, before swallowing to keep back the tide of vomit. I dropped the gun to the ground just as the helmet slammed down over my head. I sat down in relief as Lost sealed the helmet back on. I no longer felt like I was being cooked from the inside out. I just hoped she wouldn’t see the blood... 

With the helmet back on and a few seconds to rest, the oppressive feeling faded, leaving me feeling well enough to continue. I rounded the corner again, motioning with a hoof for the others to follow me. Up ahead, far beyond the turrets, was the treasure we had been searching for.

Stable 60.

________________________________________________________________________________

Footnote: Level Up!

Hidden Fortune:

New Perk: Finesse – Your growing experience with firearms has taught you well. When using conventional weapons, either because of blind luck, or zebra luck, you have a higher chance at scoring a critical hit.

Lost Art:

New Perk: Buck Rodgers – Your growing experience with magical energy weapons has taught you well. When using plasma or laser weapons, you deal extra damage per shot.

“What’s a ‘Scifresh’ anyway?”

“I’ve no idea.”

“A Scifresh is a cultivar of apple closely related to the Braeburn apple. It is an interesting fact that Jazz is a brand name that that type of apple is sold as.”

“How... How do you even know that?”

“Iam a zebra, I took the Tribal Knowledge perk.”

“Well now that’s just not fair.”

(A massive thank you to Kkat for creating, and everyone else who has helped to flesh out the universe of Fallout Equestria. And to everyone who has/will help with with editing and making this more palatable... Big hearts to Dimestream, Sabsy, Heartshine, Wirepony, and everypony else who helped with ideas, editing, and brushies. And of course everything is copyright their respective owners. ~Hnetu)



Chapter 6: Dissimilar Metals

 

“Oh, so ponies up top have survived!” 

Locked.

Of course it was locked. Why hadn’t that thought ever crossed my mind? Really, how hard was it to be a thinky pony? All it required was taking a few seconds to think through what you’re doing and not rushing in headlong without a plan. All I’d done so far was the opposite of being a thinky pony. From now on, it was L.A.’s job to make all the decisions...

“Can... can you get into it?” Rough asked, looking at me.

“I’m not the pony to ask,” I answered. “Sis?” The three of us looked to her, waiting for a response. 

Lost said nothing, just held a forehoof up and tapped it thoughtfully against the visor of her suit. All she could do was shrug.

I let out a sigh and trotted up to the giant door in front of me. To the side, where the terminal had been on Stable 12, there was nothing. Just sheer rock face inset with the same dull gems that had been killing us. I kicked at the door a few times, but again there was nothing, just an unfeeling steel door sitting between us and the prize we’d been coerced into finding.

Worst. Treasure hunt. Ever.

I tried to think back to what we had found before. Despite all that had happened, it’d been only two days ago that we’d stumbled upon Stable 12 and 21 and started this adventure. The Stables there were both surrounded by old skeletons of ponies from the war, something that was surprisingly absent here. There had been two doors, an obvious difference... And there was an outside input so we could get into it! Well, Lost could. But there was nothing here, everything was sealed tight. The door didn’t even have any visible hinges that we could break off. If we had some explosives, maybe a few gren- No, no grenades. Okay, maybe grenades as long as they’re not the ‘light me and everything else on fire’ kind. Lost was a thinky pony. I was sure she’d have a plan, probably one that didn’t involve me blowing myself up or setting myself on fire.

“I don’t know...” she finally said, her voice empty of emotion.

Dammit.

“There’s nothing to look into, nothing I could hack, nothing I could rewire, nothing at all. It’s just... a big giant door.” She followed my lead, placing a hoof on the ‘60’ painted on the door and giving a gentle push. “There may not even be anything inside. What if it wasn’t finished? Or the ponies in there used everything and died. Will Jazz kill us if we come back with empty hooves?”

“I wonder again, why is it that you ponies seem to imagine the worst,” Xeno said. “Is it not possible to have a day where you do not discuss killing one another? The Wasteland we are in has enough chances to die, is there something that complies you to think of it constantly?” The zebra stared blankly through her visor into the steel door before us. A few blinks later she tilted her head. “I wish to not think of death. It is too close at all times. We do not need to talk of it constantly as well.”

“You’re right Xeno, I’m sorry,” L.A. said, “but we need a way to get in. At least to see what’s inside.”

Suddenly the steel erupted into flame! A second bright fiery glow erupted behind us, as the stallion unleashed a fireball from the tip of his horn. It slammed into the door, just to the side of the first one, with an eruption that sent Lost and I backpedaling to avoid the flames. 

“What’re you doing?!” I yelled, turning to shoot a glare at Rough. “What if you’d blown a hole in our suits!”

“Sorry,” Rough said. “I just... If we can’t open it, maybe I can melt a hole in it?” He flashed me a nervous smile from within the suit. 

“These doors are far thicker than you’d be able to cut open with a flame. Celestia herself couldn’t cut through one of these doors without spending hours at it!” I snapped at him. How, how in the world could he think something like that? Had the radiation rotted his brain?

"It might not need to cut through it,” Lost suggested. “Maybe it got the attention to whoever is inside." 

“What if it did?” I snapped. “We don’t know who’s inside there. What if they’re more of those bastard Steel Rangers and wanted to take our things and leave us for dead in some Goddesses forsaken death pit, like, I don’t know... an underground mine full of gems that leak out centuries old radiation?” I ended the sentence shouting at my sister. There was an awkward grinding sound in the background, but I paid no mind to it, given the surge of anger I felt.

“And what if they weren’t Steel Rangers, and wanted to help us fight them to get our stuff back?” She screamed at me, fogging up the visor of her suit.

Xeno tried to step in. “Sisters. There is a-”

“We can’t know that!” I continued. “They could be evil, almost all the ponies we’ve met so far have been evil. Do I need to list them off? Even the supposed Hero we found shot you in the throat the first time he saw you!” I was pissed now, yelling as loud as I could. Despite the massive guilt I had for shooting first and not asking any questions, he had shot my sister. I stepped closer, pushing my head against hers.

“Yes he did! Did you ever stop to think that his E.F.S. would have shown me as friendly? He was evil! Just because the radio says he's a hero doesn't mean he is. We know nothing about the voice on the radio, what if it's a fake or a recording? What if it's lies!” L.A. screamed, pushing back against me. Our visors squeaked against each other, the yelling we were doing echoing inside the suits.

“Umm,” Rough interrupted, “I think you two shoul-”

I put up a hoof, silencing him. “Then that’s just more reason to play it safe and not go dropping dynamite down a radscorpion hole!” I stomped the raised hoof to the ground for emphasis. “He could’ve been evil. Seethe is definitely evil! The zebras might as well have been evil!” I turned to Xeno, giving her a nod and a smile. “No offense.” I turned back to my sister, raising a hoof at her. “The raiders and bandits and every other monster we’ve ever met has been evil. And now the soldiers we thought would be well armed and armored and able to help us, also turn out to be evil. I’m trying to be a thinky pony, trying to be more like you! Do you really want to-” 

A low, static-y rumble sounded off next to me. Both my sister and I turned and looked. 

Between us, in the open stable door, stood a pony that loomed over me. He stood like a monolith in power armor, eerily similar to Jazz and the others. His visor and light glared blindingly, as if he were skipping the fake friendship and going straight to intimidation. Oh dear, another Steel Ranger, now I’m proper fucked... When did he even get there? And for that matter, when had the door opened!

I shied away, moving closer to L.A. She backed off several steps, practically tripping over her hooves and blushing profusely. “Why’d you have to start a fight?” I whispered at her a bit too loud for comfort. For emphasis, I punched her in the side with a forehoof.

“I didn’t start it, you did,” she hissed back.

“No, you did!” I wasn’t even whispering anymore, just yelling again. If this kept up I was gonna hit her so hard!

“I didn’t sta-” 

“Ponies. Iam thinking that this would be a good time to stop the fighting amongst sisters.” Xeno stepped between us, breaking up the fight.

The large armored pony before us turned and cocked his head to one side. In a guttural voice, accompanied by too much static, he uttered one word. 

“Come.”

*   *   *

The stallion made us remove the radiation suits as soon as the door closed behind us. I wanted to take the suit with me, but apparently there were procedures to follow in an operational Stable. We were shielded from the radiation outside, so we didn't really need the suits. That wasn't a relief, though. I knew we’d have to exit the same way we came, and that meant trudging back through the death cavern. 

On top of that, the armored stallion confiscated our newly-found weapons and armor. He assured us we’d get them all back, but it still felt like I was standing in line again, with Trifle going through our private possessions. With our irradiated belongings safely tucked away, we followed him down a long hallway, far into the depths of the Stable. It stretched on forever...

This Stable was much the same as the previous two we’d been in. It had the same dark oppressiveness to it, the sterile, unnatural feeling that no pony should ever have to live in it. Hard steel floors and humming lights just didn’t have the same feeling as the world above. The minute we stepped in, I missed the caves. They might have been slowly killing me, but they were a far sight better than the steel gray tomb of the Stable. All we needed was a dark room and some ghouls and it would be just like last time. Then, a pony could jump out of the shadows and try to kill one of us. Just like then... At least this one wasn’t full of broken machines from a failed radiation experiment. In fact, it looked to be in pristine condition. Even the walls were washed!

Without anything to keep me distracted, I got lost in my thoughts...

I stared at the metal flanks of the stallion walking before me. He was in slightly different power armor than the kind worn by Jazz and her ilk. His bore ornate etchings in several places, and a rank insignia I didn’t recognize emblazoned on the shoulders. He did have the same emblem as the others, right where the cutie mark would be if he were unarmored. It was a half-apple overlaid with gears, sparks, and a sword, all of which rested over a set of outstretched wings. All that did was raise more questions, because if he had the same markings as the others... But why would Scifresh’s chapter be searching then? 

Ok just, take a minute to slow down and think, Hidden. Be a thinky pony. 

Steel Rangers cared about... well, whatever qualified as ‘sufficiently advanced technology,’ like magical energy weapons and PipBucks, both of which were pre-war technology... I took a breath, and stared down the long hallway. Seriously, how far down did we have to go? Hidden stop that, pay attention to figuring this all out.

Were the Steel Rangers really that old? Hadn’t mom said something about the technology needed to create their power armor being from the war? And Jazz had said something about different chapters...

This group could be totally separate. Which meant they could be friends!

I felt a lot better after coming to that little revelation. It wasn’t much, but if there was a chance we could finally get some allies to help, it would mean a lot. With the Wirepony and Jazz’s chapter up top, both probably on a warpath to find the four of us and end our savage lives, it’d be a huge boon to get some major firepower to throw back at them.

Not... Not that I wanted to start a war or anything! I just needed to get out and survive. This whole quest had been a bust so far. There was only one place left in the PipBuck that could that could have any relevance to Gunbuck. Hopefully that place would give me the closure about him I needed, and we could go back to being reclusive. Or maybe visit zebra lands with Xeno and prove all ponies weren’t evil...

While I’d been lost in thought, we reached the end of the long hallway down to the depths of the underworld. To be honest, it was better being lost in thought, away from the near claustrophobic jail of the Stable. I looked over to my sister and friends. Lost looked like she was about to run off, with her eyes flicking back and forth like they were. Sorry sis, I’d been calm and ignoring you while you were terrified of being trapped down here... Xeno on the other hand looked the same as always, slightly distant with a blank look. Rough was much the same as my sister, looking around without any subtlety with a distraught look on his face.

“Oh, so ponies up top have survived!” said a cheerful voice. Down another hallway to the side was a pretty earth pony mare. She waved a hoof and galloped toward us. “Find someone alive up there, Lamington?”

“Don’t call me that,” he responded, turning on the lamp on his head and shining it in her eyes. “And where is your power armor? You’re supposed to wear it at all times. I will tell mother.” 

The mare stuck out her tongue, making as silly a face as she could. “I’m having Custard clean it. Wearing it all the time without ever showering? It’s a mess inside. Sometimes it just feels good to be... free!” She did a little spin, showing off her bare coat, before stopping to face the power armored pony. The silly face she was making quickly shifted to a smug grin, and she turned to my little group. “So, who’re you ponies?”

“Uh... well I-” Lost stammered.

“My name is Xeno,” the zebra interrupted, stomping her hoof, “and Iam not a pony.”

“Oh? Neat!” the Stable pony interrupted in turn. “I’ve never met a baby dragon before!”

The poor zebra looked utterly flabbergasted. She blinked several times, as if searching for words. “I am a zebra!” she finally squawked. “If you could remember that, I would greatly appreciate it.” Xeno’s normally peaceful eyes turned fierce, as if a chord had been struck by the silly pony. For a zebra who was so unorthodox by her own admission, she did seem to have a lot of cultural pride.

“Praline,” Lamington boomed, “stop this silliness. I am taking these people to the conference room to be debriefed. We need to find out what the world is like up there.” His gravelly voice was nearly inaudible over the static. Without waiting for a response, he turned to lead us down another long hallway. 

The mare followed, her dark chocolate coat contrasting nicely with the cold steel walls all around. “So what’re yer names?” she chirped, practically bouncing. “Like Lamington said, I'm Praline! I'm a Knight. Mother says I'm really good at it, and might make Crusader soon!” 

“Ahem!” Apparently that touched a nerve with Lamington, who shot a look at the bouncing mare. Whatever the look was, he sounded very upset, and she settled down almost immediately. 

“Well, my name is Hidden Fortune, and this is my sister Lost Art,” I said, trying my hardest to be pleasant. I pointed a hoof at my sister, who gave a weak smile and backed behind me sheepishly.

“Sister? Just like us! This is my big brother, he’s the Star Paladin,” Praline explained, pointing a hoof at the power armored pony. “We’re all family here, Lamington is my oldest brother and then there’s Chocolate Fondue and Chocolate Eclair and Custard and my sisters Creme Brulee and Marshmallow Sundae and Raspberry and my mother is the Elder her name is Drop Scone and we’re all that’s left it’s actually kind of sad because after there’s no other ponies in the stable!” That’s one big family!

“Knight Praline,” the stallion said, “by order of your Star Paladin, you are to cease your senseless prattle. We shall handle this in an organized fashion. The mines are perilously radioactive, they set off my sensors with numbers the scale of which I’ve never seen before. We have guests, and we’ve all the time in the world for you to talk to them, after they have been debriefed. You will settle down. You will return to Custard and retrieve your armor, and you will wear it as you are supposed to. Now go, before I tell the Elder.” 

The Star Paladin kept a level tone as he delivered Praline’s orders, then the lamp on his helmet dimmed and he returned his attention to us. “Come,” he said. “You look hungry. We can hold the debriefing in the atrium instead.” He started down the hallway again.

I was a bit terrified. This... Lamington completely kept his cool, even when dealing with something that bouncy, perky, and obnoxious. And, he said he wanted to give us food, and talk to us. That was far better than being fixed up only to be... 

Waitaminute. Groups of ponies cannot be trusted. Remember what mom taught you, Hidden.

We followed him. We were stuck in the Stable at that point, and after the way we were treated by Jazz, there wasn’t a reason not to take a chance and try to escape. Even up top it would have been hard, but down here... the door was sealed tight.

Praline, meanwhile, saluted, messing up her immaculate white hair, and scrambled off down the opposite hallway, followed by the clatter of hooves on steel. How could a pony like that be a soldier...?

“Think he meant what he said?” I whispered to L.A.

“I don’t know what to think,” she whispered back, “but a free meal isn’t something I’m going to turn down.”

“You’re a wasteland pony and you pay for food... What’s wrong with you?” Rough chipped in, keeping his voice to a whisper like ours.

“It’s not that, it’s just we’ve been really unlucky with hunting lately,” I explained.

The hall led us past a number of sealed metal doors. Every now and then, we passed an open one, into which I peeked to sate my curiosity for what might be inside. The first room we passed was identical to the hallways, steel walls and floor. Inside, though, were terminals by the dozen, all stacked up on several desks and wired together. I shuddered, wired terminals... The next room we passed had a large desk with paper strewn all around it, looking extremely haphazard. The last door we passed led to a clinic, where I could only see half a desk and a screen hiding any details. Finally though, we were taken down a stairway and into the gigantic atrium. 

Inside the atrium was a single massive table, that stretched from one wall nearly to the other, with five seats lining each side. In the far corner of the room was a cafeteria, with food that looked more delicious than anything I’d ever seen.

“Marshmallow, see to our guests, if you would.” The Star Paladin called across the room, to a short white pony dressed in a robe that would have been a perfect match for Elder Scifresh’s, though it looked far simpler in design, lacking some of the unnecessary frills. He then directed the four of us to sit at the table in the center of the room.

*   *   *

I stared at the empty plate before me. I’d never known food could taste so delicious. I’d never known food to have a taste! Whoever that ‘Marshmallow’ mare was, she was an excellent cook! There were leafy vegetables, crispy vegetables, and juicy vegetables! Not to mention half a dozen dishes I’d never heard of and couldn’t remember the names for. Even the soup was delicious. Now that I was full, I started paying attention to the conversation at hoof.

“...and then she took everything! Hidden’s battle saddle is still up there, probably gathering rust in whatever room they’ve stuffed it in,” Lost told the Star Paladin, flailing a forehoof in the general direction of ‘up’ to illustrate where my things were being held. 

“The Crusader pony was not able to take everything. You two still have the weapon you brought with you, do you not?” Xeno asked, still picking at her food.

“Well yeah, but only because we managed to sneak it in. Who knows what would have happened if we didn’t,” I said.

“Still didn’t save my Sweet...” Rough grumbled, “so what good was it?” He hadn’t touched anything yet, a full plate still sat on the table in front of him. Despite the RadAway we’d been offered, he hadn’t been able to stomach a thing. “Not that you care! You just... let him die, and ran away like it was nothing...” With that, he dropped his head to the table, and sobbed.

“It was either that or we all died,” I said. “What good would it do for you to be lying there lifeless next to him?” I offered a hoof to the blue stallion.

“At least we’d be together...” He sniffled again, wiping the tears away with a hoof and sitting up. “Who are you three anyway? I’ve never seen you before in The Cinch, you don’t know about the Queen, and you probably don’t give two shits about a ganger like me...”

“Alright ponies, I believe that’s enough,” the armored stallion said, silencing us. Lamington hadn’t taken his armor off during the entire meal, which meant he was either already well fed, or the power armor somehow fed him from inside. It sent a slight shiver down my spine, making the claws dig at my mind. If he never took it off... 

Stop, Hidden. He wasn’t made of wires. 

The static over Lamington’s voice had cut down quite a bit, at least. He continued, “It surprises me to learn that so many ponies are still alive outside. Tell me, aside from these Rangers that have taken over the... hrm, ‘Factory,’ you said?”

He paused in his question, and both L.A. and I nodded in response.

“Factory. Apart from the ponies at the factory, what is it like up there? My family, we were all born in this Stable, several generations removed from the ponies who first entered. You are the only outsiders to enter since the War. And, if I recall correctly, which I might not, I am the only one who’s ever opened the door.” He laughed, the power armor’s static giving it a mechanical sound. “Whatever you did to knock on the door, it echoed down the halls and woke everypony up.” 

That laugh sent chills up my spine, and set the claws to wracking my brain. Whatever was wrong with the speakers reminded me of the sound the Wirepony had made. It wasn’t the same as the whirring, but it sounded too much like the noise that had come from the mass of wires underneath. I tried to stifle a shiver, not wanting the others to see me and start asking questions.

“We were captured and forced down here, and were only told they needed more supplies from this Stable,” I said. “There’s a monster up there, made of armor and wires and...” I couldn’t continue, not after what that monster had done to me... “I’m going to destroy it.”

“That’s quite a vendetta,” a voice like pre-War silk said from behind me. I turned to see another mare, this one in a Scribe’s robe, with a coat the color of creamy honey and a caramel mane. She took a seat next to Lamington, and turned toward our little group. “What did this monster do to gain your hatred?”

“Let’s see. He tried to crush my ribs and choke me, and broke one of my legs. Then there was that time he launched a grenade at me, and it burnt half of my back off. Oh, and did I mention the part where he tried to eat me?” I found myself trembling, still hearing the whirring of the chainsaw-teeth, smelling the stench of the rotten flesh. “And just when I finally had him where I wanted him, he wrapped those Luna damned wires around my throat and nearly strangled me to death.” I slammed my hoof into the table, making each of the places bounce and clatter. Just the memory had me pissed, furious enough that I was grinding my teeth. “I’ll kill the fucker if I ever get the chance!”

“And without any weapons, what will you do?” the newcomer said with a smirk. 

I didn’t have a comeback for that, but the others gave a chuckle at my expense. Even Rough Night managed a small smile. I deserved it... I was still going to find that monster, find a big gun, and blow it to the moon. Lost didn’t laugh, she just looked at me sadly.

She continued, “Are you sure it was a good idea to bring outside ponies in brother? Elder Drop Scone will be cross with you.” 

“Alright,” Lamington said, ignoring the mare, “I believe we’re almost done. One more question for the four of you, then the Elder and I shall see to finding a place for you all to sleep. It’s getting very late. I’m sure you’re weary after your adventure in the mines.”

“The cute purple maned one can sleep with me, if she wants...” the mare said. She leaned against the table and winked at Lost. My sister’s only reaction was to blush bright red and shrink into her chair.

Ugh... I didn’t want to know what was going through her head, but given how she’d reacted to meeting Praline, I had a good idea. That definitely didn’t leave me feeling comfortable.

“Creme, that’s enough,” the Star Paladin ordered, keeping that calm voice he always had. “Did this Scifresh explain what kind of supplies?”

“We-ere told nothing by the Elder pony,” Xeno explained. “She said that we-ere prisoners, and would work until we found The Stable she was looking for. I was called a ‘savage’ many times.” She paused to take another bite. “There was no time when she said what we-ere to be looking in the Stable for.” 

“The zebra talks cute too. Can I keep her, Lamington?” Creme begged, holding her hooves up together toward the Steel Ranger in a mock beg.

“We’re done here.” He stood up and walked away, calling over his shoulder in a static-y voice. “I’m going to go speak to the Elder. We’ll decide on sleeping arrangements. Creme Brulee, bring them up to the office when you’re finished teasing those poor mares.”

The door slammed shut behind the armored pony, and I wearily looked toward his sister. She grinned wickedly, rolling her eyes. “He didn’t say to leave the stallion alone...” With that, she hopped up and sidled over to sit next to Rough. “Hey~”

“No,” Rough snapped. “I just lost my special somepony. Go harass somepony else. I don’t care who.” He turned away from her, shoved his plate away, and stepped back from the table. With nowhere to go, he just went and stood in the corner. Once he reached the wall, he pressed his head against it. What a weird stallion...

“Spoilsport...” Creme Brulee let out a soft sigh, and turned to the remaining three of us. “I’m just teasing. Look. You’ve stirred up a lot of excitement. Praline is bouncing off the walls more than ever, enough that I think she might break her armor. The twins are excited to meet you, and would already be crawling through your manes if it weren’t for their chores.” She tapped her hooves on the table as she spoke, looking back and forth from the door to the kitchen.

“Have you ever heard of...” I started, before realizing that the Star Paladin said they’d never seen the door open to their memory. How would they have heard of Gunbuck? “Oh nevermind...”

“No no, you've started now and you have to finish,” said the white mare from the kitchen. Whatever she'd been doing in there she'd finished and just joined us at the table. Almost as an afterthough, she said, “by the way, it's Marshmallow Sundae, not just Marshmallow.” 

“Oh alright,” I said begrudgingly, “I was just wondering if you'd heard of somepony called Gunbuck. Which makes no sense, since you've been living down here the whole time.” They'd had no contact with the world, why was I even bringing this up?

“Gunbuck hmm? Is that your special somepony?” Creme Brulee asked, fluttering her eyelashes at me. 

“I. What? No. No!” I stammered, feeling myself blush.

“Better not be. He shot me in the throat, and she killed him,” Lost explained to the group. All around were gasps and weird looks. Oh dear. 

Creme Brulee stood from her seat and slowly walked around the table. She smoothly placed a hoof on my sister's chair and used the other to tip Lost's chin up. 

“Are you alright my dear?” she asked in a sultry voice, leaning close.

“Eheheheh... I-I'm fine,” L.A. responded, giggling nervously. She flailed her hooves around, trying to find a comfortable place to put them. “Really, I’m okay.” Despite the fact that the overt sexuality made me twitch a little, it was fun finally seeing Lost get flustered like that. She didn’t feel the same way though, as the blushing gave way to fear. She moved seats, hopping one further away from the mare and grabbing ahold of my foreleg.

“Ok so...” I started, trying to shift the subject back. 

“Don't worry she's just like that,” Marshmallow said. “If it weren't for the fact that we're all family I think she'd have slept with everypony in the Stable.” She stifled another snicker with her hoof. “Please continue.”

I chuckled too, at Lost's apparent lack of brain function, but continued. “We were in another Stable, a broken one. While trying to find some good treasure to hunt, we ran into another Wasteland pony. I don't know why, but he shot L.A. in the throat. I panicked and jumped him... Shot a hole through his neck big enough that it took his head off...” Everypony was watching in rapt attention, even Rough had stopped his sulking to listen.

“You. You are a dangerous pony. My brothers...” Xeno slipped back into her native tongue and rambled a bunch of jibberish at me. From the look on her face, she seemed upset. I guess there was a first time for everything.

Lost looked up at me, then turned to the other ponies at the table. She relented and let go, once Creme Brulee backed off. Still blushing profusely, L.A. said, “Xeno, it's not like that. Everything happened in the heat of the moment... Well I'm glad he's dead, killing Gunbuck is what drove us to meet you, and eventually brought us here.”

“You're all crazy!” Rough snapped, pointing a hoof accusingly at me. “I thought some of the gangers were bad, before our Queen showed up, but you?” He slammed a hoof against the wall. “You’re fucking nuts! Both of you!” 

Okay, that hurt! I might act rash and not think things through, and I might jump to conclusions, but I wasn't crazy! “Look,” I explained, “I'm just trying to find out who he is so I can apologize and make it better. I even gave his head a burial. Can we just change subjects? It was survival. I didn't think it would turn out like this.” I didn't want it to turn out like this either. So far I'd been hurt more in the past few days than I had in my entire life, and taken too many lives. 

“You... buried... his head...” Xeno asked, a shocked look on her face. “I will never understand ponies.”

“I-” Rough said, “I’ve seen some fucked up shit in the Wasteland, things that keep me up at night. I was given my name because of some of the things I’ve done to other ponies. Things that should have made somepony like Sweet run from me at first sight. But that... You’re a fucking psycho.” The unicorn backed against the corner, his voice was still wavering. I looked down, wishing there was more I could have done for that poor mute pony. “He should’ve run...” Rough whispered, then punched the wall with a hoof. He gave up after a few hits, and just leaned against the wall in defeat.

Creme Brulee turned to Marshmallow Sundae. “Maybe it's a good thing we've been down here all these years?” She said, then giggled. Maybe she didn’t mean it?

It felt like a good time to leave, to get away and relax. I'd made an idiot of myself enough already for one evening. “Lost, can I have the PipBuck?” I asked, holding out my hoof for it.

“Huh? Oh. sure,” she said, using her telekinesis to unlatch it. She levitated it to me and latched it on my foreleg. “Are... are you ok?”

“I just need a minute or two alone. I'll be back,” I said, and wandered away from the judgemental ponies.

“Please hurry back...” Lost called after me.

*   *   *

Since nopony had stopped me, I assumed I had free rein to explore the Stable. It was awkward at first, but I quickly grew to enjoy it. For the first time in as long as I could remember, I felt like I could take a few minutes to myself and bask in the quiet. We were deep underground, and the Stable was hidden away from anypony from the outside but the four of us. Even if somepony did manage to find it, the door was locked, bolted, and so thick that we’d have hours to prepare for whatever might come knocking.

I stretched out in one of the empty rooms, alone for the first time. Lost had stayed to continue talking with the Steel Ranger family, and I actually felt safe enough to leave her side and explore. So far, I’d found everything I’d expected. The clinic was meticulously clean, and had a full supply of medicine of every variety, even some kinds I’d never even heard of. If only the cabinet it was in wasn’t locked. The room I’d seen with all the papers was an office for somepony important, with records on the power consumption and other confusing things a thinky pony would need to know to run a Stable.

I entered the first room we’d passed, the one with the terminals all stacked up. Here none of them... None of them would be full of wires to kill me, or rigged with grenades to go off in my face. I stepped up to the closest one that was still turned on, and tapped at it a few times. The screen flickered on, shining in a sickly green. The screen had a password input screen up, which meant hacking. I sighed heavily, since Lost wasn’t here to help. For that matter, was it right for me to break into the terminals that belonged to ponies who were being so nice? Mom said not to trust them, but never said that we should betray them.

I turned away from the terminal. It wasn’t right. I wouldn’t do it. But, if I only took a peek... I turned back around, and saw a book sitting on the desk. Curiosity got the better of me, and I went over. The Big Book of Arcane Sciences, eh? I propped it open with a hoof and flipped through the first few pages. Magic this, magic that, more magic, cheater magic, boring magic... Oooh! Terminals and their functions. I skimmed the section and saw a section for debugging.I flipped to it, and found a detailed set of commands to use to get past a password lock. Perfect! Now I just had to practice.

Several minutes later, I learned something new and managed to worm my way into the terminal system. Yes, it might have been wrong, but I was only going to look. There was only one file on the terminal, so I opened it. The entire file was one long roster, with pictures and names of every pony who had lived in this Stable, along with their rank or position keyed in above the picture. Several of them were blacked out and had censored names. There were uncensored notes every dozen or so entries with a note stating the door had been opened and closed again. Apparently they believed the radiation right outside the door was the same all over and it was still unsafe the leave the Stable. That explains why they were still here... It seemed like, aside from the current crop we’d met, everypony else had died and then been removed from the records. Wow, there were really only nine ponies left here. And Praline had said something about being brothers and sisters. Hopefully there wouldn’t ever be a problem with inbreeding, especially since they know the outside isn’t inhabitable now. I closed the file and turned off the terminal. Checking the door, I did stash the book to later share with L.A.

My curiosity sated, I made a stop at the bathroom. I couldn't remember the last time I had been able to use a working Stable restroom. I assumed I had while I was growing up, before we left. But I couldn't remember ever having done so since then. Having running water and a flushing toilet was divine. Were it not for the fact that we didn’t belong here, I would never leave. Cold steel, unforgiving walls, and a mare that was a constant flirt were small prices for the luxury of not pissing on a patch of dead grass. I even took the time to sneak in a shower, then stalled long enough to dry off so the others wouldn’t notice. It felt so good to be clean. For the first time in half of forever, I didn’t have dirt or blood or any mess caked into my coat or mane. I may have spent too long in there, but I didn’t know if I’d ever get another hot shower in my life.

My business finished, I returned to the atrium. The others were sitting at the table as Xeno shared a story of some sort. In addition to Creme Brulee and Marshmallow, there were now two young ponies, barely older than foals, sitting with the group. I trotted over and joined them.

“... until Zaki could not stand it. He refused to learn your pony language, but would always get frustrated because he could not speak to anyone other than Zahi and I. He would get so upset and let it out in front of ponies, who could never understand. It was surprisingly arousing,” Xeno told them all.

There was some chuckling as the group laughed to the joke I’d missed. Or maybe they were laughing at Xeno’s poor word choice. I took a seat next to L.A. and leaned against her.

“Find anything interesting out there?” she asked with a smile, offering me a Sparkle-Cola.

“Not rea-” Sparkle-Cola! Finally she was sharing one with me. I snatched it from her levitation before she could down it in front of me, like she always did. I chugged the entire bottle, not even taking the time to savor the delicious carroty taste. “Thank you,” I said, grateful she finally shared one with me.

“You’re welcome, I’ve already had three,” she said, flashing a grin. She grabbed the bottle in her telekinesis, and finished, “now watch out.”

I was immediately tackled by the two youngest ponies in the atrium. One was a pink-maned filly, and the other a colt with a blonde mane. Both had identical coats, a shade darker than Creme Brulee’s. I landed on my side on the steel floor, and the two perched themselves on top of me. 

“Hi!” The filly said.

“Who’re you?” The colt asked. From there the two spoke so fast I couldn’t keep up. With one of them talking it would have been hard, with both talking it was impossible to keep up. They poked and prodded my side and legs, examining my cutie mark and fiddling with my mane and tail, before I finally had enough!

“Okay, stop!” I yelled, my voice echoing through the atrium. Apparently that was funny, because Creme Brulee and Marshmallow snickered, while Lost just reached down a hoof to help me up.

“Sorry, we just never get to meet new ponies. You four are the first,” the filly said apologetically, getting a sour look from our resident zebra. She shuffled a hoof, before nudging the colt in the side, ‘c’mon, apologize.”

“Sorry...” he mumbled. Having said their piece, the two hopped back onto the table, scrambled over, and took their seats next to Marshmallow, one on each side.

I took my sister’s hoof and pulled myself up.

“Those are the Berliners. Raspberry,” Lost said, pointing to the filly, “and Custard.” She pointed to the colt. “And this, foals, is my sister Hidden. She’s been hurt a lot lately, please don’t tackle her again.”

“So, umm. Did I miss some bonding?” I asked, as I righted myself. Without waiting for an answer, I asked, “has the Star Paladin said anything about the Elder yet?” 

“Lamington said to head up to the office whenever you got back. So we can go now. C’mon everypony,” said the caramel-maned mare. She waved a hoof for us to follow.

The already small hallways became incredibly cramped as the group of us tried to all walk through at the same time. Creme Brulee led us, while the Berliner twins pestered Xeno and Rough Night with question after question that I tried my best not to listen to. Lost smiled pleasantly, making small talk with Marshmallow about the food. It’d been a long time since I've seen her smile like that... 

The trip didn’t last long, so many conversations went unfinished. We arrived at a door that looked suspiciously like the door to the Overmare’s office back in Stable 12, but with the Steel Ranger design stamped on instead of the flower.

Creme Brulee opened the door, and led the four of us outsiders in, while the other three Stable ponies left to go back to whatever it was they did. Inside were Star Paladin Lamington and an old earth pony mare, the latter sitting behind a simple desk with her eyes closed. She had a wide smile upon her muzzle, which only grew when we walked in.

“Hi, mother,” Creme said, trotting over to give the older mare a hug.

“Hello, Head Scribe, thank you for bringing our new friends,” the Elder said in the sweetest voice I could imagine. “I hope the food and medicine has helped. We don’t get visitors and...” She opened her eyes wide, started, and stared at the four of us. “Why, you’re nothing but skin and bones! You did have Scribe Marshmallow Sundae feed them, didn’t you?”

“Yes, ma’am. We ate. I promise,” Lost said, patting her stomach with a hoof. “I couldn’t eat another bite if I tried.”

“I asked for a second plate for Sweet Dreams, but she wouldn’t give me one,” Rough said, staring at the floor. “One last meal-” He stopped mid-sentence, and burst into tears. 

“Oh deary dear, what happened out there?” Elder Drop Scone asked, hopping down from her seat and trotting over. She wrapped her forehooves around Rough and gave a squeeze. “Everything’ll be okay, just let it out...”

Rough didn’t argue, just wrapped his hooves around her and buried his face against her neck, letting his tears fall, unhindered by embarrassment. For several minutes we all stood in an awkward silence, letting the stallion get it out of his system. 

Once Rough settled down, the Elder gave him another squeeze, and returned to her desk. She smiled wide again, and began. “Star Paladin Lamington has told me everything that you related to him, and I feel like it is a good reason for us to begin expanding,” she said. “You won’t be familiar with the ways of the Steel Rangers, but we operate on traditions that have been around since the War. Which means that Steel Breeds Steel, and well... The only remaining Rangers here are all children of mine. We’ve been underground far too long. Before I die, I’d like to see the sky once, no matter how it looks.”

“It’s pretty bad out there,” I said, looking to Lost. “There’s raiders, bandits, gangers... Not to mention things like poison joke, manticores, and ghouls.” I frowned, looking around her office. It was really nice, with a little map of the Stable, and pictures of the previous Elders. “It’s much nicer, safer, down here. Even if you’re the last generation... I’d rather die in peace than be eaten alive or die a slow and nasty by radiation poisoning.”

“Be that as it may, we could also help ponies,” she said with a smile. “But time isn't that pressing. I think we can allow you a night of peace before we leave. I’ll have the Initiates handle your weapons and clothing so that it will be ready in the morning. I want to have a talk with this Elder in the factory above. We might be able to work together. Is there anything else you think I should know?” the Elder asked. 

Xeno pushed past me, her normally stoic face twisted in rage. “Ponies dwell on death far too much,” she said. “It rules their lives. Unlike my kind, they seem to believe in evoking the end of their lives regularly. There are many violent ponies who do not take time to ask questions, or look for allies. Some attack simply because they feel they can. Others because ponies need something. Few ponies attack out of self defense.” She lowered her head. “My brothers were killed because of this. I do not blame the ponies who killed them.” 

Lost and I stared at the floor in remorse.

“There are good ponies though,” Xeno finished. “It is a matter of finding them. You must be prepared, elder pony, to take lives. It will be necessary.”

Harsh...

“Yes, it seems ponies never change,” the Elder said. “I’m well aware of what happened in the war and how the relationship between zebra and pony changed. It’s very sad to hear that it’s gotten so much worse, but I appreciate the warning. Now.” She hopped out of her seat again, and stepped over to the map. It looked familiar. “I had Chocolate Fondue and Chocolate Eclaire set up some rooms in the residential area here.” She tapped the map, again looking very similar. “You can use whatever sleeping arrangement you want. For tonight, the Stable is yours to explore. Just do not go into the Armory. Our power armor is ours. For others, it must be earned.” 

“Thank you,” we all said almost in perfect harmony. Even Rough showed his appreciation at being given a place to rest. Afterwards, we were herded out and into the small hallway again by the Head Scribe and led off.

“Do sleep well, little ponies!” the Elder called from inside the office. What a nice mare. Too nice. I had to wonder, what was she planning...? 

*   *   *

I lay in what had to be the comfiest bed ever. So far, everything I’d experienced in the Stable had been the best everything ever. I really couldn’t imagine a reason for mom to have ever made us leave the Stable I was born in. I wish I could’ve remembered why we left. I looked over to L.A.

“So... I think that Creme Brulee mare likes you,” I said, teasing my sister.

Lost turned bright red. She looked away, refusing to make eye contact. Rarely was there a chance to tease her about something, so I decided to get just a little bit more in before going to sleep.

“Not interested?” I giggled just a little. “What about Lamington? Big strong stallion to save you from the Wastes?” That was, if he ever took his power armor off. I was distracted for a moment, wondering what he might look like under it.

Lost shivered visibly, a long one that started at her hooves and worked its way up. “No. No he’s... he’s not my type,” she said, fidgeting a little with the Big Book of Arcane Sciences I had set on the nightstand. “So thanks for the book.” 

Way to change the subject, but I wasn’t going to press it. “Well... You’re better with technology stuffs than I am,” I said. “It helped a little for me, so you might be able to get something out of it.” I rolled under the covers to lay on my side. 

“Hidden, has something been on your mind?” Lost asked. “You don’t usually wander off like that. I was worried you know.” She lifted the book with her telekinesis and flipped a few pages.

She just had to bring that up. Couldn’t we just talk about terminals? Or go back to teasing her about relationships? 

“I’m fine Lost,” I lied. “If there was something wrong you know I’d tell you.” I rolled back to keep her from seeing. I was fine, there wasn’t anything wrong. Nightmares and memories that haunted me weren’t going to affect anything. I was fine. “Are you gonna try to get some sleep?” I asked, changing the subject one more time.

“No. I’m not tired,” she replied. “Might go visit the Initiates and see about all those guns we found.” She gave me a concerned look, but thankfully didn’t press the subject. When the time was right I could talk about it, but it was off limits for now.

I was too tired for serious talks about my problems as it was. Today had already been too long, even without the added drama of emotional chitchats. “Okay... I know you don’t sleep as much as me, but try to get some, okay? And be careful around those two.” I yawned and pulled the covers up higher, snuggling into them. They were ever so soft...

“I’ll try. Are you feeling any better?” L.A. asked in a worried tone. She sat next to my bed, and placed a hoof on the edge of it.

“Yeah, the extra healing potion they had really did wonders. I actually feel better than I have since... Ever!” I said, smiling. “But that autodoc thing that they’ve got... Please don’t ever let that touch me. It looks horrifying, all those arms and claws and that saw.” I shuddered. Being strapped down in something like that would be worse than being strapped down by Seethe. At least he had tender bits I could hurt and get him to stop. Maybe.

“I won’t. I promise. But I need to get to work, those guns aren’t going to repair themselves, and it looks like we're gonna need them tomorrow. Good night sis,” she said. “I love ya.” She gave me a hug and then turned to leave.

“Love you too.” I said, smiling as she walked out. At least here she was safe to go wandering about without me. As long as that Creme Brulee didn’t get to her...

After Lost left, I spent a good deal of time staring at the ceiling and counting the rivets and plates that formed it. I stared for a long time, counting over and over again in an effort to get to sleep. It was so weird to sleep in a bed that wasn’t covered in two centuries of filth. 

I wondered how Xeno and Rough were doing. Xeno had probably never seen or been in a Stable, but she was so calm about, well, everything, that I doubted it phased her at all. Night, on the other hoof, he’d admitted to being a ganger, hadn’t he? And he’d mentioned a queen something-or-other. Was there really still royalty related to the Goddesses still alive? Mom never said anything about Princess Celestia or Princess Luna ever having children. Their family was kept under wraps as well, she said nopony knew if they had foals, or who their parents were. But given they were supposed to have been over a thousand years old even during the war, did they even have parents?

They were Goddesses after all. I stared at the ceiling again, doing my best to stare through it.

“Celestia? Luna?” I said to the ceiling, “are you really up there? Whatever happened to let your beautiful world come to this...?” I didn’t expect an answer. “You did the best you could, I suppose, just like Lost does. Like I’m trying to do.” I smiled at the ceiling. “I believe that, at least. Good night, Goddesses.”

~   ~   ~

I stared at the grass, brown and rotten, between my hooves. What a pretty garden it must have been, before the War... 

All around me were ruined buildings, blown to pieces by a bomb that had helped to destroy the world. Everything seemed so small, so pointless, but it meant something to somepony, long ago. I gazed lazily in front of me, away from the ruined carnage, and saw a house. It was a two story cottage, leaning sharply to the side, somehow having survived the same bomb that ruined everything around me.

I felt like I’d seen this house before, but I couldn’t remember where... 

Curiosity drove me to move toward it. Why did it feel so familiar? There was something... off about it, that I couldn’t put my hoof on it. But it felt wrong. Wrong on some fundamental level, something subtle, that clawed at the back of my mind, like an itch I’d never be able to reach. I placed a hoof on the door. 

Locked.

“Hey, Lost,” I said, “do you...” I turned, and she wasn’t there. “Sis? Where... where are you?” I still couldn’t see her. I did a few turns, looked behind the house, behind the fence, and everywhere else I could think of. There wasn’t a back door, and the front was locked. Maybe she’d gotten inside somehow? “Lost!” I yelled as loud as I could, circling back around to the front of the slanted house. There wasn’t a response... Maybe... Maybe I’d just go inside, and she’d be there.

I got to work on the lock, and leaned down to get a good look at my work. I twisted the pin, confident that I had it- 

I heard the sound of a filly’s voice, though I knew I was alone. I jumped. SNAP! The bobby pin cracked in half. I glared at the half-pin lying in the dirt, annoyed at my own incompetence. I should have learned by now how to pick locks despite distractions. Calming myself, I pulled out another, and started on the lock again. It took me several minutes, but I finally managed to pop the door open. “Ok, we’re good. Let’s go inside,” I said to nopony in particular.

Once inside, I pushed the door shut behind me, and gave the interior a cursory look. A blue pony sat in a chair at the far side of the room. He wasn’t moving. Had he not heard the door open? I crouched down, biting the bit for-

Where was my gun? The unsettling wrongness crept up again, digging like an itch in the back of my mind. I never went anywhere without a gun unless I had to. First L.A. had gone missing, and now this? I crouched down and took a few quiet steps toward the seated stallion, setting my hooves down as silently as possible. If he was an enemy, he wouldn’t even hear me coming.

I rounded the chair he was in, staying close to the ground until I got a better look at him. He was a young earth pony, his eyes hollow and empty, sitting with his head cocked to the side. Either he was blind or deaf or...

His throat was crushed. Around his neck was a black bandanna, patches of it oddly dark under the gashes where his throat split open from collapsing in on itself. Terrified, I scrambled away, making far more noise than I could ever be comfortable with. This pony was dead, propped up in a fucking house like he lived there. He wasn’t a war pony either, not a skeleton but a whole flesh and blood corpse. Who the fuck was he?

I gave the chair a wide berth, not taking my eyes of the body that sat in it. I scooted backward, looking where I was going from the corner of my eye. I backed out to the doorway to the next room and backed in, then turned away. And he moved. 

I looked back, staring straight at the corpse. It looked the same as always. Same as when I’d seen it first. Corpses don’t move. I left the room. Wasn’t going back there.

Turning around again, I found myself in the kitchen. Kitchens meant supplies. Grab the two-hundred-year-old food, then get out. That was worth it, that would make coming in here worth it all. I trotted over to the counter, and dug through the drawers and cupboards. Nothing worthwhile, just old spoons and some dented cans. Somepony’d cleared the place out, but the fridge might have something! I pulled out of the cupboard, and looked over to-

Why were there three bucks sitting at that table? More corpses, more not-skeletons... Two earth ponies sat on either side, with a unicorn against the wall. All stared blankly at grimy plates piled with trash. Blood poured from wounds on each corpse. One had been trampled, another had a huge dent in his skull... The third had a mangled leg sticking out from under the table, with several bruises over his head. 

“Lookie what we ‘ave ‘ere boys,” one whispered in a ghastly voice. None of their mouths moved.

Just ignore them, Hidden Fortune. You’re hearing things. They’re dead, and not talking. Check the fridge. Then get out. That’s all.

I locked a hoof around the edge of the fridge door, and slowly pried it open. I slammed it shut again. Closing my eyes, I tried to think of anything but the chunks of shredded, chewed meat that sat inside. Tried to not think of the wires wrapped all through them. Tried to not think about each piece still having fur. Or how there were dozens of chunks in different colors. Or each being covered in a mix of rot and drying blood. Not worth it. Definitely not worth it. I never wanted to see a severed mare’s head or breathe in that thick coppery stench again.

I backed out of the kitchen, taking special care to avoid the pony in the chair. But he wasn’t there anymore. The chair was empty. There wasn’t even a bloodstain left. There’s no way a body could disappear without a trace. The claws dug into my brain again, taunting me, asking me where the corpse might be hiding. Okay. Hidden. Get to the door. Walk out. Find your sister. Never come back. I looked over to the door, ready to leave.

There was a pegasus, in the door. Wedged into the doorframe, caught in the door. Why was there a pegasus in the door?! I ran over and tried to force it open. If I could ignore the body. And just get out. I’d be fine. Why wouldn’t the door budge?! Panic set in as I struggled with the handle. Let me out! I looked up at the pegasus, his silver eyes still open and in sharp focus. He looked almost apologetic. If it weren’t for the hole in his chest, I might consider him a friend. 

What was I thinking?

I turned and ran up the stairs. Why were there corpses everywhere? Why did feel like I knew them? They were too familiar, too... that feeling was there again, claws scratching at the back of my brain, telling me this wasn’t right. Shut up brain. I was fine. I’d just go upstairs. And find another way out. There had to be a window or something. I headed up the stairs, the dry wood creaking uneasily beneath each hoofstep. A warm droplet of something hit me right on the nose. There was a drip. Why was there- I crossed my eyes to look at it. Something red. Don’t look up. 

Please don’t look up. 

I looked up.

Two zebra stallions hung limply from the ceiling. Both were headless. Blood dripped down from the gore that remained of their necks and pooled on the stairs before me. Those two. Definitely familiar. Where... Where had I seen them before? Had I done this to them? Why did everypony I saw here make me feel like I knew what had happened. I’ve never seen them before!

I ran up the stairs as fast as I could, ignoring the bodies hanging above me. Something... someone stood at the top. A ruddy earth pony body teetered precariously on the edge of the top step. I knew him. That was Sweet. He never spoke... He... The corpse started rolling down the stairs. Each step he gained size. From a husk to a pony, and bigger. Rolling over the blood that lay on the steps made him larger. Why...

Because bloodwings, my brain screamed at me. Somehow the body of Sweet rolled past me. I didn’t move, or jump or anything. It just, went right through me. The feeling left me shaken, shivering. The idea of a corpse passing through me, touching me like that, made my skin crawl.

That was it, I needed out! I ran up the remainder of the stairs and into the first door I could find. 

The bathroom. I slammed the door shut with a hoof, kicking it hard enough to put a crack in the door. Nothing could get me in here. I just needed a minute to breathe. A mirror. Look at yourself. Take a deep breath. Calm down. I stepped in front of it.

And screamed.

My head floated completely separate from my body. Why was my head not attached?! I reached up, and saw a trembling brown hoof in the mirror. Another scream erupted from vocal chords I couldn’t see and shouldn’t have. “Why is this happening to me!” The only thing there was a stump. Muscle and bone stuck out at sickly angles, hanging over one side of the flesh. They were charred and stiff, stuck in the position the bullet left them in for eternity. Just... A severed head. that’s all that was left of me. 

With strength I thought I couldn’t have, I shattered the mirror. It exploded into a thousand tiny shards. A buck later, the door splintered, and I ran again. Into the next room. Away from the horror. It didn’t feel strangely familiar now. I knew exactly where I was. Had... had I died? I couldn’t remember. Maybe this was where bad ponies went when they died.

Grabbing the nearest door frame with a hoof, I spun around it and into the room. 

“M-Mom?” I squeaked. 

There she was. Hanging from vines of poison joke. Blood and gore coated her entire lower body, staining her green coat black. Vines held her by her forehooves, trailing down her legs and wrapping intricately through the perforations in her chest and stomach. Her eyes were closed, her rust colored hair hung over most of her face, bunched up around her horn. Mom... 

“Hidden...” She opened her eyes, lifting her head, and stared at me. “My little treasure... you finally came back.” The vines twitched, and more erupted from her sides. They lanced through the air, and wrapped around me. The vines dragged me across the floor, closer and closer to my mother, her hooves outstretched.

“Come, give mommy a hug.”

~   ~   ~

“Hey wake up!” shouted a voice far too loud for whatever hour it was.

“Shh! If you wake everypony up, we’ll get in trouble!” yelled a second voice. There was some shuffling of hooves, and I heard the door open and close. Just go away, whoever you are...

Finally I opened my eyes and saw the two foals again. Raspberry stood on the bed, just past my hooves. Custard was there too, his ear against the door. I guessed he was supposed to be the watch pony? 

“I’m trying to sleep, what do you two want?” I groaned at them, trying to roll away from the lights peeking in under the door. Did they ever turn those things off? At least it distracted me from the nagging feeling of something I couldn’t quite remember. I could taste it on the tip of my tongue, something that kept me from falling right back to sleep.

“Your sister told us to come bother you,” the filly said in a chipper tone. “She’s locked herself in the Armory.” Wait, weren’t we told... How was she awake this late at night? When I was a foal I always went to bed when the sun went down. With mom the-

Mom!

I shot up in the bed, which startled the foal so much she fell off it. Across the room, Custard let out a loud ‘shhh’ and returned to his guard duty.

The nightmare was too vivid. I remembered every single detail. Was... Was mom really waiting for me? Was she mad that we’d run and never gone back? My hoof shot to my neck. Still there. Good. But mom... I couldn’t go back, not after what happened. She was dead, how could she be mad? What if she survived? Had she died instantly like we thought? I tried to remember, but all I could think about was Lost’s scream. What if she’d died slowly, never able to say goodbye to her children...?

We’d just... abandoned her.

I lowered my head to my hooves, trying to hold back the tears. The filly climbed her way back on the bed and put a hoof on my shoulder, “you okay there?” she asked in a surprisingly understanding voice.

“What if we could’ve saved her?” I managed with a squeak. It was hard to talk. My throat clenched, making it hard to breathe. 

“Look, whatever yer on about. It’s done. No sense cryin’ about it now,” said the colt. “So calm yerself and talk to us fer a while or we’ll go get yer sister.” Despite his age, he sounded like the most adult pony I’d met in this Stable, aside from the Elder.

“But then we’ll get in trouble for being up late, Custard! I don’t wanna have to clean everypony’s armor again...” Raspberry scolded. She sulked down behind a stray pillow that I’d tossed onto the bed in my freakout. 

I wiped away the tears from my cheeks and lowered my hooves, trying my best to look like nothing had happened. “So... what do you two want?” This wasn’t what I needed at all. I needed a good cry and a sister to cling to. The mere idea that mom had lay there slowly bleeding out while we ran away shook me to my core. I slammed myself back onto the bed with a ‘fwump.’ The springs squeaked in protest.

“That’s how dad died, isn’t it?” I said. “That’s what she always said.” I stared at the riveted steel ceiling. It didn’t seem oppressive anymore, it felt like home. I never wanted to leave again.

“I’m assuming the foals are making you think about your little ones then?” The voice came from a stallion standing in the doorway. For a moment, I confused him with Creme Brulee in the dark, but the voice was too deep to be her. He spoke to me, but stared at the prone Custard. He must be really good at sneaking...

“What! No. I-I don’t think I’d be any good with my own foals.” I stammered, “and how does saying dad make you think I have little ones?” I brought my hooves up in front of me, tapping them together a bit. “I meant my dad...”

“Orphans eh? Sorry! I didn’t mean...” he said, trailing off awkwardly. Stepping from the door, he pointed a hoof into the lit hallway. “Okay you two! Back to bed, or I tell the Elder. If you make it to bed before I finish talking to this nice mare here, I might forget by morning.” He wore a smile as he ordered them out, but I doubted the foals saw with how frantically they ran from the room.

“Bye!” called one.

“G’night!” yelled the other. Both disappeared into the light, their hooffall echoes slowly disappearing.

“Sorry about that, they’re a bit too curious for their own good,” the stallion said, stepping inside and taking a seat on my sister’s bed. “I’m Chocolate. Everypony calls me Eclair though, so I’m not confused with my brother. You okay? What’s this about your dad?”

“Nothing,” I answered. I just kept staring at the ceiling. This wasn’t my home, as familiar as it was deep down, in ways I doubted I’d ever understand.

There was a strange stallion in the room. Alone with me. The clawing burrowed its way back into my mind. Stallion. Alone. Room... I looked over to him, trying my best to not move my head at all. Just move your eyes, Hidden. Don’t let him know you’re on to him.

“Are you sure? We can talk if you want. I’m not so distant like Lamington or as silly as Praline. I can be a good listener,” he said, with a wide smile. I didn’t trust it one bit. For a moment he hesitated, then leaned over and put a hoof on my shoulder, almost identical to how the filly had a few moments ago.

I hit him. 

I hit him hard. Hard enough that I heard a crack. Hard enough that he toppled over to his side, sprawled out on the floor. The claws in my mind slid away, their job done. I hadn’t even thought about it. It just... happened. One minute I was lying there, the next my hoof was out where his face had been. 

Did I really let that nightmare get to me so much?...

I pulled my hoof back, sheepishly. I muttered something that was probably a ‘sorry.’ I didn’t remember what it was, exactly. All I could do was hide. I didn’t have anywhere to run. I really hope I hadn’t killed him. Without another word, I pulled the covers over my head and hid.

Several minutes passed, before I heard the scuffling of hooves on the steel floor. My breath came up short, as I waited to see what he would do.

“Ok, so,” he said, his voice breaking slightly. “No touchy the mare. Got it.” He walked out, I guessed. Judging by the sound of hooves on steel, then no sound at all, that was the only thing it could’ve been. I was too scared to look.

What the fuck was wrong with me?

*   *   *

Whatever classified as ‘morning’ underground arrived. Alarms were going off, and ponies were rushing from place to place outside my room. Lost still hadn’t returned, but there weren’t any unending klaxons that sounded like radiation warnings going off. I rolled over in the bed, pulling the pillow over my ears in an attempt to ignore them. Tossing and turning in the bed wasn’t doing any good, though, even after the alarms died. Whatever it was, it woke me up and-

That smell was divine.

Could Celestia be back? Was she cooking? Did Luna decide to make an appearance and bring us a meal? I felt like I could practically float to the atrium on wisps of delicious smells! I didn’t, but I did rouse myself out of bed, and made for the big table in the atrium, following the scent for the promise of something delicious.

Inside the atrium sat my sister, Rough, and our zebra friend, and a pony or two I hadn’t seen yet. All looked just as clean as I did now, which showed how much of a stark contrast there was between here and the Wasteland we’d be heading back into.

Over in the kitchen, through a serving window in the far wall, a couple of ponies cooked up the food. One was Marshmallow, and the other was a stallion with a black eye. A wave of guilt washed over me, and all I could do was stare at the floor. First chance I got, Lost and I had to talk about that nightmare. I needed help... I slunk over to the table and crawled up onto a seat next to L.A. Without a word, I slumped down onto her, leaning hard.

“You okay?” she asked, wrapping a hoof up around my neck. After a pause, she placed the hoof on my forehead. “You feel fine. What’s wrong?”

I grunted a response, and buried my face against her. “Talk... later,” I muttered into her coat. 

“Alright... Are you sure? We can talk right now,” she said, sounding worried. With a shrug of her shoulder, she pushed me away and grabbed me with her hooves. “They won’t mind if we go talk. They'll understand.”

I shook my head. Not now. I’d slept in fits and starts since I’d woken from my nightmare. Everything was still too fresh. If we’d just... I pushed the claws away, shaking my head furiously. I opened my mouth to say something, but got interrupted.

“Breakfast is served!” called a new stallion, one I hadn’t met yet.

Saved by food, phew.

Lost gave me a worried frown, and turned to help set the table. Being one of the only two unicorns present, she used her magic to levitate full plates of delicious smelling food from place to place. Rough Night did his part as well, and despite the scowl he wore, he seemed to be doing better after a night’s rest. Seeing him in a better mood, no matter how minor, I couldn’t help but smile.

The majority of the mealtime consisted of quiet eating or mildly uninteresting conversation. The Elder made sure to eat with us, constantly prodding for us four Wasteland survivors to eat more. She was extremely sweet, but I didn’t trust her, not after our dealings with Elder Scifresh up top. Even if I tried to keep it from my mind after last night’s nightmares, I couldn’t help but think of mom’s rule about groups of ponies. For once, I was going to be the one using them. Get back up there, use them as a distraction, and get our stuff back. Then we’d run.

“So I took the guns we found, and salvaged what wasn’t destroyed by age and radiation. We’ve only got a few that are usable,” Lost explained after the meal. “Sadly, neither of us has much experience with any of them. Almost all of them were just pistols, like the one the Forepony had. I cannibalized parts from her gun too...”

I’d had my fill, and rested with my chin on the table, staring into space and idly listening. “What about the barding?” I asked, rolling my head to look at her.

“It’ll do. I’m not really good with that sort of thing, you know that. I helped you fix enough guns, but we’ve never run across anything with armor that we could actually use before,” she said with a shrug. “I did what I could.”

“Is this something you will be sharing, pony?” Xeno asked, pushing her plate away. “Were there enough of the armored barding to be used for all of us?” 

“Well, there were only enough for-” L.A. said, before being interrupted.

“You don’t need to worry about all of us, power armor is environmentally sealed,” Elder Drop Scone said to us. “There are enough sets for each member of the family. Even the Berliners will get some for this mission.” She pushed Xeno’s plate back to her. “Finish up dear, there’s some left.”

“None for us though... you’ll just let us go out without any real protection. Just like those bastards that had me in the mine,” Rough snapped, glaring at the Elder. He slammed his hooves on the table, and smashed his plate away to the floor. “Just like the ponies who killed my Sweet Dreams. You, you use and abuse with your little cliques and big guns. Same armor, same tactics. I’m actually surprised I woke up!” 

Not good. I thought he’d gotten better, but I should’ve known that it wouldn’t be something he could get over after a single night. I tried to tune out some of his ranting by placing my hooves over my head.

“... and then take me from my Queen! We weren’t here to cause trouble! And Spade is stuck there still! All my friends and family, my gang members. They’re trapped. And what did I get for being patient and working?! I lost the only pony who ever loved me!” He screamed, pointing a hoof accusingly. I’d no idea who he pointed it at though.

“How were we to know what was going on up there? Nopony has left the stable in two centuries,” said the Star Paladin. That answered where Rough was pointing. He sounded only slightly miffed, the static over his voice masking if he was actually showing emotion.

“Son, he’s in pain. Let him yell,” Elder Drop Scone said, placing a hoof on her son’s armor. The rest of us sat in silence, not wanting to get involved in the argument.

“It doesn’t matter! They stuck me with these three... These, idiot mares. Who seem to think that there’s a way to win,” he said, waving his hoof to point at my sister and I. “They got Sweet killed and just ran off like it was nothing!”

Lost looked at the ground, staring in the opposite direction. She hadn’t even stopped when he fell, and I knew she felt guilty for it. But when she got like that, there was no stopping her. I just wish I could have explained it to the stallion in a way that he could understand. Plus he called her an idiot, I was the only idiot out of the two of us.

“Hey! I might be an idiot mare, but my sister isn’t. And I’m sorry...” I tried to explain, finally sitting back up. “But, look, if we’d stopped we’d have all died.”

“We could have taken him with us!” he screamed back. He surged to his hooves, his horn flickering to life. Oh dear.

I looked to the Steel Rangers, worried that guns might be coming out. Lamington and Drop Scone sat quietly. The look on the Elder’s face was serious, but it was obvious even to me that she expected this to end before force was necessary to end it.

“Are you serious, Rough? Look at us... We’re the smallest four adult ponies in...” I said, catching a glare from Xeno. Clearing my throat, I corrected myself, “smallest three adult ponies and smallest zebra. We’re the only ones that could fit, do you think we could carry a pony on our backs away from all those bloodwings and still get away?” I tapped my hoof on the table, for emphasis.

“What’s a bloodwing?” Custard asked, raising his hoof and waving it frantically. His twin sister whinnied a laugh.

“It’s a mutated bat,” Lost whispered to the colt, who appeared fascinated by the ranting unicorn.

“If you’d ever lost somepony like I have, you’d understand!” He screamed at me, tears forming in the corners of his eyes.

Lost stared at him, opening her mouth to say something with rage in her eyes. Her horn began to glow as well, but I silenced her with a hoof.

“When I was a foal, before even getting my cutie mark. I watched my father die. A few years later, my sister and I got our mother killed. It was our fault,” I said, staring back at him without so much as blinking. I didn’t want to look over to Lost, not now. This was the first time I’d ever admitted any guilt over what happened, for either of us. But after last night, it was time I took some Goddesses-damned responsibility for my actions. “I killed Xeno’s brothers too. I know what it’s like to lose somepony, from both sides.” I finally blinked, taking a deep breath and holding back the wave of emotions. “And in the past three days, I’ve nearly lost my sister, and nearly died at least twice. I know all too well what it’s like to lose somepony, and I know the fear of leaving somepony behind with that loss.”

I didn’t want to let him see that I could be weak. Not because I couldn’t let myself be, I’d cried for months on end about mom. The thought of it shut me down sometimes, but it wasn’t about me right now. It was about him, and it was his time to feel pain. 

He seemed baffled by my response and took a several seconds to come up with something to say. I felt a flicker of grim amusement as he opened and closed his mouth wordlessly a few times before finally snapping at me, “That doesn’t make it hurt any less!” His horn flared bright red, the same way it had when he cast the fireballs last night. 

This wasn’t good, he was pissed and taking it out on me. I was guilty of what he said, but I knew that I was justified. Did he really want to die so much to stay with his special somepony? There was a blue glow to my side, but I ignored it and closed my eyes, ready to take the punishment for my arrogance.

“If you do anything to her...!” My eyes shot open to see Lost holding one of the knifes from the table in the air with her telekinesis.

“ENOUGH!” Lamington yelled through static. It was the first time he’d raised his voice so far. The Star Paladin stood up and leveled the gigantic missile launcher attached to his power armor at Lost and Rough, a little over-prepared for the confrontation. “I will not have guests fighting over my breakfast table! This is an-”

“Star Paladin Lamington, please sit down and let us finish breakfast. And put that thing away now,” said Elder Drop Scone, her motherly voice replaced with the iron tone of command. Instantly, Lamington's weapon was away and he was seated. Just like the rest of the siblings. He sat with his head down, facing his plate in silence. “And you,” she said, and turned to Rough Night. “That. Is. Enough.” 

Rough sat down without another word, the glow dying from his horn.

Whoever this Elder was, I was never ever getting on her bad side. With a hoof-full of words, she could command that much respect? I didn’t know whether to be jealous or terrified.

*   *   *

All nine of the Stable 60 Steel Rangers trotted out before us in their power armor. It was a sight to behold. Unlike Jazz’s, each of theirs was in perfect condition, and detailed to the extreme. The group seemed a bit somber, standing in front of the closed Stable door. Even Praline was calm and hadn’t bounced off any walls recently. Lost, Xeno, Night, and I all wore radiation suits, having been refused the nice radiation-free, medicine-giving power armor because we weren’t Steel Rangers by blood. That didn’t stop them from loading us up with RadAway and RadSafe though. Since they didn’t need it, they’d offered it to us, and we graciously accepted. Having gone without anything to stave off the Wasteland’s deadly grip for so long, every little bit helped. If only they had healing potions or Buck to spare...

Personally, I thought that it was a load of shit that we couldn’t use the armor. It would help us survive. If it was about training, well! We’d already spent the night there. What was another hour being taught how to use armor that would make us nigh indestructible? But they’d treated us as guests and shown us exceptional hospitality, so I wasn’t going to complain. A RadSafe later, we headed through the tunnels again, this time with me in the lead with the PipBuck. 

The long walk through the tunnels was uneventful, the mutated bats had all cleared out, or were ignoring us. The power armored ponies walked in rank and file, one behind the other without a word. Lamington led, with the Elder behind him, followed by the rest per their ranks. I had a chance to look at the weapons they all carried attached to their armor, and I was far more than a little envious. If I had that kind of firepower, the Wirepony would’ve been dead in an instant! Right now I just wanted my old battle saddle back.

I really hadn’t planned this far, and that fact was starting to catch up with me. What if a fight started between these nice Rangers and Scifresh’s chapter? These ponies were a lot different than Scifresh’s chapter, almost the complete opposite. The fact that there might be a fight wasn’t something that I’d wanted to consider. If only there were a peaceful solution. I didn’t want to have another nightmare like last night’s. Dealing with another pony’s life resting on my shoulders wasn’t something I thought I could handle. Especially these ponies. So far they’d been so polite, so innocent. Especially the Berliners and Praline. A bubbly pony like her wouldn’t survive in the Wasteland, and the foals didn’t need to be raised like we did. Leaving them in that Stable to slowly die out and leave an empty tomb might have been for the better. At least they had food and stability there. 

The clicking of the PipBuck’s radiation counter brought me from my thoughts. It had sped up something fierce, even worse than when we hadn’t had the radiation suits or the RadSafe. We were at another fork in the tunnels, having tried to find tunnel three where there was supposed to be an exit. One of these was three, one was four, but just as before there wasn’t a single marker to show which might be which. Whoever built this mine was crazy! How could they not put up a sign or something to show which tunnel was which!?

“Radiation’s getting bad here,” I said to the group, trying to give them a gentle push toward deciding on a direction.

“Go this way,” Rough said, turning to face down the left tunnel. “So far the map has been right, it should be this way.” He heaved a heavy sigh and he stepped forward. Everypony, and zebra, fell in line and followed him.

L.A. slowed down in the line and stepped up next to me. She gave me a look through the visor and asked, “Did you want to talk?” Just like my sister, always trying to look out for me.

“I had another nightmare,” I started, looking over at her. “About mom.”

There was a pregnant pause before she finally asked, “Did you still want to talk about it?” 

It took me several minutes to decide how I should answer. We kept up with the others, if by a distance of several yards. I didn’t know if I wanted to talk about it, especially if anypony else was anywhere near being in hearing distance. I needed to, about mother nightmares. I opened my mouth to answer, finally. 

A horrifically loud bang cut me off before I could get a word out. Several more followed, all apparently from the side of the Star Paladin’s armor. A cloud of thick smoke filled the tunnel, as the explosive missiles hit whatever their target was and reduced it to a pile of bloody chunks. 

“The fuck was that?!” I yelled over the ringing in my ears. A few gems were shook from their place in the ceiling by the blasts. If the roof caves in... I really wasn’t feeling safe down here...

“Yao Guai,” replied Xeno. Given my blank expression at her answer, she politely elaborated. “It is a bear, they are very deadly. Not something a pony such as you should be messing with. Today, we were in luck. There was an armored pony with a much bigger gun.” She was yelling through the visor of her suit, just barely audible over the ringing. But, she had a large smile plastered across her face. “Iam liking the luck we have today.” With that she turned, stepped forward, and promptly fell flat on her face.

I’ll never understand zebras, particularly Xeno and her obsession with luck. If they were all like that, I never wanted to meet another.

When the smoke from the missiles cleared, I found that we were at the entrance to the cave. As the report had said last night, there was a sign affixed to the wall with information about using the other entrance instead. I checked the bloody giblets left over from Lamington’s overwhelming display of firepower, but there wasn’t even enough left to make a decent meal. Waste not, want notm I was taught, but these scattered scraps were useless.

“So, this is the outside!” Praline said, bouncing around in her armor. How did she even do that? For several minutes she examined everything, the rotten dead trees, rocks, the cloud cover. “Ooo! What’s this?” she squealed, pointing a hoof at a tree. Without waiting for an answer she moved to the next shiny object, “Hey! A rock, right? What’s it do? Rocks do things, right?” Even the dirt seemed fascinating to her. “Lookie!” she said, stomping up a dust cloud.

Creme seemed interested as well, but only so much as she could use it as an excuse to stay away from Lamington. The stallion was giving orders to his siblings, while the Elder looked on. I could only tell it was her because the power armor she wore looked like it hadn’t had regular maintenance in a while.  While the other ponies’ armor looked new, hers still showed signs of use, with wear and tear around the joints. They were all circled about listening to the Star Paladin, who had given up very quickly on trying to get either Praline or Creme Brulee to listen to anything.

Once we settled on a plan, I lead everyone in the group toward the factory. With the E.F.S. as a guide, I knew it wouldn’t take long to get back. The four of us without power armor changed into the armored barding we’d found, and hid our guns carefully to keep them from being taken upon getting back. With the firepower the Stable 60 Rangers had, there wasn’t anything that could stop us until we got there.

I just hoped we would have enough to deal with Scifresh’s crew if things got ugly...

*   *   *

The guards spotted us long before we could do any reconnaissance. They collected us, and brought our group to Star Paladin Jazz on the factory floor immediately. The off-white mare seemed pleased to see that we’d survived, though I had a feeling it was only because it meant less time spent finding gullible ponies to march down into her slave pit of a mine.

“Thank you, soldiers. I’ll handle this myself,” she ordered, waving a hoof to dismiss her subordinates. “I don’t understand why it took eleven of you to bring me four pint-sized Wasteland savages though.” The two escorting Steel Rangers left, leaving just the Stable 60 ponies and the four of us. 

The Star Paladin placed a hoof to her forehead, rubbing it between her eyes a few times. “I. Said. Go.”

“I don’t take orders from a different chapter. We are not your soldiers,” Lamington said through a burst of static, his voice calm and steady.

Jazz just raised an eyebrow, and looked from pony to pony. She trailed her eyes over the four of us from the mine, to the nine power armored ponies, her eyes moving rapidly to take in each detail of their armor. After several minutes of examination, she opened her mouth, “So you aren’t- Who are you.” Given the tone in her voice, it wasn’t a question. “And tell me where you got that PipBuck. I ordered Trifle to take everything you had.”

I moved my legs so the PipBuck was hidden from her view, but Lamington answering her took some of the heat from me.

“We are the remaining Steel Rangers of Stable 60. We were told you have been searching for our home. Elder Drop Scone and I wish to learn more about your chapter and their activities. If we are of the same goals, I propose we work together,” said the Star Paladin. Each of the ponies behind him expressed their agreement. All except Praline, whose helmet was turned elsewhere, too busy staring at the rusted walls and ruined equipment. 

“Very well,” Jazz said hesitantly. “Let me take you to the mine. That’s the best place to start.” She placed her helmet back on and locked it into position, then led us through the same hallways as before. 

As we walked, I took careful glances at the PipBuck, trying to orient myself well enough to find our gear. Jazz was explaining some things while we walked, pointing out bits of their operation in terms of the strategic benefits of having an ancient factory for use as their base. I didn’t care about that, I just wanted my gun back. By the time we made it to the elevator, she’d finished the basics and was getting into the nitty gritty about their conscription program.

“And here is the entrance to the mine,” Jazz said. “I’d take you down there, but I’m sure you already know what it’s like. I suggest we go to see Elder Scifresh to finish up. The savages down there aren’t worth your time anyway, that’s why we hired griffons to handle it. They’re no better.” She audibly hissed through her teeth.

“Why do you keep calling them savages?” asked Praline. 

“That’s what they are. They are the same type of ponies that created this Wasteland, raiders and gangers and degenerates. They are nothing more than filthy savages.” The Star Paladin stomped her hoof for emphasis, cracking the ground beneath. “Take these four for example. A zebra? Those are the enemy! Even now, she is conspiring against us, I can tell. Those two have proven to be nothing more than liars and cheats. I specifically ordered that confiscated, yet they still have it!”

“Iam not your enemy,” muttered ‘the enemy’ under her breath, refusing to make eye contact with the armored bitch.

“Let me get this straight. You care more about the centuries old hunk of metal that’s wrapped around her leg, than you do about helping her?” asked Elder Drop Scone, looking down at the PipBuck. Even with the masking effect of her armor, the disbelief was thick in her voice. She turned to Star Paladin Jazz, “We need to speak to the Elder here.”

Several other Steel Rangers had gathered around the factory floor, staying away from and surrounding the group from Stable 60. I tried counting, but I kept getting distracted by the tension between Lamington, his mother, and Jazz and her crew. I knew that Lamington and his Rangers would be able to hold their own if something happened, but the three of us and Rough would be woefully unprepared and unprotected if such a fight broke out. The armor they had would stop anything I could dish out with the few pistols we’d been able to completely salvage. Even with the armored barding we’d found, there was no way we’d last in a fight. Please Celestia, let this not turn into a firefight...

“I am under no obligation to take orders from an Elder of another chapter. We will get there in... due time. The fact that you so brazenly think that you can order me around, after the hospitality I’ve shown you, is disgusting!” She said, before turning to one of the other soldiers. “You! Get down here.” 

The other Steel Ranger trotted down, stopped beside her and gave a salute. “Orders ma’am?”

“Take these four back down to the mine. Make them show the rest where the Stable is,” Jazz ordered.

“I’m sorry, those four are with us. Now, if you would. Take all of us to the Elder. Including them,” Lamington said through more static. He held his hoof out in between me and the other soldier.

The whirrs of battle saddle weaponry dropping into ready positions and the pops and snaps of cocked and readied firearms filled the room. The power armored ponies leveled weapons at each other. I shrunk down, fairly sure the other non-Rangers were doing the same. I glanced at Lost, motioning for her to get ready. This was escalating faster than I’d wanted, because Jazz seemed to be taking their request as a personal affront. Was she really so callous?

“No. I’m going to ship them down to the mine,” Jazz said. “They are going to show my team where the Stable you all are from is, and fuck whether or not you say it’s okay.  We’re going to strip the place bare and restock whatever we need from it, without a fuck given to any pony, bloodwing, griffon, dragon, or whatever the fuck else might be down there.”

“The griffon mercenaries?” Lost asked. “Did you just say-”

“Fuck them, fuck the slaves, fuck you,” Jazz spat. “You’re all expendable, and if you, or they, or anyone gets in my fucking way, they are going to get a bullet in the head.” She glared at Stable 60 rangers. “And you, you are all going to get the fuck out of my factory before I fill your face so full of lasers that we could use you as a Hearth’s Warming tree.” Her voice was raising, either being amplified by the speakers in the power armor, or maybe she was just pissed off. Finishing her rant, she turned to the Knights and others that were behind her. “Why aren’t you fucking doing what I told you to!?” she screamed at the soldier next to her.

“Cause the stallion’s got a missile launcher pointed at me...” said the soldier next to her.

I looked over at Lamington, who, to his credit, had his missile launcher pointed directly at the mare who was next to Jazz. I understood that he’d grown up in a Stable, and might not have any real world combat experience, but even I knew not to point an explosive weapon at somepony in point blank range.

“I told you. Those ponies are with us. You will not touch them,” he said, unwavering. I was really beginning to like this stallion.

Jazz’s response was to kick the release on her battle saddle. Her gatling laser popped out from her armor, and everything went sour. Either she had become far more unstable over night, or this was the true face of the Steel Rangers. 

A loud clang rent the air. Seconds later, I heard a bang from the roof of the factory. A gunshot from somepony I hadn’t even seen. But I was still okay! I looked over to L.A. She was fine, and neither Xeno nor Rough had a hole in them either. That meant...

Chocolate Eclair groaned, followed by a crash as he collapsed in a pile of steel armor. It happened faster than I could process. Was he...? A gigantic hole gaped in Eclair’s chest, with twisted steel and draining blood. The sniper had shot him through the back with something powerful, and torn straight through his spine. I could actually see out the other side. 

We all stared in complete shock. Last night he’d tried to comfort me, and my only reaction was to hit him as hard as I could. I didn’t even get to apologize. Never told him why I had freaked out. And now he was dead.

Then everything turned to shit.

*   *   *

I had no idea where Rough ran off to. The echoing of gunfire and the B-KEW of magical energy weapons surrounded us. The minute they started firing, we ran. The Steel Rangers could hold their own against other Steel Rangers; we couldn’t. Xeno and Lost followed behind me, as I used the PipBuck to try and navigate to... Something. Somewhere. Anywhere.. I couldn’t read any of it. This factory was too big, too sprawling. Every time I thought I’d get us somewhere, there would be a dead end or a collapsed wall.

“Hidden, give me the PipBuck,” L.A. yelled behind me, trying to make her voice heard over the sounds of the firefight. We pelted down another hallway identical to the last five we’d tried.

“No, I can do this...” I called back. I wasn’t so sure of that.

“Sis. I remember the layout. Let me lead for a while,” she said, which was just enough to convince me.

I skidded to a stop and tried to pry the thing off. We seemed safe for the moment, as all the local Rangers were either on guard duty, or they were fighting down in the yard above the mines. I really hoped Lamington and the others were okay.

Fuck. I never got to apologize. I fumbled with the lock again, why’d Lost make the PipBuck’s latchy thingy so hard to get open! Giving up, I smashed my hoof against the wall a few times, hoping that might knock the little bugger off. We needed to get a gun, and needed to get out there to help. I didn’t have time for guilt. I didn’t have time to fight with this Goddesses-damned thing!

A blue glow enveloped the latch, and it popped off in an instant. Normally I’d scream at her for using cheater magic, but there wasn’t any time. With the device off my leg, I started running again. Lost called out, but there wasn’t anything that could stop me.

Except a big pony in unmarked steel armor who stepped out in front of me.

The pony seemed as surprised as I did, letting out a girlishly surprised ‘eep’ when I slammed into her chest and forelegs.

“What in the-” She never finished the sentence. A bullet pierced the visor of her armor, smashing the glass and getting embedded inside of it. “Arg!” she screamed, faltering back a few steps.

Lost ran past, a pistol levitated before her and the PipBuck already on and shining that bright amber that I hated. Was she really that fast? Did it matter? The three of us ran around the stunned Ranger. Down another hall and into a room we scurried.

“Do you happen to know where we are going, pony?” Xeno asked calmly.

“We just watched a pony get shot right through... Nearly got thrown back into the slavery of the mine... And all you ask about is where we’re going?” I asked, flabbergasted. “We killed your brothers... Why haven’t you threatened to kill us or run away?” After all we’d done. We killed her family, we exiled her from her sanctuary, we led the Wirepony right to her, and then got her thrown into the mine with us. I didn’t understand how she could have such patience!

“I do not know,” she responded, matter of fact.

“Do you two have to argue?” Lost said, looking over the map on the PipBuck. “Ok I know where we are. We can go.”

“What do you mean you don’t know?” I screamed, throwing my hooves up. “How can you be so utterly unfazed by everything?”

“It is probably all of the drugs that I make,” she said, tilting her head slightly. “A cigarette would be nice though. I haven’t been able to find any of those in quite a while. It is just my luck.”

That broke my brain. Really. Okay, whatever. I swore I never wanted to meet another zebra, because if they were all as crazy as this mare, I would put a bullet in my head personally.

“Come on!” L.A. yelled, pushing the door open and bolting down the hallway. Without any reason to argue with her, we both followed.

We ran down hallways, through rooms, up and down stairs, in directions that made my head spin. There was smoke beginning to fill the air, which smelled of gunpowder and blood. I could only imagine what was going on near the mine, but it didn’t matter. I just had to keep up with my sister and not get lost. Keep going behind her, keep away from the distant gunfire. Pray to Celestia. Pray to Luna. Please let the Stable 60 Rangers be safe.

We turned down another hallway, running past several possible turn offs and doorways before Lost skidded to a stop in front of one in particular. “Here!” she yelled, tapping the rotten wood. “Kick it down.”

I didn’t need any prompting. Without even stopping, I spun on my forehooves and bucked the door in half. There was a loud crunch as it splintered, and we ran in.

A smorgasbord of fun sat before me. Guns of every shape and size. Most were damaged beyond repair, but there were so many to choose from. If I had all the time in the Wasteland, I’d never run out. First things first though, I needed my baby. With some of Xeno’s mythical luck, she was sitting out front still. Either they hadn’t bothered to move her, or just didn’t care. I had Lost help put the battle saddle on, and got everything into position. She removed the varmint rifle, since there were plenty of bigger guns that would be better suited to getting out of this situation alive.

Xeno meanwhile began digging through the desk, looking for whatever might’ve been stolen from her. Trifle said they didn’t, but that was more than likely a lie. I didn’t care. I had a gun to search for.

Lost took a new plasma pistol and filled it up with a spark cell, which she then used to guard the door. 

I dug through the rifles. It didn’t matter if I found ‘my’ guns, just that I found something good. There were dozens, probably hundreds, of weapons to choose from, and as long as I had the time I was going to get the best one. Several were completely ruined, not worth the parts to carry the extra weight, a few were usable, but in such pisspoor condition that others easily outshone them. I went through several, not finding the perfect gun. I didn’t have time, but if I was persistent.

There.

Carefully hidden behind several particularly terrible rifles was something special. The guns were the worst of the worst, with bent barrels and rotten wood. They hid something marvelous though. This was on purpose, Trifle or whoever else had been here must have wanted this one for themselves. To take such careful care to pile up every bad gun there... This was a special gun.

I pushed the broken wastes of material away, sending them clattering to the floor. The sound of gunfire outside didn’t matter. This beautiful gun could take every one of them and then some. She was in perfect condition, with shining wood, a gleamingly perfect barrel, and an Old Equestrian flag tied around the stock.

I grabbed it without a word. First things first, I checked if it was loaded. Sure as shootin’, it had a whole seven bullets in the magazine, far more than I’d ever seen in a hunting rifle before. Running my hoof over the barrel, I attached it to the battle saddle. With a click, it slid in, fitting absolutely perfectly. Whoever had made this gun had taken special care of her, and it was only by the luck of the Goddesses, or a jinxed zebra, that I found her. Now I just needed ammo.

We ransacked the rest of the room. I scored myself a sniper rifle as well, but it wasn’t as nice as the hunting rifle. As an afterthought, I grabbed as many small caliber weapons I could fit, and replaced my old single-shot shotgun with a double barreled one. After I took watch, Lost took several plasma pistols and even found something she told me was called a recharger rifle. None of it made sense to me, magical energy weapons always went over my head. She seemed happy though, so there wasn’t any reason for me to argue. She even found the pipe she’d used to kill those three ponies so long ago. Surprisingly, Xeno didn’t want any weapons to use. Maybe her crazy luck would protect her?

With all our new loot stashed in our saddlebags, and every last spark cell, bullet, magazine, and explosive taken from the desks and cabinets, we left. The grenades in particular had given my sister and I quite a grin.

“Where to now?” I asked as we ran down another identically rusted hallway.

“We go!” L.A. called back.

“Where are we going then, ponies?” asked Xeno from behind.

“Anywhere but here. Away from these sociopaths! Guilt quest later!” Lost yelled back, turning the corner. She still had the plasma pistol out, though it was now full of a brand new supercharged spark cell. 

The sounds of gunfire still echoed throughout the building, though the smoke had been clearing. I wanted to know what was going on, but I couldn’t spare the time. We needed to get out. Whatever was going on could wait. They’d survive without us. Maybe Rough had run down to the mine and gotten the ponies out. With the things that Jazz had said, he might even even convince the griffons to lend a wing and a claw? Didn’t matter.

Finally, we made it back down to the main floor. Several corpses lay on the ground near the door out the back. None looked like the ponies from Stable 60 though, thankfully. I really hoped they could make it out of this without any more casualties... Poor Chocolate Eclair... Stop thinking about it, Hidden.

Looking away from the corpses, we ran down the hallway. This one looked familiar, one side a series of glass windows, with offices opposite. I couldn’t help but look over to the factory floor as we ran past. Just yesterday, I’d thought these were good ponies. They’d saved me, and now? Now there was only the din of gunfire and the smell of death. Wasteland... Why?

Something moved on the factory floor.

Whatever it was, it wasn’t a Steel Ranger. I skidded to a stop to look at it. “Lost?...”

A piece of armor toppled over, falling behind the conveyer belt it was on. I watched in horror. It couldn’t be.

A wire shot up from behind it. Fuck! It was.

The mass of steely wires crawled itself up, the fallen piece of armor already merging with the pieces that were left from when Jazz and her Steel Rangers had shredded him. He ran, he couldn’t come back. They had guards everywhere!

The wires were vaguely pony-shaped, with only a few pieces of the original armor left encasing him around the back and sides. The jaw was still there though, teeth exposed and glinting at the edges. I’d come so close to those, even this far away I gave a shudder. Without the entire suit, there were visible masses of rotting flesh sloughing around inside the bundles of wire. They pulsated wildly, spasming like a pony gasping for breath. I didn’t want to watch, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away.

The pony-shaped mass stood on what must have been its legs, though only one leg still looked like one, thanks to the shattered armor that still clung to it. The ‘head’ section looked around, jaw whirring loudly even through the glass and above the sounds of battle. Several wires shot out from the back and neck, undulating through the air before latching onto different chunks of armor strewn about the factory floor.

Please don’t. Don’t do that, Wirepony.

There was nothing to stop it. I couldn’t move, my legs were locked in horror. He’s nearly killed me just yesterday, and now... The claws came back, reminding me how it felt to have those wires wrapped around my throat... Please... Celestia? Luna? Just one favor...

Finding purchase on whatever it deemed suitable replacement parts, it snapped the armor pieces back, one at a time. Each piece slammed with a horrific clang to the previous piece, forming a makeshift shell around it. They seemed to snap into place, merging with what was already there, repairing from whatever old world magic kept it alive all this time. It felt like hours, but was probably only seconds. The makeshift pieces merged together, all taking on the same matte steel sheen. Even the pieces that were rusted and falling apart looked like new once the repairs on them were complete.

In under a minute, he had snapped on a new chest and helmet, and moved on to the legs. My breathing went shallow, as one more wire reached out, searching slowly.

Don’t find what I think you’re looking for.

Please. Don’t. Find. A. Gun.

The wire didn’t stop searching though. I looked back at the armor. It was almost complete. The legs were finally repaired, even the emblem on his flanks was back to the same as before. A second wire shot out from an opening on its back, going in the same direction as the previous one.

If I could just... My legs wouldn’t move. I couldn’t bite my battle saddle’s bit. Why did this terrify me so? If I ended him now, he couldn’t get me again. So why couldn’t I move?

The two wires pulled back, slamming something onto its back. It was a new grenade launcher, but, oh Goddesses there was more. On the other side was a flamer, almost identical to the one Seethe had used before.

“No...” said Lost beside me. I looked over, and saw she had the same terrified look I must’ve. This was bad. Even Xeno watched with wide eyes and shaking legs.

Finished with his resurrection, the Wirepony moved its head, the new headlamp and visor both flickered with an eerie blue glow. Then it looked across the floor, and up the window.

He stared directly at us, opened his mouth, and let out a horrible static roar.

_________________________________________________________________________________________

Footnote: Level Up!

Hidden Fortune:

New Perk: Adrenaline Rush – You have a fear of death that allows you to fight harder when you are wounded. When your character's HP drop below 75% of their maximum, your character gains a +2 Strength bonus, but cannot go above the racial maximum.

Lost Art:

New Perk: Precision Repair Pony – You can improve the general condition of weapons and armor, giving them +2 to damage or damage reduction by combining with another of the same item. 

“How am I carrying all this ammo, anyway? Seriously, we have enough for an army here.”

“Well, it doesn’t actually weigh anything. You can carry as much as you want.”

“But... It still falls when I drop it? The casings still hit the ground when I fire...”

“Okay well. A UNICORN DID IT!”

“....... CHEATER MAGIC!”

(A massive thank you to Kkat for creating, and everyone else who has helped to flesh out the universe of Fallout Equestria. And to everyone who has/will help with with editing and making this more palatable... Big hearts to Dimestream, Sabsy, Heartshine, Wirepony, and everypony else who helped with ideas, editing, and brushies. And of course everything is copyright their respective owners. ~Hnetu)



Chapter 7: Losing Something Special

 

“Let this be a lesson to you, every time you sacrifice yourself... You’re gonna suffer the consequences the rest of your life.” 

Run.

Thoughts of revenge? Gone. All that bravado about killing the Wirepony with my own hooves once I got some guns? Meaningless. The sight of that monstrosity with even bigger guns than when it had nearly killed me before was enough to send me running with my tail between my legs. Literally.

Of course, it gave chase.

Lost and Xeno ran beside me down another one of the hallways. We checked the front door. Locked. There went our easy way out. Those precious seconds slowed us too much, now the monster was behind us. I could feel it more than hear it. There was just something about it that made me know it was there. I didn’t know why it hadn’t fired on is yet, or attacked with the wires. Maybe it was playing with me? Either way I didn’t like it. Just kill me now or fuck right off, don’t torment me.

The three of us rounded a corner. Behind me, I heard a noise I’d only heard once before, like the hiss of gas escaping followed by-

Oh Goddesses! It was firing the flamer! The hallway erupted into flames. What was left of the wall decorations blossomed into infernos. The fire missed us; we were incredibly lucky. But that didn’t mean our luck would last.

Lost shivered as she ran, her legs shaking with every step she took. The look in her eyes was the same one Xeno had moments ago: fear on a primal level. After what Seethe had done to her, I could understand it. It was probably the same way I felt right now, with those claws in the back of my head telling me that I was going to die, cooked alive and eaten piece by piece by this monster.

A wire snapped through the air from above, missing Lost’s horn by inches. She flinched, screaming as it caught her glasses. The frame snapped and the glass shattered, splintering to pieces into her face. Shit, this was bad. Either its aim was improving, or it was teasing us. Neither was a healthy option.

“You’re fine!” I yelled. “It just got your glasses!” I really hoped that would calm her down. We’d find a replacement, even if I had to turn the entire Equestrian Wasteland over. But right then, we had to survive. L.A. nodded, and kept on. She bled from the cuts on her face, but that was nothing compared to what it could’ve been. “Now where do we go?” I asked.

“I don’t know! I can’t read the map like this,” Lost yelled back, the panic audible in her voice.

A series of thumps sounded off, heralding a wave of grenades. I didn’t need a map for that, it wasn’t about escaping right now, it was about staying alive just long enough to breathe. So I rammed the first door I found in the hall, and burst into the room beyond. My sister and friend followed, then one of them slammed the door shut. The room we’d entered was a small one, probably an office. Furnishings blended into the background, crushed by the mostly-collapsed ceiling. I slammed my back against the door to hold it shut, just in case.

“Ponies, what is it we should be doing now?” asked the zebra. She no longer had the look of fear in her eyes, but was back to her resolved, calm self. How in the Goddesses name did she do that?

“Run, run. Run some more. Try and think of a way to kill it,” I said frantically. These weren’t good plans. I wasn’t a thinky pony. I looked over to my sister. “Lost? Please anything?”

A thunk reverberated through the door, and it creaked heavily against my back. Wirepony must have hit it with a wire. Knowing that bastard, a full attack with the armor would’ve had it inside already. Another thunk bent the door in even more. 

“Up!” she said, and scrambled up the collapsed ceiling to the floor above.

I didn’t need any prompting. I gave up on the door and ran up after her. It was a bit unwieldy, trying to maneuver with two rather large guns on my sides. 

Wait. Wirepony was big and bulky and unwieldy... If we could trap it down there...

“Sis, give me one of the grenades,” I ordered as Xeno finished climbing up. Lost levitated a grenade to me, and I grabbed it with my hoof. Wasting no time, I pulled the stem out of the apple-shaped explosive with my teeth, and jammed it into a crack in the shattered panel that we had just climbed up. “Ok go!”

The door splintered below, and the Wirepony burst into the room. The now-familiar hissing started, and the room burst into flames. We didn’t stay to watch, but ran through another door into the hallway on the second floor. I heard several thuds from behind, as if the monster was trying to follow us up the incline. Please let my plan-

A horrific BOOM exploded behind us, close enough to knock me off my balance and send me toppling into L.A.. Xeno kept her footing, by some crazy zebra luck. The thudding had stopped. It was stuck down there. That meant we had time. Time to come up with a plan.

The wall exploded as a series of incendiary grenades pelted it from the far side. The force of the explosions was enough to send the weakened wall down all around us.

Or... maybe not.

We ran to different sides, trying to keep from being crushed, and then came the wires. A half dozen burst up through the rubble, undulating wildly as they searched for their prey. I shot one on reflex. The new hunting rifle fired smoother than any gun I’d ever handled before. One of the wires’ tips exploded in a shower of sparks and shrapnel as two bullets tore through. What was left of it pulled back, but there were still plenty more remaining wires.

Across the rubble, Lost had the same idea, and was firing plasma shots into the wires on her end to keep them at bay. Down below, I saw dozens, maybe hundreds more of the wires burst from the back of the power armor and smash to the floor. It should have been impossible, but it was lifting itself up with the wires.

I refused to believe it!

Lost waved me over to her side, and I jumped past the rubble, hearing a hiss of released gas. Please let me make it in time! Flames erupted behind me, catching the end of my tail and lighting it up. Tails grow back, I reminded myself, trying to keep the mental claws away. I didn’t have time to get locked up by fear. If I did, Wirepony would eat me, but for now, it had to catch me first. 

The monster reached our floor and pawed the ground with an armored hoof, ready to resume the chase. It let out another horrific mechanized roar, a sound that actually made the gunfire outside stop. The silence didn’t last long, as whoever remained out there resumed their battle. Worry about them later Hidden. Right now, you have to live.

We ran through another hallway, almost identical to the one downstairs. As before, the monster followed hot on our trail, launching grenades often enough that the three of us had to weave and dodge to avoid becoming a pony barbeque. My evasion wasn’t perfect. I already had scorched hooves.

Xeno cried out in pain as a grenade detonated on her in the rear leg. She collapsed, legs sprawled behind her.

“Grab her, I’ll heal as we run,” L.A. ordered, her horn already glowing.

I did as I was told, grabbing the zebra and throwing her over my battle saddle. She was surprisingly light, much lighter than a pony her size would be. Maybe it was the adrenaline? With her secured over my back and guns, we kept running. Another gout of flame roared behind me, setting the walls afire and singeing my skin. It felt like the grenade had exploded on my back all over again. 

Running like this wasn’t going to work. So far, all we’d accomplished was tiring ourselves out. We needed to get Xeno healed, and fight back.

Wires exploded all around us, snapping through the walls with strength that could have sliced us to bits as soon as it started. It was toying with us. Celestia, Luna. Why?

“She’s good, get somewhere safe and set her down,” Lost said as we veered left around another corner. Wires burst through the walls ahead of us. I was able to jump, but Lost tumbled down. “Go!” she shouted. That cheating monster! It cut the corner on us!

Not fair, I was supposed to sacrifice myself to save her. I wavered for a moment, looking at her. The stare she gave me said it all. Even with one of her lenses cracked and missing pieces, even through the blood, the look she gave made it clear that she had something or other planned. I nodded and ran.

Wirepony slammed through the wall at the end of the hallway, completely missing us and the turn. Dust and mold burst into the air from the wall collapsing, but by the sound of things, it didn’t faze it. Wires flailed through the air in the hall behind us. A moment later, they retracted into the gaping hole in the wall the monster has created. 

Time to run. Trust that L.A. knew what she was doing. I hauled flank as fast as my hooves could carry me, smashing open another door with my head, and ran into another identical office-

I tumbled through the floor, losing Xeno somewhere along the line. Why wasn’t there a floor? With a crunch, I landed on my side in the rubble. “Ahh!” I screamed, as the battle saddle bent under the pressure and pushed into my side. I’d had worse, seriously. Taking a deep breath, I forced myself up. We were on the factory floor now, back where it all started.

Above me, I heard the roar of the flamer. Please, please let it not get my sister. If it did, I’d just give up.

“Why did you think it was smart to fall through the floor?” Xeno asked, staring at me. She was totally unscathed now. L.A.’s ‘heal-on-the-run’ had done its work. She was getting much better at that healing magic. The zebra didn’t wait for my response though, only took to running. It was really starting to weird me out that she never reacted to anything.

I followed suit, looking over my shoulder for Lost. I could ignore the pressure from the battle saddle; it wasn’t that bad. Nowhere near as bad as a cracked rib pressing against my lung, for example. Behind me though, the entire second floor was in flames. A huge chunk collapsed onto the factory floor, crushing one of the machines into a pile of rubble.

Walls were starting to disintegrate, the fires burning everything to ashes. I could still hear gunfire outside, so the Steel Rangers must not have caught on to what was happening. Let them fight, I didn’t care. 

Shit! There it was!

Standing on the ledge left by a collapsed piece of building was the power-armor-encased monstrosity. The blue glow from his headlamp shined right on me. I turned and fired a shot with the hunting rifle at it. The bullet ricocheted off with a satisfying ping, but it didn’t even leave a dent. Just how tough was his armor, anyway? 

Several wires crawled into view, dragging something along the floor. It couldn’t be. No! I wouldn’t let it be! I fired the hunting rifle again, well aware of how useless it was. That didn’t matter, just firing made me feel like I was accomplishing something, anything. I reloaded and fired as fast as I could. The rifle was amazing, it held more than half a dozen rounds and fired them faster than any gun I’d ever touched. Were it not for the situation, I’d be in love right now. Despite my efforts, it didn’t stop what was coming.

The Wirepony stopped for a moment, taking the time to repair what little damage I was causing. The moment I ran out of ammo in my magazines, it started right back up. The mouth of the power armor opened, in what looked like a smile. The wires trailing along the floor beside it lifted into the air... wrapped around one of my sister’s legs! What had happened to her plan?

“You motherfucker! Put her down this instant!” I screamed indignantly. My vision went red. This wasn’t about food, or even just murder for the sake of murder anymore. It was fucking with me, personally. How dare it use her as bait! I was going to take this gun, ram it so far down its throat that it would shit bullets! 

The wires snapped around, slamming Lost into the remains of one of the flaming walls, and dropped her. She didn’t even flinch, just fell to the factory floor and smashed into another one of the conveyor belts. She didn’t hit the machine dead-on, though. Instead she smashed into it halfway and tumbled off the side, landing with a thud on the floor among the debris.

“I swear to Celestia herself! I will end you, monster!” I yelled, barely keeping myself from running to help my sister. It hurt, more than getting myself shot, that the monster had targeted the one stabilizing influence in my life. Knowing she was hurt instead of me... I was so enraged that I barely noticed the gunfire dying down outside.  What were they up to out there?

The monster leapt from the second story, and slammed down onto the far side of the conveyor I stood on. It shook violently, rattling all the way up the steel frames, and up my legs. The hunting rifle proved useless so far, so I fired the sniper rifle. Goddesses, please let the bigger gun have the power I needed. Nothing happened. Was it because...? I looked back at the battle saddle. Fucking bent. Not good.

Once again, I turned tail and ran. Xeno was nowhere to be seen, and Lost was out of the fight for the moment. That meant the monster was all on me. I just needed to kill it somehow...

It gave chase, and I ran my heart out. When I reached the end of the conveyor, I leapt off, making sure to look back and give it incentive to go after me. It didn’t need any. The steel hooves of the armor beat the raised belt platform so hard that many of the steel supports bent and snapped under the impact. I jumped through the window to the hallway where this all started. 

My landing wasn’t very smooth. I caught many of the pieces of broken glass in my legs, but it wasn’t worse than anything I’d had before. So I kept on, circling around the opposite direction from where we’d headed the first time.

The thinky pony plan was to get outside, get the others into the fight. Win with superior numbers.

I burst through the doors to the back of the building, and skidded to a halt. “Hey, anypony st... ill...” Where was everypony? I saw several corpses, power armor with holes riddled all through them, but none were alive. All that was left was twisted steel, bullet casings, and blood. A lone griffon flew overhead, but when the doors behind me flew off their hinges and past my head, it stopped mid-air, turned, and flew away as fast as its wings could carry it.

So much for getting help...

The Wirepony paused for a moment. Several wires whipped out, and I braced for a slow death. Clenching my eyes shut, I waited. And waited. Finally opening them, I saw it had reached past me and was collecting the armor chunks. Overconfident, much? If it wasn’t already at full power, there was something seriously wrong with whatever spawned this abomination. Some kind of sick joke maybe?

I didn’t wait to answer. I had a new plan. Back into the building I ran.

I careened down the hallway and dove through one of the doors. My memory wasn’t as bad as I thought. Maybe I was becoming a thinky pony after all! Inside was the break room turned clinic that Doc Lemon Tart had healed me up in before. There was a first aid kit sitting on a rack in the corner. Two kits, actually! Perfect!

The first was unlocked, and inside were a healing potion and- oh glorious day! Buck! I shook the bottle. It sounded full. This might just work. I took everything I could and stuffed it into the saddlebags, taking what spare moments I could, before Wirepony came back to kill me, to open the bottle. It was actually really hard to do without magic! I finally managed to unscrew the lid with a combination of hoofwork and my teeth. I downed a Buck tablet and just poured the rest in my bags. Easier to find that way. The second first aid kit was locked, but well... I had Buck!

The wonderful little pill kicked in, and I could feel the wonderful sensation of my heart pounding all over. Down my legs, behind my eyes, I could feel it everywhere. I was alive. Sure, it made my pain flare, but that wasn’t my problem. It was somewhere far off in the distance, I could ignore it. My breath came in sharp gasps, something I had to force myself to control. This was good, I was strong. Strong enough to take on that monster. 

I smashed the other first aid kit open with my hooves. It took several kicks, but eventually the prizes were mine. I realized belatedly that a shard of the metal box was stuck in my leg. I hadn’t even felt it, and I didn’t care. Somepony else’s problem. I stashed two healing potions, and several syringes of stolen Med-X in my bags, and hauled flank out of the room.

With every step I took, I felt better. My heart pounded faster than ever, and I felt alive. Even the pulsing behind my eyes made me feel good. I could feel, I was alive. I was going to take that monster and rip it to pieces. But first!

I stopped in front of a steel support beam, one of the few bits of the structure that wasn’t covered in scorch marks or currently on fire. I smashed the battle saddle against it repeatedly, using it as a makeshift anvil to get the bend out. Slam. Slam. Slam! It didn’t work perfectly, but it smoothed out the dent enough that I could trigger the gun again. A kick of the reload lever later, and I was ready for a fight.

Now for the next- Wires wrapped around the pillar I stood next to, and ripped it from the floor. Okay! Not what I was expecting! The Wirepony stood behind it, wires out and searching. Not this time, fucker! I spun on a hoof and fired both rifles at the same time, aiming for the visor. It might not need it to see, but it might slow it down. I fired again and again, the off-balance kick from each shot digging the still-dented hunk of battle saddle into my side.

Didn’t care. Blood was pounding, I was alive! Behind the monster, I saw Xeno, her black coat and white stripes doing a terrible job of helping her to blend in against the off-white walls and rust. I called to her as best I could, yelling over the sounds of battle. I couldn’t even hear myself, and seriously doubted she could hear me either. She caught on, though, and looked to me. 

For a split second I released my bit, and stopped firing. Time to reload, anyway. I kicked my reload lever and dug in my bag for one of the healing potions. By the time ammo was in each clip, I had it. I rolled the potion on the floor, along the wall, and out of the war path of the power armored monster.

“Take that to Lost!” I yelled,  “Or else!” I spun on my hoof again and bolted down the hallway. As I passed the shattered window that overlooked the factory, I spared a glance inside. Inside it was bad, really bad. Much of the second story had collapsed, and the third story was already aflame. But I saw Xeno scurrying in, and heading to where I’d seen L.A. last. Good zebra, no murder.

The Wirepony wasn’t playing around anymore. Behind me, it let out a deafening mechanical roar, but being deaf wasn’t a problem that mattered right now. I swung my tail side to side, taunting the monster. Keep on your target, you bastard. Not my brightest idea, because said bastard let out a spray of fire and a volley of grenades in response.

Somewhere deep down, I knew the flamer hit me, but I didn’t feel it. My coat was scorched off, right after it had just started to regrow, and everything felt like fire. It was different from the grenade before, I still cried out in pain, swearing at the Goddesses that let this happen to me. There wasn’t the burst of pressure, the feeling like it was enveloping me. It was just fire this time, and it fucking hurt!

I jumped into a stairwell to get away, praying to Luna that the monster was too large to follow. I scrambled up the stairs, the flames on my back slowly going out. Go, Hidden, somepony else can deal with it. Just go! I skipped the second story; it was worthless now. Part of me, somewhere far away, was sad. All of those guns they had stolen, gone. Well, at least we’d raided the good ones first. Wait, we’d raided everything. Was there armor piercing ammo in there? Or maybe... I jumped up the last few steps, turned a corner, and listened.

I couldn’t hear the monster. Good. That meant it had to do its wire-floating trick to get up to me, which bought me a minute or two. I dug through my saddlebags, pushing things out of the way, trying to find the various shells that filled the bottoms of the bag. If I ever got that PipBuck back, I was bolting it on and never letting it off. Still digging, another Buck. Without a thought I popped it into my mouth. Back to digging. Just a minute or two to go. There! Thank you, special talent, just what I needed. Ammo for the hunting rifle, just three. More than enough. I kicked the lever and loaded up the armor piercing ammo, which would have been a lot easier if I had some fucking cheater magic!

The roar sounded again, and the stairway collapsed behind me. That was my signal. I turned and aimed straight down the hollowed out stairwell. There Wirepony was, wires thrashing about as it lifted itself up. Too easy. I let loose a volley of six shots, three from each gun. The sniper rifle bullets didn’t do a damn thing, but the three from the hunting rifle put holes in his head and out the other side. The wires ceased, and it collapsed, falling a down the distance of a flight and a half.

“See ya at the bottom, fucker,” I yelled, and gave a victorious. It felt good to be winning. It might be smart, it might be patient, but right now, I was faster and I was stronger than it was.

Dodging flames and collapsed sections of floor, I ran where I was sure was the factory floor. This was reckless, even for me. I didn’t care. Lost was down there. She’d have a plan on how to kill this thing. I hit a wall, somehow still standing. It didn’t stay that way. A few more shots to weaken it, and I applebucked the entire wall out. 

Several stories down, I saw them, a white pony and a striped zebra. My sister was up and moving, digging through her bags for something. She looked frantically up, then back at the bag. I had to get down there. I was breathing heavy, heart was pounding. I felt every vein in my body as the blood was forced through. For half a moment I paused, I reloaded, I planned. I knew it would hurt if I did what I was planning. But with the floors collapsing, and the stairs demolished, did I have a choice?

No. But I could at least protect that poor pony who was gonna be in a lot of pain when this amazing tablet wore off. I grabbed one of the syringes of Med-X, and- No. That mechanical roar again. I heard a thumping off in the distance, echoing the beating of my heart in my ears. The factory floor lit up with several grenades exploding.

None of them hit Lost. She produced a grenade of her own, and ran from the monster with it. It emerged from below me, apparently having given up on reaching the third floor. It was going for weaker prey, expecting my sister to still be wounded and unconscious. Not today. It was not going to use her to hurt me.

I stabbed myself with the syringe, right in the chest. For a half second I considered walking down, somehow. Wouldn’t work. Too slow. Instead...

Fuck, that was a bad idea. Hidden Fortune. This is the opposite of being a thinky pony.

I jumped.

In the time it took me to fall from the third story, I really began to wonder if this had been a good idea. Too late now.

I slammed into the monster’s back full force. I heard, not felt, my legs snap, but without the PipBuck to tell me just how bad the damage was, I ignored it. I was really going to regret this later, but right then, I didn’t have the time. I was on the back of my greatest enemy. It had nearly killed me last time, and there I was, ready for revenge.

“Hidden!” yelled L.A. She was on the far side of the factory floor, with an apple shaped grenade in her telekinesis. Was she going to do what I thought she was? Probably. She was the thinky pony, after all. So far all I’d learned was that this thing was big, powerful, and invulnerable... from the outside.

I slammed my hooves on the back of its head. It hurt. It hurt bad. I watched my legs bend awkwardly in places they shouldn’t. Too much stress and they’d break, but for the moment, I was okay. Keep it distracted. Let my sister do her job.

The monster thrashed from side to side, wires shooting through the air. With the crashing thunder of the Buck lifting me, I was faster. I could beat this thing. I dodged incoming wires, keeping it busy. That was my job now. It opened its mouth once more, revealing those horrible sharp teeth. I could hear them whirring over the heartbeat in my ears.

A wire hit me, and snaked around the leg. I was done. Lost was almost there. She just needed a few more seconds. The monster didn’t notice her, because all its attention was on me. Another wire wrapped around a second leg, then another. The claws dug into my mind, with more fury than ever before. Somewhere deep down, I was crying. The little pony in there couldn’t take it. She knew, just as I did, that we were probably going to die. To top that off, this was her worst fear. It was mine too, but I didn’t have time for those claws. I shook my head, felt my mane brush against my coat, and smiled. If I died, I was taking Wirepony out with me.

The Wirepony lifted me off its back, spinning me in the air so I faced it. A half-dozen wires snaked around my torso and neck, the ones around my legs moving to join the mass crushing my lungs and warping my battle saddle. The visor stared dead on at me, the blue light hurting my eyes. The mouth opened wide, a mass of squirming wires inside just like last time. But no, this wasn’t last time. I wasn’t alone, trying to play the hero. 

We were a team.

“Well, damn. You finally got me,” I said, smirking. It was hard not to cough, from the pressure on my body, but I wouldn’t give it the satisfaction. “But we got you better.”

The grenade flew into its mouth, taking the monster by surprise. For half a second it paused. We’d won. Take that. You’re fucked now.

One of the wires wrapped around the grenade, and in a swift, fluid motion, it flicked the little apple-shaped explosive back out.

“That’s just not fair!” I screamed at it.

I threw out my right hoof, batting the grenade back toward his mouth. I swung my leg hard, sending both the grenade and my hoof through the gaping maw.

My hoof sunk into his mouth, scraping against the razor sharp teeth. Problem for another pony, I told myself. Problem. For. Another. 

The monster bit down. 

It was strange; I didn’t feel the teeth like I expected. Instead, I just felt the jaw when it snapped down. The feeling was a lot like when it had broken my leg. I heard several snaps as jaws crushed the bone inside. 

For several seconds, I stared, looking at my fetlock pressed flush against the power armor. Blood began to seep down the metal jaw. Where was my hoof? Slowly, I pulled my leg back. There was nothing left but a stump. Realization hit me, and the pain came rushing up my leg, every nerve ablaze with agony.

I screamed. The pain I felt was like nothing before. Broken bones? Nothing compared to this. Being lit on fire? Not even close. This topped my list of favorite things to never do again.

The grenade exploded.

The blast seemed like it lasted for hours, though I knew it was only a fraction of a second. The explosion crippled the monster. Its power armor warped outward, the force of the explosion setting off a chain reaction of the other grenades inside. The wires holding me went limp, and the visor dimmed. 

I fell to the floor on my back, screaming and panicking. I clutched the bloody leg with my left one, pulling it close and clinging to it like my life depended on it. Blood was everywhere, my hoof was fucking gone. I had no idea what to do, my limbs moved on their own to try and stem the pain and bleeding.

“You ate my-” I started to scream.

A massive explosion blew out Wirepony’s back. The flamer fuel tank had finally gone, and finished off what remained of the broken power armor. The monster threw its head back, mouth opening in another mechanical roar that sputtered, shrieked, and eventually silenced. The thing’s legs gave out, and it slammed into the floor and shattered. No more wires were inside, the explosions had taken whatever was left in there, and liquified it into molten metal and searing flame.

I pushed myself back with my rear legs, holding my right foreleg against my chest with my left. The pain was getting worse, I couldn’t focus. Where was Lost Art? She could fix this, right? Right?

“Hidden! Are you alright?!” my sister screamed somewhere in the distance. I didn’t know where. 

In front of me, the molten mass of wire-innards poured from the armor’s mouth. I tried to get away, but I couldn’t. Lost was behind me, staring at my stump.

"Oh fuck oh fuck no please no-” She was panicked, screaming and using her magic to try and heal me. It wasn’t working, there was no pleasant feeling of flesh knitting back together. The wound must have been beyond her abilities. “Please be okay, please be okay!” She repeated herself over and over, the glow from her horn glared brightly, fighting futility.

I was dying, here in a mostly demolished building, from blood loss. Wonderful. So, did I earn a place up with you, Celestia? Luna? At least Lost and I were together.

“Hidden. Hidden, listen to me!” she screamed at my face. Tears streamed down hers. “Help! Xeno!” Lost yelled, turning her head away. “Xeno! I nee...” 

I couldn’t hear anything after that, whatever she was saying... It sounded like she was miles away. 

My legs felt cold, but I thought I felt her pull my right foreleg away. She stared at it, crying and rambling something, something about hurting? Yeah, I was hurting. She grabbed my hoof, no, where my hoof had been. But Lost was with me, so I’d get through it. We’d just-

Lost dragged me bodily back to the smoldering remains of Wirepony’s power armor. We stopped next to whatever the wires had melted into: a white hot patch of not quite solid metal. It looked nice, actually, and even warmed my frigid limbs up. Everything had melted together into one slowly cooling hunk of smooth steel. I felt something pull, then something solid as the stump was pressed against the still superheated metal. Why was she...

Med-X didn’t do a Goddesses-damned thing. 

Everything went white with pain. I couldn’t even find the strength to scream. 

*   *   *

I lazily flicked the stump of my leg. Wirepony had bitten it clean off. Why had I thought it was a good idea to stick my leg into the mouth of a cannibalistic monster with razor sharp teeth? It didn’t hurt too much, now that all the nerves were dead. 

Flick...

You weren’t being a thinky pony, Hidden.

I flicked the stump again, though it hurt. The seared ends of muscle kept trying to rip themselves free from the burned edge that was left. Of course, I could still feel that. The monster had bitten it off just below the joint, which meant I was only a hoof short. The cut was clean at least, severing off without any dangly bits that would need to be removed. There was still a tiny piece of the joint left that I could move up and down, but it wasn’t enough. I couldn’t walk on it either. The first time I’d tried to get up after... After Lost... 

A shiver ran up my spine and down the leg. Had that really been the best way to stop the bleeding, stabbing the stump onto searing hot metal? With the pain from the fractured bones, and the fact that the Med-X was wearing off, a simple shiver put me in wracking pain. I couldn’t even walk, because every time I actually managed to get off the floor, I fell down again trying to figure out how to walk on three legs. I ended up either face planting the ground, or stepping on the charred wound and hurting myself. Why did it always have to be my legs!

For the time being, I lay on my side, watching Xeno dig through her bag as I nursed one of her makeshift potions. For something thrown together on the spot, the mixture did surprisingly well at healing up the burn on my back. The knit-flesh feeling of the potions and brews was becoming more euphoric each time it happened, because it reminded me I was about to be healthy again. I could almost capture that ‘alive’ feeling that Buck gave me, almost. Nothing compared to what those beautiful little pills could do. If I had another, then somepony else could be dealing with this pain right now. To check if I had more, I’d have to move, and I wasn’t capable of that at the moment. Instead, I lay there, feeling miserable and weak. I’d been asleep for hours, but I was exhausted and just wanted to close my eyes and drift back off. The escape from the pain was just a bonus.

If only the potions and brews could fix my hoof, then I’d be on the right track.

Lost disappeared somewhere the minute she knew I wasn’t going to die, probably to search for supplies. Maybe there was some Hydra secreted away somewhere that could regrow my hoof. I couldn’t blame her for wanting some space while she hunted... 

All these years she’d looked out for me, and I’d looked out for her, and neither of us had ever gotten a serious injury. Shot recently? Eeyup. Cut, bruised, scraped, and every other infliction the Wasteland could throw at a pony? All of them at some point or another. This was different though. This wouldn’t heal with time. A cut will heal up, close itself. I discovered the same was true after being shot. If a doctor removes the bullet, it heals up with magic pretty damn good. Even the burn I had from the grenade, and the new one from the flamer, would heal. Hurt like being bucked by one of the Goddesses themselves, but I knew it would heal, eventually. But this...

The fires had mostly died down and whatever was going to collapse already had. I was lying in the corner of the factory floor, with one of the bigger machines pushed in such a way to block us from sight from any enemy that might decide to wander by searching for the remains of that firefight earlier. Even if somepony did find us, there wasn’t much to be done. Xeno wasn’t a fighter, and I was down one hoof to fight with. No bucking for me for a while, not without a firm set of hooves to balance on. I couldn’t even stand right now, with the pain I had shooting through every limb. I looked up at the hole that had been burnt into the ceiling. It was still early, the sun giving the tiniest of peeks through the cloud cover above us.

How long had Wirepony chased me? I didn’t want to answer myself, didn’t want to consider what had happened only a few hours ago. Getting away from the monster was lucky, even if it cost me... Ugh. I flicked the stump again. Up down, up down, the end hanging limp when I let it go. Beating him was a miracle unto itself.

My head still pounded, with a dull thready beat so unlike the surges of power from before. I just wanted to lay there, close my eyes, and give up. My heart hurt. Not because I was sad, or upset, but it lanced pain through my chest with every beat. 

I couldn’t wallow like this, I needed my sister, and we needed to go. If Jazz or Scifresh, or any of their Rangers were still around, and I couldn’t move. We were sitting ducks. But L.A. was off somewhere, probably feeling guilty about what happened to me, and I could only wait, like a useless pony. Couldn’t even go comfort my sister...

The more restless I became, the more I wanted to pick at my wound. I looked at the stump, twisting my leg around to see all the little details. It really wasn’t pretty. All I could see was the charred remains from when Lost had pressed the wound into that searing hunk of metal. I counted my blessings though; Celestia had provided a white hot slab of molten steel wire and armor for her to use to keep me from bleeding out, and Luna had made sure I didn’t scream to alert anypony still around that would hurt us. Thanks a lot to both of you, I thought, but I’d have preferred to keep the hoof. The exposed flesh was mostly brown, muscle seared to the point where it was unrecognizable, with bits of charred black bone sticking out. It looked like a burnt steak... 

Ugh. I might not eat meat for a while. Well, unless it was all we had...

At least I wasn’t wearing the PipBuck at the time. I had total confidence that that monster could have chewed through the old-world technology as easy as it did my flesh.

“Hey... Xeno...?” I called to her weakly. “Any idea...” I paused, trying to compose myself. It hurt to talk. The muscles I used to turn my head and talk burned with every subtle movement. “Any idea where Lost went? I could really use her right now.”

“Iam not sure,” the zebra answered. “She said that she was going to go search for some Hydra. I told her not to, but she went anyway. She is very upset.” Once again, she sounded completely unfazed by any of this. There I was, missing a hoof, and she didn’t bat an eye at it. I really didn’t want to meet any other zebras if they were anything like her. The fact she could remain calm and not freak out over a severed limb was a bit disturbing.

The only reason I wasn’t freaking out was because I couldn’t really believe it myself. Every time I closed my eyes, I thought I could open them up to a new hoof, whole and complete at the end of my leg. But no matter how many times I closed my eyes and prayed to the Goddesses, it never changed. I was crippled. And the Wasteland ate crippled ponies for breakfast.

L.A. finally returned, stumbling and limping with every step she took. Her eyes were closed and she looked terrible. Her fur was matted down and discolored from blood and grime, and it was very obvious she’d been crying. She staggered, wobbling to the side each time she put a hoof down. I gave up watching, and just lay my head on the floor until she finally got to where we waited.

Her horn was glowing, and behind her dragged three bottles, all wrapped in the blue haze of her levitation. Her magic looked flickery and frail. The three bottles dragged along the floor, occasionally bobbing up, only to fall back to the steel floor with a loud clink. She seemed to have far less control over what she was levitating than she usually did. 

She stumbled over, crashing into and leaning against the... whatever-it-was machine, that shielded us from view. She still had her glasses on, though they leaned horribly to one side due to the one lens having shattered. For a while she just stood there and stared at me, blinking occasionally. “Hley...” she finally said.

My eyes widened in fear. Had something happened? Why was she stumbling like that? Had somepony shot her? I tilted my head to look past the machinery, ignoring the pain that shot through every muscle. If they followed her, we were screwed. My battle saddle was out of reach, taken off while I slept, and without it I couldn’t fight. Not that I’d be able to anyway, but if I had a gun I could at least... 

Nopony followed her. I relaxed. 

L.A. pushed herself from the machine and took a few final steps over to me. Her hooves slipped unceremoniously out from under her, and she slammed into the floor. With a whine, she pulled her hooves back and curled onto her side opposite me. With her telekinesis, she pulled one of the bottles closer. It was a full bottle, labeled ‘Highland Harvest: Apple Whiskey.’ She grabbed it in her mouth, and rolled onto her back, then took several chugs. A moment later, she turned away and spat the glass bottle under the machine, where it slowly drained onto the floor. 

Oh Goddesses. She was drunk. There was no way she was that far gone off just that much. How many had she found and drunk before she got back?

“Ahm ss-oh suhrey!” she blathered, her breath reeking of apple and alcohol. Not a word of it made any sense though, no matter how loud she screamed it or how much she tried not to gasp for air. 

I started to ask what she said, but was interrupted when she grabbed my good leg and pulled herself closer. I stared at her, trying not to wince in pain. What could I do to make it better? The look she gave back was pitiful, a look I knew from a few times in our childhood, especially after mom died. I slowly wrapped my good leg around her neck and helped her scoot closer. 

She buried her face against my chest, managing to find an opening under the armored barding and sticking face right against my coat, matting it down with tears. She practically crushed her nose against me, and I could feel my heart clench, already weak and unable to handle anything exerting it. The whole time all she could do was repeat the same slurred and garbled phrase she said when she first fell down. I let her, just holding with my good leg to give her time to work through it.

“Sahl my fuhhlt,” she said, choking on her words. “Ahm ss-oh suhrey.”

Whatever she said, it hurt my heart. I was still hurting but I would be alright, and the lingering injuries were nothing I couldn’t handle. Not after what I’d been through in the past few days. But this was hurting her, her heart must have felt as bad as mine. Even over the physical pain, this cut straight through me. A thinky pony would know what to say to her to make it better. Too bad I’d proved just a short while ago how far from being a thinky pony I really was. As she cried, I idly stared at where my hoof had once been.

“Schood huave behn mie,” she sobbed. “Vuh guhenage wuhs...” She stopped talking, and wrapped her legs around me, forcing one under my neck and pulling herself closer. I gasped, tightening my jaw so she wouldn’t notice. The broken frame of her glasses and her horn both dug into me, but I ignored it. She sniffled, rubbing her nose against me. “Wuhs sztoopid,” she finished.

“Lost... I’m okay. I promise,” I lied. “And I can’t understand anything you’re saying.” I was trying to sound comforting, something that should’ve been the furthest goal from my mind. Part of me was pissed. How dare she go and get herself drunk, when I was in pain, when I was the one injured. I let out a long sigh, hugging her tight with my good leg. But I was weak... I couldn’t stay mad at her. Even drunk, she’d protect me better than I could ever protect myself, especially like this. She hurt just as much as I did, just... In her own little way. We all deal with things differently.

Something pushed against the side of my face, a cold roundish something that was just out of my field of vision. For a second, I froze, terrified a Steel Ranger had found us and was about to blow my head off. I looked over, and found not a gun barrel, but another one of the booze bottles pressing against my cheek. Ugh, something called ‘SkinnyFilly’ peach schnapps.

“No Lost I...” I stammered, trying to resist.

She pulled away, and looked up at me. Gah, those eyes. I couldn’t really say no...

“Fine...” I muttered, grabbing the bottle... no, not with that hoof. I rolled away from her and pulled remaining hoof free to grab the bottle. With a sigh, I took a long swig. It burned, making me cough a few times. My heart beat weakly in protest, but I didn’t listen. Never liked alcohol? Too bad. I could deal with it this one time. I forced myself to take a second drink, and did my best to ignore the pain in the back of my throat. Really, it was the last thing I needed right now. It tasted like sweet peaches and fire. The drink helped a little, giving me a pleasant warmth in my stomach for a moment. Ok, maybe Lost knew what she was doing, she was the older sister, after all.

“Is schnapps the best thing for you to be taking, silly pony?” Xeno said. “We will be leaving soon. It is not safe. They will find us soon.” She was smiling though, something I hadn’t seen her do yet. I felt a twinge of guilt. Had she and her brothers been this close like? 

“You don’t have to stay with us,” I said, trying to talk around the burn in my throat.

“Noh doandt guo Ahm s-ohwry,” Lost slurred. “Ah...” Poor girl could barely talk. She pressed her face against me again, letting out a new torrent of tears and wails. Sigh. That shower was wasted, with all the blood, grime, and tears she was smearing onto me.

“Sis? How are you feeling...?” I asked, trying to take her mind off of me.

“Aie cantp meik eht beht-tehr! Huhwl kcunaih meiyk viss bhetter?” she muttered. Through her slurring, that was hard to make out. Especially with her face pressed against me like it was.

I tapped her head a few times to get her attention. “I meant, because, y’know. You got dropped from the next floor up...” 

She didn’t answer, just shrugged and cried more. The sobs came as near silent wheezes now. She was close to finishing, if she followed her usual pattern. 

This was getting me nowhere. I pushed away from my sobbing sister and forced myself up onto three hooves. I wobbled and felt faint, fighting to keep the vomit-y feeling at bay. I didn’t need to add ‘lost-a-limb vomit’ to my experiences. 

Given how often I seemed to get a leg shot, or broken, or otherwise... damaged. I should be able to do this. Just limp like before.

Lost just curled up where she was, wrapping her hooves around one of the bottles. She took several pulls from it, before throwing the empty thing away. We weren’t going anywhere any time soon. 

I started walking, hopping on my remaining foreleg to keep from falling over. Every step was agony, reminding me how weak I was, how easily my bones had fractured... No! I could do it. I just had to try, be persistent. First I had to get to my battle saddle. It was close, and was a good test on if I could do it at all. 

“Hidd-den... Yuhl cann teyhk maiyn...” L.A. said from the floor, holding out her right foreleg. She was rasping out the words, trying to force them over the crying. The look on her face was devastating, something I couldn’t continue to look at. 

Turning away, I hobbled over to the battle saddle and pulled it on. With all my hooves and mouth it wasn’t super hard, but missing a limb? Goddesses. Why? Why did you let me do that? Stupidest thing I’ve ever done in my life! (And that was saying something!) How was I supposed to find the answers to any of the questions I had when I was all crippled? Learning Gunbuck’s identity was still my main goal, but there were other things I wanted to know too! Like, where had that fucking monster came from? What had really poisoned the water at Pommel Falls? Don’t do this to me, Celestia! Luna either! It’s not fair!

Xeno said nothing. She just watched as I fumbled with my gear. I was mad at her too. Yeah, we had wronged her, but if she stuck around, she should at least be a part of the team! And Lost, just stop wallowing! I needed her to ignore her ego for a few minutes, and get sobered up. We had places to go, and I needed someone with fucking cheater magic to help get me something to walk on!

“Lost, stop it. You’re not going to fix anything by getting drunk and crying it all away!” I yelled at her. “You’re my sister, and I love you, but you need to be an adult right now!” Under the uncaring eye of our zebra friend, I forced myself onto my rear legs. My nerves roared in protest, sending pain through every inch of me. I ignored it. It took considerable effort to keep myself balanced, but I stomped over and pulled her to her hooves. “Lost,” I started.

She couldn't look me in the eye, her face contorted before me into that wheezing mask. Her throat caught on her breath and gave voice to her painful howl. She moved to embrace me but I stopped her. With the stump. Using it hurt more than any of the other pain shooting through my body, but it instantly stopped Lost’s crying, as she just stared in shock at my leg.

“You need to calm down,” I said, trying to stay strong for her. I really hoped she didn’t figure out that I was using her for balance. The response I got wasn’t the one I needed. New tears weren’t going to fix anything.

I hit her across the face with my good hoof.

“I don’t care if you’re the older sister. You need to sober up and focus. We can’t wallow right now,” I said, trying my best to give her a look that showed I meant business.

She didn’t respond with words. The only thing she did was stare back. For several minutes we didn’t say anything to each other. There was an eerie silence, and I thought things were back on track. She started to nod, but instead flinched a few times, her throat contracting. Oh Goddesses. She pulled back, turned to the side, and threw up where I had been lying just a few minutes ago.

In the Wasteland every day is terrible, but that? That took the cake, the party, and all the guests, too.

Today was officially the worst day ever. 

“Ahm sohrry....” she whispered between watery hurls.

“I know,” I answered. “Let’s head out.”

*   *   *

Walking on three hooves wasn’t hard at all! It just required practice. Step, step, step, hop. Once I had the rhythm down, it was actually pretty easy.

I felt much better after a few hours of rest. Everything still hurt, a dull ache thudding through every part of my body. While the rhythm of walking might have been easy, forcing myself to take each step was a chore, as if somepony had draped weights over my back and legs. 

It was afternoon now, and things seemed to have died down. We left the safety of our corner, and set about combing over the factory one last time before leaving. If one of the Rangers had survived, a friendly one at least, we could get some bearings.

We walked down the remains of the first floor hallway, the rotten walls and rusty metal now decorated with scorch marks and holes burnt through in various places. The building wasn’t going to last long.

“Do you think anypony’s still here?” I asked Lost. After half an hour of searching we hadn’t seen a single soul.

“Maybe, we just need to... do you hear that?” she responded, her ears twitching behind the bandana. “This way.” She trotted off, leaving me more than a little miffed.

Xeno and Lost darted around the corner and into one of the rooms we hadn’t been to before. I hobbled after them, doing my step-hop routine to try and keep up. It mostly worked.

I rounded the corner to an interesting sight. The doctor unicorn from before stood there, talking to one of the Stable 60 Steel Rangers. Weren’t they enemies though? The idea of them working together hurt my brain, but considering the other pain I was in, I pushed it from my mind.

“... need to take the armor off if you want me to examine you,” said Doc Plagueheart, stomping her hoof. I was a little glad to see that she’d made it out okay.

“Doctor Plagueheart!” L.A. called, interrupting the conversation.

The sickly-yellow mare shuddered, closing her eyes and pulling her little medical band down over her face. “Please don’t call me that,” she moaned. “Jazz knew I hated that name, and refused to call me anything else. My name is Doctor Lemon Tart.”

Lost grimaced and flattened her ears against her head. “Well, hi then... Lemon Tart,” she started. “Hidden Fortune is hurt, do you have-”

“OH! It’s the surface ponies! Hi!” said Praline, bouncing up in her armor. The ground shook when she landed, and there was a quiet groan from inside the armor. “Sorry, ran outta medicine in the suit. I was shot a few times. Can you imagine? I never thought I’d be shot! It’s not like that time that Lamington got me on accident, those were ...” 

I tuned out, not able to keep up with her prattling. The mare was adorably perky, I’d give her that, but if she was wounded, she should calm down and let the doctor- okay, yeah, I wasn’t one to talk.

“And then he told me that if we get split up I should find a safe place and turn on my power armor’s tracking device,” she said, still bouncing up and down.

“Can you stop that?!” I screamed. The last thing I needed right now was... everything she was doing. “Doc, can you do anything about this?” I held up the stump.

Lemon Tart screamed, scrambling over her own hooves and backed herself into a corner, eyes wide. Even though the little doctor’s band mostly covered them, I could see the fear in her eyes. She stood there, pressing herself against a wall as the rest of us watched. I lowered my hoof, moving it behind my good left one, and she seemed to calm down.

“I cauterized it, there’s no blood,” Lost said, in an attempt to placate the terrified mare. She covered her ears now with her forehooves. “I just... I’m not strong enough to heal it. I can’t. I tried. But you, you can, right?” She sounded scared as well, but given that none of Xeno’s medicines had done a thing, and that her magic had come up short, I could understand why.

“Does it hurt?” the Knight asked, poking at my stump. Normally it probably wouldn’t have hurt, since the nerves had been fried and it was charred over, but the power armor multiplied the strength of the poke so much that it was enough to make me scream.

I collapsed onto my side, grabbing the punctured wound with my other hoof and holding it close. The chaos and blood set the doctor into another terrified frenzy. There was no way she was a real doctor. She must have gotten thrown into the job due to lack of personnel. No doctor could be this terrified of blood and wounds.

“Yes!” I screamed at Praline, “don’t do that again!” For several minutes I lay there, holding myself. Lost stood right next to me, a hoof around my shoulder and her magic working to knit the charred flesh back up. I didn’t lose much blood this time, since the hole Praline made was small. 

“Doctor pony, I think that it would be best if you were to help these ponies. If you do there will be no reason to fear whatever you are afraid of,” said Xeno, who was also backed against a corner. We were a dysfunctional group, but after the very personal going-over the doctor had given Xeno last time, it was justified.

“Let me see if I have anything, for both of you,” said the doctor, and she left the room out the back.

Praline finally calmed down, seeing the damage she’d done. She popped the helmet off the suit, letting her us see the apologetic look in her orange eyes. It took her several minutes, but she managed to disconnect and power down all of her armor. 

I sighed. Lost, meanwhile, flushed bright red the minute the chocolate-colored mare started stripping. Her tail slowly swept side to side behind her. 

Subtle, sis... real smooth.

When Praline finished, a mishmash heap of metal armor lay in the corner. Praline didn’t look too much the worse for wear, which was surprising. Blood covered her legs, but I couldn’t see any actual wounds. I was intrigued as to what the power armor had in it that kept her from looking torn and tattered from the battle. 

The doctor returned after a few minutes of awkward silence. She had a dour look on her face, with her eyes downcast. “I... I’m out of supplies.”

That hit hard. She was the only pony in the area that could heal me, that could possibly bring my hoof back, and... she was empty. I would have settled for a Hydra, even if Xeno would’ve yelled at me for it. “I can still do some healing magic, but I don’t have anything that can fix that.” She pointed at the empty space between the ground and my leg, shuddering.

“Oh, we can fix that later! What about me?” Praline asked, bouncing again. “You’re a good smart doctory pony! I’m sure you can fix me up.” She had a gigantic smile across her muzzle, with shimmering eyes. However this pony managed to stay happy, I’d never know. And just what did she mean, ‘we can fix that later?’

The doctor sighed, and got to work on Praline, her horn glowing silver. Praline couldn’t stay still through it, and hopped around endlessly. I could only watch, frustration building. I didn’t even know what I was mad about at this point. Praline got injured in the fight, the armor had probably repaired itself over her. The doctor had no supplies, more than likely because I took whatever treasure I found. And the whole thing was my fault anyway, for coming here and getting the poor Steel Rangers from Stable 60 involved. Eclair was dead because of me too, and... I didn’t know if I could even ask for forgiveness.

“It looks like you took just as much damage as my brothers and sisters did,” said Lamington. My ears shot up in terror. 

Xeno, Lost and I all turned around in unison, only to find the gigantic power armored pony filling the doorframe. Eep.

“How’re you doing, Knight Praline?” he asked in that passive voice, surrounded by crackling static. The Star Paladin strode into the room, pushing between my sister and I, until he got to the younger mare. I caught a glimpse of his visor, which was cracked in half and missing a chunk. Behind it lay a gaping hole where an eye had once been. Celestia, Luna... why?

“Oh, I’m perfectly fine, Llamington!” she said, hopping up to give his armor a hug.

“Good, I was worried. Creme Brulee thought you were taking too long. We need to get back to her soon. Collect your armor and hurry,” he said, before turning his back to her. “We have a funeral to prepare for.” He took three thunderous steps toward my little group, and stared down at us with half a visor and that bloody hole in his head. “I’m glad you’re alive as well. We must speak with one another, however. Soon.” With that he stepped past us, and out of sight.

“You should probably go, he doesn’t like to wait,” Praline said, stifling a giggle. “I’ll be there soon!” She was bouncing again, and the doctor had taken to physically restraining her. 

We didn’t wait to watch. Lost took the lead, Xeno and I followed, and we left to go after Lamington. He wasn’t too hard to find, essentially being a gigantic suit of power armor, and we caught up quickly.

“How come you don’t regenerate like the Wirepony?” I asked, hobbling in my step-hop maneuver. It wasn’t the best way to break the ice, but I didn’t want to start directly on the issue of Eclair.

“The armor does, but it requires base metals to do so. Either refined or scrap, doesn’t matter,” the Star Paladin explained, looking toward the factory with what remained of his visor. “When the funeral concludes, we shall raid the factory for repair materiel. Scifresh’s group has retreated, so we have an abundance of time. The arrival of the griffons was well-timed, and that stallion friend of yours was a lifesaver. We did, however, lose Eclair, which is...” his voice broke for a moment, but he was able to catch himself, “terrible. Mother is very broken up about it. I... will deal with it. In time...”

“I’m sorry,” Lost and I both said in unison. 

“Don’t be. This became our battle the moment you entered our home. As I said, we were lucky. I merely lost an eye, Praline will be perfectly fine, provided the doctor removes all the shrapnel.” He sighed, causing a massive crackle of static. “She acts quite ridiculously, but there’s a good reason she’s a Knight and not a Scribe. Her health will make everything easier for the rest of us. The others. Marshmallow will pull through in the end, and I shall personally make sure to get her better armor for the next time something like this happens...”

We reached the back entrance, the same one we’d originally entered through. Lamington led us out and into the factory yard. There was a heavy atmosphere of sorrow outside, thick enough to cut through the pain in my heart. The Stable 60 Rangers crowded around Eclair, his power armor lying in pieces on the ground beside him. I couldn’t look at him directly, not after what’d happened. I wanted to apologize for what I did, but now he was gone, I’d never have the chance. We walked up to him, acutely aware of the sobs of the Elder. She’d removed her armor and was lying over her son’s body, crying so hard she’d begun convulsing.

All of the others were still wore their armor. Most were pockmarked and blackened from bullets and explosions, but they all looked alright for the most part. Marshmallow’s armor in particularly looked devastated, with large chunks missing. What I could see of her body looked undamaged though, so Lamington was probably right that she would pull through without any permanent harm. I shuddered to think what might be hidden away under the remaining power armor, or healed over through healing potions used in battle, locking the damage inside. 

I couldn’t see past the armor to the rest of the family. I wasn’t sure I wanted to. Having lost my mother in a similar way, and always remembering the trauma of it, I understood how they felt. The Stable 60 Rangers might have been hurting, either physically or emotionally. But they weren’t showing the pain. It wasn’t the power armor that kept them bottled up, but the stoic, unwavering stance they all had.

*   *   *

Eleven of us stood on the banks of the river that flowed behind the factory, as the sun sank past the mountains. This was where the runoff from Pommel Falls ended up, having once carried the logs from the sawmill to the factory for production. No logs flowed down the river now, only water filled with radiation gathered over the journey down. The ground here was too hard, packed down from years of being used as a lumber yard, to dig a grave. The Steel Rangers decided instead to use the river to give their fallen soldier a burial at sea.

I looked over to Lost, who had a frown on her face and looked rather distant to the goings on. I still hadn’t told her what happened, but I would, tonight. My life... I didn’t like where it was headed. This was the third time in as many days that I’d met a stallion, and then watched him die. Within a few hours. This wasn’t a pattern I was comfortable with, at all.

And deep down, I knew I needed to stop relying on others. Lost and I were adults, and this was our... my quest. I needed to start fighting my own battles, going on the offensive for myself. Sitting back and asking for help all the time, letting other ponies deal with the shit I created, then running in after they’d died wasn’t right. This was a quest, even if it came from guilt, to fix things and make them better. That damn well better be what I do.

Did it really have to be about Gunbuck? It started that way. I wanted to know who he was, so I could understand the mistake I’d made. Once I found out though, could I handle it? He’d been a hero, and in one shot I’d taken that away. I’d made the Wasteland a little bit darker, and it needed no help in being dark. Now though, only a few days later, things had changed so much. I wanted to find out who he was, and why he did what he did. At the same time, I wanted to find out who we were, why we were here.

All this time we’d lived, in the years since mom died, on our own. We hid away, and only by bad luck did we get into this situation. For all my bravado about surviving the Wasteland, I sorta knew my way around a gun, had no experience dealing with townsponies, and dragged nice families like Drop Scone’s into the mud of the Wasteland. So who was I? Who was Lost? Really, as sisters who were we? I wanted to find out who I was, too. Find out what life in the Wasteland was really about. If it was okay with Lost, to push forward on our own journey and not waste our lives finishing somepony else’s. So, was it about knowing him?

No, it was about his goal, and trying to reach that pedestal I’d put him on. Maybe it was just me trying to come up with an excuse to get out there in the world and try to make it a better place. Who cared? Maybe I’d even accomplished a little bit already? Wirepony was dead, which meant no more psychopathic unfeeling cannibalistic wire monster roaming about! Leathers was down, which hopefully crippled the Steel Rangers here, and their doctor had either left or defected, which meant they were down an important member of their team. On top of that, I’d brought the Rangers from Stable 60 to the top, and they were good ponies.

So maybe, deep down, I was doing the right thing? I wasn’t a hero, I didn’t think I could change the Wasteland. But my little corner of the world? Making a safe place for me and my sister and my friends? Maybe. Maybe I could pull that off.

Lamington finished the eulogy he was giving, a speech I wasn’t listening to. I couldn’t. The less I knew about this pony, the less I could get attached to and guilt over, the better. Part of me wanted to know more, but I couldn’t handle that. He finished and stepped back into the line of us. 

Returned to his power armor, was Chocolate Eclair. He was sealed entirely in the heavy suit, and locked in a standing position, with a salute, at the very edge of the bank. Lamington gave him a salute in return, a motion which the other Steel Rangers all gave. None said a word, and aside from the ambient sounds of the wasteland, I could only hear the clang of steel hoof against steel helmet echoing out. There was talk of a gun salute, but we all disagreed to it since ammunition was priceless in the Wasteland. 

“Goodbye, son...” said the Elder through her tears. She turned to my sister and the doctor, and asked, “Would you... do the honors?”

The two unicorns began to levitate the locked armor into the air, slowly and carefully turning him to face the water. Both must have been considerably stressed at the massive amount of effort required to move such a large object, but neither showed it. It took several minutes, but they managed to move him through the air and to the center of the slow-moving river. They reverently lowered him into the water, and released.

With a splash, the power armor began to sink. We all stood stoic, with a forehoof raised in salute to their fallen family member, the doctor, my companions, and I following suit. I could only give a half salute, since I was missing the hoof, but I did the best I could. My pain didn’t matter, and I could ignore the weakness and lethargy I felt. Tend to those later. For the moment, give the stallion his dues.

The helmet of the power armor finally sank below the surface, disappearing entirely from view. He was gone now, destined to spend the rest of his time on the riverbed, sunken into it by the weight of the steel that once should have protected him. There was a bitter irony to it.

“Goodbye, Chocolate Eclair.” I whispered. “I’m sorry...”

*   *   *

The only remaining Steel Rangers in the area were our friends from Stable 60, so we decided to stay the night. The Wirepony was gone, the conscripted mine ponies had all vanished, and the griffons had disappeared as well. It was the safest place for the moment. Given that Wirepony had... eugh, eaten damn near every living thing all around the factory, we didn’t have much to worry about. 

The building was halfway intact still, with one side of offices still unburnt. The other half was still trashed beyond repair or recognition, but the walls hadn’t completely caved, which gave us the good four walls we needed to not be taken out by a wandering band of raiders. Sleeping inside was really nice, now that I’d gotten used to it. While I liked being under the familiar cloud cover and being able to watch the world around me at night, this was comfier, and safer. We had a hoof-ful of allies that could take watch while we got some shuteye. 

I really couldn’t thank them enough. For a family who’d just had their entire world turned upside down, they were handling things far better than I thought possible. Surely they were handling it better than Lost and I had when mom died. That must have been a sorry sight, the two of us thinking we were big and tough in the Wasteland when we had mom to hide behind, then suddenly being all on our own? I didn’t even want to remember those days.

For now though, I lay on a mattress we’d pulled over from the collapsing side, and turned what remained unscathed into a makeshift bedroom. It wasn’t as comfy as the Stable 60 bed, but considering the radiation down there, and my wound, I didn’t want to chance it.

“So... are we going to talk now?” Lost asked. She lay on her back next to me, staring at the ceiling.

“...Yeah.” I couldn’t look her in the eye, so I stared at the wall. We were alone at least, Xeno having wandered off to do... whatever it was that she did. I wasn’t in the mood to try and figure out zebras. But with her gone, and the Stable Rangers all pulling guard shifts, this was going to be the only time we had to talk.

“When you’re ready, sis,” L.A. said, placing a hoof on my shoulder. “I’m here.”

I closed my eyes, fighting against the urge to lash out. She didn’t know, she couldn’t, which is why we were talking now. Just... I rolled over and looked at her. “I’ve been having nightmares again.”

“Really?” she asked. “I have nightmares every night.” She smiled, and I knew she was trying to help. Trying to tell me it was normal, that I wasn’t going insane. Because that’s what the Wasteland is like, a giant nightmare, day and night. You can’t escape it.

“These are different...” I said. “They’re almost real. They’re very specific... It’s...” I trailed off, having trouble finding the words to describe it. I could remember each nightmare I’d had since we started this little journey with surprising clarity, something I’d never had before. Before they were just vague ideas, but after that one about mom...

“What’re they about?” Lost asked. She took her hoof off my shoulder, and rolled onto her side to face me. She even took off her glasses, which weren’t really doing any good at this point, since they were broken.

“I... The first one wasn’t a nightmare... Not really. It was almost...” I stopped. Could I really admit it? It had been hazy at first, hard to remember. Did that count? Once it clicked, I couldn’t forget it. It’d been on my mind off and on for a couple of days now. “A memory.”

“About?” she asked. She wasn’t forcing it, just gently leading and waiting for me to be able to continue.

For several minutes I lay there, staring into her eyes. How could she be so damn understanding? None of this was justified, I was just a ball of fucked-up pony right now, and the patience she showed wasn’t something I deserved. I needed to tell her, get it over with, and just move on with my life. 

“I remember exactly how mom died,” I said, it was all I could say.

“Remembering and dreaming about it, then?” she asked. I could only nod in response. She didn’t say anything more, just stuck her hooves out for me. I wriggled closer and she pulled me into a hug. There weren’t any tears, from either of us. It wasn’t like it was a fresh cut. Mom had died years ago, and we’d both gotten over it, in time. 

I curled against her, pulling my hooves- well, hoof, tight against my chest. I whispered, “Every little bit, from the moment we found that house to the moment she died. It always cuts off there, with blood and a scream and then... nothing. I wake up.” 

Lost nodded. “My dreams always start with the blood,” she said sadly. “I stand there, begging to look at that little blue flower. Then she’s gone. I don’t know how, it happened so fast.” She paused, nuzzling against me and squeezing tight. “The nightmare keeps on though, showing me every detail. Most nights I can’t remember it, not once I wake up, but sometimes... sometimes it’s so real. It’s like I’m still there.” 

I guess that explained why she avoided sleeping so much. “There’s other nightmares,” I continued. “That... that raider, Seethe. I had one about him...” This was it, the moment of truth. That one dream had set things off, had turned me into a filly again. Before that, I’d felt tough, I could take on the world. I felt like I was on Buck every day, and nothing could stop me. Afterward, the littlest things set me off. 

“It feels like he’s still there, digging at my mind, calling to me. Everything was so real. That wire monster, it was like reliving it.” I beat around the bush, trying not to tell her what actually happened. She’d figure it out, but this bought me time to compose myself, at least.

“How does... How does Wirepony have anything to do with Seethe? I mean they’re both big and mean and tried to kill us, but how are they the same?” she asked. 

Yeah, cut right to it. I hadn’t had enough time to come up with anything. I pushed away from her, slowly. She’d pull back if she knew, and I didn’t want to face her. I rolled over and curled my forehoof up as tight as I could. I curled the stump too, but it didn’t feel right, didn’t feel the same. For some reason, I couldn’t get comfortable without being able to cover myself. 

“He had me tied up. I was in a room, all alone, tied up. And he came in...” I shivered slightly, not wanting to mention the moans I’d heard. That might cause problems if she figured out that I knew it was me hearing her in my sleep. This was awkward already, and adding to that was the last thing in my mind.

She wrapped her hooves around me again, and pulled me back against her. I didn’t fight it. I probably couldn’t have if I’d wanted to. I broke down then, unable to hold it back any longer. It all came out, every detail. Being tied down, the muzzle, the feel of his breath on my neck, my struggle, the terror, and what he said to me. I shivered, holding myself as Lost held me. For a brief moment, it was still happening. It was personalized torture, tailor-made to highlight every single one of my faults, to pick at them until tiny scabs became gaping wounds.

The second nightmare was worse. She did her best to comfort me. She held me, petted my mane, told me it would be alright. She made good points... They made me feel better, really, they did. But I’d been shaken to my very core. This wasn’t going to go away because of a few reassurances.

“Is there anything, anything at all, I can do to help you, Hidden?” she asked. It sounded like she’d been crying too. She probably had been. I shook my head, brushing my mane across her face. She’d waited to ask until I’d stopped crying, at least...

“No, but there... there was another one,” I whispered. This one wasn’t as fear-inducing as the one with Seethe, but it had hit me hard. It was a testament to my every failure so far. A part of me wondered morbidly; the next time I had a dream like that, would Chocolate Eclair be among the dead? 

I told her about it, listing off each body I’d seen, sparing no detail. I remembered everything, from the eerie familiarity to the moment it all clicked. I told her about mom, everything after that was... I couldn’t even form words. Fine, I was fine! Until that, and then, that was it. I couldn’t handle it anymore. The floodgates opened.

We lay there together until my sobbing slowed. Lost cried too, but did her best to stay calm. For once, I needed to let it out, and she let me. I don’t remember when, but I knew that we’d reversed places from when I’d comforted her a few nights ago. My face was pressed against her side as she did her best to calm me down. It didn’t work though. The whole mess was just one of those things that I needed time to get through, and once I was cried out, I’d be okay again.

“Y’know. When my dad died. I cried like that too,” said somepony. I recognized the voice, but I had no idea where it had come from. It only took a half-second to figure out it wasn’t somepony who was going to shoot us, though. Which, was really obvious. Why give themselves away?

“Praline what are you-” Lost started. She was looking straight up.

From one of the vents in the ceiling protruded Praline’s unarmored head. She had, somehow, gotten into the vents and was staring down at us from two stories above. I wiped the tears away with my good hoof, looking up at her. How in...

“Hold on!” she said, scrambling about. There were several metallic clicks, before her rear legs appeared in the opening. “Watch out!” Hooves flailing a little, she let go of whatever was holding her up there and-

Abruptly fell atop us!

“Ahh!” I screamed, as the unarmored Ranger landed on us.

“Ehhh!!” Lost yelped.

“Owieeee,” the chocolate mare groaned, rubbing her flank with a forehoof. She sat atop the two of us. Apparently we’d made for quite the soft landing. “It’s okay to cry when you think of family you’ve lost.” She gave me a hug, one tight enough that I thought she might secretly be Wirepony in the flesh.

“Pra-- Praline,” I wheezed, “I can’t.” She let me go and scooted away. Lost didn’t say a thing. She was too busy blushing. Ugh.

“So, I saw you lost your hoof!” the Knight said, in a voice all too perky for the subject matter. She grinned, with her eyes closed and hooftips touching up in front of her. 

“Yeah.” I moved the hoofless leg, sliding it behind my left foreleg to keep the wound out of sight. “What about it?” The idea of this mare having any interest in the loss of my hoof was a bit terrifying. Whatever could she do, aside from poke it and reopen the wound, that would affect anything?

I doubted that she was here just to remind me that I was crippled, and rub it in. But she was interrupting the little bit of bonding time my sister and I were getting... Interrupting me getting some of my problems out in the open. Why? 

Actually, deep down, I was kind of glad she’d changed the subject. We’d wasted enough time crying over the past.

“I can fix it!” she practically shouted. Her smile widened and she clapped her hooves together.

“What,” blurted a very surprised Lost Art.

I couldn’t respond, my brain was locked; I kept trying to think of what she might be able to do. She was a ditz, a happy-go-lucky pony who bounced around while a doctor was trying to examine her. She obviously wasn’t a healer, either. L.A. had tried already anyway, and it was too far gone. Nothing short of old-world technology could possibly fix this. What in all of the Equestrian Wasteland was wrong with this mare?

“I can give you a new one,” she explained. “It won’t be like the old one. But there’s a lot of spare parts in the Stable, and I spent a lot of my time as a foal studying about our power armor and how it works and how it can be used to fix problems with ponies who lose limbs or get too old to move on their own! I’m pretty sure I could build you one.” She pointed a forehoof to the other one. “It wouldn’t be too hard, we just have to use a replacement hoof for the power armor and build a base for it to attach on and then we can take a battery or something and put that in there so you can move it and then we just have to put in a motor or something that the battery would power and if I bolt it on right then it won’t fall off and it’ll work just like your old one.”

My eyes went wide as I tried to follow along. She talked so fast! Whatever it was, it sounded promising, like she might actually know what she was doing. If she could fix my hoof, then I wouldn’t really be a crip- No, everypony would still see that it was a fake. Power armor wouldn’t really blend in with my coat. But who cared! If it worked, then I could walk without having to hop, and I’d be able to buck again, so I was all for it! 

“So, what do you say?” Praline asked, leaning against me and pushing our noses together.

“Well I-” I started. She said in the Stable, didn’t she? Would I survive a trip down there? With the radiation, and the bloodwings.. and what had happened with Sweet Dreams... I shook my head. Danger or not, I needed that hoof. “Yes.”

“Yay! I’ll finally have time to get some real practice in. All those books will be so worth it!” she squealed, hopping off of me and my sister and prancing out of the room. “Tomorrow morning we’ll do it!” She hollered back.

What!

“Lost... do you think this is a good idea?” I asked, looking at my sister.

Lost hesitated. “It’s up to you, sis. Do you think it’s a good idea to get yourself walking again? Everything down in the Stable is clean and new, if there's anywhere in the wasteland that can give you a new hoof, it would be there. We can always tell her to stop if you don’t want to let her do... whatever it is she’s going to do.” She hugged me. “But we should probably get some sleep for now. That mare, well, she’s not normal. That doesn’t mean she’s stupid. Tomorrow we’ll figure out what’s going through her head.”

“Alright. Will you stay tonight?” I asked, grabbing onto her.

“Yes, I’ll stay. I love you sis,” she said with a smile, snuggling close and wrapping a hoof around me.

“You too,” I said, and curled up to get some sleep.

*   *   *

The Stable Rangers had done a fantastic job making the mine system less deadly. They’d put up some crude shielding and apparently blasted out the collapsed area at the far end of the foundry room overnight. I was hop-stepping along the makeshift floor, following my sister. All along the walls were some sort of tarp or I don’t even know what it could be, some old world something or other I’d never seen before that was doing a good job of making a little walkway that was free from almost all the radiation. Whatever was getting to us was down to a manageable level that would probably take years of constant exposure to do any actual damage. 

“It feels so different now, without running from the bloodwings,”  I said.

“Are you sure that it is not the fact that you are without a hoof? Maybe you are missing the stallion?” Xeno said. 

Did... Did she just tease me?

“Come on you two. Calm down,” Lost chided, leading the two of us back toward Stable 60. Praline had said to meet her there in the morning whenever we woke up. So there we were, walking up to the entrance of the Stable.

At the entrance to the Stable waited Elder Drop Scone. She faced away from us, staring down the long steel hallway that lead to the Stable itself. The moment the three of us passed by her, she began walking with us. “I don’t know what to think of you Wasteland ponies,” she started. “In less than a day you’ve turned my world upside down. For decades, my life was the same old, same old. Day in and day out. Now... You introduced me to so much-”

“Death,” Xeno finished. “Did I not warn you, about the ponies here?” She didn’t sound smug, just... defeated. “Ponies will shoot first, just because they can.”

“Yes, you’re right,” The Elder said, stomping once. “I had to try, though. Do you have any idea what it’s like to be locked in a Stable your entire life? Everypony I knew has died here. My children are the only ones left. If... If we could’ve worked with the other Rangers, we could have done some real good for the others out there.” The older mare let out a sigh and closed her eyes. “Because Steel breeds Steel.”

I didn’t understand why that was so important, but the fact that she wanted to help ponies was something I could get behind. I was glad we’d met these soldiers, especially after the way the other group of Rangers had treated us. I still had a bitter taste in my mouth over the fiasco, but things were okay now. Hopefully, Elder Scifresh’s chapter was weakened enough that they couldn’t do too much damage, and new saviors were loose in the Wasteland now.

“So, what’s this about Praline offering to fix my hoof?” I asked, holding up the stump. I didn’t really need it to walk, since I could hop along without it.

“When our ancestors were sealed in this Stable they were given supplies and training materials to sustain an operational paramilitary presence when we were to emerge. The Ministry of Wartime Technology supplied us with facilities and parts to perform cybersurgery meant to replace lost limbs on the battlefield,” said the Elder, nervously. Not a good sign, not a good sign at all. “Its been generations since anypony in this stable has needed such attention though. Praline’s the only pony who had any interest, or kept up with it all.”

The look on my face must have been one of sheer terror. Maybe it was because I’d stopped walking and started staring at my stump. The Elder laughed.

Lost put a hoof on my shoulder and gave me a smile. It helped. She leaned close and whispered, “Don’t worry, I’ll be there too.”

“O ye of little faith?” Drop Scone said with a snicker. “Don’t worry. Praline doesn’t act like it, but she’s very smart, and she’s brighter than she looks.” I felt a hoof on my shoulder and looked over. Drop Scone had a smile, one that actually went a good way in reassuring me. 

“Oh! You’re here! Hi, Mom!” squealed Praline. She bounced over to us from the end of the hallway and grabbed my shoulders in her hooves. “Are you excited? I’m so excited!”

Lamington stood behind her in his fully-repaired power armor. “You’re very brave to trust her,” he said through a burst of static, “considering how she acts. I assure you though, you’ll be in good hooves.” Behind him stood the remaining Stable Rangers, all out of their armor, with hopeful looks on their faces. 

It felt good to have friends. The fact that they were offering to help, and give up their resources for me, after what I’d done, how I’d gotten one of their own killed, warmed my heart.

“Okay, this way! We need to go to the Clinic!” Praline exclaimed, and bounced off. The rest of the Stable Rangers dispersed as their sister bounded past, offering quiet words of consolation and wishes of good luck.

“You’ll be fine, we made sure that Doctor Lemon Tart will be there with you,” whispered Elder Drop Scone. She patted my shoulder and pushed me forward gently. “Now off with ya. My daughter’ll do fine.”

“I’ll be there if anything happens, and I’ll stop it if you can’t,” Lost said. She slowed her walking to keep pace with me. After a moment, when things quieted down, she leaned over and whispered into my ear, “I convinced the zebra to help too. Whatever it is that she always cooks up will help, I think.”

I nuzzled her, then headed toward my fate. I knew it was going to hurt, but it’d be worth it to be able to walk right again.

*   *   *

Not worth it!

Praline, Lemon Tart, and Lost Art had me strapped and tied to the table in the middle of the clinic. The room was far far larger than the small clinic we’d run across in Stable 21, but that didn’t distract me from the fact that they’d strapped me to a table! I lay on my right side, with a half dozen straps over my torso and hips, and more yet to be buckled, waiting to tie me down. In addition to the straps, a few wires ran from machines at the far side of the room to a series of sticky pads, each of which stuck to a different place on me. Two stuck to my leg, one at my heart, and one clung to each side of my head. My heart raced. I wished they’d explained what they were doing...

“Okay, so, first we have to use some disinfectant!” Praline said, sounding entirely too joyful. “I know you lived up there with all that dirt and grime, but if it gets inside you and in your blood, there might be some big big problems. Sterile surgery is important!” 

I didn’t care what she had to say. I just wanted off of the table. Nopony had said anything about chaining me down. Nopony! 

I flailed my free legs, trying to find any leverage I could to get out, screaming, “Let me go, let me go, let me go!” 

Apparently that was the wrong response, because Praline ordered my rear hooves and other foreleg be strapped in place, out of the way of their work. Not funny, Praline! I squirmed about as best I could, trying to break free.

“Hidden Fortune! Stop squirming this instant!” L.A. ordered. She stomped a hoof, and leaned down to look me in the eyes. “Seethe isn't going to get you here, you killed the Wirepony yourself, and your sister is here to protect you. So stop this right now, or else you’re going to be hobbling until the day you die!” 

Ouch. Okay I understood, but that didn’t mean my brain did.

I took a deep breath, and tried to calm myself. I was strapped down for safety, because this was surgery. I looked at the stump, hanging off the edge of the bed with three straps over a plastic sleeve immobilizing the limb completely. I needed a hoof, and this was the price I had to pay for it. Several deep breaths later, I nodded to the mares. Now or never.

Praline produced a bottle from a shelf and had Lemon Tart apply whatever was in it. The brown fluid was slathered liberally, all over the exposed flesh and the sides of the limb. It smelled terrible, pungent like overripe fruit mixed with ink, and left my coat stained dark. Okay, that was fine, so far so good. The little claws in the back of my mind kept digging in, trying to get a rise out of me. Yes, I was still in pain, yes, I was strapped down, no I wasn’t in any danger. I pushed the thoughts away, trying to ignore whatever my subconscious was trying to do to me.

“Alright, thank you, Doctor,” Praline said with a giggle. Was this a game to her?! While Lemon Tart slathered the disinfectant on, she’d put something or other one to cover her hooves and mouth, which I suspected was just for infection control. “I really wish we could put you completely under for this, but I need you awake so we can make sure the nerves correctly. So next is some Med-X. Because you, uh, don’t want to feel this.” She jabbed a needle into me and pumped the wonderful medicine into the limb. Suddenly I couldn’t feel anything past my shoulder, and the pain everywhere else went away almost completely, almost. 

Wait. Feel what?

Suddenly, a cloud of tools floated through the air to hover next to the Doctor. One was a pointed rod of steel with a wisp of smoke coming from its tip, and the other a little knife that one of them referred to as a scalpel. What were they going to-

The doctor sliced into my leg, cutting just above where I’d been cauterized before. I pulled against the straps, and almost screamed, but caught myself once I realized she was right; I couldn’t feel a thing.

The cutting went on forever, with Lemon Tart moving the scalpel around, pulling away the ruined flesh. Each time I started to bleed, the doctor would visibly flinch, and my sister would press the tip of the little metal rod into me to burn it shut. Lemon Tart pulled away the burned chunks of my stump, and placed them in a steel dish by my side.

“No, not that one, the hemostat there. Praline, get me a needle,” Lemon Tart ordered the mare. Thank the Goddesses for Med-X. 

Praline offered Tart a needle, and the Doctor got to work, in a surprisingly professional manner. I couldn’t see it from where I was strapped down, but in almost an instant, she stitched shut whatever she’d been working on. She collected the scalpel again and finished in short order, only stopping one other time to stitch something shut.

Lost levitated the dish of crisped flesh in front of me so I could see what they’d just cut off. It looked like chunks of cooked meat, burnt to a crisp and ready to be eaten by a the Wirepony. Just how much were they cutting off, anyway? 

“There's that part done, sis. You were great!” Lost offered, smiling. She floated the pieces away, leaving me with an image I’d never forget, and a healthy respect for the animals we’d eaten to survive.

“What... what next?” I dared to ask. I couldn’t do much but lay there along for the ride, but knowing what was coming might make it easier. 

“Well, next we’re going to cut your leg open!” Praline said with a bounce. 

What.

Praline got out another scalpel and passed it to my sister. “Okay you two, I need all the muscles separated. Don’t worry about cutting through the skin. We’ll sew it shut later.” 

Again, what. 

I yanked at the straps again, my mind reeling. They were going to split my leg open and separate all the pieces? Not part of the deal! Nopony told me they were going to do that! I squirmed more, trying to get out, but stopped when Lost shot me a look.

Lost crouched on one side of the stump, and Lemon on the other, each armed with a scalpel. They both wore peculiar glasses with little magnifying things over the lenses, which hopefully meant there wouldn’t be any mistakes. “Umm... What’re you two-” I started, but couldn’t find words after the blade entered my flesh. The second they cut into my leg, I could feel it again. I knew the Med-X was blocking the pain, but I was still acutely aware of the feeling of blades slicing through my skin. I started shaking. I couldn’t help myself; I could hear the blades slicing through me. My throat locked and I couldn’t breathe. I was going to die here, and my sister was helping kill me.

The machine tethered by wires to my head and chest let out a series of beeps, but Praline ordered the unicorns to continue. I watched in mute horror as they stripped my flesh from the bone, and separated each little piece from the others. It was cold. All those little pieces, they all felt cold. The chill crept up my leg, spreading to encompass every part of me. I shivered again. My heart was speeding up, but the beats were so faint I could barely feel them.

The claws came back with a vengeance, ripping into the back of my mind, informing me of my imminent death. That really didn’t help. I just wanted to pass out and not deal with this. Wake me up with a fancy new hoof, and let me sleep through this, I thought. I clenched my eyes shut, trying to focus on my breathing. I couldn’t cry out either, I had to be strong. Just get through it, Hidden, just get through it.

Lemon Tart peeled several specific parts of my leg back and taped them out of the way, against my coat. I didn’t know what they were, and I didn’t care. The less I knew and the faster the ordeal was over, the better. Praline was issuing orders through each step, but I couldn’t be bothered to listen to each one.

“She's going into shock, get a saline drip going,” Lemon Tart ordered.

“Okay, this is where it starts to get tricky. Lost, can you put this on the bone?” Praline asked, and pointed to something outside my field of vision. I didn’t want to look, so I clamped my eyes shut again. I heard a grinding sound and could feel her doing something to my stump. My leg shook as she worked. The sound was awful, like horribly creaking wood that I could hear inside my skull. In an unwelcome distraction, there was a prick in my other leg, then the odd sensation of water under my skin. 

This wasn’t surgery, this was torture.

Finally I opened my eyes, and looked at what Lost was doing. She’d bolted a chunk of metal onto the bone. I had no idea what it was, but it looked like a steel replacement for the bone that’d been there before. It was made of a long segmented rod, with one end bolted around the bone. Lost gave it a little flick, and each segment slid under the one above it, causing the rod to bend. She stepped back with a satisfied nod. 

“What’s next?” L.A. asked hesitantly.

“Umm, we wait for the Med-X to wear off. I’ll need to connect some things to the nerves, unless she doesn’t want it to move,” Praline said, placing a hoof on her chin. Med-X wear off? My eyes went wide, I could feel enough already. Why did she need the Med-X gone? “I suppose in the meantime we can use some of that zebra concoction,” Praline continued. “It’ll keep her conscious during this, and make her feel better, too!”

Lost produced a jar, lifting it in the blue glow of her levitation, and moved it over to me. She ordered me to drink, and I did just that. The liquid tasted like what Xeno had made down in the mine, and was strangely, a familiar comfort during this horrible experience. The claws still cut at cut at the back of my mind, but as long as I ignored them, they couldn’t do much damage. The drink even helped clear my dry throat so I could breathe better.

“Squish out these bits here,” Praline said, pointing to something, “and here.” She moved a bit, pointing to several more places. “Oh and this one too. I need them flat so I can attach the nerve bits.” She held up several little ribbony-looking things in her hoof, which hung loosely. 

How could she be so casual about this, I wondered, and found myself wishing she’d use slightly more doctor-y words than “bits” to describe important pieces of my anatomy.

“This next part is really gonna hurt, and if we do it wrong it might kill you,” Praline admitted sheepishly. I heard Lost yell something behind me, but I didn’t catch what it was. “Don’t worry. This isn’t the healthiest solution, but I want you to take this pill. It’ll keep your heart rate up and make sure you don’t go into arrest and die on the operating table.” She held up a familiar tablet of Buck. “I don’t want my first surgery to be my last!” She popped the pill into my mouth and I bit down.

I felt it almost instantly. My heart started pounding strongly again. I could feel everything. The pain didn’t matter now, they could do whatever they wanted. As usual, it was somepony else’s problem.

Once again, the unicorns did as they were told, and grabbed what I assumed were nerves. Slowly feeling was coming back, and everything already ached. I tried not to think about the returning pain, not wanting to have any idea, ever, what it might feel like to have a split-open leg, with all the muscles flayed apart. It was just... I shivered again. Even through the Buck, I felt the pulling on the raw nerves. There wasn’t anypony else to pawn it off on. I tried to focus all my energy on not screaming or ripping through the straps that held me down. I’d been a good pony so far. If I got up now it would just cause more problems. Focus, stay calm. Focus, stay calm.

“Probably best to do this all at once. Once she knows what it feels like, we’re not going to get her to hold still long enough to put another one on,” Lost said, picking up the ribbony things in her telekinesis and hovering them over. One by one they were placed next to the nerves that Praline had pointed out. “Ready sis?” 

“No,” I said, matter of fact.

She clamped them down anyway. The pain destroyed my senses. It was so much worse than even having the hoof bitten off in the first place! I was fairly certain that I blacked out for a second when she did it. There was pressure on the nerves, like I was being pinched by an entire herd’s worth of hooves, only magnified thousands of times. The pain shot up my leg, sending a horrific tingly-painy-agony through every inch of me. It felt like my nerves were burning me from the inside, like white hot wires threaded through my flesh. I screamed until my throat locked. Apparently my body couldn’t handle the pain and started to shut itself down.

“Okay, almost done,” Praline said. “Doctor, the receptor pins!”

And with that, there was another pain, something I was more used to after getting shot. The ‘pins’ Praline mentioned were all stabbed into the nerve endings. It felt like being shot, stabbed, and hung up to die by raiders all in an instant. My eyes rolled back until I couldn’t see anything but the inside of my head, and I damn near bit my tongue off trying not to scream again.

“We probably should have given her something to bite down on huh?” Praline said. “Oh well, too late now. We need to get her put all back together.” She giggled. I opened my eyes. That didn’t sound fun either. Without a word, they began to move all the little pieces of me back into place. Lemon was instructing Lost as they worked together, making sure that each bit of flesh went right back where it was supposed to be. After a few minutes I was looking back at my leg.

It looked far better than- no, okay, that was a lie. My leg looked terrible. Blood matted the fur, stained red and brown from the disinfectant. The pieces were all in the right spots, but didn’t fit perfectly anymore, so odd bumps and ridges marred the surface of my skin. Lost and Lemon spent ages going over it, again and again, until everything lay flat. I just tried not to move, keeping my teeth clenched so I wouldn’t start crying over the pain. Without the Med-X, the ordeal was excruciating, and the feeling of them moving my muscle and bone was violating on a level I’d never thought possible. Take the straps off, I screamed inside my head. Let me get up. I can live with just a stump.

When they were finally, finally done, it actually looked pretty okay. The skin and coat were back where they needed to be, flat and flush, and the ribbony wire-things just hung limply out the very end of my leg. Just as planned, right Praline?

“Your fascia will regrow with healing magic but you'll need a compressive dressing for a few days,” Lemon Tart said, using a word I’d never heard before. Seeing the confused look in my face, she scrunched hers up and sighed. “Like... It holds you together! I don’t know. Just glue inside you to keep the parts from moving around.” 

Ew...

Praline seemed happy with the completed work, and had Lemon Tart sew up my leg. The stitches actually looked really well done, and were mostly hidden by my coat. It was good to be in capable hooves! Now let me go.

Praline had spent the time hooking up more little bits against the stump of flesh and the little steel-bone replacement for the old one. 

I winced as a sharp pain stabbed into the stump. Praline pushed something in and waited until she heard a beep. With the... whatever it was she placed in there, in place, she grabbed all the ribbony wires, cut off the excess slack, and slowly plugged each one into it. I couldn’t really see what all she had done, but she seemed to know what she was doing, and I wasn’t going to question it. I did, however, struggle against the straps again, to try and get free. They’d hooked them so tight I couldn’t move an inch.

“Alright Hidden! Now, we need to run some tests,” the earth pony mare explained, “let me know when you’re ready,” 

I grunted. I wanted to be done. Now.

Praline took that as a positive response. She sat on her haunches in front of my tethered leg, and clapped her hooves together. She began attaching things to the metal stem that Lost had bolted on earlier. “These are motors so you can move it okay?”

I only groaned in response.

“...Good enough! Can you move the hoof a little?”

I did as I was told, though I didn’t know how. I’d never thought consciously about how to walk. I always did it on instinct, it just happened whenever I needed it to. I heard a loud loud whirring, and froze. The whirring stopped. No... I’d killed him, we melted his insides into molten steel! He was- 

“Well. it works moving that way, try the other way now,” Praline said, tinkering with the tiny little motor at the end of my leg. Wait, what? I did as I was told, cautiously, trying the same trick to get it moving. The whirring started again when I moved it. The claws dug at me, but realization hit that it was my leg making the noise. Okay, that wasn’t so bad. I pushed the claws away with a deep breath. So I’d have a constant reminder of how I got the new parts. It was familiar, in a twisted way.

Praline did more fiddling, moving bits around in her hooves and removing one of the motors. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I wondered how she could hang onto such little parts with her hooves. Really, though it didn’t matter. Questioning it would only hurt my brain. I lay there, half-aware of what was going on, and just let her work. After several minutes she reattached the motor, and we repeated the process. Each time she made adjustments, and had me do something different; first slow to medium fast, somewhere in that rage? I couldn’t really focus, I just made little movements here and there like I was told. She wanted me to flex the hoof in every direction, testing its range of motion. It wasn’t easy, but I made sure to do every single test as best I could.

What point would be the point in getting a new hoof if it didn’t work properly? None! And going through this... I deserved a working hoof. No matter what the claws in my mind told me, no matter how deep they dug, I wasn’t going to give up.

“You're almost done!” Praline exclaimed. “I just finished calibrating the prosthetic processor, which listens to your nerves and talks to the motors, so you can move the hoof. I've pulled it out, as well as everything that's removable, to do a final sterilization of the area,” she said, brushing vigorously at my extremity. “First thing to go back are the motors. These turn energy into movement, mostly a linear compression system that ties into the tendon network.” 

“Uh huh... Whatever, just finish please...” I whispered, feeling nothing as Praline inserted several small modules into my leg. Each one made a surprisingly loud click as it was secured. I blinked tiredly at Praline's serious face, as she held up another techno widget.

“This is a battery system out of a recharger rifle,” she explained, “your sister donated it! If this works right, it should keep your motors powered for, like, three times as long as you could possibly live, even in a Stable!" That piece of not-very-reassuring information was followed by another loud click, and Praline held up a flat black thingy with striped edges. “This is the control processor,” she continued, “which makes everything work. Most of the motors are disabled or turned way down, but they'll come back to full on their own! I set it up that way to let you get used to it slowly, so you don't have to learn it all at once!”

“Y-yeah,” I muttered. I just wanted her to get it over with. The pain was back in full force, and every part of me ached. Lying in this one position for so long had made it all so much worse, and being strapped down was doing me no favors. 

Finished with attaching and tweaking all the inner workings, Praline produced the actual hoof replacement. It was beautiful. It was made just like a piece of Steel Ranger armor, with little flowy, curled designs etched into the bottom, right at the joint where the hoof began. Praline really was a master of her craft. Even though I was terrified of it at the beginning, and still scared of the fact that the hoof would stand out... It was beautiful.

The bouncy pony stepped over and began dismantling the beautiful hoof. A piece popped out from the center on the bottom, and then another larger piece slid off the top. “Lost, Lemon, when I put this on, I need you both to heal her leg, okay?” she said, holding up a disk-shaped plate with a mesh surface on one side of it and a hole in the middle. 

She split the plate into two half circles and slid it into place, flush against flesh. The tugs as she put the ribbons through the center hole felt strange. Then she bolted the plate to the new steel-bone. The familiar glow of healing magic enveloped my leg, and I felt that old itchy knitting feeling as the flesh healed up. This time, the healing took an even weirder turn, as I could feel the skin and muscle actually forming into the mesh top of the plate. It itched something fierce, but I couldn't exactly scratch it. A few moments later, the itchy knitting feeling disappeared, and Praline announced, “Perfect! Now I just attach the leg to the mounting bracket.” She snapped the metal cylinder of the hoof into the new mounted plate.

The healing continued, and the cuts from the scalpels slowly disappeared, until only the stitches were left over healed skin. Whatever trick Praline used actually healed the plate directly to the skin, so that the Steel Ranger hoof was attached right against me. I gave my hoof a flick, trying to get it to move.

Nothing happened. The motor whirred, but nothing happened. Had Praline messed up?

“Hidden Fortune stop that. I’m not done,” the chocolate colored mare said, and bopped me on the nose. She had Lost grab the little steel-bone inside, and pull it out just a bit. I couldn’t see what she was doing, but there was a loud click, followed by a louder beep. “Now you can move it. It wasn’t powered up yet, silly.” 

I did as I was told. Gloriously, I felt the familiar movement of my hoof. It might have been metal, but it was my hoof all the same.

Lost and Lemon unstrapped me from the table, and I took that as a sign I was allowed down. Off the table I hopped with a clank, onto four working hooves. I held my new hoof up and gave a few flicks, moving it here and there. Wow! It flexed a bit sluggishly, but it was there and working! If it weren’t for the fact that it was made of shiny steel, I’d have confused it with my own!

“Thank you!” I shouted, and wrapped both working forehooves around the Stable Ranger. I could have kissed her, if it wouldn’t have been weird and awkward, and besides, lost Lost had dib- Okay, brain, none of that. I made sure to give Lemon Tart and my sister each a hug as well. I even tried to give Xeno one, for her little contribution, but she refused.

Finally done being astounded and elated, I stomped the embellished metal hoof on the floor of the Stable with a resounding clang. It was a good sound. This felt right. This felt strong.

I was back.

_________________________________________________________________________________________

Footnote: Level Up!

Hidden Fortune:

New Perk: Ministry Training –  You gain a +10% to hit when using rifles of any description.

Quest Perk: Cyberpony (Rank 1) – Steel Ranger technology has been used to make permanent cybernetic enhancements to your body. You gain +2 Damage Threshold, +10% Resistance to Poison and Radiation and a +10 to using Magical Energy Weapons. Cyberpony perks unlocked. Zebra Alchemy Perks have been locked. Plus the new hoof looks really cool.

Lost Art:

New Perk: Mighty Spell (Rank 1) – You have gained exceptional skill with a single basic spell, allowing you to supercharge your magic. Your healing magic has increased in power and intensity, allowing you to heal more grievous wounds.

“So, metal hoof... Trying to impersonate anypony in particular?”

“What! No, do you have any idea how much this hurt?! Do you think I wanted to go through with it?”

“It is the author’s fault, I believe that she has it in for you, silly pony.”

“You’re just saying that because you haven’t gotten seriously hurt yet.”

“It wouldnot affect me in any case.”

“Wouldnot? That’s a new one.”

“I have been studying instead of drinking and crying.”

(A massive thank you to Kkat for creating, and everyone else who has helped to flesh out the universe of Fallout Equestria. And to everyone who has/will help with with editing and making this more palatable... Big hearts to Dimestream, Sabsy, Heartshine, Wirepony, and everypony else who helped with ideas, editing, and brushies. And of course everything is copyright their respective owners. ~Hnetu)



Chapter 8: What Makes Ponies Tick

 

“...because we’ll see each other again real soon...” 

Collapse.

Of course, the first thing I did when I put my hoof down, and really started feeling good about my situation, was fall on my face. From my position on the floor, I decided it would be a good time to update that list of my ‘favorite things to never do again.’

So far, my most favorite thing to never do again was getting another hoof eaten, or any other body part for that matter. Getting strangled was next then being set on fire. Going places I knew nothing about was another important one. Oh, and letting brainless Steel Rangers perform surgery on me.

Okay, maybe not the last one. Praline had done a really good job, but regardless, I didn’t want to be put in that kind of situation again.

Lost scrambled onto the floor next to me and wrapped her hooves around my shoulders. “Hidden! Are you okay? You can't just get up from the operating table and run around... you have to be careful...” she lectured, hoisting me up to a standing position. 

“Miss Fortune, you silly! If you put too much weight on it your leg might split open again!” Praline said with a laugh. As she spoke, she ushered Xeno and Lemon Tart out of the room and turned to my sister and me. “But seriously, if you put too much weight on it before you’re ready, you could split open all the muscle and fascia that we just healed back up. I don’t want to have to redo this entire surgery and make your whole leg steel.” She shuffled her hooves. “Fact is, replacing an entire leg would take a lot longer and require a much more extensive surgery. Like, I’d have to cut open your chest to get the nerves we’d need. On top of that, the risks of dying on the table would be a lot higher, and your recovery time would be weeks, not days. I don’t want to lose you like that, I’m sure Lost doesn’t either.” She sounded depressed, but given the situation I couldn’t really blame her. “Besides, we don’t have the resources for it anyway.

“Look, yesterday hurt us, and not just physically.” She began cleaning up the medical supplies. “The power armor we use kept most of us safe, but not everypony. We used a lot of the spare supplies we had to repair our armor. And I was up all night making a new eye for Lamington. I get to put that in later...” She paused in her cleaning and looked directly at my sister. “Will you be able to help me fix him up too?”

“Of, of course,” L.A. responded. She looked as though she’d seen a ghost, now that Praline had explained just how dire the situation was, for both myself and Lamington.

“What, no! We have to go, we have to-” I said, then trailed off into a long slow sigh. “Oh, who am I kidding...” I stared at the floor as Praline continued to talk, all the while trying to keep my weight off my new steel hoof.

“Hidden Fortune, you really need rest and rehabilitation. We can keep you here for a few days, it’s no problem,” Praline said. She packed up the final bits of used equipment and tossed them into a sink against the wall.

“She’s right sis, I want you to lay in bed and relax for at least the rest of the day,” L.A. ordered. That wasn’t going to happen, but I nodded anyway.

Praline finished cleaning and began to dig out new equipment. “Anyway, I appreciate the help, I need all I can get. A hoof is one thing, working on an eye... Whew!” She smiled and walked over to us after setting down a new scalpel, and wrapped hooves around the both of us. “I’m really glad I got to meet you. The Stable was so boring.” Releasing her grasp, she stepped back and looked at the two of us. “I’m going to talk to mom, and well... No I don’t want to ruin it!”

“What...?” I asked, very confused. Lost just blushed and leaned against me.

“Not telling!” The mare giggled and shooed us out of the room and into the empty hallway. “Lost Art, please come back in an hour so we can work on my brother. Everything’ll go so much faster and we’ll get to work together and I really really really appreciate all the help you’ve given me so far. Everything you’ve done has just been amazing, I couldn’t do it without you.” She held up her hooves, and gave a wary nod to them, smiling.

Oh, how I knew that pain.

“Sure thing, let me just take Hidden here to the room and get her in bed,” Lost replied. With a nod from Praline, we headed off to the bedroom.

Walking was weird. I didn’t have to do my step-step-step-hop routine anymore, but the fact that the new hoof was tuned down made it fairly awkward to actually move. I had to purposefully slow down and make sure every step went as planned. Thinking about how to walk wasn’t a good way to do things. I just wanted to move at full speed and not worry about it. As long as I could do the same thing with the other three hooves, the fourth would follow suit, wouldn’t it?

“How long ‘til I can walk normally?” I asked Lost.

“Don’t know. She just said it would turn back up on its own. I can ask her later, when we work on Lamington,” L.A. offered. We kept moving as we talked, passing through stainless hallways that all looked the same.

“What about showers?” I asked, holding the offending hoof up and resuming my hop-step. We walked past the bathroom, and I couldn’t help but wonder. The little anchor part was flush with the skin, there wasn’t a seam. Maybe? What about the end? Would it break if I got water in it? Praline had sealed everything nice and tight. Even the little hinge seemed to be sealed completely. But still...

“When do we ever get showers outside?” she replied with a laugh.

“Well, there’s the rain, but good point,” I said, putting the hoof back down. We walked the rest of the way in silence, until we reached the doorway to the room that’d been offered to us for our stay. Lost stopped behind me, and let me walk in first.

The door slid open, and I was greeted by the sight of two foals sitting on my bed.

“You survived!” Raspberry yelled, bouncing on the springy bed.

Custard said nothing, but hopped from his place on the bed and trotted up to me. For several seconds he stared in silence, enough time for Lost to wordlessly attach the PipBuck to my now metal limb, pat my back, and disappear. Without saying a word, the colt wrapped his legs around me and hugged me tight. 

My lips curled into a weary smile, the fear of what he might say washing away. I hugged him back, wrapping my free hoof around his back and holding him tight. Whatever the reason for the hug, I wasn’t going to question it. I released him finally, and he took the hint and let go. 

“Thank you,” the colt said, looking up at me with tears in his eyes. 

For what? For killing his brother? For getting the entire family wrapped up in a war, after exposing them to a horrible Wasteland that chewed up and spit out ponies like rotten apples? 

“W-Why?” I finally asked.

“For getting us promoted. Mom says we’re Knights now, both of us,” Raspberry said from her spot on the bed. She beckoned me over with a wave of her hoof, and as I walked over she explained. “You missed the fight, since you and the others left. I don’t blame you, big guns and no power armor? I wouldn’t’ve been caught dead there either if I were in the situation.”

“We did really good in the fight,” Custard interrupted. “Because we’re so small, our armor was harder to hit and we worked together to take out a lot of those bad rangers. Some of the things that other Star Paladin said...” He paused for a moment, frowning and furrowing his brow. “...they were just horrible. So we did what was right. Mom, I mean, Elder Drop Scone, she said we did such a good job that we weren’t initiatives anymore. We got our cutie marks in the fight, and she said that showed true Combat Proficiency!” 

I sat on the bed and the two of them took a spot on either side of me. The two split the story, telling me what happened during the firefight with alternating narration, and showing off their new cutie marks. Custard’s was three shell casings, resting over two interlocked gears. Raspberry had a single large cog, complete with two criss-crossed beams of magical energy passing atop it. While I listened and watched, I worked the hoof forward and back a few times. I still had to get used to it.

“I was supposed to be a Scribe, like my sisters. Praline is the only female Knight in...” Raspberry stopped and placed a hoof on her chin. She stared at the lit ceiling for several moments. Neither Custard nor I interrupted while she thought. “Seven. Seven generations.” 

“The point is, usually girls are made to do Scribe work and the boys get to be soldiers in armor,” Custard explained. “And... now we’re both part of that. We’re somepony important now!”

“You always were,” I said, trying to sound reassuring. “Now, listen. I need to do some rehab or whatever it was called. Praline’s orders.” I frowned, not really wanting the two to go. It was hard to hate any of the ponies in this family. But they did as they were told, and left me to my rehabilitation.

I flicked the steel hoof, and it moved with grating slowness. 

*   *   *

“I can’t take it anymore!” I yelled and stormed out of the room. Staring at the same four walls for so long had me climbing up them! Three hours spent sitting on a bed trying to get the new hoof to move the way I wanted, and I’d gotten nowhere! I stomped past the golden-eyed stallion standing next to my door, and ran down the hall.

Every fourth step I took, I made an echoing clank when metal hit metal, but I didn’t care. I needed to move, I couldn’t stay cooped up like that. A lifetime of wandering the Wasteland, and I thought I could just sit, locked away in a tiny room? Yeah, right!

The stallion from my doorway followed several steps behind. From the look and sound of things, he was trying his damndest to be inconspicuous and not let me see him. But given that he wasn’t the skinniest pony, and made almost as much noise as I did on the metal floor, I figured it out with ease. Like a thinky pony would. I felt the claws in the back of my mind, but he’d have to catch me first, so I ignored the feeling.

I turned the corner at the T-intersection and stormed out of the Stable as fast as my tuned-down hoof would let me. The Stallion kept on my tail, following me out of the Stable, through the now-shielded mines, and out into the Wasteland. The trip took only a few minutes, since I knew the way, and finally I entered mostly-familiar territory. Part of me wanted to stop and confront the Stable Ranger, let the little claws in my mind win. The rest of me didn’t fucking care. I had a hoof to get working, and he could just deal with the consequences when I stopped.

As I ran, I felt faster and faster, almost back to normal. Letting everything flow naturally worked wonders. Mmm, maybe it was just the adrenaline from running. Didn’t know, didn’t care. I stood in the little clearing and looked to the dead forest a few dozen yards away. Lost wouldn’t be done working with Praline for another hour or two. So I could practice, out here where the hoof would see real action. No more of the flexing over and over while staring at a blank ceiling. And I could finally try out the radio on the PipBuck too!

“You run,” the stallion said, between breaths, “really fast.” He stood at the entrance to the cave, head down near the ground, breathing raggedly. A pony like him must not run a lot, given that they- Okay brain shut up, don’t insult the stallion. He had a dark brown coat, a shade or two darker than Praline’s. His eyes were half-closed and golden, giving him a rather laid-back look, and his short, wavy mane was parted nicely to the side.

“Well, grow up like my sister and I, and you get a lot of practice running,” I said, deciding against asking why he was following me. “There’s manticores and ghouls and hellhounds and a lot of other scary-as-fuck things out there. Sometimes, you just have to run!” I flailed my hooves in mock running. 

“Is running better than punching?” he asked with a smirk. 

My heart froze. “What... What do you mean?” I stammered.

“Eclair told me what happened. Are you alright?” he asked in a quiet calm voice. The look he gave me wasn’t a judging, it was understanding. A look I couldn’t match. So Eclair had told somepony. That was to be expected; they were a tight knit family. After an awkward moment of silence, he sat against the rocks that made up the cave entrance and got comfortable. “Ya know what? I don’t need an answer now, take all the time ya need. I’m good at waiting.” He motioned to the gear-faced watch on his flanks. “You’ll be here for a few more days anyway,” he said, and looked at me. More silence. “Eclair was always trying to help us as soon as he figured out something was wrong. But you can’t help somepony who doesn’t want to be helped.” He sighed. “If you feel opening up, I’ll listen. But I’m not gonna pry.” He pointed at his eye and chuckled. “It’s a much better way to avoid gettin’ punched, too.” 

“I’m fine!” I said with a metallic stomp. “Why are you following me?”

“Elder Drop Scone and Star Paladin Lamington asked me ta keep in an eye on ya, make sure you’re safe when ya eventually ran off,” he explained, smiling. “They had a feeling you’d get a bit homesick.” 

I fumed, but said nothing. I didn’t need a foalsitter! To stop the conversation from going any further, I turned on the radio with a forceful click of the PipBuck, and cranked the volume. Some song or another from two hundred years ago was playing. I didn’t care what it was. It was noise to drown him out.

For another hour I practiced. Walking, running, trying to push the gears or whatever else powered my hoof as far and fast as I could. The music helped, keeping me distracted throughout my endeavors. The entire time, the stallion sat there and watched. He had no guns and made no move to get up from his spot. Though, given the size of him, and how comparatively tough I was, we could probably take anything that came after us. Well, he was just there to keep watch for emergencies, after all.

Progress was going well. I could move faster than before, and the aches and pains from withdrawal weren’t as bad this time. How would the new hoof react to Buck? I had no idea. Even without the wonderful tablets, everything went smoothly. 

The music stopped. I stared at the PipBuck for a moment in confusion. Why’d the music stopped?

A voice blared through the speaker at me, loud enough to scare, and knock me on my haunches. “Good evening wastelanders! How's every pony doing? Got some great news for you today! Remember that little Stable Gal who took on the slavers of Appleloosa and saved all those ponies? Well don't ask me how, but she survived takin' a nosedive off a cliff in a speeding train. That's right, fillies and gentlecolts: she's back!”

My ears twitched, hearing that. Nosedive off a cliff in a speeding train? Wow. Now, I knew I was reckless, and didn’t think things through a lot of the time. I’d jumped off a third story balcony onto a monster that’d been trying to kill me, but that? That took some serious guts. Taking on slavers on top of it? I had a new hero!

The DJ continued, “And what's she been up to now, I hear you ask? Well, sit down an' put on your listening ears, cuz it's time for DJ Pon3 to tell you a story. Ready? Good. This is the story of a little filly named Silver Bell...”

My mind was elsewhere, and I missed the story of Silver Bell. Wow, the Stable Dweller. Another hero pony, taking on slavers? This sounded a bit familiar. Maybe she was like Gunbuck? Maybe they were related somehow? No... I’d... Hmm. Well the DJ’d said evening, and it was nowhere near that late in the day yet. Maybe they were farther east? Manehatten and Fillydelphia were over that way, wasn’t that what mom had said? 

I thought back to the funeral yesterday, to what I’d been thinking of during the eulogy. Making the Wasteland a little better. This pony was doing it, Gunbuck had done it. Were there others that were doing it elsewhere? I needed to listen to the radio more! Good music and news about other heroes doing the Wasteland some good? 

I wanted to find out who Gunbuck was out of guilt. Now, I wanted to find out who that Stable pony was out of admiration. I still needed to find out who I really was. Who Lost really was. Could I be a hero too? I laughed... Maybe I’d be on the radio someday? 

I looked at the map and traced our path. The path of a hero? I rolled the wheel the Pipbuck and zoomed the map out. Didn’t know it could do that. Wow! There was so much more land than I’d thought originally! I scanned over the larger map, taking in the markers for each landmark and city. So many places grayed out, places Gunbuck could’ve been before. 

A realization hit me; he’d never been to Skirt. The marker was different. They wouldn’t know who he was. That’s where he’d been headed, not where he’d been. So my whole plan was a bust. 

It was a lot to take in. The whole point of me doing this was to better myself. To stop being so rash. To apologize to the world for what happened. Of course, being a thinky pony would have had me check the map first, and come up with a real plan. I laughed at myself, pitying. Stupid mare. I was a Wasteland pony, a treasure hunter, nothing more. Lost and I needed to talk about where we’d been and where we needed to be going.

The stallion stood and walked over to me. I waved him away. “I’m fine. Just, lost in thought.” 

He nodded and returned to his spot against the wall.

Lost was gonna be so mad at me. We should have just gone home when we started all this. What was I thinking? After all that happened, I couldn’t even remember why I’d started... Was it really so stupid a reason as guilt?

No!

I could do this. I could push forward. I could become something I wasn’t. Ends justify the means, help ponies. That’s life: growing, learning. The Steel Rangers were in shambles, Wirepony was dead. I could do good! As long as my sister agreed.

I could be a hero. If I tried.

“Let’s go back inside...” I searched my brain for a name. This stallion was the one pony of the family I hadn’t met yet, and couldn’t remember if I’d been told his name. “Umm...”

“Chocolate Fondue,” he finished for me, “and yeah, let’s go inside and get something to eat.” He smiled at me, and I didn’t feel like punching him. Maybe it was the new hoof, maybe it was my newfound clarity. Together we walked back into the mines and toward the Stable.

*   *   *

“I didn’t need a foalsitter,” I said to the dark-coated stallion as we walked.

“Yeah, well. Orders,” he explained with a shrug.

We trotted down the halls toward the atrium. The surgery didn’t seem to be finished yet, which gave us some time to just wander and relax. My hoof felt pretty good, though whenever I wasn’t running around on an adrenaline high, it slowed back down. Another downside to being in the mines and the Stable was the fact that the radio turned to complete static. Every now and then a few words would get through, but the reception was so terrible I didn’t bother keeping it on. When the Stables were made, they were made to be completely unreachable! 

In the atrium, Marshmallow Sundae cooked behind her little window in the kitchen, as per usual. I gave a metallic wave as we walked in, and she returned it in kind. She faltered when she did though, and grabbed her side. A sign of the wounds from the battle? We exchanged sad smiles, and she got back to work. I took a seat at the large table in the center of the room, and watched the stallion take the one across from me.

“So...” I stared, already feeling awkward.

“Have you spoken to my mother yet today?” Fondue asked calmly, tapping the table with a forehoof.

“Well, before Praline attached this to me,” I answered, holding up my steel hoof, “she gave me some words of encouragement, but not much more. I haven’t spoken to her since. Why?”

He chuckled. “Forget I said anything.” 

“What, no! Tell me!” I yelled. It was beginning to get on my nerves that everypony down here seemed to think it was a good idea to keep something from me. “Tell me, tell me, tell me!” Being annoying usually gets answers.

“Can’t. Promised,” he said with a smirk, crossing his hooves on the table and leaning forward. “Do you know what happens when you lie to Praline?” I could only shake my head. “Keep it that way.”

I was beginning to think that I liked Eclair better, at least he was straight forward. This stallion was nice, and was looking after me... But at the same time he was kind of annoying. It wasn’t really fair to keep secrets. Well, I guessed if it was a secret from both Lost and I, it would be okay. At least that was fair. I glared and opened my mouth to protest, but before I could argue any more, Lost Art, Lemon Tart, and Praline walked in. Lamington followed behind, encased from hoof to...

Oh. My. Goddesses. 

The helmet to the power armor was missing, and for the first time, I saw the gigantic stallion’s face. He was... I felt heat on my face, despite myself. The claws dug into my mind, but they were far weaker than before. They were still there, but they were starting to extend toward- Nope. Not thinking about that! With the power armor on, I’d feared he was like Wirepony inside, but seeing him like this? Wow. 

He was stunning. I would never have expected such a gorgeous stallion from the staticy voice. His coat was the color of milk chocolate, a shade between Praline’s and Fondue’s. His smokey cream-colored mane swept back past his ears and down his neck. The static had been hiding this from me? Suddenly, I hated static. His right eye was the same golden color that ran in the family, and it complemented his coat. His left eye... My warm blush turned a bit cold. His left eye was made of steel, given a chrome reflective surface, with a matching iris painted on. But then, he smiled, a smile so bright I couldn’t help but match it.

New rule: Stallions: terrifying. Lamington: gorgeous.

The four of them took seats at the table to my right, taking up the spots between Chocolate Fondue and myself. Lost latched herself onto me the minute she sat down, and I leaned into her. Praline just slammed her head into the table, breathing heavily. She said something but I couldn’t hear it.

“Exhausted,” complained Doctor Lemon Tart. “Please never get hurt in a fight that bad again. That many hours of surgery all in a row! I don’t think I could do it again.” The unicorn lowered her head, much slower than the perky mare had, and pressed her face against the cool steel table.

“Surgery is terrible... How’s your hoof?” L.A. asked, leaning her head against my shoulder. Her eyes were closed, and a small smile crept across her lips as she nuzzled against me.

“I’m doing much better. Thank you. All of you. For everything,” I said, resting my head against hers. “How did your surgery go?” I asked, pointing idly toward Lamington.

The stallion didn’t say a word, he just stared off into space. Every so often he would wobble to one side or another, but always seemed to catch himself with a start. Chocolate Fondue looked mortified, but never quite needed to catch the large stallion. What in the Goddesses’ name was wrong with him?

Finally he opened his mouth and said, “I’m... doing exep... exception... exceptionally well. I can s-see from both eyes p-perfectly.” The Star Paladin’s voice would’ve melted my heart if it wasn’t so jolted. Without the static from his armor, his voice threatened to turn my insides all buttery... but something was wrong. His words came out partially slurred and with odd timing.

“What’s wron-” I started.

“Anesthesia,” Lemon Tart said, cutting me off. She hadn’t lifted her face from the table.

Well, I was suddenly glad they hadn’t used any of that on me. Relearning to use my hoof was going slow enough, I didn’t need to be groggy from anesthesia too. Whatever anesthesia was. My thoughts were broken as Marshmallow Sundae came from the kitchen with several trays stacked on her back. 

“Soup’s on, everypony,” she shouted as she walked over. The short mare balanced the trays with her tail and used it to move plates to the table. Despite her wobbling limp, she had the same control over her tail, the same skill that mom had had. After she set the table, we all ate quietly. 

This meal was the most interesting I’d ever had. Lost ate with one hoof clung to my leg. I had to eat with my other, free leg. Lamington didn’t touch his food at all himself, though Fondue split time between feeding himself and his brother. On top of that, Praline and Lemon Tart didn’t lift their heads to eat a single bite. The only normal pony at the table was the pink-maned cook, who ate happily despite frequent wincing. 

This was a new sensation. It was like eating with family. If mom and dad had been here, it would’ve been perfect. For now though, these ponies felt like something special, and even through our collective weirdness, we had a good meal. So a few days resting and relearning how to move... Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad?

*   *   *

Two days of rest had done me a world of good. My hoof was more responsive than ever, and it felt almost natural. I still had to exercise it every day for hours at a time, but the progress was worth it. As long as I wasn’t focusing on it, and just worked the hoof the same as I would the real three, everything went fine. Having a comfortable bed to sleep on, without fear of being attacked, was a bonus. The shower was icing on the cake, and I made sure to use it every chance I got. 

The Stable Rangers were more interesting than I’d originally given them credit for. Drop Scone continued to mother us at every opportunity, and I knew I was gaining some weight. If Lost and I had found them while we’d been growing up, we might have gotten the nutrition to actually grow up! Then we wouldn’t be so much smaller than other ponies. Still, I had seen smaller out there, so it could’ve been worse.

Praline was surprisingly smart for how incredibly silly she was all the time. In her spare time, she’d taken to teaching both Lost and I how to take care of my new hoof. A lot of the technical know-how went over my head, but she made sure Lost understood. Marshmallow Sundae continued to make delicious food. Sadly, Lamington went back to wearing his armor all the time. Chocolate Fondue hadn’t pressured me into saying anything else, almost as if he’d forgotten. Creme Brulee had all but disappeared, which worried me a bit. But at least she wasn’t there teasing me or my sister. 

I trotted down the hallway, clanking relatively quietly along the way. I needed to find Lemon Tart for another dose of her healing. The unicorn knew her way around a healing spell, and without her I was sure the recovery would have taken weeks instead of days. I peeked in every door I passed, looking for the sickly-yellow mare. Maybe I could find Xeno and get one of the crazy concoctions she’d been making the whole time.

None of the rooms held anything interesting, except the occasional unmade bed. I kept on looking, turning the hall and tried to open another one. Locked? Well, I hoped she wasn’t in that one. Wait, was that voice Lost Art?

Whatever she’d said, I missed it, and a second voice started talking. As quietly as I could, I pressed my ear to the door.

“...really glad you stumbled down here. Living with family, there wasn’t anypony to really get close to,” said the voice. It was a mare, one with a silky voice. I pressed my ear against the door harder, trying to hear better. 

“I think so too,” said my sister. “You’ve all been really nice and helped us with everything, even after we pulled you into our fight.” She sounded nervous. Were there other ponies in there? Was she cornered?

“No. I meant...” the voice said slowly. I heard a few hooffalls against the steel floor. The voice continued once the hooffalls fell silent. “Somepony special to get to know physically.” 

The mare was Creme Brulee! My mind raced. What should I do? She was hitting on Lost. Was Lost okay with it? Should... Should I go in and-

“Oh...” Lost squeaked through the door.

“What’s the problem?” Creme asked. “You like mares, right? I saw you stealing glances. It’s very cute.” 

The confidence that mare had, I could hear it in her voice. She read my sister better than anypony I’d ever met. It had taken ages for even me to figure out that little preference of Lost’s.

“Y-yeah,” Lost stammered.

“Well, I do too,” Creme said. I leaned against the door with all my weight. If I could just hear bett- 

The door shifted against the wall, making a grinding sound so loud I was sure it could’ve woken the dead. Terrified, I pulled back, careful to rest my hooves on the floor as silent as I possibly could. If either of them found out I was listening, I was screwed. With a few deep breaths, I leaned against the door again as light as I could.

“... do things together.” Dammit, I’d missed some. Creme said something and I missed it, but- ‘things together’ sounded bad. Or good? I shook my head. If Lost was comfortable with it...

“I-I can’t.” 

That meant she wasn’t comfortable. Was I supposed to interrupt? If I just knocked on the door...

My hoof was halfway to the door when Creme asked, “So you don’t... like me?” My hoof went back to the floor. Ears twitching slightly, I leaned against the door again, careful not to make it shift again. Xeno’s legendary luck kept them from noticing last time, I knew I wouldn’t be so lucky again. 

“No! I mean. Not like that, I do,” L.A. said, her voice hesitant. 

A long pause followed, and I strained to hear what was going on. Finally Lost spoke again. “You’re pretty, and really nice too! I’d... I’d love to have somepony like you. I want to! I do... But, I can’t.” 

Oh Goddesses. No... Lost, don’t...

More hooffalls fell behind the door, and my ears strained to hear them. Were they getting closer? I leaned back as best I could, pressing only my ear against the door. It wasn’t comfortable, but I could get away before they noticed me if the door happened to open. 

“What’s wrong, love?” Creme asked. “Why can’t you?” Her voice was calmer than even Lamington’s. 

“I’m...” my sister started, “afraid.” She sounded like she was about to burst into tears. 

I needed to stop this. I shouldn’t be listening. Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath. I needed to. There were things I needed know about my sister. Why she held back was one of them, and this was going to shed some light on things. I’d told her about my problems the other night, and she’d helped me. If I knew what was hurting her, then I could help.

“What’re you afraid of? Please, tell me,” said Creme. 

“I don’t want to lose Hidden,” Lost answered. “If... If I get close to somepony else, she’ll drift away.” She sounded like she’d starting crying. “I lost my dad... I lost my mom. I-If I lost her-” She broke at that point, and let the tears flow. I could hear it loud and clear, even through the door. “She’s all I have left.”

“I’d never leave you, Lost,” I whispered to the door, “no matter what.” Realization I’d said that out loud hit me, I and clamped a hoof over my mouth, using the steel one by accident. “Ow!” I yelped. Oh no! Had she heard me?

“What happens if,” she continued, sniffling. There was another pause, and she regained her composure. “I can’t have my heart broken, I’ve lost too much already. What happens if I fall for you, and you die, or leave, or-”

“Lost Art. I’m not going anywhere,” said the Stable pony reassuringly. I really wished the door had a window. She continued, “Hidden doesn’t have to know, this can be between you and me and nopony else.”

What! How dare she! Lost would never hide something like this from me! We shared everything with one ano- no. I took a deep breath, thought of the consequences of thinking that way. Like a thinky pony.

She’d tell me in her own time. It was okay. Sisters don’t have to share everything. I didn’t need to know about her sex life. 

For several minutes I didn’t hear anything. What happened? I leaned back against the door and tried to listen harder, if that was even possible. Curiosity was getting the better of me. I had to know what was happening!

“I could lose you, like you lost Eclair,” my sister said, “It only takes one bullet to take a pony away forever.”

“Lost, do you... you know,” Creme’s voice dropped to a whisper, “when you’re alone and need to let off some steam?” Her voice sounded much different than the confident silky mare she’d been before, there was a huskiness to it that...

Oh Goddesses! I shuddered and clenched my eyes shut. Did she just ask her if- Ew. Brain. I needed to leave. My legs didn’t follow my orders though, and I kept listening. 

“Yeah. I do,” my sister replied. 

Dammit, Lost!

“Well, then what’s the difference if I do it for you instead?” Creme asked. Dozens of reasons popped into my mind, but the Steel Ranger kept talking before any could form into anything resembling coherent sentences. “As friends, just friends who make each other feel special, like that... Not somepony you’re committing your heart to.” 

There was another long silence.

“Trust me, it’ll feel good for...” Creme continued. Her voice trailed off halfway through whatever she was saying. With the voices dropped below what I could hear, I thought it was over. Then I heard a kiss, then whimpering. 

Was, was Creme Brulee taking advantage of her? Should I break the door down and help? The breathless ‘yes’ from my sister was the ‘no’ I needed. Through the door I heard labored breathing and a few firm hoofstamps. The sound of kissing continued. Lost could do whatever she wanted. I didn’t need to hear this. I really didn’t need to hear this.

As quietly as I could, walking on three legs so as not to clank on the way out, I slunk away from the door. Down another hallway I went, back on the task of finding the doctor. I never heard that conversation.

Never. Heard it.

*   *   *

“Four days is enough!” I yelled. I didn't want to be stuck in this bedroom anymore, no matter how comfy it was. Another day was too long! Recovery was done, I was fine. Time to go!

“I know, I want to get back out there too. But we're safe here for the first time in...” Lost paused and looked to the ceiling. “Longer than I can remember. Don't you want to just stay and enjoy it a little more?” She was trying to be reasonable, but I didn't care. I wanted out, she just wanted to stay with that. That. That mare!

I took a deep breath. This was exactly what she’d been secretly afraid of, I wouldn't let the anger win. She deserved somepony special. Shifting on my bed, I looked at my sister and begged, “L.A., please, I want to keep moving. We've been down here too, too long. And...”

I didn't want to admit the next part. It made me feel stupid. The worst part was it wasn't my normal thinky pony stupid problem. Thinky pony just meant considering my actions before doing things like jumping from the third story of a burning building. This was just, me being careless. 

She sat up on her bed, across the room and gave me a look. I knew that look. “And?” she asked.

“I was looking at the map the other day. I think I noticed something,” I admitted sheepishly. I rolled over so I didn't have to look at her. “The town we were thinking of heading to next? The one called Skirt on the map? He's never been there.” I shuffled my hooves. I couldn't help but fidget against the sheets. “The map zooms out, there's a lot of it that's grayed out and I can't read it.” I sighed, “I think he was moving toward Skirt from past the mountains, where we've never been before.”

“Okay?” L.A. asked. I peeked at her and saw her raise an eyebrow. She rolled a forehoof in a little circle, trying to get me to finish.

“I think we should backtrack and head to the mountains instead of Skirt,” I announced. Feeling a bit more confident, I rolled back to face her and pushed myself up. “The ponies there would know him, they'd have answers!”

“No,” she scolded. 

“What, why not?” I asked. I knew better than to question her like this, but I needed to know.

“Do you remember what I said in Pommel Falls? How I wanted to help ponies, I didn't want them to die?” she asked. A frown traced its way across her lips and she looked over the broken glasses at me. “I still think the bastard was a charlatan, whether others called him a hero or not.” 

“Sis, the DJ called him a hero,” I said. “The same DJ said there was a Stable Gal out there, taking on slavers and saving ponies in need. I believe it! There are real heroes out there. Why would the radio pony lie about that?” I didn't have much of a justification. But just like I believed in the Goddesses, in Celestia and Luna watching over my sister and I, I believed the DJ. But if my sister wouldn’t back me up... I wasn’t sure I could do it on my own. 

Lost sighed, pressing a hoof to her forehead. “Of course. I’m sure he had a reason to go to Skirt, whether or not that was helping ponies. If he hadn’t been there, then ponies there still might need help.”

I nodded slowly, trying to follow. I shifted in the bed to sit up and watch her mind work. So this was what a thinky pony was really like: figuring out things before she got shot up. 

“If we spend all our time going backward,” she explained, “to places he's already made ‘safe,’ by whatever means, then there might be ponies where he hasn't been, that need help. I don't want to spend my time backtracking when we could be helping ponies who need it.”

“But sis,” I whined, “the whole reason I’m doing this is to make up for taking a hero away from the wasteland!” This wasn’t fair; I just wanted to make things better. “If I don’t, won’t it all be for nothing? Finding out who he is is the whole reason we didn’t just turn around and go home once we lost that psycho raider with the flamer. Think of all the good he could’ve done if I’d just stopped to think before I pulled that trigger...”

“Hidden Fortune,” she said. Oh boy, my full name. I was in trouble now. “We killed Wirepony. We helped cripple and scatter Scifresh, Jazz, and their Steel Rangers.” She stood and stomped a hoof against the metal floor. “We're doing good. I want to keep doing it, for us. Not for Gunbuck. Not for the radio pony. For ponies who need it.” 

All I could do was smile. My sister was right. Not just because she was the older sister, but because it was the right thing to do. We needed to find out who we really were, and if that meant playing saviors to the little chunk of the Wasteland we called home, so be it.

I looked at my sister in admiration. “Okay,” I said. “If you're confident about it. We can do it.”

“I am,” Lost said. “We can't go back. We have to go forward. Mom wanted us to hide forever, and...” Another sigh slipped from her lips. For a moment she was silent, biting at her lower lip and keeping her eyes closed. “I love mom. Even with her gone, I love her, with all my heart. But hiding forever would just get us killed one day, where nopony could help us. You paid your debt, I think.” She stepped over and hugged me tight. I wrapped a hoof around her neck. “Burying Gunbuck was enough, but you've also lost a hoof to the Wasteland. In the process, we killed a monster that darkened what's left of Equestria. You've more than made up for this.” She tapped the little scar left on her throat.

A knock at the door interrupted us. A half-second later, it opened, and Praline walked in. I smiled at the mare and waved my steel hoof. She smiled back and bounced up onto the bed we were sitting on. Thinking back to the Berliners’ new cutie marks, I took a peek at Praline’s as she hopped up with us. Upon her flank were several gears arranged like a heart, with wires connecting them. I guess I’d been right to trust her with the surgery.

“So! Guess what?” she asked, bringing me back to reality. Before we could open our mouths, she continued, “We’re leaving the Stable! Not forever; this will still be home. But we’re going to take a few days and go exploring to find out what’s out there.”

“Pommel Falls,” I said, placing my hoof on Praline’s shoulder. “A town nearby. They’re at the waterfall at the start of the river. We,” I paused to groan, “we were exiled. But they’re salvaging another Stable for purification talismans. You’re smart about that kind of thing. You could help!”

“Oooo, another Stable? Fun!” she said, bouncing again.

“So, will you-” Lost started to ask, but Praline cut her off by grabbing us both in a gigantic hug and squeezed tight. 

“Come with me!” Praline ordered, and literally dragged us to the atrium.

Inside the atrium was the family, mostly sitting around the table enjoying a meal. Elder Drop Scone paced behind them. Her eyes lit up when she saw us, and we all trotted over. Praline practically beamed.

“It’s time,” Drop Scone said, smiling in a way I wished I could remember my mom smiling. “One more meal, then we have some important things to talk about.”

Were they finally going to tell us the secret they’d been keeping for days? Finally! I grinned and looked at Lost, who had a big grin on her face as well. She winked at me.

Did she know something I didn’t? Not. Fair.

I sat with my sister across from the family and our resident exception, Xeno. Lemon Tart sat with the Steel Ranger family, chatting happily as if she’d been in the Stable from the moment she was born. Before us, Marshmallow Sundae cooked up a smorgasbord of treats. I’d learned the names of some of the foods from last time, and some new ones as well. This time, I dug straight into the main course, skipping the soups. They could wait. Carrot and celery broth wasn’t even a close second to a delicious grilled eggplant. The rest ate from other parts of the feast, but for me, there was only my favorite dish. Small talk peppered the meal, but this was the last real meal I’d ever get before we left, and I wanted to get everything I could out of it. After my fill of grilled eggplant, I finally made my way to the soup, the rolls, and finally, delicious apricot strudel for dessert. I finished before everypony else, and took my time with the dessert, savoring every bite.

If only we’d had some bacon, it would have been perfect. I suckled on a sugarcube Marshmallow Sundae gave me, and finally started listening to the conversation.

“Hidden suggested we head to a place called Pommel Falls,” Praline explained to her family. I smiled as she continued, “She says they’re going to need help with another Stable. I think it’s a good place to start.”

I looked over to my sister and gave her a quick nuzzle. Okay, so, the last four days had been the best I’d had in years. I was actually sad that we’d be going our separate ways. I looked over the entire family, even the empty spot where Eclair would’ve sat. They talked happily amongst themselves, still mostly innocent. The Berliners were the first ponies in the family who would actually grow up in the Wasteland, which would be a real shell-shock- 

“Don’t go near any blue vines!” I blurted out. The conversation stopped and they all looked at me in confusion. Feeling my face flush I gave a weak, forced smile. “Err... Mom called it poison joke. It can kill you.”

“It is killing joke you speak of. Which is not funny, it is not a joke. Ponies do not have a good sense of humor,” explained Xeno. She placed her hoof on the table, and pulled it back to reveal a tiny scrap of the vine, a few inches in length with several leaves attached.

Lost and I recoiled in horror, practically fell out of our seats. 

Xeno shook her head. “You continue to be very silly ponies,” she said. “It is not alive. The magic of the plant is gone.”

Elder Drop Scone and her family watched in rapt attention, unfamiliar with the deadly plant. Even I had trouble wrapping my head around the new name. All these years, and we hadn’t even known the name of what had killed mom...

“If you ponies are to be leaving the safety of this steel lair, you will need to know that more than other ponies can cause death,” Xeno continued. With another wave of her hoof, the vine was gone. “So easy it is to forget what dangers await foolish ponies. Surviving often means forgetting that you are being hunted, as it becomes normal to be afraid. To be virulent is to survive.”

I resisted a facehoof at Xeno’s maladjusted vocabulary.

“She’s right,” Lost said, looking down at her hooves. “There’s a lot more out there than we’ve remembered to tell you.” She looked as guilty as I felt. We were bringing them to the outside world, showing them the Wasteland. Without even a crash course on everything out there.

“Hellhounds, manticores, ghouls. Other ponies, creatures like Wirepony,” I said, holding up my hoof. “You know just how dangerous it can be.” I clanked the steel against the table.

“There is no reason for your distress. Unlike the three of you, we have proper armaments, and repairing armor. We’re equipped to deal with situations like that. Experience will come hastily, my family can handle themselves,” said Lamington, his voice bursting with static. The fact that he put his helmet back on, even for the meal had me a bit miffed. I wanted to see how he looked with his eye healed. I bet he looked even more dashing now...

Lost leaned against me and looked up. I looked back at her. “They’ll be fine,” she told me.

I nodded, and turned toward the family. “So what’s this big secret everypony’s been hiding?” I asked.

“Patience, just wait and see,” said the Elder. The family all smiled, all except Lamington. He was probably smiling under the helmet.

I wanted to know so bad. We were leaving so soon, and they still hadn’t said a word! Unfinished business was the absolute last thing we needed when we went our separate ways. I was going to miss them all so much... I found myself crying. It hurt. Like losing mom all over again. We hadn’t even left yet, and I couldn’t stand it. I felt Lost lean against me, and her tears fell against my coat.

“You two, don’t cry, please,” Drop Scone said to my sister and I. The Elder reached across the table and wiped away a tear with her hoof, just like Mom used to do. “I have some good news. That secret we’ve been hiding? I think, you won’t have a reason to cry once you find out.”

Was it really that big? I wiped away the tear with my new hoof, and watched it roll down the metal, trailing along the etched markings. These were the best ponies I’d ever met, if she’d kept a secret this long, there was a good reason for it. I trusted her. 

“Okay, so tell us already!” Lost yelled.

*   *   *

We trotted to the armory deep in the bowels of the Stable. Drop Scone led the way, with Praline bouncing along next to Lost and I. Lamington brought up the rear.

The armory was nestled deep in the back end of the Stable, behind much of the machinery that kept everything running smoothly. Surrounded by the droning hum of talismans and purifiers, recyclers and generators, we stood at one end of a fantastically long shooting range. The armory portion of the room held dozens of stripped suits of armor, rendered practically unusable by cannibalism for other projects. Lockers lined one wall, their doors hanging open and showing the remains of accessories and weapons mountings. A sturdy work table stood before my sister and I, covered in a white sheet that was held down by tools at each corner.

“How much has it been eating you up?” Praline asked with a giggle. She leaned against me with all her weight, smiling so wide I thought the top of her head might come off. With friends like these...

“Hidden can’t stand not knowing a secret. She’s been climbing up the walls,” Lost answered for me, holding a forehoof up to stifle her laughter. If it weren’t for the fact that she was right, I’d have hit her. Truth be told though, it made me smile awkwardly.

“Is climbing up walls good for my recovery?” I asked the bubbly mare leaning on me.

“Alright, alright,” Drop Scone interrupted. “Settle down. Praline’s right. I’ve been wanting to show and tell the two of you something since the night we met and you showed us the world up top. I’d love to show Xeno as well, but when I asked her, she refused.” 

That wasn’t fair. Why did Xeno get to know the secret? Any argument I might’ve had disappeared when Drop Scone pulled the weights and put the tools away. She pulled the cover away and showed us a smorgasbord of a different kind. 

The beautiful, deadly kind.

Lying all across the table were our guns. Each and every one was polished, and in perfect condition. Several of the firearm’s we’d taken from the armory had been combined to make the remainder. They’d reduced our stock down to three pistols of various calibers, but it was worth it to see them so beautifully put together and polished. Lost’s magical energy weapons received the same treatment, though the recharger rifle was very obviously missing. Thank you, little rifle, for letting me walk again. The still-working pieces looked tuned-up, with my rifles and shotgun across the far edge of the table in all their polished glory. 

“You fixed everything up for us?” I asked, bewildered. They didn’t have to do that! Lost and I were used to working with terrible weapons and materials. That was just how the Wasteland was. You just hunted for a new bit of treasure to replace the old one, or found a merchant that looked approachable. This was...

“I helped!” Lost said, beaming. “They let me use the armory to fix everything up, Lamington and Chocolate Fondue did a lot of the work. I couldn’t have done it without them.” She gave Lamington a smile. “Too bad they didn’t have parts for my glasses...” Her hoof nudged the shattered rims and her smile vanished.

“Okay, ready for the big surprise?” Drop Scone asked, turning to the shooting range wall and moving something out from behind one of the partitions. With the help of Praline and Lamington, she managed to pull out two more covered... somethings. “These are presents.” She pulled the cover away, revealing two stripped down, pieced-together suits of Steel Armor.

The Elder said something else, but I missed it. I was too busy staring at the beautiful armor in front of me. They weren’t fully sealed suits like the Star Paladin always wore, but were still better than anything we’d seen. I stared wide-eyed, tracing over the beautiful designs etched into the steel, especially the Stable 60 insignia on the chest. Each suit was a chest piece with steel plates overlapped to cover chest, back and sides. On the left side was a complete sleeve for the leg hanging to the floor, it was made of smaller metal pieces attached to mesh and held together with straps. On the right side of one was a half sleeve, stopping right about where a PipBuck would rest. Convenient, that. The other suit was almost identical, but with an attachment base for a battle saddle, set at just the right spot! Puzzlingly this second suit was missing its right-hoof sleeve, its wearer's right foreleg would be left exposed. Or maybe leaving room a higher PipBuck due to a steel hoof... 

“Welcome to the family.”

“Wait, they’re... for us?” I asked, having to pause halfway through to catch my breath. I stared at the leader of the Stable 60 Steel Rangers in shock, my jaw hanging almost to the floor. She couldn’t. She wouldn’t. We’d been told when we got here that things like this were off-limits, and that power armor was symbolic and special to them.

“No, silly pony,” the older mare said with a laugh, “they’re for my family.”

Family? Praline, Lamington, all of them already had their own armor. The power armor they had was far superior in quality to these, too! These two didn’t even have the fancy repair systems, or the drug injection systems, because there wasn’t any covering for the flanks! But then, why was she showing Lost and I in the first place? She wasn’t the type to tease, knowing full well metal plates would be better protection, a lot better than the useless armor we’d found in the mines.

I looked over at Lost, who had a gigantic grin on her face, almost big enough to rival Praline’s smile. She knew something I didn’t, I just knew it. She matched my gaze and gave a nuzzle.

“You know they’re for us, right?” she asked, her voice playful.

“What?”

“Well, at least Lost Art figured it out,” Praline said, snickering. She latched onto my sister and I, pulling us into a gigantic hug. She started talking a mile-a-minute. “Do you know how hard it was to not tell you this? Mom’s been planning it since we met! She said that you opened the world up to us. It’s very important. Every other time our family and ancestors tried to leave, there was all that radiation. We thought everypony was dead. And then you showed up! And now we know about ponies up top! And we can help others! We can be good ponies and keep others like Jazz from doing terrible things. Don’t you like helping other ponies?” 

I stopped her at that point with a hoof over her mouth, trying to put the information into my head in a way I could actually understand. I said, “Yes. We like helping ponies.” I looked to Drop Scone, who nodded.

“She’s right,” the Elder said. “You turned our world upside down. But you grew on me the moment I met you. The zebra, did too. But she’s refused on the grounds of cultural difference.” She stopped to laugh. “She’s a strange one!” She could say that again. “You two, though, you’ve been like family to my children. When I was told the top was all death, I was scared.” She trotted in a small circle, a nervous look on her face. “Scared that I would lose all of my foals. They’re still just colts and fillies to me, you know. But the outside isn’t all bad. Obviously you two were more than I could ever hope for, given the warnings Xeno gave.”

She walked up to us, and pried Praline off my sister and I. “Praline has grown on you, you’ve helped her hone the skill she wanted to work on for ages,” she continued. “You helped give the Berliners a chance to prove themselves, and gain their cutie marks. You let all of us do some good for ponies everywhere.” She gave her daughter a hug, and looked to Lamington. 

“We suffered, Marshmallow Sundae will never fight again. Not with the internal damage... Lamington lost his eye. Praline has shrapnel dug into her side that’ll be there forever. I lost...” She stopped to compose herself. “I lost my son.”

“But you’re gaining two more daughters?” L.A. asked. A confused look crossed her face and she looked side to side. “What about Lemon Tart?”

“Yes,” the Elder answered, “and Lemon Tart has always been a member of the Steel Rangers. Changing chapters isn’t going to take away who she was and make it into something different. She’s welcome with open hooves for everything she has done to keep my family from the brink of disaster.” 

“We’d be honored if you were to accept the gracious offer. As my mother has said, Steel breeds Steel,” Lamington said, through surprisingly little static. He reached a leg out and tapped his power armor against my steel hoof. “Steel.”

I lifted the hoof and looked at it for a few seconds. The etchings matched the armor in front of me perfectly. Was this really what they wanted? I asked, “Are you... are you sure?”

“I’m well aware of the monster you defeated. Having you as allies would only help the world around us,” he said, tapping my steel hoof again. “You want it too, don’t you?”

“Yes,” my sister and I both admitted. I wanted to know how Lost felt, and wished I could read her mind. She looked like she was holding her breath, and probably had similar thoughts going through her head. The thought of having a family again was... I couldn’t describe it. It felt both wonderful and terrible at once. The fear of losing them like mom and dad was the first thing I thought of. The joy of having a place to call our own though, it quickly washed away the fear. Maybe, maybe we wouldn’t be together all the time, but they’d always be there for us. 

“It would be nice to have a family again,” Lost admitted, her voice shaky. 

“You’re already family!” Praline squealed, hugging her tight. “You just can’t say no!” She shifted and stared at us, her eyes welling up with tears. 

“Do you think we deserve it?” I asked the Elder, shifting uncomfortably. I wanted to move toward that armor, to take it and hold it forever.

“It’s not about deserving. It’s about bonds,” she answered. “To me, Elder Drop Scone, my children Star Paladin Lamington, Knight Praline, to all of us...” Her words trailed off. She stepped behind the armor and placed both armor sets on the table over our guns.

“You are family.”

*   *   *

The Wasteland spread out before me, as far as I could see. The cloud cover hung over the sky oppressively. In a few hours it would be nightfall, as as much as I hated to admit it, that meant it was time to leave. The Stable 60 Steel Rangers stood scattered before me, doing the last of their preparations. I wasn’t ready for this, but it was happening now or later, and better now when both our groups could still do good in the Wasteland.

“I truly wish you would accompany us,” said Lamington through the static of his helmet. I really wished he’d just keep it off... He spent most of the time standing there overlooking his siblings and making sure they had all that they needed. “There is safety in numbers, and the larger the group we travel with, the more insignificant the chances that we run into any of these Wasteland dangers your xenophobic friend has told us about.”

“We’ve got our own path right now,” I told him, looking over to my sister. I frowned. This was tougher than I’d thought it would be. 

Lost was busy saying her goodbyes to Creme. Both mares were holding back tears, as if trying to hide the secret that hopefully only I knew. Being privy to the information though, had me reconsidering the offer to travel with them. I bit my lip and turned back to the power-armored stallion.

“I’d love to, really. Not just for me, for my sister,” I said, pointing discreetly to the embraced mares. A burst of static came from the Star Paladin in response, and he nodded. “We’ve got to finish what we started, do some hunting out there and help some ponies. Split up, we can help more.”

“Mmm, yes, I can understand the logic behind it. I still wish you would travel with the family. We are armed and armored to the proverbial teeth, you know,” he said, lowering his head down to my level. I could see my reflection in his visor. “I’d like you to travel with me...”

Oh Goddesses.

I looked away, at anything to distract myself. The claws were back at full force, digging in to whisper little secrets about what stallions do to mares. I looked to Xeno, sitting atop the cave and staring off into the distance. I looked to Lost, who was helping Creme Brulee into her power armor. I looked over toward Praline, who was sitting right next to-

“Ahh! Praline!” I fell over, tumbling under weight heavier than I was used to. New armor, check, it’s heavy. Pulling myself back to my hooves, I gave the mare a quick hug with my steel hoof. It gave a satisfying clank against her armor. “Don’t sneak up on me like that, hun. You’re weird enough as it is.” I couldn’t help but smile at her. Her bounciness had made recovery so much easier.

“I just wanted to give you one last little tiny going away for now because we’ll see each other again real soon present,” she announced, beaming. From the neckline of her power armor she produced several little bits and baubles and passed them to me. I looked down at a small device that looked very similar to the PipBuck, and a slip of paper folded up. “I notice you didn’t have a broadcaster, and I figured that since you’re traveling with Lost and Xeno you might want to share the radio. So you just put this part in here, and the PipBuck should do the rest. Then anything you hear from the PipBuck will come through the broadcaster where everypony can hear it!” As she explained, she was pointing an armored hooftip to different parts. “I don’t know if it’ll work with this model, because all the PipBuck-type stuff we use is built into our power armor was based off internal Ministry of Technology workings.” She clanked a hoof on the design over her flank for emphasis. “It’s not all exactly the same since Stable-Tec and the Ministry of Technology didn’t always see eye to eye. Should be close enough though!”

“Uh huh, what about the paper?” I asked. Another situation where cheater magic would have been perfect, because I couldn’t unfold it with a hoof, and if I used my mouth it might smear whatever was written there. Stupid cheater magic unicorns. 

“Instructions!” she practically yelled. With a deep breath, she started again, “I figured that you might need help now and then and that sometimes we might need help.” Lamington scoffed through the static at that. “Anyway, the paper tells you how to use it as a outbound broadcaster. Like the radio, but for us! We can stay up and talk overnight through it.” She giggled. “Ok, maybe not...”

“Okay...” I said, struggling. “Please talk slower on the radio, please.” 

“Okay!” she said, grabbing me in a powerful power-armored hug. Then she let go and bounced away.

“I suppose we should take that as the sign it’s time to depart,” said the Star Paladin, clanking his power armor against my hoof again. “Use the provisions we have provided well. They will help more than you realize. Good luck in the Wasteland. I’ll see you again soon.” With that, he turned and walked away, heading to the rest of his family and their adopted doctor. I couldn’t help but blush again.

I already missed all of them. Saying each goodbye had been traumatizing, but by the time I was able to talk to Lamington, I managed to get it under control. With a heavy sigh I turned and trotted to Lost and Xeno. Both were standing ready. Xeno looked almost out of place now, with only her stripes and saddle bag for protection. Her eyes were glazed over and she had a lopsided smile across her muzzle. Lost was nervous, glasses balanced across her nose and armor fastened tightly to her white coat. I thought better than to mention the tear stains down her muzzle.

What we had wasn’t perfect, but it was a lot better. We looked back to the family who started off. A wave from the Berliners, as they tried desperately to double-time it and keep up with the taller ponies, was the last we saw of them. I clicked on the PipBuck’s radio and turned it down, checked my E.F.S., and looked to the two mares next to me.

“Ready?” I asked.

Lost shifted uncomfortably, stamping her hooves and looked at me. She pulled a laser pistol from her bags, and slid it into the strap holder across one leg. She trailed a forehoof across the other foreleg along the shaped steel. “As I’ll ever be,” she said with a sigh.

“Iam ready to leave as well. Underground, my luck held out well, but soon I must head to my family’s grounds. I would like to inform them of my brothers’ passing,” Xeno said, staring off toward where the sun would be setting. 

“We’ll do that soon then, I promise,” said L.A. She looked away from both of us, the direction the Stable 60 Steel Rangers had left. “Family’s important, after all.” Her voice had a quiet wistfulness to it, digging the point deep into my heart.

“They’re not like the zebra from the War, are they?” I asked, warily trying to change the subject. The last time I met a zebra that wasn’t Xeno, I’d nearly lost some of my organs. The thought of her family or tribe or whatever it was they called themselves all being like that was like walking into a trap. “Mom told us about those kinds of zebras...” Groups of ponies couldn’t be trusted, zebras couldn’t be trusted, could anything be trusted, Mom?

“They have never shot at me before,” she answered with a peculiar stare. “You are my friends now, perhaps mother will tell them to stay their hooves if they wish to attack. I can not ever tell with other zebra. There is a...” Her words broke into her native tongue, spouting gibberish at my sister and me. “I donot know the pony way of saying what I wish to say. I am not like my family.” Her face contorted, showing considerable frustration, but it passed. “My mother though, she would be interested to meet ponies I have traveled with.”

“Alright, let’s go. No more silliness,” Lost said, nodding for us to follow. She turned and trotted off quickly, staying ahead of Xeno and me. Her tail and ears drooped down, and her gait was off. I didn’t need to read her mind. I knew what she was thinking. I missed them too.

I put a marker on the PipBuck’s map to show where the entrance was, cranked up the radio and we set off. Accompanied by the music of Sapphire Shores, Sweetie Belle, and other long-vanished ponies, the three of us made way toward the town known as Skirt.

*   *   *

There had to be something good in here. I dug around the trash can again, steel hoof clanging loudly. Realizing the target I was making of myself, I switched to my left forehoof and dug deeper, leaning in until my shoulder was at the rim. I found purchase. There was something down there! I pulled whatever it was into my fetlock and yanked it out.

“Got it!” I announced. Lost just shook her head at me, a small smile spread across her lips. I was a treasure hunter, what did she want from me? I looked down at the prize I’d pulled from the old, dead Equestria. “Cigarettes?” What in th-

The package disappeared from my hoof. What! I looked around frantically. I didn’t smoke, but that was my treasure! Next to my sister stood Xeno, one of the the little white sticks pressed between her lips. It was already lit, and had a half inch of ash. 

How did she even do that?

With a wry smirk across her lips, Xeno shifted the cigarette to the corner of her mouth and started off again. Lost followed, and I trailed along after them. My E.F.S. was still empty, just another boring afternoon of boredom. The only thing that had broken the monotony of the day was minor treasure hunting opportunities. Speaking of which, another trash can!

I raced to it and began digging. Treasure! Still a bit sheepish from the lecture Broker gave me, the chance to loot everything that wasn’t nailed down and might have anything of value in it was just what I needed. The PipBuck even labeled, sorted, and priced everything. Nifty little tool from the past. I didn’t know how it instantly knew what everything I found was, but having the information at my disposal would make trading easier later.

I looked to the rifle on my left side, the pristine hunting rifle from the corner of Trifle’s armory. The PipBuck labeled it as ‘Persistence.’ I liked the name; it felt like the name a gun like that should have. I really wished that we’d each gotten a PipBuck from the Stable before mom and dad fled. Having to change the color back every time Lost used it, and being without it at critical moments like the fight with Wirepony were really making me- Paydirt!

An empty Sparkle~Cola bottle and some trash. Well, some treasure was worthless. I popped the bottle into my bags, turned my radio back on, and soldiered on. Anything to pass the time, right now. Still no sign of hostiles. Only the marker for town showed the way. We followed an old road with lots of little spots to dig through for loot, but... It just felt unfulfilling. I looked up at the shattered buildings and sighed.

“We need something we can really hunt through,” I whined above the radio. My ears drooped down and my tail hung low. This was boring! Even a raider attack would at least liven things up a little bit! Conversation. Conversation would keep my mind busy. I looked to Xeno. “So... Do you know how to fight?”

“That is a strange question, Hidden pony,” she said, canting her head to the side and blinking a few times. “I was raised in the Wasteland, much as you ponies constantly remind me. Zahi and Zaki were both trained to deal death from afar. I was not schooled, though. In the years that we traveled together, my elder brother did teach me. Iam...” Her speech dove into her native tongue and I just rolled my eyes. “What is the pony word for good enough?”

“Passable? Acceptable? Good enough works too,” Lost answered dismissively, but finally joined our conversation. “Does that mean you can help us fight from now on?” She stopped and turned toward the zebra mare, looking over the rim of her glasses. “We made a mistake. I’m sorry about your brothers. We’re better off if you help though, and we put all the shit that happened behind us. You obviously want to travel with us, or you’d have left. Neither of us are holding you down here.” She pointed to me, then back at herself. Her voice bitter, she continued, “The least you could do is watch our backs in a fight instead of sitting and watching.”

Oh dear, this wasn’t gonna go well. Lost normally wasn’t so snappy. I should’ve noticed something was off when she wasn’t helping me dig through old trash cans. Normally we worked as a team, but I was so wrapped up in my own head that I hadn’t thought of her. Something was eating at her, I had an inkling but... Maybe I should just ask?

“Iam aware. I donot begrudge you ponies. I would have done the same. You have not asked for assistance in fighting,” Xeno explained, tilting her head to the other side. She raised an eyebrow and continued. “The way you ponies have acted, in the face of death. It is peculiar. You throw yourselves at it with, with...” She pursed her lips and frowned, looking away from my sister for a moment. She spit the cigarette to the ground and stomped it out. “I donot like your language. It is, a word that means...” She shuffled her hoof across the dirt and tapped a few times, frustrated.

“I sacrifice myself to try and save my sister,” I answered for her. “I run to death in an effort to save another. C’mon, we’re losing daylight.” I started walking again, wanting to at least walk and talk.

“Yes, this isnot only a pony thing. You wish to help alone, to bear the burden. My tribe does the same, we try to save many, losing as few as possible. Iam not strong, my brothers tried to save me. They failed,” she said, solemnly. With a sigh she followed.

“Well, you’re still alive. And we’ll go visit your mother one day as soon as we get finished with this adventure we’re on. So, you’re alive and traveling, learning... did they really fail?” Lost asked, smiling at the zebra. The bitterness in her voice had passed, which was a welcome relief. 

Xeno nodded. She looked back and forth between Lost and I, before finally giving in to a small smile.

As we talked, we rounded a street corner and kept on toward the marker on the E.F.S. Ahead loomed a large building mostly untouched by the destruction around us. I grinned, distracted from the conversation. This was where we’d hunt, get our spirits up, and then go help ponies.

“We’re friends Xeno, we’re going to help you as long as you stay with us. Your... Whatever it is you make has helped us a lot, and we’ve tried to keep you safe. We work together,” I said, offering my flesh hoof.

Xeno pressed hers against mine, and I smiled. 

“Friends, yes,” she replied. “Iwill also fight, but... Iam not good at the fighting as you do, ponies. Iwill do as my elder brother taught me, and fight from a distance.” She pointed to the sniper rifle on my side. “That would be the preferred way for me to asset you.” 

Without argument, I unhitched it from the battle saddle and passed it to her. She stood on her hind legs effortlessly and took the weapon. Placing her hooves on the trigger and barrel, she looked almost like the zebra I’d gunned down only a week ago. From her bag she pulled a small knife striped in a similar design to her coat. She slid it into the loop of her saddlebag and walked off. Wherever she’d hid that, it must have been good, to get past Trifle.

“Iwill be watching, ponies,” Xeno said, placing another lit cigarette into her mouth. “Iwill subject that you stay near a window. And hope that luck other than mine is with you.” She walked off, a little trail of smoke following her.

Seriously, how had she lit that? I hadn’t taken my eyes off of her, but there it was, lit and in her hoof somehow. 

Zebras freaked me the fuck out.

*   *   *

Going back to our roots, even if only for a quick stop on the main journey, was a breath of foul, dusty, irradiated air. We made our way to the only building that still had an actual roof on it. The door was open, and the two of us wordlessly slipped into the darkness of the building. As soon as my eyes adjusted to the ancient lighting that somehow still functioned, I went on the lookout for anything that might be valuable to somepony. I promised myself that if we were ever allowed back into Pommel Falls, I was gonna load so much treasure onto Broker’s counter he’d owe me caps for the rest of his life.

I saw no immediate signs of life inside, but remembering I had the PipBuck this time, I checked the E.F.S. Red everywhere. Now, why hadn’t it showed any of that on the walk up? It would’ve been nice to know what we were getting into.

I nudged my sister, “Lots of red in here,” I told her. “Let’s keep quiet and hope for the best.” I checked the guns on my side, Persistence on the left and the shotgun I had now attached to the right. Everything was loaded. I really hoped it was just a few Radroaches.

The ruined lobby of the building didn’t hold much. The room was trashed, with rubble from the ceiling littering the floor, and trash everywhere. There was old graffiti on the walls, which was horribly obscene but worth a chuckle. Even though the building had survived the megaspells and balefire that erased Equestria, time had ruined the place. I flicked away some plaster and found a few caps on the counter. After some hunting, I filled my bags with various knick knacks. Silently, Lost and I went through the door on the right side of the lobby, into a little office room full of cubicles. There we did the same, looting every desk we could reach while avoiding the ruin and rubble. I kept an eye on the E.F.S. the whole time, watching the little red markers move back and forth. They must have been very active Radroaches...

“...getting sick of this shit,” said a voice from the next room, “Fuckin’ kill somethin’ the next chance I...” 

Shit! Lost crouched down behind one of the desks, and I did the same. We watched over the edge as a tattered-looking, definitely not-Radroach mare walked past the doorway and out of sight again. 

“Too good to be true, wasn’t it?” L.A. whispered to me. She pulled the laser pistol from the strap it was held in and leveled it off at the door. “Do you think we should leave, or kill her?”

“Let’s just keep sneaking around for now,” I answered. “She didn’t notice us. There’s other rooms we can check, and then get out. I’ll keep my hoof quiet.” I beckoned her toward the door we’d come in through. She agreed, and we walked back into the lobby. I walked on three hooves to keep quiet, which was easier said than done, but I managed. We made it through the lobby and across to the far room. I checked the E.F.S. again, but didn’t see anything. It was probably safe.

With her laser pistol at the ready, Lost pushed open the door and looked in. Her eyes went wide and she pulled the door shut with her magic as fast as she could. She looked back at me and said, “Hidden, these are very bad raiders.” 

Now I had to know. Pushing past her, I looked in the room. Blood smeared the walls and pooled on the floor. The rest of the building didn’t scream ‘this place is full of murderous psychopaths,’ but this room certainly did. Pony heads sat on a table in the corner, each wide eyed and mouths pinned into smiling positions. There was a pile of... meat, that looked like somepony slept in it.

The sight of ponies strung up against the wall sent me over the edge. They were pulled apart with chains and hooks holding their legs spread eagle. I recoiled, the claws coming back in full force. 

Dammit, I was past that! That didn’t matter, the digging in my mind told me that it could’ve been me there, ripped open by Wirepony and spread apart for all to see and fuc- Brain stop it! I closed the door, shaking.

“Okay! Raiders, raiders... They sure know how to hide it,” I said, moving for the front door. I wanted out, I didn’t want that to be me. I had enough problems now, and I didn’t need inspiration!

Across the floor in front of the door were criss-crossed wires, leading to shotguns against the wall. How in the Goddesses’ names had we missed those? We might have missed them on the way in, but only by sheer luck. Even knowing about them, we’d probably trip them trying to escape. I checked the E.F.S.. The red bars moved more, and in a more organized fashion, too. Definitely not Radroaches. “C’mon,” I whispered. “Treasure’s not worth it.”

One of the red markers moved closer to the center of my vision. No time to get out; if we left, they would hear the door. “We need to hide!” I whispered frantically. We moved behind the counter and laid low, as the E.F.S. marker moved off to the side.

Whistling came from the room we’d just been in, followed by a scraggly looking pink mare. She wore horrible ‘armor,’ that looked like she’d cobbled it together from leather strips, old dishes, and too much rust. She trotted through the lobby with a pistol held in telekinesis above her. She walked right past us, apparently not noticing us hidden behind the lobby’s counter

Breathing a sigh of relief, both Lost and I peeked over the counter to see where she was going. Without breaking her step, she pushed through the door into the body-filled room, and disappeared from sight. 

I pulled up the map program on the PipBuck, suddenly worried. Somehow, it had a layout, albeit incomplete, of the building. Just the three rooms I’d looked in, actually. The room the Raider had gone into had no other exits.

“She’s going to come back out, there’s no other way for her to leave,” I said, gently biting on the bit to my battle saddle. I wished my guns were silenced. 

A flash lit up the entire room.

What was that flash? I looked around, confused. It flashed again. Looking down, I pleaded with the Goddesses. Please no. The PipBuck screen flashed bright green again. I started jabbing buttons, trying to get the flashing to stop. She could come back through at any-

The door swung open again and the pink mare trotted into the room, her legs and side smeared with blood. Stable-Tec, why don’t these come with instructions? I kept hitting buttons, trying desperately to turn the light off. I even moved the PipBuck so the screen was blocked by the counter, trying to make the flash less obvious. The screen flashed again and the mare stopped. Not good enough apparently! She looked at us, and I hit another button.

“Hidden! Lost!” yelled a familiar voice. 

Fuck! Praline, you have the worst timing!

“I never got a chance to test the...” I didn’t hear the rest, as the lobby counter exploded from semi-automatic pistol fire. I slammed the PipBuck and the radio cut out again. 

“Fresh meat, fuckers!” yelled the mare, looking toward the room we’d looted. A half-second later a half-dozen beams of pink magical energy lanced through her from Lost’s gun, loud PLZ-OWs filling the room. She dropped to the ground, flinching.

My E.F.S. jumped to life, the red markers suddenly jerking about. Screams and taunts echoed through the building. I looked over at Lost. We were dangerously outnumbered and, and- She looked like she’d just seen the ghost of our mother. The laser pistol clattered to the floor and she turned to face me, her eyes welling up with tears.

“There’s a difference between murder and self-defense! Remember,” I said, practically pleading. “Keep it together! We’re outnumbered. I need you.”

“When I find you, I’ll kill you!” yelled a stallion from somewhere. Yup, definitely raiders. 

I picked up Lost’s gun and passed it to her. She grabbed it in her telekinesis, still looking shocked. Together we stood, preparing for what was about to happen. Two raiders burst into the room and I bit down on the bit. BL-BLAM! One of the raiders dropped from two bullets in his chest.

Damnit, Persistence fired too fast. I looked at Lost, who stood there. The other raider shot with the rusted revolver in her mouth. She got off two shots before I could take her down, peppering her chest and leg with three more bullets from Persistence.

One of the bullets the surviving raider fired clipped Lost’s neck, just above her new armor. The other dug past her face, leaving a gouge along the right side of her muzzle. She shouted. With blood pouring down her face and neck, she leapt over the counter and bolted through the door into the room we’d searched first.

“Wait, sis!” I yelled, giving chase. By the time I got through the door into the room, she was already halfway through the next room. She was levitating a second pistol and completely ignored my yelling. This was bad, the E.F.S. showed more raiders than we could handle with just the two of us.

“Find you, I’ll ki-” yelled somepony, his voice silenced mid-sentence by a loud echoing PLZ-OW from Lost’s laser pistol. The sound of hooves on the cracked floor followed, as L.A. bolted away. I tried to catch up, but she was already too far ahead of me, and going too fast for me to catch up. 

I swiveled my ears around, listening for her telltale PLZ-OW to help locate her. The E.F.S. wasn’t showing her marker anymore, it was lost in a sea of red. I turned a corner in another room, hoping it was the right direction. Collapsed sections forced me to weave through cubicles and around desks. I ignored bloody mattresses, filth, and the potential for treasure as I searched for my sister. Not good, not good... Which way did she go? I spied a pile of pink dust. That way! I ran through the doorway.

Somepony screamed above the clatter of hooves and the din of gunfire. That wasn’t Lost’s voice, though. I heard a soft bang, as if it was far far away. Maybe Xeno had gotten one of them? It was too far away to have come from inside the building.

A scraggly mare ran into the room where I stood. She didn’t see me, as I was standing still and listening for some key as to which way to go, and I didn’t wait for her to. She’d contributed to the gore I’d seen, she’d been a part of the group that sent L.A. off on a laser rampage. So I took my frustrations out on her. I slid into the S.A.T.S. Maybe I felt a bit sadistic, but... I needed a release, so I targeted her leg first, then her head. Executing the spell, I blew the leg off, turning it into a fine red mist, then ended the evil pony’s life. It felt better, making the Wasteland safer. Hero work. 

I ran after Lost again, heading the opposite direction. If that pony had made it past L.A., it was a miracle, but more than likely it just meant Lost hadn’t been there yet. So I tried a different direction, and hauled flank down another corridor. I stomped hard with the steel hoof, cracking the weathered tiles, trying to get raiders to notice me and not my wounded sister. 

I skidded to a stop in front of another collapsed section of the ceiling. Prancing on worried hooves, I looked around. Which way did she go from here? The red markers were disappearing one by one, with repeated echoes of PLZ-OW announcing each raider’s death. Just how many of these bastards were there? Making a split-second choice, I ran up the chunk of ceiling. If there were other collapsed sections, I could head her off or get a better vantage.

I felt two thuds on my chest, as bullets ricocheted off the steel armor, hit by shots fired by a sickly-looking raider. Thank you, Steel Rangers. The stallion lay on the ground, with a hole through his spine. His back and flanks were covered in blood, with his rear legs were splayed behind him, unmoving. Shattered window too... Xeno’s work? Headshot, next time, zebra! Headshot!

I sidestepped as he fired again and bit down on my battle saddle’s bit. I fired the shotgun again, and the raider’s head and neck blossomed open with a flourish of blood. I fired a second volley to be sure. Less red on the E.F.S. was good, but this maze was killing me.

I ran through rooms, ducking and weaving. Raider. Fire. Blood. I didn’t have time to pay attention to each pony I killed; I had find Lost. I saw a flash of purple through a huge crack in the floor, followed by several more PLZ-OWs and a scream. That time it was hers! No! I had to get down there. I spun and ran back the way I came, back to the collapsed section. 

Three raiders, looking slightly less starved, met me as I ran, blocking my path back down. I shot one on reflex. She collapsed down the broken floor. Bullets dug into my leg, hitting right between the PipBuck and the end of the armor. Well, it wasn’t perfect. I turned tail and ran. I needed to reload before I could keep fighting. One raider tagged me in the side. I ran through the pain.

Buck would really help right now! I tried my best to ignore the pain. It wasn’t as bad as losing the hoof, but pain lanced up my side and dug at my mind. I could fight through this, I was stronger than it! I kicked my lever to reload. Keep running, get to a good spot. Maneuvering in the new armor wasn’t easy.

I burst through another doorway to the open air. This part of the building had collapsed and made a balcony of the old rooms. I couldn’t tell if I was above the entrance or where I was, but it was as good a place- 

The wall next to me exploded, showering me with drywall and rotten wood. 

What the fuck was that?! It came from... I heard another distant bang. Xeno. I am not one of the raiders, you luck-obsessed zebra! 

An earth pony mare stormed onto the balcony opposite me. What little of the exterior wall remained suddenly gave way. It collapsed and smashed onto the raider, knocking her pistol onto the floor and nearly crushing her. I shot her in time with the distant bang. One less raider to rape and pillage others.

Then the two raiders I’d left behind caught up with me. The first one got another shot on me, but it ricocheted harmlessly off the steel armor. The second pony to come out the door didn’t last as long. His head exploded as another sniper bullet tore through him. Better luck that time, Xeno! The muted bang from the distance distracted the other raider just long enough. I finally remembered that S.A.T.S. was recharged, and queued it up. 

I targeted both the raider’s forelegs and let loose. Persistence blasted her knees from dingy fur and ramshackle armor to open wounds and shattered bone. She collapsed right as another bullet dug into the wall behind her. Sniping really wasn’t Xeno’s strong suit. That shot was so far off it would’ve missed even if the raider hadn’t collapsed. I finished off the raider with two shots to the head.

In the relative safety of Xeno’s scope, I took a sip of one of the something-or-other brews she’d cooked up and waited for the familiar flesh knitting sensation. I left the three corpses on the Wasteland-made balcony, and dove back into the building, following the PLZ-OW sound. It was difficult, as Lost’s pistol was probably the quietest thing in the building. More raiders screamed colorful phrases and shattered the air with gunfire. I skewed my ears around, listening. Why wasn’t Lost’s green marker on my E.F.S.? With a heavy sigh, I bolted for the next room. Stairs, perfect. I ran down and rounded the corner.

My sister was through the doorway, covered in blood and bullet holes. Her armor was dented all to pieces too. She looked ragged. Did we have any healing potions, anything from Xeno left? I ran inside, calling to her. She turned and leveled both of her guns at me, then stopped. Thank the Goddesses she wasn’t too far gone. I heard a noise beside me.

Splayed on the floor was a wounded unicorn raider mare. She lifted a gun in her magic and aimed it at my sister. Nope! I slammed my steel hoof into her head, aiming directly for her horn. There was a satisfying crack and she went limp. The giant dent I left in her head meant she wouldn’t get back up any time soon.

There was one last red marker on my E.F.S. I looked over at Lost, and to the pony body lying between us. Last one. She just stared back, breathing heavily and still holding her guns in her telekinesis, despite the strained look on her face. Why in the Goddesses name wasn’t her green marker in the corner of my vision? I stomped the last raider with the steel hoof, particularly glad now that I’d gotten it from Praline. The raider crunched underhoof. Wait. Already dead? Why was the red- Oh, no, there was the little green marker floating in the corner of my vision like always. Weird.

Lost slumped to the floor, her pistols clattering down the second she released her telekinetic grip on them. In a puddle of her own blood, she sobbed like a foal.

I took one last look around for danger, then joined her. She just leaned her head against me, and let the tears flow. I didn’t say anything. I just hugged her head and let her get it all out. I pulled out the remainder of Xeno’s little healing potion-thing and made Lost drink it before she bled out. With that many bullets buried in her, I was worried about letting her do any healing herself.

She resisted, instead standing and pushing me back. Her horn glowed bright, and her wounds began to widen and bleed. Staring wide eyed, I whispered, “What are you doing?” I needed to heal her, not let her hurt herself worse! 

A gob of red dropped from Lost’s neck and hit the floor with a tunk. A bullet. Several more bullets followed, all worming their way from inside her and out to falling to the ground. Her horn glowed even brighter, a second haze of light covering the first. Without the bullets in her, she healed the holes in an instant.

I could only stare in rapt wonder at what she’d done. “Where’d you learn that trick!” I demanded. Sure, she was still covered in fresh blood, and her armor would need to be pounded back into shape, but she was bullet-free.

Why didn’t she know that trick when Doctor Grinder was pulling lead out of me with his teeth? I frowned, but was happy deep down. She was okay.

“Doctor,” she said, her voice cracking, “Plagueheart taught me.” With another sigh, she collapsed back into the puddle of blood and bullets. She looked up at me, new tears falling from her eyes. What happened to set her off like that? Was it getting shot in the throat again, or something...

“Want to talk about it?” I asked, sitting across from her. When she didn’t answer, I continued. “We’re a team, sis. That’s how we do things, that’s how we’ve always done things. That’s how we killed Wirepony, that’s how we survive. You need to tell me what’s going on up there.” I tapped her forehead gently.

“They shot me,” she said, staring past me. “They fucking shot me!” she screamed, bringing her hooves up to hold her throat, “I don’t like being shot!” Her face twisted in rage for only a second, before she broke down again. We moved closer and I held her, ignoring the blood and gore around us. She cried again, whimpering every so often about the pain. 

Part of me wanted to punch her again. Just like when she’d gotten shitface drunk, it was about her. I didn’t want to be bitter; she’d done so much for me in the past week, and she deserved just as much focus as I did. But, still, I raised my steel hoof in front of her face. “Trust me, there’s worse things that can happen than getting yourself shot,” I told her.

She blushed, and forced herself to stop crying. Progress. At the very least, it was a step forward. I packed up her guns, one of them burnt out from overuse, and helped her clean up. As we recovered, we turned to looting the bodies and our surroundings. I had more to say to her, but I could multitask. She didn’t say anything, just put her weapons back where they belonged, and helped with other corpses. 

“Why’d you lock up?” I finally asked. “We could have ambushed them, we had the perfect spot for it.” Eugh, this one had a Dash addiction. Despite my dislike for the drug, I put the remaining canisters in my bag. “You just... froze. What’s wrong?”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” she said, putting something into her bags from another raider’s body. She turned away from me to dig at another corpse.

“We need to talk about it,” I said, staring at her. “One of us could have died. This is the Wasteland we’re talking about! Not old Equestria Mom used to tell us about. It’s not safe.” Yes, I was a hypocrite. But that was different; I’d told her I had a plan! And it had totally worked out in the end, too. 

“Every pony we’d killed before today was a stallion,” she explained. Why did that matter? Bad ponies were bad ponies. This was self-defense in the end, it wasn’t like we went looking for random ponies to kill. “All I could see was Mom,” said said, turning to face me, “and you. And Creme Brulee...” That explained it. “And Praline! A-and Drop Scone,” she added after the briefest of pauses. She didn’t look me in the eye. 

“I’m sorry,” I said, not wanting to admit how much I knew.

“I just! All I could see was all of you, every mare that’s ever been important to me lying there in a heap. Remember when I almost died? You felt the same way, didn’t you? That’s why you shot without thinking. We handle things differently, sis. Sometimes I just... I need time to process things!” She said, panting a little. She went back to looting bodies, and we moved to another room. 

“I couldn’t think,” Lost continued. “I just moved. Something took over and I just ran. Shot, killed, didn’t think. Just had to take them out. They hurt me, Hidden, they...” She sighed, tossing some trash from another raider away. “They hurt.” She put a hooftip to her throat, and stared off past me. “What’s that?”

“What’s what?” I asked, turning to look in the same direction she was.

She didn’t answer, just trotted forward to one of the desks in the room we’d wandered into. Nestled behind the broken terminal atop it, lay a cloudy little crystal sphere. “What’s this, then?” she asked, pulling it into view and holding it up. 

“Stop changing the subject, and I don’t know,” I chided. I took the little orb from her and put it into my bag. Let the auto-sorter deal with it. We could sell it later. “That’s not like you, that’s... that’s like me! You’re the smart sister, the one who deals with terminals and other smart pony things! I’m the one who runs off without thinking about it.” I checked the PipBuck inventory, “And it’s a memory orb. Wait haven’t we seen those before?” At least now I knew what they were called.

“Hidden, I don’t want to talk about it right now, maybe later,” she said, trotting out of the room. “We found one a few years back, remember?” she yelled back. “We didn’t know what it was, so we left it.”

We only had one more room left to loot, and then we’d regroup with Xeno. A quick scroll through the PipBuck revealed quite a haul. The raiders actually had a rather healthy supply of old world food, and a few less-than-deadly scavenged foodstuffs from the Wasteland. The guns that weren’t trashed were stashed in the bottom of my bags, and every last bullet we could find was packed in with them. Raider armor was left, because the last thing we wanted was to look like raiders while traveling. That was a good way to scare off a merchant... Knives were packed in with the ammo, but larger melee weapons I left. It was a good thing I could carry pretty much anything. At least we earth ponies were good for something, even if it was just heavy lifting. Most of what we’d found was worthless to us, but we could trade all that away. Apparently the raiders had been into some pretty hardcore drugs, which just meant more Buck for me... 

I was tempted to swallow a pill right then and there, but we weren’t in a fight, and I didn’t want to deal with the withdrawal later. I should have taken one at the beginning of this whole mess. I trotted after her, asking, “Do you promise? I told you all the stuff I had going on!”

“Yeah, but not when it happened. It took a near death experience for you to tell me,” she said, giving me a little glare. She smiled though, and tossed me a Sparkle~Cola. “Here, my bags are full. You get this one. Now what’s a memory orb?”

“I don’t know? Ahh!” I caught the drink in my mouth. Part of me was tempted to drink it right away, so she couldn’t snag it from me later, but instead I put it in my bag next to the orb. “We’ll figure it out tonight. Can you at least promise that we’ll talk later about what’s getting to you?”

“I promise. I’ll tell you as soon as I’m ready,” she answered. “Let’s get out of here before it starts to smell.” She flashed a grin at me, her horn starting to glow. “Look what I found!” She hoisted a pair of glasses, almost identical to her broken pair, into the air from the desk she’d been digging through. She slid them onto the bridge of her muzzle, looked  around the edges of the rims, then directly through. “I can see perfectly through them too. Lucky!” 

We shared a shrug and left the building, skipping the raider’s little bloodsoaked break room. Getting back to basics felt good, even if it had ended in a bloodbath. I looked down at the PipBuck as we left, wondering just what was going on with my E.F.S.

*   *   *

Together my sister and I walked towards the rubble of the city, away from the nightmare raider den. I passed the Pipbuck to Lost as we moved. I’d had it for days, so it was her turn to wear it, and my leg was getting chafed anyway. We just needed to regroup with our zebra friend and- 

And just where was she?

“Xeno!” I yelled to the Wasteland.

“Xeno, come on. We know you were over here!” L.A. yelled, holding a hoof to her mouth. 

She had to be over here, this was where all the shots had come from. I looked back at the building we’d come from to double check. The collapsed section of wall she’d shot out was right there, as well as the fresh blood splatter from her shots. We were in the right place, but where was she?

“Hidden, come here,” Lost said, waving me over. She stared up at the second floor of another blown-out building, looking a bit pale. “Isn’t that blood?” She pointed a hoof to a blood splatter on the wall, barely visible. The inside wall of the building, just past the broken window frame, had a deep red tinge to it. 

We ran around, looking for a way up. We scrambled up a crumbling staircase to the second floor. Lying in a pool of blood was the slumped corpse of a raider mare. We looked side to side, but saw no sign of the zebra. The sniper rifle wasn’t there either. In the corpse’s stomach was Xeno’s striped knife, covered in blood.

“Where is she then?” I asked, looking back and forth again.

“Hold on, there's an amber blip over in that direction, lets go see if its her,” L.A. said, grabbing the knife in her magic. She turned and walked back down the stairs. “Guess she really meant fighting from a distance. Let’s just hope she’s okay and not leaving...” She tucked the knife into her bag for safekeeping.

We both hauled flank toward the marker on the E.F.S., fearing the worst. If any of the raiders from inside were out here, patrolling around... I didn’t want to think about it. I feared the worst. Raiders were rapists and murderers. I rounded the corner of a trashed building and-

“Hello ponies,” said the zebra. She sat right around the corner, close enough that I couldn’t stop and ran into her.

We toppled over in a pile of stripes, fur, steel, and guns. Lost snickered a little at my expense. It took a moment, but the two of us untangled from one another and stood.

“What was that all about?” I asked, my panic slowly fading. Whatever had the zebra so far away and hidden...

“I moved,” she said matter of factly. She pointed to the sniper rifle that was lying in pieces before her. “My brothers taught me to move often. Weapons that fire great distances are not suited for close fighting. I did not want to be found.”

“What about the knife?” Lost asked, pulling it out. She floated it over to the zebra, who took it in her mouth and put it away.

“One of the raider ponies wandered closer to my location then I felt comfortable. It tookyou long enough to find. I left it as a marker,” the zebra answered. “We must make time, I wish to finish your adventure. You have promised we will visit my home, and Iam excited for a home coming.”

“Whoa whoa, wait... ‘tookyou?’” L.A. asked her, raising an eyebrow. “‘Tookyou’ isn’t a word.”

“You ponies explained a contraction to me, that was the word, correct?” Xeno asked, raising her eyebrow at my sister. “This is a contraction.”

“No, you can’t just combine any words you want,” I explained, shaking my head. “There are very specific words that you can combine. ‘I am’ becomes ‘I’m,’ ‘You are’ becomes ‘you’re,’ ‘we are’ becomes ‘we’re.’ Pronouns and … Oh I don’t know how to explain this.” I hit myself in the face with a hoof in my frustration. The steel hoof.

By the time my headache cleared up, Lost had finished explaining things to Xeno, si everything was sorted. I nodded, we collected our things, and left. I was a better grammar teacher while doubled over in pain, it seemed.

*   *   *

Another boring trip. We walked in a brisk pace toward the marker for Skirt. It wasn’t terribly long, and we were able to arrive well before dark. Still, going into a new town with no information was something I’d told myself I wasn’t going to do anymore. And going in right before it was time to sleep, where we wouldn’t be able to see a thing in the dark, was even less smart. This was just getting more and more dangerous.

“What dangers do you think this town will hold?” Lost asked me, looking over the frames of her glasses. “And what’s that?”

No sooner did the words slip her lips, then whatever ‘that’ was landed right in front of us. It took a moment for the dust to clear, but when it did, I saw something I’d thought would never grace the Wasteland again. I’d seen pictures, heard the stories from mom, but they could never do justice to the pony that stood before me. 

Standing in front of us was a gorgeous, blue-coated pony. She dwarfed the three of us completely, with long, beautiful legs, a slim figure, and giant wings. With intense, dark blue eyes, she stared down at the three of us. The weirdest thing though, was the giant rod of steel stuck diagonally through her head just under her long, slender horn. 

“We- Welcome you,” she said in a booming voice.

_________________________________________________________________________________________
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“So, we’re skipping lessons on pony language now?”

“Do you think that is something the reader would prefer to read about?”

“Well, probably not. It’s boring, and not very interesting.”

“I’m sure, instead of boring lessons, bathroom breaks, and uninteresting meals, readers prefer to read about action!” 

“Or.. Our sex lives... Right, Lost?”

“Shut up, Hidden!”
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Chapter 9: Sanctuary

 

“The Wasteland runs on ponies, exploring, trading, living. Without ponies, the Wasteland is just land. Ponies are what make it special.” 

Goddess.

Never in my life did I ever think I would see a real-life, honest-to-goodness Goddess. She welcomed us with open hooves, leading us to the city. I smiled, looking up at her. It wasn’t fair that she had wings and a horn, but she was a Goddess! I didn’t question her strange eyes, either. Slit pupils were a bit weird to me, but who was I to complain about the appearance of a Goddess? Maybe she was related to the Goddess Luna, she was supposed to look similar. And with the blue coat, and blue and purple mane, she could...

“We-” she said, “are always looking to welcome new ponies to Our- town. We- believe that any pony who has travelled here past so many dangers is worthy of joining the Unity the We- have created. We- would be honored if you were to stay the night.” She smiled, and waved a hoof toward the city before us.

I wondered about the steel rod through her skull. She didn’t seem to notice it as we walked. Her blue and purple mane fell around it, obscuring a large portion of the actual metal. None of us mentioned it, we just kept silent and listened as we walked to the city. It was just how Lost and I were raised, I guess, and it fit Xeno rather well, to say nothing; she was just staying true to herself. Every so often the Goddess would shake her mane, looking like she had a bad itch to get rid of, then continue walking.

Seeing so much intact was breathtaking. Unlike the ruins around Leathers, and everything we’d seen on the way here, this town looked normal. In the mountains there wasn’t as much direct damage from the megaspells, thanks to the natural protections they offered. I could see dozens of ponies milling around, going about their daily lives, almost as if Equestria had never been nuked into a Wasteland. 

We trotted through the street, flanked on one side by an apartment building that still had windows! On the other side was something that had probably once been a park. Where we were now was bustling with life, and walking in the company of a Goddess, we were probably as safe as we could ever be. 

Through the windows, I saw lights! Actual working lights! A shop door opened to let a stallion enter, and through it, the voice of the DJ on the radio called out “up at Shattered Hoof from being ens-” before the door slammed shut again. I made a mental note to flick on the radio sometime to hear more from that DJ. 

I could smell somepony, somewhere cooking something, which actually made me laugh. We had to fight our way here, and these ponies were so relaxed that they could afford to spend the time to cook a decent meal. Were it not for the obvious wear of two centuries, I would have sworn I was back in Equestria before the war destroyed it.

“Wow,” L.A. said, her mouth hanging open, “everything here is so intact and preserved!” She admired the buildings and sights with a huge smile across her face. She looked around a few times, furrowing her brow. Finally she whispered quiet enough I had to strain to hear her, “Not much to look at, though...”

Raising an eyebrow, I gave the town a once-over as well. Ponies in the street, trotting from place to place. None particularly attractive, I guessed? Some wore saddlebags, looking like they had places to go. Others seemed to walk happily, giant smiles plastered on their muzzles. It seemed like a nice little town.

After a long pause, the Goddess looked down at my sister, and blinked. “We- have spent much time working to make the city habitable. We- wish it to be a safe haven for the future. There are many dangers in the Wasteland, Our- Unity shall be protected,” she explained, her voice straining, hitching every so often. “Through talks with outsiders, We- are aware of what other cities and towns are like, ones that have sprung without Our- influence. We- will bring Unity to all ponies so that there may be peace and survival. Perhaps you will meet Our- ally, travel with her, and learn for yourself.”

She led us down the main street and toward a large building with a sign hanging from its front which read in faded paint 'Town Hall'. It sat atop a hill at the edge of town, overlooking a dried lake and ‘park.’ Several smaller houses surrounded it on either side, dotted alongside the cracked streets.

“Willnot that make this city a target? You have many stallions, and you are secluded. This is good, but it is not enough?” Xeno asked, with no special respect given to the Goddess before us. She was right, there were a lot of stallions. Xeno wasn’t looking at the townsponies though, instead she stared at the taller wingled unicorn, eyeing her up and down several times. If I was flanked by another lesbian...

“There is nothing for you to fear, We- have it under control,” the Goddess responded flatly, turning down a side street. She began walking toward the abandoned street across the way.

We silently followed her. It struck me that we didn’t know what to call her, or where to begin finding out what the cryptic notes on the PipBuck meant. I trotted ahead, intend to ask her about the town and if ponies might need help. Before I could get a word out, I heard the Pipbuck start to click. My skin crawled, my ears twitched, and I looked all around, searching for a sign of the deadly radiation. A few steps more and the slow nagging click went haywire, barraging us with a constant CLICKCLICKCLICKCLICK!

Even with Lost wearing the PipBuck, the clicking was so loud it sounded like it was pressed to my head. The clicking came so rapidly that it was less a click and more of a perilous growl. The warning came too fast for me to stop. A wave of sickness washed over me before I could even brace myself. If the radiation in the mines had been bad, this was catastrophic. I doubled over in pain, clutching my stomach. I tasted something coppery, and backpedaled as quickly as I could. This was powerful radiation, and without serious protection, I’d be dead in minutes.

The Goddess continued walking as if nothing affected her. Xeno kept walking as well, ignoring the sickness that struck me. I held back the vomit and watched as the zebra finally realized we’d stopped, and trotted back toward us. 

“Hidden!” Lost yelped, grabbing me. She pulled me back past whatever invisible threshold I’d crossed, and dug out a spare RadAway. “Are you okay?” 

“Mmhmm... perfectly fine, thank you,” I muttered, nodding to her. I took the RadAway, and downed the entirety of it in a single gulp. The aftertaste wasn’t anywhere near as bad this time. Worth it, to save my life. Just what was in that side of town? Part of me wanted to put on the radiation suit and go treasure hunting, just to find out what was over there, but the smarter part reminded me that even with RadSafe, the suit, and a constant stream of RadAway I doubted I’d find anything. 

It begged the question though, of why the town was in such a position. Ponies living normal lives, so close to danger that an accidental misstep could send them to their death. Looking side to side, I checked for a marker, a sign, anything to warn that this was dangerous ground. The Goddess might claim that it was safe and unified. I didn’t quite believe her, because any town that didn’t warn about local radiation was asking for trouble. 

We all backed away as a group.

“Um, miss Goddess, we can't follow you, there's too much radiation here,” L.A. said, yelling just loud enough to get the Goddess’ attention. She draped a hoof over me and pulled me close, a worried frown spreading across her lips.

Turning slowly, the Goddess ahead of us canted her head to the side and raised an eyebrow. “Yes. We- are still working to make it so everypony can live within the entirety of the city,” she explained, “it’s a chore that takes time. Unity is not something that can be reached overnight. In the interim, the radiation is useful for keeping out those We- prefer to keep away. We- recommend seeing Tally for the night. He, or Tab, will be able to set you with a place to sleep. We- have business to attend to. We- must talk...” she trailed off, fairly obviously not speaking to the three of us anymore. She pointed toward one of the larger buildings and then walked off. I’d always been taught that the Goddesses were the embodiment of kindness and consideration, but she just struck me as a bit strange. Maybe it was the steel rod through her head?

“Okay,” I said, looking at the sky. I frowned. Sure, the sun was behind the edge of the mountaintops and giving off the haze of twilight, but it wasn’t quite late enough that we’d need to be sleeping just yet. “What else is there to do?” I looked to Lost and Xeno for help. 

“Sell off our treasure?” my sister offered, shaking the bags she was carrying. “I'd like to fix the armor too.” That seemed like as good an idea as any. 

We turned toward the building the Goddess pointed to, and headed up to ask about the nearest shop. I stopped and gave one last look around the city, both to the barren irradiated side and the bustling city street we stood on. Something dug at the back of my mind. We were here to help these ponies, but none of the stallions looked like they needed any help. I gave one last look at my surroundings, searching for any problems that stood out. The city was too good to be true. 

I laughed to myself. No... something just made me uneasy. The claws picked little pieces out of the back of my mind, nagging me. I didn’t feel like I was in danger, like I had been with Wirepony or with my nightmare. I was safe with my sister and Xeno to back me up. Sure there were stallions about, but that was normal for a town this size, so why were they still digging...

“Hey wait up!” I yelled, and trotted after my sister and friend. 

*   *   *

“You are not a talented pony in selling. The price you list for many of your wares is far more than they are worth. I do not understand you, pony. What good is it to hurt those you wish to make your customers?” Xeno said, talking down to the shopkeeper stallion in a way I’d never seen before. “You have set poor prices on your wares. Is there a reason we should trust your prices when you are buying from us? Do you not wish us to sell you what we have?”

The stallion looked ready to crack, and was actively hiding his face in his tan mane. “I ju- I just price by what I see!” he tried to explain. “Supply and demand!” Looking back and forth between the three of us, he faltered, and backed from the counter. “Show- Just show me what you have. I’ll make sure the price is good. I’ll trade what’s fair!”

“This is good, shop pony,” Xeno said, tapping the counter with her forehoof. “Your leader told us that this was a safe place, with ponies who work together. Your deals are as foul as raiders. Sisters, what have we to trade?” She looked back, winking to us where the stallion couldn’t see. She might not be completely fluent, but Goddesses-damned! She knew how to cut a deal with a merchant.

Lost and I dumped all the treasure we’d ‘acquired’ out onto the counter. Bottles and scraps, weapons we didn’t want, and other assorted semi-useful items clattered onto the counter and tumbled past onto the floor. I could carry a lot more than I’d thought, apparently. Still, I sorted out the things I wanted to keep and placed them back in my bag. Along with my pistols, I made sure the bottle of Buck was nestled right at the top. Just in case. 

“So, she takes care of talking to merchants from now on,” Lost whispered to me. “Less times we’ll have to deal with somepony like Broker.”

I nodded in agreement, watching as Xeno worked her magic with the shopkeep. Whether through intimidation or just fast-talking zebra skills, she’d already sold half of our things for far more than the PipBuck had indicated they were worth. It almost looked like she was enjoying herself, given how she was slamming her hooves into the counter. She had a smile across her muzzle though, so there wasn’t much to worry about.

I decided to look around and see what was worth buying. Poorly-maintained guns and general junk lined the shelves along the walls. On one of the shelves lay a copy of Guns and Bullets, just lying out for the buying. I snatched it up before anypony else could, wait, nevermind we were the only ones in the store. This would be great to read along with my copy of Equestian... Army... Today... Hey! I’d never gotten to read my book! All that time we just sat and did absolutely nothing while I was recovering, and I’d never taken the time to read? I fumed at myself and kept browsing.

“Are there any items you are interjected in purchasing, ponies?” asked Xeno, finally having sold off the last of our junk. “We have sold more items than he has caps for. Buying his wares would be good to make your caps equal. Would you prefer to keep the items he cannot afford?”

“This!” I said, tossing her the book. She caught it on the tip of her hoof and set it on the counter. “Let me look around for anything else.” I joined Lost on the far side of the shelf. “What’re you looking at?” 

Lost pointed a hoof to the 200-year-old food that filled the shelf. With a sigh, she lifted the best looking pieces in her telekinesis and moved them to the table. “Better than nothing. Won’t be the same as Marshmallow Sundae’s cooking though.”

“She spoiled us,” I replied. Once more look over the shelves, and I found something interesting. On the bottom shelf, hidden in a back corner I spotted several different drugs. There was a tin of something I wasn’t familiar with called Mint-als. I did recognize several syringes of Med-X, and a bottle of Buck. A tentative tap indicated the bottle was full. There was even a bigger syringe labeled- Wait, a syringe of Buck? I’d never seen that before. I pulled it out and looked at it. The label was on sideways, but it looked good. Buck injected straight into the bloodstream? That would probably work so much better! I snatched up the various drugs in my hooves, and happily placed them on the counter with the food and book.

“Do you really need all that?” Lost asked, staring over her glasses at me.  “You’re not in any fights right now, or in a difficult surgery. You don’t need it.”

“But, what if somepony else buys it? Or what if we do need it for a fight?” I said, trying not to sound like I was pleading. This was for emergencies. Given how I felt, I might need them soon.

“You have plenty already. Put it all back,” she said, and pointed me toward the shelf.

I begrudgingly put everything back, and made sure to stuff them deep in a corner with lots of other things in front of them to keep other shoppers from seeing. I know I had plenty, but it never hurt to be prepared. If there was anything I’d learned in the past few days, it was the importance of preparation. That and that I really liked how Buck made me feel. The withdrawal though... That was beside the point, though. The idle clawing in my head just made me want backup.

“Okay okay! Look, you’re bleeding me dry here,” whined the earth pony behind the counter. How nice of him to wait for us to finish talking! “You can take all the food you’ve got, the book, and the rest of my caps. But I’m out after that. You need to leave. We don’t have a lot of trade here in the city, so I need as many caps as I can get.” He threw several caps down on the counter. 

“Thank you, merchant pony. It is good luck, for a change, that we have met. This is good business we have had,” said Xeno with a smile. She collected the caps and tossed them into my bag with accuracy I’d thought her incapable of. 

“My name isn’t ‘merchant pony’ you know, it’s Sale Price,” Sale griped. He frowned and started putting his newly acquired goods behind the counter. I heard him mutter, “Not that I’ll have any sales anymore...” No more sales? Oh well, we had plenty of caps now...

We left the shop and headed toward the apartment-turned-inn. The minute the shop door was closed, Xeno turned around and beamed at us, “I got a good deal for your goods, sisters! He was easy to convince. I told him of the prices of wandering merchants, he did not think he could compete.” She was so happy she was practically prancing in place. 

I smiled, happy to see her happy. For such a dour zebra constantly focused on death and her drugs, she seemed genuinely glad about robbing the shop-owner blind. “But we haven’t met any traveling merchants, Xeno,” I said.

“I did not think that was information he needed to know!” she said, grinning.

*   *   *

“Tally!” yelled the stallion calling himself Tab. He stood inside the apartment building the Goddess suggested we stay at. Tab tapped his hoof impatiently, turning and yelling again, “I am not the innkeeper! You are. I run the bar!” Well, he was one angry stallion. Given the soft look in his sky blue eyes, I’d expected far different.

“Well, there’s really no rush,” I said. Whether this was a sanctuary town secreted in the mountains or not, they were still a close knit clique, and we were outsiders. It might just be best to go find somewhere a little more out-of-the-way to sleep for the night.

Tab’s expression changed in an instant, reverting to the soft-looking stallion we’d first seen. “I’m really sorry about this,” he said. “Tally’s usually really good about tending the inn. He might be a while, so would you like a drink while you wait?” The blue-maned stallion pointed to a giant hole in the wall. It looked as though there’d been makeshift renovations, and there was even a little rusted-out bar built up inside the room.

My ears lowered. Booze was not my friend. At all. Lost, however, jumped at the chance, and got herself a drink of something-or-other that I didn’t care to know the name of, to sip on while we waited. The two of them made small talk, the stallion all smiles and offering to help. I stood with Xeno against the back wall, watching.

“Little too friendly, isn’t he?” I asked my zebra friend.

“Ponies have yet to cease confusing me. You treat each other so differently,” she said, frowning. “My family treats all zebra as their own, weare a community. Weare...” She paused and muttered something in her native tongue and then looked at me. “I am unsure how to say these things. We welcome all without question.”

“You sure I can't get you two anything while you wait?” yelled Tab, looking past his conversation with Lost to Xeno and me. A bit too friendly... A wave of my hoof and he turned back to my sister.

“That’s what the Goddess said too. I just don’t feel like we’re really welcome,” I explained, looking around the makeshift bar. At least Lost looked happy. “Mom really drilled it into our heads before she died. She always said ‘stay away from cities. Ponies look out for their own and don’t care for newcomers. You’re not one of them, ever’ until she was blue in the face.” I shrugged. “Old habits die hard.”

“Better old habits die hard than you, pony,” said the zebra. Wait, what? She looked at me for several seconds before spouting off something in her zebra tongue. “That did not translate as well as I had thought it would. Your mother was a smart one; she has given you many good lessons.” She clopped a hoof over my back, pulled a cigarette from somewhere, and walked toward the bar.

I watched from my spot, shifting restlessly. This town didn’t seem like it needed saving. I needed to check the radio soon, see if there were any broadcasts that might help. Worst case, I’d hear about the heroine again! 

The door to the building slammed open and a positively tiny unicorn stormed in. He looked exhausted, having the same bags under his eyes that constantly framed my sister’s. 

“Tally! Finally,” yelled the barkeeper stallion, “we’ve got guests.” He nodded his head a few times toward my little group. “I thought you were here, I guess you were,” he stopped, looked up and whistled, “out!”

“Yeah, I umm, I had some things to do. So, my good mares, you need a room?” he said, flashing a wide smile. Without waiting for an answer he went around behind the makeshift counter and hopped up onto a stool so he could see over it. With the extra height I got a good look at him. He really was tiny; much smaller than my sister and I. I looked at the purple-coated unicorn. “Yes, the Goddess suggested we talk to you and get a place to stay.”

“Well, I’ve got plenty of rooms, this apartment building used to house quite a few,” he said, waving a hoof behind him. “The rooms are all in great condition! Just right for a group of mares looking to get out of the Wasteland for a night. A pretty mare like you,” he said, winking at me and sending a shudder down my spine. “...probably wants to have a nice, soft bed. Which floor would you like?” He dove under the counter and began rummaging for something.

“The... second floor?” Lost said from the bar. It was a suggestion, and better than the one I had. Both Xeno and I nodded in agreement, though I couldn’t bring myself to look at her. 

“Sounds wonderful!” Tally said, pulling himself back up onto the stool. In the faintly brown haze of his magic he held a set of keys. “Here ya go, this room has anything you could ever need!” Once again he flashed the wide smile and eyed the three of us. He pointed a hoof to the door at the side of the room. “Just up the stairs that way and down the hall, you can’t miss it. Room number’s on the key. Don’t worry if you lose it; I have plenty of spares.”

Creepy. We thanked him, paid up, and went to the room. Just as promised, it had everything. Much of it was obviously converted from family apartment. But there were beds, a workbench, a working bathroom, and a table to eat at. More than we could ever expect. It was really wonderful what a little bit of mountain could do to keep Balefire from totally destroying everything. Aside from the constant murmur of quiet voices through the walls, this place was wonderful. Now if only the claws in my mind weren’t picking away at something I couldn’t place.

Why’d Mom have to make me so paranoid?

*   *   *

I looked over to Xeno. L.A. really didn’t need to throw us out while she fixed her armor and the pistol she’d burnt out. It didn’t matter, big sister said out, so out we went. I thought it probably had more to do with her wanting to avoid finishing our conversation, or fessing up to the fact that she freaked out for no reason. It was for the best, I didn’t want to let her know that I’d overheard her and Creme.

The zebra trotted quietly to my side, deep blue eyes looking casually to the line of buildings across the way. She’d walked right into that radiation without so much as flinching. “Xeno, why does nothing seem to affect you?” I asked.

“I have answered this. There are many drugs that I take. They are useful for surviving in the Wasteland,” she explained, pointing to her bag. As if remembering she had them, she pulled one of the looted cigarettes from her bag and placed it in her lips. “When I left with my brothers, wewere given parting gifts by my mother. They have helped much.”

“Do you think you learned what she sent you off to learn?” I asked, trying to keep my mind busy. The streets weren’t nearly as full anymore, and we took the time to window shop at the broken-out buildings. By the time I looked back, the cigarette was lit. Seriously, how did she do that?

“I donot think so. My learning has been most spent staying alive. Meeting you sister ponies and losing my brothers was the major change. I have gone from traveling and surviving, to interacting with ponies,” she said, flipping a hoof casually. “Zahi and Zaki did not like ponies. There were incidence at the start of our journey.”

I just nodded. The little snippets of her past were honestly fascinating. To think that we could’ve been mortal enemies and trying to kill one another if we were living two centuries ago. It wasn’t that hard to get along and share. I looked at the sniper rifle across her back. Sharing, the one thing that could’ve prevented the Wasteland from ever happening. We weren’t so different.

“It is funny, I think. Your raiders will shoot anything!” she said, chuckling. “I have watched a pony shoot himself in his frustration!” She giggled a bit, something I never thought I’d see her do. When her guard was down, she acted almost normal.

“I’ve never seen you laugh like that,” I said, trying to bring up how guarded she acted all the time. “It’s like the time you squealed. I never thought you...” The stare she gave me shut me up in a second.

“I do not squeal,” she said.

“But you did,” I corrected her, “when Wirepony first showed up, he got up behind you and- Ok you don’t squeal.” Looking away I took a step back. Do not piss off the zebra who makes the concoctions that keep you alive.

“I do not,” she said again, spitting out the cigarette. A stomp punctuated her mood. “As I was saying. I think it is strange, the way you ponies fight. When meeting new ponies, my brothers were often attacked, yet I was ignored. Do you view mares as less dangerous? I have met many dangerous mares. Youare a dangerous mare...” She looked me up and down once, furrowing her brow. Pointing a hoof at me, she said again, “Youare very dangerous.”

“Have to be. Like you said, ponies here focus on death constantly,” I said, snarkily. “You have to take out the most dangerous threat first, that’s how you survive. Did your brothers shoot first?” The two of them shooting me wasn’t really a sore point by now, I felt more guilty about killing them than anything. No matter what my reasoning. I should’ve gone for a leg shot or something. Given how many times I’d taken damage to my legs, I knew just how much you could survive... I tapped my steel hoof against the crumbling street idly. Not really wanting to know the answer, I changed the subject, “So, those parting gifts?”

“My mother gave me two extremely powerful elixirs. She then taught me to make my own potions, concoctions, and libations,” the zebra explained. “She follows the old ways, she believes in the stars and their curses. I learned better.” She raised a rear leg and nodded toward the hypnotic mark on her flanks. “They do not care, they merely expand away from us. There is no greater power at work.” 

“So why do you think you’re surrounded by bad luck?” I asked. We reached the end of the street and turned around. There was a town hall over on the hill a short ways away, down another road, but there wasn’t any reason to go explore it. The building was fairly nondescript, and rotting from centuries of weather and radiation. The ‘Town Hall’ sign hung limply by a single chain, and the windows were all blacked out. If it wasn’t completely looted... No, these weren’t ruins to hunt for treasure through. This place belonged to other ponies. 

Still, it couldn’t hurt to just look.

“Ihave never said bad luck. I merely feel that a special luck follows me,” she side, turning with me. “It is not something I expect ponies to understand. Very few ponies have understood.” She dug around in her bag and pulled out one of the larger jars. Holding it her hoof she continued, “Iam not as skilled as my mother. She made potions that dulled the damage of the Wastes and the radiation, strengthened bones to keep them from breaking when fighting to survive.” She looked at the jar longingly. “One day, I will create something to rival her. I will be a good zebra, no matter what the stars or luck say.”

Just like us, she just wanted to be a part of her family again. I’d taken that away from her, partially at least. Didn’t she realize we saw her as family now? Having been welcomed into the Steel Rangers, even if just as family and not members of the order, we were part of something better. They wanted to let her in too. Why did she have to be so difficult. Ponies and zebras aren’t so different...

“I think you’re a good zebra,” I said, placing my steel hoof on her shoulder. “Let’s head back. Lost’s had enough alone time. On the way, I’ll tell you about the time I got surrounded by ghouls just because I had to go pee...”

*   *   *

“Ta da!” L.A. said, presenting the newly-repaired armor to us. While Xeno and I walked on the streets below, she managed to get the armor into nearly new condition. All the dents and dings were gone, and even the etched designs looked perfect. Practice down in the Stable, where she could relax, must have done wonders for her skills with fine manipulation.

Cheater.

At least I had Xeno on my side, with hooves like mine that couldn’t work tiny objects or anything else fancy. Then again, she had that fancy ‘appear and disappear’ trick she could do with a simple wave. Probably just a different kind of cheater magic. I sighed, “It looks good, sis. Next time, let’s not get to this point, okay?” Being the voice of reason felt weird.

I trotted over to the window and looked out the blackened glass. I could at least see the city street below, past the spiderwebbed cracks in the window. What had this place been like before, when Equestria truly existed? Was there a family who lived here hundreds of years ago? Did they have foals, jobs, vacations, or... whatever it was that Equestrian ponies did? 

A stallion galloped across the street and out of sight. Where was he going this late in the evening? The clawing at the back of my mind started nagging again.

“What do you think of the Goddess?” Lost asked. I turned back to join the conversation, and found her staring at Xeno over the rims of her glasses.

“You ponies believe that she is a Goddess?” Xeno asked, pulling a jar from her bag. She she swirled it idly, continuing, “She is different than both of you, different is not better. For ponies like you who have told me many times that they do not trust others... I think it is odd that you do trust her, without question.” She took a drink the the jar, practically glaring over the rim at my sister.

I didn’t feel like getting into it with either of them, so instead I pulled some food from my bags. The food we’d brought from Stable 60 would go bad soon, and as Lamington had said, I needed to use it well. Fresh food would fill all of us better than preserved snacks and sodas. I passed some out to the others and snacked on a delicious, radiation-free carrot.

“She speaks strangely. Do you think it is because of the metal in her head?” Xeno asked, between idle nibbles of her own carrot. 

“I think so. She stutters. That’s not very Goddess-like, is it?” my sister mused from behind a bottle of Sparkle~Cola.

“It’s not, but there’s something going on here either way, right?” I asked with a shrug. “The town seems perfect so far.  So, why would Gunbuck head here? There isn’t anypony that needs saving.” I looked at the PipBuck on my sister’s arm. Why couldn’t he have left better notes?

“Maybe it’s not that they need saving? There could be something we’re not seeing here,” Lost said. She looked at the screen and began pressing buttons with her cheater magic. “I mean, the PipBuck itself doesn’t even say why we’re supposed to be here, just that we are.” She pressed her hoof to her forehead, between her glasses and horn. I felt about the same. “Maybe they all just need a good lay?” Suddenly she snorted soda from her nose. “Maybe Gunbuck was coming here for a good fuck?” Unable to stop, she snickered into her hoof. “Trying to get the taste of that psycho mare out of his mouth?”

We shared a laugh. Sure it was ridiculous, but it helped. A pang of sadness shot through my chest, and I thought about the past few hours... The past few days. Should I really be laughing, now that we were back in the dangers of the Wasteland? It’d only been few hours since we left the first place we could’ve called home. An awkward laugh at a half-assed joke about stallions and sex? Was this all that was out here for us? 

Closing my eyes, I remembered all that’d happened. Nightmares about gangers, then that monster, but... then family. The memory was more than just Seethe staring me down while I couldn’t move. Now it was Lamington without his helmet, and not just that, all of the others with him. It was victory over a monster.

“I miss the Steel Rangers,” I said, staring down at the floor. I could feel the little picks and pokes of the claws, but they weren’t worth the trouble. 

“I do too,” my sister said, using her magic to tilt my head back up. She smiled at me. “We’ll see them again soon.” Even smiling, her face held the same sadness I felt. The air felt heavy in the room all of a sudden, as if a great weight was being pressed down and crushing the air we tried to breathe.

“We are the only mares in this town, aside from the pony you call a Goddess,” Xeno announced, cutting through the haze without missing a beat. “You may be correct, that these ponies need a good ‘lay’ to make things better.” She hid half her face with her jar, making it impossible to tell just what she meant by that observation.

Stallion, stallion, stallion. She was right... Sale Price, Tab, Tally, every pony I’d seen on the street. Every pony aside from the Goddess had been a stallion. Realization set my brain into overdrive. Only stallions? No no, I screamed at my brain as the digging in the back of my mind started with full fervor. A town of only stallions and a Goddess with rebar stuck through her head? No! I took a deep breath, trying to stay calm. I didn’t want Lost or Xeno to catch on. It was okay, the stallions hadn’t tried anything so far...

Spare keys.

My brain hit a wall. I looked around the room. There weren’t any chains, there weren’t muzzles hidden anywhere. I just needed to think about something else. Think about anything else. Lamington, he’d make it better. Why didn’t we go with him? He and the others would have protected me. But I had Lost! She was good in a fight, proven by what she did to those raiders. Xeno was here too, she’d help. She hadn’t run off yet, so of course she’d help. 

I wrenched my brain back from the claws. Only stallions? Well, maybe every one of them was into other stallions! That would perfectly explain why they didn’t need other mares! And, and, then they wouldn’t need to go after me! Because they were all gay. 

Reining my thoughts in, I let out a sigh and skewed my ears back. We just hadn’t seen them, that’s all. Just because we didn’t see a pony didn’t mean she wasn’t there. The world outside of our vision still went about life as normal. I laughed inwardly, and looked back to my sister. She hadn’t noticed... 

“That was the first thing I noticed,” L.A. said, pulling her lips into a wry smirk. That’s right, I didn’t miss a thing, slide back into the conversation... The thinky pony realized right off the bat what was missing. She didn’t bother to say anything, because she thought we’d all noticed at the same time. Obviously I hadn’t! “They’re probably all working inside, we don’t have to see mares to know they’re here.”

I glared at her, but said nothing. What a great job at being a thinky pony I was doing, not noticing something so obvious. I remembered saying to myself that every pony I’d seen was a stallion, yet didn’t put two and two together. I sighed; I had a long way to go. At least I’d drawn the same conclusion she had.

But what was the significance? Both of them noticed, so it must be something big. Every stallion here was super nice to us, more so than they honestly needed to be. I didn’t want to think about it. Instead I got up and walked to the nearest bed I could find. “Wake me if you figure out what the problem is.” I faceplanted onto the bed between the pillows and laid there, listening.

*   *   *

The bed was terribly uncomfortable.

The voices through the walls were annoying. Either talk loud enough that I can listen in, or be quiet!

I could hear Xeno talking with my sister over the murmurs through the walls. They droned on and on about language, and how zebra and pony tongues were different. Let the thinky ponies talk... 

Time passed slowly, though I wasn’t actually counting this time. I didn’t have the PipBuck as a distraction, so all I could do was lay. Eventually I heard their talking fade and disappear, followed by the light from behind the door clicking away. 

At least they sounded happy while they spoke. I smiled, happy with my family at least. Lost was always there for me, and Xeno had proven herself to be exceptionally useful. I yawned, finally getting tired. If sleep would just come soon it would be perfect.

I closed my eyes, trying to will myself to sleep. Just lay still and focus on your breathing, sleep will come. I got an itch, and tried to ignore it. My legs were already asleep, if I just stayed like this I’d- I scratched the itch. Every part of me was awake again. Why was it so hard to just fall asleep? 

Was it because we didn’t have the nice comfy Stable beds this time? I’d really been spoiled too much by them. Lost wasn’t in the room with me, had she decided to sleep with Xeno in the other room? What if they were both into mares? Xeno was eyeing the Goddess, and I knew about Lost’s preference. That’s not fair. Lost was mine. I wouldn’t lose her to anypony else, not Xeno and not Creme Brulee!

I grabbed a spare pillow and pulled it close, squeezing it with all four legs. I didn’t want to lose her. She said I was all she had left, but she was all I had left too. Wasn’t my love good enough? Did she need somepony else to do those things for her? I... I could be what she wanted! No... no I couldn’t. Burying my face in the pillow, I cried. She wouldn’t leave me alone in the Wasteland, would she?

No, Lost was always there for me. Xeno too, she was useful and a good friend... Hey I was thinking in circles! Maybe that means... I yawned again, I couldn’t see anything. Maybe I was asleep...

~   ~   ~

I sat in a flowerpot. A very big one, with warm, soft dirt packed all around me like a loamy blanket. Sunlight tickled my mane, and I let out a sigh. I hadn’t been this comfortable since my last shower in Stable 60. Granted, that was more warm water and not warm dirt, but I really couldn’t complain about-

Rough paws clamped around my mane and pulled me out of my flowerpot. I squeaked in surprise as I hung face to face with a manticore. The leonine beast had a single scar running from underneath his (her, its? Did having a mane mean they were male, or did they all look like that?) left eye, down to its lips, where a chipped fang showed from beneath a fuzzy lip.

“Did she really kill him?” the manticore asked, turning me around as if to inspect me. The creature’s voice was surprisingly feminine for such a hulking beast.

I could only hoarsely squeak again in response. I couldn’t talk, for some reason, and started to panic. Of course manticores could talk, I just couldn’t remember having heard one do so before. I didn’t like this, not at all. I wanted my flowerpot.

“That’s what she said,” the same feminine voice said. Though this time, it came from behind me. I kicked at the manticore in front of me, turning to look at the other voice. Surprise! It was another manticore! This one had to have been the first one’s twin... or, wait, mirror image. The scar under the second monster’s eye ran down its right cheek, to a chipped right fang.

Lefty, or so I decided the first manticore’s name was, held me a safe distance away from his face, to avoid my flailing hooves. “Shh, she’s waking up!” Lefty said, quirking an eyebrow. He held me at arm’s length and peered at me for several seconds.

I hung still, not daring to move. Was he going to eat me? I’d had enough of me eaten by wasteland monsters already, thank you!

“Hmm. Guess it was a false alarm,” Lefty said.

“Doesn’t matter,” said Righty. “Find out whatever you can about her. She could wake up at any time.” The manticore reached up and pulled open my torso with a claw. I winced, but it really didn’t hurt. It just felt weird and empty.

“Lots of guns in here!” Righty said, sounding pleased with himself. He pulled a half-dozen assault rifles, two high-caliber pistols, and a minigun out of my chest cavity and stacked them on the ground. Then he opened the top of my skull and pulled out a little brown bottle. “Not much else though: some Buck and general Wasteland wanderer stuff. Nothing special.”

Lefty sounded disappointed. “Okay, well, don’t take anything. If she knows we’re onto her, there might be a problem.”

“We got what we needed. Let’s go,” said Righty.

Lefty nodded and dropped me back into my flowerpot. I sank, down, and down and down...

~   ~   ~

“You two stay here, I’m going to talk to her.” 

Mom pointed to some rubble just off the road we were traveling on. There was a space underneath just big enough Lost and I to fit under. 

“Alright Mom,” Lost said, and scampered off to the rubble.

“Can, can you check and see if she has any toys to sell?” I asked, smiling hopefully. The Wasteland was fun to hunt through, but still. It’d be nice to have a toy or two to play with. Lost and I could do so much with just one! A traveling merchant would have that, wouldn’t she?

“I’ll ask, honey, but food and ammo comes first,” she said, giving me a weak smile in return. “You know that. If I have enough left over, and she has something, I will. Promise.” She had a sad look in her light green eyes, and some part of me knew better than to think we could spare caps on toys, but I had to ask. With a gentle poke on the nose, she motioned with her hoof for me to go hide.

I did as she said, snuggling against my sister underneath the outcropping of broken concrete and rusty rebar. Together we watched mom run up to the broken road and flag down the traveling merchant, her brahmin and her mercenary bodyguard. We stayed quiet and hidden somewhere safe. Mom handled the trading while we were safely out of sight. Mom was so smart!

“Think she’ll get us anything good?” I asked Lost, leaning against her. This part was so boring.

“I don’t know! I hope she gets some of those snacky cakes, they’re the best,” Lost said, licking her lips. They were delicious, and one of the few snacks mom let us eat. Together we watched as Mom traded and made deals.

Leaning forward, I watched them talk. The merchant was a yellow earth pony with a fairly unique scar across her nose and eye. She had a unicorn bodyguard standing watch, near her brahmin. Flicking my ears around, I could pick up bits and pieces of what they were saying. Something about a gun, she laughed, and said something I couldn’t make out. I strained to hear, and finally heard the merchant say “Pleasure doin’ business, Green Gypsy.”

“Don’t you forget it!” she said happily, already trotting back toward us. Her bags looked much fuller than before, and the smile across her lips meant she’d done well. It faded when she got to us though, “C’mon out little ones. Sorry Hidden, no toys today.”

“Awwwwwwww!” I whined, oh well. At least she tried.

“Okay, okay. No toys, but presents at least. Here,” she said, lifting out a package of the snack cakes with her magic. “One for each of you. Lost, you have to share.” She eyed my sister, and wagged a hoof at her in warning.

Together we shared the cakes while we walked. Lost levitated both in her magic, one for me and one for her. 

Cheater.

The three of us walked off the road, and back into the ruins. The rest of the day was doing to-

Mom stopped mid-step. Without looking at us, she said, “Girls, go hide.”

“But, mom...” I pleaded.

“Now!” she scolded, pointing a hoof. 

We did as we were told, finding more rubble to hide in. We nestled together as close as possible, trying to look small. It wasn’t really hard for us to disappear into the ruins of old Equestria. Lost was just big enough to protect me if something happened, but I trusted Mom with all my heart. My sister shivered, an anxious look across her face. Mom never yelled like that. Whatever had her riled up must be bad... I swallowed, watching with a heart full of worry. But Mom would be fine, no matter what.

“Come on out then!” she yelled, her horn glowing with a green haze of telekinesis. From her saddlebags slid a hunting rifle and a recharger rifle, her Dedication and Devotion. A worried look crossed her face, and she looked side to side. Whatever she called for wasn’t coming out, and I started to twist my ears about trying to hear whatever she could see.

The ground trembled beneath my hooves, and I shot a glance at Lost. She wobbled beside me, her eyes wide with fear. Whatever it was, it was either gigantic or-

The ground erupted underneath Mom! She dove out of the way, just in time to miss a set of wickedly sharp-looking claws. They stabbed up into the air where she’d stood only a half-second before. The claws shifted, and a hulking monster like I’d never seen burst from the ground. It landed on three legs, with the claws dug through the busted concrete chunk. I slid back further into the ruins, looking at it. This, was this a Hellhound? Mom had mentioned them once before, saying they looked like big scary dogs.

Mom’s story didn’t describe the Hellhound right, calling this a ‘big scary dog’ was like calling raiders ‘unfriendly!’ Trembling, I took in as much as I could, my eyes darting back and forth between Mom and the monster. The creature stood hunched over, wearing heavy armor over his head and shoulders, a ratty brown vest covering his scarred and patchy coat. She stood at the ready, looking tiny compared to the Hellhound. 

The Hellhound carried a giant cannon in his free front paw, a weapon that looked something like a powered-up version of Devotion. With snarling lips over huge fangs and claws that looked like it could slice her in half, it looked like walking murder. I bit back tears, not wanting to think of what might happen if Mom didn’t win.

Mom didn’t flinch, though. She looked toward us, and then back at the Hellhound. “I got foals to protect,” she shouted at the Hellhound. “PipBuck says you’re red. Either get going this second, or there’s gonna be problems.” She aimed both of her guns at the clawed giant. If she was worried, she hid it well. I hated when Mom was like that, so angry and shouting. 

The Hellhound just smashed the concrete stuck to his claws, and before her sentence was finished he charged at her. Brutal claws swept across the air, right at her face. 

Mom was faster, though just barely. She danced on her hooves out of the way, spinning the guns in her telekinesis around and firing a shot from each at the Hellhound.

“Lost, I don’t like this! What if he hurts Mom?” I asked in a loud whisper. I curled tighter against my sister, worried about watching Mom die. We couldn’t lose her! The monster was big and terrifying. He could kill Mom in a single swipe if he caught her. I shivered, my mind going wild with possibilities.

“Mom's tough, Hidden, she'll make him go away,” Lost said, and flashed a reassuring smile. She shivered against me, unable to hide how worried she was. Together we could only watch as the two of them traded attacks. The hound’s claws never seemed to land a real blow, only taking out pieces of her mane. At the same time, none of her shots seemed to do more than graze him.

Mom would win. She would always protect us.

The Hellhound didn’t like missing, and leveled his cannon at Mom. She darted out of the way as he fired. My eardrums exploded from the deafening boom. It was so loud that I thought a Balefire blast had gone off in front of me. A sizzling blast of electricity blasted from the cannon's barrel, and vaporized the ground where Mom had been standing. He trained the gun on her as she ran, and I clamped my hooves over my ears to keep from going deaf as he fired on her. 

Mom returned fire, but none of her attacks seemed to do any good. Bullets didn’t faze him, and the energy blasts barely left scorch marks. She dodged and weaved around the energy blasts the Hellhound fired at her. Slowly she was closing the gap between them, his shots barely missing as he got closer and closer. 

I watched, mouthing to myself, ‘Mom, run, please... Don’t get hit!’ Mom was playing this way too dangerous. I knew she was tough, but the monster was too fast for her. Worse still, I saw a- Goddesses no! “Mom, behind you!” I yelled, as the ground buckled and bulged behind her. 

“Hidden stay down!” she yelled back, before turning to see what I’d yelled about. “Oh shit!” Fear in her voice, she turned to the first Hellhound, who tossed his weapon aside and charged her. The ground behind her burst open as another Hellhound charged to the surface.

My heart skipped several beats as I saw her caught between two monsters that could kill her. Celestia! Luna! Don’t take my mother!

She backpedaled a few steps and shielded her face with her Pipbuck. A half-second later, the perilous claws raked right across it. The arcanotech device snapped in half. Lost and I gasped. A missing limb was a death sentence!

The PipBuck’s sacrifice saved Mom’s leg. The tips of the hellhound’s claws dug gashes across Mom’s face. The top half of her ear disappeared into the ruins entirely. Mom screamed and toppled onto her side. She rolled a few times along the dirt before sliding to a stop. 

Lost’s hooves on my shoulders were the only thing that kept me from running to her. She held me in place as Mom groaned on the ground. Her guns clattered to the concrete. I tried to get to her, I could help. If Lost would just let me...

Mom worked her way to her hooves. She was covered in blood and sliced up, but alive. I fell back onto my haunches again, practically collapsing against Lost. How my sister stayed so calm during this, I’d never know.

The second Hellhound disappeared. I looked for any sign of him, breaks in the ground, something.

Nothing. This wasn’t good, not at all.

I shrunk back into the overhanging rubble to make myself smaller and harder to see. Lost did the same, and we huddled together, practically in tears. Mom had to be okay! She would kill the monsters and we’d all go home. Just like always.

Mom stood on wobbly legs, and picked her guns up with her telekinesis. She charged the Hellhound, firing the whole time with both guns. She managed to get a few good shots, despite shooting while she ran. She aimed for the sensitive spots, eyes and mouth. If only she could fire and dodge at the same time!

The Hellhound swung at her again, missing by mere inches as she ran past. I slammed my eyes shut, not wanting to see. He roared in frustration, and I opened my eyes just wide enough to see him stop to grab his cannon. With a look of pure rage, he leveled the gun at her. Several times he fired the gun, sending burst after burst of blue magical energy at her. She was alive, and dodging! None hit as she ran, and he couldn’t keep up.

The second Hellhound dug out from the ground directly in front of Lost and me. He looked terrifying, with a giant helmet covering his eyes, and spiked armor over his shoulders. My heart froze, and I dove behind my big sister, pulling against her to try and get away from the monster’s reach. In the distance, Mom’s voice carried over our screams of terror. As he drew back his gleaming claws, he lurched. The horrific booming screech of the Hellhound’s cannon blew my world apart. The Hellhound about to kill us faltered, caught in a blue electric crackling. Before the sound faded, he burst into blue ash.

Mom stood between us and the Hellhound, a smile cross her lips. In the middle of a fight she had figured to use his own weapon against his kind and let him kill his companion. I wished one day I could be as clever as her, at least when I was big enough to fight monsters like this on my own.

“Mom!” I yelled, but she said nothing.

With the second Hellhound gone, Mom could focus on the first one. She turned and charged him again, moving from side to side while firing both guns. Her shots just made him madder. She dodged to the side again, but wasn’t fast enough. The Hellhound actually threw his gun at her, right to where she was stepping. It hit her, hard, and she collapsed to the ground again with a scream.

Her magic broke for only a second. She collected herself and grabbed the cannon from the ground beside her. Even hit with the cuts and bruises, she was doing well. The Hellhound closed the gap, and raised both paws above her. 

She was okay, right? I prayed to the Goddesses. Celestia. Luna. Please, Mom is all Lost and I have. We can’t survive without her. I wanted to look away, to hide my face against my sister and wait for Mom to say it was okay. I couldn’t hide, I had to watch. I had to see that the Goddesses were looking out for her.

The cannon fired, hitting the Hellhound straight in the face. He went rigid, stopped before he could attack. Blue lightning crackling between the armor and helmet he wore. Mom took the pause to her advantage, and scrambled away on her hooves. 

The Hellhound collapsed, letting out a deep groan. With a roar, he pushed himself back up. Before he could get back to fighting, Mom attacked, diving in close and stabbing him with her horn. A sickening squelch sound later, and the Hellhound was stopped dead, her horn dug into his mouth and through the roof of it. 

She didn’t stop there, though. She brought up the stolen gun and fired over and over into the side of his head. Hellhound were tough, but their own weapons worked wonders against them. Finally sure the beast was dead, she pulled back and backed away from the corpse.

Mom just killed two Hellhounds all by herself! I stared in awe. My mom was amazing! She was bleeding from the cuts across her face, but she was okay. With blood staining her green coat, she stood and collected her things. Smiling despite the wounds, she looked over to us. Her magic faded, and the Hellhound’s cannon fell to the crumbling street.

Tears rolled down my face. That was too close. She’d barely survived. Her face looked terrible. I could see her teeth through her cheek. I didn’t want to look, I couldn’t bear it, but I had to look. This was the Wasteland, this was what it did. And she surv-

A roar loud enough to shake the building we were hiding under tore through the air. Mom’s eyes went wide and she spun around, full of fear. A positively gigantic Hellhound dug through the base of the building and into view. This one dwarfed the other two, had the same shoulder armor on, but lacked the helmet. We got a good view of the rage in her eyes over the death of her companions. Mom was in a bad spot. Wounded, her guns already put away, and a big monster about to attack her.

“Nope, done with this shit. I got foals to protect,” she announced, spitting some blood out. Her horn glowed again, and the barrel of the fallen Hellhound’s cannon lifted up. “Which means, fuck you.” The gun fired, and another blast of magical energy shot through the air. Covering my ears with my hooves, I watched it catch the Hellhound in the face. 

She didn’t stop. 

The gun fired until all that came out were clicks. The Hellhound hit the ground, nothing left of her but a mass of blue ash that slowly disappeared into the ruins.

Her horn stopped glowing, and the spent gun clattered to the ground. She stepped over the other corpse and back to us, looking back and forth every so often to check for dangers. Waving a hoof to us, she beckoned that we leave our hiding spot. “Let’s go home kids. I need a healing potion and a long nap. Then we move camp somewhere safer.” With a thoughtful glance, she collected her things, and the weapon the Hellhounds had dropped.

Even bleeding and bruised, looking terrible, she stood tall and didn’t even limp. Open gashes covered her face. The PipBuck was trashed, cut clean into two pieces with a dead screen. Her mane was matted to her face and covered in blood, just like her horn. She was even missing a piece of her ear. And despite all that, or maybe because of it, she still just looked like mom to me.

She is so cool!

~   ~   ~

 

I woke up with the sun glaring through the window into my face. It was early enough that the light hadn’t passed behind the clouds. In an instant, I was wide awake. An uncomfortable pressure had me running out of the bedroom as fast as I could. Great way to start the morning, Wasteland. I ran past Lost, who looked over her book at me, and straight into the bathroom. There weren’t any ghouls hiding in there, right? Never again...

Feeling far better, I trotted from the room and plopped down on the comfiest-looking tattered cushion I could find. I looked to my sister, who was idly reading the Big Book of Arcane Sciences we’d taken from the Stable 60 Steel Rangers. I scooted close and peeked over her shoulder to see how far she’d gotten in the book. Apparently very far. Goddesses she read fast.

“Have a good sleep?” Lost asked, closing the book over one hoof and looking at me.

“Yeah. Did you?” I asked her, giving a quick nuzzle. It was weird to not have her nearby while I slept, especially with the weird dream I’d had. So I took what I could get, and leaned against her.

“Nope, up all night reading. I played around with that memory orb we found too,” she explained, setting the book down on the opposite cushion. She hopped up and held the orb in her hooves. “It was so cool! I was inside the body of this other pony. I couldn’t do much, and it scared me at first, but it was really interesting once I got used to it. Everything she saw, I saw. And I had to move when she did, which was really weird. Like, you’re trapped there, there’s no quick way out. But it’s all extremely vivid, everything crystal clear. You can even feel the other pony getting stressed or sweating, everything! The pony I was in had to watch a stupid presentation, some businesspony going on and on about the future and the war. Everypony in the memory was really shocked because of a huge change.”

“Seriously, do you ever sleep?” I asked, deadpan. I knew better than to wait for an answer about her sleeping, and continued. “What was the presentation about?”

“Nothing we didn’t already know,” she said, holding the orb out to me. “It was an hour long talk about how they were changing over to work on armor instead of building skywagons. Apparently, the office building the raiders had taken was part of Leathers too, a separate office away from the noisy factory. I had to sit through the whole thing, and apparently they weren’t the only company in the area revamping.” She flopped back down onto the couch and leaned against me. She held the orb out to me. 

“Boring!” I said with a laugh. I took the orb in my forehooves carefully. “So how do you get into it?”

“Magic,” she announced, whirling her hoof in the air with some flair. “And it’s not boring, it’s history! It would have been very interesting if we didn’t already know. I was trying to get into it by staring, concentrating on it, touching it to my head, everything. I gave up and went to levitate it back into the bag and fwoosh! I was inside.” 

“Cheater magic,” I fumed. Just another thing I’d never get to experience because I was the odd pony out. I set the orb down on the book and changed the subject. “So, what’s for breakfast?”

“I thought we should wait for Xeno to wake up before we ate, since she’s part of the group now,” L.A. said, giving a little yawn. Dammit sis, no- I yawned too.

“I had a weird dream last night,” I admitted, wanting to pass the time. “It was really strange. Two manticores were pulling guns out of me! It didn’t hurt, it was just... weird.” Openness was important with my sister. After harboring the nightmares that I’d had before, and letting them get to me so badly, I wanted to get things out in the open right away. It was also a good way to pass the time so I didn’t spend it all staring at Xeno’s bedroom door waiting for her to come out.

“Another nightmare? Is everything okay?” she asked, looking down at me with a frown. She wrapped her forehooves around me and pulled me into a tight hug, one I returned.

“No, not a nightmare,” I said, rubbing my flesh forehoof against my mane. “Just weird. They were both the same mare. Same voice, same looks. I don’t know, it was weird.” I wished I could remember more about the pony who was in my dream, but it was hazy and hard to remember. There was the other dream though, abou- “Oh!”

“Oh? Oh what? What oh? Finally decide you like mares?” asked Lost, teasingly. She moved away from me just a hair and looked over her glasses once more. “I’m kidding. Is everything alright?”

“No!” I practically yelled, feeling heat on my cheeks. “I remembered my other dream is all.” Flailing my hooves just a little, I smiled wide. “It wasn’t a nightmare. I had another dream about Mom.”

“Are you sure that’s not a nightmare? The last time you had a dream about her, it didn’t end well,” asked Lost. She placed her hooves on my shoulders and looked directly into my eyes. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, I’m fine. Look,” I said, trying to reassure her, “remember that time with the Hellhounds?” I continued without waiting for a response. “I just... I guess I remembered? Anyway it was super vivid. She took down all three just like she did that time.” The feeling of loss hit me like a bullet straight through the heart. “I miss Mom...”

“I do too, Hidden, but it’s been over five years,” she said. “We’re adults now. We can’t rely on her strength forever.” She pulled me into a tight hug. “I miss her more than I could ever put into words...” She squeezed as she said it, and I couldn’t resist hugging her back.

“Where’s Xeno, already!” I demanded, changing the subject as quickly as I could. We had a quest to do here, and didn’t have time to deal with sadness from a lifetime ago. That was just as bad as worrying about the war, a decade, a century, two? What did it matter. Past is past.

“Want to go check on her?” Lost asked, motioning to the door to the room Xeno had slept in.

I nodded and hopped up from the couch, just in time for L.A. to pick the book up in her magic and continue reading. Trotting over to the door, I rapped my steel hoof against it a few times. The extra thunking might wake her up faster. No answer. I knocked again. “Xeno, c’mon. Wake up, we want breakfast and we can’t start without you.” 

Rolling my eyes, I pushed the door open and stared at... the... empty bed. Where was Xeno? I looked around the room. Her things were still sat in their bag, nestled in the corner behind a rotten piece of furniture. Her bed didn’t look to tousled. In fact, it looked like she hadn’t slept in it at all. I placed a hoof on it, and felt nothing but cold. She must have been gone for a long time.

“She’s not here, sis!” I yelled into the other room. Grabbing our friend’s things and bringing them out with me, I looked at Lost with worry.

“I never saw her leave. We had a really good talk after you went to sleep last night,” she said, floating the book away and into her bags. “Do you think she’d just leave us?”

“No... She was just starting to really open up. She left her things, too. She never lets them out of her sight. Let’s go ask around town?” I suggested, after plopping her bag down. Why couldn’t I just have magic like my sister? It really wasn’t fair that I couldn’t talk while carrying things.

“Alright. Breakfast, then we go looking for our zebra,” L.A. said, pulling out some food from her bags. Well, at least we still had delicious snacks from Marshmallow Sundae.

*   *   *

“I don’t understand why you won’t let me get Persistence out,” I said, walking close to my sister as we combed the town for our friend. The nagging little claws in the back of my mind were back in full force again. Now that I recognized the lack of mares, I couldn’t help but feel every stallion’s eyes on me. 

“Persistence? Is that what you’re calling it?” she asked, skeptically.

“That’s what the PipBuck calls it,” I corrected her. We’d already asked several ponies about Xeno, but none would give us an answer.

“Still no. I told you, if you go wandering around with your guns out, we’re not going to get any answers even if somepony does know something,” she explained, sighing heavily. 

Everypony was extremely polite, offering us drinks and an extra night’s stay for free. Sale Price even offered a generous discount for anything we wanted to buy, provided we never let our zebra friend back inside his shop. 

“Lost I’m worried. Nopony’s even seen her,” I said, practically whining. I really didn’t like the idea that we’d lost her already. Something felt really wrong; Xeno never went anywhere without her bag of... stuff. She was super-protective of it, and her going anywhere without it scared me. If she’d really been gone from the time Lost was in the memory orb until morning, I didn’t want to think about it.

“Do you think we should check the town hall?” she asked, pointing to the big building at the top of the hill. I nodded, and we started toward it.

We didn’t get very far before the Goddess interrupted us. She dropped to the ground directly in our path in a cloud of dust. Her marvelous wings outstretched, she stared down past her muzzle at the two of us. “We- have become aware you seeking something in Our- town!” she said in a booming voice. “What is it you are doing?”

“We’re looking for our friend. She disappeared,” I answered, bowing every so slightly. She was a bit intimidating up close and yelling at us.

“That is troublesome, We- have heard nothing of this. Perhaps one of those Our- daughters will be of assistance,” she boomed, smiling wide. “We- will take care of everything.” She looked back and forth between Lost and I. Her wings folded to her sides, her smile disappearing. She leaned down to stare at me. “You trust Us-, do you not?”

“Of- Of course,” I stammered. I could never doubt one of the Goddesses. She might look different from Celestia and Luna, but she was still one of them. “What do you mean, ‘your daughters?’ I just want to find my friend!” I caved, if only to get her to stop staring at me.

Her dark blue eyes squinted, and she lifted her head back to her full height. “We- wish to save Our- daughters, and all ponies. Through Unity, the Wasteland will be made safe for them,” she said, explaining exactly nothing. “We- shall allow The Goddess an explanation. Our- words will make it so you may understand Our- goal.” She stopped moving, for nearly a minute, while I stared in awe. What did she mean, ask The Goddess? The Goddesses were Celestia and Luna, there wasn’t just ‘The Goddess’ at all. “Hmm, We- are unable to reach The Goddess at this time. We- must take our leave now.”

With that, she spread her wings and flew off, giving no further explanation. I watched in confusion as she disappeared into the sky, literally. Once she had gotten a short distance away, she just popped out of existence in a flash. 

“Lost what was that-” I looked around, “Lost?” My sister was nowhere to be seen. Her bags, and Xeno’s, were gone. I circled around several times, looking for anypony that might show me where my sister went. She was gone, her stuff was gone, and there weren’t any ponies wandering the streets.

“Where is everypony?!”

*   *   *

I knew it. Not wearing guns had been a bad idea. Why’d I listened to my sister? Because she was my sister, and she knew best. I looked down the empty street to my left, then back to my right. No ponies, mare or stallion. Even living in the Wasteland with my sister, secluded and hiding out for so many years, this still felt lonely. All around was silence, deafening me.

The only times I’d ever been away from Lost were in Stable 60 and around Leathers. Each time, I’d deemed it either necessary or safe. To save her life, she ran and I fended off the Wirepony monstrosity. In Stable 60, I trusted every pony there, and knew no harm would come to my sister. But with her just... gone? I didn’t know what to do.

I fell to my haunches, suddenly unable to breathe. I looked around once more. The shops didn’t hold Xeno, neither did any of the housing buildings. That left... I looked over at the town hall. I hadn’t seen a single pony go near it, and part of me wondered if it was an irradiated deathtrap like the far side of town. I needed to narrow things down first. There were plenty of places we hadn’t checked, plenty of places that townsponies had oh-so-politely kept us from looking. If I could find Lost and Xeno before I had to go there, I would. An empty building at best, and at worst?

The fact that I locked up so bad without my sister to guide me was pathetic: weakness beyond the pale. Slowly, I stood and turned to face the building on the hill. An abandoned building would be a good place to hide somepony, but I had been facing it the entire time. Unless they knew some fancy form of cheater teleportation magic? I’d only heard about that from Mom, though.

My ears skewed back, catching something in the air. Somepony talking. It could be Lost. She’d only been gone a minute or two while I was trying to hype myself up. Either this town had some ghosts from old Equestria spiriting away ponies, or … I didn’t want to think of other options. She probably just came up with some idea and bolted, thinking she’d be back before I noticed. I took a deep breath, and ran toward the sound I’d heard.

Following the swiveling of my ears, I rounded a corner behind one of the shops. The alley lead to the apartment building across from where we’d stayed the night. Skidding to a stop, I brought my left forehoof to my face.

“Hidden, start being a thinky pony,” I said under my breath, to myself. I backed into the alleyway again and dropped my things on the ground. Be prepared, just in case. I grabbed my battle saddle, with Persistence and the shotgun. After that, I took out the armor from Stable 60. Still wishing I had some cheater magic, I pulled everything on, and checked that my guns were set. Good pony. Thinky pony. Prepared pony.

Listening to the murmuring and the voices, I peeked out from the alleyway. Right ear twitching, I heard more from the building we’d stayed in. Why hadn’t I thought to look into it last night? For that matter, why hadn’t I noticed it when we first got to town? Two buildings to check, then I could move on.

What if Tally and Tab were still there? Were they in on the disappearances? Could I get past them and sneak by to check? I looked down at my steel hoof. It wasn’t the quietest thing in the Wasteland... Lost was always the pony who was good at sneaking out. If she was there, I had to try.

I laughed to myself. Knowing my luck, there was nothing wrong at all! I was just being a silly pony working herself up over nothing.

I stepped in, already running a speech through my head about how I’d forgotten something in the ro- 

Tally wasn’t at his desk. Tab wasn’t at the bar either. I dove around behind the makeshift counter, knocking over Tally’s stool.

Behind the desk, on little hooks, hung dozens of identical sets of keys. Tally hadn’t been kidding when he said he had plenty of extras. I looked for our room, and found three sets. Snagging one in my teeth, I jumped over the counter and scrambled up the stairs. Lost had probably just run back to the hotel, letting me finish the conversation with the Goddess.

I rounded the corner on the second floor, shifting to fit my guns through the doorframe. Nopony in the halls. The noises were louder, unimpeded by the thin walls. I walked slow, setting my steel hoof down as gently as I could. I pressed my ear against the first door I came to, and listened.

The voice through the door was soft, wistful. I couldn’t make out a single word it said. The noise was so quiet, it seemed like there wasn’t even a voice. Just an overpowering murmur coming from every direction with no actual origin. Looking at the door, I backed off and moved towards the room we’d stayed in.

The door was open. None of the keys had been missing from the spares, but our door was wide open. I looked inside, checked every room. Nopony. A voice echoed through the hallway. A door slammed.

“...believe it’s been a week already. Time flies,” the voice laughed, “when...” The voice trailed off. It was a stallion I hadn’t heard before. He walked past the door without noticing me, hidden just around the corner. Nopony was with him. Was he talking to himself?

I peeked around the corner, just in time to see the light through a doorway disappear. I trotted over and knocked once. Without waiting, I tried the door. I needed to find my sister, right now. The door opened without any resistance, it wasn’t even locked. Inside was a room nearly identical to the one we’d had, and a quick check showed... Nothing. There were no other exits, and nopony inside. What in the? Where had he gone?

I backed back into the hallway.

This was a dead end. If there even was a pony around, it wasn’t Lost. I had to check other places. I ran. Past the voices that weren’t my sister or my friend, I ran. I needed to find Lost, and fast.

*   *   *

The second building was much the same. Nopony at the entrance, and every floor empty, with every door locked. I felt so stupid for going ‘tunnel vision’ and looking for a problem I could spot right away, never considering the answer might be held behind closed doors.

Convinced I was alone, despite the voices, I felt safe enough to break one down. I found a door, in a back corner, under a broken and flickering light. I smashed it in. The room was empty, just the same moldy striped wallpaper like everything else. I swore I’d heard something behind it, but the room was completely clear. The worst part was turning around and seeing somepony leave behind me. I chased, but when I ran down the hallway, there was nothing. Just my hoofprints in the dusty corridor.

Somepony was fucking with me now. I knew damn well I was paranoid around groups. Mom had drilled that into my head. But I didn’t need to be hallucinating just because my sister wasn’t right next to me! I folded my ears back, forcing myself to stop straining to hear every little thing. I backed into the room and collapsed on the nearest couch. The mere idea that I’d missed all this really hurt my resolve.

How could I find my sister, or make the world around me safer, if I couldn’t even tell when something was horribly wrong in the town I was in? I needed to listen to the little nagging claws in the back of my mind more often. Being so associated with that dream had made me tune them out. I didn’t need help. I shook my head to get the thought out of my mind.

Ignore it Hidden, you’re better than that. Get over your fears. They’re holding you back.

I stood, mad at myself. I didn’t have time to feel sorry for myself. I just needed to beat some sense into myself. Somehow in my frustration, I made it to the wall on the far end of the room. I slammed my head into it, needing something to drill my focus back.

“Why.”

SLAM.

“Can’t.”

SLAM!

“I.”

SL-

“Ahh!” I yelled, stumbling forward as the wall swung open before me.

“What in the...” I asked the air, looking at the hollow opening where a solid wall had been moments before. Rubbing my flesh forehoof against my now bruised forehead, I looked at the false wall. The seams blended perfectly with the stripes in the wallpaper.

“Sneaky bastards,” I muttered, stepping forward. If Lost and Xeno had disappeared anywhere, this would be it. I was going to kill whoever took my sister and friend away from me. I stormed through the secret doorway, ready for whatever might come at me. I wasn’t going to waste the first break I’d had in this search by sitting around and feeling sorry for myself.

*   *   *

The voices and murmurs were worse in the tunnel. I’d trotted down several flights of stairs, and moved my way into pitch black. It felt like I was underground, but I couldn’t tell for sure. At some point, I lost track of just how many steps I’d clambered down, and what counted as a ‘floor’ anyway? The echo though, that was the worst. I couldn’t tell which way was forward and which was back.

Deep down, part of me wished I was a unicorn like L.A. At least then I’d have a light spell I could use. The dark didn’t scare me! Not since I was a filly, but... this wasn’t the Wasteland. There weren’t any sounds I knew, there weren’t peeks of the stars through the cloud cover to light the way. I didn’t have a campfire or a sister or a mother to keep watch while I slept.

It was just. Black.

I scraped my shotgun against the wall, moving slowly. If I kept along the right wall, I’d find something eventually. I just had to feel my way through. Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes and took another step forward. My hoof clanked hard against the stone floor, followed by three softer thuds. I was alone down here. I walked, not counting steps. I didn’t want to think about how far I’d walked down here. I didn’t want to think about what might be just behind or in front of me. Nopony, no monster, was going to sneak out and grab me.

And even if they did, I had guns! I was prepared! Slowly, I stepped forward, one hoof after the other, nice and slow like a thinky pony. Listening. My ears swiveled back and forth, trying to pick up on something, anything. All I could hear was the dull echo of noise far beyond my reach.

The scraping of metal against stone overpowered the sound for the most part, kept it out of my thoughts. I took another step. The wall was gone.

I fell.

The clattering of my hooves and battle saddle echoed all around. More than one tunnel, or just a turn? Goddess, could I ever catch a break? I just stayed still, lay there and listened. Ears flitting back and forth, I tried to pinpoint the sound of the voices to decide where to go.

Scrape... Scrape... Clank.

That... wasn’t my shotgun against the stone wall! I opened my eyes as wide as I could and looked around. Nothing but blackness. Left was black. Right was black. My breathing came in quick bursts as I looked around. I wanted to scream, I wanted to turn and run. Lost would find me if I just went to our hideaway. She’d know to look for me there if I disappeared. She was stronger, she was smarter! She could get out of this on her own.

“No!” I yelled to myself, louder than I should have. It echoed around the walls, creating an eerie loop of shouting. I stood up, and leaned against the wall again. I was stronger than that. I could do this. If I turned right, then I was facing... I tried to remember the layout of the town from what I’d seen. Was this toward the town hall? Or was it toward the radiation?

I didn’t have time to figure it out. The voices got louder, echoing in the same eerie loop as my own voice. Closing my eyes again, I took another step.

Scrape... Scrape... Clank!

It sounded closer, or just louder. The sound was almost like chains dragging against the floor... Where was it coming from? I spun in a circle, or tried to, until Persistence got caught on the wall. Yelping, I backpedaled a few steps, and looked back and forth. It was useless, with all the blackness. The minute I got the PipBuck back, I was locking it to my leg and never letting it go. I’d weld it to the steel hoof if I had to, so I could always have a light and E.F.S. to keep me sane.

Had that scraping been going on the entire time I was down here? Was holding the gun against the wall just masking it? It didn’t matter. Without some sort of light, I couldn’t tell where it was, or how long it’d been there. I just kept moving.

Tapping my guns against the walls, I tried to keep from scraping them against the wall too long. I needed to follow the gentle scraping around me. The voices were mostly gone, as if hushed by the sound of the chains it was dragging against the floor or wall or... whatever they were doing!

I stopped in my tracks, and clenched my eyes shut. No. No, no, no! My brain betrayed me, thinking on its own. Chains were like wires... Wirepony was a monster made of wires and steel ranger armor. What if there were more!? What if the town had some sort of chain monster eating ponies for... for whatever the Goddesses knew!

I threw my hooves in the air, scraping them against the ceiling. Falling back to the floor, I hung my head. I couldn’t let my mind get carried away or I’d never get anywhere. Chain monster, how ridiculous? Smiling to myself, I let out a little echoing laugh. Like the Wasteland would let another one of those monsters exist.

Having calmed myself down, I took a step forward. This wasn’t as bad as I was making it out to be. Just a tunnel from the War, probably used to move ponis safely in the event of a zebra raid or something. I bet there were even lights, they just needed some power.

This wasn’t anywhere as bad-

Something wrapped around my mouth and neck and pulled.

*   *   *

Straining against the chains that held my legs, I hit the ground. Hard.

“Fuck!” I screamed, looking around. Whatever it was, it’d blindfolded me. What was the point of that? It was already pitch black in the tunnels. Even without a blindfold I couldn’t see shit! I thrashed about on the floor, trying to find a way to my hooves.

“Shut. Up!” yelled a stallion’s voice.

“We’re doomed, you know that?” said a mare. “This one’ll lead her right to us.”

I wasn’t too pleased with being blindfolded, tied up, and carried off to the Goddesses knew where. Even the five minutes that I’d been chained up were enough to push my anger to a fever pitch. A hoof pushed my head down, and somepony’s telekinesis pulled the blindfold off. I pulled my chained forehooves up to block out the silvery light, and looked up at the ponies around me: a nearly-black unicorn stallion and an off-white unicorn mare.

“Willow, stop your yelling!” yelled the stallion. The mare looked taken aback. With a grimace, both looked at me. “You’re a right lot of trouble, y’know that?” he said, pressing a hoof to my mouth to keep me quiet.

“You’re going to lead her to us. And then we’re all dead!” yelled Willow, as loud as she could without breaking a whisper. She pointed a hoof. “Get out! Back the way you came.” Following the way she pointed, I saw the same secret door I’d gone in through the room in the apartment building.

They’d carried me back? I glared at the two unicorns, on the verge of killing them. I moved away from the hoof holding my mouth closed. “Give me my sister,” I demanded. I glared at the two, looking back and forth between them.

“Button, we need to get back, fast,” whispered the mare. She looked past the door, staying in the shadow it cast, as if she didn’t dare move into the light. “If she catches us...”

“She has your sister. Now get out. Go fast, and do not return,” said Button, using his magic to push me toward the door. “Lead her to the tunnels, and we’ll kill you.”

I struggled and dug my hooves against the floor as best I could. Damn chains. The mare joined in, using both magic and hooves to shove me past the threshold. I slid past, tripping and falling as I hit a loose floorboard.

The door slammed shut as I toppled over, locking me into the room all alone again. The murmur of voices was gone, and no amount of straining gave me anything. The chains disappeared, and I fell free.

Back to square one...

“Hey...” said the mare through the wall. The door creaked open, barely an inch. A single silver eye peeked through the sliver, a glowing haze making it just bright enough to see. “The zebra’s with us. She’s safe.”

The door slammed shut again, disappearing into the striped wallpaper.

“Town hall,” whispered a voice, just barely loud enough to hear.

*   *   *

They kept Xeno. They threw me out? How helpful! I had a goal now though, and that was all I needed. Whoever that pony was, she’d given me the confirmation I needed. That town hall. Either it was an irradiated death trap, and the Goddess was turning my sister into a ghoul or, worse, maybe it was... I shook my head and ran.

My hooves thudded on the dusty floorboards and pounded the stairs as I ran outside. Nopony to be seen in any direction. Everything looked just like the irradiated buildings across the park. No Goddess anywhere, either.

I mouthed the battle saddle’s bit, gently. I needed to be ready to fire if anypony or anything got in my way. What had Willow meant, when she said they were doomed? Surely there was something more going on than a benevolent Goddess and disappearing ponies. I knew Xeno was ‘safe,’ at least I hoped. If that mare was lying...

Then again, they had thrown me out without killing me, so for now they had the benefit of the doubt.

Something shifted in the corner of my vision, a shadow dancing across the ground. I spun on my hooves, trailing both guns toward whatever it was. Nothing. I looked up, back and forth. I took a step back, shifting on my hooves and heading back on my path. I ran up the shattered road, making far more noise than I was comfortable with as my steel hoof slammed down onto the two-century-old asphalt.

“Just paranoia, Hidden Fortune. That’s all it is,” I whispered to myself around the bit. The words were muffled, but I knew what I meant. I looked forward, trying not to let jumping shadows and whispering voices distract me. 

I made it to the door, and smashed through it. It wasn’t locked anyway. Inside was what must have passed for an average town hall, with plain walls of rotting wood, and a whole lot of empty. A smashed terminal sat atop a counter to my right, and to the left, a pair of rotting chairs. There was something creepy about the building, something I couldn’t put my hoof on. Something that made those claws in the back of my mind pick up again and start to dig. I ran past the emptiness, past a staircase, down the hallway. I skipped a break room full of overturned tables and useless junk on a counter against the far wall. No ponies, no clues. Across the hall was another room, with more rotting chairs and more nothing.

I stopped, and closed my eyes. The voices led me on earlier; the quiet murmuring was the telltale sign. If I could find it here, I could find my sister. I strained myself, trying to hear something, anything. Dead silence surrounded me, so quiet I could hear my heartbeat in my head. I spun around and made for the stairs. 

I bolted up the stairs two at a time, running as best I could up with the battle saddle. Running up stairs with a huge hunk of metal strapped to me wasn’t the easiest thing in the world. I hit the top step, and pushed through the door. Counting my luck as better than Xeno’s ever could be, it was open. I stood at the landing and closed my eyes, and let me ears do the searching. Just like downstairs, I couldn’t hear a thing. Time to think like a scavenger and check everything obvious or unopened.

With a sigh, I opened my eyes. I looked around. Two rooms to check up here. I crept through the first door, and found a large rotten office, destroyed by two hundred years of neglect. The skeleton of a pony sat in a moldy chair behind a once magnificent desk, a hole through her head and a pistol lying on the floor next to the desk. Poor pony... Was it really so hopeless as to do that? I sighed, wishing I’d never have to see an all-out war like this pony had.

I turned and left the room. It was empty anyway, except for dry bones and 200-year-old regret.  The other room lead to a balcony that overlooked the city. To the side, a shattered robot leaned against the wall. Its three arms hung limply from the giant stem protruding beneath its rounded head. Three eye-stalks sagged underneath a gigantic frayed hat.

“What in the?” I asked, my eyebrow twitching slightly. I looked over the balcony, getting a good view of the city. In the distance, I spotted something moving through the barren dirt fields toward the city, a vehicle of some sort with a cloud of dust behind it. But it wasn’t Lost, and thus wasn’t immediately important. I couldn’t see far enough out without the sniper rifle’s scope to make out any details. I knew Xeno had needed a weapon, but I was really regretting having given it to her. I spun around and ran back into the building.

“Think, think, think!” I yelled to myself, prancing in place. Willow said the town hall was the place. There had to be something. Another hidden passage? Did they run the length of the whole town? Whatever they were hiding from must be what was coming. That’d explain why all the ponies suddenly vanished. Maybe the Goddess, if I could find her. She’d explain! She’d know where Lost was and protect us. Unless she was hiding her from me herself.

I paced along the walls, resting my flesh forehoof against it and pushing for something that might give. The hallway yielded nothing, so I moved back into the room with the corpse. The gun was rusted beyond usefulness, and the desk held nothing that might help. Papers too faded to read, and a diary so old the pages had fused. No buttons or latches to activate a secret passage. I circled the walls, moving faster. Whatever was coming, I needed to be faster. 

“Ugh! Nothing!” I shouted at nopony. This was ridiculous! The best place for there to be some tunnel entrance was the office of the pony who ran this town. That was who they’d want to keep the safest, right? Maybe I wasn’t looking hard enough. I stepped to the center of the room and looked around once more. Any little difference could be the key.

Every wall and corner looked identical. Fuming, I ran back to the hall and down the stairs. I hopped halfway down, around the corner and jumped down the flight of stairs. I didn’t have time for safety. I needed to find my sister and figure out what in Luna’s name was coming to the town. What was so bad that ponies were hiding in old wartime hidey-holes? I tripped on the landing, and faltered as my steel hoof punched through the floorboard.

Tumbling forward, I skidded along the floor until I hit the far wall. With a hollow thud, the wall gave in an inch, and I felt a cold breeze across my flank. Slowly, I stood and turned. Before me was the door, hidden well by the warped and rotting wood. Xeno must have been with me, at least in spirit, to make me trip. I looked at my steel hoof and smiled, then pushed the door open and started down.

*   *   *

The stairs leading down were brightly lit: a stark contrast from the pitch black of the tunnels I’d found underneath the apartments. I slunk down the stone steps, carefully placing each hoof as quietly as I could. If there were more ponies like those I’d met before, I wanted to spot them before they could spot me. I held my breath, listening to hear something before I could see it. I peeked around the sharp corners in the stairway, hoping to catch whatever might be down there off-guard.

The voices were back, echoing softly off the stone walls. The skull-clawing creepiness didn’t hit me like it did before. These voices were happy, and coupled with the warm lighting overhead, made it almost feel homey. I could hear movement too, hooves against the floor, against metal. I kept on, not making a sound. I even went so far as to walk on three hooves to keep my steel hoof from clanking loudly on the stone.

The stairwell ended in a short hallway, with two doors. One was right to my side, with another at the far end of the hallway. Maybe this was where the pony up in the office was supposed to go, but something had stopped her? I looked back and forth. Which to try first? Shifting my ears back and forth, I listened. The voices echoed from the far door. The door next to me held the sounds of moving around, but didn’t sound near as happy or friendly. I decided that talking with friendly ponies was better than whatever I might find behind the closer door.

I trotted down, opened the door and stepped through.

Light, color, and laughter punched me in the face.

Brilliant blue drapes lined the walls, radiant in the clean white light from a crystal chandelier hanging from the ceiling. A dozen mattresses formed a large circle around the center of the room, all covered in spotless linens, cleaner than any sheets I’d ever seen in the Wasteland. Pleasant-looking mares sat on the mattresses, smiling and chatting with the ponies around them. Not one seemed to have a care in the world.

I stomped my steel hoof, sending a metallic ringing into the room. Every mare went silent and turned to look at me. I ignored the ridiculously out-of-place cheerfulness, and focused on looking for my sister. None of the ponies here were her. This was far more than frustrating by this point. I stomped again, wishing I could shatter the stone beneath my hooves. I was beyond pissed-off by this point.

“Where. Is. My. Sister.” I demanded, staring at the ponies.

“We- are all sisters under our Mother, The Goddess,” they all said in perfect unison. “Perhaps she has Our- sister. Soon Mother will take Us- to Unity. You should join Us- in becoming one.” Each mare flashed a smile, all tilting their heads slightly to the right. They spoke just like her, even with the weird tic she had...

“I don’t want your unity, or your freaky talking-together... thing. I want my sister. Where is she?” I asked again. I took a step back toward the doorway, looking back and forth at each of the mares. None of them broke my gaze, none even blinking. What in Celestia’s name was this ‘Goddess’ doing to them?

Their room might be luxurious, well lit with clean mattresses. There were shelves with all manner of baubles and several intact books. A polished tub sat against one wall, and there were stacks of clothing and towels on a table nearby. There was food in stacks, sitting in a broken refrigerator and even flowers on top of it. It looked like they had anything a pony in the Wasteland could ever want, but if the price for that was acting like that, and ‘becoming one’ with another pony... was that something any individual could do? I backed to the door and stepped past it, then slammed the door shut. I prayed to Celestia and Luna I never got wrapped up in that. 

I shivered involuntarily. I could still feel them all watching me.

As I stared at the door in horror, their voices returned, quietly at first, followed by loud giggling, and finally back to the same quiet murmur I’d been hearing the whole time. I kept backing up, wanting to get as far from whatever in the Goddesses’ name that was. I backed away through the hall until my hooves hit something, yelped like a filly, and jumped to turn around!

Just the stairs. With a deep breath to calm myself, I looked at the closer door. A door in a war-time tunnel meant somewhere to keep ponies safe during the end of the world, right? Slowly I put my hoof on the door to push it open. The ponies here didn’t sound like they were all talking in unison or lying on the floor doing nothing but looking creepy. Whatever it was, it couldn’t be worse than... than that.

I closed my eyes and pushed the door open. The second it opened, I was hit by a cacophony of sounds so loud I had to pin my ears back and reflexively clenched my eyes shut. The hoarse voices of mares and stallions shouted, metal rattled against metal, and the walls echoed with the stomping of hooves and wailing of ponies.

I opened my eyes and looked into the room. It was darker, lit only by the light coming through the open door. Nearly a dozen ponies were down here, crammed into cages barely big enough to fit a filly. A couple were curled in corners, looking completely despondent. Others rattled their cages with hooves covered in blood. Those same ponies shouted at the top of their lungs, words that I couldn’t understand through the hoarseness and desperation. How long had these ponies been caged, and why?

“Hey!” yelled a stallion standing outside the cages. I didn’t notice him over the sight of ponies screaming at me through cages.

The plight of these ponies punched a hole in my heart. It hadn’t been that long ago that I too had been held against my will, and forced to work in horrible mines full of gangers and bloodwings. A day or a lifetime, nopony deserved to be in captivity. Even horrible monsters and ponies who’d given up all right to live as decent Wastelanders didn’t deserve this. Being a slave was bad, being held in a cage unfit for radroaches, trapped in an underground tunnel, locked away from the outdoors, was horrific.

Finally I realized there was a pony yelling at me with a pissed-off look on his face, shouting something I both couldn’t, and didn’t, want to hear. Realizing I wasn’t listening, he raised a tiny pistol in his magic and fired at me. The bullet bounced harmlessly off the armor the Steel Rangers had given me. In retaliation, I hit him, hard. “Why!” I yelled, screaming over the deafening noise of the room. I stepped over him, and stood on his chest to hold him down.

“It’s the only way!” he yelled back, swinging his hoof at me. I smashed it down with my other forehoof. Locking ponies up was the only way? Was that what the Goddesses would’ve wanted? I struck him across the face with my steel hoof, splattering blood and teeth across the floor, and feeling no small amount of pleasure at it. With the guard knocked out, I turned to the caged ponies who’d given up all hope. I checked him over once for a key or something, but all he had one him was the pistol.

I worked to unlatch the first cage, trying to break out a green-maned mare. The latch was locked, and there was no way I could get the lock picked with my hooves before whatever that vehicle was got here. I looked at the steel hoof and wondered if I’d ever pick a lock again. Cheater magic!

“I... I’ll come back. You all wait here. I promise,” I said, trying to sound brave and trustworthy. I just needed time to think. I stepped back into the passage between the two rooms, holding a hoof up to quiet the screaming ponies in the cages. I needed to think. I needed...

I ran away, up the stairs. There was no exit in either of those rooms, unless it was well hidden. Back the way I’d come, then. It wasn’t like I’d be getting any help from the ponies who’d thrown me out of these tunnels earlier. I didn’t need them. I scrambled to the main floor, and pulled the fake door shut.

I had questions, and that Goddess was the only pony who could have the answers. I just needed to find out how to get her to let those ponies go, and let us get away. Whatever this unity was she kept talking about, she could keep it.

What if the ‘she’ the ponies in the tunnel were talking about was the Goddess? Was she the one who was going to kill them? The idea of one of the Goddesses being a murderer wasn’t something I could handle. That would be like saying that Celestia or Luna was personally involved in slaughter. I couldn’t think of my Goddesses like that! They were divine ponies who watched over and protected us. Sure they didn’t always do a perfect job, but it was a Wasteland and there were many ponies with many needs, and two Goddesses could only do so much. Their power only stretched so far. The sun and moon still rose and set, and that was enough to convince me. Goddesses were good ponies.

So why did I have a horrible knot in the bottom of my stomach?

*   *   *

I wasn’t ready to face her straightaway. If what those ponies had said was true, and I really hoped it wasn’t, I needed to be a thinky pony and figure out what I was up against. There was a reason they were hiding in the walls and afraid of her. I needed to find out what that reason was, before I went in with nothing but guns and my hooves. Without Lost to make a real plan, I would get my flanks handed to me.

I ducked out of the town hall and hugged the wall, crouching as low as I could. I moved quickly, darting behind one of the smaller buildings to the side, then dashing to an alley. I may have been keeping a low profile, but I wasn’t going to find anything by staying out of sight. I ducked into a particularly thin alley, and made my way closer to the center of the town. Crouching down, I looked past the corner of the building to see if anything had arrived yet.

From the opening in the hills we’d entered the night before, came two ponies hauling a large cart. They were strapped in with heavy chains between them, and didn’t look comfortable in their position. Atop the cart rode three mares: two unicorns and an earth pony. The earth pony in the middle was purple and pink, with a orange-y yellow unicorn to one one side of her, and blue unicorn on the other. I couldn’t see inside the cart from where I was, but if it had anything to do with the ponies locked in the cages below the town hall, I was going to start murdering.

The Goddess appeared.

She didn’t walk into sight, where I could see and avoid her. She didn’t even bother sneaking up on me. She just appeared right in front of my eyes, too close for comfort. Reflexively I bit for my battle saddle. Before I could, she placed a wing between my teeth and the bit. Ponyfeathers weren’t particularly tasty, eugh. She leaned down to eye level.

“Why do you sneak through Our- town?” she asked “We- only wish to save you! Our- daughters wait eagerly for their induction into Unity. Come and accept the gift We- wish to share with you!” She stood tall again, twitching slightly. Goddess or not, her unification wasn’t something I wanted to be a part of. No Goddess would help slavers, or warp innocent mares like the ones in the town hall’s basement. The tic in her speech wasn’t helping convince me she was divine, either, especially since it seemed something the others had picked up on as a personal trait of hers.

“You look like a Goddess, but I want nothing to do with you or your ‘daughters!’” I yelled at her, backing up several steps. She was the only pony who could have Lost. Every other option was gone. I stared her down. “Give me my sister.”

“We- cannot,” she stated, passive and uncaring. “She rejects Our- Unity but she is needed elsewhere. She will aid Our- ally in building a new Equestria. We- must protect Our- daughters. Surrender and go with your sister!”

That did it. I would not allow my sister to be sent away by this monster pretending to be a Goddess. I bit down on my battle saddle, firing Persistence at her.

“Fool!” she yelled, a shimmering sphere appearing around her that stopped my bullets in mid-air. “You cannot defeat Us-, yield or suffer.” Her demeanor changed entirely, going from a regal pony that looked

like the Goddesses, to an outright monster. Her wings flared out and her mane began to flow wildly. “WE- HAVE PLANS HERE! YOU WILL NOT RUIN THEM!”

Her horn began to glow, crackling so loud I had to pin my ears back.  I turned and ran as fast as my hooves could carry me. She could stop my bullets from hitting her, and she had magic something fierce. I knew better than to stay for whatever she was planning.

The sky lit up as if a storm were rolling in, the clouds themselves illuminating as lightning arced along the ground, from the Goddess, past where I’d just been. A crack sounded through the air a second later, loud enough to send me to my knees. I put my hooves over my ears, trying to drown out the pounding.

Whatever that Goddess really was, it had me terrified.

“This isn’t a fight I can win, is it?” I asked the Goddesses aloud. I stared at the now dark clouds, the ominous cover that kept the stars and the true Goddesses from watching over me and mine. While I prayed, I reloaded. “Celestia, Luna. Please? Just this once.”

As if my prayers were answered, a voice called out, “My good alicorn,” it yelled, “have I come at a bad time?”

The Goddess didn’t chase after me, instead turning her attention to the voice. “Mmm, yes. There have been undesirables to deal with. We- have the situation under control, Our- daughters are safe,” said the... Alicorn? Is that what they were called? Did that mean she wasn’t a Goddess? “Our- Unity will not be threatened.”

Taking advantage of the free minute, I ran for another vantage point. Mid-run, I reloaded Persistence. I’d need everything I could get. The alicorn, or whatever she was, needed to be stopped. Whatever twisted thing was going through the steel-rent mind of hers, it couldn’t be good. Brainwashing ‘daughters’ and trafficking in slaves wasn’t anything a true Goddess did. I was putting an end to this, once and for all.

I ran to a new spot, a good vantage point a safe distance away. The alicorn had her shield dropped, distracted by the new pony who’d joined her. I aimed Persistence, and bit down hard. The entirety of the magazine emptied at the Goddess, and seven bullets punched through her back and wings. None hit hard enough to do significant damage. Worthless. The beautiful hunting rifle was a good weapon, but it wasn’t a sniper rifle, and at my range... Dammit! 

Without even flinching she shot a glare right at me and walked calmly to the radiation-soaked part of the city, spreading out her wings.

The alicorn stood a few yards from the pink and purple earth pony, who had stepped off the cart. The two chatted, the earth pony with an unpleasant smirk on her face. I was too far away to hear what she said. The pale blue unicorn mare with her nodded and trotted forward. She wore several leather holsters across her back, hiding whatever her cutie mark might have been. As she left the group, the earth pony yelled, “Don’t disappoint me, Slipstock.”

I moved again, trying to buy myself time by being somewhere far away from where she’d be looking for me. Between position changes, I reloaded again. Persistence was full again, and I swapped out the shotgun shells for slugs. That alicorn took a full load of rifle rounds without batting an eye, and the slugs were the only things I had that packed more of a punch.

I found myself a good spot where I had a safe place to back against, and waited. The mare had to come in front of me, and I could get her as she rounded the corner. I waited, mouth on the bit and shotgun at the ready. A few seconds would be enough. 

The mare rounded the corner. She’d never even pulled her guns from their holsters; what a stupid mare. I bit down, and the shotgun erupted, spitting a slug at the unicorn. Even without the PipBuck, I couldn’t miss at that distance.

The shot missed. No, it didn’t miss... she deflected it! Her revolver clattered to the ground, the metal split in half and bullets tumbling from the cylinder. She just smiled at me, and pulled another one. 

I didn’t have time to dodge. A bullet tore through my shoulder, actually going between my armor and flesh before hitting bone.

I stared, mouth gaping as pain shot through me. How in the Goddesses’ name had she done that? I dove away, cursing the mixed blessing my armor gave me. Sure it offered a lot more protection than the nothing I’d had before, but I couldn’t move as fast with it on. Dancing on my hooves, I landed, spun and aimed at her again. A second and third gun flew through the air to block both my gun barrels.

She twisted the pistols in the magenta haze of her magic, and all three fired repeatedly at me. I was fighting for my life, and she... she looked bored! Like this was just another day for her. A mare that could draw that fast wasn’t something I’d prepared for. Bullets ripped through several chunks of my mane, and one of my ears disappeared, torn apart and sent to the wind.

The grace of the Goddesses saved me. I threw up steel hoof to block. It made a good makeshift shield, and kept one gun from landing any hits. The other two missed taking my head completely off, but only because I flinched.

The unicorn continued firing, emptying all three guns at me as I turned tail and ran. I danced side to side, moving in serpentine to try and get away. I wasn’t the fastest on my hooves, and weighted down by armor and the battle saddle, I couldn’t dodge very well. Several bullets grazed me, with more than one painfully digging into my flanks or through my legs. But I’d had worse. I thought back to the pain of having my hoof bitten off, and the searing fire that saved my life. I thought about the surgery, and the nerves they had to connect to electronics to give me the ability to walk. Bullet holes were nothing.

I limped past a corner, tumbling down and pulling out a healing potion from my bag. I downed it, breathing heavy and watching the wounds. The bleeding slowed and the wonderful, itchy, flesh-knitting feeling took over. I was good enough to walk. I just needed time to heal.

A light caught my attention, and I jumped to the side. The three pistols that Steel Rangers had fixed up for me burst from my saddlebags and began firing. That. Was. Just. Not. FAIR! How dare she use cheater magic to- I ducked and covered my head, letting the bullets passed by harmlessly.

Slipstock walked around the corner, her eyes half closed and a frown across her lips. “Are we done yet?” she drawled. “I’m bored.”

“What?” I asked.

“Ya not puttin’ up much of a fight,” she snarked.

“Why are you attacking me? That pony is insane!” I snapped.

“Who cares? She ain't ma boss,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Now are ya done yet? ‘Cause I’m seriously thinkin’ ‘bout gettin’ Amble to let me jus’ kill ya already.” She stomped her forehooves a few times, shaking off the dust I’d kicked on her.

“You're just fucking with me?” I asked, staring at her in shock.

“Eh? I had some fun while I was at it. Ya missin’ an ear, ain’tcha?” she answered, pointing at me. Almost as if she were taunting, the three guns she’d taken from my saddlebags were lowered back in, and the haze of her telekinesis closed and latched the flaps.

Realization hit that I’d lost an ear, again, and and I stifled a yelp. I tapped at it with my flesh forehoof, praying to the Goddesses. I really didn’t want to have another piece of metal replace something I’d lost! The healing potion was doing its job, and it had already healed most of the way.

I bit down on the battle saddle’s bit, not giving the bitch the satisfaction.

Just like the time before, the slug shattered through one of her guns, drawn faster than I could see. She threw the two pieces of it at me, and slid out two more pistols from their holsters. The shifting leather straps left her cutie mark visible for only the quickest of seconds, a gun exiting a holster. Great, her special talent...

If she was fast enough to block any shots I fired from a distance, then I just needed to get up close and personal. I could hit her with hooves and fight where she couldn’t maneuver. Charging her, I slammed my head into her chin, knocking her up just enough to stun her-

She slid out another gun and fired a half-dozen rounds at my face. I backpedaled before I made any contact, bumping into another gun. In seconds, ten guns floated in a circle, surrounding me, all aimed at my head.

“I won’t miss ya this time. C’mon, we’re done here,” she said with a sigh.

“No,” I said, and struck her across the face with my steel hoof. It was enough to make her falter, and when I pulled the hoof back, I could only smile at the blood coating it. Finally, some that wasn’t mine. “You’re going to have to kill me, if you want me to stop.”

She scoffed and brought the guns around to bear again. All ten fired at once, and dozens of bullets hit the steel armor. Silently, I prayed to the Goddesses for something better in the future. It took everything I had to ignore the bullets tearing through the parts not covered by armor. Fighting through pain, I threw my forehoof out and hit her straight on against her muzzle again. Spinning on my steel hoof, I spun around and bucked her as hard as I could. With her guns all empty, she wasn’t that tough!

I bucked again and hit steel. Getting nowhere, I shifted on my hooves to face her again. I reared up, flailing my forehooves forward and dropped with all my weight onto her. I hit the steel of her guns again. No matter how fast I attacked, something always blocked my path. I slammed a hoof into her face, finally catching flesh. She didn’t flinch, just pistol-whipped me in the same spot with one of her pistols. We kept on for what felt like minutes, kicks here, pistol-whipping there, a swipe with my steel hoof whenever I could. I’d hit, she’d block, and I was slowly losing ground. I could beat her if I were just faster, stronger, not losing blood. I lashed out as hard and fast as I could, but she blocked more than I landed. For every hit I actually landed, she got two on me.

“Fuck!” I yelled, and dropped down low. I rammed her in the stomach, but ended up with a face full of metal. Two guns crisscrossed in front of my face, blocking my assault of her weaker spots. Two more slammed into my sides, hitting against the metal and rattling my ribcage. Blood sloshed from inside the armor, adding to the slowly growing puddle we were standing in. She was too fast to keep up with. Well, I was already down here! I pushed forward, past the guns crossed before me, and grabbed her rear legs. Ignoring the surprised ‘eep,’ I lifted her off the ground.

I might not be the biggest mare, and I wasn’t the strongest in the Wasteland by far. But I was tough enough to take a frail little unicorn and drop her flank to the ground, no matter how hurt I was. She wouldn’t be able to use her guns as a shield for this. The two of us went down hard to the side, and slammed into the blood-soaked dirt. My armor protected me from the worst of it as I slammed into her. And quietly I thanked the Goddesses that the bitch had relatched my bags.

The only thing that managed to fall out was a little, plastic bottle of Buck with perfect timing.

I rolled off the mare and stomped the bottle with my steel hoof. It buckled and shattered. Several of the tablets were crushed, but a few survived. I only needed one. I wasn’t above taking treasure from the ground, and being a hunter I knew I had to take whatever I could.

Fuck you Broker, you’ve made me eat off the ground.

I bit down, ignoring what I’d just eaten and swallowed.

Through the grit, I could taste the pill. Coppery, but it’d do just fine. I felt it working its magic, and wanted to smash the mare’s head in all over again. By the time I’d looked up, she’d gotten to her hooves, and was reloading every gun she had all at once. She held two in the air, aimed right at my head.

The blood, the gunshots? Somepony else’s problem now.

I didn’t give her the time. I hit one gun hard enough to knock it from her telekinetic grasp, and then ducked under the other. Shots blasted over my head as Slipstock brought another gun to bear. I spun on my hooves and bucked her in the face. She tried to block it, swinging forward three others and making a barricade with all four. But I went clean through. The guns hit her in the face, followed by my hooves.

She actually yelped, her accent making it sound almost cute. I didn’t stop. I was strong enough to beat her. My heartbeat pounded in my ears. A fierce applebuck to her face, and she dropped to the ground. My heart pounding, my breath ragged, I smiled at her. “You shouldn’t have made it into a game,” I said, stomping her.

Again she tried to block, because even with her fresh injuries, she was still faster than me. But I broke through it, slamming steel to steel to flesh, beating her to death with her own guns. Another pony could deal with the pain. I just had to hit her harder.

Slipstock spat blood, and backed away. All her guns whirled and struck at me again, slamming into my chest and pushing me away. Distance was something I didn’t want. I needed to be close, I needed to be able to hit her!

We circled one another a few times. I wasn’t fast enough to take her down by myself, and I was too stubborn to let her drop me. One of us needed an edge, or we’d be stuck in this awkward stalemate forever. I needed Lost. Working together we could beat her, and take down the rest. Together we were strong enough to save the ponies here that needed saving.

Breathing ragged, I stared at the mare, looking for a weakness. Pale blue pony, dirty blonde mane, looked extremely bored. She still held the guns around her, though none fired. What could I do to beat her? Gunbuck I’d shot on instinct. Xeno’s brothers perished by my drug induced confidence. Bandits and raiders fell to frantic running and gunning. Wirepony fell to teamwork.

I didn’t have time to be a thinky pony. I charged her. I knew what would happen; I might not consider my actions and their consequences, but I was smart enough to learn tactics. I jumped to the side at the last second, past the guns she’d brought up and into her side. I body-checked her, hard enough to get a surprised yelp.

She faltered and collapsing onto her side. I skidded to a stop, surprised that it’d worked. I turned and reared. With my whole weight and all my fury, I pounded her with my forehooves. Again and again I hit her, smashing her ribs and legs. Bitch wanted to play a game, wanted to torture me and drag things out? I’d show her. Her guns came to block, but I went through them. She was fast, but I was stronger than her magic. The steel digging into my flesh didn’t hurt, I ignored what got through. Satisfied with my work on her torso, I lashed out and cracked her in the side of her head as hard as I could.

She whimpered, and finally slumped into unconsciousness. The magenta haze around her horn flickered out, and her guns fell to the ground. She let out a groan, and I stepped back. 

One down.

I walked off, having more important things to deal with. One slaver down. I just had a few more to question or kill. I needed to find my sister. Stopping, I downed another one of Xeno’s concoctions. I had no idea how they fought, and there was no way I was chancing going in unprepared. Fighting three-to-one odds, while full of holes and bruises, was a bad idea, even for a not-thinky pony.

Rounding the corner back onto the main road, I looked to the park where the mares and the alicorn had gathered. The ponies chained to the cart had moved forward, and they were hitching several of the ponies from the town hall’s basement to it.

They had Lost.

Sitting in front of the green-maned mare was my sister. She had chains and hoofcuffs around all four of her legs, and the purple mare, Amble maybe, was attaching a collar to her neck.

“Lost!” I yelled, charging. How dare they take my sister. I was going to kill them all. Whatever they did to me didn’t matter. It was another pony’s problem to deal with. I was going to break their skulls in with my bare hooves, and make an example out of slavers for the rest of the Wasteland. Nopony fucked with my sister and lived.

The alicorn looked at me, and smiled. She grabbed Lost in a telekinetic field and lifted her into the air. My sister didn’t even flinch, she just stared at me sadly, and then cast her glance to the ground. Was she ashamed that she’d been captured? It didn’t matter; captured meant I could save her, and we could go forward. Together we were strong. I just had to get her a gun, and the two of us could take them down.

“Stop,” said the alicorn, in a calm and almost quiet voice. The normal booming voice was gone, and she sounded so confident that I would bend to her whim.

I did. With Lost in her grasp, there wasn’t anything I could do that wouldn’t be a huge risk. I stopped dead in my tracks, not even lowering my foreleg back to the ground. Like I statue, I waited.

“Beat Slipstock? Pffft, ya kill her?” mocked the unicorn, an orange-y yellow mare with a bored smirk. “Took her long enough, eh Amble?” She looked over at the pink and purple earth pony. “Figured she’d go down a lot faster.”

“Drugs helped,” I spat back.

“Hidden, just kill her,” Lost said, finally looking up at me.

“Try it and ya sister burns in radiation,” said Amble, a smirk across her lips. “Ya new here, new and stupid. This is a trade we’ve been doin’ for a long time now. We’ve had troublemakers before, and ya got a real big weakness we can exploit.” She turned to the unicorn. “Hurry up and get them loaded.” She motioned to the ponies chained standing behind the cart. “I’ll take these two as personal pets.” She turned back to me and grinned. The mare had no weapons, and was down a bodyguard, so why did she look so confident?

I ignored her and looked back at the alicorn. If I killed her, Lost would be free. But if I fired, it wouldn’t do any good, that shield would block- wait, where were the bullet wounds from where I’d shot her earlier? The alicorn looked like she’d never been shot at all!

I tried to calm down, and forced myself to take slow deep breaths. The Buck wasn’t helping. I needed to think, not smash. I stomped all four hooves, loudly enough to draw a glare from both the alicorn and Amble. I could feel the pounding in the wound in my ear, and looked back and forth between all three, unsure what to do.

“Lost, I can’t chance that,” I said, finally settling myself. I looked from the bit in front of me to her, then back. I could do it, right? The Goddesses had watched out for me so far. Sure I’d suffered losses and pitfalls, but I came out on top.

I lost a hoof, but killed Wirepony. I got thrown into horribly radioactive mines, but made friends there. I could be a hero. I just had to pull the trigger. I closed my eyes, and took a deep breath.

“Just do it!” Lost yelled. I snapped my eyes open and looked at her. Why’d she have to get taken? Together we would’ve saved the mares and taken these slavers down. “Hidden, we’ve gotten through tougher,” she screamed, pleading with me. Her hooves strained against the cuffs, and I could see her horn glow, trying to fight the magic that held her. The steel rod in the alicorn’s head glowed blue, but no matter the strain on her face, it didn’t budge.

The alicorn held her strong. Struggle as she might, she could only hover in the air.

“What if I miss?” I asked, looking between her and the alicorn. I wasn’t afraid of hitting my sister, I was afraid of missing altogether. Persistence was a good gun, it fired fast and it fired hard, but the distance between us was too much.

“She dies, we sell ya off  ta Red Eye, and ya wish ya died, too,” Amble yelled at me. She turned to check her progress with the others. “Look. This place is real lucrative for me, and I don’t wanna lose that. This is ya last act of free will, I’ll let ya decide if ya sister here lives or not. That's all ya get. Either way, we take ya and ya end up bein' a commodity. I suggest ya cooperate. I treat my pets a lot better when they’re obedient.”

As if on cue, a bullet tore through the alicorn’s wing, into her chest, and out the other side. Before it finished going through, the shield was up around both her and Lost. The bullet plinked into the other side, followed by all manner of blood and gore. The far side of the shield was painted red, but she didn’t even flinch.

The other two had guns out in an instant. Where Amble had gotten one from, I didn’t know, but the unicorn’s horn was ablaze holding two impressively large plasma rifles and aiming them for the building where the shot came from.

“What was that?” asked Lost, her eyes wide with terror. I could understand, being trapped in a bulletproof bubble with a creature that could easily throw her into the radiation. She shivered, looking at her gore-and-feather-covered tail. “Please tell me that was Xeno!”

“The only backup we could expect,” I said, grinning. I cautiously mouthed the battle saddle’s bit and looked at Amble.

“Sunbright, find out what that was. I can handle our new pet,” snapped Amble, nodding in the direction of the Town Hall. She spoke like she already owned me. “Find this ‘Xeno’ and kill whoever it is.”

Their alicorn was wounded now, and even if she didn’t want to show it, there was no way she could fight with a hole like that through her torso. She turned slowly, not dropping Lost from her telekinesis, and stared at the blood splatter on the inside of her shimmering shield. “We- are unimpressed by your assault on Our- life, Our- town. Our- daughters are safe,” she said, turning. “Unity will prevail. The Wasteland has ways to protect its own, if only you could see.” That last bit sounded almost sad... Calmly, she strode to the far side of the park, past the point where the radiation had nearly killed me. She trailed Lost along in her telekinesis a short distance behind her. Almost as if she were taunting me, she pulled her just far enough toward the radioactive part of town to set the PipBuck off.

I stared, my mouth actually hanging open. Even at this distance, my ears picked up slow clicking from the PipBuck around Lost’s leg. I prayed she wasn’t too far in. She hadn’t keeled over or started vomiting, so she was probably safe... I looked back at the alicorn, and watched as the giant hole in her chest began to close. Eyes widening, I faltered and took a step back. She... She could heal herself? What in the name of Celestia! Luna, please help. Her wings spread, the far one’s bones snapping back into place and regrowing. I watched in horror as the muscles, skin, feathers, everything reformed as if nothing had happened. There was no way we could win.

I turned back to the slavers. The green-maned mare had disappeared, gone in a flash when I looked at the alicorn. It was only Amble left to deal with. If I could find a way to take her out. All I had to do...

But that still left Lost.

“Hidden, just kill her. I can-” said my sister, before going silent. Her eyes opened wide, and she went stiff in the air, pulling against her chains. Whatever was happening, I didn’t like it.

I took a step forward, only to be stopped by a glare from the alicorn.

“Hey, don’t damage her!” Amble snapped, shooting the alicorn a glare. It worked, and whatever she’d done ceased. Lost gasped for breath, clutching both forehooves at her throat. “Ya unity or whatever might heal you, but I need healthy slaves if I’m goin' to turn a profit.” She looked over at me, smirking again. “Anypony who can make short work of Slipstock and still walk away is well worth stealing from my alicorn friend here. I think Red Eye’ll want you for the entertainment, once I’m done.” The mention of this Red Eye scared me. Twice now she’d mentioned that name, and anypony who needed slaves for entertainment was high on my list of ‘things and people to stay the fuck away from.’

“Don’t damage her? What do you want?” I asked, buying for time. She started to say something, but I blocked it out. All I had to do was kill the alicorn. How could I get through the shield? Was there any way I could get her before she could kill Lost? I took a deep breath, ignoring the urge to run in and smash. I was outnumbered, but... But I was strong! We’d killed the Wirepony. A distraction? That worked last time. Would it work this time?

I looked at my sister. She panted and stared at me. It hurt that I couldn’t help her. I couldn’t imagine how she felt, having gotten herself into this situation in the first place. She was crying, and struggled in vain against the chains that held her.

“Lost!” I yelled, cautiously stepping forward.

She looked up at me, and shook her head. Her lips moved, she mouthed the word ‘fire’ at me, but I ignored it. It wasn’t worth the risk. When I shook my head, she just... it looked like she gave up. Her eyes went wide and she hung her head. Her legs went limp in the chains, and the alicorn lowered her to the ground. Slowly she looked up at me. I stared right back, wishing I knew what to do.

I agreed. I wanted to yell to her. We could win, I knew it. I just... I didn’t know how. Lost’s plans would work, somehow. But with her stuck in the shield that Goddess-impersonating bitch created, I just... I couldn’t think of a way. Without Lost, all I had was impulse and recklessness, both of which would get us killed in this situation.

She looked away from me, and stared at the ground. For the briefest of moments, I thought she might fight back. Might try to use some little bit of cheater magic to do something, anything. But, all Lost knew was how to lift, light, and heal. Instead she just stood there, dejected and alone. I wanted to be by her side, but...

“Give my sister back, and we’ll leave,” I begged, hoping we could barter.

“Unacceptable,” said the alicorn, “It is for the preservation of Our- Unity. For the safety of Our- daughters.”

“Okay, look. Ya put up a good fight so far, and I like that stubborn streak,” said Amble, flipping a hoof up. “It’s somethin’ I like in my pets.” She grinned a big, shit-eating grin that I couldn’t stand to look at. “But I’m getting impatient. Ya have fifteen seconds to get ovah here, and I won’t sell ya to Filly. Once I finish with ya, I’ll personally sell ya to a nice bar or brothel instead. They’ll treat ya good.”

“We’d still be slaves. I can’t,” I said, shaking my head, “can’t just give up like that. We came here to help ponies. To stop ponies like you.” I bit my tongue, and closed my eyes. I shivered, my legs twitching back and forth. I didn’t want to say what I had to. It was the only way out.

“Nopony up there boss,” said the voice of Sunbright. She stepped out from behind Amble, as if she’d never left. “Just a dead robot and some wartime corpse.”

“Whatever, I’ve got bigger issues to worry about,” snapped the purple earth pony. She stared me right in the eye.

I faltered, and looked at Lost. “Let us go. We’ll leave. I promise on my mother...” I winced, nearly choking. “On my mother’s grave.” That did it. I opened my eyes, and stared through tears at my sister. She had to understand. I couldn’t chance her life. It wasn’t worth it to try for a shot and miss. If she died... “Please just... Let her go. And we walk off. None of this happened. I never heard of this town.”

“Get real ya idiot. I promise I'll pull a skywagon out of my ass for ya to fly away on,” she said, rolling her eyes. “The only promise ya can make is the promise to stay dead when I kill you to make sure you don't come back. Ya not walkin' away from this without chains on ya hooves and a collar on ya neck. I already own ya. Why don’tcha learn ya place?”

I placed my teeth on the battle saddle’s bit. I could win this, but it would be a bloodbath. Lost would be fine. She was strong. She was my older sister and I trusted her with my life. They could fire at me, and she had the PipBuck. She could be safe. She was smarter anyway.

I looked at Amble, and Sunbright behind her. I hated this mare as much as I hated Wirepony. How dare she toy with me? At least that monster had been a mindless killing machine, it didn’t know any better. Amble knew damn well just how to get at me... Use my family against me and taunt me with promises I couldn’t trust her to keep. And worst of all, the whole time, she did it with a smile.

I brought my mother into this. I couldn’t feel my heart anymore. Everything inside felt dead. I looked over to my sister, who stared at me with tears down her cheek. I could practically read her mind, yelling ‘how could you’ at me over and over again.

I’m sorry, Lost. I... I tried. 

“Lost, get ready,” I yelled, and looked back at Amble. Fine, if she didn’t want to trust my word, didn’t trust me swearing on the mother that given her life to protect us. It wasn’t worth trying to reason with her any longer. I just had to fire, and have faith that the Goddesses had a-

Click.

My ear flicked. It couldn’t.... I looked over, straight down the barrel of a revolver. “No...” I whispered, looking past it. Slipstock stood behind the gun, looking far from bored, and more than a little pissed-off. I looked past her, past the bloody stains and splotches on her mane and coat. Why hadn’t I just killed her?

I looked back at Amble, cursing the smirk across her lips. One last time I looked at Lost, who stared back with unfocused eyes. She wouldn’t meet my gaze, and finally I just... Let go.

“I’ll be good...”

_________________________________________________________________________________________

Level Up!

Hidden Fortune:

New Perk: Scrounger – Seriously you’re just now getting around to taking this? I thought it was your raison d’être or something. Oh well. You have better luck finding items in the Wasteland, and can search extra times to see if you missed something. With a little help from your special talent, you always seem to find something worthwhile.

Lost Art:

New Perk: Blessed By Luna – Your habit of staying awake through all hours of the night has given you a +2 Int and +2 Per bonus from dusk til dawn. These bonuses can temporarily raise a your Intelligence and Perception above 10.  This perk does not stack with the Touched By Luna trait.

“What about Xeno?”

“I don’t know, she’s safe. At least that’s what I heard the ponies in the walls tell me.”

“Ponies... in the walls. Hidden, have you gone insane? Just. Look. Do you think she has a plan?”

“With our luck?”

“Itis my luck you must worry about, ponies. I have a good feeling about today!”

“Good feeling about today? Are you daft?”

“Good feeling... Shit. We’re all doomed.”



Chapter 10: Lead A Pony To Water

 

Disclaimer: For any readers who have followed chronologically up to this point, I’m sure you’re well aware of what’s going to happen in this chapter. Slavers are not good ponies and often do despicable things to their ‘property’ in an effort to make them compliant... So this is a warning before you can start, that this chapter will contain torture. A lot of it. This includes traditional brainwashing techniques, gaslighting, physical and emotional torture. So please, if any reader feels that they might be upset or triggered by any type of torture, please skip this chapter. I will be posting a brief summary at the beginning of Chapter 11 to make sure every reader is on the same page.

Trigger Warning: Torture, physical, emotional, and mental. Read with caution. 

 

“I’ve got plans for you.” 

Chains.

Turned out, the cart was just for possessions and trade goods. Of course, Amble and her personal guards rode atop it, getting a nice look over the rest of us, and a pleasant trip since they didn’t have to walk. They’d stripped me of my guns and belongings, and tossed them into the cart to be added to the slaver’s belongings. Only insignificant or impossible-to-remove items were left. Lost got to keep her glasses so she could see, and the slavers didn’t have the proper tools to take off the PipBuck, or so they thought. Once all of their, no, our stuff was loaded up, the slavers chained Lost and I to the other slaves. Hoofcuffs held our legs, alternating sides on each pony. Chains held my left fore and rear legs, while Lost’s chains held her right fore and rear legs. They forced us to march.

I looked at the ponies all around me. At least a dozen mares, not counting Lost or me, marched in front of and behind us. A few stallions marched with us, at the far end of the chain. Some looked horrified at what was about to happen, others just stared ahead. They had that dejected look Lost had when she’d realized we were beaten. I wondered if I had the same look. A few of the ponies from underneath the town hall shot me glares, since they recognized me, but they said nothing.

If I’d had two more seconds, we could be free, and all the ponies here would’ve been safe. If I’d just had the PipBuck, we’d have been fine. The extra time from S.A.T.S. would’ve been enough time to think up a good plan and get us out. But no, I had to be careless and let that Goddesses-damned gunslinging bitch survive. How dare she sneak up behind me and pull a gun on me! I’d fought her fair and... Oh right. I’d snuck around a corner and tried to blow her head off with a shotgun when she followed. Well, that should have worked, dammit!

I looked off to the distance as we walked, and saw the ruins where we’d killed the raiders. I didn’t have time to feel sorry for myself or complain about what could have been. I needed to think of a way to get out, or at least ask if Lost had an escape plan. We worked together, and we had a zebra on the outside. Goddesses... please let Xeno be as loyal as I thought she was.

Lost walked in front of me, and all I could do was stare at her tail as we walked. They’d put something on her horn. I didn’t know what it was, but it kept her from using any of her magic. Apparently it was some sort of arcane technology used during the war, kept unicorns in line. It almost made me laugh, because, for the first time in our lives, we were on even ground, and both had the same abilities. The irony was, I was more useful than her. Knowing how to use one’s hooves was a good thing in the Wasteland, and Lost had always relied on her magic.

“Lost, we’ll be fine,” I started. “Okay? I promise, we’ll-”

“Hey! What’d ya say yer name was?” yelled Slipstock, staring at me. Several bandages covered the wounds I’d given her, including one over her eye. It actually made her look really funny. I didn’t laugh.

“Fuck you!” I yelled back.

“Well, Fuck Ya. Shut the fuck up before I come down there and Fuck Ya,” she snapped back, tapping one of her guns along the railing of the cart. She smiled wide at me, and turned back around. The gun stayed though, tempting me to speak up. Her ears skewed back, listening. Great.

I kept walking, head down. Rather than zone out, I kept an eye on the surroundings. I couldn’t leave, but I could trace our steps, and make sure that whenever I got free, I could come back and do some real serious fucking damage. The minute I was out, I was going to bring the Goddesses’ wrath down on Amble and Sunbright, kill Slipstock with my bare hooves, then haul flank back to Skirt and burn it to the ground.

The Wasteland would rue the day it decided to make a slave out of me. Captivity only held so long as I couldn’t overpower the captors, and I knew damn well that I was strong enough to overpower that bitch, if I could get her away from those Goddesses-damned guns.

For half a day we walked, never stopping. The hills and mountains began to fade behind us. We followed a cracked and broken highway along the edge of a ridge, one that gave a fairly good view of where we’d been. It was a small blessing, but at least I could gauge where we were going and where we’d come from. Far off in the distance, I could see Leathers. The building looked lonely, sitting intact yet surrounded by ruins. I looked at the river that ran behind it, where Eclair was buried. Upstream would be Pommel Falls, where the Star Paladin and his family were, and downstream? I looked, and saw nothing that would serve as a decent landmark. Leathers it was, then, as the landmark to finding our way back. Follow the river, then rain fire down on that bitch of an alicorn.

That worked, for a while. As we got further and further away from Skirt, I started losing track. By now, we were past anything I even remotely recognized. My hooves felt like from the rubbing of the chain and the trot we were forced to keep wasn’t what I was used to for long travel, but we couldn’t stop. The sun sank in the sky behind us, so all I really knew was the general direction I’d need to go to get back. I couldn’t trust that I’d get the PipBuck back, and without it I had no map. 

I looked ahead, hungry and ready to stop, but couldn’t. The chain kept pulling my hoof, and I kept walking. Nopony said a word, lest we bring the wrath of Slipstock upon us. Distance stopped mattering, just one step after another. I gave up trying to figure out how many hours we’d walked. 

At the edge of the horizon, just barely where I could see, were several buildings. Each was nearly pristine, all sitting clumped together. Between them were walls, sturdy ones built up real high, past where raiders or gunfire could get through. One looked like a factory, almost like Leathers, another was a tall office building, another so black I could practically see a reflection on it despite the distance. I couldn’t see anything on the far side from this distance.

“‘Ey! C’mon ya. Slowin’ us down’ll get ya killed,” snapped Amble. The chain gave a tug, practically pulling my leg out from under me. Half the chain line nearly tumbled and two of the mares dropped completely. We weren’t in any position to bargain about how fast we went. With Slipstock’s guns covering us, and Sunbright staring down from above, following orders was the only thing we could do. And that’s what happened. The mares scrambled to their hooves, and we marched.

After several more hours, when I could barely keep my head up, we passed some threshold. The sun hung low in the sky, casting its light on the underside of the clouds; had we really marched the entire day? All three of the mares riding comfortably on the cart sighed, and Amble shouted “Home sweet home!”

A sign hung over the road, with several letters missing or faded, and all that was left to identify what the place had once been was ‘U CIG.’

Apparently, ‘home sweet home’ meant another few hours of walking. Even the strange pristine buildings I’d seen a few hours ago had disappeared over the horizon. When I looked for U Cig, I could only just make out a settlement on the horizon. Guard towers dotted makeshift walls that stretched between buildings. I didn’t like the look of the walls. The built-up, very obvious reinforcements were pointed the wrong way. Walls usually meant safety, to keep out bad ponies, but these ones? They looked designed to keep ponies in.

“Alright, we’re here. Pull off,” yelled Amble, before picking up a whip in her teeth and cracking it over the two ponies who hauled the cart. One yelped, and the cart turned off the side of the road toward a patch of broken down ruins. The cart haulers pulled up behind the only building that was still mostly-standing, and we creaked to a halt. 

Amble and her bodyguards hopped down and pulled out several keys. They shouted orders to the cart pullers while unhooking the chain line. The two mares hoisted the cart farther, tucking it away between some ruins. 

“Right, cart’s hidden from the main road. Sunbright, head back to the town. Tell Cherry Pick and Lead Line that I’ve got...” She paused and counted, a hoof pointing to each of us in turn. “...Seventeen new slaves. Make sure Lead Line starts the paperwork. Fourteen mares, three stallions.” She flicked her hoof and the green-maned unicorn vanished with a flash. “Right, ya lot! Into the buildin’. Now!” She cracked the whip above our heads, loud enough to make several of us jump.

Even me.

They shuffled us in through the back door of the building and forced us to sit in a large circle, the chains still latched to our legs. Slipstock was nice enough to release the rear leg hoofcuff from everypony in the room, except for me. I was left locked so that I couldn’t turn or sit comfortably like the rest of the captives. Mostly unhooked, we were left to our own devices. Amble slammed the door shut without a word, locking Slipstock in to play watchdog. I swore Amble smiled at me...

Slipstock glared at me a moment, then trotted over to stand before me. 

Click.

The door locked, and Slipstock just smiled. “About that steel hoof,” she said through gritted teeth. “Off with it.”

“It’s attached, you dumb cunt,” I snapped, spitting at her. 

That pissed her off something fierce. She reared up and kicked me hard with both forehooves. One hit wasn’t enough, and she stomped me repeatedly. “Bullshit!” she screamed, kicking my foreleg hard with a hoof. She stood on it, just above the graft. Other ponies watched with mixed expressions, some in horror, some holding back laughter. 

“Stop!” yelled Lost, lunging at Slipstock. She couldn’t reach because of the chain attached to the next mare behind her. To shut her up, Slipstock cracked one of the pistols across her head.

My leg twisted and stretched painfully, but I just gritted my teeth and glared at her. It hurt more than I wanted to admit, but I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction. “I lost it killing a monster even worse than you. Whatever you can do, I’ve had worse.” I looked to my sister as she shook her head to clear it from the pistol-whipping. “Just remember, whatever you do, I’ll do ten times worse when I get free,’ I said, smiling as wide as I could.

She hit me harder after that, switching between hooves and pistols. One particularly large revolver hovered, aimed at my sister to keep her from interfering. I didn’t bother blocking any of her blows. I took every single one with a smile while L.A. watched in horror. Battered and bruised, at some point, I slipped from consciousness...

*   *   *

I was bored out of my mind after several hours of sitting doing nothing. My everything hurt from the beating Slipstock had given me, but I wouldn’t let her know it. I smiled at her again as she stood by the door, reading a magazine.

I looked around the room. The only other exit was a doorway full of rubble. Half the building was collapsed after all. Furniture was nonexistent. Just warped, cracked walls, and dirty hay on the floor. It didn’t look anything near edible. A giant steel loop stuck out of the wall near the corner, hooked to our chains. Sighing, I looked around to the others. Twelve dejected mares and three stallions all sat staring at the floor or walls. Two of the stallions were having a conversation.

“Shoulda known better than to let you go to Idle,” said one of the two.

I leaned against my sister, and closed my eyes, ignoring the conversation across from me. “So how do we get out?” I asked in a whisper. She’d have a plan. L.A. always had a plan.

“I didn’t know they were connected,” said the other, defensively. I didn’t look over, and just listened to my sister.

“I don’t know yet,” she whispered back, looking at me. She coughed a few times, turning away. Her free hoof went to her throat to rub it a little. She looked back and forced a weak smile. “Sorry, the alicorn choked me really bad. It still hurts.” She looked over at Slipstock, and then back at me. “We can’t do anything right now...” She held up the chain around her hoof. “As soon as we get a chance, we’ll find a way out.”

“Can’t leave you alone for a second,” said the first with a sigh. 

I shot the two a quick look, but turned back to my sister. I had more important things to worry about. “If we have to split up?” I asked, thinking like a thinky pony! 

“You didn’t have to come with me!” said the second, starting to whine.

“Of course I did, I always watch out for you,” responded the other stallion. It was becoming harder and harder to ignore the two of them. I tried to focus on what Lost was saying. The stallion continued, “Especially when you go drinking.”

“I don’t know,” Lost said, tapping the base of her horn with her free hoof. “Worst case, back home.”

The first stallion let out a very long sigh. “Okay,” he said, “if we get out of this, I won’t go ever again, I-”

“Alright,” I said. “But let-” Ok that was that! I looked over at the two with a glare. Lost stared too.

“-swear to Luna!” The small green unicorn stallion voice hit a pitched whine, cutting me off. His purple eyes stared pleadingly at a much larger stallion, his face flushed. 

The bigger stallion just grunted, shaking his hoof against the chain. I grimaced. The buck looked like he’d been orange at one point, but so many scars and burns covered his coat that he looked more mottled blood-red and brown. He looked intensely intimidating, like he’d been through a lot in the Wasteland. This coming from me, who’d had a hoof replaced! 

“Trust me, i-if I’d known, I promise I wouldn’t have gone!” cried the green unicorn. He covered his eyes with his hooves, rustling the chain and pulling the two ponies next to him closer. 

“Gone where?” I demanded. They’d been interrupting my conversation with L.A. long enough! I knew I should just keep my mouth shut, but sitting in a locked room made it hard not to eavesdrop. It’s not like I could just get up and trot away somewhere quieter! Ignoring the gun Slipstock raised to point at me, I gave my friendlist look to the stallions.

“Some new bar in Idle, didn’t water their shit down. The runt can’t hold his liquor,” rumbled the scarred unicorn. He opened his eyes and stared daggers down at his companion. One eye was a brilliant light green, but his other eye was missing entirely. The eyelid hung loose, covering a gaping hole long since dried from exposure.

I shuddered, remembering the look of Lamington’s eye, freshly wounded after the battle at Leathers. How had he survived in the Wasteland like that? I didn’t have time to ask, as he jerked the chain back down, stomping his hoof on the floor. Both his friend and the mare on the other side of him lurched as their chains were pulled tight.

“Shut the fuck up, or I make sure ya see Vice Brand first thin’,” threatened Slipstock. The threat seemed empty, as she didn’t actually look up from her magazine or pull one of her guns away. Her ear flicked back and forth a few times.

The big stallion shot her a look, then turned back. “Dumb fuck got wasted, got into a fight, and couldn’t pay the repair bill for breaking all the owner’s shit. Of course, he passed out afterward, and the owner chained him up,” he explained in a low voice. He closed his eyes, er, eye once again, thankfully. “I got dragged along, because he can’t keep his flanks out of trouble without me.” 

The smaller stallion turned from green to bright red as he blushed, embarrassment painfully obvious. “I’m sorry, Cluster. Please, what can I do to fix this?” he begged, his eyes tearing up. All the unicorn could do was fiddle his forehooves together, seemingly unable to come up with a reason for his actions.

“Fix this?” I asked. With a sigh, I hung my head. “Little late now to fix things.” 

“Hidden, don’t be like that,” Lost whispered, leaning against me and wrapping her hoof around my neck awkwardly. Damned chain. “Things can be fixed, it just takes some work.”

I leaned back against my sister. “Sorry,” I whispered to her. I turned to the stallions and apologized to them. “Sorry, I’m just... Exhausted.” My stomach rumbled loud enough to startle me. “And hungry. It’s making it hard to look on the bright side.” 

“Walking an entire day will do that. What’s your name, cutie?” asked the green unicorn. Him calling me ‘cutie’ made me shudder, but he had a friendly smile, and there was a guard to stop him if he tried anything. Right? Right. Either way, the change in subject calmed him down a little. He didn’t look on the verge of crying anymore.

Cluster whacked the smaller unicorn with a heavy hoof, glaring with his good eye. “Shut. Up.”

“Oof! Yes sir!” he yelped, lying himself down and covering his head with his hooves. They might have a history, but there wasn’t a reason to hit him like that.

Nopony spoke much after that. Occasionally one of the mares would break down and cry, but none said anything I could make out. One talked to herself every so often, spouting nonsense before quieting down for long stretches of time.

I tried to get some sleep, but I couldn’t. Lost leaned against me, occasionally nuzzling me and whispering bits and pieces of ideas for our eventual escape. Not much of what she said was coherent, whether because she hadn’t slept at all the night before, or because hunger was getting to her. She coughed from time to time, and I worried that the alicorn had done more than just choke her. But she was the medical pony, not me. And without some sort of cheater magic or, or something...! I had no way to know how bad it was. I was useless. I just wrapped my free hoof around her and tried to get comfortable.

My stomach grumbled again, demanding food. This was going to be a long night...

*   *   *

Thunk, thunk, thunk!

“Everypony up, now!” yelled Slipstock, with an applebuck to the wall. The whole building shook, the sound of her hooves against the rotten wood as loud as a gunshot. Maybe the silence we’d been sitting in was just that unsettling. Every one of us chained together jerked to attention. 

Lost woke with a start, but I held her tight with my free hoof. She looked back and forth a few times, from Slipstock, to me, and then to the others we were still attached to. 

“I said up!” the blue mare screamed again, pistol-whipping the nearest slave to her.

We all stood, shaking. Chains rattled and hooves shifted as we got used to standing again. I’d lost track of how long it had been, but it had to be well after nightfall by this time. Lost faltered, coughing and clutching at her throat with her free hoof. For nearly a minute straight she hacked and coughed, hard enough to dislodge her glasses from her nose. 

“Sis, you okay?” I asked. She nodded a few times.

Slipstock turned, and the chain began to glow in the magenta haze of her telekinesis. Each of the spare shackles lifted, and clasped around the leg of the nearest pony. 

All except me, I already had both on.

I bent down to pick up my sister’s glasses, something Slipstock apparently didn’t like. Crack! The butt of her pistol cracked into the side of my head, right below the ear she’d shot off. “No talking!” she snapped.

I didn’t bother flinching against the blow. Showing weakness would only hurt in the end. I’d beaten her once, and I’d do it again. If the chance presented itself, she was dead. I passed my sister the glasses, and nuzzled her side. 

L.A. returned the nuzzle, then took the glasses. Without her magic, she awkwardly put them back on with her hooves. I couldn’t move mine far enough to do it for her. Blinking a few times, she nodded, and whispered, “I’m fine,” low enough Slipstock couldn’t hear it over the stamping of exhausted pony hooves.

Thunk! The guardpony slammed a hoof against the door, and with a loud ‘click,’ it unlocked and opened. Another unicorn mare walked in, this one deep purple and wearing glasses like L.A. She looked over the group of us, and raised an eyebrow. An umbrella and a notebook hovered in the air next to her. She ticked a few things off with a pen in the book, then turned to Slipstock, gave her a nod and left.

“March, slaves!” yelled the pale blue mare. Without much choice, the seventeen of us did as instructed. At least one pony was crying, begging to be let go. When she only got a glare as a response, she gave up, lowering her head and marching out as told. As I walked by, Slipstock smiled, and slammed me in the head with the pistol again, “Faster, ya walking glue bags!” she screamed in my ear. 

With the chains pulling me along, I did just that. I had no choice. Patience, then revenge. Stepping past the door, I shuddered. Frozen rain fell from the cloud cover, sending a shiver down my spine. The ice cold rain chilled me to the bone, and made my joints ache, and the graft for my steel hoof burned like frozen fire where the metal merged with my flesh. My soaked hooves felt heavy and hard to move, but the chain pulled me along.

Night fell while we were locked away. The clouds hung high above, dropping the torrent of rain down on us. Really, Goddesses? The cart was gone, and so were Amble and Sunbright. The purple mare stood off to the side, holding the half-torn umbrella over her head. It levitated just right to keep rain off the journal that she kept floating with her magic. Every few seconds she’d look from the book to a watch strapped for her foreleg and back again.

“That way~!” she yelled, with a sweet voice, horribly out of place for her job. She pointed her hoof, the one with the watch on it, to another building, with a door open and another pony waiting. The stallion guarding the door looked even bigger than Lamington in full armor, with a gun just as big as he was, mounted on a battle saddle. He didn’t make eye contact, just stared, waiting, mouth on the bit. 

A gust of wind cut through me, sending another shiver through my soaked coat and mane. We shuffled into the building as fast as we could, only to bump into another guard. The new guard a was unicorn, holding a whip with a series of razorblades threaded into the end. She cracked it above our heads, herding us all down a set of stairs and into a passageway underground. Stairs were terrible to walk down, going at a trot with chains on our hooves. Every step ached after the day’s march, punctuated by the heavy chain clinking and clanking down.

“Stop!” yelled the purple mare. By the time I got to the bottom and managed to stop, the last slave mare was through the door. It slammed shut, and locked. Slipstock and the slavers sauntered down the steps. We stood still. The only sound coming from us was the dripping of water from out coats onto the floor. 

“Right. This is where processin’ starts. Say goodbye to yer freedom, if ya haven’t already,” taunted Slipstock, “follow Lead Line here down.” She pointed a hoof to the purple mare with the notebook. “Step out of line once and ya get whipped. Step out of line twice and ya get beaten until ya can’t stay in the line. Step out of line a third time, I put a bullet in ya head and let our guards here fuck the corpse.” As if to prove her point, she kept one gun out and spinning idly in the air. 

“March, trash,” snapped Lead Line, folding her umbrella and striking the lead mare in the flank with it. She yelped, and we began to move forward down the tunnel. Only the three unicorn’s horns lit the way, so we had to stay close to them at all times. Lead Line worked her way back and forth among us, swatting ponies with the umbrella whenever they slowed too much for her rushed pace. 

In the distance bobbed another light, brighter than the three flanking us. It shone painfully, enough that I closed my eyes and just ran forward with the chain as a guide. It pulled, I moved, trying to keep pace. I opened my eyes a fraction, trying to see past the red glow shining through my eyelids. The light at the end of the tunnel came from another female unicorn. I tried to look at her, but I could only make out a thick pair of glasses and a grin with jagged teeth. Whatever light spell she used, it lit the entirety of the corridor and then some. She grinned, dimmed the spell, and took the glasses off.

Hollow white eyes stared at our group, slowly moving across each pony. Canting her head to the side, she grinned and gnashed her teeth at us, then pointed to a trapdoor in the ceiling. Whether or not she could actually see, I didn’t know. I just knew I wanted away from this guard. Her grungy grey coat and hollow eyes didn’t do her any favors, either. 

Lead Line opened the trapdoor with her magic, and another set of stairs lowered down. We cantered up them, the heavy chains thudding across the stairs. Halfway up the step, the hollow eyed mare put her hoof up. The lead pony froze, and we all stood waiting.

“I’ll be watching you, pretties,” she jeered, tongue flicking over her sharpened teeth. “Oh, and enjoy your stay.” She snapped her glasses back over her eyes and laughed cruelly. Her horn’s light disappeared completely, leaving us in near total blackness. 

The chain glowed, and dragged us up the stairs to the floor above. We ended up in a well lit, one that seemed to be in amazing condition for being two centuries past its prime. Lead Line sat at a desk near the far wall, with Slipstock next to her, pointing at folders on the desk with a hoof and whispering to her. Both slavers wore towels across their backs, giving them some relief from the ice cold that chilled through the rest of our bones. 

Lead Line pointed to a number of folders, each overlapping the next in an intricate pattern. After a few minutes, the two stopped talking and Slipstock’s horn lit up. The chains fell from our legs and coiled up in the corner.

One mare made a break for the door, and got close enough to touch it with a forehoof. Before she could open it, her forehoof exploded. She collapsed to the floor, screaming in pain and grabbing at the missing hoof. I winced in empathy. Slipstock put her gun away and rolled her eyes.

“One for Bonemeal. I’ll take her,” said the blue coated bitch, cursing under her breath. She trotted to the door and nudged it open, still looking at the mare. Never breaking her glare, she lifted the wounded pony in her telekinesis and left for ‘Bonemeal.’ As she left the room, the three guards from the tunnel emerged and shut the door. Each moved to a corner: the two unicorns on one side of the room and the earth pony on the other.

“How am I supposed to turn a profit with her ruining all my product?” sighed Lead Line. She grabbed the first of the folders with her telekinesis and looked us over, “This will go much faster if you all cooperate. I’m already behind schedule.” She looked over her glasses, scanning the dripping and shivering lot of us. 

I glared back, stomping my steel hoof.

“And take off any personal effects. If you don’t, I’ll let Slipstock have you,” she snapped. “First, Spark Light?”

The smaller of the two stallions from earlier moved forward. He wobbled on his legs, practically falling over with each step. “Y-yes?” he asked, staring at the floor.

“Quit being a fucking coward, Spark,” rumbled Cluster. “You were raised a raider. Fucking act like it.” He motioned as if he wanted to hit the green unicorn, but stopped at the last second. “At least act like a stallion, and not a broken mare.” 

Good! Resolve, that’s exactly what we all needed. None of the other ponies seemed to take Cluster’s advice, though.

To his credit, Spark Light stood taller and steeled himself. “Spark Light. Whatcha want, you tarted-up whore?” Defiance might be the only thing he could get away with, considering the three guards, but he did it well. He flashed a shit-eating grin and stepped close enough to the desk that he could have touched noses with the slaver.

In a flash, his file snapped shut and hit him across the face. Lead Line spun the folder and slashed the edge across his muzzle. With a yelp of pain, he fell back from her smirking face. Blood coated the sharpened edge of the folder, and he ended up with a gigantic gash just past his nose. “I want you to stop being a smart-ass. You’re a unicorn. Go stand with Flood Light,” she said, pointing to the white-eyed mare.

As Spark slunk away from Lead Line’s desk, she flicked the folder a few times to clean the blood off, then stuffed it into a drawer in the desk. One by one, she called each of our names, making sure they matched whatever was written in her folder and putting them off to the side. Every unicorn lined up against the wall between Flood Light and the whip guard. Any pony that had any possessions were stripped down, their things thrown into a pile behind the desk.

“Lost Art?” she called, looking at a rather thin folder. 

My sister stepped forward, only pausing to ask, “How do you know my name?” 

“We bring slaves in, if we can, in groups of two. Gives us a chance to...” She paused for a moment, looking for the right word. “...catalogue our stock. I know both your and your sister’s names thanks to how talkative you are.” She lowered the folder to her hooves and snapped it shut. “Amble has special plans for both of you. I get the PipBuck and your glasses, though.” 

“It doesn’t come off,” L.A. lied. She held her dripping hoof up and shook it a few times for emphasis.“Locked on tight. And I can’t see at all without these.”

The purple mare raised an eyebrow. “Uh-huh. Keep the damn glasses then, I don’t fucking care. I’ll have Bonemeal cut your leg off later,” she said calmly. The bitch swatted L.A. across the flanks with the folder and pointed to the wall with the other unicorns. “Out. All of you! Get out of my office and to the filthy pen you belong in, slaves!” 

The whip-carrying unicorn opened the door, and the two guards shuffled each unicorn out, last of all Lost. I stared in horror. Unable to see her go, I charged after. Something caught my steel hoof, and I faceplanted the floor before I could even get to her.

“Hidden!” she screamed, trying to run back to me. The whip slashed across her back, slicing her open and dropping her to the floor. She stared over her glasses at me, tears in her eye. “Stay safe...” She couldn’t get anything else out before a slaver lashed the whip around her tail and pulled her through the door. 

With a purple haze, it slammed shut, locking me away from my sister.

Lead Line just smiled. “And you must be Hidden Fortune.”

*   *   *

“Get in and shut up, slaves,” snapped the new slaver, a pastel pink earth pony with a pissed-off look in her eyes. She and a guard led the remaining five of us to a large communal pen and ordered us all in. At least the rain had slacked off from a torrential downpour to a light drizzle.

Every pony inside was an earth pony, with stallions and mares of all shapes, sizes, and colors milling about. Most looked worse than me, with some still showing enough free will to fight one another. Two mares rolled around on the ground, hooves flying at one another over something I didn’t care to know. I didn’t get far into the pen before I collapsed into a shivering ball of pony against the wall and started to dry heave.

I considered myself a survivor. Living with just my sister for years in the Wasteland, and having to scavenge each day had done a lot to toughen us up. We were both lucky though, and managed to always find something to keep going without having to go across the Wasteland to find it. I’d never been without food for too long, though I had a bad feeling for the future, going by the looks of some of the slaves... I’d thought we had it bad before.

The meal from the previous morning just wasn’t enough though. After an entire day without anything in my stomach, coupled with the long march here, I couldn’t hold it in. Throwing up whatever little was in my stomach, I sat there and dry heaved my desolation away. Really, vomiting because I was having bullets dug out was one thing, but when I had nothing to give but the acid and bile inside, it gave me a new appreciation for just how bad my insides could taste.

I tried looking around at the ponies in the pen with me. Half seemed like they’d given up, just lying curled up in small groups to combat the rain and the cold. The other half seemed content to watch the fight between the two mares in the corner. Somepony was shouting, taking bets on which mare would kill the other. The less attention on me, the better. Moving away from the mess I made, I found a somewhat empty spot between two piles of collared slaves and flopped myself onto the wet ground. 

I tried to get comfortable, curling into a ball as tight as I could. Be a thinky pony, Hidden. Think, learn, find out the consequences. I sighed. Without Lost I didn’t even care. But, I needed to. If we were going to get out, I needed to learn the ins and outs as best I could. To my left, ponies, all wide awake and staring. I could see ribs through their rain-soaked coats and a general sorrow from all of them. I didn’t want to talk to these ponies either, fearing they’d just drag me into their depression. Maybe some sleep, then hopefully some food.

I just needed to close my eyes, get a few hours to recharge from that forced march. I’d slept in the rain before. It sucked, but I could do it. First thing in the morning, I’d find a way to get to Lost. Hopefully, she’d have a plan by then.

Somepony was shouting at me. “You with the X! Get...” I didn’t hear the rest.

I’d be fine after a good night’s sle-

CRACK!

My back erupted in agony. My eyes shot open and ears pinned back, trying to make heads or tails of what had just happened. Turning and looking, I saw a line of blood traced down my back. Another ‘CRACK’ split the air and the fire on my back flared again. Another line of blood formed, and I curled up to get away from it. Another pony with a whip? I clenched my eyes shut and and tried to crawl away. Crack! I screamed as a third attack sliced at my side.

“Why!” I yelled, looking for my attacker.

“No sleeping, wretch!” yelled some mare from outside the pen.

I stared at the edge of the pen, where the voice was coming from. “No sleep?” I asked. I couldn’t see the pony who’d whipped me. With a heavy sigh, I turned away and trotted off. If I could find somewhere where they couldn’t spot me, I could get some sleep. I looked back and forth. I was surrounded by ponies who looked like they just wanted death. I couldn’t be around this. 

Walking around got me pretty much nowhere. The pen was surprisingly large, enough that the fifty or so ponies I could see were all comfortable... ok not comfortable, but we had enough room that we weren’t squished together. I could move between groups of ponies huddled up without any problem. One group though, I had to stop and see.

Four of the mares I’d seen underneath the town hall huddled together. They spoke in hushed voices, occasionally looking out and to the other slaves. Since we’d been separated, a few of them were gone, and only the earth ponies were left. I stayed a short distance away, not wanting to get too close in case they recognized me. I didn’t have the brainpower to put up with it, if they chose to blame me for shattering their little fantasy world. Still, I swiveled my ears forward and strained as hard as I could to listen in on their conversation. Figuring I’d be listening for a while, I laid down where they wouldn’t see me.

“This cannot be where Our- Mother said we would be headed,” said one, her voice cracking every few words. The fear in her ruby red eyes reminded me of how I felt when I saw Wirepony rebuilding himself. She looked horribly out of place in a slave pen, with her curled blue and green hair and perfectly clean lime green coat. Then again, I probably looked out of place too, what with the shiny steel hoof at the end of my leg.

“No, We- were promised salvation from this!” said another. She wept openly, not bothering to hide it for pride or courage. The other two held and consoled her, trying to get her to stop.

“Allegro, please calm down, We-... We’ll be fine. Mother wouldn’t lie to us,” said the first again, leaning down to join in consoling her. “We... I... I’m sure somepony will save us, and we’ll go back to her. She’ll take us to Unity herself this time.”

I scooted closer, trying to get as close as I could. Little steps with my hooves, never lifting more than a few inches off the ground. Thanks to the clanking hoof, I wasn’t the best at sneaking, but they didn’t know I was trying to sneak. Perfectly sound logic.

“Fouetté, don’t lie to her,” whispered the second consoling mare, looking back and forth. She leaned in close to the first mare to try and make sure the others couldn’t hear. I could barely hear them through the sobbing, but if I strained...

“If we don’t stick together through this, what’s going to happen?” snapped Fouetté, glaring at the other mare. “The only thing we can do is pray that Mother will find out. This Amble pony isn’t going to take us there. Even if we do make it to Fillydelphia, why wouldn’t she have us separated from the slaves? We aren’t slaves! We’re going to Unity one way or another. I’m sorry, Battu, but I’m not giving up hope.”

I backed off after that. I might be delusional a lot of the time, and treat the Wasteland like a giant playground, but this was ridiculous. We all had coping mechanisms. ‘Treasure hunting’ was always going to be better than ‘scavenging,’ but there was a big difference between finding a fun way to handle what the Goddesses dealt to you, and willfully ignoring what your life has become. I knew I was going to be treated like a slave, but I only had to deal with it until I broke out. Knowing what I was up against made all the difference.

I found a nice spot to sit, as far away from the guards as I could manage. I looked at the ponies around me, all half awake and looking like death warmed over. I sighed.

It really was going to be a long night.

*   *   *

I hit the guard with my steel hoof as hard as I could. How dare he think he could grab me like that! I hit him again and trotted toward the pastel pink pony that stood waiting. I knew I’d probably catch a beating for attacking one of the slavers or guards, but that didn’t matter. They’d kept me up all night and I needed to vent some rage.

The mare just smiled at me. An earth pony like myself, I wondered if she was related to Amble, what with her purple eyes and a pink mane. Such a similar color scheme. Her cutie mark was something else, a black rod with a noose at one end. I wasn’t sure what talent that might represent, but I’d probably find out shortly. She motioned to another guard and he hit me in the face hard enough to drop me.

The stallion, a huge unicorn, grabbed me by my mane with his telekinesis and started dragging me from the pen into the street. He held me just low enough that I couldn’t get to my hooves, and got to feel every piece of broken asphalt dig into my belly and legs. We trailed behind the pastel pink pony, and when she motioned for us to enter another building, they threw me in and I slammed into the far wall. It cracked and the building creaked.

I groaned, but didn’t bother yelping or screaming, even though the throw had burst open the cuts on my back again. I didn’t have the energy anyway; I was so tired. The hit I’d given the guard before wasn’t near as strong as I could have, but steel gave me a bit more force no matter what. I pushed myself up onto my hooves, shook the dust off, and sat down against the wall. I stared at the pink bitch through half-closed eyes, smiling as wide as I could. I just hoped Lost was having better luck with the slavers than I was. 

“Not gonna break me,” I taunted. I didn’t bother looking at the room, I stared straight into the eyes of the slaver as she walked in. Every part of me wanted to kill her, from my hooves to the blood-covered cuts on my back. I grimaced and waited. I still needed to find Lost, and I couldn’t blow my chance just yet.

The guard stepped in with her, and put me in chains. He locked one around each hoof, making it so I couldn’t move more than an inch or two in any given direction. He smacked me across the jaw as a parting shot, and trotted out to stand just outside the open door.

“I don’t get to, unfortunately,” said the mare, “I’m Cherry Pick, and I normally do all the separating and training. You belong to me; all new meat belongs to me and mine. Amble might have something special planned, but whenever you’re not under her watchful gaze, expect my guards to treat you just like you deserve to be treated.” She smiled and trotted over to a desk. 

I finally broke eye contact and looked around. The room was in a sorry state. The broken supports barely kept the roof above our heads. The wall I’d hit wasn’t doing much more than keeping the wind out, and even that was questionable with the giant crack I’d put in it. Two desks sat on opposite sides of the room, one labeled Cherry and the other labeled Hoof. Their names were written crudely, carved into the fronts of the desks.

“I had Lead Line come up with something special for you, though,” she said, pulling something up with her forehoof. Hooked in her fetlock was a collar, with something grey and shiny pressed along the inside. “This is our standard slave collar, we use them for all the new ponies. At least until we break them down and make them realize their place. You belong here. Whatever your old life was is gone, and this is where you will find your true calling!” She looked up as she said it, as though believing in the reverence of it.

“Fuck you,” I spat at her.

“You’re not my type,” she said, rolling her eyes. “This is a special collar.” She placed it in her mouth and stepped over to me. She sat in front of me, staying just out of reach of my chained hooves, not that it stopped me from trying. Dropping the collar into her hooves, she continued, “The frequency we use to detonate it is... Well, reusable. See. We have a lot of property here that we break, train, sell, or transport. But we’ve only got so much from the old world we can use.” She slammed the collar around my neck and held it there, unlatched. “This one is yours; you get to keep it on until Amble decides it can come off.” She slammed the collar closed, and it snapped into place. “Only Sunbright and Slipstock know the secret to unlocking it once it’s on. They’re smart enough to know that only Amble can order it removed.”

I didn’t respond, I just stared at her with a smile.

“Here’s the fun part,” she smirked, “The frequency for yours is connected to three random other ponies. So if you step out of line, we kill all of you. If any of them step out of line, say goodbye to the rest of your body. I’ll give you a hundred caps if you can figure out who else is tied to you. Of course, you won’t have a body left to spend them with, unless you can keep every pony in line.” She patted me on the head with a hoof and turned. “Get her out of my sight. Amble wants her new toy now.”

I stared, not wanting to let on that I was officially terrified. My resolve had been great up until there, even with attacking the guards I felt pretty confident in myself. But now that I knew there were other ponies’ lives depending on mine, and that I could be killed at any moment...

The guard came in and unchained me. I didn’t fight. “Come,” he said, and started toward the door.

I followed obediently.

“Oh! Before you go, tell Amble I said hi. And, here’s a hint,” she paused, making me wait, “One of those three ponies is your sister. Hoof made sure of it. See you soon.” She gave a little wave, and dismissed us.

*   *   *

I stared at the guard as I followed a few steps behind him, not that he bothered to look back. I figured he must be confident that the collar threat was enough to keep me from trying anything. Stupid stallion. Halfway down, he transferred me to another guard, who kept me in her sights the entire time. She also kept a baton pointed at me, as insurance that I wouldn’t act up.

I made a point to look around, take in what I could. There wasn’t much I could do with the collar around my neck, but I could at least get a good understanding of the layout while I had the chance. I did my best to be a thinky pony and memorize everything I saw. What buildings were where, where alleyways were and how wide roads were. I knew I wouldn’t remember it all, but every detail would be useful. The more information I had, the more useful I’d be when Lost and I came up with a plan to get out.

She led me to a salon called Mane Attraction, with fancy glass windows offering various deals on mane dyes and tail curling. ‘The best deals in town!’ for whatever that was worth. One of the windows was missing the top half, while the other seemed to be completely intact. Surprisingly, both were polished and crystal clear.

Through one of the two gigantic glass windows, I could see two rows of chairs along each wall, a mirror flanking every one of them. There was a desk at the front, covered in messy stacks of papers, a far cry from the neatly organized desk in Lead Line’s office. The room was lit perfectly, by a combination of functional lamps and the light through the windows. Over a half wall at the back of the main room, I could see the pink and purple mane of the Amble.

The guard opened the door, and a little bell rang. She stepped back, and pointed her hoof inside. “In.” When I hesitated, she cracked her baton against my cutie mark and smiled wide. 

With a stifled yelp, I cautiously stepped through the door. 

“Oh, they’re gonna eat you alive,” she snapped as she walked in, “and I can’t wait to see you break.” With a flick of the baton in her magic, she led me to the back of the room and past the half wall. She sat me down in front of Amble, who didn’t acknowledge the two of us entering. She stared down at an old-world magazine, idly flipping the pages.

I sat across from her, in a surprisingly comfortable cushioned chair. 

The guard left, moving past the half wall and heading for the entrance. She left, and stood just outside the door, with her hoof holding it open. 

Amble still said nothing, but reached below the desk, opened a drawer with one hoof, and placed a brown metal box onto the desk. A shiny red button sat atop it. She flipped the page she was reading, and said nothing. With a nod, she tagged the page and folded the magazine closed. The cover was emblazoned with a soldier holding a minigun and firing off the page, under the Equestrian Army Today title.

“Hey, that’s mine!” I said, reaching out to snatch the magazine from her.

“It is. Ya have good taste in readin’, this is a good edition. The article about soldiers and dealin’ with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder is fascinatin’!” Amble said, looking up at me. I must have had a surprised look on my face, because she continued, “What? Do ya not think I enjoy a good read? PTSD is amazin’! Very good for conditionin’. It can be caused by a number of thin’s. Usually, as we see here,” she placed her hoof on the cover and slid it toward me, “an example of stress due to fightin’. Seeing yer comrades die around ya and not bein’ able to do a damned thin’ about it? It fucks with ya.”

“You’re insane. What do soldiers and their reactions to war have to do with your little twisted slavery ring?” I asked, not looking away from that shiny red button.

“Funny ya should ask,” she answered. “Yer focusin’ on the wrong part. Post Traumatic Stress Disorder can also be caused by significant trauma!” She sounded very excited, and clopped her hooves down on her desk hard enough to make me jump. “And causin’ trauma is how we break property in!” She stood and trotted around the desk, pulling the box with the red button on it along with her. “The risk of death, pain, and all of that delicious torture. That causes it too. We make ponies into property, teach them their place, and break their will to run.”

“So, you’re admitting to being a monster?” I asked, raising both eyebrows at her.

“No, I’m a businessmare. I work for a profit, and honestly do try to make sure my thin’s go where they’ll be most useful,” she said, rolling her hoof along the metal box at the edge of the desk. “PTSD causes, sometimes; flashbacks, nightmares, and reactions to thin’s that remind my property of what broke them. So when they see the collar,” she tapped the collar around my neck with her hoof, smiling wide, “they remember watchin’ their lover’s head get blown clear off, and they remember their place.”

I said nothing.

“There are ways to treat it. That’s what the article was about,” she explained, “but I prefer to keep it goin’ as long as I can. Ponies that know their place are happier! I promise ya that.” She held up the red buttoned box again, and moved it closer. “Ya wanna push it, don’tcha? Because ya dunno what it does. Here.” She set it on the chair, between my hind legs. “Go ahead.” 

I stared at the button, wanting to push it. It was hard to resist, polished and shining like it was. I reached out with my flesh forehoof. Just before I touched it, I looked up at the slaver, and the huge smile she had across her lips.

Oh shit. Was this the button for?! My eyes widened and I tried to pull my hoof back.

I managed to stop right as my hoof touched the button, but I flinched. My hooves scrambled, trying to catch myself. I only succeeded in knocking the detonator off the chair and onto the floor. I watched, eyes wide, as it tumbled, and inches became miles. I tried to catch it, reaching down. I wasn’t fast enough, and all I could do was clench my eyes shut and waited for the end.

Amble laughed. It wasn’t a wicked laugh, but a hearty warm laugh. She actually started giggling, and when I finally opened my eyes, I saw her holding her side with a hoof and leaning against the table. “Every... Hahaha,” she had to stop talking to laugh. “Every. Single. Time. I never said what that was, ya took guess though, didn’t ya?”

“What!?” I yelled at her, standing off the chair. I stormed over to her, only stopping when I felt the collar shift on my neck. Misbehave, and I kill my sister, two innocents... and myself.

“Everything okay?” asked the guard, who eyed us from the doorway.

“Jus’ fine!” she yelled to the guard. “I like ya a lot, Miss Fortune. Ya got spunk and drive, ya managed to hurt Slipstock in a way that she won’t get over for a long time,” she said, picking up the fake detonator from the floor in her mouth. Her words stunned me, and I just stood there in shock. She trotted around the desk and set it in a drawer. Pushing it closed, she hopped up into her chair and leaned over the desk, “I don’t wanna haveta break ya like that. Ya could be very useful to me, as a bodyguard or slaver. I promote from within if ya prove yerself to me. For Celestia’s sake, my doctor is a slave!”

I blinked a few times, and finally said, “I’m not following.” I didn’t have the energy to think right now.

With a sigh, she continued, “I use tools to break my property in, then I sell ‘em off. It’s economy, and that’s jus’ how the Wasteland works. Ponies are a commodity just like water. Breaking them, inducing things like PTSD, jus’ a way to keep them in line. Numbing down dreams and ambitions means they jus’ accept their place. Because this is where they belong. Jus’ like ya, ya belong here. Don’tcha see? I can give ya a good place, ya can have ya sister back even!” She slid the magazine over to me, and I took it from her. “Show a faith. I’ll do my best to not use the bomb collar, or beat ya within an inch of ya life.”

She held out a hoof to me.

“Deal?”

“Never,” I said, snatching my magazine back from her. “I will take the magazine though, I’ve been meaning to read it for over a week now.”

“I thought we could do this the easy way, my pet,” she said, shaking her head. “I guess I was wrong. Go talk to Cherry again, tell her...” She raised a hoof to her head and closed her eyes. “I... I don’t even know. Forget it. Just get back to yer pen.” She turned and looked over the half-wall, and shouted to the guard. “No rations for her, or her sister!”

“What?” I asked, in shock. “Lost didn’t do anything to deserve that! She doesn’t need to be punished because you’ve got an issue with me.” I understood that they were punishing me through my sister, but it was worth it to at least try and talk them out of it.

“Have a good day, Miss Fortune,” she said, waving her hoof at me. “We’ll try this again another time.”

Slipstock stepped in, in place of the earlier guard. She didn’t have her holsters draped over her back this time, just a single saddlebag. Her cutie mark was just as I’d thought before, a gun sliding out of a holster. All of her bandages were gone, and she had a wide smile like she was excited, instead of the bored expression I’d gotten used to. She looked at Amble. “Can I brin’ her to Vice Brand? I want to make sure she can’t pull any tricks,” she said. Apparently she remembered my switch up when we’d fought.

Amble was thoughtful for a moment, and said nothing. She tented her hooves and closed her eyes. After what seemed like forever, she opened them again and nodded. “I think that’s reasonable, given all that ya told me. It might just speed up the process,” she said, then looked at me. “Miss Fortune, while I treat my favorites well, I also punish them the harshest, because I know they can be somethin’ more. Yer not a hero. Yer not... whatever that steel hoof makes ya think you are.” She pointed to the steel hoof, and continued, “Yer mine, and I’m going to make ya see that. Take her to Vice Brand, and let that be her punishment instead of starvation. Leave her sister alone. For now. I want leverage for later.”

Slipstock led me from the building to the road outside. She’d mentioned a pony named Vice Brand twice now, and from context, I was getting a bit worried. What kind of a pony was he, that he was the standard threat for this place? Amble had been fucking with my mind, trying to confuse me. Slipstock was flat-out sadistic. What more did they need?

In my frustration, I hit Slipstock as hard as I could. One little bit of revenge I could probably get away with. If I was really Amble’s current favorite pet project, surely she wouldn’t have me killed for one little thing. The hit didn’t do much anyway.

With a sigh, Slipstock cracked me right between the eyes with a buck from both hind legs. In my exhaustion, I went down like saddlebags full of too much treasure. At least Lost was safe for now.

*   *   *

Slipstock dragged me off to another building on the far end of the compound. Halfway there I stopped struggling and she allowed me to walk on my own. She stayed behind me, and I knew she was watching my every move.

I didn’t try anything, just kept marching wherever she told me to go. I held the magazine I’d been meaning to read for days under my leg. I tried my best to memorize where I was going, but in the haze of hunger and lack of sleep every building looked exactly the same to me. The pen I’d been kept in overnight was... somewhere? I sighed, the layout of this town was confusing, and I didn’t even want to think straight. I just wanted to bash Slipstock’s head in, run off, find my sister, and leave.

Celestia, Luna? Grant me your strength to kill this pony and break free? I closed my eyes for a moment and stopped walking, breathing heavily. I was too tired and too hungry to go on. Was it this bad for L.A. too? Trying to look ahead my vision started to blur and I wobbled on my hooves.

“Stop stallin’,” she snapped and jabbed me a few times in the side. She aimed for where the whip had cut me open the night before. 

I flinched a few times, it was rather tender still. She hit me across my flank hard enough to wake me from my stupor. I looked at her, nodded and got myself going again. I wasn’t beaten this time, and I just kept forward. She took me to another building off the main road, attached to the outside wall. 

The green unicorn I’d seen before, Spark Light I think, walked out of the building behind a guard. His green coat was splattered with blood, and he seemed completely unfocused. For half a moment he looked at me, shivered, and stared back at the ground. Just what went on in this building?

Inside was a small room with several counters. I didn’t recognize anything to tell me what this room might have been before Balefire turned it into a rusted and rotted tomb of the past. Skeletons were piled in the corner, for who knows why. Scattered on the counters were sets of cuffs and shackles along with piles of metal scraps and chain. Old world tools hung along the warped and battered wall on pegs and hooks. Whips, chains, and gruesome tools I’d never seen before adorned the opposite wall.

“Stand here,” ordered Slipstock, and I obeyed. She trotted off and yelled something in another room.

After a minute or two, another voice answered, and a gigantic unicorn stallion entered the room, followed by Slipstock. “Yeah yeah, I’ll do the dirty work. Don’t mean a thing that I was trying to spend time with my daughter. Slave or not I-” he stopped, and looked directly at me, “What do we have here? A stubborn mare in need of hobbling.” He smiled wickedly, a twinkle shining in his yellow eyes.

“I don’t really know,” I said with a shrug.

He hit me across the face with his massive hoof so hard that it floored me. “I wasn’t fucking asking you, slave,” he bellowed, before stomping my side. The attack nearly knocked me out cold. Whatever this stallion was made of, he hit harder than a bullet. “Now hold the fuck still.”

I held the fuck still. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Slipstock smiling at me. 

His horn began to glow, and a welding torch from the far wall lifted up and floated toward me. He looked down at my steel hoof and asked, “That thing come off?” Not waiting for an answer, he grabbed it in his magic, dropping the torch onto the floor next to me. 

I flinched away, thinking it was going to hit me. I couldn’t pull the steel hoof back, as he held and tugged against it. I could feel the graft giving way under his telekinesis, and shouted, “Attached! It’s attached! Sto-” before screaming in agony. It felt like my entire leg was going to split open again, just like it had been when they were installing the steel hoof. In horror, I watched as the seams Praline had made started to tear again, and blood began to seep out. I clenched my eyes shut and ground my teeth. Finally I yelled, “It’s... A replacement. I lost my hoof.” I gasped, clutching at my leg to try and stop the pain.

“Rip it off, Vice,” goaded Slipstock, smiling so wide I thought the top of her head might come off.

The stallion just raised his eyebrow, and released his telekinetic grasp. “No. Less wasted materials this way,” he said, and started up his telekinesis again. Three hoofcuffs and a length of chain lifted from the counters and off the wall. He held me down with one forehoof and began moving the hoofcuffs toward me.

The chain dropped onto me and draped over my neck, making it harder to breathe. He took one of the hoofcuffs and wrapped it around my left foreleg, then slammed the two halves together. Six small rods lined the outside of the hoofcuff. I didn’t want to guess what they might be. The torch lifted and he melted the two ends of steel together, locking it place. The metal burnt horribly, but after the first flinch I didn’t move. Hot glowing metal was one thing, a flame on me was another entirely. I just wanted it over with. When the magic let go, I dropped the hoof to the floor and stared at it. Morbidly, I actually wanted to know what the six rods were for.

“Let me do it,” said Slipstock, her smile turning to a wicked grin. She trotted over and stood above me. Her horn glowed. I watched, terrified and almost curious, as to what she would do. Then my world turned into unspeakable pain. The six rods all shot into the hoofcuff until they were flush on the outside. On the inside, six spikes stabbed into my leg and cut straight to the bone. I screamed, louder than I thought possible, until I ran out of breath, and could scream no more. Blood soaked my leg, and I could feel each individual spike inside my flesh. I shook wildly, trying to remind myself I’d been through worse. Having my hoof bitten off and seared shut was worse, right? I’d had Med-X and Buck in my system then though. This I could handle... at least I prayed. 

She burst into laughter, cackling madly. “One down,” she whispered into my ear.

He ignored my screams and whimpers. Without a word, he lifted a sheet of metal with a looped steel ring on it and wrapped it around the hoofcuff. With the welding torch, he attached it over the six spikes so they couldn’t be pulled back out. When he was finished, it looked like one solid piece. He dropped the telekinesis around my forehoof and I let it drop to the floor. The steel shackle hitting the steel floor sent lightning bolts of pain up my leg. I screamed again.

He grabbed my rear left leg and held it up.

“Please, stop. No. I’ll be good. One leg is enough!” I shouted, trying to pull my leg away. I looked back and forth between Vice Brand and Slipstock pleading, “I don’t need another one of those. One’s plenty! I’ll be good. Collar, spiked cuff- I can be very obedient.” I kept trying to pull my leg away. “Anything! You name it, anything. Please, don’t do it again. I’ll be good, just take me back to Amble. I’ll be as good as you need. Anything she says! A good little slave, sell me off and I’ll make some pony very happy!” I talked as fast as I could, trying to convince them that I didn’t need another one attached to me. He welded the hoofcuff around my leg, and her magic flared to focus on the rods. “Pleasepleaseplease I know my place! I belong here, just like she said! Obedient property at her side. No, no no! You don’t need-” I screamed out to the Goddesses for mercy as she pierced to the bone with the horrific steel spikes.

The stallion said nothing. He stared stone-faced at his work and melted the steel solid. He picked up the third cuff in his magic and slowly levitated it toward my other hind leg. My tears weren’t going to stop him, and neither was my begging. 

I stared through the tears as the cuff wrapped around my leg and closed. This was the end, wasn’t it? I went limp, unable to keep fighting. It snapped shut, and the welder closed it. I didn’t even feel the burns anymore. My breath came slow, almost calm. Slipstock wanted to punish me, but... Was this even punishment anymore? I would accept it, if it made the pain go away. “You win...” I whispered, my voice breaking. “Please... No more. You. Win,” I said louder. It didn’t work. 

Slipstock’s horn began to glow, and I just closed my eyes. Despite gritted teeth and every attempt to block it out. The stabbing of the spikes into the bone was too much. She laughed with glee at my whimpering. The energy to scream or cry for mercy was gone. If it would make the pain stop, I’d do whatever they wanted. If only to get rid of this pain...

Since my last hoof was already made of steel, he instead attached a single steel ring, identical to the other three, and used the torch to fuse the parts. Finished with the cuffs, he laced the chain through all four and locked the ends together between all four legs. 

“Please...” I begged, staring at my blood-coated legs. The only response was another stomp to the stomach. That answered that.

He lifted me in his telekinesis, and threw me toward the door. 

I flew through the open doorway and out onto the street. Tumbling a few times, I screamed in pain, before coming to a rest right as Slipstock walked out. “Hey,” she said with a grin, “have fun?” When I didn’t answer, she grabbed me in her magic and dragged me by the chains back toward the pen.

*   *   *

Slipstock threw me back in with the rest of the ponies. Most of them avoided me. Apparently having the spiked shackles wasn’t very common, given the looks. I was used to it. Mom’s paranoia was still strong with me, and I didn’t trust them any more than they trusted me. 

I flopped onto my side where I landed. Slipstock stayed for a few minutes, laughing at me, before she finally walked off.

I didn’t have the strength, mentally or physically, to do anything but lie there. I didn’t bother keeping track of how long I lay in the dirt, trying to not think of the pain in my hooves. Everything ached, and even though the wounds were technically plugged up, I swore I could feel myself bleeding. 

I tried to move, but the chains held tight. I struggled, but pulling one leg away did nothing more than pull in the others. Every movement twisted and dug at my cuffs, pulling the spikes around. My mind couldn’t even find a way to register that much pain. I gave up lay still. I just wanted to go back home, crawl into the remains of my bed, and pretend this had never happened. I could wake up tomorrow, and my sister and I would go find a new ruined building to dig through. We’d bring home some new treasure, some food, and maybe something unique to add to the small collection of interesting stuffs we had. That would be perfect.

Too bad pain like this couldn’t ever be from a dream.

Or a nightmare...

I scrambled to my hooves, ignoring the pain, and stared at my legs. Shackled, bound. Tears hit the ground, darkening it in little spots. I just shook my head, it couldn’t be. It wasn’t. It wasn’t the same at all. I fell back, and pushed myself as best I could until my back was at the wall of the pen. Wildly, I looked back and forth at the other ponies. I knew they were just lying there, distraught and afraid of what would happen next, but I could feel them looking at me. I knew they were sizing me up, now that I was bound. I was a target.

There were stallions here too. Not many, but enough. Stallions? Stallions!? I laughed inside my head. After what Slipstock did to me, I was scared of all of them. One pony tilted her head, looking at me fairly intently. She started toward me, and, all I could do was fall on my side and curl up.

I couldn’t run. What was I supposed to do? I pulled at the hoofcuffs and chains, clenching my eyes shut. The pain didn’t hurt as bad as I thought, I told myself. I could just break the chain! I was strong. My mind raced to dark memories of darker dreams, and against my will I thrashed against invisible ropes put up by a raider that wasn’t even there. I wanted, no, I needed Lost. I needed my sister. She could tell me what to do, she could help. We’d protect one another. We were stronger together, so it only made sense that they’d split us up. Celestia, Luna, please let my sister have a plan...

“Slipstock?” asked the pony.

I opened my eyes, slowly, and looked up at her. I didn’t expect what I saw... I figured there would be a pissed-off mare ready to attack me because I couldn’t fight back. I nodded just a little, still wishing Lost was there to tell me what we could do to get out.

She held up her left forehoof. Around her light cyan coat was a steel shackle just like mine. The loop on the side of it looked well worn. The mare stood a few inches taller than me. Small scars covered her thin frame, but she grinned wryly as she sat next to me and hunched over. She sighed. “What’d ya do?”

“I don’t. I don’t even know,” I said, swallowing to keep from crying. “I think she wants me dead.”

“She wants everypony dead,” said the mare. “You just got it sooner than most I’ve seen.”

“Does this happen often?” I asked, trying to wrench my mind away from the fact that I was chained up and couldn’t move move than a few inches. I ignored my own thoughts, and focused on the conversation.

“Often enough; it’s us versus them here,” she explained while looking around. “They haven’t broken me yet, and I don’t plan to let them.” The wry smile crossed her lips again, even though she refused to make eye contact with me. She might not think she was broken, but she was definitely close. 

“Spikes?” I asked, finally pushing myself into a sitting position. It wasn’t easy, but I just had to focus on something else. Talk, get Lost back, leave. Break these things off somehow...

“Spikes?” she asked back, looking at the banded hoofcuff on her leg. Realization must have dawned on her, as her eyes went wide as saucers. “You... Three of them?” She pulled her own cuffed hoof toward her and cradled it. “No... I’ve only heard of one other pony getting the spikes. She didn’t last a week, or so they say.”

I shrunk down, curling against the chains that bound me. How was I going to get through this? How had the Steel Rangers gotten through this sort of thing? They watched family die in front of them, and were fine the next day. Was there some secret to blocking out that sort of pain? It got hard to breathe. I gasped for air, and my vision swam. Somewhere, a guard yelled something, I thought, but the pony I was talking to said something. No whips lashed out, thank the Goddesses. I couldn’t take any more. Not now. 

I needed sleep. I needed food. I needed my sister. 

“Look... If... If you need anything, and you feel better, ask around. Name’s Sourbelle. Other ponies who haven’t totally given up will know where I am,” said the mare before standing up. She trotted a few steps away and turned to face me. “Good luck...”

Yeah, luck. Like Xeno always said, a special kind of luck seems to hover around...

*   *   *

The mess hall was gigantic, and housed far too many ponies. The chains were gone for now, and I could move on my own, just barely. Guards led small groups of us inside the gigantic building, one with row after row of tables, each full of starving ponies eating whatever they could get. Even though every step was agony, and dug the spikes into me, the idea that I was going to get food was too good to pass up. The only bright side to having what must have been every pony in the city in the room was that I might see Lost.

The guard shuffled me into a line at gunpoint. I stepped in behind another pony, a stallion with a green tail, not that who it was mattered. We took slow steps forward, and I gritted my teeth. The smell of whatever food was being prepared had me drooling, even if it was something I hated. A delicious snack from the Stable 60 Steel Rangers would be perfect, but at this point I would take anything I could get my hooves on.

The tiny bowl of unidentifiable gruel met my expectations pretty much exactly. Whatever it was, it was probably edible, and I was going to enjoy it. There was a small amount of freedom, as the guards allowed the slaves to choose their own seats. I might not have been allowed to talk, and there were still dozens of guards on the ground and standing on balconies built into the walls, but I could at least sit where I wanted.

I looked around for purple manes and bandanas. My sister had to be somewhere; I just needed to find her. Looking over large groups of ponies wasn’t really the best way for me to spot one particular pony, but I tried. Nothing seemed in focus, though, and I had a hard time picking out where one of the masses stopped and another began. On top of that, I had no idea how long I’d have to eat. I might only have a few minutes before the guards shuffled back.

I tilted the bowl in my hoof and swallowed its contents. I was still hungry. I dropped the bowl on a table where several others had been stacked and looked back over the group. I looked at the line again, but when I stepped toward it, the guard just smiled and lifted a whip in my direction. No second helpings, I guessed. Hanging my head, I walked out into the room, looking side to side to try and find my sister.

“Pssst,” whispered somepony, “psst, Hidden!” It was Lost! She waved me over and made room for me on the bench she sat on. Her face fell as she saw the hoofcuffs around my legs. “What did they do to you?” she whispered, pulling me close.

I sat down, and just closed my eyes. I leaned against her, saying nothing. Rest and relaxation, if only for a minute or two. I had my sister back, and she was okay. That was the only thing I needed right now, was to know that she was doing well. She didn’t look hurt, so she was faring better than I was. I rested my head against her. “Slipstock,” I whispered. “Pain. Lots...”

“Oh Goddesses, Hidden, you didn’t fight back, did you?” she asked as quietly as she could. Looking around at the guards, she bent down and took a few more bites of whatever her gruel was. The ring was still over her horn, keeping her from using any of her magic, but I didn’t see any other injuries. She still had the PipBuck! Her glasses even looked like she’d had a chance to clean them.

“No. Revenge,” I said, before breaking down and telling her everything. As I went on, my voice slowly rose, and the guards started to step over to us.

Lost cut me off with a hoof over the mouth, and I went silent. “Shh, we'll get away, we just need to wait,” she said. “Just stay strong, little sis.”

One guard stepped over and stood directly behind us, “You. Up,” he ordered, and grabbed Lost. She stood without struggle, and turned to nod at him. “It’s been long enough,” he said, then turned his back to yell at a huddling group of mares.

When he turned, Lost bent down and whispered in my ear. “Play along,” she said. “They’re nicer if they think you-” She stopped when the guard went quiet. Turning her back to me, she looked back past her glasses and held a hoof up. Several ponies were standing now, blocking the view of other guards. She whispered once more as the stallion trotted off to lead her group away. “Behave, survive.” 

Then she was gone in the crowd.

*   *   *

Play along. Behave. Easier said than done. I stared across the desk at Amble. The guard didn’t lead me back with the rest of the group. Instead, she brought me straight to the Slave Mistress herself, at least that’s what the guard called her. It didn’t matter. All I had to do was play along and behave. Answer her questions. Listen, smile, and nod.

“Tell me about yerself,” Amble said. She propped herself up on her forehooves, leaning onto the desk. “I want to know jus’ who Miss Fortune is.”

I didn’t answer. My brain couldn’t process that. Even the little claws that normally picked and prodded at my psyche weren’t bothering me. Was I really so tired...? I closed my eyes and shook my head. “Nothing special,” I said.

“That can’t be true. There’s gotta be a reason for the steel hoof,” she said, pointing at it. She had the same bored expression, with her eyes half-closed. “Are ya some sort of hero, savin’ the Wasteland from dangers? I heard on the radio somepony called ‘Gunbuck’ killed off a monster a few days ago.”

“I’m not a hero,” I explained, “just a pony hunting for treasure, and chasing ghosts.” I didn’t want to tell her that I was ‘Gunbuck.’ That might get me in an even worse situation. What would somepony like Amble do with a ‘hero’ anyway? My stomach growled. That food wasn’t enough... I let out a deep sigh. “Why?”

“Miss Fortune, why don’tcha get some sleep? Ya look exhausted,” she said, sounding legitimately concerned. When I opened my eyes, I didn’t see a horrible slaver trying to break me into nothing and rebuild me. I saw a savior, a pony who wanted to give me some relief.

I don’t know if I fell asleep or not, just that a smile crept across her lips.

“Who said ya could sleep!” yelled a very angry mare. 

My eyes shot open, and I saw up straight in the seat. Where was I? Who was I? What time was it? I looked at a purple and pink earth pony who sat across from me at a nice desk. She didn’t look happy at all.

“What? I...” I said, shaking my head to clear my thoughts. I hunched over, holding myself up with my forehead against her desk. Feeling it shift, I sat back up. “You said...” I tried to remember. “You said I should get sleep?” She had said that. I remembered.

“Why the fuck would I let a worthless mule like ya sleep?” she demanded, slamming her hooves on the desk. “Ya supposed to be tellin’ me yer life story. I own ya, and I ordered ya to tell me. So do as I say, or I’ll find a way to make thin’s very, very unpleasant for ya and yer sister.” Her frown switched in an instant, and she flashed a friendly smile. “C’mon now,” she coaxed. “Be a good pony, and do what yer owner tells ya to.”

“But you don’t own me,” I said, blinking a few times. I clenched my eyes each time, trying to remember. I knew she’d said I could sleep... She said I was exhausted, and could sleep.

“Miss Fortune, don’t fight. Ya belong here, it’s easier this way,” said Amble, tapping a hoof on the desk. She frowned and tilted her head side to side, almost as if she were examining me. “I don’t want to let Slipstock have ya again, she’s a bit too...” She paused, tapping her chin with her hoof. “...rough on my toys.”

“But I belong with my sister,” I said. I needed L.A. She’d have a plan by now, and then we could leave. 

“She belongs here too, ya two will be together soon,” she smiled wide. “I promise. Now tell me ya story. Tell me what makes ya tick. I’ll let ya visit her after this, if ya tell me.”

I looked at the floor, my thoughts still hazy. Lost said to play along, and if I got to see her, I could play along. I looked at the mare, and smiled weakly. “Promise?”

“Of course,” she said, offering me a hoof. “I promise.”

I reached out and took her hoof, watching the shackle on mine. My heart started to pound, and I found it hard to swallow. I could still feel the spikes, and I was still covered in my own blood. Didn’t she see what they’d done to me? Did she want her belongings in such poor condition? Wait... had I just thought of myself as a belonging?

“Ok, since... since you promise,” I said, forcing myself to swallow. “Umm, where do I start?” I asked, not knowing what she wanted to know. I wanted her happy, so she wouldn’t hurt me again.

“Why not start from the beginnin’? I want to know ya,” she said in a sickeningly sweet voice.

“Oh, okay,” I whispered, more to myself than her. I tried to think what I could get away with not telling. I didn’t want too much information about myself out. If she knew we killed Wirepony she might... I didn’t even know. 

I started to tell my story, parts of it. I didn’t mention certain things, like details about where I was born or lived. I told her parts about mom, and that she was dead. Amble seemed genuinely surprised that I’d been honest during the standoff. I explained that we were treasure hunters, and how we scavenged. I made sure to go into detail about hunting for treasure, because it was boring to talk about but fun to do, and ate up a lot of time. 

Her interest peaked when I talked about Stables 21 and 12. She also liked the part about how we’d learned to grow up once mom died.

“And we’ve killed some raiders, too. Bandits too, that one time,” I said, trailing off. What else was there to say?

“And then Skirt?” she asked. Happy with my nod, she continued, “Do ya know who the ponies ya killed were? What their lives were like?” When I shook my head, she kept going, “Did ya ever stop to think they might have family? Just how many lives have ya ruined, Miss Fortune?”

I stared at her, unblinking. Those ponies were raiders! They were insane bloodthirsty killing machines who would shoot us as soon as look at us.

“Ya never even thought about it, didja?” she said with a laugh, “And ya call me a monster. At least I think about yer future. Where yer goin’, even if it is Filly. I’ve broken hundreds, if not thousands of slaves, and they’re all the same. They think they’re somethin’ special, no matter where they’re from. Raiders, bandits, scavengers, soldiers, even heroes. They think they’re too good to be a slave. Yer right though, yer not a hero. I’ve met a lot of ponies with similar lives, but ya? Yer just a murderer.”

“No I’m not,” I countered, staring at her. “I killed to survive, and to help! I never just... Murdered.”

“Ya jus’ told me yer life story,” said the slaver. “Ya sound like a murderer to me.”

“No, there’s a difference!” I yelled, shifting. I wanted to slam my hooves down on the table, to make her see my point. I tried, but raising my hooves hurt, they were heavy and I just wanted to go back to sleep and deal with this later. Why couldn’t Lost be here to back me up? “Accidents, murder, self-defense! They’re not the same. Sometimes we have to kill.”

“Ya believe that?” she snapped. “Where were ya when ya killed the bandits?” She smiled wide, sitting back in her seat.

“We were in,” I said, stopping when I realized the truth. “...their home.”

“So ya broke into their home, and killed them?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

“They said,” I tried to remember. So much had happened in the past few days I couldn’t remember what those three stallions had said. “I don’t remember, but I remember they were going to hurt me!”

“Ya were in their home, Miss Fortune. What did ya expect?” 

“We needed a place to sleep...”

“And the raiders?” she asked.

“We were hunting for treasure, the building was the only one standing. So we went in. Then they attacked us,” I explained. I tried to remember the details as they happened. That was two days ago, so why was I having so much trouble remembering?

“Again, ya went into their home and killed them. I’m beginnin’ to think ya have problems with decision makin’,” she mused. For a slaver, she sure had a lot of philosophical thoughts. “Ya say there’s a difference between self-defense and murder. How can ya call it self-defense if ya went into their home and killed them? Did ya even try and talk to them?”

“When they fire first, you don’t stop and try and talk. I acted on instinct,” I announced, trying to hold my ground. I was right. We were killing to survive, nothing more. I didn’t feel any guilt at killing them, because if I hadn’t killed them, they’d have killed me. I felt bad about Gunbuck, because it was just him, and I could have talked it through. I felt bad about mom. And I felt bad about the good stallions who’d tried to help me, and gotten killed for their trouble. Those were my fault. 

“I still think ya have a problem with decision makin’. It sounds to me like ya don’t think yer actions through,” she said, tapping her hoof on the desk. She looked deep in thought, before she looked back at me.

I didn’t like that look. I knew I wasn’t a very thinky pony, and I had problems with shooting first and asking questions later. But I was still a good pony, right?

“This is why ya belong here. Ya won’t haveta make decisions,” she said with a wide smile. “I want ya to think about that. Stay by my side, and I’ll make sure ya know what ya gotta do each day, and there won’t be any chances for ya to make little mistakes like that.” She offered me her hoof. “Bein’ a slave is better than bein’ a murderer, don’tcha think?”

I didn’t take her hoof. I slid off the chair and turned from her. “I’m not a slave. I’m a pony, and I make mistakes sometimes. But I’d rather be my own pony with a bad record than a slave without any thoughts of my own.” I just needed to find Lost, and get some more food and sleep. And get my shaky memory working again. “You promised I could see my sister now?”

“I don’t remember sayin’ anythin’ about that,” she said, raising her eyebrow again. 

“But you promised. I remember,” I reminded her.

“I said no such thin', but ya did as I asked, so... How about this,” she said with a smile, “as a reward, I'll let your sister get a full night's sleep and three meals tomorrow?”

I blinked several times, but nodded. Lost probably needed anything she could get. A reward for her was worth doing what Amble said, this time.

“Good, now get out of my sight.”

*   *   *

The guard didn’t take me to see Lost. 

She marched me agonizingly slowly to some ruins at the far end of the town, and into another holding area. The brick walls had either fallen apart or been broken down in a particularly elegant manner and were less than a full story tall. It meant I couldn’t do anything to get out, and that the ponies situated on the guard towers looking over the walls of the town could watch my every movement. They carried guns I’d be envious of in another situation, but were on towers tall enough that they’d be out of earshot.

Once inside, I sat down to lessen the pain in my legs. The cell was completely barren. Four walls and not a damn thing else except the pony inside. I sat in the corner, trying to look at small as possible. I knew the guards watched me, even if they didn’t look directly at me. Maybe I could get in some sleep since there were only two guards? Amble had said I could get some sleep. I knew she had.

I closed my eyes. Just a few hours, and I’d be fine. Then come up with a plan. It might not be as fancy as Lost’s plan, whenever I learned it, but it could get us out! Just a little bit of sleep, like Amble said.

A bullet slamming into the wall behind me woke me right up! It shot through where my ear would have been, had it ever fully healed. I made a mental note to get that fixed as soon as possible. Then I figured out what had just happened, and scrambled to my hooves.

“No sleeping, got it!” I yelled, staring at the guard. I gave a salute, but got nothing back. Whatever, fuck her then. I sat on my haunches again and just stared up. The clouds were moving, little by little, and I had a pretty good view of a total square of gray with a guard tower on either side. Wonderful.

And I wasn’t allowed to sleep, still. 

So I had plenty of time to think. Amble said I was a murderer. I wasn’t a murderer, I was just a pony trying to survive. I wasn’t any better or any worse than some of the ponies we’d met in the Wasteland. Ok, so I didn’t kill ponies who wandered into my home without asking questions first, but I also didn’t go out of my way to fight for others at the drop of a hat, even when they’d burst into my home. I was both better, and worse, than other ponies. I guess that made me average. So was there really anything to feel guilty about?

Raiders and bandits were evil ponies who didn’t have any redeeming qualities. ‘Kill and steal and leave you for dead’ ponies with nothing about them that benefitted society. They were content to let the evils of the Wasteland flourish and take advantage of better ponies. Was it just because that was all they could do?

Of course not! There were always better ways. Searching for food was fine. Lost and I survived just fine like that. They chose to murder, and I chose to stay alive. That’s just how it was. It wasn’t fancy or glamorous, it was just survival. I knew very well that if I’d been born in Equestria as it was in the history books, before the war that turned it into this Wasteland, I’d have had a different life. And those raiders, maybe we’d all be friends! Life just put us in situations we couldn’t handle the best way. The Goddesses watched out for us whenever they could, but ponies still made their own decisions. They weren’t always the best, but they were just a way to survive.

The shack was full of garbage, nopony could live in it. Lost and I were used to living in ruins, but that place was filthy even by Wasteland standards. It was a bed, and not dirt. That was good enough for a night’s sleep. Abandoned buildings were so common. When we walked in, the place looked abandoned. How was I supposed to know that it was the raiders’ home? And the raiders, well how were we supposed to know it was a raider nest? They shot at us without so much as a second look! I wasn’t a murderer; I was a survivor!

Maybe I was just telling myself that. I stood up and started pacing around the walls. Walking hurt, but it kept me awake and unshot. This was a thinky pony, trying to make sense of what they did. I killed Gunbuck without a second look. I saw him, jumped, and pulled the trigger. I didn’t even think about it; it just happened. So what if the raiders were like that too? Shoot first and ask questions later. Did that mean raiders were just as good as me, or that I was as bad as a raider? They deserved what they’d got. I’d heard the stories. I never killed innocent ponies or raped mares or sold off others into slavery... Oh the irony. Everypony who lived in the Wasteland knew what raiders were like, and bandits too! They were bad ponies who killed for fun and pleasure, and they did a lot of terrible things to ponies they killed, or intended to kill. I wasn’t like that!

Did I need to feel guilty for killing those ponies? We’d helped take something evil out of the Wasteland, and made it just a little bit safer. Just like killing Wirepony. That monster needed to be put down. It was the same thing, killing to help ponies and to survive. That wasn’t murder, and I wasn’t a murderer.

I kept pacing, trying to get used to the new weight on my hooves. Could these ever come off? I felt the spikes scraping against the bone when I set my hoof down, and dig an agonizing scratching pain deep inside. By keeping myself occupied, I didn’t feel it too much. It was like the little claws in my mind; every so often, I’d realize it was there, and do my best to not think about it. If I didn’t give the pain any power, it couldn’t hurt me. The weight took some getting used to. They weren’t particularly huge shackles, just flat wide bands welded to me. I laughed to myself. It was almost funny that them being welded to me and not being bulky was their saving grace. I reached the corner and slumped down into it again, making sure to keep moving and keep my eyes open so I wouldn’t get shot at again. 

I lifted my hoof and looked at the cuff around it. The welds were obvious, a line traced through the steel that ended where burns on my coat started. Skilled or not, he’d welded them on to a point where I didn’t think they’d ever come off. The spikes underneath were fascinating, if horrific. How had such a deep spike fit in such a thin hoofcuff. Were they retractable? Whatever cheater magic they’d used, it hurt just as bad as losing my hoof did. Holding up both forehooves, I compared. I was broken now, missing one, with metal loops for chains. A shiver went down my spine and I put my head in my hooves, feeling the cool steel.

Was this really who I was now?

“Mom? Is this what you wanted for us, when you had us leave the Stable?” I asked nopony in particular. I wanted to remember what happened, why we’d been cast out. She never talked about it much, and just said that it wasn’t something I needed to concern myself with. Her and Lost together, they’d been close, but she was older and remembered more of what had happened than I did. I wanted to ask Lost when I got the chance, after we escaped. I wasn’t good at planning, and I didn’t know enough to figure out a way to escape.

I leaned forward and faceplanted into the ground. 

“I just want to go home,” I whispered into the dirt, before pushing myself up. The guards would shoot if I looked like I was sleeping. See, I’m a thinky pony, I could learn!

What about the ponies who died helping us? Were those really my fault? Did I murder them? Xeno’s brothers killed one of the stallions. The other got himself killed. The third was killed in battle. I was there for all three, but were they my fault? Each would’ve died eventually, and two of the three under similar circumstances. Poor Sweet though, having to leave him like that? I didn’t like that, but it was survival, not murder. Eclair just happened to be at the wrong place at the wrong time. If it’d been Creme who got shot instead of Eclair, would I have felt so bad about it? I grimaced, knowing full well I wouldn’t have felt bad for a pony who hadn’t offered to help me without even being asked.

Maybe I was a monster. 

NO! Gunbuck, I killed him with my own hooves and that was my fault. Mom, she died because we were inexperienced, but it wasn’t anypony’s fault. The raiders and bandits deserved to die for what they did to the Wasteland, and I didn’t feel a scrap of guilt for that. Situations get ponies killed, but that didn’t mean I put them to their deaths. I was a good pony! I helped others. I killed Wirepony, for Celestia and Luna’s sake!

Only...

It wasn’t just me. Lost was there too. In fact, she’d done more than I had, solved problems I was too stupid to figure out. She reacted faster, and came up with plans to win. If she hadn’t been there to save my flank, Wirepony would have eaten me alive, and that was only the most recent time she’d saved my life. Was I really just good at following orders? 

Maybe I did belong here? Somewhere I could follow along and not do any real thinking for myself. No actions, no consequences. That would mean giving in, and not just playing along. 

I sat and put my head in my hooves. I needed Lost.

*   *   *

I went in circles, trying to point out to myself which parts of my life were things I deserved blame for, and which were just survival. The door opening broke my train of thought, and Slipstock trotted in. I looked at her, closed my eyes, and let out a little sigh.

The bitch mare stepped up to me and roughly pushed me down onto my flanks. “Hooves up,” she ordered, and I complied without complaint. Given the last time she’d seen me, she’d had the hoofcuffs installed, there was nothing I could think of that would be outside her imagination of torture. She inspected the work on the cuff, grabbing it in her magic and roughly twisting my leg back and forth until she was satisfied, “Not his best work, but good enough. Can ya walk?” she asked, almost pleasantly.

“Barely,” I answered, not making eye contact.

“Good, follow. Slave,” she ordered, her emphasis on the word ‘slave’ grating on my nerves. As if I didn’t know my place right now. She walked to the door and stood just outside of it, a smirk across her lips. As I passed her she snap-kicked my left foreleg’s hoofcuff. Shockwaves of pain blasted all through my leg and down my spine. 

“Goddesses! Why?” I screamed at her. I stopped and stared, holding the aching hoof up. 

“Ya mean aside from ya beatin’ me to within an inch a my life?” she asked with a deadpan look. It was hard to tell that from her normal bored expression. She slid one of her pistols out of its holster and cracked it across my skull. “Because yer a cunt of a wannabe hero who thinks ya better than others. Ya rush in like a fool and start shootin’, not even tryin’ ta ask what’s what. I was doin’ my job and ya left me for dead in an alley,” she explained. Once more she cracked me with the pistol.

I didn’t flinch either time, but I could at least understand her. While our morality might be opposite, she was just doing what she did, and I was just doing what I did. Revenge was something I understood well enough. I thought the exact same way, that as soon as I got the chance, I was going to cause her as much pain as I could before finally letting her feel the sweet embrace of the Goddesses’ love in the afterlife. Once I got these shackles off...

She led me past another set of pens. Just how many of them were there? I looked inside as we passed, and saw several unicorns. In the distance, I swore I saw a white pony with a black bandana and a purple mane. That had to be her. I looked over at Slipstock, who just glared at me. I said nothing, but made a mental note of where L.A. was being kept before I moved on. If she was in this pen, I just needed to figure out where it was in relation to mine, and then I could start my plan.

We walked to a building, intact enough to support two stories and some actual glass windows. A carving of a heart with with two crude bones painted in an X-shape across it marked one of the doors. Going by threats I’d overheard since I’d gotten here, I could only guess this was ‘Doc’ Bonemeal’s clinic. Slipstock pushed past it, and with a loud chime, I found myself in a long hallway. One of the interior walls sported a window that looked into the next room. When we walked by, I snuck a glance. 

The room held three cots. One was empty, the second held Fouetté, one of the unity mares from my pen. She slept soundly, with a bandage wrapped around her head. The third cot held Cluster, the stallion I’d met when we first arrived. Bandages covered his body and face, several of them were still bright red. I couldn’t tell what they covered, whether it was wounds from fights with another pony, or just from one guard too many whipping to the bone. He was awake, and stared back when I walked by. He looked pissed.

Slipstock opened the door on the opposite wall, and pushed me in. The room on this side of the hallway must have been the operating room. A white sheet covered a table, and blood spatters stained the counters. A little wheeled stand sat next to the table, holding tools from centuries ago, still cleaned and prepared for operating on ponies.

In the corner of the room, a pony washed blood off her hooves in a shiny steel sink. She wore a blood stained smock, and a slave collar just like mine. I looked from her straggly mohawk, with several clumps of hair tied up with thick straps to keep it off her face, to her similarly maintained tail. Just like Lemon Tart, her hooves were visible and her coat trimmed nicely. At least she had the same level of professionalism as a Steel Ranger. Even though Slipstock cleared her throat to get the mare’s attention, she ignored us and continued scrubbing her hooves. 

“What?” she finally asked as she turned off the water. She turned around, and I got a glimpse of who the doctor really was. She was a unicorn like many of the slavers, though for the first time since I’d gotten here, that was a relief. At least she’d have some cheater magic for healing, and not have to fix everything with her mouth. My relief fell flat when I saw the horribly defeated look in her eye. Dark lines, not unlike Xeno’s, crisscrossed over her tan coat. Maybe she was part zebra, and that’s why her mane was tied up like that? It wasn’t really worth the time to consider. She clacked a hoof against her collar and stared at me. “What’d you do this time, Slipstock?” she asked, closing her eyes and sighing softly.

“Just heal her up so she can work for Amble; we’ve got plans for her,” Slipstock explained with a roll of her eyes. She pointed me to the sheet covered table, and I crawled up onto it. 

The doctor walked over and grabbed one of my hooves gently in her magic. After the harsh twisting of Slipstock, this was almost nice. She looked me over carefully, saying nothing as she worked. She seemed fascinated by the steel hoof and stared at it for several minutes, but said nothing.

“So what’s the damage, Doc?” I asked, trying to sound nonchalant. Deep down, the idea that it might be bad news terrified me, but I didn’t want her to see it, and I didn’t want Slipstock to have even an inkling that I might have a weakness.

“Well,” she said, “from the looks of things, Slipstock and Vice Brand went overboard again. You’re not the first pony they’ve pulled this stunt on, though... You got three out of four, and I’m guessing they only stopped there because of this.” She tapped my steel hoof a few times. Her horn flared to life, and she began looking back and forth from hoof to hoof. The whole time the spell was active she chewed on her lip as if she were deep in thought. 

Finally, her horn’s glow faded and she looked up at me and said, “The good news is, with the spikes inside there’s not too too much damage, because they’re holding everything together. The bad news is, I can’t take them out. The spikes he prefers to use go down to the bone, and they’ve got little barbs that make them impossible to slide back out. Just ripping them out would actually be what cripples you, unless you had an Autodoc or a very experienced surgeon. With them in, they’ll keep it from getting worse. The best I can do is heal up what damage has been done and make it less painful to walk. I can’t imagine that’s been pleasant or easy.” She looked at me with a depth of sadness I’d never seen before.

Without another word, she tilted her head down and pressed her horn to my forehoof. The familiar feeling of knitting flesh overcame the pain, and I could feel the wounds closing around the spikes inside. Any lingering aches slowly faded away, and even though I had the steel spikes still imbedded in me, I could move the hoof without bolts of pain lancing through me. She repeated the process with both of my rear hooves, and it felt... better. Compared to what it was before, I guess. I couldn’t complain.

The doctor was nice enough to fix up my ear, too. It required hacking part of it off to make it regrow, but that was worth it to get my full ear back again. Finishing her work, she looked at me with that same melancholy, and waved a hoof. “Go. I need to finish cleaning.”

Slipstock collected me, and together we paced, faster and less painfully, back toward the building they were keeping me all alone in. The day was nearly over. Celestia’s sun was so low that the light hit the bottom of the clouds directly. I only hoped I could get some sleep under cover of darkness in the pen. Being left to my own thoughts was just more torture at this point.

*   *   *

Back in the pen with the other earth ponies, I had a lot to think about. Lost’s suggestion to behave and play along worked out, so far. I hadn’t received any more ridiculous punishments, and I was able to get a good look at the camp’s layout, at least the places I’d walked so far. I tried as hard as I could to keep a mental map. There were a lot of places: dozens of buildings, only some of which I’d seen in use. There were several pens, of varying shapes and sizes, with entrances built to be hidden from the slaves they were breaking.

I trotted around the pen a few times, actually enjoying being able to move without the constant pain. The hoofcuffs weren’t so bad, now that the open wounds were healed. Each step still hurt; as I put my hoof down, the spikes twisted and yawed inside, scraping against the bone. But when I wasn’t moving, I couldn’t feel them. I looked at the ponies I was passing, trying to find the mare who’d introduced herself to me before. 

I found a group that didn’t look completely hopeless, but it was the four Unity mares. They seemed to have a bit more resolve now, and weren’t focused on trying to keep from crying. I still kept my distance from them, but felt a little better since they seemed to have grown up and decided to act for themselves. I moved to another group, but they just looked away when I approached. With a frown, I moved on to the next group.

“Anypony seen, umm... Ah! Sourbelle?” I whispered, asking the nearest pony who would meet my gaze. He looked away, and I headed off in that direction. “Thanks,” I muttered.

I found the blue-maned pony leaning against the wall, idly chatting with one of the guards. If Lost’s suggestion of playing along and behaving was a good idea, this seemed the perfect example. I couldn’t hear what they were talking about, but they talked as if they knew one another, without any loud, overbearing threats or slurs thrown at the slave pony. I stayed a few feet away and watched. If only I had a guard that was so nice, I might not have ended up with horrible spikes dug into my legs.

A few incredibly boring minutes later, Sourbelle walked away from the guard, and I trotted up to her. She nodded in greeting, and pulled me further into the center of the pen. Once we were surrounded by several groups of ponies, she smiled and clopped a hoof onto my back. 

I winched hard. She’d managed to find the spot where I’d been hit with the whip. Saying nothing about it, I smiled weakly at her. “I’ve got some questions, if you can help,” I said, looking back and forth to the groups of ponies around us.

“Well, I could get into shit for it, but anypony who can deal with three of those things is worth at least hearing out,” she said with a shrug. “What do you need?”

“How long have you been here?” I asked her, shifting from hoof to hoof. I felt agitated. The hunger and lack of sleep were really getting to me.

“Nearly a month, why?” she asked. She raised an eyebrow at me, and lowered herself to the ground.

I followed suit, lying across from her. “How long does Amble usually take to break a pony?” I asked. I needed to know how long I could stall and work around her. She’d already gotten me to question my motives, and I knew she was lying about a lot of things. If I knew how she worked, I might be able to resist it better. “And do you know where they keep the unicorns, compared to here?” I needed to know that who I saw was really who I thought it was.

“It depends! Some ponies go down in a day, some of us hold out a lot longer. I fought every step of the way, and it hasn’t even been a full month for me,” she explained. With a long sigh, she continued. “Sometimes I wonder why I’m still fighting. It only leads to more pain. I know at some point, I’ll be taken away, out past the walls of the city. When I come back, I won’t be the same. None of the ponies who leave and come back as slaves are ever the same.” She shuffled her hoof a few times, not making eye contact. “Each slaver uses different tactics. Amble doesn’t always do the breaking. I just try and stay positive. It keeps me sane.”

“Goddesses, why do you make it so hard?” I asked and stared at the near-black sky. The information didn’t really help, but if I could make it last a whole month, that would be plenty of time to meet up with Lost and get out, I just needed some patience. I looked back at the light cyan mare and asked, “What about the unicorns?”

“Same style of pen, different location. Rotations happen every so often, and one group gets moved to another. It’s always random too; they don’t regulate it,” she explained. She pointed out at something, “In that direction is another group pen.” She pointed a different direction, and explained, “There’s another there. And a third one far past it. Plus the one building...” She indicated at a building in pristine condition, between two of the pens she’d pointed out.

“Wow, any idea where to start? I need to find my sister,” I said to her, trying to remember the locations of each of the pens she’d pointed to. I frowned when she shook her head. “That’s fine, thank you Sourbelle.” I didn’t want to admit that her information wasn’t really useful, but she was only mare who’d been nice to me so far, and I didn’t want to lose a friend.

I lifted my cuffed hoof to her, as a sign we were in it together. She met my hoof with her own, the one with the cuff on it. We nodded to one another, and I trotted off to find another place to rest without sleeping. Staying together too much, especially considering how friendly she’d been with the guard, wasn’t something I wanted to do. It would just draw attention to me.

I trotted to the wall of the pen, and looked out the walls. I could see the pen Sourbelle had pointed at in the distance. I sat and watched. I couldn’t see much inside, but if I waited, I might see my sister. I couldn’t sleep anyway, and this was a far more productive use of my time. Be patient, behave, and play along. I trusted L.A. I trusted her planning skills. She might not be mom, but she was just as good in a tough situation. I just had to wait it out.

*   *   *

Two monotonous days of torture. Is that the point where a pony can call torture monotonous? I sighed, staring at the gate of the pen, waiting to be taken. I might only get one meal a day, and it might be even less than what I could scavenge in the Wasteland on my own, but it was something! And it was the only time I got to see Lost. And I was hungry, dammit! 

My mind drifted, hunger being the only true constant. Amble’s tactics were altogether boring, lots of talking with little actual work. She spent her time lying to me, but at least I was getting to the point where I could recognize them, I thought. Every so often I swore she would say something, only to find out that I was completely wrong. Either she was a crafty bitch, or I was going crazy. It was probably her. I couldn’t be crazy; if I were crazy, I’d have given in already! That’s what crazy ponies do, they give in when a mare promises you something and then takes it away, even though you knew she promised. I faceplanted the dirt in the cell and grumbled. I was sure she’d promised... But lunch was more important right now.

My stomach grumbled. Yes, lunch was much more important right now. I wanted to introduce Lost to Sourbelle as well. She seemed to have the same idea about playing along, and if I could get the two of them talking, I might be able to get information passed back and forth. I terrible using another pony as a middle-mare to talk to L.A., but I was running out of ideas.

A thinky pony would have better ideas. And I wasn’t one, not quite yet. But I was working on it.

I pushed myself up from the dirt and looked around one more time. She was always there when we went to lunch, or was that just my imagination as well? What if the guard she kept talking to was just really watching us. I hadn’t heard him say anything, and nopony else had spoken to her, or quieted her down when we were discussing the layout. Surely there was some slave out there willing to sell out their fellow ponies for some better treatment? I shook my head. No. Sourbelle was real, no questions asked. She answered things that... I looked down. No wait, I knew about the pens from walking past them when I was taken to to wait alone after the talk with Amble. And that building was completely sealed, there couldn’t be any slaves hidden in there.

Ok, I was going crazy! Either that or I was so overthinking all of this...

I hit myself upside the head with my steel hoof, smacking my skull a few times to jostle the information into a pile that made sense of things. Sourbelle was real, just like those things Amble had said and then said she didn’t say. I was not making anything up! I looked back at the gate and focused on my hunger. Barely any sleep or food was really getting to me now, worse than it had been a couple days ago. I waited patiently for the guard, like a good little slave would. Playing along and behaving. Go straight to get food, talk to my sister, leave when they tell me to. I could be a good pony, yes I could.

When the guard opened the door, I got into position where I knew I’d be required to. I looked down the row of ponies, both in front of and behind. At the end of the row I could see the blue mane of my, well, friend I guess. The guard walked down the line, holding a hoof up to count. She passed over, hoof bobbing up and down with each pony she passed. Expectantly, I watched, waiting... the hoof passed right over Sourbelle and the guard turned around. Wait, had she been counted?

I looked straight forward, stood up straight, and closed my eyes. “Just march, Hidden,” I told myself, and started on with the line. No thinking about what might or might not have just happened. I was just exhausted and hungry, and overthinking things.

We marched to the mess hall, and filed into the queue for food. Same as the past few days, they gave me half of a meal and sent on my way. Today’s entree was something I couldn’t find words to describe, and didn’t particularly want to taste. I trotted to where I normally sat, and found Lost’s normal seat empty. My heart sank to the pit of my stomach as I sat down, and slammed my muzzle into the gruel. I ate quickly, both to sate my hunger as fast as possible, and to allow myself time to look for L.A. Halfway through eating the tiny helping, she slumped down across from me. I looked up at her, and lifted my head only far enough for my jaw to drop back into the bowl.

She looked horrible, her coat a few shades off from normal, and her eyes glazed over. She didn’t have the horn ring on anymore, but still carried the bowl in her hooves. When she saw me watching, she blinked several times, adjusted her glasses, and smiled wide at me. “Hey, little sis,” she said, sounding as tired as I felt.

“Are... Are you okay Lost?” I asked, finally managing to pick my jaw back up. 

“Yeah,” she said past the smile, “just fine.” The bags under her eyes were far worse than normal, and her coat was matted down from sweat. “Playing along, getting treated okay,” she explained. Slowly, she raised a forehoof and pressed it to her horn. “They took the ring off!” She didn’t use her magic though, when she ate, she just lowered her head down to the bowl and ate like I’d been.

I took the time to finish mine, since we’d only get a few minutes to talk before the guards noticed and carted one of the two of us away. Considering we’d done this every day since we go there, I was honestly a bit surprised they weren’t just waiting to split us up. Was this a new kind of torture? It was working, because seeing my sister look so rough was the most painful thing they’d done yet. I only guessed she felt the same. Hoofcuffs only hurt my legs, not my heart.

“How have they been working you?” she asked, not making eye contact with me. Her breathing was heavier than usual, and she’d gone pale, even through her white coat.

“Same as the past few days. Talk with Amble, listen to her tell me all the things that aren’t really happening...” I explained. I finished the last bite of my ‘meal’ and pushed the bowl away. “I made a friend, I think. Another mare with a hoofcuff like mine,” I said, looking for Sourbelle to point out. “She’s, umm...” I couldn’t find her. “Anyway, she’s been here a while, and seems to be pretty smart. I think she could talk to you during the meals? Share our plan between us.”

“Mmm, maybe. Do you trust her? What does she know?” she whispered to me, looking around at the ponies sitting beside us. With none watching or listening, she just closed her eyes and let out a long sigh. Her heavy breathing was really starting to worry me. “Sunbright’s been a lot better than Slipstock,” she said. “No shackles so far.” She stopped, and put her hoof to her mouth. Several coughs and a wretch later, she continued, “I think I’m getting it a lot easier than some of the other ponies I’ve seen her work on...”

A group of ponies approached, searching for seats. L.A. kept a watchful eye on them until they passed by. She turned back to me and continued. “That one you spoke to when we first got here, Spark Light? He’s gotten it a lot harder than me. We’ve been talking. If your friend can’t be trusted, we can-”

One of the guards started toward us, and I tapped my steel hoof on the underside of the table to let her know. She looked up at me, a horrible sadness in her eyes. “Behave, stay strong,” she whispered, and stood up. She looked at the guard for only a moment, collected her bowl in a hoof, and trotted off.

The guard smirked, and walked right past. 

I sat back on my haunches. The ring was off, which meant Lost could use her magic again, but she didn’t. Was she that exhausted? With the lack of sleep and terrible food, I couldn’t blame her for saving her strength. She was such a smart pony. I looked past the table, and caught her tail dragging limply behind her as she walked off.

*   *   *

“I said no sleeping!” yelled the guard.

“I wasn’t asleep! Praise Luna, Praise Celestia, I can stay awake with my eyes closed!” I snapped. A whip crack across my back reminded me not to talk back. I just whimpered, and closed my eyes again. The night had been terrible, a half-dozen new ponies were shuffled in and created quite a stir. They were rowdy, and since they weren’t wracked with hunger and exhaustion yet, they took the time to pick on some of the weaker slaves. It took a steel hoof to their leader’s face to get them to calm down. I just wanted a night to rest.

The guard latched a leash to the bomb collar around my neck and dragged me off. I had never been a morning pony, but being whipped and taken somewhere when the sun was barely past the clouds was a new kind of suffering. As if I needed more new kinds... I just needed another hour off my hooves and I could survive another day of Amble’s rambling monologues. “Faster,” the guard snapped.

The guard didn’t take me to Amble’s salon. Instead, he took me a few turns in the opposite direction, to the far side of the slaver city. Along the way we ran into Amble’s second-favorite guard.

“Oh, finally ya turn, eh?” said Sunbright to me, with a wide smile. She trotted up and walked along side the guard, looking me over. “Y’know, yer sister’s been kinda fun to work with. Not in any way ya’d understand, but still fun. Want me to tell her ya said hi?” she teased.

I didn’t respond, just kept going forward. The guard must have had something special planned, to use a leash, but I didn’t know quite what. We went around another turn and walked toward another building.

The wide, low building stood apart from everything else except the wall and guard towers. I could see, through collapsed sections, that there was no roof. I didn’t like the fact that it was so separated. What could go on there that needed to be secluded from the rest of the town? Several other ponies filed in, under the direction of a dark blue stallion with a stupid-looking green goatee.

Inside stood more guards, watching a few slaves that couldn’t even look up from the floor. The guards dragged us all off to separate corners of the building. I could see through half walls and broken windows that the center was hollowed out, and nothing was left except a rotten wooden floor. Inside were two ponies, one with a look of horror on her face, and the other bleeding out on the ground.

“What in the Goddesses’ name?” I whispered to myself. Were they? I shook my head. No! Amble was too frugal to pull a stunt like this. It must be a show or something, more scare tactics and monologues and lies and fake ponies that didn’t really exist. I rubbed my eyes, and trotted after the guard a little faster.

He led me into a small room off to the side, and we waited. After a few minutes, the noise from the main room subsided, and the guard tugged on my leash. Back out we went. 

The pony I’d seen earlier was gone, and the... the other pony I’d seen wasn’t there either. The floor was amazingly clean for being two centuries old, and there wasn’t even any of the blood I’d seen earlier. I suspected cheater magic, but I was too tired and too confused. I must have been imagining that too. See, brain? It was just a case of, well, seeing things that weren’t there. I shook my head, trying ineffectively to clear it.

“Well, lookie what we have here,” said Slipstock, snark obvious in her voice. “I’ve been waiting for this...” She sat up in the seat she was in, a nice comfy looking one in the corner of the room. All along the corner were holsters and pistols, dangling there just waiting for her to use them on me.

From the other side of the room, the green unicorn, Spark Light, was brought out. He stumbled on his hooves, the defiant look he’d had when I we were separated completely gone. The other stallion with him said he was raised a raider, and to act like it, but this pony looked like one who’d been a slave their whole life. The guard stopped him directly across from me, and left. My guard left as well.

Amble sat just outside the room, leaning over one of the rotting half walls. It creaked under her weight, and she looked me straight in the eyes. With a small smile, she pointed at the stallion. “Kill him,” she ordered.

“No. This isn’t a death match. You’re not that wasteful,” I snapped, somewhat confident that she wouldn’t kill me right here. “I told you, I only kill to survive.”

“No, ya said ya were a murderer and took pleasure in it,” she corrected. “I wrote it down, I can show ya. Now prove what ya told me. Kill this pony.”

“Why?” I asked. I’d never said that! I wasn’t a murderer. Why would I tell her I was a murderer? She would only use something like that against me. I looked at the stallion and sat hard on my haunches. I tapped my steel hoof on the floor. “Why would you waste one of your slaves?”

“Wow, talkative for a murderer,” she said in an annoyingly happy tone. “He’s useless and won’t bring a profit like ya will. Broke like a filly under a raider warlord who ain’t got laid in a year. All he’s done is fuck up. I’m wastin’ more caps feedin’ him than I’ll make sellin’ him.”

“That’s not a very good reason to kill him,” I said, looking away from her. There was no way I was just going to kill a pony because she told me to. That wasn’t the kind of pony I was, and there was nothing she could do to change that. Standing, I dusted my forelegs off and turned to walk toward the door. “I’d rather listen to you tell me how much you love the stubborn ones, and how you have special plans for me. I’m not going to kill him.”

“Miss Fortune, come now. I’ve got plans for ya, I do. But I need ya to be loyal to me, or it’s all worthless,” she said in a soft voice. “I want to put yer skills to use, in a way that benefits us both. Don’t make me do somethin’ terrible... Yer sister’ll be the one who suffers.”

I turned and looked at her. Threats to do something terrible? She let Slipstock do terrible things all the time already. Raising my hoof, I winced at the shifting hoofcuff. I might be more used to that pain, but it was still a reminder of what I’d gone through for the past few days. 

I just needed to hold out. Hold out and pray she wouldn’t hurt Lost like she’d hurt me.

“I said kill him!” she yelled. “Now!”

The stallion whimpered. He stared at the floor trembling. “Just do it,” he whispered, “I’m already dead... Just take the pain away okay? They’ve done some terrible things, and I just...”

“No!” I screamed back, rearing up and slamming both forehooves into the ground.

“...I just want it to be over,” he finished. Tears fell to the ground below him.

“Miss Fortune, now.” 

“Never,” I snapped.

“Slipstock?” Amble said, turning to the bodyguard.

A bullet tore through his horn. The stallion yelped in pain and cowered to the floor, clutching with his hooves at the shattered bone. He looked up at me, past his tears, almost as if he was accusing me of letting it happen to him.

“Stop!” I screamed, looking at the two ponies in shock. 

“Are ya gonna do like I asked?” Amble teased, giving a look to Slipstock. “Kill him, and his pain ends. I know ya take sadistic pleasure in this sorta thing, but we got other ponies to handle today.”

What! I didn’t take any pleasure in this! I wanted the stallion’s suffering to end, I wanted him healed and put back into the Wasteland where he could survive on his own and make something of himself. Killing him was pointless! I wasn’t that kind of pony!

“Miss Fortune, I don’t have all day,” she snapped, with more urgency this time. She sighed loudly and closed her eyes. “Just let me know that ya accept that ya belong here like I need ya too. I won’t make ya kill again, without reason if ya do. Isn’t that what ya said ya wanted?” 

“I don’t want to kill anypony if I don’t have to,” I argued. She was wrong. I didn’t belong here, and I didn’t need to kill him. We could leave together, go back to the pens, and think of a plan. Lost would tell him what we could do, we’d talk, and then we’d all get out. It would be okay, if we could just-

Her logic was all wrong. If I was a murderer, wouldn’t I want to do this? Was it just because I was fighting against her suggestion? Was she trying to make me a murderer? I shook my head, looking back and forth between the stallion and the slaver. I closed my eyes, I couldn’t make sense of it all. I just wanted to go.

“Alright, Miss Fortune here obviously doesn’t want to go back to see her sister,” Amble said in a calm voice. She would let me see my sister, I just had to kill for it? 

I stared at her, my jaw hanging slack.

The bodyguard moved her hoof.

Spark Light’s collar exploded.

It wasn’t fast. It was more like a sparkling firework than a bomb. The collar didn’t take his head off like they’d threatened. Instead it burned through half of his neck. He screamed in pain before his vocal cords sizzled into burnt ruins. The horrific whine that came after was something I knew I’d never forget. He slammed down onto the floor. 

I could hear him gurgling. 

I could hear him still breathing.

“See what happens Miss Fortune? Ya kill ponies no matter what. Like a murderer. All ya had to do was end his pain. That’s mercy, not murder. Can’t ya see the difference?” Amble lectured, flipping her hoof in the air. 

I wasn’t paying attention to her words. My mind racing so fast that I could barely collect my thoughts. Was I a murderer or wasn’t I? Which was it? Would I really get to see my sister? Did this poor stallion have to die slow like that?

He didn’t die when she set the bomb off. I stared in horror as he bled out, drowning on his own blood. Everything seemed to stop around me, and my thoughts quieted. Just like...

I fell, hard. Just like Lost had. I wanted to run, escape from all of this, but I couldn’t move, not with Slipstock and that murderous gleam in her eye. 

I wanted to tell him it would be okay, and end it quick. I didn’t have a damn thing to save him.

And I had to... I had to watch him slowly drown.

He looked at me, a mixture of rage and pain in his dimming eyes. 

Why didn’t I just end it quick for him? Finally I found the strength to stand, and I walked over. I raised my steel hoof and pressed it to his forehead. 

“I...” 

He was already gone.

_________________________________________________________________________________________

Level Up!

Hidden Fortune:

New Perk: Fight The Power! – You gain a +2DT and a +5% Crit Chance against organized groups within the Wasteland. Enclave, Steel Rangers, and Red Eye's Slavers better watch the buck out!

Lost Art:

New Perk: Fight The Power! – You gain a +2DT and a +5% Crit Chance against organized groups within the Wasteland. Enclave, Steel Rangers, and Red Eye's Slavers better watch the buck out!

“Didn’t we do the ‘get enslaved thing’ already?”

“Well yeah, but the author is a sadist.”

“That’s not an excuse for bad writing...”

“I know, just let her get it out of her system. She says it’ll be better later.”

“Do you really think I believe that?”

“I wouldn’t if I were you.” 

“And just who the fuck are you?”

“One of the editors...” 
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