
Prologue

Fallout: Equestria - Rangers of Wintertrot
War. War never changes. The magical land of Equestria once existed in peace and harmony. Equestrian civilization was finally beginning to realize its potential, leaps in magic and science propelled Equestrian society forward. The neighbouring nations were also going through this period of change. New ideas and philosophies were born and it seemed an era of peace and prosperity would only continue to get better for everyone. Then the war happened, a series of tragic events led to a war that engulfed the land of Equestria and their Zebra neighbours.
The war continued to escalate, the conflict growing more and more terrifying as new weapons and technologies were designed. The new technology continued to grow more and more lethal as did the tactics and ways to wage war. The Zebra's developed Balefire and Pink cloud whilst The Equestrians developed the Megaspells. 
The great war finally ended when Balefire and Megaspells rained down across the world. Leaving behind a husk of what was once a living and thriving planet. The survivors of the war emerged to find an inhospitable land waiting for them. Of these survivors, the Steel Rangers were some of the best equipped to face the dangers of Equestria. With power armor on their backs and some of the greatest minds and technologies left from the war. The Steel Rangers set off on their mission to save Equestria's technological and scientific progress.
====================================================================

Being a Unicorn sucks. What do I mean by that? Well the telekinesis is great and knowing how to fix stuff makes you useful but that's just it. I'm useful, nothing more. You see the bright spark our order is dedicated to, didn't think to make a suit of power armor for a unicorn. Somepony thought far enough to create winged power armor for those Enclave bastards, but a horned helmet? Oh that's risky territory right there.
So I get relegated to fixing and repairing machines. When I'm not balancing the books. Yes balancing the books, I'm the treasurer and a glorified mechanic. Excuse me if I don't jump with joy at having twice the amount of work as a regular Unicorn. Oh that's right, you don't know why I'm griping. Allow me to elaborate...
When you're a steel Ranger you have two potential paths, you either work as a Scribe and help maintain the technology and knowledge we've managed to save. Or you're one of those power armored show-offs that go out into the field, guns blazing, proving what a badass you are. I am not one of those badasses. I'm not even a scribe, chartering our next course of action or discovering how to create a more efficient magical gatling laser.
I'm the lowly tech-head initiate who fixes the power armor or salvages what's left of it. I'm also the pony who has to write up the trade agreements with the local tribals and get them to scavenge for us. I'm the pony that has to convince the tribals who prop up and worship a suit of power armor that it's just a piece of technology and they'd be better off with this stack of assault rifles than a weather worn piece of advanced power armor.
My point is, is that I'm simply a useful part of the group. I fill a niche but can't even get a fully functional suit of power armor. Hell I got reprimanded for stealing a helmet and cutting a hole in it for my horn. Okay, so I ruined the helmet. But it's not my fault the ministry of wartime tech or the ministry of image didn't make a helmet for Unicorns! I'd say they were prejudiced except the ministries were run by Ponies from each group. 
But enough moping, I suppose I should be grateful. I could've grown up as a raider or a tribal. I could have part of some warband, and worst case scenario I could have been a slave. There are loads of situations worse than my own, I know because I've seen some of them. But let's not get ahead of ourselves. There are all kinds of messed up things that could happen to me. Like creepy cults, which if you think about it, the Rangers are a bit like that. You know, with all those oaths and stuff.
Let me give you all some examples. 
We swear to protect Equestria and all her technological achievements. 
We swear to protect our brothers and sisters.
We swear to protect ponykind. 
We put our faith in our brothers and sisters, we trust them to protect us, just as we will protect them.
As you can gather, most of the oaths are more along lines of getting us to trust and rely on one another, making us a stronger group, in theory anyway. My father once told me that the oaths were what defined us, without them we’d pretty much be intelligent bandits. 
Speaking of my father, I often wondered to myself if my father had some premonition when he named me. My name is Inkwell and in case you're wondering what I meant by premonition, here's a hint. I have a quill on my flank, a picture of a quill dipping into an ink pot. Surrounding the ink pot is a small stack of bits and on the other a stack of bottle caps. It's hardly the most inspiring of Cutie marks, certainly nothing to write home about anyway, but it’s mine so I’m gonna keep it.
Let me give you a brief rundown of my housing arrangements during our journey to Wintertrot. My quarters rocked and swayed uncomfortably against the neighbouring rooms as the wind roared outside. The metal walls hummed as they rattled against the rest of the transport. The clamped on section of the ship I was riding in had not been attached as tightly, otherwise the rattling and vibrating wouldn’t even be a problem.
I was sitting down in a rather comfortable position as I went over the reports I had been given before we left. My first priority would be to discover the economic climate of Wintertrot, mainly from reports I'd be forced to read through. I couldn't simply go out and do it by hoof because the Steel Rangers didn't want to waste a “valuable asset” like myself.
Figures that a ship full of Tech-heads would need somepony to be the bean counter and work out deals with the local populations. Otherwise we'd be scrounging for ammo as we tried to wrestle the tech from their dead hooves. It's a grim prospect, but one that I'm happy to say I prevent a lot of the time. 
I looked up from my pile of paperwork and stared at the walls of my rattling quarters, bored out of my mind. Maybe today is the day I don a suit of power armor. Then I'll go room to room, deck to deck and personally kick each of those inconsiderate pricks right in the-
My brief fantasy was ruined, however, by a sudden announcement from the ship wide intercom. "Scribes and Rangers, ETA to Wintertrot is approximately one hour and fifteen minutes. Please prepare for landing we'll be experiencing some severe turbulence on our arrival."
"Funny how they never think to mention the initiates. What am I, mouldy hay or something?" I spoke aloud to myself. Not because, as some might think, I'm an egotistical narcissistic, but because I just really like the sound of my own voice.
I got up from my chair and reluctantly made my way to the outer corridor. The corridor branched off left and right, as I and the rest of my shipmates made our way to the center of the ship. The engine was located here in the lower levels, and the crew cabin where there were chairs we had to buckle into before landing. Something about the stress of entering lower altitudes from higher ones, aerodynamics wasn't one of my strong points.
I stood in line ready to take my seat, when I was knocked out of line. I got up, growling in frustration as I turned to see Jack Knife take my spot. I moved to the back of the line, nopony was going to sidle over and let me slip back into line. After waiting in line again, I was ready to take my seat, when I suddenly realized my tags were missing.
A tag is a small chip that could be inserted into a terminal or computer and have information coded on to it. It details a Ranger's career and everything he’s accomplished. Everything is recorded, such as the number of kills you make, the technology you recovered, technology you restored or destroyed. Even the shape of your Cutie mark is recorded on the damn things. I groaned in frustration, realizing I would have to trudge back to my quarters and retrieve the damn thing. That or I would risk a reprimand and a loss of more of my scant free time.
I turned around and left, making my way back through the airship. The corridors are now deserted, much to my relief. The last thing I wanted was to run into one of my commanding officers or worse, a star paladin. They got really strict about things like tags. I re-entered my quarters a few minutes later and found my tag hanging on steel chain, loosely draped over a small peg above my bed. I levitated the small tag over to me, sighing as I thought of the very few annotations downloaded onto the nigh indestructible chip. I hung the chain around my neck and tucked it beneath my overalls.
The cold metal chip hung limply against my chest. Nodding to myself, I turned and prepared to leave the room. I barely took two steps when I was thrown into the air. My head met the cold metal ceiling of the small room. My ears were instantly ringing and popping, and I felt light hoofed. My hooves touched the floor gently, brushing the floor as I felt the ship beginning to fall.
I struggled and flailed about whilst trying to reach the door. Moving ever so slowly, I managed to pull myself over to it. The hatch, much to my horror, refused to move. It must have been automatically sealed by the airships on board systems. It didn't exactly matter to me now, the airship was crashing and I was partially floating/freefalling as the ship began to angle more into a nosedive. I scanned the room desperately, looking for something I could use to protect myself.
My eyes fell on the storage locker. I mainly used it for storing spare overalls and parts. The storage unit was bolted to the wall by blessedly thick rivets, keeping it in place. I floated over to the locker, struggling against the increasing vertigo. I could feel my hide vibrating as the ship around me continued to plummet. Small explosions began erupting around the ship, and I heard the nearest engine start screaming in what could only end in catastrophic failure. I could smell faint signs of smoke from fires, and feel the heat that was being generated as we plummeted.
A sharp jolt made it clear the structure of the vessel was compromised. Grabbing my bed sheets and a syringe of Med-X from my stash of meds hidden beneath the mattress, I injected myself with practised ease and let the numbing sensation flow through my hooves. I then flung myself into the locker and covered myself in overalls, bedclothes, and the sheets. The soft cloth would hopefully act as padding for me. I reach out with my magic, keeping the door to my locker closed. I forced the locking mechanism to click into place and waited.
I don't know how long we fell for, but I felt the ship eventually take a full nose dive. My flimsy protection and my body were pressed against the back of the locker. I wrapped the sheets,and clothing more around my body, creating a tight cocoon to protect me. The last thing I did was scream. Scream and hope Jack Knife didn't make it. I never said I wasn’t petty, and he had almost certainly managed to screw me over.
Comes with being a pencil pusher I guess.
====================================================================

I awoke to a dull thumping headache, centered in my horn. Groaning in pain, I attempted to loosen the cocoon of fabric I had encased myself in, my hornache/headache was discouraging me from using magic to dig my way out. I dug my way out, using tooth and hoof to claw my way out before I flopped out of the sheets and initiate robes. Sheets and clothes rained down after me as I fell straight out of the locker and onto my room wall. I let out a sharp hiss as my chest flared up in extreme pain as I landed, I surmised that I must have broken a couple of ribs. I dearly hoped the medical deck hadn't been shorn off during the crash as I clawed my way out onto the deck.
Instead of the metallic flooring or a large burning wreck, I was greeted by the howling winds of the Equestrian wastelands. The drab grey and brown colours of the wasteland greeted me, a solitary tree stood alone, black and burnt whilst surrounded by pieces of broken metal. Pieces of the airship’s hull jutted out of the ground or were crushed and twisted into new and interesting shapes by their impact. In the distance I could see a bizarre white substance coating distant hills and roads, probably ash from a centuries old fire.
I had miraculously survived the section I was in being severed from the main body of the airship, and thensurvived said section crashing to the ground. I ducked back inside my room after realizing I was completely isolated and help wasn’t coming anytime soon.
I walked over to my bed and found my small hoard of medicine mostly intact. What healing potions I had, had been shattered. It was probably a good thing too, as I would have chugged them down then and there without thinking about getting my bones set first. I extracted another syringe of painkiller and stabbed it into my body. With a rush of relief, I could feel the soft and comforting warmth of Med-X flooding my system again as I made my way outside.
I had two goals in mind. First, I needed to hook up with whatever remained of my contingent. And second, see if our fighting force was so crippled that they'd finally let me wear power armor and make me a helmet for my horn. I had doubts about my second goal but a buck can dream right? I set off into the wastes, the faint smoke clouds in the distance being my first objective.
Footnote
Level up
Perk Added - Survival Expert (Level 1: Junior Survival Expert) You recognize a dangerous situation when you see one, and you're quick wits can get you out of trouble. +2% to all your resistance stats.


Chapter 1: Suit Up

My hooves felt like they were weighed down by lead weights as I pushed myself to run faster, the soft clicking of mandibles is enough to get anypony running. A whole pack of hungry clicking mandibles was enough to make a pony sprint for his life and call on Celestia and Luna for mercy. For me I was reminded of my lack of proper barding.
I weaved left and heard the soft swish of a radscorpion's tail jabbing forward and impacting into the soft white frost coating the ground. Behind me a pack of the monsters gave chase, an unarmed and unarmored Pony was too good a target for them to pass up it seemed.
I felt my lungs burning as I ran, but there was no way I was going to give up now. The burning wreckage of my contingents transport was becoming visible. I saw an opportunity to get the better of my hungry pursuers, and scrambled on top of an old carriage abandoned by a dirt road. The rusted metal groaned beneath my hooves as I scrambled my way onto the hood. Looking down I could see the radscorpions were tenacious if nothing else. Their stingers curled up and stabbed the hood of the car, time and again, making small sharp puncture holes in the rusted metal.
"I... have had it...with you!" I was glad nopony was around to hear that frankly embarrassing line of dialogue. I reached out with my magic, taking one radscorpions stinger and stabbed it deep into one of the small puncture holes in the wagon’s chassis and managed to wedge it so that the stinger would be pulled out if the radscorpion scuttled backwards. I wasted no time and reached out my magic once more, grasping a nearby rock.
One of the radscorpions was making some headway and getting up onto the junked carriage. In response, I drove the rock into its face and continued to do so. Even after it stopped moving I kept smashing the rock against it; I didn't have a Pipbuck or a suit of Power armour to tell me when I had killed something.
Feeling a bit bolder, now I had managed to severely bludgeon a radscorpion to death. I hefted the rock with my magic and took a tally of the surrounding Scorpions. There were at least four others, three were trying to find a way up to me and the fourth had its stinger jammed inside the wagon chassis. I aimed my rock, reflecting now that learning to aim a gun and aim a rock were two entirely different things.
I sent the rock soaring at one of the radscorpions. It hissed in pain as the rock cracked it's leg open. Yellow blood and ichor dripped out of the wound as I levitated the rock once more. I brought the rock down again. The now jittery mutant moved gingerly on its injured limb and tried to charge the carriage. I allowed it to get close and focused my attention on another radscorpion. 
The second beast kept its distance but was closing in, ever so slowly. It's claws were posed upwards in what I assumed was an aggressive stance. I brought the rock down on one of its claws and was dismayed when the beast managed to catch my rock. I watched the rock slowly split as the vice like claw cut cleanly through it. Now seemingly disarmed, the remaining three scorpions surged at me, trying to climb up the pierced and punctured wreck, one industrious scorpion even using its trapped partner to scurry up.
I let a wry smile spread on my face as I flared up my horn and reach out with my telekinesis. I gripped the carriage and tipped it onto the surprised and now trapped scorpions, leaping off in time to hear their bodies give a satisfying crunch as the full weight of the carriage landed on the mutated bugs.
"Buck yeah, in your faces!" I admit, I wasn't as experienced in wasteland survival, otherwise I might have thought twice about announcing my presence to even more predators. But that was the last thing on my mind. I was elated, I had managed my first kills, on my own, without any power armour. 
With renewed confidence I trotted away, making more headway to the crash site. I couldn't wait to rub it in to those sissy scribes that I survived and killed five radscorpions on my own. Maybe I should tell them it was three? Five is kinda boastful and hard to believe. I shook off the niggling feeling of modesty as soon as it crept up on me and continued trotting along the frost covered road.
====================================================================

I followed the frostbitten road until it joined up with one of the main ones. I knew if I followed it, I could take a more direct route to Wintertrot. Old, rusted signs announced how far I had to go, set roughly two miles apart each. Each sign was a faded shade of pink, with the smiling face of Pinkie Pie and some motivational words beside her. The ministry mare stared out at the road, her eyes seeming to follow me as I passed. I had to fight the urge to shudder and look back, because the first time I did I found the back of the sign had another smiling image of Pinkie. The image looked at me, almost as if I'd been naughty, a few faded words next to her proclaimed in red 'Eyes forward, buster'.
Walking along the road left me feeling terribly exposed. I kept glancing around, expecting some abomination of the wasteland to burst out from one of the frozen cars and assault me. I stopped by one transport carriage that had been rusted shut, the Ministry of Technology logo caught my eye. There was potentially something of value right here in the middle of the road. I trotted round to the back and wrapped my magic around the rusted doors, but they resisted and barely shook as I attempted to yank them off. I tried applying more pressure and even tried to make the door collapse inward. Sadly my efforts proved fruitless and the door remained stalwart and defiant.
I took a break, examining the door once again. I could see hints of a hydraulic locking mechanism, running just beneath the doors and upon further inspection beneath the carriage. I brought a hoof to my face as I realised the obvious and trotted round to the front of the carriage and the drivers cabin. I examined the controls, they were old and rusted but they could probably be moved much more easily than the door. As I clenched my eyes shut and exerted myself trying to magically move the lever, I couldn't help but reflect that a suit of power armour or perhaps a set of power hooves would have allowed me to rip open the carriage like a can opener. It almost caught me by surprise when the lever finally gave some slack, then slammed all the way forwards. 
The old doors cried out as they opened, jamming about halfway. I wasn't exactly in a complaining mood though, I was just happy to have a way in. I clambered into the dark confines of the carriage and found the interior was still in good condition. The daylight flooded the interior revealing several steel boxes, still sealed away since before the end of the war. 
I managed to unseal one of the crates and looked inside, seeing only a layer of packing material. I pulled it out with my teeth, the taste of plastic packaging lingering on my tongue. Inside was a small steel case, I levitated it out and popped it open, unsure of what to expect. I wish I could say I found something like a gun that disintegrates everything, the schematics for creating water talismans or maybe even a Pipbuck.
Instead I found a drill bit.
I'd say I was wholeheartedly disappointed and considered leaving it behind. But the small, perfectly preserved scrap of paper changed my mind. The scrap was in fact a piece of a user manual that carefully explained the drill bit's purpose, it read as follows.
Hello, and congratulations on your purchase of the Mark III Mining Apparatus and Diamond Magi-Drill fitting. This exciting combo is designed to be used in mining operations but can also serve in combat almost as well as any Steel Ranger Power armour. This innovative drill can be hooked up to a set of power armour. (Ideally the Mark III Mining Apparatus that is paired with this drill, but other suits can also be used as substitutes)
I suddenly held the magi-drill in a new light, realising its potential as a hoof to hoof weapon. I could envision myself now, driving the whirring magi-drill through a radscorpions carapace or slicing through another Steel Ranger's power armour. Now knowing what I held, I eagerly popped the lid on the other steel crate and carefully levitated the plastic packaging inside. The motor sat there, perfectly preserved and ready for use. With glee I slotted the drill bit onto the motor, then spent the next twenty minutes figuring out what I was doing wrong.
I floundered around in the packing material, until I found the scrap of paper, rereading the scrap of paper, before finding a convenient set of assembly instructions on the other side. Giving the drill a satisfied look over, I noticed the engine had a brace that was designed to fit on a suit of power armour. I haphazardly strapped the drill to to my left foreleg, the added weight giving me some discomfort. There were a few more boxes, but they were sealed with locks that required pass-codes or a good hacker. Despite my experience with technology, I was a rather poor hacker, usually I only worked on technology that was already in active service.
I decided I had best try to rendezvous with the rest of the Rangers and exited the vehicles, sealing the back shut once more. Walking with care, the added weight of a drill did little to help me move quietly as I continued down the road to Wintertrot.
====================================================================

As I neared Wintertrot, I finally discovered the airship. Even if the side turrets had been repurposed for sniper posts in the compound near Two Towers, it was a beautiful machine of war.
Or it had been.
Now, the sides of the vessel were split open, and the steel carcass was pockmarked with holes and gaping wounds. The exposed interior was gloomy and burnt, lit with occasional arcs of electrical energy. Smoke still billowed out in small clouds as the other side of the transport burned.
I was hesitant about entering. Sure I wished some of the ponies inside were dead. But that didn't mean I wanted them all dead, and I was certain somepony must have made it out alive.
Not content with waiting to find out, I looked for a way inside. The airship had crashed and ploughed through a small building before it came to land on its side. The main doors were either blocked by the ground or too high to get into. 
My eyes were drawn to my magi-drill. It was designed to hook up and draw power from a suit of power armour. The armour is magical and is powered by magic. I wondered how I might jury rig a power supply, my thoughts turning again to the instruction manual. I hastily flipped through the wafer thin pages, before finding instructions on plugging in and powering the device. The manual plainly stated that I had to connect the motor to a source of magic. Examining the motor I noticed two small wires that would automatically hook themselves up to a suit of power armour, or failing that, would allow an Earth pony technician to physically connect it to a power supply.
I pulled out the wires with my teeth, then wrapped the tips of the wires in my magic and pulled them up to the tip of my horn. I felt the wires connect and then begin draining my magic as power began flowing into the drill. The motor's gauges lit up as it began powering up, purple light surrounded the drill head as it began to spin.
I hefted the tip of the drill and felt it biting into the metal. The metal became red hot as I forced the drill downward creating a jagged line down the hull of the ship. I fashioned a circle into the hull and stepped back as the thick hull gave way and collapsed inwards, leaving a rather jagged but accessible hole. I disconnected the magi-drill. I noticed with a sudden light headedness that the drain on my magic was beginning to make me dizzy.
I clambered into the hull and found the halls were full of faint wisps of smoke coming from the more severe fires on the other end of the ship. The dim red emergency lights that are supposed to inform the crew to evacuate were the only source of light. Wires hung loosely here and there, occasionally sparking as I walked along the wall. The ship was so far tilted over that the floor now acting as one of the walls. Navigating the vessel was a tricky business, complicated by certain corridors which were now steep drops. I scanned the walls as I moved through the vessel, clinging tightly to the walls, whilst looking for the relatively new signs that helped guide ponies that were new to the vessel.
I had to crawl along the walls slowly, like scaling down a mountain, except the rock face was made of metal and has protrusions like door handles, fire extinguishers and broken walls and equipment jutting out everywhere. My legs were scraped and cut as I traversed the ship as best I could.
I at long last reached the bottom of the corridor and found what I was looking for, the armoury door. The armoury door was sealed up tight, fortunately I had access. I scanned my tag and waited expectantly.
"Access d-d-KZZZ-denied." The crackling voice of the door's security programming spoke out. I silently cursed as I realized my predicament, I would have to go to the burning side of the ship and find a high ranking scribe or paladin. Which meant climbing back up the corridors and then along the others.
"Cocknoodles." I cursed and prepared to lift my hoof to my head. I almost fell as the drill weighed down my left hoof and nearly pulled me over. I whooped in excitement, realizing I didn't have to crawl through the flaming, smoke filled corridors. That would have been a really horrible dangerous experience. 
I reconnected the drill, which began spinning as my magic flowed into it, a smile crept onto my face as I punched the drill into the door. Metal warped and melted under the magical weapons assault, loud screeches and inorganic screams emanating from the metal. My left hoof burned lightly as hot sparks leapt off the straining metal and danced across the floor. Small shards of metal and curly metal shavings fell like red hot snow before burning and smouldering on the floor as I carved a large entrance for myself.
An electronic gurgle emitted from the access terminal. “Bzzt-Access Gran-BZZKT-ted”
I allowed myself a satisfied smirk as I allowed the ruined doors metal to cool off. “That’s what they all say, in the end.” I said in contempt.
Standing outside the room, I glanced inside and would've been hopping for joy, if not for the sharp pieces of metal lining the walls that formerly held shelves full of equipment. I swept the metal shards aside with telekinesis and proceeded to hop through the mangled door.
The room was a technological treasure trove, several suits of power armour were still secured in their lockers along one wall. The wall opposite the power armour had been lined with a collection of weapons and ammunition, ranging from explosives like the typical grenade machine-guns and heavy assault rifles and magical laser weaponry. Many of the weapons had been knocked out of their racks by the crash and had ended up in a heap at the opposite end of the room, some weapons notably damaged. Like the well trained merchant I am, I began examining everything with care and consideration. The suits of power armour were the standardized suits of combat power armour used by Steel rangers, the helmet sported a gas mask like unit coupled with one of the suits many talismans, that would keep a pony alive in poisonous environments.
I found a locker with nopony’s name on it and proceeded to try and open the locker, made all the more awkward by the angle of the room. The power armour fell out, clanging heavily on the weapon racks across from it. I propped up the power armour until it stood unsteadily on a relatively clear patch of wall and opened it. I specifically chose a suit that didn’t have somepony’s name on it,call me silly, but the Ranger it belongs too might still be running around the ship and looking for a way out. And I didn't want them seeing me in their suit of armour. The whole reason I was looking for the airship plagued me with guilt. I slipped on the power armour, determined to see if I could find somepony still alive. 
I disconnected the drill and let it fall to the floor as I adjusted to the power armour. I sealed myself into the armour and used my horn to levitate the drill onto my left hoof. The Drill connected with a few adjustments, it's weight was slightly off-setting when wearing the suit, but nothing I probably couldn’t adjust to. I levitated a helmet over to myself and examined it, taking note of the depressing lack of a hole or space for my horn. 
As I lifted up my magi-drill, I made a mental note to get a piece of metal to cover my horn. The device was now fully powered by my suit and glowed with its familiar purple glow coming from the gauges and now the vents on the side as it powered up. With the precision of an inexperienced and ill-prepared pony, I mangled and completely ruined the helmet. I groaned in irritation, knowing the Elder was going to give me hell for doing that, assuming he was alive.
I discarded the warped and twisted remains of the wreck and lifted another. I wrapped both my hoof/drill and the helmet in my telekinetic grip as I brought the tip of the magi-drill down to the helmet much more slowly. I drilled a small hole into the helmet and lifted it up to examine it. The edges of the hole were a little uneven and warped, creating an oblong shaped hole, but it was an otherwise smooth entry. I slipped on the helmet the padding inside the helmet created a soft but firm outline of my skull. This would help keep the helmet on and keep it comfortable. The Helmet clicked and pressurized, syncing up with the suit of power armour; there was some static as the helmet alerted me to the damage to my helmet. 
"Ignore helmet damage." I instructed the suit verbally. There was a pause as the helmet adjusted its programming. A scrawl of text temporarily flooding the screen before showing my condition as fine, with a cautionary icon showing my helmet badly needed to be repaired. I scanned the room, looking for one last item. A containment unit for anything I picked up. Examining my surroundings, my screen outlined and identified various objects, showing weight a rough estimate on protective values, and surprisingly enough their averaged barter prices. I was left to marvel for a moment at how useful this feature was. I scowled when I realized if they had just been given me a suit of power armour years ago I could have been a lot more efficient in my dealings with the tribals & gang ponies.
I finally spotted a containment unit, out of the reach of any regular pony. A unicorn must've stuck it up above the lockers before the crash. I was surprised it had been held in place through the rough landing. I grabbed the containment unit and propped it open, shocked by what I found inside.
It was a Vultur Gryphus Armored Saddlebag. An Air-Tite 286 model, no less. It was made for heavy infantry during the war, to protect the wearer’s non-essentials and ammo. This particular set was built to be customizable between fliers and ground infantry. It had a multi purpose rail slot for mounting heavy weapons on the top of the saddlebags, and feeder slots for ammunition on the back ends of the casing.
It was armored, heavy as all hell, nearly completely made of metal, obviously beaten beyond its warranty, repaired many times, and best of all, it was all mine. I’m sure that under my helmet, my eyes were gleaming, caps scrolling across them whilst the little greedy pony inside me was rolling around in a pile of caps.
Dropping the heavy saddlebag on with glee, I let the armor’s hydraulics take the weight. Levitating a machine grenade launcher and a missile pod over, I began the arduous task of attaching them to the rails.
I was in heaven.
====================================================================

I walked with a spring in my step as I left the medical supply closet. My suit’s sorting spell was already finding its way to packing the objects in as tightly as possible, making room for more supplies and future loot.
After accessing a shipwide data terminal I wasn't under any delusions of anypony surviving, not any more. The damage reports displayed on the terminal showed severe fires and extreme loss of function in the middle of the ship. Anypony who had still been on board during the crash would certainly be dead by now. Moving onward from there, I noticed I had lost the spring in my step. 
I was simply here for one last grim task.
I mentioned before about the tags the Rangers wear. Funny to think that forgetting to bring mine actually saved my life, whilst the rest of my comrades had been strapped into chairs dying and burning horribly. I traversed the ship into the fiery bowels of the ship, the flames licked my armour harmlessly as it resisted the flames. Warning icons began to light up on my HUD, warning me my suit was at risk of overheating.
I sprinted forward, the pistons and hydraulics of my suit audible over the din of the burning decks, below and above me. I finally found my way into the crew deck, and suddenly I was thankful for the rebreather built into my suit for a whole other reason. The sight before me was gruesome, exposed teeth and expressions of pain were preserved on the burnt and warped features of my fellow rangers. Many had skin that was dark red like leather, whilst others had burnt black flesh, that looked like overcooked meat.
I could feel myself throwing up, I couldn't help myself. The exposed teeth, charred flesh, and in some cases the burnt skeletons all stood out. My helmet filled with my stomach's contents, only to my great relief, be drained by some form of cleaning talisman. The interior of my helmet was clean once more, bringing me some small measure of relief.
I took a shuddering breath to steady myself. And began reaching out with my magic, wrapping the tags of my fellow Rangers in my aura. The tags were deposited neatly into my storage unit, and bundled together as they began to pile up. Each Tag that passed by me was a Pony I knew at some time or another. I fixed his power hoof once, and I bought the inlays she wanted for her magical laser. Ninety seven tags in total were gathered. That left three. My own and two other crew members, not counting the pilots.
I examined the corpses one last time. Their dead eyes now empty and uncaring stared back at me. I did my best to ignore my unease, pushing it away as I searched the corpses for signs of the missing tags. Finding no trace of the tags, I turned to leave and noticed a red bar on my E.F.S (Eyes Forward Sparkle) display. After further examination, the red marker described details like threat level and distance from me. I began to wonder how the spells built into the armour knew so damn much.
I left the crew deck, making my way to the red threat. Better to get this over with right now, than wait until later.
====================================================================

One hundred metres
The red blip on my helmet’s heads up display was getting closer. Whatever it was, it was making slow and steady progress. If it knew I was here it didn't care, or if it did care, it was being remarkably cocky going up against a pony in power armour.
Eighty Metres
The red blip was rounding a corner, getting ever closer. It was only one more turn and then straight towards me. I readied myself, positioning myself so I could swing around the corner and blast whoever, or whatever was inside the airship. 
Forty Meters
I could hear steps, the distinct sound of a two legged biped. I could think of only two creatures that might be lurking around the corner. One of those hulking canine horrors, known as Hellhounds or one of the exceedingly rare Minotaurs
Fifteen Meters
I leapt out, ready to face the threat. My side mounted grenade machine gun clicked into active. I was momentarily flummoxed at what I was seeing. Before me was a black and white striped equine that could only be a zebra, old Equestria's infamous foes. The zebra was walking on two hooves, in what I assumed was an uncomfortable position. A large rifle was held in the zebra's front hooves.
The zebra, surprised at my sudden appearance, rolled into one of the rooms on the floor. I began approaching with a nervous trepidation.
"You can come out now?" I called out uncertainly, against the recommended ‘kill first, ask questions later’ approach my suit seemed to encourage, pointing out the low armour value of my opponent. In response to my friendly efforts to reach out, the barrel of the rifle snapped up. I hid behind the corner just in time as three rounds fired out. I saw the bullets leave smoking holes in the wall whilst the circuitry hidden beneath it began to burn. 
I leapt around the corner, firing off two grenades wildly. Another burst from the zebra's rifle took out the built in light on my helmet, as well as one of my rebreather tubes. With two resounding thumps, the blip on my E.F.S turned highlighting him as a yellow neutral.
I grit my teeth as I stomped over. The zebra was unconscious, lying below me, entirely vulnerable. I levitated the zebra's rifle up to me and stored it with the rest of my acquired weaponry.
Looking down, I felt the moment was ripe. I could simply jump on it, my weight combined with the suit would kill my opponent and not waste any ammo.
And then my conscience caught up with me. What if the zebra had a family? They could be a mother or father. I decided I'd simply leave the unconscious zebra, they could make it out alive, everything would work out for him/her I was sure. Maybe I should leave a healing potion...? It was bleeding out the ears after all.
The vessel shook as a tremor went right through it.
"Cocknoodles." I cursed as I prepared to run. A groan from behind me caused me to pause. I glanced back down at the zebra again. As my mind began wrestling with various scenarios, none of which included me walking off happily into the sunset.
====================================================================

A great plume of fire shot up into the sky. A fantastic mushroom cloud illuminating the twilight and burning everything within a 200 meter radius into a charred husk.
As I watched the airship explode from afar, I theorized what exactly caused the explosion. An engine explosion was clearly involved, perhaps coupled with a bomb? That wouldn't explain the initial tremor that surged through the ship beforehoof, though.
"You rescued me?" I turned to see the Zebra stallion standing now on all four hooves and fixing me with a rather severe look. His face illuminated by the flames behind me.
"Well the ship was kind of exploding around us." My attempt at a joke was met with obvious confusion. The Zebra gave me a quizzical look. I shrugged whilst sighing.
"You're welcome by the way." The zebra didn't respond as I began to walk off, the barely audible hooves of a certain zebra could be heard soon after.I trotted ten paces expecting my Zebra 'friend' to be gone. Looking back I could see he had managed to keep the exact distance that lay between us when he first started talking.
"What's the deal? Don't you have friends or family to go back to right now?" The zebra gave me a deadpan expression and looked around as if expecting somepony to show up.
"You are responsible for me now. I am not fit to look after myself." The Zebra's words didn't sit well with me. Was he giving himself as a slave to me?
"Look, I don't want a slave. Neigh, I refuse to own one." The Zebra whinnied and snorted, an amused expression on his snout.
"You speak as if you have a say in such matters." The Zebra shook his head sadly. "You saved my life, therefore I am your responsibility. My actions are your actions." The Zebra finished his explanation looking me right in the eyes. His orange eyes felt piercing and made my skin crawl. I looked away quickly.
"Alright fine, you can come with me." I tapped a hoof to my helmeted face thoughtfully. "Now I think on it, I guess I should make you my first knight."
Now it was the Zebra's turn to look confused.
"What, you think I'm going to let just any pony or zebra follow me?" I stamped my hoof as I continued. "You're second in command of the Wintertrot Rangers. I'm your CO and possibly Elder too." I can safely say I was on top of the world right then.
"We're but two stallions alone out here. What do you hope to accomplish?" It was a valid point, but my years of sales pitches to tribal's kicked in as I did a theatrical twist and smiled.
"Come now, come now, no need for the gloom and doom." I raised a hoof and pointed in the direction of Wintertrot. "Wintertrot lays that-a-way. I'm sure I can win over some more ponies to my cause."
"You did not win me over. You simply beat me and let me live. I follow you beca-" I didn't wait for him to finish.
"Details, details. Look I have to go to Wintertrot, not just for my contingent's mission." A look of understanding crossed the zebra's face. We both knew what I wanted.
"Revenge is a poor cause...Elder?" I nodded at the zebra as he gave me an uncertain look. "Justice would be better I think." 
"Justice & recovering tech. Doesn't sound too hard? Am I right Knight..." I realized then that neither of us had introduced each other, I sighed and held out a hoof to the Zebra.
"Inkwell." The zebra gave me a perplexed look.
"I am most sorry, but I did not bring an inkwell with me." I facehoofed hard, the metal helmet rattling softly against my horn.
"My name is inkwell." I clarified. "And your name is..." The Zebra caught on now and bumped his bare hoof against my own armoured one. 
"My name, though not important. Is something I should share. I am Crosshair." At the mention of his name, I couldn't help but feel my gaze drawn to his flank. There staring out at the world, was a series of lines in the shape of a detailed crosshair. I was left to wonder if the world was driven by some force that enjoyed giving us names that matched our Cutie-marks.
"I'll call you Cross for short. Unless you don't want me to?" The Zebra shrugged his ascent and coupled the movement with a casual flick of the hoof.
"Alright then Knight Cross. Let's find a place to hole up for the night. We'll make for Wintertrot in the morning." I was a little giddy. My hoofs had a noticeable spring in them as I walked. Ok maybe I was really happy and giddy, something was going right for once. Plus it helped me keep my mind off the two missing Rangers. We trotted off to Wintertrot, not sure of what to expect, hopefully answers to some of my questions, and maybe some pre-war tech to make the mission worthwhile.
Footnote: Level 1: 25%


Chapter 2: The Wall

I awoke from my uneasy sleep. My face was dampened by a cold sweat, and the faint smell of smoke seemed to linger in my nostrils. My cheek was stinging as Crosshair stood over me, his orange eyes staring back at me intently as he kept a hoof over my mouth. He lifted his hoof to his lips, making a shushing motion and began creeping away. We'd taken refuge within a ruined little shop, the kind that bore a family's name on the front. In this case the name ‘Cutter’ had been written on a rusted sign.
I didn't dare get up. Crosshair could move silently, but my power armour would be far too noisy for stealth. Instead I levitated my damaged helmet over to me and slid it back on. The small warnings were still there, but I did my best to ignore them as I watched Crosshair. The zebra's coat seemed to help him blend in with the environment, his features almost blurred when he was in the shadows.
With my helmet now on and fully active, the built in EFS showed three red blips just outside the building. I was guessing three ponies, or maybe zebras if my new 'friend' was any indication. There were probably more zebras in the surrounding area, possibly friends looking for him. I glanced at Crosshair, who was spying on the hostiles outside, and mentally facehoofed when I realised I had his rifle in my steel saddlebag.
I reached into my saddlebag and pulled out the rifle, Crosshair watched me with a frantic expression. I didn't know what he was hinting at as I levitated the rifle over to him. He crouched down and leapt forward. A series of bullets punctured the walls where Crosshair had been crouching, I now realised why he had looked panicked. My magic glowed when I had been levitating the weapon over to him, alerting the hostiles outside the building.
Releasing the weapon to Crosshair's awaiting hooves, I scrambled up and steadied my aim at the door. Without warning, it slammed inwards, splinters of wood flying everywhere. With a few metallic sounds a grenade bounced in, coming to rest in the just settling refuse. Curses flying unbidden from my lips, I sprawled out over the floor away from the explosive.
Even with my helmet, the explosion in the entryway was near deafening. Shrapnel, both of wood and metal, shredded into the walls and ceiling. Lifting myself up, I had just enough time to look back at the smouldering entrance before a earth pony came rushing in, assault rifle spraying on full auto. Jumping in between the unarmored zebra and our attacker, a few bullets spanged almost harmlessly off my armour. I felt Crosshair rest the rifle atop my helmet and use me as a firing position.
His rifle sent out three incendiary bullets, they struck their target and sent the attacking pony screaming into the night, his coat aflame. Crosshair stopped leaning on me and began adjusting his rifle as I began walking out the missing door. I felt Crosshair's eyes on my back and for a second, I was gripped by the insane notion that I was about to become a char-grilled pony. I chastised myself as I walked outside the door and looked around. The burning pony lay dead and two others were hiding behind an overturned wagon, my EFS showing them as yellow, rather than red.
Crosshair stepped out and seemed to spot the two ponies taking cover. He shouldered his rifle, taking aim and licking his lips. "Knight Crosshair, just what do you think you are doing?" Crosshair looked at me, giving me a 'You can't be serious look'.
"I am ending these two miserable ponies who sought to end our lives. Did you expect me to heal them?" I sighed in frustration, Crosshair made a valid point. 
“They’re amber on my EFS, we should let them go. We need to conserve ammunition for Wintertrot right? The zebra had an odd look on his face, like he had a bitter taste in his mouth. He evidently didn’t enjoy letting these ponies go. 
“Are we going to make a practice of letting potential assaulters live?” He asked with a pointed look, he said sarcastically. “Ones that may think avenging friends was a good idea?” His eyebrow hadn’t quite lifted off his head, but it was making a valiant effort. 
“We won’t avenge Buckaroo, honest.” One of the would be Raiders cried out.
“Y-yeah, what he said.” A twitchy and jittery earth pony stuttered as she took the bold and dumb move of standing up with a grenade in her mouth. I pointed the zebra rifle at the ground with my magic, holding it in place. 
“My ‘friend’ here seems determined to shoot you. Might I suggest getting a move on please. Oh and if I catch you two acting like raiders again. I’ll put a grenade up your arse and pull the pin.” As the two grateful raiders galloped off, I held Crosshair’s rifle in place until they were out of range of my EFS.
I took this time to properly examine my zebra companion. He had a black and white striped coat like all zebra. His tail was solid black, whilst his mane which was the traditional zebra mohawk except he kept it short, like a buzzcut. His glyph mark, as zebras call them, had a small swirl, surrounded by a circle with four lines going through it. Crosshair noticed my pause and gave me a curious glance, prompting me to speak again.
"I apologize Knight Crosshair, this is still a little new to me." Crosshair nodded, an eerily calm expression on his face. My horn lit up and opened my steel saddlebag. "Also I want you to wear this." I levitated out a soft metal suit I had managed to pack, back on the transport. Crosshair took the suit and examined it with a keen eye, he turned it over and over, before he gave me an approving look. 
"This is reconnaissance armour, light yet hardy." Crosshair held the gunmetal grey suit up, like it was some bizarre mollusc. I watched as he tried to squirm and slip it on. “Here, let me show you how to put it on.”
I undid the straps around the legs and chest, allowing the zebra to slip into it . The suit clung tightly to his body as he examined how it helped him move more silently. 
"There's no helmet for it." I added rather sheepishly as Crosshair practiced some bucking with his hooves, lost in a world of his own. "I'll just let you get used to the armour." I added and turned away as I began to search through the barding of the burnt and bloody, dead raider.




Test Book


Chapter 3: T.I.T.

Let me say right now, I wasn't scared. I was beyond scared, to the point where I could no longer think. My horn flared up instinctively, illuminating the darkened room with a burst of grey light.
"Grah! Stupid pony... LIGHT!" The heavy and strained voice of my uninvited guest cried out whilst I pulled myself onto my hooves. I didn't need my helmet’s EFS to know this creature was hostile. I went to ready my grenade machinegun, only to remember that I wasn’t wearing any power armor. And worse, my grenade machinegun was a chewed and blown up pile of slag, likely buried under an inch of snow by now.
The angry super-pony had finally adjusted to the sudden burst of light and proceeded to enter the back room. I backpedaled quickly, glancing around the room in panic, looking for anything I could use as a weapon. Unfortunately, the back room seemed to lack any implements of war, not even a filthy knife. 
“Oh BUCK!” I screamed in a totally non-filly fashion as a hoof like a brick cuffed my left ear and went into the plaster wall behind me. I scrambled to my hooves and ran across the other side of the room as the massive pony heaved his hoof out of the wall, leaving a large hole. 
“STAND STILL AND DIE!” Yeah, like that was going to happen. I bolted over to my power armor, opening up the steel saddlebag. The ground trembled as the mutant pony made to charge me, I yanked the assault rifle and leapt out of the way as meat and bone met magic power armor. 
Power armor won, the mutant pony staggering back with a bleeding skull. I grinned as I levitated the rifle and fired.
*Click... click, click,click*
“OH COME ON!” The assault rifle was empty, no-better than a steel baton. The assault rifle swung through the air and smacked my would be assailant. I didn’t let up, focusing on beating the massive pony with my improvised club. The stallion angrily snapped his teeth and swung his heavy hooves at the rusty gun as I skirted around the aggravated pony and once again over to my power armor. All I needed was a weapon, any weapon with ammunition! I started rummaging around inside my saddlebag.
*CRUNCH*
The sound of crushed metal greeted my ears, I turned around expecting the rifle to be stomped underhoof. Instead the angry giant had unslung a sledgehammer he was lugging around on his back and smashed the rifle into the ground.
“T’M TER DER!” Never was such a muffled sentence so terrifying. The massive sledgehammer swung back as the heavy pony charged at me, preparing the haymaker of all hammer blows. I did the only thing I could, which in no way involved screaming like a filly as I practically threw myself into a sideways roll. I howled in pain, feeling the hammer blow graze my ribs and tried to drag myself away from the mutant pony.
*CRACK-THOOM, CRACK-THOOM*
A deafening gun report made my ears ring, before the very heavy and meaty corpse of the super mutant slumped forward, landing on top of me.
"Ah Elder, good to see you're still alive." Crosshair walked in speaking around a sawn-off shotgun he had in his mouth. He placed the shotgun in a small sack he was carrying on his side, before moving over to help me.
"Elder Inkwell, meet the Super Stallions." Crosshair tapped the dead Super Stallion on the back. "Come on now Super Stallion, introduce yourself to my Elder." Crosshair glanced up at me and sighed. 
"Sorry for leaving you alone Commander Inkwell. I heard them come in, and got up to deal with them." Crosshair trotted over to my sleeping place and picked up my helmet. "This one must have slipped past me." He gestured to the beheaded mutant and then waved a hoof to the door.
“Can’t... breath. Heavy...corpse..crush-sh-sh...” Crosshair standing on his rear legs, used his front legs to slowly lift the heavy body off of me. I took a deep and grateful breath, wincing as my ribs reminded me they were in pain.
“We cannot delay treatment any longer Elder. Your ribcage looks distressingly out of place and you’re covered in cuts and bruises.” Before I could respond, Crosshair began clearing a patch of floor, my mattress having been caked in blood and brain matter. 
Whilst Crosshair busied himself, I decided to root through the super stallion’s corpse for anything that might prove useful. He had been wearing some rough leather armor, full of bullet holes and a metal dish of some kind had been bent and warped beyond recognition, shaped into a single shoulder pad. Searching the armor for pockets proved fruitless, earning nothing but a damp and bloody hoof for my trouble.

I tried opening a saddlebag? cage? on the beast’s back, resembling a shopping trolley that had been compacted into much smaller dimensions through sheer muscle power. I tried prying open the steel backpack, a very small piece of metal evidently meant to act as a lock, resisted my initial efforts. The lock finally started to give as I twisted the firm metal in my telekinetic grip, when Crosshair started poking me.
“You blind fool, are you so strung out you can’t see how misshapen your chest is? Lie down now, before I have to make you!”
I wasn’t about to take this crap from my own First Knight. I did my best to imitate the glare my old drill instructor gave me and opened my mouth. “I’ll have you knooooo~” And that was as far as I got. My head spun as I fell face first onto the cold floor.
====================================================================
I awoke to a wet meaty crack, and an intense pain the likes of which I’d never experienced in my chest. Cold bands held my legs splayed wide as my struggles began. Sinister zebra laughter echoed in the dark dank room and I’ll admit with shame I peed myself. 
A deep chanting began as flames danced on the edge of my vision, illuminating a hideous torture room. When I tried to focus on any one thing, my vision blurred and warped, making the shadows seem to distend and flex in unnaturally life-like ways. The screams of the damned seemed to emanate from empty cages hanging from the roof and standing on tall thin spires. 
I felt it more than heard the blade as it danced along the walls, just barely eluding my sight. A terrible longsword, shaped like a scalpel, generated sparks as it was scraped along the walls, the tip of the blade glowed red as if fresh from the forge. “Ah Elder, good to see you’re awake. And here I was worried I had hit you too hard...” The gleeful and all too familiar voice whispered right next to my ear, making me flinch. 
“C-C-Crosshair... what... what the hell are you doing?” I stammered, my eyes bugging out as Crosshair rose up so he could face me. His eyes were solid globes of orange light that left glowing contrails as he moved. His coat, normally pure white and black was dyed rust red by the layers of dried blood that soaked him. 
His terrible visage slowly swam out of focus for a moment, to be replaced by his normal self. A look of concentration and concern flickered on his face before returning to a smile that literally reached ear to ear. The scalpel sword spun on the tip of his left hoof before slowly coming to a stop, the blade’s tip pointing directly at me. The knife moved over my chest, the heat from the blade, black blackening my coat without even touching it.
Looking down as it came ever closer, I could see that he had already split me open like some lab experiment gone horrendously wrong. As the infernal blade reached ever closer to my ribcage, an intense feeling of vileness washed over me. And then my organs began to squirm. Flexing and slithering away, they tried to avoid the torture implement with seemingly sentient fear. 
Okay, for now, lets just type some stuff for ideas, then pick best one.
Rework a nursery rhyme to make it sound sinister perhaps?
try it. I might have another idea
“Keep your eyes open, my humble Elder. Your insides tell of death and decay. Watch them as they tear and sunder, then turn black and rot away.” The nightmarish zebra’s smile seemed to only grow wider as the blade tip descended, the hot edge searing flesh and charring bone. For a moment, the dark room vanished. Crosshair was a white and black striped blur with red splotches, speaking in tongues for all I knew, his hooves working methodically inside my chest.
For a moment, his teeth grit and I felt more than heard a pop. Then my whole chest moved and the unbearable pain I had been barely enduring blew my brain like a fuse. 
===================================================================
Wintertrot is entirely different when it isn't being assaulted by snow storms. The sun actually does break through the clouds here, admittedly it's only slivers of light, but they add so much colour to the grey drab world we all inhabit. Watching them through a gritty, warped and boarded up window using Crosshair’s rifle scope was my main source of entertainment for a good half week. I lay on the mattress sullenly, the days passing slowly for me. I felt a pang of guilt as I watched Crosshair head out each day while I recovered.
My magic might allow me to use weapons, as long as I wasn’t hurting too bad, but my body needed time to heal. I held onto the shotgun Crosshair had used, I decided it would be best to familiarise myself with the crappy, yet effective gun. I took the gun apart, looking for ways I might be able to improve the shotgun. It was already a bit of a liability being such a short-range weapon, but maybe I could make it more reliable?
I levitated the broken remains of my assault rifle out of saddlebags in the corner. The sad remains of my temporary firearm were tightly crushed together, I had to work my hooves, teeth and magic to pull the gun apart. The main body was useless, a caved in mess, but the firing pin, safety and grip and stock had survived relatively intact. They were certainly in better condition than the shotgun’s own parts.
I first decided to try and replace the firing pin first, I mean it should be the easiest part to swap out. Unfortunately, the shotgun firing pin was thicker than the rifle’s own. Cursing, I decided to compare the stock and safety, finding them both to be inappropriate matches. I threw the rest of the rifle away in frustration. The shotgun could be powerful, but its ammo limited it to a short range weapon, I levitated the twelve gauge shells over to me, turning one of them over. 
I levitated a combat knife from my saddlebag and carefully slit along the side of it, from top to bottom. I then set the shell on top of an old magazine, ‘The Who’s Who of Canterlot’, and peeled open the plastic shell to examine the inner workings. There appeared to be a large metal slug, resting inside a metal case of some sort. Carefully pulling the shell wider, I slid the two pieces of metal out with my telekinesis. Behind the casing was a plastic padding with holes in the side of it. Pulling this out, I was confronted by a tightly packed wad of paper. The wadding was actually a bit hard to get out, but after removing this, I was able to finally see the shell’s powder. Levitating over a dry tin can, I dumped the powder into it. Looking down into brass casing of the shell, I could see the primer sitting in the center of the bottom.
Looking at the odd assortment of items that went into the ammunition, I tried to imagine it working in the weapon itself. Firing pin to primer. Primer ignites powder. Powder punches into the paper wadding. Wadding squishes, and absorbs some of the shock. Then the strange plastic bit... It seemed to have a spiral line of support. Taking impact from the wadding and powder, the structure would collapse slightly, giving it a bit of a twist. Then the casing and slug would launch down the barrel. Looking at the casing, it was obvious that the slits in the side of it would catch along any rifled barrel, making for a nice spin on the slug to help its accuracy.
It all made sense now, and with a little help, this ammo could easily be improved. And I had the ideal ammo I could use to make the improvements. I levitated out the twenty five millimetre grenades for my now non-existent grenade machinegun and decided to take one of them apart. The smooth grenade shell was easy for me to disassemble, all I needed was some empty shells and I could make some proper ammo.
===================================================================
Crosshair returned that night, carrying pieces of frozen meat and some kind of small animal pelts. I figured not asking about them was the safest route to take. He had been more talkative, trying to get me to talk about my time as a younger ranger. I usually deflected the questions with half-truths, giving vague answers like ‘It was alright’ or ‘Can’t complain really’. I mean I should’ve been thrilled he was talking to me, but the events two days prior, the nightmarish version of him, hovering over my chest, still had me spooked.
It was difficult being in the same room as him at times. I never said anything, but I knew he could tell something was wrong. The awkward silence we were enduring whilst waiting for the slightly irradiated meat to cook was stifling, I glanced around, desiring something I could talk about.
“I see you have been busy Elder. I notice you’ve decided to destroy your grenades for some reason.” I felt a smile creep onto my face, now I had something I wanted to talk about.
“You’re way off, my striped friend. I haven’t been destroying valuable ammo, I’ve been repurposing it!” I paused briefly to reach for the box of modified slugs I had kept close at hoof. “These are what I have been making.” I levitated one over to Crosshair, his face showing genuine curiosity. He played with the shell, seemingly weighing my modified slug in his hooves.
“It’s heavier,” He stated, obviously perplexed. Frowning slightly, he brought it closer to his face, examining it with a critical eye. “Much heavier...”
“I know, brilliant isn’t it? It’s my very own, custom made slug.” I beamed, showing pride at my own hoofwork.
“Elder, I hope that I don’t need to tell you that overpacking powder is not a safe method of making stronger rounds.” His eyes widened suddenly. “Please, stars above, don’t tell me you mixed the propellant powder with the grenade’s!” 
“Only one way to find out.” I said with a smile. I started hovering the shell over the fire, and Crosshair went whiter than usual. “Nah I’m just foolin with you. No sense in spoiling a perfectly good dinner.” Crosshair let out a sigh of relief, slumping slightly. “We can test fire the rounds right now.” Crosshair bolted, the room door swinging as he darted downstairs.
===================================================================
The next morning I was well enough to walk, with my power armor on, I wouldn’t have any trouble supporting myself, the suit would just have to do... seventy percent of the work. I decided it would be a good idea to test out the shotgun, so we started looking for a lone mutie to practice on. It had taken a lot of acting, and maybe a Med-X or two to make it more convincing to get Crosshair to relent to my demands, but in the end, I like to think my infectiously good humor and charm won out.
We saw a couple of their hulking forms down the end of one street, and Crosshair spied another on one of the roofs, wielding a missile launcher. We slipped past these muties, looking for easier prey. We ducked through alleyways and hid behind bins or other old wreckage searching for a lone Super Stallion, hoping one would trot past us. 
"Crosshair, how prevalent are these Super Stallions?" I whispered as we emerged onto a street clear of the vile mutants. 
"They are fairly common, especially in the commercial district." Crosshair's orange eyes scanned the street with the well trained eyes of a hawk as we moved onwards. I found the cold to be much more tolerable than it had been earlier, and I relaxed a little hoping the worst Wintertrot had to plague us with was behind us. 
We passed through the frozen city, my helmet's E.F.S combined with Crosshair's knowledge of the city kept us relatively safe. We had to avoid a few streets due to the number of Super Stallions crowding them. Several tense hours of sneaking through the ruined streets had put us both in sullen moods, but for different reasons. I was of the mind that we could, with the shotgun rounds, probably, take on two mutants at once. If we got the jump on them. Crosshair seemed to be growing tired of my weedling at him to test my perfectly safe innovations.
“Elder Inkwell, the chance of finding a lone mutant in this city is like finding just one bloatsprite, there’s always more, just around the corner.”
“I dunno Crosshair, I’ve certainly seen lone bloatsprites before.” I argued. “Besides couldn’t you make that argument for anything?” Crosshair’s eye twitched, right before he gave me a deadpan stare.
“Oh, I’m sorry, who’s lived most of his life in Wintertrot again?” I decided not to answer, I could tell Crosshair was getting irritable again. 
Our lack of luck in finding lone muties to shoot was not going to deter me from firing the shotgun. “Fine Crosshair, you win this time. We’ll give up the mutie hunt.” Crosshair couldn’t keep the smug grin off his face. “You can just shoot that door instead.”
Crosshair facehoofed, letting out yet another sigh. “Elder, I do not think this is a good idea.”
I nodded, ensuring the barrel of the shotgun wasn’t jammed with snow or anything. Hoofing it over to the zebra, I rolled my eyes. “Look Crosshair, stop worrying and just fire the gun, it’s perfectly safe.” I then proceeded to the minimum safe distance of thirty feet, behind a broken brick wall. “Okay, go ahead.”
Crosshair proceeded to stand there and stare at me. “You said this was supposed to be safe?” He asked, looking at the gun like it was a radscorpion waiting to sting him in the eye.
“Completely safe Crosshair. Just go ahead and fire that little beauty.”
Crosshair fidgeted, glancing between me and the door. “If it’s so safe, then why are you all the way over there... behind a wall. In power armor...?”He put emphasis on power armor, giving me an accusing glare.
Giving an exasperated sigh, I facehooved a bit harder than I meant to. “Crosshair, I’m standing at Brotherhood standard procedure safety distance for testing of new armament and munitions. Now stop being a cocknoodle and just fire the damn thing!”
Crosshair threw up his forelegs in frustration, before standing on his rear legs and aiming the shotgun with his forelegs. In retrospect, I probably should’ve mounted it on a battle-saddle. 
“Stars above, please protect me.” Crosshair mumbled around the shotgun trigger, before pulling it. Two things happened, the shotgun fired and Crosshair simultaneously performed a backflip due to the recoil, eyes as wide as dinner plates. 
The door he had fired on opened, just as Crosshair fired. One second there was a vaguely ponyesque shape, the next there was a fireball and a broken set of double doors. I ran out of my cover, concerned the shotgun barrel might’ve breached or worse, Crosshair was unconscious. I approached the downed zebra, shaking him gently. He rolled around, aiming the shotgun at my face, his gums bleeding and his nose looking distinctly squashed.
“DIS IB ALL YOUB FAULB!” Crosshair bellowed, before lowering the shotgun and massaging his nose with his left hoof. I tried, I really tried to fight it back, but Crosshair’s nasally vocabulary brought involuntary giggles. Crosshair glowered, trying to take a swipe at me. “Ib’s nob funneh” 
Before I could start making jokes about Crosshair’s speech, one the broken doors was kicked off of its loose hinges. A mutie stepped out, his face blackened and cut with the broken scraps of a helmet on his head.
“I'M GOING TO WEAR YOUR BONES! AROUND. MY NECK!” The obviously pissed off mutie bellowed, charging at us. I levitated the shotgun, loading the first round I could find into it.
“SHOOT IT! SHOOT IT! SHOOT IT!” I ordered in a calm if loud manner, handing Crosshair the shotgun. He complied, aiming it using his forehooves, his tail acting like a counterweight and keeping him balanced. The shotgun roared, sending us both tumbling as Crosshair crashed into me. The super stallion was engulfed in an explosion, the shotgun shell completely decapitating him.
“Pushon” Crosshair grumbled. I shrugged standing up and started walking. “Pushon, I Wahb a Pushon.” It took a second for it to click, before I was mentally facehoofing.
“Right, healing potion. My bad.” I uncorked a bottle of the cherry colored concoction and hoofed it over to him. After some rather unpleasant crunching and cracking sounds from his nose, Crosshair downed the liquid.
“I think we can safely say this weapons test has been a complete success.” Crosshair eyed the shotgun before he nudged it towards me. “You’re the one with power armor and hoof mounted drills Elder, you use it.” I gave a half nod, not sure how to respond, Crosshair clearly didn’t enjoy my innovative ammunition. I levitated the shotgun into my saddlebag, plans already forming on how I could mount it to a battle-saddle. 
“You know Elder, I almost mistook you for a filly in power armor...” I suddenly liked it better when I couldn’t understand him. I kept my complaints to myself, grumbling a little as we walked over to the steaming corpse. “Nothing... this one has nothing on him.” Crosshair muttered to himself as he searched the body.
“What about in there?” I asked, pointing to the doors that had been blown off. “You think there might be something worth taking?” The interior of the building looked like it lead down some hallways, possibly into an atrium of some kind. 
“It should be worth a look Elder.” Crosshair mused before we made our way inside, a large banner was hung in the atrium, proudly proclaiming ‘Welcome to Trotsworth Independent Technologies’. Crosshair gave it a glance and then continued to scan the room, his rifle sitting in his recon suit's battle-saddle.
Looking again at the banner, I froze and felt a stupid grin spread across my face. I giggled, causing Crosshair to give me a confused expression. I burst out laughing, much to Crosshair's alarm.
"Are you mad Elder, what is the matter with you?" I chortled pointing at the banner.
"Th-that banner, hee hee, it's initials. The initials for Trostsworth independent technologies is T.I.T... Tit!"
Crosshair's deadpan expression was back, clearly we didn't share a sense of humor. I sighed and lifted my helmet off to wipe away a mirthful tear. Crosshair shook his head, walking ahead whilst mumbling to himself about immature ponies. Suddenly he paused about five feet from me, his ears twitched, his head turning to the right quickly.
Crosshair aimed his rifle as a large stallion came barreling into the atrium. His eyes glanced at us both quickly, before looking behind himself. “Quickly get down, this will be an ideal ambush site.” Without waiting for a reply, the stallion barreled into Crosshair, scooping the confused and struggling zebra up and onto his back. He dropped Crosshair behind an old receptionist’s desk and galloped over to me.
“Who the buck are yo-GLK!” was all I managed to get out, before the massive stallion clotheslined me into cover with him. He crouched low, peeking just around the pillar we were hiding behind. I tried desperately to not make too much noise as I struggled for air, however breathing seemed less important as a series of heavy hoof falls cracked the fragile floor as a group of ponies entered the room. 
“Come out, come out. We know you are here!” That voice, the all too familiar voice of a super stallion. After finally getting a hold of my choking, I edged around the pillar, sneaking a glance at them. There were two of them, both wearing heavier armor than the ones we’d encountered earlier, clearly we would need to have a cunning plan. I spotted movement in my peripheral vision and turned in time to see a minigun being levelled and aimed just beside my head.
*Skreeeee, crack, crack, crack, crack, crack.*
MY EYES! Sweet Luna and Celestia my eyes, the brightness of barrel blinded me as it unleashed a hailstorm of bullets. The weapon’s roar deafened me this close to my head. Why did I take off my helmet!? 
The minigun slowed down and finally stopped, but the striations along my vision and the dull thunder in my ears didn’t. The large stallion poked me, trying to get my attention. I could see his lips moving, but all I could hear was a damnable ringing.
“WHAT? I CAN’T HEAR ANYTHING! WHAT?!” I bellowed, my own voice sounding muffled, like listening in through a thick door. I pushed my hooves against my ears, popping them in a vague hope of reestablishing my hearing. The large stallion trotted away from me and began speaking to Crosshair, the large unicorn looking a little embarrassed as he spoke. I decided to go and loot the super stallion corpses, whilst I waited for my hearing to come back.
===================================================================
"I really am sorry about earlier. Heat of the moment and all that.” The pine green unicorn spoke, smiling sheepishly as we trotted through the corridors. “I don’t believe I introduced myself? I am Mustang, perhaps you’ve heard of me?" Honestly I hadn’t, then again, who names their colt after a breed of pony, albeit the most stallionesque pony.
“Er...no, sorry. I haven’t heard of you before.” He seemed to deflate a little. Setting his eyes into a distant stare, he took in a slow but deep breath. “I am Mustang the Thunderhoof,” he boomed while striking a pose on his rear legs. “The saviour of Crow’s Nest, and bringer of Indiscriminate Justice to the forces of Evil!” Watching him sure was impressive, and for a moment, he seemed to be backlit by a slowly growing glow. Staring a bit harder, I noticed his mane sweeping gently in the breeze. Still being inside, I couldn’t help but wonder where the draft was coming from...
"I also cook." He added casually. I very quickly decided I needed him for my contingent. Crosshair could cook decently enough, but it was all exotic zebra stuff that left a weird aftertaste in my mouth. And I am a little ashamed to admit that my own ‘wilderness survival skills’ were more than lacking.
I took a two legged stance myself, and introduced myself. "Well, I am Elder Inkwell. Current leader of the Wintertrot Steel Rangers." I wobbled a little and went back down. "And over there is my first knight, Knight Crosshair." Crosshair was standing on his rear hooves to reach a high shelf in one of the rooms we passed and gave a wave with one of his free forehooves. Honestly, how did Mustang and Crosshair manage those weird poses for so long. 
“Aren’t you a little young to be an elder?” Mustang asked, eyebrows raised.
“Why yes...Yes I am.” I stated proudly. Not mentioning how the rest of my contingent had been burnt alive. That would’ve put a downer on the conversation.
"Truly it must be fate that I stumbled on you in your hour of need." He said, grabbing me into a massive bearhug. A small groaning sound emanated from my power armor as the giant muscles along his body flexed, and I could feel a steadily increasing pressure on my healing ribs.
“Uh...” I said intelligently. I would've protested that we didn't need help, then remembered I did need help. Crosshair could easily take care of himself, as he had lived here, after all. Mustang finally let me down and my armour's repair talisman kicked in, easing the warped armor on my chest plate back into place.
The burly Stallion trotted over to Crosshair. 
"Hi ho, my Zebra friend. I see a warrior's spirit in your eyes." Mustang's white teeth shone through his thick black beard as he smiled. Crosshair was in his deadpan mode and nodded in recognition as he went about looting the drawers of an office d