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“Welcome to the Wasteland, the world’s largest casino. Where everyday is a gamble and the house always wins.”

I could hear them. Mommy tried her best to be quiet, but I could still hear them. He wasn’t quiet. He screamed at her, I didn’t understand the words. He was angry with her, I think. She had done something or said something that he didn’t like. I heard her scream and then fall to the floor. I wanted to cry out. To run to her. But if I did he would hit me too. So I hid in my box and cried silently to myself. Today was going to be perfect.
Mommy tried to wake me up with a kiss on my forehead, she never did that. I kept my eyes closed and pretended to still be asleep. “You don’t want to sleep in on your special day, now do you?” she asked, poking me in the side.
Special day? My eyes shot open as I remembered what day it was. Throwing my blanket to the side I jumped up and started bouncing on the mattress. “It’s my birthday! It’s my birthday!”
Mommy snatched me out of the air and squeezed me tightly. “Little birthday colts still need to wash up before breakfast.”
Wiggling out of her grasp I flew to the tiny bathroom at the end of the hall. Brown water sputtered out of the faucet at first, but that only lasted for a few seconds. Once it cleared up I quickly washed my forehooves and wings. It was a special day, my special day.
She was smiling as I sat down at the table. She had set two places, one for me and one for her. With her good wing she poured me a glass of water, she spilled a lot because her wing was shaky. By the time she placed it onto the table in front of me it was half empty, but I didn’t care. Lifting the salad bowl in her mouth she put it in the middle of the table and with a set of tongs began to serve us. Daisy petals, bits of apple, pumpkin scrapings, and lots of hay; my favorite.
I looked up at her as she took her seat across from me and smiled the biggest smile I could. Her eyes were clearer than I ever remember seeing them. She had been off her medication for almost a month now and everything was wonderful. The Watchers had said that everything would be better now. And they were right!
When we finished with breakfast mommy asked if I wanted to go outside and play with the other foals. But I said no. I wanted to spend all day with the bestest mommy in all of Dise. She laughed at that and pulled me into a hug. She squeezed me tight, I felt her body shaking as she sniffled. “What’s wrong mommy?”
“Nothing’s wrong, love,” she squeezed tighter, “I am the happiest mommy on all of Equis.” I didn’t understand, but she was smiling so I was happy too.
We played games all morning. Checkers and pin the tail on the pony and tag and hide ‘n seek. I was really good at hide ‘n seek, I could hide places that mommy couldn’t. We had so much fun I didn’t want to stop, but mommy said that she needed to go shopping. She said that she was going to buy something special for dinner and that she would let me pick out a new toy! A new toy! I hadn’t gotten a new toy in... ever! Best birthday EVER!
Mommy grabbed her bags as we left our shack and headed for the market. I walked with mommy the entire way. When we first left I was flying beside her, but when I noticed the sad look on her face I landed and nuzzled against her leg. I knew it was hard for her sometimes. She used to be able to fly, until she had the accident. Her wing never healed properly, she missed flying. I wished she could fly with me, but even on super special days not every wish can come true.
The market was filled with ponies screaming out the different things they had for sale. I was a little scared by all the different ponies, but only a little, so I stayed extra close to mommy. We stopped at a bunch of the shops and got more daisy petals and... rose petals! Oh, I loved rose petals they were delicious. Then she bought some eggplant and other things that I wasn’t so happy about, but rose petals! Yay! One of the nice shopkeepers even gave me a treat, ‘cause it was my special day! I jumped into the air to grab the paper wrapped candy, but mommy snagged it out of the air with her wing. “Not till after dinner, love.”
“But MOMMY!” I cried pulling on her leg.
“I can still take the rose petals back.” Not my rose petals, my teeth clicked as they slammed shut.
By the time we walked into the last store I was bouncing with glee. I’m getting a toy! I’m getting a toy! Mommy talked to the shopkeeper about grown up things before asking what toys she had for little colts. Yay! The shopkeeper smiled, she had an ugly smile but I was too happy to not smile back. Toys! She was a unicorn and used her magic to open a box behind the counter and placed a bunch of toys on the counter for me to choose from. I flew up to get a better look at them. There were air-chariots and teddy bears and a doll. I almost yelled at her that I wasn’t some silly filly. Then I looked at it. It was the most coolest doll ever. It was a pegasus doll, with light blue coat and the most awesomest mane with every color I knew, except pink which was good because I didn’t like stupid girly pink. She was rearing up with her forehooves in the air and her wings flared out. Her head was turned a little to the right and she was winking right at me! There was nothing in the world that I wanted more than that doll. I swooped down and snatched it right off the counter.
The moment my hooves touched it I felt better. I felt like I could take on the world and nothing could stop me. The shopkeeper smiled at my mommy as mommy stared up at me with a surprised look on her face. I told her that this is what I wanted. That nothing else would do. She asked how much it would cost and when the shopkeeper told her face went pale. 
I almost cried! I knew what that face meant, we wouldn’t be able to get it. I slowly floated down to the floor. I could feel the tears welling in my eyes, but I wouldn’t cry; I was a big colt and big colts don’t cry.
I reached up to put the little pegasus back on the counter but mommy stopped me. She was putting a pile of bottle caps onto the counter! She was buying it! I jumped into the air and wrapped myself around her neck. “THANK YOU! THANK YOU! THANK YOU! THANK YOU!” I squealed with glee. Bestest mommy ever!
When we got home I noticed that there was writing on the base of the doll. “What does this say?” I asked holding the doll up for her to see.
“Be Awesome.” She said without even looking at the doll. That was so cool! I wanted to be awesome.
Mommy continued into the shack dropping her saddlebags onto the table. When I looked up at her my smile faded away. She sat beside the table staring at the ground. I stepped up to her and held up the doll. 
“Do you wan’ hoo p’ay wiff her?” I asked, holding the base between my teeth.
She forced a smile onto her face, “No, love, it’s your special day. Nopony but you should play with her today.” She let out a sigh, “I need to make dinner, why don’t you go outside and play for awhile.”
“I ca’ helf.” I offered, mommy liked it when I helped in the kitchen.
“No love, you go out and have some fun.”
“I wuve you mommy.” I wrapped my hooves around her leg. She mussed up my mane before shooing me off to go play.
I had so much fun playing with my new toy that it was almost dark before I knew it. When I went back inside I knew that something was wrong. The saddlebags from the stores were sitting on the tables still full of the food we had bought. Mommy, where’s mommy? I heard some sobbing coming from mommy’s room, so I went to go see what was wrong. She was laying on the floor, curled up and crying. “Mommy?” I asked, stepping closer, “What’s wrong mommy?” She shook her head and tried to say something, but I couldn’t understand her. When I stepped next to her she reached out and pulled me into a hug. She held me even tighter than she had at breakfast, shaking. “Are these happy tears too?” She only cried harder. I didn’t understand and I started crying too.
I don’t know how long we laid there, but we didn’t get up until there was a heavy knock on the door. Mommy jumped to her hooves and began pacing. Her eyes weren’t sad anymore, they were too busy darting around the room. She told me to go to my room and to not come out. She told me that no matter what happened I was to stay in my room until she came to get me. I nodded, sniffling and wiping the tears from my cheeks.
I hid under the cloths in my hooflocker, clutching my doll close. Mommy was scared and so was I, but my doll was awesome and awesome pegasuses were never scared. I wanted to be awesome too so I did my best not to be scared. When the door slammed open I almost screamed; I wasn’t very good at being awesome.
I was too busy trying to be awesome to hear what the buck was saying to mommy. But I knew he wasn’t happy. The more he talked the more angrier he got. Mommy tried to calm him down, but that only made him madder. I squeezed my doll tight, be awesome, be awesome...
I heard mommy cry out and fall to the floor. The stallion let out a laugh, I didn’t like his laugh, it wasn’t a happy laugh. “I warned you bitch! You had your chance and it is time to pay up.” Mommy screamed. When I started to hear the other noises I covered my ears. I had heard them before and I knew I wasn’t supposed to.
“No!” She screamed followed by a sharp crack. He laughed again. Her screams sounded like she was under water. I cried. I wanted to help but I couldn’t move.The laughter and screams echoed in my ears.
There was a loud snap as everything went quiet. The only sound came from the stallions heavy breathing. Then came the crashing. I heard him moving through the house breaking everything. His hoofsteps banged against the floor as he stomped through the shack. I heard him stop at the door to my room. I couldn’t breathe. I didn’t know what would happen if he found me and I didn’t want to know. The door slammed open and I almost jumped. I struggled to not make a sound even though all I wanted to do was scream. My heart beat against my chest, but nothing happened.
Then I heard him snort and move away from my room. The window groaned as he opened it. I didn’t understand, why he had left? Then I heard the other voices. When their hoof steps neared I cowered deeper into my chest. The voices gasped and rushed about the kitchen. “Oh Celestia, what happened?”
“Oh no, is she...?” 
Mommy?
“Didn’t she have a colt with her last time?”
I heard hooves rushing around the house. “Do you remember his name?”
“Lucky, I think.”
“Lucky, you can come out now.” They kept calling my name, but I was too scared to answer.
They found me. Opening the locker where I kept everything mommy had ever given me. I didn’t know them, but I was too afraid to do anything. The gray mare picked me up and hugged me close. “It’s okay, Lucky, you’re safe now. Everything will be alright.”
She lied.

++FoE:RB++

My eyes stung. My throat hurt. I heard voices talking softly nearby. I sniffled back a sob, because awesome ponies don’t cry. My bed gently rocked back and forth, like when mommy carried me on her back. *Sniff* “Mommy?”
The voices stopped. The rocking stopped. “Lucky?” somepony asked. I whimpered; that wasn’t mommy. “It’s okay, Lucky.” A strange tingling tickled my skin and I felt weightless. I was moving. I whimpered again, fighting back the tears, because awesome ponies don’t cry. “Shhhh, it’s okay, you’re safe. Nothing’s going to hurt you.” I was surrounded in warmth as the weightlessness disappeared and two legs hugged me close. I whimpered again, tears welling up in my eyes. Awesome ponies don’t cry.
“Can’t this wait till we get back to the compound?” a deeper voice asked. “Uhg, fine.”
One of the hooves holding me began to pet my mane, pushing the hairs out of my face. “You’re safe now, I won’t let anything happen to you.”
My eyes opened just enough to see the blurry gray face of the pony holding me. “Mommy?”
Her eyes got real sad as her mouth moved without making any noise. “L-lucky... I...” she glanced at the other voice, only to look back right away. “I am so sorry.”
I’m not an awesome pony.

++FoE:RB++


I heard hoof steps getting closer and buried myself deeper into the sheets, hiding under the pillow. The flap swished softly as somepony entered the tent. I closed my ears against the soft impacts of hooves stepping right up to the edge of the bed. Light exploded behind my eyelids, the bed sheets and pillow flying into the air.
“Peek-a-boo! I see you,” cooed Nurse Grey, poking me with a hoof. When I didn’t respond she stopped poking me and started running her hoof over my mane. “How are you feeling today, Lucky?” I mumbled into the mattress. I liked Nurse Grey, she was pretty and nice, but I didn’t want to talk. Nurse wasn’t her name, I just liked calling her that because it made her smile. “That bad, huh? I guess the other colts and fillies will just have be disappointed for another day.”
“O-other c-colts and fillies?” I croaked, turning my head a little.
“Well, yeah, silly,” she laughed, poking one of my ribs. “You didn’t think you were the only one here, did you?”
I didn’t want to smile at her, but I couldn’t help it. “Wh- why would they be dis- disappointed?”
“Because I’ve been telling them all about you. They really want to meet you, but I told them that they had to wait until you’re ready.”
“I... I guess I could come out,” I sniffed, “and say hi.” I didn’t want anypony else to be sad; I was sad enough for everypony.
She smiled. I sniffled and smiled back. Nurse Grey had stayed with me all of that first night, whispering to me and hugging me. She told me stories about how she got her Cutie Mark, partially unrolled bandage with a curved stitching needle on top, and how wonderful the Watchers were. I didn’t really hear most of it, but she didn’t seem to mind.
“Come on then,” she said, taking a step back as I slid off the bed to follow her out of the tent.
I hadn’t seen much of anything when they brought me in a few days ago and, staying inside the tent, I really didn’t know anything about the compound. It was a lot cleaner than the streets had been around my shack, but I still didn’t like it.
I stayed close to her side as we trotted past row after row of tall blue and white canvas tents. The occasional rustle of fabric and voices of the ponies moving around inside the tents kept me squeezing myself closer Nurse Grey’s side. I was almost walking under her a few times until she, giggling, stepped to the side. We eventually came to a large clearing filled with other foals.
One of them noticed us and stopped, pointing a hoof. A ripple rolled through the herd as everypony stopped to stare at us. I tried to hide behind Grey’s foreleg, my feathers rustling against my side.
“...pegasus...”
“He has wings?”
“I’ve never met a pegasus before.”
As though by unspoken agreement the herd of foals surged forward.
“Can you fly?”
“Can you do stunts?”
“Do a barrel roll!”
I shied away from the press of ponies, trying to hid behind Nurse Grey. My doll was tucked under my wing, I’d have to take it out to fly and I didn’t want to.
Nurse Grey gently put a hoof to my side and forced me out from behind her. “Now children, you all need to give him some space, remember what it was like when you first came here.” That wasn’t it at all, they all wanted me to put down my doll. “Now, who wants to play a game?” Everypony got really excited, there heads bobbing up and down. Reaching up and Nurse Grey tapped one of the colts on the nose. “You’re it!“ she shouted with glee before bolting off. The rest of us took a moment to realize what had just happened, then all at once we were off.
I didn’t have enough room in my mind to avoid the other colts and fillies and be sad at the same time. Before I knew it, I was giggling with the rest of them as I ran around the clearing. A yellow unicorn filly was chasing me, but I wanted to be it, so I slowed down just enough for her to catch me. When her hoof tapped my flank I stopped and spun around. She giggled happily and took off running the other way. Now it was my turn to do the chasing.
I looked around and chose my target. He was a big colt with a white and blue mane and deep red coat. I took off running straight at him, but he just smiled and stood his ground. The distance between us was closing fast, I was sure I’d get him. There was no way he could be as fast or quick as I was. Right when I was about to touch him he jumped! Right over my head! I was so busy watching him sail up into the air that I didn’t stop moving until I hit the tent.
The tent fabric buckled a little then sprang back throwing me onto my back. I think I heard some of them laughing, but I didn’t care. I was going to get him next time. I rolled back to my hooves, shaking the dirt from my mane, and looked for him. There he was, he had moved all the way across the yard. I started running again. As I closed the distance I watched for him to start jumping. His legs bent and he took off into the air. I opened my wings and soared up slamming into him. We both went down tumbling across the dirt. When we stopped I was standing over him and giggled “You’re it!”
I jumped off of him and took wing, flying back to the center of the play area. But none of the other foals were playing anymore. They’d all gathered around in a circle, even Nurse Grey was there. I wanted to see what they were looking at. That’s when I realized what I’d done... MY DOLL!
I felt the tears stinging my eyes as I pushed through everypony to the center of the circle. There she was ‘Be Awesome’ seeming to shine in the daylight. Without looking at anypony else I snatched my doll in my mouth, jumped into the air, and took off. I didn’t pay any attention to where I was going, I just wanted to get away.
I hid in a large metal chest. I think mommy called them dumpsters, but I didn’t care what that meant. It was dark inside and I couldn’t really hear too much outside of it. I didn’t care, I’d almost lost my doll. I curled up with my doll and fought off my tears. Awesome ponies don’t cry.
I don’t know when I fell asleep or when they found me, but somepony must have because I woke up in a bed. Nurse Grey was there, sleeping off in a corner with her dark gray mane all messed up and hiding her face.
I didn’t have my doll! Where was my doll? I frantically looked around until I spotted it on a table next to Nurse Grey. I fell out of bed with a thud, and then jumped across the room to get my doll.
As I picked it up in my mouth I felt a tingling sensation wash over me. I looked around and everything had gone slightly grey and I was floating! I started to panic a little until I saw Nurse Grey looking over at me with her horn glowing. She gently set me back into bed and sat on the ground next to me.
She reached out a hoof and softly moved my mane out of my eyes. “Is that your special toy?” she asked. I nodded, gripping it tightly in my legs. “Did your mommy give that to you?” Mommy? I felt tears in my eyes and nodded again. “It’s okay to cry, you know, you don’t have to hold it in.” But awesome ponies don’t cry! “Even Rainbow Dash cried sometimes.” I looked at her funny through the tears in my eyes. Who? “You don’t know?” Don’t know what? I was confused. Her lips curled into a little smile, “That doll is of the most famous, most awesome pegasus, Rainbow Dash. She was a very important pony during the Great War and was also the bearer of the Element of Loyalty.” I didn’t know what she was talking about, but it sounded like Rainbow Dash really was awesome. “Do you know the story of the Elements of Harmony?”
I shook my head, mommy never read me any stories. Her horn lit up and opened the saddlebags beside her chair. A book floated out to lay between us on the bed. A corroded and dented unicorn head decorated the cover. “Would you like to hear the story?” I sniffled and nodded. Nurse Grey opened the cover and began to read. “Once upon a time in the magical land of Equestria...
I woke up the next day to somepony poking my head. I swatted at the hoof not wanting to open my eyes. I had been having the most awesome dream about Rainbow Dash clearing the skies. It was too late, the dream was gone. I groaned at the hoof and rolled over.
“Get up sleepy head, it’s breakfast time.” I just nickered and buried myself deeper into the pillow. The voice returned in an almost singsong tone, “And I have a present for you.”
My eyes shot open as I threw off the covers and bounced on the bed. Presents are awesome. Nurse Grey stood next to the bed with a bowl of greens and petals floating in the air beside her. She looked beautiful and I told her so. “You look pretty today.”
“Well aren’t you the little charmer.” She said, a slight blush coloring her cheeks. “Here, eat your breakfast. Then you can have your present.”
I gobbled up the hay as fast as I could, not even really tasting it. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was until I took my first bite, and I ate it all the faster. Hunger was the least of my concerns; it was present time! Nurse Grey chuckled at me when I was finished, staring up at her expectantly. “Well aren’t you eager. No point in making you wait I guess. Here you go.”
A wad of leather straps floated out of her saddlebag into the air between us. I frowned at it. It wasn’t a present. It was bits of leather! I didn’t want bits of leather, I wanted a toy! She saw my face and chided me, “Now, Sevens, you should never judge a gift given freely. I know it doesn’t look like much, but I think when you see what it does you’ll be more than satisfied. Can I see your Rainbow Dash doll?” I frowned even more and she sighed, “Please, just hold it out so I can see it.”
I kept frowning, but I did as she asked; I didn’t want to make her sad. I unfurled my wing and held the doll out between us. Nurse Grey smiled at me. She moved the wad of leather and began wrapping Rainbow Dash up in it. When she was done, the leather straps were secured tightly to the doll with a loop coming off her back between her flared out wings. Very carefully she lifted it from my wings and slid the loop around my neck. “There you go.” she said pulling my mane out from under the strap, “I think you two were meant to be together. And now you can keep her close by no matter what happens.”
I jumped forward, wrapping Grey in a hug. Tears were forming in my eyes again, but these were happy tears.

**************
Footnote: Welcome to the Wasteland.
(Thanks to Kkat and No One for providing the inspiration and set pieces for this story. It simply would not be possible without them. Please be sure to read their stories here and here.)
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Fallout Equestria: Rolling Bones
Baggage
“You say that like you have a choice.”

I let my head rest against the crenellation with my legs and wings draped over either side of the parapet. From my perch atop the turret of the sandstone wall I could see the entire fort. 
Easily my favorite spot in the entire compound it gave me the one thing I couldn’t seem to get anywhere else. Privacy. Sometimes that could be the most precious commodity. Three flights of narrow stairs ensured that nopony would bother me unless they really wanted to. Of course there was a cost. Everypony knew exactly where to start looking for me if I was needed.
I turned my head away from the early evening sun to look out over the compound. Most of the yard was taken up by a mess of nearly identical white or blue tents staked in even rows broken up by the occasional open area where ponies could gather in small groups. There were only three places that ignored the pattern. 
Just inside the front gate was a large pathway that led to the Wagon Depot in the back. Taking up about an eighth of the fort, the Wagon Depot was where old train cars were brought in to be converted into the more versatile wagons that we used for caravans. Immediately to the left of the gate was the large mess tent that could fit about a third of the Watchers at a time. Most of the other tents positioned on either side of the entrance road were designated for the majority of the medical work that we did.
Wiggling deeper into the crenellation I put my forehooves behind my head and made myself comfortable. The colored lines that had been cluttering my vision since the day I snapped the PipBuck to my leg disappeared as my eyelids slid closed. I was left with the quiet warmth of the soon to be setting sun and a cool breeze slipping through my feathers. Nap time. 
I had everything I wanted at the moment. Peace, comfort, quiet, and privacy. My breathing evened out and my heart rate slowed as I began to drift into a contented sleep. I should have known it was too good to last.
“Hey! Sevens!” screamed an overly happy mare.
“Gah!” I replied, rolling off the parapet and onto the inside of the turret in surprise.
“They’ve finally released the assignments for the new expedition caravan teams,” she continued as though nothing had happened. I pressed down on my heart with my forehooves as it beat against my chest. Days like this made me wonder why I bothered having friends. It was almost like they did things specifically because they knew that I didn’t want... them... to. Oh... right.
I could hear whispering. That was never a good thing; those two whispering never ended well for me. 
I sat up. Leaning over the edge of the parapet just enough for me to see my two friends on the ground below me. Aloe, the small yellow unicorn, was standing next to Hurdles, the red giant of a stallion, who was crouched down and being surrounded in a light blue glow. 
Hurdles launched himself up into the air. A levitation spell, provided by Aloe, reducing his weight so much that he shot up like a rocket. After clearing the lower battlements his ascent began to slow. The look on his face as he realized he wasn’t going to reach the top of the turret was priceless. Flailing like a mad pony he managed to snag a hoof on the bottom edge of the battlement. He hung there with his hind hooves digging at the stone searching for purchase. 
I fell backwards. “Bwuhahahahaha!”
“Damn it, Lucky,” he said, his hooves scraping at the stone. “A little help here?”
I fought down the laughter and wiped tears from my eyes with a wing, “You should’a seen your face! You were all like, ‘AH!’” I did my best imitation of his expression, mouth and eyes as wide as they would go. “Hahah, priceless.”
“Hardy har har ha-,” his forehoof slipped an inch. “SHIT! Lucky!”
“Alright, alright. You’re no fun, you know that.” I peered over the edge, “Aloe, you think you can keep up your levitaty magicy thing? I don’t want to pull a muscle trying to get this big lug down.” With a nod of confirmation from Aloe I took to the air and flew behind the stallion. My hooves slipped under his shoulders. With our bodies pressed together I couldn’t help myself. “Mmmmm, I’ve always wondered what it would take to get this close to you.”
Hurdles twitched and lost his already tentative grip on the battlements. The sudden shift apparently caught Aloe unprepared and as her levitation spell imploded.
The extra pony and a half of weight proved too much for me. “Horse-” We dropped like a rock with feathers glued to it.
Snap! 
Hurdles cried in pain as we slammed into the ground. I was more fortunate; Hurdles broke my fall.
“-apples.”
Hurdles rolled on his back and, because I was still holding onto him, me. I flailed and gasped underneath the mass of muscle and fur. My ribs creaked under the heavy pressure. I was being completely ignored by my two ‘friends’ as Hurdles moaned about something or other and Aloe pampered the big baby. 
In desperation I beat at his face with my one free wing until he finally turned his head, “What?!” he screamed, his eyes watering.
“Cahn’t breeeth!”
There was a moment there where the pain dancing in his eyes was smothered by malice and I was sincerely worried that he wasn’t going to move. I was going to be slowly smothered to death! The little evil smile that had been tugging at the corners of his lips faded quickly though. With a heavy grunt he rolled off of me and onto his three good legs.
I coughed, sputtered, and groaned in relief. The limbs that had been so cruelly pinned between him and the ground began to tingle as the blood flow returned. Aloe urged me up off the dusty ground to my hooves before pointing to the blue and white maned stallion, “You’re going to need to set that before I can heal it.”
Looking over at Hurdles I saw the very obviously broken foreleg. I looked back at her before giving my head a small shake, “One of these days you’re going to have to be able to do stuff like this on your own.” I immediately regretted the words as her pupils began to widen, “But not as long as I’m here.” I quickly added with a smile, hoping to cut that beast off before it could get any momentum. I turned back to Hurdles, “Come on big guy. You know the drill.” 
He nodded and held his leg up for me. I took it between my forelegs. “You’re lucky I think your legs are your best quality.” He frowned at me and I just smiled. “On three. One...” I let myself fall backwards.
“FUCK YOUUUUUU!”
“Two three.” I added with a smile while he tried to glare at me through the tears in his eyes.
Aloe pushed me out of the way and bent over the now set bone. Her yellow horn began to glow a light blue along with the previously broken leg. The light show was accompanied by a stomach churning grinding noise as the spell forced the bone into a better fit before it began the reknitting process. The earth pony ground his teeth and dug his other hoof into the ground. Even with magic broken bones aren’t fun, but at least he wouldn’t have to wait months to be able to walk properly.
Finished with her part Aloe gave him a stern look, “Do I need to tell you to go easy on it for the next few days?”
He shook his head as he got to his hooves and tentatively put weight on the leg. After pawing the ground a few times he looked back up at the two of us. “Can we go now?”
“Sure, big boy.” I turned around and swatted his face with my tail. “Lets go see what all this noise is about.”
I didn’t see the bright red of his face turn maroon, but I heard Aloe’s giggling and that was good enough. I did my best strut and prance as I made my way to the posting board. Hurdles grumbled something causing Aloe to giggle some more before they trotted to catch up. Even with Aloe walking between us he refused to look at me, which just amused me more. I did my best to keep my mirth in check. I knew his limits and when it was time to stop. I eyed them both as we walked. They would really make a great couple... if only one of them would make the first move.

++FoE:RB++

The three of us pulled up short, our destination blocked by a tightly packed crowd of ponies. Standing flank to flank they were all pushing forward to try to get a look at the announcement board.
“It’s finally up.”
“Do you know who’s being sent?”
“... na, I’m not even eligible, Junebug is due in three months.”
“I can’t see. Come on, move...”
“Thank the goddesses, I was worried...”
“This is ridiculous.” I turned to my companions. “You two stay here, I’ll be right back.” 
Without waiting for either of them to respond I took wing. A single flap was enough to lift me into the air and another stroke pushed me forward over the heads of the crowd. My lips turned up in a small smile at the grumbles of the earth bound ponies as I coasted over them.
The press of the crowd seemed to be held back by eight staunch earth ponies at the very front. Each one had their forehooves dug into the dirt, pushing back against the herd. It took me a moment to realize that they were not so much holding back the crowd as they were trapped by it. Being unable to move forward or turn around there was little else they could do but hold the line. 
I got the odd impression that there was something to be learned from the scene below me.
Shaking my head I refocused on the task at hoof. I spotted the list of names that everypony was so worried about and quickly scanned it. It didn’t take long for me to find the two names I was looking for.
“Aww, ponyfeathers.” A powerful forward sweep of my wings sent me careening back away from the bulletin board and the unfortunate ponies still stuck at the front of the group. I dropped to the ground on the other side of the crowd, rejoining my friends. “Well I’ve got some good news and some bad news.”
Aloe rolled her eyes. “Do you think he’ll ever stop using cliches?”
“Eenope.”
“Fine, then you can wait for the crowd to clear.” I started to turn away, extending my wings and preparing for take off.
“Uhg, fine. What’s the bad news?” Aloe pleaded.
“Hurdles has been assigned to one of the pull teams.”
 A big grin split the stallions face, “Bad news? Bad news? If that’s the bad news then what’s the good news?”
I stepped up to the stallion, our muzzles only a hair’s breadth apart, batting my eyelashes, and said in a husky voice, “I’ll get to sit back and watch that tight flank everyday for the next four months.”
His lips contorted in disgust as a hoof pressed into my cheek. I stumbled to the side from the forceful shove. “Uhg, would you quit it already?” Hurdles moaned, before storming off. 
The cat calls might have been a touch over the line.
My grin faded as my distraction left. I kicked a rock by my hoof and sent it sailing through the air. Aloe stepped to my side and leaned her head against my neck. I returned the show of affection with a soft sigh. 
“Damn it. I don’t want to go.”
“I know. But they must have a good reason-”
“Like what?” I barked, cutting her off. “I mean there are a hundred other ponies who actually want to go that are at least as good as I am at sewing up wounds. I am just as useful right here as I would be out there,” I said, motioning outward with a wing.
“Well...” her voice drifted off for a moment. “Is that the job they assigned you?”
“Y-... shit, I don’t know. I wasn’t paying attention.”
I felt her shake against my side. “Oh, Lucky. Will you ever learn?” She pulled away and started following the path Hurdles had taken. “Come on, lets get dinner before those ponies realize what time it is.” I grunted in response and trotted to catch up to the yellow mare. 
“At least you get to stay here, all nice and cozy.”
“Right,” she said dejectedly, “while you two are out galavanting across the Wasteland I get to sit here alone, waiting and worrying that something might’ve happened to you two.”
“There, there, now silly filly,” I wrapped a wing around her and hugged her close, “I can personally guarantee that there will be no adventuring, and galavanting is right out. In fact, I’ll do everything in my power to make this little excursion as boring and event free as possible. I’ll even write you a letter at each town to make sure you don’t miss out on a moment of our utter boredom.”
She looked up at me with those big puppy eyes. Those things really need to be outlawed. “You promise?”
“Cross my heart, hope to fly, stick a sugar bomb in my eye.”
“You’re the best, Lucky,” she said, finally smiling again.
“And you’re the best little sis a colt could ask for. Now come on, this is a big deal for Hurdles and he’s going to want us to be excited for him.”
“Speaking of which. You should really cut back on the taunts.”
“But he just makes it so damn easy and his reactions are so perfect! I can’t help myself.”
“What’re you gonna do when he finally decides not to take it anymore?”
“Get a hoof to the face I expect.”
“And you’re okay with that?” she asked, looking up at me with a worried expression.
“Eeyup.” She just shook her head as I chuckled. “And afterwards we can kiss and makeup.”
I spotted Hurdles waiting for us outside the mess tent and released my hold on Aloe. No need to give him any ideas. I loved the colt, but sometimes he could be a little slow on the uptake and quick to make stupid assumptions.
“So how are we going to celebrate?” Hurdles asked, way too excited at the prospect of going out to the Wasteland.
“You two can celebrate anyway you want. I’ve had enough excitement for today.”
“You spent the entire day hiding and avoiding work!”
“Exactly. Do you have any idea how difficult it is to avoid work? Now if you’ll excuse me I’m going to bed.”
I took off before either of them could raise an objection. If Hurdles had two wits about him he would take the opportunity to tell Aloe how he felt. Which meant that they would spend the rest of the day in awkward small talk and eventually go to their respective tents alone. I sighed as I stretched my wings out to glide; I didn’t like the idea of playing matchmaker, but this was getting ridiculous.
I rode a thermal to the upper flight ceiling before I pushed out and to glide aimlessly over the old fort. Up there I could forget the problems of the world below. If the tower was where I went to escape the ponies around me, the sky was where I went to escape myself. Focusing on the act of flying, every twitch of wing and feather. Unfortunately my flight couldn’t last forever. The sun was about to dip below the horizon and, unless I was greatly mistaken, the next few days would be busy.
Flying down to my tent I landed at a quick trot and didn’t stop moving until I was inside the canvas structure. 
I hopped onto my cot and let my face fall into my hooves in over dramatic lament. With my eyes closed, I didn’t notice the pony stepping into my tent. I also wasn’t paying enough attention to hear the hoof steps. Indeed I didn’t notice anything until I felt a light kiss on my forehead.
“What seems to be the matter, Lucky?”
 I raised my head enough to look over my hooves at Nurse Gray smiling warmly. I grunted.
The smile in her eyes faded. “I take it you saw the roster.” I nickered in response. “I know how much you don’t want to leave, but it’ll be good for you.”
“Good for me?” I asked. “How could traveling across the Wastes and worrying that at any moment a band of raiders are going to pop out of nowhere and start shooting, be good for me?”
She pushed a few stray strands of mane out of my face with a hoof, “There’s a lot more to caravans than raider attacks.”
“Oh yeah, I forgot about the Steel Rangers and radscorpions, thanks for reminding me.”
“Would you stop? You know that’s not what I mean.”
“I’m sorry,” I said, looking away, “It’s just... why me? There are plenty of ponies who would love to take my place. What good would I be out there anyways?”
Her expression turned incredulous, “You’re joking, right?”
“If I was joking, I would’ve said: ‘A horse walks into a bar-”
“If you finish that I will slap you.” My teeth clicked as they snapped shut. She glared at me for a moment before her eyes softened again, “You know this isn’t something we’ve done before. Nopony is sure what we’ll find on the other side of the Snake. There are rumors of everything from thriving pre-war civilization to nothing but raiders and everything inbetween. We are putting a lot of resources into this and nopony wants to risk walking in completely blind.”
She paused looking at me expectantly, her eyes flicking to my sides. It took a moment for me to figure out what she was trying to tell me. “They need my wings? They want me to fly out ahead of the wagons.” She nodded and I groaned, “Some days I wish I had been born an earth pony.”
She bopped me on the nose with a hoof. “Don’t say that. Most ponies would give a leg to be able to fly.”
When I looked up at her she quickly turned away. “Are you... jealous?”
A reddish tint began to shine through the grey of her cheeks, “N- no. I didn’t say ‘I’ would-”
A smile pulled the corners of my lips up. “You want to fly,” I said, almost accusingly. “You wish you had wings, don’t you?”
“No, I- if this is how you’re going to act-”
“You want to fly,” I said, cutting her off. “Just admit it.” She huffed loudly and turned to leave. Just as she was about to step out of the tent I spoke up, “I could give you a ride.” Nurse Gray stopped dead in her tracks. “I could take you up, fly over the compound a few times... nothing fancy...”
She slowly turned around, her eyes sparkling like a filly’s on her birthday. “Would you? Could you?”
“Could I? Could I?” I pressed my forehooves to my chest, “You wound me, m’lady. Now you don’t get a choice.” I pushed off the bed and wrapped a foreleg around her shoulders, “Come on, my pride is on the line.” 
Outside the tent I glanced to my left and right. Unlike flying solo, I would need a good running start to take off, or else I would burn my flight muscles out just getting airborne. Deciding that the left provided the longest and clearest runway I turned and backed up a few paces. 
After some basic stretches to prep my wings for the beating they were about to take I turned to my soon to be passenger. Crouching down I motioned to the older mare to come over. “Well, hop on.”
She carefully pulled herself up onto my back and wrapped her forehooves around my neck. I struggled to stand under the added weight. I wasn’t feeling quite so sure about this plan anymore.
“Wings?” I spread them to the max and gave them an experimental flick, “Check. Runway?” I looked down the open lane between the tents, “Check. *ksh* L-7 to control, L-7 to control, all pre-flight checks are complete, all systems go. Requesting permission to take off.” Gray looked at me like I was crazy. “Ten-four, we are a go.”
I began to trot between the tents feeling the cool evening air wash over my out stretched wings. As I picked up speed, slipping my gait into a canter, I began to flap. Slowly the weight began to lift off my legs. Speeding up to a full on gallop I pumped my wings faster until I was just barely touching ground. With a final heave I launched myself forward drawing my legs up. We were airborne.
She gasped and her forelegs tightened their grip around my neck as I made the first banking turn just over the tops of the tents. As I leveled out I began pushing my wings to gain more altitude until I found what would likely be the last thermal of the day. Rocketing up into the air Gray started making the cutest sounds that were somewhere between gasping in fright and giggling like a school filly. I found myself laughing with her.
This was a side of her I had never seen before. For as long as I’d known her she had been so... grown up. It was like she was finally letting herself relax, allowing herself to enjoy the moment with foal like glee. She didn’t seem quite so old to me anymore. And with that thought, I became acutely aware of the warmth of her body pressed against mine.
Pushing those thoughts away I forced myself to focus on flying. I banked a hard left, going almost completely vertical and drawing another gasp of surprise from the mare latched to my back. As I twisted and leveled out I turned my head to look at her. Her long silver and white mane coursed behind her in the wind. Mirth etched into her face, her eyes locked on the tents speeding past below us. For the first time I took a moment to really look at her face. She wasn’t all that much older than me. Seven, eight years tops. 
Stop it, stop it right there; turn around and focus on flying. 
Our flight lasted about ten minutes before I banked a final time to line myself up with the alleyway I had used for take off. Normally I wouldn’t need anything of the kind, but with the weight of another pony it was much safer to draw out the landings as well as the take offs. I flared my wings to catch as much air as I could to slow myself down. 
As I bled speed and altitude I began moving my legs to match the ground passing beneath my hooves. I touched down for a pace and bounced a few hooves back up into the air. This happened a few times until I decelerated to a speed my legs could keep up with. My hooves finally touched down at a strong gallop. I pulled back to a canter, then a trot, but didn’t stop moving until we were standing back outside my tent.
As I finally came to a stop I realized just how hard I was breathing. My chest expanded and compressed as I pulled air into my lungs. I crouched down as much to help Gray off my back as to rest. 
She slid off my back onto her own shaky hooves, “Wow... that was... wow.“
I smiled and nodded as I pushed myself back up. Without a word Nurse Gray turned to the tent and walked through the open flaps. I felt the smile twist into a smirk as I watched her fla- I mean Cutie Mark. It was a partially unrolled bandage with a curved stitching needle resting on top. I shook my head to clear my mind before following her in.
Her eyes watched me enter from her perch on the bed. “That was absolutely amazing, Lucky, thank you,” she said, finally able to put more than two words together.
I stretched out, pushing my forelegs forward, arching my back and splaying my wings out as far as they would go. I cringed as a cramp flared up in my left wing causing the feathers to twist. I really hadn’t been physically prepared for that flight. Even after spending the entire day not doing anything, it had wiped me out completely. It is one thing to fly around all day; it is something completely different to carry around another pony. I wanted nothing so much as to lay down and sleep. 
“Hey! What?” my legs wiggled helplessly in the air as I was lifted off the ground in a light grey aura. I eyed the mare responsible and crossed my forelegs, “What gives? I’m not a colt anymore, I can put myself to bed just fine.”
A devious smile touched her lips as she laid me on my stomach across the mattress. She didn’t say anything as she laid her horn against my wing. I felt the odd chill of her magic probing at the muscles beneath my fur. Making a tsking sound she placed her forehooves at the base of my wing and began working the muscles there. 
“Oh, sweet Celestia that *f’naaaaa*.” My wing twitched as she pressed into the thick flight muscles, feathers ruffling and settling in response. Her hooves pulled back, only for her muzzle to bury into the feathers at the base of my wing. 
“Oh!” I twitched. “That’s... uhm...” I twitched again. “That’s-” A feather pulled free and my eyes rolled back into my head. Her teeth raked through my plumage, straightening feathers. I tried, I really tried to tell her... but it felt soo good! Everytime I opened my mouth the only sounds I could make were moans and groans, gasps, and shuddering breaths.
She had finished preening my other wing before I could think straight. I clapped my wings to my sides and twisted under the mare to stop her from doing anything more. 
Her normally well kept mane- still in disarray from the flight- hung loosely in front of her face. Ears quivering, she wore the cutest little smile highlighted by a slight blush on her cheeks. As I struggled to find words her eyes began to dilate and her lips to tremble.
She began to pull away at the same moment that realization dawned on me. My hoof hooked behind her head to stop her from leaving. Pulling her back down I lifted myself up until our lips touched. 
The kiss only lasted a short few seconds before we parted. Nothing changed in those few seconds, but everything was different. She was still the same mare that had practically raised me from a colt, but now I saw beyond that. I saw the excitable, impulsive, filly hidden inside the responsible mare. I saw the young mare who still had a lot of life left to live. But more than that I saw the look in her eyes that remained after all that and more evaporated.
The second kiss started just as softly until I licked at her lips. She didn’t resist as I pressed forward, parting her lips and running my tongue along her teeth. A smile pulled at her lips. I felt along her teeth until they parted and her tongue met mine. 
I dropped to the cot as we parted, both of us slightly out of breath. With a mischievous grin she pressed one hoof to my barrel and lifted herself up. Her horn lit up as her kinesis between my legs. My wings flared against the cot, forcing my back up off the mattress. She scooted backwards. My back arched as she lowered herself, small gasp escaping her lips.
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I woke up to the smell of pony and roses. A mussed up grey mane tickled my nose as I took a deep breath to savor the sweet scent. For a time I didn’t move, content to simply hold the mare. My wing began to shift almost on its own, feathers moving across her barrel. She twitched. I smiled, sliding my feathers out to find another sensitive spot. She twitched again, her leg pawing at the open air. I stretched my pinion just a little further.
“Eeep!” Gray squealed in surprise. 
I was sure I had gone to far until she began giggling and twisted around in my forelegs. Curling up against me she buried her glowing cheeks into my chest. 
My wing adjusted to wrap around her back while my forelegs slid behind her shoulders and neck to pull her in tighter. Resting my chin on the top of her head I let my eyelids slid back down.
She mumbled something incoherent into my neck. I considered just ignoring it, but quickly fell to the middle ground of mumbling something just as incoherent into her mane.
Her head pulled back and forced mine to move from its resting place atop hers. I found myself muzzle to muzzle with a beautiful blurry eyed mare and didn’t even try to hold back my smile.
The soft whisper of her voices played across my lips. “It’s getting late, Love.”
My eyes flickered to the half open tent flaps letting in the glow of the early morning sun. The question of why they weren’t closed all the way was swept away when my mind registered exactly what she’d said. I wasn’t caught off guard, my heart didn’t skip a beat, and I didn’t feel a rush of emotions. Rather I looked into the eyes for the mare I was holding, the mare I had been holding all night, and everything just felt... right. 
“Lucky?”
“Five more minutes?”
She gave me a little smirk. “Sure, Love, five minutes.”
Her head returned to my neck, nuzzling against it until she was comfortable.
Five minutes was not nearly long enough.
“I’m sorry, but both of us have responsibilities.”
“They can wait.”
“Five more minutes, right? Then how many more after that?” she asked, but continued before I could respond. “I know where it is going and as much as I would love to indulge you, I can’t. And- Mmmmf!” She didn’t fight back at first, allowing herself to enjoy the kiss. Eventually, though, she pulled back and held me in check with her magic. She tried to compose herself, even so she couldn’t banish the smile stretching her lips. “Now would you kindly let me go?”
I smiled evilly, my grip tightening around her. “Eenope.” 
She let out a small sigh before her exasperated expression quickly changed to one that bordered on malicious as her horn lit up.
“What’s this no- Eek!” Her magic pinched a rib causing me to twitch. “Heeheehee, that is so not- Eek! Hahah, cut tha- Eek! Out!”
“Do you surrender?”
“NEVER!” I bellowed, squeezing her tighter.
“Can’t say I didn’t warn you.”
I heard her hooves hit the ground on the other side of the mattress. There was little I could do about it as I struggled to breath between spasms and fits of laughter as her magic flashed across my barrel.
“Tsk, tsk, so ticklish.”
“Heehee, you are so- Hahaha, going- haha- down. Heeheehee!”
She trotted to stand over my prone form. The assault halted as she bent down and kissed my forehead. “We’ll just have to see about that. But until then you could use a shower, especially with all that rolling around in the dirt. See you later, Love.”
The moment she pulled away the attack picked right back up where it had left off. I was little more than a gasping, laughing, and twitching pile of pony until she disappeared outside the tent. When the magic finally ceased I was left panting for breath on ground.
I didn’t move for a minute as I caught my breath and calmed down. Even after all that I knew that I could easily climb back into bed and go back to sleep. I hadn’t gotten much sleep after all. 
Lifting my left foreleg I looked at the PipBuck’s clock and cursed. Breakfast or shower, I didn’t have time for both. A quick glance at what used to be green fur was all I needed to make a decision. 
The trip to the bath tents was... odd. 
I moved through the fort at a quick trot passing by any number of ponies going about their chores for the day. I nodded to them as I walked by with a smile and a wave or a word of greeting. The expressions they threw my way almost made my smile falter. Some gave me a confused or surprised look, returning the greeting by rote. While others had this knowing smile that rubbed me the wrong way. I quickened my pace.
It was late enough in the morning that most ponies who wanted to wash up already had; so finding the tent devoid of other ponies was welcome, if not entirely surprising. The eight showers were divided into two groups of four. Each group was on a platform raised a hoof above ground level. A post at the center of each group held the copper piping for the shower heads in place. The individual showers were divided by old plastic drapes hanging off metal frames to provide some modicome of privacy.
Sitting under the shower head of the nearest stall I bit down on the chain hanging from the faucet and pulled. A torrent of icy water poured over me sending shivers up and down my entire body as it pushed the dirt out of my fur and feathers. With my mane hanging in my eyes I let go of the chain and the water stopped. I blindly reached for the long bar of lye tacked to the back of the stall. My hoof scraped a chunk off and I began to wash myself. With a wing I clicked on the PipBuck’s radio.
A catchy tune filled the shower as I worked the soap into my fur. Too busy reminiscing about the night before I started to move with the music, scrubbing my mane and stepping in time with the notes. 
“Na na na naa, I can take it. Throw your stones and you won't see me break it. Say what you want, take your shots. You're setting me free with one more da da da daa. Na na na na na. Da da da daa. Na na na na na na.”
The torrent of water cascaded over me for a second time, the lye washing away into the large drain by the central post. I released the chain at the sound of another pony stepping into the tent and switched the radio off. Balancing on my hind legs I pulled myself over the low wall to see who had come in. 
Seeing my friend walk in I couldn’t help myself. “Damn it, now I’m going to have to start all over again.” Hurdles just glared at me. Wiggling my eyebrows may have been going a little too far, but I figured he wouldn’t understand the joke without a little help. His only response was to step closer. My face drooped into a frown. “Humph! You’re no fun,” I said, as I started to turn away.
I didn’t see the hoof, but I sure felt it. When my vision cleared I found myself on my side in the corner of the stall. The taste of blood tainted my tongue. I pressed a hoof to my sore face and worked my jaw. Something small and hard click between my teeth. Spitting I watched the white tooth bounce against the ground and roll toward the drain.
“Damn it! That hurt! What’s got your nuts in a vice?” I asked as I got to my hooves. But he was already gone. “Sure. That’s a great way to handle your problems!” I shouted to the empty tent. “Punch somepony in the face and just walk away. Real mature.” I pressed a hoof to my cheek only to pull back.
Celestia’s horn that stings. I hope one of the doctors has a spell that can fix this. What the Hay was his problem anyway. I mean, sure I might have gone a little far... what am I saying, that was hardly the worst I’ve done. The least he could have done was give me some warning. Or maybe bothered to explain himself. What am I going to tell Gray? She is going to be pissed... or laugh... or both. When I see that-
“Ah, Lucky, I see you decided to grace us with your presence today.” The familiar voice pulled me out of my thoughts. Blinking, I realized that I was just outside the medical tents at the front of the fort. “I hope you’re not neglecting your beauty sleep for us.” 
“No no no,” I said, turning to face my black maned antagonist. “It’s no trouble at all. Indeed, my conscience would not let me rest knowing that these poor and unfortunate ponies would be in your hooves if I were to stay in bed.”
“Celestia forbid that anypon- what happened to your face?” the grey unicorn asked, something that almost sounded like concern in his voice.
I rubbed at the bruise with a pinion. “I slipped in the shower.”
He frowned, obviously not believing me. “Right... you have tent one today.” The enmity returned in a flash. “And I expect you to remain there for the entire shift this time, Sevens.”
I bowed deeply, flaring my wings as my chin neared the ground. “As you command lord dock-tor.”
He snorted as I spun away and pranced toward the tent. Stepping inside the tent, and out of his sight, I let my head droop. Wonderful, the day I need magic and I get Echo. There was no way in tartarus that I would go to him to get my tooth fixed. Hopefully Aloe would stop by sometime today, I needed to talk with her about Hurdles anyways.
Stepping briskly toward the cabinet against the left wall I began pulling open drawers. Using my wings I shuffled through the contents. I would have been nice if somepony could have been bothered to sort and organize them.
Ah ha!
Stepping over to the gurney I placed my tools on the side tray and flopped down on the stretcher. With a flip of a hoof I toggled the magic lamp and positioned it and a small mirror over my mouth. Opening wide I did my best to examine the missing tooth. The bleeding had stopped almost before I left the showers and there was a nice bright red scab over the empty socket.
Taking a small applicator between my pinions I dipped the cotton in the alcohol and brought it up to my mouth. Tears stung my eyes as the fresh scab dissolved under the cleansing liquid. Bitter blood and stinging alcohol mixed on my tongue. Placing the red stained applicator back on the tray I picked up a second one. After swirling it in the topical anesthetic I dabbed it carefully in and around the empty socket. The pain that had been bugging me all morning slipped away until it was little more than a dull throb. 
Finished with my ministrations I twisted the mirror around to examine my hoofwork. The bleeding had stopped again with a slightly cleaner looking scab. Still, I would need to have it checked out by one of the doctors. Until then at least it didn’t hurt anymore.
“*Cough* Uh, Doc?”
I pushed the mirror and lamp up, tilting my head to see the pony who had stepped inside. Her outfit gave away her chosen profession. “If you prefer,” I said with a smile. “What seems to be the matter?”
My time on shift was uneventful, a few ponies with minor ailments, but mostly fools. A number of ponies were brought in after being beaten to shit by the casino bouncers. It never ceased to amaze me how ponies acted once they got a few shots of liquor in their systems, my own actions notwithstanding. At least I had the sense not to repeat my mistakes. These ponies were regulars at both the casinos and the compound.
A few broken bones, some sutures, poultices and bandages were the order of the day. Only one pony required a healing potion for internal injuries; he was really quite fortunate, the casinos response to cheaters usually ended with a six hoof hole in the ground.
After wiping the last of the blood off my hooves I was ready to leave. It was getting dark outside by the time I trotted out. 
I took a moment to sit down outside the tent and stared up at the cloud wrapped sky. I could see the glow of lights from the center of Dise in the edge of my vision. Not for the first time I wondered what it was like above the clouds. It may sound silly for a pegasus, but the sky above the clouds was a complete mystery to me. 
Unlike most pegasi in Dise, I was not now nor had I ever been a part of the Remnant. I managed to avoid military service only by the grace of the Watchers. My mother had been a part of them until she was discharged for reasons I never knew. The Watchers took me in before the Remnant ever knew I existed. I am told that when they found out there was an attempt to ‘collect’ me. Nurse Gray would have none of it though. I don’t know how she managed to get them to back down, but I am eternally grateful for it.
I sighed and lazily took to the air, flying back toward my tent. It had been a long day and I was tired. The night air felt good rushing through my feathers and distracting me from my own thoughts. That only lasted until I began the descent to my tent.  The sight of the canvas structure and the feel of the wind along my wings brought memories of the previous night front and center.
My wings locked out and I dropped like a stone. Falling through the air I was saved by instinct alone. I managed to curl up into a tight ball and hit the ground rolling. I tumbled through the dirt coming to a stop sitting on my haunches.
Gripping my head in my hooves I waited for the world to stop spinning. Once everything began to finally settle down I opened my eyes and froze. Sitting patiently on my bed was a very sexy grey pony.
“Now that’s what I call an entrance.”
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Of all the ways that I have been woken up there is only one that I would like to repeat.
Gray pulled away far too soon leaving me with little more than the taste of her lips on my tongue. “So are you going to tell me what happened to your tooth, or am I going to have to pull it out of you?”
For a brief fraction of a second I considered lying. That was quickly thrown out as a bad way to start my day. My next thought was to try to deflect. “Me and Hurdles-”
“Hurdles and I.”
“-had a... disagreement. He thought I would look better minus a tooth, I disagreed.” I smiled wide, displaying all my teeth. “I still think I was right.”
“Lucky...” She gave me The Look. How I hate The Look.
My face fell. “Look, I don’t know. I was taking a shower and he came in and he’s got a wicked left hook. He didn’t say anything. Just walked in. POW. And walked back out.”
“And you didn’t say anything to him?”
“I might have said something.” Damn those eyes! “Yeah, I poked at him a little. No more than usual though. And he was angry already. I think he was intent on it anyways, like it didn’t matter whether I said anything or not.”
“You need to go apologize to him.”
“WHAT?! But he’s the one who hit me! He’s the one who should... be... you’re really going to do this aren’t you?” She nodded. “That is soooo not cool. We’ve only been together for two days and you’re already pulling that? Gah! You’re so lucky that you’re a sexy, flexible, smart, wonderful mare or this would be so over already.” Her embarrassed laugh and blush told me that even though I had completely lost, I had still scored points. I stretched my neck to kiss her forehead just below her horn before rolling off the bed and onto my hooves. “You win this round, m’lady.” I bowed my chin to the ground and flaring my wings. “But we shall meet again, this I swear. Until then I bid you good day.”
I pranced out of the tent with my nose pointed high in the air... I stumbled over a tent stake.
Despite Nurse’s threats I didn’t go looking for Hurdles right away. I decided that some recon was in order. I needed to find out what had got the stallions loins in a girdle before I tried to patch things up with him. There was only one mare I could think of that could help me with that.
Aloe was a rising star in the Watchers. Her natural affinity for healing spells made her invaluable. If it weren’t for her complete aversion to blood and viscera she would be half running the place by now. As it was Clean Cutt had her working the tents nearly everyday attempting what he called immersion therapy. I was more than a little unsure about it, but it did make it easy to know where she would be any given day. 
I poked my head into the first medical tent. To my irritation neither pony inside was the yellow coated blue maned filly I was looking for. The gray stallion with a clipboard floating in a brown aura looked over his shoulder at me before turning back to the pony sitting uncomfortably on the stretcher.
“To what do I owe the ‘pleasure’ of your company today?” Echo asked, managing to inflect the quotes.
A wing slid under my necklace to scratch an itch as I glanced around the tent. “I’m looking for Aloe, have you seen her?”
His knicker of disappointment caught me a little off guard. “No. She hasn’t shown up yet-”
“What?”
“You heard me. I’m filling in for her, so if you do find her please send her over won’t you.”
“But Aloe’s never played hookie before-”
“There’s a first time for everything, Lucky. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to get back to doing her job.”
“Uh, yeah... sure,” I said, ducking back out of the tent.
Once outside I opened my wings to take off and begin searching for Aloe from the sky. Fortunately a flash of yellow in the corner of my eye caught my attention first. Turning my head I spotted my adopted sister stepping back into the fort from the streets of Dise.
“Aloe?” I called out. Relief washed over me. At least I wouldn’t need to go searching for her now. With a pump of my wings I coasted over, landing beside her. “You’re okay! I was worried, you weren’t working and Echo said you never showed up. Anyways, Hurdles punched me yesterday and... and... why are you looking at me like that?”
At first her eyes had been wide in surprise, but as I spoke everything changed: Brow furrowed, tail lashing at the ground, jaw set, ears folded back. For what felt like minutes she just glared at me. I tried to ask what was wrong, why she was angry, had I done something? None of those questions made it past my lips. Her glare was making it impossible for me to think. She had been mad at me before, sure, but never like this. Not even after that time I put anesthetic in her perfume bottle. 
“I’m not talking to you,” she said in a tone so level that I knew she was raging inside.
She threw her head into the air with a sniff and started to walk away. I watched as she put distance between us. This would not do. I could deal with Hurdles being mad at me for no apparent reason; all he needed was time to cool down and realize he was wrong. But this, I couldn’t just let this pass. I took off into the air and dropped directly in her path forcing her to stop short.
“What’s wrong, sis?” I asked, my voice squeaking like a colt’s despite my determination.
She recoiled as though I had struck her. But she still refused to say anything and tried to step around me. I side stepped to interpose myself and block her path. When she tried turning the other way I leapt into the air again and hovered in front of her.
“What is going on? If this is some new game it’s not funny!”
Huffing in frustration her horn lit up in a light blue glow. I felt the tickle of kinesis wrap around me and force me to the side. I growled at the insulting act and spun out of the spell. I had had enough of this. 
I flew right in her face, muzzle to muzzle. “Oh, no! You don’t get to do that! You’re going to tell me what I apparently did to deserve being treated like this!”
Our eyes locked, both of us trying to will the other one to break first. I won... I think. 
Her stare faltered as her eyes began to water. “You... you... you took her flying!” She looked down. Her ears wilting as her hind legs fell out from under her, dropping her haunches to the ground. “I... I saw you. And- and Her! Flying.” She sniffed back a sob before continuing. “I thought maybe I- you would give me a ride. I ran to your tent...” She trailed off for a moment fighting back the tears, “I heard you and ‘Her’,” she said, the word dripping with venom. Unheeded tears rolled down her cheeks. Her hoof swung out and snapped my head to the side. “I- I hate you!”
I tensed in preparation for the next swing to hit the already injured side of my face. It never came. Her expression moved between hate and pain until she spun around and galloped away, deeper into the compound.
I dropped to the ground with a dull thump. I wanted to follow her. To chase after her and comfort her. But I couldn’t. My mind refused to work. I couldn’t do anything as I watched her disappear behind a tent.
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I was pacing. My ears twisting to every sound while my feathers ruffled constantly. I didn’t know where else to go. I wasn’t sure what Aloe would do if she found me waiting for her at her tent and Hurdles was right out. Nurse Gray... I needed to talk to somepony with an outside perspective.
“What’s got yer bit in’a bind?”
I turned to face the ghoul lounging on his mattress. “Celestia damn it, Tracker. Would you stop doing that?”
“‘s not ma fault yer deaf an’ blind.” I dropped to my haunches, placing a hoof against my forehead. Before I could open my mouth he asked, “What’s wrong colt. Ya look like somepony bucked a hay bale out from under ya.”
“What’s a hay bal- uhg, never mind.” I dropped backwards, flaring my wings just enough to make sure I landed softly on my back. “I don’t know what to do.”
Mirth lightened his voice. “Heh. Do ya ever?” I whined back. “Heh, you came ta me, buck. Yer gonna have ta be more spersific if I’m gonna be able ta help.”
“You know about the caravan?”
“Aye, Ah saw it. That all this is about.”
“No, but that’s where it started...” He listened quietly as I related the events of the past couple days. I told him about the flight with Gray, though I glossed over some of the details, and Hurdles and Aloe. Finishing I craned my neck to look at him from my position on the floor. “...then I came here.”
Tracker motioned to me with an almost skinless fetlock. I rolled up to my hooves and crossed the tent to stand before him. He took my chin between his hooves and forced my jaw open. Tilting my head around he examined my missing tooth. “Kept it clean?” I nodded as best I could. “It don’t look too bad, but ya get it looked at by one of them doctors before ya leave,” he said, releasing me. 
“Yes, sir.” 
“Ya got yerself in quite a pickle.”
“What’s a pickle?”
“It’s a- never mind that. Ya know, back when Ah was yer age Ah was quite the looker.” I held my tongue. “Don’t gimme that look. Before Ah lost most a’ ma fur Ah was prime breedin’ stock. Had mares near throwin’ themself’s at me. Course, it mighta’ been the uniform. Either way me an’ this mare were, heh, ‘testin’ the waters’. Nothin’ serious, mind ya. Well me an’ da’ boyz wen’ out one night ta a local salt lick. There was this cute little filly and, heh, one thing led ta ‘nother. Woke up in the wrong bed...” The old stallion trailed off, his eyes sliding off to the side and losing focus.
I waved a hoof in front of his face. “Uh, Tracker?”
“Huh? Wha’?” He blinked a few time, his eyes swiveling back to me. “Oh, where was ah?”
I groaned. “You woke up in the wrong bed.”
“Right, right. Well, Ah got ta know the filly. Found we had a right lot in common. Didn’ take long fer me ta realize that Ah got on wit her a heap better than the mare Ah had been seein’. So Ah talked to ’em. Things worked out ‘ventually.”
I waited a few seconds for him to continue before I spoke. “Soooo... you’re saying I should sleep with Aloe?” I asked, squinting at the ghoul.
“No, ya stupid colt! Ah’m sayin’ ya should figure out which one ya love and stay with ‘er! Ya already know both o’v’em, so all ya have ta do is decide. Celestia preserve us, Ah raised ya better than that colt.”
“Right, cause ‘Lets just be friends.’ Ever worked for any pony ever.”
A corner of his lip tried to turn up in a smirk. “I did say ‘‘ventually’... still better than the alternative.”
I draped a foreleg across my eyes and fell backwards again. “When did everything go wrong, Tracker?”
“Heh, somethin’ like two hundred years ago, colt. Fer ya though? Ah’d say ‘bout the time ya’s born.” The mattress squeaked as he slid off. “‘Fore Ah forget, there’s somthin’ Ah wan’ ta give ya.”
I dropped my leg off my face and twisted so that I could follow his movement from the corner of my eye. He stood at the hoof of his bed looking down at the old brown hooflocker. With a swift kick the top popped open. Dipping his muzzle inside he rooted around muttering to himself. After a moment he found his prize. Hanging from between his teeth was an old brown leather shoulder holster. After Dropping it on the bed he unsnapped the quick release and drew the pistol.
I recognized the pistol. He had shown it to me a number of years ago, well, ‘shown’ might be a strong word. ‘Scolded’ might be a more apt description. This was his baby and as far as I knew he had never let another pony lay a hoof on it before. After calming down he told me that he’d picked it up on his first mission during the war. Kept him alive until the day the world burned.
“Ah always meant ta teach ya how ta shoot, though it don’t seem like that’s gonna be an option now,’ he said, the pistol not getting in the way of his speech at all. “Git off yer flank an’ come over here so Ah can at least give ya some pointers so ya don’t shoot yer own hoof off.” I jumped to my hooves as he laid the weapon down on the mattress. “Now the first thing ya need ta know is that this ain’t yer standard pistol. She don’t fire bullets...”
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“Don’t wait ta talk ta the girls. Ya ain’t gonna help yerself putin’ it off.”
“Yes, sir,” I said, shifting under the unfamiliar weight of the shoulder holster. The pistol itself was actually positioned on my upper foreleg where it could be drawn with ease. The holster was held in place by a loop around my foreleg and a strap that crossed my barrel. A set of four gem packs stuck out of the strap along my chest for easy access and quick reloading.
Evening was coming on when I finally left the ghoul’s tent. I stood in the cleared area just outside with my wings spread. The cooling evening air slipped through my feathers as I tarried for no particular reason. Boredom and hunger finally drew me into action and I pushed off into the night.
I watched the tents pass below me as I made my way through the open sky. Movement off to my side caught my attention. I pulled to a stop, hovering in place. One of the large caravan wagons was being pulled out of the depot toward the gate. Hovering there I watched as the first converted train car slowed to a stop and the two ponies harnessed to the front detached themselves to return for the next one.
I shuddered for no particular reason before resuming my flight. All I wanted to do at that moment was drop off Tracker’s gift and head out to grab some food.
Alighting outside my tent I rushed inside and went straight to the hooflocker against the tent wall. The buckle on the strap released easily and the holster fell to the ground. Gripping the leather in my teeth I dropped it into the open container. Free of the weapon I turned to leave once again, only to stop at the sight of my bed.
A black coat, that was likely very nice a long time ago, was neatly laid out on the cot. I stepped closer. A folded piece of paper was tucked carefully into the front pocket. A comb fell out of the note as I pulled it from the pocket. I eyed the comb for a moment before opening the note.
Lucky,
        Meet me at the gate. Wear the suit. Use the comb.
Love,
Gray
“What are you up to?” I asked the empty tent, putting the note back down and snagging up the comb in a wing.
The poor thing did it’s best, but it wasn’t designed for a mane like mine. After five minutes of fighting knots and tangles I cast out the now defunct comb. At least I could say I tried.
Clothes weren’t something I was used to wearing, but even I knew that this jacket didn’t fit properly. The sleeves were wide and short, not even reaching my PipBuck. The collar was also designed for a much wider neck. But worst of all was the lack of holes for my wings. I wouldn’t be flying tonight. Sliding the leather thong of my neckless under the folded collar I was finally ready to leave.
I trotted past the exam tent, turned towards the front gate, and stopped, suddenly feeling very underdressed. 
Nurse Gray was standing beside the long red painted steel wagon. Her mane was done up in long grey curls that seemed to bounce with the slightest movements of her head. Her tail was hidden by a long black skirt with silver embroidery that cascaded down her flanks, seeming to float just above the ground. The silver needlework on her black saddle and bodice glittered in the early evening light.
It took me a moment to realize that I had stopped moving. Mentally bucking myself I continued forward.
Gray turned to me, her face lighting up. Closing the last of the distance we nuzzled, resting against each other’s neck. She wore a subtle perfume of roses, only enough for a pony next to her to smell.
“You look beautiful,” I said, pulling back.
“And you look... better. Did you even try combing your mane?” 
“I did,” I said, turning up my nose. “It broke.”
She sighed, though the smile never left her face, and ran a hoof over my mane. “I guess there’s nothing to  do about it.” Pecking me lightly on the cheek she nudged me towards the gate.
I decided to ask the obvious question. “So, where are we going?”
Her cheeks blushed slightly, an embarrassed smile tugging at her lips. “Well, I realized that we skipped a step... or three... and I thought it would be nice to fix that.”
“Oh, hehe. So it’s a date then?” I asked. Before she could answer I put a hoof to her chest and brought her to a stop. Turning to face her I put on the most serious expression I could muster and presented my hoof with a bow. “Would m’lady acquiesce to grace me with the pleasure of her company on this fine evening?”
Her embarrassed smile was smothered as Gray touched a hoof to her barrel taking on a similarly serious expression. “I may be so inclined, my good sir. But what, pray tell, would you have us do, were I to accept your generous offer?”
“Why, darling,” I said, still bowed, “it would be my proposal that we attend to The White Horseshoe to sup, followed, thereafter, by a walk through the beautiful streets of our fair city, Dise.”
“Dearest Lucky,” she placed her hoof on mine, “what a marvelous idea. I do believe I shall accept your proposal.”
“Marvelous.” I kissed the top of her fetlock. “Onwards and Upwards.”
She broke first, shaking as she tried not to laugh out loud. “You’re something else, Lucky.”
I slid next to her as we started moving again. “I learned from the best.”
The trip through the streets of Dise was nice. It was almost as though all the vagabonds and druggies had left to wallow in other parts of the city. Even the abandoned buildings didn’t look quite as desolate as I remembered. Then again, I was a little distracted by the mare pressed against my side. 
Until a large red mass of muscle and fur nearly bowled me over.
“Hay!” I yelled as I got back to my hooves. “Watch where you- Hurdles?!” 
He didn’t respond as he slowly sat up. He blinked a few times before shaking his head and looking around like he was lost, his eye green eyes unfocused and distant. 
“Uh, Hurdles, buddy? You in there?” I poked a hoof at the sitting stallion. 
Gray stepped up beside me. “Hurdles, darling, are you alright?”
His eyes found mine. The lost look faded away, replaced by a growling in the back of his throat.
Shit. I stepped back, almost tripping off the curb. “Hey... buddy...”
“This is all Your fault!” He screamed, lunging for me.
I cringed back. My forelegs rising to protect me as best they could against the impending onslaught. 
Nothing happened.
I peaked through my forelegs. A smile cracked my lips. The blue and white maned stallion was struggling fruitlessly in a sphere of grey magic a few feet off the ground. I looked over at Gray, her horn glowing brighter than I had ever seen it.
“Hahaha! Wooh. That was close. I thought for sure he was going to pound me into glue.” Nurse Gray grunted in response. “Oh. Uhm... shit... what’re we going to do with him?”
She growled, her lips pulling back in a grimace. Her horn flared brighter and a flash of magic shot from it, impacting the floating stallion. All of her magic unceremoniously disappeared dropping the unconscious stallion to the concrete.
I quickly took a few more steps back ready to turn tail and sprint back to the Watchers.
Out of the corner of my eye I notice Gray stand up straighter, taking long deep breaths. “You *huff* obviously didn’t *huff* apologize yet.”
“Well, I couldn’t find him.” That was not entirely untrue. “And then with everything that happened with Aloe and Tracker I didn’t-”
“Wait. *Huff* What happened with Aloe and Tracker?”
“Oh... right... heheh...” I felt the blood drain from my face. “Well ya see...”
By the time I finished she was laying on the ground trying to hide behind her forelegs. “I’m never going to be able to look her in the eyes again.”
I nuzzled the top of her head. “It’s not that bad. We can still fix things.”
“You’re leaving tomorrow. Or have you forgotten?”
“No.” Shit. “Well, that just means that I’ll be able to deal with Hurdles when he isn’t two sheets to the wind and you can find a way to get through to Aloe.” I turned to the pile of fur still sleeping on the sidewalk. “Speaking of which, how long is that spell going to last? I don’t really want to be around when he wakes up.”
“With how much alcohol is in his blood? He won’t be up till tomorrow.”
“Oh, good,” I said, turning back to Gray. “So, off to dinner...” She glared at me though her hooves. “Or we could take him back home, that works too.” I looked back down at Hurdles and knickered. “This sucks.”

*************************
Footnote: Level Up!
Skills: 
Speech: Journeyman (50+)
Perks: 
Love and Tolerate: Maybe you take Love part a bit too literally. You now have access to special dialogue options with anyone who enjoys the company of stallions. (There is no combat bonus from this perk.)
Special equipment: 
Tracker's Blaster: Due to constant loving maintenance this weapon is might as well be brand new. (increased DMG and Durability)
(Thanks to my editors/pre-readers Fillyosopher and Doomande.)
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Chapter 3: Leaving Home

Fallout Equestria: Rolling Bones
Leaving Home

“I am no Hero... Heroes never come home.”

BEEP! BEEP! BEEP!
The high pitched screeching was like a scalpel digging into the side of my brain. My ears instinctively folded back as I threw my left fore-hoof over my ears and hugged it tight against my head.
BEEEP!
Screaming, I recoiled from the blaring sound inches from my ear and almost fell out of the cot. The PipBuck’s EFS activated with the opening of my eyes, bringing up the numerous bits of information that I had learned to ignore.
BEEP!
Lifting the offending device to my face, I tried to recall how to turn off the insanity inducing noise emanating from it. I mashed at the top mounted buttons with my feathers and right hoof in frustration and was rewarded moments later with sweet, sweet silence. I blinked and rubbed the sleep from my eyes, staring at the glowing blue screen as my vision slowly recovered.
‘If you’re reading this you’re already late, Love.’
I blinked a few more times at the words printed across the screen as my sleep addled brain slowly began to pick up speed. “Aww... Pony feathers!”
Jumping out of bed, I managed to land on three of four hooves, the fourth, being numb, collapsed under my weight.
Dirt still tastes bad. Laying on my side I glared at the offending leg and began beating it against the ground in a vain attempt to get the blood flow to return quicker. The numb limb proved more stubborn than myself. Giving up, I forced myself to stand, balancing on three hooves.
I hobbled across the tent, intending on throwing my saddlebags together and leaving with all due haste. Nosing the flap open, I was surprised to find them fully packed and ready to go. A smile crept across my face. I wasn’t sure just what I’d done in life to deserve somepony like Gray, but it must’ve been something good. When this was all over I was going to have to do something special to make up for everything.
Snagging the strap, I tossed the saddlebags over my shoulder and began struggling to work the buckle . Even with the added utility of wings it was a pain to put the thing on; I really don’t know how earth ponies manage.
With my saddlebags strapped to my sides containing little more than the pistol, holster, and gem packs given to my by Tracker, what caps I had to my name, and a few personal medical supplies, I was ready to go. I launched myself out of the tent and took off towards the awaiting wagon train.
‘Launched’ may be too strong of a word; fluttered lazily might be more accurate. I barely moved at a walking pace, my hooves almost dragging along the ground. My eyes kept trying to close and I had to put most of my concentration to keeping my eyes open at all. It wasn’t until I almost slammed into somepony that enough adrenaline shot through my system to really wake me up and convince me that it would be a good idea to fly above the tents.
The nearer I got to the large clearing at the front of the compound the more ponies I saw. The activity level was staggering by the time I landed at the edge of the clearing. Ponies were cantering all over the place, dodging around each other as they went about their duties.
The activity was centered around the three converted train cars that acted as wagons for the caravan. Each of these steel behemoths were mounted on a four axle undercarriage to support the tonnage that they would be carrying. All three doors were open on each, two large, sliding side doors and the smaller back door, with ponies carrying in crates of supplies.
Cargo, a unicorn, stood in the epicenter of a large collection of containers at varying stages of fullness. Four different clipboards floated around her orange and purple ponytail as she ordered  the ponies around her. The flustered unicorn spoke in short clipped phrases, sending the other ponies scurrying to see that her orders were carried out.
Once a box was filled, Cargo removed a piece of paper from one of the clipboards, attaching it to the box. Sealed and marked, they were picked up by a group of earth ponies and loaded onto one of the three wagons being prepped for departure. At the back of each of these wagons was another unicorn with her own clipboard marking down which boxes were being loaded on to their wagon. The Watchers were nothing if not organized.
Nearer the gates were the two massive pump wagons. Unlike the three standard wagons, these were custom built by The Watchers. Made almost entirely from copper, these wagons were half-again as tall as the other wagons while being about a third shorter. They sat on four steel axles to support the heavy load of copper and water. The giant, copper water tanks took up almost the entire length of the wagon, with the back section being comprised of a complicated pumping mechanism and hose that allowed the tanks to be refilled and drained with ease.
Though we would be dragging three wagons full of supplies with us, these pump wagons were the main purpose of the caravan. Unlike most of the Wasteland Dise had access to an ample supply of fresh, clean water. The Watchers felt that the most important thing they could do was get this water out to any settlement that lacked such access. A pump wagon left almost every other week to one settlement or another.
I slid back into the shadows between the tents to avoid Cargo’s eye. I had no desire to be drafted into manual labor this early in the morning... or anytime for that matter. My eyes scanned the cluttered clearing, looking for a better place to hide until it was time to leave.
To my surprise I spotted Hurdles in the process of hitching himself up to the first water wagon in the train. That he was up this early, much less active, annoyed me somewhat considering how drunk he had been the night before. If there had been a lantern above my head, it would have lit up with the thought that popped into my head. My eyes narrowed, watching him attach himself to the wagon, soon he would be stuck and I would be able to talk to him without having to worry about losing another tooth.
The thought caused my tongue to poke at the space in between my teeth and wince at the spike of pain. I really needed to do something about that. I crouched down, prepared to spring at my friend.
“Hey you! Flybuck!”
I cringed. ‘Damn.’
A teal unicorn trotted toward me, glaring from under his orange and white mane. “Yeah, you. We don’t have all day. Get your flank over here.”
“I’ll be right there, I just need to talk to my friend over there,” I motioned with my wing toward the wagons, “it’ll only take a moment.”
“You’re on my time now, Buck,” he said, closing the distance. “You’ll talk to your friend when I tell you that you can.”
I ignored him, making to launch myself at Hurdles. To my great surprise I completely failed to move. A foreleg wrapped around my neck, holding me in place. Even as I struggled against the surprisingly strong unicorn he started dragging me toward the back of the clearing. I quickly gave up simply trying to pull away, instead spreading my wings to fly. Seeing his face dangling a few meters above the ground would be priceless.
“I don’t have time for this, Buck,” he said with a sigh.
The words passed through my ears at the same time that I realized I was failing to lift off the ground. The unicorn’s horn was lit in a soft red glow matching perfectly with the glow pressing my wings against my sides.
“What the Hay!” I shouted. “Let go you old--” the world tilted. “Oh!” Pain erupted out of the back of my head and everything went blurry for a second. When my vision cleared all I could see were the white, fluffy clouds in the sky.
“You done?”
I had to fight the very persuasive voice in my head telling me to take a nap. “Uhm... yeah.”
I tried to stand up, only for a hoof push me back to the dirt. The unicorn leaned forward bringing his face into my field of view, his short cut mane looked more like flames than hair. “You’re on my shit list now, Flybuck. That means, until I tell you otherwise, you will only speak when spoken to and the last word out of your mouth had better be ‘Sir’. Do I make myself clear?”
I smirked at this and opened my mouth to make a snide comment. My smile wilted under his glare and the words died, unspoken, on my tongue. “Y-yes, sir?”
The pressure lifted from my chest as he stepped back. “Now get to your hooves. We leave in less than an hour and I won’t be late because of you.”
With nothing holding me down, I rolled to my hooves. Which was rather stupid, all things considered. The sudden change in elevation and orientation added to the pounding at the back of my head. I think I blacked out for a moment, I definitely hallucinated. There is no other explanation for what I thought I saw.
She was standing on top of one of the Pump wagons, taller than anypony I had ever met. Somewhere between silver and white, she shined like a beacon. Then I blinked, and she was gone.
The unicorn tapped my cheek with a hoof, bringing me back to the present. A look of concern passed from his features as quickly as I noticed it, replaced by what I assumed to be a permanent frown. He turned away and began walking toward the back of clearing, his magic tugging on my shoulders and urging me to follow.
I complied without protest, not that I didn’t have words I really wanted to say, but I too busy trying to focus to say anything. Just to recap: Missing tooth, little sleep, a possible concussion, apparent hallucinations, my two best friends hating me, and now I was going to be working for, or with I wasn’t sure which, this hard-flank for the next month... I’ve always preferred firm to hard. Things just weren’t going my way.
Following the unicorn, I took the chance to size him up better. Older than I prefered, he wasn’t half bad looking. He was slightly smaller than most stallions, though his muscles were clearly visible through his coat as he walked. The Cutie Mark on his flank looked like the radio tower that broadcast Mr. New Hayges’ radio show with curved lines radiating from the sphere at the top.
Clearing the last of the crowd, we stood in front of a tent that I am almost positive hadn’t been there the night before. It was rather large, not massive like the mess tent, but large nonetheless. From the outside it looked to be made out of rock instead of canvas. Viewed from a distance it could very easily be mistaken for a large boulder or just missed completely in the right environment.
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The unicorn held the flap open and motioned me inside. The moment I stepped inside all activity stopped and I became the center of attention. The walls of the tent were lined with boxes and lockers all full to bursting with guns, armor, and ammunition. A few knee high, folding benches were set up in the center. Five ponies in different stages of armed and armored looked up from their tasks to glare at me.
Sitting on one of the benches directly in front of me was a red coated unicorn mare. Blue eyes traveled up and down my sides the same way Tracker taught me to scrutinize a gecko for skinning. My wings fluffed and resettled against my sides and I forced a smile to my lips. Having confidence wasn’t as important as being able to fake it.
Hooves pressed into my flanks and shoved me out of the way. Stumbling forward I only managed to stop a scant inch away from the mare. Our eyes locked onto each other’s. A breath caught in my throat at the myriad of scars crisscrossing under the fur of her face.
I tried to recover, holding out a hoof. “Hehe... hi, I’m Sevens.”
She looked down at my proffered hoof, then back at me. The look in her icy blue eyes could’ve hammer nails into a coffin. She snorted, the warm moist air from her nose washing over my face. A blue aura surrounded her horn and she went back to adjusting the red painted combat barding that covered most of her body.
Freed from her gaze I took a step back and turned back to the entrance. Unfortunately, my escape route was blocked by the teal unicorn. Standing opposite of him was an unarmored earth pony that stood a head taller than the unicorn speaking to him. Brown described him completely, his coat, mane, tail, and eyes were all varying shades of the color. His flank was the only place with color, a large, green grenade missing the pin and spoon.
With one escape path blocked I began looking for a second, only for my eyes to land on her. She looked... odd, in a way that I couldn’t place at first. My curiosity overwhelmed my sense of self preservation and without really thinking I stepped around the red mare and the benches. Everypony ignored me as I passed, too busy with their own tasks and preparations. I was standing right beside her before my eyes widened in shock.
I faltered at that point. All my questions tried to come out at the same time resulting in an unintelligible grunt.
The unicorn looked up from the disassembled rifle at her hooves, “I’m sorry, I didn’t quite catch that.”
I tried again. “T-t-t?”
“Heeheehee. Come on, you can say it.”
“Two? Two heads... you have two heads.”
“Goddess, Oracle, where do you find these rejects?” a deeper male voice asked from the ground level.
“Don’t mind him, he’s always grumpy in the mornings, well all the time really. Heehee, hi, my name’s Locke and that lump on my other shoulder there is Stock. It’s nice to meet you...” her voice trailed off expectantly.
“Uhm...” I fumble still trying to process the two tone pony before me, “Se- Sevens, L- Lucky Sevens.”
She smiled warmly for a moment until Stock looked up from the bolt he was wiping down. “In most places it’s considered rude to stare.” His glare did nothing to improve my ability to speak and my mouth began to move up and down with no words making it out.
The mare cocked her head to the side. “Is there something we can help you with?”
I managed to find a piece of my voice. “H- how...”
“Oh, of course. Stock, I had the last one, so it’s your turn now.”
Her horn flared to life and pulled the bolt and rag away from the other in a green glow and continued wiping it down. Stock grumbled as he looked over his sister’s neck to glare at me. “We are twins. Yes, we were born this way. No, it wasn’t radiation. Yes, life is difficult with two heads. The answers to any other questions you may have is ‘No’.”
I continued to stare, trying to take in everything I could. Having lived with the Watchers most of my life I was taught a great deal about pony anatomy. I could name every bone, muscle group, and, had I the slightest artistic ability, I could draw the entire circulatory system. This was beyond anything I had ever seen. Two ponies literally joined together in a single body. And they were different genders! And one was a pegasus and the other a unicorn!
Taking a deep breath, I rallied. With bended knee and a flourish of wings I bowed to the mare, “I, Ms. Locke, am Lucky Sevens, medical pony extraordinaire. And in the name of science and medicine, I humbly ask that you allow me to perform a cursory physical examination of yourself.” Head still bowed, I looked up through my lashes.
Taken slightly aback Locke blinked at me a few times while Stock’s confusion broke through his grimace. They turned to each other, and for the life of me I swear they held an entire conversation with just that look. Turning back, Locke gave me a small smile with a hint of a blush, “Um... yes, I think that would be... okay”
“But no funny business!” grumbled the the stallion.
With consent my uncertainty melted, replaced by eager curiosity. I stepped closer and began to examine the pony. With hoof and wing, I poked and prodded at them while unconsciously muttering out loud as though to a note taking assistant. Locke giggled as I lifted her foreleg and ran my ran my wing across her chest, “... rib cage is complete... two sternums, separated by four centimeters of partially formed ribs. Aligned improperly, almost forms third sternum...” I felt the odd ridges where the bones came together, “that is less than ideal.”
Ducking under her leg I placed my ear to her chest. Listening intently, I found exactly what I had hoped.
THUMPthumpTHUMPthumpTHUMPthump
“Two heart beats!” I exclaim and reach a wing under her and press it against Stocks chest, “Beating a counter rhythm?” I pause listening to the soothing bass line.
THUMPthumpTHUMPthumpTHUMPthump
“Can you take a deep breath for me?” Locke obliged and inhaled deeply causing her chest to expand. Stock’s chest, however, continued its steady, if agitated, breathing. “Two lungs controlled individually... Able to provide constant flow of oxygen, possibility of greater stamina dependent on size.”
I moved out from under them and around her side. Lifting into the air I hovered just high enough to examine their shared spine. I placed a hoof at the base of her neck and traced it to the point of convergence. “Spinal column intersects at the the last rib.” I took a moment to admire their coat. The transition between light and dark blue was blurred until halfway down their body. From there the light blue pushed past the spine only stopping on her side of the rear leg.
I set down reached a hoof under her midsection poking at her stomach. “How are your teeth?” The mention of teeth brought my mind back to my own dental problem. My tongue poked the sore spot causing me to wince.
“My teeth?” she asked, shooting me a surprised and slightly offended look.
I nodded and responded, “You had issues with overeating when you were younger, yes?” her look was all the confirmation I needed. “You only have one stomach with two mouths. If the convergence were nearer to your neck it might not have been problem, but as it is you could both be eating at the same time and not realize you were full until it is too late.” I think she made a reply, but I was too busy staring at the binoculars on her flank. I quickly made my way to the other flank to find what looked like a rifle scope. “You have two?”
“Are you daft?” Stock barked, without looking up from his weapon.
I was about to reply when I noticed Locke giving him a look. He shook his head a few times and ground his teeth. Locke smiled. “We ARE two separate ponies, of course we have different Cutie Marks.”
I shrugged and went back to what I was doing. Very carefully I lifted the pink and purple tail. I couldn’t stop myself, I had to know.
My mouth, as it is want to do, worked faster than my brain. “It’s good to know who wears the reins in this relationship.”
For future reference, never insult a pony while standing directly behind them within bucking distance.
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I didn’t blame Stock, not really; it was my own stupid fault. Poking at the lump on my chest and wincing, I reminded myself that I still needed to talk to one of the doctors about my tooth. For something so obvious it had been slipping my mind constantly for the past few days. I didn’t have time for that now, not because I was busy but because I was stuck sitting in the back corner of the Mercs’ impromptu armory until Oracle, the teal unicorn, got back.
As I waited, feeling not unlike a foal in time out, I took the time to study the ponies who were to be my new traveling companions for the next few months or so. Other than the twins and the unsettling red mare, there was the brown stallion that Oracle had spoken to and a zebra who hadn’t given me a second glance.
I’ll admit it, I ogled at the zebra. I had never seen one before and after that kick I was doing everything I could to avoid looking at Locke and Stock. There was an exoticness about him that I found oddly enchanting. His mane was split down the middle and splayed into two rows of spines running down his neck. The first two hooves of his tail seemed to be made of meat and bone rather than hair like a pony’s. He also seemed to have a strange glyph where his Cutie Mark should have been, three overlapping crescents. I wanted to ask him about it, but the words ‘Sit Down and Shut Up’ were still echoing in my head.
I watched, in complete fascination, as he dressed himself. He didn’t wear armored barding like the others. Instead he was carefully wrapping himself in an odd looking gray, white, and black cloth. It looked more like a long rug than clothing to me. It wrapped around his flank in such a way as to leave his tail free while still appearing to be a dress. He pulled it around his midsection a few times before it reached his shoulders. There it split into two strips. With great care he tied each one at his shoulders before twisting the rest around his forelegs where it looped under his hoof.
The only other mare in the room, besides Locke, was the red unicorn. Her mane and tail were tied into tight blond braids that seemed to pull at her scalp and flank. An odd looking metal collar clasped around her neck was visible just over the plated barding she wore. A shiver traveled down my spine as I spied her Cutie Mark just before it was covered by the stiff armored plating. A large silver ring connected to winding golden chain that ended in a smaller silver ring. She saw me looking and gave me a smile that turned my stomach.
The brown earth stallion that had been talking to Oracle was strapping on the last of his metal barding. The plates covered his entire body, hiding everything from neck to flank. The entire set up must have weighed a ton. Then he picked up the battle saddle that had been on the floor in front of him. The simple contraption held a barrel and little else on one side, with a feed system that crossed his back to magazine on the other. I’ve seen bloatsprites that could fit down the barrel of that gun. With a flick of his neck and head it sailed through the air had landed heavily across his shoulders and flank. He bit down on a bolt on his chest and began twisting it.
A loud clicking sounded with each turn and pulled the saddle tighter until it locked into place over the barding. He began high stepping with each leg, rolling his shoulders, and twisting his back until he seemed satisfied with the fit. His right hind leg kicked the stirrup hanging behind it, bringing an ammo belt across his back and feeding it into the firing chamber of his weapon. I was amazed that he could stand, much less walk under all that weight.
The entrance flap swung open as Oracle and another unicorn stepped into the tent. Everyponys’ attention shifted to the front, the brown pony even saluted. With a nod in my direction from Oracle the new pony made his way towards me.
“Okay you bunch of lay abouts, it’s time to pack your shit and get situated. Lets go.” Saddlebags were thrown across backs and weapon lockers lofted into the air encased in the magic of the unicorns present. The Mercs formed a surprisingly organized line as they exited the tent toward the waiting wagons.
“So you’re our new scout?” The mint green unicorn asked as he opened one of the few remaining hooflockers. He turned an appraising eye on me as his magic tugged my wing out to its full span. “Hmmmm... what are you, about a six?”
I stared at him a little perplexed, folding my wing back to my side. “What do you mean ‘new scout’?”
“Hmm? Oh, our old scout, a griffin, got taken out during our last job. Incinerator, terrible way to go. Lasted three days too, almost thought he was going to pull through. We haven’t had time to find a suitable replacement. So, as part of the contract the Watchers signed, you’ll be working as our scout until our business is complete. Do you prefer light or heavy armor?” I tried to give him an incredulous look, but he didn’t notice or stop talking. “No, don’t answer that, stupid question for a pegasus.
“Hmmm... How about this one?” He pulled out an odd looking suit made out of a dark green, almost brown, scales. I’d never seen anything like it before. The different sections were held together with a large number of buckles and straps. “Let me just...” I felt a tug around my neck and looked down to see Rainbow Dash being lifted up in a light brown magic aura.
Everything else fell away as white hot rage boiled up behind my eyes. My ears folded back and a growl rumbled deep inside my throat. I glared at the unicorn, pulling my lips back to show my teeth. My wings flared out slicing the air and his eyes widened in equal parts shock and confusion. My legs compressed as I prepared to spring forward.
A metal circle pressed hard against my temple. My eyes caught sight of the shotgun floating beside my head just at the edge of my vision. “Calm down there buck, we’re all friends here.” I didn’t move, rage screamed inside my head. Somewhere in the back of my mind I knew that this was wrong. I ignored it as I prepared to strike. The hammer clicked back, “You just simmer down now.” His voice was perfectly calm and steady, the moment of fear in his eyes all but gone, “I don’t want to have to clean your brains up today.” The voice of reason in my head managed to regain some control, my wings slowly slid back to my sides. Ever so slowly my legs straightened to a more relaxed position.
“Drop. Her.” I growled through grit teeth and barely contained rage.
There was a question in his unblinking eyes until they shifted to the figurine still held in his magic. The aura around her faded, dropping her back into place against my chest. All the anger and rage disappeared in a flash. My entire body slumped as my muscles went slack. My back legs gave out from under me dropping my flank to the dirt. I didn’t even care that the shotgun was still pressed against my head.
“Heheh... So, um, barding?” I tried with a nervous smile.
There is an awkward pause before he spoke. “Yeah...” he nodded slowly and moved the shotgun back to the rack, “barding.” The barding split apart in his magic and before I could protest it started flying around and attaching itself to me. I felt my saddlebags lifting off before a piece of the armor strapped itself across my back and flanks, the chest piece pressed up under my necklace and the two pieces were tied together. The rest were individual plates that tied around my legs but left my joints free and unhindered. The whole process took less than a minute and ended with the unicorn looking between the last shin guard and my pipbuck. With a shrug he tossed it back into the hooflocker.
“What is this?” I asked moving around in a similar fashion to the other ponies I had been watching.
“It’s Radgator hide. Stops small arms fire.” Even in the short span that I had spent with this pony, I could tell that everything was not alright. “Gun?” I looked around expecting to see a weapon floating about. “Do you have a gun?” He asked again.
I nodded a little too enthusiastically given the recent event. It was as I reached into my saddlebags that were now on the ground that I noticed the shotgun still wrapped in his magic. Swallowing hard I moved slower and with more deliberate care.
I withdrew the magic pistol snug neatly in its holster. He forcibly removed it from between my teeth and slung it around my chest. I struggled for a minute to get Dash out from under it before he tightened the straps.
Now properly situated at my left shoulder he had me practice a half draw a few times, dropping it back into the holster each time. Satisfied with its placement and stability I turned my head back to the unicorn.
“Look I-,” but his tail disappeared outside the tent.
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I exited the tent sporting my new armor. I had never been one to wear barding before, never saw the point. This felt right though. The fit was superb, almost as though it had been custom made just for me. Each section was separated just enough to prevent chafing while still providing as much coverage as possible. The chest and back seemed to be multiple individual scales, rather than slabs, and slid across each other without sound or resistance. It was more a second skin than a piece of clothing; the irony that it had been some creatures skin was not lost on me.
Tightening the buckle of my saddlebags, I stepped out into the now mid morning overcast. With an experimental flap I lifted off the ground. I was happy, though at this point not surprised, to find that the weight didn’t put any extra strain or restriction on my wings. I flitted about doing some low altitude maneuvers to test my weight balance, only to make myself dizzy and almost crash. After landing, and regaining my head, I moved a few things around in my bags to even out the weight better. Lifting off again I smiled in spite of everything. If you can’t smile because you’re happy then smile to confuse the other guy.
Oracle was standing behind the last wagon flanked by the red mare and zebra. The mare carried two long weapons strapped over her barding with the barrels poking out over her shoulders. Tied into the end of her tail was an odd looking black bar no more than a half hoof in length, but the way she kept flicking it prevented me from getting a good look.
The zebra, by contrast didn’t seem to move in the slightest as he listened to Oracle. He was like a statue wrapped in cloth, and armed to the teeth. Two sword grips poked out of the cloth at the shoulder knots where he could easily draw them with hoof or teeth. It wasn’t until I got closer that I noticed the myriad small ‘T’ shaped grips that poked out at every possible angle from his cloth wrapping, many of which he could never reach with his mouth. I barely noticed the two prong, white hook on the tip of his tail.
Oracle dismissed the two ponies at my approach. The unicorn simply left while the zebra responded with a bow of the head before moving off. Landing next to Oracle, I noticed an odd lack of armor and armament on the teal unicorn. He wore no barding or battle saddle, the only weapon he carried seemed to be a pistol strapped to the side of his shoulder. Instead he seemed to be wearing an odd assortment of electronics that ran across his flanks with wires connected to a ring at the base of his horn.
“Come on, there are only a few more preparations to make before we depart.” He turned and began walking and I was forced to either follow or be left behind. “Until we get clear of Dise there will be no need for you to take wing, so don’t. I don’t need to tell you how the Remnant react to unauthorized pegasi flying around their air space. For now I want you to stick with Spoon. As for the others...” he paused for a moment, “ Locke is a good sort, but don’t bother trying to make good with Stock. Cross is... well Cross...”
I stopped listening, partially because I had no idea who he was talking about, but mostly because I saw something more interesting. Off to my right I spotted one of the few ponies needed to talk to before I left. Oracle continued blabbing on as I peeled off without so much as a ‘hold on a sec’.
Nurse Gray had her back to me talking to some pony. I didn’t exactly sneak up on her, but I also didn’t announce my presence. As I neared the pony she was talking to came into view, Echo. I groaned to myself and would have turned around, but he’d seen me and I wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction.
He eyed me as I stopped just outside of Gray’s field of view. Fortunately she didn’t seem to notice and continued talking about the conservation of supplies and how to deal with ponies who hadn’t heard of the Watchers. I blinked a few times as her words sank in.
“Oh, Tartarus no!” he smiled at my exclamation as Nurse jolted in surprise, “it’s bad enough that I have to go on this Celestia forsaken trip, but I am not putting up with this...” My hoof waved through the air as I failed to come up with a suitable adjective.
Gray recovered and shot me a frown, “Doctor Humors is sick and Echo is next on the list--”
“There has to be--”
“Lucky! I don’t have time for this. Get your flank back over here!” The three of us turned to see Oracle stomping his way over, a look of agitation on his face.
Gray turned her glare back to me before shouting over my shoulder. “Five minutes!”
Without waiting for a response she bit down hard on my ear and pulled me away from the others.
“Ow ow ow ow ow ow ow ow ow...”
Once we were safely between some tents and out of earshot she let go and rounded on me. “What the hay is your problem?”
“Wha-”
“You think I don’t know about your little spat with Echo?” She started pacing back and forth between the tents. “That I wouldn’t try and get any other pony out there with you if I could?”
“But-”
“You really just don’t think about other ponies do you? You just go do whatever you want and damn the rest of us. You aren’t the only one with problems, Lucky! You aren’t the only one with relationships that are falling apart!”
“I-”
“Do you think you’re the only one here who isn’t happy with this? Goddesses, I thought you were smarter than that.” I dropped to my flanks and waited, I obviously wasn’t going to be getting a word in until she was done. “Do you realize how hard it has been for me these past few years? Waiting. Hoping. Then finally,” she neighed, tossing her mane in frustration, “now Aloe and Hurdles won’t talk to me, you’re leaving, and I am stuck here unable to do anything about... anything!”
I waited a few seconds to make sure she was done. “Can I talk now?”
Her lips pressed firmly against mine in answer. I almost fell back in shock at the sudden move, but her foreleg wrapped around the back of my head and held me in place. My mouth opened, in surprise as much as acceptance. Either the pressure on the back of my head or the sheer passion of the kiss, I’m not sure which, made my head spin. I was caught up in the moment and for as long as it lasted the rest of the world ceased to exist. I could feel the emotion driving it, making it mean so much more. We traded burdens there, I took up hers as she took up mine and somehow we both came out lighter than before.
“Y’all two need ta get a room.” And the moment shattered. We parted and she rested her head on my shoulder, both of us slightly out of breath. I looked around her mane at the old ghoul. I imagined that he was smirking, but it was hard to tell with the flesh hanging loosely from his face. “Don’ stop on my account.”
Gray stepped away, “I... I have to go...” She softly put a hoof to my cheek before lightly kissing my lips one more time. “Come back to me in one piece.”
I nodded slowly as she turned and walked away. I couldn’t take my eyes off of her until she turned the corner. I didn’t even notice Tracker stepping up next to me until he placed a hoof on my shoulder. “Yer one lucky stallion, Sevens.”
“Remind me to buck you between the legs next time I see you.”
“Ah don’ think i’d have the desired ‘ffect.”
“No, but it’d make me feel better.”
“Ha, that it would, that it would.” I was going to miss the old corpse. But as we sat there staring at the spot where Nurse Gray disappeared, neither of us said a word. I like to think that words simply weren’t necessary, but it’s more likely that neither of us knew what to say. I had no experience with goodbyes and, though he never talked about it, I knew that he had far too many.
The silence between us grew as it filled with all the unspoken words and emotions. I’d never really thought about it before, but the two of us made quite the pair. The two hundred year old ghoul, who’d seen more and done more than most could dream of in their worst nightmares, with the scars of that life etched across his body for all to see, and the young stallion leaving home for the first time, healthy and fit as the Wasteland allowed yet no less broken for the lack of scars. It was almost poetic in its own way. Fortunately, my inner poet never got the chance.
Oracle turned the corner. “Okay you two, time to break it up. We have- What the...” A look of nausea twisted his face as he spotted the ghoul.
Tracker smiled his admittedly disturbing, smile, “Ah guess its time for ya’ll to be goin’. It won’ be the same wi’t out ya.”
I pulled him into an embrace. “Take care of yourself you old corpse.”
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The Watchers were a fairly welcoming bunch; half of what they did was helping the ponies that had been cast aside by the rest of society. I grew up surrounded by the idea that everypony deserved a chance, that anypony could change for the better. Hating another based solely on their appearance was anathema to me. So following Oracle as he spouted slur after slur against ghouls left me with the deep desire to kick his horn out his ass.
“I can’t believe you touched that thing.”
“HE is not a thing and HE has a name... sir.”
“Does IT have a pulse?” I grit my teeth and tried to bore a hole through the back of his head with my eyes, “like I said, it.” I bit my tongue and let it drop. If I was going to be working for this prick, I wouldn’t be served by pissing him off.
We neared the back wagon that contained all the weapons, armor, and ammo that was being brought along. Once we reached the appropriate distance, Irons and the brown stallion both stood at attention and saluted. The zebra and blond unicorn seemed almost disinterested, paying more attention to everything else around them. Oracle ignored the gesture. “Irons, are we loaded and ready for departure?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Good. Let the Watchers know we’re ready.”
“Yes, sir.” Irons saluted once again before turning and marching off towards the front of the wagons.
“Cross,” the commanding tone left his voice, “ would you kindly head up front with Locke and Stock?”
“Master.” Cross replied uneasily, nearly touching her muzzle to the ground before heading in the same direction as Irons.
“Spoon, you pulled the short straw.”
The large stallion’s face dropped. “But sir!”
“I don’t want to hear it! I want the two of you on the left flank. Get to it.”
“Yes, sir,” he moaned before turning his attention to me. “Well, let’s go, Colt. No point in hanging around back here.” The large pony stepped up beside me and wrapped his hoof around my neck. “It’s up to me to keep you alive for the rest of today. Do me a favor and don’t make that difficult.”
As Spoon began pushing me along I looked up at his face, hoping to see an indication that he was joking. I suddenly felt even less sure of my future. Craning my neck I saw Oracle speaking quietly with the zebra, a small object floating in the air in front of them.
“So what’s your name, Colt?” I opened my mouth to answer. “Forget it. You’ll get a nickname soon enough.” I felt my cheeks heat up in anger, but he kept talking. “Has anypony told you what you will be doing? I thought not. Well, Colt, you’ll be working as our new scout for the duration of this little expedition. Do you know what happened to our last scout?” I waited for him to continue, “I asked you a question, Colt.”
I blinked up in surprise, “I... but...”
“He speaks. Does he also answer questions?”
I ground my teeth in frustration, “Yes.”
“Yes, what?”
“Yes. Sir.” I said through grit teeth.
“But you still haven’t answered my first question.”
“Irons told me about it.” He looked at me expectantly. “Sir.”
“And he learns too, how wonderful.” We neared the front pump wagon and he wrapped a hoof around my shoulder, pulling me to a stop. “That was our third griffin in as many years. Good scouts are hard to come by and, believe it or not, the raiders are getting smarter.” My heart dropped to the pit of my stomach. I looked up at the stallion. He met me with a blank stare. ‘Dear Celestia, I am going to die!’
The world began to quake. I heard a great rumble coming from my side. The hoof on my neck dropped away as Spoon tried to contain the laugh building in his chest. My eyes widened in confusion and he lost it. His great laughter pulled the attentions of all the ponies around to us. ‘How could he be laughing like this? Was he mad?’
“Oh, you should see your face! Hahaha! Priceless!” His hoof pushed my shoulder, causing me to stumble a step. “Come on, Colt, it was a joke.”
“Wh-what?”
“It’s not THAT bad out there. Besides, if we were doing that poorly we’d never be able to find a replacement.”
My fear became confusion before ending with a sigh of relief. “Not funny... sir.”
“Oh lighten up, Colt. You only live once and Celestia forbid the alternative.” It took me a moment to figure out what he meant. Are all of these ponies anti-ghoul? “Don’t get me wrong, I’ve known a few decent ghouls. Major Lucky is a right good commander. Still... when they go bad...” His voice trailed off and his eyes seemed to lose focus.
With Spoon lost in his thoughts my attention drifted to my surroundings. We were standing next to one of the pump wagons. I felt a smile stretch across my face as Hurdles did his best to act like I wasn’t there. I stepped towards my old friend and he unconsciously tried to step away. Unfortunately, for him, he was strapped into his harness and unable to get away. Perfect.
I stopped far enough away that he couldn’t reach me. I didn’t need a repeat of last time, “So, buddy, it’s been awhile.” He looked straight ahead, trying to ignore me, “And you even tied yourself down for me, how thoughtful.” I could see the muscles in his cheeks tighten as he struggled to control himself. “Now if only I had my whip...” The pony next to him nickered into his hoof earning an angry glare from Hurdles. “Unfortunately, I don’t have time for any hanky panky right now.” I let the smile drop from my face as I tried to be serious, “We need to talk. I don’t know what’s come over you and Aloe, but it needs to stop. We are friends, we’ve known each other for as long as I can remember.” His eyes remained locked on the wagon in front of him, “Talk to me damn it!” A smile twisted the corner of his mouth, “I-”
“Colt!” I cringed and Hurdles smiled in relief, “Get your flank back over here.”
“This isn’t over. We have months and at some point we are going to have this conversation, even if I have to tie you down myself.” Dismay etched across his face as the realization set in. I turned and headed back to Spoon. “Coming, sir.”
“What were you doing?”
“Trying to take care of some unfinished business, sir.”
He looked at me, then Hurdles, then back to me. “Uh huh... is he the one who gave you that fat lip?”
Fat lip? I touched the side of jaw and recoiled. ‘When the hay did that swell up like that? I really needed to talk to one of the doctors.’
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There was no loud call, no trumpet blast to signal the beginning of the journey. A sudden lurch was the only warning we had. The creak of the axles and the grunts from the pull teams were the only sounds to be heard. The wagons began to move and we followed. For what was supposed to be such an important event there was no fanfare. Some few ponies watched from the sidelines. A hoof waved through the air here, a tear fell to the ground there; all had a loved one leaving and knew that it would likely be months before they were seen again.
I remember being told once that the first step of a journey is the most difficult, but I barely noticed it. The pony before me started moving and I simply followed suit, too busy looking at everypony gathered around the departing wagons to notice.
There was only one face that I was hoping to see in the crowd. The one face that would give me solace, that would tell me that I was forgiven or at least that I had a chance to be. As I searched I realized that I knew almost everypony I saw. Faces I had seen just about everyday for the past decade, part time friends and longtime acquaintances. I looked between the wagons to the other side. More familiar faces rolled past as we continued on. A blur of yellow brought me to a halt and sent my heart up into my throat. As I opened my mouth to call out she pushed her orange mane out of her eyes and the wagon moved between us.
I felt Spoon shove me from behind and force my hooves to begin moving again. I put up no resistance to the forward momentum, my hooves stepping to keep pace with the caravan. The open gates to the compound loomed before us. We walked on and I searched until I stepped through the threshold.
Once outside the compound my hooves stopped. I felt myself turn to face the now closing gate. The rest of the ponies in the caravan walked around me as I stood still watching it slowly slide back to the ground. I did nothing but watch as the opening shrunk before me. The finality of this crashed down on me at the gate hit the ground. I knew that this would only last a few months and then I would be back with a saddlebag full of stories. And yet there was a sense that I was never coming back, that I would never see the inside of those walls again.
This should have been a profound moment. I should have uncovered some truth that had been hiding just beyond my sight, but if there was some epiphany to be had it was lost on me. All I felt was a sense of loss. I didn’t want to leave. This was my home; everything I knew was inside those steel walls. I’d never wanted anything more from my life.
I wasn’t some colt bursting at the seams to have an adventure; only idiots want to be heroes. I wasn’t a wimp who needed to prove his worth; my worth was written in the flesh of the ponies I’d saved. I wasn’t some egghead looking to ‘find myself’; I knew who I was. I was Lucky Sevens: part time doctor, full time lay about. I was a confirmed bachelor and mare’s stallion all wrapped into one. I didn’t belong anywhere else. This is where I was meant to be, to live, to eat, to work, and, eventually, to die.
I’d had a home before this one. I could barely remember that run down old shack, but I did remember. I had a mother once upon a time, too. That was all stolen from me, taken by a faceless stallion. And it was happening again. Just like before it was all being taken way. I was powerless standing outside my second home, the only home I could truly remember. I couldn’t shake the feeling of a leash wrapped around my neck, pulling me away.

***********************
Footnote: Level Up!
Skills:
Medicine: Journeyman (50+)
Perks:
Tracker’s Colt: You spent way too much time around that old ghoul. Fortunately, you managed to learn something useful. (+5 Energy Weapons / +5 Survival)
Special Equipment:
RadGator Hide: This light armor was fashioned from the armored scales of a Radgator. Hopefully it will protect you better than the gator!
(Special thanks to Doomande and Fillyosopher for their help.)
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Chapter 4: The Road West

Fallout Equestria: Rolling Bones
The Road West

“Put one hoof in front of the other and soon you’ll be trotting out the door.”

By the time I snapped out of my thoughts and back to reality the wagons had already made it halfway to the casinos. They’d left me standing there staring at a closed gate like an idiot. Where was Spoon? Shouldn’t he have come back and hit me over the head or something? It was like nopony cared whether I came along or not, as ridiculous as that sounds.
With only two ponies hitched to the front the wagons weren’t able to move faster than a trot, so it didn’t take me long to catch them up. 
Irons sat on top of the last wagon, a rifle of some description floating beside to him.
“...slides back and this part here forces the casing out of the chamber, like this.” The distinct sound of a bolt sliding back filled the air as a stray bullet sprang over the edge of the short wall only to be caught in Irons’ magic. His eyes widened a little as they came to rest on me. “Oh, hi...” The pep in his voice disappeared, “aren’t you supposed to be up with Spoon?”
“Uhm.. yeah...” I said, failing to summon a convincing smile. ‘Still awkward.’ I stepped up my pace and sped past the other Watchers and pull teams without so much as a nod until I caught up with the metal encased stallion.
“Decided to rejoin the herd, eh, Colt?”
“Yes, sir,” I replied quickly, waiting for the inevitable reprimand for falling behind. When it failed to come I got nervous. “Aren’t you going to yell at me about keeping up or... something, sir?”
His lips curled into a little smile. “Nope, and stop with the sir crap. It makes me feel old.”
“But... Oracle said... then you... and...” My mouth continued to open and close without sound until I caught sight of the smirk on his lips, my head dropped in resignation. “I hate you.”
“Aww, don’t say that, you’ll hurt my feelings,” he said, through a stupid grin.
We continued in silence for a time. I was too busy being mad and he was probably too busy focusing on walking. 
The streets of Dise were all but empty so early in the morning. A few vagrants could be seen sleeping in the alleys, huddled against and between the run down buildings. The only other ponies up and about were one or two of the casino gang members patrolling their blocks. It was an odd arrangement. The gangs were hardly paragons of law and order, but they maintained a certain level of peace. After all, why rob ponies on the streets when you could rob them in the comfort of a casino?
As we neared the large fountain, and by extension the casinos, we began to see more ponies. Dise never truly slept. There were places in it that did, and there were times when it was less active, but it never stopped moving. The casinos would never close their doors as long as there was a single pony to throw some dice and as long as the casinos stayed open some pony would be there to throw those dice. I guessed there was some sort of lesson to be learned from that, but I was never much of a philosopher.
The wagons curved their way around the large fountain and turned towards the city gates. I craned my neck to look back at Irons. I could just make out his head and the rifle as he pulled it apart, displaying the dismantled pieces to a sprout of green mane beside him.
“Who’s that up there with Irons?”
Spoon turned to match my gaze before responding, “Who, you mean Carrot?”
“Carrot?” As the question left my mouth a small orange colt bounced up from under the green mane for a brief second before disappearing once again. “A COLT! You’re dragging a COLT through the Wasteland?”
“It’s not like he gave us much of a choice,” he replied defensively. “He wouldn’t stop following us. For the first three months the commander left him with anypony who would take him in. Within two days there he was, back at our camp as if nothing had happened. After awhile we just kinda gave up trying. Grows on you after awhile.”
“So what do you do with him?” I asked lamely, unable to come up with anything better.
“We don’t let him get into the line of fire, if that’s what you’re worried about. When it’s time to get down to business Zefira and Irons take care of him.”
“Sefira? Who’s Sefira?”
“Zefira and she’s...” he paused, seemingly deep in thought, “our matron?” he finished, sounding more like a question than a statement.
“I don’t follow.”
“Well... she takes care of us. Patches our wounds, cooks our food...” he frowned as though the words tasted sour in his mouth.
“Oh, I get it,” I said, an evil grin curving my lips. “She’s your foalsitter.”
Spoon’s face lit up like a slot machine. “What... she... that’s...” His teeth clicked as he slammed his mouth shut. There was a moment of quiet before he spoke in a soft voice, “I hate you.”
The caravan came to a halt as it approached the enormous gates that would lead us out of Dise. My wings twitched at my side with the unease I felt at the sight of the large steel gates. The idea of leaving Dise had never been a happy prospect for me; it’s not that I held any particular love for the place, but Dise was home. It had always been home. From the day I was born till this moment I had never stepped a hoof outside its protective walls.
Before now the farthest I had ever been from the Watchers compound had been Aloe’s birthday. That night she dragged me to ‘The Moon’ seemed forever ago. So much had happened since then, so many happy memories. Now everything was falling apart.
I tried to tell myself that it was an opportunity. That it was a chance to learn and grow as a pony. I had heard a saying once, Everypony must leave home someday, if only to discover how much they miss it. That was stupid, the only reason to miss home was if everywhere you went was worse! Anxiety began to play me like a marionette. I couldn’t keep all four hooves on the ground.
The merchant, Caps Worth, stepped forward to speak to the two ponytron guards who stood before the gates. Their confrontation only lasted seconds, papers were presented and inspected before the guards moved aside. Almost immediately the gates began to open. Unlike the Watcher’s gate this one moved with a surprising amount of speed. In a matter of seconds it had opened completely. 
The caravan began moving again and my anxiety worsened with every step. Where leaving the Watchers had been distressing, this was closer to terrifying. Not only was I leaving home, but now I was stepping out into the Wasteland! Where a pony is as likely to eat you as say hello! I would have frozen at the threshold if Spoon hadn’t wrapped his leg around my shoulders and nearly dragged me out.
And there I was. Outside. The Wasteland stretched out before me and... I really didn’t see what the big deal was.
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The flame maned unicorn poked at my side, so I scooted closer to Nurse Gray. He matched my move and kept at it so I flapped my wing to shoo him away. Nurse Gray was far more deserving of my attentions. I felt her warm breath on my ear just before she bit at it playfully. My wings flared out.
“OW! What was that for?” the unicorn moaned, a hoof rubbing his nose.
“Sorry,” I mumbled, never really taking my attention off the mare laying beside me.
“Come on mister. You need to wake up,” the unicorn complained, poking me in the side again.
“Can’t you see I’m busy here?”
“Here use this.” 
“Hmmm?” I moaned.
“Are you sure... okay...” he replied, ignoring me completely..
SPLASH!
“AAAAAAH!” I jumped into the air, water dripping from my soaked face and mane.
“HAHAH! See? Works every time!” Spoon laughed, stomping his forehooves.
I floated in the air, gasping as reality crushed the last vestiges of my dream world. I stared down at the brown pony below me. “You...you...” my eyes narrowed, “of course you know, this means War!”
He smiled up at me trying to look as innocent as a newborn foal. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Colt. I didn’t do anything to you.” Spoon stepped back revealing a small orange colt with a poofy green mop of a mane on his head. The colt grinned nervously around the empty bucket hanging from his mouth. “Go on, Carrot, I am sure Locke could use some help making breakfast.” Nodding enthusiastically he took off towards the ring of wagons. 
The colt disappeared in the wagon circle and I promptly collapsed to the ground in a heap. “That’s not fair. Using a colt to pull pranks for you.”
“You just wish you’d thought of it first.” Spoon continued before I could retort, “The commander wants to talk to you, so get off your flank in gear.”
A great yawn was the herald of a mass revolt of my limbs as they all stretched out, trying to tear themselves away from the rest of my body. My legs and wings spasmed as they gave up in defeat. My hooves continued to protest with a dull pain that had developed over the long day of almost non stop walking. 
We had been on the road all day, but the shadow of Dise was still easily visible in the light of the rising sun. It wouldn’t surprise me if we could still see it when we finished this day’s trek, too. The wagons made terrible time. Even with the complete lack of progress, I’d done more walking yesterday than I had for the entire month prior. 
Being the ‘scout’, Oracle hadn’t lost any time sending me and Knives out ahead of the caravan. For the entire day I was cantering out a good three miles ahead of the wagons before heading back in order to report my lack of finding anything, only to head back out again. This wouldn’t have been so bad if I’d been allowed to fly. Oracle had been very insistent on that point. I was not to leave the ground until we were at least a full day out of Dise. I don’t know what his problem was. I had flown around the Watchers compound most of my life. As long as I stayed low, I didn’t see the problem.
So, of course, the moment I was out of sight I took wing. I skimmed the first stretch of plains quickly and took a break with the time I had bought myself. I don’t know how he found out, but the moment I got back he tore into me and threatened to lash my wings to my side. Oracle was beginning to freak me out almost as much as did Cross. Needless to say, I spent the rest of the day with four hooves on the ground.
I moved my hooves back under me and with a grunt of effort forced myself to stand. Loud pops filled the air as I flexed my joints to work out the stiffness from the night before. My wings curled and sent out a wave of cracks in rapid succession. The relief of tension was wonderful. A final pop of my neck sent a shiver down my spine and I looked up at Spoon expectantly.
With a shake of his head Spoon turned towards the wagons and I followed him into the center of the camp. The Watchers were already busy packing everything up or making and eating breakfast which consisted of dry oatcakes and a poor excuse for a salad. I spotted Locke and Stock mixing the skimpy vegetables in a large bowl and adding a small sprinkling of dry seasoning. The little colt had ditched his bucket somewhere and sat eagerly staring at the odd pony making his breakfast. I almost went over to join them, until I spotted the current bane of my existence.
Oracle sat on the other side of the coal pit with a small stack of oatcakes floating around his head. Lounging beside him, Cross had her muzzle buried deep in the pages of a book scrutinizing it as though she could make the words read themselves with a glare. She was so absorbed in her book that when Oracle addressed us she nearly jumped into the hot coals behind her.
“This is unacceptable, Flybuck. Tomorrow you’ll be up and ready with everypony else.”
I opened my mouth with a witty reply ready on my tongue, only to have the words catch in my throat. Cross was looking at me expectantly, almost begging me to speak out of turn. I bit back my retort and swallowed my pride. “Yes... sir.”
“Good. Until this job is done or we find a replacement, you are as much an Arbitror as the rest of my ponies.” I found myself wishing he would speak with some emotion or inflection, his bored monotone was really getting to me. “That means you are a reflection on me and I will not be reflected upon poorly.” His gaze was still fixed on the remains of the fire as he took another bite of oat cake. 
I nodded slightly as I waited. ‘Was that it? Could I go now?’ My stomach rumbled quietly as I watched him chew. Well that settled it, I was done, and hungry, and my jaw still hurt. I turned my head to walk away when Cross spoke for only the second time since I met her. 
“Stay.” My body froze in mid step. I could not begin to explain the way she said that word, but it carried more weight than most ponies can put into an entire speech.
Oracle swallowed the last of his bite, “You will go see Irons. He has some gear for you. Today you start to earn your keep.”
“Yes, sir,” I replied; my stomach growled in protest. “Can I at get some breakfast first? Sir.”
“No. You will go without today and if you do not wake up on time tomorrow you will go without then too.”
That was total brahmin shit. “Permission to be excused. Sir.”
“Permission granted.” I turned to storm off, only to have Oracle speak up, “Sevens, Irons is the other way.”
I grit my teeth, ignoring the spikes of pain rocketing through my jaw. The ponies milling around jumped to get outta my way as I stormed by. It was only after I made it to the tents that I realized how foalish I was acting. The heat rushing to my face only angered me that much more.
I found a secluded spot between one of the tents and a pump wagon and sat down. Without anyway to vent properly it took a good minute for me to cool down and collect myself. I just had to suck it up and deal with it. It would only be for a few weeks and then things could go back to normal. We would get back to Dise, Nurse Gray would be there waiting for me, I could finally fix things with Aloe, and everything would be fine. Just a few weeks. I could do this.
With my resolve firmly in place I resumed my course to the armory. The sounds of rummaging and cursing drifted from the wagon in question. As I neared I recognized the slightly high pitched voice of Irons. I came around behind the wagon just in time to see the mint green unicon fall out of the back and hit the ground with an audible grunt.
I looked down at the pony laying at my hooves. “Are you okay?”
His legs sticking up in the air, he bent his head back to look at me. “That depends... how many of you are there supposed to be?”
“Uhm... one.”
“Then I should be fine. Here, these are for you.” A pair of flight goggles dangled from his up stretched hoof. “I meant to give them to you yesterday, but...” His eyes drifted to my Rainbow Dash necklace.
“Heheh... yeah... about that...” I rubbed the back of my head as embarrassment flushed my cheeks, “look, I-”
“Nope, don’t say anymore,” he said, rolling over onto his hooves, “it’s my fault. I shouldn’t have tried to take it without asking first. You live, you learn. We all have our little quirks. Forgive and forget, life’s too short in the Wastes. So do you want them?” He offered up the goggles again.
I took the goggles in hoof and examined them. They didn’t seem to be anything special. Just a pair of thick glass lenses inside airtight frames. I slipped the strap behind my head and slid the goggles over my eyes. I had to tilt them back to let out some pressure before replacing them.
I felt a little awkward wearing them. The pressure around my eyes was something that would take some getting used to. A few scratches adorned the edges of the lens, but it was nothing that interfered with my vision. “I think I could make use of them.”
“That’s good. The last owner definitely doesn’t need them anymore.” Huh? “But that isn’t why you’re here. The commander wants you ‘connected’. Don’t move.” Irons jumped back into the wagon and resumed his rummaging, “You see, Oracle came up with these nifty little doohickies... did you notice all that stuff he wears instead of armor? 
“Well, you see, he has a knack for electronics, communication stuff especially, and he has this spell that lets him tap into speaker systems. This is useful on its own, but it has its limits. The speaker can only be so far away, it has to be within line of sight, and he can only use one at a time. That device he wears allows him to connect to multiple systems simultaneously and to make and maintain the connections without line of sight. Ah! Here it is.” 
He stepped out of the wagon with a small box floating in front of him. The lid opened up to reveal a number of small ear pieces. “While he was designing the broadcaster he discovered blueprints for these puppies.” I picked up one of the devices. “They’re really very impressive.”
I lifted the goggles off my eyes, letting them press into my forehead and inspected the odd piece of tech in my hoof. “How does it work?”
“All you have to do is put it in your ear. Oracle does the rest.”
I looked back down that the device incredulously. All it seemed to be was a bit of plastic with a pin hole drilled in it. I couldn’t help being more than a little skeptical, certain that this was some prank and I was due to play the fool. I looked back at Irons and his encouraging smile. I didn’t really have a choice did I? The device slid comfortably into my left ear. 
“YOU ARE TAKING WAY TOO LONG FLYBUCK.”
“GAH!” I screamed, flinching away from the device in my ear.
“TELL IRONS TO HURRY UP. WE LEAVE IN TEN.”
“The commander ‘ave orders for us?”
“Celestia’s tits, that’s loud.” I rubbed at the device to sooth the ringing in my ear. “Is there a way to turn the volume down a touch?”
“A DOWNWARD SWIPE WILL LOWER THE VOLUME.” 
As I followed the instructions the earpiece made a flat tone that became quieter with each swipe. “Will he be able to hear everything I say?”
“Only when you are pressing on it, but as long as the gem holds out he’ll be able to call you at any time.”
“Wonderful.” I sighed, “Just wonderful.”
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I had finally found it. The one thing that had been missing from my life. I reveled in it now. Everything before had been a poor substitute, a mockery, painted up to try to fool me. I finally saw them now for the lies they had been. This was what life was meant to be. No restrictions, no limitations, just pure unadulterated freedom. 
The joy. The exhilaration. The wonder. It was like my first time all over again, only now I knew what I was doing. I didn’t fumble around blindly, afraid of making a mistake. I had the knowledge and experience to truly enjoy it this time. With a slight twist I was on my back staring up at the cloudy skies. I stretched out a hoof as though to touch the white puff.
My eyes widened in shock as I pulled my hoof back and brought a clump of cloud with it. It was fluffy, kind of soft and springy. At the same time it was squishy and almost moist, like fresh mud or clay. A smile crept across my face as I played with it, a thousand ideas began storming my brain all at once.
“What are you doing?” an angry voice whispered in my ear, pulling me back out of my head.
“Uhm... nothing,” I replied, as I pressed a hoof to my ear.
“And what are you supposed to be doing?”
“Scouting the trail ahead for any signs of danger,” I responded, letting the bit of cloud go and turning back over.
Down below me I could see the caravan as it slowly trudged along the old railway tracks. Two or three ponies stood on the backs of the wagons while the rest trudged along side. Everything looked so small from up here. I had to squint to make out Oracle standing on top of the middle wagon staring up at me. 
I twisted around and turned into a dive. With my fore-hooves stretched out before me and my wings folded back I began to shed altitude. The wind whipped by me, tugging at my mane and tail as I rocketed towards the ground. I struggled to keep my lips closed against the onrushing air. I’d never moved so fast in my life. I silently thanked Irons for the goggles; without them I would never have been able to reach these speeds.
The bug came out of nowhere and slammed into the soft spot of my jaw. I don’t know how long I blacked out, but when I came to the ground was rocketing towards me. In a panic my wings flared open, the passing air tearing at my feathers and straining my muscles. I screamed into the wind as it tried to rip them from my back. I still wasn’t slowing down enough.
I fought the air currents and strained with all my strength to pull up. Slowly, my flight path began to turn towards the horizon. It wasn’t enough, I had lost too much altitude. The ground was approaching too fast. I wouldn’t be able to level out before I became nothing more than a stain on the ground. ‘Horse Apples!’
I squeezed my eyes shut in preparation for the end. I had enough time to wonder what it would feel like. Would I even feel anything or would I be dead before I had a chance to realize it?
I felt the air shifted underneath my wings as I tensed for impact. The wind continued to blow past my ears. I opened my eyes to see the ground speed past not a hoof from my nose. I blinked in surprise and raised my head. ‘Pony Feathers!’
Twisting to the left I narrowly avoided the last wagon in the caravan and barely pulled up in time to skim over the head of Echo as he dropped to the ground. I am sure he had a few choice words for me, but I was already past the lead wagon and regaining altitude before he could stand up.
“That was a stupid stunt, Flybuck.” I ignored the annoying voice in my ear as I rubbed my sore mouth. It wasn’t like that’s what I’d meant to do.
The realization that I had, in fact, not died began to sink in. There was no way that I could have made that. I should have been a pile of flesh and bone in the center of a small crater right now. With a shake of my head I cast out the images and tried to focus on the task at hoof. I allowed my speed to bleed off, my whole body shaking as the adrenaline leaked out of my system.
“There are some hills about a mile or two up ahead. Go check them out. They would make a great place for an ambush.”
“Ten... Four... boss.” I replied between heavy breaths. With a great deal less gusto than before I pumped my wings and rose back up into the air.
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From my vantage point in the sky I could see the hills Oracle had mentioned long before I got anywhere near them. The tracks we were following cut between them, proving once again that ponies have always been lazy. An entire battalion of raiders could hide in the scrub brush that covered those hills. Fortunately for me, E.F.S. made such things as concealment a moot point. 
I coasted in and made slow circles of the hills. With each pass I bled some altitude, drawing closer to ensure that I didn’t miss anything. I sighed when I realized that my E.F.S. was clear and no matter how hard I looked I wasn’t going to spot any raiders hiding on those hills. For as much as I didn’t want a fight, I was expecting one. This was the Wasteland after all and the most dangerous thing I had run into so far was that bug that almost turned me into pony paste.
I touched down on the summit of one of the hills and promptly collapsed. Just laying there I let myself relax for a minute. With a contented sigh my hoof pressed the device in my ear. “All’s clear up here. Not a raider in sight.”
“Copy, no raiders.”
I rolled onto my back and relaxed. The caravan would take a good thirty minutes to catch up and I needed my beauty sleep. ‘Aaah, thirty minutes of peace and quiet.’ I worked my back against the ground, pushing small rocks out of the way, and inhaled deeply.
When the ground gave way I didn’t even have a chance to curse.
The fall was a short one but enough to knock the air from my lungs. I wheezed struggling for breath. I hacked and coughed on the dirt and dust that filled the air around me. It began to settle and I rolled to my hooves. 
The cave was completely dark except for the spotlight pointing down on me from the ceiling. The only thing that I could make out was the tall spike of stone barely an inch to my left. With a snort of frustration I began to wipe the dirt from my face and chest.
I imagined that some ponies would’ve been driven by curiosity, or lack of flight, to find out what might be hidden inside a place like this. Those ponies are idiots. I turned my attention to the hole over head. I must have reactivated my E.F.S., because just as I was just about to take flight I noticed a red tick popped up at the bottom of my vision. My legs straightened as I looked around. ‘A red tick? Right, a red tick was a hostile. Nothing to worry... aww, pony feathers.’
I don’t know why I didn’t take off right at that moment. I really don’t know why I didn’t move when I turned to see the other four ticks pop up. It wasn’t until the faint buzz filled the air that realization dawned on me like a sledgehammer to the face. 
I didn’t bother to wait to confirm my fears. With a mighty jump I launched myself at the opening, for all the good it did me.
I broke into the beautiful light of the afternoon, and had the situation been different I may have even basked in it. As it was my entire body moaned from the earlier traumas as I sped through the air. Then I did something really stupid, I bent my neck to look behind me.
Following not three pony lengths behind me were five very large, very angry, very ugly, Cazadorables. The closest pulled up slightly to display its wings and I quickly looked away before I saw anymore. My wings beat as fast as I could make them go and I tore across the sky back toward the caravan, the bugs in hot pursuit.
Tracker only had two rules about the Cazadorables. Rule one, don’t look at them. Rule two, run as fast as your legs will carry you. When I had asked him about killing them he told me to reference rule one.
I felt the first bullet pass by my head and heard the small explosion of exoskeleton before its report reached my ears. Resisting the urge to look as the sound of the second shot filled the air I sped on. 
I cried out at the sudden tug on my tail. Without thinking I turned to see one of the bastards hanging onto the hairs streaming behind me. It stopped flying and flared out its wings. The extra drag pulled hard and slowed me down. I began losing altitude as it clambered up my tail, its legs tangling in the hairs. The other two zoomed past me intent on the caravan still rumbling slowly forward.
I panicked as I felt it bite at my armor on my back and fumbled for my pistol. Just as I drew it out of the holster a sharp pain shot through my back and I gasped. The pistol tumbled from between my teeth. I could feel the mandibles tear through my flesh and chomp at the base of my spine. My wings spasmed and we began to fall. Somewhere in the distance I heard a racket of gunfire.
We tumbled through the air and I fought desperately to dislodge the creature from my back. I bucked and twisted as much as I could, but it was out of my reach. Gripping my flanks with its legs it pulled itself farther up my back.
It was sheer luck that when we hit the ground I was on top. There was a satisfying crunch as its carapace gave way under my weight. Unfortunately, it’s stinger was made of tougher stuff. 
Pain burned away all thought, all emotion, all sensation. I screamed. The world went black, and I screamed. The ground dropped out from under me, and I screamed. I screamed until my voice broke, and I screamed. Somewhere behind the pain coursing through me there was the smallest prick and a moment later everything faded away.
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“...een it spread that fast. WHERE’S THAT ANTI...”
“...ut it out. Scalpel.”
“..ble venom has always been deadly, but...”
“Where is that drip?”
“Goddess, the venom is the least...”
“Damn it, if he dies on me Gray...”
“...draining the infection...”
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I woke up moaning, everything hurt. Stuffing filled every corner of my mind and made it impossible to form coherent thoughts. My hooves caught on something when I tried to raise them to comfort my head. A wave of nausea and dizziness washed over me as my head shifted to the side. I whimpered through a parched throat.
A mare’s voice forced its way through my clouded mind. “Ah, I see that you have finally woken. How are you feeling?”
I tried to respond, but something was bound around my muzzle holding it fast. I barely managed to force out a moan.
“You will feel the nausea for some time yet. It would be wise of you to rest. Your injuries were quite severe and your body has yet to heal fully.” Two hooves touched my face and pulled my eye open. Even through the fog in my mind I still managed to feel surprised at seeing the stripes of a zebra looking down at me. Unlike Knives, hers were lighter, more grey than black, and her mane hung about her face in a mass of tightly wound braids filled with beads and bits of jewelry.
I moaned again as she lifted my head up. “Truly, you are lucky to be alive. The infection in your mouth had reached into the bone of your jaw. A few more days and it is very possible that you would not be amongst the living.”
Bile burned in my chest. I tried to ask for water, but the only managed a hacking cough.
“I have a draught that will help ease the pain and help you slumber.”
I tried to say ‘no’ and shake my head, but the only thing that came out was another moan. 
The zebra seemed to take this as consent and disappeared from view. When she came back she was holding a small glass vial sealed with wax. Using her teeth she pulled the wax off and spat it onto the floor. With one hoof holding my head up she put the vial to my lips. “Drink, my little pony, this mixture will buy you some peace.”
I tried to pull away but lacked the strength. As the vial tipped up I sealed my lips. The vile smelling substance spilled along my lips and dropped down my cheeks and into the bandages wrapped about my muzzle. 
Seeing my reluctance she pulled the vial away. “What is the meaning of this behavior? Do you not wish to have your ills to be set aside?”
“Wahdah!” I managed to rasp.
The mare smiled kindly and once again left my sight only to return with a canteen hanging from her neck. I felt a hoof lifting my head. The smallest drops of water played across my lips as she allowed the liquid to drip from the flask. I licked at them, savoring the moisture. The canteen returned to deposit another dripping of the precious water on my cracked lips. She continued to tease my lips with the water for a time, never more than enough to wet them.
The fog in my mind cleared as the moisture slowly returned to my mouth and throat. Memories began to find their way to the forefront of my mind. The pain of the Cazadorable biting through my armor and grinding against my spine brought a wave of panic. My relief was palpable when my hind legs kicked out in reflex. My breathing relaxed until I remembered crashing into the ground, the stinger biting deep into my shoulder.
The zebra was quick to release the bindings on my left hoof, allowing me to lean over the side of the bed. I had to fight past the bandages wrapped around my head as the vomit forced its way out of my mouth. Spitting out the bile covered bits of half digested food sent spikes of pain through my jaw.
I lay there, head lolling over the side of the bed, too tired to move. My stomach roiled as it tried to expel the drugs that had undoubtedly been used by the surgeon. I struggled to focus on something other than the nausea. I wondered what drugs they used and at what dosages. Med-X was a given- the dry mouth was a dead giveaway. An antivenom for the sting...
A sudden jerk of movement sent another wave of dizziness through me. I could hear the grind of the wheels as they began to roll beneath the wagon. The caravan was moving again. 
“What happened,” I hissed in pain as I rolled back over, “to... my face?”
“When your doctor checked you for injuries he discovered an infection deep in the bone of your jaw. He had to cut deep and remove parts of your jaw in order to drain it completely. If this had gone untreated much longer it could have traveled along the bone and found its way to your brain.”
“Removed?”
“Yes, it took many hours to ensure that it they had completely excised every trace of the infection. I am informed that he had to use bits of metal to replace what would not grow back even with his magic.” I gasped at another spike of pain. “If you would allow me, there are some syringes of Med-X that would lessen your agony.”
“No,” I sighed, exhaustion finally taking hold and pulling me back under.
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A soft tap on my cheek brought me out of my dreams. I hissed sharply as the pain reasserted itself. 
Blinking away some tears I saw the smiling face of Zefira looking down at me. “It is time for your supper. You must eat to regain your strength.”
I nodded softly and struggled to rise, but the restraints binding me to the bed were still in place. Before I could say anything Zefira went to work releasing me. “The venom of the Cazadorable caused your muscles to convulse,” she said, in way of explanation. “The sedatives your doctors used did little to assuage them.”
The last restraint slipped from my hoof and I tried to sit up. A wave of dizziness assaulted me and I had to rest my head against the metal wall of the wagon.
A spoon carrying a small carrot in a pool of liquid moved to my lips. Opening my mouth as far as I could she pushed the bit of food in. Flavor and pain exploded in my mouth and I swallowed them down in equal measure. I could identify all the spices used and I knew it wasn’t anything special, but hunger raised the meager soup to that of a grand meal.
All too quickly the bowl came up empty, leaving me almost as hungry as I had been before we started. Zefira smiled, “I shall retrieve you a second bowl.” She disappeared out of the back of the wagon and left me to my thoughts.
I unconsciously reached for the ever present figure that hung from my neck. I pawed at my collar a few times before panic kicked in. My chest tightened and breathing became difficult. I frantically searched the inside of the wagon from my cot. I couldn’t see her anywhere. I began to feel faint. 
The back door opened to reveal the miniature cyan pegasus floating just behind it. Relief washed over me until the unicorn carrying it came into view. Echo stepped inside behind the doll with a bowl of soup resting on his back. 
“And how is the patient feeling?” It is difficult to glare with bandages wrapped around your face, but I sure tried. “Oh come now, Mr. Sevens. Is that how you greet the pony who saved your life?” Nonononono! I do not owe my life to this... this... “Look I even brought you your favorite doll.” Dash landed softly on my stomach where I quickly snagged and held it close to my chest. “I see your facial muscles are still operating properly, I was worried about that. Have you noticed any numbness in your chin or jaw?” I continued to glare at him coldly as I squeezed the doll. “You’re an ungrateful tit, you know that.” A pair of scissors lifted out of a bag beside the cot, “Hold still, I need to check the sutures.”
As the scissors neared my muzzle I tried to back way only to press myself up against the wall. The cold blade slid between my cheek and the bandages, cutting them away with care. Each snip loosened the grip on my muzzle. When they finally fell away I worked the muscles of my jaw in relief, until Echo scooted closer and took my muzzle in his hooves. 
He twisted my head around, moving it so that he could examine the results of his work. I held my tongue as he mumbled to himself. As much as I disliked him I couldn’t deny his skill as a surgeon. 
I winced as he probed along the bottom of my chin with the dull end of a scalpel, “You really don’t know how well you live up to your name do you?” When I tried to protest he jabbed harder. “I wasn’t done.” He let go of my muzzle and turned to the bandages wrapped around my shoulder. “If the good Dr. Humors had been here you would be fortunate to just be alive, much less still have feeling in your jaw.” The bandages pulled up, peeling scabs and dried pus away from the naked pink flesh.
“If it had been -AH!- Humors,” I paused to suck in a breath, “I would have had -AH!- gone to him sooner.” I hissed as he cut away the pus and dead flesh.
“Of course,” he said condescendingly, “because there aren’t two other doctors here that you could have seen days ago, and that zebra shaman could have done something I am sure.”
“I’m not here to listen to you lecture at me!”
“No, you’re here because I saved your waste of a life,” he emphasized this by cutting away a little more skin than was strictly necessary. “So you are going to listen to my lecture and if you have half a brain you will pay attention and maybe learn something for once.”
There was quiet as he finished cleaning out the wound. I couldn’t exactly leave, so I was stuck waiting for him to start talking again. Without any warnings I felt the cool tendrils of his magic course around my shoulder. 
The cold sensation began to burn. My back arched from the almost pain of the wound being closed by magic. I instinctively bit down and grit my teeth sending very real pain through me. The moment my mouth opened to gasp for air a wad of bandages filled it and stifled the scream. Tears trickled out of the corners of my eyes as I whimpered into the cloth. 
“I would offer you some Med-X, but I know better.”
“Mmhhhmmhhmmmhmhm!”
He smiled cruelly. “As a reminder. So that you never forget the price of your arrogant pride. Nurse Gray isn’t here to coddle you. You will learn that there is a price to pay for every choice you make if I have to cut it into your hide myself.”
“Mhmmmhhmmm!”
“I earned my pride, colt. I spend all of my free time making sure that I’m the best I can be. Everything I have is bought and paid for with my own blood and sweat. Everything you have has been hoofed to you on a silver platter. You haven’t had to work for a Celestia damned thing in your life!” he seethed for a moment before taking a number of calming breaths. “Now roll over.”
It was a struggle to turn over onto my stomach. My legs felt like they were made out of jelly and barely held my weight long enough for me to flip over. I dropped back to the cot hard, the thin padding doing little to soften the fall. I stared at the wall of the wagon as Echo examined what was left of the wound on my back. 
He sighed, “Why do you have to be so difficult? I’ve watched you, you know. You have so much talent... but talent doesn’t mean shit if you aren’t willing to put at least a modicum of effort into something.” 
Everything had been hoofed to me? What did he know? I never asked for anything that I wasn’t due. Just because I didn’t have to work at things and he did. Jealousy, that’s what his problem was. Couldn’t handle the fact that I was just naturally better than him.
I squirmed under his ministrations. Had it been any other stallion I might have enjoyed it. The bite had dug deeply, beyond that it was relatively minor. Some disinfectant and a healing potion or two applied directly to the wound had been enough to close it. Once he was satisfied that it wouldn’t reopen on its own he stepped away.
He stood quiet for a time as I continued to stare at the steel wall of the wagon. He finally turned to leave only stopping at the threshold for a second. “Your soup’s getting cold.”
It took me an hour to get the bandages out of my mouth.
I spent the rest of that night in the medical wagon falling in and out of consciousness. Each time I woke up I had to struggle against the last vestiges of my dreams and the sudden onset of pain and nausea that had been forgotten during sleep. The disorientation only lasted moments, but the pain was constant until I fell back to into unconsciousness. That I managed to keep down my dinner was miraculous. 
Wakefulness only lasted minutes before I returned to the land of the dreamers. More often than not my dreams were nothing more than reliving my flight of terror from the Cazadorables. These all ended the same way, crashing into the ground and waking up in a cold sweat. The other dreams... the other dreams weren’t so pleasant.
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We made our way down the dirty streets of Dise. I pressed myself firmly against her leg as she draped her good wing over me. I peeked through her feathers at the ponies lying in the gutters, inhalers and syringes littering the ground at their hooves.
We turned a corner and my heart skipped a beat. There, at the end of the road was the general store! Mommy was going to buy my birthday present! I could barely contain myself as we slowly approached the shop.
The shiny mare behind the counter waved us over with silvery hoof. Mommy lifted her wing from my shoulder to wave back. The shopkeeper seemed to notice me for the first time, her lips pulled back in a smile that made me cringe. 
I tried to hide behind mommy’s leg, whimpering at the scary pony behind the counter. The sick smell of rot assaulted my nose causing me to gag and cough. I looked around to find the source, but there was nothing to see.
A loud click drew my attention up to the counter where I saw the most amazing pegasus doll ever. Ignoring everything else I took off and snatched it up in my hooves. Hugging it to myself I turned to mommy to beg her to let me keep it.
The shopkeeper tapped a hoof on the table expectantly. Mommy looked sad as she picked up a knife. She turned up to me and did her best to smile as she rammed the blade into her chest.
I did nothing as blood began to leak from her mouth, instead flitting about with the rainbow maned doll. She moved the knife in a circle, slicing away flesh and bone with ease. Blood flowed down her coat and dripped loudly on the floor at her hooves. 
The unicorn motioned greedily with her hooves for mommy to hurry up as I landed in the expanding pool of blood. Laying down I curled up around the doll, hugging it close to my chest. 
With one final jab the knife clattered to the floor next to me. Reaching into her own chest mommy pulled out her still beating heart and dropped it on the counter.
The ground fell out from under me.
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CRACK!
The back of my skull bounced off the metal floor. I gripped my head with my forelegs as I rolled around on the ground cursing. My dreams were left forgotten in face of the pounding in my skull and the return of the dull ache in my jaw. What a wonderful way to start the day. 
Once the pain began to recede I rolled to my hooves. With a yawn I reared up and stretched my legs and wings. The quiet ache of disuse seeped out of my limbs; spending an entire day in bed sounded good in theory, but even I had to admit that it didn’t work out so well in practice. 
Falling back to all four I rubbed the sleep from my eyes. The wagon was lit by the slivers of light slipping in around the edges of the doors. Crates and boxes filled most of the space inside except for a thin aisle that divided the wagon in half and led to the back door. The only open space was where I stood, surrounded by three cots attached to the walls. 
The rumble in my stomach reminded me just how hungry I was. With any luck somepony would already be making breakfast. I pushed open the door letting the pre-dawn light wash over me and stepped out of the wagon. 
My ears twitched toward the sound of ponies and the click of metal and wood. I decided that if there was any food to be had it would be there. On slightly wobbly legs I made my way to the orange glow of the coals.
Five ponies were busy throwing together the salad that would make up the morning meal once everypony woke up. It was little more than lettuce and chopped carrots mixed with just a hint of onion and radish. My mouth watered- I couldn’t imagine a grander feast. One of them noticed me and waved to me in a friendly way, Rose Blossom I think.
“Hey Sevens, I’m surprised to see you up so early.” Her face fell as I stepped closer. “Your face... did we run out of potions?”
“Huh?” I reached a hoof to my face and ran it along the stitches, “Oh. No, this is Echo’s idea of a joke.” I brushed it off and tried to smile, but that pulled on the stitches, “I don’t suppose it would be possible to get a bowl of that delicious looking salad there, would it, Rose?”
Her easy smile returned. “Sure as sugar,” she chimed happily.
I watched in disbelief as she spun with an energetic twirl back toward the salad bowl; it was way too early in the morning for anypony to have that much energy. Picking up a set of wooden tongs she began dishing out the salad into a smaller bowl. Was she... she was humming. She danced back around to face me with the now filled bowl on a small plate in her mouth. I took the bowl from her and carefully placed it on my back.
“If you don’t mind me asking... why are you so... so happy?”
“Heeheehee,” she giggled, “is there a reason I shouldn’t be?”
I blinked and looked down as though I could find the answer in the ground at my hooves, “Well, no, not particularly, but...”
“Well, when you find one you let me know, okay?” I opened my mouth to respond, then closed it. Then opened it again, only to close it without saying a word. She giggled again, “You’re silly. Well, I have to get back to work, see you around.”
With that she returned to the mixing the vegetables along with the other four ponies. I shook the words ‘ponies are weird’ out of my head.
Retrieving the bowl from my back, I moved over to the fire pit and settled down to eat. Before anything could hope to delay me I stuffed my muzzle into the bowl and began to chomp down on the leafy greens as greedily as my tender jaw would let me. 
It was as I held the bowl up to my face and licked the last bits of onion that my ears perked up; somepony was standing behind me. I ignored them, focusing instead on making sure that my bowl was well and truly empty. 
“I don’t remember giving you permission to have breakfast.” 
“I don’t remember you being awake before me.” I quipped back. I wish I could have seen his face. As it was I put the bowl back onto its plate and heaved myself back up on all fours. Taking the plate in mouth I trotted, perhaps a little too merrily, back to the ‘kitchen’. I couldn’t explain it, but I suddenly felt rather good. Maybe it was finally mouthing off to Oracle, or just having food in my stomach, or the fading effects of the drugs. Either way, I gave Blossom a big smile as I dropped off the dishes and even flourished a bow while thanking her for the wonderful meal. Today was going to be a good day.
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My wings ached as I floated above the immobile wagons. Laying in bed for an entire day hadn’t done me any favors. I let myself drift on some thermals and watched the ponies below me as they packed up and prepared for the next day of walking. When I spotted Irons jump into the armory I realized that I wasn’t wearing any of my gear. My armor, goggles, saddlebags, and... oh... oh crap...
I swooped down towards the wagon. Lacking eye protection, and still being a little unsure of myself after the previous day, I held back on the speed. My wings flared out as I neared and I made a nice soft landing just behind the wagon.
“I had to spend most of the day fixing that gash in your armor,” Irons said, from inside the wagon.
“I hope it wasn’t too much of an inconvenience for you.” I deadpanned. “I’m fine by the way, thanks for asking. Di-”
“You’ve been spending too much time around Spoon.” My saddlebags floated out of the wagon and dropped unceremoniously to the ground. “Here’s your stuff... unless you need help getting dressed.” 
I tilted my head at the unicorn barely visible inside the armory wagon but said nothing. My saddlebags opened to reveal the dark green plates of gator hide that served as my armor. The leg plates came out first, neatly stacked one atop another. The chest and back plates were rolled up in the other side. I breathed a heavy sigh of relief as I lifted the last piece and found Tracker’s pistol at the bottom of the bag. Pulling it out, I sat down and held it in my hooves to examine it. I let out a groan at the sight of a small dent in the side. 
“Hey, Irons, cou-”
“Little busy here, colt,” he replied curtly.
 
“But-” The door slammed shut. “Fine! Be that way,” I grumbled, before turning back to the armor laying across the ground.
I soon discovered one of the main reason why I, or any other non-unicorn for that matter, didn’t wear clothes on a regular basis. They are a pain in the flank to get on. I had to buckle the chest and back plate together at the shoulders before slipping my head through, this was something I learned only after a few minutes of trial and error. After that I had to use one wing to hold the chest plate up and the other plus my teeth to work the rest of the buckles together. I don’t know how an earth pony would have managed. The leg plates were no better. I ended up tying them loosely and slipping them on before tightening the straps and attaching them to the other pieces. 
“Oracle wants to speak with you,” a harsh voice spoke behind me.
My neck popped as I snapped my head around to see the menacing red unicorn standing directly behind me. “GAH!” I jumped away almost running into the wagon. “Horse Apples, you scared me.”
The corner of her lips twitched up for a fraction of a second. My eyes were once again drawn to the metal that ringed her neck. The thick silver collar appeared to have some electronics attached to the front. Before I could study it further she turned and began walking back to the center of the camp.
With a grunt I reached down, picked up the saddlebags in my mouth, and followed. Without thinking my eyes lingered on the mare leading me. The mental image of waking up minus body parts quickly convinced me to find somewhere else to look. Rose Blossom smiled at me and waved just as cheerfully as before when we walked past. I returned the gesture with a wing only to bump into Cross.
“Oof.” I bounced off her flank. Ah, Pony Feathers.
She twisted her neck and eyed me coldly. I smiled weakly around the bags still hanging from my mouth; she didn’t. I couldn’t pull my eyes away from hers as they bore through my head. I swallowed back a lump in my throat. 
“Ahem.” We both turned to face my savior, Oracle. He was frowning at both of us. “If you two are done making eyes at each other?”
“I... but... we..” I stammered, Cross said nothing.
“Cross, I believe that Zefira would like some assistance. Would you mind helping her?” She bowed her head and muttered something under her breath before walking away. Oracle frowned at her as she left. With a slight shake of his head he turned back to me. “I guess these Watchers really know their stuff. I didn’t expect to see you on your hooves today.”
“I-”
“If you think you are up to it we could use you up in the air, Sevens.”
I blinked. Was... did he just use my name? I blinked again. “Ye... yeah, I could do that...”
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“Tschhzzz-vens. Tschhzz.”
I ignored the buzzing in my ear. I don’t know why Oracle was bothering me. I had already called in the all clear. I wiggled deeper into the makeshift bedding. There was nothing around those tracks for miles on either side and it would be hours before they got anywhere near as far as I had already scouted. I stretched out all my limbs at once as I yawned before letting everything go and relaxing into the white fluff. Never before had I found such a wonderful bed. It was like sleeping on a cloud, mostly because I was sleeping on a cloud. 
After scouring the area for raiders and dangerous wildlife I had taken an updraft to the bottom of the cloud layer. Taking hoof-fulls at a time, I collected a sizable ball of cloud. Experimenting, I found that it bent to my whims with incredible ease, not unlike clay in my hooves. It was with some trepidation that I first put my weight on what should have been nothing more than loosely compacted water droplets. With tense and ready wings I dropped my weight on it and for a brief second it seemed to give way, only to spring back. I couldn’t suppress the giggle that bubbled up in my throat. 
I pranced around happily on my little cloud, each step bouncing back. With a final laugh that was more sigh, I fell back against the cloud. It was wonderful. The earth and all its problems seemed miles away. For the first time I relaxed, really relaxed. I let my wings go slack and they sunk through the white fluff, swaying loosely in the breeze. My eyelids slid down as I drifted off. I was in heaven. 
There are many enjoyable ways to be woken: A lover’s kiss, the soft sounds of morning birds, the smell of breakfast being prepared, even the light of the sun can be pleasant in its own way. A slight tug of the tail and the thunderous crack of a high powered rifle are not anywhere to be found on that list.
I tumbled out of my bed without thinking. My scream of panic stricken terror was lost to the wind as I began tumbling to the ground. I fell a good thirty meters before my brain kicked in and I remember that I had wings. Flaring them out and catching the air sent me coasting through the sky. Taking evasive maneuvers, I searched the ground for my attackers. 
It didn’t take long to spot the caravan of wagons moving slowly below me. I saw the two headed pony sitting atop the lead wagon. Locke waved a hoof at me apologetically while Stock just glared as his wing pulled back the bolt of his rifle, sending a brass casing into the air.
“Did you enjoy your nap, Flybuck?” the slightly electronic voice asked in my ear.
“The nap was wonderful. The wake up call could have been more pleasant.”
“I’ll keep that in mind. Now get your flank out there and do your job!”
I saluted in the general direction of the wagons. “Aye aye Sir!”
A flick of a hoof dropped the goggles in front of my eyes. With a twist I let myself drop towards the earth. Reaching speed my wings flared and I leveled out speeding ahead of the wagons and regaining some altitude. The ground sped by under me.
Great swaths of scrubland stretched out before me. Small hills and a lone plateau provided the only real topography. Were it not for the railroad tracks that the caravan followed it would be incredibly easy to turn a few degrees and end up miles away off course. Mountain ranges on the horizon provided the only useful landmarks. The limited plant life were sporadic patches of stiff, nigh inedible, grasses and an occasional cacti sticking out of the ground. In a pinch a skilled pony could survive off these for a time. Though at that point it might be preferable to just lay down and die.
“There’s a pack of Radhogs off to the right in about a mile, though they should be far enough away to not be a problem.”
“Copy, Radhogs.”
I sped on, keeping my eyes on the ground below me. The utter emptiness was disheartening- and a little disconcerting. Tracker had told me a lot about the Wasteland and its desolation. But flying through the air and seeing so much of it at once really put it in perspective. I couldn’t help but wonder what it had been like before the war. Tracker spoke of verdant grasses and lush forests of trees. The only trees I ever saw were scrawny solitary things that looked more like large brown wing bones sticking out of the earth than flora to be admired and the grass was barely green, much less verdant. 
Turning my attention back down the tracks I noticed something odd about the plateau. With nothing better to do I decided to check it out. As I flew on it became more and more obvious that it was not a plateau. Straining my eyes to see better I caught a glint off something metal.
I pulled up short and put a hoof to my ear. “Hey, Oracle, I think I see the station.”
“Tschhhhhzzzzzz.”
“Damn,” I muttered as I turned back to the caravan.
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Night began to fall and the Watchers called a stop to the days travel. We were only about four hours short of the train station, but it was getting dark and the risk of a broken leg or axle was too great. 
I watched from the sky as the pull teams began to circle the wagons. Due to their size and limited turning capacity it wasn’t as simple as forming a circle. After completing three full rotations they pulled to a stop. Two ponies moved to either side of each wagon to act as guides as they began backing up and closing the gaps between the wagons. When all was said and done they formed an interlocking ring with the hitches on the outside and the backdoors inside. It was as they came to a full stop the real activity began.
The guards and pull teams began swarming the now surrounded campsite. Tents were dragged out and staked, combustibles were piled in the center and a fire started, and the guards and members of the Arbitrors set up their watch posts. I watched it all with interest. From my vantage point it was difficult to tell any one pony from the next; all I could really make out were the colors and movement as they went about their work. The shift and flow were almost mesmerizing, like a living kaleidoscope. 
The night darkened, the light from the fire grew, and everything began to cast shadows along the ground and up the metal walls of the wagons. My eyes were drawn to the center of the fire; everything else dropped out of focus and the chaos of colors seemed to melt together into a shifting pattern. I blinked and it was gone.
Once the tents were all raised everypony began to line up for supper. I spotted my first target. His attention was locked on the front of the line and the food being dished out. With my package in tow I flew towards the camp, making sure to stay out of his line of sight. I landed softly behind a tent and peeked over the top to check on him; he was just picking up his bowl. Barely suppressing a fit of laughter I stuffed my present into his tent. With a little molding it fit perfectly along the ceiling. With one last look, to make sure he didn’t see me, I trotted over to the impromptu kitchen and stood in line for some food.
The line moved quickly, everypony receiving their bowl of vegetable stew and moving on. I smiled at Echo as he walked past carrying his bowl with his kinesis. The smile he returned me was weak and nervous, which only made mine that much more genuine. I turned back to the line and found myself muzzle to muzzle with the maroon Rose Blossom.
“Hey, Sevens,” she almost giggled.
“Blossom, just the mare I wanted to see. Would it be possible to get some chili powder for my stew?”
“Sure thing!” she said picking up the shaker.
“Could I just borrow the shaker?” I asked, before she could put any in. “That way I can get just the right amount without going overboard.”
Her smile faltered for a second, so I turned on my best smile. “I guess,” she finally answered, setting the small shaker on the edge of the plate. 
“You’re a real doll. I owe you one.” I snagged the plate and bowl, making my escape before she could change her mind. Now to find my next target.
“Just be sure to bring it back when you’re done,” she called after me.
Finding a secluded spot I put the dish on the ground and used a wing to shake the chili powder into the bowl. Tiny flakes of red fell from the holes at a distressingly slow pace. I frowned at it for a moment before smiling and unscrewing the top.
I dropped the, now half empty, container of chili powder into my saddlebags. My nose wrinkled at the smell of spice wafting from the bowl as I retrieved it from the ground. I would just have to hope that Spoon didn’t notice until it was too late. 
“Flybuck! You have third watch tonight. I suggest you get some sleep. And don’t be late!”
My ears drooped as a groan forced its way past my teeth. My gaze drifted up to the cloud filled sky. I still had some daylight left.
I ended up circling half the camp before I spotted Spoon sitting on his flank and staring out into the Waste. He turned his head at my approach and nodded before turning his gaze back to the expanse of darkness that surrounded the camp. Without a word I trotted to his side and set the plate and bowl on the ground before seating myself next to him. We sat there for a bit, neither of us saying a word.
“Can I ask you something?” I asked, finally breaking the silence.
“You just did, Colt.”
“Har har,” I said, unable keep the smirk off my face at the tired old joke. “Seriously though, does Cross hate everypony or is it just me?”
The corner of his lip curled down into a small frown. “Cross... Cross is not like other ponies.” His eyes seemed to lose focus as they stared out into the gathering darkness. Seconds passed before he continued, “The Wasteland is full of evil ponies, Colt. Evil ponies who do terrible things to other ponies.”
“Dise-”
“Dise has rules! There are bad ponies in Dise, but they are kept in line by the casinos. In the Wasteland the only rule is strength and the only laws are those you can enforce. There are things worse than death, Colt. There are places where nothing is sacred: where ponies are bought and sold, where violence is the only language and torture is nothing but an accent, and Cross was born at its heart.”
The last vestiges of sunlight withered and died behind the horizon as we sat in silence. I tried multiple times to speak, but each time my mouth closed without a sound crossing my lips. Spoon’s words seemed to hang in the air, a bulwark against any further conversation.
Trying to shake off the odd oppressive feeling that had settled between us I stood and turned back to the wagons and the bed of clouds that awaited me.
I lay my head down with a weary sigh. Every muscle in my body felt heavy with fatigue. Spasms wracked my limbs as my eyelids closed of their own accord. The distant sounds of the caravan below me were like a serenade, punctuated by the howl of Spoon and the curses of a very wet Echo.

***********************
Footnote: Level Up!
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Sneak: Apprentice (25+)
Perks:
Flight (Rank 2): Failures are better teachers than successes. If that’s the case you will be flying like Rainbow Dash soon enough.
Special Equipment:
Blu-Horn: Wireless communication at its best. Just try to bring it back in one piece this time.
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Chapter 5: WMTSW 1

Fallout Equestria: Rolling Bones
Wallkirk Memorial Train Station West: Day 1

“Good judgment comes from experience...”

“So what’s this place called again?”
“Wallkirk Memorial Train Station,” Locke replied happily, from her position at the front of the wagon. Laying on their stomach with their legs tucked neatly under them, she focused intently on whatever she was seeing through her binoculars. Stock was similarly distracted with his rifle scope.
I smiled at the back of their fla-- heads for a second before looking back up at the clouds, roiling like so much froth. Small holes broke the surface and beams of pure sunlight pierced the ever present veil for brief moments before being sealed away once again. “Wallkirk? Why do I feel like I should know that name?”
“Maybe because it’s plastered on half of the buildings in Dise.” 
I only eyed the back of his head for a few seconds before my eyes drifted back up. “Huh. Buck must’ve had one hell of an ego.” I said, crossing my hind legs and laying my head back against the cool steel of the wagon. The light passing through the clouds was bright enough that my eyelids closed on their own and I failed to hold back a yawn. 
“Hey, Locke!” My dreariness evaporated at the sound of the voice coming from the side of the wagon. “You seen Sevens anywhere?”
Locke tore her eyes away from the binoculars and looked down the the side of the wagon. “Hey, Spoon. No, heeheeheeh, haven’t seen ‘im all day. How ‘bout you Stock?”
Stock glowered over his shoulder at me before answering, “No.”
“Hrumph, well, if you happen to see him let him know that I would like a word.”
“You betcha,” Locke said, turning back to the binoculars.
I waited for a few seconds, listening to Spoon’s retreating hoof steps, before speaking. “Thanks again for letting me hide up here.”
“Heeheeheeh, it’s our pleasure. Isn’t that right brother?”
“Yeah, sure, our pleasure.” Stock said, returning to his scope and whatever it was he and Locke were doing.
Locke pressed a hoof to her ear and mumbled something a moment before Oracle’s voice boomed across the train. “NCA checkpoint in fifteen!”
This announcement caused a sudden increase in activity. Ponies began jumping into the wagons even as they continued down the road. The sound of rummaging echoed out of the carts as the ponies inside began cleaning up and moving things around in preparation for the inevitable inspection. 
The wagon bounced and bumped along as I struggled to keep my eyes open. The mixture of warm air, cool steel, and dim sunlight created a perfect storm of drowsiness. Despite my best efforts my eyelids kept falling until I finally rolled to my hooves and shook the sleep from my head.
I blinked at the odd darkness that surrounded me. The sun had dipped behind the horizon and the wagons were all circled for the night. The large fire pit in the center radiated an orange glow over the tents filling the camp. To my surprise there didn’t seem to be any ponies milling about, I guessed that they had all taken advantage of the lodging in town.
Leaving the wagons I walked down the mainstreet of Memorial. The dust and dirt on the ground puffed with each step, the weight of the coming storm seeming to press down on more than just my senses. 
There was a surprising lack of light as I walked down the street. Only two buildings showed any signs of life. A few windows of the hotel let out a soft orange glow. The illuminated sign above the casino was the only other light to be found. The image of a blue pony riding on the back of a flaming phoenix marked the entrance to the casino. 
I could hear the muffled noises of other ponies from the casino, but the lack of ponies on the streets felt odd. In Dise there were always other ponies around; it was almost impossible to be alone. Here, however, I was left with an odd sense of isolation that I couldn’t shake. 
Worse was the prevailing darkness. I had no difficulty seeing, but the world was still cast in deep shadows. Claustrophobia was beginning to scratch at edges of my mind and I quickened my pace.
When movement caught the corner of my eye I couldn’t help but turn to look. As soon as I did the clouds opened up. I frowned as my mane immediately absorbed its fill and fell across my face. 
With hoof and wing I pushed the aggravating hairs out of my eyes. Gazing into the darkness, I saw a shadow began to take shape. As large as a filly, the creature sat up on its haunches and opened it’s eyes. Solid silver orbs shone in the darkness. I could feel its gaze on me though it had no pupils. A shiver ran down my spine as I stared into those eyes, unable to look away. 
It stood on four legs and began to pad towards me, its long slender tail curling and wafting lazily behind it. Its shadowy form began to solidify. Short triangular ears pointed towards me. Small paws stepped silently through the shadows. Sharp pointy teeth gleamed as its mouth stretched in a yawn revealing a thin pointed tongue.
The mud sucked at my hooves as I tried to back away from the advancing shadow. The more I struggled to pull away the deeper I sank. My heart began to pound at my ribs. I managed to pull a forehoof free only to have the others sink into the dirt. My breathes shortened as I began to panic, frantically flapping my wings to escape. The more I pulled the deeper I sank, my legs slowly disappearing into the sticky mud. I was sure my heart was going to explode from my chest as I began to hyperventilate. 
Even as I struggled, straining every muscle in my body, I couldn’t take my eyes off the unblinking silver eyes. Closing the last of the distance between us, the cat sniffed softly at my muzzle, now only inches from the ground. Its rough tongue sliding across my nose, the stink of rotten meat permeated its breath.
A paw reached out and gently patted at the stitches still woven into my jaw. The soft padding of its paw was almost soothing against the puckered skin, a comforting touch from one being to another. My heart rate and breathing slowed, calmed by the unexpected caress. 
With only my head still above the ground it placed both paws on the side of my head. I hissed as it flexed its claws into my face. Pulling my head forward it put its head next to my ear and a soft voice echoed from its muzzle. Claws digging deeper into my flesh it pulled. I finally screamed as the ribbons of skin and fur began to peal off and blood poured across the muddy ground.
I jerked upright, my heart still pounding in my chest. “Aw, did the widdle colt have a bad dweam?”
I shuddered as I gripped my head in wing and hoof. 
“Are you ok?” asked Locke.
“Ye-yeah, I’m awesome.” I forced out and laid myself back down, my wing continuing to caress the stitches in my jaw.
I took a deep calming breath.The pounding of my heart eased as I slowly exhaled. Inhaling again I tried to clear my mind like Tracker had taught me, holding the air for a count of twelve before releasing it back to the world. As the air filled my lungs again my thoughts began to clear, pushing away the last remnants of the dream. 
I closed my eyes to focus on my other senses. My ears swiveled about, picking up the racket surrounding me. I allowed all the noise to blend together, not focusing on any single one, into a calming background to the sounds of my own body. Breathing in I tasted the air. There was a flavor to it, a texture that I had never noticed before. Maybe it was just the leftover images from the dream, but I was certain that a storm was coming.
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It wasn’t long before we reached the Checkpoint Oracle had mentioned. I really don’t know why the NCA bothered with these things. They did nothing to prevent any kind of smuggling, unless the smugglers were complete idiots. Traders who didn’t follow the rules could easily avoid them, though that would require off-road travel and moving during the night. All they really accomplished was holding up legitimate traders, and that included us.
Everything began to happen at once. The wagons pulled up to a stop before the wooden cross beams that blocked what passed for a road, everypony began to move away from the wagons, and military ponies piled out of the rusted steel shack on the side of the road.
Their reaction to Locke was immediate. Even for ponies who had been out and about in the wasteland she was a weird sight. The most entertaining part was watching her wave with a cheery smile while Stock grumbled and tried to move out of the spotlight. The commanding officer, or who I assumed was the commanding officer based on the reactions of the rest of the NCA troopers, took one look at her and frowned before hollering at her ponies to be about their duties.
With her entertainment value shot, Locke finally gave into her brother’s desires and swung down from the roof with a surprising amount of agility for a pony as large as they were. I scratched at my stitches with a wing before following suit by gliding to the ground and joining the growing herd.
Everypony lined up nice and neat for the approaching officer to inspect. I wasn’t able to see very much as I stood in the back with the Arbitrors. Oracle, Irons, and Spoon stood at stiff attention at the end of the line. Cross next to Oracle glaring down at every NCA trooper who came near them. Knives was next to Zefira with the same disinterested expression he had worn since the day I first laid eyes on him. For her part Zefira seemed to be actively observing everything all at once without looking like an excited filly. Unlike Carrot, who was barely managing to stay balanced on Spoons back. Locke was little better than him, turning her head this way and that to try and get a better look, while Stock glared at the ground mumbling to himself. As for me, I was too busy admiring Rose Blossom shifting her weight from side to side to notice much of anything until the officer stepped between us.
She only glanced at me for a moment before making a mark on her list and moving down the line. When she walked right past Locke and Stock without taking any special notice I didn’t feel so bad. The only pony who caused anything kind of reaction was Oracle. She slowed down slightly and actually looked at him with more than a passing glance, earning her a stone cold glare from Cross. If I had been on the receiving end of that glare I would have been worried for my life. She didn’t seem to notice, however, and continued on her way without so much as quickening her pace.
As soon as the troopers finished their inspection, everypony began to make their way back to the wagons. I moved to follow until I felt a heavy hoof press down on my back. “Hey, Colt. I have something I wanted to show you.”
I tried to step away. “Can it wait? I’ve got this thing I need to do...”
“Oh, don’t be like that.” Spoon hooked a foreleg around my neck and began leading me towards the medical wagon. “I think you will get a kick out of this.”
As we approached the side door Echo stepped up to my other side. I swallowed hard. “Uhm... hey... Echo... so... uhm... what’s up guys?” His grin widened as the side door opened and Spoon shoved me inside.
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I listened to the soft pitter patter of rain drumming the steel roof.
*plink ping ting pong*
My hooves shifted in an attempt to get more comfortable. It failed.
*pong ping plink ting*
Show me the way to go home.
*bong bong*
I’m tired and I want to go to bed.
I had ten drinks about an hour ago and they went right to my head
Wherever I may roam
*ding ding ding*
O’er land or sea or foam
You’ll always hear me singin’ this song.
Oh, show me the way to go home!
*plink bing ting ping WHAM*
My head slammed into the wall. “Mhph mmmphphmm mhphph!”
That song had been playing through my head for the past twenty minutes. No matter how hard I tried it wouldn’t go away. Over and over.
Show me the way to go home. NO! NO! NO!
I rolled across the floor, fighting with the bandages. With the help of a crate I managed to get to my hooves. I don’t know why I thought that was a good idea, because it wasn’t. The wagon lurched and sent me tumbling face first to the ground. 
The ground shifted again and flopped back down onto my side. I lay there, unmoving, for another good ten minutes before the doors opened and a damp pony stepped inside.
Rose Blossom apparently didn’t notice me in the darker part of the cart as she flopped down on her haunches. She looked downright depressing. Her head hung low with the normally well tended magenta mane dangling loosely about her face. The fur of her opal coat was clumped and glossy with the occasional droplet of water falling to the floor. Her entire body rose at the intake of a large breath before slumping back with exhalation. 
With a flick of her head she sent the drooping mane over in an arc revealing the smiling face that had been hiding behind it. Her eyes seemed to shine in the dim light of the wagon and when she turned to face me they only grew brighter. “Lucky?”
“Mmph, mmh mmhmph.”
“Oh, you poor dear,” she said, walking over with a small smile.
It took a few tries, but she eventually managed to untie the bandage holding my mouth closed. “Uhg. Thank you, that was terrible. I was worried I would be stuck like that for days.”
“I take it Echo finally got his hooves on you?” 
“Uh-hu.” I hummed as I began attacking the knot that bound my hooves.
“I can’t say I am surprised, not after the stunt you pulled last night.”
I looked up at her. “That was nothing more than he deserved.”
“A rain cloud in his tent?”
I tried to stop myself, but the words were already forming on my tongue. “He started it.”
She didn’t need to say a word; the look on her face was more than enough to silence even the densest of ponies. It was a that look that all teachers have, especially the mares. That look that leaves no doubt in your mind just how foalish you are behaving. I cringed under the weight of that stare and tried to ignore it by returning to the bandages wrapped around my hooves.
“So, what do those mercenaries have you doing while we are in town?”
I continued to pull at the knot with my teeth and managed to free a hoof before answering, “I have no idea. No pony’s said a word to me.”
“You’re going to find somewhere to hide, aren’t you?”
I gave her the biggest grin I could manage before turning back to attack my bindings. Now that I had one hoof out it was just a matter of fighting the rest of the bandages off. With a triumphant cry I rolled to my hooves. Freedom! I even pranced a little, just to get the blood flow back into my limbs. Rose giggled behind a hoof.
“What?” I asked, turning back to pull at the last of the bandages wrapped around my wings.
“Oh, nothing, heheh, nothing at all.”
I snorted but said nothing. The restraints didn’t last long and soon my wings were free and stretched out, idly moving around in the available space. Some of the feathers tugged and pulled at awkward angles.
“What are you doing?” Rose asked, tilting her head to the side.
“Preening,” I said, biting and pulling out one of the offending feathers.
“That looks... uncomfortable.”
I looked up at her from where I was laying on the floor. My right wing turned down as far as it would go while I stretched my neck to pull at a feather on the top side. I shrugged as best I could and snapped at the obnoxious feather.
“Would you like some help?”
I froze, “I’m wi-... uhm, that is...” I felt my cheeks heat up. “You don’t... no. No I’ll be fine... uhm, thanks though.” She looked a little confused but thankfully didn’t raise any more objections. 
The last obstinate feather popped out and I quickly jumped to my hooves. I felt refreshed and a little energetic. Without thinking I jumped out of the wagon. The grin I was wearing fell away the moment I crossed the threshold. I turned my head up to the darkening clouds as the rain fall on my face.
Rose dropped down next to me with a bemused look on her face, “You forgot it was raining, didn’t you?” I ignored her and took off running.
The caravan was parked just outside the town limits. A number of ruins filled the area around it, the ancient foundations and whatever support beams that had survived time and the scavenging of the new inhabitants. Beyond these the town proper seemed to be made up of a half collapsed hotel, a storefront, and, of course, a casino.
Rose giggled as she raced right along side of me. She winked at me before pulling ahead. I watched her for a moment, before realizing what had just happened. It only took a little extra effort for me to catch up. We sped towards the inn at the end of the main street as the rain fell. 
As we raced past the first set of ruins I began to take the lead. Turning my head I taunted her by sticking out my tongue. While I was distracted my hooves crashing into a puddle, sending up sprays of water and mud that coated my face. Blossom faltered a step as her giggling turned to outright laughter. The sound was so infectious, I couldn’t help it and I gave up on the race. A number of puddles had formed and I began jumping into the largest ones I could find. I felt like a foal again.
I jumped into another puddle only to have my hooves slip, depositing my face firmly into the muddy water. With a groan I sat back on my withers and held my head. Stars seemed to be dancing in the air around me. With a shake and a swipe of a wing I cleared most of the mud from my face. 
“Lucky? Are you okay?”
The back of my neck began to itch, that uncomfortable feeling signalling that somepony is watching. I looked around, doing my best to ignore the dizziness from the fall. A pair of green eyes stared at me from under a fallen section of wall. The first bolt of lightning from the storm flashed in the sky above and bathed the town in pure white light. The pupils contracted into long slits. Images of blood and falling skin flashed before my eyes. My eyes widened in terror as I tried to push away from the creature, my hooves digging gouges into the mud and my wings beating in time with my racing heart.
I bumped into something, “Lucky, what’s the matter? Oh wook at da wittle kitty.” Rose cood, walking past me to where the demon from my dreams hid from the rain.
Rolling to my hooves I sprinted into the nearest building and slammed the door behind me.
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My heart beat slowly calmed as water dripped from my mane to the floor. I could feel my blood pressure dropping and rational thought reasserting itself. All the foalish energy had drained away in the wake of the fear inspired adrenaline rush. I felt stretched out, somewhere between too tired to stand and too distraught to sleep. 
Finally taking in my new surroundings I realized I had run into a bar. The few patrons seated sporadically about the room eyed me with varying degrees of suspicion and weariness. I smiled back nervously, swallowing back the gut reaction to run back outside. 
I took a step forward and earned a hard glare from the bartender. Looking down I notice the mud clinging to my hooves and quickly began scrapping them clean on the doormat. The mud and dirt sloughed off in clumps. Once they were as clean as I could manage I moved to the back of the bar and took a seat.
A small white cloth moved with a soft orange glow to the empty section of bar in front of me, rubbing at a nonexistent stain. I raised my eyes to the bartender. “What’ll you have?” he asked, with a friendly smile.
“Whisky.”
“Oh, no you don’t. Sam, you are not to give this... stallion any alcohol. He’ll have a Sparkle-Cola.” I glared at the presumptive mare out of the corner of my eye. She smiled at me and took the stool next to me. “Hi, hon. It’s been awhile.” I grimaced as my eyes were assaulted with pink, glowing, hot, vibrant, pink. “Oh, that hurts. I thought you had fun last time.”
*POP* *FIZZ* *CLICK*
I focused on the oddly shaped glass bottle on the bar, “Last time? I’m sorry you must have me confused with somepony else.”
“You don’t remember me? Now that does sting,” she tapped a hoof to her chest, “right here. Cause I remember you, hon.” I stared at the pink unicorn in disbelief. “I remember how you liked to--”
“Candy?” I asked, finally turning to face her.
“Oh, you do remember-- what happened to your face?” she said, genuinely shocked.
“Nothing.” I said, turning back to my drink. Her mouth opened, but I quickly cut her off. “I don’t want to talk about it.” I picked the bottle up between my teeth and tipped it back to try and end the conversation. 
The flavor of carrots flooding my mouth and the sharp bite that followed caught me off guard. The bottle fell to the bar and teetered before settling on its base. Cola sprayed from my lips, coating the pony behind the bar. He frowned at me as the wash rag moved across his face and Candy burst out laughing.
She slapped a hoof on my back, the scar apparently forgotten, “You’ve never had a Sparkle-Cola before?” 
“N- *cough* no.” I couldn’t help but run my tongue along my teeth and lick my lips. That stuff was delicious! Picking the bottle back up I tilted it back and let the delicious liquid pour down my throat. The mixture of carrots, sugar, and whatever made it burn just a little was almost magical. The empty bottle clicked when I set it back on the bar.
“That was good wasn’t it?” I nodded. “Would you like another?” I nodded again with a grin. 
*POP* *FIZZ* *CLICK*
A new bottle was placed on the counter. Droplets of water began to form over the glass, condensing into drops before sliding down to it’s base and pooling. Reflecting a distorted view of the bar it showed the back door opening as the sounds of the adjacent casino filled the room until the barrier swung closed.
Candy’s hoof pressed into my wing, eliciting an involuntary twitch that almost threw me from the stool. “EEP!”
“Hahahah. Still ticklish I see.”
I glared pure hatred at her. “What do you want Candy?” I asked.
“Can’t a mare just flirt with an old lover?”
The bartender’s face paled before he moved away and I almost choked on the cola. The bottle saved with a quick wing before it spilled across the counter. “I don’t think that makes us lovers. If I remember correctly it set me back about a five hundred caps.”
“That was just for the room, hon.”
A stallion wearing an NCA uniform moved unsteadily to the bar with a young mare at his side. “The ROOM cost five hundred a night?” She smiled and nodded. “How much did you cost?”
“Oh, hon, I’m not for sale. I never was. Though I appreciate the compliment, not many working mares go for so much.”
“So you’re not-”
“No.”
“And we-”
“Yes.”
“And it wasn’t-”
“No.”
“Oh... thanks, then... I guess. But I’m spoken for now.” The stallion draped his foreleg over her shoulders.
“So, why are you sitting here all alone then?”
“Maybe I just like being alone.” I moved my tongue across my teeth, trying to work up some moisture and took another swig from the bottle. “Why are you here anyways? Shouldn’t you be back at The Moon?”
“I could ask you the same question, hon. But, since you asked so nicely, business is business and when an opportunity presents itself, you take it.”
The stallion tapped his hoof on the bar impatiently signalling for the bartender. A brief exchange was followed by the bartender mixing up a two drinks and floating them to the ponies.
Candy drew my attention back when her hoof pressed into my Cutie Mark, “Woh!” I jumped knocking over the Sparkle bottle. It rolled hollowly across the bar, I was a little surprised to see it empty. “Would you stop that?”
“But it’s so fun to make you squirm. So where’s this marefriend of yours?” she smiled mischievously. “Or is it a stallion?” 
“She is back in Dise.” I waved a hoof at the bartender for another soda.
*POP* *FIZZ* *CLICK*
I picked up the bottle to take another drink. As delicious as it was it didn’t seem to be doing anything for my thirst. I wiped a little sweat from my brow and looked back over Candy’s shoulder at the soldier. 
I felt my jaw tighten as his hoof moved up and down the mare’s back, each time moving closer to her flanks. Her back was ridged and a nervous smile colored her pretty face. I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but it didn’t take a genius to figure out the basics. When I realized I was gritting my teeth I turned back to my soda and took another drink.
“Well, what are you doing all the way out here without her?” Candy asked.
She stood to leave, only a hoof on her shoulder kept her in her seat. The stallion pulled her in closer and his hoof disappeared between them.
I tapped him on the shoulder, though I don’t remember standing up. “Heeyy buddy, long time no see.”
He pulled back a little from the mare and looked up, studying me for a moment, “I don’t know you.”
“What? How could you forget ol’ Sevens?” I sat down in the stool next to him. “After all the time we spent together in basic?”
“Listen, buddy, I don’t know you and in case you can’t tell I’m a little busy right now. So shove off.” 
He turned back to the mare and I tapped him on the shoulder again. He turned back again, “Come on, buck. You’ll remember me if you just think back.” 
He glared at me, his teeth bared. “Do you have a hearing problem?”
I just smiled. “Well, now that you mention it, I’ve had this little bug in my ear for the past few days, but I heard you just fine.”
“Are you stupid or something?”
“A little bit, yeah.” Then I kissed him full on the lips.
I am constantly amazed at how easy someponies are to piss off. The swing was clumsy at best and missed me by a fair margin. Of course, situated as he was, it threw him off balance and he tumbled to the floor.
I took the opportunity to smile at the mare. “I’d like to apologize for my acquaintance here. Now, if you'll excuse me, I have some business to take care of.” The stallion was just starting to get to his hooves when I pressed my own down on his back. “Look, you don’t really want to fight in here, do you? Just think of all the trouble that will cause, broken bottles, stools, tables... faces. Just look at this scar.” I rubbed the puckered skin along my jaw. “Got this from the last fight I was in... well, it was more a sucker punch than a fight. And the scar is actually from the surgery af-”
He rolled out from under my hooves, cutting me off and rising up to a fighting stance. Maybe he had had more to drink than I realized, or maybe I was just better at hoof-to-hoof fighting than I realized. Either way his attempts to hit me were pathetic. I almost felt bad for him.
He swung wildly and I managed to dodge most of his punches and kicks. It was a good thing I was still wearing my armor, because when he did make contact I felt it. I tried to counter him as best I could. I only threw a punch when I thought I would actually hit him. Either I hit like a foal or he knew how to take a beating, or both.
“So, was that your first kiss then? I mean, you weren’t terrible, but I have had better.” He snorted and charged at me again. I jumped into the air and watched as he slid into the wall. He wobbled unsteadily as I landed behind him. I used my forehooves to steady him. Of course he didn’t appreciate where I steadied him. His whole body stiffened as I wrapped my legs around his flank, “My you’re so warm and soft, mmmm.”
“Get your hooves off me!” He bucked, trying to dislodge me. “GET THE FUCK OFF ME YOU FUCKING PERVERT!”
“What? You don’t like it when somepony touches you without permission? I wonder if there’s a lesson here? Nah.”
He bellowed in rage and managed to get a hoof in my stomach. I rolled with the kick and came back up on my hooves a few paces away. Even with the blood in my mouth I was feeling downright giddy. I even pranced a little. I spotted Candy still sitting at the bar trying to hide a smile behind her hoof. I smiled back at her, which turned out to be the wrong move.
His right hook came out of nowhere. “I’m gonna break you in half.”
I managed to catch the return left and slap him with a wing, “Side to side, *phew*, or front to back?” I huffed, “I’m just curious because,” I held up a hoof as I took in a deep breath, “though both are impressive, I think one of those is down right impossible.” So it wasn’t my best line, but was it bad enough to throw a chair? He apparently thought so.
The chair flew past my head and crashed into the opposite wall, breaking two of its legs. As it turns out, breaking a chair is where the bartender draws the line.
*SHUCK-SHUCK*
We both froze, our heavy breaths colliding in the small space between our snouts. Heads turning slowly we faced the bar and shotgun drifting slowly between us. The trooper glared at the bartender, hot blood still pumping through his system. I, on the other hoof, smiled sheepishly lifting a leg to step away.
“Ehp!” The shotgun tilted in my direction. “Exit’s the other way buck.”
“Ah, yes, of course.”
Candy raised a hoof and pushed the the barrel, pointing it directly at the soldier. “Lucky, you stay right where you are. You,” she said, looking towards the buck. “Get out of our casino.” 
There was a tense silence as the soldier continued to glare down the barrel of the shotgun, until somepony started tapping their hooves. Every eye turned to me. I looked down. All four of my hooves seemed to be bouncing up and down on their own. With a great deal of effort I stood stock still, for all of five seconds before my tail began swishing side to side and my feathers tapping my sides. 
The soldier moved forward until he was pushing his forehead into mine and glaring into my eyes. “This. Isn’t. Over.” 
So I licked his nose. The look on his face was priceless. I could hear the grinding of his teeth as he struggled to not get himself filled with lead. With a final snort he spun around and smacked me across the cheek with his tail, his horseshoes clicking loudly as he crossed the tavern and left. I managed to not make any cat calls as the door closed.
“What the hay was that, Lucky?” Candy asked.
“Well, I couldn’t just sit by and watch as he treated that mare like-- hey, where’ she go?” I looked around the bar, “Where did everypony go?”
“Lucky, why don’t you come have a seat?”
“But where’d everypony go?”
“They left when you two started swingin’, hon.”
“You said our casino. This is your casino? How’d you get a casino?”
She sighed, “That’s a boring story and-- will you stop that!”
I tilted my head, “Stop what?”
“Tapping your hooves.”
I looked down, I was stepping like a foal needing to use the restroom. I smiled back at her sheepishly and stopped. “Sorry.”
“Are you going to tell me why we didn’t throw him out with the other one?” the bartender asked. His face scrunched in an unhappy way.
“Because I want to keep him where I can see him and- damn it, I said stop!”
“Sorry.” I said, retaking my stool. “I just can’t seem to sit still. I feel like I could fly from here to Dise and back without breakin’ a sweat. Hey, can I get another soda. Those things are delicious. They’re like a buck to the face, with--”
“Lucky!”
“Yes?”
“Shut up.”
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It wasn’t long before ponies began to fill the bar. Whether locals, troopers on leave, or the members of the caravan, they were all being driven in by the rain which wasn’t about to let up anytime soon. As more and more ponies showed up the mood began to sour. Between the weather outside and the lack of mares many of the patrons were downright somber. 
That changed when a small group of ponies took to the stage in one corner. The effect was immediate- the ponies all sat up straighter in anticipation of the coming entertainment. The instruments were, to put it mildly, made out of little more than scrap and I didn’t put much hope in the quality of the music that was to follow. When the first notes filled the air I was stunned. It brought the gathered ponies to a hush. Suddenly I wasn’t the only one who couldn’t hold back tapping a hoof or two.
A group of ponies decided that they wanted to be more active in their participation and began pushing tables out of the way. A space was cleared of tables and chairs and quickly filled with moving and shaking ponies. The band didn’t miss a beat and responded by switching to music more suited to dancing. The fast paced melodies were infectious and Candy quickly decided to add her own moves to the impromptu dance floor. Unfortunately, she also decide to include me in this venture, dragging me across the floor and planting me in the center of the writhing ponies.
Everything after that began to blur together. I had to have been out on that dance floor for hours; I think I even had a few stallions come onto me, though with everything going I never managed to notice their faces or Cutie Marks. Every time I stepped away from the dance floor Candy would grab me another bottle of Sparkle-Cola. They were like instant recharges and I quickly found myself back in the bustle of the dance floor.
Eventually the night ran down and I was the only pony left on the dance floor. Candy decided that it was time for me to hit the hay. She led me up the back stairs to the few rooms that they kept above the bar. 
The moment we hit the top steps everything seemed to come to a screeching halt- all of my energy disappeared in the blink of an eye. I would have fallen back down the stairs if Candy hadn’t been there to catch me with her magic. My legs refused to support my weight. I stumbled, forcing her to support me and half carry me to the room. 
I was so tired that each time I blinked the world jerked forward as though I wasn’t moving through the intervening space. I could hear Candy mumbling something about stallions and drinks, but I couldn’t focus enough to process the words properly.
The soft squeal of hinges brought my eyes back forward and, with a great deal of effort, I managed to focus for more than two seconds. We were walking into a decent sized bedroom. The princess size bed filled most of the space with a dresser and vanity on either side. Much to my chagrin the color scheme matched the room’s occupant to a T.
I tried to complain about that, but before I could form the words the entire world tilted. I was falling and instinctively flared my wings out to catch myself. Candy cursed again about something or other, but by then my eyes were already closed. 

***********
Footnote: 
Go on and pull the other one, it’s got bells on.
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Chapter 6: WMTSW 2

Fallout Equestria: Rolling Bones
Wallkirk Memorial Train Station West: Day Two

“... and experience comes from poor judgment.”

I rolled out of my cot, landing on the dirt floor of the tent. A yawn forced my jaw open as I stretched, forcing my barrel to the ground and my forelegs as far out as they would go while my wings flared out. My muscles strained and pulled under my skin and fur until I heard a series of satisfying pops. Relaxing with a sigh I twisted my neck from one side to the other eliciting another series of pops as my spine realigned itself.
The terrible dreams dissipated from my mind as I smiled at the familiar surroundings of my tent inside the Watchers compound. The hoof locker, the small table in the corner, the stiff cot, and the gray mare still sleeping beneath the covers. My smile widened as my gaze lingered on the mare, her chest slowly rising and falling under the thin blanket.
Stepping back to the edge of the cot I leaned over and softly nuzzled the side of her face, breathing in her soft scent. 
I stopped, my brow creasing in concern. Sniffing at her mane again I stumbled backwards. There was no smell.
She stirred, rising up to stand on the cot. Her tangle of a mane hid her face as she stretched her legs before turning to face me. Green eyes smiled back at me from under a pink mane.
“Whatever’s the matter, hon? Why don’t you come here and let me make it all better?” she asked, with a sultry smile.
“Y-- you, you--” I managed to stammer at the pink unicorn.
“You remember me,” she said, smiling coyly.
Hopping off the bed she moved to close the distance between us, slowly backing me into the canvas of the tent wall. My hindlegs hit the hooflocker as my forelegs kept moving backwards, dropping me to my haunches. 
“Leave me alone!” I shouted at her, lifting my forelegs defensively.
"Isn't this what you want, hon?" she asked, rubbing her muzzle against the right side of my face. She licked the puckered scar, sending a shiver trhough me. "We could have so much fun!"
I put a hoof on her chest to force her a leg’s length away and cupped my head in a wing against the headache starting to form. "This... this isn’t right."
Nothing happened for a few seconds until I looked up through my feathers. My entire body went slack as my eyes took in the yellow unicorn pressing herself against my outstretched hoof.
“Lucky? What’s wrong Lucky?” her soft voice was like a knife to my heart. She tore herself away, moving back to the cot as tears formed in her eyes.
“I-- I--” I stammered, struggling to find words while my mind raced to come to grips with everything that was happening. I watched uncomprehendingly as the blue tailed mare nudged her way under the sheets.
Aloe didn’t look my way as she buried her face in the pillow. Her soft sobs had no trouble coming through the thin padding covering her muzzle. I dropped back to my hooves, stepping toward the shaking mare.
“A-- Aloe?”
“Go away!” she cried into the pillow, “Leave me ALONE!”
I cringed at the hurt and anger in her voice, taking an involuntary step back. Nickering for a fool, I pushed forward to stand beside the cot. I pressed a hoof to her quaking shoulder. My hoof tingled as she forced it away with her magic. “You know I can’t do that,” I said with more conviction than I felt. “What’s wrong sis?”
“What’s wrong? What’s wrong!” she growled, twisting around to glare at me through red puffy tear stained eyes. “I’m NOT your sister!”
“But... I... si--”
A yellow hoof shot out, snapping my head to the side. I fought down my emotions and turned back to her. Her other hoof came out, twisting my head to the other side. Tears stung my eyes as I forced myself to look at her again. 
"How many? How many of those whorses," she spat the word with every bit of hate she could muster.
My jaw dropped at the accusation. "I've never--"
"And each time I had to sit there, smiling, like everything was okay. Like I didn’t care, like my heart wasn’t breaking, while you shoved your nose under anypony who’d let you.”
My eyes dropped to the floor as I searched for words. “I...”
A hoof pressed under my chin, cutting me off and forcing me to look at the earth pony standing on my bed. I gaped at the stallion glaring down at me.
“You don’t remember me. Of course not. But I remember you. I’ll never forget that night. You noticed my furtive glances and scooted just a little closer so that you could run a feather up my side and whispering sweetly in my ear. How could I ever hope to concentrate on the cards in my hooves.” He rolled over on his back, legs splayed out and staring up at the white canvas ceiling. “I hardly noticed my chips slowly disappearing, too distracted by your sweet words and attentions. All of a sudden I couldn’t cover the bet. You talked me into putting my pipbuck up. Then you took me for everything I had.” His voice dripped with venom, “You screwed me good and left without a second thought.”
I pressed a hoof to my head as my vision began to swim. My stomach soured and twisted. My forelegs buckled and I lurched forward into the buck’s waiting embrace.
“But it’s okay, Lucky.” He cooed in my ear. “I forgive you.” I tried to pull away, to stand on my own, only for him to hold my head so our muzzles were almost touching. I did nothing when his lips pressed against mine. 
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Rain beat a steady rhythm on glass. I turned away from the pony laying beside me to look out the window. I didn’t have glass windows in my tent.
It was a languid swim out of the dwindling fog of sleep as sensation began to make its slow return. The soft padding of the mattress was a slim buffer against the sharp springs pressing against me. A foreleg draped idly over my chest that I didn’t bother to question. The moist warmth of another pony’s breath played against the back of my neck. The last remnants of dream faded, leaving not but the faintest impressions of lust and desire.
The leg tightened at my stirring, pressing heavily into a sore spot. The fog that had been impairing my thoughts shattered with a jolt and I jumped out of the embrace and off the edge of the bed. I cried out as a rear hoof caught in the bed sheets and I tumbled to the floor. 
The sudden impact with the hardwood was like an alarm clocking exploding in my head. Every nerve in my body decided that now was the perfect time to remind me of last night. My wings and hooves moved instinctively to comfort the painful aches only to pull and push at the tight, sore, muscles. 
“Why does it huurrrrt?” I moaned to nopony in particular, curling into a tight ball.
The creak of the bed behind me drew my eyes open. The pony’s yawning overcame the rain beating a steady rhythm on the window. “Why’s what hurt, hon?”
“Eh-heverythiiiinnnng,” I whined louder, realizing I had an audience to share in my discomfort.
“That’s what you get for picking a fight with an earth pony,” Candy replied, without the smallest wit of sympathy. I ignored her, groaning even louder and trying to rub the pain out of my entire body. “Would you be quiet,” she mumbled, “some of us are still tryin’ to sleep.” I responded by aiming for a higher pitch. Her retort took the form of a pillow colliding with the side of my face.
After a little more self pity I managed to suck it up and push myself to my hooves, my wings hung to the floor, limp and useless. A bruise on my face made it almost impossible to open my eye without it wincing shut.
“*Shnurk*.”
I turned to face the voice, the multiple shades of pink blurred together in my half closed, sleep filled, eyes. “What?”
“Oh, nothing. *shnurk*, I’ve just never seen such a lovely shade of greenish purple before.”
“Har. Har. Har,” I said, turning away to find the vanity mirror. A large purple bump was visible through the fur on my face just under my left eye, with that and the scar along my jaw I barely recognized myself. “Goddesses...”
The pink pony slipped out of the bed as I examined the extent of the damage I had suffered the night before. The clip of her hooves almost seemed to echo around the small room as she moved behind me. Rearing up, she reached her forelegs around my chest and rested her chin on my shoulder. I hissed through my teeth at the mixture of sharp and dull pains her presence caused.
“You’re a sly one,” she mumbled against my neck.
I stopped half-way through shifting my weight to shrug her off my back when her legs tightened their grip across my barrel. I grit my teeth, “What?”
“You act so aloof all day, like you don’t even want me around. Until I half drag you to bed, that is, then you’re all hooves and tongue.” She purred into my ear. My mind slipped a gear. “And making up that story about having a mare waiting for you back in Dise. You really know how to reel a filly in, hon.” 
My eyes opened wide in defiance of the bruise. I finally took in the room reflected in the mirror. The pink sheets of the bed were a complete mess, either piled on the mattress or the floor. Pieces of my armor were strewn about the floor in various states of disassembly. My saddlebags lay open and discarded against the dresser on the opposite side of the room. The smell of old sweat stung my nose. Rainbow Dash stood atop the dress. A little voice in the back of my mind began panicking.
I stopped to breath, letting my chest expand as far as it would go. It’s okay Sevens, everything is fine. The tightness of the muscles and dull pulse of pain dimmed as I forced myself to relax. But the calm quickly began to shake as I exhaled, panic working its way back into my mind. Inhaling again, I focused on the physical pain idly coursing through me, distracting myself with the more pressing problems of the present.
I turned away from the mirror, ignoring Candy as best I could. She didn’t protest against my movement and allowed herself to slip off my back. I braced myself for the verbal and physical prodding that I was sure she would continue, but I was as surprised as I was grateful when she flopped back onto the bed and wrapped herself in what remained of the sheets.
My wings dragged along the ground as I crossed the room to retrieve my necklace. Balancing on my rear hooves I quickly slipped my head through the loop. The panic that had been building melted as the familiar weight of the doll pressed against my neck and shoulders. With a contented sigh I turned to the rest of my belongings and began collecting the scattered bits of my armour by kicking them into a pile next to my saddlebags.
I looked down at the saddlebags and the pile of green scale plates laying next to them. I looked back up at the mare now camouflaged with the bed. I nickered softly in resignation and began stuffing the flexible plates into my saddlebags. Gripping the back strap with my teeth I struggled to fit it across my flanks. Sore, tired muscles protested my twisting and turning as I secured the burden in place.
Satisfied, I headed for the exit. The door opened with a soft creak. “Lucky.” I stopped halfway through the door and turned to look at the mare sitting up on the bed. “Stay out of my casino.”
I glared at Candy. “What?”
“I haven't forgotten what happened at The Moon. I don’t know how you did it, but I won’t have a repeat performance in my casino.”
“What? What’re you talking about?”
“Your little trick. I’ve watched hundreds of ponies try to beat the house: Card counters, weighted dice, marking cards, switching chips, unicorns scrambling the slots. I spent all night watching you. I watched you move from one table to the next, and I watched you win. I watched the dice tumble, the cards flip, the slots roll, even the roulette wheel spin.” Her voice became agitated, though whether at me or herself I couldn’t be sure. “I watched you win again and again and again. But no matter how closely I watched I couldn’t figure it out. I won’t have you taking my casino.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Of course you don’t,” she said, dropping back onto the bed.
“Sure, whatever,” I said, with a snort and a shake of my head I stepped into the hallway and closed the door behind me. Candy was a nut case. I may not remember much of that night, but I definitely didn’t win all the time. If I had a ‘little trick’ to steal money from the casinos I would’ve used it, if only out of spite. With another shake of my head I cast the thoughts aside.
I looked at my wings still dragging against the floor. A mess of twisted and out of angle feathers greeted me. The desire to preen them was difficult to resist. But the prospect of twisting at all, much less enough to reach my wings, kept me from attempting it. Ruffled and uncomfortable, I forced my wings to fold against my sides.
The more prevalent pains faded quickly, leaving me with a dull ache that I could look forward to until I got my hooves on some form of treatment. As I moved down the hallway I began to run through everything I could remember from Tracker’s many lessons on the subject. There were a number of treatments that could work, ointments and salves that would relieve most of the discomfort and reduce swelling, but I would need to get to the medical wagon to see what was available. My attention was still preoccupied with these thoughts as I reached the bottom of the steps.
“Colt!” And with a single word my hopes of making it out anytime soon where shattered. “Where’d you disappear to yesterday? And good Goddesses, what happened to your face?” 
I took a moment to press a hoof to my forehead in preparation for the coming headache. I didn’t need to look to see the large brown stallion to know he was there, but I did anyways. He sat at one of the round tables filling most of the bar room, something green I couldn’t identify covered a plate and a good portion of his muzzle; I assumed it was food... I was only half right. I tried my best to glare at Spoon, I doubt I was very effective. “Oh, you know, here and there, this and that.”
“Don’t be like that. Come, sit down and tell uncle Spoon all about it. I’ll even buy you some brunch,” he said, waving a hoof at the bartender.
“No, thank--” I said, just about to ignore him and keep walking when my stomach betrayed me. “--you...” Spoon didn’t say anything as he motioned to the chair across from him. I gave into my body’s urging and took the seat across from him.
 
The bar was empty save for the two of us and the same bartender from the night before. He frowned at me for some reason before stepping into what I assumed was the kitchen.
“So, your face?” Spoon asked, before taking another bite of the green goop on his plate.
I eyed the ‘food’, still not entirely certain that that was the proper term, before answering. “I got into a fight.”
“With what? A flight of stairs?”
“Har. Har. Har.” I said, crossing my forehooves just below the doll hanging from my neck.
“Seriously, what did you do? Hit on some buck’s mare?”
“Not exactly.”
He looked up from his meal. “Some mare’s buck?”
“Not exactly,” I said with a shrug, looking at the floor.
“So, what ‘exactly’?”
I sighed realizing that he wasn’t about to drop it, “I--”
“He kissed a stallion who was none too accepting of the idea,” the bartender said, dropping a steaming plate of the same green mush that Spoon was chewing on the table in front of me.
Spoon’s eyes bugged out as he tried to laugh or choke on the paste. “What-- *cough* Why?”
“I--”
“Because he doesn’t know how to mind his own business.” 
I glared up at the sky blue unicorn. He returned the glare before heading back behind the bar.
Spoon glanced between me and the back of the unicorns head, “You mind filling me in on what that’s all about?”
I grimaced as the smell of the leafy goop reached my nose. “I haven’t the slightest. What’s this stuff supposed to be anyways?”
“Canned spinach. So, you kissed a stallion?”
I licked the pile of ‘spinach’ and almost gagged. “How can you eat this crap?”
“Just try not to taste it and it won’t make you too sick. Kissed a stallion?”
I grumbled under my breath. He just wasn’t going to drop it. “He was being... inconsiderate to a mare and wouldn’t take the hint.”
“So... you kissed him?”
I gazed longingly into his eyes and, with a bat of my eyes, purred, “Are you jealous?”
The blank look on his face lasted a solid five seconds before falling apart. “Hahahahahahah.” His hoof pounded the table causing the plates to bounce. “I knew there was a reason I liked you, Colt.”
I snorted derisively and took my first bite of my ‘food’ without thinking. My lips pulled a mouthful of soggy green leaves into my mouth. The taste was something akin to raw sewage soaked in enough salt to dry out a lake. My tongue tried to shrivel back into my throat while my stomach preemptively attempted to prevent the slime from making it any further into my body.
The foul substance dropped out of my open mouth with an unappetizing splat and immediately reformed into the rest of the mass. I frantically scrapped at my tongue with a toe, failing miserably to remove the repulsive taste. Spoon grinned through his mouthful of the vile substance.
“Hu cah oo eet at it?”
He swallowed with only the smallest grimace. “Practice.”
“I think I’d rather starve.” I said, pushing the insult to food across the table. I raised a hoof to signal the bartender.
“What?” he called, from behind the counter.
I had had just about enough of his attitude. I turned to face him and received another dose of the ‘evil eye’. “What’s your problem? Did I sleep with your sister or something?”
“Yes.”
There was a very, very, awkward silence as I tried to decide if he was joking. He didn’t look like he was joking. It didn’t take long for my mind to connect the dots. Spoon, on the other hoof, failed to avoid choking on his ‘food’. “Candy’s your sister!”
Globules of half chewed leaves splattered across the side of my face. “Candy?”
“Appletosser!” Candy called as she stepped down from the stairs behind the bar.
My neck whipped around from the mare trotting into the bar back to the pony sitting across from me. “Appletosser?”
“Candy, I haven’t seen you since you kicked us all out of The Moon,” Spoon called, rising from his seat and ignoring me completely.
“It’s your own fault, hon, keepin’ company with Solder and his like won’t earn you friends in a casino,” she said, with a sly grin that quickly faded as her eyes widened. “He’s not here is he? So help me Apple, if I find out he was in my--”
“Don’t worry your pretty pink mane,” Spoon interrupted, “Oracle won’t let him anywhere near a casino since that little incident. Besides, it’s not like he ever kept the chips.”
The two finished closing the distance between them and pulled each other into a quick embrace. Stepping back Candy waved a hoof towards the bartender. “Sam, I’ve told you about Appletosser and his buddies. Apple, this is my brother Sesame.”
Spoon, sorry, I mean Appletosser, smiled and nodded to the blue unicorn behind the bar. He only received a stiff acknowledgement in return before the unicorn grunted and disappeared into the kitchen. Unperturbed, Spoon led the pink unicorn to our table and pulled out a chair for her before reclaiming his own seat.
“This is your casino? How’d you manage that one?”
Candy fanned a hoof at the side of her face while turning her nose up and away. “A lady never reveals her secrets.” 
Spoon’s face lit up as he turned his head, looking around the empty bar. “Where is she? I’ve never met a real lady before.” Candy’s punch to his shoulder only increase his mirth. “Ooooh,” he laughed, rubbing his shoulder. “Oooh, you meant yourself. You can see where I might get confused.” He continued to chuckle for a few seconds, until something seemed to click in his brain and he glanced between Candy and I. “You lucky Buck you. I’ve been trying to get this one in the sack for years. How’d you do it?”
My face fell as guilt twisted my stomach. “Can we please talk about something else?”
For once Candy seemed to take pity on me. “How’s the old war horse doing these days?”
“I wish I knew.” Spoon sighed. “Fool’s impossible to read if he doesn’t want you to. I thought things were going well, but after yesterday... I’ll have to keep an eye on him.”
I looked up in confusion. Spoon’s face had gone sour and Candy’s didn’t look much better.
“What happened yesterday?” Candy asked.
“Lock Step happened.”
Candy seemed almost as confused as I was. “I don’t follow, hon. What’s that pompous stallion have to do with anything?”
“He’s Field’s brother.”
Candy’s eyes widened for a moment as her lips formed an ‘O’. Both ponies went quiet, leaving me completely in the dark. Just once I would like to be the one who knows what is going on. “So...” I began, “I take it that’s a bad thing?”
Spoon’s eyes told a tale all their own. There were another few seconds of quiet before he spoke. “I... look, everypony’s got a story and most of them aren’t the happy kind... bad things happened to good ponies... and good ponies did bad things... there are some mistakes you never stop paying for.” He dropped some caps on the table as he pushed away, suddenly losing his appetite, and turned to leave. “Our time table’s been moved up, we’re leaving tomorrow as soon as the Watchers can finish their business.”
“That’s it?” I asked.
Spoon didn’t look back as he made his way to the exit. “It’s not my place, Buck. If Oracle wants to talk to you about it he will, but I wouldn’t hold my breath.” He stopped with a hoof on the door. “It was nice seeing you again Candy. Maybe we’ll get a chance to reminisce when we pass through on our way back.” Without waiting for a response he stepped out into the storm.
I turned to Candy and asked the most important question on my mind. “Appletosser?”
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The small overhang protected me from the worst of the rain as I stepped outside. The light shower had become a real downpour since the night before. Small rivers of water washed through the ruts in the already muddy ground, threatening to wash out the streets completely. 
I adjusted the holster on my shoulder, Candy had been insistent that I not leave unarmed, something about pissing off the wrong ponies. She tried to make me wear the armor too, but I had drawn the line there. 
I watched as the locals and Watchers galloped across the street and between what protection they could find under the still intact eaves. With their heads bent down and tails tucked between their legs, they tried their best to avoid the inclement weather. Their efforts were completely wasted as even crossing the street left them dripping on the other side. Even the few wearing rain gear moved with no less haste, almost as though they were as afraid of the rain itself as getting soaked.
I stepped out under the downpour. The rain took no time to soak through my mane and fur. I gasped at the sudden chill that sent a shiver from the base of my neck down to my hooves. Fighting through the cramped muscles, I extended my tight sore wings as far as they would go. They shook as I forced the muscles to unbind against their will. The cold rainwater may have numbed the ache slightly, but it only made the muscles that much tighter. 
Tilting my head back I let the rain pour over my face, washing away the grit and grime of the past week. With a sigh I opened my eyes towards the sky. I could see the small glowing ball of the sun through the thick clouds nearing its zenith. A shiver ran down my spine, throwing water off my hide and my thoughts back to ground level.
I began trotting towards the lights of the hotel. A quick stop to get a room and drop off my stuff and I could head out to the camp and do something about my tired, sore hide.
The revolving doors gave way to an empty atrium with four more doors a few strides deeper in. I looked around to make sure no pony could see me. Yup. I stretched out my neck and began twisting my head from side to side sending waves through my fur and water out into the air. Smiling to myself, and feeling a bit lighter, I pushed open the wooden doors and trotted into a surprisingly nice hotel lobby. 
Everything was clean. The dark wood floors were polished to a mirror shine with small red rugs positioned sporadically about. Groups of chairs and couches populated the center of the lobby, creating small pockets where groups of ponies could converse in comfort. Though old, they were amazingly well upholstered and looked to be clean. 
A grand staircase directly ahead of me split in two half a floor up with second and third floor balconies looking down on the open lobby. To the right the polished check-in counter took up the entire wall; a book floating in the air blocked my view of the pony reading it. To my left a large empty fireplace dominated the wall. A herd of foals stretched out on the floor with their attention riveted on a familiar white mare lounging comfortably on the stone outcropping.
“Lucky,” Rose Blossom called, motioning me over with a hoof. The herd of foals turned, craning their necks to look at me expectantly.
I turned back to the counter and the pony hidden behind a book. I could just ignore her, get my room and be off to the wagons and sweet relief. My eyes flitted back to the small gathering. The smile on Rose’s lips twitched. Damn. I ran a wing along my jaw before turning my legs toward the waiting ponies.
“I was just about to tell the story of Hearth’s Warming Eve.”
“Hearth Warming Eve?” I asked, sitting beside the mare.
“Well then, it’s a good thing you came when you did,” she said, before turning back to face the gathered fillies and colts. She closed her eyes for a moment to collect herself. Before I could protest she began to speak, her voice taking on a lyrical quality. 
“In years long past and days far gone
The tribes were separate, inwardly drawn
‘Fore Celestia’s grace or Discord’s reign
Equestria was naught but the dreamer’s domain
From mountains and castles proud
The Unicorns one day vowed
That every morning their magic would flar
To always ensure that the sun would be there
Pegasi, winged warriors, fast and true
Guardians of the others as they flew
For stewards of weather, both strong and weak
Controlling the clouds was an easy feat.
The Earth Ponies they stayed close to the ground
Where food and supplies could always be found
Digging and plowing and planting the seed
To harvest at times when there was need
Each tribe lived separate, detached and alone
Concerned with the plight of only their own
Though on one another each pony relied
Among them, Harmony did not reside.
A storm, a blizzard swept through the land
Of wind and ice and snow unplanned
On the ground crops withered and died
Leaving all tribes hungry, empty inside
Discontent reigned as each blamed the other
For the bite of the cold, but more for the hunger
A meeting was called, with a hope to end
This untimely, this unwanted, this chilling trend
Arguments, accusations, and anger ensued
With leaders who could not put aside their feud
Separate, alone each tribe left
To find a land to suit them best
On hoof and wing, to lands unknown
All ponies sought a bright new home
Of sun and cloud the Pegasi found
A firmament free, completely unbound
Under a mountain from which they could rule
The Unicorns found a trove of gem and jewel
Where Earth Ponies found plains to sow
Fertile land where their seeds would grow
The three look ‘round and gaped at the view
Of the other two tribes discovered anew
As fighting and anger, a blizzard churned
With snow and ice, chaos returned
To survive the cold and wind that played
The Ponies fled, in a cave they stayed
Freezing with cold and anger and hate
Three leaders refused to even debate
They bickered and yelled, digging up dregs
As ice climbed fetlocks, freezing their legs
The seconds they watched with fear and dismay
At the ice creeping up in a dreadful display
For the ice hearted leaders felt not the chill
As towards the others there was no goodwill
Clover and Cookie and Pansy were three
Ponies, who for once, did not disagree
Three huddled together and long overdue
They found a thread they all commonly drew
Friendship and laughter and songs that were sung
They revealed the Windigos, the icy breath that stung
The Bringers of winter, Horses of snow
On hatred they feed, and anger they grow
Hold still now my foals, this tale’s not done
For ponies are still, and together are one
Though, Windigos, ice they continued to spread
Felt Cookie and Pansy and Clover no dread
Three friends had been found without any hate
And together they clung, cold but sedate
The ice climbed their forms, chilling to bone
But deep in their hearts they did not bemoan
As the ice reached up Clover, to cover a horn
A spark, a flair, new magic was born
The fire of friendship, and Harmony’s grace
Cast out the cold, the Windigo’s embrace
They fought and they battered against this new ward
The Windigos, their power, was completely ignored
As the sun broke the sky and cast out the night
The ponies awoke, free of their plight
The Windigos were gone, cast out by the sight
Three ponies together, they could not smite
Spreading the tale of how they were freed
The rest soon realized their great misdeed
Working together, as one from the three
Ponies stay close with Love and Harmony”
Rose Blossom finished, the last syllable fading into the quiet of the lobby. I was about to clap my hooves when she turned, shushing me with a hoof to her lips. I gave her a curious look until she pointed her other leg out at the foals. The entire herd was laying down, fast asleep.
Leaning in close I whispered, “That was amazing. How do you remember it all?”
“It’s not so hard, with a little practice,” she whispered back. 
“If you say so.”
She smiled. “I could teach you.”
“Oh, no,” I said, scooting away, “that’s okay, I think I’ll pass.”
She shook her head without losing her smile before turning away. Pulling out a book she stretched out on the floor. Laying the book open on her hooves she began to read as I turned towards the receptionist.
I only took two steps across the lobby before stopping. My shoes clicked softly on the hardwood, but still caused two small fillies to stir at the sound. Deciding to not disrupt them, or earn the ire of Rose, I leapt into the air. Reaching the apex of my jump my wings extended and I immediately regretted not preening my feathers as my wobbly flight almost brought me face first into the counter.
Landing as softly as I was able I turned my attention to the pony behind the desk. Obscured behind a copy of ‘Tales of a Junktown Spinach Vendor’ he didn’t seem to have noticed me at all. I tapped my hoof lightly on the counter to get his attention. The book floated down a few inches revealing a blond maned and gray coated stallion. 
He frowned at me, obviously annoyed at his job getting in the way of his reading. I could relate... sort of. “Yes?”
“Hey, is that a complete copy of ‘Tales of a Junktown Spinach Vendor’?” He gave a small nod. “Wow. My copy is missing most of chapter five and all of seven through ten.”
His face brightened considerably even as the frown returned. “That’s too bad, chapter five is a doozy and eight, don’t get me started on eight.”
“Really?” I asked, managing to keep my voice down while sounding excited at the same time. “You have to tell me what happens in chapter five.”
“I wouldn’t want to spoil it for you.”
“Spoil it? Friend, I’ve been waiting to find out what happens for two years! Please!” I begged, putting on my best pout.
“Well... I could let you borrow it.”
“Oh, but I wouldn’t have time. Just chapter five,” I smiled, pleadingly.
“Alright then. Let’s see... you know...” He continued to talk and I continued to pretend that I cared at all. As his voice droned on I nodded and smiled, acting excited and sad at all the right parts, interjecting an exclamation here and there when appropriate. “And that’s where chapter five ends.”
“Wow,” I said, sitting back on my haunches. “Thank you so much, now I can go and read chapter six.”
“What will you do after that?”
“Maybe when we are coming back through I’ll have time to take you up on your offer. Oh, that reminds me, I do need a room for the night. Do you still have any rooms available?”
“Sure do. Fifty caps a night.”
“FIFTY--” I quickly shoved a hoof in my mouth. “Fifty caps?” I asked much quitter with a hint of dejection and a soft sigh.
“Is that a problem?” he asked.
“No, no, I should have enough...” I let my voice trail off as I turned my head to look into my saddlebags.
“I could knock a little off--”
“No, no, I couldn’t let you do that. Wouldn’t your boss get mad?” I asked, looking back up at him with a small pout on my lips. Like taking candy from a baby.
He let out a soft snort and waved a hoof, “That old nag, I could give you the room and she would never know”
I let my eyes widen slightly, “You could do that?” Just as he started to respond I cut him off. “No, I couldn’t ask you to do that, it wouldn’t be right.”
“Who said anything about asking?” A set of keys floated off the wall behind him in a gray light. “Here, room 305, best room in the place.”
I looked longingly at the keys floating above the counter. “No, I have the caps, I’ll pay for the room.”
The keys floated past my head and dropped into the bags strapped to my flanks. “I insist.”
I let my face hang for a few seconds, staring at the stallion. “I don’t know what to say...” I smiled coyly, “you have to let me thank you somehow.”
A small blush turned his grey cheeks a slight shade of pink. “No thanks necessary. Just don’t go spreading it around.”
“My lips are sealed.” I leaned over the counter, whispering into his ear, “But if you want that to change, well, you know where I’m staying.”
I didn’t stick around to see his reaction. Giving the foals a wide berth I headed up the stairs, my tail swishing from side to side until I turned the corner to follow the stairs up to the left.
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I unlocked the door to room 305 and pushed in. The key dropped from my mouth. The buck wasn’t pulling my tail; the room was Huge, with a capital ‘H’. This had to be the Princess suite.
Glow stones filled the room with light as I entered, illuminating everything. The walls were so pristine that they could not have been repainted more than a few years ago. A short hallway led into the the room with a closet on the left and the bathroom on the right. The inside of the room itself was crowded only because of the massive princess sized bed and breakfast table that took up most of the floor space. Wide eyed, I trotted in and let me bags slide to the ground.
Finally, some time for Sevens.
When I finally trotted out of the room I was smiling. For the first time in days I was feeling good. Dry, preened, and clean, the only thing I wanted now was food. I headed back to the stairs that would take me down to the lobby and hopefully a decent lunch.
As I moved down the hallway I began to hear noises coming from one of the other rooms. I found myself slowing down, trying to make out the noises. The soft squeak of an ancient mattress, the primal grunts of a stallion exerting himself, the unmistakably moist sounds of sex. I whinnied, quickening my pace towards the stairs.
I was almost past the door in question when a muffled cry leaked out and pulled me up short. Shaking my head I tried to keep moving. It wasn’t any of my business. I moved a hoof only for another, more panicked, scream to pull at my ears. Maybe just a peek to make sure everything is okay. I shook my head, this wasn’t my problem; it’s probably just a couple getting a little too frisky and surprising each other. Just one peek, that’s it.
The door opened without resistance, odd that it was unlocked. I kept the door as closed as possible while nuzzling my head into the room. Small cracks ran through the ancient, and faded, yellow paint on the walls. A pre-war dresser and empty bookcase framed the only window on the opposite side of the room. The wall to the right was decorated with a single faded painting of what I could only guess was a landscape. Under the picture sat a table bearing a set of open saddlebags. But the two figures on the bed were what drew all of my attention.
My teeth ground together at the sight of the red coated mare bound and tied in cords of black rope that contorted her body. Thick cables tied around her rear knees were attached to the back corners of the bed, preventing her from closing her hindlegs. Her forelegs were bound together over her head and lashed to the low headboard, forcing her face into the pillow. Another line ran from the silver collar around her neck to her dock; the taught cord pulling her tail into the air and the collar into her throat, causing her to breath in ragged gasps. The widest cord ran along her spine connecting her shoulders and splitting as it wrapped around her hips, pulled so tight that it bent her back and forced her groin into the air. 
My vision tunneled at the sight of the small teal buck mounting her. His orange mane whipping through the air as he slapped against her flanks. A small multi tailed scourge in his mouth rose and fell in quick succession, lashing against her back and cutting into her side. Dark spots of blood welled up from under her coat where he struck her. 
I stormed in without thinking. Neither pony noticing until I’d cleared the distance to the stallion. He stopped mid thrust, a look of pure shock on his face. His mouth opened, dropping the small whip, as I spun and caught him across the jaw with a solid buck. His head snapped back as he lifted off the mare and crashed into the old dresser with a painful crack. Red stained where his head slid against the wood.
I snorted at the crumpled heap on the floor and turned to the mare. She struggled against the bindings, blue magic flaring wildly at the knots. Her words and cries came out muffled by the pillow jammed into her face. Quickly moving to her side I worked the cord tied to her collar until it came off, taking the pressure off her throat. 
“It’s okay, you’ll be fine, just let me get these off of you,” I said soothingly, and went straight to work on the rest of the knots. Though they looked extremely complicated, the knots came off with incredible ease. Freeing her shoulders and hips I went to work on the bindings around her forelegs. The ropes gave way and her legs sagged to the bed. 
Her head rose with a blue glow encasing her horn as her eyes found me. My jaw would have dropped if it hadn’t been forced shut by a cord of magic that caught me under the chin and flung me into the nearest corner of the room. I flailed at the magic pinning me to the wall, the tips of my hooves just barely scratching the floor.
She ignored my gasping struggle for air; her horn glowing a little brighter as she focused on the rest of the ties still binding her to the bed. The ropes fell away and for the first time I noticed her Cutie Mark. Fuck. 
Standing up on her bed Cross stretched. Lifting legs and rolling joints, she loosened stiff and strained muscles. Her neck and spine popped loudly as she twisted and arched her back. She took a single deep breath with closed eyes before turning her attention outward.
Her long blonde mane fell loosely about her face as she turned, taking in the room. Her eyes found the stallion just beginning to stir on the ground. Hooves clicked on the wooden floor as she stepped off the bed. Trotting up to him she tilted his head back with a hoof, forcing him to look into her eyes. “Go.”
“Wh-what about m-my c-c-caps?” he stuttered.
Darkness began to creep into the edge of my vision as I watched. She leaned forward, her muzzle almost inside his ear. Her lips moved as she whispered, but I couldn't make out what she told him. His eyes slowly widened. His jaw went slack. 
When she pulled back he cautiously got to his hooves and slinked forward, careful not to make any sudden movements. The moment he was out of her hoofs’ reach he bolted for the door, his orange mane flying off his head, revealing the pink hair beneath.
Cross turned back to me. The anger in her eyes burning as bright as ever. Before I could blink she charged, her fore hooves pinning my wings to the walls. She pinched the nerve running along the bone between her steel shoes and the wall, causing them to twitch and flex.
I whinnied in pain as blackness closed in around me. I tried to pull away as she leaned closer, but only managed to cram the side of my face against the wall. She growled softly from deep in her throat as she stretched her neck to whisper in my ear. 
“Sometimes,” she purred, “I like to switch roles.”
I flinched as something cold and flat pressed against my stomach. I felt it slid up my exposed chest until it was just below my necklace. It didn’t stop. Moving up and turning, a sharp point pressing into my neck just above my collar bone. Twisting, serrated teeth pushed against my thin flesh and lifted the doll.
I managed to growl as I swung my hooves without thinking, or leverage. My right hoof made contact with her chin, pushing it up toward the ceiling. My left hoof made contact with her wounded side. I dropped my right knee on her foreleg. The shoe pinning my wing slid down less than an inch; enough to free the nerve, but not the wing.
Her head turned back down, a sadistic grin spread on her face as her horn brightened. Before I could move again both my hooves hit the wall. I flailed against the magic binding me to the wall to no avail.
“Mmmm, I love it when they fight back.”
The cold shifted, pulling across the front of my coat. Wet warmth soaked into my fur as my vision shrank to a tight circle.
I gasped, filling my burning lungs as I fell to the floor. My head spinning at the sudden inrush of oxygen. 
I blinked away the tears and darkness, letting in the muted light of the room. A white and black face materialized, filling my vision. I blinked again as his hoof waved between us. Nodding in apparent satisfaction he gripped the sides of my head between his hooves and pulled me off the floor.
Balancing on his hindlegs, Knives held my head in his forelegs and forced me to look into his eyes. He didn’t say anything, nor did him make any noise. His face twitched and his ears moved, but he made no sound. I stood on shaky legs as I struggled to come to terms with not being dead. Closing my eyes I took a deep calming breath. 
The tips of my wings were still numb from where Cross had jammed them to the wall and the right one felt like it was missing a few extra feathers. But it was the shallow cut along my barrel that begged for attention. As my eyes opened they immediately drew to Rainbow Dash and the small cut in the leather just over her left shoulder. 
My eyes immediately locked onto Cross now standing on the other side of the bed. I could only see her for the dirty blond mane on her head and rump. The rest of her disappeared into the red haze tinting my vision.
The momentum of my leap stopped after less than an inch. I didn’t have time to realize what had happened before the floor rushed up to meet me and my chin. The impact flushed my sense and left me completely dazed for a half second. 
Before I could do anything else I felt a sharp pain grip my ear and begin pulling. 
“Ow Ow Ow Ow!” I complained as I was pulled to my hooves. “Lehgo lehgo lehgo lehgo!” He didn’t let go, instead pulling me towards the exit.
The door slammed shut as Knives stepped into the hallway after heaving me out and against the banister. I glared at him from under my wing massaging the ear he had been biting.
“What is this? Beat up Sevens day?” Knives gave me an incredulous, but said nothing. So I kept going. “You try and help out, try to be a good pony, and this is what happens?” I hoisted myself up with one hoof on the banister so I could examine the cut along my barrel. “First you try and help some random filly get away from a jerk of a stallion. And what do you get for your trouble? A bar fight and not even a thank you.” I snorted angrily, but the zebra continued his tactic of not responding. I continued to vent, “Then you hear what sounds like somepony being raped. So naturally you act to save them,” I said, folding on wing to my chest and flaring the other for effect. “Only for the mare you were saving to try and kill you!” Knives remained stoic as I rounded on him. “Then a damn zebra comes in, throws you to the ground, drags you around by the ear, and tosses you into a wall!” I finished, breathing heavily from my nose a hairs breadth from his.
Knives blinked once, cocked his head to the side. Stepping his hindquarters to the side he rounded to stand beside me. Lifting a hoof he pointed to the stairs that led to the lobby. When I didn’t move he dropped his hoof and wrapped the other behind my head. My hooves dragged along the ground as I tried to resist the pull.
“What the Tar! Let go!”
Knives compiled by pushing me forward down the hallway. I stumbled trying to keep from falling on my face for the second time. Regaining my balance I turned back to face him and he motioned me to the stairs again. 
“What? What do you want?” I asked, glaring at the zebra. He started forward, flicking his head toward the stairs. “What? You want me to follow you?” He gave a sharp nod. “Well, too bad. The only place I’m going is my room. I’ve had enough of this Tartarus blasted town!”
I moved to push past him, but his tail caught me around the neck. I pulled against the tight grip trying to free myself. He just started walking away, dragging me along like a collared animal. Growling deep in my throat I launched into the air. Beating my wings until I started lifting him off the ground with me.
Climbing into the air my mane brushed the ceiling as the zebra dangled from my neck. Craning his neck he looked up at me with the same neutral expression. With little more than a grunt he swung back and with the momentum gained managed to catch a hoof behind my back. I was about to kick his head with a hind leg when his free forehoof struck the bundle of muscles just under my wing.
I didn’t have time to be surprised as it went numb and we immediately dropped the short distance back to the ground. Somehow twisting around in the short distance to the floor he landed on top of me and knocked the air out of my lungs. I was still gasping for breath when he began dragging me across the floor to the stairs. 
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The rain hadn’t stopped yet- in fact it seemed to be getting worse. I let my head hang low as I followed the near invisible zebra leading me. I had given up resisting his silent encouragement to follow him after the first flight of steps. It was clearly very important to him that I follow him to... where ever it was he was taking me. Such a wonderful day, and it was barely past lunch time.
The thought of food made my stomach growl. I hadn’t eaten since before Spoon and Echo’s little gag the day before. Without really thinking I tapped one of the buttons on my pipbuck and extra bits of info popped up on my E.F.S. Apparently I wasn’t lacking enough food for it to impact me except for making me hungry. But it was the H2O that caught my attention. The little indicator was hovering just on the safe side of thirsty. The thing must be broken, I had plenty to drink just the night before. 
With another flick of my wing the information disappears, leaving me with just the basics I had learned to almost completely ignore. Sometimes I wonder why I even had the damn thing. Turning my attention back outward again I realized we were nearing the Watchers campsite.
No other ponies seemed to be out and about, not surprising considering the weather. There were, however, light and a faint noise coming from the train car closest to the town. I began to recognise one of the voices as Capsworth. It wasn’t a great leap in logic to assume that the other was the town’s pony in charge of negotiating the trade of bulk goods. Either way it was none of my business. 
Knives still hadn’t said a word to me as we walked around the campsite. Ponies had given me the silent treatment before. Some, like Echo, did it on a regular basis. Usually it was after I said or did something that they they took offense to. I’d never dealt with a preemptive silence before and it left me slightly off balance.
Reaching our destination Knives rapped on the side door of the armory wagon. Soft candlelight spilled out as the door squealed and slid open, revealing the silhouette of the pony inside. “It’s not a day to be outside. Come, dry yourself and find warmth.”
Accepting the hospitality, and the chance to get out of the rain, I followed Knives into the wagon. Flickering orange light filled the interior of the old train car, casting gray shadows that danced along the walls and across the floor. A wall cut off the back half of the wagon, separating it from the armory on the other side. A worktable bolted to the front wall supported an array of glass tubes and containers. The open hooflockers lining the left wall displayed a wide variety of alchemical compounds and plants. 
None of that registered until I managed to draw my eyes off the decor. Small wooden carvings of strange creatures decorated a number of shelves on the walls and every other available surface. It was the odd painted masks hung from the walls of the small compartment that really drew my attention. The long faces were painted green and blue with garish red around the open mouths. Heavily adorned with feathers and tufts of mane the mask set me a on edge.
“Wonderful that you could join.”
I looked at the zebra mare. “You say that like I had a choice.”
A small smile lit her face. Her gaze traveling to the other zebra now sitting in the corner. “Apologies, Knives is overly zealous in his persecution of my requests.”
“Uhm... yeah...” I said uncertainly, “I assume you wanted to speak to me?”
Dreadlocks bouncing, she nodded before turning and trotting to the furthest hooflocker. “The injuries about your body, we will attend to first. After, we will provide nourishment to both body and mind.” Her head disappeared into the locker, only to come out carrying a jar filled with a white cream. Returning she placed the glass at my hooves. “Applied to injuries and it will prevent infections, reduce scarring.”
I gave the mare an incredulous look before lifting the container to my muzzle and taking a whiff. “What’s this?” I sniffed it again, “Aloe, ginseng, and... honey?”
Zefira nodded. “Yes. Honey from the tea tree is known to have many useful properties.”
Using a wing I dug out a portion of the cream. I wasn’t sure how much I trusted the zebras, but I had used similar ointments before. Wincing from the pressure I began working it into the red stained fur on my chest first before moving to the bruise on my eye and the scrape on my wing. The coolness of the compound was soothing if nothing else. It was only after I had pushed the jar back to Zefira that the tingling started. I shivered at the odd sensation. “That... that’s not normal.”
The mare smirked before returning the jar to it’s place, “Zebras are not without a magic of their own, Wanderer.” What? “But come, you are in need of food.” When she turned back around she held a large salad bowl between her teeth. My stomach growled at the sight of the mass of skimpy vegetables brimming the bowl. Placing the dish on the floor between the three of us she turned back to me. “Please, fill yourself.”
The three of us ate silently from the bowl. I was amazed at the variety of vegetables it contained. Lettuce, beetroot, carrots, and... nuts? I chewed on the hard crunchy delights in ecstasy. I hadn’t had nuts in years.
The food didn’t last terribly long and eventually the bowl was empty. I was amazed at how full I felt. My stomach nearly bulged as I leaned back on my haunches.
“Well I appreciate the lunch, so, thanks,” I said, standing to leave. I turned to the door only to find Knives blocking the way.
“I would have words with you,” Zefira said, her eyes trained on the bowl at her hooves.
I looked between the two zebras, a sense of unease settling in my gut. "Rrriiight..." I shuffled backwards to retake my damp seat, glaring at the mare. "What 'words' would you like to have?"
“You will be traveling with the Arbitrors for a time and I would know more about the ponies over whom I have charge.”
“Okay...” I said, uncertainly.
"You were not born to the Watchers, correct?"
"No, I was born to my mother." I said curtly.
"This is not my meaning. The Watchers are not your calling. Your marking is not one that lends itself to their task."
I frowned and looked at the red dice displayed on my flank. Images of the all the other watchers Cutie Marks seemed to flash through my mind. There were hundreds of course and I could not hope to know them all, but I realized that many of them shared a certain consistency. Almost all of them were related to medicine in some way. There were of course outliers, mostly among those who were brought in as foals. But even among that group mine was odd. I’d never thought about it before and I wished I still hadn’t.
“Mine is hardly the only one that would seem out of place,” I replied, more defensively than I would have liked.
“Like the red one with the blue mane?”
Her reference to Hurdles threw me off balance. “Ye-yeah. Like him.”
“What is the meaning of his marking?” she asked, still not looking in my direction.
“Hurdles...?” I had to think for a moment. I never really considered the ‘meaning’ behind his Mark before. It was a hurdle and he was Hurdles, that was all that there had ever been to it. “I... I would say it’s his... athleticism. He’s always been good at sports and things, running, jumping, pulling these wagons.” I tapped my hoof on the floor for a bit of emphasis. 
“And what of yours? What does it mean?”
My eyes flicked back down to the seven white dots for a half second before returning to Zefira. “I... That is... It’s...” I stumbled. No pony had ever questioned them before, not even me. I had been so off put when I first saw them that I wrote them off without thinking. “Diversity.” The word rolled off my tongue without passing through my mind first.
Zefira finally looked into my eyes. “Diversity?”
“Ye-yeah,” I stumbled, “dice are... used for many different games.” My voice gained strength and confidence as I continued. “Even cards aren’t as versatile as a pair of dice. The same two dice can be used for hundreds of games where many card games require altering the cards used. I... I can do almost anything I put my hoof to without difficulty. When the Watchers need an extra set of hooves they call me. When they need a scout for a caravan, they call me. When they need some pony talked down, they call me.”
“Luck plays no part?” she asked.
“No.”
“Your necklace?”
I wrapped the doll protectively in a wing. “What about it?”
“A very rare item. Previously I had only read of their existence. Where did you come by such a trinket?”
Twisting my wing so I could look on the figurine, I studied it for a few seconds before answering. “I don’t understand... it’s a toy, a gift from my mother.” I don’t know why I told her this, but like earlier the words just seemed to come, unbidden. “It’s the last thing she ever gave me before... the only thing I have left...” I fought back the tears as the memories beat at the back of my mind. “It’s... nothing but a doll...”
“I understand,” she said sadly. Knives appeared beside her with one of the figurines balancing between the spiky rows of his mane. Carefully bending his neck he presented the piece to Zefira. She picked up the small wood carving delicately from his crown, displaying it on an upturned hoof. “This is a carving of the ancient god of justice.” 
I leaned into look at the hoof sized figurine. I stared in amazement at the level of detail carved into the small piece of wood. Every feather of the griffin’s upper body was crafted with the utmost care. The fur of the lower torso was similarly detailed with what could only be thousands of tiny lines carved for the fur. A large sword was strapped across her back, and it was a her, with a talon gripping the handle that poked over her shoulder. Her other talon was extended out with a tiny set of scales held in the air before her. A blindfold wrapped around her head, hiding her eyes.
“This was the last gift from my daughter. She is... was very talented. Each figure she carved from a single piece, days without stopping until it was finished.” 
My eyes drifted along the room again, really taking in all of the carvings. Most of them were small, little larger than a hoof in height and width. The largest, the skeleton of a dragon, was nearly the size of a pony’s head carved from a pitch black wood. Even sitting so far from them I could tell that they all held the same level of detail as the griffin. Each one was completely different and unique. I spotted three ponies, a zebra, even an Alicorn. The rest were creatures I had no names for. Many seemed to be made of many different creatures, combined in strange and fascinating ways. “What are they?”
“Gods of the ancient religion of my tribe, from before the Starfall taught us different.” Turning from the carving in her hoof Zefira stood and hobbled deeper into the car. “The dreams of my daughter were filled with them.” Reverently, she placed the figure onto the worktable. “Dreams that compelled her to crave these effigies.” Facing me again the sadness in her eyes was replaced by weariness. “Apologies, age is unkind to all. Another time we shall continue to trade words.”
The heavy hoof of the zebra stallion began urging me to the door. “Yeah... another time...”
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The door slid closed behind me with a muted squeal. The rain continued to pour down as I trotted out across the muddy ground. The grey overcast that had been plaguing me for the past two days was darkening. I could still taste the storm in the air. Things were going to get worse before they got any better.
I did nothing to try to stop the rain from soaking into my hide for the third time that day. A disconcerting question whispered through mind. Do I belong with the Watchers? Like every other question that that zebra had asked, it was something I had never considered before. I’d been with them for almost my entire life. The Watchers were as much of a family as I could ever have. If I didn’t belong with them, then where? My feathers fluffed as a cold shiver trotted up my spine ending with a shake of my head. 
I ignored the question as best I could as I headed back to the hotel. I was a Watcher. I’d always been a Watcher and I’d always be a Watcher. And nothing said by some crazy zebra shaman could change that. All I needed was to dry off once and for all and hit the hay. Maybe tonight I would get a good night’s sleep for once. Luna herself falling from the sky couldn’t keep me from that bed.
Evening was pressing on and ponies were finally returning from a day spent in the dismal downpour. Many carried worn and poor excuses for farming equipment across their backs. For them the rain was as much a blessing as a curse. They could be sure that their crops would not wither soon, but the radiation in the water would make most of what they produced inedible if they relied too heavily on it. 
That’s why providing clean water to farms was one of the primary goals for the Watchers. Inside each of the water wagons a precious water talisman cleaned and purified the water as it was pumped into the tank. The scarcity of these devices was the reason for the wagons. Being mobile meant that more ponies could benefit from them then if they were permanently installed in any one place.
The lights from the casino and the hotel loomed ahead as I plodded deeper into the town. I began veering off towards the hotel as much to avoid the ponies going inside as to head to my room. I glanced back at the light coming out of the casino and stopped in my tracks, a smile parting my lips.
A large red stallion with a blue and white mane half walked, half stumbled down the street. He cast a single glance my way before quickly ducking down the alley beside the casino, likely hoping that I hadn’t noticed him. I galloped across the street in pursuit. The soft ground squelched under my hooves, splashing me with mud. 
I slid to a stop just outside the space between the two buildings. Wiping the dirt and rain out of my eyes I peered into the alleyway. There was little light to see by, but I could just make out the large pony trying to hide behind a dumpster. “You hide about as well as a phoenix.”
He sighed and stepped out of the shadows. “You won’t just drop this will you?”
“Oh, you know me,” I said, “never quit while I’m ahead.”
“Goddesses, I don’t know why I ever put up with you.”
“You know you’ve always wanted a piece of this.” I said, bouncing my flank.
The sound of grinding teeth was barely audible above the rain. He stormed toward me as though he meant to bowl me over. I stood my ground against the angry red giant as he closed the last of space between us. Our heads colliding with a loud crack, forcing me back as step as I tried to regain my sense. “Get outta my way, Lucky.”
“N- whao...” I blinked a few times. “I mean, no. No, I’ve had enough of this shit.”
He snorted, “Fine! You want to talk?” he growled, pushing me back, my legs digging trenches in the soft mud as I tried to hold my ground. “Let’s talk. I hate you, Lucky. I’ve always hated you.” He took another step, my hooves digging deeper into the ground. “From the day Nurse Gray carried you, bawling like an infant, into the camp. You’ve never been anything but trouble.”
My confidence slipped like the rain pouring down out snouts. “You... you hate me? What? Why?”
“You mean besides the years of constant insults? Besides the unending torment and insinuations!”
“Big Red can’t handle a little ribbing?” I mocked, trying to push back, but only digging the furrows deeper.
I fell forward when Hurdles pulled away, barely catching myself before I ate dirt. Hurdles turned his back on me and took a few more steps further into the alley. “No. This is about you. It’s always about you, isn’t it?”
“Oh, don’t try to get philosophical on me, Jumpy.”
He rounded on me in a blur of red and blue, his teeth gnashing a hairs breadth from my nose. “I won’t put up with you any more! I’m tired of seeing you hurt everypony who comes anywhere near you,” anger and pain burned in his eyes, “and the closer they get the more damage you do.” 
“What’re you blabbering on about?” Hurdles just glared in response and when realization came a sharp pain twisted in my chest. “That... That wasn’t my fault.”
“Of course it wasn’t your fault. Nothing’s ever your fault! You’re too busy being caught up in yourself to be responsible for anything! So distracted that you completely failed to notice that there was anything that you needed to do.”
“What the HAY’s that supposed to mean?”
“Gray’s been fawning over you since day one! And Aloe...” His voice caught and he pawed at the ground. “And Aloe...” he tried again, and failed. His hoof struck the ground sending up a splash of mud and water. “And you’ve been eyeing every mare that walks by; I give you another week, tops, before you cheat on Nurse Gray, assuming you haven’t already.”
“I-- How... how...” My mouth moved as I tried to defend myself, to deny it.   
The falling rain filled the momentary void of silence as his eyes dilated. “You-- you--” His face hardened, “bastard.” I started to speak, only to have his forehoof strike the side of my face. “Don’t. You. DARE!” he raged. “After everything she’s done for you! After everything you’ve already put her through!” He spun away, growling; high stepping in a circle with each hoof coming down hard enough to bury his toes in the soggy ground. I struggled to find words, only to flinch away as he came back around. “And you hide behind that stupid doll, too blind to see it for what it is.”
I blinked up at him. “Wh-- What?”
Silver flashed in his eyes as the first bolt of lightning from the storm streaked across the sky and illuminated the entire town. He shot forward, his teeth bared, aiming for my neck. I tried to back away from the sudden assault, but he was too fast and the ground too slick. His teeth snagged at the figure tied around my neck. As we both pulled away the already damaged thong snapped. I tumbled, landing prone on my back.
Using my wings, I launched myself off the ground and back to my hooves. Without any thought I charged at the mass of red fur. My chest crashed into his upraised hoof, driving all the air from my lungs. I seemed to hang there for a moment as my momentum flung the rest of my body forward. He shifted forward and brought me back down with his hoof pressing heavily into my sternum.
I flailed violently, swiping at him ineffectually with wing and hoof. He completely ignored me, dropping Rainbow Dash into his free forehoof and examining her with idle curiosity. “You know when Gray first brought you in she told us what happened to you and your mother. She told us that we should be extra careful to not upset you. She’s always been so protective of you. 
“I didn’t put everything together until I asked her about this thing.” He bounced Rainbow Dash on his hoof as though he was testing her weight. “She told me it was the last gift your mother gave you on the day she died.” I didn’t respond, I couldn’t. I could barely see through the tears and the rain and the rage. He tossed the doll over his shoulder. It dinged as it hit the side of the dumpster and fell into the mud. “You got your own mother killed.”
“I-- I d-did n-not,” I squeaked, barely audible above the storm. He ignored me, raising his hoof off my chest and stepping over me. I tried to grasp his leg, but slicked by rain and mud I couldn’t get a grip. “I did not.” I tried to scream, but it barely came out as a whisper. “I-- It...”
He didn’t look back as he moved out of the alley, his eyes never glancing in my direction even as he turned the corner and disappeared from my sight.
It took everything I had to roll over and crawl to the dumpster. Between the darkness of the storm and the sting in my eyes the normally bright multi-colored mane was impossible to see. I felt around in the mud until my hoof came down on her wing. I dug her out of the ground, pulling her to my chest and curling up between the wall and the dumpster, tears hidden by the rain. “It wasn’t my fault. It was--”
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She held me close to her chest as I cried. My tears and snot staining her soft fur. Her hoof moved slowly through my mess of a mane as she cooed softly to me. The monsters had been clawing at the closet door and she did everything she could to console me. It was a futile effort, but what else could she do for her only child?
I blinked through the tears and rain. Lighting flashed as a stallion walked past the alley. He caught sight of me out of the corner of his eyes and turned his head. There was a short space of time where nothing moved and shadows reclaimed the world. When the next bolt of lightning cast the world in its white light I could see the glow of his smile and eyes. I let my eyes close.
The shopkeeper smiled at my mommy as mommy stared up at me with a surprised look on her face. I told her that this is what I wanted. That nothing else would do. She asked how much it would cost and when the shopkeeper told her face went pale.
I almost cried! I knew what that face meant, we wouldn’t be able to get it. I slowly floated down to the floor. I could feel the tears welling up in my eyes, but I wouldn’t cry; I was a big colt and big colts don’t cry.
A hoof pushed my chin to the side. “Well, well, well, what have we here?” he lightly slapped my face. “Hey, coltcuddler. You in there?” The slap turned into a full arm swing that sent my head into the side of the dumpster.
I reached up to put the little pegasus back on the counter but mommy stopped me. She was putting a pile of bottle caps onto the counter! She was buying it! I jumped into the air and wrapped myself around her neck. I didn’t notice the worry in her eyes.
“I said stand up!” Hooves wrapped around my head and pulled me off the wall. I stumbled forward and crashed to the ground, sliding in the mud. Coughing up mud and blood I curled into a ball. I heard the rib snap before I felt the kick lift me off the ground.
Her yellow hooves clutched around my neck like she feared being pulled away. I couldn’t help but smile as I draped a wing around her, pulling her into return the embrace. Her tears began to soak through the fur on my shoulder. I ran a hoof through her mane, “It’s okay sis, I’m here for you.” She gasped and sobbed all the harder into my coat.
“What’s wrong, coltcuddler?” The world spun as my head bounced against the wall. “Nothing smart to say this time?” I doubled over as the hoof collapsed my stomach and drove the wind from my lungs. He let me fall forwards into the mud. 
A little blue pegasus flashed at the edge of my vision, its barrel outlined in red. I spit a glob of blood into the dirt. It was a struggle to get back up onto all fours. Once I had my balance I bucked blindly at where the stallion should have been, hitting nothing but air. Pain erupted from my broken ribs as I hit the ground.
I held Rainbow Dash above my head as I lay in the dirty alley. I imagined her zipping through the air, fighting dragons and griffins. Her mane and tail leaving rainbow streaks in my mind as she tore through the clouds. I played for hours, ignorant of the shaking mare quietly panicking not thirty feet away.
I stared blankly into the green eyes inches from my face. A look of uncertainty mixed with the anger radiating from his face. I twisted, swinging my hoof around to the side of his face with as much force as I could muster. His head snapped to the side with the hit. He spat out a tooth as blood began to flow out of his mouth. “Now thas mo’ lak it.”
I cantered to catch up to the small yellow unicorn before she rounded the corner. When she started to turn her head to the sound of my hooves I pumped my wings to soar over her. Landing softly in her path I waited for her to turn back around. Aloe jolted in surprise at my sudden appearance. The shock only lasted for the brief second before her lips split in that smile she saved just for me.
I cried out as he twisted my wing. Muscles and tendons strained at angles they were never designed to reach. The hoof on the back of my head lifted and I rose with it until it came down again. The impact on the back of my skull dulled the pain of my wing snapping.
Hurdles ground his forehoof into the dirt a thousand different times. I only smiled playfully, mocking him for the deep burgundy red invading his cheeks. 
Half of the little pony was flashing red. My head wouldn’t hold still even as I leaned my back against the wall. Both my forehooves bobbed in front of my muzzle as I made to protect myself from his blows. I lost my balance and stumbled forward, falling into the stallion and wrapping him in an embrace. Blood dripped from my lips. “Is that all you got?” I rasped, licking his ear. He raged as another crash of thunder drowned out the world. 
Shoving me back against the wall he spun around. He shifted his weight to his forelegs. His hindlegs pulled back. I watched in fascination as rain slid down the side of his face. I noticed his Cutie Mark for the first time, a pair of crossed upturned horseshoes with I.D. tags hanging between them. I had stopped paying attention to Cutie Marks shortly after I got mine. I suddenly wondered what his stood for. Where had he been when he got it? How old had he been when it finally appeared? Was he proud of it? Even as these questions came to me I realized I would never know the answers.
I wasn’t going to make it out of this alley alive. It was an odd thing, to realize that I was about to die. That in a matter of moments it would all be over. That all the pain and confusion would be left behind. I wondered what it would be like, would I get to meet the Princesses? Would...
My mother held me close as I slowly drifted back to sleep, the nightmares fading away in her presence.
Aloe smiled at me with the smile that she reserved for only me.
Nurse Gray lay wrapped in my hooves, her scent and warmth more comfort than I ever dreamed I could hope to find.
I slumped to the side as his hooves hit the wall with an explosion of masonry that shook the building. My head came up with my pistol gripped between my teeth. The bolt of magic burned across my vision.
Darkness consumed everything.
************
Footnote: Level Up
Skills:
Hoof-to-Hoof: Apprentice (25+)
Energy Weapons: Apprentice (25+)
Perks: 
Intense Training: Perception: There is nothing quite like a near death experience to change the way you look at yourself and the world around you. 
(Special thanks to Doomande and Fillyosopher for their help.)
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Chapter 7-1: Broken

Fallout Equestria: Rolling Bones
Broken

“A painting is not prized for it’s flawlessness.”

Cold... so cold.
I blinked.
Rain. Mud. Cold.
I tried to move, to wrap myself in my wings. I tried to scream, to cough, to breath. I shivered. 
So cold.
I blinked.
I saw her rainbow mane. It was just visible in the mud across the alley. I leaned forward... I flopped into the mud. I coughed. Something filled my mouth. It dribbled down my chin.
Shaking green hooves pulled me through the mud. I felt a grinding in my chest. I knew something was wrong, but it didn’t matter. All that mattered was what was laying in the mud half a pony length out of my reach.
So tired. 
My head lay against my hoof. Breathing hurt. I coughed and spit again, the taste of blood barely registering. “I’m so... so tired... just... jus’ need... rest...”
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My nose scrunched at the familiar odor of antiseptic; the grind and squeak of axles caused my ears to fold against my head. 
I tried—and failed—to roll over into a more comfortable sleeping position, only managing to shift which wing I pressed into the stiff bed.
The last haze of sleep fled, taking my dreams with it and leaving me more awake than I’d been in days. I was at a level of awareness that ponies were never designed for—it was terrible. I felt tired, worn and drawn out, like I had run a marathon in my sleep. Every bone and muscle in my body hurt, many of them twitching under my skin.
The ever present EFS flared to life with the opening of my eyes, only with the added bonus of FOD brightly displayed at the bottom left corner of my vision. As though I needed the damned thing to tell me that I was on the verge of starvation. The gnawing hole in my stomach was more than enough.
Unable to return to sleep I tried to get up, hoping that I might be able to find food. My muscles flexed and limbs shifted, pushing me off the cot... or not. I barely managed to lift my legs, much less lift myself. The exertions took everything I had, my chest struggling to rise from lack of energy. My head fell to the side.
A thin, plastic tube poked up from a strip of tape on my arm. My eyes followed it to the glass IV bottle hanging from a hook in the wall. The soft, steady drip invaded my hearing through the constant noise of the wagon, as though it hadn’t existed until I noticed the source. It took no time at all for the drip to sound like the water was pounding against my skull.
I winced as my cracked, dry lips stretched into a smile at the sight of the small, rainbow maned, cyan pegasus sitting on a tray under the IV. The old leather straps wrapped about her limbs were in complete shambles, wrecked by Hurdles when he tore her from my neck. A spot of red stained one of her raised forelegs, making it look as though she had taken part in the fight. I briefly considered reaching for her, but dismissed the idea. I lacked the strength and wherewithal to attempt it, and knowing that she was close was enough. 
The door at the other end of the wagon opened, I flinched away from the sudden wave of sunlight pouring in. The silhouette of a pony was barely distinguishable against the wall of light. The dark figure shifted, walking inside slowly, careful to make as little noise as possible. The door closed behind my visitor, returning us to the natural dimness of the wagon’s interior. The flash of brightness had destroyed my vision, however, and the pony was no more visible to me now than when the door had been open.
The quiet clicks from horseshoes on steel were the only indication I had of the other pony’s movement deeper into the wagon. Her familiar perfume reached my nose in the same moment that she spoke.
“Lucky?” My heart stopped. “Lucky? Are you awake?” she asked, her voice soft and trembling. I couldn’t respond. I couldn’t do anything as my eyes adjusted to the available light. “I... I thought I heard...” Her voice trailed off as she began to turn back.
“A—Aloe?” The unicorn froze with her back to me. “Aloe?” my voice came out as a dry whisper. “Wha—I don’t—How—”
She turned slowly, tears shimmering in her eyes. Neither of us moved for what felt like an eternity. The silence lasted until she let out a small squeak. Stumbling forward in a rush she collapsed on my chest, forehooves wrapping around my barrel. I hissed in expectation of pain that never came as she squeezed, burying her face in my fur. My tired limbs wrapped the mare in a weak embrace, running a hoof through her blue locks. My attempts at soothing words came out as little more than huffs of dry air.
“I th—thought I’d lo—lost you,” she whispered, barely calming down enough to speak.
My laugh came out as little more than a tired wheeze. “You can’t... can’t get rid of me... that easily,” I managed. “What... what would the world... be like without Captain Lucky?”
Aloe stopped. Slowly lifting her head off of my chest, she looked me in they eye—hers still glistening with tears. Her brow contorted oddly, like she was trying to raise a single eyebrow. “Captain?”
“Why not? I’m a mercenary now,” I said, finally getting a solid breath. “I need a cool nickname.”
Her magic wrapped around the IV, pulling the needle from my arm as she gave me an incredulous look. “Captain?”
“What? You’ve got something better?”
Aloe wiped the tears from her eyes as she thought. I could almost see the light above brighten when the idea struck her. “Bones.”
“Bones?” I asked. She nodded with a smile. “Bones?”
“Well,” she said, glancing up and away for a moment. “I remember some of the ponies at the casinos call dice ‘bones’. Oh and you’re pretty good at putting ponies back together and I heard some old pony call the one of the doctors a ‘sawbones’ one time.”
“I don’t know... Bones...” I let the name roll around on my tongue. 
She pouted. “It’s better than Captain.”
“Haha, okay, okay. I’ll think about it.” 
The sound of my voice faded away and the conversation died for a moment, until Aloe spoke up again.
“How are you feeling?”
I drew a deep breath and released it. I wasn’t sure how much to tell her. I didn’t want to make her worry about something that was apparently well past the point of mattering. “I... I’m tired. And a little hungry.” My stomach voiced its opinion on the matter. “Okay, a lot hungry.”
She giggled lightly, her eyes finally beginning to dry. “I’m not surprised, you’ve been out for three days. They’ve—”
‘THREE DAYS?’ I tried to shout, but only managed to drop my jaw in shock.
“—been feeding you thin vegetable soup. But now that you’re awake we can get some real food in you. This is good timing too, we’ll be stopping for lunch any minute now.”
“Three days?” I finally managed at a whisper.
Aloe nodded, the motion dropping her mane in front of her eyes, “Echo said you were really beat up...” 
I looked away.
Blood and mud dripped from my mouth as I forced myself to my knees. The first rib cracked from his buck, the second from the wall.
“Yeah,” I said, trying to force the memories back down. “Don’t remind me.”
“Did you... did you really...” her voice failed.
I turned back. Her pupils were dilated, a hoof pressed to her lips. “Did I what?” She didn’t respond and I put my hoof against her cheek. When I spoke my voice was harsher than I intended. “Did I what, Aloe?”
Her voice was almost too soft to hear. “They s—said that y—you ki—killed somepony.”
My eyes widened in shock, denials tripping over themselves to be the first out of my mouth. Before I could even open my mouth they stopped, something clicking in the back of my mind. “They said...” my eyes narrowed, “or ‘he’ said?”
“W—what?”
“He put you up to this, didn’t he?” 
“What are you talking about, Lucky?”
“Echo. That flank-hole.” I tilted my head back, trying to find what padding the pillow had. Chuckling lightly, I continued, “This is just the kind of horse hockey he’d try to pull. Dragging me through a guilt trip to teach me some lesson about ‘responsibility’.” All mirth left my voice as I said, “Even if I did kill that buck it’s nothing less than he deserved.” 
“Lucky! How can you say that?”
“Because it’s the truth!” I nearly shouted. Aloe recoiled from my outburst and I immediately regretted it. “Look, I... you didn’t see what he was doing. He... he attacked me,” I said, motioning with my arms. “What would you have had me do?” 
I grit my teeth in frustration. A hoof touched my cheek, drawing my eyes back to hers. She smiled as though to let me know that it was okay. 
I huffed, blowing air from my lungs in the silence, the question that had been dancing about in the back of my mind forced its way out, “What are you doing h—”
“Lucky... don’t... please,” she pleaded, tears brimming in her eyes. 
“Aloe—”
“I tried.” Her gaze fell to the floor beside the cot. “I really tried, but it was like nothing had changed. You and Hurdles were gone, and nopony else seemed to notice.” She sniffed back a sob before continuing, “Every time I turned a corner I expected to find one of you, but you were never there. It was like... like living in a nightmare.” She looked back at me, tears welling at the corners of her eyes. “Like you never existed and nopony but me knew or cared.” Her voice cracked. “I couldn’t stay there. I just couldn’t! Please don’t make me go back. I don’t want to go back!”
She fell onto my chest, sobs wracking her as she cried, pleading into my fur. I wrapped my forelegs around her shoulders and let her cry, whispering softly into her ear. “It’s okay. I won’t make you go back. Shhhh. Everything’ll be fine. Shhhhh...”
I held her against my chest until her tears began to dry up. As she calmed down, she began nuzzling into my barrel and neck. I relaxed, half expecting her to fall asleep any moment. 
She continued to press herself against me; her hooves sliding from my shoulders to cradle the back of my head. It wasn’t until her lips brushed my neck that I realized something was off. The side of her muzzle rubbed into the bottom of my chin, slowly moving to the to the side of my face. When her tongue touched the puckered scar along my jaw alarm bells finally sounded inside my head.
I froze, too shocked to do anything as she lifted her hind leg, moving onto the cot to straddle me. I felt her weight press into me, the warmth of her hips stirring me. Blue mane fell to the sides my face, blocking out everything but her face inches from mine. She lowered her muzzle down, the hot moisture of her breath playing across my lips.
I broke through the panic.
We both cried out as we rolled off the cot. 
Both of us groaned, momentarily forgetting what had been happening in favor of comforting our newest injuries. My nose took the worst of it, hitting the floor after the three foot drop. Aloe wasn’t so lucky, the back of her head bouncing off the metal. Even still, I barely managed to recover first.
It took almost everything I had, but I managed to lift my upper body and lock my knees, using bone instead of muscle to support my weight. Aloe began to come to from the short fall as I stared down at her. Her mouth opened to say something, but I quickly cut her off. 
“What in Celestia’s everlasting Tartarus was that?! Celestia preserve us. I can’t—” I blinked in shock, completely derailing my own thoughts. “I can’t believe I just said that.” My right leg collapsed under my weight and I fell to the side, rolling under the cot. “Goddesses, when did I start talking like him? Next thing you know I’ll be saying ‘yer’ and ‘Ah’ and, uhg, ‘ya’ll’.”
“Lucky?”
Aloe’s voice brought me back from my lamentations. “You’re like my sister, Aloe. I can’t even look at you like that. Tartarus, Aloe, what are you trying to do to me? Even if I was open to this,” I motioned at the two of us, “what about Gray?”
She nickered angrily as she stood up, her face hidden from view by the edge of the cot. “Nurse Gray? Now you’re worried about Nurse Gray! What about that pink nag back at the station? Where was your concern for Gray back there?”
“Wha—?” I managed, rather impressive I think, given the circumstances. 
“Don’t you dare try and feed me that line,” she scolded. “I know what you did... or should I say, ‘who’ you did.”
Her words were like a slap across my face. I blinked at the underside of the cot, actually rubbing the side of my face as though I had been struck. Hollow excuses and explanations formed in my mind, only to die in my throat before I could give them voice. The anger and rage that I had felt during Hurdles accusations was gone; against Aloe I had nothing, I was as defenseless as a newborn foal.
I blinked away the tears building up in my eyes from the crushing guilt I had managed to simply avoid thinking about, until now. I wanted to scream. I wanted to cry. But more than anything I wanted to kick something. I was mad at Candy for having been there. I was mad at Hurdles for not being there. I was mad at the Watchers for putting me in this situation. But more than anything else, I was mad at myself. 
I was angry at myself for what I had done. For betraying Gray. For hurting Hurdles and Aloe. I was angry at myself for knowing that I probably wasn’t going to change. And I was angry at myself for the words that started to pour from my lips.
“So you come here to what, guilt me into a relationship? Ha! Somepony tells you that I cheated on Gray and your first thought is to come rushing to my side? Goddesses, Aloe! No, no, let’s make this even better. I’ll bet Hurdles is the one that told you? Right? Sweet Celestia, you’re the dumbest filly ever! This. Is. Priceless!
“Hurdles—who has a crush on you in case you still haven’t figured that out—tells you that I’m an unfaithful bastard, in the hopes that you’ll finally pick him. And how do you respond? You rush over and try to rub up on me instead—a pony who now has a history of cheating—in the vain hope that I’ll pick you over Gray! You couldn’t write this shit.”
I started laughing. I’d never laughed like that before. There was no joy in it, no happiness, it held nothing but malice and cruelty. 
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I hated myself. No, hate isn’t a strong enough word; I loathed myself. Aloe had dared to show me what I’d done and was rewarded with nothing but hate, derision, and laughter. What was worse, I didn’t regret a word of it. I couldn’t. She had done what she did, not for me, not to help, but for herself. Every word had been the truth and I could not make myself see it differently. Oh, I was sure to regret the fallout that would follow, but that’s different.
I was so distracted I hardly noticed the wagon had ground to a halt or the knocks on the back door.
What passed for afternoon sunlight streamed into the dimly lit wagon. I flinched away from the intrusion, draping a wing over my face too late to save my sight. 
"Hello, Mister Sevens.”
I grumbled and coughed, my voice coming out barely above a whisper. “Go away.”
“Uh, Mister Sevens, where are you?” the intruder asked. Small hooves beat against the metal floor “Mister Sevens? Where—why are you under the bed?”
I turned slightly, peeking through my feathers. The door stood open, filling the back of the wagon with light while making the rest seem that much darker. A small pony shape, outlined by the excessive light, stood at the halfway point of the wagon. “Hiding,” I rasped, “now beat it.”
He started moving again, his steps becoming slower and more deliberate the deeper he went. “Hiding from who?”
I shifted the feathers of my wing wider, finally able to make out the orange coat and green mane of the small pony. I snarled, saying, “Little colts who don’t know how to mind their own business.”
“You aren’t doing a very good job.” He stopped a good two or three pony lengths from me, standing at the edge of shadows and darkness.
“Did you need something, or are you just here to annoy me?” I groused, closing my feathers back and turning away.
“It’s kinda dark in here, I’m gonna open the side doors.” 
“No.”
“But I—”
“Luna’s nipples, foal! I said, ‘No’!”
Carrot’s teeth clicked shut. Peeking through my feathers again, I watched the colt. His eyes darted around the wagon, never resting on the same place for more than a few seconds. His ears similarly flicked toward every little sound while his tail swished back and forth behind him.
“Well?” I asked, glaring through my wing. He started, his eyes and ears jumping to me. “What do you want?”
“Ze—Zefira asked me to br—bring you lunch.” Reaching behind himself, he retrieved a wooden bowl now gripped between his teeth. His gaze dropped to the floor as he picked his way closer until he was beside the cot. Dropping the bowl—nearly spilling the contents—he spun around, his tail whipping through the air over the cot, and galloped back to the midway point of the wagon before skidding to a stop.
The scent of apples hit me like a mallet driving a spike into my brain. Everything else was pushed to the back of my mind in favor of the prospect of filling the gnawing hollow of my stomach.
With more effort than it should have taken, I extracted myself from under the cot. Sitting against the wall next to the tray table I picked up the bowl between my hooves and held it to my nose. My mouth flooded with saliva at the mere prospect of eating the apple crisps that filled the wooden container. With as much grace as a radhog rutting in the mud, I buried my muzzle in the dried fruit slices. 
In no time at all they were gone, leaving me licking the last bit of flavor from the smooth wood. The bowl clattered the to the floor as I slumped back against the wall. I was still hungry, but the worst was gone and the FOD light disappeared. My eyes watched the bowl roll across the floor, ending at the colts hooves. 
Carrot stared at me with wide eyes, like he had never seen somepony devour a bowl of apples in ten seconds flat. Shaking it off, he bent down and picked up the bowl before turning to leave. 
He probably said something, but I was too busy being content for the first time in days to hear or care. The influx of real food for brought with it a wonderful sense of drowsiness that I wanted nothing more than to revel in.
Throwing my weight forward, I stood on shaky hooves. Dizziness from the sudden movement hit me, causing me to stumble forward and almost put my head into the other wall. A long breath and a brief pause helped the spell pass. I turned, lifting my forehooves to the cot to begin dragging myself into the bed.
Something caught my eye and I froze, a hind leg halfway off the ground. I glanced around the wagon, not only trying to figure out what was missing, but why I cared. Failing miserably, I shook my head in an attempt to cast out the feeling.
My eyes opened on the empty tray table.
Faster than was intelligent, I spun my head around to see the back door back bounce against its frame, cutting off the daylight for a fraction of a second before letting it flood right back in.
Fatigue and drowsiness were forgotten in an instant. My wings flared and I launched myself backwards. Spinning in mid flight as I sped toward the escaping thief. My wings collapsed to my sides as I reached the open doorway. 
I didn’t have the time, space, or desire to dodge the pony stepping up into the wagon.
My forehooves struck his wide chest with enough force to bowl him over. The stallion’s legs wrapped around me, carrying me with him as he went mane-over-tail backward off the steps. We hit the ground with a teeth jarring thump.
Without a second thought I started fighting my way out of the pony’s grip, kicking with my forelegs and beating my wings. After a short struggle, I managed to free myself and launch into the air.
Only to have a sharp tug on my tail arrested my flight. I stopped, still floating in mid-flight and looked down to see Hurdles laying on his back with my red-white tail clamped in his teeth. 
“LET ME—YOW!”
His head snapped to the side with enough force to sling me to the ground beside him. I landed on my back, the air exploding from my lungs in a grunt. He was on me in an instant, his huge hoof pressing down into my chest, making it almost impossible for me to regain my lost breath. 
I blinked through the dust settling around us and barely had time to move my head out of the way of his second hoof. The heavy impact shook the ground leaving an impression of his horseshoe deep in the hard ground.
“WHAT IN TARTARUS IS WRONG WITH YOU?!” I shouted.
Hurdles leaned down, his teeth grit in a rage. “She’s with you for five minutes and you break her heart! Again!”
“Oh! Right!” I screamed in his face, spittle flying off my lips. “Cause it’s my fault that she can’t take a hint! Fuck you, Hurdles. At least I’m not such a damn coward that I can’t ask out the mare I’ve been pining after since I hit puberty! If you would’ve grown a pair none of this shit would’ve happened! And now that she’s hurt and vulnerable where are you? Attacking me? You’re a Celestia damned fool! Now. Let. Me. GO!”
The big buck stepped back, his eyes wide in shock, and not a little confusion. I hardly noticed, too busy rolling to my hooves and taking back off into the air.
My wings carried me off the ground and above the parked wagons. I frantically searched the ground below. There were too many colors. Everypony in the caravan was spread out around the wagons, lounging about as they enjoyed the momentary break to eat and enjoy their lunch. 
A tightness gripped my chest as I failed to locate the colt. My heart beat against the inside of my chest, attempting to break free from it’s cage of bone. 
Ice shot through my veins from the Pipbuck on my foreleg.
Firmware update. Please stand by...
Installing Firmware Packet ‘ST-AC-HE-Beta 2.1’
The lines on my E.F.S. disappeared for a fraction of a second. When they came back everything was different. Two stacks of parallel, horizontal lines were just off center on either side of my vision, numbers listed on outer edges. At the bottom center was a half circle made of lines with a small box on the base of its interior, displaying 0. To the bottom left corner another stack of small horizontal lines with a box on the outside also displayed 0. On the other side a similar stack of lines read 40. There was a small circle at the center of my vision with another smaller one off to the left. The compass had moved to the top with the HP and SP—which was now slowly ticking away—running vertical at the edges.
The ponies below me were outlined in light blue with numbers beside them. Small circles attached to their outlines by a line shifted, stretched, or compacted as they moved.
I ignored it all as a spot of orange caught my eye. Without a second thought I collapsed my wings. The wind howled in my ears as I dove. All the lines on the new E.F.S. shifted with my flight. The two circles lined up, the bottom left stack spun, the zero rocketing up faster than I could read, while the right side dropped almost as fast, and the lines at the center shifted up until they read -50. I hardly noticed.
I screamed wordlessly into the wind. Everypony stopped and stared, including the indistinct splotch of orange and green. 
We collided, my forehooves hitting his chest, sending us rolling across the ground.
When we finally ground to a halt my fore hooves were pinning him to the ground. I growled through clenched teeth. “Where is she?!”
“W—what?”
“MY DOLL! WHERE IS SHE?!”
“Get off!” he cried, tears building in his eyes. “You’re hurting me!”
“WHERE IS SHE?!” I raised my hoof and swung it towards the little brats face. Something caught it half way there. Surprised, I looked over my shoulder to see Knives holding back my hoof with his own. 
I turned on him. Using my wing for extra leverage, I swung with my free hoof. He stepped back, barely dodging the strike.
My momentum carried me around and off the colt. Twisting my torso and flapping a wing, I spun again. The zebra dodged wrong, not expecting me to stay high, and my rear hoof kick connected with the side of his muzzle and dropped him to the dirt. 
I didn’t spare him a second glance, all my attention refocusing on the orange colt. I launched myself at the now standing Carrot trying to escape. He fell back with a shriek. Before I made it anywhere near him, the zebra snapped his teeth around my tail and caught me up short.
Unfazed, I turned to face Knives, holding my tail firmly between his teeth.
With a scream of rage I charged him. He attempted to sidestep only for my foreleg to wrap around his neck. I swung behind him, keeping my leg wrapped around his neck. Tightening the headlock, I took him into the air. 
He struggled against my chokehold, his back legs kicking uselessly over the empty air. After a few seconds he went slack, dangling like a cloth in the breeze. I smiled, slacking  my grip in anticipation of dropping the annoyance and retrieving my Dash. 
My ‘victory’ was short lived, however, the zebra coming back to life immediately and throwing his hind legs forward. They arced through the air, passing over my head before locking together behind my neck. The sudden shift in weight tipped us toward the ground. I dropped my grip on Knives’, too busy fighting gravity to worry about holding the zebra. Freed, his forelegs struck either side of barrel just under the wing. I didn’t have time to panic as my wings stopped flapping.
When the stars cleared from my eyes, I was on my stomach with a heavy weight sitting on my back. My wings refused to work properly, somewhere in the back of my mind I realized that my pectoral muscles were paralyzed. 
I quickly spotted the orange colt hiding behind Zefira. I fought under the crushing weight, trying to get at the colt, but the weight kept me pinned, reducing my movement to a snails pace.
Gnashing my teeth, I glared at Carrot and Zefira. “Give her back! She’s mine! Give her back!”
Zefira looked down at Carrot and they spoke, though I couldn’t hear the words. The blue statue fell out of his tail and was quickly scooped up in by the zebra. My eyes locked onto Rainbow Dash—Carrot completely forgotten.
Zefira hobbled toward me, the statuette cradled in her hoof. “This is what you seek?”
I lunged for it, uselessly, my hooves scraping ruts into the dirt.
She placed it on the ground, just out of my reach. I fought and struggled against the weight holding me down. Rocks cut and scraped my stomach as I dragged myself forward. Every inch was agony, but brought me closer to her. 
My hooves stretched out in front of me, reaching for the cyan pegasus. I glanced her base causing her to tip over and I nearly cried out in frustration. When the striped hoof pushed it farther away I did, my voice coming out a scratchy rasp and tears filling my eyes. 
I screamed in rage and frustration both. Digging hooves into the ground, I finally managed to lift my body a bare centimeter off the ground. I lunged forward enough to snap the statuette between my teeth. The weight on my back crashed me back to the earth, knocking the wind from my lungs. 
I didn’t care. 
I had Rainbow Dash.
++FoE: RB++

 It was quiet now, only the sound of a soft breeze running through my coat to break the silence. 
I rolled onto my back, letting my wings stretch out. Flicking back and forth, they shoved the rocks and pebbles out from under them until there was enough clear dirt to lay comfortably. With a contented sigh, I clutched Rainbow Dash tighter to my chest and let myself rest. Even through the clouds, the sun warmed me, relaxing my muscles.
I was alone, truly alone, for the first time in... I couldn’t really say how long. Back in Dise, I had never really been able to escape the others, somepony was always nearby. Out here it was different, out here there was only me and my thoughts. 
The caravan had left sometime ago, disappearing amid the rolling landscape before I’d bothered to take notice. The nearest pony was miles away, and getting further by the second. That didn’t worry me, I knew I could catch up to them with no problem.
It was relaxing—at first—the quiet. I felt free, unburdened by the expectations of everypony else. I had nothing to worry me—for all of ten minutes; then I realized that I was alone. That I hadn’t escaped, they’d left me...
... they abandoned me...
...in the Wasteland...
...alone, in the Wasteland...
I scrambled to my hooves, tales of the horrors of the Wasteland invading my thoughts: Radscorpions, Hellhounds, Cazadorables and worse. I had to get back.
The moment I opened my eyes, I was assaulted by an overabundance of information. Whatever had changed when I was searching for Carrot hadn’t gone back to normal. The compass, that had been at the bottom of my vision for almost as long as I could remember, was now at the top along with the HP and SP indicators—though I still didn’t know what SP meant. It was disconcerting; some of the EFS’s aspects changed with the slightest flick of my eyes, while some stayed put until I moved my head or torso... this was going to take some getting used to.
This, however, was not the time to worry about it. 
Stuffing Dash under a wing, I found the tracks from the caravan leading off to the west, deeper into the Wasteland. I began to move, my trot quickly speeding to a canter, then a gallop. I forced my thoughts to stay on the caravan, the thirty some odd ponies and the safety in numbers. Maybe an hour away, hopefully less. Ponies with guns, ponies I had known my entire life... my friends. Ponies who had left me in the Wasteland, alone, laying in the dirt. Ponies who didn’t care if I lived or died. I doubted if they would even let me rejoin them.
I skid to a halt, my hooves digging furrows in the dirt. What had I been thinking, I couldn’t go back to them. How could I be so stupid? What did I think would happen when I caught up? That they would welcome me with open smiles? If they had had any notion to keep me around they wouldn’t have left me. I’d be lucky if they didn’t shoot me on sight. No, the caravan was out.
I turned East. Toward Dise and home and... Gray. How long had it been since I saw her? Had it really been only a week? My hooves began moving me back the way I had come, retracing the caravans tracks. The journey home would be longer than to the wagons, but I was fairly certain that it would only take a two days, three tops. 
I was headed home. A small smile split my lips. No more Oracle, no more Echo or Hurdles; just Gray and I. My legs picked up their pace, reaching a full gallop as I thought about her. The shape of her face, the taste of her lips, the scent of her mane... the disappointment in her eyes. 
My gait slowed as unbidden thoughts assaulted my mind. I saw myself stepping, triumphantly, into the compound. She was there, on her way to a patient, or maybe just walking by. She stopped, a look of surprise on her face. There would be a short few seconds of joy as we reunited, embracing. Then there would be the confusion and realization. The look of disappointment like a knife to my heart, she would turn her back on me, refusing to acknowledge me. The Watchers wouldn’t have me after that, kicking me out to the streets of Dise.
My legs gave out, dropping me to the ground. I stared at the tracks dug into the dirt in front of my muzzle. Thoughts refused to form in my mind, stuck on the images of Gray turning away. My vision became blurry, a tear rolling down my face, falling from my muzzle to the dry dirt below. I sniffed, holding back the mucus. I needed to do something, anything. But my brain wasn’t working and the aches and fatigue from the day returning in full force, making any movement all but impossible.
No matter where I went I would be alone. “Nopony wants me.”
“Oh, you’re wanted, Mister Sevens.” I jolted back in surprise, my eyes jumping up to the pony who had spoken. Before me, chin held high in the air, stood a pony I’d never seen before. Black mane cut short enough to stand straight, he glared at me through teal eyes. What was once a brown uniform—now tan from dirt—covered most of his grey-green coat, though it left the laced, military style boots on his flank exposed. The earth pony looked old, though far from feeble, with an air of authority that easily matched Oracles—I immediately hated him. “Yes, Mister Sevens,” he continued, “you are quite wanted. For the assault, battery, and murder of Private First Class Fuse Box. Arrest him.”
Before I could do so much as raise an eyebrow, two hooves landed between my shoulders, driving me into the ground. Cold metal pressed into the back of my head as the pony standing on my back spoke, his voice like two stones being scrapped together.
“Roll over, cunt.” One of the hooves rose, only to kick me in the ribs, forcing me to roll to my side. A second kick to my sternum dropped me to my back, leaving me prone and looking up at my earth pony assailant.
I had never felt assaulted by a face before—I mean there is ugly, then there is ugly. His nose had to have been broken half a dozen times and never set properly. His teeth—where he had them—were yellow and crooked. I gagged, as much on the dirt in my mouth as the smell of his breath.
The shock pushed my depression back, allowing my instincts to take over—I needed better instincts. “I hope you have a winning personality to make up for that face.”
He growled, raising a dirty yellow hoof to his chest, clearly intent on rearranging my face to look more like his. I cringed, bracing for the imminent broken face. A sharp whistle pierced the air, bringing everypony’s attention back to the older earth pony. 
“Corporal Flint! I did not give you permission to abuse the prisoner.”
“But, sir, he—”
“Corporal!” the officer said, cutting him off, “I will not repeat myself. You will follow orders. Do I make myself clear?”
The hovering hoof shot to the pony’s temple. “Sir, yes, sir!”
“Now, secure the prisoner,” he glanced around and pointed to the crest of a hill, “we’ll be making camp over there for the night.” 
A clatter hooves preceded a unified shout of, “Sir, yes, sir.”
I started, craning my neck to look past the ugly mug standing over me. An entire regiment of NCA ponies stood in formation behind him, forehooves pressed to their temples in salute. All thought of making a break for it died right there, even flying I could never dodge that many bullets. 
“I suppose there’s no point in saying you’ve got the wrong pony?”
The ass ugly pony pressed the tip of his gun under my jaw, saying, “You’re lucky I don’t blow your brains out right here.”
“Between that and your breath, I choose death.”
His hoof caught the tip of my nose, sending a spray of blood to be absorbed by the ever thirsty Wasteland dirt.
**********************
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Chapter 7-2: Broken

Fallout Equestria: Rolling Bones
Broken

“A painting is not prized for it’s flawlessness.”

“Corporal Flint!” a new voice shouted, though I could not help but notice the slight quiver. “Did the general not just tell you to refrain from abusing the prisoner?”
Deviated Septum’s head snapped around to face the approaching pony. The cream coated unicorn wore a uniform more in line with that of the general’s than the rest of the soldiers, lacking anything that looked like actual armor. His short, vibrant red mane fell to the right side of his face, curling ever so slightly at his cheek. 
Half lowering himself, Shattered Snout almost took a defensive posture before rising back to his full height. Although the unicorn was visibly shorter, and obviously uncomfortable—his ears and tail gave everything away—he held his ground. For the brief time that the confrontation lasted the general made no attempt to interfere, watching with nothing but mild disinterest.
“No... sir,” Split Crown said, nearly spitting the last word as he backed down.
“So, you believe yourself above the general’s orders?” the unicorn asked, his voice pitching oddly. His right hind leg shuddered briefly until he slammed it into the ground.
Broken Face growled through his teeth. “No, sir.”
“Are you sure? It seems to me—”
“I said, No.”
“Then I suggest you begin acting like it.”
Mashed Muzzle grumbled under his breath, but didn’t argue further. I almost wanted to thank the stallion, until he turned away. He trotted over to the general, standing at the other pony’s side as he issued orders to the rest of the soldiers. 
‘Rocks for face’ turned his attention back to me, our eyes locking for a half second before he snorted into my face. I coughed and wheezed, swinging my fore leg to clear the air of the offensive odor, only to have the buck snap cold metal around my fetlock. I froze, blinking at the hoofcuff and completely failing to put up a fight as he locked more onto both of my hind legs.
“Yeah? Well what are you going to do about this?” I snarked, waving the Pipbuck in front of his face.
Without missing a beat he wrapped a hoof around mine and yanked it up, clapping the cuff onto my leg just below the knee. Along with the links between both fore and hind legs, the chains connecting the cuffs made an ‘X’ between my legs, evidently to prevent me from moving at anything above a stumbling walk.
There was a brief light of hope that they hadn’t thought to restrict my wings—allowing me to escape at my leisure—that was completely smothered when he produced the saddle. Designed for a unicorn or earth pony, it was made of a chain mesh and covered me from the base of my neck to the front of my thighs. Fissure Face strapped the saddle across my barrel, locking my wings against my sides. He didn’t check under them, however, leaving Dash clamped between my wing and barrel with her wings stabbing between my ribs.
We began moving as I stumbled to my hooves. The NCA troops set a pace that I had no real hope of keeping up with. I tripped and faltered with almost every step. To Ass Face it must’ve seemed like I was dragging my hooves just to piss him off. So he followed behind me, forcing me to fall in and keep up with the rest of the troops. Every time I slowed down even a little he would jam the barrel of his rifle into my flank.
I felt like I was wading through a rainbow sea of flanks. My attempts to tally my captors were ruined before I managed to break ten—talk about eye candy. A small number galloped ahead of the group to ensure that no surprises awaited their fellows. The general and the pony who had intervened on my behalf were nowhere to be seen, probably at the head of the column. 
The sun was barely a hoof from the horizon when Tooth Decay bit my tail and yanked me to a stop. 
I whipped my head around to glare at the pony. “Was that really necessary?”
Flint cursed and spit as he let go of my tail. “Do you ever wash your tail?”
“About as often as you brush your tooth.”
That particular remark earned me a kick to the flank. Lacking wings and mobile legs, I was unable to catch myself and hit the ground. I bit my tongue and swallowed a cry as Dash’s wing dug into my side.
Blinking away the tears, I struggled to get my hooves under me to no avail. “A little help here, Stinky.”
The stallion responded by kicking dirt in my face.
“Yep. Thanks, that’s exactly what I needed.”
Accepting my fate for the time being I let my eyes rove the scene and my current surroundings. The general and that other pony stood off to one side of the hill with two others. The animated conversation was very one sided with the general motioning in different directions every few seconds. Every other pony went about preparing the campsite for the night. In a matter of minutes the entire hilltop was covered with chest high tents that were colored to match the landscape. At the center, about twenty feet from myself, three ponies were busy building a fire out of the tumble weeds that they must have been collecting as they traveled. 
I was confused by the choice of campsite; they seemed to be doing everything that Tracker taught me not to do out in the Wasteland. The hill was easily the tallest in the area, even with the low tents, the camp would be clearly visible to any pony or monstrosity that might be out and about. Until the sun set, the smoke from the fire would be visible to anything within two or three miles. With practices like this there was no way that Oracle and the Arbitrors could have not seen them.
A face that not even a mother could love obscured my view and I smiled, my mouth working faster than my brain. “Isn’t this romantic? I’d prefer something a little more private, but—” A hoof slammed into my stomach, driving the wind from my lungs, again. I writhed on the ground, gasping for breath that would not come. I reached for the offending fore leg, but he pulled back before I could get a grip. The dust in my eyes made them water, adding wonderfully to the pleading look I shot his way. “Don’t... don’t be like... this,” I pled, gasping for air with very real tears in my eyes. “We can... work it out. Just... give me another... chance.” Finally getting a solid breath, I continued, “Don’t you love me anymore?”
“Shut up, faggot!”
“Shut up? Why certainly, you don’t think I’m the kind that would keep blabbing. Someponies never know when to stop. When I’m told to shut up, I shut up—”
The barrel of his rifle jammed into my mouth. “Shut up, shuttin’ up!”
“Corporal Flint!” We both looked up to see the cream-coated unicorn from earlier, though his face was more cherry now, glaring at the soldier. The general stood a few paces back, watching the scene impassively. “I will not tell you again. You will not mistreat the prisoner!”
The earth pony glanced at the general for a moment, but the older stallion was completely unreadable. Apparently taking that as an indication of permission, Flint glowered at the officer and, his words dripping with contempt, said, “With all due respect, sir, this piece of shit should already be a rotting corpse.”
“I resent th—grruk”
Flint stepped on my throat, cutting off me off. The lieutenant didn’t seem to notice or care. “That is not your decision to make, Corporal.” The cream pony’s fore legs spread slightly. The aggressive posture was only slightly ruined by the slight quake in his right hind hoof. “Your job is to follow orders and your orders are to secure the prisoner and nothing else.”
I stopped struggling under Flint and began paying a little more attention, I’d only managed to increase the pressure on my windpipe anyway. My eyes flicked to the general still standing back letting the two ponies argue. His gaze moved between the two, examining each in turn. Curious, I did the same, paying more attention to their movements and expressions than the words they spoke.
The lieutenant—whose name I still did not know—stood with most of his weight on his back legs. A sheen of sweat glistened on his brow and the ear not hidden under his red mane was folded against his head. The more he spoke the more erratically his tail twitched. The muscles in his face were drawn tight in agitation, but his eyes never seemed to find a good resting place, instead flicking about the earth pony opposite him.
My view of the other pony was obscured by the fact that he was still standing on my neck. Leaning forward, he put most of his weight on his fore legs—and my neck. He’d lowered his center of gravity, spreading his rear legs and leveling his head with his shoulders. Ears folded back, he glared at the other pony with unwavering eyes. Despite, or possibly because of, his oft broken face, I could make out the bunching of the muscles in his jaw as he spit and growled.
The argument grew more and more heated with each word. They weren’t fighting about me anymore. The pretense was still there only as an excuse. I’d seen almost the same exact scene back in Dise, only then it had been two mares arguing over a stallion. It turned out that they had been long time friends. In the years that they had known each other they had built up massive stores of anger and resentment that they’d let stew and the poor colt was merely the catalyst that finally broke the dam. It hadn’t ended well for any of them.
Flint shifted his weight and I was certain that he was about to launch himself at the lieutenant, only for a high-pitched whistle to pierce the tension and draw everypony’s attention to the general.
“That will be quiet enough from both of you.” The general stepped forward, frowning at his soldiers. Both ponies—and everyone who had gathered around to watch—snapped to attention, standing up straight and pressing a forehoof to their temps in salute. Flint used the hoof he had been using on my throat, freeing me to cough and suck in air greedily. “Corporal Flint, your opinions on this matter have been noted, but we have rules in the NCA and you will abide by them.”
“Sir, yes, sir!” he shouted, instantly losing his challenging tone and becoming the model soldier.
“For your gross misconduct and disobeying a direct order from a superior you will stand watch all night, if you are found wanting at any point on the morrow you will repeat the following night.”
“Sir, yes, sir!”
“Dismissed.”
“Sir, yes, sir.” The stallion dropped his hoof. Spinning in place he turned his back to us and marched off—though not without kicking another clod of dirt in my face.
“As for you,” the general said, turning to the unicorn. “Since you seem to be so worried about the safety of the prisoner, he is now your responsibility.”
The unicorn’s face fell, “But d—sir! I—”
“Will perform all assigned duties with zest and vigor, whether you enjoy them or not.”
The lieutenant looked about to try and argue, but bit his tongue. “Sir, yes, sir.”
The general nodded in acknowledgement before turning, heading toward the only tent tall enough for a pony to stand in. The audience quickly followed suit and dispersed, everypony doing their best to look like they hadn’t been gawking for the past five minutes.
Once the general disappeared inside his tent, the unicorn dropped to his haunches. A hoof wiped across his eyes as he drew a calming breath, letting it out slowly and mumbling under his breath.
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“I don’t suppose I could convince you to let me go?”
“No.”
“All you’d have to do—”
“No.”
“Maybe just—”
“No.”
I huffed, dropping the side of my head back to the ground.
The camp’s activity had begun to focus around the fire as one of the soldiers set a large kettle on the radiant embers. With the help of two other earth ponies she went to work opening cans and pouring the lumpy brown contents into the pot and stirring it with a large wooden spoon. After a few minutes steam rose from the pot and she decided that the meal was ready. 
The call to dinner went out, bringing almost every soldier to the fire with a tin or bowl held between their teeth or floating next to their heads. The lieutenant didn’t join them, instead he enlisted one of the passing unicorns bring each of us a tin. 
The mare returned quickly and sneered at me as she dropped the small bowl in front of me, almost spilling its contents all over the ground. I gave her a smile that she completely ignored, turning to rejoin her compadres. 
My eyes followed her as she strutted back to the fire, taking a seat next to Flint. I blinked, my smile faltering as I tried to make the connection between the two as she saddled up to the stallion with the broken face. He didn’t even seem to notice the mare, staring daggers at me instead.
I quickly broke eye contact, turning my attention to the food in front of me. The brown sludge steamed slightly, giving off a not altogether unpleasant odor. Small lumps floated in the thick sauce making it look like a less appetizing porridge—which is saying something. The still unnamed unicorn standing guard over me went straight to work on his tin, scooping spoonfuls of the stuff into his mouth and chewing distractedly.
I glared at the slop, my brain and stomach warring against each other. I was far from convinced of the edibility of the supposid food, but at the same time I was still half starved from days of thin soup with only a small bowl of apple bits since. My stomach won out and I scooted myself closer to the bowl.
It was an exercise in flexibility to try and eat like that, laying on my side. Craning my neck awkwardly, I dipped my nose into the bowl, using my tongue to scoop a bite to my mouth. It was beans: old, stale, pre-war beans. I chewed past the soft clicking of my Pipbuck and the desire to wretch everything back out.
“They aren’t that bad.”
I glanced up at the cream unicorn. “Oh, you poor pony. You’ve never had real food before, have you?”
“My mother was a wonderful cook, I’ll have you know.”
I took another bite, grimacing as it slid down my throat. “If this is your point of comparison, I don’t doubt it.”
My ears folded back against the high pitched squeal of metal scraping metal. I looked up to see the the unicorn glaring at me, his spoon pressing into the bottom of his bowl. “You will not speak ill of my mother.”
“Whoa, slow down, buck. I didn’t mean anything by it,” I said, trying to placate the stallion. “I’m sure your mother is a wonderful mare.”
He turned his attention back to his meal, spooning more of the beans into this mouth, mumbling, “Yes, she was.” 
“That doesn’t change that this tastes like two hundred year old slop that only looks like it survived the war.” I realized that pressing the issue might have been a poor decision only after the words were out of my mouth.
His spoon stopped an inch from his open mouth. “That’s because that’s what it is.”
“Exactly.”
He shook his head but said nothing more and continued eating. The rest of dinner passed quietly, the lieutenant with his eyes lost in his own world while I struggled to stomach the ‘meal’. Despite its complete unpalatability the beans filled the hole in my stomach well enough, leaving me satisfied if not content.
The gathering of soldiers gradually dispersed as they finished their own meals. Most went straight to their tents, those that didn’t moved out to take up watch at the parameter. Only a few stayed behind to huddle into a small circle, the sound of dice rattling in wooden cups barely making its way across the intervening space. Finished with his meal, the lieutenant laid down, making himself comfortable before taking out a book and resting it between his outstretched fore legs to read.
I realized that I probably wasn’t going to be going anywhere anytime soon and began to shift my weight, trying to find a more comfortable position. It did about as much good as could be expected, given my current situation. Each movement only served to dig Dash’s wing deeper into my side. I even tried to stand a few times, resulting in nothing more than me flopping back to the dirt.
“Would you stop that?”
“Well pardon me for trying to get comfortable.” The sarcasm in my voice elicited an annoyed snort and little else from the unicorn. 
I shifted one last time just to make a point and closed my eyes, intent on using my amazing ability to sleep anywhere at anytime. That lasted for what felt like an hour, but couldn’t have been more than a minute or two before I gave up on that as well.
The lieutenant seemed to be ignoring me, completely engrossed in his book. I watched him turn a page and run his eyes over the writing. Maybe it was the way his mane framed his face, how his muzzle was buried between the pages, or the small smile tugging at the corner of his lip; either way there was something infuriatingly cute about him.
“My name’s Lucky Sevens,” I said with a smile.
He didn’t look up from his book. “I know.”
The smile slipped slightly. “And yours would be?”
His ear twitched and he responded with a flat, disinterested tone, “Sweets.”
“Hi, Sweets, I—”
“If you don’t mind, I’m trying to read.”
“Not at all.” I paused just long enough for him to start reading again. “What are you reading?”
Sweets glared up at the night sky moving his lips silently before saying, “The Math of Magic.”
If I had been standing my head would have tilted to the side, as it was I had to settle for a blank stare mixed with a few blinks. “Sweet Celestia, that...I—I... that is... you’re—”
“It’s what?” he asked testily, finally looking my way. “Weird? Strange? Stupid? A complete waste of time—”
“I was going to say ‘adorable’.” 
“— and energy? I get enough of that from—wait, what?” In the fading light I could barely make out the spots of pink on his cheeks.
“That,” I said, an airy laugh mixing with my words, “is absolutely adorable.”
“You mean, you don’t think it’s weird?” he asked tentatively. Something like a smile touched his lips.
I smiled. “Of course it’s weird. You’re completely engrossed in a book about numbers. How could that not be weird?” The glow of hope in his face faltered, but before he could say anything, I continued, “But that doesn’t make it bad. I have a friend that, if you put a book about plants in front of her...” I trailed off, memories of Aloe wending their way into my thoughts. “I...” I shook my head to clear it. ”*Ahem* She’ll read it cover to cover without stopping for anything.”
Sweets frown perked up a little. “Really?”
“Yeah... she really loves her plants. That was actually how she got her Cutie Mark. Didn’t leave her tent for, like, two days while she read that book ‘Super Naturals’. When she finally did leave, her Cutie Mark was right there plain as day. Of course she didn’t notice until I pointed it out to her. You should’ve seen her, jumping around excitedly shouting ‘Yes’ like a million times.”
Sweets put a hoof to his lips to suppress the slight reddening of his cheeks and an embarrassed giggle. “I... it must have been quite a sight.”
“One of the cutest things I’ve ever seen her do, and she makes a habit of being adorable on a regular basis.” I forced myself to smile past the depressing thoughts worming their way up. I decided that it would be best to steer the conversation somewhere else. “So, if math is your thing, why are you out here? Shouldn’t you be back somewhere with other eggheads?”
“Heh, yeah.” He looked back to the book sitting closed between his fore legs. “That would make sense, right? Try convincing my father of that. He believes in the military, and nothing else. To him the rest of pony kind exists to support the military and he’d kiss a minotaur before letting his son be anywhere but on the top of the food chain.”
“That’s just assine.”
“Heh, yeah. He doesn’t even like being reminded that my Mark has nothing to do with the military.”
“Wow... that’s just, wow.” I didn’t know how to feel about that. On the one hoof I understood being dissatisfied with being marked by a representation of something you despised. On the other hoof a parent treating a child like they needed to be hidden because of something that was beyond their control... that was just wrong and I said as much.
A knowing smirk touched Sweets lips for a second as his horn lit up, the tail of his coat rising to show off the image adorning his flanks. It looked for all the world like a red, curvy two-legged table. 
“A table?”
Sweets shook his head. “No, it’s the math symbol known as Pi. It’s one of the most important numbers in mathematics... On the most basic level it is used to find the measurements of a circle and can be found everywhere in the world around us.
“My father was away when I was born, so it was up to my mother to name me. Pie was a traditional name in her family dating back to before the war. She named me Cherry Pie.” I bit back the desire to comment on that, not wanting to push my luck. “For the longest time I thought both mother and I thought I would end up being a baker,” a wistful smile parted his lips, “it ran in the family apparently. That’s where Sweets came from I suppose, everypony’s been calling me that for as long as I can honestly remember.” The uniform fell back, his magic releasing the coat as his face took on a more serious expression. “Father wasn’t thrilled when he got back but it was too late to do anything.
“But that’s beside the point. I never really lived up to my fathers expectations; he wanted a soldier, but got me instead. After my mother passed away father decided that I needed to toughen up and drafted me into the army. I’ve been here ever since, living in my father’s shadow and...” his face hardened into a grimace, “I... have... no idea why am I telling my life story to a murderer.”
“I am many things, Cherry Pie: Gentlecolt, scholar, doctor, lover.” I turned on my charm as much as I could. “Murderer, however, does not make an appearance on that list.”
Judging from the glare he sent I way, I had said something wrong. “And I’m supposed to just take your word on that?”
The question hung in the air for a few moments before I answered, “Yes?”
“Right,” he said incredulously, turning back to the book between his hooves. 
I cursed silently to myself, he was being more difficult than I’d expected. “Have you tried talking to him about it?”
“Yes, we’ve already had that argument—Goddesses damn it, that is none of your business.”
I huffed in false indignation. “Well excuse me for trying to help.”
Sweets didn’t respond, focusing his attention on the pages of his book instead.
With that line of conversation obviously off limits for the time I searched for another candidate. I let my eyes rove the surroundings hoping for a spark of inspiration. The only interesting activity within sight were the small group of five ponies dicing. I couldn’t tell what game they were playing. From my lack of vantage all I knew was that it involved dice. Hooves rose over heads shaking dice filled cups. As one they brought the cups down to slam against the dirt. A round of betting was followed by more rattling cups and a second round of bets. The end of the round was accompanied by muted groans and cheers with the winnings being collected quickly so as to make room for the next round.
A frown twisted my lips. “Shouldn’t you do something about that?”
“Is somepony cheating?” he asked, apparently able to tell what I was talking about without looking up.
“That’s not—”
“Then I don’t care.”
“You, of all ponies, should know how bad gambling is.”
Something about that was enough to draw him from the pages of his book. Sweets turned to face me with a perplexed look on his face. His eyes drifted over me, lingering longer than necessary on my flank. “Really?”
I glared at the unicorn. “Yes, really.”
“Heh, that’s funny coming from a pony with a pair of dice on his flank.” The mention of my Cutie Mark made my gorge rise. I struggled to find a response but little more than curses and insults came to mind. Oblivious to my rising ire, he continued, “As long as they keep things friendly there is nothing to be gained by interrupting their fun.”
After taking a calming breath I spoke at a slow and deliberate pace, “Ignoring your insinuations, gambling leads to nothing but trouble. How somepony who has a head for numbers can sit by and defend an activity specifically designed to take a pony’s hard earned caps is beyond me.”
His smile slowly faded as he listened to my words,the confused look on his face deepening. “You’re serious, aren’t you?” Sweets shook his head slowly, the smile coming back. “It’s just a game... a way to pass the time.”
“Games don’t leave ponies capless and living in gutters.”
Sweets clicked his tongue, thinking for a moment. “Okay, I’ll bite. What’s so bad about a little gambling?”
I wasn’t sure if I should have felt frustration or pity at his ignorance. “First of all, there is no such thing as ‘a little gambling’. It only takes one time and a ponies can find themselves trapped, unable to drag themselves away from the tables for the chance of winning at the next roll of the dice. Gambling is as much a drug as Dash or Med-X, and a harder habit to break. A pony can find places to go where there are no drugs to be had, there is nowhere that a bet can’t be found.”
The unicorn’s brow creased as I spoke. He took a few seconds to process my words and put together his response. “I suppose I can see that possibility. Some—”
“Possibility?! There is no ‘possibility’. I’ve seen what’s left of ponies who don’t know when to put the dice down and step away from the tables. Even those who are lucky enough to not fall afoul of the casinos end up spending all of their free time at the tables; as afraid of what the next toss will bring as they are of not being there for it.”
“You do realize that we aren’t in Dise and they aren’t playing against the casinos?” he asked, in an earnestness tone.
“And?”
“They are friends playing amongst friends.” When this statement didn’t receive the response he apparently expected he continued, “No pony here is going to find himself indebted to a gang of thugs. None of them are going to let the others place a bet that can’t be covered. They’re playing a game, the caps just add a little weight to make things more interesting.”
“Until somepony gets greedy and decides that a few extra caps are worth more than the ‘friend’ sitting across the table.” 
Sweets thought for a moment. “That’s why they have bet limits. No pony can lose so much that it interferes with their friendships. Sure it’s completely possible for one of them to lose money continuously, but that’s a small cost for the time spent with friends enjoying each others company.”
I sneered at the unicorn. “Do you really think that everything gets left on the table? That when the losers go to bed tonight they won’t be carrying just a little extra resentment for the winners? Don’t play the foal, it doesn’t fit you.”
“Even if they do, it will be quickly forgotten in favor of the memories of the fun they had while they played.”
“Your naivety is amazing for a soldier. Even if that were the case, they are still building an association of good feelings with the act of gambling. When they do go to Dise and visit one of the casinos they will be that much more susceptible to the lure of the next roll.”
“Your pessimism is astonishing for a pony who claims to be a Watcher. Not everypony is as weak willed as you seem to believe. Gambling is only dangerous to ponies who need to win. As long as they are only betting what they can afford and can remember that they are there to have fun, not to win a fortune, then there is no reason to be concerned.”
“Have you even set a hoof in a casino—”
“Not as often as you, apparently.”
I bit my tongue, forcing myself to breath deeply before I said anything that I would regret... it didn’t work.

++FoE:RB++

I’ve never understood bondage. I mean, I can play to it as well as anypony, but actually getting off on being tied up and helpless... it just never appealed to me.
Clothes in general aren’t all that comfortable, unless they were specifically tailored to fit. I understand armor—and I was beginning to grow fond of mine—it serves a purpose. Cold weather gear also has it’s place. But clothes for the purpose of clothes eludes me. They bunch in inconvenient places, they rip and catch on things, and they are impossible to keep clean.
Bondage is like extreme clothing. Not extreme conditions clothing, but extreme ‘everything that sucks about clothing’ clothing. Bondage takes all the worst aspects of clothes and amplifies them to the point of ridiculousness.
Bridles are about as comfortable as using prickly pears for pillows. They rub, they chafe, and they’re a pain in the ass to get off, almost requiring another pony’s help. If I ever find the grave of the pony responsible for bridles I will dig him up, find a way to resurrect him, shoot him, resurrect him again, and shoot him again. And Bits! I hope the pony who decided that sticking a bar in another ponies mouth was a good idea is wallowing away for all eternity in the pits of Tartarus.
The NCA took things a step further by using a metal bridle that made it almost impossible to move my jaw to any useful degree. Worse still was the metal bit locked behind my back molars. Also made of metal, the bit was squared off so the edges dug painfully into the my lips and gums.

As a small concession on his part, Sweets decided to lift me off the ground and let me sit back on my haunches instead of forcing me to spend the rest of the night laying on my side—though it probably had more to do with the stake used to pin my bindings to the ground than because he felt sorry for me.
Night had fallen quickly, casting the world into darkness save for the dim, silver light of the moon shining through the clouds and the glow from what remained of the fire. 
I shifted my wings for the hundredth time in the past hour, drawing a glare from the earth pony mare who’d replaced Sweets when he’d left for his tent. She hadn’t said two words since taking up her post. It took me awhile to figure out why this bothered me so much. For as much as I thought I liked being alone I didn’t like being around quiet ponies. The lack of conversation was oppressive—my inability to contribute notwithstanding. She was completely content to sit there staring off into space, leaving me with nothing but my thoughts.
The private—I never got her name—wasn’t what I would call pretty. She wore NCA armor that covered everything aside from her head. Her muzzle was oddly narrowed so as to give her face a severe look. The bottom half of her left ear looked like it’d been bitten or shot off. Its ragged scarring evidence of the medics lack of skill. Her black mane was cut incredibly short and stood up straight as it ran from her head to her shoulders. Beside her ear the only other mark on her was a scar running from the left side of her nose to the opposite side of her chin.
I briefly considered attempting a smile, but the mental image of her returning it was disturbing enough without actually having to see it.
Letting my gaze drift over the campsite I tried to find something to focus my attention on with no luck. The ponies that had been playing dice had gone to bed shortly after the light faded too much to make out the pips. Beyond the tents I could make out the occasional pony walking the perimeter, keeping an eye out for anything that might try to sneak in. Beyond that there was nothing more interesting than the ground at my hooves.
There was a song that I couldn’t quite remember from when I was a colt. It was one of the few good things that I could recall from when I was a colt living with my mother. The melody was just out of my grasp, tickling at my memories, whispering in my ear. The harder I stretched for it, however, the further away it seemed to get. Without really realizing it, I started trying to hum what little I could recall.
The tempo was slow and the pitch lower than what would be expected from a mare. The best I could come up with were nonsensical words to seemed to fit what I remembered. My lips moved around the bit and my searched as I wracked my brain for more.
I stopped as my eyes passed over the ugly mare standing guard. My fruitless search for a lost song ended as I realized something was wrong. She hadn’t moved in the slightest. Her eyes gazed off into the distance. For somepony who was supposed to be paying attention, her ears were oddly relaxed and didn’t seem to be responding to any of the random sounds around the camp. More telling though was how she hadn’t told me to stop humming.
Stories from Tracker and his days in the Equestrian army came to mind. He claimed to have known ponies who could fall asleep standing up with their eyes wide open. I’d just assumed he was exaggerating, but this mare was beginning to make me reconsider that belief. 
There was a slight shimmer beside the mare watching me. I recoiled, letting out something that could be generously called a cry of surprise at the familiar zebra’s appearance. The stallion’s form was once again wrapped in the patterned cloth he wore whenever Oracle sent him to scout ahead. His hoof fell from a gemmed pin at his collar, a soft blue glow fading away before it touched ground. 
My eyes flickered between Knives and the mare. She continued to stare into the ether while he approached, acting as though she did not even exist. Doing my best to motion to her, I tried to ask, ‘What the Tartarus is going on?’ But I only managed, “Wha?”
Knives held up a small green bottle with a cork stopper in its mouth. Without a word he mimed waving it under his nose and fluttered his eyes. 
“Huh. Weh hrr uk an ih ee ooh o hrr.”
Knives’ shook his head, his tail flicking against one of his flanks then the other. A rolled up scroll launching out of its tip and bouncing off my chest to land at my hooves.
“Whha i ih?” I tried to ask, the bit digging painfully into my gums.
Still not speaking, he used his fore legs to unroll the paper.
I glanced down at the page before looking back at him. “Ah ann eed aha. Ss ooh rrk.”
Knives took a single step forward. With the tip of his hoof he pressed one of the buttons on my pipbuck causing it to light up like a torch.
“Oh.”
Flybuck,
Because even on paper Oracle refused to use my name.
You’re nothing but a pain in the ass and if I thought for a moment that Lock Step was going to just take you back to Calidonia I would leave him to it. My contract with the Watchers is for the protection of the caravan only, not individual ponies. Fortunately for you, there is no doubt in my mind that he will continue to follow the caravan until he catches us. Since it is impossible to think that we could outrun them we are left with only one option.
Half a day’s travel from your current position there is what remains of a small railroad stop off. Our tracks will lead the NCA straight to it. It is there that this farce will finally see it’s conclusion. Your role is a simple one. You will keep your mouth shut and let them walk right into the trap. 
Knives will NOT be letting you free. He will sabotage your bindings so that when the time comes you will be able to escape with ease. He also has your pistol which you must hide until after you escape. When Knives leaves there will be no evidence that he has been there save for what you have on you. If you are found out it is on you. I will not risk anypony to save you from another act of your own stupidity. 
Keep your head 