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		Description

The year is 506 AC (After Chaos) and 310 years after the defeat of Nightmare Moon.  The nation of Steelshod, nestled between peaceful Equestria to the southwest and the powerful kingdoms of Magia, Hoofswell and Cirrus to the northeast, has been a place of war and power for as long as anypony can remember.  It is a land of shifting allegiances and violent combat, a nation where Warlords vie for power over ever-malleable holdings in order to impress their fickle leader.  Duels to the death, cutthroat court intrigue and violent betrayals are almost commonplace in the lives of the ponies of Steelshod, and the ponies who live there are more than eager to continue its bloody traditions.
Amid the chaos and violence, a mare named Sabersong finds herself cast out of the service of her lord.  Injured, lost and alone, she struggles to accept the fate that has been dealt to her; the fate of a wanderer, a warrior with no place to call her own in a world where a warrior's place in an army was everything.
Yet even as she despairs, her heart lost in the twisting paths of the forest of her life, fate is busily molding her into what she is meant to become: a mare who carves her own way in a nation of pre-set destinies, a unicorn who challenges the way things are done, and a pony who finally can answer the question that haunts her night and day:
'When does the lotus flower bloom?'
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		A Hoof Out of Line



	“What did you just say?!”  The voice rang out loudly amid the bustle of the camp’s morning activities, causing some of the armor-clad ponies who had been busy preparing for the day’s sorties to stop what they were doing to crane their necks towards the sound.  In one of the main paths through the tent city, stallions and mares in the stark black and red colors of Lord Raven Arrow slowly stepped away from the source of the voice.
The footpaths in the camp had long since been trampled into mud, and despite the heavy clouds and clinging mist that hung over the army their camp fires still poured smoke across the landscape and tents, coating everything in fine, powdery soot; but neither mud-covered hooves nor a soot-stained coat could dim the fire in the young mare’s pale pink eyes as the circle of ponies around her widened until she stood alone in the center.  At the far end of the group of ponies a large stallion wearing armor stopped in his tracks and slowly turned back to face her, his expression neutral but for the excitement that danced in his ice blue eyes.
“I’m certain that you heard me,” he said sharply, his gaze meeting hers squarely, unflinchingly.  The mare’s lip curled upwards, baring her teeth in a snarl.
“I DID,” she snapped, her short-cut golden mane bobbing around her face like an angry thundercloud as she took an aggressive step forward, her hoof squishing almost to her fetlocks in the mud.  The stallion shrugged nonchalantly, and the mare felt her ire flare brightly behind her eyes despite the huge muscles that rippled beneath his chocolate brown coat.
“And what of it?” asked the stallion.  His eyes stared at her unblinking as he took a step towards her, as well.  “Having a hard time understanding plain words, are you?”
“Say it again,” the mare growled, her short tail lashing her hindquarters angrily.  Her light armor covered her shoulders and back but left her rump and belly exposed for greater mobility, meaning that she could feel every smack of her tail on her coat.  “Say it again- I DARE you.”  She could feel herself shaking with rage, her white coat rubbing against the overlapping pieces of lacquered leather as his smile widened and his eyes flashed eagerly.
“I said,” he repeated, drawing out every word so there could be no mistaking or mishearing, “That I don’t mind having mares on the battlefield, but I do not like the fact that Raven Arrow expects us to watch over foals.”  He turned his head and spat onto the ground, then turned back to the young mare and gave her a smug smile.  “We’re trained soldiers, not foalsitters, after all.”
The mare’s teeth ground together audibly, and before she could stop herself the horn atop her head began to hiss and spark with bright magenta light.  The stallion’s eyes widened the barest fraction and his smile took on a satisfied curve, but the mare was too far gone to care; her anger had flared to life in her heart, and she would be damned to Tartaurus if she was going to let this hunk of horseflesh talk to her like that.
“Ooh, what’s the matter, little filly?” the stallion cooed, his lips pursing together.  “Is ‘um having a pwoblem contwolling her temper?”
“Take that back,” the mare hissed, her mane bristling with rage.  “You take that back RIGHT NOW, Frost!”  Hard Frost’s smile grew again, and this time it held an edge that chased the satisfaction away.  His eyes narrowed and eagerness again flashed through their icy blue depths.
“Or what?” he asked quietly.  The noise from the camp had all but died away as more and more ponies in armor had stopped what they were doing to watch the confrontation.  Nopony made motion to step in and stop it, however, and that was just fine with the mare.  This jerk has it coming, she thought vehemently.
“Or I’ll make you regret it!” she yelled, her magic embracing the hilt of the curved sword she wore at her side.  “You take that filly comment back, or I swear to my ancestors I will make you pay!”  Her magic caressed the tight wrapping around the grip of the katana she wore, and its touch brought her comfort and confidence as it had a hundred times before.
Frost threw back his head and laughed loudly, the sound echoing off of the tents around them as much as it could in the heavy, moist air.  The soldiers around them began to mutter uncomfortably, and most of them began stepping backwards even farther; that kind of a response to a demand for an apology usually didn’t bode well for a civil resolution to the problem at hand.
“Take it back?!” he crowed, his voice dripping with mirth as he brought his eyes back to the mare.  “Take it back, she says!  How can I take it back when it’s completely obvious that it’s the truth?”  He lifted his hoof and pointed to her white flank, just visible beneath her armor.  “I’d say your blank flank says it all, little lotus blossom- you’re not fit to be here.”
“My name is Sabersong!” she snarled, her magic flaring brightly from her horn.  “Not lotus blossom and I swear I’ll cut you to pieces if you call me that again!”
Another murmur, louder than the last one, filtered through the gathered ponies and several from the back of the group took off towards their commander’s tent at a high gallop.  Sabersong shifted her hooves in the mud, her gaze never leaving the hulking Frost.  The stallion took two steps towards her, his movements slow and deliberate; he shrugged his shoulders, adjusting where his metal plate armor sat and ensuring his own katana hung where it was easily accessible.
“Is that so, blondie?”  His voice was soft, but Sabersong’s ears twitched at the eagerness hidden within it.  “Do you really, honestly think that YOU can best ME?”  His hooves shifted slightly as he turned his right side towards her, and her eyes darted to the katana that hung at his hip; the hilt was wrapped in pale blue cordage, and in spite of the anger burning hot in her heart Sabersong shivered at the sight of it.  There isn’t a pony in camp who doesn’t know Frost’s reputation, or one who doesn’t know exactly how many ponies he’s sent to the afterlife with that sword of his… Frostbite…
But she was too angry to care.
“I know I can!” she clipped, her magic loosening her sword in its scabbard.  Her eyes met his again, and again she shivered; his eyes were as cold as the winter he was named for, yet even in their icy depths she could see his lust for battle, for blood.  Somewhere in her heart a voice cried out for her to back down, to sheath her sword and walk away- but Sabersong would not heed it this time.  “The question is, are you stallion enough to fight me?!”
The crowd fell completely silent.  No muttering, no cheers or jeers, nothing came from the gathered ponies, not even the sound of their gasps of surprise; to Sabersong, the world had gone completely and utterly silent as she stared at Hard Frost, his eyes riveted to hers.  This is it, she thought, her teeth clenched so firmly that it was beginning to make her jaw ache.  He wouldn’t back down now, and even in her limited experience Sabersong knew that he was mere moments from action; there would be no formality with this duel, no sacred words to be exchanged or tradition to uphold- simply action, and the bloody aftermath that would hopefully leave her the victor.
Sabersong’s horn flared a little brighter in the dim morning light while the clouds above her roiled with unshed rain.  I can’t move first, she thought frantically.  I have to wait, have to wait until he moves- if I move first, I lose…  But Frost was staring at her from across the gap between them, his eyes the same dancing ice as before, his muscles tense yet unmoving, his sword resting and undrawn.  As if he had all the time in the world… as if…
Sabersong’s eyes widened.  As if he doesn’t think I have the guts to attack him..!
Her teeth ground together, and with a jerk of her head her katana leaped from its sheath; her hooves dug deep into the mud and she shot forward, her blade hovering low on her left side as she charged the large stallion, her mouth open as she let out a battle cry.
“Yaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!!!” she screamed, her fury at this stallion filling her being and fueling her movements.  She closed in on him in a heartbeat, her eyes watching his as she planted her hooves firmly in the muck, raised her head and brought her horn slashing down at his long, muscular neck.  Her sword followed her horn’s arc, whistling through the air at lightning speed towards the stallion, intent on spilling his blood and ending his life.
Faster than Sabersong thought possible, Frost reacted; his head darted to his right, grasped the hilt of Frostbite and drew it before, the shimmering silver blade flowing out of the scabbard like quicksilver to materialize between her sword and his neck.  The ring of steel against steel rang brilliantly in the silence, and with a mighty heave Frost lunged forward and smashed into Sabersong with his armored right shoulder.  The world went white for a moment as Sabersong staggered backwards, her sword wavering in the air as she shook her head, trying to clear her vision from white fog that had invaded her eyes when he had impacted her temple; she blinked wildly as panic rose in her chest, and with a jerk of her horn she tried to put her sword back into a defensive position… but it was too late.
Another clash of steel, duller than the last, rang out again, and Sabersong had just enough time to realize that her sword had been battered out of her weakened magical grip and onto the muddy ground before Frost rose in her vision, his hulking form blotting out all light from her world.
“And now you die,” he growled around Frostbite’s hilt.  Sabersong threw herself backwards with all her might, but the stallion was too close and too fast.  Frost became a blur of brown, black and red in Sabersong’s vision as the curved blade seemed to become liquid again, lashing out at her chest in from her left.  Her magic flared but there was no blade in her grasp to block with, and the quicksilver of Frostbite reached her faster than she thought possible; it bit deeply into her armor, slashing through her white coat beneath and sending her backwards several steps.
Sabersong staggered backwards away from Frost, intent on not letting him hit her again… but when she took a breath she noted that her breathing wasn’t as even as it had been.  It was now sharp and ragged, and a slow, creeping cold had begun to numb her chest and climb her neck.  Without thinking she raised her left hoof to touch where she had been hit.  She felt the cleave in the leather that had previously been one solid piece of material, and when she pulled her muddy hoof back a deep crimson was slowly fading into the darkness of the muck.  Her eyes widened as she realized what the crimson was, what it had to be… blood.  HER blood.
Her head suddenly felt light, and the world swam before her as her legs gave out, depositing her into the hoof-trodden muck in the path.  The mare blinked, and suddenly she became aware of the warmth; a warm, sticky feeling across the cold of her chest, a feeling that was slowly running down towards her hooves… She struggled to stand, but as she looked down at the ground she saw the same crimson that had decorated her hoof, now beginning to mix into the mud around her and following her as she tried to force herself upright.  Panic spread its black wings in her throat as she tried again to rise, but her legs simply would not support her.  No, I have to get up!  I have to get my sword… I…
Frost’s hooves suddenly dominated her vision, and Sabersong felt her heart leap into her throat; slowly, she followed his hooves to his legs, then to his chest and finally to his sword-bearing muzzle, and to her everlasting shame the icy touch of fear lanced into her as she met his cold gaze once more.  He stared at her, his eyes as cold as his namesake; without a word he tossed Frostbite into the air, caught it so the blade protruded from the left side of his mouth and slashed Sabersong’s right cheek with his blade.  Sabersong winced as Frostbite kissed her yet again, but it was soft, gentle, like a lover who had been too rough their first time; perhaps it was the loss of blood speaking, but she swore it was almost loving, as if it were doing this all for her own good… as if this were all for the best.  She could feel the blood begin to flow immediately, trailing down her cheek like red tears as the corner of Frost’s mouth quirked up in a sadistic smile.
“There,” he said around Frostbite’s hilt.  “Now when you get to the afterlife, they’ll know who sent you.”  He flipped Frostbite in the air again, caught it and sheathed it in one smooth motion; he gave her one last glance before turning away to plod through the muck towards wherever he had been going before she’d stopped him, as if killing her wouldn’t even disrupt his morning routine…
And as her legs lost their strength and deposited her into the mud, as her vision began to go dark and she felt cold all over, she slowly realized that her death would not, in fact, mean anything to the stallion who had killed her.
The left side of her head settled gently into the mud, its earthy, sodden stench filling her nostrils as she closed her eyes.  A life that meant nothing, comes to nothing… fitting…  A tear leaked out of her right eye, and it seemed to her that the darkness stalking the edges of her vision suddenly leaped forward to engulf her.
~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~
The first thing she came to notice was the rain.  Through the darkness that was her world she heard the steady, persistent drumming of raindrops on the roof of a tent, a cadence to draw her back to the world of the living.  Soon after came the smell, the clear, fresh scent of the rain mingled with the musky scent of wet canvas and earth.  Slowly she opened one eye and winced; even the low light inside the tent hurt her eye.  Where… am I? she wondered foggily.  How did I get…
Like a flash of lightning her duel with Hard Frost flickered back through her mind, and before she could stop herself her eyes shot open, sending shooting pain into her head.  The mare took a deep breath and groaned, but immediately regretted it; a stab of pain lanced through her chest and throat, causing her to cough dryly and sending new pain shooting through her body.  Between coughs she did her best to look at her surroundings, but all she could manage to gather was that she was lying on her back in a bed, covered up to her chest by a black and red blanket bearing the sigil of Lord Raven Arrow.  By the Ancients, she thought through the waves of pain, what happened to me..? 
A hoof gently touched her shoulder, but as Sabersong turned her head to look at who it was a canteen full of water was presented to her, blocking the other pony from view; the mare’s eyes widened again and she snatched the container with both hooves, pressed it to her lips and began to drink greedily of the water inside.  The cool, clean liquid washed down her parched throat, chasing away her dry cough.  It feels like I haven’t had any water in years…
She tipped the canteen back to drink more, but as suddenly as it had been presented to her the water was pulled firmly way, out of her hooves and out of reach.  Sabersong gasped as a trickle of water made its way down her chin, and she turned an angry gaze on the gray earth pony standing next to her.  He was older, much older than most of the warriors in camp, which in her limited experience meant that he was either a commanding officer or a medic.  He gave her a frown and placed the canteen on a small table near her bed.
“That’s enough for you,” he said, his voice deep and strong despite his less than hardy appearance.  “Too much water too quickly, and you’ll make yourself sick.”  Sabersong’s eyes narrowed at him.  Medic, then… so I must be…  Her gaze softened, and slowly she brought her outstretched hooves back to her blanket-covered chest.  She touched it gingerly and winced as even the gentle pressure caused it to ache.  “I wouldn’t do that,” warned the medic, his eyes firm as he shook his head.  “I wouldn’t play with that or the dressing on the cut on your cheek.  You took quite a beating from Corporal Frost, young mare.  You’re lucky to be alive, if you asked me.”
“I… honestly didn’t think I was going to live,” the unicorn said softly, her hoof touching the gauze across her cheek.  She winced at the memory of his eyes, and deep inside her she felt the cold flower of fear blossom.  “I should have died…”
“You’re not wrong, miss,” the medic said gruffly as he shuffled to the chair next to her bed and sat down.  “If some of the other soldiers hadn’t come to get me before the fight was over I might not have got to you in time.  You lost a lot of blood, but my poultices and potions managed to keep you from plunging horn-first into the great beyond.”  He snorted and ran a hoof through his short black mane.  “But if you didn’t get a good look at it before you came back, I’ll be surprised.”
The unicorn mare winced at his comment and allowed herself to return to a prone position.  I probably shouldn’t have survived, but I did… I don’t know whether to thank him or to curse him.  She inhaled slowly and let out a steadying breath before turning her head towards the older stallion again.
“Thank you,” she muttered.  “For saving my life, mister…?”
“Just call me Graystone, miss- everypony else does.”
Sabersong nodded.  “Thank you, Graystone.  I literally owe you my life.”  The mare shifted beneath her blanket uncomfortably.  This wasn’t how I imagined my stint in the Raven Arrow’s army would go, she thought, her heart sinking as she glanced down at her hidden form.  I had hoped that they could teach me more… that I would be able to make a name for myself…  She winced as she moved again, feeling the pull of the wound beneath the heavy dressing compressing her chest.  I wonder what the penalty for starting a duel in camp is…  “So, how long until I can get back out to the front lines?  I’m sure that Lord Raven Arrow hasn’t stopped campaigning while I’ve been down, and I do have a duty to fulfill to him.”  She gave the stallion a hopeful smile, but the look that fell across his face at the mention of her duty made it shrink.  “…what’s wrong?” she asked.
“Well…” Graystone shifted awkwardly on his chair, his hoof rising to rub the back of his neck.  “Actually… there won’t be a need for you to return to the front lines.”  He snorted angrily and dropped his hoof back to his lap.  “Damned Raven Arrow, leaving this up to me…” he grumbled.
“Leaving what up to you?” asked Sabersong, unable to keep the worry from her voice.  Her hooves curled around the edge of her blanket, tugging it close against her as Graystone sighed and reached his hooves to the table next to him, where several pieces of paper had laid just outside of Sabersong’s sight.  With painful slowness Graystone scooped one up and held it out so she could see the red seal that held it closed- a bird in flight surrounded by five arrows.  Sabersong’s throat tightened uncomfortably as the medic broke the seal and began to read it in his gruff voice.
“’Private Sabersong, assigned to the 5th Regiment under Captain Glass Heart, is hereby accused of provoking an unsolicited and unsanctioned duel with Corporal Hard Frost.’” Graystone paused to give Sabersong an arched eyebrow as he read Frost’s name, and the unicorn gave him an awkward smile and a shrug.  The stallion shook his head, took a deep breath and continued.  “’In doing so, she knowingly endangered non-participating military personnel in her private affairs, as well as knowingly disobeying Lord Raven Arrow’s direct orders to hold duels outside of camp and away from other ponies.’”
“That wasn’t my fault!” she blurted, her eyes wide.  “Frost was baiting me, he knew that I couldn’t hold my…”  Graystone glared at her from over the top of the letter, and the mare winced.  “…temper… sorry.”
“Ahem.”  The stallion snapped the paper in his hooves once before speaking again, his voice tense with irritation.  “’After reviewing these facts, listening to the testimony of the many and varied ponies who witnessed the event and taking into account the current physical state of Private Sabersong’…”  Graystone’s words tapered off.  Sabersong frowned as he turned his gaze to her again, and her stomach suddenly cramped as she saw the sympathy in the blue depths of his eyes.  Oh by Celestia… no…  “…‘we hereby discharge her from our service,’” Graystone concluded quietly.  “’She is stripped of her rank and released from her vows of fealty, and is to leave the camp as soon as she is physically able.’  It’s signed by Captain Glass Heart, under the authority of Lord Raven Arrow.”  The medic’s gaze danced over the paper again as if he wasn’t certain he’d read it correctly… but Sabersong knew he had.  Her head drooped as a pit opened in her stomach, swallowing her already floundering hopes in her future.
“I…” she started, but her throat clamped around her words and refused to let her speak.  She swallowed, though it felt dry and seemed to jam her unspoken words farther down and away from her mouth.  She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to keep the tears welling up in them from spilling down her cheeks.  If this is the Captain’s decision, I must abide by it…  Silently she kicked and berated herself for doing something so stupid.  You KNEW better, Sabersong, you KNEW BETTER… you ignorant fool.  The mare took a deep breath to steady her nerves, and after a few moments she found her voice again.
“What… should I do, then?” she managed in a weak voice.  “If I am no longer in Lord Raven Arrow’s service…”  She paused, her mouth still half-open to continue.  Why am I telling him this? She thought.  Why am I asking this stranger for advice?  He doesn’t know me at all, much less what I should do now!  Her mouth opened wider to tell him to disregard her, tell him that she wasn’t feeling well… but something stopped her.  A sick, nauseous feeling welled up in the back of her throat, and with obvious effort she swallowed it as well as her protests before finally speaking again.  “…I had planned on making a life here.  What should I do now?”
Graystone huffed and refolded her discharge letter before placing it back on the small table.  “Well, since you asked, I suppose I should read you this OTHER letter that arrived for you while you were unconscious.”
“Other letter?”  Sabersong’s eyes narrowed.  “How… how long have I been in this bed, Graystone?  It seems as though the world has moved on and forgotten me already…”
“You’ve been in that bed for almost two weeks, but as for the world, it hasn’t forgotten you; at least not if this letter is to be believed,” the stallion said as he lifted the second letter in his hooves.  This time there was no seal, and it was obvious that Graystone had read it before.  “’My dearest daughter’,” the letter began, and before he could continue Sabersong dropped her head back to her pillow in exasperation.
“By my Ancestor’s GHOSTS,” she moaned.  “Not THIS tripe again…”
Graystone gave her an acidic glance over the top of the paper before continuing.  “’We have received notice that you have been injured severely, and would once again like to reiterate our desire to have you back home at the estate.  It has been seven months now, and though your father says you must follow your own path, I know better.  Your sisters have all taken proper places in households of note and I would beg you to give up this mad quest and join them’.”  The medic blinked incredulously at the next paragraph but after giving his head a small shake he continued, though his voice carried disbelief with it.  “’I… pray to the Ancestors that whatever injuries you sustained… will not deface you so terribly as to detract from your… value as a bride’..?”  Graystone lowered the letter, his eyes squinted.  “Is… is she serious with this garbage?” he asked, his gruff voice a touch gentler than it had been before.  With a vexed sigh Sabersong nodded.
“Yes, unfortunately; my mother has a very specific idea of what her precious youngest filly should be doing with her life…”  She shook her head, steeling herself.  “There is more, I presume?”
“Oh… yes,” Graystone muttered, turning his eyes reluctantly back to the letter as the rain pounded down on the tent roof above him.  “‘-will not detract from your value as a bride so that we might find you a stallion suitable for your station.  I would beg a letter from you as soon as you are able, my little lotus blossom.  With hope, Graceful Flourish.’”  The medic grimaced as he finished reading, as if the words on the page had left a bitter taste in his mouth.  “Your mother seems… worried about you, at least,” he said, but Sabersong could hear in his voice that her mother’s words had surprised even him.
“My mother,” Sabersong spat, “cares only for her own standing with the Warlords and their inner courts.  Even Lord Raven Arrow has heard of my family and their reputation for wheedling their way into things.”  Her ears pressed flat against her mane as she turned her eyes towards the door at the far end of the tent and the rain pouring down outside it.  “He almost didn’t allow me to serve in his army for fear that it was a ploy by my family to gain purchase in his holdings… and I have no doubt that is one of the reasons for my…”  She winced, and realized she couldn’t say it.  “In all of Steelshod, no family is as well known for having claws to dig into others the way my family is, and we have many Griffons who call our country home, if you get my meaning…”  Graystone just nodded and placed the letter back on the table before setting his hooves in his lap.
“So it sounds as though you’ll have a decision to make in the near future,” he said as he watched her closely.  “You should be ready to move around on your own in a few days, and then you’ll have to leave us.”  Sabersong’s eyes never left the rain, but as his words sank in her shoulders slumped and it felt as though the cloth of her bandage wasn’t the only thing pressing down on her chest.  Leave this army… the very place I sought to flee from my problems has offered me no sanctuary…
She could feel Graystone’s eyes on her for several minutes as she stared at the outside world, her mind slowly turning the very few prospects she had over and over again as she searched for something, anything that could give her a way out of this situation… but she could find nothing.  If I go back home, my mother will never let me leave again, she thought, her eyes watching the rain unblinking.  But if I don’t go home… where else is there?  This will get to the other Warlords, and a discharge from service along with my family’s reputation may well mean never finding a new place… never finding my way…  Finally she turned back to Graystone, hopelessness welling up inside her like a plume of frigid fog.
“…what should I do?” she asked quietly.  Her vision began to blur and she could feel a tear slowly making its way down her cheek.  “I have nowhere to go but back to the prison of my home… and how can I do that…” She sniffed angrily at herself, and when she spoke again her words were tinted with venom.  “…how can I go back to that when I have spent my whole life getting AWAY!?” she choked.  
The old medic watched her as her hooves curled around her blanket and began to knot it in frustration and anger, his tongue held tightly against the tide of her emotions.  Finally, as Sabersong’s tears began to flow in earnest he gave a long, drawn out sigh.
“Young mare,” said Graystone, his voice rough and coarse like cast iron, “It looks like you don’t have a lot of options before you… but allow me one question.”  The unicorn sniffled pitifully but managed a nod, and the stallion gave her one in return.  “You’ve talked much about the paths you have to choose from, but said nothing about the path you want to walk.”  He leaned forward slightly, his wizened eyes watching her, sharp despite their age.  “Your mother called you ‘lotus blossom’ in her letter.  Why is that?”  Sabersong blinked at him, but after a moment she managed to huff angrily despite her tears.
“My mother likes to call me that because she feels like that is what I must be- a delicate, beautiful flower with no use or purpose or… or anything.  And I refuse to be useless, placed on a shelf for viewing!”
“Hmmm,” was all Graystone said as he watched her fold her hooves gingerly over her chest and glare out at the rain; finally, just when Sabersong felt she could stand the silence no longer, the older stallion spoke again.  “Now, my question, young mare: When does the lotus flower bloom?”
“Wh…what?”  Sabersong wiped a hoof across her face before facing Graystone once more, her bloodshot eyes narrow.  “What does that even mean?” she grumbled.  “How am I supposed to know, I’m not a gardener…”
“No, Sabersong,” Graystone said, the patience that had coated his voice mere moments before quickly draining away to reveal the rough iron beneath.  “You refuse to be called ‘lotus blossom’, yet you and the flower you hate share many similarities, I feel.”  The mare opened her mouth to argue with him but the medic held up his hoof, his eyes firm enough to stop her words before they could even form.  “If you meditate on these words, Sabersong, I think you would find more than just wisdom there.”  His eyes danced to where her flank was covered with the blanket and back to her eyes once more.  “Think on it- you may find your path there.”  Without waiting for her to reply the stallion slid off of his chair and shook his mane out.  “I have some things to attend to before the army returns with more wounded, as I’m sure they will.”  He walked to the door, not even bothering to don a cloak as he stepped out into the rain; the downpour immediately soaked his mane and tail, and Sabersong expected him to dash away without another word.  Before he disappeared from Sabersong’s view, however, he turned and gave her a long look.  “When does the lotus flower bloom, young mare?” he said loudly over the pouring rain.  “Think on it.”
Sabersong sat forward on her bed, her eyes wide despite the absurdity of his idea.  “W-wait, Graystone!  What does that…?”  But the stallion merely gave her a nod, then turned and hurried away into the squall.  The unicorn watched his retreating form until it was lost, fading away into the dusky half-twilight that the storm cast across the camp.  “What does that mean…?”  Only the pounding rain atop the tent answered her, its endless drumming echoing deep into her soul.  Slowly, the mare let her head fall back to her pillow and droop to the right, her chest feeling empty for the second time that day.  As she allowed her eyes to sweep to the wall of the tent she saw something that drew her attention and caused her ears to perk up just slightly.
Standing against one of the poles supporting the tent was her sword, its deep gray hilt unmistakable to the unicorn.  Sabersong’s eyes danced from the sheathed blade to the door of the tent through which Graystone had vanished… and a determined frown slowly furrowed her brow.
“A lotus blooms when she is ready,” she muttered under her breath.  Slowly she sat back up in her bed, swinging her legs over the edge and carefully sliding out.  Her legs wobbled beneath her but held her, and after a few moments of carefully flexing each leg to ensure it was usable she turned to face the door.  She glanced down at the bandage covering her chest and winced; it was large and slightly bulky, certainly not the best to travel in but… What choice do I have?  She rolled her shoulders and set her jaw firmly.  Her horn lit up and her sword floated from its resting place against the pole to slide easily around her hips; with a simple manipulation of the strap beneath her Sabersong secured the weapon.  She limped towards the door of the tent, steeling her resolve as she gazed out into the deluge… and after a moment of hesitation her magic lit up again, levitating a cloak from a nearby chair and draping it over her shoulders.  She cinched it tightly around her neck but didn’t pull the hood up, and with a deep sigh she stepped out of the tent into the drenching rain.
Sabersong would never meet Graystone again her life, but in her later years she would often speak of him; the strange stallion who had touched her path briefly, yet had left more of an impact on her than anypony else ever had, or would.  However, that day as she started to slog off into the driving rain she gave no more thought to his words than she did the letter from her mother.  No path matters but my own, she thought as the cleansing rain plastered her mane to her face.  I must make my own path… no matter where that may lead…  Her magic glowed again and the hood of her cloak was pulled up, protecting her from the rain as well as any prying eyes that might see her departure.  With one last glance around the camp, she took a deep breath and started walking.
At that point, she had no idea where she would go.  There was only the road and the will to walk it- and desperation had given Sabersong the will to walk forever.

	
		Exodus into Solitude



	Forever, as it turned out, was a very relative term, and was greatly influenced by outside forces.
The rain had long since soaked the cloak she wore over her back, causing the material to stick to her coat and bunch across her shoulders as she walked.  Her hood hung low over her face, the water saturating it slowly dripping down onto her exposed muzzle, but Sabersong was beyond caring about the water.  It had been raining almost non-stop since she had left the camp, and despite the spring warmth of the weather the chill from being wet all the time was beginning to seep into her bones.  It’s getting hard to remember what it felt like to really be warm, she thought blearily as she wandered down the sodden road, her hoofsteps random and clumsy as she staggered onwards.  The mud that was now the road clung to the edges of her cloak as it was dragged through the muck; it even clung to her hooves to be smeared along the inside of the garment, and the longer she walked the more of her legs were covered by the dark brown gunk.
Around her the countryside grew lush as she made her way to the south, away from the current battlefield of Lord Raven Arrow and Lady Rosewine who were fighting over a large piece of the Steelshod heartland.  The trees near the road were finally beginning to show their full spring leaves after a long cold winter and as Sabersong continued on they were beginning to grow closer and closer together, slowly shaping themselves into the forests that bordered the Steelshod coast.  The young unicorn was well versed in the geography of her country, having spent hours poring over her father’s maps at their family estate since she was just a foal, and if she had stopped to do a bit of reconnaissance she would have known that she was just over a day’s walk from the coastal city of Canterbury; it was a prosperous city, and a place where an industrious mare with her wits about her could make her way to anywhere in the known world for a fresh start.
But Sabersong did not have her wits about her.  In fact, when she glanced up at the trees from beneath her soaked hood she had absolutely no idea where she was… or even where she had set out to go.  She hadn’t given much thought to it when she’d left camp, but south was the first direction she’d chosen and it seemed as good as any other.  The unicorn squeezed her bloodshot eyes closed for a moment before forcing her leaden hooves to take another step.  It will be fine, she thought firmly.  I’ll be fine, I just have to keep going and I’ll make it.  She wove uncertainly across the muddy road in a drunken pattern as she made herself keep walking, the pads of her hoofs caked with mud.  I’ll be fine, she thought again, her tired eyes staring unblinking as she hurried down the road as fast as she could.
She had no idea how long it had been since she’d left camp.  All she knew was that the rain had been coming down on her ever since, and the short-lived breaks in the deluge were hardly a consolation as she trudged.  It was all but impossible to tell the time of day through the gloom, the only discernible difference between morning, noon and night simply being the depth of the grayness around her; the clouds were slowly beginning to darken now, and a small, nagging voice in her head recommended that she stop for the night.  She promptly ignored it.  A drop of rain slipped from her hood down onto her muzzle, the crystal clear water sliding down her matted coat and into her open mouth; the water hit her tongue and was gone, though on reflex she clamped her lips and swallowed anyway.  Her throat protested as her dry tongue grated against the arid roof of her mouth, the normally smooth, effortless workings of her body grinding like the wheel of a grain mill over coarse wheat.  She winced in spite of herself, but her hooves never faltered in their course to the south.  I have to keep going, she told herself again.  I just have to…
The steady drumming of the rain on the countryside about her had long since filled her head, but over it she was beginning to hear another sound as she staggered on her way; a subtle yet unmistakable ringing in her ears that played a sharp counterpoint to the cotton that was slowly building up behind her eyes and making it hard to think.  Her muscles burned and her sides ached, and through the haze in her head she tried vainly to think of what she was going to do next.
I could always go home, she thought as the landscape rolled by around her, but even as she thought it her throat constricted and she felt her anger flare hot enough that it flushed her chilled cheeks.  No, I will not go home.  There was nothing for her there except the doting, smothering touch of her mother and the jeering faces of her brothers, and she would be damned to Tartaurus before she let them see her in such a state.  She winced and forced her addled thoughts away from the images her ruminations of home brought up: her mother’s smile, so sweet and loving yet hiding sour disappointment; her brothers’ judging eyes, filled with pride and confidence; and perhaps worst of all her father’s face, his expression saying everything while saying nothing…
The rain slackened as she hurried down the road, her sword thumping rhythmically against her leg as she walked; the touch of her weapon had once been a great comfort to her, ensuring that the one thing she could count on in the entire world was there with her… but now its touch was like the kiss of a whip, spurring her ever onwards down the road.
If I can’t go home, she thought as she passed through a large stand of trees that surrounded the road, then I suppose I could go back to Lord Raven Arrow and beg him to-…
But even before she could finish the thought she saw those eyes again – the cold, frozen blue eyes that had burned themselves forever into her soul.  She felt an icy touch slide down her mane and neck, and in spite of her decided lack of coordination her pace increased, her hooves skittering uncertainly across the road as she barreled on.
No, I… I can’t go back there… I can’t…  Sabersong’s teeth ground painfully together as she squeezed her eyes shut, trying to drive the image of his eyes, his smile, his blade from her memory altogether.  And I can’t go to another Warlord because of my family… and because of my own cowardice.  The admission stung almost as much as the wound on her chest, which rubbed uncomfortably against its wrappings; with every breath she could smell the blood that soaked the bandages beneath her sodden cloak, and the smell drove fear deeper into her heart.  I can’t go anywhere… There is no place in Steelshod for a coward.
She winced as the word seemed to crawl up her spine and settle in the back of her mind.  Coward…  That’s what she was, after all: a good for nothing, spineless coward that couldn’t even stand on her own hooves in a duel.  There wasn’t a doubt in her mind that if she went back home to her family’s estate her brothers would delight in telling her about the duels they had won, the courage they had displayed in the face of death.  They would carry on about their daring exploits, about the blood that had been shed by their blades, and they would all be so…
A tree branch whipped across her face as her hooves plunged suddenly into softer soil, the sting of the thin twig bringing the tears she had forced away surging to the surface.  They’d all be so brave… and I…  Her eyes stared ahead unseeing as she barreled forward, her hooves scrabbling against the loose rocks and muddy soil as branches began to tug at her cloak from all sides.  They pulled at it like a thousand grabbing hooves, all determined to slow her down and force her to stop her frantic flight, but Sabersong would not be stopped.  No, never… I can never stop now.
Her heart pounded in her chest as her tears streamed down her frigid cheeks, mixing quickly with the sweat and rainwater that covered her coat.  Mud kicked up into her cloak as she ran, sticking in freezing clumps to her stomach and legs as the horrible, clinging chill along her neck spread through her mind and into her heart.  It was a sensation that she had known since she was a foal and one that she had tried for years to tame, to control… but as she careened into the rapidly falling night with no plan, no hope and no place to even get dry that detestable, clinging emotion sank its claws into her like a starved griffon.
Fear.
Even thinking the word made her hooves move faster, her heart pound harder; her eyes widened as she stared ahead unblinking, her gaze turned inward as she watched the icy wraith of her fear spread its spectral wings to engulf her, driving her onward and onward, faster and faster.  No, you won’t have me… y-you won’t…!  Her teachers, her father, her brothers, they had always laughed at fear as if it were something that was beneath them and unworthy of their time, but fear had always been there for her in the dark of the night, skulking and waiting for her to lower her guard when she was alone, whispering in her ear and caressing her soul with its frosty touch.  Now it seemed that her nameless fears had been given not only a name but also a face, and eyes that stared like blue daggers into her soul as she ran.
Her hooves splashed suddenly into something cold and wet, and with a gasp she leaped blindly forward into the growing darkness.  Her hood flew back off of her face as she careened into the night, her eyes wide yet unseeing as the wind and rain whistled around her… and for a moment, a peaceful, blissful moment everything went silent as the wounded mare leaped through the air.  The rain pelted her face, splattering across her sweat-covered brow and her matted mane… and for a pair of heartbeats Sabersong felt her lips curve into a delirious smile.  Maybe I’ll just fly away, she thought wildly.  Fly away and never return to this place…
Unfortunately for Sabersong her flight into the ethereal beyond was terribly short-lived, and her return was quick and violent.  Her hooves touched the ground first, their tips digging into soft earth and pitching her forward so that her head smacked into the sodden soil, knocking her unconscious with a single blow.  Her body went completely limp as her momentum carried her farther forward still, her cloak twining around her form as she tumbled for several long, painful seconds before finally lying still.
The growing night slowly enshrouded her unconscious form, enfolding her in blackness as she sank deep into a dreamless abyss.
~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~
For all of her remaining days, Sabersong never knew how she survived that night out in the wild.  She had been so weakened by her injuries, so delirious from hunger and thirst, and so exhausted from her reckless journey from Lord Raven Arrow’s lands that, by all accounts, she should have died that night, especially when taking her impromptu flight and crash landing into the equation.  She would often reflect upon that moment in her life and wonder why she did not simply perish in that glade, slipping gently away from a life that had been full of uncertainty and pain into an afterlife of comfort.
Then, after mere moments of thought, she would simply smile and say, “To die is too easy, I suppose.  To live and fight onward is the test – and that night, despite my best efforts to the contrary, I passed.”
As consciousness slowly returned to Sabersong, the first thing she noticed was a smell – a familiar scent that filled her head as her body took the first deep breath of wakefulness.  It was a fragrance that she recognized immediately, even in her unconscious stupor: the smell of morning dew upon green grass with the earthy scent of trees floating beneath, a scent that gusted into her mind and swirled about, tossing away the cobwebs of sleep that filled her head.  She squeezed her eyes shut tighter as she exhaled and drew in another breath, and as yet more scents from her surroundings filled her lungs she became aware of a firm, throbbing pain throughout her body that robbed her of any joy that the clean scents of spring could have brought to her.
Instinctively she recoiled from the pain, her whole prone form clenching so that she curled into a ball as she winced.  Uuughh… it feels like I was trampled by a whole regiment of soldiers… she thought weakly as she took another deep breath.  It was, without a doubt, the most awful pain that she could ever remember dealing with: it had no singular source to focus on or shut out, nor did it seem to have a single specific cause that could be treated and ended.  Instead, a single, unifying throb filled her from nose to tail, a pulse of pain that occurred every time she made even the slightest move.  Sabersong snorted and winced as even the act of breathing differently caused her head to pound in time with her heartbeat.
As she lay on her right side trying to gather any kind of motivation to move, the sounds of spring slowly began to infiltrate her dark, pain-filled world.  Her ears twitched as she heard snippets of birdsong, their tunes bright and cheerful amid the gentle sighing of wind through treetops.  The sound of a stream reached her ears, a gentle trickle of water as it bubbled down its chosen path that mixed with the wind and the birdsong to bring a single flash of hope to the young mare’s world.  It wasn’t much, but it was just enough to encourage Sabersong to gently crack open one pink eye and view the place where she’d come to rest for the first time.
The first thing she saw as her vision focused were blades of grass standing tall before her nose, their edges still decorated with gemstones of glistening morning dew.  Sunlight spilled haphazardly through the trees that stood tall across the glade from her and, though she thought that it had to be morning for there to still be dew on the grass, she realized that she had no idea what time of day it was… or even if it had only been one day since she’d gone to sleep.  How long have I been laying here? she thought as she opened her other eye, the grass obscuring all but the upper halves of the trees before her.  Have I been here all night?  Two nights?  She lifted her head from the ground, determined to look around her a little better… but before she even had her neck fully upright the world swam before her eyes and she winced as a wave of nausea and pain filled her until she felt it pressing against the back of her throat.  Oh Celestia… this is not good…
She swallowed against the uncomfortable feeling at the back of her throat, and as her sandpapery tongue rasped against the dry roof of her mouth Sabersong found her first goal: she had to find some water, and it needed to happen fast.
The simple act of making a goal for herself seemed to have an almost magical effect on Sabersong.  She felt her nausea lessen, and, in spite of still feeling like she’d been beaten from top to bottom with practice swords by an army of disgruntled earth ponies, she managed to shift her body so that her right foreleg could slip beneath her.  Pain blossomed upwards into her shoulders, a deep, insistent ache that demanded that she stay down on the grass where she was and not move for several days… but as Sabersong tried and failed to swallow a second time, she knew deep down that there was no other option but to get up.
How long did I travel..?  I don’t… I don’t even know how long I was walking, or which direction I was heading.  Sabersong’s gaze shifted slowly from the grass in front of her to the other side of the glade, where bright beams of sunlight were painting the trunks and leaves a brilliant shade of orange.  I guess that must be east, she thought, as her lip quirked into the ghost of a smile.  That’s one mystery solved, I suppose… though it doesn’t tell me where I am, or help me find water.
She pulled her left leg in towards her body, the hard edge of her hoof drawing a long, deep furrow in the damp earth beneath her before disappearing under the edge of the mud-spattered, grass stained cloak that still clung insistently to her neck and shoulders.  Her brow furrowed as pain filled every ounce of her being, and after several long moments she lifted her left hoof to her throat, her shoulder throbbing as she did so.  With slow, deliberate movements to ensure that she didn’t injure herself further, Sabersong unclasped her cloak and allowed it to fall away from her body, its soaked, filthy fabric falling to the damp ground with a muffled whump.
The cool morning air rushed in as she exposed her wet, dirty coat, and a shiver lanced its way up her spine so violently that she had to clench her teeth to keep from crying out in pain.  Oh by my ancestors, she thought weakly, that feels a lot worse than I thought it would…  She forced her jaw to relax, and as her mouth came open the breath that had been trapped in her lungs hurried out in a sharp gasp.  Come on… you can do this, she told herself.  Just push with your legs and stand up.  You can decide what to do once you’re upright, but you can’t do anything without getting to your hooves first!
Her left hoof returned to the ground in front of her and, after a few quick breaths to muster her determination, she pressed her hooves down into the soft soil before her and pushed herself up off the ground.
Sabersong’s eyes clenched shut and a loud groan burst from her lips before she could stop it as she stood up, her legs quivering so violently that she wasn’t certain they would hold her.  The muscles in her shoulders and back all seemed to burst into flames simultaneously, sending a burning, aching sensation darting through her body that caused her groan to quickly turn into a hiss of inhalation through clenched teeth.  She pulled her rear legs in closer, her hips exploding in the same burning ache that had filled her shoulders as she struggled to gather herself a bit closer to her center of gravity.  I’m NOT going to end up back on the ground, she thought vehemently. That’s not going to happen, because if it does I’m not going to be able to get up again!
Slowly but surely she shuffled her hooves in closer to her center until she stood fully upright, her chest heaving as an orchestra of pain serenaded the young unicorn: from a throbbing ache in her head to sharp shooting pains in her hooves, Sabersong was confident that she was feeling every ounce of pain that she’d ever feel in her whole life.  Surely this is some kind of divine punishment, she thought as she dipped her head back towards the ground, her eyes once again squeezed shut against the pain.  Nopony could do this kind of damage to themselves and survive…
She lifted her head until her neck was parallel to the ground before opening her eyes, her matted blonde mane framing her view of the glade around her, and as her bright pink gaze refocused on the larger situation she felt her spirits lift, even if just a little bit.
The glade was truly a wonder of natural beauty and even in her damaged state Sabersong felt a smile tug at the corners of her mouth as she turned slowly on her hooves, drinking deeply of her new surroundings.  Tall deciduous trees ringed the broad expanse of open forest land with countless smaller trees dotting the glade itself, each laden with countless pink flowers that she recognized as cherry blossoms.  They weren’t open yet, but she’d seen enough of them on her family’s estate to know that they would begin opening sometime in the near future.  The sight of the flowers made her heart ache and, despite the myriad of other pains echoing through her body, she felt that ache more keenly than the rest.  She closed her eyes for a moment and forced herself to take a deep breath to center herself as best she could before opening her eyes and continuing her survey of the area.  There were ferns growing beneath the trees, their long, distinctive leaves glistening with dew, and as Sabersong turned with a wince she saw the path that she had come down to find this glade.  It was barely noticeable enough to be called a path at all, and simply appeared to be a long stretch where no trees had happened to grow; she couldn’t see any signs that would point to it being a trail used by foresters in the area, nor did it appear to be an animal trail of any kind, at least as far as Sabersong could tell.  Her gaze dropped from the trees to the trickling brook that hemmed the glade into its own little world, and she squinted at the obvious hoof marks in the soft mud of the bank.  What are those..?
A flash of cold wetness and the sensation of flying through the air filled her mind for a moment, and as her eyes followed the trail of mud and debris from the hoof marks to where she was currently standing, she slowly remembered how she’d come to be here in the first place – a memory that caused the injured mare to blush furiously at her own stupidity.
By the moon and stars, how long did I walk? she thought as her eyes returned to the brook.  Her throat felt like burned parchment, and the sight of clean, clear moving water was quickly returning her dehydration to the forefront of her thoughts.  I must have been delirious by the time I stopped moving… maybe that’s why I don’t remember much about it.  Her gaze followed the brook up to her left, and as she turned stiffly to continue tracing its path she saw a pond, roughly five pony-lengths across and twice that long, that lay half hidden behind a low stand of cattails.  Her eyes widened, and without waiting another moment she started forward, her movements jerky and stiff as her muscles fought with her.
In spite of her pain, Sabersong dropped to her knees and plunged her muzzle into the pond, drinking greedily of its clear water.  Despite the warm sunlight pouring through the trees the water was icy cold, and Sabersong winced as it bit painfully at her parched throat, though it certainly didn’t stop her from drinking.  She took several long, satisfying gulps before pulling her face up and away from the water, the wet tips of her blonde mane falling to stick against her face and neck as she swallowed the life-giving substance.  She wanted to gorge herself on it – to simply plunge her whole head into the water and drink and drink until she could drink no more – but she knew from the lessons her father and brothers had given her as a filly that drinking without restraint when you were dehydrated could cause her yet more physical pain, and that was something she wanted to avoid, if she could.  The cold water traced its way down her throat, the crystal clear liquid cooling her insides and bringing a small, honest smile to Sabersong’s face.  I’ll never take water for granted again, she thought fervently.  Who knew that even murky pond water could taste so good…
She glanced down into the water as its surface calmed, and between the wide leaves of water lilies and tall stalks of cattails she saw her reflection for the first time since she’d left Raven Arrow’s army.  She winced as her eyes traced over the large scar on her right cheek, the bare flesh still bright pink and barely finished healing.  I don’t remember taking the bandage off, she thought as she touched it lightly with her hoof, but I suppose that’s to be expected, all things considered.  She sighed and with a shift of her shoulders she dipped her front hooves into the pond and rubbed them together, freeing them of the mud, rocks and other particulate that had found residence in her fetlocks and pads.  She could see that her coat, pristine and white before she’d left the camp, was now a strange ivory off-white thanks to stains of dirt, sweat, and rainwater, and the very idea that she’d let herself be so overcome with emotion that she’d let herself fall into such a state made her shudder.  
After ensuring that her hooves were clean – at least as clean as she could make them here – she lifted them from the water and gave them several sharp flicks to remove as much of the liquid as she could from her fetlocks before turning her gaze down towards her chest, where the large bandages still sat loosely against the wound that had almost taken her life.  Sabersong winced as a ghost of fear passed through her heart, but after taking a deep breath she forced herself to bring her hooves to the bandage, which had spatters of mud, twigs and grass caught in its fabric.  She pulled at the cloth that held the gauze in place against her with the tips of her hooves, and as soon as she succeeded in untying the cloth the whole bandage fell away, revealing deep red-brown bloodstains soaked into the gauze.
Her head swam slightly as she looked down on it, and in spite of her intentions she almost lost what little courage she’d mustered to look at her wound directly… but she clenched her teeth tightly, swallowed once, and forced herself to look down at her chest.
The wound was still stitched closed, and thankfully was not bleeding anywhere despite her frantic departure from Raven Arrow’s care.  The blood on the gauze was old, perhaps from before she’d even risen from her bed at the camp, and the smell emanating from it was gut-wrenching, to say the least.  The unicorn felt the water in her stomach boil as she tore the bandage away from her body, and with a sharp sigh her pink magic snagged the whole mess of bloody rags and tossed them away from her, the mass of brown and off-white sailing over the plants next to the mare to settle at the trunk of a tree twenty feet away.
“Don’t throw up, Sabersong,” she muttered to herself, her voice gravely and hoarse both from exposure and lack of water.  “If you do, you’ll lose all the water you just drank and then some… don’t throw up…”
She closed her eyes and swallowed firmly before taking several long, deep breaths and, after several tense seconds, the crisp scents of the pond, the woods, and the morning air itself cleared her head and chased her nausea away, leaving nothing more than a sickly sweet memory for her to cringe over.  Well, that’s done with, she thought as she turned her attention back to the wound on her chest.  Now it’s time to see if I can clean myself up a little.
Her horn ignited with the magenta aura of her magic once more, and this time she plucked a small amount of water from the pond.  The bubble of magic floated to her and settled between her front hooves, hovering just off the grass before her in front of her chest; with a twist of her magic she turned the sphere of water into a long tube contained within the magical aura, and gentle pressure with her magic along the tube allowed the unicorn to gently spray the water and begin cleaning her stitched wound, the water clearing away the dried blood and other various debris that had caked there during her reckless journey.  The unicorn winced as the stream of water tugged at her stitches, and with a sinking feeling in her stomach she realized that she might have done herself more damage than she realized.  Not changing the bandages for that long, not to mention not cleaning or caring for the wound in all this time, could mean infection, she thought, a sour taste rising in her throat as she continued washing herself.  It’s clear that I was on my way to being healed, but it’s so sore and tender…  She shook her head and sighed.  One thing at a time, Saber – clean it as best you can, and wait.
The morning sun continued to rise as the mare washed herself, its glorious, warm rays filling the glade as Sabersong continued to drink and wash, drink and wash.  She decided that she would rest that day, and with a fresh supply of grass, cattails and water lilies nearby she knew she’d be able to get a little food in addition to her supply of water.  It wasn’t much, but she knew that the last thing she should be doing was exerting herself until she was rehydrated and rested – and those were two things that the mare knew she could take care of.
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