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		Description

The day of "Sunshine and Rainbows" has long since passed.  Through the efforts of the New Canterlot Republic, Equestria is on the verge of returning to its former glory.  But all is not well in paradise.  A new threat has emerged on the horizon, one which threatens to destroy everything the NCR has accomplished.  To challenge it, teams of specialized vigilantes have been brought together to form the Equestrian Crusaders.  Crusader Team Shadow, the most elite team of ponies in the Crusaders, brings it upon themselves to ensure that the NCR remains a safe haven for all.  With an impressive combat record to show for it, Shadow Team may be the only hope for the NCR.  But are they even a match for what lies ahead?
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		Prologue: The End of an Era



	
Everypony in Crusader Command was hard at work.  But not Éclair.  She was kicking back in her seat with her hooves up on her desk.  She was levitating an ice cold bottle of Sparkle~Cola and casually taking sips through a straw, savoring every last carrot-flavored drop.  Life was good for Éclair.  Being a unicorn gave her virtually unlimited possibilities of a career field (except for things only pegasi are capable of).  When she got hired as a Crusader Team Handler, she was more overjoyed than ever.  These days, the only real jobs in Junction Town for most ponies are low-end jobs like being a merchant or service pony.  Of course, if Éclair had played her cards right she could've tried for politics.  The New Canterlot Republic is always on the lookout for more ponies to help run Equestria.  But Éclair is no politician.  Her cutie mark clearly states that she was meant to be a Crusader Handler!  (Okay, her cutie mark is actually just a pair of headphones.  They could've meant anything to anypony.  But they do apply well for this job as she's always wearing her headphones.)
As a Crusader Handler, it is Éclair’s job to track and monitor her assigned Crusader Team's movements.  If command has an order for her team, she passes it along.  Likewise, if the team is responding to call on its own they relay that information to her, and she passes it to Crusader Command.  Basically, she is just a liaison between her Crusader Team and Crusader Command.  It is a simple task, but it is crucial nonetheless.  Should her team end up in trouble, she could be their only lifeline.  If that situation occurs then it is her responsibility to ensure that they receive immediate help.  
Every Crusader Team has its own handler.  All of the handlers are mares (go figure), and they each have their own station in Crusader Command.  Each station is equipped with a terminal to record team activities and a pair of headphones (Éclair’s cutie mark paid off!) to communicate with Crusaders in the field.  All the other handlers were busy passing along orders, information or any other pieces of directives to their team captains (or vice versa).  Éclair was not doing any of that for the moment.  It's not that she's lazy; she just does not have much work to do for the time being.  Besides, she was privileged to be assigned to the most badass team of Equestrian Crusaders, the infamous Shadow Team.  She was thrilled that Commander Tabasco gave her this assignment.  She gets to work with one of, if not the best, group of ponies within all of Equestria.  
Honestly, she also had her heart set on Shadow Team's leader: Captain Raging Thunder, the "Invincible Stallion" of Trottingham.  It's not quite known how he earned that moniker.  Rumors suggest he can't be killed, but that is ridiculous.  Others think it's because of his many battle wounds he's attained throughout his life.  Still others believe he earned that title because of his heroic defense of Trottingham nearly twenty years ago.  Apparently, Trottingham had come under a massive slaver attack and Captain Thunder was able to rally the residents of the town and successfully fight them off.  Whatever actually happened, it was that day that ponies addressed him as the "Invincible Stallion".  I could've thought of a better nickname.  
As Éclair took another sip from her Sparkle~Cola she remembered back to when she first saw Captain Thunder.  It was two years ago when he first came to the NCR to start the Equestrian Crusaders.  They bumped into each other (literally) at the market in Junction Town.  When Éclair first looked at the dark blue unicorn with a black mane and tail she fell for him instantly.  But she didn't say more than a word to the stallion.  They didn't formally meet until several months later when she became Shadow Team's handler.
Éclair fondled her long brown mane and gazed at the many pictures on her desk.  Sitting next to her personal terminal were several pictures of her and Captain Thunder.  They weren't so much as photographs as they were drawings she did herself.  She was certainly no Silver Bell, but she didn't do half bad on the cute drawings.  They were all of (fantasized) romantic moments of herself and the captain.  Her friends and coworkers often mocked her for having such a filly crush on Captain Thunder; he was, after all, at least 10 years older than her.  But she didn't care.  A mare can dream, can't she?
Mrs. Éclair Thunder.  She smiled at that thought.  I could get used to the sound of that.  Unfortunately, Captain Thunder did not ever seem to have the time for any mare, let alone Éclair.  Having such an important job means he's always got to be prepared for the worst that Equestria can throw at him.  Perhaps he doesn't have a love life because he's afraid of it interfering with his service?  Still, one day he'd have to retire from service and then he’ll have to find love.  And that's where I'll come in.
Éclair leaned further back in her chair and drank the rest of the Sparkle~Cola.  She levitated the empty bottle to her desk.  She pocketed the bottle cap for later.  It's strange.  Even though it’s been years since the formation of the New Canterlot Republic and the official currency are still bottle caps.  It could’ve been because the other towns and settlements in Equestria are still using bottle caps.  Not every region in Equestria is part of the NCR yet.  So it’s just easier for everypony to continue using bottle caps as universal currency.  Who even thought of using bottle caps as currency in the first place?
Éclair stretched before rising from her seat.  She got to her hooves and decided to get another Sparkle~Cola from the fridge in the HQ’s small cafeteria.  Shadow Team was currently en route to some location somewhere for some secret assignment; she didn’t know the full details.  It was her job to relay information, not question it.  She was certain she wouldn’t miss anything important if she’s only gone for a second.  
The snowy unicorn nonchalantly trotted past other handler stalls.  She couldn’t help but overhear some of their conversations.  “… Yes, I’ve already told them you want…”  “… Negative, Captain Cruise.  Whiskey Team is to…”  “… is not currently looking for replacements at the moment  Sorry, Flak.  You’ll just have to…”  “… No, Commander Tabasco is not here...”  Sometimes Éclair wondered what the other Crusader Teams were up to.  Shadow Team was always going somewhere or doing something.  Again she reminded herself how lucky she was to be assigned as Shadow Team’s handler.
After retrieving the last Sparkle~Cola from the fridge (much to the dismay of another handler with the same idea) Éclair walked back to her stall.  Along the way she began to fantasize about Captain Thunder again.  What if I try seducing him the next time we see each other.  How will I be able to do that?  I remember hearing something about pheromones could do the job…  But what pheromones?  She telekinetically popped open the bottle and pocketed the cap.  Stepping into her stall Éclair almost returned to her seat when the buzzer sounded.
The buzzer indicated that a Crusader Team was urgently trying to communicate with command.  Usually, those situations were emergencies.  Éclair quickly sat down and put her headphones back on.  “Command, come in!” a frantic stallion shouted from the other end.  It was Captain Thunder.
“Command here, go ahead Captain Thunder,” Éclair responded.  “What is your situ-”
Captain Thunder cut her off.  “We are under attack from all sides!” he screamed.  Éclair heard massive amounts of gunfire in the background.  A few muffled voices screamed.  “We’re being swarmed here!  Request immediate backup!”
Éclair froze in her seat.  This type of call had never come in before.  Shadow Team has never called for help.  She stuttered, “C-c-can you relay your coordinates?”
“Our position is marked two…” Captain Thunder started.  An explosion was heard followed by the sounds of someone screaming in agony.
“Scorch is down!  Scorch is down!” a muffled voice cried.  Éclair froze again.
“Dammit!” the captain yelled over the sounds of battle.  “Suppressive fire!  Oddball…” the captain’s voice was drowned out by another explosion.
Éclair regained her composure.  “Say again, captain.  What is your position, over!”  She could now hear other voices in the background.  None of them sounded like any of the ponies in Shadow Team.  They were cheering and shouting over the sounds of their weapons.  She could barely hear what the captain was saying.  “Captain Thunder?”
“Command,” Captain Thunder spoke.  He sounded like he was hurt bad.  “Shadow Team is down.  We are at mark…” an explosion interrupted the communication.
Éclair could hear no sounds from the other end.  “Captain Thunder, do you copy?” she panicked.  No answer.  “Shadow Team, come in!” she cried desperately.  Silence.  “Shadow Team… Captain Thunder… COME IN!!!” she screamed at the top of her lungs.  No one answered.  The line was dead.
Éclair sat back in horror.  She dropped the still levitating bottle of Sparkle~Cola.  It shattered on the ground.  Pieces of glass scattered, the soft drink splashed all over the stall.  She heard someone mumble behind her.  Éclair slowly turned in her seat and saw several other handlers had gathered outside her stall.  They all had concerned expressions.  “What is it?” one of them asked.
“What happened?” another demanded.
Éclair was too shocked to reply; she couldn’t say what she knew was true.  She quietly glanced at the pictures on her desk; tears began to form in her eyes.  No one even knows where they are.  Finally, with tears rolling down her cheeks, she cried, “We’ve lost them.”
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“War.  War never changes.” - the Narrator, Fallout

Three years later...
Fifteen years have passed since the day of “Sunshine and Rainbows.”  The Equestrian Wasteland has been nearly fully restored to what it once was.  Peace, happiness, and friendship have been returning at a steady pace.  But, the New Equestria is still far from being the perfect paradise.  After the defeat of Red Eye’s forces and the end of the Enclave, everyone assumed that all would be well.  They were wrong.  For many years there was not even the faintest whisper of violence within the New Canterlot Republic.  But as time moved forward, the idea of there being total and complete peace began to fade away.  For ponykind had succeeded in emerging from the ashes of their darkest age, but war… War never changes. 
In the areas of Equestria that still remain barren, rogue bands of raiders and slavers have been working to undermine all the efforts of the NCR.  In the past, such attacks by overconfident ponies were swiftly dealt with by the Talons or the Applejack’s Rangers.  Recently, however, the tables have begun to turn.  Far more organized attacks on caravans, outposts and patrols have increased with far deadlier results.  The Talons and Applejack’s Rangers have done their best to end the hostilities, but their numbers have been dwindling.  
Though most of the wasteland remains faithful to the NCR, there are many settlements that have been threatening to abandon the republic due to the abundance of attacks and not sufficient enough help from the Talons and Rangers.  To assist the two factions in preserving the peace, the President of the New Canterlot Republic has commissioned a private pseudo-military organization of law bringers, militiamen and vigilantes to deal with the vices of the wasteland whenever the Talons and Rangers could not.  They are called the Equestrian Crusaders, named after the three friends who founded the Wasteland Crusaders shortly before the day of “Sunshine and Rainbows.”  Despite most members being volunteers and with little to no combat experience, the Crusaders are far from disorganized.  With support and funding from the NCR, the Equestrian Crusaders have established units in each town and settlement (and points beyond) within the NCR territory.  Their primary headquarters is centered in Junction Town.
This is the story of Crusader Team Shadow, or Shadow Team as they are more commonly called.  Based out of New Appleloosa this team is considered to be the best within the Equestrian Crusaders.  Taking on the most dangerous missions and assignments, only the finest and most daring ponies are ever considered for the team.  There is no quest that is too nasty for Shadow Team.  But as they always get the most dangerous assignments, Shadow Team must always be prepared to receive replacements.
Principally, this tale is about Shadow Team’s leader, Captain Raging Thunder.  Having originated from Trottingham, he has been asked to personally lead this special team of Crusaders due to his countless years of leadership and combat experience.  Under his guidance, Shadow Team has been very successful in routing raiders and slavers in the outer NCR territory.  Despite having suffered a substantial tragedy, Raging Thunder does his best to effectively lead his team.   
Lately, Shadow Team has found themselves in a steady decline in demand for hazardous missions.  After several disastrous quest failures, Shadow Team has since put themselves on loan to whoever requires their immediate help.  That is all about to change, however.  A distress call from a patrol of Applejack’s Rangers has been received a few miles away from New Appleloosa.  Being the closest, Shadow Team was the first to respond…

	
		Chapter 1: Shadow



"Whoever saves one life saves the world entire." - the Talmud

Spec peered through the scope of his sniper rifle on the encampment below.  In the small valley, not far from the Everfree Forest, were the targets he was seeking: slavers.  As he scanned the valley he counted at least a dozen well-armed slavers patrolling their compound.  With his skills, Spec could easily snipe each of the slavers, but he was not here to do that… yet.  He chose the best point for his reconnaissance: a high ridge approximately three hundred meters above the complex.  Not only did he have all the angles covered from his vantage point, he was also concealed amongst all the rocks along the ridge’s edge, making him impossible to be seen (that, and he was also wearing a zebra stealth cloak).
Spec slowly scanned the valley some more.  The factory complex was full of small shacks, probably used as guard quarters or storage.  There were large boxcars sitting idly around the main buildings.  Spec could see some more slavers within them.  Several slaver guards were standing around talking and smoking cigars.  At a table set under a tarp were another group of five slavers.  They were apparently playing a card game.  
Spec had already confirmed that slavers were here, but now he needed to verify that these were indeed the slavers he was looking for.  A glance around the compound and he spotted a large barbed wire fence at the entrance to the encampment.  In front of the gate stood a large pre-war sign: Welcome to Everfree Mills!  The only entrance to the factory was along a train track that passed through the gate.  Two slavers carrying assault rifles patrolled the gate.  Another guard trotted up and down the train track.  A short distance away from them was a makeshift guard tower.  A sniper was at its summit.  Fortunately there were no other guard towers, but that didn't mean that there were no more snipers in the area.  Spec specifically needed to spot any snipers before the operation could begin.
Two more slavers carrying sniper rifles ascended the tower.  Now they had to deal with three enemy snipers.  The two snipers set up their rifles.  Then they donned a pair of cloaks, and vanished.  Shit!  They've got stealth cloaks as well!  Spec made a mental note of where they were before they vanished.  With luck, they would still be there later.
Satisfied that all enemy snipers were accounted for near the entrance, Spec shifted his position a few feet along the ridge.  Settling into his new position, Spec immediately spotted them.  Locked within a large chain-linked fenced enclosure were the prisoners.  “Jackpot!” Spec whispered to himself.  “There you are.”  In the enclosure were at least ten ponies, but he couldn't tell if they were the Applejack’s Rangers he’d come to rescue, for they were not wearing any armor.  
One prisoner seemed to be having an argument with a slaver guard, a unicorn, at the pen’s gate.  The prisoner kicked the gate several times with his forehooves.  Spec couldn't hear what they were saying, but the guard looked pissed.  After a few more moments of an apparently heated “conversation,” the guard turned to walk away from the fence.  As soon as she turned, the prisoner spit on her through the fence.  The guard stopped in her tracks.  The prisoner laughed and spun around, walking towards the other prisoners.
Quickly, the unicorn slaver levitated a pistol from her holster.  Without turning to look, the guard aimed the gun and shot the captive in the back.  Spec could barely hear the “pop.”  His eyes went wide.  The stallion collapsed to the ground.  The guard slowly returned to the fence.  The stallion tried to crawl away.  The guard opened the gate and entered the pen.  She shot the stallion a second time in the back.  POP!  Looks of fear spread amongst the faces of the remaining prisoners.  The prisoner stopped moving and it was impossible to tell if he was still alive from this distance.  The unicorn shot the stallion again.  POP!  After a moment, the guard fired several more shots into the prisoner’s limp body.  POP!  POP!  POP!  Finally she stepped over the prisoner’s head and fired once more.  POP!
The slaver magically reloaded the pistol and waved it at the rest of the prisoners who all slowly backed away from the corpse.  Spec felt a surge of anger swell within him.  The guard holstered the pistol and trotted out of the pen, sealing the gate behind her.  As she slowly (and proudly) walked off, Spec aimed the crosshairs of his sniper rifle on her skull.  Contemplating pulling the trigger, Spec reluctantly turned away from the slaver.  He still had a job to do; shooting a slaver now would only give him away and the other slavers would likely kill the remaining hostages.  “You will be avenged,” Spec growled, gazing back at the prisoners.  
His recon was complete; it was now time to fallback.  The brown earth pony stood up from his perch still wearing his zebra cloak.  He turned to leave the ridge before something in the compound caught his eye.  Aiming down the sights of his sniper rifle for a better look, Spec couldn’t believe what he saw contained within a large circular paddock.  “No way!  Where the hell…  How the hell did they get THAT?” he asked stunned.
___________

Approximately two miles away, the remaining four members of Crusader Team Shadow awaited Spec’s return from his reconnaissance.  Raging Thunder glanced around the scene they discovered only a half hour ago.  In this barren stretch of wasteland were what remained of the Applejack’s Rangers patrol who had called for help.  The area was extremely gruesome: bodies were strewn everywhere, blood soaked into the dirt and the few plants that were growing here, and several corpses were horribly dismembered.  The body in the worst shape belonged to the platoon’s leader: Paladin Nightfury.
Nightfury’s armor had been removed, his legs amputated, his neck sliced ear to ear, and his torso sliced open spilling his entrails onto the dirt.  As if the monsters responsible hadn’t desecrated the stallion enough, his corpse also smelled as if somepony had pissed on him.  The worst part was… Nightfury had still been alive when he was cut up.  Raging Thunder hoped that he’d at least had been unconscious so he wouldn’t have suffered such a horrible death awake.  “Nopony deserves to die like that,” Raging solemnly whispered.
The other Applejack’s Rangers were more “fortunate” (that term being used loosely) then Paladin Nightfury.  Most of their bodies were not violated at all.  All the Rangers had been stripped of their weapons and supplies.  Several were even missing their armor, including the Paladin.  The attackers would have had to work very vast to completely remove a dozen sets of Applejack’s Rangers armor.
Other fallen Rangers had been ripped apart by heavy gunfire.  Several Rangers had dozens of bullet holes coating their armor.  Scorch marks were found in frequent locations indicating high explosives.  Applejack’s Rangers found closest to those scorch marks had their limbs blown off.  Two had lost their heads to explosions.  It was a massacre. 
Raging walked over to a fallen Initiate who did not have a helmet on.  He knelt next to her and sadly gazed into her fixed, dark, unblinking eyes.  He used his magic to close her eyelids.  She was only a kid, probably not even twenty years old.  She had her full life ahead her, only for it to be mercilessly ended.  Raging had seen plenty of death in his forty-five years of life, but he was always most disturbed when it was youth who have perished.  There was something familiar about her, though.  Feeling his gut tighten he looked for her holotag and found it around her neck.  Gently, he levitated it up to see the name.  His heart immediately broke for the thousandth time.  “Why did it have to be you?” he whimpered.
“Sir?” a mare’s voice said behind him.  Raging looked over his shoulder to see Emerald Sapphire.  Emerald is the team’s tech specialist and Raging’s second in command.  She is a green unicorn with a blue mane (probably how she got the name Emerald Sapphire).  She had also been born with two different eye colors: one blue and one green.  Coincidently, even her magic aura’s color is a shade of bluish-green.  She was a very unique unicorn, to say the least.  “Is everything all right?”
Raging Thunder nodded.  “Yes,” he lied.  He looked back to the Initiate.  “I just wish we’d gotten here sooner.”
Emerald stared at him for several seconds.  “You’re not the only, sir,” she said softly.
“How’s the patient?” he asked without looking.
“We’re doing everything we can, sir.  We have to hope she’ll make it.”
Raging fell silent.  When he said nothing else Emerald put her hoof on his shoulder.  “You mustn’t blame yourself every time this happens, captain.” 
Raging said nothing for a moment, unable to look away from the Initiate.  Finally he said, “This is the third attack this month where there weren’t any survivors.  Well, almost no survivors,” he corrected himself.  “Anyway, each time it was always us who responded, and each time there was nothing we could do except tell families why their loved ones wouldn’t be coming home again.  Hell, we couldn’t even tell them why.”  The dark blue unicorn closed his eyes tightly, trying not to shed a tear.  “And I’m not just talking about the ponies we were unable to save.”
Emerald sadly glanced away from Raging.  Knowing all too well what he meant.  “Captain,” she sighed, “you must not keep reflecting on that.  What happened then was terrible, but it does not help if you keep punishing yourself for it.”
“You wouldn’t understand, Emerald.”
“How wouldn’t I understand?  If you just tell me, I can help.”
Raging Thunder thought for a moment before bluntly replying, “No.”
“But captain…”
Emerald wasn’t able to finish her sentence.  He shook her hoof off his shoulder and quickly shot to his hooves while storing the holotag in his saddle bag.  Slowly, he turned towards her.  Emerald Sapphire took a step back.  “I said: No!” he shouted.  “Maybe one day you’ll know why I lament so much on the past.  Maybe one day you’ll get to know the real me.  But until that day comes, you will mind your own damn business!”  Raging Thunder glowered at her.  “Do I make myself clear?”
“Y-y-yes sir,” Emerald stuttered.
“What was that?” Raging barked.
“Yes sir!” Emerald saluted.  Raging scowled at her before turning to walk away.  Emerald shuddered; Raging had never raised his voice to her before.  “What got him so angry?” she whispered to herself.  Emerald Sapphire briefly glanced down at the Initiate.  She looked back up to watch Raging Thunder trot away from the scene.  She turned briskly on her hooves and rejoined the other two members of Shadow Team.
A short distance away Raging found a rock and sat down.  He took a deep breath and sighed.  “Emerald just wouldn’t understand,” he said to himself.  Raging looked at the ground but ended up focusing on the device strapped to his left foreleg: his PipBuck.  He was not from a Stable and so this PipBuck was not originally his.  He came into possession of it several years before the day of “Sunshine and Rainbows.”  Truth be told, it was actually a trophy he claimed while exploring Stable 13.  The entire Stable was a death trap, but, apparently, so were all the others (so he’s been told).  When he retrieved the PipBuck, he thought nothing of it except as a prize from the Stable.  It was only several years after he acquired it that he learned what the device could do.  
This PipBuck had platinum plating.  He didn’t apply the plating; it was how he found it.  He theorized it must’ve been of an extravagant make that only rich ponies ever got.  Or the owner just wanted to show off and look so fancy while wearing it.  Personally, Raging liked the platinum finish.  He was proud of how he acquired it.  He made sure it was polished every day.  
Prior to creating Shadow Team, he modified his PipBuck to serve as a two-way radio.  He can now both listen and respond to others on the same frequency.  These days, he uses his PipBuck as his means of communication with Crusader Command, his team, and generally everyone else with a transmitter in Equestria.  While communicators are mandatory for all Crusaders, he prefers to use this device instead.  Its E.F.S. saved his ass multiple times over the years.  Also, being a unicorn allows him to properly use S.A.T.S.  Although, he has only used that function a few times.  He is too good a shot to rely heavily on a targeting program.  Honestly.  Who has the time to look at their PipBuck and sift through the targeting parameters while under fire?  It’s not like the enemy will be like, “Oh you’re activating S.A.T.S.?  Okay, that’s fine I’ll just wait until you’re ready.”
Raging chuckled at that thought.  He titled his head back and gazed at the bright blue sky.  There were no clouds today, which was perfectly fine.  He never liked cloudy days.  Now, they won’t ever need to worry about permanently cloudy days again.  Enjoying the sunlight, the dark blue unicorn closed his eyes and replayed the day’s events… 
Crusader Team Shadow had been in New Appleloosa at the Turnpike Tavern.  The team had been enjoying a few rounds of apple whiskey on the house; courtesy of the bar’s owner, Apple Whiskey.  He didn’t owe Shadow anything, but Apple Whiskey just wanted the team to know that they were still appreciated; Shadow Team had been losing credibility due to their inability to prevent (or do anything about) the recent attacks.  Raging Thunder didn’t drink much apple whiskey (not that he ever did, really).  It was his way to make sure he would never get sloppy should (once) they get a call.  In fact, he was only enjoying a bottle of Sparkle~Cola.
Flak, a bright aqua-colored earth pony, was downing drinks of apple whiskey like he was dying of thirst.  Flak serves as the team’s explosives and heavy weapons specialist (no surprise he calls himself ‘Flak’).  He wears a red bandana with a pony’s skull; he thought it made him look tough.  Personally, Raging thought it made him look tacky.  All Flak’d have to do was tell somepony he was a member of Shadow Team and he would already be a badass.  He gulped down a drink and let out a loud belch.  Everypony in the tavern stared at him.
Flak chuckled, “Excuse me.”  He knocked on the mug.  “Apple Whiskey, another round, mate!”  Flak was from a distant land and therefore he had a unique accent in Equestria.
The tavern owner looked at him strangely.  “Ah know ah offered y’all free drinks…” he said pouring more apple whiskey.  “But Ah thought ya were only gonna ‘ave one or two.  If ya keep this up, Ah’m gonna be all out o’ stock.”
Raging humorously spoke up, “Didn’t I warn you that the lad will drink you out of business?  I said you’d regret that offer.”
Apple Whiskey looked at him.  “Ah figured ya was jus’ jokin’.”
Raging grinned and shook his head.  “I never joke.”  Apple looked back at Flak who was already finishing another mug.  Flak tapped the empty mug with his hoof.  Apple Whiskey scowled as he began pouring more apple whiskey into the mug.   	
Raging Thunder laughed to himself and looked away from them.  He noticed Spec, the team’s sniper, wasn’t really drinking much either.  He was talking to, and Raging suspected flirting with, Emerald Sapphire.  The two of them were sitting at a table.  Nopony knew Spec’s real name, not even Raging.  When asked why he called himself Spec, he said ‘Because that’s what he was to his enemy whilst stalking them, a speck on the horizon.’  It made sense (even though his name is not spelled with a ‘k’).  As he spoke with Emerald he nervously stroked his yellow mane.  Emerald was drinking almost as much as Flak.
Raging turned in his stool to see the final member of the team, Winter, an alicorn.  She got the name Winter due to her solid white coat and mane.  Winter has a mysterious origin as there are no other white alicorns in Equestria.  She’s never elaborated on why she isn’t of the standard blue, purple or green coloration.  There are some speculations as to her past: Some think when she was “created” by the Goddess something went wrong and she turned white.  Others think that maybe she had the misfortune of encountering killing joke.  Why it would’ve just turned her white is anypony’s guess.  Maybe it had something to do with her name?  Raging has his money on the latter.  But personally he didn’t care; everypony has their secrets.
Regardless, Winter is a welcome addition to the team.  Her magic is pretty strong in healing and so she serves as the team’s medic.   Perhaps the most distinguishing characteristic about her are her crystal blue eyes.  Some ponies have found themselves lost within them.  Embarrassingly, Raging did too the moment he first met her.  When she came into his office as a potential candidate for Shadow, Raging looked her right in the eyes and felt his heart leap.  Not that he actually fell for Winter (he was far too old for her, after all).  She was silently sitting across the counter from Raging levitating shot glasses up to her mouth with her blue aura.  The old blue unicorn couldn’t help himself but stare at the mysterious alicorn.  Again he reminded himself that love is not an option for a buck of his age.  Still, if he were twenty years younger…
“Mayday!  Mayday!” a small voice shouted.  Raging snapped back to reality and looked down at his left forehoof.  “This is Knight Glorious Dawn of the Applejack’s Rangers!  Does anypony read?  Our platoon is taking enemy fire!  I repeat we are under heavy fire and request immediate assistance!” the voice shouted over Raging’s PipBuck.
Raging stood up from the counter and shouted into the device: “This is Captain Raging Thunder of Crusader Team Shadow!  We read you!  Say location, over!”  Everyone in the tavern stopped what they were doing and stared at the unicorn.
“Captain Thunder?” the mare replied.  There were sounds of what sounded like an intense firefight.  “Our position is marked approximately five miles… eh… east of New Appleloosa!”  Raging heard a series of explosions followed by muffled shouts, most likely the other Applejack’s Rangers.
“Roger, Knight Dawn!  We have your position!  Hang in there, we’re coming!” Raging shouted.
Another loud explosion, followed by the sound of minigun fire.  “Please hurry, captain!” the mare begged.  “We cannot hold out…” the voice was cut off by a loud explosion.
Raging Thunder panicked.  “Knight Dawn, do you read me?”  No response.  “Knight Dawn, COME IN!”  Still no response.  Raging Thunder lowered his leg and turned to his team, all were staring at him intently.  He quickly glanced amongst their faces.  “Well?  What are you ponies waiting for?  A written invitation?”
He needn’t say anymore.  The other four jumped to their hooves and grabbed their weapons.  Flak downed his last drink.  “Thanks for the drinks, mate.  But we gotta go!”  Apple Whiskey looked relieved at the news.  The team bolted for the doors. 
When they got outside, Raging pointed a hoof at Winter.  “Fly ahead and get to the Rangers as quickly as possible.”  The white alicorn silently nodded.  She immediately spread her wings and soared into the sky over New Appleloosa before vanishing from sight.   Without looking at the others Raging shouted, “Double time it, Shadow!  We have five miles between us and the Applejack’s Rangers!”  The team galloped out of the gates of New Appleloosa.  “And beg Celestia, that this time we are not too late,” he said to himself.
As they dashed across the landscape Raging used his magic to change frequencies on his PipBuck.  “Come in command, this is Captain Raging Thunder, Shadow Team.  Over!”
A moment passed and a mare’s voice replied, “Roger, captain.  We read you.”
“We are responding to an Alpha-One-Niner approximately five miles out of New Appleloosa,” the unicorn shouted.  Alpha-One-Niner: Applejack’s Rangers in distress.
“Confirmed, captain.  Proceed with caution!  Command out!” The connection ended.  It is a mandatory procedure to call in reports to command whenever a Crusader team was responding to a call.  It was primarily for quality assurance.  Crusader Command needed to know where the team was heading and what they were responding to.  Once a team arrived on location, they needed to assess the situation and report back.  Just in case the Crusader team perishes, command will know where to send another team to retrieve the bodies.
Ten minutes passed and it was obvious that Shadow Team wasn’t going to make it in time.  This area of Equestria was still barren, and the rugged terrain was making it difficult for the Crusaders to reach the Rangers.  By Raging’s calculations, they should still have another 1.5 miles to gallop.  Another minute passed.  “Captain, Winter here,” the alicorn’s voice came over the PipBuck.
Without stopping to check his PipBuck he shouted back, “Go ahead.”
“I’m at the coordinates,” she responded.  There was no other sound, and so Raging assumed that the battle was over.
“Are there any survivors?” Raging demanded.
There was a pause.  “Negative,” Winter said with sorrow.
Dammit.  We’re too late… AGAIN!!!  “Shadow, slow it down,” he said somberly.  He could hear the sigh of relief coming from Flak behind him.  Raging would let him have it later for that.  The group slowed to a brisk trot.  Everypony already heard the news.  “Winter?” Raging asked his PipBuck.
“Yes, sir?” the alicorn responded.
“Are there any bodies that are not Applejack’s Rangers,” he asked.
“I can’t see any non-Rangers, sir,” she said back.
Just like the last ones.  “Alright.  Search the immediate area for any signs of the attackers until we get there,” Raging ordered.
“Affirmative, sir.  See you all when you get here.  Winter, out,” the alicorn ended the line.  Ten minutes later and the rest of Shadow Team arrived at the ambush point.  Raging’s eyes went wide at the sight of the carnage.  Every single Applejack Ranger was in a pool of their blood.  Emerald Sapphire gasped.  Flak held a hoof to cover his muzzle.  Spec gagged.  Raging closed his eyes and sadly shook his head.
Winter circled overhead before landing next to Raging.  She gave a one-wing salute.  “Sir!”
Raging turned towards the alicorn.  “Did you find anything?”  He already anticipated the answer.
Winter shook her head.  “No, sir.  It’s just like the others.  Not a single trace of the attackers.”  Winter looked around at the massacre.  “There is something you need to see, sir.”  She sounded alarmed.
Winter lead Raging through the trail of bodies and pointed her hoof.  The unicorn followed her hoof.  His jaw dropped in shock.  Somepony’s entrails were spilled all over the ground.  The worst part is that they were arranged into letters.  Those letters spelled out THE END.  It was too horrible to look at.  Raging looked away and began to violently choke.
Winter placed her hooves on his shoulders.  “Captain?”
“I’m fine,” Raging Thunder coughed.  “I’m fine, Winter.”  He coughed once more and regained his composure.  Winter took her hooves off his shoulders.  He turned around just as the others approached.  
“Oh my Goddess,” Emerald Sapphire whispered.  Flak and Spec looked terrified.  “What does it mean?”  Emerald’s eyes were fixed on THE END.
“I have no idea, mate,” Flak spoke in his unique accent.
“Okay Shadow,” Raging coughed, getting everypony’s attention.  “Standard procedure.  We get this place secured and pick up the pieces.”  They all gave him looks for that last part.  “Sorry.  But you know the drill.  Let’s get going.”  The others began to spread out.  “Oh, and Flak?” Raging stopped the aqua pony.
“Yes, sir?” Flak asked.  
Raging Thunder stepped towards Flak and shoved a hoof in his direction.  “You get to find the owners’ of those parts.”  Raging pointed at all the dismembered remains.  Flak’s jaw dropped.  “Before you say anything, I heard you take joy in my decision for us to slow down back there.  You know I don’t tolerate that behavior.  Get to it!” he ordered.
Flak looked at the bodies in disgust.  “But I’m no unicorn, sir.  That means I’ll have to pick them up with…” he whined.
“That’s right, Flak,” Raging replied practically.  “You can start there,” he tilted his head towards THE END.  Raging walked away saying nothing more.  
“Fuck!” Flak groaned.  He walked over to the T.  He knelt down next to it.  “Oh shite!  Is that somepony’s intestine?”  Spec gagged again.  Emerald nickered.  Flak and Raging both shot her a look.  That was seriously uncalled for.  Did she forget that somepony died so some brute could practice their spelling?   
Raging said, “Keep it up Emerald, and you’ll be joining him.”  Emerald Sapphire shut up.
While Flak, reluctantly, cleaned up the body parts, Raging Thunder walked amongst the intact (mostly) corpses of the slain Applejack’s Rangers with Winter.  “Do we know whose platoon this is?” Raging asked.
“Affirmative,” the alicorn replied.  “Paladin Nightfury, sir.”
Raging Thunder knew that name.  Nightfury was one of the Applejack’s Rangers who fought in the Battle of Dragon Mountain.  He was one of the only survivors in that battle.  “I need to inform command about this Winter.  Go help Spec and Emerald.”
“Yes, sir,” Winter saluted.  She trotted off.
Raging lifted his foreleg.  “Come in command.  Captain Thunder here,” he said into his PipBuck.
“Command here.  We read you captain.  We need a sit-rep, over,” the mare’s voice spoke.
“We are on site,” he started.  Raging hesitated before continuing, “There are no survivors.  Paladin Nightfury’s platoon is wiped out.   Just like the others.”
There was a moment of silence.  “Solid copy,” the command agent said.  “We’ll inform Elder Crossroads.  Report back to your post ASAP.  Command out.”  Raging stomped his hoof on the ground.  He really did not like his handler.  She was certainly not Éclair.  The captain still could not believe that Éclair'd been fired as his handler.  She was far more compassionate than her replacement.  Sometimes he just could not tell if she felt anything for all the ponies being killed in Equestria.
He held his face with his forehooves and groaned.  “Captain!” he heard Spec shout.  Raging looked between his forehooves at Spec.  “Captain!” Spec shouted again.
“Yes Spec?  What is it?” the captain asked.
“Sir, we’ve a got a live one,” he shouted excitedly.  Raging lowered his hooves, his eyes widening.  “We found a survivor!” 
___________

Raging Thunder looked down at the Applejack’s Rangers Initiate.  Her entire neck was covered in blood; an abysmal wound embedded in the soft tissue.  She had suffered a gunshot to the throat, but was miraculously still alive.  However, the bullet was lodged very deep and the Ranger had lost a lot of blood.  The bullet that shot her also managed to knock her helmet clean off.  The only reason Emerald Sapphire realized the Initiate was alive was because she spotted bubbles in the blood.  Had the Initiate still been wearing her helmet, they would’ve likely missed her completely.
Winter was using her blue magic to remove the bullet while Emerald kept pressure on the wound.  The Initiate was unconscious.  Raging silently prayed that she would survive.  The Applejack’s Rangers could use some good news today.  With a little effort, the bullet popped out of the Ranger’s throat spurting blood everywhere.  Emerald held a towel tightly to the Initiate’s throat.  “Careful Emerald,” Winter cautioned.  “She can’t breathe if you hold it too tightly.”  Emerald nodded and eased up on the pressure.  Winter dropped the bullet and floated her saddlebags to her.  She began sifting through them.  “I need a small pipe or tube.”
“What do you need that for?” Spec asked.
“I need it to clear her airway so she’ll be able to breathe easily again.”  
Raging looked at Spec.  “See if you can find anything.”  Spec nodded and trotted away. 
Winter continued searching through her saddlebags.  “I don’t have any healing potions to give her,” she sighed.  “But I do have some bandages.”
“Will they work?” Raging asked concerned.
Winter looked up at him.  “They should stop the bleeding.  But that bullet seriously messed up her throat.  She’ll need surgery to fully recover.”  She looked back at the Initiate.  “But I can’t apply the bandages until I’ve got a cylinder of some sort.  Otherwise she’ll choke on her own blood.”
Raging looked over his shoulder.  “Spec!” he yelled.  “Have you found anything?”
The earth pony galloped back carrying a small tube in his mouth.  “Will this work?” he asked dropping the tube in front of Winter.
“Yes.  That’ll do,” Winter snatched the tube with her magic.  The tube levitated over the Initiate’s throat.  “Fortunately, this will be easy as the bullet already gave me an opening.”  The alicorn turned her attention to Emerald who was still holding the towel to the wound.  “On my go I need you to move the towel.  Ready?”  Emerald nodded.  “Go!”
Emerald removed the towel.  Blood began to flow rapidly from the Initiate’s neck.  Winter immediately lowered the tube right into the Ranger’s throat.  Her throat made a soft, squishy sound as the tube was lodged into the windpipe.  It was one of the most disgusting sounds Raging ever heard.  Winter wiggled the tube around until she was satisfied it was in there right.  I sure hope it’s in there right.  I'd hate to imagine if it wasn't.  
Winter released the tube.  She pushed it in further with her hoof.  It gave a sickening snap.  Spec’s face turned white, it looked like he was going to throw up.  Suddenly, the Initiate’s chest began to expand and recede; she was breathing again.  Raging held a hoof to his neck and shuddered at the thought of needing to put a pipe in his own throat just to breathe.
Winter looked up at him.  “That’ll help her breathe.  Now I can apply the bandages to stop the bleeding.” 
“Okay.  Do what you can.  I’ll radio command for a medevac,” Raging stammered.  The alicorn began to gently wrap the Initiate’s neck in the bandages.  Raging lifted his PipBuck.  “Command, come in!  This is Captain Thunder!  Over!”
“Captain Thunder, command here.  Go ahead,” the irritating mare said.
“Command, we have a survivor!  I repeat we have a survivor!” Raging shouted.
“A survivor?” the mare asked stunned.  She actually sounded like she cared.  “Can you move them?”
“Negative, command.  She’s in critical condition.  We need a medevac or she’ll die, over!”
“Roger, captain.  We’ll contact nearby friendly forces and have them…”
“NEGATIVE!” the dark blue unicorn interrupted.  “The nearest friendlies are too far away!  They’ll never get here in time!  Contact New Appleloosa and have them send someone; they’re closest!”
“Confirmed,” the mare said sounding a little annoyed.  Perhaps she didn’t like being interrupted.  “We’ll check on it.  Command out.” That’s it?  She’s not even going to ask what type of injury she’s sustained?  Or her condition?  Check on it?  What the fuck is that supposed to mean?  She’s going to check if I’m right?  That mare can go to hell if she doesn’t send someone.
“That bitch had better send someone,” Raging growled.  “If the Initiate dies and no one arrives… So help me…” he fumed.
Winter finished applying the bandages and cautiously walked up to Raging; she knew he could turn volatile at everypony when he’s upset.  Raging let go of his anger and turned towards her.  “Will she live?” he asked softly.
She shrugged.  “I don’t know, sir.  I’ve done the best I can with what I’ve got.”  The beautiful white alicorn sadly gazed at the ground.  Even with her medical skills, she was far from perfect.  “Even if I had healing potions, she wouldn’t heal properly.  That pipe in her throat doesn’t help much either.”
“We’ve got to hope that someone will come and get her help,” the unicorn said.  Winter slowly looked back up at him.  Their eyes met.  Once again Raging found himself lost within her blue eyes.  His heart beat rapidly.  Realizing what he was thinking, Raging Thunder refocused his attention.  “So.  We were you able to… uh… determine what kind of bullet it was?” he asked sheepishly.  It was a good thing his coat was such a dark color, nopony was able to tell he was slightly blushing.  Winter nodded and levitated the bullet to them.  It was a sniper bullet.  “I can’t believe this didn’t take her head clean off,” Raging exclaimed.
“That’s because the bullet was slowed down,” Winter explained.  Raging looked at her quizzically.  She turned her head towards another fallen Ranger.  The Knight was slumped next to the struggling Initiate.  “That Knight had been in front of the Initiate when the attacker fired.  The bullet traveled through him and into her.  After striking the Knight, the round lost most of its momentum, thus slowing it.”  She looked back at Raging.  “Of course, that doesn’t mean it is no longer lethal.  Honestly, I think it was just a miracle that the Initiate survived it at all.”
“Captain!” Emerald shouted.  “I think she’s regaining consciousness!”  Raging Thunder and Winter trotted over to the Initiate.  Spec and Flak joined them.  The Initiate began to flinch.  The captain knelt down next to her.
The Initiate slowly opened her lavender eyes.  She looked first up at the captain and then at the other ponies staring at her.  Abruptly, she sat up and tried to crawl away in panic.  “Nonono!” Raging spoke softly.  “Don’t move.  We’re not going to hurt you.  We’re friends.”  The Initiate stopped and nervously looked around.  She brought her forehooves up to her neck and felt the pipe.  Panicking, she tried to pull it out.
Winter stopped her.  “Don’t touch that!” she warned.  “You’ve been shot in the throat.  Those are keeping you alive.”  The Initiate felt all around her neck trying to examine the bandages and the pipe.  She looked shocked.  Perhaps she didn’t know she’d been shot?  She lied back down on the ground.
Raging stood over her.  “Can you talk?” he asked.  The pony opened her mouth but couldn’t make any sounds.  It was just as he feared.  He asked, “We are going to get you help.  But we need to know who did this?  Do you know who attacked you?”
As if realizing that she had just been in battle, the Initiate looked around at the carnage.  Her jaw opened slightly and tears began to pool in her eyes.  She tried to get back up.  Emerald gently held her down.  “Try not to move,” she said.
Raging knelt next to the Initiate.  “I’m sorry,” he lamented.  “There was nothing we could do for them.”  The Initiate silently cried.  Poor kid.  She’s been through a lot.  Shot and left for dead amongst her slaughtered team.  That brought back painful memories.  “I swear to you.  We will get the bastards who did this.  But first we need to know where they are.”  The young Ranger looked up at him and slowly nodded.  “You know who attacked you?”
The Initiate nodded again.  She took her right forehoof and began to draw in the dirt.  It took the dark blue unicorn a moment to realize she was spelling something.  After a minute of drawing the Initiate finished her message: SLAVERS.  “Slavers?” Spec gasped.  The Initiate nodded again.  Now Shadow Team knew who attacked Paladin Nightfurry’s patrol.
Raging asked urgently, “Do you know where they went?  Or where they came from?”
The Initiate weakly raised a forehoof and pointed.  The team looked where she was pointing.  “She’s pointing north,” Flak mentioned.
Raging looked back at the Initiate.  “Are you certain?”  But the mare had already dropped her hoof and closed her eyes.  Winter placed her hoof on the mare’s neck.  “Is she…” the captain hesitated.
“No,” Winter answered.  “She’s still got a pulse.”  She stood back up and looked at the others.  “I think she’s passed out.”
Raging breathed a sigh of relief.  The Initiate still needs immediate medical attention.  The bandages were already beginning to turn red from the blood.  He turned his gaze in the direction she had pointed.  The barren landscape continued forever, it seemed, into the horizon.  There was nothing to see in that direction except for some scattered rocks and boulders and the occasional dead tree.  “Does anypony know what’s in that direction?” Raging Thunder asked.
Flak spoke up, “The only thing I know of due north of here are the Everfree Mills.”
“The Everfree Mills?” Emerald asked.
“Yep.  The Everfree Mills,” Flak continued.  “It’s a factory complex.  During the Great War they used it for harvesting minerals and other materials from the Everfree Forest.”  He snorted.  “Years ago, though, it was a raider stronghold.”
Raiders, huh?  Maybe we are on the right track.  “But that was before they moved shop to Ponyville,” Flak finished.  “But from what I’ve heard, it’s been deserted ever since.”
“Perhaps not,” Winter suggested.
“Alright, Shadow.  That’s our best lead for now,” Raging declared.  “Spec,” he pointed a hoof at the brown pony.  “I want you to scout ahead and see if these ‘Everfree Mills’ are as empty as they say.”
“Yes, sir,” Spec replied.
“Take your stealth cloak and stay out of sight.  If you see any slavers or raiders, do not engage.  This is purely reconnaissance,” the captain instructed.
“Affirmative,” Spec saluted as he picked up his sniper rifle.
“Oh and while you’re there…  Be on the lookout for any Applejack’s Rangers,” Emerald Sapphire added.  Everypony turned to look at the green unicorn.  Flak raised his eyebrows.
“What do you mean,” Raging asked his second-in-command.
“I did some background checks on Paladin Nightfurry’s platoon,” she said.  “He had about three dozen ponies in his platoon.  There’s only about half of that number here.  So it’s possible that these slavers took prisoners rather than killed everypony.”
Raging Thunder shrugged.  “Alright, you heard her Spec.  Recon any enemy presence and look for prisoners.”
“Acknowledged, captain,” Spec replied as he tossed on the stealth cloak.  He vanished in an instant.  Spec was the fastest member of the team (not counting Winter because of her wings).  It was impossible to tell if Spec was still standing there.  Raging didn’t have to wonder, however.  Knowing Spec, he was already galloping over the next hill.
“Well if anypony needs me,” Winter interrupted the silence, “I’m going to be tending to the patient.”  The white alicorn trotted back to the Initiate.  The bandages were almost completely red.  They just weren’t doing enough to stop the bleeding.  Raging prayed that help would arrive soon.  He trotted away to examine the remaining deceased.  Emerald Sapphire stayed with Winter and the wounded Initiate.  Flak went back to cleaning up the bodies.  Several minutes passed and Raging Thunder found himself standing over the body of Paladin Nightfury…
Raging opened his eyes and stood up from the rock.  As much as he enjoyed private moments to himself he needed to assist his team with their current situation.  He stretched and walked back to the others.  His PipBuck’s communicator activated: “Captain, Spec reporting.”
Raging stopped and lifted his foreleg.  “Go ahead, Spec,” the unicorn said.
“I’ve finished my recon of Everfree Mills,” Spec said.  His voice was barely a whisper.  Raging was having a difficulty hearing him.  Perhaps his stealth cloak was affecting his communicator?
“What did you find,” Raging asked.
There was a moment before Spec answered, “The Initiate was right, sir.  This place is crawling with slavers.  At least two dozen are patrolling the complex.”  Raging expected that much.  “Also, sir… Emerald was at least partially right, too.”  That definitely caught Raging’s attention.  “I’ve spotted prisoners in the compound.  But I can’t tell if they’re Applejack’s Rangers, sir.”
The dark blue unicorn thanked Celestia; at least there was a chance to save more ponies from this nightmare.  “Captain?  Are you still there, sir?” he heard Spec whisper.
Raging forgot he hadn’t said anything for a moment.  “Well done, Spec.  Stay out sight.  We’ll meet up with you later.”
“Affirmative, sir.  Over and out.”  Raging had to go deliver the news to the others.  He galloped back to where he left Winter and Emerald.  But then he stopped and looked back at where THE END had once been.  Flak had removed the organs that spelled it (how, he did not want to know).  The dirt had soaked up the blood from the entrails and there were still vague traces of the phrase etched in the ground.  This was not the first time they’d seen a message left behind.  But it was the first to be made out of pony remains.  All the other “messages” were made out of debris.  He still didn’t know what THE END meant.  When he had the slavers by the throat he’d ask them.
He looked over to see Flak sitting on a rock.  He was taking sips from his canteen, swished the water in his mouth, and spitting it on the ground.  Probably trying to rinse a taste from his mouth.  Flak was giving Raging a nasty look.  “What have you learned, Flak?” he asked casually.
“That you’re a bloody arsehole,” Flak sneered.  
Raging frowned at the aqua pony.  “That’s not the answer I was hoping for.”  It was certainly the one I was expecting.  Flak looked away.  Raging opened his mouth to chew Flak out but he was interrupted by a faint sound.  He looked around drawing on his magic to levitate his magnum.  Flak jumped to his hooves.
“Sir,” Winter shouted from nearby.  “A sky wagon is inbound.”  Raging glanced at the sky.  He turned around in a semi-circle before spotting it.  The sky wagon was getting closer.  Eventually it got close enough for him to read the inscription on the side: Absolutely Everything.
Raging exhaled his breath.  “Thank Celestia.  Help has come!”  The wagon gently landed a few feet from Raging Thunder.  Flak, Emerald Sapphire and Winter trotted up towards the wagon.  Raging walked up to the sky wagon’s driver: the pegasus ghoul Ditzy Doo.  “Good to see you, Ditzy Doo.”
The ghoul smiled and waved at the captain.  She pulled out her chalkboard and wrote: Hi Captain!  Call for a doctor?  
Raging smiled, “We sure did.  Thank you.”  He has known Ditzy Doo for several years now.  The back of the wagon opened up and out stepped a white coated earth pony with a cotton-candy colored mane: the nurse of New Appleloosa, Candi.  She quickly trotted up to Raging.
“We came as quickly as we could,” she apologized.  Raging Thunder praised command for coming through for once.  He silently took back his cursing of that mare.  Even though she did deserve it… from time to time.
He grinned.  “I didn’t think you made house calls, Candi.”
She chuckled, “Only when the need arises.” 
Ditzy Doo waved to get their attention.  Raging and Candi bothed looked at her.  The pegasus ghoul held up her chalkboard again.  This time it said: We deliver!  Raging and Candi both laughed.  You sure do. 
“I really appreciate you both for coming.  The wounded Ranger is over here.”  Raging and Winter lead Candi to where the Initiate remained unconscious.  Candi immediately knelt by the Initiate’s side and examined the wound.  She gently tapped the pipe.  The bandages were completely red and drops of blood began to streak down her armor, blending with the armor’s red accents.  It would be a miracle if the young mare would even have a chance to survive now.  Candi put a hoof on the Initiate’s neck checking for a pulse.
“She took a sniper round to the throat,” Winter stated.  “I did what I could for the wound,” she admitted ashamed.  “It’s a miracle she even survived that.”  
“It’ll be a miracle if she even survives,” Candi responded.  She gazed up at Raging and Winter, panic in her eyes.  “She ‘as a very weak pulse.  She does not ‘ave much time.”
That much was obvious.  “Can you save her?” Raging softly asked.
Candi nodded.  “Ah think so.”  That wasn’t what Raging was hoping for.  Still, it was better than getting a ‘No.’  “But Ah can’t help her here.  We need t’ bring her back t’ the clinic at New Appleloosa.”  Candi looked back at the Initiate.  “We 'ave to move her carefully t’ the sky wagon.”  Emerald Sapphire and Flak were both carrying a stretcher over to Candi.  They placed it next to the Applejack’s Ranger.  Raging and Winter both gently levitated the young mare onto the stretcher.  Flak and Emerald carefully picked up the stretcher and slowly trotted back to the sky wagon.
The two ponies carried the stretcher into the sky wagon.  They set it down and exited the vehicle.  Candi stepped inside.  She turned around and said, “If it’s all right wit’ you, captain, may Ah borrow your medic fer a while?”
Winter looked at her strangely.  Flak giggled behind them.  Raging rolled his eyes at Flak; he had quite a dirty mind.  The captain knew what the nurse meant.  “Of course.”  He turned to the alicorn.  “Go with her, Winter.  Help her as much as you can.  We’ll meet you at the Everfree Mills.”
Winter nodded and stepped into the sky wagon.  Candi sealed the wagon’s door.  Raging walked back to the front.  “Thanks Ditzy Doo,” he said to the ghoul.  She nodded in excitement.  “That’s two that I owe you.”  He owed her a debt; a debt he intended to repay.
Ditzy Doo smiled and shook her head.  She wrote on her chalkboard: Just one!  This one’s free!  
“Very well, my friend.  Take care.”  The pegasus ghoul waved and nodded again; her eyes rolling in each direction.  She certainly had character.  Raging turned away as Ditzy Doo and her wagon began to rise in the air.  Ditzy Doo slowly spun the wagon 180 degrees before speeding out of sight.
“We’re heading for the Everfree Mills, sir?” Emerald Sapphire asked.
The old unicorn nodded.  “That’s affirmative.  Spec has confirmed that the slavers are there and they do have captives.  Whether or not they’re the missing Applejack’s Rangers is not known.”  Flak and Emerald nodded in agreement.  “So let’s get moving Shadow.  Those hostages aren’t going to save themselves.”
“Sir, what do we do about these Applejack’s Rangers,” Emerald reminded him about the dead ponies.
Raging sadly looked amongst the corpses.  Their bodies had been properly cleaned up and laid in formation.  Flak did a good job showing them respect.  He suddenly remembered the holotag he took.  He would personally inform that Initiate’s parents about their daughter’s death.  As much as it pained him to do it, Raging knew they’d need to leave the bodies.  “We leave them,” he finally said.  “We come back for them if we can.  We can’t let the dead come before the lives of other ponies in peril.”
“Understood, sir,” Flak said.
Emerald hesitated before saying, “Yes, sir.”  She did not show much enthusiasm.  If must’ve been hard on her too.
“Okay.  We move.  We’ll meet up with Spec and plan our next move,” Raging instructed.  He galloped away from the scene followed quickly by Flak.  Emerald Sapphire remained with the bodies a few more moments, paying them their last respects.  Shedding a small tear, she quickly caught up with the others.
___________

Raging Thunder stared out over the ridge at the factory complex below.  Directly next to him was Spec.  The two of them were sharing (somewhat) Spec’s stealth cloak.  Only their fronts were hidden, their rears were completely exposed.  It would really suck if some slaver shot them in the ass.  Raging trusted Spec’s reconnaissance, but he liked to verify Intel himself.  Also, Spec had not been observing the slavers since their last communication, anything could’ve changed.  He’d already been shown the prisoner pen.  Horribly, the slavers had executed three more of the prisoners.
“That makeshift guard tower conceals the snipers,” Spec whispered to Raging.  “I spotted three snipers there earlier.”
The unicorn looked through his binoculars at the tower.  He immediately spotted one slaver sniper observing the entrance to the complex.  Raging could not see the other two.  “I only see one,” he retorted. 
“That’s because the other two are using stealth cloaks,” Spec said alarmed.  “I saw two of them get into their positions and then throw the cloaks on.  They should still be in that tower.  Assuming they didn’t move while still wearing the cloaks, that is.”
Raging cursed to himself.  That complicated things.  He scanned the valley looking for a good route to attack.  The front entrance through the main gate had little cover to sneak in.  This side of the valley was a sheer drop of one hundred feet.  The other side of the valley, opposite of their position, provided the best entry.  There was still a steep incline, but the large boulders could provide better cover.  Until the slavers knew Shadow Team was here, he wanted to take them by complete surprise.
“Okay we’ll infiltrate the compound on the opposite side of the valley.  Those boulders will give us some cover.  Spec, I need you to stay up here and give us covering fire on my order,” Raging whispered.
“Can do, sir,” the earth pony responded.  Raging lifted the cloak off of him and began to crawl away from the ridge.  “Wait, sir,” Spec quietly called.  Raging stopped and looked back.  “There is something you need to see first.”  Raging crawled back under the stealth cloak and brought up his binoculars.
“What am I looking for?” the captain asked.  Spec gently tugged the binoculars to get Raging to look in the proper direction.  Once Spec stopped pulling, he saw exactly what he wanted him to.  He was looking at a large circular paddock.  The fence was at least twenty feet high.  What would the slavers need a second pen for?  At first he thought it may have been meant for more prisoners.  He lowered his gaze to several large cables connecting to the fence.  Following them, he noticed they trailed away from the fence to an electric generator several yards away.  The fence is electrified!  Looking back at the electrified pen he spotted something move within.  Focusing the binoculars on the object he saw it clear as day.  It was enormous!  It was covered in thick blue fur.  Its arms looked strong enough to tear through anything.  When it stood up on its hind legs, it was just barely taller than the fence that contained it.  Raging’s jaw dropped and his eyes widened.  “Is that what I think it is?”
Spec nodded.  “Yes, sir.  An Ursa Minor.”

	
		Chapter 2: The Everfree Mills



"No battle plan ever survives contact with the enemy." - Helmuth von Moltke

“An Ursa Minor?” Emerald Sapphire asked in disbelief.  Captain Thunder grimly nodded to her.  “How the hell did slavers get one of those here?”  A few minutes ago Raging had slipped away from the ridge leaving behind Spec.  After rejoining Flak and Emerald he thought it best to inform them about his (well, actually Spec’s) discovery.
“I thought they went extinct long ago,” Flak added.
Raging Thunder shrugged.  “It doesn’t matter how or where they got it.  The point is the slavers have one.”  
“What do we do about it, sir?” the green unicorn asked.
Before Raging could respond, Flak spoke up: “What do you think, mate?  We blow its bloody arse to kingdom come!”  Flak excitedly waved his machine grenade launcher for emphasis.  Emerald looked horrified at that idea.
“That’s a negative,” Raging directly stated.  Flak grumbled in disappointment.  “The Ursa Minor is locked behind a giant electrified fence.  It can’t get out, and from the looks of things, the slavers may not have domesticated it.  Unless it gets loose, the beast is not our problem.”  
Emerald looked relieved.  “Then what’s our plan, captain?” she questioned.
Raging looked around for something to draw with.  He spotted a stick a few feet away and levitated it to him.  He knelt down and began to draw a crude diagram of the factory in the dirt.  “We are here,” he said pointing to a small point on his map.  “The entrance to the factory is over here, but that’s not the way we’re going in.”
“Of course not.  Since when has Shadow Team ever tried the front door?” Flak asked sarcastically.  
Raging ignored the barb and continued, “This is the route we’ll use.”  He pointed the stick to the side of the map.  “The large boulders will provide us with more cover and allow us safer access to the compound.”
Emerald stared down at the drawing.  “Where will Spec be, sir?”
Raging drew a small ‘X’ in the dirt.  “He’s here.  Spec will be providing sniper support on this ridge.”  Raging drew a few small squares in the map.  “This guard tower contains at least one sniper.  There may be two more wearing stealth cloaks.”
Flak cursed, “Bollocks!”
Raging pointed the stick to another square.  “The prisoners are here.  We’ll work our way to them along this path.”  He drew a line between squares.  “Once we get to them, we free them.  And then we get the hell out of here.”  Raging looked up.  “Any questions?”
Emerald shook her head.  “I have one, sir,” Flak raised his hoof like a foal.
“What is it,” Raging asked.
“What are the rules of engagement?” the aqua pony asked.
Raging smiled.  “We take them by surprise.  We go quietly.”  Flak frowned; it was clearly not his idea of engagement.  Raging rolled his eyes and sighed, “If we are compromised, then it’s weapons free.”  
Flak wickedly grinned.  “Terminate with extreme prejudice?”  Raging nodded.  Flak chuckled, “In that case, sir.  I do have one request if things go south.”
The dark blue unicorn knew he wouldn’t like this.  “And that is?”
Flak only smiled.  “You’ll see, captain.  But trust me, you won’t be disappointed.”
I find that pretty hard to believe, Flak.  “Alright, then,” the captain declared, “if everypony is ready, then let’s hit ‘em!”  
As the three ponies trotted away from the staging area Emerald asked, “How do we get to our point of entry, sir?”
Oh crap!  That’s right!  “Trust me; I’ve got this figured out.”
___________

“Well that was a load of horseapples,” Flak complained.  For once, Raging Thunder had to agree.  His “plan” to get to their entry into the factory didn’t quite go as he expected.  He intended to sneak past the train tracks leading to the Everfree Mills, but he didn’t anticipate the amount of slavers stationed there.  At one point Emerald Sapphire suggested they turn around and take the long way around the valley.  Raging refused because it would’ve taken too long.  Perhaps I should’ve listened to her…
After they reached the train tracks, Raging walked around a boxcar and ran right into (literally) a slaver guard.  The guard was just as surprised to see Raging as he was of seeing him.  The slaver tried to reach for his weapon.  The old unicorn was faster, however.  Rather than trying to grab his own gun, Raging threw himself at the guard.  Before the slaver had time to react, Raging wrapped his forelegs around the guard and tackled him to the ground.  The slaver kicked the captain several times trying to free himself.
The captain wrapped his legs around the slaver’s neck just as the buck began to call for help.  Without hesitating, Raging applied a guillotine choke and squeezed.  The slaver flailed his legs in effort to free himself.  Every breath he tried to take only made it easier for Raging to choke the life out of the guard.  Eventually, the slaver ceased his struggles.  Raging finished him off with a swift snap of the neck.
No sooner did he finish dealing with the first guard, but another slaver came around the boxcar and spotted the captain.  This slaver already had her revolver in her mouth and instantly aimed it at Raging.  He had no time react.  A combat knife flew through the air and impaled the slaver in the neck.  The mare’s face became a look of shock and fear.  She opened her muzzle and dropped the revolver.  In that instant, Emerald Sapphire galloped up to the slaver and gave the knife a hard kick; driving it further into the slaver’s throat.  The slaver toppled over spewing blood everywhere.
Emerald levitated her knife out of the slaver.  She gave it a flick, throwing the blood off of it, before holstering it.  Raging got to his hooves and nodded to her in thanks.  She gave him a look that said “Don’t mention it.”  Their ordeal was not over yet.  The commotion drew the attention of five more slavers.
A large slaver unicorn came around the corner to see Raging and Emerald.  He was levitating a combat shotgun in front of him.  Another slaver was right behind him.  “Well, well, well.  What have we here?” the unicorn slaver sneered.  “Two more unicorns to add to the stock, looks like.”  The slaver grinned but then looked at the two bodies at their hooves.  The slaver’s grin turned into despair.  Raging noticed he was focusing on the dead mare in front of Emerald.  The slaver’s face turned red in pure rage.  “You motherfuckers!  You’re fucking dead!”  He aimed the shotgun at Emerald’s head.  “You hear me?  You’re fucking DEAD!” he thundered.  Three more earth pony slavers circled Raging Thunder and Emerald Sapphire.  One stopped behind Raging and knocked him to the ground.  They were trapped.
“Look at her,” the slaver closest to Emerald lustfully said.  She gave him a disgusted look.  He took a step towards her and put his hoof on her ass.  She socked him hard across the face.  He stumbled back in shock.  He shook his head and laughed, “The bitch is a fighter!  I like that!”
“What a pretty unicorn, you are,” the pony behind Raging mocked.  Emerald seemed to be getting all the attention from the slavers.
“Oh I’m going to have so much fun with you,” the third slaver taunted Emerald.  She nervously glanced at all the slavers.  Nopony was paying much attention to Raging, nor was the guard directly behind him.  He wondered where Flak was. 
The slaver Emerald hit stepped towards her again and whispered, “When we’ve all had a turn with you, you’ll be begging to die.  But that’s not gonna happen!”  Raging Thunder spotted out of the corner of his eye a loose lead pipe sticking off the boxcar.  Quietly, he levitated it off the boxcar and brought it up behind the guard flanking him.
“If anypony gets a first go at her,” the unicorn slaver bellowed, “it’s gonna be me!  This fucking bitch killed Spook!”  He stared directly into Emerald’s scared eyes.  “I will fuck you up for this!”  He spun the combat shotgun around telekinetically and struck Emerald across the face with the butt.  She collapsed to the ground.
All the slavers began to laugh.  “I haven’t been able to rape a bitch this fine in my entire life,” the first slaver howled. 
Raging had seen enough.  He focused on the floating lead pipe and struck the guard behind him over the head.  The slaver lurched forward as Raging leapt to his hooves.  He quickly spun around and grabbed the slaver.  Raging swung the slaver in front of him and held him as a shield; holding the pipe along the slaver’s throat as leverage.  The other slavers aimed their weapons at him.  One slaver held Emerald Sapphire on the ground.
“Don’t fire,” Raging’s slaver shield begged.
“HOLD!” the unicorn slaver boomed.  Raging narrowed his eyes as he scanned the menacing slavers edging towards him.  He was looking for his options.  But he couldn’t find any.  WHERE IS FLAK!?!?  The unicorn slaver stepped closer.  “Release him!  Now, motherfucker!”
Raging stared hard at the unicorn slaver.  He shook his head, “No.”
The unicorn slaver stepped closer.  The floating combat shotgun was only a few feet from Raging Thunder.  Raging held the pipe more tightly to his “shield’s” throat.  The slaver began to gag.  The unicorn slaver stopped.  “Who the fuck do you think you are?” the slaver demanded.
Raging angrily eyed the unicorn.  The slaver stared back at him.  Finally Raging said, “I’m Captain Raging Thunder.”
One of the slavers laughed, “Ooh!  I’m so scared!”
Another slaver turned to his chuckling friend and said alarmed, “I’ve heard of him.  He’s the commander of Shadow Team!  You know, the ‘Invincible Stallion’!”  The other slaver stopped laughing.
Some of the slavers glanced nervously at each other.  Raging felt his slaver shield began to shake.  The unicorn slaver raised an eyebrow and titled his head slightly.  “The infamous Shadow Team?  Of the pussy Equestrian fucking Crusaders?”  No one slanders the Equestrian Crusaders… least of all Shadow Team.  “Well, this is a surprise.  I thought you were all dead.  How the fuck did you earn the title ‘Invincible Stallion’?”
“I heard he got it because he got shot over a thousand times…  In one battle!” one of the slavers exclaimed.
The unicorn slaver looked unimpressed.  “You know that ponies like to exaggerate,” he said to his subordinate.  He looked back at the captain.  “Is that so, Raging Blunder?” he goaded.
The dark blue unicorn just stared at him.  ‘Raging Blunder’?  Really?  What is he, a foal?  I’ve been called worse.  Far worse.  He said nothing.
“No matter,” the unicorn slaver continued.  “Just wait until the boss hears we’ve killed the fucking ‘Invincible Stallion’ and his pussy-ass team.”  The slaver glanced back at Emerald.  “Scratch that.  We’ll tell him just the ‘Invincible Stallion’ is dead.  I still got plans for this fucking slut.”
“I don’t think so,” Raging growled.  
The slaver turned back to face Raging.  “And what are you gonna do about it?  In case you’ve forgotten, it’s four on one.”
Raging’s hostage squirmed and stuttered, “B-b-but… W-w-w-what about me?”
The unicorn slaver said, “It’s your own fucking fault.  You got careless.”  He glanced at the other three slavers.  “Let’s see just how invincible he is.”  The slavers all aimed their weapons at Raging and his hostage.
Raging wasn’t afraid at all.  In fact, he wasn’t even looking at the gun-toting ponies.  He was looking behind them.  None of slavers realized who was standing behind them.  Raging’s hostage stammered, “Brick, behind…”
The slaver’s words were drowned out by the sound of Flak’s minigun.  Emerald’s captor was turned to red mist.  The unicorn slaver, Brick, dove for cover dropping his shotgun.  Flak fired on the other slavers who tried to get clear of the hail fire of bullets.  Another slaver toppled to the ground bleeding from a hundred bullet holes.  
Raging no longer needed his hostage.  He quickly snapped the slaver’s neck and rushed over to Emerald while Flak continued to shoot at the slavers.  Raging helped Emerald onto her hooves.  She was bleeding from where Brick hit her.  “Are you all right, Emerald?” he asked.
She angrily nodded, “Yes, sir.  I’m fine.”  She wiped the blood from her muzzle.  She wasn’t pissed with Raging.  She wanted to get back at those slavers.  She spotted Brick’s dropped combat shotgun.  She levitated it to her.  Flak continued to fire his minigun; hundreds of bullet casings raining to the ground.  He slowly trotted down the slope towards Raging and Emerald.
The last earth pony slaver poked his head around the corner of the boxcar.  Emerald shot it right off his shoulders.  Raging floated his magnum from his holster and raised his hoof.  Flak ceased firing his minigun.  The smoking red-hot barrels rotated to a stop.  Everything was quiet.  Flak aimed his minigun as they scanned their vicinity.
There was a noise behind the boxcar.  The three ponies cautiously approached the side of the boxcar.  Raging gave a gesture with his hoof and the three Crusaders leapt behind the boxcar aiming their weapons.  On the ground was Brick.  He slowly crawling away leaving a thick trail of blood.  He didn’t quite escape Flak’s minigun.
Emerald Sapphire bolted up to him and kicked him hard.  Brick flipped over onto his back and pitifully stared up at the furious green unicorn.  There was a gaping hole where his stomach should have been.  His insides were beginning to pour out.  “Please…” he weakly pleaded.  “Have mercy.”
Emerald lowered the combat shotgun towards the slaver’s head.  “It’s not so much fun on the other side of the barrel.  Is it?” she snarled.
Brick began to cry; a few tears running down his cheeks.  “Please,” he cried, “Don’t do this to me.  Don’t let me die… like this.”
Emerald lowered the shotgun more.  “I never thought I’d hear a slaver beg.  And I don’t think you’re deserving of mercy.”  Brick began to sob.  “No.  I think I’m just going to leave you here to die on your own!”
Emerald was merely taunting the slaver while he suffered, not that Captain Thunder could really blame her.  The slaver deserved it.  But still, Raging could not bear to watch a anypony suffer like that.  “Emerald!” he shouted.  “This is not what we do!  You know that!”
Emerald glanced towards the captain out of the corner of her blue eye.  She did not move the shotgun away from Brick.  “He deserves to suffer for what he’s done… what he intended to do to me,” she yelled.  “Do you think he’d show mercy, were it the other way around?”
Raging stomped a hoof.  “You are not Brick.  Do not become him,” he said.   “We don’t let ponies suffer.”  He hesitated before continuing, “Not even ponies like him.”  
Emerald snapped her eyes shut and looked away.  Brick glanced towards Raging.  “Please, just end it,” he sniveled.
“Show him mercy, Emerald,” Raging ordered.  “Or I will.”
Emerald Sapphire glowered at Brick for a moment longer before she raised the shotgun and trotted away.  She walked past the captain without saying a word.  Raging sighed and walked up to the slaver.  He noticed for the first time Brick’s cutie mark.  It was of two ponies having…  He wrinkled his face in disgust.  THAT CAN BE A CUTIE MARK?  I do not want to know how or when he got that.  If that was his special talent, then he clearly chose the wrong line of work.  Raging wondered for a second if that was why Spook was special to him.  
The captain shrugged and aimed his magnum.  “Do you have any last words?”
Brick suddenly had a change of heart.  He stopped crying and only evilly smiled.  “I knew the fucking cunt couldn’t do it.  A sob story was all it took.”  He grinned towards Emerald.  “Did you hear me?  I knew you couldn’t do it!”
Raging fumed.  And to think I actually began to pity him.  “That was a very poor choice,” he threatened.
Brick looked back up at him still grinning.  “She’ll never have the balls to end it,” he sneered.  “Oh wait.  That’s right!  She doesn’t have balls!”  He started to laugh.  Raging couldn’t believe what he was hearing.  Now the slaver definitely deserved to be left to his fate.  It had been many long years since he left a pony to die a slow, agonizing death.  He always swore never again.  Until now…
Brick gazed at Raging.  “Just do it asshole!  End it!” he whispered.
Raging turned away from Brick and holstered his magnum.  “I knew it,” Brick chuckled.  “You’re as big a pussy as that bi-”  BLAM!  Brick’s stomach burst apart.  Blood splashed over Brick’s head.  Fragments from his rib cage splintered his body like a pincushion.
Raging didn’t bother looking back at the mutilated slaver.  He was busy staring at the floating combat shotgun.  Emerald looked like she was ready to empty the entire clip into Brick.  Raging said softly, “That’ll do, Emerald.”  Emerald slowly looked over at him.  “That’ll do.”
Flak was stunned.  “HO-LEE SHITE!” he exclaimed.
The captain just remembered that Flak was with them.  “Where the hell were you, Flak?” he demanded.
“Sorry, captain.  When I saw you and Emerald were surrounded I had to swap my grenade launcher for the minigun,” he apologized.  “It would’ve been messier if I hadn’t.”
Raging stepped towards Flak frowning.  Flak braced himself expecting to be hit.  The captain merely smiled and put a hoof on the aqua pony’s shoulder.  “You have my thanks, Flak.”
“Mine too,” Emerald spoke up.
“Any time, mate,” Flak said.  He looked at Raging.  “What do we do now, captain?”
Raging thought about that.  With all the gunfire they were sure to have attracted the attention of the rest of the slavers.  They may need to change the mission to a frontal assault now.  “Captain, do you copy?” he heard a quiet voice come from his PipBuck.  It was Spec.
“What is it, Spec?” Raging asked his PipBuck.
“I thought I heard gunfire,” the sniper barely whispered.  “Is everything okay over there?”
“Yes, we’re fine.”  A thought crossed his mind.  “Wait.  What do you mean you ‘thought’?”
“I could barely hear it.  I wasn’t sure if I did.”
“What of the slavers in the factory?  Did they hear anything?” Raging questioned.
“If they did, they sure aren’t doing about it,” Spec whispered.
Raging titled his head and looked at the sky.  Thank the Goddess!  We still have the element of surprise!  He lifted his foreleg and said, “Okay, Spec.  Thanks.”  The line ended.  The captain gave the order to move on.  The three ponies quickly galloped away from the train tracks and began to ascend the rise over the north side of the Everfree Mills…
It took a solid fifteen minutes for Raging, Emerald, and Flak to get into their point of entry.  They each got behind a large boulder approximately twenty feet from the closest shack in the factory.  Raging cautiously peered around the side of the boulder and scanned the environment.  Several hundred yards away he could see the area where he’d left Spec.  Naturally, he couldn’t see the brown pony because of his zebra cloak.  But Spec could probably see him.
Raging looked around some more.  Several slavers were patrolling this area of the factory.  Spec had been right about them not hearing the noise from earlier.  Most of them were earth ponies wearing battle saddles equipped with assault rifles.  Occasionally a unicorn slaver would enter his line of sight levitating all types of weapons.  His main concern however were the three snipers Spec reported.  Gazing up at the tall tower he could barely see one of the snipers at the top.  The other two were invisible somewhere on the tower.  He had no way to know where they were.  They might not even be on the tower.  Another scary thought crossed his mind: What if the snipers can see us?  What if they know we’re behind these boulders? 
ROOOOOAAAAAR!!!!  The noise made Raging jump back behind cover.  “What the hell?” he gasped.  
A nearby slaver groaned, “Somepony shut that damn thing up!  I hate when it growls like that.”  It was the Ursa Minor.  Raging had actually forgotten about it.
Another slaver asked, “Why do we even have that thing here?”
“Hell if I know,” a third slaver answered.  The guards moved away.  Raging slowly took a second peek around the rocks.  He could see one slaver with his back to him.  No other guards were in sight.  Now is our time to move!  Several more slavers trotted out of a nearby shack.  Dammit!  Raging kicked the boulder.  This was not going to be easy for a stealthy approach.
“Captain Thunder,” Flak whispered a few feet away.
“What?” Raging snapped.
“Request permission to get out that little surprise, sir,” the aqua pony asked.
Raging moved back behind the boulder and looked at him.  “And what would that be?”
Flak ignored the question.  “Do I have your permission, sir?”
The old unicorn sighed.  “Fine.  Just make it quiet.”
Flak unstrapped his battle saddle.  “Don’t worry, sir.”  He dropped onto his stomach and crawled around his boulder.  Raging poked his head around the boulder again.  He watched Flak stomach-crawl up to the closest guard.  The aqua pony grabbed the slaver around the mouth and neck and pulled him behind a boulder.  The slaver never knew what hit him.
Raging couldn’t see Flak after that.  Despite having an aqua-colored coat, he was great at being stealthy.  Which is strange considering his weapon specialties are not all subtle.  Raging sat down behind the boulder.  He looked over at Emerald.  She too was sitting behind her cover.  She hadn’t said anything since Flak had saved them.  Suddenly, he realized why those slavers had taken them by complete surprise.  He disgracefully eyed his PipBuck.  All this time, he'd been neglecting to check his E.F.S.!
Raging slammed his head against the boulder in anger.  How could I have made that mistake?  He looked over his E.F.S. now.  It displayed multiple hostile marks all over the valley.  Flak’s friendly tag was not in the immediate range.  I’ve got to always remember to keep one eye on E.F.S.  It’s mistakes like this that get you killed.  He rubbed the back of his head with his hoof.  The pain was hardly worth his time.  He’d punish himself later for this slipup.
He noticed Emerald was staring at him out of the corner of his eye.  She was giving him a concerned look.  “I’m sorry, Emerald,” he whispered.
The green unicorn blinked.  “For what?” she asked confused.
“It’s my fault we walked into that trouble back there,” the captain admitted.  “It’s my fault those slavers were able to treat you the way they did.”
Emerald just looked at him.  “It’s not your fault, sir.”  Raging looked away in shame.  Yes it was!  If I had been checking my E.F.S. we wouldn't have walked right into those ponies!   “Those fuckers didn’t have a chance in hell to do what they were hoping for.  I knew you wouldn’t let that happen.”
Raging closed his eyes for a moment.  He sadly looked back at her.  “Emerald,” he started, “there was nothing I could do.”  She looked troubled by that.  He didn't want to mention not checking E.F.S.  “Those slavers had my back against a wall.  They were willing to shoot their own pony to get me.  There was nothing I could do.  If Flak hadn’t shown up I’d be dead.”  Emerald opened her mouth, but said nothing.  “And you’d be…”  Raging couldn’t bring himself to finish that.
Emerald fell silent as well.  The rest of the time the two unicorns said nothing else to each other.  Raging was telekinetically checking his weapons to ensure they’d be ready for a fight.  He had three guns he always carried with him where ever he went: a magnum and two SMGs.  He liked the magnum for its stopping power and he used the SMGs for the greater rate-of-fire.  He had actually honed his magic to be able to fire both SMGs simultaneously.
“Captain,” Flak’s voice broke the silence.  Raging raised his foreleg and responded.  “I’ve prepared my little “present” for the slavers.”
“Okay,” the captain replied.
“Could you bring my grenade launcher, sir?” Flak asked.  “You’ve got thirty seconds, sir.  Flak out.”
The captain quickly radioed Spec. “Spec, we’re about to go weapons hot.  Standby to engage.”  Raging turned to Emerald.  “Are you ready?”
She nodded and pulled out an assault rifle.  Thirty seconds later the captain heard Flak whisper: “Fire in the hole!” 
KABOOOOOM!!!!  The valley shook from an ear shattering explosion.  The captain peered around the boulder.  The base of the tower was in pieces, a black cloud of smoke rising from it.  The tower swayed back and forth.  A moment later it loudly groaned as it collapsed to the ground.  Slavers screamed and ran for cover.  The tower landed on a pair of shacks.  Wood and debris were sent into the air.  Nicely done, Flak.
“Shadow Team, engage!”  Raging and Emerald leapt from behind the boulders weapons drawn.  Raging aimed at the closest slaver and put a round into his back.  Emerald fired her assault rifle in controlled bursts, dropping three more slavers before they could even fire a single shot.
“We’re under attack!” a slaver shrieked.  More slavers charged out of the remaining shacks and train cars.  The guards near the front entrance abandoned their posts and joined the fight.  Raging switched his magnum for his SMGs.  He fired a burst from the two guns at the nearest slaver.  The slaver went down.  Another slaver emerged from cover and fired an assault rifle at the captain.  Raging ducked behind another boulder.  A sniper shot rang out in the distance and the slaver dropped.  A few of the other slavers looked stunned.
“Headshot,” the captain heard Spec cheer over the PipBuck.  Some of the slavers turned to look for the source of the sniper shot.  Three more sniper bullets were fired and three more slavers dropped.  Emerald fired on the survivors.  Raging jumped out from cover again firing his SMGs.  More slavers went down from the barrage of bullets.  After less than a minute, fifteen of the slavers were already dead.  “Captain, more enemies incoming from the main building,” Spec shouted from the PipBuck.
Raging quickly reloaded his SMGs.  “Kill them all, Shadow,” he ordered.  Flak trotted up to the captain and asked for his grenade launcher.  Raging slowly looked back towards the boulders and said nothing.  Oops.  Flak shot him a look before galloping back to the boulders.  Sorry, Flak.  Raging pointed a hoof towards Emerald, “Spread out and flank them.”
“Yes, sir,” she said.  She trotted towards the east side of the compound.  Raging continued along the west.  He sidestepped the collapsed tower.  A few slavers had been caught under it.  Their bodies were flattened like road kill.  There was a crushed sniper rifle amongst the bodies.  I guess those snipers didn’t have time to get off the tower.  The captain stepped around one of the destroyed shacks.  A sniper bullet struck the ground less than an inch from him.  Shit!
Raging dropped the SMGs and jumped behind the barely standing wall of the shack.  One of the damned snipers is still alive!  He shouted into his PipBuck: “Spec, I’m pinned down by a sniper.  Can you take him down?”
Spec immediately replied, “Negative, captain.  I can’t see the bastard.”  That wasn’t good.  The captain checked E.F.S. but it couldn't detect the sniper.  This means he was either out of range, or...  He must have a stealth cloak!  Raging couldn’t risk poking his head around the corner, lest the sniper shoot it off.  He spotted his dropped SMGs.  Concentrating, he floated them to him in a field of violet aura.  He crouched behind the debris of the shack and moved the opposite direction.  No sooner did he come around the corner did the sniper take another potshot at him.  This time the bullet grazed right foreleg.  Son of a bitch!  He briefly winced at the pain but shook it off.  A streak of red mixed with his dark blue coat.  This fucker is a good shot.  If he were any better I’d already be dead.
He looked around for anything he could use for an advantage.  Sounds of assault rifle fire emanated from the other small buildings in the compound.  Emerald probably had too much of a hoof full to lend him any help.  What Raging couldn’t figure out was why no pony attempted to flank him while he was pinned.  Surely the invisible sniper could provide them support.  Perhaps they were being wary of Spec on the nearby ridge.  The captain saw a spark come from the ridge; Spec was taking another shot.  He was most likely giving support to Emerald.  “That’s another kill for me!” Spec applauded.
Raging knew he had to know if the sniper still had him in his sights.  Taking a deep breath he slowly stuck his hoof out from behind cover.  BANG!  The captain shot his bloody hoof back and screamed.  The pain was excruciating.  He held it tightly and thanked Celestia that he didn’t lose his hoof.  He imagined that the shooter was laughing at his pitiful attempt to escape his sights.  That was perhaps one of the stupidest fucking things I’ve ever done!  He grimaced as he raised his opposite hoof.  “Can somepony please TAKE OUT THIS FUCKING SNIPER?” he yelled.
“Captain, I saw the shot,” Spec responded.  “It came from a catwalk near you.”
Raging Thunder groaned, “Then, can you please shoot him?”  
BANG!  Raging looked around.  Did he get him?  He dared not risk checking this time.  “Captain,” Spec shouted alarmed.  “It seems there are two invisible snipers on that catwalk!  One of them has me zeroed!”  Well fuck!  Both of those snipers survived the tower collapse.
He heard a heavy machine activate followed by the sounds of explosives hurling through the air.  The catwalk erupted into fiery explosions.  The entire catwalk fell apart into a pile of scrap.  Raging cautiously edged around the corner of the ruined shack.  No one shot at him this time.  Approaching the debris he spotted bloody giblets of ponies amid the wreckage.  A pair of scorched sniper rifles stood out the most.  “No need to thank me, captain.”
Raging spun around to see Flak behind him.  He was wearing his battle saddle with the machine grenade launcher.  The captain nodded to him, “Once again, Flak… I owe you.”
Flak noticed Raging’s bleeding hoof.  “Are you okay, sir?” he asked.
Raging shook his hoof in pain.  “Yes,” he lied.  “It’ll be fine.”  Flak said nothing else and galloped off, firing more grenades at the slavers.  Raging stood there a moment longer staring at his wound.  He didn’t have anything to treat it.  I wish Winter was here, or if I had a healing potion.  He shook it off as best he could.  Just another scar to add to my collection of many battle wounds.  He would find care for his hoof later.  He levitated his SMGs and tried to walk away.  He took one step on his wounded hoof and immediately felt the pain shoot through him.  He simply brushed it off as merely one small sacrifice for the greater good.  Limping, he trotted to catch up with Flak and Emerald.
The sounds of an intense gunfight echoed all around the valley.  Raging stepped over multiple dead slavers.  A few were still alive and were writhing in agony.  He put a bullet from his magnum into those ponies ending their pathetic lives.  “No pony deserves to suffer like that,” he kept reminding himself.  He would show more compassion for them if they weren't slavers.  Emerald Sapphire emerged from behind a barrel with her assault rifle hovering in a teal grip.  She fired at a slaver unicorn that jumped behind a dumpster.  The unicorn slaver floated out a pistol.  Before the mare could telekinetically pull the trigger, her head exploded.
“Sorry for taking your kill Emerald,” Spec spoke.  “But I had a score to settle with that one.”  She didn’t seem to care.  She galloped away from the barrel to engage more slavers elsewhere in the valley.
Raging looked around for the slave pen.  He spotted it a hundred yards away.  “Shadow Team, I’m going for the slave pen.  Cover me,” he grunted.  He slowly galloped towards the slave pen; it was not easy to gallop fast on only three hooves.  He rounded a shack’s corner and encountered more slavers.  One slaver wielding a combat shotgun fired at the captain.  The shot was a miss.  Raging Thunder unloaded his SMGs into the slaver.  Another slaver began to fire an assault rifle at him.  
BANG!  The slaver toppled to the ground from another sniper bullet.  Not detecting any more slavers on his E.F.S., Raging trotted to the slave pen.  The prisoners were as far back from the gate as they could get.  The captain counted fifteen prisoners.  Five prisoners were already dead.  “Who are you?” one terrified prisoner asked.
The captain looked around making sure no one was sneaking up on him.  He said, “I’m Captain Raging Thunder.  Crusader Team Shadow.”  He knelt down to examine the lock on the gate.
“Captain Thunder?” a familiar sounding mare asked shocked.  
The dark blue unicorn nodded.  Wait!  I recognize that voice!  He looked up at the mare who spoke.  “Who are you?” he asked.
The orange mare stepped forward.  “Knight Glorious Dawn of the Applejack’s Rangers, sir.”  Raging couldn’t believe she was still alive.  “We spoke briefly on the radio.”
Raging stood up.  “Yes we did.  I didn’t think you survived.  But we’ll talk later.  Right now I need to get this gate open.”  He knelt back down to the lock.  He dropped his SMGs and pulled out a bobby pin and screwdriver.  He stopped himself before he inserted the bobby pin.  This lock had a different design to it than the ones he's dealt with before.  “Aw hell!  This lock can’t be picked!” he realized.
“One of the slavers had the key.  A unicorn,” Knight Dawn shouted.  Oh great!  I’ve only killed… what?.... a dozen unicorns today!  It could be on any of them!  Could it have been on Brick?  Captain Thunder looked back towards the factory's entrance and hoped he wouldn't have to trek back to Brick's corpse.  The Knight shouted again, “I think it was on that one, over there!”
Raging looked to where she was pointing.  She was pointing at the unicorn that Spec killed a few minutes earlier.  The captain shot to his hooves.  “Okay, I’ll be right back.”  He dropped his floating SMGs and galloped (sort of) back to the dead slaver.  Other slavers were firing on him as he dashed from cover to cover.  BOOM!  BOOM!  BOOM!  A series of explosions took care of those ponies.  Reaching the dead unicorn, Raging rapidly searched her and found the key.  Praise the Goddess!  He sprinted back to the slave pen.
“I have the key!  You’ll be out of here in a second!”  Raging levitated the key into the lock.  It wouldn’t turn.  Becoming annoyed he tried to turn it harder.  It still wouldn’t budge.  Finally he applied as much magical energy he could into turning the damn key.  The key snapped in half.  The captain felt his blood run cold.  MOTHERFUCKER!
“Any more bright ideas?” a prisoner sarcastically commented.  Raging bucked the gate to no avail.  “Well this rescue is screwed!”
The captain yelled at the prisoner, “You’re not helping!  Zip it!”  The prisoner shook his head unconvinced.  Bullets reflected off the fence.  Raging spun around.  Two slavers were galloping his way brandishing the ever popular assault rifle.  Seriously.  Don’t they have anything other than assault rifles?  Well, at least they’re not heavy weapons.  He pulled out his magnum and fired back.  The prisoners backed away from the fence.
“That asshole is trying to free our prisoners!” one of the slavers shouted.
“Kill the slaves if you have to,” the second slaver screeched.  Over my dead body!  Raging brought up S.A.T.S. and acquired both slavers’ skulls.  He pulled the magnum’s trigger twice and both slavers dropped.  Despite his prior remarks about S.A.T.S., he praised the ability of it.
Holstering the magnum he returned to the gate.  “Our situation has not improved,” the sarcastic prisoner commented again.
The captain glared at him.  “Do you want me to leave you in there?”  The buck took the hint and shut up.  Raging focused on the broken key jutting from the lock.  No amount of telekinesis was going to move it now.  KABOOM!  Several explosions ruptured the air.  That gave Raging an idea.  He lifted his PipBuck and looked towards the sounds of the explosions.  “Flak!”
“You have reached the voicemail of Flak.  I’m currently kicking some serious arse right now, so please leave a message,” Flak shouted back.  BOOM!  Several slavers screamed.
Raging rolled his eyes and grinned.  “Very funny.  Get your ass over here.  I need your help.”
A moment later Flak trotted up to the slave pen with his machine grenade launcher.  “I sure hope this is important, sir.  I’m missing out on the action.”  Gunfire continued to echo across the valley.  It sounded like Emerald had her hooves full.  Spec was helping her, though.
The captain pointed a hoof at the battle saddle.  “I need you to fire on that gate!”
Flak raised his eyebrows.  He looked at the gate and the terrified prisoners, then looked at his captain, and then looked back at the gate.  “Are you sure, captain?  Can’t you just use the key or something?”
Raging blushed.  “It… uh… it broke in the… lock,” he said quietly.  He placed his forehoof on the back of his head and stared at the ground in embarrassment.  Flak gave him a funny look.  Okay, so I’m not the greatest lock pick in Equestria.
Flak leaned to get a good look at the lock.  “Well done, sir,” he remarked.  “How did you manage to pull that off?”  The captain didn’t say anything.  “Did you try turning it the other way?”  This time Raging gave Flak a funny look.  Does he really think I’m that stupid?  Who can’t figure out how to turn a key?
“It doesn’t matter.”  Raging regained his composure.  “The damn lock was broken anyway,” he lied.  “I just need you to blow open the gate.”
“Very well, sir.”  Flak took several steps away from the fence.  “Everypony stand back!”  The prisoners scurried to the furthest corner from the gate.  Flak fired a small volley of grenades at the gate.  BOOM!  BOOM!  BOOM!  The gate flew off its hinges and crumpled into a smoking heap in the slave pen.    
“You’re free!  Run!  Get as far away as possible!” Raging shouted.  The prisoners bolted out the gate.  They all thanked him and Flak as they ran past.
Knight Glorious Dawn and two stallions (one red and one blue) stopped.  “Captain!  There are still more prisoners!” she said urgently.
“Where are they?” Raging demanded.
“They took them into the main building,” the large red stallion answered.  “They are the other Applejack’s Rangers in our platoon.”  Raging looked at the main building.  It was situated next to the cliff face.  Several slavers were making a stand there.
The captain turned towards the three Rangers.  “Okay we’ll save them, too.”
“I’ll escort these prisoners to safety,” the red stallion declared.  He trotted over to a dead slaver and relieved her of her assault rifle battle saddle.  He led the prisoners away.  Raging prayed they’d make it.  Flak galloped back to the fight.
“What of you two?” he asked Glorious and the other stallion.
“We are not leaving our ponies behind,” the Knight affirmed.  She stomped a hoof.  “We are with you, Captain Thunder.”  The blue stallion silently nodded.
Raging agreed.  “Get some weapons, then.  We’ve still got a hell of a fight to win.”  The Rangers dispersed among the dead slavers and seized their weapons and ammo.
Raging heard a series of grenade explosions nearby.  “Yeah take that!” Flak yelled.  “Burn you bloody bastards!”  Raging approached an overturned dumpster drawing on his SMGs.  Only a handful of slavers remained in the factory’s clearing.  They were desperately firing their weapons as they backed towards the main building.  Stuck out in the open, it was like shooting fish in a barrel.
ROOOOOAAAAAR!!!!  The Ursa Minor let out another raging growl from its enclosure.  All the fighting may be frightening it.  Or it just wanted to get out of its pen.  Raging shifted his attention to where it mattered: the slavers.  As long as the Ursa Minor was locked behind an electrified fence, they needn’t worry about it.
Raging fired his SMGs at the retreating slavers.  Emerald Sapphire moved up from the left firing her assault rifle in short bursts.  The Applejack’s Rangers advanced unleashing their own fury on their pony captors.  A few of the slavers were topped by Spec’s sniper rifle.  Eventually only five slavers remained.  Then four.  Three.  Two.  One.  The last slaver was put down by a sniper bullet.
“CLEAR!” Emerald shouted.
“Shadow Team, stand down!”  Raging Thunder, Emerald Sapphire, Flak, and the two Applejack’s Rangers converged in the clearing.  The captain glanced over them making sure they were still combat ready.  Knight Glorious Dawn was carrying an assault rifle.  The blue stallion was hauling a minigun.
Flak blurted, “You blokes ain't so bad in a fight.”
Knight Dawn introduced herself and Knight Silver Fang.  Fang said nothing.  Captain Thunder took him for the strong silent type.  Glorious Dawn explained that their platoon was ambushed by the slavers.  After taking heavy losses, the platoon surrendered under direction from Paladin Nightfurry.  The slavers seemed pretty eager to take them prisoner.  However, they brutally killed Paladin Nightfury before leading Glorious, Fang, and the other Applejack’s Rangers to Everfree Mills.  “Those fuckers butchered Paladin Nightfury right in front of us!” she growled in rage.  “He was only trying to negotiate that they spare us.  He didn’t deserve to die like that!”  
Flak mumbled, “Looks like he succeeded.”  Only Raging heard that but decided to not say anything.
“They brought us here and put us in with the other prisoners that were already here,” Glorious continued.  “After a short while they took a group of the others and brought them inside.”
“How many more of you are there?” Emerald asked.
“There should be five more of us.  They were taken into the main building.”
“Alright everypony.  Let’s get inside and find…” Raging started to say.  He was cut off by machine gun fire.  Hundreds of bullets began to pepper the ground where Raging and the others were.  They all scattered for cover.  Raging got back behind the dumpster.  He lifted his head to see what they were dealing with.  A pair of slavers had emerged on the roof of the main building.  They were each carrying two miniguns.  You’ve got to be kidding me!  TWO MINIGUNS EACH?  Raging couldn’t believe that anything, let alone a pony, was strong enough to lug around two miniguns at once.  And they were up against two of them!  One of the slavers fired a burst his way.  He ducked back down.
“Return fire,” Raging shouted.  He started to poke his head back up.  Bullets sparked and ricocheted off the dumpster forcing Raging back down.  The slavers continued to fire at them.  “Flak!” the captain screamed over the sound of the gunfire.  “Can you take them out?”
“Negative, sir.  I don’t have the angle to,” the aqua pony yelled back.
“Spec, do you have the shot?” the captain asked his PipBuck.
“Not from where I am, captain.  I’ll need to shift my position.  You’ll be without sniper support for thirty seconds,” Spec answered.  
Raging didn’t have thirty seconds.  Every attempt by somepony to shoot at the slavers ended up failing; they had the perfect spot picked out.  Something was wrong though.  Other slavers could easily attack while under cover fire from the minigunners.  So why weren't they attacking?  Raging peered around the dumpster.  He spotted a lone slaver sneaking up to an electric generator.  What’s he up to?  The pony began to hack at the generator with an axe.  Suddenly it hit him.  Oh shit!  The captain levitated his SMGs and fired at the slaver.  One of the minigunners fired at Raging’s position causing him to fire wildly.  The attempt was futile; he couldn’t get a good shot while under suppressive fire.  Several of the bullets struck the generator causing it to spark and smoke.  The slaver with the axe looked at Raging and wickedly smiled before slipping away.  The generator exploded.
Immediately, the two slavers on the rooftop stopped firing and retreated.  “What the hell?” Raging heard Flak asked.  “Why are they retreating?  They had us pinned.”  Raging knew the answer.  And he did not like it.
ROOOOOAAAAAR!!!!  The Ursa Minor roared again.  Raging fearfully looked at its enclosure.  The beast rose up on its hind legs and pushed against the fence.  The electricity was out.  Realizing nothing was stopping it now, the Ursa Minor began to swing its massive arms at the fence.  The chain-link fence started to give way, the wood framing snapped like tooth picks.  Pieces of the fence flew in every direction as the Ursa Minor tore its way to freedom.  The Ursa Minor ripped a small section of its paddock apart.  The Ursa Minor stopped and stared through the gap at the ponies frightfully staring back at it.  The beast snarled and roared again.  ROOOOOAAAAAR!!!!  Perhaps it thinks we’re the ones who trapped it here.  The Ursa Minor resumed ripping apart the fence with its giant paws.  
Flak, who was the closest to the paddock, galloped away as fast as his machine grenade launcher allowed him.  With a final smash from its paws, the Ursa Minor broke free of its enclosure.  The towering beast reared up on its hind legs and then slammed its front paws on the ground.  The ground shook like an earthquake.  The Ursa Minor opened its mouth showing its pony-sized teeth and roared once more.  ROOOOOAAAAAR!!!!  
“C-c-c-captain,” Emerald stuttered in fear.  “W-w-w-wha-wha-wha-what do w-w-w-we do?”
Captain Thunder said only one word: “RUN!”

	
		Chapter 3: Glorious Dawn



“When you are going through hell, keep on going.  Never, never, never give up.” – Winston Churchill

ROOOOOAAAAAR!!!!  The mighty beast shook the valley with another thunderous roar.  The ponies slowly began backing away from it.  The Ursa Minor took an earth-shaking step toward them.  The fence fell to pieces behind it.  Now that it was out in the open, Raging Thunder was able to see just how humongous the Ursa Minor was.  It had to be at least thirty feet long.  Its body was easily one hundred times his size.  Its arms were as thick as the largest tree trunks within the Everfree Forest; its paws could effortlessly snap those trees in two.  And its mouth was large enough to eat a couple of tasty ponies in a single bite.
The Ursa Minor focused its enormous yellow eyes on Captain Thunder and the other ponies in the compound.  It snarled showing off its pearly whites.
“He looks pissed,” Knight Glorious Dawn stated.  She and Knight Silver Fang were the furthest from the Ursa Minor.
“Maybe he’s just cranky and needs to take a nap,” Spec suggested over the com link.
“Yeah alright, you fetch him some milk and Emerald will sing him a lullaby,” Flak sarcastically replied.
“And what are you going to do, Flak?” Emerald shouted at the aqua pony.
“Exactly what I said earlier,” he calmly answered.  He casually loaded grenades in his launcher as he had all the time in the world.  He slapped in one more grenade and spun the barrels of the launcher.  “I’m gonna blow his bloody arse to kingdom come!”  Flak fired a barrage of grenades at the Ursa Minor.  KABOOOOOM!  The grenades exploded all across the beast.  The Ursa Minor lifted its front paws to shield its face and flinched from the detonations.  The aqua pony grinned in triumph.  
When the smoke cleared, they saw how much “damage” the grenades had done.  A few tufts of blue fur flew off the Ursa Minor; there was no sign of significant damage.  The explosions had little effect on it.  Flak’s jaw dropped.  “You’ve got to be bloody shitting me, mate!” he yelled in disbelief.  The beast fixed its angry yellow eyes on the aqua pony.
ROOOOOAAAAAR!!!!  The Ursa Minor advanced towards the ponies.  “Shoot it!” Raging shouted.  Flak unleashed another salvo from his machine grenade launcher; Knight Silver Fang opened fire with the minigun; Emerald Sapphire and Knight Glorious Dawn unloaded their assault rifles; Spec took potshots from the sniper rifle; Captain Thunder fired his dual SMGs.  
The Ursa Minor slammed its eyes shut and recoiled from the hail fire of bullets and explosives.  The bombardment continued for several more seconds.  Finally, the colossal creature lifted its front paws high into the air and then slammed them to the ground shaking the entire valley.  The tremor alone was enough to collapse one of the small shacks.  The ponies all lost their balance and tumbled to the ground.  ROOOOOAAAAAR!!!!       
Raging looked up at the menacing gargantuan in shock.  The Ursa Minor wasn’t even fazed by the torrent of bullets.  We’ve only made it angrier!  The beast narrowed its eyes.  With a loud snarl, it charged the ponies.  The captain got back on his hooves and limped back towards the slave pen.  The others bolted for the main building.  Knight Fang tried to open the door.  It wouldn’t open.  Raging stopped and looked.  Flak and Silver Fang tried to ram the door down; it wouldn’t budge.  The slavers must’ve locked the door.  The main building of the Everfree Mills was built directly into the cliff face; there was no other place for Flak and the others to go.  They were much too close for Flak to shoot his grenade launcher at the door.  They were trapped.  
The Ursa Minor stopped and looked between the lone captain and the group of trapped ponies; it was contemplating who to attack first.  Come get me you big bastard.  Raging showed it how more “vulnerable” he was by slowly limping away from it.  The Ursa Minor could have easily reached out and caught him in its arms, but the beast made a different decision.  It turned its head to the others and growled ferociously.  As if realizing their predicament, it chose them over the captain.
Raging looked on in horror.  NO!  The Ursa Minor closed in on its victims.  Captain Thunder quickly levitated his SMGs.  He emptied an entire clip from both the sub-machine guns into the Ursa Minor’s back hoping to convince it to change targets.  The bullets harmlessly reflected off its thick pelt.  The beast paid him no attention.  Flak fired several more grenades at it.  BOOM!  BOOM!  BOOM!  BOOM!  Emerald, Glorious and Silver, likewise, fired their weapons near the beast’s head.  Once again the Ursa Minor appeared to flail in pain.  And once again it simply shrugged it off and kept getting closer to the ponies.  
I need something bigger to get its attention.  The captain holstered his SMGs and looked at his magnum.  It was far too small to do any good.  He frantically looked around for another weapon.  The entire compound was littered with assault rifles dropped by the slavers.  But were they even enough?  The Ursa Minor was nearly within striking distance of the trapped ponies, which were still shooting at its front.  Raging gripped the nearest assault rifle with his magic and fired at the Ursa Minor.  Once again, it completely ignored him.  
Refusing to give up, the captain levitated a second assault rifle to him.  Nervously glancing at the floating weapons in front of him he realized he’d never fired two rifles simultaneously before… at least not by magic.  Although he was a unicorn, magic wasn’t Raging’s specialty.  It took a lot out of him to focus on several spells at once.  He could easily levitate multiple guns at the same time, but shooting them in unison was another matter.  The SMGs were easy to wield and operate due to their small size.  It took him several exhausting hours of fine tuning his spells to even accomplish that.
BOOM!  BOOM! BOOM!  Flak hit the Ursa Minor with another volley of grenades.  The beast temporarily halted.  The captain had to act while it was distracted.  He closed his eyes tightly in concentration and focused on the two hovering assault rifles.  He envisioned himself pulling the triggers of the two rifles.  He could mentally feel the triggers within the grasp of his aura, but he couldn’t quite “pull” them.  Come on, Raging.  It’s just like firing the SMGs.  Focusing even harder, Raging began to shake in place, beads of sweat started to trickle down his face.  This task was more grueling then he first thought.  Finally, he could feel the triggers starting to move millimeter by millimeter.  At once, the bullets sprayed from the barrels of the assault rifles.  
Raging opened his eyes slightly (to not lose focus) to see if his effort was having any effect.  The Ursa Minor didn’t even seem to notice the dozens of rounds striking its back.  I can’t give up!  Raging eased off the triggers of the two rifles.  He spotted another assault rifle off to his left.  Do I even have the energy to shoot three guns?  The dark blue unicorn shut his eyes again and concentrated on the third assault rifle.  The rifle slowly lifted off the ground and joined the other two in the air.
More sweat began to drip down Raging’s face.  His breathing had become quick pants for air.  He was getting tired.  Firing two rifles was far more difficult than two SMGs.  A third rifle would be much worse.  Already he felt his magic was reaching its limits.  ROOOOOAAAAAR!!!!  The Ursa Minor briefly caused Raging to lose concentration.  All three rifles dropped to the ground.  He reached out and caught them in a field of violet.  I don’t even know if this will do any good.  Taking deep breaths the captain looked back at the Ursa Minor.  If not even a grenade launcher daunts it, what good will three assault rifles do?  The Ursa Minor was now within striking distance of the ponies.  Emerald Sapphire, Glorious Dawn and Silver Fang continued to shoot at it.  Flak ceased firing his machine grenade launcher; he was either out of ammo or was too close to shoot it.
BANG!  BANG!  BANG!  Spec resumed shooting at the Ursa Minor from the ridge.  The beast stopped in its tracks and took a few giant steps away from Emerald and the others.  It turned its head and roared in Spec’s general direction.  ROOOOOAAAAAR!!!!  The other ponies immediately held their forehooves to their ears.  They had pained expressions on their faces.  The sound must’ve been deafening.  
That caught Raging’s attention.  Why did it only react when Spec shot at it?  Could it be because of the type of ammo he is using?  The Ursa Minor returned its attention to its prey.  BANG!  BANG!  This time, the Ursa Minor disregarded being shot by Spec’s sniper rifle.  There’s got to be a reason for this.  The captain did not have the time to think.  The Ursa Minor got within arm’s length of the trapped ponies.  Raging focused what little magic he had left on the three rifles in front of him; nothing was happening.  His mental strength was all but gone as his magical energy neared depletion.  The rifles wobbled in place about to fall.  The Ursa Minor raised its colossal arm for the kill.  The ponies all ducked in fear.
“NOOOOOOO!” Raging screamed.  He felt a sudden surge of energy course through him.  His horn glowed brighter than ever.  At once, all three assault rifles opened fire on the Ursa Minor.  The bullets impacted the beast on the back of its head.  The beast retracted its arm and flailed around like it was finally getting hurt.  The captain continued concentrating on the rifles.  The three guns continued to spray the Ursa Minor until they each began to click: out of ammo.  The violet aura around the weapons faded away.  All three assault rifles plummeted to the ground.  The captain collapsed to his knees, his energy sapped.    
ROOOOOAAAAAR!!!!  The Ursa Minor madly spun around and faced the captain, its yellow eyes instantly focusing on him.  The beast did not look hurt.  It only looked even more pissed than it already was.  The captain gazed up at it.  He sluggishly got back onto his hooves.  Pain shot through him as he stepped on his wounded hoof.  Ignoring the pain he stared defiantly at the bloodthirsty behemoth.  “Alright,” he wheezed.  “Now that I have your attention…”  With a loud snarl the Ursa Minor charged after the captain.
___________

As Raging Thunder ran for cover he realized his crippled hoof didn’t hurt quite so much anymore.  The Ursa Minor was hot on his tail.  With each thundering step the massive creature took the ground shook violently.  He approached one of the final standing shacks in the compound.  He made a sharp right away from it.  The Ursa Minor wasn’t able to make such a sudden change in direction due to its size.  The beast plowed right through the shack tearing it to ribbons.  The Ursa Minor knocked the rubble aside and resumed its pursuit of the unicorn.
Raging continued running around the compound until he was certain he’d thrown the Ursa Minor off his tail.  He took cover behind the shack where he’d been shot by a sniper.  He took a moment to catch his breath.  The ground shook as the Ursa Minor came to a stop on the other side of the wrecked shack.  The captain fell silent and prayed that the beast did not peek around the corner.  Raging heard the Ursa Minor grunt followed by the sounds of scraping metal.  A moment later, the destroyed catwalk flew over the top of the shack and landed a few feet in front of him.
Do I dare look?  Raging cautiously edged his head around the corner of the shack.  The Ursa Minor had its back to him.  It was sniffing the charred remains of one of the stealth snipers.  Looking closely, the captain noticed for the first time that one of the snipers was a unicorn with a coat of a dark shade; it was impossible to tell now.  The Ursa Minor was staring intently at the dead slaver.  Does it think that dead unicorn is me?  
The Ursa Minor stopped sniffing the dead unicorn.  It snatched the corpse in its jaws and ripped it apart.  Raging looked away from the horrid scene disgust.  He could hear the Ursa Minor chew the body to pieces.  When he heard the sounds of crunching bones he nearly vomited.  Well, at least he was already dead.  The captain chose not to look back to see if the Ursa Minor had finished its meal.  He was hoping that it thought it had eaten him.
“Captain, are you there,” Spec spoke loudly over the PipBuck.  The Ursa Minor grunted at the sudden noise.  It swung its massive arm and leveled the rest of the shack.  Raging slowly looked up.  The beast was staring down at him, its mouth resembling a grin.  It opened its jaws and roared yet again.  ROOOOOAAAAAR!!!!  The Ursa Minor lunged forward with its gaping maw.
Raging barely managed to dive out of the beast’s massive mouth.  It snapped its jaws shut a meager one foot away from the unicorn.  The captain struggled to get back onto his hooves.  Pain befell him as he stepped on his wounded hoof once more.  He could see the entrance of the factory a hundred yards in front of him.  The behemoth stepped over him, blocking his path.  It stopped and looked at the train tracks leading out of the factory.  Raging gazed up at it.  What are you waiting for?  There’s freedom!  GO! 
Rather than escape to freedom as he hoped, the Ursa Minor about-faced towards Raging.  The Ursa Minor snarled at him.  The captain couldn’t believe it chose him over its own escape.  He slowly backed away from the gargantuan creature.  It slowly, yet forcefully, swung its paw at him.  The hit knocked the captain on his back.  The Ursa Minor towered over him and growled.  It clearly had no intentions to leave the Everfree Mills until somepony was dead… and that somepony was Captain Thunder.  BANG!  BANG!  Spec shot the Ursa Minor in the face.  The beast recoiled from sniper rounds, buying enough time for Raging to get back up.  Taking a deep breath he galloped as fast as his crippled hoof allowed.  The Ursa Minor shook its head and charged after the fleeing unicorn.    	
Raging found himself back at the empty slave pen.  There was no point in trying to escape the Ursa Minor in there.  He came to a stop, gasping for breath.  He was out of options, out of energy, and out of time.  The earth trembled beneath his hooves.   
Breathing heavily, Raging Thunder turned to face the monster.  The Ursa Minor stared him down.  BANG!  BANG!  BOOM!  BOOM!  BOOM!  Spec and Flak both shot the Ursa Minor.  The bullets and grenades harmlessly impacted on its back.  The beast brushed off their attacks.  “CAPTAIN!” he heard Emerald shriek.
The Ursa Minor lowered its gigantic blue head to within mere inches of the dark blue unicorn.   Raging could see his shattered reflection in its great yellow eyes.  The two stared into each other’s eyes for several moments.  The Ursa Minor opened its cavernous maw.  Its breath was absolutely putrid, it smelled like rotting flesh.  Bloody drool dripped from its teeth and plummeted to the ground leaving red puddles in the dirt.  ROOOOOAAAAAR!!!!  The force of the roar was able to knock the captain onto his haunches.
Raging hit the dirt.  He panted as he contemplated his next move; he didn’t have one.  The Ursa Minor took a lumbering step closer.  Why doesn’t it just kill me already?  Raging straightened himself up.  He yelled, “JUST DO IT!  Kill me you oversized teddy bear!”  It titled his head as if it wasn’t expecting that sudden outburst.  Perhaps it’s just toying with me?  The dark blue unicorn challenged, “Are you hoping to hear me beg?  I’ve never begged to anypony, and I sure as hell won’t beg to something like YOU!”  The Ursa Minor narrowed its eyes and growled.
BANG!  BANG!  BANG!  BANG!  Spec shot the Ursa Minor in the head once again.  It flinched yet again and shut its eyes.  Raging watched it closely this time.  It turned around and roared once more.  ROOOOOAAAAAR!!!!  Flak, from his hidden location, immediately unleashed another barrage of grenades.  BOOM!  BOOM!  BOOM!  The grenades exploded across the Ursa Minor’s head.  It threw its arms to shield its face.  
Raging noticed how it only reacted to being shot in the head.  Suddenly he realized it.  It’s head!  That’s it weak spot!  He lifted his PipBuck and shouted, “Shadow Team!  Aim for its head!  That’s where it’s weakest!”  The captain lowered his forehoof and tried to levitate his weapons.  They wouldn’t move from his holsters, he was still depleted of magic energy.  He sighed in frustration.  
The Ursa Minor charged off towards the other ponies, leaving the captain at the slave pen.  He limped in their direction where it ran.  As he limply trotted to catch up he listened to the other ponies shoot at the unseen Ursa Minor. ROOOOOAAAAAR!!!!  The captain halted as the beast roared louder than it ever had.  BANG!  BANG!  BOOM!  He limped around the corner of a leveled shack and emerged out in the factory’s clearing.
The other ponies had dispersed around the clearing, each firing their weapons at the Ursa Minor.  It was stalled in the center of the clearing as the ponies let it have everything.  It held its paws to its head as bullets and grenades struck it from every direction.  It languidly spun in a circle, facing towards the factory entrance.  It opened its eyes and for the first time, Raging saw, not seething rage, but genuine fear within them.  It finally seemed like it had lost the will to fight on.  It lowered to the ground, still protecting its head as best it could from the maelstrom of weapons fire.
It looked pitiful in its state and Raging couldn’t help but feel sorry for it.  The Ursa Minor let out a howl of pain as it closed its eyes and dropped its arms to the ground; it lied motionless.  The ponies ceased firing.  Smoke was rising from its head; most of the fur around its face had flown off.  Captain Thunder vigilantly inched closer to it, as did the other ponies.  The Ursa Minor didn’t appear to be breathing.  Knight Silver Fang was the first to approach it.  He jabbed one of its giant paws with his minigun.  He jumped back immediately after expecting it to respond, it did not.
Emerald Sapphire asked, “Is it dead?”  Raging believed so.  I don’t think anything can survive that amount of head trauma.  Knight Glorious Dawn didn’t seem convinced.  She stepped up to its head and fired and entire clip of her assault rifle into it.  The Ursa Minor did not move.
Flak lowered his machine grenade launcher.  “I think the bloody bastard’s dead now,” he blatantly stated.  He chuckled before saying, “Now who wants their picture taken with it?”  He looked around enthusiastically.  Nopony answered.  The aqua pony shook his head, “You ponies don’t know how to have fun.” 
Emerald solemnly lowered her neck.  “The poor creature,” she cried.  
Flak looked at her with an odd expression.  “You feel sorry for it?” he asked in disbelief.
“I wish it did not have to come to this.  All it wanted was to be free… to live,” Emerald protested.
Raging nodded in agreement.  “I wish it were different too, Emerald,” he replied.  She sadly turned her head to him.  “I was trying to lead it to the entrance of the factory in hopes it would leave.  But it made a different choice.”  The captain turned his attention to the still Ursa Minor.  
“It was either it or us,” Spec stated over the com.  Raging truly felt sorry for the beast.  It could’ve been one of the last of its kind.  And now it was dead.  Then he reminded himself who was really at fault for its death: the slavers.  They brought it here.  They contained it here.  It was their fault the majestic creature was dead.
The captain spoke into his PipBuck: “Spec, get down here.  We’re heading inside.”
“Affirmative, sir.  On the way,” the sniper pony replied.
Captain Thunder asked, “How many more prisoners do we need to rescue?”
“There are five more Applejack’s Rangers,” Glorious Dawn answered.  Silver Fang silently nodded.
“Okay.  Once Spec gets down here we’ll-” the captain started.  ROOOOOAAAAAR!!!!  The Ursa Minor’s roar startled everpony around it.  It was still alive.  The mighty beast rose from the ground towering over the ponies.  The captain went wide-eyed.  It swung one of its paws.  The ponies all dove to the ground, narrowly dodging it.  It loudly growled in rage.  Everypony scattered.
“Doesn’t this wanker ever go down?” Flak shouted as he ran for cover.
Raging came to a disturbing realization: The Ursa Minor had played dead in order to get the ponies into coming close so it could kill them all more easily!  It tricked them!  Clever bastard!  But it evidently did not take Spec into consideration.  Perhaps because it did not know where he was.  The captain ducked behind the dumpster from earlier. 
Flak turned and fired more grenades at the Ursa Minor.  This time the beast reacted more swiftly.  It ducked as the grenades harmlessly flew over its back and exploded on the ground.  “Oh fuck!” Flak shouted.  The Ursa Minor lunged towards him.  The aqua pony tried to run but didn’t get far enough when the colossal creature swiped him with its paw.  Flak hurled through the air.  He landed flat on his back a dozen yards away.
“Flak!” Raging screamed, “Are you okay?”  He did not answer.  The Ursa Minor rushed over to the fallen pony and gazed down at him.  It snarled before reaching down with its mouth.  It’s going to eat him!  The captain felt his magic energy returning.  He jumped back to his hooves and levitated his SMGs and magnum.  Concentrating, he aimed for the Ursa Minor’s head and fired the three guns.  All the bullets struck it in the side, causing it to raise its head away from Flak.  Almost immediately, Raging felt his energy gone again.  The three guns lowered back into their holsters.
The foreboding beast turned its attention once more to the captain.  Upon seeing him, it snarled and lumbered away from the downed Flak.  Raging stood his ground unflinching.  At that moment, Emerald, Silver and Glorious opened fire with their assault rifles and minigun.  The Ursa Minor shut its eyes and lifted one of its paws to shield its face.  The captain realized what its true weakness was.  Yes, its head was more susceptible to injury than the rest of its body, but there was one spot it was truly vulnerable…
Captain Thunder smiled.  I’ve got you figured out now, you bastard!  He whispered an order to Spec through his PipBuck.  “Confirmed, sir,” the brown pony replied.  The Ursa Minor shook the pain from its head and continued to advance toward Raging.  The dark blue unicorn grinned at it.
The beast halted and gazed down at him.  It growled again revealing its pony-sized teeth.  “I know why you waited to strike us!” the captain declared to it.  “You waited until we all got close enough to attack at once!”  The Ursa Minor titled its head in surprise.  Raging continued, “It was a clever trick to get us to lower our guard.  But it was mainly so you could avoid retaliation.”  The beast’s eyes narrowed; it seemed to be wondering what he was getting at.  The captain looked around it; he could see Emerald and the Applejack’s Rangers move from cover.
The Ursa Minor lowered its head to stare directly at the confident unicorn.  The captain could see his reflection in its yellow eyes again.  “There’s only one pony with the right amount of precision that can hit you in your true weak spot,” Raging lectured.  “And you waited until you knew he could no longer see you!  You had your chance to be free.  But now you’ve left me with no other option.”  The beast had had enough.  With a loud snarl it lunged forward with its mouth opened wide.
Raging sidestepped.  He shouted, “Spec!  Shoot it now!”
“Say goodnight you bastard,” he heard Spec taunt.  BANG!  The Ursa Minor reared up on its hind legs.  It threw its paws over its face and flailed its arms in excruciating pain.  RRRRROOOOOAAAAARRRRR!!!!!!  It let out one last ear shattering roar that shook the valley.  It slammed its paws to the ground creating another earthquake.  The captain barely got out of the way.  He looked up at its face and zeroed in on its left eye… or where its left eye once was.  In its place was nothing more than a bloody pulp that used to be an eyeball.  Blood streamed down the Ursa Minor’s face.  Shielding its one good eye, it leapt over the captain and sprinted away.
As it ran through the factory compound, it kicked some boxcars that tumbled out of its way like they were discarded toys.  It ran out the main gate, crushing the fence beneath its paws.  The ‘Welcome to Everfree Mills!’ sign was knocked to the ground as the Ursa Minor brushed past it.  The captain could no longer see it, but he listened as its trembling footsteps grew quieter and quieter.  Eventually he could no longer hear it. 
Emerald trotted up to the captain and helped him to his hooves.  She noticed his wounded hoof for the first time.  “Captain.  Your hoof…” she gasped.
“I’ll be fine, Emerald.  I’m okay,” the captain lied.  His hoof hurt like hell.  If he didn’t get it treated soon, he didn’t want to know what’ll have to be done to it.  “My hoof is the least of our problems,” he said looking in Flak’s direction.  The aqua-colored pony had not yet moved; Raging feared the worst.  He and Emerald trotted over to Flak.  The captain winced each time he stepped on his injured hoof.
The two unicorns stood over Flak.  The Applejack’s Rangers stopped behind them.  Raging Thunder knelt next to Flak.  “Flak,” he whispered.  “Can you hear me?”  Flak mumbled something.  “Are you okay, Flak?”
Flak groaned, “No.  I’m not okay.”
Emerald leaned in closer, “What’s wrong?  Are you hurt?”
Flak groaned again, “No.”
“Then what is it?” Raging demanded.
Flak sat up and showed them his machine grenade launcher.  The barrels were all bent and smashed, the loading mechanism was in pieces; it was beyond repair.  “That fucking wanker destroyed my weapon, mate!” Flak yelled.  The captain stood up and shook his head.
“Yep.  You’re fine,” the captain smiled.
Flak shot him a pissed look.  “I am NOT okay!  This was my favorite gun, dammit!”  He got up on his hooves and dropped the now useless weapon.  “Now it’s just a piece of shite!” he whined.  He looked like was about to start crying.
Captain Thunder sighed, “Look.  If you stop your bitching, I’ll see about buying you a new grenade launcher.”
“Gee, would you, sir?” he asked sounding foalish.  “I’d really appreciate that.” 
“Where do you think the Ursa Minor went,” Emerald asked, changing the subject.
Raging shrugged.  “I bet it ran all the way back to the Everfree Forest with its tail between its legs,” Glorious Dawn snickered.
“If I ever see it again,” Flak growled, “I’ll rip its other eye out with my bare hooves.”  I’d like to see you try, Flak.
Glorious Dawn turned to Emerald.  “Do you still feel sorry for the Ursa Minor,” the orange mare asked the green unicorn.
“Yes.  I still do,” Emerald unashamedly admitted.  “I still feel it didn’t deserve what happened to it.”  Emerald stroked her blue mane and quietly stared in the direction the Ursa Minor had fled. 
A few minutes later, Spec rejoined the group.  “Sir,” he saluted the captain.
“Alright Shadow Team,” Captain Thunder started.  “And Applejack’s Rangers,” he designated Glorious and Silver, “let’s get inside and save the remaining hostages.”  The group approached the door to the main building now that all hostiles had finally been eliminated.  Raging looked at the lock on the door, it had an intricate design to it but it was not tamperproof.
He pulled out a bobby pin and his screwdriver and got to work.
“You do know how a lock works, right captain?” Flak taunted while wearing his minigun battle saddle.
Raging glanced at Flak out of the corner of his eye.  “Don’t push it, Flak,” he warned.
Knight Dawn looked at Flak and smiled.  She knew what he was getting at.  Captain Thunder was struggling with the lock.  One bobby pin broke.  He pulled out another and resumed his lock picking.  “What did you mean by that?” Emerald asked Flak.
“Well…” Flak began.
“FLAK!” the captain yelled.  “I’m warning you!”
“Our fearless leader couldn’t turn a simple key in the lock on the slave pen,” Flak continued regardless.  “He broke it.  If he can’t turn a key I can’t wait to see him pick a lock.”  Emerald and Spec both turned and laughed.  The captain ignored the insults.
“That’s it, Flak.  You just set tomorrow’s alarm clock an hour early,” the captain countered.  “And that goes for everypony.”  Both Emerald and Spec stopped laughing and gave Flak angry looks.  Flak’s smile quickly faded.  Wake up call for the Equestrian Crusaders is a mandatory 06:00 sharp, now they get to wake before sunrise.
Finally, the lock gave a satisfying Click!  Raging slowly pushed the door open expecting some slaver to be waiting with a shotgun on the other side.  It was too dark to see inside and therefore he couldn’t see anything.  Still, he did not want to take chances.  Emerald floated her combat shotgun out of her saddle bag in a field of teal aura.  “I like to keep this handy for close encounters,” she explained.  
Flak nodded, “Damn straight, mate.”
Raging lifted his good forehoof and waved it forward.  One by one the ponies silently filed into the dimly lit building.  Inside was a desk with a filing cabinet, a set of stairs in the back, and a second door off to the left.  The room was the clear of enemies.  Captain Thunder pointed his hoof towards the stairs.  Emerald quietly marched up the steps, Spec was right behind her.  Raging and the others spread out in the room.  Flak started to search the desk and filing cabinet.  “What are you looking for, Flak?” Raging whispered.
He rifled through the drawers as he replied, “Anything useful, sir.  You never know what you’ll find.”  Ain’t that the truth?  The captain remembered he once found three dozen bottle caps in a trashcan years ago.  Why they were in the trash, he’ll never know.  A few moments passed and Emerald and Spec came back down the stairs.
“Did you find anything?” Raging asked.
“Affirmative, sir,” Emerald replied.  She levitated a healing potion.  Before the captain could ask she said, “It was the only thing worth salvaging up there.”
Raging sighed.  “So, no other medicine then?”  Emerald shook her head.  
“Take it, sir.  You need it,” she said floating the bottle over to him.
Raging shook his head and pushed the bottle back with his hoof.  “I don’t need it.  I’m sure one of you ponies need it more than me.”  He glanced at all their faces, they all shook their heads.
“Captain, we’re not the ones with bullet holes in our hooves,” Spec reasoned while staring at Raging’s lifted hoof.
“He’s right, sir.  So just take it,” Emerald said impatiently floating the potion back in his direction.
Raging rolled his eyes before accepting the healing potion.  Despite his claims, he was grateful for having it.  He downed the potion immediately and felt the effects as his hoof magically healed itself.  He placed his hoof on the ground and felt no sting.  That’s such a relief.  “Okay then everypony, let’s proceed onwards,” he instructed.
___________

The ponies proceeded through the second doorway and found themselves in a large tunnel built into the cliff.  The origins of it were unknown as they were not in the factory’s blueprints, which Flak had found in the desk.  Knight Dawn had suggested it could’ve been created by hellhounds, but the chances were slim.  It was very dark in the tunnel; Captain Thunder had to turn on his PipBuck light to reveal the way.  Emerald illuminated her horn to provide extra light for group.  After several minutes of trekking the tunnel came to a T-junction.
Captain Thunder looked down one section of tunnel and then turned and looked down the other.  They both continued on for some distance into the darkness.  They didn’t have time to all go down one tunnel and then backtrack if that tunnel dead ended.  “Alright, we’ll have to split up and see where each of these tunnels lead,” he declared.  “Emerald,” he said pointing a hoof at his second-in-command, “take Spec and Silver Fang and proceed down the tunnel to the left.  Flak, Glorious Dawn and I will head down the other tunnel.” 
“Yes, sir,” Emerald responded.
The captain turned towards Glorious Dawn and said, “If that’s okay with you, I mean.”  He didn’t want to make the Applejack’s Rangers think he had superiority over them.
The orange mare shrugged, “That’s fine by me, sir.”  She looked at the silent Silver Fang.  “Go with them Silver.”  The blue stallion nodded.  Emerald, Spec and Silver trotted down their section of tunnel, Emerald’s horn lighting the way.
“Keep your com’s online,” Raging called after them.  He watched them turn down a corner and disappear.  “Let’s move,” he said to the others.  They trotted down the adjacent tunnel. 
Artificial light reflected along the walls, floor and ceiling of the tunnel.  Raging’s PipBuck’s light provided just enough radiance to allow them to see where they were going.  Another reason he kept his PipBuck was for its light.  Not that his horn can’t cast its own light, it’s just that the device gave off a brighter hue.  He glanced over his shoulder and saw his shadow trotting along the wall.  He glanced at the opposite wall and spotted Flak’s and Glorious’ shadows.  He chuckled to himself, ‘Now we really are Shadow Team.’  
As they walked, Raging suddenly realized that he didn’t inform Crusader Command of Shadow Team’s whereabouts.  His handler would go into total bitch mode for neglecting to report in.  He stopped and spoke into his PipBuck.  “Come in, command.  This is Captain Thunder, over.”  When he didn’t get an answer he radioed Emerald and Spec.  “Emerald?”
“Yes, captain,” she replied over the com.
“I can’t get through to command.  Can you raise them?” he questioned.
“One moment, sir.  Standby,” Emerald answered.  Raging stood silently staring at his left foreleg.  Flak and Glorious Dawn stared impatiently at him.  “I can’t reach them, captain,” Emerald said.
“We must be too far underground to get a clear signal,” Spec added over the com.
“No matter.  We’ll radio them later once we can.  In the meantime we’ve got we’ve got a job to do.  Move out, Shadow,” Raging lowered his foreleg.
“What was that all about, sir,” Flak asked him.
“I forgot to inform command we were here.  You know we’ll have hell to pay for that.”
“Well, maybe Winter informed them where we were headed when she took that Initiate back to New Appleloosa,” Flak suggested.
“Wait,” Glorious Dawn stopped them.  “You found a survivor back at the ambush point?”
Raging slapped the side of his head.  He’d totally overlooked mentioning the Initiate they rescued.  He gave the Applejack Ranger an apologetic look.  “I’m sorry, Glorious.  I completely forgot to say it earlier.  We managed to find and rescue one survivor where the rest of your platoon was killed.” 
“Who was it?” she optimistically asked.
“I don’t know.  We didn’t ask her name.  But she was an Initiate,” he told her.
“We only had two Initiates in our platoon.  The rest of us were Knights with the exception of Paladin Nightfury,” she explained.  She gave him a hopeful expression before asking, “Did she have lavender-colored eyes?”
“Yes.  Yes she did,” Raging remembered.
Glorious titled her head to the ceiling.  “Thank Celestia,” she joyfully prayed.  Flak looked at her in surprise.  “That Initiate is my younger sister, Elegant Daybreak.”
Flak mumbled, “Glorious Dawn?  Elegant Daybreak?  Who the hell named these ponies?”  Glorious glared at Flak for that statement.  “What?” he stupidly asked.
Glorious stared at Flak for a few more seconds before looking back at Raging.  “I saw her get shot and when she went down…” she hesitated.  “I thought I lost her,” she cried.  She lowered her head.  Raging saw tears drip down her cheek.
The captain put a hoof on her shoulder.  “Your sister’s going to be okay,” he reassured the Ranger.  She looked up at him.  “She’s in good hooves in New Appleloosa.  We’ll check on her once we get back, okay?”
Glorious smiled at him.  “Thank you, captain,” she said appreciatively.  He smiled and nodded back at her.  Raging remembered the holotag he took from the fallen Initiate.  He pulled it out of his saddlebag and showed it to the Ranger.  Glorious read the name in the artificial light.  “Why do you have her holotag?” she queried. 
“I request permission to inform her parents of her passing,” he answered.
She looked at him puzzled.  “Why would you want to do that?”
“Because…” he paused.  “I know her parents.  We’ve been friends for a long time.  It’ll probably be easier on them if they hear the news from a friend.”
“I’m sorry, captain.  Really.  But that is not my call to make.  Elder Crossroads is the one who decides who passes along condolences,” Glorious apologized.
Raging quietly sighed, “I understand.”  He returned the holotag to his saddlebag and turned away from Glorious.
“Believe me, captain.  If it were my call I’d say you could.  But this is an internal matter.  Elder Crossroads believes that only Applejack’s Rangers should inform the families of a deceased Ranger,” Glorious explained as best she could.  Captain Thunder didn’t respond to her.  He fully understood, but he didn’t like that policy.  “I’m truly sorry, captain,” the orange mare whispered.   
The three ponies continued to walk down the seemingly endless tunnel without saying another word.  Raging thought about the Initiate and how he first met her when she was just a filly.  It was back in Stalliongrad during the Enclave’s attack…
Stalliongrad
Fifteen years ago…
Raging Thunder ducked as a beam from a magical energy rifle shot over his head and struck the wall behind him.  A small section of the wall disintegrated into a pile of ash in an instant.  Raging emerged from cover and aimed his trusty magnum at the Enclave soldier flying right at him.  He quickly activated S.A.T.S. and locked on to every possible exposed section of the armored pegasus.  He telekinetically pulled the trigger six times, and six bullets exited the barrel.  Two shots completely missed their target.  The other four struck the pegasus in the wings and torso.  She immediately fell from the air and crashed into the streets below.
Raging leaned over the side of the building to verify if she was still living.  The pegasus wasn’t moving but that didn’t stop the dark blue unicorn from putting two rounds into her cranium.  He took a deep breath and slowly exhaled.  That was the third close call he’d had within the last ten minutes.  His wingman was not so lucky.  He gazed at the pile of green ooze to his left.  What a horrible way to die.  This day was doomed from the start and now he was in the middle of a war that he was sure would mean his death.
He came out to Stalliongrad all the way from Trottingham on business.  He was hunting a wanted fugitive by the name of Plunders Chest; a raider with an eye patch responsible for the murder of more than a dozen pony families.  He had a personal score to settle with Plunders and he would not rest until he was captured or dead.  He’d been tracking him for years with no luck. When he finally got a reliable tip that he was seen near Stalliongrad there was no stopping Raging from leaving home in pursuit of the raider.  He swore he’d pursue him to the ends of the world if he’d have to.
When he arrived in Stalliongrad, the city notorious for being full of warriors, the ponies were already in the process of erecting barricades and setting up sniper nests and turrets along the outskirts of the city.  At first, he thought nothing of what they were doing or why.  He only wanted answers on the whereabouts of Plunders Chest.  He asked some ponies in the city if they’d seen him, but none of them had the time to talk about one raider; they all had far more urgent matters to attend to.
Eventually, he tried the city’s saloon (which always has information).  He barely set a hoof through the door when he heard a radio broadcast about Canterlot being destroyed.  Evidently it had happened some time before he arrived in Stalliongrad and so when he inquired about it, everypony gave him shocked looks.  They asked him if he just trotted out of a Stable; he was wearing his PipBuck, after all.  It was at that point when he learned of the Pegasi Enclave and how they’d been attacking ponies in the wasteland.  He was surprised that he didn’t encounter or hear anything about them on his journey to Stalliongrad.  
His blood boiled as he heard of the dozens even hundreds of innocent ponies being senselessly murdered by the pegasi.  As the ponies in the saloon listed off the atrocities the Enclave had been committing he completely forgot about Plunders Chest; he could only think of how the Enclave had to pay.  
After they’d told him that the Enclave declared their intentions to attack Stalliongrad, Raging instantly volunteered his services to defend the city.  He would rather die than stand by and watch innocent ponies be slaughtered by an oppressive enemy.  Not that he doubted the prowess of the Stalliongrad ponies.  The town was reluctant to accept his help as he was an outsider; they felt only ponies from Stalliongrad should defend their home.  But after he’d told them about how he defended Trottingham from a slaver attack a few years prior they all immediately recognized him as the “Invincible Stallion”!  He couldn’t believe that his “nickname” had spread so far from Trottingham.  He always doubted anypony would address him by that title, he stood corrected.
Not long after he was given a personal tour of the city’s defenses by the city mayor.  To any passing pony it would’ve been seen as something to admire: multiple concealed automated turrets, hidden sniper nests along the road, etc.  However, Raging wasn’t satisfied.  He noticed how too spread thin the ponies were placing themselves.  It would be easy for anypony, especially pegasi, to slip past them.  The snipers and turrets were fine but they would not hold out long against a massive Enclave attack which was fast approaching.  Those emplacements had only one or two ponies each.  If they were to succeed in repelling any invaders they’d need more ponies at each station.
The worst part was that they hardly had any defenders in the city itself.  They were clearly anticipating a successful defense outside Stalliongrad.  It was another major mistake that would’ve cost them their victory.  When Raging pointed out their flaws, his objections were disregarded.  The mayor was confident that they had set up the perfect defense.  Her overconfidence nearly meant the end for Stalliongrad in the first battle alone.
The first wave of Enclave soldiers came en masse from virtually all sides of the city.  The outer defenses gave it their best but were quickly overrun.  The sniper nests were razed with magical energy weapons and the turrets were taken offline with relative ease.  Raging did not partake in the first assault as he knew it was a futile gambit.  Of the 200 hundred ponies that held the line, only 12 managed to retreat back into the city.  Raging could only count a few dozen pegasi attackers; they hardly lost any of their forces.  Almost immediately after the attack, the Enclave retreated as well.  The cause for their initial withdrawal still remains a mystery but they would only return less than two hours later. 
With their only line of defense effortlessly crushed, the mayor of Stalliongrad relented to Raging’s earlier suggestions.  He now had the final decision for their next defense.  He came up with an idea to use the buildings as cover for an ambush.  By hiding all their remaining fighters, they could take the Enclave soldiers by surprise.  The main problem with that plan was that they needed to allow the enemy to enter the city.  It was a risky maneuver, but they had a greater chance of success.  It was decided.  Stalliongrad’s remaining fighters, which meant everypony with a gun would conceal themselves and await Raging Thunder’s command to attack.  A few ponies were assigned to guard the foals and other noncombatants near the city center.
It took a good thirty minutes to establish their new positions.  As soon as the last pony found his spot the Enclave soldiers returned.  If they had been expecting swift, yet pathetic, resistance, they were in for a surprise.  The three dozen pegasi dispersed around the city searching for the residents; that was their first, and last, mistake.  Raging heard one suggest that the town had been abandoned.  Once the unsuspecting pegasi passed by Raging’s line, he jumped up and screamed at the top of his lungs: “NOW!”
He couldn’t have asked for a more perfectly executed ambush.  The Enclave soldiers were flabbergasted at the sudden change in Stalliongrad’s tactics.  Since the pegasi had foolishly spread themselves out, they were unable to give support to one another.  Only one pegasus was able to get a shot off, which missed, before they were all dropped by the ponies of Stalliongrad.  A few ponies were already cheering in celebration.  But that was only the first wave.  The next attack came far sooner than Raging had anticipated.  And his ambush ploy would not work a second time.
The second assault consisted of several dozen heavily armed and armored Enclave troops.  Watching the pegasi descend from the sky was like watching a swarm of locusts about to raze a crop field.  Raging ascended to the top of one of the buildings ready for the fight of his life.  While he could easily survive being shot by bullets, he knew the energy weapons of the Enclave could disintegrate or liquefy a pony in just one shot.  Just ten minutes into the second assault he lost his wingman and nearly lost himself too.  The closest the pegasi got to ending his life was a shot right through his mane.  The effects of the beam practically vaporized all the hair in his mane.  That was the last shot that Enclave soldier ever got off.  She was also the one he ended just a few moments earlier.
Raging returned his attention to the fight.  All around the town ponies were fighting for their lives.  They were dealing significant damage to the Enclave, but this still seemed like a losing fight.  The pegasi continued to emerge from the safety of the clouds above.  It was impossible to see how many of them were above the city.  For all anypony knew, there could’ve been a million of the bastards preparing to attack at once.  Raging put that disturbing thought aside.
He returned his gaze to the sky.  Two more pegasi were incoming, and they were flying right at him.  He holstered his magnum and took the sniper rifle his that belonged to the pile of goo that used to be a pony.  The unicorn aimed down the sight at the closest dive-bombing pegasus.  He fired once and missed.  He fired a second time; this one stuck their armor but did not deter them.  The pegasi were now much closer.  Raging couldn’t use S.A.T.S. as his magic was still depleted.  Taking a deep breath, he aimed for the head of the pegasus.  BANG!  This time the bullet struck home.  The Enclave soldier plummeted from the sky.
Raging sighted the second pegasus.  This one wised up and started flying in a zigzag; making it impossible for Raging to get a proper shot.  In desperation, the unicorn emptied the remaining bullets into the air.  BANG!  BANG!  BANG!  Unsurprisingly, the pegasus dodged each shot.  She stopped midflight and hovered several yards from the building’s roof.  Raging spotted the weapon strapped to her side.  It resembled a minigun with a special design.  The barrels of the “minigun” started to spin before rapidly shooting multiple beams of energy.  
Raging dove behind his last bit of cover: a metal crate.  A minigun that shoots energy beams?  You’ve got to be kidding me!  The crate began to turn to ash on the other side.  It would take a few seconds for the pegasus to shoot through it and finish him off.  Raging looked for something to use.  He had his dual SMGs and his magnum, nothing else.  The sniper rifle was out of ammo.  Well, I’m screwed!  I’m going to die here as a pile of ash by some goddess-damned gatling laser!
Raging checked his E.F.S.  The only nearby hostile was the pegasus with the gatling laser.  Not that it helped his situation but it gave him some respite knowing there wasn’t any other pegasus coming for him.  He wished he had learned about S.A.T.S. and E.F.S. when he first acquired his PipBuck; it would’ve helped him out a lot in the past.  He only just discovered them during his journey to Stalliongrad.  
He met an odd group of ponies along the way: two unicorns, a pegasus (the first pegasus he’d seen in years) and a zebra (!).  He’d never seen a zebra before, and certainly didn’t expect the one to behave the way she did.  One of the unicorns (who he thought was just a filly by her size) had a PipBuck with her.  He asked her about it and she explained all the functions of it.  Raging almost wanted to strangle himself for not learning that right away.  He brought his PipBuck for no particular reason except that he thought of it as a good luck charm.  After a brief conversation with the group he departed their company and, for the first time since acquiring it, put on his platinum-plated PipBuck.  Now he’s used everything it is capable of, except for the radio; he doesn’t have time to listen to music.
Raging Thunder regained his focus.  The pegasus had yet to let up on her gatling laser.  The crate had almost completely disintegrated.  If only someone could just rip that gun right off her…  That gave him idea.  If he could just grip the pegasus’ gatling laser in a field of magic, then maybe, just maybe, he could take it from her.  Or distract her long enough to escape, at least.  He closed in eyes in concentration and visualized the rapid-firing gatling laser.  Focusing on it, he could feel his aura envelop the weapon.  The pegasus did not even realize what was happening.  Once he felt he had secured a firm grip, his magic yanked the gatling laser.  The pegasus stopped firing as confusion overtook her.
The gatling laser did not detach from the pegasus’ combat harness.  She quickly realized what was happening and struggled to regain control of her gun.  Raging was not going to give up that easily.  He focused even harder.  His horn illuminated the entire rooftop in a violet glow.  He telekinetically tugged and pulled the gatling laser.  The pegasus promptly flapped her wings in an effort to escape the unicorn’s grasp.  Although he could not see her, he grinned at her struggles.  You’re not going anywhere!  
The pegasus flapped her wings faster and harder.  No matter how much she struggled, the magic field would not release her gatling laser.  Raging felt her growing tired; her wings began to slow beat.  It was just as predicted.  I’ve got you now you son of a bitch!  With a final jerk from his mind the gatling laser ripped off the pegasus’ combat harness, the saddle with it.  The pegasus somersaulted through the air.  She glanced back at the floating gatling laser.  It was impossible to tell what facial expression she had due to her helmet, but Raging could only guess it was one of complete shock.
Raging rose from his cover in deep concentration.  Without opening his eyes he turned to face the Enclave soldier.  The gatling laser floated to him.  The magical weapon’s saddle strapped to his back.  He released his magic from the gun.  He grunted as he felt the weight of the gatling laser.  He strained as he lifted it.  Slowly opening his eyes, he focused on the pegasus as she regained her composure in the sky.  She froze in place upon seeing the unicorn with her weapon.  Raging smirked and opened fire…
“… even listening to me, sir?” Flak asked irritated.
Raging shook his head snapping back to reality.  He’d been so deep in thought of the past he didn’t hear what Flak was saying.  They’d been walking down the long tunnel for who knows how long.  The captain looked at Flak who was giving him an impatient look.  “I’m sorry, Flak.  What were you saying?” he apologized.
Flak rolled his eyes.  “I’ve been asking you if you smelled that?” he demanded.  He was clearly annoyed.  Raging wondered just how long he’d been spacing out.
He tilted his head up and sniffed the air.  A strong scent struck his nostrils; it smelled like rotten eggs.  He held his hoof over his muzzle to mask the stench.  “Ech,” he gagged.  He knew that smell meant one of two things: it was either sulfur he smelled or something much more dangerous.  “Yeah.  I smell it alright,” he answered Flak.
Glorious Dawn grimaced.  “What is it?  Is it sulfur?” she coughed.  She, too, was covering her muzzle with a forehoof.
Raging shook his head, “Not likely.”  He looked at Flak.  “Do you know what it is?”  He looked at the aqua pony expectantly, although he already knew the answer.
Flak nodded.  “That rotten egg smell means that there’s methane in this tunnel,” he said in alarm.
Glorious looked panicked, “I thought methane doesn’t have a smell to it.”
“That’s true when it’s is in its natural state,” Flak explained.  “But when it has naturally combined with hydrogen sulfide it gives it that rotten egg smell.  That or a chemical was added by someone as a warning of leaking gas.  I’m pushing more towards the latter.”
Glorious continued to cover her muzzle.  “Should we be worried?  Isn’t it dangerous if inhaled?”
“I don’t think it’s at high enough levels to kill us for breathing it.  But we’ll probably feel a little sick later,” Flak stated.  Raging wasn’t very convinced.  If you can smell methane then that means you should get the hell out.  Flak untied his red bandana and scratched the top of his head as he thought of something.  Glorious breathed a sigh of relief and lowered her hoof.  “However,” Flak regained their attention.  Glorious covered her muzzle again.  “The gas does seem in high enough concentration that the slightest spark could ignite the entire tunnel and send us all sky high.”
Raging blinked.  Glorious’ jaw dropped.  “Well that’s just great,” Raging stomped his hoof.  “Is it likely that the other tunnel is full of methane too?”  Flak nodded.  Dammit.  I have to warn the others.  “Emerald, come in,” he said into his PipBuck.
“Go ahead, sir,” she instantly replied.
“I need you all to holster your weapons.  We can’t have any firing in the tunnels,” he ordered.
“What?  Why?” she questioned.
“Flak has confirmed that the tunnels are full of methane gas.  The slightest spark could blow us all to Cloudsdale.  So I need you, Spec and Silver to holster your weapons,” the captain instructed.
He heard moaning coming from the other end.  “Oh great.  What are we supposed to use now?  Harsh language?” Spec complained.
“I’ve got a few choice words for those slavers,” Glorious commented to herself.  Raging had to agree.  He still wanted to know what they were up to and why they butchered Paladin Nightfury the way they did.  As he thought more about the carnage he couldn’t help but think that slavers were not wholly responsible.  Barbaric as they are, he’s never heard of slavers taking their time to mutilate their victims in such atrocious ways.  That was something psychotic raiders would do.  And not even raiders would pick a fight with a platoon of Applejack’s Rangers unless they had either the numbers or firepower to do so.  Is it possible that slavers had attacked the platoon, took a few prisoners and left only for raiders to come along shortly after to butcher the bodies?  No.  They wouldn’t have the time to do that.  Even if they did, Winter would have surely seen them as she arrived at the massacre roughly ten minutes after Glorious Dawn had called for help.
These mysteries were something Captain Thunder was desperate to solve.  But as they continued to trek through the dark tunnel he began to wonder if slavers were even responsible for the ambush, which looked like entirely like a raider attack.  He reminded himself that slavers had to be responsible as they had taken some of the Applejack’s Rangers prisoner.  Why would the slavers come to Everfree Mills?  It obviously wasn’t the most defendable location as a meager four ponies took out all the guards and freed the prisoners.  There had to be something else about the Everfree Mills that gained their attention.  Something big was going down, he could feel it.  Maybe our answers lie at the end of the tunnels.
Then he started thinking about the Everfree Mills itself.  More specifically he pondered the origins and purpose of the tunnel system they were in.  They were too old to have been made recently.  The factory’s building archives did not mention anything about them.  And yet, a door was built leading directly to the tunnels.  Was there a reason the factory neglected to depict the tunnel entrance?  He had a strong feeling that the factory was involved in more than just harvesting raw materials from the Everfree Forest during the Great War.  But what?
Raging could see a light a short distance ahead in the tunnel.  “I think we’ve neared the end of it,” he suggested to the ponies.  Flak and Glorious agreed.  They’d been walking in the tunnel for nearly an hour and it was good to think they were finally at its end.  The three galloped towards the light.
They emerged in an enormous cave.  The source of the light was emanating from artificial lamps set up all along the walls.  Raging gasped in awe as he scanned the vast cavern before him.  He spotted several planks set up across the gorges that made up a large section of the cave.  Catwalks were established along a few of the walls.  Weapons were littered in every nook and cranny; there was enough to equip a small army in here.  He didn’t have time to enjoy the view, however, as multiple red blips popped up on his E.F.S.
WHOOOSH!  BOOM!  A rocket exploded behind Raging and the others.  Small rocks and dirt rained down upon them.  Raging quickly looked for the source of the explosive.  A slaver wielding a missile launcher materialized on one of the catwalks.  More slavers armed to the teeth appeared around the cave.  At once, they opened fire on the three ponies.  They scattered for what little cover they could find.
Raging thought about the methane gas and why the cave wasn’t erupting into an inferno from the slavers’ weapons.  He sniffed the air and noticed he could no longer smell rotten eggs.  Perhaps the methane was concentrated only in the tunnels.  “Return fire!  There’s no gas in here!” he shouted at Flak and Glorious Dawn.
The captain levitated his SMGs and magnum.  Feeling all his energy back, he felt like he could fire all three guns with ease.  He briefly emerged from cover and fired the three guns at the nearest slavers.  Two were felled by the SMGs and a third from the magnum.  The missile launcher slaver shifted his attention on the unicorn.  WHOOOOSH!  Raging sprinted from his cover just as it exploded.  BOOM!  
Flak was having difficulty attacking the slavers with his minigun.  He needed a full second to spin up the barrels before he could fire.  By the time he’d be able to get off his first rounds, the slavers would force him back behind cover.  His machine grenade launcher would have really come in handy here as he could simply barrage the enemy from behind cover.  “Fuck this!” Flak yelled.  “Did I mention how I’m going to kill that fucking teddy bear?”
Glorious popped up and fired a short burst from her assault rifle before hiding again.  A few bullets struck the top of the rock she was using as cover.  “You’ve only said that the whole way here,” she replied.
The missile launcher slaver loaded another missile.  He aimed at the small crevice where Raging was hiding and let the explosive fly.  WHOOOSH!  BOOM!  The ground a few feet from the captain exploded.  Shrapnel struck him in the leg.  Raging howled in pain.  The jagged piece of metal had imbedded itself deep within his right foreleg, the same leg that’d been shot earlier.  A thick stream of blood seeped out of the wound, traveled down his leg and puddled on the ground.  Seriously!  What is it with these slavers shooting me in the damn leg!  There was nothing he could about it right this moment.  He had no way to treat it.  He wished he’d saved that healing potion.
He considered pulling the shrapnel out, but thought against it.  For all he knew, the metal might have punctured an artery.  If he removed the shrapnel now, he would end up bleeding to death as a result.  He was no use to Shadow Team if he was dead.  He pulled his leg back and shuddered from the pain.  This hurt much worse than having a sniper shoot him in the hoof.  
The crevice the captain was hiding in trailed off away from the battle.  Hoping to find better cover, or a better weapon, he lied as flat as possible and crawled through the ditch.  A few of the slavers were on to him.  Bullets streaked over him striking the ground just inches to his left.  As he crawled he prayed the missile launcher would not find him.  WHOOOSH!  BOOM!  A section of the ditch exploded behind Raging.  He was not hit by any shrapnel, but rocks and dirt hurled through the air and landed on him.  Some of the rocks were large enough to scratch his body just deep enough to draw a little blood.  He would rather take small scratches over more impalement any day. 
While he was in the ditch, Glorious and Flak did their best to draw the slavers’ attention away from him.  Glorious managed to get one or two of the slavers but Flak was still under too much suppressive fire to do any good with the minigun.  Raging kept his eye on his E.F.S. the entire time.  All the hostile contacts were behind him, still trying to shoot him.  
Above him was a plank used to cross the ditch.  It wasn’t reliable cover, but he chose to stop underneath it and check his wound.  His leg was throbbing.  His leg looked like it had turned a shade of purple from the color combination of the blood and his dark blue coat.  The wound was full of dirt and grime.  He’d be lucky if he didn’t get an infection from whatever germs were in this cave.  “There you are,” he heard a voice above him.
Tilting his head up, he stared directly into the barrel of an assault rifle.  An earth pony slaver with a jet black coat stared down at him from the plank, a grin on his face.  “Didn’t think you could hide from us did you?” he mocked.  The shooting persisted in the cave.
Raging narrowed his eyes in defiance.  “I never hide from the enemy,” he said.
The slaver chuckled, “Then what the fuck are you doing down in a ditch?  Crying for mommy?”
Raging shook his head, “Nope.  Just looking for a better gun.”  He shifted his eyes to the slaver’s assault rifle.  “And look what you brought me.”  His horn glowed as he yanked the assault rifle to the side in a field of aura.  The slaver pulled the trigger spraying bullets in each direction.  Raging pulled on the assault rifle with his mind as the slaver tried to in vain to resist.  With his distraction working, the captain levitated his magnum and floated it up to face the slaver.  The slaver’s eyes went wide as he watched the floating magnum.  “Adieu, asshole!”  BLAM!
The slaver’s body toppled into the ditch.  Raging relieved him of his assault rifle.  He swiftly searched the body for any useful supplies but found nothing except for some Dash and Mint-als.  Drugs?  Fat lot of good these do me.  Discarding the drugs, Raging continued his belly crawl through the ditch.  WHOOOSH!  BOOM!  Another missile exploded in the ditch behind him.  The plank was turned into splinters; the slaver’s body became a meat shower.  Blood and gore splashed over Raging’s body.  He froze in place as he noticed some of the slaver’s blood had landed on his wounded leg.
Oh no!  He frantically wiped the new blood away with his left forehoof.  He begged that the slaver’s blood did not mix with his wound.  He fears were confirmed when he saw the bloody bone fragment imbedded alongside the shrapnel.  Oh fuck!  NO!  He yanked it out with his teeth and spat it on the ground.  He felt the world end around him.  If he didn’t acquire some infection from all the dirt, he would certainly catch something from the drug using slaver.  He thought of the possibility of contracting something like PIV (pony immunodeficiency virus).  His life could be ruined from this.  If I had some antiseptic I could sterilize the wound and prevent myself from catching a disease.  
More bullets were fired into the ditch around him.  Raging knew he’d worry about what happened at a later time.  Once he was back in New Appleloosa he would have Candi check him out.  He resumed his belly crawl trying not to think of his injury and potential infection.  He kept the assault rifle floating in front of him with his SMGs.  Eventually he reached the end of the ditch.  He clambered out and found himself on the opposite side of the cave. 
A few slavers were on this end preoccupied with the firefight to notice Raging.  He used their incompetence to his advantage.  He charged right up to them firing his three weapons in unison.  Before the slavers could react, they were all dead.  Raging trotted over to their corpses.  He holstered the SMGs and took two assault rifles to add to his arsenal.
The missile launcher slaver noticed the commotion and spotted the captain instantaneously.  He aimed the missile launcher and fired.  WHOOOSH!  Thinking fast, Raging dropped the assault rifles and caught the missile with his magic.  The missile was still traveling at its maximum velocity which made it difficult for the captain to hold.  The slaver’s jaw dropped.  Raging spun the explosive 180 degrees.  Sighting the slaver he whispered, “Let’s play catch!”  He released the missile which flew through the air towards the slaver’s catwalk.  BOOM!  The catwalk burst into pieces, the slaver with it.  And I thought I never joke. 
Raging’s E.F.S. detected two more hostiles emerge in the cave.  Near the center of the cave the two minigunners returned.  One of them aimed his miniguns at Glorious and Flak’s position.  The other turned focused his attention on the captain.  Both minigunners had donned some kind of metal armor which covered their entire bodies, save their heads.  The barrels of the two miniguns spun to life unleashing hell in Raging’s direction.  He jumped behind a makeshift barricade.  I wondered where those two went.  Now nothing will stop them.
The captain picked up the three assault rifles and took aim.  He fired the three guns at the same time.  The minigunner ignored the bullets which harmlessly impacted on his body armor.  Assault rifles were not precise enough to aim for the head at this distance.  The captain lowered the rifles and reloaded them.  Rising back up, he counted half a dozen slavers advancing on his position while the minigunner provided them covering fire.  Now they were using real tactics.
The first slaver to get near Captain Thunder was wielding a shotgun.  She leapt over the barricade and shot at the captain.  He rolled to the side and brought the assault rifles to bear.  The last thing the mare saw were the rifles in her face.  He swapped one of the assault rifles for the combat shotgun.  The next two slavers attacked at the same time.  One came at his front, the other at his six.  The captain telekinetically aimed the shotgun at the slaver he was facing.  He aimed the two assault rifles behind him.  With a single thought all three guns fired and both slavers dropped.  
The last three slavers wised up and did not get any closer.  The minigunner slowly moved up to support his three comrades.  The three other slavers pulled out grenades and chucked them over the barricade.  Raging caught them with his magic and tossed them back.  They exploded in the air inflicting no damage to anypony.  Raging waited for the next attack.  No such attack came.  What are you waiting for?
He heard heavy hoofsteps getting closer.  He quickly poked his head from cover with just enough time to see the minigunner bearing down on him.  The three slavers stepped to the side to allow their comrade to pass.  Raging hopped up and aimed the rifles at the minigunner.  The slaver did not have a helmet and so he would not be able to survive being shot there.  Raging grinned and fired the three guns.  His grin turned to horror as not a single bullet struck the minigunner in the head.  Each bullet was drawn to the bulking armor instead.  Each bullet harmlessly reflected off the shiny steel armor.
Raging ceased fire, his eyes wide and jaw dropped.  That armor must be enchanted to attract bullets!  The slaver wickedly grinned as the barrels of his two miniguns spun to life.  The captain crouched behind the barricade just as the first dozen rounds zipped over his head.  The other slavers started to cheer and egged the minigunner to finish him.  The slaver moved in for the kill, firing the miniguns each step of the way.
Raging was not done yet.  He’d managed to escape from bleak situations like this in the past, and he was confident he’d survive this engagement.  He would find the chink in this pony’s magical armor.  Searching his immediate vicinity he spied an undetonated grenade a few feet in front of him.  He reached out with his magic and pulled its pin.  He counted to three and tossed the grenade over the barricade.
The grenade landed at the hooves of the minigunner just as he was leaning over the barricade.  He stopped dead in his tracks and looked at the “apple”.  BOOM!  Raging peeked over the barricade and saw the minigunner had gone down.  The other slavers stopped cheering and fell into total silence.  Raging jumped up and aimed the three guns.  The slaver ponies looked nervously at one another and decided they’d seen enough.  They dropped their weapons and surrendered, lowering themselves to their haunches. 
Captain Raging Thunder kept the surrendering ponies in his weapons’ sights.  He warily approached them but stopped over the minigunner.  The explosion took his weapons out of commission and had blown a massive dent in the breastplate of the armor.  To his surprise, the minigunner was still alive; he was merely stunned by the blast.  Beyond the damaged weapons and dented shell, no other impairment had been done to the armor.  What the hell kind of armor is this?
Raging lowered the combat shotgun until it nudged the minigunner’s right temple.  “Do you surrender, slaver?” he demanded.
The stallion angrily eyed him before growling between his teeth, “Death before defeat!”
“Fair enough,” the dark blue unicorn said coldly.  BLAM!  Brain and bloody skull fragments burst from the gaping hole in the slaver’s head.  I guess that armor doesn’t save you from pointblank range.  He returned his attention to the surrendered ponies.  He menacingly trotted over to them and winced as his hurt leg shot pain through him.  He stared furiously into their terrified faces whilst jabbing a rifle in each of their directions.
“We surrender.  Please, don’t hurt us,” one of them, a mare, begged.  
Raging shot the slaver a look.  “Give me one good reason that I should spare your miserable lives,” he threatened.
“If you let us live, we’ll tell you everything we know,” the second slaver suggested.
“That would have to depend on what you have to say,” the captain said looking at the second slaver.
“We can lead you to the rest of the prisoners,” the third slaver proposed.
There’s an idea.  The captain turned his attention to the final slaver.  “Okay.  I guess I’ll spare you then.  For now,” he said grimly.
“Oh, thank you,” the slaver mare said rising to her hooves.
“Mark my words, slavers,” Raging warned, “if any of you try anything… I will not hesitate to end your lives.  Got that?”  The three slavers slowly nodded.  The other two slavers got onto their hooves.  
Hundreds of bullets streaked through the air ripping one of the slavers apart.  Fountains of blood spurted from his chest, his left foreleg dislodged from his torso.  He fell to the ground, blood gushing from his severed limb like a river.  Raging and the two remaining slavers dove behind the barricade.  The second minigunner approached.  How could I have forgotten the second one?  The downed slaver was screaming in agony clutching his leg.  The minigunner stood over him and glared.  The injured slaver looked up in total fright.  “Death before defeat!” the minigunner growled in mimicry of the previous one.  He aimed his right-side minigun and fired a burst into the injured pony.  The slaver stopped screaming.
The sinister slaver aimed both miniguns at Raging and the remaining two slavers.  The bullets started flying again.  Raging glanced at his two “prisoners”.  They were petrified by what they just saw.  The minigunner showed no mercy on the slaver he killed.  He murdered him in cold blood for surrendering?  He takes commitment to the cause way too seriously.  The minigunner moved closer.
Raging heard more minigun fire and imagined that a third minigunner had arrived.  Peering around the corner he spotted Flak on the opposite side of the cave.  He and Glorious Dawn had joined the fight and were firing at the slaver.  The slaver’s armor was attracting the bullets like a magnet, all of which bounced off its impenetrable surface.  The minigunner ignored them.
Raging looked around for another grenade but couldn’t find any.  Pointing a hoof at the traumatized slaver mare he demanded, “Do you have any more grenades on you?”  She nodded in a state of panic.  “Give them to me!”  She tossed him one grenade.  Just like before, let’s go two for two.  Raging pulled the pin and counted to three before hurling it at the minigunner.  The slaver stopped firing and leaped backwards away from the grenade.  BOOM!  Raging looked over the barricade.  The minigunner was unharmed, unlike the previous one.  “Shit!” he yelled.
The minigunner sneered, “Did you think that would work on me?”  He resumed firing his near infinite bullets.  Raging was out of ideas again.  This minigunner was more agile and aware of the effect of grenades to be fooled.  Bullets couldn’t penetrate his armor and the armor itself draws all bullets away from his exposed head.  The only way to take down the brute was a pointblank shot to the head.  He best bet was to wait until the minigunner got in close to go for the headshot.
As the bullets continued to rain on the barricade the captain recalled that day in Stalliongrad and how he telekinetically removed the Enclave soldier’s gatling laser.  Could I remove this pony’s miniguns the same way?  There’s only one way to find out.  Raging Thunder dropped his weapons and closed his eyes in concentration.  The other two slavers looked at him in confusion.  “What the hell is he doing?” the slaver stallion asked.
Raging’s horn glowed a bright violet as he focused his energy on the minigunner.  As his aura enveloped the guns, he suddenly felt his energy rapidly drain.  His horn dimmed and he opened his eyes in astonishment.  His energy was gone in an instant!  “What the hell just happened?” he asked dumbfounded.
The minigunner temporarily stopped firing and bellowed a laugh.  “You fool!  Magic tricks don’t work on me!” he laughed.
How is that possible?  Could that armor also prevent tampering from other magical abilities?  What is this thing?  Flak and Glorious persisted in their efforts to shoot down the invincible minigunner.  Captain Thunder thought that this slaver should be the one called the “Invincible Stallion” and not him.  The minigunner closed in and was now inching over the barricade.  Raging’s energy was too sapped to even lift his rifles.  The other two slavers held each other like scared foals.  The minigunner rose up onto the barricade and aimed the miniguns at all three ponies.  Raging stared hopelessly at his attacker.  “Goodbye, Captain Thunder,” the slaver glowered.  He knows my name?  The minigun barrels spun to life.
BANG!  A bullet grazed the front of the slaver’s neck.  He staggered back in shock.  A line of blood began to drip down his neck.  Raging and the two slavers stood up.  The minigunner was idly turning away from them.  BANG!  A second bullet shot through the slaver’s throat.  He coughed up blood and gagged before collapsing to the ground next to the first minigunner.  What?
“That was cutting it a bit close,” he recognized Spec’s voice on the com.
“Captain, are you okay?” Emerald Sapphire asked.
Captain Thunder exhaled the breath he didn’t know he was holding.  He looked around and noticed a second tunnel which filtered into the cave.  Emerald, Spec and Silver Fang were briskly trotting out of it.  “Damn perfect timing you guys!” Raging exclaimed. 
Emerald, Spec, Flak, and the Applejack’s Rangers galloped across the expanse of planks and gangways to reach the captain’s position.  Raging stood over the dying minigunner when the other ponies arrived.  “What kind of armor is he wearing?” Flak inquired.
“I don’t know.  I’ve never seen armor like that before,” Glorious Dawn stated.  Silver Fang quietly nodded in agreement.
Emerald took one look at Captain Thunder’s leg and gasped.  “Goddess, captain!” she said in alarm.  “What happened to you?”
Raging decided to just be out with it.  He knew if he lied or brushed it off, Emerald would only keep harassing him.  “I got hit by shrapnel from a missile.  I’m not going to lie, my leg hurts pretty badly.”  He chose not to mention the bone fragment that may have given him an infection.
Emerald examined the wound.  His leg looked like it may have lost all of its blood.  She was not a medic, but she did pick up a few things from Winter.  “This is serious, captain!  We need to find you medicine right now!”
“I know, Emerald.  I know,” he admitted.  I really, really wish Winter was here.  She would know what to do.  “Let’s take care of this slaver, and then we’ll worry about it.”  Emerald gave him a disapproving look.  She worried too much for his sake.  Always putting others before yourself.  That’s what will make you a great leader someday, Emerald.  He looked down at the minigunner.  “Who the hell are you?  How did you know my name?”
The minigunner coughed up a tidal wave of blood which covered his entire face.  More blood leaked out of the wound in his throat.  This made Raging think of Initiate Elegant Daybreak.  He hoped she was alright.  The slaver looked up apathetically, not a sign of remorse on his face.  “Death…” he coughed, “… before defeat!”  He wasn’t going to admit to anything.
“So be it,” the captain said.  He nodded at Silver Fang.  The silent blue stallion stepped over the minigunner and fired a quick burst from his own minigun into his skull.  The captain checked his E.F.S. for any more hostiles.  It registered that the cave was clear of enemy combatants.  
“I tried to shoot him in the head,” Spec said.  “Why did I only hit him in the throat?”
“I don’t know.  His armor must be enchanted to attract bullets.  I was only able to shoot the other one at pointblank range.  Every other time my bullets only hit the armor, regardless of where I aimed,” Raging explained.  “His armor also seems impervious to magic.  I felt my energy instantly deplete when I tried to grip one of his miniguns.”
“Could it be that the armor siphons magic energy to power itself?” Emerald suggested.
“Maybe we ought to take this with us,” Flak proposed.
“On our way back, maybe.  For now we’ve got to rescue the remaining Applejack’s Rangers.  Now then,” he said looking at the two slavers that surrendered.  All eyes were fixed on the cowering stallion and mare.  “I believe you were going to tell us everything you know.  And you are going to take us to the remaining prisoners,” he reminded them.
___________

The two slavers sang like canaries during their interrogation.  Although, they did not provide much helpful information.  They admitted that they were mere “grunts” just following their orders from someone they didn’t know, as were most of the slavers stationed at the Everfree Mills.  They had been using the factory and the secret tunnels as a staging area to capture and enslave ponies as any ordinary slaver would.  As for the minigunners in the magic armor, they claimed they didn’t know who they were except their mysterious leader sent them to “oversee” some top secret project that they weren’t allowed to know about.  They didn’t even know how the armor they were wearing worked.  They were just as surprised to see what it could do as Captain Thunder was.  Surprisingly, they didn’t even know why the Ursa Minor was outside.  They also claimed they had nothing to do with the ambush on the Paladin Nightfury’s platoon.  Glorious Dawn verified they were not the ones who captured her and Silver Fang.  This also prevented them from learning what “THE END” meant.  That was all the information Shadow Team and the Applejack’s Rangers would get from them.
Glorious suggested they kill the slavers for the crimes they had committed, much to their horror.  Raging declined as he made a deal with them, and he never goes back on his deals.  Besides, they said the cave system goes on for miles and without their guidance it could take forever to find the remaining Applejack’s Rangers.  Evidently, they were guarding them before they were ordered to attack Raging Thunder and the others.
At Emerald’s insistence, the group detoured to the slavers’ quarters for medicine.  The slavers were only too happy to help, anything that kept them from getting shot.  It took only a few minutes to get to the guards’ quarters; it probably would’ve taken longer if the group shot the slavers and tried to find it on their own.  The slavers weren’t kidding, the cave complex was massive.  Raging would sure hate to get lost down here.
The slavers’ quarters were built into small grottos in the cave’s walls.  There were enough grottos to allow virtually every slaver at Everfree Mills their own room.  Each room was built to the tastes of the guard staying in it.  Raging was impressed that they could put this all together; it was certainly not like Shadow’s HQ back in New Appleloosa.
“Okay,” said the slaver stallion, “you can probably find medicine and other useful stuff in these rooms.”  He nervously designated the many grottos with his forehoof.
“I’ve got an idea,” Glorious jabbed her rifle at the slaver.  “How about you go get us the medicine.  And we’ll stand out here.”
“Um, I can’t.  Well I mean, I could but it would take a while,” the slaver innocently replied.
“And why’s that,” Glorious demanded.  She did not like the slaver.  Raging couldn’t blame her, the stallion probably did something atrocious in his past; he was after all a slaver.
“Because I don’t know if anypony had medicine in their rooms,” he answered trying to sound friendly.  “I sure as hell don’t.  And neither does Grapeshot,” he said designating the female slaver.  She shook her head.
“Alright, everypony,” Raging gathered their attention.  “Let’s search these rooms for supplies.  Silver, keep an eye on the prisoners.  If they try anything funny, shoot them,” he instructed the silent Applejack Ranger.  Silver curved one lip in a half smile before briefly spinning up his minigun.  The slavers gulped. 
The ponies, save Silver and the slavers, all entered different rooms.  Raging chose the room closest to him.  There wasn’t much to look at.  There was a mattress, filing cabinet and a chessboard.  The chessboard caught his attention.  I didn’t think slavers had the time or luxury to play a game like chess.  It looked like someponies were in the middle of a game.  Pieces were placed all across the checkered board and several were sitting off to the sides.  It was impossible to tell whose move it was, but from the looks of it grey was on the verge of winning.  A grey bishop was within striking distance of white’s king.  Raging picked up the bishop and placed it on the king, knocking over the deposed monarch.  He smiled and said, “Checkmate!”  After which, he felt a little sorry to the slavers for not being able to finish the game.  He’s always loved playing chess since he was a colt.  He just loved the strategy involved to the board game.
He shifted his focus to the filing cabinet.  He skimmed through the drawers and found clip boards, data sheets, graphs, a pencil and other useless junk.  What?  No bottle caps?  Or ammo?  What kind of filing cabinet are you?  With nothing else to rummage through he turned to leave the room.  He looked back at the chess board.  He hadn’t played a good game of chess in years.  Since the slavers wouldn’t need it anymore, he picked up the board and the pieces and tossed them into his saddlebag.  He left ransacked room.
Stepping back out into the cave a fresh wave of pain coursed through him.  He grunted and stroked his excruciating leg.  I really need to find medicine… again.  The jagged piece of metal appeared to have wedged deeper into his muscle.  The lengths I’ll go to save ponies really surprise me from time to time.  He shook his leg and limped into the room opposite.  He entered only to find Glorious Dawn was already inside.  She was looking at a magazine and didn’t hear him come in.  Raging looked away only to do a double take when he recognized what she was looking at: a copy of Wingboner Magazine, a pre-war pornographic magazine illustrating pegasi mares.  He gave Glorious an awkward look.  Why is she looking at that?  She looked over shoulder at the captain.  Mortified, she quickly tossed the magazine away.  Her orange face turned a dark shade of red.
“Uhhhh… how long were you standing there, captain,” she asked in total embarrassment.  She rubbed the back of her head with her hoof.
All Raging could say was, “Long enough.  I didn’t take you for that type.” 
“Look, captain,” she tried to explain.  “I’m not that kind of girl.  My barn door doesn’t swing that way.  It’s just…”
Raging did not like where this conversation was heading.  It reminded him too much of a some mares he’d met a few years back.  A couple of mares who definitely did not know the meaning of ‘too much information’.  “Do you really want to tell me?  Because I don’t think I want to know.  I can just pretend I didn’t see anything.”  I am pretty good at that.
“It’s just…” she continued despite Raging’s suggestion.  He rolled his eyes.  Great, here we go…  What part of ‘I don’t want to know’ did you not understand?  “I’m straight, you see,” she awkwardly clarified.  “But sometimes I wonder what it would be like to…” she paused thinking of the right word.  “‘Experiment’ with a mare.”  
Knight Glorious Dawn wants to…?  He shook that thought out of his head.  “Aaaannnndddd…. you’re telling me this because…” he asked in disgust.
She blushed again.  “Umm… I don’t know… forget I mentioned it, sir,” she said sadly staring at the floor.
“No offense, but do I look like I can do anything about it,” he practically barked.  He immediately regretted that; Glorious lowered her head further in shame.  Way to go, Raging.  Crush her dreams, why don’t you.  “Look, Glorious,” he said lifting her chin up with his hoof.  “I’m sorry.  That was mean of me.  I’m just under a lot of stress right now,” he spoke softly, designating his bloodied leg.  Glorious still didn’t look at him.  Raging sighed, “If you want…” She looked at him.  I can’t believe I’m doing this.  “I could probably point you in the right direction with that.”   
She stared intently into his eyes.  “R-really?” she asked.
“Yes,” he answered straightforwardly.  “I might know a mare or two who could be able to…” he hesitated.  Dare I say it?  “… satisfy your desire.”
Glorious was stunned.  “I… uh… I don’t know what to say,” she stuttered.
“Would that be a ‘yes’ or a ‘no’?” he asked feeling awkward.
Glorious blushed again.  “Umm… Yes,” she answered in complete humiliation, sounding a little unsure.
“Fine,” he grunted.  “But I can’t make you any promises.  Understand?”
“Yes, captain.  I understand,” she said.  Raging turned to leave.  “Oh, and captain,” the Applejack Ranger asked.  The dark blue unicorn looked back at her.  “Could we just keep this to ourselves,” she pleaded.  And prevent the world from discovering your fetish?  What is it that DJ Pon3 says?  “Bringing you the truth, no matter how bad it hurts.”  The captain agreed, he wouldn’t reveal something like that.  He left her in the room to continue her “search”.
The captain limped into the adjacent room.  The room was unoccupied.  Similar to the first room there was a mattress in the corner and next to it was a desk.  Sitting on the desk was a terminal.  He trotted over to the desk and sat in the chair before accessing the terminal.  Unsurprisingly, the terminal required a password, which he didn’t have.  Fortunately, he knew how to hack into a terminal’s programming.
Inputting the commands from his PipBuck into the terminal he got to work.  Hacking a terminal was not too difficult; it did give one a list of words or phrases to choose from.  The real trick was guessing which word was correct.  From the terminals he’s hacked in the past he’s learned that the password usually relates to the terminal’s location, not always though.  It certainly did not relate to this one either.  The password was “password”.  How original?
Only one file popped up on the monitor.  It was slaver’s personal diary.  There were too many entries for him to read and so he chose the most recent ones…
Entry 26:
The boss gathered us all for a meeting today in the main chamber.  He said we are to expect some new guys within the week.  He didn’t say who they were, but that they were important to some “project” that’s underway deeper in the cave.  None of us grunts know anything about it.  Every time one of us asks about it, we always get the same answer: “Don’t ask.”  I’m beginning to wonder just what the boss and his lackeys in the white coats are really up to.  Some of us are starting a betting pool to be able to figure it out.  I have my money on it being some kind of animal experiment.  After all, what else would we have that damn Ursa Minor outside for?  It’s hardly a guard dog, so the boss must be trying to make some sort of mind control device.  Like the ones the Enclave used on the hellhounds years ago, only this one will control the Ursa Minor.  At least that’s what I think.  Some of the others think the boss is experimenting on some of the prisoners.  But what would he do that for?  Those prisoners are worth money, and nopony will pay for dead slaves.  But then again, it would explain why some of those unicorns we’ve caught were taken further in and have yet to come back.  I wonder what they’re really up to.
That also reminds me.  Why would the boss care to tell us about these new guys?  He’s never told us about new members before.  They must be pretty special if they are getting their own welcome party.  Some of the others are planning on jumping them as soon as they get here.  I’m keeping out for my own good.  The last thing I need is a problem with anypony, least of all the boss.  The last slaver who crossed him had his eyes and tongue cut out while he was still living.  I hate to imagine what he did to piss off the boss.  Then the poor son of a bitch was tossed into the Ursa Minor’s pen as a live meal.  It was probably the first fresh meat it’s eaten since it got here a month ago.  If those ponies plan on jumping the new guys without any repercussions, then they probably have another thing coming.  Only time will tell.    
Entry 27:
I barely got any sleep last night.  Spook and Brick were going at it all night… again.  Why does my room have to be right next to theirs?  Spook kept me up all night with her loud moaning.  I’m not the only one complaining, just about everypony within earshot can’t get a minute of sleep when they fuck each other’s brains out.  I’m not gonna lie, it was sort of enjoyable the first night, but now it’s absolutely ridiculous.  I’d submit a complaint, but the boss won’t give a shit.  His only rule for those two is no “fun time” during work time.  And so they resort to wasting the night with their constant fucking.  Brick hardly calls it “wasting”.  What I wouldn’t give for some freaking earplugs just for one night.  I can’t imagine how those two always have so much energy during the day after what they do all night.  Sometimes I wonder if I could get that cutie Grapeshot to spend the night with me…
Anyways, not much happened today.  The boss says we aren’t going out to round up anymore slaves until the new guys arrive.  That’s really not a problem with me; I never get to go out on the roundups.  All I do is stand guard around the interior slave pen.  Still, it is a very simple job and I get paid well in caps.  I can’t think of anything else to write tonight, I guess I’ll hit the hay early.  I’d like to get some sleep before Brick and Spook go at it.  

Entry 28:
Once again, I did not get much sleep.  I can’t take those two anymore!  If this keeps up, and I know it will, I’m gonna crack!  Well, I guess I could sit here bitching up a storm, but I’d rather write what happened today.  I managed to ask Grapeshot to sleep with me, and she said YES!!!  A surprise really, I didn’t think I’d have a shot with her.  Some of the others were pretty pissed when I told them; they’ve had their eyes on her too.  So I’m gonna finish this entry and then head to Grapeshot’s room.  Tonight’s gonna be fucking amazing!
Entry 29:
Last night was the best night of my life!  Although she doesn’t look like it, Grapeshot is amazing in bed!  I never knew a mare could be so flexible.  She really enjoyed it too and now she already wants to do it again!  I have nothing else to write so I think I’ll just explain what exactly we did.  First, she gave me a mind-blowing…
Raging decided he did not need to be “traumatized” by that last entry.  Something’s are just better left unsaid.  He continued on to the next entry…
Entry 30:
Those new guys arrived today.  They were nothing but a pair of stallions, pretty big stallions I might add.  The boss didn’t give them a proper introduction except that they’ve come from some place far away.  He said they would participate in the “project”, whatever that means.  They are also going to oversee us and our own activities.  I don’t think I like the sounds of that.  These guys look like they mean business.  They were both carrying TWO miniguns EACH!  And they weren’t even wearing any kind of armor.  They must have super strength or something.  Those ponies I mentioned in one of my earlier entries tried to jump one of them.  It was six on one, and they did not stand a chance.  The new guy killed the two ringleaders and severely crippled the others.  The boss didn’t care what happened; he only blamed the ponies for being foolish enough to pick a fight with him.  If this was supposed to be a message to the rest of us, well, I think we all heard it loud and clear.
Entry 31:
It’s been a few days since I last typed an entry.  I’ve been too scared of the new guys to want to write anything.  They strictly enforce all the rules with a zero tolerance policy.  Anypony who violates the rules in anyway gets killed.  Since their first day here at Everfree Mills, they’ve killed nine ponies.  I don’t think any of that was called for.  Some of them didn’t do anything deserving of death.  When those two aren’t watching us like hawks, they are down further in the cave working on their secret project.  Those two really scare the shit out of me.  I have to constantly watch my back and pray I’m not violating the rules in some way.
The boss got word of a patrol of Applejack’s Rangers not far from here.  He sent nearly half us to take them out.  I thought it was just overkill, but the Rangers are no laughing matter.  I was surprised to see them come back with several of the Applejack’s Rangers as prisoner.  The boss didn’t take too kindly to that.  He said they were all supposed to be killed and no prisoners brought back.  However, he seemed to not really care.  Half of them were put in the pen outside and the rest were brought in here.
Grapeshot and I were guarding the prisoners when one of those brutes showed up.  He told us we were relieved of our post.  I don’t think I’ve ever been so scared in my life.  I thought as soon as we turned our backs he was going to shoot us.  It was the first thing either of them had ever said to us, after all.  I’m not sure why he sent us away, must be something big.  With nothing else to do Grapeshot and I went back to our rooms.  So here I am writing another log entry.  Grapeshot and I are gonna sleep with each other again tonight.  I think I’ll ask her if she wants it…
The entry abruptly ended.  The slaver probably had to leave when Shadow Team arrived.  Raging sat up from the desk to leave the room.  He stopped when his hoof kicked a metal container under the desk.  Looking underneath he found a pair of ammo containers.  Conveniently, the crates had just the right ammo he needed.  He slapped fresh bullets into his magnum and SMGs before leaving the grotto.
Upon entering the cave he found Spec, Flak and Glorious Dawn had finished their searches.  He gave Glorious a look and mentally asked her if she was still interested in his offer.  As if she knew what he was thinking, she slightly nodded her head.  The captain thought about the mare he mentioned.  Now, how am I going to ask her if she wants to meet Glorious for… well, more than a casual get-together?  That’s not going to be an awkward conversation.  “Alright, everypony,” the captain gathered their attention.  “Shall we press onward?”
“One moment, sir.  Emerald hasn’t come back yet,” Spec pointed out. 
Raging looked around and did not see the green unicorn.  “Emerald!” he called.  “Let’s move!”  When she didn’t respond he asked, “Which room did she go into?”  Silver Fang pointed a hoof to the grotto next to the room with the terminal.  Raging approached it and drew his magnum.  “Emerald?” he whispered through the makeshift doorway.  There was no answer.
Raging charged through the door and aimed his magnum, ready to fire.  He was not expecting what he saw inside, nor did he want to remember what he saw.  The room had one single bed, large enough for at least two ponies.  The bed sheets were mangled and covered in sticky residue (not that Raging actually touched it, he could smell it).  Sitting next to the bed was a bottle of… birth control pills?  A tube of lubricant sat adjacent to the bottle of pills.  The overhead lamp gave off a very sensual glow.  On a dresser adjacent to the bed were a couple of colorful, elongated, plastic “toys” in the shape of... well, you know.  The whole room was like a porn star’s bedroom.
Lovely.  Glancing around the room he spotted Emerald in the far corner.  She was lying on her stomach and facing away from the door.   “Emerald?  Are you okay?” he asked in concern.  She did not answer.  Fearing the worst, Raging slowly trotted over to her, stepping on all kinds of slimy, disgusting things that squished beneath his hooves.  Yuck!  Mental note: amputate hooves!  He stood over Emerald and noticed her horn was giving off its shade of teal.  In front of her was a memory orb.  He breathed a sigh of relief that she was okay.  His relief turned to anger.  I sure hope whatever’s on that was worth worrying me.  And worth making me walk through all that nasty shit!
The magic around Emerald’s horn faded.  She rapidly jumped up to her hooves and spun around.  She saw the captain and screamed.  Raging jumped back in surprise.  “Oh, I’m sorry, captain,” she apologized taking a deep breath.  “I didn’t hear you come in.”
“Of course not,” he said annoyed.  “You were too busy poking your nose into a damn memory orb.”  She recoiled in embarrassment and glanced away from him.  “You were supposed to look for supplies, Emerald,” he scolded.
“I’m sorry, sir,” she apologized again.  “I saw that memory orb and my curiosity got the better of me.”
“I know a pony whose curiosity got the better of her in plenty of life or death situations,” he said unimpressed.  “She’s confessed that her curiosity nearly got herself killed in the past.  I thought something bad had happened to you when you didn’t answer me.”
“I’m really sorry, captain.  It won’t happen again, sir,” she promised.
“I will hold you to that, Emerald.”  Then the captain felt his own curiosity was piqued.  “What was on the memory orb anyhow?”
Emerald swiftly shook her head back and forth.  “Trust me, sir.  You don’t want to know,” she said with a hint of disgust.  “Remember that slaver Brick?  I think this is his room.  That memory orb was of him and that other slaver Spook and they were… well I’d rather not talk about it.  Is there any way I can remove that memory from my mind?”
Now Brick’s cutie mark makes sense.  I still don’t want to know when he discovered that was his special talent.  Raging chuckled.  “I think I can guess what you saw just from the looks of this room.  To answer your question: I don’t know.  You might want to try that doctor at Tenpony Tower, Life Bloom,” he recommended.  “It was that bad, huh?”
Emerald nodded, still showing signs of disgust and horror.  Flak and Spec both trotted into the room.  “Is everything alright, sir?  We heard Emerald scream,” Spec questioned.
“Yes, Spec.  We’re fine.  I’m fine,” Emerald answered.
Flak looked around the disturbing room with a look of awe.  “Would you look at this place, mate?” he asked impressed.
“Ugh.  I’d rather not,” Spec grossly replied.
Flak walked around admiring the scenery, must to the revulsion of the others.  “Check this out, mate.  You could shoot your own porno here,” he chuckled in amusement.  Obviously, he wasn’t grossed out.  Raging gave him a funny look.  Flak reached under the bed and pulled out another issue of Wingboner Magazine.  He flipped to a random page and started ogling the image.  “Hey, Emerald!  I didn’t know you were in these magazines!” he teased.
“Oh my Goddess, Flak!  Shut up!” she yelled.
“No seriously, mate.  This one looks just like you.  If you were a pegasus, that is,” he smiled at the picture.  
Spec leaned over Flak’s shoulder and opened his eyes wide.  “She really does look like you Emerald.  Green coat, blue mane… Even her eyes are blue and green,” Spec said in astonishment.  He looked at the frowning unicorn.  “Just like you.”
Emerald gave Spec and Flak a look that said she was ready to kill them.  Raging was thinking she’d rather kill Flak more than Spec.  Raging stomped his hoof on the floor.  His face twisted when he realized he’d stepped in something.  Shaking his hoof to get the object off he said, “Well if everypony is done sightseeing, shall we press onward?”
“One moment, sir,” Emerald said catching his attention.  “I did find something in here… besides that memory orb.”  She levitated a bottle of healing potion.  “You need it, sir.  I’m taking no for an answer this time.”  Raging did not argue.  His foreleg was in excruciating pain and it almost seemed like it would need to be amputated soon.
“Okay, Emerald.  But can we treat me somewhere else,” he asked looking at the filthy bed sheets.  The four ponies left the room.  Flak took the pornographic magazine with him.  He certainly has a dirty mind.  Raging and Emerald entered a different grotto.  The captain lied down on a bed while Emerald looked at the piece of metal embedded in his leg.  
Emerald fished a piece of fabric from her saddlebag.  “I’m going to remove the shrapnel,” she stated.  “As soon as I do, you need to drink the healing potion.  Are you ready?”
“Do it,” the captain ordered.  Emerald gripped the shrapnel with her telekinesis and ripped it from Raging’s leg.  He howled in pain as blood began to gush from the wound.  Emerald held the fabric tightly to his leg.  Raging winced before downing his second healing potion of the day.  Emerald continued to hold the fabric as the potion worked its magic.  A few minutes later the green unicorn removed the blood soaked fabric.  The wound had mostly healed; there was still a nasty scratch that would need to be checked later.  Captain Thunder sat up from the bed.  “Thank you, Emerald.”
“Don’t mention it, captain,” she politely smiled at him.  “Honestly, sir.  What would you do without me?”
“Simple.  I’d ask Winter for help,” he answered with a hint of sarcasm.  Emerald laughed and reminded him that Winter was not present.  She asked him what he’d do then.  “I guess I’d buck up, no pun intended, and just deal with it.”  Emerald laughed again and the two unicorns returned to the group.  Raging approached the slavers who were still under guard by Silver Fang.  “Now, lead us to the other prisoners.”
“Sure thing, sir,” the mare, Grapeshot, nervously acknowledged.  The two scared slavers rose to their hooves and lead the group away from the grottos.  As they were lead down another series of long tunnels, Raging couldn’t help but think the slavers were leading them in circles.  Upon asking, they reminded him just how massive the cave system is.  They insisted that if he wanted to find his own way he was more than welcome.  If he wanted to become hopelessly lost, that is.
Finally, they emerged in another large cavern.  It was big, but not nearly as big as the main chamber; it was roughly a fifth of the size.  The only light that provided any illumination was a small ceiling lamp hanging directly in the center of the chamber.  Were it not for the lamp, the chamber would be pitch-black.  Right underneath the lamp was the slave pen they’d been searching for.  There were several ponies in the pen; all of whom were lying on their sides like they were sleeping.  We’ve found them!
“Here they are, just as Heater and I said,” Grapeshot pointed.  Raging looked at the slaver called Heater and took a wild guess that it was his terminal that he read.  It could explain why the two seemed devoted to each other.
“Wilder!” Glorious shouted overjoyed.  “We’ve found you!”  She excitedly galloped to the cage before the others even made a move.  The others casually trotted over to the cell.  Glorious came to a sudden stop at the door to the cage.  The ponies inside had not yet moved from their positions.  Suspecting that something was wrong, they proceeded into a full gallop to reach the cage.  When they reached the slave pen, their hopeful expressions turned into looks of dread and sorrow.  Any hopes of saving the remaining Applejack’s Rangers had vanished.  The floor of the pen was covered in a thick layer of blood.  They were all dead.  No!
“Oh my Goddess,” Emerald said shocked.  “We’re too late.”
Glorious immediately rounded on Heater and Grapeshot.  Her eyes showed only anger and hatred.  She kicked Heater to the ground and pressed a hoof against his neck, intending to crush the life out of him.  Grapeshot was about to step in but Silver Fang aimed his minigun at her.  Heater started to gasp for breath as Glorious choked him under her hoof.  “What the fuck did you do?” she snarled.
“Nothing,” Heater gagged.
“DON”T YOU FUCKING LIE TO ME!” Glorious screamed at the tops of her lungs.
“I swear,” Heater gasped, “they were alive when we left them.”
“LIES!” Glorious screamed again, applying more pressure.  Heater began to flail his legs and tear up under the anguish.
“Please stop,” Grapeshot pleaded.  “He’s telling the truth.  We didn’t harm them.”
Glorious didn’t care.  She was about ready to crush Heater’s neck.  The slaver further squirmed for air and mercy beneath the pissed Applejack Ranger.  Raging remembered the terminal in, presumably, Heater’s room and how the last entry indicated one of the minigunners sent him and Grapeshot away.  From the sounds of desperation in their voices, he believed Heater and Grapeshot were not responsible for the Applejack’s Rangers deaths.  
He stepped in to the stop the orange mare.  “Glorious!” he shouted at her.  She did not look at him.  “Knight Glorious Dawn, stop!” the captain shouted again.  This time she looked in his direction.  Tears were pouring out of her furious blue eyes.  “Glorious, release him,” Raging said softly.
She lifted her hoof just enough for Heater to catch his breath.  She did not release the stallion.  “I can’t,” she cried.  “Wilder is dead!  They are all dead!”  She returned her hate-filled gaze to Heater.  Raging went out on a limb that Wilder was somepony special to her.
“Who’s Wilder?” Emerald Sapphire asked for the group.
“WILDER IS MY BROTHER!” Glorious screamed.  Raging felt his heart drop.   Oh, Goddess!  Emerald, Spec and Flak fell silent.  “Wilder was my older brother,” Glorious sobbed.  She never said anything about a brother.  “When they decided to move some of us inside he stepped in my place because he was concerned for my safety.  He didn’t want me to die like Elegant.”  Heater looked up at her with tear in his eyes.  Whether he was crying because he was in pain or because he felt for her was unknown.
Goddess, if I’d known she had family in danger… this is my entire fault; I got too careless with the mission.  “I understand how you’re feeling, Glorious,” Captain Thunder tried to reason with her.
Without looking at him she barked, “How could you possibly understand?”
Raging solemnly closed his eyes before saying, “I know how it feels to lose someone close to you.”  She looked back at him with tear-filled eyes.  “Like you, I’ve lost family.  I wanted to lash out at the closest thing I deemed responsible for their deaths.  It was not the right thing to do, but I didn’t care,” he confessed.  Everypony looked at him in bewilderment.  “I wanted revenge for what happened to them.  But I was blinded by my hatred.  I… I did something horrible… something I can never forgive myself for.”  Glorious was giving him his full attention with the sudden revelation.  “I nearly lost myself that day.  Don’t make my mistake.  Let them go,” he implored. 
“How can I just let them go?” she demanded.  “They deserve to pay for their crimes!”
“Maybe so.  But they’ll face justice later.  This is not the right thing to do.  We both know they didn’t kill your brother.  Please, don’t do something you’ll regret for the rest of your life,” Captain Thunder begged.   
Glorious lowered her head in deep thought; she was struggling to make the right choice.  Tears continued to drip down her orange cheeks.  “Glorious.  Please let him go,” an unrecognized voice spoke softly.  There was only one pony who Raging hadn’t heard speak yet: Silver Fang.  The quiet blue stallion had lowered his minigun and was holding a hoof on Glorious’ shoulder.  “Listen to Captain Thunder.  Please.”  Despite being a strong pony, he had a very soft sounding voice.  Glorious turned her head to Silver.  She stepped off of Heater and fell into Silver’s arms, crying into his shoulder.  Silver wrapped his arms around her and patted her back.  Heater scurried over to Grapeshot in panic.
Raging nodded.  You’ve made the right choice, Glorious.  I know it was hard.  He looked at the slavers.  Heater mouthed “Thank you” to him.  The dark blue unicorn turned away and walked over to the cage wondering if he did the right thing by sparing the two slavers.  He sincerely believed they were not responsible for the deaths of Wilder and the others, but that did not excuse them for being slavers.  This went against all his morals.  He would still see that justice is delivered on the two of them.  Perhaps instead of an execution, maybe they could spend some quality time in Arbu Penitentiary.
Raging passed Emerald, Spec and Flak.  “Captain…” Emerald started.
The captain held up a hoof telling her he didn’t want to talk.  She was obviously wondering about what he was talking about, they all were.  He had only told that tragic tale to a few ponies in his life, and only one of them knows the entire truth.  It was his darkest hour and it is something he wishes he could forget, but alas he cannot.  Someday, he might tell Shadow Team the story.
Raging stood outside the cage and examined the dead ponies within.  There were at least a dozen prisoners locked within.  Five of them were the Applejack’s Rangers he’d failed to rescue; one, of course, being Glorious’ brother Wilder.  He could still hear Glorious crying a few yards behind him.  I truly am sorry, Glorious.  He was certain that if Silver hadn’t said anything, then she would have killed Heater and most likely Grapeshot.  But would that have been a bad thing?  Yes.  As much as I hate to say it, I can’t stand by and watch an innocent pony suffer.  Slavers or not, I know those two did not kill anypony here.  Next time, however, things will be different.   
As Raging looked among the bodies, he noticed a distinct lack of physical trauma inflicted upon them.  There was not a single bullet hole and the deceased did not seem to have been beaten to death.  They had all died in some other fashion.  What did they do to you all?
He leaned forward to get a closer look at one of the ponies.  He looked at the stallion’s cold face.  Blood had streamed out of his nose, eyes and ears.  He looked at another corpse and he too had similar symptoms.  Wait a minute!  His eyes went wide as he began to comprehend the situation.  He leapt to his hooves and frantically scanned the faces of all the dead ponies.  They had all died while bleeding from their eyes, noses and ears. 
“What the hell?” Flak said in puzzlement standing beside the captain.  “What the hell happened to them?”
Raging looked around in a state of panic.  The bleeding from the ears and nose could’ve meant anything, such as bizarre internal hemorrhaging.  It was the eyes, however, that gave it away.  Although he’s never experienced it before, he knew the dreaded signs.   There’s only one thing that can do this!  He didn’t even have time to scream “BROADCASTER!” when he heard the static.     
Footnote: Perks Added!
Shadow Team Perk:
Top of the Food Chain – Shadow Team’s battle with the Ursa Minor has made them hardier in combat against creatures.  As a combined unit, Shadow Team can now deal 25% critical damage to the beasts of Equestria.
Captain Thunder Perks:
One Pony Army (2) – Your magical ability with firearms has increased.  You can now wield up to three rifles or any smaller weapons at once.
Desperate Measures – When your magic energy is completely depleted, you will receive a temporary boost whenever a member of Shadow Team is in danger.  The more members in danger, the higher the boost will be.

			Author's Notes: 
I've named this chapter Glorious Dawn because Captain Thunder really gets to know her more here.  Also, the perk One Pony Army (2) is labeled as such because at some point prior to the start of the story, Captain Thunder managed to dual wield small weapons (i.e. his SMGs).  Therefore, he already has One Pony Army (1).


	