Chapter 12
Ain't That A Kick In The Head

Meanwhile back at the gas station, Jeremy is busy frying up some eggs that Amelia had collected from birds' nests earlier that morning. As he cooks, the young Deathclaw leans lazily on the counter next to Jeremy, rumbling impatiently for her meal.

“Sleep well last night?” Jeremy asks in an effort to make conversation.

“Eeehh...” Amelia grumbles in response, flicking her tail softly.

“What's wrong?” Jeremy scoops one of the finished eggs off the stove and plops it into a plate. “Miss your brother?”

“Not that... well, sort of that.” She accepts the plate, but just pushes the eggs around idly with one finger while leaning on her opposite arm, pressing a hand to her cheek while grumbling. “I just keep thinking about that girl he's with... We're not humans. We don't fit in. We never will.”

Jeremy reassures, “Well your mother and I do just fine.”

“Yea but that's only because you live out here! Far away from people. You don't live in the city. Every time traders come by, we all have to hide!”

“Not when Jebediah comes by. He's pretty nice to you.”

“Jebediah doesn't count!” Amelia complains. “People literally call him Junkman. He's crazy and he smells like pee.”

“Well, ghouls make friends with humans, and they certainly look worse than any of us. Hell, your mother looks better than most of the humans I've met! Looks aren't everything though.”

Amelia grumbles and takes her plate of food, curling her tail between her legs. “Just the only thing that matters to everyone...” She flops back on the sofa and dumps the food into her mouth, barely chewing it before gulping it down.

Being a deathclaw had its perks, but without Zuzen, she has no one to talk to and ease her mind. There's no friends she can hang out with, no places she can visit, not a boyfriend... She had thought about what it might like to be human! If she were human, she'd go to New Vegas whenever she could! She'd meet cute boys, own some brahmin, ship goods across the wasteland and travel the country! From Anchorage to Boston and everywhere in between, she'd see it all. Maybe she'd even go overseas and see places like Europe or Asia. Instead, home was like prison to her. Here in this family she was born, and here she would die... Even other Deathclaws generally don't like them because they're not really true Deathclaws. Amelia remembers last summer how she was chased off by another mother Deathclaw after trying to befriend one of her pups. She still remembers what it roared at her... “Get away from my babies you half-breed mutant!” ... Cruel irony at its best, that a mutant would call Amelia a mutant. They didn't see themselves as mutants—just Deathclaws. Yet, Amelia, her brother, her mother... none of them were truly Deathclaw or human—and Amelia hated it. She still hates it. Nothing Jeremy said serves to ease her mind even now.

Even her father is a weirdo. His relationship with Juno started as glorified playing with her food and the only reason Jeremy never ran away is he secretly likes the idea of being food. Would Amelia ever find a freak who didn't mind her appearance? She suspects probably not. Instead she's left to fester and grumble on the sofa until suddenly her thoughts are interrupted by Juno ruffling her hair.

Amelia squeaks, and looks up. “Mooooooom!” She pouts, crossing her arms.

Juno giggles and replies, “Whaaaaat? You look so mopey. Don't you want to ride with dad into Vegas?”

“... Not really, no.” Amelia sighs. “Honestly I'd rather do some exploring of my own until Zuzen gets back. Can I borrow dad's rifle?”

“Sure, sweetheart,” Juno assures Amelia. “Speaking of your father... Hon, where's my breakfast~?” Juno grins, moving back to Jeremy. She scoots behind him and plops her potbelly atop of his head, so he can hear it rumbling at him. “If you don't make me breakfast, you know what will happen...” She licks her lips greedily.

Jeremy's cheeks light up with a bright blush. “J-Juno, be patient. I'm almost done.”

“Better hurry! Because if you don't, you're gonna sliiiiide down into my belly... churn around and around... blorping... gurgling... sizzling in my acids...” She smacks her bum, “And soon you'll be fat on my big jiggly—”

“OH MY FUCKING GOD!” Amelia suddenly screams, barging out of the room. “You're all fucking freaks!!” She storms into the garage and goes to seize Jeremy's rifle sitting on the work bench. Before anyone can protest, she darts out the front door and scampers out of view, kicking up dust in her wake.

Jeremy's heart skips a beat at Amelia's outburst, but by the time he can say anything, she's already gone. “... Should we go after her?”

Juno looks back over her shoulder and sighs. “She's stressed out... She'll come back. Let her go wander for a while until she cools off.” Unfortunately, Juno's mood is also ruined. She lifts her belly off of Jeremy's head and requests, “I'd just like some jellied toast with my eggs if that's okay.”

“Coming right up...” Jeremy's voice had also shifted tone as well. He can't seem to keep his smile anymore. He knows what this is about with Amelia.

Amelia sprints through the desert, tears welling in the corners of her eyes as she dashes across the hot sands. She doesn't let herself cry though. She snarls and growls and slashes her feet-claws at rocks while she runs, but doesn't let herself sob. What she wanted to do most of all though was just scream. When she's far enough away from home, she makes her way to the top of a rocky hill, stands up straight, and finally lets out the loudest, angriest roar her little lungs can muster. It's enough to frighten geckos hiding in the rocks to skitter out and flee the scene.

She finally collapses back and sits down, curling up against her legs with the rifle slung over her back. She buries her face against her knees. Why couldn't she be born normal? If not a human, then at least a proper Deathclaw! Not some scrawny, pathetic half-breed mutant. 

Suddenly, she hears a deep hiss. She immediately jumps to her feet and snatches up the rifle. The hiss was unmistakable: Nightstalkers. Yet, at this time of day? Either the one she heard was late getting to bed, or she woke it up with her yelling. Whatever the reason, she had pissed it off. She swivels her head back and forth trying to avoid getting flanked. Then, after a moment, she started to think about it more and more... Why did she care? She lowers the rifle and frowns. She sits down on the ground, beginning to whimper. Even now she's holding back the tears. I should just let it eat me, she thought to herself. Swallow me whole and digest me.

Yet, the Nightstalker never comes. The rattling persists, but the source remains unseen. As she listens, the hissing sounded close, but distinctly pained. Why isn't it attacking me? Amelia ponders until finally her curiosity overrides her grief. She climbs up onto her feet and carries the rifle in her right hand while she searches for the origin of the sound.

It doesn't take long. Hidden between some rocks close by, a Nightstalker hisses and rattles at Amelia, baring its fangs. Though the Nightstalker was more than capable of devouring a fully grown human, it doesn't lash out at Amelia. Even though it could probably fit Amelia into its stomach and have room for dessert, she can see it trembling in fear... The poor thing is more scared of her than she is of it. Still, that doesn't answer her question. Why hadn't it attacked? Never had Amelia seen a Nightstalker cower in fear like this to a runt like herself.

Then she smells blood. She looks down and spots trips of blood leading into the gap between the rocks where the Nightstalker is attempting to hide. She looks up at the Nightstalker and asks softly, “Are you hurt..?”

Suddenly a noise catches Amelia's ear. The crumbling of gravel beneath boots. Her head quirks and looks over her shoulder, focused immediately on the new noise.

until... Pshew! Pshew! Pshew! Gunfire? It wasn't a ballistic. Lasers? No, the sound was too distinct. A plasma weapon?

Then she hears a thud, and for a moment there's silence. The hissing and growling then resumes, followed by a feminine whimper, which goes muffled. Amelia perks up, focusing on the source of the noise, only to hear a series of wet, greedy glugs and slurps.

Finally, she can't stand to sit idle any more. She picks up her rifle and hurries to look over the edge of the rocks. Down below, she spots a woman's body hanging out of the jaws of a hungry, large nightstalker. Her head and chest are already inside the hissing creature's throat, bulging out its neck. There's a pair of distinct bite marks on the woman's legs from where she was bitten and no doubt given a dose of venom. The nightstalker notices Amelia and tosses its head back, quickly gulping the rest of its meal down.

“Hey!” Amelia growls, grabbing for her rifle. She starts to dash down the rocky hillside after it. However the Nightstalker bolts off, trying to escape into a small gap between the jagged stones. Its belly gets wedged, giving Amelia time to gain some ground, but not enough time to catch it. The Nightstalker pops free and flees the scene, leaving behind a plasma rifle on the ground...
