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One
The Bulwark, Allegra
 
“Gone? What do you mean ‘gone?’” Matthew demands as he looks between Louise and Jane who are looking back at him with just as much worry.
A look of deep dread overshadows Louise’s face as she answers, “I mean there’s absolutely no sign of the Toaz anymore, Alois and I went to check things out when Rav’ian told us the news.”
“Well, where did they go?” Matthew asks as he begins to shake slightly. The idea of losing such a powerful and noble fighting force like the Toaz out of nowhere concerned him deeply. In addition to this, he also wondered what that meant about the mech that Louise had left with them.
“Rav’ian says they were transferred somewhere else,” Louise answers, “Evidently the higher-ups don’t like them putting down roots because Rav’ian says this has happened several times now.”
“Rav’ian wanted us to be sure to tell you that the mecha was secure though,” Jane butts in before Matthew can respond to Louise, “She brought a few key pieces of it with her as a guarantee that no one could steal it if they found it. She brought along the thing you call a mule too.”
“First off, Louise, does that mean the Toaz are safe?” Matthew asks worriedly. He hated the idea of losing any of the friends that he had made in his short time with the Toa people.
Carefully picking her words, Louise slowly answers, “Rav’ian thinks so, but I think you should be asking her these things. She only told us so much, after all. It’s you that she trusts.”
“Will do,” Matthew nods. Turning to Jane, he asks, “Did Rav’ian say anything else about the mech?”
“She did, but I don’t think I can do a justice to what she said,” Jane shrugs, “As Louise said, you should just ask her.”
“Alright,” Matthew nods to the two women, “Thanks for telling me everything. I don’t know how long Rav’ian and I will be talking, but I would enjoy some privacy for the conversation.”
Picking up on what he was getting at, Louise assures Matthew, “We’ll stay out of your hair.”
“And once you’re done in there, we’d love to show you around!” Jane smiles broadly, “There is so much cool stuff in here.”
“Some great equipment too,” Louise adds.
“I have to admit that I am quite curious,” Matthew smiles before he leaves the duo and then takes a left down the hallway. Reaching the door to the barracks, Matthew pauses long enough to collect his thoughts, The Toaz are gone, sent on some escapade who knows where. Rav’ian thinks she owes me her life and there’s no good way for her to get out of it. The mech is more or less secure and Rav’ian has some parts from it that will keep it from running. Anything else? Oh, yeah, I’m evidently in charge now and I have an empty bunker to command.
Taking a deep breath, Matthew eases the door to the barracks area open. He is immediately greeted by Monk the moment that the door opens, and Matthew jumps slightly. He hadn’t been expecting the dog to be right there.
Monk looks up to Matthew excitedly and he sniffs at Matthew’s boots.
“Greetings, Matthew,” Rav’ian’s voice rises from the opposite end of the barracks, “Your new canine companion heard your approach.”
“Yeah, I see that,” Matthew chuckles as he stoops down and gives Monk a quick pet. Walking over to Rav’ian, Matthew inquires, “So, how are you feeling? Is your leg doing any better?”
“My leg is faring much better, thank you,” Rav’ian nods as she looks up from her work. Scattered before her are several stacks of various odds and ends and there are a few new boxes around her as well. Frowning slightly in her Toaz way, Rav’ian solemnly reports, “However I do not believe that I will be able to join you on any hunts for another day or so. My apologies.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Matthew shakes his head, “We shouldn’t be going out a whole lot anyways since three of us are hurt.”
“Yes, I was told that you were rendered unconscious from blood loss.”
“Yeah, it was pretty rough,”
“I apologize for not being there to assist you,”
“Um… that’s the thing. Why are you obliged to serve me? The others told me about it being a blood debt and all, but you saved my life several times now. I was only able to save you because of the stuff you did and taught me!”
“This is the way of my people.”
“But your people aren’t here anymore,”
“Are you implying that I should lay down my good name and honor simply because my peers are not here?”
“No, I’m saying that my people don’t take slaves. Not anymore at least. We see it as—ah—dishonoring to have slaves.”
“You are asking me to give up my own standing with my people for your standing with yours?”
“Well… I guess that’s sort of what I’m saying…”
“If I were to do so, my people’s tradition still dictates that a life can only be repaid with a life. Free or not, I am still bound to repay this debt I have to you.”
“That’s the other thing, how are you supposed to ever get free if there aren’t any of your people left to verify it? The others were telling me how that was a rule the Toaz had.”
“That is my own burden to carry, Matthew.”
“It doesn’t seem very fair,”
“This is not the concern.”
“Well, it concerns me,” Matthew frowns as he takes a seat on the bunk nearest Rav’ian and her pile of loot.
“I cannot change the dictates of my people for your concerns,” Rav’ian shakes her head at Matthew.
“So, where does that leave us then?” Matthew hesitantly asks her. He is confident that he knew what her answer would be, but he hoped that he was wrong.
“I am sworn to servitude until my debt is paid,” Rav’ian bows her head slightly to him, “You can choose to not refer to me as a slave to your people, but my role will remain the same.”
Matthew nods wordlessly in response. He knew what she was going to say, and he hated how he couldn’t change her mind. He frowns for a fraction of a second before he puts on a neutral face again. Taking a deep breath, he asks, “So, what’s all this stuff?”
“Gifts from my people,” Rav’ian answers as she surveys the landscape of goods around her, “Some of these items were also my own belongings.”
“Very cool,” Matthew nods.
“All of these items are now yours,” Rav’ian informs him casually.
“Really?” Matthew asks in annoyance. The Toaz were very serious about the terms of their slavery binds and Matthew couldn’t understand why.
“Yes,”
“Well, I want you to keep all of your stuff and we’ll decide what to do with the rest.”
“As you desire,”
“What are all of the gifts for anyways?”
“Some are from my friends as a thanks to you for saving my life. Others are simply gifts to recognize my people’s friendship with you. The remainder are items that my people could not bring with them and they desired to see them delivered into your own hand. They feared that unclean and unworthy parties may try to possess them otherwise.”
“Huh.”
“If you are not pleased with the gifts, I can dispose of them.”
“No, they’re great… I just don’t know how I feel about your people getting kicked out like they were. What happened there anyways?”
“My people are forced to be sojourners everywhere we go. Nothing of what happened was due to your activities, Matthew. The Coalition simply likes to ensure that my people can never remain somewhere too long.”
“And why’s that?”
“This is the punishment that was bestowed upon us upon our defeat.”
“You’re punishment? Seems rather strange to punish people by moving them constantly.”
“Upon my people’s defeat at the hand of the Coalition, our monarchs were taken up along with their courts to live the lives of nomadic mercenaries for their new Coalition masters. The Coalition fears that we might stir up dissent and lead a rebellion if we are allowed to remain in one location for an extended duration of time as well. This is our lot and we await the day that we might return to the world of our ancestors.”
“Royal courts?”
“Yes,”
Seeing that Rav’ian wasn’t going to explain herself any further, Matthew changes gears and asks, “Where did the Coalition take your people?”
“I do not know. I can only assume that they were sent to another garrison on the frontlines, however.”
“And they were okay with that?”
“We have no say in such matters,”
“No, what I’m asking is why don’t they refuse?”
“We cannot refuse the beckons of our superiors.”
“Why not? They clearly want to see you dead.”
“We cannot refuse because doing so would give our enemies leave to take our lives. Our sole means of survival is to remain obedient until our time arises.”
“And how long until that happens?”
“We expect aid to come in the near future.”
“Aid? From who?” Matthew asks in surprise. Something about the change in Rav’ian’s voice and wording told him that her people’s hopes were not founded upon nothing.
“We have allies whom we believe we managed to contact,” Rav’ian reports, “This was only accomplished because I was able to tell my people where the derelict shuttle that carried your friend Second Lieutenant Wyndover and the mechanized warrior was.”
“I’m not following.”
“My people dispatched a party to salvage the wreck,”
“And?”
“Among other items, they took up a whole compliment of communications equipment. We recalibrated it as we needed and then sent our message to our allies afar off.”
“Did they respond?”
“No, the distance was too great for such a message to arrive in time.”
“How long until they’ll get here then?”
“I cannot know such things.”
“Do you have a best guess?”
“I do not,” Rav’ian shakes her head.
Matthew can tell by her change in demeanor that she didn’t want him to ask any more questions on the subject, so he relents. Although Rav’ian was now his slave, he refused to use that against her.
After a minute or two of silence, Matthew finally asks, “So, where’s the mech?”
“Your mechanized warrior is hidden away in the cavern where you were first blooded.”
“You hid it in no man’s land, smart…”
“The required parts that I removed from the machine are located in the hangar. These items are small enough that you and the others should be able to transport them with you on your trek without too much difficulty.
“From what I’ve heard, it’s midday out there,” Matthew sighs, “I guess we won’t be getting it tonight.”
“It would be unwise to go out on such a venture, yes.”
Frowning, Matthew feels like he is now risking the possibility of wasting an entire day. A moment passes before he requests, “Did your people leave the communication equipment with us?’
“They did,” Rav’ian answers with another nod, “They reverted the equipment back to its original settings, however. They had to do so because the equipment would not last long otherwise. It was not designed to send messages across the galaxy.”
“Across the galaxy?” Matthew asks in wonderment. Shaking his head, he remembers that Rav’ian didn’t seem to like the idea of telling him too much more about her allies, so he immediately tells her, “No, it’s fine. Don’t tell me more if you don’t want to. I was just surprised.”
“I wish to say no more on the subject,” Rav’ian says in a near whisper.
“Got it, thanks for answering so many of my questions.”
“Such is my function.”
Matthew considers saying something else, but he can’t think of anything worth saying. Just about whatever he asked Rav’ian now would likely be answered only partially. Despite her pledge to serve him, her loyalties were split between him and her own people. Matthew didn’t like the idea of forcing her to decide on one side or the other.
In the end, Matthew opts to simply nod once to Rav’ian, and he then takes his leave. As he steps out of the room, Matthew hears the sound of Rav’ian going through all of the gifts that her people had left once again.




Two
The Bulwark, Allegra
 
“Alright, what’s the game plan, Mudskipper?” Jane asks.
Matthew stares blankly at Jane for a moment as he notes how she had just used the twins’ name for him. He’s about to sigh but opts against it. Instead, Matthew answers, “Well, that’s why I gathered you all here.”
Marie, Louise, Jane, Rav’ian, and Matthew are all standing around Alois in one of the bunker’s operating rooms. All around them stainless steel and whitewashed walls grace the room with a less bunker-ish appeal that Matthew had taken a liking to. Something about plain concrete walls had filled Matthew with an odd sense of dread because of their dreariness.
“So… what are we supposed to do?” Alois asks flatly. He had returned to his usual reserved and businesslike demeanor about an hour ago and Matthew waited to call the meeting until he was convinced that Alois was one hundred percent back to normal.
“You guys are going to help me make a list of the things that you’d like to see done,” Matthew says with a nod. He picks up a notebook and pen that he had pulled from the storage room and he gets into position to write out his team’s requests.
A few moments pass and Alois states, “I’m not following.”
“Just say what you’d like us to do while we’re stuck down here,” Matthew instructs, “We’ve got time to burn, so let’s make the most of it.”
“Well, I’d like to make sure that everything in the barracks’ kitchen works,” Louise starts.
Matthew scrawls that down and nods. This was a good start.
“I need to finish taking an inventory of everything,” Jane offers, “I could use a lot of help there, especially for the big stuff in the hangar.”
“Good,” Matthew nods as he writes down her request as well, “I can help you there.”
“I’m free to help too,” Marie volunteers, “I already took care of everything I wanted to as far as my inventories are concerned.”
“I was thinking we could give our walls a little bit of color other than grey too,” Matthew announces.
The others appreciate Matthew’s idea and the ideas keep flowing for quite some time. After an hour or so, Matthew’s notepad is almost entirely filled, and he can’t help but feel happy with the results. They were going to turn their little Sanctuary into a home.
The conversation eventually shifts from bunker renovations to possible military campaigns and recruitments. Before long, Matthew has a long list of recommendations—especially from the twins who actually knew what they were talking about. The twins had plans to train up and equip all the newest recruits who would be left to their own devices otherwise. In addition to this, they insisted that Matthew organize the entirety of the Bulwark for everyone’s sake.
“I don’t think I can swing that,” Matthew laughs at the thought of taking command over everyone in the Bulwark. It was one thing to give orders in Sanctuary to his own team and then bring some new people under his wing, it was entirely another to name himself the commander of the entire garrison.
Shrugging, Louise asks, “Why not? The Fulcrum gang are sure trying to do that.”
“The Fulcrum seems more interested in protecting themselves and fortifying,” Matthew corrects, “They don’t give a rip about anyone else.”
“Then they won’t oppose us,” Louise smiles sinisterly.
“Ok, first off, that face is creepy,” Matthew laughs. Looking to Jane, he inquires, “Do you think the Fulcrum would try to stop me if I tried that? Someone has to take command of this place sooner or later.”
“I think it’s worth a shot,” Jane hesitantly offers, “As you said, they’re so interested in themselves. I doubt they would even notice that you’re taking over until you knocked on their door!”
“In addition to what has been said,” Rav’ian cuts in before Matthew can respond to Jane. She had been sitting off to the side and simply observing up until now. When she sees that everyone is looking at her, she finishes, “You, Matthew, have been told by those in command that they would like to entrust the charge of the Bulwark to you already. To act on that prematurely could force their hand into promoting you.”
Or it could ruin it. They might think that I’m planning some sort of rebellion. Matthew thinks pessimistically.
“They said they want you in charge?” Marie asks in surprise.
Nodding, Matthew answers, “Yeah, they said they wanted me to lead because of my experience. It’s minimal experience, but they seemed to like the idea of having a minimally experience human in charge over any alien, no matter how much the alien might know.”
Her eyes wide, Jane inquires, “And who said this?”
Matthew has to pause for a few beats as he tries to remember the exact ranks of those in command over him, “Master Sergeant Nelson and Captain Johnson.”
“Nelson’s got a lot of clout,” Marie nods slowly, “If you have his backing… well, if he’s behind you, then no one in their right mind would oppose you. No one wants to incur Nelson’s wrath.”
“I know the feeling there,” Matthew shudders, “Nelson’s crazy.”
“What did you do that made him like you?” Jane queries.
“I beat up one of his soldiers,” Matthew shrugs. The full story wasn’t too glorious and telling it just seemed frivolous at this point.
“Violence,” Rav’ian laughs with the laugh that Matthew had begun to miss in its absence. Nodding slowly, Rav’ian says, “Nothing attracts the admiration of Master Sergeant Nelson like the shedding of blood.”
“Well, before I try taking over, how about we make sure that our bunker is as solid as it can be,” Matthew tells the others. Looking around he smiles and nods at his team. After such a short amount of time they had all gained his respect and he saw them as dear friends. If the need ever arose, he could see himself trading his life for any of theirs at a moment’s notice.
“Don’t want the king’s castle to look like a peasant’s shack,” Jane eventually approves. 
•••••••••••••••
“It’s looking good!” Marie happily announces from her spot up on a ladder.
Looking up where Marie is, Matthew can’t help but wonder if the red ‘accent line’ as she called it was actually level. He had to admit that the bright red line did bring a nice color splash to the hangar, but it just seemed a little crooked. Beneath her, Louise and Jane are both painting the grey concrete wall white with some more of the paint that they had found in one of the countless crates.
“It doesn’t look very straight to me,” Alois calls out to her from his spot beside Matthew and Rav’ian.
“What do you mean?” Marie asks in a hollow voice that makes it sound like someone just called her talentless.
“It’s higher on the left side,” Alois tells her.
Marie descends from her vantage point and takes a look at her work from a few paces away. With a sigh, she admits, “Oh, I guess you’re right…”
“Just make the line a bit wider,” Alois recommends, “Straighter too.”
Nodding, Marie responds, “Good idea… the first part, at least.”
“I believe we have completed our task,” Rav’ian announces.
Rav’ian’s words pull Matthew’s attention away from the wall that is being painted and back to the task at hand. Scattered before Rav’ian are several lines of ammo that Matthew had been helping to reorganize. For one reason or another, the previous occupants of the bunker put all of their ammunition on one shelf that wasn’t bolted down to the ground or any walls. At some point that shelf had fallen to the ground, making quite the mess in the process.
“So, is that all the house cleaning now?” Alois asks after a few moments, “Because I’m going a little stir crazy in here.”
“I’m ready to stretch my legs a bit outside too,” Matthew agrees, “Rav’ian, you want to come?”
“I will use this time to rest,” Rav’ian replies as she slowly rises to her feet and then makes for the door that leads toward the barracks.
“Do you ladies mind if Matthew and I look around outside?” Alois asks.
“Go ahead,” Marie tells them, “Just keep your cast clean, Alois.”
“She’s treating me like a child,” Alois grunts to Matthew before the two of them make for the man door beside the main garage door.
“The paint’s looking great,” Matthew compliments them as he walks by. He had already helped to paint the entire barracks and the hallway leading to the hangar. He had argued that the hangar didn’t really need any paint, but Jane and the others had insisted.
“I’m telling you,” Alois grunts as he opens the man door, “It took so long to dig this entrance out of the mud.”
“Any idea why it might have gotten buried so badly?” Matthew asks, hoping to take the necessary steps to prevent such a happening in the future.
Opening the door that leads to the outside world, Alois steps out and takes a deep breath. Looking up to the sky, he smiles. A moment passes and he returns to a more business-like tone before he answers, “I’m thinking it was some really big artillery. Nothing else could have moved that much dirt.”
“It must have been huge if it collapsed the main entrance tunnel too,” Matthew frowns before he follows Alois out of the bunker and into the open world.
Nodding once, Alois agrees, “Must’ve been,”
Matthew takes a deep breath and he immediately regrets it. Although the air felt a lot fresher than the stale recirculated air from the bunker, it carried with it a host of terrible smells. Grimacing, Matthew picks out the smells of decomposing flesh, burning chemicals, smoke, and a host of rotting things that he can’t quite place.
Looking up, Matthew can’t help but smile like Alois had. The sky is an absolutely beautiful shade of blue and it is completely void of any clouds. Matthew sighs as he wonders how many clouds are currently above his home that seemingly always had at least some sort of overcast that lent its rain and shade upon the land and seas below it.
“Alright, so what’s the plan?” Alois asks as he looks excitedly at Matthew. He turns around as best he can with his crutch, and he eyes Matthew with a look of mischief.
“I didn’t have one,” Matthew shrugs, “I literally just wanted to stretch my legs out here a bit.”
“Why don’t we check out the abandoned Toaz bunkers?” Alois requests.
“They didn’t really have that many,” Matthew shakes his head, “They slept outside, usually. But their bunkers are up north a bit, we can check out Marie’s old medical ward first. Maybe there’s something worth bringing back for her.”
•••••••••••••••
“Nothing but junk,” Alois complains as he and Matthew shovel through the final crate in Marie’s old bunker.
“The Toaz picked it clean,” Matthew agrees with a discontent sigh. He had been hoping to find something cool at the very least. Instead, he and Alois were greeted with a bunker that almost seemed like it had been looted twenty times over already.
“I wonder how long until someone else tries to take it over,” Alois muses.
“Hopefully sometime soon, I’d hate to see this place rot away.”
“Think the Fulcrum guys might try to take it over?”
“I’m sure they’ll try. Maybe we should find it some new occupants before then.”
“We could… I’m willing to bet that there are a bunch of new recruits on their way to replace the Toaz.”
“I sure hope so,”
“Do you think the Beets might try to take a run at us without them here?”
“I sure hope not… Rav’ian says that the Toaz would run patrols up and down the Bulwark to ensure that it was secure. Without them… I don’t know.”
“We’ll have to pick up the slack.”
“But there’s only six of us,”
“We’ll have to train up some new blood then. We’ve got the extra beds, might as well fill them.”
“Maybe,”
“What’s on your mind?”
“I just don’t like this… something seems weird. Why would they just pull the Toaz away in the middle of a firefight like they were having? From what I heard, the Coalition had some shuttles that just swooped in and told the Toaz that it was time for them to leave as they were fighting off all the gassers.”
“It does seem a bit odd, especially since they were the only ones that were really doing anything. Everyone else was just sitting around waiting for their orders.”
“Do you think that the Coalition knew that they sent off that message that I told you and the others about?”
“The one the Toaz sent to their allies? I don’t know. Maybe.”
“If they did, what do you think they’d do to the Toaz?”
“They probably know that the Toaz are too useful to them, so they wouldn’t just kill them. Maybe they sent them on some suicide mission or something.”
“Isn’t that the same as just killing them?”
“No, it would give the psychopaths that are in charge of this fight an idea of what they’re really up against. They haven’t been able to get a good look at what the Beets are doing well inside their lines for a while now.”
“Don’t they have satellites?”
“From what I heard on my trip here, the Beets have something in orbit that has destroyed anything and everything that has tried flying above the site where their first ship crashed.”
“Well, that’s not good…”
“What’s worse is that I heard that they were preparing to send in some raids to test the enemy’s defenses further in. Those teams, from what I heard, were mostly new recruits.”
“How new of recruits?” Matthew asks nervously as he thinks about all of his friends from Crail who had been conscripted alongside him.
“No idea, it was all just whispers.”
“At least we’ve got a bit of an assurance that we won’t be going anywhere any time soon,” Matthew frowns. He isn’t sure what to think or feel now that he knew that his childhood friends could be walking into a firefight that he knew they couldn’t survive. Even from his few encounters with the Beets, Matthew knew that no amount of conventional fighting tactics could dispatch them safely. They were in a war of attrition and, Lord willing, numbers would be on his side.
“What are you thinking?”
“I’m thinking about how badly I want this war to be over,” Matthew answers solemnly. Shaking his head, he takes a few steps toward the exit of the bunker and he says, “Let’s go, there’s nothing for us here.”
•••••••••••••••
Matthew and Alois stop just outside of Sanctuary and they take in their home from the outside. If one didn’t know what was inside, they might just assume that the place was a filthy ruin. Despite the cleanup efforts that Alois and the others had made; the outside of the bunker still looked filthy.
Glancing over to the entryway that led into the barracks, Matthew sighs. Frowning, his shoulders slouch and he feels a pang of guilt stab through his chest as he sees how bad off everything looked. Shaking his head, Matthew thinks, There’s still a lot of work to do before this place is going to be everything that it can be. So, so, so much work.
“Just wait until this place is fixed up,” Alois announces, “It’s going to be amazing.”
“It’s going to be a ton of work,” Matthew warns.
Shrugging, Alois replies, “Everything that’s worth doing is a lot of work.
“Well, I guess we’ve got nothing but time,” Matthew chuckles as he looks at the bunker in a new light. Alois was right, it was going to be rough, but the result would be worthwhile.
“According to Jane, we’ve got everything we’ll need to build on some nice additions,” Alois reports.
Nodding, Matthew says, “I know, she’s already shown me everything. Now we just have to decide if we want to add on or maybe help patch up some other bunkers.”
“We have to help ourselves first,” Alois shoots Matthew’s idea down, “Otherwise we won’t be around long enough to help anyone else. It’s just like when a shuttle gets a hull breach—you have to make sure that you’re going to stay conscious and survive before you’re of any use to anyone else.”
“I guess you’re right,” Matthew nods with a half frown. As was the case with any situation—survival ones especially—he had to watch out for himself first. Once he was safe, he could help others.
“So, what kind of addition were you thinking we could do first?”
“I was thinking we could use another barracks area. Maybe we could make the current one more of a commons area that way. I don’t like the idea of having the first room that someone enters being the one we sleep in. It feels… risky.”
Alois laughs and he claps Matthew on the back, “Now you’re thinking like a soldier!”
“So, is that what you were thinking too?”
“Indeed it was.”
“Now all we need is to figure out how to build the thing. I don’t know about you, but I’ve never built a bunker before.”
“Jane didn’t show you the construction drone?”
“The what now?”
“There’s an old construction drone that the builders must have left behind. We dug it out of the mud when we were clearing away the hangar’s entrance.”
“Does it work?”
“Not yet, but Louise and I were going to take a look at it.”
“Suppose you got it working again, are you sure that it will still know how to do its thing?”
“We can only hope,” Alois shrugs, “But if it doesn’t, we could always program it to do stuff. Louise knows a bit of that sort of thing. I’m more of a hardware kind of guy.”
“Interesting,” Matthew nods as he takes in the new information. He had never heard of a robot that could actually build a building. Sure, there were plenty of robots that he had seen and heard about that helped do menial tasks, but never something as advanced as construction. If nothing else, this robot was going to be very fun to watch.
Alois waits for several seconds before he tells Matthew, “But Louise says there’s something you won’t like about us fixing up the drone.”
“Which is?”
“Well, we already know that there are a few parts we need that aren’t in the bunker.”
“So, we can’t fix it then?”
“Well, Louise says she is confident that the necessary stuff is all in the smaller mechs that were damaged in the explosions and fire that we caused when we grabbed our big mech.”
“And she thinks that what she needed survived all of that?”
“She is,”
“I didn’t think that I would be heading back to that place any time soon…”
“Well, here we are,” Alois shrugs, “Either we go back and get everything we need to build up our bunker, or we can live with how it is and miss out on what it could be.”
“You don’t need to convince me to go,” Matthew shakes his head, “I get it. I just didn’t think we’d be heading back so soon.”
“If we’re lucky, we might be able to get some new gear and supplies while we’re there too.”
“I just hope the Fulcrum abandoned it after everything we did there.”




Three
The Bulwark, Allegra
 
“Looks abandoned to me,” Louise notes as she and Matthew lay on their stomachs on a ridge near the old Fulcrum stronghold.
Matthew had left Alois with Marie and Monk back at Sanctuary in order to launch a salvaging raid on the decrepit base. They had made it this far without any incident, which just made Matthew more suspicious. As Matthew saw it, there was no way that the Fulcrum would just stop patrolling the area around their old base just because it had seen so much action.
“I don’t see why they would just abandon it though,” Matthew mutters in apprehension. As much as he liked the idea that the place was apparently empty and that he wouldn’t have to shoot anyone, Matthew can’t help but think that this was all too good to be true.
Grunting, Louise raises herself to her knees and continues examining the structure. Shrugging, she reminds Matthew, “It’s only been a few hours since we hit it, maybe they’re still waiting for things to settle down.”
“It still seems weird,” Matthew sighs as he continues scanning the landscape before him for any signs of activity.
There are quite a few newer trails that appear to circle around the still-smoldering structure. Besides the occasional branch that breaks off from the newer trails and leads to the building, there doesn’t seem to be much evidence of its use.
“We’ve been watching it for over an hour now and nothing has happened,” Louise points out, “It’s either empty or close to it. Let’s go.”
“How can you be so sure?” Matthew asks worriedly as he looks over to Louise.
“Well, we can’t be until we get in there,” Jane announces from somewhere behind Matthew.
Matthew turns and sees Jane and Rav’ian approaching from the south where he had dispatched them to keep an eye on the ex-Fulcrum stronghold from another angle.
Following several paces behind Jane, Rav’ian nods and reports, “We have failed to witness any movement within the complex.”
“That means we’re clear to enter,” Louise happily declares as she rises the rest of the way to her feet.
Still not convinced, Matthew protests, “But—"
“Nope, you promised,” Louise cuts him off, “You said that if we watched the dumb building for an hour and didn’t see anything that we would go in.”
“This is true,” Rav’ian nods in agreement, “We must make our move presently or risk missing our opportunity.”
“Jane, tell me that you’re not as gung-ho as the others are,” Matthew pleads with the last woman.
Shrugging, Jane sides with the others, “As they said, we need to get this done sooner rather than later. Not only that, but you did say that we would only waste an hour watching the place.”
“Let’s go already,” Louise begs, “We’ll be in and out before you’ll even notice.”
Matthew knew that this moment would come, but he still didn’t like it. He had been wishing for any sign of hostile activity ever since he had begun watching the building. He would have taken any out that would have arisen, even if it was just the faintest sound of a gasser running amuck.
Instead, there had been absolutely nothing.
The only noises that reached Matthew’s little observation post were those of the Bulwark to the east and the Beets beyond that. Everything else was completely still, somehow untouched, unaffected, and seemingly uninterested in the war raging so close to it. Even the mountains and foothills to the west had seemingly stopped echoing with the ghostly reports of battle.
“Fine,” Matthew moans. He knew that the others were right, but something still was nagging at the back of his mind. He just knew that something didn’t add up. Or at least he expected as much.
“Don’t worry, Mudskipper,” Louise says as she begins marching toward the building, “We’re just going to go through what’s left of the hangar. Things are going to be a lot easier this time around.”
“That’s not saying much,” Matthew whispers to himself. He chuckles softly at his own joke as he thinks about how narrowly he and the others had made it out of this place just one Allegrian day prior.
It takes nearly a half-hour for Matthew and the others to reach the rubble and ruins that only slightly resemble the hangar that had once stood here. The mud is a lot shallower here, so walking is significantly easier. Despite the easier terrain, Matthew and the others still had to help their mule out of a few places where it still managed to get stuck. Even with the occasional struggle, Matthew knew that bringing the mule was a good choice because it would permit him and the others to load it up instead of weighing themselves down.
Looking around at the widespread damage, Matthew begins to see things from his companions’ points of view. There really wasn’t much left here to be worth securing for the Fulcrum. From the way Matthew saw things, it didn’t even seem like it would be worth poking through the scrap and wreckage to find the parts that Louise said she needed.
Walking to the nearest pile of debris, Louise announces, “If we’re lucky, I’ll only need to hit one of the old mechas to find the parts we need.”
“And if we’re not?” Matthew queries.
Chuckling, Louise answers, “If we weren’t lucky, we would have died a long time ago. Now, help me dig this thing out. I think it’s under here if I’m remembering right.”
“Rav’ian, keep watch while we dig,” Matthew requests as he turns and starts ripping into the pile of ruined stonework and bent metal that Louise is on top of.
“Very well,” Rav’ian nods as she makes her way to what remains of one of the raised platforms that had once crisscrossed the hangar area. She walks with a hint of a limp and Matthew can’t help but wonder if he made the right decision in asking her to come along with him.
“Alright, that’s it,” Louise suddenly announces as she stops digging.
“You found it already?” Matthew asks in surprise.
Louise hops down and out of sight before she answers, “Yep, it’s in a lot better shape than I was thinking it would be.”
Matthew clamors up the pile and is greeted with an open hatch at the top. Peering inside, he sees Louise who is busily opening up panels and looking at their contents. He watches for a few moments before he inquires, “What are you looking for?”
“I’m thinking I might be able to fix this thing now…” Louise mutters in a weak response.
“I thought you said all of these mechs were beyond repair after the fires and whatnot?”
“They were,”
“Then why do you think you can fix them now?”
“I’m thinking if the others are even close to as good as this one, that I might be able to piece together a few of them.”
“And you can do that here?”
“Yeah, it’s just a few fixes, by the looks of it.”
Looking around at the piles of rubble, Matthew can’t help but wonder what Louise was seeing that he wasn’t. Sure, she had been a salver before the Coalition took her in, but her hopes seemed to be poorly founded. Not convinced, Matthew asks, “You sure about that?”
“I’m certain of it,” Louise nods as she emerges from the smaller mech. Looking around, she mutters, seemingly to herself, “I think I remember seeing some spare parts and tools over on that wall over there too…”
“So, we’re going to have some new mechs now?” Matthew queries. He was still not entirely convinced that the machines could have survived the blaze.
Nodding again, Louise assures him, “Yep.”
“Sounds like it will be a lot of fun!” Jane exclaims, her excitement evident.
Sounds like a lot more work than I signed up for today, Matthew thinks with a chuckle. He was more than willing to put in the work, but he hadn’t been expecting to walk away with such a prize today.
“There were six of the smaller mechas, right?” Louise asks as she works her way down the pile that Matthew and Jane are still on top of.
“Yeah,” Matthew answers.
“Then we’ve got a lot more work to do,” Louise surmises.
“Indeed we do,” Matthew nods as he surveys the hangar once more with a more positive outlook. Perhaps the salver mindset that Louise had was rubbing off on him.
•••••••••••••••
“That’s it… that’s it…” Matthew mutters mostly to himself as he guides the mechanized mule around countless obstacles that are standing between it and the final mech that Louise is finishing up with.
Louise and the others have been hard at work for the better part of ten hours. By Matthew’s count, that left them just another three hours of daylight.
Matthew and the others had taken turns resting and trying to get a little bit of sleep while one person kept watch and the remaining two worked on the mechs that Louise was convinced that they could fix. Thanks to the seemingly leisurely pace, Matthew doesn’t feel too tired, but he still was still ready for this escapade to be over so he could sleep in a cot instead of on the hard ground.
“How much longer, Matthew?” Louise calls from the inside of one of the mech’s engine bays where she had cleared out all of the remnants of the engine that had been rendered useless from the fire and explosion that had destroyed the building.
“I’m almost there,” Matthew assures her as he glances back to the mule that is towing the replacement motor.
Louise had spent a good amount of time earmarking the parts that were worth grabbing from the mechs she deemed beyond repair and giving other orders before she got to take her own midday nap. While she slept, Matthew and the others got everything in line for her to get everything into working order the moment that she woke up.
Thanks to his minimal experience working on the small motor on his father’s fishing ship, Matthew discovered that he was a lot more useful than he had initially given himself credit for. Jane also seemed to have a bit of a knack for a few other things, so they were able to surprise Louise with a semi-complete trio of mechs when she woke up. After a quick examination, Louise gave their work the okay and she continued working on the three mechs that would soon be joining their ranks.
“There is movement to the east,” Rav’ian announces suddenly.
Not sure if he should be worried, Matthew asks, “Are they coming our way?”
“They appear to be,” Rav’ian answers, “However, they may simply be passing by as well. The group is very sizeable, I estimate there to be forty people.”
“No need risking it,” Matthew states, “Let’s get ready for the worst. How long do you think it will be until they get here?”
Rav’ian stares eastward for a few moments before she answers, “Approximately thirty minutes.”
“It would be cutting it close, but I think I can get one of these things working by then,” Louise announces, “All I’ll need is some fuel.”
“How much will you need?” Matthew asks worriedly. He had been thinking about the fuel issue for some time now. Thanks to the massive fire that he and the twins had stoked, there wasn’t likely to be much of any fuel left sitting around. With the need for fuel in mind, Matthew had been looking around for any sign of any of the three fuels that the mech was supposed to be able to run off of. So far, he had failed to find any.
There is a brief pause as Louise assumedly runs some numbers before she answers, “Two liters should do it,”
“Two liters…” Matthew mutters as he thinks about where he might find that much fuel.
“Odds are that you’ll be better off finding some alcohol in the complex’s kitchen or maybe a hydrogen tank survived all the fire thanks to their various safeties,” Louise tells Matthew as she pulls away from her task at hand. Frowning, she adds, “I doubt there’s any diesel left after we set those tanks on fire yesterday.”
I know,” Matthew sighs as he suddenly regrets his decision. The regret is quickly pushed aside as he reasons that he wouldn’t be alive now to regret anything if he hadn’t started the fire. There were simply too many gassers at the time and he and the twins lacked the firepower and the ammo to put them all down.
“I’ll look for the hydrogen,” Jane volunteers, “You poke around and see if you can find any alcohol.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Matthew nods. He knew that their best bet was to split up and cover more ground.
“I shall continue watching for danger,” Rav’ian sounds.
“And I’m still busy getting this thing fixed up enough that it might be able to help us,” Louise announces.
“Alright, if worse comes to worst and we can’t get the mech running, let’s hide,” Matthew orders as he stops the mule and helps Louise strap the engine that it had been carrying to a makeshift hoist that she had made.
“Sounds like a plan,” Louise nods, “But if they try stealing my mechas, all bets are off.”
A cruel grin tries working its way onto Matthew’s face, but he suppresses it and opts to nod instead. As he nods, he reasons, “We’d have surprise on our side in that case, so it might be a good bet for us.”
“Sounds good,” Jane affirms the plan.
“Now go find me some fuel,” Louise orders, “And keep an eye out for any extra fuel too. We’ll be needing a whole lot more than two liters if we’re going to get these three things back home. I don’t want to fix these mechas up for nothing.”
Without saying another word, Matthew turns and he makes for the living section of the complex where he faintly remembered seeing signs of a kitchen.
As he marches toward the other half of the complex, Matthew lightly kicks a metallic object that quickly skitters away on its own power. His curiosity piqued, Matthew decides to follow the small object as it disappears through an open doorway that leads into the rest of the building.
As he steps through the door, Matthew quickly remembers all of the gassers from his previous adventure here and he flicks on his flashlight in order to be sure that he doesn’t miss any potential hostiles. Shining the flashlight all around, Matthew sees that there is a thick layer of dust and ash on the floor. Several charred corpses are also beneath the dust and Matthew can’t bring himself to look too much closer at them. Turning his attention to the ground around the bodies, Matthew notes that everything appears to be undisturbed, minus a small trail that the little metallic object had left when it scurried away from Matthew.
Matthew’s eyes follow the trail and he sees that it leads into a room whose door is open. Peering into the room, he notices several shafts of sunlight that are casting spotlights onto the floor. Not far from the holes on the ceiling, Matthew sees the remains of several people that are nearly ripped apart. At first, he fears that there may be some monster lurking in the shadows, but he quickly realizes that the countless holes in the ceiling and corpses were from some large cannons. Looking through one of the holes, Matthew reasons that some airship must have done the deed and dispatched all the gassers from a safe distance.
I need to get myself one of those ships, Matthew thinks as he looks at how effective the assault had been. As he saw it, there was no better way to keep his team out of harm’s way than to do their work from such a distance.
Now confident that he was alone, Matthew gets a little bit closer to the door and he sees that the room appears to have been some sort of briefing room. Thanks to the fires, however, there isn’t much left besides the remnants of several charred chairs around a large burnt table.
Cutting his losses with the small metal critter, Matthew decides to look around for the kitchen. He had to find anything with alcohol in it soon if he was going to feel safe if and when the people that were approaching arrived.
“It’s got to be around here somewhere…” Matthew mutters to himself as he steps into a room that appears to be a cafeteria.
This room seems untouched by the flames that ravaged the hangar and its adjoining briefing room. Besides the faint presence of smoke that is still lingering in the air and the thin layer of ash underfoot, the room is just about exactly how Matthew figured it had been left.
I wonder if there is any food in the kitchen still, Matthew wonders as he starts toward a set of double doors on the far end of the room.
Before Matthew can open the set of doors, the small metal object races between him and his destination and it smashes itself against his feet.
At first, Matthew had been startled by the sudden intrusion, but he had calmed down when he saw that it was his little friend. Looking down, Matthew notes that the thing was in fact a robot and he chuckles. The small robot is essentially just a small box that is about four centimeters wide and fifteen long. Matthew cocks his head to see the side profile of the robot and he sees that it travels on a set of tank treads.
“What do you want?” Matthew asks aloud as he stoops down and pokes at the robot with his finger.
The robot promptly backs away and it wiggles around in what Matthew can only assume is its impersonation of anger. Chuckling once again, he rises to his feet.
Before he can take another step for the door the robot runs into his toes again.
“You don’t want me to go in there, huh?” Matthew asks as he looks down at his little metal companion.
The machine wiggles and beeps in response.
Wondering if the robot could understand him, Matthew quickly explains, “I have to go in there whether you like it or not, pal. I’ve got my gun, so I’ll be fine if there are any gassers.”
Pulling his rifle from his back where it was hanging by its strap, Matthew points it toward the double doors and he quickly looks around for possible escape routes in case things went bad. Once he had a few exits picked out he steps over the still-gyrating robot and forces the double doors open.
Sure enough, he had found the kitchen and Matthew’s jaw drops when he sees all the food that had been left out. Before another thought can cross his mind, the scent of the spoiled food hits him and he quickly pulls up his shirt’s collar to cover his nose. Taking another breath, Matthew realizes that his shirt smelled worse than the air around him and he lets it fall back into place. Making a quick mental note to wash up when he got back to Sanctuary, he then decides to continue on ahead.
Matthew steps over to the nearest table and he examines the food that is spread out on it. He can see that the vegetables were already rotting, and the meat was grey and had mold growing on it as well.
Grimacing at the ghastly sight, Matthew turns and begins rifling through the various cabinets and cupboards around him. When he finally finds a pantry full of canned goods he pauses and briefly wonders if it was worth gathering.
Before he can decide, Matthew hears the muffled cry of a gasser.
Spinning around Matthew looks for its source and his eyes settle on a large metal door at the other end of the kitchen area. He looks at the door for several moments as he prays that it was sealed shut. As he stares, a brief thud sounds from the door and is followed by another lonely wail.
The small robot skids to a stop between Matthew and the metal door and it waggles its body at him once more in its pathetic threatening way.
Chuckling, Matthew shakes his head and sighs as he looks at the food once more. Reasoning that he could always pick it up later, Matthew gently shuts the door and he resumes his search for anything with alcohol in it.
After far too many failures, Matthew finally checks under the large sink and he finds what he can only assume was someone’s secret stash. Smiling broadly, Matthew pulls out an assortment of large and small bottles of everything ranging from wine to vodka. Nodding approvingly, he carefully stows the various bottles in his pockets and pack.
With his mission accomplished, Matthew returns to the destroyed hangar and he sees that Jane is still poking around in the rubble in search of some hydrogen tanks. Not wanting to stop her because he hoped that she would find some, Matthew silently makes his way to Louise who is still hard at work restoring the small mechs.
“Welcome back,” Louise grunts as Matthew draws near. She had evidently heard his feet crunching in the gravel underfoot. Without pulling her head out of the mech’s engine bay, Louise asks, “Did you find anything?”
“I found a lot,” Matthew answers as he begins pulling out his treasure trove and lays them out one by one.
“How much did you get?” Louise asks as she pulls her head away from her work. Watching Matthew unload for a few seconds she exclaims, “That’s a ton!”
“There’s a lot more than just this,” Matthew answers as he pulls the final small bottle from his pocket and places it beside all the others. Pulling off his bag, Matthew sets it down and he pulls out the larger jugs which he sets beside the smaller containers.
“Well, that looks like it will be enough to get all the mechas to Sanctuary with ease,” Louise notes as she nods approvingly at the haul. Laughing, she adds, “If I were a drinker, I would even say that there was enough for other uses as well!”
“I know, right?” Matthew joins in on the laughter, “It was quite the stash that I found.”
Louise’s laughter suddenly stops and Louise casts an odd look at the bottles of alcohol. Matthew is about to ask what was wrong when she looks Matthew in the eyes and tells him, “We can’t let Alois know about this stuff—especially if you decide to save any of it.”
“Why not?” Matthew pries before he can stop himself. He could figure why, but he still asked for some dumb reason.
Maintaining her new somber demeanor, Louise answers, “Alois has done some… things in his life that he would rather forget. He did a lot of them to save me from the worst of it… I owe a lot to him for that.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” Matthew apologizes, his voice sounding rather hollow and distant. He had heard of people drowning away their sorrows but, where he was from, those people weren’t around long enough to get to know and love.
“He’s not an alcoholic or anything,” Louise quickly assures Matthew, “He just takes whatever out he can to get his hands on stuff that can ease the pain… He’s not some heartless monster like he tries to pretend he is. That’s why he had Marie give him those extra painkillers today. It’s all in an effort to… escape from the world he’s made for himself.”
His heart breaking slightly, Matthew starts, “I’m—"
Louise cuts him off and Matthew sees that Jane was coming within earshot. As she draws near, Louise quickly reports, “Jane says she found some hydrogen tanks as well, but she couldn’t pull them out on her own.”
“Great,” Matthew nods as he tries to snap out of the subdued mood that Louise had sent him into. Offering a smile that doesn’t extend past his lips, he declares with mock happiness, “We’re set for a whole war now!”
“Not quite,” Louise shakes her head, “These mechas burn through their fuel a lot faster than you would think. We’re going to have to use them sparingly if we don’t find anything else to refuel with soon.”
“Oh,” Matthew breathes, his disappointment evident.
“Well, once we get everything going, we shouldn’t have to worry too much,” Louise assures him, “We can assign other people to scrounge up fuel for us.”
“I hope you’re right,” Matthew nods apprehensively. He didn’t mind the idea of ordering people to do busywork, since so much of the work on his father’s ship was mindless and required a lot of grunt labor, but he didn’t like the idea of running out of fuel in the middle of a fight either.
“I must recommend that you refuel one of your machines,” Rav’ian suddenly calls, “The others are drawing near.”
“Does it look like they are actually coming for us now?” Matthew asks.
There is a brief pause before Rav’ian warily answers, “Yes.”
•••••••••••••••
“I’m all set!” Louise calls from the mech that she had been focusing on for so long.
Louise’s efforts to get it running took longer than expected but Rav’ian reported that the intruders had stopped and that gave Louise enough time to finish up. According to Rav’ian, the new group was now about fifteen minutes out.
“Not a moment too soon,” Matthew whispers to himself before he lets out a breath that he didn’t realize he had been holding. His nerves ease up slightly, but he is still very worried about the battle to be.
“I’m going to pilot this one,” Louise announces, “I’m the only one who will be able to troubleshoot any issues if they arise in the middle of a firefight.
Matthew nods in understanding and he then motions for the others to hide behind their various entrenchments that they had made for themselves as Louise finished up. Matthew had initially thought that he would be piloting the mech, but he wasn’t too worried that he wasn’t going to. If anything, he was relieved that he shouldn’t have to shoot at anyone.
Before Louise can climb into the hatch to the mech, Matthew orders her, “Play dead in there until we’re ready. We don’t want them to know that we got that thing working!”
“Got it,” Louise nods as she enters the mech. Although it is a lot smaller than the large one that Matthew and the twins had taken on their first visit here, this mech was still quite big. Before she shuts the hatch, Louise tells Matthew, “I’ll wait for you guys to start shooting. If you don’t shoot, then I’ll assume that they are either not hostiles or they are just passing by.”
With that, Louise disappears and the mech roars to life. She quickly lays the mech onto its back and she does her best to partially bury it so it doesn’t stand out.
“How many did you say there were?” Matthew asks Rav’ian, speaking only as loudly as he dared.
Peeking out from her fortification, Rav’ian answers, “Fifty-seven,”
“Fifty-seven…” Matthew mutters to himself as he considers the odds. He had yet to see any mech in action, but the high regard that the twins help them in was enough to make him think that they must be quite fearsome.
“Did you get a good look at their uniforms?” Jane asks hesitantly from her position not too far from Matthew.
“They appear to be Fulcrum agents,” Rav’ian replies in an emotionless tone.
“You all set, little buddy?” Matthew whispers to the small robot that had taken a liking to him.
The robot wiggles around and lets out a few quieted beeps at Matthew’s foot.
“Tell that thing to keep quiet!” Jane urges.
Jane and the others had taken an immediate liking to the robot despite their short-lived initial concerns about where it had come from or who its original owner was. Whoever it once belonged to was most likely dead and the robot seemed to be sentient enough to pick a new master.
Before Matthew can say anything, the robot skids away from him and then nudges against Jane as it happily beeps.
“Now he’s your problem,” Matthew laughs as Jane tries pushing the robot away from her leg while it tries to climb up it.
“They are near!” Rav’ian warns.
Looking up to Rav’ian’s fortified observation point, Matthew sees her shrink down even further. She slowly checks her weapons and then lines up her sights on the breach in the wall that Matthew and the others had come through.
“I’m just glad that I won’t have to end up shooting at Tony,” Jane whispers just loud enough for Matthew to hear.
“I’m sorry about that,” Matthew apologizes once again. He had taken part in the killing of Tony and he couldn’t help but feel bad for it. Time and time again he had played scenarios through his head that could have left the man alive. Shuddering, Matthew remembers the horde of maggots and he quickly shuts the door on that memory.
“He did it to himself,” Jane assures Matthew with the same words she had every time.
“I still feel bad about it,” Matthew mutters.
“There’s no point in that,” Jane declares, “Tony knew the risks when he tried to knife you. Besides, you weren’t even the one who killed him.”
Sighing loudly, Matthew allows the conversation to end there. Everyone around him seemed so much more comfortable with death than he was. The only other person who seemed averse to killing was Marie, but Matthew had yet to see her in combat. For all he knew, she could be just as twisted as the others.
Shuddering, Matthew remembers how casual he had been when he killed that man who was about to blow his cover when he was saving Marie. A look of concern washes over his face when he thinks for the millionth time how he might just be becoming the killer that the others were.
“I see them!” Jane hisses before she flattens herself against the ground and falls still.
Looking to the hole in the wall, Matthew watches as the first person steps into the hangar area. Sure enough, they are dressed in the Fulcrum uniform and Matthew realizes that he had seen this man’s face somewhere before. The man looks around and his eyes narrow in suspicion as they do so. They take a few steps forward and they begin examining some of the tracks that Matthew and the others had left when they entered.
Another man slips into the hangar followed by another and another. Before long, Matthew counted a total of twenty people. At that, the flow of soldiers stops as the others assumedly wait outside to stand watch.
These are the people who stole the mech and killed all those Coalition soldiers! Matthew realizes as he suddenly recognizes the face of the first man. At this revelation, Matthew looks around at the others and he picks out the remaining two from the image that Louise had pulled up of the killers.
For a moment, Matthew mentally draws up the same image and he frowns as he remembers the victorious faces of the five people who had sabotaged the Coalition troop transport in order to steal just one mech. Alois had said that they had already killed two of them and that left the three that are now standing in front of him.
Matthew knew that he had to act now. If he failed to do so, then he might never get the chance to take revenge for Wyndover’s people. He knew that he wouldn’t have this good of an opportunity to fulfill the Second Lieutenant’s special assignment again—it wasn’t often that this many Fulcrum people were outside of their bunker all at once. Cocking his head in thought, Matthew reasons that this could very well be the entirety of the Fulcrum fighting force.
This might just be the fight of Matthew’s life.
Knowing that he had no way out of this, Matthew allows a brief bitter thought to cross his mind, Rav’ian just had to tell Wyndover that I would take care of everything.
“Someone has been here,” the first man announces menacingly.
Nodding, the sole woman from the group that Matthew would have to kill points at a nearby mech and announces, “It looks like they did the hard work for us, look! They already dug up the mechas.”
“They might have just been stealing parts,” the first man shakes his head, “This isn’t good.”
“Joe, it looks like they might still be here,” the final member of the team that Matthew had in his sights warns as he points at the tracks on the ground that the first man, Joe, had been examining.
“I know, Bill,” Joe grunts, “That means that they either ran out some other way or they’re hiding.”
“Well, we’ve got them outnumbered,” the woman points out, “It looks like there was only three or four of them.”
“Would you two stop pointing out things that I already know?” Joe snaps as he stares down his compatriots. Turning to the remainder of those who had followed him into the hangar area, Joe orders, “Search the area. I don’t want these thieves getting away with our parts.”
The group lets out a chorus of affirmations, but they don’t get the chance to start moving before Matthew interrupts.
“If you leave now, I won’t kill all of you!” Matthew shouts from his hiding spot as he dips out of sight. He knew that he would be giving up his position, but he hoped that the Fulcrum team wouldn’t find the others quite so quickly because of that. Matthew was also mindful to only say ‘I’ instead of ‘we’ to ensure that the hostiles didn’t suspect that he had friends.
Joe laughs mockingly before he counters, “If you leave now, I won’t kill your friends.”
Matthew peeks out from his barricade and he sees that Joe is looking for him. He continues watching for a few seconds as Joe frantically flashes a handful of seemingly random motions to his team. The group begins to disperse as they all start looking around for Matthew and the others.
Knowing that he was now out of time, Matthew reaches into his pack that is lying beside him and he pulls out two grenades. He pulls the pins out of both and he holds them. Alois had told him that the grenades had a ten-second fuse, so he decides to hold them for six of those seconds. Thanks to his time as a fisherman, Matthew knew just how long it took for things to fly and hit their targets when you threw them. He also was a very good throw.
Without even standing, Matthew finally lobs the grenades and he smiles cruelly as they fly and land a meter to either side of his adversary as he had intended. He takes a sharp breath and calls out, “Bad choice, Joe!”
Joe’s head snaps around and his eyes settle on Matthew. A fraction of a second passes before his eyes widen as he assumedly takes note of the grenades.
Joe shoves his two companions to the side, assumedly in an effort to save them, before he dives to the ground.
“Take cover!” Joe cries out when his body hits the ground.
Unfortunately for him, no amount of taking cover could help him. Matthew made a living throwing lines out to land directly on bobbing buoys from an unsteady deck. Throwing small grenades that were the perfect weight to throw and being on solid ground made this child’s play for Matthew.
As Joe’s companions hit the ground, the two grenades that Matthew had thrown land just about exactly between them and their courageous leader who is cowering on the ground. Before they have the time to warn each other, the grenades explode in a dazzling display of light, smoke, and fire.
At this, Matthew brings his rifle to bear and he makes quick work of seven of the Fulcrum soldiers. He mows down three who had been approaching from his left and four on his right.
On cue, Rav’ian and Jane join in on the shooting. As they do so, the small mech roars back to life as Louise prepares to join the battle in her war machine.
Matthew, Jane, and Rav’ian finish off the remaining soldiers that had intruded on them just as the rest of the Fulcrum team begins rushing in.
As soon as the first Fulcrum replacement enters the hangar, Louise’s mech dies. A second later, the man that had stepped through is shot and follows the mech’s example.
“Oh no!” Jane cries out when the mech falls silent.
“She’ll get it running again,” Matthew assures her as he opens fire on one of the people that are rushing in through the gaps in the hangar’s wall. So far they are all coming in from the same direction, but Matthew is certain that that would not be the case for long.
Ducking down, Matthew gasps as a few well-placed bullets smack into his barricade from his right where the rest of the complex is. Grit and dust shower over him and he slowly reaches up to his face to pick some of the gravel out of his eye. It seemed the Fulcrum had saved the best for last in this incursion.
“Matthew, I know it’s you!” James’s voice calls out threateningly from the direction of the shots, “I heard your voice!”
“So what if it is me?” Matthew shouts back. He was surprised that James had worked his way through the building and lined up his shot so quickly.
“I know you’re the one who killed my man in my bunker too,” James goes on as he opens fire on Jane’s position.
Jane rolls out of harm’s way and she continues firing at the main group that is forcing their way over their fallen allies. For one reason or another, she seemed content in leaving Matthew to finish off James on his own.
“I liked you, kid,” James drones on. He fires at random intervals at Matthew and Jane’s entrenchments to ensure that neither of them could get a shot off. A moment passes and he takes note of Rav’ian’s outpost as well and he adds her to his gun’s route.
“Well, I’m not too fond of you either,” Matthew calls back to the man, “I think you’re a jerk, actually.”
Once he finishes talking, Matthew carves a hole through the pile of rubble that he is hiding behind so he can shoot at James’s Fulcrum allies. Despite James’s presence, Matthew doesn’t feel like the man is his main concern right now. Such a thought strikes Matthew as odd, but he continues firing at the main force of enemies anyway.
“Look at me when I’m talking to you!” James cries out. It seemed that he had noticed that Matthew wasn’t paying him the heed that he thought he deserved.
“Who does this guy think he is?” Jane asks just loud enough for Matthew to hear over the steady stream of gunfire.
Looking over in Jane’s direction, Matthew sees her looking at him expectantly. As she looks at him, she fires several random shots toward the bulk of the enemies.
“I don’t know,” Matthew answers with a shrug, “He wasn’t like this before.”
“What are you two saying?” James demands. When Matthew doesn’t immediately answer, James’s verbal assault turns to Jane, “I know you turned your back on us too, Jane Sloane! You’re a traitor!”
“Back off!” Matthew warns James, “You know you’ve lost this round!”
Matthew suddenly sees Jane throw something in James’s direction and he quickly realizes that it is a grenade. It soars and Matthew hears it land somewhere near the man.
James lets out a laugh before he announces, “Not even close, treasonous Jane! I’m glad we never let you in our bunker! Now I know why your team never came back, you probably killed them!”
“Your forces have been defeated,” Rav’ian announces as her gun falls silent, “Leave now or join their ranks in death.”
“Is that a Toaz I hear?” James scoffs. Before he can continue, an explosion sounds.
Matthew peeks over his defenses toward James and he sees that the man is wearing an evil grin. Behind him, several fires are blazing where the grenade had gone off. The entrance that James had entered through had been reduced to a pile of rubble. Without this exit, James would have to now run past his fallen team if he was going to try to escape.
Upon seeing Matthew’s face, James’s eyes take on another layer of deep darkness and he fires wildly at Matthew.
Matthew drops back behind his cover, his eyes still wide. Bullets are still smacking against his foxhole but that isn’t what was scaring him.
Something about the look in James’s eyes made his heart race and sent a coldness throughout his body. If there were any doubts that something was terribly wrong with James, Matthew knew they were now dashed. For one reason or another, James looked like he had been possessed by the devil himself.
“It’s a shame your people were all sent to the slaughter!” James finally calls out. For a moment, Matthew wonders if James knew something about the others from his homeworld, but he then remembers that James had turned his attention to Rav’ian.
“Matthew! He’s trying to get into our heads!” Jane warns this time she speaks softly enough that Matthew is certain that James couldn’t hear her.
“You’re the one who had his people slaughtered!” Matthew derides James as he picks up a rock and blindly lobs it over his barricade in the man’s direction. Matthew hears the stone crash against the rubble, and he presses his verbal assault, “Just look at what happened to them under your leadership! Each and every one of them is dead. Just wait until I’m put in charge of the Bulwark, I’ll have every one of your people hunted down!”
Jane looks at Matthew with a confused and concerned face and Matthew shakes his head at her in an effort to show her that he didn’t mean anything that he was saying. She nods once and the look of worry lessens but doesn’t fully disappear as she slips back behind her cover.
“Face me like a real man, hero!” James beckons as his gun finally falls silent.
Realizing that James was likely out of ammo, Matthew quickly peeks over his cover and sees that James is standing just a few meters away from the base of the pile of rubble that Matthew is dug in at the top of.
Without a second thought, Matthew raises his rifle and he unloads the entirety of his mag in the blood-crazed man. Even when his magazine is empty, he finds himself still tugging on his trigger.
Click! Click! Click! Matthew’s gun sounds as the hammer finds itself without a bullet to smack against.
“Matthew!” Jane calls out from behind him.
Click! Click! Click! Matthew continues tugging on his trigger as he stares at James’s bloodied and mangled body. He had never seen a man lose it like James had. Just a matter of a few days ago he had spoken to the man and he seemed perfectly normal… Click! Click! Click!
“Matthew!” Jane sounds again, this time she is a lot closer.
Matthew can’t tear his eyes away from James’s corpse. What happened to him!? Matthew thinks as a sense of terror washes over him, No one that was as put together as James had been could have gone this crazy… Did someone drug him? What happened? If he went nuts, are any of us truly safe?
The rifle is ripped out of Matthew’s hands and Jane’s hand slaps hard against his face.
Matthew falls to the ground and he snaps out of his trance. His hands dig into the rubble as he stops himself and one of his hands starts bleeding as the edge of one of the pieces of stonework dig into it. Looking up to Jane, Matthew asks in a hollow voice, “What happened to James?”
“You… shot him?” Jane answers hesitantly. She finishes her response with more of a questioning tone as she sees the terrified look on Matthew’s face. Cocking her head slightly, she tosses both her and Matthew’s guns a few paces away and she crouches in front of him.
Taking this as her permission to continue, the words begin spilling out of Matthew’s mouth in a frantic effort to voice his thoughts, “James wasn’t crazy. He was totally normal, just like us. I talked to him! We talked! He was completely normal! This doesn’t make sense—how does someone just go crazy? That can’t just happen! It doesn’t just happen! How did—why did… I—I don’t—”
Jane places a hand on Matthew’s knee and she gently shushes him.
Matthew can see a sadness in her eyes which worries him at first, but then he realizes that this look beat the one that it had replaced. He can see that her look is one of sympathy or even empathy. No longer was Jane looking at him with scared eyes that showed that she thought that Matthew was going off the deep end alongside James.
“It doesn’t make sense,” Matthew finally whispers. His whole body feels stiff and cold and he can’t shake the feeling that the hangar is now holding some kind of evil.
“Ma—Matthew!” Rav’ian stammers from the direction of James’s body.
“What?” Matthew asks as he and Jane look toward her. Suddenly Matthew’s preoccupation with his own terror was replaced—if only momentarily—by his duty. He had to be present for his team. He had never heard Rav’ian stammer before, so this grabbed his attention in a way he knew few things could.
“Look,” Rav’ian grunts as she prods at James’s mangled body with her foot.
Confused, Matthew looks closer and he sees that the toe of Rav’ian’s boot is lifting a small necklace from James’s cratered chest. Matthew squints as he tries to make out what the objects are.
Unable to make heads or tails of what is strung on the necklace, Matthew and Jane climb over the little wall that Matthew had made. They approach James and Rav’ian and take a closer look at the band around the dead man’s neck.
As soon as Matthew sees what is around James’s neck, he bends over and throws up. He vomits so hard that he wonders if his eyes might pop out.
Around James’s neck are an assortment of tongues. Human tongues, alien tongues, Beet tongues. All likely war trophies of a mentally ill man.
James was not as together as Matthew had assumed.
All it took was a gruesome fight for James to reveal the true horrors of war and what war could do to someone to Matthew.
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