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One
The Bulwark, Allegra
 
“Come on, it’s almost daybreak,” Alois urges as he drags Matthew out of the hole that they had made in the Fulcrum’s bunker.
“We’re going to have to run if we’re going to make it to the nearest trench,” Louise points out as she scans the horizon which is awash in gentle shades of orange and red.
Matthew stares at the western horizon with the others and a feeling of foreboding causes his knees to quiver slightly. Wary of the need to maintain a strong face, Matthew casts a sidelong view at his companions and he sees that none of them had noticed his tremor. Clearing his throat, Matthew announces, “Our best bet is to get to the trenches to the north. From there, we should—"
“Matthew, you’re bleeding again,” Marie interrupts. She quickly glances down at her bag of medical supplies that she had insisted on bringing with her.
Matthew shakes his head at Marie indicating that she shouldn’t stop now to patch him up again.
“And it doesn’t look good,” Louise adds worriedly as she looks at Matthew’s forehead.
“I’ll be fine,” Matthew assures the women as he wipes away a rivulet of blood that had sprung through the bandage that Marie had hastily put on his forehead. The tiny stream had threatened to slip into Matthew’s eye, and he wasn’t about to let that happen again. As he saw it, the stinging of blood in his eye one time was more than enough for a lifetime.
“I’m going to have to stitch that up sooner rather than later,” Marie mutters, seemingly to herself.
“We can do it when we get back to Sanctuary,” Matthew tells her. Nodding to the others, he gets back to telling them the original plan, “We’ll have to make a run to the trenches to the north. Once we get there, we’ll have to lose any tail that we might get, so we’ll be taking the long way round to get back home.”
“Copy,” the twins say in unison as they make their way northward.
Marie and Matthew follow the twins and after a few steps, Marie asks, “What’s ‘Sanctuary?’”
“Our new home base,” Matthew answers. He considers leaving it at that, but for Marie’s sake, he adds, “You can go back to your underground hospital if you so please though.”
Laughing, Louise pipes in, “Yeah, we didn’t kidnap you from your kidnapers just to use you.”
“Well, we will need to use your skills a little bit,” Matthew says as he motions at his bloodied forehead. As he points he sees that his blood is also seeping through the bandages on his arm where Tony had slashed him as well.
“Nope, just you will,” Louise declares without looking at Matthew, “You’re the only one who’s hurt.”
“I never thought that I would be the careful one in a group,” Alois boasts with a chuckle as he continues surging ahead in a crouching sprint.
“I think Matthew just missed me. He knew he couldn’t get along without me.” Marie quips, clearly picking up on the twins’ energy. She casts a teasing look at Matthew, and she winks at him when he gives her an exasperated look in return.
“We’re about there,” Alois announces as he slows slightly.
Looking ahead, Matthew can now see the trench that he and the others had been running through the mud for. Glancing behind him, Matthew notes that he can’t even see the crater that he had been in just a few minutes ago. As he turns back to the trench, Matthew sees the unmistakable gleam of the sun as it peeks its shimmering face above the mountains to the west.
“Daybreak!” Matthew exclaims, warning his team of the impending doom that may befall them if they stayed out in the open.
Why couldn’t the mountains just hide the sun a little bit longer? We’re doing all of this to protect this mountain range from the Beets and yet they stand idly. Matthew bitterly thinks as he wishes that the peaks were just a little bit higher. He knew that the mountains were lifeless and couldn’t have a care in the world, but he can’t help but feel like they are still doing him an injustice. 
On a whim, Matthew then looks to the east toward his enemies, and the sight that greeted him cause both his heart and brain to seemingly shut off for a moment.
To the east, the Beets have been dug in for quite some time. Their countless dens and hives dot the great valley floor. Despite the Beets’ initial rapid offensive, they had since stopped at the foot of the mountains at what was now the Bulwark. Since the Beets had stopped, countless raids from adventurous soldiers like the Toaz had been bringing back war trophies to the trenches. Why the Beets were waiting, Matthew didn’t know. Why the Coalition didn’t mount an offensive, Matthew was too afraid to ask.
“Matthew!” Louise calls out, snapping Matthew from his trance.
“Look…” Matthew moans as he points to the east.
Louise follows his stare and she nods, “Yeah, we need to go. Now.”
It’s too late… Matthew thinks as he shakes his head. Feeling doomed, he slowly blinks before he runs after the others who are sprinting as best they can through the mud.
To the east, the land is already awash with the bright Allegrian sun. Small specks that Matthew can barely spot move to-and-fro and Matthew knows that they represent the Beets.
“They haven’t started shooting yet!” Louise calls out excitedly as they close the distance between them and the security of the trench line ahead of them.
“Maybe they don’t see us?” Marie offers.
Or they’re just lining up their shots, Matthew counters Marie in his mind. He hated to admit it, but he knew they wouldn’t make it to the trenches without the Beets seeing them.
Matthew takes three more steps when the first crack sounds from somewhere behind him. Matthew doesn’t need to turn; he knew what it was.
The Beet snipers had seen him.
“Run!” Alois shouts as he seemingly summons the ability to run even faster than he had been a moment later.
Looking ahead, Matthew watches as Alois dives headlong into the trench that he and the others had been running toward. A moment later, Louise slides in after him.
Looking to Marie who is a few strides ahead of him, Matthew briefly wonders if one of them wasn’t going to make it.
Another sniper bolt streaks through the area between Matthew and Marie and he squints against its brightness. The bolt lets out a thunderous crack and then disappears.
Knowing that his luck was likely about to run out, Matthew scans the ground before him for some semblance of cover. Although he was very close to the trench where Louise and Alois are, Matthew isn’t sure if he can make it.
“It looks like only one of them sees you!” Louise calls from the trench.
Watching where he had last seen Louise, Matthew sees her stick her head out just far enough to watch Marie and Matthew.
“Come on, Matthew, we’re almost there!” Marie assures him just loud enough for Matthew to hear over the ringing in his ears from the sniper’s shot.
Another sniper bolt illuminates the area between Marie and Louise.
“Looks like this one can hardly aim,” Louise notes as she looks eastward in a needless effort to spot the threat. A second passes and she turns back to assure her friends, “You two will be fine!”
Tripping, Matthew falls face-first into the mud. Grunting, he picks himself up out of it and he shakes his head. As he shakes the mud off himself, he bitterly thinks, Of course, I’m the one who falls. Out of anyone, it’s always me.
“Matthew!” Louise calls out.
Looking up, Matthew can see that Louise is trying to get over the trench to come to his aid, but something is holding her back. A moment later, Matthew watches as Marie drops to the safety of the trench’s walls.
“You can still make it!” Louise assures Matthew, “Come on!”
Two additional sniper bolts flash through the air and one of them burns into the ground near Matthew’s head.
“If you stay there, you’ll die,” Alois warns as his head joins his sister’s. Now that Alois is within view, Matthew can see that he is holding his sister back with one of his arms.
“If I try to make it there, I’ll die too,” Matthew mutters to himself as he slips around in the mud, struggling to find something solid enough to push himself up on.
Another sniper bolt snaps somewhere behind Matthew, but he doesn’t dare to look.
Finally finding something hard, Matthew kicks off from it. Propelled ahead by the action, he slithers his way through the mud to a nearby chunk of metal. This small bastion is sticking out about a meter higher than the mire, which Matthew decides is ample enough to buy him some time. Once he is behind it, Matthew allows himself an unsteady breath of relief.
He was safe, for now at least.
With his back pressed against his metal barricade, Matthew shudders every time a sniper bolt pops. Waiting several moments, he reasons that there are now five snipers firing on his position.
“Matthew, stay there!” Louise orders, “We’ll find some way to get you out of there!”
Matthew looks to his right where Louise appears to be nearly hysterical with worry. He then glances over to Alois who is wearing a much more somber look.
Matthew knew what that look meant; he was on his own.
Sighing, Matthew sizes up the remaining distance between him and the trench where his team is waiting. Squinting, he judges the distance to be about five meters. He knows that this is too far for him to be guaranteed an escape without being shot in the process.
“What if I just try waiting them out?” Matthew asks his friends between the crashing of the sniper’s fire.
“I don’t know if they’ll be stopping any time soon,” Alois warns, “Not until nightfall, at least.”
“And we need to get as far away as we can from the Fulcrum bunker before they find the man you killed,” Marie warns.
As if Marie’s words sounded the alarm, Matthew hears several shouts emanating from somewhere on his left. The people sound very angry and he can only assume that they were coming from the crater that he and the others had left. The Fulcrum people must have found the body and then discovered Matthew’s entry point as they tried to find the perpetrator.
“You just had to say it,” Matthew whispers to himself as he smacks the back of his head against his cover in disdain. The action causes a renewed throbbing in his head and Matthew winces as he regrets the action.
To his left, just over the noise of the weapons fire, Matthew hears a concerned voice call out, “We can’t start looking for them now, James, it’s daybreak! Don’t you hear the snipers?”
“If we wait, then we might never find them,” James’s familiar voice snaps in return.
“But it isn’t safe!” the first voice warns.
“If the snipers are shooting so close to us then we can be sure that the people who did this are still nearby.”
“We can always track them down later! We found how they got in and we can make the necessary repairs!”
“We will make the repairs. However, we’ll make them after we take care of the real problem.”
“But what if they already got away? We don’t know if we’ll even be able to find them!”
“These tracks are new, if we don’t head out now then they might get away. That being said, I know that they’re still close enough to catch, judging by these tracks… We have to do this. We have to set an example for everyone to see.”
“Everyone here already knows not to mess with us!”
“Tell that to Khaing,”
“It was probably just some thief,” the first voice begs, “Please, we don’t need to lose anyone else today.”
“No, we’re finding the people who did this now! Get the others, we’re going hunting.”
Matthew takes an unsteady breath as he considers everything that he had just overheard. Fortunately, James and the other man had been speaking loudly enough that Matthew could hear them over the gunfire that was keeping him pinned down.
I wonder if James suspects me… Matthew wonders as he looks over toward the crater where he can only assume James is still fuming. Fortunately for Matthew, the crater isn’t in view which means that James can’t see him. His lips quiver in worry and Matthew’s thoughts progress, If they start hunting for me then there’s no way I’ll be able to get away. There’s no knowing how long they’ll try to hunt me down. And what would they do to me if they did find me!?
At least he can’t see me quite yet…
“Matthew, we found this!” Louise calls out from her trench. Evidently, she hadn’t heard James and his crony conspiring.
Matthew shushes Louise loudly and she gives him a quizzical look as she cocks her head slightly. Matthew glances behind himself to make sure that no one can see him still and he tells her, “The Fulcrum guys are on to us. They’re sending out a hunting party to find us.”
“If we’re lucky, then the Beets might shoot at them instead of us,” Alois points out, “You could use that as your chance to make a run for it.”
“And how long would I be running?” Matthew questions. He had already considered the opportunity to use James’s search party as a distraction, but the thought left him feeling rather sick. What kind of man would use someone else’s life as a sacrifice to save his own?
“Just to the trench,” Alois answers simply. He had clearly overlooked Matthew’s real question.
Trying to reiterate himself, Matthew explains, “I meant how long will we have to run away from the people they send out to hunt us down? There’s no way that they would stop looking for us once they start.”
“Ah…” Alois nods, now understanding what Matthew was talking about. Matthew can see that he is about to say something else, but Louise cuts in before he can.
“Don’t worry about that, Matthew,” Louise assures him, “We’re good at losing a tail. They’ll never track us down once we get some distance between them and us.”
“All I have to do is face certain death to get to you first,” Matthew mutters as he looks scornfully at the ground he had to cover. Taking another breath in an attempt to ease his nerves even slightly, Matthew asks his friends, “So, are you saying that I need to wait until the Beets start shooting at the other guys before I make a run for it”
“It sounds like it would be your safest bet,” Louise replies before a sniper bolt burns a hole in the ground near her head. She drops back out of sight and Matthew can just hear her say, “Or you could use the thing we found!”
Knowing that time wasn’t on his side and that he needed to get moving before the Fulcrum people could get the chance to see him, Matthew asks, “What did you find?”
“Something you can use as a shield,” Louise’s voice sounds in reply. There is a small sound of movement where she is followed by voices that Matthew can’t make out over the snipers’ barrage.
Alois suddenly peeks out from the trench and he waits a moment for Matthew to lock eyes with him. Once he is content that he has Matthew’s attention, Alois ducks down.
That was weird, what was that all about? Matthew thinks as he continues looking at his friends’ trench.
“The tracks lead north!” James’s voice sounds as he summons his compatriots to hunt down Matthew and his friends.
“You sure about this, boss man?” someone asks worriedly.
“With the Beets out and about we shouldn’t be walking up here,” another warns.
“We have to find the people that killed Khaing,” James answers resolutely.
Wary of the impending doom, Matthew looks back to where he had last seen Alois. He can’t help but wonder and worry about why Alois hadn’t come back up.
“Sanchez!” a fourth person cries out from the crater on Matthew’s left.
“Leave him, he’s gone!” James orders, “Don’t stop moving or you’ll be hit too!”
“Don’t stop moving?” Matthew whispers to himself as James’s words seemingly echo in his mind. Something about James’s delivery made the order seem even more important. Glancing over at the trench once more, Matthew repeats himself, “Don’t stop moving…”
“Come on!” James shouts to his team. By the way that their voice carries, Matthew knows that they are now facing his direction and drawing closer.
Rising to his feet, Matthew lines up to run directly to the trench where his team is waiting. He sinks slightly in the mud, but the earth around the metal barricade is a lot more firm than that of the area surrounding him. Taking a deep breath, Matthew tells himself, “Don’t stop moving.”
As soon as the words leave his mouth, Matthew charges forward with reckless abandon. Within just a few steps and seemingly half as many seconds, Matthew is inside of the trench laying in a puddle of mud.
“Matthew’s here!” Marie calls out from just a few paces away from him.
Confused why Marie was shouting, Matthew follows her gaze to the twins. As near as Matthew can tell, the twins are engaging some sort of hostile that is around the corner of one of the trenches that leads into their own.
“About time,” Alois grunts before he lets off a few wild shots and begins backing away from the bend in the trench.
“We’ve got gassers, so that should help to cover our tracks,” Louise acknowledges before she scampers over to Matthew and Marie.
Knowing that the presence of gassers meant that their tracks would be completely trampled, Matthew briefly wonders what that would mean for the twins’ plan. Before he has the chance to ask what changes might take place, Alois’s booming voice sounds.
“Move!” Alois demands as he points to the east, away from where the Fulcrum people would be and where the gassers are coming from. Still pointing, Alois instructs, “That way! Come on, we don’t have a lot of time!”
“Run,” Louise tells Matthew and Marie, “Alois and I will be right behind you.”
“Where are we running to?” Marie asks.
“Head northeast to the frontlines,” Louise instructs, “That should throw off any tails pretty well. They won’t suspect that we are actually their neighbors.”
“Got it,” Marie nods. Without another word, she rises to her feet and Matthew chases after her.
Behind them, the occasional shout and pop of weapons fire assures them that the twins are still following them. Matthew isn’t certain how far away the frontmost trenches are. That being said, he can’t help but assume that the Fulcrum chose to set up camp as far away from the danger as possible. They clearly had no interest in the war that they were in. There was no way that James would put his neck on the line for anything but the hope for a quick profit. Dying on the front, Matthew knew, wasn’t too profitable.
“Do you know the way?” Matthew asks Marie as he chases after her. He is confident that she did, but he didn’t want to risk taking any wrong turns.
“Yep,” Marie answers, confirming Matthew’s hunch.
“How much further is it?” Matthew asks, “Because I don’t know how much running I have left in me.”
Matthew reaches up to his forehead once again to wipe away a stream of blood that is threatening to get into his eye. As he does so, he sees that his bandaged arm is not doing too hot. The bandage is hanging loosely and the entire area is covered in blood and filth from at least one of his recent falls. Despite this, Matthew continues running after Marie because he is all too aware of the threat that lay behind him.
Another few minutes pass before Matthew and Marie are stopped by a loud shout from behind them, “Wait up!”
“I guess this is as far as we needed to go,” Marie nods as she slows to a stop. Looking to Matthew, her eyes fill with a look of concern and she asks, “Can I take care of you now?”
“Please,” Matthew groans. Nodding, he adds, “I think we should have a minute or two before the twins reach us.”
“So, I can’t do much…” Marie frowns as she reexamines his wounds.
“When we’ve lost our tail then you can fix me up right,” Matthew reminds her, “Otherwise there’s no point because we’d be dead.”
“I know the risks,” Marie scolds, “But you’re not going to be in good enough shape to run if you keep bleeding like this.”
“You’re telling me,” Matthew says before he offers her a weak chuckle. All of the blood loss over the last few hours had left him feeling quite lightheaded. Part of him wonders if he can keep running like this at all. As he worries, Matthew quickly realizes that he must be pale and that the filth on his face is covering it.
Frowning, Marie quickly says, “I’m going to rinse your arm off and fix your bandage. Hopefully, that will slow the bleeding enough that you won’t pass out on me.”
No
promises
there, Matthew thinks as he watches Marie pull out a bottle of water. As he watches her patch him up, he briefly wonders how his injured foot is looking. Up until now, he hadn’t noticed its aching. Now that he had stopped, all of the wonderful pain-numbing adrenaline is beginning to wear off.
Marie carefully washes Matthew’s cut and the surrounding flesh with her water and a gloved hand. As she works to get him fixed up, she starts talking, pausing every so often as she does her thing, “Thanks to all that bleeding you probably cleared everything out of that cut… I’ll have to poke around in there once we get somewhere clean though… just to be sure. Whoever wrapped this bandage did a good job… not great, but good… That looks like that should do!”
Matthew moves his arm around and he notices how much better this bandage job felt than the one that Louise had done. Everything feels a lot more secure this time around, which Matthew reasons must be a good sign. Smiling, Matthew offers Marie an appreciative nod and he is about to thank her when a sudden intruder interrupts them.
Barely winded from the run, Louise nods to Matthew and Marie before she tells them her plan, “Alright, you two are going to make your way to the front on your own. Once you get there, work your way south. Try to walk in each other’s footprints and, better yet, don’t leave any in the first place. Alois and I are going to leave some obvious trails to throw off anyone who might be able to track us.”
The sloshing and slapping sound of additional steps precedes Alois who doesn’t waste a moment before he orders, “Move! We don’t know how far away your Fulcrum friends are.”
“We’ll cover your tracks a short way so they can’t find you,” Louise tells Matthew and Marie.
“Got it,” Matthew nods as he starts to turn.
Stopping him, Louise anxiously looks around for a moment before she tells Matthew, “Once you go south a ways and you’re sure that you don’t have a tail, just wait. Wait for as long as you can. Be prepared to shoot anyone who looks like a hostile too. Kill whatever gassers you find along the way as well, just to make it seem like you’re doing your job. Once you’re done waiting, get back to our little safe harbor. We’ll meet you guys there sooner or later.”
“How long is that?” Matthew asks worriedly. He never thought he would have to be concerned about the twins’ safety, but he was worrying now. They were risking their necks for him once again. Here Matthew was, on the other hand, completely helpless.
“We’ll know when you do,” Alois shrugs, “Losing a tail isn’t a direct science.”
Frowning, Louise ventures a guess, “I’d assume that we should be back there within four hours or so.”
“Don’t get shot without us,” Alois tells Matthew as he hides a cruel grin.
“Ha ha,” Matthew rolls his eyes.
“Get moving, we probably don’t have a lot of time,” Louise tells Matthew.
Leading Matthew away by the hand, Marie urges, “Come on,”




Two
The Bulwark, Allegra
 
Matthew peeks over the lip of the trench that he and Marie are holed up in. They had been waiting for what felt like hours, but in reality, had only been about forty-five minutes. Thanks to how far south he and Marie had gone, Matthew can’t even see the signs of a recent struggle here. There were plenty of craters from artillery strikes, sure, but not a whole lot beyond that.
“You thinking it’s as eerie as I do?” Marie asks after a few beats.
“Yeah,” Matthew nods as he climbs down the trench’s high wall.
“Think we’ve waited long enough to go to your bunker?” Marie inquires.
Frowning, Matthew looks up and down the desolate trench. In addition to being nearly empty, the trenches this far south are a lot drier too. All in all, Matthew felt obliged to think of them as nice, at least in comparison to the swampy hellhole that he had come from.
The only thing that Matthew can think of that had actually gone his way since he split off from the twins was that there hadn’t been any gassers. There were quite a few dead gassers, sure, but none that were still alive and kicking. Matthew had reasoned that the gassers had been lured north by the sounds of battle and vacated the south where seemingly no one is.
“Matthew?” Marie presses.
“The twins said wait as long as we can,” Matthew shakes his head, “So we’re waiting.”
“But I can’t treat you here,” Marie reminds him yet again. She had been telling Matthew how much he needed some real medical attention for a while now, but he had waved her off every time.
“I’m fine,” Matthew assures her. In reality, he knew that he was anything but fine, but he didn’t want her worrying about him. All he needed now was to stay out of the twins’ hair as long as he could, so he didn’t mess up their efforts to lose their tail.
Sighing, Matthew takes a seat in a hole that he had carved out of the wall of the trench that he is in. Thanks to his severe blood loss he found it difficult to remain standing for long periods of time now. Even the effort of scaling the short ladder that he had just gone up had left him winded and dizzy. Blinking several times, Matthew waits for his world to fall back into focus.
“You’re not fine,” Marie argues, “I know you aren’t.”
“Yeah, but we can’t head back just yet,” Matthew grunts as he crosses his arms. Just about nothing that Marie could say would change his mind about heading back early at this point. He wasn’t about to get talked into risking anyone else’s wellbeing for his own.
“Eat something at least,” Marie requests as she picks a few packages out of her bag of medical supplies. Offering the handful of packages to Matthew, she apologizes, “It’s not much, but this should help at least a little bit.”
“No, it’s alright,” Matthew shakes his head as he begins digging into his bag, “I’ve got some of my own food.”
“Oh,” Marie breathes as she slowly tucks her offerings back into her bag.
Seeing Marie’s reaction, Matthew quickly offers, “Are you hungry? I’ve got plenty of stuff here, more than enough for both of us.”
“Please,” Marie weakly begs.
“Did… did they not give you anything to eat?” Matthew hesitantly asks as he hands some of his ration pouches to her.
“They said I had to wait for breakfast like everyone else,” Marie frowns. Her lip quivers and a lone tear rolls down her face.
“Hey, hey, I’m sorry,” Matthew promptly apologizes as he rises to his feet and wraps his arms around Marie in a protective hug. Once he is holding Marie, he momentarily freezes up and he wonders what to do from there. His first move felt so instinctual and natural and now he just felt awkward.
“Thank you,” Marie whimpers once more before she hugs Matthew back, “I heard them talking…”
“Heard them talking about what?” Matthew hears himself asking as he continues hugging Marie. He can’t help but begin loathing himself for putting himself in this awkward situation, but he can’t help but think that he’s helping.
“They weren’t going to let me go after I helped all their people,” Marie answers. As she tries to continue, her words are interrupted with weak sobs, “Th—they said they were going t—to kill me. I—I didn’t want to let on that I knew though. I was ho—hoping… no, I was praying tha—that someone would come along and save me.”
“And that we did,” Matthew nods slowly as he wonders what might be his best course of action to end the prolonged hug.
“Thank you,” Marie says in a near whisper as she pulls Matthew even tighter.
Now what do I do? Matthew asks himself as he looks down to Marie who is shuddering slightly with silent sobs. Looking around as best he can without running the risk of Marie catching on that he is doing so; Matthew hopes to see some sort of threat that might give him an excuse. Seeing none, he thinks, So, I guess I’m just going to stand here then…
As soon as he resigns himself to his fate, Matthew’s stomach growls loudly.
Well, that’s not exactly subtle, Matthew thinks as he suppresses the urge to chuckle.
Looking up to Matthew’s face, Marie lets out a short laugh before she pulls away from him and sheepishly says, “You’re right, we should eat now.”
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to have my stomach growl like that,” Matthew assures her. This wasn’t a lie, but he didn’t want to reveal the full truth that he was happy that his stomach had ended the hug.
“No, no, that’s what I needed,” Marie assures him as she dries her tears with the palm of her hand. Looking down at her other hand, Marie examines the food that Matthew had given her.
“If you don’t want any of that, I have other stuff too,” Matthew quickly offers when Marie doesn’t tear into the meal immediately.
“No, it’s fine, it’s just…” Marie trails off as she looks afar off. Several moments pass and Marie takes a deep breath. Turning back to Matthew, she finally says, “I’m just not cut out for this.”
“I don’t think anyone is cut out for war,” Matthew chuckles as he takes a seat once again because of his lightheadedness. Now sitting, he quickly sips on some water in an attempt to cut through the fog in his head.
“Well, of course, but I’m talking about all of this.”
“All of what?”
“Everything about the war. I’m sick and tired of patching people up every day because of the fighting. I’m tired of having my own life threatened without going over the top. I’m tired of being… scared.”
Chuckling, Matthew tries to crack a joke, “Hey, it’s not like I’m trying to get hurt every day!”
Frowning, Marie examines Matthew and her expression softens when she realizes that he was trying to lift her spirits. Sighing, Marie shakes her head, “I’m talking about everyone as a whole… I’ve helped so many people, and still… so many die. I’m just not cut out for this.”
“As you’ve said.”
“Well, it’s true,”
“So is what I’ve said, no one is made for waging war.”
“Well, you’re adapting to it nicely,” Marie points out sharply.
Wincing at her words, Matthew’s lip quivers.  His eyes drop to his packaged meal and he opens it clumsily before he starts eating it cold. He had hoped that he was just being overly suspicious of himself and how well he felt like he was doing, but Marie’s observation sent the fact home.
Matthew was adapting to the war.
Like it or not, Matthew knew that he wasn’t going to return home the same man.
After taking a few hesitant bites of his meal, Matthew raises his eyes and he sees that Marie is still staring into his soul. Swallowing, he answers her in a near whisper, “That’s what I was afraid of.”
“You were afraid of adapting?”
“I was afraid of losing myself in it, yes.”
“Aren’t you a little young to be worrying about things like this?” Marie chuckles awkwardly.
Matthew can tell that she didn’t think that her words were particularly funny, but the chuckle still seemed to work its way out. Her words seem oddly out of place and Matthew begins examining her face to gauge how old she really was. As he does so he realizes, She’s a lot older than I originally thought.
Marie sniffs and she wipes the remaining tears from her eyes. Straightening out her clothes she then examines Matthew. Frowning slightly, she requests, “Now, before you bleed out on me, let’s get somewhere I can actually help you. I don’t need to have you die on me too.”
Matthew’s heart races for a moment as he considers how he should argue, but his efforts quickly amount to nothing. After their conversation, Matthew can’t help but realize that he would be doing this for his own sake in addition to Marie’s. Unsure of how to voice his thinking, Matthew lamely stammers, “I—well… fine. Let’s go.”
“Good,” Marie nods curtly. She doesn’t make a move and Matthew quickly realizes that she is waiting for him to lead the way to Sanctuary since she didn’t know where it was.
Standing, Matthew sways slightly and he momentarily wonders if he can even make it all the way back to Sanctuary. Blinking slowly, Matthew tries to gather his strength. As he takes a deep breath, Matthew feels Marie raise his good arm over her shoulder and he looks over to her.
Nodding, Marie tells him, “You have a team now, you don’t have to do everything on your own strength.”
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Nearly delirious, Matthew points down another trench as he leads Marie through the last leg of their journey that had gone on for far too long.
He knew he was spent. He knew he was now on his last leg.
“You sure about that?” Marie asks.
Groaning in pain as Marie’s words buffet his sensitive eardrums, Matthew nearly stumbles. When Marie keeps him standing upright, he finally answers, “I think so, why?”
“I was going to crack a joke and say we were lost…” Marie starts as she looks over to him in concern, “But that wouldn’t be very funny right about now.”
“Huh,” Matthew grunts as they near their bunker.
“It sure took us a long time to get here,” Marie notes as she looks to their surroundings once more.
Ever since Matthew had begun losing his wits from his state of exhaustion, Marie had been working to make sure that they didn’t stumble across any hostiles. In addition to that, she constantly checked Matthew’s vitals which she assured him were steady.
Matthew knew that steady wasn’t great though. Despite her words, Matthew couldn’t help but doubt Marie as well. Nothing felt very steady right now. He can feel his heart fluttering as it works overtime to pump what little blood it can get.
But Marie said he was steady. Steady beat the alternatives. However, Matthew could see in Marie’s eyes that his worries about his apparent steadiness being bad news was on point. If he stayed like this too much longer, he wouldn’t make it.
Marie had offered to take Matthew to her own medical ward, but those hopes were dashed because of Matthew’s deteriorating state and the fact that the hospital had been cleared out. Even if the supplies were still there, he didn’t have that kind of distance left in his legs to make it. In addition to that, most of Marie’s equipment and medicine was meant for the Toaz. That translated to an entirely ineffective means to treat humans.
Taking a shaky breath, Matthew shores up his remaining energy to bolster his resolve. He had to get back to Sanctuary and he knew he had to get there soon. He could feel what he can only assume was his life fading away.
Losing the strength to keep his head up, Matthew lets it drop and he looks down to the ground. His head bounces with just about every movement which causes the throbbing in his head to worsen. Despite this pain, Matthew knew that he would have to deal with it if he was going to make it home.
Would you look at that? Matthew thinks lazily as his eyes lock onto his arm. A wide swath of dried blood extends from his bandage to his hand and fingers. As he watches, thick blood continues oozing ever so slowly down his arm in a weak stream. The blood drips with every step or two and it leaves a quaint breadcrumb trail of sorts that he wonders if he might ever retrace.
“Just stay with me,” Marie urges as a hint of excitement seems to sound in her voice.
That means we’re on the home stretch, Matthew tells himself.
His heart yearns to look up and take in the humble earthen wall that leads into his home, but he can’t. Despite the knowledge that he can’t Matthew’s heart continues dreaming of seeing it. In many ways, the joyous feeling in his chest that his heart is weakly trying to pump out to the rest of his body reminded him of what it felt like to return to Crail. However, it wasn’t like the normal return journeys home. This feeling filled Matthew with a sense of trepidation and awe that only came after long-overdue return trips home. The kind of trips where he was certain that he wouldn’t make it. The feeling was reserved for the days where people in his father’s crew—his friends—had been killed right beside him as they battled the storms alongside him. Yes, there was the weighing down on his spirits from those killed, but he knew that he had defied the odds and survived. He was going to live another day and he was going to carry the memories of his friends long gone with him.
And with that thought, Matthew’s world fades to black.
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Matthew’s eyes flutter open and he sees a nondescript concrete ceiling above him. Noting that the ceiling appears to be pristine and feeling the soft mattress pad beneath him, Matthew realizes that he must be back in Sanctuary.
His brow furrows for a moment as he wonders how he might have gotten here, but that’s when he hears Alois’s familiar voice somewhere in the distance.
The twins must have helped Marie get me in here, Matthew surmises. Taking a deep breath, he gently rolls his head to the side to take in his surroundings and see if he can spot Alois.
Rather than see the rest of the barracks where he had spent the previous night, Matthew is greeted by another scene entirely. Confused, his eyes drift over the various objects in the room.
Matthew makes note of everything as he looks around, Sink, cabinets, drawers, doctor tools, stainless steel everywhere… Where is this place? They’ve got more medical equipment in here than we have in my entire village back home!
Once again, Matthew hears Alois’s voice, but he can’t make out any of the words.
“I wonder when they’ll come check on me,” Matthew whispers. He tries to say it louder, but the words won’t form in his throat. Letting out a long breath in lieu of a groan, Matthew suddenly realizes just how sore his throat is.
Must be dehydration, Matthew reasons as he takes a tally of all the usual telltale signs of it. Nodding curtly to himself after he confirmed his suspicions, Matthew looks down at his legs and he wonders if he could make the walk to the nearby sink.
As he looks down at his toes, Matthew suddenly laughs as he makes another realization about the room, “The lights are on!”
The sudden outburst makes Matthew’s throat feel like it is trying to swallow barbed wire and tears immediately well up in his eyes. Matthew lets out a breathy chuckle as he thinks about how funny it is that he can still cry despite his current need for water.
“I think Matthew’s finally away,” Matthew hears Marie’s muffled voice sound from behind him somewhere.
For one reason or another, Matthew’s instincts tell him to play dead and he does just that. He clamps his eyes shut and he returns to laying on his back just in time for Marie to open the door.
“Matthew?” Marie’s voice inquisitively summons alongside the faintest sound of a door opening.
A rush of cool air hits Matthew from the door’s opening and he feels goosebumps ride their way up his arm. As the cool sensation from the air spreads, Matthew can’t help but shiver.
“Yeah,” Matthew rasps in response as he drops his act. He still isn’t sure why he felt like putting on such a childish ruse, but he had and that was that.
“Ah, water,” Marie notes and Matthew hears her hurried steps pass by him and she then begins pumping some water from the sink.
Turning his head over once more, Matthew now takes in the other side of the room where Marie had entered from. She had left the door open and Matthew can now see that he is looking out at the massive room where he had found the dog, Monk.
I guess this room is attached to the room somewhere, Matthew tells himself as he makes a quick mental note.
“Let’s sit you up,” Marie says from Matthew’s other side as one of her arms makes its way under his shoulders.
With Marie’s help, Matthew is now sitting up and he briefly wonders if he even needed Marie’s aid to do as much. Before another thought can cross his mind, a cup filled to the brim with water is being pressed to his lips.
“Woah, woah, gently now,” Marie scolds when Matthew tried sucking more water from the cup than Marie was allowing him, “I don’t want you throwing this all up.”
Accepting Marie’s request, Matthew allows himself to be quenched at Marie’s own pace. As he swallows each sip, the cool water that tasted heavily of minerals washes down his throat and soothes its ache.
“Is he up yet?” Alois’s voice booms.
“Yeah, why don’t you come and see him?” Marie asks teasingly.
Matthew shoots Marie a look as he briefly wonders why she had said that like she did. A moment passes and a brief commotion precedes Alois’s response.
“Maybe I will!” Alois fires back as a loud crash of metal echoes through the door.
“He didn’t…” Marie mutters as she pulls the cup from Matthew’s mouth and sets it down on a bedside table.
Before Matthew has the chance to protest, Alois hobbles into the room with a gleeful grin on his face. A spark in his eyes, Alois looks to Matthew and asks, “How are you feeling?”
“I’ve been better…” Matthew hesitantly answers as he gives Alois a confused look. He can’t help but feel relieved now that talking and breathing didn’t make his throat burn. Wondering if it was just a fluke, he considers talking some more just to make sure that the lack of pain was real.
“Me too,” Alois tells him as he hobbles a little closer. Pointing to his foot, Alois requests, “Take a look at that! You’re not the only one that’s getting beat up now.”
Looking down at Alois’s foot, Matthew sees a thick cast that extends from just above his knee all the way to his toes. He is holding a long stainless-steel bar with a bag attached to it in order to keep his weight off of the injured foot. Matthew’s eyes take in the bag and he then sees that a small clear tube is snaking its way to the crook in Alois’s elbow where it disappears under a bandage.
“Looks like it hurt,” Matthew nods after a beat.
Thoughtfully looking down at his leg, Alois shrugs, “I’ve had worse. Well, it’s great to see you back at harbor, Mudskipper.”
“Seems like there isn’t enough water for this to be a harbor,” Matthew chuckles dryly.
“Yeah, yeah,” Alois makes a show of rolling his eyes.
“I told you that you couldn’t walk on that for at least another few hours,” Marie scolds Alois.
“I’m not walking on it,” Alois fires back, “He’s just hanging there. It hasn’t touched the ground yet!”
Clearly unamused, Marie orders, “Get back to your bed,”
Alois flinches at Marie’s tone, but he still protests, “But—”
“Out!” Marie tells him as she points to the door, “Otherwise I’ll break that leg again.”
“Fine,” Alois grunts as his grin sinks into a frown. Casting a fleeting glance at Matthew, he solemnly requests, “Visit me when you get out of here.”
“Alois,” Marie warns when the large man hesitates.
Without another word, Alois makes his retreat and he shuts the door behind him for good measure. Upon seeing this, Matthew can’t help but laugh. He had never seen Alois act like this.
“What’s… what’s up with him?” Matthew asks.
“He broke his leg and is hyped up on glucose and painkillers,” Marie answers, “He insisted the painkillers weren’t helping so I gave him a double dose. Not doing that again.”
“Will he be alright?” Matthew asks, still worrying for his friend.
“For sure. They’ll wear off soon enough and he’ll be back to himself.” Marie nods confidently. She looks around for a moment before she says, “This place is amazing, by the way. It’s got everything…”
“Yeah,” Matthew nods as he looks around with Marie. After a beat, he inquires, “What time is it? How long was I out?”
“A while,” Marie frowns.
“How long is a while?” Matthew asks nervously. As much as he hated the idea of it, he didn’t like missing out on the war that was going on above him. He knew that he didn’t care for the bloodshed, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that things would go bad and more people would needlessly die if he wasn’t up there fighting.
Marie hesitates for a few moments before she opens her mouth to speak and then stops herself. She makes a nondescript face before she finally answers, “Well, it can take several months before the human body can replace all the blood that you lost.”
“I’ve been out for months?” Matthew asks in shock. Although he had no actual sense of how long he had been out he didn’t think that it could have possibly been that long.
“No, I was just saying that to get a rise out of you,” Marie laughs as she shakes her head. Still chuckling, she tells him, “It’s only been about eight hours. It’s still daytime, in fact.”
“How did I wake up so fast then?” Matthew inquires, fully aware of the fact that things weren’t adding up.
“Blood transfusion,” Marie replies, “As I said, this bunker has everything.”
“So… I have someone else’s blood now?” Matthew asks hesitantly.
Shaking her head, Marie answers, “Nope, this stuff is artificial. I just put in a sample of your blood to the machine, loaded up some of the stuff it asked for and that was it! Blood tailor-made for you.”
“That’s… weird…” Matthew says after a few moments. He didn’t have the faintest clue how to respond to that. A few more moments pass and Matthew asks, “So, what happened to Alois? Is Louise alright?”
“He broke his foot because he was being an idiot,” Marie shrugs, “And Louise is fine, I can get her if you would like.”
“Nah, that’s alright,” Matthew declines, “I’ll be out and about soon anyways… right?”
“Yes,”
“So… how was Alois being an idiot?”
“He climbed a ladder faster than he should have when we were clearing away the dirt from the entrance of the garage. There was some mud on one of the rungs and he fell.
“What garage?”
“I guess it is more of a hangar… Regardless, the room outside of this one is a garage. There’s a massive garage door at one end. Louise and Alois will be moving your mecha over here as soon as they can.”
“The mech’s gonna fit? Wow.”
“I remind you, the hangar is very large.”
“I knew it was, I just didn’t think it was that big.”
“Ah,”
“How long until I can get up?”
“You’re free to do whatever you like now. I’ve stitched and patched you up and now all you need to do is be careful for the next few days to ensure that the healing salve and stitches get to do their thing. You were really banged up.”
“You’re telling me,” Matthew chuckles as his eyes venture down to the arm that Tony had stabbed. Sure enough, there are stitches that mar the otherwise pristine-looking flesh. Wondering what the stitches were good for at this point, Matthew asks, “Why the stitches?”
“I put them in before Louise showed me the salve,” Marie shrugs, “I didn’t have the time to remove them between when I took care of you and now. I would have, but as it turns out, Alois is quite the needy person.”
“Ah, makes sense,” Matthew nods. Still looking at his arm, he asks, “So, can we get rid of them now?”
“I’d leave them just to be safe,” Marie answers, “Give everything a chance to heal. I don’t know if that salve is good for deep cuts like that. Just be careful and everything should be as good as new.”
“Got it,” Matthew nods once more.
“I mean it, Matthew,” Marie chides, “If not for yourself, then for me.”
Climbing off of his gurney, Matthew tests his weight underfoot and he can’t help but feel refreshed. Even his injured foot felt renewed. Sure, he still had some leftover weariness, but besides that, he was like a new man. Looking to the foot of his bed he sees his boots and he quickly starts putting both them and a new pair of socks that were beside them on.
“You really cut it close this time,” Marie presses before Matthew has the chance to respond to her, “According to the scans I ran, you got lucky. Blood loss like you had could cause some permanent damage. You could have even died if the twins didn’t help me get you in here.”
“I’ll be safe,” Matthew assures Marie. He waits for her to make eye contact and he nods affirmingly, “No more unnecessary risks, no more of any of that. I’m playing it safe now.”
“Good,” Marie nods, “Next time you’re hurt, I might just let you die because you broke your promise.”
“Thank you,” Matthew nods to Marie before he turns for the door. He steps out and then, just before he shuts it, he sticks his head back in and adds, “Thanks for everything, I mean it. I owe you big time.”
With that, Matthew slips out and he takes in the massive hangar for the second time. Now that it is illuminated with all of the overhead lights it is a lot less eerie. Looking around, Matthew sees that the room that he had come from and the room where he assumes Alois is are both in the northwestern corner of the hangar. He momentarily wonders why they were here since they would be in the way of teams that are getting ready to load up in their various vehicles, but he then realizes that there was one really good reason; if anyone was in critical condition they could immediately get moved to the med bay without having to get shuttled around anywhere.
Nodding approvingly at the layout, Matthew turns to the eastern side of the hangar and, sure enough, Matthew can see a massive garage door that appears to be large enough to accommodate the immense mech with ease. The door itself is about ten meters wide and Matthew briefly wonders why it had to be so big. Shrugging, he decides that could be a question for another day.
“I wonder how all of this got buried…” Matthew mutters to himself as he begins walking toward the massive garage doors.
The walk to the east end is remarkably quick since it is now largely unobstructed. Pausing a few paces away from the door, Matthew wonders what the others might have done with all the stacks of crates that had been scattered throughout the whole area.
Frowning, Matthew looks around and he sees that the stacks of crates on the southern side nearest the entrance to the rest of the bunker are a lot higher now. Not only that, they appear to be a lot more organized as well. Meandering over to the nearest stack, Matthew sees that each crate there is full of construction materials. Moving to the next stack he sees that they are labeled munitions. He passes several other stacks and nods approvingly when he sees that someone went through the struggle of putting like things together as they reorganized the area.
Reaching the eastern wall, Matthew remembers why he had come over here and he examines the massive garage door. Off on one side are two small man doors. Curious, Matthew steps through the door furthest from the vehicle entrance and he is greeted by a dead end.
Cocking his head, Matthew eases the door shut behind himself and he looks around. After just a few seconds, Matthew notices that the wall between this room and the next one over has a few small holes in it. Stooping over, Matthew sees that these holes likely served as some sort of arrowslit like Matthew had seen in pictures of the castles of Earth. Still looking through, Matthew examines the other room and he can see that it has a door on either side of the room making it more or less like an airlock.
“Interesting,” Matthew continues nodding with approval. Exiting the room, Matthew thinks, Whoever designed this place sure knew what they were doing.
Matthew crosses the hangar once more and this time he climbs a few stairs and he reenters the wing that holds the barracks.
The moment the door shuts behind him, Matthew hears Jane’s voice call out from the storage room whose door is still open, “Marie, is that you?”
“Nope,” Matthew responds unhelpfully.
“Matthew, you’re awake!” Jane squeals before a loud thump sounds. She quickly peeks out of the storage room and looks Matthew over, “You’re looking a lot better now.”
“He looked like death warmed over before, so that’s not saying much,” Louise reminds Jane as she squeezes past the girl and enters the hallway that extends between the barracks and the hangar. Like Jane, Louise looks him up and down before she comes to a similar conclusion, “You don’t look like you have one foot in the grave anymore.”
“So much positivity from you,” Matthew says to Louise as he chuckles, and he shakes his head. Looking over to Jane he admits, “I was afraid you were going to ditch us when we were gone.”
“Nope, I’m with you guys now,” Jane assures him, “If, for nothing else, you guys are the winning team.”
“And…?” Louise prods.
“And I like my little Monkey,” Jane shrugs, “That pup is growing on me.”
“What she’s trying to say is that she thinks we’re great and she doesn’t want to ditch us,” Louise translates Jane’s noncommittal responses.
After a brief pause, Jane adds, “This place is a lot more solid than the Fulcrum bunker too… not that I ever got to sleep in there.”
“Seemed to me like they had plenty of room,” Matthew says, “How come they didn’t let you weather the night there?”
“I think it was some kind of power trip,” Jane shrugs as her head drops slightly, “They were jerks.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” Matthew frowns.
Looking up to Matthew, Jane smiles and tells him, “When you guys let me sleep on the cots over there, I knew that I had found my tribe. I’m with you until the end.”
“That sounds a little extreme,” Louise jokes, “I think I’ll be ditching all of you when this is all over!”
Laughing, Matthew retorts, “That’s if I don’t ditch you first!”
After a laugh, the three of them fall silent. Something about their laughter had broken some unseen tension that Matthew had felt between him and the others. He isn’t entirely sure why, but everyone seems so much friendlier now.
Jane and Louise slip back into the storage room and Matthew follows to help them organize. Beyond the occasional request for help with moving things and Jane’s countless tips for proper organization, not a lot is said. After nearly an hour the room is completely organized to the same standard as the hangar was.
Victorious, Matthew and the others congregate around the door that had been locked at the back of the storage room earlier and they begin relaxing. Louise sips on her water and Jane passes Matthew a carton of some intensely sweet fruit juice. Opening up her own, she sighs and takes a sip.
After several minutes of silence, Jane asks, “So, what is the plan for this whole war?”
“Stay alive,” Louise answers with a laugh.
Frowning, Jane shakes her head. Motioning around at everyone, she presses, “Besides that. What are we going to do?”
“I don’t know,” Louise shrugs before she quickly guzzles the remainder of her water. When her canteen is empty, she looks to Matthew and prompts, “It’s your call, Mudskipper.”
“My call?” Matthew asks, taken aback. It was one thing to ask someone’s input, it was entirely another to tell them to choose to send someone against near-certain death. A death I’ve just barely cheated several times now, Matthew thinks as he shudders ever so slightly.
“Yeah, you’re the one in charge around here,” Louise nods.
“I’m no more in charge than the rest of you,” Matthew reminds her, “You’re just saying that because you and Alois elected me to lead you. No one has any reason or obligation to follow me beyond that.”
“And yet we’re all still sticking around,” Jane points out.
“Even your lizard girlfriend came back,” Louise adds.
Surprised, Matthew can’t contain his excitement. Smiling broadly, he asks, “Rav’ian’s back?”
“Yep,” Louise nods. Elbowing Jane, she teasingly whispers loud enough for everyone to hear, “That just shows how much he’s in love.”
“I am not,” Matthew frowns. He knew that Louise had been kidding, but her words still hurt.
The words hurt because Matthew knew that he was thinking about Dixie less and less with every passing hour. As he thought of her less, he thought of his home less. Suddenly seemingly every thought in his world seemed to revolve around the Bulwark. His whole universe had shrunk to the single battlefront that he was on. Everything else seemed so alien and unreachable now.
Nodding, Louise tells Matthew what to expect, “Yeah, so she’s in the barracks going through some gear that we found. She’s also got a stack of gifts and gear from her people. She says she’s not going anywhere without you now.”
“Sounds like love to me!” Jane goads Matthew on some more.
Blushing slightly, Matthew sighs, “It’s not like that. She taught me so much and risked her life for me on several occasions.”
“Just like you’ve done for us,” Louise says flatly.
“Matthew, there is something… strange about Rav’ian though,” Jane feeds him some more information.
Wondering why the women were being so enigmatic, Matthew requests, “Can you just tell me everything already? I know you guys are hiding something that you don’t want to tell me.”
“Well… uh—” Louise starts before she stops to exchange a look with Jane, “Rav’ian is going on and on about owing you a debt of blood.”
“So what? I owe her one as well.” Matthew shrugs.
Shaking her head, Louise continues, “Well, that’s not everything… evidently the Toaz take the idea a lot further than you or I would. Rav’ian is… well…”
“Rav’ian is insisting that you take her as your slave until she can save your own life like you did hers,” Jane finishes.
Louise nods to Jane appreciatively before she adds, “And there’s no talking her out of it either. It’s servitude or death with her people. She’s with you if you like it or not, Mudskipper.”
“Alright, so I can just get myself into a bind and have her save me, easy as that,” Matthew shrugs, not seeing the issue to be as severe as the others were making it out to be.
“It’s not that simple,” Louise frowns, “It has to be against certain death. Not only that, it has to be witnessed by another Toaz. Evidently one of them saw you carry Rav’ian to safety through the Beets’ sniper fire, so they’re expecting Rav’ian to do something comparable to that before they count her debt paid.”
“I’m sure that we’ll see Rav’ian save me like that soon enough then,” Matthew shrugs once more.
“Well, that’s the other issue,” Jane sounds.
Frowning, Louise spills the worst news, “The Toaz are gone,”
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