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The Bulwark, Allegra
 
Matthew casts a quick glance behind himself at the hangar and wonders once more about what could have sent James off the deep end. He had no way of knowing how long the man had been psychotic and part of him didn’t want to dig too much deeper into the whole situation. As he saw it, what mattered was that James wouldn’t be bothering him again.
Odds were that no one would be.
“Matthew, we’re all done in there,” Louise informs him as she slips out of the ruined building and approaches Matthew, Rav’ian, and Jane.
Matthew and the others had been waiting for Louise on the rocky hillside that overlooked the Fulcrum’s old base from the east for quite some time. The sun is sinking behind the eastern enemy lines, but its heat and light are still washing Matthew and his companions. Matthew hadn’t realized how bone-cold he had gotten, and he relishes the sun’s warmth. In addition to enjoying the heat, Matthew and the others were using their time on the dry hillside to let their boots and outer shells of clothing air out. With the fighting done for the day, moisture was their sole remaining threat.
While Matthew and the others enjoyed the sun, Louise is wrapping up her final exploration of the hangar. All of them had wanted to be out of the dreadful place sooner rather than later and Louise was the only one who could stomach the idea of heading back in and sticking around long enough to get a good look at everything. Matthew, Rav’ian, and Marie, on the other hand, simply went in and out as fast as they could to grab what they knew they would need.
This was just another mark against Louise, in Matthew’s eyes. He never wanted to get to the point where that level of gore and that level of evil could be overlooked.
“So, who’s walking?” Louise asks casually as she stops a few paces away from the others.
Matthew looks behind him to the three mechs that are all squatting on the ground. Without a ladder, it would be just about impossible to get inside of the mechs if they weren’t close to the ground thanks to their height.
Sighing, Matthew says, “I was thinking I could ride on top or something.”
“That works too,” Louise nods as she looks at the three mechs.
Two of the mechs are hauling all of the gear, supplies, and scrap metal that Louise and the others could load upon them in the shortest amount of time.
A lot of the gear that the machine nearest Matthew was carrying had been stripped from the fallen Fulcrum people—everyone but James at least. On top of that, Louise had strapped the large hydrogen storage tank that Jane had found in addition to several toolboxes and sacks onto its underbelly and sides to allow it to carry even more useful items and supplies.
The other mech that was hauling stuff was brimming with scrap and other potential construction materials. In addition to that, it would also be hauling a lot of spare parts that Louise had insisted that they strip from the other mechs that she couldn’t get up and running.
“We ready to go then?” Jane asks with a hollow voice.
Like Matthew, Jane had thrown up profusely when she saw James’s horde of war trophies. He couldn’t help but think that this was partially his own fault because he threw up first, but he didn’t like dwelling on those moments. He knew that he was now scarred for life. Not even the passage of time could lessen the clarity and horror of those moments that marked the end of James’s life.
“Yeah,” Matthew breathes, “Let’s never come back here.”
“Matthew, I burned James’s body with one of our bottles of alcohol,” Louise whispers as she covertly points toward a faint new column of smoke, “I figured you wouldn’t want anyone else stumbling across that.”
“I was thinking you could just rain some artillery on the building so no one ever comes back here,” Matthew says quietly as he looks at the third mech—the one that wasn’t carrying anything. Louise had insisted that one of the machines remain unhindered by the salvage of their trip so it could fight if the need arose. Matthew understood her reasoning and, spurred on by the fear of another Fulcrum attack, he encouraged the idea. He doubted that the Fulcrum had the numbers to mount another attack at this point, but he still felt the need to be cautious.
“That sounds even better,” Louise nods approvingly.
“Are you sure that we grabbed everything that we needed?” Jane asks with a hint of concern in her voice, “There’s no going back if we blow it all up now.”
“We can get more stuff from somewhere else,” Matthew answers, “I don’t want anyone ever going back in there.”
Clearly unwilling to throw away any potential prizes that might be sitting in the abandoned building, Jane presses, “What if there’s something else worth finding though? Some secret Fulcrum plans or something?”
“Now you sound like a true salver!” Louise exclaims with a laugh. She shakes her head once before she assures Jane and the others, “There’s nothing in there worth looting—I went through everything. Lots of bodies, but it seems someone already grabbed most everything that was loose.”
“Let’s blow it up now, then,” Matthew orders.
“You want to pull the trigger?” Louise asks.
Matthew freezes at Louise’s words. Something about the way she asked it makes Matthew feel like he was covering up some heinous crime. He shudders slightly as he considers his part in the slaughter that had occurred.
He and his team had killed fifty-seven human beings. These were people that were supposed to be on his side.
All dead.
Dead because of his orders.
Killed by his own gun.
“Matthew?” Louise summons him back from his living nightmare.
“All yours,” Matthew quickly answers as he turns his back on the building. He couldn’t bear to look at it any longer. Some part of him had been lost in there and he didn’t want to look at it to think about what it might have been.
Behind him, Matthew hears Louise grunt a few times as she climbs up the mech that would do the deed. The hatch opens and shuts behind Louise with two respective squeaks. After a few more seconds the mech rumbles to life. Matthew chuckles as he remembers how Louise had explained how just a few more parts on the machine reduced the noise level to the current rumble over the roar that it had earlier.
“It’s good to see that the stinking things actually work now,” Jane chuckles, “Things would have been a lot easier if that thing worked during our firefight.”
“Indeed, it would have been,” Rav’ian agrees, “We were quite fortunate to survive that.”
Frowning, Matthew can’t help but feel guilty about putting his team in harm’s way. As he saw it, he should have had Louise ensure that the mech worked long before the fight started. Feeling defeated, Matthew says, “I’m sorry we cut it so close,”
“Do not concern yourself with this, Matthew,” Rav’ian sounds. With the crunch of gravel underfoot, Rav’ian pulls up alongside Matthew and she continues, “Battle has its way of… throwing curveballs… at you—as your people say.”
“We should have been better prepared though,” Matthew grunts, “That was way too close. James could have killed all of us if we weren’t so lucky.”
“Well, not all of us were so lucky,” Jane reminds him as she holds up the small robot that Matthew had found inside the Fulcrum compound. Thanks to James’s mad shooting, the small robot had been hit and it lost one of its tank treads. Rather than leave it behind, Jane decided to bring her new friend with her.
Behind Matthew, the sound of electronic motors hum to life. Knowing that these noises were coming from the mech as it lined up its shot, Matthew covers his ears and crouches down. Out of the corner of his eye, Matthew can see Jane and Rav’ian doing the same.
A few seconds pass and Louise’s voice sounds over the mech’s loudspeakers, “Cover your ears, I’m firing in three, two, one.”
At this, the mech’s cannons roar to life and Matthew counts five shots with brief pauses in between as Louise locks on to her next target.
About thirty seconds pass and Matthew finally removes his hands from his ears. Despite the noise, the area around him seems perfectly unaware of anything outside of the usual. Turning, Matthew surveys Louise’s handiwork.
I won’t have to worry about this place ever again, Matthew thinks as his eyes dart across the piles of rubble for any signs of hostiles. Sure enough, nothing is moving, save the occasional chunk of stone or metal that topples from an unsteady pile. Taking a deep breath, Matthew whispers, “It’s over.”
“So… are we set to head back to Sanctuary?” Jane asks after several more beats.
“I don’t see why not,” Matthew shrugs as he tears his attention away from the old Fulcrum hideout. As much as he appreciated its being reduced to rubble, he can’t help but wish that he could remove its presence entirely. He didn’t want to even look at the gravel that was left behind anymore.
“Looks like Louise is ready for you to climb up,” Jane notes as she points toward the mech that Louise is in. The mech is now crouching to make it easier for Matthew to climb up.
“Travel safely,” Rav’ian nods to Matthew as she climbs into another one of the mechs.
“Don’t fall off!” Jane laughs as she closes the door on her own machine.
“This is going to be so much fun,” Matthew mutters to himself sarcastically as he climbs onto the roof of Louise’s mech. He takes a firm hold of several bars that were supposed to serve as tie-downs and then he knocks on the machine’s roof with his heel.
A moment later, the mech rises to its feet and the three mechanized war machines begin the trek back to their bunker.
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I never want to do that again, Matthew thinks with a dissatisfied grumble as he climbs down from the mech with shaky legs. Dropping to the mud, Matthew notes that no amount of time on the sea could have prepared him for the jostling about and jerky motions of riding on top of a mech.
“Looks like we made it in one piece,” Jane announces as she emerges from her mech and stretches.
“Don’t get out quite yet,” Matthew instructs, “We need to park these things inside.”
“Ah, right,” Jane nods before she slips back into her mech and fires it back up.
Matthew makes his way over to the man port on the side of the garage door and he quickly makes his way through the airlock-like room. Emerging on the other side, he then hits a toggle and the door begins opening ever so slowly.
“How was it out there?” Alois’s booming voice calls from somewhere within the hangar.
Turning, Matthew sees that Alois is sitting not too far from the garage door and he is whittling away at a piece of wood.
Not wanting to answer the question, Matthew says, “We got three new mechs. Louise was able to fix them up.”
“Interesting,” Alois nods as he puts down his blade and the piece of wood. Now that the object isn’t in Alois’s hand, Matthew can see that it is a small figurine.
“What’s that?” Matthew asks as he points at the wooden person.
“Nothing,” Alois replies as he stands and approaches the garage door.
A few seconds pass and the three mechs begin moving toward the opening. Nearly an additional ten minutes pass before Alois and Matthew finally manage to get the final mech parked where they wanted it.
Nodding approvingly at the sight of the three massive machines, Matthew chuckles, “These things make this place look a lot cooler.”
“A lot more threatening too,” Alois adds as he also surveys the scene.
Louise drops from where her mech is squatting and she announces, “It’s going to look a lot cooler when we get Firefly back.”
“What’s Firefly?” Jane asks as she shimmies her way down her own mech.
“She’s our big mech,” Alois answers, “Our really big one.”
Nodding slowly, Jane looks over the three mechs and breathes, “Oh, nice,”
“We still need to name these three,” Louise reminds the others.
“I’m always open to suggestions,” Matthew nods as he looks at the machines before him.
Every machine looked like it had been through the fight of its life already thanks to the dozens of dents and scratches that absolutely cover their bodies. In addition to those, their paint jobs are all severely discolored thanks to the fires that they had withstood. Matthew was surprised that they survived the fire that he and the others had made in the first place. The fact that they were operating now left him nearly speechless.
“I’ve got an idea,” Louise informs the others after several beats, “But I was thinking you guys should take this one.”
“Alright,” Matthew nods to Louise. She had named quite a few things already, so he could see where she was coming from by wanting someone else to have a turn. Looking to the others, Matthew requests, “Any ideas?”
“I believe I know the proper names for these machines,” Rav’ian says as her black on blue eyes dart between the mechs.
“Which is?” Alois prompts.
“Your people have a story where three emerge from a fire, do you not?” Rav’ian asks.
Seeing where Rav’ian is going, Matthew looks at the machines and smiles, “I like it.”
“You agree that their names should be Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego?” Rav’ian asks Matthew and the others.
“I love it,” Matthew nods approvingly. Chuckling, he adds, “But I do think that we should think of some nicknames for them.”
“Shad, Mesh, and Abe?” Louise offers.
“Sounds good to me!” Jane declares.
Everyone else sounds their approval of the names and they then decide to clean the mechs up a bit. Once the machines are clean, Jane volunteers to paint the caricatures for them. Matthew and the others leave her to it, and they make their way back to the barracks area.
“So, what’s the plan now, boss?” Alois requests as he takes a seat on one of the bunks.
“I was thinking we should get our Firefly back now,” Matthew answers, “After some quick naps and some dinner, at least.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Alois nods, “Will I be able to come along?”
Looking down at Alois’s leg that is still in a cast, Matthew briefly considers denying the man’s request. He didn’t think it would be right to put him into harm’s way for no reason.
Before Matthew can say anything, Louise butts in, “He can take one of the mechas! He wouldn’t have to walk on his leg that way.”
Nodding slowly, Matthew agrees, “Alright, but you can’t exit your mech when we get to Firefly. That still sound good to you, Alois?”
“Yes,” Alois nods excitedly, “I can’t wait to get out of here.”
“You haven’t even been stuck in here for a whole day yet!” Matthew points out with a laugh.
“Doesn’t mean I don’t want out,” Alois shrugs, “When do we leave?”
“Let’s get some sleep and then decide,” Matthew shrugs, “I’m thinking I need a good shower in there too.”
“We got all of them working now, so you should have all the hot water you need,” Alois reports, “Marie says the water pressure is great in the lady’s, I can’t say the same for ours, Mudskipper.”
“I’ll make do,” Matthew shrugs. He hadn’t considered that there would be hot water for the showers down here anyways, so, as he saw it, things were already a lot better than they could have been.
“What’s the plan of attack to get Firefly?” Louise asks before Matthew can stand to leave.
“Oh, uh…” Matthew starts, caught off guard. He hadn’t thought of anything besides how Alois was going to get there. Nodding in thought, he eventually answers, “The three of us can take Shad, Mesh, and Abe in… Someone else will have to either ride on top of one of the mechs or walk so they can pilot Firefly back here. Riding on top of those things isn’t great, so they might be better off walking—that will add a lot of time to our trip though.”
“I think Firefly could carry one of the mechs pretty easily,” Louise reports after a brief silence, “It might be a bit of work to hook the other mecha up to it, but I think it’s doable.”
“Well, that works,” Matthew nods. He had to admit that he liked the idea of not forcing anyone to ride on top of a mech on the way to Firefly.
Frowning, Louise shakes her head and points out, “But sending out three units would burn up a lot of fuel,”
“And we don’t have much to spare,” Matthew recalls as he thinks about the limited supply that they had. Until they had the means to produce their own fuel, Matthew knew that it would be best to ration it.
Likely picking up on Matthew’s thoughts, Louise asks, “So, are you sure you want to send in three mechas still?”
“I guess not,” Matthew frowns, “Maybe it would be better if we just went on foot and had Alois cover us in one.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Louise nods.
Nodding slowly, Matthew puts together his new game plan. A few seconds pass before he finally announces, “But let’s just have it be the three of us and Rav’ian. No need to waste Jane and Marie’s time, the four of us should be more than enough to get everything done.”
“You sure we need Rav’ian?” Alois asks.
“She knows the land and she knows the threats,” Matthew shrugs. He knew that he was just being extra cautious by bringing her along, but he liked the idea of having an extra set of eyes. The twins had yet to go over the top yet, so Matthew didn’t like the idea of keeping the two of them safe all on his own.
“But her leg is still healing,” Alois reminds Matthew.
“Right…” Matthew breathes as the realization hits him. Frowning, he cedes, “I guess it will just be us then.”
Letting out a sudden laugh, Louise gives her brother a shove and chides, “Your leg is hurt too, genius,”
“But I won’t be walking,” Alois shrugs dumbly.
A thoughtful look on her face, Louise nods and offers, “I’m with Alois though, we shouldn’t force her to come along.”
“Sorry, Mudskipper,” Alois apologizes, “I just could see that she looked rather spent when you all got back here. She wouldn’t say no if you asked her to come along, but I wouldn’t want to see her do that to herself.”
“No, I just forgot,” Matthew assures Alois, “I’ve got a lot on my mind is all.”
“Well, now that we’ve got a plan, let’s stick to it,” Louise announces as she grabs a bundle of clothing from a nearby sack.
•••••••••••••••
Matthew yawns into his fist as he contemplates scrubbing the mission to get the Firefly. As he saw it, they mech would still be stuck in the same hole in a few hours after he got a full eight hours of sleep. The four-hour nap that he had just didn’t seem to cut it.
“Are you certain that you do not require my assistance?” Rav’ian asks Matthew for the tenth time since he woke up.
“Yes, I’m sure,” Matthew tells her, “I know the way and I’ll keep an eye out for the Latchers.”
“There are additional threats beyond the Latchers,” Rav’ian reminds Matthew.
Lacing up his fresh boots, Matthew looks up to Rav’ian and chuckles softly. If he didn’t know better, he would think that she was just worrying about him because she had sworn her life to him. In reality, he knew that this was just her nature. She cared deeply for everyone that she fought beside.
Sighing, he looks around the locker room where Louise had directed him. In here, he had found a new—and dry—pair of boots that fit in addition to a wide array of armor. He had smiled when he found that there was just as much armor made from dead Beets as there was traditional bulletproof gear. Rav’ian had done a lot to store and incorporate the gifts from her people with everything in the bunker.
On Matthew’s right, someone knocks on a locker and he looks over to see Louise looking at him. A brief moment passes before she asks, “You set? Alois and I are all geared up.”
“Just about,” Matthew assures her as he fixes his Beet breastplate into place with Rav’ian’s help. He had considered wearing a bulletproof vest like the twins, but he couldn’t help but be drawn to the piece that the Toaz had gifted him after his first hunt. Sure, there was the hint of disgust that Matthew felt over wearing what was essentially a war trophy like those that James had, but something about the Toaz’s fashioning the armor for him seemed to nullify those feelings.
“Do not forget these,” Rav’ian says with her toothy Toaz smile as she holds two bracers near Matthew’s forearms, “Another gift from my people.”
“Great,” Matthew nods as he takes the pieces and laces them into place one at a time. When he finishes, Rav’ian presents some guards for his legs which he also puts on. With everything in place, Matthew stands, and he realizes how light the armor felt for how much it covered. If he hadn’t seen the Beet carapace in action, he would feel very exposed right now. But he had seen just what kind of punishment the shell that this armor was formed from could take. Walking over to a nearby mirror with ease, he examines himself.
“My people would approve,” Rav’ian sounds from somewhere out of sight, “However, there is one last piece that you require.”
“What’s that?” Matthew inquires as he tears his attention away from his polished black armor. The glittering shells were sure to attract attention, but Matthew wasn’t sure if he cared at this point. He was in love with them.
Rav’ian holds up a disk that is made up of a dozen or so Beet legs. The legs branch out from the center where they are the thinnest and then grow wider near the edge of the ovoidal shield. The shield itself is about one meter tall and a half meter wide.
“Wow,” Matthew breathes as he gawks at the shield. He faintly remembered wanting a shield, but he had forgotten this desire as the days dragged on. Now that he was looking at one, the dreams returned.
“Because of the tales of your exploits, my people deemed you worthy of such a tool,” Rav’ian explains as she helps Matthew to strap the shield into place on his left arm, “Any warrior who faces an adversary in hand to hand combat, as you have done, must have adequate protection. This is quite the honor.”
“Thanks,” Matthew nods as he tests the shield’s weight. As was the case with the rest of the armor, the shield is also surprisingly light, and Matthew can’t help but think how he would be better protected with this light stuff than the twins would be with their heavy vests and other gear.
“Come on, let’s go already!” Louise calls from the hangar.
“I’m coming,” Matthew laughs as he excuses himself. He leaves Rav’ian in the locker room area as he slips into the adjacent armory just long enough to grab his pack and rifle that he had prepped before suiting up. Content that he had everything that he would need, Matthew then marches into the hangar.
Louise whistles and says, “Love the armor, Mudskipper.”
“Very pretty stuff,” Jane nods approvingly.
“Looks like it’d stand out from several kilometers away,” Alois grunts from the mech that he had chosen for their outing, “Way too shiny.”
Looking over at Alois, Matthew sees that he had chosen the mech Shad, the mech that looked the most fearsome due to all of the damage it had taken in the fire. Without skipping a beat, Matthew points out, “Even if this sticks out, I’ll still be perfectly safe. This stuff is just about impenetrable.”
“Indeed it is,” Rav’ian agrees from behind him, “Matthew was struck by a sniper bolt in the head and the helmet did not fail.”
“Let’s not try getting shot in the head again,” Marie advises, “No need pressing our luck.”
“Wasn’t planning on it,” Matthew agrees with a weak chuckle as he recalls the pain of the hit. Although he was still alive thanks to the helmet, he couldn’t help but wish that it could have stopped at least a little bit of the blow.
“Don’t mess up my paint job!” Jane warns Alois as he climbs through the hatch on the Shad.
“Don’t worry, I won’t smear it,” Alois grunts before he slams the door shut behind himself.
“I was meaning to ask,” Matthew sounds as he looks at Jane, “How come you never shared your last name with us?”
“My last name?” Jane asks, surprised. Shrugging, she answers, “I didn’t think it mattered. Sloane isn’t too exciting. I wasn’t meaning to hide anything, it just didn’t come up.”
“Huh,” Matthew grunts in thought, “So, what’s it mean?”
“Fighter… or something along those lines,” Jane shrugs, “I always thought it was dumb until I got stuck here. Now I’m a soldier, so I guess I can live up to my name.”
“You never asked what my last name was either,” Marie reminds Matthew as she steps away from the Shad. A moment later, the mech rises to its full height as Alois waits for the hangar door to open.
“You’re right,” Matthew nods, “What is it?”
“I’ll tell you when you get back,” Marie smirks.
“Let’s get a move on!” Louise calls out in a menacing voice as she shifts her grip on her rifle and starts toward the garage door.
“Remain vigilant,” Rav’ian urges Matthew.
“Don’t get shot,” Jane winks.
“And if you do get shot, I’ll be sure to kill you,” Marie adds as she gives him a playful shove toward the hangar’s door that is now opening.
“Great, I’ve got three moms telling me what to do,” Matthew chuckles as he walks away from the trio that were in charge of holding down the fort.
Something hits Matthew’s exposed shoulder from behind and is followed by Jane’s voice, “I ain’t anyone’s mom!”
“Yeah, yeah,” Matthew laughs as he shakes his head. Looking down he sees that Jane had thrown a good-sized bolt at him from who knows where. Shaking his head, he teases, “Whatever you say, mom.”
This is met with a frustrated sigh from Jane who doesn’t say anything else.
Louise waits for Matthew to follow the Shad out of the hangar before she hits the toggle to shut the door behind them. After walking a few more steps she stops and announces, “If we’re lucky, then we’ll be able to fix the Firefly and get back here without anyone missing us.”
“It’s quite a long way to where the Toaz left it,” Matthew warns.
“Yeah, but we’ll manage,” Alois pledges over the Shad’s loudspeakers.
“We have all the parts we need, right?” Matthew requests as he looks up to the Shad’s underbelly where a makeshift bag is hanging.
Nodding, Louise answers, “Yep, I checked myself and double-checked with Rav’ian. We’re all set.”
Well, time to go then,” Matthew sighs. As much as he hated to admit it, he was excited to be going over the top once more. After getting shot at and having his life threatened by people that should have been on his side for so long, he liked the idea of taking on the real enemy. Not only that, but he liked the idea of knowing exactly who the enemy was at first glance.
“Lead the way,” Louise requests, “You’re the one that knows where that hole is.”
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After quite the long walk, Matthew can just make out the hole that he had killed his first Beet in just a few Allegrian days prior. Over the course of the hours-long trudge, Matthew had only found a handful of Latchers that were buried in the mud waiting for an unfortunate soul to stir up their wrath. After showing the twins what to look out for and how to kill them, Matthew had dispatched them and left their bodies. He was done collecting bodies from the battlefield; James’s collection had seen to that.
“You said it’s just a little further ahead?” Louise requests as she slowly scans their surroundings.
Besides the occasional Latcher, there weren’t any other hostiles from the Beets. Despite their massive offensive with the artillery strikes, the Beets seemed to be content waiting for the Coalition counterattack.
When that attack was supposed to come, Matthew didn’t know. All he did know was that Beets were here and they wouldn’t be going anywhere without some very compelling arguments to leave—arguments in the form of lead.
“Just a little bit further?” Louise repeats when Matthew fails to say anything.
“It’s just over there,” Matthew assures her as he points at the entrance into the hole, “Alois can probably see it from his vantage point.”
“I sure can,” Alois sounds over the Shad’s speakers, “It looks pretty big.”
“The Toaz probably widened the hold to get the Firefly down there,” Matthew reasons as he stops to scan the dark landscape.
Wary of the Beets’ response to lights, Matthew had ensured that the mech’s lights were all dimmed or off and that everyone kept their flashlights put away. He didn’t want to risk getting attacked by any Beets that mistook the light from their flashlights as daylight. One near-death encounter from that mistake was more than enough for him.
“The Toaz sure did a great job at covering their tracks,” Alois notes, “You can’t even tell that a mech went through here.”
“It’s probably for the best,” Matthew shrugs, “If they left tracks then James might have tried to take it back.”
Louise shudders in front of Matthew before she whispers, “I would have hated to see how that would have ended up for us.”
Frowning, Matthew tries to stir up some sort of emotional response, but he can’t. For one reason or another, his emotional tanks are empty, and he can’t help but feel like that might be because of the firefight that James had started. Something was off with him now and he knew it. Despite this knowledge, Matthew still feels scared. He knew something was different, but he isn’t quite sure how to fix it, if it was permanent, or how he could stop it.
“Let’s stop here,” Matthew announces as he holds up a hand for Alois to see.
The Shad stops but its engine continues humming contently. As far as Matthew can tell, the rumble is the only sound in the valley.
“You want me to wait here?” Alois asks after a beat.
“Yeah, keep watch,” Matthew answers, “Louise and I are going to go the rest of the way on foot. I don’t want the Shad falling into the hold or getting stuck.”
“Copy,” Alois’s voice buzzes over the speakers. A moment passes and the machine begins slowly turning from one side to the other as Alois looks for any sign of hostiles.
Matthew marches over to the Shad and he pulls the bag full of the Firefly’s parts down. Glancing inside, he confirms that everything is still present, and he sighs. Tying the bag onto his backpack, Matthew returns to Louise.
“After you,” Louise says as she motions ahead, “I don’t want to step on any of those Latcher things. You’ve got a better eye for them.”
Chuckling, Matthew admits, “I’m surprised I’ve seen as many as I have. Rav’ian is the one who’s good at finding them.”
“We’ll have to be sure that she teaches the new recruits down the road,” Louise muses.
“Yeah we do,” Matthew agrees as he slowly begins heading toward the hole.
With every step, a deeper sense of hollowness rises in Matthew’s chest. Something about returning to the place where he shed his first blood felt wrong. It felt like he was desecrating a grave.
“You’ve been pretty quiet this whole trip, what’s up?” Louise prods as they slog through the mud.
Matthew tries to stop in order to look around, but he slips instead. The mud out here is a lot slimier than the stuff in the trenches and Matthew can’t help but wonder why. Catching himself before he falls all the way to the ground, Matthew sighs. I don’t like this place, he thinks with a sense of disgust.
“I’m seeing some movement to the north,” Alois warns, “Not sure what it is though.”
Shaking his head, Matthew finally answers Louise’s question, “I’m not feeling like myself lately.”
“That fight with James getting to you?”
“Yeah,”
“Was it just that, or was it his trophy necklace too?”
“A bit of both, actually. It all just feels so… wrong.”
“War does that to people.”
“Think it could happen to us?”
“It might be our job to fight the fight here,” Louise says as she motions around them. Pointing at her head, she finishes, “But we can’t forget that we also have to fight the same fight here. So long as we win the fight in our heads, we’ll be fine.”
“But James seemed so normal before. I mean, sure, he wasn’t a good guy, but I didn’t think he was crazy.”
“People snap sometimes. My bet is that he was always a little crazy and really went over the edge when we—”
“When we what?” Matthew asks worriedly. The thought of his own actions pushing James over the edge made his stomach churn.
Louise waits a few moments, assumedly trying to select the best response before she mutters, “When we attacked his bunker. I’m guessing we shattered his sense of security and that was the only thing keeping him sane.”
An ache at the pit of Matthew’s stomach quickly spreads throughout his abdomen as a feeling of guilt rears its ugly head. Swallowing, Matthew whimpers with a dry mouth, “So it was our fault.”
Louise chuckles weakly before she assures Matthew, “There’s no point in blaming yourself for a madman snapping. Anything could do it.”
“But—”
“Let’s get the Firefly and we can discuss this further when we’re inside it,” Louise interrupts. She quickly looks around before she adds, “I don’t like it out here. We’re far too exposed.”
“Feels like we’re being watched,” Matthew agrees as he starts toward the hole again.
“I’m glad I’m not the only one thinking it.”
“Think it’s that thing that Alois saw?”
“Probably not, he would have warned us if it stopped to watch us.”
“So it’s got a friend…”
“Why did you have to say that?” Louise asks with a tremor in her voice.
“I know you were thinking it too,” Matthew breathes as he sneaks a quick look at the stout hills and berms that are surrounding him and the twins on all sides. Everything was set up for the perfect trap.
“Can we hurry it up a bit?” Louise requests in a whisper.
At Louise’s whisper, Matthew suddenly realizes that he had slowed down to the point that he was hardly moving in an effort to make as little sound as possible. Something about the eeriness just made silence seem like the only correct route.
“Think we should have Alois kill the engines on his mech?” Matthew whispers back as he increases his pace ever so slightly.
“No,” Louise quickly answers, “The noise might be just enough to cover our advance.”
“I hope you’re right,” Matthew mumbles as his eyes lock onto the hole ahead of him.
Trying his best to soothe his nerves, Matthew assures himself. We just have to get in, plug in a few things, and get out. Totally easy.
“We’re here,” Matthew sounds as he slows to a stop about two meters from the entrance to the burrow. Looking back to Louise, he explains, “It can be super slick around the hole. Not only that, the ground might give way.”
“Then what’s the plan?”
“Got any rope?”
Louise nods and Matthew secures both his and Louise’s ropes to two pegs that he sinks firmly into the ground. After handing one to Louise, Matthew slowly works his way to the lip of the hole.
Sure enough, Matthew can see the roof of the Firefly clear as day. Its smooth hull is only a meter or so below where Matthew is crouching.
Looking back to Louise, Matthew motions for her to wait and he jumps.
The mud underfoot gives way and his feet slide out from under him. With that, Matthew enters the hole much in the same way as he had on his first time—an uncontrolled fall. As he falls, he loses hold of his rope and he has nothing to slow the ground’s advance with. Taking a quick breath, he reaches out with his arms to try and soften his landing.
Matthew’s attempt to catch himself is rather futile as his hands slip into the mud which may as well have been water. The fall and his own weight causes him to sink and the mud rises up his outstretched arms to his shoulders. As suddenly as he fell, Matthew stops. Now motionless, he suddenly realizes how much it hurt when his full body slapped against the mud. Groaning, he takes an unsteady breath.
Pulling himself out of the mud at the base of the hole, Matthew sighs. Reaching up to his face, he gently wipes the filth away from his eyes, nose, and mouth.
“Are you alright?” Louise asks from above.
Spitting out some of the mud that had gotten into his mouth, Matthew sarcastically answers, “I’m absolutely great.”
“That sounded like it hurt,” Louise says as her footsteps make loud sloshing sounds and she approaches the lip of the hole.
“It did,” Matthew grunts at her as he presses his hand against his sternum. Part of him wonders if the presence of the armor did more harm than good as it spread the entire impact over his whole front. Shaking his head, Matthew refocuses himself. Looking up, he asks, “Think you can make the jump?”
“I know I can,” Louise’s voice answers confidently. A moment later, Matthew hears several hurried steps and then he sees Louise’s silhouetted body flash overhead. Several thumps on top of the Firefly betray the results of her leap before Louise triumphantly announces, “Yep, I made it.”
Outside of the hole, Matthew hears Alois’s voice say something, but he can’t make out the words. He waits for Alois to fall silent before he asks Louise, “What was that? I couldn’t hear him.”
“He says that he finally got a good look at the thing to the north,” Louise answers with a hint of worry.
“And?” Matthew presses.
Sighing, Louise answers, “It’s coming this way,”
“Any idea what it is?” Matthew asks. A few days ago, he would have been worried sick by the idea of something coming straight for him, now the idea felt natural. As Matthew saw it, this was just the way things were now.
“He says he’s never seen anything like it. It’s definitely one of the Beets, but it isn’t like anything that he’s heard about. Evidently, it’s rather small too.”
Shuddering, Matthew immediately thinks about the maggots from the crater that he had nearly drowned in. Shaking his head to clear the memory, his thoughts then turn to the thing that he had felt moving below the mud shortly before that.
“Whatever this thing is, I don’t want to be down here to face it,” Matthew whispers as he looks at the walls of the cave that he is in.
Louise looks over the edge of the Firefly down to Matthew and she worriedly asks, “Did you drop any of the parts we needed?”
“No, I…” Matthew starts to answer as he grabs at the bag of the Firefly’s parts. As he pulls on it, he realizes that the bag is a lot lighter now. Whipping the bag around, Matthew sees that the bag had opened and dumped out about half of the parts that he and Louise needed. He quickly counts the parts and he notes that he is missing seven of them.
“You lost some parts,” Louise surmises with a disgruntled groan.
“I had them a few minutes ago,” Matthew assures her as he looks at the ground, “They just fell out when I fell…”
“Well, toss me what you have,” Louise requests, “I’ll start putting the Firefly back together.”
“Got it,” Matthew nods as he gives the half-empty bag a good toss to ensure that it made it all the way to Louise. Once he sees that Louise caught the parts, he turns and starts sifting through the mud around where he fell.
Matthew quickly finds five of the seven missing items and he breathes a sigh of relief. Brushing the mud off them, he quickly sees that they are undamaged. Looking up to where he had last seen Louise, he briefly considers tossing the parts to her, but he decides against it. He needed to let her work and she would call down to him when she was ready for the other parts.
Cleaning away the remaining mud, Matthew quickly sets the parts aside using one of the Firefly’s feet as a shelf to keep them off the mud. While standing beside the Firefly’s foot, Matthew sheds his pack as well, but he is careful to keep his rifle on him. He had no intention of being caught down here again without a weapon at the ready.
“Where are the other two parts?” Matthew breathes as he crouches down and takes a look at where he had fallen from further away. From this new vantage point, he sees a mound of mud that appears to be newer.
Reasoning that he had found one of the missing parts, Matthew marches over to the mound and he slips his hand in.
Rather than feeling a cool piece of metal, Matthew feels something else entirely. The blood drains from his face when he realizes that he is touching another Beet-like creature.
Before he can whip his hand away, the creature shoots out of Matthew’s grip and its shell slices his hand in its retreat.
“Louise!” Matthew calls, “There’s something down here!”
“Then hurry up and get out of there,” Louise instructs simply before she grunts and mutters something under her breath.
“No really?” Matthew grumbles as he looks at his bleeding and muddied hand. Shaking his head, Matthew decides that he doesn’t have the time to clean or bandage himself up. Despite this, he also knew that he couldn’t risk getting his new wound any dirtier, so he opts to use the butt of his rifle to poke around in the slime in search of his missing two parts. Knowing that the gun’s stock wouldn’t cover enough ground, Matthew shuffles his feet through the mud as well as he blindly searches.
Overhead, Matthew hears Alois’s muffled voice once more. His voice sounds a lot more frantic this time.
Before Matthew can ask, Louise relays the message, “There’s a lot of those creatures coming our way now. Alois says that they’re coming faster too.”
“Do you think he can shoot at them to scare them off?” Matthew asks as he tenses up.
There is a grunt and a metallic clank before Louise answers, “I don’t think we should try that just yet; it might wake up some more hostiles. Once we get the Firefly out of here, we should be clear to open fire though.”
“Then I’d better hurry,” Matthew frowns as he quickens his pace. Despite his best efforts, his movements are a lot jerkier now and he is convinced that he is going to miss something. As this thought crosses his mind, his rifle strikes something hard.
Reaching down with his good hand, Matthew takes a deep breath before sending it into the unknown.
His fingers touch a sharp edge which initially makes Matthew flinch and pull back. When the object doesn’t move, Matthew reasons that it is inanimate, and his fingers explore deeper into the mire. After a brief search, Matthew grasps a small box-like object which he pulls out of the mud. Smiling, he sees that the object is one of the Firefly’s parts.
“Just one more part to go!” Matthew calls up to Louise. He can’t help but hope that she might join in on his celebration, but she doesn’t. Instead, there are a few more clanks and thuds and grunts from where Louise is.
“Bring them up here,” Louise finally orders with a hint of disapproval, “I just need one last part for my work up here, then everything else should be inside of the cockpit.”
“What about the last part that I need?” Matthew asks as he gathers his gear and the parts. After ensuring that he had everything, he begins scaling the Firefly’s stout ladder. The ladder would be unreachable if the mech wasn’t crouching and Matthew can’t help but feel thankful for its presence. Without it, he would have to climb back up his rope with his injured hand.
Doing his best to keep the wounded part of his palm off of the rungs, Matthew struggles up the ladder. Between the weight of his pack and the poor grip that his bad hand offered, things are far from ideal.
“You got the master fuse?” Louise calls down to Matthew as she peeks down at him from her perch.
His brows furrow as he tries to think about what the master fuse was before he answers, “I don’t know.”
“It’s a cylinder,” Louise explains. She holds her hands apart a short way and continues, “About this big?”
“Then yeah, I got it,” Matthew nods as he remembers the first part that he had grabbed from the mud.
Smiling, Louise exclaims, “Perfect! That’s the last one I need up here, by the looks of it. As I said a bit ago, the rest of the parts should belong inside of the cockpit.”
“I still need that last part,” Matthew reminds her as he finally crests the ladder.
“It’s over where you tried to jump from,” Louise tells him, “We’ll have to figure out a way to get back up there. I noticed it just a few seconds ago.”
“Any idea what it is?”
“I’m not certain, but I think it’s some sort of computer board. We’ll probably need it before we can start this thing back up.”
“And I take it that it’s my job to get it?”
“You guessed it, hotshot,” Louise winks and offers Matthew an exaggerated nod.
“Lovely,” Matthew breathes as thoughts of an easy trek go out the window.
“Matthew…” Louise trails off as she looks behind him.
Looking down, Matthew sees that the ground beneath him is moving. More accurately, he can see that something just under the surface is seemingly waking up.
“Nope!” Matthew calls as he scales the last step on the ladder and spins around so his back is against the Firefly’s entrance hatch. Shuddering at the thought of being eaten by the unseen creatures below, Matthew grabs his rifle and clicks off its safety.
“Give me the fuse,” Louise instructs, “We can’t stay here.”
Passing the cylindrical item up to Louise, Matthew uses his other hand to open the Firefly’s hatch. He opens it just wide enough to put in the parts that he had in addition to his heavy pack. Before shutting the door, he pulls out most of his spare mags and two of his grenades.
“No pressure,” Matthew mutters as he shuts the door and approaches the ledge.
Looking down once more, Matthew sees that the sea of mud beneath him is churning. Several small black creatures leap out of the mud in an effort to reach him, but they fail to get too close. Matthew can’t help but chuckle as the sight before him reminds him of what the water looked like as he pulled in nets full of fish. Just as the catch would break the surface the water would seemingly boil, and fish would try to escape the net’s hold.
Cutting his memory short, Matthew tugs sharply on his gun’s operating rod and he chambers the first round from his mag. Feeling oddly indifferent about what he was about to do, Matthew sighs.
Taking a sharp breath, he thinks, This is war.
Pulling the trigger, Matthew opens fire. He rakes his weapon side to side in an effort to ensure that every monster beneath him found the same amount of attention wherever it hid. Without many other options, Matthew reasoned that he had to kill every one of the fishlike Beets before he could move along. Matthew knew that he would face an unsightly demise if he fell when he was trying to get the final part that Louise had told him was at the mouth of their cave. In an effort to rig the odds in his favor, Matthew hoped to kill most, if not all, of the fish-Beets.
“I’m all set!” Louise calls from the roof. Her voice is just loud enough to be heard over Matthew’s firing in the semi-confined space. Thankfully for both of them, the mud seems to be a good sound absorber and prevents too much of an echo.
“Get in the Firefly!” Matthew orders as he lets his gun dangle by its strap. Gathering his munitions, he starts up the ladder to the mech’s roof and he requests, “And get me your rope!”
Louise meets Matthew at the lip of the mech’s roof and she helps him up. Once he is standing beside her, Louise hands him her rope and then drops her pack to the small landing just in front of the Firefly’s hatch. Looking back to Matthew for a second, she nods and then hops down after her pack.
“Shut the hatch after you!” Matthew demands harshly when he notices that the writhing mud is now reaching the walls of the cavern. He knew that the creatures would use the higher elevation to try to jump at him and he wasn’t about to have Louise needlessly die from the creatures.
Gritting his teeth, Matthew unloads the remaining bullets of his fifth magazine into the stream of movement that had gotten the furthest up the wall.
The movement stops, but Matthew can see at least a dozen other spots where the strange Beet mutants are ascending.
Knowing that time was anything but on his side, Matthew looks at the rope that Louise had handed him. Letting his rifle hang once more, Matthew gives the rope a few sharp tugs in an attempt to dislodge it. When it refuses to budge, he realizes that his hopes to lasso the out of reach part was no longer an option.
“They’re coming closer!” Alois’s voice warns over the loudspeakers on the Shad.
“Shoot them!” Matthew shouts for all that he is worth. He momentarily wonders if Alois had heard him, but the heavy machinegun fire that ensues cuts those doubts short. A moment later, Alois engages the heavier cannons on his mech as well and, even at this distance, Matthew can feel the gun reports in the base of his gut.
I’m going to have to climb… Matthew thinks in concern as he looks down at his hand. Upon closer inspection, he can see that the cut that the strange creature had left him with is both deep and jagged. Frowning, Matthew notes that it would take some time to heal on its own and it wouldn’t stop bleeding without some proper attention.
Shaking his head, Matthew decides that he didn’t have time to slow down. Death was climbing up on all sides and inactivity would doom him and Louise both. Wrapping his torn hand in the rope that he would use to climb, Matthew winces and takes in a sharp breath. The rope’s fibers dig into his sensitive exposed flesh, but they aren’t nearly as course as some of the rope that he had worked with before.
Swallowing, Matthew pushes down the pain and he walks to the edge of the Firefly that is nearest the ledge he jumped from earlier. Looking up, he sees the small box-like part that Louise had said she needed. If the Firefly was just a little bit taller, he would have been able to grab the part without having to climb. The ledge that the computer chip is on is dripping with mud and what Matthew hopes is water. Even as he looks at it, several chunks of waterlogged earth tumble to the writhing ground below.
“They’re not stopping!” Alois’s voice cries from where he and the Shad are as he momentarily stops firing. The reprieve is very short-lived and Matthew quickly sees the world overhead flash with yellows, oranges, and reds as tracers from the Shad’s guns begin streaking by once again.
“This is going to hurt,” Matthew grunts to himself as he tightens his grip on the rope. He drops his rifle and pack on the roof beneath him and takes another long breath. A moment later, he is climbing up the line.
With every gain up the rope. Matthew’s wounded hand burns more and more. The pain rises to the point that Matthew’s arm begins to feel almost numb until the pain is just a dull ache. By now, Matthew is within reach of the lip of the hole by the time that his arm seemingly fell asleep.
He tries a few times to pull one of his arms from the rope, but he can’t manage. Every time he tries, the strain on the remaining hand is too much. Frowning, Matthew realizes that his wound must be zapping away his energy.
Taking a deep breath, Matthew considers his options. Knowing that he can’t risk falling, he decides to climb even further up the rope.
After six long pulls, Matthew is eye level with the surface world. Not too far away he can see Alois opening fire and the bullets whiz over his head. By now, Matthew’s side is burning in his body’s attempt to tell his brain that it is time to call it quits. Grimacing, Matthew whispers to his body, “Not… yet…”
Knowing that he couldn’t make it all the way up, Matthew opts to do the next best thing. Pulling himself a few centimeters higher, Matthew opens his mouth and grabs the edge of the circuit board with his teeth. Letting out several celebratory grunts, Matthew quickly descends his rope. His muscles give out on him several times, but he doesn’t fall thanks to the fact that he has the rope wrapped around his mangled hand. With each fall, Matthew can feel the flesh on his hand rip further despite the numbness and he flinches as every drop of blood falls from it.
After a good three minutes, Matthew is finally back to the level that the Firefly’s roof is at and he begins peddling his legs in an effort to swing over to it. With each swing, more and more of Matthew’s world becomes focused on one thing: the Firefly’s top. His salvation.
After his sixth swing, Matthew feels something slap against his side. Looking over to it, he sees one of the fishlike Beets clamoring for hold before it falls to the ground. Looking around, Matthew sees that there are hundreds of the Beets leaping from the muddied walls of the cave toward him.
Without so much as a thought, Matthew releases the rope and he finds himself flying through the air. As he flies, one thought slowly passes through his head, Please don’t land in the mud… I don’t want these things to eat me alive.
Before he can concoct another thought he slams into the ground. Bouncing against the hard surface twice, Matthew rolls over and he lets out a relieved sigh as he stares at a steel panel beneath him.
Taking a deep breath, Matthew then spits out the computer component and it clatters on the steel surface. Rolling onto his front he slowly picks himself up and his world begins to draw back into focus. As he rises to his feet the pain in his hand comes back to the forefront and he dizzily sways for a few seconds.
A fish-Beet suddenly smacks into Matthew’s foot and it bounces off and comes to a stop a half meter away. Once it stops, the creature starts worming its way back to Matthew. Matthew’s eyes dart toward where the Beet had come from as he kicks it away and he remembers the dire straits that he is in.
“Do or die time,” Matthew whispers to himself.
Spurred on by the countless fish-Beets that are leaping at him and the Firefly, Matthew quickly picks up his gear and the chip that he had just risked his life for. Looking around for a brief moment, he confirms that he has everything, and he quickly makes his way back down the ladder to the Firefly’s hatch.
He stops just short of the landing and frowns as he looks at all the fish-Beets that are squirming around on the small platform. He couldn’t take another step down without putting his ankles at risk of getting nicked by one of the fish’s barbs.
Thinking quickly, Matthew takes an inventory of his supplies and he remembers the shield that he had strapped to the side of his pack. Pulling it free, he reaches down and begins swatting the fish-Beets away. Once he clears enough area, drops down and slips into the mech’s cockpit.
The moment that Matthew is through, Louise asks, “You get the part?”
Looking over to where the voice had come from, Matthew sees that Louise is buried in a slew of wiring and other stuff. She must have had to yank it all out to get to where the Toaz had removed one of the parts from. Matthew stares for a moment before he dumbly answers, “Uh, yeah.”
“Hand it here,” Louise requests as her hand emerges from the wiring.
Matthew walks over to her and he hands her the chip. Once he does so, his focus turns to the cockpit window where dozens upon dozens of the fish-Beets are slapping against the thick glass. They don’t make too much of a sound through the glass beyond a dull thud. If Matthew wasn’t listening carefully, he was sure that he wouldn’t be able to even hear them. The even duller smack of the fish-Beets hitting the mech’s hull is even harder to pick out, but Matthew can still detect them.
“Alright, that’s all set now,” Louise announces as she begins emerging from the mess of wiring. Once she’s out she invites Matthew to clean things up after her and she then informs him, “I’ll have to boot everything up now, that’ll take a bit.”
“How long is a bit?” Matthew asks nervously as he casts a worried look at the mech’s windscreen. Outside, the fish-Beets’ assault has seemingly tripled and now Matthew can’t hear the gun reports from Alois’s shooting over the noise.
“A lot longer than you’d like it to be,” Louise grunts as she fires up one of the computers. She examines the readouts for a few moments before she sadly reports, “I don’t know how long it will take. This thing wasn’t built to have so many of its systems taken offline like the Toaz did.”
“Is it still safe?” Matthew worriedly asks as he pauses long enough to ensure that he didn’t feel anything too far out of the norm. Beyond his hand and the odd numbness on that side of his body, nothing seemed too far off.
Before Matthew can get back to the task at hand, he freezes and remembers the last time that a spike on a Beet had cut into him like this. The same numbness had ensued, and he remembered later finding out that it was poison. With a gasp, his jaw drops at the realization and he thinks, Not again…
“What is it?” Louise asks as she finally turns from her work to take a good look at Matthew. Her eyes drop to his bleeding hand and they grow wide. Her voice cracks with worry as she asks, “Are you alright? That looks pretty bad.”
“I… I think I might have gotten poisoned again,” Matthew tells her after a second. Looking down at his dangling arm he watches a few drops of blood drip from his fingers to the ground. Swallowing, Matthew adds, “We’ll have to pick up one of those Latchers that I killed. Marie used one last time to make an antivenom or something.”
“Alright, I’ll radio Alois,” Louise volunteers, “How long will you be able to hold out?”
“I don’t know,” Matthew shrugs as he shakes his head. Looking back to the mess of wires, he adds, “I’m going to clean this up and then I think I’ll have to sit down.”
“Fix up your hand first,” Louise orders, “I can’t have you bleed out before you finish. The medkit is on the wall behind you.”
Nodding slowly, Matthew turns to the kit and he begins patching himself up. As he does so, he can’t help but feel bad for his getting hurt yet again. He had just promised Marie that he would play it safe and here he was. As he wraps up his hand, he hears Louise informing Alois of his predicament over the mech’s radios.
“Do you think we have enough time to get both him and the mech out?” Alois’s voice buzzes quietly.
Frowning, Matthew considers butting into the twins’ conversation. The thought quickly passes as Matthew considers Alois’s words. He knew that Alois was onto something, there was no knowing just how dangerous the fish-Beet’s toxins were.
“I don’t know,” Louise whispers back in response, “All I know is that we need to get him back to Marie sooner rather than later.”
The twins continue talking for some time and Matthew loses interest. Instead, he focuses on reorganizing the slew of wiring. Matthew isn’t sure how much longer he had before he passed out, but he had noticed that staying focused helped keep the fogginess in his brain at bay.
Fifteen minutes pass and Louise finally announces, “I’ve got it!”
“Good,” Matthew nods as he casually continues sorting and securing wires.
“Are you feeling alright?” Louise asks hesitantly.
“I think so,” Matthew nods without taking his eyes off of his work. He had been fiddling with the same wire for a while now because the tiny strand kept slipping away from his calloused fingers. When he manages to tie it down at long last he turns to Louise and says, “I think I’m actually feeling better, believe it or not.”
“Some venoms give you a fever, do you have one?” Louise asks, clearly not convinced that Matthew was suddenly doing better.
Reaching up to his forehead, Matthew holds the back of his hand there for a few beats. Feeling nothing out of the ordinary, he answers, “Nope, I feel fine. My hand hurts and that side of my body aches, but that’s about it.
“Interesting…” Louise breathes as she looks Matthew over with an inquisitive look. Her brows furrow and she offers, “Maybe there wasn’t any venom this time.”
“Maybe,” Matthew shrugs as he turns back to his work.
Flipping a few switches, Louise announces, “Well, hang on, I’m getting this thing moving. Hopefully, we’ll be able to get out of here without too much difficulty.”
Looking out of the mech’s viewport, Matthew strains to see any signs of the outside world through the seemingly solid sheet of the fish-Beets.  He sighs and says, “We don’t have many other options if we can’t…”
“Yeah…” Louise agrees as she casts a wary look toward the horde outside. Frowning, she flatly says, “I don’t think either of us will want to go out there any time soon.”
“Nope,”
“If we’re lucky, Alois will be able to get all of those things off of us.”
“Speaking of Alois, we should probably warn him that we’re coming up.”
“Already done, he’s ready to get moving.”
“No need to keep him waiting then.”
At that, Louise nods and then pulls sharply on the Firefly’s controls. Matthew takes a firm hold of a nearby handle with his good hand and he uses his other arm to hook around another one. With a few more sudden lurches the mech pauses and Matthew looks over to Louise expectantly.
“I think I might be able to shake a good amount of these things off,” Louise announces.
“Sounds good,” Matthew nods as he tightens his grip even further.
“I will as soon as you close up that hatch and strap in. It’ll be a wild ride.”
Sighing, Matthew casts one last glance at his nearly complete wiring work. He replaces the panel over it and carefully secures it into place. With that done, Matthew stows his gear and shield away, and takes a seat beside Louise and puts on his various harnesses.
The moment that his last harness clicks into place, Louise begins jerking wildly on the Firefly’s controls. With every sudden movement, Matthew sees large swaths of the fish-Beets slide off of the sleek windscreen while even more topple off from above. After a minute or so of lurching around Louise stops and gives Matthew a triumphant nod.
“That helped a lot,” Matthew acknowledges as he looks out to the cave that they are still in. As he looks, he can see even more of the fish-Beets jumping toward him and the mech. Looking up to the outside world, Matthew asks, “Think it’s time to get out of here?”
“Yep,” Louise says right before she tugs on the controls before her and flips a switch or two.
Matthew sinks deep into his seat as the Firefly suddenly jumps and is airborne. The machine peaks and Matthew momentarily feels like he is weightless before gravity has its way with the massive machine once more. Chuckling, Matthew notes how similar it felt to riding over the crest of a large wave on rough seas.
Matthew is caught by surprise when the mech slams into the ground and he lets out a loud grunt of pain. He rubs his newly aching gut as Louise directs the mech to rise back to its feet.
“Sorry, I should have warned you about the impact,” Louise says when she sees that Matthew is in pain.
Reaching to his lower back, Matthew groans and lets out a sigh. Shaking his head, he chuckles and assures her, “Nah, I should have expected it.”
“Looks like Alois is keeping busy,” Louise notes as she points ahead of them.
Sure enough, Alois and the Shad are fighting for their lives against a seemingly endless horde of the fish-Beets that are splashing about in the mud beneath them. All around the Shad, bullets and explosions work ceaselessly to put an end to the swarm of hostiles.
“If we don’t get moving, I’m willing to bet that we won’t be doing so hot either,” Matthew points out as he turns his attention to the display before him.
“What’s the plan, Mudskipper?” Louise asks as she begins guiding the Firefly forward.
“Let’s clear a path for Alois and then we’ll take the long way home.”
“The long way?”
“Yeah, let’s go parallel to the trenches until we lose these fish-Beets. I don’t want to lead them straight to the Bulwark.”
“Fish-Beets, I like the sound of that.”
“It made sense to me,”
“Alois and I were just calling them larva. Fish-Beets is a lot more fun though.”
“Oh…” Matthew breathes as Louise’s words get the gears turning in his head. Suddenly everything made a lot more sense. The ‘fish-Beets’ were clearly just the larvae of the invaders but he had overlooked that in his brief and frightening encounter with them. Chuckling, Matthew finally admits, “I didn’t put that together.”
“No worries there, Mudskipper. I like calling them fish more anyways.” Louise assures him, “Now man the cannons. Those things aren’t going to fire themselves.”
Matthew quickly looses himself from his harness and he jumps over to the gunner’s chair. He fires everything up and, after some quick computer troubleshooting, he brings his weapons to bear on the fish-Beets that are harassing Alois. Peering at the screens in front of him, Matthew lines up his first shots and he releases a volley of death from his larger cannons.
Matthew allows himself a sadistic grin as he watches the ground ahead of the Shad explode. Mud and burnt fish-Beets rain down all around the newly formed crater and Matthew doesn’t waste a second before he fires again.
“About time you two joined me!” Alois’s voice calls over the Firefly’s interior speakers, “These things have been harassing me for too long!”
“Welcome to the club,” Louise fires back.
“What’s the plan?” Alois asks.
Glancing back to Matthew for a second, Louise then answers, “Mudskipper says we’re taking the long way home. Let’s head south a ways—at least until we lose these things.”
“Think we’ll have to take these things on back at the Bulwark soon?”
“Hopefully not,” Matthew says between shots, “I don’t think we’d be able to last too long against them without these mechs… everyone else would get slaughtered too.”
“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” Louise agrees.
“Onward and southward!” Alois excitedly announces as his mech slowly begins moving.
Gritting his teeth, Matthew tries his best to clear the way for Alois without shooting anything too close to him.




Four
Somewhere on the Front, Allegra
 
“The crash site is just over there a ways,” Matthew reports as he scans the semi-familiar hills ahead of him.
After making a shooting retreat for about two kilometers the fish-Beets had finally relented. The creatures’ retreat was possibly more alarming than their initial attack because they disappeared entirely. Not only that, but they vanished at the same time as well. Alois had pointed out that this meant they were organized, and such a thought made Matthew even more wary of the Beets.
As Matthew saw things, if the Beets were that well organized then there was a reason why they were holding back. Any living creature could see that the Bulwark was an easy target right now—especially with the Toaz gone—so there had to be a reason why the Beets weren’t pressing their attack.
“Think we’ll find anything worthwhile in there?” Louise asks as the Coalition transport’s wreck finally comes into view.
“I hope so,” Matthew says as he slowly nods and looks the area over, “The Toaz already salvaged a lot of stuff, according to Rav’ian, but it looks like there’s still plenty of things that we can sift through.”
The crash site has clearly seen a lot of foot traffic since Matthew left it. Dozens of trails lead westward toward the Bulwark and one or two continue on eastward past the wreckage. Quite a few new dead Beets are also scattered across the impact crater. Some are stacked in piles while others appear to have been left where they fell. Their presence is a clear testament that there had been a lot more action here than Matthew would have expected after all this time.
The speakers in the Firefly buzz before Alois’s voice muses, “Looks like the Toaz made quite a few friends during their visit.”
“We’ll have to keep our eyes open for any hostiles while we’re looking around,” Louise states, “If the Toaz came across this many Beets then there’s no knowing what we might see.”
“At least the fish are gone,” Alois reminds everyone.
“For now,” Matthew mutters pessimistically as he slowly scans the surrounding hills.
“Well, we can always hold off on salvaging until we have more manpower,” Louise points out, “That way we’ll have more people who can keep a lookout for hostiles.”
“That means we’d have more people helping us pull stuff out too,” Alois adds.
“So you guys aren’t feeling up to it now?” Matthew frowns. He had hoped to do a bit more than just survey the wreckage on his way back to Sanctuary.
“You’re the one who got poisoned here,” Louise points out, “Alois and I don’t want to be the ones to tell the others that you died. We can head back once Marie gives you the all-clear, I doubt anyone will be taking too much of anything out of the wreck any time soon. With all those Beets hanging around anyone who’s crazy enough to try it probably wouldn’t get too far.”
The speakers crackle once more before Alois adds, “And all those fish too. My bet is that no one will be going out on any adventures until those things are taken back a notch.”
Shifting awkwardly in his seat, Matthew inquires, “So we’re just going to leave everything out like this?”
“There’s no point in risking it if most everything will still be here later,” Louise reminds him, “Besides, Alois and I are the veteran salvers here. When we say that no one will be taking anything out of here we mean it. With the Toaz gone, no one is crazy enough to come out here.”
“No one besides us,” Alois clarifies with a laugh.
“Indeed,” Louise chuckles. Looking back to Matthew who is still in the gunner’s seat, Louise queries, “So, can we head back now?”
Matthew purses his lips as he looks over the vast quarry before him. On the one hand, he could totally see where the twins were coming from. No one in their right minds would be coming all the way out here to salvage a derelict wreck. Not only that, the various trails leading to the site were likely left by the Toaz when they launched their own salvage op. No one else would be either courageous or stupid enough to head out here to visit the still-smoldering remains.
Nearly a minute passes without Matthew answering and Louise presses, “Matthew?”
Shrugging, Matthew sighs and starts, “I guess we can if—"
Matthew is cut off when the roar of a ship’s thrusters suddenly thunders overhead. The noise is so loud that Matthew has to cover his ears. As suddenly as the noise started seemingly a million searchlights lock onto the Firefly and illuminate its cockpit.
The speakers on the Firefly crackle loudly and several beeps and chirps sound before an unfamiliar voice calls, “Attention occupants of the hijacked mechanized marine units! Under direct order of Commander Jones, you are to turn off and exit your machines.”
“What’s the plan, Mudskipper?” Louise hisses as she looks upward at their unexpected—and bossy—guest.
“Uh… maybe I can try talking us out of this?” Matthew answers, saying it as more of a question than anything. Before Louise can offer a response, Matthew flicks on his radio and responds to the person who had passed along the order, “That’s a negative, we are not turning these mechs over. We didn’t hijack them either.”
The speakers crackle and some white noise from the aircraft overhead comes through. A few moments pass as there is a brief commotion on their end before a man on the other end finally demands, “Provide us your name, rank, birth date, and serial number immediately, soldier.”
“Think you made yourself a new friend?” Louise whispers after flinching at the voice’s harshness.
“Ha ha,” Matthew lets out the most sarcastic laugh that he can make. Swallowing nervously, Matthew clears his throat and answers the man, “My name is Matthew Campbell. Birthdate Earth Standard December thirteenth, twenty-two sixty-three. I… wasn’t ever assigned a rank or serial number.”
“No serial, eh? Please standby…” the voice sounds before the transmission cuts out.
“What’s the plan, Mudskipper?” Alois repeats his twin’s question, “I think we could blast their ship out of the sky if we needed to, it looks like it’s just a little recon vessel.”
“We’re not blowing anyone up,” Matthew snaps, “These people are supposed to be on our side and they’re just checking things out.”
The Firefly’s speakers buzz to life with a few more chirps before the other man’s voice cuts through the faint static, “According to our records, you should be in the Bulwark, Matthew Campbell. What reason do you have to be out here?”
“I—um… We’re running a recovery op out here. The Beets are usually dormant at night, so we’re making the most of our time.”
“On who’s authority? We were dispatched to the site to recover sensitive materials from the wreck.”
“Under my own?”
“According to the little records we have on you, you don’t seem to have the clearance to be making operational calls.”
“According to the records I’ve seen, no one up here has the authority to stop me,” Matthew fires back before he can stop himself. His hand flashes over his mouth and his eyes go wide as he wonders what overcame him there.
Chuckling softly, Louise looks back to him and gives him a look that appears to be both pleasantly surprised and impressed. Smirking, she jokingly asks, “You trying to get us killed?”
Before Matthew can answer Louise, the man in the ship overhead requests, “Standby, we’re contacting General Nelson.”
“General Nelson?” Matthew repeats with a hint of shock. Last time he had seen Nelson the man was only a Master Sergeant. Matthew knew that he didn’t know all the ranks in the military, but he was confident that a jump to General was quite the leap for someone with Nelson’s previous rank.
“Affirmative,” the man on the other end of the radio confirms, “The General was recently promoted after the previous leadership was ousted by the top brass.”
Matthew is momentarily struck with disbelief when he realizes that he had spoken into the radio and not directly to Louise, as he had intended. Fortunately, he hadn’t said anything negative about the new general because he knew that doing so would land him into even hotter water than he was already in. Stifling a chuckle, he assures himself that there wasn’t a whole lot more that anyone could do to him in the way of punishment though, which he found oddly reassuring.
“This the same Nelson that stuck you on the front?” Louise asks after a few beats.
Nodding, Matthew answers with a hollow voice, “Yeah,”
“This a good thing or a bad thing? I thought he liked you?”
“He does, but…” Matthew pauses long enough to ensure that he isn’t broadcasting this time, “But he’s a little crazy.”
“You have to be at least a little crazy to be a career soldier. Crazier than Alois and me, at least.”
“He told me that he wants me to be in charge of the whole Bulwark. Says I’ll be a captain.”
“A captain in charge of a whole garrison of troops? Seems like your rank doesn’t measure up to what you’re supposed to be doing.”
“Captain Johnson is currently in charge of the Bulwark, so I guess it’s pretty standard.”
“Probably just because they don’t care what we do so long as we sit around and play soldier until they’re ready to execute their plan.”
“Think they won’t like the idea of us not ‘playing soldier?’ We’re a ways away from our post.”
“Better to ask forgiveness than permission,” Louise shrugs.
“Hmm,” Matthew sounds as he crosses his arms and presses himself further into his chair’s protective grasp. He didn’t like the idea of being in the gun sights of the ship overhead, but he hated the thought of blowing them out of the sky as well. Closing his eyes, he offers up a quick prayer that things would end peaceably. When his prayer ends, he reaches over to the Beet carapace shield beside him, something about the shield made him feel safer, even though it would likely do nothing against the overhead threat.
“Nelson wants to speak to you, Campbell,” the radio man sounds, “Good luck.”
Before Matthew can thank the man, several clicks sound. Deciding that caution would best suit him now, Matthew decides to keep quiet until someone else speaks to him.
“Campbell!” Nelson’s voice calls over the Firefly’s speakers. Despite his loudness, Nelson doesn’t seem to be angry this time around, which Matthew takes as a good sign.
“Yes, sir,” Matthew acknowledges, trying to sound as formal as he can.
“Not only do you survive your first few days on the front, but now you go and lead assaults into no-man’s-land! I’m impressed, boy.”
“Thank you, sir,”
“Tell me, how did you get that mech that I’m told you’re using? It was assigned to the ship that you’re interrupting a recovery on. Did you steal it? My teams say that it was sabotaged—was that you?”
“I… No, sir. We tracked down the party responsible for the sabotage and… commandeered these two mechs from them once they were dealt with.”
“So, you’re policing my Bulwark, then? Very nice for a Mudder.”
“I’m just making the most of my time here, sir,” Matthew assures the man, trying to make his efforts sound far less impressive. Matthew glances over to Louise and he offers her a shrug in response to her astonished look.
“If you’re so into policing your new home, then I’ve got a special mission for you,”
“Yes?”
“There’s a Fulcrum hideout over there. The man who trained you heads it up. They’re not the kindest crew out there, I’m sure you’ve already been acquainted with at least a few of them—"
“They’ve been dealt with, General,” Matthew interrupts, “Down to the last man.”
“Why, aren’t you the industrious one?” Nelson chuckles, “Well, that leaves a definite void in command there, as James was the ranking soldier that we had stationed up there…”
When Nelson fails to go on, Matthew can’t help but wonder if the man was still on the other end, “Sir?”
“I’m promoting you, Campbell.”
Not entirely sure what that entailed, Matthew tries to sound as excited and thankful as he can, “Oh. Thank you, sir.”
“I’ll be in touch, Campbell,” Nelson sounds before a click and some static.
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