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One
Morgan Homestead, Allegra
 
“State your business,” a man demands as he rises from the bushes in front of Matthew.
Freezing, Matthew takes a moment before he can fully react to the man’s sudden appearance. He looks the man up and down in an instant and sees that he is holding what appears to be a higher-powered rifle than what Matthew has. His uniform doesn’t look too impressive, it is tan and appears to be made to blend with the surrounding sand and hardpan dirt, which seems fitting since he had been hiding on such surfaces just a few moments before. The man looks curious, and, if Matthew isn’t mistaken, he looks a little startled as well.
There are a few people that Matthew can see around him who have given up their positions and have their weapons trained on him. Most of them are pretty well hidden still, but Matthew still notices them. Of course, he is certain that he is missing most of the people who likely have their weapons drawn right now, but he knew that he wouldn’t need to worry about them—provided that these were the militia people that Vansen said they were and not some hostile faction.
The only way to know for sure who they were was to play his cards right though.
Taking in a sharp breath, Matthew takes another moment before saying, “We’re friends. We—”
The man shifts and his hands move slightly on his rifle, “We don’t have any friends.”
Well, that’s a little sad and isn’t something I’d admit to, Matthew thinks to himself as he suppresses the urge to chuckle at his own joke. Shaking his head, he fires back, “I’m told that we had an open invitation from the general.”
“We don’t know what you’re—”
“Listen, we didn’t come all this way to be turned back. We’re here to speak with the general and—”
“We’re looking for General Bradshaw,” Vansen shouts from behind Matthew, “He knows who I am, and I’m sure a lot of you likely know who I am as well.”
Turning, Matthew sees that Vansen is standing on top of her mech, the Shad. Judging by her expression, she doesn’t want anyone to challenge her. For the sake of everyone around him, and himself as well, Matthew hopes that the man before him backs down.
The man scowls now and says, “Well, I don’t recognize—"
“Sir, she’s good,” someone sounds from nearby, “She’s on our side.”
The man’s expression softens, but he is still frowning. Looking off to his right, he says, “Kilkenny, I’m going to need more info than that if I’m going to do anything.”
Taking a step back, Matthew excuses himself and says, “I’ll give you a little space…”
Now watching from a slight distance, Matthew listens in on the conversation. As he does so, he learns a few new and interesting tidbits about Vansen and her team—interestingly enough, they were heralded as heroes. As the story went, they were the ones who warned Allegra about the Beets in the first place. That allowed the militia and the people of Allegra to begin preparing for what was to come. Following that, they apparently also helped free an entire city from Coalition rule as well, but it sounded like that freedom didn’t last.
Something else that Matthew is able to pick up is that the man in charge, Coolidge, was a Coalition defector himself. Matthew is also able to pick up the names of a lot of the people who are under Coolidge’s command, which he figures would come in handy sooner or later.
“You’d think these guys are politicians with how much talk they’re doing for no action,” Vansen chuckles.
Turning, Matthew sees that Vansen is just about a meter away from him now and also observing the discussion.
“Uh huh,” Matthew nods. A beat passes of him watching and listening before he asks, “So, you and your team helped free a city?”
“It wasn’t as noble as it sounds.”
“A whole city? That’s incredible though!”
“We had plenty of help, we just took part in the attack. It didn’t last anyway.”
“How so? I thought that—”
“The Coalition bombed it to dust not long after we left. Some folks said they used nukes, some said conventional bombs, but it doesn’t really matter. I saw it myself and am not rightly sure what happened besides the fact that the city was bombed and on fire. Everyone agreed that it’s gone now. It, and everyone in it.”
“Oh…”
“Yep, that’s the reality of war. Also why I don’t intend to stay here.”
“It really got to you, huh?”
“Well, you try hearing that your parents both got killed because they were too stubborn to leave.”
“Your parents? Oh… I’m sorry, Vansen, I didn’t know. I—”
“Words aren’t about to bring them back, so I’ll cut you off there, sir. No need to churn up old memories.”
Matthew shuts up, unsure what else he could say right now that had any chance of improving Vansen’s mood. Part of him wants to bring up how he had lost his lifelong love, but that seemed to pale in comparison somehow. It seems odd that it doesn’t seem as serious to Matthew now, and he can’t help but reason that it was because he had begun toying with the idea of Dixie not making it some time ago—even before he knew just how serious things were for her. It doesn’t make sense.
“I’m sorry, did you say your parents were dead?” Kilkenny cuts in.
Vansen eyes Kilkenny and then mutters, “Yeah, and I don’t want to talk about—”
“They’re not dead, ma’am.”
“I saw it myself, soldier. They’re gone.”
“No, they’re—”
“Enough!”
“They’re back on the ranch!” Kilkenny blurts out, “They’re alive. Both of them.”
Her eyes narrowing, Vansen threatens, “If you’re lying to me, then I will personally gut you like—”
“I’m not lying. I spoke with them the night before I got deployed out here. They told me that they left town in order to meet with some of the upper brass of the militia—”
“Kilkenny! Shut it!” Coolidge shouts, “We still don’t know if they’re spies!”
“We know exactly who they are though!” Kilkenny fires back, “They’re no spies, they’re heroes.
“Well, who’s the other guy then?” Coolidge challenges.
Kilkenny looks Matthew over for a beat before he shrugs and answers, “I don’t know, sir.”
“Then, as I said, we don’t know if they’re spies.”
“My name is Matthew Campbell,” Matthew speaks up at long last. When no one tries to stop him, he continues, “I’m the man in charge of the Bulwark to the east. I’m the one who’s been feeding the info on how to kill Beets to the rest of the planet.”
“So, you’re the one who named them!” Kilkenny laughs, “I’ve been wondering who thought of that one. Sort of fitting.”
Matthew shakes his head, “No, it wasn’t me. From what I’m told, it’s what a lot of the people in the Bulwark called them before I got there.”
“I guess I could say you popularized it then,” Kilkenny shrugs. Nodding slowly, he then asks, “Anyhows, is it true that you guys took down an entire Beet charge? Without air support or anything?”
Not sure how to answer and what all he could say, Matthew shifts nervously on his feet. He doesn’t want to disclose that the Beets had been defeated largely thanks to the Dawns because he didn’t know who all he could trust with that information just yet. Taking a steadying breath, Matthew eventually answers, “Not quite… we had a little air support right near the end.”
“A lot of air support at the end,” Vansen corrects.
Matthew chuckles, shrugs, and admits, “Yeah, a whole lot. I don’t even know how many Beets they killed with their stuff.”
Turning back to the rest of his team, Kilkenny says, “How’s that for proof that they are who they say they are, sir? Their story checks out.”
Coolidge grumbles for a moment before he says, “Fine, but we aren’t sending them on ahead today. They’ll have to wait for nightfall.”
“I guess that’s fine by us,” Matthew cuts in, “Nighttime is safer anyways.”
“Indeed,” Coolidge grunts. A moment passes before he makes a hand signal and calls out, “Let’s get moving, boys! Time to get out of here.”
Matthew watches as soldiers start rising to their feet all around him. They are stationed on the hills, in the valley, and seemingly everywhere in between. While he isn’t certain if they have the capability to take out the mechs—Firefly in particular—he knows that he would be dead right now if any of them had the inkling to pull their trigger.
His eyes narrowing, Matthew’s mind starts to wander, I wonder if they’re able to be out here like this because the Beet snipers can’t see them… I haven’t noticed any of the snipers for a while now, maybe these people figured out a way to kill them all? Or… I don’t know. I’m going to have to ask.
“As for you,” Coolidge eyes Matthew skeptically, “You and your team, follow us. And I will be speaking with you once we’re back to the outpost.”
Matthew nods in agreement and, after Coolidge turns, reasons that he had best get back to his mech. Nodding again, but this time at Vansen, Matthew says, “Let’s get a move on. Something tells me that this guy won’t appreciate us looking like we aren’t obeying him.”
“Heh, I know the type,” Vansen says as she turns. She starts toward the mechs and continues in a low voice, “He’s either a weak leader, or he really thinks that we’re not who we say we are. Maybe a bit of both. I hope his issue doesn’t hurt us.”
Matthew quietly nods as Vansen talks. He had been curious why Coolidge didn’t seem to like him, but, after hearing Vansen’s take, he can’t help but think that she is right. It’s a little sad to think but it seems to check out. As such, he makes a mental note to try and keep an eye out for whatever fishy business Coolidge might try pulling in order to prove that Matthew and his team weren’t who they said they were.
He also finds himself worrying that Coolidge might end up slowing them down to the point that they may never see this general—General Bradshaw, according to Vansen. If Coolidge did try to power trip like that, then Matthew mentally prepares himself for some of the things that he might have to try and do to complete his mission.
He had to learn a million and a half things and build rapport with this general all in one short trip. He hated the idea that this was going to be all packed into an unknown number of hours, but this was his lot. He’d figure things out.
Matthew helps Vansen into the Shad and then runs over to Firefly, which Louise drops down to the point that he can easily climb up its ladder. Looking back at the Shad one last time before reentering Firefly, Matthew suddenly realizes that someone had swapped out the armaments on it. Glancing at the other two mechs, he realizes that Abe and Mesh had also seen their weapon suites customized as well. He cocks his head, curious when that happened and wondering why he hadn’t fully noticed it before—especially since they had just been in a firefight—but reminds himself that there was a job to do. Turning back to the hatch, he finally slips back into Firefly.
“Well, that could have gone smoother,” Louise immediately quips.
“Hopefully the guy lets up on us,” Marie says, “I don’t like the idea of a guy who’s supposed to be our ally hating us.”
“Well, if Vansen is who they think she is, then I think we should have smooth sailing sooner or later,” Matthew points out to them, “Since she’s with us, then they’ve got to like us… hopefully.”
Matthew and his team continue chatting as Louise directs Firefly to the outpost ranch that Coolidge and his people are streaming toward. The ranch isn’t too far away and is situated on a bluff that stands higher than a lot of the surrounding hills, granting it a good view and giving whoever is in it some good situational awareness of what’s happening in the valley around it.
I wonder how long the militia people knew that we were coming, Matthew thinks as he momentarily pulls away from the conversation, Coolidge sure seemed surprised to see us out here. I would have thought that we would have gotten a warmer welcome for how far we went, but I guess Vansen might be right about the guy. Maybe he’s just insecure. Maybe—
“Matthew?” Louise asks, pulling Matthew from his thoughts.
“Huh?” Matthew asks, he had tuned everyone else out as he thought.
“I was asking if you thought that bunking here was going to be a good call. I’d think that we could just power through the rest of the way and meet Vansen’s general.”
“Oh,” Matthew nods slowly as he thinks. After a few seconds, he shakes his head and answers, “No, we need to stay here. The Coolidge guy wants us to, and I don’t want to make yet another enemy on this planet. The Beets already want us dead, and the Coalition will soon enough. We’ll need every ally that we can get. If that means we entertain this guy for a few hours, then I’m alright with that. If we’re able to leave early, that’ll be a win, but I won’t push too much for it.”
“And besides,” Marie joins in, “That’s just going to mean that we wait around for all of… eleven hours, it looks like. That’s not too terrible, it’ll give us some time to rest up and make some friends.”
Frowning, Matthew can’t help but request, “If it’s going to be that long, then I think we’ll need at least one of our people standing guard over the mechs. While these people appear to be the ones that Vansen says they are and we’re supposed to be able to trust them, I don’t want to press our luck. These things are going to help us win this war, I don’t want to lose them.”
“Smart move, boss,” Louise sounds from her seat, “Now you’re thinking like a real commander.”
“A real Mudskipper,” Alois corrects with a chuckle.
Louise glances back at Matthew for a split second and smirks before she jokingly says, “Ah yes, right. Forgive me, Mudskipper.”
“You are forgiven, peon,” Matthew says teasingly, “Do not let it happen again.”
“Well, now you’re starting to sound like Rav’ian,” Alois chuckles again.
Matthew shrugs, “I dunno, felt right with that line though.”
“I’ll be sure to keep my mouth shut on what I thought, being the peon I am,” Louise laughs.
“Hush all of you peasants!” Marie cries out in an over-the-top way. Continuing in a royal-sounding voice, she goes on, “None of you are fit to speak in the presence of a princess like me!”
“Eh! I didn’t vote for you!” Alois snorts.
“What? That’s not how this works, Alois,” Marie laughs.
“Actually, he’s referencing an old movie—a really old movie,” Louise comes to the defense of her brother, “It was a good one too. Well played, sir.”
“I do what I can,” Alois beams and laughs.
“Now, in all seriousness,” Louise starts, her demeanor changing, “Do you think that we’ll be safe with these people, Mudskipper?”
“I do,” Matthew nods, “Vansen seems less convinced, but there’s nothing that these people should have against us. And most of the soldiers seem to like us, it’s just the Coolidge guy who’s iffy.”
“And all of these people are supposed to be from Allegra, right?” Louise asks.
“It sounds like it,” Matthew nods.
“So, this is sort of like a diplomatic mission with the locals then.”
“How so?”
“Well, you’ve done stuff with everyone in the Bulwark, but that’s a mess of people from all over. This is going to be our first time where it’s only locals. And they’re militia too! The upper brass of the militia! This has got to mean something, right?”
“I guess so,”
“Well, I’m just saying this because we all have to be sure that we have good first impressions—at least with everyone that we meet from now on. We need these people to like us. Remember, we’ve got the next war to think about here.”
“Pretty sure that they’ll be on our side for the next war. They don’t like the Coalition just as much—if not more—than us. Their entire thing is they want to get rid of the Coalition.”
“Well, none of us are Allegrians, so there’s that issue though. We have to let them know that we’re not too different than them.”
Matthew looks around the cockpit of Firefly for a moment before he asks in a low voice, “You guys think we should mention the seeder to the general once we meet him?”
“Sounds risky, it’s our way out, remember?” Vansen asks.
Shrugging slightly, Matthew offers, “It is, but… well, what if they need it? It’s a big ship and could really help with some future missions.”
“We’ve got future missions to consider too, Mudskipper,” Louise points out.
“I’m with Louise on this one,” Marie quickly adds.
“Me too,” Alois joins in.
“Well, should we just mention that we’ve got some ships then?” Matthew asks, “Otherwise there’s nothing that makes our little force in the Bulwark special.”
“Nothing that we should be telling them, at least,” Marie says, “We all know what I’m talking about there.”
Matthew nods, knowing that Marie is talking about the Dawn legionaries that are in the hills overlooking the Bulwark. They were the unsung heroes who were making sure that everyone and everything kept working. And Matthew knew that, if it were not for them, he’d probably be dead right now. If not him, then an untold number of Mudders. Then there were the lessons that Hamilton was giving Matthew too, which were helping him in ways that he can’t even begin to put into words.
A beat passes before Louise says, “Well, we’ve got to give them something though, I know where you’re coming from there, Mudskipper. So, what can we tell them that we bring to the table?”
Feeling the bar of gold in his pocket lightly bouncing around as Firefly walks, Matthew suddenly remembers something, “Wait! But what if Hamilton wants us to tell the general about them? He did give us that bar of gold to give the man, after all. He had to of known that questions would arise because of that, right?”
“I guess you’re right…” Marie frowns, “But that note didn’t tell us to do it.”
“Maybe he was leaving the option open for us?” Louise offers, “Like, maybe he trusts you enough to be judicious with who you tell?”
“Maybe,” Matthew says, not too convinced what it all meant. Regardless, he knew that he wasn’t about to tell Coolidge anything. The only person he was going to trust with any information about the Dawns, if he disclosed anything at all, would be the general.
“Well, that’s it, folks,” Louise says as Firefly comes to a stop. The mech lowers itself and, after a beat, Louise stands, stretches, and continues, “Let’s get going before that Coolidge guy throws a tantrum or something. Good first impressions, remember.”
“Want me to stand guard first?” Alois volunteers.
Matthew takes a moment before he shakes his head, “Not yet, good first impressions and all. We can do a little meet and greet and then reel things in and figure out what we’ll do from there.”
“Copy that, Mudskipper,” Alois nods.
“Let’s get a move on, don’t want to keep them all waiting,” Vansen sounds over the radios.
“We’ve got a lot of time to burn here, so don’t overdo it,” Vansen warns, “Eleven hours, so pace yourself.”
“There’s always the option of nap time in there too,” Alois points out, “We’ve been at it for a while.”
“We’ll rest up on shifts too,” Matthew assures his team. He continues with a chuckle, “Don’t worry, I get tired, same as the rest of you.”
Matthew watches as Louise passes between him and Marie and opens the hatch to leave. Once the twins leave, Matthew motions for Marie to follow and then pulls up the rear, locking the hatch behind him. Standing upright, he looks around and sees that Vansen’s team has disembarked and is waiting for him. Meanwhile, Coolidge and his people, for the most part, are milling about and going about their routines like nothing too serious is happening.
Matthew soon sees Vansen who is making her way toward him and the rest of his team. He chuckles slightly when he sees that she is being hounded by the Kilkenny guy from earlier.
Nearly tripping over himself to keep up, Kilkenny is blabbering loud enough for Matthew to hear, “You know, your actions in Tripoli saved me. Saved my family too. We all owe you. If there’s anything you need, just ask. Really.”
Vansen tries to wave the man off, “As I already said, I was just another person helping out in all of that.”
Smiling to himself, Matthew turns and makes his way down the ladder on Firefly’s backside and drops to the ground. Turning, Matthew turns his attention back to Vansen and her new fan.
Undeterred, Kilkenny continues, “You say that, but it was what you all did in particular that saved us. I had to do a lot of poking around to find that out. I’m just glad I can finally thank you for it in person.”
“Well, you thanked me,” Vansen grunts. Seemingly having a change of heart, she then asks, “What did I do in particular to help you anyway?”
“Well, I was helping in the attack on the Coalition’s garrison there. You and your team started sniping and you got a guy right before he was able to kill me. Then there’s all the other stuff that you all did like getting those tanks up and running—the Coalition attacked us as we fled, and those tanks were able to stop them. You all saved everyone in that convoy.”
Vansen nods slowly and then asks, “So, you know who I am, why?”
“I was at the meeting that the militia had before it all too. I recognized you from that.”
“And Coolidge doesn’t think that’s good enough?”
“Well, he still doesn’t trust—” Kilkenny stops to motion at Matthew and his team “—any of them. They’re all outsiders. You know how we Allegrians can be.”
“Well, winds shift and times change. We’re going to have to suck that up and deal with the fact that these outsiders are doing more to save Allegra than most everyone from here.”
“That was harsh,” Marie breathes.
“I think we’re better off letting her do her thing,” Matthew whispers back, “She’s the local, after all.”
Vansen lets out an irritated grunt as she shakes her head and motions at Matthew before she continues, “Listen, I hate the idea of these folks swooping in and saving the day as much as the next Allegrian, but they’re the ones getting stuff done. I didn’t see anyone standing up against the Beets and Coalition like Matthew here has, so maybe we just aren’t cut out to make it on our own. But we don’t have to. There are other people, these
people, and they’re getting stuff done for us all. The least we can do is take them under our wings.”
“That’s a fine speech and all, but it doesn’t change the facts,” Coolidge butts into the conversation and shakes his head, “We don’t know these people and I don’t trust them because of that.”
“Well, I think it’s time we get to know each other properly then,” Matthew speaks up at long last. Looking around, his eyes lock onto a few vehicles that are parked on the side of the ranch house that seems to be the nerve center for the little outpost that they are outside of. Motioning with his chin toward the vehicles, he asks, “How long has it been since those ran?”
“They’re still running,” Coolidge gripes.
“Well, they sure don’t look like they’ve moved much of late.”
“We don’t have the fuel to waste.”
“Well, what if I offered you some?” Matthew asks as he motions at the large tank that Alois had made and that Firefly is carrying on its underbelly. Nodding, he continues, “I’ve got diesel fuel for your general in there, but I doubt that he will worry too much if some of his people got a little share so they could do their jobs better.”
Coolidge frowns and starts, “You can’t bribe your way into—"
“What he’s trying to say is thank you,” Kilkenny cuts in, “We all appreciate it.” Motioning all around, Kilkenny points out some appreciative nods and smiles at the offer. A beat passes before he goes on, “Coolidge, like the rest of us, just got tired of being walked all over by folks who ain’t ever lived on our world before deciding that they were fit to rule it.”
“I don’t need you to speak for me,” Coolidge murmurs.
“Well, that’s what I’m doing and you aren’t stopping me,” Kilkenny shrugs, “Now, about that getting to know each other thing, let’s meet inside. Coolidge, think we could get out that roast that you were saving for a special occasion?”




Two
Morgan Homestead, Allegra
 
“Thank you all for your hospitality,” Matthew smiles as their extended dinner comes to an end.
Matthew, his people, and the militia people had been gathered around the banquet table which extended from the dining room through the living room of the ranch house and everyone had been enjoying themselves for three hours or so. In that time, most, if not all, of the garrison of the outpost had been able to file through, eat their fill, and have enough time to talk to Matthew and his team.
Arguably more importantly, Coolidge had finally gotten to the point that he didn’t seem to hate Matthew as well.
“It was our pleasure,” Coolidge smiles, “We’ve been waiting for an excuse to have a feast like this. I’m sure all of my people are just as tired of stew as I am.”
“I don’t want to see another barley stew in my life,” one of the militia men grumbles loudly for everyone to hear.
The group around the table laughs for a moment, which is something that Matthew has grown to enjoy. The people here laughed so easily and their laughter was so full. Being here felt freeing to him.
“Well, I can’t promise that one,” Coolidge sighs, “There aren’t a lot of options as far as foodstuffs go out here for us.”
“And I wish I could help, but it’s a long ways,” Matthew frowns.
“Well, once you all fight your way to us then it’ll be easier,” Coolidge offers optimistically.
Nodding, Matthew can’t help but agree. Of course, part of him fears thinking about how many men he would have to lose to get this far, but his success in getting all the way out here gave him hope. Those who had heard the stories of him and his team killing the Biggie and all of the other Beets on their way over here also shared that hope now.
But Matthew can’t help but feel like the hope was empty. He didn’t have enough mechs to keep hammering the Beets with. All he had access to was manpower. All he could do, it seemed, was throw Mudders at a wall of Beets to die—just like what the Beets were doing against him right now.
It was all a war of attrition.
A war of attrition that could only be stopped with mechs, ships, and a host of other things that Matthew either doesn’t have access to or doesn’t have enough of.
“You know, talking about getting over here, I never got a straight answer from you all,” Matthew says after a few beats, “Why aren’t there any Beets or Beet snipers all the way out here?”
“Because you killed them all on your way over!” Kilkenny points out with a laugh.
Once the laughter dies down from the rest of the table, Coolidge finally answers, “We’ve got snipers of our own. Not to mention that the Beets avoid us, for the most part.”
Cocking his head, Matthew asks, “But why would they avoid you all?”
“Want my honest opinion? I think they don’t think we’re worth the fight. They’ve basically surrounded us, but they sort of skipped over us too. There are lots of other people peppering the countryside who put up enough of a fight that the Beets just moved along past them too. They mostly ignore us now.”
“But why wouldn’t they come in and…”
“And finish us off? Maybe they’re more interested in letting hunger do it for them. If you were here when this all started, then you would have heard about all of the attacks that the Beets did. They took tons of land early on. It was like a mad dash. It wasn’t until more recently that they slowed down.”
“Any idea why they slowed down?”
“Maybe they ran out of bugs and are breeding a new batch. Maybe they’ve got all the land they want. Your guess is as good as mine. All I know is that we kill every Beet that comes our way or looks at us cross-eyed. They don’t trouble us anymore for that.”
“And the snipers? Are they really not an issue?”
“Not really. We had some a while back and a few every so often, but we’ve got snipers of our own, like I said. Got equipment to keep an eye out for things too. Drones in the air keeping watch over us and letting us know what’s coming before it gets here, tons of cameras and sensors all over too. We know everything that’s around us in quite the large arc.”
“So, did you all pick up on the big Beet attack?”
“We did, took us a bit to figure out what exactly was happening, but we didn’t see anything directly. Mostly just picked up on the vibrations, noise, and such.”
“Interesting…”
“We also picked up on the noise that the Biggie that you killed made when it died. That’s one of the reasons why we were all out and about and ready to intercept your team, we had plenty of warning.”
“I see.”
“Long story short, we’re set up to wait things out as long as need be. Most Allegrians are. But, as Security Officer Vansen here pointed out, that isn’t really fixing anything. I reckon it’s time we start traipsing around the planet like you seem to be doing.”
“If you’ve heard what we have heard about the Beets, then you’d know for a fact that joining us is the only option,” Vansen cuts in, “These things are prolific. We can’t just wait them out like we had wanted to do originally. We’ve got to fight them—maybe even help the Coalition on some attacks.”
“Vansen’s right, the Beets are here to zero out a planet’s population,” Matthew adds, “As much as I’d like to share more on that, though, I can’t. But I can confidently say that they’re not about to call their attack quits where they’ve stopped so far. They’re patient and they’re numerous.”
You’ll have to take that up with the general, it’s not my call,” Coolidge shrugs weakly, “I don’t want to see Allegrians dying if we don’t need to see it, but I don’t want us getting eaten by those aliens even more. I guess I’d rather shoot these things than my fellow man anyhow.”
“Even if we’re talking a Coalition sellout,” Kilkenny chuckles, “I guess we’ve been focusing on the lesser of two evils, as it were.”
“Indeed,” Marie nods.
“So, we still waiting until nightfall to get a move on?” Fahy asks after a beat, “If you guys are keeping the area secure, Beets shouldn’t be an issue for us, right?”
“Maybe, but we still like to have the cover of nightfall,” Coolidge offers with yet another shrug, “Less of a chance of being seen.”
“By who? You said it yourself that the Beets aren’t over here, so they can’t see you. Besides that, the Coalition doesn’t have satellites to watch us anymore. The Beets wiped them out. Same with most of the ships they send out into Beet territory—it’s a wonder that your drones aren’t all gone by now.”
Coolidge nods and says, “Our big ones are, but the Beets either can’t hit or don’t care about the smaller ones we’ve got.”
“Well, regardless, there’s no reason for us to wait, as I see things,” Fahy maintains, “As much as I like you all and would like to stay, we really need to get a move on.”
“What’s the rush?” Coolidge looks over at Matthew.
Matthew chuckles softly and offers a slight smile as he shakes his head, “We’re in a war, there’s always a rush.”
With a laugh, Coolidge raises a glass, “Well, I understand that as well as the next guy—” he takes a swig of the barley beer within and then finishes, “—but I still don’t let that interfere with a good time if I don’t have to. We don’t need to run ourselves ragged all the time.”
“A time for peace and a time for war,” Matthew whispers to himself. Looking up at Coolidge, Matthew takes a moment to collect his thoughts before responding, “If it’s all the same to you, my team and I would like to get a move on sooner rather than later. We don’t have the time to waste. I’m losing people every moment that I’m not able to fix the things that I’m so close to fixing. We don’t have it as easy as you all do back here. The Beets are still coming for us.”
“Fine,” Coolidge huffs, “I will provide you some escorts and guides to get to the general. I’ve informed him that he has visitors, but I thought he’d appreciate the surprise of just who it is. I’ll let him know that you will all be arriving early.”
“Thank you,” Matthew nods at the man, “I’m sorry it’s got to be this way, but you know how it is. We’ve got to do what we can to save our men.”
“I do,” Coolidge says soberly, “I really do.”
“Once we’ve moved the frontlines closer to you all, I’ll be sure to send in some more exciting food too!” Matthew pledges with a smirk, “Maybe knock barley out of your diets for a few weeks that way!”
That promise is met with a cheer from the crowd and, after a few minutes, Matthew finds himself back out in the heat of the late Allegrian day sun. A rivulet of sweat is following the contours of his spine and he takes in the sight of his four mechs which are all squatting there, waiting for the return of their pilots. He smiles, realizing that these mechs, like the fishing ships back home, were more or less hopeless without their crews. All they could do was wait for the return of those who brought them life. However, instead of bobbing in a harbor like those ships, these war machines sat, patiently awaiting their next mission like the good soldiers that they were.
•••••••••••••••
“Well, this is going to be slow and dreadful,” Louise says with a chuckle as she expertly weaves Firefly out of the final gate of the Morgan Homestead.
It took another three hours, but Coolidge finally let Matthew and everyone else leave. It wasn’t until the first hour after the meal had passed that Matthew realized that the man must just be lonely and was trying to keep the newcomers around a little longer. The garrison of the ranch seemed to enjoy it, but Matthew had gotten to the point that he was just feeling antsy and wanted to get on his way.
“You’d think that they’d figure something out faster than going out on foot,” Alois agrees with Louise after a short while.
Peering out of the cockpit window, Matthew looks down at the small contingent of militia soldiers who are filing on ahead of him.
Even a fast march would still make the trip to the general’s ranch several hours long, and Matthew isn’t too fond of the idea of wasting time that he didn’t need to. He had already wasted enough of it.
“Oh no, now they’re stopping,” Louise grunts.
“But they’re getting out of the way,” Alois is quick to point out, “Think that they’re going to just have us head out on our own after all?”
“Coolidge was pretty insistent that—” Matthew isn’t able to finish because there is a sudden flurry of movement.
Seemingly out of nowhere, well over a dozen soldiers on horseback race into Matthew’s field of view, arresting his attention. They weave about to and fro and, after a short while, they fall into line ahead of Firefly.
“Well, I guess that’s going to be a bit faster after all then,” Louise says with a soft chuckle, “A little cooler looking too.”
“Mechs and horses, talk about a technology difference there,” Matthew chuckles. The scene reminds him of how he used sails on the ships back home to travel in this modern era as well. As crazy as it looked or sounded, there were technologies and such that seemed to be eternal in their use.
“I’ve seen weirder things in my day,” Louise says as she accelerates in order to keep up with the new pace that the horses are now setting.
“Alright, let’s be sure to keep our eyes peeled,” Matthew instructs, changing the subject as he does so, “As confident as Coolidge might be with his ability to monitor the area, I don’t want to take that for granted. Let’s not let anything sneak up on us.”
“Copy that,” the twins say in unison.
“I’ll do my best,” Marie says with an awkward chuckle, “We all know that I’m better at patching wounds than figuring out these guns though.”
“Oh, you’ve done fine,” Alois says, mocking annoyance, “Just keep doing what you’ve done so far. We’ll get along fine.”
“Well, if I blow anyone up that I’m not supposed to, just know that I wanted out!” Marie teases.
“I’m beginning to think that you brought along the wrong sidekick,” Alois tells Matthew with a chuckle, “This one’s broken, or something.”
“I heard that,” Marie says as she jabs Alois, who is sitting in front of her.
“Oh no, I’m so sorry,” Alois says sarcastically as a troublemaking smirk crosses his lips.
Not about to miss a good chance to take a jab back at Alois, Matthew jokes, “Well, I guess I’m stuck with a second-rate crew regardless, judging by my pilots, so…”
“Oh, ouch,” Alois feigns hurt, “Guess I might as well leave now then.”
Matthew chuckles but doesn’t respond. He knew that the bantering could keep going for the rest of their trip, and he knew that there were better things for him to be doing right now.
Arguably most importantly, he needed to keep an eye out for hostiles, just like he had ordered his people to do. More eyes looking for threats just made everyone safer.




Three
Bradshaw Ranch, Allegra
 
“Welcome to the Bradshaw Ranch!” one of the militia soldiers on horseback shouts the moment they open the outermost cattle gate of the property.
Looking out of Firefly’s armored window at the ranch beyond, Matthew can’t help but feel underwhelmed.
Immensely underwhelmed.
This ranch doesn’t look like anything special, much less like something that any respectable general would be commanding any type of war effort from.
In short, Matthew can’t help but think that this whole trip might just be a waste of his time, energy, and resources.
“On your right, you’ll see the emergency runway for our fighters and drones,” the man continues as he motions with one arm.
Looking out, Matthew sees a flat field full of dead grass. There are some patches where the grass has been torn up and Matthew imagines the scene of a stricken starfighter crash landing there, but he still doesn’t feel impressed. Regardless of what may or may not have landed on the field in the past, it was still just a field. It was no runway. Of course, Matthew knew that he was no one to judge, Crail didn’t even have a paved landing zone, nor did the Bulwark, but he still feels like the ranch is all part of some elaborate scam.
The impromptu guide continues pointing things out and, time and time again, Matthew finds himself wishing that there was something more substantial and military-looking than what he is seeing.
Alas, that isn’t the case. In seemingly every instance, what Matthew is seeing is just signs of an old ranch that had been commandeered to serve as a supposed base of operations for the Allegrian militia.
Even the Bulwark is better off than this, Matthew thinks pessimistically as he finally spots the first bit of fortifications that he had seen since arriving on the ranch. There is a small line on the side of the main road of earth embankments where a few soldiers are idly watching the procession from.
A few dozen meters further on Matthew spots some trenches, but they are far smaller than what he had grown used to in the Bulwark. Additionally, these trenches aren’t even reinforced, they’re just channels carved into the dirt.
Further back, Matthew spots some more earthen embankments, these appear to be made of large dirt bricks, and, in some places, they are stacked a couple of meters tall. But, for the most part, the short walls are perhaps a half meter or so high. It really isn’t anything impressive.
“I’m beginning to think that this whole trip was a waste,” Louise mutters with a chuckle. Shrugging slightly, she adds, “I mean, Alois and I have seen worse bases in our days that still got a lot done, but this is still pitiful.”
“Makes me think that Coolidge’s story about the Beets not really attacking might be true though,” Alois offers, “There’s no way that this place could still be around if they attacked it like they hit us. If nothing else, these people would have built things up a ton by now to be safe from the next charge.”
“I feel like we must be missing something though,” Matthew frowns, “It sounded like there were tons of people here. This is nothing. And I don’t see many people around the homestead itself either. So, either I’m missing something, or this is all just a façade.”
Louise makes a show of looking around, “A façade to what? For who to see? I know the Allegrians are farm folk and all, but this? This—I don’t know. Maybe we should ask Vansen or someone on her team.”
“I’m sure she’s thinking a lot of the same stuff that we are,” Matthew makes a half frown. Taking a deep breath, he speaks into his radio’s receiver, “Vansen, you know something we don’t here, or what?”
“I’m just as disappointed as you, sir,” Vansen responds right away, “My boys and I were talking about it. Fahy says that he heard some communique that there’s more than meets the eye here, but that was a while back that he heard it.”
“Maybe it’s all just set up over the hill up ahead?” Boris offers, “Maybe all of this is just the foremost defense?”
“We’ll see, I guess,” Matthew says, trying to stay optimistic.
The little tour from horseback continues and the four mechs follow their meaty counterparts as the militia soldiers walk past the driveway to the ranch house.
Sure enough, it seemed like Boris was right and what Matthew and the others had been looking at wasn’t everything. Of course, part of Matthew had thought this might be the case, this was far from the only ranch that they had passed on their way here after leaving Coolidge at the Morgan Homestead, but none of those ranches had been named after the general that they were heading out to meet.
“So, how long until we get to meet the general?” Matthew asks, using Firefly’s loudspeakers to talk to the militia men.
“Less than an hour, I’d think,” the man answers, “All depends on if he’s busy though. But we’re just a few minutes out.”
“That’s music to my ears,” Louise chuckles, “This was a lot longer of a walk than I thought it was going to be.”
Matthew nods in agreement. He hadn’t thought that the Morgan Homestead was going to be hours out from the one that was their actual destination. However, as was often the case, reality didn’t measure up to expectations. Additionally, it seemed to Matthew, that General Bradshaw might be a lot better off than he originally thought as well. After all, if the man could control this large of an area and keep it clear of Beets then he must be as well-manned and armed as Matthew had hoped.
Of course, the ranch that they had been walking past seemed to attest to another set of possibilities, but that lackluster presentation didn’t and, as Matthew saw things, couldn’t measure up to what he knew was true.
Matthew briefly considers bothering the militia guide again before Firefly finally gets close to cresting the hill that they are ascending and, at long last, he sees what he can only describe as the hidden fist of the Allegrian militia.
Spread out below in a massive valley are kilometers upon kilometers of military equipment. Everything is lined up nicely and, for the most part, everything appears to be either new or in working order. There is, on the far side, a small boneyard of damaged equipment as well, but the majority of things that Matthew can see all appear perfect.
And here I thought James and the Fulcrum guys were siphoning off gear! Matthew thinks, shocked, That was nothing compared to all of this!
“Where… where could they have gotten all of this?” Louise breathes.
Alois lets out a low whistle but says nothing.
“Well, that wasn’t what I was expecting,” Marie murmurs.
“Vansen,” Matthew sounds after a few beats, “What is all of this?”
“I—uh…” Vansen stammers, clearly just as surprised as everyone else, “I knew that the general was stockpiling stuff for the war, but this isn’t at all what I had imagined.”
“Suddenly I feel like the fuel we brought wasn’t needed,” Matthew chuckles.
Louise nods and then says, “And I’m wondering why Coolidge and his people needed some—I’d bet the general has more than enough here!”
“Well, I think we’ve all got more questions than what we could even dream of getting answers for on this trip,” Matthew says with a long, tired sigh, “Let’s try to keep things simple and remember that we’re here to make friends on this trip. We’ll find the secrets of the universe on the second.”
This gets a chuckle out of Alois and, after a beat, Louise joins in.
Then everyone falls silent, seemingly content with just staring at the wealth of military equipment that is just out of reach.
The host laid out before them is made up of a large array of land, air, and space craft. Some are clearly meant for civilian life, but the majority are clearly of military origins. Some of them have lighter armoring while others appear to be able to take a hit from some of the biggest missiles out there. Almost everything is painted to blend in better with the desert, being mostly colored with a smattering of deep greens, and a majority of shades of browns and tans. Of course, there are some things that don’t quite match the others in color, but those are fewer and further between.
“Wonder where they store all the ammo and such,” Alois says after several minutes, breaking the silence in the process.
“Probably underground, or something,” Matthew offers, “But, if they’ve got room for all of that, it sort of makes me wonder why they haven’t stowed all of this stuff away already.”
“So many questions, so little time,” Marie breathes.
“Right!” Matthew agrees with a laugh.
Matthew and the others continue with their small talk, even chatting with the other mechs and their militia escorts and they continue on their way. Contrary to Matthew’s initial thoughts, they aren’t going down into the valley of weaponry. Instead, they are following the ridge overlooking the valley as they make their way toward some other destination. Regardless of where this other location was, Matthew is happy that they took the route that they did—he wouldn’t have believed what any militia fighter said they had in the way of machinery if it were not for this little show.
Now, if I could just get my hands on some of that stuff, Matthew thinks as he looks longingly at the expanse of weaponry yet again, Sure, I’d have to train everyone up on all of this new stuff if I did, but I’d at least have something that could take a hit from the Beet snipers and keep my people alive! If nothing else, I’d be able to send more people out to kill Beets too. It would be so much safer! …Well, I suppose I could have been doing this with the mechs all of this time too… Maybe I’ve just been greedy. But we do still have that fuel shortage, so maybe that’s it? But I guess we’ve gotten lots of new fuel recently. I don’t know. This is all a little much. So much change, so little time. I got to think about adapting already! That’s got to be part of my job as a commander here, if I don’t adapt, people will keep dying needlessly. Maybe I could ask this general—better yet, I could ask Hamilton—about how to best use tanks, transports, and such. That might help me figure out how to best use this all…
“Here we are!” the militia guide announces at long, long last, “General Bradshaw’s main headquarters.”
Pulling himself out of his thoughts and back to reality, Matthew takes in the headquarters that he had come all this way for.
Sure enough, it looks a lot more like a military base than anything that he had seen so far on this little trip.
However, it still doesn’t quite measure up to what he had been hoping for. Provided, he knew that his hopes likely surpassed anything that could happen in both reality and his wildest dreams, but he had been hoping to stumble across a massive fortress that could survive a thousand consecutive apocalypses.
Instead, what makes up the majority of General Bradshaw’s headquarters are hastily erected buildings, high earthen walls, and other fortifications. Lots of dust too.
While it is clear that this place is military in nature and appears quite defendable, it’s anything but a true fortress. If Matthew was forced to put just one word to describe it, he’d call it a shantytown.
“Well, that’s the most pole barns I’ve ever seen in one place,” Vansen says with a low whistle, “But I guess it makes sense. Beats not having anything, if nothing else.”
“Defenses aren’t half bad too,” Louise chimes in, “Now this is among the better examples of defense that I’ve seen!”
“Too bad it’s down in a valley though, cuts down on defensive options,” Alois says, “Harder to detect, sure, but harder to defend too.”
Matthew nods along slowly. He could see where Alois was coming from; he felt like he could throw a rock from the hills and have it land behind the walls. Of course, he also saw where Alois was coming from with the harder to detect part as well. He is immediately reminded of the Dawn Camp which is also set up with clandestineness in mind instead of defense.
“I’d rather avoid a fight altogether than just be good at defending,” Vansen argues on behalf of the base, “Hiding a base like this sounds like a great idea to me.”
“I’d rather it all be underground,” Fahy joins the argument, “But, hey, what do you expect from a miner?”
“We’ll have that underground option soon enough anyway,” Matthew reminds the group, “That’s sort of the entire reason why we’re all the way out here anyways.”
It isn’t long before Matthew and the others find themselves being ushered into one of the larger buildings in the base. Unfortunately, they weren’t allowed to leave anyone in or around the mechs in order to keep watch over them, but Matthew isn’t too worried about that. The fact that the motor pool area that the mechs are parked in was a completely walled-off and well-guarded area did a lot to dissuade Matthew’s worries. Of course, part of him can’t help but think that the militia may try to seize the weapons, but he keeps reminding himself that they had more than enough war machines at the ready as it was and that they likely wouldn’t care for adding another to their collection.
As Matthew follows the soldiers who are ushering him and his team through a small maze of buildings that clearly make up the command center for the base, he is able to pick up bits and pieces of quite a few conversations. Most of the conversations are rather monotonous, but some are about the broader war effort. From the sound of things, the Allegrian militia isn’t just sitting idly like Matthew had thought that they were. Instead, the militia is running raids every so often on Coalition targets deep behind friendly lines where the Beets are not a problem and where the Coalition’s security had grown complacent. That equipment stayed behind friendly lines and worked to strengthen the position of the militia cells that were still back there. Additionally, it sounded to Matthew like the militia was also running occasional raids deep behind Beet lines as well. Those raids allowed them to procure all of the stuff that the fleeing civilians and Coalition soldiers had left behind. That’s where a lot of their loot had come from. Finally, there is a surprisingly large number of conversations about Matthew, his team, and their arrival. Everyone seems quite shocked that anyone could manage to make it all the way out here. It wasn’t so much that they were surprised that someone could make the trek in fear of the distance, it was the fact that someone managed to make it past the Beet frontlines where the overwhelming majority of the Beets on the planet are located.
After hearing that the Beet lines only went back a few kilometers, Matthew can’t help but think about how this war was actually winnable now. He had thought for the longest time that the Beets were as numerous as the grains of sand on this planet and that they covered the planet just as thoroughly. Now he knew that he could punch through those frontlines and that it was more or less smooth sailing after that—provided what he was hearing was accurate.
“Wait here,” the soldiers who had been leading the way through the command center tell Matthew and his motley crew as they all stop outside of a door. Once Matthew and the others have all stopped, two of the soldiers slip into the building. The remaining soldiers keep a watchful gaze on Matthew and his team, but they don’t seem too worried about them—it’s clear that the militia folk think of him as either some sort of equal or as a friend. There is some tension that Matthew is picking up on, but it’s nothing compared to how cold Coolidge had been when they first met.
“How long you guys think we’re going to be waiting?” Matthew asks no one in particular. As he waits for an answer, he suddenly realizes just how clean and safe this compound feels compared to the places that he has been. Even the Coalition bases far behind their lines were filled with more death and filth than this place that is deep behind enemy lines.
None of it made sense.
However, it seemed to make perfect sense too. It all seemed to fit the stereotypical Coalition style to pay no heed to the mental well-being of a human and focus only on the bottom line. Meanwhile, this ragtag base in the middle of nowhere has no dead or dying soldiers in sight and everything is clean. Additionally, Matthew feels a lot safer here, but he can’t quite put his finger on why this is the case. Part of him suspects that it has to do with his dislike and distrust of the Coalition, but he isn’t sure. All of that had been so long ago and it feels like a distant memory now. It had only been maybe a couple of months and he can’t help but feel like his life had always been filled with soldiering. His previous life feels like nothing more than a dream that he could escape to in order to get away from the bleak reality that constantly surrounds him.
“Shouldn’t be too long, but we don’t know yet,” a soldier answers.
Nodding, Matthew can’t help but wish that the answer was more concrete, but it’s nothing that he can change. Shifting gears, he gets back to wading through his thoughts.
Matthew knows full well that he still isn’t a professional lifer of a soldier. He’s just a fisherman who got picked up one day and shipped off to war for a land he knew not. One thing led to another and then another and now he was visiting a group of apparent doomsday hermits in the desert. While he knows the hermit bit isn’t entirely the truth, part of him can’t help but think of the militia as such. The militia hadn’t done much, if anything, to help him in the war effort as he and his men bled on the frontlines for the Allegrians’ planet.
Sighing, Matthew pulls himself from his thoughts and looks around once more, this time making a point to take in the surroundings. He’s particularly sure to try and keep himself from comparing this dry, clean place to the Coalition strongholds and the Bulwark. By now he’s smart enough to know that the militia is nothing like the Coalition.
His new mission in mind, Matthew studies the first thing that’s closest to him: a wall. The wall is made of some sort of corrugated metal and has a line of screws rising to its roof every couple of meters. If he is remembering right, Vansen had called this sort of building a pole barn, and Matthew reasons that the lines of screws must be attached to said poles.
Knowing that he wasn’t here to study buildings, Matthew tears his eyes from the structure and looks down the hardpacked dirt path between the buildings that he is on. The dirt appears to be a lot like the stuff in the Bulwark, except it’s dry. He briefly wonders why no one had taken the time to do anything to pave the way, but reminds himself that the war was still a new development and that this entire base was likely just as new.
Matthew shifts his attention to the people all around him as he frowns, kicking himself for perseverating on the most random things as he tries to take everything in. The people, obviously militia fighters, are all dressed in the militia uniforms that he had seen back in Coolidge’s ranch. It’s all well-suited for desert operations and loose-fitting enough that Matthew can tell that no one would be getting heat stroke on account of their clothing.
Thinking about heat stroke, Matthew looks up to the sky and sees that the sun is quickly losing ground and that night will be falling soon enough. Fortunately, he and his team had missed the heat of the day by being protected in their mechs, but Matthew can’t help but feel sorry for the soldiers on horseback who had taken them here—they hadn’t been spared from the unrelenting and unforgiving sun.
Too bad this place isn’t like the Black Forest or Crail, Matthew thinks passively, There aren’t many—actually, any—clouds to stave off this heat out here! Folks just have to just take it and suffer. …Actually, I don’t really think of it as suffering, now that I mention that. It’s sort of nice. Beats the cold from the ocean, wind, surf, and everything else on Crail. I’d vacation here, if I ever had the choice. Well, I guess I live here now though, so…
Shaking his head, Matthew snaps out of his thoughts once more. He isn’t sure why he’s getting so caught up in his own head right now, but he reminds himself that doing so was not the way of a soldier. As a leader, he feels like this is even less the case. While he could allow himself to think about whatever he willed when there weren’t Beets to kill, he knew that he was still on a mission right now. Not just any mission, but one that he had to be fully present for. This was, if things went well, supposed to be the first of many meetings and it was supposed to kick off an alliance. Distractions weren’t going to reflect well on him.
“The general is ready to see you,” a soldier says as they peek their head through an open door.
Matthew quickly looks around at his team and then asks the soldier, “All of us?”
“No none of you,” the soldier says with a laugh. Smiling, she continues in a friendly tone, “Yes, all of you! Bradshaw wouldn’t let old friends who came all this way wait out in the sun.”
Not about to let the woman believe something that wasn’t true, Matthew blurts out, “Oh, I’m not—"
“I know you’re new,” the soldier interrupts, “You’re not from Allegra either. But I was talking about Security Officer Vansen and her team here. As for you and your team, mister Matthew—I didn’t catch your rank—General Bradshaw is excited to meet you.”
“I think they’ve upped me to Second Sergeant now…” Matthew pauses to look at his team for confirmation. When Louise nods at him, he continues, “It’s a pleasure to meet you…”
Beaming, the soldier opens the door the rest of the way, extends a hand, and introduces herself, “I’m Specialist Hayes, I’m—”
“Rylie the medic!” Fahy interrupts the woman, “I knew I remembered your face!”
The soldier—a medic—smiles and lowers her gaze shyly, “Yes, I had hoped that you might recognize me.”
“It’s hard to forget someone who patches you back up,” Fahy chuckles nostalgically, “Thank you again.”
“Just doing my job, sir,” Rylie whispers.
“If you’re here then…” Vansen trails off, looks around with a nervous and expectant look on her face. With a quivering lip, she asks, “Then how many other people from Tripoli are here?”
“Are you asking in general, or have you finally come here to pick up the rest of your family?” Riley asks with a friendly chuckle, “Because, either way, a lot more people got out of there before the Coalition decided to do its thing than you probably thought. In fact, we even saved a lot of loyalists too. Not nearly enough, they seemed to think that the Coalition would never attack a city with supporters still in it, but we saved enough. Suffice to say, I doubt those survivors are loyalists anymore.”
“So… this base?” Vansen cocks her head.
“It’s a military base alright. We sent along the survivors to safer pastures. At least most of them before the fronts got too established.”
“And the rest?”
“They’re in the next valley over. A lot of them joined the war effort too. In fact, I think everyone from Tripoli is taking part to some extent at this point.”
“And my parents?”
“We called for them, they’re being trucked in right now. We couldn’t let expert ranchers like them just sit around, we’ve got people to feed here!”
“Wow…”
“I heard that you thought they were dead,”
“Yeah.”
“I can’t begin to imagine,”
Vansen lets out a long, quivering breath and she shakes her head. A beat passes before she speaks up, “I had the last couple of hours to deal with the idea that they might still be here and… I still can’t…”
Vansen breaks down at that and Matthew is struck by the fact that he hadn’t ever seen her cry. Looking at the rest of her team, Matthew sees their shock as well. Vansen evidently wasn’t the type to ever show this kind of emotion—not often, at least.
Rilie frowns, approaches Vansen, and wraps her arms around the woman. A moment passes before she coos, “Go on, let it out. This must have been very hard on you.”
“The rest of you can come with me,” another soldier that’s inside the building says, “Give those two some privacy.”
Matthew nods and ushers his people on ahead of him. He looks at Vansen one last time and, satisfied that she is in good hands, he then follows the group. Once the door shuts behind him, Matthew blindly follows the others as his eyes adjust to the weaker indoor lighting.
“If you ask me, I think it’s you and that Rylie girl that we should have given some privacy,” Boris laughs as he elbows Fahy.
“Oh, stop it,” Fahy elbows Boris right back.
“She’s clearly into you!” Boris maintains.
“And we both know I’ve got my eyes on another gem,” Fahy fires, “I’m not about to throw that away. No matter—”
“No matter how cute the girl is?”
“Right, no matter—wait!”
“Nope, you already agreed. You think she’s cute.”
“And I also think that we’re adults and we don’t need to tease each other—”
“Fine, I’ll drop it.”
“Good.”
“On one condition.”
“You and your conditions!”
“You got to ask her out already.”
“No!”
“That’s the deal.”
“But she’s my superior officer!” Fahy whispers.
Matthew can’t help but feel like he isn’t supposed to be overhearing all of this, but he can’t help but continue. At this point, he was invested in this conversation. Ignoring it now would be like laying out a net and then letting it go and letting the ocean have its way with it.
Whispering right on back, Boris leans closer to Fahy, “Vansen’s not about to stay single forever, Fahy.”
“You think I don’t know that?”
“Then act on it!”
“We already do just about everything together. She knows how I feel. She—”
“She is a woman of action and needs a man who isn’t afraid of that. And, if the rumors are true, then I heard there’s a guy who found some gold up in our mountains. Gold sure makes nice jewelry. I sure wonder…”
“First off, it was in the valley in a dry stream bed. Second off, who’s to expect that she’d say yes if I proposed?”
“Proposal, eh? Getting straight to it so fast?”
“What?! You said—”
“I just talked jewelry. You’re the one that thought engagement ring.”
“You’re really terrible, you know that?”
Feeling like he now has all the information that he needs, Matthew shifts his attention back to his surroundings at long last. He didn’t need to pry any more than he had to, however, he can’t help but feel at least some concern for Alois. He wasn’t sure just yet, but he felt like Alois might have feelings for Vansen as well. As Boris had warned, a woman of Vansen’s caliber wasn’t too likely to stay single forever.
“Wait here,” the soldier says. Motioning toward a nearby door, he continues, “I will notify the general that you are ready. He just had something come up, but he will be getting to you as soon as possible.”
“Thank you,” Matthew nods at the soldier who slips into the general’s office.
“Back to waiting, I guess,” Louise says, clearly annoyed.
“I guess so,” Fahy answers.
“I’m going to get some shut-eye,” Louise grunts, “By the sound of that guy’s voice, this was a serious thing.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Alois agrees with a chuckle.
“I hear they came from the Bulwark,” someone whispers from across the room.
Matthew resists the urge to look over at who had spoken, but he does look that way as he keeps his head forward.
There is a small group of people on the far side of the room that he and his team are passing through. The room appears to be some sort of office space and there are lots of computer stations set up all around it. If it were not for the dirt floors, hastily erected rough-cut wood walls, and the exposed steel roof the area would look like a real office space. They had the right layout, equipment, people, all of it. They just lacked the building.
“I thought they only put idiots up there,” someone challenges the woman who had spoken first, “These folks are clearly not that. One of them is the man who warned us all about the aliens too, if you haven’t heard.”
“I thought they went off the grid?”
“They did,”
“And now they’re here?”
“Maybe they’re finally joining up? The general invited them back when this all started.”
“No, look at the way they’re all staying together. Their spacing too. They’re with this new guy.”
“I heard he’s not from around here.”
“Around the ranch, or?”
“He’s not from Allegra.”
“He’s one of the conscripted?”
“He is.”
“Why would they send him all the way to the front? They were supposed to keep the smart folks at the rear until later.”
“Maybe they’re running low on men already?”
“There’s no way. They’ve got half a galaxy to pull people from.”
“Well, he’s not a half-blood. He’s clearly one hundred percent human.”
“I thought they only sent criminals to the front when they were humans…”
“Well, you could go ask him,”
“Or I could just answer your questions,” Matthew speaks up at long last, “Don’t think I’ve got anything else to do as we wait. Fire away.”
Love The Battle for Allegra so far? Me too! Alas, we’ve both got to wait for the next story though—follow me on Amazon and they’ll send you a notification when the next book comes out!




DESPERATE PLEA!
Thank you for exploring the future alongside me!
 
I’d love to hear what you think about my book!
 
Please drop an honest review of what you thought about it on Amazon or Goodreads!
 
https://www.amazon.com/review/create-review?&asin=B0CR5YDL67
Thank you so much!
 
Caleb Fast
 




The Story Continues,
Matthew has finally met the Allegrian militia. They seem to like him well enough, but it’s Vansen and her team that they’re the most interested in.
 
Will Matthew be able to win the general’s approval and garner the same level of trust and admiration?
 
Or will this whole trip be a waste?
 
Read on to see what happens in the war for Allegra!
 
The Battle for Allegra Episode Twenty-Two:
 
Coming 2024
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