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DESPERATE PLEA!

The Story Continues,


One

Thessalonia, Allegra

“I never imagined I’d be offering to serve as live bait in a war before I got shipped out here. Never thought I’d be doing as much on another planet either.” Matthew says to himself as he chuckles and shakes his head at the thought. Times had changed a lot, and he still wasn’t quite sure what he thought about it all. There were times when he was proud to be the soldier he was and proud of what he had done.

Then there were times like this that he was questioning every millisecond that somehow led to what he was about to do.

Stepping away from the now-closed door that his team is behind, Matthew takes a breath and then walks around the militia soldiers who are still standing at attention like they were in a drill and not in the middle of a warzone. As he makes his way around them, he can’t help but take in what Panagakos’s drone team is doing as they prepare for their work. It looks simple enough, but Matthew can’t help but find it odd that they were reverting back to using drones so quickly when they were complaining about not seeing any real action not too long before. Drones weren’t meant to be used by soldiers who wanted action, or at least that’s how Matthew saw things.

“What is it, Mudskipper?” Panagakos asks Matthew after a beat.

Looking up, Matthew realizes that he had gotten too caught up in watching the drone team and neglected his little mission.

Clearing his throat, Matthew casually offers, “My team was thinking that we’d get a lot done a lot faster if we went out there and tried to draw out whatever Beets are out there. Your drone teams can warn us if anything comes our way, and our being out there will probably help you detect any Beets that may or may not be out there too.”

“Sounds risky,” Panagakos grunts, clearly not convinced by the hair-brained idea.

Matthew suppresses the urge to agree with Panagakos and drop the plan, but he knows full well that his team wanted to do it. He also knew that he didn’t want to waste time that they may or may not have—ergo, anything that could speed up the mission was likely worthwhile. If they all waited too long, then they’d be caught in the daylight hours when the Beets were the most active.

“No response to that?” Panagakos challenges after a beat.

Matthew shakes his head and then shares some of his thoughts, “It is risky. But waiting around for the sun to rise and the Beets to wake up seems a lot more dangerous.”

“Well, we’ve got a couple of hours before that happens,” Panagakos points out.

“And sometimes the Beets wake up before daybreak too,” Matthew fires back, “I don’t know about you, but I don’t like the idea of repairing a ship while under fire from snipers and while being charged by a horde of killer alien bugs.”

Panagakos chuckles at that, shrugs slightly, and says, “Fair point, but that’s a lot of risk for you to ask your team to take…”

“It was their idea.”

“And you’re not going to pull rank on them with that? What if something happens?”

“We’ve handled killing Beets before. This won’t be any different as far as I’m concerned.”

“Well, my drone team will be ready in a few minutes, but I don’t want to send out any of my people to save your skin if something happens. I can’t just throw people out there just because of this plan.”

“As I said, we’ve killed Beets before.”

“I hope you know what you’re doing…”

“I don’t. But I know that and, since I do, I’m still alive. I’m not waltzing into this unprepared. Might I ask, how many Beets have your people even faced head-on?”

“Not enough,” one of the militia soldiers answers for Panagakos.

Panagakos frowns and nods, “The boy’s right, but I still…”

When Panagakos trails off, Matthew speaks up, “I’m not asking you to do anything or risk any of your people. My people just want to get out there and get this job done already. So, if you would allow us to, I’d like to get going on that and get you all your ship so I can get back to the Bulwark.”

Panagakos makes a face and Matthew can’t help but feel like he was a little too forceful with that final broadside that he fired in the argument. However, at the same time, he knew that he was right—not that Panagakos wasn’t also right. This was a huge risk, but time wasn’t on their side. Too much of the night had been wasted away and there were just a few hours remaining before this mission got a whole lot more risky.

In a few more hours the entire area would be crawling with Beets, and it would only be a matter of time before the Beets found the team. Once that happened, there was no knowing just how many Beets may show up.

From what Matthew had been told, the Beets let people live and then avoided them if they were just in smaller pockets away from the major cities that the Beets had taken. Bradshaw’s Ranch and the surrounding militia encampments, despite being on the larger end of things, were avoided. Those left in the larger cities were more or less culled by the Beets, hence why they were prioritized for evacuations.

While no one knew what the Beets might do now that the front had moved away from the cities, Matthew didn’t want to be the first person to find out. In this instance, he was content waiting and hearing how the Coalition’s new raids on the fallen cities went. Even though such news would come at the cost of countless lives, they were lives that Matthew wasn’t responsible for. This was an entirely different matter. He was risking people he knew and also people directly under his command.

He didn’t want to lose everyone and, in all likelihood, die in the process as well.

Eventually, Panagakos nods and gives in, “Alright, you win. I see your point. Go on and get your team.”

“Sorry to force you into this,” Matthew mutters just loud enough for Panagakos to hear.

Panagakos shakes his head, “I’m not getting forced into nothing here. You’re right. Timetables are tight. Maybe I should send in some people of my own too—”

“We’ll be quite alright,” Mattew interrupts, “If we get in a bind, which I doubt we will, then you can consider it. But, as things stand, we’ve got this. Again, we’ve got experience killing Beets.”

At that, Matthew spins around and retreats back to the room where his team is waiting. He didn’t need to waste another moment discussing things with Panagakos. The die was cast, and it was time for him to get the ball rolling. Slowing things down would cost him momentum and losing momentum was dangerous. Sure, the fight hadn’t started yet, but he wanted to get ready and get moving now, long before a fight came.

“So?” Louise asks expectantly as soon as Matthew enters the room.

Matthew surveys his team, nods, and starts, “Panagakos said—”

“I was messing with you, Mudskipper,” Louise cuts him off, “We were eavesdropping on you. We’re set to go here and now. I already took the liberty of checking your gear as well.”

“I must point out that not all of us are as experienced as you, Matthew,” Rav’ian points out, “As far as I know, it is only you and I who have killed many of the invaders. The others may have slain just a few at best.”

“It’s true,” Weebly admits with a halfhearted shrug, “But me and the others learn fast. We won’t hold you up. We’ll kill Beets just like everything else we’ve killed.”

“Long story short, don’t worry about us, boss,” Louise summarizes, “We’ll figure things out.”

Not wanting to pick a side on this, Matthew chooses his words and tries for a middle ground, “Rav’ian’s right though, she and I are the ones with the most experience here, so let us take the lead. I’m sure you will all manage, but just let us take point on this one.”

There are a few more words said and some murmurs, but no one says anything directly to Matthew. As such, he figures that the matter was settled—that, or no one wanted to pick an argument with him for one reason or another. Whatever it was, it didn’t matter. There were more pressing matters for them to all attend to and they all knew it.

Good points were made by both parties. However, Matthew wasn’t here to discuss the same things with Panagakos. There was a job to do and talking just slowed them all down at this point.

With a nod, Matthew motions at the door, “Let’s get out there and get the job done. The sooner we do that the sooner we’re back in the Bulwark.”

“Back in the Bulwark and back to playing in the mud,” Jane says with a laugh.

“After a quick detour, yes,” Matthew nods, “We’ll be back in our Mudder place and far from whatever fun surprises Thessalonia might hold for us.”

“At least until we decide to come back here,” Louise says.

Matthew takes a moment before he agrees, “Yeah, I guess so.”

“Hopefully we’ll be liberating the city on our next visit Burns, one of the other new additions to the team, says with a very slight smile.

Smiling whimsically at the thought, Matthew allows some quick daydreams to flash through his mind as he imagines the celebrations that would follow the cleansing of the city and the return of all of the civilians who had to flee. In many ways, he can’t even think about what the emotional state of things would be since the thought of losing one’s home with such short notice seemed foreign to him. Simultaneously, Matthew can’t help but think that he knew exactly what they all felt like since, thanks to his conscription, he had more or less lost his own home.

“Stack up on the door out there,” Matthew orders as he points at the door on the glass wall that stood between everyone inside the building and whatever was lurking outside. As he is pointing, he finishes checking his loadout which he had grabbed while everyone was talking, and sees that, sure enough, Louise had everything set for him.

They were heading out into the unknown. They’d find out soon enough if there were any hostiles to shoot at or not.


Two

Thessalonia, Allegra

Looking to the skies, Matthew can just make out a few tiny pinpricks of lights that betray the locations of the drones that the militia is using. However, that was far from the only indication of their existence—a constant high-pitched whine whirrs on as the rotors on the units keep them aloft. While the sound is a lot fainter now that the units are higher in the sky, Matthew can still pick them out over the sounds of the vacant shipyards.

Matthew is doing his best to listen for any indication of incoming Beets as he and his team quietly make their way down one of the main thoroughfares in the shipyard. Aside from the low drone overhead, he can hear some whistling as the desert’s winds blow past him and the surrounding infrastructure, much of which is largely just scaffolds of one sort or another. There is some gentle banging as well, but it sounds more like something had come loose in the wind since the area had been evacuated than anything.

A few minutes pass and Matthew gives up on relying on his ears and he pulls down a visor that boasts an array of sensors and such that allow him to scan his surroundings for hostiles. He is also able to see into the shadows thanks to some of the options available to him now and his eyes dart from one hiding spot to the next. His head is moving constantly as he looks from the ground level up to the catwalks and such above him. His eyes lock onto almost every window on the surrounding structures and ships as well as he waits to see anything.

But there isn’t anything.

In every sense, it looked like there had been some sort of apocalyptic event here leaving no living creature anywhere in Thessalonia.

There aren’t any people, any animals, or any Beets.

It’s as if the whole area had been sanitized of all life, which Matthew found more unsettling than most of the things that he had been exposed to so far in this war. Seeing a city, completely devoid of life, felt like some sort of demented joke. A joke whose punchline was the deaths of millions. It leaves a sick pit in his stomach and makes him want to vomit.

However, there is no time for that, so he pushes the urge and the thoughts down.

There is a job to do.

“No signs of any hostiles,” Matthew says over the radio.

There is a pause before Panagakos’s reply, “Copy. No signs of life we can see on the drones either.”

Matthew nods uselessly at that and clips his radio back to its spot on his chest. He proceeds in silence for a few more minutes before he makes a face and looks at his team.

“What is it?” Jane asks before he can say anything.

Still making a face, Matthew says, “I was just thinking… Is there a chance that the Beets aren’t here because they’re all attacking wherever the Coalition’s assault team landed? Like, maybe that bought us some time and there isn’t anything left around here?”

“It’s possible,” Louise shrugs, “But I think Rav’ian is the one with the most experience with Beets here.”

“I believe that is the most likely scenario,” Rav’ian agrees, “However, if the Beets are present in the city, then there are sure to be at least some sentries scattered around here. They seldom vacate an area fully.”

“We haven’t seen any Latchers just yet though,” Matthew points out, “Maybe they aren’t in the city anymore?”

“Speaking from experience here, the militia doesn’t get intel wrong with stuff like this,” Beres speaks up, “While I ain’t militia myself, I’ve got friends who went that route. They’ve kept me more or less in the loop on things and, at least to date, they haven’t been wrong. If we were told the Beets are in the city, then I’m betting they are in the city.”

“Which leads us back to the initial question,” Louise murmurs.

Alois nods, “Sure does: Where are they?”

“Ask and you will receive,” Matthew says under his breath. Wondering if his words might have summoned the enemy, he looks around.

However, nothing springs into action around him.

The area is clear, despite what Rav’ian said. Matthew can’t help but feel like Rav’ian wasn’t mistaken and that there were in fact Beets around, but all the evidence seemed to point toward that being false.

Eventually, Matthew and his team reach the base of the large cruiser—or whatever the ship’s class was—and he looks up at it.

The ship stands quite a few stories high, and it is by far the largest ship in the shipyard that looks spaceworthy. All the other ships that were present had gaping holes in them where the work stopped before they could be finished. The ship is painted in a dark grey and there is damage on it, there are even parts that look like they have melted. Whatever happened to the ship, it had to have been quite intense. Vansen hadn’t shared exactly what happened to the ship, but Matthew had been told that she and her team rode home on it. The ship’s name was the Black Harbinger, and, between its color and damage, the name seemed rather apt. It had seen a lot of death and destruction, clearly. Matthew can't help but think about how many lives were likely lost in whatever engagement the ship was involved in and, as such, he finally realizes why Vansen and her team didn't talk about what had happened. 

“We’re here, Panagakos,” Matthew radios in. He knew that the man could see as much on the drones’ various feeds overhead, but he felt compelled to still say it. As he waits for a response, Matthew looks up at the nearest drone and then over at a few of the other ones that are also buzzing around. They aren’t moving too quickly, and they aren’t shooting, which he takes as a sign that there still aren’t any hostiles about.

Panagakos eventually responds, “Copy that. We’re setting up a perimeter with the drones to monitor for movement.”

Nodding to his team, Matthew orders, “Let’s secure the area around the ship.”

“Alois and I will see if we can crack this baby open,” Louise volunteers, “Hopefully that will speed things up.”

“I think Panagakos has the code to get in,” Matthew shakes his head.

Louise smirks, “Ha, like that matters for Alois and me. We’re salvors, remember? We’ll have it open just as fast without it.”

“Get on it then,” Matthew waves her and Alois off. Looking at the rest of his team, he divvies out assignments, “Burns, Leroy, you’re both snipers, so go and do your thing. Find a good spot with a good vantage point and report in when you see something.”

“You mean ‘if’ we see anything?” Burns cocks his head and gives Matthew a worried look.

Matthew shakes his head, “No, I meant when. I know that we’ll have company soon enough. Rav’ian is right, the Beets don’t just abandon places. They’ll be here soon enough if they aren’t here already.”

“Understood,” Burns salutes and then sets off toward the nearest ladder, Leroy in tow.

Turning back to his team, Matthew resumes his list of orders, “You four, ensure that there aren’t any surprises immediately around the ship. Jane and Beres, you two check those buildings over there.”

“Understood,” Jane says before she spins around, motions for Beres to follow her, and then leaves.

The other group also sounds in affirmation and gets moving.

“That leaves you and me,” Matthew says to Rav’ian.

“What mission do you have for us?” Rav’ian asks.

Looking around, Matthew scans the area for what he knows that they’d need soon enough. However, he is quick to realize that his initial findings were in fact correct. He had been looking around for this particular thing the entire time and came up empty-handed. Looking back at Rav’ian, he answers, “We need to find some fuel. I don’t know what this ship uses, but I can’t see any fuel pumps, trucks, or anything like that. There are pipes on the… catwalk things, but I don’t know if they’ve got fuel in them or not. There might be places where is pipe buried too, but I really don’t know. Regardless, we need to track that down and confirm that fuel is present still and that it’s accessible.”

While Matthew knew very little about spacecraft and flying, he did know ships that sailed the seas. Those ships needed fuel, and he knew that most ships meant for space needed refueling before missions as well.

“I believe that Panagakos and his men should know the answers to those questions,” Rav’ian reminds Matthew, “There are several people with him who worked here, if you do not recall.”

“I know,” Matthew nods, “And I’ll radio them in a minute, but I just wanted to let you know what I’ve got planned—just in case you had some sort of better plan for us.”

Rav’ian scans their surroundings and offers Matthew a weak shrug, “The only other thing I could fathom doing is establishing a wider perimeter.”

“Then I guess we’re radioing Panagakos then,” Matthew says. Looking around yet again, just waiting for an enemy to materialize out of nowhere, Matthew waits a beat. Then another. When nothing emerges out of thin air, he grabs his radio and asks, “Any chance any of your people know where the fuel is for this ship, Panagakos? I figure we might as well secure it as we wait around.”

“I’m told that the pumps all got shut off and the fuel tanks were all run dry during the evacuations,” Panagakos answers after a second, “The shipyard was squared away to last a long time of being shut down. Not to mention that the Coalition demanded that all of that stuff happen thanks to what happened here.”

“And what was that?” Matthew asks.

“Thessalonia was one of the cities that rebelled early on in the invasion,” Panagakos says, “You think the Coalition let it fall and then established a front just a few kilometers away for no reason? No. They wanted to send a message that they weren’t going to fight for rebels like us. Ergo, we haven’t done a lot to fight for them. Fair is fair.”

“Sounds like a dumb way to try and save your planet,” Matthew murmurs to Rav’ian after ensuring that his radio is off. Sighing, he shakes his head and then says into the radio, “Well, we’re all set for your team, if your drones still haven’t seen anything. I don’t know about all of you, but I’d like to get out of here sooner rather than later and get back home.”

“Well, my boys are happy to be out and about, but I get where you’re coming from,” Panagakos says, “We’re heading out now, but we’ll be a while. We don’t want to risk it.”

“We’ll be here,” Matthew grunts.

Slipping his radio back into its place, Matthew starts scanning his surroundings once more. A few more beats pass before he looks over at Rav’ian and he makes a face.

“What is it?” Rav’ian asks, her head cocking slightly, “I know that expression well enough to know that there is something that is on your mind.”

Nodding once, Matthew shares his thoughts, “You and I both know that we’ll be drawing in plenty of Beets once Panagakos and his people start getting that ship airworthy again. They’ll be making way too much noise for us to sneak out of here. That means that we’ll be in for a fight, you, me, and our team.”

“I am certain that Panagakos would take us with him if the fighting was too intense.”

“Me too, but that’s not what I’m worried about. I’m thinking about how we might have to defend this ship during all of that.”

“That might be a challenge, yes,”

“So, we should probably plan something for that.”

“I believe that would be prudent.”


Three

Thessalonia, Allegra

Scanning his surroundings for the billionth time, Matthew finally spots what he has been looking for and waiting for.

There is the slightest glimmer of light reflecting the moonlight a few thousand meters out. That glimmer, Matthew knew, was betraying the advance of a Beet. The creature’s shell, despite how protective it was, was betraying its location—a clear weakness that Matthew was all too happy to exploit.

“Panagakos, any of your drones picking up on any Beets?” Matthew asks, hoping that the eyes in the sky are able to pick up on what he is currently looking at.

“Negative,” Panagakos responds.

Matthew frowns and then says, “Well, I’m looking at a Beet that’s coming our way. Maybe three and a half kilometers out to the north-northeast.”

“We’re not seeing anything there,”

“I know what I’m looking at, so you’d best check your equipment. Now, I’m not too interested in letting it get closer, so I’m going to have one of my guys take it out.”

On cue, there is a gunshot, and the reflecting light stops moving.

Maybe I wasn’t giving the new guys the credit they deserved. That was pretty good stuff right there… Matthew thinks to himself, feeling pleased and impressed with the shot that he had just seen. Looking up at where his snipers are, Matthew’s train of thought continues, All of the new guys know what they’re doing. They’re great soldiers—better than I’m sure I’ll ever be. Sure, I can kill a Beet, but there’s a difference between soldiering and killing.

“Boss, I’m thinking that we’re about done in here,” Alois radios in, pulling Matthew from his musings.

“How much more time do you all need in there?” Matthew asks.

Alois is quick to report, “We’ll be finished well before daybreak, but fuel is going to be an issue. By the sound of things, they’re going to have to land somewhere in the middle of nowhere and come back with fuel for the ship later. For now, they’re just happy to get the ship out of the shipyard though.”

“Keep your ears open for any more intel,” Matthew instructs with a resolute nod.

While the Allegrian militia were supposed to be his allies now, Matthew can’t help but feel a sense of unease with them. He can’t help but think about Vansen’s warnings and part of Matthew can’t help but project some of the Coalition’s shortcomings onto the militia since so many militia members used to be Coalition soldiers themselves.

Of course, Matthew is well aware that he was a Coalition soldier himself and was wearing Coalition colors, but he had never joined them in his heart. While he knew that was quite the weak argument, it still meant something to him.

His misgivings weren’t entirely baseless, however. Matthew kept asking about what Panagakos and the militia were planning on doing with the ship and he never got an answer. He’d ask other things as well and never got anything too satisfactory. It was as if they were only telling him what he needed to know for the mission and nothing else. While Matthew considered that they might not know the answers at first, that no longer seemed to be the case. Alois’s report confirmed that for him now.

The militia didn’t trust him.

Thanks to their distrust, Matthew is sure to make a mental note of things and respond in kind—he was done sharing information that he didn’t need to with them.

Until they started playing ball, he would wait.

In a way, it reminded him of his days of fishing where he and everyone else on his ship would have to wait to enter the harbor during storms. Sure, the waters in the harbor were much safer than the rough seas that they were forced to wait in, but the waves and winds that stood between them and the safe harbor were what kept them away. As much as Matthew wanted to enter into the safe harbor of the militia’s embrace, it appeared like there were still some churning waves between them. Until things calmed down and he was invited in, Matthew realized that he was on his own.

Matthew stops when a new thought strikes him: He was operating the Bulwark like it was just another front in the war this whole time. That’s how he was thinking about things. However, thanks to the revelations about the militia, he suddenly realized that he was thinking about things all wrong.

The Bulwark wasn’t some connected piece of the puzzle, it was a ship. A lone ship. A ship that seemed to have very few friends in the world and, the few that it did have, would only visit and help him resupply on rare occasions.

Depending on the outside world wasn’t about to save them when they were out here, on the front, taking on water and sinking. Their distress signals were ignored far more times than they were responded to.

The Bulwark was a ship. His ship. And he hadn’t been captaining it right all of this time.

Of course, Matthew wanted to return the Bulwark to friendlier shores, but that wasn’t about to happen. The militia wasn’t opening up to him and the Coalition, despite being far more helpful at times, was not a friend that Matthew wanted to keep into the future.

He and his Bulwark were alone.

But what if there are others? Matthew thinks, his eyes narrowing slightly as yet another realization strikes him, The other fronts! They’ve got to be like us! The other Mudders, there are at least a few of them that see the war the way I do, right? Maybe I just need to establish some communications—

“We’re picking up several Beets on our scanners now,” Panagakos says suddenly, “They’re coming the same way your Beet from earlier was.”

“So, we’ve finally awakened the beast,” Matthew mutters to himself.

“If I am not mistaken, you sound excited about this,” Rav’ian whispers in a bemused tone, “Have you finally gone mad, Matthew?”

Matthew laughs and shakes his head, “Not yet I haven’t. But if this war goes on for too much longer I might.”

“We’re seeing a dozen or so Beets right now,” Burns reports, “There are probably more over the ridge though. We can start shooting now, we just need the order.”

Matthew nods, “Do it.”

Burns and Leroy’s rifles start popping off as they eliminate one Beet after the next. As they shoot, Matthew can’t help but think about how Rav’ian asked him if he was going mad. He hadn’t put much thought into the possibility before. While he knew that she was joking when she asked him, there was a part of Matthew that couldn’t help but wonder now. He already knew that parts of him had been permanently bent and skewed thanks to this war, but he hadn’t thought about possibly losing his mind thanks to it all—he hadn’t had the luxury of time to worry about such things.

Shaking his head, Matthew focuses back on the task at hand. Like all of the time before now, there was no time to worry about his mental state. There was a war going on and he was on the frontlines of it all. Worry could and would wait.

“Anyone else seeing anything?” Matthew asks over the radio.

Several people sound off, none of them with any further Beet sightings other than those coming over the ridge to the north-northeast.

The incoming Beets are close enough now that Matthew can see the moonlight reflecting off their chitin and he can’t help but feel thankful for that. The shine of their shells was going to be their undoing in this limited light.

Thinking about light, Matthew looks to the west and he sees that the sun is nearing the horizon line now and that they had well under an hour before daybreak.

Thanks to his prior experience, he also knew that the Beets were ones who weren’t afraid to wake up early and relish in the first seconds of heat that the sun provided in the morning, as such, he knew that this was just the first wave of Beets to come at them.

Thanks to all of the gunfire, he can’t help but reason that all of the Beets in Thessalonia would be coming for them soon enough.

“What’s our ammo situation?” Matthew asks everyone over the radios again.

Several people sound off with lackluster reports that make Matthew uneasy.

They didn’t have enough ammo to fight the battle to come, they had only come in with enough for the mission, which left Matthew and his team in a tight spot—they were going to be left behind and that meant that they’d be fighting all of the Beets with their limited munitions.

“Panagakos, think you could leave some ammo for my team before you all leave?” Matthew asks, trying not to sound as nervous as he really is.

“I don’t know, you know how little we have back at base…” Panagakos trails off and laughs before he says, “Of course, we’ll leave you all some ammo.”

Perhaps they aren’t that bad, Matthew thinks, amending some of his prior thoughts about the militia, Maybe I just haven’t done enough to win them over just yet. They have done a lot for me and my people already, maybe I’m just asking for too much too soon.

“We can’t keep up with them all,” Burns eventually warns in a surprisingly calm voice over the radio, “We’re going to have some company over soon.”

“Copy that,” Matthew nods. Looking at the various chokepoints, makeshift foxholes, and the other thrown-together strongholds that his people had set up waiting for this moment, Matthew breathes a sigh of relief. They were as ready as they could be for this fight, now the only thing left for them was to shoot their way through things. A beat passes as Matthew glances between the faces of his people who are all out here and waiting for the action to come their way. They look ready for it, possibly even excited for it. Feeling confident, Matthew calls out to them all, “Remember the plan. We fall back as needed, our people in front first, and, as we lose ground, we keep pulling back to the ship. If need be, we’ll fight from there until we take off. Panagakos and his people have everything squared away on the outside of the ship, so we can just stay cooped up in there until takeoff if we’re overrun.”

There is a chorus of affirmations from Matthew’s team before they all shift their focus back to the task at hand.

They were about to stop a tsunami—or try to do as much, at least.

“Rav’ian, how long do you think we can hold out?” Matthew asks as he watches the horde of Beets coming toward them. While the aliens were fast, they weren’t going to be here for at least another minute or so. Additionally, Matthew didn’t feel like wasting ammo just yet since he knew he didn’t have enough to spare. Every shot he took would have to either kill a Beet or get it a lot closer to being dead. Missing wasn’t an option—not if he wanted to play things smart.

“Five minutes, perhaps,” Rav’ian answers.

“Then we’re out of ammo?”

“That is correct.”

“Hopefully we can fill up some chokepoints with dead Beets and slow them down.”

“Are you not concerned about the ship we are to retreat to? There are a lot of enemies here…”

“I don’t know what all the Beets are capable of, but, just looking at things, I could imagine that they could tip that entire ship over with us still in it.”

“I am afraid they may tear straight through it.”

“Well, let’s hope that doesn’t happen.”

“Hope is not a valid strategy,” Rav’ian reminds Matthew.

“Yeah, I know. I just… we don’t have a lot going for us. Especially since we still don’t know where the Beets might have snipers and such.”

“We have done all that we can to prepare, there is no need to worry or hope now. Action is all that matters.”

Matthew nods wordlessly. He knew that Rav’ian was right, he also knew that she had seen much, much more action than him in her lifetime.

However, knowing something and feeling something were two very different things sometimes. As such, he is all sorts of nervous, and a hollow feeling in his gut is just one of the many telltale signs of the fear that he is feeling.

Pausing a moment, Matthew realizes that the hollow feeling and the cold sensation he is feeling on his extremities hardly measure up to what all he felt on his first encounter with the Beets. Back then he had been scared senseless. He couldn’t process a single thought.

Now here he was, just a few weeks later, and he was still able to function. Sure, he wasn’t a hundred percent, but he knew that he was better off now. He knew what he was doing.

I really need to stop doubting myself! Matthew scolds himself, I’ve got to keep my head in the game. I’ve killed Beets before. Lots of them. These aren’t going to be any different.

“Hold your fire until they get to the first choke point,” Matthew orders his team, “We’ll try to slow them down there. Maybe a wall of dead Beets might scare off their friends this time around.”

“You are just as aware as I that they will not stop in fear,” Rav’ian whispers to Matthew.

“I know,” Matthew nods, “But it’ll give the others something to work toward.”

Rav’ian doesn’t respond to that, and Matthew can tell that she isn’t too keen on the idea of him lying to his people. While he knew it wasn’t the best thing that he could do, he didn’t know what else to say. He couldn’t come out and say that they were doomed and that they were only buying some time in hopes that they could get onto the ship and escape. They had to hold the line and hope was, hopefully, something that would help them hold out a little bit longer.

“Are you still convinced that your plan is the best course of action?” Rav’ian asks as she watches the Beets approaching them, slowly but surely.

“Not at all, but it’s the best plan I’ve got. We fight as we pull back to the ship and, once we get there and take off, we get to a safe distance and jump out so we can get home. Panagakos doesn’t have the time or the fuel to get us home. I don’t want to stay away from the Bulwark any longer than I have to either, so we can’t go with them to Bradshaw’s Ranch. Heading home on foot isn’t possible either, not without the tunnel. This is our only course of action as far as I can tell.”

“And if we cannot get to the tunnel?”

“Then we find somewhere to hide until nightfall. That, and we pray that we don’t have to march all the way back to the Bulwark on the surface. I know you and I could do it, Jane and the twins too, but the new guys? I don’t want to risk it with them. Not yet, at least.”

“They have already been trained on how to handle themselves with the invaders. They know about the Latchers, the Beets, the snipers, all of them. Where is your concern coming from?”

“I don’t want to lose people!” Matthew exclaims, his emotions getting the best of him. Lowering his voice, he continues, “Until I know that they’re good to fight and go out on their own, I don’t want to lead them into something without knowing they can get out of it. And, if we get separated, I want to know that they can get home on their own too.”

“Matthew, I understand your concerns, but this is a war,” Rav’ian presses, “People die all the time. You cannot blame yourself for every life lost, you cannot personally train every soldier either.”

Matthew doesn’t respond to that. While he knows full well that Rav’ian is right, he still can’t bring himself to fully accept it. Aside from that, there are a hundred other thoughts racing through his mind, none of which he can put words to.

This wasn’t a situation that he ever wanted to get put into.

Yet here he was. Standing between people he was trying to protect and an untold number of killer alien bugs that may or may not want to feast upon him while he was still breathing.

“Get down, everyone!” Matthew shouts to his people, “I don’t want the snipers getting any lucky shots off once they’re up and at it.”

Following his own instruction, Matthew ducks behind cover at long last. Now crouching, he peeks around the corner of his hideout and continues waiting for the Beets to come closer still.

“This a ‘don’t shoot ‘til you see the whites of their eyes’ sort of plan?” Jane asks with a strained chuckle over the radio.

“That’s the plan,” Matthew nods, “More or less, at least. The Beets don’t have whites of their eyes.”

“Yeah, I know, it was a joke,” Jane says with an audible sigh.

Before anyone else can chime in, the Beets reach the first chokepoint that Matthew and the others had picked out and done their best to fortify with everything that they could get into position when Panagakos and the rest of the militia people did their thing.

It was go-time at long last.

Knowing that his people were going to follow his lead, Matthew slips just far enough out from his cover to begin shooting. He opens fire rather wildly, aiming just for the torsos of the Beets. He knew that he wasn’t going to kill many of them like this, but he just wanted to get some shots off to start the fight right.

After emptying a full magazine in a matter of seconds, Matthew reloads and changes his rifle over to semi-auto so he can just pop off one well-aimed shot at a time. He didn’t have ammo to waste, despite his earlier stunt. However, unloading a whole magazine did do a lot to soothe his nerves which, in the grand scheme of things, might help his shooting a bit—that’s at least what he hoped.

As Matthew squeezes off a shot every few seconds there is a steady clatter behind him as the rest of his people also focus on their shooting.

Matthew watches, pleased, as dozens of plumes of blue rise into the air illuminated by the pre-dawn light. Every plume of Beet blood represented a dead Beet. Or, if nothing else, a Beet that wasn’t about to live too much longer.

Matthew empties another magazine after about a minute or so and he reloads. As he does so, he quickly looks around and confirms that the Beets are still just coming from one direction.

He pauses, realizing what that might mean.

There was a good chance that something had drawn those Beets out of Thessalonia and over to whatever was out there north-northeast of his position. He has a sinking feeling that, whatever that point of interest was for the Beets, it had to have something to do with either the Coalition or with the man that Fahy called Hurley Nells. However, Matthew suspected that the former was the true cause for it. As such, he earmarks the thought for later.

“I’m falling back,” Matthew says over his radio, “Cover Rav’ian and I.”

Rav’ian looks up at Matthew, nods, and says, “It appears to me like your plan is working well, Mudskipper.”

“So far,” Matthew nods back as he engages in a fighting retreat of sorts, Rav’ian in tow. He downs three Beets before he gets to the next pile of shipyard equipment that was now his hiding spot.

“Fight’s simple enough so far, keep your eyes open for any surprises,” Jane warns after a few more minutes of killing, “I’m not liking this.”

“Sometimes things go our way—don’t go and worry our way out of an easy job!” Balan calls out over the sound of his light machine gun which is spurting a near-solid stream of lead and brass straight into the line of advancing Beets.

Matthew stops and watches wordlessly for a beat as his people mow the Beets down.

The Beets, despite their heavy casualties and the fact that their dead are impeding them, continue charging on ahead.

Suddenly Matthew realizes that these Beets aren’t like the ones that charged on the Bulwark just a few nights before.

These Beets, for some reason, aren’t attacking in waves and they aren’t nearly as tough as the ones on the front as well. Besides that, they just seem to Matthew like they are charging, almost aimlessly.

Wanting to put a new theory to the test, Matthew aims at one of the stronger parts of the shell of a Beet and fires.

The bullet doesn’t quite penetrate, but it does a lot more damage than what he was used to. Narrowing his eyes, Matthew fires off a few more shots at the Beet’s thicker carapace and eventually sees some Beet blood pour out.

“Weaker shells…” Matthew mutters to himself, perplexed. Shaking his head, he comes to a realization, “These must be young Beets! Their shells aren’t—”

“Matthew, we must focus!” Rav’ian urges.

Pulling himself away from his thoughts, Matthew offers Rav’ian an apologetic shrug and gets back to shooting, but he doesn’t stop thinking about what he had learned.

Beets, if Matthew isn’t mistaken, had thinner, weaker shells when they were younger. They would strengthen and grow thicker as time went on, much like the bugs and crustaceans that he was used to back home.

This discovery also meant that there was likely some sort of Beet hive just over the ridge where all of these Beets were coming from.

Scowling slightly, Matthew can’t help but think that he had to eliminate the hive. If he did, then he knew that he’d be limiting just how many Beets would be coming for him and everyone else in the Bulwark later.

All he had to do was figure out a way to clear the hive and kill everything in sight.

“Falling back once more!” Matthew calls out to his people as he slowly stands and makes yet another fighting withdrawal. Stepping back, he continues, “All teams, fall back one layer.”

Matthew focuses on falling back to the next line of defenses and he slips slightly on some of the spent casings that were left by some of his people who had been here moments before. After regaining his footing, Matthew proceeds to kneel and resume shooting.

Now that he is only shooting, Matthew allows his mind to race a little more, But we can’t kill all of them. We need to take samples, or something, for Marie. I’m sure she could use them. Maybe… maybe she could use some larvae. The Beets have got to come from larva. Marie might be able to figure out some sort of weakness if we can get her one of them… maybe some eggs too…”

“Boss, I think it’s time,” Burns says after a minute or so.

Matthew nods, seeing that they had slowed the Beets down enough and that they were now backed up at the latest chokepoint that he and his people had set.

However, this choke point wasn’t just a place for the advancing Beets to be slowed down.

“Take cover!” Matthew shouts.

Ducking down, Matthew hits the toggle on a remote that he had strapped to his belt and he waits a moment.

Peeking out from his cover after a second he confirms that there is an ever so faint cloud of gas blowing out of an acetylene tank that Burns had spotted a short while back.

Satisfied that the trap was set up, Matthew fires at the tank.

The tank and the surrounding area are immediately consumed in a fireball. The explosion grows as a few additional tanks—oxygen and acetylene alike—rupture and add to the inferno.

After the last blast, Matthew hesitantly emerges from his cover and shoots a few Beets that are still approaching.

When they fall, he rises all the way to his feet, and he watches as the fire burns down. A few Beets are still moving, despite their injuries, and Matthew lets them die slowly. He didn’t feel the need to even consider compassion for such horrible beasts.

Beyond the flames, the remaining Beets have stopped. It’s clear to Matthew that they hadn’t ever come across fire before, judging by their reactions, and he finds it strange. He isn’t about to complain, however, as the smoldering remains of the dead Beets between him and the living ones served as a pretty obvious threat to the survivors.

One by one, the living Beets turn tail and begin leaving, much to Matthew’s surprise.

“What… what was that?” Jane is the first to speak up.

“We scared them off?” Burns breathes, saying it as more of a question than anything.

“Looks like it,” Matthew grunts, feeling quite perplexed himself. While he had seen the Beets do a lot of weird things and heard some insane stories from Hamilton, this was a new one. Part of Matthew can’t help but think that this was some sort of trap, like a feigned retreat. He also considers the chance that there might be something like a Biggie coming that the Beets knew about and he didn’t.

“Ship’s all set!” Louise says, ripping Matthew from his thoughts.

“Panagakos says that he can fly low over the city to draw the Beets away from us,” Alois adds, “Up to you, Mudskipper.”

Matthew shakes his head, “Tell him he can just go wherever he’s off to. I want to look around the city first. We’ve got some stuff that we need to do here.”

Thanks to the discovery of the possible hive, Matthew didn’t want to take off with Panagakos and the rest of the militia anymore. There were mysteries that had to be unraveled and, by the look of things, a lot of Beets that still needed killing.

Above all of that, Matthew still has a nagging feeling at the back of his mind that his friends from Crail might still be stuck in the city and in need of his help.

“Understood,” Louise sounds.

A second later, Rav’ian speaks up, “We cannot stay here for long, Matthew.”

“Yeah, there’s no knowing when they’ll be back.” Matthew agrees.


Four

Thessalonia, Allegra

Matthew lets out a strained breath as he watches the ship, the Black Harbinger, take off at long last.

He was alone now.

It was just him, his team, and however many Beets were left in Thessalonia.

Although I hope that there might be a few other people besides us, Matthew thinks as he reminds himself of the Coalition suicide mission to the city that Tiana and Emily were supposed to be on. Frowning, he thinks, Maybe I’ll be able to rouse them on the radio, just need to try a few channels. Or… man, I wish I still had one of those drones that Panagakos and his people were using. I could check the whole city right quick, trawl the whole area in a fraction of the time. But I guess we’ll be doing this the hard way.

The Black Harbinger pivots as it rises higher into the air and, once it has its heading, it takes off to the north. Before long, Panagakos would radio in and tell Matthew if they saw anything as far as potential Beet hives were concerned. It was one final favor that Matthew requested. Now all they had to do was wait for the report and figure out both what they would do in the meantime and what they were going to do to try and get home.

Of course, Matthew knew that things could be as simple as them all hopping back down into the tunnels belowground and following them back to the Bulwark, but Matthew can’t see himself doing that when there were so many questions left unanswered for him.

Additionally, he wanted to know that he did everything in his power to find and rescue Tiana and Emily too, if they were in fact here.

“Well, now what?” Alois asks once the Black Harbinger slips out of sight.

Matthew frowns and looks around for a moment. He and his team had returned to the main building in the shipyard which they had come out of all those hours before in order to watch the departure in peace. So far the Beets haven’t returned and Matthew isn’t quite sure what to make of that. On the one hand, he can’t help but think that there might be some sort of trap afoot, but on the other, the Beets could be too young and inexperienced to attack the same way as the ones that he was accustomed to fighting. Of course, he can’t be sure just yet how old the Beets that attacked were, but the rest of his team sure seemed to like his theory about them.

“Mudskipper probably wants to track down his friends from Crail,” Jane answers on Matthew’s behalf, “He’s probably wondering how we might find them too.”

With a nod, Matthew agrees, “I am.”

“Well, you clearly don’t know the Coalition then,” Jane chuckles.

Cocking his head, Matthew looks over at Jane, “What do you mean?”

“The Coalition is a security state,” Louise answers, “They’ll have cameras everywhere. We just need to find a place to plug in and we’ll find all the info that we need.”

“The right guard station will get us camera feed and more to whatever place we’re after,” Jane adds, “We’ll be able to see everything that the Coalition could see when they were here. For all we know they might still be able to see what all we’re up to out here too…”

“Which means that they would have seen us with the militia folk then,” Matthew surmises, his blood running a little cold at the realization.

Jane nods wordlessly.

Pursing his lips, Matthew weighs their options now. There was a chance that their cover was blown and that the Coalition might know just what side they really were on now. If that was the case, then their future was even more uncertain.

“The militia would know about the cameras,” Balan interjects, “They would have interrupted the feed, or something. To be honest, I’d suspect that might be one of the things that they were doing while they were at the computers when we first got here.”

“Not to mention that the city is without power,” Alois offers, “The security systems are probably in some sort of power-saving mode right now. There’s no way that they’re streaming all of the camera feeds all day every day when power isn’t readily available. It’s probably all being run on battery power.”

“Will there be enough juice in the systems for us to do our thing?” Matthew asks the group.

“For sure,” Louise nods, “But I’d personally get whatever terminal we go to some power and set up some sort of remote access so we can get a few extra eyes out there for us while we’re moving.”

Matthew nods in agreement. They had a plan. Now all they had to do was confirm their suspicions about the militia’s actions and find an uplink to see what all was happening in the city.

“Last time I was in Thessalonia there was a guard station not too far from the shipyards,” Leroy volunteers after a few beats, “I should be able to get us there pretty quick. I think I remember the way pretty well—it was like ten years ago though.”

Looking around at the rest of the group, Matthew sees no one else speaking up so he says, “Sounds like this is our best bet then. Let’s get going.”

“We can check the computer terminals on our way out too,” Louise says, “That way we can confirm what the militia folks did, maybe.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Matthew nods once more.

With everything more or less figured out and everyone on the same page, Matthew motions for Leroy to take the lead and he follows closely behind. The rest of his team fall in line, and, after a few minutes, Matthew and a few others are all huddled around the computer terminal that Panagakos’s people were using just a few hours earlier.

“Yep, they killed the cameras,” Louise is quick to say, “Looks to me like they went back and fiddled with the recordings before we got here too.”

“You can see all of that?” Matthew asks, “Can we see the rest of the camera feeds from the city here too?”

Without looking up from the computer, Louise answers, “Yeah, I can see the stuff that Panagakos and his people did, but I can’t access the feeds for the rest of the city. Firewalls and such, I think. I’m no hacking tech wizard though, so maybe someone could, just not me.”

Matthew nods quietly, part of him feeling foolish for his question. Of course, he is quick to remind himself that he had to ask the dumb questions to learn more about the ways of the galaxy, but that seldom made it any easier.

“Looks to me like the Beets are back out and about,” Burns calls from the building’s front doors where he had been waiting for the others and keeping an eye out on things.

“How many we looking at?” Alois asks.

“Just one right now,” Burns answers, “But I’m sure there are more not too far away.”

“Wonder if that thing is patrolling,” Alois mutters under his breath as he pulls away from the group around the computer and approaches Burns and the doors.

“We should hurry up,” Matthew whispers to Louise, “I don’t want to push out luck.”

“Just checking a few more things first,” Louise shakes her head. Nodding toward the doors, she adds, “You can all wait for me over there, I’ll be around.”

Matthew complies and leads the remaining people who were by Louise over to the doors where they all watch as a Beet saunters up the street and toward them.

Outside, the street is lined with taller buildings, the tallest being four stories high, which meant that it was easily twice as tall as the tallest buildings in Crail. All of the buildings are built with earthen materials as far as Matthew can tell, be it brick or some sort of mortar. It made sense, seeing as how there weren’t a lot of trees on Allegra, but it was a little strange to see at the same time. Having grown up in a town that was built out of timber and stone, seeing a city built from mud seemed a little backward. It was almost like Matthew expected Thessalonia to be filled with massive constructions built out of steel, concrete, and materials that he hadn’t ever seen before. Instead, everything was rather underwhelming. Sure, the buildings were pretty, but they didn’t inspire the awe that Matthew had expected that he would feel.

Eventually, Matthew’s eyes drop to the Beet, which is moving rather stiffly. It has some obvious battle scars, which Matthew finds interesting. He hadn’t ever thought about the fact that some Beets might get hit and keep on living their lives long after that. It made sense, sure, but the thought of a Beet getting away from a fight wasn’t really something that Matthew had the luxury to think on before.

However, now he did.

And he can’t help but also note that this Beet was larger than the others that he had been killing earlier and that the gouges on its shell appeared to be a lot deeper than he was used to seeing, which meant that this Beet’s shell was likely a lot thicker than the others as well. Between the shell and the stiff walk, Matthew can’t help but wonder if this Beet was an old timer. And, if it was, he wondered just how old ‘old’ was for a Beet. For all he knew they could live on for centuries, a Beet’s lifespan hadn’t ever been something of import before.

“We could kill it before it knows what hit it,” Burns offers, “None of its friends will know we’re here that way.”

Still staring at the Beet, Matthew notices that the creature is also missing one of its smaller eyes. Whatever it had been through, it had to of been quite tough.

Matthew’s fists clench when he realizes that all of those wounds were likely inflicted by a human at some point. A human that was fighting for their life.

Seeing as how the Beet was walking before him right now, Matthew can’t help but think that the thing likely killed whoever it was that had wounded it so.

Without thinking, Matthew unlocks the door that he is standing behind and he boldly walks straight at the Beet.

Reaching to his side, Matthew frees his 1911. Taking a steadying breath, he levels it at the Beet’s face and fires.

The Beet’s largest eye explodes in a plume of flesh and blue blood. The creature lets out a shriek of pain, but it’s not as loud as the other Beets that Matthew had heard before.

Firing again, Matthew blinds the Beet, and he continues marching toward it. He had wanted to test out his weapon and, as far as he was concerned, an execution like this was as good a test as any.

Matthew points at the gaping wound where the largest eye once was and fires. The Beet goes stiff, then shudders, and then Matthew watches as the Beet collapses to the ground.

Perplexed, Matthew closes the remaining distance between him and the beast and he pokes at it with his foot. A second later and he is squatting beside the disfigured head and he examines the damage that his weapon had done and also checks out just what all his bullets were up against. He traces a finger along the thick shell behind the eyes that had protected the Beet from the first shot and failed on the second. This shell is quite thick and, based on his prior experience killing Beets, it was thicker than most.

Whatever made this Beet’s shell as thick as it was, Matthew needed to know. He had more questions than answers and he knew that Marie would be able to figure a lot of it out for him.

He just had to get a little something for Marie first.

Freeing his knife and stowing his sidearm away, Matthew quickly carves the Beet’s head loose and he is sure to include a little extra flesh from the neck as well.

Pleased with his work, Matthew replaces his knife and marches back to the door where his team is waiting for him.

Once back inside, Matthew holds the head up for Rav’ian and says, “A trophy for your hunt and also a sample for Marie.”

“That was quite reckless, Matthew,” Rav’ian says as she gives Matthew a worried look.

Matthew nods but doesn’t say anything. He can tell that Rav’ian is worried about more than just the stunt that he just pulled, but she clearly isn’t about to say anything more on it just yet.

“Well, the Beets probably know we’re here now,” Louise complains as she finishes with the computer and approaches the door, “We’ll have to be fast about getting to the guard station if we’re going to get there before the rest of the Beets get here and finish us off.”

Matthew shakes his head, “Too risky.”

“Well, we can’t just stay here,” Louise says pointedly, “They’ll be here before long, and they’ll find us in here.”

Pointing downwards, Matthew says, “We’ve got tunnels. They’re supposed to crisscross the city.”

Louise’s eyes narrow for a moment before she shrugs and admits, “Alright, I’ll let this stunt fly this time then. We should get going.”

“Do you think you can find your way to the guard station from underground?” Matthew asks Leroy.

Leroy shakes his head.

“Well, I’m sure there are plenty of places that we can pop up and take a look around from,” Matthew says with a sigh, “Maybe we’ll get lucky and we’ll be close to one of the places that we need to go.”

“Sounds risky,” Louise warns, “We’ll be exposed every single time we pop out. And if the Beets get into the tunnels? Well, they’ll have direct access to the Bulwark and everyone we know over there.”

“Well, what do you think we should do then?” Matthew asks as he walks over to the tunnel hatch and opens it.

“Limit how many times we pop out,” Louise answers confidently.

“But we need to look for guard stations,” Matthew reminds her, part of him knowing that she already had an answer for that.

“They are normally stationed at the center of town and on the main thoroughfares in and out of town too,” Louise is quick to say, “We just have to pick an option. Outskirts will probably be safer, but the center is more likely to be the place where your friends are. The Coalition probably sent their teams to all the cities to get valuable info, or something. Stuff they didn’t want anyone else finding. Maybe they know that the militia is going into the abandoned towns now, I don’t know.”

“Well, why don’t we vote on it then?” Matthew asks the group, “I’ll vote first, I say city center. It’ll save us time if Louise is right.”

“City center,” Alois immediately casts his vote in favor of his sister’s idea.

“But if your friends aren’t here then it’ll waste time,” Jane points out, “Hitting spots on the outskirts would keep us out of danger, potentially, and we’d also be closer to the tunnel back to the Bulwark too in that case.”

Matthew nods, appreciating the input, but not feeling swayed. Based on the little information that was available he had no way to know that his friends were still here, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that they had to be. As he saw things, there was no way that the Coalition’s mission here was successful, as such, any survivors would still be here. They’d either be trying to finish their mission, or they’d be dead. He doubted that any of them would risk going AWOL and trying to get out of town without finishing their mission, not without explicit permission from a commanding officer. Thanks to his short time talking with a handful of commanding officers with the Coalition, Matthew didn’t see that happening.

“City center,” Louise votes.

“City center,” Jane says. Shrugging, she explains, “I just wanted us to be aware of the implications of the play. It’s not too much of an additional walk, I just wanted to say my piece.”

Votes continue coming in and, unsurprisingly, everyone voted for hitting the city center. Matthew figured everyone would follow his lead if he cast his vote first and, since he did want to sway things his way, he made sure to speak up. He knew it wasn’t the most honest way of doing things, but, as he saw things, lives were on the line here. If he didn’t go out and try to save Tiana and Emily now, then there was a chance that no one would ever see or hear from them again. They could die. It could be here, or it could be on their next mission. However, Matthew knew that, if he saved them now, then he could get them back to the Bulwark where he could keep them safe and keep tabs on them. There was no other option in his mind.

“Then let’s get a move on,” Matthew nods and then climbs onto the ladder leading down the tunnels. Once on, he slides down and hits the ground below. He then quickly recovers, steps away from the ladder and raises his weapon to ensure that the tunnels are still clear.

Unsurprisingly, they are.

Louise is the next down and she does the same thing that Matthew did once she hits the ground, which makes Matthew feel like he is finally getting the hang of things. Louise was the one who had seen a lot of fighting all over the galaxy and he was still new to it all, but he was learning. As far as Matthew is concerned, that meant something.

“I’ve got five Beets outside,” Alois calls down after them, “Looks like they’re checking out what you did out there, Mudskipper.”

“Then let’s get a move on,” Matthew calls back up to the rest of his team, “We don’t want the Beets seeing us and busting into the building.”

There is a chorus of affirmations, and, in short order, everyone is down in the tunnel and, as he pulls up the rear, Alois seals the tunnel entrance to the outside world.

They were alone down here once again. Far from prying eyes and, in theory, safe from the Beets.

“You know, if it wasn’t for the concrete these tunnels were made with, the Beets would probably be all over down here,” Matthew points out unhelpfully.

“If the invaders were down here, then this would be the ideal situation for them to create one of their large nests,” Rav’ian affirms, “We are fortunate that these tunnels are still sealed.”

“Just sounds to me like we’ve got another reason to keep them out of here,” Louise chuckles.

“Right…” Matthew trails off as his mind wanders for a moment. Looking up at the others, he tentatively asks, “Do you all think that we could free the city and get some of the folks behind the Bulwark some homes out here?”

Louise freezes and then, after a moment, asks, “We? Like just us in the Bulwark? Alone?”

“Yeah,” Matthew nods, “Maybe bring the militia along too though, I’m sure they’d be happy to have the extra housing.”

“We went from a little recovery mission to a massive military advance real quick,” Weebly says with a chuckle.

“But think about what we could do with a whole city!” Matthew presses, “It could be a game changer!”

“We’re barely holding our ground back at the Bulwark, it’s bound to be a million times harder out here,” Jane points out, “The Beets won’t just let us retake land that easily.”

Undeterred, Matthew goes on to say, “Won’t they? They sure seemed scared when we were fighting them a little while ago, they even ran off. I think we’ve got a chance.”

“The militia folk were telling you about how the Beets weren’t as plentiful all the way back here,” Louise gives in.

“Which means that we’d have a nice shot, if we played our cards right and made sure we were prepared,” Alois adds.

“Exactly!” Matthew says, “If we just send in a big enough team of folks who know what they’re doing then we might be able to take over the entire city! And just think about what kind of supplies the Coalition might send our way if we do! We’d be the first front to make any forward progress!”

Nodding slowly, Alois goes on to say, “It’d also open up a new front for the Beets. That could help ease the pressure on the Bulwark for us.”

“Well, sounds like a worthwhile cause then!” Matthew beams.

“We cannot rush into this,” Rav’ian warns, “Proper planning is required if we want the effort to succeed. We must also consider the possibility that the invaders might try to retake the city.”

“Well, we’ve got a lot of time to think things over as we get to the city center,” Matthew says as he motions for everyone to get moving, “We’ll talk things over as we go. Maybe this is what everyone on Allegra needs for morale. Gotta show folks that there are still some victories swimming around out there for us to catch and all, right?”

“Sounds risky for just hopes to boost morale,” Jane grunts as she stands up from the wall that she had been leaning against and starts down the tunnel back the way that they had come all those hours ago.

“We’ve got a lot of people to house and nothing to house them in,” Matthew reminds the group as he follows Jane, “And the Toaz? They could really use some real housing at long last, right, Rav’ian?”

Rav’ian pauses and looks at Matthew, “I would hate for my people to impose—”

“It’s not imposing if the only reason the Bulwark is still standing is because of your people,” Matthew interrupts, “We all owe you and your people everything for what all they’ve done. The Dawns wouldn’t even be here if it wasn’t for you.”

“Very well, we will take up residence here if it pleases you,” Rav’ian gives in.

“And everyone else? What do you all think about the plan?” Matthew asks the group expectantly.

“It’s risky, like I’ve already said,” Jane shrugs, “But that doesn’t mean that there aren’t a lot of benefits for us if we can pull it off.”

“So, does that mean you’re on board with the plan?” Matthew asks.

“Would we be using the mechs?” Jane cocks her head, “Because that could really help in a fight.”

Matthew frowns as he thinks. He hadn’t really thought about the logistics just yet. A moment passes, then another. Looking up, he eventually answers, “We’d have to march them all the way out here… I don’t know if we could make it this far without bringing all of the Beets from the Bulwark out here. That’d make this whole mission even harder if we did.”

“We could have a few people stay back there and use the mechas to distract the Beets a bit as some teams go in and take Thessalonia,” Louise offers, “Diversionary attacks are important if you want anything this big to succeed.”

The discussions continue like this for nearly an hour as the team makes their way through the subterranean labyrinth that connects all of Thessalonia together. Despite feeling like a maze, the tunnels were rather easy to navigate through, provided one knew where they were going. Fortunately for Matthew and the others, Louise had used the computers that she was working on earlier to get an idea for the layout of the city and was guiding them directly toward the city center.

As they all talk, they hammer out some rather comprehensive plans for their attack, and, much to Matthew’s surprise, the plans are for that very night, provided they could get everything squared away in time. Matthew suspected that they wouldn’t be able to and they’d have to wait another fifty-seven hours until the next nightfall, but he wasn’t about to rain on anyone’s parade just yet. They were backing his plan and making his hopes a reality.

Surprisingly enough, the newcomers to Matthew’s team also chime in and share their various tips and bits of expertise. They all seem to have great heads on their shoulders, but Matthew reminds himself that he shouldn’t be surprised. They weren’t added to his team for no reason. They were competent and capable, and he is sure to earmark that fact for the next time that he might worry about them.

However, what is really pressing on Matthew has little to do with the discussion and more to do with the message that he got from Panagakos a short while into their trip. According to the man, there was a hive where all of the Beets that attacked them earlier came from. However, it wasn’t anything like the hives and burrows that Matthew had come across before, this one was massive. By the sound of things, it towered higher than all of the buildings that Matthew had seen and, in all likelihood, it had to go down quite a ways too.

There were sure to be thousands upon thousands of Beets in there waiting for someone stupid enough to attack.

Unfortunately for the Beets, Matthew was both stupid enough and capable enough to consider it.

As he saw things, the Beet hive would have to be destroyed if Thessalonia was to be taken, and, as such, he mentioned it several times during the planning talks. The others didn’t seem to care as much as Matthew would have liked and, aside from Rav’ian, they seemed to almost shrug it off. While Matthew knew that they all knew that this was a serious matter, part of him can’t help but feel a little nervous with their dismissiveness. Sure, his people were capable, but this was possibly their biggest fight to date—or at least it was about to be.

Louise, who had taken point and led the way for the majority of their trip now suddenly stops. Opening a door, she looks in, pauses, and then says, “This should be it.”

“Last stop, get off the train,” Alois mutters under his breath with a chuckle.

“Let’s get to it then,” Matthew says with a nod, “We pop out, get what we need, see where the Coalition team is, and then we figure out our game plan from there.”

Louise motions for Matthew to take the lead now, which he quickly does. Marching down a little hallway that looks a lot like the offshoot that led into the Thessalonian Shipbuilding Company’s office building, Matthew quickly reaches a ladder. Looking up at it, he stands there quietly for a moment, listening for any signs of life above him. Hearing nothing but the steps and breathing and rattle from the rest of his team, he opts to climb the ladder and try once more. Taking things one rung at a time and trying to keep as quiet as possible, he reaches the top and presses his ear against the hatch.

Then he waits.

And waits.

Lo and behold, he can’t hear any immediate noises that seem too threatening. There were a few muffled sounds that sounded like they were a long ways off, but he didn’t hear anything that sounded like it was within several meters of the hatch.

“I’m opening things up!” Matthew whispers down to his team, still trying to not attract any attention of what could still be up top.

“Be careful!” Jane urges from below.

Without responding to Jane, Matthew grabs the handwheel and gives it a spin. Taking a deep breath, he then takes the grab handle and slowly pushes upwards.

Stopping once the hatch is a few centimeters open, Matthew peers out.

However, there isn’t much to see.

The room that Matthew is looking into is dark. The limited light coming from his team below does little to help him see around, but it appears like the room is some sort of storage area. There are a few boxes within arm’s reach of the hatch and, a few meters away, there is a thin line of light peeking out from under a door.

Not satisfied that the coast was clear just yet, Matthew grabs his flashlight, flicks it on, and looks around with it. Seeing nothing, he opens to hatch halfway and then rises from the hole far enough to take a look at the whole room.

He was alone.

Matthew opens the hatch door the rest of the way and carefully sets it on the ground before he motions to the rest of his team that the coast is clear. That now done, he starts poking around.

Wanting to be certain that they are safe, Matthew makes his way over to the door and gives the handle a test.

Sure enough, it’s unlocked, and it spins freely.

Pressing himself against the wall by the door, Matthew eases it open just far enough to look out. Much to his surprise, he’s looking out at a small park of sorts that looks like it had seen better days. A lot of the plants look like they’ve been dead for a while and almost like they’d turn to dust if anyone brushed against them thanks to how brittle they had become. The park itself is perhaps a hectare at most and surrounding it are the very buildings that Matthew had been hoping and expecting to see when he first arrived on Allegra. These buildings are clearly built with concrete, steel, and much more. On the far end of the park, there is a tall wall that rises perhaps five meters with a large set of gatehouses. Behind those gates and walls is a complex of tall, white buildings that rise out of the earth like crystals, or something.

“Well, I guess that’s the Coalition’s compound then,” Matthew mutters to himself as he continues taking in the sight. It was a lot to take in for a guy from a tiny fishing village.

There is a noise behind Matthew, followed by Alois’s voice, “Looks like this place used to be a jewelry shop. Interesting.”

“Any chains that’d look good on me?” Louise asks with a little giggle.

“Nope, they cleared all the valuables out, just some storage for displays and such back here…” Alois answers.

“Any idea on where the guard station might be?” Matthew asks as he shuts the door at long last.

“Not until I get to take a look,” Louise shakes her head, “But I’m guessing that there are plenty of stations nearby, the Coalition folks always like to have a million and five guards surrounding them since they know no one likes them!”

That comment is followed by chuckles from everyone around, which just reminded Matthew about how much of an outsider he was. He didn’t know the Coalition even a fraction as well as the others did, yet he still knew that he was going to be on the right side of the fight to come.

“Excuse me, Mudskipper,” Louise says, pulling Matthew from his thoughts.

Snapping back to reality, Matthew realizes that he’s in Louise’s way and he quickly sidesteps. He watches as Louise cracks the door open once more and takes a look at the outside world. He frowns when he sees her shaking her head as she closes it.

“Not looking good for us?” Alois asks.

“We’d be super exposed if we used this door,” Louise answers, “But we’ll have to use it if the other way out is no good.”

Turning, Matthew sees that the others are poking around the rest of the room that he is in, and a few are out in an adjacent room which he hadn’t paid any heed to up until now. Sure, he had noticed it, but it didn’t seem as important before.

Now curious, Matthew crosses the distance between him, and the other room and he pops out into a more open area that, sure enough, appears to be a storefront. According to Alois, it was a jewelry shop but, for Matthew, it could have been literally anything else as he hadn’t ever seen one before.

Looking at the far end of the room and the one to his right, Matthew sees two walls that are covered in cardboard and then gated off with a series of security shutters. Clearly, the building was meant to be kept secure, but Matthew found it interesting to think that the back door was unlocked if that was the case. A moment passes before he realizes that the building was likely a designated escape route thanks to its tunnel access, so the door was likely left unlocked intentionally for those who knew what secrets it held.

“See anything out front?” Louise asks from behind Matthew.

“Negative,” Alois answers, “I see nothing but an empty street.”

“Any good cover for us?” Louise asks.

“Lots of cover, but…” Alois trails off and changes the position that he is in as he pulls some more cardboard away from the window he is looking through. A second passes before he finishes, “Lots of cover, but we’ll be exposed as we go toward the main complex over there.”

“I think we might need to pop out of here just to get a better look at things,” Matthew says before he peeks back into the room that he had come from and then back at the one that Alois is in. The door he had looked through earlier is on the same side of the building as one of the walls of windows in the front room. Alois is looking through a window on the far side of the front room where Matthew hadn’t been able to take a look at things from just yet.

“Mudskipper’s right,” Alois says after a beat, “I’ll join him out there. I need a clearer look at the lay of the land.”

Nodding once, Matthew asks, “Which door we going to go out of?”

Alois walks over to the wall facing the Coalition compound and peeks out for a beat. Pointing, he answers, “My door. As Louise said, this side’s too exposed for us.”

“Sounds good,” Matthew acknowledges, “I’ll take point.”

Alois walks over to the door that they’d be passing through in short order as he says, “Haven’t seen any Beets around, I’m beginning to wonder if they aren’t even in Thessalonia anymore.”

“Not about to press my luck and say anything about that,” Matthew chuckles as he joins Alois.

Pressing his back up against the wall beside the door, Matthew takes a few steadying breaths. He checks his weapons and, after a moment of thought, swaps back over to his new sidearm. As far as he is concerned, it had proven itself. Louise’s earlier worries about its capabilities seemed to be misplaced—or perhaps just overblown. Once he has his weapon of choice in hand, Matthew gives Alois a nod.

Alois swings the door open, and Matthew immediately rushes out, his weapon raised.

Taking a few short steps, Matthew stops behind a pile of debris and crouches down, hiding behind the broken masonry.

Alois quickly joins him and, now back out in the open, Matthew immediately sees that the building that they had been in was also built out of bricks and such, much like the ones that he had seen back by the shipyards. The building looks like it took a hit which took a chunk out of the upper levels of the building, the debris of which provided him the cover that he is now behind.

Nodding at the hole in the building, Matthew asks, “Think we should get a sniper up there to take a look around?”

Alois follows Matthew’s gaze and then answers, “It would be smart, but I don’t know how long we’ll be here. Maybe we won’t need to.”

“Maybe,” Matthew shrugs before getting back to scanning the area.

All the buildings further away from the Coalition compound seemed to be built out of the same earthen materials while the ones closer to it were all much more luxurious, clean, and modern looking. It was a clear indication of the different lives that the average person and average Coalition soldier and official lived. It was almost like they weren’t even the same people, seeing the stark difference being flaunted in such a way.

Of course, Matthew is quick to remind himself that he was not one to judge since his homeworld saw just about every single soul living in the same sort of building. There was no way to express oneself with extravagant buildings without spending the fortunes of everyone on the planet.

“Those gates are sealed shut,” Alois mutters, seemingly to himself.

Looking down the road that they are on, Matthew tries to spot any threats that might be behind Alois. Seeing none, he turns over and looks at the complex which Alois is scanning through a pair of binoculars.

Taking in the massive scale of the assortment of buildings, Matthew can’t help but feel quite small. The tallest building looked like it could have reached higher than the cliffs around Sinclair if given the chance. Of course, it hadn’t been given the opportunity by its builders, but it still was quite imposing.

As Matthew looks everything over, he notices some movement on one of the walls, followed by a split-second flash of light that seemed to have been reflected by the early morning sun.

A moment passes before Matthew asks, “Did you see that flash on top of the wall?”

“Where?” Alois asks.

“Just left of the gates,” Matthew answers, “Maybe fifteen meters?”

“I don’t see anything, but that doesn’t mean you didn’t. What did it look like?”

“It looked like… well, there was movement and then the flash.”

“Any idea what it was?”

“No, sorry.”

Alois frowns, reaches to his waist, and pulls out a radio. Putting it to his mouth, he says, “This is an expeditionary force from the Bulwark, are there any people on this frequency?”

Matthew waits as Alois repeats that message on several other channels, watching the Coalition building all the while.

“No one’s responding, but that doesn’t necessarily mean anything,” Alois says after a few beats.

“Think we’ll need to check things out over there? Look for survivors?” Matthew asks.

“Well, we’re here to see about rescuing folks from the city, so I guess it’d fit into our mission parameters.”

“If we’re lucky then they might know where the Coalition troops are too.”
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The Story Continues,

Thessalonia is surprisingly devoid of Beets.

The militia has their prize.

And Matthew still has far too many questions and no definite answers—he doesn’t know where his friends are either!

Read on to see what happens in the war for Allegra!
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