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The earthy scent of pine needles lingered heavily in the air. A gentle breeze whispered through the emerald canopy above, casting dappled sunlight onto the mossy forest floor. The lush serenity of Draco’s pine-scented mountains was deceptive, a calm veil masking the unforgiving guerrilla war that broke out suddenly and violently with the howl of plasma weapons.

Birds exploded from the treetops with a crackle of beating wings and panicked chirps, that were matched by the crack of plasma rounds exploding and hissing on damp bark, then more ironically the cacophonous war cries of the avian chyrp infantry. Even in the bulwarking plate armour that was emblazoned with the white glyphs of Fourth Realm, the fast-moving aliens darted over the terrain, firing as they closed with the target they so desperately sought to destroy.

Several humans in the same armour, bearing the same emblem of the interstellar death cult followed, but moved more conservatively from tree to tree while a handful of mauw added to the lethal cocktail of aliens as a rear guard, just in case. They’d hunted their quarry for almost a solid month since Fourth Realm had landed to make Draco their own, decimating a much less stubborn SolCon presence in mere hours. But this quarry was more dangerous than the science teams they’d rounded up and executed so far. As told by the countless brothers this deathsquad had been forced to bury the past hour alone.

They were hunting dust and echoes, mere pings from sensor gear and comms equipment that would sometimes give away their prey. It was tricky work, but after so much time, they had finally cornered the Astro Corps holdout. And the squad were not taking any chances, alternating fire with talking guns to keep the stream of deadly plasma flowing in the marine’s direction.

“He’s fixed! Finish the apostate!” one of the humans shouted and the faster, more agile chyrp darted closer, their armoured beaks gleaming with murderous alien smiles.

Two moved along the left flank and joined the humans in delivering suppressing fire while a third and fourth bounded in a wide semi-circle, avoiding friendly fire while simultaneously closing on the cluster of fallen trees that tangled into a serviceable hiding spot. Their advanced sensors told them the same story of a SolCon transponder fixed in the hollow they were shooting at. The marine was talking to his meddlesome friend in some hidden bunker from where she supplied him with intel and logistics to wage his pointless, yet annoyingly effective guerilla war against Draco’s Fourth Realm occupiers.

When the marine was strung up by his entrails, the bitch would follow suit quickly.

But as they leapt onto one of the slick logs, sleek plasma rifles held to bear, they looked down on a ragged camouflage backpack sitting in the dirt, lost and alone. The device inside continued to ping a radio signal that the Fourth Realm equipment continued to pick up. They had found the echo, but the target was nowhere to be seen.

At first, anyway.

The assaulting chyrp warbled in frustration and waved their fellows down to cease fire when a six-eight-millimetre armour-piercing slug broke the sound barrier with a hypersonic ‘crack!’ and cut effortlessly through the mid-section of a human in the middle of the formation.

The impact liquified the cultist in his armour and by the time he dropped, three more shots rang out, but in a way that was unlike the shot-to-report ratio of standard firearms. The distinct crack of the Kinetic Solutions MC2R rail-rifle, the bread and butter of Astro Corps infantry, only rang out when the slug was already in transit. Meaning the men who heard the crack were already dead.

One mauw in the rear guard and two more humans fell as a figure surged out of a cluster of ferns to the far right of the Fourth Realm deathsquad. The cultists turned sluggishly in the panic of seeing their brothers fall, leaving massive holes in their fields of – previously – overlapping fire.

Sergeant Dustin Echoes exploited one such hole, striding into the mixed bag deathsquad and disassembling it like he disassembled individual shooters with accurate fire.

His rail-rifle clicked between shots as he feathered the trigger, whittling down enemy numbers with every digit that ticked off the magazine readout on his HUD. The reticule across his field of view danced as he switched targets, ripping into the Fourth Realm forces with efficiency that was neither quiet or gentle.

His voice could be heard the entire time as he worked through the cultists, swivelling momentarily to nail the two chyrp who thought they’d gotten the drop on him, singing in a tone that was sickly joyful.

“Oh, I’m still standing, better than I ever did! Lookin’ like a true survivor! Feelin’ like a little kid!”

Echoes punctuated his off-tune serenade with another round that took the legs out from under a chyrp. He punched two more shots into the fallen, thrashing alien, then twisted his weapon to track the last chyrp attempting to fleet into cover. The crosshairs on his HUD turned to match the new orientation of his weapon as he switched out of a point-shooting position and activated his smart-scope. The rectangle in the middle of his view blew up, dragging the fleeing chyrp closer through his perspective before he loosed a short burst that turned the skinny creature into a cloud of blood and feathers.

Tilting the weapon back to point-shooting position he whirled back on the leftover humans and mauw, who finally rallied to return fire.

“I’m still standing! Yeah, yeah, yeah!”

The cadence was matched by a trio of plasma bolts peppering the trees flanking Echoes as he jinked sideways. Embers sprayed into the air as exploding bark peppered the side of his helmet, but Echoes seemed to ignore the burning splinters as he ejected his spent magazine and brought another up from the supplies festooned to his belt.

The mag clicked in place and the bolt dropped automatically in place, chambering the first slug just as he swung around the far end of a smouldering, plasma peppered tree that was thick enough to shelter his entire girth.

His return volley ripped the last three human cultists to shreds, leaving their mangled corpses among the moss and discarded brown pine needles.

With only a pair of mauw remaining, the humanoid alien felines tossed their plasma rifles and activated the hidden energy blades in their gauntlets. The nearest mauw screamed something about ‘death to matriarchs!’ as if the tumultuous internal workings of mauw politics meant anything to the human.

With a roll of his eyes, Echoes swung his rail-rifle onto his back and pumped his fists. At almost two metres tall and built like a brick-shithouse, the goliath of a human didn’t seem all that imposing from afar. But even with their energy blades hissing, the petite mauw must’ve regretted their charge as they rushed into the shadow of the towering marine.

His physique was made all the more evident by the complete lack of under-shirt, revealing swollen arm muscles in the chinks of his armour, for total lack of a shirt capable of containing his physique without ripping every time he flexed. Echoes had always sported the frame of a competitive body-builder, and mixed with athleticism and an easy full range of motion, he’d been a popular pick for the highschool dozer-ball team. And especially now, in his mid-twenties, his delicate balance of brute strength and swiftness paid off as a Raider Division special forces operator.

Darting forward with the suddenness of a striking serpent, Echoes caught the nearest mauw by the wrist and twisted his energy blade away, the crack of bones and hissing screams of the alien indicating his arm perhaps wasn’t meant to bend that way. The marine raider then levered the mauw face-first into the nearest tree with enough force to cave in the helmet face plate.

Then, adding more injury and insult, he threw the mauw effortlessly into the air, caught him by the ankle and the swung him like a bat into the mid-section of the second, smashing both aliens into another tree and discarding their broken bodies among the rest of the dead.

It was over faster than a knife-fight in a phone booth. The natural tranquillity of Daco’s quiet returned like a familiar comfort blanket, slowly giving way to the rustle of wind in branches and the chirp of birds who dared to return to the area.

Unholstering his rail-rifle, Echoes marched up slope to where he’d stashed his comms package as a decoy and re-affixed the pack to his back, reconnecting the gear to his helmet with a finger-swipe across his outer visor.

The quiet hike up to the forested summit was almost immediately interrupted by Ophelia’s incoming transmission.

“Are you quite mad!?” the woman screeched, some background noise of her typing and rummaging through the equipment in her comfy, hidden little office underground somewhere indicating she was recovering from a panic attack. Though it would maybe be a little bit too much to ask if that panic was concern for Echoes’ well-being. “You cannot use your comms package as a decoy, you blustering idiot! My signal may be encrypted, but if Fourth Realm capture that package they can triangulate all the way to my position.”

Echoes chuckled as he moved, keeping his rail-rifle shouldered as if he was expecting more trouble. But then considering his untenable situation on Draco, that much was par for the course.

“Hello to you too, Oppie,” he said, knowing full well his nickname for her would only make her angrier. “I’m fine, by the way. Thank you for asking.”

“Your survival is not imperative to mine. I can survive just fine without you until SolCon rescue comes. If anything, you’re just acting like another complication in an already complicated situation.”

Ophelia’s tone was condescending and dismissive. Echoes ignored her. He kept moving at a steady clip, sighting a break in the trees ahead. The dense foliage opened up and the trees thinned between the rocks at the mountaintop forming a hard, uneven landscape. As the sun filtered in, Echoes lowered his head and crouched in the shadow of a boulder, peering into the picturesque scene again.

He could feel Ophelia’s gaze on him, assessing him from half a world away. She was always doing that, always watching, always analysing.

“What are you doing in that sector anyway, Echoes?” Ophelia’s tone was laced with suspicion.

“Just taking a little peek,” Echoes murmured to himself, half ignoring Ophelia’s question. He leaned forward, exposing his helmeted head to the sunlight and took in the panorama before him.

A sprawling Fourth Realm camp was situated in the next valley, a hive of activity even from this distance. Echoes could make out the tiny figures of aliens moving purposefully to and fro, their charcoal armour glinting in the sunlight. The camp was vast, covering an area of at least four square kilometres, and was surrounded by laser fence.

Hovering over the camp was a carrier, a sleek vessel almost a kilometre long with small dropships skittering through the air between the camp and the astrogation capable ship. With more silhouettes of ships in the distance patrolling the planet’s northern hemisphere, it was clear to see that Fourth Realm intended to stay on Draco for the foreseeable future.

Almost a month ago he had been on Draco as a part of a SolCon colonial surveyors – colloquially known as exploitation teams. They had been prospecting Draco as a possible candidate for a new settlement project for humanity and its allies, with fauwks from the Federation as well as non-human citizens of SolCon like the kuu’gar showing an interest in developing the planet. Initial findings had been extremely promising, from a stable environment complete with a carbon-based ecology.

Then the Fourth Realm ships had shown up without warning and laid waste to the Astro Navy ships in orbit before making landfall and ruthlessly hunting down the entire exploitation team on the ground. Now it was just Echoes and Ophelia, alone and deep in frontier space with any prospect of rescue uncertain, as SolCon likely considered all hands on the mission lost.

“Echoes, are you there?” Ophelia’s voice crackled over the comms.

“Yeah, I’m here. Just admiring the view,” Echoes replied, his voice heavy with melancholy.

“What view? There’s nothing to see,” Ophelia replied sharply. “Just a concentration of a Fourth Realm invasion forces. An area, I’m quite sure, we designated as ‘out of bounds’ for that very reason. Are you trying to get us killed?”

Echoes snorted, not entirely sure what she meant by ‘us.’ But he kept his thoughts to himself as he triggered his PTT and returned; “Just weighing our options a little. Keep your panties on. I’m Oscar Mike to extraction. I’ll call you when I’m in the air again.”
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The outpost had been set up off the coast of a peninsula to the far southern shore of the continent, where a frigid ocean roiled tumultuously against the barren cliffs that wound along the coast. The island itself was barely visible from the mainland, and the subterranean structure with a heavily camouflaged hangar entrance made the facility itself impossible to locate with anything less but a direct and deep sensor sweep.

But Fourth Realm had found things of interest further north in the continent that were keeping them busy, so Ophelia remained nicely hidden, in her private little corner on Draco. And as such, without the worry of being walked in on by uninvited guests, she could afford to leave her office door ajar so her moans could carry through the bare concrete halls of the outposts along with the soft whir of her favourite rabbit vibrator.

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE FRONTIER:

DUST AND ECHOES






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





