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Trash littered the street: a crushed beverage container in a tepid puddle, the blown out wheel from a military transport now permanently embedded in the side of a building, and the Kondaran men and women that lounged or walked wherever they wanted, offering everything a person could hope for on a war-stricken planet like Kondara IV.

One of the mercs tugged at his armored vest and asked, "Does it ever cool down here?"

Another mercenary laughed, her voice identifying her as a woman even though her outfit did not. Her blond hair was hidden beneath her helmet. "This is cool, Hatch."

"It's the humidity," the third man in the unit, a dark skinned mercenary with scars on his cheek explained. "Keeps it hot at night and hotter during the day. It might get a little better when the sun's been down for a few more hours, but we don't want to be out here that long."

"Don't let Ander fool you, the heat's not the worst part. They give us the shit gear to use," the woman added. "The regulars get the real armor that'll keep them from getting shot up. Keeping them cool is just an added benefit."

"We're the hired help. Expendable," Ander agreed. He shrugged and leered at the woman, "Come on Irish, all you got to do is open that vest up. Try going native!"

Hatcher glanced at a few native men and women as they walked past. For most of them their clothing was rags. Some nothing more than loin cloths or skirts. The women were as likely to be bare chest as the men were, and on the lean people sometimes it was hard to tell the difference in genders.

In spite of the way the Kondarans avoided them, but their eyes didn't suggest they were afraid, only wary.

Ireland snorted. "Run around half naked like some elven hooker? Yeah, right!"

"Probably make a killing at it," Ander teased.

Ireland reached up with one hand and groped her boob through her vest. "They wouldn't know what to do if they saw tits like these."

"I would," Ander said.

Ireland rolled her eyes. "You'd probably mess your pants before the fun even got started."

The laughter died when the fourth member of the mercenary group snapped at them, "Shut it! We've got trouble ahead."

"Aren't we expecting trouble?" Ander asked as he looked at the growing crowd of Kondarans that were surrounding a broken down armored personnel carrier.

"Rust and rot," Ireland said in a hushed voice to the new guy. "That's what we got a lot of here. Our gear may be one step better than comet-shit, but keep it clean, dry, and oiled every chance you get or you'll end up like them."

"What do you mean? What's going to happen to them?" Hatcher asked. "Aren't they safe in the APC?"

"A Kondaran with a mission is a dangerous thing. Here we've got a couple dozen. These pixies are resourceful little bastards," Ander said.

Ireland glanced around and raised her voice so the man in front of the squad could hear her, "Chief, we should double back and find another route or take one of these buildings to get higher ground."

"From these savages?" Hatcher asked. "I mean sure, there's a lot of them, but they're three quarter our size and they've got no weapons."

"You sure about that?" Ander asked. "You can hide a lot in those rags. Just because the Kesari kept them as slaves and the Unified Inter-Species Task Force has officially disarmed the civilian force doesn't mean they're really disarmed."

"They'll get that APC open too," Ireland said. "Then the soldiers inside start shooting and I don't want to get caught in the crossfire."

Hatcher frowned. "Shouldn't we help?"

"You think those soldiers would help us?"

Hatcher turned to look at the unofficial leader of their squad. Dominic Packard ignored him as he studied the swarming Kondarans. "They're supposed to, aren't they?"

"Supposed to and will are worlds apart," the man said, ending the conversation. "Irish, we don't got time to hunker down. We've got a place to be and if we're late, they penalize our rate."

"Dom, if we get their dead we get nothing!" she pointed out.

"Then we won't care," he countered.

Ireland scowled. "This bonus better be worth it," she muttered.

"It will," Dominic said. "We go wide, guns ready. Move quick, but not fast. If you run they might come at us."

"They'd attack us?" Hatcher asked. "Are they really that stupid?"

Ireland followed Dominic as she continued to educate the new guy. "Kondarans are used to living in the jungle where just about everything is bigger, stronger, and hungrier than them. They're fast, tough, and if you give them a task, they will outthink you on it."

"I read that about them. Something about how they can dual-task their minds or something?"

She nodded. "They can't think about two totally different things at once, but they can come at a problem from two different directions."

"Cut the chatter," Dom snapped.

They fell silent and kept moving under the watchful eyes of a few Kondarans that turned away from the stranded APC. Before Dom's order for silence could be forgotten someone shouted from the crowd. It was answered a moment later with a gunshot. More followed, triggering more shouting and screaming from the Kondarans.

"Double time!" Dom barked.

Hatcher watched the horde of Kondarans on the APC until Ireland grabbed his vest and jerked him forward.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2


[image: ]




Hatcher jerked free of Ireland's grasp and said, "This isn't right!"

Ander and Ireland spun on him. "Move your ass, Hatcher, or we leave you here," Ander growled.

Hatcher looked past them to Dominic. "Chief, we can't—"

Dominic spun and walked up to him. "Nobody said you could call me that," he growled and gestured at the besieged APC. "You got some way of helping them? Maybe some of that alien magic we've all heard about?"

"What? No, I—"

"Chief, we split up into two fire teams," Ireland suggested and pointed out two positions. "Our firing lanes minimize friendly casualties and still chew the tree huggers up."

Hatcher glanced at her and then back to Dominic, half expecting him to yell at her for calling him Chief. Dom didn't.

What he did do was drop the Cern Systems AR-8 assault rifle he carried so that it hung from the strap around his shoulder. He reached behind his back and tugged the Blackjack pump action grenade launcher from its magnetic hold. He fed a grenade off his vest into the magazine and pumped it into the chamber.

"Bullets cost money," he said while aiming the weapon and then squeezing the trigger. The shock on Hatcher's face would have been enough to justify the cost of the grenade.

The grenade hit the side of the APC and bounced up in the air as it detonated. Instead of a violent bath of fire and shrapnel there was no visual fireworks at all. An ultra-low frequency washed over Dom and his team, inducing a mild vertigo and causing them all to shift uneasily as their bones felt like they'd been tickled. At closer range the Kondarans stumbled and fell.

The grenade packed a second punch behind the ultra low frequency: a thick white gas spewed out, spinning the grenade as it fell to the ground and bounced on the road and the bottoms of fallen Kondarans.

"What was that?" Hatcher asked. "A LF grenade with gas? What kind of gas? I didn't know they made combo grenades!"

"It's coming out of your pay," Dom growled. He secured his Blackjack to its mount on his back and took his rifle in hand. 

The last of the Kondarans still visible at the edge of the smoke collapsed and lay still. The APC was little more than a silhouette in the smoke.

"Are they... dead?"

"Just knocked out," Ireland said, an admiring smile on her face. "I didn't think of that."

"We need to hurry," Dom said. He put action to words by walking towards the battle zone.

Ander chuckled. "Spoils of war."

"Spoils... oh! We're going to—"

"Come on," Ireland said before she jogged to catch up with the two men.

Hatcher followed behind her, gripping his rifle nervously. By the time he caught them at the edge of the battle site only traces of white smoke remained where it clung to the fallen bodies. The three seasoned mercs started pushing and prodding the bodies immediately, looking for anything they could use. Hatcher hesitated and then looked at the gaping door on the side of the APC. The control panel next to it had been torn open and the wiring exposed.

He stepped over the fallen Kondarans and made his way to the open door. Inside he saw six men and women in the rear of the APC. The driver was a Furian and the man sitting beside him in the passenger seat was a Terran. Both of them were unconscious as well as the others.

"Did the gas do this?" he wondered.

Ireland stuck her head into the open door and looked around. She pointed at the two men closest to the door and driver and said, "Something else got them."

Dom pulled some Kondarans off of each other at the edge of the APC. The top few were unconscious but alive. The ones at the bottom were covered in blood. His jaw clenched as he saw the slaughtered natives.

"Savages deserved it," Hatcher mused.

Dominic knelt down and pulled out a compact rifle from beneath the body of a Kondaran man. "You think so?" he asked.

"Well, yeah. They attacked the soldiers. We're just here trying to help."

Dominic snorted. "Help. Yeah, we're helping."

Ireland stepped up next to Dom and looked at the rifle. "That's a Kesari disruptor rifle!"

Dominic flipped it over to show the power settings on the control pad. "Set to stun."

"That explains what happened to the three in the APC," Ireland said.

"I got another one," Ander called from a few meters away. He winced and added, "This one's set to scramble."

"Scramble? Oh, they disrupt the nervous system. You mean scramble someone's brain, right? Isn't that why Kesari weapons are considered contraband?" Hatcher asked. "If we're taking guns, shouldn't we take the ones in the APC?"

Ireland turned on him. "You looked good on paper, don't make me look like an asshole for recommending you. These are registered. We show up with them, it looks like we did this."

"We need to move," Dominic interrupted as he straightened. "We've got to be in our position in twelve minutes."

"With one APC down, do you think they'll abort?"

Dominic shook his head. "Hope not. No mission means no pay."

"We got these," Ander pointed out while brandishing the disruptor.

"If you're smart you'll hide that shit," Ireland snapped at him. "Anybody sees Kesari tech they figure you're with the Kesari. That's not a good side to be on anymore."

Ander and Dominic both secured the new weapons to the universal magnetic mounts on their backs.

Hatcher looked back and forth between Dominic and the others, then surveyed the scene around them. He opened his mouth and hesitated. He shut it without asking a question, remembering Ireland's last words to him. 

Ander clapped him on the shoulder as he walked by and said, "That's the smartest thing you've said today."
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"Watchdog, you're new designation is Hammer, do you copy?"

Dominic stiffened at Major Arctis' orders. "Yeah, I copy. We're outfitted for support, not insertion."

"We're down a unit and we can't lose this window," the Lermian officer's words hissed around his sharp teeth. "Our objective... your objective is to infiltrate the building from the west and secure the ground floor. Hold there while the primary strike team proceeds to the upper floors."

"Four soldiers to secure an entire floor?"

"You can't handle it?"

Dom heard the snarl in the fur covered alien's tone. "We can handle it," he said, "But we may end up throwing rocks and harsh words to do it."

The Major's armored helmet gave no indication of his thoughts as he stared at the mercenary. After several seconds passed he turned and gestured towards a supply truck. "Secure what additional resources you need. You have seven minutes."

Dominic spun without saluting or acknowledging the major. He met up with the small group of mercenaries and said, "Ladies... and Irish, grab whatever you can carry out of that truck. We got a free upgrade."

"Hey!" Ireland retorted. "You're calling these bums ladies and not me?"

"You're a lot of things and I like 'em all, but lady ain't one of them," Dom retorted.

"Thank the stars," Ander added.

After the snickers passed Dom explained. "Mission changed. We've got to secure the first floor. Plan for it."

"We giving it back?" Ander asked.

"I don't plan on asking," Dominic said.

Ander grinned and jogged over.

"Chief, that wasn't the plan," Ireland hissed.

"We adapt," Dom replied. "It'll be fine."

She fumed for a moment and then shook her head and jogged over to the open bay doors of the truck.

Hatcher watched her go and then looked at Dominic. His brow furrowed but he struggled to keep his lips together until Dom sighed. He waved the man towards the truck and walked beside him.

"She's tactics," Dom explained. "Brilliant at the intel side and figuring out the best way to handle a situation. That also means she hates when her plans get vented out an airlock."

Hatcher grinned. "Yeah, I could see that about her. Tell me... is she... I mean, is anybody—"

Dom held up a hand to cut him off, "She fucks who she wants, when she wants. You make the list, good on you. And good luck, she makes the hunting cats in the jungle look like kittens."

Hatcher's eyes widened. "You..."

Dom winked at him. "Got the scars to prove it."

Hatcher slowed down while Dominic made his way to the truck and started looking through the crates of weaponry. He turned his eyes on Ireland and admired her giving an carbine version of an Alaska Sniping Rifle a thorough, but rushed, examination. She pressed a button, activating the weapon and causing the barrel to extend half a meter forward. She worked a high density round into the chamber and then cycled the action again, expelling the rare cartridge. Her right arm shot out and snagged the ejected ammunition in midair.

He whistled and shook his head before joining them in the truck and looking to see what extra gear he could justify.

"Take as much as you can carry," Ander said. "No telling when you might need it."

Hatcher nodded and went to work, grabbing whatever caught his eye that he saw a use for.

"Time's up, we got a job to do," Dominic called from outside the truck.

Hatcher grunted as something struck his stomach. He looked down and caught the helmet Ireland had hit him with. "I've got a helmet," he managed without sounding like she'd knocked the wind out of him.

"This is an upgrade," she said. "Better optics and more comm channels. Improved encryption too."

"My helmet's been through a lot with me," he argued.

"Helmet's don't win battles, doing the right thing at the right time does," she said. "To do that, you need to see and you need to hear. Neither one will save you from a direct hit. Take it, you can thank me later."

Hatcher stiffened when he saw Ireland's eyes drop down meaningfully. He cleared his throat and nodded. "Sure... yeah, okay. I guess that makes sense."

"Move!" Dom barked at them.

Hatcher tossed his old helmet into the truck and jogged over to join them, struggling to get his new helmet on. He slowed as he joined them and listened to Dominic and Ireland outline the new plan while he calibrated the new helmet's optical and aural systems. He was still getting the hang of it when the small group stopped outside the cone of light cast by a corner light shining down from a building.

"That's a big rifle you've got there," Ander teased Ireland.

Ireland grinned. "Alaska Grav Rifle, can't believe I got my hands on it. It's a combination of chemical and electromagnetic accelerant."

"Like finding a pot of gold at the end of a rainbow?" Hatcher quipped.

Ireland raised an eyebrow and sighed. Hatcher's smile faded and his hopes for a private victory party withered inside.

"Game time, so knock it off, " Dominic said. He looked at Hatcher before continuing, "You're not fresh meat off a transport, so I expect you know how to move as a unit and cover each other. Any weapons the pixies have are stolen or recovered. They're as likely to have Kesari tech as friendly. Some of them have their own weapons: knives, spears, clubs, and other primitive shit that might have poison on them and will kill you a lot more painfully than a bullet to the face."

Hatcher nodded. "I'm good. Like you said, not my first party."

"Good," Dominic said. "You're with me."

"Copy that."

"Should be only janitorial staff, but be ready for anything. If this gets ugly lowest kill count buys the beers," Dom added. He looked at each of them and nodded. "Let's go, Hatcher with me on the left side. Ander goes right while Irish covers us."

Ireland tapped the control panel on her new rifle and pointed to the corner of the building. "Best place would be overwatch in the building beside us, but it would take me too long to join you, so I'll be hunkered down at ground level. Remember to give me a clear line of sight if somebody pops their head out."

"Good advice," Dom said. "All right, let's go. Ander, you and I take point."
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Dom and Ander bounced off the wall either side of the double doors leading in to the building. Hatcher managed to stop before running into Dom. The two veterans of the makeshift unit dropped into kneeling firing stances and swept the area from their new vantage points. Ander kept his focus low while Dom looked high into the windows and tops of nearby buildings.

"Ground clear," Ander announced after performing his sweep.

"Sky clear," Dom answered. He lowered his aim to the ground and started a ground sweep while Ander shifted his to check the windows and rooftops. "Hatcher, get that door open."

"That wasn't in the plan," Hatcher squeaked.

"Irish suggested I pick you because you've got computer and electronics skills. Now's your time to shine," Dom said.

"Son of a black hole," Hatcher muttered while shifting his gun so it didn't hang in his way. He moved to the door and studied the access panel, then tapped the reactive screen. The door was locked. "It's locked."

"No kidding? Well, I guess we can just go home and call it a night," Dom said in a voice so full of fake innocence it dripped sarcasm.

"Open the door or he's going to use you as a battering ram," Ander advised.

Hatcher was already improvising a wireless connection to the panel with a bundle of wires and components he dug out of his pack. The device looked like a rat's nest but the dimly lit display in the midst of the contraption was lit up and responsive to his touch. "Yeah, I know. Just giving you a status. I'm negotiating with the machine no— I'm in. Give me thre—no, there, it's unlocked."

"Not bad," Dom muttered. "Now cover Irish while we get the door."

"Copy," Hatcher said while shoving his homemade device back in a pouch. He dropped down into a shooting stance and began sweeping the area.

Ander pulled a door open, giving Dom line of sight into the building. He tracked from left to right with his rifle and then moved into the opening and through it. Ander followed him but stepped to the left of the door. The small lobby was empty other then the open staircase opposite them and two hallways that led deeper into the building.

"Clear," Dom said.

"You sure?" Ander asked, his attention trained high on the wall beside the stairs.

Dom's fingers moved to the control pad on his rifle without him taking his eyes off the wall. His weapon was synced to his helmet, allowing him to control the optical enhancements at a touch. He cycled through his favorites and frowned. The metal plate on the wall had seems in it indicating it could be opened. The placement, near the ceiling, made it fairly obvious that it was a mount for either a surveillance system or a defensive system, but there was nothing there.

"Irish, get your ass across the street," Dom said into the comms.

"Excuse me?"

"Get your tight ass across the street," he corrected.

"Apology accepted."

Ireland jogged into the room and came to a stop beside him, her new rifle secure on her back and a Vaga 10 rifle clutched in her hands. She followed their gazes and narrowed her eyes. "Intel didn't report defensive systems," she said.

"If there were any, we'd know by now," Dominic pointed out.

She turned her head without taking her eyes off the plate. "Hatcher, when you hacked the door did you find out anything about the building's defensive grid?"

"Get in here," Dominic told him. "Pull the door shut but don't lock it."

Hatcher joined them a moment later and took in the room. "I only jacked the door, not the building. I'm not even sure if they're interconnected. That's kind of high tech for the Kondarans, isn't it?"

"Kondarans trained by the Kesari," she pointed out. "Can you get back in and see if—"

"No," Dom interrupted. "We got a schedule to keep or we miss our payday."

"Dom, we can't spend the money if we're dead," Ireland reminded him.

"Right, and if we're dead we won't give a damn. You two, scope that hallway. Hatcher, garrison this room. I'll take the right hallway." 

"I thought we were sticking together?" Hatcher asked.

"Plans change," Ireland grumbled.

"Surprises can be good sometimes," Ander offered.

"Like when?"

"Oh, like when you're going at it and suddenly there's a finger sliding up your—"

"Knock it off," Dom barked. "We're falling behind."

Ireland cleared her throat turned to the hallway. Ander followed her, grinning at his own joke.

Hatcher moved to the base of the stairs and peered up and then down them. He turned back after a moment and saw that the others had disappeared. He bit down on his question and shrugged. He could play guard duty, after all, he'd been hired because he could follow orders and shoot a gun. And, apparently, unlock a door. He was being paid to act, not think.

He leaned over to glance down the staircase again. He hadn't seen a building with sublevels since he'd been on Kondara IV, most of the inhabited regions were built in swamps and jungles. He'd read that the high water table made building underground virtually impossible and the pointy eared Kondarans weren't known for their architectural prowess.

"What are they hiding down there?" he wondered aloud.
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Dominic paused at a doorway and risked a glance behind. The hallway was empty, meaning Hatcher was following orders. He had no reason to believe otherwise, both he and Irish had gone through a lot of profiles until they settled on Hatcher. What made him stand out wasn't his listed skills: everyone had those, it was the commendations he'd received for staying cool under pressure and stepping up to fill a gap when some electrical engineering was needed. For the job Dom had planned they needed someone that knew their way around the tech they were bound to encounter.

What he didn't need was someone that didn't mind their own business. Hatcher asked a lot of questions, but now he seemed to be falling in line. He kept off the comms when told and he wasn't leaving the post Dom had given him. If he kept this up, Dom might even cut him in for a share of the bonus.

He pushed open the door and swept the room with a glance. Several tables set up with workstations that the smaller Kondarans had been forced to work at. A few months back even the Kesari had them here around the clock, taxing the unique races dual thinking capacity to create what technological advantages they could. Now they worked only the day shift for a company that was marginally better than the Kesari.

Dom moved on, uninterested in the tech or what had happened. He was more interested in what was happening, and what was going to if the mission worked out. He did a cursory check of each room he passed, all on his right, and soon came where the corridor turned left. He followed it and stopped at the first door on his right.

He knocked lightly, tapping the door twice with his fingertips and then waiting for a count of two seconds before pushing it open. The overhead lights were out in this room, but his helmet reacted and engaged the low light optics to enhance the ambient light from the hallway. He stepped in and pushed the door shut behind him.

His helmet enhanced the room again as the light source was cut off, leaving the enhanced display in his transparent visor grainy and lacking depth. "Zista? I'm here."

A scuffle of a sandal against the floor drew his attention to his right. The head of a young woman poked out, complete with braided hair that revealed the Kondaran pointed ears. Their slim builds, short height, and elven features earned them the nicknames elf and pixie. They had been a primitive and even savage people until the Kesari found and enslaved them, In the hundred and twenty years since little had changed except the Kesari had discovered how their ability to think about two things at once made them extremely talented at developing computer programs.

"I bring her. You keep her safe from the Masters?" the young native woman asked.

Dom looked at the device she held in her hands. Unlike the mess of wires Hatcher had used to unlock the front door, this was a cylinder almost as large as a single use water pod distributed to those in need... back when the UISTF was still acting like it cared about the indigenous people.

He nodded and signaled his comm. system to open a channel to Major Arctis. "First floor secured."

Dom had a hard time noticing Zista's eyes widen since the Kondarans had no eyebrows. Her almond shaped eyes became round and she began to back away. He held a hand up to slow her. "Zista, it's okay. This is part of the plan. I need you to get away safely. They will be landing on the roof in thirty seconds. That will be the distraction you need to get out of here safely. Okay?"

She hesitated. "You keep her safe?"

He nodded and reached out. "Yes, I will keep her safe. You'll be safe too, if you do as I say."

She looked at the cylinder again and then stepped forward and handed it to him. "Mystique."

"Mystique?"

Zista nodded. "Her name. She is...wonderful. Mysterious."

He looked at the cylinder in his hands. "She?"

Zista smiled. "You will know. It gives you power, knowing a name."

He grunted and secured the valuable package. "Okay, I believe you. Now go... you have just enough time to get out. My team has a way out, but you need to hurry."

She nodded and scooted around him to the door. She looked back once and then smiled again before flooding the room with light and overloading his visor's optics. It recovered in the blink of an eye but she was already through the door and running down the hallway.

Dom followed behind her, pausing in the doorway to see the end of her braid disappear into another room several meters away. He smiled, happy she was going to escape, and turned to head back.

The building trembled around him and he heard the sound of a distant explosion overhead. Far overhead, like the roof. The insertion team had arrived right on time.

"Go, Zista," he breathed, wishing her a speedy and safe escape. She hadn't asked to be caught up in the warmongering of the races. Her entire species was nothing more than a byproduct of an interstellar war. Inter-dimensional, actually, from what he'd heard.

The lights dimmed in the hallway, making him glance up at them. The building's power grid should be affected by a rooftop entry. Unless...

Hatcher's frantic voice cut through the comm. channel. "Defensive systems online! That hatch is a turret!"

Dom cursed and took off at a run. He didn't need Hatcher, but that didn't mean the guy deserved to get shot to hell on his first mission with the team.
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Muffled explosions and gunfire announced a similar, if more evenly matched, battle taking place above them. The building trembled and dust filled the air. Dom slid along the wall of the hallway towards the opening to the building's lobby and asked over the comms, "Hatcher, you dead yet?"

"I'm pinned down!" Hatcher said, his voice controlled but with an edge of panic in it. "We missed the other hatch. It's above the front door."

Dom opened his mouth to ask what he was talking about when he caught movement around the edge of the corner of the archway. He jumped away from the wall and bounced off the other wall, losing his balance and rolling across the floor. His right arm tingled from the near miss of the turret's disruptor blast.

"They track too fast," Hatcher warned. "No way to get a shot off."

"Need multiple targets," Ireland said, joining the conversation.

Dom looked across the lobby and saw Irish and Ander hugging opposite walls of the corridor on their side of the lobby. "Ander, Hatcher, pick your best gun and make it count. We get one shot if we're fast. Two if you don't get hit in the head or upper chest."

He didn't say what would happen if the Kesari weapon blasted them in the kill zone.

"The Kesari AI will take longer prioritizing targets if we outnumber it," Ireland said. "Move fast, but not so fast you waste your shot."

"Irish, call it," Dominic said while he switched from his rifle to his sidearm. A touch against the grip activated it in his helmet, assuring him that one of the high density 18mm rounds was in the chamber.

"Copy that, synchronizing countdown now."

Dom watched the phantom number in his display count down from five. With the pistol held in a two-handed grip he took a lunging step into the open lobby and spun, stopping his movement and turning away. He spun around and relied on instinct and the targeting technology connecting his pistol and helmet. He squeezed the trigger until the pressure broke and the caseless bullet exploded out of the almost fifteen centimeter long barrel towards the exposed turret on the wall next to the stairs.

He threw himself to the left into the center of the lobby while the gunfire of his team filled the room. Dom fired again without having the luxury to focus on the targeting software. His erratic movements resulted in him crashing to the ground. He scrambled, rolling over and pulling himself across the floor before daring to rise to his feet again.

"Check in," he called out while holding his pistol steady on the turret he'd targeted. The business end of the energy weapon hung down and smoke rose from a junction box at the base of it.

"Hatcher's good," Hatcher said and waved from where he was lying on the stairs with his rifle visible just over the top edge of one.

"I'm okay," Ander said. "Winged me, but it just made my hip feel funny."

Ireland chuckled. "No happy endings for you tonight."

"What?"

Dom spun around and saw the other turret was blackened and torn apart. He holstered his sidearm and smirked. "If you're lucky the worst that will happen is you pissing yourself."

"What?" Ander bent over so he could stare at his crotch. "It missed me! Just a tickle on my hip is all."

"A tickle is all you'll be feeling," Ireland said as she joined Dom and Ander in the center of the room. She looked down at his hip and shook her head. "Those disruptors travel through your nerves. It'll take a couple of days to wear off. Walk careful until then, you might find your leg not doing what you tell it to."

"I've never heard of that! I'm not some green—"

Ander never finished his protest. A ripple of warmth spread across them right before the doors and front of the building exploded inwards. The wave of pressure hit them milliseconds before the rubble, picking them up and throwing them into the stairwell before showering them with broken rock, metal, and trying to bury them alive.
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Chapter 7
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Dom blinked the colors out of his eyes. It was pretty, if you enjoyed abstract art performed by an insane two year old. As useless as it was, his vision cleared a heartbeat before the nerves in his body reconnected. There wasn't much to see even with light amplification, a lot of shadows and darkness. The shapes were made worse by the dust in the air that was thick enough to tickle his nose and promise a lungful of dirt. What the rest of his body was telling him he didn't want to hear

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
JASON HALSTEAD

DARK UNIVERSE





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





