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	The thick canopy rustled indignantly as a trio of AC-23 “Achilles” gunships moved over them, the only sign of an otherwise soundless craft. The lead Achilles’ cargo was no less stealthy or high-tech: the 43rd Special Ops regiment, or at least what was left of it. The 43rd was devoted to, and its membership was exclusive to, the results of the Navy’s “Cybersoldier” program, an attempt to create the perfect soldiers so as to protect humanity’s meager holdings (at the time of the program at least). A carefully handpicked group of marines had been enhanced with the latest in neural interfaces, cybernetic implants, and even experimental nanotechnology, then shipped off to the headquarters of the 43rd Regiment for powerful weapons and a training regimen that would kill any normal human. By tradition, it was only after they had been shot no less than ten times that they received their battle armor and became full members. So what must be asked is, how can a group of such peerless warriors be reduced to a single squad of four?
	What happened to the rest is one of history’s greatest mysteries. Not long ago, for the first time, a squad had not returned from a mission. Then another, and another, and the more suspicious, wary, and careful the marines became, the more original, flashy, and weird the deaths became. This, combined with an increasing number of difficult missions, made the surviving four know that they were on borrowed time, because it was obvious that someone was out to get them.
	Inside the gunship, there was an air of tense silence. Even the pilot was on edge. Click. Click. Click. He flicked the cover of the launch button, covering then uncovering the switch on the top of the stick that would send 20 kilos of screaming metal death towards the nearest source of heat. The troops silently prepared their equipment as their leader, codenamed “Bull”, prepared to speak.
	“I want to start by saying that it has been nice knowing all of you. Though we were born under many different circumstances, we have lived as brothers, and now, we shall die as brothers. You may be shocked at my directness. You may think that we have a chance to survive. We do not. This is our last mission. It shall be both our final hour, and our finest hour. We are to eliminate a rogue crusher.” This statement was followed by incredulous gaping. Bull looked each shocked man in the eye before continuing. “As I said, I do not expect to survive this task. If, by some stroke of divine luck, we do survive, we are to escape using an experimental teleporter that is supposedly on site.” He activated the hologram projector in the center of the cabin. A translucent image of the surrounding terrain filled the air inside the cockpit. “The area where it is being held is here,” he said, pointing at a group of concrete bunkers surrounding a clearing. “Enemy forces have installed Anti-Air cannons here, here, and here,” he stated, pointing at a patch of low foliage near the base. “It won’t do us a whole lot of good if we get shot down, so we’ll be dropping in fast and low under their radars about a kilometer from the facility, here.”
	“Unless our escorts kill us.” This was the squad’s medic, a suspicious man by nature, who had grown all the more paranoid in recent months.
	“I do not intend to die before we land! That being said, the most fortunate thing we can hope for is for the robot to be inactive when we arrive. Even with that, conventional firepower isn’t going to get the job done. We’re going to have to get creative.” The image of forested terrain was replaced with an image of their target, the dreaded OAC. A series of statistics began scrolling up near the hologram, mostly extolling the virtues of its thick armor. “The bigger they are, the harder they fall. As large as it is, it has weaknesses. See this?” He asked rhetorically, pointing at an armored hose under the robot’s shoulder. “That is a hydraulic line. It’s made from a new type of carbon fiber that can repair itself under the right circumstances, and it’s thick. But if you can sever these lines, you’ll spew hot oil all over the place, reducing its traction, and the affected joint will be disabled while it tries to stop up the leak and restore power through its backup systems. That’ll be handy, but it won’t win us any medals. And I don’t know about you, but I’m not willing to simply wait for it to bleed out. Instead, I have a different plan.” The hologram projector zoomed in on the OAC’s abdomen, and a set of long cylinders appeared inside the image, cutting across the robot. “This is the reactor plant that powers the robot. These cylinders contain the control rods that prevent it from melting itself. It’s designed with maintenance in mind, so get past the armor and it’ll just fall out. Then, we replace it with a timed plasma charge to overload the reactor and initiate a meltdown.”
	The pilot keyed the intercom. “Prepare for stealth insertion.” The cargo door opened and the commandos clipped their harnesses to a rail and watched the cargo bay door open with a whirring of electric motors. The smell of trees filled the cabin as cold air whipped by the door. A countdown began on their visor displays. A bird was caught in the flow of wind and spun absurdly in the chaotic flow before winging away. 5. The escorts peeled off, leaving the lead craft to finish the run. 4. They could hear the nervous rattling of an ammo belt coming from Bull's direction. One never got used to- 3. The clicking of the pilot's launch button stopped abruptly. 2. The ship accelerated suddenly, picking up intense speeds of- 1. The marines ran along the line as one, as if they meant to jump- 0. The gunship went vertical, speeding into the night as its cargo landed in the underbrush with a quick roll. So much for the easy part.

	A kilometer away, a technician caught the blip on his radar. He rushed to his supervisor with the news. “They’re here,” he said. The supervisor wasted no time in rushing to the glass walled control tower, where the base commander was waiting with his back to the door, looking out over the vast expanse of jungle. This was one of the times when he felt like Atlas, carrying a world upon his shoulders, with all of its worries and fears. Millions of people were counting on him to find a way out for them, to defend them on the road to autonomy from the imperialist government forces... And here he was, hiding in some Godforsaken jungle while his people suffered under the yoke. It was enough to crush a lesser man, but not the general. The supervisor, his personal attaché, tapped him on the shoulder.
	“The cybers are coming,” she breathed into the pensive man’s ear.
	A long suppressed smile grew and flourished on the general’s lips, fed by hope and action. The cybers had been betrayed by their own. If anyone would help him, it would be them. They could be what he needed, the sword with which he could save his people. He just had to reach them, to make them understand the extent of their peril.
	“Full evacuation. Most likely, they will be here for the portal. Leave it open, but lock the destination coordinates so they fall into our trap. Leave someone behind to lure them in. I want them alive and well on our side of the portal!”
	“I volunteer for the mission. I will guide them.”
	“Know that they will likely shoot you on sight. Do you still want this mission?”
	“Of course. I would gladly die for the cause.”
	“If you say so.” The general keyed the loudspeaker receiver on his holographic terminal and broadcast his orders over the small base. “Now hear this! All personnel report to test labs for immediate evacuation! Once more, all personnel report to test labs for immediate evacuation! This is not a drill! Take only what you can carry! All personnel report to test labs! That is all.” To reinforce the idea, he activated the air raid sirens.
	The trickle of confused and curious men on the parade ground became a throng, moving towards the bowels of the facility. The general turned to his attaché.
	“Good luck.”

	Hundreds of light years away, in another control room, a lone intelligence officer noticed a small alert on his screen. Opening the e-mail, he noticed that it was from his contact in the Robotic Warfare department. The message read:
	
	To: StormSeeder
	From: ShortCircuit
	Re: Rouge Crusher

	Privet, Storm, this is your brother from Minsk. Open a line immediately over Mom’s channel. Remember that the walls have ears.
	A frown crossed the officer’s face. His contact wanted to speak with him, over the secure channel on the department head’s computer. This could be a problem.
	
	Reply: ShortCircuit

	Thank you brother. Mom is snoring, but our Big Brother is playing on the computer. I’ll see if I can lure him off.

	The officer left his console and walked down red hall to the head’s office. He carefully peeked in the window. Great, he thought. The department head was in his office, typing away at his computer. This could cost me my cover. Best to be careful. He slipped into the dark water fountain alcove and whistled loudly. The supervisor looked up from his terminal, peering into the darkness with an expression of confusion before looking back down at his screen, shaking his head. The officer whistled again, louder this time. His supervisor looked up again, wary this time. The officer watched him through the office door’s window as he began rummaging through the drawers in his desk, obviously looking for something. After minutes slowly drained by, the officer decided to speed him up with another whistle. At last, the supervisor appeared to find what he was looking for. It was a .45 automatic that appeared to be brand new, without the wear and tear that marks a regularly used weapon. The supervisor slowly walked toward the door with the weapon in hand. The officer tensed as the department head opened the door and entered the hallway, passing by just inches away. The head turned away, and the officer made his move, grabbing the administrator in a choke hold. The supervisor struggled, then went limp as the blood supply to his head was cut off by the larger, more experienced man’s fingers.
	The intelligence officer dumped the unconscious man unceremoniously onto the tiled floor and hooked a hacking module up to the terminal. He estimated that he had five minutes until the department head woke up and blew his cover.
 Numbers flew across the holographic screen as the hacking module began its work, inundating the computer with hundreds of potential password combinations per second. Eventually, the module completed its work, and files began to pop up on the screen. The officer opened a secure voice line to Robotic Warfare.
“Short Circuit? Are you there?”
“Yes. But let’s drop the spy façade, Jim. They’re after me; I’m not going to last much longer, certainly not long enough to be prosecuted for espionage. They’ll be coming for you too, I think. You’re the 43rd’s last ops coordinator. And we both know what happens when they target your men.”
“Who are they? How are my guys getting targeted? If you brought them down on me, you owe me the truth.”
“I know, and I’m deeply sorry, but I only just found out about the situation. You know that stolen OAC they’re after? Well, it was found a good week before the mission, twenty miles from the facility.”
“It’s a trap. Jesus, it’s a trap! I have to warn them!”
Jim bolted out of the office, making a full speed tear for the ops room so he could warn them. He tripped, and was caught by a strong but strangely inorganic hand. He began to thank the stranger when he realized that he was the only person here. The next thing he felt was a sharp, mind-erasing pain in his chest, and his head fell to his chest, no longer supported by his neck. The last thing he saw as the life bled from his eyes was a curved sword protruding from his chest.

Crash made himself comfortable in the sturdy jungle tree. He set up his rifle by hanging the armature from a higher branch and looking through the scope to check the wind, range, and other factors. While he did so, he noticed something that made him perform the long range equivalent of a double take. The parade ground was empty. He keyed his throat mike.
“Uh, Bull, you need to hear this. The crusher, it’s, uh-“

	“Not there? We’re here already. The place is a ghost town.” 
	“That’s not good. Somethi-“ Crash’s words were cut off by a wet, gurgling choking sound.
	“Crash? Crash!” Bull looked back at the ground team, consisting of the medic, “Killer”, and their pyrotechnician, codenamed “Corsair”. “Damn…Damn. Let’s just get home alive so we can give him a proper memorial.”
	“The teleporter will probably be in the lower levels,” Killer said. “Let’s try to avoid whatever got Crash.”
	This suggestion was met by a murmur of general agreement. The commandos set off for the heart of the underground complex, not realizing that they were walking right into the trap.

	Elsewhere in the base, the General’s attaché reloaded her ion pistol with a smug look on her face. That’s the last time those mechanical bastards will try that. The robot had had the brilliant idea of trying to sneak up on her by sloth crawling from a pipe on the ceiling, but she had shot that down… literally. She took a closer look at what the intelligence analysts were claiming as the Republic’s newest weapon in an already vast arsenal. It appeared to be a grotesque mockery of human anatomy, complete with a metal skeleton (Most likely aluminum, she surmised) and a musculature constructed out of some unknown fibrous material. It appeared to have stereovision, among other sensors. She looked closer, wanting to make out the details.
	She had a moment of terror as the obviously still conscious android grabber her throat, wringing the life out of her. As she began to black out, she pulled the pin on a pulse grenade strapped to her belt. If she was going down, so was it. She felt the pressure lifted from her neck as she passed out from the radiation scrambling her neural interface. Her last thought was that she had failed in her duty.

	“Corsair to Team, come in.”
	“We copy, Corsair. Report. You guys need to see this. I’ve got a destroyed robot and a civilian here.”
	Killer chimed in, “What’s the civilian’s status?”
	“Let’s see… Civilian reclassified as enemy personnel, ID Enriqua Adelis, Rank Major. Appears to be unconscious, evidence points to a struggle.”
	“Response priority?”
	“Why do you care so much?” asked Bull.
	“I may be a Republic marine, but I’m a doctor as well. If we have an opportunity to save her, then we should take it. Besides, she may know what’s going on.”
	Bull sighed. He was unconvinced as to Killer’s motives, but his arguments were ironclad. “Very well. Report, Corsair.”
	“She is… still breathing. Marks on her neck, looks like she was throttled. Robot is fried… I see a used EMP generator, handheld, model Alpha-Lima-Nine-Charlie. Looks like she tied him to the sinking ship, over.”
	“Hit her up with the revival agent, green banded syringe in your first aid kit. Give her some O2 while you’re at it.”
	“Copy, complying.”
	Corsair tapped the syringe to expel air from the tip, then searched for a vein. It wasn’t easy to find on her arms as her dark skin made it hard to spot. When he finally found one, he stuck in the needle.
	
Major Adelis coughed and sputtered as the revival agent took effect. She still couldn’t see through her bleary, half-open eyes, but as her anonymous rescuer fitted an oxygen mask over her nose and mouth, it became obvious that they weren’t there to kill her. More importantly, she was still alive. She turned her head to look her rescuer in the eye. 
“Easy there. Try to stay still so I can take a look at that nasty welt you’ve got.” A bright light shone on her from the direction of his voice. The major felt a drop of liquid splash in each eye, and her vision gradually came into focus. Her rescuer was a man of about average stature, clad in full body plated armor. He felt along the still painful ring around her neck where the assassin had tried to strangle her.
“Ow.”
“Sorry. You appear to be fine, Enriqua. Some minor tissue damage, and it looks like you’ll have to live with that mark around your neck, but I don-“
She recoiled from him. “How do you know my name? Who the hell are you?”
The soldier removed his helmet, an obvious mark of trust seeing as she was still armed. She recoiled even more from the sight of him.
The marine was the farthest thing one could be from biological and still be referred to as a member of the human race. His face was scarred and pitted, with some portions having been replaced with wire-riddled synthetic portions that appeared to be grafted to his face. His right eye had been replaced with a squat cylindrical lens in a round socket. The lens appeared to rotate freely, zooming in and out with impunity. She felt a cold, uncomfortable feeling as it presently scanned over her. It was as if the ”window to the soul” had been boarded up.
“I understand your fear, but I won’t hurt you if I don’t have to. I just want to know what happened here. Where is everybody? Why did they leave?”
“The teleporter. They went through the teleporter to their base on the other side.”
“But why?”
“They.. we knew you were coming. Knew that you are our only hope. You have been hunted by your own generals, and unless we go through that teleporter, those- those things…” She gestured towards the android. “Those things will kill us all. Including you. I was just in its way.”
“Why should I trust you?”
Enriqua let a wry smile slip past her poker face. “You could say that I owe you one. Besides, I promised the General that I would see your squad to safety.”
“Who’s the-“
Killer’s voice came in over the radio. “We’ve got company, and lot’s of it!”

Corsair activated the Picture-in-Picture(PIP) on his visor’s Heads Up Display(HUD) and tuned it to Killer’s helmetcam. Killer was looking out over the open grounds from the control tower. The parade ground held multiple groups of the same robots that had nearly killed Major Adelis. 
And his squadmates were fighting like the devil himself. Killer was taking cover behind a console, taking potshots at the attackers with his laser carbine. In the background, he could hear the distinctive roar of Bull’s minigun. But it was taking no toll on the enemy forces, who seemed almost graceful as they avoided the stream of lead death. One group broke off for the interior of the facility, while the others continued their fluid assault, beginning to scale the tower. Corsair watched in helpless horror as his friends abandoned their weapons, resorting to brute strength and plated knuckles in the small control room. It almost looked as if they would succeed, but their attackers had them trumped there too, many of them wielding short, curved swords that looked more than capable of piercing armor. And that was proven to be correct, as one of the automatons slipped his blade into Killer’s flexible gorget. The sword was moving too slow for the reactive armor to deter, and the blow proved fatal, instantly severing his spinal cord. Corsair watched helplessly through a dead man’s helmetcam as Bull gave a wounded cry and drew the weapon from Killer’s neck, flying into a berserk rage.  He slashed at anything within reach with utter impunity. At least a dozen of them were disabled by his hand, the sharp sword slicing through synthetic muscle with ease. But that was no use either, as he incurred wound after wound, each wound only increasing his fury until he was hamstrung. Corsair watched it unfold, the assassin seeming to move in slow motion. He watched as his best friend, the Achilles of his day, was decapitated by the machine’s finishing blow.
As the head rolled on the tile floor, Corsair’s memories turned unbidden to their childhood together in the ghettos of New Sol, how they had promised that they would always be there for each other. You watch him, Christopher Imres. Bull's mom. He fell to his knees as the flood of memories came, accompanied by mind-numbing loss. He remembered how they had enlisted with the Marine Corps to escape a life of gangs and crime, how he had felt when they learned that they had both been chosen for special forces, how they would drink “imported” whiskey by the bottle to get drunk enough to even consider the thought of shooting each other to get over the ten shot mark. Tears that he had thought himself no longer capable of cascaded from his eye as he realized that they would never be together again. The sights the smells the SOUNDS! Take care of my boy. That was a hundred years ago, no, felt like a thousand now. Big bombs and big laughs, an entire dusty bar on a dusty world laughing as Bull danced with the pretty green-eyed waitress on a table. Laughing at me, at my failure. A hologram projected from a spindly robot, long dead professor explaining how cybers were immortal, how they'd fight long into the dusty years ahead before returning to the Citadel to become a hard drive on a shelf and teach the next generation. No, not for Bull. I know he's like a brother to you. His brother was dead.  This time, there would be no joyous celebration after a mission, with Bull pulling a six-pack from the ice chest he kept hidden under one of the benches in the gunship. This time, they couldn't cheat death yet again,  laugh at it together in the Officer's Lounge on the Leviathan.
This time, for the first time since he could comprehend the meaning of the word “friend”, Col. Chris Imres was completely alone. 


