Prologue

		The two security guards shivered at their post, their lightweight uniforms ill suited to the cold desert night. The guard to the left of the large hangar door, a fresh private, looked over at his colleague, marveling at the crisp image from the electrostatic detectors wired to his goggles. He couldn’t see the corporal himself, but his training helped his eyes draw the rough outline of a human body from the electronic signatures of the equipment and sensors clipped to their uniforms.
	The corporal noticed the younger man’s attention, or lack thereof. “Nice little toys, aren’t they?”
	“How is the image so clear? All of the sets on Apollo Base are so fuzzy; you couldn’t see a ten meter mech right in front of your face. They were so bad, Gunny Armstrong got fed up and used them for practice making IEDs.”
	“Armstrong? I see a bad joke coming from a mile away there.”
	“Maybe. We all thought about it, but no one had the balls to say anything except Haney… And he was bowlegged for a week. He got kicked out after the goggles, though.
	“Why? Don’t tell me he made fun of the drill sergeant again.”
	“Mostly just bad luck. The base commander was passing by while he demonstrated his goggle bomb, and his car flipped over. But you haven’t answered the question.”
	“How should I know how the things work? The 5 series is fairly impressive, though. I heard even the inventor was surprised. However, you shouldn’t rely on them too much. They only read out to about the distance between us. There is a useful little trick you can do to solve that.”
	“What is it?”
	“You got to ask nicely, kid.”
	“Just tell me, dammit!”
	The corporal laughed. “There are two slots on your goggles, right?”
	“Yeah, but Gunny Arm-“
	“Forget the Gunny. Wire your ESD to one lens and your infrareds to another.” The corporal demonstrated, mimicking the infomercials from the holonet. “Presto, night vision and your ESD!”
	“Cool!” 
	The corporal chuckled at the young private’s enthusiasm as he returned his gaze to the horizon. Poor kid. He doesn’t deserve to get involved in this crazy war. It’ll be the death of him. A sudden hot spot appeared in the sky, washing out the signatures of the drones that assisted them in their task. “Do you have a reading on it?” 
	The private ripped the ESD from its slot to get a visual. “Nothing. It’s completely invisible!”
	The corporal was about to reply when their goggles and radios cut to hash. Over the white noise, the sound of bending and creaking metal was clearly audible behind the disoriented guards, echoing in their ears long after the actual sound ceased. Both men quickly removed their goggles, pivoting to see a jagged hole in the hangar door, warped to the outside as though some colossal can opener had pried it open from the outside. 
	Drawing his sidearm, the corporal looked over at the private, who hurried to emulate his partner. The corporal nodded and signaled left, and by unspoken agreement the two men split up to search the warehouse for the unknown interlopers.  It was also by unspoken agreement that they knew what would happen if they did run into trouble. Without radios, if one of them ran into something they couldn’t handle, it would be far too late for the other to help. They were on their own.
	The corporal made his way into the warehouse, taking care to remove a piece of his ruined equipment at regular intervals along the way. Without his PDA’s map, it would be incredibly easy to get lost in the maze of shipping containers that formed the bulk of the ground floor.
	After what seemed to be an eternity, every second punctuated by the seemingly very loud beat of his racing heart, the corporal removed his boots as he entered the chamber that made up the heart of the facility. Under hundreds of harsh spotlights and myriad sensors and automated guns, a dozen colossi stood like sentries, half hidden by their own black shadows. These were the true purpose of the compound, the terrible war machines used to incite fear in local populaces across the galaxy. Although their official designation was Orbital Assault Craft (OAC) Mk. II, they were better known by the colloquial term “crushers” due to the way they were used.
	The corporal spared a moment to shudder at that thought. Crushers were hailed by the propagandists as the ultimate weapon against anarchy. In truth, they were the ultimate weapon, period. When their use was approved, the mechs were packaged into metallic “eggs” that protected them from reentry before being dropped onto a target city. The impact and shrapnel from the mech “hatching” on the surface caused massive destruction in and of itself, and after that… after that there was no end to the carnage. They killed indiscriminately. Men, women, children, dogs, plants… there was no stopping a crusher once it started. Nothing could pierce its armor save a thermonuclear explosion, and that would destroy the very thing you were trying to protect. Just the thought of such a weapon in the hands of a terrorist or dissident was nothing less than the stuff of nightmares, the ones where you woke up in a cold sweat only to realize that you hadn’t woken up  at all, and you were still dreaming.
	A strangled, gurgling cry broke the corporal’s reverie. He followed the sound through the rows of machines, finally coming to a gruesome sight… the private was prone on the floor, slowly bleeding from a dozen stab wounds. As if in slow motion, the corporal realized that the private was still breathing. The corporal rushed to his side, desperately hoping against his logic that the boy could be saved.
	The private looked up at the corporal and said, “They came… from above..”  The private gave one last ragged breath and died.
	Tears welled up in the corporal’s eyes as he closed the private’s eyes, fully aware that he was being watched. It didn’t matter anymore. The fear and the anxiety had been replaced with icy cold anger, every fiber of his being rebelling against the idea of such calculated brutality, the senseless murder of an innocent youth. He wasn’t even armed, the corporal realized, fueling his determination for revenge even higher. I’ll run for the maintenance tunnels and take away their advantage, he decided. Looking to his left, he smiled at the realization that he even had a straight path to the door. He steeled himself and ran faster than he had ever run, and the door got closer and closer.
  		Tragically, he never made it, colliding with a dark shape that had seemed to materialize right in front of the door. The corporal fired his pistol in a wild fury as he fell, the rounds clattering off of his attacker in a shower of sparks. A skeletal hand lifted him off of the ground by the throat, easily pulling the struggling man up to face the terrifying visage of the assassin. It was as though the skin and flesh had been flayed from a human to reveal corded muscles and metallic bones, all painted a matte black so deep, it was as though looking at the inside of a black hole. The corporal intensified his struggling, desperate to escape from whatever this thing was.                                         
            
 
