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Introduction


Black Feather takes part five years after the colonization of the surface.  The introduction of the new and fertile world gave the incentive to rapid expansion.  Although corporate competition subsided during the first year of colonization, history repeated itself, and now the Corporations vie for control of land and precious resources.  New alliances are made and bitter rivalries are born constantly, fueling the conflagration of bloodshed.  It is during these bleak times that those oppressed by the Corporations pray for a savior.  However, Qastor and his comrades were not prepared for such a burden.  But then, again, no hero or heroine was ever prepared to face their destinies.  


Ominous skies bleed a crimson night!  For a Raven seeks to change history forever!

Characters

Qastor

Name:
Qastor  (kas-ter)

Age:
22

Weight:
160 lbs.

Height:
5’10”

Gender:
Male

Birthdate:
(Unknown)

Hair:
Golden, feathery

Eyes:
Silver-blue

Arena Rank:
E-15

Current Skill Level:
D

Full Skill Level:
A

AC Name:
Xanthippius

Personality:

Laid back and usually calm, his assertive manner hides the world of pain he is reminded of everyday.  Not knowing what fate held in store for him, Qastor was forced to become a reluctant hero.  A skilled pilot, although his rank does not reflect this for certain reasons.

Background:
An orphan of the corporate war, Qastor lived his youngest years in an orphanage.  At the age of seven, he was adopted by the Altair family.  Just like Iris, he was an excellent student during his school years; Qastor graduated 2 years early and left to become a Raven, despite his adoptive father’s warning.  One year later, during The Controller’s eradication campaign, his entire adoptive family perished.  Where he came from or when he was born is unknown, as records of his birth do not exist in Layered’s civilian database.

Iris

Name:
Iris  (eye-ris)

Age:
21

Weight:
109 lbs.

Height:
5’6”

Gender:
Female

Birthdate:
(Unknown)

Hair:
Dark Brown, with narrow, light streaks

Eyes:
Brown

Arena Rank:
B-3

Current Skill Level:
B

Full Skill Level:
A

AC Name:
Silvermoon

Personality:

She carries herself elegantly and gracefully.  Very beautiful and great to be around with, Iris possesses a pleasant demeanor.  Quite informed on a variety of subjects and could talk about anything.  However, she prefers not to talk about herself.

Background:

Her family found her near death when her orphanage burned down.  They took her in and raised her as their own.  Like Qastor, Iris graduated 2 years ahead of her peers.  Shortly after the fall of The Controller, Iris left for the surface world.  Reasons as to why she became a Raven are unknown, but she has done superbly on her own and gained the respect of many.

Malirant

Name:
Malirant  (mal-ler-rint)

Age:
27

Weight:
215 lbs.

Height:
6’5”

Gender:
Male

Birthdate:
08/10

Hair:
Brown, short, and a little messy

Eyes:
Dark green eyes

Arena Rank:
D-06

Current Skill Level:
D

Full Skill Level:
A

AC Name:
Ogre

Personality:

Active and optimistic.  He is very relaxed and calm even in the worst of situations.  Very comfortable to be around with, his large build hides his humble personality.  

Background:

He lived with his big brother for as long as he can remember.  However, his brother was recruited into Mirage’s army and never came back since.  Malirant attended and lived in a private school his brother placed him in before leaving.  After graduating from the advanced academy at the age of 18, Malirant worked as an MT pilot for Kisaragi.  Four years later, he and Qastor took the Raven initiation test together, and remained as best comrades since.

Gaidoz

Name:
Gaidoz  (guy-dawz)

Age:
42

Weight:
165 lbs.

Height:
5’11”

Gender:
Male

Birthdate:
11/30

Hair:
Dark brown, with some gray mixed in

Eyes:
Green

Arena Rank:
E-14

Current Skill Level:
E

Full Skill Level:
B

AC Name:
Guernica

Personality:

He changed his show-off ways after the emigration to the surface.  He has a straightforward attitude towards things and dislikes whatever boggles his mind.

Background:

(No available information)

Vulture

Name:
Vulture  (vul-cher)

Age:
26

Weight:
144 lbs.

Height:
6’0”

Gender:
Male

Birthdate:
(Unknown)

Hair:
Dull gray

Eyes:
Yellow

Arena Rank:
E-13

Current Skill Level:
E

Full Skill Level:
B

AC Name:
Scavenger

Personality:

He has a dark disposition and tends to be harsh to new Ravens.  However, he is known to be a fickle person and might change his mind unexpectedly.  

Background:

(No available information)

Rey Vyn

Name:
Rey Vyn  (ray-vin)

Age:
(Unknown)

Weight:
(Unknown)

Height:
(Unknown)

Gender:
Male

Birthdate:
(Unknown)

Hair:
White-gray

Eyes:
White-gray

Arena Rank:
N/A

Current Skill Level:
N/A

Full Skill Level:
N/A

AC Name:
Nine-Ball

Personality:

(No available information)

Background:

(No available information)

Story

Black Feather: Episode I

Unidentified Surface Crater

5:50 p.m., ??/??

Raven in the Sky

“Twenty to touchdown.”  The transport pilot's voice crackled over the intercom.  Stiff tension from Angelus' shoulders fleeted into relaxation.  Times were hard, and soaring the skies became ever more dangerous.  He glimpsed out the window…

“Hmph...  The surface world...  It's only been five years and look what we did to it.”  His thoughts were somewhat longing as he gazed into the fresh horizon, the sky blue and violet of his eyes sorrowfully shimmered in the freezing window's reflection.

“What the...!?”  The pilot's voice ripped throughout the walls.  Angelus turned his gaze towards the on-board speakers.  

“Mr. Angelus, we have a problem.  Please brace yourself as a rough landing is imminent.”

Great, something new to worry about.  With everything that's been happening in such a short space of time, stress was taking a toll on Angelus.  His voice has become grave lately, and his features began to show age.

“What evil times have we fallen under-“ Abrupt vibrations thrashed the transport.  

A pillar of light flashed.  The pilot's cabin vanished, leaving a gaping portal to the sky in front of him.  He felt his blood rush to his left side as the plane leaned.  Angelus instantly reacted and his attention went towards the window.  

Still airborne…

Seat belts released, Angelus sprinted to the on-board hangar, resisting the beckoning vacuum of the outside, the wind and charred chunks of flesh striking against vacant seats.

After shutting the door behind him to stop the suction, Angelus leapt from the descending steps, landing in front of the automatic door.  It opened, and still on one of his knees, Retribution came into view as the sliding doors receded into the gaps in the wall.  The door above and behind him was torn straight out of the walls, the snakes and festoons of wiring circuitry waved exposed.  Using every strand of his legs' sinew, Angelus bolted towards his AC, the cool rising air meekly lifted his short silver hair, as the hangar door closed.  

The anterior of the 11 meters tall giant revolved into view, Angelus still rushing ever closer.  His hand dove into his pocket and pushed a combination of buttons from a small remote device.  A portal with several shutters appeared near the bottom of the core, and a ladder struck the metallic floor of the platform.  

A wave of heat blasted throughout the hangar, and Angelus felt as if he was diving towards doom at an accelerated pace. The hangar was heavily leaning to the Angelus’ right now, as he found himself hanging from the rail bars.  The manacles restraining Retribution groaned.  Angelus climbed the railing like a ladder, miraculously reaching his AC.  He quickly crawled his way up the ladder (since Retribution was facing near-perpendicular to Earth) as it rose into the center of the core, the numerous protective shutters blocking out the light from the platform one-by-one.  Finally reaching his destination, Angelus carefully stood on the cockpit screens, hoping they won’t shatter under his pressure.  He pushed himself up against the cockpit chair above him and forced the seat belts over his torso, feeling the blood centering in the front of his body.  A shutter closed behind him as an image on the main screen came on.  Angelus moved his legs from the screens to the pedals.  The HUD image was equivalent to that of a television monitor that had lost its reception.  A window came up and Angelus typed in the codekey on a small on-screen keyboard, located between his knees.  The password accepted, the main screen transformed into the battle HUD.  

“Main system.  Engaging combat mode.”  The custom female AI voice was somewhat soothing to Angelus in this time of crisis.  He grasped the two controls, his fingers tense on the trigger button.  The manacles released, and Retribution was thrown to the opposite wall of the hangar, forcing the plane to lean perfectly parallel to the horizon.  Angelus managed to cushion the force with his left arm, as his right held a rifle.  Retribution found itself “laying” on the wall, soon sliding down to the hangar’s closed hatch, making the transport’s now-incinerated nose face the high evening clouds.

The hatch didn’t open, and realizing that it won’t budge, Angelus fired his rockets blindly into the wall in front of him to weaken it.  He pushed an upper pedal, activating the overboosters.  The rising hum of the core machinery moaned.  He was then pushed back from the recoil of the OB thrust, and multiplied with the present gravity, his eyes blurry since the blood rushed away from them.  Retribution ripped through the hangar wall, and then through what’s left of the passenger cabin, the weak metal and plastic scathing against the AC’s armor.  The transport vanished below him as he cut the OB, and the blank evening sky swallowed the HUD.  He noticed a dark dot in that evening canvas, and not taking any risks, swiveled himself with the turn boosters to face the horizon, then trying to somehow regain stability. 

But, it was too late. A stream of blue energy struck Retribution’s back from the heavens, and the AC found itself twisting uncontrollably from the blast.  The column of cerulean continued to plunge, eventually disintegrating the remains of the transport.

“DAMNIT!  What the hell HAPPENED!?”  A concoction of anger and precarious excitement composed his words.

“Boosters are temporarily off-line.  Auxiliary leg boosters are undamaged.  Would you like to ini-“

“DO IT!!  HURRY, DAMN YOU!!”  The AI activated the weak, but reliable boosters on the back of the MLL-MX/EDGE.  The legs motioned itself to bring the AC back into a perpendicular position to the ground.

“Main boosters are on-line.”  The AI blankly stated.  Angelus pushed the right-right pedal and the CBT-FLEET activated.  Retribution landed softly on the crater.  The MHD-RE/005’s stolid gaze rose up into the bluish-purple expanse.  Angelus spotted a red-black AC floating high above him.  The screen zoomed in and spotted an emblem.  THE emblem.  A black sphere with the number “9” in the center.

The enigma disappeared.  A lone raven laughs in the sky.

Black Feather: Episode II

Unidentified Surface Crater

6:07 p.m., ??/??

Abyss

Metallic debris and abandoned buildings painted a bleak and desolate picture upon the desiccated crater.  Deformed and swarthy limbs of ACs were scattered about.

“Computer, please review the mission objective.”  Angelus' voice was weary. The mission summary was displayed on the main HUD.  

Mission: 



Investigate Unidentified Energy Source

Operation Name: 


Light Seeker

Client: 




Mirage

Advance: 



0c

Reward: 



65,000c

Requesting Figure: 


Paige Anmus

Opponent: 



Unknown

Enemy Forces: 



Unknown

Time: 




6:06 p.m.

Theatre of Operations: 


Surface Crater, S-75X900

Briefing:

“We have detected an unknown source of energy below a newly discovered crater.  If possible, we would like to take advantage of this situation and gain monopoly of what might be found within.  We request that you investigate this energy source and report back whatever you find.  You are given strict orders not to disclose this information to all but Mirage.  Good luck.”   

-END MESSAGE-

“Oh, I just LOVE these missions...”  He scanned the area.  However, the range was limited.  “Computer, increase the scanning range.”

“The MHD-RE/005 is not designed for wide-range scans.”  That's great, thought Angelus.  Missions weren’t his forte, he suddenly remembered.  Just then, a red light caught his attention.  He headed over to the source of the light.  There was a thick, flat, metallic plate on the ground next to the red light.  Sections of it were either melted or chipped away.  Its surface was heavily scratched.  There was a molten line down the middle, as if someone tried to shut something off.  A molten area on the plate resembled a skull.

“Computer, identify the object.”

“Object identified.  Plausible summary: A thick plate of metal covering an unidentified vertical corridor.  Dimensions: 12x19 meter rectangle.  Thermal scans detect a cold spot radiating from the center of the plate.  Scanners are unable to penetrate the plate.”  The computer voice was as flat as always.

Immediately, Angelus shot the red light with his rifle.  A slight humming was heard, but nothing happened.  He drew his laserblade.  “Computer, switch redzone output to the left arm energy supply.”

“Affirmative.  MAL-RE/REX energy supply increased to 160.”

The MOONLIGHT grew brighter and longer, until it was a blinding beam of plasma.  Slowly, Angelus guided the left arm down the middle of the plate, standing at the edge of it.  Two minutes later, a complete cut was made, and the mechanical humming strengthened.  The plate split open and a humid, ancient draft spat out of the darkness.  Retribution plunged into the pit.

“Computer, switch generator to normal mode and activate the night vision.”  The HUD turned intense green and objects were visible.  A large thud ensued.  Retribution has landed.  

“Error 2464-RA-MLF has occurred.  Radar and Mapping sensors are off-line.  Unidentified corruption frequencies are detected.”

Retribution strolled through the cave.  A lost boy's chant can be heard.  Angelus ordered that sound to be filtered, but the corruption frequencies occluded the action.  He noticed a message on one of the side screens.  “Right arm response down by 27%.”  Must've been that AC, Angelus thought.

Suddenly, a massive storm of noise!  A large object veered past Angelus.  He glanced about frantically.  The sound awakened again behind him, but it was too late.  The object raced past him again with unheard of velocities.  

“WARNING: LEFT ARM OFF-LINE.”  Angelus spotted his AC's left arm on the ground, twitching in response to its last electrical charges.  His gaze shot ahead.  A black-red outline of an AC with blue energy emanating behind it was headed in Angelus' direction.  He then blindly attacked from his rifle and two rocket launchers.  Three heavy shells spewed from the AC’s back, Angelus’ rockets off-line.  It fired three more bright blue shots.  Angelus, too stunned to respond in time, was struck violently by the three shots.  The impact knocked Retribution off balance, and it fell back.  Its core’s face was mangled.  Without the left arm, weight distribution in the legs was uneven.

“WARNING: DAMAGE LEVEL EXCEEDS 60%.  ESTIMATED AP COUNT: 1658.”

The rifle was gone, and so was Angelus it seems.  The AC stopped in front of his fallen self, trampled Retribution’s right leg, and looked down upon the torso.  The core's wound was deep, and Angelus' left leg was scorched and crushed under the dented metal and fortified plastic of the cockpit.  One of the side monitors shattered, and a glass shard had pierced his right eye.  He opened up the communicator.

“Ha...  You got me.  Now finish me off.  NOW!!!”  His voice was angry and void of hope.  The AC towered over Retribution, red eyes stared down from the top.  A large object from its right hand reluctantly glowed a black-red from the energy shots.  

“I guess this is it...”  Angelus closed his eyes.

“TARGET VERIFIED.  COMMENCING HOSTILITIES.”

His eyes reopened wide.

Black Feather: Episode III

Global Cortex Surface Base, Branch GC-05

11:38 a.m., 03/06

Offer of Vengeance

“A contingent of Union's Battle MTs have attacked Kisaragi's Weapons Research Laboratory, KWRL-S/09.  The damage was extensive and estimated repair costs are 190,000,000c.  The attackers have withdrawn and Security is investigating this mat...”  The female reporter's voice droned on from the radio alarm.

“zzzZZzzz....ZZzzzZZZzz...hmm...Kara...sa...wa...zzzZZZzz....ah...Titan....zzZZzz...”  Qastor was deep in sleep, despite the blaring radio and the bright sunlight pouring from the windows.  Birds chirped a harmonious ballad of spring and a breeze of morning seeped in from a small gap in the broad window.  A blissful morning…

Someone knocked on the door.  “Qastor~!  Wake up, sleepyhead!  Someone's waiting for you!”  The rhythmic voice belonged to one of the best female Ravens, Iris.  “Qastor!”

“zzz...wha...WHAT!?....ahhh!”  The sunlight made Qastor squint as he launched the radio alarm out of the gap, its thin cord trailing not too far behind.  There goes 25c...

The automated sliding door opened and the radiant Iris stepped in, finding Qastor sitting on his bed, trying to overcome the sunlight's brightness.

“Are you doing THAT again?  It's like you've never seen the sun before.”  Iris' tone had a tinge of amusement in it.

“Hey, come on.  I'm still getting used to the sun.”  Qastor sluggishly yawned.

“You could get used to the sun later.  Right now, a Sphere personnel is waiting for you.  I'll meet you in Conference Room N-07.”  Iris elegantly strolled out the door.

“Alright, babe.”  Iris gave a half-amused, half-disgusted scoff in response, leaving Qastor to get ready…

_____________________________

Qastor pumped his legs as fast as he could to Conference Room N-07.  While getting ready earlier, he fell asleep again and got up half an hour later.  

Whispering, the door opened, and Qastor found Iris, a Sphere personnel, and a Security representative, all but Iris of which were edgy from waiting so long.  She kept a pleasant face, although she might have frowned a little when her eyes met Qastor's.

“Sorry I was late.  Hahaha...ha...”  No one else was laughing, so Qastor just thought he'd shut up and take a seat.  He sat next to Iris, much to her exasperation.

“I assume you wanted to see me?”  Qastor inquired the Sphere personnel.  

“Yes.  There have been several random attacks lately, all of which were of different origins.  One of our outposts was attacked by one of these groups and we've tracked them down.  They have assembled in an abandoned civilian sector, RCS-075, of Realms City.”  The male Sphere client spoke patiently.

“I believe they were responsible for yesterday's attack on your AC, Mr. Qastor.”  The Security representative was a sturdy, aged man, with rough brown hair and gray sides.  Iris spotted Qastor's hand coil into a clenched fist on his lap.  She glanced up at his face and found it grave.

“Seeing that they've performed a misdeed upon you, Mr. Qastor, we'd like to offer you a chance to take revenge.  We're willing to reward you an AC part in compensation for your success.”

“Iris.”

“Yes?”

“How's my AC?”

“Its repairs are complete.”  Iris never liked it when Qastor was terse.

“Good.  Let's go.”  Qastor's voice was serious.  Eagerness could be sensed, however.  Iris got up.

“Iris, I'll do this one alone.”

“But-“

“No buts.  This is personal.”  Qastor was wearing a glove on his left hand.  Beneath that glove was a burn from trying to ward off the attackers last night.  

The three left, leaving Iris sitting in her chair alone.  She stared at the fluffy clouds and blue atmosphere, a tree rustling in the gentle wind.  Sighing, she got up and tended her business.  

After registering the mission contract, it was customary that the client see the employed Raven off into the mission.  However, this was not the case.  The three parted at the front gate and Qastor left for the hangar.  He passed Iris in a hallway.  

He gave a reassuring and apologizing smile, and Iris looked thoughtfully at the floor.

Black Feather: Episode IV

Realms City Civilian Sector RCS-075

12:20 p.m., 03/06

Surrounded

“Damn...” Qastor cursed at the Arena availability charts on his way to the hangar.  The Raven above him was unavailable.  Needless to say, that Raven was always unavailable.  

“He's busy again?”  ‘Twas the voice of Malirant, Qastor’s comrade since their co-op Raven initiation test.  He was five years Qastor’s senior, with a large build and a messy head of hair.

“Gaidoz is a retard, anyway…  Funny…  He stopped participating in the Arena ever since I got to where I am.”  He looked hatefully at the name on the screen.  “Wonder when they’ll kick him out?”

“Yeah, a lot of the lower rankin’ Ravens are complainin’.  Hey, I’m goin’ bowlin’ tonight.  Ya comin’?”  Malirant ended the sentence with a big smile, something he’s also famous for.

“Nah, I gotta mission to do.”

“Ha, is that right?  Then whatcha doin’ here?”

“Eh…  My client left.”

“Well, that’s life for ya.  Good day, man, good day.”

“Yeah, you too…”  Qastor blankly said, his eyes glued to the monitor.  Iris was way ahead of him.  She’s in B-3, and look at him, stuck in the gutters of E-15.  He took a peek at the top ranking Raven, Angelus, and his sisters, Angeline and Nera.  It was weird having the A ranking Ravens to belong from one family, but as Malirant said, “Well, that’s life for ya.”

Qastor had to check-in before entering the hangar.  Ever since yesterday’s attack, extra steps were taken to tighten up security.  The hangar was a wide expanse.  There were rows of individual stalls for each AC.  The hangar itself was 10 stories tall, roughly three times the height of a normal AC.  Vehicle transportation was available since the place was so huge.  Usually, when one would enter the hangar, one will end up on the second floor of the entire hangar.  From there, one could mostly see the head, upper arm, and core of an AC.  The bottom floor was mainly for maintenance crews and repairmen.  When AC assembly was required, it was taken to a special assembly area, complete with cranes, connectors, pumps, and all congenial tools.

Luckily for Qastor, his AC, Xanthippius, was only a short walk from the door.  He pushed a button on his remote device, and a hole in the back part of the core, below the overboosters, opened.  A ladder came down.  Upon getting on it, the ladder would return back into the core, while the shutters of the hole slowly closed.  The ladder stopped rising and the cockpit could be seen.  It was a little cramp in the cockpit; some small dim lights offered aid in seeing where he was going.  Qastor turned the pilot seat around, dropped himself upon it, and swiveled it around again to face the main HUD.  A shutter closed behind him and the life-support system activated.  He entered his codekey and requested transport.  The request accepted and 250c taken from his monetary account, Qastor headed to the loading area.  He stepped onto a mobile platform and was placed inside a transport plane.

_____________________________

Mission: 



Eliminate Terrorists Group “Darkness”

Operation Name: 


Twisted

Client: 




Sphere

Advance: 



0c

Reward: 



0c

Requesting Figure: 


Kenneth Gregson

Opponent: 



“Darkness”

Enemy Forces: 



10 MTs

Time: 




12:29 p.m.

Theatre of Operations: 


Realms City Civilian Sector RCS-075

Briefing:

“After repeated attacks from terrorists of several origins, we have pinpointed the terrorist group, ‘Darkness,’ concentrated in Realms City’s civilian sector RCS-075.  They are responsible for numerous attacks on our property.  Taking advantage of this situation will save precious resources and structures that will otherwise be sabotaged by ‘Darkness.’  We request that you take out their main forces, and the rest we’ll deal with.”

-END MESSAGE-

“We’ve arrived at the combat area.  Deploying AC.”  The support bracers holding down Xanthippius withdrew.  The thick metallic hatch came down, leaving Qastor free to depart.  He gave a deep breath and pushed the right-left pedal.

“Computer, scan the sector.” There weren’t any signs of enemy MTs traipsing around and nothing showed up on the radar.  Xanthippius landed in a narrow street, about four and a half lanes wide.

“Scan complete.  No enemy forces detected.”  Disappointed, Qastor released his grip from the controls.  He stared at the green lit radar.  His mind wandered…

“Heh…  You know, if you spell radar backwards, it comes out the same…”  His casual tone returned, but not for long.  A red dot flashed on the radar and vanished in an instant.

“Huh…?  …Computer, run the scan aga-“  His sentence was interrupted by a sudden bang and a short tremor.  

“WARNING: AC DAMAGE DETECTED.”

“Computer, trace the direction of the blast!”  Qastor glanced frantically around the HUD and back at the radar.

“Origin located.  It is south of our direction.”  Qastor’s reflexes activated, Xanthippius turned around.  Nothing.  A dusty draft blew from a gap between two buildings.

Xanthippius shook again.

“DAMN YOU ALL!!!  SHOW YOUR BUTT-UGLY MTS NOW, COWARDS!!!!”  Qastor’s voice could be heard from outside.  Just then, Qastor noticed something.  He spotted an MT, but it kept reappearing and disappearing, its metallic bodice flickering between reality and nightmare.  This could only be…


“Stealth units…”

Black Feather: Episode V

Realms City Civilian Sector RCS-075

12:38 p.m., 03/06

Stranger’s Laugh

Sweat drops raced each other down Qastor’s cheek and side.  The MTs stopped reappearing, making them completely invisible.

“Am I in a pickle or what…”  Although Qastor couldn’t see them, he knew he was surrounded in a narrow street.  In human standards, the street was quite wide and very long, but with AC’s, pretty much everything is too small.  He heard the thumping of the MTs’ mechanical movement.  Stealth conceals an object’s appearance and reduces the loudness of the sounds it makes by 50%, but the MTs could still be heard.

Overboosters activated, the MTs fired, but missed as Xanthippius was launched forward at breakneck speeds.  OB cut off, Qastor found himself far from his original location.  Instinctively, he turned around and wildly fired his grenades.  Since it was a long, narrow street, the MTs have little space to move around.  However, Xanthippius was also taking repetitive damage from the MTs’ volleys.  Qastor turned on Stealth extensions of his own, and the damage stopped for now.  Out of 15 grenade shells fired, only a couple of MTs were shot down.  Qastor boosted backwards to buy more time.  Feather boosting above the MTs is a waste of ammo, time, and energy.  He can’t see where they are, even if he sees where their shots came from, there’s no telling where they might move next, so shooting at their original locations is risky but overall, ineffective.  Turning down that tactic, Qastor grew tense.  “What now!?  If I charge in there and go loco chicken with my laserblade, I’ll commit suicide!  Even with Stealth extensions on, they could still hit me!”

Qastor stopped boosting, and the AI reported damage from behind.  “Again!?”

“Helicopters detected.  Cursor released.”  Eight helicopters zipped past, two of which fell victim to Qastor’s rifle.  They turned around, his OB activated.

“Errrraaaaghhhh!!!”  Xanthippius raced towards the helicopters, then unleashing a flurry of blade swings.  An enormous dark cloud of smoke erupted from the eradicated helicopters, a giant, floating, stem-less, charred broccoli in the sky.  Xanthippius descended from the smoke, landing on one of its knees.  The CHD-SKYEYE looked ahead, glaring at the invisible stealth MTs.  An unidentified transport plane hovered past from high above.

“AC detected.  AC pilot name:…”

“Gaidoz.”  Qastor’s word was heavy with enmity.

Gaidoz’s AC, Guernica, descended from the sky, landing on its frail reverse joints.  Xanthippius stood up slowly, its single lurid eye fixed on Guernica.  Silence heated the tension. The MTs have stopped.

“So, here you are.  Finally, I get to kick your a-“

“Hmhmmhmm….hahahahaha…..HAHAHAHAHAHA!!!”

Qastor’s silver-blue eyes narrowed.

It wasn’t Gaidoz.

Black Feather: Episode VI
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Sacrifice

“Qastor, do you copy?”

“Who…  Iris!?”

A gleaming white and purple lightweight AC feathered gracefully from the heavens.  “Silvermoon…” the name echoed in Qastor’s head.

Guernica stepped forward.

“Keep back!” Qastor cleared his head from everything that was happening.

“Qastor, are you alright!?”

“I’m fine…”  The <EST. AP COUNT: 4672> message flashed in the right side screen.

“My AC has stealth detection sensors.  I’ll take care of the MTs and you take out the AC!”

Qastor turned his attention back to Guernica.  His glance met Guernica’s Spread Laser weapon arms.  

“Damn, he’ll win if there’s a damage race…” he thought aloud.  In this narrow battlefield, there’s no choice but to fly.  Xanthippius rose into the sky.

Spears of energy sprayed from Guernica’s arms.  The shot was too high, but burned and tore off the armor on the right sides of Xanthippius’ head and shoulder, exposing the circuitry and wiring.  The HUD went haywire for a second and returned to normal.

Qastor feather boosted above Guernica, keeping a constant lock on it.  The rifle shots pounded on Guernica’s weak armor.  Guernica’s pathetic movements reflected how bad the pilot was.

“Damn you!”  The pilot cursed.  “Take this!!!”  Ten missiles, one-be-one, bolted straight for Qastor.

“Aarrggh!!!”  Qastor juggled the controls, trying to shake off the missiles.  Spread shots were fired, but only a few hit their mark, since Xanthippius’ erratic movements made it difficult to hold a lock.

Missiles gone, nothing but sky.

Guernica popped up from nowhere in front of Qastor.  Acting upon instinct, Qastor drew the laserblade and swung at Guernica’s core.

“AAAAHHHH!!------HHH!!---H!!—!!“  The opposing pilot’s scream crackled.  A deep gash of molten metal and wiring was clearly visible on the core.  Control of Guernica was lost and it spun towards one of the buildings.  The building had a long, pointed communications antenna.

The rifle bullets weakened Guernica’s core armor.  Falling over 1,000 feet from the sky, Guernica landed on the sword-like antenna.  It punctured the back of the core and bursted out the front.  Blood can be seen from the tip.

Upon crashing, a small chunk from Guernica’s core broke off, exposing the cockpit.  Qastor landed and got out of his AC.  Iris did the same and they took a look at the cockpit.  There he was.  The pilot’s shirt was heavily stained with blood.  His right leg was completely torn off and blood oozed.  

Iris gasped, her hands covering her mouth.  The antenna had stabbed the pilot on his right chest.  It protruded five meters from him.  

The sun began to set.  It was an early evening.  

The pilot struggled to lift his head.

“A..are…y,you…h….happy…………now!?…”  The pilot fell silent, with his hand pointing to a building, the other was gripping his chest wound, as if he tried to ease its shrieking pain.  

The wind stopped.  The birds were quiet.  

Iris’ eyes shone with tears.  She turned towards Qastor.  He responded by holding her in his arms.

“Qastor….  why…?”  She broke into a quiet sob.  Qastor felt his shirt moisten.

“That’s life nowadays.  Now matter how hard we try to attain peace, there will always be a number of people to be sacrificed in the process….  I’m sorry…”  Qastor’s voice was low, almost a whisper.  His eyes moistened, also.  His entire family was among those sacrificed people.  With his remaining strength, he held back his tears.  One streamed down his left cheek.  Iris felt it drop on her silken hair.  She held him tighter.

It felt like an eternity to Qastor when Iris next spoke.

“But, Qastor…?”

“Yes…?”

“How… many…?”

“I don’t know………I guess…….As many as it takes…”

Black Feather: Episode VII
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Drifting

(Brook Rustic Bowling Alley)

“SCHEE----RIKE!!!  Malirant scored another whole-in-one.  

Qastor gazed blankly at the polished cement walls, leaning forward on his seat, his right fist on his right cheek.  Malirant looked back at Qastor and saw his blank expression.  He shook his sturdy head and sighed.  He strolled toward his friend and warmly patted him on the back.

“You gonna be okay?”

“I’ll be fine…”

“What happened to Gaidoz*?”

“Don’t ask me right now.  I don’t feel like talking….  Please…”

Malirant opened his mouth, as if to say something, but closed it instead.  He signed out at the registrar and gave a slight jiggle on his keys. That meant he’d wait in the car.  How long he’ll wait?  Right now, as long as Qastor wants…  He walked past Qastor, patted him on the shoulder, headed into the parking lot, and got into the truck.  Quiet instrumental music gave him space to think while he tapped to the rhythm.

Qastor signed out.

_____________________________

(Meanwhile, in Global Cortex Postal Area GCPA-365/B1)

“Dear Mother and Father,

First off, let me tell that I’m perfectly happy where I am.  Living on the surface is completely different from Layered.  I’m working as a sales representative for Mirage.  I receive a good salary.  It’s good to be independent in such a time as this.  I feel empowered by how far I’ve gone.  Anyway, I just want to let you know that I’m fine and am thriving on the surface.”

Your Daughter,

Iris

Iris held the envelope hesitantly, standing dreamily in the postal area.  It was wrong to lie to her parents, but they will severely disapprove of her job of being an elite mercenary.  Drops of water pelted at the sidewalks and the crisp aroma of evening rain filled the air.  She slid the neat envelope into the drop-off box.

Iris turned to the wandering rain.  A timorous moon peeks from a gap in the dense smoke-like clouds, as if it were weeping rain.

She stared at the night’s eye, seeking comfort in its moonlight stare.  “I wonder if “he” is looking at the same moon…”

Iris strolled back to her quarters alone; the hallways were empty and void of sound.

Quietly, the doors closed.  Iris leaned against it, trying to forget what had happened today.  The pilots in the MTs she destroyed had lives too.  Families, friends, and memories.  But, the MTs themselves made her oblivious to that fact.  ACs and MTs are really just masks that turns an innocent person into a murderer without them knowing it.  At that moment, she considered quitting her job.  

“But if I do that, than I’ll have no where else to go, no one else to turn to.  My parents expect a lot from me and if I go home now…  I’ll lose everything if I quit.  Even Qastor…”

The moon wept, waiting for the sun’s comfort.

*Gaidoz: He was found unconscious in a building that the dying pilot pointed to.  After being rescued by Qastor and Iris, he was taken to Global Cortex Infirmary GCIF-N/03.  During that whole time, he was unconscious.  The examiner claims that Gaidoz suffered from major bruises and a few fractures.  He was 42 years old.
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What Ravens Dream

“Ravens!?  What the hell possessed you to want to become one of those freaks!?”

“Damnit, Dad!!  It’s my life and that’s what I want to do!!”

“Dear…  Please calm down…”

“It’s no use Carla.  If he wants to ruin his life in that…  WAR MACHINE, then that’s fine.  Like he said, it’s his life.  Go ahead, son… go kill yourself!!”

“Hmph.”

“Go on.  Get outta here!!!”

Young Qastor briskly walked out of the house, leaving it in disarray.  Angry tears ripped down from his reddening eyes.  Fake stars glittered the artificial night sky.

“And don’t come back!!  YOU’RE NOT WELCOME IN THIS HOUSE ANYMORE!!!  YOU HEAR ME!!??”

A bitter departing indeed.  But, that was only 6 years ago.

“You never know who or what you have until they’re gone.” 

The Controller malfunctioned; its forces attempted to eradicate all of Layered.  His entire family lived in one city sector, one of which were destroyed by The Controller.  

Qastor was all alone again, and he didn’t know until 4 years later.  His piloting skills increased after finding out.  He trained constantly to forget his family… his father.  But, most of all, to forget his pain.  It was during this time that he met THE Raven.  The Raven that took down The Controller and brought upon the people of Layered a new chance to start over.  This Raven had no name, no past, but he was a model Raven.  Cool, collected, and calm, it seemed as if very little could shake his will.  

This Raven sat in the benches during one of Qastor’s training sessions.  It was an hour later that Qastor noticed him.  He escaped from the confines of his rudimentary AC.

“Uh…  You… were watching everything?”

“Yes, and I must say, I’m impressed.  You’re quite skilled for an amateur Raven.  What’s your name, young man?”

“It’s Qastor.  What’s yours?”

“You know what?  I don’t really have a name.”

“What should I call you, then?”

“Hmm, how about….  ‘Rey Vyn’…?  That sound good?”

“Good enough, I guess.  So, what are you doing here?”

“Oh, I just come here to think.  I received a lot of publicity after “that,” so I just come here to be alone.”

“That?”

“Yeah, you know.  The Controller and all that.”  He was impassioned when he spoke this.

“Oh~!  You’re THE Raven!  I… uh, didn’t notice.”  Young Qastor scratched the back of his head.

“That’s okay.  I admit, I enjoyed talking to someone without a request for my autograph.  Now, tell me Qastor, what made you want to become a Raven?”

“I’m not sure…  I just wanted to make a difference in the world.  Unlike my father…”

“Your father?”

“Yeah, he’s this ‘all-talk no-action’ kind of guy.”

“You have a grudge against him or something?”

“No, I left my family.”

“You should value what you have.  Of course, I never had a family, let alone know if I even had one to start with.  I missed out a lot of things in life, and I know I can’t do anything about it…”  He paused for a short while.  “Say, tell me something…  What’s your dream?”

“Me?  I… don’t really have one.  I just let things come their way and I’ll figure out how to deal with them then…”  Young Qastor turned back to Rey Vyn.  “What’s your dream, Rey?”

“Well, I’ve always knew there was a surface somehow…  That feeling, you know?  And I always knew, that somewhere in that upper paradise, is a family waiting for me.  I want to search, but I can’t just leave everything behind.  So, I come here to think about it.”

“That’s amazing, Rey.  Wish I had big dreams…”  Young Qastor’s gaze gloomily dropped to the floor, his smile relaxing into a straight, bittersweet line.

“But, you’re right.  Just let things come together.  Maybe then you’ll find what you’re looking for all this time, even if you didn’t know it.  Be patient.”  Rey Vyn encouraged Qastor with a lifting voice.

“I will…  I never had big dreams, but you should really pursue what you’re looking for, Rey.  It’s worth it, even if you leave everything behind, right…?”

“You got a point there.  I’ll keep that in mind……………… mind……………………. mind…………………………………….. mi………………………. nd…………….”  Rey Vyn’s words echoed into the darkness of a dream.

That was the first time Qastor met Rey Vyn.  The next day, Rey Vyn was reported missing, but Qastor had a hunch as to where he went.  He also found 1,000,000c left to him in his monetary account and a platinum ring at his door.  The ring was sturdy, shimmering, and a flying raven kept vigil on the front.  Behind the raven was an etched name, “Rey Vyn.”

Qastor wore Rey Vyn’s keepsake everyday, but never showed it to anyone.  Except Iris.  Malirant might have caught a glance at it, but he’s not a big fan of jewelry, so he never inquired about it.

__________________________

Qastor awoke early the next day.  He gorged a large breakfast, since he had little to eat yesterday.  He cordially refunded the cashier.  Checking up on the Arena availability charts, he noticed Gaidoz was taken off the list.

“Aw, yeah.  I almost fergetted.”  Malirant had an uncanny ability to appear out of nowhere.  Despite his large figure, he carried himself more gracefully than most would expect.  “Gaidoz just broke off from the Arena this mornin’.  Good news, eh?”

“Huh…  Why’d he do that?”  Qastor was fixed upon the screen as always.

“Said he was getting’ too old for this kind of thing, so he quit.”

“I see…”  They both remained silent until…

“Hey, look.  Vulture’s available.  Why not take ‘em on now?”  Malirant’s plump index finger pointed at the screen.

Qastor took a look at the specs.  Vulture’s AC, Scavenger, was a mid-heavy reverse-joint AC with two light grenade launchers and dual arm missile launchers.

“Got some free time, don’t ya?  I’ll be waitin’ fer your victory when I come back.”

“You’re going somewhere?”

“Yep, Sphere offered me a mission.  The guy just left, so there’s no rush.”  Malirant’s beamed a wide smile.  Qastor sent the challenge to Vulture, which was immediately accepted.  

“I’m looking forward to our private duel.”  Qastor turned around.  A frail, tall man came into view.  

“Uh…  Vulture!”  He was behind him the entire time on another availability chart.

“Let’s see…  The Arena will suffice.  How does noon sound?”  Vulture spoke confidently, as if Qastor was just another pushover. 

“Yeah, noon.  Sounds…good.”  

“Better not be late.”  Vulture exited the lobby. 

“Noon huh…  That’s…”  Qastor looked at his watch.  “FIVE MINUTES!!!”  It was 11:55 a.m.

“Get ‘im good, man!”  Malirant slightly waved as Qastor shot out of the lobby.

Qastor sprinted to the Arena registrar, dodging people as he rushed, his numerous apologies returned to those he impacted upon.  

“Pilot Vulture is on standby in the Arena.  Pilot Qastor, please report to Arena registrar GCA-N/RE-00.”  The message echoed throughout the hallways.  Qastor scoffed with embarrassment. 

“Damn, he’s fast!”  He arrived at the registrar and signed in with active haste.  

“AC Xanthippius has been moved to the Arena paddock.  Pilot Qastor, please report to Arena paddock GCA-N/PD-00.”

No need to rush.  The paddock was a short way from the registrar.  Nevertheless, Qastor jogged.  In a glass hallway near in the Arena, Scavenger was visible.  A towering gray and white reverse-joint, with a vibrant pink head.  He might have chuckled to himself at the sight of such an AC, but he kept it down, for looks are just looks and only skill mattered in the Arena.

Qastor next found himself inside Xanthippius’ cockpit, with Scavenger clearly in his view.

Black Feather: Episode IX
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Duel

Vulture was gone.

“What the…!?”  Qastor strafe-boosted to the right, making sure that wherever Vulture was, he wouldn’t get a clear lock.

“I’m up here, stupid!”  Qastor glance shot up and there he was.  Vulture was circling near the ceiling of the Arena, just like a real vulture.  Xanthippius ran for a bit to recover energy and rose into the air.  

“Just where I want you…”  Vulture whispered with evil intent and a mad grin wrinkled his face.  His iris shrunk.  A grenade was fired and insanely dived for Qastor.  It missed, but its heat aggravated the thermometer.  Vulture’s eye twitched.  Purple energy emanated from Xanthippius’ extensions.  With that, Scavenger descended, waiting for the stealth to wear off.  Qastor descended also, keeping his distance.  OB thrusters revved.  The stealth wore off and Vulture activated his machine EO as his opponent raced toward him.  Qastor broke left, slicing the EO as he veered.  An explosion ensued and Vulture’s head was damaged.  He quickly turned and fired another grenade.  Xanthippius’ left arm shook violently and Qastor perspired from the heat.  His blade was now a smoldering mess.

“Tch!”  Qastor stopped and faced his opponent.  Vulture’s missile arms opened, revealing several launchers.  Small but lethal missiles peeked from them.  Vulture achieved 4 locks and fired.  Qastor activated his stealth once again and charged.  Missiles closed in, all but one veered away.  Qastor fired a grenade at the lone missile.  The imminent explosion obscured the area in smoke.  Vulture waited.

Impatience swelled in his head and he blindly attacked the smoke with a volley of grenades…

“AAAAAARRRRRRGGGGGGHHHH!!!!”  Scavenger erupted into a massive conflagration.

Stealth deactivated, Qastor watched from behind Vulture, smoke lazily rose from the barrels of his chain gun.  He had fired at Vulture’s grenade launchers.

Vulture regained sanity and cursed, “Hell…”  The back of Scavenger’s core was severely damaged.  Energy supplementation and launch mechanisms for the EO were exposed.

“Battle over.  Pilot Qastor wins.”  A computerized voice reverberated throughout the Arena.

“I should take you more seriously next time.”  Vulture released his grip from the controls and stretched.

“There won’t be a next time.”  Qastor was calm when he replied.  Vulture stopped in the middle of his stretch.

“Hahahah…  Don’t count on it, boy.”  There was a painful rasp in Vulture’s voice.

The recovery team entered and Qastor got out.  He glimpsed about the Arena and something caught his eyes.  

It was Iris, sitting on a far empty audience bench, exactly where Rey Vyn last sat.  Their eyes met and she smiled, although he could not see. .  The multi-layered field protecting the audience area hummed to a stop.  A recovery crewman asked him a question about his laserblade.

When Qastor looked back, Iris disappeared.

Black Feather: Episode X
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Omen

“Pilot Qastor, please report to transport area GCH-TL-N/00.  Your AC part has arrived.”

Qastor could barely contain the excitement of getting a new AC part.  He made a brisk walk to the transport area, for the duel had exhausted him.  

It was as large as an AC’s chain gun, and resembled a plasma cannon’s rail barrel.

“Hey, uh…  What kinda weapon is this?”  Qastor inquired the transport pilot with a puzzled expression.

“It’s a…”  The pilot looked at a stat sheet and replied…  “…a Rail Gun?  That’s it.” He soon handed it over to Qastor for a look-see.

SWC-X-RG/25

Manufacturer


Sphere


Type



Rail Gun

Weight



597

Energy Drain


79

Weapon Lock


Special

Attack Power


3750

Ammo Heat


326

Range



1000

Maximum Lock


1

Reload Time


75

Number of Ammo

25

Ammo Type


Solid

Ammo Price


120

Usage Drain

 
1200

Description


“Powerful magnetically-propelled projectile stealth cannon.  Penetrates armor.”

“Hmm…  This is nice.  And 597 kilograms!  I should replace the grenade launcher, maybe?”  Qastor wondered aloud.  He later requested the chief mechanic to switch his new part with the grenade launcher.  His stomach growling, Qastor followed the scent of the cafeteria.

“Two deli sandwiches.”  The cook went to work immediately.  A television monitor was viewing some breaking news.  Feeling a tad bit outdated, Qastor concluded that he should tune in.

“…in the year.  On a more tragic note, an unknown force in Falkirk City’s Industrial Sector FIS-076 massacred Sphere’s squad of MTs and an AC.  Many are killed and only a few survived.  Fortunately, the unknown force withdrew shortly after a reinforcement squad repulsed the oppressors.  Repair costs to the…”

Qastor blinked hard at the screen.  He got out his wallet, readying his credit card.  

“Here ya go.  That’ll be 8c.”  Qastor handed the cook his card, still staring at the television monitor, but not paying any attention to what was being viewed.  After sliding the card down an acquisition device, the cook handed Qastor back his card.  He grabbed the bag of sandwiches and shoved his wallet down his right pocket.

“Qastor!”  Iris was running toward him.  She quickly grabbed his right hand and started pulling.

“Come on!  It’s an emergency!”

“Iris, what’s wrong?”  Qastor’s eyes were wide, his eyebrows gave him a confused expression.

“We’ve got to hurry!!”

“But-“  His sentenced ended when Iris turned to him.  A hopeless sparkle danced in her eyes.

“It’s Malirant…  He’s…”  

Black Feather: Episode XI
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Those Wounded Follow the Light

Everything was a mad palette of faces and doors.  A river of light flowed on the ceiling.  

Qastor and Iris hurried to the infirmary and caught up with the rushing paramedics.  Malirant was being rushed to the emergency care unit.  Qastor ran ahead and synchronized his speed with the hasty paramedics.

“Malirant!  You ok!?”  Malirant barely opened his eyes.

“Qastor…?  Hey… you know me…  I’m always…. fine…”  Malirant struggled to speak.  It sounded as if something had stolen his air from his lungs.  His throat was a wooden canvas with crimson streaks painted across.  It throbbed with pain and hurt even more as he spoke.  But, for his best comrade, he spoke calmly.

“What happened!?”  Qastor face was a mix of sorrow and anger.

“…Aw… just… got the wind… knocked out of me…  That’s… all…”  Malirant close his eyes.  He struggled to breathe.

“Malirant…  Malirant!!”  Qastor stopped.  The paramedics barged into the emergency care unit.  The empty hallway was quiet.

Iris stood silently behind him.

“Qastor…”  His hands became clenched fists.  Iris moved to comfort him, but he started forward and wearily took a seat on a nearby bench.  She slowly joined him.  

Qastor sat hunched over, with his hands covering his face.  He would occasionally put them down on his lap and look the other way.  And a moment later, he would put them to his face again.  Iris stared blankly at the reflecting floor.  The only noise was a low, whispering electronic hum.  An hour later, Qastor sat up to say something, but found Iris’ head on his right shoulder sound asleep.  He rubbed her shoulder and looked up at the ceiling.  The slightly dim lights hypnotized him into sleep.

“Qastor…  Thank you…”  Iris whispered in her sleep.
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Sphere

“…Qastor…!  Where are you going…!?”

“…I’m going… to find my grave…!!”

The garden…

The grave…

Qastor wiped the epitaph…

“A Raven…

Torn between two powers…

Died here…

May he rest in peace…”

Qastor’s heart skipped…  He clenched his fist, and felt the pressure of his ring… his ring…

“My ring…”

He began to dig into the grave, pushing and scraping dirt away.  His labor came to fruition, and revealed a black lacquer canister…  Qastor forced the cap open…

A platinum ring rested in top of the ashes…

With haste, Qastor placed the canister, still open, upon the dirt, unraveled his glove, and there, upon his ring finger, was Rey Vyn’s keepsake…

He picked up the ring from the canister and held it close to his own to compare…

They were exact twins…  The luster… the engraved raven… the etched name, “Rey Vyn”… the same… exactly the same…

“H… how…?  How?  HOW!?”  Qastor fell to his knees, shutting is eyes tightly…

<…This… is the truth…  It’s been that way… for the past year…>

_____________________________

“…Right now, a Sphere personnel is waiting for you…”

“…Yep, Sphere offered me a mission…”

“….an unknown force in Falkirk City’s Industrial Sector FIS-076 massacred Sphere’s squad of MTs and an AC….”

“Sphere………Sphere………….SPHERE!!!”  Fluorescent lights invaded Qastor’s senses.  Cold sweat crudely decorated his face.  Iris was gone.  

Eyes ahaze, Qastor wiped them accordingly, scanning the hallway when they cleared up.  Nothing changed.  Still quiet as the clock struck 6:00 p.m. in silence.  He noticed that the emergency light that hung over the door leading to the emergency care unit was off.  The sliding door made way as Qastor dashed to the ECU.

_____________________________

A breathing mask covered Malirant’s nose and mouth.  Bandages coiled around his throat.  It was strange to Qastor, to see Malirant in this condition so suddenly.  His armor-like chest rose up and settled down, barely capturing the oxygen from the mask.  Shoe thumps intensified as the doctor entered.

“Oh, sorry to interrupt.”  The doctor stopped in his tracks, looking at Qastor, then at Malirant.  “Are you a friend of his?”

“Yes…  Yes, I am.”  He glanced at the doctor from the corner of his eye, and looked back.  “Doct-“

“He’s lucky to be alive.  His AC’s cockpit collapsed.  The glass from the screens shattered forward and tore his throat.  But, that’s not the real injury.”

“It’s not?”  If Qastor could look anymore hopeless, than he would’ve done so.  An ominous shadow crept from the darkness and into his heart.  Qastor’s shoulders sank.

“The impact damaged his vocal cords.  It’s a miracle he was able to speak to you on the way here.”  

“…”  The doctor walked over to the end of the bed.  He picked up and looked over some notes on a table.  “What impact…?”

The doctor looked up from his notes, his eyes above his glasses.  “His AC was struck by a heavy metallic object.  Possibly one of those right arm blades you Ravens use.”  

A moment passed.  Maybe more, but Qastor couldn’t care any less.  Iris made his way into his mind.  

“Um…  Doctor?”

“It’s Taylor.”

“Doctor Taylor, have you seen a female Raven anywhere?”

“Ah, yes.  I almost forgot.”  Dr. Taylor reached into his pocket and drew out an immaculate folded piece of paper.  “She left you a note.”  He cordially handed Qastor the note.

“I’m sorry I left so soon.  Sphere called me up for a mission request.  I couldn’t refuse.  I’ll probably be gone by the time you wake up.  Hope to see you soon.  –Iris”

“P. S.: Tell Malirant I said ‘hi’ if he wakes up while I’m gone.”

“Sphere…”  That name echoed in his head.  His eyes widened.  “Iris!”

The doctor turned.  He noticed only himself and Malirant in the room.  Dr. Taylor found the note on the floor.

Black Feather: Episode XIII

Astrict Barrens

6:32 p.m., 03/07

Dormant Calamity

Qastor chased the moon, glaring directly in front of him on the HUD as he traversed the night expanse.  

“What are you staring at?”  Qastor had found a paper copy of the mission contract between Iris and Sphere in her dormitory.  It now lied on the cockpit floor; a crumpled orb rolling as the AC swayed.

Qastor’s palm was moist under his synthetic gloves.  The transport lines doubted his intentions and denied him of any use of a transport.  He had been boosting and overboosting across the barren plains for twenty-five minutes, worried he might be too late to save Iris.

“First me, then Malirant, and now…  No, not Iris.  Not if I’m around…”  Qastor’s thoughts sounded doubtful, but promising.  He glimpsed at the left side screen, fixed on his new weapon, Sphere’s new Rail Gun.  He had wanted to switch it with his old light grenade launcher, fearing that the weapon might not work when the time came, but he needed to get to Iris as quickly as he can.  His suspicions with Sphere strengthened as the night grew dark.  Qastor turned on the news-frequency.

“…for the best.  Sphere, one of the newest surface Corporations, has come under heavy scrutiny as of late.  Reports state that many Ravens have turned up missing during Sphere’s missions.  Here to speak with us is Vulture, a Raven who once worked for Sphere….  umm….”  Whispers in the radio background stirred.

“Where is he!?”

“Don’t ask me!  He never showed up!”

“Mmmnnn!!”  The reporter’s voice returned to its usual loudness.  “We apologize for the delay.  Our guest is currently absent…”  Qastor turned it off.  A rise in the terrain, almost a cliff, came into view.  He took a better look in the air.  There it was.

The crater.

A swirling tempest of darkness swirled in the obscured center.  A primordial fear breathed in Qastor’s body, screaming and ordering him to turn back, before the nest of shadows devoured him.  Iris had experienced the same fear.  As did all humans who attempted to enter… who got anywhere near “its” components…

It was growing ever so black; the shadows in the crater seem to jump devilishly about.  Qastor shook his head, trying to ward off whatever it was that possessed his mind.  Xanthippius plunged into the swarthy nightmare.

A hole in the ground was visible.  Two steel slabs covered its left and right sides.  A large object rushed past him.  Qastor turned around, the CHD-SKYEYE shifting from left to right, right to up, and up to down left again.

“Computer, what was that!?”  Qastor’s heart raced.  He spoke quickly.

“No movement detected.”  Was it just his imagination?  

A large stomp tremored the ground behind him.  Qastor swiveled and something stopped him.

“An AC!?  Aaarrgghh!!!”  A monstrous pressure was sensed on Xanthippius’ neck.  A trepidation rung from head to toe.

The AC was choking Qastor’s AC.
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Dreadnought

Sparks flew as Qastor swiped the AC’s hand with his laserblade.  He withdrew to a safe distance, catching sight of the AC’s left arm, smoke rose from where the blade struck.

The AC aimed its large right weapon.  Qastor reacted, but stopped, his adrenaline accelerating his heart.  The AC froze, holding its posture like a doomsday statue.  A blue glow awakened in its weapon.  A quiet hum crept into Qastor’s ears, eventually turning into a loud roar.  Electricity gathered into the weapon’s barrel.  The ground quaked.

A cerulean flash thundered its way towards Qastor, as if he were the sun’s prey.  The overboosters reacted and Xanthippius escaped with a graze on his left shoulder and Stealth extension, racing right.  A shockwave explosion blasted where the AC’s enormous shot landed.  Qastor followed up with his rifle.  The AC dashed backwards, slowly turning towards Qastor and absorbing his rifle bullets.  The AC’s dual-missile launcher positioned itself.  Qastor reacted by activating his extensions.  Another of the AC’ shoulder weapons positioned itself, the missile launcher eased.  The AC made its way towards him, firing triple rockets once every second.  A few direct hits were more than enough to make Qastor switch to his chain gun.  Suddenly, the AC raced, its overboosters burned behind it.

“Damn!”  The AC caught up to Qastor and swung its MOONLIGHT blade.  It barely missed as Qastor boosted back, but left him open to fire.  A blue crescent wave was nearing Xanthippius’ torso, the armor reflecting the blade wave’s luminescence.  Qastor escaped again by breaking left, the wave only a few centimeters from touching him.  Qastor remembered his Rail Gun.

“It better work!!”  The weapon positioned itself, its long rail barrel oozed with electricity, the numerous rails of magnets illuminated.  Qastor pressed the trigger button.  The weapon screamed.  The AC stopped.

“Huh?”  The rail bullet landed a mile away in less than half a second, sending a sharp ping that reverberated throughout the crater and into the sky.  One of the AC’s eyes was replaced by a smoldering hole.  The bullet had penetrated its armor and punched a hole in its head.  Stars in the night were visible through the AC’s head.  It overboosted straight for Qastor.  He reacted and boosted backwards.  He fired another shot.

A sphere of sparks laughed and the AC’s left arm radius dropped to the ground, the MOONLIGHT landing with it.  The rail bullet had ripped the AC’s left arm elbow joint asunder.  The AC pointed its deadly weapon.   Missiles dived towards the AC from behind Qastor.

“What the…  Where!?”  

“Qastor, get Iris now!”  The voice sounded faintly familiar.  The incoming missiles missed as the AC dashed right.

“G-Gaidoz!”  Qastor boosted left, nearing the hole in the ground.

“Leave this guy to me and save her!  We don’t have much time!!”  Qastor could tell he had not fully recovered from yesterday’s ordeal.  Gaidoz’s voice labored, but was adamant.

“What about you!?”

“Don’t worry about me!  I’ll be fine…”  Doubt riddled his words.  His gray and red AC landed roughly.  His core was new.

Qastor leapt into the abyss.  Bright specks adorned the night sky.
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Qastor drifted in nevermore.  Dim luminescence from the cockpit screens seemed to come alive in the howling void.  Blood rushed to his head as Xanthippius wandered into the deep.

Invisible pebbles and boulders launched from their resting place.  Xanthippius had landed.  A 3-D map guided Qastor ahead.  It was a gargantuan cave, but a steel-clad corridor was dead ahead.  

A metallic clash disturbed the confined expanse, the rocks clicked and flipped upon the damp, stone floor.  Qastor hurried, the undead cave denizens stirred…

The corridor made way.  Another even larger cave came into view.  A ponderous metallic pillar, illuminated with a thousand suns, slowly spun in the center.

“Q…Qastor…h…help….”  Qastor gasped.  It was Iris.

A crimson and jet-black AC stood near the pillar, its details barely distinguishable against the spinning rays.  Silvermoon, heavy damaged and irreparable, hung suspended in the air by the AC’s left hand.  The hand trembled slightly, choking Silvermoon, electricity sparked from her neck while its circuits slowly snapped, one… by… one…

“LET GO OF HER!”  Qastor fired his Rail Gun, only grazing the AC’s hand and swaying it slightly to the side.  Its head turned to Qastor and tossed Silvermoon like a pillow.  She landed right in front of Qastor.

“IRIS!!”  Xanthippius kneeled down.

“Qastor…..”  Iris whispered hopelessly.

“Hahahahahah….”  The AC stared at the pathetic duo.  Its eyes glared a vibrant turquoise.  “That voice…”

“Who are you!?”  Qastor’s voice tremored with fear and enmity.

“Don’t you remember me?”  A hollow metallic rasp was apparent in the voice.

“No…  I don’t…”  Qastor spoke low and sharp.

“It is I…  Rey Vyn.”
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“Rey Vyn……….  WHY!?”  Qastor’s throat dried from yelling.

“Hahahahahahah….  Yes….  She was in my way…”  The AC’s head rose.  “LOOK!!  MY ETERNAL SEARCH SHALL SOON COME TO AN END!!  MY BRETHRENS ARE SUMMONING ME!!  HARVEST OF DECEMBER….  IT SHALL BE SOON!!”  The entire cave came to life.  Hidden machinery set the cave ablaze with astounding pigments.  Symbols on the walls performed a dance macabre.

Qastor eyes fell to Iris, as if the astonishing spectacle disinterested him.  He didn’t care.

“NOW, MY YOUNG RAVEN.  BRACE YOURSELF, FOR YOU WILL EXPERIENCE THE ULTIMATE END!!!”  Rey Vyn’s AC glowed crimson.  Qastor prepared himself.

“Rey Vyn!!  You’ll pay for hurting her!!  I-“  Something behind him emerged from the shadows.

“Qastor, get Iris out of here now!”

“Vulture…!”

“There’s no time!!  Sphere’s entire bomber fleet is headed this way!  They’ll blow this place up and you with it if you don’t escape!!”  Qastor climbed out of his AC, dashing for Iris.  He forced Silvermoon’s broken cockpit shutters.  Vulture and Rey Vyn stood like statues.

“Iris…”  He found her unconscious in her seat, blood trickled down from her head.  Qastor carried her in his arms.  

He found himself in the confines of his cockpit with Iris lying across his lap, making it difficult for him to reach the controls.  The cave bellowed.

“Hurry up!!  They’re already bombing the place!”  Vulture fired a grenade directly at Rey Vyn, only to witness it deflected with a wave of the lurid AC’s hand.  Spinning, the grenade arched and landed a hundred meters away.

“FINE.  YOU’LL BE MY NEW EPHEMERAL TOY FOR NOW.”  Vulture stepped back in response.

Xanthippius boosted out of the pillar-room.  Boulders fell from the ceiling of the cave.  As the steel corridor closed, Qastor caught a glimpse of a blood red laserblade decimating straight through Scavenger’s core.  He winced and rose up from the abyss.

The star-studded night opened up around him.  Shadows of dark jets and massive bombers clouded the sky, their shrieking thrusters gave a continuous trepidation upon the earth.  Qastor landed on the firm ground to recover energy.  He scanned the area for any signs of Gaidoz. Something caught his eye.

Near him lay the smoldering, blackened remains of Guernica.  It was decapitated and one of its legs lay thirty meters away.  The oppressing AC was nowhere to be found.

Qastor activated his stealth extensions to appear undetectable to the multitude of the bombers.  He turned around, overboosters activated, and made his way back to base.

Iris’ head rested on his now relaxed shoulders, gently breathing against his neck.

Erupting, the crater blasted up into the sky behind Xanthippius…

Story Term Explanation

Sphere: A small, but growing Corporation formed immediately after the emigration to the surface.  They have more knowledge about the surface world than the opposing corporations due to the fact that much was left in disarray after The Controller was destroyed.  They specialize in producing auxiliary AC equipment and artillery.

Security: A sub-ordinate of Mirage.  They are responsible keeping the peace and investigating incidences.  Although an offspring of Mirage, they have formed a position of corporational neutrality.

Cockpit Entrance: On the back of the core behind the boosters is a ladder hole used for entering and leaving the cockpit.  Seven layers of metallic shutters protect the entrance to the ladder hole.  Once the shutters open, three connected ladders descend from the hole, allowing entrance and department from the cockpit.  When entering the core, once the pilot gets on the ladder, a weight shift device detects the change in weight and returns into the core, while the pilot climbs up.  This decreases the time in which it takes for the pilot to enter the cockpit.  When leaving the cockpit, the ladder descends in slowly to the surface. However, the ladder’s length is limited, and the AC is forced to kneel down for the ladder to reach the ground.  For most tank ACs, the ladder comes down onto the tank legs, where the pilot must climb down from the legs.  

Global Cortex: This massive structure is divided into northern, western, southern, and eastern sections.  Each section has its own Arena, infirmary, cafeteria, hangar, quad dome, residential area, lobby, transport and cargo area, and library.  However, there are certain structures that are located only in a certain section.  The center of Global Cortex is the main headquarters, the nucleus of the structure itself.  Ravens and those authorized are freely able to enter the headquarters after checking in.

Hangar: Each hangar is structurally identical.  Several rows of stalls for ACs span throughout the hangar.  For those who have Squaresoft’s Xenogears, then you’ll know what I’m talking about, only on a grander scale.  Traffic is abundant in the hangar and courtesy and safety are stressed when two ACs, MTs, or vehicles cross paths.  On the other side of the hangar is the exit area, where ACs, MTs, vehicles, and people may enter or leave the hangar.  Outside the hangar is the transport and cargo area, where ACs or MTs are loaded onto and unloaded.  There are a total of eight runways for planes to lift off and/or land.  An air traffic control tower not unlike our own keeps a vigil.  

For AC assembly, the AC is transported to an assemblance area adjacent to the hangar.  There, pilots or engineers assemble the AC by computer beforehand to decrease time and energy consumption.  

Cafeteria: Resembling a food court, several kinds of food are offered each day.  The cafeteria is a large dome with different food distributors set up against the walls.  Menus are modified each day.  Tables and seats are located in the center of the dome.  On clear days, the dome may shift, exposing the glass dome and providing a view of the sky.  The quad domes resembling that of the cafeteria are used for special events.

Envelope: Sending mail by envelope is considered very formal in this world.  Usually, messages were sent by e-mail.

Character AC Configurations
Please note that parts listed in parenthesis are substitutes for the part it is listed next to.  Also, Gaidoz’s AC is not listed as you may view it in the game.

Qastor

AC Pilot Name: Qastor

AC Name: Xanthippius

CHD-SKYEYE

CCL-01-NER

MAL-GALE

CLM-02-SNSK

CBT-FLEET

AOX-X/WS-3

CGP-ROZ

RIX-CR10

-

MEST-MX/CROW

SWC-X-RG/25 (CWC-GNS-15)

CWC-CNG-300

MWG-RF/220

CLB-LS-2551

OP-INTENSIFY

Color Configuration: (General)

Base: 85/85/120

Aid: 40/40/40

Optional: 0/0/0

Detail: 200/0/0

Joint: 0/0/0

Note: I named Qastor’s AC after a Spartan mercenary force during the Roman era, Xanthippus.  I added the “i” after the “p” for absolutely no sane reason.

Iris

AC Pilot Name: Iris

AC Name: Silvermoon

MHD-RE/008

CCL-01-NER

MAL-RE/REX

MLL-SS/1001

CBT-FLEET

AOX-X/WS-3

CGP-ROZ

RIX-CR10

-

KEBT-TB-UN5

MWM-S42/6

CWR-250

CWG-SRF-80

MLB-LS/003

OP-INTENSIFY

Color Configuration: (General)

Base: 200/200/200

Aid: 115/65/130

Optional: 95/65/110

Detail: 130/0/200

Joint: 0/0/0

Malirant

AC Pilot Name: Malirant

AC Name: Ogre

MHD-MM/003

MCL-SS/ORCA

CAM-11-SOL

CLM-03-SRVT

MBT-NI/MARE

AOX-X/WS-3

CGP-ROZ

RIX-CR10

-

MWEM-R/24

CWX-DM-32-1

CWX-DM-32-1

CWG-MG-500

KWG-HZL50

OP-S-SCR

OP-E/SCR

OP-S/STAB

OP-E/CND

OP-L-AXL

OP-LFCS++

OP-L/TRN

Color Configuration: (General)

Base: 45/0/10

Aid: 32/32/33

Optional: 90/110/135

Detail: 200/0/0

Joint: 200/0/0

Vulture

AC Pilot Name: Vulture

AC Name: Scavenger

CHD-07-VEN

MCL-SS/ORCA

MAW-DHM68-04

CLB-33-NMU

MBT-OX/002

VREX-F/ND-8

KGP-ZSV

RMR-ICICLE

-

MWEM-A/50

CWC-GNS-15

CWC-GNS-15

-

-

OP-INTENSIFY

Color Configuration: (Parts)

Head:  Base: 200/80/105, Aid: 200/70/95, Optional: 200/85/85, Detail: 200/200/0, Joint: 200/70/65

Core: Base: 35/35/35, Aid: 35/35/35, Optional: 65/65/65, Detail: 190/120/50, Joint: 200/200/200

Arms: Base: 60/60/60, Aid: 150/150/150, Optional: 29/29/29, Detail: 190/120/50, Joint: 75/75/75

Leg: Base: 33/33/33, Aid: 67/67/67, Optional: 133/133/133, Detail: 190/120/50, Joint: 99/99/99

Note: Hmm…  A pink head…  Don’t see those every day…

Crater AC

AC Pilot Name: ???

AC Name: Dreadnought

MHD-MM/003

CCM-00-STO

CAM-11-SOL

MLH-MX/VOLAR

CBT-FLEET

AOX-X/WS-3

CGP-ROZ

RMR-SA44

-

MWEM-R/24

MWR-TM/60

MWM-DM24/1

MWG-KARASAWA

MLB-MOONLIGHT

OP-INTENSIFY

Color Configuration: (General)

Base: 60/0/0

Aid: 20/40/60

Optional: 40/40/40

Detail: 200/0/0

Joint: 200/0/0

Rey Vyn

AC Pilot Name: Rey Vyn

AC Name: Nine-Ball

MHD-RE/005

CCL-01-NER

MAL-RE/REX

CLM-02-SNSK

CBT-FLEET

AOX-X/WS-3

CGP-ROZ

RMR-SA44

-

-

CWM-S60-10

CWC-GNL-15

MWG-KP/150

XLB-LEVANTINE  (MLB-MOONLIGHT)

OP-MERKAVA  (OP-INTENSIFY)

Color Configuration: (Parts)

Head: Base: 70/0/0, Aid: 0/0/0, Optional: 200/0/0, Detail: 0/130/200, Joint: 0/0/0

Core: Base: 0/0/0, Aid: 135/0/0, Optional: 70/0/0, Detail: 0/130/200, Joint: 0/0/0

Right Arm: Base: 130/0/0, Aid: 0/0/0, Optional: 0/0/0, Detail: 0/130/200, Joint: 0/0/0

Left Arm: Base: 0/0/0, Aid: 130/0/0, Optional: 100/0/0, Detail: 0/130/200, Joint: 0/0/0

Legs: Base: 120/0/0, Aid: 0/0/0, Optional: 0/0/0, Detail: 0/130/200, Joint: 0/0/0

Note: I named Rey Vyn’s crimson laserblade after the legendary Norse sword of fire, Levantine.  I forgot who wielded such a weapon though.

Merkava literally means “chariot to heaven.”

Angelus

AC Pilot Name: Angelus

AC Name: Retribution

MHD-RE/005

CCL-01-NER

MAL-RE/REX

MLL-MX/EDGE

CBT-FLEET

AOX-X/WS-3

CGP-ROZ

RIX-CR10

-

KEBT-TB-UN5

CWR-S50

CWR-S50

MWG-RF/220

MLB-MOONLIGHT

OP-INTENSIFY

Color Configuration: (Parts)

Head: Base: 0/0/0, Aid: 0/0/0, Optional: 100/100/100, Detail: 0/130/200, Joint: 0/0/0

Core: Base: 0/0/0, Aid: 130/130/130, Optional: 70/70/70, Detail: 0/130/200, Joint: 0/0/0

Right Arm: Base: 120/120/120, Aid: 0/0/0, Optional: 0/0/0, Detail: 0/130/200, Joint: 0/0/0

Left Arm: Base: 0/0/0, Aid: 120/120/120, Optional: 120/120/120, Detail: 0/130/200, Joint: 0/0/0

Legs:  Base: 0/0/0, Aid: 130/130/130, Optional: 130/130/130, Detail: 0/130/200, Joint: 0/0/0

Reflection


Thank you for reading my story.  In this tale, I attempted to capture the everyday life of a Raven.  Although things in their world may be different from our own, I tried to make the characters react as if it’s normal to them.  To make this story seem as realistic as possible, I attempted to capture the intensity and emotion of the moment by describing the characters’ reactions, and transforming the setting in such a way that I think would enhance the moment.  


The theme of Black Feather 1 is this: “You never know who or what you have until they’re gone.”  It simply means that one may never know that a specific person is there for them until they are gone from one’s life forever.  Losing someone dear due to unfair circumstances is very painful, and because of that, I think that we need to appreciate what we have until the time comes.

Credits


I would like to extend my appreciation to:

· Kur: For inspiring me to write this story and his compliments.  His lengthy, descriptive, and fast paced story may be found in the Fan Fiction section of Blight’s great site AC Garage.

· Archangel: He has written a wondrous story I sadly wasn’t able to read completely.  He too inspired me to write this story and I hope to find some time to read his chapters once they are posted in the Fan Fiction.

· Squirell: His terse sense of humor reminded me of the lighter side of life.  He is particularly new to AC Garage, so be nice to him and any new non-offensive members!  

· Blight: He’s the man behind AC Garage and moderator of the forum.  Without him, there wouldn’t be an AC Garage.  And without AC Garage, this story wouldn’t have existed.  I appreciate the hours he put into the site and for finding time to talk to us.

· All of the members I sadly wasn’t able to mention due to time constraints.  I also thank all of those who went out of their way to read this story.  Everyone’s support is greatly appreciated.

· From Software: For making one of the greatest mech series.
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If you have any questions or comments, you may reach me at auregacw@yahoo.com
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