
Spiritu de Machina

Chapter Two: Awakening

The Magna-rail from the living quarters to the Hanger was completely empty, and the only sound was the quiet hum of the air filters.  I sat against the wall, with my legs sprawled out on the cushy bench.  While my eyes were open, they didn’t see.  I was too busy rolling the dream around in my mind, as you would with water with an odd taste that you can’t put your finger on.  The AC, that weird complex, the eerie light, and my face looking back at me…I couldn’t make a connection.  If there was a meaning, it eluded me.  I was jolted out of my thoughts by the soft beep that told you when it was at the destination.

The Hanger was all but empty.  Aside from myself, I could hear a couple of other Ravens in the cavernous building.  “Probably gearing up for a surprise attack,” I thought to myself.  “Looks like I’ll have a mission later…” I’d only been a Raven for six months now, but I’d already gained the reputation as one of the guys you called to get the mission done.  From the number of AC’s being loaded up, it seemed as if I’d have my work cut out for me. I smiled at this possibility as I walked down the rows of AC’s. Eventually, I found myself before a black and dark blue bipedal mid-weight, with white trim.  
“Horizon…” I whispered in awe.  I put my hand on its smooth, well-polished foot, and smiled.  I thought about how hard I worked on the paint job alone, and how I had modified every part, giving it features and abilities unique to any AC out there.  While its design looked ordinary and unassuming, there was more to Horizon then most knew.   

I stepped onto the lift, and it took me to the hatch leading to the cockpit.  I stood in front of the spiral shutters, and tapped the nano-machine cluster in the middle of my wrist, and the shutter twisted open.  I stepped into the air lock; the shutters slammed shut behind me, and the room pressurized.  The entire room scanned my body, and my nanos automatically transmitted the key code, and the seamless wall in front of me opened, revealing a small, sealed hatch.  This time I gave the command to the nanos' to transmit my ‘thought code,’ and the hatch glided back.  “Welcome Wraith,” said Horizon’s computer.  As an experiment I had left the AI on for a month straight.  I had always read sci-fi novels where AI becomes ‘self-aware.’ I theorized that if the AI is active long enough, it would have time to develop itself since the majority of the time Horizon’s incredibly powerful computer was not processing the huge amounts of combat data in real time.  I was already noticing some minor changes.  Since I started using nanos’, the computer monitored my vital signs, brain waves, ect. This was all a normal part of the nano-AC interface.  What wasn’t normal was that if, for example, my heart rate shot up all of a sudden, the computer would record this as an abnormality.  The next time this happened, Horizon would warn me about this, and ask me if I was all right.  It recorded everything, physical, and mental, and then learned from this data.  

I slid down the ladder, and hopped into my seat.  “’Morning ‘Rizon,” I said cheerfully.  
“Unknown command.” the computer said in monotone.  
“Computer,” I said with patience, “please take note that you can be addressed as both ‘Horizon’, and ‘’Rizon.’ ’Rizon’ is an abbreviation of ‘Horizon.’”  “Acknowledged.” The computer said.  I slipped my hands into the control ‘gloves,’ and the nano-AC interface started up.  
“Wraith,” the computer said, “you currently have no missions or arena battles rostered. Should I contact transport to take us to the Training complex?”  I was a bit shocked at how personal Horizon had become.  It was strange hearing a computer using words such as “I” and “Us” as a human would.  
“Yes Horizon, thank you for asking.”  “Your welcome.”  That response pushed me over the edge, and I giggled, yes giggled, with glee; Horizon was learning.


I scrolled through the list of training MT's, looking for the more difficult training options to prepare for my theoretical ‘clean up’ mission. Multiple AC's, MT’s, and full air and ground support; for such a daunting task, I would have to be as sharp as possible.  I noticed that the list had been updated, so I scrolled to the bottom and the selection “Forces: Unknown.  Recommended Raven Rank: S+++” caught my eye.  This was the first time I had ever heard of any rank above ‘S,’ and it was the only choice that didn’t say what you would be fighting against.  While this did make me nervous, I selected it without a moment of hesitation.  A new window popped up, “WARNING: This training option presents a risk of injury and even death to pilot.  By selecting YES, you are accepting this risk.”  This was the first time I had ever seen warning, and I was speechless for a moment.  My finger slowly moved towards the screen, and with a deep breath, I accepted the terms.


I moved to the door that led to the training area, and was surprised I could not open it.  I contacted the control room. “Control, why won’t the door open?”  
“Raven,” said a grizzled voice, “look to your left.”  I turned, and a lift platform appeared out of thin air.  I stepped onto the platform, and it sped downward.  
“Wraith, you show signs of nervousness, perhaps you should reconsider this training exorcise.”  
“I’m fine.” I said with little emotion.  The lift slowed to a halt, and I moved into a massive room shaped like a geodesic sphere.  The décor of the room much like the central core of Layered, where the Controller was destroyed a few years back (I had snuck in a month ago).  Each wall panel slid open, and what seemed like a full corporate army moved in.  Twenty Fighter jets circled overhead, followed by another twenty Air/Ground MT’s.  Fifteen modified Sphere MT’s, the kind that the Controller used to finish off Crest, and twenty-four floating MT’s with howitzers, and energy canons poured in.  Ten anti-AC MT’s, six highly mobile hovering MT’s with boosters the size of Pursuit launchers, and seven high speed unicycle ‘pods’ with plasma canons moved in, and got into formation.  One hundred in all, it was the biggest force I had ever seen.  I noticed that there were four massive sections that had not opened, and Murphy’s Law flipped me off as the doors slowly opened, revealing four Titan MT’s.  My heart felt like it was beating out of my chest, and Horizon warned me that my pulse had hit 150 beats per minute.  The countdown started, and I was sent a transmission: 
“Raven,” it was the old man, “I pray you fare better then the others,” he said with a deep sorrow in his voice. The countdown continued: five…four… three…”God speed Raven (two…), god speed.” One…

I roared with the psychotic fury of a Berserker, and I took to the air.  I grabbed my twin howitzers from Horizon’s leg-holsters, and unleashed a storm of 300 mm rounds, which tore through a few fighters and most of the Sphere MT’s.  I put away the howitzers as I landed on one of the Air/Ground MT’s, and extended my MOONLIGHT, and plunged it into the reactor core.  I leapt off just as it exploded, dolphin-kicking the last Sphere MT into an anti-AC MT, destroying both.  I landed on a uni-pod, crushing it like a soda can, took out my machine-gun, and charged at another anti-AC, slicing through a bazooka shell with my blade, then moving in and gutting it like a fish.  I kicked-off another uni’, crumpling it like paper, and launching me skyward.  I activated my chain-gun, and fired in front of me, with my machine gun firing over my shoulder, all while in an axle spin.  That finished off the fighters, and left one last A/G, which rocketed towards me, and I towards it.  My chain-gun chewed the mech into a pulp of steel and fire, which rained down upon the ground forces.  The remaining units began working together, and I found myself under heavy fire.  A wall of energy and shells sped toward me, and I killed my boosters, making me drop below the barrage.  I hit the ground and extended my blade, and began bombarding the front-line with waves of plasma.  As the squad of mobile MT’s in delta formation charged towards me from behind, I hit the Over-Boost, unloaded a few howitzer rounds over my shoulder, and rocketed forward.  The howitzer rounds slammed into the leader of the Mobiles, starting a chain reaction of massive explosions, the white hot light raced threatening to consume me. I switched from howitzer to machine gun, sending a cloud of bullets that ate through the remaining uni-pods like locust.  As I finished off the anti-ACs, the Titans moved in.  I found myself palming the head of an anti-AC, with a huge payload of Pursuit missiles from each Titan swarming towards me.  I hit the Limiter Release and blasted upward with missiles chasing me like angry, explosive bees.  I landed behind a Titan, and the missiles that were meant for me, obliterated my Titan ‘shield.’   I Over-Boosted towards another Titan, and slammed into it full speed with my blade extended, slashing my way through.  I kicked off, and lunged at one of the remaining two MT’s, latching onto it, and put a hole through its generator with my howitzer.  I leapt off just as the generator went critical, and the force of the explosion hurled me all the way to the ceiling of the arena.  I twisted in midair so that my feet were pointing straight up, with my head pointing directly at the last Titan, which was dead center on the arena floor.  As I fell straight down, I was enveloped in a white light, which blocked everything from my view; I knew I was falling, but I couldn’t see it.  I hit the ground with such force, that I was surprised that brain didn’t smash through my skull; the noise was so intence that it was like the world died.  

I opened my eyes, and it was if I had just awakened from a bad dream.  I was drenched in sweat, I was only able to get air in desperate gulps, and my bio-monitor was glitching out. I took a good look at my surroundings, and saw that I was in a crater in the center of the arena, with no trace of the MT’s except for the floor, which was charred and blackened in starburst patterns throughout the room.    The world around me blurred, and faded away.

I awoke on a couch, disoriented and shaking.  “Welcome back to the land of the living, kid.” Said the weathered voice of the old man.  “Here, drink this,” he handed me a mug of steaming liquid, “it’ll help you get back your strength.”  I eagerly gulped it down.  It soothed my surprisingly dry throat, and its warmth spread through my body.  I paused for a moment to look around.  I was in a medium sized room, with a huge computer terminal, and a modest living quarter, which I was now in. 

 “What happened?  How did I get here?”  I asked.  
“Well, after the battle I got a transmission from that AC of yours.” he pointed to a window, where I saw Horizon, and another, more Martian AC.  “’Told me that you passed out, and asked if I could get you some help.  Then it started to move on its own, walked right up to the control-room door, dropped its ladder, and asked me if I could get you out. Damn, kid, I never knew an AC could do things like that by its self.” I made my guttural growl, and walked over to the window that looked out over the arena.  The place looked like a nuclear war had been waged in there.  I took another sip of what I guessed to be soup, and turned back to the old man.

  “Was the battle recorded?” I asked.  
“Sure was.  I’ll bring it up for you.”  He walked over to the terminal, hit a few keys, and brought it up on the big screen in front of me.  I couldn’t believe my eyes, but there it was, clear as day.  The first part of the battle only took one minute and thirteen seconds.  Then the Titans came in, and I saw three of them fall in sixteen seconds.  I saw Horizon nearly hit the ceiling, and then start to glow.  The picture became a bit distorted, and I saw myself coming straight down, looking like a comet.  I went straight through the MT, which remained intact for a moment, and the whole room filled with white light, the speakers began to distort the sound because of the overload, and the screen filled with snow.  
“Not even Klein could move like that…” the old man mumbled under his breath.  “How the hell did you do that, kid?”  The old man asked, with shear amazement in his voice.  
“I…I don’t know…Wait, you knew Leos Klein!?”  The old man laughed. 
“Ancient history kid, ancient history.”  
“Wait! You…you’re Shadow Hawk, the one who stopped Klein; who saved Mars?!  I can’t believe I’m standing in the same room with you!!” This man was one of my heroes, but the Mars crisis happened of a hundred years ago, I wondered how he was still alive.  
“Like I said, ancient history…Hell kid, I may have been good kid, but I sure as hell couldn’t have done that.” He pointed his thumb towards the screen behind him. “Christ, Exile was destroyed in fifteen seconds; and here you are, all I can’t believe I’m in the same room as you!!  Ha, I could only dream of doing that, even at my peak…I should be the one who’s sayin’ that!”  He didn’t say it in a mean way, but it certainly shut me up.  
“What time is it?” I asked, suddenly very tired. 
“Five in the morning. Why?”  “I think I better just get back to my apartment…”  
“Well, alright kid.  Your AC is ready, and I loaded the battle footage and data into its data banks.  And here,” he flicked me a large coin.  It was the Martian Medal of Honor. “I don’t need it any more. Besides, after that little show you put on, you deserve it more.”  I was speechless.  “Now you go on home and get some rest.”  
“Ye…yes sir, thank you.” I stammered like a little kid.  
He laughed at this, and said “Go on kid, get outta’ here.”  I nodded, and walked to the door.  “And kid, ‘They’ll’ be contactin’ you soon.  Keep your eyes and ears open, and do what you think is right.”  He said this cryptically, and I was too tired to question what it meant.  

I headed home mystified, desperately trying to figure out what was happening to me.  When I got back to my apartment, I got into bed, and realized that throughout the battle I didn’t see my HUD.  In fact, I didn’t see the inside of the cockpit either; it was almost like it was me who was fighting, not me.  As if this thought was too much for my mind to handle, I fell asleep in moments.

To be continued…  

