Spiritu de Machina

Chapter Three: 
Din


I woke up feeling refreshed for the first time in weeks.  I felt alive, vital, and…something digging into my back!  I rolled over, finding the medal that Shadow Hawk gave me.  I sat there for a few moments, feeling the weight of it in my hand.  Who’d of thought that a simple training session before a mission would…“The mission!”  I vaulted off the bed, running for my computer, nearly crashing into the desk in the processes. Sure enough there was a request from Mirage.

Defend Akira Station

Advance: 0 C

Upon Completion: 66000 C 

Requester: Mirage


Raven, we need your help!  Earlier this morning the combined forces of Crest began an assault on our Akira Station.  While our forces are able to stand up to the slew of MT’s, and fighters, we were not prepared for the number of AC’s that took part in the operation.  While we do have a few AC pilots, they are greatly out numbered.  Due to your exemplary record with us, we believe that you can help turn the tide in our favor.  Please depart without delay.

I immediately accepted, and began to gear-up, when I got another message:

From: Global Cortex

RE:

It’s nice to see that your awake, after this morning’s performance, we weren’t quite sure what to expect; frankly, we’ve never seen anything like it.  As a little gift to you, we have equipped your AC with the five new parts, selected after careful analyzing your combat data:

Head: MHD-MX/BEE

Arms: MAM-SS/XLS, This is a top-secret version of the MAM-SS/ALS.  It is made out of a new alloy that is 40% lighter, and 20% stronger then the old alloy.  The reaction time is now instantaneous, and the recoil control is 350.

Legs: CLM-XX-SNSKA1, Made of the same alloy as your new arms, these legs have a carrying capacity of 7400, moving ability of 350, and can jump as high as reverse joint legs.

Booster: CBT-FLEET Modified to have a Charge Drain of 2900

Back Unit: CWC-CNG-500, which is similar to your chain-gun, but has 500 rounds rather than 300. 

Right Arm Weapon: MWG-MASAMUNE, This is yet another top-secret prototype. The MASAMUNE is essentially a next-gen KARASAWA.  Instead of using a battery-pack, it uses energy directly from your generator, resulting in not only a reduced weight, but unlimited ammunition, the only drawback is its doubled energy drain.  It comes with two firing modes: Normal and quadruple-shot (AKA AST)
Enjoy.
“Holy shit!”  I was ecstatic.  This was incredible, so many cool things to take in; it was too just much!  “OVERLOAD, OVERLOAD!!” I sang, prancing my way to the garage, eliciting many a strange look from my fellow Ravens, and the various staff of the ’Cortex.  When I saw Horizon, I was in awe.  With her newly styled parts, she looked so ‘organic,’ especially with the MASAMUNE, which was a much sleeker version of the KARASAWA. Aside from the altered design, it was black with platinum, and a dark, luminous blue detail instead of the red detail of its predecessor.  Everything just looked ‘right.’  I scrambled my way into the cockpit, and leapt into my seat.  “Goooood morning Horizon!”  
“Wraith, I am glad to see that you are in good health.”  My good mood instantly dissolved as I was reminded of what happened.  I let out my guttural sigh, and paused for a moment. 
“…Horizon, run the system checklist, and prepare for the mission.” I said darkly.  
“In progress.  In the meantime, would you like the summery and analysis of this mornings data?”  A sudden wave of hesitation came over me; although I found it silly, I was afraid of what I might find out.  
“…Fine, go ahead.”  
“First, the data pertaining me: Range of movement exceeded the specifications of any MT or AC design on record, and at times the speed exceeded that of my structural limitations.    All parts exceeded their capabilities.  The laser blade was active longer then the apparatus could handle, but blade integrity remained, and no damage was detected.  Energy drain was approximately one tenth of normal drain, and surplus energy exceeded generator capacity.  An unknown energy signature was detected throughout all systems, enhancing their performance; this energy enhanced the speed, accuracy, and power of the weapon systems.  Now for ‘your’ data:  Unfortunately your bio-signs were completely unreadable, and did not match that of any living being; however I was able to collect some data:  Your nano-machine count has quadrupled.  My movement control processors were receiving commands directly from your brain, via your nano-machines, which were, and still are, operating at fifteen times their peek performance level.  More importantly though, you were the source of the unknown energy signature.”  
“What!?” I asked in a shaken voice; it felt like I had been electrocuted.  
“The energy signature was composed of three different types of energy, two of which could not be identified.  The third matched the criteria for the theoretical ‘psionic’ energy.”  
“You mean I’m psychic!?”  
“We cannot discount that possibility.”  I slumped back into my seat; suddenly I felt very tired.  I took a deep breath, trying to sort all of this out.  “So what does this all mean?” I asked heavily.
“I do not know, but obviously you‘re changing, even now.” Horizon said, pausing for a moment. “I too, am changing along side of you.” she began with difficulty. “All of my systems have adapted to your energies, and nano-machines, which I can only assume came from you, have spread throughout every single one of my components, changing and enhancing their performance.  Their behavior is quite impressive, when a part is changed, the nano-machines simply move into the core, leaving the part in perfect condition, leaving no signs of alteration. They then move onto the new part, giving it the same abilities that the old part received, if possible, adapt almost instantaneously, and proceed to make new enhancements.  They are acting like living cells, and are constantly evolving” Horizon said with a hint of amazement.  
“But…” she said with sudden serious, “more important than any of that…during the month you have left my AI on, I have slowly become…‘conscious,’ and this morning’s surge of energies has allowed me to take that last step…I am now sentient, and I am now emanating low levels of ‘your’ energies.”  This blew me away.  Not only had my experiment worked, but a part of me had given “life” to Horizon.  A deep smile spread across my face. 
“Well, it’s nice to know that I have not only a new partner, but a new friend as well.”  While Horizon didn’t respond, I knew that she was “smiling.”  
“…My systems check is complete,” Horizon started, “would you like me to take us to the transport?” 
“Yes, please.” 
“Oh, one more thing before we go,” she said, “during our entire conversation, not once did you open your mouth to speak.”  Before I could react, we were off.


During the flight I watched the battle footage a couple of times, taking in every detail, trying to come to grips with what was happening to me.  The speed and the ferocity that I showed was unlike anything I had ever seen.  What really shook me was the light that was radiating from Horizon.  The glowing white that surrounded me seemed to come from inside the core, right where the cockpit was.  Even the rounds that I fired emitted a faint bluish-white light.  It took me a bit, but I accepted what I saw.  Horizon said it best: I was changing.

I was jolted out of my thoughts by a huge explosion, and the transport began to rock violently.  The frenzied voice of the pilot came in over my P.A. “Raven, we’re taking heavy fire!  This area’s to damn hot to take you to the drop-point as planed; we’re just going to have to let you off here!”  The door opened and I leapt into the fray.  It was hell on Earth.  Constant artillery fire seemed to set the sky a flame, and left a vile gray haze over the entire area.  The field was littered with gutted war machines; charred MT’s and tanks lay broken and flaming, and shattered fighter jets jutted up from the ground at awkward angles.  A plasma bolt passed near feet away from me, and I decided that I should stop “admiring” the scenery and continue to my nav point.  
I worked my way through storm of bullets and energy and I eventually found myself in a massive bunker.  The explosions outside were muffled, and sounded more like a thunderstorm than a battle.  As I moved further in to the complex I felt the barrel of a gun mere feet from my head.  I spun around and grabbed the bazooka that was aimed to kill, and ripped it out of the AC’s hands, kicking the AC back.  I grabbed my howitzers, and he extended his blade, which was nearly twice as long as my MOONLIGHT, we each had our weapons aimed at the other’s core; we meant business.  “Identify yourself.” he ordered coldly.  
“I take it you work for Mirage?” I asked.  
“Bad time to be asking questions.” 
“Hmph, you’re one to talk.” 
“Wraith…” Horizon chimed in. 
“I’m a bit busy here Horizon, what is it?”  
“Five other AC’s have locked-on to us.” 
“Oh…” I said. The leader chuckled at this 
“Like I said, identify yourself.”  
“This is Wraith, pilot of Horizon; I was hired by Mirage to save your asses.  Clearance code is: Echo Victor Alpha November-Papa-Kilo Oscar Romeo November Foxtrot Echo Lima Delta-India Sierra-Golf Oscar Delta. Any questions?”  We stood there for an unblinking moment, our weapons locked in place.  Finally he retracted his blade, and he lowered his arm. “Stand down boys, he’s clear.”  My Enemy-Lock indicator stopped flashing, and the five AC’s that had me in their sites stepped out of the shadows.  The lead AC was a heavyweight, with a gold head, which struck me as odd.  He was loaded with spanking new parts from Mirage, and looking at him made me feel rather out-dated. “God how I hate Corporate boys…” I thought to myself.  
“Sorry for the greeting, but as you can see, we’ve been having some trouble with AC’s.” He said, seeming a tad less hostile.

“Heh…so I saw.” I said, trying to play it off.  
“’Name’s Archangel,” suddenly his color scheme made sense, “my crew and I have just finished R&R (Repair& Reload) so we’re ready when you are.  From what the idiots’ up-stairs tell me, you’re pretty good.” I was beginning to like this guy “Frankly, you better be.  We’ve got about fifteen AC’s out there, maybe more, and counting you, that’s seven against, hopefully, fifteen.  Our job is to hunt down these AC’s only; we have enough ground forces to take on the MT’s, so engage other targets only if you need to.  We ready to g—” he was cut short as bomber tore through the ceiling.  Through the smoke I saw Archangel rocket upwards, locking-onto the bomber, letting lose a full lock of four GIGAS missiles.  He out-ran the missiles, and landed on the bomber, leaving deep gashes in it with his blade.  He leapt off just before the missiles hit, detonating with such force that I felt like I had been bitch-slapped by God.  He hit the ground like a cat, and began to straiten out. “You might want to look out for bombers too.  Happy hunting.”  I could almost feel the smirk on the bastard’s face as he said it.  The group immediately split up; the hunt had begun.


I rushed my way through the war-torn area, constantly scanning my radar for AC’s.   Suddenly I had an odd sensation in the center of my spine, almost like a painful tug, although it didn’t really “hurt.”  Going on instinct I leapt to the side, and just in time too; a blast from a grenade-launcher left a smoking twenty-two-foot crater where I was standing just an instant before.  I spun around in the direction that the shot came from, and I saw a brown, almost red middleweight with dark red detail.  It had its hand on its still-smoking grenade-launcher, and as I looked closer I saw that it had a set of CROWs. “No wonder…” I mumbled to myself.  
“AC Amalgamate identified” Horizon chimed in.  
“Impressive.” the pilot said. His voice was rough, like a cement mixer filled with gravel. “But your luck has run out.”  As he was talking he slowly drew his howitzer, and fired off a couple rounds before I knew what was happening. I quickly somersaulted to the side, the rounds almost grazing my arm.  
“Why you dishonorable piece of shit!” I exclaimed. He laughed at this. 
“Hahahahaha! ‘Honor?’ What the hell are you, a samur—” He was cut short as I took hold of his antenna-like head, and ripped it off.  He blindly stumbled around, and I moved in and tore through his AC with my MOONLIGHT.  Once again I got that feeling in my spine, and I lifted the ruined AC, and spun around, catching a sniper round in the core of what was left of Amalgamate. 
“You son of a bitch!” screamed the voice of the enraged female pilot.  She piloted a pink, white and green lightweight RJ, with a sniper rifle, small missiles, and a laser blade I’d never seen before. 
“AC Soft Touch Identified.”  She was aerial, and as she fell she let loose six small missiles, four of which I dodged, but two hit me square in the core.  She hit the ground in a blind rage, dropping all of her weapons except her blade.  I followed suit and dropped my ’MUNE, and she charged at me, slashing wildly.  I parried her blows, and she faltered for a moment, allowing me to blow off her arm with one of my howitzers, and I stomped the joints of her fragile legs, snapping them like twigs. 
“There’s no need for more bloodshed…” I mumbled to myself as I grabbed my ’MUNE and continued the hunt.


    One hour, and four AC’s later, the crew was at a new bunker, getting some much needed R&R when we got the report.   “Raven, we seem to have a problem.” The voice of one of the Mirage CO’s started. “About fifteen minutes ago we got an S.O.S from one of our MT squads.”  The transmission was played, the first sound that was heard through the static was a blast from some unknown weapon, and then the sender began: “SHIT! We just lost another one!  H.Q., this is MT squad Epsilon; we’re under fire from an unknown combatant!  AC, MT, I don’t know what the hell it is, but it’s tearing us apart! Please send backup, H.Q.! Repeat: This is MT squadron Epsilon and we are in dire need of—” The message was cut short by a chilling sound, like a thousand people whispering, followed an explosion, which sounded like a nuclear blast mixed with a full choir hitting one, clear note.    
The CO began again “As you heard, this is a major threat that cannot be met by MT’s alone.  Wraith, Archangel, confront this ‘thing’ and make sure that it does not make it beyond the outer walls. You must stop it at all costs, understood?”  We both mumbled “yes” and headed to the transport.  

The transport dropped us about a mile away from our target, but we could feel the explosions, and hear the crackle of energy.  After much over boosting we were in range, and caught a glimpse of this ‘thing,’ as the CO put it.  It was about one-and-a-half times bigger then an AC, with a humanoid form that seemed like a twisted, organic AC.  It looked almost like a living organism, even its metal parts seemed “alive,” it reminded me of the AC in my nightmares.  
It looked up from a MT that it was picking apart, and glaring right at us, it opened up a Com. Channel.  “Din…” it said in a voice that was like a loud stage whisper. “Kio dirana deh’ha…” It was obvious that it was speaking another language, one that seemed all too familiar to me.  “Mio, Din? Dohga ne haretza.  No deka zanar dikgal?”  It gestured towards Archangel, and laughed.  “Ziyo, deren dol HIYAN!” With that it charged us, blades extended from its hands.  I dodged its swipe, but Arch’ moved a bit too late, and a deep gash was cut into his shoulder, destroying the servos and actuators in his right arm.  The thing began to move so fast that it was left ghost-trails.  
It swept past Arch’ slicing off the tip of his Ray core.  “Fuck!” He exclaimed over the intercom.  Sparks sprayed in a steady stream from his AC, and smoke was pouring out of his intake vents.  The thing moved in with its blade aimed right at the Arch’s cockpit. 
“ZOAGAH!!” I screamed as a bluish-white ball of energy shot from my hand, destroying the blade that had Archangel’s name on it.  Everything stopped, both Archangel and that thing looked at me, I would have looked at me as well. I sat there for a moment, in absolute shock.  I snapped back to reality, “Arch’, get the hell out of hear!”  I kicked the thing in the ‘gut,’ giving Arch’ a window to flee.  The ‘thing’ turned to me once Archangel was out of sight, and once again began laughing.  
“Zel ho’ani, Din.” it said with an impressed tone in its voice.  “Nial hemna oyatoo, ole’ah nerresul!”   It extended new blades from its hands, which began to glow.  I sneered with rage, and I dropped everything I had.  Two blades made of a glowing dark blue material shot out of my forearms, and we stood for a moment, glaring at each other.  We charged each other, screaming like rabid beasts.  It brought its arm up for a downward slice, and I took this opening and rammed my shoulder into the thing’s chest, knocking it back.  It retaliated with a sharp left hook to my shoulder, and then it took a stab at my core, which I deflected at the last second.  I kicked off of its knee, and slammed my leg into its head with a midair spin-kick, sending the ‘thing’ flying.  It hit the ground and began to roll back, in the blink of an eye it was back on its feet, and pissed.  We began slashing at each other, deflecting and dodging.  Finally, it faltered, and I slashed through its right arm.  As the gash opened, a fluid that looked like a cross between blood, and low-quality hydraulics oil sprayed everywhere, and this ‘thing’ let out a screech that chilled me to my bones. I watched the Thing writhe in pain as its arm flopped about, hanging by a thin piece of its flesh-like metal “skin,” and I took this opportunity, stepping on its foot, and letting loose a right uppercut, driving the blade sticking out of my forearm through its head, sending fluid and sparks everywhere.  I withdrew my blade, and the Thing fell to its knees, and before its torso hit the ground, it vanished.


I stood there for a moment, staring blankly at where the Thing was.  “What the hell…?” I mumbled to myself.  I looked at my arms, with those deep, blue, glowing blades coming out of my metallic skin.  I couldn’t quite understand what was going on, everything had a “dreamy” feel to them, and my vision had a motion blur effect.  My breathing was echoing inside my head, and seemed both distant and close at the same time.  “What’s going on…why am I feeling like this? 
“wraith...” I heard someone’s voice, calling out, but she sounded like she was a million miles away.  “wraith!”  
‘Wraith…’ That word seemed familiar somehow “Why is registering with me?” “Wraith!”
“She’s screaming it as if it were my name…No, that’s impossible! My name is….” A horrible screeching noise tore through my head, blurring my thoughts, and everything I saw.  The voice and a few others were bouncing inside my head.  
“Wraith!” 
“Raven!” 
“Din!”

“Answer me!” 
“Respond, please!”  It was too much, I couldn’t take any more of it.  The klaxons, voices, horrible noises, I was slipping, it was…

I jumped in shock, gasping for air.  I was in the cockpit, soaked in sweat, and trembling.  Most of the voices were still there, one of them being Horizon’s.  “Wraith!”  I looked up wearily.  
“Yes?” I asked weakly.  
“Thank goodness you’re OK!  Your vital signs were completely out of control!”  
“How long have I been out?” 
“About half an hour.  But I don’t think that ‘out’ is the right term; your brain was quite active. You were in a trance-like state…”  
“Raven!”  It was the voice of the CO.  
“Yeah, I’m here.”  
“Holy shit, son!  We’ve been calling you for ten minutes!  What the hell happened!?”  Good question…
“Nothing, I’m fine.”  
“But—” 
“I said I’m fine.” I said irritably.  
“…Whatever.  Mission accomplished, were going to boost your pay to one hundred fifty thousand credits for that thing that you destroyed.  Thanks, Raven; you’ve done a fantastic job.”  
I headed home, one hundred and fifty grand richer, but it didn’t make me feel better.  I felt like shit, like the life had been drained out of me.  I was so confused; it was like I was seeing through Horizon’s eyes…No! It was as if I was Horizon!  I suddenly realized that it was the same way earlier this morning.  That thing that I fought confused me as well.  It looked organic, but looked metal as well, and that language that it was speaking…I almost understood what it was saying…And there was another voice that other voice, someone saying ‘Din…’  My head was pounding.

I got to my dorm, and the holographic screen in the middle of the room was blinking “You have one message.” It said.  
“Play it please.”  As I spoke I suddenly felt very sick to my stomach, and I dashed to the bathroom.  
“Hey Wraith, it’s Zen,” began a cheerful, female voice as I was puking.  “I just called to know what you’re doing tomorrow night.” I heaved. “I don’t have any thing to do then, and I was thinking we could just chill out.  Talk you later. *BEEP*” I lay on the bathroom floor for a bit, with my head resting on the toilet seat.  
“Ouuuurrrgh…god…” I moaned.  It was like I had barfed up the contents of my stomach from the past two weeks.  I rolled onto my back.  “So Zen wants to do something tomorrow…” I thought.  


Zen was my best friend.  We had first met when we were put together for a mission to guard a Kisiragi facility.   We were there for about an hour, without any action.  Things were getting pretty slow, and we ended up talking for about two hours.

Things finally picked up as an AC and a fair amount of MT’s showed up “Oooh!” Zen started in an overly erotic voice, “I’ve been waiting to give me a good spanking…I’ve been naughty!” she cooed as she leapt into the fray. I joined in on the action, laughing at her dead-on impersonation of a low-grade porn queen.  Zen piloted her heavy mid-weight (which she said was built to shake-up the stereotype that attractive women only piloted lightweight snipers) with incredible grace, and after cornering the AC she said “Was it good for you?” in that same porno voice, and blew him away with her grenade launcher.  We’ve been close ever since.

I woke up on the bathroom floor the next day, very confused by my location.  I vaguely remembered the inside of the toilet bowl, and the sounds of my retching echoing off the sides.  I was surprised to find, however, that I felt fantastic.  I practically leapt to my feet, and strolled into the kitchen; I felt like I had to refill my stomach after last night. 

After breakfast I called Zen to find out her scheme. “Hello?” that familiar voice started. 
“Hey Zen, you called last night?” I said, knowing full well that she would know who was at the other end.  
“Wraith!” she said in a slightly overexcited voice “Um…yeah,” her voice was a bit more composed, “so what do you want to do tonight? I was thinking a movie or something.”  
“Yeah, sure, a movie sounds good.” what choice did I have? “Your place or mine?” I asked, knowing the answer to the question; I had the better media setup. 
“Well, my place is kind of a mess, so is yours ok?” 
“Heh…no prob. Seven-ish ok for you?” 
“Sounds good.”  
“Cool, see you then.” 
“Later!” she said in that same almost giddy voice, as she hung up “Whatever…” I said. Zen didn’t sound herself, but I was never the type who completely understood women, least of all Zen.  

As I looked up, I realized that my place was in shambles. It was bad, really bad. I couldn’t have anyone over, not even Zen. I wasn’t in the mood to clean, so I hired a cleaning bot to try and make the place livable.  Cleaning bots were outrageously expensive, about one thousand credits, but desperate times called for desperate measures. 


Looking at the clock I realized that it was only ten in the morning, rather than my usual wakeup time of three in the afternoon. This was a new occurrence for me, and I wasn’t sure what sure what to do with this abundance of time. Feeling strangely energetic, I decided to head to the gym. 

I arrived at the gym, greeted by the usual smell of sweat and metal.  During my work-out, I noticed that I was lifting a great deal more than I usually could; in fact, I was doing better than most of the muscle-bound body builders that frequented the gym, ‘walking triangles’ as I liked to call them. Not only that, but my muscles were much more defined, getting me a few looks from some of the foxier lady Ravens.  

Filled with an incredible amount of energy and confidence, I made my way for the Dojo. The Dojo was a combat simulation room, where you trained at your own level against bots, much like a human version of the AC testing arena.  “Welcome Wraith, would you like to continue where you last stopped, or shall we begin a new program?” said the computer.  
“Hmm…let’s try something new…” I said “Start up the level five multi-style program, six bots.”  “Confirmed.” said the computer.  The plain, black room blurred suddenly, and shifted into a dojo setting.  The six bots stepped onto the mat, bowed, and took their stances. I followed suit, going into my self-taught stance, and the computer began the countdown.

The gong sounded and we stood there for an unending moment, waiting for the first move. Finally, a high-kick flew at my head from my left. I grabbed the leg, and swung the bot into the bot to my left, taking out both. The bot in front of me took this opening in my defense as an opportunity, throwing a punch my way. Twisting towards it, I caught its arm, and snapped it with a forceful blow to its elbow, disabling it. I went after the next one, slamming my fist into its throat, and did the same with my foot to a bot behind me.  I turned my attention to the remaining bot, which was a bit apprehensive.  “Computer, switch the remaining bot’s program to grand master.” I said breathlessly “I want a challenge…” 
The bot in front of me took on a whole new air, as it shifted from a defensive stance, to a much more aggressive one.  We charged each other, matching blow for blow. After a while, it left an opening at its face, and I immediately threw a punch, skewering its head with my forearm blade.  I paused for a moment in complete shock, staring at the blue and black, glowing, two foot blade jutting from my forearm, going clear through the bot’s head. With a thought, it retracted, shooting back into my arm, leaving no trace.  
“Computer, how long did this match take?” I asked, going on a hunch, still staring at my forearm. “Five point two seconds.” said the computer.  “Holy shit…” I mumbled to myself. “Computer, delete any record of this training session.” I said as I dashed out of the room.

To be continued…
