Chapter 11: Gathering


FD3 sighed heavily upon entering the NEF hangar. It was just another sign of his short-lived vacation coming to an end. After their last assignment, Taskforce Alpha had gone back to the colony of Londenion for some much-needed R & R. It was nice Alpha was finally getting some new gear to replace their aging MS models, but new MS meant new assignments.

***

The makeshift hideout the Orb Defense Corps had fled to was a dismal place. They had found a cave in Asia large enough to hold most of their equipment, set up a few things, and prepared for a long haul. Normally, this would have drawn attention from the locals, but there weren't really any locals to speak of. This particular area had been devastated by the colony drop from ten years ago, leaving the land barren and uninhabited. Everyone moped about with a "woe is me" attitude that disgusted Amuro to no end...even though he had held himself with the attitude a short while ago.

But, hopefully, this meeting would dispel that. Several of the soldiers knew they just couldn't sit around for the rest of their lives. Crowding around a handful of men on boxes of some sort, things finally got under way.

"I am Colonel Cooper of Orb, as many of you know," the man began with a proud yet tremulous voice. "The last battle took our homes from us as well of the lives of many comrades, friends, and even family. I know many of you wish to return to Orb in an attempt to take it back, but with the Titans still in the area and heavy Oz occupation, that would be suicide. So, we have considered other options."

He paused a moment to let the concept sink in.

"But we also have other options. We could simply return to Orb peacefully and either be arrested or slip back into the country now under Oz jurisdiction. But I doubt that would suit any of you...which brings us to the last option. Mr. Vakdon, if you would?"

A youth leaning against a wall nonchalantly made his way up to the impromptu platform and crawled up onto it. His eyes were covered by a pair of thick, black sunglasses he rarely never been seen without. His attire consisted of a white suit and black dress shirt. 

"I am Marcus Vakdon, a member of the AEUG. We created a MS known as Heavyarms that we intended on building for our own use but decided against it in favor of selling it to Orb. You may know the mass-produced Heavyarms as the Serpent. In exchange for the Heavyarms, we were given the Freedom Gundam," he paused, gesturing to the foreboding figure looming above him. "Orb is a strong and loyal ally. We-the AEUG-want that to remain the same. Putting it simply, my superiors are offering you a place in the AEUG. We have a common enemy in Oz and we might be able to regain your nation, albeit years down the road."

A murmur of uncertainty rolled over the crowd.

"Might I mention that the reports of the Mt. Kilimanjaro Base falling to an AEUG/Kalaba force are 100% true?"

The murmurs continued, far stronger. Amid the crowd, Amuro, Kagato, and Fenrir stood. They had all already caught wind of the AEUG offer and more or less decided on joining them. Cupping his hands around his mouth, Fenrir shouted in falsetto, "Hell yeah! Let's do it!"

Taking after Fenrir's example, Kagato warped his voice to say, "AEUG forever."

The fever was spreading. More and more people began to open up to the idea anda sort of chant began. Orb's finest were in agreement. 

Marcus had only one thing to say on the matter: "Marvelous."


***

"We're going to Jaburo?" FD3 wondered aloud, relishing the time between bites of the Avalon's usual mush. 

"Yep," Albileo sighed, "It looks like the Titans are spooked after the AEUG embarrassed them at Kilimanjaro. I guess they think they need a little extra man power."

"That's funny..." Zan added thoughtfully. "Jaburo is the Titans' Earth HQ...that place should be crawling with the Titans best people and tech. I don't see why they need us to help. A few extra MS wouldn't make that much of a difference if the AEUG managed to amass a force large enough to straight-up defeat them."

Sarte absently sat down to join his fellow pilots, "So, what do you guys think Jaburo will be like?"

"Well, when I was there, it was under attack, so I couldn't judge all that well. We were only there for about a day anyway." Zan reflected on his earlier days.
"You were at Jaburo?"

"Yep...it was during the OYW...I was there for the Siege of Jaburo. I was still piloting a Guncannon, which was some hot **** back then. But we gave those Zekes a beating."

***

"So, how is it?" The commander's voice reached Ten within his Byarlant as he ran over some basic maneuvers on the dense rain forests on the outskirts of Jaburo. "Is the gravity giving you any trouble?"

"No, the Byarlant performs as effectively on Earth as it did in space. I shouldn't have any problem battling the AEUG."

***

Orga Sabnack was mad...to put it lightly. Most mad people didn't start fist fights with random soldiers or wave his sidearm around arbitrarily. After what he and his wingmen looked upon as a smashingly successful sortie, they had returned to the ship only to be chewed out by their superiors. Apparently, they were disgusted by the fact the Astrays and that new Gundam had been allowed to escape. The Sabnack Team vehemently protested, siting that they destroyed enough Orb MS to equal-perhaps even surpass-the destructive power of the Astrays and the Freedom put together. They hadn't bought it.

And to make matters worse, he had awoken to find his Calamity was gone. It was hard to lose a giant piece of metal that was almost twenty meters tall, but that very thing had apparently happened.

"Hey, you, get over here!" 

A passing tech let out a slight "meep."

"Damn it, where's my Calamity!?" He crossed to the technician in an instant and began to viciously shake him. "WHERE IS IT!!!?"

"Calm down, Sabnack," a voice chuckled from behind him.

"And why the **** should I?" Orga spun on the speaker, only to pale when he saw Admiral Valons. "Oh...hi..."

The Admiral shrugged the obscenity off. "I think you'll be pleased to know the Calamity is in good hands."

"Hey, you didn't assign someone else to it, did ya? 'Cause if you did...why I oughta..." Orga promptly shook his fist in a way that could be construed as comical or just stupid.

"We reviewed the battle data you boys brought back from that last battle. It seems the Calamity has an Achilles Heel: All of its weapons are ranged." The Admiral stroked his beard for a moment. "So, we've decided to rectify that little problem."



***

The early morning within the rain forest surrounding Jaburo was a beautiful thing. Creatures had begun to awaken from a long night's sleep. So, they were not yet violent and territorial, but jovial and lazy. The cool night air still lingered while the humid, sticky feeling of the day seemed like a distant memory. 

However, this usual eb and flow had been interrupted. Moving upwards from a valley amid the trees, metal giants stalked northward. They moved quickly and quietly (well, as quietly as MS can be) with a target in mind. This steady procession, like a premature burial procession, stalked its way through the forest, leaving a trail of crushed trees, trampled Earth, and dead or homeless creatures in their wake. In fighting their enemy, the people were destroying what was most precious. 

***

"This is Seven Murasame of the First Eastern Division, commencing attack!" The pilot of the Kalaba's newest catch, the stolen Shining Gundam, announced to his AEUG allies. Right on cue, a dozen or so MS rose up from where they knelt or lay and opened fire. Elsewhere, the other AEUG/Kalaba/Orb units began their attacks. MS lined the horizon as everything from Rick Dias to Astray MS rained down shot upon shot on the Titans. 

***

"Five more minutes," Orga rolled in his half-conscious state, putting the klaxon out of his mind. But even with his mind muddled by an intense hangover and half-asleep, Orga just couldn't force himself back to sleep. Throwing off his sheets with a sigh, he pulled on his black Titans uniform, slicked back his hair, brushed his teeth quickly, popped a few of his pills, and decided to see if Crot and Shani knew what was going on.

"Yo, Shani! Wake up!" Orga pounded on his comrade's door. A few moments later, he was greeted by a disheveled Shani. "Get yer ass in gear and come on."

Crot was collected in a similar fashion, only with far more obscenities and thrown objects.

***

"Ten Murasame, Byarlant, launch!" Ten reported to the Jaburo personnel as a hatch opened on the side of the mighty base and his MS rocketed out. 

"Lt. Murasame, you might not want to get too caught up in the battle," Admiral Valons himself contacted the Murasame as Ten came in for a landing on a stretch of unforested land to get a better idea of just how the battle was going. "We wouldn't want to lose you thanks to a...mishap..."

That was all the Admiral said before signing off, leaving Ten to puzzle over just what that meant. But he didn't have much time to ponder it. A team of Nemos burst forth from the jungle, gunning for his head. Ten reacted instantly, surgically dispatching the first with a stream of mega particles to the cockpit. The second swung outward to his side in an attempt to outflank him while the third rushed right at him. Thinking quickly, Ten ignited his beam saber and charged to meet the Nemo. He ran the unfortunate AEUG MS through and spun around, using it as a shield. The last Nemo hesitated to fire on one of its own, giving Ten the chance to loop his arm around the impaled Nemo and fire a burst of mega particles that tore it to pieces. 

Glancing upon the burning wreckage, Ten shook the Nemo off of his saber to see his presence was largely unnoticed. But before he could act on his orders, Ten was overcome by a familiar sensation he hadn't experienced in months. Is it another Murasame? Drawn by the mind that seemed to call out to his own, Ten took off.

***

"All Avalon MS, prepare for launch," Captain Fence barked as he handed out order to the Pegasus-class ship's crew in preparation for battle.

"They could have at least had the decency to wait and and attack until we got a few more hours worth of sleep in," Albileo complained, moving his new Nero up towards the launch catapult.

"Cut the chatter," Zan's voice gruffly cut into Albileo's half-joking whine. "Seeing as how this is the only Earth-capable ship in the task force, we're going to be on our own out there. Sure, the are Titans, but it's not the same."

"Why do you have to be such a buzz kill?" FD3 snickered as his Refined Barzam's monoeye glowed a bright magenta, the signal that it was active.

***

Ten absently sliced an Astray in half as he scanned the battlefield. Where is he? The sensation had grown into a steady pulse, so alluring, so distinct, that it was agonizing. He wasn't experiencing any actual pain-the NT in question wasn't quite strong enough-but the feeling emanating from him had perked Ten's interest. And once that happened, Ten had to know.

"Is that him?" Ten spoke aloud for the first time since his conversation with the Admiral, looking upon a red-bodied Gundam standing amid the AEUG swarm. A Rick Dias jumped for him, but Ten casually dispatched with a flick of the Byarlant's wrist, firing one of its mega particle guns. A blue Astray happened to come at him a few moments later, too, but Ten easily repelled it, slicing its beam rifle apart with his saber before knocking it aside with a backhand.

Ten drew closer until he had finally reached it, bringing the Byarlant to a stop mere meters away from the Gundam, which had just cut down a Hi-Zack with its heat nangita.

"A new model!?" The Gundam pilot's voice crackled over the line, filled with a mixture of surprise, fear, and anticipation.

***

Trowa felt a cold chill run down his spine. There's something wrong here There just weren't enough Titans MS. He noticed a few deadly models among them, but they were mostly grunts that fell easily to the AEUG's superior numbers. The Titans should have amassed a great force here that would have dwarfed the AEUG/Kalaba by comparison, promising a grueling, uphill battle. But that just wasn't the case. In fact, he had just mowed down nearly a dozen MS in less than two minutes. There is something terrible wrong going on here.

***

"Hey, I think we can break through here!" Totoro Forprez, an effeminate young man piloting a stolen Zeon MS called the "Dreissen," called out to the handful of Kalaba units behind him. Their charge up toward Jaburo had gone smoothly-more or less. They had encountered resistance and even lost a few suits, but most of the attackers were shrugged off and the MS moved ahead. 

Just as he was about to enter the infamous NEF base, Totoro found himself being forced on the defensive in order to dodge a railgun round fired from somewhere to his left. "What the hell?"
Bursting forth from the jungle, the Strike Gundam IWSP stood proudly before them and its pilot-Chris Gorman-laughed darkly. "Let's see how you AEUG scum handle a Gundam, eh?"


***

"A gold MS?" Albileo wondered aloud as his eyes came to rest on the Gold Frame Astray. Raising his beam rifle, Albileo squeezed off two shots before the Gold Frame ducked and returned in kind.

Launching forward, Albileo sent four more beam pulses the Gold Frame's way before pulling his beam saber free and lashing downward at it. Much to his surprise, the Gold Frame nimbly avoided all five blows. Before Albileo could land, the Gold Frame had strafed sideways and lined up a shot. 

***

The Refined Barzam launched over the approaching GM II, only to spin around and impale it on his beam saber. The next second, FD3 dropped down and tagged a Nemo in the side with a grenade, blowing its torso apart. "They're everywhere!"

"Hey, where did Zan and Al get off to?" Sarte looked around.

"Zan went on ahead and Al went over..." FD3 suddenly stopped. His eyes, once alert, grew dull as if he was only semi-conscious. "Over there...Gold...Albileo!? ALBILEO!!!??" 

***

"Kalaba scum," Chris snorted, deflecting a blow with the Strike's anti-ship sword. Totoro silently cursed and the two began circling again. Chris had taken out most of Totoro's team with his rail guns, cannons, and shield gatling gun before Totoro himself finally stepped up.

"Can scum do this?" With a dramatic flick of the wrist, Totoro joined the beam lancer and the beam tomahawk and to create a single, powerful beam lancer. As soon as the little procedure was complete, Totoro feinted with a lunge, only to toss one of his tri-blades. On its first trip, the blade missed. But as it came back around, it tore a chunk out of the Strike's head, earning a whooping laugh from Totoro.

"I've got one of those, too!" Chris declared, sending the beam weapon forward. Rather than dodging, Totoro simply sliced the weapon in half mid-flight and charged forward.

***

"Tough bastard, aren't you?" Seven Murasame, pilot of the Rising Gundam, panted upon seeing another attack come up short.

The Byarlant pilot remained silent for a time, retaliating with a vicious series of swings. "Why are you fighting?"

Taken aback, Seven almost didn't block the next swipe. "The hell are you rambling about?"

"The AEUG...why do you fight for them?" Saber met nangita again.
"That's easy," the Shining rolled its weapon a bit, trying to launch the saber upward, but Seven just didn't have the right angle. "The Titans used me like some damn lab rat, and I don't take kindly to that sort of thing."

Ten's eyebrows furrowed in confusion. "You mean the Murasame process? How could you hate them for that? That made you better, faster, stronger, and basically a better human being."

"Man, they really ****ed you up good didn't they?" Seven murmured solemnly even though he was trying to get at the cockpit again.

"****ed me up? Surely, you're kidding. Before, I was a bum living in a cardboard box. People hated me, spat on me, took advantage of me. But the Titans took me in, made me better, and even gave me a job-no, a purpose."

"You're insane!" Seven spat angrily, giving into his rage for a charge against Ten that didn't do much. "They don't care about you! You're just they're weapon!"

"But aren't you the same thing?" Ten countered, both verbally and physically, with an underhand that knocked the nangita out of the Shining's hands. "The AEUG took interest in you because you're a pilot willing to fight for their cause. Your existence has become the fulfilling of an entity's goal through force. You are the weapon."


***

Chris unsheathed one of the Strike IWSP's anti-ship swords as the Dreissen barreled toward him. The blades clashed together, sending sparks in every direction. The highly-maneuverable Dreissen had an obvious advantage over the Strike, which was burdened by the IWSP's great size and weight. Knowing this, Totoro pushed the advantage as hard as he could. But Chris wasn't about to down without a fight.

Totor came in with a high sweep, that Chris deflected, giving him enough time to swing his heavy shield around and point it right at the cockpit. With a triumphant laugh, Chris opened fire. Five shots tore through the Dreissen's midsection, sending bits of shredded metal flying off into the distance. The Dreissen slumped, almost as if admitting its own defeat.

"Pathetic," Chris grunted as he turned away to find a new target. Before he could, a sudden jolt knocked the Strike to the ground. Turning to look at the assailant, Chris was horrified to see a damaged but functional Dreissen towering over him. Chris immediately poured on the firepower from his rail guns and cannons, although Totoro barely managed to slide out of the way. Forcing the Strike to stand, Chris charged toward the reeling Dreissen. 

Just before the blow from his sword was about to land, the Dreissen unhooked its beam lancer, returning it to a smaller beam lancer and its beam tomahawk. The lancer halted Chris' swing while the tomahawk was free to lash forward. The beam easily tore through the Strike's armor, turning its cockpit to scrap.

***

The Rising Gundam crumpled to the ground like a sack of cards in a strong wind. Numerous burns and gouges ran along its armor. Its right arm had been severed; its head was almost completely gone; the torso appeared to have been scribbled on with a superheated pen. The perpetrator, the Titans MS known as the Byarlant, stood over its vanquished opponent passively.
Within the Rising's cockpit, the pilot screamed. It came first as a feral roar of anger and bitterness at having been defeated. Then, it took on some semblance of language as a string of swears emanated from his mouth. Finally, Seven Murasame found words. "WHY DON'T YOU JUST FINISH ME OFF!?"

The Byarlant reared up as if preparing to strike, but hesitated for a moment. After a time, the saber was deactivated and returned to its recharged rack. "If you were to die here, it would be just another demise. Angry and beaten...it would have no meaning. But if you search your soul and find a real reason to fight aside from personal discomfort, then your death would have some meaning. I don't want to see a fellow Murasame die a pointless death."

Seven couldn't believe his ears, having been unable to figure this pilot out from the beginning. "Then...you're just going to leave me here?"

"I said I wouldn't kill you...not that I would help you out of a bad situation. After all, we're still enemies." The Byarlant turned its back to the beaten Gundam and rose into the air. He had felt something very bad was about to happen...he didn't know what, but with his NT senses, such hunches were rarely wrong. Then, there was the Admiral's cryptic warning...That was just another reason for him to vacate the premises.


***

Amuro's fingers deftly slid across the keys, doing his damnedest to crack the firewall that was had been defying him for the past five minutes. Even with all of his computer training, even he had to admit this was tough. He was close, anyone with a fair amount of computer hacking knowhow could tell you that, but the fact that it had taken him so long was a testament to Titans programming. Finally, the words "Access Granted" flared to life on his screen in a cool, calm green hue. 

"It's about time," Amuro scanned the text that appeared before him meticulously. Nothing went unnoticed. After a time, a second firewall appeared, taking another thirty seconds out of Amuro's time. The second firewall seemed to have been slapped together in someone's spare time, probably because the Titans were arrogant enough to assume no one would be able to get through the first.

A short, brief file appeared on his screen. The content of said file filled Amuro's veins with ice. 

***

"Albileo, are you there! Answer me...why..." FD3's search came to an end all too abrupt once he found a familiar MS head lying amid a sea of scrapped metal. Every single muscle in his body tightened while every nerve burned with rage. Jerking his head to the left upon hearing a slight rustle, FD3 laid his eyes upon a golden MS standing a short distance away.

"YOU DID THIS!" The Refined Barzam launched forward, sporadically fired its beam rifle at the Gold Frame. Weich Wong, within the Gold Frame, skillfully evaded most of the shots (there were a few glancing blows). Allowing the Barzam to come closer, Weich retaliated.

A shot from his beam rifle tore through the Barzam's beam rifle and continued on, tearing into its right arm. FD3 shrugged it off, not really caring. He kept coming, slamming the Barzam into the Gold Frame. The two MS met with a great crash, falling head over heels into the river bed behind the Astray. During the fall, Weich had lost his grip on his beam rifle, forcing him to go for the beam saber. Unfortunately for him, FD3 thought of it first.
Pulling the saber free with the Barzam's functional hand, FD3 preempted Weich's own beam saber attack by lopping off the Gold Frame's arm at the elbow. In an act of desperation, Weich let loose with a flurry of vulcan round that tore through the Barzam's head and blew its monoeye to bits. Although he couldn't actually see the Gold Frame anymore, FD3 went on instinct, stabbing forward into the Gold Frame's head.

In a shower of sparks and melted metal, the Gold Frame's head exploded. In the process, the Gold Fram had also fallen backward. Little did Weich know, this had saved his life, for the next swing was aimed at where the Astray had been moments ago. 

"Hey! FD3!" Sarte moved his Novel GM III toward the rampaging Barzam, making sure not to get too close. "We have to get out of here. The AEUG have overrun our lines and we just got word this base is rigged to blow."

"NO! I have to find him. I have to kill him." FD3 roared, blindly swinging for the Gold Frame.

Glancing down upon the ruined MS, Sarte did his best to bring FD3 out of his trance-like state. "Don't worry about it. That MS is down for the count and its pilot probably is to. I don't think Albileo would want you to die wasting your time chasing down a lone MS." 

A calm came over the Barzam and its pilot. "I guess you're right. Let's hurry back to the Avalon."


***

"Retreat! Why?" Totoro demanded of his superior officer after receiving the order. 

"One of our boys found out this base is going to light up like a Christmas tree on crack in a little under an hour." The officer replied matter-o'-factly. "Is that a good enough reason for you?"

"Yeah...yeah, it is."

***

"Wait...why are our Gundams being loaded onto that ship?" Shani looked up at his Forbidden being loaded onto a Garuda-class craft.

"Yeah, shouldn't we be out there blowing them up?" Crot added.

"Hey, you, what the hell's going on?" Orga ran down a nearby officer, and promptly squeezed him for information. "I got my Calamity upgraded, and it's not even going to see any action?"

"The brass is going to sacrifice Jaburo to wipe out the AEUG. Didn't you hear?" Orga's eyes widened a bit at that. The officer in question slid away from Orga as the crew finalized a few things and slid on the last bits of equipment. Seeing that the trio was still standing around dumbfoundedly, the officer leaned out of a window and shouted down to them. "Are you guys going to get onboard or do you want to get nuked?"


***

"Come on, come on, we don't have much time!" Marcus paced impatiently within the Garuda's cockpit, nagging the pilots to go faster. "
"Heh, sounds like your wife, eh, Ed?" The younger pilot snickered to his co-worker.

"You know, a nuclear weapon is going to detonate," Marcus glanced at his watch, "in less than thirty seconds. I don't want to get caught in the blast."

A pall of darkness fell across the pilots, who hadn't been told of the circumstances, simply the need to take off in a hurry. "Well...that changes everything..."

The duo laid the speed on after that, pushing the craft harder than it had ever been pushed before. Marcus smirked playfully, glancing in the general direction of the South American base as the seconds ticked away.

The bomb detonated and those who witnessed it finally understood why the scholars of previous generations had been so afraid of the fame weapon. A huge half-circle of raw power spread outward, spanning dozens of kilometers in width and height. It utterly annihilated anything and everything in its path and wrought further damage with a wave of radiation that rolled over the land. Finally, the explosion took the familiar mushroom cloud shape, reaching skyward like a pillar of evil trying to scorch the heavens themselves. 


