Chapter 12: Eye of the Storm

The massive structure loomed in space ominously. All around it floated the remains of various ships and MS that had been destroyed over the years in the constant conflicts. The structure itself consisted of an old resource satellite that had once been owned by a Zeon supporter and the shattered half of an ancient colony cylinder. After the demise of the satellite's rightful owner during the Bloody Valentine, the satellite had fallen into Zeon hands and been hastily transformed into a space base. This makeshift stronghold was known as the Garden of Thorns

Despite its great bulk, the Garden of Thorns was actually quite well-hidden. Caught up in WW III, the EFF had neither noticed nor cared about the resource satellite's disappearance. Even if the EFF had gone looking for it, they would have been thrown off by the blanket of Minovksy interference and various bits of debris that obscured from radar and plain eyesight. As such, the various MS that patrolled the area were given strict orders to keep eye-catching activities-such as prolonged thrusts and fancy maneuvers-to a minimum.

Among these scouts, a lone EWAC Zack (nicknamed the "Eye-Zack" for its sophisticated cameras and sensors) drifted through space. Although this particular MS was based on the Hi-Zack used by the Titans, Zeon wasn't above using captured enemy units to their own ends. The MS in question made its rounds with a noticeable lack of enthusiasm. Finally, the MS completed its rounds and the pilot moved it back toward the base's MS bay.

The sudden light of the hangar stung at the Zack pilot's eye slightly after having gotten used to the darkness of space. But the pilot shrugged it off, moving the MS toward its designated space before popping the hatch. The pilot slid out of the MS, adorned in the blood red flight suit that served clear indicator of her position with Zeon's elite ZAFT unit.

The pilot floated over to the airlock, and was just about to enter when a pair new MS in the hangar caught the pilot's attention. A smile spread over the pilot's lips at the sight of the Duel Gundam, repaired and ready for battle. Finally, the pilot entered the airlock, readjusted to the gravity and stripped off the helmet to reveal a silver-haired beauty with a distinctive scar running across her face.

***

"So, how did things go?" The tanned blond youth looked up from the book he was reading as his wing woman entered the room.

"Nothing as usual..." Yzak Jule sighed, taking a seat next to him. She paused a moment, shooting a venomous glare at a group of men across the room who had suddenly begun to laugh uproariously. "I swear to God, if they make one more rhyming joke about my name and the Eye Zack..."

"Don't let them get to you," Dearka Elthman went back to his book. "They're just insecure about being shown up by a woman. You do realize they all applied for ZAFT and didn't make the cut, right?"

"Oh, really?" Yzak purred in amusement before taking notice of the effeminate young man sitting across from her, decked out in the distinctive crimson ZAFT uniform. "Hey, who's the new guy?"

"I'm Nichol Amalfi, just transferred to ZAFT."


***

In a very different part of the Garden of Thorns, a lone man left a wave of awe and silence in his wake. His features weren't particularly striking, but his face was unmistakable, nonetheless. But Totoro Gamdun was used to getting this sort of reaction out of people. After working his way through the massive meteor, Totoro reached his destination.

"Is there something you wanted to see me about, Admiral?" His voice exuded the placid calmness he had taken on every since the Bloody Valentine. 

"Yes," Vice Admiral Thraw Nemma responded, placing a newspaper on the fine, mahogany desk before him. "Take a seat."

"So...?" 

"I have some very pressing matters I need to discuss with you. We have recently acquired some information suggesting the Titans have gotten wind of this little rock of ours."

"It had to happen eventually."

"Yes, yes it did. Unfortunately, this discovery could not have come at a worse time. Anaheim has fallen under Titans scrutiny; apparently the Titans have some rather strong info linking them to us. As a result, the Titans hold Anaheim in a rather compromising situation."

"That's certainly a sad state of affairs."

"Fortunately, all of our officers have been smuggled out or gone into hiding. The problem is how well the Anaheim engineers will stand up to Titans persuasion. However, that's the least of our problems."

Totoro took this opportunity to cut in; something had occurred to him. "You didn't mention Pezun. Can't we still use that?"

The Vice Admiral grimaced at that. "The Titans have set their eyes on Pezun as well. Sadly, the Zeonic Council agreed to leave the matter in President Paskel's hands."

"Paskel..." Totoro muttered. In the aftermath of Operation Lilac, the Bloody Valentine, and other sorts of mass chaos, Zeon had risen from the ashes with a new style of leadership now that the Zabi brood had died out. This new government was a triumvirate named the Zeonic Council. 

As of right now, Admiral Amirov, President Paskel, and Ms. Cartly sat in each of these positions, respectively. The Admiral was the only original member of the Council and he controlled Zeon's military situation. President Paskel had come along after the previous Presiden't demise. He oversaw the activities of day-to-day life within the colonies, even though many colonies set up their own system of government that didn't adhere to Sampson's wishes. Even some of Zeon's allies refused to abide by his word, seeing him for what he was: A lying, cheating, devious, unfaithful, mean-spirited husband and father who cared only for power. The final member of the Council was young woman named Mary Cartly. Although the final position was supposed to hold very little power, she had pulled the rug right out from under Amriov and Paskel's feet with her lofty ideals and daunting goals.

"Why someone like...Paskel," a hint of malice and revulsion came into Totoro's voice at the President's name.

"After Operation Lilac, a stigma formed around the word 'Zeon,' repulsing possible recruits who ultimately side with the AEUG. Then, you have all the casualties suffered during the Bloody Valentine and the cowards who fled during Operation Axis."

"I know...that's how I came to be known as Zeon's #1 ace. All of the others ran or died."

"Zeon has fallen on hard times. I'll need you to do all you can in the coming battles against the Titans. I'll also need you if we hope to salvage Zeon from the likes of Paskel and Cartly."


***

Two men strolled through the packed streets of Tokyo, Japan that looked entirely out of place due to their beige NEF jackets. They drew the occasional odd look and even a few insults, but their trek went unmolested for the most part. The first man was an excited-looking youth who moved with the crowed. The second had a moping, depressed air about him. 

"Oh, come on, FD3, you have to get out of this mind set you're in." Sarte snapped. FD3 remained silent, reflecting on Albileo's demise. "Just sitting around and acting like the world is coming to an end won't make Albileo magically rise up from the dead. You just have to accept it and move on."

"Shut up! You didn't know Albileo like I did! He was lead off alone and he got picked off. That shouldn't have happened! We agreed to watch each other's back."

"I know that, as the new guy, I can't really talk about the other pilots the same way you and Zan might, but come on...stop *****ing and just accept it."

"Stop trying to make me think like you! Everyone deals with stuff their own way. This is mine. So, you should accept that and I'll go on my way." FD3 stiffly turned away and dove ino the crowd before Sarte could respond.
***

"I appreciate all the hard work you're doing, but it's really unnecessary." Captain Fence addressed the soldier next from him.

"That's kind of you, Captain, but I like to make sure things get done." Zan responded. "But I garnered one hell of a work ethic during WW III. You had to be disciplined to survive."

"Still...we're in a bar...I think we can leave our jobs behind for a little while, especially after Jaburo..." A pall of darkness fell over that particular section of the bar at the mention of their near-deaths.

"So...how did you get out that mess, anyway?" Zan tried to salvage the conversation.

"We got a heads up from a retreating Titans MS." Fence leaned back in seat, doing his best to remember just what had happened. "We called back the MS team about that time. Even though we didn't have any real evidence to warrant a withdrawal, we weren't taking any chances. FD3 and Sarte showed up right after we sent out the signal, and they told us that Albileo had been killed. We waited for you as long as we could, but you never showed so we assumed the worst and got the hell out of dodge. What happened to you, anyway?"

"Yeah, my BWS (Back Weapon System) wouldn't eject, some stray shot messed up the unhook mechanism, so I was stuck in jet mode. I thought about fixing it, but I noticed the Avalon was falling back, too. So, I thought something was up and I followed you guys."

***

FD3 stood at a crosswalk, trying to get an idea of just where the hell he was. Unfortunately, he wasn't fluent in Japanese, so he couldn't make sense of what passer bys were saying when he tried to get information out of them. All he knew was that there was a lot of shouting and even a few come ons. 

"You look lost," A voice cut through the dull roar of the people surrounding him in English.

FD3 turned toward the speaker to see a green-haired man wading his way through the crowd toward him. "I am."

"Hm, I figured as much, judging from the uniform. I happen to have a pretty good sense of direction and I speak Japanese well enough to get by. Just where are you going?"

"I don't know...I'm just sort of roaming..." FD3 sighed glumly. He quirked an eyebrow when he finally noticed just what the helpful stranger was wearing. "You're a Titan?"

"Why, yes, yes I am." The other man smiled. "I'm called Ten Murasame."


***

"Ten...that's an odd name..." FD3 thought aloud. An instant after he said it, he winced slightly, thinking he might have offended the Titan. "I didn't mean-"

"No, no, I've gotten used to that. I get it all the time. Anyway, I guess I'll help you get back to wherever it is your stationed. If you want to go out again, I'm sure you'll be able to get a map or directions or the like from your base."
"Sure, although I'm actually stationed aboard the Avalon that's in the port right now."

***

"What's happening?" Trowa, as always, kept his words short. 

"It seems the Angelus Project is nearing completion...and the Titans' secret weapon is almost done, too," Marcus sighed heavily, strolling through the cavernous hangar, which was actually an abandoned underground base left over from WW III. "Pretty soon, the Zekes and Titans will start flinging doomsday weapons at each other; which is all the more reason for us to get back up into space and back into the fight as soon as possible."

"Understood."

Seeing that Trowa had re-immersed himself in the Freedom's repair, Marcus sauntered to another corner of the hangar. He glanced upon the MS and was immediately overcome by the urge to make a Frankenstein joke. 

"Ah, Mr. Vakdon, there you are," a man dragged himself out of the darkness, sweating heavily yet holding himself in a tall, proud manner. "We nearly had to pull an all-nigher, but we got 'er fixed up. It may look like we just slapped two MS together, and we sorta did, but it's battle ready. In fact, you could even say it's an upgrade."

"Very good work, Mr. Pavoly. I'll see to it that you and your crew get a raise for this fine piece of work."

***

"Earth to Seven!" A voice jarred Seven Murasame out of his stupor.

"Wha-?"

"Are you okay? It's like you were zoning out or something." Totoro Forprez stated, glancing in the direction Seven had been staring. "Did you see an old girlfriend or something?"

"It's nothing. C'mon, let's go." Seven lied, trying to shake the familiar sensation throbbing in his head.

***

"Whoa...do you feel that?" FD3 slowed to a stop as a rhythmic pounding suddenly developed at his temples.

"Mmm, yes," Ten relied gravely, pressing his lips together and stiffening visibly. After a moment, he suddenly turned on the other man. "Wait, you can feel that, too?"

"Yes, I can," FD3 answered slowly, perplexed by the tone of Ten's voice. "Shouldn't I?"

***

"So, how'd you end up commanding a bunch of guys like us?" Zan slurred slightly, knocking back another drink. The "us" in question was none other than Taskforce Alpha's pilots.

"Well...during WW III, I sort of got this reputation for being the guy who took on the dangerous assignments-"

"The stupid ones, you mean."

"-I guess you could say that. But like I was saying, I'm sort of the guy you send on a suicide mission who comes back afterward." He paused to take a swig of his own beverage. "You mentioned you were in WW III. What'd you do?"


***

Zan sighed heavily, shifting in his seat. "Well, a lot of people don't know this, but I was the very first Guncannon pilot. Yep, I was there during the Zeon raid on Side 7. I was just a kid then...anyway, I got pulled into the war just like everyone else and I ended up becoming a damn good pilot. At first, I didn't really want to fight. But after Operation Lilac, I saw that Zeon had to go down."

***

There is it again Seven jerked in the direction of the pulsing feeling within his head that seemed to be trying to draw him toward something.

"Uhg...my head," Totoro groaned nearby. Seven's eyes instantly widened as he spun around to face his friend.

"What did you say?"

"Oh...it's nothing," he tried to brush it off, but saw Seven's adamant look. "Well, I just have this really bad headache all of a sudden."

"Did it start just now, or did your head start hurting a while back?"

"I...it was a couple of seconds ago. What's up?"

Seven opened his mouth to answer, but abruptly stopped as a mental avalanche came down on him. Not even giving Totoro so much as a grunt, Seven broke into a sprint.

***

"It's getting closer," FD3 groaned, rubbing his forehead.

"Mm...yes..." Ten stood a short distance away, looking in the direction of what could only be an approaching Newtype. He must be a natural Newtype...not particularly powerful is someone like Seven is causing him so much pain, but a Newtype nonetheless

***

Zan set a few bills on the counter, covering his half of the tab before continuing his story. "With the EFF gone, I hooked up with some roaming mercenaries. I didn't like it much, but I had someone watching my back, even if that was true only as long as I kept killing. About three years after Lilac, the band went under after a botched raid. Well, I was still alive but out of a job. 'Bout a month later, I helped some guys out of a jam. Fortunately for me, they were NEF scouts, so they vouched for me when I wanted to get in. From there, the NEF took power and the rest is history."
***

Seven burst forth from a wall of Japanese civilians, wildly looking about for the mind beckoning to his. He looked across the intersection he found himself at to see a green-haired man in a black uniform sticking out amid the dully-dressed individuals around him like a sore thumb. But that wasn't what made him stick out in Seven's mind. It was the flaring, multi-colored aura that danced about him. Is that him?

"Seven," Ten's voice came to him suddenly. "So good to see you again."

Overcome by an unbearable rage he couldn't quite place, Seven pulled the pistol at his side free, levelling it at Ten before he pulled the trigger.

***

Marcus started violently, as if he had had a bucket of water poured on him. In fact, he stood up so suddenly, the cup of coffee he gripped in his hand shifted violently, spilling scalding coffee all over him.

"Something wrong?" Trowa quirked an eyebrow. 

"Hot, hot, hot!" Marcus shrieked, brushing at the hot liquid encroaching upon his crotch. "Oh-uh-yes, I'm perfectly fine."

Trowa sighed in lieu of saying "yeah, right."


***

"I have to thank you again for going out of your way to do this for us." Christina lavished the praise on Fenrir, who gladly took the compliment. 

Miles decided it was only proper to chip in. "It's not often we get to live it up at ritzy places like this."

And that was no exaggeration. It was a rarity for people on a soldier's pay to be able to eat out at a place like Bozai. Bonzai, to put it simply, was a high-priced restaurant that only the wealthier citizens of Japan-and those wanting to be seem in the company of the rich people-attended. Naturally, a group of professional soldiers and freedom fighters stuck out like a sore thumb.

Miles, Christina, Fenrir and even Amuro had made some attempt to make themselves look presentable, although they could only do so much on such short notice. The idea to go to the Bonzai had been an idea thought up by Fenrir as a celebration of their good health that only gave the group a few hours to come up with something "dressy." Kagato, on the other hand, wasn't the type to do something as frivilous as dress nice just because it was expected of him. As a result, he simply wore the clothes he'd thrown on that morning.

"I didn't even want to come in the first place," Kagato grunted from across the table.

"It's kind of hard to buy that when you're stuffing your face with pasta." Fenrir countered with a slight smirk. That got Kagato to be quiet, who chose gorged himself in silence from that point on.

"Say, why did you invite the two of us along?" Miles addressed Fenrir.

"If I had been forced to deal with just these two, I would have gone insane." Fenrir nodded to Kagato's ravenous pouting session and Amuro's intense fixation on his computer. "What'chya doing there, Amuro, old chum?"

"Looking for someone," was all Amuro would offer, moving through files faster than some people could sprint. Fenrir rolled his eyes and went back to conversing with Miles and Christina, who were welcome changes from the cold Amuro and moody Kagato. Amuro sat in silence, silently thanking the powers that be for Fenrir's interest in the Orb couple.

Eventually, the night dragged on, meals were finished, restaurant personnel insisted he couldn't have a computer on the table (not that Amuro paid any mind), and Kagato took leave of his compatriots after a time to check on his Gundam. But the most important happening, in Amuro's world, was the sudden appearance of a name upon his screen: Dana Gardner. Amuro absorbed every bit of information before him, almost sobbing with joy at what he read. She's okay


***

The dull roar of people conversing, shoes scuffing, papers shifting, and cars shifting gears erupted into a tumult of panicked scream and frantic dashes to safety. Shots had been fired. No one really from where they came or who the target was, but they didn't need to. Every one had the presence of mind to know bullets and people didn't go together well. 

Ten cursed to himself as he darted into an alley, firing a few shots over his shoulder to keep Seven from drawing a bead. That little **** actually shot me Even as he stared down the barrel, Ten never actually believe his fellow artificial Newtype would actually fire at him. He had been dead wrong and now had a nasty bullet wound in his right arm to show for it. Doing his best to ignore the searing pain his arm, Ten ejected the clip and counted off eight remaining shots. 

I can't just stay here in this cramped little alley forever, so I might as well go out shooting. 

"Yo, Seven, you see 'im?" Totoro shouted over the clamor, drawing his own gun discreetly as possible. 

"No, but I have a pretty good idea of where he is." Seven pushed through the crowd with great difficulty, but still managed to make his way toward Ten's location with the sole intent of killing him.

***

FD3 struggled violently to wrench himself free of the throng with little success. "TEN! Ten, where are you!?"

Fed up with being pushed around, FD3 began to manhandle those unfortunate enough to be his way out of the way. He might have simply shoved them aside or even gone as far as to backhand a particularly hysterical person. After a time, the crowd thinned and FD3 was able to move about freely. Straining to listen, he just barely caught the sound of gunfire in the distance. Despite his misgivings about the entire situation, FD3 took off at full speed for the sound everyone was so dead set on fleeing.


***

Ten winced upon hitting the ground as he rolled behind a pair of trash cans. It wasn't very good cover, but it was better than standing in the street and letting a man obsessed with his death gun him down. Fortunately, the pain in his arm had faded into a burning throb rather than the agonizing burn it had been. Popping in a fresh clip, Ten stood up suddenly and let the bullets fly.
***

"Ten!" FD3 cried out upon seeing the Titan as he rose to his feet and squeezed off four shots. Thank goodness he's still alive But his happiness was short-lived. Before he could call out again, Ten abruptly staggered, gripped his side, and fell. He managed to fall behind the trash cans again, obscuring the gunman's view, but trash cans didn't stop bullet wounds from bleeding.

Throwing caution to the wind, FD3 charged toward the shooter like a bull, who didn't notice FD3 until he was almost on top of him. The man turned to point the gun at him, but FD3 had already pulled his own firearm free by that time and planted the barrel directly between Seven's eyes. 

"Drop the ****ing gun."

A hammer slid back and FD3 felt a barrel press against the back of his head. A voice nonchalantly suggested, "I think you should drop the gun."

"And why's that?" FD3 returned, his voice full of sarcasm.

"Because I'll blow your brains out if you dont."

"But you would be killing your friend, too." FD3 suppressed the urge to derisively chuckle. "The second I die, I'll freeze up and pull the trigger."

"That's the worst bluff I've ever heard."

"Fine, let's say you're right and I'm just B.S.-ing you; you'll still kill him. Judging from how that gun is angled-and I can tell, it is digging into the back of my head and all-I'd say the shot would plow through my skull and slam into your buddy's. So, you gotta ask yourself: Do you feel lucky, punk? Do you?"

Before Totoro could even get a word in edgewise, a gun was placed against the back of his head. "Leave my buddy alone, will ya?"

FD3 had never been happier to see (or hear, actually) Sarte in his life.


***

"Crap," was the first word that came to Totoro's mind as he analyzed the situation. He couldn't afford to back down; the gunman behind him might go back on his word and shoot him anyway or at least hand him over to the Titans. If he didn't give in, he would die and Seven would probably meet the same fate. 

"Just put the gun down and I'll let you walk away, Scout's honor," Sarte insisted, easing the gun back a bit to make Totoro trust him a bit. 

Everything slowed down for the four men as they stood amid a deserted street, each with their lives on the line if something went wrong and comforted only by their steady pulses; signs they were still alive.

"Fine," Totoro slowly moved the gun away from FD3's head, held it out by his side, and dropped it. During the standoff, Totoro had been overcome by a sense of sincerity coming from the EFF soldier and decided to go with it. He wasn't disappointed. 
Sliding the pistol away, Sarte spoke to Seven and FD3. "Now then, you two, just back away from each other and we can go on our way."

"This bastard is trying to kill Ten!" FD3 snapped viciously, keeping the gun trained on Seven.

"You're the one defending a God damned monster!" Seven countered, burying his gun in FD3's midsection.

"No one has to die here!" Sarte snapped, glaring the two down the same way a parent glared at two arguing children. "We can all just put our guns away and move on. There's no need for us to slaughter each other on the street like we're gang members or something. It wouldn't mean a thing. Sure, we're enemies, but this isn't war, this is terrorism. Throwing people into fear and panic just to satisfy your own ego or urge or whatever isn't noble or good or anything. Just let go."

"You're right," FD3's shoulders slumped, ashamed of his actions. Lowering the gun, FD3 took a few steps back. Seven snorted, withdrawing his gun. "Come on, Sarte, we need to get him to a hospital."

Totoro watched the EFF soldiers go with a look of fascination. "They're really going to trust us not to cap 'em in the back? Not that we should...It's just weird they have so much faith in guys trying to kill them."

Seven said nothing on the matter, opting instead to make a hasty retreat in the opposite direction. "Come on, Totoro, we should be getting out of here. There will probably be some police showing up pretty soon." 


