Chapter 13: Escape to Space

"Mm...m-hm...yes...very good," Marcus said into his phone, pleased with the news. 

"So?" Trowa Barton, who sat a short distance away, quirked an eyebrow in curiosity.

"The birds are ready to take flight," Marcus beamed, using a thinly-veiled code to relay the launch status. After all, it would be stupid to say "the shuttles are ready" in a public place like a coffee house.

"Good to hear," Kagato, who had also accompanied the men to the establishment, smirked a moment before souring. "But the Titans seem to have taken security up a notch or three after two of your boys shot up that Titan."

"The Code! THE CODE! Ixnay on the Itanstay!" Marcus choked on his coffee a moment before regaining his composure. "That is unfortunate, but it can't be helped. That raven didn't happen to die from his wounds by any chance, did he?"

"No," Trowa reported crisply, eliciting a sound that could only be called a hiss from Marcus.

"Let's just hope we don't have any more incidents of that nature."

***

"What did you do to my Deathscythe!?" Fenrir's voice rang out, reverberating within the AEUG's makeshift hangar.

"Uh...sorry..." Totoro, who doubled as a tech and a pilot, apologized bashfully.

"You're 'sorry?' Why? I love it! It's beautiful!" Fenrir practically salivated as he turned to gaze upon his revamped MS once again.

"Oh...well...Yeah, Mr. Vakdon ordered us to get this thing space-ready. He also told us to see what we could do in the way of an upgrade, in not so many words. And that's how we got this thing."

"So, what's it called?"

"We were going to leave that up to you. It's your MS after all."

"Hmm..." Fenrir dropped into silence for a moment, deep in thought. "I'll call it Deathscythe Hell."


***

Ten Murasame gingerly limped forward, eventually reaching his superior officer, who made no move to help.

"Good to see you're still kicking," The Colonel smiled broadly. "We've sunk too much money into you for you to go and die in a street fight."

Ten simply snorted softly in annoyance before climbing into the jeep the small band of Titans had come in. A few moments later, the vehicle started up and drove off.

***

Kagato stocked through the AEUG's hangar angrily, waving his arms about in his rage. "Damn Titans! You can't even take two steps without them getting in your face!"

"Can't blame 'em, can you?" Fenrir, who had been tuning a MS, absently wiped some grease off his forehead "One of their guys was nearly killed by some ours in a shoot out. They know we're here somewhere and that we're pissed."

"True...but I saw them accost a woman feeding her child! What's wrong with them!? It's not like the baby was a bomb in disguise."

"Well, hopefully, nothing else like that will happen in the next two days. 'Cause after that, we're out of here."

***

In a dank, dark corner of the AEUG hangar, far away from the other officers, a lone man crouched. Curled around a black object possessively, his eyes darted about the room in paranoia several times before he got the contraption to work.

"Hello...Hello...come in...this is Scarecrow...I'm in the ravens' nest. I repeat: I'm in the ravens' nest."


***

"This is the House." The grainy voice could barely be heard over the static, which the spy frantically attempted to stifle. "Over."

"I've found the nest."

***

FD3 sighed heavily, watching the various MS stomp around the city. Normally, even the Titans wouldn't be able to get away with parading MS around a heavily populated city. But with the "apparent threat" from the AEUG after the recent incident had given them enough reason to do just about whatever the hell they pleased. He could see the reasoning behind such actions, but even he, an NEF soldier who was only staying her for a short period of time, felt as if his soul was being dragged down by the stark totalitarianism of the whole situation.

Zan noticed FD3's trance-like state and nudged him a bit. "Kid, come on, let's go. We can cross now." Looking up suddenly, FD3 saw the walk sign had come on, allowing the group of people to pass. Even as they walked, a MS in the distance seemed to emulate the action, sending thunderous crashes across the city.

***

Four Asshimar MS launched from a certain Titans cruiser, having been given a specific location to attack. Shortly after landing, they transformed into their UFO-like Mobile Armor modes and took off in the direction of the AEUG's temporary base. In their flight, numerous other Asshimar units moved to join them and they took up a V formation.

***

Totoro Forprez dashed through the AEUG complex, sweating profusely and leaving all those he passed mystified with his ranting and raving. Finally, he reached an office-like area, and practically kicked down the door in order to deliver his message. "Sir, there are several Titans MS rapidly approaching!" 

Marcus Vakdon instantly rose to his feet. "All units, to your battle stations!"


***

Marcus looked over the scrambling soldiers with a detached sense of both fury and contentment. Having been discovered by the Titans was definitely bad, but seeing the AEUG work like a finely-oiled machine was definitely good. "That means you, too, Trowa."

"I heard, but you don't really intend to fight them, do you?"

Marcus remained silent for some time. Finally, "No, but I want to be ready just in case. We don't know if they have an idea of where we are or have the exact location. Hell, for all we know, it could be a coincidence."

***

"Lieutenant Murasame!" The captain screeched, red in the face. "Get out of that MS right now!"

"It's my duty to fight those who would disrupt the peace of the Earth Sphere, no?" The artificial Newtype didn't even look up.

"Yes, but-"

"But nothing. I have a job to do and you're keeping me from it." The ship's launch bay doors slid open before him and Ten rocketed out into the warm afternoon sky, doing his best to deal with the terrible pain of his wounds as the pressure tried to reopen them.

***
A lone MS lumbered away from the spot it had been placed in for maintenance, stepping up to an elevator-like contraption. The pilot ordered a batch of technicians to open the door, to which they complied, fearing for their lives. This sudden clamor eventually caught Marcus' attention.

"What in the world is going on!?"

From within his open cockpit, Trowa nonchalantly supplied an answer. "Amuro is going to intercept them."

"What? No! We can't afford to be found out! Stop him, do whatever you have to!"

"I know what I'm doing," Amuro called out over the Wing's loudspeakers. "The Wing can draw them off."

"No, you don't understand-!"

"Amuro Ray, moving out," The Wing stepped upon the platform, knelt slightly, and disappeared from sight as the doors slid closed and mechanisms whirred to life. It wasn't long before Amuro reached the surface.

Marcus rubbed his temples and took several deep breaths in an effort to calm himself. "I'm going to be demoted for this." 


***

The light that greeted Amuro upon reaching his destination stung at his eyes, which weren't ready for such brightness. But he adjust quickly. He knew he would have to move fast if he wanted to successfully distract the Titans. The Minovsky particles would only hide him from their sensors for so long. 

Taking a quick look around, Amuro scanned his surroundings. The lift had been placed in the center of what looked like an old base. Crumbling towers stood erect, trying to resist the pull of gravity and the ravages of time. Various facilities lay in ruin. All sorts of varmints had begun roosting in some of the warmer compartments. The entire structure; forgotten, abandoned, and dying; reeked of old grudges and bitter bloodshed. 

There wasn't anything on the base he hadn't seen before, but-for all he knew-there could have been a trap lying in wait. Having confirmed there was nothing in the immediate area, Amuro shifted his attention to the oncoming Titans. Firing up his thrusters, the Wing ascended and took the form of a metallic falcon.

***

"Not again!" Marcus nearly pulled his hair out by the roots at the sight of another MS striding towards the elevator. "Shut that damn thing down, now!"

"Too late," Trowa sighed before sliding his cockpit shut. Just as Trowa had predicted, the Gold Frame Amatsu had already reached the lift and a handful of AEUG men had set the machine in motion. Before he knew it, Marcus was watching another MS threaten the prospect of staying hidden.

"Fine...I give up...if they won't stay still, we'll just evacuate this damn place."

***
"Unknown craft detected!" One of the Titans cried, seeing that his radar had picked up on something. "It's headed south by southwest."

The commander smirked in satisfaction. "Let's take 'im down, boys."

"But, sir, our orders was a search and destroy mission. Our objective is their base, not some random craft."

"Oh, shut up," The commander snapped, unwisely ignoring the voice of reason to pursue the voice of rash decision.


***

Amuro first drove straight for the swarm of Asshimars in an attempt at getting their attetion. It worked. The UFO-like MAs opened fire with a wave of beam fire that even Amuro had a hard time dodging. But he ultimately came out of it with a few minor scratches. With their undivided attention, Amuro abruptly veered to his right.

The Asshimars followed suit.

***

A smile crept onto Ten's face as he soared over the city of Tokyo. It looks like he's coming to me. How convenient. Unbeknownst to Amuro at the time of the turn, he was rapidly approaching Ten's Byarlant while a swarm of Titans breathed down his back. 

But now, a few moments later, he could just make out the new Titans MS coming his way and realized he was between a rock and a hard place. 

***

Weich caught sight of Amuro's predicament the moment he stepped off the elevator. Caught between a group of Titans MS, Amuro was in a bad way. Frantically trying to recall just what the technicians had told him and bringing up a menu that featured various new features the revamped Gold Grame possessed, Weich went over the info meticulously. 

"Trikeros, eh?"

Raising the Gold Frame's new right arm, Weich drew a bead on the nearest Asshimar and fired a single shot from his beam rifle.

***

Titans Sergeant Andy Brianson was caught completely off guard by the beam. The projectile carved through the Asshimar with ease, puncturing its reactor. The hapless MS stopped suddenly and even started a free fall before it was blown to bits from the inside out.

"What the hell!?" The commander crowed as the formation fell apart, each man panicking and peeling off in his own way. "Wait, stop! We need to work as a team, not run around-hey! LISTEN!"

But his cries went unheeded. The men had begun to panic and hysteria was nigh-impossible to get under control. 
Amuro seized up at the Gold Frame's sudden appearance. "What are you doing!? I was going to draw them off on my own! You're compromising the plane!"

"And here I was expecting a 'thank you.'" Weich said in mock-hurt, firing off a few lancer darts that drilled into an unfortunate Asshimar before scrapping it.

"I can see it's pointless to suggest hiding yourself...they've already seen you...so make up for it by destroying them all."

"What do you mean 'destroy them all?' You're going to help, right?"

Amuro's eyes shifted toward the Byarlant. "I've got bigger fish to fry." 


***

Amuro leaned forward intently, zeroing in on the Byarlant. In an instant, a golden beam erupted from the Wing's buster rifle. Ten watched the display apathetically, barrel rolling out of the way. Before he could counterattack, the two MS passed by one another and-if they could-the pilots would have given each other a death glare.

***

Marcus stood above the scrambling AEUG forces, overwhelmed by a sense of deja vu. Countless soldier rushed to carry out their assigned task, him barking order all the while.

"Get those to the second truck. No, put that in the jet. Set the charges for ten minutes." 

"I think everything is just about ready to go." Trowa murmured in passing, carrying a large cylinder of some sort.

***

Mirage Colloid? Weich mulled over this new feature, trying to figure out what it could mean. It creates illusions? Curiosity got the best of Weich, driving him to activate the Mirage Colloid. Unseen to Weich, the Gold Frame dissolved into invisibility. As such, it came as a great surprise to him when the group of Asshimars suddenly began firing sporadically, unable to find him.

"They can't see me?" Weich wondered aloud, before something clicked in his mind and he realized just what had happened. "I see now...nice..."

Raising his Trikeros, Weich impaled an Asshimar on a beam shot, jumping away as soon as he fired. This proved to be a smart move as it comrades opened fire on where the shot had come from. Another Asshimar met the same fate, only it fell to lancer darts. Too easy

***

Ten grunted in annoyance. The Wing pilot's tactics were annoying him. All he was doing was flying straight at him, firing, passing, and looping back around. There was some variation here and there, but it was all the same routine. Ten resolved to change that.

Amuro swung his craft back around and drove toward the Byarlant yet again. Once more, he lined up a shot and fired. It was a simplistic maneuver, but he hadn't been able to get a sense of what the pilot was capable of, which was what he was trying to draw out with the move. For what seemed like the umpteenth time, he let loose with another buster rifle blast. Yet again, the Byarlant dodged.

But that's about when something different happened. The Byarlant expertly dodged, only to continue driving toward him in a straight line. A bit taken aback by the tactic, Amuro initially hesitated to fire. He ultimately shrugged the feeling off and fired again. The Byarlant dodged again and continued the rush. What's he trying to do?

Waiting until the Byarlant was almost on top of him, Amuro squeezed the trigger. Ten, with his years of experience, twisted his suit out of the way, causing the beam to cut through the space between the Byarlant's legs. 

"I've got you now!" Ten cried, abruptly cutting his thrusters at just the right time. During his last dodge, Ten had brought himself above the Wing. Gravity took its course after that and sent the Byarlant crashing into the Wing, which began to wildly swing and sway at the sudden collision.

"Are you insane!?" Amuro snapped, trying to bring his MS under control. 

"No, just stubborn," Ten pulled a beam saber free and ignited it with relish.


***

Cursing under his breath, Amuro scrambled for a way out of the situation. I could just crash land...but that would endanger me just as much as him...or maybe try to get him in front of me to fire the buster rifle...but the buster rifle is almost out of energy...I suppose I should try something else Engaging a familiar mechanism, Amuro hoped this would pay off. In a true showing of bravery-or maybe just stupidity, Amuro initiated the Wing's transformation sequence.

The shield and buster rifle popped off, freeing the head, which turned back around. These two implements shot off, striking the Byarlant in its midsection. The claw-like appendages withdrew, making way for its real hands. The legs elongated and returned to their normal configuration. Unable to keep its grip on the changing Wing, the Byarlant eventually slid off like water.

With the Wing's hands now free, Amuro maneuvered its hand down toward the shield. In an instant, a beam saber shot forward into the Wing's waiting hands. Tossing the cumbersome shield aside (it wouldn't really help much in an aerial battle), Amuro fired up the weapon and performed a bizarre, mid-air charge.

***

Weich whistled upon seeing the Wings daring maneuver. It had warded off the Byarlant, but it didn't really solve the problem posed by gravity. 

"Pilot of the Gold Frame," someone abruptly contacted him. "Prepare to withdraw from the immediate area at once?"

Weich looked back at the plummeting MS. "We're just going to leave him here?"

"He was the one who launched without permission. Keep in mind we could have left you to the same fate; be happy we didn't."

***
Sabers clashed amid the afternoon sky as the Wing and Byarlant swooped and dipped like birds of prey. The only difference was the Wing could only fight off gravity for so long, while the Byarlant could sustain flight on its own without any fancy MA transformation or the like. This was becoming increasingly obvious. The Byarlant pilot seemed to be taunting him, darting in to attack, only to pull away and stabilize itself while the Wing continued its fall. 

On Ten's next rush, Amuro implemented a new tactic. Rather than clashing sabers, Amuro tossed his melee weapon directly at the oncoming MS. This forced Ten to swat the saber away with his own, leaving the Byarlant's midsection undefended. It was the opening Amuro had been waiting for. Pouring on the speed, he pushed the Wing closer to the Byarlant until he could finally reach out and touch it. Which is exactly what he did. Wrapping the Wing's arms around the Byarlant's midsection, Amuro braced himself for the coming impact.


***

The crash came swiftly. One minute, they were free falling at break neck speed, the next...something completely different. A horrible grating, crunching sound reverberated through their respective cockpits and deafening levels. Immediately afterward came a terrible jarring sensation as their entire bodies seemed to jerk. They were first slammed into their seats, falling victim by inertia, only to be thrown upward as they rebounded off their seats and would have bashed their skulls open had it not been for their restraints. Even then, the extreme force exerted on their bodies was so great, they each broke at least one collar bone in the process. 

***

"That must have hurt like a *****," Weich winced sympathetically, watching the crash from a distance. Casting a glance over his shoulder, he saw numerous slabs of concrete and metal slide away, revealing various launches and crafts. It seemed as if the base was suddenly being torn open. The crafts in question looked to be at least a decade old each and not exactly flight worthy. 

With Marcus' earlier order nagging at him, Weich stomped off toward the shuttles. "Well, here goes nothing."

***

Ten wearily shifted in his cockpit. My ****ing head His eyes, barely cracked open, took in his surroundings slowly. Initially, the world appeared to him as a pool of vomit. Colors mixed together indiscriminately to create a swirling mess that pained his eyes to look upon. But, as with all things, the world came into focus. He was in his cockpit. He was alive. He was staring down an enemy MS piloted by what was probably a pissed off pilot. Aw, hell

Before he could even think to pull a beam saber free or anything of the like, Ten found himself being thrown to the ground as the Wing tackled his Byralant. The telltale sound of straining metal was more than enough to convince Ten he needed to get the Wing off his suit. Rolling sideways, Ten launched the Wing sideways in the hopes of giving himself a little breathing room.

Amuro cursed quietly upon seeing the Titan activated its second beam saber (the first had been dropped in the crash). Looking frantically about, Amuro just barely spied his shield lying on the ground a short distance away. Glancing back and forth-between the shield and the MS, Amuro decided to throw caution to the wind and dart toward his shield. Ten reacted appropriately, lunging toward the Wing in the hopes of intercepting it. 
In that brief span of time, seconds dragged into hours. Amuro felt his pulse quicken. The Byarlant's saber glowed malevolently with a promise of death if he proved to be the slower of the two. So close Finally, time returned to normal. 

The Wing went from a dash into a roll, narrowly avoiding the beam saber, which sailed over the Wing's head. The Wing finally came to a stop, just in front of the desired object. Snatching up the shield, Amuro brought the shield around, blocking Ten's next attack. 

"Back off," Amuro brought the Wing to its feet, pushing Ten back in the process. Before the Byarlant could come at him again, Amuro pulled his second saber free and ignited it with a profound sense of satisfaction. "Let's dance." 



***

The two MS transformed into twin blurs, or so it seemed to the untrained eye. Amuro's years of training and months of actual combat experience had given him an edge over your typical soldier. Ten's own time spent on the battlefield lent toward his status as a dangerous opponent, but the major factor was the Newtype abilities he had receive from the Titans. 

Even with his obvious advantage, Ten quickly realized victory wasn't going to be easily achieved in this duel. Each pilot pushed their MS as hard as they could in such a damaged state. And said damage only grew worse. 

Ten threw the Byarlant forward, going in for a stab. Amuro sliced upward, hoping to take off its hand, but only managing to knock the saber aside. The Byarlant, whose entire weight had been thrown into the lunge, was thrown off balance. Amuro lashed outward and cut deeply into the Byarlant's side. Before the beam could hit anything vital, Ten leaned backward, only to yo you back again with an underhand slash that took a chunk out of the Wing's chest. 

Pushing his advantage, Ten saw a chance and went for it. He would have landed the blow, too, if it weren't for a certain gold MS.

***

"How goes the launch process?" Marcus shifted nervously, eying the approaching MS on the horizon. "Those MS patrolling the city are almost here."

"Another fifteen minutes," Trowa automatically responded.

"You've got five."

***

"The hell!?" Ten ejaculated as his MS suddenly began to rock and sirens went off all around him. Glancing over his shoulder, Ten sat aghast as a black and gold MS slicked into his Byarlant's verniers. How did it get so close without me noticing?

"Suck on that, Titan!" Weich crowed triumphantly, further digging the beam saber into the Byarlant. "We'll pay you back for Orb!"

Now's a good a time as any Ten regarded a gauge gravely. According to it, his MS's fuel was about to ignite it was promised to be a fatal explosion if he was still inside. Ten kept his composure as he punched a few buttons meticulously. Tensing up for what was about to happen, Ten closed his eyes before the Byarlant's escape pod rocketed out of the dying MS at breakneck speed.


***

Amuro visibly sighed, leaning his head down and allowing his entire body to loosen up. He absently toyed with the idea of chasing down the Titan escape pod, but thought better of it, as it was moving at incredible velocity. Before he could let the experience fall too far from his mind, a voice boomed over an intercom.

"Get your asses to the shuttles, NOW!"

"Sure thing, boss," the Gold Frame swiveled to make its way back to the shuttles, which were beginning the launch sequences. "Hurry up, or we'll be left behind."

"No"

"What!?" The Gold Frame stopped in its tracks.

"I can't go."

"Why the hell not? We're home free."

Amuro simply gestured over his shoulder. Weich followed the Wing's hand with his eyes. Not too far off, he could make out a band of MS. MS that were making their way to the shuttles. "Damn..."

Amuro turned the Wing to face the oncoming MS, yet continued addressing Weich. "The AEUG has few enough soldiers, resources, and manpower as it is. They need every bit of power they can get if they hope to make a difference up in space."

"Which is why we can't let you go off to die."

"Which is why I have to stay here and stall for time. It will be a close call, but if nothing stands against those MS, they'll get at least a few of the shuttles." He breathed audibly through his nose to calm his nerves. "The Wing is already in a terrible state. It would make more sense to sacrifice a single, damaged MS than a handful of fresh units."

"But...I mean...do you have a death wish or something?"

"No, I'm just used to shouldering responsibility." The two men were quiet for a time. "I don't plan on dying. I'll just distract them long enough for you all to launch then I'll find a way to escape."

"Alright...fine...it's your life...your call, too." Weich gave up, watching the Wing transform into a jet and take off for the center of the enemy formation. I can't afford to just stand around Dashing back to the shuttles, a door slid open and the Amatsu squeezed in. Just before the door slid shut, Weich caught sight of several explosions and beams filling the sky as the battle began.

Moments later, Marcus Vakdon's voice resonated within the crafts. "You might want to hold onto something. We're going to be taking off in-what? Now? You mean-urk" He was suddenly cut off as the engines revved up. 

Systematically, blue flames began appearing at the shuttles' bases. The various vessels all shook violently as the mounting force finally garnered enough power to launch them skyward. Taking a look upon from the battle, Amuro watched the AEUG commence its ascent to the stars. 

"Good luck and God speed."



Chapter 14: The Face of Death


Twin fireflies danced amid the hollow reaches of space. They twirled madly, exchanging ribbons of light and cases of gunpowder. Of course, this little back and forth wasn't nearly as lovely as it appeared. The fireflies were little more than thruster streams, while the ribbons were beam rifle fire and cases were missiles. This could very quickly turn deadly.

However, the two MS were deftly controlled by a pair of top-notch pilots. They were both of the monoeye design associated with Zeon. In fact, they were both from the same "family" of MS. They were both of the Zaku III line to be precise. However, one was a customized unit while the other was a Late Production Type. In other words, they were each a supped up versions of the Zaku III.

The two MS had initially engaged in a blitz-like style where each unit rushed at the other, guns blazing, only to whip by the other and repeat. Now, they had fallen into a chase of sorts. The Late Production Type (LPT) was ahead of the Custom, "laying" on its back. This slowed it down a bit, but allowed the pilot to better see his opponent. This, in turn, made it easier to both dodge and return fire. The Custom, on the other had, assumed a position on its stomach. It was almost completely horizontal, leaving as little of its body exposed as possible. 

Their chase eventually drifted toward one of the many floating debris clouds that dotted the Earth Sphere. The LPT finally flipped over and made a break for it with a powerful burst of exhaust. Hopefully, this will pay off.

The Custom squeezed off a few shots to keep the LPT from reaching its destination, but gave chase when the pilot saw he had failed. Cautiously, the Custom moved amid the floating hunks of ruined metal, scanning the area meticulously. He knew what the other pilot as planning. Guerilla tactics, eh?

The second he thought it, the LPT burst forth from a Zanzibar, eye glowing a malicious red.

***

With his target in sight, Seraphil opened fire on the Custom before him. Aw, **** The Custom pilot thought darkly with the Late Type breathing down his neck. Totoro Gamdun twisted his Zaku III in the most peculiar way, knowing he couldn't dodge the volley through conventional means. It was partially successful. Most of the beams passed harmlessly underneath, however one tore off the Custom's right arm and several others left burns upon its armor.

Apparently, Seraphil had overestimated his ability and assumed Totoro would be out of commission at this point. He was dead wrong. As such, he was still sailing towards the damaged-but not down-Zaku III at full speed. The Custom had survived and its pilot was very pissed. In a move so fluid it seems almost surreal, Totoro freed his beam saber with the Custom's free hand to bring it around in a deadly arc that would cut across Seraphil's cockpit.

At the last moment, the saber halted and the two MS ground to a halt. "Check and mate, looks like I win."

"You know...you haven't won yet...I could still pull something off." Seraphil smirked roguishly. 

"Enough machismo crap, boys," a calm-albeit slightly weary-voice cut through the atmosphere. "We've collected enough data on the Late Type's performance. The drill is done for the day. Actually, I think that's the last one we'll need to run. We appreciate your cooperation."

The two Zakus turned toward an Endra looming in the distance which had been monitoring their little scuffle. Each pilot made something of a clumsy salute with their respective MS. 

"Same time tomorrow?" Seraphil asked in a challenging tone as Totoro sheathed his saber, snatched up his severed arm, and shifted toward the Garden of Thorns. 

"What do you mean?" Totoro replied flatly. "We're done. No more."

"Never mind," Seraphil sighed in a dismissive tone. Firing up his Zaku's thrusters, Seraphil made his way back to the Lili Marlene with a broad smile on his face. If only they knew... 


TO BE CONTINUED...
