Chapter 16: After the Light

"Wh...what are we going to do?"

A pause.

"Hey, are you okay in there?"

Another pause.

"Damn it, Yzak! You're freakin' me out! Answer him, already!" Dearka's voice rose sharply, almost screeching.

"I'm here," the voice came out flat and dull.

"Are you okay?" Nichol asked gently, surveying the field of scorched debris that had been left in wake of the GENESIS blast. He reached up to wipe away at the tears forming at the edges of his eyes, only to be stopped by his helmet. 

Yet another pause.

"Where the hell is he!?" Yzak flared, her vocal cords straining. "That damn ZERO freak! We can't let this distract us! That bastard still has to fry!"

"Yes ma'am," Nichol sighed.

Dearka allowed a melancholy smile to appear on his face. "Now that's the Yzak I know." 

***

I can't breathe Hands strained to release a helmet; a helmet that now felt as if it were made of lead.

I can't breathe! Eyes strained to see into the infinite darkness of space.

I can't breathe Lungs were working overtime in an attempt to meet the mind's expectations.

I CAN'T BREATHE! His entire body suddenly took on a mind of its own. The hands dropped into the man's lap. The eys rolled into the back of the head. The lungs suddenly began to take in less air. Thoughts melted...coordination crumbled...convulsions set in...drool began to run down the once-proud face. 

***

The Wing Zero sailed effortlessly through space, its path unobstructed by enemy or refuse. GENESIS had taken care of all that. True, there were lingering Zeons, but they were of little concern. He had come out here to settle a sudden urge that overwhelmed him as he fought the three ZAFT Gundams. His mission had been to destroy them utterly but the urge was too great to deny.

Ahead of him, a light shone brilliantly from the sable starscape. In actuality, this light didn't exist. This light was the product of a Newtype soul in terrible pain and a machine that tapped into a dormant part of the pilot's mind. Even as intangible as it was, it drew him onward.

The hulking Gundam came to a stop next to a prone Bound Doc. Judging from what he was seeing and feeling, the pilot had fallen unconscious, but the dead still called to him. Amuro Ray extended the Wing Zero's left hand, grasped firmly on to the Bound Doc, and charted a course for the Dogos Gear. 

If what ZERO was telling him was true, the ZAFT Gundams were headed his way and the Bound Doc pilot was far more crucial to his plans than the destruction of a few MS.

His verniers flared up just as the Buster, Blitz, and Duel opened fire. By the time the shots reached where he had been, the Zero was on its way to the Titans fleet. A sudden wave of inspiration rolled over him. "Pilot Zero to Sabnac Team. I repeat: Pilot Zero to Sabnac Team. Duel Gundam spotted. I seem to remember you saying you had a bone to pick with its pilot, Orga."

***

The hairs stood up all over Orga Sabnac's body. "Did you two hear that?" He half-drooled, casually pulling one of the Sword Calamity's anti-ship swords from an unfortunate Gaza's torso.

Shani's cackling and Crot's chuckling were answer enough. 

***

Johnathan Smith's tired eyes suddenly filled with light at the sight of his wife of two years holding their baby boy...

Melissa Johnson broke into tears as her boyfriend opened a small, velvet box that contained a sparkling diamond ring...

Dante McPherson shook with nervous energy, undoing his girlfriend's bra...

Samantha Ouvir jumped nearly collapsed with relief as the "not guilty" verdict was read...

Why don't you just go away? Please? Please...just leave...get out of my mind

***

Amuro Ray poured on the speed, feeling Ten's confusion and agony. I guess being a Newtype isn't always a good thing. He must be feeling all of the dead spirits.

Looking back up ahead, he just made out a trio of vernier trails coming his way. He recognized the lead MS instantly. "Good to see you made it. They should be just behind me."

The response came not in the form of speech, but in the form of a howl. That phrase had been the Sabnac Team's aphrodisiac. 

***

Zero tried to speak, but all he accomplished was a faint moan.

"Hey, Zero, you okay, sir?" Akujiki, a young Zondo Gei pilot within the Vangurad, drifted closer to the Crossbone Gundam X-3. "Guys! I think something's wrong with Zero!"

"Hey! Come in!" The X-2 pilot, nicknamed Grim Reaper, called out to his comrade. There was no response. "Damn...looks like he's out of commission..."

"What are we going to do?" AC asked nervously, twitching at the slightest movement. "The Zeon forces are in shambles; Zero's not there; we're outnumbered!"

"I guess we'd better get out of here." Grim grunted gruffly, shouldering his beam rifle to latch onto Zero's X-3. 

"What about Domon and the X-1?" Akujiki suddenly spoke up again.

"But we can't afford to stay here too much longer..." AC added.

"Let's just worry about getting back to the Mother Vanguard. We can circle back around for Domon later. 'Sides, he can take care of himself."

***

"Who the hell are these guys?" Dearka eyed the trio of newcomers, interposing themselves just between their team and the fleeing Wing Zero. 

Yzak's eyes shrunk to dots. "RIP 'EM APART!"

Right on cue, the Buster and Blitz broke off to either side of the Duel. The Blitz faded left, sliding out of the visible spectrum, while the Buster slid right, joining its guns. 

"This is gonna be fun!" Orga whooped in an almost childish fashion, drawing the Sword Calamity's anti-ship swords. "I want the big one! You two can have the chumps!"

Shani wordlessly picked out the Blitz. As its former pilot, it was only right he be its destroyer. He flicked on his thermal sensors and waited, mouth watering.

Crot, on the other hand, went on the offensive. Punching a few keys, Crot transformed the hulking Raider Gundam into its sleek jet form, its nose jutting forward at the Buster like an over sized gun barrel. A few moments later, the Raider's gun were blaring in a hail of light.

***

"Aw, ****," was all Dearka could say in response to forcing his somewhat cumbersome Buster Gundam to avoid the Raider's attack. The fact that the Raider was one of the fastest units around wasn't exactly helping matters...

***

"Yzak, help!" Nichol cried, his voice thick with strain. Shani was proving to be a far more difficult adversary than he originally predicted. The Forbidden's scythe, while unconventional, afforded the inebriated pilot a greater. Of course, Nichol being a subpar pilot had nothing to do with it.

***

God damn it Yzak almost said aloud, shaking within her cockpit as the Sword Calamity's huge anti-ship swords crashed down upon her beam saber. She hadn't even heard Nichol's panicked cries. All that she could see was the MS in front of her. All she could hear was her own ragged breathing and his lewd cat calls. All she could taste was a bile that may have been imaginary. All she could smell was the rank odor of fear on her body-sweat, in other words. All she could feel were the joysticks in her hands and the petals at her feet. 

Everything else was so far away.

"Come on, Yzak~chan, is that the best you can do?" Orga smiled wickedly, dancing back in the Sword Calamity, just out of reach. She let out a scream of raw malice, charging towards him without a second thought. "That's right, come 'ere, baby."

One sword launched upward to parry her blow while the other came around in a murderous arc. Before he could land the promised blow, a thread of pink light fended it off. With an uncanny speed, Yzak had tossed away her beam rifle (which still had another three shots in it and could have ended the battle, but she was too worked up to realize it) and drawn a saber to counter him. 

A sound comparable to an ecstatic whimper escaped Orga's lips. "How would like me to use my big gun on you?" A moment later, the depression in his MS' chest began to glow with deadly power. 

Yzak brought a bulky, armor-covered leg sharply upward into the Sword Calamity's side. As the MS rattled from the blow, Yzak disengaged, a wise move as the cannon fired not-so-harmlessly into space shortly thereafter. With Orga recovering, Yzak lined his MS up in her sights, and fired every weapon the Duel had left.

***

The Duel Gundam's vulcans, missile launcher, and rail gun all blared in violent unison. The Sword Calamity, with neither the proper warning nor time to evade the shots, caught the blasts head on. One by one, the projectiles exploded, enveloping the predominately blue MS in a cloud of flame. 

In time, the raging fire faded without the presence of oxygen. There the Calamity variant stood (or floated, rather), unscathed to the untrained eye. A keen eye would have noticed the sporadic spark upon its chest.

"Now you're going to pay," Orga's voice dripped with a sickening mixture of malice and glee. The Sword Calamity puffed out it chest as the cannon within began to glow malevolently. But the process didn't get much farther than that. In a one in a million shot, a stray shot from the Duel's volley had caught the Scylla cannon right in the "eye" of its barrel. Not that Orga knew this. 

What was supposed to be an attack comparable to a volcanic eruption turned into something an underground explosion. Rather than shooting outward, the mass of energy exploded, flying in every possible direction. "Ngraaaaayaaaaaaaaaah!"

The Sword was thrown backward by the blast, with a huge, smoking crater in its torso. As the metal giant drifted through space like a cannon ball that had just been fired, the Sword careened haplessly through space, its Trans Shift Armor flickering on and off in different places.

Yzak rolled her neck to the side, eliciting a loud crack. "Now let's see what Nichol is up to."

***

What am I going to do Dearka scanned the infinite sea of space, hoping to spot the Raider Gundam. Buster just wasn't meant to deal with such a fast MS His eyes darted sharply to the left at a flicker of movement. Is he toying with me? 

Almost as soon as the battle began, the Titan Gundam had begun a hit-and-run sort of attack. While Dearka had nearly fallen victim to it, he had possessed the foresight to find a makeshift sniper's roost, his joined guns trained aimlessly on a distant star. It wouldn't be too terribly hard to find his Buster amongst the Musai fossil he had chosen as his hiding place, but the Raider's apparent disappearance and the occasional twitch around him suggested something sinister. Just hurry up and get the hell out here

Dearka's wish came true far sooner than he had expected. All about the cockpit, thermal sensors sounded their synthetic scream. Descending from almost straight above him, the Raider Gundam was going in for the kill. The Buster burst forth from the wreckage, levelling his massive weapon at the jet black MS.

***

The Buster's weapon fired, sending a flood of green toward the Raider. At a point when it seemed impossible for the MS to come way without some damage, Crot forced the transformed MS into a barrel roll. Dearka's shot went streaking past. He cursed softly but would not allow himself to be discouraged, firing again, and again, and again, and again...

But every time Dearka squeezed the trigger, the Raider would dip and twist and turn to avoid it. With every passing second, the Living CPU and his machine grew closer. Finally, mid-flight, the Raider went from the macabre raven to the ominous warrior. And its hammer came down.

***

Shani sneered in contempt for the Blitz, delighting in its pilots shout of surprise and terror as his Forbidden's Eckzahn rail guns landed solidly upon its armor. He immediately followed up with a long burst from the Armfeuer machine guns mounted on the Gundam's forearms. It was obvious such weapons couldn't do much to the Blitz's Phase Shift Armor, but Shani loved the sound of terror. 

That was why he had become a serial killer. Ironically enough, it was what landed him here in a bizarre twist that involved the Titans using convicted felons as test subjects for new types of warfare. He, Orga, and Crot had been the lucky three chosen for the Living CPU program, which involved pumping them full of uppers and such so they could fight on even footing with Coordinators.

His musings came to a crashing halt. 

"Step back before I cut you."

Shani cocked his head to the side to see with the eye that wasn't covered by his wavy, green hair. He gazed upon the Duel with intense interest. "Ah," he began in an amused tone, "You're Orga's *****, aren't you?"

"That's it. You're dead." The Duel's beam rifle fired thrice and it was that many beams the Forbidden's Geschmeidig Panzer defense system deflected. "The hell?"

"You'll have to do better than that, girl!" In a flash, the Forbidden bridged the distance between them. Yzak fired again, only to be reminded why that wouldn't work. Foregoing that style of attack, she let loose with the Duel's grenade launcher, smacking the Forbidden right in the face.

The Titan MS jerked as Shani tugged his controls in surprise. But the pause in his charge was only temporary. At any rate, that brief pause was all Yzak needed to draw a beam saber in anticipation of a close quarters duel. Just as his scythe snapped back, it was cleft in two. 

"What now!?"

Behind the Forbidden, the Blitz Gundam, cloaked via its Mirage Colloid, lashed forward with its saber yet again.

***

Thanks to some quick thinking, Shani swung the Forbidden back to block the Blitz's saber the best way he knew how. The beam carved into the Forbidden's "sombrero" (as I suppose it could be called), frying its Geschmeidig Panzer armor system. It was certainly a loss Shani wished to avoid, but it was the best he could do. 

"You'll pay for that, you snot-nosed brat!" He overflowed with rage, bringing his Eckzahn rail guns to fire upon the Blitz. Before the guns could discharge, another beam saber sliced into the Forbidden. The Trans Shift Armor, while highly resistant to solid rounds, did little to stop the Duel's beam saber. The Forbidden's greenish armor turned a distinct molten red hue. Shani was dead before he had the chance to cry out one last time. 

Nichol watched the Forbidden turn a land gray shade, impaled on the Duel's weapon. "We...we actually did it."

"What the hell are you talking about? That was my kill." 

"It was an assist!"

"Sure, whatever," Yzak rolled her eyes.

"It was! Dearka will back me up on this!" Nichol stated indignantly.

"Well...I'm waiting." Yzak sighed flatly. After several seconds, something hit her like a ton of bricks. "Just where is Dearka?"

***

"Daaaaaaaaaaaamn iiiiiiiiit!" Dearka screamed at the top of his lungs. He he was, stuck in a virtually useless MS. The Buster's missile pods did nothing to the Raider's Trans Shift Armor and its joined guns had been knocked away by Crot's first strike. Again, the Raider's hammer struck. And again, Dearka was tossed about weightlessly in space, held in place only be his restraints. Yet again, his head began to throb. 

I'm...gonna pass out...

Much like Shani before him, Crot had gone about tormenting his enemy rather than killing him once and for all. Like Shani, it would cost him dearly.

A high-pitched siren cut into Crot's glee. The screech in question was a lock on alert.

"Eh?" the redhead turned his bloodshot eyes to glance at the new arrival. It was the Duel (like there was any doubt). But, unlike her scrape with Shani, Yzak had acquired the Buster's joined guns.

***

In the blink of an eye, the gun was fired. Crot watched in macabre ecstasy, the beam growing closer and closer. The Raider flinched back in a last ditch effort to avoid the beam, but it came up short.

Time slowed for Crot. He could see the beam penetrating his Raider's sable armor, melting through each plate of steel, frying each individual wire. Just as the beam began to drill out the back of the Raider's left shoulder, time flowed on as normal. Sirens blared in their high-pitched tone. Something had been ruptured...something of an explosive nature.

A great cloud of yellow-orange fire gushed outward the same way a peacock might spread its feathers. Of course, a peacock didn't lose its arm in the process.

"Damn it!" Crot spat, glaring at the Duel, which just so happened to be lining up its sights for another shot, a shot that never came.

A shrewd, animal-like growl resounded across communication line of any MS in range whose signal wasn't distorted by Minovsky interference. A moment later, a shriek of inhuman agony filled the Blitz's cockpit, which paused briefly as its pilot murmured "Mother..." 

By the time Yzak turned to see just what was the matter, the Sword Calamity had already sliced through the Blitz with a strike that had been intended for her. By some stroke of fate, the invisible Blitz had ended up between them. 

Any grief, anger, or other sort of emotion Yzak could have felt in that moment gave way to surprise. The Raider Gundam's Ahura Mazda blew the Duel's head to bits, having taken advantage of her distracted nature. Without its main camera available, Yzak's world became one of darkness.

***

"Burn in hell!" Yzak cried, lashing out like a cornered animal, which wasn't too far from the truth. She pulled trigger time and time again, hoping to catch the damaged Sword Calamity with one of the stray shots. Meanwhile, the Duel, without any sort of manual input, automatically began to reroute screens, electrical paths, and excess cameras. The Duel's screens came back up the same time Yzak came out of her haze (which was no coincidence). 

Where did he go? 

"Look out behind you!" Dearka's voice, thick with nausea, alerted Yzak to the more immediate threat. Namely, the Raider Gundam...

"Yatta!" Crot screeched enthusiastically, swinging his Mjolnir hammer around in a deadly arc. The hammer missed its mark (the Duel's cockpit sector) but still managed to irreparably smash the Buster's joined guns. 

"Stay away from Yzak!" The Buster moved awkwardly, but it didn't have to move much to get the job done. The Buster's shoulder-mounted missile pods swung open, dumping their entire payload. Missile after missile rained down upon the Raider, which floated placidly in space. 

"Yo, Orga, keep this one busy, will ya?" Crot sneered, finding no threat in a barely functional, weapon-less MS. 

"**** you, Crot!" Orga growled out from the expansive darkness of space somewhere behind the Buster. 

This is bad Dearka went over the few options available to him, finding that only one remained. I never wanted to be a freaking martyr 

The Sword Calamity glided by his hapless Buster, bringing itself face to face with its brother Gundam. "She's mine!"

"You had your chance and you got a freaking whole blown in your chest!" The redhead gestured toward the spark-spewing "wound" in the Sword Calamity's chest, as well as the sporadically flickering patches of Trans Shift Armor around the spot of damage. 

"And your arm is gone!" The blond countered, nodding toward the Raider and its stump.

"They're...so....stupid..." Yzak groaned. 

You should be grateful A text message appeared on her screen. Its sender? Buster Gundam

"Dear-"

We don't want them to remember we're here

Those sons of *****es killed Nichol! She responded with her own text message. 

Even so, we're out-gunned. There's no point in throwing our lives away at this point. Nichol wouldn't have wanted that. Zeon needs strong people now. People like you 

Dearka could have sworn he heard Yzak's voice waver. But he told himself that was impossible. They were on no-sound. But maybe, just maybe...

Let's go

I have something to take care of first. The Buster has one more trick up its sleeve 

Like a prophecy that come to pass, the Buster lumbered forward to make its last stand. Crot and Orga were so involved in their own bickering that they approaching Buster didn't register in their minds until it was too late for them to do anything about it. The Buster lunged.

"What!?" Orga snapped to no one in particular, firing the Panzer Eisen rocket anchor mounted on his MS' left arm. The weapon embedded itself in the Buster's chest. But it was to no avail. Orga still found himself in an uncomfortably familiar position: His MS embraced by a virtually useless MS whose pilot was dead set on self destructing his unit. In no time at all, the Buster transformed into a great ball of fire, a transformation that rivaled the legendary phoenix in its grandeur.

"DEARKAAAAAAAAAAAAA!"

***

The cyclone of fire and charred metal returned to the languid flow of space. Amid the dusky void of space, Yzak could just make out the Sword Calamity, whose "wound" had only been worsened by the Buster's final attack, and the Raider, which stood unmoving. 

"Dearka," her voice strained harshly, having been pushed to its limit by her near constant screaming over the past few hours. Do not cry, do not cry, do not-

For the umpteenth time that day, a high-pitched shriek went off in her cockpit. Her head felt so heavy, but she lifted it to look upon the crimson letters flaring on her screen. S.O.S. I'm almost on top of him... She mused, fighting the overwhelming ache of emptiness within you. One could hardly blame her. Dearka was the only person she had ever really trusted (aside from her family members). He hadn't looked down on her for being a woman. He hadn't looked at her as an object to be obtained. And, now, he was gone...

It could be one of the Titans bastards Dark images of torture sprung to mind, especially castration. Her hands moved like lightning, focusing in on the origin of the S.O.S. Cleaning up the grainy image, Yzak went deathly still when she saw the red of a ZAFT piloting suit. "Dearka!"

Abandoning all rational thought, Yzak popped the hatch of her Duel Gundam. She pushed off her antiquated MS, striving for Dearka. The man in the suit reflected the sentiment with outstretched arms. Finally, she grasped him and saw, through the glass which was now unclouded by reflecting light, Dearka. "You're alive..."

"Of course...staying inside a MS you know is about to blow is sort of...you know...stupid..." He smiled confidently, shrugging off his near-death experience as if it were nothing.

"Looks like you gave them a hell of a time." 

"I did?" He glanced upon his handiwork for the first time, having been too preoccupied with the aches and pains of having been flung from an exploding piece of military hardware. "As cool as this is, we should be going."

"Yeah..." Yzak answered distantly. On an unspoken understanding, the two began swimming through the frozen void. 

"So, can I catch a ride in the Duel?" The blond smiled roguishly, just outside its cockpit.

"Sure," she answered immediately, before adding, "just watch your hands or I'll cut them off."

"Yes, ma'am."

***

My woman...my prize... Orga's hand spasmed with want, perversion, and withdrawal. My head hurts She was getting away. Hard to breathe... He had to have her. Chest is tight...

"****, it hurts! IT HURTS!" His wing man cried, writhing in his unadulterated pain.

At that point in time, a small message appeared within every Titans MS' cockpit. 

"Return to ship. Battle over."

