Chapter 17: Lunar Blues

Admiral Valons' face instantly drained of color when he saw the ragged remains of the Sword Calamity being dragged into the Dogos Gear's hangar by a Hi-Zack. Its upper torso was little more than slag at this point, melted and burned. The cockpit had barely survived the battle, although the legs appeared fine. In essence, the Sword Calamity was a pair of legs with a mass of molten metal resting upon it. "God damn it, Sabnac!"

With a wave of his hand, a pair of armed officers popped the ruined Gundam's hatch and pried its pilot out. The once-proud pilot had been reduced to a drooling mass of shivers. His eyes had lost their clarity, becoming a milky blue. He couldn't even stand on his own power, so weak and shaking so badly. Even though the soldiers on either side tried to hold him still, Orga still shook from time to time as if dying of frostbite. And don't even get me started on the horrific smell emanating from his sweat, having mixed with the extra components in his "medication" to create a malodorous concoction. 

Not that his disease-like condition mattered to Valons. The old soldier pulled his hand back, only to smash it into the side of the blond's head with a backhand. Orga's head snapped to one side, but returned to its bowed position, unable to stay erect. "What the hell are you doing out there!? The data says you should be doubling your kills in this new Calamity model, but you come back with a piece of ****! Are you listening to me, boy!?"

By some stroke of luck, a wiry man with a clinical aura about him just happened to stroll into the hangar, preventing any further Orga abuse. "Wait, Admiral!"

"What do you want?" Valons turned his eyes upon the doctor venomously.

"He's going into withdrawal!" The doctor countered. "From the look of it, he's in an advanced stage of it, too." The doctor paused a moment, weighing his options, before continuing in a careful sort of way. "Did you remember what I told you-about not letting him pilot for too long?"

The Admiral's voice became a loaded gun. "Are you giving me orders, Doctor Hienrich?"

Hienrich thought quickly. "No, not at all, sir. You see, if they go too long without their pills, they won't perform as well. In fact, it will erode to a point where they would be better off without the pills. And judging from his condition, that seems to be the case."

The Admiral mulled this over in his mind for a time, before speaking, satisfied with the argument. "Alright, next time they sortie, see to it they have excess pills in their cockpits to make sure they stay medicated."

"Sir-"

"'Sir' nothing!" He turned away from the doctor, now facing the Wing Zero. "Let's check on this one's pilot, shall we?"

***

At their commander's request, a dozen or so black-clad officers circled the Wing Zero's cockpit as best they could on the narrow catwalk, training their automatic rifles upon the cockpit. One of the soldiers gestured and a subordinate obediently slinked forward. Inch by inch, he slithered closer to the Wing Zero until he could reach out and touch it. And that's just what he did. Pressing a single button upon the side of the MS's torso, the soldier immediately slid back as the MS opened up with a metallic hiss.

The tension became palpable. Each man tightened, so much that the triggers of their respective weapons neared that point of no return when a bullet would come scorching out of the barrel. The figure that came suddenly darting out of the cockpit gave them such a scare, such a surprise, that they almost-almost-reached that point. A strong, clear voice from the infantry men's commander was the only thing standing between Amuro Ray and a lead shower. "Stop right where you are!"

The youth came out of his hunched, twisted, animalistic posture. His eyes, half-glazed over and glinting with a sort of primal instinct, slowly melted into lucidity. As his last bits of sanity returned, Amuro got the first good look at his surroundings. A catwalk, lined with armed Titans, stood amid a desolate, gray hangar. He had no weapons and no allies. To top it all off, they still held a person whose safety was directly dependant upon his actions. With a resigned sigh, Amuro raised his hands and allowed the soldiers to slap the cuffs on him and lead him away to his cell-like quarters, all the time at gun point.

***

Mile Tails Prowler yawned in his infinite boredom. 

"Well, excuse me if the elevator is too long," Marcus Vakdon snorted, shooting him a look from behind his ebony eye wear. "But Anaheim decided to put the unit in question in one of the deepest levels available."

"I feel so honored," the young man sighed despondently. "Anyway...just what is this 'unit in question' you keep going on about?"

The blond smiled roguishly, adjusting his watch absently. "I think we're almost there." Like a prophecy, a pleasant ding resounded through the elevator and the cold, metal doors slid open. Marcus gestured for Miles to go on ahead of him and the young soldier didn't see any reason why he shouldn't.

"Okay...we're here and I don't see jack." The Coordinator snapped, his patience having grown thin from being dragged around Granada with only vague bits and pieces as to why. All he could see was another abysmal room, spacious but dilapidated, with a garish yellow paint peeling all around the room. Here and there, engineers darted about, scurrying to get something done. The sight was becoming an eyesore.

Marcus waved to one of the Anaheim employees him. The man let out an "okay!" and shot off to a corner of the room, where a large tarp lay over a slightly humanoid shape. Moments later, the tarp fell away to reveal a hulking, apple red form. A massive backpack adorned a rather plain-looking torso which was topped off by the universal MS cranium that could only be a Gundam.

"whoa..."

"Yes, it's called the Justice Gundam."

***

Miles' voice rose almost an entire octave, "It's...beautiful..."

"Different strokes for different folks..." Marcus trailed off somewhat uncertainly, more than a little discomforted by the fact that the Coordinator seemed to be a mechaphile. Before Marcus could segue into a new topic, a presence made itself known at his right.

"Sir..."

Marcus sliced his eyes in the figure's direction wordlessly.

"The senior partners would like to have a word with you." 

The blond's face drained of humor. "I'd hoped it wouldn't come to this...then again, I could just be a raging paranoid and not realize it." He sighed through his nose. "Let's get on with it."

Silently, the soldier in the AEUG uniform crossed to a flight of stairs, casting an impatient look over his shoulder. Marcus intentionally dragged his feet. A perturbed look followed. As discreetly as possible, Marcus fingered a cuff on his wrist and whispered, "Take positions. Operation begin." 

By the time Marcus stood alongside the young soldier, the hidden radio had been deactivated. "So, just what do the oldies want with me, eh, Dash?"

***

Neo Zeon's Sadaran-class vessel was quite the intimidating sight. Boasting six 2-barrel main guns, which were supplemented by a pair of mega particle guns, had a tendency to do that. Let's not forget the whopping 31 laser guns bristling along the ship's contours like the jagged peaks of a majestic mountain range. Then, of course, there were the six missile launchers, which were really quite pointless unless the enemy unit happened to possess an I-field. Of course, most I-field-packing machines had enough firepower and armor to take a few missiles. As such, the Sadaran's crew would rue the day they fell back upon said missile launchers. 

This particular Sadaran, despite being another stock model, was well-known throughout the Earth Sphere. This lone ship was synonymous with attractive words like "utopia" and "transcendence." The ship itself was just another ship. It was the ship's chief occupant that brought it such acclaim. For this Sadaran-class vessel had been christened Paradise, so named by one Mary Cartly.

One would never suspect Mary Cartly held enough power in her dainty little hands to shape the history of the world. The truth of the matter: she did and she knew it. Perhaps the most powerful of Neo Zeon's ruling triumvirate, her Newtype-oriented philosophy had given the people something to cherish. She, a Newtype herself, promised a new world where people live in perfect harmony, with the Newtype standing as guardian and guide. 

Looks comparable to a pop icon may have factored into her meteoric rise. Strawberry blond locks hung in carefully combed locks that reached slightly past her shoulders, framing a creamy complexion of spotless skin and icy blue eyes. Her petite, almost frail, yet toned physique had lead to the woman becoming many a man's fantasy. While not the type to "whore it up" by flashing skin at every moment, Mary knew what she had and how to use it. 

So it may come as surprise that on this day, in this dock, and this time, a morbid smile etched itself in the face of the woman that man in the colonies looked upon as Leader, Sister, Savior. "So, when is Marcus going to get here?"

***

***

It was like an endless sea. Ebony waters stretched on in every direction, gently undulating rather than roaring with waves. The water, an odd purple-black shade, took on a slightly crimson tint thaks to the scarlet thing that hung in the sky. It could not be called a sun because that would be wrong. It simply was. A man hung suspended in the air-or whatever this place had-naked as the day he was born. Yet he felt oddly safe.

Zero...I need your help... The words floated across the infinite void of consciousness. I need to reach him. It's the only way I can save her. will you help me? A golden light burst to life upon the sea of sable. 

YES

***

Ten Murasame pitched and writhed in his cell-like quarters. Every moment was agony. Fire pumped through his veins, pushed by a heart of lead. His very soul felt like there was a weight on it. The pills were so close. They were right there on the table. But everything hurt so much.

***

"Hey, Ten!" The artificial Newtype's head snapped up at the mention of his name.

"Oh, hey, Canard," Ten called back, going back to the device he was working on. 

Why

"Whachya got there?" The raven-haired man sauntered up to his green-haired friend, who was working on a rubix cube.

"Ru-" The sentence would never be finished.

Why are you showing me this?

"AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!" All eyes in the hangar cut to the scream. 

Please! Don't make me see this again!

A small, fragile creature sailed through the air. The black, junior-sized uniform and the strawberry red hair clearly indicated just who it was. It was Sarah Osborne.

I don't want to see her die! Not again!

Sarah, just twelve years old, hit the floor with a sickening organic sound. She had been a cyber Newtype like him, looked down upon, mistreated, made to feel inferior.

***

"Don't you talk to me like that," snarled a grizzled Titan, striking him in the face for the dozenth time with the belt. Ten winced, pain afresh, and spat a bit of blood onto the floor. 

This...it's so familiar...

"I just...think...I should get the same treatment as-"

Leather met skin again. "Dirty mother****! You're just some thing! You're not human!"

I...but...I remember it but I don't...what's going on?

***

"Wipe my memories?" Ten stiffened a bit at the thought.

Admiral Valons smiled in an odd way. "Do you really want to remember you life before? The dirty, hated, diseased urchin?"

"Well, no..."

"Good, then it's settled."

***

Sobs rocked the little boy's body. The cramped, dirty bed was one of the few things that offered him solace in this world. Barely five, he had endured more than most did in eighty years. Losing your brother to a car accident, your mother to venereal diseases she had picked up from turning tricks in an attempt to put clothes on his back, and his father to a bad man in brown were all among them...

The man in black?

The freshest of these shocks was just minutes old. He had seen his father lying in a bloody heap with a large man in brown standing over him. He held a smoking gun and said something about how his daddy was scum. The man would later go on to become a Titan.

NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!

***

You can make it stop

What?

The grisly scene before him began to melt away. The corpse disappeared; the murderer vanished. Ten was left floating in an icy expanse of what could almost be called water. It was on this vast field of ebony fluid that Ten noticed a harsh, golden glint. Fighting a sensation of trepidation, Ten forced himself to turn around.

Perched in the endless mass that was the sky, a young man bathed in gold looked down upon him with a gaze so penetrating Ten felt a cutting pain in his side. It was at this moment Ten realized the gold-covered figure was moving closer. And that scared him. He opened his mouth to scream, but his mind projected his feelings. Just go away!

You must see the truth. Make it stop.

Stop what? I'm just some guy

Stop the injustice. Stop the pain. Stop the murdering of little girls who disagree with the Titans.

That struck a cord.

But I...owe them everything...

True, but they lied to you, put you down, treated you like livestock. Can you really forgive an organization prone to genocide?

No, not really...

Then fight back! Take a stand!

***

In a very different place, Marcus Vakdon, stiff as a board, walked into the yawning hangar that held the Neo Zeon ship. The very instant Mary Cartly laid eyes upon his pale face, a harsh shriek burst forth from her. "Marcus! To think you're still alive after all this time!"

"Hello, Mary," he offered in a stale tone, somewhat discomforted by the armed Zeon soldiers standing about him. "Is this all really necessary?"

"You are the one who killed five armed EFF soldiers-on foot-without any backup, right?"

Behind the thick glasses, Marcus' brilliant blue eyes flared with indignity. "That wasn't me! They had programmed me!"

"Say want you want, my dear," she put a sickening amount of emphasis on those words, "you still killed them."

"To protect you!"

***

Young love...what a nostalgic thing...you feel like your life is complete with that special someone and nothing could go wrong. Of course, it does. It's the little things at first. She gets whiny. He becomes possessive. Things like that. Next thing you know, it's over. 

***

"I love you, you know that?" He cuddled his girlfriend affectionately.

"Same to you," she purred as he scratched her shoulder blades.

"I promise I'll protect you." His voice grew very grave at that, dampening the "cute" mood.

"Don't say that."

"I mean it."

She sighed heavily, pulling away from him and laying on her stomach a moment. "We're soldiers, Markie. We could die any moment. You have enough to worry about out there without looking out for me."

"So says she who threw her Gelgoog in the way of an oncoming bazooka round..."

"That was just a simulation! Besides...you keep promises..."

"Most people say that's a good quality...But don't worry...I mean, come on, we're practically super soldiers!"

"'Freaks' is more fitting..."

"Hey, don't let that bastard get you down. He's just jealous he's not like us." He cupped her face with his. "Turn that frown upside down, okay?"

A melancholy smile appeared on her face. "You're so corny." 

***

It will take a lot of courage, but you were never the craven

Yeah...I guess so...

Remember, this is for the good of everyone like you within the Titans. The cyber Newtypes, the Combat Coordinators, the Living CPUs...you owe it to yourself and them.

I never thought I would be the type of guy to lead a revolution. I guess I'm the Newtype Washington

***

"So, just why did you arrange for this little meeting?" Marcus broke the tension that had settled over the scene since his violent emission.

"I'll let your superior explain." Mary curtsied and gracefully stood to one side as the men Marcus had come to serve came into view.

Traitorous dogs

The first man was of average height, but unusual girth, easily weighing over 300 pounds. His attire consisted of a loafers and a gray business casual suit that looked big enough to act as at tent cover. His hair, which had long since lost its color, had been stretched and styled in a desperate to fool the onlooker into thinking he had more hair. In other words, the man had a comb over. Rounding out his appearance was a fat, red-cheeked face and a pair of beady little eyes that had always made Marcus feel uneasy.

The man next to him was of a very different ilk. Although shorter than his comrade, he had a thin, almost emaciated, look to him. Whereas his colleague has a jolly red hue to his face, this man wore a cadaverous pallor and a stringy beard. Topping off his death-like image was an old Zeon uniform that hung loosely about his frame.

"Mr. Conroy, Mr. Zaulhef," Marcus saluted the AEUG's leaders with the taste of bile in his mouth. 

The St. Nick impostor spoke first. "Good to see you again, Marcus. Been keeping out of trouble?"

"Seems to be stirring it up," the skeleton wheezed.

"Cut the small talk. Just what exactly is going on here?" Marcus felt the need to ask, even though he already had a good idea of what was going to happen.

The skeleton's chest puffed up a bit. "We're going back to Mother Zeon."

"'Mother Zeon?'" The blond spoke in an incredulous shriek. "Are you daft, man?"

"Now calm down, Marcus. We know you're not a fan of Zeon but Mr. Zaulhef here is a former soldier of theirs."

"Then why are you condoning this?" He turned sharply to face the well-dressed man.

"It'll be easier this way. Even with my billions and funding from others like me, the AEUG can barely support itself. If we join with Zeon, the colonies will have a better shot at freedom."

"So they can be slaughtered en masse by a bunch of elitists aristocrats who think themselves gods among men? Is that what you want for the colonies!?"

"Marcus! Enough!" A new voice broke into the verbal melee. Ice water flowed through Marcus' veins as Mary approached him. With a confidence and grace becoming Venus herself, she held out her arms and embraced Marcus. Her pretty little head of blond hair rested on his shoulder, both arms wrapped firmly about him as a hand stroked the base of his neck. While his first impulse was to violently fling her from him, the years of loneliness and the memories of the girl he loved won out and he let himself be held.

"We just want to help you. You've lost sight of what you're fighting for. We're not the Zeon of old. They did terrible things to young people. Our scars are proof of that. They wanted to make a superior race of Coordinator-Newtype hybrids, something other than human. But what did they get?" At this she pulled back a bit to look him into the eye. "They got us. We're normal people. We have hopes and dreams and fears of our own. So, what do you say?"

***

Frederick Douglas the Third, otherwise known as FD3, glanced about him the same way a convict might look about in a precinct. In other words, he was paranoid. Of course, floating in a meteor field teeming with enemy MS can do that. Damn Minovsky interference...

All too suddenly, a monoeyed figure loomed out of the darkness above him. ****! In a flash, the Gundam jerked forward, sending two ribbons of beam energy upward. Aimed in haste, the projectiles soared off into nothingness. The Gaza fired in retaliation, but twisting his Gundam about allowed FD3 to evade said shots long enough to send a javelin of beam energy lancing into the MS' cockpit. A fraction of a second later, a blaring klaxon brought another MS to his attention. 

In a move that could only be called acrobatic, the Gundam leaned backward, becoming almost completely lateral. A missile launched forth from the Gundam's shield, sending chunks of molten metal flying after it burned through the Gaza's skirt armor. Before the Gaza could regain its bearings, FD3 had punched through its reactor with a well-placed beam rifle shot.

"I think that's all of them." FD3 breathed allowed as he sunk into his seat.

"Not bad, kid," a lone voice caused his relief to evaporate, "But let's see how you handle a real opponent."

FD3 cursed in spite of himself to see the ReGZ Custom floating in space before him.

***

The rare smile perched on Amuro Ray's face gave way a twisted, grotesque caricature of an expression the instant his "moment" with Ten ended. Judging from the way his eyes and his mouth hung open, one might assume he was in pain. In reality, Amuro couldn't feel anything save for the cold, steel floor of the Titans holding cell beneath him. He had just lost control of his body and was laying there like a corpse. Combined with his deathly hue, a passerby might have mistaken him for a cadaver.

It took him nearly twenty minutes to recover. And when finally did, everything felt odd. The lights were bright to a point where his eyes burned and the world seemed to be swimming. As he wiggled his fingers a few inches in front of his face, Amuro felt as if he was watching a separate entity. He knew it was his hand and that he had ordered it to move, but there was no sensation registering in his mind. 

About this time, Amuro recognized the overwhelming sense of fatigue that had come over him. Pulling himself up onto legs that he couldn't feel, Amuro lurched into the cramped bed and quickly settled into a sleep that felt...synthetic? One of his last thoughts before dozing off was this: I guess this is the price I pay for using the ZERO System.

***

Marcus leaned back and looked straight into Mary Cartly's eyes for the first time in over ten years. In them, he saw something he hadn't witnessed in years. It was the same thing that had mystified him; the same thing that drove a beam saber into his Gelgoog's side.

He wanted to believe her. He wanted to hold her and tell he loved her. But the demon that had been let loose in her mind had taken her away from him. Taking in a deep breath, as if to brace him for things to come, Marcus brought his arms up and forced her back.

"No, I can't join you...not when I know what you're capable of!" 

Mary went very still at that moment. The sapphire orbs that sat upon her face became cold, unreadable. Her mouth narrowed to a slit. Something about the lifelessness of that moment sent a shiver through Marcus' entire frame. "Aim."

On command, a dozen firearms, ranging from submachine guns to pistols to assault rifles, were leveled at him.

"Ready."

Hammers were clicked back and the men chose various targets, whether that target was the head, heart, or crotch.

Marcus brought the hidden radio up to his face. "Trowa! Somebody! Anybody!" 

"Fi-!" What should have been an uncouth execution turned into an orgy of chaos. Before any triggers could be compressed, a ray of raw power burst through the layers of metal separating the band from the void of space. The void's great suction began to exert itself over the empty expanse. As if that wasn't enough, the beam continued onward, carving into the Neo Zeon vessel. 

But that was only the beginning, a moment later, a beam lance carved through the doors, widening the gap to a point where a MS could walk through. And that's just what happened. The great Shenlong Gundam, piloted by the mercenary Kagato (who had gotten off on some rant about justice), tore into the hangar who. 

Marcus, who had latched onto a conveniently situated guardrail, could only hold on for dear life. That is, until a powerful hand grasped his own and began towing him out of the room. By the time his nameless rescuer had pulled him free of a terrible fate, Marcus finally recognized the normal suit. "Good timing, Trowa."

The young man, now helmet-less shrugged. "I do what I can."

***

FD3 yelped involuntarily when Zan fired off a burst from his ReGZ Custom's beam assault rifle. Leaning the Nu back in a way that seemed straight out of the Matrix, the Nu was moving before Zan could draw another bead on him. 

"You're not getting away so easily!" The veteran called back as he transformed his machine into its waverider form. The jet gracefully ducked, dodged, twitched, and flinched to avoid the Nu's blasts while replying with his own as the two sailed through the meteor field. The chase was on.

***

"God damn it!" Mary Cartly wheezed and moaned as the pulled herself up on wobbling knees. "That bastard! He...he...****!"

"Calm down" Five Flanagan placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder. "He was probably gunned down in the crossfire and I manged to pull you on board."

"No...He's still alive-the worm-I can feel it."

"So...I guess that's code for 'it's hunting season?'"


***

"C'mon! Where are you?" Zan chortled, aimlessly firing off another blast from his large mega beam cannon. The beam in question blew through a meteor or two before disappearing into space. A few more beam gun pot shots had similar results. Alright...now I'm getting pissed...

At that very moment, a massive chunk of rock behind him was sliced to bits by a large beam saber, a beam saber that just so happened to be coming downward. Pouring on the speed, Zan just managed to evade the brunt of the attack, but still caught the tip of the beam on the ReGZ's left side. ****! I was careless...and it looks like my engine is screwing up...

"Damn! Thought I had him!" FD3 sent a few more missiles and beams the retreating MS's way before it slipped out of sight. Before FD3 could settle back into the cat and mouse game he and Zan had been playing, the transformable MS reappeared on the edge of FD3's line of sight, in its MS state. 

"Wanna play chicken!" Zan cackled more than asked, driving toward his Nu at full speed.

Aw, hell FD3 rolled his neck to the side with a loud crack. "You're going down, old man!" Firing almost every weapon the Nu had at its disposal, FD3 cast his hit and run style aside in favor of a more turret-like offense. 

But even as the ReGZ drew closer, the best FD3 could do was strike glancing blows and near misses. The ReGZ lost a bit of shoulder armor or a foot, but nothing major was ever struck. I'm boned.

***

"Are you sure the information is reliable?" Admiral Valons sighed heavily. 

"Of course, sir."

"In that case, I guess we'll be paying Anaheim a little visit."

***

FD3's mind scrambled for some way out of his sticky situation. Granted, it was only a simulation, but the adrenaline was pumping. He needed something, something that could pull out a win even at this late stage. He ran over every last thing the mechanics had told him about the machine before the practice match. That was when it hit him. Fin Funnels

Flexing the muscles of his mind, FD3 called for the over sized bits resting on the Nu's back. One by one, they separated from the MS, awaiting orders. In this time, Zan had continued his barrage, scoring a few more hits on the Gundam. The sudden movement of the fin funnels only lit a fire under him. Attack! At his command, FD3's funnels suddenly flipped toward the oncoming MS and opened fire. 

***

Jimmy Smith yawned in spite of himself. It was late. He was tired. The fact that watching over a cell nearly bored him to a point of tears wasn't helping. But the Admiral had ordered it, he tried to remind himself. It was somewhere in this wave of monotony that the wave known as Ten Murasame appeared. Jimmy almost thought he was seeing things for a moment. But after straightening up a bit and rubbing at his eyes, he was shocked to see the recently promoted Captain Murasame standing before him. 

"Take a break, corporal." The man said in a jovial tone.

"But, sir, I have explicit orders-"

"Forget 'em."

"Well...you see, sir...Ferguson, that is to say, the other guy who watches this cell went for a bathroom break and leaving it unguarded could be big trouble." Something about the captain's vibe made the young soldier squirm. 

For a single, terrible moment, Jimmy feared Ten might draw a gun on him or do something else of a lethal or debilitating nature. The moment passed and the captain let out a resigned "oh well" before sliding back down the corridor. Jimmy sighed in relief, glad to be rid of the man. Forgetting the old adage that curiosity killed the cat, Jimmy took this opportunity to glance through the tight bars at the "man" in the cell. 

"What's so special about you, kid?" Jimmy asked no one in particular. Any further questions were preempted by a rag soaked in a powerful knock out agent sliding over his mouth. He gave a brief shake of protest before the drug took affect and his limp body slid to the ground. 

Ten gingerly stepped over the unconscious guard and peered inside the cell. "Hey, wake up. I'm here to bust you out."

***

"Damn!" FD3 cursed aloud in spite of his generally mellow nature. He could already hear Zan chuckling triumphantly.

"Nice try with the fin funnels, kid, but it was too little too late." The senior officer wormed out of his cockpit.

"Yeah, well next time, I-"

The Avalon's battle klaxons began to blear.

***

"Won't this draw attention?" Amuro Ray half-slurred, leaning heavily upon the artificial Newtype that had broken him out of the cramped cell he had been occupying. The lingering effects of the ZERO System, coupled with general fatigue brought on by lack of sleep, had left him lethargic. In fact, Ten had slung the ailing youth's arm over his shoulder and placed his own arm around Amuro's waist to keep him steady.

"Not if everything goes according as planned," Ten glanced about furtively as he half-dragged Amuro off the elevator. Amuro felt a wave of anxiety rise up within him as a black-clad soldier strode toward the two of them. But before his mind could spiral into panic, Ten greeted the soldier casually. "Good to see you pulled through Canard."

"I see...he must be another of the Titans' puppets." Amuro surmised.

"Damn straight," the newcomer snapped. "I'm tired of them pushing me around. Anyway, it looks like everyone is in place, Ten."

Amuro strained to stand on his own power, unaccustomed to feeling so helpless. "Just what is this plan of yours?" 

***

"So, who is the enemy?" Zan addressed the Avalon's bridge crew as he moved the ReGZ toward the launch catapult. 

Captain Fence supplied the desired information in a business-like tone. "It looks like Neo Zeon and the AEUG and stirring things up on the western side of the city." 

"Can't we just let them wipe each other out?"

"We could, but then there's the potential for collateral damage."

"Fair enough," Zan looked up as his ReGZ's feet locked into position. "Zanetsuken, ReGZ Custom, ready for launch."

FD3 flicked on a communication just before the ReGZ rocketed out of the hangar. "Hey, Zan, don't get yourself killed. I want a rematch." 

"I'll whip you again!" The veteran called back.

***

"And you think that will work?" Amuro Ray cocked an incredulous eyebrow.

"It may be an all or nothing sort of plan, but if we fail, we're as good as dead anyway, so why not go for the jugular?" Ten shrugged Amuro's skepticism aside. "Besides, if we do that, it might get us in the AEUG's good graces."

"You plan on hooking up with them?"

"You know something we don't?"

"No, I find it ironic. You might say I'm an AEUG man myself."

***

"No way," Totoro Gamdun grunted decisively. "Our orders are to make sure Mary doesn't try anything crazy."

The man on the small screen reddened at the disobedience. "But Ms. Cartly's authority overrides those!"

Totoro shot back instantly. "Not if they come from another triumvirate member." 

"Your orders are to eliminate the AEUG dissenters!"

"No, they're to defend the city from that psycho-*****'s delusions of grandeur."

"I'll have you court marshaled for this!" With that, the red-faced officer disappeared from sight.

A young officer that had witnessed the entire exchange spoke up furtively. "Are we really going to just stand by while our comrades fight and die?"

"No," Totoro snorted. "but I'll be damned if I let her have her way. Let's hurry up and launch, just to make sure she doesn't blow the city to bits."

***

"Scramble all ships! Send the word that we've been betrayed by those damned geezers! We're getting the hell off this moon!" Marcus shouted orders left and right, sending the various officers scrambling or shouting or whatever else they needed to do to get the job done. "Bring Pilot Barton up on screen."

In an instant, the dour young man's visage appeared upon the giant screen before Marcus. "Orders, sir?"

"We're pulling out. I want you to spearhead our offensive. Can you manage?" Marcus machine gunned out, in between "call so-so!" or signing off on documents.

"Affirmative."

"And don't worry about getting overwhelmed. There should be some back up on the way." With that, the screen went blank. "Now, get the Near Argama on the line." The tepid black gave way to the sight of several armed men standing about in a crowded, smoke- and body-strewn bridge. "So...are you throwing your lot in with Zeon or are you one of ours?"

The man he recognized as dash trigger stepped out from among the crowd. "We'll stand by your side."

"Marvelous. Battle potential?"

"Uh...last we checked, there were five MS on board...three Ez8 machines, a Zeta variant, and something called the F91..."

"Ah, yes, Jado and the Shaddox team. Launch those MS ASAP."

"The F91 doesn't appear to be operational."

"Do the best you can."

***

The sight of a tight knit group of Titans walking down the corridor of the Dogos Gear garnered quite a bit of attention, more than one would think it should attract. But as long as no one made any move to stop them, everything was peachy keen.

"Are you sure about this?" A wiry youth discreetly leaned toward the man at the head of the march.

"They were supposed to make their way to the MS bay on their own, not clump up like this." Ten admitted abashedly, eyeing a pair of fellow Titans who had dropped to low, suspicious whispers nearby. "We're sticking out like sore thumbs."

"You mean this is all we have?" The group rounded a corner.

"Of course not. But that doesn't mean we aren't inconspicuous."

Amuro let the topic drop at this, turning a concerned look upon the young woman next to him who happened to be wearing a uniform two sizes too big. "Are you holding up okay?"

"I'll manage." She breathed heavily, trying to fight the urge to collapse. Sleep deprivation and drug therapy could put a lot of strain on one person.

What Ten said next came as a relief to Amuro greater than any word of reassurance, "We're here. All right, boys, get to your MS. It's about time we blew on out of here."

***

A small, rare smile broke out across Kagato's face. A job well done, if I do say so myself. With a bright flare of his machine's thrusters, Kagato tore free from the Anaheim hangar in a shower of metal and sparks. The AEUG facilities were some distance away, but with such little gravity, Kagato didn't really have to use his thrusters. At this point, his machine could simply hop along. 

At least, that's how it would have gone down had it not been for the Gaza C hovering over the Altron, saber drawn. Minovksy interference could be a ***** sometimes.

***

"So, they're just up ahead, huh?" Sarte asked no one in particular as his Jegan A-Type soared through the lunar "sky." 

"Yep, stay frosty," Zan coolly replied in his wise tone, fading left for the inevitable volley that was to come.

***

"Gamdun Squadron, listen up: Our objective is the enemy ships. It looks like they're going to try and high tail it out of here, so it's up to us to make sure their ships stay grounded. From there, we can pick off their MS. Got it?"

A chorus of "Hell yeah!"s was his answer. 

***

Miles looked up in surprise at the familiar sound of klaxons. In fact, he had almost failed to perceive the sound, having heard it so often in the past weeks. "A battle?"

Mere moments later, a lone technician, wielding a mega phone, broke the news to his co-workers. "The AEUG is engaging Zeon on the surface. We've been ordered to launch all MS from here."

From here? Is that even possible?

Before he could ponder it any longer, Miles' rhetoric was interrupted by Marcus' voice. "Ready to launch?"

"Uh...sure..." Miles pulled on a space helmet and closed the Justice's hatch. "But how am I going to get out of here?"

"Leave that to us." Right on cue, the ceiling above Miles opened, revealing the star-dotted sky. At the same time, restraints of a sort fastened themselves onto the machine and the very ground it stood upon shifted. 

"What's going on!?"

"It's a nifty little launch mechanism we had installed. It hasn't been used in some time...mainly due to the incredible strain if puts on the body. A word of advice: Strap yourself in tight."

Just as the countdown began, Miles slid on the Justice's "seat belts" and braced his body for what would be the greatest G force he would ever experience. When the counter hit 0, the Justice was propelled skyward. His head began to throb and the incredible pressure on Miles made him feel as if he would be crushed to death. But he endured. Once the stars faded and his organs no longer burned, Miles glanced about to see he was on the lunar surface.

***

"Coward!" Kagato spat, twisting his Shenlong in a way that would put acrobats to shame. "A true warrior faces his enemy in battle!"

In one deft movement, the Shenlong drew its own beam trident and thrust viciously toward the monoeye. The Gaza parried, only to find itself impaled on the weapon with the second attack. The time Kagato had to savor this small victory was brief. In almost no time at all, the Gaza's comrades were swarming forward to meet him. "Come on, then! Show me what you're made of!"

***

"Oh, a welcoming party," Totoro Gamdun cooed sarcastically, lazily gazing at the trio of MS headed directly toward him and his men. "I want all of you-even Jones and Henson-to go on ahead. Break left to avoid them. I think I can handle these three on my own."

Another wave of affirmative responses.

"Shaddox Team! Don't let them through!" The very man whom the unit was named after called out to his wing men. On command, the other to Ez8 Kai machines trained their beam rifles on Zakus. 

"No you don't!" Taking careful aim, Totoro let loose with a burst from his custom-made beam assault rifle (it is a custom unit, after all). With the more immediate threat heading toward them, the members of the Shaddox Team dipped, ducked, and dodged to evade the beam fire. "I'll be your opponent."

Shaddox growled in anger. "We can't just ignore this guy. We'll take him down then circle around to take care of his guys." 

Focusing on a lone MS, Totoro forced his Zaku into a blitz. In spite of the team's best effort, the Zaku remained untouched. While he was forced to deviate from his rush a bit with each shot, the Zaku remained with the Ez8 in its sights, untouched by any offensive implement. Just as the targeted Ez8 pointed directly at his MS from point blank range, Totoro's own beam weapon fired, carving through its chest with ease. 

A small explosion tore through the machine's torso, sending it into a wild spiral that culminated in it crashing to the ground. "I picked up that little trick from Brenev Auggs himself. Who's next?"

Overwhelmed by his complacency, his boredom with the whole affair, Shaddox let out a base shriek and charged the Zaku. "I guess it will be you."

***

Watching Shaddox charge the Zaku was oddly reminiscent of Totoro's own run, which had claimed one of the enraged pilot's wing men. However, Totoro refused to fire, instead hovering serenely in place. It wasn't until the Ez8 Kai was almost on top him when finally decided to act. With a flick of the Zaku's wrist, a beam saber was ignited and cleft the mass-produced Gundam's beam rifle in twain. 

It was about this time Shaddox realized he might be in over his head. 

A kick to the Ez8 Kai's midsection followed, violently flinging the Kai away. With the Kai careening out of control, Totoro swooped in for the kill not unlike a bird of prey. Just as the saber was about to come down, the final member of the Shaddox Team made its presence known. A single beam bisected the distance between the Zaku and the hapless MS. 

"Stay away from him!" The pilot snapped, training his rifle on the Zaku's cockpit as it came so close to the Zaku that they were just out of arm's reach.

In an almost casual motion yet with seemingly superhuman speed, the Zaku's beam assault rifle jerked up and drilled six holes into the Kai's torso. The MS fell back a bit before its punctured reactor went critical. As Shaddox watched his final team mate die a fiery death, he knew this would probably be his metal coffin. But he would not go quietly. Unsheathing his beam saber, Shaddox prepared for his final stand. "Come on!"

"A saber duel, eh?" Totoro chuckled darkly. The beam assault rifle let out another burst, incinerating the Kai's cockpit sector. "Sorry, but I'm more of a soldier than a gentleman."

With the Shaddox Team no more, Totoro fired up his verniers and took off after his unit.

***

"Damn it!" Miles cursed aloud. "I'm just not cut out for lunar combat. The gravity difference from Earth throws everything off!"

It hit him like a ton of bricks. With the reflexes and ingenuity only a Coordinator could possess, Miles set about reprogramming the Justice for lunar combat. Reworking a MS's operating system was hard enough, but being under enemy fire didn't help much. But Miles was a fighter. Switching his beam rifle over to a more rapid style of fire and abusing his backpack's ability to break off and attack independently, Miles held off five MS on his lonesome. Of course, these MS hadn't been modified for lunar combat either, which went a long way in keeping him alive. In a matter of two and a half minutes, the Justice was ready.

"Now let's see what you can do, Justice!"

Thrusting directly upward, Miles rained down a wave of beam rifle fire that blew a Gaza C to bits and obliterated a Gaza D. "Amazing! This thing moves like it's on Earth!" A Zssa attempting to out flank the apple red MS met its end when Miles' backpack unit out flanked it and taught the Zeon to respect its Fortis beam cannons. A Bawoo pilot met a much more merciful fate when Miles blew off both of its legs only to be distracted by a charging Gallus-J, giving the pilot enough time to bail out of the ruined machine. This Gallus, in turn, was carved to bits by the Justice's double-sided beam saber.

With a surge of mixed relief and triumph, Miles called the backpack back to his location, hopped on, and soared into battle with all the majesty of a war god.

***

"It's too damn much! We can't-aaargh!" That unfortunate Gaza C pilot never got a chance to finish, slain by a well-aimed beam from the Freedom Gundam's Hi-Mat attack.

"Last of defensive MS eliminated. Battleship vulnerable," Trowa reported aloud, not talking to anyone in particular. Unloading with almost every weapon the Freedom had, Trowa sunk the Endra-class vessel in a matter of seconds. 

Just as he was about to find his next target, Trowa caught the sight of an approaching MS out of the corner of his eye. A new Gundam model

"This is FD3 of the Earth Federation Forces. Abandon your MS or I will be forced to neutralize you."

***

"I'm sorry, but you're not equipped to launch." 

"Aw, come on, Barry, you know me. Why not?" Ten put on his best buddy face in the frail hope he would be able to win the officer over and launch without incident.

"It seems there have been some strange going-ons within the fleet."

"Oh, really?" Ten asked blankly, knowing that the "going-ons" were rebellions on other ships. He hadn't counted on word spreading so quickly. 

"Looks like we'll have to do this the hard way." Canard sighed, tensing up for what was to be a hectic escape. 

"Yeah..." Ten answered dully. "I was hoping to keep the body count down. I guess it can't be helped."

***

"That's four," Zan counted aloud as a Zaku crumbled inward on itself. A pair of Gazas, seeking vengeance, threw themselves headlong at the ReGZ Custom, only to meet a similar end. Before Zan could continue blowing the Gamdun Squadron members out of the sky, a sudden series of beams forced the ReGZ on the defensive as Zan pulled his unit into a barrel roll. 

"Close call."

"It's my job to make sure as many of these boys come home alive as possible."

"Commendable, but you won't hold it against me if I defend myself, right?"

"That's fine by me."

***

Funnels Trowa's eyes darted back and forth between the mobile beam rifles. Even with all his years of experience and a sophisticated machine, there was only so much he could do against the quickly maturing Newtype and his funnels. A hit here, a hit there, the damage was really beginning to add up. The fact that he couldn't even scratch the Nu Gundam wasn't helping. With his options thinning out by the second, Trowa opted for the one tactic he abhorred. Yanking the Freedom's beam saber free, he charged, firing his HiMat cannons all the while.

Just like the simulation! FD3's palms grew sweaty, darkly reflecting on how that practice duel had ended. The barraged increased in intensity yet the Freedom kept coming. I can't hit him! Little did FD3 know, but video games would save his life this day. An old shooter video game that featured alien craft trying to land on Earth taught him to aim where the UFOs were going to be, as opposed to where they were. Lining up his funnels just right, FD3 fired with little time to spare. 

Fortunately, his aim was true. One beam tore off the Freedom's arm at the right elbow just as it began to stab forward. Another three beams carved through the Freedom's torso, blowing it apart. "Wow...that was a close call...But I don't exactly have time to be talking to myself."

***

The Titans' GENESIS fleet-as it had come to be called-was amazing in its grandeur. Over 27 ships made up its ranks, each one gleaming with a cleanliness that would make a hypochondriac very happy. The black of the ships almost made the ships blend in with the space that surrounded, only these ships lacked the stars. All in all, these voids surrounding a silvery super weapon, it was a very intimidating sight.

Until the flag ship, Dogos Gear, was gutted by a massive explosion.

"Go, go, go!" Ten belted out the orders like a drill sergeant. "We don't have much time!" One by one, the rebels flowed out of the gaping, smoldering wound. Amid all the confusion, Ten's heightened sense of sight picked out a Hi Zack lumbering toward a Gaplant manned by one of his revolutionaries, heat hawk drawn. 

"Look out!" Ten flung his Bound Doc past the Gaplant as best he could in such cramped confines, forcing the heat hawk out of the Hi Zack's hands with a well-placed beam saber stroke. With the Bound Doc's free hand, Ten forced the Hi Zack to the wall and held his weapon just above the cockpit. "Back off and you don't have to die."

The pilot gave a meek sort of complying sound as he bailed out of the machine. With all his accomplices free of the ship, Ten guided his Bound Doc to the void of space.

***

The battle between Zanetsuke of the Federation's Alpha Taskforce and Totoro Gamdun of the Zeon military was truly a splendid one, if one can use the word "splendid" in the context of war. Whereas this war had become the battlefield of children, science experiments, and the gifted, these two clashed with little more than wits and the maccabre knowledge of war, forged from years of struggle on the frontlines. Their battle looked more like an aerial dogfight than a MS fire fight. The speed with which they fought and the altitude at which the miniature war was waged (due to lessened gravity) leant to the overall feel of two jets locked in combat. But all good things must come to an end and the beginning of this deadly duel's end was a stray burst from Totoro's beam rifle carving into the ReGZ Custom's left shoulder.

***

"Astray Gold and Blue, move to C Gate. The Westington and Charles have apparently come under heavy enemy fire and their own MS are having trouble repelling them."

Silently obeying their commander, the Gold Frame Amatu and Blue Frame Second G relocated to a new defensive line. In an instant, Marcus flicked over to a new frequency and began shouting over the telltale crackle of Minovsky interference.

"Jado, have you launched yet? Good. It looks like the Altron has been pinned down. It's only one MS, but it's one of the best we've got, especially with that pilot. The 2nd and 5th Team are moving in to help him out, but you should head to his location, too. It seems the Montgomery's launch point is located nearby, so we'll be killing two birds with one stone."

***

Ten cursed under his breath when he realized an Salamis-class ship was lumbering toward his lone Bound Doc. There didn't seem to be any defensive MS, but when a battleship zeros in on you, that doesn't make much difference. Pulling an about face, Ten came face-to-face (so to speak) with the massive ship, only to realize it hadn't made any attempt to fire at him. 

"Are you Master Murasame?" The young voice was barely audible through the static.

"Master? Uh...I don't know about that, but I'm Ten Murasame." 

A chorus of jubilation rang throughout his cockpit. "That's wonderful. Uh...sir...I'm Alex Henson. We are fellow cyber newtypes, living CPUs, and the like that have overthrown this ship's operators to commandeer the ship. And, if you'll direction your attention behind us, you'll see a few more ships that underwent the same change in management."

Ten's jaw nearly hit the floor. Floating behind the sable Salamis was two more ships of the same class and an Alexandria. He had never expected this little insurrection to garner him four fully stocked, undamaged, completely loyal ships. Thinking quickly, Ten began putting together the outlines of a plan. "All right, all you ships need to head toward the moon. Don't land, just stay in orbit. As for your MS, let them form a sort of defensive line. As for the rest of you, come with me. We're going to tear that GENESIS of theirs a new one!"

"Are you sure that's a wise decision?" Amuro Ray's cool voice cut into the euphoria. "You may all be better than the average pilot, but they'll swamp you."

A melancholy sort of calm overcame Ten. "That's the risk we've been willing to take by coming this far. We knew it wouldn't be easy. In fact, I'm kind of surprised we made it this far. But we did. And that's something to be proud of. If we really want to stick it to them, we have to take out their heart. And I happen to know just how to do that."

***

****! Zan did his best to pull the spiraling waverider out of its crash course. At best, he would probably be able to pull off a crash landing...with Zeon's best at his heels. It wasn't a very pleasing proposition, but he had made it out of worse. Not much worse, but it had been worse. 

Falling back on his lessons in the military academy, before the age of the EFF's MS, Zan told himself he would make the best out of a bad situation. Keep the tail up The ground grew closer and broader until finally a jarring sort of grating filled his ears, but he held firm on the controls. The friction caused the craft to slow, even if it did scrape up the bottom. Whereas most pilots would have ridden the craft to a stop, Zan improvised, something only the most talented could do. 

Just as the ReGZ began to slow to a crawl, Zan jerked the craft upward, using the momentum to pull the ReGZ up just enough to punch in its transformation sequence. "Ha!"

"I don't say this often, but I'm actually impressed." Totoro admitted begrudgingly, having spent the last of his Zaku's beam assault rifle ammo on a burst that sailed under the ReGZ once Zan pulled up. "Then I guess we're down to sabers."

***

The Altron's head dipped down and slightly to the right, narrowly avoiding a Zaku's beam rifle blast. With a vicious backhand, the Zaku was torn in half. A split second later, Kagato leaned the Altron back just in time to evade a Zssa volley. Said Zssa met a fiery end when a jet of flame ignited the Zssa's unused missiles. For a brief moment, Kagato was allowed a breather, but less than twenty seconds later another round of bogeys set off his proximity alerts. No less than a dozen MS grew from distant shapes to larger than life weapons. "What's another twelve of you cockroaches? I've already littered the landscape with the remains of over fifteen of your cronies. So let's get this show on the road!"

At this challenge, it seemed the approaching horde of MS hesitated. The moment, if at all real, only lasted briefly. The calm was shattered by a single beam, catching a distracted Gallus-Ja in the side, which sent a cloud of fire erupting from its side. The remaining MS abruptly went into evasive maneuvers, answering with their own shots. I guess Death has passed me up again.

***

The ReGZ Custom's feet dug into the lunar surface, kicking up a gray powder. He would not back down. Doing so might be the end of him. So he pushed forward, grinding his saber against the Zaku Custom's. Whereas most saber duels were fast-paced matches, Zan and Totoro's clash had degenerated into a pushing contest. For a time it had been like that, a lightning quick battle that poured over hill and valley. Zan moved in almost graceful sense, like a fencer, while Totoro did his best Viking impersonation. But that was long ago. Each one put as much pressure as they possibly could on their weapon, hoping to overtax the other's. 

In time, Totoro grew impatient and decided he would make a gamble. It might give Zan the victory but it could also garner him a win. Doing his best to keep a decent amount of leverage with the Zaku's back leg, Totoro abruptly slid his machine's left leg behind between the ReGZ's, wrapped it around a leg, and jerked suddenly. In another time at another place, one might have called it a Russian leg sweep. Regardless of the name, it worked. The ReGZ tipped backward, having been thrown off balance.

Rearing back, Totoro swung forward with a stroke more becoming of a battle axe than a sword. Zan instinctively brought his saber up to block, and succeeded in this endeavor. But it only threw the wobbling MS further off balance. Again, Totoro lunged and again Zan defended. However, this time around, the ReGZ left its feet. 

The next thing Zan knew, the Zaku III Custom stood over his downed MS, saber pointed directly at his cockpit.

***

Jado Marigbo ducked just in time to narrowly avoid a pair of beam fired from a Gaza C's weapon only to respond with three of his own, reducing the MS to a few metallic splinters and molten globs. The hair standing up on the back of his neck alerted Jado to something behind him. Going on his gut instinct, he pulled his MS into a sort of barrel roll, rolling sideways and turning upside down at the same time. Face-to-face with his assailant, Jado pulled the trigger, reducing the Zssa to scrap. 

A flicker of orange at the edge of Jado's line of sight was all that stood in the way of him and an early grave. A tap of his thrusters sent Jado's Zeta Plus to the left just enough to slide by the beam that had been intended to skewer his machine. 

The orange and gold Bawoo cocked its head to the side, surprised, before drawing another bead on Jado's MS.

***

Totoro stabbed down, aiming to finish what had been his closest battle in years. But Zan wasn't about to take it lying down (forgive the pun). With a flick of the wrist, the ReGZ brought its saber up in a last ditch defense. Rather than falling back into an extremely slanted version of their earlier clash, Zan let his ReGZ's arm give way. He purposely allowed the stroke to run its course, with his saber "guiding" the momentum of the strike just off to his side. 

The Zaku III Custom's torso was now completely vulnerable. Squeezing the trigger with all his might, Zan poured round after round of vulcan fire into the Zaku's gut. The wounded MS staggered back sluggishly, spewing sparks and liquefied armor like so much blood. Eventually, the MS collapsed in a heap and Zan was finally aloud some peace and quiet...or he would have been if it wasn't for the fact that MS reactors can be temperamental. The Zaku III Custom's reactor was no exception. And the instructor always told me to stay away from exploding Ms...well, damn...

***

"It's just up ahead!" Ten strained his vocal chords to reach his men over the screams of terror, explosions, and gunfire of the chaos around him. The once serene lake of the Titans fleet had become a frothing, writhing torrent of fire. Scattered bits of mobile suits lay strewn throughout as they rebelling malconents made their way to the GENESIS cannon. 

"Are you sure you know how to do this?" Canard screeched back, gunning down a Hi Zack with his machine gun only to fire his Forfanterie beam cannons into a passing Asshimar before driving one of his Romteknica beam knives into a Marasai. 

"Sure," Ten blared back in between slicing a Hi Zack to bits and blowing a Galbady B to pieces. "That crackpot Valons explained to me what I was supposed to defend and why I should defend it in the next battle. He was very thorough about its location and vulnerability. I'd love to see the look on his face when it bites him in the ass."

The Hyperion, Bound Doc, and a handful of other MS pushed past the scorched remains of a Salamis that had thrown itself in the way of the GENESIS cannon as a desperate defense. Every so often, a Titan might pop out to take a few shots at the group, only to risk ending up on the wrong side of a vengeful salvo. "Valons likened it to a bridge or a control tower. If we take that out, GENESIS won't be able to fire for some time. There's a secondary 'bridge' to which all functions can be relocated, but it apparently takes time."

"How much time?" Canard sent a Barzam packing with a bit of machine gun fire. 

"Ten to fifteen minutes at least...Thirty to forty at most."

"You won't make it to the control tower!" A harsh voice shrieked in an inhuman way. 

Ten immediately shifted his Bound Doc into its MS mode in order to turn around while still pushing toward the GENESIS (in essence, he was flying backwards). Rapidly closing on their position was a cluster of MS led by the Raider and Sword Calamity Gundams.

***

In one particular section of the battlefield, the struggle had taken on a sort of old world style. Most battles in the age of MS were fast-paced, beam flinging contests that emphasized hitting your enemy before they hit you. This little conflict, on the other hand, looked like something out of a World War. Scarred by the fragments of a failed colony drop, development, and its own natural contours, the Moon's surface was dotted by ditches and grooves. The band of MS trading fire near one of Anaheim's launch bays had resorted to using these quasi-fox holes for cover. 

Each pilot had lain their MS down as flat as possible, trying to expose as little as possible. Now and then, a MS might duck down completely to reload or check a damaged part. While the stream of fire between the AEUG and the attacking Zeons was constant, it had become a waiting game. Most of the shots were pot shots designed to keep the enemy pinned down or on their toes. Only a precious few shots were actually aimed with any hope of striking their target. 

One of the many soldiers who had fallen into this groove was Zeon's young Hobb Zenader. His Gaza D had hunkered down in a small crater along with another of his wing men. The other two were a few meters away. One had been tagged by a stray shot, and the other watched over it like a mother protecting her child. Taking off a Nemo's head, Hobb smirked in triumph only to groan in annoyance once he realized he had to switch E-caps. Allowing his MS to slide away from the crater's thin lip, Hobb went about replacing the spent energy capsule while his wing man, freshly reloaded, took up point. "Have you heard anything from our allies?"

The wing man replied apprehensively after a time. "No, sir, too many Minovsky particles in the area."

Hobb sighed tersely. "Do you think you can cover me while I try to get a better signal?"

"I'll do my best, sir."

With a quick "thanks," Hobb transformed his machine into its jet-like state, coming under enemy fire the instant his MS peeked over the lip. The sheer amount of firepower directed toward him was astounding but it was hardly surprising. To stand one's MS up in this sort of fight was suicide but taking flight in a transformed MS was insane. In spite of it all, Hobb remained untouched, although the Gaza took a few glancing blows. His wing men supported him as best they could with a moderate counteroffensive, a few other Zeons joining in as well. 

The two enemy lines ran, more or less, from northeast to southwest, with Hobb's team parked near the northeast end. Hobb figured the bulk of the Zeon force would be in the center, so it was northeast for him. As he sailed over the chaos below (nimbly evading the occasional shot), Hobb saw something that filled him with fear. The further he went, the worse it was. Zeon MS lay in pieces, at best. Most had been cut down by the intense heat of beam weapons, others blown to bits. Either way, it was a slaughter. What was even more disturbing about the whole ordeal was that the path of destruction ran southwest to northeast. He concluded this based on the freshest "kills" being located northeast, meaning the horrible force had started in the south and was working its way northward towards his team. Whatever it was that had done this must have passed beneath him and he didn't notice. He knew the AEUG MS, from where they were, couldn't have done this on pure luck. Something was methodically picking the Zeons apart and it couldn't be seen. 

Running on adrenaline, Hobb headed back to his team in the hopes he might be able to spare them the thing's wrath.

***

"How is our evacuation coming along?" Marcus Vakdon called out to the Argama's crew.

"We've lost 10% of our MS forces." 

"What!?"

"But Zeon has lost nearly 50%." The communication officer tried his best to sugar coat it.

"Need I remind this is only a part of the Zeon military? The rest of it is still out there, lying in wait for some grand operation. As for us, this is our whole force! We can't keep up at such a sloppy pace!"

"Uh...we-"

"Never mind that!" Marcus snapped. A deathly calm settled over the bridge, although the tense undercurrent seething just below the surface was palpable. After a few moments to collect his wits, Marcus handed out his new orders. "Tell our units to fall back and tighten up the perimeter. The Zeons will have a tougher time taking us out en masse." 

***

"Go on ahead!" 

Ten's eyes nearly popped out of his head. "Are you crazy?"

"I can take these Coordinator wannabes." The Hyperion pilot boasted, bringing up his unit's unique shield. "I may need a little back up for their cronies, but I should be able to handle them. You go on ahead and cripple GENESIS."

"Are you sure?" Ten hovered indecisively.

"Let me put it this way: What's the point of us getting away if the Titans just zap us with GENESIS?" 

Biting his lower lip a bit, Ten caved to Canard's gutsy move. "James, Catrina, Clark, Zack, Mia! I want you all to watch his ass. Don't worry so much about shooting them down as keeping them busy. It shouldn't take us too long to hit GENESIS."

With his orders hanging in the still air, the two groups broke. One headed for GENESIS whilst the other grabbed the proverbial bull by the horns. 

"No you don't!" Orga shrieked, his Calamity's chest smoldering with power. The energy coalesced and finally released in a column of raw power. The attack, aimed directly at Ten's Bound Doc, didn't get very far at all. What was supposed to slay the rebellion's leader fizzled out on the Hyperion's beam shield. 

"I'll be your opponent here."

***

Hobb had intended to land in the crater occupied by his wing man, tell them of the approaching danger, and get the hell out of there. An explosion just a few meters from his wing men's position changed all that. Christ! It's almost on top of them! Indeed it was. A Bawoo that had opened fire on a Rick Dias suddenly had its right arm severed out of the blue. Hobb saw no enemy unit, simply the radiant beam that had done the deed. When the beam moved, Hobb realized it to be a beam saber, but it hadn't a wielder. While that sort of thing might strike you or I as little more than bizarre, it chilled Hobb to the core. Taking his Gaza D into a steep dive, Hobb bolted for his fox hole. 

"Sir! You're going to crash!" One of his wing men called out. Seeing that he wasn't going stop, the pilot moved as if to catch the descending MS only to be stunned when Hobb suddenly transformed mid-fall and kicked on his thrusters at just the right time to land with an alarming grace. "Sir, what are-"

"No time! Get out of here! It's coming our way!" The words poured out of Hobb's mouth faster than he could coherently think them.

"Sir, wait, what are you-"

Again, the pilot was cut off, this time by a blood-curdling shriek. Risking a look over the lip of the crater, Hoob witnessed the motherly Gaza in the crater next to his fold like a house of cards in the wake of an anvil. Its cockpit had been neatly incinerated by some sort of beam, yet Hobb couldn't find the shooter. Judging from the way the Gaza had fallen, something had attacked its flank, but the enemy line was dead ahead.

"GET OUT OF THERE!" Hobb screamed too late as the downed Gaza was suddenly pierced by a pair of missiles. The resulting flash of the explosion sent his Gaza tumbling back and injected into him a fresh wave of fear. "RUN, DAMN IT!"

The last remaining member of Hobb's team, aside from himself, could only nod in numb terror, taking flight. The Gaza only it made a few meters before an emerald streak ripped through its generator. The MS's engines then stopped and the useless mass of metal crashed to the lunar ground. It was then that Hobb ripped his eyes away from his fallen comrade to gaze upon the architect of his team's destruction. He could barely see it, but at such close range, it would be hard not to. The thing was wavy and translucent. He could see what was beyond it, yet could make out a vague shape where light and many other things were refracted around it. 

When he saw its beam saber flare to life, Hobb screamed in a way usually reserved for the senseless or the dying. It was a scream that rose up from his soul and resonated with his ancestors. It was terror; it was passion; it was the will to survive.

The beam came down, only to meet his own beam saber. Going on instinct, Hobb thrust the enemy's saber away from him only to plunge it violently forward into the offender's midsection. Weich could only let out a surprised sound-not even a word-before the heat overwhelmed his being and he evaporated. The thing de-cloaked at that point, revealing a dull gray and black monstrosity of engineering. 

Hobb had won, but he didn't care. Everyone around him was dead.

***

Canard winced as the Raider's massive Gundam hammer smalled into the Hyperion's exposed back. One could hardly blame him, though. Fighting a melee monster like the Sword Calamity forced one to devote their attention to the threat at hand, giving Crot the opportunity to outmaneuver him in the hopes of disabling his shield. For his troubles, Crot lost his hammer when Canard stabbed into with a beam knife on his second attack.

"****! Why won't you die!?" The redhead snapped, watching his Raider's mouth cannon do absolutely nothing to the Hyperion's shield. Any witty retorts or punishing counteroffensives never saw the light of day, as Canard drew another beam knife to parry Orga's newest onslaught. 

Crot simply grumbled to himself, intensely annoyed by the long-haired Coordinator. "Maybe I can blow off some steam picking off these small fries."

***

Ten hugged the sleek, polished surface of the GENESIS as they approached the control tower. All around, turrets, anti-air defenses, stray MS, and more threw everything they had into derailing the charge (it reminded him of an antique movie he had seen some time back entitled Star Wars). While a few had fallen to these defenders or broken off to stall any pursuers, the majority of Ten's team remained. The agile Bound Doc, in his expert hands, nimbly wound through the hail of fire, although his comrades were struggling to keep up. "It's okay to break off! I can take it from here!"

A few protests were field, but Ten put his foot down and ordered the less gifted pilots to take it easy and fall back. It may have seemed like suicide, but Ten had faith. Almost there The tower was barely outside his firing range. A little more Proving things rarely go the way you want them to, a proximity alert nearly deafened Ten at that particular point in time. Chancing a look over his shoulder, Ten eyed a Gaplant flanked by a pair of Asshimars. He thought to shoo them away with some quality time with the beam rifle, but thought better of it. He couldn't afford to get entangled in a MS battle now. 

Pushing the Bound Doc a bit harder, Ten continued on, deftly feinting and flinching to avoid the shots. But as Ten got closer, the shots became more accurate, perhaps out of desperation and a surge of adrenaline. PLEASE, I'm so close!

A deafening explosion resounded behind Ten. He shot a glare behind him if only out of instinct. Low and behold, one of the Asshimars as been blown to smithereens by some unseen assailant. The remaining Asshimar pilot panicked, dodging left, right into the cannon's side. The Asshimar then spun out in a way not unlike a race going over 125 mph. The remaining suit, the Gaplant, shot upward to engage this new threat. Straying from the control tower once more, Ten beheld the Wing Zero, as majestic as ever. 

"Take out that control tower!"

"I'm on it!" Ten saluted, straining his eyes for the most accurate shot possible. The beam rifle flared once, twice. Two beams carved into the edifice, tearing through it like so much tissue paper. For good measure, Ten further dashed any hopes of repairing with a swipe from his beam saber as he passed. As the once-proud super weapon behind him suddenly began to make a myriad of unusual sounds, Ten blasted off for the "home" fleet, with the Wing Zero right on his heels.

***

"What do you mean I can't launch!?" The green-haired hot head roared.

"Your machine hasn't been repaired yet!" Marcus called back.

"Let me launch in something else, then!"

"There is nothing else! If you want to help out, go down and give the mechanics a hand. Maybe then I won't throw you in the brig for insubordination!"

***

Canard winced in pain. The laceration only seemed to be getting worse. He had manged to lose the two Gundams in just one of many debris clouds that filled the Earth Sphere. His Hyperion lay motionless behind the nose of a battered Salamis that had been abandoned then picked over by pirates for spare parts rather than hauled off. Like most of the war's junk, it just sat. It was ironic, really. Leaving bits of destroyed MS and shattered ships had always offended Canard's tree-hugging side, yet now it was helping him survive. 

Pushing such thoughts aside, Canard slid a bit of hair into his mouth, bit down and moved a hand to the bloody spot. Finally working up the courage, Canard yanked a length of glass from his abdomen, doing his best to stifle the agonized scream. Once the burning agony faded to a teeth-gnashing pain, Canard retrieved a small bit of material from a pack at his side and slapped it on over the wound. 

Deep in the void, Crot and Orga chattered amongst themselves. While already depraved individuals, if one could see the way they hunched and the accent (if you could call it an accnet) with which they spoke that person might see just how far they had fallen. At this point, the two were comparable to animals, vacant-minded and brutal yet pure. 

"I heard him!"

"Ssssh! Don't want him to hear!"

"Gotta get him!"

With a pang of regret and sorrow and so much more, Canard brought his Hyperion into view. "You want me? Come and get me!"

Canard smiled a strange smile. It was bitter because he knew he would die. It was happy because he had died fighting for himself for a change. The duo charged. He would make sure this was a fight neither would forget.

***

Jado Marigbo winced in spite of himself, trying to glimpse the fiery colored Bawoo past the blinding flash. He had heard tales of what happened when two beam rifle waves met, but he had never actually seen it firsthand. Thanks to a chance pair of shots that somehow wound up on the same angle at the same time, Jado now saw why it was so frightening. The light clawed at his eyes while the Bawoo was still out there, somewhere. Jado couldn't afford to play sitting duck right now, hence his wild dodging, dipping, and sliding. Thanks to this gut instinct to dodge, Inferno's blind volley amounted to little more than a flashy light show.

When the glow finally dissipated, Jado was struck with an odd feeling when he noticed the Bawoo was standing perfectly still, its rifle trained on him yet not firing. He knew he should take this opportunity, but something told him the pilot's incredibly reflexes would see him through unharmed...again. 

"Well, it's been fun," the Bawoo straightened up suddenly, so suddenly that Jado flinched back a bit. "I wish I could stay and all, but I've got my orders. Ciao."

Without so much as a parting shot, the Bawoo ascended and sailed back towards the Zeon ships straight as an arrow. Jado thought to take another stab at shooting down the Bawoo, but thought better of it thanks to an innate sense of wrongness and the sudden crackle of his radio. 

"All AEUG units, fall back. The Zeon forces have withdrawn. Now is our best chance to evacuate this area before they regroup."

Punching in a few keys on his MS's keyboard and jiggling his joystick a bit, Jado shifted his machine into its waverider form and cut across the lunar sky.

***

"Status report!" Admiral Valons' gruff voice resounded through the wounded Dogos Gear's hangar, looking incredibly out of place in a normal suit. But a gaping hole in the side of his ship made it a necessity. 

A haggard technician, his normal suit stained with oil and blood, floated over to his superior officer and saluted numbly. "Severe damage to our MS launch bay. Five units stolen: one NRX-055 Bound Doc, one ORX-005 Gaplant, two RMS-117 Galbaldy Betas, and one CAT1-X1/3 Hyperion Gundam."

"Very well," the Admiral sighed tensely, wallowing in his own anger. To have lost a plethora of MS, ships, his best pilots, and the ability to fire his trump card any time soon filled him with an implacable anger. Fortunately, Valons had dedicated every available man to bringing the GENESIS back up to functioning capacity. 

His line of thinking was derailed by the sudden appearance of yet another man in a normal suit wavering over his shoulder. When he spoke, his voice was tremulous. "Sir?"

"Yes?"

"We just received an urgent message from the Oz forces near Side 2. It's encrypted, but we just cracked it. I think you might want to see it."

The Admiral absently cracked his knuckles. "Alright, I need to get my mind off of all this. So, just what do they want? Need help shooting up some guerrilla band?"

For the first time, the Admiral looked into the soldier's face, noting the ghostly pallor of his skin and the fear in his eyes. "No, sir."

Sensing the gravity of the situation, Valons waved the soldier aside and made his way to the bridge.
