MOBILE SUIT GUNDAM RAGNAROK

Chapter 3 — The Smiling Man


Linder cursed to himself under his breath as he stared out the window from his seat on the tiny shuttle.  His head rested atop his hand, index finger tapping rhythmically on his cheek.  Next to him, across a narrow aisle, Bale sat in a semi-reclined position, leg twitching irritably, his eyes closed.  They were the only passengers in the cramped little ship, dressed in formal military attire: dark grey uniforms with black boots, and gold-laced black shoulders striped to mark the wearer's rank.  As the shuttle ambled along, Linder watched their destination draw closer.  It was a Perseus Class, like the Ranger, only solid black, with ornate gold and maroon decorations.  This second Perseus was pulled up alongside the Ranger, with both ships overshadowed by the massive derelict colony that hung ominously in the near distance.  Slowly, steadily, the tiny shuttle made its way into the black Ranger's awaiting hangar and landed.  The massive hangar doors slid to a close behind it as it rocked slightly on its narrow landing gear, and there was a brief moment's pause to allow the hangar’s interior to pump full of oxygen again before crewman entered and resumed tinkering with this and that.


“Master Caulfield, come,” Linder said, rising from his seat and trying his best to stretch inside the cramped shuttle before making his way to the door.  Bale stifled a yawn and followed the elder officer.  Stepping off down a small flight of stairs, the two men were greeted by an impressively clean and orderly hangar, almost hollow in contrast to the cluttered and undisciplined appearance of most regular forces' ships.  But more than the neatness, Bale was captivated by the mobile suits that lined the far wall of the hangar.  There were six in all, with more standing in shadow behind them.  Short of one suit covered with a tarp, he could tell that each and every one of them was a Griffin, fresh off the assembly line.  He had never seen so many of the new units in one place before, and it captured his attention to the point that he almost failed to notice the procession of men in black and grey uniforms striding out to greet both Linder and himself.


“Lieutenant Commander Linder,” a man's voice called out, “so glad you could join us.”


“Sir,” Linder saluted.  Bale immediately turned and did the same, taking note of the speaker.  He was a tall, impressively built gentleman with short, slicked back hair and a neatly-trimmed goatee.  He smirked slightly as he approached them, seemingly beaming with an odd confidence.  To Bale, he looked like someone's representation of the Devil, especially in his black and gold uniform.  To his left was another man in black uniform, his shoulders and collar denoting lesser rank.  He was a younger man with Asian features, and an eerie, inhuman grin on his face, rather like a fox's.  Even his eyes seemed to be closed up in little smiles.  The both of them were flanked by guards in regular grey uniforms.


“Commander Andrews Grayer of the Allaster Peacekeeping Unit ‘Sentinel,’” the demonic-looking man introduced himself with a half bow.


“Lieutenant Mickhan Qin,” the foxlike subordinate said, mimicking Grayer.


“Welcome to my ship, the Caligula,” Grayer said, extending his hand to Linder with an almost exaggerated show of grace.  Linder eyed the man sharply and returned the gesture with rigid coldness.


“It is an honor to come aboard, sir,” Linder said with forced courtesy.  Grayer seemed to pick up on Linder's hostility, and his smirk sharpened.


“So I understand that you're having pirate issues, is that right?” Grayer asked.


“Highly wanted outlaws, sir,” Linder corrected him.


Grayer snickered at Linder’s remark, “And these simple pirates are apparently such a hassle that you needed to specially request Sentinel assistance in the middle of our annual naval review and preparations for the Emperor Jenedeiah's address at Gateway, is that also right?”

“They are not simple pirates, sir,” Linder insisted.


“Hm, I’m sure,” Grayer said sarcastically.  Bale glared at the man, while the enigmatic Mickhan simply stood there, frighteningly still, grinning all the while.


“Sir, with all due respect,” Linder spoke up, trying to stifle his agitation, “these aren't your typical smugglers or thieves, they're some of the most wanted felons in this region.  I would highly advise you not to sell our efforts or the enemy’s abilities short.”


“Really?” Grayer tilted his head.


“Sir?”


“You seem to be implying that a band of unorganized troublemakers robbing freighters with junked pop guns are capable of threatening our well-tuned, finely organized, and professionally trained naval forces.  Is that so?”


“No, sir.”


“So then I can properly assume you’re hiding behind the inflated reputation surrounding this ship to cover for your crew’s glaring incompetence?” Grayer towered over Linder as he spoke.


“Have you even read the Empire’s file on—”


“Barbarians are barbarians, Lieutenant Commander,” Grayer interrupted the elder man, thrusting a raised index finger to his face, “Some may wave a gun around better than others, but they’re still simply ruffians who are no match for a disciplined military force that hasn’t grown fat and lazy from a lack of structure among its ranks.  We shouldn’t even have to intervene, because your men ought to be more than capable of handling this kind of trash on your own.”


“Perhaps if the Emperor didn’t show such favoritism towards Sentinel and allotted the regular forces a larger budget, we very well could handle this ourselves!” Linder shouted, unable to keep quite any longer.  “But even then, I assure you that you have no idea what you’re getting yourself into with that damned, pompous attitude of your—” he was cut off suddenly as Mickhan stepped in front of Grayer, hand on his hip dangerously near his sidearm.


“You’re bordering on treason.  I’d watch what I said if I were you,” Mickhan still grinned as he spoke, his voice light and antagonizing.  He was unsettling to watch.  Stifled, Linder recoiled with a huff.


“Lieutenant, at ease,” Grayer waved Mickhan off and cleared his throat, his smirk fading and his demeanor turning suddenly serious, “Anyway, as I said, because you have proven yourselves incapable of handling simple gutter trash and have shamelessly appealed to us for aid at an inopportune moment, Commodore Gashkin has seen it fit to send us out to do your job for you.  Now personally I don't see why he even acknowledged your request, but nevertheless, we are assuming complete command of this operation from here on out.  You will take orders from myself or from Lieutenant Qin without question, even if that means throwing yourself in the way of enemy fire,” Grayer was now pacing back and forth in front of Linder, glaring at him with unwavering eyes, “And from what I understand of the situation, that seems about all your men are capable of, anyway.  You've lost how many?  Three?  Including your CO?  And have damaged two more units beyond use?”


“One of those units can still be repaired,” Linder replied indignantly.


“Small comfort.  You're dismissed.”  Turning on his heels, Grayer briskly walked back the way he came, the guards following him.  Mickhan lingered, grinning ominously at the two men and shaking his head in a surprising show of pity before turning and following Grayer.  Bale simply stood there, hardly able to believe the treatment they had received, while Linder cursed to himself, his entire body shaking uncontrollably.


“Master Caulfield,” he finally whispered, “be on your guard.  These men are not to be trusted.”  Bale nodded as he watched them leave.

--------


“Sasha!  Sasha!  Sa-SHA!”


Sasha groaned and stirred slightly in his bed.  Somewhere amidst a half-conscious daze, he could hear the muffled sound of his name being called and a constant banging noise, though he couldn’t yet tell if the banging was coming from somewhere outside or was just his head throbbing.  He had finally managed to get to sleep some hours ago, but only with the help of a special cocktail consisting of about one part warm milk and three parts straight vodka in the tallest glass he could find.  Worked wonders to put someone to sleep, but damned if it didn’t usually cause a massive hangover the next morning.


“<Goddammit,> SASHA!”


Growling irritably, Sasha worked himself up into a sitting position.  As he rose, a fat academic textbook slid off his face and dropped into his lap.  He looked down to see what the title was.  The Spacenoid’s Plight.  Some crackpot named Deikun’s theory about space travel enabling humanity to evolve.  It was as old and boring as it was insane, and it had served as another worthwhile treatment for Sasha’s insomnia the night before.  He picked up the book and dropped it on his night table, using his other hand to massage his temples.

“<Shit,>” he muttered to himself.  That damned pounding was still persisting, though at least now he could tell where it was coming from.  It wasn’t some outside force, and it wasn’t his head.  It was both.  In tandem.  Ignoring the headache, he glanced around for the external factor, eventually focusing his hazy, sleep-heavy eyes on the door directly ahead of him.


“SASHA!”


“Johann!  <I’m awake, cut it out!>” Sasha called out in a groggy slur.  Blinking away the haze, he looked back over at the night table to the alarm clock sitting on the far corner. It read just a little past 1200 hours.


“<The hell,> Johann?  It’s only noon,” Sasha complained, fixing his gaze back on the door.


“Well, we kinda need your help right now,” Johann said from the other side of the door.  He sounded slightly uneasy.


“Can’t you just get Yuri or Adrik to do it?” Sasha yawned, reclining back into the scattered mess of sheets and pillows that comprised his bed.


“Uh, not really,” Johann said, his answer short and growing in unease.


“Why not?” Sasha was beginning to get irritable.  He wanted to sleep, or at least lay down long enough to kill the headache.


“I don’t think it’s something either of them would know much about.”


“<What?>” Sasha propped himself back up and eyed the door with skeptical curiosity, “Johann, if I know it, Yuri knows it, what in the hell could possibly be on this ship that I would be more of an expert on than him?”


Johann went silent.  Sasha continued to watch the door, as if he were able to see Johann on the other side.  But after what seemed like a good thirty seconds, his drowsy mind began to lose interest and make some decidedly urgent demands to get back to sleep.  Honestly, nothing was this important.


“The girl in the infirmary.”


Except that!  Immediately, Sasha shot up again in an attentive position.  Whatever traces of sleep were hanging on had dissipated right then and there.


“What about her?” Sasha was already swinging his legs over to the floor and fumbling for the nearest clothes he could throw on.


“Well,” Johann paused, “She woke up.  Just a couple hours ago.”

