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Stubborn Attack
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	In the early afternoon, the clouds began to thin out, hinting at a break in the weather.

	Yet Besançon, where Affranchi Char had just returned from his mission, was weighed down by a miserable pall.

	Of the five Dochadi units dispatched, four had been shot down. Only Emile Luther's Dochadi and Affranchi's Gaia Gear returned unscathed, while Messer Mett's Zorin Soul had lost its left arm. Although the Zorin Soul could still fly, it could no longer be deployed as a frontline combat unit, there simply weren't any spare parts available.

	Under Affranchi's command, already so strained for manpower, losing valuable pilots and machines was a staggering blow, leaving the whole unit cloaked in a suffocating despair. Their hideout, the old town of Besançon, nestled along a narrow river winding through thick forest, dated back to the previous century. But despite its picturesque setting, the squad felt more mentally trapped by their growing sense of hopelessness than physically limited by their losses.

	"So you're saying you got careless?"

	Miranda Howe stood beneath the Gaia Gear's hull to greet Affranchi. After remarking how relieved she was that Messer had made it back intact, she followed it with that question.

	"That's not it. Both the Gaia Gear and I are getting sharper. Next time, I'll take them down before they can even breathe."

	Unzipping the front of his pilot suit down to his waist, Affranchi started walking toward the old, ruined hotel that served as their makeshift barracks.

	"Then why do you lie to me too? You didn't take down all of the new-model Gids Geese; there were more than three, weren't there? You're worried there might be more on the way..."

	The clinging edge to Miranda's voice grated on Affranchi's nerves.

	"Don't test me."

	Without so much as a backward glance, he climbed the front steps into the hotel, heading straight to the briefing room. Yet there, he had to face subordinates who harbored the very same misgivings Miranda had voiced. Sensing their mood, she served sweetened tea and cookies to Affranchi and the other pilots.

	"I'll admit it," Affranchi began quietly. "Mother Metatron isn't supplying us with accurate intel. Our assessment of the situation was too optimistic, and now we're pinned down... But as Emile and Messer have reported, the Gaia Gear's performance is improving by leaps and bounds. Even if it costs me my life, I'll see our objective through and get every one of you safely back to space."

	"Affranchi, the way you're saying that almost makes it sound like you think the rest of us are incompetent."

	Madras Caria stood, speaking on behalf of the entire staff. His hollow cheeks and the crisp clarity of his words these past few days made him a cornerstone of the squad, perhaps thanks to Fares de Minne's influence.

	"If that's how it sounded, I apologize," Affranchi said. "Sorry... Miranda, maybe I got a little carried away after piloting the Gaia Gear?"

	"You mean the psycommu?"

	"Exactly... I don't have any particular symptoms, but that might be precisely what's dangerous."

	"You don't look mentally unsound, and your eyes are normal color," someone said. 

	"We'll just have everyone here keep an eye on you, Affranchi. If any one of us suspects anything, we rat you out and just kill you on the spot."

	Totto Göring, who'd been as silent as a wallflower behind them, barked out that remark.

	"Tch—hahaha..."

	At that, Rey Seias burst into laughter so hard she twisted her torso, splattering tea everywhere. The rest of the group roared along with her.

	"Yes, do that," Affranchi said at last, chuckling wryly. "But I guess this means that just dwelling on worst-case scenarios solves nothing... so give me a little time to think. Madras, do you think you can analyze the Gids Geese's performance using the footage we recorded?"

	"Yeah..."

	"Please do it as soon as possible."

	"Right... I'll work with Rodriguez's Air Force on it," Madras said, grabbing a floppy disk and standing up.

	"All right. Let's be sure that once Bose's team returns from recon near Munich, they don't lead MHA right back here. Take every precaution not to give our position away."

	With that, Affranchi ended the combat debriefing. The pilots and Air Force captains started filing out of the meeting room. And just then, light streamed through a break in the clouds, brightening the entire space.

	"Totto!"

	"Yeah... That new machine is a real piece of work, all right?"

	Stepping away from the wall, Totto flashed a grin full of white teeth to Madras, who was waiting by the door.

	"I know. We should reorganize the man-machine squad. Talk to Affranchi about it, would you? I'll focus on getting the data analyzed."

	"Roger that... Messer, Rey—get comfortable with your new rides."

	"Yes, sir!"

	Totto gave the two of them a hearty slap on the backside and sent them out. Then, turning to Affranchi, who was left alone in the now sunlit room, he spoke.

	"Aff, I see you've gotten over that cold."

	"A little motivation can even fix a cold," Affranchi remarked, though he felt physically drained. The lingering adrenaline from battle still coursed through him. His spirit was high, but his body lagged behind, leaving him feeling strangely out of sync, irritated with himself.

	Despite the crisis facing the entire squad, Affranchi's personal adrenaline still spiked from having shot down that new model. Part of him thought everything would be easier if he could just fight alone.

	Totto quietly broke into his thoughts. 

	"What I'm about to tell you might be just the medicine you need."

	"What is it?"

	Given Totto's usual rough-around-the-edges demeanor, Affranchi tensed up.

	"Why not eat a cookie first? You're the only one who hasn't had any. You need the energy. It's made from Norwegian wheat, you know."

	Totto's rugged face wrinkled mischievously like he was trying to knock Affranchi off guard.

	"What...?"

	Reaching for the cookie tin on a nearby table, Affranchi picked one up. Officially, these were high-calorie combat rations, but Totto was right, they were actually something much tastier. He bit in and savored it.

	"If you get too strung out, it'll bring the whole gang down with you," Totto said, flipping on the terminal on the table with his large, hairy hand and typing in a few commands.

	Still munching on the cookie, Affranchi took a seat across from him.
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	"So talk it over with Madras and Miranda. I'm forming a new combat squad for Gaia Gear with Messer and Rey, plus Kimry Braus."

	"Huh?"

	Affranchi thought Totto's earlier "gang" talk might have been just a throwback to his former street-thug days, but apparently, he meant it quite literally.

	"Here."

	The display Totto turned toward Affranchi showed an organizational chart for the man-machine teams. It proposed pairing every machine with two pilots, one on standby, while keeping additional units as reserves.

	"Sure, in a pinch, everyone might have to head out, but for now, I want you, Aff, to act as the secondary pilot for Gaia Gear."

	Affranchi had always considered Gaia Gear his personal machine. So hearing he was effectively being placed second in line grated on his nerves. More than that, Totto, Madras, and Miranda had clearly hashed this out without him, and now Totto was delivering the news on their behalf. Affranchi felt a flash of anger.

	"What does Messer think?"

	He purposely changed the angle of his question after swallowing his cookie, or he might have erupted at him altogether.

	"He was all for it. Segovy Miran, our chief mechanic, said Messer's more than capable of handling the Gaia Gear."

	"Huh... Well then."

	If Messer genuinely felt that way, it meant he was openly acknowledging Affranchi's position as leader. That was no bad thing, though it wasn't really the fundamental issue here.

	"So if you sign off, I'll make it official," Totto said.

	"It's a tough call. I'm not exactly thrilled."

	Totto let out a silent, crooked laugh.

	"What?"

	"They asked me to tell you so you'd do some soul-searching," he said with a dismissive shrug once his chuckling subsided.

	He'd been handed over to MHA as a sort of political prisoner thanks to the Federation Forces, but spending time with actual political convicts had clearly sparked something in the man, he'd grown more thoughtful, more rational. And he'd always been someone who could command loyalty from the underdogs under his sway. Now, with that newly acquired depth in his eyes, his knack for leadership felt almost inevitable.

	"Well, seems you see right through me..." Affranchi forced a smile.

	"'Course I do. Sitting you in second place is our way of making you learn to stay put for once," Totto said, then switched the display to a map centered on Munich.

	"I saw that earlier," Affranchi said.

	"See the factories in the middle of the screen? Word is they've been bringing in supplies for new man-machines and spaceship maintenance."

	"You're sure?"

	"Judging by the way the roads are lit up around that area, yeah."

	"And that's why Bose and his people went out on recon before I got back, right?"

	"Yup. If we can figure out where MHA's hiding their ships, we can bomb them before they lift off," Totto said.

	Mother Metatron, orbiting in space, had snapped these photos from a satellite and relayed them while Affranchi was tangling with the Gids Geese. That led Bose Galiche's squad to launch their mission before Affranchi returned.

	"It's not a bad call," Affranchi said. Totto's point, though, was that determining how to handle such intel was supposed to be Affranchi's job.

	"How's Miranda?" Affranchi asked.

	"She's drafting a message for our next communication with Mother Metatron. Apparently, those old folks up there only sent us this photo and then had the nerve to say they can't dispatch a third wave of reinforcements. That makes me uneasy."

	"Uneasy how?"

	"Put bluntly, if we leave everything to those old coots at Mother Metatron, they might end up selling us out to the Earth Federation. That's what my gut says, anyway."

	"Totto, you too?" Affranchi murmured. He'd felt a similar suspicion but chose to deny it outwardly. "You really think so?"

	"Yeah. It's just my streetwise instincts, so call it whatever you want. I've never met the old guys in person, so all I can do is piece it together from the words they use. But it's not good. The time gap between their second wave of reinforcements and now also rubs me the wrong way. Sometimes things only mean one thing, you know?"

	"Why would Mother Metatron sell us out to the Earth Federation?"

	"It's not about logic. Politics isn't my strong suit. Anyway, about reorganizing our squads. That's a go?"

	"Fine. Do it," Affranchi agreed.

	"Got it..."

	Totto's hulking frame filled the doorway as he left. Affranchi watched his back disappear, then turned to gaze at the scrubby trees outside the window.

	He understood why Miranda and Madras had left Totto to deliver the message. Totto was also clearly working hard to be part of the staff leadership here.

	"I'm the only one wasting time, apparently... If not lazy, then maybe just too lost in myself."

	The adrenaline from combat vanished like a retreating tide, and Affranchi felt a cold chill prickle down his spine, reminding him how dangerous it was not to fulfill his original obligations.

	And yet, from the moment he'd distanced himself from Mother Metatron, he'd also abandoned that role. Leading an organization didn't mean nurturing your own individuality. And for Affranchi, there was an extra complication, surrendering his self to the one named Char Aznable, who seemed to lurk deep inside him like another soul.

	That was exactly why he'd chosen to be just a pilot, a mere cog in the machine, to avoid the burden of command. Not because it was right, simply because it allowed him to remain the individual known as Affranchi Char.

	 

	3

	 

	"Where's Miranda?"

	"Next door."

	The small, dingy room next to the communications unit contained two grimy bunk beds. A well-used table sat alongside them, its coffeepot simmering with only the dregs of coffee left inside. Opposite that was a row of computer terminals. At one of them sat Miranda, tapping away at the keys.

	"Thanks for your hard work..."

	"Not at all..."

	Her face said she'd already heard the news from Totto.

	"Are you finished with the message?"

	"More or less..."

	Because communications with Mother Metatron, fixed in stationary orbit, were time-sensitive and used regularly changing encryptions, they needed to prepare a series of Q&A scripts in advance. Miranda was compiling the queries about why the promised third wave of reinforcements had never arrived.

	Affranchi had negotiated with Mother Metatron back in Hamar, Norway, and while they'd delivered a second wave of reinforcements, the third wave was abruptly withheld for reasons never explained. Totto's suspicions were probably well-founded. The destruction of Nouveau Paris might have frightened the old men at Mother Metatron, but that seemed too simple an explanation. They weren't offering any real reason.

	"Clear and concise. It reads almost like I wrote it myself," Affranchi said, peering at the screen. "Thank you."

	"It's my job," Miranda replied with a faint smile.

	"Appreciate it. From here on, I plan to step back, serve as second pilot for the Gaia Gear, and behave like a proper unit commander."

	"Sorry for letting Totto be the one to talk to you. But even if you're only technically the commanding officer of the Earth drop team, you're still the de facto leader here. You can't just cancel that out by refusing a bigger organizational role."

	"Yeah."

	Ever since the Char Continue Operation, the old guard of Mother Metatron had gradually shifted the group into something suspiciously reminiscent of an absolute governmental authority. A system’s aging phenomenon. Miranda had drafted their message to confront this, perhaps because she had a much longer history with the organization than he did. It was their version of "authority," and it made her phrasing sharper, almost bristly. Affranchi, reading it, felt at once annoyed and somehow provoked by the feminine undercurrent in her.

	"I do need you, Miranda," he said finally.

	"When we're in a life-or-death crisis, a woman like me is just a stimulant for the men, right?"

	"Oh, come on. Don't say that. What's going on?"

	"To a hotshot pilot like you, that's all I am, no? But sometimes I wish you'd understand the importance of folks who aren't risking their lives on the front line."

	"That's impossible," Affranchi said, a hint of bitterness in his tone. "When I'm linked to the Gaia Gear's psycommu, I'm forced to peek inside other people's heads. And then I have to fight back, even if it feels like killing a woman carrying a child inside her."

	He became aware of the little pops and hisses from the coffeepot in the background.

	"A horrible image," Miranda said quietly. "You must have known when you came to Hong Kong, whatever your reasons were, you had to be prepared for something like this, right?"

	Affranchi felt a creeping sense of antagonism between them.

	"Am I just afraid of those new Gids Geese pilots?" he wondered.

	He tried to fling that thought aside. 

	"The real stress is living with this double identity," he said aloud.

	"That's an excuse. You still think about Everly Key, don't you?" Miranda asked pointedly. "The original Char didn't have that side to him, which means you're not Char. Relax. Maybe we put this ‘Char's clone' idea into your head, but you can just toss that nonsense away."

	Miranda reached out as if to take his hand, but Affranchi instead passed her the draft message so that her hand wouldn't touch him.

	"When people say I'm a clone of Char Aznable, I cling to whatever I can to protect myself," he said coldly. He disliked Miranda for bringing up Everly's name so casually.

	"But... try to understand," Miranda said. "There are a few dozen staff here, and each of our lives depends on your judgment. So... I want you to help us survive, Affranchi."

	He bit back a retort—"Survive for what?"—knowing full well the words might slip out as, Do any of you even deserve to live?

	"All right, address Admiral Azaria Pasish more formally. Your phrasing is showing too much emotion," he said instead.

	"Oh... yes..."

	She sat up, trying to collect herself and refocus.

	"And about that other matter: it's true that Mother Metatron might be negotiating with the Earth Federation?"

	"Call it my tattling, but I'm sure of it. Not sending the third wave proves it, doesn't it?"

	Switching from emotional talk to shop talk was a kind of escapism, Affranchi realized, but he still appreciated Miranda's willingness to pivot. This side of her, capable of refocusing on the mission, was something he admired.

	"Yes, exactly," he said. "Those old folks have been stuck waiting ever since the Char Continue Operation, and now they want to act like they're the rightful government. Anyway, Miranda... are you okay with all this?"

	"I was always part of the Hong Kong staff, so I don't hold any deep connection to Mother Metatron," she replied.

	"I see... In that case, be sure to demand they disclose the entire nature of their dealings with the Earth Federation. I want to see how they react."

	"Understood..."

	"And I want everything they've picked up with their recon satellites on MHA movements from Munich to Hong Kong. Make them transmit all data, no exceptions."

	"Understood."

	"Thanks, Miranda," Affranchi said gently. He ran his hand through her hair and massaged the back of her neck. She was as tense as a drawn bowstring.

	"I'll try to do better," he murmured.

	"Me too..." she answered quietly.

	With that, Affranchi hopped on his electric bike and headed out to check on the different Air Forces. Sometimes, a little flattery was the oil that kept the machine running.
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	Back on Mother Metatron, Affranchi had felt suffocated, and he'd personally pushed for the Earth descent mission to escape that sense of being stifled.

	Truth be told, for Affranchi, returning to Earth also meant returning to Everly Key, and focusing on that so single-mindedly made it easier to ignore the big-picture politics of the organization.

	What neither he nor anyone had anticipated was the staggering might of MHA, a mere arm of the Earth Federation's police apparatus in Europer. Affranchi had no choice but to take an active role, right on the front lines.

	He also found himself preoccupied with people like Messer, wanting to help them in some personal way. He felt they shared something primal, something animalistic, in their longing for Earth's seas and forests, he'd grown up by the sea, after all.

	But the question that gnawed at him was how best to use them. He knew that was the real moral compromise.

	Now, Affranchi stepped onto the bridge of Air Force 2.

	"How does it look?" he asked.

	"The Gids Geese's aerial maneuverability far surpasses the Dochadi. We might be forced to stay purely on the defensive next time," Madras reported.

	"You're being a bit too pessimistic," Affranchi replied. "Emile actually faced off against one. Have her take the lead in formulating our aerial tactics. We don't want Messer or Rey losing their nerve."

	"Messer's determined. Sorry for making decisions on my own earlier."

	"Don't worry about it. That was a good call," Affranchi said, giving Madras a pat on the shoulder before heading off the bridge.

	He hopped back onto his bike and started for the next Air Force craft hidden among the copse of trees when he noticed a glimpse of the Gaia Gear, currently in flight mode, draped in a camouflage net beneath the trees. Several mechanics were busily swarming over it.

	"Should I check in with Messer?"

	He murmured to himself but decided against it. He and Messer understood each other well enough; he figured it was fine to let him get accustomed to the Gaia Gear on his own.

	"You're too concerned about everyone else," a voice in his mind chided. Affranchi shook off the thought and rode on toward the next station.

	"They're really putting in the work," he mused.

	Despite having every opportunity to desert if they pleased under his lax leadership, the Metatron staff kept tirelessly toiling, grease-stained, and grim-faced.

	"Guess zealots like them come in handy."

	He thought about the word zealot. People driven by any sort of ideology or conviction, if they truly believe and devote themselves to it every day without doubt, could remain steadfast no matter the challenges. They'd carry out their duties to the end, no questions asked.

	"Of course, that same dogged resolve can make them stubborn and narrow-minded. But I guess that's human nature..."

	He didn't mean it dismissively. In truth, Affranchi himself had been lured up into space by the faintest call, used as a figurehead by an organization, risking his life day after day.

	"And I'm probably even more halfhearted. I don't even have a creed," he muttered.

	Yet at the same time, he couldn't help but find it odd that these zealots were so shackled by a single teaching.

	Just then.

	"Affranchi! Report to Communications!"

	The crackle of Cessias Thegis's voice came through the radio on his bike.

	"What is it?"

	"Bose's squadron might have been captured!"

	Affranchi raced back to the hotel building that housed their communications setup. One of the radios still echoed with intermittent bursts of Bose Garché's voice.

	"Looks like the silhouette of a Bromb Texter, but it's something else! Heyral—!"

	"Agh—Uwaaa!"

	That scream was definitely Heyral's.

	"Damn it! Looks like they don't even care about these Minovsky particles!"

	Bzzz—!

	And with that, the frequency from Bose's squad went dead, replaced by a wall of static.

	"All contact lost," Cessias said, looking grim.

	Affranchi's gaze flicked to Miranda, who stood behind her.

	An old landline phone cut through the silence with its unpleasant ring.

	"Yes... Madras? You heard it, too?" Cessias answered. "Their last confirmed position was about two hundred kilometers directly north of here."

	"Bose must have led the enemy away to keep them from pinpointing our location," Affranchi said softly. He recalled how obstinately principled Bose Garché was, and how that intense dedication had likely just cost him his life.

	"So that's the enemy's strength," someone breathed.

	"Huh... You want to launch Gaia Gear?" Miranda asked, eyebrows rising.

	"What?" Affranchi shot back, snatching the receiver from her. "Madras?! You're sending out Messer?"

	"Yes, we are."

	"That's crazy!"

	"But we have to confirm what happened to Bose."

	"Rey and Kimry are going with him," Madras added.

	"That's too risky. Have them hold." Affranchi paused, reconsidering. "Hm... But maybe you're right. It's possible this enemy outstrips the Gids Geese. Make sure Messer and the others know they're only to observe. If the enemy is too powerful, their priority is to escape."

	"Understood."

	"Patch me through to the Gaia Gear."

	"Right..."

	A burst of static.

	"Messer here, Gaia Gear."

	"It's Affranchi. Keep your Minovsky barrier at max, no need to engage. Just find out what we're dealing with."

	"Uh—right, got it."

	"If you really understand what I'm saying, go. Rey and Kimry can't defend themselves like the Gaia Gear can, so you protect them. Got that?"

	"Understood."

	Click. The line went dead.

	"Enemy unit approaching from the southeast at low altitude. They're scattering no Minovsky particles," someone called out.

	Affranchi leaned over the radar scope, noting the crisp, distinct reading of the approaching unit.

	"Low altitude, too… At least they don't seem to know about Besançon," he muttered.

	"Sound the air-raid alert for all forces!"

	Even before Affranchi finished, the communications staff were already sending out the warning. Twilight settled over Besançon, silence broken only by the soft chirping of birds.

	"Gaia Gear, lifting off," Miranda said in a hushed voice.

	"Mmm."

	Through the tall treetops, a swirl of leaves parted in the distance. The flight mode of the Gaia Gear rose in a gentle vertical climb. Two more units followed, a pair of Gussa.

	"That's Rey and Kimry," Miranda said.

	Affranchi gave a low grunt of acknowledgment. He had shifted his footing ever so slightly, but a new gamble had already begun.

	The enemy out there was indeed a tuned-up Bromb Texter piloted by a single ace named Ul—and so the next battle loomed.
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	Ul Urian’s Bromb Texter had a formidable shield funnel, and the sideways mega particle cannon could be fired without adjusting the unit’s overall posture. On top of that, its Minovsky Craft system was powerful enough to keep all that varied equipment in play, making the job of destroying enemy units easier than ever before.

	Yet the moment he downed the last of Metatron’s man-machines, he realized his own critical mistake. The three man-machines he’d been tracking, even as they screamed for backup and requested cover from their base, had abruptly descended right before his eyes. Their behavior strongly suggested they’d led him to where their support squad was waiting. Convinced he’d discovered their base, Ul shot them down.

	But it had all been an act. No backup force lay beneath that airspace at all.

	“They tricked me...”

	Even as he’d condemned the enemy to its final moments, they’d carried out their plan calmly and methodically. Now, he cursed himself for falling for it.

	It didn’t help that the MHA Gayjisu force, led by Captain Bijan Dargol and stationed in Munich, had recently welcomed new-model man-machines from Hong Kong. More than anything, Ul’s own impatience had gotten the better of him. In the past, despite some localized successes, he had never been able to inflict decisive damage on Affranchi’s forces, and that frustration drove him to push too hard this time.

	He’d already forgotten about Krishna.

	“Damn it!”

	Trying to compensate for his blunder, he began scanning a hundred-kilometer radius of ground below with night-vision cameras, stubbornly sticking to his mission. That single-mindedness became his opening for a counterattack.

	“What—?!”

	He noticed a surge of Minovsky particles from the east, dense enough for combat. Which meant one thing: the enemy was close at hand. Glancing around, he saw nothing but radio-interference noise on the radar, as though someone had jammed his sensors at point-blank range.

	Trusting his instincts, he had the Bromb Texter fire its beam rifle. The beam cut through the air with a piercing whine, then erupted in a blinding flash as it collided with an invisible barrier, filling his entire view with searing light.

	That barrier belonged to the Gaia Gear, piloted by Messer. Following Affranchi’s advice to focus on defense over offense, Messer managed to diffuse the beam completely.

	“Aaaargh!”

	Messer let out a raw scream, sure he was finished the instant that beam hit. The brilliant interference flash was far more jarring from inside the cockpit than Ul would ever know, and the Gaia Gear rattled violently. But once Messer realized the unit itself had suffered no real damage…

	“...?! Heh!”

	His reflexes kicked into overdrive. Maneuvering the Gaia Gear’s nose toward the turbulence caused by the interference waves, he locked onto the Bromb Texter as it slowed its speed. From Ul’s vantage, still caught in the flash, the Gaia Gear hardly looked intact, so he couldn’t have imagined Messer readying another strike.

	It was less an oversight than simple logic. By all rights, that beam shot should have been a perfect attack, based on Ul’s past combat experiences.

	“Tch!”

	Grasping that he’d found a way to wipe out the taste of having been duped before, Ul turned his sights on the two Dochadi units accompanying the Gaia Gear.

	Just then, however, Messer’s Gaia Gear lined up a perfect shot on his decelerating Bromb Texter.

	“NOW!”

	Messer pulled the trigger with an almost explosive mental focus. The Gaia Gear’s missiles, low on warheads but precise enough, weren’t at the right angle to hit the Bromb Texter’s main engine, but a thunderous explosion rocked the sky as the missile found its mark.

	They destroyed one of the shield-funnel pods mounted on the Bromb Texter’s shoulder, damaging the head as well.

	“Ugh... damn!”

	Ul felt a jolt of panic. Inside the cockpit, buffeted by tremors, he stared in dismay at three separate blips crossing paths on his radar display.

	 

	2

	 

	"What the—!"

	Just as Messer was about to deliver the finishing blow, he saw two bright flashes, Rey's unit and Kimry's, closing in on the crippled Bromb Texter.

	"Hey—?!"

	At first, he was shocked that these two women had rushed ahead as if scolding him for moving too slowly. 

	Then—

	"Oh... I see!!"

	Sensing their fierce intent somehow, Messer recalled that he himself had instinctively given them room to move first. It was nothing to be astonished or unsettled about, it was simply how his mind was operating now. Not just because of the psycommu, either.

	Messer's consciousness linked with the Gaia Gear's psycommu in ways that didn't even register in his conscious mind. Pure reflex, instant signals as fast as light, guided each of his decisions. Meanwhile, the Gaia Gear's mechanical system responded in kind, man and machine fusing into a single living entity.

	And the vibrant presence of Rey gave Messer a sense of release from his pent-up frustration; her energetic drive seemed to encourage him to let her take the lead in attacking. It felt liberating to do so.

	But for Ul in the Bromb Texter, it spelled disaster.

	"What the hell is going on?!"

	He felt a strange impact behind him, like a sudden rush of icy cold snaking through his body. The cockpit monitor lit up with dual alarms indicating major damage in two separate spots, and his panoramic display, though now a bit out of focus (thanks to the CG feed), showed the faces of Metatron's man-machines closing in. 

	Two of them.

	"Guess I put too much faith in this souped-up Bromb Texter...!"

	Ul felt crushed by how badly he had underestimated the situation.

	With a grinding crunch of metal, the two man-machines clutched the Bromb Texter's legs from behind. From the front, the Gaia Gear in humanoid form swooped down.

	"I advise you to surrender," the Gaia Gear broadcast.

	"So that's Affranchi in front...?!"

	"For now, you don't need to ask questions," a woman's voice answered, taut but triumphant. It had to be the pilot who'd grabbed his unit's legs. Ul found himself hating her instantly.

	From his vantage, Messer could hardly believe the outcome, either.

	"Never thought we'd snag a man-machine like this!"

	He licked his dry lips, exhausted from head to toe, but he still had the presence of mind to aim Gaia Gear's beam rifle at the muzzle of the Bromb Texter's own rifle, searing it away. 

	At the same time, he launched a wire from one of Gaia Gear's finger joints.

	"Are you surrendering?! If you resist, we'll finish you right here!"

	The Gaia Gear's beam rifle now hovered squarely over the Bromb Texter's midsection.

	"So you're not Affranchi..."

	The pilot's voice crackled into Messer's headset, tinged with disappointment and indecision. That single moment made Messer feel as if he himself didn't even register to the enemy, an emotion that quickly skewed toward rage.

	"A psycommu... so this is it...?"

	For the first time, Messer was fully aware of the system's deeper mechanisms. He realized he was not alone in Gaia Gear's cockpit. Its psycommu stored data on how Affranchi had reacted in the past, ready to integrate those responses into whoever piloted it.

	Under normal circumstances, that might have enraged Messer. But just then, his rising anger stalled as though something had jammed the brakes.

	"Don't hesitate!" he shouted, fearful the enemy pilot might detect his uncertainty.

	In response, part of the Bromb Texter's armored plating shifted with a mechanical groan, the cockpit hatch opening.

	"Okay, now shut down your main engine," Messer ordered, still feeling a faint resentment toward this pilot who clearly sensed Affranchi's presence in the machine.

	But if that meant the Gaia Gear was integrating Messer's reactions with Affranchi's into one cohesive "body response," maybe that wasn't such a bad thing, so long as it chose only the strongest traits. 

	Messer forced himself to see the glass half full instead of spitting at the man in the display.
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	"That looks like the Bromb Texter... but is it?"

	From behind the treeline, Affranchi gazed up at a battered unit coming in for a landing, practically cradled by two Dochadis. He stood there speechless, hardly believing the sight that filled him with stunned relief.

	As soon as the three machines touched down, the landing lights were cut, leaving the scene illuminated only by the glow of flashlights in the crews' hands. From one of the lowered cranes, a makeshift boarding ramp, Totto and two security staff approached the Bromb Texter's hatch.

	In that cone of flashlight beams, they found a pilot with arms raised high in surrender.

	"We'll handle the interrogation," Madras said calmly. "Best that the head of this unit—meaning you—stay out of sight unless something goes wrong."

	Affranchi knew that made sense logically. Still, if this really was the Bromb Texter, then the pilot had to be Ul Urian, and Affranchi was dead certain of it. He wanted to confront him straightaway.

	"U..."

	He stumbled a few times on loose undergrowth while making his way out of the forest, heading for the faint glow from the old hotel.

	"Something up?"

	Joe Suren was leaning against a column at the ruined hotel's entrance. 

	"How's your condition?"

	"Sorry to worry you, but I'm fine... So it was Messer who sortied in the Gaia Gear?"

	Affranchi's voice was calm, and he seemed composed.

	"Yeah. Turns out he might use the Gaia Gear better than you do. The machine's performance is improving under his control, maybe he's an even better pilot," Joe teased lightly. Affranchi saw that the cool clarity in his eyes had returned, and it eased his mind.

	"No, it's because of the psycommu," Affranchi remarked.

	"You think so?"

	"Sure. Messer took over after you used it, right? If his mental patterns happened to mesh with yours, then the psycommu that learned your reactions probably blossomed under Messer's hands."

	"You know a lot about this," Affranchi said with a faint smile.

	"I picked up a thing or two from Krakower Nakaga at Mother Metatron," Joe admitted.

	"Ah," Affranchi replied, glancing back toward the lights still flickering among the trees. If Joe had managed to recover from the shock of Krishna's disappearance, that was a huge relief. Affranchi felt honestly grateful.

	"Sorry for causing you trouble," he said.

	"No, I should be apologizing for going into such a slump," Joe answered.

	"No, that line belongs to me. Thank you."

	Affranchi patted Joe's arm in a show of camaraderie. Just then, Madras appeared through the branches, leading Totto and the others with Ul at their heels, arms held firmly on either side.

	"...?!"

	In the bobbing glow of flashlights, Affranchi recognized Ul's face. But it seemed too dark for Ul to spot him and Joe.

	"A pilot from MHA, huh?"

	Joe watched as they escorted Ul into a room opposite the communications area. 

	"Think I could go sit in? Might be good to get my head back in the game."

	Affranchi considered Joe's line of work. Normally, that wasn't how Joe contributed. But letting him witness something tense might help him ease back into active duty.

	"Sure. Maintenance can wait until daylight. Just follow Madras or Totto's directions," he said.

	"Purely as an observer," Joe promised, striding off with his long frame toward the dimly lit room where Ul was led.

	"Messer!" Affranchi called, opening the door to the communications chamber as three returning pilots emerged from the woods.
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	"I can't even begin to explain how it went so well," Messer said excitedly, eyes still on the interrogation room's monitor. "But I had this weird feeling, like the enemy's concentrated intent just hurled itself at me, forcing me to notice it."

	Affranchi, also studying the display that showed Ul's interrogation, listened intently.

	"Kind of like when you're in a fistfight and you can see your opponent's next move?" asked Rey, fidgeting with her pilot suit and hiking her T-shirt halfway up in her usual careless style.

	"That's a good analogy," Messer conceded. "But there's more to it... It was like... someone else was covering my blind spots. Even if I was focusing forward, something let me know if there was a threat to the side. Like a second presence scanning the environment for me."

	Listening, Affranchi recalled Joe's explanation of how the psycommu had 'learned' from him, and saw a direct parallel.

	On the monitor, Ul's mouth moved in response to Madras and Totto's questions, but he stubbornly gave up nothing beyond his unit affiliation. A man like him likely wouldn't talk even under interrogation drugs. He was a hardened true believer, after all. Push a truth serum too far on someone like that, and you might well destroy his mind entirely.

	"So you and Affranchi were mentally synced," Kimry suggested, still stuck on that idea.

	"Is that possible?" Messer countered. "Because I could also see Rey and Kimry's actions plain as day."

	"Visually, or some other sense?" Rey pressed, sounding a bit giddy.

	"Quiet," Affranchi interjected without turning, raising the monitor's volume. He'd just spotted Ul smiling.

	"Might be worth more than military secrets," Ul said.

	"What's that supposed to mean, huh?! How could there be anything you'd volunteer to tell us that we'd consider more important than military secrets?!"

	Totto's outraged shout crackled through the speakers.

	"I wouldn't be so sure," Ul replied, wearing a faint grin. "For a small outfit like yours, even one comrade's whereabouts can be more critical than any 'military secret.'"

	Under the overhead fluorescent, Ul's expression was as smooth and unreadable as a deceitful lover, hinting he was about to drop a bombshell.

	"Take Krishna Pandent, for example... You've been telling yourselves you parted ways with her a few days back. Well, so did I."

	Affranchi tensed at that name. He'd tried to force himself to forget her, but hearing her name coming from an enemy pilot was like a slap in the face.

	"You know Krishna?! She died in the old Danish territories!"

	Joe stepped halfway into the monitor's view, shouting at Ul.

	"Krishna, huh?"

	Messer and Rey, though not especially close to Krishna, were still rattled to hear a captured enemy pilot invoking the name of someone from their unit, and found themselves growing angry. Had she really sided with MHA, riding that tank to snipe at them?

	"She was a good woman," Ul said calmly, "but in the end, she couldn't bring herself to join our cause. It was four days ago, I think... She got off my Bushing Nugg in the middle of a downpour, right when the rain stopped."

	"You left her alone in Deep Europe?"

	"I tried to stop her. But she despised me."

	"Where did this happen?!"

	"Easy, Joe," Totto said, prying Joe's fist away from Ul's collar. "I'll handle this."

	Affranchi felt Messer, Rey, and Kimry practically breathing down his neck, but he was sure he was the most shaken of them all. Even the communications staff had taken off their headsets to eavesdrop on the monitor.

	"Here we go again," Affranchi thought to himself, fully aware Miranda would scold them all for breaking protocol. Needing a distraction, he mumbled under his breath, "At least Totto's learned to treat people like people..."
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	After Affranchi received the interrogation summary from Madras and Totto, he asked:

	"Should we use a truth serum?"

	"Not sure how feasible that'll be on him," Madras muttered. "He keeps mentioning Krishna to throw us off our game, he's a handful."

	"That figures," Affranchi said wryly.

	"And I don't like that cellar we locked him in," Totto grumbled. "A sharp guy might glean our squad's entire deployment just by feeling the tremors in the ground."

	His comment showed unexpected thoughtfulness.

	"The Earth is a lot more solid than a space colony," Madras pointed out. "The vibrations wouldn't carry that well."

	"Right. Don't forget, I grew up on Earth," Affranchi said. He turned, noticing Michel Aiken's bright expression as he entered from the lobby. "So, Michel, any findings?"

	"Yes. Examining the Bromb Texter's flight recorder, we've confirmed MHA's main staging area is Munich, specifically on the south side of the city," he reported.

	"If only Mother Metatron would send us support again, we could wipe out the MHA Gayjisu entirely," Madras said sourly as he took the map from the man.

	"Don't say that," Affranchi chided. "Just knowing the location is enough. We don't need heavy surveillance on Ul, but I want him locked up here for a few more days. That good with you, Totto?"

	"Sure. If the vibrations aren't a problem, then where he is now is fine. Lock him away, forget about him, he'll never get out," Totto said.

	"Good. Meanwhile, we'll plan our assault on Munich. My idea is to send the Bromb Texter back as if for return-to-base and detonate its main engine, blow it from the inside."

	"Crude, but given our lack of resources, probably our best option," Madras noted.

	"But we may be running low on time," Totto cautioned again.

	"Fortunately, the Bromb Texter's just a prototype with newly upgraded gear. We can spin that however we want," Affranchi said.

	"Right. We'll set a timed device, send the unit on autopilot, and rescue the pilot en route," Madras said, already picking up the landline receiver.

	"I'll go say hello to Ul. We're not exactly strangers," Affranchi told them.

	"Go ahead," Totto said, signaling for one of the security staff warming himself at a barrel fire to cover Affranchi's back. Then he gestured for Affranchi to head down the dank cellar stairs.

	Once below, Affranchi studied Ul, seated at a table with his handcuffed wrists resting on top. Ul met his gaze with steady eyes, showing no hint of fear.

	"We both know there's no big cosmic coincidence here. If we're enemies, meeting this way is only natural," Affranchi said. "Tell me, though, how did you end up with Krishna?"

	Ul just stared.

	"All right, if it was just chance, how did you end up on friendly terms with her?" Affranchi pressed.

	Still no answer.

	Totto began twitching one foot in impatience; Affranchi discreetly stretched his leg to tap the man, urging him to keep calm. Finally, Ul spoke.

	"Krishna resented you for being so cold. But you're not cold at all, are you?" he said, voice low, then let out a soft chuckle. "Heh heh..."

	Seeing Ul's smirk, Affranchi clenched his fists on his lap, a wave of humiliation washing over him.

	"Laugh all you want," Totto growled, irritated for good reason.

	"I can't imagine how you people put up with this clueless idiot," Ul scoffed, cutting Totto a glare before turning back to Affranchi.

	"I don't deny it," Affranchi answered curtly.

	"...?!"

	Ul's laughter abruptly died at Affranchi's frank admission.

	"And if that makes me even more clueless, so be it," Affranchi continued. "You'd sacrifice a subordinate or two to fulfill your mission, wouldn't you? Same with us. Thanks to that, we managed to wipe out Nouveau Paris."

	The portable fluorescent lamp cast a stark glow upward across Ul's face, deepening the shadows under his eyes. His lips twitched in a silent, cynical smile.

	"You, me, and Krishna, some tangled web, right? And you never even tried to weigh us both in some twisted balance. Pretty damn short-sighted."

	"That's in your head," Affranchi said. "There's a simple rule about running systems: personal emotions only get in the way. I figured MHA, of all groups, would understand that. Funny how sentimental you seem."

	Ul's anger flared visibly, but he forced it down and said nothing.

	"Is this your first time on Earth?" Affranchi asked.

	"..."

	His silence suggested a yes. Rising to his feet, Affranchi couldn't help wondering if Earth itself might stir up such sentimentality in all Spacenoids.
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	"I always thought you were a spineless coward for giving up your position to lead this organization once you became a frontline soldier," Ul said to Affranchi in rapid-fire bursts, like a machine gun. 

	"I figured your abilities were about the same as mine. Seems I misjudged you."

	He fired off those words at Affranchi, who had just stood up. It was as though Ul had insisted on being brought here for the sole purpose of delivering that provocation.

	"Affranchi, don't let this guy stall for time," Totto growled, shoving Affranchi toward the door.

	"So that's the end of this interrogation, then," Affranchi said. "Totto, restrain him here."

	"Yes, sir!"

	Standing under the glow of an ancient-looking fluorescent lamp on the desk, one that probably dated back to the previous century, Ul rattled his handcuffs in reply to Affranchi's order.

	Affranchi made a show of leaving the room in an unhurried manner, not wanting Ul to sense that he had suddenly hit upon an urgent plan. Once that thick wooden door shut, his room would be enveloped in total darkness.

	Just that alone, Affranchi thought, was probably enough to count as a form of psychological torture. And he felt small-minded for thinking so.

	"Big talk, aren't we..."

	Even as he hurried up the stairs, Affranchi was careful to step softly. He pushed away such thoughts by focusing instead on the enemy's possible tactics.

	"Bijan might use Ul's presence here as a decoy so they can wipe out our garrison..."

	But that suspicion merely sprang from the hard edge of Ul's attitude, an inference he picked up in their brief exchange.

	Something about Ul's final barrage of words had set him thinking that, at the heart of the group behind Ul, there lurked an intensely emotional core driving the MHA. That last bout of eloquence from Ul had felt like a killing blow.

	They're too emotional, he concluded. People like that might decide to carve out an independent state on Earth, founding their own organization if they felt strongly enough about it.

	"At last, it all clicks. That so-called joke about Bijan Dargol being a Wagner fan? Maybe it wasn't a joke at all. It might even explain everything."

	That notion led him to surmise that the relationship between Hong Kong MHA and Dargol's group might not be as deeply coordinated as one would imagine.

	"Spacenoids who grew up in the colonies have a strange attachment to Earth. But that doesn't hold true for the Hong Kong crowd. They're pragmatic, fixated on profit. They're neither thickly organized nor particularly powerful, no matter what Dargol hopes. It just so happens the Gids Geese turned out to be an overengineered man-machine."

	If that guess was correct, then crushing Dargol's MHA alone might be enough to topple the entire MHA movement this time around. The old guard on the Mother Metatron probably joined forces with the Earth Federation government to put a decisive end to Bijan MHA's activities.

	In other words, if he could just thwart the immediate threat before him, it would be enough to stop any further Federation mass-reimmigration to Earth. 

	Their logic was that simple and transparent, making the weaknesses of Dargol's MHA equally obvious.

	Affranchi felt he could see a way in, an approach that might bring resolution. A surge of excitement rushed through him: if such a plan had presented itself, he had to act on it at once.

	"Miranda, Cessias! Full perimeter alert! Prepare to retreat."

	"Yes, sir!"

	Stationed at the comm desk, both women swiftly picked up their landline receivers.

	"What's going on?"

	Madras and the others, who had been debating the upcoming attack on Munich, were instantly on high alert.

	"I can't shake the feeling MHA will pinpoint our location faster than we think. They may already know exactly where we are."

	"Is that just Ul's threat talking?"

	"No, it's something else..."

	Affranchi scanned the operational chart Madras and his crew had drawn up, nodding to himself.

	So Ul was right. If I'm taking on the role of tactical executor, I'll do it swiftly and decisively. Let's settle this once and for all.

	That thought set his mind.

	He had assumed Bijan's MHA, under Captain Dargol's command, had moved to Munich to consolidate the European war industry and make it a cornerstone of their newly independent Earth nation. But perhaps that was giving them too much credit.

	There might be no grand strategic plan behind it at all, just the raw emotion of Bijan. Exploit that weak point, and maybe they'd crumble more easily than anyone expected.

	But how to do it? He couldn't see the exact method yet. Still, he knew staying here cooped up in Besançon was the wrong move if he intended to carry out that plan.

	He did notice Joe's absence from the comm station, but figured he must have recovered enough to get back to work. At that point, the flurry of new ideas and adrenaline pushed the man from his mind.

	It felt easier—safer, even—to let himself run straight ahead on emotion right now.

	"But this is sudden. What changed?" Madras asked.

	"It's hard to explain. Call it a gut feeling. Go ahead and laugh, but after we launch this time, we won't be coming back here. We'll regroup at the next rendezvous point, understood?"

	"Understood. We're about due anyway."

	Madras immediately agreed.

	"Miranda, think of a way we can keep contact with Mother Metatron on the move."

	"Sure..."

	But at that moment, a shout from Sesius Jiegis cut through the room like ice water on Affranchi's excitement.

	"The Zorin Soul is on the move!! It's trying to take off!!!"

	"You mean Joe Slenn?!"

	"Stop him!"

	Cessias's outraged bellow left Madras with a bewildered look.

	A dull, booming flash flared among the trees outside, and the Zorin Soul, missing its left arm, vanished into the darkness. 

	A moment later, the tremor swept through the woods, rattling the windows in its wake.
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	Affranchi berated himself for letting Joe sit in on the first interrogation of Ul.

	"Joe, you idiot, you're going after Krishna, aren't you?!"

	"What do we do?" Madras asked him.

	"Leave him. If we scramble now, we'll be playing right into Ul's hands. Focus on our evacuation."

	Affranchi sensed that the careless takeoff of the Zorin Soul had definitely revealed this location to the enemy.

	"Affranchi, leave the Bromb Texter to me," said Messer, eyes bleary from an attempt at a quick nap. He burst into the comm room.

	"Can you handle it?"

	"The Bromb Texter has a psycommu system. I should be able to pilot it."

	"Madras, What about Munich?" Affranchi pressed, referring to the plan to bomb the city.

	"We'll have to scrub that mission. Thanks to the Zorin Soul's flight, MHA will move straight into pursuit. We can't bomb Munich now."

	"So be it. Fall back. Prepare for anti-air defense. Everyone confirm your rendezvous points!"

	"Yes, sir!"

	"On it."

	Miranda hammered at one of the consoles, then printed out several sheets and passed them to Madras and the other pilots.

	Those sheets specified three predetermined rendezvous points, each to be updated every half-day based on Mother Metatron's orbit and the ongoing conflict. Because of interception and wiretaps, they usually avoided electronic transmissions for such vital data unless circumstances demanded it.

	"Who's commanding the man-machines?"

	"I'll pilot the Gaia Gear," Affranchi replied. "Messer, you take the Bromb Texter and cover me. We'll figure out the rest once we're out of here."

	"Got it!"

	"Totto, do you have any grenades?" Affranchi asked, as Totto emerged from the basement.

	"Huh?"

	"Rig the door to Ul's room with a timed explosive."

	"That's pointless. MHA's not that stupid. They'll hit this place with missiles before the timer goes off."

	"Ten or fifteen minutes is enough."

	"Affranchi..."

	"Interpret it however you like, but it's an order."

	"Roger that."

	Totto gave Affranchi a half-mocking salute, a "fine, but don't blame me later," and headed back downstairs.

	Meanwhile, Miranda reappeared from the adjacent room, carrying a bag stuffed with personal items and a blanket. She sprinted outside.

	Affranchi picked up the landline phone.

	"Yes, that's correct. Each Air Force unit will move out under guard of one man-machine each. All other machines follow the Gaia Gear. We'll split into two groups."

	Once he heard the various Air Force captains confirm, he rushed to retrieve the pilot suit he had tossed on the bed in the dorm.

	"Forgot something!" Miranda called as she caught up with him.

	"Hm?"

	She unplugged the coffeemaker by the bed and dumped the boiling coffee onto the floor. Affranchi watched from the corner of his eye, then returned to the comm room.

	Cessias, the only one left there, was watching him with tense eyes.

	"We've detected missiles at N24."

	"Great... Will they use the pursuit mega particle cannons as well?"

	"They're bound to."

	That was the same airspace where Ul had intercepted the Bose squadron, baited with a dummy of this garrison.

	"Where's your gear?" Affranchi asked.

	"Right here," Cessias said with a grin, nudging three bags beneath the desk with her foot.

	"That many?"

	"Well, one of them's Totto's."

	Just then, Totto emerged from the basement.

	"I set the charge for fifteen minutes. I told Ul, too, whether he survives or not is on him."

	"Thanks."

	"Now to set the self-destruct."

	"Go ahead."

	"All right..."

	Cessias flipped the switch to activate the self-destruct for the comm data, and in that brief interval Totto hoisted two of Cessias's three bags and dashed outside.

	Affranchi sprinted out before them, handing Miranda, waiting astride a bike, his pilot suit. He then put on his helmet, pilot suit clutched in his arms, and slipped onto the rear seat behind her.

	"Let's move."

	"Right..."

	As soon as Miranda revved the bike, Affranchi turned to look back. Totto and Cessias had climbed onto a single portable bike, but with both of them crowded onto it, it looked like a toy under their combined weight.
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	Affranchi held Miranda around the waist from atop his pilot suit, keeping himself steady as they sped away.

	"I'm against detonating a fusion device over Munich," Miranda suddenly said.

	"We've called off that operation."

	"You're still thinking about it, though, aren't you?"

	"If Mother Metatron joins us for a combined assault, it won't be necessary. But... it's starting to feel like the old guard on the Mother Metatron don't really need me anymore."

	"That's... that can't be right."

	There was something so ordinary about Miranda's response that Affranchi felt disappointed, as though she had become a dull woman. Ever since returning from Mother Metatron, he'd suspected she was growing weary of such vague, purpose-starved resistance activity. But she still cared deeply for him, enough that she was stuck in limbo, wanting him safe but unable to remain enthusiastic about the fight.

	"The delay in sending the third wave of reinforcements suggests the elders are losing interest in this campaign, don't you think?" Affranchi said, dressing his frustration in talk of the Metatron elders, when in fact, it was Miranda's attitude that irked him.

	"Losing interest?"

	Again, Miranda's reaction lacked any real urgency. She was only responding to the flow of the conversation, her imagination no longer engaged.

	"Yeah... At this point, the satellite photos from Mother Metatron's stationary orbit aren't enough to pinpoint MHA's fleet. So the only way is for me to pilot the Gaia Gear, amplify my own intuition, then confirm the enemy's position and strike. That'll spare us a pointless bombing run, but it leaves everything on my shoulders."

	Recalling his exchange with Ul, Affranchi felt an urge to fling out the tangled emotions in his chest. He was also bristling at Miranda, no longer comfortable leaning on her.

	"I'm sure that's true, but..."

	Miranda slowed the bike, glancing over her shoulder. In her partially turned face, Affranchi saw confusion in her eyes.

	He didn't want to look at her just then. Instead, he peered ahead into the darkness, where the slender beams of the mechanics' flashlights revealed the legs of the Gaia Gear. Then he turned briefly to look back.

	A deep rumble shattered the night as the hotel's communications room erupted in flames. Though it was hardly a massive blast, nor one likely to roast Ul alive in the basement. That burst of light lingered for only a moment before fading.

	"I'm changing into my suit," Affranchi said.

	"Sure..."

	They reached the base of the Gaia Gear, where the mechanics had set out a tarp for him to stand on while he stepped into his pilot suit.

	"I agreed at Mother Metatron that you would be the one to lead the chase against MHA," Miranda remarked, helping him with the helmet seals.

	"Yeah?"

	"...because I hated the thought of you turning into some calm, placid ‘adult' while running the Metatron as its figurehead. Maybe that's just my selfishness, but..."

	"Ah..."

	"...that's the kind of woman I am," Miranda finished, pulling her hands away from Affranchi's neck and stepping back.

	He felt a pang of loneliness at her withdrawal but took the maintenance memo from one of the mechanics, and ordered them to evacuate. In the pale glow of a headlight, Miranda's silhouette melted into the shadows.

	He found her more charming than ever in that moment, yet all the same, he felt sharply how much he had been bound by her.

	"If you hadn't insisted Earth was better than space, Miranda, I'd never have come down to Earth, the home of Everly Key," he murmured.

	Miranda, however, made no reply; she simply turned and rode off on her bike, away in the direction of Air Force 2. At the mention of that other woman's name, she had bristled.

	"I'm just a small man who can only think about a life with her," Affranchi said quietly.

	"But that small man did leave Earth for space, right? You knew this might happen," Miranda's voice drifted faintly over.

	"I don't know. We're out of time. Go link up with Madras," Affranchi snapped.

	"All right... but if you rush off alone, that's when it all goes wrong," she warned.

	"That's exactly why I'm doing it."

	Taking on her concern, Affranchi spoke more harshly than he intended. He stepped onto the wire lift that led up to the Gaia Gear's cockpit. As he rose, he watched the tiny silhouette of the bike shrink away below him.

	"Will I just fade away into the night? Sink into the darkness like a shadow?" he wondered.

	Seating himself in the cockpit, he didn't feel that he'd been cruel. He simply realized how petty he really was.

	"No matter how great Char Aznable might have been, I'm not just some clone. Then I'll settle this my way, within my own limits."

	And what would be left when he settled it?

	That, he would decide once MHA's Ul and the Gids Geese were gone, if he lived that long.

	"If that's the measure of justice granted to me, so be it."

	He felt a curious warmth sitting on that seat, even though he had once lent it to Messer, there was no sense of revulsion.

	"I do regret never getting Eva pregnant..." he admitted.

	At least, that partner wasn't Miranda Howe, riding off on a motorbike toward Air Force 2.

	"Huh?"

	A pair of headlights appeared to the left. Totto and Cessias.

	"Totto, you big lug, you really came through," Affranchi murmured, somewhat relieved.

	All those stints as a petty thug prepared Totto well for this role, he had indeed grown into the valuable squad member Affranchi had envisioned. Among the jaded crew tired of ongoing conflict, his rough-edged bravado acted as a necessary jolt of energy.

	It was the same logic that led Affranchi to thrust Messer and others into the cockpit as pilots. Even teams from Norway or Liège shared the same fundamental ideals with Metatron, fighting as part of the resistance for the sake of principle. Totto and Messer were cut from entirely different cloth. Affranchi cherished that difference.

	And now Messer, who had never even touched the Gaia Gear before, had managed to capture Ul and was on the verge of piloting the Bromb Texter, an enemy man-machine. People like that never needed manuals.

	"If only I could give them a clear purpose, that's all they'd need," Affranchi reflected. "But I still don't know what that purpose is."

	In an era when national identities have faded, abstract notions of sovereignty or the principle of saving Earth can only motivate people to a point. Ultimately, you need a visible foe to fight.

	"It's foolish... somewhere in all this," he whispered.

	But even he couldn't pinpoint where the foolishness lay. It felt akin to seeing Miranda as "just a normal woman," so vague he couldn't fully articulate it.

	"...Time to move," Affranchi said, gently letting Gaia Gear ascend. At roughly one hundred meters, he hovered in place and released a field of Minovsky particles at combat density.

	No doubt, the missiles targeted by MHA from Munich would soon strike at close range.

	A handful of man-machines formed up around his suit, while three Air Force craft flew due east out of the Besançon night.

	A brilliant flash lit the distant horizon as missiles detonated at point N24.

	Affranchi took that flare as his cue. He pointed the Gaia Gear's nose toward Munich.
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	Joe felt tension coiling inside him. The vibrations rocking the Zorin Soul were harsh, no surprise, given the machine was never an official Metatron unit. It had been in half-baked condition the whole time, pressed into service repeatedly.

	Even so, the instant Joe heard Krishna's name from Ul, he couldn't stand by. He had charged into the cockpit with no hesitation.

	"Krishna, I know you've got complicated feelings, but blaming it all on your 'bad upbringing' is just an excuse. Why'd you ever get tangled up with someone like Ul?"

	A knot of conflicting emotions weighed on his mind. Still, if she was wandering alone somewhere in the darkness beneath him, he wanted to save her.

	When Krishna had pined after Affranchi, Joe couldn't hope to compete, he couldn't even talk to her, only watch from afar. But once Affranchi became consumed by Metatron's cause, forever on his tiptoes, Krishna slipped from his notice. It was inevitable: Affranchi, trying to handle everything with honesty, no longer had room for personal attachments.

	That was when Joe resolved he had to make Krishna his own. After they lost track of her somewhere in Europe, his desire became desperate. Call it a perverse reaction, but he felt it was genuine.

	What cut him deepest was hearing Krishna's name from Ul's mouth, a cold, calculating youth on the enemy side. But there was some solace in hearing that Krishna seemed to dislike Ul.

	If that was the same Krishna who once adored Affranchi, then Joe felt he could forgive her... even if she had slept with Ul once or twice. After all, someone with an unremarkable background, filled with complexes about not having any special gifts, often has to grope their way through life, step by painful step.

	"Still can't just accept that this is 'how life is'..." Joe muttered, gazing at the infrared feed. The dark forest below was endless, a disheartening vision of eternal blackness.

	"Hold on. A light!"

	He spotted a faint glow between the trees and guided the Zorin Soul down to investigate. As soon as the cabin's light, reddish and dim, blinked out, Joe flipped on his external speakers.

	"Don't worry, I'm not from the Earth Federation government. I just need some information!"

	The Zorin Soul landed with a thud that made the shack's inhabitants fling open the door in resignation.

	"I'm not here to condemn you for living illegally on Earth," Joe said, holding his empty hands where they could see. "But I have questions."

	He approached the shack, where a handful of people, an old-timer and a middle-aged couple, regarded him warily, replying in a heavily accented English.

	"How many families like yours live out here?"

	"Not many," the old man said. "We're here because we had no choice but to come back to where our ancestors lived."

	"And why's that?"

	"Someone's gotta look after the old graveyard, right? So my grandpa's generation came back from space, and we settled here in my generation."

	"I'm sorry to ask, but if you happen to find a young woman out here, could you look after her? I'll come back for her in a few days," Joe said, showing them a photo of himself and Krishna, taken together. Then he trudged back to the one-armed Zorin Soul.

	It was still hours before daybreak. Joe climbed into the cockpit, deciding to rest for a while. If Krishna was nearby, maybe she'd notice the Zorin Soul at dawn and signal him somehow.

	"Krishna... you don't have to suffer anymore," he prayed silently, closing his eyes and surrendering to fatigue.
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	If a long-range missile attack came from the direction of Munich, MHA's fleet or man-machine forces were sure to follow.

	"They're quick this time…"

	Even though Affranchi already had sight of the enemy, he kept the Gaia Gear in flight form, charging straight ahead. By the time he locked on to an object skimming low through the mountains ahead, the enemy's missile barrage had already formed a solid wall in the forward airspace. And it wasn't just a handful of missiles, it was a near-impenetrable curtain of fire.

	A grunt escaped him, though it wasn't entirely his own. It was as though the Gaia Gear itself, imbued with an almost willful intent, responded on his behalf.

	With a woosh, the Gaia Gear suddenly pulled up, seeming for a moment to ignore Affranchi's target lock. Strictly speaking, though, it hadn't disobeyed his command. Rather, it kept the lock primed while executing evasive maneuvers first. Then, from beneath the fuselage, the sand barrels unleashed a volley into the space ahead.

	Chuffing sounds signaled their initial discharge, though all those blasts came together in one thunderous sound, just one percussive boom, and a heartbeat later, halos of light erupted in quick succession, coalescing into a radiant flare that spread across the forward airspace.

	Even as the Gaia Gear dove straight into that string of dazzling bursts, it began climbing, intuitively sensing the need to activate a protective barrier against whatever pursuit might come next. Again, it was faster than any explicit command from Affranchi, but he, as the pilot tapped into the psycommu, understood and approved of the machine's reflex.

	"Good work," he murmured, granting the onboard computer a mental confirmation.

	Leaving the enemy counterattack to the Gaia Gear's judgments, Affranchi readied himself to generate a barrier to safeguard those behind him: Messer in the Bromb Texter and the seven Dochadi craft flying in support. At the same time—

	"What's their composition?"

	He funneled that question through Gaia Gear's psycommu to the main computer.

	"What…in the world…?"

	A stunned exclamation escaped Affranchi's lips at the unexpected readout on the display.

	"Messer!"

	The Bromb Texter, piloted by Messer, suddenly streaked directly beneath the Gaia Gear, veering boldly into the space ahead.

	"Ah, I see. So that's your plan—go for it."

	Realization struck him as to what Messer intended. Even as Affranchi signaled his agreement to Messer, he angled the Gaia Gear to pursue the Bromb Texter.

	Enemy beam fire began trailing from the forward airspace, forcing Gaia Gear to weave in a zigzag pattern behind the Bromb Texter. Meanwhile, Affranchi fired a barrage of missiles ahead, setting up a virtual shield to protect his comrade.
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	Messer intended to launch a direct assault on the lead enemy vessel.

	"Doubt it'll go off without a hitch," he muttered.

	The Bromb Texter he was piloting still broadcast the same friend-or-foe identification code Ul Urian had used. Under normal circumstances, especially in a zone saturated with Minovsky particles—transmitting such a signal was practically pointless, and codes were typically changed for every new mission. But at the brink of life or death, anything was worth a shot.

	Messer hoped that, for even an instant, the enemy might mistake him for a legitimate Bromb Texter ally.

	"What the hell?!"

	Within the heavy lines of tracer fire, Messer locked on to the silhouette of an enemy ship. When he ran it through the computer, the system refused to identify the craft.

	That was curious, considering Bromb Texter itself belonged to MHA. Yet the system couldn't confirm the ship as one of their own.

	"It's Hong Kong," Messer growled.

	He remembered the man-machine known as the Gids Geese, which had come out of Hong Kong MHA. That made him certain this unknown vessel was also from Hong Kong.

	"They're not playing around," he muttered, shaken by how easily a Hong Kong ship had slipped past Metatron's detection. The group he belonged to had utterly failed to spot it.

	All he could do now was charge headlong. Turning back would only get him killed.

	Leaving evasive maneuvers against inbound missiles to the onboard computer, Messer repeatedly fired off the beam rifle. He tore free from the vessel's immediate airspace with short, measured bursts.

	"Ha!"

	The enemy craft seemed hesitant to engage. Otherwise, there was no way Messer could've broken away while in their zone of control.

	A few points on the ship sparked and flared, indicating direct hits.

	"Gotcha!"

	Messer quickly gained altitude.

	"Dammit!"

	Above him, an entire formation of man-machines spread out in all directions, tightening the ring around his flight path. In the panoramic display, currently set to nighttime mode, the stars were crisp, as were the outlines of those man-machines. Of course, the same was true in reverse: they could see him.

	"All right, you wanna dance? Let's do this!"

	Messer hurled the Bromb Texter straight into the swarm of MHA Gussa units. At such close range, the Gussas must have assumed he was Ul returning with the Bromb Texter.

	"Heh!"

	That moment's confusion opened a perfect window.

	Messer unleashed a flurry of missiles and beam blasts into their ranks. In near-simultaneous sequence, the swirling flashes blanketed the area, followed by the violent vortex of a fusion reactor's explosion.

	Just before the Bromb Texter could be sucked into that maelstrom, it rocketed forward, trying to outrun the blast. Affranchi in the Gaia Gear and the Dochadi squads fanned out, likewise racing to escape.

	The enemy vessel, unidentified and already damaged by Messer's assault, went down in a storm of fire, listing helplessly before plowing into the mountains a few hundred meters below. That triggered a second, thunderous reactor blast.

	A shockwave billowed across the mountain range, scorching the ground with thousands of degrees of heat.

	Watching from several thousand meters overhead, Affranchi took in the towering mushroom cloud. Against its explosive glare, he glimpsed the shadows of jagged peaks below. Then, within that radiance, he spotted another distinct source of light.

	"They're here..."

	He recognized the telltale "presence," the flight signature identical to the man-machine that had attempted to intercept him during his crossing of the Alps.

	It was a Gids Geese, flanked by a cluster of Gussas in formation. There were at least three such units, maybe one more.

	"But?!"

	A flicker of uncertainty jolted him, he noticed fewer Dochadi craft on his side than before.

	"Messer! Pull back!"

	He fired the Gaia Gear's laser straight toward the Bromb Texter, ensuring the beam hit so Messer would get the message. In a field rife with Minovsky particles, a direct laser ping was still one way to communicate. More than that, the Bromb Texter carried a psycommu system of its own, albeit a different type, so if Messer's awareness had sharpened, Affranchi's very intent would reach him.

	"That force centered around the Gids Geese is no joke!"

	He judged them an opponent that wouldn't easily fold under the attacks they'd used so far. In terms of sheer power, they outnumbered Metatron's units by at least four to one.

	Suddenly, Affranchi sensed a surge of mental force, a hallmark of Messer's determined spirit. He could feel that energy drawing near.

	"Messer? Hey! Keep your eyes open! Kimry! Emile!"

	He shouted their names into the cockpit, alarmed. He could sense the "presence" of other allies converging toward the Gaia Gear. Their force signatures rained down from above, as if dropping out of the sky itself.

	Affranchi pulled the control column back, guiding the Gaia Gear into a broad, sweeping arc.

	"What is this?!"

	Even as he voiced the question, he recognized the answer, and immediately recalled the old men of Mother Metatron.

	"The third wave?!"

	A tide of allied consciousness was pouring in from high overhead, stirring Affranchi into a state of near-euphoria. In this dire battlefield, that would be salvation indeed. But he couldn't help wondering about the timing, aware of the tensions he'd sensed within Mother Metatron.

	"What's really going on behind the scenes?" he thought, though now was no time to dwell on it. He tucked the question away for later, concentrating on the immediate fight.

	As the Gaia Gear swooped earthward, he fired another dense volley of sand-barrel shells for cover, diving straight into the next phase of combat.

	Affranchi's psycommu attuned to the "presence" of any enemy that might try to counterattack. He unleashed short, well-aimed bursts from the beam launcher cradled against the machine, shooting them down. 

	In the process, he also provided backup for the Bromb Texter and the Dochadi squad, each of his nimble moves helping shield their formations.

	So fierce was the Gaia Gear's onslaught that MHA's forces, rattled from losing their lead ship, found themselves nearly pinned under its protective barrage.
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	"What in hell?!"

	At the vanguard, Gids Geese pilot Jiang Wen Fu found himself caught off guard by Metatron reinforcements swooping in from above, while Affranchi's group pressed in at almost point-blank range.

	"Damn those Gussa amateurs, first they failed to protect the Koi Te-Pei, and now they're bungling our assault!"

	He swore bitterly. The Koi Te-Pei and her sister ship, the Koi Liu, were their motherships, the ones that had ferried Jiang Wen and his Gids Geese as far as the Mediterranean. 

	The plan was that, upon crossing Rhodes, Jiang Wen and his Gids Geese would fly on ahead to rendezvous in Munich.

	But just that evening, as the Koi Te-Pei and Koi Liu were about to land in Munich, a Bromb Texter under Captain Dargol's direct command had launched on its own to pursue Metatron's man-machines. Naturally, that forced one of the motherships to sortie in support.

	The Koi Liu stayed behind to fortify Munich's defenses, while the slightly delayed Koi Te-Pei never got to land, it had scrambled for battle and, mere moments ago, been shot down in spectacular fashion. 

	All thanks to Messer.

	Any wonder the area was in chaos? Yet from Jiang's perspective, it was unforgivable.

	"How can this be?!"

	There was no time to analyze the details. Now Metatron's reinforcements were about to make contact, clearly drawn in by the massive fusion reactor blast.

	"Li! Liu Yan! Fan out!"

	Jiang signaled them via bright flares as he powered upward, ignoring whatever sluggish maneuvering the Gussas might attempt. After all, a mere private army like Metatron could never be allowed to pin him down.

	The Gids Geese rocketed higher, right into engagement range with a dozen or so man-machines from Metatron's third wave.

	A sharp metallic screech pierced the air.

	He felt sure he'd nabbed a prime target, one of the lead units. But that machine evaded, diving swiftly toward lower airspace.

	Again Jiang experienced the same pressure he'd felt when passing the Gaia Gear earlier.

	"Tch!"

	Though the Gids Geese was also equipped with a psycommu, Jiang prided himself on his skill, he had shown it off in front of Dargol, after all. He lunged into a close-quarters melee with that lead man-machine, hoping to slip in under its guard.

	"Heh!"

	It appeared quite similar in silhouette to the Gaia Gear, and so he angled for a superior position above it, verifying his vantage before hammering the trigger to fire successive beam shots.

	Meanwhile, the rest of the man-machines, friend and foe alike, began exchanging lines of fire all around them.

	Sharp cracks and thunderous booms split the air.

	Jiang's repeated blasts struck the Gaia Gear-like craft multiple times. Yet he had the distinct sense that some kind of barrier had fended them off. The enemy machine wobbled, as if unsettled by gravity's pull, and kept losing altitude.

	He pressed on, still eager to locate the Gaia Gear itself. 

	He surged deeper into the dogfight, determined to engage Affranchi's legendary machine.
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	One ridge away, hidden among thick forest, a lone figure watched the distant glow of battle. This person was holed up in an old-fashioned minivan, nearly swallowed by overgrown woodland reminiscent of a primeval jungle.

	From beneath a blanket in the bed behind the driver's seat, a pair of eyes gazed, unblinking, through the windshield, watching the blossoming halos of light at the crest of the mountains. Each halo illuminated swirling banks of cloud in stark relief.

	The occupant clutched the blanket, transfixed by those arcs of light produced by man-machine combat.

	Night pressed in on all sides. 

	After a moment, the figure slid out from under the blanket and gracefully slipped into the driver's seat, feeling around in the dark.

	They rested their head against the seat's headrest, seeming to wait until that frenzy of light beyond the forest canopy faded into the distance.

	Suddenly, they leaned forward over the steering wheel. Flickers of illumination moved among the trees, growing steadily closer.

	The air crackled with a heavy sound that grew closer, heavier than the wind. Moments later, it shifted into a rush of wind slicing through the treetops, akin to waves in a storm.

	With a fierce whoosh, something plowed past overhead, snapping branches as it went, several pulsing lights hurrying beyond the minivan and vanishing behind it.

	"Guess they got shot down?"

	The husky voice that mumbled those words broke off abruptly, as though its speaker found forming the syllables difficult. Some listeners might have assumed they had a speech impediment.

	Far off, the bright halo over the mountain's edge diminished and disappeared.

	A muted rumble trembled underfoot. Whatever had roared overhead had presumably crashed somewhere in the forest.

	Darkness nearly absolute settled once more. Suddenly, a small spark flared to life in the minivan's driver's seat, revealing the figure behind the steering wheel. By the shaky glow of a flashlight, the person turned to rummage among the blankets and bags on the makeshift bed.

	Holding the flashlight beneath their chin, they retrieved a cap from the bundle. Even in that meager upward light, their taut lips and gaunt features gave them a rugged, almost fierce look. Perhaps the flickering shadows made them appear more melancholy than they really were. Their hair looked rough and unkempt.

	Click. 

	The flashlight went dark. 

	Pulling the cap low, the figure started up the minivan's engine. Its headlights lit a patch of ground that seemed mostly natural, until faint traces of an ancient asphalt road, presumably from a previous century, emerged through the tangle of shrubs and weeds. Though overgrown, it was apparently still in use from time to time.

	The minivan crept forward, seeking a path through the woods in the direction of the quake-like impact. Its lone driver evidently meant to investigate whatever had fallen.

	After a short while, the driver stopped. The figure behind the wheel fixed their gaze on something.

	They switched off the headlights, plunging the vehicle into darkness. The sound of fighting had died away, and no insects sang.

	The driver stared into one corner of the woods, trying to comprehend what they saw. A faint glow, reddish, perhaps, hovered there, almost too weak to be certain it was light at all. They hesitated, unsure if that glimmer truly was something illuminated.

	Still, whatever was burning out there had nothing to do with the crashed craft farther away.

	It must have been a remarkable pair of eyes that could pick out that weak red glimmer in all that darkness. Then, in a soft pop, that dim flicker brightened. The shape of flames became clear, some kind of fire.

	A campfire...

	But who would be out here, huddled around a small blaze in the dead of night? The minivan moved forward as if to keep going, but the small flicker of flame drew its driver's attention, halting them once more.

	"Please!"

	A woman's voice rose from the direction of that tiny firelight, too feeble to be a proper bonfire.

	The driver's expression under the cap hardened. Their right hand slipped into a jacket pocket. Denim-clad legs moved warily toward the flickering glow.

	Someone was huddled in front of the little flame, crouched low as though burrowing inside a sleeping bag.

	"I'm... sorry. Could you spare some food? I have money. I just, my legs won't work..."

	Her voice was barely audible. The person holding the flashlight shone it forward, and in that beam, the woman in front of the fire squinted and drew the sleeping bag higher around her shoulders.

	"I lost my way... I got separated from my group, and it's been a week since I've eaten anything..."

	That weak figure was Krishna Pandent, who had wandered into the wilds alone after splitting from Ul Urian.

	The flashlight bearer said nothing, merely returned to the minivan. A short pause later, they came back and set a bundle in front of Krishna. The package seemed to contain water and some kind of food.

	"Thank you... Thank you so much..."

	Krishna expressed her profound gratitude, fumbling for some bills in her coat pocket. She held them out into the half-darkness cast by the light. A gloved hand emerged from the gloom, plucked a small-denomination note from Krishna's fingers, and said in that hoarse, hesitant voice:

	"I'm going to check... on what fell... I'll be back."

	"Yes... all right..."

	Still dazed, Krishna watched the figure head toward the minivan. Before her lay a near-miraculous bounty of water and food. She reached out with trembling hands.

	The minivan's headlights blazed again. To Krishna, that glow felt like a divine sign in the middle of nowhere, and tears spilled down her cheeks almost at once.

	Relief washed over her, prompting tears she could no longer hold back. The faint engine hum receded among the trees, leaving her alone with the dying embers, their red glow bleeding into the ground.

	Only a little while ago, she had been overwhelmed by despair. Now, her body roiled with hunger, but she felt oddly embarrassed by it.

	"I'll eat. I have to get some strength back..."

	If that kind stranger's parting words were true, maybe they really would return for her.

	"Could it have been a man, or was it a woman?"

	Even so, Krishna felt a spark of hope rekindle in her mind as she caught the warm, sweet scent of a pancake.
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	Death wasn't breathing down her neck just yet, but Krishna's body harbored its own wisdom, a primal knowledge that her remaining days could be counted on fingers. The stages of starvation were like reading a map she never wanted to learn, each landmark of weakness more familiar than the last. When she lifted the water to her cracked lips, each sip blazed through her like liquid starlight, illuminating hollow spaces within.

	"...Living by the sea..."

	An odd, fanciful image flitted across her mind, but she couldn't help picturing it. She took delicate bites of a pancake, its sweetness almost overwhelming after so long without. Each careful chew was a meditation, her stomach a fragile thing that needed gentling. As the food made its slow journey within, she could feel it transforming, tomorrow it would become sinew and strength, life itself.

	"...This is the salt of the earth..."

	Humankind has survived by putting into its mouth the very things that sustain life. That fundamental truth was made painfully clear by her weakened body.

	"Ugh!"

	She couldn't even manage half the pancake before her body demanded she lie down again in her sleeping bag. She simply wasn't ready to eat that much. More than anything, eating itself exhausted her in such a fragile state.

	The embers of the copper-hued campfire were too weak to illuminate the leafy canopy pressing in overhead. Yet Krishna sensed her eyes were adjusting to the darkness, and that alone was enough to give her hope. A warmth spread from the pit of her stomach, a reassurance that she was still alive. But the moment that realization took hold, her conscious mind, her human pride, began to feel shame.

	She could no longer ignore the fact that she had nearly died of starvation, due in part to her own ignorance. People, once upon a time, had lived in forests just like this. How could she, being so utterly clueless about which wild plants were edible, pretend she was worth anything at all?

	And here she was, frail, stumbling through the woods, and still entangling herself in meetings and partings with Ul Urian. She had welcomed that relationship with Ul, but now saw it as the peak of her own weakness, or rather, the epitome of her sloppy nature as a human being. Her vulnerability exposed.

	That was why she felt so utterly pitiful.

	"...I'm selfish and full of desire. Even knowing I'd end up like this, I still let my ego and flimsy 'wisdom' push me around. If I'd never taken an interest in Affranchi, I might have left Metatron behind and gone straight to Ul. Maybe I was overthinking what it meant for me to bear the name Krishna, a name taken from a male god. Thought I could live up to it... But in truth, I was just a useless woman, capable of nothing..."

	Ul was the young man who had shown up soon after Krishna first encountered Affranchi. Later, as part of a Metatron mission, Krishna even went on a "date" with him. Yet Ul also used her as a hostage. During a battle in space, she'd been grabbed by the fingers of his  man-machine and used as a shield.

	All of those events tied her and Ul together, she might have called it fate, but in the end, she slept with him. To dismiss it as a "compromise" would be dishonest, she thought. She had wanted to do it. It was the truth: she'd needed sex to distract herself, because otherwise she'd have been overwhelmed by loneliness. She was terrified of being left with an empty sense of longing, with no one to lie beside her. And so, she'd lied to herself and let desire sweep her away.

	But in giving herself over to that desire, she had forfeited something crucial, some inner compass, and so ended up being forced to turn a gun on her own allies. She now found herself all alone, wandering through a forest on Earth.

	"I guess I'm being punished... I threw away my name and my pride and I enjoyed having sex with Ul, felt good doing it. He was so damn good, you know..."

	Yet nothing had come of it. Ul was good at sex because he was ravenous for that pleasure. He genuinely loved it. And she didn't mind that aspect of him. The real issue was how he became oddly sincere, almost too sincere, only during sex, then seemed to drift away as soon as it ended. Their post-coital mornings were peaceful enough, but whenever she awoke, Ul was always gone. He'd vent his energy and then be off, fully dedicated to whatever work the MHA had waiting for him. By day, all Krishna ever saw of him was his back in the distance.

	If I had never known...

	But she wasn't thinking of him now. She was thinking of Affranchi Char.

	"Why...?"

	Why had she grown interested in Affranchi in the first place? Crammed into her sleeping bag, she finally found the words to articulate it.

	“The salt of the earth... the scent of the sea...”

	From the sensations of eating moments ago, she finally grasped a deeper insight: something about his secret drew her in. He looked fragile, yet there was some hidden boldness.

	"I never met anyone like that on Heras or within Metatron. Affranchi was cloaked in the natural world itself..."

	Her thoughts then drifted toward the shadowy figure who had given her food.

	“Who was that person...? They carried the same air of nature around them, just like Affranchi...”

	Her body, still exhausted, soon claimed her mind again, and she drifted into a muddled sleep.
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	A reverberating boom shattered the air.

	Though not from her dream, Krishna's scream hadn't fully crossed the threshold of consciousness.

	A distant, mechanical whirr.

	"Don't go! I'm right here!" she yearned to shout, though in her dream she could barely manage more than a gasp.

	"The Zorin Soul?"

	She was sure she'd heard that name in the real world, not merely in a nightmare. Dawn had broken in the woods, though not much time seemed to have passed. The spot where the campfire had been still gave off a slight warmth. Krishna lifted her upper body and found it easier than she had the night before. She felt a mild pang of disappointment when she realized the person who had shared food with her hadn't returned, yet she quickly tore a page out of her small notebook and thrust it into the remaining embers.

	"Ffffff!"

	Blowing on the spark made her dizzy. Fighting through the vertigo, she gently layered dry leaves around the growing flame, coaxing it to life.

	"Wait, that must be the Zorin Soul. Please, don't leave..."

	She desperately willed it to see her meager smoke signal. But building a fire was grueling in her state; she needed more time to recover from the pancake's meager nourishment. Still, she stretched as far as her arms would allow from inside the sleeping bag, piling damp leaves on the flame to create thick plumes of smoke that rose into the sky.

	The night before, she had resigned herself to the possibility of being found by Earth security inspectors who hunted down unlicensed residents. But when she heard the man-machine's noise that reminded her of the Zorin Soul, everything changed. If the person who'd given her food wasn't coming back, then let it be Zorin Soul who saved her, anything else frightened her too much.

	She had wandered aimlessly through fields and forests, crossing a handful of ancient towns from centuries past. This area, supposedly rich in unlawful squatters, had yielded not a single soul. Perhaps her luck had been especially poor. Now, hearing a familiar machine's roar, she felt an almost helpless longing to cling to it.

	"Please..."

	The smoke climbed into the sky, more robust than she'd hoped, only to be met by a deep, mechanical growl, the descending rumble of a man-machine engine. The sound drew closer, surprisingly fast.

	"Who's piloting it...?"

	If it turned out to be Messer Mett, perhaps he'd understand. "Then again... They might just be looking for the man-machine that went down last night."

	Krishna tried to temper her hopes, reminding herself that Affranchi's unit was hardly in a position to spare resources searching for her.

	Suddenly, a crash of branches rang in the distance, followed by the roar of the thruster that shook the nearby trees.

	The whirring grew closer.

	"Ah...?"

	Her smoke blew into her upturned face, and through the wavering haze, she spotted a huge silhouette streak across the sky. She coughed from the sudden choke of smoke, her chest rattling and her exhausted bones creaking in protest. It sapped her energy. Tears welled.

	In her blurring vision, the man-machine soared overhead, veering toward an opening in the woods, exactly where the person who'd brought her food had vanished. Its steel limbs came down with a thunderous thud.

	"Oh, Shaddai!" she prayed, not to any Hindu deity but to the symbolic god name that had inspired Metatron's cause.

	Krishna curled on her side in the sleeping bag and watched the one-armed Zorin Soul move into a crouch, peering her way between splintered branches.

	"Who's there?!"

	An amplified voice boomed from the Zorin Soul's speakers, the voice of Joe.

	"Hngh!"

	Her throat seized. He was the last person she wanted to see. She'd never considered the possibility it might be him.

	"Why... Why Joe?!"

	He was precisely the one person she couldn't face right now. An overwhelming sense of shame coursed through her still-feeble body, threatening to collapse her if he so much as touched her.

	She had avoided Joe, perhaps most of all, because, from the moment she met him, she realized they understood each other without the slightest effort. It was too easy. She sensed he would always accept her. So, she'd run the other way.

	And now, here he was, finding her in this humiliating state in a half-wrecked Zorin Soul.

	Her very soul burned with shame.

	"...Joe..."

	She wanted to speak, but her voice wouldn't come out. Krishna, filled with remorse toward the one man she owed so much, could only let her head fall in abject defeat.

	"Who's out there?!"

	Joe's amplified voice rang out again. She heard the mechanical clank of the cockpit hatch opening.

	"Joe, it's me, Krishna," she wanted to scream. "Don't come near me! Don't come!"

	But to him, her wisp of a voice was nothing more than a trembling breath. She had no strength to raise it. Joe's heavy footsteps crashed through the fallen leaves, closer, ever closer.

	"It's fine, Joe! I'm sorry. So sorry... Don't look at me. I'm so ashamed..."

	But her trembling lips could barely move, and the words refused to form.

	At last, he emerged, a tall, haggard figure blurred by her tear-filled eyes.

	"Hey...!"

	He knelt so quickly it seemed he was about to collapse beside her.

	"Krishna!"

	Joe, filthy and exhausted, now crouched right in front of her.

	"I'm sorry... Joe... I'm sorry, I'm so sorry..."

	She repeated it over and over in her mind, though her voice was hardly above a breath. Foggy consciousness muddied her speech, and she could only pray he would sense her remorse.

	"It's okay," he murmured, touching her gently. "Don't talk. Just rest. Everything's all right now."

	His words wrapped around her, soft and comforting, loosening the rigid shame in her limbs.

	"Joe... I'm sorry..."

	She let herself sink into the warmth of his arms and chest, her throat unable to form a single sob. She surrendered to the darkness once again and drifted into a deep, dreamless sleep, powerless to fight any of it.
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	A deep mechanical rumble.

	The noise of a man-machine in flight nudged Krishna back toward consciousness. A rustling wind shivered through the canopy, raking at her raw nerves.

	"Ah...?!"

	She surfaced into a wave of discomfort, her body's weariness and the unsettling racket outside. Then she saw Joe and someone else, another shadowy figure.

	"That thing...?!"

	"..."

	They were standing nearby, watching a man-machine just now fading from sight.

	"I can't believe it," Joe muttered, staring after the departing craft. "So you managed to get your hands on this?"

	He held something up for the stranger to see, but they only nodded in silence.

	"Joe..."

	Her voice made him crouch down, offering her a kind, reassuring smile, a sight that felt gentle, almost peaceful.

	"Don't worry. You're going to be fine now," he said. "I've given you an injection for fever and nutrients. Get some more rest, and you'll start to feel better soon."

	"Thank you... Why are you...?"

	Peering past him, she tried to focus on the unfamiliar face. Though a stranger, something about the person felt oddly comforting.

	"This is the one who brought you food last night. Ms. Marine Thor," Joe explained.

	"Oh... Thank you. Really, thank you so much..."

	"..."

	Marine Thor, with skin of a gentle bronze shade, wore a hat pulled low over fine features. She gave a slight smile and a small shake of her head. At a glance, it was hard to tell if she was male or female. She carried herself with a kind of deliberate roughness. Something about her exuded discipline or determination. Who is she? Krishna wondered, but she hadn't the energy to dwell on it.

	Just then, Joe placed a broad hand on Krishna's forehead and nodded, as if satisfied her fever was down.

	"All right. Get some more sleep."

	Her curiosity about Marine was draining her, so she sank back, deciding to let Joe handle things.

	"Yeah, I will. Thank you."

	"Please do. I need to figure a few things out while you rest."

	Joe rose and ascended the Zorin Soul's cockpit via a cable lift. Krishna watched his tall form disappear, then closed her eyes, letting her mind slip beneath the surface once more.

	Still, as she hovered between dozing and waking, her thoughts strayed to Marine Thor. Those firm shoulders, that sharp gaze in an otherwise ambiguous face, she seemed strong in the purest sense, unconstrained by typical feminine or masculine boundaries. She had an air of an outlaw more than that of a typical rebel fighter... an air of someone living outside ordinary definitions.

	"What is she searching for...?"

	The crunch of her footsteps through dead leaves lulled Krishna like a distant lullaby. Soon she was overcome by drowsiness once again.
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	Krishna had no sense of how much time had passed. 

	The whisper of the cable lift lowering from the Zorin Soul's cockpit hatch pulled her back to awareness.

	"Ms. Marine, thank you. Really, thank you for this," Joe was saying, excitement creeping into his voice. Krishna felt a hint of foreboding at how urgent he sounded.

	"Krishna," he knelt by her side, tension written across his face. "We have to head back to Affranchi's forces."

	"Affranchi's..." she repeated, though the name made her heart constrict. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Marine's sharp gaze flicker in their direction.

	Joe noticed and half-turned to her. 

	"Actually," he said to Marine, "I got so caught up in finding Krishna and getting this floppy disk from you that I forgot to ask who you really are."

	Marine said nothing, lips tightening.

	"You told me earlier you were just a traveler helping us out," Joe continued, "so how'd you manage to 'find' this disk belonging to Benois' Gaiyas?"

	"I didn't steal it," Marine said, English clipped by an unfamiliar accent. "The pilot dropped it. She forgot it."

	"You can speak?" Joe's tone sharpened, as though he realized she had been pretending otherwise until now.

	Marine's speech was rough, words cut short, yet Krishna detected more command in her voice than before.

	"Yes, I can. But does it matter? All I did was pick up something that was left behind."

	"Hmm..." Joe exhaled, squinting. "You seemed more than happy to let me see it, like you wanted me to notice you had it in your hand. And here you are, wandering a forest by yourself? Don't you need a permit to travel Earth freely?"

	She gave a slight shrug. 

	"I have a legal resident permit. I can travel."

	"Show it to me, then."

	Marine's eyes flicked downward; she backed away half a step. Everything about her body language hinted that the permit was a lie.

	"So, who are you, really?" Joe pressed, flapping the floppy disk in both hands. "And why bring this disk to me, of all people?"

	"You took it from me," Marine said flatly, "saying you wanted to examine it."

	Her accent rose in abrupt stops. Despite the tension, she gave no sign of trying to flee. She seemed caught between wariness and a stubborn desire to remain.

	Krishna sensed it too. Marine wasn't some random traveler, nor was she an obvious enemy. There was something else at play.

	"Tch..." Joe grimaced. "So you were faking that mute routine the whole time?"

	Marine stayed quiet. Indeed, she was the one who had first come upon the man-machine that crashed last night, then returned to check on Krishna. By the time she arrived, Joe had already found Krishna. Then, seeing the disk was in Metatron's format, Joe had asked to examine it. She hadn't refused.

	That willingness made Joe assume she was sympathetic to Metatron. He hadn't realized she'd spent quite a while investigating the downed man-machine herself. By reading the disk, Joe discovered it belonged to the pilot of Metatron's Third Wave ground-invasion team: Benois Rojack. 

	Joe and Krishna both knew that name. The craft had already departed by the time Joe traced the disk's contents. The distant rumble Krishna heard in her half-sleep was Benois' departure.

	 

	5

	 

	Marine's gaze flickered downward, shoulders tense. She seemed awash in indecision. From her makeshift bed, Krishna gazed up, quietly observing. Marine was no mere passerby, that was certain. 

	Joe, unsure how to handle this enigmatic figure, finally said, "Sorry, but can I ask you to give us a moment alone? We need to talk over a few things."

	Marine nodded without a word and headed back toward her nearby van.

	"We've stumbled on something huge," Joe muttered as he knelt down again, keeping half an eye on Marine. 

	"That floppy disk belongs to Benois Rojack from Metatron's third wave. She claims she just happened across it."

	"I saw a bit of the fighting last night, from here..."

	"I didn't. I was too far away. Anyway, this disk—turns out it’s Benois' diary."

	"Benois' diary? Really?"

	"Yeah. Remember on the Thirty One Cubed, she was that pilot chic who locked horns with Keran in simulator rankings." 

	"'That pilot chic.' Ugh, Joe, you and your phrasing..."

	"Give me a break I didn't mean it like that," he grumbled. "Besides, I didn't have much choice but to read it. And good thing I did, because there's some scary stuff in here. Apparently she came down to Earth with orders to kill Affranchi."

	"What?!"

	Krishna reeled and felt as if the blood in her veins froze. She stared intently at the disk in Joe's hands.

	"Seems there's someone inside Mother Metatron pulling strings, giving Benois the order. This diary entry is full of half-finished lines and rambling, but the meaning's there. Benois' torn up about whether she can actually carry it out."

	"Why in the world would Metatron do that?!"

	Joe's face darkened. 

	"It's just like Miranda said, those old folks on Mother Metatron are tired of all this. They figure taking Affranchi out might wrap things up. Here's the plan: they want to eliminate Bijan Dargol and his MHA Gayjisu, which even the Earth Federation sees as a menace. Then they'll use Mother Metatron as a bargaining chip. Once Bijan is out of the picture, they'll hand Affranchi's life over to the government in exchange for acceptance under the Federation's umbrella. Simple as that."

	"What was the point of Metatron, then? What about all that talk of the Z Organization?"

	"Affranchi refused to play their clown, I guess. He's too headstrong to be the second coming of Char Aznable or maybe rebuild a new Principality of Zeon. So, they're giving up on him." Joe gave a bitter laugh.

	"Then we just have to talk to Benois, stop her from doing it."

	Krishna's voice was tight with urgency.

	"Yeah. Either way, we need to rejoin Affranchi's group," Joe said, more firmly this time.

	"What about Benois?" Krishna asked. "Where is she now?"

	"He took off from her crash site to rendezvous with Affranchi at the next forward base."

	"You know where?"

	"Tracked it as best I could from the flight path. I've got a rough idea."

	Krishna's eyes flicked downward. Part of her wanted to return to Affranchi's side, but... she had no faith in herself anymore, not after everything, her betrayal, her weakness, and the knowledge she'd become reliant on Joe. She shrank from the very thought of facing Affranchi.

	"What's wrong?" Joe pressed gently.

	"It's you..." she whispered. "They'll punish you for this."

	"Punishment? If that's the price, so be it," Joe said. "We're way past that sort of worry."

	"That means you were ready to risk everything when you stole the Zorin Soul?"

	He paused, searching for words, then clasped her hand with a small, rueful grin. "Yeah. Guess we both ended up in this mess."

	Krishna gazed at the rough stubble covering Joe's jaw and realized, in spite of herself, that she was glad he wanted to help Affranchi. Some warmth bloomed in her chest.

	"That person, Marine..." 

	"Hmm?"

	"When she handed over the disk, it felt like she did it on purpose, like she wanted to see how I'd react."

	"So you think she's prying into our plans?"

	"Here she comes."

	Marine Thor, tall, spare, and possessed of an oddly magnetic aura, was now returning their way, her gait unhurried. Krishna and Joe both watched her approach, each feeling a prickling sense of anticipation.

	"Excuse me..." Marine said softly, stopping at a polite distance. She slipped off her hat and let rough-cut hair tumble free. In a far clearer accent, she continued, "Pretending to be mute helps when you need to protect yourself, so I've kept up the act. But I won't hide it from you anymore. I believe the two of you are companions of Affranchi Char."

	Joe narrowed his eyes. 

	"And who might you be?"

	"My name is Everly Key. I once lived with Affranchi on the island."

	For Krishna, who had been with Ul in body if not in heart, the words alone should not have been devastating. Yet Everly's sudden appearance rocked her to the core, like an unmasking of the inevitable.

	"Everly... who?" Joe echoed in a stunned voice. 

	Krishna heard him as if from a great distance, sinking into the deep despair of recognition. Yet it wasn't anger she felt.

	"So this is Affranchi's woman..."

	This realization hit Krishna with absolute certainty, like witnessing a divine revelation.
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	From the vantage point of the Gulf of Trieste, tucked into the northeastern corner of the Gulf of Venice, the industrial city of Monfalcone might easily be mistaken for a ruin, much like any other Old Century city of this era. Several docks along the coast had been abandoned to the relentless creep of vegetation, left to rust away without a caretaker.

	Yet, life remained. Some people had official permission to reside in this town, and most of them supported the anti–Earth Federation movements. Monfalcone was a land with an inherent rebellious streak, a place where resistance had long taken root.

	Off a corner of the harbor, however, lay a cluster of docks that had truly been left to time. Thick vines and sprawling greenery had transformed their red-rusted walls into twisted iron skeletons, entire frames eaten away by the slow breath of the earth. But if you looked carefully from the seaward side, you'd notice a black opening in the outermost dock. Moored there was a single, rust-stained ship. An overwhelming wave of vines grew across the top section of the dock, hiding the vessel from prying eyes, a clever camouflage.

	If you peered closer, you could spot figures moving along the deck of that medium-sized transport ship. More people stood watch atop the old cranes on either side of the dock, giant iron pillars left standing, scanning the sky and sea for trouble.

	In the midst of that quiet scene, a low rumbling of an engine carried on the gentle breeze, heralding the arrival of a heavy trailer trundling along the road that led from the heart of town toward the airport.

	"The Valkyrja can set sail anytime, depending on how things look in the sky," crackled a voice over the radio in the trailer's passenger seat. The speaker was Kross-Hansen, the same man from Hamar in Norway who had first greeted Affranchi and his crew. He and his team had arrived in Monfalcone two or three days earlier, charged with bringing the hidden transport vessel into this dock to establish a forward base for Affranchi's contingent. Depending on the course of battle, they might have to set up a few more such bases farther south along the Adriatic.

	"Well," Kross-Hansen went on, "the third wave finally merged with us here. That must mean the big showdown's not far off, right?"

	"You never know," retorted the driver, Kjell Orebo. He leaned out the window to check the condition of the road. "We don't know a thing about what's going on inland, so I'm not sure we can afford to be optimistic."

	"I'm betting on Bijan Dargol's sense of romance," Kross-Hansen said, undeterred. "If he manages to take Bavaria, he'll be satisfied just building himself something grand like Neuschwanstein Castle, I'm sure."

	Kross-Hansen's airy confidence came from his precarious position as an unauthorized resident of Earth. If MHA, the special police force, intensified its activities, he and many others would be forced to consider what that spelled for them. Strategy-wise, the conflict was only going to get tougher. Worse still, if MHA's aim for independence from the space colony forces were to succeed, Earth would face a truly dangerous situation.

	"We don't have the luxury of optimism," Kjell said. "You've heard about that thing, right? The Bushing Nugg? The fact that Dargol's managed to get his hands on a ground-warfare weapon like that means there's plenty of support for MHA's methods here in Europe."

	"Exactly. That's why we have to orchestrate a big, decisive turn of events, before they do."

	Kross-Hansen couldn't help worrying whether Affranchi grasped that fact.

	Suddenly, the trailer lurched as though its rear end had been kicked sideways, and the cab shook.

	"You're scraping the truck!"

	A woman's voice burst from a speaker on the console panel. It belonged to Bjør Staff, who was riding in the cargo hold.

	"Yeah, yeah, I know!"

	Kjell shouted back. The roads here might have been part of a town once, but after a hundred years of neglect, they were more like narrow tracks through a patch of scrub.

	"Take a right at that corner," Kross-Hansen instructed.

	"You think I'm stupid?"

	"Hey, I didn't say that."

	Kross-Hansen shrugged as Kjell reversed the trailer a few times, then gradually maneuvered the big vehicle around the bend.

	"Be honest with me, Stei," Kjell said after a moment, using Kross-Hansen's nickname. "Aren't you secretly hoping MHA and Metatron keep up this fight forever?"

	"Heh!" Kross-Hansen gave a theatrical shrug that all but admitted he had struck a chord.

	"Because as long as the movement continues, you get to stay on Earth," Kjell went on, a little too forthright for his own good. "Isn't that the truth?"

	"During an ongoing conflict, sure," Kross-Hansen replied, trying to sound confident. "But once every last soul's been chased off Earth, I wouldn't mind going back to space myself."

	Kjell didn't answer. This was a taboo topic, even among friends. Once a spaceborn human sets foot on Earth, they often find themselves never wanting to leave, or else longing to return the moment they do leave.

	Despite the radiation, the deserts still awaiting reclamation, the Earth Federation's relentless clampdowns, countless people had chosen to live here illegally. Quite a few of them were former employees of the Public Corporation for the Survey and Preservation of Ruins, the Public Corporation for Cargo Transport, or the Public Corporation for Natural Environmental Research and Preservation; they'd slipped away from those organizations to stay on Earth rather than return to the colonies. People even joked those agencies produced more outlaws than any criminal gang.

	Even so, the Earth Federation government had never truly addressed this "reverse migration" phenomenon. They merely turned a blind eye, confident that MHA would sweep away these outlaws before they could harm Earth's long-term recovery. And ironically, deserters from MHA itself kept popping up over time, clearly, no one was immune to the pull of their ancestral cradle.

	Eventually, the trailer reached the first area where the Air Force unit was stationed. In a sheltered woodland clearing stood several Dochadi, and alongside them were machines never seen before in these parts: a small fleet of mass-production models based on the Gaia Gear, stripped of their transformation mechanism, now dubbed Gaiyas units.

	With the arrival of this third wave, Mother Metatron had finally delivered to Affranchi a fully formed team outfitted with Gaiyas machines.
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	"The roughest part of that emergency landing was fighting gravity," Benois said wryly. "No sense pretending otherwise. That was nerve-racking."

	"I'm honored to hear that from the legendary Benois Rojack herself," Affranchi replied. "Word has it you still managed to bring your craft in and join us without any major damage."

	"And to think even His Excellency would flatter me so," Benois teased back. "Though I'll confess: that Gids Geese machine gave me quite a fright. I plan to keep that in mind."

	"You're repeating the old man's jokes from Mother Metatron," Affranchi said with a short laugh, prompting a somewhat sarcastic smile from Benois.

	She was a tall woman but moved with effortless grace, a lithe beauty. There was no hint of brooding in her expression, not even a trace that she might be bound by any orders behind the scenes. Still, something in her pilot's spirit, that bold spark in her eyes, hinted at a capacity for violence, if she'd been commanded to kill Affranchi, she might well have done so.

	"What's on your mind?" Affranchi asked as he handed her a cup of coffee.

	"Oh, it's nothing," Benois replied, breathing in the aroma before looking down at him. "I was just thinking how everything you do lives up to the rumors I've heard, Your Excellency"

	"What person in this age of universal democracy enjoys being told they're some kind of living legend?" Affranchi said, rolling his eyes.

	"So you'd prefer to build your own unique path here on the front lines?"

	Benois asked, taking a noiseless sip and glancing at him over the rim of her cup.

	"That's not my intention. The plan is to strike directly at MHA's Gayjisu and bring down this special police force," he said softly. "That'll weaken the Federation's hold. If public opinion shifts, Metatron might be recognized, and then even the Federation would have to recognize it as a legitimate political entity. After that, my work is done."

	"And then what will you do?"

	"Once that happens, I'd like at least the privilege of going back to the island in the South Pacific where I grew up. Might be a luxury, but so be it."

	"I see," Benois said, then abruptly changed the subject. "What should I call you, anyway?"

	"Some people say 'Aff,'" he offered casually.

	"Ha!" She snorted, then broke into a loud, unguarded laugh that caught the attention of everyone around. There was no spite in that laughter, just open amusement.

	Affranchi smiled despite himself.

	A knock at the door made him glance over. 

	"Enter."

	Kross-Hansen poked his head in.

	"We sent out the final transport with Segovy Miran," he reported.

	"Appreciate it. Fares and the others should be joining us today or tomorrow. Wait until we get their intel before you move out."

	"The Valkyrja has already gone ahead," Kross-Hansen said.

	"You'll head inland and catch up to the ship, right?"

	"Yes, sir..." Kross-Hansen's usually friendly eyes flicked anxiously upward, showing his worry.

	"Relax," Affranchi reassured him.

	"Right. Oh, is that Benois Rojack?" he asked, turning to the tall woman.

	"This is Kross-Hansen Stinsrud," Affranchi introduced. "He's in charge of the supply line."

	"That's quite the whimsical name," she teased, extending her long arm toward him.

	Her face, for all its angular features, grew suddenly soft and sweet. It was a surprising, almost childlike charm that made Benois irresistible. She was graceful, yet delightfully out of step with her formidable physique.

	"Funny, we were just thinking the same about ‘Benois,'" Kross-Hansen shot back, grinning.

	"Touché," she said.

	"Personally," Affranchi cut in, glancing back and forth between the two tall figures, "I find the pair of you even funnier to look at."

	"Oh, really?"

	"Guess it's our height," Kross-Hansen said, exchanging a look with Benois.

	"Ha! Hahaha!"

	Benois's easy laughter made Affranchi think, "She really is a true warrior at heart."

	She radiated a certain confidence that came from a place of complete honesty. Yet it was that very perfection, an unsettlingly flawless quality, that made Affranchi sense she might be under some mysterious pressure.

	He guessed it could be the stress of her first time on Earth. Then again, something more physical, perhaps personal, might be bearing down on her. It never crossed his mind that Benois might have been sent here with a secret order to assassinate him. After all, even with a hint of Newtype sensibility, Affranchi hadn't mastered the art of peering into the minds of others.
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	Shhkt, shhkt.

	The blade of Totto's knife slid back and forth across his handheld whetstone with a dry whisper, an unsettling rhythm in the dimly lit underground room. The abrasive sound frayed the nerves of everyone present.

	"Cut it out," Rodriguez finally snapped, his voice raw. "I hate listening to that. Makes me wonder who you plan on stabbing. Can't say it calms my nerves."

	Totto turned, flashing a grin of perfectly white teeth.

	"Don't be so jumpy. I'm not thinking of anything so crass," he muttered, hawked a bit of spit onto the stone, and kept sharpening. "If you don't appreciate the art of a good blade, words won't do either of us any good."

	"You're up to something," Madras broke in, cutting off Totto's monologue while handing a new squad formation chart to Miranda. "Out with it."

	"Uh... don't any of you find it strange?" Totto replied, glancing around the room. Moments ago it had been full of third-wave personnel, but now it was only those who'd been here since Hamar. 

	"Find what strange?" Rodriguez's voice was sharp.

	The fact that only the original Hamar staff remained was coincidental.

	"Doesn't it bother anybody that the third-wave folks don't seem the least bit serious about taking out MHA? Meanwhile, you folks barely have decent equipment, but you're dead set on smashing MHA Gayjisu and stopping Dargol from building his Earth-based nation. Whether that's good or bad, I don't care, but I like your style. I'm just saying, are you aware of the difference in attitude?"

	"They're just inexperienced," Rodriguez insisted. "Those new pilots haven't even been to Earth before. Give them time to get used to things. They'll toughen up, and they'll be a real asset."

	Everything about the man was earnest, which made him calmly self-assured but occasionally lacking in quick intuition.

	"You really think so?" Totto gave a short laugh. "You take someone like Benois who just showed up this morning, she's the very embodiment of a wolf in sheep's clothing."

	He resumed sharpening.

	"And you've got proof?" 

	Madras had come to value Totto's insights, so he wasn't angry.

	"Not a shred. Just a gut feeling."

	"It's foolish to judge people based on personal likes or dislikes," Rodriguez bristled.

	"I get your type, but you'll run out of lives if you don't learn to trust your gut. Put a single ‘foreign body' into a group, and if that body's toxic, the group rots from the inside. I know this well enough, thanks. Intellectuals think they can patch problems with logic and get by, but they're wrong."

	Totto pocketed his whetstone and ran his tongue along the edge of the blade with a quiet, almost feline tsk of satisfaction.

	"Haha! Anyway, I'm sure I'm a ‘foreign body' to you all as well. So watch me all you want, and don't be surprised if I do things my way."

	With that, he was gone. He wasn't being sarcastic, just stating the facts as they were.

	"He's brash, but we do need a perspective like his," Miranda murmured, calming Rodriguez's evident irritation by patting Madras on the arm. "We tend to overthink things from behind desks."

	"You call what we do 'desk work'?" Rodriguez said, genuinely stung.

	"Sorry," Miranda corrected herself. "I was referring to the staff at Mother Metatron. But I also mean maybe we're just letting ourselves get pushed around, and Totto's pointing out we should question it."

	"Yeah," Margaret Lane, a mechanic from Air Force 2 who'd been quietly listening in, chimed in. "That's what Totto was implying."

	Margaret was a good-natured sort who kept a sharp eye on everyone.

	"I'll admit," Rodriguez said, grimacing, "we did get carried away being happy about more soldiers showing up."

	"How about you, Maggie?" he added, turning to the mechanic. "What's your take?"

	"Simple," Margaret said. "Bijan Dargol and his MHA Gayjisu is hell-bent on holding Munich. Apparently, he worships Richard Wagner, and for some reason, that draws him to Bavaria. There's a connection between that obsession and MHA's plans in Europe. If we can use his artistic hang-ups against him, we might not even need those new reinforcements so badly. We might pull this off on our own, and maybe Totto would respect that."

	"I like the way you think, Maggie," Miranda said. "You should tell Affranchi."

	"Doesn't he already know?"

	"I can't say for sure whether he's factored it into our strategy."

	Miranda pressed her point, and Margaret nodded thoughtfully.

	"Dargol's fixation on Munich, right?" Madras interjected.

	"Right. Dargol's a diehard Wagnerian. That mania for Bavaria must be slowing down MHA's movements," Margaret explained. "I'm sure that's one reason they haven't ramped up their offensive, even though they have plenty of opportunities."

	"That might have been happening since back when we arrived in Nouveau Paris," Miranda added. "If Dargol's sense of culture is tying MHA's hands, it's a strategic weakness."

	"Wait, say that again?"

	Affranchi had stepped in with Benois to introduce her, but he caught the end of Margaret's comment and turned his full attention on her.
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	The Zorin Soul flew close along the contours of the mountainside, carrying the minivan once used by Everly Key in its right hand. Joe piloted the single-armed suit, keeping its flight path low along the Alps, ensuring that Munich's watchful eyes had no direct line of sight.

	Inside the cockpit, Joe sat in the pilot's seat. On makeshift mats laid out on either side, Krishna and Everly were stretched out, still recovering.

	"I only met Everly for a moment, but she's not just his fiancée. She's practically Affranchi's wife..." Krishna thought, reflecting on everything Everly had quietly shared.

	They'd spoken of the island in the South Pacific, the existence of the Zorin Soul, how Affranchi had escaped from Hong Kong MHA. 

	"If that's the case, then she must not have been part of the organization... Right?"

	She wanted to believe that. 

	Yet, Everly clearly knew a lot of intimate details of Affranchi's nature, though not because she had ever gone into lengthy detail. Rather, her offhand remarks and fleeting observations had helped Krishna piece together his journey up until he reached space. Even if Affranchi himself had been unaware of it, it was evident that he had connected with Metatron under the umbrella of the Char Continue Operation, and Everly Key had been by his side the entire time. That implied Hong Kong's portion of the Char Continue Operation had very likely factored her into the plan from the start.

	Meanwhile, Krishna had only met Affranchi at the far edges of Metatron's ranks, far too late in the grand scheme of things.

	"I remember when I first saw him on the deck of the ore freighter Spacias. He was tanned from the island life, and I instantly felt I'd found what I'd been searching for: an aura of raw vitality... the spirit of an Asian."

	Still, she was also well aware that Affranchi had something else in him, too, a kind of white European purity edged with animal sharpness. Somehow, he seamlessly blended those two aspects within himself. Yes, he was a clone of Char Aznable, but at the same time, he had forged his own identity, exuding the physical and psychic presence of a distinctly different individual.

	In that sense, perhaps even a double sense, Affranchi was a mixed, composite being, a man who embodied two heritages at once. Krishna wasn't drawn to the Caucasian side of him, she had been captivated by his Asian qualities, that immediate, undeniable vitality. It wasn't a matter of nobility or pride, either. Those were just superficial qualities of the mind.

	And then there was Everly: a mixed heritage woman, too. To Krishna's eyes, Everly was physically the epitome of a pure mixed race. When Krishna realized this other young woman, this natural, unaffected embodiment of diversity, was essentially Affranchi's wife, it forced Krishna to confront what she herself had secretly been craving.

	"I never noticed," she thought, "how much I'd built up a sort of internalized white worship..."

	It was that very fixation that had driven her to actions even she wouldn't have imagined. In the end, she'd been pushed into a painful corner, humiliated in front of Joe, who seemed like the very embodiment of Caucasian “purity.”

	"Guess it's fate," she muttered under her breath.

	Haunted by such thoughts, she gazed up at Joe's profile from where her head rested near his shoulder, silently wishing he would say something, anything, to fill the void. She wanted conversation to dull the pain. But Joe was focused on monitoring the skies; he didn't even turn his head.

	Krishna felt a stab of loneliness that made her feel even more pathetic. Just as she let out a quiet sigh and turned her eyes to the front display, Joe's jaw shifted slightly.

	"Just so you know, I'm not entirely sure of the layout here," he said, addressing Everly across the cockpit rather than Krishna. "We might not find a direct path to our next rendezvous."

	"I understand," Everly replied softly, her voice was so subdued it was almost hard to hear.

	Traveling alone from Asia to Europe, Krishna guessed it must have taken all kinds of resourcefulness. Perhaps Everly had feigned silence much of the way for her own safety. But she had never gotten the full story, and she hadn't asked why she left Hong Kong for Europe in the first place.

	"Could Affranchi have called her here?" she wondered.

	"If he's a Newtype, maybe something like that is possible..."

	That thought comforted her.

	"GIven our situation, Affranchi probably doesn't even know yet where our next base will be," Joe continued. "They're constantly on the move, so it might be somewhere in northern Italy, but we won't know until they plant their boots down."

	"I never assumed I'd get to see him right away," Everly said. Krishna thought she detected a sad little smile in her voice.

	"That's one of Joe's tricky points..." 

	Krishna tried to distract herself with such thoughts about him.

	Seriousness isn't always a virtue, people need a touch of looseness, or so she believed, to develop deeper breadth and ability. She'd found Joe's straightforward approach a little vexing in the past, but now, everything felt different. He'd risked everything, even going so far as to “borrow” the Zorin Soul, just to come and find her. If that act was narrow in scope, it was still genuine devotion. Krishna could accept that wholeheartedly.

	And so, she'd come to believe she should fill in the gaps Joe lacked.

	"But I'm not exactly broad-minded, either... I need to be careful not to do anything reckless."

	She thought regretfully about how her parents had named her Krishna, after one of the three supreme gods in Hindu tradition, and how she hadn't lived up to that strong, wise ideal.

	"If they'd only given me a more ordinary name, maybe things would have gone differently..."

	It was a childish complaint for someone her age, but she couldn't help thinking it.
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	"I've found the spot."

	Joe announced this as he descended by wire lift, calling down to the two women below.

	"Here," he said, holding out a map for Everly, who was preparing an early supper. "Monfalcone still has an Old Century airfield. I detected some thermal signatures there that might be man-machines on the move."

	"Oh... That's great news," she replied.

	"Yeah, but if we go poking around, MHA might catch on. So let's stay put for now..."

	"I don't know about stuff like that, so I'll leave that decision to you," she said.

	"Right..."

	Joe moved to where Krishna lay on a simple cot beneath the open rear door of Everly's minivan. Everly noticed how Joe practically folded his large frame in half to lean toward Krishna, and she made sure the gas burner wasn't smoking behind her. Overhead, the Zorin Soul loomed like a protective awning, shielding them from sight.

	"It's about fifty kilometers from here to Codroipo," Joe explained.

	"So what's the plan?" Krishna asked.

	"Even if I wanted to meet Affranchi directly, I can't think of a safe way. They've got more troops now, so there's a chance he'll stage his final showdown in this area."

	He paused, then turned to Everly.

	"Final showdown?" Everly echoed. She stopped stirring whatever she had on the stovetop, eyes widening.

	"There isn't a single colonist who doesn't want to return to Earth someday," Joe said gravely. "If Dargol's concept of an Earth Independent Nation goes public, then all the high-ranking officials and elites from the colonies will move back down here first. The colonies will basically turn into a garbage dump for the rest of humanity. You see what I'm saying?"

	Realizing how harsh his own words sounded, Joe swallowed hard, worried he'd been too blunt.

	"Yes, on this trip alone, I've seen enough of Earth to know it's not ready for a mass return," Everly said. "Yes, there's more greenery, but most of the trees are small and scraggly. Not to mention the deserts. Europe's unique in a good way, but..."

	"Which is why we have to stop MHA's plan before it takes hold," Joe said.

	"So that's what you've been working toward all this time," she murmured.

	"Pretty much. You'd be surprised how polluted the northern lakes and seas still are," Joe went on.

	He vividly recalled the great heap of bleached bones he'd seen along the North Sea coast, and he felt a pang of guilt for not warning Affranchi about what Mother Metatron's senior leadership was plotting.

	"I was raised in a protected area in the South Pacific," Everly said quietly. "But I watched Hong Kong's broadcasts. I'm aware of Earth's environmental problems. Look at the plastic that still hasn't been cleaned up."

	"It'll take a thousand years just to restore Earth to its pre–Industrial Revolution state," Joe said. "If people flood back here now, Earth will die for good."

	He accepted a small container of soup from Everly and carried it to Krishna.

	"Thanks," Krishna said. "Now that you're here, Joe, I've relaxed so much it's embarrassing. But once I finish this, I'll get up on my feet."

	"Please do. It's lonely being the only one standing."

	"Yeah..."

	"Joe," Everly called from the portable stove, holding out a bowl of soup she'd made for him. She hadn't stepped over, not wanting to intrude on the conversation.

	"Oh, thanks," he said, realizing she wanted his attention.

	"I'd like to head out tonight, let Affranchi know about Benois," she explained. "But..."

	"Mind waiting a little? We should talk that through. Right now, let's eat."

	"Of course. It's just..."

	Everly looked down, aware of everything Joe and Krishna had gone through to reunite. She already knew she would likely have to make the trip to Affranchi alone. It was something she had quietly resolved in her heart.
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	A lone Gids Geese traced the Alpine ridgeline before entering the airspace overlooking the Gulf of Venice, it began a zigzag flight pattern and activated its search sensors. Evening shadows crept across the water, staining the sea with a dull hue.

	"Not bad at all," muttered Ul Urian, seated in the cockpit.

	On the 360-degree panoramic display, the ground below was split into multiple enlarged views, rendered by the onboard computer's graphics. A separate feed indicated the camera systems were actively scanning for targets.

	Suddenly, a sharp series of electronic chirps pierced the silence from the right-hand display. The Gids Geese's system had flagged a warning, though in this era, old Earth structures often triggered false positives, so Ul had to confirm it visually. 

	What he saw on the monitor, however, made him blink in disbelief.

	"A Zorin Soul? Here?"

	Confusion coursed through him. By all accounts, any Zorin Soul used by Affranchi's unit should have been abandoned by now. The possibility of encountering one in a place like this hadn't even occurred to him.

	"What... does this mean...?"

	It only added to his recent string of ill fortune. Everything Ul had done the day before, symbolized by the fact that his own personal machine, the Bromb Texter, had ultimately fallen into Affranchi's hands, seemed to run counter to Bijan Dargol's wishes. By any measure, Ul was proving unlucky.

	If luck is part of a pilot's skill, he thought bitterly, then I've got none.

	So, naturally, he found himself wanting to err on the side of caution. Keeping his gaze fixed on the predicted contact point the display indicated, he recalled the mission briefing that said Affranchi's forces might run wide-scale decoy operations.

	"Huh?!"

	The thought crossed his mind that a Zorin Soul would be an ideal hand-me-down for resistance fighters. Perhaps he should just ignore it and concentrate on bigger targets. Yet he hesitated, fearing that, once again, he might let a trivial matter trip him up.

	"Focus on small targets, achieve minor victories... and in doing so, commit major blunders..."

	He was determined not to repeat that pattern. Ul was painfully aware of his own tendency to overreact.

	Above all, he loathed the idea of moving exactly according to Bijan Dargol's script. It was all too strange, anyway. After he was rescued from an underground cell in the abandoned forward base at Besançon, where Affranchi's people had left him, Dargol, without a single word of rebuke, provided Ul with a new Gids Geese straight out of Hong Kong MHA.

	"Your punishment, soldier, is to achieve results. You'll keep flying sorties and bringing in victories, over and over, until you drop. That is your penance."

	Dargol had said with a laugh, a decidedly cruel one. Ul couldn't forget it, Wagner's Siegfried's Funeral March was playing in the background, lending the moment a chilling weight.

	On the battlefield at Besançon, Ul had actually tried to desert when he made contact with their ground-warfare unit, the Bushing Nugg. He was done suffering one disgrace after another and fully expected a firing squad if he returned. But Dargol had other plans. Bijan had meant to rely on his personal fleet alone to wipe out both Affranchi's unit and the European-based resistance, then join forces with Hong Kong MHA on his own terms. However, that plan had been wrecked by Affranchi's surprise strike, particularly the decisive rout at Nouveau Paris. Now, even Ul, with all his blunders, was too valuable to discard.

	Yet Ul couldn't shake the memory of Dargol laughing in his private quarters aboard the MHA Gayjisu with that heavy Wagner piece playing in the background. Finally, he felt he'd glimpsed the man's true nature.

	"The sick bastard gets off on guys like me!"

	But not in the homosexual sense. No, this was something else entirely. 

	"He's enjoying this, getting himself off, watching me flounder, savoring every time I've failed, seeing how pathetic I can get..."

	Until then, Ul had been confined to viewing Dargol as nothing more than the aloof senior officer in a crisp uniform. But now, recalling how those heavy, oppressive strings and brass of Wagner reverberated, he understood that beneath all that calculated cunning lay a profoundly distorted sexual undercurrent.

	"Like hell I'll let Dargol pull my strings. Time to write my own playbook."

	Even as he caught sight of what seemed to be a Zorin Soul moving along the ground, he eased off, careful to keep his distance. He had no intention of getting tangled up in a skirmish with a minor target.

	Before he could establish a foothold for himself, the top priority was to master the Gids Geese. Only then could he truly make his next move—on his own terms.
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	It was the mysterious Zorin Soul–like signature that shattered Ul's earlier resolve. As it trundled in a straight line, hugging the ground, it suddenly slipped into a heavily wooded zone, commencing evasive maneuvers.

	That tiny shift of movement grated on Ul's nerves, and his resolve faltered. Yet again, he fell prey to his greatest flaw. One cannot change temperament overnight, especially not with a heart as rash as a young soldier's. Unlike Dargol, who let Wagner's music sink deep into his bones, Ul was still driven by hot-blooded impulse.

	He decided it couldn't be one of Affranchi's machines. This was supposed to be a dead zone, Hong Kong's battleships, the Koi Te-Pei and Koi Liu, had already flown through here. Any activity had presumably been swept aside. Yet someone on the ground was showing real cunning.

	"I guess the local guerillas are getting bold."

	Bringing the Gids Geese lower, he fired off a single "rattling" missile for intimidation, an aerial feint.

	"Stay away!"

	He couldn't yet see the machine through the canopy, only the blur of forest. But his infrared multi-display picked up a shape clearly avoiding a direct hit. The air bristled with a sudden surge of fighting spirit, Ul could sense it even through the psycommu link in his helmet.

	He knew many resistance fighters used old machines for ground combat. That was why he'd previously taken the Bushing Nugg on a ground-sweeping mission: it was well-suited to crush outdated man-machines. Even if it wasn't literally a Zorin Soul, something akin to it would make the computer display read "Zorin Soul."

	Now, using the Gids Geese's impressive mobility, Ul fired a spread of sand-barrel explosives to the left and right of the probable path of that scurrying enemy below, hoping to finish them off swiftly. No point expending too much effort on a side skirmish. He considered it practice for getting truly comfortable with the suit.

	His tactic was simple and brutal. More than a dozen white contrails arced downward at the zone where the abandoned city bled into forest. An array of explosions, small, but far too many to ignore, sent up plumes of black smoke and dust.

	Of course, there was only one machine in this area that could be mistaken for a Zorin Soul: Joe's unit.

	"Dammit!"

	On the ground, Joe fought to evade blasts ripping through the trees and the old structures crowding together in the decaying streets. Even with no real plan or prediction, he kept weaving through obstacles, checking whether the machine registered critical vibrations.

	At this point, only luck stood between him and death. Although from the air, those detonations might seem minor, at close range they were disastrous.

	"Krishna!"

	Still piloting the battered, one-armed Zorin Soul, Joe worried about Everly's minivan following behind. But the swirling debris of shattered timbers and crumbling bricks blinded him to her position.

	From Everly's vantage, behind the wheel, all she could see were flashes from those sand-barrel blasts, flickering above the ruined buildings. The next moment, explosions tore through the area to either side of her.

	Ironically, Ul's assault with the Gids Geese was targeting the minivan even more closely than the fleeing Zorin Soul.

	"Krishna!"

	Everly felt the vehicle lurch, bouncing and skidding on battered pavement. She instinctively glanced over at Krishna in the passenger seat, terrified for her safety.

	"I'm fine!" Krishna said, but her eyes were on the Zorin Soul swerving behind them. It had veered toward the mountain side in an apparent attempt to shield the car.

	Joe was no doubt positioning himself so the Zorin Soul would take any direct fire rather than let Everly's vehicle be hit. Knowing he was that sort of man, Krishna prayed he wouldn't do anything rash that might get him cleanly tagged by the enemy. She was feeling stronger ever since dinner, and a bit of color had returned to her cheeks.

	Even so, their suit had almost no combat capability. Its missing arm was the least of the problems; the entire Zorin Soul had been improvised together. Hiding among toppled ruins and overgrown trees was their only real defense. Yet that very terrain also hampered the Zorin Soul's ability to flee.

	If there was any combat ability left, it amounted to a single factor: luck, whether it would favor them or not.

	"Is that a new model MHA machine?!"

	Yet Joe refused to sink into despair. With Krishna beside him, newly recovered, he possessed a clear motive to survive: he had to protect her.

	He made the Zorin Soul jump above the forest and the tops of the few remaining multistory buildings. He wanted to see the enemy's position, read their movements, and race through the old streets, maybe, somehow, get in beneath their blind spot.

	His strategy was pure gamble, but Joe found it almost exhilarating.

	"Simple methods can be the strongest!"

	Timber and branches cracked like fireworks. Despite its bulky frame, the Zorin Soul darted between narrow alleyways, then ducked back into the shadow of the trees.

	Metal groaned and scraped against stone. 

	Above, Ul's Gids Geese tracked the Zorin Soul's fleeting silhouette among the forest canopy, dropping and realigning to target the man-machine's heat readings.

	The air crackled with energy as bright flashes of missiles and beam rifle fire lit the sky, chasing Joe's invisible machine.

	"Tch?!"

	Joe counted on the range and timing of those attacks. After a sharp blast of the tail nozzle, he cut power.

	Trees and rubble screeched against the Zorin Soul's armor. The suit rumbled forward on raw inertia before becoming briefly silent. From Ul's perspective, the enemy's "presence" vanished.

	But the Gids Geese's psycommu soon sensed a human presence nearby, and the data rattled in Ul's mind.

	"Is there a slope down there...?"

	He had enough awareness to scan the treetops below, trying to parse the terrain. He intended to destroy the Zorin Soul with minimal energy expenditure. But the old city streets hidden behind thick foliage made reading the layout difficult, and frustration spiked.

	When he glimpsed the Zorin Soul's head a third time, he fired a string of beam rifle shots while making his descent, dust and rubble blooming around him.

	Yet that same rapid-fire decision worked against him. The repeated beam blasts kicked up waves of sand and stone, concealing the destruction the Zorin Soul had wrought on the crumbling buildings. Through the swirling cloud, Ul couldn't pinpoint the enemy's exact location.

	In reality, Joe's machine was just behind a single surviving wall, barely more than a single stone partition. But from the outside, the structure still looked intact, impossible to guess that only one wall remained.

	No one would expect two giant man-machines to end up nearly face-to-face, separated only by a thin wall.

	Still, Ul sensed the pilot's presence crowding his mind, a fierce aura. His eyes and head felt bombarded by contradictory impressions: visible confusion, psychic threat.

	He hesitated. He couldn't line up a decisive shot.

	"I've got you now!"

	Joe cried out in the cockpit, powering up the engine as he smashed through the battered window frame of that stone wall using the Zorin Soul's left shoulder. At the same moment, he swung the mecha's right arm toward the Gids Geese's tail nozzle block.

	The impact reverberated through both machines as metal met metal.

	But with the engine revving and the wall shattering around him, the Zorin Soul's startup lagged. He managed to strike out, yet that movement also gave Ul a brief opening to aim his beam rifle at the Zorin Soul's cockpit.

	Ul, having experienced real combat, recognized how to trade a minor wound for a lethal strike. 

	He squeezed the trigger.

	A lance of energy flared between the two clashing machines. The beam scorched the Zorin Soul's front plating right at the cockpit. Coming from the front, it wouldn't necessarily reach the fusion engine, but it was enough to incinerate the pilot's compartment. Inside the cockpit, panels and controls melted and sparked as the beam tore through.

	With a final mechanical wheeze, the engine died. The Zorin Soul's charging frame slumped against Ul's like a deactivated puppet.

	The Zorin Soul's right arm extended in one last fluid motion before freezing horizontally, joints locking with a harsh mechanical click.

	"Gah?! UWAH!"

	Ul strangled out a guttural cry, half in shock. A mere hair's breadth had saved him, luck had swung his way. Otherwise, the unarmed enemy might actually have beaten him.

	"If I can't handle a pilot like that, I'll never break free from Dargol's leash," he thought, sweating so profusely he could feel his pores sting. He stepped the Gids Geese back, letting the Zorin Soul's inert frame slump heavily onto the stone road.

	"What incredible spirit... That was no mere guerilla."

	Staring down at the wreckage, Ul felt his whole body trembling. His throat felt painfully constricted, his mouth bone-dry.

	There was something raw in that Zorin Soul's fighting spirit, beyond advanced specs or fancy machine performance. Ul had never seen a mecha fight like that. The technology that Hong Kong MHA prided itself on was all about mechanical superiority. It had never once inspired genuine fear in him.

	But this... This was different.

	Ul resumed scanning the area as he confirmed that the wrecked Zorin Soul was indeed from Affranchi's unit.

	"Only one machine...?"

	He recognized that now was the time to become the "shrewd pilot." He forced himself to conjure that same old ruthless determination.

	 

	3

	 

	Joe was dead. Even from several hundred meters away, in the back alley where she'd halted the minivan, Everly Key sensed it. There was no logic to it, just certainty. Man-machine hand-to-hand battles rarely ended so quickly otherwise.

	"We should go."

	Krishna spoke in a trembling voice, every inch of her reacting to an icy dread. Everly guessed Krishna must have sensed something about Joe's fate, some intangible finality.

	"We need to be sure..."

	Everly doubted that Krishna truly believed Joe might be alive. Perhaps she was simply too petrified to approach. Still, Everly steeled herself, pressed the accelerator, and steering toward where they'd heard the machines fighting.

	"No... don't..."

	Krishna tried to speak firmly, but despair strangled her voice.

	"It's too dangerous!" she managed, leaning toward Everly. "We should escape...!"

	By then, it was already too late. 

	The treetops above them rustled and cracked, branches snapping as something enormous descended through the canopy.

	"What the--?!"

	Both women looked up to see a massive man-machine foot bursting past the tree limbs overhead.

	The ground trembled as the Gids Geese foot crashed onto the old asphalt in front of them, sending uprooted weeds flying. The minivan jerked to a stop just short of plowing into the mecha's toes. Then they glimpsed the Gids Geese's beam rifle pressing down against the car's roof.

	"Hands up and get out! Toss any weapons clear, or I'll punch this car full of holes!"

	"Ul?!"

	Krishna recognized the pilot's voice booming from the mecha's speakers, an echo of her own shame, her own regrets. The desperate close-quarters clash between that one-armed Zorin Soul and the Gids Geese had reached Krishna's ears as a series of ominous sounds. Once the noise died, the implications were obvious: Joe had lost.

	"Oh God, how cruel!"

	Krishna despaired. That this Gids Geese pilot turned out to be none other than Ul Urian was a final cruel twist.

	How could fate be so unkind?

	Her mind swirled, overwhelmed. Her body shook, sweat beading across her face.

	"So Joe's really gone..."

	"Yes... that's right..." Krishna's voice caught in her throat, barely able to form words.

	"Oh!"

	Everly realized Krishna, experienced on the front lines, must have grasped the situation. If Krishna's beloved had fallen, no wonder she was on the brink of panic.

	"Get out!" snarled the voice overhead, more aggressively this time.

	"We could try talking to him..." Krishna murmured, as though to justify her next move. She sensed they had no choice but to step out of the car. Opening the door, she shifted her body out into the open.

	"Huh...?" Everly stared in surprise. She hadn't imagined Krishna, supposedly frozen in terror, would find the strength to leave the vehicle at all.

	"Krishna..." Everly opened her own door, glancing between the Gids Geese and Krishna's face. Maybe she's too distraught to realize what she's doing... Everly wondered.

	"K-Krishna?" came a startled voice from above.

	"...?!"

	Everly looked up through the tangle of branches to see the mecha's torso. Krishna clearly knew this pilot.

	"What is going on?" Everly muttered, noticing Krishna's cheeks glisten with tears.

	"Ul... what happened to the Zorin Soul's pilot...?" Krishna demanded brokenly.

	No answer. Instead, the Gids Geese's cockpit hatch opened, revealing a young man in a MHA pilot suit. He wore a refined, noble demeanor that struck Everly as aloof, even forced.

	"What did you do to Joe?!"

	Krishna's tearful plea went ignored. The pilot extracted a wire lift and began to rappel down, dropping lightly to the ground. He gestured to Everly not to move before turning toward Krishna.

	"...?!"

	He acted as if the brutal mecha battle mere moments ago had never happened, heightening the aura of cold professionalism that clung to him.

	"You want proof?" he said softly, though Everly only caught fragments. "Shall I let you see?"

	His final words sparked a tortured wail from Krishna.

	"Not only did you abandon me, you've followed me here to torment me more?!"

	"It's just how things turned out," Ul snapped, voice iced with anger. "You think I knew your friend would be piloting some antiquated man-machine in the middle of nowhere? I had no malice, this was simple warfare."

	The dryness of his tone struck Everly as disturbingly clinical.

	"Of all people, you didn't need to be the one to show up!" Krishna shouted, her fury morphing into ragged sobs.

	All Everly could do was sigh. She saw tragedy in the fact that Krishna was trapped between this man and such terrible coincidences. It wasn't something an outsider could easily remedy.

	Ul pressed his lips together in a faint smirk of contempt and wrapped an arm around Krishna's trembling shoulders. Then he glanced over at Everly, as if sizing her up.

	Everly's heart skipped. The look in Ul's eyes spoke of obligation, he was waiting for Krishna's sobs to subside, little more.

	"Uu-uh... aaaah..."

	Krishna flailed and slumped away from him, collapsing to the ground. Ul let out a nearly imperceptible breath and released her, turning his attention to Everly.

	Realizing she might be able to flee, Everly took half a step back.

	"Your name?" Ul demanded.

	"Virginia Lee..."

	She offered one of the false names she'd used on her long journey.

	"Virginia Lee, is it? You're an unauthorized resident, then?"

	"No, I've got a permit. I grew up in a special district."

	"Where?"

	"Kathmandu."

	"Show me your papers, Virginia Lee."

	That was when Krishna shouted out, betraying Everly.

	"Don't lie! Her name is Everly Key!"

	It was a wild cry, still choked with sobs, from where Krishna lay, half-sprawled in dried leaves.
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	Krishna herself had no idea why that scream tore from her lips. It wasn't because she was shaken by the news of Joe's death. In that moment, she simply couldn't stomach Everly's lie. Perhaps it would be more accurate to say that it sickened her to hear a lie coming from Affranchi’s woman.

	No, that wasn't quite it either.

	Maybe what really set her off was the notion that she alone was stuck in misery while Everly made it halfway around the planet, safe and sound, and would get to see Affranchi in person. The unfairness of it stung far too deeply. Krishna felt jealousy flare at that gap in their fortunes—and that, ultimately, was all it was.

	In particular, Krishna prided herself on never lying about her own name. She'd always tried to be honest about who she was. She held that name dear. And yet, her luck had always been abysmal. Forever preoccupied with what lay ahead, she'd ended up on the brink of self-destruction, a stark reality she found herself unable to escape. It was all just too pitiful.

	And so she screamed,

	"Everly...?!"

	Neither Krishna nor Everly could have predicted how Ul would react to that cry. His response was shockingly unexpected. He stared unflinchingly at Everly.

	"Everly Key, huh? Now that you mention it, this lines up, your face, that attempt to hide under that hair, those sharp eyes... So you're the rumored mistress of Affranchi Char?"

	Krishna went pale with shock. How did Ul know that name?!

	"What does that mean...?!"

	Her voice never made it out.

	"No," Everly denied, and her words lanced through Krishna, shattering any question she might have flung at Ul. "I'm his wife."

	Though Everly was dressed in nothing but ragged clothes, she drew herself up, chin lowered with defiant poise.

	"I see. I'd heard from the data that Everly Key was on the MHA wanted list," Ul said, ignoring her correction. "I’d love to know why you’re here but... Krishna, did you envy this woman's presence at Affranchi's side? Did you hate her for it?"

	He fixed Krishna with a merciless look, spitting those words as if relishing their cruelty. A savage grin flickered across his face.

	Krishna had revealed Everly's real name only to call out the lie, yet events now took a disastrous turn she never intended. She was wracked with regret, but there was no taking it back. Tears brimmed in Krishna’s wide eyes, her gaze sliding unfocused across empty space. She shook her head ever so slightly.

	"I didn't mean for this. Everly, you have to believe me..."

	She managed to choke out at least that. Her voice, she prayed, was audible. But Everly kept her eyes firmly on Ul, offering Krishna no response.

	Unable to bear Everly’s silence, Krishna pounded her forearms against the stone-paved ground, sobbing uncontrollably.

	"Aaah... huuuh!!!"

	It was only then that Everly finally looked down at Krishna, who now resembled nothing so much as a lamb cornered by a wolf. Everly found herself wondering what might have transpired between Krishna and this enemy, Ul.

	“She’s just a pathetic little girl,” Ul remarked to Everly, a faint sneer curving his lips.

	"Pathetic?!" Everly countered. "Weren't you the one who did this to her?!"

	"Don't make assumptions," Ul spat.

	"But--"

	Everly felt a surge of anger at Ul, though she couldn’t quite put her finger on why. But before she could say more, he cut her off.

	“Sorry, lady.”

	In the next instant, his fist slammed into the pit of Everly's stomach.

	"Augh?!"

	She doubled over instantly, losing consciousness. Ul caught her limp body before it hit the ground, cradling her in both arms.

	"Ul?!"

	Krishna lifted her tearstained face just in time to see him fastening her unconscious form to the wire lift.

	"What are you doing?!" she demanded, trying to stand but finding her knees refused to lock. Her body wouldn't cooperate.

	Ul stepped onto the lift, carrying Everly with him. He engaged the motor, beginning the ascent to the cockpit.

	Desperate, Krishna half-crawled forward, gasping, determined to do something.

	Ul cast a cold, imperious glance her way. There was not a shred of tenderness left between them, no trace of the partner who once shared her bed, only a stone-cold soldier.

	"Ul?"

	Krishna managed to hold herself upright for an instant, but by then he was maneuvering Everly into the cockpit. Moments later, he vanished inside as well.

	"What are you going to do with her?!"

	"Tell Affranchi this: I've taken Everly prisoner, but she's not a hostage. I'll abide by international regulations for treatment. Make sure he knows."

	His voice echoed harshly from the external speakers, stinging Krishna like a slap.

	"She isn't a guerilla! She's not even a soldier!"

	"She's wanted by MHA," Ul replied coolly.

	"You know I can't go back to my unit! Surely you know that!"

	Her throat felt like it was lined with razor blades.

	"If you can't deliver the message, I'll simply transmit it over official channels."

	"That's... that's not fair! You can't—!"

	She broke off, coughing uncontrollably. The Gids Geese's thrusters roared, spewing an acrid blast. Krishna staggered, unable to keep her balance in the hot exhaust.

	The man-machine rose through the treetops. Krishna stumbled in the gale and collapsed onto the stone road, no sound left in her strangled voice. All she could do was watch as Ul Urian disappeared into the sky with Everly in his arms, leaving her in the silent ruin of her sorrow.
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	To the north of the Gulf of Trieste lies what was once the industrial city of Monfalcone. Seen from high above, it's much the same as any other area of Europe: dense forests stretch along the coastline, with regenerating woodland reaching far into the rolling hills to the north. Although the region is home to many unauthorized residents, one sees no lights from their settlements. As far as the Earth Federation government is officially concerned, there are no recognized habitation zones on this part of the coast.

	But beneath a clouded sky, the outskirts of Monfalcone occasionally flicker with bursts of light. Those flashes, sometimes one, sometimes more, flare briefly, then climb toward the northern Alps and vanish into the darkness. In that patch of shadow stood the current command post of Affranchi's forces.

	This structure, built of aging brick, was hidden amid the sprawling forests reestablished in the early era of space migration, invisible to aerial surveillance. Even then, Affranchi and his people used only the basement, wary of being spotted. In truth, if any real investigative agency wanted to confirm human activity here, it wouldn't be difficult to do so. But not only did they have access to anti-wave jamming particles, similar to Minovsky particles, they also benefited from the simple fact that any organization's effectiveness ultimately hinges on political will. With no directive to root them out, people living illegally on Earth could persist indefinitely, because, in truth, humanity as a whole had never fully abandoned the desire to dwell on its home planet.

	Indeed, because of that mindset, even the Earth Federation government takes only selective measures against forces like Dargol's MHA. The large bureaucracies cling to partial, localized solutions, never eliminating illegal residents entirely. And on this night, another man-machine lifted off from the clearing near the command building. The treetops rustled from right to left, and silence once again fell over the steep terrain, where bits of old city and forest mingled uneasily.

	Beneath the trees, the sound of grass being parted came from an electric bike. A faint red glow winked among the trunks. Next to the building's brick façade, several silhouettes moved back and forth by the light of penlights alone. Despite the darkness, the area bustled with activity. Some people wore goggle-like night scopes, which allowed them to work as efficiently as if it were daytime. At the staircase leading underground, armed guards wearing similar scopes stood watch.

	"So Bijan Dargol plans to build his own Neuschwanstein Castle, is that it?"

	Benois commented offhandedly, trying to ease her own tension.

	"I'm not treating it as a joke," Affranchi replied. He peered at the main computer display that managed all command functions, monitoring the departure status of various man-machine teams. "That's why I think we can beat him with this operation."

	"You're saying Dargol will actually come out and fight head-on?"

	Benois might have looked confident, but it was clear she was tense enough that even Affranchi couldn't resist a rueful smile. After all, she'd only recently joined up. In the original plan for her descent to Earth, she'd ended up separated from her unit, yet somehow managed to rendezvous with Affranchi's forces the following day, no small achievement for a first-time Earth landing pilot. Since then, she'd shown no fear and even proved herself capable as a commander. If not for that, the elders of Mother Metatron would not have entrusted her with a certain secret mission that Joe and Krishna knew all too well: Should Bijan's MHA be annihilated, kill Affranchi.

	But at this moment, Benois wasn't thinking about killing anyone. Her mind was purely focused on the coming operation, an intensity that made clear she truly was a skilled pilot. For now, she channeled all her energy into the "official" mission. The "unofficial" one would only come into play if certain conditions were met. And until that time, she'd effectively shelve the idea, another trait that made her so good at what she did.

	"I suspect you're worried it's all too simple? That the underlying motive is too naive?"

	"If I'm being honest, yes," Benois replied.

	"Think about it," Affranchi said. "Do you really believe there's anyone who reached a position of true power with wisdom and conviction attained only after growing up? Most so-called adults are just chasing a childhood obsession."

	"Put that way, I can see your point... Childish dreams, forgotten innocence... Maybe that's precisely where dictators of old once fixed their gaze."

	"Exactly. And that, strangely enough, might be the truest explanation."

	"All right, then! I'm good to go!"

	Looking more reassured, Benois saluted with crisp precision, spinning on her heel. Most of her Third Wave man-machines had already launched, leaving only her small squad. Affranchi trusted completely in her ability to lead the vanguard.
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	Affranchi had announced the plan, pretending to bomb Munich by crossing the Alps, earlier that afternoon. When he assembled all personnel and explained the outline, a hush fell over the briefing room. The entire concept hinged on exploiting one old medieval castle, which seemed too childish for anyone to believe. Few could muster immediate enthusiasm.

	Yet before presenting it, Affranchi had researched thoroughly the historical links between Richard Wagner and the region of Bavaria. He'd discovered that among the surviving relics was what people called "the final medieval castle," a structure built expressly to welcome Wagner himself. It was meant to be the last flourish of a bygone era, long after the Middle Ages had ended and the modern age was dawning, built in a place with no geopolitical importance whatsoever. This was Ludwig II's "last fortress" of Bavarian royalty: Neuschwanstein Castle.

	Ludwig II, ignoring affairs of state and the dire condition of his treasury, commissioned the castle in a remote corner at the northern edge of the Alps simply to stage Wagner's operas. He wanted it near enough so he could view its majestic towers from the windows of his own childhood home. And so, the architectural wonder rose in a place that made no strategic sense, a glorious exterior that served little real purpose, a vanity project at best. Ludwig rushed only the interior theatrical hall to completion, intending to invite Wagner to perform personally. He invested huge sums to make it happen. Yet Wagner never came, not because Ludwig was unhinged, but because the composer himself had been forced to flee Bavaria under a crushing burden of debt. Nevertheless, it was Ludwig II's patronage that enabled Wagner, despite being a demanding, womanizing little man, to realize his creative vision and compose works like "Die Walküre."

	Bijan Dargol initially set out to make Nouveau Paris the capital of his new Earth Independent State because it was once revered as the cultural heart of Europe. From there, he pushed to dominate the old Germanic territories, partly for sound strategic reasons, but also because of his personal fixation on Bavaria. No matter how much an adult might spout talk of "strategy" and "tactics," people invariably come back to the passions that gripped them as children, the ultimate building blocks of their dreams, or illusions. Perhaps it's as simple as wanting to realize those private fantasies, and that shapes their life's path.

	For Bijan, that dream revolved around Wagner. Upon joining MHA, he'd steadily risen through the ranks, reorganizing the institution from within and forging his own elite unit. When it was stable enough, he recalled the music that had obsessed him since childhood:

	"I've always wanted to be perfect, the way Wagner's works are self-contained and complete. Because of that drive, I molded my unit into a formidable force."

	As his confidence grew, so did his nostalgic yearning for Earth. Listening to Wagner's compositions, Affranchi had seen glimpses of that logic. Wagner's music might sound methodical, but why had a king who squandered public funds adored him so? Why had many of that era scorned Wagner the man yet embraced his bombastic operas? Those swirling strings and horns constantly seemed to cry, "Love me for what I am," revealing just why so many Bavarians, despite themselves, fell under his spell.

	Affranchi found that somewhat relatable: space colonies were greenhouses, carefully constructed illusions of nature. In a way, that was akin to Wagner's own artificially built world of grand musical drama, where "love" and "world" were woven into every note.

	"Bijan, despite his iron will, is a man haunted by uncertainty. Perhaps he was always skeptical of purely 'artificial' constructs, and so he's desperate to see what lies at their roots."

	Thus, Affranchi concluded that Bijan's retreat to Munich signaled more than simple strategy. He must have his sights set on hearing Wagner's music in Neuschwanstein Castle. For this alone, he had brought MHA's fleet to Earth, an almost emptily simple motivation. For this, Bijan had devoted his life to becoming an elite bureaucrat. Whether the cause preceded the effect or the effect illuminated the cause was irrelevant. In Bijan's mind, it formed a complete world.

	When space migration began, the historically insignificant Neuschwanstein Castle was abandoned. Yet it had survived primarily because no one had any interest in that remote site during Earth's tumultuous history, as Affranchi confirmed through decades-old satellite recon data. It symbolized Ludwig's original reason for building it: a luxurious trifle. In an odd twist, it now survived precisely because it was worthless.

	"Ludwig II wanted to welcome Wagner there and failed, he was either forced to commit suicide or was assassinated. Bijan must want to hear Wagner in that same castle, becoming, in effect, a 'Ludwig III.' He doesn't even realize the parallels..."

	Munich lies on the plains. Any large-scale battle there would favor the bigger force, which undoubtedly would be to Affranchi's disadvantage. But Neuschwanstein Castle perches at the northern edge of the Alps, the mountains at its back, plains spreading out below. If Affranchi feinted a major push toward Munich from that direction, Bijan would likely dispatch his main warships and man-machines to intercept. Once battle commenced, if Affranchi's forces then shifted as though heading for Neuschwanstein itself, Bijan, terrified of any threat to his personal idol, would gladly split his own army. With luck, he himself might rush there alone, or at least with a smaller detachment. He would have to come. And that would allow Affranchi to position just a few hidden machines to strike him down.

	Of course, the approach demanded that the Third Wave, under Benois' command, engage in a feint from the Austrian side, forcing the MHA fleet into action. Without such a distraction, Bijan would never be fooled. In other words, the Third Wave would bear the greatest risk.

	When Affranchi laid out this plan, half the staff was dumbstruck. Even those like Margaret Lane, who'd suggested leveraging Bijan's "artistic mania," weren't sure it would really work when push came to shove.

	"I understand we want something simple," Madras said with a disbelieving laugh, "but there's a fine line between 'simple' and 'outright terrifying.'"

	Yet in the end, he accepted it. Everyone was aware that Mother Metatron's leadership was growing more and more uncertain about prolonging the war with Bijan's MHA. Continuing indefinitely seemed doomed. Soldiers might accept that people on the front lines would die, but no one believes it will be them. They just want clarity, enough logic behind the operation so they can dive into battle. The moment of truth would come in their own cockpit, and that was a soldier's fate. Most of all, they craved a swift end to the struggle.
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	Once the plan was formally approved, assigning man-machines, Air Force units, and designating the next rendezvous point, Affranchi addressed the pilots who had joined as part of the third wave.

	"I trust you're already used to gravity. Humanity evolved on Earth. Your genes adapt to this environment more swiftly than you realize, so you won't fumble around like when you first dropped. Our real obstacles aren't physical but the mental seeds of doubt and anxiety we conjure ourselves. Don't let that hamper you. That brand of anxiety is nothing but a built-in excuse for failure. Oddly enough, we humans are geniuses at foreshadowing our own defeats. In that sense, we've been 'Newtypes' since long before the term existed."

	The Third Wave pilots under Benois Rojack welcomed his remarks, and Benois herself nodded in approval.

	She followed a mechanic wearing night-vision goggles toward her machine. The forest, free of mosquitoes, revealed that true ecological revival hadn't taken hold here yet, and the night air was turning cold. In her pilot suit, though, Benois found it pleasant. She felt excitement at how bold Affranchi actually was. Compared to the speech he gave back at Mother Metatron, this was a different, more resolute man. He possessed a certain sturdy backbone.

	She realized that if Affranchi couldn't fully sweep away MHA, it was surely due to a straightforward lack of resources, and, too, because the elders of Mother Metatron lacked true insight into real warfare. Their rush to secure victories and gain a political edge over the Federation had forced Affranchi into a difficult position. It now seemed likely he'd been roped into a role as scapegoat when given command of the Earth drop operation. 

	"Why did Affranchi accept such a strategy? Even as His Excellency in name only, he must have had veto power," Benois had wondered when she first saw him up close in Monfalcone, but now that doubt vanished. He had been desperate to return to Earth, yes, but also carrying a deep disgust for Metatron's leadership. That might be why he never refused the risky plans foisted upon him.

	"So that's the real reason he came down here. He was determined to get back to Earth, and he despises the Mother Metatron elders enough to do it..."

	"Good luck out there," one of the mechanics said.

	"Right." Benois nodded, and in the beam of their flashlights, she saw crew detach the crane from her own Gaiyas unit as well as two others in her squad. She rose into her cockpit on the wire lift, feeling confident she finally understood Affranchi's overall picture.

	No doubts remained about the operation. For a pilot, that clarity was exhilarating. Indeed, she had all but forgotten the standing order: Once you destroy Bijan's MHA, take out  Affranchi.

	Taking a final check over the last wired connection to her wingmates, she confirmed her readiness with the command center.

	"I have the coordinates for our rendezvous."

	"All squads, no abnormalities reported. You are clear," said Cessias Thegis from the comms team. Then, after an update on air traffic, she concluded: "You're free to launch."

	"Roger that!"

	Her Gaiyas lifted off beautifully, followed smoothly by the other two machines. They had a short lull on their way to the combat zone. Floating in that quiet, Benois recalled the stark, cold faces of those who had given her that other, secret directive. She'd never imagined it would feel so different to remember them out here on Earth. In particular, Admiral Azaria Parrish's age-spotted visage, leaning in to whisper about eliminating Affranchi, came to mind.

	Their logic had made a certain sense: The Char Continue Operation was progressing well; soon the "new Char Aznable," a charismatic clone of the original, would emerge. Metatron had been designed to unify every anti–Earth Federation faction scattered across the colonies, building up until it could become a sovereign-scale entity to rival the Federation, especially once the new Char appeared. That was the mission of the admirals. The original Char Aznable was a legendary figure, a scion of the founder of the Principality of Zeon in Side 3. Though the Principality itself was usurped by the Zabi family after Deikun's assassination, Char Aznable infiltrated the Zabi family, hoping to restore true Zeon. When the Zabi's Zeon fell to the Federation, Char's fate seemed sealed. Even so, he later formed his own private army against the Federation—or so the stories went, describing how he was compelled by the remnants of Zeon who idolized him, and he launched a short-lived rebellion.

	In the end, Char’s talent as a Newtype and his innate virtue supposedly helped avert the collision of an asteroid that would have contaminated Earth. He died in the process—or so the tale was told. People liked to say his spirit became an aurora that enveloped the planet.

	Affranchi Char was that man's clone, or so the elders believed. With a "second Char Aznable" at its heart, Metatron was poised to shake the Federation, which had basically devolved into a bloated bureaucratic juggernaut with no real sense of purpose. It seemed certain Metatron would enjoy overwhelming popular support. By the organization's and Char’s shared integrity, humanity as a whole might at last achieve an ideal system of governance, perfecting the planet’s protection under a new kind of Federation. 

	Benois had joined Metatron because she found merit in that cause. Yet, according to Admiral Parrish, there was a hitch in the plan's center: the clone.

	Back when Affranchi was on his way to the space colonies, he'd shown glimmers of Char's persona. But after arriving at Mother Metatron, that charisma had vanished. There was simply no sign that Affranchi Char felt any drive to embody or enjoy his role as a new "Char."

	What's more, Bijan Dargol and other segments within the Federation had launched their own rebellious activity, exactly what Metatron was formed to do. So ironically, the Federation's central cabinet decided Bijan was the bigger threat, and recognized Metatron's efforts to fight him as beneficial, praising them as a complementary force. That meant if Metatron wanted official, public acceptance as a Federation special unit, it would have to cut ties with its own rebellious roots. 

	"The Central Ministerial Council's conditions are simple. Metatron is understood as an extension of the Char Continuation Operation. Therefore, they'll recognize Metatron if we deal with its source: Affranchi Char."

	Captain Mangm Queilen of Mother Metatron had looked at Benois with eyes brimming with confidence, though the relief on his face was plain.

	"So Mother Metatron becomes part of the Federation Forces?" Benois had asked Captain Glenn Coldill, the operations staff officer.

	"Yes. We've even secured a promise that once MHA here on Earth has been suppressed, the Federation Forces will intervene and restructure it."

	Captain Coldill had looked pained, letting slip how much he actually liked Affranchi.

	"I'll be on the front lines, too," Benois had said. "It's possible he might die there. Then what?"

	"All we can do is pray for that outcome. Many of us still see glimpses of the original Char Aznable in Affranchi. Truly, it hurts us. But for the sake of Metatron, for the sake of a future where we stand on an open stage instead of skulking in the shadows, we need to tie this off neatly. Even if Bijan's MHA is crushed, the Federation's best offer is contingent on removing Affranchi. That's reality."

	"Admiral, with all due respect," Captain Queilen had cut in, chastising the wavering Admiral Parrish. "We can't rely on chance. Affranchi must be dealt with."

	"Yes. Benois Rojack, consider this a direct order," Captain Coldill had told her with all the finality of a veteran soldier.

	And so, entrusted with the Earth drop for the Third Wave, Benois had arrived to join Affranchi's group.
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	After confirming Benois's squad's departure, Affranchi, followed by Messer and Rey, headed toward the makeshift runway where their own man-machines awaited. Behind them, the building team began the same systematic withdrawal they'd done at Besançon.

	"I bet a year from now, we'll be making mischief near the Gobi Desert or someplace like that," Affranchi joked.

	"Give me a break," Rey shot back. "I have a good feeling about this plan for once."

	They sounded lighthearted, but that was their way of masking tension.

	"So, who's taking bets?" Affranchi teased.

	"What about you, Aff?" Messer asked, using his casual nickname.

	"I'm the one who proposed this plan, so I'll bet on success, using that 1900s René Lalique brooch I picked up."

	"Oh, the art nouveau one?" Rey gave an excited laugh. "That's a prize."

	Her excitement over the acquired trinket from the Marmal Hotel didn't last long. Miranda appeared in a circle of penlight glow, offering them a handwritten memo.

	"Here's the rendezvous point," she said.

	"Thank you." Affranchi looked it over. "If I do hand over that brooch, it'll be at the location on this memo. But if our plan goes well, we'll meet up in Munich itself, don't mix them up."

	"In that case, beers are on me!" Messer chimed in. 

	"Does stuff like that even exist anymore?"

	"Munich was on MHA's itinerary for a garrison, right? I hear they've got real beer there. I'll scour the place off-hours. That'll be my wager."

	"Ha, cheap skate. I'd wager a month's pay," piped up Totto, driving up on an electric bike, directing the mechanics withdrawal.

	"Yeah? Betting on success means zero risk, though," Rey teased.

	"We do what we can," Totto said with a crooked smile. "My predictions were off. I didn't think Benois's people would fall in line quite so well, but here we are."

	"Well, for the record, I still can’t stand those guys," Rey huffed, lips pursed.

	"I'm not letting my guard down either. But if it leads somewhere good, I won't complain. I try to think pragmatically," Totto shrugged. 

	"Besides, you've got a family to worry about."

	"All right, enough chit-chat. Let’s get into our machines!" he barked, clearly flustered that she had called out his relationship with Cessias. He gave her a playful slap on the rear.

	"Relax, Totto, I appreciate what you're doing," Affranchi said with a warm laugh, extending a hand to him.

	"Don't get all sentimental, as if we'll never see each other again. We're the ones scouting the battle lines, so make sure you win in a way we can follow."

	Tottp clasped Affranchi's hand.

	"Totto," Affranchi said, "I owe Messer a lot for unlocking Gaia Gear's latent potential, and that gave me the confidence to try this plan. If not for you, Messer might never have piloted it... Right, Messer?!"

	He called to the man heading for his machine. Rey also stood nearby, stood nearby, momentarily stalled by the mechanics insisting on last-minute checks.

	"Stop babbling and get in your cockpit, will you?" Totto said, still gripping Affranchi's hand, gesturing Messer away with the other. "The mechanics have their own schedules, you know."

	Indeed, Messer and Rey with Miranda's help, were fussing over something at the edge of the runway. Affranchi felt a surge of happiness realizing, at last, they had the kind of genuine camaraderie he had always hoped for, everyone together, working in step.

	He let go of Totto and turned toward his Gaia Gear. At that instant, Totto drew his knife blade and flung it toward the shadows among the trees.

	"Don't do it, bro!" Rey warned. 

	But by the time she’d spoken, Totto's knife had already flown into a dark corner beneath the trees with a soft thunk. They heard it lodge in a trunk, leaves rustling.

	"Argh!"

	A cry that sounded half like a wounded animal escaped from the shadows.

	"What the—?!" Rey whipped out her pistol. Messer and a handful of mechanics dashed forward.

	"It's a woman! Stop right there!" someone shouted in the shadows.

	"You hit her?" Affranchi asked, heart pounding.

	"I'm not that good," Totto muttered to him, shrugging. "I only grazed the trunk."

	"Why are you running?! Krishna! Move and I'll shoot!"

	Rey's voice cracked sharply as she advanced, flashlight beams zigzagging.

	"Krishna?" Affranchi repeated in disbelief, his mind reeling. For a moment, the name felt so out of place he almost thought he misheard. But then he sprinted toward the flickering lights.

	"Krishna's here?" Miranda gasped, practically breathing against Affranchi's ear as she kept up with him.

	It was, in its own way, a far cry from the illusions of Wagner. This was an altogether different kind of claustrophobic, suffocating night.
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	"So... Ul took Everly Key away with him."

	Having finished her account, Krishna repeated herself. Affranchi and the others showed so little outward reaction that she feared they hadn't heard a thing.

	Affranchi blinked once, then said, "I understand about Benois Rojack as well. Still, you should leave this place, Krishna."

	"Wha... what...?"

	Krishna had imagined any number of possibilities for his reply, but nothing this brusque.

	"If you stay," he went on, "I'll have no choice but to punish you. That's my position. And I don't want that. If you know anyone else looking to walk away from this unit, take them with you. I'd rather you all disappeared while the rest of us are out on deployment."

	Seeing her obvious distress, he added gently, "I'm sorry. But that's the only 'thank you' I can offer."

	Then, as though finalizing his decision, he leaned in and kissed her cheek. His lips were dry, yet somehow she felt warmth in them.

	"If you can manage to return to space," that touch seemed to say, "then do so."

	"O-okay..."

	Tears welled in her eyes, but before they could fall, Affranchi's lips drew away.

	"Totto!"

	He pivoted so abruptly, the steely, cold edge of a true soldier in his voice, that Krishna wondered if he'd already forgotten Everly entirely.

	"Aye!"

	Totto sprinted over to Affranchi, while mechanics and crew bustled about, scrambling with final launch tasks. Krishna realized that was only natural, given Affranchi's duty at the brink of battle, yet she still found it shockingly abrupt. There wasn't even a parting word about Joe's death, no curiosity about why Krishna might have betrayed Everly's identity to Ul.

	That very indifference felt like torture.

	Through the blur of tears, she saw Totto charging closer, shouting.

	"Let's move! You stay there any longer, the thrusters'll blast you off your feet!"

	"Ah... ngh..."

	She was too shaken to respond. Totto's thick arms encircled her like a child's lost blanket.

	"Why did I ever reveal Everly to Ul? I knew this might happen."

	She knew exactly why: because Affranchi had barely looked at her, treating her like a child, yet somehow, the woman from halfway around the planet, "Affranchi's woman," had waltzed right into her life. It was pure spite and envy. She knew she shouldn't have allowed such a petty motive to drive her, especially bearing the godly name "Krishna."

	Now, leaning heavily against Totto, she felt her heart pounding a single name.

	"Joe... Joe! Joe!"

	Even the echo of that name in her mind brought her no comfort. A beastly groan escaped her. Totto half dragged her along like a captive, her entire body limp with exhaustion.

	He heaved her unceremoniously into the back of a transport vehicle and glanced up at the squadron Affranchi was leading, its departure already behind schedule, taking off in a deafening roar.

	"No way everything ends neat and tidy..."

	He couldn't help thinking that, while it was possible Benois might shoot Affranchi in the back during the operation, if that diary of hers was real, she wouldn't. And Affranchi showed no hint of concern either...

	"Totto! We're set?"

	"Yeah... set the self-destruct?"

	"Yup..."

	As Totto pulled the canvas tarp over Krishna's slumped form, he silently hoped the poor girl would vanish somewhere once they left. In truth, he felt uneasy that her dire news had proved accurate. But at least only a small circle, Affranchi, Totto, Messer, Rey, and Miranda, had heard the story. They could keep an eye on Benois well enough after this mission.

	He climbed into the driver's seat, turned the ignition, and rolled away from the Monfalcone forward base. Less than ten minutes later, the building used as their makeshift headquarters exploded, destroying any evidence of their presence, though the fires did not spread beyond the surrounding woods.
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	"Koi Liu is launching."

	Despite the steps involved, it didn't take long for Lieutenant Marisa Najis to bring this report.

	"So, Hong Kong MHA believes they can handle it on their own," Lieutenant Simnau Abahn spat in disgust.

	The Koi Liu wasn't heading out alone; it took about ten Gids Geese, left behind by the Koi Te-Pei battleship, as its advance guard. The machines they identified as belonging to Affranchi's unit had been detected over the Alps barely moments ago. The Koi Liu planned an interception in the northern sector of the mountain range, confident in their numbers. They fully expected to wipe the enemy out.

	"This is exactly the type of brashness those Chinese are known for," Dargol mused. On one hand, their swift mobilization was useful, but from the vantage of his own command center, he saw the danger in such eagerness.

	"The enemy formation practically let themselves be spotted by our radar at altitude," Abahn said. "It's fishy."

	"You said we haven't pinned down how many man-machines came with Metatron's Third Wave?"

	"Correct, sir. So the idea that Affranchi's entire force is advancing on Munich, the Koi Liu's assumption, is ridiculous," the lieutenant added.

	Lieutenant Najis, standing by, chimed in, "It's a decoy. Affranchi's grown more cunning."

	"Remember, though, Abahn," Dargol said. "Affranchi was bold enough to bomb the entirety of Nouveau Paris. And when Metatron's Gids Geese unit deployed, he still managed to merge with the Third Wave mid-battle. The man is resourceful."

	"So, yes, there's bound to be some trick. We need caution..."

	"The Koi Liu's troops are acting the way I expected. They're still smarting over their poor performance last time and want revenge. Let them have it. We'll maintain the rear guard with MHA Gayjisu."

	"So you'll let Hong Kong MHA run wild?"

	"Affranchi will soon knock some sense into them," Dargol said with a cool laugh.

	He watched Marisa depart the command post, then picked up a mug of cold coffee. Deciding not to drink, he set it aside and stood up.

	"Abahn, have coffee ready aboard the MHA Gayjisu. Then follow me."

	"Yes, sir."

	Dargol headed outside into the remains of Munich, where Lieutenant Najis climbed into a comms vehicle en route to the MHA Gaius. A sidecar pulled up in front of him.

	"Hop in, sir."

	"Hmm..."

	He wondered if this meant he would no longer have the chance to grope Marissa's rear. The idle thought gave him an uneasy twinge, but he reminded himself that he could always summon her to his quarters aboard the MHA Gayjisu for sex whenever he liked. With that reassuring notion, he started the sidecar and pulled away.

	Even though it was Munich, the roads here were choked by rampant vegetation that had grown in the abandoned streets, reducing the once orderly cityscape to little more than ruined walls peeking through the lush greenery. 

	Still, in contrast to the Affranchi-occupied zone, he had arranged for an impressive display of streetlights, an ostentatious show of their occupation. The sweeping defeat in Nouveau Paris had left him fearful of a collapse in his troops' morale, and that was only one of his reasons.

	Because this area was on flat land, there was no place to conceal large vessels. Centered around an old airport, they had built an air defense network anchored around the Bushing Nugg, so there was no need to practice blackout measures, at least for now. Of course, if they ended up openly fighting the space colonies, that might be another matter. 

	For the moment, however, their only adversary was the privately assembled Affranchi force. Other resistance movements were likely waiting to see how Affranchi’s group would act, so standard military-level security was judged sufficient.

	The old highway route leading to the airport had been cleared by MHA and the illegal squatters who supported them, but even then, there was only enough space for one vehicle to get by. On either side, the mass of trees blocked any decent line of sight.

	“So that’s how it is…”

	Thinking about his potential rendezvous with Marissa made his mind wander to women in general. He picked up the radio handset. Past the trunks and foliage, the hulking silhouette of the MHA Gayjisu loomed in the glow of spotlights.

	"Where is that female prisoner Ul captured?"

	"She's still under interrogation by the intel unit in the main barracks, sir," came the voice of an officer on the MHA Gayjisu's bridge. By "barracks," he meant the old airport building.

	"Have them bring her aboard the MHA Gayjisu."

	"Bring the prisoner... to the ship, sir?"

	"Don't make me repeat myself."

	"Y-yes, sir!"

	 

	Descending from the highway, Dargol's sidecar roared through the airport gates. Approaching the bow of his ship, he arrived beneath the deck where the man-machines were housed. Above him, he could see one Gids Geese, a loan to Ul Urian, and a cluster of Gussa towering overhead.

	"The Koi Liu might beat us to the punch, and the name Bijan MHA will weep because of it!" he yelled to the men around him, half-playful. He knew that simply barking at them would only cause them to shrink back rather than leap into action. A certain amount of theatrics was something even he could manage.

	"We captured this woman, Everly, in Monfalcone in northern Italy," he muttered, half to himself. "She was with the man-machine Affranchi used to escape Hong Kong. But the woman claims she never actually met him, doesn't know where he is..."

	From the facts alone, it would be easy to guess Affranchi had a forward base near that area. But he was hung up on the woman’s statement that she had no knowledge of his location. Because of this discrepancy, the interrogations continued, though he had yet to receive any conclusive report.

	Besides, if there really were a forward base near Monfalcone, Affranchi's current route of man-machine incursion was too straightforward, almost suspiciously so. Knowing exactly where he was based wasn't vital; by the time they discovered his location, he'd be on the move again.

	What truly concerned him was why this enemy would launch such an obvious, almost transparent operation. He refused to believe Affranchi, or anyone, could read his innermost intentions. That possibility only stoked his suspicions further.

	He climbed onto the crane step in preparation to board the MHA Gayjisu.

	"Is Affranchi here for a do-or-die attack because he's short on manpower? Or maybe because he has the perfect strength to pull off an ambush?"

	To banish a flicker of anxiety, he hummed a snippet of Wagner's Tannhäuser Overture as the elevator carried him up to the bridge. "Yes," he thought, "I do love that music."

	"But whatever happens, I’ll never let anyone lay a finger on Bavaria..."

	That was his unshakeable resolve.

	 

	3

	 

	"Keep the line with Koi Liu open! And record everything!"

	Shouts rang out across the bridge as they prepared to launch. Amid the clamor, Dargol called up a topographical map centered on the Alps on the display beside his seat, scrolling through the terrain. In real time, the tactical analysis team kept feeding him new data, layering each piece over the map.

	"Our intel from the south is too thin. We can’t guess what Affranchi's really up to... Where the hell is Mother Metatron?"

	He tapped a command, and a computer-generated diagram illustrating their relative positions appeared on the multi-display.

	"Is it retreating to geostationary orbit?"

	Dargol was exasperated. Evidently, since Mother Metatron had deployed a third wave of man-machines, it had decided that was good enough, showing no intention of providing actual support for the Affranchi it had installed as figurehead.

	"Well, they’re amateurs. Maybe this is the best they can do."

	The MHA Gayjisu had two sister ships for a total of three, still, more than triple Affranchi's firepower.

	"We have contact. Koi Liu's Gids Geese squad has encountered the enemy man-machine unit," Lieutenant Najis called from the portside seat. A dot blinked on the display in the southwest sector near a place once called Salzburg.

	"Not a mere diversion..."

	He wanted to believe that, judging by the number of enemy man-machines the Koi Liu reported. At that moment, the MHA Gayjisu's bridge gave the slightest shudder, indicating the ship was beginning to lift off.

	"I'll prepare to deploy additional man-machines for Koi Liu's support," Najis said, forwarding an updated deployment chart to Dargol's display.

	"No... We'll let the situation dictate. If no threat appears directly before us, we may not move at all."

	"Y-yes, sir..."

	Najis faltered. She prided herself on being more than a puppet for Dargol, so this meddling stung.

	"We have enough to worry about," he murmured into her headset, aware of her temperament.

	He glanced at the formation list. The MHA forces were far better stocked than he had expected, clear proof that the factory they'd set up in Munich was running at full capacity. They'd also stationed over twenty Bushing Nugg units on the ground, more than enough to deal with any local anti-Federation guerrillas that might pop up. 

	"It's thanks to the Bavarians' upright nature and diligent spirit," he said, "some country-bred stubbornness still flows in their veins..."

	In his personal assessment, the diligence he admired so much was underpinned by what one might call a foolishly honest straightforwardness, though he did not regard that as an insult. If anything, it was a genuine compliment to their character.

	In the era of the space colonies, the world had witnessed a massive swell of human indolence, made possible by boundless faith in technology. To anyone whose senses had grown accustomed to that environment, the Bavarians' work ethic shone like something precious.

	After the forced migrations into space had eased, humanity grew anxious about how to permanently manage the colonies. But once technological advances showed that the colonies' upkeep would remain secure, people lost sight of anything else they needed to do. They had fallen into lazy decadence.

	And as the years went on, people began running from the vast systems of control imposed by the colonies. Human desire and selfishness, traits that had always existed, reasserted themselves. Perhaps MHA was one outcome of that impulse, and so was Dargol's own dream of a mass return to Earth.

	Likewise, the activists operating under an "anti-Earth Federation" banner were simply caught up in their own obsessions, cloaking themselves in righteousness. In truth, the universal policy of "Earth Reclamation," the greatest challenge in the history of mankind, was correct and rooted in truth. Yet humans, never certain they would live to see tomorrow, still knew how to savor each day.

	That was why, he concluded, when given the choice between "everyone returning to Earth to die" and "staying in space to die," people's decision was obvious. This conviction had been what drove him back to Earth.

	Time dragged on with no word on the captive. Growing impatient, Dargol stiffened when his display emitted a sharp beep.

	"They've finally brought her?"

	"Sir! We've placed Everly Key in the second interrogation room."
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	When Dargol first laid eyes on Everly Key bound and gagged, he felt a pang of disappointment. If she was truly the lover of this vexing enemy commander, he had hoped she would at least be someone he could understand, or at least someone worthy of Affranchi's name. But she looked like little more than a young girl, her vacant eyes betraying no fire.

	"Where's her statement?"

	A nervous young officer offered up a sheaf of notes, her file. It contained only a passing mention that she displayed some "Metatron-like" qualities but was otherwise nearly blank. The night-long interrogation had yielded next to nothing. They'd confirmed her identity through old Hong Kong security registry fingerprints, courtesy of Hong Kong MHA's data. But that wasn't proof she had any real connection to Affranchi, there no marriage records or anything. Ul's statements served as supporting evidence, but he had already heard them directly from him.

	"Have you tried using drugs on her?"

	"Yes, sir, up to level four."

	"I see... Could you strip her?"

	"Strip her... naked, sir?"

	"That's right... It's for my own satisfaction. An abuse of authority."

	He didn’t care to explain further, and the officer looked wary.

	"She might resist."

	"There are three of you. Try it."

	"Y-yes, sir..."

	Everly was half stupefied from the gag and the drug. Even when they moved to peel her clothing away, she offered no fight, almost as though she would undress herself voluntarily.

	He frowned. He began to doubt her character. Was this indicative of some lurid streak? That made him even more disillusioned. This woman hardly seemed a fitting partner for Affranchi. Moreover, as the dust kicked up from removing her clothes, he began wondering whether seeing her fully naked was even necessary. The skittishness of the younger soldiers further irked him; they disliked such a humiliating method of treating a woman, a hallmark of their generation’s sensibilities.

	But then—

	"So... that’s it," he murmured, noticing the color of her skin. She was island-born; if she grew up by the sea, then perhaps she wanted nothing more than to shed any protective layers as quickly as possible, free of any hindrance on her body.

	Amid the swirling motes of dust, Everly wordlessly slipped off the last piece of clothing, tossing it aside without ceremony. Her eyes remained blank.

	"Could you please straighten your back?" Bijan asked gently. It was not an order, but a request made with a flicker of expectation.

	Her left wrist was handcuffed to the back of a chair, but she managed to arch her spine gracefully, stretching as though it brought her relief. The gag in her mouth looked heavy, pulling at her cheeks.

	Dargol sensed how the interrogating officers behind him lowered their gaze or turned away, shifting awkwardly. They clearly found the act demeaning. He realized they could not see the strength her physique revealed. They had no eye for it, and it disappointed him.

	Even if her body had been shaped by a life at sea, it was muscular in a way that suggested she could traverse half the Earth on foot, solid, tenacious. It was nothing like the artificially sculpted bulk of a bodybuilder; she was supple, a woman’s form tempered by the demands of living, each muscle gleaming with health. That kind of conditioning wouldn’t be lost overnight; this was the body of someone who bore life within her, and if she ever carried a child, she looked capable of protecting that life completely.

	"Magnificent. And... beautiful," he murmured, almost embarrassed by his own open admiration. "I apologize, Everly. I'll have fresh clothes brought at once. You three, you're dismissed. Have the med team bring some new attire."

	"Yes, sir!"

	He had no desire to let these youngsters, too naive to recognize true quality in anything, keep ogling her. Watching them gawk at a mere "young female body" offended him. If they were adults without any true aesthetic sense, he wanted them gone.

	Once the junior officers he’d chased out were gone, he spoke over his shoulder to Everly without turning around.

	"My apologies. Please stay like that a moment longer. We’ll have fresh clothes for you soon. Then you can shower and change. If for some reason you want what you were wearing just now, we can have it washed. Whatever you like."

	Even as he spoke, he felt something hot welling up inside him, unsettling him.

	"What the hell is this feeling?" he muttered to himself.

	Then—

	"Thank you."

	A tiny voice, like the buzz of a mosquito, sounded behind him, and he jumped, spinning around.

	He hadn’t imagined it. She was still gagged; she shouldn’t have been able to utter a word. The gag fastened at her cheeks was locked with a key-card mechanism, an oddly S&M-looking contraption.

	He spun around. 

	"You can speak? Have you come back to your senses?"

	"I still have a headache, and my vision’s swimming a little..."

	Though her arm was cuffed to the chair, her upright posture swayed gently as she stood. Watching her lean from the side, he felt anew the mesmerizing vibrance of her young body, a physical hymn to life.

	He realized the voice he heard wasn't from her mouth.

	In that moment, a faint measure of Wagner's music filled his head, seeing in Everly an echo of the Nibelungen ring hidden in a cave at the bottom of the Rhine. Though her lips never moved, Bijan caught her thoughts, laced through the melody in his mind.

	"Everly Key... are you a Newtype...?"

	He loaded that single question with all manner of possibility, and somehow she answered.

	"I... We... Newtypes... People who genuinely understand without misconceptions, who can coexist forever... That is what Affranchi strives for... so do I...  But me, I’m just a silly woman, enchanted by the sea..."

	"The sea... So that’s it..."

	"...Fierce yet warm... nurturing life, cyclical..."

	"...I’ve never known the sea," he said quietly, a pang of regret in his voice.

	Suddenly, she moaned, "Argh!" and her entire body trembled in distress. The sound jarred him; only now did he realize the voice he’d just heard inside his head wasn’t the same as hearing her speak aloud.

	"What’s wrong?" he demanded, alarmed.

	"Captain!" came a call from the doorway.

	"Yes... Something’s happening to the prisoner. Give her the best care we have."

	A female military physician entered the interrogation room, placing the change of clothes on a small table near the door and rushing over to Everly. Dargol stepped out into the hallway, straightening himself to keep the officers waiting outside from noticing how rattled he was.
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	"Will she recover?"

	"She needs at least a day's rest before we try going up to level five," the officer replied, misunderstanding Dargol's real concern.

	"She has no scars from guerilla warfare or other fighting, you realize," Dargol said. 

	"Scars, sir?"

	"Clearly, no time to directly serve in Affranchi's unit. Her claim she hasn't met him is probably true."

	"But can a lone woman really make it on foot from Hong Kong all the way to Europe? Seems impossible."

	"You're viewing it with a space-colony mindset. Boats, planes, some must still be around."

	"But the transportation network is in shambles, not like the old century..."

	"She likely had help from local rebels. So why can't you force out the details?"

	"She says she tried not to remember. No ship names or plane names, no local towns either... She's 'Metatron-like,' according to the notes—"

	"Metatron-like?" Dargol echoed. "Fine, but that’s hardly unusual. It’s a standard tactic to protect yourself. I doubt we’ll get any more useful intel for future operations from her..."

	He trailed off, wondering why he was wasting time on such a useless prisoner. The deck beneath them rumbled softly, walls and ceiling trembling as the MHA Gayjisu lifted off.

	"Captain! So here you are—"

	Ul's voice rang out from below as he climbed the steps and popped his head through the floor hatch.

	"What is it?"

	"Er... Lieutenant Najis said I should speak to you directly about this..." he said, lifting a file. 

	"I see. As for Everly, I was about to say, let’s just release her somewhere..."

	Dargol trailed off. A sudden thought struck him: Would it be a waste not to keep her close by? He snapped his mouth shut.

	Ul, standing at attention, offered him the folder. Leaning forward, he went on quietly, "It concerns a new reading of a possible second wave that's different from Affranchi's first wave."

	Dargol took the file, glancing at it. Ul hesitated.

	"The captain asked me to deliver this."

	He also held out a pager meant for him.

	"Hm..."

	So his uneasy suspicion had been right. He felt a stab of confusion. If they broadcast the news of this second formation over the ship’s comm system, it would put the entire crew on alert prematurely. So, on Lieutenant Najis' judgment, she had chosen to send Ul in person. She was more than just a satisfying bed partner, he thought, recalling her vivid red lips; she had an uncanny sense for these matters.

	"That woman... is she aware of how I’m feeling right now?"

	He suspected the timing of her instructions was no coincidence. Though he recognized the sentiment might be a bit melodramatic, he couldn’t help but feel a twinge of distaste for her almost animalistic intuition.

	"Free the prisoner once the medic finishes," he told an officer. "Better to shed any dead weight."

	"Yes, sir..."

	Catching the officer’s salute from the corner of his eye, he opened the file and pored over the predicted deployment map of Affranchi's man-machine forces.

	"What does Lieutenant Abahn think?"

	"Their projected course by the hour is here on the display..."

	Ul called up a map of projected routes on the nearest wall display from ops command.

	"These are cautionary estimates, sir, but both Lieutenant Najis and the ship’s commander concur."

	Dargol scrutinized the swirling lines on the map and felt a twinge of bitterness when he noticed they passed near King Ludwig’s famous castle. He had never openly declared his interest in that place as a tactical concern; he knew it was essentially his hobby. But for him, preserving Neuschwanstein Castle was an absolute priority.

	While he brooded over the potential threat to the castle, Ul, watching him intently, had an entirely different thought.

	"So how's he going to toy with me now? But I've got my own ways to spite you, Captain..."

	And that "spite" was precisely tied to the castle that Dargol so wanted to protect.

	"No sign of the Gaia Gear so far," Dargol muttered. "Affranchi's second wave might be fielding one of our suits we lost. Your job is to shoot it down, Ul."

	Ul bristled at the word "our," for it was a reference to the Bromb Texter. Strapped for firepower, Affranchi's unit was still using that captured suit.

	"Understood, sir!"

	"And you know the rest."

	"Yes, sir!"

	Without waiting for Ul's acknowledgment, Dargol stepped onto the catwalk that led to the bridge hatch, a small platform using a handrail meant for zero gravity. Ul watched him disappear, then muttered.

	"I sure as hell don't 'know the rest'... If you want the Gaia Gear gone, you can handle it yourself."

	On the battlefield, there'd be plenty of plausible deniability. More to the point, if Neuschwanstein Castle were destroyed amid the fighting, how would Dargol react? Ul looked forward to savoring his despair.

	"This way, please..."

	A woman's voice from behind made Ul turn. The military doctor escorted Everly out of the interrogation room, still gagged but steadied in fresh clothes. Her hair was brushed out and she looked tidier, but there was still a slight unsteadiness in her step.

	"Oh..."

	Ul's eyes lit with a new idea.

	"I'll take custody of her," he announced. 

	Confident this idea was a good one, after all, it might enable him to contact Affranchi and, more importantly, do something that would surely disappoint Dargol, Ul gave voice to his plan.

	"Sir?"

	The three officers blinked in surprise. 

	"I brought her in, so I'll drop her off during my deployment."

	Although Ul carefully avoided mentioning Dargol by name, the other officers assumed this was indeed an order from him, especially given he had just been there.

	"Should we remove the gag?"

	"She won't bite her own tongue, will she?"

	"No, sir. She seems calmer now."

	"All right, take it off."

	A young officer used the cardkey to unlock it.

	"Phew..."

	Everly expelled a tiny, shaky breath, then slumped against the wall, sliding downward.

	"If she finds a knife or a window, she might—"

	"I'll keep an eye on her," Ul said curtly, cutting the medic off.

	He crouched down beside the girl, her hair falling wildly around her face.

	"Everly Key, I'll help you get back to your island. But you have to stand up for me," he said quietly.

	Her reaction was almost as though he’d cast a spell. She looked at him over her shoulder, gave a single, resolute nod, and set a hand against the wall, trying to push herself upright. 

	Ul slid an arm beneath her shoulder, lending support.

	The three officers gaped at Everly's willingness, then saluted him with a certain awe. The doctor had already turned away, preparing herself for the inevitably looming combat.
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	By the time the MHA Gayjisu reached its top combat speed, the Koi Liu’s man-machine squad, already deployed ahead, had established a battle zone the ship was now on the verge of entering. A relentless vibration shuddered through the entire hull. Even though a Minovsky Barrier protected its structure, the vessel itself had been designed for use in space, and its complex form was never meant to handle this kind of high-speed atmospheric maneuvering. There was no escaping the constant tremors.

	“Prisoner or not, she doesn’t need a pilot suit. Get her on board just as she is!”

	Mechanics hurried to seat Everly in the auxiliary chair installed in Ul’s cockpit.

	“Shouldn’t we tie her down?”

	“No. She’s already on board with this,” Ul said, slipping into the cockpit. The mechanics, assuming he intended to keep Everly as a hostage for leverage, had little reason to question his treatment of her.

	“Second and third waves, launch in sequence! support We need to back up Koi Liu immediately!”

	Reports streamed in from the bridge to the man-machine deck: the Hong Kong MHA vanguard was locked in an intense close-quarters engagement. Tense energy crackled everywhere. In that hurry, nobody had the time, or inclination, to doubt Ul as he maneuvered his Gids Geese onto the deck’s launch point.

	“Buckled up?”

	“Yes…” Everly sat in a rudimentary seat behind Ul’s pilot chair, wedged under a sort of canopy-like cover. This position was perilously close, in that if the cockpit’s main seat jostled sharply in combat maneuvers, it might crush her. Ul intended to drop her off before it ever came to that. But if a fight broke out, he was prepared to adjust the seat’s shock absorbers to half-capacity, sacrificing some of his own safety to protect Everly.

	Never once did he consider harming her before they reached Affranchi. To Ul, that was how he would prove his pride, his unique way of confronting Affranchi Char. He wasn’t after a typical “eye-for-an-eye” scenario. By safeguarding Everly’s well-being, he could not only demand Affranchi acknowledge him, but also get the better of Bijan Dargol. If he could carry that plan off right now, this very moment, it might finally erase some of the ill fortune that had dogged him for so long. That line of thinking might be naive, but Ul still recalled the moment Dargol had praised him after he’d brought Everly to Munich. The man had likely said it only to amuse himself, secretly hoping Ul would fail again. Yet that only fueled Ul’s resolve.

	“All right, Everly. Tuck your chin, press your back tight to the seat, got it?”

	“Y-yes…”

	Her voice still sounded muddled, as though she wasn’t fully conscious. But she complied with his instructions.

	“Ul Urian in the Gids Geese, launching now. I’m heading to intercept Affranchi’s second wave. Following units, maintain formation!”

	He radioed the deck command and pulled away from MHA Gayjisu.

	"This is my last mission, both for Affranchi and Bijan. All of it ends here..."

	What fortified that resolve was the presence of Everly Key behind him.

	Following Ul’s unit, two squadrons, five Gaussas in total, launched from the ship.

	“My head hurts... Where are we going?” Everly’s words came out thick, though she sounded more alert.

	“I promise I’ll find a way for you to see Affranchi.”

	“But… aren’t you his enemy?”

	“Sure, I’m his rival… but we're also friends, in a sense."

	Everly didn’t respond, only sucked in a breath. Even in her half-lucid state, he sensed a fierce intelligence, a keep intuition, an ability to slice through reality with startling clarity. That sympathy or communion was not coming from the psycommu installed in the Gids Geese; it was something else within her.

	“Affranchi’s people are out here, trying to shoot me down. But they won’t succeed. They share my temperament, and they’ve dragged out that Bromb Texter I once piloted. I know that craft’s quirks inside and out.”

	He spoke almost singingly, easing back the shock absorbers so as not to crush Everly in a sudden move.
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	Affranchi had launched later than intended because of the issue with Krishna, so Messer and Rey's strike team went on ahead. They took position to the left flank of Benois Rojack's group, which formed the first frontline. Together, they created a second "wave" of defense.

	Ul's squad and Messer, piloting the Bromb Texter, came into direct contact. The moment his Gids Geese encountered that formation, the entire skirmish ignited.

	A sharp, metallic screech cut through the air. 

	Via his Gids Geese psycommu, Ul sensed the consciousness of the Bromb Texter's pilot. A quick, pulsing mental echo recognized his machine, leaping aggressively in his direction. 

	Ul felt a jolt, like a duplicate of his own mind rushing forward, possibly because the Bromb Texter's psycommu still "remembered" him. Now combined with its new pilot's awareness, it created a threatening wave of pressure.

	"Damn it," he hissed.

	When you sense your own reflexes "overlapped" by someone else's in a psycommu man-machine, it can intensify claustrophobic dread. Yet ironically, that didn't guarantee the Bromb Texter more power; it had been through multiple battles and overhauls. Over-modification left it with some maneuvering quirks.

	"Mechanically, it's slower on left turns," he reminded himself, excited yet calm at how sharply his enemy's will hammered him. When the Bromb Texter fired a flurry of sand-barrel shots head-on, he deftly sidestepped them.

	The next instant, the enemy let loose missiles.

	"Tch!"

	He banked away fast, still holding back from his maximum evasive maneuvers.

	"Ugh… Aah…?"

	Everly let out a ragged gasp as the G-forces overwhelmed her, and she fainted. He decided that might be for the best. Terror was its own form of torture, and she'd be better off unaware while the fight raged on. Hoping to spare her, he refused to push the Gids Geese as violently as usual.

	Sensing that, Messer saw an opening.

	"I can take him!"

	His intent was brimming with aggression, something Ul could distinctly sense. The Bromb Texter streaked forward, trying to force a direct close-in clash.

	"So that's your game, huh?!"

	Reading Messer's intention, Ul fired off missiles of his own.

	But with an almost preternatural grace, the Bromb Texter, guided by overlapping wills, twisted aside, despite its initial straight-line approach.

	"Hah!"

	With a cool head, Messer shot off his beam launcher while slipping left. But the Bromb Texter's leftward pivot was its weakness, and Ul had predicted it. Reading that shortcoming, he brought his rifle to bear.

	"That's it for you, Messer," Ul snarled, focusing on the slightest hitch in the Bromb Texter's arc. His beam rifle locked on.

	In a flash, the shot punched square into Messer's path.

	A massive shock rippled across his consciousness, as if Messer's mind had abruptly shattered and vanished from existence.

	The Bromb Texter's reactor went critical, a meltdown that turned the machine into a firestorm. This wasn't the neat kill he'd managed on the ground earlier. Before he could breathe, a brutal impact hammered his suit, as if smashed by a giant's fist.

	“Shit!"

	Because he'd halved his shock absorber settings, the jolt ravaged his body, reminiscent of an old-era jet fighter crash. It felt as though his organs lurched into his throat and flooded his mouth. The cockpit twisted violently in every direction, spinning out of control. 

	A searing fireball devoured the surface of Lake Plansee to the Austrian side, vaporizing water and scorching the forest. In that inferno, the Gids Geese was flung sideways, mercifully staying level. If it had been knocked downward, they'd have slammed into the earth, killing both him and Everly.

	"I'm not done," he snarled, Everly's limp form behind him. "No way I let Dargol have the last laugh!"

	With Everly's unconscious limbs flailing behind him, he let out a wild yell, forcing himself to maintain focus and steer for an escape route. He still had to get over the next mountain ridge into German territory if he wanted to enact his plan. 

	Hidden beyond those peaks lay Neuschwanstein Castle, the place Dargol so revered and insisted on preserving. He intended to reach it, to exploit the man’s obsession.

	By chance, this massive explosion also stirred chaos in the battlefield, letting him slip away unnoticed.

	"If I can ensure Dargol never gets to savor Wagner there, then I can walk away with a bit of my pride," he muttered. Freed from the meltdown's epicenter, Ul found a vantage point overlooking the Tygerberg mountains. Finally, he coaxed his suit down the slope, skimming just above the rocky surface of the mountainside.
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	When Messer's Bromb Texter erupted in a thunderous fireball that silhouetted the mountain ridgeline against the sky, Bijan Dargol knew he had to shift the focus of the battle to that very airspace. The glare of the explosion was so bright it seemed to etch the Alpine contours in bold relief, and in that moment, he reached his decision.

	"All man-machines and vessels, push past the Ammergau Alps line and eradicate every last unit of the Affranchi forces. We can't let them set foot in Bavaria!"

	Because the shockwave from the explosion was wreaking even more havoc on communications than the Minovsky particles, the MHA Gayjisu failed to detect the withdrawal of Ul's suit from the combat zone. What's more, Dargol's fateful decision here had inadvertently set the stage for his own undoing.

	It was only in ancient times that a single powerful machine or a lone, heroic warrior could singlehandedly decide the course of battle. Modern warfare hinges on strategy. Dargol's reason for shifting his plans was personal: his eagerness to hear Wagner performed at Neuschwanstein Castle. For him, that castle was a sanctified stage, a testament to the lavish synergy between the last truly romantic monarch, Ludwig II, and the legendary composer Richard Wagner. He refused to let coarse anti-Earth Federation insurgents so much as lay a finger on the place, or see it ravaged by battle. Such a fate, to him, would mean the collapse of his "beautiful world."

	Thus, the shift in his war plan did not arise from a shift in either side's military realities. He ignored the basic principle of how battle lines form and move based on massed physical force. And it was only natural that such an impetuous change would sow the seeds of his own ruin.

	"Hong Kong MHA's man-machines claim they'll drive straight in from their current position," Lieutenant Najis said through her headset, turning to Dargol.

	"If they've pinned down Affranchi's vanguard, it means the rest of his forces can't be far behind. Tell them to ignore the small fry."

	For a fleeting moment, he found Marissa's bright red lipstick garish, even menacing. He had the sudden notion she might be ignoring his orders or harboring doubts.

	"Yes, sir!" she answered, turning back to the radio to relay the order.

	"Captain," Lieutenant Abahn called from near the rear displays monitoring the wider battlefront, "it would be wiser to let Jiang Wen and the others from Hong Kong MHA to act as they see fit."

	"Must I repeat myself, Lieutenant?!"

	Dargol whipped his pager out of his breast pocket and flung it at Abahn.

	"Captain Dargol?"

	"Timing is everything in battle," he growled. "We've missed the opportune moment till now, letting a nobody like Affranchi run circles around us! Even now, you still can't see that? Then we deserve to lose!"

	And with that, he dismissed Abahn's final piece of sound advice.

	 

	 

	"They want us to ignore small fry, is that it?"

	Inside his Gids Geese, pilot Jiang Wen Fu sensed confusion coursing through the distant MHA Gayjisu. He received Dargol's updated commands via direct laser link, necessary under Minovsky jamming. Those without the capacity to pick up that link had no idea. When new orders appear mid-battle, some units comply while others do not, inevitably sowing chaos. In a jammed environment where radar and radio are silenced, a front line can collapse if no commander in the field has the skill to read the overall situation. The modern battlefield was far more medieval, bloody, grueling, than the electronic wars of the late twentieth century, yet still harnessed overwhelming firepower and mobility, forcing combat to stay bound to its initial tactics.

	Hong Kong MHA's vanguard pilots, including Jiang Wen, could receive Dargol's instructions. The abrupt changes in strategy sounded consistent enough, though suspiciously rushed. Nevertheless, they complied.

	"Understood, Captain. Wo, En, we'll press straight on."

	They were all Earthborn Chinese, and prided themselves on having a better grasp of local terrain than any pilot from space. That arrogance made them believe they could handle even a half-baked order on their own strength alone. They had conveniently forgotten the cardinal rule of modern warfare.

	It didn't take Jiang long to rally his squad. Centered on three Gids Geese under his command, the Koi Liu man-machine units scattered to the flanks now converged beyond the Ammergau front line, aiming to form a new defensive perimeter along the Lake Plansee sector. They were convinced Affranchi's leading force and its main contingent were determined to launch a head-on assault on Munich, never suspecting that even as they converged, someone might be observing them carefully from afar.

	 

	 

	"Affranchi's predictions hit the mark," Benois let out a low chuckle, both amused and a bit impressed. Standing atop the summit of the Zugspitze, amid the iron wreckage of what had once been an observation platform, she had set her Gaiyas upright to run its radar. Right after a single nuclear-level explosion had subsided, the interference from the Minovsky particles thinned for just a moment, long enough for her to scan the MHA forces' entire deployment.

	"They're basically handing us a perfect game," she chuckled, spotting the scattered formation behind Hong Kong MHA's fleet. Their movements were so clumsy it was almost as if they were drunk on Wagner.

	"So this Dargol fellow? I'm guessing he's besotted with some castle," Benoit mused, her delight growing.

	"All right, then!"

	In that moment, she entirely forgot the side mission of assassinating Affranchi. Here, on a battlefield shaped by the plan he had risked his life to set in motion, she felt a rush of admiration for him. She was prepared to stake her own life on this fight. 

	But being "ready to die" is not the same as actually expecting death. Far from it—Benoit's conviction meant that the fight ahead seemed winnable, so thrilling that she would stake her life on victory. For the first time in her life, it felt like she might taste triumph in a man-machine battle, and that expectation made her pulse race.

	"Here we go!"

	Signaling two other Gaiyas units waiting a bit farther down the slope, Benoit launched decoys into the sky and then descended swiftly into the mountain ravines, what would soon become a second battlefield.
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	"Everly... Everly Key wants to see you..."

	A transmission like that would make anyone tense, not just Affranchi Char. Even so, no one would take such a blunt message at face value. And thanks to Krishna's testimony, he had already considered the possibility of Ul pulling a stunt like this, so he kept calm.

	"Another hostage ploy?"

	He dismissed it at that level. Still, he felt something else, some trace of Everly's presence lurking in the battlefield's chaotic airspace, and it tightened a knot of tension in his chest.

	Tick. Tick. Tick.

	That sound, so long forgotten, echoed faintly inside his head, a murmur beneath the roar of countless battling wills. Anyone who recognized it knew it as a sign of people risking their lives, shouting their presence into the swirl of combat. When seized by the terror that death might be near, every cell in a person's body cries out to the world. The horror of disappearing unacknowledged is worse than death itself, so the soul screams to escape it.

	"At least hold my hand when I die!"

	"Witness my final moment!"

	"I'm right here!"

	Call it greedy if you want, but the body demands recognition before it's snuffed out. Otherwise, what was the point of that life in the first place? Life itself bellows in protest. The soul can't abide being utterly alone. Even at the moment of death, it longs for evidence it was seen, that it was alive and mattered. Greed? No, it's simply the heart's desperate, desperate, desperate need not to die in solitude. But if that's so, why step onto a battlefield where death might be waiting? The truth is, no one fights because they want to die. It's just that things have come to this point, there's no other choice. Blame our so-called wisdom, or maybe our ignorance, or maybe both.

	Maybe they just wanted to enjoy something, just a little.

	Yes... maybe.

	Still, amid the torrent of clashing wills, Affranchi caught a whiff of ocean air, like a faint scent of salt and brine, drifting through the sharper echoes of raw survival. He felt it reverberate, slowly drawing him toward its source.

	"Got you."

	He aligned his heading toward that intangible seaside aroma, that coastal tang. Yet the battlefield seethed with colliding energies.

	"Benois! Rey! You're pushing too far forward!"

	Even as he broadcast that thought, he pushed the Gaia Gear, in its flight mode, to greater speed. He followed those who raced toward the briny scent, yet powerful, singular life-echoes threatened to swamp the ocean smell, ricocheting through his mind and sowing confusion. He had to shout.

	"If Everly's really out there, answer me! It's Affranchi... EVERLY!"

	That surge of conviction poured straight into the Gaia Gear, spurring him forward.

	The machine vaulted off his physical controls, reacting purely to his mental impetus, then charged headlong into the second front.

	"Ugh—!"

	White-hot static jolted his mind. Even the nearly flawless Gaia Gear's shock absorbers couldn't fully cushion the G-forces he demanded, and the strain battered his body. His consciousness blurred. The suit vaulted like a blazing spear into the airspace where friend and foe were already locked in a kaleidoscope of flashing beams.

	At such velocity, the Minovsky Barrier around him clashed at close range with electromagnetic waves and Minovsky particles from every side, bursting into sizzling radiance. From afar, the Gaia Gear might have looked like a savage arrow of light, or a bird made of flame.

	"Is that... the Gaia Gear?!"

	From her vantage, Rey saw what looked like the Gaia Gear slam into the center of the MHA Gayjisu man-machine forces. The radiant streak tore her out of the reckless despair she'd felt after losing Messer. Rational clarity and fierce willpower coursed through her in its place.

	"He's going to end it all on his own," she thought, convinced Affranchi meant to decide everything here and now.

	No one had ever witnessed the Gaia Gear display such a phenomenon before. Still, Rey had no doubt about whose essence it was, she sensed Affranchi radiating from that pillar of light.

	Tendrils of brilliance emanating from the Gaia Gear enveloped the vanguard forces near the MHA Gayjisu. The man-machines' own beam weapons crackled violently against the Gaia Gear's barrier, erupting into explosive waves of interference. Sometimes that shock caused man-machines to blow up on the spot, wreaths of fire blossoming one after another along its wake. Then a fusion reactor erupted again, scalding the Alpine massif with heat so ferocious it seared the surface right off the Earth's crust.

	It was as if a path had opened from purgatory straight down into hell, and in that hellish tempest...

	Well, humankind discovered the means to create such devastation long ago, yet never truly understood its implications. They wield it as a mere extension of routine warfare, never forced to witness firsthand the horror of that blazing inferno. And so they unleash it, their thoughts galloping ahead.

	"Burn it all away! We'll build something new afterward! The flames will cleanse the earth's filth!"

	So the old logic went, though it was a logic of oblivion. Right now, men encased in steel mecha cowered at the fringes of that inferno, still breathing, still terrified.

	"What is that?!"

	Benois, flying lower than Rey, had been eyeing three ships caught in the brilliant, nuclear-tinged explosion triggered by the Gaia Gear's attack on an enemy man-machine. She was buffeted by shockwaves from every side.

	"Is that the second front Rey set up? Or is it the Gaia Gear?!"

	She couldn't see enough through the roiling haze to be certain, but the moment Benois wondered that, she realized it must be Affranchi's doing. Even grounded craft were crushed against the earth by the thunderous impacts. Still, amid the maelstrom, she found a way to target the wavering ships.

	"They're right there, damn it! I've got to lock on!

	She refused to waste this opportunity, an opening created by the third wave from Mother Metatron, who had trusted in Affranchi's plan and stayed calm, enabling them to strike. It was audacious indeed. Maybe some would say she risked her life for a chance at this triumph so she could escape the hateful duty of killing Affranchi. But that might be reading too much into it.

	"Heh... war can be a strangely amusing show..."

	That was all it meant to her. Behind the chaos, nuclear blasts raged on, a vortex devouring everything in scorching light.
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	Just before Benois’ combat squad could train their sights on Dargol's fleet, Dargol himself received the same transmission Affranchi had heard, thanks to Lieutenant Najis intercepting it amidst all the noise.

	"Everly Key wants to see him? It's Ul, isn't it? Where did this come from?"

	Amid the fierce tremors rattling the bridge from blast after blast, he turned to Lieutenant Najis, Marissa, and demanded answers.

	"There's so much interference… but it seems to be coming from… Zero Point…" she said, hesitating. She knew exactly what that coordinate meant, and it was no easy thing to say.

	"What!? Raise the MHA Gayjisu's altitude!"

	As expected, Bijan's reaction was fierce.

	"The enemy's right in front of us!"

	Yet again, Lieutenant Shimnau tried to restrain Dargol.

	"There are things you can't possibly understand, you—!"

	He got no further.

	On the MHA Gayjisu's panoramic bridge display, everyone watched as the Koi Liu, positioned off the ship's forward-left, spewed flames from below its hull and detonated in a roaring flash.

	"They've sunk it! Enemy man-machine at zero degrees!"

	A bridge watchman's scream rang out. Even as the captain barked rapid-fire orders to evade and fire back, but by the time those words were out, the MHA Gayjisu was already caught in the ship's massive blast wave.

	"No one goes near the Zero Point until I've had my chance to hear Wagner—!"

	Dargol whipped around to roar at Abahn, but his shout died in his throat when a fresh impact slammed upward from the ship's underside. Marissa, thrown forward, struck her head on the display, and in that instant, she thought how he really does push too hard sometimes, just like in bed.

	The bridge's central floor buckled upward. Dargol, strapped into his seat, was hurled against the ceiling. As seat and body met the overhead with a heavy crash, just as they themselves were buckling upward, the floor plating tore in a savage rupture, rising straight toward Marissa where she sat.

	She managed to half-lift herself from her seat, but got no further. Searing heat, then lancing pain, those impressions flooded her mind the moment the entire bridge was consumed by fire. The outer paneling blew out in a violent eruption, scattering in all directions.

	Due to its unusual construction, once the MHA Gayjisu began to collapse, it disintegrated with awful speed. Its main fusion reactor never even had the chance to ignite before the entire vessel vanished, like a warship striking a sea mine.

	Yet the dual fusion-reactor blasts from the two destroyed vessels also scorched Benois' squad, which had attacked from low on the mountainside. Once human hands unleash hellfire, it can transfigure an entire basin, like here, centered on Lake Plansee, into a colossal smelting furnace, conjuring a blazing inferno on the surface of the earth.

	Perhaps, in that final moment, Benois felt a kind of happiness. At least the instant she pulled the beam rifle's trigger, she thrilled to the pure chess match of combat. Such exhilaration is the pilot's ultimate reward. Political assassinations or any such murders were abominable, reeking of foul intent. They were never acts for decent human beings. Terror's lurking darkness never welcomed people onto the open stage, it was simply that kind of beast.

	And those old men, the ilk who plotted to fold Metatron into the Earth Federation's framework at such a cost were no different. They would never see the light of day in the end. When viewed in the grand sweep of history, humankind inevitably recognizes the rightful path. Cunning and calculation might secure some short-lived gains, but they never shine in the annals of time.

	"Benois' squad took out their fleet?!"

	Affranchi, picking up on the last triumphant thrill of Benois consciousness, let out a shout over the radio, aiming it at Miranda, Totto, and all the others likely observing the combat from behind the lines, wanting them to hear. Yet mixed with that jubilation, Affranchi sensed a last flicker of Benois consciousness, he caught:

	"Now it's your turn!"

	Somewhere within, he felt unable to give her the answer she deserved. That awareness stung. Which was why he wanted Tott, Miranda, Kross-Hansen, and Kjell to remember what Benois and her companions had accomplished, so that Metatron's efforts wouldn't be forgotten once they were integrated into the Earth Federation.

	So he pushed the Gaia Gear into the towering mushroom cloud of the nuclear meltdown, letting it descend deep into the maw of carnage. He took aim at the fleeing MHA man-machines, picking them off one by one as they tried to escape.

	Another, then another. He destroyed them carefully, ensuring not to set off any chain reaction in their reactors. He had no time to waste, the raging blasts threatened friend and foe alike. He had to rescue his own allies as well.

	"Wipe out their remaining forces! Don't let Benois sacrifice be in vain!"

	Even as he opened fire, he scattered his awareness in every direction. If radio waves wouldn't carry, he would use the psycommu or appeal to any innate human intuition, whatever it took, to let the world know of this outcome.

	One Gaiyas rose, then a second, drifting into the Gaia Gear's altitude, but there was no sign of any Dochadi.

	"This is how it ends, huh... This is what winning looks like..."

	He sensed the silence of absent comrades, those consumed by the conflagration. Searching the blast-torn skies, he looked for enemy silhouettes still worth taking down.
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	Amid the howling shockwaves, Rey maneuvered her suit into position, locking onto yet another enemy that Gaia Gear had missed.

	"That's three down..."

	With Messer gone, she had been hoping for death—some suicidal part of her longing to end it. The savage turbulence and the quake-like jolts in her cockpit only stoked that desperation, lending her machine a savage strength.

	Rey was lining up her sights on a fourth enemy unit, skimming low over the Alpine ridges, when she felt the impact of a hit. The tremor, even amid all the other blasts, rippled through the cockpit so forcefully she knew it was more than just a lucky shot.

	"Ugh...?!"

	It wasn't a direct beam to her cockpit, but enough for her to realize the attacker was no mere opportunist: they had the skill to land a deliberate blow even amid roiling shockwaves. She realized her adversary surpassed her own skill.

	"What?!"

	A sick chill of fear gripped her.

	"Oh, yeah?"

	Overcome by a wild fatalism, she resolved to go down if she could drag the enemy with her, an old habit from her street-fighting days. She jerked the machine up and down, intermittently revving the engine, doing her best to pass off the damage as a crippled flight system. Her machine lurched like a dead leaf in the storm of shockwaves, waiting for her attacker to deliver the coup de grâce.

	Spotting that apparent vulnerability, the trailing Gids Geese that had lined up its shot hesitated, uncertain if she was feigning or truly crippled. It backed off, pressing against a looming mountainside, then fired a missile to finish her.

	But she caught the flash of that launch on her wildly shifting display. She slammed the throttle wide open at just the right moment. That sudden burst was staggering. Her suit catapulted ahead in a wild arc. She barely blinked before the Gids Geese rushed up on her screens.

	"Tch!"

	She stabbed forward her beam saber. The swirling shockwaves warped its energy into a violent, dancing interference pattern. The Gids Geese pilot, Hong Kong MHA's top ace Jiang Wen, answered the challenge without flinching. He parried the second and third thrusts with his own blade, both suits slamming against the mountain amid the swirling meltdown blasts.

	"Uwooo!"

	That was precisely the collision Rey welcomed, but the Gids Geese's raw power exceeded her battered machine. In the throes of the punishing shockwave, it was almost impossible to keep stable control anyway.

	"Guh!!"

	A guttural sound tore through her cockpit as the enemy beam seared across it, melting structural materials and sending molten shards crashing toward her. Another half-second's contact and she would have been dead outright.

	"Ah—...uhk?!"

	She gave a strangled cry as the molten shrapnel bit into her suit. Then, somehow, amid the thunder of nuclear shockwaves, she heard another explosion. Suddenly the space in front of her machine felt startlingly empty.

	"The... Gaia Gear?"

	On the one remaining functional display, she caught sight of the man-machine soaring higher through the turbulence of the blast.

	"You did great, Rey. Fall back," Affranchi's voice crackled through the interference, distant but distinct.

	"Dammit..."

	Pain had her pinned in place. Her flight suit had shielded her from the worst of the liquefied metal, but the right side of her body was badly rattled, and she was seared and cut in several spots. A part of her marveled that her visor hadn't melted through, but dread spiked in her veins at how close she'd come.

	"No... this is insane... If I survive only to lose an arm or leg... That's a fate worse than death..." she brooded, coaxing her damaged suit north across the Ammergau line, out of the roiling inferno, alive despite her every wish otherwise.
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	Ironically, Rey was able to engage Ul's Gids Geese before Affranchi did only because her own machine was so badly damaged it was skimming the ground like a wounded beast.

	"Is that... a Gids Geese?"

	She felt the T-shirt and undergarments beneath her pilot suit clinging to her skin, soaking in her own blood, but a moment later she caught the voice on the radio calling out, "Don't you want to see Everly?" 

	Pinpointing the source, she realized it was just a single man-machine. 

	The Gaia Gear must be picking up the same transmission.

	"So, I get first crack at him, huh?"

	Riding the remnants of the nuclear shockwave, she gunned her machine for one final burst of speed toward that signal. Somewhere out there in the darkness of the rugged land shaped by meltdown blasts, there had to be multiple lakes, but she couldn't distinguish them at all.

	Suddenly, a single beam of light flared, and blasted away the shoulder and lower half of her unit. It twisted under the impact, so she survived, but only just.

	"Listen, you bastard. Ul, was it?!"

	The clarity of his radio voice was enough for Rey to sense what manner of man he was. She thought of punks from her gangland days, the same raw attitude. Compared to the refined pilot of the Gids Geese she'd just tangled with, this was less alarming. A brawl between street fighters was hardly different from a back-alley slugfest.

	"If that's the game, let's do this one-on-one!"

	But her suit had lost most functionality. She'd lost all real control. It scraped and bounced off an angled slope to her left, ignoring her attempts to right it.

	"Damn it, just make it quick! A short, sharp finish is all I ask! I don't want to bleed out for ages, losing consciousness bit by bit, in constant pain and terror until I die!"

	She howled, Then, as if in delirium, she called out names from her past: Saes Konsoon and Reyzam Stack.

	Just then, an icy stream rushed over the machine's scorched hull, hissing up a white plume of steam. Even in the darkness, a faint milky trail glimmered.

	"You son of a—!"

	Her main engine dropped abruptly to idle and fell silent. Momentum carried the machine to the right, smashing it against some sort of stone structure before it finally thunked to a halt. The engine did not explode.

	Steam vented from cracks and fractures all around the suit, plus a spray of sparks, illuminating the object that her machine had crashed into. It was an old castle, crouched in the mountain's shadow beyond the reach of the nuclear shockwave.

	"Are you kidding me? Dying alone in a godforsaken dump like this...?"

	For the first time, she truly felt the searing stab of her wounds. The pain kept building, drilling into her skull. She gasped for air, mouth wide open, desperate to endure it. She was too dazed, too caught in that half-delirious high, to think of finishing herself with a sidearm.

	On the one functional display, she could see multiple interlacing beams glowing several kilometers away, somewhere high above. The tears she tried to hold back blurred that luminescent web.

	"Affranchi... you're so cruel. Dying back there would've been so much easier..."

	She thought she ought to at least check how bad her injuries were, fumbling at the front zipper of her suit.

	 

	 

	Dozens of beams tore across the darkness, slashing vertically and horizontally. Their glow lit the land for kilometers, revealing the lakes that dotted the valley, and the castle near which Rey's suit had collapsed, shone starkly in that flicker.

	"Tch."

	Ul had made his first miscalculation focusing on the battered machine crawling over the mountains. At the same time, the Gaia Gear swooped in from above. But his reflexes were still faster than most. Certain he'd neutralized Rey's suit, he volleyed sand-barrel shots at the Gaia Gear in the same instant, thus dodging Affranchi's opening salvo.

	Affranchi admired that reaction, pressing the Gaia Gear forward. He masked his intentions, surging in a seemingly reckless, head-on rush. All the while, he continued hammering missiles and beams in a ceaseless barrage, with the Minovsky barrier cranked to maximum. There was also one final trick up his sleeve. In the blink of an eye, it all boiled down to raw will.

	Ul braced for a direct clash with the Gaia Gear. In terms of raw firepower, the Gids Geese held an advantage. Should Affranchi insist on charging, he believed he could finish this.

	A brilliant cross of beams flared for an instant, and the Gaia Gear's body pitched forward violently. Even then, he felt no trace of Affranchi's presence. For that split second, Ul Urian thought he had won. Through his view screen, the Gaia Gear appeared to explode.

	"Wha—?!"

	Yet something didn't feel right, there was no "psychic feedback." No sense of his enemy's downfall. Then he realized the flickering afterimage wasn't the real kill. In that fleeting moment, a separate silhouette emerged in the same spot. And the voice that tore through Ul's mind carried raw sorrow.

	"Forgive me, Ul."

	Ul felt the strangest pang. The clarity of that vision struck him like lightning. Affranchi seemed almost to be crying.

	"You knew Everly wasn't with me?!"

	Stunned by the grief he sensed from Affranchi, and by how effortlessly he seemed to perceive everyone's positioning, Ul felt an overwhelming premonition of defeat. And all of this happened in barely a fraction of a second.

	A torrent of beams poured down on his machine from that emerging silhouette, and he saw them coming head-on.

	"Uwohhh!!!"

	In that instant, everything went white for him. Then there was only emptiness. A heartbeat later, Ul's consciousness and body disintegrated, his soul vanishing as though it had never been. 

	The more powerful the machine, the more mercilessly it reduces both itself and its pilot to nothing when destroyed. It's not tragedy. It's not cruelty. It's a blank gap where something existed one moment and didn't the next, leaving no sentiment in between. Such is the outcome when overwhelming destructive force erases people and objects alike. It's that simple. Emotions emerge only afterward, spun into stories by those left behind, fermented in the nostalgia of survivors. In that blazing flash, there is no "story."

	For those who fight, that grim finality is always just a step away. For those who do not, one day they may face a similarly abrupt end, never quite knowing how they arrived there, only to vanish into nothingness.

	 

	4

	 

	A hush fell over the southern reaches of Bavaria.

	The main body of the Gaia Gear slalomed gracelessly through the debris of Ul's shattered machine, half gliding, half tumbling. Affranchi had used the Gids Geese's own volley to blow apart the back block that formed the Gaia Gear's flight mode, allowing him to slip away in the confusion and nail Ul with the actual core unit. But lacking the main thrusters, the Gaia Gear's Minovsky Flight system could barely maintain altitude, forcing it into a ragged descent.

	"Ul... what did you do with Everly?!"

	Affranchi felt sure she wasn't physically aboard Ul's man-machine, he sensed none of her presence there. Yet he was equally convinved he must have brought her somewhere close by.

	"Only that castle over there makes sense… but I can't see how it ties to Dargol's plan or Ul's motives…"

	He simply didn't know enough of the twisted bond between the two men, never having faced Dargol in person.

	"That must be it?"

	He caught sight of a castle rising against the mountain slope, so theatrical it resembled a stage backdrop. The trees clustered thick around it, masking much of its shape, yet it was clearly a real structure. Still, it seemed oddly unreal, despite having been built centuries before and showing all the grime of age. By rights, it should have loomed with weight and presence, but it did not.

	It seemed exactly the kind of thing for a man with cartoonish ambitions of an autonomous Earth nation concept.

	"Maybe Ul wanted to destroy that. That's all I can guess…"

	That was the only conclusion he could manage.

	"Rey, are you there?"

	Then came a pang, someone else was still alive, still hurting, struggling for breath. 

	He pushed the battered Gaia Gear's thrusters a notch higher, gliding in for a closer look. Drawing nearer, the cameras finally captured a clear view of Neuschwanstein Castle, and there, on the western edge of the fortress, lay Rey's machine, hunched and still.
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	The wrecked remains of Rey's suit had broken through a roofed brick wall at the front of Neuschwanstein Castle, crash-landing in the courtyard. Kneeling amid the rubble, the machine looked almost like a wounded figure slumped on its hands and knees.

	"Someone's here," Affranchi muttered, feeling the faint sense of a living presence. He prayed this would be his last tense moment of the night as he guided the humanoid core of the Gaia Gear down behind Rey's battered machine.

	From below, the fractured spire seemed to rise into view, followed by the castle's main roofline. Several panels of his live-display screens flickered, shot through with static. There, beyond the triangular peak of the central building's white walls...

	"Hm?"

	He caught a quick, bright gleam from a balcony's arched window at the back. Having sensed only Rey's life signs in this place, he doubted there was an enemy lurking; that light must be her flashlight.

	"Rey...?"

	He watched as the beam of light swayed left and right, signaling to him. Then it drifted closer to the window's edge.

	Affranchi switched on Gaia Gear's headlights. Illuminated in stark beams, the peeling outer walls and the half-collapsed window frame tucked behind the balcony came into view, revealing just how badly time and weather had battered the castle. Within that dim glow, Rey's pilot suit came into view, stepping gingerly over the ragged sill.

	But the Gaia Gear's hovering capability was far from optimal; he couldn't simply maintain a steady hover in that confined space.

	The balcony, and Rey herself, slipped above his field of view as the Gaia Gear's main body lurched, searching for solid ground.

	The suits feet came down amid loose debris with a grinding thud, at last finding purchase. The suit stayed upright, though it felt precarious. Its external speakers were dead, and the pilot's cabin couldn't pick up ambient sounds from outside, either.

	Affranchi dimmed the headlights, dropped the engine into an idle, and popped open the cockpit hatch.

	"What's going on?"

	He flipped his visor up. A rush of damp, pine-tinged air kissed his face as he craned his neck to peer at Rey, perched in a window frame on the castle's sixth level. Relief washed over him. She was alive. Yet even from below, it was obvious she was leaning against a pillar, struggling to catch her breath.

	"There's a woman inside this room," she called down, her voice muffled by the distant roar of a waterfall. She was panting hard. "Could be that Everly Key you're looking for."

	"It might be Everly?"

	A jolt went through him, as though someone had struck him from behind. He'd been half hoping for exactly this, yet it still staggered him to see everything unfold so neatly.

	"She's alive?!"

	"She's unconscious but breathing..."

	Her voice seemed to fail at the final word, trailing off.

	"Hang in there! I'll be right up!"

	Even as he yanked a survival case from a side compartment, his thoughts jumped to Ul.

	"So he brought Everly here... Why? I don't care why. Because of him, she's still alive. She made it here safely..."

	He felt no regret for the battle that led to the mans death, but he was grateful.

	"Ul Urian... right to the bitter end..."

	Affranchi rappelled down to the courtyard on a wire lift, dashed past Rey's crippled man-machine, and raced up the stone steps leading to the second floor. Though the door at the top hung crooked in its frame, weather-worn by who knew how many storms, it still held together.

	He pressed onward, guided by a narrow beam of flashlight slicing through the thick darkness.

	"It's a good thing Rey picked up on this," he murmured.

	Dust caked the floor, etched by two distinct sets of footprints, Rey's, and someone else's. The path they left behind gave him a clear guide.

	"So that's how Rey must have found Everly"

	The stone stairwell snaked upward, right, then left, long and disorienting. The silent rooms beyond were only stagnant pockets of damp and darkness; not a soul in sight.

	"Rey..." Affranchi called.

	"Over here... you see the light...?"

	Her weak voice floated from above. He looked up to see a faint glow dancing across the wall near the top of the steps.

	He took the final stairs two at a time until the hallway opened out before him, that tiny glimmer of light shining dead ahead.

	"Rey!"

	He sprinted down the corridor, a cold draft brushing his cheek.
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	What used to be a grand throne room, where King Ludwig II of Bavaria once planned to place his own seat of power, now lay decayed, its floor and walls blackened by centuries of wind and rain that blew in through the veranda. Ludwig II had never managed to install his throne here, passing from this world before he could realize that dream.

	Affranchi's flashlight beam picked out the marble railing of a staircase to the right of the room. Dust swirled in the cold air. Elaborate paintings that must once have adorned the walls and ceiling for centuries had dulled to a dingy haze, peeling and cracked.

	"Aff..."

	He heard a moan and flicked the flashlight to the left. There was Rey, lying prone, her flashlight pressed under her abdomen. Her hair fell across her face, hiding it.

	"Hey—!"

	He began to rush toward her, but she braced one arm, trying to lift her upper body. The flashlight rolled just a bit, its narrow beam highlighting the mosaic pattern on the soot-stained floor.

	Crouching at her side, he put down the survival kit, noting how her pilot suit on the right arm and shoulder was slashed to ribbons, soaked in blood and bodily fluids.

	"Is it just your arm?"

	"My side, too..."

	She had started to push herself upright, then abandoned the effort, peering up at him from where she lay on the dusty, windblown floor.

	"Hm..."

	"Don't touch me," she snapped, swatting away the hand he had begun to extend. "Just don't."

	"But..."

	He decided to wait until her initial anger settled. He pulled out some bandages and painkillers from the case, preparing to treat her wounds.

	"I realized this must be the castle Dargol was obsessed with. If Ul planned to use Everly as bait, he'd bring her here... My machine's wrecked anyway... so I thought what's the harm in looking around—"

	"Rey, you can't... you're still bleeding. How can you even move like this?"

	He snipped through the torn fabric around her wound to assess the injury.

	"Don't bother... The suit's soaked with gore. Nothing more to be done... But hey, if you're sweet on some girl named Everly, you'd want to see her, right? So that's natural, yeah...?"

	"Don't talk."

	Her left arm came up over her head, pressing against his chest, pushing him back.

	"I said don't touch me! I'm... I'm going to join Messer. And the others."

	Her voice was thick, wet with tears. 

	She was crying. 

	Affranchi understood it all from that sound alone. He stilled his hand, the scissors hovering in midair. Gently, he brushed aside the strands of hair that had fallen across her cheek. In the flashlight's beam, her tear-streaked profile stood out in sharp relief.

	Her gaze was trained on the raised platform's marble stairs, where the throne should have stood.

	"There's a woman lying up on that dais," she murmured. "Must be Everly, right? She's your 'perfect woman,' yeah? Krishna said something about her maybe being the real Krishna..."

	He desperately wanted to let her speak until she'd said all she wanted to say, but he could no longer hold himself back. He had to see Everly with his own eyes.

	"Sorry..."

	He rose to his feet.

	"It's fine. You're the living one, so go tend to whoever's still alive..." she croaked. 

	With her tacit permission, he turned away and moved toward the white marble steps. The gloom of the far end of the hall cast deep shadows, at first glance he couldn't see anyone there.

	"...I'm thinking maybe she’s the one who orchestrated all this," Rey said, voice drifting across the floor, lazy with pain, "Like, she let herself get taken by Ul just so the rest of us would settle this once and for all..."

	"Yeah..." he thought. "It's possible. Otherwise, there's no way the battle would have wrapped up this abruptly--"

	Then, he noticed her.

	There, on the raised dais, Everly Key lay sprawled, motionless.

	No matter how ragged her hair, how filthy, tattered, or grimy her clothes, issued by MHA from the look of it, he recognized her in a single glance. Yet her body seemed unnaturally stiff as though frozen in place. He set his foot on the step and froze, shining his flashlight up.

	She lay facing away, hair a rough, bristly mess. He shone the beam along her shoulder and back, holding his breath.

	He could see just the faintest sign of breathing. Swiftly, he angled the light over her body. No external injuries were immediately apparent.

	"Everly!"

	In a single bound, Affranchi climbed onto the dais and scooped her into his arms. Broken fragments scattered across the floor, swirling around the two of them like a cloud of debris.

	"Ah?!"

	It was more exhalation than a true word, just a gasp of breath.

	"Do you know who I am? Everly... it's me, Affranchi."

	She only managed a trembling sigh. Fear shot through him. He tightened his hold. Then, as if responding in kind, her arms brushed over his hips, up his sides, and finally onto his arms.

	"Everly..."

	Her fingers slid onto his shoulder, then curled against his neck. Another hand threaded through his hair, gripping gently. Her body remembered, even if her mind hadn't fully awakened. Yet that was enough, the two lovers sank into a wordless passionate embrace, their pulses resonating as one. 

	Affranchi's fears melted away.

	From her spot on the floor, still on her stomach with cheek pressed to the cold floor, Rey watched them locked in each other's arms. 

	Her eyes fluttered wide.

	"...I smell the ocean... why is that, I wonder... Messer...?" she mumbled, her mind drifting back to the man. Perhaps the salt tang in her own blood made her think of ocean waves.

	"...Well, Everly dear, Aff's a sweet guy, so don't take your eyes off him, you hear...?"

	At last, she managed to nudge her flashlight aside, sagging into a position that was marginally more comfortable. 

	She exhaled heavily.

	"...You need to bear him a child, you know," she continued. "Spread your legs wide and... do it right... yeah? Make sure you--"

	Whether that final murmur fully escaped Rey's lips remained unclear. And they certainly never reached the two lovers, lost in each other's arms.

	Wind howled through Bavaria, that same wind that had sent people flying off to every corner of the earth countless times in human history, now coiling around the ancient castle in the darkness. 

	The roar of a distant waterfall echoed like the sound of ocean waves, murmuring its restless lullaby.

	 

	3

	 

	He felt a tug on the line.

	Affranchi adjusted the tension on his fishing rod, reeling in and letting out as needed, until he caught a glimpse of the fish's white belly flashing beneath the surface. Then, with a hard jerk, he lifted the rod.

	"Now!"

	Everly scooped the fish into her net. She did it with the nimble ease of someone who'd been doing it all her life, while Affranchi still looked faintly awkward. He'd never properly learned to fish from Gaba Su back in the South Pacific, where they'd always used nets or set traps, nothing like this rod-and-reel.

	"That'll do for dinner tonight and tomorrow..."

	Everly's rounded cheeks, healthier than ever, puffed up even more with a smile.

	"Right... The wind's picking up. Shall we head back?"

	"Yes, let's."

	While he dismantled the rod, Everly tucked the fish into an old battered icebox she'd left on a nearby rock, hoisted it onto her shoulder, and started climbing up the rocky slope.

	"Careful!"

	"I'm fine; you worry too much," she replied.

	Her hips had grown noticeably wider, but she still moved with that same supple grace she'd always had. He needn't have worried.

	Although the sun had already dipped below the horizon, the sky above it still glowed, tinted a vivid crimson beneath the passing clouds. High-altitude wisps gleamed a deep, fiery red. There was plenty of light left yet, so they wouldn't need lamps to get back and start dinner.

	The Atlantic was calm that day, but the air had turned muggy by late afternoon, a warm breeze that whispered of clouds and rain for the coming days. Neither he nor Everly knew the weather quirks of this region very well yet. He sometimes found himself comparing it to the South Pacific's patterns, which only made him irritable. Even so, he refused to listen to broadcasts from the underground activists in the area.

	He climbed the same path she took, reaching the top of the rocky outcrop.

	The sky to the west, blazing scarlet, weighed on him. Its vivid color was proof that Earth's atmosphere remained contaminated, far from cleansed. No living person remembered the genuinely untainted sunsets of millennia past. Earth's history was such that everyone who once saw them was long gone.

	Tick. Tick. Tick.

	An echo of that distant memory seemed to stir within him, some long-buried image of how the sky used to look, an image he yearned for. But likely, it would never again appear before humankind.

	Tick. Tick. Tick.

	Fragments of recollection still flickered, and the more he tried to find hope for the future, the more a wave of bleakness washed over him.

	TICK!

	That sound did not come from outer space, but from within Everly's womb. And that very fact made him uneasy. Who could guarantee the fish they caught was truly safe? Or the bread they ate, the mutton they sometimes traded for? All of it might be tainted. That's why he worried so much about her upcoming childbirth.

	Everly disappeared into the pine forest, and he slowly trailed after her. Beyond that stand of leaning pines lay the tiny refuge they now called home. At least despair didn't plague them, yet.

	His store of ancient knowledge, buried in memory, assured him he could help see her through the birth.

	They'd first realized Every was pregnant about a month ago. Probably about six months along now... another half year or so, and the baby would come.

	But Everly had traveled from Hong Kong all the way to Europe, mostly alone, taking circuitous routes through resistance-held territory. She might have crossed through radiation zones or drunk chemically tainted water along the way. As for Affranchi, well, he'd piloted a man-machine into battle countless times. Supposedly, its shielding against radiation was perfect, but he'd fought more than almost anyone. The chance of their child having disabilities was more than zero.

	And before that, there was always the risk of being caught by the Federation's watchful eye, even in this Atlantic coastal region. Which would come first?

	Moreover, could they secure enough food to survive the winter?

	The more they dwelled on these fears, the more concerns piled up.

	And yet, they were undeniably happy now. So long as they could treasure this moment, no tragedy that followed would fill them with regret. This was the vow the two of them had made.

	After fleeing Bavaria on the Gaia Gear's last fuel reserves, they crossed to England. After crossing the Irish Sea, they abandoned the machine altogether. The Gaia Gear had served them well, and Affranchi let it sink into the gray waters with hardly a ripple.

	From there, compelled only by the desire to find a spot overlooking the Atlantic, they had trekked on foot across Ireland. Encountering a few illegal settlers at least indicated they weren't in immediate danger from the Earth Federation here. But it was a harrowing journey, spent half-starved and exhausted, ever fearful illness might strike one or the other.

	"Why'd you decide on Europe in the first place?" he had asked her.

	"Sometimes I'd catch bits of Hong Kong MHA's intel that trickled out, but that wasn't really why," she'd answered.

	"Truth Stronger, then?"

	"He was kind, but I figured this time if you returned to Earth, you'd be forced to land in Europe for some organizational reason... That's just how it felt."

	"Still, that was reckless," he had said.

	"Looking back on it, I guess catching a ride on the Valkyrja, the ship providing rear support for you, was what sealed the deal. It took me from Brindisi on Italy's south coast all the way to Chioggia, near Venice. There, I overheard Bjor Staff, Stinsrud, and Kjell talking about you... but I pretended I couldn't speak. By that point, I'd seen so many feuds within the resistance during my travels, I couldn't believe they'd truly risk their necks backing you. Then, when they said they'd be heading east from Chioggia, I thought I should go deeper into central Europe instead, so I got off there... They were careful never to mention your name outright, they were cautious and competent."

	"Nordic folks can be tough... That's why you never made it to Monfalcone, I guess..." he'd said.

	"After all that, seeing Baam Segen murdered by Hong Kong MHA, well, anyone would grow paranoid. Then I heard about the explosion at Nouveau Paris on an underground broadcast; they mentioned 'Char's forces' and I thought it might be you, so I just... I just went for it... Maybe I was half out of my mind..."

	From Everly's words, Affranchi had come to believe there really was some bond calling them together, like that faint sound he sometimes heard in his mind. At least between him and Everly, that legendary "red thread" was a truth.

	But remembering names like Stinsrud, Miranda Howe, and the others who had been part of that support staff brought on a bitter wave of regret.

	"In the end, I couldn't do anything for them," he'd murmur again and again, drifting into melancholy. Perhaps that sense of guilt fueled his insistence on their harsh trek across Ireland. A pilgrimage of atonement, in a way.

	Some nights they slept in burned-out houses, huddled together under dripping branches, clinging to each other against the cold. Still, Everly never complained, she followed him without question. She never asked why he needed to see the Atlantic, for she knew he had no real answer to give. That wordless understanding only deepened his love for her.

	Sharing hardship wasn't an atonement, he knew that. But still, they wandered on. No vision of a Golgotha awaited them, only the rocky cliffs spilling into the Atlantic. When they finally reached those cliffs, overlooking that immense ocean, their journey ended.

	It was a barren shore of pines and stony outcroppings. Beneath the bluff, they found a small stone hut with a roof that only needed some patching to make it livable. A tiny plot of wheat grew nearby. Better yet, a little settlement of illegal residents lay just east, and upon learning Everly was pregnant, one of the local women urged them to stay until the baby was born.

	So, there was no cross on their Golgotha. But it might yet appear before or after their baby arrived.

	Watching Everly enter the stone hut through the thinning pines, Affranchi let the rising wind nudge him forward. It was a single-room place with one bed, a table, and a washbasin. There was even proper glass in the window, letting in the evening glow.

	"...I think the baby just moved," Everly said, pulling the fish from the box over by the sink.

	"Really?! Right when you're hungry, huh?"

	"He wants his supper, yes."

	"Right. So he's wiggling around?"

	Affranchi circled the table and placed a hand on her stomach.

	"Not anymore. He's settled down."

	"...What a tease."

	"This child isn't a plaything for you yet, Affranchi," she teased.

	"It's not like that. Definitely not," he said. "I'll head outside and check the perimeter."

	He remembered he needed to look in on the solar panels and windmill, so he stepped back out. The breeze was growing stronger, stretching a swath of clouds from the west at impressive speed.

	He checked the row of solar cells camouflaged among the rocks and listened carefully to the windmill's generator in its sheltered nook, then climbed the little rise. The sky's vivid reds were shifting from a shockingly bright pink to a deep scarlet, and quickly fading. The thickening clouds pressed down, and between them and the sea, darkness was already taking shape. It looked like neither stars nor colony lights would be visible tonight.

	A sudden gust nearly knocked him off-balance, roaring eastward across the bare land like a living thing.

	"Ah!"

	With the wind at his back, Affranchi shouted into the open air.

	"Miranda, let this be it for me!"

	He was the only one who knew he had that habit, crying out those words in secret, never letting Everly hear.
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