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MOBILE SUIT GUNDAM SEED

	MAIN CHARACTERS

	 

	TEENS FROM HELIOPOLIS

	 

	Kira Yamato: A boy attending an industrial college on the resource satellite Heliopolis. Fate will see him become the pilot of the X105 Strike.

	 

	Flay Allster: The school idol Kira secretly admires from afar. A refined young lady whose father holds the position of Vice Minister in the Atlantic Federation. 

	 

	Tolle Koenig: Kira's friend and classmate at the same industrial college. A boy of unwavering loyalty and a fierce sense of justice. 

	 

	Miriallia Haw: Kira's classmate and Tolle's girlfriend. Her easygoing and cheerful nature keeps everyone's spirits lifted even in difficult times. 

	 

	Kuzzey Buskirk: A boy enrolled in the same class as Kira and the others. He quietly wrestles with feelings of inadequacy, forever measuring himself against the talented Kira. 

	 

	Sai Argyle: Kira's friend and a member of the same college class. Thoughtful and analytical, he naturally assumes the role of keeping the group grounded. 

	 

	EARTH ALLIANCE FORCES

	 

	Mu La Flaga: A lieutenant assigned to the 7th Mobile Fleet. An ace pilot who carries the moniker "Hawk of Endymion." 

	 

	Murrue Ramius: A lieutenant serving with the Atlantic Federation. She is thrust into command of the Archangel after its captain falls during a ZAFT assault. 

	 

	Admiral Halberton: A rear admiral within the Atlantic Federation and commander of the 8th Fleet. He also stands as the principal architect behind the X Number development program. 

	 

	Natarle Badgiruel: An ensign with the Atlantic Federation. Hailing from a long line of military officers, she is a cold and uncompromising woman who prioritizes mission success above all else. 

	 


ARCHANGEL CREW

	 

	Jackie Tonomura: Petty Officer 2nd Class in the Atlantic Federation. Serves as a controller in the Archangel's CIC.

	 

	Arnold Neumann: Chief Petty Officer in the Atlantic Federation. Takes the helm of the Archangel after ZAFT's assault leaves the ship critically short-staffed.

	 

	Romero Pal: Petty Officer 2nd Class in the Atlantic Federation. Assumes fire control duties aboard the crew-depleted Archangel.

	 

	Dalida Lolaha Chandra II: Petty Officer 2nd Class in the Atlantic Federation. Handles communications interception and intelligence analysis in the Archangel's CIC.

	 

	Kojiro Murdoch: Petty Officer First Class in the Alliance Forces. A stubborn man with the soul of a craftsman, but his skills are beyond question. Responsible for maintaining the Strike and the Zero.

	 

	ZAFT

	 

	Athrun Zala: A young ace pilot assigned to the Creuset Team. He and Kira have been close friends since their days at preparatory school.

	 

	Yzak Joule: An ace pilot in the Creuset Team. A young man consumed by an extraordinary sense of pride and an obsessive hunger for glory.

	 

	Nicol Amalfi: The youngest ace pilot in the Creuset Team. His gentle disposition leaves him troubled by doubts about the war.

	 

	Dearka Elsman: An ace pilot in the Creuset Team. A young man who maintains a perpetually sardonic demeanor.

	 

	Rau Le Creuset: A ZAFT commander who conceals his true face behind a mask. He leads an elite unit with designs on capturing the "G" units.

	 

	Lacus Clyne: Beloved daughter of Siegel Clyne, Chairman of the PLANT Supreme Council, and Athrun's fiancée. 

	 


MOBILE SUIT GUNDAM SEED

	MECHANICS

	 

	GAT X-105 STRIKE GUNDAM

	 

	The most adaptable of the five X-Number machines. Through the use of three interchangeable equipment packs, it is capable of responding to virtually any battlefield scenario. The name "Gundam" is derived from the initials of the onboard OS, and has become the unit's standard designation aboard the Archangel.

	 

	Overall Height: 17.72m

	Weight: 64.8t

	 

	Armament: 

	75mm anti-air automatic vulcan turret system Igelstellung

	assault knife Armor Schneider 

	 

	When Equipped with Aile Striker: 

	57mm high-energy beam rifle

	beam saber      

	 

	When Equipped with Launcher Striker: 

	320mm hyper impulse cannon Agni

	120mm anti-ship vulcan gun

	350mm gun launcher

	 

	When Equipped with Sword Striker: 

	15.78mm anti-ship sword Schwert Gewehr

	beam boomerang Midas Messer

	rocket anchor Panzer Eisen

	 

	Aile Strike Gundam 

	A high-mobility armament pack built around a pair of main wings and four verniers. With this configuration, the Strike's agility is elevated to an entirely different level.

	 

	Launcher Strike Gundam 

	A long-range armament pack engineered with anti-ship warfare in mind. The Agni ultra-high impulse cannon, mounted across the left rear, packs enough destructive force to punch clean through a colony's outer wall.

	 

	Sword Strike Gundam 

	An armament pack purpose-built for close-range engagements. The Schwert Gewehr, a massive blade spanning over 15 meters, wields both a solid edge and a converged beam blade, granting it the power to carve through battleships.      

	 


GAT X-303 AEGIS GUNDAM

	 

	A transformable mobile suit with the ability to shift into a mobile armor configuration. Armed with the devastating Scylla cannon, it is built for high-speed hit-and-run engagements.

	 

	Overall Height: 18.86m

	Weight: 79.6t

	 

	Armament: 

	75mm anti-air automatic vulcan turret system Igelstellung

	60mm high-energy beam rifle

	beam saber

	580mm multi-phase energy cannon Scylla 

	 

	Mobile Armor Mode 

	Setting it apart from the other X-Number units of the same development period, the Aegis possesses the unique ability to transform into a mobile armor, enabling rapid transit across vast distances to far-flung combat zones.

	 

	580mm multi-phase energy cannon Scylla 

	Upon deployment, the folded arms and legs extend into fearsome claws. The Scylla cannon, housed in the unit's abdomen, carries enough raw power to bring down even a battleship.

	 

	GAT X-102 DUEL GUNDAM

	 

	Considered to be the foundation upon which the entire X-Number line was built, this unit boasts the most well-rounded and balanced performance among its peers.

	 

	Overall Height: 17.5m

	Weight: 61.9t

	 

	Armament: 

	57mm high-energy beam rifle with 175mm grenade launcher

	beam saber

	 

	Additional Equipment: Assault Shroud

	A supplementary armament package for the Duel. While the armor-like plating may give an impression of sluggishness at first sight, verniers distributed across the frame ensure that mobility is actually enhanced rather than hindered.

	 

	GAT X-103 BUSTER GUNDAM

	 

	A fire-support mobile suit built entirely around medium- to long-range engagements. It forgoes any form of close-quarters weaponry in favor of an extensive arsenal of heavy ranged armaments.

	 

	Overall Height: 18.86m

	Weight: 84.2t

	 

	Armament: 

	220mm 6-tube missile pod

	350mm gun launcher

	94mm high-energy focused beam rifle

	anti-armor shotgun

	hyper impulse long-range sniper rifle

	GAT X-207 BLITZ GUNDAM

	 

	A unit purpose-built for reconnaissance and close-quarters combat, loaded with an array of specialized armaments, most notably the Mirage Colloid, a cloaking system that renders it invisible to both the naked eye and radar detection.

	 

	Overall Height: 18.63m

	Weight: 73.5t

	 

	Armament: 

	offensive shield system Trikeros 

	triple hyperfast kinetic energy penetrator Lancer Dart

	50mm high-energy beam rifle

	beam saber

	piercer lock Gleipnir

	 

	ZGMF-1017 GINN

	 

	The backbone of the ZAFT arsenal, a versatile, mass-produced mobile suit. It was the widespread deployment of this machine that allowed ZAFT, despite its numerical disadvantage, to decisively overpower the Earth Forces.

	 

	Overall Height: 21.43m

	Weight: 78.5t

	 

	Armament: 

	MMI-M8A3 76mm heavy assault rifle

	MA-M3 heavy sword

	 

	ZGMF-515 CGUE

	A mobile suit reserved for ZAFT commanding officers. It surpasses the GINN in both raw specifications and armament. The personal machine of choice for Rau Le Creuset.

	 

	Overall Height: 21.43m

	Weight: 80.22t

	 

	Armament: 

	MMI-M7S 76mm heavy assault machine gun

	MA-M4A heavy blade

	M7070 28mm vulcan system integrated shield

	 

	 


TS-MA2mod.00 MOEBIUS ZERO

	 

	A custom variant of the Moebius, the Earth Alliance's standard space fighter, assigned exclusively to Lieutenant Mu La Flaga. Fitted with wire-guided gunbarrels that are notoriously difficult to operate, Lieutenant Flaga stands as the sole pilot in the entire Earth military with the skill to wield this machine to its full potential.

	 

	Wire-Guided Gunbarrels

	The Zero carries four gunbarrels that separate from the main hull, functioning as independent mobile gun platforms capable of launching coordinated strikes from virtually any angle.

	 

	CUSTOM-BUILT MOBILE ASSAULT SHIP ARCHANGEL

	 

	Armament: 

	positron blaster cannon Lohengrin x 2

	225cm dual high-energy focused beam cannon Gottfried Mk.71 x 2

	110cm linear cannon Valiant Mk.8 x 2

	75mm anti-air automatic vulcan turret system Igelstellung x 16

	anti-air defense missile Helldart x 16

	large stern-mounted missiles x 12

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	The genetic modification boom that reached its height in the C.E.30s did more than advance biotechnology; it gave birth to an entirely new framework of conflict within human society.

	From this era emerged a new kind of humanity: individuals whose genes had been deliberately altered at the embryonic stage. They came to be known as Coordinators. To the long-established, unmodified population, later labeled Naturals, these people quickly came to be seen as a threat. Coordinators surpassed Naturals in every measurable category: intellect, physical ability, reflexes, endurance. Though their numbers were comparatively small, their presence was overwhelming. In academia, in competitive sports, in technical and professional fields of every kind, Coordinators rose rapidly to the very top, reshaping hierarchies that Naturals had long taken for granted.

	That widening disparity did not remain a matter of statistics or quiet resentment. It hardened into open hostility. Outnumbered and increasingly feared, Coordinators found themselves subjected to persecution across the globe. Discrimination escalated into violence; violence into organized oppression. Driven from the lands where they had been born and raised, stripped of any sense of security on Earth, they turned their eyes skyward in search of a place where they might live without constant threat. The refuge they sought lay in space.

	The artificial colonies that would later become the Coordinators’ stronghold, known collectively as the PLANTs, began construction in the C.E.50s. On the surface, their role was a pragmatic one. Earth, mired in worsening energy shortages, depended on the PLANTs to supply vast quantities of power harvested from space-based resources, as well as industrial products manufactured under the unique conditions of zero gravity. These facilities became indispensable to Earth’s economy. Yet the profits they generated were monopolized by a handful of Earth-based owner nations, who ensured their dominance by imposing strict controls. Weapon production and even food manufacturing were prohibited within the PLANTs, leaving the colonies deliberately dependent and politically vulnerable.

	It was domination without justification, exploitation without pretense. Unsurprisingly, the Coordinators rejected this imposed order. They demanded independence and the right to engage in trade with Earth as equals, not subjects. Negotiations were convened again and again, each time with the promise of compromise. Each time, they collapsed into deadlock. With every failed talk, mistrust deepened, patience eroded, and the tension between Earth and the PLANTs tightened like a drawn wire.

	And then, in C.E.70, the tragedy that would be remembered as Bloody Valentine shattered what little restraint remained. In its aftermath, the long-simmering standoff between Earth and the PLANTs erupted into full-scale armed conflict, no longer avoidable.

	Few doubted the outcome at the war’s outset. By sheer numerical advantage alone, Earth’s forces were expected to prevail swiftly and decisively. Yet those assumptions proved catastrophically wrong. The war refused to end. Now, with nearly eleven months already elapsed, the conflict showed no sign of resolution, only exhaustion…
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	"In other developments, we bring you continued coverage from the Kaohsiung front, where heavy combat shows no signs of abating..."

	Kira Yamato let his attention drift back toward the monitor and, with an air of mild distraction, tapped idly at the keyboard. He was slight of build, dark-haired, dark-eyed. Something delicate lingered in his features, a softness that hadn't quite shed the last traces of boyhood. His face suggested East Asian heritage, though no single ethnicity could be read from it with any certainty.

	Around him spread the grounds of an industrial college. Verdant lawns drank in the unobstructed sunlight while young people wandered past in loose clusters, laughing, talking, their voices overlapping in the pleasant hum of an ordinary afternoon. A scene indistinguishable from any campus on Earth.

	Yet beneath the grass they walked on lay an alloy hull nearly a hundred meters thick. And beyond that hull: the void.

	This was Heliopolis, a space colony situated at L3, within Earth's satellite orbit.

	In a smaller window at the top of the screen, the news anchor pressed on, his expression uniformly solemn.

	“According to newly received information, ZAFT forces pushed to within six kilometers of Kaohsiung Spaceport over the weekend…"

	A flash of reflected light cut across the sky as a small pair of wings completed a lazy circuit above the campus. Birdy descended, alighting on the edge of Kira's computer with a flutter of its delicate metallic-green plumage. The little robot was fashioned after a songbird and was Kira's treasured companion.

	Every time his gaze fell on Birdy, the face of the friend who had given it to him surfaced in his mind unbidden.

	“I think my father’s probably worrying about it too much.”

	On the day they'd said goodbye, the boy had spoken with a composure that belied his thirteen years. Dark hair, a quiet and gentle manner, and eyes that dropped thoughtfully downward, eyes of a striking green that Kira had never forgotten.

	He and Kira had attended early childhood school together in the lunar city of Copernicus since they were four years old. They had always been together.

	“There’s no way it’ll turn into a war between the PLANTs and Earth.”

	"Yeah," Kira had murmured in agreement.

	"But when they tell us to evacuate, it's not like we get a choice."

	Kira had kept his head lowered the entire time.

	They were sensible children. But children all the same, helpless against the tides of society and the decisions made by their parents. Acceptance was all that was left to them.

	As if trying to lift Kira's spirits, his friend had added, "You'll end up coming to the PLANTs eventually too, right?"

	The hope woven into those words had loosened something in Kira's chest, even if only slightly. When he finally raised his head, his friend narrowed those beautiful green eyes and smiled. Kira had always loved that color.

	"We'll see each other again."

	Holding fast to that belief, they had parted.

	Three years had slipped by since then.

	“Oh? Breaking news?”

	A voice materialized just over his shoulder, jolting Kira back to the present.

	"Tolle…"

	Tolle Koenig, a classmate from his program at the industrial college. Miriallia Haw stood beside him.

	On the monitor, the broadcast rolled on. Plumes of black smoke, thunderous explosions, throngs of people fleeing in panic. A skyline thick with buildings lay half-demolished; somewhere close by, the fighting still raged.

	The previous year, ZAFT forces from the PLANTs had begun their invasion of Earth. Even here in Heliopolis, a neutral colony under the sovereignty of the Orb nation, people had initially watched the surface war unfold with bated breath. But gradually, even that tension had faded. They had acclimated.

	“Here, at a point seven kilometers from Kaohsiung, the sounds of intense fighting can still be heard…”

	The reporter’s voice quavered as he spoke.

	“Man, if it was already that bad last week, Kaohsiung’s probably fallen by now, right?”

	Tolle tossed out the comment casually. Kira gave a wry smile and closed the computer.

	Tolle's weakness was a certain heedlessness, words escaping before thought could catch up. But Kira was fond of him precisely for that openness, that guileless transparency. Paired with Miriallia, perpetually upbeat and unfailingly dependable, the two made a natural fit.

	"Kaohsiung's not that far away, is it?" Miriallia's voice carried a thread of worry. "You think the mainland's going to be okay?"

	"Come on," Tolle answered, his optimism unshaken. "No chance the fighting spreads that far."

	His unshakable confidence echoed the words Kira’s friend had once spoken. A nameless anxiety suddenly tightened in Kira’s chest.

	Even so, they all still thought of “war” as something that had nothing to do with them. Something that existed only as words on a screen, something that ended the moment you shut the computer down.

	At least, that was what they believed… for now.

	 

	“I-I'm telling you, it's nothing like that!”

	A bright, animated protest cut through the air. Amid the knot of girls creating a stir at the university's rental elec-car port, Kira spotted Flay Allster, and his pulse surged before he could suppress it.

	Her long, lustrous hair burned a vivid crimson; her complexion, smooth as poured cream, had taken on a delicate flush of excitement. Every line of her face seemed sculpted with effortless refinement, and the poise in her bearing, the fluidity of her movements, lent her the radiance of a rose in full bloom. Even among so many other girls, she commanded attention instantly. Whenever Kira laid eyes on her, his heart would race unbidden, despite the fact that he could scarcely string two words together in her presence.

	“Oh, Miriallia! Hey, I'll bet you know!”

	The cluster of girls surrounding Flay noticed their approach and called out. Behind them, Flay's cheeks deepened to scarlet as she cried, "Would you quit it already!" Her friends ignored her entirely.

	"She got a letter from Sai Argyle! And she keeps insisting it's 'nothing' and won't give us a single detail!"

	"Whaaaat?!"

	Miriallia let out an equally theatrical shriek, as if the excitement were contagious.

	Just as they were about to press Flay with even more questions, a calm voice spoke up from behind Kira.

	“If you’re not getting on, may we go ahead?”

	A woman wearing sunglasses stood there, with two men just behind her. She had been the one to speak. All three appeared young, early to mid-twenties, perhaps, but they didn't have the look of students. Her phrasing was courteous enough, yet something in her tone carried an unusual weight, a sharpness that rebuffed gentleness and projected an unyielding edge.

	“Oh, sorry. Go right ahead.”

	Tolle dipped his head, and the group shuffled aside, suddenly self-conscious. The trio stepped into the elec-car with brisk, economical movements and pulled away. As if shaking off the lingering awkwardness, Flay seized the next available car and shouted, “What's the big deal anyway?! Let’s go!”

	The other girls scrambled after her in a noisy rush, voices overlapping, "Hey, hold on!" "Wait for us!" as they piled in behind her.

	Once the port had finally gone quiet, Tolle clapped Kira on the shoulder with a resounding smack.

	"Man, who knew Sai had it in him, huh? Looks like you've got some serious competition now, Kira!"

	“Huh? W-what are you—”

	While Kira fumbled for a response, Miriallia flashed him a knowing smile and added, "Best of luck," before climbing into an elec-car after Tolle.

	"W-wait! That's not— I mean, it's not like that—"

	Kira stood alone at the port, stammering, his half-formed protests dissolving uselessly into the empty air.

	 

	“It really is absurdly peaceful.”

	The elec-car hummed along the main thoroughfare under automatic guidance. Letting the breeze tease at her cropped black hair, the woman in sunglasses murmured the words, half to herself.

	Her name was Natarle Badgiruel. She had entered this colony with her true status concealed and was now traveling toward a highly classified destination.

	“Just think, there are people that age already fighting on the front line.”

	A thread of irritation sharpened her voice. From the seat beside her, Arnold Neumann glanced in her direction. She had to be thinking of the students they'd just passed.

	Heliopolis was an industrial colony under the sovereignty of the neutral nation of Orb. Orb itself comprised a chain of islands adrift in the Pacific directly below the equator, a country that had risen to prominence on the strength of its industries, fueled by geothermal power drawn from volcanic terrain, and through the operation of its spaceports.

	In the current age, control of a spaceport carried enormous strategic weight for any nation. Earth's energy reserves had long been exhausted, leaving humanity deeply dependent on materials and power generated in space. And because launching shuttles required the least fuel near the equator, low-latitude territories had suddenly become objects of intense global competition.

	The ZAFT invasion of Earth that had commenced in March of the previous year, Operation Uroboros, had prioritized spaceports above all other targets.

	What began as a confrontation between the Earth Alliance and the PLANTs had steadily expanded, pulling neutral states across the globe into its gravity and settling into what promised to be an extended conflict.

	Yet as if to deny all of it, the scenery streaming past the roadway could not have been more tranquil. Storefronts brimmed with brightly colored goods, and shoppers wandered by at an unhurried pace. For Natarle, who had witnessed firsthand the suffering and ruin scarring a war-ravaged Earth, this serenity must have bordered on insult. Even Neumann struggled to suppress an indistinct sense of grievance.

	The elec-car was bound for the central shaft leading to the mining sector. It drove directly into the elevator ascending toward the shaft, and once the doors parted, the vehicle proceeded forward on its own. They had already entered zero gravity.

	The central shaft formed the spine of Heliopolis, running straight through the heart of the cylindrical colony. Innumerable struts linked it to the curved inner wall, serving both as transit conduits between the surface and the shaft and as structural braces that stabilized the rotating outer shell.

	The shaft's interior housed the industrial zone, where manufacturing exploited the absence of gravity to produce goods bound primarily for Earth. At one terminus lay a spaceport; at the other, a mining installation connected to what had once been a free-drifting asteroid wandering through space. It was into the bowels of that asteroid that the elec-car now carried them.

	This entire block belonged to the state-operated corporation Morgenroete. At last, the elec-car reached a cavernous dock hidden deep within the asteroid, and the three disembarked. They had arrived.

	From the observation platform that jutted out before them, a massive warship gleamed white below.

	Three hundred forty-five meters stem to stern, the vessel's hull bore protrusions flanking the base of the bridge, shapes that called to mind a crouching predator's forelegs. Broad wings swept outward from the ship's central body, unmistakably engineered for atmospheric flight. Its sheer scale and radical divergence from conventional warship architecture made it feel less like a vessel than a fortress. Neumann stared down at it in undisguised wonder.

	The Archangel, a newly constructed battleship secretly commissioned by the Earth Alliance and fabricated here by Morgenroete.

	Their covert entry into Heliopolis had been for this purpose alone: to board this ship as members of its crew. Yes, Ensign Natarle Badgiruel, Chief Petty Officer Arnold Neumann, and Petty Officer 2nd Class Jackie Tonomura were all soldiers assigned to the Earth Alliance’s 8th Fleet.

	"What are you standing around gawking for? The captain is waiting!"

	The sharp crack of her voice jolted Neumann back to awareness.

	Ensign Badgiruel had already made it halfway down the corridor and was waiting impatiently for Neumann and Tonomura. Capable as she was, she proved rigid and unyielding in matters of military protocol. The ship's grandeur, its overwhelming presence, none of it seemed to stir anything in her.

	“My apologies!”

	"Get changed immediately and report to the command booth in five minutes! Move!"

	Driven by Natarle's orders, they propelled themselves along the zero-gravity corridor. Just before vanishing from sight, Neumann allowed himself one final glance back at the Archangel.

	True to its name, the Archangel, this ship would surely break the current stalemate and bring salvation to them all…

	Confronted by such overwhelming presence, it was only natural that Neumann would cling to a hope so fervent it verged on naïve.

	 

	Heliopolis followed the traditional cylindrical blueprint of older colony designs. A colossal tube spanning thirty-two kilometers in length and three in diameter, it was ringed by three vast solar mirrors that gathered and redirected sunlight, elongated petals unfurling into the void. The immense cylinder's rotation generated centrifugal force, producing artificial gravity along the inner surface of its walls.

	What set Heliopolis apart, however, was the resource-extraction asteroid grafted onto its structure. Viewed from a distance as one drew nearer through open space, the colony looked almost as though it had erupted unnaturally from some titanic boulder adrift in the darkness, a massive stone husk with a city blooming from its flank.

	Athrun Zala was closing that distance, meter by meter.

	Dozens of figures surrounded him, each sealed within an airtight suit identical to his own. One after another, they fixed themselves to an exhaust port leading into the colony's interior. Athrun flattened his body against the asteroid's jagged surface and darted a glance at his wristwatch. Inside his helmet, the rasp of his own breathing seemed amplified beyond reason, reverberating against his eardrums.

	The moment the clock struck the designated time, the exhaust port's monitoring system went dead.

	The instant confirmation came, they slipped inside in sequence, movements tight and efficient, not a single gesture squandered. Exactly as rehearsed, they breached the colony without triggering a single alarm. Once within, they fanned out in all directions with fluid precision. No orders were issued. No clarifications sought. Not one among them betrayed the faintest uncertainty navigating terrain they had never walked before.

	In seamless coordination, they identified critical points throughout the industrial district and began positioning small black boxes.

	The moment each device locked into place, a counter flared to life on its surface.

	The digits counting downward displayed only one thing: the seconds remaining until detonation.

	 

	“Don’t look so disappointed, Ades.”

	The man beside him offered a thin, sardonic smile, but Ades only deepened his frown.

	“Y-yes… but still—”

	They held position in the void not far from Heliopolis. Concealed within an asteroid's shadow, two warships lay in wait: ZAFT’s Nazca-class Vesalius and the Laurasia-class Gamow. Ades was the captain entrusted with command of the Vesalius. Broad through the shoulders and powerfully built, his face blunt and weathered, he gave voice to the disquiet pressing down on him.

	“Would it not have been wiser to wait for a response from the Council, Commander?”

	The man he addressed wore an unusual silver mask that obscured the upper half of his face. Waves of blond hair framed a tall, tautly honed physique, and what remained visible of his features was sculpted sharply enough to suggest striking good looks beneath the mask. This was Rau Le Creuset, commander of the unit, a man whose brilliance and ruthlessness in combat had made his name known to allies and enemies alike.

	To Ades's concern, Rau answered with detached composure. 

	“It will be too late. My sixth sense is telling me so. If we let this pass us by now, the price we’ll pay later will be our own lives.”

	Rau flicked a photograph from between his fingers, sending it gliding across the console. The image was murky, riddled with grain, but within it one could discern part of an armored framework, something that resembled, unmistakably, a colossal humanoid form.

	“The Earth Forces' new model mobile weapons,” he continued. “We must seize them before they're moved from there.”

	 

	“Lieutenant!”

	A gruff, booming voice rang out from the trailer, and Murrue Ramius turned. Petty Officer First Class Kojiro Murdoch, a mechanic whose face vanished beneath a wild tangle of unshaven stubble, thrust his head through the window and hollered at her.

	“Alright then, we’re headin’ on over to the ship ahead of you!”

	“Please do!”

	The din surrounding them left Murrue no choice but to shout in return.

	This was the ground-level section of Morgenroete. The area hummed with raw energy, alive with the coarse voices of laborers calling back and forth amid the clutter and commotion of ongoing work. Among them, Murrue stood out despite wearing the same utilitarian coveralls as everyone else, her chestnut hair swaying at her shoulders as she issued directions with brisk precision. She too belonged to the Earth Alliance forces. At twenty-six, she already carried the rank of lieutenant, making her the senior officer on site, and being unmistakably striking in appearance, she inevitably attracted remarks like, “Say, Lieutenant, once all this is wrapped up, how about grabbing a drink with me? Maybe on our last night here at Heliopolis?”

	“Would you prefer to spend that 'last night' in the brig for disrespecting a superior officer?”

	Murrue shot back without missing a beat. Beside her, Chief Petty Officer Hamana let out a full-throated laugh.

	"Moron. You really think you've got a chance with the Lieutenant? Come back in ten years."

	Spirits ran high among the crew, buoyed by the knowledge that the operation was drawing to a close. It's been a long road, Murrue reflected, the weight of it swelling in her chest. The covert G Project had launched months earlier, and she had been part of it from its inception. Stationed here on Heliopolis, she had supervised the endeavor from beginning to end, watching each phase take shape.

	Developed and manufactured at Morgenroete alongside the newly built warship Archangel, the Earth Alliance’s next-generation classified weapons, collectively known as “G,” were assets of enormous strategic importance, destined to shape the future course of the war. Now, at last, those “G” units were complete. Transport was imminent.

	The final calibrations would soon be finished, after which the new weapons would be loaded aboard the Archangel, where Murrue was slated to serve as executive officer. From there, the ship would slip quietly out of Heliopolis, departing without ceremony or public acknowledgment.

	"At last," Murrue allowed herself to think. "I can finally breathe."

	But she did not yet know how premature that relief would prove to be.

	 

	"Attention, approaching ZAFT vessels! Your actions constitute a serious violation of our nation's treaty obligations. You are hereby ordered to halt immediately!"

	Alarms blared through the Heliopolis traffic control sector as two ZAFT warships, having approached without prior notice, were positively identified. As a colony committed to strict neutrality, Heliopolis forbade the entry of military vessels under any circumstances. Yet neither the Vesalius nor the Gamow betrayed the slightest intention of honoring the demand to stop. Every outbound transmission dissolved into crackling static.

	One of the controllers shouted above the escalating noise.

	"Massive electromagnetic interference! It's originating from the ZAFT ships!"

	A chill passed through the control room in an instant. The implication required no explanation.

	"This is an open act of aggression!"

	At that very moment, a single cargo ship was in the midst of docking at the port. On its bridge, a tense exchange had already begun.

	"Enemy status?!"

	"Two vessels! One Nazca-class, one Laurasia-class. We confirmed mobile suit launches just before the jamming started!"

	"What about the kids?"

	"They should have reached Morgenroete by now."

	"Small mercy. Luke, Gale, stand by in your Moebius units! Do not launch yet!"

	The orders came rapid-fire through the ship's intercom, issued by a tall, lean man in his late twenties with blond hair and features refined enough to be called handsome. Yet even amid the mounting tension, he projected an air of easy composure. A faintly reckless curve tugged at the corner of his mouth, as though he were relishing the moment rather than fearing it.

	Orders delivered, he made straight for the hangar.

	There, lined up in neat rows, were mobile armors, space fighters that looked jarringly out of place aboard an ostensibly civilian freighter.

	Though the ship sailed under a commercial registry, every soul in its crew was military. Clad in a black flight suit stood Lieutenant Mu La Flaga, the Earth Alliance's celebrated ace, known by the moniker the Hawk of Endymion. Their mission had been to deliver a small contingent of pilot candidates safely to this colony.

	Before long, ZAFT mobile suits, GINNs, came tearing through the harbor entrance.

	Despite the Earth Alliance's overwhelming numerical superiority in mobile armors, it was these humanoid machines that had upended the balance of power and shaped the war into its current form. The GINN possessed a stocky gray frame that called to mind an armored warrior. A crest crowning its head evoked the feathered headdress of a Native American chief, while wing-like thrusters mounted at its back lent it a distinctive profile, unmistakable even from a distance.

	Every one of these machines ran on battery power. The nuclear fission engines that had once driven conventional weaponry had been rendered obsolete by ZAFT's neutron jammer technology. By disrupting the fission process at its core, the neutron jammer had completely neutralized what humanity had long considered its ultimate deterrent, nuclear missiles. As a result, the course of the war now hinged entirely on these mobile weapons.

	The instant Mu registered the GINNs breaching the port, he opened a channel to the ship's captain.

	"Get us moving! They're going to seize control of the port, so we’re launching too!”

	 

	“It's just like Commander Le Creuset told us.”

	The words came in a cool, measured cadence from Yzak Joule. Even through his visor, the sharp symmetry of his features was unmistakable, an impression only heightened by the platinum-blond hair cropped in a severe, straight line, though at present it lay hidden beneath his helmet. His skill as a pilot was beyond question, yet for all his glacial composure, a volatile temper surfaced without warning. Athrun found that side of him exhausting to navigate. Yzak had made a habit of treating Athrun as a rival at every turn, needling him whenever the opportunity arose.

	“Poke the nest and they come scrambling out in a panic, huh?”

	Dearka Elsman let slip a quiet laugh. Blond-haired and bronze-skinned, he projected an air of easy nonchalance at first glance, but beneath that casual veneer lurked a blade of sharp, irreverent cynicism.

	Yzak and Dearka, along with Athrun and the others positioned just behind them, all wore red pilot suits, the color that marked them unmistakably as ZAFT's elite. Around them, additional members of their respective teams had taken up positions to provide covering support, forming a protective perimeter.

	News of the ZAFT fleet's advance must have reached the area. Through their scopes, Athrun and his comrades, already infiltrated deep within Heliopolis, observed the sudden frenzy of activity erupting around the Morgenroete factory complex. Amid the commotion, a woman with chestnut hair in a standard work uniform caught their attention. She appeared to be directing operations at the center of the chaos. From a shutter that had rolled open behind her, a trailer emerged, hauling an enormous container.

	"There it is," someone breathed.

	“Typical. Naturals really are blockheads, after all.” 

	Yzak's voice was ice as he depressed the button on his transmitter.

	Athrun noticed Nicol Amalfi, crouched beside him, his face drawn tight with tension. Athrun reached out and gave his arm a light tap. Nicol glanced up at him and managed a stiff, uncertain smile. With his pale complexion, softly curled light-colored hair, and large eyes, his features were almost girlish. He was fifteen, one year younger than Athrun. In the world of Naturals, he would still be dismissed as little more than a child. But among Coordinators, whose physical and cognitive baselines ran significantly higher, fifteen marked the threshold of adulthood. Behind them, Rusty Mackenzie gave Nicol a playful shove between the shoulder blades, as if trying to jar the tension loose.

	“Time’s up.”

	The counter hit zero.

	Explosions ripped through the industrial district in rapid succession. Shockwaves hurled bodies through the air. Secondary blasts ignited adjacent structures, and flames vaulted from one facility to the next. Deep within the mining section, slabs of bedrock gave way, sending torrents of rubble thundering downward.

	Almost in the same breath, mobile suits that had punched through the port launched a direct assault on Morgenroete. Rifle fire carved gouges from building facades. Vehicles caught in the onslaught erupted, their detonations slamming into workers still in the midst of transport operations. Smoke, fire, and screaming consumed the area as order collapsed into pandemonium.

	Seizing on that chaos, Athrun and the others finally broke from cover.

	 

	Kira and the others' elec-car pulled into the Morgenroete headquarters building and rolled to a stop. This was where Professor Kato, their academic advisor, kept his laboratory.

	"Oh, Kira. You finally showed up."

	As they filed into the room, Sai Argyle, another member of their class group, glanced up from his seat. He wore tinted glasses and a boldly patterned jacket, yet his overall bearing was composed and scholarly. A year older than Kira and the rest, Sai was far and away the most even-tempered and reflective among them, and he frequently found himself slipping into the role of peacemaker without quite meaning to.

	Inside were Sai, a fellow classmate named Kuzzey Buskirk, and one other person Kira didn't recognize, seated close to the wall as though trying to avoid notice. The stranger wore a cap tugged low, hiding most of his features, but he looked to be around their age, possibly a bit younger.

	"Who's that?"

	Tolle murmured the question to Kuzzey.

	"Oh, the professor's guest," Kuzzey answered, equally hushed. "He was told to wait here."

	A faint unease stirred in Kira. For someone visiting Professor Kato, the boy seemed remarkably young. Hair of a hard, metallic blond escaped from beneath the cap, and what little Kira glimpsed of his face revealed it to be small and softly rounded, attached to limbs so slender they looked almost fragile. What possible business could a boy like this have with Professor Kato, a foremost authority in cybernetic engineering?

	"Got something for you," Sai said, producing a piece of data media and extending it toward Kira. "He said you'd know what it meant. Something about 'additional work.'"

	"Whaaaat? I haven't even finished the last batch yet!"

	Kira let out a plaintive groan. Lately he'd been saddled with analyzing programs tied to Professor Kato's research. His information-processing speed might be exceptional, but he was still just a student, and the professor had developed a habit of conscripting him far too casually. That lack of restraint is exactly what makes him who he is, Kira thought bitterly, accepting the data with a resigned expression.

	At that moment, Tolle lunged from behind, tackling Kira and locking an arm around his neck.

	"Forget that! Ask him about the letter already!"

	"The letter?"

	Sai blinked, bewildered.

	In a flash of panic, Kira slapped a hand over Tolle's mouth.

	"N-nothing! It's nothing!"

	Sure, Flay Allster was beautiful. Kira had even admitted as much to Tolle once. But confessing his feelings, actually pursuing her, he simply lacked the nerve. And if Sai, his friend, really did end up involved with her, Kira was desperate to ensure his own unspoken infatuation never saw the light of day.

	As if matters weren't bad enough, Kuzzey piled on too, badgering Tolle with, "What? What is it? Come on, at least tell me!"

	Then Kira sensed it, a pointed, unmistakable gaze boring into him. He turned his head.

	The "guest" seated against the wall was watching them, glowering as though their antics grated on his nerves. His eyes were a striking light brown, nearly gold, and startlingly keen. His facial features were fine and delicately shaped, yet those eyes alone carried a wild, almost feral edge. The moment his gaze locked with Kira's, the boy looked sharply away. For just an instant, a ripple of anxiety crossed his face, and Kira found himself inexplicably transfixed.

	Without warning, a deafening roar and a savage jolt slammed into them.

	"What the hell?!"

	"An asteroid strike?!"

	The boys bolted from the room toward the elevators. Even as they ran, the floor bucked again beneath them, threatening to send them sprawling. The elevator's power flickered erratically, refusing to engage, and they were forced to sprint for the emergency stairwell instead. Mid-stride, Sai called out to a staff member rushing past.

	"What’s going on?!"

	"ZAFT's attacking!" the man shouted. "Mobile suits have breached the colony!"

	"What?!"

	They all froze for a heartbeat, paralyzed by disbelief. Still unable to process the full scope of what they'd heard, they followed as the staff member urged them forward.

	That was when the boy beside Kira suddenly wheeled around.

	The golden-eyed boy.

	"Hey!"

	He bolted in the opposite direction. Acting on pure reflex, Kira gave chase.

	"Kira!"

	Tolle's voice echoed behind him. "I'll catch up!" Kira shouted back without slowing.

	The professor's "guest" was making for the factory district. When Kira overtook him and seized his arm, an explosion detonated somewhere at their backs. The shockwave ripped the cap from the boy's head. In that instant, the exposed face, the fragile feel of the arm in Kira's grip, the way he flinched and drew inward...

	"Y-you're… a girl?"

	The words tumbled out before Kira could stop them.

	She fixed him with that same piercing glare.

	"What exactly did you think I was this whole time?"

	She was slight, her features undeniably delicate, but between her clothing and her blunt, unsoftened manner, Kira had been entirely convinced she was male. An awkward silence stretched between them for a single beat, then shattered as another explosion tore through the air nearby. The girl wrenched her hand free.

	"Why are you following me?! Go back!"

	"Go back to where?!" Kira fired back. "There's nothing left to go back to!"

	The blast from moments ago had obliterated the route they'd come by. Kira hesitated for only a second before grabbing her hand again and breaking into a run.

	"This way!"

	"H-hey, let go of me, you idiot!"

	"Idi—"

	Irritation flared, and Kira spun to snap at her, only to freeze when he caught the faint glisten of tears in her eyes. Startled, he halted mid-step. She whispered, the words barely audible, "There's something I have to check here first!"

	"Check... what?"

	Kira asked, uneasily.

	"Am I already too late?" she murmured. "I came here because I was afraid this would happen!"

	"You?"

	Her words implied she had known, foreseen all of this, and Kira faltered. Another explosion rocked the building, jolting him back to the present. Without another word, he tightened his hold on her hand.

	"Look, evacuation comes first! If we can reach the factory district, there should still be shelters operational!"

	 

	Beyond the factory district, combat had already exploded into savage intensity.

	Earth Alliance Forces scrambled to mount a response with surface-to-air missiles, but the armored vehicles bearing those launchers were crushed in rapid succession beneath the mobile suit onslaught, GINNs reducing them to mangled wreckage before they could achieve any effective fire. Exploiting the breaches torn open by that assault, the ZAFT infiltration team pressed steadily toward the cargo exits.

	Just outside the factory, three massive trailers had ground to a complete halt. Each flatbed bore a single machine, unmistakably a mobile suit, even beneath its transport restraints. These were the infiltration team's true objective.

	An Earth Alliance soldier spotted them and raised his rifle, squeezing off rounds in a burst of panic.

	He was dead before the last shell casing hit the ground.

	Without hesitation or superfluous movement, the ZAFT pilots descended on the stalled trailers. Yzak barked orders as he moved, his voice clipped and frigid.

	"Destroy any components we can't transport, along with the factory facilities. Intelligence indicated five units in total. Are the remaining two still inside?"

	"I'll take Rusty's team and retrieve them," Athrun called back, signaling to Rusty and the others.

	"Yzak, secure these three first!"

	"Understood, once you're aboard, disable the self-destruct systems immediately!"

	The second half of Yzak's command was aimed at Dearka and Nicol, who were already hauling themselves up onto the trailers, scaling toward the cockpits of the captured machines. Yzak himself slipped fluidly into the cockpit of one unit, sealing the hatch behind him without an instant's pause.

	Watching that, Athrun pivoted and broke into a sprint toward the factory's cargo exit.

	 

	Kira and the strange girl raced along the corridor until it gave way to open space. They emerged onto a catwalk that thrust out over a vast, echoing chamber, a space that called to mind an aircraft hangar. Kira had just started toward what he believed was the shelter when the sharp report of gunfire made him flinch and duck low.

	Below them, a firefight raged at full fury. From somewhere beyond the walls came the muffled thunder of detonations. But what filled Kira's field of vision stopped him cold.

	"This… what is this?"

	A colossal humanoid form lay sprawled across the floor beneath them, like some idol to an alien deity toppled and abandoned. Even inert, it seemed as though it might surge upright at any moment under his gaze.

	Steel-gray armor. A head shaped as if crowned by four horns. A long, lean frame that bore no resemblance whatsoever to ZAFT's GINN units.

	Beside him, the girl dropped heavily to her knees.

	“I knew it. The Earth Forces' new model mobile weapons.”

	She gripped the catwalk railing with both hands, knuckles blanching white, and cried out as though the words had been torn from somewhere deep within her.

	“Father, you've betrayed us!”

	Her voice rang far louder than she seemed to intend, reverberating off the high ceiling. Kira caught the glint of something being raised in their direction and reacted on instinct, wrenching the girl back from the railing and hurling himself away. A gunshot cracked, and a bullet shaved past the metal rail where she had stood a heartbeat earlier.

	Kira half-dragged, half-carried the girl as he ran, finally reaching the entrance to an evacuation shelter. He slammed his palm against the intercom, and a voice crackled through the speaker.

	“Is someone still out there?”

	Relief flooded him.

	“Yes! Please, me and my friend too. Open the door!”

	“Two people?!”

	“Yes!”

	There was a brief pause.

	“This shelter’s already full. There are thirty-seven shelters in the left block. Can't you make it there?”

	Kira turned and looked toward the left block. Reaching it would mean cutting straight through the heart of the firefight. Alone, he might manage somehow. But with this girl...

	He shouted back into the intercom.

	“Then at least take one of us! Please, she’s a girl!”

	His youthful voice, and especially the word girl, must have struck home. After a beat of silence, the speaker responded.

	“All right, hurry!”

	The indicator light switched from red to green, and the door opened, revealing a chute-style entry. Kira shoved the girl inside.

	Until then she had been standing numbly, as if detached from everything, but at that moment comprehension finally caught up with her.

	“What are you, what do you think you’re doing?!”

	“Just go! I’ll head for the other shelter. I’ll be fine, now hurry!”

	Ignoring her protests, Kira slammed the chute door shut. Through the glass, he saw her mouth form the word "Wait!," and then she was swept downward toward the lower-level shelter.

	The indicator light flipped back to red.

	Kira turned and ran.

	“Hamana! Brian! Hurry! Get X-105 and 303 online!”

	A woman's voice cut across the hangar. Kira glanced down from the catwalk and spotted a woman in work clothes firing a rifle from behind the shadow of the same mobile suit he had just seen. From deeper in the hangar, near a second mobile suit, shouts and screams tangled with the staccato of gunfire.

	ZAFT's attacking, the staff member had said. If the enemy was ZAFT, then the people here stood no chance. ZAFT soldiers were all Coordinators, superior in physical ability, in vision, in judgment.

	Kira's breath snagged in his throat.

	One ZAFT soldier was lining up a shot from behind the woman.

	"Behind you!" Kira shouted before he could think.

	She whirled at his warning and dropped the attacker with a single round, then looked up and found Kira above her.

	"A child?!"

	Her eyes went wide. She returned fire at the advancing ZAFT troops and called up to him.

	"Get down here!"

	"I'm heading for the left-block shelter!" Kira yelled back. "Don't worry about me!"

	She answered without pausing her fire.

	"There's nothing left there but a sealed door!"

	Kira froze for only an instant. Then he made his choice.

	Without hesitation, he vaulted from the catwalk.

	The drop had to be five or six meters. The woman stared in disbelief as Kira landed atop the mobile suit with an agility utterly at odds with his gentle appearance, absorbing the impact like a cat.

	Behind her, a man defending the mobile suit gunned down one of the ZAFT soldiers.

	“Rusty! Shit!”

	A ZAFT pilot in a red flight suit shouted and fired at the man who had just killed his comrade. The rounds found their mark, and the man crumpled.

	"Hamana!"

	As the woman cried out his name, the ZAFT soldier pivoted and shot her.

	"Ah—!"

	The round tore into her shoulder, spraying blood. Whether from a jam or reflex, the ZAFT soldier discarded his rifle and drew a knife, charging toward her. Kira rushed forward on instinct.

	Just then...

	“Kira?”

	The voice came from the knife-wielding ZAFT soldier himself.

	Kira stared at him, unable to process what he was seeing.

	The helmet was smeared with someone else's blood. But through the visor, illuminated by the flickering dance of flames, Kira could make out his face clearly.

	"We’ll meet again. I’m sure of it."

	“Athrun?”

	The name escaped Kira's lips before conscious thought could intervene. He felt the other boy's body stiffen at the sound.
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	Strong green eyes, eyes brimming with resolve, stared back at him in shock.

	Kira had always loved that color.

	The gentle face he remembered had sharpened with the years, gaining composure and quiet intelligence, but three years had not erased his friend from those features.

	Confronted with this impossible reunion, the two stood frozen, struck mute.

	In that instant, the wounded woman seized her opening. Bracing her injured shoulder, she raised her rifle. Athrun registered the movement just in time and threw himself aside. A shot rang out, the bullet ripping through the space he had occupied a heartbeat before.

	Kira spun in alarm, and was tackled by the woman, both of them tumbling into the mobile suit's cockpit.

	"Behind the seat!" she ordered, already working the controls.

	"I can still… at least get it moving…"

	Lights stuttered to life across the panels. A deep whummm resonated as the drive systems engaged. The monitors brightened, flooding the cockpit with views of the outside. On one of the peripheral displays, a red pilot suit flashed past, moving toward the other mobile suit.

	"Athrun… Athrun is a ZAFT soldier?"

	It couldn't be true. The Athrun he knew despised war. There was just no way. 

	Reeling, unable to keep pace with everything unfolding around him, Kira's eyes caught a string of text blooming across the main monitor.

	 

	General

	Unilateral

	Neuro-Link

	Dispersive

	Autonomic

	Maneuver

	 

	Without meaning to, his gaze traced the glowing red initials.

	"G… Gun… dam…?"

	As if life itself had been poured into the machine, the mobile suit's eyes blazed to brilliance. Its fingers twitched. The engine let out a low, climbing growl, and the massive limbs began to move, stiffly, uncertainly. Bolts securing the frame to the maintenance bed blew free with sharp metallic cracks.

	Like an infant learning to walk, awkward, unsteady, yet unstoppable, the mobile suit rose amid smoke and flame.

	Firelight played across its steel-colored armor, bathing its towering form in crimson as it stood.

	 

	The fighting continued unabated in the space surrounding Heliopolis.

	Mu La Flaga held the controls of his personal mobile armor, the Moebius Zero, locked in a duel against a lone GINN. The craft's sleek red fuselage was ringed by its signature sub-units, the Gunbarrels, which suddenly flared outward in a blooming arc. Released from their docked positions, they dispersed and moved autonomously, lashing the target with converging fire from multiple vectors.

	In all the Earth Alliance, Mu stood alone in his ability to achieve full mastery of the Gunbarrel system. By commanding a weapon that eliminated blind spots and enabled simultaneous strikes on multiple targets, he had accomplished something extraordinary at the Grimaldi front near the Moon's Endymion Crater: five GINNs downed by his hand alone. That achievement had earned him the sobriquet “the Hawk.”

	Under prevailing assessments, a standard GINN was considered the equivalent of five conventional Moebius units, meaning the GINN outmatched Alliance mobile armors five to one. Against that reality, Mu’s record stood in a class of its own.

	Beside the Zero, one of his wingmen absorbed a direct hit and was dragged helplessly into the colony's mining section, disappearing in a savage collision. Holding the swelling fireball at the periphery of his vision, Mu pulled the trigger. A single, precisely timed shot caught the GINN in the shoulder as their trajectories crossed, and Mu immediately peeled away, already carving into an evasive arc.

	As he rolled the craft over, a new contact burst from the port and flashed onto his monitor.

	"What the hell is that?!"

	Three mobile suits, shapes he had never seen before, were streaking toward a ZAFT Laurasia-class vessel. They were Earth Alliance machines, unmistakably: the long-guarded next-generation mobile suits designated collectively as the "G" series, the X-number units. They were supposed to be buried under the highest classification. That they had been seized so cleanly pointed to only one conclusion.

	"We’ve been compromised."

	Mu clenched his jaw, grinding his teeth in bitter frustration.

	 

	"Olor unit has taken damage! Initiating emergency return!"

	On the bridge of the Vesalius, Rau Le Creuset arched an eyebrow at the incoming report.

	"Olor… wounded? In an engagement like this?"

	Captain Ades gave voice to his incredulity. ZAFT pilots trained to an exceptionally demanding standard, and this unit in particular was composed entirely of elite aces. There was no conceivable reason they should be faltering against the defenses of a neutral colony.

	Yet Rau's gaze drifted upward, as though fixed on something in the void itself, and a faint smile curved his lips.

	"It would appear," he remarked, his tone almost amused, "that we have a particularly persistent fly making a nuisance of itself."

	"Sir?"

	Ades's brow furrowed, the meaning lost on him. Rau rose fluidly from his seat and announced his decision without a moment's pause.

	“I’ll sortie myself.”

	 

	Within the shaft, Natarle Badgiruel drifted back to awareness by slow degrees.

	She recalled receiving word of the ZAFT fleet's breach, recalled the captain's orders, and the instant she had launched herself from the command booth in response. Then the explosion, a wall of force so overwhelming it had flung her bodily through open space, and after that, nothing.

	A thin veil of smoke hung suspended in the shaft. Shattered fragments from the blast drifted without direction, mingling with blood-slicked corpses whose lifeless forms rotated slowly in the feeble gravity. The scene was so ghastly that several moments passed before Natarle could reassemble herself, her customary glacial composure blunted by shock. When her faculties finally sharpened, she pushed off from the wall and propelled herself toward the command booth.

	"The ship… the Archangel?!"

	She burst into the booth overlooking the dock, and felt ice flood her veins.

	The room had been annihilated by the blast. The forward observation glass was pulverized, reduced to a constellation of glittering shards, and only a scattering of emergency lights remained, casting their feeble glow over a space empty of motion or life. Beyond it, the dock fared no better: shattered catwalks dangled limp and mangled, cranes lay buckled and broken, and the Archangel, once secured with pride, now canted at a precarious angle. From the exterior, no catastrophic damage was immediately visible, but what had transpired within remained impossible to judge.

	Natarle forced her gaze back into the booth.

	Among the scattered wreckage, she made out the uniforms of soldiers and officers alike. Then she found the captain's body.

	Her knees threatened to buckle beneath her.

	“Ensign Badgiruel?!”

	A voice rang out from behind. Natarle whipped around to find Chief Neumann peering in from the corridor.

	“Only a handful of people survived,” he reported, his tone grim, as he led the way. "Most of them are civilian technicians, but—"

	They entered the ship through a hatch jarred loose by the explosion. In one compartment, the survivors had clustered together. When they caught sight of Natarle, relief flickered briefly across their faces.

	"This many… only this many," she realized, and her heart sank even further. Of the officers, it seemed she alone remained.

	There was no time to dwell on it. They headed for the bridge.

	Once there, Natarle moved with efficiency, toggling switch after switch across the panels before the pilot stations. Lights winked on in sequence. Consoles hummed to life. Screens stuttered into operation. Watching the systems activate one by one, she permitted herself a shallow breath.

	“Impressive… It really is the Archangel. She won’t go down from something like this.”

	“But debris is packed in around the port-side bulkheads,” Neumann added. “We’re completely sealed in.”

	His words pulled her spirits back down. Still, Natarle opened the communications channel next.

	The speakers erupted with grating static.

	Jamming. It’s still active.

	She frowned, her mind racing.

	If the Archangel herself had been the target, ZAFT's objective should already be fulfilled. The absence of any follow-up assault since the initial explosion supported that conclusion. And yet the electronic interference persisted. Which meant...

	“This was a diversion?” she murmured. “ZAFT’s real objective is Morgenroete?!”

	The realization struck her like a physical blow.

	 

	"A level-eight evacuation order is now in effect across all sectors of Heliopolis. All residents must proceed to the nearest emergency shelter immediately…"

	The government broadcast reverberated through the emptied streets.

	Athrun guided the mobile suit he had commandeered away from the blazing wreckage of Morgenroete. As if giving chase, the final unit they had failed to secure came tearing out behind him.

	Kira Yamato.

	The image of his childhood friend on the day they had parted surfaced unbidden, face tight, trembling at the edge of tears.

	No. He shook his head sharply, driving the thought back by force.

	It isn't him. It can't be.

	Kira was supposed to be on the Moon. There was no possible reason for him to be here, no conceivable way he could be entangled with an Earth Alliance prototype weapon.

	A transmission broke through from one of the GINNs still demolishing leftover components and production infrastructure.

	"Nice work, Athrun!"

	Miguel Aiman's face filled the monitor. Athrun replied, the strain plain in his voice.

	"Rusty's gone! The enemy unit has an Earth Alliance officer aboard!"

	"What?! What happened to Rusty?!"

	Athrun's jaw tightened. He shook his head in silence.

	Rusty, always the most lighthearted among them, always quick with a joke, always defusing the friction between rivals with that effortless grin. That brightness, that warmth, had been snuffed out.

	Miguel's expression contorted with rage.

	"Then I'll bring that machine down myself! Disengage and fall back!"

	 

	The instant they made contact with the ground, the machine pitched violently. Kira grabbed the back of the seat to keep from being hurled aside. The woman soldier, heedless of her wound, fought desperately with levers and throttle, forcing corrections wherever she could. Even so, the mobile suit's movements remained sluggish, erratic, barely answering to control.

	The monitors streamed a continuous feed from the external cameras. What Kira saw drained the feeling from his limbs.

	The streets he knew by memory, the familiar paths of his daily life, had been beaten into ruin. Rubble choked the roads. Fire-suppression systems were clearly overwhelmed; columns of thick black smoke climbed from every direction. Then, at the edge of the screen, he caught movement. His breath seized, and he pressed forward.

	“Sai?! Tolle! Miriallia!”

	Weaving between chunks of wreckage were his classmates. They must have failed to reach a shelter as well.

	At that moment, a GINN opened fire. Seventy-six-millimeter rounds hammered into the pavement, gouging craters at their feet. The mobile suit, which had only just steadied itself, lurched violently again.

	"Whoa—!"

	Thrown forward by the impact, Kira's head slammed squarely into the woman's chest.

	“Stay back! Do you want to die?!”

	“S-sorry!”

	Kira scrambled upright. At the same instant, the monitor filled with the image of a GINN raising its saber, bearing down on them. A scream ripped from his throat before he could choke it back.

	The woman shouted as well, slamming her palm against a button on the console.

	Just as the blade began its descent, the steel-gray armor flared and transformed.

	"We’re done for!"

	Kira held his breath. Then the GINN's motion locked in place.

	With a jarring impact, their mobile suit caught the falling blade in its white hands, halting it cold.

	“What?!”

	Before Kira could process what had happened, the woman spat the words out.

	“A GINN’s saber won’t get through this Strike!”

	“Strike…?”

	What she had just activated was the Phase Shift system.

	Phase Shift, an energy phase-transition system, had existed for years as theory. But this X-number machine marked the first practical application of the concept. When a specific current was channeled through the armor, a phase transition occurred, hardening it to the point where all physical attacks, solid rounds, missiles, blades, were rendered ineffective.

	Now the Strike's armor had changed. The original metallic gray had vanished, replaced by vivid blue and red across the chest and abdomen, brilliant white along the limbs.

	Behind the GINN, one of the stolen machines activated its own Phase Shift system. As though shedding a skin of dark steel, it blazed into a striking crimson and vaulted skyward.

	The GINN attacked again.

	The woman pulled the trigger. The head-mounted vulcans spat seventy-five-millimeter rounds, but every shot went wide.

	And that was when the realization struck Kira.

	"This machine… could it be that it's...?!"

	The Strike reeled from a hit, smashing backward into a building behind them. The GINN pressed the advantage instantly, saber arcing straight for the cockpit.

	The pilot gasped, feet and hands working frantically at pedals and levers to dodge the blow.

	That was when Kira saw them on the monitor.

	Tolle and the others, huddled amid the debris. The mobile suit's massive foot shuddered forward, driving toward them. Miriallia screamed. Tolle seized her shoulder, tried to run, 

	Kira threw himself at the controls, shoving the woman's hands aside. Locking his gaze on the incoming saber, he wrenched the lever.

	The machine dropped low, ducking beneath the blade, and launched forward in a full-body tackle.

	The GINN was blasted backward, its enormous frame sent tumbling. Below, Tolle and the others gaped upward in stunned disbelief. Catching that sight at the corner of the monitor, Kira finally released his breath, then turned to the woman, who sat frozen in shock.

	"There are still people out there! If you're going to pilot something like this, then actually do something with it!"

	"You—!"

	Her voice rose, sharp with rebuke.

	But Kira wasn't looking at her. His eyes were already sweeping the instruments.

	"This is absurd. Trying to operate a machine like this on an OS this primitive!"

	"I—I haven't finished calibrating it yet! We had no choice!"

	"Move!"

	The GINN was rising, advancing again.

	"Now!"

	At his shout, the woman lifted herself from the seat on instinct. Kira slid in, nearly forcing her aside. He pulled the programming keyboard from its housing beside the seat and began hammering at it with terrifying speed.

	His eyes stayed fixed on the code cascading across the display while simultaneously tracking the GINN on the forward monitor, calculating intercept windows and processing loads in his head.

	"Recalibrating zero-moment point while adjusting CPG… damn it! Then direct-link the control module to the pseudo-cortical ion pump…"

	He muttered ceaselessly, punctuating the torrent with clicks of his tongue and half-swallowed curses, rewriting the mobile suit's OS in real time. Even as he worked, the GINN's saber swept in again. Kira snapped his head up and, with one hand, worked trigger and lever together. The vulcans roared, this time they connected, batting the GINN's arm aside.

	All the while, his fingers never stopped moving, impossibly fast and unerringly precise.

	"Rebuilding neural linkage network, updating meta-motor cortex parameters, restarting feedforward control, transfer function, correcting Coriolis deviation, linking motion routines, system online, initiate bootstrap!"

	Seeing the GINN raise its machine gun again, Kira stomped down on the pedal. The Strike responded without hesitation, vaulting high into the air. The clumsiness of moments before had vanished like a fading nightmare. The GINN gave chase.

	Kira angled toward the mining sector, where people and structures were sparse, and pulled up the specifications.

	"Any other weapons… just the Armor Schneider?"

	A schematic materialized. Beside the head vulcans, an assault knife housed at the waist pulsed on the display.

	Kira clicked his tongue.

	"That's it?!"

	He hit the button. Massive blades ejected from both hips into the Strike's waiting hands. Gripping them, he charged directly at the pursuing GINN, which was hosing machine gun fire wildly in his direction.

	"Not here—!"

	Threading through the firing lanes, the Strike closed the gap in a heartbeat.

	"Stop it—!!"

	There was no time to evade. The speed and precision of the machine under Kira's command were overwhelming. The tip of the Armor Schneider drove into the GINN's neck joint. Sparks and flame erupted as its electrical systems ruptured. The GINN seized, lost its footing, and toppled down the slope.

	Behind the seat, the woman soldier stared wordlessly at the monitors, then at Kira. In her eyes were shock, and something more: the dawning recognition of what she was witnessing, sharpened by awe.

	 

	"Emergency transmission from Miguel Aiman! His unit appears to have been destroyed!"

	The report reverberated through the cockpit. Rau Le Creuset seemed, for once, to furrow his brow, though with the silver mask veiling the upper half of his face, his true expression remained impossible to read. Even so, the atmosphere aboard the ship shifted immediately. No one had anticipated resistance of any real consequence. Following so closely on Olor's damage, this latest report left the bridge crew visibly shaken.

	If Miguel, who had penetrated deep within the colony, had been brought down, then the mobile suit they had failed to capture must be demonstrating capabilities that far exceeded expectations.

	Already seated in the cockpit of his personal mobile suit, the CGUE, Rau relayed measured instructions to Captain Ades on the bridge.

	"Once I launch, pull the mobile suits back for the time being. Have them refitted with D-equipment."

	"D-equipment… sir?"

	That designation referred to the heaviest armament loadout available, ordnance intended for fortress-assault operations. Rau allowed a thin smile at the undisguised shock on Ades's face filling the monitor, then severed the channel and launched.

	The CGUE represented the next evolution of mobile suit, developed as the GINN's successor. Its pearl-gray frame was leaner, more refined than its predecessor's bulky silhouette, and supplementary thrusters had been installed throughout the chassis, vastly amplifying its acceleration and agility. Everything about it spoke of evolution, of superiority.

	Nearby, the Moebius Zero, which had been on the verge of returning to Heliopolis, suddenly faltered, then wheeled about, as though detecting something beyond the reach of sensors.

	Observing this from within the CGUE's cockpit, Rau murmured softly to himself.

	“Just as I can sense you… can you sense me as well? What an unfortunate bond we share, Mu La Flaga…”

	The words dripped with loathing, and yet, woven through it, an unmistakable and unsettling trace of pleasure.

	Rau's mobile suit closed the distance.

	Mu registered the CGUE's approach almost the instant it began. He slipped past a sniper round by the narrowest of margins, evading the shot by a hair's breadth, then reversed course to swing into position at Rau's rear. The red Moebius's Gunbarrels deployed in a sharp flare, fanning outward to encircle the CGUE and unleash converging fire from multiple angles.

	Yet even that assault found no purchase.

	Rau evaded the barrage with fluid precision, his movements smooth, almost contemptuous, as though the threat scarcely warranted his attention.

	"You're forever in my way, Mu La Flaga!" Rau's voice rang through the channel. “Though I suppose the feeling is mutual, isn’t it?!”

	 

	"Damn you… Rau Le Creuset!"

	Inside the Zero's cockpit, Mu spat the name as though expelling poison. He knew, somehow, precisely who his opponent was. Logic alone couldn't account for it. They had clashed countless times across a dozen battlefields, traded kills and near-deaths until the shape of the other's existence had etched itself into his nervous system. Mu recognized the name, the reputation, the pitiless exactitude of that combat style. But beneath all of that lay something else, something that bypassed the senses entirely.

	A sensation like a cold blade being drawn slowly up his spine.

	An instinctive revulsion, threaded through with dread.

	The two machines traded fire in rapid exchange. Shots passed, missed, grazed, each probing for the smallest gap in the other's defense. And then, just as Mu braced for another attack, Rau's CGUE abruptly altered course.

	"He’s heading into Heliopolis?!"

	Mu cursed as Rau dove straight through the colony's port. Without a heartbeat's hesitation, Mu gave chase.

	Rau cleared the harbor in an instant and made for the colony's spine—the center shaft. Within the weightless interior, the CGUE threaded between industrial facilities, using the massive structures as cover while snapping rifle rounds back at the pursuing Zero. Mu tried to line up a return shot, but hesitation bled into his trigger finger, an instinctive fear of damaging the shaft itself, of tearing the colony open from within. That sliver of restraint cost him dearly.

	One after another, Rau's precise shots shattered the Zero's Gunbarrels, blowing them apart.

	"Tch—!"

	Mu ground his teeth until his jaw ached, barely evading Rau's sudden counterattack as the CGUE flipped and surged back toward him.

	Then Rau did something Mu hadn't anticipated.

	The CGUE's rifle swung, not toward Mu, but toward the shaft's inner wall.

	Mu's blood turned to ice.

	"No!"

	The shot punched a hole clean through the shaft wall. Using the breach as though it had always been there, Rau slipped through effortlessly into the colony's interior.

	"You bastard!"

	Mu forced the crippled Zero after him, plunging through the ruptured wall. The colony's interior unfurled before him like a vast diorama, its artificial sky, its sculpted terrain, its cityscape now scarred and burning. His gaze was pulled immediately to one sector, where black smoke billowed thickest into the air.

	And there, a white mobile suit stood upon the surface.

	"The last one?!"

	Rau spotted it in the same instant.

	The CGUE angled directly toward the final X-number unit. Mu pushed his engines beyond their limits, hurling his machine into the path between Rau and the target.

	"I won't let you—!"

	The two units tangled through the air, spiraling and trading fire at point-blank range. Then Rau's shot found its mark.

	Rounds tore clean through the Zero's frame.

	"Guh—!"

	Trailing smoke, Mu's machine shuddered and fell away, its momentum broken. He could no longer obstruct Rau's advance.

	Below them, the final X-number stood exposed, motionless, defenseless.

	And Rau Le Creuset was descending straight toward it.

	 

	"That's impossible! Launching the ship with a crew this skeletal, we simply can't!"

	Neumann objected, but Natarle didn't even pause her hands, firing back at him while she continued the startup sequence.

	"Instead of telling me what can't be done, figure out how to do it! Morgenroete may still be under assault at this very moment! Are you suggesting we sit here and do nothing while it happens?!"

	At that instant, Petty Officer Tonomura returned, a handful of additional personnel in tow.

	"As ordered, I've brought everyone still capable of moving!"

	"Man your stations! Follow the computer's prompts to the letter!"

	Neumann tried one last time to rein her in.

	"There are still ZAFT vessels outside! We can't possibly engage them!"

	"I'm aware of that," Natarle answered, her tone razor-edged. "We'll ready the special cannon the instant the ship comes online. You can manage that much, can't you, Chief Petty Officer Neumann?"

	Under the weight of her stare, Neumann finally hardened his resolve. He threw himself into the pilot's seat and turned to face the console.

	"Commencing launch sequence! Emergency conditions in effect, bypassing processes C30 through L21! Main power engaging!"

	From the captain's chair, Natarle issued commands with clipped precision.

	"Power output climbing, no anomalies detected! Time to rated output: four hundred fifty seconds!"

	"Too slow! What's the status of the conduits linking us to Heliopolis?"

	Caught off guard, Tonomura answered, his voice unsteady. "Th-they're still active!"

	"Then draw from them as well! Bring the conduits online and route power to the accumulators immediately!"

	Step by step, the launch sequence advanced.

	"Main power connection established. Engine readings nominal. Archangel, all systems online... launch readiness confirmed!"

	Neumann shouted the report, forcing down the anxiety clawing at his chest. Natarle's voice cut through in answer.

	"Seal all pressure bulkheads! All hands, brace for impact! The instant the special cannon discharge, full combat speed!"

	Her command sliced across the bridge like a drawn blade.

	"Archangel, launch!"

	 

	Without warning, a deafening boom split the air.

	The concussion rolled through the earth, its shockwave rattling the atmosphere itself. Kira had only just released a breath after bringing down the GINN when the sound wrenched his gaze skyward.

	Another mobile suit came tearing through the shaft overhead, smashing its way down into the open. Its pale, streamlined frame was sleeker than a GINN's, the configuration of its back-mounted wings distinctly different. Hard on its heels came an Earth Alliance mobile armor.

	“Fall back!”

	From behind the seat, the woman soldier, one hand pressed to her bleeding shoulder, shouted through her pain.

	"Get back to Morgenroete! We don't have the armament to engage a CGUE! And after that last battle, we must have burned through an enormous amount of power. We need to swap the battery! If the power supply fails, the Phase Shift armor will drop!"

	Her warning was swallowed by a savage impact that slammed into the machine.

	"Waaah—!"

	A rifle burst ripped through the air. Several rounds struck home before Kira could evade, and the Strike lost its footing, crashing down. The shock proved too much for the already wounded woman, she went slack, knocked unconscious by the jolt.

	"Damn it!"

	Kira wrestled with the controls, hauling the machine upright again. But towering above them now was the CGUE, closing fast.

	And then, with a thunderous roar, the rock face of the mine gave way.

	Through the billowing curtains of dust and debris emerged a colossal white warship, its hull gleaming as it forced passage into the colony's interior.

	Kira stared at the monitor, stupefied.

	"A… battleship… inside the colony…?!"

	Suspended above streets where ordinary people had lived their ordinary lives hung a warship easily three hundred meters in length. Its sheer scale, and its unfamiliar, fortress-like silhouette, held Kira transfixed for a long moment.

	The battleship seemed to register the ZAFT mobile suit. Missiles streaked from its stern, racing toward the CGUE. Rau's machine picked them off with precise fire, then slipped behind one of the colony's support shafts to evade. Unable to track the maneuver, the missiles plowed into the shaft instead, detonating in rapid succession. The ground groaned and shuddered, emitting an ominous metallic shriek.

	"Y-you can't be serious!"

	Fury surged through Kira. While the CGUE was occupied evading the battleship's assault, he swung the Strike toward Morgenroete and spotted the trailers that had been halted just short of extraction.

	“Weapons, this is it, right?!”

	He glanced back on instinct, but the woman soldier lay crumpled on the cockpit floor, motionless.

	"I need to get her help… fast."

	Biting down hard on his lip, Kira called up the data feed and retrieved the Launcher Striker power pack. He aligned the massive assembly, an integrated unit combining a long-barreled cannon with heavy vulcans, and locked it onto the Strike's back.

	Mounted over the left shoulder was the 320mm hyper-impulse cannon, Agni. Over the right sat twin systems: a 120mm anti-ship vulcan and a 350mm gun launcher.

	The CGUE pivoted toward him.

	Heart slamming against his ribs, Kira fumbled for the targeting scope and pressed his eye to it. The enemy's silhouette snapped into sharp relief. A lock-on indicator flashed.

	Kira squeezed the trigger.

	From the Strike's hip-braced Agni, a torrent of energy erupted, so intense it bleached the world white for an instant. Sensing the threat, the CGUE twisted desperately aside, but the searing beam sheared off its left arm and continued unimpeded, lancing straight into the colony's opposite inner wall.

	"Aaaaah—?!"

	The colony's surface superheated. The outer shell peeled outward, torn open as though pried back by an invisible hand. When the beam finally guttered out, a massive, gaping wound yawned where the wall had been.

	Kira went ashen, frozen in his seat.

	"Th-this… this can't be…"

	To grant a single mobile suit this much destructive power…

	Overwhelmed by the annihilating force of the weapon in his hands, Kira could only watch as the damaged CGUE banked away and fled, escaping through the freshly torn breach into open space.

	He made no move to stop it.

	 

	Athrun Zala had already cleared Heliopolis in the commandeered machine and was setting course back toward the Vesalius.

	Kira.

	The face he had glimpsed moments before, illuminated by the reflected glare of explosions, refused to fade from his mind. Wide eyes, a mouth that had unmistakably shaped the word "Athrun?" he had seen it with perfect clarity.

	To encounter his former closest friend here, of all places, defied belief.

	"No… there's no way he'd be there…"

	He spoke the denial aloud, even as certainty burrowed deeper into his chest. There was no possibility, none, that he had confused Kira Yamato with someone else.

	At that moment, a spear of light lanced outward from within the colony's bulkhead. An instant later, it erupted in a violent detonation.

	Atmosphere rushed violently outward. Moisture suspended within it crystallized in an instant, unfurling like white clouds across the vacuum. Debris caught in the sudden expulsion tumbled and glittered as it dispersed, catching the sunlight in countless flashing points.

	A mobile suit burst through the rupture.

	The commander's unit.

	Fragments of an open transmission reached him.

	"I've taken damage. Returning to the ship!"

	Commander Creuset, hit? What in the world had happened in there?

	Athrun’s mission was clear: return this seized machine safely to the Vesalius. That was his duty. And yet, he hesitated. The image of Kira Yamato, unchanged from their childhood, rose unbidden before his eyes.

	“Damn it.”

	With a sharp motion, he reversed the machine's heading.

	To confirm it for himself. Nothing more than that.

	 

	“Still, that was incredible. You're telling me you're the one controlling that thing, Kira?"

	"'Gundam'? What's that even mean?"

	“Forget that, this woman needs medical attention… oh, looks like she's coming around."

	Murrue Ramius slowly became aware of her surroundings. As consciousness sharpened, she realized she was lying on what appeared to be a park bench. She pushed herself upright. The dark-haired boy from before hovered over her, worry written plainly across his face.

	Nearby, she caught sight of the X-105 Strike kneeling with one leg braced against the ground, and inside its cockpit, several civilian boys clambering about, calling out to one another in obvious excitement.

	Her body moved before her mind fully caught up.

	She raised her pistol.

	"Step away from the machine!"

	The instant she shifted, a vicious spike of pain lanced through her wounded shoulder. The boys stared at her blankly, caught off guard. Ignoring their expressions, Murrue discharged a single round over their heads.

	"Wh—what do you think you're doing?!"

	She leveled the muzzle at the dark-haired boy's face. As the civilians finally scrambled down from the cockpit, she spoke, her voice flat and unyielding.

	“This is the military’s highest-level classified asset. Civilians have no business touching it.”

	Seeing the collective resentment harden on their faces, she nearly sighed.

	She held no grudge against them. What kindled her anger was herself, losing consciousness, allowing a critical secret to slip beyond her control. Still, they needed to grasp their situation. And beyond that...

	Her gaze settled on the dark-haired boy.

	What he had demonstrated inside the Strike's cockpit, that degree of capability...

	She buried her uncertainty and spoke with finality.

	“My name is Murrue Ramius. I am an officer of the Earth Alliance. I’m sorry, but I can’t allow you to simply walk away. Whatever the circumstances, you have now been exposed to military secrets of the highest classification. Until we can establish contact with the appropriate authorities and determine a course of action, you will remain in my custody.”

	As anticipated, a storm of objections broke out at once.

	"Why?!"

	“You’ve gotta be kidding me!”

	“We’re civilians from Heliopolis! We’re neutral, this has nothing to do with us!”

	"Enough!"

	Murrue's sharp command silenced them instantly.

	“Do you honestly believe that just saying ‘we’re neutral’ means you can stay uninvolved? Look around you.”

	Reluctantly, the boys turned their eyes outward.

	Streets emptied of people. A scarred and fractured shaft. An outer wall partially repaired by automated systems, yet still torn open, revealing the vacuum of space beyond.

	“This,” Murrue said quietly, “is your reality now. A war is being waged. Just beyond the edges of the world you thought you knew."

	 

	“Lieutenant Ramius!”

	After having the boys drive the trailer loaded with Strike components, Murrue arrived at the Archangel, only for Natarle Badgiruel to rush toward her at once.

	“I'm relieved to see that you're safe!”

	“And I’m the one who should be saying that. You managed to get the Archangel moving. Thanks to you, we survived.”

	"Ah, uh, hate to cut into the touching reunion and all—"

	A voice cut in from the side. Murrue turned to see a tall man in a pilot suit approaching, his handsome features arranged in an easy, almost excessively casual smile.

	“Lieutenant Mu La Flaga, Seventh Mobile Fleet, Earth Alliance. Pleasure to meet you.”

	“I'm Lieutenant Murrue Ramius of Sector 2, 5th Special Division.”

	They exchanged salutes and introductions. Then Mu got straight to the point.

	"I'd like permission to come aboard. The ship I arrived on was shot down by ZAFT. Who’s in command of this vessel now?”

	It was Natarle who answered, her voice heavy.

	"The captain and nearly all senior officers were killed in action. Which would make Lieutenant Ramius the ranking authority."

	"Wha—?!"

	Murrue froze, the words hitting her like a physical blow. The captain, dead?

	Beside her, Mu asked quietly, “I was escorting the pilot candidates slated for the X-number units. What about them?”

	Natarle shook her head, grief plain on her face. The lighthearted air vanished from Mu's profile in an instant, replaced by something dark and heavy.

	Before anyone could speak again, an internal channel crackled to life.

	"Lieutenant Ramius! Ensign Badgiruel! Report to the bridge immediately!"

	"What's going on?!"

	"Additional mobile suits inbound!"

	There was no time to grieve the fallen. Mu clapped Murrue firmly between the shoulder blades.

	"Take command. You're the captain now."

	"I—I am?!"

	"Right? I've got seniority in service years, sure, but I don't know this ship."

	Murrue and Natarle exchanged a fleeting glance.

	"The Strike, is it still outside?!"

	"No time to recover it. Have it rendezvous under its own power. Prepare the Archangel for launch! All hands, condition one, battle stations!"

	Alarms shrieked throughout the vessel.

	Hearing them, Miriallia murmured softly:

	"Kira… do you think he's okay?"

	Tolle drew her into a tight embrace.

	A thunderous detonation rocked the colony. A fresh breach tore through the bulkhead, and a formation of GINNs came pouring through. Each was outfitted with heavy missile launchers or high-output particle cannons, specialized assault configurations. Catching the display on the monitors as he entered the bridge CIC, Mu swore under his breath.

	"Heavy bombardment loadouts?! They're planning to use that firepower in here?"

	Trailing the formation, a single unit gleamed crimson. As Tonomura processed the data, his breath caught audibly.

	"O-one of them is the X-303, the Aegis!"

	One of the stolen X-number units.

	A leaden silence descended over the bridge. To face attack from mobile suits they themselves had built defied comprehension.

	"They're already fielding it in live combat!"

	Murrue muttered bitterly, her fist clenching tight. Mu responded without pause.

	"It's hostile now. You want to die because you couldn't pull the trigger?"

	“Prepare Korinthos for launch! Laser guidance, strict lock!”

	As Natarle's command rang through the CIC, Murrue followed immediately.

	"Phase Shift armor renders physical rounds useless. Slave the main gun to radar and widen the focal dispersion. During engagement, take every precaution to avoid colony damage. Our priority is breaking free of Heliopolis!"

	 

	Kira, in the Strike, had been ordered by Murrue Ramius, now clearly an officer, not a mere soldier, to search the ruined remains of Morgenroete for additional Strike components.

	The thunder of a GINN punching through into the colony made him flinch, his gaze snapping upward. He registered the mobile suit's loadout, oversized missile pods, a long-barreled rifle, and felt the color drain from his face.

	"If they fire those inside the colony..."

	“Sword Striker…? A sword…?”

	His eyes locked onto a container half-swallowed by rubble. Moving almost on instinct, he dragged it free and began mounting it to the Strike. This Striker pack carried a weapon longer than the mobile suit itself: a massive blade fixed to the back.

	The 15.78-meter anti-ship sword Schwert Gewehr, a hybrid real/beam blade capable of slicing through even battleship armor. A loadout designed for close combat.

	"If I use this… then that won't happen again…"

	The wounds gouged into the colony remained raw, still bleeding. Kira drove the Strike forward and vaulted high into the air.

	A GINN loosed its heavy missiles at him.

	The lock-on alarm shrieked inside the cockpit. Kira reacted on reflex, throwing the machine into evasive maneuvers, but the missiles tracked him without mercy. One detonated against the axial shaft he had just skirted.

	The shaft linking the central spine to the surface snapped like a severed cord.

	It whipped through the air, then plummeted downward. Several buildings beneath it were pulverized to fragments as it struck.

	“Aah!”

	The cry tore from Kira’s throat.

	Another missile launched.

	"I can’t let them damage the colony any further. But what do I do?"

	Grinding his teeth, Kira fixed his stare on the incoming warheads. He timed it, drew them closer, and let them catch him.

	Fire and smoke engulfed the Strike.

	The GINN, certain of the kill, watched, and in the next instant, the Strike erupted from the cloud.

	Kira had cleaved one missile in half with the Schwert Gewehr and taken the other on his shoulder armor.

	“Uwaaaaaaah!”

	With a scream, he brought the sword down in a sweeping arc.

	The blade sheared clean through the GINN's torso.

	The mobile suit detonated.

	As the fireball dissipated, another machine descended from above.

	The Aegis.

	The instant Kira glimpsed that familiar crimson frame, his eyes flew wide.

	“That mobile suit!”

	It was the one that had launched from Morgenroete, only just after him.

	No.

	No, that wasn’t Athrun.

	Athrun wouldn’t kill people without hesitation. He wouldn’t.

	Kira shook his head hard, trying to reject the thought, 

	"Kira… Kira Yamato!"

	The voice crackled through the comm channel.

	Kira snapped upright.

	“Athrun? Athrun Zala?!”

	"It really is you? Kira, is it really you?!"

	All around them, the battle raged on.

	Missiles fired from GINN launchers slammed toward the Archangel without mercy. ZAFT mobile suits darted through the air, attacking with no restraint. Forced to fight while avoiding damage to the colony, the Archangel was being steadily pushed back. Missiles that missed their target struck the surface and the shafts instead, detonating again and again.

	One of the GINNs was caught by a missile fired from the Archangel. Its thrusters ignited, and the explosion damaged yet another axial shaft. A chain reaction followed, the shaft collapsed in a trail of fire, crashing into the surface and making the entire colony groan.

	Enraged by the loss of their comrade, the remaining GINNs attacked with ferocity. The Archangel returned fire, but the missiles were dodged, only to strike the colony again, ground, shafts, structures.

	Facing his former best friend through the frame of a mobile suit, Kira stood frozen.

	Then the shock faded.

	And fear hardened into certainty.

	And from that certainty surged an anger he could not contain.

	“Why…? Why you?!”

	Kira shouted, his voice fracturing.

	A military, a group that kills people, that was the last place Athrun belonged.

	“Why are you doing something this horrible to Heliopolis, to a neutral colony?!”

	The center shaft, already groaning, twisted under unbearable stress, finally began to collapse.

	With a deafening roar, the colony’s spine tore itself apart. The remaining axial shafts snapped one after another, flung away as if wrenched loose, smashing into the surface and accelerating the destruction. The structural frame twisted and screamed as it deformed. Deprived of support, the outer wall began to tear itself apart under its own centrifugal force, peeling away along the structure.

	Cracks raced through the colony like lightning.

	"You’re the one who’s wrong!" Athrun shouted back.
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	"You’re a Coordinator, so why are you piloting an Earth Alliance mobile suit?!"

	Violent turbulence from the sudden loss of atmosphere ripped across the colony. Already shattered buildings, vehicles, and debris were hurled upward like splinters. Explosions flared across the city, only to gutter out as the air needed for combustion vanished.

	Shelters launched all at once, ejecting as lifeboats.

	That was the final blow.

	“Heliopolis!”

	Kira screamed.

	Fissures split open beneath the Strike and Aegis. Debris slammed into their frames with deafening impacts.

	The city he knew was disintegrating before his eyes. Rooftops were ripped away. Glass exploded. Roads cracked apart, revealing the black void of space gaping behind them.

	Turbulent currents seized the Strike, wrenching it violently, stripping Kira of all control.

	"Uaaaaaah—!"

	He fired the thrusters in desperation, but the flow dragged him outward, pulling him toward the void.

	"Kira!"

	Athrun shouted, forcing the Aegis closer.

	But the turbulence was too powerful.

	The distance between them only widened.

	And together with the fragmenting bulkheads, the Strike was swept away, cast out into the endless expanse of space.

	 


Phase.02

	 

	 

	 

	 

	"X-105 Strike, come in."

	The transmission had been cycling for a while now. Within the cockpit, nothing stirred but the uneven rasp of Kira's breathing.

	"Heliopolis, it’s..."

	The surface beneath his feet only moments ago had splintered apart, fragments scattering into the void. Through the wreckage and mangled steel, storefronts he recognized and shards of buildings drifted slowly across his field of vision.

	"How could this happen?"

	The ordinary existence he had trusted would carry on unchanged into tomorrow and all the days beyond, it had always been this fragile.

	"X-105 Strike! Are you receiving? Come in!"

	Desperation sharpened the voice crackling through the comm. Then, without warning, a shout.

	"Kira Yamato!"

	Hearing his own name snapped Kira out of his stupor. He recognized the voice: that female officer, Murrue.

	"If you can hear me, if you’re safe, respond. Kira Yamato!"

	“I... yes, this is Kira.”

	He activated the transmitter and forced a reply. Relief bled into Murrue's tone.

	"You’re all right?"

	“Yes.”

	"Can you determine your position? Are you able to make it back to the ship?"

	“Yes.”

	Kira pressed his lips tight and steadied his grip on the control stick. Fear for his parents gnawed at him, but he had no choice except to trust they had made it to safety. At that instant, a piercing electronic alert rang through the cockpit, and a new reading flashed onto the display.

	"A distress beacon?"

	A long, cylindrical shape came into view, its signal light pulsing steadily against the black.

	 

	"Its propulsion system was wrecked; it was just drifting out there.”

	Kira had made it back to the Archangel without incident, but now he found himself locked in a standoff at the open starboard hatch. The Strike cradled a single rescue pod between both massive hands.

	"You want me to abandon it? There are Heliopolis evacuees inside!"

	When Kira snapped back, Murrue let out a weary breath on the monitor.

	"Very well. Permission granted."

	At that, another female officer stiffened visibly.

	"We're still in the middle of combat operations! Bringing evacuees aboard—"

	"The pod's damaged. There's no alternative. And I'm not about to waste time debating this."

	The Strike descended alongside the lifeboat onto a launch and recovery deck, its long catapult rail stretching into the distance. As the mobile suit advanced into the inner hangar, the enormous airlock doors ground shut behind it. A maintenance cradle for mobile suits was recessed deep within, and beside it rested a mobile armor scarred with obvious battle damage.

	The Strike's hatch swung open, and the moment Kira emerged, a murmur swept through the assembled crew.

	“Wait, wait, what is this? He's a damn kid! You're saying this scrawny brat was operating that machine?!"

	The mechanic Murdoch gave voice to what everyone else was thinking. A towel was looped around his neck, his hair was disheveled, and rough stubble shadowed his jaw, not exactly the picture of professionalism.

	Word that the Strike had returned brought Kira's friends rushing over, nearly crashing into him as he descended from the cockpit.

	“Kira, thank god!”

	“You made it back!”

	Tolle pulled him into a fierce embrace while Sai tousled his hair without mercy. Kira blinked in surprise, then allowed himself a smile of genuine relief. From elsewhere in the hangar, a voice cut through the noise.

	“Sai!”

	A flash of red hair as a girl broke away from the cluster of evacuees emerging from the lifeboat. Flay Allster. She threw herself against Sai's chest.

	"What's going on? What happened to Heliopolis? I got separated from Jessica and everyone else, and I was so scared!”

	Sai flinched, then quickly draped an arm around Flay's shoulders, his face softening with relief. Kira, who had been watching with wide eyes, felt something dim in his expression at the easy intimacy between them. Still, everyone had survived. That was what counted. Lost in the joy of finding each other again, the young group remained oblivious to everything else.

	Mu La Flaga approached them.

	"Well, well," he remarked, his tone light. "This is unexpected."

	Wearing an easy grin, he planted himself directly in front of Kira.

	“W-what is it?”

	Caught off guard by the tall officer suddenly in his path, Kira took an involuntary step backward. Mu's smile held as he spoke, casual as anything.

	"You're a Coordinator, right?"

	The atmosphere turned to ice.

	Murrue, having descended from the bridge, fixed Mu with a sharp, reproachful look. Kira wavered for a moment, then lifted his chin and met Mu's gaze directly.

	“Yes.”

	Instantly, the soldiers positioned behind Murrue and Natarle raised their rifles. Every barrel locked onto Kira.

	This was the war, distilled to its essence: Naturals versus Coordinators.

	Coordinators were humans born through intentional genetic engineering. Beings sculpted by human intervention to unlock the full latent potential of humanity. Superior in intellect and physical ability, possessing bodies immune to disease. Originally hailed as a solution to increasingly severe hereditary disorders, a global wave of genetic enhancement had surged through society beginning in the C.E.20s.

	But as the disparity in ability between Coordinators and Naturals, those born unaltered, grew impossible to overlook, opposition arose. Bloodshed followed, again and again. Better adapted to the conditions of space, Coordinators eventually migrated beyond Earth. Their chosen home became the space colony clusters constructed at L5, known as the PLANTs.

	And now, the PLANTs’ military force, ZAFT, waged open war against Earth itself. Coordinators versus Naturals. Viewed through that lens, the soldiers' instinctive reaction to the word "Coordinator" was entirely predictable.

	"What the hell kind of response is that?!"

	Tolle's shout rang out as he stepped forward, placing himself between Kira and the guns.

	"So what if he's a Coordinator? Kira isn't our enemy! He fought ZAFT, he protected all of us! Didn't you see him out there?!"

	He glared down the rifle barrels trained on Kira, his stance braced as if ready to throw himself into a fight, his voice cracking with raw urgency.

	"Stand down."

	Murrue's command sliced through the tension.

	"There's no cause for alarm. Heliopolis was a neutral colony. It's hardly unusual for Coordinators who wanted nothing to do with this conflict to have settled there."

	"Yeah… I mean, I'm first-generation, too…"

	Kira's voice came out quiet, almost to himself.

	“First-generation” referred to those who carried the earliest modified genes, children born after Natural parents chose to genetically alter their fertilized embryos. With Natural parents, choosing life in a neutral colony would have seemed all the more logical.

	“Hey, sorry about that. Didn’t mean to kick up such a fuss.”

	The man who had sparked the commotion spoke without a trace of actual remorse.

	"I was just curious. On the trip here, I watched simulation after simulation from the pilots assigned to the Strike. They could barely coax the thing into motion."

	Mu offered a small shrug and began to turn away.

	“And then you go and pilot it like it’s nothing.”

	 

	“Can we get a read on the ZAFT vessel’s movements?”

	In response to Murrue's question, Petty Officer Pal kept his eyes locked on the radar display and delivered the disheartening news.

	"Not a chance. Too much debris from Heliopolis still holding heat. With that level of residual thermal interference, radar and infrared are both useless…"

	“I imagine it’s the same for them,”Mu offered. Cold comfort, but comfort nonetheless.

	Murrue went quiet, working through the options.

	“If we’re attacked now, we don’t stand a chance.”

	"Agreed. Our only real assets are the Strike and my Zero, and the Zero's barely functional. A head-on engagement is suicide. So what do you think, full thrust and try to lose them? This ship's got speed, doesn't it?"

	"They have fast ships too. The Nazca-class. There's no guarantee we can stay ahead of them…"

	"Then what, we give up? Surrender?"

	Murrue's eyes snapped wide. Mu, though, only shrugged with that habitual nonchalance of his.

	“It's an option.”

	Murrue leveled a hard look at the older officer, who stood there grinning while floating the unthinkable as though it were perfectly reasonable. It felt like she was being tested.

	She had been thrust into this chair without warning, addressed as "Captain" before she was ready, and with almost no real combat experience, she was still struggling to find solid ground. Most of the crew shared her inexperience, which only made the path forward seem darker. Mu La Flaga was one unknown variable, but Natarle Badgiruel was another, a name she recognized, yet someone she had never actually served alongside. Could she really hold people like them together? Especially this man, who had trouble written all over him?

	“We will not surrender.”

	She made herself say it with clarity. With conviction.

	"This ship and the Strike will never fall into ZAFT's hands. Whatever it takes, we have to deliver them to Atlantic Federation Command."

	“But how do you plan to do that when we can’t even establish contact with the lunar headquarters? I admire the resolve, but resolve alone won’t—”

	This time Mu wasn't simply goading her; his expression had turned serious as well. Before the silence could settle any deeper, Natarle spoke.

	“Captain, I formally recommend we make port at Artemis.”

	Both senior officers looked up sharply at the proposal.

	"It lies along the most direct route from our current position, and it's allied territory."

	"The Umbrella of Artemis, huh…" Mu murmured.

	Artemis was a Eurasian military satellite stationed in a nearby sector. It belonged to a defense alliance with the Atlantic Federation, the same power the Archangel served. There was still a wrinkle. 

	“Even so, neither the Gundam nor this ship has been officially announced, we don’t even have allied recognition codes,” Murrue said.

	"But do you genuinely believe a course for the Moon would see us through unscathed? We launched without proper provisioning. We urgently need resupply.”

	Natarle had a point. The Moon sat on the far side of Earth's orbital plane, impossibly distant under their current circumstances. Even without enemy contact, exhausting their supplies before arrival was a near certainty.

	She pressed on.

	“I believe Eurasia will understand the situation. Given what we're facing, minimizing combat, resupplying at Artemis, and then attempting contact with lunar headquarters strikes me as the most viable plan."

	"Artemis, huh…" Mu muttered, skepticism plain in his voice. "You really think it'll play out that smoothly?"

	"Even so, for the moment, it appears to be our only choice," Murrue said, her hesitation hardening into resolve.

	With her decision, the Archangel’s bridge erupted into activity.

	“Ready decoys! Upon launch, execute main engine burn to correct course toward Artemis. Afterward, transition to inertial flight. Set Condition Two battle stations! Keep active control time to an absolute minimum!"

	Murrue’s orders snapped through the bridge. The plan was to deploy decoys broadcasting false signatures to draw enemy attention, execute only the bare minimum course adjustment, then ride that single burn's momentum toward Artemis. Any additional engine activity would bleed heat, and reveal their position.

	“Silent running to Artemis… about two hours, give or take,” Mu muttered. The crew’s faces were taut with tension.

	“Then it comes down to luck,” Murrue said.

	She raised her voice.

	“Launch decoys! Main engine ignition! Helm, adjust course, destination Artemis!”

	 

	“So it’s come to this…”

	On the Vesalius's bridge, Ades stood transfixed by the sector of space where Heliopolis had once hung, the shock still slow to release him. Only moments before, raw horror at what they had wrought was all he could feel. Now, as his mind began to settle, a different unease took hold. He turned toward Rau.

	"What's your plan? If word spreads that we destroyed a neutral colony, the Council will—"

	"What exactly is 'neutral' about a colony manufacturing prototype weapons for the Earth Alliance?"

	Rau's expression betrayed not the slightest hesitation, not a flicker of remorse.

	"The majority of residents made it out. There's little reason for concern, particularly when measured against the tragedy of Bloody Valentine."

	Ades bit back his response and returned his gaze to the screen.

	That was true, set against that atrocity. 

	And yet, what they had just done was now being placed on the same scale as Bloody Valentine itself.

	The realization made Rau's calm all the more unsettling.

	“Ades, can we track the position of the enemy’s newly built battleship?”

	Rau’s question caught him off guard.

	“You intend to pursue them? But in the last engagement, we’ve already lost mobile suits—”

	“Did we?” Rau cut in calmly. “We still have four.”

	Realizing what he meant only deepened Ades's bewilderment.

	"You're suggesting we deploy the mobile suits we captured from the Earth Forces?"

	“Once the data extraction is complete, I see no reason not to. That ship cannot be allowed to escape, under any circumstances.”

	Leaving Ades speechless, Rau directed his attention to the tactical display. He studied the spread of the operational map without a word, then spoke quietly.

	“Let’s cast a net...”

	“A... net, sir?”

	"The Vesalius will push ahead and hold position here. Order the Gamow to take this route, maintain close search patterns, and follow in our wake."

	Ades's brow furrowed as he traced the course Rau had outlined.

	"Toward Artemis, sir? But if we commit entirely to that heading and they break for the Moon instead—"

	A shout from the communications officer cut his objection short.

	“Large thermal signature detected! Believed to be a battleship! Predictive course analysis indicates Earth swing-by, the lunar surface, Earth Alliance Atlantic Federation Headquarters!”

	Ades looked to Rau, but Rau shook his head.

	"It's a decoy. That report only proves it."

	He spoke with absolute certainty.

	"They're making for Artemis. Launch the Vesalius. Signal the Gamow."

	 

	“Whoa, whoa, let's not ask the impossible here!”

	Mu threw up a hand in pure frustration. The officers had gathered for another round of deliberation. Murrue pushed forward regardless.

	“But we may need the Strike’s full capabilities. If you, Lieutenant La Flaga, were to take the controls—”

	"You can't be serious. Did you actually look at the OS data that kid rewrote? You honestly believe a normal human, someone like me, could operate something like that?"

	Murrue went quiet, caught off guard. She had witnessed it herself: Kira's modifications to the operating system, the precision of his inputs, and the way the Strike responded afterward, moving with a fluidity so far beyond anything she had experienced in the cockpit that it scarcely resembled the same machine.

	Natarle cut in sharply.

	"Then order him to revert it to the original configuration. Regardless, we cannot keep placing such a vital asset in the hands of a civilian, much less a Coordinator child!"

	The revulsion written across her face left no room for doubt. She was military to her core, the kind of person for whom the word "Coordinator" alone carried an automatic charge, enemy, threat, something to despise by definition.

	Plenty of Naturals shared that view. Murrue herself held that Coordinators, whatever else they might be, were still just people, but she understood the fear, and the resentment, born of their heightened abilities. Especially now, when every enemy they were fighting was a Coordinator.

	Mu released a heavy sigh.

	“So what, now you want me to roll out in that old Zero and play decoy?”

	“That’s not what I—!”

	As Natarle and Murrue traded helpless glances, Mu leaned in closer.

	“Listen. If this turns into a fight, we’ll need both things, every last ounce of performance that kid wrung out of that machine, and a pilot who can actually handle it. Without those two pieces working together, we don't have a prayer against them."

	Only one conclusion could possibly follow from that logic.

	 

	Inside one of the residential cabins allocated within the Archangel, the boys sat pressed together, shoulders nearly touching, drawn close by a shared dread. Though this was a warship, the section they occupied was a gravity block, letting them feel solid weight beneath their feet.

	"What do you think is going to happen to us?"

	The question escaped Kuzzey before he could stop it, anxiety he could no longer contain. Every one of them had watched Heliopolis break apart on the ship's monitors, the place where they had lived, a reality so sturdy they had never once thought to question it, coming undone with horrifying ease right before their eyes.

	The colony they called home was gone. They had been torn from parents and families, left with no way to know if any of them still breathed. And now, trapped aboard an Earth Alliance warship, there was no telling when combat might erupt again.

	"Hey, that kid, he's a Coordinator, isn't he?"

	Flay murmured the question to Sai. From her seat on the bunk, she cast a glance toward Kira, somehow asleep despite everything, her gaze carrying less wonder than discomfort, something closer to disgust.

	Kuzzey muttered under his breath.

	"Being able to sleep through something like this… that's pretty remarkable in its own way."

	"He's completely drained," Miriallia said.

	“Kira’s really been through a lot.”

	Kuzzey let out a short laugh, but there was no warmth in it.

	“‘Been through a lot,’ huh… I guess for Kira, even all that only qualifies as 'so much.'"

	“What are you getting at, Kuzzey?”

	Tolle's voice carried an edge of reproach.

	“Nothing in particular… I was just thinking, Kira said he rewrote the OS, right? That thing’s OS. When do you think he did that?”

	“When?”

	That was when it hit them.

	The realization struck them all at once.

	Kira hadn't known the first thing about mobile suits like that before. If he truly had rewritten the OS, it could only have been after he climbed inside, right as the battle began. And yet, everyone except Flay had seen the battle. They had seen the moment when the Strike’s movements suddenly became something else entirely.

	In that tiny span of time? While engaging a GINN?

	They all knew Kira was a Coordinator. That was precisely why Professor Kato had relied on him so heavily, piling him with odd jobs and technical assignments. Even so, not one of them had imagined his abilities could be this staggering.

	“That’s what Coordinators are like,” Kuzzey said, his tone hollow.

	“They can pull off stuff like that and still call it ‘a lot.’ ZAFT’s full of people like him.”

	"And we're supposed to win against that?" Tolle murmured. "The Earth Forces, I mean?"

	Cautiously, they looked again at Kira’s sleeping face. He looked no different from any other sixteen-year-old boy, soft features, utterly unguarded in sleep. Until now, they had thought of him as simply a bright kid, a little awkward at times, and far too gentle for his own good. None of them had ever conceived of such an absolute divide between him and themselves, between Coordinator and Natural.

	Silence blanketed the room. Then came a sudden call.

	“Kira Yamato!”

	Murrue and Mu stood framed in the doorway. Startled, Tolle shook Kira awake in a rush.

	Still foggy with sleep, Kira listened as Murrue began speaking in a rigid, official tone, and in an instant, every trace of drowsiness vanished.

	“I refuse!”

	He shouted, his voice tight with anger.

	"Why should I have to climb back into that thing?! Maybe what you're saying is true. Sure, there's a war happening all around us, and that's the reality we're in. But we chose neutral Heliopolis precisely because we didn't want any part of this fight! Stop dragging us into it!"

	Murrue went silent, anguish plain on her face. From beside her, Mu spoke.

	"But you're the only one capable of piloting that machine. You know that.”

	“You say that like it’s nothing! I’m not a soldier, I'm nothing close to that!"

	"And when the fighting picks up again," Mu countered, his voice steady, "are you going to stand by that line and let yourself die rather than get in?"

	The words landed blunt and pitiless. Kira had no answer.

	"Right now, the only people who can defend this ship are me and you."

	“But… I…”

	Kira's voice wavered. Gazing down at him, Mu's expression eased, turning almost kind.

	"You have the ability to do what needs to be done, don't you? Then do what you're able to do."

	Kira jerked his head up, staring at him. But almost immediately, pain twisted across his face. He dropped his gaze, shouldered past Mu, and fled the room.

	 

	“Athrun Zala, reporting! I received the summons and have come as ordered!"

	Called to the commander's office, Athrun locked his body to attention and delivered a crisp, rigid salute. Across from him, Rau sat with fingers calmly intertwined. Even considering that the space served for meetings with subordinates, it was remarkably bare, functional to the point of sterility, stripped of any trace of the man who occupied it.

	“I’ve kept you waiting longer than I should have. You already know why you were called, don’t you?”

	“Y–yes, sir! I violated orders and acted on my own initiative. I offer my sincerest apologies!”

	“I have no intention of disciplining you,” Rau replied evenly. “But I do want an explanation. What you did was… uncharacteristic of you.”

	Athrun's jaw tightened, and his gaze fell. Rau rose from his chair and rested a hand lightly on his shoulder.

	“No commander can make sound decisions without accurate reports from those under him, Athrun.”

	“I’m sorry… I was shaken by something I didn’t expect…”

	Athrun pulled in a labored breath, then steadied his uneven voice and went on.

	“That last mobile suit, the one we failed to capture... the pilot was Kira Yamato. He was a friend of mine from the academy on the Moon when we were younger, a Coordinator. I never imagined we’d meet again like that, on a battlefield. I just… I had to be sure…”

	Rau absorbed the confession without a word. After a pause, he released a quiet breath.

	"I see. War has a vicious sense of irony."

	He circled back around the desk and settled into his chair once more.

	“It’s only natural that you’d be unsettled. He was a close friend, wasn’t he?”

	“Yes...”

	“Very well. In that case, I’ll remove you from the upcoming sortie.”

	Athrun’s head snapped up in shock.

	“You couldn’t be expected to level a weapon at someone like that. Nor would I wish to force you to.”

	“No, Commander! That's not—"

	He shook his head sharply and pressed forward over the desk.

	“Kira... he’s being exploited by the Naturals! He’s talented, but he’s absent-minded, too kind for his own good. He doesn’t even realize what they’re doing to him. That’s why I—I want to talk to him. To make him understand! He’s a Coordinator. There’s no way he wouldn’t understand what we’re fighting for!”

	“I understand how you feel,” Rau said quietly. “But what if he won't hear you out?”

	Athrun's breath caught.

	“In that case...”

	His expression darkened, and his voice hitched. Then he lifted his eyes to Rau again and spoke with hard certainty.

	“Then I’ll shoot him.”

	 

	Alarms shrieked across the Archangel’s bridge.

	"Massive thermal signature detected! Profile matches battleship engines! Range two-zero-zero, bearing Yellow three-three-one-seven, mark zero-two Charlie, course zero shift zero!"

	"Off our flank! Same heading?!"

	The implication sent ice through the bridge crew. Had they been detected?

	“But it’s still fairly distant…”

	Natarle muttered. The enemy vessel was running parallel off the Archangel’s port side.

	“Target is moving at very high speed, overtaking us laterally! Identifying contact! It’s a Nazca-class!”

	Mu let out a low growl.

	“They’ve read us. They’re trying to get ahead and block our escape.”

	“What about the Laurasia-class?!”

	Natarle's voice was edged with urgency.

	Pal worked the instruments in a frenzy, then drew in a sharp breath.

	"Thermal source advancing three-zero-zero astern! When did they—"

	They were bracketed.

	A heavy, fear-laden silence gripped the bridge. Then Mu broke it.

	“We’ve been had. At this rate, the Laurasia-class will eventually close in and pick us up. But if we try to run and light the engines, the Nazca will turn in an instant and cut us off.”

	Murrue and Natarle could only stare, struck dumb. The fragile hope they had clung to lay in ruins.

	"Hey, get me tactical data on both ships and pull up the sector map," Mu ordered.

	His voice jarred the two officers back to themselves.

	"D-do you have something in mind?"

	Murrue asked, unable to keep the panic from bleeding through despite her rank.

	Mu exhaled slowly.

	"That's what I'm trying to work out."

	 

	"Enemy vessel sighted! Enemy vessel sighted! All hands, Condition One battle stations! All personnel currently on duty, report to assigned posts immediately!"

	The raw urgency of the shipwide broadcast made Tolle and the others jerk their heads upward. A wave of anxiety rippled through the evacuees clustered nearby.

	"So there's going to be a battle? On this ship?"

	Soldiers who had barely been given a moment's rest came bursting from their quarters, yanking uniforms over their shoulders as they sprinted down the corridors.

	"Kira Yamato to the bridge. Kira Yamato to the bridge."

	At the sound of his name, Miriallia leaned close and spoke quietly to Tolle.

	“They're calling him. What do you think he’ll do?”

	Sai's voice was barely audible.

	“If he doesn’t fight, we’re in serious trouble, aren’t we…”

	Tolle had been standing motionless for some time now, mouth twisted, lost in heavy thought. Miriallia tugged at his arm.

	“Hey, Tolle… we can’t just stay here forever, letting Kira be the only one protecting us.”

	She didn’t need to say it. Tolle had been thinking the same thing.

	“‘Do what you can,’ huh…”

	The words that young officer, Lieutenant La Flaga, had said to Kira kept snagging in Tolle’s mind.

	It was true. Kira was a Coordinator. He had abilities far beyond theirs, things only he could do. But did that mean it was right to put everything on his shoulders? Maybe Tolle’s strength was small. Maybe it didn’t amount to much. Still, there had to be something only he could do.

	He stood up, resolve settling into his posture, and looked around at his friends. One by one, they nodded, as if they had reached the same conclusion.

	Together, they headed for the bridge.

	 

	The announcement reached Kira, but still he wavered.

	Yet hesitation had become a luxury he could no longer afford. Without his intervention, the ship would almost certainly be destroyed. His friends would die. The other refugees. The crew. And he himself, inevitably. To fight offered no certainty of survival, but to do nothing reduced those odds to nearly zero.

	Why was this burden his to carry?

	He had no desire to fight. Inside each mobile suit he had destroyed, there had been a life.

	Death held no appeal. But neither did he want to kill. Why should he alone be forced to bloody his hands? And yet, his thoughts returned to that scene.

	“Athrun…”

	Just whispering the name made it feel as though his breathing tightened.

	The next battle might force them against each other.

	His feet dragged as he made his way toward the bridge, each step reluctant. With every stride, the invisible pressure around his throat cinched tighter, a noose slowly closing.

	At a corner, he halted.

	Approaching from the opposite direction were his classmates from Kato's class. But?

	“Tolle… everyone… what’s with those outfits?”

	Every one of them was wearing Earth Alliance military uniforms.

	"They said if we want access to the bridge, we have to wear the uniform," Kuzzey answered with a shrug.

	Sai adjusted his collar with practiced precision and offered an explanation to Kira, who still watched them in bewilderment. 

	"We decided to pitch in with the ship's operations. They're understaffed, aren't they? At least we know our way around machines and computers better than most."

	“ZAFT uniforms look way cooler, though. And without rank insignia, these just make you look kinda dumb,” Tolle added jokingly.

	Petty Officer Chandra, who had escorted them, fired back immediately. 

	"Watch the attitude!"

	Kira was still stunned. Tolle flashed him a grin.

	"We can't just leave all the fighting and protecting to you. We're part of this, too."

	Miriallia added her voice. 

	"This is where we are now. So, we'll do whatever we can ..."

	"You guys..."

	The words lodged in Kira's throat. His friends' determination kindled a warmth that spread through his chest.

	I'm not alone.

	 

	When Kira appeared in the hangar wearing a pilot suit, Mu greeted him with a teasing drawl.

	"Finally made up your mind, huh? The suit says it all."

	Kira pressed his lips together, visibly embarrassed, and fired back.

	“You’re the one who said it. That right now, the only ones who can protect this ship are us. I don’t want to fight. But I do want to protect this ship. Everyone’s on board.”

	"Same here," Mu said lightly. "Nobody fights because they enjoy it. We fight because otherwise, there's nothing left worth protecting."

	Kira caught himself seeing Mu differently. So that's what it is, he thought. He'd always considered soldiers something distant and alien to him, but underneath, what drove them wasn't so different after all.

	Suddenly self-conscious, he changed the subject.

	"This thing's a little big on me."

	He pulled at the collar of his pilot suit. Mu squinted at him.

	"That's 'cause you're outside the standard specs, you scrawny kid.”

	The briefing wrapped up quickly. Kira moved toward the Strike while Mu headed for the Zero. He watched the Zero's twin hatches seal shut, then climbed into his own cockpit, booted up the OS, and strapped himself in.

	"Laurasia-class approaching from astern, bearing nine-zero!"

	"Captain, we're almost at the limit. We're heading out."

	"Understood. Be careful out there."

	Mu and Murrue's exchange drifted through the comm, bridge chatter.

	"I already filled the kid in on the plan."

	Mu's plan was straightforward and brutal. Once the Archangel was spotted and drew enemy fire, he would push ahead alone in the Zero and hit the Nazca-class lying in wait up front.

	"Timing is everything on this one. I’m counting on you."

	"Understood. Be safe."

	Mu cut the bridge link and switched channels.

	"See you on the other side, kid. Focus on keeping the ship safe, and yourself."

	"Y-yes! Please be careful, Lieutenant!"

	On the monitor, Mu flashed a fearless grin, then cut the feed.

	"Mu La Flaga, launching! Don’t let her sink before I get back!"

	The Zero pulled away from the ship, dropping into the void like something in freefall. Kira watched it shrink into the distance and muttered to himself in the cockpit.

	"Is this really going to work?”

	Someone had to buy time until Mu got close enough to the enemy, and that someone was Kira, alone, protecting the Archangel. Can I actually pull this off?

	The pressure was impossible to ignore. Just then, a familiar voice burst through the comm.

	"Kira."

	“Miriallia?!”

	Her face appeared on his monitor, headset in place, her expression more serious than he'd ever seen.

	"From here on out, I’ll be handling combat control for mobile suits and mobile armors. Let’s make it through this, okay?"

	She finished with a wink, an obvious attempt to mask her nerves, only to be snapped at from behind.

	“Say it properly, ‘I look forward to working with you’!”

	A laugh slipped out of Kira before he could stop it. Some of the tension loosened.

	"Equip the Aile Striker. The second the Archangel fires up its engines, the enemy's gonna be all over us, got it?!"

	Tonomura’s voice drove the point home.

	“Yes, sir!”

	Suspended from the gantry crane, the unit locked onto the mobile suit’s back. Shaped like a pair of wings and fitted with four vernier thrusters, the Aile Striker vastly improved the Strike's maneuverability, in space or atmosphere. It carried twin beam sabers housed in the shoulder mounts along with a 57-millimeter beam rifle.

	The wings spread open into a cross formation as Kira guided the Strike forward and positioned it on the catapult.

	"Engine ignition! Simultaneous main gun fire! Target, forward Nazca-class!"

	On Murrue's order, the engines growled to life. From both sides of the hull, the 225-centimeter twin high-energy convergent fire cannons, Gottfried Mk.71, rose into position.

	"Main guns, fire!"

	Blinding light erupted from the muzzles.

	Moments later, Chandra’s shout came over the comm.

	"Mobile suits launching from the forward Nazca-class confirmed! It’s the Aegis!"

	Kira froze.

	"Athrun!"

	Miriallia's voice came through the headset, her face tight with worry.

	"Kira! Strike is cleared for launch!"      

	"Roger.”

	The hatch slid open, slow and heavy, revealing a starfield that neither blinked nor stirred. The familiar terror of combat surged up alongside the dizzying sensation of being swallowed by space. His hands trembled as they closed around the controls. Kira squeezed his eyes shut.

	In the darkness behind his eyelids, his friends' faces surfaced one by one.

	I’m not alone.

	He opened his eyes and fixed his gaze straight ahead.

	“Kira Yamato, Gundam, launching!”

	The catapult flung the Strike forward. Fully extended battery cables snapped loose and whipped behind him as crushing g-forces warped his features. An instant later, he was thrown into open space.

	“Phase Shift armor, engaging… Weapons control, unlocking…”

	The dull metallic gray of the machine shifted into vivid tricolor. Kira scanned his monitors and radar, hunting for the enemy.

	 

	On the bridge, Chandra spotted the enemy silhouettes before anyone else.

	"Three heat signatures closing from astern! Range six-seven! Mobile suits!"

	A sharp, collective tension, here they come, ran through the crew. Natarle’s voice cut sharply across the bridge.

	“Prepare for anti–mobile suit combat! Missile tubes thirteen through twenty-four, load Korinthos! Activate Valiant batteries on both broadsides! Hurry with target data input!”

	Scattered among the regular crew, Tolle and the others worked their consoles with grim focus.

	At the stern, all twelve heavy missile ports irised open. Along the outer edges of the wings, folded linear cannons, Valiant Mk.8s, extended from their circular housing plates and locked into firing position.

	As the ship's defensive systems came fully online, Chandra studied the incoming data and sucked in a breath.

	“Identifying units. Oh God, they're all... X-number designations confirmed: X-102 Duel, X-103 Buster, and X-207 Blitz!”

	“What?!”

	The bridge went still for a heartbeat. Then Murrue, alone among them, managed to speak.

	"They’ve committed all of the captured G units?”

	 

	Inside the Strike's cockpit, warning alarms screamed to life. Kira fired his verniers and brought the beam rifle up. A crimson machine closed in fast. It was the Aegis.

	"Athrun?!”

	The two units tore toward each other at full throttle, passing so close they nearly clipped.

	"Kira!"

	As they crossed, Athrun’s voice burst through the speakers.

	"Stop this! We're not enemies! You know we're not!"

	Kira flinched. He was right. This war had nothing to do with him. And beyond that, Athrun was his friend. What possible reason did they have to fight each other?

	"You’re a Coordinator too, why are you fighting against us?!"

	Every word cut into him. His own doubts came flooding back.

	"Why are you with the Earth Forces?! Why are you taking the Naturals' side?!"

	"I'm not with the Earth Forces!"

	The words ripped out of Kira before he could think.

	“But… that ship, my friends are on it… my friends!”

	Only then did he register the other two units bearing down on the Archangel. He swung toward them, but the Aegis slashed across his path.

	"Stop!"

	“Athrun!”

	Panic clenched his chest. He couldn't bring himself to pull the trigger. Instead, he hurled his confusion and frustration back at Athrun.

	"Then why, why did you join ZAFT?! You said you hated war too! You told me that yourself!"

	A beam shot tore Kira's cry in half. In an instant, a new unit had forced itself between him and Athrun. Both pilots snapped back to reality, evading on pure Coordinator instinct.

	"What are you hesitating for, Athrun?!"

	A voice Kira didn't recognize barked over the comm. His eyes locked on the data scrolling across his display.

	"X-102 Duel?! Then this one's also—"

	One of the stolen X-number machines, the Duel. Of the five, it had the most conventional design: a white-and-blue two-tone frame, beam sabers mounted on both shoulders, and a primary loadout of a 57mm beam rifle paired with a 175mm grenade launcher, fundamentally the same setup as the Strike.

	Kira tried to break away, but the Duel stayed on him, beam rifle blazing in pursuit.

	"If you can't finish this, I will! Pull back!"

	 

	Pinned down by the Buster and the Blitz, the Archangel fought a desperate defensive battle, threading evasive maneuvers, struggling to hold.

	"Launch anti-beam depth charges! Igelstellung, keep those mobile suits off the hull! Set Helldart to auto-fire!"

	Depth charges rocketed outward and detonated, throwing up clouds of fine particles. The sixteen 75-millimeter anti-air Vulcan turrets, Igelstellung units, lined along both broadsides locked onto the two mobile suits and unleashed a wall of suppressive fire, while the aft air-defense missile launchers cycled through rapid volleys. Even for X-number units, the raw firepower of the new warship was no small thing; the Buster and the Blitz were visibly struggling to push their assault.

	The Buster’s 94-millimeter high-energy convergent fire rifle discharged. Anti-beam particles diffused the shot, but the beam retained enough force to strike the ship’s side. The impact sent violent tremors through the hull, and the pure-white armor glowed red with heat. On the bridge, Tolle and the others let out startled cries.

	Then the Blitz dropped beneath the ship, drawing fire from the Igelstellung emplacements mounted along the keel. Murrue's voice rang out.

	"Bring the Gottfried to bear! Roll thirty degrees left, port rudder twenty!"

	To angle the main guns downward, the Archangel banked hard. The motion rippled through the gravity blocks housing the evacuees; people stumbled and screamed.

	"No—!"

	Flay, still in the residential section, clung to the bed frame with everything she had.

	The turrets pivoted, and the Gottfried discharged a blistering high-output thermal blast. The Blitz barely evaded. Confronted with an Archangel far more resilient than they had expected, the two X-numbers found themselves mired in a stalemate.

	 

	Kira still couldn't shake the Duel. On his monitor, the Archangel was taking fire. He had to get back, now, but all he could manage was dodging the beams raining down around him.

	“Damn it!”

	Up to now he’d done nothing but run, fighting purely on the defensive. Finally, he pulled the targeting scope close. He raised the beam rifle, aligned the shot, and fired, but the Duel slipped past it effortlessly. His early reluctance to attack had slowly curdled into raw fear and spiraling panic. No matter how many shots he took, he couldn't pin the enemy down. The X-numbers' agility served the Duel just as well as it served him.

	The Strike fired wildly, spraying unfocused beams in every direction. The Duel closed the gap in a heartbeat and brought its beam saber crashing down.

	"Uwaaaah!"

	Kira barely caught the strike on his anti-beam shield.

	The two machines tangled, then broke apart. The Strike poured rifle fire out to keep its opponent at bay; the Duel pressed in, intent on settling the fight up close. Unaware of it themselves, both units drifted closer and closer to the Archangel.

	Still battering against the ship's defenses, the Buster caught sight of the pair. Sensing an easy kill, it swung toward them. Bracing the 350-millimeter gun launcher mounted on its right shoulder, it took aim at the Strike.

	With Phase Shift active, the X-103 Buster presented a beige base color, its chest accented in khaki and red, a rear-support unit built around sheer overwhelming firepower. Six-tube 220-millimeter missile pods sat on both shoulders, while the gun launcher and beam rifle attached to the rear shoulder mounts could be detached, linked together, and converted into an even longer-range weapon.

	Already overwhelmed by the Duel alone, Kira was saved only by a last-second warning alarm that screamed through his cockpit, allowing him to evade the Buster’s shot by a hair’s breadth.

	Now facing two X-numbers, the Duel and the suddenly joined Buster, Kira fought frantically to keep the Strike under control. Adrift in the weightless void, with no up or down to anchor him, he lost all sense of direction, which way he was facing, which enemy he was tracking. All he could do was fire at any silhouette that crossed his sights and dodge the beams streaking toward him. He didn't even have the awareness to notice his energy gauge steadily falling, creeping closer and closer to the red.

	 

	“Incoming message from the Gamow! ‘Enemy strength confirmed on our end is likewise limited to a single mobile suit!’”

	At the reply from their sister ship, Rau Le Creuset turned the information over in his mind. The Vesalius had yet to spot Mu's Zero, and as a precaution, he'd ordered the Gamow to verify independently.

	"So that mobile armor still can’t sortie, is that it?”

	He murmured it to himself, but something kept gnawing at him. It didn't add up. Mu wasn't the type to leave an entire battle in the hands of a pilot as obviously green as whoever was flying the Strike. Then again, Rau himself had dealt the Zero significant damage. Without a machine beneath him, even Mu couldn't launch.

	“Enemy battleship closing, range six-three-zero! Entering our effective firing envelope shortly!”

	Rau glanced up at the report.

	"Begin our attack as well, Ades."

	"Our mobile suit teams are still deployed. If we fire the main guns now—"

	Ades's flustered protest was met with Rau's cool, dismissive smile.

	"There isn't a single idiot in this unit who'd let himself get hit by friendly naval fire. And they certainly won't hesitate to shoot at us."

	Ades looked like he had more to say, but he swallowed it and relayed the order.

	"Main battery, prepare to fire! Target the enemy battleship!"

	 

	Inside the Archangel's bridge, Chandra swept the instruments one final time before his voice tore through the air.

	"Laser irradiation detected from the forward Nazca-class! We’re being painted, target lock imminent!”

	The report drained color from Murrue's face, and from everyone else's, all of them locked on the mobile suits bearing down at close range. Natarle's response came instantly, no pause for second thoughts.

	“Prepare the Lohengrin for firing! Target the forward Nazca-class!”

	Murrue whipped around from the command seat, eyes snapping to CIC, and cut her off.

	“Wait! Lieutenant La Flaga’s Zero is closing in!”

	Lohengrin, a dedicated positron cannon built for hull penetration, powerful enough to vaporize a capital ship with one clean strike. Fire now, and if the Zero had actually begun its attack run as intended, Mu would be annihilated.

	“It’s too dangerous! If we don’t fire, we’ll be fired on!”

	Natarle's voice cracked like a whip.

	But Murrue shook her head.

	“We can’t fire! Helm, evasive maneuvers!”

	The words came out hard as steel. Panic now, sabotage their own strategy, and defeat was certain. Enemy capital ships bracketed them fore and aft, and the mobile suit count was against them too. Let the ambush collapse and any hope of turning this fight evaporated completely. She was captain, which meant betting everything on Mu.

	Still, her fist, white-knuckled where no one could see it, ran slippery with perspiration.
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	If Mu doesn’t make it in time...

	 

	All at once, Rau snapped upright.

	The prickling awareness sliding across his flesh, he knew it instantly now, that sensation which always woke the rage coiled deep inside him, accompanied by a tremor almost indistinguishable from ecstasy.

	“Ades! Maximum thrust, nose down! Pitch angle six-zero!”

	The command exploded from his throat, no preamble. Ades, blindsided entirely, did nothing but gape at him. It was hardly surprising; there was no way he could be made to understand this sensation. And yet, in that instant, Rau felt an uncontrollable irritation at the delay.

	Then a shout erupted from the control crew.

	“Heat source approaching from below the hull! It’s a mobile armor!”

	"Rrraaaahhh!"

	Bellowing through the charge, Mu hurled the Zero directly at the Vesalius, throttle pinned wide open. The warship's drives roared, thrusters flaring desperately in an eleventh-hour dodge, but the window had already closed. The Zero wove through the point-defense barrage like it wasn't there, gun ports irising wide. He aimed straight for the screaming mountain of engine mass. Mu raked it with linear cannon bursts, dumping every round in the magazine.

	The engine block detonated in fire behind him as he blasted through, and Mu let out a victory cry, one fist thrust skyward.

	“Hell yeah!”

	Without bleeding velocity, he arced up and over the Vesalius's spine. The Zero spat a tether, its anchor biting deep into the ship's armor plating. Momentum became his fulcrum, he pendulum-swung through a reversal, one fluid curve that flipped his vector, then severed the line and rocketed clear, gone from the battlespace in a heartbeat.

	 

	The Vesalius's bridge bucked and rattled while klaxons shrieked through the air.

	"Engine section severely compromised! Drive power falling off!"

	“Number 5 sodium wall breached! Fire reported! Damage teams, lock down the bulkheads!"

	The bridge crew erupted in a flood of damage assessments, their voices somewhere between yelling and screaming.

	“Enemy mobile armor disengaging!”

	Ades caught a glimpse of the withdrawing shape and bellowed, vision white with rage.

	“Shoot it down!”

	But the vessel lurched and heeled so savagely that targeting was out of the question. One second from victory, the whole board had been flipped in a heartbeat. Deploying a fresh-built battleship and numerous mobile suits, assets that should have been safeguarded, as lures, then punching straight into the formation's core with one antiquated mobile armor...

	Grinding his teeth at the audacity of it, Ades swung his gaze back to Rau, and went rigid.

	“Damn you, Mu!”

	Rau snarled through bared teeth, fingers grinding into the armrest like he could shatter it. What showed below the mask had contorted into something demonic with wrath. Never before had Ades witnessed his commander expose his fury so completely.

	 

	“Laser transmission from Lieutenant La Flaga! ‘Operation successful. Returning to base.’”

	Jubilation exploded across the Archangel's bridge. The others caught Tolle's eye, everyone breathing out in unison after the breath they'd trapped.

	Murrue's fist loosened at last, and she drew herself upright in the same instant, command reasserting itself in her posture.

	"Don't waste this opening. Target the forward Nazca-class and fire!"

	Fresh tension crackled across the bridge.

	“Roger! Lohengrin one and two, prepare to fire!”

	“Positron bank chambers critical. Muzzle choke potentials stabilized!”

	Forward along the Archangel's prow, the Lohengrin cannon ports irised open.

	"Fire!”

	At Natarle’s command, the special-purpose cannon Lohengrin discharged with annihilating, total force.

	A vortex of plasma tore through space, grazing the starboard side of the Vesalius as it struggled to evade on its damaged engines. The impact slammed into the ship with catastrophic force.

	Combat-ineffective, the Vesalius had no option except retreat from the engagement.

	 

	Athrun watched, powerless to act, while Duel, Buster, and Strike tangled in a churning melee. The dedicated cannon's discharge made him inhale sharply, the raw destructive force was staggering. Nearly at the same moment, laser comm from the Gamow arrived: Vesalius struck, all units pull out of the combat area.

	A fight that had looked decisively in their favor had, in an eyeblink, reversed entirely. For a few seconds Athrun simply froze, mind refusing to accept the impossible turnaround, until a flare streaked up from the Archangel and jerked him back to awareness.

	"A recall signal? Like hell I’ll let you!"

	Yzak Joule threw himself at the Strike. Before pulling back, he obviously intended to destroy at least one mobile suit, accept anything short of that and this became a complete loss. Yzak had no idea Kira was a Coordinator. With pride as fierce as his, losing ground to a Natural meant humiliation he couldn't stomach.

	“Yzak! We’ve got orders to retreat!”

	Athrun tried to rein him in, but Yzak refused to listen. Dearka showed no sign of disengaging either. Athrun bit his lip.

	 

	Toyed with by two X-number units, the Strike couldn’t even break back toward the Archangel.

	“Kira!”

	Miriallia shouted, unable to do anything, anxiety strangling her voice.

	"Give him covering fire!" Murrue ordered.

	“It’s impossible in this melee!”

	Natarle shot back. She was right, mobile suits were constantly crossing paths at close range. Any careless intervention risked hitting their own.

	"I’m worried about the Strike’s remaining power,” Natarle added, urgency creeping into her voice.

	That same report reached Mu in the Zero via laser comm.

	“‘Can’t pull back’? Damn it, that idiot!”

	 

	Within the Strike's cockpit, Kira fought to draw air into his lungs, his whole body straining against the edge of collapse as he wrestled the controls. The warning klaxons screaming around him didn't even register, he squeezed the beam rifle's trigger again, and nothing happened. Dead.

	His gaze snapped to the gauge. The alert tone he'd half-heard in the background now pierced straight through his skull. The energy readout had bottomed out, buried deep in the red.

	“Out of power?! No!”

	The Strike's armor bled pale, its vivid colors draining away to reveal the flat, dark steel beneath. Phase Shift had gone offline.

	The Duel saw it happen and lunged without hesitation. That beam saber filling his forward monitor store the air from Kira's chest.

	I’m done.

	But the killing stroke never came. Instead, a heavy, blunt jolt, then crushing acceleration that flattened him into his seat. Kira choked on a gasp and forced his eyes open.

	The Strike hung locked in the Aegis's grip, pinned between its hooked, talon-like limbs. The machine had shifted to mobile armor configuration.

	In that final instant, Athrun had torn Kira free from beneath the Duel's descending saber.

	 

	“Kira!”

	His friends cried out without meaning to, eyes fixed on the display.

	"The Aegis has captured the Strike! Phase Shift is down!"

	An icy chill tore through Murrue. This was the nightmare scenario, the outcome she had dreaded most. Their sole remaining mobile suit, seized by ZAFT. And inside it, the civilian boy they had shoved into that cockpit against his will.

	"Kira! Kira, respond!"

	Miriallia's voice tore through the bridge again and again, raw and splintering. The naked desperation in it, so young, so helpless, struck Murrue square in the heart. Had they truly destroyed one boy's entire future?

	Then, behind Miriallia as she kept calling out, Tonomura's eyes went wide at an incoming transmission.

	"Captain! Laser comm from Lieutenant La Flaga, 'Ready the Launcher Striker for catapult deployment'?!"

	 

	"What the hell do you think you're doing, Athrun?!"

	Kira still hadn't processed what was happening when the crackling voices flooded in over the open channel.

	"I'm capturing this unit."

	"What?! Our orders are to destroy it!"

	"If capture is possible, it takes priority. We're pulling out!"

	The Aegis accelerated hard, hauling Kira with it as it fled the combat zone. The other three machines fell in behind.

	“Athrun! What's the big idea?”

	Athrun's response came without a beat of hesitation.

	"I'm bringing you to the Gamow."

	“Get serious! I'm not going to any ZAFT ship!”

	"Enough!!"

	The raw force in Athrun's voice crushed the protest in Kira's throat. What followed was ragged, edged with pain.

	"Come with me, Kira. If you don’t... I’ll have to shoot you myself!"

	“Athrun...”

	"I already lost my mom in the Bloody Valentine... I can’t... I can't lose anything else..."

	Inside the Strike's cockpit, Kira's breath caught hard. The silence between them stretched taut, heavy with everything neither could say. 

	Then a savage impact hammered in from the side. A familiar red shape flooded the monitor: Mu's Zero, plunging into the fray. Its gunbarrels fanned wide, loosing a swarm of missiles that converged on the Aegis from every vector.

	Forced to respond, the Aegis disengaged its mobile armor configuration to assume a defensive posture. The moment the clamps released, Mu's voice filled the Strike's cockpit.

	"Get clear! The Archangel's launching the Launcher Striker!"

	“W-what?”

	There's still a big target out there! Move, reconfigure, now!"

	Kira hesitated, glancing once at the Aegis.

	"I understand.”

	While Athrun turned to engage the Zero, Kira broke away.

	"Kira!"

	Athrun’s voice chased after him, driving straight into his chest. Kira slammed the thrusters harder, as though he could outrun the sound itself.

	Seeing the Strike withdraw, the Duel gave chase. It slipped past the Archangel's suppressing fire and closed the gap fast on the powerless machine.

	The catapult hurled the Launcher Striker from the Archangel's deck, sending it hurdling into the void. Kira jettisoned the Aile Striker and the computer automatically matched velocity and attitude between the Gundam and the incoming equipment pack. Just as it drifted within reach, a warning shrieked through the cockpit. Every hair on Kira’s body stood on end.

	Weapons lock?!

	The Duel's grenade launcher spat fire. The shell screamed toward the Strike, and an instant later, a blinding flare ripped open the darkness of space.

	 

	“Kiraaa!!”

	On the Archangel’s bridge, Tolle, Miriallia, and Sai screamed his name.

	Then, punching through the smoke and tumbling debris, a single beam lanced outward. That massive discharge slammed into the Duel's right arm and erased it in a heartbeat.

	From the heart of the fireball, the Strike burst free, its armor blazing white, red, and blue once more.

	“Kira!”

	The heavy launcher thundered. Caught in its firing line, the Duel had no counter, it threw itself sideways, scrambling backward in full retreat. The battle had reversed completely.

	The Archangel's crew watched all four X-number units break contact and withdraw. When the last of their signatures finally dropped from the sensors, every person on the bridge sagged with bone-deep relief.

	They had forced the enemy back. By their own hands.

	They had survived.

	 

	Athrun's body slammed hard into the bulkhead.

	“You bastard, are you outta your mind?!”

	Yzak's striking features were twisted with fury as he seized Athrun by the collar.

	“If you hadn’t pulled that stunt back there!”

	“Quite a mess, wasn’t it,” Dearka added bitterly, leaning against the locker room wall. "And we have you to thank for it. Ignoring orders like that."

	Athrun said nothing. He simply looked away.

	He had never gotten along with either of them. Yzak had despised him from the beginning, for reasons Athrun had never fully grasped. Dearka, hungry and competitive, had marked him as a rival the moment he joined the team. Athrun himself cared nothing for rank or battlefield glory, but that very detachment only seemed to provoke them more.

	Yzak's grip tightened again, then the door irised open. Nicol Amalfi floated through, took in the scene, and raised his voice.

	“What are you doing?! This is not the place! Stop it!"
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	“We went with FOUR machines!” Yzak snarled. "And we still couldn't finish them off! Do you have any idea how humiliating that is?!"

	"And taking it out on Athrun is going to change that?!”

	Nicol shot back.

	Despite his soft appearance, Nicol didn't waver under Yzak's rage. He looked gentle, but there was steel beneath it, and more than once, he had found himself standing between the blunt-spoken Athrun and hotheaded teammates like these.

	Yzak glared at Athrun one final time, then shoved him away and stormed out. Dearka followed on his heels.

	Alone with him now, Nicol studied Athrun with quiet uncertainty.

	“Athrun. I also feel that this isn't like you. However..."

	Athrun turned his face away.

	"Could you just leave me alone for now, Nicol?”

	Without meeting the concern in Nicol's eyes, he drifted out of the locker room. He moved down the corridor as if weightless, then his expression crumpled, raw and exposed. His fist cracked against the wall.

	"Kira...”

	The name that escaped his lips belonged to the friend who had slipped through his fingers at the last possible moment.

	He had believed he could reach him. That they could stand on the same side again. They were the same kind of person, he had been certain that if he just explained it, Kira would understand.

	The promise he had made to Rau surfaced in his mind, and a cold despair flooded through him, leaching the warmth from his veins.

	Kira... am I really going to have to shoot you?

	 

	When Mu dropped down into the hangar, the Strike's hatch remained sealed tight. The machine had returned ahead of him, but its pilot hadn't emerged. Murdoch, the chief mechanic, stood beside the cockpit, calling inside.

	"What's going on?"

	Mu approached, and Murdoch turned to him with a look of bewilderment.

	"The kid won't come out. Just… sitting in there."

	"Ah, hell."

	Mu understood well enough what this was. He reached for the external release and forced the hatch open manually.

	Inside, Kira sat motionless, hands still clamped around the control levers as though fused to them. Mu ducked through the opening and moved to his side.

	“Hey. What are you doing? Come on… Kira Yamato!”

	Only at the sound of his own name did the boy's body flinch. His throat seized, and then, as if suddenly remembering the mechanics of it, he dragged air into his lungs in short, jagged pulls.

	A sharp ache of sympathy cut through Mu's chest.

	For Kira, this had been virtually his first true engagement. Mu had seen this a hundred times with green recruits. Locking up from sheer terror, vomiting, losing bodily control, none of it was rare. If you survived and made it back, that alone was victory. But Kira's extraordinary talent made it far too easy to forget that he was little more than a child. Untrained. A pure civilian hurled straight into live combat.

	Mu leaned closer, searching those eyes still fixed on empty space.

	"It's over, kid."

	Kira's fingers wouldn't release, stuck in place like they'd been glued there. Mu worked them loose one by one, gently, then gave the boy's helmet a light knock.

	"You did a great job."

	Kira blinked. At the sound of those words, the rigid terror locking his body finally began to melt. Mu smiled at him, softly, almost like a father would.

	“Neither of us died. The ship’s still in one piece. That’s a win, isn’t it?”

	“Yeah...”

	Only now did the trembling truly take hold, as though Kira's body had finally remembered what it had been suppressing. Mu rested a hand on his shoulder. In that moment, the boy looked no different from every other ordinary rookie Mu had ever known, young, fragile, painfully human.

	 

	“Message from the homeland for Commander Le Creuset.”

	Having temporarily abandoned pursuit of the Archangel, the Vesalius hung motionless in the shadow of a massive chunk of debris. The communications officer handed Rau the printed transmission.

	Rau scanned it once, then thrust the paper toward Ades. The captain took it, his expression hardening as he read. A summons from the Council, the PLANTs' supreme governing body, ordering Rau to appear before them.

	"Now? After we had them cornered like that?!"

	"The collapse of Heliopolis has probably made things quite hectic at the Council right now," Rau remarked, his tone mild.

	"It can't be helped."

	A thin smile crossed his lips.

	"Besides, with the Vesalius in its current state, there's little more we could accomplish. What's the status on repairs?"

	"We should be able to resume travel without difficulty shortly."

	"Recall Athrun from the Gamow. Once repairs are finished, we return to the homeland." He paused. "Have the Gamow continue pursuit."

	With that, Rau turned and exited the bridge. Not a trace remained of the cold fury he had shown earlier, no lingering frustration at having his prey snatched away at the final moment. He would almost certainly be held accountable for Heliopolis's destruction, yet he betrayed not the slightest sign of concern.

	Ades could not make sense of this man at all.

	 

	The Archangel made port at Artemis.

	A Eurasian military installation situated in the Fifth Sector, Artemis was a modest facility carved into a remote asteroid, unremarkable by any conventional measure of strategic importance. Yet the base had earned its reputation through a single, singular feature: its defensive system. A shell of photonic shielding wrapped the entire asteroid, impervious to any object, any weapon, even directed energy. Known as the Umbrella of Artemis, it was said to be the ultimate defensive countermeasure, a fortress no attack could breach.

	Because the Archangel had been built under conditions of total secrecy and carried neither official registration nor military identification codes, Murrue had braced herself for rejection. Instead, docking clearance came through with disconcerting ease.

	Before they arrived, however, Mu had drawn Kira aside and spoken in a low, careful voice.

	“Lock the Strike’s activation program. Make it so no one but you can operate it.”

	Kira hadn't understood what he meant. He would, soon enough.

	The instant the Archangel docked, armed soldiers and mobile armors closed in around it. Airlocks were forced, troops flooding aboard. The bewildered crew found themselves corralled at gunpoint and marched into the mess hall.

	“What is the meaning of this?!”

	As Murrue's voice rose in protest, a Eurasian officer offered her a slow, slick smile.

	"A simple precaution, nothing more. We are securing your vessel's control systems and weapons under lockdown. Surely you can understand, your ship has no registered port of origin, nor does it carry our military's recognition codes. Given the circumstances, we granted entry. Regrettably, that does not mean we have accepted you as allies."

	The logic was sound on its face, and yet it contradicted itself. If they were genuinely suspected of being hostile, there would have been no reason to permit entry at all.

	The officers were separated from the rest of the crew and led deeper into the station, armed guards flanking them front and rear. They were brought to the command center, where a broad-shouldered, bald officer stood waiting.

	Gerard Garcia, commander of Artemis.

	“Welcome to Artemis.”

	His courtesy was polished to a gleam as he gestured Murrue, Natarle, and Mu inside.

	"Hmm... yes, your credentials do appear to be Atlantic Federation."

	He had evidently run verification through his terminal. Mu's reply carried a faint edge of irony.

	“Our apologies for the inconvenience.”

	“Oh, think nothing of it. I am quite familiar with your illustrious name as well, the Hawk of Endymion. Though I confess, I never imagined I'd see you arrive aboard a ship like that."

	“This is a special assignment,” Mu replied mildly. “I’m not at liberty to disclose details.”

	Garcia narrowed his eyes.

	"Secrets have a way of slipping out. And in my experience, what's being concealed is often far more interesting than where it came from."

	"I'm sure.”

	While Murrue and Natarle struggled to follow the subtext, Mu's frown deepened. His suspicions, it seemed, were being confirmed. Natarle, still oblivious to Garcia's true intent, pressed ahead with a direct appeal.

	"We need to request resupply as soon as possible. We have to reach lunar headquarters without delay. We also believe ZAFT forces may still be pursuing us—"

	"ZAFT?" Garcia cut her off with a dismissive laugh and tapped the wall display.

	"You mean that?"

	The screen revealed a warship hovering in nearby space, just beyond Artemis's perimeter.

	"A Laurasia-class!"

	The color drained from Murrue and the others. Garcia, by contrast, showed no concern whatsoever.

	“As you can see, they’re prowling just outside the Umbrella. They’ve been there for quite some time now.”

	Seeing the tension on their faces, he allowed himself a thin smile.

	“However, this means you wouldn't be able to leave here even if you were resupplied, would you?”

	“They’re after us,” Mu said evenly.

	“We can't afford to risk damage to Artemis by staying here.”

	Garcia's laughter drowned him out.

	"Damage? To Artemis? Don't be ridiculous! They know full well how formidable this installation is. That ship will withdraw eventually. Just as they always do, without achieving a thing."

	Murrue, Natarle, and Mu could only stare at him, incredulous. When the laughter finally subsided, Garcia resumed his gracious tone.

	"Once they've pulled back, we can arrange communication with lunar headquarters. Until then, please, rest. You all look thoroughly exhausted. I'll have quarters prepared for you."

	In other words, a genteel form of detention.

	Mu's expression soured. As soldiers arrived to escort them out, he turned back toward Garcia and spoke.

	"You seem awfully confident in Artemis's security."

	The commander, already turning away, glanced back with a sneer.

	"Of course. It's as safe as a mother's embrace."

	 

	"The Umbrella blocks lasers and solid projectiles alike. …Works in both directions, naturally."

	"So they can't attack us either? It's kinda ridiculous when you think about it," Dearka's voice dripped with exasperation. 

	Captain Zelman fixed him with a sharp look. With his full beard and an appearance so immaculate it verged on severity, the man embodied the rigid, regulation-bound officer down to his bones.

	On the bridge of the Gamow, holding position in a watchful orbit facing Artemis, Captain Zelman, Yzak, Dearka, and Nicol had gathered for a tactical briefing.

	ZAFT operated without a conventional rank hierarchy. Instead, it organized itself around roles, team leaders, ship captains, and the like. It was a military that valued intellect; soldiers were not simply expected to follow orders without question, but were permitted, encouraged, even, to exercise independent judgment in the field.

	Dearka slouched with his customary air of detached irony, but Nicol's attention was fixed on the image of Artemis glowing on the tactical display.

	"As things stand, there's no viable method for breaching that Umbrella. They’ve holed up in a particularly troublesome place.”

	“So what, we just wait until they come out?”

	Dearka chuckled softly.

	Yzak shot him a look of sharp irritation.

	"This isn't a joke, Dearka. You really want to report to Commander Le Creuset, after he finishes his business and returns to the front, that we achieved nothing? That would be humiliating beyond measure!"

	At that, Dearka had no choice but to hold his tongue.

	Then, unexpectedly, Nicol spoke.

	"The Umbrella isn't active continuously, is it?"

	"No. It remains offline when no hostile presence is detected nearby. But if we attempt an approach while it's down, we'll be spotted, and it will deploy before we can bring the satellite within weapons range."

	Which left them exactly where they started.

	Dearka spread his hands in a gesture of resignation. But Nicol pressed on.

	“My unit, the Blitz, might be able to pull it off.”

	Yzak and Dearka, who until now had scarcely paid him any attention, turned with visible surprise. For once, there was a glint of mischief in Nicol's typically gentle expression.

	"In addition to Phase Shift, that machine has another rather interesting feature."

	 

	Inside the Archangel, uneasy murmurs spread through the assembled crowd. Armed soldiers stood watch at every entrance, rifles leveled and ready.

	"What’s going on?”

	"Why won’t anyone explain anything?”

	The evacuees traded bewildered whispers among themselves. But the crew fared no better.

	“Hey, Eurasia’s supposed to be an ally, right?”

	Sai asked Tonomura.

	“Are they on bad terms with the Atlantic Federation or something?”

	“That’s not the issue!”

	Tonomura snapped back.

	Pal let out a sigh.

	“We don’t have identification codes...”

	"The real problem seems to be somewhere else,” Murdoch muttered under his breath. Neumann nodded, his expression grim.

	The Earth Alliance, spoken of as a single entity, was anything but unified. Formed in C.E.70 around the shared purpose of opposing the PLANTs, it was in truth a coalition of separate nations. The Atlantic Federation, a superpower stretching across all of North America and much of Central and South America. The Eurasian Federation, anchored in northern and western Eurasia, encompassing most of Europe outside parts of Scandinavia. Alongside them stood the East Asian Republic and a handful of smaller states. Like any alliance of convenience, it was riddled with competing interests, jockeying for advantage, and mutual distrust; genuine unity remained more aspiration than reality.

	And the Archangel, along with the Strike, was a new weapon system into which the Atlantic Federation had poured its full resources, built in total secrecy even from its allies. Partners or not, Eurasia could hardly be expected to simply look the other way.

	Heavy footfalls approached. Eurasian officers strode in, and at their head walked a bald man who barked his question with undisguised arrogance.

	“I am Gerard Garcia, commander of this satellite base. Where are the pilot and technical personnel responsible for the mobile suit carried aboard this ship?”

	"Uh—"

	Kira began to raise his hand without thinking, but Murdoch shoved it back down hard. Kira blinked in confusion. Then Neumann spoke, blunt and direct.

	“Why are you asking us? Because the captain didn’t tell you?”

	Kira went rigid. Only now did he grasp why Mu had ordered him to lock the Strike before docking.

	"What exactly are you planning to do with the Strike?”

	Garcia’s expression hardened for a moment. Then a thin smile spread across his face, and he stepped closer to Neumann.

	"Nothing whatsoever. I simply had the good fortune to glimpse it before any official announcement was made. Naturally, I have a few questions. Now then, the pilot?"

	Murdoch answered in Neumann's place.

	"That'd be Lieutenant La Flaga. If you've got questions, take them up with him."

	"We observed the previous engagement from this station. Only one man alive can operate a gunbarrel-equipped Zero. Even I know that much."

	Garcia’s eyes swept the room. Finding no response, he suddenly seized Miriallia by the arm.

	"Ah—!"

	With an ugly grin, he hauled her to her feet despite her cry of pain.

	"I doubt a woman's the pilot, but then again, your captain is a woman too…"

	The brazenness of it sent Kira surging to his feet in fury.

	"Stop it! I'm the one who pilots it!"

	"Credit for trying to protect her, kid, but that machine isn't something a greenhorn like you could handle. Get serious!"

	Without warning, Garcia swung at him.

	But to Kira, a Coordinator, the punch was almost comically slow. He slipped aside with ease, caught Garcia's arm, and wrenched it upward. The commander's heavy frame crashed to the floor in an ungainly heap while the soldiers gaped in disbelief.

	“I've done nothing to deserve being hit by you!”

	“What did you say?!”

	Garcia's face darkened to a deep, mottled red, fury and humiliation warring across his features. His adjutant and the surrounding soldiers rushed forward, trying to restrain Kira.

	“Stop it!”

	Sai leapt up to intervene and was knocked down with a single blow. Flay screamed and threw herself over his fallen body.

	“Stop it! He is the pilot! He’s a Coordinator, that’s why!”

	Murdoch and the others flinched in horror. Garcia and the Eurasian soldiers went still, stunned. Kira glared back at them without flinching.

	As the Eurasian troops dragged Kira away, Tolle rounded on Flay.

	“Why would you say something like that?!”

	“But it’s true,” Flay replied, her tone flat, unbothered.

	"You didn't even think about what would happen to Kira! Not for a second!"

	“Stop talking down to me like that! This is an allied base, isn’t it? Why shouldn’t we say who the pilot is? What’s wrong with that?!”

	Her utter lack of remorse left Tolle seething, helpless rage coiling tight in his chest.

	"Who do you think the Earth Forces are even fighting?!"

	 

	"So, all I have to do is unlock the OS.”

	Kira stopped in front of the Strike.

	Garcia leaned closer, studying his face, and let a slow, greasy smile spread across his features.

	"Hmm… yes, naturally you'll do that for us. But surely that isn't the extent of your abilities, is it? You could analyze this machine's architecture, for example. Replicate it. Or conversely, develop countermeasures specifically designed to defeat mobile suits like this one..."

	"I'm a civilian student," Kira shot back. "Not a soldier. Not military personnel. I have no obligation to do any of that."

	"But you're a traitor to the Coordinators, aren't you?"

	The word stretched out, slick with venom. It struck Kira like a fist to the chest.

	“Traitor?”

	"I don't care what your reasons were. You turned against your own kind, that much is obvious. So, what does it matter if you fight for Eurasia instead?"

	Garcia's voice softened into something falsely soothing; a cat's purr laced with threat.

	"No, a Coordinator who stands with the Earth Forces is a rare commodity indeed. You have nothing to fear. You'll be treated well, very well, even here in Eurasia."

	Traitor.

	Until this moment, Kira had never felt his identity as a Coordinator with such brutal clarity. He had never thought in terms of sides. Of choosing one over another. 

	Enemy or ally. There was no middle ground.

	That was war.

	And now this loathsome man was forcing that truth down his throat.

	 

	“Routine patrol complete. No hostile contacts detected within the close-defense perimeter.”

	This was after the Gamow had pulled back from the surrounding sector.

	“Good. That should do it. Stand down the full-spectrum photonic defense barrier. Shift to level two alert status.”

	In Artemis's control room, the assumption was that the enemy had given up on any attempt to attack, just like every other force that had tried before.

	The Umbrella dissolved.

	Nicol had been waiting for precisely that instant. He launched the Blitz from the Gamow, which had temporarily withdrawn from the area.

	Watching from the deck, Dearka clicked his tongue.

	“Tch. Guess this one’s all yours.”

	Yzak tracked the departing silhouette, his gaze never wavering.

	“Still, Earth Forces really do build some weird stuff.”

	“It suits Nicol just fine,” Dearka replied, his tone lazy. “It's a job fit for a coward.”

	The Blitz's dark frame was already hard to distinguish against the void, but then something stranger occurred. From vents across the machine's body, a gas-like substance began venting outward. As it spread, the mobile suit itself started to fade.

	"Mirage Colloid generation stable. Dispersion loss at thirty-seven percent. Estimated usable time, roughly eighty minutes."

	Nicol murmured the readings to himself inside the cockpit.

	Moments later, the Blitz vanished entirely, not merely from sight, but from radar as well.

	This was the Blitz’s “interesting feature,” its stealth system.

	By deploying a gaseous substance known as Mirage Colloid, which bent visible light and absorbed radar waves, then drawing it tight around the frame with a magnetic field, the Blitz transformed itself into a truly invisible presence.

	Now, undetected by anyone, the Blitz pressed itself against Artemis's surface.

	Nicol raised the Trikeros mounted on his right arm, an integrated offense-defense system combining a fifty-millimeter beam rifle, beam saber, and lancer darts, all housed within a single shield unit.

	Across the asteroid's rocky terrain, countless structures protruded: air ducts, antenna arrays, other installations whose functions weren't immediately clear. From among them, Nicol pinpointed the reflector responsible for generating the photonic barrier and aligned his shot.

	The Trikeros's beam rifle flared to life.

	 

	The moment Kira settled into the cockpit and let his fingers race across the keyboard, murmurs of disbelief rippled through the Artemis technicians observing from outside. One after another, the OS locks they had failed to crack even working in concert fell away beneath Kira's hands. What gnawed at him was the soldier stationed nearby, rifle still leveled at his back. They were terrified he might activate the Strike and attempt to flee.

	The memory rose unbidden: the day he had first told his classmates that he was a Coordinator.

	Shock had crossed their faces at first, then Sai had laughed and said, "So what? That doesn't change the fact you're our friend, does it?"

	And Tolle, grinning, had chimed in, "Hey, then help me knock out my quantum physics report real quick, will ya?"

	Miriallia had scolded him, "Don’t push it," and everyone had laughed. Even more precious than the days he’d spent with Athrun on the Moon, those moments were treasures he carried with him.

	Now, beyond the cockpit, Garcia stood watching Kira's hands as though savoring the sight, a repulsive smile stretched wide across his face. The expression belonged to a wolf contemplating rare prey, it made brutally clear that to this man, Kira was nothing more than an object. Professor Kato had certainly driven him hard back in his classes, but to him, Kira's abilities had simply been one student's talents among many. He had never singled him out. Never treated him as less than human.

	Those days were gone. Kira understood that now, whether he liked it or not.

	I’m a Coordinator.

	That fact alone, regardless of his will or his wishes, was what shackled his fate and dragged him forward.

	The OS finished its boot sequence. Light blazed to life in the Strike's eyes.

	Then a muted tremor shuddered through the machine. Kira's head snapped up.

	“Control, what was that vibration?!”

	Garcia’s adjutant barked into the comm, but the reply that came back was panicked.

	"Unknown! No contacts detected in the vicinity!"

	“But that was an explosion!”

	The next one struck closer. A muffled detonation rolled through the structure, followed by violent shaking.

	“An attack?!”

	This time, the voice over the radio was raw with disbelief.

	"M-mobile suit inside the defense perimeter?!"

	"What?!"

	Garcia and the others stood frozen, stunned. For those who had placed absolute faith in the Umbrella's invincibility, the notion was inconceivable.

	"The Umbrella's been breached? That's impossible!"

	In that instant, while the rifles trained on him wavered, Kira's hand shot to the hatch control. A sharp hiss, and the cockpit sealed shut. The Strike lurched into motion.

	Garcia snapped back to his senses.

	"Boy! What do you think you're doing?!"

	"We're under attack, aren't we?!"

	Kira shouted back through the external speakers.

	"Is this really the time for this?!"

	He selected the Sword Striker and guided the Strike toward the catapult rail. The gantry crane swung in, locking the equipment pack into place.

	What am I doing?

	Bitterness welled up in his chest. Was he really going to take this sword and cut down other Coordinators, people exactly like himself? For Naturals who saw him as nothing more than a convenient instrument?

	Crushed beneath a profound, suffocating isolation, Kira drove the Strike forward and burst through the hatch into open space.

	 

	In the mess hall, Neumann and the others were doing the same, subduing guards who had been distracted by the explosions. Once they had put them down, they sprinted straight for the bridge.

	"Get her running!"

	"But what about the captain?!"

	“At this rate, we’ll just be sitting ducks!”

	They threw themselves into their seats and brought the ship's systems online. Before long, Murrue and the others, having fought their way free on their own, made it back aboard the Archangel.

	"Captain!"

	Cheers erupted across the bridge. Mu dropped into his seat and ruffled Sai's hair roughly.

	“Nice work, you brats!”

	Sai, still sulking from being punched earlier, shot back,

	"What kind of place is this, anyway?"

	Honestly, Murrue felt exactly the same. She raised her voice.

	“Archangel, launching!”

	Outside, the Duel and Buster had already joined the assault. With the Umbrella breached, Artemis lay defenseless before them. The Blitz fired a massive, harpoon-like lancer dart from its Trikeros, skewering a Moebius as it tried to launch. The Buster's launcher hammered into the command section, and a tremendous explosion tore through the opening. Secondary detonations followed in rapid succession, blooming like fireflowers across the satellite's surface as it drifted through the void.

	Artemis had fallen.

	With the Strike in the lead, the Archangel barely escaped the spreading conflagration, ripping free of the collapsing base.

	 


Phase.03

	 

	 

	 

	 

	A shimmering silver hourglass drifted, suspended against the emptiness of space.

	These immense formations, classified as "yoke-type", represented the next generation of space colony, each one revolving in slow, unhurried rotation about a narrow central shaft. Two conical halves met at their tapered points, while three enormous reflective panels flanked the structure, angled to drink in the light of the sun. Built predominantly from organic compounds, this feat of engineering sheltered its inhabitants within the spinning bases of each cone. The exterior walls formed an elaborate web of high-tension filaments, their interstices sealed with self-mending glass that gave off a pale, spectral shimmer like brushed silver. To behold nearly a hundred of these vessels spread across the black canvas of space was to witness something genuinely breathtaking.

	This was the PLANTs, the homeland of every Coordinator.

	Once they had disembarked from the Vesalius, Athrun and Rau transferred to a shuttle departing from the military station. A single passenger was already seated inside. He was a sharp-featured man somewhere in his mid-forties, wearing a civilian suit, a conspicuous rarity within a military installation.

	The moment Athrun laid eyes on him, his breath caught, barely audible. Rau, for his part, only smiled.

	"We're grateful for your presence, Chairman Zala of the Defense Committee."

	"Dispense with the pleasantries. Officially, I was never aboard this shuttle."

	The man delivered the words without the faintest trace of warmth, his gaze falling squarely on Athrun as if to drive the point home. Athrun returned the look with a rigid bow.

	"Yes... It's been a long time, Father."

	So stiff was the exchange that it barely passed for a reunion between parent and child. A dull ache pulsed somewhere deep in Athrun's chest. For as long as memory served him, it had never been any different between them.

	The man was Patrick Zala, Supreme Council member, Chairman of the National Defense Committee, and Athrun's father.

	"Naturally, I concur with the opinion you appended to the report."

	As the shuttle eased into motion, Patrick rapped the printed document lightly against his open palm, angling it toward Rau as though presenting evidence.

	"What matters is that they've produced a mobile suit with performance capabilities of this caliber. The identity of the pilot is irrelevant."

	At those words, Athrun’s head snapped up. His father cast him a cold glance.

	"I struck that section myself. The claim that the pilot of the remaining unit may also have been a Coordinator, a detail like that would only hand the moderates convenient ammunition for dissent."

	"And surely you'd rather not be the one reporting that your own friend defected to the Earth Forces."

	Rau offered this in a mild, almost sympathetic tone, as if remarking on some lamentable but foregone conclusion. The way he framed it made Kira sound like a common traitor. A sharp pain pricked Athrun’s chest.

	"Even under the control of a Natural, the machine performed at that level, that is the essential problem. They have constructed a mobile suit with that kind of capability. You understand, Athrun."

	"Yes, sir."

	He dipped his head. He understood the logic of his father's position. And still, why did couching everything in these political abstractions leave him feeling as though something inside him were being slowly tarnished?

	There had been a time when he believed he hated war. Yet here he stood, carrying a rifle by his own choosing. Kira's anger had been entirely justified. Kira had told him he fought to keep the people close to him safe. Could Athrun say there was anyone in his own life he would truly call a friend?

	Anyone other than Kira?

	The shuttle bearing them glided steadily nearer to one of the PLANTs. Aprilius One, the city where the Supreme Council held its seat.

	 

	"Confirmed again. No hostile vessels detected anywhere within a radius of five thousand. It appears we’ve completely lost them."

	A wave of relief passed through the bridge crew at Tonomura's announcement.

	"So, Artemis wound up serving as a decent decoy after all. In that case, I'd say we owe them at least a debt of gratitude."

	A dry edge of irony threaded through Mu's words.

	"Still... not a single one of our actual problems has gone away."

	Murrue's face grew heavy. When all was said and done, Artemis had provided them with nothing in the way of resupply. The Moon sat on the far side of Earth, still a considerable distance off. The provisions they had thrown aboard in haste back at Heliopolis would plainly never stretch the length of the voyage.

	Mu moved closer to her, dropping his voice low.

	"Give it to me straight, how dire are things? Are we in real trouble?"

	"For food, we can fall back on emergency rations... The critical shortages are ammunition and water."

	"Water, huh..."

	"We'll need to devise a solution. Ration every drop we can... and request the evacuees' cooperation as well."

	At this stage, their only option was to make for the Moon with all possible speed. A simulation of their projected trajectory materialized on the monitor.

	"This is truly the best course available? There's nothing more efficient?"

	Natarle's voice was tight with barely suppressed frustration.

	"There's no alternative. If we pull our orbital path any closer to Earth, we'll drift straight into the debris belt."

	"If we could just barrel right through the wreckage, we'd shave off considerable time."

	Murrue tossed out the remark with a sardonic half-smile, and Neumann matched her tone without missing a beat.

	"At the speed we're traveling? We'd be adding ourselves to the debris field."

	The belt was a vast ring of refuse girdling the Earth, a graveyard suspended in orbit. From the earliest days of humanity's push into space, defunct satellites and the cast-off remnants of orbital development had been left to drift. Caught in the planet's gravitational pull, they lingered there still, innumerable fragments circling like the detritus of forgotten ambitions.

	Then, abruptly, Mu, who had been studying the display in silence, let out a quiet murmur.

	"Wait. Debris..."

	Some idea had seized hold of him. A bold, reckless grin broke across his sharp features as he swung around to face Murrue.

	"You know, I really might be the man who makes the impossible possible."

	 

	As the elevator sank downward, the cityscape of Aprilius revealed itself in glimpses through rifts in the cloud cover. Sunlight thrown back by the mirrors set the sea ablaze with reflected radiance; islands of startling green lay scattered across its surface. That the view struck him as something close to miraculous owed itself to more than weeks confined aboard a sterile warship. Beyond the self-mending glass with its pale, silvered haze stretched the pitiless vacuum of space, where no living thing could endure. Set against that void, these drifting islands, these delicate monuments to human perseverance, seemed only more extraordinary, and only more achingly beautiful.

	From the docking port mounted at the central axis of the PLANTs, Athrun and Rau were riding the elevator down through an immense shaft that plunged sixty kilometers to the colony's base.

	Rau sat with documents open on his terminal, reading in silence. Athrun stood at the window, his gaze fixed on the luminous world unfolding beneath them. Along the elevator's interior walls, monitors carried a news broadcast.

	"In our next story, with the first anniversary memorial for 'Junius Seven' approaching, Supreme Council Chairman Clyne released a formal statement late last evening..."

	At the sound of the announcer's voice, both Athrun and Rau glanced toward the screen. The image showed a composed, long-faced man in his late forties, and standing just beside him, as though offering her quiet solidarity, a young woman. Before Athrun was even aware of it, his eyes had settled on her.

	There was nothing angular or austere in her appearance. Her long hair tumbled in gentle waves, carrying a soft pink tint that suited her pale, almost luminous skin. Her wide eyes held a quality that was faintly dreamlike; her rounded cheeks looked as though the slightest provocation might coax them into a smile.

	Her name was Lacus Clyne, Chairman Clyne's cherished daughter, and the most celebrated songstress in all the PLANTs.

	"Now that I think of it, she's your fiancée, isn't she?"

	Rau's voice jolted Athrun into the realization that he had been staring. Heat rose to his face and he turned away sharply. The engagement was common knowledge across the entire PLANTs. Naturally his commanding officer would be aware of it too. Yet for reasons he couldn't quite name, the observation left him off balance.

	Everyone around them spoke of their future together as though it were already settled fact. Athrun harbored no ill feeling toward Lacus, quite the opposite. Her quiet gentleness was something he found dear, something he wanted to protect. Even so, the idea that the two of them would someday marry carried a strange sense of unreality.

	"I understand she'll be serving as representative of this year's memorial delegation. A wonderful choice."

	Whether Rau had failed to register Athrun's unease or had simply chosen to disregard it, he pressed on with an easy, congenial smile.

	"The joining of Chairman Zala's line with Chairman Clyne's, there could hardly be a more promising beacon for the coming generation. I look forward to great things."

	"Thank you."

	The praise rang faintly hollow in Athrun's ears. He offered a stiff, awkward bow all the same.

	 

	Once he had finished running maintenance on the Strike, Kira made his way to the mess hall. Mu's standing order echoed in his mind: "If you're going to call yourself a pilot, don't hand your machine off to someone else. Own it yourself."

	"Hey. Good work out there."

	Tolle and Miriallia, already partway through their meals, greeted him with relaxed, familiar smiles. For some reason, Sai gave Flay a small nudge; her face was pinched with an uneasy, conflicted look. The food spread across the table spoke plainly of the ship's dire circumstances, bland, spartan fare that only barely qualified as a meal. The instant Kira took his seat, Flay drew in a breath as though gathering her nerve.

	"Um... Kira, I, I'm sorry about the other day!"

	"Huh? Wh-what?"

	She ducked her head so abruptly that Kira sat frozen, caught off guard. Tolle filled in the blank for him.

	"You know... back at Artemis."

	"Because he’s a Coordinator."

	"A traitor Coordinator..."

	The memory surfaced in a flash, and for one brief instant Kira's expression went rigid. But he pressed a smile into place.

	"It's fine. Really. I'm not bothered. It's the truth, after all."

	Visible relief washed over Flay's face.

	"Thank you."

	She glanced up at Sai beside her, beaming as if seeking his approval. Watching the two of them together, so natural, so effortlessly close, Kira felt his own expression darken before he could stop it.

	"Oh? So this is where the kids have been hiding."

	They turned at the voice. Murdoch, the chief mechanic, was leaning in through the doorway.

	"Captain's asking for you."

	They were called up to the bridge. The subject was resupply. At that single word, every one of them sat up with sudden attention.

	"We're getting supplies? From where?"

	Mu's answer, though, came in fits and starts.

	"Getting them... well. You could call it that. It's more like... self-service."

	He let the sentence hang. Then Murrue spoke, as though bracing herself against what she was about to say.

	"We're making for the debris belt."

	"The debris belt...?"

	The boys exchanged uncertain glances. The color drained from Sai's face.

	"Wait a second, you don't mean—?"

	"Quick on the uptake."

	Mu clapped a hand on his shoulder, half-joking, trying to take the edge off. Murrue’s tone remained heavy.

	"All manner of objects adrift in space accumulate within the debris belt. And naturally... that includes warships lost in combat."

	It took a beat, but then the meaning of "resupply" settled over Kira and the others. Their faces went taut.

	"You can't be serious... You're telling us we're going to ‘resupply’ from there?"

	"What choice do we have? If we don’t, we won’t make it."

	Mu said it flatly, almost with a kind of brash cheer, as though sheer audacity might strip away the ugliness of what he was proposing. Unease, and something closer to revulsion, passed visibly across the boys' faces. Exactly as she had anticipated. Murrue exhaled quietly.

	"When the time comes, we'll need you to assist with extravehicular operations in work pods."

	Even she harbored a deep, stubborn reluctance toward the plan Mu had put forward. And yet—

	"We have no desire to disturb the dead where they rest. We'll take only a fraction of what lies out there, only what we need, right now, to stay alive."

	Even as the words left her, she could hear how they sounded, like a convenient justification, shaped to ease the conscience. She said them firmly regardless. Yes. They had to survive.

	Even if it meant shouldering the shame of scavengers, picking through the bones of the fallen.

	 

	Twelve councilors were arrayed along a curved table.

	Facing them, Athrun and Rau were directed to their seats. At the center sat the man whose image had just appeared on the news broadcast: Siegel Clyne, father to Lacus, chairman of this governing body, and the head of state who spoke for the whole of the PLANTs.

	The PLANTs comprised twelve cities in all. Each was devoted to a distinct field of research and sent a single elected representative to the Supreme Council. Through the deliberation of those twelve voices, the collective will of the PLANTs took shape.

	Just as Athrun's father held one of those seats, so too did the parents of Yzak, Nicol, and Dearka. Yet their children's placement on the front lines owed nothing to mere nepotism. If anything, one might argue the reverse, that having inherited the genetic gifts of exceptionally capable parents, they possessed the aptitude to distinguish themselves as elite pilots in the field.

	Before the assembled council, Rau delivered his account.

	"From the sequence of events I have detailed, I trust it is evident that our actions did not amount to an assault on Heliopolis itself. The principal cause of the colony's destruction, I must submit, rests with the Earth Alliance Forces."

	He concluded with polished assurance and returned to his seat.

	"Did he actually believe any of that?" 

	The thought passed through Athrun's mind unbidden. When Rau had given the order to equip D-gear, had he truly failed to foresee the devastation it would unleash upon Heliopolis?

	The councilors, however, latched onto his words without hesitation.

	"Then Orb was colluding with the Earth Forces! The treaty violation was theirs!"

	"Even so, Representative Athha—"

	"Can a single word spoken by those who dwell on Earth be taken at face value?"

	The chamber threatened to dissolve into open argument, until a weighty voice cleaved through the noise.

	"Commander Creuset."

	It was Patrick Zala.

	"Regarding this Earth Forces mobile suit, was it truly worth such a price to secure?"

	Rau answered without a moment's hesitation, as though the question had been anticipated well in advance.

	"As to its remarkable performance capabilities, I would defer to Athrun Zala, who has personally operated one of the captured units and engaged in direct combat with the final machine that eluded us. I ask that he deliver that portion of the report."

	"Like actors stepping through a rehearsed script," Athrun thought as he rose to his feet.

	Behind him, the display lit up with an image of the Aegis. When it transitioned to combat footage, a low murmur swept through the chamber.

	"Beginning with this unit, designated 'Aegis'..."

	Feeling every bit the reluctant amateur shoved onto a stage he had never asked for, Athrun began his report.

	Chairman Clyne watched Patrick without a word. Perhaps he, too, could sense the choreography at work.

	"As the data makes clear, in raw hardware performance, this unit exceeds the CGUE currently slated as ZAFT's next mainline deployment. ...I believe Commander Creuset's judgment was sound."

	He finished and stepped back from the floor.

	The councilors' expressions turned grim.

	"That they could produce something like this... those damned Naturals!"

	"But it’s still only a prototype, isn’t it? A mere five mobile suits—"

	"At this stage, mass production is only a matter of time! Would you have us sit idle until then before raising alarm?"

	"I see," Athrun thought. "This is fear."

	By every quantifiable measure, they surpassed Naturals in ability. Yet buried deep within them persisted a tenacious dread of a species they regarded as inferior. Was it fear of the unpredictable, of behavior that defied all rational expectation? Was it the scars of past persecution? Or—

	"This is the unmistakable declaration of the Naturals' intent! They seek to fan the flames of war wider still!"

	"And what follows from that? If we allow this conflict to drag on, we ourselves—"

	Or was it something far more elemental? The act of turning against the very species that had brought them into being... the transgression of that most primal taboo, patricide?

	"This is hardly the moment for—"

	"Order! Councilors, order!"

	They were afraid. And it was Patrick and Rau who had struck the flint.

	How peculiar. The most brilliant minds in the world had gathered in this room, and yet what they flung at one another amounted to the same threadbare emotional appeals. Such was the power of fear.

	At last, a brittle silence settled over the chamber. Into that stillness, Patrick's solemn voice rang out.

	"Not one among us desires war."

	Every voice fell quiet. Every gaze turned toward him.

	"All we ever wished for was to live in peace... in tranquility... in happiness."

	Heads around the table dipped in grave assent.

	Then his voice surged with a sudden, scorching intensity.

	"And yet, who was it that crushed that wish without mercy? Who shackled us Coordinators, exploited us to serve their own convenience and greed? We will never forget..."

	His eyes swept the chamber, blazing and unrelenting.

	"The Bloody Valentine, the tragedy of Junius Seven!"

	 

	"A destroyer. Looks like something struck the engines..."

	The wreckage adrift in the debris belt still held much of its original form.

	"It's not in terrible shape. Could still have ammunition on board, supplies..."

	Sai called back to Pal in the pilot's seat. The unease they had carried at the outset, that creeping sense of trespassing on the dead, was steadily giving way, drowned out by the novelty of their first sortie beyond the ship in a work pod, and by the undeniable, almost treasure-hunt thrill of the search. Which was precisely why Pal's quiet words pulled them up short.

	"Man... I hope everyone aboard got out. Every last one of them..."

	A yawning breach in the engineering section gaped at them, unmistakably resembling an open grave.

	The Strike threaded its way through the sea of debris, staying close to the pod that carried Tolle and Miriallia. They drifted past what appeared to be torn sections of a ship's outer plating, and then the view ahead opened into something otherworldly.

	"Ah..."

	"Wh—"

	"This... is...?"

	Kira, Tolle, and the others spoke in the same stunned breath.

	Spread before them was a frozen landscape.

	Once, it must have resembled a gentle stretch of countryside. Wheat, withered, frozen solid, stood bleached and brittle across the fields, while only a handful of farm-like structures remained, preserved in near-perfect stillness by the vacuum. Encircling that land was a sea, locked into the very shape of its own boiling foam from the moment of explosive decompression, an ocean arrested in mid-fury, as though still raging against the fate that had consumed this colony. The central shaft had been snapped savagely in two, and around the high-tension cables, severed halfway along their length and left to drift, jagged remnants of self-repairing exterior glass hung in ragged sheets, fractured and fused in place, penning in the frozen sea.

	It was what had once been a PLANT.

	Its remains.

	Sealed in EVA suits, Kira and the others set foot on ground laid bare to hard vacuum. Without meaning to, every one of them fell silent. This barren expanse felt lonelier than the pitch-black void itself, a strange, spectral homesickness, like stepping into a house where no family would ever return. Moving as though afraid to make a sound, they followed a narrow lane toward a structure that might once have served as a barn.

	The instant the door swung open, Miriallia screamed.

	Kira stood locked in place, eyes fixed on what drifted before him. Someone must have managed to throw themselves into this barn in the final moments before the collapse. It was the grotesque figure of a mother, curled forward, arms wrapped around a child as though to shield them, frozen in that last, desperate act. Her arms were wound so tightly that the child's sex was impossible to determine. Nearby floated what could only have belonged to the child: a stuffed teddy bear, one glass eye nearly wrenched free.

	How could this be?

	Every soul who had lived in this PLANT... had met the same end as this mother and her child.

	This was Junius Seven, the stage upon which the Bloody Valentine had played out, as it looked now.

	 

	"Two hundred forty-three thousand, seven hundred and twenty-one... that is how many of our brothers and sisters we lost..."

	Among them had been one woman: Lenore Zala. Athrun's mother. Patrick's wife.

	The history of the PLANTs was a history of subjugation.

	Hounded by Naturals across the face of the Earth, the Coordinators had sought refuge in space. Earth compelled the PLANTs to generate energy and manufacture industrial goods, then permitted only a select handful of patron nations to hoard the profits. Those patron nations forbade the PLANTs from arming themselves or cultivating their own food, and they wielded the food supply, quite literally as "feed", to keep the colonies in submission.

	When tensions between the two sides reached a breaking point, the PLANTs severed their exports of energy and industrial products. Earth, in turn, cut off all food shipments.

	In the midst of that standoff, the Earth Alliance launched nuclear missiles into Junius Seven, one of the PLANTs, and a vital center of food production.

	In a single instant, Junius Seven was annihilated.

	"And even so, we have bent ourselves toward ending this war swiftly, with only the most minimal of demands. Yet the Naturals have rendered every last one of those efforts meaningless!"

	The councilors received Patrick's impassioned address with solemn, burdened faces.

	In the aftermath, so that such a catastrophe might never recur, they developed and deployed the Neutron Jammer, a technology capable of neutralizing nuclear warheads, installing the devices both around Earth and throughout the vicinity of the PLANTs.

	Junius Seven. The Bloody Valentine.

	Those words could not help but stir something singular in the hearts of every Coordinator.

	"We fight to defend ourselves..."

	Patrick Zala spoke quietly, yet each word carried the weight of unyielding conviction.

	"If we cannot protect ourselves without fighting... then we have no choice but to fight!"

	That was the blow that decided it.

	 

	"Water from there?! You can't be serious!"

	On the Archangel's bridge, Kira's voice broke with disbelief.

	"There are nearly a hundred million tons of frozen water at that site."

	Natarle delivered the fact without elaboration or apology. The decision had been made: they would transport water from the ruins of Junius Seven.

	"But… you saw it, didn't you? That PLANT is where hundreds of thousands of people died!"

	Kira's protest came raw and urgent. As a Coordinator, that place weighed on him with a gravity all its own. And even for the others, most harbored a similar revulsion. But there was a reason none of them had a choice.

	Murrue spoke softly.

	"We haven't found water anywhere else."

	Kira's throat clenched. Whatever he meant to say died on his tongue.

	"None of us want to set foot in there if we can avoid it."

	Mu bore down, hammering the point home.

	"But what the hell else are we supposed to do? We're alive, and that means we've got to keep living. That's how it works."

	 

	"Athrun."

	He had barely stepped out of the chamber when someone called his name, and Athrun snapped into a salute on reflex.

	"Chairman Clyne."

	"Please, spare me all that rigid formality."

	"Y-yes, sir, I mean… um…"

	Only then did Athrun catch himself. Flustered, he dropped his hand. The two of them locked eyes and, quite without meaning to, broke into quiet laughter.

	Clyne's gaze lifted toward the far wall.

	Mounted there was an enormous monument: Evidence 01, colloquially known as the "Whale Stone." True to its name, it bore a striking resemblance to the fossilized skeleton of some aquatic vertebrate. Yet this creature possessed features no whale had ever carried, jutting from its body was a skeletal framework that could only have been wings.

	In C.E.18, the exploration vessel Tsiolkovsky had returned from Jupiter bearing this colossal stone. It was thought to be among the meteorites that had traveled from the depths of interstellar space, and its discovery ignited a fierce debate across Earth, for this single artifact constituted proof of extraterrestrial life. Ever since, it had been known as the "Proof of Existence."

	"Just when I think you've finally come home, my daughter goes off on assignment. Honestly, when are the two of you ever supposed to find time to see each other?"

	Clyne let out a theatrically weary sigh, a wry smile playing at his lips.

	"Ah… my apologies."

	Athrun dipped into a hasty bow, and Clyne laughed once more.

	"There's no need to apologize to me."

	Then Clyne's gaze shifted toward the entrance of the council chamber, and the warmth drained from his face.

	"However, things are going to get hectic again. I understand what your father is saying, but…"

	Fine creases etched themselves across his composed features, as though carved there by exhaustion. Siegel Clyne was a moderate, positioned at the furthest possible remove from Athrun's father. For the better part of a year now, Clyne had found himself yielding ground to Patrick and the hardline faction. As the man most frequently charged with conducting negotiations with Earth, the burden he carried could hardly have been a light one.

	At that moment, Rau emerged from the chamber at Patrick's side, the two conversing as they walked. Catching sight of Athrun, Rau broke away and approached.

	"We're going after that new warship and its mobile suits. The Laconi and Porto teams will be placed under my direct command. We deploy in seventy-two hours."

	"Yes, sir! Please excuse me, Chairman Clyne."

	Athrun offered Clyne one last salute and fell into step behind Rau.

	Patrick moved toward Clyne, and the chairman was no longer standing alone. For a long moment, the two men simply regarded one another in silence.

	"We don't have time for this. What purpose does it serve, fanning the flames of war without cause?"

	Clyne put the question to him, his voice low.

	Patrick's reply was immediate.

	"It is precisely because we have no time… that we cannot let it stand. Anyone who gets in our way."

	 

	At the frozen shoreline, what must once have been a stretch of sandy beach, Miriallia cast an armful of flowers into the void.

	The Archangel carried no fresh blossoms, of course. So she and Tolle and the others had crafted them by hand, origami flowers folded from sheets of brightly colored paper. Among the evacuees was a small girl who had helped them make the bouquets as well.

	Over the sea, locked in place like a monument to rage, the small paper flowers tumbled and scattered.

	Once, in this PLANT, people had run and laughed and grown and drawn breath, just as they did.

	On the frozen ground, and aboard the ship, everyone bowed their heads in silent prayer at the same moment. Perhaps it was nothing more than a balm for their own consciences, but even so, they could not leave it undone. This graveyard was Earth's sin. Their sin.

	The work commenced. Seated in the Strike, Kira swept the surrounding sector on patrol, standing guard over the pods as they carved blocks of ice free and recovered what ammunition remained.

	 

	Petals tore loose in the wind, scattering into drifting fragments. Athrun followed their path with his eyes.

	Before him stood a solitary gravestone.

	Lenore Zala, C.E. 33–70. His mother's marker.

	And yet no body lay beneath it. Not hers, not anyone's, the same as every other victim of Junius Seven.

	She had been an agricultural researcher. Athrun had not spent much time with her. But in the small handful of moments they had shared, she had laid over him a quiet, unmistakable love, never loud, never ostentatious, and all the more genuine for its restraint. Because of that, even when she was far away, he had never once been afraid. He had taken pride in her, proud that his mother's work mattered.

	People like her, gifted, accomplished, and more importantly, people who were someone's family, had been robbed of their lives in a single breath.

	That was what war was.

	"We fight to protect ourselves…"

	His father's declaration from moments ago echoed back through Athrun's mind.

	"If we cannot protect ourselves without fighting…"

	"Yes. Peace was never going to arrive simply because you sat and waited for it. Would war vanish just because you shouted that you hated it?"

	"No."

	Athrun reaffirmed his own resolve, and the clarity of it felt like cold metal settling into place.

	"Then we have no choice but to fight!"

	His wristwatch shrilled with an emergency summons.

	 

	Inside the Strike's cockpit, a warning klaxon screamed to life. Kira, adrift in a fog of thought, flinched and snapped his attention back to the monitor.

	Something had shifted beyond the debris field.

	"A mobile suit!"

	A bolt of raw tension surged through him. Even as it struck, the computer finished its identification. Characters cascaded across the display:

	ZGMF-LRR704B, assault reconnaissance type. A two-seat GINN.

	"Why are you here?!"

	Kira clenched his jaw. The supply transfer to the Archangel was still incomplete. If the GINN spotted them and signaled for reinforcements—

	He swung the beam rifle's sniper scope into alignment. Through the reticle, the GINN, apparently sweeping the area in search of something, was captured and held.

	An electronic tone confirmed lock-on, and the word FIRE pulsed on the display before him.

	"Go… just go… Don't see anything. Leave this sector.”

	As though his silent plea had been heard, the GINN ignited its thrusters and began pulling away. But an instant later, it found something and wheeled around. Kira's eyes darted to the monitor.

	One of the Archangel's work pods had drifted into the GINN's line of sight.

	"You idiot! Why did you have to notice?!"

	He watched the GINN raise its rifle and fire. The rounds grazed past the pod.

	"Why?!"

	Kira's finger closed on the trigger.

	A single beam punched clean through the GINN's frame. The detonation flared white, bright enough to bleach the surrounding darkness.

	"Th-thanks, Kira!"

	Kuzzey's voice erupted from the speaker. He had been aboard the targeted pod.

	"I seriously thought I was done for—"

	"Strike, report! What happened—"

	Cutting across Kuzzey's breathless relief, a transmission crackled in from the Archangel. Kira gave no reply. He slammed the comm switch as though striking something he hated.

	On that land the Earth Forces had shattered, on that monument to slaughtered Coordinators, he had bowed his head in prayer.

	But he had no right to.

	He fought under the banner of the Earth Alliance, the very power that had carried out the massacre. He was someone forced to kill his fellow Coordinators. A person like him had no standing to pray for their dead.

	He didn't want to kill anyone. He only... He only wanted to protect them!

	And then that electronic tone sounded again.

	Kira's head jerked upward.

	"There's still another enemy?!"

	But this time, what materialized on the monitor was not the silhouette of an attacker.

	 

	"You must really enjoy bringing back things that others left behind."

	Natarle's voice was edged with bitterness, and beneath it, the barest undercurrent of resignation. Kira's face darkened, but he offered no reply.

	Resting in the Archangel's hangar was the lifeboat Kira had found and hauled aboard. Murrue and Mu shared a glance and released quiet, exhausted sighs. By now, the two of them felt like parents raising a child incapable of walking past a stray without carrying it home. 

	Murdoch worked the seal mechanism and called out, "Opening up."

	The hatch separated with a soft hiss. Soldiers positioned nearby leveled their rifles.

	"Haro, Haro…"

	Drifting out while uttering a comically vacant voice was a pink, spherical object. Small flaps shaped like ears fluttered as though beating tiny wings, and at the center of the ball, two round eyes glowed. It appeared to be some manner of pet robot.

	Every person who had steeled themselves for danger went limp, thoroughly deflated.

	"Thank you. I'm grateful for your help."

	A sweet voice floated from within the hatch, and Kira hastily redirected his gaze.

	A wash of pale pink filled his entire field of vision, and he blinked.

	Gliding out through the opening, her soft pink hair and the hem of her long skirt billowing around her, was a girl who looked to be about Kira's age. Her skin carried a quiet luminosity, her arms were slender, and her gentle, lovely face wore a smile that seemed to brighten anyone who looked at it. Suspended in the weightlessness, she resembled a soap bubble, beautiful, fragile, and ephemeral.

	"Oh… oh my?"

	Carried along by her own momentum, she seemed on the verge of drifting right past them. Kira caught himself just in time and reached out, closing his hand around her wrist to stop her. It was thin, startlingly so.

	"Thank you."

	At close range, the girl beamed at him. Her eyes, the color of a mild spring sky, met his, and heat rushed to Kira's face.

	Then something shifted in her expression, a flicker of puzzlement surfacing.

	"Oh?"

	Her gaze had fallen on the insignia stitched into Kira's uniform.

	"Oh my."

	Her eyes traveled onward, sweeping slowly across her surroundings. And then, in that same gentle, unhurried way, she spoke:

	"Why… this isn't a ZAFT vessel, is it?"

	A beat of silence passed.

	Then Natarle released a long, leaden sigh.

	 

	"Hey, quit shoving!"

	"Can you make anything out?"

	A small crowd had gathered outside the officers' quarters. Kira found himself pressed right up against the front. He had only come because Tolle had dragged him along, hauled him by the collar, to be precise, and they had been straining to catch any fragment of what was transpiring beyond the door. Before he realized it, Sai and Kuzzey had joined the huddle, and somehow even Tonomura and Pal had piled in behind them. Now he was being crushed from the rear, bodies packed tight against him.

	Then, without warning, the collective weight braced against the door vanished.

	Put more simply: the door opened.

	[image: Image]



	



	"Whoa—!"

	The boys spilled forward in a tangle of limbs. Natarle gazed down at them with frigid contempt.

	"Don't you still have cargo to finish loading? Back to your stations. Now."

	They dispersed with remarkable speed.

	Inside the room, the pink-haired girl from before stared at the commotion in wide-eyed surprise. When she caught sight of Kira, she offered a small, gentle wave. Kira turned a vivid shade of red and fled the scene as though retreating from live fire.

	The door slid shut. Quiet returned.

	Murrue gave a delicate cough to clear the air.

	"My apologies. Now then—"

	"My name is Lacus Clyne. And this is my friend, Haro."

	The girl stepped forward and presented the pink robot to the officers with the poise of someone making a formal introduction at a garden party. Haro chimed in with its vacant, buoyant "Haro, Haro, Lacus," and Mu visibly wilted, pressing a hand to his forehead. The other two looked as though they longed to do the same. Whatever gravity the moment had possessed was now entirely gone.

	"Clyne, you said… The current chairman of the PLANTs' Supreme Council, his name is Siegel Clyne, isn't it?"

	Mu gathered himself and floated the question. Lacus pressed her hands together with evident delight.

	"Oh my, Siegel Clyne is my father! You've heard of him?"

	Was she guileless, or simply blind to the nature of her predicament? The three officers felt their shoulders sag another degree.

	"And what brings someone like you all the way out here?"

	"Yes, well, I was conducting a preliminary inspection of Junius Seven ahead of the memorial ceremony."

	Her voice retained its sweetness, yet the account she offered proved unexpectedly lucid. Murrue and the others found themselves straightening without thinking.

	"But then we came upon an Earth Forces ship. They informed us they would carry out an inspection, and we consented. It seems, however, that the nature of our mission did not sit well with them. A minor disagreement escalated, and conditions aboard grew rather… distressing."

	Her soft brows drew together by the smallest degree.

	"Those around me placed me in a pod and urged me to escape… I do wonder what became of them afterward. I hope the people from Earth were able to compose themselves…"

	Mu said nothing.

	There was no reason to mention that a civilian vessel had been discovered recently destroyed in this sector.

	No reason to say that its hull had borne the unmistakable scarring of weapons fire.

	 

	After the officers had gone, Lacus drifted toward the wall-mounted monitor. It showed the view outside, innumerable shards of debris floating through space, and beyond them, the broken, devastated land laid bare to the black abyss of vacuum.

	She gathered Haro into her lap and murmured to it softly.

	"Let us pray, Haro… that every soul out there may find peace…"

	The gentleness in her expression dimmed, overtaken by a sorrow so delicate she looked as though she might dissolve like morning mist.

	As though she grasped it all, what had befallen the ship she had traveled on, and what her own fate might hold from here, and had received each truth with quiet, unprotesting clarity.

	That translucent gaze fell, veiled behind the sweep of long lashes.

	Several hours later, the Archangel completed its loading operations and pulled away. After directing one final prayer toward Junius Seven, they charted a course for the Moon.

	 

	Athrun stopped short at the sight of his father standing before the Vesalius's boarding hatch. Patrick Zala was not the kind of man who came to see his son off.

	Without any lead-in, Patrick spoke.

	"Athrun. Have you been told about Miss Lacus?"

	"Lacus? No, sir."

	"The inspection vessel dispatched to Junius Seven in preparation for the memorial ceremony has gone missing."

	Rau, positioned at Patrick's side, delivered the report in clipped, efficient terms.

	Athrun's eyes widened for the briefest instant. Lacus would naturally have been aboard that ship. A pulse of concern passed through him, but even as it did, his mind was already running a swift calculation, fitting this piece of information together with the fact of his father's presence here.

	He turned to Rau, a different kind of surprise rising within him.

	"Commander… you don't mean the Vesalius is—?"

	"Now, now. You're more cold-blooded than I gave you credit for. Of course we're deploying to search for her."

	"But nothing's been confirmed yet, has it? It was a civilian vessel—"

	"The GINN sent out under Yun Law's unit for the search has also failed to return."

	Athrun's expression tightened at that.

	Rau went on, his tone level.

	"Junius Seven has been drawn in by Earth's gravitational pull. It now sits within the debris belt. An unfortunate location."

	It was exactly that. Far too close to Earth. Still, it seemed improbable that the Earth Alliance would linger in that region and deliberately strike a civilian ship…

	Athrun sank into thought. Patrick addressed him once more.

	"The whole of the PLANTs knows that you and Miss Lacus are betrothed. Your Creuset team can hardly afford to sit idle."

	Having spoken his piece, Patrick turned away. As he strode off, he cast a final remark back over his shoulder.

	"She is an idol to the people. I am depending on you, Creuset, Athrun."

	Watching his father's receding figure, Athrun let a whisper escape beneath his breath, threaded with bitterness.

	"You want me to bring her back and play the hero."

	"Or return in tears, bearing her remains."

	Rau supplied the alternative with casual ease.

	Athrun turned a sharp, startled look on him. There were moments when this commanding officer revealed glimpses of something beyond mere tactlessness, something altogether colder.

	Rau held his gaze and offered a thin, measured smile.

	"In either case, Chairman Zala is convinced it will mean nothing unless you are the one who goes."

	 

	Raised voices poured from the mess hall, and Kira halted in his tracks.

	"I told you, no means no!"

	"Oh come on, Flay, why not!"

	Flay and Miriallia were squaring off over trays of food. Kira slipped inside and leaned toward Kuzzey, murmuring, "What’s going on?"

	"It's about that girl you brought in. Miriallia asked Flay to bring her something to eat, Flay refused… so now they’re at it."

	Flay's voice burst out sharp and high.

	"I said I don't want to! I'm afraid to go anywhere near some Coordinator girl!"

	"Flay!"

	Miriallia tried to quiet her, but Flay had already caught sight of Kira. Realizing she had overstepped, she stumbled.

	"Oh, I obviously don't mean you, Kira! But she's a ZAFT girl, right? Coordinators have those insane reflexes and everything. What if she tries something? What are we supposed to do then?"

	Of all people, it was Kira she turned to for agreement.

	He couldn't bring himself to respond. It was Kuzzey who muttered from beside him, "I really don't think she's going to lunge at you."

	"You don't know that!"

	Flay wouldn't give an inch.

	Just then another gentle voice drifted in from behind.

	"Well now, who is jumping on whom?"

	Kira turned reflexively.

	There she stood, the very subject of the uproar. Pink hair, trailing skirt, smiling as though she had wandered into a tea party rather than a warship.

	Everyone froze exactly where they were.

	"Oh dear, I'm terribly sorry if I gave you a fright."

	Her tone was so light that one had to wonder whether she meant it at all.

	"I'm afraid I've grown rather thirsty… and it may be forward of me to say so, but I'm dreadfully hungry as well. Is this the dining hall? I would be ever so grateful if I might have something to eat…"

	"W-wait a second!"

	The boys and girls jolted back to their senses at once.

	"You didn't lock her in?!"

	"Why is a ZAFT girl just wandering around the ship?!"

	"Oh, it was hardly 'wandering,'" Lacus answered, her eyes going wide with earnest emphasis. "I asked quite properly. I requested permission to step out."

	"And did anyone actually grant it?!" Kira sputtered.

	"Well… no one gave me a reply. But I did ask three times, so I thought it might be acceptable…"

	"That's basically what the rest of us call 'wandering,'" Kuzzey observed under his breath.

	Lacus seemed not to hear him. Instead, she walked directly up to Flay, wearing that same tender smile.

	"And besides, I am not ZAFT. ZAFT is the name of the military organization. Properly speaking—"

	"It's the same thing! You're a Coordinator!"

	"It is not the same at all," Lacus replied, perfectly mild. "I am indeed a Coordinator, but I hold no position in the military."

	She tilted her head with artless charm and regarded Flay through those wide, unguarded eyes.

	"You aren't in the military either, are you? In that case, the two of us are really quite alike."

	She held out her right hand, wearing a smile so soft it might have thawed frost. A warm, almost soothing quality seemed to gather in the air around her. There was something about this girl, something that put people at ease, that drew them in despite themselves.

	But Flay recoiled from the outstretched hand.

	"Ugh, don't! Stop it! Why should I have to shake hands with someone like you?"

	Undisguised revulsion twisted her face.

	"Don't act like we're friends just because you're a Coordinator!"

	Kira's breath seized in his chest.

	A final, irrevocable line had been drawn, and he felt it carve through him too.

	Even toward a girl this gentle, this transparently harmless, Flay could lash out with that kind of cruelty for no reason beyond what she was born as.

	No amount of effort, no measure of goodwill could span that divide. The fact of being a Coordinator could not be erased.

	A bleak, quiet despair seeped into Kira's chest.

	 

	"Well now, just when I thought we'd sorted out the supply problem, we go and pick up a pink princess."

	Mu tossed Murrue a playful salute.

	"Never a dull moment with you, Captain."

	He said it as though the whole affair were someone else's concern. Murrue found herself quietly marveling at how effortlessly he could do that. Somewhere along the way, though, she had grown accustomed to his manner. He might appear careless, but when it truly mattered, he was someone you could rely on. And not only with the supply run, how many times now had his quick thinking been the thing that kept them alive?

	It occurred to her that perhaps even this breezy demeanor was calculated, his own method of loosening the tension in people like her.

	Or perhaps this was simply the man he was.

	"We don't have much choice but to bring her along to lunar headquarters," Murrue conceded at last.

	"Got any other ports of call on the itinerary?" Mu returned lightly.

	"But if we deliver her to the Moon, she'll—"

	"Be welcomed with open arms."

	The sarcasm was impossible to miss.

	She was the daughter of the PLANTs' head of state. There was no question she would be seized upon as a diplomatic bargaining chip.

	"But… if there's any way to avoid it, I'd rather not subject her to that. She's just a civilian, a child…"

	Murrue let her reluctance show openly. From behind her, Natarle's voice cut in, carrying an edge that bordered on derision.

	"If that troubles you so deeply, what about them?"

	Her gaze slid pointedly toward Tolle in the copilot's seat.

	"They have crewed this vessel and fought in combat. They are civilians. Children."

	"Ensign Badgiruel, that's—"

	"You've compelled Kira Yamato and the others to take part in battle, however unavoidable the circumstances. And yet you would extend special protection only to that girl? She is Clyne's daughter. From the moment that fact exists, she ceases to be a mere civilian."

	Natarle was not wrong. Murrue had no rebuttal.

	To someone raised and forged entirely within the military, her compassion must have looked like naivety.

	"Maybe I'm not cut out to be captain," she thought.

	 

	"So I must remain here again?"

	Led back to the officers' quarters, Lacus wore a look of quiet dejection.

	"Yes… I’m afraid so."

	Kira placed the food tray on the side table and made himself smile, burying the weight that sat heavy in his chest. Lacus let her lip push out in the faintest pout.

	"I would so much rather eat out there, talking with everyone."

	Even that small show of displeasure was disarmingly lovely. Kira averted his gaze as though stung by brightness.

	"This is an Earth Forces vessel. There are people on board who… don't think very highly of Coordinators."

	"Probably not me either…"

	The thought stabbed as soon as it formed. He hurried on.

	"And, well… we’re enemies right now. So… I guess it can’t be helped."

	“Why am I making excuses for Naturals?” he wondered. “As though that somehow earns me a place among them.”

	The longer he turned it over, the deeper the sadness cut. His eyes dropped to the floor.

	"That is a shame…"

	Lacus lifted her gaze to him, something like sympathy coloring her expression. But it faded almost at once, giving way to a smile that seemed to fold gently around everything it touched.

	"Even so, you are very kind. Thank you."

	"I'm not—"

	Kira faltered. A strange, formless guilt was swelling inside him. The words escaped before he could weigh them.

	"I'm a Coordinator, too."

	Lacus blinked, tipping her head with mild surprise. Kira steeled himself. Surely, any moment now, she would ask why a Coordinator was fighting on behalf of the Earth Forces.

	But she didn't.

	Instead, she asked softly.

	"Isn't it simply because you are you that you are kind?"

	His heart struck once, hard and sudden.

	Who is this girl?

	"May I know your name?"

	She smiled once more, weightless as the first breath of spring. 

	Kira stared a beat too long before managing to stammer.

	"Uh... K-Kira… Kira Yamato."

	"I see. Thank you, Sir Kira."

	The instant those words left her lips, he felt, absurdly, as though he had just been anointed some knight out of an ancient legend.

	 

	After Kira and Lacus were gone, a thick quiet pressed down on the table. It was Kuzzey who finally broke it, his voice barely above a murmur.

	"Flay, you're not, you're not with Blue Cosmos, are you?"

	The name belonged to a naturalist lobby that had taken root in the C.E. 30s, a direct reaction to the wave of genetic modification sweeping through society. Under the banner of "Humanity, return to nature," Blue Cosmos organized demonstrations, some of which had spiraled into acts of terrorism and outright piracy. They had been the vanguard of every campaign waged against Coordinators.

	"Of course I'm not!" Flay shot back, stung. But her voice fell low again almost immediately, still carrying its barbed edge.

	"That doesn't mean everything they say is wrong, though. People rewriting their own genes when there's nothing even the matter with them, that's unnatural. It shouldn't be done."

	Her gaze swept over the others, her brow creased tight.

	"Come on. You think so too, all of you."

	Kuzzey shifted in his seat and looked away. Across the table, Miriallia's expression had turned inward, clouded with something she couldn't quite name.

	If he was being honest with himself, part of Kuzzey wanted to nod.

	"It's just… you sort of lose track of it, you know?"

	He spoke half to the room, half to no one.

	"Kira's a Coordinator, too. He climbs into one of those mobile suits and fights like it's second nature…"

	Kira was their friend, of course he was. He fought to protect them, and they owed him for that. Only hours ago, Kuzzey would have been torn apart by that GINN if not for him. Even so, the comparisons crept in on their own.

	Himself: barely useful enough to ride along in a pod while Chandra ran errands.

	What was the use of rivalry, or even envy? They weren't competing on the same ground. It didn't matter how hard he pushed, he would never close the gap.

	Because Kira was a Coordinator.

	And every time that realization surfaced, Kuzzey felt something deep inside him quietly going to rot.

	 

	Kira stepped out of Lacus' quarters and found Sai coming toward him down the corridor. Sai raised a hand in greeting; Kira waited.

	When the distance between them closed, Sai spoke with visible discomfort.

	"Miriallia filled me in."

	"Yeah…"

	"Try not to take it to heart. I know it's… not that simple."

	They fell into step beside each other.

	"I'll have a word with Flay later."

	These days, Sai seemed less like Flay's boyfriend and more like someone looking after her. Until the letter had come up, Kira hadn't even realized how close the two of them were. Had that closeness taken hold only after they'd boarded this ship? Or had it always been there, invisible to him?

	A dull ache settled somewhere beneath his ribs.

	Then, from deeper in the corridor, music reached them.

	A voice, singing.

	He turned toward it.

	The sound was so crystalline it seemed to move through him without resistance. Pure and luminous, it found the knotted heaviness lodged in his chest and gently undid it.

	Lacus was the one singing.

	Kira and the others had no way of knowing, but across the PLANTs, there wasn't a single person who wouldn't recognize that voice. Her songs claimed the top of every chart; her promotional clips ran in constant rotation on public screens throughout the cities. As Patrick Zala himself had put it, she was a national idol, adored without reservation. Her presence, her singing, they offered comfort to everyone who heard them.

	Now that voice seeped, soft and unhurried, into the worn places of Kira's heart.

	"What a beautiful voice…"

	Sai had stopped walking too, a faint smile resting on his lips. For a quiet moment, the two of them simply stood there, listening to the songstress of an enemy nation.

	Then Sai remarked, offhandedly.

	"Makes you wonder, though. Think that's genetic, too?"

	The warmth hovering in the air seemed to crystallize and shatter.

	 

	At the communications console, a stray reading flared across Pal's instruments. He nearly fumbled the drink in his hand, lurching to adjust the controls.

	"Captain!"

	Murrue and Natarle wheeled around at once. Their posture said the same thing: What now?

	"A transmission, I'm picking up an Earth Forces 8th Fleet encryption pulse!"

	"What?"

	"Can you get a fix on the source?"

	"Working on it!"

	They crowded in at Pal's shoulder, eyes locked on the monitor. After a few tense seconds, a distinctive waveform resolved itself out of the static.

	"Decoding now!"

	Pal's fingers raced across the keys. Moments later, a voice punched through the speakers, ragged with interference.

	"8th Fleet advance… Montgomery… Archangel, respond…"

	The bridge erupted in relief.

	"That's Admiral Halberton's fleet!"

	"Where are they?!"

	"Hold on, still reading the distance…"

	"If we can link up with them, then—!"

	Tonomura and Neumann clapped hands, grinning.

	"God, I can actually breathe again."

	Until this moment, they had been a makeshift crew in a desperate retreat, entirely on their own. Now, for the first time, a thin thread of hope glinted before them.

	That light rippled outward through the ship. Word of the approaching fleet eased the tension carved into every face on the crew; even the civilian evacuees began to unclench. Just a little longer. Once they made it planetside, perhaps they could reach the families they'd left behind.

	In one bustling corner of the mess hall, Sai brought Flay the latest news.

	"My father?"

	Her face opened like a blossom.

	"That's right. He's part of the advance group. He had no idea you were aboard, obviously, but we transmitted the crew manifest…"

	Sai smiled, warmed by her happiness. Hope had found its way here, too.

	But in one small room, Lacus had gone silent. She gathered up Haro, who had been tumbling aimlessly across the floor, and settled it into her lap.

	She had never spent time this close to Naturals before. She had believed she understood what war meant, as an idea, an abstraction. But comprehension and lived experience were never the same thing.

	She spoke softly to Haro.

	"A question for you, then. Where do you suppose it is we're headed?"

	"Where are we headed?"

	The answer should have been obvious. And yet, in truth, not one soul aboard could say.

	 

	A transmission from the advance fleet crackled to life on the bridge.

	"Our fleet will arrive at the designated rendezvous coordinates on schedule. Once you've joined formation, the Archangel will fall under our operational command and proceed to the lunar staging area with the main force. You're nearly through this. We're hoping for your safe arrival."

	Captain Koopman of the escort ship Montgomery delivered the message in an even, measured tone. That steadiness did more for Murrue than she would have anticipated. The simple prospect of being folded back into a functioning chain of command brought a kind of relief she hadn't realized she'd been aching for.

	Then a second figure appeared on the monitor, a forceful-looking man of middle age, wearing a tailored civilian suit rather than any military uniform.

	"George Allster, Vice Minister of the Atlantic Federation. Allow me first to express my gratitude for your efforts in rescuing the civilian population."

	Ah. Recognition clicked into place. Sai and the others had mentioned him, this had to be Flay's father. It occurred to Murrue, in retrospect, that having safeguarded the daughter of a senior government official would likely work in their favor. That was Kira's doing.

	But when Allster went on, Murrue's composure wavered.

	"Well, my daughter, Flay Allster, appeared on your crew manifest. If it's at all possible, I'd very much like to see her face…"

	The bridge crew traded bewildered glances. Did the man not grasp that he was addressing a warship? One could understand the impulse, but this was a naked conflation of public duty and private concern. 

	From off to the side, Koopman cut in, his tone dry as could be. 

	"Vice Minister, you'll be able to see her as soon as we rendezvous."

	Judging by his voice, this was far from the first time Allster had leveraged his position.

	"So that's what her old man is like," Sai murmured with a crooked smile from the operator's station.

	Regardless, the rendezvous was almost upon them.

	 

	Meanwhile, another vessel had picked up the advance fleet's signature before the Archangel ever did.

	It was the Vesalius, deployed to search for Lacus Clyne.

	"What would an Earth Forces fleet be doing all the way out here?"

	Ades posed the question aloud, but Rau, bent over the radar display, answered as though thinking to himself.

	"If the legged ship were making its way from Artemis toward the Moon… what course of action would it take?"

	"Legged ship," that was the name they had settled on for the Archangel, inspired by the distinctive silhouette of its flared bow, which called to mind the forelegs of some crouching beast.

	"Resupply, perhaps… or a welcoming escort?" Ades offered.

	"Laconi and Porto's squadrons are running behind schedule. If that fleet is ferrying supplies to the legged ship, we can hardly afford to let it pass unchallenged."

	"We, sir? But our orders—"

	Ades glanced at Rau with open unease.

	Rau wore the same opaque smile he always did.

	"We are soldiers, Ades. Even if our mission is to locate Miss Lacus, we cannot simply look the other way while an enemy fleet sails past, all for the sake of one young woman. I'd rather not give future historians cause to laugh at us."

	 

	"Three vessels confirmed on radar! Escort ships Montgomery, Bernard, and Law!"

	A cheer tore through the Archangel's bridge.

	But at the radar console, Pal's expression clamped tight without warning. His display stuttered. Distortion bled across the screen in crawling waves. He adjusted his instruments, but the interference only deepened.

	"This is—"

	"What's wrong?" Murrue asked, her tone still casual, until she saw the color draining from Pal's face.

	"Jamming! The whole area's being flooded with interference!"

	The shout cut through the bridge like a blade. The elation that had filled the room only seconds before died instantly, as though drenched in ice water.

	Every person there understood what it meant.

	The advance fleet had been found.

	 

	Aboard the Montgomery, the crew realized too late what was bearing down on them. An operator's voice rang out:

	"Heat signatures inbound! Four mobile suits, three GINNs—"

	And the fourth...

	"Aegis! X-303 Aegis, confirmed!"

	The operator's voice splintered on the last word.

	Captain Koopman drew a sharp breath through his teeth, then barked his orders.

	"Signal the Archangel to disengage immediately! Get the mobile armor launched, now!"

	"What?! If we don't rendezvous, then everything we've done to get here was for nothing!" Allster protested from beside him.

	Koopman rounded on him, fury fracturing his composure.

	"And if that ship gets destroyed, what exactly was the point?!"

	 

	On the Archangel, the same data was resolving across their screens.

	"The Aegis?!"

	Murrue let her eyes fall shut for the span of a single breath. Her clenched fists shook at her sides.

	"Then… it's that Nazca-class."

	"Incoming transmission from the Montgomery! 'Rendezvous is canceled. Archangel is to disengage immediately.'"

	"But that ship—!"

	The words broke from Sai before he could catch them. Flay's father was aboard that vessel. Following orders meant leaving him behind.

	Murrue had bowed her head, turning it over. When she raised her eyes again, her gaze had gone hard with resolve.

	"If we turn back now, there's no guarantee we make it out. All hands to level one battle stations! The Archangel will advance to provide cover for the fleet!"

	 

	Klaxons screamed through every corridor of the Archangel.

	Kira tore out of his quarters at a dead sprint, making for the pilot lockers. He was just passing Lacus' room when the door gave a soft click and slid open.

	"Again?!"

	What was the matter with these locks?

	Lacus leaned out, her eyes wide.

	"What's happening? Everything's gotten so noisy all of a sudden…"

	"We're at battle stations. Please, go back inside."

	"Battle stations? You mean there's going to be fighting?"

	"There already is."

	"Sir Kira, will you be fighting, too?"

	Those pale blue eyes held his gaze, clear and undimmed. For one heartbeat, the words caught in Kira's throat.

	"Just stay in the room this time. Promise me. All right?"

	He gentled his voice as far as it would go, eased her back through the doorway, and sealed the lock behind her.

	He turned to run, and a hand clamped around his arm.

	"Kira!"

	Flay.

	Her face was pale with fear.

	"What do you mean, battle stations? What about Papa's ship?!"

	Papa's ship?

	No one had told him. For a fractured instant he floundered, and then came the secondary jolt, the girl he had once admired, clinging to him like this.

	"Everything's going to be fine, right? Papa's ship won't be destroyed, will it? Tell me!"

	He didn't know. But he had to move.

	"Don't worry, Flay. We're heading out there, too."

	He pressed a reassuring smile into place, and carefully loosened her fingers from his arm.

	Fear still gripped her face as he broke into a run.

	 

	By the time Kira had suited up and burst into the hangar, Mu's Zero was already away.

	"You're late, kid!"

	"Sorry!"

	Kira shouted the apology back at Murdoch, swung himself up into the Strike's cockpit, and began the startup sequence. As each system blinked to life, Miriallia's voice reached him over the comm.

	"Enemy composition: one Nazca-class, three GINNs, and the Aegis! Watch yourself out there!"

	The Aegis.

	For the thinnest sliver of a second, Kira's hands went still on the controls.

	Then Sai's voice broke through.

	"Kira, Flay's father is with that fleet. Please!"

	So that's what this is.

	The weight of it dropped onto his shoulders like iron plating.

	"Understood."

	He answered quietly, and guided the Strike forward onto the catapult rail.

	 

	"Athrun! Time to show us what that machine can really do!"

	The call crackled in from one of the lead GINNs.

	"Yeah," Athrun answered, low and level.

	What he wanted, truly wanted, was to confirm what had become of Lacus. Immediately. And the last thing he wanted was to fight Kira.

	But he crushed that hesitation where it lived in his chest and locked his eyes forward.

	From the enemy fleet, Moebius units launched and fanned outward, the Earth Alliance's frontline mobile armor. Missiles streaked toward him in rapid sequence. The Aegis wove through the barrage with fluid, almost contemptuous ease, twisting clear, slipping aside, picking each one off in turn. A beam blazed from its rifle; three Moebius units diving in tight formation were erased in seconds. The gulf in mobility wasn't a gap, it was a chasm.

	Without shedding speed, the Aegis bore down on the nearest ship. In a blink it had closed to striking range. Three beams punched deep into the engine block. To stave off a cascading detonation, the vessel jettisoned the entire section and fell away, gutted and adrift, out of the fight.

	"Escort ship Bernard has gone silent! The X-303 Aegis is vectoring toward the Law!"

	On the Montgomery's bridge, Vice Minister Allster gaped as the situation reports poured in.

	"Destroyed by a machine stolen from our own forces? That's absurd!"

	A GINN was closing on the Montgomery itself. Moebius units scrambled to intercept but were swatted aside one after another. The enemy ate through the distance at a horrifying pace. Allster watched it come, paralyzed, his mind refusing to process what his eyes were showing him.

	Then fire raked in from the flank and caught the GINN dead-on.

	It blew apart in a churning fireball mere meters from the bridge.

	Beyond the fading bloom of the explosion, the pale hull of the Archangel shimmered into view.

	"The Archangel?!"

	"They came back?!"

	The relief spilled from Allster's lips before he could stop it.

	At his side, Captain Koopman went rigid. Then he drove his fist into the arm of his chair.

	"Fools."

	 

	The Aegis snapped into its mobile armor configuration without a beat of hesitation, claw-like prongs fanning wide. From the core of the frame, the muzzle of the 580mm multi-phase energy cannon, Scylla, slid into the open.

	Light blossomed outward.

	The beam carved clean through the Law's hull.

	No battleship could absorb a direct hit from the Scylla. Kira sucked in a sharp breath at the sight, then locked his jaw and drove straight for the machine.

	The Aegis must have registered the Strike's approach. In less than a heartbeat it folded back into mobile suit form. Beams lanced from both rifles at once.

	Mu, meanwhile, had managed to damage one GINN with the Zero, only for the surviving unit to slip inside his guard. It dove close, too close. Mu cut his Gunbarrel pods loose and fired in a desperate spread. The GINN peeled away, but a parting shot clipped the Zero's frame as it withdrew.

	"Tch—! That's just pathetic!" Mu snarled through his teeth.

	 

	"Gottfried One, correct targeting solution, fire!"

	"Zero inbound for recovery! She's taken damage!"

	Commands overlapped across the Archangel's bridge in rapid bursts. Every monitor seethed with shifting tactical readouts.

	The door hissed open without a sound.

	No one noticed.

	"Missiles launched from the Vesalius! Tracking toward the Law!"

	"Damn it!"

	Flay had stepped onto the bridge.

	She had come because she needed to know. But the instant the battle sprawled across the screens reached her eyes, every trace of color fled her face.

	Kuzzey was the first to spot her.

	"Flay?!"

	She lurched forward, her voice shaking apart.

	"Papa… which one is Papa's ship?!"

	"We are in the middle of combat! All non-combatants, off the bridge, now!" Murrue's voice cracked like a whip.

	Sai bolted from CIC, caught Flay by the arms, tried to haul her back, but she fought him, writhing against his grip.

	"Let go of me! Which one is Papa's ship?! What's happening?!"

	On the screen, missiles found the Law.

	It came apart in a blinding eruption.

	Every drop of blood seemed to leave Flay's face at once.

	A transmission broke through. Captain Koopman's image filled the display.

	"Archangel! I am giving you a direct order! Withdraw from this sector immediately!"

	"But—" Murrue started.

	"Papa!"

	Behind Koopman, Allster was visible, alive, shouting in a frenzy. The sight of him tore a sob of pure relief from Flay's throat, and tears streaked down her cheeks. But Allster couldn't see her. He was screaming at Koopman.

	"Have you lost your mind?! If the Archangel pulls out now, what happens to us?!"

	"Someone get the Vice Minister to an escape pod! You just get out of here as fast as your engines will carry you! Is that understood?!"

	Koopman hurled the command at Murrue and killed the feed.

	"Papa… Papa!"

	"Flay! Come on, you can't be here!"

	Sai half-lifted, half-dragged her from the bridge as her screams continued unbroken.

	"Two GINNs closing on the Montgomery!"

	"Only one remaining Moebius unit!"

	Even after the doors clamped shut behind them, the crew's grim reports followed them out into the corridor like a trailing wound.

	Flay collapsed there as though every bone in her body had dissolved. Sai gathered her close.

	"Ki… ra…?" she whispered.

	"What?"

	He bent nearer.

	Her head snapped up, eyes blown wide and frantic.

	"Where's Kira?! What is he doing?!"

	"He's out there fighting! He's giving everything he has! But the Aegis, it's out there too—"

	"But he said it would be fine!"

	Her voice shattered into a raw, ragged shriek.

	"He told me 'We're heading out too, so it'll be okay!'"

	Sai murmured what comfort he could, repeating it'll be fine, it'll be fine as he coaxed her toward the living quarters. What else was there to say? Even knowing the words were hollow, nothing more than noise shaped like reassurance.

	From somewhere deeper down the corridor, faint and impossibly tender, a melody drifted toward them.

	Clear. Graceful. Gentle.

	The captive Coordinator girl was singing again.

	That serene sound caught against the raw, exposed edges of Flay's heart. 

	It scraped. 

	It gouged.

	Without warning, she wrenched herself free of Sai's hold and ran.

	"Flay?!"

	The door crashed open with no knock, no hesitation.

	Lacus let her song die and turned, blinking in startled confusion.

	Flay stood framed in the doorway, her face contorted with loathing, staring straight into her.

	 

	The Bernard blew apart in a flowering crown of fire.

	Only the Montgomery remained.

	The last Moebius was swatted from the void by a GINN.

	Fully aware that they were being ground back meter by agonizing meter, Natarle's voice cut through the chaos.

	"Ready the Lohengrin! The GINNs are closing fast! Where is the Strike?!"

	Mu's voice scratched in over the comm from his crippled unit.

	"It's no use! If you don't pull back now, you'll be caught in it too!"

	"But—!"

	Murrue couldn't bring herself to choose. On the monitor in front of her, the Montgomery was buckling under concentrated fire. Flay's scream from moments ago still clung to the inside of her skull.

	The Strike could barely keep the Aegis occupied, there was no possibility of breaking free to provide cover. A GINN leveled its bazooka and let loose. The round slammed into the Montgomery's main gun and tore it apart, leaving the ship defenseless.

	Then, the bridge doors parted once more.

	This time Kuzzey saw it happen.

	For a long, frozen moment he only stared, his mind refusing to assemble what his eyes were telling him. His expression made others turn.

	Flay staggered in, hauling Lacus.

	Her face was the color of ash; only her eyes still blazed, bright and feverish.

	"I'll kill her!"

	The words ripped from her throat in a fractured shriek.

	The entire bridge locked in place, as though every person on it had been struck across the head.

	"If you fire on Papa's ship, I'll kill her! Tell them, tell those people that!"

	She screamed it at the top of her lungs. Sai, who had come tearing after her, floated rooted in the doorway, utterly without words.

	"TELL THEM!!"

	It was the howl of a wounded animal.

	But it was already too late.

	On the screen, the Vesalius opened fire.

	Twin beams split the darkness of space.

	They struck the Montgomery head-on.

	The light buried itself in the hull, and in the instant that followed, the ship ceased to exist.

	There had been no time to launch escape pods.

	The display blazed to searing white. Then the brightness compensated, and what it revealed with pitiless clarity was the swelling cloud of debris, all that remained of a warship.

	A scream tore loose from somewhere deep inside Flay's body.

	Every ounce of strength drained from her at once. Sai caught her as she collapsed, hanging limp and weightless in his arms.

	"A… ah… aaahh…"

	Language had left her entirely. Only broken sounds remained. Her limbs shuddered and jerked, twitching like the strings of a broken puppet.

	Lacus stared at her, eyes wide and unblinking.

	The fragile shells both girls had carried until this moment splintered apart. The world flooded in, raw and unforgiving.

	Murrue watched Flay with anguish plain in her eyes.

	But Natarle's gaze had fixed on something else.

	The GINNs, and the Vesalius, the very ship that had just murdered the Montgomery, were altering their heading.

	Toward fresh prey.

	"Captain!" Natarle shouted.

	Murrue did not stir.

	Natarle wrenched herself from her seat, launched toward the upper console, and tore the headset from Kuzzey's station.

	"Attention, ZAFT forces!"

	"Ensign Badgiruel?!"

	Murrue snapped back at last, her voice a blade, but Natarle paid her no heed.

	"This is the Earth Alliance warship Archangel! We are currently holding under our protection Lacus Clyne, daughter of Chairman Siegel Clyne of the PLANT Supreme Council!"

	 

	"Miss Lacus?!"

	On the Vesalius's bridge, the name escaped Ades in a strangled gasp. Behind the Earth Forces officer speaking on-screen, the slight figure of Lacus was plainly visible.

	The transmission pressed on.

	"We encountered her lifeboat by chance and took her aboard on humanitarian grounds. However, should any further aggression be directed at this vessel, it will be regarded as an abandonment of all responsibility for the safety of Miss Lacus Clyne—"

	The woman's voice was devoid of mercy.

	"In that event, we will act at our own discretion!"

	The meaning was exactly what Flay had shrieked.

	Fire on us, and Lacus dies.

	Rau let a low, faintly entertained breath pass his lips.

	"How unseemly. They rush in to shield their comrades, and the moment the tide turns, they stoop to this."

	"Commander…"

	Ades looked to him, waiting.

	Rau gestured with a languid flick of his hand.

	"Yes, yes. Understood. All units, cease attack."

	 

	Both Kira and Athrun had gone motionless in the middle of their engagement, listening.

	Kira felt hollow. Numb through to the center of himself.

	"Cowards!" Athrun's voice split open across the channel. "You pluck a civilian from the wreckage and turn her into a hostage, is that the justice you claim to fight for, Kira?!"

	Kira had no answer to give.

	The GINNs pulled back. Orders filtered down for the Aegis to return to the ship.

	Before he broke away, Athrun's voice cut through one final time, fierce, unwavering, absolute.

	"We will take her back. Count on it."

	Kira watched the retreating silhouette shrink into the dark, his chest knotted tight with shame.

	 

	Natarle removed the headset and turned to face the silent stare of her commanding officer, who had been watching her without a word.

	"We cannot afford to lose the Strike or the Archangel here."

	Murrue's reply came back cool and level.

	"I’m aware, Natarle."

	She turned again toward the forward displays, watching the withdrawing mobile suits and the Vesalius as they receded.

	From a purely tactical standpoint, Natarle's decision had been the optimal choice available to them.

	But knowing that did nothing to wash the taste from her mouth.

	First the grave-robbing at Junius Seven. Now this, wielding an innocent girl as a human shield.

	Was survival worth the price they kept paying?

	Of course it was. Beyond the mission itself, every crew member and every civilian evacuee aboard this ship rested on her shoulders.

	She understood that.

	And still, when her voice came, it carried thorns.

	"We may have staved off the immediate crisis, but nothing has fundamentally changed."

	The advance fleet, sent to deliver them, had been wiped out entirely. The enemy had pulled back for now, but the moment conditions shifted in their favor, they would come again.

	"In the meantime, we can use this reprieve to reorganize. That must be our foremost priority."

	Natarle's response was as precise and dispassionate as ever.

	Murrue let a long breath drain out of her.

	"I know."

	 

	"What was that supposed to mean?!"

	Kira had barely touched down before he was charging toward Mu.

	"What do you think it meant? You heard the transmission. It was exactly what it sounded like."

	Mu didn't so much as glance at him. His voice was toneless, his back already turned.

	Kira followed after him.

	"You used that girl as a hostage, held her life over their heads. This is what the Earth Forces call a military?!"

	Mu wheeled on him.

	His expression had gone razor-sharp.

	"If we're reduced to doing something that pathetic, it's because we're weak."

	The words landed like a fist to the sternum.

	Kira flinched back.

	Mu had a way of saying the one thing Kira least wanted to hear, because it was the truth. He pressed a hand against Kira's shoulder and pushed him back, not hard, but firm.

	"Neither you nor I are in any position to pass judgment on the captain or the XO…"

	Frustration threaded through his voice. And beneath it, something heavier, regret.

	Kira dropped his gaze and bit down on his lip.

	He peeled out of his flight suit in silence, moving slowly, mechanically, and made his way toward the residential block.

	From deep in the corridor ahead, a scream reached him, raw, shredding.

	"No… noooo! Papa… Papa!"

	"Flay…"

	Sai's voice layered over hers, helpless.

	Something pulled Kira forward as though by a wire. A discarded drink packet had lodged in the door sensor, and the infirmary's automatic door was caught in a stuttering loop, sliding open, sliding shut, sliding open again.

	Inside, Flay was teetering at the edge of hysteria. Sai and Miriallia hovered over her, fighting to bring her back. Each time the door jolted open, Kira glimpsed a fragment of her trembling body, a broken image strobing in and out of view.

	"It's a lie… it's a lie! None of this is real!"

	When Kira stepped close enough, the door finally locked open and held.

	Miriallia looked up at him, her gaze sharp.

	Flay's clothes were in disarray, her hair a tangled mess, she bore no resemblance to the composed girl he knew. She was pressed against Sai's chest, wracked with sobs.

	"Her father's ship…"

	Kira hadn't saved it.

	"Flay…"

	He started to speak.

	Her head whipped toward him.

	"Liar!"

	The fury blazing in her eyes stopped him where he stood.

	"You told me it would be fine! You said, 'We're heading out too, so it'll be okay!' Why didn't you protect Papa's ship?! Why didn't you beat them?!"

	"Flay, Kira was doing everything he—"

	Sai tried to step in, but Flay surged past him as though he weren't there.

	"You didn't fight seriously because you're a Coordinator too, didn't you?!"

	The accusation sank into Kira's chest like a blade.

	Flay's thin fingers seized his sleeve, gripping with a ferocity that belied her frame.

	"Give him back…"

	"Flay!"

	Sai wedged himself between them and dragged her away. She thrashed against him with everything she had.

	"Give him back! Give him back, give him back!"

	Kira shook his head, slowly, and retreated one step at a time. He slipped out through the door, and then he ran. Miriallia's voice called after him, but he didn't stop.

	Because you're a Coordinator.

	They had forced him into that cockpit because he was one.

	And now they blamed him for failing because he was one?

	His thoughts twisted in on themselves, spiraling tighter.

	Tolle passed him in the corridor and called his name, then halted when he caught sight of Kira's face. But Kira didn't even register him.

	There was no one here.

	Not a single person who truly understood what was churning inside him.

	He had thrown himself into every fight, for them, for all of them, even if it meant making an enemy of Athrun.

	And still, was he supposed to push harder, sacrifice more, while they stayed safe behind armor plating?

	The bitterness welled up in him, dark and rising.

	But beneath it, another voice murmured, quieter, colder.

	Wasn't Flay right?

	Had he truly been giving everything he had?

	Or was there some part of him that had been holding back?

	Because he didn't want to kill Athrun.

	Because he didn't want his hands stained with the blood of his own kind.

	If that hesitation, if that weakness, had cost Flay's father his life…

	If he had pushed harder, if he could have reached them in time. 

	Was it his fault?

	Had he let them die?

	Kira crashed through onto the empty observation deck and screamed, formless, incoherent, the sound ripping out of him in jagged pieces. If he didn't let it out, he was certain something inside him would break apart entirely.

	He drove his forehead into the glass. Tears tore free and scattered into weightless beads, drifting.

	"Whatever could be the matter?"

	A voice, gentle and close, just behind him.

	Kira startled and spun around.

	Lacus' guileless face was suddenly right there, inches from his own.

	Her eyes blinked softly, posing a question no words needed to frame, and her pale fingers rose, about to graze his cheek.

	Only in that instant did Kira realize he had been crying.

	Heat flooded his face. He jerked away, scrubbing at the tears with the back of his hand.

	She always caught him completely exposed.

	No, wait, before any of that... 

	"Wh-what are you doing here?! You can't just wander around the ship!"

	"I was taking a stroll," Lacus answered, sunny and unconcerned.

	"You can't do that! If someone decides you're a spy—"

	"But Mr. Pink does so love his walks…"

	She glanced down at Haro, which fluttered the fin-like panels on either side of its body as it bobbed through the air.

	"And whenever a door happens to be locked, he opens it right up for me."

	Kira pressed a hand to his forehead.

	So that was the answer to the lock mystery.

	Lacus gave a light push off the floor and floated upward. The observation deck at the ship's stern sat in zero gravity.

	"The fighting has stopped, hasn't it?"

	"Yeah… more or less…"

	He began to respond, then the memory of how it had stopped caught up with him. His gaze sank.

	"Because of you."

	"And yet you look so terribly sad."

	He raised his eyes.

	She was smiling at him, softly, wholly, wrapping him in a warmth that asked nothing in return.

	Before he knew what was happening, the words he had been forcing down for so long broke loose on their own.

	"I don't… really want to fight…"

	Lacus offered no reply. She simply stayed, and listened.

	"I'm a Coordinator, too… And Athrun, he was… a very close friend of mine."

	"Athrun?"

	Kira realized he was telling her everything. That the pilot inside the Aegis had once been his best friend. That he himself wasn't even a soldier. That if he refused to fight, the people he cared about would die.

	He was laying all of it bare before a girl who had no obligation to care, except that she was the same as him.

	And somehow, he felt certain she would understand.

	At some point she had drifted nearer, settling beside him.

	Her small, soft hand folded around his.

	"I see…"

	That single, quiet murmur dissolved something frozen at his core.

	He blinked hard, ambushed by the wave of feeling that surged up through him. He hadn't understood until this very moment how desperately he had needed someone, anyone, to simply tell him they heard him.

	"You and Athrun are both such kind people… That is what makes it all the more heartbreaking…"

	Her words stopped him cold.

	"You know Athrun?"

	"Of course. Athrun Zala is the man I am to marry one day."

	She said it with the ease of someone remarking on the color of the sky, and then smiled.

	"He is very kind… though rather quiet. But he made this Haro for me."

	She cradled the pink robot fondly against her chest as it chirped, "Haro, Haro."

	"When I told him how very fond I was of it… he made me another. And then another after that…"

	Kira stood there, struck momentarily speechless.

	Then laughter burst out of him.

	He could see it with perfect clarity, Athrun, flustered but stubbornly earnest, assembling Haro after Haro because she had told him she liked it. And Lacus, accepting each one with that same radiant delight.

	He pictured her room overrun by a wobbling chorus of pink spheres, all chanting "Haro, Haro" in unison.

	"He really hasn't changed at all… He built my Birdy, too."

	"Oh? Is that so?"

	Her eyes brightened with genuine interest.

	"Yeah. I'll show it to you sometime."

	"How wonderful."

	At first, the revelation had stunned him.

	Now, connected through the friend they shared, the distance between them felt as though it had collapsed in an instant.

	And that was precisely what made it ache.

	They were using her as a shield. Drawing breath because of her.

	But Lacus must have seen the shadow steal across his face, because her fingers tightened softly around his once more.

	"I do hope the two of you won't have to fight."

	Her concern, so open, so freely given, stung like salt ground into a raw wound.

	"I can't."

	She tilted her head, questioning.

	"I can't… not like this."

	He had to bring her back to Athrun.

	Kira closed his grip around her hand with new resolve.

	"Please… just come with me. Don't make a sound."

	She didn't seem to grasp what he intended, but she nodded anyway, trusting him without reservation.

	They slipped out of the observation deck and nearly walked straight into Tolle.

	"What exactly do you think you're doing?"

	His face had gone stiff.

	Kira turned his eyes away.

	"Just let me go, Tolle… I hate this. I can't stomach it anymore."

	Tolle held his gaze for a long, silent moment.

	Then he broke into a grin.

	"Kidnapping a girl as your ticket out? That's usually the villain's job, you know."

	Kira looked up, startled.

	Tolle rapped him lightly on the top of his head.

	"I'll give you a hand."

	And just like that, he turned on his heel and took point.

	They threaded their way through the corridors, steering clear of anyone in uniform. At last they reached the pilot locker room.

	Tolle planted himself at the entrance and stood watch.

	Kira pulled an EVA suit from the rack and held it out to Lacus.

	"Put this on. Right over your clothes—"

	He stopped.

	Her long skirt.

	That was never going to fit.

	Lacus followed the line of his gaze and smiled. Without a moment's hesitation, she unfastened the straps and stepped free of the flowing skirt, leaving only the shortened bodice portion, something closer to a miniskirt.

	Kira turned beet red and jerked his head away.

	They crammed the excess fabric into the suit. Tolle eyed the rounded bulge swelling at her midsection and murmured under his breath.

	"So how far along is she?"

	Both Kira and Lacus turned toward him with the same guileless tilt of their heads.

	Tolle waved a hand dismissively.

	"Pretend I didn't say that."

	Most of the hangar crew had already filtered out.

	Kira and Lacus climbed into the Strike's cockpit together. Lacus settled lightly onto his lap.

	Tolle let out a long breath of relief.

	She turned that gentle smile on him.

	"We will see each other again, won't we?"

	"That's up in the air."

	He flashed a lopsided grin, then his expression sobered, sharpening.

	"Kira."

	"Yeah?"

	"You're coming back. Right?"

	Kira glanced up from the startup sequence scrolling across the OS.

	Their eyes found each other and held.

	From below, Murdoch's voice erupted like a cannon.

	"Hey! What the hell do you think you're doing?!"

	Tolle didn't break his gaze.

	"You're coming back, right?! Back to us!"

	In the last instant before the hatch locked shut, Kira gave a single, hard nod.

	A smile crept across his face.

	Why had he believed he was alone?

	They had been right here all along.

	People who gave a damn about him.

	"You better! That's a promise!"

	Even through the sealed cockpit, Tolle's voice reached him faintly.

	Klaxons erupted across the hangar. Crew scattered in every direction.

	The Strike stepped forward onto the deck.

	Kira's voice boomed from the external speakers.

	"Opening the hatch! Everyone clear the area!"

	He advanced to the catapult and locked the Aile Striker pack into position.

	Behind him, Tolle's shout rang out one last time.

	"You better come back, Kira! I'm counting on you!"

	 

	The sudden wail of alarms jolted Murrue and every officer on the bridge upright in their seats.

	"What?!"

	"The Strike? What is it doing?! Kira Yamato!"

	Natarle was already pulling up the hangar feed as her voice cracked across the bridge. On the monitor, the Strike was advancing toward the launch catapult.

	Mu's voice broke in over comms.

	"The kid's got the girl with him! It's too late, he's already cracked the airlock!"

	He kept it vague, but Natarle needed no clarification. She knew exactly which girl he meant.

	"He did what?!"

	The bridge dissolved into uproar.

	Murrue, who had sat frozen for a beat, caught the rare fracture in Natarle's voice, so unlike her usual clipped precision, and found she couldn't entirely suppress the faintest ghost of a smile.

	"You reckless little fool…"

	 

	In his private quarters aboard the Vesalius, Rau heard the alert chime. The Gamow was still hours out from rendezvous.

	He rose from the bath and took the call.

	"Commander! A mobile suit has launched from the legged ship!"

	"On my way."

	He rubbed down his wet hair with brisk, efficient strokes and tossed the towel aside. Before fitting his mask into place, he reached for a small vial on the desk, shook a single pill into his palm, and swallowed it dry.

	His gaze lingered on his own hand.

	He studied it for a moment, as though confirming something only he could see, then calmly settled the mask over his face.

	 

	Clear of the Archangel, Kira opened a broad-spectrum channel.

	"This is Earth Alliance mobile suit Strike, assigned to the Archangel! I am escorting Miss Lacus Clyne for transfer!"

	The words came out exactly as he had rehearsed them.

	"On one condition. The Nazca-class vessel will cut engines. The Aegis pilot will approach alone. If these terms are not met—"

	The script had carried him this far without faltering. Now it caught.

	He hesitated for the thinnest fraction of a second.

	"—her safety cannot be guaranteed."

	Lacus didn't so much as crease her brow.

	She simply gazed up at him with the same tranquil expression she always wore.

	She did not believe, did not even entertain for an instant, the possibility that Kira would hurt her.

	Not out of naïveté.

	Because she trusted him.

	No, because she understood him.

	At least, that was how it felt to Kira.

	 

	"What kind of nonsense is this, legged ship?!"

	On the Vesalius's bridge, Ades glowered at the display.

	"Commander! Let me launch!"

	A transmission cut in from the mobile suit deck. Athrun.

	Ades and Rau both turned toward the monitor.

	"We have no way to verify the enemy's true intentions! We can't even confirm that Miss Lacus is actually aboard—"

	"Commander!"

	Rau regarded Athrun's taut, stricken expression and let a thin smile form.

	"Very well. You have permission."

	"Thank you, sir!"

	The channel went dead.

	Ades shot a glance at Rau.

	"Is that prudent?"

	"It is also an opportunity. And their pilot, it would seem, is still very much a child."

	Rau's smile gained an edge.

	"Bring the ship to a halt. And have my CGUE prepared, Ades."

	Rau Le Creuset was not the sort of man who would simply follow the script someone else had written for him.

	 

	"Captain! That was an unauthorized transmission! We have to open fire!"

	Natarle's demand rang through the bridge.

	On the monitor, Mu's voice drifted in with languid ease.

	"Fire now, and the Strike just might turn those guns on us. Probably."

	Natarle went quiet.

	There was no protocol for this.

	Mu flashed a grin and threw a wink at the camera before cutting the feed.

	Murrue very nearly laughed out loud before she caught herself.

	She couldn't sanction this, not openly. She was the captain. Order had to mean something.

	Even if, in the privacy of her own chest, Kira's sheer audacity sent a thrill through her.

	Still, watching Natarle come this thoroughly unmoored almost made her want to kiss the boy.

	"Nazca-class has confirmed engine shutdown! They're decelerating!"

	Pal's voice hauled her back to the moment.

	"The Aegis is approaching!"

	Murrue's expression set like stone.

	Would this reckless gamble, would Kira's desperate, headlong plan, actually hold together?

	 

	Athrun fired a braking burst and brought the Aegis to a standstill just short of the Strike.

	"Athrun Zala?"

	Kira's voice came through the open channel, wound tight as wire.

	"Yeah."

	Athrun's reply carried the same rigid edge.

	"Open your cockpit."

	Athrun obeyed without a moment's pause. The hatch swung upward. The Strike's beam rifle held steady on him, an unmistakable warning. A single shot at this range would reduce his body to vapor in less than a heartbeat. But he knew it would never come. The idea of Kira engineering some kind of betrayal was unthinkable.

	That certainty was precisely why he had demanded to be the one to launch.

	A moment later, the Strike's own hatch lifted open.

	When Athrun saw the two figures inside, he leaned forward before he could stop himself. Their voices carried with perfect clarity over the still-active comm.

	"Say something," Kira prompted.

	"Eh?" A small, bewildered reply.

	"He can't make out your face from here. You need to prove it's really you."

	"Ah, of course."

	The figure perched on Kira's lap turned and offered a delicate wave.

	"Hello, Athrun. It has been quite a while."

	The glare off her helmet visor made her features impossible to distinguish, but it was Lacus. He had known from her very first syllable.

	Something warm and unfamiliar pricked at him, hearing the easy familiarity that passed between them. Even so, relief poured through his chest like a flood breaking through a wall.

	"Confirmed."

	"Then take her."

	Athrun hauled himself out onto the open hatch plate and locked his footing into place. Kira eased Lacus forward. She drifted across the vacuum with the weightless grace of a petal settling on still water. Athrun caught her gently in his arms.

	For the briefest instant, their eyes met through the visors.

	Then, together, they turned back toward the Strike.

	"Thank you for everything, Sir Kira."

	The tenderness woven through her voice made Athrun imagine what those days aboard the enemy vessel must have been like. Kira would have been kind to her, of course he would have. That was simply who he was. It had always been who he was.
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	That was Kira. Quiet, gentle, possessed of some effortless ability to put anyone around him at ease. Where Athrun was guarded and reserved, often stiff and clumsy with people, Kira simply reached them.

	He was the exact same Kira that Athrun carried in his memory.

	And all at once, the longing tore itself loose.

	"Kira! Come with us!"

	The words ripped free before he could catch them.

	Right now. He could take him right now. Nothing stood between them.

	Himself, Lacus, and Kira, the way it used to be.

	"What reason could you possibly have to stay with the Earth Forces?! Come with me, Kira!"

	He wanted him there again, beside him, smiling that quiet, easy smile, the way he always had.

	The ache of it was almost something physical.

	But the answer came back trembling, laced with pain.

	"I don't want to fight you, either…"

	Kira's voice strained to the point of fracturing.

	"But there are people on that ship I need to protect. Friends…"

	Friends.

	That single word shattered what fragile hope still remained.

	Of course.

	Kira could open his heart to anyone. Kira had people, people who mattered to him more than Athrun did.

	"Then there's nothing more to say…"

	Athrun's face contorted.

	"The next time we meet on a battlefield, I will shoot you down!"

	"And I'll do the same!"

	Kira's voice shook as it broke across the channel.

	The Strike's hatch descended and sealed shut. The white mobile suit drifted slowly away, widening the distance between them.

	Athrun watched it go without a word.

	 

	"Enemy mobile suit withdrawing!"

	On the Vesalius, Ades reported.

	"Start engines, Ades," Rau ordered.

	At the same time, he launched in his CGUE.

	The Archangel immediately detected the move.

	"Enemy mobile suit launching!"

	"Nazca-class engines starting!"

	Murrue bit her lip.

	Mu barked out a laugh.

	"Knew it!"

	He was already seated in the cockpit of the Zero. Within seconds, it launched from the Archangel.

	Kira blinked in confusion before anger even had time to rise.

	"Lieutenant Flaga…?!"

	"You thought they’d just sit there?" Mu shot back.

	Kira swallowed hard.

	He had thought so.

	He had assumed things would go smoothly, because he himself would never betray such terms.

	The naïveté burned.

	And now battle resumed.

	The weight of it crashed down on him, because of his gamble, the Archangel was in danger.

	The CGUE was closing fast.

	 

	"Return at once with Miss Lacus."

	Rau’s voice came through to Athrun.

	Athrun clenched his teeth.

	So this had been the plan from the beginning. Pretend to accept Kira’s terms, then exploit the opening.

	He had been bait.

	But he couldn’t drag Lacus into renewed combat.

	Then, the voice that cut in was Lacus’.

	"Commander Rau Le Creuset."

	Clear. Firm.

	"Stop this at once! Do you intend to turn the location of the memorial delegation’s representative into a battlefield? I will not allow it!"

	Athrun stared.

	He had only ever seen her smiling gently.

	Now her tone was sharp, almost fierce.

	"Cease combat immediately! Do you hear me?!"

	A long pause.

	Then Rau replied.

	"Understood, Lacus Clyne."

	Athrun stood stunned.

	Lacus removed the communicator and looked up at him, smiling exactly as she always did.

	 

	The CGUE turned and withdrew without firing.

	Kira and Mu watched in disbelief.

	They didn’t know what had happened, but the immediate danger had passed.

	"Don’t know what that was, but we’re pulling back too. No point chasing and poking the hornet’s nest."

	"Yes, sir."

	Kira fell in behind the Zero.

	Flying side by side, Mu muttered, "Hell of a princess, that one…"

	Kira said nothing.

	It felt like releasing a beautiful bird from its cage, watching it take flight into open sky.

	"What’s wrong?"

	"Nothing."

	He kept his eyes lowered. He didn’t want Mu to see the tears.

	When Athrun had called to him, "Come with us," how badly he had wanted to.

	To go with them. To return to his own kind.

	And still, he had chosen this side.

	"It’s nothing."

	He angled the Strike toward the Archangel.

	Toward the people who were waiting for him.

	 

	"We can cut off the legged ship before it reaches the lunar fleet, that much is certain…"

	Nicol studied the tactical display, a crease forming between his brows.

	"But that gives us roughly ten minutes before we enter the lunar fleets engagement range."

	On the Gamow's bridge, Yzak, Dearka, and Nicol stood clustered around the strategy panel, batting assessments back and forth. The Vesalius had returned to its original assignment, ferrying Lacus to the Laconi unit, and the task of hunting the Archangel had passed to the Gamow, now operating alongside them.

	"So we've got ten minutes," Dearka countered.

	"Cowards shouldn't open their mouths," Yzak added, lacing the words with his customary contempt.

	Nicol's caution was swept aside, same as always.

	"Ten minutes is more than enough," Yzak pressed on. "Whether that's only ten or a full ten depends entirely on your mindset. I'm not letting that ship slip through our fingers when the opening's right in front of us."

	"No argument here," Dearka agreed with a nod. "A surprise attack isn't measured in minutes."

	"I understand that, but—"

	Nicol wavered, only to be talked over.

	"The Vesalius will rejoin us soon enough. We put the legged ship down before it does."

	It was pure Yzak, ravenous for a gleaming victory to claim as his own. And with the Vesalius elsewhere, they could move without Athrun in the picture. A chance to widen the gap between rivals.

	"Are we clear?"

	"Done," Dearka said without hesitation.

	"All right," Nicol conceded at last.

	 

	"Excuse me."

	Kira stepped out of the captain's office, still warm from the dressing-down three separate officers had delivered. Tolle and Miriallia were waiting in the corridor.

	"You all right? What did they hit you with?"

	"Please tell me they didn't stick you on latrine duty too," Tolle asked, his face tight with dread.

	Mu appeared behind them in the doorway. "Hey, that's a good one," he laughed, dropping a hand on each of their shoulders before ambling off down the hall. Natarle, by contrast, fixed Kira with an icy look as she swept past without a word.

	Kira managed a smile.

	"I'm fine. Wait, too?"

	"Sergeant Murdoch tore Tolle a new one. He's scrubbing the head for a week."

	Miriallia couldn't stifle her giggle. Tolle, who had clearly already paid a steep price, glowered.

	"Forget it. We're practically at the lunar fleet anyway. Just have to hang on a little longer."

	Kira caught his shoulder.

	"I'm sorry, I'll pitch in with you."

	They fell into step together, laughter threading between them.

	Then something in Tolle's face shifted.

	"I was scared, you know. Really."

	"Scared of what?"

	"That guy in the Aegis, he was a friend of yours, wasn't he? Sorry… I caught some of what you said."

	Kira stopped in his tracks.

	The conversation on the observation deck, Lacus, how much of it had Tolle heard?

	A flicker of unease crossed Kira's expression.

	But it dissolved the instant Tolle grinned at him.

	"You came back, though. That's the only part that counts."

	The warmth that flooded Kira's chest was almost too much to bear.

	He had made the right call.

	Coming back here.

	To these people.

	In that moment, he believed it with his whole heart.

	He never noticed the one who had been listening.

	In the shadows where the corridor branched, Flay stood motionless.

	Her hair hung in tangled disarray. Her face was drained of color, scoured of every expression.

	Her cracked lips parted, barely moving.

	"This isn't over."

	 

	"We've been through so much… but the end is finally in sight."

	The Archangel was closing the last stretch toward its rendezvous with the lunar fleet. After everything they had endured, they had somehow clawed their way this far.

	In the mess hall, Sai and Kuzzey spoke with undisguised relief.

	"Think they'll actually let us transfer down to Earth?"

	The plan had always been for the evacuees to move onto shuttles once the fleet linkup was complete.

	Sai cocked his head, considering.

	"Well, Lieutenant Ramius said something about 'until we can reach the proper authorities,' didn't she?"

	"Yeah…"

	"So maybe the lunar fleet is those authorities. I'm sure they'll release us."

	Kuzzey gave a nod, but the shadow crept back across his face almost immediately.

	"But… what about Kira?"

	Only then did the question land for Sai.

	Would Kira be permitted to walk off this ship alongside the rest of them?

	Kuzzey had a habit of making remarks about Kira that carried something unspoken beneath the surface, but it was precisely that tendency that made him notice what Sai failed to see.

	No one else could pilot the Strike.

	Would the Earth Alliance really let him go?

	 

	When Kira stepped into the mess hall, Sai and Kuzzey both let their gazes slide away from him for a beat. He pretended not to catch it and made his way to the water dispenser.

	He had just lifted a plastic cup when he felt Flay come through the entrance behind him.

	"Flay… how are you doing? Maybe you should still be lying down—"

	Sai's tone was careful, tender, but she walked past him without acknowledgment and headed straight for Kira.

	His whole body went rigid, the infirmary still vivid in his nerves.

	She stopped in front of him, her head bowed.

	"Kira…"

	He steeled himself.

	"I'm sorry."

	"Wh—?"

	"I lost control back there… The things I said were awful…"

	Her eyes lifted partway. They glistened.

	"I'm sorry… You were fighting so hard to keep us safe, and I…"

	"Flay, you don't need to—"

	Kira rushed to cut her off, but she shook her head.

	"I know. I know you're giving everything you have… and even so…"

	A gradual warmth spread through his chest.

	He had been certain she hated him.

	That she despised him to the core.

	Yet here she stood, still raw with grief over her father, and she was thinking of him.

	"Thank you, Flay. I'm the one who should apologize… I couldn't save your father…"

	His voice frayed at the edges.

	"War is such a terrible thing, isn't it? I just wish it would stop…"

	The alarm tore through the ship without warning.

	Level one battle stations.

	Kira set his cup down on the counter. Sai and Kuzzey drew sharp breaths.

	In the jolt of that moment, not one of them registered the strange, hollow flatness in Flay's voice as she murmured:

	"And we were so close to the fleet…"

	They bolted for the exit and very nearly crashed into a small refugee girl barreling down the corridor.

	"It's war again!" the child wailed.

	"I'm sorry, are you all right—"

	Kira dropped to a knee on instinct, reaching out, but Flay was already there ahead of him.

	"I'm sorry, sweetheart. Big brother has to hurry."

	She scooped the girl up with gentle hands and smiled down at her.

	"There's going to be another battle, but you don't need to be afraid. Big brother is going to fight and keep all of us safe."

	"Really?" the girl asked in a tiny voice, lifting her gaze toward Kira.

	Flay nodded with quiet certainty.

	"Mm-hm. He's going to beat every last one of the bad guys."

	"Kira!"

	Sai's shout echoed from up the corridor.

	Kira broke back into a run.

	Over his shoulder, he caught a last glimpse, Flay, holding the little girl's hand, watching him disappear.

	 

	"That's right…"

	The words left Flay's lips in a near-whisper.

	"Every single one of them has to be destroyed… every last one…"

	"Ow! You're hurting me!"

	Her fingers had clenched without warning around the little girl's hand. The child yelped and wrenched herself free.

	Flay didn't so much as glance down.

	A thin, frigid smile drew itself across her mouth, less an expression than a wound peeling open.

	The little girl stared up at her, gripped by a fear she was too young to name. Then, eyes brimming, she turned and fled down the corridor in search of her mother.

	Flay stayed exactly where she was.

	Motionless.

	As though she hadn't registered that she was standing alone.

	In a voice barely above a breath, unsteady and hollow, she repeated it to herself:

	"All of them… every one of them… destroy them…"

	 

	"Kira! ZAFT forces are fielding one Laurasia-class, plus the Duel, the Buster, and the Blitz!"

	From the bridge, Miriallia fed the tactical picture straight to the Strike.

	"Strike on standby. All systems nominal. Flight path is clear, Strike, launching!"

	"The 8th Fleet is moving to intercept! Just hold the line!"

	Murrue's voice carried to every station on the ship. None of them had truly expected to slip away uncontested, not from an adversary like this. A grim understanding settled cold in her chest. But to be shot down now, with allied guns nearly in range, would render every sacrifice they had made meaningless.

	"Bring the Igelstellung online! Ready anti-beam depth charges! Load all aft missile tubes!"

	The three stolen mobile suits hurtled toward them in a tight spearhead formation, then broke apart in a single violent instant. Through the gap they carved, a lance of white fire streaked directly at the ship. The machines had been screening the Gamow's firing solution until the final possible second.

	"Evasive action, now!"

	One beam went wide. The second found its mark, hammering into the Archangel's hull with a concussion that shuddered through the entire vessel.

	"Tch!"

	They had studied the ship's evasion patterns. This enemy would not be shaken loose so cheaply.

	Of the three deployed units, the Buster was pinned down by Mu's Zero, and the Duel had locked horns with the Strike. That left the Blitz, now driving straight at the Archangel.

	"Valiant, fire!"

	The Blitz slipped past the barrage with liquid grace, then shimmered like heat rising off scorched metal and vanished entirely.

	"We've lost the Blitz!"

	Tonomura's voice cracked with alarm.

	"Mirage Colloid is active!"

	Murrue had never expected to face that system from the receiving end. She fired off orders without pause.

	"Anti-beam depth charges! Airburst fragmentation spread!"

	The charges launched on her command and detonated, scattering outward in brilliant, luminous arcs.

	Without warning, beams erupted from what appeared to be empty vacuum, striking the dispersing charges and lighting up the void.

	"Calculate the Blitz's position from the beam trajectory!"

	The projected coordinates resolved in seconds and were routed immediately to the aft missile batteries.

	"Fragmentation warheads, fire!"

	At Natarle's command, missiles screamed from their tubes, each one splitting into dozens of submunitions that shredded toward the estimated position. With Mirage Colloid engaged, the Blitz's Phase Shift armor was necessarily offline. To survive the incoming spread, the pilot would have no choice but to drop the Colloid and reactivate Phase Shift.

	Exactly as predicted, the Blitz stuttered into visibility for a fleeting instant, its shield snapping up to absorb the impacts. It began to shimmer out of sight again, but the Igelstellung batteries, switched to manual tracking, tore across the space with sustained rapid fire, refusing to let it fade.

	"Who do you think designed that system in the first place?"

	Murrue muttered it beneath her breath. It had been developed by their own people. She knew every weakness, every countermeasure, by heart.

	The Blitz materialized fully and pulled back, apparently abandoning the Colloid altogether. A thin, cautious breath of relief passed through the bridge.

	But the enemy was far from finished. Leveling its beam rifle, the Blitz surged forward into another attack run. The Archangel answered with everything she had left to give.

	 

	"I won't let you touch them!"

	The cry tore from Kira's throat as he drew the beam saber. The Duel caught the descending blow on its shield, and a furious spray of light scattered between them.

	At the margin of his monitor, Mu's Zero darted in and out of frame, loosing its Gunbarrel pods against the Buster. The Gamow's main cannon spoke again another shot found the Archangel dead-on.

	"…ra… pull back! The Blit… right on top of—"

	Miriallia's voice reached him in ragged fragments, drowning under waves of static.

	Kira twisted clear of the Duel's descending saber by a razor's width and snatched a glance at the secondary monitor showing the Archangel.

	She's on fire?!

	"The Archangel!"

	His eyes went wide.

	The Blitz had fastened itself to the ship's hull like a parasite, pouring fire into her at point-blank range. The armor blazed incandescent, white-hot light throwing the black machine into lurid red relief against the endless dark of space.

	"Big brother here is going to fight and keep all of us safe…"

	Flay's voice rang through his memory. He saw them again, two figures, hand in hand, watching him go, superimposed now against the searing brilliance of the burning ship.

	"I will not let her go down!"

	Something broke open inside him.

	The arc of the Duel's saber, he could trace it with absolute precision.

	Everything sharpened to a clarity that was almost unbearable. Every gouge scored into the Duel's plating. The keening pitch of the Strike's engines. The numbers cascading across every instrument. Even the trajectories of 
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	individual beam particles as they discharged and scattered, he perceived all of it simultaneously.

	Kira feathered the control lever, kicked the pedal back, then slammed it forward. The Strike slipped past the Duel's stroke like water around a stone. In the same seamless arc, it lashed out and pulled away in a single heartbeat. The saber kissed the Duel's flank; sparks fountained outward. Before those sparks had even begun to fade, his thrusters were already blazing. He poured on speed, breaking hard toward the Archangel.

	He could feel the Duel giving chase behind him. Its beam rifle hammered out shot after shot in rapid succession, but the slightest cant of the barrel was enough, he read the next firing line with an ease that bordered on precognition. He evaded without thinking, his entire mind fixed on closing the distance.

	Ahead of him, the Blitz.

	"Get off her!"

	Kira brought the Strike down in a savage overhead swing. The Blitz tried to spring clear, but Kira was faster. The Strike's knee drove upward and buried itself in the Blitz's midsection.

	From his blind side, the Duel caught up and hammered its saber down.

	Kira flicked to the rear monitor and, with his free hand, triggered the release. The Armor Schneider combat knife snapped free from the waist housing. He snatched it in a blur of motion and drove the blade with surgical precision into the exact section of the Duel's plating that his earlier saber strike had already compromised.

	A violent cascade of sparks erupted across the Duel's entire frame.

	Whatever damage that thrust had inflicted, it was decisive. The machine went dark, drifting on its own momentum. The Blitz caught its crippled wingmate and pulled back, hauling it away.

	Standing on the Archangel's outer deck, Kira watched them retreat.

	"We kept her alive…"

	He let out a deep, shuddering breath and closed his eyes.

	"They're withdrawing! Hell of a job, kid!"

	The transmission startled him; his eyes snapped open. Mu's face filled the monitor, grinning.

	As though surfacing from a dream, Kira glanced around in bewilderment.

	What just happened to me?

	"Kid… you…"

	"Huh? What is it?"

	Kira blinked at him. Mu gave a lopsided smile.

	"Nothing. You're really something, you know that?"

	Kira accepted the words with an expression that was still half-dazed.

	 

	"Dearka, we're pulling out! Enemy fleet closing in!"

	The ten-minute window had expired. As Nicol called the retreat, Dearka's voice cracked back, raw with frustration.

	"Damn it!"

	When they had launched, who among them could have predicted this outcome from a mere ten minutes of engagement? The thought left a bitter taste in Nicol's mouth. The Archangel had proven far more resilient than any of them anticipated, and the Blitz's signature capability had been neutralized outright. Given that the system had been designed by their own side to begin with, perhaps that shouldn't have come as a surprise.

	Even so, what had that mobile suit just done? The Strike's agility, its reaction speed… whoever sat in that cockpit was no ordinary pilot.

	His attention turned with growing alarm toward the unit the Blitz was carrying.

	"Yzak, are you all right? Yzak!"

	"It hurts…"

	Only Yzak's moans answered from inside the Duel.

	"It hurts… it hurts…"

	The wrongness in that voice sent a chill through Nicol. He pressed them back toward the Gamow with all the urgency he could muster, as fast as their machines could carry them.

	 

	"I'm here to escort you."

	Athrun called out as he opened the door, and a pink blur launched itself directly at his face.

	"Haro! Haro! Athruuun!"

	He barely managed to snatch the hurtling Haro out of the air before it smashed into him. Behind it, Lacus smiled with quiet warmth.

	"Haro is quite overcome. I think he's happy to see you again after such a long time apart."

	"Haro doesn't have anything remotely close to emotions."

	For the briefest instant, Athrun found himself caught by the gentle radiance of that smile, so familiar, so perfectly unchanged. Heat crept into his face, and he looked sharply away.

	"Athrun?"

	"No, it's, I mean… are you all right? After being held hostage, after everything you went through…"

	"I'm perfectly fine. Even aboard that ship, your friend was very good to me."

	"I see."

	A thread of bitterness slipped into the words before he could catch it. Lacus read the shift in his expression and let a faint, rueful smile cross her lips.

	"Sir Kira is a truly gentle person, isn't he? And so very strong…"

	"He's a fool!"

	The outburst flared from Athrun before thought could intervene.

	"He's not even military, and he's still climbing into a machine like that! They're exploiting him, wrapping it up in talk of 'friendship' and loyalty, his parents are Naturals, and that's exactly why—!"

	Lacus' hand rose and brushed lightly through his hair. When she spoke, her voice carried a fragile sadness.

	"He told me… that he doesn't wish to fight you."

	"I don't want to fight him either! Who would ever want to—!"

	The shout ripped free before he could pull it back. A beat later he went rigid, mortified by his own exposure. Lacus was gazing up at him with eyes so deep they seemed capable of holding him entire. Her fingertips drifted toward his cheek, but embarrassment made him flinch away.

	Perhaps this was the first time they had ever truly spoken to each other like this. At the very least, he had never laid himself this bare in front of her.

	He wrestled his feelings down and retreated into a stiff, formal cadence.

	"Captain Laconi is waiting. The shuttle."

	He stepped through the door ahead of her, but from behind him Lacus murmured, softly.

	"You've worn nothing but pained expressions lately…"

	Athrun answered without looking back.

	"No one wages war with a smile on their face."

	In the hangar, Rau and the rest of the senior staff had gathered to see her off. He could hardly have been pleased by Lacus' earlier intervention, yet nothing beneath the mask betrayed a trace of resentment. Whatever he carried, he buried it with seamless precision.

	Lacus dipped her head in a graceful bow.

	"Commander Creuset, I am deeply grateful for all the care you've shown me."

	Rau returned the gesture with practiced courtesy.

	"Captain Laconi will see you safely to your destination."

	"Will the Vesalius be returning in time for the memorial ceremony?"

	"That, I cannot say."

	He may have taken it for a girlish question, some transparent longing to see Athrun again. Rau deflected it with easy charm. But when he actually held her gaze, something in his composure shifted.

	"Victories may matter greatly… but I would ask you not to forget those who are sacrificed to achieve them."

	Her eyes were steady and cool as they fixed on him.

	Rau's mouth curved in the faintest of smiles; he inclined his head.

	"I shall keep that close to heart."

	Lacus continued to study him, as though trying to read the face concealed behind the mask.

	There it is again, Athrun thought, a chill of unease passing through him.

	The Lacus he remembered had never worn an expression like that. It wasn't merely regal, she stood before Rau like a seasoned diplomat, someone practiced in the art of negotiation, meeting him squarely without the faintest tremor. Or perhaps… that quality had always lived inside her, and he had simply never seen it.

	Yet when she turned back to him, her face had softened once more into its familiar gentleness.

	"To know what one truly must fight for… war makes that terribly difficult."

	A delicate sorrow laced her words. Athrun could find no answer. The guileless girl and the razor-sharp stateswoman, both spoke in ways that cut straight to the center of things.

	"Until we meet again… I will look forward to that day."

	She smiled and offered one last, graceful bow.

	To know what one must fight for.

	In that moment, Athrun's thoughts turned to Kira. Kira had chosen to stand with the people around him, and yet that choice forced him to turn his weapon on one of his own.

	But later, swept along by currents far greater than himself, Athrun would taste the full weight of those words once more, and come to understand them in an entirely different way.
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	Every soul on the bridge held still, watching as the ships, great and small alike, closed the distance.

	Far off, awash in raw sunlight, their hulls caught the glare and flattened into something unreal: miniatures skating across a basin of light, toys arranged on a child's table. That illusion came apart as they drew near. Second by second, their true scale announced itself.

	The Earth Alliance’s 8th Fleet, under the command of the celebrated tactician Halberton, was advancing at a measured, deliberate pace, spreading wide to fold the Archangel into its formation. Battleships and destroyers by the dozen ringed them on every side, and at the heart of that tightening embrace, the flagship Menelaos bore down with an unhurried majesty all its own.

	"Bring us about, one-eight-zero. Cut speed another twenty percent. Match their relative velocity."

	"You're… sure about this, though? Sliding right up alongside the Menelaos?"

	Neumann, at the helm, let a thread of dry humor soften the concern in his voice.

	"The Admiral wants a good look at this ship, I'd imagine. He's coming aboard in person, after all."

	Murrue answered him with a quiet smile. Under normal circumstances, they would have been the ones called to present themselves. But Halberton, of course he would be desperate to set foot on this vessel, the one into which he had poured so much of his own will and political capital. No one had championed the Archangel's development, or the X-number project behind it, more fiercely than he had. He had staked his reputation on the conviction that these weapons could turn the course of the war. In Murrue's mind, he was as close to a direct superior as anyone she served.

	As the ship settled into its inertial drift, she left a brief word, "Hold things here for a moment," and stepped away from the bridge.

	"Captain."

	Natarle's voice caught her at the threshold. The two women entered the elevator together, and the instant the doors sealed them inside its low, humming confines, Natarle spoke.

	“What are your intentions regarding the Strike?”

	“My intentions?” Murrue echoed, genuinely uncertain.

	Natarle's tone sharpened with barely concealed impatience.

	"That machine's combat performance, and the fact that he was the one piloting it, is the only reason any of us are still alive. Everyone aboard this ship knows that.”

	Understanding dawned. Murrue regarded her with a steady, measured look. Natarle held her gaze without flinching and asked, more quietly now.

	"Are you planning to have him leave the ship as well?”

	At first she had balked at letting a Coordinator anywhere near classified systems, Murrue couldn’t help but think. Conviction was a fine quality. But this felt like the pendulum swinging too far the other way.

	She chose her words with care.

	"I hear what you're saying, Natarle. But Kira is not a member of the military."

	"Even so! His capabilities are irreplaceable. You'd simply let all of that go to waste?"

	"Because someone has ability," Murrue replied gently, "does that give us the right to press him into service against his will? You must see that."

	Natarle said nothing. But the dissatisfaction in her eyes remained, still burning, unresolved.

	 

	"We linked up with an entire fleet, so why are we still running ourselves ragged?"

	Kira thrust his head out of the Zero's open maintenance hatch, his lower lip pushed out in naked complaint. Mu shot him a withering look.

	"Because I don't like leaving her in pieces!"

	The maintenance crew had been tearing through repairs on the Zero at a punishing clip, and Kira had been swept into the effort whether he volunteered or not. He had been so certain that once they rendezvoused with the fleet, he could finally stop, catch his breath, maybe even sleep. That hope had been crushed inside of an hour.

	When enemy fire could drop on them at any second, sure, the urgency made sense. But now? Wrapped inside a formation this massive, what lunatic would dare try anything? And even if someone did, surely there were more than enough other units to scramble.

	Murdoch, though, only laughed at him.

	"8th Fleet or no 8th Fleet, those pilots are greener than spring grass! If things go sideways, the Lieutenant still has to be ready to fly!"

	Kira turned it over and had to concede the point. Pilots at Mu's level didn't simply appear. In the last engagement, even after absorbing hits, Mu had locked the Buster down completely from a mobile armor. Meanwhile Kira himself, a Coordinator, in the cockpit of the Strike, had struggled at times just to hold a single enemy X-number at bay.

	"Speaking of which, what about the Strike? Is it really all right to leave it the way it is?"

	He had rewritten the operating system by hand. The Naturals found it all but impossible to manage, and yet Mu and the others had been reluctant to wipe it clean. Even now, Mu could only scratch at the back of his head, looking vaguely pained.

	“I know, I know… but going out of our way to revert it and lower its specs just feels… I don’t know.”

	A bright, lilting voice floated down from overhead.

	“What you'd really want is to find someone who can handle it as it stands, isn't that right?”

	Every head below snapped upward. Murrue dropped lightly from the catwalk and landed among them.

	"Captain?"

	"Well, well. What drags you down into this den of sweat and engine grease?" Mu grinned at her.

	Murrue acknowledged them with a small nod, then turned her gaze to Kira.

	"Could I borrow you for a moment?"

	"Huh?"

	He pulled back instinctively. A faint, rueful smile crossed her face.

	"You don't have to look at me like I'm about to assign you something terrible. Although I suppose I've given you every reason to."

	They drifted a short distance from the working crew and came to a stop in front of the Strike's towering frame.

	“I’ve barely had a spare moment myself. I haven’t been able to sit down and speak with you properly until now…”

	"Right.”

	Kira's guard was still up. Murrue faced him squarely and smiled.

	“I wanted, at least once, to thank you properly.”

	“W-What?”

	“You’ve been through more than anyone should have to endure. Truly, thank you for bringing us this far.”

	She bowed, deep and deliberate.

	The gesture struck him so completely off guard that his thoughts seized up entirely.

	"N-No, Captain, you really don't have to—!"

	Color flooded his face. He stumbled through the words as though his tongue had forgotten its own language. When he managed to lift his eyes again, Murrue was watching him with an expression of open, unguarded warmth.

	"Even if no one says it aloud, everyone aboard this ship is grateful to you." 

	A beat. 

	"Given how things stand, I expect the road ahead won't be easy, even after we make planetfall…"

	She held out her hand. Still half-dazed, Kira reached for it and took hold.

	"Give it everything you've got."

	Her fingers closed firmly around his.

	Her hand was warm.

	 

	"No, when the reports came in that Heliopolis had been destroyed, I was certain we'd lost you! And yet here you are, all of you, in the last place I ever expected—"

	The tall officer was already talking as he stepped down from the launch, his voice carrying effortlessly across the hangar. He crossed toward Murrue and the assembled crew with the loose, easy stride of a man who had never needed to stand on ceremony. His frame was solid, seemingly untouched by age; a thick tawny mustache bracketed his mouth, and beneath the brim of his officer's cap, his eyes carried a spark of boyish mischief that no amount of rank had managed to extinguish.

	This was Admiral Halberton, commander of the 8th Fleet, stationed at the Moon. In one crisp motion, Murrue and every crew member present drew themselves to attention and saluted.

	"Thank you, sir. It's been far too long."

	There was real warmth behind Murrue's words, not just protocol. Halberton returned the salute with a firm nod.

	"Natarle Badgiruel, sir."

	"Mu La Flaga, Seventh Mobile Fleet, sir."

	"Oh! I'm very glad you were here, Lieutenant."

	Mu met the admiral's praise with a crooked, self-deprecating smile.

	"I'm not sure I earned that, sir."

	Once greetings had been exchanged with the officers, Halberton's attention shifted to the group arranged further back, Kira and the others.

	"Ah. So, these are the young ones."

	They had assumed he would have no business with them. But when the admiral began walking directly toward their line, every one of them scrambled to straighten up, spines going rigid in a heartbeat.

	"Yes, sir. The students from Heliopolis who volunteered to assist with ship operations."

	Murrue's voice rang with unmistakable pride as she introduced them. Standing under that praise, they felt a strange, self-conscious flush they couldn't quite name. Halberton let his gaze rest on each of them in turn, and there was nothing hard or appraising in it, only a quiet, genuine kindness.

	“I’ve confirmed the whereabouts of your families as well. All of them are safe.”

	Their faces lit up in an instant. Nothing he could have offered would have meant more than those words.

	"You have performed extraordinarily under circumstances no one should ever have been forced into. I am grateful. And I would very much like the chance to sit down and speak with each of you properly, when time allows."

	Admiral. The word had always conjured someone remote and forbidding in Kira's mind, at minimum three hundred times stiffer and more intimidating than Natarle. That had been his mental image. Seeing the man in the flesh demolished it entirely.

	And yet, if this was the kind of leader Murrue had served under, somehow everything about her made a little more sense.

	Halberton moved on, Murrue and the officers falling into step behind him.

	“I'd like to talk with him,” Kira thought, surprising himself.

	Though he doubted the chance would ever come.

	 

	"The Ziegler and the Gamow have completed their rendezvous."

	Ades delivered the report in a clipped, efficient tone. Rau did not immediately raise his eyes.

	"And we remain undetected?"

	"At our current position, we should be well clear. The fleet has dropped considerably in altitude."

	Rau settled his hand against his chin and let out a quiet breath.

	"I had assumed their destination was Lunar Headquarters... and yet... they actually intend to send the legged ship straight down to Earth."

	It was a conclusion pieced together from the fleet's trajectory after reforming. Ades spoke again, giving voice to the implication they were both already considering.

	"Alaska, then?"

	Alaska, the Earth Alliance's most vital stronghold. Once the Archangel cleared atmospheric reentry, its course would almost certainly carry it straight to the Yukon Delta and the seat of High Command. If it reached that shelter, extracting it again would border on the impossible.

	"I'd much rather put them on the bottom while they're still within arm's reach... but do we have the strength for it?"

	"The Ziegler is carrying six GINNs. On our end, five units including the Aegis. And the Gamow can sortie the Buster and the Blitz as well..."

	Ades ran through the available assets, weighing each silently against the enemy's numbers. Rau said nothing for a long moment, running his own calculations behind that unreadable mask. Then, slowly, a thin smile drew itself across his lips, sharp enough, cold enough, to lower the temperature of the room.

	"The brilliant strategist Halberton... Perhaps the time has come for him to exit the stage."

	 

	"Well now... collapsing Heliopolis, and then destroying Artemis on top of it, all for the sake of one ship and a single Gundam unit..."

	Captain Hoffman's voice curdled mid-sentence, turning openly bitter. He stood at Admiral Halberton's side in the capacity of adjutant. Murrue had nothing she could offer in response. She held her posture rigid, her eyes fixed straight ahead.

	They had convened in the Archangel's captain's quarters. Halberton had taken the seat behind the desk; beside him stood Hoffman, compact and solidly built. Across from them stood Murrue, Natarle, and Mu.

	It was Halberton who finally broke the silence, his voice weighted but unhesitating.

	"Be that as it may. The fact that they managed to preserve the Strike and this vessel will, beyond any doubt, prove vital to the Earth Forces in the days ahead."

	Hoffman replied without inflection.

	"Alaska does not appear to share that assessment."

	"Hmph! What does Alaska know about fighting a war in space?"

	Halberton's contempt was undisguised. Murrue felt her brow draw tight. 

	What was this friction crackling between the commander and his own adjutant?

	"Lieutenant Ramius understood my intentions and acted accordingly. There is nothing in her conduct that calls for reprimand!"

	He stated it with the force of a verdict, then turned to Murrue, his eyes warm. Something inside her, the taut knot of guilt and exhaustion she had carried for so long, loosened all at once. For one fleeting moment, every hardship of the journey felt as though it had been worth something after all.

	"And what of the Coordinator boy?" Hoffman pressed, his edge unblunted. "Is that matter to be set aside as well?"

	Murrue answered without a beat of hesitation.

	"Kira Yamato climbed into the Strike for one reason alone, to protect his friends. Without his strength, none of us would be standing here. But being forced by circumstance to raise a weapon against his own people has caused him profound anguish.”

	She had witnessed it firsthand. And though she had been the one to push him back into combat knowing full well what it cost him, though she understood that no words of hers could make amends for that, she would not shrink from this now.

	"He is an honest boy, and a gentle one. I believe we owe him our trust in return."

	"However, to simply release him—"

	Before Hoffman could finish the thought, Natarle stepped forward.

	"With respect, sir, I must agree with Captain Hoffman!"

	Murrue, and Mu beside her, turned to stare at Natarle as though struck from behind. Natarle did not meet their eyes.

	"His capabilities are extraordinary. To release someone with intimate knowledge of every system aboard the G units..."

	"Hmph. ZAFT already has four of them in hand. There are no secrets left worth guarding."

	Halberton dismantled the argument instantly, laying bare the pretext beneath it. Natarle faltered, but only for a heartbeat.

	"Even so! His combat ability is invaluable. If at all possible, he should be retained as an asset to our forces!"

	"But according to Lieutenant Ramius, the boy has no desire to serve."

	"His parents are Naturals. They fled after Heliopolis fell and are currently on Earth. If we were to place them under our protection—"

	Natarle delivered the words in a level, almost clinical tone. A chill lanced through Murrue's chest.

	Under our protection.

	The implication was unmistakable: hold Kira’s parents as leverage, compel him to fight.

	Murrue told herself that Natarle was simply a woman who had lived too long inside the machinery of the military. In her own way, she was pure, pure in her devotion to duty. If a course of action fell within regulations and appeared necessary for victory, she would pursue it without wavering, without pausing to weigh the moral cost. She could speak aloud the things that others might entertain for a shameful half-second before recoiling in horror.

	But still, to strip a boy who had barely come of age of his own parents. To dangle their lives above him and order: Kill your own kind. To hurl him back onto a battlefield where he could just as easily die himself, the thought alone raised the skin along Murrue's arms.

	Natarle's words were severed by the violent crack of Halberton's fist driving into the desk.

	"Don't be ridiculous! What use would a soldier made that way ever be?!"

	The genial admiral had vanished. His voice rang like hammered steel, and his face had become something else entirely. Under the frost of that glare, even Natarle recoiled.

	"M-My apologies, sir!"

	She retreated a step. Halberton rose from his chair.

	"What's done is done. The question now is what lies ahead..."

	His tone shifted again, heavy, deliberate. Murrue searched his face on instinct.

	"From this point forward, the Archangel will descend to Alaska Headquarters carrying its current crew."

	Murrue and the others went still.

	"There is no alternative. The advance detachment that was transporting your reinforcements has been destroyed. We have no remaining personnel to assign to your ship."

	Hoffman provided the explanation in a flat, administrative cadence, as though reading from a ledger.

	Halberton held their gaze in silence for a long moment, his expression grave. Then a fierce, hard light kindled behind his eyes.

	"But! With Heliopolis gone and all development data lost with it, the Archangel and the G must reach Alaska, whatever the cost!"

	"S-Sir, but we—"

	Murrue started to object. Their survival up to this point had been nothing but blind luck. She grasped the importance of this ship and the Strike, grasped it precisely because she understood how staggering the burden was for a crew that possessed almost no real combat experience, Mu being the sole exception.

	"We will provide escort to the orbital departure point. From there, you need only make a direct descent to Headquarters."

	Hoffman made it sound like the simplest thing in the world.

	Was it?

	Murrue held Halberton's eyes, and the protest died in her throat.

	"The development of the G must be driven forward without delay."

	His gaze locked onto hers.

	"ZAFT rolls new machines off the line one after another, and yet fools tangled up in their own vested interests bleed our funding dry on projects that produce nothing! They know the men dying at the front only as numbers on a report!"

	His fury struck her like a spark falling into tinder. In an instant she saw them again, the battleships, the mobile armors, cut apart with pathetic ease by ZAFT's mobile suits, offering almost nothing in the way of resistance before they were annihilated.

	She raised her chin.

	"Understood."

	The quiet fissure running through every exchange between Hoffman and Halberton, she saw it now for what it was: the gulf between Headquarters and the front line. If that was so, then she would be the one to close it. She would force the eyes of those comfortable men open herself.

	She brought her hand up in salute, conviction burning through every nerve.

	"I will carry your will to Alaska, sir!"

	At her side, Mu raised his hand as well.

	"Well, as the last armor jockey still breathing, I suppose turning this down isn't really an option."

	That familiar lopsided note in his voice nearly pulled a smile out of her despite everything.

	Halberton looked at them both. Something deep and unguarded moved behind his eyes, and he bowed his head.

	"I'm counting on you!"

	 

	"Discharge papers?”

	Tolle squinted at the document being pressed into his hands, his face a portrait of bewilderment. They had never been soldiers in the first place, so what, exactly, were they being discharged from?

	Natarle, who had been distributing the papers with brisk, mechanical efficiency, swept an impatient gaze across the group.

	"Where is Kira Yamato?"

	Only then did any of them notice he was absent.

	"Never mind. See that he receives this later."

	She pushed Kira's certificate into Tolle's hands. The stocky captain standing beside her, Halberton's adjutant, if Tolle was remembering correctly, took note of their collective confusion and spoke up to address it.

	"Even under emergency conditions, civilian participation in armed combat constitutes a criminal offense. To forestall that complication, your enlistment has been backdated and entered into the record as voluntary service rendered prior to the incident. Do not lose those documents."

	What a mess, Tolle thought. Still, whatever bureaucratic wrapping they chose to put around it, if the end result was permission to walk off this ship, that was all that mattered. And being able to claim they had technically served as soldiers, even if only for a handful of days, carried, he had to admit, a kind of absurd novelty.

	"Furthermore, any information acquired during your period of service remains classified even following discharge—"

	"Um... excuse me..."

	A tentative voice cut across the captain mid-sentence. It was Flay.

	Natarle's brow creased with faint irritation.

	"You were not involved in combat operations. The same provisions do not apply in your case."

	"No, that's not what I meant."

	Flay moved forward, her eyes cast down. Then, as though steeling herself against some internal resistance, she raised her face.

	"I want to enlist."

	The reaction was instantaneous and unanimous.

	"Whaaaat?!"

	Even Sai looked blindsided, so she hadn't breathed a word of this to him either.

	It was hardly surprising that the room froze. Out of all of them, Flay seemed the most improbable candidate for military life. Natarle's expression sharpened at once.

	"Don't be ridiculous."

	"I haven't come to this lightly!"

	Flay pressed forward with an almost desperate urgency.

	"My father was killed with the advance unit, and I... I've spent a long time thinking about what that means..."

	"Ah... then you would be Vice Minister Allster's daughter..."

	The captain inclined his head in recognition.

	Flay clasped her hands together so tightly the knuckles blanched, and bowed her head.

	"When my father died, I couldn't process it... All I could feel was hatred, for everything, for being here. I just wanted to run. I wanted to be anywhere else..."

	Her voice wavered, but she drove herself onward.

	"But when we linked up with the fleet, and I realized we were actually going to make it back to Earth... something about it felt deeply, terribly wrong."

	"Wrong?" Natarle repeated.

	Flay's head came up, her eyes fierce.

	"Because, are we safe now? Is any of this over? It isn't! None of it!"

	She shook her head hard, her eyes bright and brimming with tears she refused to let fall.

	"The world is still at war."

	No one made a sound. The room had gone absolutely still.

	"I—I spent all that time living in a neutral country and never once understood... even while my father was pouring everything he had into ending this..."

	That, Tolle realized with a sickening clarity, was true of every single one of them.

	They had lived cocooned inside peace and never once grasped how fragile, how rare, that peace had been.

	"If real peace, true safety, can only come through fighting... then I want to fight, too. I want to carry forward what my father was trying to do..."

	Her composure finally cracked. She pressed both hands over her face.

	"Even if... someone like me might not be any help at all..."

	"Flay..."

	Sai stepped close and settled an arm gently around her shoulders.

	After Flay, still shaking with quiet sobs, had been guided out by Natarle and the captain, silence pooled in the room and stayed.

	The world is still at war.

	Tolle stared at the floor. A hot thread of shame wound through him, shame at how light and giddy he had felt just moments ago, thinking of nothing beyond planting his feet on solid earth again.

	Without warning, Sai snatched his discharge papers in both hands and ripped it cleanly in two.

	"Sai!"

	He met Tolle's eyes and offered a strange, unburdened smile.

	"Everything Flay said, I’ve been feeling it too. And... I can't just leave her on this ship alone."

	Something about that smile settled the restless thing turning inside Tolle's chest.

	He tore his own certificate to pieces. Miriallia's eyes flew wide. Tolle let out a long, slow breath.

	"Besides, the Archangel's running on a skeleton crew as it is. If I walked off and she ended up getting blown out of the sky... yeah. I couldn't live with that."

	"If Tolle's staying, then I'm staying too."

	Miriallia pulled her certificate apart without a moment's pause.

	"If everyone else is staying, I can't exactly be the one who leaves."

	Kuzzey followed suit, shredding his own.

	Torn paper drifted to the floor like confetti. They looked around at one another, and broke into laughter. It felt exactly like the old days, huddled together and hatching some harmless scheme during a study session.

	Then Tolle's gaze dropped to the single intact sheet still resting in his hand.

	Kira Yamato.

	It was Kira's discharge paper.

	"What's he going to do?" he murmured.

	And in the same breath, he remembered: Kira's situation bore no resemblance to theirs at all.

	"He'll go down to Earth. He has to."

	Tolle said it softly, almost to himself, and something lonely crept into his voice.

	 

	"If you're the one leaving, does that make it harder to say goodbye?"

	The voice reached him from behind without warning. Kira turned.

	Admiral Halberton stood on the catwalk overhead, looking down at him.

	Kira had already changed into civilian clothes. And yet, for reasons he could not quite account for, his feet had carried him back to the hangar, back to the Strike, where he found himself lingering before its towering frame as though trying to fix every line of it into memory.

	"You're Kira Yamato, I take it?"

	Halberton's tone was unhurried, gentle. Kira had not expected to be called by name; he went slightly rigid and managed a nod.

	"I've been going through the combat reports. I have to say, even knowing what Coordinators are capable of, I find myself astonished all over again."

	Kira stiffened further. But when he searched the admiral's eyes, he found nothing resembling accusation, only the open, unguarded regard a man might offer any ordinary young person.

	"This machine was designed to do nothing more than hold its own against ZAFT's mobile suits… and yet under your control, it seems to become something else entirely. Some kind of monster."

	"I…"

	Kira's voice faltered. Only moments ago he had been thinking how much he wanted to speak with this man. Now that Halberton stood before him in the flesh, he could not find a single word worth saying.

	Halberton studied him with that same warmth, then asked in an almost idle tone,

	"I understand your parents are Naturals?"

	"Ah… yes, sir."

	"I wonder what hopes they placed in you… when they made the decision to have you born a Coordinator."

	Something jolted through Kira's chest. He had never once put that question to them.

	"In any event, I want to see this war brought to a close, and soon. A conflict of this nature…"

	At that moment, an officer came hurrying along the catwalk and called out sharply.

	"Sir! The Menelaos is requesting your immediate return!"

	"Good grief. It seems I'm not to be allowed a proper conversation after all."

	Halberton gave an exaggerated shrug, then leveled his gaze directly at Kira.

	"You have my gratitude for protecting the Archangel and the Strike this far. Until a better world comes around, don't you dare die."

	He turned to go.

	"W-Wait—!"

	The words tore out of Kira before he could catch them. Halberton stopped and glanced back.

	"The, um… the Archangel… Lieutenant Ramius and the others… what's going to happen to them?"

	"The Archangel will continue to Earth as planned. They're heading back to the front."

	Halberton answered as though stating something so obvious it barely required saying.

	And it was obvious. Murrue and the others were soldiers. The ship was a warship.

	But, what would happen to it without him? To the Strike?

	Standing there, Kira recognized what had crept up on him without his noticing: attachment. To the ship. To the people aboard it. Even to the Strike itself.

	Halberton seemed to read the turmoil written across his face.

	"I understand what's weighing on you. Your abilities are certainly attractive, to the military, at least."

	Kira searched the admiral's expression, looking for the true intent beneath the words. Yet there was nothing grasping in that face, no hunger concealed behind the kindness. Halberton simply smiled.

	"But having you aboard does not guarantee us victory. War doesn't work that way. Don't overestimate your own importance."

	"B-But… 'If you have the power to make a difference, then you should act'!"

	The words Mu had once spoken to him came rushing out before he could stop them. The corner of Halberton's mouth twitched upward.

	"If you have the resolve to match, then yes."

	Kira swallowed hard.

	"Without resolve, nothing can be seen through to the end."

	Behind the admiral's eyes, as he spoke, there burned a light that could only belong to a man whose own resolve had never once wavered.

	 

	By the time the Menelaos relayed confirmation of enemy ships on their scopes, the Archangel's bridge had already registered their approach.

	"One Nazca-class, two Laurasia-class, bearing Green Eight Alpha, range Five-Zero-Zero! Estimated contact, fifteen minutes!"

	Murrue was on her feet instantly.

	It had to be the same enemy force that had dogged them across every stretch of this journey. Reinforced, perhaps, but still.

	Even so, did they truly mean to throw themselves against a fleet of this size? All of it for a single ship, the Archangel?

	A cold thread wound its way down her spine. Mu had given them a name: the Creuset team. The thought of that faceless enemy's near-pathological tenacity closed around her throat like an icy hand.

	She crushed the sensation down and began snapping out orders.

	"Halt all cargo transfers, seal the bays! Has the launch to the Menelaos departed yet?!"

	"Not yet!"

	"Then get them moving now! All hands to battle stations!"

	 

	On the catapult deck, Kira let his gaze sweep the space around him.

	The evacuation plan had been straightforward: the Heliopolis refugees would board the launch here, transfer across to the Menelaos, and from there ride a shuttle down to Earth.

	"Hold on, two Skygraspers? You cannot be serious…"

	Murdoch's voice cut through the surrounding clamor; he was evidently in the thick of the unloading operation. Kira glanced at the incoming craft. Atmospheric fighters. Would Mu end up behind the stick of one of those?

	The deck was a scene of barely managed chaos, crew members hauling equipment, refugees clustering near the launch to board. But Tolle and the others were nowhere to be found.

	They wouldn’t have boarded without him… would they?

	He ducked his head through the hatch, just to be certain. The passenger compartment inside was still half-empty, and none of his friends were among the faces there.

	He pulled back onto the deck and stood waiting.

	"Ahhh!"

	A small, bright voice piped above the noise. Kira turned.

	The little girl who had become something of a mascot among the refugees had spotted him and was tottering forward. In the low gravity she drifted upward clumsily; he caught her on reflex and set her gently back on her feet. Her cheeks were flushed pink, and she was beaming up at him.

	"Here, mister, this is for you!"

	She thrust one hand toward him. Pinched between her small fingers was a paper flower, folded with painstaking care.

	Kira blinked.

	"For me?"

	"Mm-hm! Thank you for keeping us safe."

	He accepted the flower from her warm, slightly damp little hand. His throat closed around itself; no words would come.

	She gave him a cheerful wave, then let her mother guide her through the hatch and aboard the launch.

	Kira stood there, staring down at the paper flower in his palm.

	Without warning, an arm hooked around his neck from behind and hauled him into a headlock. There was exactly one person in his life who greeted him that way.

	"Hey, quit it, Tolle! What are you—I thought you guys already—"

	He twisted around, half-laughing over his shoulder, and went still.

	They were all there.

	Tolle. Miriallia. Sai. Kuzzey.

	Every one of them still dressed in their military uniforms.

	Confusion creased Kira's face. Tolle flicked a folded sheet of paper in his direction.

	"Here. They told me to pass this along, your discharge paper."

	Kira took it numbly.

	"What?"

	Sai was the one who spoke.

	"We're staying."

	"Staying…?"

	"On the Archangel. We enlisted."

	Kira stared at them as though they had each sprouted a second head.

	"What are you talking about? Why would you—"

	"Flay volunteered first. So, the rest of us…"

	Sai answered, and Kira's disbelief only deepened. He had never imagined that either, Flay, of all people, choosing to become a soldier.

	Before he could press them for an explanation, the alarm shrieked to life across every speaker on the ship.

	"All hands, battle stations! Repeat, all hands, battle stations!"

	Instinct took over. Every one of them shifted toward their posts.

	"Hey! You there, are you boarding or not? We're about to launch!"

	The shout came from the launch crew behind him.

	Tolle grabbed Kira by the shoulders and shoved him forward.

	"Hold on! He's going, he's getting on!"

	"Tolle?!"

	Tolle held him there, hands firm on his shoulders, and looked at him for a long, steady beat. Then a grin broke wide across his face, and he winked.

	"Guess this is just how it goes! Take care of yourself, man, get down to Earth in one piece!"

	"Look after yourself, Kira!"

	"Stay alive, you hear me?"

	They called out to him one after another, voices tumbling over each other. And then, last of all, Kuzzey added, entirely in character, 

	"And whatever you do, don't go signing up with ZAFT, all right?!"

	They waved. And just like that, they were gone, turning away, heading back into the ship.

	No.

	Kira stood where they had left him, feet rooted to the deck.

	A crushing wave of abandonment rose through his chest, the raw, disorienting sense of being the one left behind. And tangled through it, sharper than before, the restless unease that had been gnawing at him for hours surged to the surface.

	Is this really the right thing?

	Can I honestly walk away from all of it? Slip back into some quiet, ordinary life?

	Is that something I can live with?

	The alarm's shrill pulse ripped through his thoughts.

	The Archangel would make its descent to Earth. And then what?

	Would someone else be able to handle the Strike?

	And what about Athrun?

	He had told himself again and again that he did not want to fight him. If he left now, perhaps he never would have to. But it might also mean this was where it ended, unfinished, unresolved, forever hanging in the silence between them.

	Could he really turn his back and run from that?

	He raised both hands in front of his eyes.

	In his right: the discharge paper.

	In his left: the paper flower the little girl had placed there.

	His gaze moved from one to the other. He squeezed his eyes shut.

	If I go, I'll never have to fight my own kind again. I can leave this pain behind.

	But, I have the power.

	The power to keep them safe.

	Halberton had waved it aside as though it were nothing, but that power bore down on Kira like a yoke settled across his shoulders. Even if he fled from it, the weight would follow him. It would never truly lift.

	"Hey! Move it, now!"

	The launch crew's voice cracked with impatience behind him.

	Kira's right hand closed into a fist.

	Then he kicked off the deck and launched himself the other way.

	"Go without me!"

	He hurled the words back over his shoulder, let the crumpled discharge paper fly from his hand, and ran, away from the catapult deck, back into the ship.

	I have to protect them. All of them.

	 

	"Seal all bulkheads. All personnel, report to battle stations immediately!"

	The announcement tore through the Gamow, sharp and absolute, the signal that combat was moments away.

	"Mobile suit launch in three minutes. All units, begin final systems check…"

	The infirmary door crashed open.

	Yzak came storming out.

	Half of his sharp, finely sculpted face was swathed in bandages, every feature drawn taut against the pain beneath them.

	"You can't, you're still under orders to rest—"

	"Shut up! Get your hands off me!"

	He tore himself free of the medic's grip and made straight for the mobile suit deck, fury carved into every line of his body. The gash across his face pulsed with a feverish, searing heat, but the wound that truly burned lay deeper, somewhere behind his ribs, where his pride lived.

	In the last engagement, the Strike had crippled the Duel's electrical systems and set off a secondary explosion inside the cockpit. The blast had split Yzak's helmet; fragments of the visor had raked across his face like shrapnel. If the cockpit itself had ruptured, the vacuum would have killed him in seconds.

	Yet not one atom of gratitude existed in him for having survived.

	An Earth Alliance mobile suit should have been nothing, easy prey. He carried himself as an ace, and it was no empty posture. He had believed, without a flicker of doubt, in his own superiority, and his combat record had justified that belief every single time.

	And yet, at first, he laid the blame at Athrun Zala's feet. The initial failure belonged to him. When Athrun proved unable to finish the Strike a second time, Yzak had nearly savored it, proof, concrete and irrefutable, of his rival's inadequacy.

	But I'm different.

	If Athrun hadn't gotten in my way, I would have torn it apart.

	That was the conviction he had carried into their most recent sortie, just before the rendezvous with the lunar fleet, 

	And the Strike had slipped through his attacks as though they were nothing. A game.

	It had stood against the Duel and the Blitz simultaneously, and not only survived the assault but struck back, scarring the machine, and scarring him.

	Impossible.

	To be wounded by a pilot from an inherently inferior species, a Natural, was beyond comprehension.

	Yzak had always held that a person's worth was measured by individual ability and nothing else. This scar was not merely a wound. It was a humiliation indistinguishable from death itself.

	I will erase this disgrace.

	He changed into his pilot suit and climbed into the Duel's cockpit.

	The machine had been refitted since he'd last seen it. Additional armor encased the shoulders, arms, chest, waist, and ankles, a full panoply like a knight dressed for war: the Assault Shroud. It boosted the Duel's firepower and thrust dramatically. Mounted on the right shoulder sat the 115mm railgun Shiva; on the left, a 220mm five-barrel missile pod.

	"Yzak, stop this! You're in no condition to—"

	"Shut up! Just clear me for launch!"

	He snarled at the startled controller with a raw, unhinged edge in his voice, and launched.

	Rau's voice came gliding across the open channel, addressing every mobile suit in the formation.

	"The target is the legged ship. Do not squander effort on anything else."

	Yzak had no intention of squandering anything.

	 

	From the Earth Alliance destroyers and battleships, Moebius units poured out in rapid succession. From the ZAFT vessels, mobile suits deployed to meet them.

	"All ships, tighten formation and stand by to intercept!"

	The order came through from Admiral Halberton aboard the Menelaos.

	"Archangel, hold your position. Stay locked to this ship."

	On the Archangel's bridge, a suffocating unease settled over everyone as they watched the tactical displays.

	Three enemy ships.

	Ten GINNs alone.

	They all remembered how the Montgomery had gone under so quickly, overwhelmed by a mere three GINNs and the Aegis. Even cocooned inside a formation this large, not a single person on the bridge felt safe.

	“Igelstellung online! Load aft missile tubes, Korinthos!”

	Natarle's voice cracked like a whip as weapon systems spun to life one after another.

	"Gottfried and Lohengrin, stand by to fire!"

	Tonomura muttered a quiet curse beneath his breath. With a crew this thin, they were expected to fight their way all the way to Alaska.

	But just then, the door slid open.

	“Sorry we’re late!”

	Young, bright voices spilled through the threshold.

	Murrue and the others turned, caught entirely off guard.

	Tolle. Sai. Miriallia. Kuzzey.

	The Heliopolis students came floating in with an energy that bordered on defiance, crossing to their old stations and settling into them as though they had never been away.

	"You—!"

	The word escaped Murrue before she could shape it into anything more.

	"They've enlisted. Captain Hoffman processed their applications; I signed off on the approvals."

	Natarle, who had evidently been informed already, supplied the terse explanation.

	Murrue's eyes went wide.

	"We put Kira on the launch," Sai offered from his seat at the CIC, as though reading the question written across her face.

	"Maybe we're no substitute for him," Tolle said easily, sliding into the co-pilot's chair and giving Neumann a nod, "but we've got to be better than empty seats, right?"

	Tonomura glanced over his shoulder at the pair behind him and allowed himself a thin, quiet smile. Around the bridge, the crew, stunned at first, were visibly steadied by the sight of them back at their posts.

	But what moved through Murrue's heart was anything but simple.

	She was grateful, more deeply than she could have put into words, for the courage behind their decision.

	And yet that very courage settled onto her shoulders like a physical weight.

	They had chosen this path out of convictions they believed in, convictions that felt real and urgent and right to them. But through her eyes, those convictions still looked painfully young. Painfully untempered.

	What shadow would this choice cast across the rest of their lives?

	She could not keep the question from forming, and she had no answer for it.

	 

	When Kira came crashing through the locker room door, he discovered he was not the only one there.

	"Flay?!"

	The girl standing in front of his locker whipped around as though the sound of his voice had physically struck her.

	"Kira..."

	In the next heartbeat she flung herself against his chest.

	The sudden softness of her, the warmth of her body against his, knocked every coherent thought sideways.

	"F-Flay? What are you—"

	He finally wrestled the words out. She tilted her face up to him, her eyes luminous with unshed tears.

	"I thought... you were already gone..."

	The girl he had once only dared to admire from a distance was pressed against him now, her face close enough that he could feel her breath. His mind seized, every circuit firing at once. Whether she registered the effect she was having or not, Flay rushed on, her voice shaking.

	"I... everyone's staying to fight... and I was the one who started it, I was the one who said we should... but I'm not actually doing anything... So I..."

	Only then did Kira's gaze catch what was behind her.

	His locker stood open.

	Inside, his pilot suit hung waiting.

	The realization hit him like a blow.

	"You weren't—"

	He seized her shoulders and eased her back, gently but firmly. She stared up at him through the blur of her tears.

	"Flay... you can't do that..."

	A sharp, aching pressure filled his chest.

	She had meant to take his place.

	To climb into the Strike herself.

	This girl, fragile, gentle, someone who looked as though she might break apart if the world pressed too hard against her, had gathered herself to do that.

	"It's not possible... not for you..."

	"But—!"

	She tried to push back, desperate and insistent. Kira shook his head, and a quiet smile found his lips.

	"It's all right. I'll take the Strike out. For your—"

	For Flay's sake, and in the same instant Sai's face surfaced unbidden behind his eyes.

	He caught himself and pressed forward.

	"I'll fight for what you believe in, too. I'm done running. I've made up my mind."

	To protect every one of them.

	To bring this war even one step closer to its end.

	To do what no one else aboard this ship could do.

	Because the power to do it lived inside him.

	Flay held his gaze, searching his face. Then she leaned closer.

	"Then..."

	Her face tilted toward his.

	Their lips met.

	"My feelings... will keep you safe."

	The warmth of her breath ghosting across his mouth, the words murmured there against his skin, Kira felt the world narrow to nothing beyond them, and let himself be swept under.

	 

	The GINNs spread wide, fanning into attack formation.

	Across the black expanse of vacuum, flowers of fire bloomed to life. Moebius and GINN units opened up on one another. The GINNs twisted clear of incoming missiles and answered with bazooka rounds. Mobile armors burst apart in savage, silent eruptions of flame.

	And through the heart of that chaos, a red machine carved its own path forward.

	The Aegis spiraled, its frame shifting mid-flight into its alternate configuration. From the gap between its claw-like limbs, the Scylla cannon discharged. Three Moebius units vanished into a single wall of fire.

	The Buster and the Duel pushed forward alongside it, their superior mobility and crushing firepower shredding Earth Alliance mobile armors one after another as they drove toward the fleet.

	On the bridge of the Menelaos, Halberton let out a low, anguished sound.

	"Damn... the X-Numbers!"

	"Magnificent machines, to be sure," Hoffman remarked from beside him, his composure untouched. "But in enemy hands, they are nothing short of catastrophic."

	A forward destroyer acquired a lock on the Aegis. With movements that bordered on elegant, the red unit slipped through the barrage, glided inside the ship's defensive envelope, clamped its claws around a turret, and discharged the Scylla point-blank. A cascading chain of secondary explosions ripped through the hull; the destroyer listed and fell away from the line, gutted beyond recovery.

	The Blitz bore down on another destroyer.

	Mid-approach, the black machine simply ceased to exist, swallowed whole, as though space itself had consumed it.

	Mirage Colloid.

	The bridge crew lost the unit entirely. In that sliver of confusion, the Blitz materialized beside the enemy's command section. From its left arm it hurled the anchor Gleipnir, and the bridge crumpled inward on impact.

	The Buster drew the launcher and rifle from its shoulder mounts and locked them together at the center, docking into a single weapon. Combined, the assembly could reconfigure into either a long-range high-impulse rifle or an anti-armor shotgun. Set now to rifle mode and gripped in its right hand, it fired.

	The target ship detonated on contact.

	The Duel joined the slaughter, the Shiva railgun and its onboard cannons hammering out round after round in rapid succession, punching ragged cavities through a destroyer's flanks. Crimson flame screamed from the breaches; the vessel buckled and sank.

	"Seleukos hit, combat ineffective! Cassandros has gone silent!"

	"Antigonos and Ptolemaios confirmed sunk!"

	The operators' voices on the Menelaos bridge shook as they delivered each report. Hoffman, who had been so measured at the outset, shot from his seat in open disbelief.

	"What?! Four ships lost, in only six minutes of fighting?!"

	At that moment, the enemy capital ships began to move.

	"Nazca-class and Laurasia-class advancing!"

	"Laser designators painting the Seleukos and Cassandros!"

	"What?!"

	Halberton could barely process what his own officers were telling him.

	The enemy vessels had trained their guns on the two ships already crippled and drifting out of formation.

	"Firing on ships in withdrawal? Damn you, Creuset!"

	 

	"Athrun and Nicol are too soft for this work...”

	On the bridge of the Vesalius, Rau murmured it with a faint, bloodless smile.

	"Let a man live, and he will come back carrying a new weapon."

	The main batteries of the Vesalius and the Gamow spoke together.

	In a searing flash of light, the two stricken destroyers ceased to exist.

	Even as those ships died, the mobile suits continued their methodical destruction of fresh targets. Yet at the center of the fleet's formation, one vessel remained conspicuously motionless, refusing to act.

	Rau's voice carried a thread of dry amusement.

	"Halberton is resolved to see that ship reach Earth. He's buried it deep inside his formation, won't let it so much as stir..."

	"That works in our favor," Ades replied, half joking, half not. "So long as the Strike stays in its cage."

	Rau gave a soft, quiet laugh.

	"He understands perfectly well that battleships and mobile armors alone can no longer stand against us... A fine commander. And the very man who fought hardest to bring that machine into existence..."

	His voice dropped, shedding every trace of warmth until nothing remained but ice.

	"Then let us, at the very least, use this battle to prove his doctrine right."

	 

	On the monitors, the broken remains of the Seleukos and Cassandros tumbled away into the void, spinning slowly.

	Creuset team’s merciless assault, cruel enough to border on inhuman, pressed a cold, leaden silence down over the Archangel's bridge.

	The comm unit at the captain's chair chimed. Murrue seized the receiver.

	"Hey! Why am I still sitting here on standby?!"

	Mu's voice came through wound tight with frustration.

	"They can call themselves the 8th Fleet until they're hoarse, against those four machines, it doesn't matter!"

	"Lieutenant Flaga—"

	"Look, I know me going out there alone won't turn the tide, but still!"

	"No sortie order has been issued for this vessel! You will remain on standby!"

	He started to argue again. Murrue killed the transmission.

	It was unlike Mu to come this close to losing his composure. The Zero had been rushed through its final repairs and was combat-ready, in perfect condition. Sitting idle while allied ships were torn apart around him must have been gnawing through whatever restraint he had left.

	In truth, the same thing was gnawing at her.

	The 8th Fleet's entire purpose, hers included, was to shield this ship and deliver it safely to Headquarters. Even if they threw themselves into the fight and somehow preserved the fleet, none of it would matter if the Archangel was destroyed in the process, or if it lost its window to begin the descent.

	She understood that.

	But, could they truly just stand here and watch?

	After a span of agonized deliberation that felt far longer than it was, she reached her decision.

	"Get me a channel to the Menelaos!"

	Halberton's face appeared on the monitor, drawn and haggard. Behind him, voices clashed, "Beams! Use the beams!" "Bring it down!"

	"What is it?!"

	The words came out nearly as a bark.

	"We intend to break formation and begin our descent immediately. Requesting permission, sir!"

	"What?!"

	The distraction on his face gave way to open shock. Hoffman shouldered in from the side.

	"You propose to abandon us and save your own skin?!"

	Murrue's voice did not waver.

	"The enemy's objective is this ship. As long as we remain here, the fleet will continue to be destroyed around us!"

	Halberton's expression tightened as though something bitter had settled on his tongue.

	The reality she had just forced into the open, that this formidable fleet could not withstand three ships and a handful of mobile suits, had been spoken aloud by his own subordinate, and there was no taking it back.

	"We cannot reach Alaska from our current trajectory, but we can bring ourselves down within Earth Forces airspace! If we hold out to the atmospheric threshold, the GINNs and the ZAFT vessels won't be able to follow!"

	She pressed every ounce of conviction she had into the argument.

	"Sir!"

	A crooked, rueful smile pulled at the corner of Halberton's mouth.

	"Reckless to the last, Murrue Ramius."

	She returned the smile without hesitation.

	"A subordinate can only learn from her superiors."

	He let out a sharp bark of laughter.

	"Granted! Archangel, commence descent preparations immediately. We will escort you to the atmospheric limit point, and not one pursuer will get through!"

	Her resolve seemed to kindle something inside him. A fierce, hard grin broke across his face as he swung back toward his own crew.

	 

	"Descend?! In the middle of this?"

	Mu stared at Murdoch as though the man had lost his mind. In the thick of a battle like this, the Archangel was going to attempt atmospheric entry. It was a pure, uncut gamble.

	"Don't look at me like that, shouting won't change the order. It's got to beat sitting in here getting picked apart, right?" Murdoch fired back.

	"Yeah, maybe, but..."

	"Even if we shake the ZAFT ships and the GINNs, those four machines are still the real problem."

	The familiar voice made both men spin around.

	"Kid?!"

	Kira stood behind them in his pilot suit, as though nothing out of the ordinary had happened. As though he had never left.

	For a long moment, Mu and Murdoch could only stare.

	The boy who was supposed to be aboard the launch walked past them with quiet, unhurried calm.

	"I'll be on standby in the Strike. We're still at battle stations, right?"

	As Kira drifted toward the cockpit, Mu spoke under his breath, so low it was almost to himself.

	"Get pulled into war too young... and it makes the rest of your life a hell of a lot harder."

	There was no lightness in his voice this time. No crooked humor. Only a still, private sadness.

	Murdoch glanced sidelong at the man they called the Hawk of Endymion. Mu had earned that name while he was still young himself, older than Kira, perhaps, but not by much.

	Was that warning drawn from somewhere in his own past?

	 

	A fleet-wide channel opened from the Menelaos.

	"Menelaos to all ships, the fleet will now shift to escort formation and see the Archangel through to the atmospheric limit point…"

	Halberton's voice rolled across the battlefield, deep and commanding.

	"This will be a brutal engagement. But that vessel must not be lost, it is essential to the war we will fight tomorrow! Close your lines! Nothing gets past us!"

	Protect the thing into which he had poured every ounce of his conviction, the Archangel, the Strike, the hope of every soldier bleeding on the front.

	More than the words themselves, it was the sheer force of his will that surged through the fleet and set it moving.

	"Show them what the Earth Forces are truly made of!"

	Even as his voice still echoed, descent preparations pressed forward aboard the Archangel.

	"Correcting trajectory, descent angle six-point-one, theta plus three…"

	"Descent initiated. Engines at forty percent. Forward thrust minimal. Attitude correction in four seconds…"

	"Descent sequence Phase One. Ten minutes to atmospheric entry threshold…"

	Moebius and GINN units tore into each other at close range. A GINN's missile found a cockpit dead-center. The attacking unit was vaporized an instant later by a destroyer's main battery.

	Lives flared and guttered out like brittle sparks against the dark.

	Through the chaos, a tight-beam laser transmission reached the four X-Numbers from the Vesalius.

	"The Archangel is descending?!"

	Yzak's voice cracked with disbelief, he had just put two Moebius units down with the Shiva.

	His teeth ground together.

	"The hell it is!"

	The Duel hurled itself forward, driving like a blade into the tightly compressed first defensive line.

	The other three plunged in after it.

	Destroyers pulled back, every gun aboard blazing as they retreated. Missiles. Beams. A torrent of fire dense enough to blot out the stars.

	The four machines cut through it without breaking stride.

	The Duel's Shiva hammered a destroyer's engine block. The Buster's launcher punched a yawning cavity through another vessel's hull.

	The Menelaos' main batteries discharged, flooding the surrounding space with angry crimson light.

	It was not enough.

	The Duel pierced the first line, then slipped through the second.

	The Buster followed tight on its heels.

	 

	Kira sat on standby inside the Strike's cockpit, waiting.

	The origami flower he had been turning absently between his fingers, he tucked it into a narrow gap beside the console and allowed himself a small, private smile. It was the first medal he had ever received. Proof that he had managed, at least once, to protect someone all the way to the end.

	The ship continued its steady descent sequence.

	Then, without warning, Chandra's voice ripped through the air.

	"Duel and Buster have broken through the forward screen!"

	Kira snapped rigid. A heartbeat later Tonomura's report followed, clipped and taut.

	"Menelaos is under direct engagement!"

	Kira opened a channel to the Zero.

	"Lieutenant Flaga!"

	"Yeah. I heard."

	Mu's reply was instantaneous. He redirected his voice toward the bridge.

	"Captain, keep us in reserve until the absolute last second! How many minutes have we got?!"

	"What do you mean, us?"

	Confusion bled into Murrue's voice halfway through the sentence. Kira cut across her.

	"According to the catalog specifications, the Strike is rated for independent atmospheric descent."

	"Kira?!"

	He heard Murrue's sharp intake of breath, and layered over it, Miriallia's cry, "Kira?!" the two voices tangling together in disbelief.

	Only in that moment did it dawn on him: as far as anyone on this bridge knew, he was supposed to have left this ship a long time ago.

	The realization left him caught between a flush of embarrassment and something quieter, something close to pride.

	"Kira, why are you there?!"

	Murrue's shock hardened, edging toward reproach. She had truly meant to let him go. That was who she was, resolute, clean in her convictions, unwilling to bind someone against their will.

	Perhaps that was exactly why he had come back.

	I want to protect them. I will protect them.

	It was no longer a choice wrung out of desperation. It was conviction, lucid and unshaken. At least in this moment, standing here, that was what it had become for Kira.

	 

	"If this keeps up, the Menelaos is finished! Captain!"

	At the sound of Kira's voice, the full, crushing weight of command settled onto Murrue's shoulders.

	Tolle had been watching her for some time now, his young face a knot of warring emotions, disbelief that it had actually come to this, and an undeniable flicker of relief that he would not have to lose his friend after all.

	Why did you come back?

	Murrue forced down the bitterness climbing her throat.

	For us. For Tolle and the others.

	He was too kind. And on a battlefield, that kind of kindness could kill.

	And now—now, in this moment—was she supposed to order him into combat to save both the Menelaos and the Archangel? Here, at the very lip of the atmosphere, where a single miscalculation would send him tumbling into the bottomless pull of Earth's gravity?

	Her hesitation broke apart.

	"Understood. But you will return before Phase Three."

	It was Natarle's voice that sliced through the tension, cool, immovable, exactly as it always was.

	"The specifications say independent descent is possible. That does not mean it has ever been done. I have no data on what conditions you'll face in there. Monitor your altitude and your time without interruption!"

	"Yes!"

	Kira's reply came back sharp and clean, and the channel went dead.

	Murrue rose from her chair.

	"Ensign Badgiruel!"

	Natarle met the fury in her captain's gaze without so much as a hair falling out of place.

	"If this ship goes down here, then every life the 8th Fleet has spent will have been spent for nothing!"

	For a long, charged moment the two women held each other's eyes, neither giving an inch.

	 

	The catapult hatch yawned open, and Kira's entire field of vision flooded with blue.

	Earth.

	It sprawled beneath him in boundless, luminous splendor, wrapped in a gossamer veil of white cloud. For one vertiginous instant he felt as though he were already falling, pitching headlong into that vast, shining sphere.

	"First time I've ever launched under conditions like these." Mu's voice came through the speakers, harder than usual, every trace of his habitual ease stripped away.

	Kira tightened his hands around the control levers.

	"Kira Yamato, launching!"

	The catapult flung the Strike out into open space.

	Earth rushed up to meet him, radiant and impossibly near, its oceans blazing where the sunlight struck them. He tried to correct his orientation, and found his foot pedals sluggish, resisting him as though weighted with lead.

	"Ngh… is gravity pulling on me already?"

	He made rapid, delicate adjustments to the control systems and threw his weight against the pedals. The battlefield stretched out ahead, stitched and restitched with streaking lines of fire.

	But before he could close the distance, warning klaxons screamed inside the cockpit.

	They had found him first.

	"The Duel?"

	His monitor read X102 DUEL. Yet the machine his own eyes showed him bore little resemblance to the one in his memory. Its profile had changed, new equipment bolted on, heavier armor plating encasing its frame.

	He snapped off a shot with the beam rifle.

	The Duel sidestepped it with ease.

	Had that added bulk somehow improved its agility? 

	He closed the gap between them in a single, violent heartbeat.

	"Damn—!"

	A beam saber came hammering down at him. Kira wrenched aside at the last conceivable instant and fell back on pure reflex, his pulse slamming against his ribs.

	 

	"Belgrano has gone down!"

	"Five minutes to structural limit!"

	On the bridge of the Menelaos, Hoffman shouted each report as it came.

	"Admiral, any further than this and—! The ship cannot take it!"

	But Halberton shook his head, his resolve forged from iron.

	"Not yet."

	The Buster's hyper-impulse rifle struck the Menelaos, and the impact shuddered through the entire frame of the ship, all the way up into the bridge deck. In that same instant an operator's voice broke through, and Halberton raised his head.

	"X105 Strike and Moebius Zero have launched from the Archangel!"

	"What?!"

	He searched the tactical monitor and found them, two white machines catching Earth's reflected light, gleaming against the blue. The image magnified.

	The Strike stood locked against the Duel, catching a descending saber on its shield. A violent shower of sparks erupted outward. The Strike deflected the blow along the shield's face, fell back, and answered with precise beam rifle fire.

	But who was at the controls of that machine?

	There was no need to wonder.

	Kira Yamato.

	Who else could wield that mobile suit with such fluid, instinctive precision?

	A heavy, aching weight filled Halberton's chest.

	In the end, the boy had chosen to go on fighting.

	Surely he grasped it, sharp as he was, that the military could do nothing but consume him. No matter how carefully you dressed that reality in noble language, the truth beneath would not change.

	And yet...

	Perhaps every one of us is nothing more than a gear, turning at someone else's design.

	Mu's Zero fanned out its Gunbarrels and raked fire across the Buster. He threaded through the retaliatory rounds from the X-number unit with breathtaking ease, proof enough, all by itself, of why they called him the Hawk. But the Buster's movements were growing visibly heavier.

	It had strayed too close to Earth's pull.

	Without warning, beams lanced in from directly ahead. Halberton wrenched his gaze from the mobile weapons locked in their duel, and went rigid.

	"Laurasia-class, closing fast!"

	One of the ZAFT vessels had slipped inside the Menelaos' perimeter before anyone had registered its approach.

	 

	"Gamow, you've pushed too far forward! What do you think you're doing, Zelman?!"

	On the bridge of the Vesalius, Ades lurched forward in his seat and shouted. The Gamow, which had already been pressing beyond its assigned position, had now driven itself bodily inside the enemy formation.

	A channel crackled open.

	"Having come... this far... to pull back now... It was we who—"

	It was Zelman, captain of the Gamow. The range was extreme; jamming shredded both audio and video into a wash of static and fractured color. Between surges of interference, shards of his voice slipped through, oddly composed, almost tranquil.

	Ades understood.

	Zelman had already made his peace.

	For one fleeting instant the warped, discolored image resolved itself into clarity. Zelman's face filled the screen, grave as ever, that near-scholarly seriousness he always wore.

	"The legged ship will... without question—"

	The signal died. The distance had opened beyond reach.

	Ades sat frozen, staring at the dead screen.

	Yes, they had failed. Despite opportunity after opportunity, they had let the Archangel escape them again and again. And during its independent maneuver near Artemis, losing track of it entirely had been an unforeseeable lapse, one that fell on Zelman's watch.

	But that burden had never been his to carry alone.

	"Commander Creuset..."

	Ades turned toward his superior, exhaustion and quiet anguish written across his face, and felt something cold crawl the length of his spine.

	Rau was watching the monitor.

	It showed the Gamow driving itself squarely into the massive hull of the Menelaos.

	He was studying the image with rapt attention.

	And at the very corner of his mouth, barely visible, there rested the faintest suggestion of a smile.

	 

	Firing in a savage, unbroken barrage, the Gamow drove forward with the abandon of a ship that had already written itself off. A destroyer threw itself across the Menelaos' bow, trying to block the path. The exchange of fire between the two vessels was brutal and point-blank. Within moments the destroyer was engulfed in flame and fell away beneath the storm of ordnance, and the Gamow slid past its burning carcass as though shouldering aside a minor obstruction.

	The Zero swept in, Gunbarrels fanning wide, and poured every remaining round it carried into the onrushing vessel.

	The Gamow did not falter.

	Shells from its batteries hammered into the Menelaos, and pillars of flame punched outward from the flagship's hull.

	"They're trying to drag us down with them?!"

	On the violently bucking bridge, Hoffman hauled himself upright. Halberton, whose jaw had been clenched so hard it trembled, gave his order without a breath of hesitation.

	"Launch the refugee shuttle. Now."

	Hoffman stared at him, uncomprehending for one terrible instant, then understanding arrived, and the color drained from his face. Halberton's voice cracked like a whip, the bark of a commander hauling a subordinate back from the edge of paralysis.

	"We've brought them this far! I will not let it end here!"

	The Menelaos' main guns fired. The blast bored clean through the Gamow, and a massive detonation convulsed the ZAFT ship from within. Yet the Menelaos herself was shot through with hits beyond counting; her enormous frame listed sharply to one side. Along her underside, faint tongues of crimson flame began to bloom and spread.

	Both ships were being pulled down into the embrace of Earth's atmosphere.

	A single shuttle separated from the Menelaos, drifting free before steadying its attitude. Catching sight of it, Halberton allowed the barest ghost of relief to surface in his eyes.

	Now only one thing remained.

	The Archangel had to reach its destination. That was all.

	The largest warship of the 8th Fleet was sinking, locked together with a valiant enemy vessel in a final, terrible embrace, neither one willing to release the other.

	 

	"Captain! Phase Three, less than two minutes to atmospheric entry limit! Ablative gel, standing by for deployment!"

	At Neumann's report, Natarle's response came without delay.

	"Recall the Zero and the Strike!"

	Murrue stood motionless before the monitor.

	The two shattered giants, their armor incandescent from atmospheric friction, continued to trade fire even as they burned, still killing each other, still refusing to stop.

	Without warning, a chain of secondary explosions ripped through the Gamow's interior. Its armor plates swelled outward from the pressure within, then burst apart. A heartbeat later the vessel flew to pieces, fragments tumbling in brief, shallow arcs through the thinning air before each one flared white-hot and vanished, reduced to embers, then to nothing.

	The Menelaos still held together. Barely. But her outer hull was superheating as it plowed through the upper atmosphere, and her engines had all but ceased to function. At this depth, no engine ever built by human hands could have dragged a vessel of that mass back out of Earth's gravity well.

	"Admiral Halberton!"

	Facing the burning, disintegrating Menelaos on the screen, Murrue rose slowly from her chair and brought her hand up in salute. Tears spilled over and blurred the image beyond recognition. The last thing she held in her mind was Halberton's fearless grin, that fierce, undaunted smile, playing itself over and over behind her eyes.

	"Sir… your resolve will not have been in vain."

	 

	"Captain Zelman!"

	Nicol's anguished cry broke across the speakers, raw and jagged.

	For a long, suspended moment, Athrun could do nothing but stare at the two blazing ships.

	A laser transmission had already reached their cockpits: Return.

	It was the truth, there was nothing left for them to do. Even if they chased the falling vessels down, they would alter nothing.

	And yet Athrun forgot to pull away. He hung there, paralyzed, transfixed by the colossal ruin unfolding before his eyes.

	This is meaningless.

	No cause, no justification, could redeem a sacrifice like this.

	He knew that. He understood it with perfect, cold clarity.

	And yet, he found himself overwhelmed all the same, seized bodily by the sheer magnitude of it. The accumulated will of every soul whose choices had led to this annihilation seemed to surge up his spine, lifting the hair along his skin.

	They were burning.

	People's convictions. Their hatred. Their hope. Their despair. All of it plummeting toward the mother earth that waited below.

	What fruit would these feelings bear, in some distant time to come?

	Or would they be scorched to ash before they ever took root in the soil?

	Athrun did not know.

	 

	The Zero fired its anchor into the Archangel's rear deck and dragged itself into the hangar bay. The hatch crashed shut behind it as though it had been counting the seconds.

	Mu threw himself out of the cockpit and shouted.

	"Where's the kid?!"

	On the bridge, the descent sequence was hurtling into its terminal phase.

	"Phase Three! Deploy ablative gel!"

	"Kira! Kira, come back!"

	Miriallia had been calling to the Strike for what felt like an eternity, but the only answer that came back through the comm was a harsh, grinding wash of static.

	At the helm, Neumann's voice came out drawn tight as wire.

	"Ship entering atmosphere!"

	The Archangel tipped her underside toward the Earth and dove into the atmosphere's embrace. From the vents arrayed along her hull, translucent gel poured out in ribbons, spreading across the ship's belly to form a barrier against the worst of the frictional heat. The temperature of the laminated armor began its climb, slow, steady, and merciless.

	"Kira!"

	 

	"Damn it—!"

	Kira caught the Duel's descending beam saber on his shield and drove back against it with everything he had. The force of the shove sent the Duel reeling; it steadied and snapped off a rifle shot. The Strike answered with its own while pulling back. The Duel's verniers blazed white.

	It came at him again.

	The Strike met the charge without flinching.

	Kira batted the Duel's rifle aside with his shield. In the instant the enemy machine lost its center of balance, he fired his thrusters, pivoted through a full rotation, and hammered a spinning kick squarely into its faceplate. The impact hurled the Duel backward, tumbling toward Earth.

	Now, Kira broke for distance. As though it refused to release him even in retreat, the Duel righted itself and leveled its rifle to fire.

	And then something drifted across Kira's field of vision.

	The shuttle. The one launched from the Menelaos.

	The shuttle carrying the Heliopolis refugees, the very craft Kira himself had been meant to board.

	By blind, senseless chance, it floated directly into the gap between the Strike and the Duel.

	The Duel's rifle discharged.

	"STOOOOP—!"

	Kira screamed.

	He slammed his verniers to full and stretched the Strike's arm out as far as its frame would allow.

	Through a small viewport set into the shuttle's flank, he thought he caught a glimpse, fleeting, impossibly brief, of a tiny, childish face.

	"Thank you… for keeping us safe…"

	In the next instant, the beam punched through the shuttle's hull.

	The outer skin tore open under the explosive rush of escaping atmosphere. The impact destroyed its descent attitude; the craft skipped once against the resistance of the upper air, and then, in the span of a single blink, the entire vessel was swallowed in fire.

	Fragments scattered outward.

	Were they shards of hull plating or the body of that innocent little girl?

	Kira did not stop screaming.

	The paper flower he had tucked beside the console before launch had shaken loose. It drifted through the cockpit, weightless, turning slowly in the air before him.

	"I protected them…"

	That certainty shattered like glass at the tips of his outstretched fingers.

	Kira understood.

	He had been wrong.

	He had believed it was enough simply to protect, to place himself between others and harm, to be a shield.

	It was not enough.

	Without resolve, nothing could be accomplished.

	Halberton's words had been right.

	Before it ever came to this, he should have destroyed the Duel. If the purpose was to protect someone, he should never have hesitated. For that end, no matter what it demanded, even if it meant staining his own hands with the blood of those he had once called comrades.

	Without that, he could protect no one.

	I was wrong…

	 

	"Kira!"

	"Kiraaaa!"

	Sai and Tolle screamed his name.

	On the bridge monitor, the Strike was falling, simply falling, limp and unresisting, dragged earthward by gravity alone.

	"Is he… intending to descend like that?" Natarle murmured, a thread of alarm working its way into her voice.

	But recovering the Strike now was beyond possibility. The only course left was to trust the catalog specifications and let the machine attempt reentry on its own. If the Archangel's hatch were opened at this stage, the superheated atmosphere would pour inside and incinerate everything it touched, or destabilize the ship's descent attitude beyond recovery.

	Then Pal's voice rang out sharply. "The ship and the Strike are on diverging entry angles! If this holds, our landing points will separate by a wide margin!"

	The color drained from Miriallia's face as though ice water had been dashed across it. She seized the comm again, desperation climbing through every word.

	"Kira! Kira, can you hear me?! Come back to the ship! Please!"

	"It's not possible… The Strike's thrust output is already—"

	Even Natarle's expression had turned bleak.

	A heavy silence settled over the bridge.

	After a moment, Murrue shattered it.

	"Bring us alongside! The Archangel's thrusters still have enough margin to compensate!"

	 

	[image: Image]



	



	"But if we do that, our own landing coordinates will—!" Neumann started to object.

	She overrode him, her voice honed to a cutting edge.

	"If we lose the Strike, there is no purpose in this ship reaching Alaska by itself! Do it now!"

	Neumann wavered for one agonized beat, then threw himself into the adjustment. The thrusters fired in sequence. Slowly, agonizingly, the Archangel began to drift laterally, inching its bulk closer to the falling Strike.

	"Recalculate our landing coordinates, immediately!"

	Murrue looked up at Pal.

	"Give me a moment!"

	Pal's fingers tore across his console, numbers cascading faster than the eye could track.

	Even as the calculations ran, the ship continued its sideways slide, committed now and unable to take it back.

	"Projected landing point is—!"

	Pal's voice splintered.

	"North Africa! Twenty-nine degrees north, eighteen degrees east!"

	The tremor running through his words froze every soul on the bridge where they stood.

	"That's deep inside ZAFT-controlled territory."

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	To be continued in Volume.02

	 


Commentary

	 

	 

	 

	Takaharu Shimomura

	Sunrise Production Department – Studio 9, Setting Production

	 

	"I'd rather have someone shoplift our books than never read them at all."

	Those were the words of the late Moichi Tanabe, founder of Kinokuniya Bookstores, when he opened his location in Osaka's Umeda district.

	Now, please don't take that as encouragement, shoplifting is still very much a crime. They'll have you dangling by your ankles. I gave it up my— W-w-wait. Never did it, never did it! Honestly.

	What he meant was simple: "When something good crosses your path, hesitate and you'll live to regret it."

	This novel is exactly that kind of book.

	 

	For this project, I was asked to lend my advice on settings and world-building details. The assumption, I gather, was that someone in my position would naturally have the entire story and its setting committed to memory.

	A spectacular misconception.

	As with every Gundam series before it, the reams of special setting documents and timelines assembled by Shigeru Morita and writer Hiroyuki Yoshino have swollen well past what even the most heavy-duty binder clip can contain. And the revisions never stop, they keep rolling in as the story progresses.

	Take, for example, certain plastic model kit descriptions that claim "the Aile Striker can be used underwater" or that "the Sword Striker duked it out with the BuCUE in grand fashion."

	But listen, those things were true, once upon a time. I'm the one who wrote them, so believe me on that.

	Allow me to use this space to formally apologize. I'll be completely honest: I'm sorry.

	Take Episode 11, where there's a scene of the Duel and the Strike locking beam sabers.

	As I discussed in a certain magazine, the original SEED concept dictated that this kind of thing looked too phony and simply wouldn't be done. During a dubbing session, I happened to be chatting with Director Fukuda about that exact topic while watching the monitor, and right on cue, that very scene lit up the screen in front of us. 

	Both of us practically slid out of our chairs.

	With all of that in mind, you can imagine the cold sweat pouring off me as I made my way through this manuscript.

	For those particular episodes, Ms. Goto graciously set things right and restored them to their proper form in this volume.

	I've lost count of how many times I had to bow my head and tell her I was sorry.

	But, well, here's the thing. If it looks cool, does the rest really matter?

	The Midas Messer is pretty cool, isn’t it?

	The Mirage Colloid is awesome, right?

	So really, none of this is my fault!

	Mark my words, in the next Super Robot Wars, the Strike will absolutely be the one to fell Devil Gundam!

	 

	Well. All I've done is ramble on about my own incompetence and setting trivia, wandering miles from the actual subject. Let’s get back to it.

	This book is not a white-knuckle combat novel.

	The written word and broadcast media are fundamentally different vehicles of expression, and when they handle the same raw material, the result is naturally going to have a different texture.

	Don't get me wrong, I'm not suggesting that this novel portrays a world at odds with the SEED on your television screen.

	Here's one way to think of it: a battle scene that takes several pages of prose to unfold can be outclassed by two seconds of visual impact on screen. Meanwhile, the psychology of characters facing off for an entire drawn-out scene on TV might not hold a candle to what a single, carefully chosen word can accomplish.

	When I first met Ms. Goto last winter, this was one of the things we discussed. We were in agreement that this time, the characters would take center stage.

	She told me Tolle was a particular favorite of hers. 

	Personally, I liked little Elle best, but I kept quiet about it, because I didn’t want people calling me a pervert. For the record, though, being a lolicon isn’t a disease, it’s a hobby. I’ve even been married before, you know. Once, anyway.

	As a side note: after recording sessions, I occasionally go out to eat with the voice actors and chat about various things. Every one of them has strong feelings about their role, and they worry about what lies ahead for their characters. (Which is pretty typical of the Gundam series, where characters tend to die a lot.)

	Early on, the director announced, "Don't assume the protagonist is guaranteed to make it to the final episode," and reduced Soichiro Hoshi to near tears on the spot. I have never, in all my years, witnessed a director terrorize a voice actor quite like that.

	Yasuhiro Takato, who plays both Pal and Kuzzey, once spoke passionately for several dozen minutes about his feelings regarding Kuzzey. Meanwhile Tetsu Shiratori, who voices Sai, told me, “Lately, around Episode 22 or so, it’s hard for me to even look Hoshi in the eyes.” (laughs)

	We also made the delightful discovery that Naomi Shindo, who plays Cagalli, is practically a dead ringer for the mother of Takanori "Miguel" Nishikawa.

	Anyway, let’s get back on track. I’ve been going off on too many tangents lately.

	At that initial meeting, while our sales department staff were engaged in a proper, serious conversation with the people from Kadokawa Shoten, there I was right beside them, running my mouth at full volume about behind-the-scenes gossip and absurd anecdotes. Ms. Goto had traveled all the way from Nagoya on a day trip and had every reason to be exhausted, yet she didn't so much as furrow her brow at this loudmouthed stranger she'd only just met, she simply smiled. 

	I felt a wave of regret about it afterward.

	 

	Kira and Athrun.

	Kira and Lacus.

	Lacus and Athrun.

	Mu and Rau.

	 

	SEED is woven together from many different strands of human relationships like these.

	Even within this volume, which covers only through Episode 13, the destinies of Kira, Athrun, Flay, and the rest are already careening off in directions nobody could have anticipated. 

	What runs through their minds as they're swept along?

	I believe that's part of what makes anime so rewarding, watching the broadcast, filling in the gaps with your own imagination, or perhaps letting your daydreams barrel completely off the rails. It's something like a love letter written from the ache of unrequited feelings, wouldn't you say?

	Ah, unrequited love. There's a phrase after my own heart.

	This book will serve as one kind of compass to guide that sort of pleasure.

	Now, I've been carrying on as though I have any real insight here, but the emotional intricacies between Kira and Athrun are well beyond the likes of me. I am, after all, the kind of fool who, around this time last year, asked a woman he'd fallen for at first sight to "come help me pick out a birthday present for a girl your age," got her to tag along, then turned up the very next day with the gift and a bouquet of fifty roses, only to completely freak her out.

	So, I'll be cracking this book open to study up on the finer points of the human heart.

	One last thing: this book has plenty to offer both devoted SEED fans and followers of Ms. Goto's work. The broadcast is about to charge headlong into another "Gundam versus Gundam" showdown. Before that begins, picking up the novel for a refresher seems like a fine idea, doesn't it?

	The next volume will bring us the "Desert Tiger" himself, Waltfeld. Look forward to it!

	 

	Oh! That reminds me, this year I’m going to bring her a Haro that talks in Mitsuishi’s voice! (laughs)
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