MOBILE SUIT GUNDAM RAGNAROK

Chapter 3 — The Smiling Man and the Waking Woman


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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

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


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


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


“Really?” Grayer tilted his head.


“Sir?”


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


“No, sir,” Linder grimaced through grit teeth.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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

--------


“Sasha!  Sasha!  Sa-SHA!”


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


“<Goddammit, SASHA!>”


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

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


“SASHA!”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“The girl in the infirmary.”


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


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


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


“Really?” the suddenly alert Sasha could barely contain the excitement in his voice.  It was apprehensive, but it was definitely excitement.  The show of emotion threw Johann.


“Y-yeah.  But, uh...”


“But what?” Sasha paused, one arm in the air from fighting with the long sleeve of a dull grey shirt.


“Ah, you might want to come see for yourself.  It’s...it’s hard for me to explain,” Johann stammered.  Something about this situation didn’t quite feel right to Sasha.  Apprehension had won out over excitement, and he hurriedly finished dressing and smoothing out his messy hair before throwing open the door and rushing out.  He nearly plowed into Johann, who followed him silently down the hall toward the infirmary.  Sasha walked quickly, his mind rattling over possible problems.  Had she tried to get out of bed and further injured herself?  Was she paralyzed?  Blind?  Deaf?  Mute?  Maybe the crew had said something or improperly introduced themselves.  She was an Allaster pilot on a pirate ship, after all; that had to come as a shock.  He shook his head.  That didn’t add up.  She had recognized him.  She knew he was on the ship, and by that, should know or at least suspect she's in safe hands.  Why would she not trust the crew if he’s a part of it?


Sasha's shoes echoed audibly in the empty halls of the ship as he neared the infirmary.  He recycled whatever possible crises might come to mind, but continued to discount them.  She can trust the crew.  Her injuries were not that severe, it was mostly heavy blood loss.  If she had tried to move, Miki would have been right there.  Nothing should've been wrong, and yet everything about Johann's behavior, the odd urgency with which he was needed, the very weight of the air around him, made Sasha increasingly uneasy.  Maybe it was just sleep deprivation talking.  Or the headache.  Things always sounded a lot worse to Sasha when he was drowsy or hung over.  Yeah, maybe that was it and this was all just being magnified in his head.  This was going to be nothing.  Everything was going to be fine.


But as Sasha neared the doorway to the infirmary, that nagging feeling jumped right back into the forefront of his mind.  Adrik and Yuri were standing outside, the look on their faces stern and agitated.  Why would they be outside of her room?  Looking like that?  Sasha’s pace quickened.

“Sasha, wai—” Yuri tried to stop him, but he was practically running as he pushed his way past the two men and into the room.  He stopped and blinked, the light was much brighter in the infirmary than it was out in the hallway, and combined with his hangover to blur his vision.  As his eyes gradually adjusted, he saw that he was standing near the foot of Gabriella’s bed.  Glancing around, he took stock of the room.  Miki was at her desk, eyes cast with distress on the papers scattered loosely on top, fingers pressed against her forehead.  Crowding the far wall was a tangled, wired mess of medical monitoring equipment, screens and wires pointing toward the center of the room where Gabriella's bed was.  Looking to the other end of the room, he noted the empty bed in the darker corner of the room, and the chair with Gabriella's belongings heaped on it.  And then, slowly, he cast his eyes back to the foot of her bed, and from there looked up slowly.  He reached the sheets, and hesitated.  He didn't know why, but he hesitated.  Swallowing his fears and shaking his head, he looked further up.  Slowly, slowly upwards.

And he saw her.

She was awake, alright, just as Johann said.  And sitting up, too.  She had propped herself on a few spare pillows, and one of Miki’s shirts was draped carefully around her shoulders, covering her upper body.  The IVs in her arms loosely entangled her as she clutched at the edges of the shirt, and her deep red hair flowed off her shoulders and spread out on the pillows and sheets below her.  Her skin had a healthy color, and short of a couple bruises and the numerous bandages, appeared perfectly smooth and unhurt.  Physically, she looked okay, looked great, even, all things considered.  But something was off.

She was glaring at him.  Angrily.


“And you would be?” her voice came like a sudden dagger.  Cold and callous.  Sasha’s breath caught as he looked into her burning emerald eyes and heard the abrupt contempt in her voice.  Unconsciously, he took a step back, his lips twitching like he was fumbling for something to say.  He had not expected this.  Of everything he had thought might be wrong, this scenario never once crossed his mind.


“W-wait, what?” Sasha finally stammered, one corner of his mouth forming a nervous grin, “Come on, you know who I am.”


“Oh, sure I do,” she tilted her head to the side, sarcasm ringing thick in her raising voice, “You’re a murderous thief and a kidnapper.  How wonderful it is to meet you and all of your murderous, thieving friends!”


“Wh—” Sasha stuttered, “What are you talking about?  It’s me, you recognized me earlier.”


“And just why would I recognize a pirate?  With my line of work I don’t really have many wanted felons as friends.”  Her eyes narrowed on Sasha, piercing right through him.  With her fierce gaze alone, she was unraveling him.


“Gabriella, seriously, cut it out,” Sasha said, panic rising in his voice.  This didn’t make sense.  She saw him earlier, right?  She knew it was him, why was she doing this?


“Oh-ho, trying to make it personal, are we?  On a first-name basis already?” Gabriella folded her arms in front of her and stared evenly at Sasha, “You got my name from looking at my ID and now you’re trying to pretend we’re friends or something, I get it.  Let me guess, I’m your hostage or something and you’re trying to be all buddy-buddy about it in order to get a little extra information out of me, is that it?  Trying to confuse an injured and lightheaded girl in order to make her talk?”


“No! I—” Sasha drew a deep breath and glanced absently around the room.  All around him, others were watching the situation unfold.  Miki was sitting at her desk, still trying to keep a low profile, while Yuri, Adrik, and Johann lingered just outside.  They all seemed to be as bewildered as he was.  He didn’t get it, why were things going the way they were?


“Stop playing games, you know who I am,” Sasha said, his voice weakening, “You called my name earlier, remember?”


“No, I don’t remember,” Gabriella answered coldly, agitation beginning to well in her voice.  “I don’t even know who the fuck you are to begin with, and this whole damn act of pretending we know each other is getting old.  You and all of your little pirate buddies can try all you want, but you won’t get a single damn thing out of me.”


“But we don’t—!” Sasha tried to protest, but the mere narrowing of her eyes stopped him clean in his tracks.  She had broken him, utterly and flawlessly, in only a couple minutes.


“Drop the act and get out,” she said simply.  Unable to fight back anymore, Sasha wavered absently on his feet slowly turned toward the exit.  He could hardly comprehend what had just happened; it still didn’t make any sense.  She knew who he was the night before, dammit, so why didn’t she recognize him now!?  That question, combined with the unexpected ferocity Gabriella had shown him, proved a thorough shock to his system, and it was a small miracle that he could even function enough to take a few drifting steps toward the door.


“Hold up,” Gabriella’s voice sounded behind Sasha.  He stopped.


“Since you seem so hellbent on us knowing each other's names, and somehow I seem to have given you mine against my will, it’d only be polite if you told me yours,” her voice was still cold and resentful, with a bitter and antagonizing ring now added to it.  It wasn’t a genuine request; she simply wanted to rub more salt into the wound, knowing she had drawn blood.  Sasha lingered, barely able to consciously process what she had said.  Seemingly on reflex, without even turning to face her, the name spilled out in a low and monotone voice.


“Alexander.  My name is Alexander.”  It was true.  Though everyone called him 'Sasha,' it was merely a nickname.  His given birth name was Alexander.  Alexander Ivanovich Mazenov.  Why he didn't simply give her his common name at the time, he couldn't begin to figure out.  Perhaps his mind, as it worked on autopilot, was reacting to the fear of incurring more of her wrath by trying to further convince her of who he was.


“Ha!” Gabriella balked with a devious grin, “You see, you’re way off if you thought you could trick me into believing I somehow recognized you.  The only Alexander I know of died a long time ago!”


“I know,” Sasha said quietly before drifting aimlessly out of the room.  Gabriella’s triumphant smirk faded as he spoke, and she eyed him curiously as he drifted out of the room.  Yuri and the others made a path as Sasha wafted by, eyes clouded over and dull.


“Nutcase,” Gabriella muttered to herself uneasily, dismissing him.

--------


“They want the Ranger to do what?” Ahri gawked wide-eyed at Bale.  The two of them, along with Chris, had gathered in Chris's bunk once Bale had returned from the Caligula.  Bale hadn't even bothered to change out of his formal uniform yet, and was now leaning against the far wall of the room while Chris and Ahri sat together on his bed, dressed in more casual attire.  The two of them appeared stunned, while Bale wore a look of frustration and outrage.


“As I said.  They're throwing us to the wolves,” he said in a low, irritated voice, “They expect us to slip into the colony through that gash in the hull and flush out the Marzanna.”


“While they sit safely on the outside and bombard the ship as it slips through, right?  Even at the risk of trappin’ us inside?” Chris said, unable to believe it himself.  Bale nodded silently in response.


“F—fffuck!” Chris shouted, slamming his hand on the bed. “That's insane, man!”  Ahri leaned in and draped an arm around his shoulders, trying her best to comfort him.


“It's fucked up, I know!” Bale snapped, trying hard not to let his anger boil over, “Unfortunately, we can't do much about it.  They're calling the shots for this one.”


“So there's nothing we can do?  At all?” Ahri asked.


“Doesn't look like it,” Bale pushed himself off from the wall and walked over to the small viewport on the wall opposite the door.  “Their commander's a pompous ass who refuses to even read our reports except to find fault with us.  And their second's just...creepy.  Hard to tell what's going on in his head because he's always got this damn smile on him,” Bale shrugged.


“And what's Linder doin’ about all this?” Chris asked, thinly masking the apprehension in his voice.


“Holing himself up in his quarters at the moment,” Bale sighed.  “He's tried his damnedest to fight everything, but they've about broken him.  Right now he's got me filling in for him.  Like I can accomplish much against those bastards.”  Placing one hand on the wall next to the viewport, he massaged his temples with his other hand.  Chris slumped back, already feeling a fearful sense of defeat as Ahri rested her head on his shoulder.  All three went silent, in their own ways reflecting on what Sentinel's drastic orders meant for their own well-being.  It felt like some sick sense of betrayal.  The forces dispatched to back them up, the forces initially intended to perform this anti-piracy work in the first place, were now seemingly doing everything they could to cannibalize the Ranger and claim the glory of routing the pirates for themselves.  This was not how Sentinel, much less the Imperial naval forces at large, were supposed to work.  Yet over the past several years, such exploitation and manipulation had become commonplace, and now it was turning itself on the crew of the Ranger.  It was a complete betrayal in their eyes.


“What about...” Ahri trailed off, breaking everyone's silence before she stopped in mid-thought.  Slowly, Bale turned to face her, a fatigued, yet curious look on his face.


“Well,” Ahri hesitated, “you said that the second in command was hard to read, right?  But you never said he was actually in complete agreement with his commander.”


“What about it?” Bale groaned, unsure of where Ahri was going.  Chris looked at her oddly, as well.


“Have you tried maybe voicing our grievances with him?  He might appear threatening, but he’s probably more willing to listen.”  She paused, “And he might be able to sway his commander somehow.”


Immediately, Bale started to shake his head in protest, “I really don't think he'd listen.  He seems pretty dogmatic as a Sentinel officer.  As soon as we boarded, he was quick to jump on Linder for saying something 'treasonous.'”


“It's worth a shot, though,” Ahri argued.  “We don't have many other options, so we might as well try all the ones we do have, even if there's no way in hell they'll work.”


“Hey yeah,” Chris said, leaning forward, “If it's between a frickin' suicide mission and askin' that guy for help, why not at least try askin' him for help?”  The two looked up at Bale with insistent stares, practically begging him to go along with them.  Bale grimaced, but eventually gave way with a sigh and a slumping of his shoulders.


“Alright, alright,” he said, defeated, shaking his head, “there's a supply shuttle heading back to the Caligula about twenty minutes from now; I'll head out on that and try to approach that grinning bastard and see what he can do.”  He paused, “Don't expect anything, though.”  Looking up at Chris and Ahri, he saw faint, cautious smiles on their faces, the two of them simply content for now with the mere remote chance that their luck could turn around.

--------


The sound of footsteps echoed through the halls of the Marzanna, heavy and seemingly urgent.  Yuri's boots thrummed on the metal floor as he strode along, poking his head in through every door he came across.  The laundry room was empty, as was the bar.  A handful of resting crew saluted him as he passed by the mess hall, and the only people in their bunks were the night crew and Nina, all fast asleep.  The person he was looking for was nowhere to be found.  In his hand, he carried a small stack of papers, all rolled up and crumpled slightly from being carried around the ship.  He glanced at them idly as he patrolled the halls, mulling over what he was going to say if he ever found who he was looking for.


Just then, something out of the corner of his eye caught his attention.  Glancing up, Yuri saw Johann strolling down the hall towards him.  Perfect.  Just the break he needed.


“Johann!” Yuri called out, striding over to him.


“Sir?” Johann stopped and looked at Yuri quizzically, not quite sure what to make of his urgency or the papers he carried.


“Have you seen Sasha anywhere?  I can't seem to find him.”


“Why?  What's up?”


Yuri shook his head, “The damned kid, I need to yell at him about something.  So've you seen him?”


“Uh, yeah,” Johann pointed back down the hall in the direction he had come from, “last I saw he was in the briefing room looking over something about an hour ago.  Seemed kinda out of it.”


“I figured as much,” Yuri frowned, “so you think he's still there?”


Johann shrugged, “Worth a shot.”


“Thanks,” Yuri waved Johann off and made his way toward the ship's briefing room.  It was true, Sasha had been acting strange all day.  While servicing his Gargoyle, he had nearly shorted out its computer systems, and while taking inventory of the ship's supplies, he had missed entire containers, causing mass confusion among the crew.  Naturally, Yuri was frustrated; for Sasha to make these sort of mistakes was inexcusable.  But more than that, for someone as reliable and responsible as Sasha to continuously screw up this badly was outright alarming.  Of course Sasha would space out from time to time, and he'd occasionally make a minor miscalculation or two if something was troubling him, that sort of mild absent-mindedness Yuri had long since gotten used to.  But this sort of behavior was unheard of.  Or at least it had been for a long time now.  And the more he thought about it, the more certain Yuri was as to the cause of Sasha's troubles.


Stopping in front of the door to the briefing room, Yuri found it open and hanging slightly ajar.  Looking in, he noticed Sasha sitting at the table, precisely as Johann had said.  He was on the far end, dutifully studying what seemed to be the technical specs for the Gundam and the Griffin.  Or at least he appeared to be studying, though his expression led Yuri to suspect otherwise.  His face was completely blank, his eyes tired and glazed over.  A bad sign, to be sure; Sasha never looked that way when he was well.  Taking a second to unfurl the papers in his hand, Yuri pushed open the door and proceeded inside.


“Sasha?” Yuri said, trying to get his attention.  Sasha barely responded, only raising his head slightly.


“Everything alright?” Yuri asked, approaching Sasha's seat.


“Yeah,” Sasha answered quietly, absently flipping through pages.


“You sure?” Yuri said, his voice stern, “because these suggest otherwise.”  Several half-curled pages hit the table in front of Sasha as Yuri dropped the report he'd been carrying, the pages spreading out over top of what Sasha had been looking over the moment before.  They were damage assessments made of the Marzanna which Sasha had been assigned to fill out earlier.  Predictably enough, they were riddled with mistakes and missing data.  Looking over his own handiwork, Sasha only now recognized his poor work.


“S-sorry, I...” Sasha trailed off.  Yuri folded his arms and stared at him.


“This isn't the first time, either.  You've been doing this all day.  Chesna's worried, and it's been causing trouble for everyone else.  What's wrong?”


“It's nothing,” Sasha shook his head, “I'm just...tired is all.”


“Sasha,” Yuri narrowed his eyes, “do you really think I'm going to buy that?  We've been living on this ship for twelve years now and your sister and I were the ones who raised you during that time; I know when something's up.  So does she, and we can tell your not 'just tired.'”  Pulling up a chair, Yuri took a seat next to Sasha, facing him, “Now why don't you tell me what it is.”


“It's nothing, really,” Sasha insisted, “I'm just having an off day is all, I'm fi—”


“It's the girl, isn't it?” Yuri interrupted Sasha mid-sentence, glaring intently at him.  The haze in Sasha's eyes lifted slightly, and he turned in his seat to face Yuri, staring straight back at him with a sudden apprehension.  Bingo, exactly as Yuri had guessed.


“I thought so,” Yuri said, leaning back in his chair, “You're distracted because your first reunion in more than a decade didn’t go all sunshine and roses.  Because she leap into your arms in some tender moment, it's thrown you off, and now you're trying to make excuses to cover up for her before Chesna and I decide to drop her off somewhere and leave her.”


“But—!” Sasha began to protest, but was cut short by gesture from Yuri to stop.


“Sasha, I know what you’re going to say.  You think she recognized you back there in the hangar just because she called your name.  I was there; I saw the whole thing.  Unfortunately, it’s not quite that simple.”  Yuri paused and produced a cigarette from an inside shirt pocket and lit it.

“You don't want to hear this Sasha,” he continued, exhaling cigarette smoke as he spoke, “but I don't think she realized it was actually you.”

“But—” again, Sasha was silenced.

“Sasha, when people lose that much blood, they get lightheaded, and sometimes even hallucinate.  She probably took one look at you standing there, and in her own little world saw the eight-year old boy she used to know smiling down at her.  It's only a coincidence that the real thing was standing in front of her.”  Yuri watched as Sasha slumped into his chair, head hanging, eyes again blank.

Yuri sighed, “I'm sorry, I know it's not easy to hear, but it's necessary.  You can't just expect her to wake up and take one look at you and then miraculously have things go back to the way they were when you were kids.  It’s been twelve years, honestly neither of you should’ve survived, and for whatever reason she’s allowed herself to become indoctrinated as an Imperial pilot.  You can’t realistically expect her to be the Gabriella Valentine you used to know.  And what’s more important, you can't allow it to affect you like this,” Yuri gestured to the faulty reports on the desk for emphasis.

“Nobody on this ship, least of all your sister and me, wants to see you self-destruct over some girl who realistically shouldn’t have even shown up like this in the first place.”


There was a pause.  An uncomfortable sort of pause, as Sasha remained limp in his chair, head bowed, as Yuri reclined slowly in his own chair and waited nervously for Sasha’s reply.  He hated doing this sort of thing to Sasha, but for his own good, it absolutely had to be done.  It had taken twelve years’ worth of effort to even fix Sasha the first time—which in itself wasn’t even a complete success—and Yuri was going to be damned if the walking ghost in the infirmary was going to negate all of it.


“So,” Sasha finally spoke up, raising his head slightly to make eye contact with Yuri, “what are you going to do with her now?”  His voice was low and quivering; the strain of first being rejected by Gabriella, and now having to be lectured like this by Yuri, was clearly more of a stressor on him than he could take.  Yuri simply shook his head and took another drag from his cigarette.


“I honestly have no idea.  She can’t stay here now, that’s for sure.  About all we probably can do is either give her some money and drop her off at one of the more well-to-do colonies or,” he paused, “or I guess return her to the military.”


“We can’t do that!” Sasha protested suddenly, leaning forward slightly in his seat.  The haze in his eyes was gone, and his mind was suddenly wide awake. 


“Well it’s not like we have a whole lot of options!” Yuri said, raising his voice against Sasha’s, ”The whole reason for keeping her around was because of her connection to you, and obviously that hasn’t lasted.  So what do you suggest, that we just execute her as a normal Allaster soldier?”


“No!” Sasha shouted, “Let me—!” he stopped suddenly, taking a deep breath and trying to regain his composure before be continued.  Yuri folded his arms and waited patiently for a response.


“Let me speak to her one more time, okay?” he said finally.


“And what would that accomplish?” Yuri asked skeptically.


“Look, she remembers who I am.  She can recall ‘an Alexander’ from her childhood, so at least what happened in the hangar wasn’t some suppressed or blocked memory.  She remembers me, she simply doesn’t know I’m still alive now.  I think there’s still a chance that I can get through to her if she’d just hear me out.”


“Sasha,” Yuri began to say, warily.


“Just give me one more chance,” Sasha pleaded, “Please.  I mean, it’s not like you or Chesna have any solid ideas what to do with her yet anyway, so what’s the harm?”


“The harm,” Yuri said, exhaling smoke, “is in your mental health further deteriorating if she runs you right out of the room again.  And that’s not something I’m willing to risk.”


“Yuri, I don’t think I could get any worse than I am now,” Sasha said, glancing briefly at the reports on the table, “If anything, being able to speak to her again and possibly even convincing her it’s me might actually help out.”


“You realize the chances of it working are slim, right?”


“But there’s still a chance,” Sasha was quick to correct him, “Please, just one more shot.”  He watched as Yuri sighed and shifted uneasily in his chair, mulling over the idea.


“Alright,” Yuri finally said, “one more chance.  But that’s it.  If you can’t convince her, then we leave her at the next safe port we come to.  Deal?”


“Deal,” Sasha nodded, a slight hint of a smile playing on his face, “Thanks, Yuri.”


“Yeah, yeah,” Yuri smirked slightly, rising from his seat and collecting the scattered damage report from the desk.


“I’ve gotta go see about correcting these reports.  By the way, just why are you in here, anyway?”


“Research,” Sasha lifted up the report he’d been reading to show it to Yuri, “I figured I’d get a better sense of those new suits while I was on break.”


“Couldn’t you have done that in your quarters?”


“Probably, but,” Sasha shrugged, “I dunno.  I guess I was more out of it that I thought.”


“Sasha,” Yuri said with concern.

“I’m fine now,” Sasha continued to insist.  Suddenly, from across the room, there was a knock on the door, and both Yuri and Sasha looked up just in time to see Chesna standing in the doorway, a look of deep concern on her face.


“Yuri, Sasha, there’s something on the bridge you need to see.”

--------


The Caligula’s hangar was abuzz with activity.  All around, maintenance crews were checking and double checking the ship’s complement of Griffins in preparation for the coming mission.  Some units were already being taxied to the catapult to prepare for launch, while small maintenance vehicles crisscrossed the floor bringing weapons and ammunition to each of the nine suits being prepped for combat.  On the surface, it looked like complete chaos, but there was a hidden sense of order to the commotion that Bale not only managed to pick up on, but was nearly captivated by.  As he crossed the floor of the hangar, he couldn’t help but be impressed with the discipline of the Caligula’s crew, in spite of his mounting hatred of Sentinel as a whole.  Still, he was not here to sightsee, and it wasn’t long before Bale had torn himself away from his momentary admiration and resumed his hunt for the strange, grinning officer.  He had to find the man and attempt to talk some sense into him soon, sooner than he’d realized, in fact.

As it turned out, the scheduled start time of the mission had been bumped up, naturally under Commander Grayer’s orders and without properly informing the Ranger.  What had originally been three hours until the mission commenced was now only one, and Bale was now hard pressed to track down Lieutenant Qin and somehow convince him to convince Grayer to alter the Ranger’s role in the mission.  He still doubted he would receive any help from Qin, but at the very least, he had to try for Chris and Ahri’s sake.  And Gabriella’s.  Despite the stress of having to put up with Sentinel’s unreasonable commands, it never once left Bale’s mind that Gabriella might still be alive, and that he might still somehow be able to get her back from the Marzanna.  But in order to do so, he needed a ship to return to, and in order to have a ship to return to, he had to somehow prevent it from being sent on its certain suicide mission.


Nearing the back of the hangar, Bale finally caught sight of the curious lieutenant.  He was standing in front of a tenth mobile suit that had so far gone untouched by the bustling maintenance crew.  It was the unrecognizable unit Bale had noticed the first time he boarded the Caligula, the tarp still on it obscuring its features.  Only its feet, hoof-like and dull grey with blackish-green soles, could be seen sticking out from the bottom of the heavy beige cloth.  At its feet, Mickhan seemed to be staring very intently at the unit with an odd expression.  His eyes still squinted, nearly closed, in their curious grinning expression, but the corners of his mouth were downturned, and his eyebrows pursed together as if he were deep in thought.  It was a strange look, albeit not nearly as creepy as his smile, and in its own odd way it gave Bale a sense of relief.  The lieutenant was human after all, so he might yet be reasoned with.  Stopping a second to collect himself, Bale took a deep breath and stepped forward to greet the man.


“Lieutenant Qin!” Bale called over the noise of the hangar, saluting Mickhan as he approached.


“Hm?  Ah!  The Ranger's representative!” Mickhan started, shaken from his peculiar haze.  Turning to face Bale, he nodded his head in a gesture of greeting and motioned for Bale to be at ease.  “What can I help you with?  Are preparations for the mission going well on your end?”


“Ehr,” Bale stuttered.  For the gleefully menacing creature he appeared to be when greeting Linder and himself the first time, Mickhan seemed unusually hospitable now.  His expression while staring at the mobile suit had relieved Bale somewhat, but he never expected Mickhan to be quite so...friendly.  And his voice was deeper, too, much warmer than the high, cold hiss he had greeted them with earlier.  Needless to say, it had caught Bale rather off guard.


“Hm?” Mickhan tilted his head in confusion.  With his squinted eyes and raised eyebrows, he looked almost comical.


“Oh!  Sorry, sir,” Bale bowed his head slightly in embarrassment.  “Well, unfortunately, it's the mission I came to speak with you about.”


“What about it?” Mickhan asked, his head still tilted.  The aloofness he displayed continued to completely baffle Bale.


“W-well, the crew of the Ranger are unsatisfied with their role in it.  They see Commander Grayer's orders as throwing them to the wolves, so to speak.  Especially since we've been given so little input in organizing the mission and have essentially been given unreasonable orders.”


“And?” Mickhan's head lolled to the other side and his eyebrows arched.


“Sir?”


“Being issued orders without much say in them is part of the nature military life.  Surely you're aware of that.”


“I am, sir, but these orders are suicide,” Bale said insistently.


“No they're not,” again, Mickhan's brows pursed into a confused expression.


“With all due respect sir, sending us into a pitch black colony after a vicious gang of pirates, all in order to flush them out so that the Caligula's forces and pick them apart from outside at their leisure is most certainly suicide!”


“Hm,” Mickhan's head rocked back, his squinted eyes staring at the ceiling, seemingly in idle thought, “no it's not.”


“Sir!” Bale's fists clenched and his frustration boiled over.  Where he had earlier feared the idea of the sinister, grinning monster, he now almost preferred facing down that Mickhan to this aloof, addle-minded idiot.


“Well, it's not.  If you're a capable force,” Mickhan shrugged, angling his head down again to face Bale.


“So you're just going to give me the same line your commander gave Linder?” Bale eyed him sharply.


“Ehm, not necessarily,” Mickhan leered at Bale.  It wasn't his sinister grin, but rather it was an almost dopey look of condescension, “The Devil lookalike was rather straightforward in telling you that you were incompetent.  I'm merely saying that only incompetent people have anything to fear from difficult missions.”  With that, Mickhan sauntered over to Bale and dropped a heavy hand on his shoulder, bowing his head so that Bale couldn't see his face.


“Y'see, here, the one calling you incompetent, is you,” Mickhan glanced up and there it was.  His frightening, menacing grin, complete with a ring of his cold and sinister tone of voice.  And it was all only inches from Bale's face.  A cold chill ran up his spine just looking at it.


“S-sir,” Bale stuttered, a slight fear ringing in his voice.


“If you're afraid of facing the enemy,” Mickhan hissed, “then you should do something to correct yourself as opposed to begging outside elements to change the world to fit your view.  That, or you should desert.”


“I can't do that, sir!” Bale blurted out, swallowing his fear as best he could.  Mickhan's head drooped in a brief, almost comical expression before raising up and regaining its menacing composure.  A thought had suddenly occurred to him.


“Is it the woman, perhaps?”


“Wha—!?” Bale recoiled.  It was not only random, but spot-on.  How on earth did he know about—?


“Y'see, unlike Captain Goatee, I actually do read reports when they come across my desk, and even when they don't,” Mickhan stepped back a bit and his menacing grin was replaced by a condescending look, like a professor reciting his lecture notes to a class, “you lost three pilots to the Marzanna.  One of them was a Lieutenant Gabriella Valentine, age nineteen, stationed on the Ranger, oh, about three or four years ago, the same time as yourself.  She was originally a member of your team, until her own piloting skills began to shine and she was made leader of her own team, which consisted of an Ensign Christopher Emmerich, Ensign Ahri Mujad, and Ensign Garrison Denim.  According to regular reports from a Commander Wilson Iverson, you two worked well together.  Very well, in fact.  And unfortunately, on her most recent patrol, her mobile suit—a new-model Griffin—was damaged and taken, along with herself, aboard the Marzanna to an unknown fate.”


Mickhan took a deep breath and exhaled having concluded his recitation, and a sleazy-looking smirk drew across his face, “An unbelievably young little snatch to be in the military, with an absolutely dynamite body by all accounts.  And as her close, male friend, I imagine you're quite bent on either avenging her or pulling some tough-guy hero act and taking her back from those dastardly, perverted pirates.  Am I right?”


“You son of a bitch!” Bale spat, taking a gruff step towards the lecherous Sentinel officer.  As with Linder, the idle resting of Mickhan's hand on his sidearm was enough to stifle Bale's temper, albeit just barely.


“I'll take that as a 'yes,' then.  I always knew I had a knack for these sort of things,” Mickhan snickered as he watched Bale seethe helplessly where he stood.


“Ah well, I guess if you're wanting to play hero and rescue the fair maiden in distress, I don't suppose you want our help in improving the Ranger's condition after all,” Mickhan teased.


“What are you getting at?” Bale growled.


“Well, short of sniffing out the enemy and catching them when they emerge, the only really effective strategy we have is firebombing the entire colony.  Unfortunately for your little girlfriend, if she is alive, she would not be after that, and neither would anyone else aboard that ship.  Of course, it would also require more reinforcements, and who knows what sort of tricks the pirates might invent to escape while we're waiting for more grumpy, uncooperative Sentinel soldiers to get here?”  Mickhan grinned as he watched Bale continue to stew in his anger.  The younger pilot could barely keep himself under control, and it took all of his self control to keep from rushing the sneering bastard in front of him at any instant.


“SO~O,” Mickhan suddenly sang, spinning around to put his back to Bale and reverting to his dopey, pursed-eyebrows expression, “unless you have some patented, Mazenovesque strategy for routing the enemy with absolutely no risk to us, no risk to you, and that avoids the complete disintegration of the Marzanna and ensures the opportunity to safely retrieve an MIA that might already be KIA, I suggest you run along and prepare your own forces.  You're only hurting their chances of survival by fighting with little old me.”  Keeping an ear out for the dismissed Bale, Mickhan heard no response.  However, he also heard no footsteps, and turning his head just slightly, he caught sight of the young officer still standing in the exact same spot he'd been left in.  Except his eyes weren't fixed on Mickhan.  They were fixed on the tarped mobile suit.


“What is that?” Bale asked flatly.


“A mobile suit, obviously,” Mickhan replied, again turning his back on Bale.


“Yours?”


“Nah.  Belongs to Cap'n Andy.  Some new model, I think.”


“I see,” Bale glared momentarily at the man before taking one more glance at the suit.  Specifically, he glanced at the suit's feet, the only parts of it that were exposed.  They seemed familiar to him.  After lingering for a moment, he turned slowly and walked off, back towards the awaiting shuttle, and well away from the altogether eerie and frustrating Mickhan Qin, not even offering him the privilege of a salute.

--------


Yuri grimaced as he stared at the screen.  Brushing a few stray grey hairs from his face, he leaned in to get a better look, the screen painting him a luminous green in the dimly lit room.  This was definitely bad.  On the bridge, everyone around him seemed to echo his unnerved vibe, as they had all seen it as well.


“It's definitely a second ship.  Another Perseus, at that.  Must've come while we were resting,” he said at length, standing up straight and turning to face Chesna and Sasha.  They had been standing behind him, awaiting his verdict on the second oblong blip that had appeared on the Marzanna's radar.


“And what's worse, the ID signature shows it to be a Sentinel ship.  We're in trouble.”


“So what are we going to do about it?” Sasha asked idly.  The appearance of the second ship and his prior argument with Yuri had been enough to at least render him functional for the time being, though Yuri still did not entirely trust that his frame of mind was really where it should've been.


“Unfortunately, we're too short on supplies to possibly challenge two enemies at once,” Chesna mused, “Well, challenge them and survive, anyway.  Yuri, I believe you informed me that our Gargoyles only have about a clip's worth of ammunition apiece?”


“Yeah, we have some bazooka rounds to spare, seeing as we only really have two pilots that use them, but rifle ammunition's about run dry.”


“<Dammit,>” Chesna muttered, “so combat is definitely out.  Especially with one of our enemies being Sentinel.  Our first forward turret is out of commission, as well.  We may as well be defenseless, seeing as that first Perseus must have also been resupplied.”


“We could always try slipping out the back door,” Yuri shrugged, “We do have the faster ship.”


“You're assuming we have a back door,” Chesna tilted her head and glanced at Yuri as she strode past him towards the front of the bridge.  Floodlights on the outside illuminated the area in front of the main window, showing a fog of crystallized water and debris before quickly dropping off into the darkness of the colony at large.  Chesna squinted as she gazed outside.


“I sent Adrik out an hour ago to scout out possible escape routes.  Unfortunately, this colony seems to be about airtight.  The gash in the hull will obviously be watched by our enemies; they may even try to come in after us using that entrance.  Beyond that, there's a service dock for performing maintenance on the colony's solar panels, but it would require a bit more blasting to make passable than we can manage presently.  And it opens up right in front of our enemies.”


She turned to face Yuri and Sasha, her face grim, “They have us completely trapped.”  Yuri cursed under his breath, as Sasha bowed his head in thought.  All three went silent, in part reaching for any possible solution they could think of to remedy their situation, and in part reflecting on the apparent hopelessness of it all.  They were good; they could get themselves out of any number of predicaments a normal crew would be completely lost in.  But jumping in front of two larger, fully-armed enemy vessels headed up by the very topmost branch of military, with barely so much as a stick to beat them off with, was something even they didn’t feel they were capable of.  But then, even with the odds stacked against them as they were, not a one of them was willing to admit defeat.


“Is Adrik,” Sasha began, stopping himself and glancing between Chesna and Yuri to be sure they were both listening, “is he still outside?”


“Of course,” Chesna answered, walking back over to him, “he was dispatched to comb the colony’s interior for possible exits.  With this colony as big as it is, there’s no way he could check over the entire thing and get back so quickly.”


“Okay, good,” Sasha nodded to himself and glanced down, placing his hand on his chin.


“What are you getting at?” Yuri asked, eyeing Sasha warily.


“Have him keep an eye out for weapons, chemicals, anything large and incendiary,” Sasha said suddenly, looking up at his sister.  Chesna stared at her brother, slightly confused by his request.


“Sasha,” Yuri stepped forward, a stiff tone to his voice as he already suspected this to be just another symptom of Sasha's currently uneven mindset, “this is a civilian colony, what makes you think there’d be any sort of explosives here?”


“Simple,” Sasha answered, pointing in the general direction of the colony’s gaping rift, “at some point there was a battle nearby, or some kind of accident, or something with enough force to rip that kind of a hole in the side of the colony.  With the way these things were constructed, even a civilian chemical tanker would be hard pressed to leave that kind of mark—“


“So it had to be something weapons-grade,” Yuri snapped his fingers and placed his hand on Sasha’s shoulder, skepticism turning to smiles, “Sasha, good thinking!  Whatever shredded the outer hull might have some traces still lingering somewhere.  Chesna, get Addy.”


“Right,” Chesna nodded, turning away and grabbing a small handset from one of the bridge consoles, “Adrik, are you there?”


There was a brief delay, followed by a static hiss, and then voice, “Been here for a few minutes.  Damn kid's still got a sharp mind even when he's having girl troubles it seems.”


“You were listening in?” Chesna said, a slight annoyance in her voice.  Sasha also appeared visibly annoyed at Adrik's 'girl trouble comment.'


“Not much else to do out here.”


“And what did you mean by 'a sharp mind?'”


“Well, right as he brought it up, I just so happened to make an...interesting discovery.  I was about to radio it in when you called me instead.”


“What did you find?” Yuri asked, raising Chesna's hand to allow himself to speak into the handset.  With an air of triumph, Adrik proceeded to recount everything, from how he made his discovery, to the exact contents, to the condition they were in.  As his inner braggart came out to play, Yuri, Chesna, and Sasha listened in from the bridge, and a wide, beaming grin slowly formed on Yuri's face, curling up in the corners of his mouth rather deviously.  Standing next to him, Chesna was not oblivious to his curious expression.


“<Just what is going through your mind?>” she whispered, a crooked eye trained on him.  Yuri's grin warmed in appearance, and his arm draped loosely around her shoulders, eliciting an annoyed sigh and nervous smile from her.


“<Our escape,>” he whispered simply, “<that's what.>”  Turning back to the handset, which now rested in his hand, he cut off Adrik's shining egotism with a sudden commanding tone.


“Addy, Addy, that's enough.  Stay where you are; I'm sending Sasha, Nina, and Johann out to meet you.  When they get there, I want you to follow my instructions very carefully.  Copy?”


“I copy.  So whatcha got in mind, boss?”


“You'll see,” Yuri said, lowering the handset and turning to Sasha, “Sasha, go wake Nina and fetch Johann.  You've got work to do.”


“Okay.”  Nodding, Sasha turned and headed for the exit.


“Oh, and Sasha!” Yuri called suddenly, stopping Sasha as he pulled the door open.  He turned and looked back and Yuri curiously.


“Good call there,” Yuri said proudly, adding with a smirk, “<maybe having a woman around will actually be good for your focus, eh?>”  With a huff, Sasha turned and left, shutting the door behind him.  Yuri shook his head, still smirking, before turning his attention back to Adrik.

--------


Sasha drew a slow, deep breath and exhaled heavily, his back to the wall, fingers drumming idly on the cold, metal surface behind him.  He was all alone in the long, dingy corridor, eyes cast blankly to the floor as he recited something, several somethings, over and over in his head.  Just down the hall, in the corner where two corridors met, was the ship’s infirmary, the door slightly ajar with light from inside outlining its shape and casting a long shadow down to Sasha’s feet.  He was practicing what he would say.  As the preparations for the Marzanna’s escape were winding down, Yuri had pulled Sasha aside and suggested that he see Gabriella and attempt to speak to her once more before their mission actually commenced.  He had wanted to make sure Sasha was free of distractions before he launched, and more than anything wanted this in particular out of Sasha's system.

And so here Sasha was, hesitant to enter, and attempting to go over every possible response Gabriella might throw at him before he did.  He didn’t want to be caught off guard like last time.  It would be simple and direct; he would let her know who he was, no evasion, no idle chatter, and no openings for her to tear into him as she had done before.  Or at least he hoped that’s how it would happen, and it was for that reason that he was quietly reciting what he would say before he went in.  Short of his drumming fingers and the occasional stray word his lips would mouth between breaths, he was perfectly still, and he was perfectly silent.


Finally, the drumming stopped.  Resting his hands against the wall, and nodding once to himself that he was ready, Sasha pushed off slowly and turned to face the door.  He drew one more deep breath and trained his eyes solidly on the light-rimmed object ahead of him before taking the first few, unsteady steps toward it.  He approached slowly, his heart pounding and his mind cycling rapidly through any sort of doubt, reassurance, and scattered bit of planned dialog it could find.  The wounds from their earlier encounter were still fresh, and Sasha dreaded having to encounter them a second time.  Still, he knew that somehow he had to make it work.  He had to make Gabriella realize who he was, because otherwise there was no way he could guarantee her future.  Reaching the door, he stopped.  He stood there, suddenly very heavy, almost paralyzed.  Swallowing hard, he lifted up one heavy hand, placed it on the door, and slowly pushed it open.


Sasha squinted.  Again, the light from the infirmary flashed in his eyes, much more brightly than the dimly-lit corridors he was more familiar with.  His eyes adjusted quickly, and he glanced around the room as he took two more difficult steps over the threshold and inside.  Miki was absent, but her desk had been rearranged, and a new tray with medical supplies and a half-eaten plate of food was resting nearby, indicating she had been there earlier.  A second tray with some discarded bandages and a glass of water was resting nearer to the beds, and many of the monitoring devices that had once cluttered the area were now gone, stored away to conserve space.  All that was left now was the bed they had crowded around, and in it...


“Well now, if it isn’t my new best friend, Alexander,” Gabriella quipped, the sarcasm still thick in her voice.  Sasha glanced up at her, noting a marked change from her previous appearance.  Many of the wires that had crossed her body earlier were gone, their puncture marks bandaged, and she now wore a white, button-up blouse of Miki’s as opposed to having it crudely draped over her shoulders.  But most of all, Sasha was taken by her face.  It had more color to it now, and she appeared more beautiful than before.  Her expression, however, was still disheartening for him to see.  She wore a scathingly fake grin, with her narrowed eyes portraying all the hate and enmity they could muster.  She despised her surroundings, and seemingly most of all, she despised him.


“Well?” she tilted her head to the side, her false grin fading into an impatient scowl, “To what do I owe this honor, Alexander?”


Sasha gulped, and stammered “Wh-we—,” he stuttered, already faltering.  Her cutting glare was still more than enough to dismantle any defense he could mount, and now he couldn’t remember a thing of what he was going to say.  It was all still too much; she was supposed to be his best friend, the person he'd spent most of his free time with, and now seeing her staring at him with nothing but contempt and only speaking in barbed insults was more than he could handle.  He cut his stuttering short and shut his eyes, bowing his head and raising his hand in a gesture of pause.  He drew a breath and tried to collect himself.


“We’re—” he began again with a sharp exhale, “we’re about to enter combat.  Things might get pretty rough.  Once this ship gets moving, you might want to find something to brace yourself on.”  He opened his eyes again and turned to face her.  It wasn’t what he wanted to say, but it was something he could at least open with to clear the air a bit.


“Oh, is that all?” Gabriella said dismissively.  Her fierce, stabbing glare softened into a look of almost disappointment.  She had been expecting something more more akin to their earlier confrontation, and now felt as though all of her vicious display had been wasted.


“Yeah, well…” Sasha trailed off, his eyes glancing downward, his body turning away slightly.  He had gotten past her stormy reception, now was the time to move in.  Now was his chance, but as he tried to form the right words again, doubt clouded his mind.  If she’s still this cold, will she listen?  Will she believe him?  He could see out of the corner of his eye that she was still staring at him, more cautiously now than before, but still staring with unkind eyes.  Will she even listen to him?  Listen to reason at all?  Had he made a mistake?  Sasha clenched his eyes shut again, the pressure welling up around him becoming too much to bear.  He was suffocating under it.   He couldn’t take it much more, and he now realized that if he didn’t talk to her, didn’t tell her the truth right now he was going to completely fall to pieces.


“Look!” he said suddenly, looking up and facing Gabriella.  The sudden outburst caught her by surprise, as did the sudden keen look in Sasha’s eyes.


“You said you knew an Alexander as a child, yes?” Sasha spoke, sternly and clearly.  His forehead was starting to break out in sweat; it was hard to maintain this sort of even composure right now.


Gabriella’s expression turned dark.  Very dark, and her eyes were now burning right into Sasha’s, “I told you, didn’t I?  He died when I was young, in the war.”


“Wh—” Sasha stuttered.  Even with renewed strength, that gaze still hobbled him.  Still, he couldn’t let himself be defeated.

“What if—” he started again.  Shaking his head, he concentrated, eyes closed, letting one word at a time register in his mind, “Did you ever stop to think he might still be alive?”


At that very second, he felt the wind of something flying by his ear.


The shattering of glass was the very next thing that registered in his brain.  Wet fragments hit the back wall and scattered back on him, one piece cutting his cheek as he instinctively ducked, water splashing everywhere.  It was too quick for him to have actually seen it happen.  But with her right arm folded across her chest, and a look of ferocity on her face the likes of which Sasha had never seen before, it was clear to him what had just happened.  In one swift move, Gabriella had taken the glass from the tray next to her, and she had hurled it at him.


“How dare you!?” Gabriella hissed.  Sasha slowly rose to his feet, hand pressed on the fresh cut across his cheek.


“Well, I—”


“Don’t even fucking start!” she snapped.  A silence filled the room briefly, before she began again, voice low and cracking.  “You kidnap me and drag me onto this ship against my will, you pretend to know me and attempt to play with my head like I’m some kind of idiot, you don’t even tell me what you plan to actually do with me, and now you just brazenly make light of the death of someone I cared about very, very much.  Just where in the FUCK do you get off, you sick, goddamned monster!?”


Sasha could barely even speak.  As he watched her, he could see Gabriella’s face grow redder.  Tears even began to form in the corners of her eyes.  Despite all of the hostility, all of the yelling and sarcasm, and whatever circumstances had led her to become an Imperial soldier, it struck Sasha at that very moment that the two of them still shared something very deep.  That in all their years apart, both he and she had in fact missed each other immensely, and that it was a mutual wound for each of them.  And all of his hesitance to face her and tell her the truth was only hurting her more.  It had to end.


Now.


“You wanna know where I ‘get off?’” Sasha said, a sudden power back in his voice as he straightened himself up and stared right back at Gabriella, taking a step towards the foot of her bed.  She simply glared at him.


“You wanna know why I'm so willing to ‘mock’ your friend’s death?  It’s because he’s not dead.  He’s alive, he’s been alive this entire time, and I can say that with all certainty because it’s me!”  Sasha stepped back, watching her as his words sunk in.  Gabriella’s eyes went wide, tears that had welled up on her lower eyelid spilling out onto her cheeks as she sunk back into the pillows propped up behind her.


“Gabriella, it’s me.  It’s Sasha.  Little Sasha Mazenov from Vladivostok,” Sasha’s voice trembled as it softened and wavered.  He had gotten through to her.  He was sure of it; he had finally managed to get through to her and make her realize who he was.  They gazed at one another in silence after that.  It wasn’t very long, but it felt like an eternity.  Gabriella was speechless, and Sasha was smiling.


“You—” Gabriella stammered, leaning forward slowly, “you—you heartless, disgusting, bastard!” Sasha’s heart sank as Gabriella’s face contorted back into its fierce, wounded expression of rage.  He barely had time to duck before one of the boots from the pile of clothes next to Gabriella’s bed came sailing at him, smacking the door with a resounding thud.


“You manipulative fuck!” Gabriella shrieked, “did you really fucking think you could try that fake friend act again, just because you happened to know Sasha’s name!?”


“Gabriella, I swear to you it’s me!” Sasha shouted, ducking again as the second boot clipped his shoulder.


“SHUT UP!” Gabriella wailed, more tears welling up and running down her cheeks. “You have no goddamn idea, do you?  Do you!?”  As she carried on, Gabriella forgot the severity of her injuries.  Rising up from the bed to start after Sasha, she attempted to lift herself with her left arm and promptly collapsed back with a yelp, clutching at her shoulder with her right hand.  Quickly, Sasha got back to his feet and began to approach her to help, but was cut short once more by Gabriella’s hateful eyes.


“There’s no way that lie could work, you sick son of a bitch.  Sasha’s dead.  I know it because I saw him die right in front of me!”  Sasha stumbled in his tracks and froze where he stood.  'Saw him die?'  How was that even possible?  Admittedly, his own memories of what had happened were a bit spotty to say the least, but there’s no way she could have seen—


“Perhaps you should not always believe what you think you see.”


Another voice sounded behind Sasha, followed by a hand resting gently on his shoulder.  Turning, Sasha caught sight of his sister standing beside him, keenly eying Gabriella.


“Chesna,” Sasha said absently.  Even Gabriella gave pause to the name.  Obviously, she remembered Chesna, just as she remembered Sasha.  The Mazenov siblings were all very close, and to know one was to know all of them at least on some level.  But she had to be dead, too.  They all were.  Something about this felt surreal.  Who were these imposters?  This tall, beautiful woman with deep forest green hair, and the thin young man with eyes that looked like death warmed over, who were they?  As she watched, the woman calling herself Chesna turned to the man addressing himself with Sasha’s name.


“<Yuri wants you in your suit.  We’re beginning,>” Chesna said, patting Sasha’s shoulder as she spoke.


“<But what about—?>”


“<I’ll take care of things here.  Now go,>” her voice came, sternly, but reassuringly.  Lingering briefly, Sasha reluctantly departed from the infirmary, leaving Chesna alone with Gabriella.  The older women then turned her sights back to the bedridden pilot.


“He called you ‘Chesna,’” Gabriella said, an angry confusion in her voice, “But that—”


“I told you,” Chesna interrupted her gruffly, “Try believing more than just your eyes every once in a while.  Or, if you’d rather live by sight alone, try looking with more than just eyes clouded by assumption.”  With a smooth, simple motion, Chesna’s other hand emerged from within her coat, flinging a small, heavy object roughly into Gabriella's lap.  Startled, Gabriella warily looked down to see what the object was, and promptly gasped.  It was a picture frame, gold-plated, and thick, roughly eight inches wide and six inches tall.  Behind its glass cover was a photograph of two small children, a green-haired boy and a redheaded girl, both of them roughly about seven years old.  The photo was clean, undamaged, and looked as if it had just been taken yesterday.  Gabriella instantly recognized it, and immediately the ferocity in her body was drained away.


“Only two copies of that photograph were ever developed,” Chesna smirked, “I should know.  I was with my sister Tatiana when she took it.  Surely you remember Tatiana, right?”


Gabriella’s head was beginning to spin.  The fight in her had left, and now something even more powerful was flooding into her.  She quickly clamored over to where her clothes lay piled up and produced her copy, as tattered and stained as it was.  She placed the two copies side by side, and the swimming feeling in her head only increased.  This was impossible.  The only people who would have this photo are the very people she knew for a fact to have died back then.  But yet here it was, and at the same time here they were.  She couldn’t believe it, but it was true.  It had to be.  And that means that Sasha—


A sudden pain shot through Gabriella’s head, and she yelped, hunching over and pressing her fingers to her temples.  The entire room spun now, and she swore she could feel nails being driven into the sides of her skull.  She gasped and tried to will away the pain, but it simply would not cease.  She groaned aloud and remained bent over for what felt like hours before feeling a hand on her shoulder.  Looking up through shaky and unstable eyes, she saw what appeared to be the ship’s doctor.  And out of the corner of her eye, she saw that woman, saw Chesna, turning and striding out the door.  Then things went black.

--------


Bale paced impatiently on the bridge of the Ranger.  The spacious control room was larger than that of the Marzanna's, and wider, allowing him plenty of room to step heavily and hastily from one end to the next, peering over helmsmen's shoulders to monitor their equipment.  Their mission had commenced only minutes ago, and unable to deter Grayer's plans, it was all Bale could do to stand on the bridge and watch helplessly as the Ranger descended slowly upon the gaping maw that was the breach in Prague Colony's hull.  In minutes, they'd be through it, and completely at the mercy of whatever lay within.  Linder had still not emerged from his quarters, and so the responsibility of commanding the ship in his stead landed solely on Bale, as the next in rank and next in social status aboard the ship.


Bale snorted to himself as he paced, visibly uneasy.  He hated commanding from a ship's bridge, and would have preferred to have sortied with Chris and Ahri, who were now being led about by one of his former wingmen.  Moreso, he hated having to command from a ship's bridge during a mission he didn't feel was safe.  From where he was standing, he felt he was not only incapable of ensuring his fellow pilots' safety as well as he could at their side, but he felt that he was even helpless to defend the ship itself.  To Bale, commanding a ship was the job of a man good at strategy, while commanding a mobile suit team was the job of a man good at leadership and making snap decisions.  And in Bale's mind, he was everything but a strategist, and was thus a burden when commanding from the bridge.  He snorted to himself again, a low, quick snuffling exhale of pure frustration as he approached the computer consoles at the front of the room.


“How much longer until we pass through?” he asked sternly, trying to mask his nerves.


“Four-hundred meters to colony breach, sir,” a male crewman replied in monotone voice.  Bale grimaced; it was only little more than the ship's length until they reached the black, empty expanse ahead of them.  Despite having the ship's entire mobile suit complement, as well as one of the Caligula's Griffin teams escorting them in, he still felt a horrible foreboding about what awaited the Ranger.  It was a sinking feeling that perturbed him deeply.


“Continue ahead, then,” Bale said at length, reluctant to give the order.


“Belay that order.  Full ahead stop,” a gravely voice sounded from behind Bale.  Turning around, he caught sight of Linder passing through the doors at the far corner of the bridge.  The old man had finally emerged from his hiding place, looking surprisingly brisk and rested.


“Sir?” Bale said curiously as Linder approached his side.  The old man looked down at Bale with a neutral, stern expression.


“Master Caulfield, you are relieved of your bridge duties.  I want you in your suit immediately,” Linder said simply, his keen eyes bearing down on Bale from behind his thin-rimmed glasses and hooked nose.


“Y-yes, sir, but--” Bale stammered.


“Where have I been, you ask?” Linder said, a small, malevolent sneer only just showing at the corner of his mouth.  “I admit that when I first holed myself up in my quarters, I was frustrated and exhausted from having to deal with those infuriating Sentinel beasts.  However, as I mulled over petty misery, I began to contemplate our situation more critically, and re-read the military’s file on our enemy.”


“Are you saying you have a plan, sir?” Bale asked quizzically, an eyebrow cocked at Linder.


“Not completely, but I have taken note of certain gaps in the enemy’s strategy.  Gaps we may be able to exploit.”


“Such as?”


“Well, for example,” Linder stepped toward the front window of the bridge and motioned for Bale to follow.  As Bale complied, Linder raised his arm and pointed outside, toward the gaping hole.


“Have a look on either side of that breach, Master Caulfield.  Tell me what you see,” Linder said.  Unsure of what the old man had in mind, Bale glanced casually toward the hole and shrugged.


“I don’t see anything, sir.”


“Try actually looking, Master Caulfield,” Linder said harshly, stressing that title that Bale despised so much.  Growing irritable, Bale took another, closer look outside to appease his commander.  But when he traced the edges of the colony’s gash with his eyes, his breath caught in surprise.  Just barely visible under the torn and twisted metal were two small, rhomboid shapes, rust-tinted red in color, one at each edge.


“Those—”


“Are mines, yes,” Linder nodded.  “Somehow, they managed to get hold of some leftover mines from the war, and apparently expected us to fly through blindly, tripping them and promptly dooming ourselves.”


Bale simply gawked at Linder, “But sir, how did you--?”


“It’s the enemy’s preferred strategy, as I had just explained,” Linder answered, turning away from the window and striding slowly toward the center of the room, hands held behind his back.


“I must give these pirates credit,” Linder continued, his back to Bale, “when they become cornered, they can be quite innovative and resourceful.  That, more than strength, and more than speed, is how they've remained so elusive until now.  Regardless, their traps are merely proof that they are, essentially, weakened.  Spot their trap, dismantle it, and we have them.”  As Bale continued to gawk, Linder turned his head and glanced over his shoulder, his sneer now a menacing grin.  Though Bale wasn’t exactly keen on Linder much of the time, he had to admit the old man actually had a clever plan on his hands.  Turning his head back to face forward, Linder raised his voice and barked orders to all on the bridge.


“Ready depth charges and release them towards the breach.  Follow in slowly once they’ve detonated.  Master Caulfield, I want you outside in command of our mobile suits; you will follow at our flanks when we descend, now is that clear?”


“Sir!” Bale clicked his heels together and saluted stiffly.


“Dismissed,” Linder waved him toward the door.  As Bale made his way for the hangar, he couldn’t help but feel a renewed sense of vigor.  Linder had the pirates right where he wanted them.  They didn’t even need those fork-tongued Sentinel bastards after all.

--------


Inside the pitch black interior of Prague Colony, the Marzann's mobile suit team crept and maneuvered in and around the few ruined buildings that remained standing.  The lights of their suits' monoeyes shone through the swirling debris, their color the neon green of night vision, as the rusted Gargoyles and Yuri's Griffin took positions ideal for cover and ambush.  At the farthest end of the colony, silent and unlit, was the Marzanna, Sasha's Gargoyle taking cover beside it, its two functional beam turrets trained on the doors to a battered and clogged maintenance shaft leading outside.  Resting against the door was a reddish object, a thick tube capped by two rhomboid shapes.  An unexploded mine.


During his search for a way to escape the colony, Adrik had inadvertently stumbled upon a sunken Confederation supply ship, which had apparently been shot down during battle, and careened in through the breach and buried itself into the streets of the colony's commercial sector.  With it, it had been carrying a supply of anti-ship mines, their explosive power capable of punching a notable hole in even the largest Imperial or Confederation capital ship.  Miraculously, they had not detonated on impact, and now served as the Marzanna's last opportunity to escape.  One was pressed against the door, and two more were adhered to the edges of Prague's breach, strung together by stray communications cables Nina and Johann had gathered up.  It was a basic plan: wait for one of the enemy ships to trip the mine trap and sink, and in the confusion, blast the maintenance shaft clear and slip out under cover of one of the three massive solar panels that connected to the colony at its top end.  Basic, but effective, and now it was all the Marzanna's crew could do to wait with baited breath for one of the Persei outside to spring the trap.


“<Ah, shit,>” Adrik muttered as he kept watch on the breach, “<I think they found us out.>”  Steadily, from outside, a series of small, grey, oblong objects came into view, drifting toward the crisscrossed cables.  They were depth charges, standard Imperial issue models designed to knock out escort ships and mobile suit transports, and when necessary, clear potentially dangerous paths for the ship to pass through.  Adrik, along with others among the crew, grimaced as the first of the charges came into contact with the triplines.  The cable gave just barely from the contact, tugged just slightly on the nearest mine, and then the breach came alive as a white-hot explosion tore along the edges, detonating the adjacent mine and all the nearby charges.  Debris, both old and new, scattered violently, raining down in all directions on the ruined colony floor below.  Nina and Yuri, both pressed against the walls of buildings which faced the explosion, shielded themselves from large girders and scraps of metal and concrete that bounced off and dented their armor.


“<Boss, what the hell do we do now?>” Nina spat at Yuri, hefting her bazooka over one shoulder and training it on the breach.


“<Well fuck, I suppose I should've given them more credit,>” Yuri said blandly, brushing Nina off, his expression long on his face as he watched the explosion clear.  Through the haze and swirling debris, he noticed an object appear, silhouetted against the smoke and dust.  It was the angular prow of a Perseus, the three barrels of its forward beam turret peeking out over the top of it as the ship slipped slowly and steadily into the darkness of the interior colony.  Diving in alongside the ship were mobile suits, most of them bearing the lean, angular appearance of Griffins, while three of them took the familiar form of the battle-damaged Gargoyles and Minotaur from previous skirmishes.


“<Boss!?>” Nina shouted.


“<Calm down,>” Yuri said flatly.


“<But—!>”


“Chesna, wouldn't you agree that we've underestimated our enemy?” Yuri asked, ignoring Nina.


“Hm,” Chesna's voice crackled over the Griffin's radio, “I'd say so.  At the very least, they didn't insult us by sending in some rookie captain with a temper.”


“True, true,” Yuri nodded, almost comically.


“Uh, Yuri,” Johann said, his voice shaking as he watched the mobile suits descend into the colony. Yuri ignored him, the same as Nina.


“However,” Chesna added with a smirk, “fortunately for us, our enemy wasn't too smart.”


“Got that right,” Yuri snickered, “Right Addy?”


Adrik grinned, “You know it, boss!”  As the Ranger passed into the colony, with its hull now halfway through the colony's breach, its mobile suits clustered around it in tight formation, Adrik acted on his queue.  Unbeknownst even to much of the Marzanna's crew, the mines triggered by tripline weren't the only trap Yuri and Adrik had set; with Sasha's help, they had rigged a backup.  Leaping out from his hiding place, Adrik leveled his assault rifle on two seemingly innocent pieces of knotted debris jutting out from the far corners of the breach and fired a round at each of their tail ends.  There was a flash of white hot flame from each of the gnarled metal chunks, and then rusted grey shrapnel gave way to two long, crooked rockets that erupted out toward the Ranger.  Both the Marzanna's crew and the enemy alike only had a brief glimpse at the objects—just enough to recognize each one of them as a pair of unexploded mines strapped to one of the supply ship's engines—before they bore into the center of the Ranger from both sides, and exploded.  In a fiery flash, the ship rocked in place and leaned to one side, tilting downward and then violently fracturing into two pieces.  The bow sank deeper into the colony as the stern slammed against the edge of the colony's breach, burying itself deep into the twisting wreckage before both halves of the ship were torn apart by internal explosions.  The mines had found their mark perfectly on the ship's ammunition storage and main engine rooms, amplifying their destructive effects, and allowing the much larger explosion to reach out and obliterate much of the mobile suit escort, as well.  All around, Griffins that had followed the Ranger too closely were thrown aside from the force of the explosion, either already in pieces or coming apart at the seams right there.  Only a handful of mobile suits survived the explosion, of which Bale was lucky enough to be a part.


“Linde—shit!” Bale shouted as his Griffin was jolted sideways by the Ranger's sinking.  Glancing ahead of him, he saw the dark blue shape of his wingman's Gargoyle, sans its lower torso, twisting in the air before it erupted into a flash of red and orange and came apart.  Bale looked away, wincing, and suddenly a dreadful thought crossed his mind.


“Chris!  Ahri!  Come in!  Where are you!?” he shouted frantically into his radio, looking around for any sign of them.  The darkness and scattering debris outside made it difficult to make out much of anything, however.


“—e're here—re ya!?” came Chris's voice, in erratic bursts.  Bale sighed in relief as he righted his suit and glanced around a second time.


“I'm,” he started, then stopped, “I can't tell, I can't make out any landmarks.  It's all just a mess.”


“Wa—I think I—ee ya,” Chris said, Bale sensing a mobile suit's hand resting on his Griffin's shoulder barely a moment later.  Turning, he caught sight of Chris's Minotaur and Ahri's Gargoyle, both of them bearing blackened and charred armor.


“What's your condition?” Bale asked.


“It looks worse than it is, now what the FUCK just happened!?” Chris said, a hastily suppressed panic in his voice.


“What about Linder!?” Ahri asked hurriedly.


“I think that speaks for itself,” Bale answered, nodding grimly back toward the sinking fireball behind them, “damn old man got overconfident.”  He bowed his head slightly, eyes closed as he spoke.  He didn't exactly like Linder, and vice versa, but at the very least they respected each other as a capable commander and mobile suit pilot.


“So what do we do now?” Chris asked, already reaching his Minotaur's hand up to grab at its cannon's handle.


Bale paused, considering his options, “How many are left aside from us?”


“Dunno.  I think I saw three of Sentinel’s guys get away, but damned if I know for sure.”


“But you at least saw some survivors?” Bale insisted.  The last thing he wanted to do was lose the pirates a second time, but even he had sense enough to know that the three of them alone could not take the Marzanna.  They needed some sort of backup, and right now he didn't care where it came from.


“Yeah, yeah, I just dunno how many,” Chris answered, his voice still shaky.


“Alright,” Bale said with a huff, “that’s all I needed.  You two stay with me; I’ll see if I can contact these survivors and assemble them somehow.  We should at least have numerical superior—”


“KYAA!”


The piercing shriek took Bale by surprise, breaking his concentration.  Wheeling around to face its source, he caught sight of Ahri’s Gargoyle being rocked violently by the familiar yellow streaks of a mobile suit’s rifle fire.  Chris saw it too, and instinctively leapt in to push Ahri’s limp suit out of the way as he leveled his Minotaur’s cannon at the assailant and fired off two rounds.  Bale also opened fire, and the gunfire ceased, the only visible reaction being the flash of a Gargoyle's engine as it darted between buildings to find more cover.  They barely had time to breathe before two more mobile suits, one armed with a bazooka, opened fire from another unknown source.


“Shit!  Evade!” Bale spat as a fresh flurry of tracer rounds whizzed by his Griffin’s head.  The Marzanna’s mobile suits had finally shown themselves, and had caught Bale and his team completely off-guard.  Raising his rifle, Bale emptied half a clip in the direction of the encroaching mobile suits and dove away from Chris and Ahri, seeking to draw the enemy’s attention from his wounded wingman.  As he did, however, his break was cut short by a shell from the second suit’s bazooka just barely missing his arm.  He jerked back quickly, and realized that the three of them were effectively pinned.  If he moved, he was toast.  If Chris tried to raise a weapon, he was toast.  And Ahri was, at best, immobilized, if not already dead.  Looking back at the source of the gunfire, Bale finally saw his enemies emerge from their hiding place.  A grey, rusted Gargoyle wielded the bazooka, and the Griffin with the damaged shoulder—the pilot that had taken Gabriella's suit—was now leveling a small, modified assault rifle directly at him.


“Shit,” Bale cursed.  Reaching around to his suit’s skirt armor, he slowly brought out his beam saber.  It’d be foolish, but he had to keep the enemy away from the wounded, and charging headlong at the enemy was about the only option open to him if he wished to accomplish that.  As he drew his saber, however, he caught sight of a lone, large streak of light passing by his suit and narrowly missing the approaching pirate suits.  There was a second—this time Bale could clearly recognize it as a gunshot—and the enemy units broke their advance and split off.


“Oh good, you’re alive,” a nonchalant voice said airily over Bale’s radio.  Turning, he saw one of the Caligula’s Griffin’s floating above him, cradling in its arms a strange sort of firearm bearing resemblance to a period carbine.  For Bale, it wasn’t too hard to figure out who it was.  And he frowned.


“Lieutenant Qin.”


“Yes, I would say I am me,” Mickhan answered, his voice still flighty and just a touch sarcastic.

“But more importantly,” Mickhan continued, motioning to Chris and Ahri’s suits, “who are these people?”

“They’re my wingmen, sir,” Bale said blankly.  Not immediately responding to Bale, Mickhan drifted over to Ahri’s damaged unit, cradled in Chris’s arms, and gave it a quick look over.

“This one alive?”

“Yeah, but she’s banged up pretty bad.  Please, she needs help!” Chris answered, clearly distressed.


“Hmmm,” Mickhan mused loudly, drawing out a dramatic pause before answering, “Fair enough.”  He pointed to Chris’s Minotaur, “You, bully-boy, take her to the Caligula.  Tell them I sent you and she’ll be tended to.”


“Th-thank you, sir!” Chris exclaimed.  Securing Ahri in his arms, he made his way slowly through the still-scattering debris back toward the colony’s breach.  Bale started to follow, but was stopped by Mickhan.


“Where do you think you’re going?” Mickhan asked, suddenly more serious in tone.


“Sir, we’d be best served retreating,” Bale answered warily, “We’re outnumbered and we lack any sort of advantage.”


“So?”


“Sir?”


“Do you doubt your skills as a pilot?”


“No, sir, I—”


“Then you have enough faith in yourself to at least be able to stir up the hornet’s nest a bit, right?  Give your friends a chance to escape, right?  Possibly further injure the enemy and aid in their capture before throwing in the towel, right?”  The insistent tone of Mickhan’s voice grated on Bale’s nerves.


“Weaken their forces here in order to save your girlfriend later, right?” Mickhan said, loudly and with a decidedly lecherous ring to it.  Bale's hands clenched on his suit's controls and he grit his teeth before reluctantly answering.


“Right, sir,” he said with a grumble.


“Good,” Mickhan smirked, raising his carbine, “Then let’s lock and load!”


“Main turrets, fire!” Chesna shouted, casting her arm in the direction of the heavy doors blocking the maintenance shaft.  With a flash, the two operable turrets resting atop the Marzanna’s bow and stern roared to life, their beams boring straight through the mine that had been propped against the door.  The mine rocked slightly and delayed only a second before exploding, scattering heavy shrapnel and debris in all directions.  Massive chunks of metal door and support structure bounced harmlessly off of the Marzanna’s hull as the ship’s engines came alive, and the ship lifted and turned to orient itself with the shaft.  The shaft itself was a tight fit, intended for smaller maintenance vessels, and made tighter by collapsed sections of debris.  However, it remained fairly open compared to other such shafts and docks that dotted the colony, and served as a straight shot outside.


“We’re going in,” Chesna said, a grin look of determination on her face.  “Sasha, stay close.  Yuri, how are things going out there?”


His voice was hazy with static, “Most of the enemy either fled or were destroyed in the explosion.  As far as we can tell, two remain, but they’re tough.  Addy’s already out of ammo and the rest of us are nearly spent as it is.”


Chesna nodded, “Just keep them occupied.  Once we’re in the tunnel, break away and follow us.”


“Understood.”  Yuri replied.


“I could help,” Sasha said, cutting into the conversation.


“No,” Yuri protested, “You stay with the Marzanna.  We can handle things here, and as distracted as you are, I'd be more worried about you in a close quarters fight than I would with you guarding the ship.”


“Yuri—”


“Sasha,” Chesna interrupted, “We're going.  Stick close.”  Both Yuri and Chesna's radios cut out, and slowly, the Marzanna began to ease forward, its bow becoming enveloped in complete black.  Though the rest of the colony was dark, there were at least stray bands of sunlight that would occasionally make some parts visible, or at least cast a dark grey silhouette over the colony’s interior.  But no such light reached inside the maintenance tunnel.  The only things to be seen were at the end of the Marzanna’s floodlights, which now lit the way as the ship slid slowly and cautiously inside.  Trailing behind reluctantly was Sasha, his Gargoyle’s back to the ship, one hand clutching an assault rifle as the other reached around behind the suit, fingering the hilt of one of his heat knives.  As the Marzanna passed completely into the dark and claustrophobic tunnel, so did Sasha, until all that could be seen of him was the green glow of his suit’s night vision.  Looking around through the neon glare, Sasha was just barely able to make out the worn and tattered appearance of the shaft’s interior.  Whole walls were ripped away, exposing infrastructure, and in many places, support girders and walkways had bent and sunk inward, only tightening the squeeze the Marzanna was making.  On occasion, one of these support structures would sink too low, and the ship would scrape helplessly against it.  Sasha would have to stop his own suit to keep from plowing into the ship as it hefted and jostled itself free.


The slow and steady progression continued for what seemed like an hour, though the clock at the corner of Sasha’s heads-up display only indicated a total ten minutes had passed from the point at which he himself entered the tunnel to now.  The steady rhythm of stopping to wiggle around debris, starting up again, and stopping again was also becoming rather monotonous, and increased the sense of claustrophobic dread welling up all around him.  He dearly hoped they would be out soon.


“<Sis,>” Sasha finally spoke up.


“<Yeah?>” Chesna answered.


“<How much longer?>”


“<I think I see the reflection of the solar panels.  It shouldn’t be long.>”  Those words, but moreso her voice, were very reassuring to hear.  Sasha let out an audible sigh in response and sank a little in his seat.  An easier silence followed.


“<You okay, kiddo?>” Chesna asked abruptly, her voice softer and gentler.


“Hm?  <Oh, yeah.>” Sasha shifted in his seat, back into a ready position.


“<You know, Yuri isn't doing all this to be mean.  He's just concerned about you.  I am, too.>”


“<I know,>” Sasha said quietly, “<Sorry.>”


“<You don't have to apologize, just...it wasn't easy back then, and seeing how she affected you today was a little—>” she stopped suddenly, and Sasha could hear the mumbling voice of crewmen in the background.


“What’s wrong?”


“Sasha, get ready,” Chesna answered, her voice again harsh and authoritative.  “The second enemy ship is camped right at the exit.”


“Understood.”


Though it wasn’t addressed at him, Sasha could still hear Chesna give orders to the bridge crew through the radio, “Ready all starboard batteries!  Once we’ve got room to move, aim primary turrets starboard and be ready to fire at will!”


“Sasha,” her voice came again, directly over the channel.


“Yeah?”


“We’re going to try and mask our escape behind one of the colony’s solar panels, but we’ll be vulnerable once we first break through.  I don't like asking this, but can you buy us some time?”


“I'll try,” Sasha answered.  There was an unsteady silence on Chesna’s end.


“<Be careful, Sasha,>” was all she said before the channel cut out.  Suddenly, behind him, Sasha heard the sound of roaring engines as the Marzanna began to pick up speed.  The ship forged ahead with increasing momentum, now simply plowing over what few obstacles remained as it cleared the last few dozen meters to the shaft’s exit.  There was a deafening sound of thunder as the Marzanna broke free of the tunnel, and a blinding flash as its main beam turrets and secondary machine gun batteries flared to life.  Sasha himself only just managed to break free of the shaft before catching sight of six massive, green beams streaking across the Marzanna’s bow and only just missing.  Following their trajectory, he spied the second Perseus, painted black, cannons trained on the smaller Marzanna.


“Sasha!  Go!” Chesna barked, and immediately Sasha readied his assault rifle and streaked across the open space in front of the Caligula.  He fired several rounds at the ship's bridge, stopped, and dove low, faking a charge and firing twice more before pulling back.  The Caligula’s flak cannons flared to life all around him, but what Sasha wanted most was to get the beam cannons to turn away from the Marzanna as it broke for the nearest solar vein.  Glancing back, Sasha watched as the ship hefted upwards, heading directly for one of the immense, black rectangular panels that connected themselves to the colony.  The solar panels dwarfed both ships easily, and if the Marzanna could just slip behind one of them, they’d be as good as free from the Caligula’s weapons.  As Sasha continued to toy with the enemy Perseus, weaving in and out of flak and machine gun fire, the Marzanna managed to slip fully behind the massive solar array, its form hidden by the reflective black panels.  Taking that as his cue to back off, Sasha turned to beat a hasty retreat.  They had succeeded in eluding the Caligula, and were now in the clear.


Or so they thought.  Just as Sasha rounded the array and caught sight of the Marzanna, a beam shot rang out, striking its second main turret.  The ship tilted to one side as a small explosion tore into the massive, two-barreled beam cannon.  Sasha gawked, caught completely unaware as a second shot struck the already-damaged first turret and obliterated it.  He could barely believe what he was seeing, as these shots were not coming from the enemy Perseus.


They were coming from behind the solar array, opposite the Caligula!


But they had sunk the other ship, and no mobile suits carried beam weapons.  Sasha couldn’t figure it out, but as a third beam shot nearly missed the ship’s stern, he knew he had stop it, and fast.


“Sasha!” Chesna’s voice called out, “Sasha, can you see what that is!?”


“Not yet, but I'm going to find out,” Sasha answered.  Scanning the area frantically, he tried to spot something, anything that might be firing upon the ship.  But try as he might, nothing was appearing.  No ships, no satellites, no nothing.


A fourth shot rang out, this one just missing Sasha by only a couple meters.  Ducking, Sasha did the only thing he could think to do.  Drawing one of his knives, he hurled it directly at the source of the shot.  It only appeared to be empty space, with the beam appearing from nowhere, but something had to be there to be firing on them.


And there was.


As Sasha looked on, he noticed the glinting of sparks, and an odd flicker of light, like a ripple.  Drawing out his rifle, he aimed for the peculiar ripple and emptied what was left of his clip at it.  The ripple moved, it dodged the shots and vanished again.  Feeling onto something, Sasha flew off in the direction of the flickering object, producing his second heat knife as he approached.  But as he neared the source, he felt his suit rocked violently, thrown even, by something unseen.  He hurtled backwards, and caught sight of a second glinting light, machine gun fire as it rained down on his suit, tearing into the lower torso and leg.  Sasha righted himself and dodged the remainder of the salvo as stray flak fire from the Marzanna found its mark on the invisible object, pulling it away from its assault.  The object flew back, out of range of the Marzanna’s cannons, and again, there was the ripple, but now there was something more.  The flickering ripple grew, and brightened, until it started to reveal a form underneath.  When Sasha saw what was taking shape, he gasped.


It was a mobile suit.  Dark green in color, with a tan chestplate covering the cockpit entrance.  Its legs were long and grey, ending in black, hooflike feet, and on its back it carried a heavy backpack, bristling in antennae.  Under its left arm, it carried a massive cannon, its long, narrow barrel ending in a hooked bayonet.  But what struck Sasha most was the head.  It had two yellow eyes, and a V-shaped crest on the forehead.  Its face appeared masked.  He had seen this before.


“A...Gundam?” Sasha stammered, looking upon the enemy suit.


“The Gundam Hermod, to be precise,” a man’s voice sounded in Sasha’s cockpit.  It was a menacing voice, as strong as it was arrogant, “though for you to even know it as ‘Gundam’ is impressive enough, boy.”


“Who are you?” Sasha growled.


“Commander Andrews Grayer, of Sentinel,” the voice answered haughtily.  “My mobile suit, you already seem to know.”


“And how did—?”


“How did I hide?  Please, even an ignorant urchin like yourself can piece that one together.  Unfortunately, I’m afraid you’ll have to do that in Hell,” without hesitation, Grayer raised the massive cannon at Sasha and fired, a bright yellow beam erupting and narrowly missing Sasha’s Gargoyle.  Lurching to one side to avoid the beam, Sasha charged at Grayer with his knife raised, only to be caught in the side by the barrel of Grayer’s cannon and sent spinning.


“Too slow, boy!” Grayer laughed as a pair of machine guns on the cannon’s body flared to life, tearing into the Gargoyle’s torso and neck.  Sasha was stunned; he had never seen a mobile suit react that quickly before.  Righting himself and ducking out of the way of Grayer’s cannon, Sasha pitched his second knife at the Hermod.  As he predicted, Grayer opted to arrogantly deflect the blade instead of dodging it, giving Sasha the opportunity he needed.  Diving in with his Gargoyle, Sasha drew the blade on his remaining functional leg and kicked at the Gundam’s midsection.  He was certain he had caught Grayer; he had exploited the man’s overconfidence and won for sure.


A sudden jolt in the left shoulder brought Sasha back to reality, however.  Glancing up, Sasha was aghast to find his suit’s arm impaled on the Hermod’s bayonet.  He tried to pull away, but was suck fast, and could barely escape as Grayer reached down to the Gundam’s hip and produced a beam saber.  With one smooth motion, he severed the Gargoyle’s remaining leg, and tossed Sasha aside.  Leveling the cannon on him, Grayer fired, and obliterated Sasha’s remaining arm, leaving him completely helpless, with two missing limbs, and two functionless limbs.


“Sasha!” Chesna shrieked into the radio, “<Oh, God, Sasha get out of there!>”  Desperately, Chesna raised her arm, preparing to give the order to pursue and attack then Gundam when something struck the Marzanna on the starboard side, nearly knocking her to the floor.  Turning to face the new threat, Chesna was alarmed to see a gaping hole in the colony's solar array, its metal infrastructure molten hot, with pieces of debris hailing down on the ship.  Looking through the hole, Chesna saw the Caligula.  Refusing to give up the chase, it had shot a hole clear through the array with its beam cannons, and now sought to sink the Marzanna even from its position of cover.


“<Shit!>” Chesna spat, “All engines ahead full!  All beam turrets aim to starboard and fire!  Sink that Perseus!”  The Marzanna's engines roared and its beam turrets flared, punching fresh holes in the solar panel.  It darted forward, with both ships exchanging blind shots through the surprisingly thin array and raining twisted debris down onto each other.


“Someone contact Yuri!  Find him and tell him to get out here!  Sasha needs his help!” Chesna shouted, a deathly fear in her voice.  With the Marzanna trading killing shots with the Caligula, all she could do was glance back to the dueling mobile suits, terror in her eyes.  She clenched her fists and bit her lip absently, drawing beaded blood at the corner of her mouth.  She wanted nothing more than to help her brother, to reach out with her own hands and save him.  But she knew that ignoring the Caligula's threat meant the death of them both, and that as long as that ship remained, she was pinned and helpless.


Or was she?  As she watched Sasha, a shining, black piece of debris passed in front of her.  As it glinted, a thought crossed her mind...


Inside his Gargoyle, Sasha dumbfounded, both from being sent end over end, and from the sheer speed at which Grayer had dismantled his suit.  Nobody had ever bested Sasha that quickly in actual combat.  Every enemy he had ever faced in a real battle was somehow weaker, somehow easy to best.  But of course that was a given; for as long as he had been able to pilot a mobile suit, he had been taught by the best teachers anyone could have, and he had been a dutiful student.  Most prominently, he had been taught to fight by Yuri, who had widely been regarded as the most talented pilot to ever board a mobile suit.  He learned all the tricks, and he made use of them faithfully.


Yet they all failed here.  All of his combat experience, all the tactics he had learned, all of them had failed.  Sasha was at a loss, and the only possible answer that crossed his mind lay not with piloting skill, but with what was being piloted.  The technology.  His Gargoyle had been bested by superior technology, not superior skill.  And he was now facing death from superior technology.  He was facing death from a Gundam.


As he watched Grayer level the Hermod's beam cannon on his Gargoyle's torso, Sasha's heart sank, and his head bowed heavily.  This was how he was going to die.


It was then that a blinding light filled the screens in front of Sasha, and the jarring hiss of static howled over the radio, deafening him.  Peering up quickly through the lights, he saw the silhouette of the Gundam Hermod as its pilot, too, reeled from this new phenomenon, the suit pulling back and hesitating.  Looking over to his right, Sasha squinted hard with his hand shading his eyes, and caught sight of the Marzanna.  Above it, signal flares and radio scrambling rockets billowing out from behind the bridge, firing in all directions.  As they exploded, their light reflected off of the solar panels, and magnified greatly, making it not simply bright, but difficult to see and even hear.  Sasha could tell right away that it was Chesna’s attempt to distract Grayer.  Squinting harder, Sasha also spied the form of the Caligula, running alongside the Marzanna, but slowing as more flares ignited.  Chesna's tactic was saving herself and the crew, as well.


Turning back, Sasha was alarmed to see Grayer again raising the Hermod’s cannon at him.  His aim was rougher, but clearly the arrogant pilot refused to let himself be outdone.  Sasha frantically began to try and move his Gargoyle, but at best he could only get it to spin in place without the verniers on its limbs to guide it.  Grayer was still blinded, he still had difficulty drawing an aim on Sasha, but Sasha still knew that it was only a matter of time, and despite his sister's best efforts, he was still stuck.


Until a shot rang out.  A shot that crossed right between Sasha and Grayer, nearly clipping the Hermod’s cannon.  Grayer jumped back, surprised.


“Who the—!?”


“Boss!” a familiar voice called out.  Looking up, Grayer caught sight of one of his ship’s Griffins, wielding what appeared to be a spent period carbine.


“Qin!  What the hell is wrong with—!?“


“I missed, big deal, next time build this thing better” Mickhan shrugged, lifting up the carbine.  “Anyway, it might be best to return to the ship, I don’t think we’ll catch them now.”  Grayer started to argue, but turning, he saw that the Marzanna had gained a considerable lead on the Caligula in the confusion it had caused, and was now flanked by a full team of mobile suits, all coming in to dock, two of them wielding bazookas with full clips.  Turning back, he was startled to see one more such suit, a Griffin, hovering over his trashed Gargoyle prey, an assault rifle aimed right at him.


“I suggest you take your leave,” Yuri’s voice sounded in Grayer’s radio.  What the hell was this?  He had been bested by a pirate?  Grayer cursed to himself, turning red from the indignation of it.  He had let his guard down and let one of these lowly pirates get the drop on him, and he was now at their mercy.


“—Return to base!” Grayer finally spat, turning away from Yuri and the fallen Sasha and heading off in the direction of the Caligula.  Mickhan lingered a bit, just enough to catch Yuri’s attention.


“You can thank me later,” Mickhan grinned, before turning and following Grayer, “Cia~o!”  With Mickhan gone, Yuri ejected the empty rifle clip and turned to Sasha.


“<Sasha!  Sasha, are you alright?>”


Sasha winced, “<Fine.  Bruised, but fine.  Where is everyone?>”


“<They all got away.  Chesna managed to pull a fast one on them.>”


“<That’s good,>” Sasha groaned.


Yuri smiled a bit, relieved, “<C’mon, your sister’s gotta be worried sick by now.>”

--------


The floor of the Marzanna's hangar was frantic with activity as Yuri came in to dock.  The regular maintenance crews, Miki, and even Adrik and the other pilots were in a rush to clear room as the Griffin maneuvered clumsily and came in to rest.  Draped around its shoulders, unable to stand on its own remaining leg, was what remained of Sasha's Gargoyle, the torso riddled with dents and bullet holes, and its monoeye blank and cracked.  The scrambling crowd below closed in tightly around the battered suit as Yuri gently lowered it down to one knee and promptly exited his own unit.  Compared to the rest of the crew, Yuri was comparatively calm, grabbing the winch attached to the Griffin's cockpit hatch and slowly making his way down to ground level before joining the others around Sasha.  Of course, that was to be expected, as he was the only one who had heard Sasha say he was okay.  The others had heard nothing from the point the ship fired its flares onward due to radio disruption, and feared greatly for his safety.


As crews neared the hatch of Sasha's Gargoyle, the heavy door popped open of its own accord and slid open, and a slow and meticulous Sasha climbed out.  He moved gingerly, still feeling the effects of being knocked around in the cockpit, and on the left side of his face could be seen a large cut below his temple which bled rather heavily, with blood trailing down to his chin and dripping onto his shirt.  The crew that had climbed up around the cockpit made motions to help Sasha down, but he kindly shrugged them off, opting instead to climb down on his own, with them closely in tow.  As soon as his feet hit the floor, the massing crowd closed in around him.


“Sasha!  Sasha, are you alright!?” Johann called.


“Sasha, that cut needs attention!” Miki shouted.


“Holy shit, you're lucky to be alive, kid!” Adrik said with a smirk.  All around him, various crew members echoed similar sentiments.  Sasha this, Sasha that.  Even Boris, who would normally be pitching fits over a suit sustaining the kind of damage that Sasha's Gargoyle now bore, was crowding around with a look of frightful concern.  Standing in the center of it all, Sasha was slightly bewildered.  He was dizzy enough from the fight, and from the blood seeping out of his wound, but to have so many people around him, trying to help him walk and trying to guide him this way or that and shouting things at him, was all the more disorienting.  He tried to move, tried to push past them, but he was soundly trapped.


“Back, back!” a voice barked over the rest of the clamoring, concerned mob.  Sasha turned toward the voice only in time to feel Yuri's arm drape heavily over his shoulders, pulling him back away from the crowd.


“The kid's alright, just give him room!” Yuri commanded.  Immediately, the crowd backed off and the shouting grew quieter.


“Boris, have your guys clear out that Gargoyle.  Adrik, go dock my suit once they're finished.  Miki, go get ready in the infirmary and we'll meet you there later.  Johann, get in your Gargoyle and help Boris tow Sasha's unit.  Nina...just go do something,” Yuri ordered, dispersing the amassed collection of people in various directions.  With barely any hesitation, the group unanimously complied and went about their business, not wishing to upset their commander, and satisfied with Sasha's generally healthy appearance.  With the crowd out of the way, Yuri sighed and turned to Sasha with a big, dumb grin.


“Quite a scare you gave us, kiddo,” he said simply.


“I was just trying to protect the ship,” Sasha said blankly, wiping away the blood on his face with a handkerchief.


“I know, I know,” Yuri replied, patting Sasha's shoulder lightly, “but you still should've waited for backup before attacking the enemy head-on.  Especially an enemy with such a technological advantage.”


“Sorry,” Sasha mumbled.  Glancing up as he pressed the handkerchief over his wound, his eyes drifted to the far corner of the hangar, where the Marzanna's own Gundam stood, weathered and ghostly, head poking out above a collective of tarps that covered some of the exposed inner mechanics.


“Hey, don't apologize.  You did good,” Yuri smiled again, and gave Sasha a stiffer pat on the shoulder.  Sasha nodded in response and his face brightened in expression, stopping just short of smiling himself.


“Sasha!” Chesna's urgent voice split the air, and Sasha and Yuri looked up in time to see her form striding across the hangar, coat and long, flowing hair trailing along in the air behind her.  On her face was a stern expression that only barely hung on, trying its best not to give way to much more powerful emotions underneath.  She stopped just in front of Sasha, and Yuri stepped back away from the boy as he and his sister locked eyes.  Sasha and Chesna both stood there, staring at one another with pensive expressions and deep grey eyes, until finally Chesna stepped forward and pulled her brother to her in a tight embrace.


“<You scared the hell out of me!>” she whispered, her restrained emotions pouring out as she rested her cheek on the top of his head, arms wrapping around him with hands gripping tightly at his shoulders.


“<I'm sor—>”


“<Quiet,>” she said sharply,  “<I don't want to hear that.  It should be me saying things like that for sending you out there, so I don't want to here them from you.>”  Sasha obeyed; he didn't say a word, and simply returned his sister's hug with one of his own.  Yuri glanced off to the side rather uneasily as the two siblings embraced one another for a few long moments, before Chesna finally broke off and stepped back, still looking down at her brother with a soft, almost pained smile of relief.  With a long, deep breath, the smile faded and her composure was regained.  At least on the surface.


“At any rate,” she said at length, turning to Yuri, “we appear to have lost the enemy for the time being.  We'll need to figure out where to go from here once things have settled down.”


“Can't we simply head straight to our rendezvous point?” Yuri asked.


“If we even have enough fuel and supplies to take us that far,” Chesna answered flatly, “they're really wearing us down with these little encounters.”


“And I don't think my Gargoyle can be fixed,” Sasha added grimly, turning briefly to watch as the bustling maintenance crew prepared to have Johann carry the ravaged suit to some out-of-the-way corner of the hangar for further inspection.


“So we're one suit down, two guns down, and virtually out of ammunition,” Yuri said, hand resting on his chin in a look of deep thought.


“Basically, we're in trouble if they catch us,” Chesna said, summing up Yuri's roundabout musings.  As she began to add to what she had said, she was promptly cut off by a loud and insistent chirping emanating from inside her coat.  Cursing to herself and reaching inside, she produced a small, handheld communication radio, resembling a tiny walkie talkie without an antenna.  Looking at Yuri and Sasha with a shrug, she held the device to her ear.


“Talk to me,” she commanded.


“Chesna!” Miki's voice crackled over the tiny radio, “She's gone!  I can't find her anywhere!”


“Can't find who?” Chesna asked, suspecting she already knew the answer.


“That pilot, Gabriella!  I came in here to grab some bandages and antibiotics for Sasha's forehead and she was missing!”  Overhearing Miki's frantic message, Sasha's eyes went wide and his face went rigid.  His body tensed.  Gabriella was missing?  But she could barely move herself the last time he'd seen her.  How could she have left her bed on her own, much less vanished from under Miki's watchful eye?


“<Shit,>” Chesna spat, “Get the word out to anyone on security duty.  Search every corridor in that part of the ship; she can't have gone very fa—ah—dammit!” As Chesna had been giving orders, a general murmur among the crew in the hangar had grown progressively louder.  It built and built until Chesna could barely hear Miki over the small radio device.  As Chesna, and then Yuri, glanced around the room at the perturbed crew, they noticed something strange.  They saw that everyone's gaze was fixed on a certain point.  Following their eyes, they came to the rear entrance to the hangar.  And froze.  And steadily, the murmur fell to a frightening calm.


“Sasha.”


A voice called out.  A weak, feminine voice that echoed in the large hangar before coming to rest at Sasha's ears.  He had not turned to look with the others, his mind still combing over what Miki had said.  But that calling voice brought him back to reality, and slowly he turned, and let his eyes follow his ears to the source of the voice.


And there she was.


She was leaning against the door frame, exhausted from wandering about the ship.  She was still clad in Miki's white shirt, which came down to the top of her exposed legs and covered her scarcely-clad hips.  Bandages could be seen peeking out from under the collar and left sleeve of the shirt, and her flowing red hair poured down over her right shoulder as her head leaned against the doorway.  Her face looked fatigued, yet her brilliant green eyes still shone sharply as she stared directly at him.  And in her arms, clutched tightly to her chest, was a small rectangular object.  It took Sasha a moment to recognize the object as a picture frame.  A gold one.  The one that held his photograph of the two of them.


“Sasha,” she called out again in a strained voice, “Sasha Mazenov.”  Sasha was stunned.  Not simply by her sudden arrival, but by her very demeanor.  After their last two encounters, this one seemed bizarre.  Surreal, even.  There was no malice, no animosity in her voice, or in her eyes.  She did not fight him back with her stare, nor was she looking for opportunities to insult him.  She simply stood there, leaned there, with eyes that seemed to convey a new sense of apprehensiveness.  A new sense of cautious optimism as they gazed upon him.  Swallowing, Sasha drew a deep breath, and took two wary steps forward.


“Gabriella?”


From where she stood, Gabriella froze.  He had responded.  He had responded to that name.  What should she do?  It was him.  It was suddenly him, she was sure of it.  Sasha was suddenly standing right there, practically back from the dead, right before her eyes.  He was only a few steps away, real, tangible, breathing, thinking, feeling, looking back at her as she looked at him...and she had no idea how to react.  Should she apologize for earlier?  Should she ask where the hell he'd been?  Perhaps, should she yell at him for being so shy and evasive earlier?  No, that would only make things worse.  Maybe...she should—?


A dull throb in her arm brought her back to reality, as she realized her reflexes had answered for her.  Without noticing, her legs had moved of their own accord, drifting her across the room to where he stood.  There was the clack of metal on metal as the weight at her chest fell free, the picture frame hitting the floor as her arms had wrapped around Sasha tightly, and her chin guided itself to his shoulder and rested itself there.  As she became more aware of her surroundings, the hot sting of tears rushed to her eyes, and she clenched them tightly, trying to blink the tears away.  She embraced him like this for several moments.  He didn't reciprocate, but she didn't mind.  She understood.  This was Sasha here.  Her Sasha from back home.  The dope never was the greatest with affection.


“Sasha,” her voice cracked as she spoke.  “Oh God, Sasha.”  It was him.  All she could do for the longest time was quietly recite his name, and fight back the urge to break down and cry.


“Sasha...Sasha...”


It was him.  It really was him.

