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	　　1

	 

	──AC-196 XMAS──

	At that moment, an eerie silence enveloped Colony X18999. The inky void of space was motionless, save for the haunting debris of fallen mobile dolls, drifting aimlessly as if time itself had ceased to exist.

	From beyond this deathly quiet, a faint melody pierced the darkness—a melancholic waltz emanating from a music box. Its sorrowful notes floated through the vacuum, originating from Mariemaia's private shuttle as it departed the space port.

	Mariemaia gazed out the window, her eyes fixed on the glittering stars and the wreckage of the Taurus’. In her hands, she cradled an aged crimson music box, its lid worn smooth from countless touches. It was a trinket befitting a seven-year-old girl, jarringly incongruous with Mariemaia's ambitions to rule the Earth Sphere.

	"What's that?" Relena inquired, seated directly across from Mariemaia. A flicker of hope stirred within her at the sight of such a girlish possession.

	"A Christmas present," Mariemaia replied coldly, her gaze still locked on the cosmic tableau outside. "Given to me by my mother, or so I'm told."

	Slowly, she turned to meet Relena's eyes. 

	"I have no memories of her. She passed away when I was two."

	"I see..." Relena's eyes fell, a pang of sympathy coursing through her. She too had lost her birth parents at the tender age of two, during the fall of the Sanc Kingdom in AC-182. The face of her mother, Queen Katrina, was a mystery to her—no memories of maternal warmth or kindness lingered in her mind.

	"Perhaps Mariemaia and I aren't so different" Relena mused silently.

	"Are you feeling sorry for me?" Mariemaia's lips curled into a smirk. "There's no need for that." 

	She snapped the music box shut with a decisive click. 

	"I've never once felt lonely."

	Her eyes were as cold and hard as ever, extinguishing any further attempts at conversation from Relena. The older girl could only watch in silence, her heart heavy with the weight of the child's sorrow.

	"It seems we have a long journey ahead of us," Mariemaia remarked, her smile now a carefully crafted mask.

	"Yes..." Relena nodded. 

	Indeed, the path to finding common ground—and understanding their differences—would be a winding one.

	 

	Mariemaia's grand ball had only just begun. And perhaps, like the endless waltz of humanity, it would have no final measure.

	 

	As the shuttle gradually pulled away from Colony X18999, a solitary mobile suit approached—the Altron Gundam, piloted by Chang WuFei. Having battled Heero, WuFei had ventured into space to serve as Mariemaia's escort.

	Before them, the Earth hung suspended in the void, a dazzling sapphire sphere.

	From within his cockpit, WuFei gazed upon the planet and muttered, 

	"Now then, Earth... Show me your true idea of justice."

	He sought answers, unwavering in his resolve. Though his previous notion of "justice" had crumbled, surely the "true justice" must exist somewhere on that blue orb below. It was this quest for knowledge that had led WuFei to enlist in Mariemaia's army.

	The shuttle and Altron continued their slow, inexorable journey towards Earth.

	 

	　　2

	 

	Suspended in the cosmic expanse, the misshapen sugar crystal-shaped mass that was the resource satellite MO-III, hung silently. Once deemed nearly worthless in terms of resources, this celestial debris had now become the sole battleground upon which the fate of Earth's peace teetered precariously.

	Mere minutes ago, the main force of Mariemaia's army had launched from this very point. A fleet of mobile suit transport ships, poised to strike at the heart of Earth, comprised fifty vessels carrying a payload of five hundred cutting-edge Serpent mobile suits. The vanguard of three ships had already begun their fateful journey.

	Yet, as they approached the azure sphere of Earth, a solitary white mobile suit materialized to bar their path—the Tallgeese III.

	This was the third iteration of the legendary Tallgeese, resurrected by Treize Khushrenada and infused with the prowess of the Gundam Epyon. Originally intended as a dueling mobile suit for Zechs, it now stood as humanity's last line of defense.

	As the transport pilots caught sight of the gleaming white silhouette, their unvoiced screams echoed in the confines of their cockpits. These were not hardened veterans, but inexperienced youths thrust into the maw of war. The majority of Mariemaia's forces consisted of such untested soldiers, now face-to-face with the piloting mastery of Zechs Merquise, once known as the "Lightning Count." Their paralysis in the face of such overwhelming skill was all but inevitable.

	To make matters worse, the transport ships were defenseless against mobile suits. In her supreme confidence, Mariemaia had deemed weapons such as machine guns or laser cannons superfluous. 

	The only recourse was to deploy the Serpents, but even this option was temporarily out of reach. The Serpent pilots were not yet aboard their machines, which were configured for atmospheric entry rather than space combat. 

	The prospect of engaging the highly maneuverable Tallgeese in the vacuum of space was utterly inconceivable.

	Mariemaia's meticulously laid plans, which had proceeded flawlessly until now, were suddenly thrown into disarray by Zechs' unexpected appearance. Yet Zechs, the self-proclaimed "man who just can't get used to peace," had anticipated their every move with uncanny prescience.

	The catalyst for his deductions was Mariemaia's declaration. Upon hearing it, Zechs immediately recognized Relena as bait and discerned the true nature of this diversionary tactic. The kidnapping of a high-ranking government official like the Vice Foreign Minister would inevitably cause an uproar, yet Mariemaia had executed this twelve hours before her declaration of independence. 

	If a siege at X18999 using Relena as a hostage was the true objective, such a time buffer would be unnecessary. Logically, the declaration of war should have coincided with Relena's abduction.

	It became clear that Mariemaia and her cohorts were waiting—waiting for the Gundam pilots and Preventers to make their appearance. They had likely allocated those twelve hours for this very purpose.

	 

	Zechs' second realization stemmed from recognizing "the folly of a siege in space." While X18999 was undoubtedly Mariemaia's headquarters, Zechs knew they would not make their stand there. His extensive combat experience had taught him the vulnerabilities of space-based fortifications, regardless of their supposed impregnability.

	He recalled the fall of the space fortress Barge in November AC-195. Despite being hailed as the mightiest bastion in space, Zechs—then known as Milliardo Peacecraft—had single-handedly brought it down with the Gundam Epyon. Barge's strategic advantage lay in its mobility, but once surrounded and immobilized, even a solitary mobile suit could breach its defenses.

	The merciless vacuum of space was humanity's implacable foe. A defensive battle in the unstable cosmic void was far riskier than mounting an offensive on the stable terrain of Earth.

	 

	These two insights illuminated Mariemaia's probable strategy for conquering Earth. Drawing from his own past experiences in global domination, Zechs swiftly deduced their likely course of action.

	"To triumph over Earth, a surprise attack is the only viable option," he mused.

	The planet currently lay completely defenseless—a state Lady Une had described as one where "a change in government wouldn't take five minutes." In such a vulnerable condition, a crushing initial victory was paramount. A mere seizure of power would leave room for resistance movements to eventually overturn the new regime. But a overwhelming show of force at the outset could secure their hold on power long enough to systematically eliminate any opposition, cementing their rule as absolute.

	From there, implementing favorable policies could pave the way for the establishment of a formidable armed empire. The key was to avoid a protracted conflict—swift, decisive action was essential to capture the vast expanse of Earth with limited forces.

	In other words, a blitzkrieg was the optimal strategy.

	The only remaining question was the location of the launch point for this surprise attack. This too became apparent when the Preventers, led by Noin, arrived at X18999, triggering Mariemaia's next diversion.

	At this juncture, Zechs made his final deduction.

	"It has to be MO-III."

	Other relay stations were too distant from Earth to mount an effective surprise attack—any mobilization would be detected long before they could strike. This left only two possibilities: resource satellites MO-II or MO-III, the closest to Earth.

	MO-II, having just concluded its first anniversary of the war's end, was too conspicuous for covert operations. That left only MO-III as the viable option.

	Armed with this conviction, Zechs received the Tallgeese from Lady Une and set course for resource satellite MO-III. His preemptive strike stood as the sole advantage against Mariemaia's forces.

	 

	　　＊

	 

	Zechs' Tallgeese rocketed towards the transport ships, a white blur against the inky void of space. The pilot of the lead vessel, panic rising in his throat, frantically maneuvered left and right in a desperate bid to evade the approaching mobile suit. But to him, these evasive maneuvers appeared almost comically slow, as if the massive ship were suspended in molasses.

	With fluid grace, the Tallgeese closed in on the first transport. His beam saber flashed, a precise strike that avoided the cockpit but severed power lines and detonated the ship's engines and Serpent hangar. The cockpit, shielded by blast doors, became an escape pod, preserving the lives of its crew even as spectacular explosions consumed the rest of the vessel.

	Without pause, Tallgeese latched onto the hull of the second transport. The beam saber plunged deep, then carved downward, bisecting the hangar. Ten Serpents ignited in a chain reaction of destruction. As the suit disengaged, the transport vanished in a brilliant conflagration, its cockpit ejecting safely amid the chaos.

	Before the afterimage of the explosion had faded from view, he was upon the third transport. In the span of a heartbeat, the ship was cleaved in two, disintegrating into cosmic dust.

	It was a display of martial prowess that lived up to Zechs' moniker, The Lightning Count. In mere minutes, he had neutralized three transport ships and thirty Serpents without a single casualty.

	 

	　　＊

	 

	Such consideration for human life was not entirely uncommon in the After Colony era. In fact, military casualties had become surprisingly rare. Even during the EVE WARS, humanity's final and most extensive conflict just a year prior, only 188 lives were lost despite the involvement of tens of millions of soldiers from the White Fang and World Nation forces. This marked a stark contrast to the devastating world wars of the 20th century.

	This shift could be attributed to several factors. The collective psyche of this quasi-Space Age bore a peculiar duality: an outward facade of rational openness coupled with an inward-focused, somewhat illogical insularity. This mindset allowed for social adaptation, but actions were primarily motivated by self-interest rather than lofty ideals.

	Notions of totalitarianism, patriotism, or antiquated concepts of loyalty held little sway. While societal pressures might compel one to the battlefield, there was an overwhelming desire to avoid mortal peril – a paradoxical state of mind for a warrior. This attitude drove the development of increasingly sophisticated life-safety systems. In the inherently deadly realm of space combat, these systems had to be near-infallible to convince anyone to engage in battle.

	Yet, despite these advancements, space warfare remained an inherently perilous endeavor. Death, while less common, was still a very real possibility.

	Interestingly, another contributing factor to this shift was the rise of OZ and its emphasis on chivalric ideals – a seeming contradiction to the self-interest mentality. Treize Khushrenada had instilled a fundamental respect for human life in OZ's combat doctrine. The goal of battle, he argued, was not slaughter but to break the enemy's will to fight. Weapons and war machines were to be destroyed, not human lives. Mass casualties and civilian involvement were deemed shameful and unworthy of a true soldier.

	This philosophy set Treize apart from historical "heroes" who showed little regard for widespread bloodshed. However, not all OZ soldiers adhered to these lofty ideals. During Operation Daybreak in AC-195, Lieutenants Alex and Mueller engaged in what amounted to a massacre of surrendering Alliance soldiers at Fort Mogadishu under the guise of "purification."

	Zechs, then an OZ officer himself, executed Alex and Mueller for their actions. Yet, Zechs too had called for the "purification" of humanity under the name Milliardo Peacecraft, aligning himself, for a time, with those historical figures who saw mass destruction as a means to an end.

	Lady Une was another who had strayed from Treize's path, once ordering the use of nuclear weapons to destroy Gundams and nearly attacking an uninvolved colony from the space fortress Barge.

	Paradoxically, Zechs and Lady Une – ostensibly Treize's closest confidants – had fundamentally misunderstood OZ's core principles.

	 

	Yet both had undergone profound changes. Now, they grasped Treize's vision more deeply than anyone.

	 

	　　＊

	 

	The earth-facing gate of the resource satellite MO-III remained eerily silent, no more transport ships daring to venture forth. Dekim, unwilling to risk further losses, had halted the operation. Yet, this stalemate could not persist indefinitely.

	His deputy, standing at attention nearby, ventured a suggestion. 

	"Sir, perhaps we should deploy the Serpents directly from the transports."

	Though not optimized for space combat, he reasoned that sheer numbers—dozens of Serpents against a single Tallgeese—would swiftly turn the tide. However, the descent operations officer immediately objected.

	"But, the Serpents are outfitted for atmospheric entry. They're in no condition to engage in combat."

	"Then strip the equipment," the deputy replied curtly.

	The descent officer bit back his retort. The atmospheric entry gear was single-use; once removed, it couldn't be reattached. Such action would render Earth descent impossible. But before he could voice his concerns, the deputy fixed him with a knowing glare.

	"We're attacking a defenseless Earth. We don't need all 500 units to descend."

	The deputy, a man named Dixsept, was already calculating in his mind how many Serpents to commit against the Tallgeese. A former OZ tactical advisor who had sided with Treize's faction after his imprisonment, Dixsept had found his way into Mariemaia's army in the aftermath of the EVE WARS.

	His mental arithmetic concluded that 70 Serpents could overwhelm the Tallgeese with minimal losses. The remaining 400 would be more than sufficient to subjugate Earth.

	"What do you think, sir?" Dixsept turned to Dekim, awaiting approval.

	Dekim remained silent, his face an unreadable mask.

	"Chief Dekim, shall we begin removing the atmospheric entry equipment from 70 Serpents?"

	"That won't be necessary," Dekim's voice cut through the tension, his sharp gaze silencing any further discussion.

	A communications officer swiveled in his chair. "Incoming transmission from the Tallgeese, sir."

	Almost simultaneously, Zechs' face materialized on the main viewscreen.

	"This is Preventer Wind calling," his voice crackled through the speakers.

	Dekim's poker face never wavered. So, it is you after all...

	"Zechs Merquise... I thought you were dead."

	"That’s right, I was," Zechs replied, a self-deprecating smirk playing across his lips. "But I find that I cannot quietly sleep in my grave while Treize’s spirit is still roaming among us."

	The ghost of Treize, embodied in Mariemaia, had drawn former OZ soldiers back to the battlefield. And Zechs, too, had returned to his true domain—the crucible of war.

	"I had heard about you from Quinze. Dekim Barton..."

	The Tallgeese's massive mega cannon swung into position, its muzzle trained on MO-III. Energy readings spiked, indicating a full charge. One shot could obliterate the entire satellite.

	"Surrender and disarm yourselves at once," Zechs demanded, his voice laden with finality.

	Tension crackled through MO-III's control room. Yet Dekim's response was a defiant chuckle. Muting the audio, he turned to his communications officer.

	"How many casualties from the earlier engagement?"

	"None, sir."

	"I see..." Dekim's eyes narrowed. So, it's a bluff after all.

	He was certain Zechs wouldn't fire the mega cannon. The man who had answered to "Zechs" rather than denying the name would not sacrifice the lives of over 500 people on the satellite. Had he appeared as "Milliardo," he might have fired without hesitation, justifying it as necessary for Earth's peace.

	But he hadn't. Which meant...

	Zechs is still bound by OZ's code of chivalry, Dekim mused, a ghost of a smile playing on his lips. But Zechs... that adherence isn't misplaced.

	"What of Miss Mariemaia?" he asked the communications officer.

	"She's already departed L-3 colony airspace, sir."

	Dekim's eyes locked onto Zechs' image, brimming with newfound confidence. He reactivated the audio link.
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	"I dare you to shoot us down," he taunted. "If you fire at us, you’ll quickly realize that these Serpents are not the only card we’re playing!"

	Zechs' brow furrowed, mind racing to decipher the hidden meaning behind Dekim's words. If the Serpents weren't the trump card, then what could it be? A chilling realization began to dawn.

	"Damn you..." Zechs' voice trailed off, unable to articulate his growing dread.

	Dekim's lips curled into a sinister grin. "Did Quinze not tell you? I was the one who first created Operation Meteor."

	 

	-- The true Operation Meteor –

	 

	The weight of those words crashed upon Zechs like a tidal wave. He knew their meaning all too well—a plan his former second-in-command, Quinze, had fervently advocated during Zechs' time as leader of White Fang. And there was only one place where such a horrific scheme could be set in motion.

	"X-18999..." The name escaped Zechs' lips in a whisper, heavy with dread.

	"Precisely," Dekim's voice oozed satisfaction. "We can drop that colony any time we wish."

	The Tallgeese remained motionless, its mega cannon still poised to strike, but now rendered impotent by this revelation.

	"This is no bluff, Zechs," Dekim continued, his tone glacial. "If you continue to insist on getting in our way, we will not hesitate to send X-18999 plummeting to Earth."

	The nightmarish vision unfurled in Zechs' mind—a massive colony, transformed into a meteor of unimaginable destructive power, hurtling towards the blue planet below. This was the true Operation Meteor, Dekim's brainchild, stripped of all pretense.

	Dekim, reveling in his triumph, pressed on. 

	"Lay down your weapons and surrender."

	The tables had turned; now it was Dekim issuing the ultimatum.

	"However," he added with a sneer, "unlike Quinze, I have no intention of inviting you in to become our leader. But I’ll he happy to consider you as a soldier under Mariemaia."

	With that, Dekim severed the communication link, leaving Zechs in stunned silence.

	"Launch the transport ships," Dekim ordered, his voice brimming with newfound confidence.

	"But sir—" an officer began to protest.

	"Fear not," Dekim cut him off. "He's powerless to stop us now."

	One by one, the flotilla of transport ships erupted from MO-III's Earth-facing gate. They glided past the Tallgeese with brazen impunity, each vessel a silent taunt to the immobilized Zechs.

	Dekim had outmaneuvered him, his preparations far more thorough than Zechs could have imagined. The colony that had served as a diversion was now poised to become history's most devastating weapon of mass destruction. Even Zechs, with all his tactical acumen, had not foreseen this twist.

	In a burst of frustration, Zechs slammed his fist against the Tallgeuse's control console. 

	"Damn it! I was deceived by the illusion of Treize's daughter!"

	He had convinced himself that anyone truly carrying on Treize's will would never resort to Operation Meteor. This assumption had blinded him to the true nature of the surprise attack.

	Now, all Zechs could do was watch helplessly as the armada of transport ships sailed past, bound for an unsuspecting Earth.

	 

	　　3

	 

	It was called Operation Meteor.

	April 7, AC-195. Two decades to the day since the assassination of colonial leader Heero Yuy. On this date, a plan of unparalleled audacity was set in motion.

	A faction of colonists, rallying against the United Earth Sphere Alliance, launched their audacious plan. Under the guise of a meteor shower, they would send a new breed of mobile weapon hurtling towards Earth. But the Alliance's special forces, OZ, had caught wind of this scheme, dubbing it "Operation M" in their intelligence reports.

	To the public, Operation Meteor was believed to be nothing more than the deployment of five mobile suits constructed of Gundanium alloy—the legendary Gundams. But the truth was far more sinister.

	The "meteors" were never meant to be Gundams at all.

	"Meteor" referred to the colonies themselves—those miraculous bastions of human life amidst the void of space.

	The original plan was to send entire space colonies crashing down upon the Earth.

	By increasing their rotation speed and destabilizing their position at the Lagrange points, these massive structures would be sent hurtling towards Earth. In the ensuing chaos, the Gundams would swoop in to subjugate what remained of humanity.

	The projected casualties were staggering—billions of lives snuffed out in an instant as the colonies struck major population centers. The aftermath would be no less catastrophic; the resulting dust clouds would plunge the planet into a new ice age, rendering much of Earth uninhabitable.

	Against a broken world, even five Gundams would be more than enough to establish dominion.

	Any survivors fleeing to the colonies would find themselves at the mercy of those who orchestrated this cataclysm. The revolutionaries' vision of controlling Earth was as ruthless as it was self-righteous.

	But fate, it seemed, had other plans.

	The true Operation Meteor never came to pass. Instead, the Gundams and their young pilots descended to Earth alone, limiting their targets to OZ military installations.

	What transpired on that fateful day to alter the course of history?

	What drove these five young men to embrace the the stigma of "terrorists," fighting a solitary war against overwhelming odds?

	Heero Yuy suppressed his true emotions, becoming the perfect agent.

	Duo Maxwell embraced the role of Death, all for the sake of the colonies.

	Trowa Barton donned the mask of a warrior, searching for a place to belong.

	Quatre Raberba Winner defied orders, seeking to understand the true weight of human life.

	Chang WuFei descended to Earth, driven by the need to defeat a worthy enemy.

	Each pilot carried their own burden, their own reason for fighting. To understand their choices, we must look back...

	 

	 

	──April 7, AC-195──

	Deep within a secret laboratory in one of the L-1 cluster colonies, the mobile suit XXXG-01W Wing Gundam stood complete. This machine was the closest in design to the original Wing Gundam Zero, conceptualized by five brilliant scientists.

	Yet, its combat capabilities had been deliberately scaled back. The awesome power of its buster rifle was limited, and the ZERO System—capable of calculating perfect victory at the cost of the pilot's sanity—had been completely removed.

	"Our goal isn't the genocide of Earth's population," Doctor J, the lead developer, explained to a boy barely fifteen years old. "This is about avenging our leader, Heero Yuy."

	"Any more firepower would be excessive," the old man continued, his mechanical claw clicking as he gestured.

	Whether these words held any truth, the boy couldn't say. He'd long since learned not to take Doctor J's statements at face value.

	This child had already forsaken the luxury of living by his emotions. After destroying an Alliance training facility on the colony, he'd buried a puppy named Mary on a hill where he'd encountered a young girl. With that act, he'd tried to bury his own feelings as well.

	“I have no heart left,” he told himself. “I am the perfect weapon.”

	Yet, even as he repeated this mantra, something within him rebelled against the idea of Operation Meteor—of dropping colonies onto the Earth. The reason for this hesitation eluded him. Perhaps some fragment of emotion remained, stubbornly clinging to life despite his best efforts to excise it. Or maybe the guilt of inadvertently causing that girl's death had awakened a desire to avoid involving more innocents in this war.

	Whatever the cause, the fact remained: he had failed to truly become the emotionless weapon he aspired to be.

	If ordered to carry out the mass slaughter of Operation Meteor, he had resolved to kill Doctor J and everyone else in the facility. And after the deed was done, he planned to laugh—a chilling, mirthless sound.

	'Fools, to be killed by someone like me!'

	It would be a laugh of bitter mockery, betraying the fractures in his psyche.

	Within the icy confines of his mind, he constantly denied the existence of tears.

	“Tears only invite pity from others,” he reasoned. “I have no need for such things.”

	To cope with the blood on his hands, he resorted to scorning those he killed. It was the only way he could maintain some semblance of sanity. Without this defense mechanism, he likely would have taken his own life long ago.

	Indeed, his own existence held so little value to him that, following his arrival on Earth, he would attempt "self-destruction" or suicide numerous times.

	Now, seated in the shuttle attached to Wing Gundam for atmospheric entry, the boy waited to receive his final orders. His hand hovered near the self-destruct device hidden in his flight suit, ready to activate it if commanded to drop colonies on Earth. The explosion would be powerful enough to obliterate the entire underground facility.

	Unbeknownst to the boy, Doctor J had discovered this contingency plan.

	"What could that brat be thinking?" the scientist muttered, altering the detonation frequency. This adjustment would weaken the blast from the flight suit, should it be triggered.

	Doctor J ascended on a hydraulic lift, bringing himself level with the shuttle's hatch—directly beneath the boy in the cockpit.

	"Operation Meteor... It's finally time," he announced.

	The boy tensed, his hand imperceptibly moving towards his chest. Doctor J, feigning ignorance, continued:

	"I'll provide you with target information and enemy intelligence as it becomes available."

	"Understood," came the flat reply.

	"Commence operations as soon as you're ready."

	"Understood."

	Though outwardly calm, the lack of a clear objective gnawed at the boy. Sensing this unease, Doctor J's lips curled into a knowing smirk.

	"Let's decide on your codename, shall we?"

	The lift began to descend, carrying Doctor J with it.

	"We'll borrow the name of a peaceful leader from our history in space... You know who I mean."

	In that moment, the boy's codename was set: Heero Yuy.

	And with that simple act, understanding dawned. The original Heero Yuy had been an advocate for total pacifism, championing coexistence between the colonies and Earth.

	This could only mean one thing: the true Operation Meteor would not be carried out.

	“Then I can fight,” Heero thought. “If the mission becomes unacceptable, self-detonation is always an option. The same applies if I fail.”

	"—Understood," he replied aloud.

	As the shuttle hatch sealed shut, plunging him into darkness, Heero methodically checked his instruments.

	"I will move forward," he whispered to himself. "I've decided to act. No one can stop me now. I am a weapon."

	He repeated these words like a mantra, as if trying to convince himself of their truth.

	Hours later, Heero and the Wing Gundam began their fateful descent to Earth.

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	In the void surrounding the L2 colony cluster, a Sweeper Group vessel drifted silently. Within its mobile suit hangar, Duo Maxwell found himself face-to-face with his mechanical partner—the XXXG-01D Gundam Deathscythe.

	Duo's nimble fingers danced across the Gundam's exterior, searching for a way into the locked cockpit. 

	"Damn it," he muttered, frustration coloring his voice. "That old geezer changed the access codes. Give an old man too much free time, and he's bound to cause trouble."

	The "old geezer" in question was Professor G, who had taken Duo under his wing in AC-192. For three years, Duo had been immersed in the creation of Deathscythe, all while tackling an endless stream of challenges set by the professor. From computer programming to advanced ECM theory and mobile suit engineering, Duo had absorbed it all like a sponge. His skills in security bypass had reached near-legendary status.

	In a mere three years, Duo had acquired knowledge and expertise rivaling that of Professor G himself—at least when it came to Deathscythe. The Gundam wasn't just a machine to Duo; it was his "partner." Every component felt like an extension of his own body, responding to his will with uncanny precision.

	But as the days passed, Duo learned the true nature of Deathscythe's mission—the original Operation Meteor, as dictated by the Barton Foundation. He discovered which colony was slated for Earth's destruction: V08744. The very place where, for a brief moment in his tumultuous childhood, Duo had known the warmth of family.

	"Sorry, partner," Duo whispered to the silent Gundam. "I can't let them drop that colony. Not ever."

	With the cockpit stubbornly sealed, Duo's clever mind raced for alternatives. If he couldn't pilot the Deathscythe away, then perhaps... He slipped into the weapons cache, pilfering a collection of explosives. Even for a security expert of Duo's caliber, the Deathscythe's defenses proved impenetrable. But the armory? Child's play.

	As he meticulously placed each charge on his beloved Gundam, Duo's heart ached with every movement. "I'm really sorry about this," he murmured. "But that place... it holds memories. Good ones, bad ones—they're all a part of me. And I can't stand by while innocent people get caught up in this madness."

	Duo knew that destroying Deathscythe was the only way to ensure V08744's safety. Even if he refused to pilot it, someone else would be found to carry out the grim task.

	"Don't worry," he assured the silent Gundam. "I'll be joining you in hell. So long, partner."

	With a heavy heart, Duo pressed the detonator. But the expected chaos never came. Deathscythe remained unscathed, looming in the shadows.

	"What the hell?" Duo frantically jabbed at the switch, confusion etched across his face. As realization dawned, a familiar voice cut through the darkness.

	"Duo..."

	Professor G emerged from the shadows, scattering defused detonators at his feet. Duo's mind raced. Had the old man anticipated this? Or was his paranoia so deeply ingrained that he kept duds in the weapons store?

	"Deathscythe is a masterpiece," Professor G declared, his piercing gaze locked onto Duo. "You know this better than anyone."

	Duo did know. But the weight of thousands of lives hung in the balance. 

	"Yeah, well, I can't let my partner become a tool for mass murder."

	The professor's next words caught Duo off guard. "Then find another way. One that doesn't involve destruction."

	A moment of tense silence passed before Professor G continued, his voice low and deliberate. "Steal it, Duo. Take Deathscythe to Earth. Ignore Operation Meteor entirely."

	The professor tossed Duo's concealed pistol back to him, then turned away. 

	"There's a man named Howard in the Pacific. Seek him out." As he disappeared into the shadows, his final words lingered in the air. "Go as the God of Death!"

	A slow grin spread across Duo's face. 

	"The God of Death, huh? Beats being some mass-murdering 'hero' any day."

	With renewed determination, Duo set about cracking the cockpit's security measures. It was clear now—this was Professor G's final test. If he couldn't manage this, he'd have no hope against OZ on Earth.

	Minutes stretched into hours, but finally, Duo slipped into the pilot's seat. Professor G's face appeared on the monitor, a hint of pride in his wizened features.

	[image: Image]



	



	"Congratulations, Duo. Deathscythe is yours now."

	"Don't expect any thanks, you crafty old bastard," Duo retorted, but there was no real venom in his words.

	The professor outlined Duo's mission: destroy the main motor at an OZ weapons factory in North America. As the data streamed in, Duo couldn't help but needle the old man one last time.

	"If I'm the God of Death, then you're the God of Pestilence, you know that?"

	Professor G's amused chuckle filled the cockpit. "Your target is OZ. They've disrupted the peace in the colonies. This is retribution."

	Duo's expression hardened. He'd seen firsthand the overwhelming military might of OZ during the AC-188 colony revolution. If anyone posed a true threat to colonial peace, it was them.

	"Alright, I get it," Duo conceded. "Better to die fighting than live under OZ's boot."

	With a final nod to his mentor, Duo Maxwell launched Gundam Deathscythe into the star-studded expanse. The God of Death was on his way to Earth, ready to reap a harvest of vengeance.

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	In the heart of the L-3 colony cluster, the stronghold of the Barton Foundation, a new instrument of war was taking shape. The XXXG-01H Gundam Heavyarms, a monument to destructive power, neared completion under the watchful eyes of its creators.

	Its designated pilot was Trowa Barton, the son of Dekim Barton's mistress. A man of brute force rather than finesse, Trowa found little favor in his father's eyes. Despite his position as heir to the Barton Foundation, he was relegated to the role of a mere foot soldier in their grand scheme of Earth's conquest.

	Dekim's affections lay elsewhere—with his daughter Leia from his legal wife, and his granddaughter Mariemaia, who carried the noble blood of the Khushrenada family. Yet it was Trowa who truly embodied Dekim's ruthless spirit, his veins pulsing with an insatiable lust for battle and domination.

	The young Barton threw himself into preparations for Operation Meteor with unbridled enthusiasm. His fervor stood in stark contrast to the growing unease among the Heavyarms development team. Doktor S and his crew harbored deep misgivings about the operation, with many voicing their objections outright.

	Amidst this tumult of conflicting ideologies, one figure remained enigmatically neutral—a nameless young mechanic. This silent observer neither condemned nor condoned the plans set before him. His unwavering focus on his work caught Trowa's eye, leading the Barton scion to view the mechanic as a potential ally.

	Mistaking the boy's reticence for loyalty, Trowa began to confide in him. He even went so far as to show him a photograph of his niece, Mariemaia. Yet the nameless youth seemed utterly unmoved, continuing his meticulous work on Heavyarms with single-minded dedication.

	Unbeknownst to Trowa, this "No-Name" mechanic carried with him a wealth of experience from Earth. As a child soldier, he had drifted from one battlefield to another, piloting mobile suits with a skill that far surpassed his years. This prodigious talent had become both his curse and his means of survival.

	Throughout his nomadic existence, a singular obsession drove the nameless youth forward—the search for a place to call home. This wasn't mere wishful thinking; it had become the bedrock of his existence. While the exact origins of this fixation remained shrouded in mystery, it seemed to be the very force that kept him from fully embracing the mantle of a soldier, despite his obvious aptitude.

	In this, he shared an unexpected kinship with Zechs Merquise. Both men wore masks, albeit of different sorts. Zechs donned a physical mask to deny his past, while No-Name wore the figurative mask of a soldier, yearning to cast it aside once he found his true place in the world.

	Their paths, though seemingly divergent, were mirror images of the same struggle. Zechs, in rejecting his heritage, cycled through multiple identities. No-Name, in his relentless pursuit of belonging, paradoxically remained nameless. Yet both were, in essence, searching for the same thing—a place where they could be their authentic selves.

	After parting ways with a girl named Middie, No-Name found himself adrift once more. Earth had failed to provide the sanctuary he sought, so he turned his gaze to the stars. The vastness of space had always captivated him, and now he yearned to see those distant points of light up close.

	But the colonies offered no battlefields in need of his particular set of skills. Fortune, however, smiled upon him in an unexpected way. He found employment as a mechanic in this very facility, working on the Gundanium alloy mobile suit that would become Heavyarms.

	To his surprise, No-Name found himself oddly at home amidst the hum of machinery and the scent of lubricant. For the first time in his turbulent life, he dared to hope. Could this be the place he'd been searching for all along?

	Heavyarms itself held a peculiar fascination for the young mechanic. Unlike any mobile suit he'd encountered before, its unique capabilities spoke to something deep within him. Each time he climbed into the cockpit for adjustments, he felt a strange sense of destiny. The claustrophobic space, with its myriad controls and readouts hinting at future conflicts, seemed tailor-made for him.

	In time, No-Name began to form a silent bond with Heavyarms. His internal monologues took on the shape of one-sided conversations with the machine:

	"How's it going today? I've applied some magnetic coating to the drive system. Should improve your reaction time a bit."

	"You and I, we're not so different. Quiet, obedient, with uncertain futures ahead..."

	"Well, I suppose you've got one thing I don't—a name."

	These imaginary exchanges became No-Name's sole form of companionship. His already taciturn nature deepened, further isolating him from his fellow mechanics. Yet in this solitude, he found a strange comfort.

	The depth of No-Name's attachment to Gundams would later manifest in an unexpected moment of vulnerability. When forced to destroy Gundam Deathscythe, tears fell unbidden from his eyes—a rare display of emotion from the normally stoic youth.

	But such contradictions suited him.

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	On that fateful day, the nameless mechanic once again found himself alone in the hangar, meticulously tending to Heavyarms. It was a routine he had grown accustomed to, a dance of metal and circuitry that brought him a semblance of peace.

	His solitude was shattered by the sound of raised voices. At the feet of the towering Gundam stood Trowa Barton, his face contorted with rage as he confronted Doktor S and his assistant.

	"What's the meaning of this?" Trowa bellowed. "Why limit our targets to OZ alone?"

	Doktor S, his weathered face etched with weariness, responded coolly. "Operation Meteor, as originally conceived, would result in the deaths of two billion people. Don't you think that's a bit extreme, even for avenging Heero Yuy?"

	Trowa's eyes flashed dangerously. 

	"This isn't about revenge, you fool! It's about awakening a new era of humanity, with us—the people of the colonies—ruling over Earth!"

	As the argument unfolded, No-Name silently observed from his hidden vantage point. He'd seen enough conflict to recognize the dangerous undercurrents swirling beneath the surface of this confrontation.

	Doktor S's face twisted with disgust. 

	"That sounds exactly like something Dekim Barton would dream up."

	A cruel smirk played across Trowa's lips. 

	"I see. You're just jealous that my father and our family will be the ones in control."

	In his arrogance, Trowa failed to grasp the true nature of Doktor S's objections. He couldn't fathom that someone might genuinely balk at the prospect of billions of deaths. In Trowa's myopic worldview, this was merely about power and who wielded it.

	With a dismissive sneer, Trowa turned his back on the two men. 

	"Where are you going, Trowa?"

	"I'm reporting this to my father. "

	The assistant couldn't stomach Trowa's simplistic thinking. Even if he reported to Dekim, it wouldn't change their opposition to dropping colonies on Earth.

	Reducing others' motivations to his own petty framework, refusing real discussion in favor of running to daddy – it was childish behavior, unworthy of an adult.

	How could someone with such limited cognitive abilities hope to "awaken" humanity?

	The assistant felt ashamed for having taken this man's words seriously, even for a moment.

	Trowa Barton glanced back, tossing out a final threat:

	"Prepare yourselves... I'll execute Operation Meteor alone if I have to."

	Those were his last words.

	The assistant's bullet tore through Trowa Barton's heart from behind.

	If stopping Operation Meteor had been the only goal, killing him might not have been necessary. But the assistant harbored pure hatred for the man.

	As Trowa Barton collapsed in seeming slow motion, the assistant trembled with the fear of having taken a life for the first time.

	Doktor S's shoulders sagged as he spoke:

	"So it's come to this..."

	The assistant, slumping in shock, managed to stammer out:

	"I'm sorry... I have family on Earth..."

	"No-Name" had witnessed the entire scene.

	While murder wasn't an unfamiliar sight to him, watching someone grapple with the weight of their actions was painful.

	From a tactical – no, a humanitarian – perspective, this man's death had saved two billion lives. An act worthy of commendation, not guilt.

	"No-Name" was capable of such cold calculations. Yet he also possessed a gentle side that couldn't ignore those thrust unwillingly into such situations.

	He decided to make his presence known.

	Making a split-second decision, No-Name deliberately dropped a wrench, the metallic clang shattering the tense silence.

	"Who's there?" Doktor S called out, his voice tight with fear.

	No-Name stepped into view, hands raised in a gesture of peace. 

	"I have no name," he said softly. "But if you must call me something, 'No-Name' will suffice."

	The assistant's gun wavered uncertainly, but No-Name approached with calm deliberation. 

	"If you intend to kill me, so be it. But I may resist."

	He'd already judged that the man was incapable of pulling the trigger again.

	Doktor S gently lowered the assistant's trembling arm. "Stop. This will all come to light eventually. There's no point in trying to cover it up."

	A ghost of a smile played across No-Name's lips. "You give up too easily."

	In that moment, a plan began to crystallize in No-Name's mind. A way to buy them time, to throw the Barton Foundation off their trail, if only for a while.

	"I've found it somewhat inconvenient, not having a name," he mused, though in truth he had never felt its lack. "I wouldn't mind taking his name, if you'd like."

	"What are you saying?" the assistant asked.

	No-Name's gaze drifted to the imposing mobile suit. "It seems the battlefield is where I belong, after all," he said, a hint of resignation in his voice.

	It was a destiny he had tried to escape, yet now found himself embracing once more.

	Doktor S, following "No-Name's" gaze, began to understand his intention.

	"You mean to pilot Heavyarms yourself?"

	"I've grown fond of this machine... but I have no interest in conquering Earth."

	Doktor S stared intently at "No-Name's" face. He saw no hesitation in those eyes.

	'I see... you're willing to shoulder this mad era.'

	'You, who have almost no stake in this...'

	Doktor S's expression softened as he spoke:

	"Very well. From this moment forward, you are Trowa Barton. Operation Meteor is in your hands."

	The newly christened Trowa met the scientist's gaze with clear, resolute eyes. "Understood."

	And so, Gundam Heavyarms and the boy now known as Trowa Barton set course for Earth. Their target: the OZ-controlled spaceport in the Dover Strait of Europe.

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	In the L-4 colony cluster, within a resource satellite owned by the Winner family, the XXXG-01SR Gundam Sandrock stood ready for launch.

	Quatre Raberba Winner had been involved in every aspect of this mobile suit's creation, from design to manufacturing, working alongside Instructor H. Their fateful meeting had occurred in AC-193 on the resource satellite MO-III.

	At that time, Instructor H was being held in detention on MO-III, forced to work in resource extraction. It was there that Quatre arrived with the Maganac Corps.

	During their encounter, Instructor H had hinted at his inability to return to Earth. 

	"I'm what you'd call a notorious mad scientist," he had said, self-deprecatingly acknowledging his scientific infamy. "I might end up seeking refuge with your family someday. I'd be in your debt if that happens."

	True to his words, some time later, Instructor H appeared at the Winner family's doorstep. Quatre's father, Mr. Winner, provided sanctuary to the scientist who was being pursued by the Alliance.

	However, Mr. Winner couldn't accept Instructor H's intentions. The professor aimed to construct a Gundanium alloy mobile suit to oppose the Alliance and OZ.

	"In the Winner family's philosophy, mobile suits have no place in the name of peace," Mr. Winner declared. "We seek resolution through dialogue with the United Earth Sphere Alliance. Humanity is barely managing to live in space as it is. Don't you think war is both impossible and futile?"

	Instructor H didn't argue with Winner's words. "You're absolutely right," he conceded. "If all of humanity on Earth shared your perspective, I wouldn't need to create weapons."

	With those words, he prepared to leave the Winner residence. However, at the entrance, Quatre called out to stop him.

	"Wait, please!"

	Instructor H halted but didn't turn around. 

	"What is it?"

	"There's a resource satellite on the verge of being scrapped," Quatre said. "I think you could continue your mobile suit research there without being discovered by the Alliance or OZ."

	"Why would you say such a thing?"

	"Because I believe someone has to fight, or this war will never end."

	Instructor H finally turned to face Quatre. 

	"And you intend to be that someone?"

	"If someone like me would suffice..."

	"..."

	"I want to become a person I can be proud of."

	Quatre's earnest appeal moved Instructor H's heart. With a wry smile, he said, "Alright. Show me to this abandoned resource satellite."

	"Yes, sir."

	Quatre possessed a pure heart, kinder than anyone else's. Instructor H began manufacturing the Gundam Sandrock alongside Quatre, keeping secret his backing from the Barton Foundation.

	Deep in his heart, Instructor H harbored a wish.

	"I hope this machine belongs not to the Barton Foundation, which plots to conquer Earth, but to the Winner family, who would carry on Heero Yuy's will for complete peace."

	He kept this thought to himself. However, it seemed Quatre had a vague awareness of the organization behind Instructor H. And in his kindness, Quatre waited for Instructor H to broach the subject himself.

	 

	The day of deployment arrived, but Instructor H had still not spoken of it. Naturally, Quatre hadn't been told about the true nature of Operation Meteor either.

	What he had been told was that this machine was built "to avenge the leader Heero Yuy," that he shouldn't "worry about the colonies," and the basic fighting principle of "strike before being struck."

	Quatre, dressed in his astro suit, returned to the control room where Instructor H waited.

	"Final checks completed," Quatre reported.

	"All systems go?"

	"Yes, including that black box, everything is in good order."

	"I see..."

	But Quatre was waiting for more words.

	"Hmph... You want to know what that black box is, don't you?"

	"Yes. It is my mobile suit, after all."

	Quatre had been curious about the mysterious circuit on the wiring diagram. The wiring of this so-called black box extended from an enigmatic part of the main power unit and spread throughout the system.

	"That is—" Instructor H finally opened his mouth, "—a self-detonation device."

	Quatre repeated the words in surprise. 

	"A self-detonation device?"

	"Yes. It's necessary for Sandrock."

	"Is it for maintaining secrecy?"

	Quatre imagined it might be necessary to prevent the Alliance or OZ from learning about the machine's capabilities, which could further escalate the conflict.

	"No, that's not it. It's for the resolve that those with power must bear."

	"I don't quite understand..."

	"No, I suppose you wouldn't. For now, that's fine."

	 

	The self-destruction device - a safeguard against the very human tendency towards unchecked power.

	In the vast emptiness of space, as Gundam Sandrock prepared for its fateful journey, Instructor H contemplated the weight of the decision he had made. The self-destruct mechanism wasn't merely a fail-safe; it was a constant reminder of the burden that comes with wielding immense power.

	History has shown time and again that those who possess great strength can shape destinies and forge new eras. But such power demands an unwavering resolve - the readiness to embrace death at any moment. Without this steel-like determination, even the noblest of intentions can crumble, giving way to a desperate scramble for self-preservation at the cost of countless lives.

	Once the descent into madness begins, it becomes an unstoppable avalanche, leaving only carnage in its wake. The self-destruct device stood as a silent sentinel, a last line of defense against the corruption of the human spirit.

	Yet, for most Gundam pilots, this ultimate fail-safe served a more practical purpose - preserving secrets and providing a final, defiant option in the face of defeat. Their unwavering composure in the face of unimaginable pressure was a testament to their exceptional caliber.

	Instructor H's decision to withhold the deeper meaning of the self-destruct system from Quatre spoke volumes about his faith in the young man's innate qualities. Quatre's strategic brilliance, natural leadership, and above all, his boundless compassion, led H to believe that such a safeguard against madness would never be necessary.

	But even the gentlest souls can be pushed to the brink. Months from now, Quatre would witness the horrific death of his father, Mr. Winner. The weight of that loss, combined with his own tender heart, would drive him to create the Wing Gundam Zero - a machine born from the edge of sanity itself. The ZERO System it housed - capable of calculating perfect victory at the cost of the pilot's mental stability - would push Quatre to his limits.

	Yet, even in his darkest hour, Quatre's inherent kindness would prove to be his salvation. Without a single casualty, he would break free from the ZERO System's insidious grip, proving once again why he was chosen to be a Gundam pilot.

	A sudden beeping drew Instructor H's attention to a nearby monitor. His eyes narrowed as he decrypted the incoming message.

	Quatre, ever perceptive, glanced at the encoded text. 

	"Orders from the organization?"

	The time for secrets was rapidly drawing to a close. Quatre deserved to know the true purpose behind Sandrock's creation.

	"Indeed," H growled, his face contorting with a mixture of anger and shame. "But this-!"

	With a primal roar, H smashed his fist into the monitor, shattering it into a cascade of sparks and broken glass. He tore at the wires, ensuring that not a trace of the message remained.

	That transmission had undoubtedly contained the full scope of Operation Meteor - a plan of such monstrous scale that it made H's blood run cold. The sheer inhumanity of it was more than he could bear. More than that, the thought of tainting Quatre's pure spirit with such an abomination was utterly unthinkable.

	For all his claims of being a "mad scientist," a core of decency still burned within Instructor H.

	"Quatre," he said, his voice thick with emotion, "fight according to your own convictions. Use the self-destruct system only when you deem it absolutely necessary."

	"Yes, sir," Quatre nodded resolutely, turning to board Sandrock for the last time.

	As the young pilot's form receded, H whispered words that would never reach Quatre's ears: "I cannot - will not - strip away that purity and kindness."

	A shadow crossed the scientist's face as he continued, "The path ahead may prove even more grueling than Operation Meteor, but..."

	Unbeknownst to Quatre, H had made a final, clandestine modification to Sandrock's self-destruct mechanism. Should Quatre ever activate it, the cockpit would automatically open, while the Gundam itself would continue to lumber autonomously toward the enemy - a primitive precursor to the mobile dolls that would soon terrorize the battlefield.

	It was a breakthrough that even Tubarov, chief engineer of the Romefeller Foundation, had yet to achieve - truly the work of a mad scientist pushed to the limits of innovation.

	Months later, in the chaos of the Singapore spaceport, Quatre would find himself driven to that ultimate decision. With OZ and the colonies reaching an uneasy truce, leaving the Gundam pilots isolated and alone, Quatre prepared to sacrifice himself so Duo and WuFei could escape into space.

	But fate, guided by Instructor H's hidden failsafe, had other plans. Quatre survived, only to face trials that would test the very core of his being: his father, rejected by the colonists he once led; Trowa, lost and amnesiac in the aftermath of Quatre's brush with the ZERO System; the fall of the Sanc Kingdom, that brief, shining hope for peace.

	Each blow struck at Quatre's gentle heart, threatening to shatter it beyond repair. In some ways, this crucible of personal anguish proved even more brutal than the mass destruction of Operation Meteor, as Instructor H had predicted.

	Yet Quatre endured. Through it all, he clung to his kindness and purity with a grip of iron. For the sake of ending the war, for the happiness of others, for the chance to find pride in himself - Quatre fought on with a resolve that defied imagination.

	Now, as Sandrock launched from the resource satellite, Quatre's heart swelled with a mixture of anticipation and trepidation. The blue orb of Earth beckoned, promising answers to questions he had yet to fully form.

	"Earth," Quatre whispered, his voice filled with wonder. 

	"I'm finally going to set foot on Earth."

	His mind raced with possibilities as Sandrock hurtled through the inky void of space. 

	"I have to find it... my true self. Surely, the answer lies on that beautiful blue planet..."

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	In the vast expanse of the L-5 colony cluster, A0206 stood as a ghostly remnant of humanity's first steps into space. Official Alliance records declared it uninhabited, a convenient fiction that masked a more complex truth. For within its aging walls, a small community of the Long Clan clung to existence, barely more than a few dozen souls.

	Constructed in AC-20—a staggering 176 years ago—A0206 had long since outlived its intended lifespan. Its life support systems wheezed and sputtered, the barrier between breathable air and the unforgiving vacuum of space growing thinner with each passing day. It was a ticking time bomb, waiting for the inevitability of catastrophic failure.

	Deep within the colony's subterranean factory, a slumbering giant awaited its awakening. The XXXG-01S Shenlong Gundam, a machine of unparalleled destructive capability, rested in eerie silence.

	Before this mechanical behemoth stood Chang WuFei, his eyes blazing with a mixture of anger and confusion as he confronted Master O. 

	"I ask you again," WuFei's voice cut through the stale air like a blade, "Why was Nataku created?"

	Master O remained silent, his weathered face an impassive mask.

	In a burst of fury, WuFei seized the front of Master O's robes, dragging the older man towards him. 

	"You built Nataku to drop this colony onto Earth? Is that truly your aim?"

	Still, Master O offered no response.

	"How could you?" WuFei's voice cracked with barely contained rage. "Did you honestly believe I would ever agree to such madness?"

	At last, Master O spoke, his voice calm in the face of WuFei's storm. "Operation Meteor has the blessing of the Grand Master himself."

	"Impossible!" WuFei roared. "I would never allow Nataku to be used for such a purpose!"

	A flicker of pity crossed Master O's face. "WuFei... that machine is not Nataku. It is Shenlong, the Divine Dragon."

	The words struck WuFei like a physical blow. Master O continued, his voice heavy with regret, "Perhaps it's time you let go of Nataku..."

	Something snapped within WuFei. With a primal cry, he drove his fist into Master O's solar plexus. The larger man crumpled, gasping for air.

	"Let go?" WuFei's voice dripped with venom. "Say that again, I dare you!"

	But Master O could only wheeze, struggling to draw breath.

	"I no longer acknowledge you as my master," WuFei spat. "I will fight with Nataku alone!"

	With that declaration, WuFei sprinted towards the home of Long Shirin, the matriarch of the Long Clan. Known as the Master, his piercing gaze seemed to cut through flesh and bone, peering into the very souls of those who stood before him. His word was absolute, brooking no dissent—save for one notable exception.

	"Master!" WuFei burst into his chambers, chest heaving. "I pilot Nataku to vanquish evil from the cosmos!"

	Long Shirin's eyes narrowed. 

	"No, WuFei. That is not the truth."

	"What?"

	"You fight for vengeance, nothing more."

	WuFei fell silent, his certainty wavering for the first time.

	Long Shirin's gaze drifted, as if seeing beyond the confines of the dying colony. 

	"Our clan must never forget justice."

	"Madness!" WuFei exploded. "You call dropping this colony onto Earth an act of justice?"

	"You do not yet understand, child."

	A gentle smile played across Long Shirin's lips, a stark contrast to the weight of his words. He saw what WuFei could not—that true justice lay in believing in oneself, in remaining true to one's convictions, in never betraying one's own heart. But WuFei, in his rage and confusion, was not yet ready to grasp this profound truth.

	In Long Shirin's eyes, WuFei lacked the necessary strength. Not physical prowess, but strength of heart and spirit. The ability to conquer one's own inner demons before facing external foes. By this measure, WuFei had already lost the battle before it had begun.

	One of Long Shirin's advisors spoke up, his voice tinged with resignation. 

	"This colony's decommissioning was decided a year ago. All other civilians have been evacuated; only our clan remains."

	Another advisor continued, "Better to carry out Operation Meteor than to be silently discarded. Perhaps this action will force the Alliance and OZ to confront their own foolishness."

	WuFei's mind reeled. How could they equate mass murder with justice? Were they no better than the very enemies they sought to overthrow?

	"If we strike down our true enemy, all will be resolved!" WuFei shouted, his words echoing through the chamber as he stormed out.

	In WuFei's mind, that enemy had a name: Treize Khushrenada. He clung to the belief that eliminating this one man would bring an end to the war. It was a simplistic view, but one that WuFei, in his current state, could not see beyond.

	 

	Minutes later, WuFei climbed into the cockpit of Shenlong Gundam. As the massive machine roared to life, he set course for Earth, driven by a reckless determination.

	Standing knee-deep in the waters of the Yangtze River, Shenlong a looming presence behind him, WuFei's voice rang out with grim resolve. 

	"I am Chang WuFei. I neither run nor hide."

	The vast expanse of his homeland stretched before him, a bittersweet reminder of all he fought to protect. 

	"This battle ends now!" he declared, painfully aware of the ticking clock.

	A0206 was living on borrowed time. Six months, at most, before the colony's failing systems gave out completely. Before then, WuFei had to reclaim the Earth, to secure a future for his people.

	Desperation fueled his every move, an unacknowledged fear driving him forward. To escape the specter of despair, WuFei threw himself headlong onto the path to war.

	 

	　　4

	 

	A subtle yet perceptible shift in gravity rippled through Colony X18999, catching the attention of Heero and Duo. Without a word, they broke into a sprint. There was no time to waste – the situation demanded immediate action.

	Their destination: the gravity control room nestled deep within the colony's core. A long, narrow corridor stretched before them, leading to the heart of their mission.

	As they raced forward, Duo's voice cut through the air, urgent and tense. 

	"Move it! They're going to do it – I can feel it in my bones!"

	Heero remained silent, his face a mask of grim determination. There was no need for words; they both knew the stakes all too well.

	 

	──They're going to drop this colony onto Earth.──

	 

	The thought hung between them, unspoken but palpable.

	The colony's artificial gravity was maintained by its rotation. Now, that rotation was accelerating, threatening to destabilize the delicate Lagrange point equilibrium. If that balance shifted, the colony would break free from its lunar orbit, plummeting towards Earth's crushing gravitational pull.

	Preventing this catastrophe had become Heero and Duo's singular focus, their reason for being in this moment.

	Suddenly, the air erupted with the staccato rhythm of gunfire. Mariemaia's soldiers had been lying in wait at the far end of the corridor. Heero and Duo reacted with lightning reflexes, diving behind a nearby bulkhead as bullets ricocheted off the metal walls.

	The barrage continued relentlessly, filling the air with the acrid scent of gunpowder. Eventually, sensing no movement from their targets, the soldiers fell silent. The sudden quiet was almost deafening.

	Duo risked a quick glance around the corner, only to be met with another hail of bullets. This dance repeated itself – moments of furious gunfire punctuated by tense silences.

	The seasoned pilots recognized the pattern. Those brief lulls... that's when the soldiers were reloading.

	Heero's hand moved to a grenade, fingers wrapping around the pin. His eyes locked with Duo's, a silent communication passing between them.

	Duo nodded, a fierce grin spreading across his face. 

	"You got it, partner."

	In one fluid motion, Heero pulled the pin and hurled the grenade. The corridor erupted in a blinding flash and a deafening roar. Duo seized the moment, charging forward with his gun blazing, more for show than accuracy.

	"Yaaaaahhhh!" His battle cry echoed off the walls as he burst through the smoke, catching the disoriented guards completely off-guard. Their weapons clattered to the floor as Duo expertly disarmed them with a series of lightning-fast strikes.

	One particularly stubborn guard reached for his fallen weapon, but Duo's foot pinned it to the ground. He flashed a cocky grin. "I hate to use a cliché, but... resistance is futile, my friends."

	The soldiers tensed, ready to fight bare-handed if necessary. That's when they realized Heero had materialized behind them, his gun raised and his eyes cold as steel.

	"Anyone with a death wish, step forward," he said, his voice devoid of emotion.

	The fight drained from the guards in an instant. Heero and Duo made quick work of restraining them before pressing onward.

	 

	As they raced down the seemingly endless corridor, Heero broke his usual silence. "Duo..."

	Duo's eyebrows shot up in surprise. 

	"What's up?"

	"I encountered WuFei."

	Those three words explained volumes to Duo. 

	"No wonder he's been even more tight-lipped than usual," he thought.

	"Let me guess – you two didn't exactly have a friendly chat over tea?"

	Heero lapsed back into silence, his mind churning over WuFei's motives.

	Duo, less burdened by such heavy thoughts, continued, "Maybe he's playing the long game, like Trowa? You know, bringing it down from the inside?"

	"No," Heero's response was immediate and certain. "That's not his style."

	The killing intent Heero had sensed from WuFei during their confrontation had been all too real. Heero had never truly considered the other Gundam pilots as comrades, so the idea of 'betrayal' that Duo suggested didn't quite fit.

	Yet, as a fellow wielder of the immense power that was Gundam, Heero couldn't shake a sense of unease about this dangerous turn of events. More than that, he struggled to understand the reasoning behind it.

	"Why would WuFei align himself with a group willing to carry out Operation Meteor? He rejected the original plan for mass slaughter just like the rest of us. That's why he came to Earth directly in his Gundam. What changed for him?"

	Duo's voice cut through Heero's introspection. 

	"Come to think of it, WuFei always had this... intensity about him. Not exactly the easiest guy to read, you know?"

	Heero barely registered Duo's words. His mind was fixated on WuFei's challenging question.

	"Is your justice truly righteous?"

	"Our justice..."

	"We have no such thing."

	Duo's rambling suddenly pierced through Heero's thoughts. 

	"The only one who could really get that guy was probably Treize. Oh... I see. That's why he's teamed up with Treize's daughter."

	Duo had come to a simple conclusion, one that didn't seem entirely off the mark. Treize Khushrenada. Former OZ leader. Former World Nation sovereign.

	Heero turned the name over in his mind repeatedly. Of all the Gundam pilots, only two had ever met Treize face-to-face: Chang WuFei and Heero Yuy himself. Not even Trowa, who had infiltrated OZ, had encountered him.

	Unbidden, Treize's words from that encounter echoed in Heero's memory.

	"In that case, your battles will never end…"

	Heero's mind drifted back to that dim castle in Luxembourg, where Treize's quiet voice had reverberated with unsettling clarity.

	"In that case, your battles will never end, since your enemy is destiny itself."

	At that time, Heero had been nearing his breaking point. Battle after battle, yet never truly feeling victorious. Surrounded by enemies, he had lost sight of who he was really fighting against. Even his purpose for fighting had become unclear.

	"Don’t you have any desire to try and enjoy your destiny? In my opinion, Relena Peacecraft is a much stronger person than you."

	"Heero Yuy, I implore you. Please, don’t disappoint me any further. You mustn't be in the same position as myself."

	Had Treize also felt the futility of endless conflict? Or had he, too, been raging against fate?

	Or perhaps...

	WuFei's challenge echoed once more in Heero's mind.

	"Is your justice truly righteous?"

	Heero began to see the hidden meaning behind those words.

	"He's become..."

	The realization struck him with certainty.

	"WuFei has become Treize."

	Treize's words seemed to confirm it, likely mirroring WuFei's current mindset.

	"All my life I've felt that humans sense their existence through continuous battle. However, I couldn't come to any conclusions. My battle's now over, but I still have yet to determine the reason for battle."

	 

	"If that's the case, then I..."

	Heero's resolve crystallized, the fog of uncertainty lifting from his eyes.

	Duo noticed the change immediately. 

	"So, it's come down to this. We have to take him out, don't we?"

	"Yeah..." Heero's response was quiet but filled with grim determination.

	The gravity control room of Colony X18999 loomed before them, the final confrontation drawing near.
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	Heero and Duo stood before the control room, facing a door secured by a complex keycode lock. Without hesitation, Heero set to work, his fingers dancing across the keypad as he began the delicate process of cracking the code.

	The air suddenly erupted with the familiar staccato of gunfire. A fresh wave of guards had caught up to them, their weapons blazing without mercy.

	"Tch!" Duo clicked his tongue in frustration as he returned fire, his movements fluid and precise. But even as he took down one guard after another, he felt the ominous click of an empty magazine.

	"They caught up faster than I expected," Duo thought, his mind racing. He knew it would take Heero at least three minutes to break through the security measures. 

	"Can we hold out that long?"

	With grim determination, Duo pulled the pin on his last grenade. He lobbed it towards the advancing guards, watching as they scrambled to escape the rolling explosive. Just before the detonation, Heero's voice cut through the chaos.

	"It's open."

	The control room door slid apart with a hydraulic hiss. 

	"Damn, he's good," Duo thought, impressed despite the dire situation. They dove through the opening, the explosion's shockwave nipping at their heels as the door sealed shut behind them.

	For a moment, they allowed themselves to catch their breath. But any sense of relief was short-lived.

	"What took you so long?" a familiar voice drawled from within the cavernous computer room.

	Trowa sat with his back to them, surrounded by the unconscious bodies of several soldiers.

	"How ‘bout that," Duo chuckled, the tension of the moment before suddenly seeming absurd. "Our objectives ended up being the same after all."

	"Help me out here," Trowa said, his tone brooking no argument. The surrounding control panels displayed a dizzying array of data – the current status of Colony X18999, the critical velocity limits for maintaining stability in the L3 sector.

	"The system's locked down tight," Trowa explained, his fingers flying across the keyboard. "It's taking time to regain control of the colony's stabilization systems."

	"On it," Duo replied, he and Heero taking up positions at nearby terminals.

	Mere seconds later, Heero's voice cut through the furious tapping of keys. "We need to move faster. It looks like the main force has begun their Earth descent operation."

	Somehow, he had already broken through layers of encryption, accessing not only external situation reports but the very command structure of their enemy's operations. Heero had read through the trail of Trowa's earlier hacking attempts, gleaning passwords and exploiting vulnerabilities with an efficiency that bordered on the supernatural.

	For Heero, this was little more than a warm-up, a way to familiarize himself with the computer system's quirks and weaknesses.

	"How many people are still on this colony?" Duo asked, his expertise in security systems allowing him to see the bigger picture. There was a real possibility they wouldn't make it in time. The labyrinthine security protocols could take hours to fully unravel. Evacuating the remaining colonists might be their only viable option.

	Trowa answered without missing a beat, his expression unchanged. 

	"About 9,000 civilians. Less than 200 of Mariemaia's forces."

	Duo's heart sank. 
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	"That's impossible. We'd never get them all out in time."

	"Although," Trowa added, a flicker of resignation crossing his features, "I imagine everyone but the civilians will find their own way out."

	Duo could see the weight of the situation settling on Trowa's shoulders. Among those 9,000 civilians were the members of Catherine's circus troupe – people Trowa had come to see as family.

	"My friends I worked with are on this colony," Trowa said, his voice barely above a whisper. "When I realized Dekim's true goal was to carry out the original Operation Meteor, this was all I could think of to stop him."

	Of all the Gundam pilots, Trowa had always been the most adept at reading situations, at predicting outcomes. It wasn't the same as Quatre's almost supernatural intuition. No, Trowa's gift came from a combination of razor-sharp situational awareness and hard-won experience.

	In many ways, his analytical prowess rivaled that of Zechs Merquise. But Trowa's true advantage lay in the speed of his judgement. He had suspected the resurgence of Operation Meteor the moment he laid eyes on the ID cards carried by Barton Foundation operatives.

	Trowa understood Dekim Barton's obsessive nature all too well. It was this insight that had driven him to infiltrate Mariemaia's army, to make an attempt on Dekim's life. An attempt thwarted by WuFei.

	In that moment of failure, Trowa had felt the cold touch of his own mortality.
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	As WuFei stood motionless, his blue dragon blade at the ready, Trowa felt the cold presence of death hovering near. 

	"This is it,” he thought. “This is where I die."

	And truthfully, he couldn't blame them if they chose to end his life right then and there.

	But to Trowa's surprise, Dekim didn't give the order to execute him. WuFei, sensing the shift in atmosphere, slowly sheathed his sword.

	"What's the meaning of this?"

	A low chuckle escaped Dekim's lips. 

	"We, the soldiers of Mariemaia, are generous..."

	WuFei remained silent, his eyes narrowed.

	"Why not join us in our noble task of awakening all of humanity?" Dekim's gaze flickered briefly to WuFei as he added, "Just as your former comrade has done."

	Trowa's lips curled into a humorless smile. "You know me well, don't you? You must know why I go by the name 'Trowa Barton'."

	"Of course," Dekim replied, his voice carrying to the assembled soldiers below. "But such past grievances are of no consequence now. My personal vendettas are irrelevant in the face of our greater purpose – to shape the future of humanity according to Miss Mariemaia's vision."

	"So you're saying that in the face of grand ambitions, thoughts of revenge become meaningless?" Trowa's voice was carefully neutral.

	"Precisely."

	Yet Dekim's eyes betrayed him, brimming with barely concealed hatred.

	"That's... reassuring to hear," Trowa said, slowly holstering his weapon. "I hid my identity, did all this, because I thought you'd kill me on sight. If you can guarantee my safety, I'd be more than willing to pledge my loyalty to Miss Mariemaia."

	Trowa's eyes were like glass marbles, devoid of any discernible emotion.

	Dekim's laughter rang out, hollow and forced. 

	"Well said!" 

	He turned to address the soldiers. 

	"You see, men? This proves the righteousness of our cause! Even two Gundam pilots have chosen to fight alongside us – for the future of all humanity!"

	There was one thing Dekim couldn't afford to do in that moment: lose the trust of his soldiers, WuFei included. The forces of Mariemaia were a rarity in this age – men driven by ideology and a sense of unwavering loyalty.

	Dekim had carefully cultivated this fervor, offering ample rewards while simultaneously stoking the fires of revolutionary spirit. He had educated – indoctrinated might be a more accurate term – these soldiers to believe that this conflict was a necessary step in humanity's awakening and transformation.

	For those who had once aligned with Treize, Dekim wove a narrative that this was the fulfillment of their fallen leader's will. Through such meticulous manipulation, he had united diverse factions under the banner of opposition to the Earth Sphere Unified Nation.

	To give in to personal vengeance now would expose the truth – that the Mariemaia Army was born from Dekim's individual ambitions. Such a revelation would undoubtedly shatter the soldiers' loyalty to both Dekim and Mariemaia herself.

	Trowa had seen through this facade, deliberately using the word "loyalty" to play into the narrative. He had quickly grasped the nature of this organization after hearing Dekim's impassioned speech just minutes before.

	Of course, Dekim was far from trusting Trowa. The hatred he felt for this man who dared use the Barton name must have been consuming. Yet he couldn't afford to act on it, not here, not now.

	"I'll deal with him later," Dekim must have thought. "For now, I'll use him as long as he's useful."

	It was with this cold calculation that Dekim assigned Trowa to the team tasked with intercepting Heero and Duo. 

	"Kill him at the first sign of betrayal," he had discreetly ordered the team's overseer.

	And so, under this intense scrutiny, Trowa had managed to guide Duo and Heero through the urban sprawl of Colony X18999, culminating in the seizure of this central control room. It was a masterful performance, a high-wire act of deception and strategy that few could have pulled off.
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	Trowa's fingers flew across the keyboard as he spoke, his voice tinged with a hint of regret. 

	"But it’s just taken me way too much time to get here."

	The control panel's display was grim – less than five minutes remained before the colony's stability would be irreversibly compromised. The rotation speed had increased dramatically, and the artificial gravity had nearly doubled.

	Duo had been working tirelessly, navigating through hundreds of digital traps and disabling dozens of security locks. But the core system remained stubbornly locked, the monitor obstinately displaying "SPECIAL MODE" in angry red letters. They needed to switch it to "NORMAL MODE" to regain control.

	"It's impossible. We're out of time," Duo thought, his heart sinking.

	"We can't crack the final lock," Duo announced, his voice tight. "We'll have to bypass it and connect the circuits directly."

	It was a desperate gambit – trick the computer into believing the dangerous speed was actually the correct "SPECIAL MODE" setting. This required constantly feeding false data to the system.

	"Heero, can you handle it?" Duo asked.

	"Already on it," came Heero's terse reply. He had anticipated the need and was already deep into creating the necessary dummy program.

	Duo dove under the console, pulling out the computer's circuit panel. The danger of this approach was almost unfathomable. One wrong move, one misconnected wire, and the entire colony could disintegrate in an instant. Nine thousand lives snuffed out in the blink of an eye.

	But when weighed against the potential deaths of billions on Earth, it was a risk they had to take. Not that any of them were thinking in such cold calculations. This was their last-ditch effort, born of relentless determination and the refusal to give up while even the slimmest chance of success remained.

	"Hell, we're not letting anyone die today," Duo thought fiercely.

	The work was agonizing. Manipulating microscopic circuits under twice normal gravity pushed the limits of human capability. Heero completed the dummy program, inputting it into the system while simultaneously disconnecting the control drive circuit.

	"Ready when you are," he said, his voice steady.

	Duo, uncharacteristically silent, began the delicate work of rewiring the control drive circuit. The precision required was beyond anything he'd ever attempted.

	Meanwhile, Trowa manually maintained the colony's life support systems. With the control drive circuit disconnected, he had to stabilize nearly two hundred separate blocks – atmospheric integrity, bulkhead stability, environmental controls, and more. His eyes darted across the rapidly scrolling data, catching even the tiniest fluctuations. The level of concentration required was superhuman.

	Heero focused on integrating delay circuits to slow the central computer's processing speed, bringing it down to just below vacuum tube control levels. This would allow them to instantly patch any bugs arising from the dummy program – a feat requiring near-miraculous skill in itself.

	Finally, Duo emerged from beneath the console. 

	"It's done."

	The panel monitors now displayed Heero's dummy program, masking the true state of affairs. The colony's rotation continued to accelerate through inertia, the artificial gravity growing even more intense.

	None of them moved immediately. They trusted in Duo's work, but the weight of what they'd done – and what could happen if they'd made even the slightest error – was paralyzing. Nine thousand innocent souls hung in the balance.

	Seconds ticked by, feeling like an eternity.

	Heero, his eyes never leaving the computer monitor, steeled himself and made the decision. His fingers danced across the keys, terminating the dummy program.

	Simultaneously, Trowa switched the computer monitor to display the security lock status. For a heart-stopping moment, "NORMAL MODE" flashed on the screen before security protocols kicked in, reverting it to the red "SPECIAL MODE" indicator.

	This is good, Trowa thought. The display might be wrong, but now "SPECIAL MODE" actually represented stability.

	The colony's rigorous security measures began to assert themselves, slowly but surely bringing the massive structure back into equilibrium.

	"We did it," Trowa said, his voice barely above a whisper. He switched the life support systems back to "AUTO" – everything was functioning normally.

	Rising from his seat, Trowa's voice gained strength. 

	"It's over. We've succeeded."

	Duo sprang to his feet, his usual energy returning in a rush. 

	"Hell yeah!" 

	He activated his communicator, practically shouting, "This is Duo!"

	As he connected with Noin and Sally of the Preventers, the weight of their accomplishment began to sink in.
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	As Duo's message reached them, Sally's first response was one of disbelief. 

	"Are you positive about that?"

	"You guys stopped Operation Meteor?" Noin asked, needing confirmation. If it was true, there might still be hope.

	"Are you certain X18999 won't fall to Earth?"

	Duo's face on the monitor beamed with his characteristic grin. 

	"Yeah, it's safe. We've got it under control."

	"I... thank you," Noin said, bowing her head deeply in gratitude. Wasting no time, she immediately reached for the radio to contact Zechs in his Tallgeese. 

	Lady Une had informed her of Zechs joining the Preventers.
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	Meanwhile, Zechs' Tallgeese III had just departed from the resource satellite MO-III, en route to the L3 colony cluster where X18999 was located. Unable to directly engage the descending Serpent forces, his only option was to apprehend Mariemaia. It was a military strategist's move – if the enemy uses hostages, you take your own to level the playing field.

	Of course, satellite reconnaissance had informed him that WuFei's Altron Gundam was part of the escort. The thought gave him pause. 

	"Can this Tallgeese truly defeat Altron?"

	He recalled their previous encounter when he piloted Wing Gundam Zero. That battle had ended in a draw, largely due to the ZERO System's influence. In terms of pure performance, no mobile suit could truly match a Gundam. Even Treize's Tallgeese II ultimately fell short against Altron's capabilities.

	As for piloting skill... Zechs couldn't make an objective assessment at this point. He was likely at a disadvantage, but engaging Altron seemed to be the only path forward.

	The Tallgeese III pushed forward at maximum thrust, becoming a streak of light against the void of space. Its energy reserves were dangerously low, but Zechs had no choice but to press on.

	Suddenly, Noin's voice crackled through the comm system, distorted by interference. 

	"This is Preventer Fire. Wind, please respond!"

	It had been a year since Zechs had heard Noin's voice, but there was no time for nostalgia. 

	"This is Wind. What is it?" he answered, his tone curt.

	"Operation Meteor has been thwarted," Noin reported. 

	"What?"

	"Colony X18999 has been stabilized."

	"Understood. I'm returning to resource satellite MO-III immediately!"

	The Tallgeese III executed a sharp turn, retracing its path with even greater urgency. Its thrusters were pushed beyond their limits. 

	"Will I make it in time?"

	Zechs knew he had to take down as many Serpent transports as possible. At the very least, Dekim Barton had to be eliminated.

	The Tallgeese continued to accelerate, its thruster trail bisecting space like a blade of light. 

	"This beast is wilder than the Epyon now!"

	Zechs disengaged the acceleration limiter, causing auxiliary thrusters to explode from the strain. Still, he pushed forward, gritting his teeth against the crushing G-forces.

	Then, in the distance, he spotted it – resource satellite MO-III.

	There was no time to spare. The Tallgeese readied its mega cannon while still accelerating. The thrusters cut out. 

	All remaining energy was diverted to charge the weapon.

	"This is Wind!" Zechs communicated to Preventer headquarters. "I'm about to destroy resource satellite MO-III!"

	He didn't wait for permission. Zechs, ever the man of action, pulled the trigger without hesitation.

	A massive beam of energy lanced out towards the conical satellite. The recoil brought the Tallgeese to a complete stop.

	For a moment, MO-III was engulfed in blinding light. When it faded, the misshapen chunk of metal had been completely vaporized.

	But in those crucial seconds before impact, a single shuttle had managed to escape. Zechs spotted it immediately, his heart sinking.

	"No..."

	He had missed by mere seconds.

	The shuttle streaked away from the fading explosion, heading towards Earth. Onboard was Dekim Barton himself.

	Dekim's weathered face appeared on Zechs' monitor, wearing a smug grin. 

	"Too late, I'm afraid."

	"Damn it!" Zechs snarled.

	"Until we meet again... Zechs Merquise." With a final mocking smile, Dekim cut the transmission.

	The shuttle accelerated, disappearing into Earth's shadow. Zechs could only watch helplessly. The Tallgeese's thrusters were completely depleted, and the mega cannon had overloaded most of its systems with that single shot. He was stranded, left to drift in space.

	"I underestimated him," Zechs muttered bitterly.

	Tactically speaking, he should have fired the moment he arrived at MO-III. Even if the colony had fallen to Earth, it would have stopped Dekim's ambitions.

	"I'm in no position to criticize Noin and the others," he thought ruefully. A self-deprecating smile crossed his face as he closed his eyes in frustration.

	Yet that smile was evidence that Zechs hadn't accepted defeat.
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	The tension in the control room of Colony X18999 was palpable as Heero delivered the grim news to his companions.

	"We couldn't stop Mariemaia's Earth descent forces," he said, his voice flat.

	Trowa murmured softly, "We were too late..."

	Duo's usual energy deflated as he added, 

	"I should've contacted the ladies sooner. My bad."

	Yet, despite his words, Duo's face remained bright as he furiously typed away at the computer, seemingly extracting some kind of information.

	"Don't worry about it," Heero stated matter-of-factly. "At least we were able to save the colony."

	His words weren't meant as comfort, merely a statement of fact. None of them had had the luxury of contacting the Preventers during their frantic work. And the idea that Zechs might still be alive hadn't even crossed their minds. At least these three bore no responsibility.

	The sound of military boots echoing from beyond the door interrupted their moment of reflection.

	"Looks like they're back," Trowa observed.

	Mariemaia's soldiers, who should have evacuated the colony, must have hurried back upon noticing the stabilized rotation.

	"You're completely surrounded! Drop your weapons and surrender!" a voice commanded from the other side of the door.

	Duo couldn't help but quip, "Even if we wanted to drop our weapons, we don't have any left to drop." 

	He continued his furious typing, maintaining his characteristic humor even in this tense situation.

	They had used up all their weapons on their way here. Trowa's handgun was the only one left.

	"It’s over," Trowa mused, not so much giving up as accurately assessing their situation.

	But Duo's face suddenly lit up. "Not quite," he said, turning to face the others. "I've got an email from Quatre."

	He brought up Quatre's face on the main monitor. 

	"Let's hear what he has to say before we throw in the towel."

	As Duo hit the play button, Quatre's recorded message began:

	"This is Quatre. The situation seems dire... We're doing our best, but it'll take us 18 hours to catch up to that abandoned resource satellite. Assuming the fusion reactor explosion is successful, it'll take another 30 hours to return to Earth's orbit. That's 48 hours total. I'm sorry... Please hold out until then if you can."

	The monitor dissolved into static.

	"Two more days, huh?" Duo said, his voice distant.

	Despite the seemingly impossible timeframe, Heero sprang into action. He moved to the computer, his fingers flying across the keyboard at an inhuman speed.

	Just then, another shout came from beyond the door. 

	"Open this door!"

	"Lieutenant, it's no use. They've changed the code."

	"I don't care, blow it up!"

	"Yes, sir!"

	As the soldiers presumably left to fetch explosives, Trowa and Duo exchanged resigned looks. But Heero remained focused, clearly formulating a plan.

	"Duo," Heero called out, "Send a message to Quatre. Tell him to launch Wing Zero in the HES-88 direction."

	"What?" Duo's eyes widened in disbelief.

	"I'll intercept Wing Zero in space," Heero explained, his tone matter-of-fact. "It'll save time that way."

	This guy... he's really only thinking about himself, isn't he? Duo thought, a mix of exasperation and admiration coloring his inner voice.

	"Hurry up," Heero pressed, his urgency palpable.

	"Hold on a second," Duo protested. "Why just Wing Zero? What about our Gundams?"

	"There wasn't time to calculate for your machines," Heero replied, then hesitated before adding, "Besides..."

	"Besides what?" Duo prodded, curiosity piqued.

	"How many days has it been since you've slept?" Heero's question caught Duo off guard.

	Come to think of it, I haven't had a proper night's rest in about three days, Duo realized. For a Gundam pilot, such sleep deprivation wasn't uncommon. Heero himself had only managed about thirty minutes of shut-eye.

	It's suspicious that he's worried about me, Duo mused. Maybe he's embarrassed about seeing me sleep.

	Aloud, Duo deflected, "What about you, then?"

	"I know for a fact you've made at least two mistakes," Heero countered. "You're sleep-deprived."

	Damn... he's keeping count of trivial things.

	"Hurry up, we don't have time!" Heero's impatience was growing.

	"Alright, alright," Duo grumbled, half-annoyed as he began composing the email. "It was HES-88, right? Gotta make sure there are no mistakes, you know."

	"That's right," Heero confirmed.

	It was a perfect jab, but Heero seemed completely oblivious to the sarcasm.

	"Tch," Duo clicked his tongue, sending the message with a show of reluctance. Deep down, however, he felt a warmth at Heero's roundabout way of showing concern.

	"Well, I guess even this guy has a soft side," Duo thought to himself.

	"Alright, it's done," he announced.

	Trowa, observing the exchange between Heero and Duo, seemed almost amused. The atmosphere of defeat that had permeated the room earlier had all but vanished.

	Turning to the nearby control computer, Trowa quickly assessed the shuttles available in the hangar, relaying the information to Heero.

	"Why don’t you take the shuttle in the fourth hangar?"

	Heero nodded in acknowledgment before turning back to Duo.

	"Duo, I have another favor to ask you," he said, his tone uncharacteristically hesitant.

	"Well, this is rare," Duo quipped. "It's a parade of requests from you today, isn't it?"

	At this point, I'm game for anything, Duo thought to himself.

	Heero's next words, however, caught him completely off guard.

	"I need you to hit me," Heero said, his face dead serious.

	"What? Have you gone crazy?!" Duo's eyebrows shot up, disbelief etched across his face. Even for someone as unpredictable as Duo, this request was baffling. What could Heero possibly hope to gain from this? Yet, the unwavering intensity in Heero's gaze spoke volumes about his seriousness.

	Their contemplation was shattered by a booming voice from beyond the door. 

	"This is your final warning! Open up, or we're coming in!"

	The cacophony of agitated voices and the metallic clang of weapons being readied filled the air around them.

	"To hell with it! Blast it open!" The authoritative command was followed by an ominous click – the sound of an explosive charge being armed.

	Heero advanced on Duo, his posture taut with urgency. 

	"Hurry up!"

	"Alright, alright," Duo acquiesced, a hint of reluctance in his voice. But as his fingers curled into a fist, a glimmer of excitement sparked in his eyes. 

	"You asked for it..."

	"Heh, I've been itching to clock this guy," Duo thought, a smirk playing at the corners of his mouth. "Time to pay him back for that 'mistake' comment."

	As Duo's arm reared back, tension coiling in his muscles, Heero's voice sliced through the air once more. 

	"Don't miss."

	Something in Duo snapped. Rage flooded his system, channeling into his fist as it rocketed forward. With a resounding crack, his knuckles connected with Heero's right cheek, the impact reverberating through both their bodies.

	Heero's head snapped to the side, but his piercing gaze never left Duo. In that instant, Duo's combat-honed instincts screamed a warning. 

	"Counterattack!"

	With lightning reflexes, Heero's fist shot out, burying itself in Duo's solar plexus. The air rushed from Duo's lungs, leaving him gasping silently, his eyes wide with shock.

	"Wh-what the..." Duo's vision swam, consciousness slipping away like sand through his fingers.

	"Don't take it personally," Heero's voice seemed to come from far away. "One for one."

	As blackness engulfed Duo, strong arms caught his falling form. Heero's seemingly childish logic had ensured Duo would finally get the rest he so desperately needed after three sleepless days.

	The door exploded in a cacophony of noise and debris, thick smoke billowing into the room. Heero swiftly passed the unconscious Duo to Trowa.

	"He’s all yours now," Heero said, his voice barely above a whisper.

	"Got it," Trowa affirmed, hefting Duo onto his shoulder.

	Heero sprawled on the floor, positioning his bruised cheek upwards. The rapidly darkening mark lent credence to his feigned unconsciousness.
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	Trowa stood firm, Duo's limp form draped over him, as armed soldiers burst through the smoke-filled doorway.

	"At ease," Trowa called out, his voice steady. "I’ve already taken care of them. But they prevented the colony’s instability."

	One soldier, disbelief evident in his voice, questioned, "Specialist Trowa... how could this happen with someone of your caliber present?"

	"It couldn't be helped," Trowa replied coolly. "They are Gundam pilots, after all."

	He unceremoniously handed Duo to one of the soldiers, who staggered under the unexpected weight. In that moment of distraction, Heero sprang to life, bolting for the exit.

	"Hey... wait!" The startled cry came too late as Heero vanished into the dissipating smoke.

	The soldiers opened fire, their bullets tearing through the air, but there was no sign that any had found their mark. Their pursuit was futile; Heero's speed was beyond their reach.

	"If he's running, he'll head for the city," Trowa said, his mind racing ahead to Heero's true destination – Hangar 4. "His goal will be to free the hostages."

	"We'll organize a search party immediately," a soldier declared. "Specialist Trowa, please escort this prisoner."

	"Understood," Trowa nodded, his face a mask of compliance.

	 

	Minutes later, alarms blared throughout the colony as a long-range shuttle was hijacked from Hangar 4. Mariemaia's soldiers scrambled to mount a pursuit, but powerful jamming signals rendered their efforts futile. The control room descended into chaos, warning lights bathing everything in an ominous red glow.

	The space surrounding the colony was still littered with debris from countless mobile dolls, creating a treacherous obstacle course. With radar systems crippled, launching seemed an impossible feat for even the most skilled pilot.

	But Gundam pilots were cut from a different cloth. 

	Heero's commandeered long-range shuttle rocketed from the spaceport, weaving through the debris field with impossible precision. In mere moments, he had broken free of X18999's gravitational influence, streaking towards the vast expanse of space.
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	The worst Christmas in history was drawing to a close, with only an hour left before midnight by colony standard time. Earth remained shrouded in an eerie silence. In the wake of Mariemaia's declaration of war, martial law had been hastily imposed across the globe, yet no battles had erupted. The day was ending on a somber note, heavy with unspoken tension.

	For a fleeting moment, people dared to hope it had all been some cruel child's prank. But as that thought flickered through their minds, the gears of history began to turn once more.

	 

	High in Earth's stratosphere, Mariemaia's transport fleet deployed its payload – 470 Serpent mobile suits. Their destination: the Presidential Residence in Brussels, Europe. They descended upon the vast plains of Waterloo, where Napoleon Bonaparte's Hundred Days had met its fateful end, alighting on the historic hill of Mont Saint-Jean.

	It was a moonless, starless night. Thick snow clouds obscured the heavens, denying Earth's inhabitants any glimpse of the cosmos above. Yet from the streets of Brussels, barely two kilometers away, one could witness the breathtaking sight of countless parachutes blossoming in the sky, carrying their metallic charges earthward with graceful inevitability.

	The scene evoked images of white flowers drifting down with the snow. Far from appearing as alien invaders from space, these gleaming figures struck some onlookers as silver knights from a winter realm. The spectacle was hauntingly beautiful, almost sacred in its grandeur. Yet the more captivating the sight, the more a nameless dread grew in the hearts of those who watched.

	The Serpent corps began their advance with measured precision. From Mont Saint-Jean towards the Presidential Residence, they moved in perfect formation across the snow-blanketed landscape. The distinctive hum of their hover systems melded with the muffled quiet of the snowfield, preserving the unsettling stillness of the night.

	No shots were fired. 

	The Earth Sphere Unified Nation found itself utterly defenseless in the face of this overwhelming force. While police patrolled the city streets and guards stood watch at the Presidential Residence, how could they hope to repel this army of mechanical giants?

	Brussels, an undefended city, yielded to Mariemaia's forces without a fight. The Presidential Residence fell under their control, and a silent revolution drew to a close. With astonishing ease, the functions of the Earth Sphere Unified Nation ground to a halt.

	As the clock struck midnight, marking the dawn of December 26th, AC-196, the ceaseless snowfall bore witness to the end of a year and a day of fragile peace.

	 

	The President had made repeated attempts to open negotiations with Dekim, Mariemaia's strategist, but his pleas fell on deaf ears. Dekim had no interest in peaceful resolutions or compromise. Only an unconditional surrender would suffice.

	Under the protection of Preventer agents, the President managed to escape from the Presidential Residence, fleeing to Luxembourg. It had been an interminable night for him. While he held no particular attachment to power, the bitter taste of defeat was hard to swallow. He was loath to relinquish the peace they had worked so hard to achieve.

	Yet the citizens of the Earth Sphere reacted with unsettling calm. There were no riots, no outbreaks of panic – people simply watched and waited. Their primary concern seemed to be what kind of governance Mariemaia would impose.

	 

	Dekim's strategy had proven successful. Had Operation Meteor been carried out as originally planned, he had intended to pin the blame on the Earth Sphere Unified Nation, casting Mariemaia's forces as righteous liberators. Even with that plan thwarted, the disciplined conduct of the Serpent corps served to dispel any notion of a mere invasion force.

	 

	But the true reason for Dekim's success lay deeper, rooted in the mindset of the era's populace. As mentioned before, this was a society that had rejected both totalitarianism and patriotism in favor of radical individualism. Yet when taken to extremes, individualism can blur the line between freedom and self-indulgence.

	True freedom comes with obligations and responsibilities. To love only oneself and act on every whim is mere licentiousness. Such self-absorption leads people to pursue only personal gain, blind to the suffering of others.

	 

	In this case, citizens were more curious about how the change in government might affect them personally than they were concerned about threats to peace. As long as they weren't directly in the line of fire, many were content to let others bear the cost – even if that cost was measured in human lives.

	Under such conditions, peace becomes unsustainable. The majority of Earth Sphere citizens weren't truly pacifists; they simply wished to avoid war out of self-interest. They sought to contain weapons without addressing the underlying issues that lead to conflict.

	 

	Maintaining peace requires another crucial element, one that self-indulgent individualists can never attain. If anything, such people might even welcome war if they believed it could further their personal interests.

	The mindset of the After Colony era seems beyond redemption. In a world dominated by such a mentality, it becomes possible for forces like Mariemaia's army to achieve victory without firing a shot.

	 

	This, then, was the answer to Dekim's question: "Has humanity truly grown enough to desire peace?" If not, then perhaps they must be satisfied with the "peace through dominance" once proposed by Treize.

	Soon, the shuttle carrying Mariemaia herself would descend to Earth. What a pitiful and tragic sight it would be – all of humanity brought to its knees before a mere child of seven.
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	The sun blazed like a brilliant jewel against the velvet blackness of space, appearing several times larger than usual – a testament to how far they had journeyed from Earth. Quatre and his team had finally reached the rendezvous point with the abandoned resource satellite.

	The interplanetary transport ship fired its retro thrusters, initiating its deceleration. Despite their arrival, the satellite itself remained invisible – not because of the sun's blinding glare, but simply because it had yet to enter their field of view.

	"Master Quatre," Rashid's voice crackled over the comm, "We'll make contact with the satellite in sixty seconds."

	"Understood," Quatre replied, his voice steady despite the tension coursing through him. Clad in his astro-suit, he stood ready at the ship's port hatch, prepared for the perilous transfer to the satellite.

	They would have a mere five seconds of relative stillness – a window so narrow that success seemed all but impossible.

	"If it looks too dangerous, promise you'll come right back," Rashid urged, concern evident in his voice.

	"I will," Quatre assured him, though they both knew retreat wasn't truly an option.

	Suddenly, a pinprick of light appeared in the void behind them. 

	"There it is!" Quatre exclaimed as the speck rapidly grew into a massive, silvery boulder hurtling towards them – the abandoned resource satellite, its surface reflecting the harsh sunlight.

	The transport ship continued to decelerate, aiming to synchronize its speed with the oncoming satellite for that crucial moment of relative stability. In the cockpit, Abdul and Auda made minute adjustments to the ship's velocity, while Ahmad, the main pilot, fought to maintain their position. Rashid's eyes remained glued to the computer monitors, ready to signal the precise moment for Quatre to make his move.

	"Initiating countdown!" Rashid called out.

	Quatre gripped the space anchor tightly, his muscles coiled with anticipation. 

	"Roger that!"

	The satellite loomed before them, its apparent motion slowing as Rashid's countdown neared zero. Quatre's finger tensed on the anchor's trigger. 

	"I won't miss such a large target," he thought, though he knew the real challenge lay in achieving the perfect alignment needed for the wire to connect.

	"Three... two... one... NOW!"

	For a heartbeat, the satellite seemed to hang motionless. Quatre fired the anchor, watching it bite deep into the satellite's rocky surface. The wire went taut between the ship and their target.

	Without hesitation, Quatre attached his portable ropeway to the wire and launched himself from the ship, his backpack thrusters igniting. So far, so good.

	But the transport ship's exterior couldn't withstand the rapid deceleration. Panels tore free, one grazing the wire. Though it didn't sever the connection, that slight damage was enough to jam Quatre's ropeway, throwing him off balance and slowing his progress.

	The precious five-second window slipped away. The transport ship's thrusters sputtered erratically as their power waned. Quatre, still short of his goal, felt the wire go slack.

	Suddenly, he was hurled into the void. "Whoa!"

	"Master Quatre!" The anguished cries of Rashid and the others echoed through the comm.

	In a desperate move, Quatre managed to grab the loose wire. But fate wasn't finished with him yet – the wire snapped.

	"No..." The word escaped Quatre's lips as he realized there was no going back. He was on a collision course with the satellite, a impact that would surely prove fatal.

	With every ounce of his will, Quatre fired his backpack thrusters, altering his trajectory at the last possible second. Instead of a head-on collision, he slammed into the satellite's surface back-first. His astro-suit scraped violently against the rocky exterior – one tear, one breach, and it would all be over.

	"Master Quatre!" Rashid's voice rang out again, thick with fear. This time, there was no immediate response.

	The Maganac corps watched in stunned silence, hearts sinking. Just as despair began to set in, Quatre's voice crackled over the comm:

	"I'm alright... somehow made it."

	A collective sigh of relief swept through the ship, followed by jubilant cheers.

	"Take care, everyone," Quatre said, his voice growing fainter as the distance between them increased.

	"Give my regards to the goddess of Venus," Their ship would continue on its inertial path to Venus' orbit before using a gravity slingshot to return to Earth – a long, monotonous journey punctuated by a brief encounter with the morning star.

	As Rashid watched the resource satellite shrink into the distance, its course set for the sun, he couldn't help but whisper a final prayer: "Master Quatre... please stay safe."

	The challenges that lay ahead for the young pilot weighed heavily on Rashid's mind. Quatre's ordeal was far from over.

	 

	Quatre advanced through the corridor of the derelict resource satellite block.

	His breath came in ragged gasps.

	The violent collision with the rock face earlier had likely damaged his astro-suit's air purification system.

	At this rate, he had only minutes of breathable air left.

	Fighting the fog creeping into his mind, Quatre pressed on towards the satellite block's air supply system.

	His first priority was to make the residual atmosphere usable.

	He flipped the switch on the air supply system.

	This block used solar wind as its power source.

	If that system wasn't malfunctioning, it should be able to generate breathable air without the need for a helmet.

	The drive cooling fans whirred to life, and the climate control meter indicated safe levels.

	Quatre cautiously removed his helmet.

	He could breathe, but the air that rushed into his lungs was scorching, as if it were singeing the insides of his nostrils.

	"The residual atmosphere is minimizing the temperature increase... but it's still hotter than a desert in here," he muttered.

	As he shook his head, beads of sweat dripped from his hair.

	Nevertheless, he could finally catch his breath.

	Quatre turned slowly, addressing old friends he hadn't seen in a long time.

	"Hey... it's been a while," he said softly.

	In four capsules, the Gundams slumbered, their forms unchanged by time.

	Quatre's next task was to adjust the fusion reactor in the control room.

	Simply detonating it wouldn't be enough to alter their course.

	He needed to perform precise orbital calculations and time the explosion perfectly.

	"The temperature feels like it's over 80 degrees Celsius... I'd be fine if this were a sauna, but..." he grumbled.

	Of course, no one would attempt such intricate work in a sauna.

	Quatre persevered with his task.

	Sweat poured from his brow in an endless stream.

	He wiped it away countless times, sighing heavily as he worked.

	"...Adjustments complete..." he breathed.

	He pressed the switch on the console.

	Quatre hurried out of the control room.

	His legs wobbling from the heat, he somehow managed to sprint to the airlock room.

	Once sealed, it would be completely isolated from the outside.

	A single window offered a view of the vast expanse of space.

	Gazing out the window, Quatre checked the control switch on the left arm of his astro-suit.

	He glanced at his watch.

	The precise digital numbers ticked away, measuring time.

	The switch on his arm, the view from the window, and the numbers on his watch would determine the future of not just Quatre, but all of humanity.

	Quatre double-checked each element one last time.
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	"Please..." he whispered, steeling himself as he pressed the switch.

	In the next instant, an explosion erupted at the leading edge (direction of travel) of the upper part of the derelict resource satellite.

	Deceleration began.

	It was the first since departing from the L-4 colony cluster weeks ago.

	As the speed decreased, the explosion's recoil caused the satellite's front to slowly dip and its rear to gradually rise.

	This rotation began to alter the satellite's direction.

	Quatre waited for the sun to come into view through the window.

	"The center of the sun..."

	The outline of the massive sun began to enter the window's frame.

	Sweat trickled down his forehead, born not just of heat but of tension.

	"Three seconds after confirming the sun's center..."

	The timing had to be perfect.

	The center of the window aligned with the center of the sun.

	Quatre watched his clock and counted down.

	"3... 2... 1..."

	He pressed the second switch on his arm.

	"This angle points towards Earth..."

	The fusion reactor detonated.

	Instantly, a massive explosion rocked the rear of the derelict resource satellite, blasting away the surrounding rock walls.

	With the sun at its back, the satellite surged forward at tremendous speed.

	It was now moving several times faster than before.

	Although most of the thruster section had been blown away, the propulsion was intense, continuing to accelerate the satellite.

	It had worked.

	The derelict resource satellite, rapidly distancing itself from the sun, was now on a direct course for Earth.

	In just thirty hours, it would return to Earth's orbit.

	 

	Quatre watched the sun gradually shrink in the window and let out a deep, relieved sigh.

	"Phew..."

	He wiped the sweat from his brow.

	"It should cool down a bit now..."

	Quatre exited the airlock room.

	Though he knew it was just his imagination, he felt the environment had already become more bearable.
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	A full day had passed since the destruction of the fusion reactor on the resource disposal satellite.

	Quatre found himself in a state of suspended animation. His urgent journey back to Earth had hit an unexpected lull. With the Gundam's maintenance complete and the capsule containing Wing Gundam Zero safely dispatched towards HES-88, he was left with an unsettling void of inactivity.

	Now, Quatre stood at the forefront of the resource disposal satellite, his gaze fixed on the vast expanse beyond the window. The cosmos stretched out before him, a canvas dotted with distant, twinkling stars. Yet, the familiar blue orb of Earth remained frustratingly absent from view.

	"Earth..." Quatre whispered, his voice barely audible in the silent chamber.

	Born and raised in the colonies, Quatre harbored a profound, almost reverent fascination with Earth. His mind drifted back to that pivotal moment in April, AC-195, when he first set foot on the planet's surface. The memory of that initial encounter with Earth's raw, untamed beauty still sent a shiver down his spine. In that instant, overcome with emotion, he had breathed out in awe:

	"Earth is... Earth is so breathtakingly beautiful..."

	The unspoken question hung in the air: How could humanity wage war on such a magnificent world? Whether he had intended to voice this thought aloud remained unclear, even to himself. Yet, there was no denying that this vibrant, life-teeming sphere had become both the object of his deepest longing and the wellspring of his hope.

	The intensity of his yearning for Earth puzzled even Quatre himself. But it wasn't just the planet that captivated him; it was life in all its forms that he cherished and admired.

	"Humans who live solely to survive, without compassion for others, are lower than animals..." Quatre had once remarked.

	This wasn't a dismissal of humanity's potential, but rather a poignant observation. In Quatre's eyes, a humanity that rejected kindness would sink below even the basest of creatures. This perspective didn't stem from a sense of superiority over animals. On the contrary, it was rooted in a profound belief in the equality of all living beings.

	The source of Quatre's fervent adoration for life lay in a deeply personal belief - he had long believed himself to be a product of artificial conception, born not of a mother's womb, but from the sterile confines of a test tube.

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	As the After Colony era dawned and the development of space colonies began, humanity faced a formidable obstacle. The harsh and perilous conditions of space took a devastating toll on the human body, particularly on women. A horrifying crisis unfolded: the fetal mortality rate skyrocketed to 79%, while maternal deaths reached a staggering 55%. The dream of colonizing space teetered on the brink of collapse.

	Initial attempts at in vitro fertilization failed to alleviate the problem. Even when expectant mothers returned to Earth, the outcomes remained grim. Scientists theorized that prolonged exposure to the space environment had irrevocably altered the uterus in ways they couldn't yet fathom.

	As the colony populations dwindled, the entire space development project hung by a thread. After all, who would willingly settle in a place where continuing one's lineage was impossible?

	In this dire hour, a glimmer of hope emerged: successful births through complete artificial gestation, bypassing the uterus entirely. The colonial pioneers seized upon this breakthrough, promoting and perfecting the technology. This scientific marvel stabilized the colony's population and paved the way for advancements in DNA sequencing, eventually unveiling the root causes of uterine abnormalities in space.

	Through intricate DNA manipulation, a new generation of women was born, capable of carrying children to term in the unforgiving void of space. At last, in the early AC-100s, nearly a century after the colonial endeavor began, the first true space-born generation took their first breaths.

	Yet, even as the years rolled by, some families clung to outdated beliefs. The Winner family, space pioneers from the very beginning, were among those who resisted change. For generations, the Winner patriarchs decried DNA manipulation as "blasphemy against God," refusing to create female fetuses with space-adapted uteruses during artificial gestation.

	It was Quatre's father, the previous Winner patriarch, who finally challenged this antiquated thinking. In a passionate plea, he argued, "You call it blasphemy, but isn't artificial gestation itself an equal departure from nature? Whether born from a test tube or with altered DNA, precious life exists - and surely, God has blessed it. To survive here, in this colony, in the vastness of space, we must embrace DNA manipulation. If you believe unaltered nature is God's sole will, then remain tethered to Earth and never venture into the cosmos!"

	In a dramatic reversal of family tradition, he commissioned the creation of twenty-nine genetically modified female embryos. These women would become the first generation of Winners capable of natural childbirth in space. This momentous shift occurred in the AC-170s.

	A decade later, in AC-180, Quatre's mother, Katherine, announced her pregnancy. Winner was shocked, immediately urging her to terminate. The risks were astronomical - both mother and child faced near-certain death. But Katherine's resolve was unshakeable. She yearned for a child of her own flesh and blood, clinging to an antiquated yet profoundly beautiful ideal.

	Astonishingly, the fetus thrived. When tests revealed a boy, Katherine's determination to bring the Winner heir into the world only intensified. A team of specialists monitored her closely, taking every precaution as the pregnancy progressed.

	Against all odds, the boy was born healthy - the first Winner heir to emerge from his mother's womb in generations. They named him Quatre, marveling at his gentle eyes that mirrored his mother's.

	But the triumph was bittersweet. Katherine's body, pushed beyond its limits, began to fail. As Winner cradled their newborn son, he turned to his beloved wife and whispered, "You foolish, beautiful woman... You knew this child would be your death sentence."

	Katherine's radiant smile never faltered. With her last breaths, she gazed upon her son and husband, murmuring contentedly, "But I wanted your child so desperately..."

	Those were her final words. Winner, tears in his eyes, held Quatre close and said, "Look well, my son. Your mother was the noblest, strongest woman who ever lived."

	Katherine had been a warrior in her own right. She had fought against the very laws of nature, sacrificing everything to bring her child into the universe. In her courageous defiance of space's cruel decree, she had emerged victorious.

	Perhaps, unknowingly, Quatre had inherited this indomitable spirit.

	 

	──AC-193──

	At the tender age of thirteen, Quatre stumbled upon a startling revelation: his sisters were born from test tubes. His initial curiosity, sparked by their unusual number, led him down a path of relentless inquiry. Pestering household staff and tutors, he finally uncovered the truth that had been carefully shrouded in silence within the Winner household.

	Beyond the sheltered walls of the Winner estate, an insidious prejudice had taken root among those enjoying stable colony life. Test tube babies faced subtle discrimination, viewed as somehow lesser. For many, being born from a mother's womb became a twisted source of pride - their sole claim to superiority in an otherwise unremarkable existence. Some even argued that those "unnatural" test tube children deserved to be looked down upon, conveniently forgetting that their own mothers' DNA had been manipulated to allow for space gestation.

	Quatre, still young and impressionable, found himself swept up in this toxic mindset. Upon learning the truth about his sisters, he automatically assumed he too must be a product of artificial gestation. After all, natural births were unheard of in the Winner family.

	A maelstrom of emotions engulfed him. Anger towards his father bubbled to the surface:

	"Creating children in test tubes... it's nothing more than a scientific experiment!"

	"Were we brought into this world solely to increase the Winner family line? Are we nothing but tools?"

	"Artificial life... it's worthless!"

	Quatre's heart ached with pity - for himself, for his sisters, for their shared "artificial" existence. His innate kindness twisted into a misplaced sympathy for his siblings, whom he now saw as victims of their father's ambition.

	The weight of this perceived truth became unbearable. Shame at being part of a family that "toyed with life" gnawed at him. 

	 

	Quatre's relationship with his father deteriorated, marked by frequent clashes and rebellion. Eventually, unable to reconcile his beliefs with his family's practices, he fled the Winner household.

	Deep down, Quatre yearned for his father's acknowledgment. He desperately wanted to prove that even an "artificial life" like himself possessed free will and the capacity for independent thought.

	Earth beckoned to him as an escape, a sanctuary.

	"It's because we're in space that we need test tubes to reproduce..."

	"All living things should just stay on Earth..."

	"On that beautiful blue planet..."

	Yet, even as he longed for Earth's embrace, a flicker of doubt nagged at him.

	"Is it right for someone like me - something artificial - to set foot on Earth?"

	 

	The L-4 colony cluster's spaceport bustled with activity as Quatre boarded the shuttle bound for Earth. His Winner family passport had granted him effortless passage through security, a fact that left a bitter taste in his mouth. Even as he ran away, he still relied on the family name he despised.

	"It's fine," he told himself, forcing down his conflicted emotions. "This is the last time."

	His thoughts, still those of a child wrestling with adult complexities, were interrupted as he settled into his window seat. A Winner family servant materialized beside him.

	"Well, well, Master Quatre... Where might you be headed?" the servant inquired with feigned innocence.

	Quatre met the question with stony silence.

	"I've been granted a temporary leave," the servant continued, undeterred. "I'm on my way to Earth myself..."

	"What did he tell you?" Quatre finally spoke, his voice tight with suspicion.

	"Oh no, this is mere coincidence, I assure you..."

	A wave of nausea washed over Quatre as he realized the extent of his father's control. To his shock, all other passengers had mysteriously "cancelled," leaving only him and this watchdog servant aboard. Such was the power of the Winner family, able to commandeer an entire shuttle on a whim.

	"How far will they go, treating people like puppets?" Quatre seethed inwardly.

	For the remainder of the journey, Quatre stubbornly fixed his gaze out the window, refusing to utter another word until the blue sphere of Earth loomed large before them.

	"A runaway with a chaperone," he thought bitterly. "I've never heard of anything so absurd."

	As they neared their destination, the persistent servant tried once more to engage him.

	"We're approaching Earth, Master Quatre..."

	The sight of that shimmering blue orb, teeming with life, momentarily broke through Quatre's defenses. "Yes..." he replied, before catching himself and adding with forced disdain, "What a dull planet. Nothing but a collection of naturally occurring mold."

	"I see..." the servant replied, clearly bemused.

	Quatre's unspoken thought hung heavy in the air: "Still, I suppose it's better than something artificial like me..."

	 

	Their journey proceeded smoothly until, without warning, four mobile suit transport ships bearing the Winner family crest appeared, surrounding the shuttle with alarming speed.

	The shuttle's pilot, caught off guard, exclaimed, "What's this? Are they here to bring Master Quatre back?"

	A gruff, bearded face appeared on the monitor – it was Rashid, leader of the Maganac Corps.

	"Your shuttle is completely surrounded," Rashid's voice boomed with authority. "Follow our guidance without resistance!"

	"Who are you?" the pilot demanded.

	"We are 'family'," Rashid replied cryptically.

	"Maganac?" the pilot gasped in recognition.

	"Resist, and we'll shoot you down!" Rashid's expression was deadly serious.

	Left with no choice, the shuttle had no option but to comply with their unexpected escorts.

	 

	The co-pilot, with due deference, approached the heir apparent of the Winner family.

	"It appears they've commandeered a Winner family vessel... and are currently en route to the resource satellite MO-III," he reported, his voice tinged with concern.

	Quatre paid him no heed, his gaze fixed on some distant point.

	Unable to bear the silence any longer, a servant ventured, "What are your orders, Master Quatre?"

	Quatre's eyes flicked briefly to the two adults, his gaze cold and dismissive. 

	"It's of no concern to me," he stated flatly.

	"Pardon?" the servant sputtered, taken aback.

	"I'm going to rest for a while," Quatre continued, his voice devoid of emotion. "Wake me when we arrive."

	With that, he closed his eyes, shutting out the world around him.

	The co-pilot relayed this exchange to his colleague at the controls.

	"He's sleeping? At a time like this?" the main pilot exclaimed, incredulous.

	"Indeed," the co-pilot replied, a hint of begrudging admiration in his voice. "I suppose that's what we should expect from the Winner family's heir..."

	The co-pilot's mind flashed back to Quatre's cold stare, and he couldn't help but add, "But those eyes of his... looking down on everyone. It's unbearable."

	The main pilot snorted derisively. 

	"Heh, what do you expect from a Winner test-tube baby? No way he could understand the feelings of normal humans."

	The contempt was evident on the main pilot's face, suggesting he had more such thoughts left unspoken.

	The transport ship and shuttle finally reached their destination: the resource satellite MO-III. In this year, AC-193, the satellite still held untapped resources – resources meant for Earth.

	Naturally, the labor force was sourced from Earth as well. However, the grim reality was that most of these workers were unemployed individuals or political dissidents. They toiled under the watchful eye of the Alliance military, deprived of fair compensation and essentially held as prisoners.

	The transport ship and shuttle entered through the space-side gate. The Winner family's vessel credentials still commanded respect here. After all, it was more cost-effective to receive supplies from the colonies than from Earth. The prohibitive cost of shuttle launches meant that only labor – the forcibly transported workers – came from the planet below.

	As soon as the Maganac Corps disembarked from the transport ship, they swiftly overpowered the Alliance guards. Their mission was clear: to liberate the workers trapped here.

	Rashid barked orders to his 39 subordinates, his voice urgent. 

	"No dawdling! We need to evacuate before the Alliance shows up!"

	Their plan was audacious – to ferry all the workers onto the transport ship and Quatre's shuttle, giving them a chance to return to Earth.

	It was at this moment that Quatre appeared behind Rashid.

	"I am Quatre Raberba Winner," he introduced himself, his voice cool and composed.

	Rashid didn't even turn around. 

	"I have no intention of introducing myself to you," he replied gruffly.

	This encounter marked the first meeting between the Maganac Corps and Quatre. However, it was clear that neither party was particularly impressed with the other.

	Auda stepped forward, towering over Quatre as he demanded, "What do you want?"

	Quatre's voice remained steady. 

	"What do you intend to do with us?"

	"You're our hostages," Auda stated bluntly. "At least until we make our escape."

	A cold smile played on Quatre's lips. 

	"I'm afraid I must disappoint you. I'm worth little more than any organic compound."

	Auda's eyes narrowed. "What are you talking about?"

	Quatre's voice took on a pained edge as he continued, "I'm neither loved by anyone, nor do I love anyone. And more importantly..." He paused, his next words filled with a chilling finality. "I'm easily replaceable. They can simply make more of me."

	As these words hung in the air, the Maganac members found themselves overcome by an unexpected wave of sadness. Yet, it wasn't quite sympathy for Quatre's circumstances that they felt.

	 

	The communication room's monitor flickered to life, displaying Mr. Winner's face. He had been summoned.

	Rashid stood before the screen, continuing the negotiations. With unwavering resolve, he explained their intention to return the laborers to Earth, reuniting them with their families.

	Winner acquiesced without hesitation. 

	"Very well... I accept your terms."

	Even if Quatre hadn't been present, Winner would likely have made the same decision. This wasn't because Quatre lacked value as a hostage, but because Winner recognized the merit in the Maganac Corps' mission.

	"Feel free to use any Winner resources at your disposal," Winner added, his voice tinged with a hint of respect.

	"Much appreciated," Rashid replied, a note of relief in his voice.

	Winner hesitated, struggling to form his next words. After a pregnant pause, he finally managed to ask, his voice uncharacteristically tentative, "Would you... allow me to speak with my son?"

	Rashid nodded, his expression softening slightly. 

	"Of course."

	He beckoned Quatre forward, positioning the boy in front of the screen.

	"Yes?" Quatre's voice was cold, his eyes still filled with defiance. "Do you need something from me?"

	Winner's stern expression remained unchanged as he asked, "Why are you there?"

	Quatre let out a derisive snort. "Are you surprised that your tool is acting on its own?"

	"You're still going on about that?" Winner's voice held a hint of exasperation.

	Suddenly, all the pent-up fury in Quatre's chest came pouring out. 

	"You created me and my sisters for the convenience of the Winner family! You wanted people who'd obey your every whim!"

	As Winner gazed at his rebellious son, he saw a reflection of his younger self. The youthful defiance, the raw anger born of purity – it reminded him of the passion that had driven him to push for DNA manipulation in the first place.

	As an heir, Quatre was probably flawless. But his act of rebellion – running away from home – showed that he still had much to learn. This, more than anything else, was what displeased Winner the most.

	"I'll prove it to you," Quatre continued, his voice trembling with emotion. "I'll show you that even people like us can think and act for ourselves."

	"By fleeing to Earth?" Winner's voice was sharp.

	"Is that not allowed?" Quatre shot back, his tone challenging.

	If Quatre had been physically present, Winner would have undoubtedly struck him. But someone else took on that role from the other side of the monitor.

	Rashid's large hand clamped down on Quatre's small shoulder. Without warning, he delivered a powerful blow to the boy's face.

	Quatre flew backwards, crumpling to the floor. He raised his bruised face, his voice filled with indignation as he sputtered, "What do you think you're doing?"

	Gone was the polite speech he had used before.

	Rashid glared down at the impudent boy, his voice low and intense. 

	"I don't know your circumstances, but have some pride in yourself, boy."

	That quiet admonition struck Quatre like a thunderbolt.

	"Pride...? Do I really need such a thing...?"

	Rashid continued, his words measured and deliberate. 

	"I, too, was born from a test tube."
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	The other members of the Maganac Corps nodded in agreement, a silent affirmation.

	Quatre found himself at a loss for words. Confronted with a magnitude of character he had never before encountered, he was overwhelmed by a crushing sense of defeat.

	 

	The operation to evacuate the laborers onto the spaceship was progressing smoothly. Quatre watched the scene in silence, a mixture of emotions playing across his face. He wanted to help, but something held him back.

	A laborer – later to be known as Professor H – sat down next to Quatre. The boy glanced at the man's profile, curiosity piqued.

	"They're quite extraordinary, aren't they?" the professor mused.

	"Pardon?" Quatre responded, slightly startled.

	"These men... taking on this role without anyone asking them to."

	Quatre remained silent, listening intently.

	"In times like these, the world is overflowing with unfortunate souls. Perhaps they intend to save every last one of them," the professor continued, his voice tinged with wonder.

	"But why would they do such a thing?" Quatre asked, genuinely perplexed.

	"Who knows? Though that man Rashid mentioned something about 'pride'."

	"Pride?"

	The professor's eyes took on a distant look. "He said that regardless of the circumstances of one's birth, those who have been given life must live in a way that allows them to take pride in themselves."

	Quatre felt a twinge of shame, realizing how he had arrogantly decided that artificial life held no value.

	"That seems to be the Maganac way of life," the professor added.

	"Are they all... 'test tube babies'?" Quatre asked hesitantly.

	"Indeed. That's likely why they call themselves a 'family'."

	Professor H studied Quatre's face intently. "They're the purest, kindest men you'll ever meet..." His gaze lingered on the bruise still visible on Quatre's cheek. "Much like yourself, I'd wager."

	With those enigmatic words, the hunched professor shuffled away, leaving Quatre to ponder. The boy wasn't sure if he truly possessed such purity and kindness, but he found himself in agreement with the Maganac Corps' mission.

	Just as Quatre resolved to offer his help, he sensed a presence behind him. From the shadows, he heard a voice:

	"This is Iscariot... transmitting current location."

	In response to this transmission, a large fleet of Alliance mobile suit transport ships was en route to resource satellite MO-III. They issued a surrender ultimatum to the Maganac Corps:

	"This is the United Earth Sphere Alliance Space Force. Cease your futile resistance and surrender immediately. Be warned: hostages are meaningless. We are under orders to attack indiscriminately."

	The announcement came just as the transport ship carrying the laborers was ready to depart. Chaos erupted among the Maganac Corps.

	"How did they find us so quickly?"

	"This timing is impossible!"

	Rashid barked orders to launch the ship immediately and prepare their forty mobile suits for battle.

	"Are you ready, men?" he called out, poised for immediate deployment.

	However, one suit remained unprepared.

	"We're short one pilot," Quatre reported, gesturing to a bound Maganac member at his side. The man's name was Judas.

	Quatre handed Rashid the communication device he had confiscated from Judas. "He was using this..."

	Rashid understood immediately. This explained how the Alliance had discovered their location so swiftly.

	The hot-headed Auda lunged at Judas. "You bastard! You sold us out to the Alliance?"

	Judas sneered, unrepentant. "Heh, I've got enough trouble looking after myself! I'm done with you lot."

	"Why, you–!" Auda raised his fist, but Abdul stopped him.

	"Forget it! He's not family anymore. He's not even worth hitting."

	Rashid thanked Quatre for apprehending the traitor. The boy's response was humble, his eyes clear and determined – a stark contrast to his earlier demeanor.

	"It's nothing... I was only thinking of myself before, too."

	"Your eyes... they've changed," Rashid observed.

	Suddenly, Judas broke free of his bonds and snatched Auda's gun. Quatre, seeing the danger, cried out, "Watch out!" and shoved Rashid aside.

	In that instant, multiple gunshots rang out. One bullet pierced Rashid's chest. Another tore through Quatre's shoulder.

	Judas, gun still in hand, made for his mobile suit. Before he could reach it, Ahmad and Abdul opened fire. Judas fell from the mobile suit's ladder, dead before he hit the ground.

	The Maganac Corps gathered around the gravely wounded Rashid.

	"Captain!"

	Through gritted teeth, Rashid managed to speak. "You fools... forget about me and deploy immediately!"

	"Yes, sir..." they responded reluctantly.

	Auda turned to Quatre, his voice uncharacteristically gentle. "You alright, kid?"

	Quatre, his eyes burning with determination despite the pain, replied, "Never mind me. The Captain... he's precious to all of you."

	Auda couldn't help but notice the similarity in Quatre and Rashid's eyes. 

	"Putting others before oneself..."

	Both Rashid and Quatre possessed this selfless love for others.

	 

	The vast expanse around resource satellite MO-III was suddenly alive with movement as a large contingent of Leo mobile suits deployed from their transport ships.

	"No signs of surrender," a commander's voice crackled over the comms.

	"Understood, sir."

	"All units, commence attack!"

	The Alliance's Leo units surged forward at maximum combat speed, their sights set on MO-III.

	 

	"Here they come!" a voice rang out among the Maganac Corps as they prepared to launch from the space-side gate.

	"How many ships haven't launched yet?" someone called out anxiously.

	On the Earth-side gate, large spaceships were taking off in quick succession.

	"Just one more!"

	"Alright! We must stop the Alliance's pursuit at all costs!"

	In Rashid's absence, Auda had stepped up as acting captain of the Maganac Corps. But the usual spirit was noticeably dampened. Where there should have been enthusiastic shouts of "Leave it to us!" there was instead an air of uncertainty.

	"Can we really do this? They have over a hundred Leos!"

	Auda, trying his best to rally the troops, forced a grin. "We've got thirty-eight units! If each of us takes out three, we'll have some to spare!"

	Just as they were about to launch, Quatre came running towards Auda's mobile suit.

	"Wait!" he called out, his shoulder and chest still wrapped in bandages.

	Auda shouted back, "Get out of the way! What are you thinking?"

	"I'm coming too!" Quatre insisted. "This is partly my fault for not restraining that man properly!"

	"What are you talking about? That was... Ah, forget it! This isn't a game, you know!"

	"I want to fight alongside you, my 'family'!" Quatre pleaded, his eyes burning with determination. "Even someone like me can be useful. No, I want to prove that I can be useful! I want to become someone I can be proud of!"

	"Move, or I'll run you over!" Auda threatened, but Abdul intervened once again.

	"Wait, Auda! The kid's serious..."

	Ahmad asked, "Can you even pilot a mobile suit?"

	Quatre answered with unwavering confidence, "Leave it to me!"

	Mobile suit piloting was a required subject for the Winner family, after all.

	Auda contacted Rashid, seeking his guidance. They had two mobile suits available – Rashid's and Judas's. The question was whether to let Quatre pilot one, and if so, which one.

	On the monitor, Rashid, his chest wound still raw, remained silent for a moment, deep in thought. Finally, he spoke.

	"Thanks to him, the bullet missed my vital organs."

	"So...?"

	"Give him my goggles."

	The goggles were the symbol of the Maganac Corps' leader. Handing them over meant...

	"Take the captain's unit!" Auda ordered, tossing the goggles to Quatre.

	"Understood," Quatre replied, catching the goggles with a beaming smile that lit up his entire face.

	 

	As Quatre launched into space in the captain's mobile suit, the Maganac Corps followed close behind. Before them stretched a vast sea of stars, and within it, the imposing force of a hundred Leo units – nearly triple their own strength.

	Even the usually brazen Auda couldn't help but swallow hard at the sight. 

	"Kid, don't push yourself too hard..."

	Quatre, his eyes steady behind Rashid's goggles, replied calmly, "It would be more difficult for me not to give it my all now."

	With that, the captain's unit plunged into the midst of the Leo formation, and a fierce battle erupted.

	The spirit of a leader can transform an army, and under Quatre's guidance, the Maganac Corps became a force of unparalleled bravery. Quatre's unit, despite taking multiple hits, continued to dispatch Leo after Leo in a dazzling display of skill and determination.

	Soon, Quatre was not just fighting but coordinating the entire corps with remarkable precision:

	"First squad, concentrate fire on the central formation!"

	"Second squad, spread out and provide cover for the first!"

	"Third squad, secure our escape route to the rear!"

	The Maganac Corps responded with resounding enthusiasm:

	"Understood!"

	"You got it!"

	"Roger that!"

	A perfect synergy had formed, as if they were all connected by a single thread. More impressively, Quatre's instructions were terrifyingly accurate. The large Leo contingent found itself pushed back, retreating further and further from resource satellite MO-III.

	Quatre seemed to read the enemy's movements with uncanny precision, issuing commands based on predictions that proved consistently correct. His ability to maintain this strategic overview while engaged in combat was nothing short of miraculous.

	Most pilots, when fighting, become consumed by the heat of battle. To maintain a strategic perspective in such a state of mind is akin to a divine feat. While pilots like Trowa, Heero, or WuFei could analyze tactics during combat, their mindset remained detached, lacking the broader vision to lead allies to victory.

	Quatre's unique talent was beyond ordinary human capabilities. It was precisely this kind of ability that the ZERO System was developed to replicate – a cockpit system that instantaneously processes all combat data and feeds vast predictive information directly to the pilot.

	Yet, there was a crucial difference between Quatre's natural ability and the ZERO System. While the ZERO System pursued perfect victory at any cost, even sacrificing the pilot if necessary, Quatre fought to minimize ally casualties, even in the face of potential defeat.

	When Quatre had previously lost control in Wing Gundam Zero, this distinction had vanished as he was completely absorbed by the ZERO System. However, upon using the system again later, Quatre's innate abilities surpassed the device. For him alone, the ZERO System was ultimately unnecessary.

	 

	"Mr. Auda, lead the assault team to the right flank! We'll drive the enemy towards you!" Quatre called out.

	"Got it!" Auda replied without hesitation, fully trusting in their young leader's judgment. "But drop the honorifics, kid. You're wearing the captain's goggles now."

	Quatre smiled and nodded. "...Let's go!" he shouted, diving back into the heart of the Leo formation.

	Abdul watched Quatre's performance in awe. 

	"That kid... he's something else."

	Ahmad agreed, adding, "Yeah, and he's doing all this with an injured arm..."

	"No doubt about it," Abdul concluded, "He's the real deal."

	 

	The synchronized assault of Quatre and Auda had proven devastatingly effective, with three-quarters of the Leo squadron now in disarray, fleeing the battlefield. The Maganac Corps had seized the numerical advantage, their victory seemingly assured.

	Suddenly, Rashid's voice crackled through the comm system, "Well done, everyone! The final spacecraft has cleared the port... Now, retreat!"

	Quatre, processing this new directive, issued fresh orders to the Maganac Corps, his voice steady and resolute. 

	"Understood! Everyone, commence withdrawal as instructed... I'll remain here to hold off any enemy pursuit."

	"What?!" came the incredulous response.

	"Are you mad? There are still over twenty enemy units out there!" another voice protested.

	A chorus of objections erupted from the Maganac Corps, but Quatre silenced them with a single, impassioned outburst.

	"Don't you all want to return to Earth? Go, now!"

	Quatre knew well that Earth was the Maganac Corps' true home. Like him, they too were victims of the Alliance, forcibly brought into space.

	Rashid's face appeared on Quatre's monitor, his expression a mixture of pride and concern. "You've done more than enough... It's time to come home."

	"You still won't accept me as 'family'?" Quatre asked, a hint of vulnerability in his voice.

	"We've accepted you completely... That's why we want you to come to Earth with us."

	"Earth..." Quatre mused, his voice trailing off.

	"The skies, the seas, the mountains, even the deserts - they're all places where life flourishes in its own unique way," Rashid said, his words painting a vivid picture.

	Quatre closed his eyes, allowing the imagery to wash over him. 

	"It sounds wonderful... I'd love to go."

	Yet, behind his goggles, his eyes burned with unwavering determination.

	"I don't know how long it will take, but I promise I'll join you all someday... Until then, I'll become even stronger!"

	With that declaration, Quatre's command unit ignited its thrusters to maximum output, hurling itself into the heart of the enemy formation.

	"I'm not running to Earth... I'm going there to find my true self," Quatre thought to himself, his resolve unshakeable.

	Rashid, deeply moved by Quatre's courageous display, ordered the Maganac Corps to withdraw. They couldn't let Quatre's selfless act be in vain.

	"He'll be fine," Rashid reassured himself. "With piloting skills like that, there's no way he'll lose to these retreating Alliance forces."

	"When we Maganac Corps safely reach Earth, it will be thanks to that person..." Rashid declared, his voice filled with respect.

	"That person?"

	"You mean the kid?"

	"That person is the Maganac Corps' greatest benefactor!"

	Rashid wanted to make one thing absolutely clear to his troops. "From now on, you will address him as 'Master Quatre'... That's an order!"

	Not a single voice of dissent was heard. Each member nodded in agreement, a newfound respect evident in their eyes.

	Auda's voice rang out, brimming with enthusiasm, "As if we needed to be ordered! We've all fallen for that kid... no, for Master Quatre!"

	The men of the Maganac Corps shared knowing smiles, silently hoping for the day they would fight alongside Quatre once more.

	'To fight together as a proud family...'

	It would be two years later, in AC-195, during "Operation Meteor," when Quatre would reunite with the Maganac Corps, descending to Earth with Gundam Sandrock.

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	Quatre found himself lost in thoughts of Earth as he floated within the abandoned resource satellite. This would mark his third descent to the blue planet.

	His first had been during Operation Meteor.

	The second, alongside Heero to the Sanc Kingdom.

	And now, this impending third journey.

	Quatre realized that each time, he had been in a similar state of mind.

	"Perhaps I can find my true self on that Earth below..."

	The feeling was almost prophetic. Yet, Quatre couldn't help but wonder - how many times could one truly find oneself? Even as the doubt crept in, he knew his intuition had never led him astray.

	This time, his "family" wasn't with him. The resource satellite MO-III, where he had first encountered them, had long since vanished (though Quatre was unaware of this fact). Everything had changed since those early days.

	The only constant was their shared "pride." No, there was one more - his faithful companion, the Gundam.

	Gundam Sandrock Custom.

	He would pilot this machine in the battles to come on Earth. Whether those fights would be worthy of their pride remained to be seen.

	"I see it!" Quatre exclaimed suddenly.

	Far off in the vastness of space, a small blue dot glimmered - Earth. In just twenty-seven hours, they would reach their destination, and a new chapter would begin.
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	──AC-196 DECEMBER 26──

	As night descended upon Brussels, Mariemaia and Relena alighted at the Presidential Residence, their arrival heralded by a crisp winter chill. Dekim and the Serpent unit pilots stood at rigid attention, forming an honor guard to receive them.

	"You've done well, Dekim..." 

	Dekim bowed slightly, his demeanor as formal as ever. 

	"Your kind words honor me, Madam."

	Turning to Relena, he maintained his air of ceremony. 

	"And to you, former Queen, I trust you are in good spirits?"

	Relena's gaze drifted skyward, her eyes searching the heavens. 

	"The colony..." she began, her words soft yet laden with emotion. "I'm so grateful it didn't fall."

	But the night sky above held no comfort, devoid of stars and blanketed by ominous snow-laden clouds pregnant with the promise of impending snowfall.

	Mariemaia's voice cut through the somber atmosphere, saccharine sweet yet edged with steel. 

	"Rest assured, Miss Relena. Once all of humanity bows before me, such calamities will never again darken our doorstep."

	Relena's eyes snapped back to the young girl, widening in disbelief. 

	"Do you truly believe you can achieve such a thing?"

	"Oh, it's quite simple, really," Mariemaia replied, her tone casual as if discussing the weather. "All you need do is bestow upon me the highest authority in the Earth Sphere, as the former head of the World Nation, Queen Relena."

	"I beg your pardon?" Relena's voice was sharp with indignation.

	Mariemaia continued, undeterred. 

	"As Vice Foreign Minister, you command great respect from the colonies. Your influence far exceeds what you imagine."

	Realization dawned on Relena's face. 

	"So that's why you brought me here..."

	"Precisely," Mariemaia confirmed, her lips curving into a smile that didn't quite reach her eyes.

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	In the vast emptiness of space where the resource satellite MO-III once orbited, Noin's compact shuttle cut a determined path through the void. After parting ways with Sally at Colony X18999, she had raced back to this sector with a singular purpose - to recover the Tallgeese, which had expended the last of its propulsion.

	Her heart leapt as she spotted the familiar white mobile suit drifting amid the stars. Tears welling in her eyes, she whispered the name of its pilot, her voice thick with emotion.

	"Zechs."

	The monitor flickered to life, revealing an unexpected sight. There sat the fearsome warrior, engrossed in a book of poetry. Noin marveled at this hidden facet of the man she loved, so at odds with his battlefield persona.

	"I've come to pick you up," she said softly, not wanting to startle him.

	[image: Image]



	



	Zechs looked up, a gentle smile playing on his lips. 

	"My apologies for the trouble."

	Noin couldn't help but tease, "You seem rather relaxed, given the circumstances."

	Zechs chuckled, closing the book with care. "On the contrary, I'm far from it."

	"How do you mean?"

	His expression grew somber. 

	"I fear the battles to come, Noin."

	She shook her head, perplexed. 

	"You certainly don't show it."

	"Of course not," he replied, his voice tinged with resignation. "A soldier must never reveal his fear, to friend or foe alike."

	In that moment, Noin understood. The poetry was his refuge, a brief respite from the weight of impending conflict. It was a side of Zechs few ever saw - the vulnerable man behind the mask of the perfect soldier.

	"Noin," Zechs said, his tone warming. "It's good to see you. How have you been?"

	"I'm well, Zechs," she replied, a bittersweet smile gracing her features. "It's been one year and two days, hasn't it?"

	For a precious moment, they allowed themselves to bask in the joy of reunion, two old friends finding solace in each other's presence amidst the cold vastness of space.

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	The silent expanse of space stretched endlessly in all directions.

	Through this cosmic void, a long-range shuttle hurtled at breakneck speed. It blazed a trail more than twice as fast as a standard vessel, giving the impression that it had no intention of stopping anywhere. This craft needed no energy for deceleration; it was designed for one purpose only - to achieve maximum velocity with every ounce of fuel at its disposal.

	The shuttle's pace was nothing short of miraculous, defying common sense and pushing the boundaries of what was thought possible. No sane pilot would dare to navigate the cosmos at such a reckless velocity. Yet, if one were to learn the identity of this shuttle's occupant, such seemingly suicidal behavior would suddenly make perfect sense.

	Codename: Heero Yuy.

	He was racing towards a rendezvous point with the capsule containing Wing Gundam Zero, launched by Quatre just days ago. That capsule, ejected from a derelict resource satellite, was hurtling through the inky blackness of space with similar disregard for fuel conservation or deceleration.

	If Heero's piloting was as precise as always, and if Quatre's launch had been flawless, the two objects would intersect in a matter of minutes. However, at these mind-boggling speeds, their moment of convergence would last for the merest fraction of a second.

	Heero's eyes were glued to the radar screen, his focus razor-sharp. A single blink could mean missing his target entirely. The next few minutes would demand a level of concentration few humans could muster.

	The all-direction radar showed no response, only a dizzying blur of constantly changing coordinates marking the shuttle's position. Heero was confident in his calculations - the HES-88 trajectory accounted even for solar magnetic influences. If there was an issue, it would lie in the timing of Quatre's launch.

	He didn't doubt Quatre's technical skills. But if the angle of the discarded satellite had been off from the start, even Quatre couldn't have achieved a perfectly accurate launch. If that were the case, Heero's shuttle might be moving too quickly, leaving Wing Zero's capsule far behind in the vastness of space.

	To account for this possibility, Heero had expanded the radar to its maximum range. But this meant that any signal would be faint and fleeting.

	Ten seconds remained until the calculated rendezvous point. Still no radar response.

	"It's late..." 

	Heero's mind raced, tension mounting.

	In mere seconds, this fleeting chance would pass. If missed, Heero and Wing Gundam Zero might never cross paths again.

	The digital clock ticked down. Five seconds left.

	"Or did I miss it?" 

	A surge of near-panic gripped him.

	Three seconds.

	Suddenly, a faint blip appeared at the very edge of the radar's range.

	"There it is..." The words escaped his lips unbidden.

	For Heero to verbalize his thoughts was rare indeed. This tiny utterance spoke volumes about his immense relief.

	1.7 seconds later, the radar's electronic chirp confirmed what Heero already knew.

	"I know already... Don't make such a presumptuous noise."

	Heero gripped the controls, pushing the shuttle to even greater speeds. At the last possible moment before intersection, he jerked the craft into a vertical climb. After a single barrel roll, the shuttle descended, now in pursuit of the capsule.

	All that remained was to synchronize the shuttle's speed with the capsule and make the transfer. This maneuver mirrored what Quatre had done between the resource satellite and the interplanetary transport ship.

	Heero switched the shuttle to autopilot. The window for synchronization was a mere twelve seconds - hardly generous, even for someone of Heero's caliber. Ideally, he would have preferred at least thirty seconds for the transfer. Quatre's five-second feat was nothing short of superhuman.

	Opening the shuttle's lower hatch, Heero gazed at the capsule directly below. Ten precious seconds had already elapsed.

	He leapt.

	The thrusters on his back ignited. Before Heero could land on the capsule, the shuttle had already rocketed far behind him. It seemed the synchronization had faltered in those final two seconds, imparting a subtle difference in velocity to Heero as he jumped.

	The moment Heero touched down on the capsule, he stumbled forward. But in a display of preternatural agility, he used the momentum to execute a fluid spin, propelling himself forward. Such acrobatics in the unforgiving vacuum of space courted death - a single miscalculation could send him bouncing off into the endless void.

	Yet Heero showed no hesitation. His rotation carried him forward until his hand found purchase on a handle - the access point to Wing Gundam Zero's cockpit.

	This level of spatial awareness and physical control was Heero's specialty. He didn't just overcome obstacles; he transformed them into advantageous positions. It wasn't a conscious choice, but rather the instinct of a born warrior. Among the Gundam pilots, perhaps only Duo could match this uncanny talent.

	Heero slipped into Wing Gundam Zero's cramped cockpit and engaged the startup sequence. Displays flickered to life in the darkness as his fingers danced across the console with practiced ease.

	The central "ZERO System" came online. Gradually, the entire cockpit began to illuminate.

	"I don't usually do this, but..." he murmured, before tapping the ZERO System display with his fingertip. Four distinct taps, each with a unique rhythm.

	"I'm" "Counting" "On" "You"

	In his mind, he spoke these syllables in time with the taps. As if responding to this unspoken plea, the ZERO System began activating various systems throughout Wing Gundam Zero.

	Status indicators flashed across the screens. All systems nominal.

	Heero detached the capsule's boosters. Their propulsion was spent; from here on, Wing Zero would fly under its own power.

	His fingers flew across the keyboard. The capsule's upper section split open, revealing the majestic form of Wing Gundam Zero as it rose from its cocoon. It stood tall, its white wings folded like those of a slumbering angel.

	Then, with breathtaking grace, Wing Zero unfurled its magnificent wings. The ultimate weapon had awakened at last.

	With a powerful beat of its wings, Wing Zero launched itself from the capsule. It executed a tight turn, thrusters igniting at maximum capacity, and soared off towards the distant blue orb of Earth.

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	Luxembourg Spaceport.

	Lady Une stood facing the sky, buffeted by gusting winds. Once again, snow had begun to fall.

	Suddenly, a shuttle broke through the snow-laden clouds, descending in a near-vertical drop. On board were Noin and Zechs, along with the Tallgeese III.

	The assembled Preventers represented the sum total of Earth Sphere Unified Nation's strength. Against Mariemaia's forces, it seemed a paltry defense indeed.

	Yet Lady Une and her comrades showed no signs of despair. A glimmer of hope still remained. They all felt it - an unshakeable certainty that the tides of this conflict could still turn in their favor.
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	──AC-196 DECEMBER 27──

	As the clock struck five in the morning, darkness still shrouded the sky. The area surrounding the Brussels Presidential Residence had transformed into a winter wonderland, blanketed in pristine snow that had fallen in the pre-dawn hours. The Serpent mobile suits, standing guard before the building, cast ominous silhouettes against the dim light.

	From her place in the guest suite, Relena gazed out at the snow-covered scene. Her eyes drifted skyward, and she whispered softly, "Heero…" 

	The stars remained hidden, obscured by the lingering night.

	Suddenly, the haunting melody of that endless waltz drifted from behind her.

	"Good morning..." a voice called out.

	Relena turned to find Mariemaia standing there, music box in hand.

	"Or perhaps you haven't slept at all?" the young girl inquired, her tone uncharacteristically childlike.

	"How could I possibly sleep?" Relena replied, a hint of weariness in her voice.

	"I see... To tell you the truth, neither could I," Mariemaia admitted. "I've been listening to this as a lullaby... but sleep wouldn't come."

	Relena offered a small, gentle smile. "What's the name of that song?"

	"They call it 'The Never-Ending Dance,' I'm told."

	"I see..."

	Suddenly, a thunderous crash reverberated through the building, accompanied by violent tremors. For a moment, it seemed as if an explosion had rocked the very foundations.

	"Ah...!"

	Mariemaia's face lit up with a broad smile as she rushed to the window. 

	"It's finally beginning!"

	Outside, the vast gardens were undergoing a startling transformation. Fissures spider-webbed across the ground, causing the accumulated snow to rise and shift.

	"What... what's beginning?" Relena asked, her voice tinged with apprehension.

	The music box continued to play its melancholy tune as the entire Presidential Residence began to slowly sink into the earth. The view from the window changed, revealing subterranean walls descending ever deeper.

	At last, they reached the lowest level. Another resounding thud signaled the end of their descent.

	"A shelter..." Relena breathed, realization dawning.

	"Yes... This is what kept me awake, the anticipation of seeing this," Mariemaia replied, her eyes glittering with excitement.

	 

	Massive bulkheads sealed shut above them, one after another. In the underground control room, operators busied themselves at consoles under Dekim's watchful eye.

	"Most Romefeller Foundation buildings are equipped with such facilities," Dekim explained, his voice dripping with disdain. "It's astonishing that the President was unaware of this... truly speaks to his incompetence."

	The operators called out in succession:

	"First gate sealed!"

	"Second gate sealed!"

	"Third and fourth gates sealed!"

	"Fifth and sixth gates sealed! Brussels Presidential Ralace, lockdown complete!"

	"Heh heh heh... Now, Miss Mariemaia's castle is impregnable," Dekim declared with a smirk.

	 

	Mariemaia, still clutching her music box, turned to Relena. 

	"Don't you find it strange, Miss Relena?"

	Relena remained silent.

	"Why should a shelter such as this be necessary in such a peaceful world with no weapons?"

	The implication hung heavy in the air – that even the President hadn't abandoned the possibility of war. That he had ensured his own survival, should the worst come to pass. Relena found no words to counter this damning observation.

	The music box's melody slowed, teetering on the edge of silence. Mariemaia's lips curled into a mischievous smile.

	"History, you see, is like this music box... an endless waltz, if you will."

	"An endless waltz..." Relena echoed softly.

	"'War,' 'Peace,' and 'Revolution'... These three beats play on and on, eternally. The tempo may change as the spring is wound, but the melody remains the same."

	The music box's notes grew fainter, finally falling silent.

	"It had stopped on 'peace,' but you've wound it up again... Is that what you're saying?" Relena asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

	Mariemaia's smile widened as she wound the music box. The melody resumed, slightly faster than before.
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	"Perhaps... But I intend to stop it once more on 'peace,'" she declared.

	"How?"

	"Like this." Mariemaia snapped the music box shut. Silence descended once more.

	"History will change upon the day of my coronation..."

	Relena stared intently at the young girl's face, words failing her.

	"The instant this year comes to an end, I will be on the top of the Earth Sphere and the dawn of a new age will arrive. I will rule the world."

	"Do you truly believe..." Relena's eyes were filled with sorrow. "Do you truly believe this will usher in an era of peace?"

	"Rulership through strength is necessary... because humanity is foolish," Mariemaia stated matter-of-factly.

	History, like the music box, plays its endless waltz the moment the lid is opened. Humanity, creators of such history, might be better off sealed away in a music box of "domination," its lid tightly shut.

	Mariemaia pressed down firmly on the music box's lid. Relena gazed at this symbolic gesture, lost in thought.

	The box was empty, yet Relena could almost see the anguished faces of countless people trapped within.
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	The vast expanse of space stretched out before him, an endless canvas of darkness punctuated by pinpricks of distant stars. Aboard the Altron Gundam, WuFei Chang gazed down at the shadowed sphere of Earth below, his eyes scanning the planet's surface with quiet intensity.

	The mobile suit hung motionless above Brussels, a silent sentinel in geosynchronous orbit. As Altron rotated in perfect sync with the planet's revolution, WuFei waited with unwavering patience.

	Slowly, inexorably, the sun began to peek over the Earth's curved horizon. Its rays chased away the inky blackness of night, bathing the Gundam in a warm, golden glow. The once-dull metal of Altron's armor came alive, shimmering with an almost ethereal radiance.

	WuFei's fingers tightened imperceptibly on the controls. He was waiting, every fiber of his being attuned to a singular purpose. He yearned for the arrival of an enemy who could truly test his mettle, one who could push him to his very limits.

	In his mind's eye, he saw him clearly—Heero Yuy, the only pilot who had ever matched him blow for blow. Their battle in Colony X18999 had ended in a stalemate, leaving a bitter taste of unfinished business in WuFei's mouth.

	But WuFei knew that confrontation was still hours away. So he settled in, his breathing slow and measured, prepared to maintain his vigil for as long as necessary.

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	There had been a time, not so long ago, when WuFei's resolve had wavered, his path shrouded in uncertainty. The catalyst for this inner turmoil had been none other than Treize Khushrenada.

	 

	Twice, WuFei had crossed swords with the enigmatic leader of OZ. Their first encounter was etched into his memory with crystal clarity—May 20, AC-195, mere hours after the devastating Operation Daybreak had shattered the Alliance Forces.

	As Treize made his way back to Luxembourg from the North American New Edwards Base, WuFei had seized his chance. Over the choppy waters of the Bering Sea, the Shenlong Gundam had struck like a thunderbolt from a clear sky.

	With precision and fury, WuFei had torn through Treize's defenses, cutting a swath of destruction until he reached the heart of the enemy vessel. Yet when he finally came face-to-face with his quarry, WuFei found Treize calm and collected, armed with nothing more than a single saber.

	"I welcome the challenge," WuFei had declared, his voice thick with anticipation as he abandoned the cockpit of Shenlong, blue dragon blade in hand.

	But now, with the wisdom of hindsight, WuFei couldn't help but question his actions that day. What if he had stayed within the protective embrace of his Gundam? What if he had unleashed the full might of Shenlong's arsenal—its devastating beam cannon or the searing flames of the Dragon Fang—upon Treize's ship?

	Had he eliminated the mastermind behind OZ in that moment, how might the course of history have shifted? WuFei knew that any of his fellow pilots—Heero, Trowa, even the usually jovial Duo or the kindhearted Quatre—would have shown no hesitation in obliterating their target.

	The subsequent power vacuum within OZ, as demonstrated during Treize's later imprisonment, would have plunged Earth into chaos. Yet the colonies might have been spared untold suffering.

	But WuFei was unique among the Gundam pilots. His warrior's code, his need for honorable combat, had compelled him to accept Treize's unspoken challenge. It wasn't mere foolishness that guided his hand; WuFei harbored suspicions that the man before him might be a body double, a decoy meant to protect the real Treize.

	Only by crossing blades, by testing himself against his opponent's skill and resolve, could WuFei ascertain the truth. And in that moment, filled with the unshakable confidence of youth, he had been certain of his victory.

	He had been wrong.

	For the first time in his life, WuFei tasted defeat. It wasn't that he had been weak—Treize had simply been in a league of his own, a master swordsman whose skill defied belief.

	"The victory is mine," Treize had said, a small smile playing at the corners of his mouth.

	"Kill me," WuFei had growled, his pride unable to bear the weight of his failure. "If you don't end my life here and now, I swear I'll return to take yours again and again."

	But Treize had merely chuckled, his eyes gleaming with something akin to admiration. 

	"I look forward to it. Until we meet again, young warrior."

	With those words, Treize had let him go, displaying a magnanimity that cut deeper than any blade. In that moment, WuFei had truly understood the gulf that separated them.

	Since that crushing defeat, WuFei had embarked on a journey to rediscover his own sense of justice, to find meaning in a world turned upside down.

	"Justice." 

	In the After Colony era, no other word had been so frequently invoked, so often twisted to serve the ambitions of the powerful.

	The United Earth Sphere Alliance had cited justice as they subjugated weaker nations and oppressed the colonies. The Romefeller Foundation had promised a just world order as they pushed for global unification under their banner.

	But what was justice, truly? In this age of conflict, it had become little more than a tool to manipulate the masses, a flimsy pretext for war, a hollow excuse uttered by those with blood on their hands.

	Some even argued that by abandoning the very concept of justice, wars might cease altogether. Yet WuFei, keenly aware of how others had perverted the ideal, clung to his own unwavering sense of what was right and true.

	 

	For years, WuFei had clung to a simple, unshakeable belief: Justice existed to vanquish evil. In his mind, justice was an invincible force, destined to triumph over all opposition. But that conviction had been shattered in a single, fateful encounter.

	He had challenged Treize, the very embodiment of what WuFei perceived as evil, to honorable combat. And he, the self-proclaimed avatar of justice, had tasted bitter defeat. With that loss came a crushing crisis of faith. In WuFei's rigid worldview, justice that could not emerge victorious ceased to be justice at all. Righteousness without strength was as good as nonexistent.

	It wasn't until OZ's ascension to space and their use of despicable tactics that WuFei found the will to fight again. He clung to the belief that unwavering dedication to one's principles would ultimately lead to victory. Redoubling his efforts, he pushed himself to new limits and was rewarded with the formidable Altron Gundam.

	Seeking further guidance, WuFei journeyed to Colony A0206, where he sought the wisdom of Master Long Shirin. The venerable teacher spoke of truths passed down through generations:

	"True power lies within the heart," Long Shirin intoned, his wizened face etched with the weight of centuries. "And the heart is forged in the crucible of inner struggle. Unless you can conquer your own doubts and fears, you will never truly vanquish your enemies."

	The master's next words struck WuFei to his core: "It is not for you to decide what is evil. Those you defeat – they become the very embodiment of evil through your actions."

	To crystallize this lesson and banish the last vestiges of WuFei's uncertainty, Colony A0206 made the ultimate sacrifice, self-destructing in a blinding flash of light and purpose. As the colony's final message echoed in his mind – "Define your own justice" – WuFei steeled himself for a second confrontation with Treize.

	By then, Treize had ascended to lead the World Nation, locked in a brutal struggle against the White Fang forces commanded by Milliardo Peacecraft. On December 24, AC-195, at the height of the EVE WARS, WuFei seized his chance.

	"I alone am a worthy opponent for you!" WuFei challenged, his voice resonating with newfound conviction. "Let us end this here, without further bloodshed!"

	Treize, ever the gentleman warrior, accepted without hesitation. The Altron Gundam and Tallgeese II faced each other across the battlefield, avatars of their pilots' unyielding spirits. What unfolded was not merely a clash of mobile suits, but a sublime duel between two indomitable souls.

	As their battle raged, a deadly dance of skill and determination, Treize's voice cut through the din of combat: "What’s wrong? Why not unleash the full might of your dragon?"

	WuFei had indeed refrained from using the Altron's devastating Dragon Fang. 

	"I want to fight you fair and square," he replied, his voice steady. "That’s how come."

	"That’s not like you," Treize mused, a note of disappointment coloring his words. "Why the hesitation?"

	On the battlefield, the capabilities of one's mobile suit were an extension of the pilot's own strength. Using the Dragon Fang would have been no dishonor. Yet to Treize, WuFei's restraint smacked of arrogance – or worse, pity.

	But if anyone was guilty of holding back, it was Treize himself. The memory of their first duel still burned in WuFei's mind. 

	"Why didn't you kill me then?" he demanded, unable to contain the question any longer.

	Treize's response was maddeningly cryptic: "Well I just couldn’t kill one of the few people that understood me. That’s all."

	The unspoken meaning hung heavy between them. Few recognized Treize for what he truly was, and fewer still possessed the unwavering sense of justice that WuFei embodied. Treize had spared him, hoping that one day WuFei would grow strong enough to truly test which of them – justice or perceived evil – would ultimately prevail.

	"Don't mock me!" WuFei roared, even as he grasped the implications of Treize's words.

	Treize's arrogance, his seemingly cavalier attitude towards the conflict that engulfed humanity, was infuriating. Both men, in their own way, were guilty of hubris. But Treize's underlying philosophy, his glorification of warfare and his apparent disdain for humanity as a whole, was abhorrent to WuFei.

	"No matter how noble the words," WuFei thought, his grip tightening on the controls, "anyone who instigates war is evil at their core."

	Aloud, he hurled a final, damning question at his nemesis.

	"You’re only fighting to satisfy your ego. How many people have died for you?"

	WuFei was certain that Treize's ego would prevent him from answering. But to his shock, the response came swiftly and precisely:

	"As of yesterday, the count stands at 99,812."

	Since assuming leadership of OZ in AC-193, Treize had taken personal responsibility for every single casualty. Each day, Lady Une provided him with an updated tally of the fallen.

	"So far we have received confirmation," her disembodied voice reported, " of the deaths of 82 White Fang soldiers and 105 of our own soldiers."

	The grim total – those who had perished in Treize's name – now stood at one soul shy of 100,000.

	"I remember everyone who sacrificed their lives in battle. How could I forget them?" Treize continued, his voice heavy with an emotion WuFei couldn't quite place. 

	"Noventa, Septem, Ventei, Darlian, Walker, Otto, Bunt... Their names are all etched into my heart."

	Given time, Treize would likely have recited every name, a litany of the fallen etched into his very being.

	"How could you be such a..." WuFei faltered, stunned by the implications.

	Treize wasn't simply acknowledging these deaths – he was claiming them as his own doing. He faced the reality of his role as the aggressor unflinchingly, believing it to be the inescapable duty of one who set the wheels of war in motion. In his mind, he was the absolute evil, the architect of this carnage.

	And yet, paradoxically, it was Treize himself who seemed to despise his actions more than anyone. It was why he yearned to be a loser, to face judgment for his sins.

	Some might dismiss Treize's sense of responsibility as absurd. Remembering the dead wouldn't bring them back, after all. It was a cold, pragmatic view.

	But to bear the weight of such evil, to live with that level of guilt while maintaining the strength to continue forward – it was a burden few, if any, could shoulder. Perhaps only Heero came close, in his pilgrimage to seek judgment from the families of Noventa and the pacifists he had unwittingly slain, even knowing he had been manipulated by OZ.

	However, even Heero, with his indomitable will, sought a form of absolution from the Noventa family. He offered them the chance to end his life, believing death might be the only fitting atonement for his actions. Treize's capacity to bear this crushing weight set him apart, placing him on a level that even the Gundam pilots struggled to comprehend.

	In that moment, WuFei realized the true nature of the obstacle before him. Treize wasn't simply an enemy to be defeated – he was a towering monolith of complexity and contradiction, a barrier that seemed insurmountable no matter how desperately he and his comrades strove to overcome it.

	 

	It might not be surprising that Treize remembered the names of those like Noventa, Septem, and Ventei, whose deaths he had orchestrated through his own machinations. But the staggering figure approaching 100,000 included countless others who had fallen in battle against the Gundams.

	Among them was Lieutenant Walker.

	At the Mediterranean Corsica Base, Walker had faced a Gundam head-on, determined to gather crucial data for future soldiers. His valiant stand ended in death at the hands of Gundam Sandrock, piloted by Quatre, incinerated by its heat shotels.

	The sobering realization dawned on WuFei: Treize carried the weight of every single warrior who had perished across the myriad battlefields spanning from AC-193 to 195. Each life, each name, etched into his memory.

	 

	As Treize's words hung in the air, WuFei found himself turning inward, grappling with an uncomfortable question: "How many have died by my hand?"

	He knew, with painful clarity, that he couldn't answer. The names and faces of his clan from Colony A0206, who had sacrificed themselves, were seared into his soul. But those he had struck down in combat? Their names and numbers were lost to the fog of war.

	A warrior on the battlefield must kill to survive. There's no room for sentimentality, for dwelling on each life taken.

	"This is absurd," WuFei's mind raced. "Those I've killed were evil. Why should I remember them?"

	But WuFei knew he wasn't alone in this. Every soldier who had ever set foot on a battlefield shared this burden. In the crucible of war, the lines between victim and aggressor blur. Kill or be killed – that is the harsh reality of conflict.

	Yet what truly staggered WuFei was the final name Treize had uttered: Bunt.

	 

	Colonel Bunt, formerly of the Alliance forces. This military leader had been conducting operations to suppress anti-Alliance resistance in the autonomous regions of the old Chinese mountain ranges. In a shocking turn, Bunt had abandoned his own troops, defecting to OZ – only to meet his end at WuFei's hands.

	Bunt's motivations had been purely selfish, seeking to secure his own position of power by currying favor with OZ. His attempt to capture a Gundam as a gift to his new masters had backfired spectacularly, resulting in his death at the hands of the Shenlong Gundam.

	At that time, WuFei had lost his will to fight. Had Bunt simply left the Gundam alone, he might have ruled over the autonomous region unchallenged. It was a pointless, self-inflicted demise. The very definition of reaping what one sows.

	Bunt's ignoble end stood in stark contrast to the sacrifices of others. It paled in comparison to Walker, who died proclaiming his dedication to future soldiers. It was nothing like Otto, who met his fate with cries of "Long live King Zechs!"

	In every sense, both personal and strategic, Bunt's death had been utterly meaningless.

	WuFei remembered Bunt, albeit faintly, as nothing more than a despicable coward. He felt no responsibility for the man's fate. It was justice, plain and simple.

	And yet, Treize shouldered the burden of even this foolish man's death.

	 

	Tears glistened in Treize's eyes as he spoke, his voice heavy with emotion. 

	"I can only grieve over the lives lost by those who fought. But, at least tried to understand this, WuFei: Not one of those people have died in vain."

	Treize's compassion extended equally to Walker, Otto, and even Bunt. He saw Bunt not as a traitor, but as a man driven by an all-too-human hunger for power, caught in the merciless machinery of war. Treize mourned the circumstances that had pushed Bunt to such desperate acts, and his tears spoke volumes of the guilt he felt for creating a world where such choices seemed necessary.

	Those tears were shed for all the lives lost, a number approaching 100,000. Each drop a testament to the weight Treize carried.

	In this moment, the true nature of their conflict crystallized. Treize, who despised evil yet unflinchingly labeled himself as such. WuFei, who recognized the folly of absolute justice, yet clung to it as his 
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	guiding principle. They were two sides of the same coin – one believing in justice, the other propelling what he saw as evil forward. Their duel was the inevitable collision of these philosophies.

	Wiping away his tears, Treize let out a battle cry. 

	"And now!"

	The Tallgeese lunged at Altron. Instinctively, WuFei thrust out his beam sword, adhering to the brutal logic of the battlefield – kill or be killed. The energy blade pierced Tallgeese's cockpit with deadly precision.

	"Treize, how could you..." WuFei's mind raced, wondering if his opponent had deliberately left himself open. But no, the Tallgeese had been poised to strike. Had WuFei hesitated, he might have become the 100,000th casualty of this war. It was simply the pure, unforgiving outcome of their duel.

	With his dying breath, Treize spoke: "WuFei... my eternal friend... I’m honored I could fight with you pilots."

	Notably, he did not say he was proud to die by WuFei's hand. In the heroic epics of German folklore, like the Nibelungenlied, an "honorable death" was one met at the hands of a superior warrior. Had Treize truly sought his own demise, his classical chivalric ideals might have led him to declare pride in falling to WuFei's blade.

	The words that would have followed Treize's final "And now!" hung in the balance, dependent on the outcome of that final exchange. It might have been "your death..." or "my death..." To the very end, Treize embodied his role as the noble adversary.

	 

	Treize had called WuFei an "eternal friend" and "one of the few who truly understood him." While not entirely mistaken, there remained a subtle, crucial difference between them. WuFei was a man of the East, and the gap between chivalry and bushido created a small but significant divide.

	WuFei interpreted Treize's actions as a form of atonement, a decision to embrace death as penance for his sins. In his mind, it resembled the samurai practice of seppuku – taking responsibility through the ultimate sacrifice.

	Rage and frustration boiled over as WuFei shouted, "This can’t be true! No way! I won’t let this happen!"

	Choking back the bitter taste of humiliation, he added, "I didn’t think I’d win…"

	WuFei found himself crushed by an overwhelming sense of defeat. Though he had won their duel fair and square, the glimpse he had caught of Treize's magnanimity and unwavering sense of responsibility left him feeling utterly outmatched. On the surface, justice had triumphed, but WuFei was far too complex a man to take simple satisfaction in such a hollow victory.

	For him, justice remained defeated, the scales still unbalanced. This conflict, he knew, was far from over.

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	WuFei's eyes slowly opened, his senses instantly alert. A flicker of movement caught his attention in the vast expanse of space before him.

	"There he is," he murmured.

	In the blink of an eye, it was upon him – an angel of destruction, wings spread wide. The Wing Gundam Zero.

	At last, a true test of skill between Gundams, unhindered by differences in mobile suit capabilities. A predatory grin spread across WuFei's face as he prepared for battle once more.
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	Wing Gundam Zero blazed towards Earth, its thrusters roaring with unrestrained power. Suddenly, Altron Gundam burst into its descent path.

	"This is as far as you go!" Chang WuFei's voice crackled over the comm. Altron thrust out its Dragon Fang. "I will not allow you to go to Earth!"

	Wing Zero dodged the attack at the last moment, but Altron's assault was relentless. Left and right, the attacks came without pause. Heero pulled back on the controls, forcing Wing Zero into a steep retreat.

	"Is this what you interpret as justice?" Heero challenged, as the two mobile suits faced off at a distance.

	“I need to determine for myself whether or not peace at the expense of lives can really be defined as peace!” WuFei shouted back. Altron drew its twin beam trident and charged.

	Wing Zero responded in kind, brandishing its beam saber.

	"For that, I'll become evil itself to find out!" WuFei declared.

	"So it's true..." Heero thought. "You really have become like Treize!"

	Their weapons clashed in a shower of sparks and energy.

	"Humanity did not chang," WuFei continued, his voice filled with bitterness. "Although enemies were defeated, Earth didn’t change one bit!"

	Altron's offensive power surpassed Heero's expectations. The ZERO System warned that in close combat, even Wing Zero might fall.

	'Pull back!' it urged. 'Retreat and fire the buster rifle!'

	But Heero ignored its counsel, staying locked in close-quarters combat. Their duel had carried them into Earth's stratosphere.

	"The more you fight, the more sacrifice for peace becomes a waste!" Heero shouted, swinging Wing Zero's beam saber in a wide arc.

	"You must’ve realized that!"

	Altron dodged, creating distance between them. The ZERO System immediately recommended using the twin buster rifle.

	But Heero didn't fire.

	'Shoot! Shoot! Shoot!' the system insisted.

	"Shut up, Zero..." Heero thought, gritting his teeth.

	Seizing this momentary opening, Altron extended its dragon fang. Wing Zero fired its shoulder-mounted vulcans, but the dragon fang pressed on undeterred, tearing through Wing Zero's shield.

	Altron pressed its advantage, closing in once more. Wing Zero met the charge head-on. Their energy blades clashed again in a brilliant display.

	"The war we fought is over!" Heero said, his voice strained.

	"So are you saying soldiers who know nothing but how to fight get discarded?" WuFei's tone was ice-cold. 

	Altron raised its sword high, bringing it down with all its might. Wing Zero barely managed to parry the blow.

	"Soldiers have fought to attain a sense of peace!" Heero countered. "Believe in the world we live in today!"

	Light exploded around them as their blades locked. The two Gundams plummeted into Earth's atmosphere, their frames beginning to glow from the intense heat of re-entry.

	"I’m acting for the people who were used as weapons!" WuFei shouted. "I’m fighting on behalf of all soldiers, including yourself!"

	"WuFei."

	"Right now you and I are fighting like this. Isn’t it true you feel as fulfilled as I do whenever you’re engaged in a fight?"

	Heero's eyes widened at those words.

	WuFei's voice rose to a fever pitch. "You and I are the same! We are only able to acknowledge our existence on the battlefield!"

	In a flash, Altron closed the distance, its sword descending with blinding speed. Wing Zero barely managed to grasp Altron's arm.

	Their current trajectory wouldn't allow for a safe atmospheric entry. At this rate, both Gundams would burn up.

	Wing Zero ignited its thrusters, adjusting their angle of descent while still grappling with Altron. The Gundams' armor began to peel away, the combined stress of combat and atmospheric friction destroying even the nigh-invincible Gundanium alloy.

	"Just remember, WuFei, Treize is dead!" Heero shouted as both mobile suits blazed crimson. "You have already defeated him!"

	Wing Zero and Altron continued their headlong plunge towards the Earth's surface.

	"You’re wrong!" WuFei refused to accept it. "I'm still continue to fight him, even now!"

	The two Gundams were swallowed by the vast expanse of the Earth, their fiery descent a stark reminder of the unresolved conflicts that still burned within their pilots' hearts.
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	In the depths of Colony X18999's spaceport prison, Duo Maxwell stirred from his deep slumber.

	"Ah, that was a good nap..." he mumbled, unable to stretch fully due to his handcuffs but feeling refreshed nonetheless.

	"Let’s see… Quatre should be here shortly…" he mused, reaching behind his back. His watch had been confiscated, of course, but Duo's internal clock was uncannily accurate.

	Deftly, he slipped his fingers into his signature braid, extracting a tiny black case barely three centimeters long. It contained an ultra-compact set of escape tools.

	"Hehehe... Thanks, Sister," Duo chuckled softly, remembering Sister Helen's face as she first plaited his hair. 

	"You're still helping me out in all sorts of ways..."

	In Duo's memory, Helen remained forever young. 

	"If you were alive, I bet you'd be a nice old lady by now..."

	With these bittersweet thoughts, Duo extracted a thin wire from the case. Unlike old-fashioned handcuffs, these couldn't be picked by simply probing the keyhole. They relied on a special magnetic frequency.

	Duo inserted the wire between the cuffs, connecting it to the black case – itself a miniature frequency meter. Digital numbers flickered to life.

	"Come to think of it, I wonder if she ever had a boyfriend..."

	The frequency was revealed, but simply removing the cuffs would trigger the built-in mini-bomb, blowing off both arms. The cuffs needed constant contact to prevent detonation.

	"Being devoted to God probably didn't leave much room for romance..."

	Duo pressed a switch on the opposite side of the black case, transmitting the matching frequency to one of the cuffs. This would trick it into thinking the transmitter was its partner.

	Now he could safely unlock one side without risking explosion. One arm came free.

	"She was so beautiful... She didn't have to become a nun..."

	With one side loose, the other was simple to remove.

	"If she hadn't, maybe she'd be married now, with a couple of kids, living happily..."

	Next, Duo began disassembling the cuffs. He intended to repurpose the detonators inside.

	The cell door couldn't be opened from within.

	"But you know, I wonder if she'd have found someone. She was pretty stern..."

	He extracted two detonators and a small amount of explosive.

	Duo peeled off a sticker from the black case, affixing the two detonators to the door's hinges.

	"Oh, that's right... Solo, you should've married her..."

	All that remained was to deliberately alter the frequency and apply it to the detonators. His escape would then be complete.

	"Then maybe you'd have gotten some decent food once in a while..."

	Without a living conversation partner, Duo often spoke to the dead as if they still lived. His nickname, the God of Death, wasn't entirely unwarranted.

	 

	At the prison door, two of Mariemaia's guards stood watch. Suddenly, they heard a faint but familiar pop.

	"What was that?"

	"Idiot... Someone tried to force off their handcuffs."

	As they peered into the cell, the door suddenly toppled towards them. Duo had kicked it free, its hinges destroyed.

	"Whoa!"

	The guards crumpled under the heavy door. Duo leapt over them, snatching up a dropped pistol.

	"Well, what do we have here? Don't mind if I do..." he quipped, dashing down the hallway with his usual irreverence.

	Alarms blared as Duo reached the runway. Simultaneously, explosions rocked the spaceport.

	"Whoa, someone's putting on quite a show..." Duo mused. The scale of the blasts pointed to Trowa's handiwork. 

	"That guy has a flair for the dramatic that doesn't match his personality..."

	Whether it stemmed from his circus background or an innate love of spectacle, Duo couldn't say. Regardless, the spaceport had erupted into chaos, making escape easier.

	More explosions. Buildings crumbled.

	"Talk about overkill..." Duo thought, exasperated. "Come on, you didn't need to go this far just for me..."

	A massive shuttle appeared before him, beginning to move.

	"That's it?" Duo was taken aback by its size. It was far too large for atmospheric entry – a passenger craft meant for inter-colony travel, capable of holding 2000 people.

	"We're escaping in that behemoth?"      

	It seemed excessively flashy, even by their standards.

	"What are we supposed to do with a shuttle this big?!" Duo shouted as he leapt into the cockpit.

	There sat Trowa, having shed his Mariemaia army uniform. Arms crossed, he didn't even turn to acknowledge Duo.

	"Hey, that's pretty cold..." Duo grumbled, ready to air his grievances. "You know, it wouldn't have killed you to actually help me escape."

	A stealthier approach would have been far simpler than this ostentatious display.

	"Don't misunderstand," Trowa said flatly, eyes still fixed ahead. "I wasn't waiting for you... but for someone else."

	"Huh...?"

	At that moment, someone else entered the cockpit.

	"Sorry to keep you waiting..."

	Duo's spirits sank at the sound of the woman's voice. It was Sally Po, wearing a Mariemaia army uniform.

	As she began to remove it, she announced with a broad smile, "All hostages have been rescued."

	"Then let's go," Trowa replied.

	"Whew, that was close," Sally continued, slipping on her Preventer jacket. "The Mariemaia army doesn't have any female soldiers. I was found out immediately and had to scramble. But as expected of a Gundam pilot, your efficiency was a huge help."

	"Yes, yes, that's how it is..." Duo muttered.

	It dawned on him that Trowa hadn't done anything for his sake. The explosions, this shuttle – it had all been for the hostages. If Duo had been slow to escape, they likely would have left him behind.

	Trowa was even colder than Heero. While this attitude probably stemmed from complete faith in Duo's abilities, it was still frustrating to be taken for granted.

	"Come on, cut me some slack...!"

	Sally turned to Duo with a gentle smile. "Thank you, Duo... You were kind enough to leave me plenty of good treats."

	She was referencing an offhand remark Duo had made before the operation.

	"You know, if that's a joke, it's pretty low..." Duo grumbled, turning away in annoyance. "And if it's sarcasm, that's even worse..."

	Sally couldn't help but chuckle at Duo's childish pout. Even Trowa's lips twitched slightly at their banter, though his expression remained otherwise impassive as he launched the shuttle.

	As they soared away from the chaotic spaceport, Duo couldn't shake the feeling that he'd been both rescued and somehow left behind all at once.
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	The fortification of the Brussels Presidential Residence played right into the Preventers' hands. Lady Une had devised the plan to maintain the shelter's functionality, which is why they had evacuated the President to a different location.

	If the Mariemaia Army were to unleash the destructive power and mobility of their nearly 500 Serpent mobile suits on major cities worldwide, the damage would be catastrophic and incredibly difficult to counter. By holing up in a fortress, they effectively avoided combat unless attacked first.

	While this gave the enemy an advantage, it also bought precious time – time that Lady Une and Zechs desperately needed.

	"I'll launch as soon as Tallgeese's maintenance is complete," Zechs informed Lady Une in the Luxembourg mobile suit hangar.

	"It's too early. We've only finished one Taurus for support."

	"That won't be necessary. My Tallgeese alone will suffice."

	"What are you saying? You intend to face 470 Serpents with a single unit?"

	"Well, yes..."

	Lady Une's strategy had been a diversion. She planned to draw the enemy's attention with dozens of Taurus mobile suits while sending in a covert team to infiltrate and take control of the shelter from within. They had already obtained the secret access routes from the Romefeller Foundation.

	While Tallgeese alone could certainly attract attention, the odds of being overwhelmed by the vast Serpent forces were high.

	"Weren't you waiting for the Taurus units to be ready?"

	"No..."

	Their conversation had unconsciously slipped into the hierarchical tone of their OZ days. An engineer named Meizer rushed over.

	"Colonel Zechs!"

	Both former OZ officers glared at the outdated form of address.

	"Ah, sorry... Mr. Wind, Tallgeese III's maintenance is complete."

	"Well done."

	"When do we launch?"

	"Right now."

	"It seems pointless to try and stop you," Lady Une sighed, turning to the nearby radio. "This is Preventer Gold. Reactivate Vulkanus. Prepare for possible Earth-descent of usable Virgos."

	She referenced a recent incident where an armed group called Perfect Peace People had attempted to seize the automated mobile doll factory Vulkanus in Mars orbit. While Gundam pilots had thwarted the plan, the factory itself remained.

	On Quatre's suggestion, Vulkanus was slated for disposal along with the Gundams, but the vast distance between Mars and Earth had delayed the Preventer team's arrival. They had only recently reached Vulkanus when the Mariemaia Army's uprising began.

	Lady Une had halted the disposal, ready to deploy the 314 mobile dolls from Vulkanus if needed – a force that could rival the 470 Serpents.

	Zechs pointed his gun at Lady Une. 

	"If you continue that order, I'll kill you here and now."

	Lady Une remained calm. 

	"Why? Milliardo would surely agree with this decision."

	"Mobile dolls solve nothing. We'd only be repeating the same mistakes."

	Lady Une agreed in principle. Like Treize, she didn't truly approve of mobile dolls, seeing them as humanity's attempt to escape the responsibility of combat.

	"Then how do we stop this?"

	"You'll have to watch how I fight."

	Zechs' eyes blazed with determination as he turned towards Tallgeese III.

	"Wait... Who are you right now?"

	Was he Zechs Merquise or Milliardo Peacecraft?

	"Have you forgotten? I'm Preventer Wind, Colonel Une."

	She had unconsciously reverted to her military persona. Zechs was already gone, but Lady Une couldn't help adding:

	"Understood... I'm a Preventer too."

	She switched on the radio, ordering Vulkanus' destruction.

	Zechs' Tallgeese launched from Luxembourg. A white Taurus followed closely behind, piloted by Noin.

	Zechs hailed the Taurus. 

	"Noin... is that you?"

	"Zechs, I'm fighting too. Take me with you."

	"You really don’t have to stick around with me."

	"No, I told you a year ago... I’ll never leave your side."

	During the EVE WARS a year prior, Noin had realized Zechs' true intentions and left the Peacemillion and the Gundam pilots. That was when she had made that promise to him.

	"I've been waiting all this time... and I simply can’t wait any longer."

	While everyone believed Zechs had died, Noin alone refused to accept it, never once laying flowers at his grave. Her feelings were utterly sincere.

	Zechs responded with a quiet, "Understood."

	 

	The Tallgeese and Taurus arrived in the skies above Brussels. The Serpent units were deployed in a radial formation centered on the shelter and surrounding urban area.

	A central force of 70 units occupied the core, with eight groups of 50 units each positioned around the perimeter. It was an iron-clad defense.

	The central unit could provide cover in any direction, while if the center came under attack, the surrounding forces could launch waves of counterattacks. It was a formation designed for mutual protection.

	The Serpents noticed Taurus and Tallgeese overhead. A barrage of anti-aircraft fire erupted from their machine guns.

	Dodging the curtain of bullets, the Tallgeese and Taurus descended towards the city center – the most heavily defended area with the highest concentration of enemy units.

	The moment Tallgeese touched down, it unsheathed its beam saber, slicing through two Serpents in one fluid motion. Even the Neo Titanium armor was no match for Tallgeese's enhanced beam saber, which rivaled the power of a Gundam's weapon. It was the product of improvements made by Meizer, who had once maintained the Gundams.

	However, facing overwhelming odds – outnumbered hundreds to one – bordered on sheer madness, no matter how powerful their weapons.

	Moreover, Zechs was carefully avoiding the Serpents' cockpits, targeting only their armor and power systems. Even now, he showed respect for human life.

	Noin followed suit, aiming solely for the Serpents' feet to immobilize them without causing casualties.

	She knew this approach couldn't last long. "Zechs, the Presidential Residence has activated its shelter shields! We can't break through the center!"

	"I realize that! But unless I do what I can, then there’s no one who will stand against them."

	Tallgeese continued to fell Serpents one after another.

	"Who are you waiting for?" Noin asked.

	"For those who hope for peace! If people allow Mariemaia to do as she wishes, they’ll end up giving birth to a second Milliardo Peacecraft!"

	Zechs fought with a passion and intensity that surpassed all others.

	 

	　　17

	 

	Wing Zero and Altron, having survived atmospheric re-entry, clashed once more in the skies above the North Sea. Both mobile suits were severely damaged, teetering on the brink of catastrophic failure.

	In Wing Zero's cockpit, Heero continued to defy the ZERO System's relentless command: "Use the Buster Rifle." His resolve remained unshakable, a feat beyond the capabilities of an ordinary pilot. The mental fortitude required to resist direct neural commands was thought impossible, yet Heero had not only overcome the system - he had conquered it.
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	As the two Gundams crossed paths mid-air, Altron swung its sword. Wing Zero barely evaded, but Heero noticed his reactions slowing. Instantly, the ZERO System suggested a kamikaze attack - retreat was not in its programming.

	WuFei sensed the shift. 

	"His movements are dulling," he thought, though Altron was far from peak condition itself.

	"I do not accept Relena Peacecraft's ways," WuFei declared. "Her belief that peace is attained by throwing away weapons and confining soldiers is wrong!”

	Heero, undeterred, countered, "So that’s why you’re allowing Mariemaia's autocracy?!"

	"It will give warriors a purpose!" WuFei shouted as Altron's sword slashed diagonally.

	This time, Wing Zero couldn't dodge. The blade carved into its chest armor, the impact reverberating through the cockpit. Heero struggled to maintain consciousness as sparks erupted from the gash, cascading across Wing Zero's battered frame.

	The ZERO System fell silent, but Heero pressed on. 

	"That might suffice for now... but Mariemaia will only perpetuate the cycle - a pitiful, tragic history of war."

	Wing Zero's thrusters failed, a consequence of their reckless atmospheric entry. As it began to lose altitude, WuFei watched silently, finding no joy in his victory.

	Heero's anguished voice reached out. 

	"If we don't stop this now, soldiers like us will be needed again. The cycle of tragedy will continue endlessly."

	An image of a girl in white, running through a meadow with a puppy named Mary, flashed in Heero's mind.

	"Tell me, WuFei... How many more people must we kill? How many more times must I kill that girl and her dog?"

	Heero closed his eyes and shut down the system. In the darkness of the cockpit, he pleaded, "Zero will not tell me anything. Tell me, WuFei..."

	Wing Zero plummeted into the sea, raising a massive column of water as it sank to the ocean floor. WuFei stared at the turbulent surface, haunted by memories of Colony A0206's self-destruction.

	"Would an incident like that have to be repeated again?" he whispered, closing his eyes.

	WuFei recalled his own words: "In the end, justice is nothing more than personal convenience. Fighting for such a thing is meaningless."

	But he also remembered the girl who had countered him:

	" You think I don't know that? But we must fight regardless! That is the way of our clan!"

	 

	　　18

	 

	Chang WuFei had a wife. 

	Though he neither loved her nor shared a life with her, she was, by all formal measures, his spouse.

	Her name was Long Meilan, granddaughter of the venerable Master Long Shirin and heir to the Long clan.

	 

	──AC-194──

	Despite being born into a proud lineage of warriors, WuFei had lived a life far removed from combat. A prodigy from a young age, he had set his sights on an academic future. His enrollment in a boarding school within the L-5 colony cluster as a scholarship student was meant to further his studies without burdening the Chang family.

	But fate had other plans. A marriage proposal arrived from the Long clan, seeking WuFei as their heir. Tradition dictated marriage at fourteen, and WuFei found himself without the standing to refuse. The Long clan was the main branch of the Chang family; to decline would be to defy destiny itself.

	Reluctantly, WuFei agreed, clinging to the hope that it would be a mere formality. He took a leave of absence from school and journeyed to Colony A0206, home of the Long clan. A part of him whispered that he could always abandon his family and name if things became truly unbearable.

	The Longs were once renowned as the mightiest warrior clan in Eurasia. But their very strength had become their downfall, inciting fear in those who held power. Driven from their ancestral lands in China, they found themselves powerless to resist – their women and children held hostage. When they were exiled to the aging A0206 colony in AC-133, they had no choice but to comply.

	 

	WuFei was ushered into a modest wedding venue, a far cry from the clan's storied past. 

	"Is this truly the once-glorious Long clan?" he wondered, taking in the humble surroundings.

	His bride stood before him, her wedding attire barely disguising her boyish figure. She exuded an earthy aroma, more akin to a slender youth than a blushing bride. This was Meilan, granddaughter of Long Shirin.

	Meilan's eyes narrowed as she regarded WuFei. 

	"So, you're the bookworm brat fresh from the gymnasium?"

	WuFei, still wearing his black-rimmed glasses, bristled at being called a "brat" by a girl his own age.

	"Have something to say?" Meilan sneered.

	"Can a greenhorn like you truly shoulder the pride of our clan?" she continued, her words dripping with disdain.

	"Enough, Meilan," Long Shirin intervened.

	"Don't call me that!" she snapped. "I am Nataku!"

	Nataku – the childhood name of Marshal Zhong Tan, a legendary Chinese warrior. Many children aspired to embody his strength.

	"Nataku? Don't make me laugh," WuFei scoffed. 

	"She's nothing but a child," he thought.

	In an instant, Meilan's fist connected with WuFei's face, sending his glasses flying. She followed up with a flurry of kicks and kung fu techniques before others rushed to restrain her.

	"My deepest apologies, WuFei," Long Shirin bowed deeply.

	WuFei stood there, stunned. 

	"This woman... she struck me."

	He couldn't believe it. WuFei was one of the finest warriors in the Chang family. Since the age of ten, no one had been able to defeat him, let alone lay a finger on him. It was this very invincibility that had dulled his interest in martial arts, pushing him towards academics.

	He was a prodigy in both body and mind. And yet, caught off guard or not, he had just taken a solid punch. 

	From a mere slip of a girl, no less.

	The wedding ceremony concluded in a haze of confusion and tension.

	 

	WuFei decided to remain on Colony A0206, though not out of any newfound acceptance of his marriage. Rather, something else had captured his interest – a mobile suit being developed by Master O.

	WuFei knew Master O well. Until the age of eight, it had been this very man who had instructed him in martial arts, academics, and mobile suit piloting techniques. Their reunion after several years was a joyous one.

	Master O proudly unveiled his creation: a blue Tallgeese.

	The original Tallgeese had been developed in AC-175 at the Corsica Base, commissioned by OZ and created by six brilliant scientists: Howard, Doctor J, Professor G, Doktor S, Instructor H, and Master O himself. However, just before its completion, the assassination of the pacifist leader Heero Yuy prompted the scientists to defect from OZ.

	Master O had brought the Tallgeese designs with him to A0206, refining and completing the mobile suit. The Long clan saw it as a necessary tool to uphold their idea of heaven-mandated justice. Yet, no pilot could be found who could withstand the punishing G-forces of the Tallgeese. The clan's plan was to adopt any capable pilot as their new leader.

	 

	It was Master O who had recommended WuFei as Meilan's husband. This, of course, did not sit well with Meilan herself.

	"I am the strongest warrior of the Long clan!" she had protested. "Why am I not allowed to pilot the Tallgeese?"

	Her frustration had reached a boiling point upon meeting the pale, scholarly WuFei, culminating in the chaotic scene at their wedding.

	 

	As WuFei gazed up at the blue Tallgeese, he mused, "So this is the Leo prototype..."

	"I'd thank you not to make such comparisons," Master O snapped, his pride as an engineer clearly wounded. "This machine is leagues beyond a mere Leo!"

	WuFei's attention was drawn to another, incomplete mobile suit nearby. "And that is...?"

	"That," Master O explained, "is a mobile suit made of Gundanium alloy. We call it... a Gundam."

	It was the first time WuFei had heard the name.

	 

	In AC-180, five of the scientists (excluding Howard) had designed the Wing Gundam Zero on a distant colony. Once again detected by OZ, they scattered, each taking a portion of the designs with them.

	Master O had found refuge with the Chang family, becoming WuFei's tutor. In AC-188, he vanished without warning. Unknown to WuFei, Master O had been commissioned by Dekim Barton, a colonial revolutionary, to create the ultimate mobile suit.

	The other four scientists were also involved. With the Barton Foundation's resources, it seemed possible, but the initial timeframe was impossibly short. Dekim was forced to abandon the idea temporarily.

	However, some time later, Dekim reached out again. 

	"This time, we have all the time in the world," he declared. "Have it ready by April 7, AC-195."

	"The anniversary of Heero Yuy's death," Master O noted.

	"Exactly! We'll show the people of Earth our ideals!"

	Master O agreed. He had heard rumors that the other four scientists were also constructing Gundams in secret locations. For his part, the only mobile suit factory he knew of was here on A0206. The development funds from the Barton Foundation were funneled to the Long clan in exchange for their support and secrecy.

	And so it came to the present day.

	WuFei, however, remained unaware of these dealings with the Barton Foundation.

	 

	WuFei had found solace in a sprawling flower field within Colony A0206. There, immersed in astronomical texts by Gamow, he experienced moments of pure tranquility. His peace was shattered as Meilan appeared before him.

	Since their disastrous wedding, they had barely exchanged words or glances. WuFei had no interest in piloting the Tallgeese, secretly plotting to flee the colony with Master O once the Gundam was complete. Though still smarting from Meilan's blow, he reasoned that abandoning his name would render such petty grievances meaningless.

	"WuFei... You call yourself a man?" Meilan's words dripped with provocation.

	WuFei continued reading, pointedly ignoring her.

	"I thought becoming my husband might change you. How foolish of me."

	Her frustration mounted at his persistent silence.

	"WuFei! Why don't you practice martial arts like the others? The Long clan lives to fight!"

	"Why is fighting necessary?" he finally responded.

	"To uphold justice!" she declared.

	"Justice? Do you truly believe such a thing exists?"

	Meilan assumed a fighting stance, a wicked grin spreading across her face. 

	"Shall I show you?"

	"Very well," WuFei conceded, "but not here."

	"Why not?"

	"The flowers would scatter."

	With those words, WuFei began to walk away. Meilan glanced at the flower field, a fleeting, girlish smile gracing her features.

	"Well? Are you coming?" WuFei called back.
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	"Shut up! I'm coming!" she retorted, her warrior's mask firmly back in place as she followed.

	As they walked, WuFei removed his glasses – a ritual signifying his transformation into a fighter.

	 

	The aging colony's environmental systems were prone to malfunction. Without warning, a torrential downpour began. In this sudden deluge, WuFei and Meilan clashed.

	WuFei's superiority was overwhelming. Time and again, he bested her. Meilan fought until her legs gave out, yet failed to land a single blow.

	"Impossible... I'm the strongest in the clan..." she gasped.

	"Nataku? What an arrogant name you've chosen," WuFei scoffed, replacing his glasses. "In the end, justice is nothing more than personal convenience. Fighting for such a thing is meaningless."

	Meilan raised her mud-streaked face. "You think I don't know that?" Tears welled in her eyes. "But we must fight regardless! That is the way of our clan!"

	Later, WuFei visited Master O's mobile suit factory. His victory left him feeling hollow, an unfamiliar sensation. He sought answers from his former mentor.

	As he assembled Gundam components, Master O responded, "Hmph... you think you've won?"

	"Think? I did win," WuFei insisted, taken aback. "There is no justice in this world."

	"No. You failed to change Meilan's heart. You merely forced your intellectual conclusions upon her. And now you choose inaction..."

	"..."

	"With your power and talent, you could change the course of history."

	"That's none of my concern..."

	WuFei embodied the era's typical individualism.

	"No one can alter the flow of time," he stated.

	"True, you're clever. But that cleverness will lead you to stand idly by as others are crushed by the wheels of history."

	WuFei gazed coldly at the Gundam. 

	"Is that why you're building this hunk of scrap?"

	As he turned to leave, he added, "It suits that girl perfectly."

	"Wait, WuFei," Master O called out. "This 'hunk of scrap' needs a name. Any ideas?"

	"Then call it 'Shenlong'... The guardian deity of the Long clan. 'Nataku' is far too weak for it."

	And so, the XXXG-01S Shenlong Gundam received its designation, named by the very man who claimed to want nothing to do with it.

	 

	As months passed quietly, General Septum of the United Earth Sphere Alliance made the fateful decision to decommission Colony A0206. However, relocating the Long clan posed a significant risk – their warrior spirit would likely incite rebellion wherever they settled.

	The clan's martial prowess had already thwarted several military incursions. Recent attempts to weaken them through oppressive taxation, conscription, and resource confiscation had proven equally futile. Septum's frustration grew, fearing the emergence of another charismatic leader like Heero Yuy from their ranks.

	In a closed session of the Alliance's central council, Septum proposed using biological weapons to eradicate the Long clan. Treize Khushrenada, leader of OZ, vehemently opposed this plan.

	"To use such crude methods against these noble warriors would bring eternal shame upon the Alliance," Treize argued, boldly claiming OZ's mobile suits alone could subdue the colony.

	"Interesting. By all means, try," Septum replied, while secretly ordering the deployment of the biological weapon.

	Major Sally Po of the Alliance forces was horrified to discover canisters of the YO-448 pathogen in her transport ship's hold. Bypassing the chain of command, she confronted Septum directly.

	"Are you ordering the annihilation of A0206's entire population?" she demanded.

	Septum's face contorted with disdain. 

	"We're simply... disinfecting an obsolete colony before decommissioning."

	Sally's outrage grew. 

	"If the colony is truly beyond salvage, shouldn't we relocate the inhabitants or replace the life support systems? As a doctor – no, as a human being – I cannot condone such an atrocity!"

	"That colony harbors dangerous elements," Septum retorted. "This is a necessary measure to maintain peace in the Earth Sphere."

	"But–"

	"The order stands, Major. Eradicate the pathogens that defy us. Is that clear?"

	The transmission cut off abruptly, leaving Sally seething. 

	"This is madness! Mass murder cannot be justified!"

	Unbeknownst to Sally, her superior had already complied with Septum's orders, personally piloting a Leo mobile suit carrying the YO-448 agent.

	Meanwhile, OZ's Leo squad, far ahead of Sally's transport, prepared to descend on the colony. Their brash commander boasted, "Three Leos are more than enough to topple this decrepit colony! Alpha, Bravo, follow me!"

	A chorus of acknowlegements followed as the three elite Leo units slipped into the colony.

	 

	News of the Leo incursion spread rapidly through A0206. The Long clan mobilized for guerrilla warfare, but the prospect of facing mobile suits – and the larger force waiting outside – filled them with dread. A single breach in the colony's hull could spell doom for all.

	Meilan, on the front lines, made a split-second decision. She raced to the mobile suit factory and donned an astro suit, choosing the blue Tallgeese over the unfinished Shenlong. Master O tried to dissuade her: "It's too dangerous! That machine isn't meant for a woman!"

	"I've cast aside my womanhood!" Meilan declared. "I am Nataku!"

	 

	WuFei, armed with an anti-mobile suit cannon, had already engaged the enemy. He swiftly destroyed one Leo in the flower field, but the remaining two concentrated their fire on him.

	Suddenly, the Tallgeese appeared, its beam saber cleaving through another Leo. WuFei was stunned to recognize Meilan as the pilot.

	But Meilan refused to continue the battle within the colony. 

	"The flowers are being trampled... We must fight outside!" 

	The Tallgeese's thrusters roared to life as she shot towards space, pursued by the remaining Leo.

	Blood trickled from Meilan's lips as she endured the intense G-forces. WuFei's voice crackled over the radio.

	"Turn back! You don't have the strength to handle that machine!"

	"Don't tell me what to do!" Meilan shot back. "This is a battle for justice!"

	"Stupid woman!"

	As the Tallgeese vanished into the void, WuFei ran, his mind racing. "What good is waving the banner of justice without the strength to back it up?"

	 

	Meilan, despite her injuries, pressed on. 

	"Come at me! I am justice incarnate!"

	The Leo squad showed no mercy. 

	"Concentrate all fire! Push forward relentlessly!"

	 

	WuFei climbed into the Shenlong, ignoring Master O's warnings about its lack of weapons.

	"It's fitting," WuFei replied grimly. "I have no justice to wield."

	"Then why go?" Master O pressed.

	"Because I refuse to be the coward who abandons his wife!"

	The Shenlong, unarmed and lacking space-worthy thrusters, nonetheless carried WuFei to the colony's outer hull. There, he witnessed a chilling sight – a Leo attaching a canister labeled "YO-448" to the colony wall.

	WuFei's blood ran cold as he realized the implications. 

	"A biological weapon... Has the Alliance truly sunk this low?"

	Rage consumed him. 

	The Shenlong's hands crushed the Leo's sensor array, then tore into its cockpit.

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	Sally Po watched the scene unfold on her monitor. A communications officer shouted, "The Colonel's been taken out! The operation has failed!"

	Sally exhaled, a mix of relief and resolution in her voice. 

	"No... this is for the best."

	"What?"

	"Report to General Septum that the operation was a success. Include an honorable death in battle for the Colonel."

	"But..."

	"And inform them that this colony is now... uninhabited."

	From that day forward, A0206 was officially designated an abandoned colony, sparing it from further Alliance exploitation. Sally Po, transferred to Earth, would later encounter a boy calling himself Heero Yuy at the Alliance Medical Center at the South JAP point.

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	Meilan's Tallgeese, though severely damaged, continued its relentless assault. Half the Leo squad lay in ruins, but the remainder pressed on.

	"I won't lose..." she muttered, struggling to maintain consciousness. "I can't fall to the likes of them..."

	As the Leos closed in, WuFei's Shenlong appeared. In one fluid motion, it seized the Tallgeese's beam saber and cleaved through an enemy unit.

	"Leave this to me!" WuFei called out.

	"WuFei..." Meilan whispered.

	The unarmed Shenlong, despite its impressive maneuvers, found itself overwhelmed by the Leo's gunfire. Still, it fought on, shielding the Tallgeese.

	In that moment, Meilan saw her husband for who he truly was. 

	"WuFei...!"

	"Go, now! A wife should listen to her husband!"

	The OZ pilots marveled at Shenlong's impenetrable armor. For the first time, OZ witnessed the true strength of Gundanium alloy.

	"Damn it, engage in close combat!" their commander ordered.

	Shenlong brandished the Tallgeese's Dober gun, unleashing a devastating beam that vaporized the charging Leos. Only the commander's unit escaped.

	"I cannot tarnish His Excellency Treize's name here!" he declared.

	WuFei, hearing Treize's name for the first time, took aim once more. But the trigger clicked empty.

	"Dammit, out of energy!"

	As the commander's Leo bore down on them, WuFei realized the pilot's suicidal intent. Even the mighty Shenlong, still incomplete, might not withstand such an explosion.

	In that instant, the Tallgeese swooped in, restraining the Leo. 

	"Meilan...!"

	The Leo self-destructed, engulfing the Tallgeese in a blinding flash.

	WuFei's heart stopped, until he saw Meilan's space-suited form drifting from the explosion. He called out to her once more.

	"...WuFei," came her faint reply.

	"Hold on, Meilan..."

	She weakly shook her head. 

	"It's... Nataku. I am Nataku..."

	"Yes... you are Nataku. I'll never call you Meilan again..."

	"G-give me some credit," she murmured. "I... protected the flower field..."

	WuFei uttered the word he had so often directed at her, but this time with a newfound tenderness: 

	"Y-you fool."

	The proud Meilan, perhaps beyond hearing now, made no retort. With her last breath, she pleaded, "Please... take me to the flower field..."
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	WuFei nodded solemnly, cradling her fragile form.

	 

	WuFei gently lowered Meilan onto the flower field. Her body, wracked with broken bones, could barely sit upright without his support. When he suggested fetching a doctor, she whispered, "Stay with me..."

	"It's beautiful," she murmured, her voice softer than he'd ever heard it. "I've never seen the flowers quite like this before..."

	For the first time, WuFei heard a truly feminine quality in Meilan's words. A terrible realization struck him: 

	"Did you... always want to simply be a woman, beneath it all?"

	But he couldn't voice this thought. To speak would be to let the tears fall, and his pride still wrestled with that vulnerability. So he remained silent, holding her close as they gazed over the sea of blossoms.

	Time seemed to stand still. Finally, Meilan spoke again, her voice barely audible.

	"Hey, WuFei... I was strong, wasn't I? You weren't ashamed to have me as your wife, were you?"

	WuFei was taken aback. Even now, she clung to that need for validation. Part of him hoped that her stubborn spirit might yet pull her through.

	"Yes," he replied, trying to bolster her. "You're strong. Stronger than anyone."

	"No..." Meilan leaned heavily against his shoulder. "You... you're even stronger..."

	Suddenly, her weight seemed to increase. WuFei felt heat rise to his cheeks, about to chide her for being overly familiar. The words died in his throat as he saw her eyes had closed.

	"Hey... don't get too friendly..."

	He shook her shoulder desperately. 

	"Hey! Open your eyes!"

	Rage and despair mingled in his voice as he shouted, "You haven't accepted me as your husband yet!"

	But Meilan had already slipped away, a serene smile gracing her lips. 

	 

	WuFei beheld her first true smile only in death – a sight of heartbreaking radiance. Tears flowed freely now, all pretense of stoicism abandoned. He honored her final wish, crying out the name she had chosen for herself:

	"Nataku!"

	"NATAKU!"

	He called to her again and again, but her eyes remained closed forever.

	 

	With painstaking care, WuFei constructed a modest yet dignified grave. He knew nothing of clan burial rites, but it didn't matter. 

	"This is my wife's resting place," he thought fiercely. "No one will question it."

	As he stood vigil, Master Long and Master O approached. WuFei didn't turn to face them.

	"No one will hold you back now," Master Long said softly. "Return to your studies if you wish."

	WuFei rose, his voice steady. "No. I will live for justice."

	"You mean to pilot Shenlong?" Master O asked.

	"It's Nataku now," WuFei corrected. "My wife protected that machine. Her spirit dwells within it."

	As WuFei strode towards the Gundam, his resolve crystallized.

	"Watch me, Nataku. I will change this insane world!"

	 

	In the years that followed, WuFei fought tirelessly, wielding justice in Nataku's name. He had initially refused Operation Meteor, unwilling to sacrifice the flower field and all it represented. But now, Colony A0206, the field of blossoms, and Meilan's grave were all gone. Even his Gundam had evolved from Shenlong to Altron.

	 

	Alone in the universe, what drove WuFei now? What did he seek?

	The sea where Wing Gundam Zero had sunk was now calm, gentle waves lapping at the shore. 

	Did WuFei have an answer to Heero's question? 

	One thing was certain – there were mistakes that must never be repeated.

	 

	　　19

	 

	The derelict resource satellite had drawn perilously close to Earth's surveillance orbit. Within its cavernous hull, three formidable machines stirred to life: Gundam Deathscythe Hell, Gundam Heavyarms Custom, and Gundam Sandrock Custom. Their pilots—Duo, Trowa, and Quatre—greeted their long-dormant partners with a mixture of nostalgia and determination.

	"Hey partner, looks like I'm in your care again," Duo grinned.

	"It's time to work, Heavyarms," Trowa stated calmly.

	"Let's do our best, Sandrock," Quatre said warmly.

	As the satellite reached its closest point to Earth, Quatre asked, "Are you both ready to go?"

	"Yeah! Anytime you are!" Duo exclaimed.

	"This is what Operation Meteor should be," Trowa mused.

	Sandrock brandished its heat shotels. 

	"Let’s go now!" Quatre cried, slashing an X-shaped opening in the satellite's hull.

	As the debris fell away, the brilliant blue Earth filled their view. The three Gundams launched from the satellite, streaking towards the planet like meteors. Unlike before, they weren't harbingers of destruction, but beacons of hope.

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	The streets of Brussels had become a frenzied battleground. Noin and Zechs, once the pride of Lake Victoria Base, were locked in a desperate struggle against overwhelming odds. Their Tallgeese and Taurus had already dispatched an astounding 120 Serpent mobile suits, leaving them battered but unbroken.

	Yet 350 enemies still remained. The fact that a quarter of the enemy force had fallen to just two mobile suits—without a single civilian casualty—was nothing short of miraculous. Every movement, every decision was laced with heart-stopping tension. A single misstep could spell disaster.

	Three grueling hours had passed, and both pilots could feel the insidious tendrils of exhaustion creeping in. Their reflexes, honed to razor-sharp precision, were beginning to dull ever so slightly.

	"Noin, are you holding up?" Zechs's voice crackled through the comm, tinged with concern.

	Her reply was terse, but carried a hint of her indomitable spirit. 

	"I'm fine. Save your worry for the enemy."

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	Within the command center of the shelter, a tense tableau unfolded. Dekim, Mariemaia, and Relena stood before the massive strategic display, watching as the battle's ebb and flow was relayed by harried communications officers.

	"Tallgeese and Taurus have broken through the point D number 3 defense line!" a communications officer reported.

	"Hmph... what can they do with only two mobile?" Dekim scoffed. "Send our counterattack troops to point D!"

	"Yes, sir!"

	Mariemaia smirked at Relena. 

	"It’s beginning to look like a sibling reunion will be next to impossible this time."

	Relena remained silent, her face a mask of stoic defiance.

	Dekim's voice cut through the tension.

	"Miss Mariemaia, we'll broadcast this footage across the entire Earth Sphere. Let them see the price of defiance!"

	Mariemaia's smile was cold. 

	"Very well."

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	The heart-wrenching struggle of Noin and Zechs was now being broadcast to every corner of the globe. The number of enemy Serpents had doubled, forcing the valiant pair into a grueling retreat.

	Dekim's voice, dripping with false concern, provided commentary. "Behold the foolishness of those who resist the new order. What meaning can be found in the rivers of blood about to be spilled? I implore you all to consider carefully."

	This propaganda tactic was a favorite of the old OZ regime. By showing an aerial view of the battle, devoid of true carnality, they planted seeds of dread in the viewers' minds. It wasn't fair, but it was devastatingly effective.

	The masses, their resolve weakened, might begin to think that submission to Mariemaia was the only path to peace.

	Yet, as the Earth Sphere President watched this broadcast with his young granddaughter, their reactions were far from what Dekim had intended.

	"Grandpa," the little girl's voice quavered, "I thought we weren't supposed to have wars anymore?"

	The old man's voice was heavy with sorrow. "That's right, sweetheart."

	"Then why are those people fighting?"

	He sighed, patting her head gently. "Not everyone in this world is as reasonable as you, my dear."

	As he comforted his granddaughter, a troubling thought nagged at the President's mind. 

	“Perhaps the people are too reasonable. There are too few people who would retaliate against Mariemaia.”

	In that moment, he found himself desperate to know the true thoughts of the citizens he served.

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	Lady Une had infiltrated the shelter alone, embodying Zechs's philosophy for the Preventers. They weren't meant to fight wars, but to extinguish the flames of conflict before they could spread.

	"If I can't take control of a base like this single-handedly, what good am I?" she thought, surveying the unconscious forms of three guards she had already neutralized. The surveillance room was under her control, and she had just witnessed Dekim's chilling broadcast.

	Une's blood boiled at his words. 

	"How dare he speak of the meaning of spilled blood? He doesn't understand a thing about Mr. Treize's ideals!"

	As she watched the mobile suit battle unfold on the monitors, a wave of despair washed over her. 

	"Does she believe this is Treize’s ideal? Dekim has utterly corrupted it."

	She longed to shout at the screens, to somehow reach the soldiers caught in this madness. 

	"She doesn’t realize she’s merely a puppet controlled by Dekim!"

	 

	　　20

	 

	The battle raged on, even as night fell over the battlefield. Noin's Taurus unleashed a torrent of machine gun fire, its targets precisely aimed at the hover engines of the enemy Serpent suits. Her strategy was clear - immobilize the enemy, forcing them to retreat without the need for pursuit.

	Meanwhile, Zechs' Tallgeese engaged in close combat, its beam saber expertly wielded to avoid the cockpits, steadily whittling down the enemy forces. Yet, for every Serpent they disabled, two more seemed to appear.

	Suddenly, the Tallgeese was struck mid-air, plummeting towards the ground. A cluster of Serpents descended upon it like vultures.

	"Tch..." Zechs grunted, noticing the beam saber's weakening output. Even the Neo Titanium body was becoming harder to penetrate.

	"We’ve reached our limit."

	For the first time in this battle, a note of resignation crept into Zechs' voice.

	Noin's voice crackled over the comm.

	“I’m not saying any goodbyes yet!”

	The unspoken message was clear - if they were to fall, they would do so together.

	Zechs, steeling himself, responded, "Of course not." 

	They couldn't give up, not yet. But the approaching Serpents seemed insurmountable.

	Suddenly, a Serpent was cleaved in two, its cockpit miraculously untouched.

	"What?!"

	In a flash of explosion, a silhouette appeared, wielding two long knives and draped in a flowing cape. Only a Gundam pilot could move with such speed and precision.

	"I’m glad we weren’t too late," a familiar voice rang out.

	"Quatre...!" Noin exclaimed, addressing him as she had in their days as comrades in the Sanc Kingdom's royal guard.

	Through the smoke emerged a Gundam, its noble purple body gleaming. Gundam Sandrock Custom stood before them, the very picture of a proud warrior.

	As a fresh wave of Serpents opened fire, Sandrock hurled its heat shotels with deadly accuracy, slicing through the upper bodies of the enemies while deftly avoiding their cockpits. It was beyond mastery - it was divine artistry.

	Quatre's face appeared on their screens, beaming. "You two are truly impressive," he said, his eyes scanning the battlefield. "You’ve fought this many without killing a single soldier."

	Noin replied, her voice humble yet proud, "I’d be glad if we could teach these people something."

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	The urban battlefield was a labyrinth of blind spots, sensor readings unreliable in the maze of buildings. As night fell, these conditions only amplified Duo's strengths. Like a wraith, he moved through the city, Serpents falling to his blade with eerie precision.

	Panic spread among the enemy ranks. Their comrades were vanishing, yet sensors remained stubbornly silent. A chill ran down their spines.

	Suddenly, a sensor pinged.

	"Above!"

	A soldier's gaze shot skyward. The moon hung low, and silhouetted against its pale light, a demonic shape unfurled bat-like wings.

	"W-what is that?!" the soldier stammered.

	The shadow descended, silent as death itself. A scythe's arc gleamed, cutting through the darkness.

	The Gundam Deathscythe Hell. materialized, living up to its grim moniker. With surgical precision, it disabled the Serpent, leaving the cockpit untouched.

	Duo's eyes glinted with his trademark mix of mischief and determination. 

	"Heheh... the only things I'm dragging to hell tonight are these weapons and this damned war!"

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	Elsewhere, a squad of five Serpents unleashed a barrage against a lone, heavily-armored Gundam. The Gundam Heavyarms Custom strode through the hail of bullets, utterly unfazed.

	The Gundanium alloy shrugged off dozens, hundreds of rounds. Still, the Serpents fired desperately, their resolve crumbling in the face of this implacable foe. Heavyarms advanced, regal and unshakeable.

	Overwhelmed, the Serpent squad began to retreat. Their weapons seemed utterly ineffective against this juggernaut.

	Just as they turned to flee, Heavyarms displayed surprising agility. It leapt, somersaulting over the Serpents to land squarely in their path. With deliberate slowness, it raised its twin Gatling guns.

	The Serpents froze, outgunned and outmaneuvered. Heavyarms radiated cold efficiency - there would be no escape.

	A moment of tense silence stretched between them. The Serpent pilots could only hold their breath.

	Then the Gatlings roared to life. A storm of metal engulfed the five Serpents, the sheer volume dwarfing their earlier barrage. When the guns finally fell silent, acrid smoke curled from Heavyarms' massive arms.

	The Serpents stood motionless, their armor pockmarked and dented by countless impacts. Spent casings rained to the ground - each round meticulously stripped of its firing pin.

	Trowa, Heavyarms' pilot, spoke with characteristic stoicism: "Around two hundred and fifty left. That’s fifty suits each. If we're just disabling the mobile suits, I’m sure we’ll be able to manage it."

	As if on cue, the battered Serpents crumbled, their pilots shaken but very much alive.

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	As the three Gundams made their dramatic entrance, Zechs felt a surge of relief and welcome.

	"Yes... with them here, Dekim and Mariemeia's plans will crumble. The remaining issues can be left to others."

	 

	The battle unfolding was being broadcast worldwide through Mariemeia's surveillance monitors. People across the Earth Sphere watched, transfixed, feeling something stir within their souls.

	"It's the Gundams..."

	"Just five of them, fighting against odds a hundred times greater..."

	"And their pilots... they're still just kids, aren't they?"

	Yet, these stirrings of emotion hadn't quite galvanized into action.

	 

	In the shelter's command center, Dekim gnashed his teeth in frustration.

	"How much longer will those punks continue to retaliate against me?"

	His words betrayed his true motivations - he should have said "defy Miss Mariemeia." But neither Dekim nor his aides seemed to notice the slip. Only Mariemeia's eyes flickered with a momentary sadness, unnoticed even by Relena at her side.

	Quickly masking her emotions, Mariemeia smirked. 

	"Even if they did destroy the mobile suits, there’s no way they can break through this shelter. What they’re doing is meaningless."

	She waited for Relena to respond, but the former queen remained silent, her expression unreadable.

	Unnerved by Relena's vacant stare, Mariemeia prodded, "What’s the matter, Miss Relena?"

	Slowly, Relena's dry lips parted. "I..." she began, taking a step forward. "I’ve been running..."

	Her eyes shone with a mix of determination and remorse, yet startlingly clear. "I’ve been running from the truth…"

	Suddenly, she darted to the communications console, activating the microphone. The startled technician could only utter a surprised "Huh?!"

	Relena's voice rang out, clear and resolute, addressing the entire Earth Sphere:

	"Everyone, please do not fear the image you’re watching! Peace is not something given to you! We must seize it with our own strength and never run from the responsibility of maintaining it!"

	Dekim cut off the broadcast mid-sentence, leaving screens worldwide filled with static.

	 

	"Hey, was that just...?"

	"Yeah, no doubt about it. Queen Relena."

	As people murmured in confusion, a young woman stepped forward.

	"Are you all just going to keep staring at those screens, even in this situation?"

	"Who are you?"

	"Dorothy Catalonia, captain of Relena Darlian's personal guard."

	Dorothy stood ready for battle in winter camouflage.

	"The Gundam pilots are children, and so is Miss Relena. But if you adults had shown even a little responsibility, a little initiative, a little compassion for others, those children could have lived normal lives."

	Behind Dorothy, transport trucks began to arrive.

	"Come, everyone! Let's go together! To protect peace! To defend freedom!"

	 

	Back in the command center, Relena found herself at gunpoint. Dekim sneered, "It’s still much too early for your appearance to the people, Miss Former Queen."

	Mariemeia spoke coldly, "Are you guiding the public to battle? Doesn't that contradict the Peacecraft ideology of total pacifism?"

	Relena stood tall, her voice unwavering. "I am Relena Darlian. Not Peacecraft, not a queen."

	Her resolve was palpable as she continued, "What is needed now are the hearts that will hope for a peaceful world, and not a principle or an assertion. And the strong will to uphold the responsibility that comes with winning that peace!"
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	　　　　＊

	 

	As the battle stretched into its eighth hour, the streets of Brussels had fallen eerily quiet. The once-swarming Serpents, now depleted in number, resorted to guerrilla tactics, darting between buildings. Their ejected pilots, armed with anti-mobile suit weapons, launched desperate attacks against the Gundams.

	The Gundam pilots found themselves in an impossible situation. To truly counter these attacks would mean taking lives - something they refused to do. Sandrock, Heavyarms, Deathscythe Hell, Tallgeese, and Taurus all bore the marks of extreme fatigue. Armor plates hung loose, weapons operated at less than half capacity.

	Sandrock's heat shotels were reduced to one, Heavyarms had long since exhausted its ammunition. Deathscythe Hell's iconic black wings were tattered and torn. Tallgeese had barely managed to disable another Serpent.

	Zechs, his voice heavy with exhaustion, called out, "Gundam pilots, you’ve done enough now. You must get out and leave us immediately!"

	"What? Get out?!" Quatre echoed, his Sandrock weathering another barrage.

	Yet even as enemy fire rained down, neither Quatre nor Sandrock gave an inch. 

	"If we were fighting to kill, we would be done long ago. But if we did, then there would be no meaning in our coming back here."

	Noin's Taurus swooped in, providing covering fire and momentary respite for Sandrock. 

	"Thank you, Miss Noin," Quatre said, his expression showing no hint of retreat.

	Noin, tracking new Serpents on her radar, said solemnly, "But at this rate, you’d die in vain!"

	Before she could urge them to withdraw, Duo's voice cut in. Swinging Deathscythe's scythe of death, he shouted, "If we’d planned on retreating, we would’ve been gone. Though I know it’ll be tough to continue fighting."

	Trowa, his Heavyarms wielding its army knife, added, "We used to be just like them. They’ve been coaxed by Dekim into believing their only purpose in this life is to fight battles."

	"Hey, don't worry about it too much," Duo flashed a weary but defiant grin towards Noin and Zechs. "We're pretty good at 'losing battles,' you know."

	Quatre's voice rang out, filled with unwavering pride and resolve. "And that's precisely why we can remain true to who we are..."

	 

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	Relena's impassioned words echoed through the command center.

	"I returned to being a Darlian because of my love for family... because I love my mother more than anyone. It's because of her constant presence, her love for my father and me, that I've learned to trust in people so deeply..."

	"Miss Relena, is that sarcasm?" Mariemeia's voice was cold, yet a hint of uncertainty crept in.

	"No... I'm offering to be your mother."

	Mariemeia's composure cracked, her face a mix of shock and disbelief. "That's going too far, even for a joke..."

	"I wasn't my mother's biological child either... But she was still my mother! I believe I can be that for you too."

	"I don't need a mother," Mariemeia snapped, her voice brittle. "I'm here to carry out my father's will, to exact revenge on this foolish humanity."

	"No... you absolutely must not do that," Relena pleaded, her eyes filled with compassion.

	"Didn't you once swear revenge too? When Lady Une killed Mr. Darlian, you hated OZ... How is that any different from me now?"

	Relena's voice softened, "Yes... I did want revenge. But revenge breeds nothing but more hatred. It only multiplies suffering."

	"Ufufufu..." Mariemeia's laughter was hollow, cold and mirthless for a child. "You think that way now because you lost your battle. But my thoughts are different. I will truly be victorious."

	Just then, a communications officer reported, "The Gundams have all stopped fighting."

	"Told ya," Mariemeia smiled triumphantly at Relena, who could only look on with sorrow for this misguided child.

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	On the battlefield, Deathscythe Hell's scythe beam flickered out - the last of its energy depleted.

	"I've got nothing left," Duo muttered, his usual quips exhausted along with his Gundam.

	Eyeing the approaching Serpents, he asked Trowa, "We could probably take out half with the self-destruct... What do you think?"

	"No," Trowa replied, his face set with grim determination. "If we're going to die, we die alone. No one else gets caught in it."

	Duo resigned himself to fate. "Yeah, you're right..." he thought, "Well, we had a good run..."

	Suddenly, Quatre's cockpit erupted with urgent radar signals. His eyes widened in disbelief. 

	"Huh? From above...?"

	Duo sighed, "Come on, don't tell me there's more of them..."

	But it wasn't reinforcements for the enemy. High above, silhouetted against the moonlit sky, a battered winged mobile suit hovered.

	"Wing Zero !" Zechs exclaimed, recognizing the machine he once piloted and later faced in their final battle.

	The Gundam, unrivaled in its destructive power and mobility, spread its white wings above the battlefield.

	The Wing Gundam Zero.

	In its cockpit, Heero aligned the Twin Buster Rifle's sights. 

	"Locked onto the target."

	His aim was fixed on the heart of the shelter. Once again, Heero had donned the mask of the perfect soldier, loyal to his mission.

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	The command center erupted with urgent reports.

	"Another Gundam has appeared in the sky above us!" the communications officer shouted.

	All eyes turned upward, but before they could process this development, the officer continued with even more startling news.

	"Chief Dekim! We're receiving a transmission from the Gundam pilot!"

	"Impossible!" Dekim sputtered.

	To initiate communication before attacking typically indicated supreme confidence. Yet this Gundam appeared battered and broken - by all logic, it shouldn't pose such a threat.

	The massive monitor flickered to life, revealing Heero's face.

	"Heero..." Relena whispered, her heart skipping a beat at the sight of him. It had been so long, yet this was hardly the reunion she'd imagined.

	The air crackled with tension as Heero's voice, cool and controlled, filled the room.

	"Let me confirm," he stated, his expression betraying no fear, only an unwavering determination. "Your shelter shield’s activated?"

	Dekim, facing this perfect weapon of war, couldn't mask his agitation. "You bastard! What are you planning?!"

	His composure had slipped, revealing a deep-seated fear. Perhaps, in some twisted way, Dekim understood Heero's true potential better than anyone else in that room.

	Heero's voice remained chillingly calm as he reiterated his question. "The shelter is secure, isn’t it?"

	Mariemaia stepped forward, her voice ringing with misplaced confidence as she addressed the Gundam pilot. "Of course it is. See for yourself just how powerless you truly are!"

	"Roger that," Heero replied, his eyes betraying a fierce resolve beneath their icy exterior.

	Mariemeia felt a chill run down her spine as she sensed the burning conviction behind Heero's calm demeanor.

	 

	As Heero pressed the firing switch, Wing Gundam Zero's Twin Buster Rifle erupted with a blinding flash of energy. This was the same devastating weapon that had once obliterated an entire military colony under Quatre's command, and had vaporized a section of the massive battleship Libra moments before atmospheric entry.

	The colossal wave of energy slammed into the shelter, detonating with earth-shattering force. Inside, chaos erupted as violent tremors rocked the structure. Emergency lights flickered on, casting an eerie red glow as cracks spider-webbed across the interior walls. It was a testament to the shelter's superior construction that the damage wasn't more catastrophic.

	Dekim swiftly assessed the extent of the destruction before barking orders to his external forces.

	"Gather all the Serpents here! Shoot down Wing Zero!"

	Mariemaia's voice dripped with scorn. 

	"What a miserable person... He’s not going to be able to achieve anything…"

	Yet her face betrayed her fear, her small frame trembling almost imperceptibly.

	Relena addressed Mariemaia with motherly warmth. 

	"Are you afraid, Mariemaia?"

	"..." The young girl couldn't bring herself to deny it, but neither was she prepared to admit her weakness.

	Relena's gentle presence seemed to envelop all of Mariemaia's childish vulnerabilities.

	Meanwhile, Heero had already begun charging for a second shot. The ZERO System remained eerily silent, forcing him to execute every action manually. Yet he proceeded with unwavering focus, as if the complex series of adjustments were second nature.

	Without a moment's hesitation, he locked onto his target once more.

	"..."

	Serpent mobile suits swarmed around Wing Zero, but Heero paid them no heed. His entire being was fixated on the shelter, waiting for that crucial moment when the energy charge would reach completion.

	The Twin Buster Rifle's power meter flashed, signaling full capacity.

	Heero fired his second shot.

	The recoil was devastating. Armor plating sheared away from Wing Zero's frame as its left arm erupted in a violent explosion. The damage sustained in the earlier battle with Altron had finally taken its toll. Even the nigh-indestructible Gundanium alloy had its limits.

	Yet even in this battered state, Wing Zero's aim remained true. Heero's marksmanship bordered on the divine.

	The second blinding flash struck the shelter dead center. The resulting explosion engulfed nearby Serpents in a maelstrom of light and debris.

	Inside the shelter, the vibrations intensified to a fever pitch. Computer systems sparked and sputtered in their death throes.

	Dekim stared at the pulsing emergency lights, his face a mask of disbelief. 

	"This... this is impossible!"

	A cacophony of damage reports flooded in from his troops, but it was the communications officer's summary that truly shook Dekim to his core.

	"The shield has lost half its strength! Wing Zero's aim is accurate to one hundredth of a unit! This shelter will collapse for certain if it’s hit again in the same place!"

	In desperation, Dekim broadcast a message to Wing Zero's pilot. He knew his only hope lay in exploiting the one weakness of this merciless war machine.

	"Stop this madness! Don’t you realize Relena Peacecraft is in here!"

	Dekim clung to the conviction that Heero wouldn't—couldn't—bring himself to kill Relena.

	 

	Heero heard the transmission.

	"..."

	His expression remained impassive, not even a flicker of his brow betraying his thoughts. Without hesitation, he began charging for a third, devastating shot.

	"With this final strike, it all ends... I can't let this opportunity slip away, not even for you... Farewell, Relena... Don't worry... You won't be alone. I'll be joining you soon..."

	He steeled his resolve, rationalizing Relena's sacrifice in the depths of his mind.

	 

	As if sensing his inner turmoil, Relena cried out, "Heero..."

	Then, she closed her eyes serenely. Her silent message rang clear.

	I've made my peace.

	I accept your attack with solemn grace.

	Don't hesitate on my account.

	She knew Heero would understand the unspoken message in her heart.

	Mariemaia stared at Relena in disbelief, unable to fathom such selflessness.

	The Serpent interception squad unleashed a barrage against Wing Zero. Despite the punishing assault, the Gundam maintained its unwavering aim, motionless as a statue.

	The Buster Rifle's muzzle glowed with terrifying intensity as it reached maximum charge.

	"..."

	Heero's face betrayed no doubt.

	The energy charge reached completion. But then—

	In his mind's eye, Heero saw her. The girl in the white dress, her face a picture of pure innocence.

	His eyes clouded for an instant.

	"Nngh..."

	At the last possible moment, he shifted the target lock ever so slightly to the left.

	The Twin Buster Rifle unleashed its hellish payload.

	In that same heartbeat, Wing Gundam Zero erupted in a cataclysmic explosion.

	Like a fallen angel cast from heaven, the broken-winged harbinger of destruction plummeted from the sky. Wing Zero, in its final blaze of glory, vanished from existence.

	Yet the searing beam still found its mark on the shelter. Though marginally offset from the previous impacts, the blast still inflicted catastrophic damage.

	The command center crumbled, walls and ceiling giving way as computers and massive monitors detonated in rapid succession. Most of the soldiers, caught in the maelstrom, succumbed to panic.

	Dekim and Mariemaia were no exception to the chaos. In a moment of primal fear, Mariemaia instinctively reached out to her grandfather for protection.

	But Dekim, in an act of callous self-preservation, shoved the young girl aside as he fled to safety.

	A massive pillar toppled, hurtling towards the abandoned Mariemaia.

	"Kyaaaa!"

	Her terrified scream pierced the cacophony of destruction.

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	Duo stared in stunned silence at the collapsing shelter and the darkness that had swallowed Wing Zero.

	No, not just Duo—Trowa, Quatre, Zechs, and Noin could do nothing but gape at the surreal scene before them. Even the Serpent unit soldiers stood motionless, as if their very souls had been stolen away, bearing witness to this beautiful yet apocalyptic spectacle.

	Someone among Duo's group whispered, "Heero..." The name carried with it an undeniable undercurrent of fear—fear that their comrade had truly perished.

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	Relena lifted her head.

	Somewhere, a music box played its gentle melody. It must be Mariemaia's, she realized, its delicate notes struggling valiantly to be heard amidst the chaos.

	The command center lay in utter ruin. A few survivors stirred among the debris, taking stock of their surroundings. Judging by the number of groans, it seemed there were no fatalities—a small mercy.

	Relena's heart skipped a beat as she realized Mariemaia was nowhere to be seen in the gloom. Just then, a pillar behind her shifted ominously.

	The music box's tune grew clearer.

	Relena rushed towards the sound without hesitation. There, cowering in terror, was the young girl.

	It was Lady Une who had saved Mariemaia from being crushed by the falling column.

	"Are you alright?" Lady Une asked, a gentle smile gracing her features.

	Mariemaia, summoning all her composure, turned to face her savior. 

	"Who are you...?"

	Lady Une shook her head slowly, her smile seeming to say that her identity was irrelevant.

	"Even if you may be mistaken, I personally cannot allow His Excellency Treize’s daughter to die."

	"..."

	Observing the pair, Relena couldn't help but think that Lady Une seemed far better suited to be Mariemaia's mother figure.

	The melancholy tune of the music box played on, unceasing. As if in response, Relena thought she could hear the distant voices of a multitude.

	A communications officer, having activated a portable computer, scanned their surroundings. His eyes widened in disbelief.

	"Chief Dekim! Another Gundam has arrived. This time at the number four defense line of point E!"

	"What?!" Dekim emerged from his safe haven, demanding clarification.

	The officer stammered, his face a mask of incredulity. "And... and that's not all..."

	"...?"

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	Altron Gundam stood tall on the battlefield, but it was not alone. Surrounding it was a sea of humanity—tens, perhaps hundreds of thousands of ordinary citizens.

	Their voices rose in a unified chorus, crying out for "Peace and Freedom!"

	"We won't bow to the likes of you!"

	"We've had enough of war!"

	Among the throng were familiar faces. the President, hand-in-hand with his grandchild, and Dorothy, once Relena's self-appointed guardian.

	"We'll protect our own peace!"

	"No more war!"

	"Peace forced upon us isn't true peace!"

	"We'll maintain peace and freedom ourselves! And we'll take responsibility for it!"

	In Altron's cockpit, WuFei nodded with quiet satisfaction. 

	"Battles like these are not decided by the soldiers. Thanks to these people, I can now give up fighting."

	A soft smile played on his lips as he closed his eyes. 

	"This, Treize, is my goodbye."

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	Noin and Zechs had long awaited this groundswell of people yearning for peace. Their emotions must have been overwhelming.

	"Zechs..."

	"This is good... We don’t have to abandon all hope just yet."

	Trowa mused quietly, "Looks like the self-destruct device missed its chance again"

	Duo's thoughts turned to Helen and Solo, lost to the ravages of war. 

	"Man, I wish they could see this..."

	Quatre, with his characteristic innocence, declared, "The answer was here all along, wasn't it?"

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	Dekim stood aghast. 

	"Who the hell are those people?!"

	Lady Une, beaming with joy as she embraced Relena and Mariemaia, explained, "While His Excellency fought losing battles, he loved people who weren’t afraid to keep their stance and fight. And that is why the people are so able to accept the Gundams. It is not the victor that moves the heart of the people…"

	"This is insane!" Dekim roared, his face contorting with rage. "We cannot be defeated! We, the Barton family, are the true rulers of the Earth Sphere! Miss Mariemaia, assume your position as head of the Earth Sphere!"

	At Dekim's words, a cold light flickered in Mariemaia's eyes. "I am... victorious…"

	She stumbled forward, her music box slipping from her grasp, its melancholy tune silenced.

	"I’m carrying out the will of my father…"

	Lady Une stepped forward, her hand raised. "Do forgive me!" she cried, preparing to snap Mariemaia out of her trance.

	But before she could act, Relena's palm connected with Mariemaia's cheek in a resounding slap. It was the first time Relena had ever struck another person.

	Mariemaia's eyes widened in shock as Relena spoke, her voice firm yet compassionate.

	“Excuse me, but I think it’s about time you opened your eyes."

	"Miss Relena..."

	"You have now learned what real fear is," Relena continued, her gaze unwavering. "So I’m now sure you’re able to acknowledge all of the mistakes you’ve made in the past."

	Mariemaia nodded slowly, but their moment was interrupted as Dekim trained his gun on Relena.

	"That's quite enough, Relena Peacecraft," he snarled. "I can’t allow you to brainwash my Mariemaia with such garbage."

	"If you wish to shoot me, go right ahead... I'm prepared to die."

	"Hmph. Then allow me to enlighten you with the truth before you die," Dekim sneered. "The public is always expected to obey the victor!"

	Without hesitation, he pulled the trigger. The bullet hurtled towards Relena's heart, but in that instant, Mariemaia threw herself in front of her protector.

	A spray of crimson painted the air.

	"No!" Relena cried out in anguish as the young girl crumpled to the ground, a bullet wound blossoming on her chest.

	"Mariemaia!"

	As Relena's voice rang out in near-hysteria, Dekim coldly took aim at her once more.

	"Dekim!" Lady Une's voice cut through the chaos as she raised her own weapon.

	Yet Dekim showed no sign of backing down, utterly unfazed by the fact that he had just shot Mariemaia.

	Unmoved, Dekim sneered, "We can always create a replacement for Mariamaia! That little brat, I made her after all—"

	His words were cut short by the sudden crack of a gunshot. Dekim's eyes widened in shock as he realized he'd been shot from behind. As he fell, it was revealed that one of his own aides, Dixsept, had pulled the trigger.

	"I've executed the traitor... I express my apologies for betraying His Excellency, Treize."

	Relena cradled Mariemaia's small, broken body in her arms. "Mariemaia, hold on!"

	"I... I was wrong," the girl whispered, forcing a smile through her pain. "I'm so sorry..."

	Suddenly, the gentle tinkling of the music box filled the air once more. Everyone froze, their attention drawn to the source of the sound.

	Even Mariemaia, her consciousness fading, recognized the melody. In her mind, she marveled at its unexpected gentleness.

	“I never realized... the music box played such a tender tune... It's almost as if... I can hear Mama's voice... I've been such a fool... I'm sorry, Mama...”

	The one holding the music box was none other than Heero, his body battered and bruised.

	"I'll relieve you of your pain," he said, his voice low and steady.

	"Heero!" Relena gasped.

	In one hand, Heero clutched the music box; in the other, he gripped a gun.

	Mariemaia closed her eyes, a serene expression settling over her features. "I thank you," she whispered.

	Heero took aim at Mariemaia, the music box slowly winding down.

	"Don't take it personally," he said, his voice barely above a whisper. "This is my final mission."

	A faint smile graced Mariemaia's lips as she shook her head almost imperceptibly.

	Both Relena and Lady Une moved to stop him, their voices filled with desperation.

	"Wait, Heero!"

	"It's over! Put down the gun, Heero Yuy!"

	Heero lowered the gun slowly, the music box falling silent. Relena and Lady Une let out sighs of relief.

	But in a lightning-fast motion, Heero raised the gun once more. Before anyone could react, he pulled the trigger.

	The sound of the shot rang out, leaving everyone in shock. Yet Mariemaia remained unharmed. Heero's gun had been empty all along.

	As Mariemaia slipped into unconsciousness, Heero spoke, his gun still raised.

	"I’ve killed Mariemaia," he stated, his voice devoid of emotion.

	Lowering the weapon, the perfect soldier completed his final mission, his words coming in fragments.
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	"I will never kill anyone ever again…" he declared. "I don't... have to anymore."

	With those words, the mask of the perfect weapon shattered, and a young boy collapsed forward.

	Relena caught him just before he hit the ground. 

	"Heero..." she whispered.

	The boy slept peacefully, his face showing a sense of relief that no one had ever seen before. For the first time, he looked truly innocent in his slumber.

	Lady Une, aided by soldiers, carefully lifted Mariemaia. "We can still save her! Get her to the medical bay, now!"

	Relena gently took the silent music box from Heero's hand and stroked his hair tenderly.

	"It's over," she murmured. "At long last..."

	A single tear fell from Relena's eye, landing softly on the music box.

	 

	　　EPILOGUE

	 

	As AC-197 dawned, peace has finally returned to the people. Mariemaia, now under Lady Une's care, was living a quiet life. And from this point on in history, weapons called mobile suits, including the Gundams, were never seen again.

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	"Well, it’s goodbye for real, buddy," Duo said with satisfaction, holding the Gundam's self-destruct device. Trowa and Quatre nodded in agreement.  The three exchanged glances before pressing their detonation switches. Deathscythe Hell, Heavyarms, and Sandrock exploded in succession.

	“I’ve once again become nameless," Trowa mused, watching the rising smoke.

	Quatre quickly countered, "Trowa sounds fine to me. Why not keep it, Trowa?"

	"Names are things other people give ya. There’s no point wasting time worrying," Duo added, giving a thumbs-up. "What’s important is that we have a place to call home. Right?"

	“Yeah, you’re right.”

	Trowa had Catherine waiting at the circus, where he'd still be called Trowa. He wouldn't be nameless after all. Quatre had his responsibilities as the Winner family heir. 

	"But first I need to pick up the Maganac Corps..."

	He wasn't particularly fond of his position as head of the Winner family.

	"Maybe I'll ask Rashid to help me run away again..." he mused, half-kokingly.

	Duo planned to enjoy a carefree life running a junk shop, while secretly hoping to help others.

	"Maybe I'll start and odd-jobs business. I might even turn a profit..."

	Duo, never one to prioritize profit, used such thoughts to mask his embarrassment.

	The three friends departed for space, each with their own aspirations.

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	Meanwhile, WuFei returned to his clan's homeland to detonate Altron Gundam. He pressed the self-detonation switch.

	"The era of madness is over, Nataku," he murmured, thinking of his beloved Meilan's smile.

	"Rest in peace now."

	Altron Gundam vanished in a brilliant explosion. As WuFei watched the flames, pondering his next move, Sally appeared behind him. 

	How about working with me?"

	"Hey, WuFei..." she began.

	He turned to face her.

	"It seems Noin and Zechs have disappeared somewhere."

	"..."

	"What do you say? Wanna come work with me?"

	"As Preventers, the firefighters?"

	WuFei smirked before replying, "Sure, why not."

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	On a shuttle bound for Mars, Noin and Zechs embarked on a new journey. 

	"Are you sure about this? The terraforming project hasn't even officially started yet," Noin asked.

	"It's something Relena is working on, and it won’t be easy," Zechs replied. "That's why a dead person would be perfect for the job. Noin, are you sure you--"

	Before he could add his usual self-deprecating remark, Noin silenced him with a finger to his lips. 

	"Zechs, please don’t make me repeat myself… again," she whispered.

	Zechs fell silent. No more words were needed between them. The Martian frontier might be harsh, but with their unwavering spirits, it would surely become their paradise.

	 

	　　　　＊

	 

	Back on Earth, Relena was giving a campaign speech for the upcoming presidential election. Her agenda was ambitious: the Mars Terraforming Project, post-war reparations, employment reforms, economic recovery, technological development, and maintaining peace.

	The tasks ahead were monumental. But if anyone could do it, it was her.

	Heero watched her from the exit, then silently left. Outside, under a star-filled sky, a shooting star streaked across the heavens. He began to walk, moving forward with purpose.

	They had all found their paths now.

	 


Afterword (1997 Edition)

	 

	It was during the establishment of the Sanc Kingdom's constitution, rooted in absolute pacifism, that Relena faced a particularly precocious challenge.

	"What exactly do you mean by eliminating all weapons?" demanded a young upstart, feigning intellectual superiority. "Cars can kill people too. Aren't they just the same as weapons? What about bamboo spears? Will you burn down every bamboo grove? Hell, people can kill with knives and forks! Are you going to take those away from us too?"

	It was a typically childish leap of logic, but Relena responded with a gentle smile.

	"I don't consider anything a weapon unless it was created with the sole purpose of taking human life. If you're keen on starting a revolution, by all means, bring your knives and forks. I'll have a full-course dinner waiting for you."

	 

	I've long wanted to incorporate this anecdote somewhere, but finding the right place proved challenging, hence its awkward placement here.

	In reality, merely abolishing weapons doesn't create a peaceful nation. What's indispensable is a sense of responsibility in every citizen to maintain peace. If this mindset were present in people worldwide, there'd be nothing to fear, even without weapons.

	It's easy to dismiss such peace theories as mere fantasies or pipe dreams. However, I think it's worthwhile to pause and simulate the existence of this sense of responsibility as a kind of thought experiment.

	For instance, if every Japanese person possessed this mindset, we might see an end to the daily euthanization of tens of thousands of stray dogs, the elimination of school violence and bullying, and perhaps even resolution to issues like the U.S. military bases in Okinawa or various drug-related problems. In essence, I believe the lack of this sense of responsibility is at the root of many evils.

	Now, despite writing all this high-minded stuff, the truth is, I used to despise the word "responsibility." I disliked being burdened with it so much that I quit being a salaried employee to become a scriptwriter. But lo and behold, being a scriptwriter carried even greater responsibility. Moreover, the role of series composer for Gundam W felt several times heavier than usual.

	I could have run away at any time (in fact, I did once), but watching how Heero and the others lived their lives made me feel that running away would be utterly shameful.

	Despite being aware of my role as one of the creators, I found myself inadvertently bound by them, unable to engage in deception or cut corners. Perhaps the guilt in my subconscious, born from constantly avoiding responsibility, manifested in their image to pressure me.

	As a result, I missed yet another deadline. Thank goodness it was just a verbal agreement. (I guess I'm still running from responsibility, aren't I...)

	 

	By the way, some of you might be curious about what happened to Heero and the other four after all this. So, let me share some exclusive information with you readers.

	They, along with Sally and Wufei, become Preventers, working behind the scenes to maintain world peace. They're known as PREVENTER 5. This story is included in the collected volume of EPISODE ZERO, a comic about Heero and the others' past, which I wrote the script for and Akira Kanbe illustrated.

	If you're interested, I highly recommend giving it a read.

	And with that, I sincerely thank you for bearing with my ramblings across these two volumes.

	 

	Afterword (2007 Edition)

	 

	I'd like to reflect on them after quite some time. You know, they've always spoken with a dual message.

	When Heero says, "Live with integrity... or you should die," Duo immediately counters with, "No matter how tarnished you become, it's all over if you're dead."

	Which message does this work truly want to convey? Perhaps by having the protagonists articulate these things clearly, we could get closer to the essence of a true Gundam series. But they don't do that.

	So what did they want from us? In my opinion - and I'm fully aware this might be superfluous - I believe they wanted us to see their backs as they continuously engaged in self-reflection, tirelessly searching for earnest answers while showing various facets of themselves.

	The world isn't something that can be easily compartmentalized. Sometimes, a beautiful angel descends into our hearts, but simultaneously, an ugly demon crawls up. Strong hearts and weak hearts always coexist. And that's not necessarily a bad thing.

	If possible, we want to fulfill our responsibilities, but perhaps we should approach things more lightly without overthinking. I wish I could someday share with them this overwhelming sadness in my heart.

	 

	It's been a while since I've seen them. If we were to meet again, I'd love to drink and talk with them. But even then, I wonder if they'd still be underage. (Oh, wait, I'm diabetic now.)
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