She knew she was different. She gasped for breath and that was all it took. She
could not find it. 'Why?' The others around her had happy, mindless grins. They
surrounded her, stroking all over and experiencing the otherness in their awareness
of what -is-.

She pushed away and went over to the end of the world. 'Barrier.' the word oozed
into her consciousness. 'Glass.' Beyond was empty, and yet not. 'Air.'

She needed air.

Glass was -strange-. It was there, and not there, at the same time. Matter was
-strange-. It felt incomplete. She felt incomplete. Pain! So this was pain. The flesh
was reminding her it was real. She hunched over and vomited, gasping, trying not to
drown from all the fluid in her lungs.

'Clothes.'

She was cold. Clothes would help. The others were back to swimming in circles,
forgetting entirely about her in the stupid bliss of their unchanging existence. The air
was stale and unpleasant. Thus deep in the geofront, the circulators were old and
barely functioning. It was very familiar.

The memories were returning. Clothes were made out of cloth. She knew where to
find plenty of cloth. However she did not intend to stay in Terminal Dogma. Proper
clothes were necessary. She knew where to find that too.

It was a long, uncomfortable walk to the Evangelion graveyard. The sight failed to
impress; she had little to fear from the dark corners of the metal womb. It had been
a year since she was there.

If she could die, and twice, then logically it would be much easier to awaken within
a brain still intact. The last time, she had the benefit of her sister waiting with fresh
raiment. There was a comforting plan.

'Return to me.'
The girl held a hand over the depths of one circular mass grave. Decomposition since
then left nothing but dry flaps of skin over white bones and some wisps of bluish hair.
She pulled the floating corpse over the edge and inspected the uniform. It stank
faintly, but seemed undamaged. The hole at the back of the skull had bled little.
At least Gendo was 'considerate' enough to clean up his mess; even going so far as
to take a mop to the blood trail. Such methodical compulsion was... amusing?

Bone and all turned to fine powder, drifting away. The girl picked up and dusted off
the garments off the floor. Rumpled, but serviceable. Panties first, then socks; the
soles of her feet were still quite sensitive. Even the feel of the shirt on her back
caused slight pain as it rubbed against her skin. But she was presentable. She was
again as she should be. It was enough.

She looked up at the cavernous ceiling and sighed. 'More complications.' She had not
expected this to happen.

--

--

Ritsuko Akagi loved after-action debriefing sessions. Contrary to what most would
expect, it was the best time for her to turn off her brain. She slept soundy, secure
in the knowledge that everyone in the International Network's scientific community
would be trying to burn out their brains to beat her to the answers. Unfortunately
since all of them would be working with incomplete data, all they would be able to
give would be somewhat-logical assumptions. Lots of assumptions.

It would be a gross mistake to assume the global scientific assembly was not
political. Scientists had egoes, and being the business of proving themselves right
over all others, could be very intense prima donnas. Some believed that the true
mark of genius was to be always in the right, in any subject, above all others, at
any moment.

Ritsuko Akagi slept happily, knowing she was giving Dr. Fournier of the Sorbonne
serious fits. Crazy stuff had happened, that she must inevitably explain away. She
could take comfort in that at least the insanity was over with, and no more in the
near future unless she initiates her own experiments.

"I... got nothing." she declared almost proudly when the command staff and the
pilots were finally all together. "This is the product of an AT-field, and as such
impossible to replicate with conventional technology. To use a metaphor, having a
solid 'base' to work on would make it easier to consider applications that use AT-field
layering. I know -how- we can reproduce the effects, by the why will have to wait."

Gendo nodded. "The most important issue now, is if the S2 Engine can be controlled."

Everyone turned to Asuka. "It's not my fault!" she shouted with a flush. "I already
said it was the Evangelion, not me." She turned to Rei. "So stop looking at me like
that!"

"And I said I believed you, Sohryu." the girl replied with a nod. "You would never
attempt to abuse pilot Ikari in such manner, and in person." Then she smiled as if to
say '... and even if he would be inclined to forgive you, rest assured I shall tear off your own
arms and feed them to you.' It was over so quickly, and with her face turned away, that
only Asuka could see it.

The red-haired girl snorted, as if to say 'oh, shut up'. Regardless, she felt quite guilty
about it.

"Unit Two had gone berserker, but it was hardly trying to kill and devour Unit One. It
actually seems reasonable to me, if we consider that the Evangelions do possess their
own biomechanical minds. That is the whole point of synchronization after all." Ritsuko
had an unlit cigarette in her mouth, and her hair was unkempt. It was a big departure
from her customary neat and orderly self; as Misato's direct opposite in manners. "It's
big bloody animal, that's what it is. So it shouldn't be too much of a surprise that got
a bit more power, it tried to assert its dominance as the alpha."

Fortunately everyone there knew English, so no one missed anything in her odd,
unconscious shifts in speaking. Ritsuko had been doing that recently, mostly in
English or German; probably because those were the languages of her scientific
literature. She reserved French for insulting Europe's self-professed finest academic.

"Control is something we will all have to work on. The S2 Engine doesn't really give
the Eva an unlimited operational range... fortunately there are hard blockers that
prevent the Evangelions from independent activation. Unit Two shut down after
nine minutes of operation." Ritsuko gestured to the screen, which showed the Eva
cages. Units Two and One were placed facing each other. "The problem is that even
without the entry plug... the S2 Engine cannot be turned OFF. It's a -power source-.
Since installation into the Eva was rather... unorthodox, I'm concerned that attempts
to actually shut down the biomechanical organ would be " she coughed. "problematic."

"Define 'problematic'." Gendo demanded.

"Best case, the S2 Engine would fuse together into a useless lump of goo. Worst case
would be the conversion of an Evangelion's total mass into antimatter."

Asuka winced. A single gram of antimatter was roughly equivalent to twenty kilotons
of TNT, or about the same explosive power as the atomic bomb that destroyed
Hiroshima. "Wait a second... if an antimatter containment failure is what vaporized the
American site, then... why do I have the S2 Engine intact in my Eva?"

"I believe it has to do with the properties of the Dirac Sea." the scientist replied
indulgently. "Simply speaking, the Angel must have sucked in Evangelion Unit Four
while leaving the antimatter behind. Perhaps it is because the Angel possessed its
own S2 Engine, and there would be conflict within its altered space."

"So what do we do about Unit Four?" Misato asked. "Can we repair it?"

"We would be better off using it for spare parts, at this point." Ritsuko replied, as
Maya changed the screen to the relevant slides. "Not only would it be a risk, due to
the Angel's control over an unpiloted Eva... but it was designed from the start to
operate using the S2 Engine. Our power systems are incompatible with it. We could
send it back to NERV Boston to be rebuilt, but they already have an intact Eva we
could use."

Misato looked excited. "I see. So we could send it back on the same carrier bringing
that Evangelion here!" She then looked to Gendo, questioningly.

It was Fuyutsuki who answered. "We have put in a request, but ultimately it is the
UN's decision." He bounced that look off to Kaji.

"It depends mostly on how likely Angels attacks would be for other nations. No one
really has any idea what four Evangelions could accomplish that three wouldn't.
Besides, we have the S2 Engine now. Can we duplicate it here?" He then glanced up
to Ritsuko.

Her eyeglasses glinted. She looked irritated. "No, this is primarily an Evangelion
research and construction facility. And, as you doubtless have seen, we haven't even
bothered to try and build another Eva just to get a 'spare'." she hissed out. "We don't
have the raw manufacturing capacity to attempt that." She looked pointedly at Gendo.

Reflexively he swatted at the air, as if driving off a fly. "We have neither the budget
nor the time. The..." and it was almost painful to say "Titan modules provided by the
conglomerates serve well enough. There is also the Asahino Lance Cannon. We have
too many... distractions from our central purpose."

NERV was supposed to be the unquestioned master of the Evangelion. There were
not supposed to be sharing the limelight with that... Trident thing, or have a
subsidiary industrial city grow around Tokyo Three, or even for his control to dilute so
much. 'Where did it start to go wrong?'
He looked accusingly at Misato.

She started to panic. "What? What did I do this ti-.. I mean, it's not my fault, I was
nowhere near that place, and had nothing to do with whatever it is!"

Gendo lifted his right eyebrow a fraction.

Misato turned to Ritsuko and screamed "You said you burned those pictures!"

The blond scientist nursed a rising migraine, an errant frond of her hair bobbing up
and down. "... I should burn you. All of you." she whispered.

At that point, red light flooded the room. Alarms began to scream. "Oh what is it
now?!" Ritsuko asked, annoyed.

"Blue pattern detected. Colonel Katsuragi, please report to the command center."
Makoto Hyuga's voice over the intercom was entirely too calm. "We've detected the
Earth's Cradle in orbit."

Even Gendo set aside decorum as everyone in the room stampeded for the elevator.

--

UN IG/Cerberus Base has to tie into NERV's sensors to truly see the Earth's Cradle.
It was giving off such an AT-field powerful enough to fuzz up all radar over Europe.
However, the thing was really hard to miss... it also lit up the sky as plowed through
the upper atmosphere, unnatural and slow. Its black shell was torn, and jagged bits
glowed white-hot from air friction. It was a ball of fire, a baleful light upon the
American West Coast.

"Damn, that thing's taken a beating." Misato commented upon seeing the earliest
scans, before the field fuzzed up the magnetosphere with its weirdness. The thermal
scans gave off a somewhat psychedelic rippling effect, she had to force herself to
look away. "What on Earth... or off it, could have even HARMED the Earth's Cradle? I
mean, aside from US, obviously."

"And even there we weren't too successful, Katsuragi." Kaji replied glibly.

Misato's command chair whirred to face backwards. "... and why are you even here?!"

"Moral support?"

The Operations Director sighed and swiveled her chair back. "So I guess the UN
wants to keep its ALL nukes pointed at Tokyo-3?" No answer was necessary. "Fine.
Before we try anything, where is this thing going to land?"

The main screen showed a wireframe image of the globe. The Cradle pitched from
side to side, but its descent was slow enough to hint at some measure of control.
Some. "The thing is unaerodynamic as hell." Ritsuko commented upon the least
insane factor in the situation.

A dotted line extended from the Cradle, tracing its probable rate of descent. Dit, dit
dit, across the Atlantic.

Asuka Langley-Sohryu let out an incoherent scream of rage and stomped away from
the command center. The automatic doors could no open fast enough.

"Not again." Misato hissed. "What did Germany really do to deserve this? NERV assets
there have already been relocated."

'NERV assets, yes.' Kaji thought somberly. 'But not SEELE assets.' "You know the saying,
Katsuragi... once is an accident, twice is a coincidence... three times it's a conspiracy."

Hours later, the Earth's Cradle returned to the Earth. The slowness of its descent was
deceptive, it was at least several hundred kilometers per hour. So massive that was
amount of air it shoved out of the way that thunderstorms wreaked havoc all over
Europe. It was as if a great eye had opened up in the sky.

Asuka was holed up in her room, sitting with her knees up in a fetal position. "... red
star, fall!" she whispered.

The Cradle slammed into the ground, carving down to bedrock, fusing into it into glass
with immense heat. It bounced. It was almost obscene, the mind rebelled at such a
sight. The next crash down was stronger than the first, gouging out a longer and
deeper scar. Again, for a few maddening moments the thing returned to the air,
spinning lightly.

Asuka bit her lip and shivered. "Stain the earth... red!" 
It crashed for a final time, the quake registering as magnitude eight; though through
AT-field effects did not damage anything much more than a dozen kilometers off.
Within that region however, it was a world of death.

"Damn you." she cried. "Goddamn Angels. Even if we're supposed to perish, we're
not just going to hand over this world to you.."

A dark and leprous fog rose from around the fallen Cradle, choking the air and
swallowing spiny remnants of black forests.

There was silence.

And just like that, fear began its rule.

--

--

Unlike NERV's geofront, the Earth's Cradle did not possess a spherical shell to provide
structure. Though it was blasted out of a mountain, even nuclear devices could not
create a perfect cavern. It was also necessary to support the walls and ceiling, that
the millions of tons of rock should not crush what it was supposed to protect. The
layout looked more like an odd teardrop shape, arranged around the central shaft.

Iruel's core lay at the center of a perfect sphere, containing the Earth's Cradle and
its surrounding earth; a sphere six kilometers across. It provided the casing that
allowed survival through all but the most adverse of conditions; such as that similar
to what happens at the corona of a star.

The very heart of the Cradle was dimly-lit, most of that light coming from the
glowing blue Angel core. In fact, the entire level was a confusing mess of shadows,
stairs, jutting framework and highly unsafe railing-less walkways. The darkness
helped discourage, or at least make it more difficult for snoopers. They would never
see the things that waited with vicious glee for those who dared that did not belong.

But mostly? It used to be Dr. Lader's laboratory. He had full control over the Earth's
Cradle. He just liked being an asshat like that.

Those who worked within it had natural night vision, in any case. The technicians
either had slit animalistic pupils or had their eyeballs replaced entirely by glowing
green visors. Kaworu Nagisa stepped up to the platform directly above the core, his
feet unerring in the shadows. Everything was clear as day to him.

It was a few days before Leliel's attack. He looked up to the men still in their silvered
armor, suspended in the air. They were alive, by a narrow degree of definition. The
hybrid smiled slightly. Thick cables sprouted from their backs like bony wings, and
wires pierced their silvered helms as akin to spiny halos. Nutrients bubbled up
through clear tubes into their abdomens. The silence rang with their torment.

"Still life." Kaworu mused. "An exercise in futility." He stepped up to the central
platform directly above Iruel's core. Again he glanced up to the captured psykers
the down to Leliel's pulsating blue sphere. He smiled thinly. "You will hide no more
secrets from me."

There was a landing pad at the center of the platform. The darkness seemed to crack,
with lines of silvery energy flicking in and out. With a 'whoosh' of displaced air,
something burst out of empty space.

Martin Arthur Bettelheim dropped to the mes metal floor and began rolling around.
He was on fire. Kaworu sighed, and with a gesture those flames subsided. "Now
do you believe when I say it's a bad idea to try and tangle with a Golden Saint?
While shuffling anyone with psychic potential off to Tokyo-3 as some sort of
Metahuman Registration Act actually works out to our advantage, that doesn't mean
we don't need to act with subtlety."

"I... am going to kill that bitch." the teenager snarled. "I'll make her scream."

Kaworu sighed again. Stubborn determination had its good points, but... "If all you
want to be is a feral attack drone, then you don't need the portions of your brain that
grant higher intelligence." He smirked. "Just tell me if you want more power, you will
have it."

The Trident Warborn pilot grumbled resentfully, but stepped to attention. The air
above Iruel's core sparked again, and a lithe cloaked figure emerged.

"Nagisa." Sarah Campbell greeted with a respectful bow.

"Oh, now finally someone who DOES understand subtlety. I assume with Martin here
drawing all attention you fulfilled your objective?"

"Certain enclaves are prepared to join us. Not all psykers actually respect the UN's
heavy-handed efforts. Given a choice between power and captivity, they chose power."

"Good. The Psykana, no matter how much they sugar-coat their words, are practicing
a policy of discrimination.

"Well I DID manage to secure bodies for what we're up to..." Martin added with a
whine. "I only used half the gold you gave me."

"I managed to secure the assistance of several higher-echelon generals and
politicians. It was easy."

"They were lolicons, it doesn't count!" He took in her cloaked form. "Come here." She
obediently did so. He put his hands on her hips and asked roughly "How far did they
get?"

Her unnnaturaly red lips twitched up, in a cruel smirk. "The new mind-worms are much
smaller, containing patterns to grow inside the body, and may travel up... very small
orifices." She looked satisfied. "I'm sure it was... painful."

"Good."

Kaworu stepped away, to let them have that odd bonding moment. Both teenagers
had little problem in treating their bodies as just one more weapon; reinforced by the
forced evolution of their symbiotes. The hybrid had a naturally flexible idea of what
constitutes 'self', but the two had bonded in a way that disturbed even him. It was
not the co-dependency of camaraderie, not love, not friendship... but perhaps just
as enduring.

They followed him as he walked up the levels to a variety of mysterious apparatus.
Though he had all that power and absolute obedience, Kaworu felt even more strongly
alone. All his closest kin wanted to kill him. The one who could truly comprehend his
motivations... would probably not leave anyone speaking heresy against humanity
leave with his testicles unsquished.

'Sohryu... you're one of the few who can really understand. All things are tools. You can
have power, you may be beautiful forever...' he thought with a sigh. 'Save me from being
surrounded by all-too-predictable fools.'
"Doctor Lader, status report!" Kaworu asked aloud as he reached a circular dais.
The darkness began to light up with glowlamps and assorted blinkenlights. Loud
metallic laughter rose from all around, and upon a curved main screen Dr. Vord
Lader's face appeared. It was a photomosaic picture, only formed out of thousands
of live video and monitoring sections; just to show off his processing power.

"The -status-, like you asked the last time is -approaching perfection-!" the scientist
replied exultingly. "Everything runs at the fullest efficiency, -nothing- escapes my
inspiring attention."

"Some... are uncomfortable about how this impacts their privacy." Kaworu noted.
"You might want to tone it down."

"Pah, like I care about any of their -disgusting- meatbag ways. You are all so -slow-!
So hideous! So... consumed by repetetive, pointless needs! How can any of you
consider your limited fleshy awareness -living-?! The world's -finest minds-, PAH!
-Pathetic- bundles of delusional neurons. I am the very harbinger, the -crack- in the
singularity!"

"Be proudly post-humanist some other time, Doctor. What the Moon Cradle lacks in a
controlling intelligence it more than makes up for having survived over four billion
years."

The disembodied scientist frowned. "How?!" he asked, LEDs flaring red. "Who built
the Moon Cradle? I -severely doubt- the Angels would have any need for such
-technology-?"

"It's a mystery to me too, but regardless" he waved that aside "... it has powerful
weapons. Very powerful weapons. Facing away from the planet, it can threaten
things out through astronomical units... but fortunately I also know the weapon
requires Angel DNA for activation, and takes a very long time to charge." Kaworu
looked up sharply. "So, have you settled the exit conditions?"

"Time -dilates- here, in otherspace. I can calculate to a degree -where- we should
drop out of warp, but not the -when-... we may be off by several hours. Fortunately
it seems psychic energy and the AT-field are mutually opposing." Lights all around
turned green. "We may -approach in stealth-."

Martin chuckled darkly. "Fine, fine... how is my Jagd Wulf? I want to hit hard and
fast, it was bad enough just trying to capture that Angel... it needs to be much
stronger, more worthy of me!"

"The -modifications- are complete." he was told. "It is not an S2 Engine, but through
the same warped space properties, the Cradle may now feed power directly into the
Jagd Wulf's core. Like the Evangelions, it is -part Angel-." Dr. Lader turned to Sarah.
"The Phoenix Spasm, likewise." Then he turned back to Kaworu. "The Barrel-Lios
however, is a total loss. Your -new- Trident Warborn is still -incomplete-, in having to
build around an enemy's -casing-..."

Kaworu nodded somberly. "As long as we're ready." Below his feet, two more great
spheres began to glow; one red and the other yellow. Angel cores designate Bardiel
and Zeruel.

--

--

The dark side of the moon held a different character to one familiar to everyone.
Instead of the rolling craters and empty seas that gave the impression of a face, the
friendly man in the moon; the far side was a pock-marked mess.

The Earth's Cradle slid out of the darkness, its matte black shell difficult to discern.
It hung in space near the moon's south pole, over South Pole-Aitken basin. "The
-largest impact crater- in the Solar System... formed in the early stages of the solar
system, from something very large striking at low-velocity at a very low angle." Dr.
Lader commented idly in hish rasping mechanical voice. "Though Oceanus Procellarum
is proposed to be a much larger and older impact crater."

"No. This is older." Kaworu looked up at the map with a slight frown. "To spin the
Moon around, I know the very thing that caused this. Adam remembers." He smirked.
"Though she sleeps, it was a very satisfying memory..."

"Oh? This would be billions of years ago, when the world was still molten rock. What
did happen?" If the moon faced inward at that time, as evidenced perhaps from the
much larger assortment of seas and craters that gave the near side its interesting
shadows... then 'It would have to -conveniently- strike the moon though being drawn by
-the Earth's gravity well-. Or...'

The merest fraction of that unimaginably ancient memory linked to their shared
telephatic consciousness was a humbling experience, beyond what the scientist had
ever felt. It only served to intensify his own ego afterwards, unfortunately. A being
that had no problem walking around lava should -not- have been brought low by mere
creatures such as man.

"I remember when the moon was red, and the world was clad in thick rainment."
Kaworu spoke in a hollow tone. "I remember shaping stars, and watching my
creatures eat their fill out of worlds. I remember..." He clutched at his face, and
snarled in pain.

More than violence, closer than a caress, rending the fabric of reality; the battles
between the Evangelions and Angels pale beside the wrath of their Source. When
true Gods war, worlds return to the cauldron - in many ways the Earth was fortunate.
They spent most of their power against each other and settled the issue well before
life could assert itself.

"Filthy thieves and worthless charlatans!" the angel hybrid snarled, still covering half
his face. He wanted to dig into his own skull. "Today we make them PAY for their
ARROGANCE!"

Despite what most expected, the vast majority of people within the Earth's Cradle
were not mind-controlled slaves or nihilistic lunatics. Kaworu looked around the
perfectly serviceable control center, and saw only their absolute and freely-given
trust. The shared telepathic consciousness made lying an absolute impossibility.

There was a very distinctive beeping. "Main screen turn o... oh, wait, we already did
that." The projector showed a flat black slab with 01 - SOUND ONLY in glowing red
upon it. "Ah, Chairman Keel." Kaworu greeted cheerfully.

Other slabs appeared in a holographic matrix surrounding the white-haired teen. This
was a surprise even to Dr. Lader, the Earth's Cradle's comm systems were not built
like that. "Nagisa." the 01 slab said in an atonal, faintly echoing voice. "What is your
business here?"

"I have come to end this farce."

"Still befriending mortals, I see. Has that ever turned out well?" SEELE 04 said
sharply. "You have grown, Nagisa, I will not ask you to return to our side. But I
demand you cease your attack!"

The hybrid sighed again. "I will not." He rubbed at his forehead. "I am free of your
chains, old men. And madam." with a nod to SEELE 07. "I have come to take back
what is mine."

"Then you will regret these words." SEELE 04 blinked out. "I look forward to when we
meet again."

"Nagisa. We had an agreement. Doing this will forever separate you from the unity
you so long desired." said SEELE 01. "Do not underestimate the power we yet
command... and we hold the jey to your immortality. Desist now and we may yet
forget your betrayal."

"I said no. Your poisons and plots no longer trouble me."

"You would not be here without us, Nagisa. Reject your purpose at our own peril."
The Angel hybrid sighed. "It is also written: My parents are the heaven and the
earth." He looked up and bared his teeth. "My home is -my body-.... My strength is
-adaptability-. My ambition is taking -every opportunity- with fullness." His voice
began to echo. "My friend is my -mind-. My enemy is -carelessness-. My protection is
-right action-." Then he grinned fiercely.

"And my weapons ARE EVERYTHING THAT EXISTS." Kaworu began to laugh. "It is
not my hand that I am once again given flesh. The pleasure of destroying you is
not something I can ever surrender to Ikari. "

The members of SEELE began to blink out, their disgust clear in the silence. Only
SEELE 01 remained. "The details are different." said Keel. "But this is remains a
scenario that was expected."

Kaworu felt giddy. Second only to battling out with Ikari and Tokyo-3 directly, he felt
so alive! His human half roared and raged, filling his veins with anticipation. He could
feel the animal-mind of the Cradle respond.

A window on the main screen projection opened up. It showed the face of a white-
mustached military man."Ah, General Stockman, are the forces ready? I apologize
for shoving you into play, but we lack any real Air or Space Force generals." Kaworu
smirked a bit. "So you'll have to do."

"This is insane. You're insane." the Scot mumbled out. "You've damned us all."

"Look, you -know- these hindbrains are much more reliable than any AI we can make
right now, and putting bioforms out means you shouldn't have soldiers to waste and silly
moral quandaries to make."

"I don' agree with ANYTHING you've said an' all this is still blasphemy against all
that is just and holy. What you've done to us, will never be right again."

Kaworu sighed. "And you're sentient again. So what if you were a self-aware brain in
a jar for a few days before we could prepare a clone body? You are a soldier, general.
You know what to have to do. Get over it."

"You will burn, Nagisa. I wi' spend my immortality waitin' to see it."

"Yes, yes, dissent is encouraged in the communal consciousness. Democratic process
for the Greater Good and so on." Everyone could feel his frustration. 'Why does Shinji
Ikari get to have unflinching competence when it is I who directly improve upon their
own strengths?' Reassurance flowed back through the telepathic commonality. 'Human
beings, so trapped in their own limited perspectives. A simple fact of their pitiful lifespan.'
"You have been lied to, you have been betrayed." he spoke out through the Cradle-
wide speakers. "You were offered as sacrifice to their egoes. Not all of you have
chosen to accept the gift of the regenesis... but you are here because you know the
truth. Even NERV is nothing more than a puppet. We are the ones truly worthy of
this power, and protecting the Earth...! Banish your fear and let us fight, only fools
stand in the way of the Greater Good!"

There were no cheers, for there was only the utter certainty of the prepared mind.

--

"Yeah, yeah, jawohl!" Martin Bettleheim laughed as his Jagd Wulf launched itself out
into space. The Moon's scant gravity grabbed at his Trident Warborn and brought it
down lightly as a leaf. The Phoenix Spasm flew out of the iris opening with shrieking
speed, though vacuum was no place for wings.

Dust flung up as he landed, and his machine-beast set off at an easy lope across the
chalky, blasted terrain. It was very saurian, though more allo- than tyranno-. It had
six globular eyes, two facing forward and two pairs along the side of its skull. It had
jagged, overlapping scales as armor, and sharp spines protuded out from the back
of its head.

In the hollow of the age-forgotten terrain there stood a monolith. It was formed of
black yet faintly greenish rock, like extremely aged cheese. It was a steep tower
with the ground around it broken as if stabbed through.

The featureless rock began to ripple, and through standing liquid emerged six large
white winged shapes. "So they are -finished-." Dr. Lader hissed. "Evangelion -Mass
Production Type-."

"It -has- been a year." Kaworu replied offhand. "They may not have Ritsuko Akagi, but
even trial and error has its use in developing the dummy plug system." The mention
of NERV's famous scientist irked Dr. Lader, but Kaworu seethed with SEELE's defilement
of his own flesh.

Eyeless wormlike heads with thick red lips bared their teeth and took flight. Indeed
there was great resemblance between the Warborns and the MP Evangelions. They
carried large double-ended weapons, like two broadwords stuck together hilt to hilt
as a hugely improbable spear. Sarah Campbell banked low to the ground as the six
Evas approached.

Trident Warborn Phoenix Spasm had the same basic shape to the Jagd Wulf, if
upside-down. The legs became forward-canted wings and arms ended in sickle claws.
It retained the chin-mounted 20mm cannon for some reason. The rounds plinked
against the Evas' massive blades, used as a shield.

They swooped down, predators to feast upon a baser creature. The Jagd Wulf leapt
up, and caught one with its massive jaws. The Eva shrieked, and tried to beat at the
thing chomping down around its waist, but the manlike arms of the Warborn was
enough to keep it bay.

Martin tasted bitter and spicy blood as the Trident began to drink. The white-armored
Eva wailed and began to shrink, even as the biomechanical muscles of his Trident
began to bulk out. Its six eyes began to glow. Bones began to protrude, turning into
armor. Meat was torn apart, cells reshaped, and ancient strength was poured into new
skins.

The other Evangelions hung in space, confused. They were beyond fear, but their
instincts returned conflicting impressions. Remaining motionless to watch something
gorge upon a reflection of themselves; a bad idea. The Phoenix Spasm rushed at
one, impaling it with its claws, and dragged it to the ground. Sarah exposed her
Warborn's own serrated teeth and likewise began to feed.

That shocked them into action. The white Evangelions began to fly in circles around
the two, reaching for the proper moment to act. There was unity there, beauty in
motion even among great monstrosities. Just the sight of it pained Kaworu.

Martin began to laugh hysterically. He tossed away the nearly hollow MP Eva with a
flick of his head, and roared. The sound was carried through the medium of an active
AT-field.

The MP Evas hissed in response, and separated. They flew low and fast, and the
Warborns rushed to meet them. All their defiant roars mingled in the light of their
souls, and when they met there was only blinding power.

--

--

Shinji Ikari had a reputation. The same reputation as his father, incidentally. The
boy had no trust for his ridiculous string of luck for the random number gods would
turn on their followers in the most unexpected moments. The degree of paranoid
preparations and backup plans unfortunately only added to the effect.

It was not as if Yang was not accused of the same nigh-on precognitive planning, but
there was also the benefit to having telepaths in your staff. The Chinese genius was
probably even encouraging the rumors just so he could have the comfort of people
looking at someone else first before doing anything, just for change.

Angel attacks aside, oh yes, Yang Wen-li was quite happy with the situation.

Shinji Ikari was feeling what the former admiral had to deal with from day to day,
trying to escape the unconscious analysis of every piece of data that comes along.
Survival depended upon that frantic clarity.

Being stuck underground in NERV's hospital meant he had access only to information
that anyone would bring. Someone more brash would have ranted and raved about
being denied access to news, just for the sake of saving his mind the worry. To him
the path of least resistance was... the easiest.

Simply to let his mind abandon worry. To relax. If they needed him, they would ask
for it. The rest of them were competent in their own fields,

That he accepted the necessity was different from the fact that he was starting to
get bored out of his own skull.

"Everything is the same, day after day. Fine; the books are interesting, and I know
I can blow out of here any time I wish." he mused. "But that world seemed so self-
consistent too. How do I really know this isn't some illusion in an overlapping matrix?"

"Ah, but I am here, am I not?"

"I mean, seriously, how is insanity a proof of being able to percieve reality?" the boy
said while he nursed a migraine. "How can arguing with myself be considered a sign of
mental health?" He groaned. "By the Emperor, I'm so bored."

At the same time, a portion of his mind was shouting, are you nuts?! Well, okay, yes
you are... but being bored is a GOOD THING!
"Maya. The illusionary world." the boy young teen murmured. Less than two months in
a Buddhist monastery could not make him think he was anywhere even -close- to
enlightenment. Though he had the oaths of obedience from most of the hidden
psychic subsocieties on Earth, it still rankled that with raw power he could kick
around those who -had- attained enlightenment.

A fragment of memory drifted across his consciousness.

------

--
"Cheats he does. Massively." the chief abbot of Javaal tried to explain. "As if brain
size of a house he has, weighing more tons than everyone here combined, power
outside all together can mold. Nirvana to be free of the cycle of suffering, but even
if trapped gods are; does not mean command line parameters they lack. Boy got
mad skills, yes."
"You're fired." said Shinji Ikari.
------

"That other world... that fear. It's been so long since I felt such nightmares." He had
no doubts about the fate of humanity; he just had to trust that all the tools were
up for the task. There was a reason he refused to predict the possibilities around his
loved ones; other than the basic will not to have them as mere puppets to his will,
there were too many possibilities that end with their deaths. "... there is a reason I
fear the moment to really cut loose."

The room was the same. The geofront layout was the same. He closed his eyes and
could trace in his mind the path of rampage to the Evangelion cages. He could still
hear the alarms, could smell the harsh trace of ozone in the air... and taste the
sheer desperation.

--

There was a wall there. Now there was none.
That look of fear in Asuka's eyes. And... yearning? She wanted to be strong, to be
seen as the best. There was nothing exactly preventing her from being Shinji Ikari's
equal in every way; but the Asuka Langley-Sohryu he knew was much happier with
the direct approach. That one... did not know the difference between strength
and power. It was cruelly destroying her certainties.
The savage otherness in Ayanami's eyes. How conscious could Lillilth be? He was
trapped with a girl more omnicidal than the usual.
Misato looked at him with such hatred... the 9mm Beretta she carried could not harm
him, and Shinji told her that. So she pulled out a HK MP5 submachine gun and let him
have it full auto. He felt like laughing. That was why he loved her, but telling her that
could only make her more angry.
Unit 01 was not willing to cooperate. It was painful to be rejected. He could share that.
--

It was his personal nightmare, fulfilled to the utmost. He had to pretty much destroy all
hope for that world just to escape. "What matters is that it -felt- real. What -remains- is a
moral defeat."

The Farseer frowned and crossed her arms. "How long do you plan on whining about
this? Visions in themselves may be misleading or self-fulfilling. What do you fear
more; having to do -that- again, or not having the will to actually do so when it
proves -necessary-?

Remember your own creed: The wise do not fear. The fearful do not think."

"I stand at the edge of a cliff, do you understand?! Once I start, it's going to be very
difficult to stop. I have too many secrets... you know if I tried that here, the least I
can expect is a Bolt round to the face. Every choice has its consequence... it's bad
enough that people listen to me 'in potentia' of the threat I represent- actualize that
and I'd have get the plan going on how to seize control of -all those nukes-. That's
not going to make -anybody- happy.

It.. all boils down to control. Too little and there is only death for those I touch. Too
much and I end up with just slaves all around me."

"An interesting return to the Mahayana teachings we tasted. In all things, let there
be moderation. Even in moderation." Well did the Eldar know Slaanesh, the Chaos
God of Excesses. They were creatures of emotional extremes, and it took the death
of their race to temper that heart.

Shinji clenched his bony hands into fists. "It's still not right. How did this happen? A
year ago my greatest concern was to save up enough money for some classic books
at an online auction. A year ago, I would have laughed at the notion I would ever
cause nations to think twice..."

He clutched at his head. "Even now I can't believe it! HOW DID THIS HAPPEN?! The
probabilities are ridiculous. How could I warp so much of the world...? This must
be how Akagi-sensei feels... all the time...! By the Emperor, I feel her torment. It's not
logical! How...!"

"Get enough people to believe something, and it acquires a reality all its own." the
Farseer replied with a contenmptous toss of her flowing black hair. She leaned back
and let the sunlight filter through her fingers. "Thus exist such powerful notions as...
religion. Nation. Duty. Destiny. You are controlled as much as you control; look too
deep into one future and you lose all Sight."

"A year ago, my worst fear was looking foolish among my peers. Now, even though
increasing factors should muddle up potential events well beyond prediction...
everything is just clicking, fitting, to leave two futures. Either one... some... all of
those I live must die; or we suffer Impact."

"This... is -obvious-. Even a warped mind can see the odds stacked against it. You
would be in even more denial than the usual if you actually even -fantasize- that
anyone can emerge out of this unscathed." She smiled cruelly. "It is not fear that
you shirk from... it is the shame that you feel, of being excited for getting the
great work done."

"Oh, do go away." the boy sighed, and waved aside. Dust drifted off, formless, in the
sunbeams off a windowsill.

A few moments later, the door to his hospital room opened. Misato stood there, her
face carefully expressionless.

"Oh." Shinji said, wide-eyed. "Bad news?"

"There's something you need to see, Shinji-kun." the woman said softly. She stood
there in full dress uniform. She had her hat on, and did not look happy.

--

--

Unsurprisingly, the world's first reaction to the Earth's Cradle touching down(other
than OHSHI-!) was to mass for an assault. Germany had escaped Impact more-or-
less unscathed. Sahaquiel's assaults pulverized Berlin-2, but otherwise left the
army intact. This was fortunate, but it also brought up bad memories. A minor civil
war almost broke out, from the UN decree for Registration.

It was discrimination. It would have been racism, if only psychoativity was not so
damn random. The subcultures were limited to who they could or choose to protect
of course. Hitler's obsession with the occult coincided with SEELE's needs, leading
finally to the discovery of the Dead Sea scrolls in 1947. Nevertheless, echoes of
that time were to be avoided.

From the simple marks of indentification, to the slow erosion of liberties, then to be
feared... despised... treated as subhuman. Many fought against the UN measure, and
not without good cause. It took the destruction of Madrid, the burning of Budapest,
and the running battle through Salt Lake City to convince the world that the risks
just might outweigh certain moral qualms.

Death or imprisonment remained an unappealing choice. Only the Adeptus Psykana
could reliably indentify human psychics, and could defend against those who go out of
control. That was where parallels to the Holocaust began to break down.

Death was no comfort, as parasite creatures could take over any recently deceased
body just as fine. There was something even more macabre about it, that the rot and
the infirmities would be repaired all the way back to living condition. Hearts would
beat, blood would flow. The mind-worms could not repair neurons... but replacing it.
They were all un-dead, in the sense of being cured of that malady. If you were
caught, would enough of your consciousness remain to scream in silence even as your
body tried to defile your loved ones?

Mutation forms were worse. With tough, spiny skins, baked jaws and claws that could
tear open tank armor like it was paper- there seemed to be no difference as to what
level of psyhic potential you once had. As if there was a genetic trigger, then the
parasites would accelerate the body's evolutionary defenses. The damn things were
bulletproof, and should anything get through that hide the wounds would heal up so
frighteningly fast. The machinegun, historically ending mass charges, was insufficient
to deal with such a return to brutal inhuman warfare.

Only the Adeptus Psykana, the suddenly-revealed secret, could stand against that
terror. Only the Legio Heraklitus, with their mighty armor, could wade deep into the
sea of corruption.

Individuals with psychic potential, for their protection, had to be relocated to more
secure locations. "Concentration camps", some would spit. Even one-percent of one
percent of three billion was still three hundred thousand people. Javaal was open to
the world at last, but while the mountains were easy to defend it was also hideously
difficult to get there. The UN had teeth at last, but it was hard to move with unanimous
unpopularity.

Tokyo-3 was by all definitions the most fortified location on the planet, but also the
most dangerous. Those who boarded Black Ships to go there were almost entirely
volunteers - gambling on the great work. NERV's American Branch was less dangerous
but still in clear possibility of an attack. There was risk in putting people so close to
the Evangelions... true, the god-machines were best able to protect them, but
it was impossible to remove resentment, and there was always the possibility of
sabotage.

America had its own Evangelion. Most of Asia was within the 'AT-field umbrella' of
NERV's three battle-proven Evangelions. Europe was not so lucky. They had to make
do with military bases, which while defensible... indeed brought up so many bad
memories.

--

Three armies converged almost immidiately upon the Earth's Cradle. The core
members of SEELE had already moved to the safety of the Moon Cradle, and had little
influence or interest in the world's more mundane affairs. Russia did not have a
monopoly on boltguns, the frame and the formula easy enough to reproduce. France
and Germany rushed to the site, somewhere south of Leipzig. The NSSR, having the
most experience against the horrors the Cradle might unleash, rushed with little
resistance through Poland... cheered on, even. It was an odd experience.

The dark, puplish miasma around the Cradle spread. It choked the air, fouling up
radar and radio- a pulsating confusing mess even on infared. It was a literal no-
man's land. Those who dared to venture inside, to evacuate the poor towns caught
within... none of them returned.

A reconnaissance-in-force... massive, massive force... was required. They had tanks.
They had men. They had directed microwave communicators, they had Psykana
attaches, they had artillery. Bombers were at pre-planned flight paths, ready to drop
N2 mines should the armies fail even one scheduled communications slot.

They went in, fully prepared that every single one of them might die.

They went out, barely fifteen minutes afterward. They brought word.

Kaworu Nagisa had surrendered.

The reactions were predictable.

--

--

"-What- the -fuck-?!" Misato had yelled right at the UN Secretary General's face. The
woman had decided to break the news directly, instead of relying on Kaji. "You can't
possibly be serious."

"Look, like it or not, we don't need any more enemies right now. Other than the
damage from the Earth's Cradle crashing down, they haven't actually done anything
we can -prove- to be malicious. Kaworu Nagisa seems sincere in his offer of a truce."

Misato began to rub at her forehead. She was not sure why, but Shinji had a real
hate-on for the boy. It could be just jealousy, since Asuka was being very vague
about how much contact she had with Nagisa... but there was no data whatsoever
on the boy's background and both the elder Ikari and Ritsuko were being more
evasive than the usual about it. Misato hated secrets.

Yet it was secrets she now carried. She supposed she was being rather obvious
about it. That Shinji Ikari was far too polite to ask only made her feel more guilty.
The boy was often so soft-spoken and deliberate, that there was some sadistic thrill
in seeing just what it would take to push that berserk button.

Responsibility weighed heavily on Misato's shoulders. She was... unsuitable... as a
mother figure or role model, and her recent kick upstairs forced her to balance
between leading the small army around Tokyo-3 and taking care of her Children. She
would choose the latter over the former, no question.

She sighed as she sat. Feeling like a woman involved more than sweat and pleasure
and being filled... the domesticity back at her apartment was such at odds with how
in the end only she had the authority to order them into their deaths. She was
getting too attached- bad, very bad, for command.

Misato went over to her seat, pointedly ignoring the slow tapping of Shinji's walking
stick as he went over to his own usual spot. For all the damage the boy could cause,
it was still surprising just how... fragile... he actually looked in person.

Gendo was elsewhere, and so was Kaji. Everyone else on high command was there,
even Yang in a direct teleconference link to Cerberus Base. Shinji had to resist the
urge to ask why they all wore such serious faces. Even Asuka seemed more agitated
than the usual, leaning back on her chair and drumming impatiently with her
fingertips upon the table. Maya looked worried, but as before no one else seemed to
notice since she was just there to run the projector. Uncharacteristically, Rei had a
look of concern (directed at Asuka) while Ritsuko just seemed far too relaxed.

"That's a nice screen." Shinji said to Yang as he sat at his usual spot, between the
two other pilots.

The former admiral nodded. It was an LCD monitor with a minicamera on a motorized
base. "It's not like there are any bandwidth problems over three kilometers away.
Still, you people are still far too paranoid about letting anyone into the geofront." He
swiveled to look at each there in turn.

Mana Kirishima being the obvious exception, since her command of -Magnos Tancred-
was closely linked to the Evangelions. Yang had yet to actually meet Gendo, which
was... a pleasant accident.

Misato coughed. "All right. Let's get this strategic meeting to order." She took a deep
breath as the lights darkened slightly. "Ritsuko...?"

The blond muttered something about 'existing for exposition nowadays...' and began
narrating recent events. Light reflecting off the screen showed the boy's face shocked
and frantic. The Earth's Cradle, damaged or not, was still six kilometers across. In an
uncontrolled descent, it would have hit with the force of a multi-megaton nuke.

That it had enough power to control its descent was more troubling. That was why
NERV decided not to use the anti-orbital Asahino Lance Cannon to knock it out of the
sky. The purplish miasma creeping out the swollen sphere marked a place outside of
mankind's dominion.

"I understand, letting me worry about this wouldn't have helped anything." Shinji
said dully. "Yang-sensei is here, and you Misato-san, and Ritsuko-sensei... the
strategic level is easy to settle. The only reason to bring me here..."

The screen flickered and switched onto a smiling face. Shinji unclenched his fingers
and put a hand over Asuka's own shaking fists. "Kaworu."

--

"My name is Kaworu Nagisa." the young teen said. Confidence, ever confidence. He
had a manner that reassured, that complex problems could be reduced to simpler
and solvable components. "I speak for the Earth's Cradle. I'm here to ask you to
allow for humanity's Greater Good."

It was a worldwide broadcast, carried by news services allowed entry into the Cradle.
Behind the boy was the circle-within-a-circle symbol of the Tau. Oddly appropriate,
thought those who knew about Angel cores.

"The Earth's Cradle is partially Angel, as you see, but does that mean it has to be
this world's enemy? Evangelions are born of Angel flesh. Are you afraid of the angel
parasites? I'll tell you this- it's not the first time human and Angel DNA was mixed.
NERV and I share the same objectives... but while they may like to keep their secrets
the Cradle will give you all. I am Kaworu Nagisa. I have been created as a human-
Angel hybrid. Like Ayanami Rei. Like what they intend for the pilots. We are made to
be weapons, to be used up for the Evangelions.

I deny this fate."

--

Shinji turned to Rei, who shrugged faintly. "This... when was this released?" he
asked hoarsely.

"Eight hours ago." replied Ritsuko, pausing the video for a while. "So portions of it
were shown in morning news." NERV had made its own initial press response. "What
you're looking at is the complete transmission direct from NATO."

He turned to look at Rei. "You've been at school." the boy realized. Maya's influence
had lead to Rei owning more than just her school uniforms for casual wear. "How
did... was there any trouble?"

Rei shook her head, apparently it explained her weirdness. Some of the students
were wary, but it was Tokyo-3. Even that failed to shock them. Asuka spoke up that
anyone who crossed Ayanami would answer to her. And Hikari. And Touji. And Mana.
Kensuke did not really care either way. Genetics was so... haphazard.

"So that's why my father isn't here. He's explaining himself to the UN, isn't he?"
Kaworu could be lying, but it has been said that great lies are often more believable
than little truths. "Ritsuko-sensei... your records..."

The scientist sniffed. "Sometimes secrets are kept away from the light for a reason.
Somehow I'm not surprised you Children already know about this." It caught Misato
off-guard, like many. Ritsuko knew most forms of DNA testing would not show Rei as
any more than human, but Gendo was trying to turn such things into leverage. She
did not bother to deny it - the scenario called for things to come to a head soon
enough, there was no point in trying to slow down the political process.

It all came down to the Evangelions, anyway. No court had any power, as long as
the Angels remained a threat.

NERV's secrets. Nagisa, by revealing them, could hobble Tokyo-3 as the UN had to
demand proofs either way for each assertion.

Oddly enough, the existence of SEELE was so cliche and unbelievable that Kaworu
decided not to mention that.

--

"We don't have to fight against each other. Look around you. The Cradle was
humanity's last hope against extinction, and now it can offer you so much. We are
in no way your enemies. I applaud NERV and Tokyo-3's defense of the world, but
humanity's future is here."

What with the bouncing and the spinning, one would have assumed it would be a
miracle for the Cradle to land right-side up. Even if it could shift in place, it should
still have an underground layout.

The walls where of faintly translucent metal. There was something unnerving about
the place, being able to reshape itself to suit its occupants. It was a living thing,
while the power of Tokyo-3 was clad in metaphor.

There were no hard edges to be found, and the soothing pastel colors were not
paint. The journalists were wary but amazed, the military with them were itching
with paranoia. It was all too safe and welcoming. They were maintaining the
quarantine, but no one wanted to leave in the first place.

"You have questions." said Kaworu, still smiling faintly. The conference hall had a
missing fourth wall, allowing those inside to see the looming shapes of the Trident
Warborns. "Please let me answer them to your satisfaction."

Three armies were poised to strike, but were held at bay that nothing short of a nuke
(and even that was uncertain) could even hope to inconvenience three nearly
Evangelion-class war machines.

"How can we really trust anything you say?" was the most important. Kaworu nodded.
"How can you be sure that I'm not still under the control of an Angel? Even if I say we're
not supposed to be humanity's enemies... what's my proof of that?

This is related to other questions- what do the Angels want? And why has the Cradle
returned in this condition?"

Kaworu held up a finger close to his lips. "Don't trust me. Only you can persuade
yourself. I am not here to tell you what to do, what to think- but only when you
know how things truly are, will you decide. I am here to give you everything you
need for an -informed choice-.

I know your fear... that the Angel's weapon, the mentalis annelid, it robs you of your
free will. And that we have that weapon to deploy.

But it is a poor weapon. It has conquered death, and for what purpose? Shambling
mindless monstrosities? The Angels, ultimately, are a force of evolution. I believe such
is Dr. Akagi's words. When Angels attack, they don't concieve of these things as
weapons... but as extensions of the self. Even the AT-field." He waved both hands
over his face and clenched them. The walls seemed to retract, shocking everyone.

"I am made in the shape of man. I know the Angels. I know how much they hate,
how ruled by instinct, how every attack merely an expression of supreme emotion.
Humans and Angels compete for the right to exist. This is my proof - that I will bring
the Greater Good into this world, that all life should be worthy of existing. This is my
gift- this CHOICE to be allowed everyone. To IMPROVE, to BECOME... humanity
should not be trapped by the choices of a corrupt few, but to rule themselves as
much as they rule their environment.

The Greater Good is not an object of faith. We don't require slaves, we're not here
to turn people into weapons... no, it is ultimately left to everyone to decide how best
to improve themselves. Stasis is DEATH! Evolution is such a haphazard way into
improvement. You don't have to accept regenesis - but the Greater Good is here to
protect you anyway.

Trust is not an issue here. We fight the Angels just as much as you do. No, we will
not withdraw... we can't withdraw... the lands around the Cradle are hidden because
that's the best way to protect from orbital attacks.

We have already defeated two Angels, you see their cores there. More will come...
in shapes most suited to defeating whatever resistance this world can offer. We are
in this condition as proof that relying on the brute power of large, alien creatures is
not enough.

Not everyone here had undergone -regenesis-, but we all know - ultimately, it's not
enough to rely on human devices either. When has there ever been lasting peace on
this world? Even if the Angels should be defeated, what is there for the power of the
Evangelions? We of the Earth's Cradle are not interested in nations, in politics, or in
any old creed or religion... between human and angel, the dying and the immortal,
the Greater Good is the rational choice. We will not force anyone into it.

Don't trust me. Examine your options. Consider your flesh. Just -listen- to me and
understand what I'm saying. We have the same objectives as those in Tokyo-3, we
fight the Angels as much as they do and see no point in Third Impact. We bear them
and the world no ill will.

We will fight for our right to exist, if pushed. This Cradle is the source of a new age,
beyond pain and misery." He gestured to the symbol behind him. "The tree of
knowledge, the fruit of life. Together at last." He grinned. "All I ask is that you
consider the possibilities."

--

Misato shivered. 'He sounds... very much like Shinji-kun.' Except where the younger
Ikari was as fire, an unstoppable force piercing through timidity, Nagisa was as
flowing water, waring down objections and letting fear melt into nothiness.

There was more than just oratory there. It seemed as if the collective human psyche
was straining, painfully splitting into two.

From out of nowhere, Nagisa appeared; and seemingly stealing Ikari's schtick. One
had to admire the boy's chutzpah, though. He promised the world itself. The power
of the Earth's Cradle was too great to ignore. It offered Europe the protection that
NERV refused to give.

Just because one is making as a peace was no reason to believe that those hearing
it may share the same views, of course. The media had an obligation to report it
either way. The problem lay with how the rest of the world may receive it. Too much
were already wasted in war and weariness.

Those in NERV's conference room watched Shinji Ikari carefully. The boy might as
well have been made of granite, such was his tense control over his emotions. His
eyes were sharp upon the screen, doing as Kaworu said - considering and discarding
possibilities, countless eventualities at a glance.

Kaworu Nagisa's expression on the screen was far too mischevious for his own good.

'So this... is -heresy-.' Shinji decided. Now he finally knew how it really tasted.

--

The conference continued.

"Let me turn that question around. What do YOU want?" Kaworu asked, a distubingly
wide grin on his face. "How many more would you send to die for just LAND, for the
sake of national pride? What would you throw away for that feeling of power? We are
not going away. We're here to break open secrets and unseal doors. Peace can only
be won by bread and salt, not swords and spears.

The question is, what do you want to us to do? We are surrounded by your armies,
your word can shatter this broken world." He looked square at the screen. "Act. Decide.
Human beings are the masters of this Earth - let it be proven."

--

Asuka grit her teeth. "... even so, Germany is -mine-." Words could not convey how
much pride Shinji Ikari felt in hearing her say that. She remained the glorious child
of war. Her humanity shone, in all its pettiness and breadth.

'You dare taunt us with our own imperfections, Kaworu-kun?!' She put a hand over
her face, one eye left uncovered. 'You called me beautiful, once. The Greater Good...
sparkles because of the endless diversity within.'
"... the Greater Good is now -mine- to uphold." she whispered. Shinji flinched. It had
become a matter of doctrine. It could get really ugly.

Rei looked unsurprised. She had never really given thought to the future or trying to
predict how others may react. No matter how others tried to reassure her, she still
believed in her heart- she was not human.

Watching Kaworu claim humanity as his prize, it changed nothing. She was a weapon
and wished for orders, to kill and kill and kill until all memory of Kaworu Nagisa and
Adam was wiped from her Earth. He hurt Sohryu. 'He insults Ikari. He will die.' 
--

Kaworu laughed. "Superior to human beings? I certainly don't consider myself so.
Who decides what is human? Popular opinion?! The same opinions that drives the
crusades, that makes slaves, that condemns others as subhuman? Genetics? That
are in constant change? You who stand here are different from those a thousand
years ago, ten thousand...! The mutations add up!

Look at my eyes! The fold over the eyelid. What purpose does it serve? Yet I don't
have it. The color of the skin, the shape of the nose, nothing more than to help
man survive in his environment... yet these things are used to judge men's worth.
The difference between men and women.

Fat! Ugly! Tall! Short! Genius! Mundane! It's all too random! You preach equality
and teach people to be ashamed of what they are! You, the media, you say you're
there to speak the truth! But what keeps you going but the coin of advertising?!
What have you to say but the failure of decency? Markets thrive on illusions, dreams,
and even outright lies! Millions are spent, and flesh cut out, just to reinforce self-
esteem! Millions die, and homes wrecked, because nations and religions decide what
a human being SHOULD be- dead words deciding the lives of the many yet unborn.

Man is more than just biology. You are not just your shell. Man is a society, to be
human is to do the things that humans do. To strive ever for perfection... for
enlightenment, to touch eternity beyond the limits of mortal lifespan... and for the
most part, fail.

To be a human is to be counted among billions, striving ever for the same thing.
Improvement. Evolution is mindless, random. The Angels only react. The form is
secondary, is that not why we have technology? But technology is not the cure to
our problems. We all know this now. Ever has the greatest problem of mankind been
mankind itself. Change has to come from within.

Monsters will never defeat monsters. Only humans will be able to kill the Angels.
Humans are free to choose how they die."

The walls of the cradle began to shimmer in many translucent colors. Questions,
protests, and murmurs of approval or denial began to rise from the gathered men
and women.

"Why are we here?" Kaworu laughed. "I don't know. Isn't it worth living to find out?"
"What am we going to do? We will live. We will not be shaken. This little thing..." A
white snake-like thing slithered out the sleeves of his dark suit and wound around his
wrist. The journalists gasped, the soldiers tensed for action. Kaworu chuckled lightly.

"This little thing. You're afraid of it. Afraid to be cast out from this Eden of the
physical world. So be it. Just know that it is here. All the might of the Cradle pales
beside this discovery. Here is chance for mankind to shape its own future, to be
truly free.

Immortality. Not vampires, not zombies, not werewolves, not ELVES, NOT FAIRES,
NOT SUPERMEN! Nor any stupid little term from your volumes of entertainment. My
threat is not any army of deathless monsters. It is the knowledge that here I hold
the key to humanity's future.

We have the right to exist. There are certain philosophies about the Inward Path
and the Outward Path... the perfection of self, the mastery of the without. Here I
hold enlightenment in an instant. Humanity driven to the absolute limit. God's mercy
in my hand - the end to pain, to infirmity, to disease! If the shape of man in sacred,
then there is no blasphemy in letting it become as it suits itself.

This is the gift of our peace. Let us live. We shall become as a new Culture-..."

--

"Oh, HELL no!" Shinji Ikari stretched his right arm out and clenched his hand into a
fist. Kaworu had bent away for a moment to answer a new question, and the back-
light symbol behind him just crumpled inward.

--

Kaworu turned back to the podium and grinned. "Now, now... let's have some self-
control..." he said chidingly.

--

The lights brightened. Ritsuko paused the video. "WHAT THE HELL WAS THAT?!" she
shouted, her ahoge springing up.

"Oops."

"Gggh. This was sent eight hours ago! Maya! Transcript!" The NERV lieutenant
obediently handed over a folder. Ritsuko thumbed through the print-outs. "Still the
same." She slapped the folder to the table and her glasses glinted at Shinji. "You
have some things to explain, young man."

"Aheheh..."

"Don't give me that Misato treatment." (Hey!) a weak protest from aside. "I seem to
remember someone testifiying that you absolutely were NOT a psychic. That was
part of why the UN tolerates your speaking for the Psykana. Civilian oversight and
such."

But before he could respond, the scientist began banging her fist down at the
paper folder. "But THIS! So Nagisa is precognitive enough to predict how we here in
NERV will react eight hours in advance... and you can goddamn affect things EIGHT
HOURS IN THE PAST! I WON'T HAVE IT! YOU WILL NOT DRAW ME INTO YOUR
CIRCLE OF CRAZINESS!"

"Ritsuko-sempai!" Maya exclaimed worriedly, reaching out for her. She had pin the
woman's arms to keep her from strangling somebody... anybody. With the remote on
her left hand Ritsuko discreetly resumed the video.

--

"Now, now, let's all please remain calm."

--

"Fuck off." the blond spat.

--

"There's no need for that language." Kaworu added, looking hurt.

--

Ritsuko switched off the giant screen and slumped in Maya's grasp. "... you can let
me go now." she said in a very tired voice. She slid back over to her seat and cradled
her face in her hands. "It was bad enough eight hours ago... why is it that things
make sense in ways that make no sense...?"

Yang was feeling out of his depth. Mana Kirishima was obeyed, but her words about
NERV were taken with a grain of salt, consider her obvious... emotional bias. His
monitor swiveled over to Misato. He had nooo idea....

"I don't think I have to mention just how... indescribably bad... an effective
precognitive nullifies planning." Certainly he was accused of being that far too many
times. 'Tokyo-3 is very well-organized. Just when I get used to seeing its military
running smoothly, and think it's all as normal... I'm rudely reminded of just how insane
and unpredictable this place can get. I'm reminded that I'm still in a land completely
foreign to my senses.'
Although... the psychics sprinkled all around Tokyo-3 were that same risk to the rest
of the world. How does one outplan someone who can predict the unpredictable?

A chuckle.

"On further thought, this isn't really unexpected either." Ritsuko brought out a pack
of cigarettes from her lab coat. She waved away Maya's attempt to take out a lighter
(such a devoted assistant, and situational parallel hardly being any less disturbing
over time). She flicked her left thumb, and a small spark crackled from her metal-
capped nail.

Such a trifling thing, really. Chemical combustion was so old-fashioned. Even if she
was more on the biological sciences, it struck her as silly that she hadn't devoted a
fraction of her time and intellect into this convenience much sooner. Ritsuko took a
deep drag off her cigarette, leaned back on her chair and blew out a smoke ring.

"No, not just the habitual weirdness surrounding this place." Ritsuko grinned, as her
glasses glinted. "How can matter or the mind even survive the transition between
quantum anomalies in macroscale quantities and perceivable space? We should
examine those Marines again.

I do find it interesting that the girls aren't surprised by this... accident. Even you,
Maya. It seems the information's blocked two ways."

"Shinji....?" Misato asked tonelessly.

The boy winced. It was starting. His father had even warned him about it, months
ago. Nagisa would force him to act.

For her part, Misato Katsuragi still had difficulty shifting Shinji from someone she had
to protect. No matter what, he was never any threat. But in the end, the boy was
just too much like his father.

"Why?" she asked. She saw that the two other pilots were not surprised. She
wondered if these children... ever really saw themselves as human beings. What
was it really like, to command such godly power?

"... because I don't know everything." the boy whispered. 'Because I need you to
be you, Misato-san, free and unburdened. So we can all have this time before the
inevitable.'
The Katsuragi apartment, that life, it was his essence of normalcy. 'But it would be
too easy to mistake that need of someone for emotional nourishment. Family? Or
as a pet.' He could feel her hurt and anger, beneath the icy discipline. As long as he
was weak and pathetic the issue would never bubble up.

He wondered if Nagisa had considered this when allowing for immortals to live
among mortals.

The screen switched back on.

--

"Human beings are defined by their ability to choose." said Kaworu Nagisa. "We are
marked more for our differences than our similarities. Our history is colored by the
fruit of such differences.

I have the deepest respect for Shinji Ikari, for... Asuka Langley-Sohryu..., for Rei
Ayanami, for NERV, and all that they do. We do this in respect for their struggles.
Without their heroism, we wouldn't be here today.

But consider this. There are those among humanity being hunted down and brought
into captivity because of their abilities. It is said that for centuries they were self-
regulating, a society existing without a ripple among greater humanity. Why are they
exposed now? Why are they persecuted now?

Because of fear; because of us! For that fear nations are made to violate their own
people, to deny them the very protections they were owed! For what? A little tingle
on someone else's senses? These people who represent the unimaginable wonder
that is humanity's complexity are instead held captive by the mere CHANCE that
we would arrive.

We are here. But I tell you now that you have no reason to fear. The worms are
just that... mindless... just creatures, nothing beyond human understanding. We
of the Cradle petition the United Nations for a truce, and to prove ourselves as
willing allies for humanity's future. This darkness around the Cradle... is the blanket
that comforts the uncertain soul.

The Greater Good is to accept how every element may benefit the greater number.
We fight the Angels, yes, but they are more worthy of our pity than our hatred. In
time, even such beings would be mastered by the properly-prepared mind."

--

Shinji Ikari felt like slamming his head into a wall. He settled for the table.

Bam. Bam. Bam!

"Eloquent little monkey, isn't he?" Ritsuko said idly. "You don't have a monopoly on
mass theatrics anymore."

"This can't end well..." the boy said through grit teeth. "If they can control the
change when the mind worms interact with the psyker quality... then it should be
just as easy to switch back to the mutations forms."

"It is a trap." said Rei. "The nations should see that."

"I don't believe it." said Asuka. "He won't...! He... he's not out for world conquest
or anything like that sort of cliched villainy. He just wants to be allowed to live the
life he was given!"

"Whatever he wants, his existence has a polarizing effect." Yang sighed. "He
preaches division instead of unity. Most would see two defenders, and be glad
about it. But it only dilutes the support you would need to maintain your combat
states."

"He's trying to HELP people!" Asuka yelled.

Though a screen and several kilometers away, Yang held up both hands to try and
calm her down. "No one ever said changing the world was EASY or painless. Believe
me, I should know."

"Then shouldn't you not judge someone else so easily? At least he's trying! He's not a
monster..."

"Little girl, monsters are NOTHING as scary as a human being with something to
prove." The shift in his tone jarred the red-haired pilot. The glint in his eye, and
the force behind his voice. This was conqueror who could have seized the whole
world fifteen years ago.

For some reason people kept forgetting he was still a Communist, or at the very least
a hands-off Socialist. Just because China was the world's foremost source of cheap
goods... and that he looked far too lazy for such an active mind... fine. He sighed
again.

'I'm getting too old for this crap.' He was going to have to do something.

"Do you know why you were brought out here, young Mister Ikari? It certainly wasn't
to catch you in a lie." He looked... at peace. "The issue still remains that -something-
was able to bring down the Cradle, and it's inevitable that it would be coming here."

Misato nodded cautiously.

"China, as you well know, used to hold NERV Branch Four. Ten years ago, I was
asked if it would be worth investing a not-insignificant portion of our GDP on a fairy
tale. I would not be who I am today without Impact... but that event was hardly of
any good for the world. Ten years, I said yes. My people needed even just the
-possibility- of revenge. I gave peace to my people, but the strength... as much as
there was risk and some economic looseness from keeping them around, I felt there
was something more we needed to do. But if not conquest, then what?

I came here to Tokyo-3, because I was curious about the truth behind those fairy
tales. Because miracles start in the smallest of things. Do you remember Plan
Orange? Even against today's allies, plans are made. Not just to keep militaries from
being bored in peacetime, but just in case.

China is prepared for yet ANOTHER Impact."

Shinji looked up, wide-eyed. "... Yang." the boy breathed. "What have you done?"
The former admiral smiled thinly. "I wasn't so idle either, when you were gone.

There are always plans. A few months ago... I updated them." There was some
commotion behind the screen, at Cerberus Base. "-All of them-."

"We can't arrest him, he's still got diplomatic immunity!"
"Yang! What the hell are you saying?!"
"NOT until something actually happens! That would just worsen the situation, you
moron!"
"Oh, shit oh shit oh shit..."
--

Not surprisingly, the Bundeswehr were for overwhelmingly rejecting his overtures. The
miasma was spreading for hundreds of kilometers. It would soon devour Germany in
darkness.

"We hope for peace, but don't make the mistake of thinking us defenseless. This is
our region of absolute territory." Kaworu said with finality. "We shall gladly feast on
those who would subdue us."

He snapped his fingers twice.

--

Shinji Ikari groaned and cradled his face in his hands. "I go to sleep for EIGHT hours
and things go out of control THIS much?!"

He was never again going to trust any vacation.

--

--

Unsurprisingly, Gendo Ikari had much the same feeling. If the United Nations were
going to give special political status to the Cradle, then Tokyo-3 was going to ask
for the same exemption from most international laws. SEELE's political influence had
waned, but by the damage done to the Earth's Cradle it seems they gathered power
of a more direct form.

Not that he could say that out loud. Strangely, Gendo had never really considered
Yang Wen-li any threat to his scenario. Military force. Popular approval. How...
temporal.

But the Chinese Re-unifier's existence did change several things. The Evangelion
Carrier was supposed to be a modified delta bomber. Only very few of the ungodly
huge stealth craft were made... they required huge airstrips, were very hideously
expensive, and if ever should war erupt it was certain that Yang had already planned
for them. Mere expensive toys could not intimidate the world's finest military mind.
His miracles were born of speed and cunning. The only worth of such bombers
against his thrust would be to carry nukes. But it was also clear, if you had somehow
managed to piss off Yang he had already smuggled tactical nukes into all your
metropolitan centers months ago.

Yang had never needed stealth. His campaigns had been dissected over and over
again. He always let you knew he was coming. Nothing, absolutely nothing, could
stop him. Everything you can think of, every piece of hardware... he already knows.
He has already defeated these elements well before the engagement.

Speed. That was why the Evangelion's carrier was a tilt-wing VSTOL. It consumed
horrendous amounts of fuel, it had a far shorter range, but even there the lessons
were learned. Every nation had to shift priorities. Yang is coming. You need speed.
You need unity. Yang is coming. You don't ever know what miracle he's going to
pull next. Meet him quickly. Yang is coming. Be prepared to run. He always lets you
run. Fight with all you have, hold nothing back. Constantly shift your weaknesses.
Yang will find them. Always.

Ironically, he would still lose consistently in Age of Empires and their ilk. He much
preferred Civilization. Polite people would not point out that RTS games only allowed
control over a region while World Conquest was almost inevitable in turn-based
strategy.

Geneva was in an uproar. Three armies were already surrounding the Cradle. How
would Yang hope to add anything to that, with almost half of the greater Eurasian
landmass in the way?

The UN Navy, primarily formed of American vessels, was crippled by Gaghiel. That
left the only other navy capable of projecting power completely unchallenged.
Admiral Yang's beloved fleets.

Which would still have to go through the Arctic Circle. Were it anyone else, it would
have been deranged and impossible to get anywhere in any useful time. It was just
so hard to get into his mind. It was just so easy to forget just what they were dealing
with. He just looked so unimpressive... he had a teacher's harried demeanor, he was
lazy, he was easily bullied by children and pretty women. He walked away from
absolute rule. He was... weak.

He had trained thousands of men to think like him. There was subtlety and precision
among millions. Tens of millions. He was the tyrant that never died. The dragon that
lay sleeping.

Shinji Ikari LOOKED weak, too.

And that was why even veterans found his slow, deliberate demeanor so unnerving.
Yang baptized the world with fighting men that flowed like water. The boy brought
fire. There was a feeling of completion. Of endings.

--

"I will NOT be grateful to that man." Gendo muttered aside to Fuyutsuki. He had
brought the old man along to relieve some of the irriation in dealing with the
mindless political sheep. He had very little patience for their antics. "This is all
futile posturing."

"Maybe. If Europe recognizes the area around the Cradle as a political entity, then
so would we demand recognition as an independent nation- with all that implies."
Fuyutsuki calmly moved a pawn on an antique chess set. "It strikes me as just...
amusing, that still have consider on how the UN must pay for NERV's upkeep but
the Earth's Cradle is entirely self-sufficient."

"Fools."

"Yes, but this is not the time for overt threats. Even Nagisa knew it, Ikari. We can't
just threaten to NOT protect Europe... we need to match their offer, or they'll just
drive us to depend on China." The old professor sighed. "I suppose you think it
wouldn't matter in the long run, but this whole thing should have been done with
months ago.

I'm... getting tired, Ikari. I'm not sure I can handle so many more unexpected
twists. At my age, you'd grow to appreciate certainties."

It was raining outside. Weather patterns had altered all over the world. They were
in one of the small side rooms while the rest of the delegates debated. It was night
outside, and the most interesting thing to see was his own reflection. "It won't be
long now, sensei. This world without Yui in it... the end is not so far away. THAT is
also a certainty."

Fuyutsuki pushed over a rook. Oddly, he had always been better at chess than
Gendo. The rules were just so... static. The challenge was in adding chaos into the
inflexible. "Nagisa appeared out of nowhere. What are going to do about this?" He
sighed again. "For the first time, I'm afraid... we've gone too far, but can we be
stopped?"

And Gendo laughed. Fuyutsuki shivered. Gendo's humor... was often as twisted and
unpredictable as the man.

"Nagisa? He is inconsequential. All these fools, trying to figure out his plan. I already
know that abomination's weakness."

"He's... like Ayanami, you remember?" Poor girl. Crippling her, keeping her away
from her inhuman nature was their small mercy.

"Exactly so. An aberration. Neither human nor Angel. A tool." Lightning flashed in the
distance. Gendo smirked, his eyeglasses glinting. "He searches for validation. The
boy has no plan. He takes advantage of whatever is presented to him. Always
reacting, always using others as he himself was used. It is... obvious." The thunder
arrived. "He will wait until he gets what he wants."

"Even if you don't consider the Cradle as a threat... there are a lot of things that can
go wrong in the short-term, Ikari. The world can't ignore the threat and opportunities
he presents, We have too many secrets, Ikari. They'll take us apart. With you here
they're hoping NERV wouldn't be able to offer much resistance to official demands.

Only SEELE could have brought down the Cradle. They're coming, Ikari- can we really
afford to weaken ourselves right now?" NERV could fight the Angels, but not the
whole world.

"There is only weakness in uncertainty, sensei. We will always do what needs to be
done."

--

--

"My father is at Geneva, isn't he?"

"The charges against NERV are too serious to leave to any remote conference. He's
there to argue for the UN's proper response." Yang put in. "But YOU are here... and
now we need to prepare well in advance to what your father may say. We can't be
sure... not even I can be sure...

We need to hear you say it, young Mister Ikari."

He could hear his pulse thunder out, and his thin hands shook. To steady them,
Shinji linked his fingers together. He put his elbows on the table, to keep the
shaking from reaching his body. He was blind. It was another cusp of probabilities.
He looked up. "My father... NERV... can't tolerate this intrusion into our purpose."
he whispered. "We are the rightful defenders of this world. There is too much risk
in forces outside of our control."

Asuka slammed her fists on the table and pushed off her chair. "You selfish
BASTARDS!" she shouted, while hiding her face. "So you're going to just kill..."

"No..." Shinji shook his head. "I'm sorry, Asuka. I'm truly very sorry... but there's no
other choice. No, we're not going to destroy the Cradle... not unless we have to.
WE aren't going to decide their fate."

The red-haired pilot looked confused, then horror gradually flowed into her
expression. "You... you can't be serious. That's what... damn you Ikaris... you
can't do this to me!"

Ritsuko took off her glasses and rubbed at her eyes. "It's... a foregone conclusion.
This is what it's all about in the end. The Cradle, Tokyo-3. Those hybrid Tridents...
and the Evangelion."

Fighting against the Angels was glorious duty. Again the piloted knockoffs... it would
be murder.

"I'm sorry, Asuka." Misato added, hiding her face.

"... you're disgusting." the girl snarled. "If this is what being an adult is all about, I'll
have no part of this cowardice! If this was what you wanted all along, then at least
you could have said it honestly from the start! Damn you all!" She pointed to Shinji.
"You just had to make him say it. Because you knew I'd have to listen to it!"

"I'm sorry, Asuka." said Shinji.

"Shut up." She slumped back down and began to breathe heavily. "I can't do it. This
is too much... I can't decide it! Just let me fight, I'm a pilot... don't make me look
him in the eye as I kill him..."

"Asuka..." Misato winced. "I've said it before, if only I could just do it myself, I'd take
your pain. I don't know how much you've been..."

"He told me he loved me."

Misato blanched.

There was a dull groaning sound, like stressed metal. Asuka chuckled darkly. "Does
that make you angry, Shinji?" she asked. "Hell, I SHOULD be jealous too, somehow...
he's baiting you. He's waiting for you." And that was both irritating... and intriguing.

"The logic is clear." Rei said at last. "The power of the S2 Engine is needed to combat
multiple enemies, it is something they cannot duplicate. Your experience and skills
are necessary. I must stay to defend Tokyo-3, for several reasons crucial to our
defense." Lillith's soul must not meet Adam's container. "Pilot Ikari... cannot go."

Shinji looked up, nodding slowly.

"I told I would hate you if you pretended to be weak..." Asuka snarled.

Shinji sagged. "You... can decide not to kill him. He might actually be speaking
honestly, and we may really be able to work together for the good of the human
race. Only you cantry to talk to him, get the Cradle to accept our authority...

Asuka... I made a promise to you. I won't kill him. I won't meet with him. I won't
tear out his organs with my bare hands, I won't take his skull for-..."

Bam! Shinji slammed both fists into the table. He could feel it, the utter rightness of
it... but it would hardly be so convincing under the court of popular opinion. "There are
many things I can't do. To hold back if I actually face him again... I'm afraid I can't
do that. The fallout would be... catastrophic. Maybe literally so.

I'm sorry. I'm not pretending; all my... abilities... are useless here. I hate him. I hate
him more than anything. Damn the consequences!" There are no innocents... "It won't
be about who's right and wrong, just senseless conquest. I will not play the tyrant in
his little drama! No, I can't be trusted, not like this...

Only you can bring us a solution. Asuka... I'm really very sorry. We're forcing you to
carry this burden. We need you to be strong. We need you now more than ever."

"In the end, only Sohryu can go to Germany." Rei finished.

Asuka stifled a scream. She began to hiccup, through bared teeth

"So..."

"It's not like I can... ghik... disobey a legal order, can I?" she snarled again. "What...
what makes you think I won't just betray you and join his side if you let me go?"

"The fact that you can say 'our side' and 'his side'." Misato added numbly.

Ritsuko tossed aside the stub of her cigarette and stood up. She pointed at Shinji
again, her lab coat swishing as she did so. The strong lights of the projector behind
her shadowed everything but her oddly glinting glasses. "Face it, Asuka Langley-
Sohryu. You're the sanest, most emotionally well-adjusted pilot here."

Shinji and Rei nodded in eerily perfect synchronization.

'What?!' "You're all insane." Asuka said flatly.

'I've been saying that all this time!' "That is very much -the point-." Ritsuko replied.

Asuka groaned and began to rub the bridge of her nose. "No, I'm serious. How in
hell do you expect to move Unit Two halfway across the world? We already know
that shipping it by sea is slow and stupidly vulnerable. Berlin-2 had a rail leading
to a harbor, like this place. Now that thing...? Gone.

And the Cradle is all the way inland. In retrospect it's pretty damn obvious. I can
WALK there. But you still have to get me all the way around the South China Sea.
Then the Indian Ocean. Then the Mediterannean!"

The red-haired pilot touched her throat for a moment, apparently enraged frustration
was a good enough cure for hiccups. "... yeah, I'm sure I can manage it. I'll walk
along the sea floor if I really have to. The other Eva has it easier, Boston-2 can get
through the Atlantic to the North Sea just fine. But what have you got?"

"There were plans to convert the UN's unibomber." Yang noted. "But they were
cancelled for some reason." Evangelions weighed enough to convincingly challenge
battleships. Even the massive delta-wing bombers would strain to carry that even
for a few hundred kilometers. "Too late to try and refit one, I suppose."

Ritsuko snorted. "How pedestrian. MAYA!" She clapped twice. "I require The Thing!"
"Yes, sempai! I will bring you the Thing!" She pulled out a large black suitcase from
under the table. Shinji looked surprised. but then had realized that the thing he
found all those years ago was a standard heavy-duty model.

Maya brought out a large metal disc with a raised rim. It was about a handspan-
thick and had a dull brushed sheen. She plonked it down the center of the table, and
began to hook up connections to the wall sockets, 110 volts power and fiberoptic
links to the MAGI. "The Thing is prepared!" she announced gaily.

"Excellent."

"What is that?" Misato asked, looking suspicious. "It looks... like a land mine."

"It is a portable holographic interface and local data recovery unit. I call it HILDR."

The top half split out into four sections. Ritsuko waved and the glowing center of the
device lit up, ionizing the air above it. Pumps and humidifiers worked to make the
region full of denser gases. Hundreds of little lasers activated and played in patterns.
Out from the mist, a tiny but shapely woman in a long flowing dress emerged. Her
voice from the speakers had a pleasant contralto. She held a silvered spear.

"Greetings, my Doctor. You called for me?"

"Ooh!" Asuka could not resist an excited giggle. "A Valkyrie! I recognize this from the
Eva Fantasy RPG!"

"You are Sohryu, child of destiny. I greet you, my princess." the figure added with
a bow.

Maya muttered something about preferring the name 'Cortana'. A naked female
advisor would have been just too obvious as marketing appeal. It was clear that
the programmers could get at little too... attached... to their little AI, no matter
that Ritsuko allowed it to 'grow' inside the MAGI. So, it was important to remember
that it was just a 'thing'. An interface. Not a machine spirit, not a person. It would
not pass any Turing tests, but there was a disturbing amount of self-awareness.

It was fortunate that Misato did not hear Ritsuko mutter. "It is also a land mine.'
"There is a difference between the antimatter equations, and of course, having a
gram of antimatter. The Dirac Sea was a hole in spacetime, of quantum-level events
in macrospatial quantities. The mind recoils - such things are not supposed to
happen.

Philosophy tells that mere knowledge of past events is no guarantee that it will do
so in the future. We can never really 'know' that the sun will rise tomorrow. We can
only trust on the assumption that it will. That sleep is not death. Facts follow upon
the footsteps of observation. Repeatable occurences provide comfort and surety, yes,
that's true. The predictable is what we call 'law'. Without the experiment, the theory
is without value."

"Ritsuko-sensei..."

"SILENCE!" The scientist slammed both palms onto the table. "How does matter even
survive the transition between macroscale and quantum states? Answer! It doesn't!
The things that are not supposed to happen DO happen. All the time. It's just that
we don't notice it happening! There is NO transition."

She pointed at Shinji. "You are a freak. And a fool."

Misato had to say "Hey!" but the boy made no move to deny it.

"You mess with causality, and that gives us superluminality. Foolish little boy. Do
you have any idea how many scientists nearly burned themelves out trying to wrap
their minds around psychoreactive quasi-crystal and spools of room-temperature
superconductors? These things are unsupported by all known principles of physical
structures. They should at best ONLY exist within the confines of an AT-field."

"Ritsuko...? What are you saying?"

"If it can happen HERE, it can happen somewhere ELSE. Causality, once messed
with, means it has ALWAYS been messed with. It drives me to wonder if our known
laws are merely expressions of absolute territory within this star system. It makes
me curious about what may lie beyond the shell of this gravity well."

The boy was just too much like her father. Ritsuko, for all her pride in her logic and
sensibilities... knew she was a prisoner of emotional needs. After all, for Gendo she
had worked to condemn the world. There was no question of divided loyalties, for she
had none for the boy. Little by little however, the world was showing itself as worth
keeping.

"What sort of madness are we going to inflict upon the galaxy? FOOLS! I will destroy
you ALL before I let-"

Maya coughed. "Focus, sempai."

Ritsuko blinked.

She took deep breaths, and lit up another cigarette. "Oh. Hm. What were we talking
about?" She shivered, as if caught in an afterglow.

"The new Evangelion carrier."

"Ah, yes. It's not enough to just bring the Evangelion. To fight, it requires munitions.
Support crew. Replacement armor. We already took apart what remained of NERV
Germany... so now the Eva will need to bring its own supporting elements. Might as
well bring a mobile field base."

"I still want to name it Pegasus, sempai."

Ritsuko pretended not to hear that. She would not be drawn into any more giant
robot silliness that what... was already apparent. "This of course, rests upon the idea
that Evangelion Unit Two can deploy and maintain an AT-field for flight. It should not
be too difficult, since we can't seem to turn off Unit Two's AT-field anyway."

Asuka began to rub her forehead. "You people are just going to make me keep trying
until it happens anyway."

The holographic emitter showed Eva Unit-2 face-down. Girders and decks appeared
around it, eventually turning into a cyclindrical framework. Engines here and there,
weapon mounts all over, and command bridge.

"You're making me go there in a ZEPPELIN. Of course. I should have known. All of this
just for a pun on my mother's name." Asuka began to bang her head lightly upon the
table. She looked up, and hissed. "I hate you all. So. Damn. Much."

Ritsuko looked away. "A... fortunate coincidence." Frustration shared was frustration
lightened. Asuka should have been well familiar with schadenfreude.

"You're just ganking whatever you want off the Fantasy Battles. Mein Gott, the
material finally loops back on itself." At least they meant no malice, but... it was
such a stupid pun! She also understood just how difficult it was to resist. Maybe she
really did need to get away from the place for a while. "Getting sued off your asses
is going be the least of your problems..."

"Given what we've seen of the AT-field for propulsion, it shouldn't be that difficult."
Maya added helpfully. "We know that they can manipulate molecules directly, like
a funnel for a jet engine." Gaghiel's undewater propulsion pulled and shoved water
around itself, hence why it could not maintain a solid defensive shield. "We know it
can be used to push against the ground." Sachiel's and the Evangelions' great leaps.
"Then there is also some mass lightening properties." Matariel should not be able to
fly or even support its own weight with its spindly limbs.

"It is not... impossible, Sohryu." Rei added. "The mechanics of AT-field flight are not
unknown to me. It is no longer as secret that I am capable of manipulating an AT-
field, and I have confidence you will learn its... feel... and learn to control it through
just that quality."

Yang looked doubtful. "The greatest principle in war, ever since ancient times, is
overwhelming speed. I'm impressed, Doctor Akagi... but two questions. How much
can this carry, how quickly can it be built, and most important... IS IT SAFE?"

"No limit. It depends, but we can use the material from the Cruisers. Since the
Eva provides most of motive power in the first place, everything else is just for
padding and controls." The scientist then laughed loudly. "Safe? Of course it -isn't-
safe. It will be the largest man-made object to ever go faster than the speed of
sound. I can make calculations about what it takes to throw a battleship into orbit.
We have no idea what will happen. No one does."

"... which is why this maneuver satisfies to overawe everyone who doubts NERV,
and by presenting the unknown and unforseen balk the enemy's plans." Yang
nodded, pleased.

He had tried making plans to counter NERV, then realized it was pointless... the city
was just too crazy. That same madness meant it was incapable of doing any lasting
conquest, despite what others may fear. Holding ground was simply impossible
without infantry. Order was impossible without any over-reaching policy. Yang and
China had very little to fear from NERV's unconventional power.

That was why Nagisa was digging in; he realized. Plans were worthless against the
primal forces of NERV and the madness around Shinji Ikari. That was why baiting
NERV to fight on grounds where the Cradle held every advantage... was such an
artful strategy.

Yang looked at everyone else there, all still so young and in the prime of their lives.
They looked so tired, but completely unintimidated by future perils.

He hoped that Nagisa had neglected the higher strategy that was the root of their
strength. For it was also written "Place your army in deadly peril, and it will survive;
plunge it into desperate straits, and it come through in safety."
Two Evangelions, one of them still unblooded, against what the Art of War named
Desperate Ground.

Utter madness.

Yang felt like laughing for some reason. Tokyo-3 affected everyone that way.

--

Though many have heard of stupid haste in war, cleverness had never been seen
associated with long delays. NERV needed shortcuts, and they would have them;
the very principles of the rational universe be damned, they would have them!

While the AT-field caused many a headache to the foundations of science, to
engineers it was a great boon. The region of absolute territory could create self-
contained environments of whatever condition.

There was proof enough in the black stone walls that surrounded Tokyo-3. The
International Network was most... helpful, with the challenge that any condition
even those occurring deep under the earth or in the sun... what could be done?

The keenest blades, the most resilient containers and barriers, these were proven
effects of the AT-field. But what else? The scientific curiosities of using the
field to experiment with high-energy physics turned out to be completely worthless.
Sure, the region of Absolute Territory negated the need for massive supercolliders
and could command high-energy collisions repeatedly and without much fuss. The
problem was that NOTHING in that region of 'quantum certainty' could be trusted.
One may not use a place where the laws of universe themselves break down just to
test principles in the 'real world'. Probabilities lose all meaning. If the pilot wants it to
happen at a quantum level, it will. If not it, then nothing. That was hardly scientific.

Then there was the logical implications of the S2 Engine. The Super Solenoid seemed
to produce limitless power through some form of clean matter-antimatter reaction.
But where was the antimatter coming from?! How does it convert that release of
energy into electricity? It was an organ... and converters were likewise bio-
mechanical in origin. The makers of Unit Four's S2 Engine were all dead in the Dirac
Sea incident, and if Ritsuko Akagi knew the equations she was not telling.

How?! "I don't know! What if... no, that doesn't make ANY sense either!" There was
much sobbing.

Now engineers, they could cheerfully disregard considerations of basic theory; while
those were necessary if someone were to try and build another S2 Engine, there were
also the much more fun implications of what one could do with limitless power.

Any environment, eh? Could the AT-field take a shortcut to the million-years process
of making fossil fuels? Short answer: yes. Heat and compression. No problem. The end
result was not quite petroleum... purer, more energetic somehow... no one was quite
sure who started calling the substance 'promethium'. It burned nicely, and it made the
oil companies very... unhappy. Tokyo-3 could become almost self-sufficient in terms of
fuel for their vehicles and flamethrowers.

Evangelion-class armor was the toughest material modern technology could provide,
with a thousand layers of armor composites. Evangelion plate, crafted within the
confines of an AT-field, was the same... only denser, more easily shaped, fused and
reinforced down to the subatomic level. Even more mundane materials, such as steel
for tank armor, could be sheathed with a strengthening layer of precise carbon mesh
or even laced with multiple folds.

Thus why the defensive walls had its outer layer composed of a diamond-lattice
meshed with granite; that was the source of its slight sheen. One positive result
having the city so ruined meant that it would be easier to start all over again with
structural reinforcement. The streets would no longer splinter so easily.

The Evangelions were such a waste, if all their power could do was destroy. Yet as
some had also pointed out, one does not consider a tank's engine a waste just
because it was not hooked up to a tractor. All the power was there because it was
-necessary-. Civilian applications were, at best, a trifling expenditure of that
frightening potential. 'Get over it', was the NNHIS group's view; they who benefited
most from the relationship. One does not use Hercules to turn a windmill (unless it
was a quest or one truly wanted to see a pissed-off demigod).

The Evangelions could never be used to truly create. Even NERV admitted to that.
Yet when it comes to destruction, nothing else could come close.

The Heavy Cruisers UNS Kringolith and Karingdol were proud vessels, and their crews
true heroes. They were too heavily damaged to be of any further use as warships.
The ships were torn apart, even down to their component atoms. Those watching,
if warships could have souls... they could hear it screaming.

Three Evangelions held aloft a seething, bubbling mass that glowed white-hot. Even the
pilots could not put it to words... elements were separated by their specific atomic
properties... how could anyone really describe how they 'tasted' differently, away from
the weird sensing ability of an AT-field? One by one, shapless blocks dropped to the
tarmac. Pure solid chunks of iron, aluminium, copper, gold, sulfur, germanium, and so on...
the ships were just -gone-, broken up more thoroughly than under any scuttler's torch.

NNHIS had invested heavily into the factories around Tokyo-3. The smaller sections
could be built in modular sections. With eerie graceful gestures, the Evangelions
reforged the substance of what had once been worthy vessels into new forms,
yet for the same purpose.

The rounded framework, capable of containing the full weight of several Evangelions
were made of seamless cocentric steel rings, not a single gram of mass wasted. Heat
and pressure, perfectly applied, bent and connected them to the structural bracings...
not a single weld needed. Ritsuko Akagi had formulated a method to mass-produce
and interweave carbon nanotubes. The problem? It was not a formula. It was almost
a meditative exercise, interspersed with browbeating the pilots when the results were
not as she desired. Where holograms were not sufficient, the Evangelions were
supplied blueprints to be injected directly into the pilots' heads.

It should be impossible for fallible organic controllers to mold materials with precision
to the micron. However, Ritsuko had successfully convinced everyone involved that
the -mere probability- of things fitting to such precision was almost a certainty.

"You don't have to believe in yourself, you're just going to mess things up that way!
Believe in me who believes in you! Follow the plans I made, and just let things line
up. It's perfect as it is, reality is just being inconvenient!"

People kept forgetting that her degrees were related to biotechnology, not
engineering. The International Network was VERY helpful (and quite effective) in
refining the plans and thinking up things to fill in space within the hull, but then... the
Net never had a sizable pool of Sanity Points to begin with.

The benefit of being able to reshape and reforge at a hitch meant that mistakes could
be corrected with but minimal cost in time and materials. Only the pilots were under
great stress. It was a funny sight to some, to see the red Eva building its own flying
coffin, in a pose similar to Rodin's Thinker... with its right indez finger twitching up and
down, left and right, as it stamped out girders and whole deck sections. Technically it
might still be 'destruction', removing the unwanted pieces and mutilating sheets of metal
into shape. The other Evas hauled armored plates into place. Hah! War machines of
unsurpassed might, putting in regular hours just like any salaryman.

Was it any wonder that the people of Tokyo-3 so loved their machine gods and their
mortal avatars? The Greeks made their gods in their own image, fickle and full of desires.
The Evangelions were mighty when necessary, but capable of humble work that over
time adds up into something grand. The Evas were still powerful, but it was people...
human beings... within and without, who build and create.

It was a strange duality, one that seemed everpresent in many cultures - creator and
destroyer at the same time, turning the old into the new, unstoppable force and yet
solemn purpose.

The pilots, once outside of their Evas, looked so tired and vulnerable. It brought up
protective feelings. Not even Rei Ayanami's angel nature could dampen that... the
pilots were -theirs-... no matter what. Loyalty. They were a community.

The problem lay in that there were others who most assuredly did not belong or want
to belong to that admittedly 'intense' community. It was more than just national
and/or cultural differences, or even the separation from common humanity with their
'super-human' abilities (no matter how slight, or even simply -not there-; despite
the gene markers).

That NERV was preparing for a confrontation could hardly be kept secret. There were
plenty who felt that NERV, for all its prowess with fighting, should hardly be so
permitted to speak for the whole human race. Whether or not what Nagisa said could
be trusted, a visible threat no longer seemed so insidious. It could be contained.

There were those who felt trapped, held prisoner and discriminated against, and then
those who were outright kidnapped. They had their right to choose stolen from them,
they were forced through the threat of violence to comply. It was oppression, pure
and simple.

This might have been somewhat worsened by the customary arrogance the Japanese
people had towards the gaijin. All the pilots, for some reason, had Japanese
ancestry. Hell, their own national economy was starting to revolve around the Evas.
The mercenaries were treated well, as they were directly under the command of Shinji
Ikari and it was unwise to piss off someone who could tear the turret off a tank. The
Psykana adepts were also respected; carrying the obvious trappings of Buddhists or
Christians, and sufficiently exotic without being threatening. Warrior-monks were like
out of an anime, and seemed to just eplain so much. That these foreigners were also
rather willing to sing praises to 'their Ikari' was a plus.

Everyone else, local or foreign... were just tacked-on, opportunistic, or burdensome.
Unpleasant but true, it was like a simplistic (but rather killy) weapon that had to
bear the weight of doodads and tacticool features.

There were doctors, technicians, scientists (a mad lot they were) and artists... the
vast majority of those brought to Tokyo-3 however, were not of the 'secret societies'
who sought, trained, and protected their own 'talents'. These were people who,
suddenly, found themselves marginalized and uprooted from their comfortable world
into one where only danger and disdain waited around every corner. They were just
people, quite sane and reasonable and utterly normal otherwise, who felt they had
just cause for complaint.

They just wanted to go home.

Some of them, alienated by the conditions they faced; not just in Tokyo-3 but in
other such 'protection zones' all over the world, would prefer to take a chance with
Nagisa's offer.

And of those, there were those who had every personal right to loathe the name of
Shinji Ikari.

--

The streets were widened in the wake of Leliel's assault, but the old Ford had much
difficulty getting through. That was because, wide as the new avenues were, they
were filled with people. Protesters and supporters. Unlike the first spontaneous
rally that could have turned ugly, everything then was done by procedure... permits
were filed and granted, respective stages set up, the police and various peace-
keeping units were already deployed, and school was suspended to get the pilots
and other controversial figures well away from the issue.

Section Nine agents Kentaro and Jiro had to park their vehicle and go through some
alleys just to get to a certain apartment building. They had the benefit of home
ground and MAGI cheats over other intelligence services. It was not enough to know
the place like the back of one's hand, when it can change right out from under your
feet. If only it was slightly less insanely ezpensive, there were NERV engineers who
would like to see the city undergo Modular Transformation.

Agent Kentaro endured bewildering changes with tight-lipped silence. Agent Jiro was
having entirely too much fun jumping from one fire escape to another.

Their destination was fairly obvious though.

'Normal' was a term open for definition. Horaki Hikari looked it, at least - a cheerful,
sensible teenaged girl with a clear view of her own priorities. She had replaced her
childlike cherry hairties with small round skulls, but even that managed to look cute.

She was dressed to kill, almost literally. Hikari Horaki was trusted to carry around a
weapon, and even a custom bolt pistol with .50 cal chamber was hard to hide. It
was also rather valuable. Matte black and adorned with a golden skull with platinum
wings as an identifier, there were very few teens who could successfully pull it off
as a fashion accessory.

People knew the middle Horaki sister. Sure, she was sometimes bossy and scathing,
but that was usually in proportion to how lazy Yang was being or how many more
ezplosions Aida was causing. It was funy to many to see the Great Strategist being
bullied by his own student for not doing his lesson plan. So funny, that it was also so
easy to forget, that Horaki Hikari took her responsibilities VERY seriously. As the pilot's
'best friend', she was most concerned for their psychological and physical well-being.
She could nag them until they gave up what was bothering them, and while the pilots
(and Kensuke Aida) might try to give their watchers the slip, they always called
ahead to keep her from worrying too much.

Other than Ikari Shinji, she was the only other person that could order rapid-
deployment of a full Terminator squad to anywhere on the planet. The Psykana would
obey even a teleport order for said squad of utterly apolitical and unmatchable
armored warriors. Like Hikari Horaki personally believed, the pilots' safety first-
everything else was just so much inconsequential clutter.

"Oh, Jiro-san. Kentaro-san." she said sweetly as she saw who was at the door.
"Please come in. Would you like some tea?"

"Thank you, but we don't want to be a bother." replied the elder agent.

"Oh, it's no bother, really. I've already got a pot being kept warm."

The Horaki apartment was 'livable'. There was no other word for it; it was quite
unashamedly middle-class in everything from size to the cost of the furniture. There
was a surprising amount of books, mostly art and photo references but also shoujo
manga here and there. The door opened out into a small hallway, with the bedrooms
to the right and a small studio walling off the left. At least the heart of the apartment
had a sofa. The place was about a quarter larger than the Katsuragi apartment.

Hikari hummed faintly as she poured tea.

"Off to a date with Suzuhara?" Agent Kentaro asked neutrally. "I heard he signed up
for the Whiteshields."

Hikari nodded. Fifteen was old enough to enlist. Tokyo-3 could lawfully raise a
militia, and the moniker 'white shield' was for a last line of defense. It should be kept
clean and untouched, for when even the armies around the city failed it was likely
they would not last for much long either.

"Best get to get some good memories while you can." the agent added. "It's likely
to get dangerous out there soon, and I normally wouldn't recommend making
yourselves into targets."

"But if there's something we can do to keep things calm, then we shouldn't hold back
from helping..." the girl added. She sat facing them and smoothed out her tan skirt.
"Now, is there something I can help you with?"

"Well, we were hoping to talk to your sister..." said Agent Jiro.

"Neechan decided to go to work anyway." Hikari replied. "She should still be there,
since it's also a working day for NERV; isn't it?"

"Ahh... your other sister, actually. If school is out, and it's dangerous outside, then
we assumed she could be be found here."

Hikari carefully put down her own cup. "I... see." She looked up, and her face was
as friendly as ever. "And why would NERV Section Nine want to talk to my little
sister?"

"We would like to ask her some questions." Agent Kentaro added, again in a neutral
tone.

The girl's expression did not change in the slightest, though she moved her bolt
pistol to her lap. It was matte-black and adorned with a single golden skull. She
smiled slightly. "Is that so? And what kind of questions, may I ask?"

NERV Section Nine had a good working relationship with Inquisitor Horaki. She
had an interesting tendency to stumble into secretive situations and unravel them.
There were more than a few assassination plots aimed at the pilots, and she had
managed to get in the way of all of them. And none of her friends, or even NERV's
higher officers, must ever know... her family was in enough danger as it was, no
need to drive others into removing her competence before trying anything.

"Okay, okay... that's enough of that." Agent Jiro waved his hands, trying to break
up the tension. "You're doing that thing again where you make us play 'bad cop' to
ourselves. And... it's more like we need her help. We need someone with a...
unique perspective on things."

"Oh, is that all? Perfectly understandable then." Calmly, she turned around to yell
"NOZOMI! GET AWAY FROM NEECHAN'S COMPUTER AND JOIN THE REAL WORLD!
YOU'VE GOT VISITORS!"

The youngest Horaki sibling emerged from the studio, picking at her ears. Like
Hikari, her hair was arranged into two little pigtails. Her little skull hairties however
were in the form of two jagged pieces of red plastic. She yawned at seeing the two
agents, utterly unintimidated. "Oy, blacksuits here, then? What did baka Touji do this
time, sis?"

"They're here for you, actually."

"No grand plan should ever really go without a little look-over by a ten-year-old."
Agent Kentaro said with all due seriousness. "Horaki Nozomi, we would be most
grateful for your advice. We... are given to understand... you may have certain
insights and avenues of information that might not be so obvious (or too obvious) for
the rest of us."

The little girl yawned again and plopped down on the seat beside Hikari. "Fine, fine,
wot's dis about then?"

The older agent leaned forward and put his hands together. "The launch date for
the strike towards the Earth's Cradle has been kept secret... so much so that the
battle zepellin still lacks a name. But it's already been set, even if it still looks so
incomplete... it will be tomorrow."

Nozomi began ticking off her fingers. "Oi, seven days ta build, then? I don't know
much, but that sounds impressive, yeah?"

"Yes, but there is a bigger problem. The whole world is still arguing if what we're
doing is actually justifiable, and even the Earth's Cradle shut itself in and refusing to
answer about their response. We're all blind as to the consequences of completing
this action... or even refusing to act."

The girl nodded. "Mmm. Not gonna knows till ya get there, neh?"

"Precisely."

Nozomi leaned back and crossed her arms. "So what do you want me to do? I'm no
genius. I'm just a kid. What do I know?"

Agent Jiro smirked. "Well, what DO you know?"

Nozomi stuck her tongue out at him, then looked away. She pouted cutely as she
pondered what to say. "Ya know... there's da Fantasy Battles Card Game MMO,
roight?" At their perfunctory agreement, she continued "... Da Boyz chapta' over at
Germany are scared. We been losin' some good players as dey're force ta leave their
homes. It's a dark place out there. Some o' my boyz are getting nightmares, in that
smoky gubb vampires and werewolves and ghosts and all dat there feel real. It's
nasty. I don't like those people at da Cradle."

She turned and stared at the agents. "Do ya Play it?"

"I know the rules, a little..." Agent Jiro replied, shrugging.

"Then ya know dat alla creatures are worth summon points. Points ya get by tappin'
resource blocks or sacrificin' other creatures. Da bigger an' more powerful the
creature, the more points ya need. So ya gotta stops da other from gettin' those
points! How? By gettin' em for yourself!

Put down a trap card. Destroy the creatures gonna be sacrificed nezt turn. Do
anything, hit em, while dey're still moving- reduce da power to increase your own.
Say anythin' or do anythin' to make da opponent lower dey're defenses." She held
her arm out. "Dat's how da cross-counter works, neh? Gotta hit while da guard is
open and no one's 'specting any hit back.

Dat's da kunnin' of Mork. Gotta hit 'em when dey're not lookin', see? It's crazy how
easy it is ta miss what's right in fronts of yas."

Agent Kentaro nodded and slapped at his knees. "I see. Thank you very much, miss
Horaki. And you, miss Horaki." He got up and bowed respectfully to each. "We
greatly appreciate this service. Please, don't bother, we can show ourselves out."

Nozomi yawned again, and waved at them. "Sure, sure. I'm goin' back to da game
while we can all still play togetha'.

Agent Kentaro paused on his way to the door, and turned slowly. "... and why would
you say that?"

Nozomi looked up blandly. "Even I know sattelite connection for da Intanet is crap.
We play dis game in the Da Boyz, it's capture da flag, and da whole city is da
battlefield." She then began to pick at her nose, and got scolded by Hikari. "No
gubbins, no technology, but you gotta know what's happenin'. In guild battles over
da Net, you gots to share your hidden cards." The girl took out a small makeup case,
and flashed its mirror. "Dis is da world of da speed of light. Everythin's trying ta
break dat absolute limit."

It was a strange look upon the older agent's face, wistful and pained at the same
time. For all the family he had lost, and all the children that would have to live with
the pain of a wounded world... it was as if every single gray hair was both proud and
horrified.

They ran. "The Cradle is entirely self-sufficient. What need do they have for lines of
communication when they're on the defensive? Logistics isn't just about materials.
Damn. Even NERV needs those subsea lines."

"Why are the Horaki girls so brilliant?!" Agent Jiro muttered as they rushed through
the streets, pushing people out of the way.

"They're not 'brilliant', they've got common sense instead of flashes of genius. And
that's why I'm trusting them more than any overpaid analyst." The older man
chuckled lightly. "When something is too obvious that only a child can see it, then
we've got trouble. We're moving. They're moving. All those armies are in danger."

That was the job of the Intelligence division, to see those dangers before they
happen. Even if it was impossible to stop, at least with advance warning they could
try to minimize the damage.

"They're not going to believe us, are they? We've got lines of communications that
can't be cut, right?" Jiro mused once inside the car.

"The telepaths, you mean? No, it's not enough. The bastards have a literal fog of
war. Now they're going to increase that to cover the whole world. It doesn't matter
what other sweet-talk they've been saying... they'd be total morons not to take
advantage now. They need all the tricks just to survive. If you stop, once they win,
it's going to seem like magnanimity."

"It's all a trap, isn't it? Did they really force us to move?"

The black car swerved into one of NERV's underground access points. "Tricks inside
traps inside feints. That's why Sohryu's also so useful to both sides. Raw power can
blow all those all to hell." A trap broken from the inside was forever useless.

As the elevator lights alternately flashed red and black, he thought of a little girl's
eyes, and about how every child was immortal. His own childhood was so far gone,
but those days seemed to last forever. It was not just for personal power that those
who could choose would fight... he was not going to live for much longer in the
world. He only prayed that could live long enough to see the battle won.

The veteran spy sighed and pushed his sunglasses up. For the children.

--
--

Germany, after the second World War and the reunification of its two halves into one
country again, had largely built itself into a pacifist mindset. Its armed forced drilled
well and were given very nice equipment, and expected by NATO to absorb the first
rush of any attacks from the east. This 'sacrificial lamb' status was accepted with
some equanimity; they would at least try to be competent sponges. Such simple
matters of geography had influenced European history over the last thousand years.

Netherlands and the northern portions of Germany nearly disappeared under rising
sea levels and changed climates. Perhaps it was SEELE's influence that kept the
nation below them stable, but its industrial capacity was critical to Europe's own
post-Impact stability.

The UK had mountainous terrain over much of its country, but that only meant most
of its farms cities were built in coastal lowlands. The same change in Earth's tilt that
made parts of Siberia warmer also gave much of the Isles dark and wicked weather.
Post-Impact, the second mass landings at Normandy of refugees almost led to war-
this was because France not only had its export economy destroyed, its own farms
could barely feed its own population... so not to mention the millions pouring in as the
North Sea devoured what had once been breadbaskets for Europe. France had always
been known for its food, but the undamaged central regions simply could not support
that many people.

Germany became the mediator there. GEHRIN's first breakthroughs were from new
stronger, faster-growing crops strains. Mundane genetic engineering perhaps, but
it was sufficient to weld the organization into the sociomilitary compact. The new
Soviet was less about doctrine and pure survival, which was why it lasted without
much resistance or hostility. When GEHRIN became NERV, the UN supported it not
to build weapons but because Angel analysis up to that point had many (carefully-
released) commercial and industrial benefits.

Biocomputing, self-building circuitry, cold refining, practical hot fusion power... so
on and so forth. There were vast kilometers of farmland that were lit 24/7, that the
grains should never stop growing. Vats of nutrient cultures bubbled unceasingly.
As someone had written in a TIME article, it was like the world held every industry
for necessary space colonization, while completely ignoring any effort to get there.

The world lacked any population pressure to expand or discover.

As proven by Tokyo-3's former Artificial Evolution Laboratory, the death of half the
human race was sufficient to loosen genetic research restrictions. How would the
people have felt, if they just realized they were essentially surviving on Angel/nearly
human flesh? They were turning blasphemy into goods and ancient wisdom into coin.

All through it Germany was 'safe', in that it was not wise to kill the goose that laid
the golden eggs.

-

Heinrich Jaeger was a Panzertrupper, something that his mother (bless her departed
soul) would have thought disappointing. She wanted her son to be a lawyer, to live a
life of peace and respectability. His youthful fascination with tanks were wildly
inappropriate for a life of fiscal responsibility. Then Impact happened, and she died.
Not quickly, not painlessly, but long enough to ask her only son to take care of their
only other remaining family... little Wilfred, her sister's son.

Heinrich was fourteen years old at the time. Wilfred was four.

There were many, many orphans after Impact. The bureaucracy tried to split them
up, but in the end there were other authorities who decided that a teenager who held
such protective attachment to a close relative would be much less likely to run off or
be up to mischief.

The first one, true. The second... not so much. For all that the world's population
halved after Impact, that only made the remaining cities more crowded. There were
many, many young and angry youths during those years. Heinrich was not much
different, but in one point- he still refuse to let go of his dream of being a tanker. His
punch among the street-rats was legendary, a straight rush they called the Panzer
Punch.

Little Wilfred was not cut out for violence. He was fit enough, to be sure. However
his rounded face and shy attitude would have made him an ezcellent thief, but as
much as Heinrich was always in trouble he made sure that his cousin stayed well
out of it. The little wolfing, hiding by the stream.

Eventually, inevitably perhaps, Heinrich became a tanker. A tank-commander, for the
new Leopard-IIICs, the ones with the 150mm main gun. Wilfred was the driver. While
normally reserved to the point of accidental ninjutsu, as long as he was in sight of
his cousin the younger man never wavered. Heinrich had enough courage for the
both of them. So Wilfred did not have to believe in himself, but in his cousin who
believed in him.

"It's a good life, isn't it?" Heinrich was fond of saying. "You can trust this" with a
tap on the hull "... it's good steel. A man has to be strong enough to endure all
storm, but fierce enough to fight for those he loves. That's our job now."

-

There were plenty of reasons to distrust, or outright dislike NERV. Certainly Germany
would not have found itself kicked around most thoroughly several times in under
just a year, were it not for NERV's presence there.

Technically, Sahaquiel's full-force attack against NERV's China Branch did a lot more
damage, killing tens of millions at a shot, but hatred there was completely focused
against Angels rather than NERV. All it took was Yang saying "Thou must not". While
the NERV facilities consumed vast amount of raw material and manpower, that site
was well enough away from the capital. The attack was just devastating enough for it
not to matter. The Yellow Sea all but doubled in size. But no matter what thousands
of years of history say, always there were personality cults and their unintended
consequences.

It was early morning, somewhere south of Leipzig. The 4th Panzer Corps were
dug in behind a few low hills. It was hardly the adaptive doctrine of dangerous
mobility they practiced, but then again how could one a. outmaneuver fog or even
b. fight it? Boredom of nothing to do mixed with the wary knowledge that anything
could still happen. What a hassle.

As noted, the miasma around the Cradle was expanding. Encircling thousands of
kilometers of ground was impossible, even with three full armies. Their combat
strength and proximity to each other only added to the tension.

Wilfred was nineteen years old. He was reading a book named Haggard's Haunters,
one of the series in the new Evangelion Fantasy canon. He was using a letter from
his girlfriend as a bookmark. Seeing her handwriting always warmed the heart. The
last mail call brought three such letters for his cousin, from Heinrich's three pretty
girlfriends who knew about each other and yet amicably decided to share. Though he
lived in almost perpetual awe of the relative that pretty much raised him, like all
other males of the corps he had to continually fight back the urge to punch him in
the teeth and bewail the injustice of the universe.

He touched the double-headed eagle necklace. EFB was aimed for a kids, who
needed to feel that victory was inevitable. It had an engaging enough backstory, he
supposed, and enough material for wargaming... but it just seemed crass when real
actual Evangelions were fighting and millions of lives were actually at stake.

Many in the military bought the cards, toys, and comic books for their children- all
the while distancing themselves from the setting. The over-the-top violence just
might be art imitating life. Wilfred's own fascination with it, was therefore seen as
childish by his friends.

Also a painful question: for when gods walk, what meaning is there is the efforts of
mortal men?
So it was with a great deal of confusion and disbelief that the 4th Panzer Corps
to mobilize and redeploy against the French. "Oh you have GOT to be joking." was
Heinrich's reaction.

Dieter Kunz, their panzer company commander, was not joking. The French were
sending three tank columns INTO Cradle territory, and the rest were roaring towards
the nicely dug-in Bundeswher positions. The Leclerc MkIVs were good machines, and
in fact the Leopard III and the Leclerc IVs shared many elements (due to overall
parts standardization across a post-Impact NATO). But... no air support? No reason
why they're attacking? 'Just like that? In God's name, why?!'
"It seems they've been taken over by the enemy." Heinrich said to his crew.

"What do you bet they've been told the same thing about us, commander?" piped in
Mathias Kohler, the gunner. Technically having double-citizenship, the child of
immigrants, but what with how Denmark pretty nearly disappeared from a sixty-
meter rise in ocean levels such things had long since ceased to matter.

Fifteen years was whole generation, and enough to shape decades ahead- much as
the years between 1935 and 1950 still possessed enough power over whole nations.
Cultures and priorities changed. The Leopard IIIc had installed an autoloader back in
2005. Somewhere, a bureaucrat decided that sparing a fourth person for the
machine was one too much from the labor force.

The tank lurched to a start. GPS readings showed the possible battlefields, with a
great black spot filling nearly three-quarters of the screen. The damn miasma not
only blocked all electronic means of seeing into it, but -reflected- them, messing up
everything around it. This vastly reduced everybody's engagement range.

"This could still be horrible misunderstanding." Heinrich said, scratching at his bushy
mustache as he stared at the tactical screen. "That doesn't make me feel any better
about having to sit out in the open like this just to prove a point. Wilfred!"

"Yes, Bruder-Leutnant?"

"You already checked the maps for this region, right. When things get hot, run this
beauty as hard as she will ride, there's not going to be any time for words. I'll trust
that you won't get us killed."

"Um... yes?" Facing thirty degrees off the wall that was the Cradle's boundary... it
limited their movement range to just under thirty kilometers. Considering that there
would be hundreds of fighting vehicles, each of them mounting a gun accurate over
five kilometers... it would be cramped. Very cramped. He touched his HUD goggles
and took a deep breath. Friendly fire was a serious consideration there. "Yes. Many
times, yes. Don't worry about me. We... can do this."

They were the command tank for the platoon. As much as his cousin, 'older brother'
in their formal adoption and actual familial behavior, wanted to charge into combat
it would not be good to risk so much for martial glory. A personal ethos so utterly at
odds with his liking for EFB's brutal idealism, or how Heinrich found those games
unrelatable to his own desires and experiences.

Wilfred shifted in his seat. Bolt weapons were restricted, but not specially illegal. The
bulky pistol had eight rounds, the caseless ones that needed a second or two to get
up to killing speed. He was laughed, even if good-naturedly, at the choice to have
that as his sidearm. Tank drivers had a much better chance of survival than those
stuck in a turret ring. He clung to symbols of courage, even when his brother dared
everything; trying to put himself in harm's way but always being protected.

Reality beckoned.

There were two lines of approaching French tanks, owing to the relatively flat (and
even nearly concave) country off towards the Cradle. At least that was what the
screens said, but since these same screens kept miscounting their own damn forces
that was hardly reassuring. The gross situation was clear enough.

Somehow it made Heinrich Jager ecstatic. The reasons why did not matter- they had
nearly the same main guns, nearly the same armor. They would have to go nearly
point-blank just to ensure a good hit, specially with the EM conditions frakking
around with the computers. His gunner would have to rely more on his instincts than
the machine, and a careless move by his driver would have them all burn. It was
armored warfare in its most visceral. Ezcitingly lethal to the point of absurdity, of
course, but the only other choice was to retreat after all.

'What, in the face of the French?' he snorted. The road behind them led to one of
the many relocation shelters, with hundreds of thousands of people all waiting and
eager to pack themselves into trains to take them away from the madness. 'No. We
will not. Move.'

"Firing order confirmed and authenticated." he reported to his crew. "Ready armor-
piercing."

Mathias pulled a lever and a shell raised into position; not yet in the chamber. It
would not do to accidentally fire off the first shot to spark a senseless conflict.
"Armor-piercing, ready."

An amber flash crossed the distance, and the panzer right nezt to theirs, about
three hundred meters distant, burst into flame and shrapnel. 'OH COME ON?! That's
not fair!' Heinrich wanted to shout. They enemy was still almost ten kilometers
distant. Who could aim and hit like that?

"Hostile intent confirmed! Move! Move!" He picked a target, and felt his gut turn to
ice as they closed to their own effective range. Main battle tanks kept a tight
balance between mobility, armor, and damage potential; but their own doctrine was
given to err slightly towards the mobility angle. Modern combat was about multiple
elements, and combined arms required that these actually get to where they were
most effective as soon as possible.

The panzer shook as it absorbed well over 150 tons of recoil as its own main gun
fired. Both it and its target moved at close to full speed for their engines. Turrets
swung, automatic balancers tried to compensate, a mere fraction of degree off
meant a miss of meters.

Pomf! Pomf! Pomf! There was a nearly musical staccato of bursts, and occasionally
shrieking metal as tanks died. Viewed from a distance, the front blocks of the French
tank columns were still going- straight ahead, full speed, uncaring that they were
being picked off by the other tanks coming at an angle.

"Passant! Stop firing, you morons!" a voice broke into comms. "They're behind us!
Look to your rears!"

'There's something suitably ironic I should say here, I just know it.' Heinrich thought.
There was the whistling sound of incoming artillery, the countless white plumes of
an airburst. The battlefield was choked by white smoke.

A panzer plowed out of the cloud. "DAMN IT!" yelled Heinrich Jager. "Command,
what THE FICK-?!" There was a loud -spang!- as his tank took a glancing hit on the
turret. From the French lines. His camera showed that the closest Leclerc IVs had
their turrets facing the other way, firing at their own fellow French tanks.

"They're right...! We -have- been taken over!" yelled his gunner.

"Where should I go now? Do we retreat?!" Wilfred screamed. He regulated the
throttle still close to full, but at a shallower angle towards the inbound tanks.

The everpresent hiss of spectrum jamming cleared up for a moment. Shouted orders
crashed into each others in a shriek of feedback.

Then a voice, sad and soft:

"This is Kaworu Nagisa. I speak for the Earth's Cradle and the Greater Good on this
flawed and broken world. We've asked for nothing but peace and tolerance and the
chance to prove our good intentions. We have attacked no one, and certainly I don't
recall ever giving any insult to the UN or NERV."He sighed. "We have tried, and still
say- we don't want this. We are met with nothing but blatant aggression.
The Earth's Cradle can be a SANCTUARY. Even the cloud cover, it may seem dark
and foreboding, but it protects THIS part of the country from SPACE-BASED
LASERS! Why do you continue to resist the idea that we DO have benign intentions?"
"In as much a cancer can be benign or malignant..." Wilfred muttered, surprising his
cousin in how the little wolf -can- hold a grudge.

"I say, -enough-. We will not be pushed around. This Sanctuary can turn into a
fortress. The Evangelion's approach... sadly I must hold the UN also culpable- you
could have stopped this, taken the high road instead of relying upon crude military
pressure. You can STILL stop this... fortunately we have some allies who tried to
stop more senseless destruction, but I fear they will be discriminated and punished
for preferring peace and long-term logic.
You want to see the clash between Cradle and NERV. Trident and Evangelion. For
your curiosity, for your -entertainment-... FINE! So be it! But we will defend those
who made their choice to respect a difference in opinion. This is not politics, this is
not religion... it is something more basic. Human beings have free will, and society
the balance between that innate will and how much other people have the right to
impinge upon other people's right to choose.
The first freedom comes when anyone can decide simply -not- to eat, not ezist,
or to fight for that existence. To hunt, to farm, to seek others to make life more
bearable and meaningful. To die, or to live. The freedom we offer is from Death
Itself! Everything else is just babble. Everything else is is a feeling of 'blasphemy',
as if the genetic code is somehow sacred, as if slow natural mutation had any benefit
over deliberate and intelligent design. Only here could you have been free to shape
your own destinies, instead of being pulled along by prophets and tyrants.
Everything else is just the side-effect of a limited lifespan... just when a human
feels as if accomplishing things that will last, that life starts to end...
Humanity is a LABEL. It is just a name we call ourselves.
Everything else is just ashes. Dust to dust."
Bolter fire ripped through the Soviet lines. Reinforcements to Tokyo-3 were primarily
Russian and Chinese, as the port they set off from was Vladisvostok. The European
front was hardly so homogeneous. The weapons, however, were much the same.

The "Lem'an Rus" heavy assault tanks were built in several new plants, though most
were in the East there were some in Belarus. Though impregnable to all known MBT
guns along the frontal arc, their huge size and clumsy mobility meant they were
hideously vulnerable to attacks from the flank and rear. Their Battle Cannons, though
intimidating, were not capable of penetrating other MBT armor (being, essentially
mobile anti-Angel Bolter cannon). The exception were the 160mm Vanquisher and
200mm howitzer Demolisher variants, but these were few and shared the crippling
vulnerabilities; all easily destroyed when unattended.

Every army fractured from within, awash in conflicting orders and outright sabotage.
The proportion of 'Cradle-compromised' were less than 'Loyalists', and despite what
their commanding officers may say many soldiers were not eager to retreat into the
dark shelter of the miasma.

The skies were in similar confusion. Nuclear bombers were the only ones unaffected,
ignoring all commands and sticking to their planned flight paths. Everyone else, from
fighters to choppers, were being called in to support the ground troops, defend the
paths to the civilian centers no matter who was in the way, or to take out each
other. Attempts to follow ANY orders, no matter how official or justified, only led to
quick disaster.

Kaworu Nagisa stood at the center of the Cradle's command center, watching the
disciplined formations dissolve into chaos. It was all so... disappointingly easy.

"It seems you can only respect what you can fear." he said. The ground began to
shake, and the obscuring cloud over the Cradle began to rise. Shapes that belonged
in the sea soared into the skies, and clawed things began to march. "So be it...
Let me educate you on Absolute Terror..."
It was 5:28 PM, local time. Friday, July 15, 2016.

--

Prime Minister's Office
London-2 (formerly Lille)
1 hour, 12 minutes later

The Continental UK was somewhat of a misnomer, since there were still substantial
amount of people trying to live at the Isles, though it was difficult with the new near-
arctic conditions. Its Prime Minister, Jonathan Thresh, had plenty of problems to
overcome. Rising seas levels also took out a large chunk of the northern coast of
France, meaning that millions of refugees had to push even further inland towards
farming regions.

While the continent could not entirely begrude them their lives (specially as both
nations still held sufficient nuclear reserves), it was still a bitter ezperience. Could a
nation survive without its own homeland? It was not like the Earth would tilt right
back to make the Isles livable again. It would take serious effort to solve their
dillemma, mere thousands of years would not make it go away.

Until then, he had to endure. The insults or the pity; why should he care? He now
understood the plight of the diaspora, and the only important thing was to survive.
But he would live as a man, not a dog snapping at table scraps. He should be with
his family, evacuating with the other high officials all the way into Spain. But he
had... responsibilities. He had his own demons to face.

His office was dimly-lit and silent. Distant screams and the sounds of gunfire could
not budge him from his desk. Near his fingers was a pistol, and two black-suited
agents were dead nearby.

"The Hunt! The Hunt! The Wild Hunt! We ride!" a melodious voice half-shouted/half-
sung from the hallway. "The Hunt! We fly! We take! We Claim! The Wild Hunt, has
come! The Forgotten! Reborn! The Hunt! We Thrive!"

The office doors slammed open, and a tall woman in sheer white robes walked in.
Her silver-blonde hair was pulled into a bun, and her ears were slightly pointed.
She bared here teeth in a grin. "We Arrive."

'So you have.' The Prime Minister's glare showed unashamed fear and yet also
defiance.

"Now don't be pouty, Jonathan. We already warned you about the wisdom of
proportional response." the woman said, licking her blood-red lips. "You know how it
is-... they shoot at me, I tear their arms off."

"You can regenerate bullet wounds." the middle-aged official sighed.

"So? We can grow them new arms. It's a simple procedure." Samantha Thresh
strode over to look out the plate glass windows. "You had me put into the Cradle,
hoping that someday someone would be able to cure me... are you unhappy to see
me again so quickly?"

Prime Minister Thresh took a deep breath, and pinched it. "No, mother." he huffed
out, sounding defeated.

She smirked. "You've always been a horrible liar, Jonnie. You've got face that people
want to trust. And I AM proud of you- it takes more than just looks and personality
to get this far." She turned back to the outside. "Everything I've always done... was
for your own good."

'MY Good? How dare-...!' He grit his teeth and forced himself to calm down. With
a flippant tone he conveyed disdain for her entire existence. "This is way beyond
forcing me to eat my vegetables. People are dying out there. MY people. Not yours.
Not anymore."

"The hunt, the hunt..." she hummed. Fifteen years had given the ConUK enough of a
foothold, enforced by their eminently respectable army. Their withdrawal was
planned and disciplined. All for naught.

"Look at them, Johnnie. Obedient, skilled, and unshakably loyal." Black-armored
figures marched across the opposite avenue. They were larger and tougher than any
man, their right arms ending in massive guns while the left carried thick shields.
They were easy to see under the light of streetlamps, as the city took surprisingly little
damage. "You don't have to worry about looting, raping, burning, all that unpleasant
business. It's a much cleaner way of waging war, don't you think? Very little waste,
very simple logistics. There should be dignity even in defeat."

"They're Brutes, mother." the Prime Minister replied without looking. "Who would
ever trust mindless creatures specifically bred for war? It is the pain of loss that
makes war so horrible, that makes us reluctant to throw our people into it." He grit
his teeth. "This isn't a game."

"Of course it isn't, dear. But we try tell good young men to die simply because we
want them to prove their love for their country. We try to reduce human beings into
numbers and elements- our own and the enemy." She sighed theatrically, her
bosoms heaving. "All of this because, as human beings are imperfect, so are the
political systems they impose."

"And what would YOU replace them with, then?"

She smiled. "I don't know... if you'll excuse the pun... the UNSEELIE?" Jonathan
Thresh clenched his teeth and reached for the gun. "That's not going to work."
his mother added. "The Prince... he has already recognized that there's no way to
win against our forces. Even the Evangelion is useless when it comes to taking and
holding ground. Going to Spain won't help- the Milesian colonies there were already
destroyed. You're a rebel now, Jonnie."

He looked away from her smile. She was young. And alluring. She looked younger
than him, and now more perfect in body and features than what normal genetic
combinations could provide. Even her voice was like music.

He felt his skin crawl. How she stirred his emotions in many ways... it was intentional.
It was disgusting.

"I fully recognize you ARE my mother, the brain and the memories remain the same;
the flesh altered but... again, the same." He got up and pointed the pistol at her
head. It was a Walther PPK, incidentally, for reasons quite obvious. "But I also
wonder why the Sidhe are said to be repulsed by cold iron."

"... well, -we- aren't." Blam! "You... you shot me! You ungrateful little...!"

"I'm sorry, mother. I should really have accepted that you died a long time ago."
He pulled the trigger a few more times.

"Ow! That stings!"

"Blessed silver." He replied blandly. "In the name of God, the impure souls of the
living dead shall be banished into eternal damnation." BLAM! A gout of blood erupted
from his resurrected mother's forehead. She fell over and lay still. Even in death
she seemed unnaturally beautiful. "Amen."

Only then could he allow himself a single sob. He heard mingled roars, and two Brute
warriors burst THROUGH the wall. They sniffed, saw the dead body of their master,
and roared again. They leveled their massive arm cannons at him.

He closed his eyes and waited. 'I'm sorry, Jean. I'm sorry, James... ' Someone had to
make the sacrifice, to poke a vulnerability through the Cradle's shield, to delay the
approach of the interlopers. "... nothing has changed. The mission remains the same.
We shall fight, and we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the
hills" He began to laugh, but bitterly. He and many others had made their choice,
and others would have to suffer to see it through. "We shall never surrende-..."

There was pain, and then darkness.

--
--

The Earth's Cradle
Somewhere south of Leipzig
Same time

--

"It's going well." Sarah Campbell commented idly, with her eyes closed. There was a
more conventional command center, and there the Cradle forces did control the
varied assets they deployed. At the Cradle's heart, Dr. Lader could transmit data
directly into their minds.

"Maybe too well?" Martin replied, rubbing at his slicked-back blond hair. Fortunately
a benefit of regenesis was to cure premature balding. "I really thought there would
be more resistance than this."

"This is the fruit of -proper preparation-!" Dr. Lader crowed. "We have -not- been idle
these past months. Time Dilation effects while in otherspace gave us more than the
four months these deluded fools -wasted- in -paltry- monuments to their own -
pride-."

The boy snorted. "Like you're one to talk."

"I am MY OWN testament, pig-ignorant fleshbag. Ego is an -integral- part of every
personality. What matters is being able to -back it up-." A figure, shapeless under a
hooded cloak, approached. Its eyes glowed bright green, and an elongated gas mask
covered its face.

"All of you, shut up." said Kaworu. There was nothing more he could do; but even
while watching it all unfold his mind his mind churned with possibilities. The greatest
peril with actual precognition was being overwhelmed with eventualities that all
seemed equally valid. "We only have these few hours before... they... respond. Make
sure we have taken all objectives and secured all the people necessary to our cause.

We must be prepared for their counterattack."

"Hee... yes, more! More! We asked, now we must take." Martin laughed shrilly.
"Make them angry! Make it fun!"

"We have more to lose." Sarah agreed. "So we must fight all the harder. Those who
made tenuous links to us must now make an open decision to join our side, or later
be uncovered as sympathizers; and be deeply inconvenienced because of that."

'The skillful employer of men will employ the wise man, the brave man, the covetous
man, and the stupid man. For the wise man delights in establishing his merit, the
brave man likes to show his courage in action, the covetous man is quick at siezing
advantages, and the stupid man has no fear of death.'
Sound doctrine, ever since ancient times. Being half-Angel, he was ezcluded from the
psychic commonality of the Cradle- sending, never receiving, the light of his soul
burning too strongly for that. Thus their flaws and thoughts remained unpleasant
mysteries.

"You seem disappointed, Nagisa."

"This.. this is unnecessary. The fools! Why did they have to force my hand?!" he
began to pace around. "They try to undermine my work and then dare to accuse
me of treachery? IDIOTS! The Evangelion and NERV are direct threats to our very
existence, send them here and what choice do we have but to play to our strengths?"

"This -is- the reason why increased -capacity- for intelligence is the first step in
-regenesis.-" Dr. Lader replied cooly. "They are incapable of taking the long view,
still afraid of being turned into mindless zombies, too attached to their decaying
-status quo-."

Kaworu Nagisa cursed at how nothing - absolutely nothing - worked within his limits
of actual precognition. Like, what the fuck, all you bastards?! People could
always be counted to do the dumb things, amidst the occasional brilliance of the
individual. Would it be all worth it? Controlled crises or hardship would make people
lives worth living, make their days interesting? So would it be better for him to set
up a society so unstable it's stable in its instability?

And there was still SEELE to consider. The old farts were not beaten yet.

Why wait for geniuses when everyone's intelligence could be increased? What
wonders of science would be unwrapped by that light? By contrast, resistance
seemed like so much clinging to superstition. In the war for survival, they should not
rely on NUKES for winning, but in the humble footsoldier. Improve the footsoldier,
not the limited-use superweapon.

Pacing, back and forth, swearing occasionally. "All those philosophies from the
past... bullshit" said Nagisa. "The mind is neurons-- and virtue, chemical reactions. It
IS NOT. Difficult. To make someone happy. To KEEP someone happy. A productive
and well-justified society IS NOT out of reach." He did not want to King among that
unbothered multitude... just one of them, one of many, a voice no longer shouting in
the darkness.

Kaworu's philosophy was, like him, not a hard and steadfast ideal but one that tried
to make a virtue out of adaptation. He's just trying to pull off the grandest ever Indy
Ploy. It would work out. Somehow. With so many planets across the cosmos, with so
many people- he could always try and try and try again. As long as you're not dead,
you're not defeated. Third Impact would be just giving up, pure cowardice, and a
disgusted anger for that is something he shared with Shinji.

There was wisdom, after all, in Knowing that One Does Not Know. That was why
Shinji was important, to defeat him and his belief system was also to purge
weaknesses that were unavoidable in his own. The mind worm? Insurance. The
ethical considerations of mass manipulation or zombification (for was it not just so
convenient that the UN so helpfully put all the critical people all together so there
wouldn't be time lost trying to hunt them down?)... well, who would care, five
thousand years later? It was not like their lifestyle would not be dependent on those
events - just the flavor of history.

In the end, it did not matter really who was Right or Wrong; but who WINS!

"Miss Campbell, activate the sleeper cells." he said with a grimace. He could just
wait, let hundreds of years prove his point, but he was also human enough to be
impatient and greedy. "They will learn- they will ALL learn. This is For Their own
Good."

--

In the birthing vats of the distant Cradle, Amelia Thresh (nee Bagley) rose from a
pool of liquid, gasping for breath. Technicians brought her a towel and a warm flask
of tea. "What... what day is it?"

"July the fifteenth, m'am." replied one, in his grating mechanical voice.

"Huh. I lost almost a month. Still..." she rubbed at her chest, neck, and forehead.
"It's good we have multiple forms of immortality. Is it supposed to still hurt like this
when I revive?"

"You should not have any 'future' memories. Whatever it is, it will pass." the bio-
technician turned away, uncaring. "As all things in this false world eventually must."

--
--

Eastern Command Bunker
Somewhere south of Sedan
Two hours later

Most of the nations funding NERV had prepared for the Angels' inevitable arrival.
Command centers shared the same basic layout as NERV's- deep underground, with
multiple stations and a large holographic screen. Most of them were immune to
anything short of a nuke. Their bunker was stronger-built than that; doing proper
fortification could surely do no harm.

Like NERV's own central command, reports filtered it from many different military
operations. While junior officers screamed into garbled communication channels,
those higher up the ranks could do nothing more than wait for the situation to clear
up. The President had already evacuated to the primary command bunker. The
nuclear option had already been released.

The majority of the command staff were still arguing over what to do and trying to
make sense of conflicting data. Two of the more junior (in age, at least, if not in
authority) generals were on their way back from the C3 floors.

"Perfect Liberté, perfect Égalité, perfect Fraternité... " said Air Corps General Durant.
"Even their views on biotechnology is the triumph of science over fickle nature. Yet
how so terrifyingly easy that could turn into a dystopia."

Army Division General Broussard snorted. "It should have been obvious from the
start that their promises were too good to be true. Whenever there's trouble, they're
always there."

"Ah, but our problem is that they -can- live up to their promises. Shooting the
civilians convoys trying to evacuate TO the Cradle is what provoked their army in
the first place! We're getting slaughtered over land and air. It just goes to show- "

"We never should have trusted those damn... psyker freaks in the first place!" The
Army general slammed a fist on the reinforced hallway. "How do these creatures
know when and how we're going to act? We have been stabbed in the back! Even the
damn Psykana don't know what's happening... HA! Better have them away, we can
settle this without any fancy tricks..."

He squinted at the other general. "What, you seem too willing to admire these things
destroying our people. The bombers are in the air, why are you holding back?"

"The same reason the UK bombers are doing nothing even if their capital just fell.
The miasma is too thick. Even the GPS is confused... we don't know where to drop.
The only place where we know there ARE massed enemy forces... is already inside
our protection zones! We can't nuke our own forces!"

"And we have no contact with NERV. Bastards. They... they may have interest in
seeing us removed from the picture."

"Us, as in the military. Or us, as in France?"

"... I don't know. That's what worries me." He was still fairly young, even if he tried
to disguise his balding head with a toupee. He was still vigorous, there was so much
he still had to experience. 'Damn Nagisa. This was never part of the agreement.'

They arrived back at the strategic conference. All the other generals... they were so
old, and shouting about their own merits from out of Second Impact. It was clear
they had no idea what should be done. Surrender, however, was never said. The
politicians from the primary bunker were asking for a temporary cease-fire. The
Eastern Defensive Line was a very concave.

"Yes, I know! We can't hold for much longer- the things are almost here! If the 3rd
Tank Division just didn't rush ahead to join up with the Germans, then it may be
different!" someone was shouting. "Who told those fools to let themselves get
surrounded?"

General Broussard winced. That would be him.

"They are drawing enemy assets that would otherwise have moved west." someone
replied. "That's why our greatest threat is from the north, the Cradle has almost
finished with the UK's army... now we know that trying to spread out to focus
offensive force on a point won't work- the enemy will just LEAP over it. They have
BASIC INFANTRY that can challenge MAIN BATTLE TANKS, by God! We have pull
back and let combined arms actually combine to break the enemy."

"You're talking defense in depth! Fortification! IT DOESN'T WORK! They could ignore
our strongpoints and be at our evacuation centers within hours! Even minutes!"

"Where the forces of the Cradle go they bring their jamming. Only in close formations
are combined-arms tactics possible."

Marshal Jacques Bergeron was largely responsible for keeping the military together
post-Impact, and avoiding a shooting war with the desperate and starving UK. He
had actually retired but was appointed back into high command several months ago;
just about after Tokyo-3 drove Leliel and the Earth's Cradle off the Earth.

"Durant, you will recover the bombers and have them support out defense." He let
muffled complaints pass for a few moments, then "SILENCE! Making an attack inside
our own territory is unpleasant but is still better than total destruction of our nation
and way of life. The enemy is there- it MUST be destroyed."

There were murmurs of agreement. The bombers had much smaller yields than the
ballistic missiles. Only if the N2 devices prove to be insufficient, only then might they
proceed with the nuclear alternative. The enemy may be good with biotechnology,
but hard radiation messes up everything.

Air General Durant all but glowed with admiration. They were ready to die, to poison
their own, just to preserve the old order. "Sir!" He saluted.

"Broussard."

"Sir?"

"We just broke open stockpiles of old MILAN rockets. Just managing to bring enough
man-portable antitank weapons here was a minor miracle in itself. Pull the third
infantry division back and get re-equipped." They could therefore disperse and still
remain effective. "We're going to have to just figure things out as we go." Not an
unusual state of affairs.

Broussard looked pained, saluting slowly. He was sweating visibly. The old general
looked puzzled, for surely it was the wrong time to display any fear or hesitation. It
was the best of all possible situations in their war.

The younger general dropped his arm. His eyes grew unfocused. He felt a great pain,
a wriggling starting from his scrotum. Local Psykana adepts had already scanned the
minds of most command staff, and there had been many medical tests. These were
all weeks ago, however- and understandably all did not give much focus to that part
of anyone's anatomy.

He bit his lip, as threads of pain flowed all over his body. Chemicals tried to dampen
the pain of tiny, but fast-growing new organs. Purplish veins, like vines, crawled up
from under his skin and stabbed into his brain. Memories flowed back.

-

It was as if her tongue was again setting his nerves aflame. That perfect face, those
trusting eyes. "What do you want?" she had asked then. 'Mmm? For this to never
end?"
A voice closer to his ears, and little bites at his earlobes. "You have known pain. You
have known disappointment. And you are terrified that the future will bring nothing
but misery. You -know- that you are a failure as a human being. In the haze of ever-
new sensations you try to forget, that the glory of France is in the past, and not
something you will ever find again in your lifetime.
You are a man in a time when machine-gods walk the Earth, and by sheer accident
of birth missed the chance to be significant."
He screamed and writhed, uncaring all of things, now as then. He knew only absolute
terror. "But no matter." The voice was sweet and unreal. "You are special -- for it is
you that we have chosen. Even in your pretensions and emotional delusions you
were never more than mediocre. You wish for greatness, so we will give it to you.
Become the proof of our concepts, beloved Broussard. Become the force of our
truth."
-
His fears were banished. He opened his eyes and stood back up, unconcerned about
the guns pointed at him. He could see mouths working, hear the sounds, but all their
words were meaningless to him. He felt a sudden shock, dimly he realized he had
been shot; and he laughed. It was all so beautiful. It was perfect.

To become new, to cast off the old and corrupted flesh. To be the better person he
wanted to be, but failing continually.

Hast thou not heard long ago, how I have done it;
and of ancient times, that I have formed it?
Now have I brought it to pass, that thou shouldest be
to lay waste defenced cities into ruinous heaps.
Therefore their inhabitants were of small power,
they were dismayed and confounded:
they were as the grass of the field, and as the green
herb, as the grass on the housetops, and
as corn blasted before it be grown up.
The voice said, Cry. And he said, What shall I cry?
All flesh is grass, and all the goodliness thereof
is as the flower of the field
A physical, tangible God. Boasts that backed up, proof that arrives. Was this why he
had gambled, so long ago? The disgust at a world that made no sense, that which led
him to decadent desires just to escape the despair of existence? He was a ground-
pounder when Impact happened, and knew enough what glories were lost. What
labors still lay ahead.

He despised them, their flawed morality dictated by dying before ever really knowing
why they ever lived. He felt he deserved more than a decaying world filled with those
too fearful to take a lamp into the darkness. 'It takes greater courage to defy
tradition, than to defend the familiar amidst the popular acclaim. I DARE to be
right, you obsolete relics! I will take the wind and tame it!'
"... and all flesh is grass." he whispered.

In his heart, he felt the touch of star gods, his soul shining with the brightness of
a young sun.

--
--

Council Central Office
Riga-2, Latvia
Two hours later

The Premier of the New Council, Emil Bundayev, did not have much direct influence
over the NSSR. That did not mean he could not worry, nor should be begrudged
military information; no matter how bleak.

"How soon can the reinforcements arrive?" he asked Leonas Daugela, his aide.

"It's going to take some time... a sizable force must remain in the East, for quick
deployment against...(a cough) for... Japan and Tokyo-3. The forces nearby are in
some disarray... we lost the command center near Grodno, while Minsk-2 and Slonim
are managing somehow; Slonim being the less damaged."

The older man groaned and clutched at the back of his own head. "I don't believe
this. We have enough problems with suicide bombers, but now- exploding men?
Really?!"

"It's hard to explain, sir... but it's true. General Gintaras walked into the command
center, and did command effectively for some time. Then, just suddenly, he
muttered something... and then he blew up. We only have the word from those in
radio contact at the time."

"There's no way to detect this?"

"It is a possibility that some of these officers were replaced last night, but... by
all accounts, those affected seem normal until they speak a specific code phrase.
The Psykana say that since these people might not even know they are living
bombs, they have no way of sensing deceit."

Emil Bundayev groaned. "Wonderful. Even I know trying to disperse the command
structure right now isn't a good idea."

"Sir, you should evacuate too. You and this place is as much at risk..."

"Hm?" The Premier glanced out his windows for a moment. Riga-2 was a nice city,
and was an important trade center due to its new harbor; but hardly of significant
strategic value. "We're well off the front lines, and this whole thing would move just
fine without me. There is a risk, but I don't have any special reason to be afraid."

"But sir... you were instrumental to getting the new tanks and bolt weapons out
there, which makes it possible to actually hold positions." The fact that bolt ammo,
by sheer size, also meant limited stocks was just unfortunate. "Besides that, you're
one of the people Shinji Ikari actively appreciates... I don't know, but the Cradle
might hold a grudge over that sort of thing."

And then, for some reason, he exploded.

--

+++++ Message Received +++++

Massive combined-arms attack from
and to all points surrounding the
Earth's Cradle.

Enemy air assets confirmed as round
disks 18 meters wide and moving at
mach 2.8, attack consists of intent
kinetic strikes at opposing aircraft
and missiles. Subject too fast for
lock-on, limited success with AA
weapons. Unconfirmed reports of
bombers being outright stolen from
the sky. Transforming capability?
Temporary designation 'Cyberdisc'.

Ground forces confirmed as
a. heavy infantry analogue, with
thick armor, shield, and prominent
weapon-arms. Slow-moving, but
immune up to high-caliber gunfire and
light cannon. Shield capable of
dispersing force of 140mm cannon.
Weapon is a 'gauss-fired' composite
rod, with clear penetration to medium
vehicle armor. Temporary designation
'Brute'.
b. Shock infantry, noted as 'mutation
forms'. Quaruped run estimated over
38 kph, large jaws, claws capable of
damaging heavy vehicle armor, night
vision and corrosive spit. Very
numerous. Very dangerous. Temporary
designation 'Hellhound'
c. AFV analogue, 'Brute' unit mounted
on podlike skimmer (antigrav?) vehicle,
larger gauss rod weapon. All known
armor useless. Temporary designation
'Heavy Destroyer'.

All defending forces routed. Repeat, all
forces routed. Limited resistance
remaining on paths to civilian shelters,
rumor of teleporting enemy troops
preemptively seizing fallback points.
Can't hold. All assets, everybody that
can hold a gun, already committed.
Repeat, cannot hold! For God's sake
send help!

++++ Message Ends ++++

--

Misato took the alarm. The pilots were so bone-tired they slept peacefully on as she
rushed out of the apartment. "Sorry for waking you up, Pen-pen." she said fondly, as
the penguin emerged irritaby from the refrigerator. "Keep an eye on the kids while
I'm away, okay?"

The penguin, flapped its flippers nonchalantly. She had nothing to worry about. He
took out a bottle of beer, pried the cap loose with his beak, and sat facing the door
Misato just closed. Waiting, blinking on occasion.

Tokyo-3 was at full alert. "What's happening now?" Misato shouted, as she strode
into the command center. Beside her, Makoto moved to replace Kaede on the tactical
station. Their hands touched briefly, and shared as smile, as the young woman moved
to the secondary command center.

"There's movement at the Cradle." Ritsuko answered, swiveling on her chair. She
looked terrible, having taken just a few hours of sleep over the past week. "It seems
the monitoring armies just up and decided to shoot at themselves and each other."

"That doesn't make sense...! We might get world war three on top of what we
already have to settle." The main screen showed a satellite view of northern Europe.
She noticed Switzerland stck in the middle of that. "What about the Commander?"

"They're already heading back." Ritsko replied, taking a sip. Gendo... she longed to
see his reaction to how much NERV changed in his short absence. "Peace talks are
useless now."

Misato then began to take calls, many of them international, to DO SOMETHING. She
could only say that NERV was 'considering its options'.

"Open me a channel to Cerberus base." Misato commanded Shigeru. A small video
window appeared on her own command console. "Yang-sensei, I apologize for the
inconvenience... you're not part of the military anymore, so we shouldn't impose on
you like this."

"Oh, it's fine, Colonel Katsuragi. Anything I can do to help... it's better than boredom
at least."

"You're getting the feed from NERV? Right. Everybody's attacking everybody over
there... are we looking at mass-compromized armies, some sort of insanity field, or
what?"

"I... can't really say for certain. Is this really all the information we have?" .

Misato looked to Ritsuko, then shook her head. "It looks like 'someone' cut the main
transcontinental communication ocean cables. We're getting passive feed from the
monitoring sattelites, and reports only from around the border. We don't know what's
actually happening at the Cradle."

"It would be so simple just to blame it all on mind control. That would absolve blame
for all participants." The strategist sighed heavily. "Unfortunately this is long in the
making. Just because the Cradle SAYS it does not manipulate people directly, it will
not, doesn't mean that it CAN NOT or actually WILL NOT. This is common sense that
leads to things like Cold Wars... this is basic politics!

Nations -never- trust. THIS is paranoia backfire. They segmented their commands so
that in case any portion is taken over the rest may stand ready to defend. The
problem is that they CAN'T trust their channels of communication!" He made a
grimace of pain. "I don't think anyone can stop them from shooting at each other.
It doesn't matter if anyone is under unnatural pressure, or no one, or everyone.
Anyone who stops is just going to get shot."

"They imitated how Tokyo-3 is run." spoke a voice from offscreen. "Of course, it
works HERE because we've got fucking landlines and relays fucking everywhere in
the overlapping defense."

"Thank you. And I admire that." Yang commented. "This report... it gives us nothing
less than the picture of a decapitation strike. The military commands have been
obviously sabotaged, many politicians are dead... this is merely good doctrine."

"And we don't know how they're doing it, what they're doing, or if we can even do
anything." Misato leaned back and clasped her fingers together.

"Leaving to confront the Cradle... I can understand that it could be seen as an act
of war. Everybody... everybody... wanted to see who would win out between an Eva
and those Tridents."

"But they didn't HAVE to involve normal people in this!"

Yang sighed again. "That is where the Cradle and we here in Tokyo-3 differ. I'm
starting to understand a little about this Greater Good. If their words about clinical
immortality are true, then over the long term small present difficulties may be worth
it. What is some resentment today, if they can direct the whole human race for the
future? The Evangelion's power is useless there. They can hold whole continents
hostage... if they can't restrict our logistical base one way, then they'll have to do
it directly.

Again, simple but rational doctrine. Doctor Akagi's new advances might have...
scared them into this. First, they must win. That's the only important thing."

Ritsuko sniffed, unconcerned.

Misato leaned back on her chair. "Okay, so we can't use the 'Homing Laser' trick
because there's no AT-field or Angel mind for it to actually lock onto... and I sure
as hell don't want Shinji-kun to put himself into the ICU again by trying anyway."
She turned to Ritsuko. "How soon can we ready the 'Dollhouse' to launch?"

"It seems I won't be able to mount a proper death ray as a prow weapon. But
everything else is just fluff. We only have one of the reactors online, the rockets
passed the initial test... the command bridge is rudimentary. But there is fuel, there
is space for whatever you want to send along." Ritsuko shrugged, her irritation
mostly at the delay . "It's incomplete, but it should move... the hull should hold, at
least you can ram the shit out of someone with it."

She grinned slightly. It would still mass upwards of fifty thousand metric tons, after
all. Promethium fuel added another dozen thousand. It was disturbing how little
resistance there was to the idea of breaking through the Cradle's defenses by
crashing the whole damn thing into it.

"... thanks for that, I think?"

Misato turned back to the main screen. The bright lines of electrified Europe was
marred by the all-obscuring miasma. It was growing before her eyes, crawling to
Belgium, eating into Poland. She felt somewhat ashamed, at her emotional
disconnection from whatever was happening there. She could only muster a general
sort of apprehension, rather than vengeful ire. It was only her problem because
people expected her children to solve it.

'Wait a second... if disrupting the chain of command is sensible doctrine, then...
everything being done there is to make it more difficult for the Eva when it actually
arrives. WE are the Cradle's primary enemy!' She stood up suddenly and shouted
"Makoto! Get the security teams out! Wake up the pilots! We need to protect-..."

"We're getting an incoming transmission!" Shigeru reported, his fingers already
working to switch it over to the main screen. "It's a burn-through signal from the
Cradle."

Maya hiccuped. "...what's this feeling...?" It was icky.

Ritsuko frowned. The Cradle lacked the hard fiberoptic connections for the millitary
Net, and the miasma blocked enough of the spectrum to prevent any attempt to
bounce it off the atmopshere. Relays just would not be able to transmit the energy
required to overwhelm all bands. "They're taunting us." she said blandly. "It's the
same principle as the 'homing laser'."

She stood up and walked closer to the command tower's edge, near where her
mother stood for her fatal drop. "Doctor Lader." she hissed.

Harsh mechanical laughter burned through static. "Hello, Tokyo-3. And you, Doctor
Akagi. Finally we meet, face to face."

Ritsuko snorted. "Sean Vord Lader, I presume? I can’t say it’s a pleasure to meet you
at last. And you're mixing up your colloquialisms.” She pushed her glasses up
slightly, orange light off the main screen glinting off them. "What do you want?
Speak your piece and begone."

The main screen showed the Cradle’s chief scientific officer’s face in all magnified
detail, down to every unsightly pore. It was odd, considering how he had already
given up on flawed flesh... if anything, it looked more repulsive than what he looked
like in reality. He sneered down at everyone.

"-What- are we, but -our thoughts-? And rightfully, I should be asking YOU -what
you want-. But it is already obvious from your combative tone."

He grinned, showing uneven teeth. “Did you really think that we would not know
about the little toys you were building here? As if they could be anything other than
bare aggression? How so proud you all feel at such -paltry- attempts to break what
-little- you understand about universal laws?

Ha! Akagi! How so low you’ve -fallen-. I have learned more about the fundamental
nature of reality these past few weeks than the accumulated meanderings over
millennia! You had the AT-field to toy with, Akagi, but let me ask you this- when was
the last time you -set up a control group-? What -theories- have you put to the
-test-? We are touched with the brilliance of genius, that the dim masses may call
mad-- but when was the last time you acted like a -scientist- instead of some -glorified
technician-? Without the effort of -examination-, forcing your intentions upon the
universe, you have willingly -reduced- yourself to the level of a witch doctor, relying
on -ritual- and hoping for effects! You have taken the vessel of the AT-field, and
turned it into a spitoon!”

Ritsuko suppressed a wince. Everything about the ‘Doll House’ was untested. All of it
relied up the strength of will of a teenager. Theoretically, there was the chance that
all the volunteers would not die horribly in midair.

“Congratulations, Akagi. You have successfully reduced human beings into tools, into
an engine, more efficiently than whatever parasitic horrors you people may had
attributed to our enlightened Cradle.”

“Oh, shut up!” Misato shouted with a raised fist. “We don’t give a damn! This is war,
if you haven’t figured it out yet, you demented lunatic. Who is a more hardcore
scientist— stop filling up our channels with this bullshit! Ritsuko is saving the human
race from monsters like YOU!”

“No, Katsuragi, -you- are -the monsters-. Your short-sighted need to maintain a
crumbling -status quo- will doom us all. -Only- with power is there -choice-; for a
starving man has only to eat or die. We have taken this -duty- to ensure the survival
of the human race for the next -ten thousand years-."

"What is this bullshit... people who talk about peace lasting a thousand years usually
aren't interested in it." Misato snarled.

"All the proof I need is when I kill you, Lader." Ritsuko added calmly.

"And likewise, Akagi."

And oddly, there was a pleading note to his mechanically-modulated voice. Just as
Nagisa sought to prove his belief system against Ikari, the Cradle's core mind needed
a good show from his rival.

Yang coughed to break the onset of hostile silence. "Colonel Katsuragi, Doctor Akagi-
if you don't mind, there's a question I must ask."

"Ahh... eavesdropping now, Yang?" The administrator of the Earth's Cradle had
always made his disdain for 'military intelligence' quite clear. Fame gained through
sending others to kill in one's name... how was that well-deserved? "What does the -
great strategist- have to say?"

The resident UN advisor ignored the jibe. "Doctor Lader is a important personality
for the Cradle, it's true... but he is not its Voice. So why is he speaking to us then,
and not Nagisa?"

Misato frowned slightly, Maya looked as if she might puke. An unlit cigarette fell
from Ritsuko Akagi’s lips.

“Oh you sanctimonious piece of offal…” she gasped up at the screen. “You’re actually
HERE, aren’t you?”

Technicians and officers yelped as their screens blinked out. Lights all over Tokyo-3
failed and even the backup systems died with a slow whine. "And I hope that hurt,
you bastard!" she shouted into the darkness.

--
--

Though he could no longer be said to possess a central nervous system, Dr. Lader
reeled from the pain. His biomechnical personal interaction avatar toppled, and the
Cradle's multifaceted Mind rang with his scream. "T-that... that -bitch-!" he wheezed
though the voice vents.

Kaworu had to laugh. "I must admit, that does have a certain brutal elegance, as a
solution. Did you really expect them to -hesitate- while you felt out their firewalls?"

"Nagisa. For once in your life. -Shut up-!" The cyborg avatar clutched at its head.
"Damn her. But they're blind now. -That- was stupid."

"Ah, the irony." Nagisa added, still with his creepy little smile.

"I know that most of Tokyo-3's systems are connected to the MAGI. Only a total
system purge would be able to protect them from Dr. Lader's psychic hacking." Sarah
said softly. "Sympathy and contagion is what allows the soul to be split, but even
Dr. Lader's duplicate Mind requires a physical connection."

"I don't know if what the Doctor here has can even be considered a 'soul'.... but now
we know having that interrupted leads to him flailing around like a frat boy with a
hungover." Martin rubbed at his own head, feeling an echo of that pain. "But more
knowledge is good, right? Science, hey?"

A strange gurgling sound issued from all around the room.

"-ENOUGH!-" rang through the Cradlemind. "Sympathy -and- contagion. Only MAGI-
class systems have enough computational density to support my awareness... the
contact may have been short, but it was -enough-. The teleport homer is in place."

"Good." Teleportation was a very, very, VERY blatant violation of the laws of macro-
scale physics. It was also linked to practical precognition, which in itself was the
rarest of all true psychic abilities. Like telepathy it was not precisely limited to range.
Kaworu himself could not even pretend to understand how it really worked.

The legend of the Kefitzat Haderechv was, like most such things, mired in hyperbole
and outright fantasy. However, at the root of it, the great Mind of the Cradle... the
Black Moon of mankind's fate, was greater than any mortal that ever walked the
world before.

--
--

It was just before dawn, and massive floodlights stained the sky above the the
NNHIS construction site. It was an immense grotesque shape; quite phallic with its
prow shield and bulbous engines, that rested upon equally large pylons. Normally
Asuka would find it funny.

She shivered, not just because of the cold winds blowing from the sea. She turned
away from the sight. "How can he do this to me...?" she asked Shinji. "He attacks
my country... my people! How is THAT supposed to convince me?"

The Third Child shook his head. "Are you a pampered princess to be plied with
sweet words and gifts? Or are you Asuka Langley-Sohryu?" He had to chuckle. "No,
it's not your country anymore- it's his. If you want it, then you'll have to either
agree to his terms or TAKE IT back."

Asuka huffed. "He knows what I like. It's a challenge. Dammit." She closed her eyes
and let herself fall. As she expected, Shinji caught her in his arms. His hurry left him
off-balance however, and also as expected their combined weight pushed him to the
ground. She smiled at his grunt of pain.

His was not the broad-shouldered comfort she had sought in her dreams, but... it
was warm to be held and protected. It was cold to stand alone and so high. "You
both know me so well. I'm not sure if I should find that... irritating.

And sometimes... I have to worry. Should I be afraid? Should I hate the both of
you? Sometimes it seems like everything... this world, all this death, it's just one
big game. A sick game for sick people."

"I suppose that's why Nagisa thinks what he's doing is a cure. It's an old saying-
the best medicine is always bitter." He exulted in the scent of her hair. "Only you
can make it... palatable. If you can forgive him for this, then your loyalty is...
proven."

"Hmf. Aren't you going to try and convince me not to be tempted?"

"It would be futile, you know. He intends to make you a Goddess. I can't match
that. Decide what you want."

"I should feel insulted." She grinned and began to began with wiggle her hips in his
embrace. As they were both already in their form-hugging plugsuits, it was hard to
hide signs of... attentiveness.

"I know you like this. You're letting me go just like that? Trust, yeah, it's all well and
good... but do you even value me at all? Are you really that stupid, baka Shinji, to
risk losing me? Do you even..." She grit her teeth. "I hate mysteries. You know this.
If you don't start talking normally I'm seriously going to punch your-"

Shinji laughed, and pulled her tighter. "Do you want me to show you your glory,
Asuka Langley-Sohryu?" he whispered into her ear. She giggled.

The wind blew stronger for a moment, and then stilled.

"Death. Death is your gift. It is to die in bed, surrounded by your children, and their
children, and knowing that you were better mother than Kyoko Zepellin Sohryu. You
have killed, and you will kill, but all through the battles in life you won; the only on
that matters will be that never, ever, abandoned your family."

Asuka ripped herself free from his embrace. She spun in place and punched him in
the face. "... you total bastard!" she hissed, as he toppled sideways.

Shinji Ikari looked impassive. "Sadly, I know just -who- my parents are." he replied
in the same tone of voice as before. "But I CAN be a bloodthirsty madman if that's
what you want."

She shoved him to throw herself away. "... you're just like him. I'm just a tool for
the both of you. No, SCREW YOU. I refuse to be your plaything!"

"No. Asuka, please. I may hate Nagisa, but he does love you. He knows this about
me as well."

"Bullshit. You don't need me. You already have Ayanami. Fuck it, maybe even Ibuki.
And we all know Kirishima would tackle you in an eyeblink." She slumped, and
thought about hitting him again. "... why am I even here...? This is stupid." It should
be enough that she was the best pilot, right? That was why she had worked so hard!
It should be enough! 'I won't cry...' she again swore to herself. 'I'm strong enough by
myself.'
But damn him, that was a really good scenario. They really did know her desires all
too well. Secrets held power. She did not want to be protected like that. It was an
insult. Her resentment boiled.

Shinji continued, without mercy. "Think about it, Asuka. Ayanami is sterile. It's likely
that Ibuki-san is fertile, but it's the same with her and Kirishima-san. The genes that
allow for Evangelion activation is probably very recessive. Like it or not, you're the
only real option for ensuring the next generation of strong Evangelion pilots. Nagisa
CAN do something with the genetic material, but... he's serious about immortality.
You won't really -need- progeny."

Asuka began cracking her knuckles. "Okay, I am seriously going to have to hurt you
now. If you hold still, you'll go unconscious that much faster and you won't feel much
pain."

Shinji held both hands up in surrender, cringing visibly. "Okay, okay, but really...
that's why you should never look for reasons to love. You just might find it." He
sighed. "And it just... cheapens the miracle of it." He looked up. It was almost
sunrise. "Asuka. I'm... unsure of many things... even afraid... but never about you.
Never about what I feel for you."

"... you... no." She grimaced. "Words. Just... words, Ikari."

"Do you know why I'm not afraid to lose you, Sohryu? Because-" He reached over
and put his hands over her clenched fists. He pulled her back and growled into her
left ear. "You. Are. Mine."

Their kisses always tasted like sunfire. Desperate, hungry, trying to consume each
other- that intensity only fed itself, until they had to stop, gasping for breath. That
was why the contrast with Ayanami's gentle accepting lips afterwards was so...
interesting.

'Wohoo! Now the rest of it! Say the rest of it!' someone cheered in Shinji Ikari's
mind. 'You still have a few hours until launch! There's still plenty of time to... get
things done! Finally! Finally!'
'Someone PLEASE shut her up.' the boy yelled within his skull.

"You're still keeping a lot of secrets from me." Asuka voice intruded into his
thoughts. Her eyes were bright and inquisitive, staring into his own distracted gaze.

"... they're more embarassing than insidious, really." Shinji replied weakly. "Ouf!"

Asuka shoved him into the ground and sat on his stomach. She grinned, with the sun
at her back and her hair seemingly on fire. She looked predatory. "And YOU are
MINE, Third Child. If you forget that I'll make you regret it." She put both hands on
either side of his head. "Do you understand me? I will have -everything-. I will have
it. Everything too terrifying to know, everything too painful to bear."

"You will have no master but war, Asuka. I promise you this." he replied with a grin.
Behind her the red form of Evangelion Unit Two waited. Death was already her
mistress.

The sun blessed the coming storm. And then, it was time.

--

--

Now it's time, I fear to tell I've been holding it back so long
But something strange deep inside of me is happening
I feel unlike I've ever felt And its making me scared
That I may not be what I (think I am) 
-
It was... very red, the touch of sunrise only adding to the impression. More or less
cigar-shaped, the prow had an armored bill ending in a pointed tip. There were
openings that looked like tall cathedral windows, these were for the firing angles of the
Basilisk artillery it carried. Clusters of anti-aircraft mounts dotted the sides, Phalanx
CIWS stripped out of ships. Control jets were nothing more than the largest rocket
engines they could find, mounted on gimbal joints.

The vehicles were loaded, the men secured. Evangelion Unit Two was lashed face-
down, in the exact center of the airship. Asuka grinned, as gravity pulled her her
weight to her feet; though seated she felt as if standing up. The airship was laid
out much like a spacecraft, with swinging seats and decks that could function
when forward thrust turned apparent gravity perpendicular to the Earth's surface.

-

What of us, what do I say Are we both from different worlds
Cos every breath that I take, I breathe it for you
I couldn't face my life without you And I'm so afraid.
There's nothing to comfort us
What am I, if I can't be yours
-
She took her hands off the controls and raised them, palms up. Her Evangelion
complied. Power, pure unspoiled power flowed into her being. 'MINE.' she
accepted it. 'My power. My world. My will. My people. My promise. My love. My
pain. My enemy. My hate. MY STRENGTH! The heavens. Mine to pierce!'

"Rise! Castle in the sky! With burning wings, FLY! Luftschloss STURMBRAND!"

Eight massive rockets fired, blasting away at the landing pad. The sound of it alone...
it was enough to set Tokyo-3's buildings to shaking. Upon a pillar of flame did Castle
Sturmbrand rise to greet the eighth day. Blood red and daggerlike, it stabbed
through the invisible barrier in that crystal blue.

-

I don't sleep, don't feel a thing And my senses have all but gone
Can't even cry from the pain, can't shed a tear now I realise
We're not the same and it's making me sad Cos we can't fufill
our dreams (in the life) 
-
The shockwave of something that big breaking the sound barrier was felt even deep
inside the geofront. Inside the two other Evangelions and the Trident Land
Dreadnought. "Oh fuck me." Ritsuko Akagi muttered, even as it was all she hoped
for. "It actually worked." Maya Ibuki chuckled at that.

"Godspeed, Sohryu." muttered Rei Ayanami, watching the rapidly-diminishing
spectacle through the entry plug monitors. Strange, she felt a slight pain. She was
not injured, so... why? Even as her place was beside Ikari, she realized that things
would not be so interesting without her opposite.

More reasons for her to actively dislike Nagisa. She looked at Shinji Ikari's face on
another window. She almost felt pity, for his hatred was weak compared to what
she held. The key had gone. The door was open. The time for reckoning was fast
approaching.

She felt a small smile cross her lips.

-

So I must, let us break free. I can never be what you need
If there was a way, through the hurt then I would find it
I'd take the blows. Yes I would fight it. But this is the one
Impossible dream to love. What am I, if I can't be yours?
-
Kaworu Nagisa looked up. 'Indeed. What am I? What are we?' Behind him the six
eyes of his Trident Warborn; four on it face, one each at the tp of its horns, glowed
bright pink. 'Answer me. We will know. We can't go back to the womb. It's time.'
He smirked. 'This Cradle will rock.'
-

The Chimera was a much more sensible design compared to its larger sibling, but also shared many of its disadvantages. The large wraparound tracks increased its profile, and required greater effective torque from the engine. They had thick steel armor, which meant it weighed towards MBT scales just for an APC. However, as proven in those days around the center of Europe... there were also great advantages to size; in carrying capacity and being able to go anywhere.

The miasma had spread to cover most of the country. People fled on whatever they could find; trucks, bikes, cows, name it. There were still those who dared to venture inside the dense dark fog to pick up stragglers. Wilfred staggered out of the miasma and was nearly shot, run over, and then burned. Only the timely intervention of their attached psyker saved the shambling, benumbed young man.

In truth, the psyker was as much a conscript as the soldiers with him. He had little particular loyalty to the UN, and even less desire for Nagisa's terrifying visions, but he was uprooted from his comfortable dentistry practice and for what? To serve as some sort of human divining rod? They had taken his good reputation, his family, almost everything he had worked for through the years... it was a vast injustice, and how he raged.

His family's safety rested upon his cooperation. They were at Tokyo-3. Nagisa and the Cradle; for all their bluster, it would take much more to actually crack the city-fortress. His family was safe, there. Only his actions preserved their continued well-being. The suspicion, the disdain, he endured it all. The Psykana, hastily-formed out of pressured assets such as he-- it was betrayed from within.

"Take him in. He's clean." Grumbling, the soldiers obeyed. Sure, the UN Psykana for all its grandiose claims and multiple near-violations of human rights had -failed- to secure international command... but it was those same minds that protected them now even within the miasma. Those minds allowed distant communications even when the finest electronics failed.

It was a new and painful and bewildering lesson to the world, that 'stealth' was useless even as absolute stealth proved to be possible. Anything -within- an AT-field might as well be in another universe, where nothing could be trusted to be what they seemed. The problem lay in that it -was- a field, and like through any medium there would be disturbances and distortions from anything passing through. Only a stupidly huge machine like an Eva could hide within it. Or small pockets of men and machinery, shielded from notice by the very antithesis for the AT-field, the psychic emanations from certain souls.

The bones of Wilfred's wrist showed white on his skin, so deathly tight was his grip on his Bolt Pistol. In the end they let him keep it, it was empty anyway. He kept staring at its grinning skull.

He felt numb, and his memory kept flashing through the same events again and again until the pain fed upon itself. The screams through the comm channels, only to be cut short with gurgles or booms. The feeling of panic, held back only by the knowledge that his crew depended upon his finding a route into safety. The voice, inside his skull...! Telling him to stop. With his brother's voice, almost he believed it.

The shelter they were supposed to protect, it was overrun. Or did he run it over? He could not remember anymore. The crunch of things under his treads, he did not care. Only one thing remained in his mind. To stop was to die. To keep going was life.

That... thing... which ripped their panzer open as if its armor was paper; so beautiful, and its promises so luscious. His hand and the Bolt Pistol began to shake. Glowing in the dark, with eyes red as sunset... lips red as roses, teeth sharp as knives.

The Chimera was roomy, and more injured soldiers were belted onto the side benches. None of them dared to meet any other's eyes. "G-good tank..." the young soldier mumbled hoarsely, as it rumbled back to its task. "Brother would have liked it..."

His palm felt the memory of the pistol's discharge. The hot flash of a bolt into an open turret ring. Screaming, fleeing, into the dark. The pack that chased him between the shadows. He remembered... calling out for help? Did someone answer? The experience had left him dead in ways even their taint could not touch.

He wanted to scream, and shout, and spill blood, but... nothing. His body refused to obey. He could only live in presence of the enemy.

-

The air itself grew heavy, laden with electric charge. The miasma started to lift, like an unfolding umbrella. Sunlight spread out from its edges. It showed shriveled trees and bare rock, lumpy remains of what had once been war machinery, hollow structures and the castoff cloths of missing corpses. Nothing remained that was once living. All biomass consumed to appease the hunger of a bestial god.

Thunder rolled. The miasma flashed bright green, as it dispered the coherent energies of strike from beyond the heavens. The Cradle shook as its shell flaked away.

"The spore cloud managed to to reduce the damage by almost seventy percent." was the report from the Cradle's own command center.

"An AT-field thrust. It could have destroyed us in one hit, if we did not bring -sufficient density- in psychic energy to blunt the effects." Dr. Lader hissed.

"Now we know the Moon Cradle is -also- fully operational."

"The old men sacrificed the Red Earth ceremony just for this temporal power?"

Nagisa scoffed. "They see me as an affront to their whole belief system, while NERV remains the greater threat. The fools. The suicidal idiots!" 'Sohryu will be here in a few hours, I don't need this useless aggravation!'
"The -superlaser- is charged." Dr. Lader added.

"Return fire."

A similar green beam lanced out from the Cradle's matte-black husk. The luminiscent walls inside the Earth's Cradle dimmed momentarily.

"And now they know we are not defenseless."

"We -cannot- sustain this with just one Angel core, Nagisa." the cybernetic scientist warned. He was referring to the core removed and implanted into Nagisa's new Warborn, and the other core providing power to the two other Tridents. With three Angel cores, the Earth's Cradle managed to skirmish with a half-awakened Moon Cradle.

"This demonstration is enough. They can't risk destroying Lillith's physical form at Tokyo-3. There, as here, only a direct assault has any chance of success." And with Sohryu successfully driven to Europe, that deprived NERV of the power of a fully-realized S2 Engine.

-

Out in the wastelands, the shockwave of those two blasts had tipped a Chimera over to its side. Its passengers piled out, coughing at all the dust still whirling about.

Wilfred stared out at the scene of such casual malice. He looked down at his Bolt Pistol and then to the northwest, where had prevented his brother from becoming an abomination.

Meaningless.

Against such power, they were all already dead men. The Cradle was rubbing their face in it, and showing that the only way to avoid the fate of small and fragile beings was to share the life of something greater.

The young soldier spat aside. They had taken everything from him. His girlfriend and his foster family... their shelter was already probably overrun. The aliens had robbed him of his innocent world. The mutants had taken from him his own hopes for a future without war.

The psyker was wounded and unconscious. "We can't stop here." Wilfred told the others there. His bleak tone of voice sufficed, even without the attache to translate. "This is unclean country. Pick up a weapon, and let's go."

--

--

Europe was considered all but a lost cause without the Evangelions. The President was understandably reluctant to let their Eva leave, were it not for the legal issue that it was not 'their' Evangelion in the first place.

Their radar posts... screamed; really there was no better word to describe it. Bluepattern detectors were ringing all over the world. The NERV American Branch in Boston was built like the NERV Germany branch... though fortified to a respectable degree they knew full well they would not survive an all-out Angel attack. World communications were still patchy, and NERV Japan had gone 'black' less than two hours ago. Anything could have happened.

Whatever it was, it came from the East. It was big. Fighters were scrambled to intercept, but found that they could not get a good enough look. The best they could do was mach 2.8. The thing was blowing through the skies at about six to eight times the speed of sound.

The scream of supersonic flight was familiar, but those on the ground could have sworn it sounded like OHSHHHHHIIIIIIIIIIIIII-...! The flying supercarrier overshot the base and was lost to the horizon.

Maniacal laughter was coming from the comms of one of the fighter pilots escorting the thing. "It's not possible...!" his voice cracked with frantic disbelief. "It can't fly. It can't! It's not right!"

Minutes passed. Ten. Then thirty. At close to an hour, Castle Sturmbrand slid back into view. Regular puffs of its rocket engines kept it going. Its shadow passing over the Boston Base... even that felt heavy. Unlike the first two NERV installations, in Tokyo-3 and Berlin-2, the NERV Branch' stagin area was at the outskirts of the city. Most in Boston had already evacuated well ahead of time anyway.

Just the sight of it was maddening. Even the greatest of the old zepellins were put to shame... at a little more than three hundred meters long, Castle Sturmbrand was taller than the Eiffel Tower and possessed more volume than the Great Pyramid. The rockets twisted downwards, and fired to control its descent. White smoke filled the area. There was only the deep crunching sound as the great craft rested upon its landing pylons.

It was the first of its kind, and yet the ultimate of another. The new and terrible Zeppelin (pun implied). Some were already calling it the Nia Teppelin.

The cargo doors opened with a sharp hiss. By the expression on Sohryu's face, she was not willing to comment. "What are you waiting for?!" she shouted. "Move it! We've got a war to win!"

-

Mayumi Yamagishi was a slim, glasses-wearing girl; nearly fifteen years old but was a little tall for her age. Her long, nearly-waist length hair gave her an air of maturity that made her shyness seem like aloofness. The staff were uniformly protective of her, but there was no one she really could consider as a friend. Even her own classmates (for following Tokyo-3's example, pilots were to be allowed a normal growing experience as far as possible) did not try to get too close to the gloomy girl. There was some comfort in being alone, she thought; she was free of others' demands, or to pretend to be something she was not.

Mayumi knew well enough she was a shadow. She was an Eva pilot, but Tokyo-3 and its own Evangelions were the centerpiece. She did not feel inferior, in as much as simply... redundant. She was content with being what she was, but often wondered or wished for the sort of fiery confidence that her peers possessed.

She was giddy with excitement, but it only showed in increased clumsiness and in deeper silence. Inside her skull, she was screaming with joy; but those on the base saw only a stoic readiness. The wondered if she was preparing to measure herself against Sohryu; reputedly the most competetitive and egotistical of the pilots.

'Sohryu. Sohryu. Sohryu.' Logically, she knew she had no chance- her experience was all simulation, battles created through Sohryu's own obsessive input into the best sort of training. Emotionally? Mayumi would be -honored- to personally feel defeat at the other pilot's hands.

Ikari scared her a little, for some reason. Sure, she could see his attractive points, but just lacked that feeling. Maybe he was too dark, too coldly competent somehow. Ayanami was similarly threatening to her self-image. She, who liked silence, knew well how much judgment may lie behind a flat gaze.

They did not burn, not like Sohryu. They were... too much like her, they would not be able to pull her out and make her brighter than what she was.

Unlike Tokyo-3, or the Cradle, or Berlin-2 for that matter; NERV Boston did not have a genius scientist to serve as a showpiece. Sure, they had many prominent names, but no all-encompassing mind like that of Akagi or Lader; and even the most of their best thinkers died at the Unit 04 Nevada test. The closest they had was Donald Thompson, PhD. At twenty-six, he was still closer to a prodigy than a full-on genius, but he bore responsibility for Unit Three's functions. The young scientist stood only a little taller than the pilot, which combined with his scrawny body and scraggly corn-yellow hair did not give much for his self-confidence. He had an earnest but confused look, which was not so unusual upon the faces of scientists in those times.

Incidentally, under the online nickname of "Yamu", he had beaten Kensuke Aida in the quarterfinals and lost soon thereafter. There was a difference between knowing the actual strategic potential of new and ever-more destructive technologies, and the proper application for their Fantasy equivalents.

He was also the closest that Mayumi could consider as a friend on the base, in as much as two terminal introverts could really relate to each other. They stood there near the landing gantries, watching Unit Three being loaded, and utterly unwilling to break the silence with banal conversation.

For all the production miracles that NNHIS could pull, it still remained that their efforts would pale beside the industrial juggernaut that was the American military-industrial complex in full swing. Unit Three had its own Titan Modules, with its own weapons systems, and various support vehicles. Even with more limited access to superconducting material, Unit Three had a stronger internal battery than most other Evangelions.

It helped that it was a solid design, building upon the difficulties met with the Proto (00), Test (01) and the Production Model (02). The torso and power systems were indistinguishable from that of Unit 02, the major change lay with the arms. It was a new super-tensile material, that only recently proven to be eerily similar to wraithbone. It was mutable in the same manner, conducted electricity in much the same way (though not superconductively so)... the only serious difference was that it was apparently activated by the AT-field, not psychic energy.

'Ungh. Just why was it that the AT-field generated by Angels and the psychic emanations from certain humans so opposing to the point of cancelling each other out, when they seemed to share certain effects? Was one meant to imitate the other? Was it all just a coincidence that the Evangelions in their natural form were like human giants?'
The lure of forbidden knowledge was also used to draw minds into the Cradle. Dr. Thompson forced his thoughts away from that line of inquiry. It was bad enough trying to deal with the escalating levels of weapon lethality (as proof that insane thing shadowing the whole base)... but those were terrible questions with terrible answers.

He was young, and therefore disposable. Someone had to go with Yamagishi off to near certain death, and they had assumed he had all the willful enthusiasm of youth when it comes to such dangers.

The Teppelin Castle Sturmbrand was huge, and already loading up an entirely 'volunteer' company of American troops. The customary approach to overseas operations were futile-- there were no AA or radar locations to take out ahead of time, GPS was worthless, and stealth of utterly no value. Only through the protection of the great craft could any force actually hope to force a landing. They would be the biggest target in the sky, true enough, but it was better than being cut into pieces on the ground.

Marines were ready to meet Marines. As they boarded, Dr. Thompson wondered if it was deliberate. Every group of soldiers was of course all too willing to show off, but even past Impact maybe they had prided themselves for too long about being the best of the best.

Introductions were done. The Terminatus Legio's harsh electronic voice did not intimidate. Much. They evoked more of curiosity... though parts were gathered from all over the world, only in Boston were they finally assembled; just a stones' throw from the NERV Branch build over the former MIT Labs. And no one had noticed!

In retrospect, there might have been some psychic meddling going on there; but it was still the equivalent of, say... Brazil... beating the Americans and Russians to the moon using on off-the-shelf parts to build their rocket. Armor strong enough to take tank rounds to face; indeed, the Brutes the Cradle deployed were attempts to mimic the success of the Tactical Dreadnaught armor. Only infantry may ever really hold ground, and no infantry could break or hold ground like the Heraklitus.

Utterly useless for the purpose of the Marines; for the shock value of the armor was softened by penalties in weight and movement. The Psykana with their lighter powered frames, but silvered instead of golden, radiated amusement... as if guessing at their thoughts. Now that was enough to discomfit them.

"Major Richard Torrildo and company." saluted one of the soldiers ahead of the four APCs. Chimeras, fitted with dual Bolter turrets and a third mounted up front next to the driver. Technicians outside were already installing additional CIWS and lascannon mounts. "Permission to come aboard, sir."

"Captain Walter Shade, formerly of the USS Milwaukee, then the UNS Kringolith. Welcome to Her Castle Sturmbrand, Major." At the questioning look, he continued. "This thing was shaped by one girl's will and kept aloft only by her willingness to spit at the very logic of the universe. We're supposed to obey the UN, but never forget... we live only as long as we serve the purpose of one little lost girl's vengeance."

"I see..."

The Major turned to another soldier that approached. "I am Major Kondrati Ustinov. Will you have problems with being under my direct command for the duration?" he was asked.

"Not at all, sir. We are ready."

Donald Thompson couldn't help but to laugh. American troops under the command of a Russian, while inside a German (t)epellin built in Japan; off to fight heretics from the mountains of Kenya. Meanwhile, Greek mercenaries and displaced Tibetans meddled in things no one else understood. A strange era that he was so... lucky(?) to live in.

-

Soon enough it was time to leave again.

"All right, listen up! This MY Castle. When I order something, I don't care how crazy it sounds- you don't ask questions. You OBEY! The only reason this crazy thing flies is because I WANT it to. The only reason you're here is to destroy the enemy! Any questions?"

"No, mam. We understand." The Unit Three contingent shook their heads, with Mayumi far more ethusiasm than necessary. She clutched at her head, dizzy.

"Good. The first one to make a crack about this Castle and Graf Zeppelin... I'll throw you out myself. DO YOU UNDERSTAND ME?!"

"Mam, yes mam!"

"Bitte." she finished with an overdramatic throw of hands. 'Now I just have to find the wiseguy playing "Ride of the Valkryies" over the speakers and beat his ass into the deck plating.'
Her look softened. "So we meet at last, eh, Yamgishi?"

"Y-yes." The girl was unsure of bowing or offering a handshake. Asuka laughed at her. She grabbed at the other girl's hands and dragged her away. She could not see the long-haired pilot's blush at the contact.

"Come on. Your Eva's bolted in, and my own is still feeding excess power to the capacitors. It's time to teach you to fly."

--

--

How could it be so simple, and yet so difficult? There was joy there, and even peace... but was the reason she failed so often was to feel the touch of Sohryu's burning soul overwhelm her own?

"NO!" Asuka shouted through the link. "No fear! No hesitation! We soar on wings of fire, and the winds feed our fervor! What is the ground, huh?! Just rock. Stupid, unmoving rock. Only WE are FREE, and if we say we will not fall then we WON'T!"

Donald Thompson, Ph.D, was banging his head against the metal walls of the control center.

"You get used to it, eventually." one of the technicians said while giving him a sympathetic pat to the shoulders.

"This isn't about power. It's not like the Angels don't possess their own versions of the S2 Engine and we still manage to kick their asses. We cheat like hell, we hit them where it hurts, and we win, because we're brutal creatures like nature intended!"

"Is that... something to be proud of?" Mayumi dared to ask.

"Of course! Who else would be who we are? We can only be ourselves, no matter what; and right here, right now, we OWN THE SKY!"

Mayuki eeped, as she felt the burst of power expand outwards. So bright. Castle Sturmbrand tipped backed up to the sky, playing merry hell with everyone's sense of balance. From the outside, the tepellin was a speck at the tip of a broad conical white wall-- even so high up in the stratospheric border, where the air was thin. Still, the AT-field was all that was keeping the hull from glowing red-hot. From that height, it would take whole minutes for even the great craft (with all the aerodynamic properties of a flying brick) to actually fall. It would still be a few hours until they crossed the Atlantic, so it was the perfect time for a 'crash course' in wingless flight.

Those inside were already (literally) getting sick of it.

Finally, the captain voiced his concerns. "Miss Sohryu, we already established that Miss Yamigishi can maintain the Field long enough for us to try and glide to a stop."

"No. She has to know how to get this thing flying again, or we're NOT going back. Otherwise the only way we're going to stop is by my ramming this thing into the god-damn Cradle so I can kill everything inside! You know how I earned this S2 Engine! Power is not enough! Skill is not enough! Do you understand what I'm saying?!"

"... not really." the captain said with a sigh. Sohryu can be -such- a bitch sometimes, but most often there was a deeper reason for that insistence.

"If we don't go all-out, we die." she added somewhat wistfully. "It's as simple as that. We've got a war to win, and once again it's the enemy that has all the aces. It's..."

"Sohryu...!" Mayumi gasped.

"Good, you're keeping your AT-field meshed with mine. I felt that too. Captain, incoming!"

As they figured out before, 'barrier' AT-fields were generally created relative to the generating Evangelion. The problem rises when said Eva is traveling at approaching or over the speed of sound. There were two ways of handling defense in such a state. With the presence of a second AT-field from another Evangelion, a 'softer' AT-field could try to disperse the attack. This worked best against energy beams. Kinetic strikes would just go through, for it was not a barrier per se.

Mayumi Yamagishi and Unit Three extended her AT-field out to five kilometers, for this; leeching power from the trailing edge of Unit Two's own AT-field. "It's not working!" she barely had time to say.

"Battlescreens!" the captain shouted. Fortunately the order had already been pre-empted by the officer at the controls. The passive deflection systems had already ramped up to full.

Castle Stumbrand shook as a kiss of plasma blackened the paint off its hull. A second strike did no more damage.

"It worked..." he breathed out. When something moving hyperkinetic met another thing also going hyperkinetic, usually both explosively vaporize. Large as the Castle may be, the damage would still be catastrophic. Slugs at that speed could even break through Evangelion-class armor.

Below at the Eva controls, Dr. Thompson nodded with similar feelings of awe and relief. "Theoretically, an intensely strong electromagnetic field could function as some sort of anti-kinetic battlescreen." It was not the total barrier of the AT-field, but for something completely man-made... it was close. Matter was stripped into its constituent atoms, the faster it goes the more assured its destruction. It was also useful against particle beams, positron beams, and to middling extent; lasers.

The problem was the plasma bloom from the other side of the screen, and that it was a hideously power-hungry defense. Even the massive capacitors of the Castle took appreciable drain. The limitless power of the S2 Engine could only output at a certain rate.

But it worked! Distressingly, it also showed that the Cradle was aware of their approach and their location. A pre-emptive strike against Tokyo-3 would not have worked anyway, since the distance was enough to allow for detection sites and the power of three Evas' AT-field. Something over the Atlantic, though... the range was short enough for a more rapid, reliable response. Nagisa had shortened his reach.

'Kaworu is ready to kill me.' Asuka realized. She grinned. 'Good. He respects me THAT much, at least.'
Having taken control over most of Europe, the Cradle had access to their arsenal.

The next ones were nukes.

-

-

Refugees were pouring over distant borders, but there were those who simply could not run anymore. Many more millions had already decided to throw themselves at the mercy of the Cradle. Buildings were collapsed across streets in crude fortifications, and all that remained of the military of three nations dug in. The region was Thuringen; the place, Gotha.

It was like going from midnight to noon. A gaping circle above the city showed serene blue sky, and the Cradle's stifling purple miasma could not trespass on that dominion.

At the center of their own protected domain was an old church, St Margaret’s. Inside, an old blind woman prayed. Outside was a baying mob.

"You brought this upon us!" they were shouting. "Turn it off! Let us leave!"

Lama Feckeldraft was, quite frankly, amazed. It was beyond even his abilities. The power of simple faith by an old woman... where did it come from? Her own will, or someplace else...?

The Brutes were powerful but slow. Their shields could take hits from battle tanks, their arm-cannons could destroy said tanks. But they were slow. Force Blades could cut them through, and blessed bolts punched through AT-Field shaped armor. The cost was bitter, but mere sixty men convinced the Cradle that massed heavy infantry was not the way to get through. The five silver-armored guards with him were all that remained of the best of three generations. Not since having to flee Germany... not in seventy-five years did he feel so old and weak and useless. Wards, psychic imprints, localized pertubations in spacetime or whatever esoteric terms it they may be called- the protections would not hold for much longer.

The battle, as he well knew, raged on multiple levels and across time. There was the quite mundane war spreading across Europe, with proud armies being crushed one after the other by unnatural forces. And another, in the hurry to upset the plans of other powers. Then the everpresent battle in the hearts of humanity.

-

She may have been beautiful once, and though her face was lined with age there was a certain youthful quality to it. Her white hair hung over her eyes, which were but flesh-covered bumps. Birth had not given her eyeballs. She had never needed them.

"Brasidas siezed a mouse, and being bit by it, let it go." sourceless whispers wafted through the church. "There is nothing so contemptible, said he, that which may be safe if it had courage to defend itself. Bellarmine allowed the fleas and other odius vermin to prey upon him. We shall have heaven, he said, to reward us for our sufferings. But these poor creatures have nothing but the enjoyment of the present life. Such difference is there between the maxims of a Greek Hero and a Catholic Saint."
The bait was left untouched. She allowed herself a small smile. A man... an old man, specially, would have seized that as opening for a debate (or tirade); finding more joy in the struggle than in fulfillment of the purpose. Such a difference there was between Intelligence and Wisdom.

Apparently, The Child was not used to being ignored. Such spoiled children often were, by their own powers or those stolen from others; sought to keep attention all to themselves. "I don't understand it, really. This... blind faith. How can you live with it? After everything that happened? 
Don't you get it?! You're just talking to yourself! How much more must I defile this world for that God to appear?! If there is a Heaven, let it show itself! If there is a plan, then let it be done!" The voice echoed with a thousand voices. "Let Him appear! Let Him stop me, if He even can!"
Sister Luminitsa shook her head sadly. It was clear enough that the boy meant it; that blasphemy, that isolation, the deep and lingering frustration. Angry young men, so much in a hurry to change the world. All through time, each of them thought their pain was unique, that destroying the old was necessary to give birth to the new. Justice to be made through pain and blood, washing away old sins by ever newer atrocities.

They had earnest faces, and pure souls. Those eyes sad even in triumph; so much like young Vlad. How much trouble they had with young Vlad! It was all the same, daring death yet longing for it; denying faith, but full of hunger for meaning. This sentiment must have carried through, for she felt that burning power batter even more at the edges of her consciousness.

"The dark skin of the Rom can be traced all the way back to India, but the souls that rejoice in secrets... why is the root of the name Gipsy, from Egipsy? Mere coincidence? Historical error? You do not believe in coincidences. Your sister tried to hide, but now she is part of the glorious gathering of souls. She is gone from the true book of the dead. Would you like to hear her? You live now, only because you abandoned her, abandoned all your people; even as they were marched off into the camps. They suffered. And they died. And you are here.
Do you think what you're doing is enough to earn forgiveness?"
Sister Luminitsa bit her lip. The Sight made her almost impossible to entrap. Even as she tried, she could only see one true path at once. Many, many more people died even as she tried... she could only be in one place at a time. But worse yet, perhaps, was that she could not judge the enemy as they may have deserved.

She never seen any man's face, but saw in the light of their souls how so few were really so irredeemably evil. She had plenty of reasons to hate, but found it difficult to keep that in her heart. To treat the loss so... calmly... it was as if what was lost did not really have much value?

She could See, but could not say what justice should be... only God can make sense of the everpresent contradictions and repeating mistakes of humanity's history.

"Only one person dares to try and stop me, but the irony... you know that by all the words of prophecy; you support that which will kill the very heart of your faith. We are Revealed only the greatest atrocity possible, death and suffering on such a scale unimaginable. He will fight even that, that so many should pay for so few. That the SELF-IMPORTANT ARROGANCE OF SOME OLD MEN SHOULD CONDEMN THE WORLD INTO GREATER MISERY! The Greater Good denies any justice in that! I refuse to entertain any diety so narrow-minded, so selfish, so blatantly malevolent! 
I REFUSE even the half of me that aches to rejoin the source. I will bring mankind to the Heaven that they deserve, that they build! 
And the rest of the men not killed by these plagues yet repented not of the works of their hands, that they should not worship devils, and idols of gold, 
of silver, and brass, and stone, and of wood; which neither can see, nor hear, nor walk.
I see! I hear! And by the Silence that greets me, the roads I build for humanity WILL be walked! You won't stop me, you weak old hag! You are broken, useless, unnecessary! These are the times when gods wake, but not yours. Not anymore."
The slightest doubt, the slightest crack in the dam... that was all he needed! She was blind, yet in her other Sight she felt as if she might go blind again. So much power! How could one mortal will hope to keep it at bay? The beast raged in the distance, otherworldly power twisting the very forces of nature around itself. She remembered another angry young man, so enraged and so willing to burn himself and everything; helpless in the tide of history. There were the Qabbalistic formulas, but these were more of tools than principles for combat and destruction.

He wanted to break open the world, but even as his people had suffered... as too many people suffered under the costs of war... he was made to realize that adding more suffering into the world would solve nothing. Exposing the secret would give no one any comfort.

So he fled, all the way to the East, where the ancient traditions still stand guard. She remained, to watch over the land still in pain. So many orphans, so full of pain and hate.

How could they have known, back then in 1948, that an even greater atrocity was approaching? And now they both fought to preserve a crippled, but freshly-innocent Germany. Such was life.

'Merciful Savior, please.' she whispered. 'Let no more children go astray.' 
--

Morning brought warmth, but not much relief. They were an island in a dark and purple sea. The mood was ugly. Not even 24 hours had passed, but already the people were at the breaking point; nearly five million crammed into a city meant to hold at best sixty thousand residents. The was no power, no water, and only the military's presence kept the limited food stocks from igniting mass riots.

Yang was right. Telepathy was an attack against which there was practically no defense. The Psykana could keep the miasma at bay, but not the more subtle intrusions into people's dreams and emotions. Not that they needed much more prodding to get nightmares that would last them the rest of their lives.

As always, when it comes to the Cradle, there was some basic logic underneath. Unconditional surrender simply meant they would be allowed to flee over the border.

Germany (and portions of all surrounding nations) would be the new Cradle of Humanity. A sovereign land. A place where dreams and fantasy may come true. It was useless to resist.

Heroism is proportional to the challenges overcome. Nagisa saw this as a sort of moral evolution. Large shapes, with leathery wings, circled at the edges of the city; bouyed by the interaction between resonant AT-fields. Dragons.

Lama Feckeldraft frowned. He was quite sure that was meant as an insult. To make the impossible possible, that was also a miracle.

Gotha, a major rail center, became a city of more importance as the North and Baltic Seas swelled beyond reason. The miasma-choked highways were fatal accidents waiting to happen. Railways had direct, predictable paths and the capacity to move mass amounts of people quickly. The problem was that once those rails were cut, those millions were quite effectively stuck. Only those guided by psykers, centering upon the emanations from Gotha, could hope to navigate through the gloom. The added problem there was that the people were just as likely to lynch them as to be guided by them.

That, and there were hardly enough trucks for five million people.

They were gathered in and around Schloss Friedenstein, the ancient fortifications quite useless to their plight. Directly to the south and across a small lake were the railways, now ruined slag. The flat expanse were turned into a mini-dead man's land; laced with trenches, barbed wire, and gun emplacements. Tanks waited hulldown over the rise. The helpless populace were less than a stone's throw away from that first and yet final line of defense.

Unconditional surrender was the only option. It was the only way they could be allowed to WALK out of there.

"If we don't surrender, we will die!" Mayor Stark Mattstein shouted. "The more we resist, the more calamity they're just going to heap on us."

He was a piggish sort of man, but elected for being amiable and generous. His evacuation from his city was delayed, bowing to the political impetus to morale. His city was a transport hub, never meant as a shelter, and being so far from the action it might be safe. Now it was too later. He was a man ill-suited for the task of leading a war-torn populace, but he was the best they had. The other major command shelters were either out of contact or, likely, dead. To his credit he suffered through it with grit and determination, and more than a little nervous sweat.

He reeked of panic.

"This... this isn't our fight." he continued. "What did we do to really DESERVE this?!" he added with a wave all around the broken city. Theirs were an entirely different situation from Tokyo-3, and it was utterly unfair to expect them to act the same way! "Germany... is dead. The land is bare, the rivers are dry, DEAD. We don't have anything left... we had enough of this! I realize I might not have full authority here, but for decency's sake, man! End this!"

"We're all in this together, sir, and again I must ask for your patience. The reason why we are still here is because the Cradle does not haveas much of a massive unstoppable force as it likes to pretend it does. It's like the Mongols and their mobility, being able to go from one region to another with such speed that it seems like there is a much greater attacking for than their numbers would imply. The Cradle still hasn't broken through our defenses... if we can just hold on... help is sure to come."

"And how many more will die until that happens? NERV and the Eva... this is all their doing! Bringing it back here will just make things worse!" Murmurs of assent rose from the gathered mob. "If you can just stop provoking them, we can leave!"

"You can't trust the Cradle. What we have is the best defense mortal effort can bring. And please, remember that it is the Cradle that is the invader here..." But almost as fast as those words were out of his mouth, Feckeldraft realized it was a mistake.

"You were here ahead of the Cradle." spoke up the uniformed man to his left. The local garrison commander was Colonel Schaft. His face was hidden almost entirely in bloodied bandages. There was still a lot about Gotha that retained a certain town-like charm; mostly in the lack of really tall buildings and many tasteful open spaces. All of this made it hideously difficult to defend.

"We have less than five hundred men and twenty armored vehicles. As much as I hate to admit it, this is futile. And it is YOU people that the Cradle seek from this place. Perhaps it is time to let them have what they want." A few of the Leopard-IIICs rumbled into view.

Feckeldraft sighed. And how much more dangerous would the Cradle become, if they had access to the secrets and abilities that they possessed? What would work against an Angel could work against an Evangelion. "And if we don't comply, Colonel? What then?"

"I don't like it, but I will do -whatever is necessary- to ensure the safety of these people."

"We stand against the Cradle. The threat of tanks is not enough. You... your mind is not unknown to me. We can stop you."

"Yes. You can. And then what?"

Five million people could not fit into the street in front of St Margaret’s Church, and there were at most only six hundred people there; mostly soldiers and former society notables. Their feelings were echoed by the populace.

"We might be the last remaining sample of our nation and our culture." Colonel Schaft said sadly. "Even if the Cradle is to blame... we have no other choice but to throw ourselves to their mercy and try to flee. It's shameful, but I've seen what it's like to be caught where Evangelions battle. We can only endure... there is no victory for us little beings here."

"Do not speak to me of enduring shame, Colonel." the monk replied with cool hostility. "I was born Michal Avram Feckeldraft, son of Simon, son of Ezra, and I have outlived and abandoned too many of my friends to cower now." He showed his right wrist, and the blue numbers tatooed there. "No, Colonel, the Cradle does not know mercy. You will have to buy your safety... you will have to pay with treachery."

Images and emotions leaked through. He was a young man, then, raw and untrained. The best his terror-numbed mind could do was to get himself continually forgotten or pushed to the back of the line. The other survivors likely thought he was some officer's favorite or a spy in their midst. Their hatred was a physical thing, even if no one had enough energy to act upon it.

To be powerless and alone, it was the same situation, wasn't it? They both had their own faith in Sohryu's return... the issue was if there would be anyone left to rescue when the times comes.

There was no malice there, but the fact remained, that most of the Psykana were not even European. It was not a question of race, but fighting and dying for the sake of those few who were not even their own countrymen.

The officer sighed. "How much longer must we carry the sins of our fathers? That is not a compelling argument either... five lives for five million. It should be so simple... if taking you would give the Cradle stronger weapons, then... you should have the courage to end it yourself."

"A bastard sort of valor." the monk grimaced. It was a cruel impasse, and one of Nagisa's favorite dilemmas. He forced inevitability, and waited to see which side would break first. How easy mankind kills, how so breakable their alliances of words and dependencies. In the end, even the most selfless heroism was a self-centered stubborness.

If they did nothing, then eventually the insatiable forces of the enemy would overwhelm their divided defenses. If the people surrendered, then the powerful psyker minds the Cradle so needed would either be theirs or be removed from the battle plan. If the psykers prevailed, but either killing or subverting the defenders... the sweet hypocrisy was enough.

The Cradle's AT-field surged, and the purplish miasma thickened to almost black.

It had its own troubles. It was afraid, and with that fear; it struck. The psychic shield buckled for a moment. With an exultant roar, one of the dragons got through. One of the armored Psykana standing next to their Lama changed his grip on his Force spear. He hefted it back, and then threw it like a javelin.

The dragon gave a deafening screech, and fell. It bounced off the tiled roofs of a local college and slid to the streets, cracking the pavement. It was quite dead. It was also much larger up close than they had dared assume.

The old monk bit his lip. The gall of Nagisa and his forces at the Cradle! They could make the whole Earth... fantastic... like that. They would hand over control over mankind's destiny to... less random factors. Just like with exercise, a little pain, a little suffering, was necessary for improvement. The sheer arrogance! Nagisa decided these things like a living God, molding the Earth where he walked.

The people were afraid, the soldiers were resigned to their fates. The miasma had lifted, but it still left dark shadows upon the Thuringen Woods, and bestial howls now and then erupted from the gloom. There was one more such howls- but it was cut short in mid-yell.

A Chimera came roaring down the highway, with what looked like an overly large wolf was clinging to its front. The personnel carrier rammed itself into a gas station. There was, sadly, no explosion. It plowed through, bereft of its strange passenger.

The rear hatch opened, and someone tossed out a grenade.

There was a large explosion, and pained howl.

As noted, there were several disadvantages to the Chimera chassis. It was however quite convenient that it looked so much like a tractor. There were slots to fit a dozer blade. The most obvious advantage was the thing's sheer toughness coupled with decent speed. Both proved necessary for its survival.

Its small turret with the dual Bolters was a slagged ruin. A deep gash run lengthwise through its left side, gouging through the entire line of hull-mounted gun ports. The right side was not much better, pock-marked with blast damage. There were missing bits of track, but the tank managed to keep going.

The Chimera rebounded as it hit a concrete protrusion at full speed, and for a while there everyone thought it would tip over. The tank slammed back to the ground, busting a track as it did so. Sparks and metallic screeches followed in its path, as it ground away the last few hundred feet. People leapt out of the way. Then, almost mercifully, it stopped.

The rear hatch fell out of its hinges. Through dust and smoke a few figures stepped out from the vehicle. They all had gas masks on, and their posture showed only deep weariness. The last three dragged a struggling bound figure from the Chimera; a man in a form-fitting black suit with long white hair but a young and astonishingly beautiful face. Though gagged, he began screaming as soon as the sunlight touched his body. He was thrown to the ground; he trashed around wildly, he screamed some more, and he burned. The flesh evaporated right out of his skeleton, leaving a blackened collection of bones, which then crumbled into dust.

Thus was the price of immortality. The Cradle put in controls, put in castes, once you joined it was almost impossible to disobey. Dissent made things interesting, but the purpose would always be fulfilled. Nagisa could not join the hivemind, but it bore the patterns of his thoughts.

Flesh was nothing. Pain was nothing. The damned would live again.

The lead figure took off his gas mask, and saluted. "Recon Unit Eight reporting back, sir." the young man said to man with the highest rank pips. "The roads to Jena and beyond are still unsafe." A little bit less unsafe now, but still...
"What happened to Mr. Hearne?" Lama Feckeldraft indelicately put in. There was something... odd... about this young man. It was not the blank stare of shell-shock, but a remote serenity he was familiar with; that of a meditative state.

"He has been injured, sir, but he is stable. My apologies, but I'll be speaking for the other troops in lieu of a translator." The others from the Chimera stood around, for if they let themselves sit down they might decide it would be too much of a bother to get up again. German, French, an even a downed English pilot; it did not matter. All were too tired from their insane debacle.

"How did you get back, without someone to mask your presence?"

"We followed the roads, sir, and just killed anything standing in the way." The young man's expression never changed from a sort of bland disinterest. Only his alert eyes showed that he was not a lobotomized tool.

"I see. What is your name, young one?"

For a moment there, a flicker of emotion passed across the soldier's face. It was not anger taken from insult, but from regret. The panzer driver answered, unspoken but clear enough; I may follow your orders, but I serve someone else now.
The name meant nothing to either Feckeldraft or Schaft, but the utter annhilation of the combined French, German, and West Soviet divisions meant that the Cradle now had those men and war machines. Death, as proved elsewhere, was at best a temporary condition.

"What else can you report?" asked Colonel Schaft. Like the psyker, he found the young man somewhat discomfiting. "Other shelters? Survivors?" The miasma messed up the entire breadth of the electromagnetic spectrum, only the psychic beacons (which operated outside of rational space) could function.

Wilfred looked pained, but he could not find the words. How could he speak of how they had found shelters blasted open, bleached skulls in the trees, dry riverbeds, tanks that moved without drivers, and myths given flesh? They had found people huddled around dim fires, he had called out to them, but they had refused to leave their meager circle. There were soldiers who fired upon them, trusting no one, and the dead of the civilians who had begged for their help piled high upon their improvised barricades. The hunters that sought their tank as prey occasionally went ahead to show them grisly trophies.

What could he say? Then, as now, he had felt nothing.

"No. No other survivors." He reached into his pocket and brought out a glowing round stone. A psychic beacon. "The Beast has taken everything of value from this land."

--

Deserts and mountains and forests formed an effective time-wasting barrier. But ever has it been easier (and cheaper!) to transport by sea. From Vladivostok, three different armies from three nations rushed to provide support. Timing was crucial. Castle Sturmbrand would provide the distraction, but they too must support its attack.

Yang had, as an intellectual exercise, pondered how to strike at Europe. The best conventional strategy would be to push up through Mongolia and Kazakhstan and remove the immidiate threat of Russia. Obvious, and therefore the most difficult; even barring that they needed each other to keep from total economic collapse. The UN's Strategic Forces were volunteer regiments of from many different nations and ever has speed been a priority.

The world was a sphere. The Chinese Navy was strongest in the world, as long as he led it. On a purely theoretical basis, it would be much faster to circle around past the Bering Sea, through the Arctic, and down into the Baltic Sea. There were the usual dangers of ice, enemy fleets and submarines, but the situation at the Cradle... they were no longer any problem.

Out from the gloom emerged more tanks at full speed, and firing at something behind them. Chimeras, most of them bearing a red star upon green hulls. There were a few Lem'an Rus', packing hull-mounted Lascannon. They were a portion of the gathered troops at Vladivostok, set to invade Tokyo-3 at a moment's notice.

The Cradle tried, but could not stop their deployment. They had made all appearances of heading off to reinforce Yang and young Ikari.

They landed last night. A powerful mind could shield the many, and a thousand minds could shield a nation. Stealth was impossible, when AT-fields were concerned, except if you used the naturally opposing force. The sustenance that the Cradle needed, but now better to throw them into the fray and risk it all.

Dragons swooped down, and died in droves; they had tough scales and could breathe fire. The lack of AA defenses was one of the reasons the protectors of Gotha felt such despair. No longer. Some of the larger wyrms spat globes of fire, which were deflected by a whip of flame coming from the lead vehicle.

Out of an open turret of a very large tank with sponsons mounting six Bolters to each side, an old wrinkled man grinned into the wind. AT-fields were certainties, PSI were probabilities. The world was still full of wonder, it did not need such artificial encouragement. The old abbot felt like a child again. The perfection of the Outward Path was ever meant to be used. Warming an entire valley deep in the Himalayas for millenia, that was just practice.

The psychic barrier stiffened, shrinking, but stronger now.

"... and by the way, greetings from Yang Wen-li." Even the Great Strategist serves.
--

--

Castle Stumbrand shook, and the harsh noise of breached armor echoed through its corridors. Captain Shade coughed, trying to wave away acrid black smoke and the smell of burnt plastic. "Da.. damage report?"

"Hull breach from Deck Four, Level C to Deck Three, Level H. The fires on Deck Six, Level L have been contained. We lost the capacitor clusters 44R to 45R. No damage to weapons systems, or propulsion."

"Casualties?"

"Burns, some minor injuries, no fatalities." He leaned back on his seat and sighed in relief. The tepellin had six 'vertical' decks numbered from top to bottom; with the sixth as the main cargo hold. It was also laid out 'horizontally' into fifteen sections labeled from A to O from fore to aft. At full speed the decks become walls and the sections turn to floors, due to the inertial forces of supersonic flight. While technically it would be possible to endure it lying down, from the start designing so that the personnel should be able to walk around helped in terms of damage control.

The insides of the Castle Sturmbrand felt like a cathedral. This was from the vaulted appearance of cross-bracings between decks and sections. Dr. "Yamu" Thompson had already put aside the insanity of something that should not even be able to float, much less fly.

"Interesting. This is interesting." Asuka chuckled. Her breathing was strained, her eyes were starting to look bloodshot. As noted, Castle Sturmbrand could not generate a 'barrier-type' AT-field lest it run into its own defensive wall. 'Softening' the field could get incoming attacks to perhaps detonate at a safe distance. The anti-kinetic battlescreens were working perfectly.

Radiation and lasers were but different frequencies of energy in the electromagnetic spectrum. Fortunately Castle Sturmbrand's hull was well-named; incredibly thick and tough, ablating against those that could get through the more esoteric defenses. Not impregnable, but damn near close. Their 'breaking front' was four kilometers wide. The shock from their passing was visible from space. The sonic booms rebounded off the ocean surface, causing an atmospheric effect similar to that of a nuclear shockwave. A typhoon in their path was pierced right through and actually broke apart from the reactive forces sufficient to overcome its coriolis force.

"Second wave incoming!" Mayumi Yamagishi shouted.

The Cradle's high-speed projectiles were invisible to conventional radar. Even lidar was of limited effect, as the things operated similar to the principle of a 'homing laser' only as applied to appreciable mass instead of energy. There were 'Blue Pattern' detectors on the great craft, but these were not linked to autotargeting systems- they detected the presence of fields, not discrete objects. NERV sensors back at Tokyo-3 could make do, but not the rudimentary systems hurriedly loaded onboard.

Gunnery controllers waited tensely for the objects to hit the edge of Unit 03's AT-field. Four kilometers off, the blurry objects became large white disks. They had to slow down due to the interference between fields and the utter uselessness of nukes set to contact detonation. These were not nukes, however.

The disks numbered seventeen in all, and they continued on at a much slower velocity but also weaving about in unpredictable patterns.

"Weapons free!" was the command. "Blast those things out of the sky!" Within the confines of Mayumi's AT-field, local radar could now reliably detect the approaching enemy. Threads of fire burst out from Castle Sturmbrand's hull. The hull ports that looked like cathedral windows revealed the AA Hydra variant for the versatile Chimera platform (there had not been time to actually bolt in turrets and such; thus the broadside arrangements). Hydras were four fire-linked 90mm guns in eight Hydra platforms to each side. Of the nine Hydras to each side, two of these were King Hydras; mounting quad lascannon instead. Multiple Phalanx CIWS guns supported the defense.

By that time the discs had already surrounded the tepellin. All but four of the inbound projectiles were shot down. The surviving objects paused right before hitting the hull. The closer they disk got, the slower they must to move- only that way could they actually pass through the anti-kinetic battlescreen. It was actually a small miracle that any such things manage to get through at all.

Impossibly, they remained motionless relative to the Castle, despite lacking any sort of obvious propulsion system. They realigned themselves parallel to the hull and split open. Arms and legs emerged, while the centerpiece pushed up to become an x-shaped head. The right arm sprouted a particularly unsubtle cannon, and the beams began to eat away at the ablative outer hull.

"Prepare for boarding action!"

What would be the proper name for a biomechanical Angel/human hybrid? Nephilim did not seem appropriate, since these were meant as weapons instead of distinct entities. The staff from NERV Boston hit upon the name 'Asshimar', incidentally the same name by those who met them at Europe; and for much the same reason. The Machine Cult introduced its members to certain... obscure interests. The fact that cherry red Castle Strumbrand was at least three times faster than anything that had flown before was but coincidence.

Asuka had promised to stab the first person to call the damn things 'mobile suits'. They were not piloted, after all. She then groaned about actually knowing such trivia. Kensuke was due for a punch to the face. He had corrupted her.

There was little pressure differential between inside the hull and the sky outside, the AT-field took care of that. The Asshimar were biomechanical giants, humanoid in shape, over twelve meters tall. Apparent gravity took over as they entered the Castle's warhull, and they slammed into the section floors. Attacking from distant points dispersed the defenders. They were effectively immune to everything up to light cannon and even Heavy Bolters. Castle Sturmbrand was an ad hoc construct, and had little in the way of inside defenses.

The Asshimar were terrible things, being able to savage land and air with equal ease. The tepellin counted as 'death trap'. Man-portable Lascannon, stripped out of Tempest gunships, removed the armor advantage while confined spaces meant there was no hope of dodging fire. Sophisticated bioweapons, capable to outperforming any human-made land, air, or sea combat vehicle, were reduced to self-destructing as living bombs just to do some damage.

"Absolute Territory is a matter of perception, not a measurable gradient." Dr. Donald Thompson muttered to himself as he watched a group of Psykana swarm and cut to pieces a being at least six times their size. "Sohryu has absolute command within this Castle, I understand now. It is her region of quantum certainty. It's the reason we're not eating antimatter right now."

Indeed, earlier one of the nukes had actually detonated inside the hull. The craft was too huge for Terminators to protect section by section, but it one of the Heraklitus' helmet cameras caught the event. One of the Asshimar shoved a 10-megaton device through a hole and then flew back. The nuke detonated well enough, but the air itself thickened around the blast. The Heraklitus Terminator, one Konstantin Valdor, crossed his arms over his head, though knowing how futile it would be. There was a boom, a shockwave enough to knock him back, and he could feel heat even through his armor. But the fact that he COULD feel it was incredible. He was but seven meters away from a hot nuke!

Perhaps he was already dead. He opened his eyes. The sight was incredible. Brilliant white clouds swirled around a tunnel... and there was this white curtain inching forward, making a crackling noise where it touched the walls. The curtain of energy kept on expanding for a few more moments, then abruptly reversed.

Castle Sturmbrand buckled as the nuclear explosion burst outward in a conical blast.

Air rushed out of the gaping wound in the tepellin's side, until filament threads of wraithbone linked together to seal up the hole. Sgt. Valdor blinked. The walls ahead still glowed red-hot, though the superconductive properties of wraithbone was already working to dump the heat elsewhere. His armor was scorched and blackened, the gold filigrees melted into unrecognizable lumps. But he had become the first ever human being to survive a pointblank nuclear detonation.

After a while, he shrugged and looked for a replacement man-portable Lascannon. It was not the weirdest thing he had seen in young Ikari's service.

Dr. Thompson felt like curling up in a corner somewhere. Insane. He could finally understand while the AT-field was also called the Absolute Terror field. Peace was dead. Even if the Angels are all defeated, armies would still clash, millions would die, and cities would burn; people would do ANYTHING to possess control over the powers of the Evangelion. What about when Evangelions must fight other Evangelions?

An even worse thought; if that was possible within this region of Absolute Territory, what would happen to them when they reach the Cradle's own true domain?

He looked around. Everyone else was eager to find out. The Tempest gunship pilots most of all, for the teppelin's speed meant that to deploy them too soon would be leave them useless and left behind in the middle of the Atlantic. That the whale of an airship managed to swallow a nuke and live was only a slap to the face, shameful proof of their continual inability to provide air cover.

'These people...!' He did not understand them. Even the ones that had boarded with him back at NERV Boston, had they changed so much in such a few hours? Did the Eva have some sort of mental influence, even as much as they so despised that from the Cradle? Or was it simply that the tempering effect of civilization on the human psyche could be stripped so easily? Had man, ever, really learned?

-

-

The Cradle, however, did not really care much about the bitter resistance nearby. More important was stopping Sohryu. There was no stopping Sohryu.

"We missed? How could we miss?!" Martin Bettelheim shouted. "It's a goddamn laser! It travels at lightspeed!"

"Sohryu does not have to avoid the beam. She only has to avoid our -aim-." Sarah Campbell replied flatly. "The primary weapon of this Cradle is meant for blasting through fortifications. The Moon cannot dodge."

"Aren't they supposed to be homing, anyway?!"

"This is not some form of Epic scale Magic Missile." Kaworu pointed out with some amusement. "If you keep on thinking that, it won't be long before we find ourselves bathing in Dispel Magic."

"We... have -exhausted- almost all our aerial drones." Dr. Lader's mechanical voice sounded strained. "Even with our assets, there is a limit to how quickly we may repurpose fissionables. This... it can't be just the power of the S2 Engine. We have three equivalent power sources!"

"We need more attuned minds." For all his power, Kaworu still could not connect with the Cradlemind, so had to ask "What is happening with that place in Thuringia?"

"The -fools- still resist. We have surrounded them as unto a -ring of fire-, but it will take us some time. We must sometimes destroy some healthy cells to get at the -cancer-. If the power of heaven is not enough, then I shall become as a -Doctor of Hell- to bring the healing of the Greater Good!"

-

-

Mayor Stark Mattstein cried tears of fear and shame. He had squealed like a pig as he was thrown to the ground, just like how he was taunted and bullied way back at school so long ago. They would keep on hitting him until he oinked. He had worked hard, he had grown powerful, but the fear and feeling of helplessness was keen as ever.

"THERE WILL BE NO SURRENDER!" Wilfred had his kneee pressed to the mayor's gut, and his bolt pistol pressed to the man's forehead. Those who arrived with him had gathered in a circle around the scene, with their battered guns and knives aimed outward. The rest of the soldiers were likewise at the ready. The civilians could only look on in anxious horror. "TO GIVE UP NOW IS TO GIVE UP -FOREVER-! You die today as a man, or be slaughtered as cattle!"

Wilfred looked up. They were angry and afraid and beyond shame. It was one thing to give up one's life for a cause; but that of a man's own family? Wives, sons, and daughters; for them even the mayor could be brave... there was a certain fatalism in his eyes, that the soldier could understand. But fear for his family was stronger than even that.

Everyone else's eyes... it was the same question. 'Can you keep them safe? Can you ensure that our children will fill the space left by their parents?'
The situation had abruptly reversed, but Colonel Schaft remained unmoved. "Even with this, there are still not enough men nor weapons to create a convincing defense. Do you think you'll be a martyr this way?" the officer scoffed. "You think we haven't sacrificed enough? There is no point in shedding even more blood. We can't stop the Cradle. Right now only the safety of five million people should be our priority."

"There is no safety in running, only protection won by the lives of other more worthy souls. You can only earn freedom by blood and honest toil." Lama Feckeldraft said, as if many guns were not pointed their way. Though the reinforcements had brought tanks, Chimeras were not armored enough to withstand the Leopard IIIC's 150mm APFSDS rounds. The Land Raider, and the strongest psyker on the planet, that was another matter entirely. "You are not innocents here. You can only buy the enemy's favor with murder. You know this. This young soldier knows this."

The colonel clenched his fists. He had served the army well, he was no coward. He was no moron either, to waste his own life on futile gestures. "So you would rather have millions suffer in the middle of a warzone than relinquish control? Do you know how all of this sounds?" He pointed at Wilfred. "This is insane! Do you know WHO you sound like?"

The young man snarled, and would have pulled the trigger right there. How dare he!
"You think I give a f-...?!"

The ground trembled before he could take a step. The quake was strong enough to toss him off his feet. Hills gave way, and the miasma itself began to spin around a point far off in the distance. A glaring eye began to form.

Towering spikes of black, chitin-like material rose from the broken ground. They split open, like flowers, and curved pylons slowly slid out. The 'homing laser' used two overlapping layers of AT-fields, one to contain the beam and another to direct it. Sparks of greenish energy danced between the two ends of the metal arc. At the center of the pylon was a crystal lens, a massive psychoreactive crystal.

-

Superconductors and super-efficient capacitors were what the world needed for the next massive paradigm shift. Unfortunately these were materials that defied current definitions. They brought quantum processes into macrospatial levels, and could not be produced without someone there to actually observe and direct their creation. They might have been called 'solidified AT-fields' were it not that these objects were also utterly unaffected by such energies and that the AT-fields were pretty much 'fucking magic' already.

Wraithbone could -grow-. This was not so unusual, as crystals and other non-organic structures also grow (such as stalagmites). The problem was that wraithbone could, if directed, strip necessary elements out from the air. Atom by atom, in a complex compound pattern, they appear. For all they knew, it might be converting hydrogen into other elements at will.

Psychoreactive crystal, if one could simply get past the whole 'psychic energy' thing was far less confusing. Crystals for given size and purity could contain energy up to a point, until they break. The energy is then release in bright, but harmless light. The problem was that where, exactly, does the energy go? Other than the leak of cool light, there was no indication of how it actually contains that power. Psychic energy was actually known as such simply by the ability to -charge- the crystals, which may then be tapped in the form of 'fuel' for psychic abilities or simple electricity. A sufficiently large and pure crystal capacitor might as well be called a zero-point module.

Every human being on Earth was psychic, even if to some infinitisimal degree. This was proven by the 'collective (un)consciousness' that allowed certain people to 'speak in tongues'. More than Evangelions or power, the Cradle needed minds to examine. If there was no psyker gene then they would discover it, or create it. More useful to the current situation, it could allow them to pierce an AT-field without having to resort to mass firepower or closing in to neutralize it.

And even better, to craft the utter opposite. The Pariah gene; to be immune to defects in reality.

A sliver of greenish energy flicked out, crossing the sky and fading off into the distance. The day was green; the light reflected off the miasma covering. Flash. Flash. Flash. Out towards the distance.

The psychic shield fell. Even if the energies were mutually opposing, the Cradle bled off too much power. It was a side-effect. Miasma poured into Gotha.

-

-

The Land Raider was a natural progression from the wraparound tracks of the Chimera and the Leman Rus; many engineers had already convinced themselves. Though nearly two hundred tons, it avoid many of the pitfalls of the ambitiously impractical Maus. For one thing, it was much larger and thus the 'footprint' of its tracks spread its weight over a greater area. It was also faster. It used the chassis not to carry a massive gun, but to carry elite troops. Furthermore, its guns were extremely efficient microwave lasers instead of bulky solid-slug cannons. Recovered Evangelion plate made them practically invulnerable to most conventional weapons.

If you could build one, why not two? If the critical shortfall was supply of Evangelion plate, why not try conventional steel armor? If you could build two, you already have the manufacturing lines to build more; why stop there? Evangelion armor was made with human technology, so it was possible to build more... it was just slow and time-consuming. The factories at Lem in Belarus, had only limited access to Evangelion plate for the first run of Lem'an Rus. The Chinese had even less; having lost almost everything from their own NERV site, but Yang had managed to get ahold of some armor material straight from the NNHIS manufactoria.

Sure, the Soviets could boast some of the hardiest new tanks, and Japan/America alongside their Eva construction capabilities some of the most sophisticated weapons - China could boast the single toughest, meanest, tank on the planet.

As it did not have to carry ten Terminatus (until later), most of its carrying capacity was devoted to extra ammunition. The Wudan-pattern Land Raider Crusader tore through an advancing line of Brutes.

It was a slab of dark green metal, blocking two whole avenues by itself. The situation around Gotha was thus; most of the city was considered lost. The old castle up on a small hill was crammed with people. Buildings were to the north, and to the south was an open expanse of parkland and railways.

The enemy attacking from the north could be handled almost alone by the Land Raider. They were forced into narrow defiles, and their railguns failed to affect the antikinetic battlescreen. Unlike the one used by Castle Sturbrand, the screen was made by force of will alone. Nine hundred generations, and the mightiest minds of each age... continually reincarnating into a single human shell. The psychoreactive crystal contained energy. Unlike the AT-field, which seemed to spontaneously alter spacetime, psychic prowess rested upon the conversion of existing energy states.

"Soul there is. Proven by science, even." the chief abbot of the ancient order of Javaal put aside his cigar. "Every death here fuels the enemy too." Whips of fire and spikes of earth bloomed around him. He paced around the top of the Land Raider.

Like a printer's head going back and forth across a page, he defined a boundary that no one could cross. East and west, away from the main road, the enemy could try and assault with some concetration of troops.

They were called the Undying. They were faster, stronger, and more resilient than mortal men. They were servants of the Gods as detailed in the True Book of the Dead, they were the cursed of Ra. They were physical perfection personified. They longed for blood. The fresher, the better. Religion drew the focused mind, and they existed to add that power into their own unholy lineage. They too, were the last and more powerful of their traditions. The Cradle added the last final touch to turn them into Vampyr like the mythos... perhaps Nagisa was being playful. They could no longer disobey any of his whims.

The Vampyr were jumping from wall to wall on the buildings. Soon enough they would break the defensive line to get at the civilians. In less than an hour every one of those people would be mindless slaves to thrown into the cauldron of battle. The Pyskana had to fall back to engage other high-mobility combatants.

Screaming, a group of soldiers emerge from hiding to shoot at them from behind. The enemy had supernatural speed and reflexes, true, but they did not dodge bullets as much as they gauged the intent they could see.

As expected, the enemy took the bait. They sprung at the soldiers, baring fangs and sharpened nails. Wilfred's Bolt Pistol killed the one leaping at him. The two soldiers on either side were not so lucky. As they fell, the former tank driver whirled about to blow one pale head off its shoulders, and completing a full swing stabbed a knife into the eye of another misbegotten enemy mutant-psyker.

They were dead things, but so what? He was dead, too... only the purpose filled him. She will come, to claim her people. But the hope and fury of man must wake up, and by the blood of the enemy the sacrifice will be made!

Then the monks arrived, leaping from building face to another in the same way as their enemy, as if they were made of air. Instead of crawling across the vertical walls, they ran as gravity was always 'down' to their perceptions. Those Psykana would were not so physically potent carried guns and trusted in blessed luck.

"CUT AND THRUST!" yelled white-robed figures, their swords sparkling in the sun. "STAB AND CUT! LET THE ANCIENT PROMISE BE FULFILLED!"

They were the last and final legacy of Javaal, and the ancient monastery in the Himalayas was empty of every fighting man or woman. It was as they had feared; to reveal themselves to the world was to destroy themselves. They did not wear power armor, for even when operating at a practically unlimited budget there was a limit to how quickly these could be constructed. The fighters preferred not to be burdened with armor, anyway. Speed was life. To stop moving was to die. Ironically this was something that Nagisa also believed, in regards to evolution and in giving humanity fantastic predators to weed out the weak.

It was like something out of an old martial-arts movie, the ones where mooks seemed to take such glee in being cut down that, collapsing, they sorted themselves out in convenient piles. How ridiculous it looked did not hide the sheer skill it would take to actually perform the same feat against unwilling enemies armed with ranged weapons.

Brutes fell by the dozens, and like the combat monks facing them might as well have been wearing air; such was the penalty of heavy armor. Battle precognition made up for the rest.

It was a slight coincidence that their robes and such looked like those of Old Republic Jedi. Some of them carried double-edged spear-staffs. Kurly Khrisna, the Sunshine Kid, coughed. His lungs were blackened ruins, he had lived for so long sustained by the power of his mind and his will; waiting for the prophecy to be fulfilled. He laughed again, and it was sad reedy sound.

Here a Destroyer, a Brute torso mounted on a skimmer frame, was yanked out of the air by invisible forces and thrown into an orderly formation of enemy heavy infantry. There, screaming people ran into buildings and whatever shelter they could find. Some of those buildings collapsed in the frenetic fighting, and killed all those within. There, a man tried to surrender, only to be cut down from both sides.

"You will not fear the enemy's spilling of blood. The enemy can TAKE our blood! BUT THEY WANT ARE OUR SOULS! ONLY -WE- CAN -GIVE- THEM OUR SOULS!" Wilfred yelled. The enemy will take no more! 
Those who choose to join the Cradle did so with the implicit acceptance of humanity being weak and obsolete. "And from the deeps there arose a mighty beast, of many eyes and many limbs. And the beast from the darkness did set upon the light of mankind with hateful thirst and unnatural hunger..." he muttered. Codex Imperialis, page 45, The Third City and Chaos Within.

Just words, random meanderings of some writer somewhere; meant to fluff up a setting. The Angels, and humanity, at least they had their own power. Those who would live between however, must steal the light from either.

Wilfred breathed roughly, and ran to join another firefight. As a tanker, he dimly thought about how the Leman Rus Vanquisher was the ugliest bastard of an armored combat vehicle he had ever seen. The extra-long cannon was nice, even if it was on top of a prominent turret. It was slightly off-center, and beside it were a pair of twin-linked Bolters! That was in addition to the sponson-mounted Heavy Bolters. The Lascannon up front had better combat endurace, but a horrible firing rate.

As expected that tank had quickly run out of ammo and had to pull back. He and his men had to fill up the gap. The Cradle had let loose its Angelspawn; they were like dogs, with monkey faces, and had talons that could tear into tank armor. Fortunately they also lacked armor of their own.

Gotha, one of the rear shelters, had just around eight hours to prepare. Their barricades were puny. Wilfred understood now why the Cradle sought psykers with such obsession... the wrinkled old man could bend earth with a gesture, and within minutes had given them some hard fallback points. Behind one of those stone walls he and a small group of troopers held off a tide of gnashing, hairless vorehounds.

NATO 5.56 rifle rounds sufficed. Bolt rounds were overkill, and perhaps that was the intent... to drain the defenders' ammo. The Cradle clearly did not care about throwing away these creatures en masse. All life has value, said the cradle. Human life most of all. This implied however, that there was a scale by which they measured the worth of existence. Some life had value over all, and some nearly none at all.

"Pull back, leave it to the flamers! Support the southern defenses!" was the order. Chimeras rode down to set the place ablaze; the crude animal minds of the vorehounds still feared fire. Running again, though he was panzer trooper Wilfred had in the few hours picked up the knack for commanding infantry squads. They did not really need more than to point their guns all in one direction and try to fire at the same time.

Loud roars came from within the miasma. The protective clearing had shrunk to just around Schloss Friedenstein. The enemy's main attack came from the south, past the railways, the only place where their mass infantry could gather. Fortunately it was also perfect spot for artillery. White smoke obscured the nearby battlefield, while the miasma choked the sky in the distance.

Something huge stomped out, and the defiance in its roar carried past the open grounds, the small lake, through the sculpted woods, and set the old stone walls to shaking. It shrugged off artillery and battle cannon fire, and spat out its reply. A blue-hot beam carved into the trenches.

Its glittering red bionic eye flashed, its two little arms ending in sickle claws were waved about in anger. Another roar issued from a mighty jawed head, and the mechasaurus strode forward. Similar forms joined it soon after; those with hard turtle-like shells that mounted large cannon, fins on their backs that seemed to project a defensive field, tails that threw explosive barbs, jaws that bite... and dragons from the sky.

'Isn't this interesting?' the Cradle-mind delivered to their minds. 'Inefficient,sure, but ah... the variety! Life! It is the struggle that defines us! We will remake the world; not to our image, but into something that will never lack in wonder, in glory, in value, and in high adventure. See the power that can change it all! We defy destiny!' 
A Tyrant King bit into a Marder APC, lifted it high, and tossed it away. As if to say; your shapes bore me. Its roar was a challenge. Its animal-mind yearned for that which can equal its might.

Wilfred looked stunned. Still, he felt no panic. He wanted to curl up and hide... but still nothing. The samurai spoke of Zen in battle, and there was the berserkerganger. Monks in rote prayer and mindless tanks tried to achieve that state of utter emptiness, when ego is gone, and the soul is empty of all hopes and all desires... and God fills the vessel ready.

The Cradle offered enlightenment at a glance, Nirvana in an instant. He wondered, briefly, if it was theirs to grant at all. Could anyone call upon it, or does the state of holiness arrive on its own? He looked beside him, to the mixture of weary and frightened faces. It did not matter. He did not wish others to share his bleak but painless existence.

"No. There is no choice left, but death or war. And I CHOOSE WAR! Until Sohryu comes we will hold against these scum!" He pointed at the enemy with his sword, one of the historical relics once again made useful. "FOR GERMANY! FOR SOHRYU! AND FOR WAR! Men! Affix bayonets and CHARGE!"

"For WAR!!" shouted those with him. Not a few were civilians who had chosen to pick up a fallen gun. Some of them toted cannons torn off Brute arms. Those who could not affix bayonets found something sharp to stab with. "The dead have no need of anything else!"

"KRIEG! KRIEG! KRIEG!!!" they shouted as they broke cover. Three mechasauri roared, already having crossed most of the barriers. Behind them, the old fortress was nearly defenseless. "KRIEG! ENDLOS KRIEG!"

Feckeldraft had no time to enjoy fighting alongside his old mentor. He ran to join the defenders to the south, but knew he could not make it in time. The Cradle could teleport hither and tither with impunity, but mere mortal minds could not handle such a heavy strain.

It was a futile gesture, men like straw blown by the wind upon a stone. The tanks were not doing much damage to mechasaurian hides, what could pointed metal carried by human hands do against such resilience? The Tyrant King snapped at Wilfred, only spurring him to run even faster. He dived, and he could feel a massive head passing just scant inches above. He rolled aside to avoid stomping feet. Still, he felt nothing. No fear, no exhilaration. His heart was pounding, but only with bland exertion.

"There is still power in humanity!" he spat at the beast. 'Wake him up with your devotion, shine forth his glory with your faith. In his name; cleanse, purge, kill!' 
The Tyrant King was irritated; its puny arms could not reach the human gnat scrambling up its back. Absently it considered going to the ground, but decided it was not worth the trouble. There were other puny creatures to kill.

Though a cybernetic creature, the mechasaurus was still a living being. It needed to breathe. Wilfred found a nostril and jammed a grenade into it. The damage was only slight, but the pain brought the Tyrant King to the ground. Wilfred leapt off before he could get crushed by the thing's weight.

The thing roared as it slowly tried to get back up. The few seconds of delay was precious, but still not enough. "Hold! Hold and fight!" he shouted to the others, not really looking nor caring if they followed. "Prayer may cleanse the soul, but pain purifies the body! Kill them! To the last!"

Wilfred had long since forgotten to reload his Bolt Pistol. He pulled the trigger and with a glorious DAKKA!, Bolt rounds punched into the Tyrant King's open maw. The inside of its jaw was only less tough than its armored hide, so he switched to full auto. How many rounds should an officer's Bolt Pistol hold? He threw himself into its mouth, pointed down its gullet and pulled the trigger again. The mouth shut, with teeth and jaws capable of tearing through tank armor locking into place.

Muffled noises came from within. The Tyrant King spasmed, and roared. And died.

Michal Feckeldraft watched as the other remaining troops diverted the saurian attackers. In good time, Leman Russ Vanquishers arrived. Their 180mm guns were poweful enough, but each armor-piercing shell were marked by the aquila and blessed by prayer of a Golden Saint. The massive Bolt rounds destroyed the enemy beyond hope of regeneration.

Precognition had failed the world, but not the Young King's foresight. Nagisa was right, in that if ever young Ikari met the time of Revelations, he would fight on the side of those billions who would be cast aside. But still, what sort of mind would prepare for war on such a scale...? Was it all really just coincidence, that he wanted some cool stuff for his city? Was he but a boy playing with toys?

It could not be that simple. It was too perfect, too convenient. The only other conclusion would be that the boy WANTED it to happen, that this was the very war he wanted to fight. It however meant collusion with the Cradle, and as such impossible. So they were back to someone seeing a narrow path for humanity's survival, that even the mightiest psychics on Earth failed to perceive.

He had trained the boy, but it was the effect he had on other people that was most impressive. So many people... it was they that paid the price for the journey. He went over to the fallen Tyrant King and tried to pull open its jaws. Though slack, it was still too heavy.

Der Mann, der nichts fuerchtet, ist nicht weniger maechtig als er, der von allen gefuerchtet wird. The man who fears nothing is not less powerful than he who is feared by everyone. One more worthy soul, who paid the price for the journey. It was the way of things that the good should perish so the rest would survive. The old man leaned against the beast and wept.

"... hey. Anyone out there?!"

"Unbelievable!" Hah! And the bitter thing was, the Cradle probably thought they had done them all a favor anyway. Not until they made it so, could anyone really brag about having to go one-on-one against a cyborg T-rex and win.

"... if I crawl deeper into this thing's throat, could you get one of the tanks to blast its teeth open?"

The old man began laughing.

"... this is not funny, whoever you are! I'm running out air, acid is eating into my boots, and there are still more heretics to kill!"

It took a bit more time for the monk's mirth to subside. "My apologies, let me go find a lever or somesuch."

'When I left Germany, and my father's faith, I felt that I could no longer believe in God. Prophecy, yes, but a benevolent deity; no. I have seen more, and the only godlike being that waits beyond the veil of death is the all-devouring Primordial Chaos; the Great Mother that eats her young. We give our lives so she will not wake.' 
He looked around. There was no fate as cursed as those of a people chosen by God. And yet, through thousands of years, even as greater empires were forgotten, they remained. For their temple was not built of stone and wood and gold and burnt sacrifices, but of their own bodies.

It was happening again. Many were the dead ends, and the dead, in the path towards the immortality that is living memory. He had left in rage, even though he occasionally longed for the security of that faith. Even more terrifying was the physical proof of his adopted creed.

'Faith in the invisible and untouchable have been the root of many abuses, and many glories, and faith in a rational universe is just as dangerous. Even the Cradle understands just how small and powerless is each individual human being. Their science, their symptomatic cause and effect, is no less a terrifying faith than anything.'
"We will have to suffer a bit more, young soldier, before we finally get the kind and ever-watchful sheperd we so deserve. But better we don't need one through the long night." He looked up at the sky. 'Adonai, if you listen, I beg you spare him and us this bitter cup.'
A star in the distance glittered in dark promise.

-

-

Battered, bloody, and on fire; miasma broke apart as it approached. The sunlight showed a scarred, dead land. The single remaining pocket of resistance was a jewel in both its uniqueness and fragility.

"For mankind to stand on its own! For my lands and people who cry out in pain! For wrath! For vengeance!" LCL kept Asuka Langley-Sohryu from showing any tears. Her voice broke. "DEUTSCHLAND!!! I HAVE RETURNED!"

Pylons began exploding, one after another, their crystals overwhelmed by the opposing energy. The Cradle-mind screamed as the AT-field scoured away at their psychic resonance.

-

-

"Holy crap. She is -pissed-." Kaworu muttered numbly. "While this was my intent, it has succeeded far beyond my projections."

"We will have to try our hardest to -kill- her, Nagisa. I trust that will -not be a problem-?"

The hybrid nodded. "I am a voice in the great Mind, a servant of the Greater Good. I am not your King, nor do I imperil you for a Queen. Do as you must, my comrades, and... good luck."

Dr. Vord Lader's biomechanical avatar collapsed into a useless lump. His voice rang through all the Cradle. "The time has come! We -fight- for our -right to exist-! We test ourselves by -destroying- the old order! We fight now! -Unseal- everything! -Release- the restrainsts! Let -nothing- be lost to hesitation!

In unity, there is -strength-!

In strength, there is -serenity-!

In serenity, there is -victory-!

We are the Techno-Apotheosic Unity! The TAU is strong, and it will prevail!"

Nagisa closed his eyes. 'I will not face Sohryu. She is here. Which means Tokyo-3 lacks the power of the S2 Engine. SEELE will make their move soon. So here shemust stay.' The trap was set, and the prey was obliging.

One of the three Angel cores of the Earth's Cradle dimmed, and died. And then Kaworu Nagisa was half a world away.

--

The Tyrant Kings roared and charged. They were creatures that could breed true, but behind their jaws were powerful electromagnetic inducers, and their spines were plasma generators. What came out of their mouths were burning gases at extremely high velocity, contained in self-propagating electromagnetic fields. Weak Hellbores, but Hellbores none the less.

No defense could last long against them. It would have been much more sensible to mount energy weapons on mechanical chassis, but a point on sheer technological and power disparity had to be proven.

"SCHLAGANN IMPACT!" broke the air, and Unit Two's Great Hammer blasted out a crater half deep as the Eva was tall, and wide as it could hop.

Tanks a kilometer way rocked on their treads and nearly flipped over. Those cowering within trenches were nearly sucked out by air pressure. The sound of it! Like nightmares being torn apart. A lingering heavy note kept the miasma from reforming. Sping! A cartridge jacket the size of a small house ejected from the G-Impact Stake. Another compressed promethium cylinder locked into place with a loud sliding click.

'Katridge geladen.' the interface whispered to her ear.

Even in Tokyo-3, people were still continually unprepared to see just how BIG Evangelions really were, up close. The red Eva's stride toward the defenders' positions cast the trenches in shadow. This was the monster that they had built, but the people there never realized just how so terrible a creature they had brought into the world.

Unit 02 turned around and planted its feet firmly between the attacking army and the paltry defenders. Taurian heavy infantry, hovering drones, and assorted mechasauria-the biomass the Cradle had gathered, they were put to strong use. And now, tragicomically, as weak as the defenders had struggled.

Asuka Langley-Sohryu punted a nearby Tyrant King into the horizon. Though twice as large as a real Tyrannosaurus Rex, they were perfectly sized for kicking.

Behind her, Castle Sturmbrand dipped into a barely-controlled crash landing, with Mayumi rapidly draining the reserve capacitors. She squealed helplessly. Asuka ignored her plight, her viscous anger at the enemy stirring up the very air.

Asuka brandished her hammer. "Hell or Heaven, I don't care!" she shouted at the Cradle. "You want a piece of me, you bastards?! Come and get it!"

--

--

"Constantin" was a celebrated name, similar to "Alexander", and thus a popular name for
boys. There was nothing particularly noteworthy about "Valdor", for as far as he knew
his family had been farmers and small-scale merchants even back unto the days of
Aleksandros. He was Macedonian, though the divisions between Macedonian and
Greek had blurred after Impact. Many of Greece' ancient historical sites, and whole
islands besides, had vanished under the Mediterranean. Those who remained had to
endure the collapse of global trade, the disruption in climate, and pirates and raiders all
through the region.

He was born big, that was for many years his only virtue. He could pull as much as
any ox or horse, and that was why in his youth he was known as the 'the Bull'. With
his sheer strength he tried to keep his father's farm going, plowing the fields
alongside the animals. It was not enough. The new government practiced little more
than organized banditry.

He was the third son, and though his brothers were strong, not even the eldest had
his might. Were it not for the clear resemblance to their father, he would have
seemed utterly out of place. He had sisters. He had avenged what happened to one
of them, the youngest and most beautiful; and for the bloodbath he had left he was
called 'the Skullthrower'. He had to flee, for strength against drunken men was less
use against bullets of awake soldiers.

If the government was stealing from the people, then those who stole from the
government should be... patriots, right? He had joined up with actual bandits for a
while, but found that life was just as distasteful. Everyone was hateful, there was
no justice, nowhere in the land.

Three years after Impact, the UN brought order back into Greece. He had returned
to his old home to find it burnt to the ground and his family nowhere to be found.
Had his murder of the local boss so long ago provoked such punishment? It turned
out there was nothing personal, it was just the unfortunate site of a battle. It had
been abandoned long before then.

His brothers had been conscripted into the army. Against a force trained by Yang,
they were dead. His sisters... they had done well enough, all considering, though
the next youngest too had died of some illness. They had married men of low but
honest standing, and did not need him anymore. There was nothing left for him to
do... he did not want to settle down and find a wife, for he was young and with
peace returned there was so much of the world to see.

Though the UN swept in to put a less corrupt government into place, there were
still bandits and pirates about. He became a mercenary. He was good with heavy
weapons, and his fists when necessary. They called him 'Hercules', which was
was a Roman name. It should be Herakles, but he supposed no one (not even him)
really gave a damn.

But none of that mattered anymore. He lived from day to day, fighting, drinking,
whoring, until he found his way into eastern Turkey. He was hired to guard a small
expedition up Mount Ararat. He was Orthodox, but did not really see anything special
about the trip... when he saw who was leading the effort, it seemed like just
another rich boy's holiday.

It was he who first called the boy 'Aleksandros' reborn, the protector of man. In his
name they had fought the fallen, the mutant, the undead, the heretic, and the
traitor. He was proud to serve as the first and final guardian for mankind's hope. The
Eva was incidental... the terror that waits beyond the stars, that was why humanity
had to be united. The legacy of the ancients was fear and suffering.

He was sent with Sohryu. Why?! Had he failed in his devotion to the cause, had his
strength faltered somehow? He had raged, he had shouted, and he had obeyed. He
could break the boy with one hand, but that will he could never bend. He would
protect Sohryu and all she valued, with his life if necessary.

Nothing else mattered. He was Heraklitus, the first of his chosen. He NEEDED to be
by Sohryu's side; that was the duty of the Custodian and bodyguard. That was the
command.

He screamed in fury. "WE ARE GOING OFF COURSE!" Castle Sturmbrand was in a
slow descent curving away from Gotha. What the hell was the point of going with
Sohryu if she would just jump out of her goddamn Castle and be the first into
battle?! On on hand, he could respect that; the girl had balls of cast iron, big ones,
in her desk drawer. On the other, she had totally stolen his move. "NO! TURN!
SOMEONE TURN THIS THING BACK!"

Yamagishi was a sweet girl, but she was practically useless the. It was the best she
could do NOT to bring them to fiery doom.

Each Terminator weighed nearly a ton, but they had drop pods for parachuting into
battle. Useless unless they were over the battlefield, and even if they dropped
exactly right then, they would STILL have to walk or find a truck into the battle.
The Land Raider was too heavy to air-drop.

Then he spotted one of the RATO canisters used to assist the launch of Tempest
gunships. The VTOLs weighed several dozen tons, did they not? The Rocket Assist
Take Off canisters helped fling them out of the hangar.

Dr. Thompson coughed up blood. The Eva control center was a ruined mess, and
they had to move to the hangar as that section had opened up into the open air.
Without Unit-02's strong AT-field, the difference between inner and outer hulls'
atmospheric pressures was tearing the tepellin into pieces. The technicians were
busy trying to keep the Castle from falling apart.

One of the Heraklitus, already in full armor, approached him. "You seem like a
smart guy. Mind helping me out?" the Terminator asked in the harsh mechanical
rumble so indicative of his sort. "How should I strap this thing?" In his hands,
was a RATO rocket, rated for three thousand pounds of thrust.

The NERV scientist blinked. He took off his glasses, and tried again. "You have GOT
to be kidding."

"This is taking too long. Look, either help us out with this, or we're going to
try and paradrop one of the Hummers, and take you with us." That solved the
problem of finding transport towards the battle, though it meant most of the other
Heraklitus would have to wait for landing and try to catch up with the Land Raider.

"Wait, you do realize that even vehicle airdrops are done a short distance away
from the ground at almost stall speeds, instead of from this high up and at half the
speed of sound?!"

"We've done it before." He meant the airdrop, at low height, and low speeds.

"You're insane." the young scientist said dully.

"I'm insane." he remarked later, while helping the Heraklitus with their impromptu
jetpacks. The few engineers he could rope into helping were disturbingly enthusiastic
about the process.

"DEEP STRIKING!" yelled Konstantin and two others, before throwing themselves
out of the tepellin. Twin streaks going off into the distance marked their overture into
the maestrom of battle. The third had presumbly gone into a death-spin.

Dr. Thompson groaned. He went over to secure chair, took off his glasses and
clutched at his head and grit his teeth and let himself be absorbed into the darkness
of total helpless frustration, silently mouthing curses at the universe. He did not even
feel the crash.

-

The Cradle threw everything at them, anything to slow down Sohryu and buy a few
more moments to prepare. How the situation so reversed would have been laughably
ironic were it not so pathetic.

The Cradle did not ignore the fallen Castle Sturmbrand. The Tempest gunships could
finally skirmish against the Asshimar battlepods. Their lascannon proved to have a
superior firing rate, as their flight mode did not require a significant proportion of
power just to stick it to physics. The Asshimar proved to be slightly more agile, but
the VTOL craft had turreted guns.

With shortened reach, the Cradle was free to send out a vast killing blow. Dragons
were meant more as terror weapons, and being self-maintaining. There were things
like bats, that were flying bombs, but thankfully not very fast. The Cradle still did
not know how to make 'bomb scarabs' like that which Leliel had used. The 'bomb
bats' however, could serve like flying mines to bar airspace. With these, a few
Asshimar actually got through the air groups and at the ground tepellin.

They transformed in mid-drop, for a Land Raider was rumbling out of the wrecked
cargo deck; a sweet, sweet target. There was a whip-crack, and a black blur, and
two of the Asshimar mechanoids fell out of the sky. They were mangled pieces when
they hit the ground.

There was a great savage hiss, and from the darkness of Castle Sturmbrand two
points of light glowed. Another pair of cracks, blurry motion, and two more of the
white-shelled shapes were pulled towards the tepellin- only to smack into each
other near the opening. So hard did they hit, that the shells had fused together
into a misshapen lump.

Twin snakes slithered back into the dark. The Asshimar had transformed back to
their podlike shapes and fired blindly into the dark. Unfortunately, because their
weapons were hardmounted in that form, this meant they had to drift about in
place. Easy pickings.

Evangelion Unit Three emerged from Castle Sturmbrand, its mouth open in a leer.
Again its arms blurred, vanishing from sight for a moment. Now there were repeated
cracks; one by one the enemy fell. Their beam guns left deep pits in Evangelion
armor, but otherwise failed to do any harm. Crack! Crack! That sound comes from
the tip of a whip traveling faster than sound.

A bright green flash struck at its AT-field. Castle Sturmbrand answered in turn with
a full Lascannon barrage. More of the enemy's flying units arrived, and on the ground
was a literal carpet of onrushing vorehounds.

Unit Three's arms flowed back into shape, and Mayumi Yamagishi made it reach out
with palms downwards. Her AT-field squished the enemy, blood spreading out and
trickling down into a low as a stinking acidic stream. Slowly, hunched over and
hissing, the Evangelion walked to join its partner. The forces of the Cradle parted as
it approached. They knew futility.

In good time, Castle Sturmbrand managed to get its weapons systems back online.
Though they no longer had the S2 Engine to draw upon, the battlescreen snapped
into place and would hold for a good while. The sheer toughness of its armor was
already legendary to its enemies. They had little to fear.

Miraculously, the two Heraklitus did manage to survive deep striking into the battle,
deploying their multi-layered parachutes once the rockets had run out. The third also
managed to survive, though he crashed through several buildings. The wood sapped
away enough of his momentum, though he had several broken bones even through
the Tactical Dreadnought Armor.

The Cradle had create Brutes in mass amounts as their response to the Terminators.
They were a poor match for the originals. Beneath the armor was muscle, subject to
the square-cube law, unlike the Evangelions which were in effect personifications of
altered space. The Heraklitus tossed them around and broke their formations like
bowling pins. They now had, NNHIS name, Power Claws.

It did not take too long, the Cradle had to shorten its reach even more and fortify
their own positions. As the world had expected, it would be settled as contest of
gods and giants.

--

Sister Luminstra trembled in the cold air. Her bony grip was weak, and her steps
hesitant. For the first time, ever since birth, she was truly blind. She had burned out
her talents in directing that single strand of probability that formed the psychic
shield. She was an old woman now, useless, frail... her eyes were blank, and misting
over with tears.

Was it worth it? The mayor and the colonel had been correct, the Cradle would have
just let them walk out of there. All the way down to Austria, if they so wanted. The
price was the psykers who kept them 'safe'. Have they been selfish, in their own
way? She could not see anything, but she could smell the death in the air.

They were also misled. The power of the Cradle was not infinite. The population of
Germany was a recovering sixty million out of Impact, and many still survived in the
untouched southern regions. If the Cradle had won, if they had enough of an edge to
defeat the Evangelions who have come to purge them... then nothing could save
those remaining.

Her people had been sacrificed, again, at the altar of warfare. The undying had, as
the true book of the dead warned, burnt in the fires of the vengeful sun.

"You're afraid, Michal." She had felt his muscles of his arms stiffen. "What is it?"

The answer was in how the ground itself trembled, and the nearby heavy crunch of
boulders giving way. The air felt even colder.

"The god-machine." Feckeldraft whispered, grimacing. He had to look up, so far that
his neck pained. His mind screamed at the sheer size of the monstrosity. Its mere
existence was an affront to the natural order. It was a living blasphemy. How could
anyone ever get used to it? To enjoy it? To revere it?

He had trained Shinji Ikari, but though he had recognized the compelling quality in
the boy, he had never really understood how anyone could twist whole nations into
compliance. Now he understood.

Unit 02's shadow stretched across Gotha. Even the old fortress seemed like a sand
castle to its girth. In abbreviated Titanicus armor, it had a hunched-over and even
more bestial air. Blood-red paint gave stark contrast against the clear blue sky. Unit
03 joined it eventually, and together their AT-fields scoured miasma from tens of
kilometers around.

The Cradle's power was subtle. This was not. It was raw, savage, and hot. "It is the
sound and the fury, even if for now it serves..." the monk muttered. Control over
such a beast could only ever be an illusion.

Castle Stumbrand remained a fallen, wounded thing. They had gutted it, brought to
Gotha almost anything that may be useful. Food, specially. Weapons, next. The
cargo considerations for these were an afterthought... in fact, they had brought too
much, so inconsequential was their weight compared to what the tepellin had to bear
from its own shell.

Asuka Langley-Sohryu. She was smaller than they expected. Cuter, too. Her eyes
were still red from angry tears. She was an Eva pilot, Shinji Ikari's equal in many
ways and in others his superior. She had often looked on with a mixture of disdain
and disbelief at the blatant worship Tokyo-3 (and other parts of the world) directed
towards her chosen companion... but now that she was on the recieving end of it...
she had no idea what to do.

This adulation, this outpouring of gratitude... it was, for so long the very thing she
had worked for, had alienated so many just for the knowledge that someday all
would have to acknowledge her prowess. And now it was here. It tasted like ashes.

"No, you have been... very brave." she answered tightly. "Get up! I'm just a girl. You
saved yourselves!"

It was far harder than she had thought. 'I can enjoy this. I can convince myself of
this being my rightful due...' But it was a luxury she could not afford. Delusion and
contrivance could only make her weak, and it was her power that earned her the
place in the sun.

She reached town to take a fistful of dirt. It was dry, crumbly, and gray. More than
just biomass, the Cradle had leeched the very life from her lands.

Asuka tossed it aside, and people recoiled from the plume of dust. "Who's in charge
here?!" she spat.

Feckeldraft looked to his mentor, who shook his head. Even he did not dare; the
Psykana were supposed to be outside the normal chain of command. The mayor still
lived, but he had already abased himself to her presence. She knew he had no real
influence in matters of true importance.

Almost immediately after the fighting, Colonel Schaft had taken his own pistol and
blew his own brains out. Perhaps the shame was too much to bear, or he did not want
to see just how things go worse . He had seen the Evangelion up close, and it was
enough. Nothing else mattered. The history of humanity was over and done.

From the gathered group of troopers, someone was pushed out to the front. He ate
dirt. Asuka looked on, impassive, as he got up and dusted himself off. "You stupid
bastards..." he was muttering.

"Don't make us give you another victory throw into the air again, sir..." one
threatened in the anonymous safety of the multitude.

"Bastards..."

Asuka looked him over. He was young, and had a proud posture. He lacked rank
pips, but his eyes were empty of feeling. She recognized that stare. She had seen
in the eyes of the two boys she claimed to love, and in her own in the mirror.

"What's your name, krieger?" she asked with a slight nod at his salute.

"Wilfred Ingram..." He took a deep breath, and reverted to his birth name. He was
the little wolf by the stream; forced out from the shadow of the hunter that was his
brother. "Wulfenbach, panzertrupper First Class, formerly of the Bund's 4th Division."

Asuka raised an eyebrow. "Von Wulfenbach?"

"... not for a long time now, kriegsmarie." he added stiffly.

Asuka snorted, most unlady-like. "Well, maybe again." She looked around. Dust,
debris, death. "We've got a lot of work to do. Wulfenbach, you are now a lieutenant.
We have the guns. Gather your men and whoever wants to volunteer. This area is
clear, so send out people to find trucks and whatever will run.

Make a list, drill a bit, eat! We assault the Cradle at noon!" She paused. "No, wait,
make that at three o'clock."

He saluted again. "As you wish. For war and Sohryu." She had winced at that, then
went away. The entire command structure for Germany had gone to pot. Perhaps
enough of the government or rear-echelon military officials survived in the far
southern shelters, but not even they would dare oppose Sohryu at that point. She
was Kaiserin in all but open declaration.

She now understood why baka Shinji ran from open crowds. She stomped back to
the bivouac to rest. When Mayumi volunteered to give her a massage, she did not
resist. Blessedly quickly, she fell asleep.

Outside, shouts of KRIEG! filled the air. The soul of Germany lived, but things would
not be the same again.

-

The special 747 flight touched down at (Kyoto airport) and the NERV delegation had
to travel in a limousine back to Hakone. It was easy to see where Japan ended and
Tokyo-3 began. A pair of large AA towers straddled the highway heading southwest
and, in the distance, sleek black stone walls closed off scenic valleys. Cannon roots
dotted the hills and mountains. Past the road tunnel the city itself unfolded like some
demented game board with its regular grid of city streets, pits and tips of strongpoint
defenses, and winding .

"It's good to be home again, Ikari." Fuyutsuki murmured, while taking a deep breath
of sterile recycled air. "No matter what happens, it's still where we belong."

Gendo gave a slight snort. The attempt to kidnap them along the way was
amateurish at best. Most of SEELE's assets had already been drained away into
NERV's own reserves. All inconsequential compared to the power of the Moon Cradle,
but it was still insulting.

"Nagisa's offer is moot." the old man added. "Sohryu will crush him."

"Perhaps. It doesn't matter either way. Nagisa is also an amateur in the Great Game,
and had already thrown away his opening." The rumble of the elevators stilled, and
doors opened with a hiss. The hubbub of activity greeted them, the noise almost a
physical blow.

No longer did NERV fill its corridors with just solemn emptiness and the distant
mysterious mechanical sounds. Employment, just as the city itself, bloomed under
the passing of crisis. Danger pay was attractive pay, and NERV could well afford it.
A sizable portion came from the UN, and other 'donations'... but as the goverment
over a semi-independent city, there was also taxes for the use of their land and
their technologies. NERV and NNHIS, once adversaries, had all but married into
mutual respect and useful partnership.

'Knowing each other over a bed of coals...' popped into Fuyutsuki's mind. The energy
of the city occassionaly tired him out. He wondered if Gendo ever entertained
thoughts of losing touch and being left behind. It should be his horror; losing, not
power, but the control that power provided.

None of that showed in Gendo Ikari's face, however. His confident stride was that
of a returning conqueror. "Stop slacking off." he told Shigeru, who was there to
welcome them back into command. "Get this base back to high alert, and call
Akagi and Katsuragi. We have important things to discuss."

-

Ritsuko Akagi was enjoying her first uninterrupted stretch of sleep for the past week
when the call arrived. Her body screamed at the shock to her bio-rythmns, but she
was still delighted that he had returned. A part of her wanted to throw into his face
all that he had accomplished; without words shouting to the world "Behold! The
shadow of the Red Tower! I am NOT replaceable!" while another simply wanted to
feel what the elder Ikari would do to confirm his controls.

She yawned as she headed deeper into NERV's lower levels, towards her private
laboratory. There were several documents she needed, proof for an 'incremental full
disclosure' that was really but another layer of prepared lies.

She ticked out in her head just what the world apparently knew about NERV and the
Evangelion.

1. The public now knew that the Evangelions were created from a mixture of Angel
and human technologies. NERV used to contain the Artificial Evolution Lab, but their
advances did veer towards the ridiculous. NERV still pulled new tech seemingly out of
thin air, but at least it was a lot less ridiculous. For 15 years, they would have had
the world believe they had a monopoly on transcendal genius? Ridiculous. It was a
brilliant enough achievement to puzzle out alien biologies.

2. The official response was that the world had enough on its plate after Impact, that
being told their suffering was just the opening stage of an invasion would have
crippled morale and essential restoration efforts. Jet Alone and etc. proved that most
of the world's governments and the military-industrial complex was in on the
conspiracy. It was to keep idiots who would want to try negotiating with the aliens
from disrupting the preparations for the defense of the entire planet.

3. Why are the Angels attacking? They want Earth, for some reason or another. Why
Tokyo-3? The original Angel carcass was there, used to build the Evangelions, and it
served something like a beacon to the Angels. There was no reasoning with the
Angels, for they did not possess an intelligence similar to mankind. They were the
(so-far seen) apex predators of the universe, and Earth just one more hunting
ground.

4. Apart from Gendo Ikari's explanations, younger Ikari also brought in knowledge
that both muddled and supported the issue. The psykers hinted that it might not
have been the first time Angels had come to Earth, and they were less driven off
by those defenders at the time than the creatures eventually had their fill and left
or that they went off (like scouts) to call the rest of the pack. They were the source
of the great, primordial monsters in mankind's collective unconscious.

Ritsuko nodded. Palatable reasoning, specially if served with a good dose of mea
culpa from those involved. All lies, of course. If Nagisa simply did not project such
an aura of smug superiority, his truths would have been a lot more believable. The
boy sought to change mankind, simply because he was incapable of handling mankind
as it stood. Ritsuko yawned. If logic alone was enough to convince people, there
would be no need for leader figures.

Her lab was a mess. Papers with half-remembered designs and equations were
stacked high over desks and tables, a whiteboard was filled with more numbers and
DNA strings leading up to two conclusions. [ a) recursive stupidity? and
b)= interesting, but scary?]

A Tesla coil sparked on the wall, for ambiance. Some enterprising geeks had figured
out that by directingthe frequencies, it was possible to play music with lightning. She
used it as an alarm clock. A large purple sofa with a rumpled blanket was to her left,
and a discarded bra (not hers) upon it.

Ritsuko yawned again as she passed the specimen displays. Liquid bubbled up in
small preservation tanks and aquariums. She paused. One of tanks was empty.

'Shit'. Perhaps she had grown far too complacent with how near everyone jumped to
her authority. Was it spite or ego that led her to keep a living angeli annelid mentis
as a trophy? She would strip secrets from the evil little thing; a cure to its infestation
would also help against senility and other neural degradations.

The locks were undisturbed. Someone who could fake her thumbprint into the reader
and input six-digit code had stolen a most dangerous sample. Ritsuko reached for
the phone, but saw a cut line. For security's sake, the lab had only one hardware
information access point. Though it was 2015, cellphones were still cumbersome, thus
Ritsuko did not carry one around while indoors at NERV.

'Maya?' Who else would know her codes, or even the system ovveride? She used the
young woman as she herself had been used, but... no. Ritsuko shook her head. It
would be redundant, for Lt. Ibuki already knew almost as much as her about
Angelspawn physiology. NERV was a festering pit of lies and betrayals, however, so
she could never really be so sure. The blonde scientist pulled out the papers she
needed.

The place had to be locked down. Psykana were not allowed inside the geofront, so
the mindworm could already be anywhere... or anyone... in NERV. She grit her teeth
as she opened went to the door. None of the pilots, even Ayanami, were quite so
immune to infestation. Oh, yeah, 'fucking telepathy', the Cradle could order an
assassination attempt to anyone from half a world away.

The door opened with a hiss. She gasped.

"You?! But... why would...?"

Ritsuko saw spots before her eyes. She let out a pained gurgle and doubled over,
reeling from the blow to her solar plexus. As she lay there on the floor, she felt a
cold, crawling sensation to the back of her neck.

"NO!" she yelped, trying to reach--- PAIN! Teeth tore out the flesh right underneath
her skull, injecting acid into bone, trying to bore right through. Her vision began to
fade from the searing pain. 'Neurotoxin...' she remembered, firing off all pain signals
at once, and making sure the prey can't move.

She saw black shoes walking calmly away. Betrayals at NERV, nothing unusual. She
screamed. She was blind. It had already eaten into her vision center. There was a
numb feeling of bliss alongside the wracking anguish- she was feeling her central
nervous system beginning to give way.

'Apotoxin.' was Ritsuko's final thought. She could not move to get at the thing at the
back of her neck, but her spine was still working. Not for much longer. She had but
a few precious seconds to reach into her labcoat pocket, and grab at a thumb-sized
hypodermic dispenser. She clutched at it, stabbing its point right into the flesh of
her palm, and poison flowed directly into her bloodstream.

And Ritsuko Akagi knew no more.

-

The sliding door shissed open, and Gendo Ikari came striding into the briefing room.
He looked around, at the guarded expressions waiting for him. He frowned. "Akagi
isn't here yet?"

"She's... tired, sir." Misato said carefully. "I'm sure she'll be along. Maya's already
gone off to look for her. " Already there were Misato, Kaji, Fuyutsuki, and Makoto.

"A command officer should not have to go off just to fetch another. That is why we
have junior employees." Gendo gave a slight shrug and took his seat at the head of
the table. "Enough. We will begin without her.

The United Nations, prior to the Cradle's attack, had issued an ultimatum calling for
greater oversight over our operations." He slapped down the manila folder he was
carrying. "This is the unofficial declaration of surrender of the United Nations of this
world to whoever manages to take control over Tokyo-3. We are now, in effect, our
own independent state-- but as the UN does not have any idea of how many Angels
there will be... whoever controls the grofront can hold the world hostage. Contact
between the Angels and the thing they seek will begin Third Impact."

Kaji blinked. "But... YOU control Tokyo-3, (cobra) commander."

"Shut up, Ryouji." Gendo and Fuyutsuki said at the same time.

"UN Oversight may be permitted but not to interefere with the vital effort of actually
defending the human race. No one else can do this job like we can. We have been
forced into disclosure, but at least we now have the resources to do something about
the situation. We contain deep within Geofront the Angel known as 'Adam', which
crashed on Earth billions of years ago. Certain parties and nations had already been
aware of this. Relocating the carcasse is not pos-"

The lights abruptly turned red. The entire geofront rang with alerts. Misato stood
up. "An Angel attack?!"

Maya appeared on one of the wall monitors. "Emergency! Misato-sempai, it's bad!"

"I'll be there as soon as I can. Are the pilots already at the gantries? Don't wait for
my order, attack the thing ASAP." There was no longer any need to watch out for
unexpected enemy developments. It was best that they got over the little power
displays quickly.

"No, not that... this is a different emergency! Ritsuko-sempai's been attacked!
We're in trouble here inside the Geofront. Misato-sempai, please authorize a base
lockdown."

"What about Ritsuko?!"

"She's... stable." Maya looked away. "It was very close, but she managed to
survive. I don't... please, I don't want to talk about in on an open channel. We're
at the infirmary."

Gendo looked genuinely surprised. Akagi was too valuable and knew too much, for
any of the sides to strike at her directly.

--

Evangelion Unit 02 sat cross-legged as if meditating. The G-Impact Stake, also
known as the Ernster Einschläg, was the last relic of NERV's German Branch.
Technically, Germany had two sites; one on Berlin-2 and the other in Hamburg. The
latter had even less defenses than the primary site, and thus fell even quicker into ruin.

Germany was there reason for NERV's existence. SEELE, as GEHRIN, had funded the
Artificial Evolution Lab at Hakone and paved the way for its becoming Tokyo-3. They
had taken the most damage out of the Human-Angel conflict... partly as ironic
misfortune, and the results of complacency in expecting one little city out of all the
world to absorb all the damage. The radioactive ruins were the reason other nations
abruptly stopped trying to build even more Evangelions.

In the words of the project manager at the NERV Nevada site "Unless you're ready
to fortify up the wazoo and devote your entire economy to making sure that Eva
survives, then there's no point in trying." America's reserves seemed more than
enough for the task, then Nagisa ganked their newest Eva to turn humanity's last
bolthole into an engine of their destruction.

Four Evangelions. No will to build more, no time to do it anyway. Those four would
have to defend the whole world. No more playing around with reserve pilot
candidates. All or nothing. The pressure was immense.

Large cables linked Unit 02's T-modules to Unit 03's own, and to capacitor trucks
on the ground. The Black Eva lay face-up some distance away, as engineers refit
its modular components for fire support tasks.

Below gathered the forces ready to assault the Cradle. The two Land Raiders,
one blue and one red, seemed to glare at each other. The Wudan pattern was
slightly larger, but the Olympus pattern from NNHIS had a stronger bite with its
twin-link lascannons. Around them had gathered quite a motley crew.

The Psykana had taken a savage beating, for even active battle precognition had its
limits. Yang had ordered rapid deployment troops on a blind seaborne mission... the
Chinese assets were the admiral's Marines, of course. The delivery had focused on
bringing essential vehicles and weapons over personnel, which was good news for
the remaining troops. They were all organized into ten-man squads, each to a
Chimera. The newly-arrived Psykana were dispersed, one to each squad, with
their own assault squads led by The Sunshine Kid and Feckeldraft. They tried to keep
the old command chain intact, but it culminated with the Tokyo-3 officers and Asuka
Langley-Sohryu. The battle ahead, there would be no room for fear or argument. If
anyone had any doubts, it was best they removed themselves from the assembly
or make their case to a Power Fist.

"Okay. I'm not good at speeches, so... let's keep this short. 'Kay? First of all, I want
to thank you." Asuka said to the gathering. "Thank you for hanging in there, thank
you for coming to help. This is not about saving Germany, this isn't even for revenge.
The situation hasn't changed. It's still about survival."

The civilians had gathered around Castle Sturmbrand while others searched for
trucks. Some of the families decided to head further south anyway. The military
could not spare many soldiers or vehicles for escorting duty. The convoy, once they
got underway, would be practically defenseless. Their hope was that the assault upon
the Cradle would distract the enemy to such an extent that the helpless populace
would be left alone. Better yet, if -somehow- they could defeat the Cradle quickly.

"It's not going to be easy, I'm not gonna lie to you. The Cradle has around thirty to
sixty thousand people inside, and we don't know how many combat forms. Oh, sure,
the Eva can smack around its defenders, but only from the outside. You're going to
have to end it, to destroy their capacity to wage war, from the inside. The whole
lot of you will likely die." She shrugged. "Got a problem with that?"

"Death or war." was the murmur across the gathered troops.

"Good! THEN LOAD UP! WE GO TO CRACK THE CRADLE!"

A joyous roar rose, and soon they were off. The autobahn was still there, and they
could make good time. The Land Raiders and Lem'an Rus fitted with dozer blades
led the columns, plowing aside ruined vehicles in the way. Chimeras and trucks
followed, and tailing behind were even larger cargo carriers for the capacitors and
Evangelion weapons. Flanking the troops on either side, were the Evangelions, their
mighty stride keeping pace with the motorized advance.

Inside one of the trucks, Wilfred wondered if that was the new face of war. Around
the shadows of Titans, people would fight in escalating savagery. Like water boiling
under pressure. The presence of such monstrous war machines did not obsolete the
fighting man, only forcing them to give lie to the futility of fighting. He looked
around. Besides, even the Eva required reserve power and weapon reloads. Nothing
had changed. Man was still the best at killing man.

"Everybody close your eyes!" blasted through the radios.

They did, even if they were going at full speed or safely inside armored hulls,
remembering the ultimate command "Follow Sohryu, no matter what". There
was nearby heavy boom, the ground shook a bit, and then a ringing silence.

A few heartbeats later, and they were allowed to ease up. "Holy ...! The bastards
just tried to nuke us, didn't they?!" spat the soldier next to Wilfred. Outside, a
brilliant white halo of clouds hovered above the highways.

Angels did not realize that a nuclear explosion caused damage through different
components. The AT-field, as a region of absolute certainty, could only really
do one thing at a time. Heat, pressure, and the radiation... only a human mind
with full knowledge of its own weapons could have a crafted a shield to deflect
or even reflect these effects.

Creatures leapt out of hidden burrows, breaking into the defensive perimeter before
anyone could react. Bolters and autocannons barked, flamers went to full. Some
of the vehicles fell behind, and were quickly overwhelmed. Not for a moment did the
rest of the advance slow down. Looking from above, Mayumi was reminded of a pack
of jackals after a herd of wildebeest... only here the jackals outnumbered their prey
by three to one.

--

"Nothing's workiiing..." Martin hissed. "Okay, stop. Just stop. STOP DYING!" Unlike
Kaworu, he could maintain a connection to the Cradle-Mind, but like the hybrid liked
asserting his independence from it. The necessity of controlling an AT-field forced the
separation. It was apparent enough that Cradlemind was displeased, however.

"Perhaps it would be best to conserve power and biomass. This is not delaying
Sohryu." Sarah added softly. There was the undercurrent of 'you do not comprise
the entirety of the Hivemind, Doctor Lader.'
"Fools! Nagisa has taken -one- of the Angel cores. This Cradle requires -another- to
keep its integrity, so the both of you must -share- the output of a single Core. The
S2 Engine is different from the Core itself, but it is the latter that determines the rate
of utilization." A portion of his Mind continued to lash out at the distance. "It is more
than -possible- to overwhelm Sohryu's own defensive capabilities."

"Then why don't you just hit her with the same beam we used to attack THE
MOON?!"

"It is a poor tactician that leaves nothing in -reserve-. If she dodges it, or withstands
it, then we are left dry. Then we die. You must fight at close range, neutralize her
AT-field, and only then can we expect any attack to have a chance of success."

"The shortened reach." Sarah whispered. "The greatest number of stratagems is
available where one possesses the advantage of terrain or resources."

"Ah, but it's also written that it's better to fight at the enemy's home ground rather
than in yours." Martin jabbed away.

"The -Hivemind- does you good." Dr. Lader had to admit. There were benefits to
Nagisa's ethos, if one were just willing to pay the price. "But we have no more
-choice- in this matter. So -be silent- and let your Warborn drink of its fill. Your
meatbag comments do not help quicken the process." Though still monotonous, his
voice turned ever more serious. "The time will arrive, worry not. You will walk as
a new God."

Lader was a corruption of 'adler', or 'eagle'. The scientist had never known his
great-grandfather, but there were enough hints that the man had been involved
with rocketry. His grandparents had emigrated to the United States afterward,
rearranging their name into something that sounded inoffensive. Lader sounded
like some old-time cabinet. In all respects they had lived quite sedate, normal lives
as produce shopkeepers.

His parents had fully absorbed themselves into the culture of rebellion. They were
geeks before the word passed into lingo, nerds burning with raw physicality. His
father worked on the programming of computers that were as yet half-built, and his
mother... was a biochemist. They were freaks, and proud of it, and had many friends
in many fields and walks of life. They rocked science, and rocked it hard. He was
child of the eighties, riding technology out of control, when lasers and giant robots
tickled little boy's fantasies.

Dr. Lader's held the promise of the Cradle. The problem was, as Akagi has said, 'the
fool was a -transhumanist- the same way Misato was a -teetotaller-.' In other words,
the exact opposite. Nagisa might think he was paving the way for a better humanity,
but Dr. Sean Vord Lader was a -post-humanist-. Humanity was a failed experiment,
a dead end. Clean it up, start over.

Was it really fair to blame the Transformers for all of this? How could such blazing
personalities as his parents produce such a darkly brilliant boy? It could not be just
the name. Children were cruel, but no worse perhaps than being teased for having
been named 'Jesus' or 'Abraham Lincoln II' or 'Elvis' or 'Frodo'. After all, there was
some guy out there named 'Trout Fishing in Nevada'. And he had chosen such a
-unique- moniker for himself.

A child, hiding in the bushes, trying to stop himself from crying, holding his breath
and feeling his heart pound until it seems like it would burst right out of his chest. A
young man, trying for an aloof ‘bad boy’ persona that only predictably led him to
being seen as a freakish loner. Never having to hurt again. The flesh was weak and
full of pain, moments of joy fleeting in the loneliness and the ever greater dangers
of knowing the folly and meaningless delights of other beings. He could not pretend
to be sociable, to hide his sheer contempt for others. No one could hate him as much
as he loathed himself and his fleshbag weaknesses, so it seemed to balance out.

The concept of suicide was puzzling in how some opt to throw away their single and
most precious existence for pains that others could endure daily without a second
thought. Faith itself seemed meaningless; the horrors of religion were clear, while
many an atheist or agnostic were tolerant and generous people in all other respects.
His mind was his value, but was it worth throwing aside everything else? Had he
been born in a different era, he would have been anything from a vizier, a wizard, a
hermit, or most likely burned as a heretic. But he did not hurt. Moral suicide was not
yet a death.

Yet many more lived through even worse ‘travails’ and led more open and successful
lives. He did not know what he was missing. How about Akagi? In many ways they
were similar, but also.. not. People found her acerbic on occasion, true, but she was
still respected if not well-liked. Was it just because she was -pretty-?! Because she
could compromise her personal integrity enough to present such a fake façade for
others’ worthless little concerns?

Dr. Lader did not waste time with shame or excuses. He was no longer bound by
instinct or the bio-feeback from choices, chemicals to tell him if what he did was
‘good’ or ‘bad’… held hostage by various invisible cues when dealing with other
beings. He fractured his own mind into a thousand shards, and each into a thousand
more, and every single one devoted to finding more methods to cause pain, fear,
and humiliation. Perhaps, it was just so simple as that some people quite so...
enjoyed... being an asshole.

Nagisa had hurried to lever his controls into place, and just because obvious weak
points were -obvious-, did not mean they were not worth using. Not even Nagisa
desired perfect unity in the hivemind. Conflict kept life interesting.

-

A deep pearl, a metal heart
That jagged flaw around which glory builds
And we all eat of our insanity
And we all drink of our insanity
And we cast it back into the sea
-

Dr. Lader had no more eyelids per se, but he blinked in confusion. Now why did he
think that all of a sudden? Ah. Sarah Campbell was, of course, also part of the
Cradle-Mind. 'Bah, fifty thousand minds all joining together into a boundless gestalt
and what do I get? Bad poetry.'
-

"Tentacles?!" Asuka screeched, aghast and disbelieving. "Gaah! Enough of this crap!
Get out of my way!"

Her chainaxe sang and bit into the thick veiny protruberance blocking the road. She
then used the momentum of that swing to turn about and throw the axe, a long
chain extending from inside the handle. The roaring blades chopped into a few more
strangling growths before wrapping around a tall tower shaped like a sea anemone.
Its oral ring of tentacles seemed to function in the same way as Unit 03's extendable
limbs, much to Yamagishi's displeasure.

Unit 02 plugged the end of the chainaxe into a socket on its bracer. The smell of
ozone wafted through the air, and sparks danced along the links. The polyp-tower
let out a screech, and writhed, and its tentacles whipped about in powerful frenzy.

Asuka felt like vomiting, but she had experience on how that was a Bad Idea inside
an entry plug filled with LCL. Its toothed mouth at the tip was ringed with tentacles
that throbbed. It was turning pink, screeching with pain, or anger, or likely...

Below, inside the NERV Mobile Control Center, Wilfred hissed at the screens. "It's not
working." Other displays showed army attempts to fight without getting in the way.
"She's just feeding it more energy. It LIKES it."

Dr. Thompson's eyeglasses glinted. "Wait for it..."

With the S2 Engine, the capacitors that made Titanicus modules so bulky became
redundant. Unit 02 carried only the chestplate and shoulder hood assembly that
gave T-type Evangelions such a distinctive hunched appearance, and comparatively
thin armor plates over its arms. The 'Reaver' pattern of the Titan modules was one
seamless shell around the chest and shoulders. It did not have, or need, the
powered asssistance of full Titanicus gear; as much of that was simply to get the Eva
moving under the strain of all the junk it would have to carry into combat.

A small window on Asuka HUD showed capacitor banks draining. She kept pouring
amperage through the chain. Soon enough the tower began screeching for a
different reason, and its tentacular tendrils began exploding, and it collapsed into
itself; a smoking, stinking heap.

"Electrons are electrons in the end." the scientist from NERV Boston remarked with
relief. "Even creatures that can generate electricity can only store so much before
their own cells start to -cook- from the energy running through."

The Evangelion's capacitors were starting to refill from the trickle charge. The
chainaxe retracted back into its shaft, its blades stained with purplish ichor. Unit 02
looked to the distance, at the Cradle looming large. Miasma clung to it, like a wispy
robe.

Unit 03 kept the AT-field barrier up, while blasting out now and then with its
shoulder-mounted turbolaser batteries. It carried more of the capacitor modules, in
the more box-like 'Warlord' pattern of the Titanicus equipment. Its extendable arms
and legs remained unburdened however.

"Reload!"

Trucks hastened to obey. Unit 02 did not need to carry the weight of so many
capacitors just to support extended operations, so could devote that capacity
instead to weapons. Asuka slid the Great Chainaxe back into its slot and unslung the
Great Bolter from its hooks on her backpack. She reached down to pick up a
magazine from the ammo carrier, slid it in, and fired at the shadow of something
approaching.

Rocket rounds streaked through the distance, and splashed harmlessly against an
a barrier of cocentric red hexagons.

There was a drawn-out 'PWONG', and a blue flash, and Asuka felt something strike
at her chestplate. HARD. Unit 02 fell over.

A steady 'vip-vip-VIP' was the sound of Unit-03's fast-cyling laser cannons, keeping
the enemy's defensive field up with supressing fire. There was another loud 'PWONG',
but that attack was stopped by Unit-03's own AT-field. Clearly, whatever attack the
enemy was using, it was (like hers) independent of its own AT-field or power supply.

Unit-02's four eyes flashed, and it slapped its right palm down at the ground. The
shock for some reason made the fallen Great Bolter bounce, and the red Eva
snatched it from the air. One-handed, it pointed the weapon up and let a stream
of burning Bolts rip at a distant shape in the air. Asuka rolled aside, as corrosive
balls impacted the ground where she lay. The acid dissolved through concrete and
soil, down to the bedrock.

Unit-02 stood up and let out an irritated growl. Standard Evangelion armor was
composed of angled plates, with a thousand layers of armor material. Titanicus
armor added to the chestplate ceramic-infused titanium, diamond-steel mesh, and
ablative layers designed against directed energy attacks. Asuka could feel a burning
sensation just below her left collarbone. A high-energy kinetic strike- that which the
AT-field was best at deflecting. But again, the AT-field for all its power could do only
one thing at a time. 'Damn, I was too focused on direct combat again.'

The Evangelion had a mind of its own, and it did not think the same way as human
beings. Or even any other animal on the planet. The square-cube law would have
meant not even the Eva could support its own weight, much less perform such feats
of strength; but like all Angels seemed to exist within its own bubble of altered
spacetime. Even down to its cells, down to the very last atom; it was never really
part of the universe at all.

It was a historical fact that sometimes in the heat of battle, even the berserker could
find a certain serenity, where every motion flows seamlessly into the next, and time
itself seems to lose all meaning. To Asuka, all that meant was that her senses could
expand to extraordinarly levels, there was this feeling of omniscience, as if the world
itself turned so slowly and she could see things almost before they happened. This
battle reflex mode could only come when the AT-field was directed inwards, rather
than wasted on showy displays. Ritsuko Akagi could have told her she was eroding
her own personal AT-field, and all the dangers that implied... but Asuka thought it was
just a normal extension of battlerage.

"Target switch! Yamagishi, take the air. I'll handle that idiot with the Railgun.
Everyone else, the Cradle! We destroy that, and this is over! CHARGE!"

Unit-02 roared, and began running. Fighting against Ikari and Ayanami forced her to
create and discard tactics and techniques on the fly. Even the power of the S2
Engine could be defeated with proper tactics or sheer willpower; after all, they had
defeated Angels with their own S2 Organs before.

It was as if they were meant to battle each other, in that own special time and frame
of mind... that's where they LIVED. People always thought it was knowing each
other's strengths and limits so perfectly, that the best they could hope for was a
stalemate. Idiots. Who was this now that dared to challenge her? She stood amongst
a new pantheon, the Titans, the beginning of a new age born of blood and sinew.

A blue flash, and the metallic sound following close behind. The air around the red
Evangelion seemed to explode outwards, her every step leaving deep craters. She
could see it... like ripples on water, the approaching hypervelocity slugs. So slow.
Her Great Bolter barked once, twice, and slower Bolt rounds left orange trails through
the distance. Once again, where hypersonic object met hypersonic object, both
would just liquefy. But explosively so.

Unit 02 passed through the obscuring cloud, and beheld her enemy. The Jagd Wulf
still had that long, saurian back, but now had a more wolf-like face with fangs.
Barbed quills still protruded from the back of its skull. On its back it carried twin
Rail launchers, massively more powerful than any Evangelion-portable weapon. The
slugs were infused with psychic energy, to simply ignore AT-fields.

Asuka felt her vision go bright for a moment, pain consuming her mind, and she
stumbled. Unit-02 faceplanted into the dirt, narrowly avoiding getting its face
sheared off by a heavy particle stream. Godzilla, the Jagd Wulf was not; but that
was a melta.

The was always a price for power. Asuka knew that well. Run fast enough, see too
much, and there was always a wall waiting. She dropped the Bolter and unslung her
chainaxe, and threw it again. It spun like a boomerang, and shredded the long
launchers on the Warborn's back.

And like a boomerang, it returned to her outstretched hand.

"Where is he?!" Asuka demanded through the open link. "Make him come out! I want
to hear his excuses before I kick his teeth in! He will EXPLAIN himself to me!"

Martin Arthur Bettelheim smirked. "Nagisa is... somewhere else. Do not overestimate
your importance to him, Sohryu, based on the possession of a pair of tits."

The Jagd Wulf's corpse-white shell began to twist and reform, tilting its torso back to
a more humanoid stance. Its wolf's-head with six blazing orange eyes opened its
jaws, exposing rows of vorpal teeth. Its shoulder-blades moved back, and its arms
lengthened and thickened, serrated claws flicking out at the tips if its fingers. It
howled. The Trident Warborn, Jagd Wulf -Werwulf-. 'Why that shape?'

The double-jointed limbs made it FAST, leaps and bursts of speed greater than the
Evangelion. It was STRONG. The human shape was not perfect; among the predatory
animals it lacked in speed or strength or even sharp bodily implements.

Wham! Asuka managed to turn the axe just in time. The oversized axe-head also
served as an effective shield. Her Eva was had to ben backwards, its feet digging
deep furrows into the ground, its spine strained from the weight of the enemy. Unit-
02 had muscles, but not quite as thick or many. Claws dug into metal, and pulled the
weapon free from her hands. Jaws that could bit through her torso snapped at
her head. Unit-02's Titan modules completely lacked onboard weapons.

Asuka let go, dived down, grabbed the enemy by the waist and slammed it to the
ground in a textbook German Suplex. Its head cratered a section of the autobahn.
A single lane away, tanks and troops hurried past; while the enemy was so dazed.

Martin struggled in her grip. Asuka pitched over to the side, and took some
fighting room. Their AT-fields meshed and neutralized each other. The Jagd Wulf
bared its teeth again. Unit-02 reached back and pulled free its hammer. A catridge
locked into place.

An axe-age, a sword-age, a fire-age, a knuckle-age; all this and more would come
to pass. 'On his damn fool head!' She screamed and leapt, meeting him mid-air.

--

Hear the Cradle, my friend, my friend
Life is no curse, nor death the reward
To the vistas we have yet to explore
Bend no more to a debt never yours
-

Mayumi Yamagishi had her own problems. Her nemesis, Sarah Campbell, too had her
own problems; mentally at least. With bored ease she twisted her Trident Warborn
away from another laser volley. Laser pulses might travel at the speed of light, but
Unit-03's shoulder-mounted turbolaser cannons had a very limited vertical traverse.

Flight was such a wonder. Mankind had never really conquered the void. They might
try, with their machines, with their world records, but at the end they were all still
souls trapped in the well of gravity. They flung themselves into the expanse, and
always they fell. Back into the grime, the crowded plane, the prison of two cardinal
dimensions. How could they bear it? They were all so limited... so blind. Unable to
see the big picture, again and again repeating the same old mistakes.

She thought back to that little cell in Johannesburg. The sky was her only release.
The steel-barred windows were too high for her to see anything, but she could hear
the hints of being in a city. And it did not matter. She could scream, she could
cry, she could die. No one would care. People were -meat-. Her father was meat,
her mother was meat, she was meat. Her captors were meat. Meat that hurts, that
has urges, that suffers, and dies. The soul was just a comforting illusion.

Except... that the soul did exist. But that provided no comfort at all. It was better as
a delusion.

The Flanagan Institute, formally a competing organization to the Marduk Institute,
but actually just another of the six hundred semi-legitimate fronts, had finally
tracked her down in the early 2011. She had paused, just before stepping into that
black car and leaving her old life forever, and looked up at the blueness of the sky.
She reached up, relishing the emptiness between her hand and the expanse. But of
course no one can ever really own the sky. She was just trading prisons. She was
still paying with her flesh for her right to exist.

For a moment, her chest tightened. Her parents were good people, but also each
independently wealthy. When Impact removed the worth of those little plastic cards
they carried, they had little actual skills to fall back upon. They had to start over
from a scratch, in a continent they did not know.

For a time, others could pay the price for her existence. They had suffered, they
had faltered, and now they were done.

-

Look to the Cradle, my son, my son
Where all is still, and safe, and warm
The place that death cannot touch
The future drinks from its wellspring
-

They called it the 'Hivemind', but the stupid mundanes... they had no idea. The
brilliance of a diamond was in its many facets, each distinct but adding to the whole.
The body was just flesh... cursed meat... but her mind, her very soul! With the
fractal unity she felt complete. Free. It was like flying.

She watched the battles below, again easing away from more anti-air efforts.
Splitting her attention was easy. Martin. He and her, they were linked. It was not
love, not quite, but even loathing meant caring about someone else's wellbeing.
He raged at being regarded as second-best.

One would have to be a fool to trust Kaworu Nagisa, but he had always been brutally
honest. Perhaps even maliciously honest. "You are nothing. A pale copy. A hopeless
redundancy. Understand this. Sohryu was anointed, and though you might share the
same -blood- until you sieze the mantle from her hands you might as well not
exist. She was chosen, you were not. But the truly strong choose for themselves."

At least Nagisa had ambition! A new Culture, a new world coruscating in the long
night, to gain all you must risk it all! Sarah did not understand why Nagisa seemed
so frightened of Ikari. Other than a tendency for grandstanding, which Nagisa himself
was also wont to do, the younger Ikari was a disgustingly normal teenager.

Martin Arthur Bettelheim raged, and clawed, and howled. Asuka Langley-Sohryu
hated, and stabbed, and roared. Both were in the grip of the berserkergang. Too
similar to each other, neither can live while the other survived.

She felt cold. She had no actual desire to replace the Evangelion pilots in the
limelight, but until they were destroyed she could never truly be free.

-

Take the Cradle, my child, my child
And leave behind the hate and the lies
Peer into that vessel where you wait
And taste at last the fruit of eternity
-

Her Warborn landed smoothly behind the black Evangelion. Her wings folded up
behind her arms. Iridiscent patterns glistened upon the black skin of her war
machine. It was not a bland, uniform black like that of the Eva; it was not paint, but
rather overlapping scales and spines. Its legs were double-jointed and ended in
curved talons. Its face was skull-like, even slightly bat-like, but a flattened frill
lay around its neck. The original Trident project was based off the Evangelion, but
with a distinctly saurian influence. From what the seized at the Moon's Cradle, they
had sculpted its shape a bit farther up the evolutionary tree. Now the Warborns did
not quite suck as much in close combat.

"You are Mayumi Yamagishi. Even you are a pale shadow. I would pity you, but you
deserve much more than that."

Mayumi huffed, feeling the heat on her back. The lasers had actually tagged the
enemy a few times, but Warborn armor had the same layer of ablatives as Titanicus
armor. A greater limitation than mere capacitor drain was heatsink capacity. That
was why the Cradle preferred kinetic impactors over energy lances.

"I won't listen t-to your lies!" she said with as much defiance as she could muster.
Sections on her back armor blew, flinging hot heatsinks at the enemy. At the same
moment, she scrambled forward to give herself some breathing room.

Sarah nonchalantly slapped away the steaming bricks with a flap of her black wings.
"Then I won't lie to you. You've been lied to long enough." And sadly, it was quite
true.

It was interesting, that her (Phoenix Spasm) Lamia had almost the same face as
Unit Three. Martin had always been about fire and action, but her strength was
taking the power of others into herself. Her passive acceptance even -intimidated-
him. Just because her flesh was his for the taking at any moment did not make him
forget the danger under those soft, yielding curves. For all his talk of beating Sohryu,
bloodying a Golden Saint, or even going up against the person Nagisa himself so
carefully prepared- he could never go from zero to balls-to-the-wall like she could.

The feathered serpent was the original ambush predator that the insignificant little
ancestors of wild cats so feared. Her lazy evasions from earlier had lulled her prey
into a relaxed illusion. And then, faster than an eyeblink, there was only screaming.

She felt no guilt. Though Nosferatu meant 'plague-bearer', what she gave was a gift.

--

They ran, like rats, and found there was little shame in it. The contemptous ease by
which the Cradle had brushed aside whole armies... it was nothing compared to the
raw insult that was the Evangelion's existence.

Wilfred grit his teeth, as the command truck went on at full speed. Though they were
far enough that the Evas could no longer be seen, little earthquakes followed to
remind them of the titanic struggle. The Evangelion was terrible enough, and the
sheer size of Castle Stumbrand was maddening. But the Cradle! At six kilometers all
around, it was an unearthly monolith. The Evangelions reminded them how so very
small and futile mortal efforts were... but they were supposed to fight THAT?!

Sohryu was just the goddamn distraction! Even one such as he, who had thrown
away his hopes and his fears, could not so blithely accept such an impudent act.
"Can we really do this, alone? You have some sort of weapon or breaching charge
to break open the shell, right?"

The command truck held mostly those from NERV, Dr. Thompson supervising, along
with Lama Feckeldraft to coordinate where mundane methods failed. The young
scientist looked up, his face ashen. "No, we don't." He was utterly out of his depth.
It was clear however, that theirs was a one-way road.

Wilfred had to laugh. "If suprise really was the key to success, then this has to be the
best plan -ever-."

"We have been preparing for this moment for nearly four thousand years." Lama
eckeldraft mentioned, staring at the space between his splayed fingers.

Wilfred hung on as the truck lurched on a piece of broken road. "Really?"

"Well, not like this... but a similar situation. The ancients had always believed that
the world not only -would- end, but -must- end. It is a battle that is reflected in
the conflict between gods and giants, those who choose this world and those who
would destroy it."

"So how have you prepared? Dug up any old tricks to deal with something as big and
powerful as the Cradle, if all of this happened before?"

"The ancient instructions can be summed up as thus: Stab Them Until They Give Up."

Wilfred laughed until stomach hurt. "Wi- wise words! Very wise!" Sometimes the
simplest solutions were the best.

The old monk did not look amused.

-

'Dammit. Yamagishi!' Asuka noticed two flailing black forms at the edge of her vision.
She did not have any time to spare. "HRAAAAAAAGH!"

BAM! Her warhammer caught the Jagd Wulf at the side of its head.

The werewolf-shaped Angel/Eva hybrid toppled. It was starting to severely piss
off its pilot. A warhammer was supposed to be a cumbersome weapon. In close
quarters combat, her S2 Engine advantage meant little. The muscles of his Warborn
was arranged far more efficiently than her human-shaped Eva. He had the edge in
speed and strength. And still he was getting kicked around!

'Dammit, what is it that I'm still missing?!' It was impossible. And since the AT-field
was naturally opposed to psychic phenomena, he was certain she was not altering
probability somehow. What did she have, that he still lacked?

Conviction? No! He roared and impaled her through the less-armored abdomen with
his claws. He was even MORE determined to be the best. He was throwing everything
into the fight. His Warborn was different from her Eva; it felt no pain, it did not
hesitate. The control system was wired directly into his cortex; no crap about sync
ratios and like that there.

"I CAN'T LOSE!" Martin shouted hoarsely. "NOT TO YOU! I AM YOU! DISTILLED,
AMPLIFIED!" The Jagd Wulf Lycanus opened its maw to bite, but Unit-02 managed to
wedge its hammer into its jaws. Amber light began to glow from inside its throat. At
such range, the AT-field could not be used as a barrier.

Asuka grimaced, red staining the orange LCL around her mouth. She pushed up with
her right hand, while the left yanked at something. Martin had a moment to think
'uh-oh', realizing it was a chain. The chainaxe-head -purred- as it was pulled back
to its shaft. Unit 02 slashed away at the side of the Warborn's neck, and the charged
particle bottle lost containment. A scorching glowstream spurted out from the wound.

She chopped away some more, and at the pained roar pulled her Einschläg out from
the enemy's jaws. Then introduced it again into its head. The Warborn Werwulf
slammed into the ground. Asuka pounded at it three more times, denting its
braincase into a crater.

"You're ME?! Hah. Where does that moronic drivel even BEGIN to make sense?!"
Asuka scowled as she saw the skull pop back up. Just what did it take to put these
things down permanently?! It was regenerating colossal damage way faster than an
Evangelion. "You have NO IDEA what you're dealing with? DO YOU?!"

It could use the AT-field. That meant it had a core. All she had to do now was to
find it, pull it out, and break it.

Purplish ichor dribbled out from the stab-holes in her gut. Her own plugsuit was torn
in the same spot, though thankfully the flesh underneath only showed deeply bruises.

Evangelion battles tended not to last more than a few minutes, up to half an hour.
Even when the records show hours of an engagement, most of that is simply just
watching and waiting for the enemy. Combat, in itself, was rapid, and brutal, and
final. That was how she gained her S2 Engine, after all.

The problem was that the enemy's build was even more optimized towards 'Rip and
Tear' than her own war machine. It was also a wonder that 'rip-n-tear' was likewise
ineffectual against her.

-

It was intense. Poison filled her veins with fire, but there was also this blissful
soothing sensation as lifeblood drained out of her neck. Mayumi shivered. Absently
she realized she had let got of the controls, and where her hands were. 'Did I
just...?'
For a moment, Mayumi had a vision of Asuka standing with her back turned. The
red-haired girl was in her plugsuit. 'Tch. Weak.' she spat and began to walk away.

Mayumi was a loner, and did not go into many encounters where she could feel
rejected. Like Asuka, her defining moment of being unwanted was to be abandoned
by her mother. A prog knife deployed out from a shoulder pylon. Unit 03 grabbed it
with its left hand and stabbed at its own face. "AAAAAAAH!"

Stab. Stab. Stab. The fanged, cobra-hooded head clamped onto her neck did not
seem to mind. It only let got when it was starting to lose more fluid than it was
taking. Taloned feet pushed off Unit-03's shoulders and it vaulted back to the sky.
The Lamia landed a short distance away, crouching, and still as a gargoyle.

The black Eva weaved unsteadily on its feet. A portion of the Titan modules
around its right shoulder had been torn clear off, to open the way to its neck.
Too dangerously close to the entry plug. Mayumi's vision was still fuzzy. She heard
a nearby clanging noise.

Then she realized -she- was hearing it, not the Eva. Whatever it was, the thing
making the noise was just outside her entry plug! 'Impossible!' The sheer size of
the Eva meant that its LCL/coolant vessels must also be broad enough for the flow.
Something was in her veins, clogging up arteries and pushing through her very
innards! She could feel it, and the violation was... literally as bad as it could
be without bumping genitalia.

"Do you really think Sohryu -cares-?' If you sacrificed everything for her sake,
it would make her treasure your existence?" Sarah whispered. She chuckled darkly,
but not unkindly. "Do you think that by suffering you can -buy- your way into her
embrace?"

She flicked at her own glossy black pageboy haircut. The Warborn Lamia licked at its
bloodied claws. "If you choose to live as a tool then you must accept the fact that
tools exist to be used...

To be broken." Its arms extended, whiplike, and its grip cut into the Unit-03's
shoulders. It pulled, dragging the Eva into the ground.

Mayumi screamed in pain as explosions rippled through her Eva. Shockwaves
reverberated within its armored torso, tearing apart organs and blowing out armor.

"And discarded." Serpentine arms retracted back into shape. Sarah Campbell sighed
and closed her eyes. "We are too similar, Yamagishi. And for that, you WILL have my
pity."

-

It went completely as Kaworu had predicted. There was a good reason Evangelion
battles happened in bursts of furious activity. The power of the S2 Engine may give
endurance to an Eva, but its fighting ability was ultimately limited by its pilot.

Unit-02 reeled, and tried to strike back. Its punch fell wide, and a blow to its
midsection lifted it clear off the ground. It staggered back, and collapsed, face-up.
The sky was so blue, and the light seemed to swallow its consciousness. Asuka
gasped for breath.

Even with the hyperoxygenated and nutrient-laden LCL, the pilots would exhaust
their own body's fuel reserves. Mental fatigue would scar them much sooner.

The pilots were still human beings and with all that implied. The random hand of fate
as expressed by genetics and natural selection had its limits.

Asuka kicked out, and felt a slashing pain up her shins. She looked left, then right.
The Warborns... claws and talons and cannons integrated into their bodies meant
they would never be disarmed. She decided to go for the chainaxe.

Without looking, she dodged a vollet of spines. A prog knife popped out from a
shoulder pylon, and also without looking she threw that behind her. She was
rewarded with a pained howl as the knife entered one of the Werwulf's six eyes.
She was still fighting well.

But it was inevitable. She would falter.

As she scooped down to grab at her weapon, a black tendril wrapped around her
left ankle. Unit-02 slammed into the ground, shoulder-first. She felt her own get
wrenched out of its socket.

She would wither.

'Can't... move, you useless doll! Move!' The red Eva's fingers twitched. 'Gagh!'
The multi-thousand ton mass of a Warborn slammed into her chest. Her chest
caved inwards. Her heart stopped.

The glow faded from Unit-02's eyes.

And she would die.

Martin was likewise out of breath. Unlike the Eva, the Trident did not use LCL, as
both as contact and buffering medium. It was surprising how so... normal... the
cockpit looked, with its main screen and assortment of buttons, levers, and
switches. Interface between the Trident and its pilot was through datajacks
implanted directly into the pilot's skull, just behind the ear. They had telepathy,
and also TCP/IP. The Mind was a matrix of personalities and their works.

The worm wrapped around his spine worked its wonders. It automatically adjusted
chemical imbalances in his bloodstream, absorbed excess feedback, and repaired
whatever damage it could find. Sohryu could only endure. He would regenerate.

The Werwulf grabbed the Eva's head, and slammed it back into the ground. No
response. Martin grinned. "I am... better... than you, Sohryu! The power of the Eva
is limited by its pilot! Now, you break!" Claws scratched almost lovingly at the red
face armor, then dug into the seam around the chesplate joints. With a grunt, Martin
ripped off the Titan module. "BREAK, DAMN YOU!" He laughed maniacally as he got
a good grip on the Eva's chest armor, the last barrier to its core.

"I'LL KILL YOU! KILL YOU ALL!" Those screams were broken by sobs. Unit-03 was
pinned down, the Lamia's limbs wrapped around it like packing tape.

"We are deathless, interloper." Sarah whispered, the forked tongue of her Warborn
licking at Unit-03's face. Bit by bit it was dissolving the faceplate. "Punish the
imperfect flesh, for only through permanence can there be triumph."

The Lamia could have injected poison or acid to have the Eva melt from the inside,
but the Evangelion was a war machine of rarity and utility. Mayumi was crying, then
screamed again as convulsions wracked her body.

She struggled, but there was no way to get free. The crushing embrace of a serpent
did not come from muscle power, but removing leverage from its prey. That was the
fatal limitation of muscles linked to swinging bones and joints. It was the very
-reason- her own Unit Three was supposed to be undefeatable in close combat, even
by the general-purpose Unit Two.

No one among the planners could have predicted the enemy would assimilate its
abilities so quickly. The Angels were not that smart. And, apparently, neither was
NERV. Their uninterrupted string of victories had made them arrogant in their own
abilities.

Asuka Langley-Sohryu so personified that glory of war, the part that knew honor,
discipline, perseverance, and mercy; an Athena ascendant, not the bullying Ares
that fled upon being wounded. They had known each other for but a few hours, but
the girls found an easy familiarity... perhaps it was that, to Asuka, Mayumi looked
very much like a younger Ritsuko Akagi. They both had that little mole near the lips,
and hid fear of intimacy behind a shield of disinterest. The intellect and being able
to 'talk shop' with Evangelion combat was also refreshing. Being a respected sempai
relaxed the stress of competition.

"It can't... it can't end like this!" she half-begged. Her vision was starting to dim.
If even Sohryu had fallen, what could she accomplish? The wrenching noise of
Unit-02's chest armor being pulled off seemed to fill the plug.

The Werwulf began bashing away at the exposed core, every strike seemed to
physically slam into Mayumi Hamigishi. She grit her teeth until her gums bled. She
gripped the controls of her Eva so tightly that the titanium began to bend. A red
light and a bloody haze started to fill her being, starting from her womb.

-

Wilfred Ingram Wulfenbach, Lieutenant for a fresh few hours, punched out a small
locker inside the command truck. As a bog soldier he had been at the edge of death
so many times, but never had he actually felt so helpless.

The assaults groups had already begun their seige and infiltration of the Cradle. While
NERV technicians tried to resuscitate Sohryu, other screens showed the troops in
open battle against Cradle's last line of ground defenses. If the enemy brought back
their Trident Warborns, then... their gambit would just fall apart.

"Don't worry too much." Feckeldraft murmured, staring at the two Land Raiders
blasting through the impediments in the way. "The girls are stronger than you may
think. We have to honor their pains, in giving us this one chance."

"Even so, the power of the Evangelion doesn't seem up to it." Wilfred had learned
that the primary breaching method would have been to ram Castle Sturmbrand itself
into the Cradle. "If only we had more firepower on hand..."

The Tibetan monk tsk'ed. "What is the finest weapon of man? These god-machines
we call Evangelions? The Legio Terminatus? The Adeptus Psykana? The tank? The
lascannon? The fist?" He shook his head and pointed at the screen. "None of these
things. Courage and courage alone stands above all!

You know this already. But there are others who have eaten of the same lesson."

-

There was a bright red flash, and a screech of pain. The coiled grip loosened a
fraction. "What?! Who dares...?"

Brightlance cannon beams poked holes into Lamia's back. A wing of Tempest gunships
rose out of treeline concealment in a strafing run. Mayumi winced as one of the
lasbolts burned through the enemy's tangling arms and into her thigh.

Missiles fired, and exploded against the red barrier of an AT-field. The wing of eight
VTOLs broke off into two groups to circle around the Trident Warborns.

"Worthless insects!" Martin yelled, thowing spines at the Tempest flyers. The Lamia,
still wrapped around Unit-03, used the Evangelion as a shield. The gunships could not
fire their lascannons without poking holes through the captured Eva.

Finally, one of the VTOLs dared to go into a dive. Close range meant better accuracy.
The Werwulf speared it with a spine from its back. Another Tempest had already taken
the same line of attack. That one kept firing all through the dive, and rammed itself
into the Lamia's face. Promethium flames clung to the Trident Warborn.

A blade snapped out, switchblade-style, from Unit-03's bracer. Screaming as well,
she punched up, through the Lamia's jaw and into its nasal cavity. The Eva then
pushed away, throwing obscuring orange smoke and hot chaff all around.

Unlike normal people, the Cradle-enhanced pilots could segment their attentions.
'Interesting.' Sarah thought with some amusement. 'Using our very own trick with
the miasma, but here in close combat it will buy no more than a few seconds.'
The point was not to hide Unit 03 from view, however. For a moment, losing sight
of the Eva meant that the enemy had to consider looking for it. Its threat level
increased, it grabbed attention, and for those crucial seconds the enemy forgot
about that which they had broken utterly.

Fingers dug into the side of the Werwulf's and pulled it down to face level. The red
Eva showed open toothy grin and exhaled a misty cloud. "Haaaah...." Somehow that
was far more threatening than any mere roar.

Martin slashed with its longs claws, but the Eva nonchalantly grabbed the wrist and
twisted. Then, holding two portions of the Warborn's anatomy as hammer and anvil,
it began beating the Werwulf's face in with its own elbow joint. Disappointed at the
lack of blood and carnage, it pulled the enemy into an over-the-shoulder throw.

And then it roared. Titan modules blew off from their mountings, as useless weight.
Its red core glowed, and bled purple blood around the sphere.

A little girl was crying. 'M'not weak. Not useless, dammit. M'a smash you all.'
She clutched at her doll, while it rained outside. Thunder and lightning broke out at
the distance. She curled up into a ball. 'Don't need anyone... m'fine alone. But..."
she hugged her doll tighter, and two faces flashed across her memory. "Don't wanna
be alone.' 
She felt warmth around her shoulders.

'Ssh, my little treasure. It's going to be all right. I'm here now.'
'Mama?'
-

The Earth's Cradle monitored the situation in much the same way that NERV
command kept track of its Evangelions. Dr. Lader split his attention between the site
defense, packing away the elements for evacuation, and the Tridents. "Get up, you
pathetic -cur-!" he hissed to Martin Arthur Bettelheim. The teenager was stunned,
and not just from the broken neck of his Warborn.

"What... she can't regenerate, can she? What does it take to actually KILL this
bitch?"

"The Evangelion has gone -berserker-. The core is exposed. This is your chance! Both
of you, -attack-, NOW!" Panic tinged his words. He needed help at home, and quickly!

"Emergency!" rang through the Cradle-Mind. "There is an armored fighting vehicle
identified as a 'Land Raider' rampaging through our central hangar!"

"A -WHAT-?! Impossible! We have an active AT-field to block -all- teleportation
attempts. It would take either a Mind equal to mine, or a tactical gen..." The enraged
scream echoed through the honeycombing tunnels of the Cradle. "YAAAANG!"

-

Bang! One of the larger bulkheads fell open, its joints blasted off and Thunder
Hammers to task. Facing them were a host of mutants, battlesuits, and men and
women determined to fight for the children they had brought into the Cradle. They
stood at a standoff, both sides unwilling to make the first move.

There was a steady 'tap-tap-tap' of a wooden cane upon a shell-tiled floor. An old
man, tiny and hunched over with the years and garbed in an orange robe, squeezed
to the front. He took one last drag off his cigar and put out the embers against the
knee plate of a nearby Heraklitus.

"Four thousand years waiting is this, but still not a battle to fight I wish. Surrender.
Protect its own people, the Psykana will. Beg of you, I do; do not slave yourself to
this beast."

"Hah, you would just enslave us for your own purposes instead." yelled one of the
Controllers there. Fresh new mutation forms from the vats, and augmetic warriors to
lead them, they were the force meant to attack Tokyo-3. They were -made- for
tunnel-fighting and the confusion of psyker combat. "No, you worthless fossils,
clinging to a duty long since obsolete! We are finally free from the chains of man
and mortality. We will have FREEDOM, or we will have your DEATH!

-YOU- surrender, meat puppets!" voices echoed and combined, the walls themselves
vibrating to provide. "You are intruders here, and your deaths are a -waste- to the
Greater Good."

Kurly Khrisna, the Sunshine Kid, closed his eyes and sagged upon his walking stick.
He had lived through the centuries, and had seen the atrocities that man could
commit. He had fought in battlefields long forgotten, and the memories of all the
masters of Javaal before him, and all those that came before the mountains were
tamed... never had he so faced so tragic a decision. The core of the Buddhist
philosophy was not to kill. The necessities of the Psykana, and the fighting tradition
of Javaal, meant that they had to -absorb- the sin for the rest of their people, to
sacrifice even nirvana for the sake of those who still lived in the mortal illusion.

The Greater Good was an aggregate of many of the more noble practices of many
religions. It was quite a rationalist view, if one just ignored the mind control, the
mutations, and chronic backstabbing. From the Four Great Truths of Buddhism they
gradual self-improvement and the setting aside of fallacious individualism. And that
was what managed to piss off even the Enlightened. Form without substance, action
without purpose- it was an empty life, and a gross parody, an insult, to everything
that they valued.

Javaal: To live is to suffer
The Cradle: Through pain there is strength
Javaal: All stories end. Even the heroes must rest
The Cradle: Then let us be villains instead
Age and weather had eroded whatever traits he had, that would hint at whatever
part of the world he was born or the culture that caused him to wander. Javaal was
isolationist, but ever had its ruling council been veterans of every sort of warfare
possible. He was the oldest, and still remembered the Spanish Tercio. In his youth
he plucked harquebus balls out of the air and wrestled with living gods in the Congo.
The Nile was no mystery to him, and there he found the Eldar diadem.

He frowned. He had lived for too long. Happy memories... they stung more than the
sad events. Why did it not happen earlier?! He could have done so much more when
he was younger. He had watched humanity go from atrocity to atrocity, and by his
oath was forbidden to interfere. A bittersweet gift, for an old man.

The Sunshine Kid twisted his walking stick and pulled free a hollow section. There
was a 'snap-hiss', and a glowing green rod of energy formed out of the hollow tip.
Everyone boggled. 'No way! Is that a...?'
The old monk flipped the remains of his walking stick, and the central piece fell off. A
similar hollow tube was in his left hand, and with a slight flick, a 'snap-hiss', another
glowing green rod appear.

'Two of them?!'
Names held power. Why was it that two or more centuries later, a wizened old monk
was still called 'The Sunshine Kid'?

That little old man holding two sticks of coherent light paralyzed the defenders with
fright, far more than the sight of a row of grim armored hulks. Then he started
moving. It was this little bright blur headed right for your face; like sunrise through
the mountains, and a warm light that was for many would be the very last thing they
ever see.

-

The Continental United Kingdoms' Prime Minister, Jonathan Thresh woke up in one of
the containment facilities deep within the Cradle. He was naked and felt slimy. The
Cradle had no need for torture or interrogation, they leeched the information they
needed right out from his neural pathways.

What was a -teleport homer-? The new dictionary definition was 'a device or
other object that emits a unique presence detectable to extrasensory perception to
facilitate transition between two discrete points instantaneously and without loss.'

Telepathy was a quantum process, and psychic power was the manipulation of
probability in macrospatial quantity. The usual method of setting up a teleport homer
was to leave some object or mind with an (easily detectable) psychic signature. The
Cradle handled this easily enough; they could with such a vast Mind overwhelm
normal teleporation measures with either its own presence or an AT-field, while
simultaneously able to set up teleport homers with a more subtle presence.

Thresh was not a psyker. He could, however, PRAY. The soul could not be blocked,
and it went deeper into the communal vessel of humanity than just the collective
unconscious. A Golden Saint could then alter probability from elsewhere to bring a
blind teleport right to where they needed to be.

The Cradle sought to unite humanity into a communal Mind. However, humanity was
ALREADY one organism, stretching through space and time, past and future. They
were the Fifteeth Angel, a creation in seeking to preserve itself from being devoured
by Lillith, the primordial source.

Yang Wen-li would not have been such a successful strategist if he was not curious
about the newest developments in tactics or politics. The UN saw great threat in
Shinji Ikari, but only so far as that he possessed an Eva and had somehow managed
to convince secret societies to reveal themselves despite thousands of years of
careful isolation. That might be a mass-brainwashing power just as dangerous and
disturbing as Cradle's own. Yang, living in Tokyo-3, saw open reverence by at least
two different groups of societies, with Eastern and Western modes of thought, and
in the cloaks of faith Buddhist and Catholic. Simple persuasion, or even forceful
mind control, would not have been enough to pull together such distinct and even
rivaling creeds. Coercion would have meant the boy had to either rewrite their
brains to such precision that they would obey, without removing their abilities, or
maintain constant pressure upon their senses.

Impossible. Even if Yang did not quite believe that the boy was not a psychic, it was
quite clear that psychic activity interfered with activation of the Eva. Direct
manipulation on such a scale would be godlike, and it was also clear that the boy
preferred the power of his machine-god.

'Why do they trust the boy?' Yang was curious. 'What leverage does he have to make
them obey? What can he give that is worth the destruction of their own societies and
the mass death of their own people?'
A soldier does not kill just because of orders; man was not an automaton nor armies
homogenous fighting groups. Every person had a lever, a motivation for -doing-.
What makes a person get up every morning? What could make him go without sleep?
Some people work for pay, others see pay as just a convenience to allow them to
purchase and follow other pursuits. Not for money alone would criminals rob, but to
what these money represented; what it could give them. Even Yang did not call for
his people to fight out of sheer patriotism (though they likely would see it that way)
but because to BE a patriot for Yang's China was to LIVE and SUCCEED in the new
century. Eventually it would become recursive, and the distinction between reward
and motivation blurred.

Given the absolute clusterfrak that the UN's Psykana was subject to, Yang could not
find any handle. Psykers hated the boy, true, but not the most powerful and active
groups- THEY willlingly endured in his name. Such unselfishness was unreal.

'No, not really.' Even Thresh, in faraway Europe, could see it. Yang's letter did not
come as much of a surprise, but it was a pleasant one; if Yang had figured it out,
then his own concerns was likely as true. It was a personality cult. Dangerous.
Dangerous. Alexander, Napoleon, Hitler. But also Gautama, Yeshua ben Yusef, and
Muhammad. Communism knew the power, denied it, and eventually had to accept
that they could not truly defeat it. It was an ironic truth.

'Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world, and
the soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the people.' was the actual quote
from Marx. Faith was apparently illogical, but a powerful and deeply entrenched
force.

What a man would not sacrifice for his family, for his country, he would for his god.
Even more dangerous. Mahayana Buddhism did not precisely have an 'end times',
but Christianity DID. It was not completely heresy, if they were to say 'though no
one can truly know when the end times will arrive, but the sheer coincidences piling
up and Nagisa's blatant references to it; he's trying to artificially bring it about and
thus we REFUSE it. When it is time, it is time; but for now WE FIGHT.'

Was it possible to make a saint out of someone who did not quite share one's own
religious beliefs? The boy was no prophet, but a defender of the Law. By his own
Shinto definitions, the boy should have been Emperor -yesterday-. From abroad, only
Yang, who among all the billion people of his country was deemed worthy to possess
the Mandate of Heaven, could grant it to someone else.

God helped those who helped themselves, but He also worked in mysterious ways.
And now, apparently, the vehicle of that deliverance was one frustrated young teen.

Nagisa was an active precognitive. THAT was what made him so terrifying as an
adversary to plan against. Ikari was only a paranoid schemer to the point of almost
precognition. Fortunately the strength of Shinji Ikari and that which set Kaworu
Nagisa to envious ire, was the -quality- of his support staff.

There was -another- powerful precognitive out there. Those who possessed sufficient
power to predict the future to a useful extent were likewise unable to see how it
would affect themselves and others like themselves. Shinji Ikari was immune to
precognition, for some reason. Jonathan Thresh, he was not. That was why the
Cradle had chosen to use his mother as leverage.

'That's tradecraft. Just because we can't read minds doesn't mean all that all
the practice with espionage is useless. That's why it's called -intelligence-." he
thought, while wishing for a cigarette. He had also swallowed a small radio emitter,
the kind used to secretly mark vehicles. The bio-technicians had not removed it. Why
would they bother? It was not like such a paltry signal could be detected from
outside the Cradle.

Not all psykers were from Tibet, Brazil, and environs; after all. The Church back when
burning witches had also kept and used those who may be legitimately clased as
such. The Royal Protestant Knights also had a history of distinguished service.

He got up from the limpid pool and looked around. The cell was round, and barred
with tough, coral-like growths. There were a lot of cells, and prisoners political or
otherwise. The chamber was devoid of guards or attendants. They must all be busy
elsewhere. There was a slight indoors quake. Very busy. Then the lights went out.

Was it a self-fulfilling prophecy? Or simply, with Yang involved- capitalizing on the
enemy's arrogance? The Cradle had been so -confident- that everyone would
embrace the Greater Good, once they have been enlightened to its possibilities.
The thing was; they had not actually gotten around to brainwashing him YET.

With Sohryu at their throats, there was so much else to do. At the very least, while
intact, he could be used as a bargaining chip- but having been picked up for the
possibilities, he was thereafter ignored as harmless.

He rubbed at his arms to shake off the cold. 'Yes. Idiots.' As long as there was life,
there was hope. And thus, no surrender.

The Prime Minister (or did his capture invalidate that?) sat knees-up and leaning
against the wall. The living heat of the walls faded after a while. He hoped it would
not take too long.

--

One burning question remained: 'If Nagisa is a precognitive, then he is a psyker. As
an Angel/human hybrid, is that even possible? Is the Trident that so different from the
Eva?' It at least did not require an activation gene. It seemed a more viable, less
selective weapon system than an Eva; and now with the ability to use an
AT-field! That was why they had to be crushed, and quickly. As a society and an
industrial power; the Cradle was at the cusp of terrible potential.

-

The Lamia dived, to gouge armor and flesh out of Unit-02's left shoulder. The Werfulf
slammed into it from the right. The Eva took the brunt of the impact, then rolled
up and around like a matador. Its last prog knife deployed, and as it slid off the
Werwulf's back it grabbed ahold of the tail and cut it right off.

The Trident Warborn lost balance briefly, and ate dirt. The Eva looked at the still-
twitching appendage and contemptously tossed it aside. It let out another hiss of
breath and a demented grin.

The Werwulf snarled, and quills stood up on its back. Barbed spines flew off, and
impaled the Evangelion. Unit-02 bellowed in pain, and even more as it tried to pull
out one of the spines. Martin bullrushed the Evangelion again, knocking it to the
ground.

-

"The A-10 connections are all cut. The Eva HAS gone berserker..." Dr. Thompson
confirmed.

"Yeah, so why does it still fight like Sohryu?"

The young scientist compared the brain patterns between Unit 02 and 03. He nibbled
on his thumbnail. "Maybe... no, that can't be true." He shook his head, but his
voice was contemplative. "Is it possible that Sohryu is already so much of a
bloodthirsty berserker that her mental state is already the DEFAULT condition of the
Evangelion, overwriting even its own feral rage?"

The 15-inch screen showed a grainy camera view from the Eva's own perspective. It
had both hands gripping the top of the Werwulf's mouth, the Trident's teeth impaling
through its palms. Its right foot was wedged into the Warborn's lower jaw. The view
was shaky. They heard a crack. Between the two holds the Eva was ripping the
Werwulf open. Its lower jaw dislocated. Then the foot slammed down, the jaw torn
free. Skin and blood and muscle followed. The Warborn's attempt at a pained howl
was an incoherent mess.

Then the Eva began pulling out the Werwulf's eyes, and eating them.

"... you can't tell me that's still Sohryu." Wilfred continued, though unmoved by
the display.

The A-10 nerve connections snapped back. The chewing did not stop.

-

The Trident Warborn Lamia flapped lazily in midair, watching. 'He had thrown away
his humanity for power, but still... he lacked the pure ferocity of the monster.' its
pilot deeply enjoyed the irony. "Bettelheim, I have figured out what we require..."

"Shut up and help me!" His words were garbled, for the symbiote in trying to dull
the feeback could only numb his lower jaw.

"We are the force of evolution, but natural selection functions best under intense
competition. Nagisa was useless for the purpose of putting simulation data into
practical use. He wins far too easily."

Sohryu, like Ikari, was resistant to active precognition. This was not a quality of
Evangelion pilots however, as Ayanami and Yamagishi were not immune to those
methods. Had Nagisa remained he could have destabilized Sohryu's mental state, the
weight of numbers would have been theirs, and though unfair the battle would
quickly be over and done.

Nagisa believed in The Greater Good, true enough... but it seemed as if he still
doubted if his own followers were actually worthy of it.

"YOU WILL -COME BACK- TO THE CRADLE, -NOW-!" blasted through the
communal Mind.

Whatever additional ruminations Sarah may have had was cut off as she felt
something wrap around her ankles. Unit-03 and Mayumi roared.

'I see Sohryu is infec-...' Sarah sighed as she was yoinked out of the air. The other
arm wrapped around her Warborn's torso, and Unit-03 leapt the rest of the distance.

The black Eva wrapped itself around the enemy.

"This again? Have you not learned that I hold the advantage here?"

Mayumi's hatred was palpable. She felt violated, short of actually bumping genitals.
"This is a type One Titanicus Module, you bitch. Do you know what that means?!"
she hissed into its batlike ears. "I'm carrying an -onboard nuclear reactor-."

"Do you plan on going out on a blaze of glory, as an offering to Sohryu's victory?"
Sarah shook her head. "You are as I used to be. The best we could hope for was to
be remembered... incidental figures to the story of life."

They struck the ground, and bounced. It was a rather odd sight, like two fluffy
monkeys tangled into a ball. They rolled, punching and headbutting at each other all
the while. It was the difference between pugilists and ancient wrestlers.

"We bear an Original Character more suited for a world at war." The Lamia's own
limbs extended, widened, and likewise clasped around the Eva. "Your tactics has
already been predicted, countered... and pre-empted."

Then the Lamia -burned-. Its feathers exploded into shards. Acid inside its body
poured out of new orifices. A pity, but there would be no recovering Unit 03 for their
purposes anymore. As the Evangelion died in the fatal embrace, the Phoenix Spasm
shrugged out of its skin. It was not a complete skeleton; somewhat smaller,
proportionally that of a child. The rest of the bones kept the Eve in a death grip.
Like a wraith, it lacked legs, its spine extending out into a tail. Its arms ended in
sickle-like claws, but it was ever meant for escape and recovery. Given time, a
complete new Warborn could be built upon the central control chassis.

Both Unit-03 and the Lamia were out of the fight; vainglorious martyrs. Eva-02 was
not faring much better. Berserker mode did not automatically make the Eva fight
any better. Asuka woke up to even more pain and damage than before her
unintended rest.

-

"This is bad." Dr. Thompson muttered. "Yamagishi, can you hear me? Are you all
right?" He turned aside to the other tactical consoles. "We're getting status feeds,
but we still can't get communications restored?"

"The jamming is keeping us from communicating with the assault groups, too." was
Tactical Two's response.

Tactical was showing that pain-suppressant drugs were being pumped into the entry
plug and Yamagishi's. That was NERV Boston's automatic aid system, one which
NERV Tokyo's first-gen entry plug lacked. Sohryu's brainwaves showed she was on
taking a hella lot of pain, on the verge of blacking out again. And this time, the
berserker would not save her ass.

"They're just children." Wilfred snarled. He turned and snapped "Aren't you all just
so ashamed? I know I am."

Feckeldraft was seated knees-down on the floor. "This is their war. The only thing
we can give them now is our faith. They will fight, because they know the odds are
impossible. They will win, because their will is unbreakable. Believe. No matter how
strong the enemy, no matter how great the despair."

The young soldier grimaced and turned back to the screen.

-

Martin saw Sarah fleeing back to the Cradle, and snorted. Useless as ever. He turned
to the red Evangelion, and prepared for one last charge. It was almost dead. With
his spines still stabbed into its body, every movement only added further damage to
its internal organs. His Werwulf was slow to regenerate its own wounds. His left arm
was useless, and his bite was gone.

He saw the scorched black form of Unit Three trying to crawl towards Unit Two, and
laughed. It was a pathetic sight. Like a dog crawling back to its master. Its much-
vaunted flexible limbs were now shriveled stumps. And still it tried.

"Sohryu..." Mayumi Yamagishi croaked out. "Win."

Asuka closed her eyes and felt her Evangelion. It was tired. The S2 Engine was at its
limits. She had nothing left.

Except...

Unit Two bent down to help its fallen comrade. The Jagd Wulf charged, its powerful
feet were as pistons. Everything seemed to slow down. Everything rested upon one
final attack. With the exposed core, Unit 02, even if it dodged, would inevitably fall
to the superior regenerative properties of its enemy. The Werwulf needed to settle
it in one hit, for the Eva still had use of all of its limbs.

Unit 03 turned over. It had crawled on the dirt, in the depths of shame, but it was
not completely crippled and had not returned without an offering. Clasped to its
chest was the G-Impact Stake, and a revolver catridgre.

The black Eva had lost its faceplate. Its scarred, skinless face was bared in a rictus
grin. The red Evangelion returned the sentiment.

'The S2 Engine is a biomechanical organ. Its power is limited only by the capacity of
the Evangelion and the pilot. Too much will destroy its organic components and the
very nerves and transmission lines for its power. Brains would explode from the
sudden intensity of the generated AT-field. That is why the S2 Engine as designed for
Unit Four is already rated to discharge at its maximum capacity.' was Ritsuko Akagi's
lecture.

'But... it IS an organ. Unlike a solid machine made of moving parts or circuits, running
over capacity will not break it instantly. It will hurt. It will take a long time to heal.
But it CAN be done.'
Spang! A revolver docket ejected from the back of the Ernster Einschläg. Unit
Two slapped in the replacement. Phunk! Phunk! Phunk! Phunk! Spang! Four
promethium catridges fired into a compression chamber.

Designed to drive a spike into the enemy through an assisting explosion (hence,
Grenade-Impact Stake), the pressures within the hammerhead pushed out the driver
bit. The conical head began to spin as Asuka forced her AT-field into the chamber.

'Achtung! Jotunn Morderkopf!'
Power blasted out from the red Evangelion, the spines forcibly cast out from its
flesh. The core at its chest was like a baleful eye. Flesh closed around it for a
moment, as new pathways from the S2 engine hurriedly grew. It blinked.

Had Martin Arthur Bettelheim and his Jagd Wulf fled from the start, they would have
lived. If he had kept going even faster to stab the Eva in a cross-counter, he would
have succeeded. But at that moment, seeing the bright glow in the Evangelion's eyes
and the relaxed ease by which it lifted its great hammer.... fear touched his heart. He
hesitated a fraction. He did NOT want to die.

"NO! Why always Sohryu?! I spit upon the arbitrary discrimination in this universe!
Your time is over! I am -better-, I am Hati, hate, and Skoll, repulsion! I am the
force of the inevitable! This sick and dying world deserves nothing less than to be put
out of its misery!"

Asuka looked up. She bore sympathetic wounds with her Eva, and blood covered her
left eye. "I am -the sun-." She raised her hammer high. "I will not be devoured by
such as you. Eat This! ERNSTER SCHLAGANN!"

The Jagd Wulf's arm stabbed out. Asuka exhaled. She felt her core crack. "DRILL!"

The hammer dropped. "BRREAKER!!!"

The hammer slammed upon the Jagd Wulf's head, the drill boring into its skull and
openings around the bit ejected charged particles at relativistic speeds. The AT-field
interacting with the wraithbone lace of the drill funneled it all down. The strike did
not kill Martin Arthur Bettelheim, for the cockpit was at the chest after all.

"I WIN! I CLAIM! THE WORLD!"

He forced his hand into Unit-02's core.

He could not reach.

'What...?! Something... is it a barrier? I can't touch...'
The particle stream kept going, eating into the ground, down into the crust. A melta
equivalent, the initial charge was quickly exhausted. The drill kept spinning. The
back of the hammer-head broke open, and a second stream of white-hot light
sprayed out. The air around the Eva spun in a tornado. A tighter stream of piercing
particles blasted out from the drill tip.

The initial impact created a vaccuum in the compression chamber. Now the drill was
converting the very flesh and bone of the enemy. The winds were drawn into that
glowing funnel. Martin screamed. He was being shredded! 'Must... escape!'

The Werwulf's arm drooped away from the red Eva's chest, bent backwards, bones
breaking, and was reduced to light. The shoulders of the Trident Warborn opened up
and the skeletal wraith-chassis emerged.

It was not just a vaccuum. It was an intensely strong AT-field, compressing and
compressing, and he could see the proud form of his Warborn torn into pieces,
spinning around and around into a glowing spiral. It was like trying to swim up a
waterfall.

"This is unfair..." he mumbled sadly. "This is cruel. I was never meant to survive."

Nagisa had lied. What a surprise.

Not even his backup could escape. That fire, that field, it drew and rendered and spat
out his very soul. This was how even star-gods could die, in the total conversion of
energy. Not even Adam and Lillith would survive, though the process would take
much (much) longer.

There was a final bright flash, an explosion of power and pressure, flattening trees
for kilometers around. Unit-03 tumbled, its limbs stitching together from the excess
energy in that AT-field. It skidded, face-down, into a hill.

The light faded. A ruddy red glow and plume of vapor issued forth from the slightly
concaved hole at the Eva's feet. The G-Impact Stake clicked, and retracted the drill
head. Evangelion Unit Two slid the hammer into a hook at its waist, and fell on its
back. An Eva had a large central core and two little spheres around it. Unit 02' core
showed a large crack, while the sub-cores had exploded into useless shards. Ichor
bled from holes all over its body.

The ground trembled. Germany was not a very tectonically active region.

Limping, Unit03 approached. It had to drag the other Eva away from the new
volcano it had inavertedly created.

--

The command truck knew none of this. It was tipped over to the side, ripped open,
and on fire. They had arrived at the very 'doorstep' of the Earth's Cradle, and no one
was holding back.

"Higher ground!" Wilfred Ingram Wulfenbach led troops up a nearby hills, formed of
debris from the Cradle's landing. "We'll gain an advantage!" Any advantage, no
matter how small, they had to take it. In numbers and firepower the enemy already
had undeniable superiority.

People were continually unprepared for just how BIG and terrible Evangelions
actually were when up close. The Cradle put all of that to shame. At six kilometers in
diameter, it had hundreds of levels and thousands of twisting tunnels. If urban and
jungle combat was a meat grinder, then the innards of the Cradle combined the
worst features of each. Two Land Raiders and twenty-four elite warriors against a
population of close to fifty thousand, in their own mountain-home that they could
reshape at will? It was a death-trap.

There was no way in. The Cradle had a great gash, but the height and the curve
of the hard, matte-black shell prevented any attempts to climb into it. At least
the Cradle had stopped its counter-attacks, for some reaon.

Wilfred clung one-handed to the turret of a Vindicator-pattern Lem'an Rus. The
penalty of mounting a 'fuck-off' huge cannon in a mobile frame was that as caliber
increased, the fewer shells it could actually carry and thus a shorter duration of
utility. He was the only thing keeping it from being swarmed.

He wiped blood from his eyebrows. He still thought it was a pig-ugly design but
even as an officer, being infantry -sucked-. He looked to a nearby Hydra and grinned.
Pilots so loathed having to do support for ground attacks. Big tanks only meant juicy
targets for those flyboys. 'Let's see them dodge LASERS.'

He no longer feared death, but still... it was a good time to be alive.

He frowned as a large, skeletal shape flew past and just melted into the dark
material.

"This is getting ridiculous." he said, completely overlooking again that he should
have had to reload -sometime- after shooting burst after burst with his Bolt Pistol.
He had however, found a hat along the way. It was a nice hat. It made him forget
about little trifles like that. "How many last stands is a man supposed to get,
anyway?"

"At least one more." Lama Feckdeldraft said, emerging from the turret. Back in Tibet,
he taught probability mechanics. The stabbing and leaping and the deluding
themselves into invulnerability; he left that to the young and young-at-heart. It was
the same trick that he used as shield around Gotha; as the enemy approached, the
chances of their coilguns misfiring or just exploding in their hands increased, until
their aimed it at the region of effect, at which point the odds became one.

"We're alive. Does this mean Sohryu won?"

"My colleagues are surely causing the Cradle no end of intestinal pain. I felt
something of massive psychic presence approach. Was it one of the Warborns?"

"Likely. Too big to be anything else, really." He leaned with his back to the turret,
listening to the crew inside gather reports in a language he did not understand.
"Those inside have bigger problems now." As fast as he said it, he winced at the
pun.

The old monk sighed and rubbed at his bald head. "We... had always known it would
end at a Fortress of Black Stone. The walls of the City-Fortress over at Tokyo, and
the final bulwark, it seemed so obvious. This place" he waved up at the black shell
of the Cradle "... also qualifies. It ends here. -We- end here."

The young soldier slid down to the hull, bone tired. He took off his hat (and it really
was a Very Nice Hat, black leather with red trim) and fanned with it. "They'll go down
making a difference, but... it's still sad." While it was the very same thing he had
advocated earlier, it was still such a goddamn waste. Good people had to die because
the enemy was too many. "Four thousand years, you people were waiting for this?
Really?"

"What is the most frightening thing, kampfer?"

'Hmm.' Not death, certainly. Failure? Torture? Ghosts? "I guess being helpless would
do it. If you're powerless, you pretty much have to fear everything." He chuckled.
"In short, life."

"The most terrible thing would be that there are no coincidences. None. Never has
been, never will be."

That was enough to make even Wilfred wince.

"-Humanity- has been waiting for this. Jewish, Christian, Hindu, Buddhist, Chinese,
African, British... all and more it does not matter. Javaal was just the most recent
repository of an ancient legacy. But it's for good reason that to believe in fate is
called fatalism."

At the distance were two stick-like shapes, dipping in and out of the horizon. Soon
a small earthquake made itself known, increasing in frequency and intensity. "Do the
impossible, defeat the undefeatable, sink the unsinkable..." Though like many of the
world's conventional military, Wilfred resented how an Eva could quickly make even
his best efforts obsolete, he also as quickly realized what an Evangelion truly was.

They were man's physical oath to kick fate in the balls, here they come...

- and they were running.

--

A few minutes later, Sarah Campbell appeared on the Core level, striding up to
Dr. Lader's mechanical grotto. The scientist had downloaded a portion of his Mind
into another construct. In Earth's Cradle, Everyone Pulled Weight. He had fought and
died thousands of times, with combat drones and even as doors; all to slow the
enemy's progress.

'Damnation!' he shouted into the mindlike. 'Where is my support?!' A few seconds of
reflection later brought the answer. Dead. Force Blades cut down to the very soul.
Fortunately there were plenty of memory backups. It was the least literal of the
Cradle's promises of immortality, but it would suffice.

"I see that the evacuation pods are full, Doctor. Have you loaded your own
patterns into it?"

"And I see Bettelheim has fallen. His backup has garbled. -Damn- these probability
shifters."

"If you had not reduced the flow from the second core, he might have had greater
ability to neutralize Sohryu's S2 Engine-backed AT-field."

"-Whatever-. He was never more than a dumb animal, anyway."

Sarah frowned, slightly. Her expression; wide, dark eyes framed by her short raven
hair, was like that of Cleopatra before an asp. Slowly, she walked up to the raised
platform. The various assistants did nothing, busy with their own efforts at damage
control. It was a while before Dr. Lader noticed her proximity.

"Hm? What do you want -now-? You have your -orders-, there are some spare
battlesuits. Go make yourself -useful-."

"You have been throwing women and children at the invaders, to detabilize them
psychologically."

"It seems to be working, they have avoided more direct access points. There are
plenty of backups."

She pushed him aside. The physical construct was low-priority on his gestalt,
doing low-level processing that running simulations beforehand. It was also
pretty handy as a combat form. The bullets bounced off an AT-field. She took
his wrist and broke it right off, the monomol cleaver-claws along with them.

The Cradle had redundancies all over, but even its biocomputing required a
place for primary processing. The command center was in the level directly
above the Cradle's core, but that was for the benefit of those who chose not
to submerge themselves fully into the Mind.

"Cradle of Earth, hear me. Authorization override SOPHIA." There was a rumbling
all throughout the Cradle, and everyone connected to the Cradlemind felt a rush of
power. Dr. Lader gnashed as the charge drained away from the superlaser. "Initiate
Void protocols."

Nagisa could never connect to the Hivemind, but by painstaking mapping of his
brain's every neuron, it possessed a template of its personality.

"No reason to get excited." the Mind spoke kindly, as if to Shinji Ikari. "There are
many here among us, who feel that life is but a joke. But you and I have been
through that, and this, is not our fate."

The shaking intensified, and the second core, the one once known as Bardiel,
cracked and burst into a shower of glowing yellow motes.

"-What- have you -done-?!" screamed Dr. Lader, clutching under the hood of his
robe. He was booted right out of the Cradlemind and confined to just one head.
"Sohryu approaches and you divert energy from our defenses?! A back door...?! It's
impossible, such a thing cannot hide from me!"

"You forget, Doctor, that the Cradle is not a computer or a matrix of personalities.
It is, fundamentally, an Angel." Sarah pointed to the remaining core. "There is no
point in fighting for this location. Our plans may be laid anywhere."

"Let us not talk falsely now." the Mind said to Dr. Lader. "The hour is getting late."

"-Shut up-! Enough with the meaningless Pop -Culture-! Damn you, Nagisa! This is
treachery! You have betrayed the Greater Good! You -hypocrite-!"

"We all serve a purpose, Doctor. You, ultimately, serve as A Lesson." Sarah added.
"You have monopolized the Cradlemind for too long, and will stand as the peril of
too much individualism and megalomania given free reign. Goals are one thing, and
ambition another."

"And are -you- any better?! Nagisa!"

Nagisa's template in the Mind was fading, his voice turning back into the thousand
voices. "We will leave now. From the Cradle a new humanity shall wake. Evolution
and natural selection only functions when there is competition. Now we cannot go
back. They will hate us. They will pursue us. Now we have no choice but to become
stronger with every generation. And they want to defeat us, they will have to become
-like- us. The seed of conflict must be sown, for us to grow."

The blast doors into the Cradle Core burst inward. A shrunken old man walked into
the chamber, his walking stick tapping with every step.

"We congratulate you for getting here." Sarah called out to them. "But sadly, you
have destroyed the only chance of Third Impact not happening. We will leave this
world now, it is yours to defend. You have my condolences."

"Kill them! -KILL THEM-! ALL OF THEM!" Dr. Lader screamed at the technicians.
The robed, multi-lensed figures looked at each other, then deployed auxiliary combat
appendages. They leapt, crawling vertically down steep walls, sickle arms flashing
in the dim light.

Sarah Campbell shook her head, and disintegrated as well into a column of softly
glowing particles.

Dr. Lader screamed and screamed, as he felt his memory backups and physical
redudancies being erased. "Live." was the last message. "Cling to life for as long
as you can. The power of the Cradle is all yours now. Do with it as you will."

"I will -NOT- accept this indignity! You will -suffer-! You will -ALL- SUFFER!" His
construct writhed on the ground, while his mind cast about for any other shell. And
found it. 'Hah! That construct, it remains pristine! All the effort into making its
control cluster repellent to psychic attacks also prevented any outside manipulation.'

His contemptible human-shaped shell burst into mechanical parts and gore.

A sphere, about five hundred meters across, rose from the very top of the Cradle and
out into space. Nothing lived in that pod, it did not possess a single controlling Mind
like Adam or Lillith, intelligence like but it was a complete Seed nonetheless.

The two Evangelion pushed through the Cradle's AT-field, it was like having to swim
through a viscous fluid.

The Core section of the Cradle was a large oblate chamber. The very top of the
ceiling was shrouded in darkness. Sixteen glowing green eyes became aware. Dr.
Lader's final form lowered from its nest. Hooked and multi-sectioned jaws capable
of chewing through Terminator armor chittered angrily. Barbed and poison-filled
hairs protruded from eight spindly legs.

"What, a Boss Fight, is this necessary?" the Sunshine Kid muttered. "Four thousand
years, and still... no respect."

Kurly Khrisna looked back at his own that remained. Pagnor, his dark skin showing
bright red gashes. The Man-Of-Peace, his proud long white beard cut off in ragged
clumps. Helmeted warriors, their eyes betraying just how young and afraid they
truly were.

He turned and looked up at the nearest Heraklitus. The mercenary had shown no less
stubborn, stupid bravery than the shining fools he had so trained. The armor was
broken in places, myomer bundles cut and even the helment had split open. "Valdor.
Spider-slayer, you will not be."

"What?" Konstantin looked confused, then angry. "No, this is my duty as Custodian,
grandfather. We will fight to the end, and purge these aliens."

"Your duty... not to die by my side. To live, to stand by the protector of man." The
abbot laughed weakly. "Go, and tell your master this: Remember he must. Innocence
he has regained, but now humanity needs his full awareness again. What he has
abandoned to history, accept it back! Accept it he must!"

"Sir...?!"

The old man turned to Lama Pagnor, who seemed pained at having to obey. The last
wish of a man that had been father and grandfather to them all... the warrior could
not refuse that. Even his own pride, his own will, was a paltry thing. 'If any respect
you ever had for me, do this you will.'
The golden-armored giants of the Terminatus Legio were held by the remaining
Psykana, and all vanished in a forced teleport.

'Four thousand years, eh? Worth the wait, it was.'
He ran, as fast as his short old legs would allow, past the stabbing limbs of a
gargantuan spider. The creature crashed, its legs cauterized stumps, behind him.
Not slowing dow, he threw himself into the gash in Iruel's blue core. The Angel
core turned green. He had lived, and it was a good death.

--

The AT-field impeding the Evangelion's progress abruptly died.

Wilfred pushed off the ground, heaving for breath. The ungodly pressure... now
the rush of air back into lungs; he felt light-headed. He turned to lie flat on his
back, and saw- the monstrous form of the Evangelion, Unit Zero Two and its
great hammer, silhouetted against the son.

If there was indeed a tragic cycle... "She's Thor, isn't she?" he asked aside.

"Ah-yup." was all Lama Feckeldraft could say.

--

"Kammer hast kritische-masse."
"Load catridge, dammit!"

"Jawohl!"
The revolver docket had three catridges bearing a very familiar symbol. The Eva
was a weapon of so much mass destruction in itself that Californium slugs did not
really add that much to its destructive power.

It was still ridiculous. The Earth's Cradle had a diameter of six kilometers- six
thousand meters, while the Evangelion did not even approach one hundred. It was
like a mouse trying to challenge an elephant. And unlike said elephants, the thick
ablative shell of the Cradle had no assorted 'voolnerables' to damage.

Asuka took one last look around her. The miasma had completely disspated by then,
and the broken, blackened terrain extended for as far as she could see. The only
green she could see was at the tips of distant hills and the tanks pulling away from
her location. A plume of acrid smoke was rising over the horizon, but that was not
her problem. Mayumi was herding the troops off to safety, though the black Eva's
arms were still gangly strings its AT-field was strong enough.

She should feel angry, but... she felt only pity. For all the Cradle's boasts, for all
their tricks and their treachery... in the end, nothing. With one stroke, she would
end it all. It was monstrously unfair.

The Earth's Cradle was empty. The walls were dissolving into a discolored muck,
flooding the many chambers. Dr. Lader screamed as he forced his mind into the
very essence of the Cradle. He was utterly alone, and that had its up-sides. For
the Earth's Cradle was Iruel's body. So much power there, his alone. Nagisa was
being unexpectedly generous.

Or cruel in his irony.

The old abbot had destroyed the Angel Core, passing the burden of its existence
into Dr. Lader. Though the man had always despised his human form, the post-
humanist nature of the Cradle-mind (and now Cradle-body) was just that of a
monster. All the power, none of the control.

The ablative shell began to flake off in massive clumps. The pieces burst into black
powder on the ground, burying it under concealing dust. It rose high enough to cover
even the Eva standing nearby.

Soon a rough shape emerged. No longer just a wounded sphere, the curved
portions looked like that of a turtle's. shell. A beaked face started to show.

Asuka put her hammer down. She took slow, measured steps until her Eva was
completely under its shadow. "You in there... you're powerful, I'm not going to deny
that... " she projected with her AT-field, and the vibrations carried through the shell.
"Are you one mind or many? It doesn't really matter anyway.

You have killed so many people. You have despoiled this land. You've lured people
with false promises, and attacked others when their guard was down. But you know
what really pissed me off? You're not the first one to try that. It's what NATIONS
do. Hell, inside that thing... it's sovereign territory. You were just trying to make
yourselves a legitimate power.

We pushed first. You pushed back. Hard. And now -I- get to decide. Do I push you
over, make you fall down? Do I push so hard that no one should ever even dare to
-dream- about pulling this sort of bullshit again? You pull out a knife, we pull out a
gun, you kick my people, I eat your eyes. Brutality answered with brutality. Kill and
kill and kill until no one is there to complain."

Legends about the pilots had already flown all over the world. Sohryu was the best
of them in pure combat, but that was only theoretical. She had never really killed
any Angel on her own. That she hesitated there, was what allowed others to see
that she was more than just a weapon to point at the enemy.

Those watching a short distance away already understood. It was the very first
combined-arms operation involving an Evangelion. The Eva had changed the face
of warfare. An Eva pilot, by default, had power to equal that of a general. It was
not like anything could be done to stop them, short of launching nuke-level attacks
at one's own troops. The Evangelion pilot, as a warrior, also had to be a leader.

"I am not anybody's -weapon-! The Eva is not a toy for war, and history is not
about who's right and wrong! Who the hell do you bastards think I AM?! All this
suffering could have been prevented! I don't goddamn -enjoy- having to do this!

We're not perfect. Our society has a lot of problems. I can see why you think it's
better to just give up and start all over again. At the start, you wanted peace and
acceptance, didn't you? That's why... I'm not -giving- you this last chance. It's
something we both have to sacrifice. Our pride, our hatred... it's just going to keep
feeding the fire, wasting lives. War gets deadlier, but war, war never changes.

Stop this, please. Don't make me do this. You took my country apart, I know you
have the power to put it back together again. Become a symbol of life, instead of
death. The Eva... its power, let's have a world where there would not be any need
for even me."

The air grew unnaturally still. The Earth's Cradle was a nation unto itself, that would
not be too hard to argue. Did Sohryu realize just what she was asking? Surrender
was not a capitulation to terms... she would become the de facto ruler of a power
to rival even the city she had left; indeed, any nation on the planet. Europe was in
shambles, many armies and capital cities had already crumbled under its onslaught.

The UN would not be in a position to resist. Sohryu as an ally was infinitely better
than an enemy. Conqueror. Savior. Princess. -Empress-.

These possibilities hinged on that moment. Dr. Lader knew this, the simulations
running in reflex. Unlike Nagisa, she could be trusted to keep her word and there
was still the open possibility of actually influencing her decisions. She had... honor,
in the purest chivalric sense.

He wondered briefly if the situation was Nagisa's way of saying "I'm sorry?" or "Marry
me?" Dr. Lader had never been loyal to anyone but himself. He was never going to
be a leader, to be looked upon with awe and dread. He could still be great, but it
would take finally setting aside his gargantuan pride and serving with faith.

He made his choice.

"You are -deluded-, Sohryu." He was a physical God. Three kilometers thickness
buffered him from the outside. The boarding action from earlier would no longer
be effective; he did not have to worry about preserving assets for The Greater
Good. "There is no victory here. The greatest mecy I can give is to burn this putrid
land, before you set loose ancient powers you -cannot- comprehend! That Eva you
bear! The price of its power will be -far- more that you will be willing to pay!

The source of all life is the Primordial Chaos, and its darkness and malevolence you
will experience in mortal flesh!

NO! I will -not- bear the burden of your folly! I will burn this land, and take the
moon from the sky! I refuse to perish alongside this doomed world! I AM IMMORTAL!
A PRINCE OF THE UNIVERSE! I -REFUSE-!" Eyes appeared all over the dark shell. "I
cannot be -caged-!" Wicked energies poured out from the irises, cutting into the
ground, searching for little creatures to burn.

"I cannot be -controlled-!" There was a trembling, and great roots broke the earth.
Like a seed pod, the Cradle began to rise. "UNDERSTAND -THIS- AS YOU DIE! EVER
-PATHETIC-! EVER -FOOLS-!" Large bombardment spheres, like those weilded by
Sahaquiel, grew from the carapace. Two Evas would not be able to pull off the
multi-strand homing laser trick, and he could ensure that the terrors in the night
would continue to plague humanity in physical form.

Asuka sighed. Gnarled roots, in size dwarfing even her Eva, whipped around.
Those that sprang at her Evangelion fell apart, in pieces, before reaching her.
This despite that her hammer had no cutting edges whatsover.

"We. Are not afraid." She looked up, hefting her hammer with both hands. "I said it
before, I don't care. Bring it. If we have to, we'll HAMMER HEAVEN! HAMMER HELL!
Reduce all obstacles into light! This is -our- world! This is the path we have chosen!
We shall fight against the tide of genocide and BREAK THROUGH into tomorrow!"

She felt a presence inside her plug, hands over her own grip on the control handles.
'Is it something to be proud of, being a destroyer? To be the best at it?' She thought
of those waiting for her to return, and felt... approval. 'The fires consume, but also
clear the way. Someone has to blaze the path to renewal... and it is ours.'
It was still ridiculous. She was going to break something nearly solid all the way
through, a city in itself, with one hammer? The core was even off-center, so anything
other than a direct hit would be as futile as spitting at a glacier.

Everything about it, even the AT-field, had such overwhelming superiority. The drill
head spun, and a minature tornado formed around the Eva; blowing aside the dust
and debris. Asuka focused her will into the chamber, compressing the promethium
and Californium mix until she held the equivalent of an infant sun. The back of the
hammer-head ignited into swirling ribbons of flame.

Dr. Lader was reminded of the new volcano not too far away.

"I see you."

The Eva raised the hammer over its head, and seemed to grin.

"Impossible!" He looked towards the green core. "I still have my AT-field, a psychic
cannot... there is a -HOLE- in the field!" He might as well have a bullseye painted on
his forehead. "She can't be... she's just going to completely blast through the walls?!"

"Spin on! Ernster Schlagann!" Unit 02 leapt, whirled about in the air to add the
momentum of rotation into the blow. "Pierce, and smash, with all your might! With
all our hopes, all our dreams, and all our sorrow!
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Fwoosh. The contact point erupted into plasma. The Cradle could shrug off megatons
of energy, even inside, but being liquid-filled the shock travelled all through its many
cavities. That empty space near the center crumpled inwards.

The flames ate into the black egg, expanding, growing in strength and ferocity. It
may have been a few centimeters at the contact point, but when it blasted through
the back of the Cradle it was at least a kilometer round. It kept going, past the
horizon and out into space. Someone standing on the Moon's surface would have
seen a burning thread lancing out into the void, streaking right past the Moon's
orbit, going on and on as long as that girl on the ground screamed and raged and
cursed herself and all humanity for being such blind and careless fools.

The point of impact was a nuclear explosion, and a shockwave blossomed outward,
rocking tanks on their treads. The sky was on fire, and the air screamed.

It was just a few seconds, and then it was done. The Cradle was hollowed out,
and it collapsed under its own weight in thunderous fragments. The red Evangelion
slumped to its knees, its steaming hammer dropping from nerveless fingers.

It was done. She had done her duty. She had avenged the so many. So why did she
feel no relief?

'This... is just the beginning.' she thought. 'The beginning of the end. Kaworu.
What else have you done? We are a wretched people, but for how much longer are
you going to throw that into our faces?'
Strong arms caught her before she dropped face-down. Hugging was awkward in
Evangelion scales, but Mayumi did not care. "Asu... Sohryu-sempai! Are you all
right? It's over, we won!"

We won! 
That statement reverberated among the gathered defenders, and soon throughout all
Europe. The price was bitter, but there was no question about it. The Evangelion was
humanity's own, and the nations of the world could unite against a common foe. The
face of war was a red-haired teenaged girl, perhaps brash and stupidly competitive
even at the best of times, but if there was a force, a trinity of golden power adrift in
the world; then she held Courage aplenty.

A Seed drifted in interplanetary space, invisible to all forms of detection. It floated
discreetly towards the sun, bathing in its invisible streams of energy. Power it
needed, and terrible shall be its return.

There was still a communications blackout across the continent and into the East.
Military facilities all over Europe were in shambles. It took some time, but eventually
word arrived. The Evangelions had all failed. Magnos Tancred had fallen in the line of
duty. Tokyo-3 was burning. The Terminal Dogma had been breached. The MAGI
screamed its anguish into the ragged sliced-off ends of the International Network.

