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interview
 

 


Early in the morning, an old truck passes by on the road. The trees and flowers beside it create a beautiful scene that anyone would naturally exclaim in admiration. But the truck, with its peeling paint and rust, is not so beautiful.
     


-Squeak!
     


The truck, which had been moving for a while, finally stopped at its destination, and a doll was carefully taken out of it.
     


Her name was 9A-91, and she was a tactical doll who had been transferred to Base S09 today. She wore a red beret and muffler, her radiant silver hair reaching down to her thighs, her sky-blue eyes, and her outfit was a bit, no, quite daring.
     


"If you walk along the forest path for about five minutes, you will come across the command post."
     


"Yes. Thank you for giving me a ride."
     


"No. With something like this."
     


-Vroom!
     


The knight, having completed his purpose, left, and she was left alone on the road, staring blankly at the truck that gradually disappeared from sight.
     


"ha..."
     


She sighed deeply and entered the forest path with the sound of her feet crunching on the grass.
     


The scenery created by the blooming flowers and lush trees around her was breathtakingly beautiful, but those things were not what she was seeing at the moment.
     


'I have to do better this time...'
     


Because there was only one resolution in her heart.
     


How much grass had she stepped on? Just as the building was about to come into view, the blonde doll waiting at the entrance slowly approached.
     


The doll, with its neat maid outfit, matching golden hair, and beautiful appearance that complemented it all, bowed its head slightly and greeted her in an old-fashioned manner.
     


"Gutun Tag, welcome to the S09 Command Center. I am G36, and I will be your guide to the Command Center."
     


"Ah! Hello! I'm 9A-91, and I've recently transferred to the S09 command center. Please take care of me."
     


"Nice to meet you, 9A-91. Please follow me. I will guide you to the Commander."
     


After exchanging brief greetings, the two dolls began to move inside the building.
     


Even though it was early morning, the building was bustling. Dolls preparing for missions, dolls returning from night shifts, and dolls welcoming her new arrival with glances—none of these caught 9A-91's attention. The only thought in her head was what kind of commander she was about to meet.
     


'I hope it's someone good this time, but if it's someone like last time...'
     


"We have arrived. This is the commanding officer's office."
   


While she was lost in thought, the two arrived at their destination.

"The commander is waiting inside, so you can go in alone."

"Ah... yes, I understand."

This time, I pushed aside my trembling heart and grabbed the doorknob, believing that this was a good person who would take care of me.

'Yeah...it'll be okay...it'll be okay...'

But her mind was not at peace. 9A-91's mind map was already consuming her, assuming the worst-case scenario.

'If it happens again like last time... what should I do...? If I get abandoned again like last time... ahh... no... no...!'

Her vision darkened, her mind blank. Those hellish days, when no one sought her out, when everyone ignored her, were so horrific that, for her, who innately yearned for recognition and attention, she felt she would be better off dead.

"...He may seem a bit rough on the outside, but he's actually a warm person. Don't worry too much."

When she held the doorknob still, G36, who had been waiting quietly, opened his mouth.

"ah..."

Only then did she realize that her hand holding the doorknob was shaking.

"Thank you. I feel a little better thanks to you."

"Don't mention it."

"Yeah, I'm sure he'll be a really nice guy this time. Don't be too nervous."

My mind, which had been on the verge of collapse, came back. I was about to open the door, thanking the G36 for helping me pull myself together.

"Ah...fuck, I fucking hate working..."

"uh...?"

"ha..."

Her mind became confused again at the sound of a soft voice coming from beyond the door.

-Shivering...

Plus, my hands started shaking again.

Eventually, she was able to enter after G36 had been trying to persuade her for about five minutes.
     


As I opened the door and entered, I saw a man smoking a cigarette diligently on the balcony. He was probably the commander. However, he hadn't noticed me yet, as he sat silently smoking and staring blankly out the window.
     


"excuse me..."
     


I summoned the courage to greet him, but he just frowned and stared blankly out the window. In the end, I quietly observed him, waiting for him to finish his cigarette.
     


His tall stature, his sharp features visible even from his profile, the smoke rising from the cigarette in his hand, and the beautiful scenery visible beyond the balcony all came together to create a truly magnificent sight, as if looking at a painting.
     


'You're handsome...'
     


Of course it looks like that, but the biggest contribution was his good looks.
     


A closer look at his face revealed a scar over his left eye. The scar, long and straight, as if drawn with a knife, and the dark circles densely filling the area beneath, combined with his sharp features, were enough to make him look like a rough person, as G36 had described.
     


And the most striking thing is the eyes.
     


Those gray eyes, thick with fatigue, seemed heavy, as if gazing into a sunken abyss. His dark gaze, as if staring into it for too long would suck you in, was truly sharp and deeply sorrowful.
     


While she was lost in thought, the commander, who had already finished smoking his cigarette, turned to the side, and the two of them met each other's eyes and exchanged glances.
     


"Oh, hello! I'm 9A-91, and I've just transferred to Base S09!"
     


"Oh, you're the one coming today."
     


As soon as their eyes met, she quickly bowed and greeted him as cheerfully as she could. He put out the cigarette in his hand and greeted her with a wry smile.
     


"Nice to meet you. I'm Luke Gloucester, commander of S09 Base."
     


The commander, as if trying to be considerate of her, took out some deodorant from the desk, sprayed it on her hand, and then offered it to 9A-91.
     


"Ah... yes! Please take care of it!"
     


Looking closely at the hand he held out, I noticed so many large and small scars, including a scar around his eye, that indirectly told me what kind of life he had lived.
     


"What, you don't want to touch the hand of someone who just smoked a cigarette?"
     


Perhaps her mind was too distracted. She was completely oblivious to the person before her, unable to notice them.
     


"Yes...? Ah...! No! Sorry! I was just thinking about something else for a moment... Sorry, sorry!"
     


But unlike her reaction, the commander didn't seem to care and just waved his hand in the air.
     


"Sorry about something like that. Then, let's leave the formalities here and go to a cafe."
     


"yes...?"
     


"Oh, G36 will tell you what room you'll be using and the basics."
     


With those words, the commander returned to his seat and began to work.
     


"Uh... Commander?"
     


"why?"
     


"Is this...the end?"
     


"Is there anything else you want to do?"
     


"Ah... no... then thank you for your hard work..."
     


With those words, 9A-91 had no choice but to leave the room.
     


"I wanted to tell the Commander that I can do anything..."
     


I felt uneasy about not being able to speak more with the commander. But he seemed very busy, so I quietly closed the door and left. It would be rude to hold him back.
     


"No. But the Commander seemed like a nice person... I guess he's busy..."
     


I rationalized it in my mind that it was inevitable because I was busy, but I couldn't shake the lingering anxiety.
     


‘I wonder if you don’t like me…’
     


"Have you finished your consultation with the Commander? If you're finished, let's go to the cafe."
     


“Ah... yes.”
     


Just as the seeds of anxiety were starting to grow again in her mind, G36 approached 9A-91 and led her to her next destination.
     


'But how did you know I was going to the cafe?'
     


With some doubts.
     

     

* * *

     

     


"This is a cafe."
     


"thank you."
     


The cafe was closer than I thought. However, it wasn't open yet, as I could see a doll preparing to open the door through the window.
 


"Oh, it's my first time seeing you. What brings you here?"

Springfield, a doll with brown hair that suited her well, put down the object in her hand and turned around to greet him as if she sensed the presence.
     


"Oh, hello. I'm 9A-91, who transferred in today."
     


"Aha, nice to meet you. My name is Springfield. Nice to meet you."
     


The doll, who introduced himself as Springfield, handed me a cup of coffee as if he'd prepared it in advance. Just watching the steam rising from the coffee made me feel warm.
     


"Oh, thank you."
     


"No. What can I do with something like this?"
     


"Then I will go in now."
     


With those words, G36 bowed his head slightly and left.
     

"..."

     


And the silence that followed.
     


9A-91 had only been told to go to a café, not what she would do there. So, she simply fiddled with her coffee cup in silence. And since she wasn't particularly good at talking, it was even worse.
     


"How was it, Commander?"
   


But the silence was short-lived. Springfield, who seemed to have finished thinking about something, smiled faintly and opened his mouth.
  


"yes?"
     


9A-91 was momentarily taken aback by Springfield's sudden question and just stared blankly at her.
     


“Didn’t you meet the Commander before coming here?”
     


"Oh, that's right."
     


"Then please speak comfortably. Be honest."
     


Hearing Springfield's words, 9A-91 pondered them. He hadn't even seen it for five minutes, so he couldn't draw any conclusions, but one thing was certain.
     


"He seemed like a nice person... but honestly... I was a little scared..."
     


"That's understandable. You have such a sharp expression and a rather foul mouth."
     


9A-91 felt a sense of comfort as she began to talk to Springfield. He wasn't sure if it was her mature appearance or her warm personality, but it didn't really matter.
     


"But 9A-91 is right. Even though the Commander is always ticklish on the outside, he's actually a very warm-hearted person. He always denies it."
     


"...yes?"
     


"Do you know what message I received on my terminal before Mr. 9A-91 arrived?"
     


Springfield turned on his terminal and showed 9A-91 the message his commander had sent.
     


- We're sending another new employee to the cafe. He's a new transfer student, and he's very timid and doesn't have much of a social circle, so take good care of him. He looks anxious, like he's being chased by something. -
     


"This is..."
     


"And Mr. 9A-91. You just left without saying a few words to the Commander, right?"
     


"Oh, yes! How did you do that..."
     


"Actually, most of the people who are new here are a bit timid or have had some bad experiences in the past. The Commander says it's annoying so he asks me to look after them for him... but the truth is, he just leaves it to me because the Commander's words and actions are a bit rough and he might get hurt by them."
     


"ah..."
     


9A-91 recalled the moment when he heard the commander's curse at the door and lost his mind.
     


'Yes, this commander is really, really a good person.'
     


The anxiety in her heart began to melt away like snow. And in that empty space, hope took hold. This time, she hoped to meet someone who would see her, someone who would love her.
     


"Oh, but there's one thing you need to be careful about."
     


Springfield, who had been talking with a smile, hardened his expression slightly.
     


"Commander, please don't talk about your past or your family. It's okay if you talk first sometimes, but... please refrain from asking questions first if possible."
     


"Ah... Then surely all the family members..."
     


"Yes, that's exactly what 9A-91 is thinking."
     


9A-91 recalled the most striking thing about his commander when he first saw him: his eyes, hollow and sorrowful, like the abyss. He, too, had a darkness within him.
     


"Actually, there's no problem except for that one thing. There are some things you're not allowed to do in the commander's personal room, aside from the commander's office, but it's always locked anyway, so we can't go in."
     


"Ah... yes! Thank you."
     


"So, is there anything you're curious about now?"
     


"Ah... then..."
     


9A-91 blushed and lowered his head as if embarrassed.
     


"Commander, how old are you... and what do you like?"
     


"Haha... Oh, I'm sorry. I didn't know."
     


Springfield covered his mouth and smiled slightly, as if he thought she was cute.
     


"First of all, Commander, you are 22 years old this year."
     


9A-91's eyes widened. Sure, he looked young, but the fact that he was 22 was a bit shocking.
     


"You're really young?"
     


"Yes, I was a little surprised when I first found out. That shows how talented you are."
     


"And another thing you like... you surprisingly take really good care of children. You often even put them on your lap when you work."
     


"Ah...that's too bad..."
     


"Why? 9A-91, you want to climb on your lap, Commander?"
     


“H, yeah...? What, what is that!”
     


Springfield's joke instantly made 9A-91's face turn red, and she felt like she would burst if someone provoked her, so she hurriedly added.
     


“Hahaha, just kidding.”
     


"Of course."
     


9A-91 denied it out loud, but in her mind map, she imagined herself on the commander's lap. Seeing him caressing her with his large hand, she thought, "Hmm... this might not be as bad as I thought."
     


"Oh, and this is a secret, but Commander, you know... you're a bit lacking in common sense? Or maybe you're innocent? Well, you have a bit of that side to you."
     


"Yes? Really?"
     


"There are many anecdotes. For example, there's the story of someone eating the paper underneath the castella cake thinking it was meant to be eaten as well."
     


"yes?"
     


"And then you always say things like, 'I didn't learn that,' and you act like a brat, and every time you do that, other people make fun of you."
     


9A-91 was a little surprised. It was comforting to see such a human side to a commander who seemed so sharp and rough, making such a mistake.
     


"Why are your dark circles so dark? Are you having trouble sleeping?"
     


"Oh, that's because the Commander has insomnia. But it's so bad... In the past, he would take sleeping pills and force himself to sleep, but these days, he's developed a tolerance to them because he takes them so much. So now, he just works until he's tired and only falls asleep when he's exhausted and about to collapse."
     


Springfield spoke with a somewhat worried expression. It was understandable. The Commander's current sleeping habits were perfect for ruining his health. 9A-91, too, grimaced in concern at her words.
     


“Isn’t that… a really bad habit?”
     


“Yes, we’ve talked about that a lot, Commander, but your insomnia is worse than I imagined.”
     


Springfield said that and sighed. Just as she was about to say something more, an alarm suddenly went off on her terminal.
     


"Oh my, it's already so late. Sorry. I guess I should get ready for business now."
     


Perhaps he was too focused on the conversation, but there were only ten minutes left in the cafe's business hours. 9A-91 waved goodbye, his heart still heavy.
     


"Oh, no, I'm the one who should be sorry for taking up your time. It was really fun."
     


"No, I had fun too. Oh, take this one."
     


Springfield pulled a small piece of paper from a drawer and handed it to her. In small letters, it read, "S09 Cafe."
     


"What is this?"
     


"It's a coupon. If you collect 10 stamps, you get a free muffin?"
     


"Haha... Yes, thank you."
     


9A-91 carefully placed the coupon she had given him in his pocket. It was just a simple piece of paper, but somehow it warmed his heart.

"Come anytime you want to talk. The cafe is always open."
     


"Yes, I really appreciate it today."
     


"you're welcome."
     


9A-91 gave Springfield a quick greeting and left the cafe. As she opened the door and stepped out, G36 appeared once again to greet her.
     


"Your expression has improved a lot. It's nice to see you."
     


"...ah."
     


Only then did she realize the corners of her mouth had slightly raised. The anxiety she'd felt had vanished, replaced by the anticipation of meeting someone new. The fear and trembling she'd felt when she first arrived were gone.
     


Afterwards, she followed G36 around the base's main locations. Every new person she met along the way warmly welcomed her, and with each passing moment, her inner peace grew. Finally, she headed to her newly assigned room.
     


"There won't be any tasks for the next three days, as it's a period of adjustment for new recruits. Please take it easy during that time."
     


"thank you."
     


"yes?"
     


G36's eyes widened for a moment, as if taken aback by 9A-91's sudden expression of gratitude, but he soon seemed to understand her true intentions, and a faint smile appeared on his lips before he opened his mouth.
     


"I was just following a mission."
     


With those words, G36 left. Her tone was formal and formal, but there was a distinct softness in her voice.
     


9A-91, left alone, summarized the events of the day.
     


The command she'd entered with painful memories, the commander who seemed rough but was warm inside, and the kind people—all were filled with happy memories. The wounds of the past had already healed, and new flesh was growing there. She was happy now.
      


"Haam..."
     


Perhaps it was because she had been moving so early in the morning, but drowsiness washed over her along with a yawn. Eventually, she quickly unpacked and went to bed.
     


‘When I officially begin my mission in three days... I'll make sure to impress my presence on the Commander. Absolutely.’
     


With a small promise.


return
 


"Oh, I don't want to work."

Today, at the peaceful S09 command center, the commander was writing a report in his room as usual.

-Knock! Knock! Knock! Knock!

"You're here."

But the sound of an uninvited guest's footsteps echoed from afar. The commander, as if accustomed to the situation, rose from his seat, laid out several cushions on the sofa, and waited leisurely. Meanwhile, the sound, rapidly approaching, reached right at the door.

And then, with a loud noise like a door breaking, the owner of the footsteps arrived.

With her red bridge and red eyes between her pink hair, and her black headset that looks like horns, along with her lively personality, she is reminiscent of a little devil.

The cute youngest member of the Anti Rain squad, SOPMOD ll, made a splendid appearance.

"Commander! I'm out! I missed you!!"

As soon as she saw the commander, she jumped up and ran towards him, but he snatched her out of the air and threw her gently onto the sofa.

Thanks to the cushions prepared in advance, SOP2 was not hurt at all, and instead smiled brightly as if he was having fun.

"Wow! This is fun! Commander! Do this one more time!"

"Where are the rest?"

"Chee~ They're coming from behind over there!"

As soon as she finished speaking, the remaining M4s arrived at the commanding officer's office. Judging by their slightly unsteady breathing and disheveled hair, they seemed to have missed the SOP2 who was running towards them.

"SOP2! I told you not to run like that in the hallway!"

"But I wanted to see the Commander quickly!"

"Haa... Really... What should I say..."

M4 sighed, clutching his forehead, as if displeased with the ever-troubling SOP2. Then, realizing the commander was before him, he quickly straightened his tangled hair with a "Oops" and greeted him.

"Commander, I'm announcing the return of the AR team."

"Okay, good job, M4."

Following the M4 that appeared according to the SOP, the M16, AR-15, and RO635 came in one after another and greeted us.

"I'm out, Commander. Is the beer ready?"

“I’m back, Commander.”

"Mission accomplished. It exceeded our expectations."

"Okay, you've all worked hard and suffered for several days, so there won't be any missions for a couple of days. You can rest comfortably."

"Then Commander! Play with me!"

As soon as he finished speaking, SOP2, who was lying on the sofa, got up and shouted at the commander.

"Let's play next time, I'm a bit busy today."

"Commander, you always say you'll play with me next time, but you never do! Today, we're definitely going to play together!"

“SOP2. The Commander is in trouble.”

"No~ I'm going to play with you today~"

SOP2 continued to whine to the commander, ignoring RO's protests. The commander, seemingly defeated, smiled faintly and sat down next to her.

"What do you want to do in SOP2?"

"Oh! Are you going to play with me? Then we can play house, hide-and-seek, tag, and..."

SOP2, who had been fluently talking about the games he wanted to play with the Commander, suddenly leaned in close and sniffed him. At first, he seemed hesitant, but then he poked his nose into the back of his neck and sniffed openly, grimacing as if certain of something.

"Commander! You smoked again!"

"Hey, I sprayed deodorant and got caught."

The commander raised the corners of his lips slightly as if to cheer her up, took a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket and shook it.

"Smoking is bad for your health, and the smell of cigarettes makes it hard to smell like a commander! Give it to me!"

"No, why on earth are you smelling me?"

Instead of answering, SOP2 reached out to snatch the cigarette away from her, and the Commander's hand flitted away, avoiding her. At first, she managed to dodge successfully, but in the end, the difference in physical ability between a doll and a human was absolute, and she ended up losing the cigarette.

“Gotcha!”

“Congratulations, SOP2.”

SOP2 put his hands on his waist and looked triumphant as if he had won, but the commander took out another pack of cigarettes from his pocket.

"What! Was there something else?"

Once again, SOP's hand, trying to snatch the cigarette, and the commander's hand, trying to avoid it, got entangled.

"If you look closely, doesn't it seem like the commander is enjoying it more?"

"Yeah... If you look closely, Commander, it seems similar to SOP2."

"Ha... I guess so."

"...I'm like that with Commander..."

"Mr. M4? What did you just say?"

"Oh... no. I didn't say anything."

The AR platoon members watching happily from behind were a bonus.

"Yay!"

Meanwhile, SOP succeeded in taking away the second commander's cigarette.

"Congratulations. You get it."

The commander took a third pack of cigarettes out of his trouser pocket.

"Hey hey hey...! What! Is there more?"

"That was fun, right? Now, I have to get to work."

"What! You call this playing around? You keep putting it off..."

SOP2's usual lively demeanor was different, and her voice trailed off, seeming a bit disheartened. Her sullen demeanor gave the impression that if she had a tail, it would have drooped.

"I'm really busy today, so I have a mountain of things to sort out. Next time, I'll really play with you. Okay, promise."

The commander gently stroked SOP2's head as if he found her so cute, and said,

And SOP2, satisfied with the commander's answer, regained his energy and hugged him.

"Really...? It's a promise!"

"You know I always keep my promises, right?"

As SOP2, who had regained his composure, hugged the commander, the commander spoke with a cold expression to the rest of the team members who were watching from the side.

"By the way, have you guys been watching this the whole time?"

"It's quite amusing, the way the commander waves his hands here and there."

"It's rare to see the Commander smiling and enjoying himself like that."

"Was I laughing?"

At AR-15's words, the commander stroked the corner of his mouth and smiled bitterly. Then, waving his hand, he made a show of chasing the AR platoon away.

“...Anyway, you guys will have 2-3 days off, so take it easy and go in.”

"But Commander, even if you can't cut it off like SOP2 says, at least try to reduce it. The kids are so worried."

"What's a guy who starts talking about beer the moment he gets home to say? Still, he's cut down on smoking two packs a day, hasn't he? His condition has improved a lot."

"...Okay, do whatever you want."

M16 sighed and stepped back, about to say something more. His expression was grim, suggesting something was bothering him.

"I... Commander..."

As the story ended and everyone was about to leave, M4, who had been quiet until then, cautiously opened his mouth.

"Why? What do you have to say?"

"Me too... No. Thank you for your hard work, Commander."

But M4 also tried to say something, but then closed his eyes tightly and said hello before leaving.
***


‘Sigh... I couldn’t say anything today either... When will I ever be able to be honest?’

I wasn't honest today either. I wanted to simply ask for a compliment, but even that was difficult. My timid nature was poisonous again today.

'I too... want to spoil you, Commander...'

I imagined myself being held cautiously in the Commander's arms. Given the significant height difference, I would carefully bury my face in his embrace and inhale. I could smell the cigarette smoke, but I was sure to be completely absorbed by his faint scent.

Meanwhile, Commander, with your rough but warm hands, will you gently stroke the back of my head?... Then I will raise my head and touch Commander's lips... Hot!

"Why are you thinking like that?"

"Oh, unnie..."

But M4's delusion was shattered by the sudden appearance of M16 behind her. Only then did she realize her shameful delusion and blush.

"You look so happy. Hey, look at your red face."

"Uh... no..."

"By the way, when are you going to be honest? You were looking at me with envious eyes today when SOP2 and the commander were joking around."

“...Did you notice it?”

“Oh my, the rest of the kids probably know too?”

"okay..."

M4 lowered her head, as if she were dead. M16, perhaps finding that sight unsettling, patted her shoulder to encourage her.

“Still, it’s a lot better than it used to be, isn’t it? It’s a lot better than when we didn’t even speak a word.”

“It’s gotten better since then, but… sigh… why am I so timid...”

"Don't blame yourself too much. Being timid isn't necessarily a bad thing, is it? On the plus side, it's delicate and cautious. And who knows, the commander might like a timid girl, right?"

“...Is that so...”

A faint smile appeared on M4's lips, as if her mood had slightly improved. M16 found this sight quite endearing, and gently stroked her head.

“Thank you always, Unnie...”

“Okay, I’m going to go get a drink now. Thanks for your hard work.”

“Huh? Sister! We decided not to drink today!”

"Hey, look at your loud voice. Isn't that how you usually talk to your commander?"

The M16 quickly disappeared, avoiding the angry M4.

"Ha... That's right. If I just muster up my courage little by little... I'll figure it out somehow..."

There's plenty of time. The Commander hasn't shown any romantic interest in anyone yet, so if I approach him slowly, he'll probably open up to me. Being too hasty will only backfire.

Yeah, there's no need to rush. There's still plenty of time.


Interview
 

 


“Oh, why… You clearly said you’d give me a mission after three days...”

9A-91 was going crazy right now.

Apparently, G36 said that the new recruit adaptation period is 3 days, and after that, they will begin their mission in earnest.

"But...but why haven't I had any missions for a week...?"

But even though three days had passed, a week had passed, and 9A-91 had not received a single message from his commander, let alone a mission.

She went to a cafe and talked to other people, but they all said it was the first time something like this had happened and were surprised. They just told her to wait a little longer, but they didn't give her any proper solution, so she was becoming increasingly anxious.

But I couldn't muster the courage to go see the commander. Even though I only saw him briefly during our first meeting, he seemed very busy.

While some might prefer a longer vacation, 9A-91 was different. Traumatized by previous events, she longed for her commander's warm attention and affection.

My breathing becomes rapid. The nightmare of that time comes flooding back. Just imagining that hellish time, when everyone ignored me and no one cared about me, takes my breath away. This isn't underwater, but what is this horrible, drowning feeling?

"Ah...uh...huh...huh..."

I feel like I'm going to die. No, I want to die. I've heard this commander is definitely a good person, but why, why doesn't he give me even the slightest interest, not even the slightest affection?

'Could it be... that the Commander has forgotten me?'

I imagine the worst-case scenario in my head. I see myself crying alone in my room, forgotten by everyone.

“I don’t like it… I don’t like it…”

She was like a flower. Beautiful and fragrant, but if left unattended, she would die. And the flower was now on the verge of dying.

“This won’t do...”

Finally, she headed to the commanding officer's office, her heart on the verge of collapse.

-Thump thump

Her steps were heavy. But more than that, her heart was heavy. What if he truly hated me? What if he hadn't called because he truly forgot about me? Anxious thoughts were once again eating away at her mind map, destroying her.

"Mr. 9A-91? Where are you going, Mr. 9A-91?"

On her way to the commanding officer's office, she happened to encounter a few dolls who greeted her, but that didn't matter to her. The flowers needed sunlight, not water.

After many twists and turns, she finally arrived at the commanding officer's office and knocked cautiously on the door.

-Knock, knock

"Commander...?"
“...”


But there was no answer. This indicated that the commander was not here at the moment.

A normal person would have known they couldn't meet now, so they would have gone back, promising to meet again later. But she was desperate. She was hopeless. She felt like she was going crazy.

She was so mentally driven that if she backed down any further she would really die.

“I’m going in...”

Finally, she opened the door.

-Squeak.

Opening the door and entering, as expected, there was no one there, but what greeted her was the faint smell of cigarettes, suggesting that the commander had just been there.

"Cigarettes... are bad for your health..."

Although she spoke as if the smell of cigarettes was unpleasant, in her heart she felt at ease when she smelled the commander's scent.

'But... what do I do now?'

But even once she entered, there was nothing she could do. She had come to see the Commander, and if the Commander wasn't here, there was no need for her to be there.

Just as she regained her senses, something caught her eye.

A small note among the white papers scattered messily on the commander's desk, and one word that particularly stands out on the note.

"9A-91...?"

There was clearly his name written there.

There was no time to think. She read the note immediately.
--


Things have been tough where I was before, I need care, I need recognition and attention from others.

Let them adjust a bit and then we'll have an interview. First, we'll gather information.

Ah, I don't want to write reports.
--


"uh...?"

She let out a dumb sound without realizing it.

9A-91 read each and every paper on the commander's desk.

It was all about her.

It was all a report written for her: how she could erase the wounds of the past, how she could adapt well to this place, how to treat her so she wouldn't get hurt, and so on.

“Ah...uh...”

Tears welled up in her eyes without her realizing it. The tears, which had been falling one by one, gradually increased in volume until they turned into rain and fell on the paper.

"Huh...huh...huh..."

The paper continued to soak with the falling tears, but 9A-91 didn't care. No, she didn't have time to care. A variety of emotions were swirling inside her.

Guilt for not believing the others' words to wait, relief that he had not been abandoned, and gratitude for the commander who cared so much for him, a mere puppet.

Sunlight began to reach the flower, which was on the verge of death due to lack of light. The flower began to regain its vitality.

"Oh my, I got caught."

And then his voice comes from behind.

He was looking at her with a bitter smile on his lips as usual.

"Ah...uh...ah..."

The sudden appearance of her commander startled 9A-91, causing her to drop her beret. She had so much to say, but her words wouldn't come out. Ultimately, she couldn't say anything, just gaping at him.

"Mommy, but you shouldn't come in here without permission."

He slowly approached her and put the beret back on her.

"I'm sorry though, I made excuses about being busy and didn't even contact you."

"I'm, I'm sorry, Commander! Heh... heh..."

9A-91 hugged the commander and spoke. He was momentarily taken aback, but a wry smile returned to his lips and he stroked her hair.

"I'm sorry... I'm sorry... For barging into the room without permission... For not trusting you, Commander, and for doing this..."

"No, I'm more sorry, I'm sorry for leaving you alone."
***


"So, have you calmed down a bit?"

"yes..."

She cried for another ten minutes before she could stop crying.

"First of all, let me apologize formally. It was my fault for leaving you behind, no matter what the reason was. I'm sorry."

"No, Commander. I was the one who barged into your office without permission... I'm sorry..."

“There’s a crazy bitch here who kicks the door and comes in on her own, don’t be sorry.”

He carefully sat her down on the sofa and then sat down on the other side.

“Then, shall we have the personal interview that 9A-91 has been waiting for so long?”

The commander pulled a notebook from his pocket. It was likely the document containing notes on precautions to take when dealing with her. Seeing it, 9A-91 steeled her resolve.

"Commander... Then... would you like to hear the stories I've experienced?"

The commander, who had been smiling slightly, realized what decision she had made and his expression hardened. It was a stark contrast to his usual sly demeanor.

"...Actually, I knew to some extent, but it came out naturally as I was researching. Is that okay?"

“Hearing it directly from the person involved is different from reading a document. Would you please listen to my story, which I have never told anyone else?”
“...”


He nodded silently, and she took a deep breath and told her story.

Born with a natural inability to express herself verbally and prone to loneliness, she was prone to seeking recognition and attention from others. So impatient was she with her desire for recognition that she made a major mistake on her first mission.

After that, the commander deemed her a useless doll and left her abandoned at the command center, never given a single mission. The other dolls tried to comfort her, but she gradually deteriorated. She yearned for the commander's attention and approval, but he refused to acknowledge her. Without sunlight, the flower began to wither.

The flower withered day by day. It seemed as if it might die soon, but thanks to the constant care of my colleagues, I held on. Finally, with one last hope, I applied for a transfer and came here.

"That's how I ended up here..."

After listening to her story, the commander sighed and lowered his head, as if sensing something. Then, as if making up his mind, he raised his head again and cautiously opened his mouth.

“Fucking bitch.”

It was a simple, plain word, without any pretense.

"yes...?"

"Oh, sorry, I wasn't talking to you. It's just... that kid is a bit... no..."

"But it's okay now. Everyone here is so kind... and Commander Luke is such a nice person, isn't he?"

As she spoke of the past with a dark expression, a bright smile spread across her lips when the commander's name came out.

But in contrast, the commander frowned briefly, as if he was uncomfortable with the praise.

"Did I say something rude...?"

“Huh? No, no, I just... thought of something. By the way, have you seen the G36? What do you think?”

"Uh... You seem like a very thorough person."

"It's so picky... I'm always being chased by dogs... It's killing me, really."

The commander and 9A-91 chatted for a long time, losing track of time. Of course, more than half of it was nonsense, but she was happy.

"Anyway, I think I've finally gotten used to it, so I'll be ready to start my mission in earnest tomorrow. Are you confident?"

"Ah... yes! I will definitely repay your trust, Commander."

“Yeah, you worked hard today. As you said, there are a lot of good kids in the command center here, so take care. Don’t ignore them like you did before.”

"H, yes...?"

She remembered what she had done on her way to the commanding officer's office. She had ignored and passed by the people who had kindly greeted her first. Her mind suddenly went blank.

"Ah... ahh..! Th, that's it..."

9A-91 blushed and lowered her head, seemingly embarrassed. The commander laughed, finding her cute.

“Hahahaha!”

“Now, wait a minute. So, Commander, you were watching what I was doing from the beginning?”

"Well, actually, I finished organizing the materials and went to see you today just to meet with you, but you were going off somewhere, completely out of your mind, so I followed you. That's why there was nothing but things related to you on your desk."

"ah..."

9A-91, who had been feeling embarrassed, stared blankly into space for a moment as if realizing something, and a new emotion was welling up in her heart.

"What's wrong? What's wrong?"

"No... Then Commander, you were always looking at me, right? It was just... That made me so happy... Please continue to look at me like that, stay by my side, don't... abandon me..."

9A-91 took the commander's hand and appealed to him in a watery voice, her words filled with a mixture of desperation and sorrow.

The commander covered her hands with both of his and spoke to her in a serious, unresponsive voice.

"...I promise I won't abandon you unless I leave command."

"Really...?"

His large hand enveloped mine. It had only been a week since we'd met, yet my heart felt so warm. Even though we'd simply held hands, all the negative feelings vanished, and happiness filled me.

‘Yes, Commander, he will look after me, he will not abandon me... Yes... Commander... Commander will be different!!’

That day, a new feeling sprouted in her heart.

However, that feeling may be a little twisted.


Pledge
 


From that day on, 9A-91's behavior changed noticeably. She began to have fewer negative thoughts and got along better with the other dolls.

"Commander, look. This is the victory I offer you! Please look to me even more in the future."

She's even proudly received an MVP award from a mission, showing a significant improvement in her abilities. However.

-Commander! Hello!

-Commander, can we eat together today?

-Commander? Where are you going?

-Commander! Commander! Commander! Commander! Commander! Commander!

The frequency of seeking out the commander has increased significantly.

Of course, I thought that was possible. In the end, the commander was the one who had erased the wounds in her heart, so I expected him to depend on her to some extent. But this was too much.

I checked my phone right away and there were already five messages from 9A-91.

Commander! Good morning! I wish you good luck today!

Commander, are you busy today? If you have time, can I come visit you?

-Commander, where are you now?

-Commander... He's not in the commanding office.

-Commander... You're not reading my message...

"ha..."

That message was only sent this morning. And just moments ago, the commander came back from a quick smoke, only to find 9A-91 sobbing at the door. I ended up going into the room with him and trying my best to comfort him, sweating profusely.

“Hehehe... Commander...”

Moreover, the commander's head began to hurt as he was still clinging to his side.

What the Commander wanted was her mental independence, not dependence on him, but if he told her to distance herself right now, she would surely go crazy again.

'I never learned how to keep my distance from people...'

-bang!

“Jjuin, I’m here! Please pat my head!”

While the commander was lost in thought, G41, a cute tactical doll with blond hair, cute animal ears, and odd eyes that stood out, opened the door and appeared.

The G41, which made a flashy appearance, ran towards the commander and settled on his lap.

"I worked hard today! Please pat my head!"

“Haha... okay.”

If it had been another doll, he would have ripped it off, calling it disgusting. But like a commander who cares for a child, he gently stroked the head of G41, who was sitting on his lap. G41's ears perked up, as if in a good mood.
“...”


But 9A-91 quietly glared at G41, as if the sight was deeply uncomfortable. It was the complete opposite of the sweet gaze he had previously directed at his commander.

“...But, Master. Who is that person?”

And G41, perhaps noticing the gaze, looked at 9A-91 with the same cold gaze. She was very jealous.

"Oh, don't you know each other yet? I'm 9A-91, the new transfer student. Let's meet each other."
"..."

"..."


Their cold gazes crossed. The commander spoke kindly, but their eyes seemed to be locked in a battle. After a long moment of staring, G41 spoke first.

"...new colleague... looks like a slut."

"What did you say?"

At the obvious sign of provocation, 9A-91's voice suddenly grew louder. However, G41 deliberately spoke quietly enough for only the dummy to hear, so the commander seemed oblivious and continued reading the documents.

"What's wrong, what's wrong with you guys?"

"Hmph... Master... That guy keeps getting mad at me..."

"What is that!"

As she raised her voice again, G41 was smiling from an angle visible only to 9A-91. Seeing that, she realized: G41 had been playing a trick.

The Commander loves children. Furthermore, she was reading documents and couldn't see the situation. It was her complete defeat.

"91, why are you suddenly raising your voice?"

"...sorry."

Although she reluctantly apologized, 9A-91's heart was already filled with resentment. She didn't like anything about it. Or, more precisely, she didn't like G41.

I hated that doll that blew the chance to be alone with the commander, that doll on the commander's lap, that doll that received the commander's touch, that girl who made him look so embarrassed in front of him.

Unaware of her burning anger, the commander continued to stroke G41's hair and read the documents. It seemed true that she was weak against children.

G41 looked at her with a triumphant expression. The more she looked at him, the more her heart broke.

"Hehe... Master. Good..."

Now, she was openly provoking him, rubbing her head against the commander's thigh. But the commander, still seemingly unmoved, smiled quietly and stroked her hair.

"...I apologize for the embarrassment, Commander. I'll be going now."

"...Okay, good work, 9A-91."

Eventually, 9A-91, who thought that staying any longer would only increase the pain, quietly left the room.

-bang!

With a little loud noise.

"ha..."

As soon as she left, the commander sighed and tossed the papers onto the desk. He then lifted the G41 and placed it down from his lap.

"Huh, Master, are you done petting me?"

"...G41. Did you think I didn't know?"

"...yes?"

The commander suddenly spoke to her with a serious expression. G41 was startled by his sudden change in attitude and began to tremble.

"What I said to 9A-91 earlier. He asks again, 'Do you think I don't know?'"

"Huh?"

G41 was confused. He had clearly spoken so quietly that the Commander couldn't hear, so how could he possibly know?

But while G41 was flustered, the commander spoke to her again.

"Don't even think about seeing me again until you apologize to 9A-91."

"...Ah... No, Master! I was wrong! Ha, please just let me go once!"

She couldn't see the commander. Nothing could be more terrifying to her. And he knew it, so he took extraordinary measures.

"With that attitude, go apologize to 9A-91."

"Uh...yes!"

G41 quickly disappeared from the command room. The commander, who had been watching her leave, leaned back against the sofa and sighed as the door closed.

‘Huh... This won’t backfire, right?’

In fact, he knew from the beginning that G41 and 9A-91 were keeping each other in check. However, he deliberately didn't stop their fight. He forced himself to speak harshly to 9A-91 to ensure her mental independence.

‘...was it for nothing?’

But he didn't know how to deal with human relationships well, so he didn't know that that method was not good.
***

"..."


9A-91 was now walking somewhere with a stern expression. She was hurt.

The reprimand from her commander, who always spoke kindly to her, shocked her deeply. It was a terrible feeling, like a wound that had once healed was reopening.

But she wasn't angry at the Commander. She hated that little doll, G41, who had sowed discord between her and the Commander.

'How dare you...how dare you...'

The Commander had already become indispensable to her. And she, too, wanted to become indispensable to him. She no longer wanted to be abandoned as useless. That was why she was moving quickly.

Tiring!

"Oh, it's 9A-91. Welcome."

She arrived at a café. The fragrant aroma of coffee and Springfield's bright smile greeted her as soon as she entered, calming her troubled mind a little.

"Hello, Mr. Springfield. Can I talk to you for a moment?"

"Right now? No problem, but is there anything you'd like to know?"

She took a deep breath as if to make up her mind, then spoke to her with a bright smile.

"Commander, tell me everything you like. Even the smallest things."
 



A fun story
 


“I don’t understand.”
     


“Huh? What?”
     


Late at night, while tidying up the bedding in his room, RO suddenly asked M16 a question.
     


"Why doesn't the Commander use his abilities properly?"
     


"Why? Still, there's never been any particular problems, and all the things I've been fussing over are trivial. The important things are handled swiftly."
     


RO put his hand on his forehead as if to collect his thoughts for a moment, then opened his mouth again.
     


“Still, it’s a little strange. To be honest, I have a few complaints about the Commander.”
     


“Huh? Where are you going?”
     


"While your abilities are certainly exceptional, there are many inefficiencies. Commander, if you were focused, you'd be working on tasks that could be completed in three hours, but you're stuck doing them all day. Wouldn't it be better to just hurry up and rest? And it's also a bit strange that you always act cold to us while taking care of us behind our backs."
     


"It's just a personality thing, so, you don't like the Commander?"
     


"Oh, no! That... That's not it..."
     


RO waved his hand at M16's sudden remark. Even his voice was turned upside down, indicating he was quite flustered.
     


“Hahaha! See, there’s no problem.”
     


“Still... it’s a bit disappointing... He’s such a talented person and has such a good personality.”
     


“Well, you weren’t around at that time, so you wouldn’t know?”
 


"what?"
     


“When I first took over as commander, I was more than just a hard worker; I was just a machine.”
     


"Really? A sincere commander? Isn't he truly perfect?"
     


Unlike RO, who was excited and had a fire in his eyes, M16 had a slightly faded smile on his face, perhaps because it wasn't a good memory.
     


"But back then, there wasn't a single person I liked. Back then, they didn't even talk to us and just did their work."
     


"uh?"
     


"Seriously. From 5 a.m., he'd spend all day just looking at documents, and if something came up that required command, he'd only chat briefly then, but in private, he wouldn't say a word. And you know what the commander looked like? He'd never smile, and he'd be expressionless all day. So many kids were scared of him."
     


She was speechless, as if shocked, but M16 continued speaking without paying attention.
     


"Even SOP2 couldn't complain to his commander back then. He was always getting beat up. He said he liked the AR-15 because it was efficient, but I doubt he'd want to go back to those days. And the M4 in particular... Ugh... Let's not talk about it."
     


“I can’t imagine…?”
     


Her voice trembled slightly. She seemed slightly shocked. The excitement she had felt earlier had long since vanished.
     


“But what’s funny is that it was at that time that M4 fell head over heels for the Commander. Isn’t that amazing?”
     


"What?"
     


RO's eyes widened in surprise. M16, delighted by the sight, a smile returned to his lips as he fumbled with alcohol from his bag. It was her favorite, Jack Daniel's.
     


"Then would you like to hear a funny old story?"
     


After confirming that she was quietly nodding, she took a sip of her drink and began to talk.
   

  

***

     

     

"..."

     


The former commander was organizing documents as usual, but the aura emanating from him was markedly different. His expression was cold, and the air he exuded was utterly chilling. He simply sat quietly working, but it felt as if the temperature around him was dropping.
     


“Commander, AR Platoon has returned.”
     


“Good job.”
     


M4 returned after a successful mission and tried to say hello, but all he got back was a dry, perfunctory reply, nothing more.
     


“Hey, can you speak more gently? There’s something a little off about our relationship.”
     

“...”

     


M16 tried to talk to him cleverly, but the commander remained silent and resumed his work. M4, who was beside him, fidgeted and couldn't keep still, thinking that he had offended him with something.
     


"Commander! We worked hard, so give us some praise!"
     


SOP2, who had been watching from the side, ran to him with a lively voice and hugged him.
     


“M4 SOPMOD II. Return to your positions.”
     


But the commander mercilessly pushed her away, and SOP2 returned to the platoon with a gloomy, hissing sound.
     


“...I’ll go, take care.”
     


Eventually, unable to bear this stuffy atmosphere, M16 led the other platoon members out of the commander's office.
     

***

     


"...Really?"
     


"Then, why don't you ask the other kids?"
     


RO opened his mouth again, as if he couldn't believe her words, but stopped himself when he saw M16's serious expression.
     


“Compared to the report I gave last time, the difference is so drastic.”
     


“Then, why would we hate that time for nothing?”
     


-bang!
     


“What are you all doing?”
     


While they were having a heated discussion, SOP2 appeared with a loud noise like a door breaking open.
     


"Welcome, SOP2. Do you remember the commander from back then? Those squeamish days."
     


“Ugh... That commander back then wasn’t very good! He didn’t even play with me and just worked all day... I hate him!”
     


“Hahaha! You really don’t like it.”
     


SOP2 grimaced, shuddering as if he hated even the thought. M16 laughed heartily at the ridiculousness of it all and surreptitiously pulled out a second bottle. He'd clearly promised to drink only one today, but that didn't matter to her.
     


“...It’s much better now. But what were you two doing?”
     


“I’m curious about the story of the commander during those tough times, RO.”
     


“Ugh... Don’t do that, it’s not fun. Let’s just play instead. Okay?”
     


SOP2 whined to them, as if she didn't like the topic of conversation, but RO simply ignored her and continued asking questions to M16.
     


“So when did the commander change like this?”
     


“I asked that question, it’s really interesting.”
     


“Ah! I know that too! Isn’t it after M4 got seriously injured?”
     


"M4 was injured?"
     


"Yeah, M4 happened to go on a solo mission, and he got seriously injured that day and lost consciousness..."
     


SOP2 spoke to RO with a somewhat bitter expression. It seemed that the painful memory of M4, who had gone on a mission alone and returned injured, had not yet disappeared from her mind.
     


"So that day, M4 was lying in the recovery room for over 12 hours..."
     


"It's not your fault, so don't be so hard on yourself. Anyway, it's not like I've never come back injured before, but this is the first time I've been injured to the point of losing consciousness, so everyone was really worried."
     


"Yeah, I was really scared back then too... I was afraid M4 might never wake up again..."
     


SOP2 spoke in a somber voice. M16 smiled, patted her head, took a sip of his drink, and then spoke again.
     


“But do you know what the commander did at that time?”
     


“Hmm... Since you worked all day back then, I guess you just ordered me to go to the recovery room and went back to work?”
     


“Wow... You turned the commander into a ruthless person in an instant... RO is bad.”
     


“I see, so that’s how you usually think of the commander… Oh, I shouldn’t live like that.”
     


“Wh, what are you talking about!”
     


Her face flushed red in embarrassment, and she shouted at them both. The two dolls looked at each other and laughed, finding RO's reaction amusing.
     


“Ahem... Anyway, what did the Commander do?”
     


"The commander stayed by M4's side, holding his hand, from the moment he began to recover until he woke up. He didn't even eat for 12 hours."
     


“What? Really?”
     


RO's eyes widened in surprise for a moment,
     


"Yeah! The commander was holding M4's hand tightly all day long, how cool!"
     


“I can’t believe it… You said you were just a machine that knew nothing but work, and now you’re suddenly doing something like that?”
     


"We were also very surprised! And that night, the commander was so drunk that the M16s had a hard time cleaning up."
     


“Oh, yeah. That’s right.”
     


M16 scratched the back of his head as if something was bothering him, poured another sip of alcohol into his mouth, and stared blankly at the empty bottle.
     


“Anyway, after that, he started talking to us and joking around with us, and that’s how it became like this.”
     


"It's strange... but I suppose your personality has changed, but why are you so careless about work?"
     


"Actually, at first, I worked just as hard as I could, but at some point, I started to sloppily do it. But still, if I set my mind to something, I can do it in no time, right?"
     


RO still didn't seem to like it, so he sighed and held his forehead.
   


"Ha... okay... but he's not a bad person."
     


“And from that day on, M4 really likes you, Commander. He tries not to show it, but he tries his best.”
     


“Huh? Did you like the M4 Commander?”
     


SOP2 jumped up with a surprised reaction, as if he had no idea.
     


"You didn't know it was so obvious...?"
     


"But I like the Commander too! It's fun being with the Commander, right? So RO doesn't like the Commander?"
     


"Oh, no... that's not it... I guess it's the difference between like and love..."
     


RO blushed again, trailing off, this time his ears turning red, showing how embarrassed he was.
     


"Anyway, Commander, I like it now! Even though we don't play together often, I like it a lot more than before!"
     


“Yeah, it’s definitely better now.”
     


The moment M16 took out the third bottle of alcohol with a gentle smile and was about to pour it into his mouth, RO's eyebrows narrowed.
     


“But wait, didn’t you say you’d only drink one bottle of alcohol today?”
     


“Huh? Hmm... Well? I don’t know?”
 


The M16, with an embarrassed expression, began to slowly retreat.
     


"hey!!"
     


M16 quickly ran away, leaving the screaming RO behind, and SOP2 was smiling happily at the sight.
     

     

     

***

     

     

     


“Oh, I feel like smoking.”
     


This was the commander's office, and the commander was still idling away, roughly reading a report.
     


-Beep
     


When the alarm went off on his terminal, he turned on the communicator with an annoyed expression.
     


“What is it?”
     


Commander, we have something unusual. We discovered a large bunker at our reconnaissance point, and it appears to contain a doll.
     


"Huh? Why? I told you to bring all the wandering dolls you find here."
     


-That... As soon as you get close, bullets fly. And armor-piercing bullets at that.
     


"...what?"


Wounded Doll (1)
 


“So, our kids are getting threatened with shots, but the Iron Bloods are just going to break their heads on sight?”
     


-Yes, we only ended up with a warning shot, but when the Iron Blood Doll approached earlier, we immediately shot it in the head and killed it instantly.
     


“The skill is clear... and the distinction between piano and piano is still possible...”
     


The commander tapped his index finger on the desk, as if calculating something in his head. Then, as if he'd finished his thought, he stopped and stood up.
     


"First of all, electronic warfare is impossible, right?"
     


"Yes, there must be some kind of jamming device installed. The signal can't reach them, and since that doll is using a sniper rifle, it's impossible to get close. Also, there are a lot of mines near the bunker, so approaching the land would be difficult."
     


“Then I’ll send a few kids over, just clean up the Iron Bloods around there. There won’t be many, so you can catch them without commanding them. I’ll send you a signal.”
     


G36 frowned as if something was bothering him after hearing the commander's words.
     


- Commander. You're not thinking strange thoughts again, are you?
     


“Hey, no way. Would you play a prank on me when I’m in such danger?”
     


- ...All right.
     


Finally, she made a mysterious expression and ended the call.
     


“I think I’ll get a good talent.”
     


On the other hand, the commander was smiling with a satisfied expression, as if he had obtained good information.
     

     

     

     

     

     

     


-Is that why you called us, Commander?
     


DP-12 and S.A.T.8, who received the commander's communication, asked the commander simultaneously.
     


“Oh, I thought you guys would be the best fit for a tough guy who can block a sniper rifle.”
     


-Hehehe... I can harden the commander's stuff too...
     


-Huh...?
     


S.A.T.8 blushed at DP-12's sudden sex joke.
     


"...You crazy bitch. I sent the operation details to your terminal, so go ahead. Don't get hurt."
     


-Hahaha... Okay.
     


-Yeah...
     


Unlike the relaxed DP-12, S.A.T.8 retreated in a dazed state, as if the words from earlier were still lingering in his mind.
     


"Then~ I should prepare too~"
     


The commander muttered quietly and dialed someone's number. After a few rings, the caller answered.
     


-Oh, Commander, what's wrong?
     


"Oh, Karina. Just prepare a helicopter and keep it a secret from the kids."
   

  

     

***

  

   

     


Squeak!
     


The car stopped at the intersection, S.A.T.8 got out of the passenger seat, and the G36, still frowning as if something was bothering him, greeted them.
     


"...You're here."
     


Although his tone of voice was clearly no different from usual, the anxiety in his voice could not be hidden.
     


"You know the details of the operation, right? I'll go to the other side, so S.A.T.8, please wait here."
     


"Yes, take care!"
      


Instead of answering, DP-12 gave a faint smile and drove away. S.A.T.8 stared blankly at the departing car and sighed.
     


"Huh... But what are you planning to do, Commander?"
     


"You're smart, so you'll probably do well, but something... Ah."
     


-Beep!
     


"Yes, Commander. It's a G36."
     


G36, who was about to say something, suddenly stopped talking when the commander's communication came flying in and he answered the call.
     


-Hey, are you both settled in?
     


"Yes, Mr. S.A.T.8 is next to me now, and Mr. DP-12 is moving in the opposite direction."
     


-Okay, just in case, I'll explain it again.
     


The commander displayed a floor plan on the screen and explained it.
     


-It's simple, the friend in the bunker will shoot as soon as he gets close to 1000m, so when you give the signal, the DP-12 and S.A.T.8 will approach slowly while holding their shields at the same time, there's no need to go in, the 200m radius of the bunker is already covered with mines, and there's another friend who will go inside, so you have to go in as soon as you shoot, okay? You can't miss them, right?
     


"Commander, I have a question."
     


G36, who had been unable to show his expression since earlier, spoke to the commander,
     


-What is it?
     


"Who is entering the bunker?"
     


-...SOP2. There's no one like him in close combat.
     


"... All right."
     


G36 still had a look of disapproval on his face, but he couldn't possibly be lying, so he ended the call.
     

     

   

  

     

     


-Beep!
     


“Huh, Karina, why?”
     


-Commander, is that really true?
     


"what."
     


-Are you asking because you don't know? Right now?
     


“Is there a problem?”
     


-Of course!! Why on earth are you going up to the bunker alone!!!
     


This is a helicopter in the sky, and the commander is heading to the operation area without the dolls knowing.
     


“I can’t help it, so do you want to come in?”
     


-That's the problem from the beginning! They say bullets will fly if you even get close, so how can you guarantee you won't get hit by a helicopter?
     


“Of course.”
     


-What is it?
     


Karina seemed angry and tried to press the commander, but the commander just scratched the back of his head and said.
     


"They only fire warning shots at us. Surely they won't actually fire."
     


-No, no!! Are you kidding me? My life depends on it.
     


"It's okay, trust me, when have I ever failed an operation?"
     


-I'm going to be really mad when you come back!!
     


“Oh, thank goodness. I might not be able to go back.”
     


-Commander!!!
     


The commander turned off the communication, leaving Karina behind as she let out a sharp shout.
     


"Seeing your voice so good, I wonder if we should go to karaoke together sometime. Oh, but I'm not very good at singing. I shouldn't go."
     


Of course, her worries were not on the commander's mind.
     


Toodoodoodoo!
     


The helicopter continued its advance toward the bunker. As it neared the bunker, the commander gave a signal.
     


-Come in!
     


-yes!
     


At the commander's signal, DP-12 and S.A.T.8 deployed their shields and entered simultaneously. The bunker's dummy immediately began firing warning shots at them.
     


-Bang! Bang!
     


The bullets did not reach them, as if they were really just trying to threaten them. When they reached the 700m point safely, the shooting suddenly stopped.
     


"The shooting stopped... Whew!!"
     


-Thump!!
     


But suddenly, as if determined, the bullets began to pound their shields without mercy. As expected of the two dolls with exceptional defensive capabilities, they suffered no damage, but it was clear that if they continued to defend, they would eventually be pierced.
     


-Thud! Thud!
     


Although the durability of their shields began to wear down, they trusted their commander and continued to advance.
     


"This is the limit!!"
     


-I'm starting to feel a bit unsafe.
     


But that was only for a moment. Eventually, S.A.T.8's shield reached its limit. Cracks began to appear, and one or two more direct hits would surely shatter it.
     


"Commander, what do we do now!!"
     


-bang!
     


But just before the shield was about to break, the doll inside the bunker suddenly started shooting towards the sky.
     


"Huh...? What is this? Wait... What is that?"
     


A helicopter moving from afar began to come into S.A.T.8's sight. The helicopter had already approached the bunker while the dolls inside the bunker were still focused on them.
     


Bang! Bang!
     


The doll inside the bunker continued to fire warning shots as if it was panicking, but the helicopter did not stop and advanced until it reached right above the bunker.
     


"But... isn't that too dangerous...? What would you do if you got hit..."
     


She was right, they were just firing warning shots now, but there was no telling when they might change their tune and shoot down the helicopter.
     


"No. But he's always been a very thorough commander. There must be a reason."
     


With the helicopter landing over the bunker, S.A.T.8 prepared to retreat, confident that the commander had a plan. However, her faith was shattered when she saw something sneaking out from inside the helicopter.
     


“...Commander?”
     


The commander, who had crawled out of the helicopter, waved slightly as if he had seen the S.A.T.8, and jumped back into the bunker, leaving the helicopter behind as it crashed without a pilot.
     


"Commander!!!"
     

     

     

     


"ah..."
     


"Mr. G36? Mr. G36!!"
     


And G36, who saw the scene from afar, eventually fell down, clutching the back of his neck.
     

     

***

     


"Shut up!"
     


I finally managed to get inside the bunker. It was filled with jamming devices for electronic warfare, detection radar, and my least favorite thing in the world: a bag of calorie bars.
     


"This is why electronic warfare doesn't work... but it smells like a rotting corpse?"
     


Thump, thump,
     


As I was looking around and grumbling, someone started walking towards me. I turned my head, smiled faintly, and greeted the unknown person.
     


"Hello? Are you the friend we used to snipe? Nice to meet you."
     

”...“

     


Long, flowing, brilliant white hair, distinct red eyes, a slightly worn but very well-fitting white uniform, and a sculpted, beautiful appearance that completed them all, and finally, she was holding an anti-material sniper rifle that could effectively fire at 1000 meters, which had just threatened the commander.
     


It was an Austrian-made tactical doll IWS-2000.
     

     



Wounded Doll (2)
 


The commander stared at the IWS-2000 with a cold, silent gaze. It wasn't his usual playful expression, but the sharp, somewhat sad look he'd seen when 9A-91 had been frightened.

And she too met his gaze without avoiding it, with unwavering eyes.
     


The commander's lifeless, metallic gray eyes clashed with the IWS-2000's cold, sunken red eyes. The colors of their eyes were distinctly different, but something was undeniably missing in both.
     

“...”

     

“...”

     


Perhaps they realized something similar in their gaze, perhaps a sense of kinship developed. The two continued to gaze at each other in silence. What was certain was that while the man's gaze held a glimmer of emotion, the woman's was devoid of anything. It was literally empty.
     


One minute? Two minutes? Or maybe five? They continued to stare at each other in silence. A chilling silence descended between them, as if the temperature were dropping, but that silence was only briefly broken by a single word from the IWS-2000.
     


“...Go back.”
     


It was just a simple, clean statement, but the weight it carried was truly profound. Hearing her weighty, stern words, the commander relaxed, his cold expression fading away and his usual demeanor returning to normal.
     


"You're wearing a mask? It doesn't suit you. You'd better take it off."
     


"Go back."
     


“But he’s still a guest, so shouldn’t we treat him well? Oh, and I don’t really like drinks, so you don’t have to bring any.”
     


Despite the commander's brazen attitude, she remained unmoved. She simply aimed her gun at him without saying a word.
     


"Go back."
     


But even so, the commander opened his mouth again, as if he was still relaxed.
     


"Hey, don't do that..."
     


-Taang!
     


She cut him off as if she would not listen any longer and shot him.
     


"This is the last one, go back."
     


The commander turned his head to check where the bullet was aimed, then wiped away the leisurely smile on his face and began to speak in a serious voice.
     


"You. Your clothes are tattered. You've been here for quite some time, and with so many disruptors, it's highly likely this is a bunker for emergency use."
     


"What is that..."
     


"And most importantly, I smell a rotting corpse. Who is it?"
     

"..."

     


For a moment, her gaze wavered. This signaled agitation, and the commander seized the moment to delve into it.
     


"And if you just check the radar here, you can avoid the mines and get out, but you stayed and guarded the bunker, no, the body. You must have been very protective of each other?"
     


"What are you talking about!!"
     


Perhaps those words had touched a nerve with IWS-2000. Her impassive mask cracked. A seething anger emerged from beneath the mask, directed at the commander, but he remained composed and cut her off.
     


“Hey, I just roughly guessed, but I guess it’s correct?”
     


-bang!
     


Finally, unable to contain its rage, the IWS-2000 charged at him. Although the commander possessed a well-trained body, the difference in physical abilities between a doll and a human was striking. The commander, struck by the IWS-2000's volley of bullets, was hurled into a wall.
     


“The hospitality here is really bad... I’ll give you a bread point.”
     


But even though it was a rather dull sound, he continued to move his mouth as if everything was fine.
     


"What do you know? Don't pretend to know anything when you don't. It makes me sick."
     


“Of course I don’t know. I just took stock of the situation and hit it.”
     


"Then what makes you so brazenly claim to be so great? Huh? Do you think I wouldn't kill you just because I'm a doll?"
     


Her eyes, unlike before, were filled with vivid emotion. Those vivid emotions were about to turn into sharp daggers, pointed at the commander. But he seemed to like the sight, and with a smile on his face, he pointed to her eyes.
     


“It’s much nicer to see. Try to be like that every day.”
     


"out...!"
     


-Pfft!
     


Finally, unable to contain her anger, she swung her gun at his side. The commander's protective gear somewhat mitigated the impact, but the impact of the doll's power, which was on a different level than that of a human, was too much for him to withstand and he fell.
     


-Kudangtang!
     


The commander, who had been thrown to the ground, didn't utter a single groan, as he had just been, but the shock seemed so great that he couldn't get up from the floor. However, shortly after, he spoke again in a calm voice.
     


"...Good. Are you feeling a little better? Now that you've taken off your mask, I think you're ready to talk."
     


“What nonsense are you talking about!!”
     


An enraged IWS-2000 approached the fallen commander. However, the commander remained unfazed and spoke.
     


"Tell me everything you've been through, and I'll help you bury the hidden body."
     


“...What did you say?”
     


Her steps stopped, as if taken aback by the commander's sudden suggestion, who was still unable to get up from the floor.
     


"I'm being blunt. If you tell me how you came to this bunker and what happened inside, I'll help you recover the body. It seems like he was someone very precious to you. You can't just leave him like that, can you?"
      


“...Don't talk nonsense! What good will that do to you?”
     


Her mask had shattered, and unlike before, she was clearly shaken. The sharp anger she had previously directed at the commander had now turned to confusion.
     


"Even if my head breaks, I'll keep my promises. Trust me. I'm a crazy guy who flew a helicopter and dived here alone just to meet you. Do you think I'd lie about something like this?"
     

“...”

     


IWS-2000 remained silent, as if pondering the decision. Then, as if he'd finished calculating, he walked back toward him.
     


“...You must keep your promise. If you don't keep your promise, I will kill you.”
     


She threatened the commander with a cold, subdued voice, as if she had made up her mind, but he was still very relaxed.
     


"Okay. Tell me the story first. But the area I was hit in isn't in good condition right now. I'll lie down for a bit. Tell me when you're ready."
     


“...I’m sorry about that part.”
     


"No, I messed around and this is what happened. Tell me the story first."
     


"...All right."
     


The story began with her red eyes that were tinged with a feeling of longing.
     

     

     

***

     

     

     


A battlefield littered with bullets and doll remains. Amidst this brutal scene, a woman in a red uniform, identified as a Griffin member, and the IWS-2000 supporting her were fleeing.

Both were in dire condition. The uniformed woman's abdomen was riddled with bullet wounds, and the IWS-2000 was in slightly better shape than its commander, but even that was relatively good, and its condition was still a mess.
  


-Bang! That's right!!
     


"Commander! It's dangerous! Come to your senses!"
     


“Huh... Why did this have to happen during a field command?”
     


I'm so stupid. I hate myself for being unable to do anything for my dying commander.
     


Why did this happen while the Commander was conducting field command? Clearly, only a few Ironblood troops were detected on the radar. Why, why, as soon as the Commander appeared, a boss-level entity suddenly appeared...
     


“Huh...”
     


The commander's face was growing increasingly pale. It suggested he was dying.
     


And since it wasn't IWS-2000 who didn't know that, her face was also getting paler.
     


"Commander... Just hold on a little longer, just a little longer... It'll, it'll be okay... Yes...?"
     


"First... let's go to the bunker... I think we can hold out there..."
     


"Yes... I'll do whatever it takes... Please... Please don't die..."
     


I gritted my teeth and ran. To survive, to save the Commander.
     


I forced myself to move, my body as heavy as cotton soaked with water. My legs were already giving out, my stamina reaching its limit, but I didn't stop. No, I couldn't stop.
     


"Ugh...ugh..."
     


Thanks to my desperate escape, I was able to increase the distance between me and the Iron Bloods, but the escape route to the command post was already blocked, so I had no choice but to escape to the bunker the commander had mentioned.
     


I managed to move my failing body and reached the bunker, but there were a lot of mines scattered around, so I turned on the radar and slowly began to approach the bunker.
     


"Our IWS... What will happen if I die... You're always acting up... I have to take care of you..."
     


"Don't say that... I'm going to die..."
     


"That's right... Ah... I don't want to die..."
     


The commander was speaking with a smile, but his voice was clearly filled with fear, as if he couldn't hide his true feelings.
     


"Just a little more... just a little more..."
     


Thanks to IWS-2000's valiant efforts, they reached the bunker entrance. However, despite already being pushed beyond their limits, the fatigue from continuing to support the commander caused her to stumble for a moment.
     


"Ugh!"
     


Fortunately, she did not fall, but the commander who was relying on her lost his balance.
     


"ah."
     


-Pheung!!!!!
     


I misstepped and ended up stepping on a landmine.
     

     

     

     

   

     

     

     

     



Wounded Doll (3)
 

   


I still can't forget the tragedy I created that day.
     


Flesh, blood, and bone fragments flew with a popping sound, beautifully decorating the sky. I stared blankly at this cruel yet beautiful sight.
     


"Kwaaaa ...
     


Fortunately, it was an ankle mine, so he didn't die instantly, but it was even more fatal for the commander, who was already bleeding heavily.
  


"Ah... uh... ah... uh, Commander!"
     


It wasn't intentional, but does it really matter? As a result, I ended up blowing off the Commander's ankle.
     


“I, I... I made a mistake again... Ah, no, let’s hurry to the bunker first...”
     


My mental state had long since been shattered, but I somehow managed to muster up some sanity and escape to the bunker.
     


"Uh...ah..."
     


The bunker was so close that we were lucky to avoid stepping on a mine, but the commander's condition was dire. One of his legs was blown off, and it was clear that he was suffering from a lack of blood due to the persistent bleeding from the gunshot wound to his abdomen.
     


"Quick... something that might help..."
     


“IWS....sit next to me.”
     


IWS-2000 also knew this and quickly tried to find something helpful inside the bunker, but the commander who had suddenly collapsed in his seat called out to her.
     


“Yes...? But Commander, your current physical condition is...”
     


“That’s right. Come quickly.”
     


"...yes."
     


I sat down next to the Commander as he had instructed, but his condition had already reached a point where I couldn't even open my eyes to look at him. His already pale face was now completely pale, and his breathing was unsteady.
     


“Ah... Ah... Commander... I'm sorry... I'm sorry...”
     


“I’m going to die. Definitely.”
     


"...yes?"
     


IWS-2000's pupils shook. The commander's indifferent words drove a wedge into her heart, which was already filled with self-reproach.
     


“Ah... ugh... sin, sin...”
     


I wanted to say something, but tears clung to my throat and I couldn't speak. I just opened and closed my mouth like a goldfish, unable to say anything.
     


"Ugh...ah...uh..."
     


My heart aches. It breaks. It tears me apart. I've ended the person I love most with my own hands.
     


But do I deserve to be sad? Do I deserve to be in pain? Do I deserve to apologize to the Commander?
     


The Commander will hate me, loathe me, and despise me. But that's only natural. I'm a sinner. It's no different from killing the Commander.
     


"S...ch... ryeo... ryeo... IWS! Wake up!"
     


-match!
     


The commander slapped the panicked IWS-2000 in the face with a slap and yelled. Her defenseless head jerked sharply.
     


"ah...!"
     


Thanks to this, IWS-2000's hazy eyes regained their vitality as if she had come to her senses, and she was able to face her commander.
     


“...I...I'm sorry... Commander... It's because of my... my incompetence...”
     


“Uh...uh...no. You don’t have to be sorry.”
     


I tried to reassure IWS-2000 that she was okay, but her condition was already dire. Still, she opened her mouth with a smile.
     


“I don’t blame you.”
     


“...Huh? What, what is that...”
     


“No. Seriously, I don’t hate you.”
     


IWS-2000 asked back in confusion, but the commander cut her off.
     


“No... Commander... I'm the one who made you like this... How... How can you not hate me...”
     


“So you think I’m gonna… hate you?”
     


Instead of answering, she nodded quietly. Her face was a mess from the tears shed, but the commander stroked her head as if to say, "Even that was fine."
     


"Then... I forgive you."
     


"...yes?"
     


"I told you. I forgive you."
     


For a moment, IWS 2000's face became blank, but the commander was still smiling.
     


“What do you mean...”
     


"I don't blame you. But I'm worried. If I knew you, I'd be crushed to death by guilt."
     


The commander stroked IWS 2000's head with his blood-stained hand. It felt dirty and she could have avoided it, but she accepted his hand with tears streaming down her face.
     


"I know my body well. With so many holes in my stomach, it's strange I'm not dying."
     


"But... but..."
     


"Please. Even if I die, you must live on. Okay? Hold your head high and proud, okay?"
     


With those words, the commander quietly patted IWS_2000 on the shoulder. But the hand gradually slowed, and soon it sagged and fell to the ground. And that meant certain death.
     


"Ah...ah...ahh ...
   


That night, the bunker was filled with the sound of someone crying all night long.
     

     

***

     

     

     


"...that's all."
     


"How long have you been here?"
     


"It's been exactly 37 days."
     


"under..."
     


"This is my first time revealing my shame to someone... but I feel a little better than I expected. Now, let's keep our promise."
     


In contrast to her excited expression from earlier, a small smile appeared on her lips, as if she had been relieved. The commander seemed to like this, and smiled back.
     


"Just wait a minute, our kids will be here soon. They seem to care a lot about me, so they've been preparing in a hurry since I came here alone, right?"
     


"...He seems to be a good person who is respected by the dolls."
     


"No. Unfortunately, he's not a good person. Our kids who follow bad people are the good ones."
     


Then he carefully touched the area that had been hit by the IWS-2000 a few times before getting up.

"Still, I respect you. Even after going through that, you still maintained your innocence and remained white."

She bowed her head and remained silent for a moment, as if something was bothering her mind.

"Uh... So, what are you going to do now?"
     

“...”

     


"You tried to commit suicide, didn't you?"
     

"!!"

     


IWS-2000's eyes widened again, as if in surprise. Then, the commander began to slowly approach her.
     


"...the destination of someone who has lost their purpose in life is obvious. Especially if their last wish has been fulfilled."
     


"...That's right. But what does that matter now? Are you going to mock me?"
     


"no?"
     


The commander was standing right in front of her. Their gazes clashed again in midair, but this time, it was different. While the commander's eyes still held a sense of composure, hers, unlike before, were trembling.
     


“You. You still hold that day in your heart.”
     

“...”

     


“That’s understandable. Seeing someone precious die before your eyes is a terrible memory you’ll never forget.”
     


“No... It’s different... It’s different...! It’s different!!”
     


Her mask cracked once again, and the emotions she had suppressed within her burst out in an explosive burst. The sudden shout was understandable, but the commander stared at her impassively.
     


“What’s different?”
     


"What's the difference? You know what? I killed him with my own hands! Huh? The person I relied on the most... the person I trusted the most... the person I respected the most!! With my own hands!!"

Her emotions, so far kept tightly hidden, were revealed. Sadness, anger, and self-reproach—these emotions were like ropes strangling her.
     


"The Commander will definitely hate me! He'll hate me! He'll... resent me... It's obvious..."
     


Perhaps her legs gave out? She collapsed to the ground. The commander watched her silently, then crouched down before her.
     


"...What did he say at the end?"
     

"..."

     


IWS-2000 remained silent for a long time. The commander waited patiently before her for a response.
     


“He told me to live proudly... with my chest held high...”
     


The answer came out in a strained voice, but the commander smiled slightly, seemingly satisfied. Then he asked her again.
     


“Before that?”
     


“...He said that even if it wasn’t me, I would still die.”
     


“Before that?”
     


“Me...me...”
     


Instead of answering, IWS-2000 began to shed tears. The tears that had been trickling from the corners of her eyes, dripped down her cheeks and soaked the floor. As the tears pooled on the floor, the rope around her neck began to loosen.
     


How much time had passed? When her tears had subsided, the commander placed a hand on her shoulder.
     


"Now tell me. The words your commander left you. The last words he left you, for you who must live alone."
     


“You said you didn’t blame me… me… me… woah…”
     


The commander smiled at her answer. It wasn't the bitter smile that had been lingering on his lips until just now, but a truly natural smile he rarely showed.
     


"I know. But you're doing that now? You're going to break your promise to the Commander, dismiss his words as lies, and nullify his final wish? You're going to make his will meaningless?"
     


“Ah...uh...”
     


She shook her head vigorously. The tears streaming down her face, spilling out everywhere, seemed to shake the lump in her heart. Watching her, the commander smiled and opened his mouth.
     


“Congratulations on finding a new life, IWS-2000.”
     


“Hh ...
     


IWS-2000 simply hugged the commander's waist and wept. Her tears weren't tears of sorrow. She was grateful. To the commander who had forgiven her, to him who had lifted the burden from her heart.
     


'Ah...shit...'
     


Of course, the commander who had been hit earlier and had his ribs broken was in a state of despair.
     

     

     

     

 ***

     

     

     


"Are you feeling better now?"
     


"yes..."
     


IWS-2000's eyes were swollen from crying for a long time, but she was still beautiful enough.
     


“Okay, then the kids will be here soon... Keuk!”
     


The peaceful atmosphere was interrupted for a moment when the commander suddenly began spitting blood from his mouth.
     


“Wh, what!”
     


She panicked and grabbed the commander, but the bleeding did not stop.
  


"Ah...shit..."
     


"What the...what the hell is going on!"
     


"It's nothing..."
     


She looked at his face with a sob, then as if something came to mind, she began to carefully take off his clothes.
     


"Ah... this is sexual harassment..."
     


He resisted, but she lightly subdued him, then tore off his clothes as if tearing them off, allowing her to examine his body. As expected, his side was half-caved and badly damaged.
     


"This...this is..."
     


That area was where she had struck earlier in her anger.
     


"...That's why I didn't want to get caught."
     


"Ahh...ah..."
     


IWS-2000 clutched her head, clutching it tightly. The thought of seriously injuring her benefactor once again triggered her trauma, and she lost consciousness again.
     


“Ah...ah!!”
     


"ha..."
     


Finally, the commander sighed, took a dagger from his torn clothes, and thrust it into her hand.
     


"Gyaaaak!"
     


The sudden shock brought IWS-2000 back to his senses, but he soon began to sob again and caressed his wounds.
     


"Ah... I'm... sorry... I'm sorry..."
     


"It's not your fault."
     


"It's not my fault... This... This time, I..."
     


"Then I forgive you. Okay?"
     


"...yes?"
     


IWS-2000 looked dumbfounded for a moment at his words, which he blurted out without a trace of hesitation.
     


“I just stuck a dagger in your hand. Let’s beat you up with this.”
   


As he said that, the commander rummaged through his clothes again and took out a cigarette.
     


“If you’re really sorry, then apologize to the kids instead of me. The shield repair costs are going to be high.”
     


“Ah... uh...”
     


The tears that seemed to have stopped are coming out again. I clearly attacked this person, I hated him, I detested him, but how can he be so good to me, so kind, so warm?
     


'You're kind...'
     


I felt something well up in my heart at the thoughtfulness of not sparing myself for others, the delicateness of covering up any wounds that might have been in my heart, and the kindness of caring so much for me, a stranger I had just met.
     


-Toodoodoodo!!
     


"""Commander!!!"""
     


While she was lost in thought, reinforcements arrived to find the commander. He heard the roar of a helicopter and quietly closed his eyes.
     


“...Why are you doing this to me?”
     


The commander seemed to think for a moment, then blurted out something unintelligible.
     


“Just. It reminded me of old times.”
     


Yes. This man risked his life to come here and save me, even at the cost of his own life.
  


“I have a favor to ask...”
     


"What is it?"
     


I carefully took his hand. It was large, rough, and scarred, but it felt warm. And so I made up my mind.
     


“Can I call you Commander...?”
     


"...I'm telling you in advance that I'm not that good of a person."
     


"It doesn't matter. I already owe you my life. Please let me repay this favor by staying by your side for the rest of my life."
     


The commander silently tossed the cigarette far away. The cigarette, which had formed a beautiful parabolic arc, landed with a thud in the distance.
     


"Welcome to S09 Command Center, IWS-2000."
     


With those words, the commander fell asleep. Seeing this, IWS-2000 slowly closed its eyes as well.
     


-Thump thump
     


And just when I thought it was over, the main body of the IWS-2000 walked out from the basement.
     


Her condition was dire. She bore numerous wounds, unable to recover properly, and her signature white uniform and long hair were stained red, perhaps stained with the blood of her former commander.
     

“...”

     


IWS-2000 walked slowly and silently toward the commander, carefully embracing her. And at that moment, even her gloves, which had retained their original color until the very end, turned red.

For her, whiteness, purity, was no longer there.


Fight
 


The Commander and IWS-2000 were safely rescued. Although the Commander's condition was critical, she was quickly transferred to the hospital and successfully completed surgery. Her former Commander's body was also recovered and a funeral was held. For them, it was a happy ending that couldn't have been better.
     


“Hey, G36?”
     

“...”

     


The commander, lying in his hospital bed, cautiously called out to G36, who was peeling an apple beside him, but she remained silent. This was a stark contrast to her usual attentive demeanor.
     


“...Just look at it once.”
     


-Phuk!
     


As soon as the commander finished speaking, she plunged the knife into the apple she was peeling. A cool, crisp sound accompanied the juice that burst forth.
     

“...”

     


She left the room without saying a word, without even looking at the commander, and left the apple she had peeled beside her.
     


“Huh... I guess I’m really pissed.”
     


The day the Commander entered the bunker alone, the command center was turned upside down. The author, the most important figure in the command center, had intruded into a place with no guaranteed safety, and on his own? It was only natural that chaos would erupt. Every puppet in the command center prayed for the Commander's safety and quickly launched a rescue operation.
     


And after many twists and turns, the commander was finally discovered, and the command was once again turned upside down. His right side was literally a rag.
     


The commander calmly requested the recovery of the body and the restoration of the IWS-2000, but the dolls were understandably shocked. In particular, 9A-91 and M4A1, who had been the first to rush to the scene upon hearing the news of their commander's disappearance, collapsed on the spot and burst into tears.
     


Fortunately, I was treated quickly without any aftereffects, but it was only natural that I would get scolded by the dolls after my body got better.
     


“Never again... Never again...”
     


G36 spoke as calmly as possible, but her clenched hands continued to tremble, and she hadn't exchanged a single word with her commander since that day.
     


"Commander! Please... please... take care of yourself..."
     


Even AR-15, who always seemed emotionless, started to cry and grabbed his hand, pleading with him.
     


“Are you crazy? Doesn’t the commander know what position he’s in?”
     


Even the M16A1, who was on friendly terms with the commander, rarely got angry and blamed him.
     


In particular, SOP2 was about to handcuff the commander's wrists, saying that he would not let him act alone in the future, but the other dolls barely managed to stop him.
     


Although commanders often showed no regard for their own health, this was the first time they had been injured so severely, and this incident sent shockwaves through the command.
     


And the biggest problem was that he didn't take it seriously. He was a gentleman who went alone into a battlefield where safety was uncertain, and even broke his ribs, and he brushed it off as nothing serious. There was no guarantee he wouldn't do something even more reckless, so the dolls' anxiety reached its peak.
     


“Still, that’s true. Being confined to a hospital room is too much...”
     


Here he was again, the commander. He was semi-forcibly restrained from carrying out his duties, saying it was nothing special, and was then semi-confined to the sickroom.
     


Fortunately, other dolls came to visit frequently, so he didn't have time to get bored, but of course, all he heard was nagging and crying.
     


“Eww! Commander, you’re bad!!”
      


And the name of the doll crying sadly next to the commander is 9A-91. She hasn't let go of his hand for ten minutes.
     


“...Can you let go of my hand for now? I’m sweating.”
     


"...I don't want to... If I let you go, you'll just go somewhere else... I won't let you go. From now on, when you leave my sight, please tell me properly..."
     


Her eyes were filled with determination, sadness, and something sticky. The commander sighed and scratched the back of his head as he watched.
     


‘...It got worse because of this incident.’
     


As he feared, her dependence worsened after the incident, and she found herself constantly confined to the commander's hospital room. This was a headache for him, who desired her mental independence.
     


“Don’t be so hard on yourself. But you made a new friend, didn’t you?”
     


“The commander got hurt because of that girl... because of that girl...”
     


“...9A-91. Pretty words.”
     


“Commander, you curse all the time too...”
     


“But we’re colleagues, so don’t say anything too harshly.”
     


"colleague..."
     


"ha..."
     


The commander thought 9A-91 and the IWS-2000 would work well together, but 9A-91 was hostile to the IWS-2000. The simple but plausible reason was that the commander had been injured after meeting her.
     


-dripping
     


"Come in."
     


"Commander, are you feeling any better?"
     


The door creaked open, and IWS-2000, another hot potato in this case, appeared. Thanks to the Commander's diligent efforts, the negative public opinion had largely subsided, but some dolls still pointed fingers at her, claiming she was the reason for the Commander's injuries.
     

“...”

     


And 9A-91 was the representative figure who criticized her.
     


“Ah. There’s a passenger. Excuse me.”
     


Their gazes met in midair. 9A-91 glared at her with a cold gaze she'd never seen before, but IWS-2000 smiled leisurely and passed her, turning to face the commander.
     


“Are you feeling a little better...?”
     


“It was fine before. It’s just the kids making a fuss.”
     


“Don’t lie… You were so hurt… I’m really… sorry...”
     


IWS-2000 looked at him with tears in her eyes. She was already holding the Commander's hand.
     


"...under."
     


Naturally, 9A-91 was deeply displeased. He had caused the Commander so much suffering, had caused him such trouble, and now, as if he were the protagonist of a tragic story, he was looking at him with tears in his eyes, and he hated the sight.
     


What is this sticky feeling inside me, growing ever stronger? What is this growing emotion that has been building since my consultation with the Commander?
     


She hadn't yet realized her own feelings, but she knew one thing for sure: IWS-2000's feelings for the Commander were similar to her own.
     


“You’re not fully healed yet, so wouldn’t it be better to let go of that hand?”
     


9A-91 smiled at IWS-2000. No, it wasn't a smile. She was furious now.
     


"Ah... you're 9A-91. Nice to meet you. My name is IWS-2000."
     


IWS-2000 also smiled faintly and extended his hand. 9A-91 hesitated for a moment, embarrassed, before reluctantly taking his hand.
     


“Ugh!”
     


But suddenly, IWS-2000 grabbed 9A-91's hand. Unprepared, her body tilted forward in an instant, and just as she was about to fall, IWS-2000 grabbed her and whispered in her ear.
     


“Are you nervous?”
     


“What is that...”
     


“Guys.”
     


Just as 9A-91 was about to say something to her in confusion, the commander barged in. He looked completely different from the sly, sly behavior he'd been displaying earlier.
     


"Don't make a fuss in the sickroom."
     


The commander's heavy words echoed through the ward. A moment of silence fell, and then 9A-91 clung to him, shuddering in bewilderment.
     


"Ah... ah... no, Commander!! I... no, that person first..."
     


"...That's right. I got too excited. Sorry, 9A-91."
     


Compared to 9A-91, who was shivering and flustered, IWS-2000 smiled leisurely and reached out to her again.
     


"This time, it's a token of apology. Would you accept it?"
     


Lies. There was no trace of apology in her eyes. But even knowing that, 9A-91 couldn't help but take her hand. Whether it was true or false, if he shook that hand now, it would be his own image that would be tarnished.
     


"...yes."
     


In the end, 9A-91 quietly gritted his teeth and took IWS-2000's hand.
     


Unlike before, it ended without incident, but an inexplicable emotion was once again welling up in 9A-91's heart.
     


"Okay... You two can go now, I'm so sleepy after such a long time."
     


"Yes... Commander, sleep well."
     


"Then excuse me."
     


-widely
     


After they quietly turned off the lights and left, the commander quietly covered his eyes with his hands in the empty hospital room.
     


"You made me so screwed... why didn't you teach me how to manage relationships... Father..."
     


After that, he washed his face once and fell asleep.
     


“Uh... uh...”
     


However, it didn't seem like it was a good dream.


nightmare
 

   


"I wish I could have stayed by your side a little longer, Commander. Isn't that right?"

"Don't talk to me."

After leaving the sickbay, IWS-2000 tried to speak to 9A-91, but she refused to meet his eyes and responded coldly. It was a natural outcome. From 9A-91's perspective, she had given her commander ammunition for his dislike.

"Oh my, didn't we just make up earlier?"
"..."


IS-2000 continued to speak to her without giving in, but 9A-91 ignored her and passed by.

"... I guess you're right."

-Shudder.

But her sudden words made 9A-91 stop again.

"If I were to be cautious, I'd say we might be a bit similar. That's why I unintentionally stepped forward earlier. I'm sorry. Oh, I'm being serious, so I hope you don't misunderstand."

"...what do you know?"

9A-91's eyes gleamed fiercely. It was clear hostility.

"Please, don't act like you know anything when you don't, it makes me sick."

"Hehehe... hahaha!"

But despite the mocking remark, IWS-2000 began to laugh. Seeing this, 9A-91 rushed at her.

"Do I look funny now? Yes? Do I... do I look funny?"

9A-91 stared at her in anger. The considerable height difference made it seem like she was looking up at him, but judging by the atmosphere, it seemed she was looking down at him. Still, IWS-2000 leisurely wiped away the tears forming in his eyes and opened his mouth.

"Ah... haha... I didn't mean to tease you. I'm just glad that my hypothesis gained a little more credibility."

"What is that..."

"I think we'll get closer soon. Okay, that's all for now."

While 9A-91 was confused by the unknown words, IWS-2000 quietly patted her shoulder and left.

9A-91 stared blankly at IWS-2000 as she left, her actions incomprehensible.
***


“... This is really too much.”

Ever since the day the Commander returned injured, M4's heart ached. It felt like someone was stabbing him with a needle. The more he thought of the Commander lying in the hospital bed, the more he thought of him going on another reckless mission, the more the pain intensified.

“Please... I wish you would take care of yourself...”

Come to think of it, he's been like that ever since. Even back when we first met, back when he was quite blunt, he was the first to wake up and the last to go to bed. He was always working, so much so that you couldn't tell who was the puppet.

The commander back then, to put it mildly, was a conscientious beggar, but in reality, he was torturing himself. As his dark circles grew, so did the sighs of the dolls. "Too much is as bad as too little." Isn't that the perfect expression for him?

“I wish you could rely on us even just a little bit...”

If you look closely, he always tried to keep some distance from us. Even when I thought I was getting closer, looking back, I felt like I was drifting apart. No matter how hard I tried to get closer, I couldn't stand beside him.

He always called himself a bad person. Why? In all my life, I don't think I've ever met anyone better. Of course, I can guess. His past, which he keeps hidden, never reveals to anyone. The brutal truth that his entire family is dead.

From what I've heard, it was an accident, and the commander wasn't one to treat his own people harshly. So what exactly was this accident he was talking about?

The commander was extremely reluctant to talk about his past. It's understandable. Even a cursory glance at his past didn't seem to be a happy one.

But still, M4 was a good commander. He was good at guiding, believing in, and caring for me, even when I was always insecure, weak, and prone to mistakes.

I still can't forget that day. I made a mistake on a mission and lost consciousness. The way he held my hand tightly.

"You're awake, I'm sorry. My command was wrong."

He didn't blame himself. It was clearly his fault.

M4 cautiously extended his right hand. It seemed as if the warmth from the commander's grip that day still lingered.

Yes, the Commander will open his heart someday. Someday.

“Ah... this is...”

She was just walking, lost in thought, and before she knew it, she had arrived at the hospital room where the commander was.

“...You’re sleeping.”

The sign on the sickroom said, "Sleeping." Since the commander usually didn't sleep well, I figured I should leave quietly without disturbing him. Yes, that was all I could think about.

I carefully placed my ear against the door, straining my hearing to see if I could hear him.

“Huh... uh... haa... haa...”

I can hear him breathing. Wait, is that really breathing?

“Please... stop... please stop... please...!!”

It wasn't breathing. It was the sound of someone clearly in need of help.

“Commander!”

There was no time to think. I opened the door and checked on him.

“...Please...Please...I'm sorry...I'm sorry...”

The commander was drenched in cold sweat, clutching his head. His usual composed demeanor was gone, and his eyes were filled with fear, frustration, and despair.

"Commander! Come to your senses!"

As soon as the door opened, M4 quickly ran to the commander, grabbed his shoulder, and shook him. But even then, he showed no sign of coming to his senses.

"Ah...ah...no...no!!"

"Commander!"

He didn't even recognize the M4 nearby, and he just kept mumbling, clutching his head as if he had lost his mind.

"I...I..."

Unable to bear it any longer, M4 finally burst into tears and hugged his body.

"Commander... please... come to your senses..."

As M4 hugged the commander, the commander's seizure gradually subsided and he soon opened his mouth.

“...M4...? Is it an M4?”

“...Commander... Are you awake?”

“...Ha...heh...”

With those words, he closed his eyes again. And until the commander opened his eyes again, M4 quietly held his body close.

“You showed me something I shouldn’t have seen.”

“...No, Commander.”

The commander regained his composure and returned to his usual self. The unsteadiness from earlier had vanished, and a wry smile once again graced his lips.

“You’ll keep it a secret, right?”

"...yes."

"thank you."

The commander opened the pillowcase and put a cigarette he'd hidden in his mouth. It would have driven G36 crazy, sending him running and grabbing the back of his neck again, but that wasn't important right now.

“I... Commander.”

"why."

M4 seemed to hesitate, but eventually closed his eyes tightly and said what he wanted to say to him.

“...Can I ask what's going on...?”
“...”


He stared outside in silence, lighting a cigarette. "Ssup, ssss," the smoke filled the room. It was unpleasant, but M4 waited quietly for his response.

"...nightmare."

"...yes?"

"I had a nightmare."

"Cheek," he said calmly, putting out the cigarette in his mouth. But for some reason, his eyes seemed sadder than usual.

"Sometimes, no, quite often, I have nightmares. And after those nightmares, I often have seizures like this. That's why I keep my room locked tight and my hospital room soundproofed very thoroughly, but they found out..."

"ah..."

"Congratulations. You're the first one I've seen in person."

Only then did I realize the commander's true intentions for not letting anyone into his room: a simple yet perfectly valid reason: he didn't want to show his weakness.

"...Huh, from now on I should go to my room and sleep."

The commander got up and walked away, looking exhausted.

"Commander."

"...why."

“Can I ask about the content of the nightmare?”

It might have been his least favorite question. But knowing that if not now, I'd never have another chance to say it, I mustered up the courage to speak.
"..."


The Commander carefully touched the scar on his left eye without answering, then opened his mouth.

“An old story.”

“That story... can you tell me?”

He stood there for a long moment, wondering if I'd touched his sore spot. Then he sighed and spoke to me in a voice more sorrowful than usual.

“...You are so innocent and kind, and that scares me so much.”

With those words, the commander left the sickroom. I could only watch him leave, speechless.


new wind
 


What kind of feelings do people have when they see the weakness of someone they admire or even love?

It broke my heart to see him crying about his miserable past instead of being the always strong commander he was.

But that didn't really make a difference. I didn't know his past, and the Commander was reluctant to talk about it in the first place. And I didn't have the bad taste to go around telling other people's secrets.

As meaningless time passed, the Commander returned to his daily routine. It was a normal life, working in the Commander's office and chatting with the dolls.

“Oh, I don’t want to work.”

Of course, he didn't seem to like it.

-dripping

"Come in."

"Excuse me, Commander."

Entering the room, I was greeted by the commander sitting on the sofa, reading a book, his weak smile on his face. But that smile seemed even weaker these days. And knowing why made my heart ache even more.

"...what is on my face?"

"Ah... no..."

I found myself staring intently at his face. His tone was playful, but his voice was also filled with a hint of weariness.

Why won't he open up to us? What is the past he wants to hide? And what is the meaning of the words he left me that day in the hospital room?

‘You are so innocent and kind, and that scares me so much.’

I've been pondering this for a long time since that day. Why does the Commander think I'm scary?

The answer didn't come. Even if I tried to think from the Commander's perspective, I ultimately knew nothing about him. The image I, no, everyone else knew of him was nothing more than a mask.

But I saw his true self, the face hidden beneath the mask. Not his usual sly, relaxed demeanor, but the commander trembling, clutching his head.

My heart ached. It wasn't the always dignified and composed commander who stood there. It was just a man, trembling, consumed by his own nightmares.

"ha..."

I sighed without realizing it. I just wanted to be close to him, to comfort his wounds. But why wouldn't he open his heart? Why wouldn't he take off his mask?

"Commander, today is..."

I wanted to submit the report first before I got lost in thought.
"..."


But perhaps his condition hadn't fully recovered yet. He was already lying on the sofa, his eyes closed. I moved quietly so as not to wake him and sat down next to him.

"...There are a lot of wounds."

I carefully took his hand. It was covered in scars, and while it wasn't particularly aesthetically pleasing, it wasn't unsightly. His hand was always warm.

From the day I held your warm hand, I resolved to stay by your side, Commander. No matter what happened in your past, no matter who you are, I will follow you no matter what. Why don't you see that?

-Beep!

While M4 was lost in thought, caressing the Commander's hand here and there, the Commander's terminal rang. Just as M4 was about to rise from his seat, carefully silencing the alarm so as not to wake the Commander,

"Stop fiddling with my hands and give me that."

"...yes?"

The commander, who I thought was asleep, called out to M4. Her face flushed as she realized what she had done.

"Ah...uh...I, Commander, weren't you sleeping?"

“No? I was just lying down because my eyes hurt for a moment, and you kept fiddling with my hand, so I wondered how much it would cost me if I left it alone, so I didn’t say anything.”

Her face was flushed, almost on the verge of tears. Her mind, which had been agonizing over the commander until just a moment ago, had gone completely blank, unable to think.

“Ah,,,I... That, that’s not it.”

M4 was so embarrassed that he just blankly stared at the commander, making strange noises like "Ah...uh..."

“Hahaha!”

The commander smiled, stood up, and handed the book to the frozen woman.

She hesitated for a moment, then took a deep breath, calmed herself, and took the book the commander had handed her.

“What, what is this?”

Of course, I hadn't come to my senses yet, so I stuttered.

"I was just reading a book, but there were some parts I didn't like, so just skim through them."

M4 skimmed through the book the commander had handed him. It was an ordinary piece of work, neither particularly well-written nor particularly bad.

"It's just a simple fantasy novel. I didn't know you had a hobby of reading things like this."

"No, that's not the point. Look here."

The commander pointed to a page with his finger.

"A scene where a colleague sacrifices himself for the protagonist... right?"

"Yeah, sacrifice. It's a great scene, what do you think?"

"...The first thought that comes to mind is the noble and beautiful thought of sacrificing one's body for the protagonist."

"Really? I'm not like that."

"yes?"

The commander sat back down on the sofa and drank some water from the table.

“I believe there is no act more selfish than sacrifice, especially when the relationship is deep.”

“...Why?”

Seeing the commander's serious expression after a long time, M4 also sat down next to him, leaving behind his previous sloppy behavior.

"It's simple. Those who sacrifice will die satisfied, but will the children left behind be happy about it?"

"But wouldn't the gratitude be even greater? After all, that person sacrificed his own body to save another, a noble act."

The commander nodded as if to confirm her words.

"Of course, opinions may differ from person to person. Let me give you an example. If the two of us were to move and get ambushed by Iron Blood, and I were to strap a grenade to my body and blow myself up to save you, would you be happy?"
 


"Wh, what are you talking about!"

M4's face instantly turned pale. But the commander continued speaking in a calm voice.

"Then let's think about it the other way around. If you were to blow yourself up for me in that situation, do you think I would be grateful to you and promise to live the rest of my life wisely?"

“...No. Ha, but that example is too extreme. Isn’t there a better example?”

"...That's certainly true. If someone I just met in passing were to sacrifice themselves for me, honestly, I wouldn't be that sad. Well, everyone has different opinions, so what I say isn't necessarily the right answer. But that's just my opinion."

The commander scratched his head awkwardly. His actions still had a hint of impudence, and M4 felt slightly offended.

“...Then Commander, why does someone who knows so well that sacrifice is selfish not spare his own body?”

“I was caught off guard...”

He flinched, his body trembling.

“Please tell me.”

The commander's eyes widened for a moment, as if bewildered. Then, as if lost in thought, he tapped his index finger on the table beside him. A moment passed, and then the commander spoke.

“I decided to live the way I want, no matter what I do.”

“You know... that's an extremely irresponsible thing to say, right?”

Perhaps a little hurt, M4's usual warm and gentle voice was turned towards him in a sharp voice.

"Do you know how worried we were this time? Do you know what came out of AR-15's mouth when we found you like that?"

In an instant, M4's voice grew louder, but the commander listened calmly to her words.

“We...we were so worried...sob...”

Finally, unable to hold it back, tears flowed from M4's eyes. Soon, they rolled down her cheeks and fell to the floor.

"...Sorry."

The commander carefully took out a tissue and wiped M4's tears. They say a woman is most beautiful when she cries, and with her eyes reddened, she looked even more beautiful than usual.

“But even if I say this... Commander, you’ll still act as you please.”

“I know. What can I do? It’s just his nature.”

M4 lowered her head. The commander, with a pitiful expression, quietly patted her on the back.

“Still, please try a little harder...”

“I will review it passively.”

M4 immediately raised his head and glared at the commander.

"...sorry."

“...Yes. But that kind of appearance...”

-Beep

"Oh, wait a minute."

"No, I'll go and come back."

The commander tried to reach for the terminal that had sounded the alarm again, but M4 got up first and grabbed it. Her pupils shook as she looked at the terminal.

"...Commander. I know this might be rude, but can I ask you one question?"

"Since you cried today, I'll give you one special permission. What is it?"

"...that crazy bitch who walks around with her eyes closed..."

"Block that bitch."

"yes?"

"This is the first time in my life that I've ever unblocked someone with electronic warfare. Seriously, no matter how many times I block someone, they keep calling me back. I'm really scared."

The commander, who had been speaking earnestly until just now, suddenly clutched his head as if he felt wronged. Judging by the disappearance of his usual relaxed smile, he seemed to be quite displeased.

“Ha... yeah, who’s the other one?”

The commander, with a tired expression on his face, asked M4 who the owner of the second message was.

“Uh... It’s a money-eating ghost. I heard it’s coming here soon?”

The commander's face brightened as soon as he heard the name "money-eating ghost."

"That's good news, I've been hearing. Excuse me, but could you please step aside? We have a guest coming."

"...All right."

M4 left at the commander's request. Her complexion was not good as she trudged out of the room and down the hallway.

As soon as the name "money-eating ghost" came out, a natural smile that never came out when talking to himself came to his lips.
***


“Sister! Sister! Let’s go quickly!”

“Don’t be in such a hurry, there’s still plenty of time♪”

“But I want to see you soon!”

It was a moment when a new wind blew through the S09 command center.
 


404

 


In the hallway of the S09 command center, four unique dolls were heading somewhere.
     


“It’s been quite a while since I’ve been here♪”
     


“Yeah! It’s been a while since I’ve seen your face, Commander.”
     


In front, a brown-haired doll and a dark-haired doll were smiling and talking to each other. The only strange thing was that the dark-haired doll had a long scar on its left eye, and the brown-haired doll had a long scar on its right eye.
     


“416... I’m sleepy... Carry me...”
     


“You figure it out.”
     


“Hmph...”
     


And behind it, a doll with an impressive small body and silver hair was whining to a doll with sky-blue hair.
     


They were beautiful as dolls to look at, but they were the so-called non-existent ones, the Griffin's black ops and tactical mercenary 404th Squadron.
     


They were asked to carry out a certain mission by the commander's request and headed straight to the commander's office.
     


“Commander, it’s me♪”
     


As soon as they arrived at the commander's office, they entered without even knocking. The commander, with a look of disgust on his face, threw down the book he was holding.
     


“No more knocking?”
 


"What's going on between us? Take this. The Commander asked for it."
     


The commander glanced over the file of documents she had given him and smiled with satisfaction.
     


"As expected, it's worth the price. But is there no excellent customer service?"
     


"Since you're a VIP, we'll give you a 1% discount on your next mission. Are you satisfied?"
     


“You crazy money-grubbing bitches.”
     


The commander's usual wry smile was replaced by a more relaxed one. Similarly, UMP45, on the other side, smiled with amusement.
     


“Commander... I’m sleepy...”
     


As their conversation ended, G11 sauntered over to the commander and climbed onto the sofa where he was sitting. The commander patted her head a few times, seemingly endearing her, before laying her head on his lap.
     


“Hehe...”
     


G11 closed her eyes as if satisfied, and the commander smiled at her and gently stroked her hair.
     

“...”

     


"There's something very off about that look, 416?"
     


But for some reason, HK416 was looking at that sight with an expression of extreme dissatisfaction.
     


"...Commander, you're too lenient with G11. If you keep pampering him, he'll probably get spoiled."
     


"Oh my, are you jealous?"
     


"Don't talk nonsense!"
     


As UMP45 teased HK416, her face instantly turned bright red. She seemed quite embarrassed.
     


The commander smiled at the sight, then carefully changed his position so as not to wake G11, and tapped his right thigh.
     


"Whew... I should have told you earlier. Now, HK416, one of your knees is empty. I'll make you use your knee pad now, this is a chance that won't come again."
     


"...Okay!"
     


HK416 let out a loud groan and left. UMP45 and UMP9 laughed and shook their heads, as if they couldn't stop it.
     


“Really, I’m telling you, you’re being dishonest♪”
     


“Right, right. By the way, can I lie on your lap, Commander? Yes?”
     


“Do whatever you want.”
     


“Yahoo!”
     


UMP9 laid his head on the commander's lap. Seeing this, UMP45 shook his head as well.
     


“Even my younger brother has fallen in love with the commander♪ If this continues, I might end up like that too.”
     


“If you come now, I can give you a shoulder to lean on.”
     


UMP45 laughed as if it was amused at the commander's witty reply, then quickly turned around and made a move to leave.
     


“Okay, I’ll go get some rest. Is the room ready?”
     


"I left the room we always use open. Oh, I think we're having a big party in a few days. You guys should go too."
     


“Really? Really? Thank you, Commander!”
     


UMP9, who had been lying down, instantly sat up and hugged him. He seemed delighted to be having a party. UMP45, on the other hand, seemed troubled and hesitant.
     


“Hmm...”
     


"Sister! Come on, let's play together! It'll be so much fun!"
     


"Haa... yeah. If our 9 says that, then there's nothing we can do♪"
     


“Yahoo!”
     


In the end, UMP45 reluctantly accepted UMP9's continued request.
     


“Then I’ll really go, so take care of business♪”
     


“Oh, bye.”
     


With those words, UMP45 left the room. As she trudged down the hallway, someone caught her eye. It was the IWS-2000 doll, dressed in a white uniform and with a matching head of hair.
     


When she met UMP45's eyes, she bowed slightly and greeted him as she passed. Then, as if something came to mind, she suddenly stopped walking and turned around.
     


"...I think I've seen it somewhere..."
     


But the IWS-2000 had long since disappeared, and she decided it was just a simple illusion and headed back to her room.
     

"..."

     


Meanwhile, IWS-2000, which had disappeared from her sight, quickly walked away with a suspicious look on his face.
     

     

     

***

   

  


"Commander! Commander!"
     


"why."
     


"Hehe! I just called."
     


UMP9 was now wearing the uniform the commander had left behind and clinging to his side. He kept sniffing the coat and rubbing his face against it.
     


"...what are you doing with my coat?"
     


"Leave my scent behind! If I do this, the commander will still think of me when I'm gone!"
     


The commander looked at her with a tired expression, but UMP9 paid no attention and continued to rub her face against his uniform.
     


"Anyway, one cigarette will erase it all."
     


"What? Commander, are you still smoking?"
     


Upon hearing the word "cigarette," UMP9 instantly stood up and turned to face him. Instead of answering, the commander pulled a cigarette from his pocket and showed it to her.
     


"I told you to break up last time we met! Why didn't you do that?"
     


"Every time I see you guys, I can't help but look at my bank account balance."
     


"...That, that's true... but it's still bad for your health! And the commander doesn't smell good either!"
     


Following SOP2, the story of the smell came up again, and the commander put down the book he was reading as if his head was hurting and began to press his temples with his hands.
     


“Why do you guys hate smoking so much...”
     


“Then, Commander, do you like it when I smoke?”
     


"Oh, finally, another smoking buddy after Thompson? I welcome it with open arms."
     


UMP9 seemed to hesitate for a moment, then quickly got up and grabbed the commander's arm.
     


"Okay! Then let's go quickly, Commander!"
     


"...? Where?"
     


Naturally, the commander looked at her blankly at her sudden action.
     


"Let's go for a smoke! Commander, it would be nice if there were someone who smoked."
     


"...Stop fooling around and sit down quickly. G11 is sleeping next to me too, so you have to stay here anyway."
     


"This isn't a joke?"
     


UMP9, who had been smiling brightly until just now, suddenly hardened his expression and looked at him.
     


"If the commander says it's good, I'll do anything."
"9."

     


"Because you're going to be part of our family, Commander. I'll do anything you ask."
     


"9. Smoking is bad for your health. Don't ruin your health and sit down quickly."
     


The commander met her gaze without averting his gaze. UMP9 stared at him for a long moment, then smiled and opened his mouth.
     


"...Is that a favor?"
     


"Uh, please."
     


As soon as the two words "request" left the commander's lips, a bright smile spread across UMP9's face. Then, he slumped back down onto the sofa.

"If it's the Commander's request, then of course I have to listen!"
     


“But why didn’t you listen to my sister’s request to reduce the commission fee?”
     


"Uh... that's beyond my ability..."
     


"Okay, honey."
     


The commander gently stroked UMP9's head. She was momentarily startled, but then nodded to him, seemingly pleased.
     


"Hehehe... I like the commander..."
     


“Then listen carefully. Don’t keep rolling your eyes like that.”
     


-dripping
     


“Come in.”
     


"Excuse me, Commander... You have guests."
     


G36, who had entered the room and greeted them with his usual dignified manner, paused for a moment when he saw G11 and UMP9 next to him, but then regained his composure and greeted the commander.
     


"Hello! Nice to meet you!"
     


The commander also got up and approached her to greet her, but UMP9 suddenly barged in.
     


"You came here to give it to me, right? I'll give it to you!"
     


Then he snatched the documents G36 had brought and handed them to the commander. The commander sighed and slapped him in the face.
     


“Hey! What are you doing!”
     


“I’m sorry G36, our child is very lacking.”

“...No. Then I’ll take my leave.”
     


Although she said it was okay, she backed away, unable to hide her slightly surprised expression.
     


“Haa... What are you doing 9.”
     


“But I don’t want to see the Commander having fun with other dolls besides me!”
     


Despite the commander's rebuke, UMP9 placed his hands on his waist and spoke proudly.
     


"...Then what about the conversation I had with your older sister earlier?"
     


"Family doesn't matter!"
     

"..."

     


The commander was about to slap her again, but then changed his mind and carefully stroked her hair. She, too, continued to smile, seemingly satisfied.
     


"Still, apologize next time we meet. And don't do that again."
     


"...I'll try."
     


"ha..."
     


It was a day of constant sighing for the commander.


A sleepless night
 


News of the party soon spread throughout the command center. As the saying goes, "No one hates a party," everyone was excited.
     


Dolls choosing pretty dresses, dolls blushing as they imagine things to do with the Commander, or... dolls imagining something a little more sinister, etc. Each doll prepared for the party in their own way.
     


Time flew by, and before I knew it, it was the night before the party. The quiet dawn, with everyone sleeping with their own resolutions, was truly tranquil.
     


"Fuck."
     


Except for one doll.
     


HK416 also had some expectations for the party. He had a certain fondness for the commander, and it seemed strange that he disliked the party, which was all about eating and drinking.
     


"Oh, it's been a while?"
     


"...M16."
     


But this morning, she met HK416. The doll she hated the most, the M16A1.
     


“Don’t look at me like that. There’s no reason to do that now, right?”
 


He felt a surge of anger at seeing M16 staring at him so shamelessly. Why, that seat should have been mine, why was it me, when I was the perfect one?
     


M16 smiled and put a hand on her shoulder.
     


"I don't know what you're thinking, but it's best not to cause any trouble. Our commander has had a hard time lately, and I don't want to cause any more unnecessary trouble."
     


Then, suddenly, his expression hardened and he whispered in HK416's ear in a serious voice. She quickly slapped his hand away, overcome with anger.
     


“Don’t touch me.”
 


“Don’t get too worked up, you know I’m not the type to attack first, right?”
     


"you..."
     


HK416's body trembled at the M16's words, clearly aimed at her. But she calmly left.
     


In the end, that night, HK416 couldn't sleep because of his anger and was still swearing in his room.
     


“...Fuck.”
     


“Ugh...”
     


Meanwhile, seeing G11 sleeping soundly next to me calmed my mind to some extent, but I couldn't sleep.
     


"ha..."
     


After carefully stroking G11's head, I got up to go for a walk to change my mood.
***

   

  


The command center at dawn was truly quiet. Aside from a few puppets on night duty, there was no sign of life. Yes, that was normal.
     

“...”

     


But why is the light on in your room at this late hour?
     


I knocked on the door as if I was possessed.
     


“Commander, this is HK416. May I come in?”
     


“Come in.”
     


The door creaked open, and the familiar smell of cigarettes greeted me. He was still reading a book at this hour.
     


“What are you doing at this hour instead of sleeping?”
     


“I can’t sleep, but why aren’t you sleeping?”
     


“What a coincidence. I couldn’t sleep either.”
     


I quietly walked over to the commander and sat down. Then he took something orange out of the fridge and handed it to me.
     


“What is this?”
     


“Orange juice.”
     


“Is orange juice what you serve a lady this late at night?”
     


“Just pretend you’re being fooled and try it once. You won’t regret it, right?”
     

“...”

     


I figured I'd been fooled, so I opened the lid and took a sip of juice. The aftertaste was clean, and just as he'd said, it was truly sweet.
     


“...That’s it.”
     


"right?"
     


The commander smiled and quietly took a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket and placed it next to him.
     


“So, what are you worried about?”
     


"yes?"
     


I was flustered. I didn't say anything, but it seemed like he saw right through me.
     


"how..."
     


"It was obvious from the expression on your face?"
     


The way he always teased me with his slyness was nowhere to be found, and I found myself pouring out my heart to him without realizing it, feeling comfortable.
     


"...Commander, have you ever felt inferior?"
     

"..."

     


Instead of answering, he began tapping his index finger on the desk. Despite the irritating sound, I simply watched his mouth in silence. After some time, he finally spoke.
     


"no."
     


"...under."
     


Yes, that's the nature of that person. A person who is always full of thoughts of teasing me, and who has no sense of seriousness.
     


"I was stupid to ask the commander."
     


I tried to get up and leave the room.
     


"But I killed the person I really, really hated with my own hands."
     


"...What did you say?"
     


If only the words hadn't come out of his mouth.
     


He left me bewildered and continued talking as if nothing had happened.
     


"If you assume that the person you feel inferior to is A, do you feel inferior to A in terms of honor or in terms of ability?"
     


"...both."
     


That place was supposed to be mine, because I'm the ultimate elite doll.
     


"...So you want to kill A?"
     


"...yes."
     


Silence fell again. This time, it was even more chilling because he didn't pound the desk.
     


"Actually, I don't think inferiority complex is such a bad thing. A moderate amount of inferiority can fuel a competitive spirit and motivate a person. But... considering you even want to kill me, you're a bit on the extreme side."
     


The commander gulped down the water in front of him, his throat burning. Now that I looked at it, he was giving me the last remaining orange juice and drinking the water himself. It was a little heartbreaking.
     


"There are countless people who have been ruined by inferiority complexes. If it gets too severe, it becomes a problem."
     

“...”

     


I couldn't say anything, because there was nothing wrong with what he said.
     


"Actually, that's the simplest way. Beat A in another field and say, 'I'm better than him!' and achieve a mental victory."
     


“Isn’t that ultimately a moral victory, as the Commander said?”
     


“That’s right, it’s the most pathetic thing that’s nothing more than a loser’s way of consoling themselves.”
     


The commander reached for a cigarette, then looked at my face and pulled his hand away. He seemed quite disappointed, even sighing.
     


“...You can just avoid it.”
     


“No, it’s okay.”
     


He shook his head and put the pack of cigarettes back in his pocket.
     


“Then let me ask you one question: what would happen if you killed A?”
     


"yes?"
     


“Oh, don’t get me wrong. I’m just asking out of pure curiosity.”
     

“...”

     


I imagined killing M16 in my mind. I saw her lying on the floor, blood pouring from her head, looking miserable.
     


...It was futile. No, did I even have the heart to kill her in the first place? Do I really want to kill M16 and have my own worth recognized?
     


In the end, I was left speechless for a long time. The commander, a smile returning to his lips, was now looking at me.
     


"Look at that. It's so futile to kill someone you hold a grudge against. When it's over, all that's left isn't a sense of accomplishment, but a feeling of guilt and a growing sense of guilt. But you seem hesitant to even kill them in the first place."
     


What he said wasn't wrong, but it wasn't the answer I was looking for.
     


"Then, Commander, what you're saying is, everything will work out later, so just bear with it. If you do, it will bear fruit someday. Isn't that right? After all, it's the kind of obvious thing anyone could say."
     


"no?"
     


The commander stood up and headed toward the window. He then lit a cigarette and put it in his mouth. Honestly, it was pretty cool, but that wasn't the point right now.
     


"...So, Commander, what is your answer? What conclusion did you reach after careful consideration?"
     

“...”

     


The commander remained silent. He simply sighed, lighting a cigarette. And when the cigarette in his hand had finally died, he spoke.
     


“Do whatever you want.”
      


"...yes?"
     


The long-awaited answer was so absurd that I couldn't help but laugh.
     


“Hehehe...hahaha!”
     


“Do you like the answer that much?”
     


After laughing for a while, when the laughter finally died down, I spoke to him again.
     


“This is the answer I was so looking forward to... I’ve been hit hard.”
     


His eyes were now fixed on me. They were a dull gray, yet today, they seemed warm. What was this feeling?
     


"I've never lived your life. So I don't know why you hate A. And what would a young, fresh-faced 20-something know?"
     


His eyes were still shining. That made me like them even more.
     


“So, just do whatever you want.”
     


“...That’s truly a commander-like statement.”
     


“I’ll take that as a compliment.”
     


The consultation ended with a laugh, and I spent the rest of the time talking with him. It was just a trivial conversation, but it was enjoyable and informative in its own way.
     


“Oh, the sun is rising.”
     


“Already?”
     


“Hey, come here. Let’s watch the sunrise together.”
     


I must have been so chatty that I lost track of time. Before I knew it, the sun was rising outside the window. I stood up and stood next to him.
     


“It’s pretty.”
     


“That’s what I mean.”
     


The sound of birds chirping at dawn and the sun slowly rising between the trees and flowers were truly a magnificent sight.
     


“But are you okay not sleeping? The party starts tonight. Aren’t you tired?”
     


"Isn't that something I usually say? I'm a doll."
     


"Well, I'm used to it."
     


He smiled and ran his finger under his eyes. It was a little sad to see that the dark circles that had been on his face since our first meeting had not diminished, but rather grown larger.
     


"You know what G11 is really worried about? He says sleep deprivation is terrible."
     


"Sleeping pills don't work either~"
     


"Ha... Try hard. He's not the only one worried."
     


"I will review it positively."
   


As I watched him make another pointless joke, a question suddenly occurred to me.
     


"Commander, I have one last question."
     


"What is it?"
     


"Commander, you told me to live my life the way I want. So, Commander, have you been living your life the way you want to, as you said?"
     


It was a simple question, asked out of curiosity. But the moment I heard those words, the commander's expression instantly hardened, and only then did I realize something was wrong.
     


"...no?"
     


It took a long time for him to respond. The smiling, conversational figure he'd been holding just a moment ago had vanished, leaving only a lonely, sad-looking man.
     


“Commander?”
     


“...There was nothing I could do as I pleased, so I decided to live my life as I pleased from now on.”
     


The commander walked over to the sofa and lay down.
     


“By the way, how was your consultation today?”
     


“It was the most refreshing consultation I’ve ever had.”
     


"That's fortunate."
     


"Then I will go back."
     


"Okay. See you at the banquet hall."
     


Leaving behind a feeling of unease, I returned to my room. I turned on the light, and G11 was still asleep, buried under the covers.
     


“Mommy, wake up.”
     


"Eww... Just a little more..."
     


Yeah, there's still something on my mind, but what can I do, the party day has already dawned.


Two people who don't fit in at a party
 


The day of the party that everyone had been waiting for has arrived.
     


The atmosphere at the command center was truly captivating. Everyone's faces were beaming with smiles, and everyone elegantly prepared for the party in their own unique way.
     


"Go slow! SOP2!"
     


"The banquet hall is the first place I'll see!"
     


SOP2, where I ran at full speed alone in a dress, was an exception.
     


And while everyone was rejoicing, there was one person who was left out.
     


"...Karina. Do you really have to do this?"
     


"No! Then are you going to wear the uniform again like last time?"
     


The commander was led by Karina's hand into the fitting room, trying on several outfits. Karina was contemplating which ones would suit her best, but the commander's face was filled with exhaustion.
     


“Why... the uniform looks cool.”
     


"Do you know how many times we've received requests on the radio asking you to please come in a suit, Commander? And some even threatened to burn you if you came in your uniform?"
     


"First, send me a list of those who want to burn me. I'll spin the wheel."
     


“It’s a shame, but it’s anonymous~”
     


Karina brushed off the commander's words and began searching through her clothes again. Finally, she found something she liked, and with a bright smile, she pulled out a black suit.
     


"Yes! Commander, black really suits you. Let's do this!"
     


"Yeah, but I'll wear it well since you took good care of it."
     


The commander, expressing his gratitude, reached out to receive the garment. But Karina suddenly pulled the garment back and extended her other hand.
     


As he stared blankly in confusion, Karina opened her mouth with a bright smile on her face.
     


"You have to pay, right, Commander?"
     


"Hehehe..."
     


"Gyaaak! I'm sorry!"
     


Karina fled in terror at the sight of the commander fiddling with a dagger from his bosom. The very presence of the dagger in his bosom was problematic, but that mattered little to her now.
     


After much wrangling, they eventually agreed to sell it for half price.
     


"You're going to get the money anyway."
     


"Because the deal has to be certain."
     


"Okay... Anyway, thanks. I'll go then."
     


"Just a moment, Commander!"
     


Karina caught the commander again as he was about to leave, satisfied with his clothes.
     


“Why? What’s the problem again?”
     


"Come here!"
     


"What is it this time?"
     


Then he sat the commander down on a chair and began preparing something.
     


"Hey! It's a makeup tool! Commander, I'll erase the dark circles under your eyes. Don't worry, I won't charge you for this."
     


"Do you really have to go that far?"
     


When the commander looked at Karina with a truly disgusted expression, her bright expression suddenly hardened and she whispered in his ear.
     


"The helicopter incident... Do you know how much trouble I had trying to handle it...?"
     


"...You know I love you, right?"
     


"If you know, please accept it quietly. It's for everyone's benefit."
     


"...You didn't agree to pay me to dress you up or put on makeup, did you?"
     

"..."

     


"...you crazy money-spinning bitch."
     


In the end, the commander could only leave after receiving makeup.
     

     

     

***

     

     


"Wow! Look at this, RO! There's so much delicious food! But where's the commander?"
     


"SOP2! What if I run all the way here?"
     


The banquet hall was bustling. Some dolls sat quietly and elegantly enjoying the party, but most preferred to laugh and chat.
     


While everyone was enjoying the party in their own way, someone appeared on stage.
     


"Now, everyone, please focus! Before we begin, the Commander has something to say!"
     


Everyone's attention was drawn to the stage at the sudden appearance of Karina and the word "commander" that came out of her mouth.
     


"Commander! Come out!"
     


But the commander didn't come out, so Karina eventually went backstage and forcibly dragged him out.
     


“Really... you’re just getting high.”
     


“Okay, just grab the mic~”
     


The commander appeared as if he was being forced to appear, but something was different today.
     


Instead of his usual uniform, he wore a neat suit. Makeup had somewhat erased the dark circles and scars on his face. And finally, his hair was neatly slicked back with wax. He looked truly stylish.
     


In an instant, all the dolls' eyes were fixed on him. The commander waved his hand a few times, as if he were burdened, before cautiously opening his mouth.
     


"So, are you enjoying the party? Let's get it over with quickly, don't drag it out."
     


The commander smiled as if he had made up his mind and began to speak.
     


“Thank you for always following along without questioning me, even though I’m lacking. The reason I’ve been able to come this far is all thanks to you.”
     


While the dolls were being moved by the commander's earnest speech, he suddenly took a deep breath, changed the mood, and began to speak.
     


"Okay! Then, that's all for the formalities. Since it's all my money, you can do whatever you want today."
     


""Wow!!""
     


With those words, the commander bowed his head slightly and disappeared from the stage.
     


And the party began.
   

  

***

     

     


"Where are you... Commander?"
     


"Leave him alone. He seems to want to be alone today. The Commander might need some alone time too."
     


"Today is a party? Isn't it strange that I can't see you?"
     


M4 searched diligently for the commander, but he was nowhere to be found. And it wasn't just M4's problem.
     


"Commander... Commander..."
     


9A-91 was also looking for a commander, for the simple reason that she wanted to show him her best appearance.
     


But for some reason, the commander was nowhere to be seen. I asked the surrounding puppets, but not a single one said they'd seen him since the stage.
     


"Where did you go..."
      


And then, as she was frantically searching for the commander, someone appeared before her eyes.
     


"Oh my, we meet again?"
     


"you are..."
     


A doll that looked very old-fashioned, dressed in a neat white dress to match her brilliantly flowing white hair, and she had a bit of a bad relationship with 9A-91, IWS-2000.
     


IWS-2000 smiled and reached out his hand to 9A-91, but she, who hadn't forgotten what happened last time, refused his hand.
     


"...What's going on?"
     


"You look like you need help."
     


"Okay. I can do it on my own."
     


9A-91 coldly pushed her away and left. No, he tried to leave.
     


"The Commander went out quite a while ago."
     


"What did you say?"
     


9A-91 was startled by IWS-2000's sudden announcement. He glared at her with a bewildered expression, but IWS-2000's expression was as blank as if he were wearing a mask.
     


"If you don't follow quickly, you'll miss them. Commander, you tend to take long strides."
     


"Where is the proof that that is true?"

"Believe it or not, 9A-91, it's your choice, but I think quite highly of you. Just know that."
     


With those words, the IWS-2000 turned around and took a stance to leave.
     


"Then why don't you go to the commander?"
   


But her steps stopped at the words of 9a-91 that followed.

After a brief silence, IWS-2000 approached her again, smiling brightly.

"...I decided to give everything for you, Commander."
  


"Ugh..."
 


9A-91 was frightened by that mask-like smile, the intent of which was completely incomprehensible, and took a few steps back, but she did not stop talking.
     


"So, I decided not to interfere with the Commander's actions. Well, that's another matter if a dangerous situation arises."
     

"..."

     


With those words, 9A-91 quickly headed outside to find the commander. IWS-2000 simply watched him with a smile.
     


And the commander wasn't the only one who didn't show up at the banquet hall.
     


"The banquet hall is so hot! I can't find you. You're not secretly eating something delicious by yourself, are you?"
     


"Stop shoving food in your mouth, 9. And you have to sleep here again?"

"I'm so sleepy..."
     


"ha..."
     


HK416 was completely distracted by UMP9, who was gorging on food while searching for his sister, and G11, who was still dozing off. And with UMP45 suddenly gone, it was a perfect situation for his mental health.
     


Furthermore, HK416 was dissatisfied because the commander who had greeted him at the party in the morning was nowhere to be seen.
     


“Haa... 9. Aren’t you worried?”
     


“I’m so worried! That’s why I’m looking for you here and there.”
     


"Wipe the food in your mouth..."
     

     

     

     

***

     

     


Everyone was enjoying the party on an unprecedented scale, but somewhere far away in the banquet hall, there was a doll walking alone.
     


A doll with a long, grayish-brown side ponytail, unlike her sister's orange twintails. A thin, long scar ran across her left eye in the center of her face, but far from being hideous, she was a beautiful doll. It was UMP45.
     


She came out of the banquet hall and was just walking aimlessly. She was dressed beautifully, and the party was sure to be fun, but that was why I hated it.
     


The sound of footsteps on the grass echoed. It was louder than I expected, so I was a little surprised, but it didn't matter. There was no one here, I was alone.
  


"It's a fun party, what are you doing here alone? 45?"
  


Yes. I should be alone, but why are you right in front of me?

"...Isn't that the same for the commander?"
     


He approached me slowly, his usual sad smile on his lips.
     


"Everyone is having fun, I'm sure 9 is looking for you a lot, right?"
     


"It doesn't matter. It's not like there's any big trouble without me. By the way, Commander, you're the host of the party, too. Is it okay for you to be here?"
     


“I came to talk to you.”
     


"...what?"
     


He started approaching me with a shameless expression.
     


“I was about to leave after roughly finishing my speech when I saw a lady going out alone. I followed her quietly in case something happened.”
     


“Oh my, is stalking your hobby?”
     


“If you’re going to do it, do it in a cool way.”
     


Even when I made a bad joke, he just laughed it off and looked at me. I see him all the time, but I can't get used to that look in his eyes.
     


At such a young age, why does this man have such sad eyes? What burden must be buried in those eyes?
     


“...To be honest, I like you.”
     


"what?"
     


Although he was momentarily taken aback by the sudden confession, he continued speaking without any change in expression.
     


“Oh, don’t get me wrong, it’s not love, it’s like.”
     


"...What do you want to say?"
     


"I like that you're quick-witted."
     


The commander sank into his seat. Then, with a "bang bang," he tapped his hand next to him. He was suggesting I sit next to him. Seeing no particular reason to refuse, I decided to obediently go along with his wishes.
     


The grass, soaked in the cool night air, was cold.
     


He seemed to hesitate for a moment, then sighed deeply and opened his mouth.
     


"I've had a vague feeling for months, no, ever since I first saw you."
     


“Hmm~ I wonder if she’s going to confess her love♪”
     


“You and I are alike. In many ways.”
     


But the answer that came out of his mouth was so unexpected that even I was a little surprised.
     


"...what?"
     


“I told you, you and I are alike.”
     


“...What do you know?”
     


I was angry. I was angry that people were comparing themselves to others without even knowing what kind of life I had lived.
     


“Do you like old stories?”
     


"no."
     


He gritted his teeth and spoke with the most restrained voice he could muster. Since he was someone close to him, he could forgive him up to that point.
     


“Huh... Then let me change the question. Have you ever killed the person most precious to you with your own hands?”
     


“Let’s see, let’s see!”
     


But I couldn't stand it any longer.
     


My body reacted before I could even think. In an instant, I found myself clutching his collar. The most horrific memory of my life, the memory of having to kill the woman I loved most, the person I held dearest to me, with my own hands.
     


"Are you trying to fool me right now?"
     


The atmosphere suddenly calmed, as if a chill had swept through. Her sharp yellow eyes, as if they could cut him with a single glance, glared at him, but he accepted them calmly. No, he looked at her with a look of satisfaction.
     


"Have you ever heard of my past?"
     


"Ha. Did you think that the Commander, with his entire family dead, resembled me just because of that?"
     


My entire family died. It's a sad story, to be sure. But if I had to kill them with my own hands, if I didn't even know the heartbreaking pain of having to kill the person I held dearest, how dare I? How dare I!
 


"What do you know?"
     


Do you know my pain?
     


"I guess it seemed easy because we hung out together a few times?"
     


The sadness of killing the person you love most with your own hands?
     


"Have you forgotten? I have the authority. I can kill you right now!"

Finally, unable to contain her anger, she grabbed the commander by the neck. But he accepted her wrath without a fight.
     


“Keuk...hehehe...hahaha!!”
     


Her strong hands tightened around the commander's neck, but he still smiled.
     


UMP45, who was furious at the thought of it as a mockery, tried to apply more force. At that moment, tears streamed down his face.
     


"...I killed them all. My father, my mother, and even my beloved younger brother, all with my own hands..."
     


"...what?"
     


It was a voice forced by oxygen deprivation, but she heard it clearly. That's why she had no choice but to release the strength she had gained.
     


The gray eyes looked even sadder today.


Old Tales Under the Moonlight (1)
 


The moonlight was especially bright today. And beneath that splendid moonlight, the man and woman were astride each other, the woman on top of the man, as if about to engage in lovemaking.
     


But isn't there a saying that life is a comedy when seen from afar, but a tragedy when seen up close? Looking closely at the couple, the woman was strangling the man, as if trying to kill him. A cough escaped the man's mouth.
     


But upon closer inspection, the woman's eyes were shaking wildly, unable to conceal their bewilderment, while the man was smiling. No, was that even a smile?
     


“Ugh! Huh... Are you starting to feel like listening now?”
     


The commander regained his breathing freedom thanks to her panicked grip loosening, and after a few gasps, he gently wiped away the tears that were streaming down his face.
     


“What do you think? Are you interested?”
     


“...Are you serious?”
     


“Here’s a fun fact: Luke Gloucester is a pseudonym.”
     


"what...?"
     


A series of shocking facts struck his mind. His mind map was in disarray, as if he'd been hit with a hammer, but he didn't stop talking.
     


"Then let me introduce myself again. Nice to meet you. My name is Michael Van. The only special thing is that I'm guilty of three counts of murder... Um... I don't know the rest because I haven't counted them."
     


"...Are you serious about that?"
     


He was silent. He just looked at me with a sad look in his eyes, without saying a word.
     


“Do I look like a shallow guy who would lie about something like this?”
     

“...”

     


I, too, stared at him in silence. He suddenly rose and began to approach me.
     


"I've come here with a lot of determination. I've been thinking about this for a long time. Should I really say this? And even if I do, who should I tell?"
     


He sat down again in the bushes, and before I knew it, I was sitting next to him.
     


“...Thank you. Then I will begin now.”
     


His story began with the cool night air.
     

     

     

     

***

     


Everyone has the right to choose. The right to choose their own future, the right to choose what they do.
     


But I wasn't.
     


"Michael Van. You will be a better soldier than I."
     


The first thing I heard when I was born. That one word determined my life.
   


"Move quickly, Ban! Are you that tired?!"
     


My father was a very great soldier.
     


The achievements my father accomplished were too numerous to count and too great to surpass.
     


But they weren't good parents.
     


From the age of five, I underwent extensive training under my father's guidance. I was required to learn various military skills, including shooting, concealment, and tactical command, as well as foreign languages.
     


I felt like I was going to die. My limbs felt like they were being twisted. It wasn't something a child, not even old enough to read properly, let alone develop secondary sexual characteristics, should do.
     


When I returned home after such a agonizing training, my mother's cold gaze greeted me.
     

“...”

     


That gaze was definitely not one she would give to her own child. Yes. It was a very numb gaze, like looking at an object, like looking at an object.
     


My mother didn't cherish me. Because she didn't love me. What she loved was my father. I was just a byproduct of her sexual desire.
     


For the sole reason of efficiency, my meals were always fixed on calorie bars and nutritional supplements. I couldn't even taste warm food that wasn't prepared with my mother's love.
     


It was a training that even an adult would find difficult, but I gritted my teeth. I did my best, believing that someday, they would love me back.
     


But my father's expectations were too high. From the beginning, his goal was to surpass himself.
     


My father was a genius.
     


But I wasn't.
     


My father wanted to be a soldier since he was little.
     


But I wasn't.
     


My father wanted to make me a soldier.
     


But I wasn't.
     


I felt despair, not inferiority, because I was lacking in talent, effort, and will compared to my father.
     


Every day was hell. He knew exactly what a person's limits were, so he trained every single day to the point of near death.
     


When people perceive something as unreasonable, they initially resist. However, they lack the strength to resist, and if this is repeated, they eventually conform.
     


No matter how hard I tried, nothing came back. What I got in return wasn't the warm love of my family, but the cries of a disappointed father. In the end, my heart only grew more and more twisted.
     


A turning point occurred in my life, which was slowly drying up and falling apart.
     


“Euaaaah... euaaaah!”
   


A year after I started training, my younger sibling was born.
  


The moment I realized this little boy was my little brother, my twisted heart melted into warmth. I felt something welling up inside me.
     


And even in that sublime moment of birth, the father spoke. No, he pronounced the fate of this child.
     


"Michael Jean. You too will become a better soldier than I."
     


And I thought.
     


'Jin will never make you like me.'
     


But as expected, there was nothing I could do. Eventually, time passed, and on the day my brother turned five, he too began training.
     


"Is that all you've fallen for, Jin! Get up right now!"
     


"Ugh... Please... save me..."
     


But my brother couldn't endure the training. No, that was normal.
     


In the first place, it's crazy to subject a 5-year-old child to such murderous training.
     


As I have built up a certain level of foundation and developed my talents, the number of times I hear yelling has decreased.
     


Of course, that didn't mean my life got any better. As I grew, the difficulty of my training also increased.
     


Even rice was still a fixed calorie bar. Just looking at it made me sick, but there was nothing else to eat.
     


It was so hard. I wanted to die. But I couldn't.
     


"Brother... I... am having a hard time..."
     


"It's okay, Jin. Just lie down here."
     


My brother's existence was the only thing I had to survive on. He needed a place to lean on.
     


But I, too, needed someone to lean on. I wanted to cling to someone, cry and pour out my sorrow. I wanted to show my vulnerability. I needed someone to hold me.
     


But that wouldn't do. If I showed weakness, it was obvious that Jindo would collapse.
     


Yes. From this moment on, the mask was put on.
     


I had a very hard time, too. But my younger brother had it even harder. That's why I put on the mask of being trustworthy and strong.
     


Things didn't get any better, but I somehow managed to survive. I lived with the futile hope that if I worked harder, things would get better for my brother.
     


I gritted my teeth, praying that this cold winter would end as soon as possible, just as spring comes after winter.
     


Maybe it was because I was wearing a mask for the first time. I felt stronger.
     


But my younger brother still couldn't endure the training.
     


"You piece of trash! You're disappointing me again, following your brother!"
     


"Keuk... Sa, save me... P, please... Father..."
     


"People don't die that easily. Get up!"
     


What does that disgusting human want so much from a 5 year old kid?
     


Before I knew it, my desire to be recognized by him had vanished. Just looking at that man's face was disgusting.
     


Tuttuk, it felt like something inside my heart was snapping.
     


Jin, who never lived up to even half of his father's expectations, was constantly criticized. There were even times when he wasn't even given food.
     


The more this happened, the more Jin relied on me, and my mask became thicker.
     


I want to cry too. I want to stop. I want to vent my frustrations to someone.
     


But I wasn't allowed to take off my mask. I had to be trustworthy and strong.
     


Another year passed with that mask on.
     


The mask now felt like my own face. Thanks to my brother's expectations and self-suggestion, I felt like a truly trustworthy and strong person.
     


"Half. You've gotten a lot better as you get older."
     


"...Thank you, Father."
     


I gritted my teeth and expressed my gratitude. My insides felt like they were twisting.
     


"On the other hand, Jin. You... are done..."
     


"I'm sorry, I'm sorry."
     


But Jin didn't get better. In fact, it was better that way. My father, perhaps placing higher expectations on me, began to neglect Jin's training.
     


It was a lot harder than before, but it was okay.
     


Because I am a trustworthy and strong person.
     


Because I have to be a trustworthy and strong person.
     


Because I have to be a trustworthy and strong person.
     


"Hyung... I'm sorry... because of me."
     


"No, Jin. It's okay."
     


But Jin always felt sorry for me. He always prayed for me.
     


"Please make me happy... Please, please, please... Please don't let me die..."
     


Seeing that sight gave me strength. I pulled my mask down deeper.
     


Then one day, Jin suddenly grabbed my hand and said.
     


"Brother... Promise me one thing."
     


"What is it?"
     


"Even if I die... please live happily, hyung. Okay?"
     


"...Don't say things like that."
     


"But... I want you to be happy, and I don't want you to die. You're the type of person who never breaks promises. So... please promise me."
     


He asked me to live happily even after his death. It wasn't a nice thing to say, but I couldn't refuse the sincere request of my only brother. I was a trustworthy and strong person, and I was his older brother.
     


"...Yeah. It's a promise. You know I never break promises, right?"
     


“Yeah! Of course!”
     


Jin smiled and shook his clasped hand. His expression was truly one of happiness. That's why he truly hated his father and mother for treating such an innocent child so carelessly.
     


Time passed and passed, and no matter how much he trained, Jin's grades did not improve, so he eventually decided to stop training.
     


I was so happy. Although things will get harder for me, Jin will be able to live a normal life from now on. From now on, he'll be able to live doing what he wants.
     


Yes, I believed that.
     


That night, my father called me into his room. It was the first time he'd called me for personal reasons, so I steeled myself to endure whatever came my way and opened the door.
     


“Yeah, Ban. You’re here.”
     


Entering his room, I was greeted by a feast of food, the first I'd ever seen. Having spent my entire life eating nothing but calorie bars and nutritional supplements, I couldn't take my eyes off the food.
     


“Eat. It’s a gift for you.”
     


“Is it true, Father?”
     


“I don’t lie.”
     


Unfamiliar with this situation, I sat down stiffly in the chair and slowly put food in my mouth.

Tears came to my eyes.
     


The first warm meal of his life. It was enough to make a young child cry. The phrase "a meal full of tears" truly suited him.
     


After I finished eating, I had a lot of conversations with my father.
     


You are very talented. He praised me, saying that your shooting skills are already on par with his own.
     


The first compliments and warm glances were enough to melt the heart of an unloved child.
     


In an instant, my feelings toward my father changed. Conversely, even after being abused like that, I craved love so much that I would melt at a single word of praise.
     


Then my father said he wanted to test my shooting skills lightly and we headed to the shooting range.
     


I headed out with a light heart. I finally felt like winter was over. I dreamed of a happy future, living with my younger brother under the warm spring breeze.
     

   

  

     

     


Until I saw my brother tied to the firing line.
     


Jin was trembling, his mouth gagged. A closer look revealed a rope around his neck, and the platform he was standing on creaked precariously.
     


“Oh, Father, what is that!”
     


I was flustered and spoke to my father, but instead of answering, he put a gun in my hand.
     


“What, what is this?”
     


"It was your mother's idea. Jin is no longer useful, so I'm using him as a stepping stone for you, who is."
   


It was a crazy situation where he was using his own son as a target, but his expression was so calm as if nothing had happened.

"Six shots should be enough, right? If you just hit the rope, your brother will live. Don't disappoint me."
  


With those words, my father pressed the switch he was holding in his hand. With a clank, the platform disappeared, and Jin was instantly hanged.

"start."
     

     

     

     

     



Old Tales Under the Moonlight (2)
 

   


My heart pounded wildly. My mind, still unable to process the situation, was in disarray, its thoughts swirling here and there.
     


"What's going on? Why is Dad suddenly like this? Did Mom come up with this idea? Or did my brother?"
     


Something caught my eye as I was still unable to come to my senses.
     


It was my younger brother, who was out of breath and turning pale.
     


My eyes shot open. I quickly straightened my posture and prepared to fire.
     


My hands were shaking wildly. All I had to do was focus on the rope in the distance, and my brother right underneath it. Finding composure in this situation was nearly impossible.
     


But if I don't shoot, I'll definitely die. In the end, I somehow managed to hold on to my trembling hands and fired.
     


-bang!
 


Perhaps because I was mentally unstable, my first step missed the rope by a large margin.
     


In this dizzying situation where I felt like I was going to vomit, I somehow managed to muster up my wits and pulled the trigger again.
     


-bang!
     


The second bullet flew with such hope.
     


-puck!
     


It hit my brother right between the eyebrows.
     


"...uh?"
     


Dangling, my younger brother, who had lost his vitality in an instant, hung limply on the rope.
     


I blinked.
     


Reality has not changed.
     


I blinked again.
     


Reality has not changed.
     


I blinked one last time.
     


The reality is, nothing has changed.
     


As I stood there blankly, unable to accept reality, my father quietly approached me.
     


"Congratulations. You killed it. I was foolish to have even briefly hoped for you."
     


With those words, my father left.
     


I just stood there for a while,
     


-Shoot...
     


It rained.
     


I slowly approached my brother. His body hadn't been recovered, and he hung precariously in the air, dangling from the ropes like a puppet without a pilot.
     


I carefully untied the knot and laid the gin in front of me.
     


It was a gruesome sight. Brain fluid and blood were gushing from the large hole between his eyebrows, and he died without even being able to close his eyes.
     


I just cried for a long time.
     


“Eww!!!!!”
     


Even though my throat was hoarse and the tears were no longer flowing, I continued to cry.
     


The sadness of not being able to save my brother, the regret of my own inadequacy, the cruel reality that I killed my brother with my own hands.
     


What have I been living for? I've endured this with the sole determination not to make my younger sibling like me.
     


It was only then that I realized. It wasn't my brother who had been supporting me. He had been my support.
     


And now I have broken my own prop.
     


The opinion that it wasn't my will didn't matter at all. In this world, only results matter. I was a murderer who killed my brother with my own hands. Nothing more, nothing less.
     


I carefully pulled the pistol out of my pocket. With four rounds still remaining, I figured I could finish it off cleanly, so I aimed the gun at my head.
     


And the moment I was about to pull the trigger, a thought crossed my mind.
     


"My brother and I, who have lived such difficult lives, are ending our lives so miserably. What kind of lives will our father and mother lead in the future?"
     


They'll live happily ever after, forgetting about me and my brother. They didn't even blink when my brother died, so will they be sad about mine? Or maybe they'll bring in another child and make him like us.
     


My heart grew hot. It was seething, a murderous desire welling up in me.
     


The vengeance that instantly filled my heart breathed new life into me. I couldn't die until I killed those two.
     


I immediately lifted my brother's body and looked for a place to bury it.
     


And I dug the ground where I had settled. My hands were torn and my fingernails were long gone because I had dug with my bare hands, but it didn't hurt.
     


After digging until my hands were rags, I buried my brother. Then I put on a new mask and went to see my father and knelt before him.
     


"From now on, I will do whatever you tell me to do. I will follow through without hesitation, even if it means undergoing more rigorous training."
     


“...Your eyes have changed.”
     


A loyal dog who blindly followed his father. It was a mask I truly disliked, but I had to endure it.
     


After that, a more difficult life awaited.
     


The intensity of the training was doubled. They were beaten all day long with wet sticks, supposedly to build up their stamina. They were subjected to all manner of torture, all under the guise of "torture training." They were even deprived of food for three days, supposedly to prepare them for extreme conditions.
     


But I held on. Whenever I felt like I was going to collapse, I pictured my brother's face, his forehead pierced by a hole and his brain dripping, and my father and mother's smiling faces.
     


Talent was sufficient.
     


Effort was more than enough talent.
     


And the will was more than enough.
     


I gritted my teeth and endured. Five years? Ten? How long has it been? Having endured all that hellish time, I've surpassed my father.
     


The moment I decided enough was enough, I took off my mask.
     


We killed all of my father's men inside the mansion. They were just bystanders. No one reached out to us.
     


After more than ten years of following their orders, they trusted me, so I was able to work with ease.
     


In an instant, the mansion was filled with chaos. But more than that, my heart was filled with a desire for revenge, so I continued forward without stopping.
     


“Ban. What the hell is this?”
     


"You've trained to death. Now it's real combat."
     


And finally, I met my father. There was a hint of bewilderment in his eyes, but he quickly collected himself and pulled a dagger from his bosom.
     


Knife fighting. That's what my father was most confident in.
     


I also put down my gun and carefully drew my dagger. And then there was a clash.
     


As befitting a truly exceptional soldier, he remained strong even in his old age. A rustle, a cool, cutting sound. If it had come from my father, it would have been perfect, but alas, it was coming from my left eye.
     


Fortunately, the cut wasn't deep and didn't threaten my life, but my eye was completely swollen. A normal person would have panicked, feeling the excruciating pain and fear of permanent loss of a body part.
     


And unfortunately, I was not a normal person.
     


Thanks to countless anti-torture training sessions, I'd long since forgotten the fear and pain. Without a second thought, I broke his arm.
     


In the end, I easily subdued even my father. No, I lost an eye, so how could that be considered easy? Anyway, I broke my mother's legs as she ran away and forced them both to stand before me.
     


"What the hell are you doing! Who the hell have you been feeding all this time!"
     


My mother was truly shameless. She hadn't done anything for me in the past, yet she was the one who came up with the idea that caused my brother to do this. She didn't understand her own position and kept yelling at me.
     


-Clang.
     


Instead of answering, he loaded the gun in front of her. Her eyes shook violently.
     


"You, you think you can survive without us? You know nothing but how to hold a gun and kill people?"
     


My mother was right. I had no basic common sense, only military knowledge. If I were left alone, it would have been impossible to lead a normal life.
     


Slowly, the hand gradually lowered. Then, the mother's expression brightened even more.
     


“Haha... okay... then you are like that...”
     


-bang!
     


But I'd already given up on living a normal life. That's why I gave my mother a bullet between her eyes.
     


I'm sure you'll be satisfied because we sent you off cleanly and painlessly as the last act of our blood relatives.
     


-Clang.
     


He reloaded the gun again and pointed it at his father.
     


“Do you have any last words, Father?”
     


To be honest, I wanted to hear an apology, even if it was a forced one. I wanted to hear him apologize, even if it meant doing so.
     


“Hehehe...hahaha!”
     


But instead of feeling sorry, he began to laugh. His laughter was so demented that it almost felt like madness.
     


"You surpassed me! You're the best! My eyes weren't wrong!"
     

“...”

     


-Taang!
     


Those words became my father's last words.
     


There are two corpses before my eyes. These were my family members just moments ago.
     


...it was empty. Everything was over, and what filled my heart wasn't a sense of accomplishment, but an even bigger lump in my throat.
     


I thought carefully about what I had gained.
     


Father? Since I didn't start this business for the money in the first place, I won't receive my father's vast fortune.
     


Honor? Far from honor, I'm now a criminal. I have to run.
     


Family? I just killed them all with my own hands. My brother, whose primal purpose was revenge, didn't come back just because he killed people.
     


It was truly vain, vain, and vain.
     


There's nothing left. I thought I'd be happy once my revenge was over.
     


In contrast, my father died contented, having achieved his lifelong goal: to make me a soldier superior to himself.
     


“Huh...hahaha!!”
     


It was funny. I gritted my teeth and held on, but in the end, I was the one who lost.
     


Where did it all go wrong? Was I being too greedy? I just wanted a happy family. I just wanted to live a happy life with my younger sibling, my mother, and my father.
     


Why on earth? What made me like this? What on earth have I been living for?
     


Now, I had only one thing left: the title of murderer, the one who had killed my entire family with his own hands.
     


I carefully placed the muzzle against my temple. It was hot, like a superheated gun, but I didn't care. I'd been training myself to endure pain for so long.
     


And just as I was about to pull the trigger, my brother's words came to mind.
     


‘Please make me happy... Please don’t let me die...’
     


It was a prayer he always said to me before he died.

Suddenly, my hand stopped. And then another memory came to mind.
     


"No matter what happens to me... please live happily, hyung. Okay?"
     

“...” 

     


The last promise I made with my younger brother, even putting my pinky on the line.
     


I had to keep my promise to my brother. I'm a trustworthy and strong person. I decided not to break my promise to him.
     


I wanted to die. I wanted to die, having thrown away my mask of trustworthiness and strength, having broken my promises.
     


But perhaps because I'd been wearing it for over ten years, I'd long since forgotten how to take it off. It had already become a part of my body.
     


The innocent boy's promise became a curse. A terrible curse that prevented a man from dying, even if he wanted to.
     


“Hehehe... Keuhahaha!!”
     


I laughed out loud again. It was absurd. You were my hope when you were alive, and now you keep me going even after you're dead.
     


As emptiness filled my heart, I noticed the cigarette in my father's arms. For some reason, I couldn't tear my eyes away, so I carefully picked it up, placed it in my mouth, and lit it.
     


“Cough! Cough...”
     


All I could do was cough. But for some reason, I couldn't stop. In the end, I ended up burning the entire pack right there.
     


“Hey... what am I going to do with my life now?”
     


I couldn't die. Because it was a promise to my brother. I must not break my brother's promise. I must be a trustworthy and strong person.
     


I had to live wearing a mask.
     

***

     


"Anyway, after that, I cleaned up my identity and came here. How was it?"
     

“...”

     


UMP45 was silent.
     


That's why I was scared. Because I'm a bad guy. I was afraid they'd hear my story and hate me. I was afraid they'd call me trash and despise me.
     


But you gave me a sad look and held my hand. Even though you were filled with embarrassment, your expression, clearly concerned for me, was so beautiful.

"thank you."

I found myself smiling without realizing it.
     


I'm so glad it was you.
     



A story of just two under the moonlight
 


The first feeling I had after hearing the story was one of empathy.
     


He was right. He resembled me. That's why I was able to immerse myself more deeply in the story.
     


The second emotion I felt was awe.
     


I was in awe of his mental fortitude to accomplish such a feat at such a young age and to survive such an experience without going mad.
     


And the last emotion I felt was sympathy.
     


I felt so sorry for this man who had been through something worse than me.
     


He was trembling. His usual relaxed demeanor had long since vanished. Perhaps it was because of his pitiful appearance. Without realizing it, I grabbed his hand. Then, the trembling gradually ceased.
     


“...Thank you. So, what are your thoughts?”
     


He looked at me again with a relaxed expression. No, it wasn't a relaxed expression.
     


He was wearing a mask, pretending to be relaxed. He was still wearing the mask.
     


“Even after going through something like that... you still maintain this kindness and live?”
     


“...I’m a good person?”
     


He grimaced for a moment,
     


"I'm just a greedy person who pretends to be good for the sake of atonement. I'm not good."
     


"But someone worth killing. Can you even call that a person in the first place? And he's lived a good life, more than a bad one. Unlike me."
     


His expression showed no sign of brightening, and his eyes still could not hide their loneliness.
     


"45. If you had muddy water that was 90% water and 10% dirt, would you drink it and think it was clean?"
     


"...no."
     


"Look. I'm already tainted. No matter what the process, the only thing that remains is that I'm a terrible murderer who killed dozens of people, even my own flesh and blood."
     


In some ways, there was room for leniency, but he couldn't forgive himself. And that was both proof of his goodness and proof of his weakness.
     


"Anyway, this is what happened after that. Of course, I got insomnia after killing people... I had nightmares and a few seizures... Since I didn't learn anything other than how to hold a gun, I naturally lacked common sense. It's best to think of me as a living, breathing lump of PTSD."
     


Everything was explained. Why he had such remarkable abilities at such a young age, why he always called himself a bad person, and... even why he took such good care of children.
     


He still hasn't forgotten his brother. Of course not. He killed the brother he trusted so much with his own hands.
     


“...We look alike. Like me.”
     


I hate to admit it, but he and I are alike. He killed his family, whether intentionally or not, with his own hands, and he's deeply twisted because of it. And... he's actually weak inside.
     


We are alike.
     


“They say that the more people resemble each other, the more they like or dislike each other. What about us?”
     


He ran his hand down the scar on his left eye. Even that was the same as mine. Instead of answering, I simply ran my hand down the scar around my eye.
     


“Have you ever told this story to anyone else?”
     


“It’s something you can’t do when you’re sober.”
     


“Then why are you doing this to me?”
     


He closed his eyes again, as if lost in thought. Then, a warm smile spread across his lips, he opened his mouth.
     


"The 404th Squadron is Black Ops. They're bad guys just like me!"
     


"...Really because of that one thing?"
     


"No? I told you before, we look alike... and I like you."
     


The smile on his face wasn't a mask. He was genuine.
     


“Hehe♪ You should confess somewhere more atmospheric. What are you doing♪”
     


“Like, like, you little shit.”
     


Before I knew it, my heart had found peace. The hatred I had harbored toward him until just a moment ago had long since been completely washed away.
     


“You’ll keep it a secret, right?”
     


“Oh my, the cost of keeping secrets is expensive♪”
     


“You crazy money-spinning bitch.”
      


"Instead... I'll tell you too."
 


My story, one no one had ever told. A story I'd kept hidden my entire life. I felt like I could tell this man.
     


"...Are you okay?"
     


"I can't just receive it♪"
     


I tried to muster up the courage to start talking. But perhaps I wasn't ready. Something felt stuck in my throat, and I couldn't open my mouth.
     


As I hesitated for a moment, he put something in my hand.
     


"A gift. In that case, this is the best."
     


I carefully opened my hand and what greeted me were cigarettes and a lighter. It was a truly fitting gift.
     


“I told you not to associate with anyone who teaches you how to smoke♪”
     


“I told you not to associate with people who steal my money, didn’t I?”
     


“Kuk kuk... Okay, let’s give it a try.”
     


I carefully placed a cigarette in my mouth and lit it. Perhaps because it was my first time, I coughed, but I didn't stop. I don't know why, but it wasn't too bad.
     


“Phew...”
     


"Ugh, the smell of cigarettes. I shouldn't live like that."
     


“Listen. I’m about to begin.”
     


"yeah."
     


That's how my story began.
     


The story of a pitiful doll with less than a 50% accuracy rate. And the story of my lifelong benefactor who treated her with such kindness, and then the story of how I killed her with my own hands.
     


The commander listened to my conversation silently, and I was truly grateful.
     


"...how is it?"
     

“...”

     


After a brief silence, instead of answering, he took my hand. Only then did he notice that my hand was shaking.

His hands were rough and scarred, as if testifying to the countless experiences he had endured. Yet, they were still warm.
     


“Thank you for living even after going through that.”
     


"what...?"
     


With those words, he gripped my hand tightly. I couldn't help but laugh.
     


"What's the commander saying? You've been through worse than me♪"
     


“Oh, I see. Then you tell me too.”
     


“What?”
     


He took off his mask once again and showed a pure, unadorned smile. It was truly, truly a beautiful smile.
     


“Thank you for being alive... Knock knock!”
     


“Commander?”
     


He suddenly started coughing. It was dark so I couldn't see clearly, but on closer inspection I could see his throat was red and swollen.
     


"ah...!"
     


And that part was exactly where I had been clutching.
     


"are you okay?"
     


I felt sorry. In an instant, a surge of guilt surged through my chest. I hated myself for my recklessness just then.
     


"I-I'm sorry, Commander. I... I..."
     


“No, no, I was the one who provoked you.”
     


But my heart wouldn't calm down, so I fidgeted and stroked his neck.
     


"I'm really sorry?"
     


"...huh."
     


"Then please lower the commission price a bit later. My heart aches every time I look at my bank account."
     


“...Do you have to joke around like this?”
     


But how could he be so kind? Even in this situation, he smiled and joked around to show consideration for me.
     


“Anyway, tell me quickly.”
     


“What?”
     


“Are you going to pretend you don’t know?”
     


“Hmm♪ It’s really refreshing.”
     


He was really shameless, but I still wanted to hang out with him. He was just like me.
     


Before I knew it, a smile had spread across my face. It wasn't my usual fake smile, but a genuine one.
     


“Thank you for living until now, Michael Van.”
     


“You too, UMP45.”
     


The moonlight was still bright.
     

     

     

     

     


We chatted like that for a while. After that, there was nothing but pointless jokes, but it was still really fun.
     


Then suddenly a question occurred to me, so I asked him.
     


"Then Commander, why don't you accept the other dolls' feelings?"
     


“...I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
     


His mind was usually unreadable, but perhaps it was because I realized we were so similar. Now, I could see right through him.
     


"You know. The puppets in command like you. Especially the AR Platoon leader."
     

“...”

     


While I remained silent, the commander lit a cigarette instead of answering. I took out the lighter he had handed me earlier and lit it for him.
     


"thank you."
     


He continued to smoke his cigarette quietly, and reluctantly opened his mouth.
     


“...Our kids are clean. That’s why I was scared.”
     


"what?"
     


A bitter expression. No, an expression of fear. The smile she'd been giving just now felt like a lie.
     


"I'm such a dirty, bad guy, but my kids are so kind and innocent. So... they shouldn't be hanging out with someone like me."
     

“...”

     


“You said earlier that you had nightmares. Actually, there are many different nightmares... but do you know which one was the scariest?”
     


His voice trembled violently. His mask was gone. That's why I felt so sorry for him.
     


"...I mustered up the courage to tell my past. But everyone... despised me, me... like trash... that dream..."
     


His hand trembled violently again. So I took his hand again. Perhaps it was because I was anxious. Unlike before, his hand was cold, so I warmed it with my own warmth.
     


"Huh... Actually, I was really scared that you would treat me like a bug too... Thank you."
     


"Don't worry, we are each other's only understanding now."
     


"Understander?"
     


"Well, we're similar. We know each other's secrets."
     


Yes. We are now mutually understanding. A relationship where we support and embrace each other. There couldn't be a more fitting word.
     


“Hahaha!! I like that.”
     


Before he knew it, his smile had returned, and a relaxed smile, or rather, a mask, had formed on his lips again.
     


“Okay. Then, you’ll really enjoy yourself at the next party, right?”
     


“Well... maybe if I had a dance partner.”
     


I gave him a look. He met my gaze, scratched the back of his head awkwardly, and answered.
     


“I didn’t even learn how to dance.”
     


“Kuk kuk... It’s okay. I’ll tell you♪”
     


“How much more are you trying to extort?”
     


“Well~ Don’t worry, it’ll be a reasonable price♪”
     


We looked at each other and laughed. It was a lame joke, but it was really fun.
     


"Still, that's a relief. I think I'll be able to sleep well tonight. I don't think I'll have any nightmares."
     


His expression lightened as the heavy burden on his heart was lifted. So, without realizing it, I found myself smiling slightly.
     


“Are you going back when today is over?”
     


"what?"
     


“You always leave right away when you have nothing to do. Are you going back after the party?”
     


“...Hmm♪”
     


Normally, I would have left without a second thought, but something, something weighed on my mind. For some reason, I wanted to stay here, or rather, by his side, just a little longer.
     


“No. I’m planning to stay a few more days. Is that okay?”
     


“Oh my. Our accommodations are quite expensive♪”
     


"Kuk kuk... What the heck, are you following me? I've only learned bad things♪"
     


“Why, what you learn is meant to be used.”
     


“Commander!!”
     


As the two faced each other and laughed again, a voice was heard from far away, calling out to the commander.
     


“9A-91?”
     


It was 9A-91, wearing a white dress that matched her brilliant white hair. Judging by her unsteady breathing, she seemed to have been running for quite some time.
     


“Oh, you’re here.”
     


"What's going on here? Anyway, what's wrong with running around so hard dressed up like that? You'll ruin your clothes. Look at this. It's white, but it's already covered in so many strange things."
     


“Ahh... Thank you. Oh, that, that’s not it.”
     


9A-91 blushed in embarrassment at the commander's compliment, which was not a compliment at all.
     


"Everyone, the others are waiting. Let's hurry and return to the banquet hall."
     


9A-91 extended her hand toward the commander. The commander paused, wondering if something was bothering him, then looked at UMP45. Then she chuckled and said,
     


“You go first♪ I’ll go and organize my thoughts.”
     


“...Okay. Then, thank you for your hard work.”
     

“...”

     


9A-91 could instinctively sense that something had happened between the two.
     


Otherwise, the commander's eyes wouldn't have been so warm.
     


“Let’s go 9A-91. It’s been a while since I’ve had a drink or two.”
     


“Yes, yes! Let’s go quickly.”
     


Although there was a lingering sense of unease, 9A-91 tried to bury it and left with the commander.
     


Left alone, UMP45 closed his eyes and recalled the events of the past. At first, he was angry, but after hearing his story, a mixture of emotions swirled within him.
     


And in the end, he even confessed his past.
     


“Haha... this is fun.”
     


I never imagined I'd be so open to someone. How did you manage to open my heart so wide?

As she was lost in thought for a moment, happily recalling memories of him, she suddenly felt an emptiness in her heart.
  


“...I shouldn’t have sent it.”
   


The moonlight was still bright.


Two saved dolls
 


After the party, the commander changed.
     


Instead of his usual bitter smile, he began to smile more naturally, the frequency of his swearing decreased significantly, and he gradually reduced his smoking, which had been a common complaint.
     


The dolls were overjoyed. They felt as if the distance between them, which they had always felt, had narrowed.
     


But 9A-91 was different. She saw the trigger for the change in command. That day, under the moonlight, his longing gaze as he spoke to a doll.
     


It wasn't the heavy, sad gaze he always had, as if looking into a sunken abyss. It was a lively, affectionate gaze.
     


Those eyes weren't directed at me. I hated that so, so much.
     


Her spirits soared when he complimented her dress. But the warm gaze he gave her, a gaze not directed at her, broke her heart.
     


“Why is that...”
     


That doesn't mean the commander treated 9A-91 coldly. He was rather friendly, but she wanted to take their relationship a step further.
     


She wants to receive his loving gaze, she wants to be loved by him.
     


And a woman who appears whenever she is lost in thought.
     


“Oh, hello.”
     

“...”

     


Now, she had no strength to respond. 9A-91 silently glanced at her. Then, IWS-2000 chuckled and opened his mouth.
     


“Would you like to talk in my room for a moment?”
     


"...yes."
     


Perhaps because she was tired, she somehow obediently accepted IWS-2000's offer.
     


As I walked slowly, I arrived at her room. The only strange thing was that there were four photos of someone's face hanging in her room.
     


“404th Platoon?”
   


And it was a familiar face to her.
  


They've recently appeared like comets in the command center, monopolizing the commander's attention. 9A-91, in particular, frowned upon seeing UMP45, who was alone with the commander that day.
     


Even then, for a moment, something felt off. Why were their photos here? I sent a questioning glance at IWS-2000, but he simply dismissed it with his usual smile, as if nothing had happened.
     


A smile that always seemed pleasing to those who saw it. But, as always, it wasn't a smile. It was like a mask worn to conceal oneself.
     


“Oh, don’t get me wrong. I’m just preparing for any unforeseen circumstances.”
     


“...I guess so.”
     


“You seem less energetic than usual. Why is that?”
     


“I think so.”
     


A sharp, cold voice. It was a stark contrast to the affectionate tone she usually used toward her commander.
     


But as if he'd anticipated that, IWS-2000 calmly handed her coffee. The steam rising from it reminded her of the coffee Springfield had given her on her first day at command.
     


“Did you have a good time meeting the Commander that day?”
     


"...yes."
     


"That's good. I was worried that Mr. 9A-91 would be late."
      


“IWS-2000, you said last time that you and I looked alike.”
     


9A-91 suddenly broke off the conversation and asked IWS-2000 a question.
     


"yes."
     


“What do you think we have in common?”
     


"Honestly, you knew, didn't you? From the moment we first met, we had the same feelings, that there was something twisted about both of us."
     


“...What did you say?”
     


9A-91 frowned at her sudden remark and asked back. But her eerie red eyes remained calm, unwavering.
     


“Common sense dictates that it wouldn’t be normal for the Commander to turn around and run away just because he was with another woman.”
     


“It might be a bit harsh, but... you still think that’s twisted?”
     


9A-91 became enraged and raised her voice at IWS-2000, but she remained calm.
     


"Then, Commander, imagine putting a ring on someone else's. What emotions would arise within you?"
     


9A-91 obediently followed her instructions and imagined the Commander putting a ring on another doll.
     


I was angry. I felt like my insides were burning. It felt strange. Surely, a few days ago, I would have simply been sad, but what was this murderous intent that filled my heart now?
     


It ended like this because it was really just a fantasy. If I actually saw that scene... I felt like I wouldn't be able to control myself.
     


“Will you admit it now?”
     


“...What do you want to say to me?”
     


She smiled quietly and silently dropped the coffee cup on the floor. With a clatter, the coffee inside and the broken pieces scattered across the floor.
     


“If a coffee cup breaks, it’s sharp. The contents inside will spill out.”
     


She then picked up the shards of the coffee cup. They were sharp, and the freshly brewed coffee inside them was obviously hot, but her expression was impassive, almost comforting.
    


"It's quite a struggle to clean up after this. Putting it back together is next to impossible."
     


I tried to piece it back together, but it was nearly impossible to piece the shattered pieces back together.
     


"The same goes for the human heart. Once broken, it becomes sharp shards that can inflict wounds on others. And it takes tremendous effort to heal them."
   


IWS-2000 reached out and showed me the wound. It had been cut by handling sharp fragments with his bare hands.
     


Seeing that, 9A-91 seemed to realize something and couldn't take his eyes off her. IWS-2000 clutched the piece he was holding tightly. Then, blood began to flow out.
     


“But Commander, you did it. Twice.”
     

“...”

     


For a moment, 9A-91's gaze wavered. And IWS-2000, just as its commander had done to him, took advantage of that opening and dove in.
     


"What would it have been like? How much trouble would the Commander have had to endure to mend our shattered hearts?
     


Crunch! With a chilling sound, the IWS-2000 slammed a piece of debris into the desk. Covered in blood, it wasn't a particularly pleasant sight, but 9A-91 couldn't take his eyes off it.
     


"You're not a stupid person. If you've gotten this far, I believe you know what I'm trying to say."
 


9A-91's expression changed after hearing her words.
     


“What do you want from me?”
     


“Haha... As expected, you are just like me.”
     


IWS-2000 once again wore a friendly smile, or rather a mask.
     


"Well then, let's change the subject. Commander, about your past. Do you know anything about it?"
     


"...no."
     


9A-91 recalled the look in his commander's eyes. It had improved somewhat, but he still couldn't forget that abysmal, heavy gaze.
     


"It's publicly known that he lost his entire family in an accident. But I believe there's something hidden behind it."
     


“What does that mean?”
     


"You're 22 years old, but you possess extraordinary abilities that belie your age. You always call yourself a bad person, but deep down, you're a warmer person than anyone else. And most importantly, you're extremely reluctant to talk about your past."
     


IWS-2000 took out a tissue and wiped the blood from his hand. It was the same red as her eyes. It was the color that had stained her.
     


"If we break it down, I don't think it's impossible for someone to join Griffin at the age of 22. But strangely enough, Commander, despite your young age, you seem like someone who's been through a lot."
 


9A-91 glanced at her, indicating that she wanted to hear more.
     


"That's not something that can be achieved with genius. It requires the support of countless experiences."

She carefully spread her index and middle fingers to indicate the number 2.

"And this is the most important thing, secondly. The Commander is suspiciously good. He's obsessed with the word 'bad.'"

She rose from her seat again and began circling around 9A-91, who was sitting there.

It was annoying to see her spinning around, but 9A-91 just stared at her without saying anything.

"What's peculiar is that he's never once called himself a good person. With a personality like yours, Commander, it's understandable that he'd say that at least once, but I've found out that he's never once called himself a good person."

As the story dragged on, 9A-91's expression gradually hardened, but IWS-2000's didn't. Was it really that enjoyable to talk about the commander? She seemed as happy as a woman in love.

"Personally, I think you've committed some grave sin, whether intentionally or not. That's why you're reluctant to talk about your past."

“The Commander committed a crime?”

She twitched, a vein appearing on her forehead.

"To summarize all the above... First of all, Commander, you were born a genius. And yet, despite your endless efforts, for some reason in the past, you closed your heart—no, you wore a mask to keep your true feelings hidden."

IWS-2000 stopped in front of 9A-91. Then, with a smile, he opened his mouth, his usual friendly grin. Strangely, even though light was pouring in from the window, she was dark.

“And the reason is, although it’s a very low probability, Commander, your family...”

“Stop! Are you saying the Commander is such a bad person?”

9A-91's shrill scream flew towards IWS-2000. I followed, determined not to feel worse. But I couldn't bear to hear anyone insulting the Commander.

"Then let me ask you just one question. If the Commander is indeed a bad person, as you say, would you change your attitude toward him as if you were turning the palm of your hand?"

Before I knew it, her expression had hardened into a cold, frozen expression. No, what expression should I call it? Just how twisted had she become, her expression eerily like a broken doll?

Kirik, her head turned. It was a sight that would have terrified anyone else, but strangely, 9A-91 felt no repulsion. In fact, she felt a sense of kinship with him.

“...No. I decided to follow whoever the Commander is.”
     


“Hoohoohoo...hahaha!”
     


Satisfied with her answer, IWS-2000 began to laugh, his eerie expression fading from earlier. He was clearly smiling, but something was undeniably missing from his smile.
     


"Let me correct you. We're not similar. We're the same."
     


IWS-2000 grinned and extended his hand to 9A-91. His hand was covered in bruises from handling the glass shards earlier, but she paid him no mind.
     


“Would you like to join me?”
     


9A-91 just stared blankly at her hand, afraid of what her true nature might be hidden behind those scarred hands.
     


“...what is your ultimate goal?”
     

“...”

     


“Please be honest with me so I can trust you.”
     


She looked at her hands awkwardly, then suddenly grabbed her body and put on an ecstatic expression.
     


"Take off the mask! I'll take off his mask and see his true self. And make him realize. Just like you did for us, only the two of us can heal the wounds beneath the mask!"
     


Her fiery red eyes seemed to be filled with madness, not just love. She was never the kind of woman who was always so careless and unconsciously dependent on others. What made her like that? What made her so twisted?
     


The commander gave up his own body to reassemble her mind, giving her hope for life again, but her mind, twisted by the trauma of the past, could not return.
     


But instead of being frightened by the sight, 9A-91 smiled with satisfaction and grabbed her hand.
     


So, she too gradually became dyed red, like blood.
     

     

     

     

     

     

     



A Messy Day (1)
 

   

   

     


“Hehe... I love it!”

“Just go to the training ground and throw the javelins?”

After the party, I hadn't really spent any time with 9A-91, so I headed to the training ground with her under the pretext of socializing.
 


By the way, I didn't know your hobby was throwing javelins. It's a really unique taste, considering how pretty it looks.

“Still, I like anything I do with you, Commander!”
     


I smiled and ruffled her hair as I watched 9A-91, who was holding my arm and rubbing her face with it. She always expressed her happiness by being by my side with her whole body, but today it was even worse.
 


"By the way, 9A-91. How are you doing these days? You look really happy."
     


"...I just made a friend who I kind of get along with. And isn't it you, Commander, who seems happier these days, not me? Your dark circles have diminished, and you're smiling more often."
     


“Huh, I see.”

I carefully touched the corner of my mouth, and instead of the bitter smile I always had, a natural smile took hold.
     


To be honest, I've been feeling it lately. Since the day I confessed my past to UMP45, my insomnia has gotten better and my nightmares have gotten less frequent. But the biggest reason, I think, is finding someone who understands.
     


‘We are now each other’s only understanding beings.’
     


Sigh, just thinking about it made me laugh. "Understanding"—what a cringe-worthy word, but still, I loved it so much.
     


“...Crack.”
     


The cold sound of teeth grinding.

She was angry. She had seen the secret meeting that day, so she guessed why the Commander had become so bright. No. More precisely, the very fact that the Commander was smiling while thinking of another doll was upsetting.
     


"Look at me. We are the only ones who can heal you beneath the mask, just as you did for us."
     


Words filled with desire rose to the tip of my tongue, but I swallowed them back down because it was still too early to reveal my true feelings.
     


If the commander had changed for the better, the 9A-91 would have been a little, no, quite badly, twisted by someone's assistance.
     


“9A-91? What did you just say?”
     


“Huh? Oh, no, I didn’t say anything.”
     


"Really? Okay. But is there someone behind you? I sense a presence."
     


“...I guess it must be a mistake.”
     


But the commander didn't know that yet.
   

  

***

     

     


-Sigh!
     


The cool sound of a spear flying. The spear sliced through the air and struck the target squarely in the center.
     


“See? I’m really good at this!”
     


And then, seeing her speak as if she were asking for praise, I couldn't help but smile. She seemed to have brightened up recently, but I didn't expect it to be this bad. I couldn't help but wonder where that timid doll from before had gone.
     


“You’re good at throwing knives, I’m good at throwing knives too. Want to see?”
     


“Yes! I like it!”
     


Excited by the prospect of seeing the commander's impressive form, 9A-91 handed him a knife. The commander accepted it, took a few deep breaths, and then threw it at the target.
     


-Shoot!
     


As a human, she naturally lacked speed compared to her tactical doll counterpart, but her accuracy was unmatched. With a crackling sound, the knife struck the throwing star hurled by 9A-91. With a sharp "clang!" of metal clashing, the knife fell to the ground.
     


"how is it?"
     


"wow..."
     


She ran towards the commander with a feeling of admiration that she couldn't tell whether she was truly amazed by the commander's abilities or just amazed because he was a commander.
     


“That’s amazing… You didn’t just hit the center, you hit the javelin I threw!”
     


“What, you can do it too.”

"I'm just a doll. Commander, you're human. Are you good at throwing other things, too?"
     


“I’ve never done it before, but I’ll give it a try.”
     


The commander hurled various projectiles provided by 9A-91. From shurikens to throwing stars, then anything of a suitable size. Every single one of them hit its target accurately.
     


“Wow... Commander, you’re really good at throwing... That was my only pride.”
     


“Even so, it’s not useful in actual combat, so what’s the point?”

As she began to frown, the commander patted her head again. Then, as if nothing had happened, she began to smile again.
     


"By the way, you really can do everything right. Is there a reason you're so good at it? A unique opportunity, perhaps?"
   


"...uh?"

Her words came out of nowhere. They were clearly not malicious, but they were enough to trigger his trauma.

“...I, I can't miss my target. That can't happen again... ever.”

That moment I still can't forget, no, I will never forget it for the rest of my life. The day I killed my brother with my own hands.
     


The commander still blamed that nightmare on himself. If only I had aimed the rope more accurately, if only my skills and shooting skills had been a little better. These thoughts, from the past to the present, have both helped him grow and shackled him.
     


The biggest reason he was able to endure the hellish training of the past was revenge, but underneath that was also a twisted self-loathing that made him want to become a better person and never make the same mistake again.
     


Shivering... His body began to tremble. The contrast between having a great time and suddenly being reminded of the worst memories was overwhelming. Finally, the commander couldn't contain his emotions and began to unleash them with his entire body.
      


Sweat beaded on my forehead, and darkness descended, darkening my vision. Soon, I felt as if I was the only one left in the world, and even my hearing was taken away.
     


“Commander?”
     

“...”

     


“Commander! Come to your senses!”
     


Even though I shook my body and screamed, he just stared into space with his eyes dead.
     


After wrestling for a while, she finally hugged the commander's body tightly.
     


Perhaps her heart had been touched, as the trembling gradually subsided and the commander's eyes began to return to life.
     


"...ah."
     


“Huh, Commander?”
     


The commander, regaining consciousness, quickly began to grasp the situation. He, himself, had lost consciousness due to trauma, and 9A-91, who had been watching from the beginning.
     


My head was starting to hurt. I was already anxious about being caught by M4 last time, but now I was caught by 9A-91, who was already relying on me. It wasn't a pleasant feeling.
     


I'm supposed to be strong and dependable, and I can't show myself so weak. And if my past karma were to come back to haunt me... would they still look at me with the same respect they do now?
     


“Commander... I... We...”
     


Perhaps, while lost in negative thoughts, she unconsciously tightened her arm. She blushed, embarrassed.
     


"Sorry."
     


"ah..."
     


She let out a sigh of regret as she let go of the 9A-91, releasing the strength in her arms.
     


"...Anyway, let's pretend I didn't see you. Today was fun, and I'm sorry for ruining the mood. Let's stop here for today."
     


The mood was ruined and my mind was in such disarray that I tried to go to my room to sort out my messed up thoughts.
     


“Commander?”
     


But she didn't miss a single opportunity.
     


“...9A-91?”
     


9A-91 grabbed my wrist as I was about to leave. It was a simple gesture, but what was this dangerous feeling, like a snake slowly closing in on its prey?
     


"Commander. Why do you look like that? Are you worried about something?"
     


“No. I’m just a little tired.”

She was emotionally wounded by her past. She always seemed timid and insecure. She always tried to stay close to the good side. But why does she seem so dangerous now?
 


She smiled bashfully and gently took my hand. Her usual shyness was gone, and her expression was filled with a relaxed expression.
     


"Commander, I'm on your side no matter what. If you have any difficulties, please let me know at any time."
     


Her longing gaze stares at me. Her eyes must be sky-blue, but why do they feel red? What is that eerie, familiar redness?
     


“9A-91.”
     


“Yes, Commander.”
     


As the smile on 9A-91's lips deepened, the commander's expression hardened. But despite this awareness, she continued to smile.
     


“...Let me go. I want to rest today.”
     


“Yes, I would be happy to.”
     


She let go of the commander's hand, still smiling. The commander glanced at her a few times before leaving.
     


9A-91, who had been seeing him off with a smile, suddenly hardened her expression as soon as the commander disappeared from sight. Her expression, as cold as frost, was not the expression the commander had always known her to have.
     


“He’s gone. I guess you’re right.”

As she opened her mouth, there was a squeak of a door opening, and the IWS-2000 appeared, its brilliant white hair fluttering in the wind.
     


"Hehe, I saw a gap, even if it was just for a moment. We have plenty of time. Let's take it slow."
     


Two dolls speaking in an unknown language and smiling meaningfully in front of the commander.
     


It seems that the commander wasn't the only one wearing a mask.
     

***

     


I returned to my room and threw myself onto the sofa. The plush material provided a sense of comfort, but my mind remained confused.
     


For some unknown reason, 9A-91 was acting strangely, even suffering another seizure following the M4 incident. Clearly, this wasn't the case, but why did she suddenly lose her mind at the mere mention of a trigger?
     


"ha..."
     


I sighed deeply, but nothing really changed. As I was washing my face and trying to gather my wits, I heard footsteps.
     


“Commander! I’m coming in!”
     


“...Now they don’t even ask for permission.”
     


“What’s between us!”
     


UMP9 suddenly barged into my room without permission, giving me a headache. Seeing her say the same things as her older sister, I think they really do resemble each other.
     


“What are you here for?”
     


“Commander! Can I ask you something?”
     


“Huh. What is it?”
     


"yes!"
“...?”

     


UMP9 bit my hand as soon as I could finish my answer. I was so dumbfounded that I stared blankly at her, and she responded with an innocent, unfazed look, as if she couldn't figure out what was wrong.
     


“...Not letting go?”
     


"nah!"
     


Her words were muffled because she was biting my hand, but her determination to not let go was clearly conveyed. Finally, with determination, I swung my arm back and forth forcefully, and her mouth fell off.
     


Of course, since I controlled my strength, there was no blood coming out of my hand, but the marks from her teeth were clearly visible.
     


“Come to work.”
     


“Ouch! It hurts!”
     


“...What do you have to say?”
     


When I approached her and fed her a chestnut, she covered her head and whined in pain. Do you not know what hurts, a bite hard enough to leave teeth marks or a moderately strong chestnut?
     


“But the Commander said I could ask! The Commander gave me permission!”

“...You really have nothing to say.”
     


How could she be so shameless? I couldn't help but chuckle as I watched her swear at me and vent her frustrations.
     


“The commander hit me, so I’ll do what I want!”

In an instant, she was in my arms. The scent of shampoo, which wafted in, delighted my nose, but that wasn't important right now.
     


“9. I don’t feel like doing this right now.”
     

“...”

     


But she refused to leave my arms. Just as I was about to force myself to pull away, strength suddenly began to build in her arms.
     


Kwak, I was momentarily startled by the pressure that was squeezing my body, but I quickly regained my composure and opened my mouth.
     


“What are you doing now...”
     


"smell."

"what?"
     


“It’s not the commander’s smell...”
     

“9?”

     


She hugged me tightly again. I struggled hard, but the obvious difference in strength made it ineffective. Finally, I gave up and remained still, and she buried her nose in the crook of my neck.
     


“It’s... clean here.”
     


Then I took a deep breath. I stuttered without realizing it, feeling a strange sensation I'd never felt before.
     


“Hey, what are you doing now?”
     


But there was no answer. He just kept breathing silently against the back of my neck, inhaling and exhaling.
     


How much time had passed? She paused, seemingly satisfied, and opened her mouth.
     


“This is punishment.”
     


Crunch, the sound of something biting. I wish it had come from somewhere else, but unfortunately it was coming from the back of my neck.
     


“That’s enough!”
     


While I gritted my teeth and endured the pain, she lifted herself off me with a lively voice, as if satisfied. I carefully touched the bitten area, and just like before, the vivid teeth marks greeted my hand.
     


“What are you doing?”

"what?"
     


Although her voice was clearly filled with anger, she still spoke as if she didn't know, or was she just being shameless?
     


“But the commander is the one who’s at fault! He came here with the scent of someone other than his family!”
     


“What is that...”
     


“Don’t do that again.”
     


In an instant, her expression turned cold, and she cut me off with an unexpectedly heavy voice before leaving the room.

“Huh...what is this?”
     


My already confused mind became even more chaotic. I couldn't even comprehend what the hell was going on.
     


“...I should go smoke a cigarette.”
     


The confused commander put down his cell phone and left to light a cigarette.

-Beep beep beep beep beep!

That's why he didn't know that he had received a call on his cell phone.
     



A Messy Day (2)
 

   


“Hey, Commander. Where are you going in such a hurry?”
     


As I was heading out with a heavy heart, a welcoming face greeted me.
     


She has long black braids, a scar under her eye that makes her look like a veteran, and although she looks dry, she is more serious than anyone when she has to.

It was the eldest M16A1 of the AR platoon.
     


“Hello. M16.”
     


"You look worried. Something bad must have happened."
     


I was originally going to smoke a cigarette, but when I saw her face, a better idea came to me.
     


“That’s good. Let’s have a drink together for the first time in a while.”
     


“What’s going on? Haven’t you been holding it since that day?”
 


“So, you don’t like it?”
     


“Guide me. My patience isn’t very deep.”
     


“Oh, you crazy drunkard.”
     


With a thick layer of gossip, we headed to M16's room and started a drinking party. It was still a bit early, so we decided to just have a beer.
     


“So, what do you want to say?”
     


"what."
 


“If you suddenly ask to drink alcohol with me, even though you never touched it before, you must have something to say.”
     


It's sharp. I guess I haven't wasted all my time.
     


Instead of answering, I drank my drink. Then she sighed and opened her mouth.
     


“Don’t drink like you did last time. It was really hard to clean up after that.”
 


“Well, if you hadn’t been there then, I might have really committed suicide.”
     


“...I told you not to say that.”
     


His usual dry demeanor vanished, and a deep, weighty voice came flying at me. It was sharp, yet deeply reassuring.
     


"Why, I'm saying this in return. Think of it as the bashful commander's way of expressing gratitude."
 


“Really... one word is a clear and clear water.”
 


She chuckled and poured herself a drink. I stared blankly at her, then cautiously opened my mouth.
     


“M16. Now, what do you think if I go back to being so stiff like I used to be?”
 


“Ugh! What?”
     


She spurted out her beer in shock. Fortunately, it didn't fly towards me, but the disaster still lingered on my desk.
     


"Do you want to see the command center overturned? Back then, I didn't know you were this kind of person, so I just assumed it would be. Do you think the kids will fall for it if you do it again now?"
 


“I see... that’s how it is.”
 


Well, that would be true. If he suddenly showed that kind of behavior overnight... the kids would definitely be sad.
     


I can imagine the dolls clinging to me, crying and begging, asking what the hell is going on. SOP2 and M4 will be particularly devastated. They were the two I loved the most when I changed.
     


“What on earth is going on? Tell me.”
 


She asks me again. I take a deep breath and open my mouth.
     


"The kids who were normal are becoming increasingly strange. And it all started after I changed... It all feels like my fault."
 


"ha..."
 


M16 sighed deeply and looked at him with a worried look. He seemed like a solid man, but he was actually more fragile than anyone else. But that's precisely why he was so kind.
     


"You need to change that self-blaming attitude. I told you before: It's not your fault."
 

“...”

     


The commander said nothing. He simply stared at the pitiful ground with sad eyes.
     


“Still don’t have the courage?”
     


"...uh."
 


“Haa... You seemed a bit better lately, but why are you like this all of a sudden?”
     


“That’s what I mean.”
     


Was he thirsty or perhaps just upset? The commander had already drained his beer and opened a new can.
     


“But there are bad guys like me. They’re easy to deal with.”
     


"...It's nice to talk comfortably. But I told you last time. They're dangerous."
 


"Why? Roses, as beautiful as they are, have thorns. That means they carry a certain amount of risk."
     


"A Venus flytrap would be more fitting than a rose with thorns. Once it catches you, it never lets you go."
 


M16 chuckled and replied. The commander saw this and smiled back.
     


"That's why you're here. If something unexpected happens, please handle it well."
     


"As a commander, that statement shows absolutely no sense of responsibility. Is that really acceptable?"
     


“Yeah, if RO saw that, he’d be in trouble again.”
     


Perhaps it was the alcohol. The serious atmosphere from earlier quickly disappeared, and smiles returned to their faces.
     


“Ah, last time RO said he wanted to see the Commander FM days.”
     


"suddenly?"
 


"Oh. A sincere commander! Isn't he the best? That's what they said."
     


“I have some work to do lately, so I have to work hard. I’m going to make my wish come true.”
     


And then the daily conversation continued. Most of it was just nonsense, but perhaps it was the alcohol that helped. Or maybe it was because she was comfortable. The two of them kept talking smoothly.
     


As the story got longer and the cans started to empty one by one, the commander, feeling relieved, opened his mouth in a serious voice.
     


“It’s really comfortable to unburden your heart to someone.”
 


“Then please increase the number of people. Don’t always do this to me.”
     


“We will review it positively.”
     

“...”

     


It was the phrase he always used when he was in trouble. And M16 knew what it meant, so he looked at him with emotion, but he just shamelessly scratched the back of his head.
     


"Okay. Let's stop here for today. If I drink any more, I think I'll have a hard time working. I'm pretty comfortable with this."
     


"Heh, it's gotten better than before. People grow, and it's not an empty promise."
     


"There's a saying: What doesn't kill me makes me stronger. It's a fitting saying."
     


The commander stood up as if ready to leave. M16 took out a bag as if to organize and began filling it with empty cans.
     


“Could you just wipe the table? I’ll clean up the cans.”
     


“No? I’m just going to go?”
 


"what?"
     


While she was flustered, the commander left the room with a speed that defied human comprehension. M16 looked at the spot where he had left her and spoke softly.
     


“...Is this really a joke?”
     


In the end, the M16 did all the cleanup by itself.
     

     

***

     

     


After quickly running out of M16's room, I headed to the commanding officer's office.
     


Was it because I poured out my heart? Or maybe because I talked to her? My heart felt a little lighter.
     


“Ah, Commander.”
     


"Oh, it's RO. I was just about to call you. That's good."
     


Arriving at the commanding officer's office and opening the door, I encountered RO, holding a box in my room. Thinking I'd saved her some trouble since I had something to call her, I greeted her warmly.
     


“...Just a moment.”
 


But RO came into my arms and suddenly began sniffing. Memories from earlier came flooding back, and I frowned.
     


"...what are you doing."
 


“Commander. Have you been drinking?”
     


"ah."
 


The frown between his eyebrows returned to its original state. And then he realized, "This is going to get me in trouble."
     


"It's not even night yet! What are you going to do? You haven't even finished all your work for today!"
     


In the end, I was left there for 10 minutes.
     

     

   

  

     


“So. Why did you come to my room?”
 


"Commander, a package arrived, so I tried to put it in your room. If I left it somewhere else, you'd probably open it, curious about SOP2."
     


"Wow, you're smart. I guess specializing in electronic warfare is something else."
 


With a groan, I opened the package. A well-kept bouquet of purple flowers shyly peeked out from the packaging.
     


“This is... Yongdam.”
     


“Yongdam? I’ve never heard of it before. I don’t know much about flowers. By the way, who sent it to you?”
     


“AK-12.”
     


“Put this away.”
     


"yes?"
 


My expression hardened in an instant, and I tossed the flower aside. RO, bewildered by the sight, fidgeted.
     


“Commander? Why are you suddenly like this...?”
 


“...It’s not your fault. Just wait a minute.”
 


Just in case, I checked my phone and, sure enough, AK-12 had unblocked me and was busy calling me.
     


-15 missed calls
     


3 messages
     


“Ha... That’s gross.”
 


The feeling of relief vanished in an instant. I frowned and checked the contents of the message.
     

     


-Crazy bitch walking around with her eyes closed-
     


"You're not answering your phone? Are you busy?"
 


"This is a flower AN-94 worked hard to prepare, so please accept it. You don't want to see him get hurt, do you?"
     


"Ah, the most important thing. The flower language is, 'I love you when you're having a hard time.' And I like you when you're sad. I think these words are perfect for our relationship."
     


"under..."
     


I sighed and blocked her again. It wouldn't last long anyway, but it was definitely better than nothing.
     


“Commander?”
     


Perhaps I was showing too much anger. RO was shaking with anxiety, wondering if it was her fault. I approached her and patted her head.
     


"...to?"
     


“I’m sorry. I made you worry for nothing.”
 


“Oh, I, that...”
 


She stuttered, embarrassed. I pondered what I had done wrong, and quickly withdrew my hand, realizing that RO didn't seem to enjoy having her head stroked.
     


"I'm sorry. I've been hanging out with a lot of guys lately who like to have their heads stroked. You don't like that kind of thing, do you? I'll be careful."
 

 “...”

     


But RO remained silent. He simply blushed quietly.
     


Seeing that, I decided that now was my chance and quickly grabbed her hand.
     


“Ugh...!”
 


“RO. You said that last time, you wanted to see the honest me.”
 


“Oh, oh! Yes. I definitely said that.”
     


True to her calm demeanor, she quickly pulled herself together and answered. I smiled at her and said,
     


"So, I have a lot of work to do today. So I'm trying to work really hard. Could you help me out?"
 


"Really? Of course! I'd be happy to do anything for you!"
     


Her face brightened in an instant. I wondered if I'd been that lazy. I quietly took the papers out of the drawer, berating myself.
     


-Bang! BANG! BANG!

“Huh, Commander?”
     


However, the sheer volume of documents was absurd. Documents, coming from unknown sources, piled up like a tower. Could they even be called documents anymore? In any case, they were truly large and beautiful.
     


"It's a week's worth. I haven't done it before. If you and I work hard, we can do it in two days, excluding meal times. Are you sure?"
 


RO was taken aback. She had expected a conscientious commander to handle the situation quickly and support him, not a 48-hour hellish overtime shift.
     


Slowly, RO began to back away, her feet moving backwards. Unfortunately, the commander was quicker to catch her.
     


“I guess I have to work overtime...?”
     


“Gyaaaah!!”
     


And so, the overtime began with RO's desperate cry.
     


It was a truly chaotic day, repeating: good, bad, good, bad.


How to avoid nightmares
 


“Commander, are you sure you’re okay?”
     


I never get used to RO's sharp nagging, no matter how often I hear it. Seriously, there's a reason they carry around a megaphone.
     


“Well, I used to do worse than this.”
     


“No, I told you it’s been over 40 hours since you last slept!”
     


I've been sleepless for two days now.
     


Actually, from my perspective, it wasn't anything to worry about. I've done worse things than this before, and if I don't finish it by today, I'll be in trouble.
     


"What can I do about all this work? You always told me to be more diligent. So I granted your wish. What's the problem?"
 


"Of course there's going to be a lot! Do you think it's normal to rush through a week of work you were told to do slowly, after having been idling around for a while?"
     


He sighed at her shout, put down the papers in his hands, and took a white flag from his bosom and waved it. It was a clear sign of surrender.
     


“You’re so smart. I can’t win an argument with you.”
 


“Commander!”
     


RO snapped at him, seemingly annoyed. But it was understandable. The real reason she was angry wasn't the commander who was now rushing to do his work, but the commander who didn't care about his own health and didn't sleep.
     


Of course, she thought he was joking. Knowing the commander was in good physical condition, she assumed it would be over in about four or five hours. But seeing him say with a serious expression, "It's not over yet," left her bewildered.
     


Moreover, seeing that he was ready to leave after all this time and was trying to handle the rest on his own, I quickly sat down. If he were to leave like this, he would truly be the one handling things on his own.
     


Knowing that he would never give in even if she told him to get some sleep, she decided that it would be most efficient to just finish the work quickly, so she stayed by his side for almost two days.
     


So I ate, stretched for a bit, sat down to work, and after some time passed, I ate, stretched, sat down to work, and repeated this until I got to this point.
     


‘...By the way, you are truly amazing.’
     


I knew the Commander was a brilliant individual, but I never imagined he'd be this focused. He'd often find himself working, then say, "Ah, that's annoying," and do something else.
     


But I was just as worried. I was a doll, so it was fine, but the Commander was a real human.
     


He didn't try to show it, but his body doesn't lie. It was obvious at a glance that he was tired. The dark circles that had once diminished had grown back, and his eyes were filled with fatigue.
     


Really... a little different from usual... something full of decadence... hot!
     


RO, who had been staring blankly at him, quickly shook his head. "No. I wasn't worried about you, Commander, with such impure thoughts."
     


Then he looked at the commander again.

...his eyes were unusually piercing, his hair disheveled. And his solid muscles, visible through the gaps in his unbuttoned shirt, were truly...
     


“My mouth is watering.”
     


"yes yes?"
     


Had she been staring too long? Or perhaps she sensed an impure gaze upon her? The words from the commander's mouth left her flustered and at a loss.
     


“Ah, no... That’s, that’s... That’s right! I’m worried about you, Commander!”
     


And then the nonsense continued. Instead of answering, the commander just stared at her. Finally, after rambling on, she blushed and lowered her head.
     


"sorry..."
     


"What's there to be sorry about? Let's just get this over with. There's really not much left."
     


Having regained their focus thanks to the commander's rebuke, RO and the commander concentrated on their work without a word of idle chatter.
     

“...”

     


Of course, RO continued to glance at the commander.
     


How much time had passed? The documents that had piled up so thickly were now starting to show their bottom.
     


“Hey, so you end up doing all this.”
     


“It’s really over now. Let’s wrap this up quickly and go rest.”
     


“That’s right. Slowly… Huh?”
     


Perhaps it was too much. Blood began to flow from the commander's nose as he sat up, stretching his back for a moment.
     


“Commander! Are you alright?”
     


RO pulled out a tissue in surprise and approached the commander, but he waved his hand as if it was okay.
     


“Oh, it’s okay. This much is just...”
     


But he couldn't continue. Ping, the world spinning, he felt a strange sensation as he swayed. He tried to regain his balance, but his footing slipped, and he ended up hitting his head hard on the desk.
     


“Commander!!”
     


-bang!

With a sound that shouldn't come from a human, he collapsed to the floor. Feeling his vision fading, he opened his mouth with difficulty, muttering softly, perhaps aware that he was about to lose consciousness.
     


“...I’m going to get in trouble again.”
  


With a pitiful word, he closed his eyes.
     

     

     

***

     


“It’s my fault… I should have forced you to sleep…”
 


"...No. He's the kind of person who would never give in to something like that. No matter what I did, he wouldn't have slept."
 


Following last time, the command center was once again turned upside down. If he had simply collapsed from overwork, it would have been better, but perhaps due to the shock of hitting his head on the desk when he collapsed, he still hadn't woken up.
     


A quick examination revealed no major problems, but he still hadn't regained consciousness, and if this kind of thing continued to happen, his health would naturally deteriorate, so the dolls were in a terrible mood.
     


First, the dolls were left alone in the sickroom to ensure his stability, and they tried to do their own work while praying for the commander to wake up.
     


Except for one person.
     

     

     


With a squeak, the door opened and UMP45 cautiously entered the hospital room where the commander was.
     

“...”

     


Something felt off. We were definitely close, but was he really this precious to me?
     


When I heard the news of his collapse, my heart sank. I abandoned what I was doing and came here in secret, avoiding the other dolls' surveillance.
     


“Really... you’re really good at making people worry.”
     


A bandage was wrapped around his head as he lay there. Perhaps he didn't realize that if he moved his body carelessly, it would burn other people's hearts.
     


"Ss ...
     


What is it? This feeling of fullness in my heart. As I took his hand, a smile soon appeared on my lips.
     


I stroked his hand for a moment, then, a little more greedily, gently stroked his hair. Perhaps it was because of his hardships since childhood, but for some reason, I felt compelled to continue touching him.
     


The smile on my lips grew wider and wider. This time, I felt even more greedy and placed my hand on his chest.
     


My anxious heart gradually calmed down as I heard the steady, pounding sound of my heartbeat.
     


“Hehe, come to your senses quickly♪”
     


Perhaps my face had exceeded its limit of smiles. Before I knew it, I was laughing out loud. Having regained my composure, I carefully stroked his head once more and prepared to leave the room, trusting he'd wake up soon.
     


"Sorry..."
     

“...?”

 


If only it hadn't been for one word that came out of his mouth.
     


“Commander?”
 


"eww..."
     


Suddenly, he started groaning and sweating, and I quickly checked his complexion in panic.
     


“Commander! Are you alright?”
     


I held onto him, forgetting to take his time, but he showed no signs of improvement. In fact, his body began to tremble, as if it had gotten worse.
     


“Me... with those eyes...”
 


As I watched him continue to mumble incomprehensible words and sweat profusely, I remembered what he had said.

Nightmares. The Commander said he frequently had nightmares. Add to that the fact that he was sweating profusely and mumbling, and the conclusion was that the Commander was currently having a nightmare.
     


“Commander! Get up!”
     


After quickly finishing my thoughts, I shook him vigorously, hoping he'd wake up from his nightmare. But he still muttered something and didn't wake up.
     


“Commander!”
     

“...45?”

     


But did his efforts reach the heavens? He finally came to his senses and called my name. He usually called me by my name, but today, it felt even more welcome.
     


“...Commander?”
     


My relief was fleeting, but tears were already welling up in his eyes. He had never shed tears even when recounting his most heartbreaking experiences, so I was taken aback by his sudden outburst. I called out to him, but instead of answering, he grabbed my arm.
     


“Bar, half?”
     


I was so flustered that I ended up calling his name without thinking. But he didn't show any sign of letting up. Then, his body began to tremble, and he met my eyes and spoke.
     


“You, you... won't look at me like that? You, you won't despise me, will you?”
     


"ah..."
     


Hearing those words, I understood the nightmare the Commander had been having. It was the most terrifying nightmare he had ever experienced. He'd summoned up the courage to tell the other dolls about his past, only to find them pointing fingers at him with contempt.
     


I reached out and carefully embraced him. The commander was a sturdy, relatively large man, but today, he felt particularly small.
     


"It's okay. Ban, I'm always on your side. No matter what you do. No matter who you are, I'll be by your side. Because we understand each other."
     


"ah..."
     


"Pat pat," she whispered, gently stroking his back. With a low moan, the trembling gradually subsided, and he closed his eyes, falling back asleep.
     


“Sigh... Sigh...”
     


And then again, the sound of the heartbeat felt in the chest, connected to the regular sound of breathing.
     


It was just a simple noise, but for some reason, I wanted to keep listening to it, so I just sat there, hugging him for a long time. It was truly, truly rewarding.
               


Before I knew it, my mind was calming down, and I didn't want to disturb his sleep, so I relaxed my arms and carefully laid him down on the bed.
     


“Haha... Good night. Class.”
     


Then, I gently kissed his forehead while he was lying down and left the room.
     


My heart was filled with inexplicable emotions. But I wasn't particularly curious. My priority was to store the memories I'd just had with him deep within my mind map.
     


So the commander was left alone in the room again. He was still asleep, breathing rhythmically.
     

“...”

     


However, his expression looked unusually relaxed.
     

     

     

     

     

     



A day when you feel like you'll fall asleep comfortably
 


I had a dream.
     


A dream where I mustered up the courage to tell the dolls about my past, but everyone despised and hated me.
     


It's a dream I've always had, but I still can't get used to it. It's so scary.
     


I cry and call out to the dolls, telling them not to look at me like that, but they just point their fingers at me in disgust.
     


"How shameless. How can you possibly live after killing your entire family?"
     


No. G36. No.
     


"Commander... You're a bad guy, aren't you? You're no different from Iron Blood. Come here. I'll dismantle you."
     


No, SOP2. Call me with a smile like usual. Why are you looking at me like that?
     


My breathing was rapid, my body trembled, and my heart pounded like a drum, resonating far away.
     


They were approaching me. Judging by the weapons in their hands, they seemed determined to dismantle me. But my legs had long since given out, and I couldn't escape.
     


Dying didn't matter. But, but why did you look at me... with those eyes... Ah.
     


And then I realized: I'm a bad person, and putting on the mask of a good person doesn't change who I am.
     


I gave up everything and quietly awaited their condemnation. Yes. I am a bad person who deserves to die, so dying by your hands wouldn't be a bad thing.
     


The same nightmare as always. The nightmare I fear the most.
     


But today something was different.
     


Just before the dolls were about to kill me, UMP45 appeared in front of me.
     

“45...?”

     


Instead of answering, UMP45 smiled and quietly hugged me. Then, the dolls that had been slowly approaching from behind suddenly hesitated and stopped approaching me.
     


And then, pat pat, her hand stroked my back. Her hand was so gentle that my stiff body began to relax.
     

“4, 45...?”

 


I called her name. The dolls that had been approaching me had long since disappeared.
     


But she remained silent. She simply continued to rub my back, soothing me. And her gentleness finally brought tears to my eyes.
     


“Sigh...sob...thank you...thank you...”
     


How much time had passed? The sound of her heartbeat, pounding like mad, was drowned out by her breathing.
     


As their soft breathing began to create harmony, she opened her mouth.
     


"It's okay. Ban, I'm always on your side. No matter what you do. No matter who you are, I'll be by your side. Because we understand each other."
     


"ah..."
     


A mutual understanding. That moment under the moonlight, still unforgettable. No, that moment I will never forget.
     


The shaking stopped. My breathing returned to normal. And at that moment, I was brought back to reality.
     

“...”

     


When I opened my eyes, the hospital room was empty, and my head was wrapped in bandages. Perhaps the problem was the hard hit I'd taken just before I passed out.
     


But that wasn't the most important thing to me right now.
      


I closed my eyes and focused on my thoughts.
     


It was the first time. I escaped a nightmare. The end of a nightmare was always my destruction.
     


How long has it been since I last had a dream that ended happily? I don't think I've had one since Jin died.
     


Dreams represent a person's unconscious. So, was I thinking of UMP45 as something so special?
     


I wanted to deny it, but the subconscious doesn't lie. Before I knew it, she had entered my heart.
     


“Huh, that’s interesting.”
     


I'm narrow-minded and don't have much space in my heart, so what if I try to fill it up like this?
     


I sat up, muttering nonsense. I must have slept for a long time, my body feeling incredibly refreshed and my mind feeling incredibly clear.
     


As I left the hospital room, my body light, G36, waiting by the door, greeted me.
     


“Nice to meet you, G36.”
     


Perhaps because she was more excited than usual, her greeting became more forceful. I gently extended my hand, but she silently pressed the pager and began calling someone.
     


"what are you doing?"
     


She usually accepted my greetings without question, so I asked her with a lot of questions, but she avoided my gaze without saying anything.
     


The moment I gave up and was about to move on, I heard countless footsteps from far away.
     


“Commander!!”
     


And then, countless dolls appeared. I, who had had a pleasant dream for the first time in a long time, greeted them with a lively voice different from usual.
     


“Hey, there are a lot of people. What’s going on?”
 

“...”


The women who were about to say something all started giving me silent looks.
     


“Hey... guys?”
 


I realized something was wrong and took a step back, but then I saw RO looking at me from afar, and only then did I realize what I had done wrong.
     


Me, who collapsed again from overexertion. The women who stayed by my side all night.
     


I turned my head and checked the time. 9:00 AM.
     


I collapsed around 10am, so I was just unconscious for a day.
   


With an awkward smile, I quietly knelt down and raised my hands. I never imagined I'd find myself in that position, the one children often find themselves in when they're being scolded.
     


"sorry..."
     


“No, no! Commander! There’s no need to be sorry!”
 


“SOP2?”
     


SOP2 approached me, kneeling, smiling brightly as usual. But the dream from earlier came back to me, and I found myself feeling a little frightened.
     


“That could be true! The commander could do that!”
     


I was a little touched. It was clearly something I shouldn't have been angry about, but he was so considerate of me. I guess nightmares and reality are different.
     


While I was lost in thought, she extended her hand to me. I reached out to her with a heart full of joy, and...
     


I heard a click, something locking. A closer look revealed the source of the sound, revealing my arms and SOP2's arms were handcuffed together.
     


“SOP2? This is...?”
     


"I told you last time! If you do it again, you'll be handcuffed for life! Okay! Now we'll be together forever! Okay?"
     


“Hey guys?”
 


I looked at the other dolls with eyes that seemed to be asking for help, but they only looked a little flustered and didn't show any signs of trying to stop me.
     


“You’re so energetic. We thought we were going to die.”
 


And the cool voice of G36 can be heard from the side.
     

“...”

     


I think something really big happened today.
     

     

***

     

 


In the end, I was finally able to get free only after begging the dolls and promising SOP2 that he would catch me and play with me all day.
     


To be honest, if I had just said seriously, "It's my body, so I'll take care of it," there was no need to do that, but it was obvious that we would become distant, and since she said it because she was worried about me, I didn't really feel like doing that.
     


but...
     


“G11? I need to go to the bathroom.”
     


“I just went and came back. No.”
     


...Isn't the sleep duty a bit harsh?
     


He said that all these problems were caused by lack of sleep and that he would deploy personnel to monitor me from now on whether I was sleeping or not.
     


Although he claimed it was inefficient, saying that it took a long time to fall asleep because he had insomnia, the dolls showed no signs of backing down.
     


Honestly, I accepted the offer today because I was in a good mood and thought I could do it moderately, but who would have thought it would be G11?
     


G11 seemed deeply hurt by the news of my collapse. It took quite a while to wipe away my tears and comfort me.
     


Then we parted ways, saying we would meet up at night, but I never imagined that he would come barging into the commanding officer's office with a pillow and ask to sleep next to me.
     


Since I couldn't let him into my room, I ended up spending the night with him in the commander's office.
     


And what if he had anxiety? He held on to me so tightly that he wouldn't let go, saying he thought he'd collapse again if I disappeared from his sight.
     


“G11?”
     


"...why?"
     


“Are you upset?”
     


"...no."
     


I'm pissed. This is 100% true.
 


Finally, thinking that another peaceful night was over, I changed my position and gently stroked her head.
     


She accepted my hand without resistance, as she had always liked my touch.
     


“G11.”
     


"huh?"
     


“I’m thinking of watching The Flying Dead. What do you think?”
 


"what?"
 


Her favorite drama. She's so genuine that she knows the story, setting, and characters by heart, so talking about it will definitely lighten your mood.
     


And as if my guess was right, she also turned her head and started showing me sparkling eyes.
     


“Does the Commander like The Flying Dead too?”
     


"I'm a little worried. Could you tell me a little bit about the story?"
     


"good!"
     


She started a long explanation in a bright voice that was unusual for her, so I had to listen for a full hour.
     

     

   

  


“That’s how the villain ends up repenting and joining the protagonist’s side.”
     


“That’s fun.”
 


The mood had already cleared, and the stern demeanor from earlier had long since vanished. So, I decided to ask one last question and conclude.
     


“So, among the G11 characters, who is your favorite?”
     


“Hmm... As expected, it’s the villain I mentioned earlier.”
     


"what?"
     


The answer to a question that I thought was obviously about the main character caught me off guard.
     


“He’s a bad guy, so how can I like him? He killed someone.”
     


"But later on, you'll atone for your sins and do more good deeds, right? And there's no rule that says you have to hate bad people, right?"
     


Hearing that, I opened my mouth without realizing it.
     


“Then G11, even if I were a really bad person, would you still like me like you do now?”
     


"huh."
     


An answer without a shred of hesitation. That's why I was even more flustered.
     


“Why? Because he’s a bad person.”
 


"But if you look at it that way, I'm not doing anything particularly honorable. And I like my commander, no matter who he is. He doesn't get angry easily. He always takes good care of me."
     


“Huh...haha!”
 


I found myself laughing without realizing it. Who knew I'd get such a pleasant answer to a question like this?
     


“Commander?”
     


She tilted her head, seemingly taken aback by my sudden burst of laughter in the middle of our conversation. I found that scene quite adorable, so I gently ruffled her hair.
     


"No. But thanks to you, I think I'll be able to sleep comfortably today. Thank you."
     

“...?”

     


She was still confused, but she didn't seem to particularly dislike it, perhaps because she was glad to hear the words of thanks.
     


“Then let’s go to bed now. It’s already midnight.”
     


The moment I turned around to try to sleep, G11 opened his mouth.
     


“Commander. What’s that on the back of your neck?”
     


Is that the spot where UMP9 bit me? It's been days and it still hasn't disappeared. How hard must it have bitten me?
     


“Someone just asked.”
     


“...Okay. Good night.”
     


The voice was filled with some sort of complaint, but I tried to ignore it and went to sleep. Perhaps because my mind was lighter, I quickly fell asleep without any signs of insomnia.
     

     

     


The quiet commanding officer's office was filled with the sound of a clock ticking and the two people breathing.
     


“...Commander.”
     


In fact, G11 didn't sleep. He felt uneasy after seeing the teeth marks on the back of the commander's neck earlier.
     


She quietly checked to see if the commander was sleeping, then looked at the back of his neck again.
     

“...”

     


What is this feeling? It's just a mark, but for some reason, I feel bad.
     


I was feeling good until I was talking about the drama with the commander, but seeing that really turned my mood down.
     


I carefully touched the mark. How hard must I have bitten to leave such a mark?
     


He opened his mouth and placed his teeth on the mark. Then he applied force.
     


Kwajik, perhaps he had exerted too much force. Blood began to ooze from the back of the commander's neck.
     


Fortunately, I didn't wake up, perhaps because I was in a deep sleep. I carefully licked the blood that was flowing out.
     


Suddenly, ...I felt better. I covered the marks on the Commander with my own. I licked the Commander's blood.
     


The unpleasant feeling from earlier had already disappeared. I checked the back of his neck again.
     


The teeth marks of someone I didn't know had disappeared, leaving only the marks I had made.
     


"lol..."
     


I hugged the sleeping commander tightly. I felt even better.

I felt like I would be able to sleep better today than usual.
     

 

     



Don't go where the egrets play, crows.
 


The Commander and SOP2 were heading to her room to keep their promise to spend the whole day playing with her.
   


“Ta-da! How are you, Commander!”
     


“That’s cool.”
     


With a bright smile, she proudly displayed her eyeball collection, one of her hobbies. A normal person would have been startled, but the commander simply admired them with indifference.
     


"Wow! The only person who's said this is cool so far is the Commander! I guess the Commander and I have something in common!"
 


Satisfied with his answer, SOP2 jumped up and down in joy. Seeing this, the commander chuckled and patted her head.
     


“Commander, are you feeling well these days?”
     


“Why? What’s going on?”
     


“These days, you don’t smoke, you don’t swear, and most importantly, you smile a lot!”
     


The commander looked at the mirror right next to him. He was clearly smiling naturally, not bitterly, as before.
     


‘Is it because of what happened that day?’
     


The story I shared with UMP45 under the moonlight. She, who knew of my horrific and disgusting past but didn't hate me, who saved me from a hellish nightmare.
     


Perhaps it was because his heart had become lighter after finding someone who understood him, but he had been growing warmer without realizing it.
     


“Well, if you say it was a good thing, then it was a good thing.”
     


“What is it? Tell me! Tell me!”
     


"later."
     


“Profit! Bad!”
     


When SOP2 puffed out her cheeks as if she were upset, he patted her head. Then she let out the air and began laughing again.
     


"Hehehe! Then let's go quickly! The only person who likes this is the Commander!"
     


“Okay, okay, let’s go.”
     


The Commander and SOP2 inspected a collection of eyeballs. They were a colorful display of eyes, ripped from various dolls.
     


“Ah. SOP2. Just a moment.”
     


“Huh? Why?”
     


He had been walking without hesitation, but suddenly stopped at a spot where his gray eyes had gathered. Then, with a hmm, he seemed to ponder something, then pointed at something with his finger.
     


“SOP2. Can you take those out for me?”
     


“Huh? Really?”
     


SOP2 reached out and took out the eye and handed it to the commander, who then placed it on his left eye in turn.
     


“How do you like it?”
     


“Um...not that one, this one! The Commander’s eyes are a bit darker!”
     


SOP2 took out something else one by one and handed it to the commander.
     


“Hmm... I see.”
     


“But why the snow, Commander? Does Commander have a hobby of collecting snow?”
     


“No, it’s just time to change, so I came to see if there were any good ones.”
     


“Huh? What should I change?”
     


She tilted her head in confusion. The commander absentmindedly tapped his left eye.
     


“I’m here. Didn’t you know?”
     


“Huh?? Really??”
     


SOP2 was so surprised that he jumped up. If he had jumped just a little higher, he would have hit his head on the ceiling.
     


“Didn’t I tell you? But you never thought about how big the scar is?”
     


“I didn’t know! The commander didn’t tell me!”
     


“No, wait. So no one knew about this?”
     


The commander asked her in confusion.
     


"Isn't that right? Ah! So now this is just our secret?"
     


SOP2 seemed to be in a good mood and clung to the commander. The commander tapped his index finger on the desk for a moment, as if thinking about something. Then, as if he'd finished his thoughts, he spoke again.
     


“Then SOP2. Are you busy right now, Ms. Persica?”
     


“No? I’ve been a bit free lately!”
     


“Really? Then let’s go somewhere together.”
     


“Wow! A date? Where to? Where to?”
 


The commander smiled with satisfaction.
     


“Persica’s lab.”
     

     

     

***

     

     


“So... why did you come to me?”
     


As they quickly made their way to her lab, someone began to walk towards them.
     


A cat-eared headset perched atop pale pink hair, and a white robe draped roughly over her shoulders. It was someone he knew.

“I came because I have a favor to ask.”
     


“Hmm~ I wonder why our commander came to see me.”
     


“Hello Persica!”
     


"SOP2 is here too. Wait a minute, I'll bring you some coffee."
     


The two sat at the table and waited, as she had instructed. While I was subduing SOP2, who was trying to play a prank on me, Persica brought in three steaming cups of coffee.
     


"thank you."
 


"Okay. Then let's do this quickly. What's your business?"
     


Instead of answering, the commander pulled the eyeballs he'd received from SOP2 from his bag. Persica seemed a little taken aback by the sudden deluge of eyeballs.
     


"...what's this?"
     


“Please transplant one of these useful eyeballs into my eye.”
     


“...Why would you do that when you have perfectly good eyes?”
     


Instead of answering, the commander plucked out his left eye and handed it to her. It must have hurt, but he made no sound.
     


“Eww! Commander! What are you doing? Are you okay?”
     


“No? It hurts so much.”
     


SOP2 was flustered and worried by the commander's sudden actions, but he spoke as if nothing had happened.
     


“Hmm... I didn’t know that either~”
     


Meanwhile, Persica looked around his eye as if she had found something interesting.
     


“It’s pretty good for a makeshift setup... but it definitely looks like it’s time to replace it.”
     


"Then, may I ask you a favor? I will be very grateful."
     


“Whatever happens between us, I’ll just do it for free.”
     


Persica shrugged and continued.
     


“Follow me. I’ll do it right away.”
     


“Oh, thank you. I’ll be back, SOP2. I’ll be waiting.”
     


“Have a nice trip!”
     


The two left for the inside of the lab, leaving behind SOP2, who was always smiling brightly.
     

     

     

   

  


“By the way, why are you keeping this so secret? Is something wrong?”
 


"I thought the kids knew everything, but they didn't. They even found out about SOP2 today. With such a large scar over their eyes, isn't it worth considering at least once?"
     


The commander voiced his opinion, seemingly aggrieved, but she stared at him as if it didn't matter.
     


“Is there something on my face?”
     


“No... I thought the commander had this kind of personality.”
     


"yes?"
     


"It was always cold and hard, wasn't it? But look now. It's almost melting, it's warm."
 


"flaw..."
     


The commander carefully spread his hands and recalled the conversation he had with UMP45 that day. He felt a sense of relief.
     


"Um... Then, Miss Persica. While we're at it, may I ask you a few more favors?"
     


"You're still as shameless as ever. Let me hear it. What is it?"
     


The commander whispered something in her ear, and she raised her voice in embarrassment.
     


"You want me to put something like that on your eyes? The first one is fine, but the rest are too dangerous."
     


“It’s not impossible, is it?”
  


She sighed as if she couldn't stop the commander who was speaking with a shameless smile.
     


“Haa... Okay... Please, I’ll try.”
     


"thank you."

“Okay. Just lie down. I’ll do it right away.”
     

     

     

     


The commander received his new eyes. At first, he blinked a few times, struggling to adjust, but soon he tapped his eyes and smiled with satisfaction.
     


"This is much better than last time. As expected from Persica. Thank you."
     


"Don't give me too much credit. I've only done the first request. The rest will probably take quite a while, even for me. After all the hard work. Can I have the old eyes?"
     


“What, something like that? Make it into a landmine or a bomb, whatever you want.”
     


“Commander! Are you alright?”
     


As she chuckled and dismissed the commander's praise, SOP2 ran towards the commander.
     


“It ended safely. How was it?”
     


“Hmm... It suits you well! It’s much better than before!”
     


She poked the commander under his eye as if she found it curious. The commander ruffled her hair as if he found it cute.
     


"lol..."
     


"Thank you for your help today. Well, we'll take our leave now."
     


“Hello Persica!”
     


With those greetings, the Commander and SOP2 disappeared. Persica, left alone, was turning the Commander's old prosthetic eye around.
     


"You're probably the first person to ask me to put something like that in their eyeballs. Anyway, I'm curious."
     


She put the prosthesis into the analyzer. Then, the prosthesis began to overheat and generate numerous errors.
     


"Who is that rascal who hacked the commander's eye?"
     

     

     

***

     

     


“Did you have fun today?”
     


“Yeah! It was super fun!”
     


“Then that’s good.”
     


Was it because he hadn't kept his promise to always play, or was it because he'd gained some peace of mind? The commander had somehow made the first request to SOP2 to go out and play, and of course she happily agreed.
     


We walked around the downtown area, went to a clothing store, and even bought some delicious food outside. SOP2 seemed genuinely happy, a smile never leaving his face the entire day.
     


“What about the Commander? Was the Commander having fun?”
     


Instead of answering her sudden question, the commander just shrugged.
     


"well?"
     


“Wow! What is that!”
     


SOP2 ran into the commander's arms and pounded his chest.
     


"But SOP2. Why are the dolls' eyes all gathered together? Don't you feel bad for them?"
     


The commander suddenly asked her if something had occurred to him. SOP2 seemed to ponder for a moment, then smiled faintly and opened her mouth.
     


“Well... but they’re still bad guys!”
     


"...what?"
     


Her words shot like arrows, striking the commander in the chest. A huge hole opened in the commander's chest.
     


The commander's expression instantly turned pale. His voice also became quiet. But SOP2, already excited, didn't notice and continued speaking.
     


"The Iron Bloods are bad guys! Bad guys still fight!"
     


A chillingly cold silence descended. Then, with a thud, something settled on his heart like a stone falling. His once-light heart became heavy again, and his limbs felt as if chained, unable to move.
     


"ah..."
     


But didn't he clearly say it with his own mouth? He was a greedy man who pretended to be good to atone for his sins. He only enjoyed a brief moment of blissful happiness. Yes. I shouldn't be happy. Because I'm a bad guy. And bad guys deserve to be treated well.
     


“Commander...? What’s wrong?”
     


SOP2 noticed something was off and spoke to him in a worried voice, but his eyes had long since died.
     


“Sorry, I have to go first. I have something to do.”
     


“Huh? What does that mean?”
 

“...”

     


Instead of answering, he turned his gaze to SOP2. The vibrant gaze he'd had before had vanished, replaced by a cold, lifeless gaze, like metal.
     


"...okay."
     


Normally, she would have questioned him, but realizing his mood was off, she meekly backed away. The brisk pace of earlier vanished, and SOP2 disappeared with a limp, trudging gait.
     


“Fuck...”
     


The commander, too, walked with a feeble gait down the alley. Then he took a cigarette from his pocket, put it in his mouth, and lit it.
     


-Cheek!
     


I had definitely resolved to cut down on smoking, but if I didn't smoke now, I felt like I would tear my hair out and collapse, so I rationalized that I had no choice but to do it and diligently smoked.
     


"ha..."
     


Yeah. What right do I have to be happy? It's obvious that even if I were to stay with them, it would only serve to tarnish my own filth, and it wouldn't be any good. I'm a bad guy.
     


Where crows play, herons must not go. And conversely, where herons play, crows must not go.
     


And I was a crow.
     


The cigarette burned down. And just like that, his speed burned down.
     


When the cigarette that had served its purpose turned to ash, he opened his mouth in a lonely voice.
     


“...It’s fun.”
     


Why does this situation remind me of the 404th Platoon? Is it because they are also crows?

Then shouldn't I be hanging out with them like a crow?
     


With a heavy heart, the commander walked forward. His gait, trudging, seemed even more lonely today.
     


That night the commander had another nightmare, and this time no one came to his rescue.


Weak me, strong you
 


After the cold winter, a warm spring arrives. This is an immutable law, an act of nature that even the gods cannot defy.
     


But why did he go back from spring to winter?
     


As they say, "The flower blooms only after ten days." The commander's gentle demeanor vanished in less than ten days, and he returned to his original form.
     


No. On the contrary, the commander's attitude had become even colder than before, almost to the point where it was comparable to the days when he was called a working machine.
     


A heavy gaze like a sunken abyss and a smile that looks like a mask, smiling but not smiling.
     


Naturally, the puppets in the command center were flustered and worried about him, but the answer they got back was the same.
     


“I just... got the gist of it.”
     


The dolls were even more confused by his incomprehensible answer. However, one thing was certain: they were all heartbroken by the sudden change in their attitudes.
 


And of those dolls, the one that suffered the most was, of course, M4 SOPMOD II.
     


“Aaaaah!! It’s my fault! The commander ended up like that after playing with me!!”
     


She blamed herself for all this. But she was partially right. It was she who had, though unintentionally, said something that triggered the commander's trauma.
     


"No, SOP2. It was just a coincidence. It wasn't your fault."
 


Although RO was trying hard to comfort her from the side, her tears showed no signs of stopping.
     


Meanwhile, M16 seemed to be pondering something, placing his hand on his chin, before opening his mouth.
     


“...SOP2. Could you tell me everything that happened with the commander that day?”
     


"huh...?"
     


“I think I might be able to find the answer. Please.”
     


SOP2 raised her head at M16's call. Her eyes were swollen from crying so much, but she was still beautiful.
     


"If we do it right, we might be able to restore the commander to his original state. So please."
 


Upon hearing the commander's return to normal, SOP2 let out a "hmph!" and stopped crying. He then quickly searched his head and finished organizing his thoughts.
     


"therefore..."
     


SOP2 told everything that happened that day.
     


Showing off his treasured eyeball collection, replacing the commander's artificial eye, and having fun hanging out with him here and there.
     


"You were still smiling until then? Then what's the problem?"
 


“Lastly... I said the Iron Bloods were bad guys, but since then the commander has changed...”
     


"...what?"
 


M16 couldn't hide his bewilderment at SOP2's answer, which he squeezed out while sobbing.
      


“Tell me more. Every single detail of the conversation.”
     


“Yeah...”
     


SOP2 flipped through his mind map and recounted the entire conversation that day. As the conversation dragged on, M16's expression grew increasingly tense.
     


“So, you’re saying that bad guys should be punished in front of the commander?”
     


"huh..."
     


M16's expression hardened coldly. Her usual cheerful demeanor was gone, replaced by a solemn expression.
     


“...Did I do something wrong?”
     


“...No. First, I’ll go see the commander for a moment.”
     


With those words, she left the room. It was clearly no different from any other situation, but there was no trace of playfulness in her expression.
     

     

     

***

     

     


Yes, this is correct.
     


A crow, like a crow, should be alone. Or it can mingle with a flock of crows.
     


It was heartbreaking to break off a relationship that had once been ours, but there was nothing I could do. I was already a tainted body.
     


There's no need to needlessly stain them with my filth. So, that's why I need to distance myself from them. I shouldn't get close to them.
     


...but I don't like being alone.
     


“...I’m so selfish too.”
 


As I took out the report, secretly admiring how selfish she could be, someone entered the room with a sound that sounded like the door was going to break.
     


The eldest member of the AR platoon, M16A1, with long black braids and an eye patch.
     


I would have been so happy if it had been normal, but for some reason I wasn't happy at all now.
     


"...hi."
     


I raised my hand briefly to say hello, but she remained silent. She simply stared at me with an unusual gaze.
     


I met her eyes cautiously. Why, I'm clearly a bad guy, why is she looking at me with such pitiful eyes?
     


“Commander.”
     


Her mouth opened. It was just a simple word, but how could it feel so heavy?
     


"why."
     


“Let’s talk for a moment.”
     


“...Can I not do it?”
     


"no."
     


I tried to resist timidly, but her attitude was surprisingly firm. In the end, I was forced out, half-forced by her hand.
     


“You’re so proactive.”
 


"This is a place where kids don't come often. It means our stories won't get out."
     


“...What do you want to say?”
     


“I told you last time. Don’t you ever plan on forgiving yourself?”
     

“...”

     


I responded to M16's bone-crushing words with silence. But she sighed and opened her mouth, seemingly displeased with my attitude.
     


"Do you think the other dolls will like that? It's not like I don't know the current state of command."
     


There was nothing wrong with what she said. That's why I remained silent.
     


"Do you know what SOP2 is like right now? He's been crying all day, blaming himself. No, you think it's just SOP2? The M4, the AR-15, no, the entire command staff just wants to cry."
     


"stop..."
     


The commander spoke softly, but she continued speaking as if she hadn't heard him.
     


"Please, don't you know your place? If you fall, it's only natural that those under you will fall too. So please..."
     


“Stop it!!”
     


“Commander...?”
     


People are wicked. When logic is lacking, they resort to emotional appeals to somehow convince others that their opinions are right.
     


"How can you say it so simply? Forgive yourself? If it were possible, you would have done it a long time ago!!"
     


M16 was speechless as he looked at the commander who suddenly started to cry and raise his voice.
     


“I want to be comfortable with everyone... I want to play poker at a cafe with Springfield... I want to go out and eat delicious food with SPAS-12...”
     


Once his emotions burst, they wouldn't stop, like a broken dam. He continued to pour out his innermost feelings.
     


“But... what should I do... I can't forgive myself... Yeah? But why can you say that so easily?”
     


He showed an emotional side he never, not even once, ever showed. His voice trembled, and tears welled up on his face, overflowing and falling to the ground.
     


"Do you know why? You're strong. You've been on the battlefield since before you joined the AR Platoon, and your countless experiences have probably strengthened your mental fortitude."
     


“Commander... That’s not it...”
     


“But I’m weak!! I’m weak!!”
     


Now he cut her off with a curse. Like a child being slapped, he continued to speak.
     


"I'm different from you! Do you know what it feels like to be a child who hasn't received a single compliment since childhood? Have you ever felt your parents' gaze at you like an object at an age when you should be receiving so much love?"
     


The mask cracked. And inside, a child with a sad fate, who had to wear the mask at the young age of ten, was revealed.
     


"I tried my best too... Yeah? Can't you praise me? I put on a mask and tried so hard to get close to everyone, to become their leader... What am I supposed to do when it doesn't work out..."
     


Then he collapsed and started crying, "Wow!" He looked truly pitiful and pathetic.
     


“SOP2 says all bad guys should die... but what should I do? I’m a bad guy... huh... huh... uhhhh!!”
     


M16 listened to him silently. Or, more accurately, accepted his feelings.
     


He was truly pitiful, expressing a mixture of emotions such as sadness, regret, longing, and longing.
     


“I’m sorry I got mad… Please don’t hate me...”
     


She approached him as he lay on the ground and gave him a gentle hug. The tears that had stopped welling up again, wetting her shoulders.
     


“I want to be happy too... I want to be happy too... I want to get along with everyone, but what should I do...”
     


Pat pat, she said, silently stroking the commander's back. Then, the commander's tears gradually subsided, and he fell asleep.
     

“...”

     


Even though he was asleep, M16 continued to quietly stroke his back.
     


Because this man, who lived a life where he had to wear a mask, was so pitiful.
     

     

     

***

     

     


“It’s strange...”
     


Was it because of the commander's recent change in attitude, or was it for some other special reason? UMP45 was lying awake all night, unable to fall asleep until dawn.
     


To be honest, I wasn't a little pleased with him. He was the one who had recently saved him from his nightmares, so why was he treating me with such a coldness?
     


“...I don’t like it.”
     


What was this feeling? The thought of the commander pushing him away made an inexplicable emotion well up inside him. It was a feeling he'd never felt before.
     


Finally, I got up to meet the commander in person and talk to him face to face.
     


“It’s quiet♪”
     


The command post at dawn was truly quiet, which made me like it even more.
     


As I was walking along, lost in thought for a moment, I arrived at the commanding officer's office.
     


As expected, the lights were on in the commanding officer's office. Thinking he was going to be working overtime again after getting scolded so badly last time, I hurled the door open and stormed in.
     


“Commander! Now...”
     


But the contents of the room were completely different from what I had expected, so I couldn't continue speaking.
     


Bottles of alcohol rolling around, and the smell of alcohol filling the room. And.
     


“Huh...? 45?”
     


Even the commander, who seemed drunk and couldn't control his body.
     


It seemed like the story would be a bit long.


Something only I can do
 


Alcohol reveals a different side of a person. It could be an ugly side, or something they'd rather hide.
     


but,
     


“Hehe...45...”
     


What on earth is going on?
     


He quickly drew up a mind map to sort out the situation. The various bottles of alcohol floating around the room, the faint smell of alcohol. And the commander, embracing him, smiling, and calling his name.
     


...was the best.
     


“Haha... Luke, no, Van. Yes, it’s me. UMP45.”
     


I carefully placed my hand on his back. Then, gently, patted his back.
     


He buried his face in my arms. He was much larger than me, so it looked a little odd, but strangely enough, it felt wonderful.
     


The feeling of discontent that had filled me up until just now had disappeared, and my heart was filled with it.
     


“45... I’m so tired... What should I do?”
     


"What's the problem, Ban? Tell me anything."
 


Your tearful expression, an expression you don't usually show.
     


...exciting.
     


My whole body, no, especially my lower abdomen, aches. Why is it? Is it because I've seen a side of you that you don't usually show? Or is it the feeling that I'm the only one who sees a side of you that no one else knows about that makes me feel this way?
     


I buried my nose in his crown and took a deep breath. A strange smell, a mixture of shampoo and alcohol.
     


Then he lifted his face and brought it face to face. His usually emotionless visage was gone, and his expression, even at first glance, displayed a wide range of emotions.
     


Sadness, regret, longing, and... joy.
     


“45... You, are you a crow?”
 


"what?"
 


“I am a crow... so I cannot fit in with the herons...”
     

“...”

     


I was momentarily taken aback by the English words I couldn't understand, but soon I understood what he was saying.
     


Because I was quick-witted.
     


“Commander, are you looking for a nest?”
     


“...There is a nest. There is no one to hang out with me.”
     


"What are you talking about, Commander? I'm here."
     


"huh?"
     


He looked at me with a questioning expression. Even that was endearing.
     


"Ban. I, no, we, the 404th Squadron, are crows. Ominous and dirty crows like you."
     

“...”

     


“That’s why I can be with you.”
     


His expression changed. And mine changed accordingly.
     


“You mean...same as me?”
 


"Yeah, we're Black Ops. We do all kinds of dirty work. How many people do you think we've killed? Probably not enough even if we used the fingers of every puppet in the command center."
     


“He’s a bad guy...”
     


“He’s a bad guy. That’s why I can be with you.”
 


A tiny crack has appeared in his mask. If you exploit the faint crack between the cracks, you might be able to remove his mask.
     


“Crows live in flocks. You’ve probably seen one flying in the sky at least once.”
   


So I'm going to drive a wedge in there.
  


“So, if you become our family, my family, you will not be alone.”
     


"family?"
     


His gaze changed again. And again, mine changed to match his.
     


"You said it yourself. You wanted a family. You worked hard to create a harmonious family, but your efforts were met with the worst possible outcome."
     


“...Ah...uh...”
     


Perhaps triggering his trauma, he was unable to continue speaking and began to make strange noises.
     


It was so heartbreaking, but there was nothing I could do. This was the path for us, no, for you.
     


"That's why. Ban. If you're a crow, we're crows too. That's why we can be family♪"
     


"really...?"
 


“Yeah. Really.”
 


He laughs. I laugh. He laughs louder. And I laugh louder.
     


“Really... will you become my family? Will you love me, me?”
     


Ah, another lovely expression♪

I have to hold back. I want to rush in right away, but I have to hold back.
     


"Yes. Commander, no, Van. Only I can love you. I can be your family."
     


"ah..."
     


With an incomprehensible utterance, he suddenly collapsed like a puppet whose strings had snapped. It was a little disappointing not to hear a reply, but it didn't really matter anymore.
     


The moment she smiled and hugged the commander again, the door suddenly opened and an M16A1 came in.
     

“...”

     


Their eyes met each other and a heavy silence followed.
     


The two dolls quickly grasped the situation by rolling the mind map.
     


"...So, the other dolls found out too. But why the UMP45? No. He could have just fallen asleep. I really need to avoid the worst-case scenario..."
     


‘If you came into the room without knocking at this hour, there must be something going on... But it doesn’t matter♪ The commander is with me right now anyway.’
     


As expected of two smart dolls, they both quickly figured out the situation.
     


And the first to break the silence was the M16A1.
     


“What did the commander say?”
     


Perhaps she was too hasty. Unfortunately, her suspiciously unrelated remarks only confirmed UMP45's suspicions.
     


"No? When I came into the room, he suddenly ran towards me, so I grabbed him, but he fell asleep right away. I guess he's really tired these days♪"
     


That's why she lied. Lying was her specialty.
     


“...Is that so?”
 


But M16 didn't seem to believe it at all. Knowing the 404th Squad well, she was wary of UMP45's lies.
     


"Oh my, you look like you don't believe me? It's a little disappointing♪"
     


And since UMP45 knew that too, the two stopped talking. They just stared at each other.
     


However, there was a significant difference in the expressions of the two.
     


The UMP45, holding its commander in its arms, had a single, leisurely smile, but the M16A1 did not.
     


Although she was usually not easily flustered by simple things, for some reason her expression was filled with anxiety.
     


“...Okay. Hand it over to the commander and go back to your room. I’ll finish it up.”
     


But, like a veteran who has been through a lot, he quickly gathered his emotions and opened his mouth.
     


“...I don’t like it♪”
     


"what?"
     


She hugged the commander tighter. His face pressed against her chest, but she paid no attention.
     


"Is there really a need for that? I have the command right now. Is there any reason why I should hand it over to you?"
     


“What are you talking about...”
     


“It’s mine.”
     


"...what?"
     


Her eyes. Something sticky was seeping from those beautiful, amber eyes.
     


"At first, he was just a fun guy. We were close, but it was more of a business relationship, where we just carried out missions and got paid accordingly."
     

“...?”

     


"But that day I spoke with him under the moonlight. Yes, it was from that day on. From then on, a strange feeling began to form in my chest."
 


M16 looked like he didn't know what she was talking about, but she continued talking regardless.
     


“At first, I didn’t know what it was. It was the first time I had felt this way about someone, so I tried to bury it in a corner of my heart and pretend not to notice.”
     


Yes. Now that I think about it, I pretended not to know. From then on, my mind was already made up. That day, the day we became each other's understanding, our fate was sealed.
     


"Then, quite by chance, I saw him crying, struggling with his own karma, begging for help. I felt so heartbroken that I hugged him tightly without realizing it."
     


Her eyes quirked. It was a sensual smile that captivated men, but to M16, it felt unpleasant.
     


"Yes, that's when I became aware of my feelings. And then I shyly kissed his forehead... Ah, how good it felt."
     


Thinking back to that moment made my stomach churn. Forcefully calming myself down, I continued.
     


"And today, I face him. I've decided to admit it. What I've been feeling. What I feel for him."
     


“You now...”
     


"Yes! That's something you clean people could never do. That's something the Commander wanted his whole life, but never received! Only our 404th Platoon! No! Only I can give it to him!!"
     


Madness, boundless madness emanated from her. And it was all directed at the Commander.
     


M16's expression shifted from confusion to shock. Was it due to her madness? Or was it something else?
     


UMP45 couldn't control his emotions and started trembling, hugging his own body.
     


After a moment, she cautiously raised her head. Her expression was so impassive that it felt like a lie that she had been expressing her emotions so frantically just moments before.
     


Then she opened her mouth with a smile, a very comfortable smile.
     


“This is... love.”
     


She decided to admit her feelings.


Ways of love
 


My head hurts. What on earth is going on?
     


The drunken commander. UMP45 hugging him with a peaceful expression.
     


And the crazy things that came out of her mouth.
     


Roll out a mind map to quickly understand the situation.
     


First of all, I don't know how UMP45 heard about it, but he knows about the commander's past.
     


This alone was already the worst situation.
     


Moreover, it is certain that he saw him having a seizure, as he said that he saw him cry.
     


And... saying that I love him.
     


Her gaze toward the commander was dripping with affection. It wasn't a lie.
     


It was a truly desperate situation, with only the worst, worst, worst situations overlapping.
     


So didn't I say it back then? They're not roses, they're Parisian hell.
     


It was a truly fitting statement. Even considering the current situation, it seemed she had no intention of letting go of her commander.
     


She opened her mouth cautiously, feeling sorry that the commander couldn't see the situation.
     


“So, what do you plan to do with the commander?”
 


“Well♪ I don’t know because this is my first time feeling like this?”
 


"under..."
 


I pressed my temples. But my head still hurt. What on earth should I do about this?
     


She's already a troublesome opponent, but she also has an important hostage, the commander, in her arms.
     


Judging by their eyes, there seems to be absolutely no room for compromise. I don't even know what the other person wants.
     


“...♪”
     


While she was lost in thought, UMP45 looked at the commander again with a rapt expression.
   


I unbuttoned his shirt. With each click, click, the sound of the button falling off filled me with a tingling sensation.
     


And then his inner self was revealed. Scars covered his face, as if testifying to the hardships he'd endured since childhood, but it didn't matter. No, it was even more heartbreaking.
     


I carefully buried my face in the nape of her neck.
     


Then, I take a deep breath. His scent delights my nose.
     


“It’s the best...”
     


I blurted it out without realizing it. It feels so, so good.
     


“Are you really crazy?”
     


“Yeah, I guess so♪ This is my first time doing something like this, so I might really be going crazy♪”
   


Seeing her still spouting out crazy things, M16 seemed to have made up his mind and his expression hardened again.
     


"I can't stand it anymore. I can't entrust command to a crazy bitch like you."
     


“Unfortunately, the Commander wants a bad person like me♪ You know very well what the Commander thinks of you, right?”
     


"No. The Commander isn't a bad person. He's just a good person who blames himself for everything."
     


“I don’t think you think that way♪”
 


Neither side gave an inch. UMP45, who insisted the commander was a bad guy, and M16, who insisted he was a good guy, both adjusted their postures, sensing that conversation wouldn't end there.
     


“This is the last one. Hand over the commander.”
     


It was no longer a suggestion, but a command. Her voice was filled with a clear murderous intent, beyond seriousness.
     


“Hmm... I don’t like it♪”
     


But UMP45 laughed it off. Then, his expression hardened, revealing the same murderous intent.
     


The two men's killing intent clashed. Though neither of them took any action, the room was filled with a menacing aura so strong it could easily knock a weakling to the ground.
     


A chill blew through. And a chilling silence fell to match.
     


And just before the two dolls collide.
     


There was a creaking sound as the door opened and a doll entered the room.
     


“Oh, what a coincidence. I happened to see the lights on in the Commander’s room, so I popped in for a moment… You’re doing something interesting, aren’t you?”
 


Another doll trying to unmask was IWS-2000.
     


With her usual kind smile on her face, she took one step forward.
     


Whether it was because they were flustered by the sudden appearance of a third party or because of her shameless attitude, the two dolls just looked at her in silence.
     


“Seeing so many bottles of alcohol... I guess the Commander must have been very distressed...”
     


IWS-2000 grinned and reached out to the commander, who was in UMP45's arms. Perhaps not pleased, UMP45's expression hardened and he slapped her hand away.
     


“Don’t touch it.”
     

“...”

     


She stared blankly at her own hand, which had been thrown away. She opened her mouth with a snicker.
     


“What is the way you practice love?”
     


"...what?"
     


UMP45 asked her a question out of the blue, but IWS-2000 continued speaking as if nothing had happened.
     


"I'm always grateful to you, Commander. Without you, I'm sure I wouldn't have been able to forgive myself and would have committed suicide in the bunker soon after."
 


Her kind smile was nowhere to be found, and her expression was utterly indifferent.
     


“But then one day, a strange man came into my bunker. He was clearly dying, despite his cancer.”
     


Her expression changed, and she assumed a look of rapture. And that expression was just like UMP45's.
  


“And then, when I was dying, when I was about to die, he saved me, regardless of what would happen to his body. And that’s when I made a promise.”
     


She reached out to the commander again, but this time the UMP45 didn't slap her hand away.
     


A truly gentle hand brushed his cheek.
     


"So, I, too, will heal your emotional wounds, Commander. No matter who this person is. I will give everything for you, Commander."
     


“Heh heh... hahaha!”
     


UMP45 couldn't hold back her laughter and burst out laughing. She laughed so hard that tears welled up in her eyes.
     


“It seems like someone crazier than me has appeared♪”
     


She carefully placed the commander down, not forgetting to gently stroke his head.
     


“I’ll step down today♪ But remember, the Commander is a crow like me.”
     


With those words, UMP45 left the room and disappeared into the darkness.
     


M16 looked at him with blank eyes, but IWS-2000 was still looking at him with a smile.
     


After a brief silence, IWS-2000 was the first to speak.
     


“Thank goodness nothing happened.”
     


“How on earth did you get here?”
     


"yes?"
     


M16 quickly lifted the lying commander and looked at her with a wary expression. Then, IWS-2000, with a slightly aggrieved expression, placed a hand on his chest and spoke.
     


“Didn't I tell you earlier? I just happened to come here.”
     


“So, the commander might be here at this hour of the morning, and he just happened to come here right before we were about to fight?”
     


"yes."
 


An answer without a shred of hesitation. That's why M16's expression became even more wary.
     


“What are you planning? Tell me straight.”
 


"...I told you earlier, Commander. I love you. To have that love denied... It breaks my heart a little..."
     


It was strange. M16 had clearly been through a lot and seen all kinds of people, but he couldn't possibly read the doll's mind.
     


While M16 was having a headache, IWS-2000 had already turned around and moved towards the door.
     


“Don’t worry. I have no intention of harming you, Commander.”
     


Then he left for his room and disappeared into the darkness.
     


M16, left alone, stood there blankly for a moment, then laid the commander down on the sofa and sat down on the sofa himself.
     


“...What is this?”
     


I tried to stop the crazy bitch, but an even crazier bitch came in and chased her out. Then the crazy bitch left, and an even crazier bitch disappeared with an unknown sound.
     

“...”

 


My head hurts, I'm confused. Are there only crazy people around the Commander, or are the crazy people gathering around him?
     


But half of the responsibility for this situation was his own, so he couldn't blame the commander.
     


Because he pushed him to break the mask, knowing what kind of person he thought of himself as.
     


"lol..."
     


He was smiling, wondering if he was having a pleasant dream after drinking alcohol.
     


My head feels like it's going to burst, and you're sleeping without a care in the world.
     


“...Yeah. But you're the one who has it the hardest, but sometimes it's okay to live without thinking.”
     


I gently stroked his hair.
     


But I couldn't think of any way to resolve this situation.
     


UMP45 learns the commander's secret, and the mad love she shows him.
     


It would have been better if it had ended with just that, but the IWS-2000 suddenly appeared and disappeared leaving behind more questions.
     


"ha..."
     


I couldn't help but think of the cigarettes he used to smoke. He always smoked when his head was in a mess, and now I think I understand that feeling.
     


I wondered if he could endure their heavy, sticky love.
     


...What on earth should I do about this situation? Can you handle it?

M16 couldn't think of any way to break this situation. He could only pray that his commander wouldn't remember today's events.

...the night grew deeper and deeper.
 

     



Hangovers and True Stories
 


“My throat hurts...”
     


A burning thirst arose in me. I quickly searched around, found a bottle of water lying around, emptied it, and threw it away.
     


I left the plastic bottle flying in a beautiful parabolic arc behind me and grabbed my head, which was burning hot.
     


“Ah... my head hurts.”
     


No matter how many times I've experienced a hangover headache, I just can't get used to it. Well, come to think of it, I've only had two such binge-worthy drinks.
     


After a brief moment of nonsense, I searched through my hazy memories to think about what I had done yesterday.
     


After hearing SOP2's words, I distanced myself from the dolls again and went about my daily life as before, but then M16 suddenly dragged me away and scolded me, breaking my mask and completely collapsing.
     


“...This is a big problem.”
     


This alone would have fucked me up, but the memories still lingered.
     


I delved a little deeper into my memories. With M16's help, I returned to my room. He told me to just sleep, but I simply ignored him and drank my alcohol.
     


I drank way too much and got drunk, and then...
     


“Are you awake?”
     


“M16?”
     


While I was trying to remember my aching head, M16 entered the room.
     


“Wait, this is my room. How?”
 


My own space, where no other dolls can ever enter. My room, completely separated from the commanding officer's office. Why is she here?
     


When I asked her with a skeptical expression, M16 looked rather dumbfounded.
     


“You told me how to get in.”
     


“...Oh, right. I’m sorry. I guess I haven’t fully come to my senses yet.”
     


Are you still drunk? You forgot what I said.
     


I tried to apologize, but she just chuckled, waved her hand as if to say no, and threw something at me.
     


"what's this?"
     


"A hangover cure. I think you need it most right now."
 


“Wow, this is the best.”
 


I quickly drank the drink she gave me. It wasn't my style at all, but it was better than the headache, so I downed it all quickly.
     


Then a heavy silence followed. Perhaps because we both knew what had happened, we remained silent for a long time.
     


"Still, things look a lot better than yesterday. That's fortunate. The atmosphere has also relaxed a lot."
     


"It was like that before. I got close to you guys after drinking. Isn't alcohol a leap of courage?"
 


I met her eyes, spitting out nonsense. It was more enjoyable to be with others than alone.
     


"Sorry."
     


"uh?"
     


Her apology came out of nowhere. I was a little taken aback by the laughter that had been lingering, but she continued speaking with a serious expression.
     


“You pushed me so hard yesterday, knowing full well what I thought of you.”
 


“...It’s okay. It’s in the past.”
     

“...”

     


She thought. He was someone who dismissed other people's mistakes as things of the past, but he didn't forget his own mistakes even after ten years and blamed himself for them.
     


...As expected, he was so kind and pure. That must be why there are dolls targeting him.
     


He was like a oyster. Yes, a pearl oyster. From the soft flesh inside the hard shell to the dolls who coveted only the pearl, the product of that pain, without caring about the pain he endured to create it, these words perfectly suited him.
     


“So, how much do you remember this time?”
     


“Drinking until dawn. After that, my memory is hazy.”
     


“That’s better, if you remember even that much, you could have been in serious trouble.”
     


He blinked, as if he didn't understand what I was saying. His eyes were too pure for his size. I unconsciously stroked his hair.
     


“...don’t treat me like a child.”
 


“You’re a kid, right? You’re just an adult in body.”
 


"If you're going to do it, tell me you haven't lost your innocence yet. That makes you look even better."
 


“I really wish for so much~”
     


They looked at each other and smiled. Such a good person. Why was he born with such a miserable fate? He was so pitiful.
     


"What are you going to do from now on? I think my mental state has improved somewhat now."
 


"We should go back to the way things were. Approach appropriately, but keep your distance. Ah, I should go meet SOP2 sometime. He said he was crying."
 


“Good idea.”
     


Yes, this is the best outcome. But I know it's not the best outcome, so I open my mouth again.
     


“...You still have no intention of forgiving yourself?”
     

“...”

 


It's chilling. The atmosphere has frozen in an instant. I knew this would happen, but there's nothing I can do. Unless he forgives himself, we'll be stuck in the same place forever.
     


"...uh."
     


He's generous to others and infinitely strict with himself. He's truly honest and kind, but that's what makes his personality all the more toxic.
     


It was clearly an accident that he killed his younger brother, and it was clearly beyond the pale that he killed his parents and the rest of them; they were people who deserved to die, but he was stubborn.

"Commander. How many dolls know about your past now? Tell me honestly."
     


I asked him, my head spinning. He opened and closed his mouth, as if he was hesitating, then sighed deeply and opened his mouth.
     


“You and UMP45. And I know the two women who are digging around behind you.”
     


“...This is the worst.”
     


"Why? I'm satisfied. And after I told 45, the nightmares have lessened a bit. The only problem is those Rebellion bitches who keep trying to pry into my life."
     


He said with a smile, as if he didn't regret what he had said to UMP45.
     


But I couldn't laugh at all because I saw the ghostly love she exuded that night.
     


Wouldn't he have regretted seeing her? Embracing the Commander, displaying boundless madness.
     


"Commander. So, what are your thoughts on the IWS-2000?"
     


But there was a bigger problem than that. Something that seemed as dangerous as, if not more so than, the UMP45.
     


“I want to say she’s just a good doll, but… honestly, I’m not sure.”
     


"what?"
     


“Obviously, when I met you that day in the bunker, you were a doll struggling with your own karma... but since coming here, you’ve changed a lot.”
     


“That’s fortunate.”
 


I guess he's somewhat aware of it. It's better now. Even so, it's only a change from the worst to the lesser of two evils.
     


But his words caught on again, a doll struggling with its own karma. Those words were clearly referring to himself.
     


Only then did I understand. Why he had saved her, even at the cost of his own life.
     


“As expected... you’re kind.”
     


"know."
 


“Huh, how shameless. You’re wearing a metal plate over your face instead of a mask?”
     


“You said you’d admit it sometime. It’s disappointing.”
     


They were talking nonsense to each other and laughing. I wish they had shown this to other kids instead of just me.
     


“Yeah. You’ve worked hard.”
     


“Ah, M16, wait a minute.”
     


With that, I was about to leave. But then he suddenly stopped me, brought out a strange little terminal, and handed it to me.
     


"what's this?"
     


"Secret Weapon No. 1, made by Miss Persica. I made it just in case, but I figured if not now, there'd be no other time to give it to the others."
 


I checked the terminal and saw that it was sending a signal from where we were. I looked at him with a puzzled expression, and he dabbed his eyes.
     


“Oh, right, you changed your glasses. They’re darker than before?”
 


“You’re only just noticing now? You’ve changed… You weren’t like this at first! You’ve changed!”
 


“Hahaha! Where did you see this again?”
 


I burst out laughing when I saw him suddenly blurting out something strange. Did he really have such a sense of humor?
     


"SOP2 changed his shoe decorations, and I couldn't recognize him, so he kept saying something really bad. I thought it might come in handy in my relationships with women later, so I remembered it."
 


"You even care about women's feelings now? You're all grown up, Commander."
     


I reached for his head again, but this time he pulled his head back slightly, so I couldn't reach him.
     


“Huh, I guess I’ll just skip ahead. Okay, I’ll really go now. Thanks for the hard work.”
   


As she was about to leave, she suddenly stopped and opened her mouth with a serious expression she had never shown before.

"And Commander, don't trust UMP45 too much. As I said last time, he's more suited to a flytrap than a rose."
  


With those words, M16 disappeared from the room. I stared blankly at him. A sudden ringing of the phone brought me back to my senses and I picked up my phone.
   


-Ms. Persica

I wondered if something was wrong, so I pressed the receive button and put it to my ear.
  


-Beep!
     


"hello."
 


“Nice to meet you, Commander~”
     


“This crazy bitch.”
     


The phone clearly said "Persica," so why was AK-12 answering? Furious, I tried to turn it off, but for some reason, the call wouldn't end even after I pressed the end button.
     


“Don’t hang up~ I have something I want to ask you. Do you have any questions...”
     


-bang!

Knowing that I would gain nothing from talking to her, I threw my phone on the floor.

With a loud crash, my phone was turned to dust, and 1/6 of my monthly salary was also turned to dust.
     


"under."
 


I was feeling fine just a moment ago, but then it suddenly got worse again, as if cold water had been poured on me.
   


“I should go smoke a cigarette...”
     


I left my room, having lit a cigarette for the first time in a while. Trying not to think about anything, I trudged along, and before I knew it, I was outside the building.

The moment I tried to burst the capsule and light it on fire.
     


“Nice to meet you♪ Commander, do you have time?”
     


UMP45 appeared before my eyes, smiling in an incomprehensible way.


You're a bad person
 


In my personal opinion, I think that what determines a person's impression is their actions, speech, and facial expressions.
     


In that respect, she was perfect. Single-single, with a smile that made everyone happy to see her and a way of speaking that was not particularly harsh.
     


And the actions of the Rebellion girl clearly show that she is considerate of me, unlike the other girls.
     


Moreover, if the other person is personally close, the feeling of intimacy doubles.
     


And she was the doll I trusted and relied on the most in this command, next only to the M16A1.
     


All of this put together, of course I should have greeted her appearance with a big smile.
     


Yes. Obviously, the first feeling that comes to mind when I see her face should be joy.
     


Why do I feel so afraid of her?
     


“What are you thinking about?”
     


"uh?"

While I was lost in thought for a moment, she was already right in front of me. I unconsciously pulled back, and she gave me a disapproving look.
     


“...Let's have a cigarette and talk. Something just happened that's been bothering me.”

"...okay?"
     


Whether it was because she knew her actions weren't her fault or because she had another ulterior motive, her smile returned.
     


But that's why I was afraid. Why? I was sure I thought of her favorably.
     


I remembered what M16 had said earlier. Don't trust UMP45 too much. She's more like a flytrap than a rose, so be careful.
     


I opened my mouth, trying to clear my mind of any distracting thoughts.
     


“Uh. I’ll just go smoke for a bit.”

“Um... Give me one too, I suddenly feel like smoking too♪”
     


"okay."
     


I thought it wouldn't matter if she gave me a cigarette, so I tried to dig into my pocket again and take out the pack of cigarettes, but she suddenly grabbed my hand.
     


“Not the new one, give me that one.”

Then he pointed to the cigarette I had in my mouth with his other hand.
     


“Huh? Really?”
     


I was flustered and asked back with questions, but her expression was stubborn.
     


“Yeah. Give it to me.”
     


“...Okay. I’ll get you a new one...”

The moment I reached into my pocket again, dismissing it as nonsense, she suddenly wrapped her hands around my neck and pulled me toward her.
     


Whoosh, my balance collapses. I don't fall, but her face is just about to touch mine.
     


Startled by her sudden action, I tried to pull my head back, but I couldn't escape the doll's fierce power.
     


“Thank you♪”
   


And then, after giving me that eye smile that really captivates men, she bit down on the cigarette I had in my mouth.
     


I think someone mentioned it before, it was the Pepero game. It's a game where you bite into long sticks of candy and eat them until you're on the verge of kissing.
     


That's exactly what we were in that situation. Normally, we'd be embarrassed, but she seemed to be laughing even harder than before.
     


And while I was flustered, her lips began to approach mine.
     


Slowly, her pale pink lips pressed against mine. I tried to pull my face away, but her hand held me back, leaving me no way to escape.
     


The distance between us was shortened in an instant because the cigarette was much shorter than the candy bar.
     


In that situation, when our lips were just about to touch, I finally gave up on the cigarette and took my mouth off.
     


I looked at her with a look in my eyes that said, "What are you doing?", but she lightly looked away from me and licked her lips as if she was disappointed.
     


“What a pity♪”
     


“...That’s enough. You bitch.”
     


Once again, all sorts of thoughts raced through my head, but I just gave up and took a new cigarette out of my pocket and put it in my mouth.
     


The moment I turned on the lighter to light it, she turned her face toward me with a cigarette in her mouth.
     


“Paste it♪”
     


“Huh, they say that shamelessness becomes laughable when it goes too far, and it really is.”
     


“Thank you for the compliment♪”
     


I laughed at her brazen, almost brazen, attitude, so I quietly handed her the light. "Yes, that's her charm."
     


Fortunately, after being set on fire, this time he retreated obediently. For a moment, we smoked together in silence.
     


“So, how far does your memory go?”
     


"what?"
     


But the silence was broken by her sudden question.
     


"Are you pretending not to know? You were drunk last night, weren't you? I still remember you sobbing and crying♪"
     


“...Have you seen it too?”
     


This is the worst. After the M16, now the UMP45 has caught me off guard. I sighed and clutched my forehead. She blew out a puff of smoke and opened her mouth again.
     


“I thought you were avoiding me, so I thought you remembered what happened yesterday.”
     


“Think about it logically, wouldn’t anyone be embarrassed if you took the cigarettes like that?”
     


“Well~”
     


“Okay... okay...”
     


She shrugged as if she didn't know. How could she be so shameless?
     


“So, what are you going to do from now on?”
     


“It’s the same thing as the M16.”
     


“...Did you meet M16?”
     


Her expression hardens coldly. What could be the problem this time?
   


“We talked a little before you came here.”

"okay?"

Unfortunately, my answer wasn't quite right. Her expression showed no sign of brightening.
     


“Commander. I slept in your private room today.”

"uh."
     


“I followed the commander as soon as he came out of the room, so did you meet the M16 in the room?”
     


“...Were you following me?”
     


You followed me? I never thought you'd even stalk me. Sensing something was off, I questioned her, but she brushed my questions aside and continued with her story.
     


"That's not important. Answer quickly."

"okay?"

I responded to her equally brazenly. Then, as if venting her anger, she threw the remaining cigarettes to the ground and stomped on them.
     


“You said you don’t let anyone into the commander’s room, what’s going on?”
     


A cold gaze, filled with chill. It was completely different from the gaze that had been smiling at me just a moment ago.
     


But since even she couldn't tell me that, I told a small lie.
     


“Well, I wonder what happened.”
     


A small revenge from earlier. I shrugged like her, pretending not to know.
     

“...”


It's chilly. I'm sure the air conditioner isn't on, but what is this feeling of the surrounding temperature dropping?
     


Her gaze gradually sinks. It's as if she's looking into a deep, deep abyss.
     


I lit a cigarette in silence. She was uncomfortable with me. She was uncomfortable with my actions.
     


The silence continued unabated, and my heart began to pound.
     


I'm good at pretending I'm okay, but I'm not. I closed my eyes, praying she wouldn't hear my heartbeat.
     


It's okay♪ It doesn't really matter."
     


And then I heard her usual voice. I carefully opened my eyes and faced her again.
     


His expression was still smiling as before, and his eyes were not the heavy ones from before, but the same as usual.
     


"...okay."
     


I, too, threw the cigarette on the ground and stomped on it. With a squeak, the cigarette died.
     


“Then♪ I’ll ask you again, what are you going to do from now on?”
     


"Just, let's go back to how we used to be. A relationship where we approach the dolls appropriately, but maintain a certain distance."
     


It was the same question, so I gave the same answer. But unlike M16, who had embraced me with kind words, her reply was sharp.
     


“Really? But the commander is a bad person.”
     


"...what?"
     


Her words pierce my heart like a sharp knife. The same spot where SOP2 pierced me last time.
   


Words have power. I never thought I'd experience them firsthand.
     


I looked at her, my hands clenched in trembling grip, but she continued speaking with an innocent expression.
     


"The Commander said it. You're a crow, and they're egrets. You shouldn't be together. That's who you are."

“Did I... even say something like that?”
     


“Yeah. You blew it all out?”
     


I tried to look calm, but I couldn't hide the trembling in my voice.
     


"yes..."
     


The words of SOP2 came to mind.
     


‘Bad guys still fight!’
     


She is extremely kind to her colleagues, but she is more apt to be described as violent, if not cruel, to those she perceives as enemies.
     


I absentmindedly imagined her gun pointed at me.
     


...I was scared.
     


“Ah. Then I’m busy, so I’ll take my leave now.”
     


Perhaps she had achieved something, she smiled and turned around to head towards the building.
     


“But Commander, remember that we, and especially I, are crows.”
     


With those words, she suddenly left the room.
     

“...”

     


I was only going to smoke one cigarette today.
     


I burned all the remaining cigarettes right there.
     


Seeing the empty pack of cigarettes brought me back to my senses and I decided to go meet SOP2 as I'd told M16 earlier. She was clearly the one most hurt by the situation.
     


But my footsteps didn't move. There was clearly nothing there, but my entire body felt utterly heavy, as if chained together.
     


My body was heavy, but my heart was even heavier.
     


I gritted my teeth and forced myself to take a step forward.
     


"Commander... You're a bad guy, aren't you? You're no different from Iron Blood. Come here. I'll dismantle you."
     


I remembered what she had said in my nightmare. She had tried to dismantle me, using all sorts of equipment against me.
     


I tried to ignore it and took another step forward.
     


'Bad guys still fight!'
     


Her words came back to me again. With her innocent face, she had said that bad guys deserved whatever they did to them.
     


Still, I somehow managed to move my body and take another step.
     


"But Commander, remember that we, and especially I, are crows."
     


This time, the face of UMP45, not SOP2, came to mind.
     


“...Fuck.”
     


In the end, I decided it wasn't going to work out, so I turned around and headed to the commanding officer's office.
     


Strangely enough, my steps towards the commanding officer's office were very light.
     


Yeah. I'm not feeling well today. I need to just recover a little and then come back.
     


The moment I opened the door to the commanding officer's office with that determination in mind.
   


“Oh my, we meet again♪”
     


“Nice to meet you, Commander!”
     

“...”

     


UMP45 and UMP9 greeted me warmly, smiling in an inexplicable way.
     

     



The frog in the boiling water and the doll that is ignored
 


Silence. Only a cold silence filled the room.
     


The first question that came to mind was why is UMP45 here?
     


She clearly said that she followed me even to the point of tailing me.
     


It hadn't even been ten minutes since we'd been talking in that private space, so why did he come to see me again?
     


And the second question that came to mind was the box in UMP9's hand.
     


UMP9 was holding a box that looked luxurious at first glance.
     


Although it was quite large, she held the box lightly in one hand as if nothing had happened.
     


I couldn't tell if the box was light, or if it was because it was a doll, so it could easily lift heavy things, but I knew one thing: the box was meant for me.
     


“What’s going on?”
     


Knowing I shouldn't get caught up in their pace, I took a deep breath and opened my mouth.

“I’m going to give you some cake! I heard the Commander really likes sweets!”
     


"uh?"
     


I steeled my resolve and asked them, but the answers I got were far beyond my expectations, leaving me even more flustered.
     


As if her words weren't a lie, UMP9 handed me the box.
     


“How did you know I like sweets?”
     


“I told you♪ There’s no way I wouldn’t know something about the Commander, right?”
     


A truly shameless answer. But why? Her brazen attitude had certainly made me nervous just a moment ago, but now I could only laugh.
     


My stiff, stiff body relaxed again. Perhaps I had worried for nothing.
     


Now, instead of the dangerous aura she had a little while ago, she was radiating her usual comfortable energy.
     


“Thank you, but I can’t eat alone, so let’s eat together. Is that okay?”
     


“Wow! Really? Thank you!”
     


“You gave it to me in the first place, so what? Then I’ll open it?”
     


I knew it was rude to open the gift in front of the person who gave it to me, so I asked for their understanding before opening the box.
     


Inside the box was a fancy-looking chocolate cake. How did they know I liked chocolate?
     


After carefully taking the cake out of the box, I used the bread knife that was included with the box to cut the cake into appropriate sizes and handed it to them.
     


“Thank you♪”
     


“Thank you, Commander!”
     


After giving them the cake, I cut some for myself and put them on a plate.
     


Then cut into bite-sized pieces with a fork and take a bite.
     


The sweetness that spread gently in my mouth delighted my tongue. I wondered if they used expensive chocolate.
     


“Oh! The commander’s expression has changed!”
     


“It must be pretty good♪”
     


Was it because they couldn't control their expressions? They started pointing at my face with their fingers and laughing.
     


“Ugh, don’t worry about it.”
     


“But I thought the commander wouldn’t like sweets that much, so what’s surprising?”
     


UMP9 sent me a question filled with questions. But because it was connected to my past, I found myself grimacing.
     


“It’s just… I didn’t eat much when I was young.”
     


“Yeah, why?”
     


"Okay. Okay, let's talk about that later. For now, let's just enjoy the sweetness of this cake♪"
     


UMP45, noticing my slightly gloomy voice, tactfully cut off the conversation. Yes, my worries were unfounded.
     


Because she is such a kind person who cares for me so much.
     


UMP9 kept on whining, "Why! Why! Tell me too!" but UMP45 and I just ignored it and ate the cake.
     


“It’s delicious. Where did you get it?”
     


“Huh! I won’t tell you either!”
     


Perhaps to let me know she was upset, UMP9 puffed out her cheeks and thrust her face toward me. She looked so adorable that I unconsciously placed a hand on her head.
     


“Ugh!”
     


Perhaps flustered by the sudden physical contact, she let out air from her cheeks and made a strange noise.
     


Curious about her reaction, I gently stroked her hair with the hand that was on top of her head.
     


"lol..."
     


Before she knew it, her face was filled with a faint smile, instead of the wind that filled her cheeks.
     


“How about this, do you feel like giving it a try?”
     


“...Huh! But, you still have to tell me later!”
     


“We will review it positively.”
     


“What is that!”
     


“Hey, wait...”
     


UMP9 lunged at me like last time and pounded my chest. Seeing this, UMP45 shook his head and opened his mouth.
     


"You look happy? As expected, the Commander is happiest when he's with us. Don't you think so? 9."
     


"That's right! The Commander was in a really bad mood just a few days ago! And he seemed really upset when he came into the room earlier."
     


“...Is that so?”
     


I carefully touched the corner of my mouth.
     


I was laughing.
     


What the heck, are they really right?
     


My mind, which had been unstable when I entered the room, soon regained peace after my conversation with them.
     


Her words came to mind again.
      


"But Commander, remember that we, and especially I, are crows."
     


Am I really happy only when I am by her side, by the 404th Platoon's side?
     

“...!”

     


What am I thinking right now?
     


I shook my head quickly and collected my wits.
     


No. I must be everyone's commander. I can't favor anyone like this.
     


“Huh? What are you doing, Commander?”
     


Did it seem funny that he suddenly shook his head while eating?
     


UMP9 asked me with a voice full of curiosity.
     


“No, I just had some bad thoughts.”
     


“What! What! Tell me this time! Okay?”
     


“I’ll think about it.”
     


“Ugh...! Eight!”
     


She was rejected again, and this time she was so angry that she bit my hand like last time.
     

“...9?”

     


UMP45 frowned, seemingly embarrassed. Thinking I should use this opportunity to correct UMP9's bad habits, I sighed and opened my mouth.
     


“Take care of your little brother. What is this?”
     


With the UMP9 still in my hand, I changed my position to UMP45 and showed him the teeth marks on the back of my neck.

“This is also your brother’s work. What do you think?”
     


“Hmm... You're going to get in trouble for touching someone else's stuff so carelessly♪”
     


“Huh...? I’m sorry, Unnie! Don’t be mad!”
     


In the end, UMP9 was subdued by UMP45 and was beaten for a long time.
     


I felt like something important had happened in my head... but since I couldn't remember it, I figured it wasn't that important, and I laughed for a long time.
     


The word "object" in the middle was a bit jarring, but it didn't really bother me. Right now, this moment, this ordinary everyday life I'd never enjoyed before, was so enjoyable.
     

     

     

     

     

***

     

     


“It’s because of me...”
     


“No, SOP2. I told you it wasn’t your fault, right? Okay?”
     


While the commander was slowly being fooled by the crows, SOP was still blaming himself.
     


But there were dolls that were as sad as, if not more so than, SO2P.
     


“Why is that...”
     


M4A1. Excluding the M16, this is the doll that first witnessed the commander's seizure and is in love with him.
     


That's why the fact that the commander turned his back on her was even more painful to her.
     


To be exact, she had ignored all the dolls after SOP2's remarks, but she was even more hurt because she felt that the commander was specifically avoiding the M4A1.
     


Was it because he saw the Commander having a seizure? Or was it because he was pure and kind, as he said?
     


But she couldn't know. Even if she wanted to ask, he ignored all her personal messages.
     


And when we finally met for a mission, he would ignore all personal stories and focus only on work, so there was no time to ask questions.
     


So, she briefly resented SOP2, but the fact that she blamed her colleague stirred up her kind and gentle guilt.
     


In the end, all she can do is occasionally look at the commander walking around with a dying expression, or crouch in the corner of the room and reconstruct a mind map, daydreaming about happy memories with the commander.
     

“...”

     


So, she gradually became more and more ruined.
     


He looked through his mind map and remembered the day his commander held his hand.
     


"You're awake, I'm sorry. My command was wrong."
     


He, who always seemed emotionless, was the only one who looked agitated.
     


And thanks to the transformation he had undergone since that day, it became one of M4's most cherished memories, a memory he still cannot forget.
     


Why? He's clearly such a kind person, so why does he ignore us?
     


Besides, he had emotional scars.
     


That image I still can't forget. The image of him crying and apologizing for giving me nightmares.
     


He was confident that he could heal his wounds.
     


I was confident that I could love him no matter what sins he had committed in the past.
     


But why doesn't he look after himself?
     


I'm so sick, I feel like I'm going to die, and I'm getting thinner and thinner.
     


Why do you turn your back on me?
     


She became more and more twisted as she was ignored rather than shown interest by her loved one.
     


So, she ends up thinking something she shouldn't.
     


"If I get hurt again like that time... no, even worse, won't the Commander look after me again?"
     


Her mind map couldn't be backed up. A single mistake could lead to a fatal situation, but she didn't really care.
     


She thought that if she didn't get the commander's attention, it would be no different from dying.
     


A command too twisted to return.
     


Is it the fault of the commander who is slowly becoming dyed in their colors without knowing anything?
     


Or is it the doll's fault for being so desperate for his attention that she has no regard for her own life?
     


Clearly, someone else was at fault, so why are they the ones who suffer?
     


Where did it go wrong?
     


No one knows how this twisted relationship will end.
     



Worst outcome Best outcome
 


“M4. Are you sure you’re okay? I told you to tell me if it’s hard.”
     


"No, Sister. I'm actually glad to be back on a mission after so long."
      


Something was off.
     


Apparently, the commander said he was going to talk to SOP2 yesterday, but SOP2 is still in a low pressure state, and even M4 is acting strangely.
     


Her face was filled with fatigue, as if she had been through a lot of mental anguish, but paradoxically, her eyes held a clear purpose.
     


If the commander had come to their quarters to talk, they certainly wouldn't have been so depressed or tired.
     


“UMP45...”
     


There's one thing I can guess... No, if it weren't for her intervention, it definitely wouldn't have turned out like this.
     


It was my fault. I neglected the Commander, even after witnessing her mad obsession.
     


‘I guess I should have taken you to the dorms after all.’
     


One good thing, though, is that the situation isn't that dire yet. So, she decided to talk to her commander again after this incident was over, and set out on her mission.
     


And while she was making plans for the commander and the AR platoon, no, for everyone in this command, there was also a doll who was making plans just for herself.
     

“...”

     


M4 has been planning since early yesterday morning.
     


A simple, yet crazy thought: just as the Commander had looked after her when she was seriously injured, wouldn't he look after her even more if she were more seriously injured?
     


If you were hurt, it didn't matter how much the people around you were hurt.
     


If she had been in her right mind, she would have noticed that there was something wrong with the plan, but unfortunately, she didn't have the luxury of time.
     


Her mind map was filled with thoughts about what the commander would do after she was injured.
     


-Everyone, are you familiar with the operation? As I always say, your safety comes first.
     


“Yes, I understand, Commander.”
     


-Okay. Let's go.
     


The Iron Blood Army, which had been quiet for a while, suddenly appeared and occupied the village, so this was a plan to lightly restrain them and recapture them.
     


-M4, RO. Wait in the A-2 area. Enter A-3 centered around M16. Any enemies entering in the middle will be cut off by M4 and RO.
     


"All right."
     


-AR-15. Detecting three signals at the point I just marked. Deal with it quickly.
     


“Processing completed.”
     


The operation was successfully completed thanks to the combination of the commander's commanding ability and their outstanding skills.
     


“Area A-3 occupation completed.”
     


-Okay. Finally, another Iron Blood signal has been detected in Area B-2... Wait, M4?
   


At that moment, with only the finishing touches remaining, M4 suddenly began to absentmindedly walk towards the enemy lines.
     


-M4 Stop! What are you doing!
     


“M4!!”
     


The panicked commander and AR platoon members called out to her, but she didn't stop.
     


In M4's mind, the fear of being ignored by his commander was greater than the fear of dying.
     


‘Ahh... This is it.’
     


I could hear someone calling me through my headphones, but I didn't really care.
     


The wind is blowing. A truly refreshing breeze, refreshing this place where nothing but the smell of gunpowder fills the air.
     


In the distance, the Iron Blood begins to appear. Yes. Attack me with those fancy weapons of yours.
     


If I were to get hurt, would the Commander hold my hand once more? Would he look at me with concerned eyes?
     


If... you get hurt worse than that time, wouldn't you be able to get better compensation?
     


Yes. If I get hurt worse, the Commander will look at me again. Then I'll be able to become closer to him, like before, or even closer.
     


It was just a crazy idea, but she was sure it would happen.
     


“M4!!”
     


Ignoring the voice calling her name, she smiled faintly and continued on.
     


A bomb flew in from far away. But instead, she smiled even brighter and closed her eyes.
     


The last thing she saw before losing consciousness was an M16 and an AR-15 running towards her with expressions she had never seen before.
     


-pop!
     

     

     

     

***

     

     

     

     


“Here...”
     


I opened my eyes. Thank goodness I'm not dead.
     


First, the body was confirmed through self-diagnosis.
     


His physical condition was very good, whether it was because he wasn't injured as badly as expected or because he recovered quickly.
     

“...”

     


That's why I felt sorry. If I had been more seriously injured, the commander would have been more considerate of me.
     


But something felt off. The commander should have been here, but where was he?
     


At that time, he even skipped meals to stay by her side. Why is that?
     


As anxious thoughts were eating away at her, she heard the sound of the door opening.
     


"ah..."
     


And seeing his face coming in through the wide open door, M4 couldn't hide his joy.
     


The commander looked at me with a more stern expression than usual. Clearly, my injury had caused him great distress.
     


Now that I think about it, I feel a little sorry for hurting his feelings, but I suffered so much, so it's only right that the commander suffer a little too.
     


“Ahh... Commander.”
     


I calmed my anxious heart and called him.
     


Now look at me. Look at me with eyes full of affection, just like last time.
     


Hold my hand. Your hands are rough, but always warm.
     

“...”

     


But something felt off. The commander's expression should have warmed, but he still looked at her with a cold expression.
     


Moreover, his eyes were not filled with affection, but rather filled with sadness.
     


“...M4.”
     


And then, a voice that was very cold, different from the soft and warm voice that had called him back then.
     


“...Why?”
     


"what?"
     


“Why... are you looking at me like that?”

When the behavior was different from what she expected, she raised her voice without realizing it.
     


“I... I'm hurt... Yes? I'm so badly hurt... Why are you looking at me like that? Yes?”
     


It was wrong. She knew something was wrong, but she couldn't stop.
     


Her mind map, which had been filled with the desire to get the commander's attention, was no longer capable of objectively judging the situation.
     


“Huh? Commander? Please tell me... Huh? Why... Why are you looking at me like that... As if... What is that look of disappointment in your eyes?!”
     


Finally, she screamed. The sudden roar was startling, but the commander just stared at her in silence.
     


A cold silence that seemed to freeze the surroundings.
     


For the first time, she felt afraid of silence. She looked at him, as if to say, "Please, at least curse me." But he remained silent.
     


“Ahhh... Commander... Please...”

Just before she was about to be ruined, he opened his mouth.
     


“...You really don’t remember?”
     


"...yes?"
     


A strange answer. M4 thought so.
     


“What... are you talking about?”
     


But that's why she was even more afraid. And only now did she admit that the situation was strange.
     


“...Look at this.”
     


The commander handed her a tablet. Her face turned pale as she looked at the screen.
     


On the screen, the members except RO were injured much more severely than her.
     


“SOP2... AR-15... Sister...? What... What is this...”

She asked him, her mind precariously swaying. But the answer she received only made her despair worse.

“...to protect you, the AR-15 and M16 rushed in, and thanks to that, you weren’t seriously injured.”
   


"yes...?"
     


Only then did he realize why he wasn't seriously hurt.
     


There was a crackling sound in her mind map, but the news that followed hit her head without giving her time to come to her senses.
     


"With the AR-15 and M16 out of action, the squad collapsed, and the RO, who had been waiting elsewhere for electronic warfare, rushed over as fast as they could, but it was too late."
     


“Ah... ahh...!”
     


"SOP2 fought hard on his own, but it seemed like it was too much to protect three unconscious dolls. In the end, SOP2 was badly injured and lost consciousness."
     


His voice was devoid of any emotion. It was a neutral voice, neither reproaching nor hating her.
     


But that's why it was even scarier.
     


Because the scariest thing in the world isn't being hated, it's being ignored.
     


“Ah...ahhh!!!”
     


Tsk tsk, once again something cracks in her mind map.
     


Was it guilt over his comrades, who were so badly injured and even lost consciousness because of him? Or was it because of his commander, who didn't look upon him with warmth?
     


I couldn't tell what it was, but one thing was certain.
     


The current situation was not what she wanted.
     


“Ah... no, Commander!! I, I wasn’t hoping for something like this...”
     


"...I don't blame you. But let's talk later. My head hurts too right now."
     


Lies. His eyes were filled with disappointment.
     


If I go back like this, a life that is not the same as before, or worse than before, will await me.
     


“Commander, just a moment!!”
     


I quickly grabbed him and tried to say something, but I couldn't think of what to say.
     


"Should I apologize? But what should I say? But before that, what about our members? We don't even have backup..."
     


Finally, when she was unable to say anything, the commander shook her hand away and left the room.
     


“Ah...ah...ahhhh!!!”
     


Damn it, something in her mind map was finally broken.
     

     

***

     

     

“...”

     


What on earth is going on?
     


The M4 disobeyed his orders and suddenly moved forward, injuring everyone.
     


If she had been the only one hurt, it would have been better.
     


But this was the first time so many dolls had been injured at once. The commander's mind was even more confused.
     


Moreover, the feeling was doubled because the AR platoon members were unable to back up their mind maps.
     


And since the member included M16, the doll he relied on the most, the emotions were doubled once again.
     


My head hurts, but I have no one to confide in.
     


“What are you thinking about?”
     


“UMP45...”
     


“Your face looks like it has a lot of worries♪ Can we talk for a moment?”
     


“...No. Let's talk later. Right now, I want to be alone.”

UMP45 frowned briefly at the commander's answer, as if he didn't like it, but then smiled and opened his mouth again.
  


"Hmm~ Okay. But if you need someone to talk to, come find me anytime♪"
     


She hummed and left, feeling incredibly good right now.
     


Choosing the M4 was the worst decision for some, but the best decision for others.
     

     



I will be a flower for you
 


The commander withered away day by day.
     


First of all, the first reason is UMP45's clever way of speaking.
     


He subtly calls him a bad person, and just before his mental breakdown, he drops a comment suggesting that only he can embrace him.
     


Of course, it was fatal to him, who was extremely sensitive to being called a bad person.
     


As a result of this cycle of breaking down, recovering, breaking down, recovering, and repeating, his mental state became a rag.
     


And the second reason is that after SOP2, M16, and AR-15 became unconscious, even M4 suddenly lost consciousness after talking to the commander.
     


And his personality of blaming everything on himself became poisonous again, and he spent every night wide awake in guilt, thinking that it was his fault that M4 lost consciousness.
     


In this situation, he fell into even greater despair when even the M16, which had been his support, lost consciousness for several days.
     


The only good thing was that UMP45 saw M16's absence as a golden opportunity and approached him, but the emotional wound was so great that he refused to even talk to her.
     


But she knew that if things continued this way, it wouldn't be long before the commander would collapse.
     


That's why UMP45 was at ease. If he could just target that one moment, the moment a crack appeared in the commander's mask, he could completely rip it off.
     


But on the other hand, there were dolls who began to have doubts about taking off their masks.
     


“Really, really, is it okay to stay like this...”

Likewise, she, 9A-91, tried to remove the Commander's mask.
     


She was saved by the Commander, and likewise tried to remove his mask under the pretext of tending to his wounds, but only recently did she realize something was wrong.
     


I was so happy when I first saw what was under the mask.
     


Knowing that no one else knew about him brought her great happiness.
     


Because I thought that I could comfort and heal his pain.
     


And to remove the mask, you had to provoke his wound.
     


But, but this was something else.
     


My heart ached when I saw him showing signs of difficulty recently.
     


Why? Clearly, clearly, the Commander must endure the hardships, must take off his mask.
     


My heart ached as if someone was poking me with a needle.
     


No matter how hard I tried to ignore it, the pain only grew when I saw the commander staring blankly out the window with his eyes dead in despair.
     


Eventually, I couldn't stand it any longer and asked IWS-2000 if this was right, but she just gave me a kind smile and didn't say anything.
     

“...”

     


I returned to my room, closed my eyes, and flipped through my mind map, thinking about my memories with the commander.
     


I heard him swearing outside the door and was so scared that I trembled for five minutes.
     


I was scared because we couldn't even talk much at our first meeting, but it turned out that even that was out of consideration for me.
     


Recognizing one's own wounds and caring for them with sincerity.
     


And after that, no matter how much I bothered him, he always greeted me with a smile.
     


"iced coffee...!"

Only then did she realize what she was doing.
     


Past wounds remain as unforgettable memories for a lifetime. And she knew this all the more because she had experienced it firsthand.
     


But what was his own action? Didn't he neglect and fester his wounds under the pretext of stripping the Commander of his mask?
     


All kinds of emotions begin to mix in her head.
     


Gratitude, sorry, guilt, sadness.
     


Her mind map was so disorganized that the word "messy" would be fitting.
     


But that's why she pulled herself together. Clearly, the one in more pain than herself was the commander.
     


She quickly stepped out into the backyard. According to her observations over the past few days, the Commander always took a walk at this time.
     


As I moved to the backyard, I saw the commander leisurely strolling alone through the flower garden, as expected.
     


"ah..."
     


But that's why it hurt even more. His condition was so serious that it was hard to even look at him.
     


His eyes always looked heavy, but today they were even heavier, and his face was covered in dark circles that showed he had not slept well.
     


My heart ached. What was I doing while he was so thin?
     


But that doesn't mean I can just sit here and be consumed by sadness.
     


Because he had something to do.
     


“Commander!”
     


I called out to him in a loud voice. Then his head creaked and turned like a broken doll.
     


I ran towards him quickly, but his eyes were still dead.
     


"...why."
     


His cold appearance. No, his appearance of pretending to be cold.
     


When I opened my eyes, I could see the countless wounds in his heart.
     


Tears welled up in my eyes. The thought of my benefactor being so hurt, and the guilt I felt for trying to open up that wound.
     


“...9A-91?”
     


How can he be so kind? He doesn't care about his own wounds, only the fact that I'm crying.
     


That's why my heart ached even more. I was so foolish to try to harm such a kind person.
     


“...Commander. Can I speak to you briefly?”
     


“I have something to say... Uh...”
     


He was forcibly dragged deep into the flower garden. He resisted fiercely, but the difference in physical abilities between a doll and a human was absolute.
     


I let go of his hand when I thought I was heading to a deep place where no one could hear.
     


“What is this?”
     


"Commander, what can we do to heal emotional wounds?"
     


"what?"
     


I ignored him and started talking out of the blue. He seemed flustered and asked me back, but I stubbornly continued.
     


"Of course, the best way is to get help from others. In fact, both I and IWS-2000 overcame it that way."
“...”

     


Perhaps sensing something was amiss, he stopped talking.
     


"But there are selfish people who commit acts of ungratefulness toward those who have healed their emotional wounds. Just like me."
     


She pointed at herself with her finger and smiled faintly. But the emotion radiating from that smile was sadness.
     


“...What are you trying to say?”
     


"sorry."
     


"what?"
     


Tears flow, but I don't stop and continue speaking.
     


“I am... a selfish woman who only thinks of myself... I never thought of the Commander's wounds, and only tried to satisfy my own desires.”
     


“9A-91...”
     


Her sky-blue eyes were full of life. There was no trace of the blood-red aura she'd felt the other day.
     


"Commander, I knew. I don't know exactly what happened, but I knew you were deeply hurt and wore a mask."
     


He tried to turn his head, but I carefully grabbed his shoulder and forced him back to face me.
     


“But… even though I knew that, instead of helping you, Commander, I had the absurd idea of taking off your mask and tending to your wounds.”

Yes, you shouldn't take off the mask. The wounds beneath the mask haven't healed yet.
     


"Then, suddenly, a thought occurred to me. Commander, you're so sad. Is this really right?"
     


He healed his own wounds, even though he had nothing to do with them.
     


“And then I realized. I was wrong.”
     


That's why I was more selfish. I only pushed him to satisfy my own desires.
     


“So, Commander, would you please give me one last chance?”
     


Seriously... Seriously, if you give me one last chance, I will live my life for him.
     


"I will be that flower. A beautiful flower that always looks at you, Commander, and gives you a pleasant fragrance."
     


She smiles. Not the twisted smile she used to show, but a truly genuine and beautiful smile.
     


"Commander, just give me water occasionally. Seriously, occasionally. Even once a month, or even once a year, that's fine. I'll still be happy."
     


“Are you saying you will be on my side?”

He, who had never said a word before, opened his mouth with a trembling voice. His voice was a jumble of emotions, but one thing was certain: not all of them were negative.
     


"Yes. If you're having trouble, Commander, please let me know at any time. Just as you did with me, I'll consider it my duty and help you."
     


The tears I had been holding back pour out. Then they roll down my cheeks and, pitter-patter, fall to the ground as rain.
     


And those tears weren't 9A-91's. They were tears from the commander's eyes.
     


“Thank you. 9A-91...”
     


“No, I appreciate it... I’m really, really sorry...”
     


Without a word about who would go first, the man and woman embraced each other. Then, tears began to well up in 9A-91's eyes.
     


While the man and woman were embracing and comforting each other, a butterfly flew in from afar.
     


A pure white butterfly, just like her hair color.
     


The butterfly flitted around in search of flowers, then landed gently on her shoulder.
     


9A-91 has become a flower again.
     



A serious story on a flower garden
 


I can feel his body temperature, heartbeat, and breathing as we touch.
     


Everything was unstable. That must mean the mental anguish was severe.
     


I gently stroked his back. His back was large and firm, yet strangely trembling.
     


Although he clearly didn't say anything, I could feel his emotions.
     


Sadness, fear, gratitude and relief were transmitted through his body to me.
     


Yes, this is what I wanted. Not to recklessly tear apart others' wounds and forcibly remove their masks, but to purely repay the kindness I received.
     


But I couldn't stay like this forever, so I carefully relaxed my arms and looked back at him.
     


He looked relieved. Not the despairing expression of someone who had endured all the hardships of life, but a truly at ease face.
     


“Thank you for giving me another chance.”
     


First, I expressed my gratitude. I was so grateful to him for once again believing in me, a shameless and selfish person.
     


He smiled faintly. Not his usual wry smile, but a gentle, natural smile.
     


There was a mountain of things I wanted to say, but I waited quietly for his answer.
     


How much time had passed? The butterfly that had been perched on my shoulder had flown away, and he finally spoke with difficulty.
     


“...9A-91. Do you like old stories?”
     


An old story. A story that the Commander was extremely reluctant to tell and kept hidden.
     


I knew instinctively that if I answered yes to that question now, I would be able to learn about his past, something I had so desperately wanted.
     


"...no."
     


That's why I refused.
     


His eyes widened in confusion. Perhaps he hadn't expected this situation.
     


I added hastily before he could misunderstand.
     


"Oh, please don't misunderstand. There are two reasons I won't hear about your past, Commander."
     


"what?"
     


“First of all... I want you to overcome this on your own.”
     

“...?”

     


He gave me a look that seemed to say, "I don't understand," and asked me to say more.
     


"As I just said, the best way to heal emotional wounds is to get help from others. However, this can have other side effects."
     


"You're becoming dependent on him, just like I used to be. I'm truly sorry for bothering you back then, Commander."
     


"No, 9A-91. It wasn't a bother at all."
     


I bowed my head again to him to show my apology, but he was still so kind.
   


That's why my heart ached. I felt so pathetic, trying to do something so bad to such a good person.
     


"And the second reason... I still haven't forgiven myself. I'm not the kind of shameless puppet who would dare to do something like that and then shamelessly listen to the Commander's past."
     


“Huh... haha! Really?”
     


“Huh, Commander?”
     


He suddenly started laughing after hearing my answer. Embarrassed, I tried to say something, but he quickly covered my mouth with a shaking hand.
     


“No, it’s just… I guess that’s what M16 felt like.”
     


"yes??"
     


“No, no. I will respect your choice.”
     


“Thank you for your understanding, Commander.”
     


“No, I’m more grateful. 9A-91.”
     


In a long flower garden that was so beautiful that anyone who saw it would naturally say it was beautiful, a man and a woman were facing each other and smiling.
     


But there was something strange. Both of them were smiling brightly, but their eyes were brimming with tears.
     


But that fact didn't really matter to either of them.
     


Because the man and woman were so happy right now.
     

     

***

   

     


“So, we should stay away from the 404th Platoon?”
     


“Yes... Commander, you honestly noticed that they were trying to take off your mask.”
     

“...”

     


He remained silent for a long time. Perhaps it was the shock of realizing that the women he trusted were actually watching him intently for an opportunity to strip him of his mask.
     


“Then let me ask you one thing. What is your favorite color, Commander?”
     


“It was originally white... but now it’s yellow.”
     


“What color are UMP45’s eyes?”
     


“...yellow.”
     


"Do you understand now? They were trying to dye the pure Commander with their own colors. Because you were pure and pure white, you were more easily dyed with other colors than anyone else."
     


“I’m white?”
     


But he reacted more to the word "white" than to the actions of the 404th Platoon.
     


"Yes. There's absolutely no one as clean and white as you, Commander. I guarantee it."
     


I put my hand on my heart and spoke to him. He looked at me in surprise and quickly changed the subject.
     


“Yeah, that aside, I can’t believe UMP45 would roast me like that.”
     


“...Please, at least have a cigarette. You always used to smoke one or two when you had a headache.”
     


He put his hands in his pockets, then smiled faintly as if to say, "Okay."
     


“I’m going to quit smoking starting today.”
     


“You thought well.”

After hearing my answer, he seemed to think about something for a moment, then opened his mouth with a serious expression.
  


“...So, 9A-91. Are you saying that you want me to overcome my past traumas on my own?”
   


“Yes, no matter how much we help you, in the end, the most important thing in overcoming it is your mindset, Commander.”
     


He seemed to be pondering for a moment, then began tapping his thigh with his index finger.
     


“I think I need to take a short vacation.”
     


His fingers stopped and his mouth opened.
     


“Where to?”
     


"...hometown."
     


What comes to mind when you hear the word "hometown"? Longing? Warmth? It's usually that kind of image.
     


But why is his face so dark when he mentions the word “hometown”?
     


“RO635, M16A1, G36, and... Mr. Persica.”
     


"yes?"
     


I was taken aback by his sudden words. And even more so because I couldn't understand his meaning.
     


"These are the people I can trust 100%, in my own nutshell. You can tell these four where I went. Just gloss over the rest."
     


"all right."
     


"I'll leave my phone behind. If you ever get a call from that crazy woman who walks around with her eyes closed, block her immediately."
     


This time, instead of answering, I met his eyes. Now, instead of sadness and despair, his eyes were filled with a steadfast determination and a distinct vitality.
     


“Then, go in first. I’ll gather my thoughts a bit more and then go in.”
     


“Yes, Commander, come back as soon as you have your thoughts in order.”
     


I left the flower garden and walked slowly. My steps were strangely light.
     


From afar, I saw the commander contemplating in a flower garden.
     


A smile came to my face.
     


“You did something funny.”
     

“...” 

     


But the smile didn't last long, as a familiar voice came from behind her.
     


I carefully turned my head to confirm the identity of the voice.
     


“What are you doing here, IWS-2000?”
     


It was as expected. She was still staring at me with that friendly smile on her face.
     


In the past, I would have been overwhelmed and frightened by that gaze, but now I wasn't afraid. Instead, I smiled confidently.
     


"If there's no reason, I'll let it pass. I'm busy."
     


“Take this.”
     


Just as I was about to ignore her, she suddenly handed me four photos. Upon closer inspection, I saw they were the same photos of the faces of the 404th Platoon members that had been hanging in her room the other day.
     


“You’re in bad taste. Taking pictures of other people’s faces like this.”
     


“You'll regret it if you don't accept it. I'm serious.”
     


Her face hardened, her fake smile gone. But I wasn't afraid. I was now confident.
   


“No matter what mistakes I make, they won’t be as regrettable as what I’ve done to you so far, Commander.”
     


With those words, I left. I felt a sharp gaze from behind me, but I didn't particularly care.
   


And that night, the commander disappeared, leaving behind only a note that said, "A week's leave."
     

     

   

  

     

***

   

   

 


Why? I did it because I wanted your attention.
     


Just for your attention, affection, and love.
     


I didn't care if my body got hurt. Your love was more important.
     


That's why I threw myself into trying to get your attention.
     


But you just looked at me with a cold, indifferent gaze.
     


Why is it? I like you so much, I adore you, I love you.
     


And then I realized, why didn't you pay attention to me?
     


I was too passive. I thought that with time, you would naturally start looking at me.
     


But that wasn't the case. To earn love, you have to put in the effort. More precisely, you have to be a little more proactive.
     


Ah, this is the first time I've felt this way. This relief, like something oppressing my mind has disappeared.
     


I like you. I love you. I want you... I want you.
     


So please wait a moment, Commander.
     


I will come to you soon.
     

     

     

***

     


“Um... This is the first time something like this has happened.”
     


Persica sighed, as if troubled, as she examined M4's body. It was a stark contrast to her usual relaxed demeanor.
     


“The limiter is broken, right?”
     


Her head began to hurt, throbbing.


HK416 is in agony
 

   


The place where we were born and raised. Or the place where our ancestors lived for a long time. We call that place our hometown.
     


It's only natural that people would feel a sense of comfort when they hear the word "hometown." People usually feel attached to the places where they grew up.
     


Hometowns hold a significant weight for people, to the point that there is even a feeling of homesickness, a desire to return to one's hometown due to the stress of living abroad.
     


And of course, for me, my hometown is always one of those regrets that remains in a corner of my heart.
     


The problem is that it's not a good direction.
     


After delegating most of my authority to 9A-91, RO635, and G36, I left the command center for a week's leave without even taking my cell phone, and am now ready to head home.
     


The reason was simple: I couldn't avoid my past forever.
     


That's why I kept worrying and worrying. Is this really right?
      


To be honest, I wanted to run away. I was a coward.
     


But she was right. If you continue to rely on others and run away, nothing will change.
     


It had to be me who changed.
     


"ha..."
     


But I couldn't hide my sigh. My cigarette was dry, but I couldn't even smoke because I had proudly promised to quit in front of 9A-91.
   


“...What can I do? We’ve already come this far.”
     


With a soliloquy to gather my wits, I started the motorcycle.
     


So I left for my hometown after a year.
     

     

***

     

     

“...”

     


"Hey. What the hell are you doing? Are you really that upset that the commander went on leave without saying anything?"
     


“416... I’m scared...”
     


The 404th Platoon's quarters were currently on thin ice.
     


UMP45 sits still and spits out a sharp murderous aura without saying a word, HK416 looks at it and says in disbelief, and G11 trembles in fear.
     


“You can’t fall.”
     


"what?"
     


UMP9, who had been quietly closing his eyes, suddenly opened his mouth.
     


“Family shouldn’t be separated… but why?”
     


Her usual innocent demeanor had disappeared, and she was now emitting a fearsome aura, just like UMP45.
     


“Ha... Okay. I’m going out.”
     


“4, 416! Let’s go together...”
     


As HK416, unable to bear to watch, left the room, G11 hurriedly followed. The atmosphere in the room felt suffocating.
     


"ha..."
     


Since they hadn't set out with a specific destination in mind, she and G11 just wandered around aimlessly.
     


“G11. How long do you think we’ll stay here?”
     


"huh...?"
     


G11 opened his mouth, looking flustered by HK416's question that came out of nowhere.
     


"I don't know... But can't we just stay here? There's a commander here, and..."
     


“The problem is that the commander is not in good condition right now.”
     


HK416 cut off G11's words with a serious expression. Then he continued.
     


"Honestly, don't you know? What are UMP45 and UMP9 doing to you right now, Commander? You saw it too, didn't you? Those bastards manipulating you."
     

“...”

     


"I don't know what weakness the Commander has, but something feels off. It's the Commander who can't do anything and gets taken advantage of. It's the guys who are making such a fuss about it..."
     


“Doesn’t it matter?”
     


"...what?"
     


Her words were cut short. G11's gaze suddenly changed, and she was cut off.
     


“If UMP45 and UMP9 capture the Commander, won’t we be able to stay by his side for the rest of our lives?”
     


“...Do you know what you’re talking about?”
     


"I just want to stay by your side, Commander. Is that wrong?"
     


Children are innocent, so they don't know their own mistakes.
     


"It feels good to climb on the Commander's lap. It feels good when the Commander strokes my hair. It feels good to fall asleep next to the Commander. So I just want to be by the Commander's side. Am I weird?"
     


"...it's okay."
     


HK416 waved his hand and clutched his forehead. G11, standing next to him, tilted his head, seemingly uncomprehending.
     


“So, HK416 doesn’t like being with the commander?”
     


“...No. But what’s wrong is still wrong.”
     


I've been thinking about him lately. He's not his usual confident and relaxed self, but rather he's languishing in despair.
     


The biggest reason, of course, was the injuries to the AR squad. With the exception of RO635, all the other members were unconscious, so his concern was understandable.
     


However... I honestly didn't like the look he gave the M16A1.

Truly, his pitiful eyes were something I had never seen before.
     


I remembered a conversation I had with him before. What did he say when we were counseling about his feelings of inferiority?
     


He told me to do whatever I wanted with him.

But ironically, he said he wasn't able to live the way he wanted to.
     


Also, the look in his eyes when he told that story was so pitiful that I unconsciously wanted to comfort him.
     


And the second reason is of course the UMP45 and UMP9.
     


Recently, they haven't been able to do so because the commander has refused, but just a few days ago, they were always by his side and kept doing strange things.
     


Even sometimes, he would bring me to his dorm and do strange things under the pretext of playing with me, and I still can't forget the look in UMP45's eyes at that time.
     


Although her eyes were the kind that couldn't tell what was going on, as usual, affection was dripping from them.
     


Could it be love? No, it was too dirty, too sticky, too filthy to be love.
     


It would have been really refreshing if she had told me frankly, but she had always been good at hiding her feelings, so it was difficult to even guess what she was thinking, let alone tell me.
     


Moreover, UMP9 was no different. Unlike UMP45, who tried to coax him with words, she kept leaving her mark on the commander's body.
     


If you look closely at his shoulders, the back of his neck, and other parts, you can see faint marks from UMP9's teeth.
     


It would have been better if it was just those two, but there was also G11 right next to him, innocently spouting out crazy things.
     


HK416's head started hurting even more.
     


And at that moment, the commander's words came to mind.
     


'Do whatever you want.'
     


“...What do I want to do now?”

She didn't know her own mind yet.
     

   

  

***

     

   

  


"Oh, yes! Mr. RO635! So, military support..."
     


"Mr. 9A-91, here's today's report list."
     


“Eww... Mr. G36! Wait a minute...!”
     


This was the commander's office. Three women, each with the authority of a commander, were handling the commander's duties.
     


But it was strange. The Commander had clearly solved this on his own, but this was clearly not something he could do alone.
     


Even just looking at it now, I could tell. The three dolls, clearly possessing computational abilities far superior to humans, were working tirelessly, without rest, but the workload remained undiminished.
     


‘How on earth did you handle this all by yourself...’
     


But her worries about her commander took precedence over the burden of the task. He must have handled this amount of work alone for several days.
     


“...I feel it again, but Commander, you are truly amazing.”
     


“What did you just say?”
     


“Oh, no. Just hurry up...”
     


-Beep beep!
     


While G36 was reacting to 9A-91's monologue, an alarm suddenly rang on the cell phone the commander had left behind.
     


“Oh, I’ll go.”
     


RO635 quickly moved and picked up the phone. He checked the caller's name and saw it was Ms. Persica.
     


Clearly, Persica's name was on the list of people the commander could trust, so she pressed the call button and answered the phone.
     


“Yes. Hello.”

-Oh my. You're not the commander. Who are you?
     


"Ah, Miss Persica. This is RO635. The commander is currently on a week-long leave due to urgent matters. He also left his cell phone at the command center..."
     


-Can you tell me where he went? It's urgent, you know.
     


“Um... so...”
     


She hesitated for a moment, but since the commander had clearly said she could trust him, she decided it was okay to tell him, and obediently revealed the commander's whereabouts.
     


“He said he was going home. We don’t know where that is, though.”
     


-...Really? Did you get some good information?
     


"...yes?"
   


She sensed something was off. Persica didn't recognize her voice, and the tone of her voice was different.
     


-No. Anyway, thank you. Thanks to you, things will go smoothly.
     


The strange, reminiscent tone of his speech confirmed her suspicions.
     


“Who are you?”
     


-...thank you.
     


With those words, Persica, or rather, someone disguised as Persica, hung up the phone.
   


-bang!
  


"...Shit."
     


“What’s going on?”
     


When RO635 suddenly slammed the desk with harsh words, 9A-91 approached her and asked her the whole story, but her face showed no sign of brightening.
     


“I was fooled.”
     


"yes...?"
     


And I couldn't even understand what she was saying.
  

***

 

     


"AK-12. What happened? Any results?"
     


“Haha... It’s good news after a long time.”
     


Two dolls were having a conversation in some unknown, suspicious place.
     


First of all, one of the dolls had her eyes closed. While this might seem strange, it was precisely in that aspect that she found her charm.
     


And the doll on the other side looked timid, as if she were weak. However, with her brilliant, silvery blond hair and charming features, she possessed an appearance that would make anyone who saw her say she was beautiful.
     


"Let's get ready. It'll be a long time before we see the Commander."
     


"Really! Can I finally see the Commander?"
     


A smile played on their lips. No one knew what they were planning, but whether it would benefit or harm the commander was anyone's guess.


A human facing the past and a smiling wolf
 


It was the first time I had ever been this far away for personal reasons, aside from a mission.
     


The scenery along the road was truly beautiful. The vast stone groves visible in the distance and the green trees surrounding them lifted a little of the heavy burden on my heart.
     


It was refreshing. I don't know if it was the cool breeze brushing my cheeks, or the momentary relief from the burdensome position of commander, but it felt really good.
     


But the closer I got to it, the faster my heartbeat became.
     


The motorcycle's exhaust roared, but my heartbeat was even louder.
     


All kinds of thoughts come to mind.
     


What can I do when I go there? What does it mean to forgive myself? And...
     


“I wonder what happened to my parents’ bodies.”
     


A mutter escaped me without me realizing it. No matter how harshly they treated me and how brilliantly they made promises about putting my younger brother through such a humiliating ordeal, I couldn't let go of their affection until the very end.
     


It was truly ironic. He still harbored attachment to the people who had driven his life into the abyss, simply because they were his blood relatives.
     


Is the bond between blood relatives this terrifying, or am I just being foolish?
     


“...Ugh!!!”
     


I screamed loudly, shaking off all my distracting thoughts. Fortunately, no one was around, so I didn't receive any harsh stares, treating me like I was some kind of weirdo.
     


After coming to my senses and running for a while, I started to see with my naked eye, or rather, since one eye is a prosthetic eye, I should just call it my field of vision.
     


Anyway, like that, the mansion began to come into my sight.

“Fuck...”
     


The curses came out naturally. No matter how hard I steeled myself, I couldn't hide the fact that I was trembling.
     


But I also knew that I couldn't stop, so I steeled my resolve and increased the speed of my motorcycle.
     


Now the mansion was right before my eyes. But its appearance was so gruesome that I was a little taken aback.
     


Where had its former glory vanished? It was old, broken, and shattered. Every negative adjective seemed deserving of its name.
     


In a way, it was only natural. A military family once famous to the world. It was only natural for them to be slaughtered along with their entire family, treated as a cursed family and neglected.
     


With a light sigh, I parked my motorcycle in a suitable place and walked away cautiously.
     


Perhaps because my heart was heavy, my steps were equally heavy. Of course, that didn't stop me.
     


-Squeak

Perhaps it was because it had been left unattended for over a year. Despite being a fairly high-quality piece of furniture, the door opened with a sound no different from that of cheap furniture.
     


And inside the door, the space that had confined me for 20 years unfolded.
     


Coming home after such a long time, all sorts of memories came flooding back. Of course, none of them were good.
     


"Move quickly! And you're still my son?"
     


"You're truly beyond help. You're a piece of trash who doesn't know how to do anything."
     


"...Eat what you want. I have nothing to offer you."
     


"Why are you looking at me like that? Go back to your room, quickly."
     


“Ugh...”
     


I clutched my head. How could I have no good memories of my parents?
     


I quickly searched my mind to find some good memories.
     


...there wasn't a single one.
      


As M16 said, did I really kill someone who deserved to be killed?
     


"...ah!"
     


What was I thinking? I quickly shook my head and came to my senses.
     


"jin."
     


As I shook off the negative thoughts, I remembered the promise I made to my brother. It was a precious memory I'd never forget, and a curse that kept me going.
     


‘Even if I die... please live happily, hyung.’
     


Yeah. It couldn't have been only bad memories. Everything I did with my brother was a good memory for me.
     


The problem is that I killed that younger brother with my own hands.
     


“...Fuck.”
     


In the end, I was stuck in a rut. Nothing changed. My mind began to fill with only negative thoughts.
     


-bang!

I banged my head hard against the wall to regain my senses. Perhaps the pain brought me back to my senses.
     


Shock therapy is the best way to regain your senses. Thinking this, I started moving my feet again. My steps, comparatively lighter than before, continued without stopping.
     


After wandering around, I arrived at my father's room. It was the place where the final battle took place that day, and where my parents died.
     


There were no bodies, but the bloodstains still remained. It was the scene of a harmonious family gathering, where my father's blood, my mother's blood, and even my own blood had all gathered.
     


I chuckled. A family that had never properly met their entire lives was now reunited by blood. It wasn't like they were bound by blood.
     


Deciding it wasn't worth looking at anymore, I left the mansion. After all, this wasn't why I came here.
     


“...was it this way?”
     


After moving to the shooting range, or rather, the place that used to be a shooting range, I started walking aimlessly toward the southeast.
     


I should probably come out soon, oh. I can see it.
     


A roughly piled stone tomb, and four letters carved on it.
     


-Michael Jean-
     


The grave of my brother Michael Jean, my lifelong regret, and the person I loved most.
     


“...Hello Jin.”
     


I opened my mouth, praying earnestly that my voice would reach you in heaven.
     


"First of all, I'm sorry. It's been eleven years, I think. Since that day, I haven't even looked at you because of the guilt."
     


I killed my brother with my own hands, but ironically, I never once visited his grave.
     


If I had to make an excuse, it would be that I was consumed by revenge for 10 years, and after that, I didn't have the courage to come here.
     


"...Is heaven happy? You were a good child, so you must have gone to heaven. Yes."
     


Jin was a good kid. So he must have gone to heaven. Unlike me.
     


"This worthless guy... he's living so shamelessly. But what can I do? I have to keep my promise."
     


I laughed out loud. How would you feel if the person who killed you said something like that at your grave?
     


"...I'm just sorry. If only I had been better... you wouldn't have had to die. If only I... I... had been a little better..."
     


My voice began to grow wet, and at the same time, tears welled up in my eyes. I tried to stop them, but they eventually began to flow down my cheeks.
     


“I’m sorry… Jin… I’m sorry…”
     


I clearly had a mountain of things to say, but when I got here, all I could say was that I was sorry.
     


“I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you… I’m just… I’m just sorry for everything...”
     


I'm sorry for being a bad brother. I'm sorry for being a weak brother. I'm sorry for being a pathetic brother.
     


“I’m sorry for killing you… for killing you….”
     


If only I had been just a little bit better that day, if only I had hit the rope just right that day, you would be here with me now.
     


But because of my incompetence, because I failed to match the rope, you are not by my side now.
     


I still can't forget those words. After you left this world. The words my father spoke to me from the side.
     


"Congratulations. You killed him. I was foolish to trust you, even for a moment."
     


No. You're the one who did this. Common sense tells me it can't be my fault.
     


No matter how much I tried to deny it in my head, the conclusion I always came back to was the same.
     


My fault.
     


As I sat there, despairing, something struck me.
     

“...”

     


It hurt, but I didn't make a sound. That's how I was trained.
     


I carefully raised my head to see what had hit me.
     


"...jin?"
     


To my surprise, it was a stone with my brother's name engraved on it, the one I'd painstakingly carved. The stone, which had been in place for about 11 years, accidentally landed on my head.
     


I don't believe in God. If there was a God, my brother and I wouldn't have to live such miserable lives.
     


Yes. If you think about it logically, it really could be a coincidence. Why do I think this is your will?
     


“...have you forgiven me?”
     


I spoke into the air, but there was no answer. Of course. I was alone here.
     


“Huh... Hahaha!!”
     


I laughed. It was so funny how I was giving meaning to something as simple as a randomly dropped rock.
     


But at the same time, something, something blossomed in my heart.
     


If this wasn't an accident, have you really forgiven me?
     


After agonizing over it for a while, I carefully placed the stone back down and got up.

“...No matter what you think of me, I don’t think I can forgive myself yet.”
     


I thought about it for a long time, but I still couldn't forgive myself. I was a bad person.
     


"Still, I'll try to be brave. I want to see what other people think of me."
     


But I gained courage. I thought of myself as a bad person, but I wanted to see if other people thought I was a crow, too.
     


“I’ll come again next time, Jin.”
     


With a brief greeting, I left. Ironically, my steps were even lighter as I left.
     


I moved slowly and arrived at the place where I parked my motorcycle.

...But who is that woman standing over there?
     


Common sense dictated that no one else would come here but me, so I began observing the suspicious woman from afar.
     


The silver hair with a hint of gold, the ornament on her head, and that familiar face confused me.
     


While I was lost in thought, she noticed me from a distance and smiled brightly.
     


But wait a minute. Looking closely at the face, I can't believe it's that.

"Commander!!"

"What the heck..."

After hearing the voice, I was certain it was the AN-94.
     


She is a member of the Rebellion Platoon and one of the most difficult opponents to deal with.
     


She started running towards me with a bright smile, not knowing why she was there.
     



The wolf appeared
 


The Rebellion Platoon. They are, in effect, the most elite puppets in the New Soviet Union. An elite platoon that showcases the gap between military and civilian puppets.
     


Unlike the dolls of our command who were born as civilian dolls and given firearms, the abilities of these dolls, who were born for military purposes, were truly incredible.
     


So, naturally, the girl you see in the distance, AN-94, a member of the Rebellion Platoon, also has incredible body performance.
     


To be honest, I have little ill feelings towards the AN-94. Of course, in some ways it might be a more dangerous dummy than the AK-12.
     


And since she and I were somewhat acquainted, I was actually somewhat happy to see her.
     


But there was another problem. She wasn't acting alone. Her presence here meant that the AK-12 was waiting somewhere.
     


So, I need to run away quickly before I have time to think about these things.
     


AN-94 ran towards me. If you look at the details, it was a beautiful woman running towards me with a bright smile—a truly happy scene every man dreams of. But unfortunately, that wasn't the case for me.
     


Taking a deep breath, she quickly ran to her motorcycle. Then, the smile began to disappear from her face.
     


“...Commander?”
     


Her footsteps quickened. As expected from a military doll, she moved at an incredible speed. If this was really going to happen, I should have been reborn as a doll too.
     


Still, there was quite a distance. I quickly climbed onto my motorcycle and started it.
     


I felt the distance getting closer, but for some reason the engine wouldn't start.
     


“Commander!! Where are you going!!”
     


“Please...! Please...! Ah.”

My earnest heart must have reached the sky before I could start the engine, and I quickly found my bearings and set off.
     


But perhaps because I hadn't maintained it for so long, it seemed like it would be faster for her to grab my hair than for the motorcycle to accelerate.
     


She runs towards me, staring blankly at me with a terrifying roar. Seriously, seriously scary.
     


"ah...!"
   


Luckily, luck was on my side today, as she missed me by a hair's breadth. Feeling a sap of vitality, I quickly picked up my pace and prepared to leave.
     


“Commander!! Don’t go!!”
     

“...”

     


If only there wasn't a woman sitting there, calling me sadly.
     


Really, I can hear her voice crying out my name sadly, like the heroine of a tragic tale.
     


But if we ignore it and continue like this, it is a sound that will eventually become unheard.
     


“Commander!! Commander... sob...”
     


The moment I was about to leave with such determination, I heard her crying.
   


“Ah... Really...”
     


I feel like trash. The woman sitting there crying and the man ignoring her and leaving.
     


No matter how I looked at it, I was a bad person.
     


"ha..."
     


I sighed. Yeah, the AK-12 is the bad guy, so you're not the bad guy, are you? I thought as I turned the motorcycle.
     


“Commander...?”
     


"hi?"
     


After parking the motorcycle appropriately, I greeted her, who was sobbing. Then, as if nothing had happened, she stopped crying.
     


"You're going too far, Commander... It's been so long, and you're running away..."
     


“...Okay, it’s been a while. AN-94.”
     


She carefully embraced me. I felt a little guilty, so I accepted her touch.
     


“So, where is the AK-12?”
     

“...”

     


Her hand, which had been carefully stroking my back, stopped. "Is she really here?"
     


“Everyone else is somewhere else. The Commander doesn’t… like her very much.”
     


Seriously, it was such an awkward lie that even a ten-year-old could figure it out. I couldn't help but chuckle.
     


“So the AN-94 doesn’t lie?”
     


“That, that’s right.”
     


His trembling speech and unnatural behavior turned my suspicions into certainty.
     


"Really? If that's what AN-94 is, then that's what it is, right? Of course! There's no way you'd lie to me, right? Right? Yeah?"
     


After pulling her away, I spoke with some exaggerated gestures. Then, she trembled for a moment and couldn't meet my eyes.
     


"Haha! There's no way our good AN-94 would lie to me! If you were, then so be it! Thank you!"
     


“...the rock over there.”
     


"uh?"
     


“...It’s hiding behind the rock over there.”
     

“...”

     


I looked at AN-94 with cold, cold eyes. Then she fidgeted and couldn't keep still.
     


"I'm sorry! I'm sorry! Don't be angry, Commander..."
     


“Haa... Okay. Hey! Come out quickly.”
     


I let out a sigh from deep within me and shouted loudly to the rock far away, and then she appeared from behind the rock.
     


Her silver hair, flowing down in a dazzling ponytail, her trademark always-closed eyes, and the warm smile on her face made her seem like a peculiar but good person.
     


However, it is because he does not hesitate to criticize others.
     


In fact, if she could only do that, even that would be considered her charm. Since ancient times, anything is forgiven if you have a pretty face.
     


But if it had anything to do with my past, things would be different.
     


Anyway, AK-12, the platoon leader of the Rebellion Platoon, who had a strong bad relationship with me, appeared.
   


“Nice to meet you, Commander!”

She waved at me happily, but I just ignored her and washed my face.
     


“AN-94. How did you guys get here?”
     


"The AK-12 detected that the commander was heading here, so we moved as quickly as possible."
     


“...I feel like having a cigarette.”

"No, Commander. Smoking is bad for you. It might reopen those old wounds..."
     


“Do you know how many months it’s been since that happened?”

While I was chatting away with the AN-94, the AK-12 arrived right before my eyes.

"Nice to meet you, Commander. How long has it been?"
     


“Okay. Just tell me why you came.”
     


"Hey~ Don't be like that~ It's been a while since we last met, so let's talk. By the way, isn't that too much? Making our innocent AN-94 cry and pressuring her like that? Is it because making women cry is your hobby?"
     


My head was already starting to hurt. I pressed my temples, trying to ease the pain somehow.
     


“Tell me what you want, quickly. I don’t have time.”

"Huh? What are you talking about? Commander, you still have a lot of vacation left. Let's have some fun. Okay?"

Does he have a face covered in iron plates? No, come to think of it, his face is indeed made of iron. Anyway, how can he be so shameless?
     


"ha..."

"Don't sigh~ Come on! It's a bit much to talk in a place like this. Should we go to a cafe or something?"
     


It's really frustrating. I waved my hand and expressed my rejection of her suggestion.
     


“...I have nothing to say. Let’s end it here.”
     


“Commander... It’s been a while, but can we at least talk a little bit...?”

“Yes, our AN-94 is asking you this, are you going to ignore it?”
     


They're a truly unbelievable duo. One side attacks me with pity, while the other just irritates me. No, it's just that no matter what they say, I don't like it.
     


“Hey. Are you kidding me?”
     


A cold voice full of emotion.
     


AK-12, who always tried to shamelessly pass over the situation, kept his mouth shut this time and waited for me to speak.
     


“If you wanted to talk to me, you should have apologized that day.”
     

“...”

     


She said nothing. I tried to read her emotions, but with her eyes closed, I couldn't read her thoughts. Still, if she had a conscience, she'd feel sorry. Or maybe that's just her personality.
     


"That's not true, Commander! She too, every day..."
     


“...No, it’s okay.”
     


“AK-12?”
     


AN-94 tried to say something, but AK-12 cut her off with an unresponsive, serious voice.
     


“But please remember this: I, no, we, have never once thought of you as a bad person.”
     


“...Where did you hear that again?”
     


"well?"
     


Her serious attitude was only for a moment, and she returned to her usual shameless self.
     


“...go.”
     


With those words, the commander disappeared. They simply watched him depart silently, taking no action.
     


"...AK-12, why did you interrupt me? AK-12 always feels sorry for the Commander. If you tell him that, maybe he'll calm down a bit..."
     

“...”

     


She didn't answer. She just fiddled with her gun quietly and then opened her mouth.
     


“It’s already too late to return to an apology… If I don’t do something like this, I won’t be able to stand by his side.”
     


She was always so relaxed and confident, but she looked so sad as she spoke so sadly.
     


"Let's go quickly. The security here is bad. We don't know if something will happen to the commander."
     


"...I get it."
     


She had regained her liveliness and shamelessly followed him in the car with AN-94.
     

     

     

     

***

     

     

     


“So, how’s the status M4?”
     


“It’s the best. I feel like I can do anything.”
     


“Hmm... First of all, I’m glad you woke up quickly. I think it’ll take some more time for the rest of the members.”
     


"...sorry."
     


"No, no, don't take it so seriously. By the way, you're going back to command tomorrow? Why don't you stay a little longer?"
     


“No. I have to go quickly.”
     


“Huh? Why?”
     


"Time is always running out. So, from now on... I need to be a little more proactive."
     

     

     



The wolf doesn't take his eyes off
 


On the way back, as on the way here, the beautiful scenery in the distance was a delight to my eyes, but unlike before, my mood was not at all good.
     


Why, I'm sure I feel relieved and free from the burden on my mind.
     


Whether it was because he met the wolves or because he yelled at them...
     


"...under."
     


No, actually I knew.
     


I felt uneasy just because I had kicked out those women who had tried every means to meet me.
     


How could I be so weak? He's someone I hate so much, and yet I'm having so many distracting thoughts just because he said something a little bit negative.
     


Then suddenly, I remembered what M16 always said to me.
     


‘Do something about that personality of always blaming yourself for everything.’
     


“...Is it really a ghost?”
     


It was so accurate, it was almost creepy. In some ways, it felt like he knew me better than I knew myself.
     


I pictured her face always smiling brightly in my mind.
     


A smile appeared.
     


But the smile didn't last long. She was now unconscious.
     


The smile instantly turned into a sigh. The AR squad couldn't be backed up. If they never regain consciousness...
     


"...no."
     


I shook my head to shake off the negative thoughts. But no matter how much I shook them off, the lump in my heart remained.
     


“M4...”
     


M4 was kinder and purer than anyone else. And when she heard the news about the AR platoon, she lost consciousness from shock.
     


I wanted to hear from them, but I didn't even bring my phone because I wanted to shake off my distracting thoughts, so I had no way of knowing.
     


And the second one is also... UMP45.
     


At some point, she started calling me family. Apparently, that's the term UMP9 used.
     


If it had only been in words, it wouldn't have mattered, but she tried to dye me in her color.
     


She must have been the most trustworthy person after M16, but what made her like that?
     

“...?”

     


Once again, I was consumed by bad thoughts, so I screamed loudly again to shake them off, but I felt something strange in the air around me.
 


I was sure I was the only one on the road, but now I had a feeling something was off.
     


My instincts, my body that had experienced countless real-world experiences since I was young, told me that the current situation was dangerous.
     


I quickly turned my motorcycle to change direction, but unfortunately the bullet I was hit by did not miss.
     


A bullet that came from nowhere hit the motorcycle, causing me to roll around and become one with the ground.
     


“Fuck...”
     


Thankfully the motorcycle hadn't exploded, I quickly came to my senses and hid behind cover.
     


“Are you the commander of the Griffin?”
     


And then, from far away, I heard someone's voice. Judging by its heavy tone, I assumed it was a middle-aged man in his forties or fifties.
     


“No, you fucking bitch.”
     


“Don’t lie. Isn’t that red uniform the symbol of the Griffin?”
     


Cursing my honesty for coming all this way in uniform, I pulled the pistol from my pocket.
     


But luck was against me. The pistol was broken. It must have been shattered when it rolled across the floor earlier.
     


“...Let me hear the reason. Why did you attack me?”
     


"Of course, a commander working on the battlefield would have a lot of money. If you hand it over, I'll spare your life."
     


In the end, it all comes down to money. By the way, is the security situation in our neighborhood really this bad? How dare they attack soldiers in broad daylight?
     


“Just in case, don’t even think about running away. I’m not alone here.”
     


I carefully closed my right eye, turned up the magnification of my prosthetic eye, and surveyed my surroundings. Sure enough, as he'd said, suspicious individuals were lurking here and there.
     


As I was wondering how to get out of this situation, something I had forgotten came to mind.
     


"...ah!"
     


I quickly raised my hands and came out of cover, shouting loudly.
     


“Hey!! I won’t do anything. Run away quickly!!”
     


“...? What does that mean? Have you lost your mind?”
     


“You guys are screwed! Hurry up!!”
     


Please, please run away, I'm not kidding.
     


As I expected, there were less than 30 seconds left. I didn't want to see even the worst of them die a cruel death, so I slowly approached the direction of the voice.
     


"No kidding! Hurry up..."

-Taang!

"town..."
     


But perhaps he took my sincere advice for granted, and he rewarded my kindness with a bullet.
     


At least it wasn't a fatal wound, as it hit my thigh. Of course, if I delayed, the situation would have been dangerous due to excessive bleeding, but that wasn't important to me right now.
     


Since their fate was decided, I had to do my best to stop them.
     


“Don’t do it!! I told you not to do it!!”
     


“How disgusting... Are you begging for your life?”
     


“AN-94! AK-12! Stop it!!”
     


"...what?"
     


-Taang!
     


With that stupid, foolish remark, he ceased to be a human being in this world.
     


“What is this...!”
     


When he died from a sudden bullet, the rest of the members were also shocked and couldn't move.
     


“Now is the time. Let’s go.”
     


“Fire rate limit lifted.”
      


And the wolves were hunting those stupid humans mercilessly.
     


“Ugh!!”
     


“Ah... aaaah!!”
     


The screams heard from far away were creating their own harmony and resonating, but they weren't very pleasant music to listen to.
     


“Hah...fuck.”
     


Having given up on everything, I closed my eyes and stopped the bleeding on my thigh.
     


“Commander!! Are you alright!!”
     


“Commander! Are you alright?”
     

“...”

     


Was the processing already finished? They quickly ran towards me and began checking my condition.
     


“Commander! We have to get to the hospital quickly!”
     


“I told you not to do it.”
     


"But that won't do. Those bastards deserved to die for wounding the commander. This is just punishment."
     


Even though I spoke with force, AN-94 showed no signs of backing down. It was a stark contrast to his usual timid demeanor.
     


“Haa... AK-12. Why are you doing that again?”
     


"I tried to stay still, as you said. I was actually trying to stop AN-94 from running wild, until you got shot in the thigh."
     


It had been a long time since I'd seen her eyes. The unusually shaped purple pupils were truly beautiful.
     


But just as a beautiful rose bears thorns, AK-12's eyes were dangerously wide open. Her double-lidded, thick eyes were a dangerous switch.
     


“...Just close your eyes for now. I’ll talk to you later.”
     


"...okay!"
     


As soon as she closed her eyes, she returned to her usual relaxed appearance.
     


"Commander! Stop it! We need to get to the hospital right away! Now, carry me!"
     


“Okay. It’ll get better once you apply the saliva.”
     


“No! We have to go quickly!”
     


“What~ I want to hug the Commander too, but aren’t you monopolizing it too much?”
     


AN-94 carefully picked me up and started moving me somewhere, regardless of my wishes.
     


AN-94 was always willing to do anything for me, but if I got hurt even a little, things would be different.
     


I don't know if it was because of that past incident, or if he was just worried about me, but ultimately, it was all for my own good, so it was really hard to refuse.
     


In fact, it is questionable whether I can escape from her arms in this state in the first place.
     


“...But I told you not to kill people, right? Right?”
     


"Didn't I say this before? They were people who committed crimes worthy of death. This is just retribution."
     


Even with emotion in her voice, she remained stubborn.
     


"By the way, Commander, how did you know we were right next to you? Perhaps we're connected?"
     


“...Have you been following me for just one or two days?”
     


After meeting me, they'd always followed me secretly until I entered the command center. They claimed it was for their own safety, but...
     


"Yeah... but this time, thanks to you, I've been able to breathe a sigh of relief. In good conscience, I'll thank you."
     


"It's okay, Commander. I just did what I had to do."
     


"I want you to do it? Okay! Tell me quickly. Thank you, AK-12~"
     


"go away."
     


"Commander, you're shy, aren't you? Then do it later when we're alone. Got it?"
     


"ha..."
     


That type of person is difficult to talk to. No matter what I say, I feel like I'm losing and I lose all my energy.
     


“...Commander. Then, may I ask you a favor?”
     


“What is it?”
     


As I felt myself losing all my strength and losing all my energy, AN-94, who was holding me, suddenly blushed and opened his mouth.
     


“...Would you mind spending some time with us today?”
     


"what?"
     


“Uh, I have to go to the hospital anyway... and my motorcycle broke down, so I’m saying this... If you don’t want to... then I can’t help it...”
     


“Yeah. Wouldn’t a day be a reasonable price for a life?”
     


Normally, I would have coldly declined. But the fact that I had been a bit harsh earlier and that I owed him a debt prickled my conscience.
     


"...okay."
     


“Is that true, Commander? Thank you!”
     


"Oh my, honestly, that's surprising. I thought you'd naturally reject me."
     


They couldn't hide their bewilderment, as if they didn't know I would accept.
     


“There’s still a lot of vacation left… and I don’t want to create any more resentment in my heart.”
     


"Good idea! How long has it been since we've had such a good time together?"
     


"Okay. Wake me up when you get to the hospital. I'm sleepy right now."
     


Perhaps it was because I was shaking off the lingering emotional knot, but I suddenly felt drowsy. Since there was no need to move my body, I quietly closed my eyes.
     


"Sleep well, Commander. When you open your eyes, you'll be in the hospital. Sleep well."
     


“Good night~”
     


With that, I ended my greetings with the AN-94 and AK-12 and went off to dreamland.
     

     

     

***

     

     

     

“...”

     


The AK-12 came to mind. The image of the AN-94, which had been mercilessly massacring people earlier.
     


Where was her usual timid demeanor? She was utterly furious, destroying everything. Her terrifying presence was enough to confound even the AK-12.
     


"ha..."
     


“What’s wrong, AK-12?”
     


"...no."
     


But the sight of her holding the commander now looked so pure that AK-12 quietly moved on, choking back whatever he wanted to say.
     

     

     

     

     

     

 

 

     

     



Wolf's fault
 

 


Maybe it was because my heart was light. I didn't have any dreams.
     


Neither my father nor my mother who hated me, nor my brother who cursed me, nor the dolls who wanted to kill me, nothing really came out.
     


When I opened my eyes, my body felt incredibly light, except for my right thigh.
     


“Where... am I?”
     


“Ah, Commander. Are you awake?”
     


I got up and looked around, and AN-94, who was quietly reading a book next to me, greeted me.
     


"Don't worry. This is a hospital. The bullet extraction and treatment went smoothly, so thankfully there won't be any aftereffects... but I don't think I'll be able to walk barefoot for a few weeks... I'm sorry."
     


Her mood instantly dropped. I was the one hurt, but to anyone watching, it seemed like she was in even more pain.
      


“No, I just got hit for no reason. What about the AK-12?”
     


"She said she was going to get an auxiliary exoskeleton for the commander. Given her nature, she'd be late because she's trying to get the best."
“...”

     


I'm in debt to her again. I can't understand what she's thinking.
     


He leaves such a big scar and continues to shamelessly cling to me without even a word of apology.
     


Show continued kindness and affection, but do not apologize.
     


“I don’t understand...”
     


“Huh? What did you just say, Commander?”
     


“No. By the way, could you lend me your cell phone?”
     


“Oh, wait a minute.”
     


Without hesitation, she reached into her pocket and handed me her cell phone.
     


“Persica’s number is...”
     


I dug into my hazy memory and dialed Persica's number. After a few rings, she answered.
     


-hello?
     


"Oh, Mr. Persica, this is Luke Gloucester. I'm calling from a different number due to a brief emergency."
     


-Aha, you're the commander. That's good. I was going to contact you anyway.
     


“Huh? What do you mean?”
     


Two pieces of good news and two pieces of bad news. Which one do you want to hear first?
     


“Good news.”
     


"No hesitation, good. First of all, M4 opened his eyes. He's in good shape, so he can move right now."
     


“Oh! Really?”
     


As she said, it was truly good news. A smile spread across my face in an instant.
     


-And secondly, I think the rest of the members will probably come to their senses within three days. Fortunately, their cores weren't seriously damaged.
     


"...Thank you so much, Miss Persica. If it weren't for you, I really would... I..."
     


Beyond joy, I felt like crying. I was truly, truly blessed to see their faces again.
     


-No, I also cherish the AR squad. And the bad news is... um... one thing is, it'll be quicker to see it for yourself. I'll explain later. Right now, there's a more serious problem.
     


“Huh? What does that mean?”
     


Until just now, she had been doing fine, but her voice, which was usually not particularly tense, became even more subdued. She sighed briefly before continuing.
     


-Do you remember changing your glasses recently?
     


"Yes. Isn't that the surgery you personally performed? Is there a problem?"
     


-Let me get to the point. Someone was hacking the eyeglasses the Commander used to use.
     


“Hey, wait a minute!!”
     


"yes...?"
     


Suddenly, AN-94, who was standing next to me, shouted at me in panic. Realizing the gravity of the situation, I ignored her and continued speaking.
     


“...Then, surely not?”
     


-Yes, from the moment he was hacked until the moment he replaced his glasses. Someone was watching the commander's every move.
     

“...”

     


-Besides, he made sure to transmit everything, including the sound, of what he did. If this was Iron Blood's doing, it could have been a huge problem.
     


Words didn't come out. My brain, which had been frighteningly calm, was racing.
     


A hacked device to monitor my every move.
   


If you think about it simply, you would naturally think that the most suspicious one would be Cheol-hyeol, but her statement just now negated that possibility.
     


So what's left is someone who wants to spy on me, even if it means resorting to extreme measures like hacking.
     


Of course, the answer came out.
     


There was ample evidence. The word "prosthetic eye" had been mentioned briefly during AK-12's last phone call.
     


And crucially, the now restless AN-94.
     


"...under."
     


Well then, that's right.
     


In an instant, my face hardened into a cold state.
     


“...Can you tell me the name of the person who hacked it?”
     


-...Your voice has changed. Judging by your condition, I think you already noticed?
     


“Commander...”
     


By the way, when are you coming back from vacation? M4 is looking for you right now. They say they can't reach you on their cell phones, and they're really anxious.
     


AN-94 looked at me with pitiful eyes, but I felt no sympathy at the moment.
     


“I think I’ll be back today. Please tell M4.”
     


"Commander, what are you talking about? Today, for sure..."
     


She was flustered and started talking nonsense, but when I gave her a cold look, she quickly lowered her head.
     


-...Okay. Take care. Well, good work.
     


"...yes."
     


With those words, the call ended.
     


And at the same time, my trust in them was also broken.
     


After that, only a cold silence filled the room. She, too, seemed to realize her mistake, bowed her head and said nothing.
     


“Since when.”
     


“Uh, yeah?”
     


“Since when have you been playing with my eyes?”
     

“...”


So I personally broke the silence. But she still couldn't speak.
     


“Speak quickly. I’m really holding back right now.”
     


“Commander... I'm truly, truly sorry...”
     


“If you knew how to feel sorry, you shouldn’t have done such things!!”
     


My emotions were out of control. I felt so foolish for trusting them, even for a moment.
     


“Yeah. Fuck... You were the ones who trusted me in the first place.”
     


“Th-three months. It’s been three months since… So, don’t be angry, Commander...”
     


"under..."
     


I laughed out loud. Three months ago, it was practically as if all the information had been stolen.
     


From his encounter with 9A-91, to saving IWS-2000, to M4's seizure, and most crucially, to that conversation with UMP45 under the moonlight.
     


They knew my past, and then all the puzzle pieces fell into place.
     


From how he knew how to come to my hometown, to how he told me earlier that I wasn't a bad person.
     


From the beginning, I was nothing more than a clown playing in their hands.
     

“...”

     


I didn't say anything, which made her even more anxious.
     


The silence you receive when you sin is terrifying. And I knew it, so I did as I was taught.
     


Her face changes from moment to moment. At first she was fidgety, then a moment ago she was completely frozen, and now she's beginning to shed tears.
     


“I’m so sorry, Commander... I really...”
     


“...That’s it.”
     


My anger had reached its limit, and instead of exploding, I felt a sense of futility. Without even looking at her, I picked up the crutches beside me and left the room.
     


"Ah...ah! No, Commander! If you move now..."
     


“Shut your mouth.”
     


"ah..."
     


After shutting her disgusting mouth, I left the room. The sound of a woman sobbing echoed through the room, but I ignored it and tried to go down the stairs.
     

“...”

     


If only it weren't for the AK-12 right next to me.
     


She held an assistive exoskeleton in her hand. She had obviously brought it for me.
     


But what does that matter now? I've already learned the inconvenient truth.
     


“Do you have anything to say?”
     

“...”

     


I spoke in a voice as suppressed as possible, but AK-12 remained silent. She must have heard the whole conversation from outside.
     


“Disgusting bitch.”
     


After leaving behind the most disgusting expression I could muster in four words, I walked away.
     


“Michael Van.”
     


“...Don’t call me by that name.”
     


“As I said before, we never once thought of you as a bad person.”
     

“...”

     


I didn't answer. I didn't feel it was worth answering.
     


Leaving the two women behind, I moved diligently, using crutches to support my right leg, which was not moving properly.
     


When I left the building, it was still light outside. But on the contrary, my heart was dark.
     


"...under."
     


A truly indescribable sense of discomfort enveloped my mind.
     


But thanks to that, all the sympathy I had for her that had remained in my heart flew away, so maybe in a way I should be thankful.
     


Of course, if we ever meet again in the future.
     


I tried to force positive thoughts into my head to erase them, but once the unpleasant feeling set in, it wouldn't go away.
     


Seriously, I wish I had a cigarette, but I can't just say I'm quitting smoking.
     


I closed my eyes again and forced myself to picture M16's face.
     


...It's gotten a little better.
     


And then, the face of M4, who was waiting for me, and the face of UMP45, who seemed like we would definitely have to have a heated argument when we got back, came to mind.
     


“There are mountains beyond mountains...”
     


Yes. Let's not dwell on the past. Let's focus on what's to come. There's still a long way to go before we can overcome it.
   


Forcibly erasing my memories of them, I set off for the command center.

And so the vacation ended.


If you are clean
 


UMP45's anger reached its peak.
     


A truly refined anger, free from any impurities, enveloped her heart.

The reason is, of course, the absence of the commander, or to be precise, the commander who disappeared without saying anything to him.
     


Why? We're clearly family, we're the only ones who can embrace you. Where on earth did you leave us behind?
     


He hated the commander who went on vacation without saying a word to him.
     


Moreover, I hated him even more because he left his cell phone behind and I couldn't even contact him.
     


But at the same time, it was so heartbreaking.
     


The commander is weak, and I am indispensable, and without our 404th Platoon, he can do nothing.
     


I'm so worried. I haven't been able to sleep properly.
     


That's why I'm even more upset. I can't even sleep because I'm thinking about you. Do you not even care about me in the slightest?
     


Now my heart was filled with worry and anxiety inside a shell of anger.
     


And as soon as I heard the news that the commander was returning today, I waited at the entrance to be the first to meet him.
     


If he came back, I had planned to give him a harsh lesson, and I was actually going to put it into practice.
     


Before I saw the commander walking towards me from afar, relying on crutches.
     


“Commander?”
     


My heart sinks. In an instant, the shell is completely peeled away, leaving only the worries and anxieties inside.
     


What's going on? What's wrong with your legs? Is the Commander never going to be able to walk again...?
     


He waved his hand calmly, oblivious to the burning passion in my heart.
     


I ran to him without hesitation. It was the first time in my life I'd moved so quickly.
     


“Commander!”
     


“Long time no see, UMP45.”
     


His voice was flat. Why? I feel like I'm going crazy right now.
     


I quickly examined his wounds. I'd been told that the first thing I did after seeing him for a long time was to grope his thigh, but that didn't really matter.
     


It was a gunshot wound. If the bullet was removed and treatment was successful, he'd be able to live a normal life again in a few weeks, but the scar would remain.
     


And at the same time, a scar was left on my heart. A deep cut that ached my heart.
     


“What...what is going on here?”
     


“I got shot, it really hurt.”
     


I forced myself to hold onto my trembling body and squeeze out words, but he remained impassive. That's why I couldn't understand.
     


“Why are you so... indifferent?”
     


"huh?"
   


The same innocent eyes as always. Normally, I'd want to hug her and say she was cute, but not today.
     


“You’re hurt...huh? Have you ever thought that if you were hurt, I’d be this worried?”
     


I felt like I was going to cry. But he still spoke as if nothing had happened.
     


“What’s with this? I used to run around the field and couldn’t open my eyes for weeks.”
     


“...What did the other dolls say then?”
     


"uh?"
     


“When you ran to the scene and lost consciousness, what did the other dolls say?”
     


There was no answer. Then, seemingly hesitant, he opened his mouth.
     


“...I told you not to do that again. That’s why I haven’t done any field work since then.”
     


A truly consistent person. A person who doesn't know how to protect himself. A person who doesn't know how precious he is.
     


"But please forgive me, because I sacrificed my body to get another doll. Of course, I received the favor as enmity..."
     


“Does that matter? You’re hurt like this right now?”
     

“...”

     


He couldn't answer. And at the same time, another emotion arose in my heart.
     


As expected, as expected, you can't live without me. If you take your eyes off me again, you'll get hurt somewhere. It happened last time, too.
     


Yes. I am the only one who can embrace you, the crow you are, protect you from getting hurt if you take your eyes off you, and love you.
      


Feelings that are bubbling and ready to explode fill my heart once again.
     


Yeah, that's right. We're family, a family that can't be separated.
     


"Right. Let me ask you one thing. Do you still think I'm a bad person?"
     


Oh my goodness, how lucky am I?
     


The moment I made up my mind, he suddenly threw me a bait.
     


If I affirm that statement, a crack will appear in his mask again. And if I exploit that crack, he will collapse again.
     


You are so broken and pathetic, but at the same time, you are so beautiful, I want to hug you, love you, and have you.
     


And I'm letting you know, broken as you are, that I'm the only one who can love you.
     


With such happy images in my head, I spoke to him with a bittersweet smile on my lips.
     


"Yeah. You're a bad person. That's why only we..."
     


"...I see. Okay. See you later. 45."
     


"...uh?"
     


But his reaction was the exact opposite of what I expected. Instead of breaking down, he seemed to hesitate for a moment, then passed me by indifferently.
   


“Okay, just a minute!”
     


I was in shock and barely came to my senses, but he had already disappeared into the building.
     


I moved quickly and chased after him.
     

     

***

     

     


Home is the best, after all. To be precise, my home is my hometown, but in reality, it's not a place of comfort, but rather a place that triggers my PTSD.
     


Anyway, when I returned to the command post, UMP45 greeted me warmly. I was a little taken aback by her reaction, but I felt good knowing she was concerned about me.
     


But she still called me a bad person. To be honest, it was quite hurtful, but I somehow managed to get through it without breaking down.
     


If I show her my weakness again, as 9A-91 said, I'll be eaten.
     


“Phew...”
     


Leaving my complicated feelings behind, I headed to the commanding officer's office first. To see the women who had suffered in my stead for several days.
     


“I came out...ah.”
     


When I opened the door and went in, they were all dead asleep at their desks, sofas, and beds.
     


Perhaps work was tough. Well, I guess it makes sense, since I even secretly put in the work I had been putting off last month.
     


"thank you."
     


After expressing my gratitude, I took a blanket out of the closet, covered them with it, and carefully left the room.
     


After leaving the commanding officer's office, my next destination was my room. Since I hadn't unpacked yet, I quickly headed there.
     


After arriving, I unpacked, washed up, and changed clothes.
     


"ha..."
     


And then sigh deeply.
     


Because the most important thing today hasn't even started yet.
     


I calm my mind. I steel myself so that I won't panic in any situation.
     


All sorts of uneasy thoughts come to mind. What if she hears me and hates me? What if I really am a bad person, as UMP45 says?
     


Shake your head to clear away negative thoughts. Then recall good memories.
     


"You need to change that self-blaming attitude. I told you all along: It's not your fault."
     


M16A1, who told me that the past events were not my fault.
     


"Yes. There's absolutely no one as clean and white as you, Commander. I guarantee it."
     


9A-91, who told me I was clean.
     


Everyone gave me strength.
     


"swimming..."
     


I laughed. In a way, it made me feel like a bad person who committed a crime and then rationalized it.
     


But I didn't back down. Today, at least, I wanted to confess my sins once again.
     


"...let's go."
     


After finishing all the preparations, I left the room, muttering to myself.
     


Last time, I was too scared to go to the AR platoon's dormitory. My steps were heavy as usual, but this time I didn't stop.
     


Step by step, carefully. Even if you're scared, don't back down. Don't stop. Don't give up.
     


I steeled my resolve and continued on. Before I knew it, I was in front of the door.
     


“Phew...”
     


After letting out another deep sigh, I knocked lightly on the door.
     


“M4. It’s me.”
     


As soon as she finished speaking, footsteps were heard. Instead of answering, she opened the door with a warm smile.

She looked at my legs and gave me a pitiful look. If I hadn't warned her in advance, it wouldn't have ended like this.

"It's okay. Let's go in quickly."

"...yes."
     


The accommodations were quite empty. Well, that was to be expected, since I was using a space that was supposed to be shared by five people.
     


“Would you like some coffee?”

“Give me anything. I eat anything.”
     


The atmosphere at M4 was completely different. Her usual timid and shy demeanor disappeared, and a relaxed air radiated from her.
     


“Here. Coffee.”
     


"thank you."
     


There was a brief awkwardness. Perhaps because they both knew they were wrong.
     


"...sorry."
     


And it was her apology that broke the awkward atmosphere.
     


"I disregarded the Commander's orders... and acted recklessly, causing everyone to get hurt. It's my fault. Seriously... there's no room for excuses."
     


She bowed her head and gave me a sign of apology.
     


"No... But I'm sure you're the one who's hurt the most, but it's okay. If you're being so critical, I'm sorry too. I couldn't control my emotions, let alone offer you kind words when you were mentally unstable, right?"
     


But the fault wasn't just hers. It was I who hurt her, unable to hide my feelings despite knowing the position I was in.
     


“...As expected, Commander is so kind.”
     


She began to smile. Something must have changed. Her face, no longer the restrained smile of before, was now a bright, natural smile.
     


"Well then... let's get to the point. What is this secret story you want to tell alone, the two of you?"
     

“...”

     


Yeah. This is the most important thing today.
     


M4 is the purest and kindest person in this command, as far as I know.
     


So, what would that pure and kind M4 think of my past?

I wanted to know through her mouth whether I was truly a person worthy of forgiveness.
 


I try to open my mouth, but something seems to block my voice.
     


My lips were parched. My hands were sweating profusely. It was evidence of my nervousness.
     


But I can't stop. It's too late to turn back now.
     


Close your eyes.
     


Open your eyes.
     


Close your eyes again.
     


Open your eyes again.
     


And he says in a trembling voice.
     


“M4. Do you like old stories?”
     

     

     

     



Secrets we tell each other
 


"...yes?"
     


M4's expression, which had been smiling leisurely, changed. She's not stupid, so she probably understood what I was trying to say.
     


“How about it? Want to hear it?”
     

“...”

     


She seemed to hesitate for a moment, then nodded cautiously to give me a sign of agreement.
     


“...Listen carefully. There won’t be a second time.”
     


So I brought out the painful memory once again and showed it to her.
     

     

***

     

     


Once her mouth opened, she continued to pour out her story without stopping. Her face changed sequentially according to the content.
     


When I told her about my abuse, she looked pitiful, but when I told her about my brother, her face became bewildered.
     


And... when I told her the story of how I killed my brother, her face was nothing but expressionless.
     


That expression remained throughout the story. From my vow of revenge to the conclusion of my utter despair after completing it. She remained expressionless.
     


Even after the story ended, she remained expressionless. Even looking into her eyes, I couldn't read her mind.
     


She was silent for a long time, which made me even more afraid.
     


Silence in uncomfortable situations can be frightening.
     


My lips were so dry they felt like they were going to split, and the sweat on my hands began to drip to the floor.
     


Whatever she says, I have to accept it. She's the purest doll I know here.
     


But my heart still wasn't at peace. My mind was constantly imagining the worst.
     


Her expression of disgust, her eyes that seemed to say something like "disgusting," and her mouth that said "dirty."
     


My breathing is rapid. My head hurts. But I don't show it. I put on a mask of indifference.
     


As I withered and died, her lips began to move. Time seemed to slow down. It was only a fleeting moment, but to me, it felt incredibly long.
     


“...I feel sorry for you.”
     


"uh...?"
     


And her answer, after what felt like an eternity, was so unexpected that I was dumbfounded.
     


"who?"
     


I couldn't understand what M4 was saying, so I asked again. Then she silently took my hand.
     


Her hands were smaller than mine, but they were definitely soft and warm.
     


“I feel so sorry for the Commander who has suffered alone in his heart after going through such a terrible thing.”
     


She was pure and kind. And that's what made me feel sorry for her.
   


“...You don’t think it’s my fault?”
     


“It’s not your fault, Commander... it was just an accident.”

"ah..."

Before I knew it, tears were welling up in my eyes. Was I really this tearful?
     


“Really...? It’s not my fault? Huh?”
     


I couldn't believe it. That's why I wanted to ask her again for confirmation. And her reply filled the hole in my heart.
     


"...It was clearly an accident. It was entirely the Commander's parents' fault. It wasn't your fault, Commander."
     


It was the words I'd always wanted to hear: that what happened that day wasn't my fault.
     


Thump, thump, the tears that had grown thicker fell onto the table. Since it was wooden furniture, we should have quickly wiped the moisture away, but neither of us did anything.
     


I can't control my emotions, so she comforts me on days like that.
     


“Huh... Heh heh heh... Euaaa...”
     


“...You must have had a hard time dealing with all that on your own.”
     


“Thank you... Thank you... M4...”
     


I cried like that for a long time, and she stayed by my side quietly.
     

     

     

***

     

     

     


“Are you feeling better now?”
     


“...I saw something I shouldn’t have seen.”
     


“Haha, no. Rather, I’m glad to see a different side of you, Commander.”
     


After crying for a while, my emotions subsided and all that remained was shame.
     


“But Commander, am I the only one who knows this story?”
     


She changed the subject and asked me another question. It wasn't a very good question, but I answered it obediently.
     


“Five people including you.”
     


“...The fifth. I was the fifth person you trusted, Commander.”
     


Her eyebrows twitched at the answer. Perhaps she didn't like something.
     


“Don’t worry. This is the second time I’ve spoken of my own free will.”
     


“So who’s first?”
     


“That’s a secret.”
     


She continued to press me, leaving me no room to pause. I sensed something was off, so this time I didn't bother answering.
     


“...Is that so?”
     


She muttered something, tormenting the poor coffee cup, then sighed deeply and smiled again.
     


“Well then... since Commander has told you such a big secret... I’ll tell you a secret too.”
     


“Huh? What?”
     


M4 rose from his seat and slowly began to approach me. Then, with a sudden whoosh, he brought his face close to mine.
     


The scent of her shampoo wafted past my nose. We were so close that if we moved just a little, our lips would touch. I wondered if it was really that timid M4.
     


“I like you, Commander.”
     


"...what?"
     


To be honest, I already knew, but I was so surprised that she said it to me so confidently that I couldn't hide my embarrassment.
     


"That day, when I was so badly injured that I lost consciousness, I still can't forget the warmth of the Commander's hand as he held mine. Ever since that day, I've been in love with you, Commander."
     


"ah..."
     


Only then did I understand why she had disobeyed my orders and gotten hurt.
     


She wanted to create the same situation as before. If she had come back injured on a mission, I would have naturally worried about her.
     


I couldn't answer easily. I wasn't ready to accept someone's love yet.
     


"...Sorry."
     


The answer I finally came up with after much deliberation was an apology. That's why I felt so sorry.
     


But her expression remained calm.
     


“Can you tell me why?”
     


“...I don’t think I’m worthy of being loved by anyone yet.”
     


"...Why? Just a moment ago, Commander, you said I was innocent. Don't you believe me?"
     


Her face is getting closer. If she moves just a little bit, we'll be locked in a kiss.
     


“No. You may feel pity, but... I still consider myself a sinner.”
     


Sadly, I still haven't forgiven myself. You could call it foolish, but this weak-willed nature still blames me.
     


"And, I'm in a position where I shouldn't favor anyone. As the highest ranking person here, I shouldn't favor just one person. I'm the commander of everyone."

The second reason is that I had to become the commander of everyone, not just the commander of the M4.
     


She didn't answer. She just smiled quietly and turned her face away.
     


"To be honest... I kind of expected it. I knew you'd say something like this, Commander."
     


"...I'm really sorry."
     


"But even so, I won't give up. I have no doubt that one day, Commander, you will accept my love."
     

“...”

     


Despite my rejection of her heartfelt confession, she showed no sign of disappointment. Instead, she seemed to comfort me, taking my hand once more.
     


"Well then, let's catch up. Did anything good happen while I was unconscious?"
     


"Nothing but bad things happened. Let's talk about something else."
     


In the end, the ending was, as always, a dull story. It was predictable, but still enjoyable.
     

     

     

     

     

***

     

   

  


"As expected, happy times seem to pass quickly. It's already so late."

"I know."
     


How much did we talk? Time had long since passed without our consideration.

"Well, I'll excuse myself now. It was fun... and thank you."

"No. Even if someone were to hear, no one would blame you, Commander."

"...thank you."
     


I thanked her again and left the room.
     


It was a truly rewarding day. Peace of mind. Someone I could confide in. And confidence.
     


Of course, I was a little concerned by her confession, which wasn't really a confession, but I couldn't help it. I wasn't ready to accept someone's love yet.
     


I tried to return to my room with a light heart.
     


Until the UMP45 appeared before my eyes.
     


“Hello Commander♪”
     


“Hello UMP45.”

UMP45 was smiling brightly. That's why I realized the situation was not good.
     


“Seeing you smiling so brightly... you must be really angry.”

“I know very well.”

Her expression hardened in an instant. A chilling aura emanating from her rose through the floor and reached my head.
     


It was the first time I'd seen UMP45's expression like that since I'd brought up her past before.
     


"Why did you tell me? That's our secret, isn't it? Our story under the moonlight. Have you forgotten?"

“...Were you listening?”
     


"That doesn't matter. What matters now is that you revealed our secret to someone else."
     


Her expression was incredibly serious. In the past, I might have been a little scared, but now I felt confident.
     


“45. I was scared. I knew they'd curse me if they heard about my past.”
     


I was afraid. I trembled in fear of something that hadn't even happened.
     


“But that wasn’t the case. No one, including you, ever cursed at me.”
     


And that was the most foolish and pathetic thing I'd ever done. You have to experience something to know the outcome, but I was trapped in a fantasy of my own making, trembling.
     

“...”

     


Her expression hardened as she listened to me. But I continued to speak steadfastly.
     


“So. If I ever truly forgive myself... I might tell everyone.”
     


"under."
     


She snorted for a moment, then opened her mouth and smiled brightly again.
     


"Commander. Still, it was okay that you rejected my confession♪ Even though I didn't like the reason."
     


With those words, she disappeared. I watched her disappear completely into the darkness and started walking again.
     

     

     

     

***

     

     

     


UMP45, her expression hardened, returned to her room. UMP9, who was in the room, jumped up to greet her.
     


“Sister! Where’s the commander?”
     


“...Let’s go with Plan C.”
     


But it seemed like she hadn't given up yet.


Just before the storm hits
 


A white butterfly flies across the flower field.
 


The butterfly, which had been wandering around in search of the most fragrant and beautiful flower, landed gently on 9A-91's shoulder.
     


"It's pretty."
     


"Isn't that right? Don't you think it was a good decision to come?"
     


9A-91 and I were now in a flower field.
     


I agreed to grant her one wish on the condition that I keep her secret, and without hesitation she asked me to go to the flower garden with her.
     


Now I can't walk properly, so I have to come here in a wheelchair and rely on her.
     


Even though it had been a long time since we'd been here, the flower garden was truly beautiful. The butterflies and bees fluttering about, and the colorful flowers that lifted our spirits just by looking at them, brought peace to our hearts.
     


The flower garden was also a meaningful place for both her and me. It was where she recognized her mistakes and apologized to me, and where I came to trust her.
     


“By the way... you’re really going to keep this a secret, right?”
     


"...Of course. The Commander secretly passed it on to us last month. I told you I'd keep it a secret, right?"

"...sorry."

Afraid to see her expression now, I pretended to quietly admire the scenery before me.
     


“By the way, isn’t this too small a request?”
     


"No, Commander. I'm so happy about this situation right now."
     


“Just pushing a wheelchair?”
     


"That person sitting in that wheelchair is the Commander. That alone makes this moment special to me."
     


“Hey, you speak well.”
     


Even though I seemed to be berating her with my words, I was smiling. And she was smiling too.
     


“By the way, did you enjoy your vacation?”
     


“There were good things and bad things. It was just, ordinary.”
     


“Um... If you don’t mind, could you tell me what good things happened?”
     


She, who had been standing still, began to take steps forward, pushing the wheelchair forward. I closed my eyes, savored the moment, and opened my mouth.
     


“First of all, isn’t this how you gain self-esteem?”
     


“Haha, is that it?”
     


The most important thing I gained from my vacation was, of course, self-esteem.
     


I've always considered myself useless. More accurately, someone with some ability, but whose past sins obscured everything.
     


Besides, my nightmares about my hanging brother and my parents walking towards me with blood dripping from their heads always blamed me.
     


‘If only my brother had been a little more careful... I wouldn’t have died...
     


"Killing the parents who raised you? I've never seen such trash as you."
     


Adding to this my weak personality, it was amplified and eventually became the trigger for me to close my heart.
     


That's why I've always done my best, neglecting my body in the name of atonement.
     


Even though I was a doll that could be repaired even if I got hurt or died, I sacrificed my body to save them and worked while reducing my sleep time.
     


But after visiting my brother's grave that day, I thought about it again. Was I truly a person worthy of forgiveness?
     


To be honest, I haven't forgiven myself yet, but maybe I will someday.
     


"Commander, it's wonderful to see you so confident. You were this confident when we first met."

“Is that so?”
     


I searched my memory and recalled my first meeting with her.
     


Before I moved in, I knew she had a past, so I gave her a brief self-introduction and sent her off to the cafe. Now that I think about it, I wonder why I did such an inefficient thing.
     


“But what was your first impression of me?”
     


A question suddenly occurred to me, so I asked her without hesitation.
     


“To be honest... I was really scared.”
     


"...what?"
     


"I... came here incredibly nervous. I heard the Commander swearing outside the door. And don't you know how scary it is when the Commander has a blank expression?"
     


“For some reason, ever since that day, G36 has been strongly suggesting that soundproofing be added to the commander’s office...”
     


“I didn’t know then that the Commander was such a warm person.”
     


As she stopped walking, my wheelchair naturally stopped too.
     


"Okay, Commander. Now open your eyes."
     


"...wow."
     


I opened my eyes after hearing her words. A magnificent view beyond the cliff greeted me.
     


Tall trees, boasting the vitality of nature, flanked by a massive rock. And flowers growing secretly in the crevices of the rock.
     


And there was even a lively stream flowing beside it.
     


Truly, it was a beautiful place that was worth paying money to see.
     


“Isn’t it pretty?”
     


"Is the world really over? There's still space like this left."
     


"That's why we have to work harder to protect places like this."
     


“You want to be a commander? No matter how I look at it, you seem more suited to the job than me.”
     


“Haha, I’ll just accept your heart.”
      


With those words, she and I quietly admired the scenery. Though we didn't say a word, we were communicating.

“How long will this happy daily life last?”

“We are here to protect that daily life.”

“You’ve been taking all the nice words for yourself.”
     


“Haha, is that so?”
     


Really. How long will this happy daily life last?
     


Because I had never experienced anything like an ordinary daily life, this situation felt even happier.
     


Strolling through a flower garden with the 9A-91, getting scolded by the G36 for being late, having a drink with the M16 after a mission—these were all things I couldn't even dream of in the past.
     


I'm happy. I'm so happy. And that's why I'm anxious.
     


If this happiness disappears, won't I collapse again?
     


"ah."
     


But my anxious thoughts ended there. She noticed my negative thoughts and quietly hugged me from behind.
     


“Don’t think bad thoughts, just enjoy this moment that will never come again, Commander.”
     


"...thank you."
     


Yes. What matters isn't the future, which hasn't even happened yet. The future will change depending on how I spend my present.
     


"By the way. What's the 404th Platoon up to these days? I don't see any of them."
     


“Really? We seem to be running into each other all the time these days, but today, UMP9 suddenly offered me a handshake.”
     


“Really...? I’ve never seen it.”
     


From that day on, the 404th Platoon never appeared before me again.
     


I couldn't figure out why. But since they were always trying to stick to me, I felt uneasy.
     


“...Commander. You’ve had another bad thought.”
     


“Wow, it’s a real ghost.”
     


Meanwhile, she noticed that I was having bad thoughts again and spoke to me in a sharp voice.
     


“...Let’s go back now. I heard you were going to see Persica today?”
     


"Yeah. They said the AR Platoon members would regain consciousness today."
     


According to Ms. Persica, they would definitely regain consciousness today at the latest. As I was extremely worried about them, I decided to head to the lab.
     


“Then let’s go back. I think it’s time to start getting ready.”
     


She turned the wheelchair around and walked back to the command center. I surrendered to her and closed my eyes once more.
     

     

  

***

 


“Are you really going alone?”
     


"Yeah. I can drive now. I'll just go by myself."
     


9A-91 fidgeted at my words about going alone. Perhaps he was still worried.
     


"...Okay. I trust you, Commander. I'll wait here. Don't come back injured again, okay?"
     


"yeah."
     


But she soon calmed down, smiled, and returned to her room. I briefly relaxed and went into the commanding officer's office, preparing to leave.
     


“Hello Commander♪”
     


“UMP45?”
     


Not long after 9A-91 left, UMP45 suddenly barged into my room.
     


But what surprised me wasn't that she had returned due to a time difference. It was that she, who had been absent for several days, had reappeared before my eyes.
     


“Long time no see. What have you been up to that you haven’t shown your face for a while?”

“Oh my! Are you worried? You’re so kind.”
     


For some reason, unlike last time, she maintained her usual cheerful demeanor.
     


"So, what's going on? Why did you suddenly reappear after not being seen for a few days?"
     


To be honest, I was glad to see her. I can't say I'm happy with her recent performance, but she's been a huge help to me in the past.
     


“Haha... I prepared a bit.”
     


She suddenly took something out of her bosom and showed it to me with a sinister smile.
     


"...coffee?"
     


“Do you have a minute? Let’s talk for a moment.”
     

     



I like you
 


There was still plenty of time left, and crucially, I had a lot of things I wanted to talk about with UMP45, so I readily accepted her offer.
     


UMP45 said that as soon as he heard the answer, he smiled brightly and brought down the coffee.
     


“I’ll make the coffee♪ Wait a minute~”
     


“Okay. I owe you a favor.”
     


A bright smile spread across her face. Normally, I would have smiled back at her beautiful smile, but not today.
     


No, ever since I accepted this conversation, I haven't felt at ease at all.
     


Because I wanted to trust her. Because I wanted to give her another chance.
     


So, I had to talk to her today.
     


“Here’s some coffee♪”
     


"thank you."
     


He placed a cup of coffee in front of me. Just watching the steam rising from the cup, sizzling and steaming, sent a warm feeling through me.
  


“So what do you want to say?”
     


"It's just~ It's been a while since we've talked like this, just the two of us, right? I wanted to rekindle some old memories♪"

I don't think UMP45 and I have ever had a comfortable conversation since then. It was either me or her who was uncomfortable.
     


"That's true. How long has it been since we've had such a comfortable conversation?"
     


“Haha... I see, right?”
     


She smiles again, glancing at the coffee cup in my hand.
     


“By the way, why haven’t I seen you lately? You said you’ve seen all the other dolls, but you said you haven’t seen me.”
     


"I had something to do. The details are a secret♪"
     


She's a woman with many secrets. Well, I've kept countless secrets from her myself, so it's not really up to me to say anything.
     


“I went to the flower garden with 9A-91 earlier and it was really pretty.”
     


“...Don’t do that. When you’re with me, don’t talk about other dolls, right?”
     


He spoke in a sullen whisper, his face grimacing. His lowered voice indicated his displeasure.

"Well♪ By the way, try it once. It's quite expensive."

And then, furtively, she glanced at the coffee cup again.
     


Normally, it would have been something I would have just let pass, but unfortunately, not today.
   


He offered her coffee. He kept glancing at the cup. Then, naturally, he led her to drink it. Knowing the significance of this gesture, I spoke with force in my voice.
   

“...45.”

 


"huh?"
 


I've been thinking about it over and over, but now it's time to make a choice. It's for both my sake and hers.
     


“I think we might need to distance ourselves from each other from now on.”
     


"...what?"
     


Her pupils dilated. But I continued speaking without stopping.
     


"...As I said before, I like you. The moments I spent with you were enjoyable, and I was happy. But lately... something's off with you."
     


“What does that mean?”
     


A voice so chilling it sent shivers down my spine.
     


How long had it been since I'd seen her radiate such a menacing aura? I almost stepped back without realizing it, but knowing I couldn't do anything with this body anyway, I calmly continued speaking.
     


"First of all, you always looked me in the eye when you talked to me. But you've been looking at the coffee instead of my eyes for a while now, as if you were wondering when I'd ever drink it."
     


“...With just that?”
     


“Hey, no way, there’s still a lot left.”
     


I'm not the kind of person who'd suspect someone based on evidence that isn't even conclusive. Honestly, I knew she was strange all along.
     


Yes, I have to admit it now. I tried to deny it and rationalize it in my head, but she was no longer the one who comforted and embraced me. She was just a puppet acting solely for her own twisted desires.
     


"...When you first heard my story, you were considerate and comforted me, telling me I was a good person. But then, at some point, you started calling me a bad person and trying to tear me down."
     


Her expression crinkles, but she can't stop.
     


“Yeah. Ever since the day I got drunk.”
     


“...So? Keep talking.”
     


Is it shameless? Or is it lack of conscience?
     


"I know my drinking habits. I take off my mask, reveal my true self, and cry and cling to others. Besides, I black out when I'm drunk, so unless it's something truly special, I tend to avoid drinking to the point of intoxication."
     

“...”

     


"And after I got drunk, you started acting strange. You called me a crow and tried to tear me down by saying only the 404th Platoon could hold you."
     


She said nothing. She just continued to stare at me with those creepy, emotionless eyes.
     


“...I never called you a crow in my right mind.”
     


I downed the coffee cup in my hand in one gulp. Her eyes widened, but I ignored her and opened my mouth.
     


"What's in here is a sleeping pill. You don't want to harm my body, so you probably put in something safe."
     


But what I didn't tell her was that I had already been taking all kinds of sleeping pills and had developed a tolerance to them for a long time.
     


"I've developed a tolerance to sleeping pills because I've taken them so often. Of course, I've never told you that."
     


“Huh huh... huh huh huh...”
     


UMP45 started laughing. At first, she smiled softly, as if trying to hold it back, but soon she couldn't hold it back and burst out laughing.
     


“Heh heh...hahaha!!”
     


I stared at her in silence. The aura emanating from her, even to the point of seeming danger, restricted my actions.
     


“Ah... she's the best... she's quick-witted and has excellent judgment. She's really... really amazing.”

She laughed for a long time, then wiped away her tears and opened her mouth again.
     


“Commander. I like you.”
     


"what?"
     


And then, out of nowhere, a confession came flying in. I couldn't hide my embarrassment and grimaced.
     


“...like?”
     


“Ding. Love.”
     


"...her."
     


She made an X with her fingers and showed it to me. I was dumbfounded and looked at her with a blank expression.
     


"What kind of mentality is it to confess in this situation? I really don't understand."
     


“That doesn’t matter. So what’s the answer?”
     


She shamelessly insisted on her own words. What was this feeling of gentle intimidation?
     


"...Sorry."
     


“Why?”
     


"You overheard M4 talking to me last time, didn't you? I'm not ready to be loved by anyone. I need to be everyone's commander. And as I said before, we need to keep our distance."
     


“Hmm♪”
     


"So, 45. Please, let's end it here. I don't want to lose you. Don't cross the line anymore."
     


I meant it. For me, she was another pillar of support, someone I could share our secrets with.
     


I wanted to trust her. So even though she kept trying to tear me down, even though she tried to paint me with her own colors, I trusted her.
     


But not anymore. She was clearly crossing the line.
     


"Please... okay? I'm not in love, but... I like you. Talking to you was always fun, and the conversations we had that day always gave me strength."
     


A story shared between just the two of us under the moonlight. My secret story, told with great courage.
 


So I beg you. Please. Please come back to the old you.

"Yeah, that's right. You're right. The reason I fell in love with you was after we left the party and talked."
     

“...45?”


But at that time, you, who held my hand with longing eyes and comforted me, were no longer here.
  


After a long silence, she suddenly opened her mouth with a rapt expression. I couldn't hide my bewilderment at her appearance.
     


"But at first, I didn't know what it was. So I just put it in a corner of my mind and tried to go about my business as usual."
     


A vicious aura emanated from her, an aura that was impossible to describe in words.
     


“But that day, when you were drunk and hugged me, I realized that I loved you!!”

He laughs like crazy, his face ecstatic, and he shouts at me. Can you call that love?

Only then did I realize that the ominous aura she exuded was nothing less than madness.
   


It's strange. I'm just sitting, but what is this feeling of being on a spider's web?
     


Clearly, if I took a wrong step here, I would inevitably become prey to the spider.
     


While I was bewildered by her madness, the spider stopped talking, rose from her chair, and began walking towards me, with a terrifying gaze that seemed ready to devour its prey.
     


“...don’t come.”
     


My emotions fluctuated from moment to moment. From bewilderment to shock, and then from shock to fear.
     


I also quickly got up and tried to drag my legs, which were not moving, as I stepped back.
     


"Commander, no, Van. Let me say it again. I like you."
     


“...Don’t call me by that name.”
     


She approaches. I step back. She approaches further. But I'm blocked by a wall and can't step back any further.
   


The spider, having cornered its prey, laughs. Then it asks me again.

“...What’s the answer?”
     


“This is it.”
     


Instead of answering, I pulled a button out of my desk drawer. Pressing it would send an emergency signal, causing the puppets in the command center to rush here immediately.
     


“Hehehe... hehehe... hahahaha!!”
     


But then she started laughing hysterically again, and before I knew it, sweat was running down my back.
     


“Ah... You're so naive. Huh? Did you really think I didn't know that?”
     


"...under."
     


"I hacked that a long time ago. No matter how many times you press it, no one will come to your rescue."
     


Desperate news. Her continuous words left me speechless.
     


"You asked why we haven't been seen lately? What do you think we've been doing?"
     


As I was recalling the quiz show that suddenly opened, I remembered what 9A-91 had said earlier.
     


"We seem to be running into each other all the time these days, but today, UMP9 suddenly offered me a handshake."
     


Handshake. The world's most common greeting. It might seem simple, but when you consider what they're doing, the answer becomes obvious.
     


“...Memory erasure. And electronic warfare.”
     


“As expected of a commander, really. I told you I can’t keep up with your brainpower.”
     


Pressing the button didn't send a signal. No, most of the other dolls would have stopped by now.
     


Besides, my legs can't even walk properly, let alone run. And since she's a doll, I can't even force my way out.
     


"Don't even think about jumping out the window. I don't want to see you get hurt, and G11 is waiting down there anyway♪"
     


“You guys really did a thorough job....”
     


Even the last move I just thought of was blocked.
     


“Then♪ I don’t fight fights I can’t lose?”
     


She, who had been standing still, approaches me again. But I have nowhere else to retreat.
     


“...What are we going to do now?”
     


"well?"
     


Step by step, she approached me and before I knew it, she was right within my reach.
     


“...I believed in you. I didn’t know you would treat me like this.”
     


What went wrong? Was it that I trusted her too much? Or that I accepted the conversation today? Or was our relationship off the mark from the start? I couldn't figure it out.
     


"Don't worry. I won't do anything bad. I'll just...go to our treasure trove. And then we'll become a real family."
     


She smiles brightly. A truly beautiful smile, without any pretense.
     


"...under."
     


“Then I’m sorry, but… could you please sleep for a bit?”
     


She grabs my shoulder and whispers sweetly in my ear.
     


“I love you♪”
     


With those words, I lost consciousness with a shock to the back of my neck.
     

     



belated assessment of the situation
 


“Is this really true?”
     


“Then later, when the M16 and the commander take their oath, you should sing a congratulatory song♪”
“...”


“Commander... hehe...”
     


“Commander, you look cute even when you sleep! I want to hug you too!”
     


"Let's go quickly. I don't want to waste time♪"
     


"ha..."
     

     

     

***

     

     


Consciousness returns.
     


Something blurry begins to appear in my vision and my fingertips begin to move again.
     


But since I hadn't fully regained consciousness yet, I tried to recall what had happened.
     


The commander seemed to have regained his energy, but suddenly returned to his original state.
     


As a result, the dolls are gradually drying up, especially SOP2 and M4, which are experiencing severe decline.
     


Fortunately, after resolving her conflict with her commander, she was assigned to a mission. However, M4's condition didn't look good, and she tried hard to deny it.
     


...That's not it. I think there was something more important.
     


I descend a little deeper into the depths of my memory. It's hazy, like it's filled with fog, but I keep moving forward without stopping.
     


The operation was clearly ending successfully. But suddenly, M4 ignored his commander's orders and walked alone into enemy territory.
     


The commander and us, flustered. And in between, a grenade is flying towards her.
     


Without a moment to think, I and my AR-15 rushed to the M4. The last thing I remember is our commander calling our names...
     


“Huh!!”
     


A sudden flash of consciousness came over me. Before I knew it, I was sitting up, clutching my forehead, which was dripping with cold sweat.
     


“Ah... Sister...”
     


The M4 greeted me as soon as I opened my eyes. My first worry was resolved.
     


“...and the kids?”

“M16! Are you okay?”
     


Before I could even think about it, a voice came from beside me. With a heavy heart, I turned around and saw the SOP2 and AR-15, also undergoing repairs.

And then, the AR-15's worried gaze flew straight towards me. Thinking I'd tease him later, I turned my gaze to SOP2.
     


The youngest, merciless to the enemy but lovable to us. Tears welled up in SOP2's eyes.
     


Well, we were worried that we might not be able to get back to you since we couldn't back up our mind maps.
     


Instead of answering, he smiled and waved, as if to show he was okay. Kirik, the body still recovering, made a metallic noise, suggesting that it was in poor condition.
     


Her tears showed no sign of stopping. She fidgeted and tried to run towards me, not even caring about her own health, but she, too, was still recovering and couldn't move.
   


Two of my three worries were alleviated, but one of my biggest concerns still remained.
     


“I’m sorry, Sister. It’s because of me...”
     


“...I’ll deal with the scolding later. What about the commander?”

Commander. The commander was the problem.
     


He saw me as a crutch. Naturally, if I were seriously injured, it was obvious how he would react.
     


Besides, it would have been better if I was the only one who lost consciousness, but if three people who couldn't back up their mind maps were unconscious at the same time, it was obvious that he would collapse again.
     


He's the kind of person who always thinks everything is his fault. He's definitely blaming himself for this incident as well.
     


But the biggest problem is, I don't know what UMP45 will do while I'm away.
     


She knew of the Commander's past. While this was certainly good evidence that he was beginning to open up to others, it also meant she could exploit this to rip through his mask and bring him down in an instant.

It would be fortunate if the doll had no ulterior motives, but I saw what she did.
     


“You said you were coming today after hearing that SOP2, your sister, and AR-15 were waking up. You also said you received a call from RO earlier saying that something urgent had come up today and you would be away from the command center for a day or so.”
     


“How is the situation, how is the situation these days?”
     


“I don’t know much about you, since I was unconscious for a few days, but… you seemed really happy recently. You even had a private conversation with me.”
     


“...Heh. That’s a relief.”

Hearing M4's answer, I chuckled. He used to act like he couldn't live without me, but now he's a little better.
     


It was a relief. It was proof that he no longer depended on me. I guess this is how parents feel when they send their son away.
     


“...But Sister. Since when have you been taking such good care of the Commander?”
     


"...ok?"
     


Suddenly, M4's expression changed subtly. If you didn't know her well, you might not notice it, but M16, who knew her well, of course sensed something was off.
     


"therefore..."

“M16! SOP2! AR-15! Is it okay?”

But her questioning ended there. RO, who had arrived at the lab, burst into the room with a loud voice.
     


“Oh. I’m completely fine.”
     


“Don’t lie! I can see right through the inside of the body!”
     


“By the way, Commander? Where are you going? You can’t come?”
     


“Yeah. Something urgent came up, but I got a call on the way here.”
   

“...”

     


There was something suspicious about it, but I just let it go and brought up a different topic.
     


“RO, you were fine then?”
     


“Oh. I was so worried about you guys not getting hurt... If you do that again, I’ll be really mad, M4!”
     


“Ugh... I’m sorry...”
     


"Haha, that's nice to see. Then, can you tell us what the 404th Platoon has been doing?"
     


RO, her expression tingling with worry, glanced at M4. Seeing her, I smiled slightly and asked her a question. But her reply instantly erased my smile.
     


“Huh? What’s the 404th Platoon?”
     


"...what?"
     


In an instant, the atmosphere became chilly. Me and the M4, and even the SOP2 and AR-15 chattering nearby. Everyone turned to look at her.
     


“Guys...? Why are you acting like this all of a sudden? Did I do something wrong?”
     


She began to back away, seemingly embarrassed. Then, M4, with a stern expression, closed his eyes and spoke to her.
     


"Mr. RO, I'll send you a few images. Please check them out. Do you really not know these people?"
     


RO briefly closed her eyes and checked the image M4 had sent. But no matter how much she thought about it, she couldn't remember anything.
     


“I don’t know. Who the hell are you?”
     


"M4. Contact command immediately. See if anyone knows anything about the 404th Platoon."
     


“I’m already doing it. Please wait a moment.”
     


M4 quickly contacted command, but the only response he got was, "I don't know."
     


"Oh, what happened? The commander? Yeah? Is he okay?"
     


“...Wait a minute. Does anyone know the commander’s exact location right now?”
     


"...yes."
     


It had been a while since he had stopped crying, but tears were welling up in SOP2's eyes again.
     


“So, can you contact the 404th Platoon?”
     


“...No. It says the number doesn’t exist.”
     


"...So. The commander who was supposed to come here suddenly disappeared, leaving behind a single contact. And at the same time, the 404th Platoon used memory erasure and went missing as well? This is..."
     


“That’s interesting news.”
     


“Persica...”
     


As the atmosphere grew more tense, the door opened and Persica appeared.
     


"First of all, I'm glad everyone's conscious again. All we need to do is fix the body, and we're done."
     


“Persica. Do you know the Commander’s whereabouts?”
     


She was silent for a moment. Then, with a "hmm," she opened her mouth.
     


"Unfortunately, I don't know. Then perhaps your hypothesis is correct?"
     


"Persica! Release this quickly! We have to go rescue her right now!"
     


SOP2, unable to bear it any longer, started to run wild, but was unable to do anything with his messed up body.
     


"You know that. Your bodies are a mess right now. It'll take at least a day to get back to normal..."
     


“Then it’s too late! We have to go now!!”
     


M4 interrupted Persica, but she continued speaking with a blank expression.
     


"...Even if you and RO are fine, what are we going to do with the rest of you? Besides, with your memory erased, there's no guarantee you didn't do something strange to RO. Maybe you installed something strange on his mind map."
     

“...”

     


Everything she said was right, so we couldn't refute it and just kept our mouths shut.
     


"...But wouldn't the Commander have done something about it? He's capable, and he's got the mental fortitude..."
     


AR-15's words were correct. On the surface, he looked like he could deftly escape any crisis.
     


But no. The commander was weak. And even more so when the opponent was the 404th Platoon.
     


"The Commander is weaker than you think. We don't have time."
     


“...Sister? What is that...”
     


Suddenly, M4 turned to me with a questioning gaze. Sensing what she wanted to say, I nodded in response.
     


"...Persica. Then, really, can't we just restore it to the bare minimum, without interfering with the operation? Please. We don't have time."
     


Then he bowed his head to Persica and begged, "Please, we don't have time right now."
     


After hearing what I said, Persica seemed to think for a while, then sighed and opened her mouth.
     


"Haa... I really can't stand up to you guys. If I leave you alone, you'll be forced to leave, so I'll make it special for you. It'll take quite a while, though. It'll probably be over in about three hours. You can come up with a plan in the meantime."
     


“Thank you, Persica.”
     


“What? Something like this.”
     


With those words, Persica left again. And as if by agreement, we entered the network at the same time.
     

     

***

     

     

     


"eww..."
     


“Ah! Are you awake, Commander?”
     


As I regained consciousness and rolled over with groans, I saw UMP9 welcoming me with an excited voice.
     


“Where am I?”
     


“This is the house we’ll live in from now on! Because we’re family!”
     


Her usual cheerful demeanor was even more daunting. But that was precisely why she was so fearful.
     


“Commander~ You’ve come to your senses♪”
     


“Commander... are you okay?”
   


“...Commander.”
     


Did he hear UMP9's voice calling me? UMP45, G11, and HK416 entered, each uttering a small word.
     


I quickly thought about the situation and made a judgment.
     


I was kidnapped by UMP45, the dolls were subjected to electronic warfare and memory erasure, and the AR platoon that had some potential may still be conscious.
     


“...I’m going crazy.”
     


“Oh, Commander. Swearing is bad, huh?”
     


“That’s right! Pretty words! Beautiful words!”
     


I had a gut feeling. I felt like I was in more danger than I imagined.
     



Let's take off our masks and become a family.
 

   

     

     

     


There were no restraints on my body as I lay on the bed.
     


If I thought about it positively, it meant that there was a possibility of escape, but if I thought about it differently, it meant that I had the confidence that I wouldn't be kicked out of here even without such small tools.
     


As my head cooled down a little, the first emotion I felt was, of course, betrayal.
     


I trusted UMP45, so I accepted the conversation with the belief that she could change, and told her only the truth.
     


But her answer was stunning, abducting me. That alone sent a chill down my spine.
     


The second emotion that came to mind was anger.
     


It was a problem that followed my first feelings. I trusted her, and her return felt like a betrayal. Naturally, I was angry.
     


And the last emotion that came to mind was fear.
     


Except for HK416, they were all laughing heartily. They were genuine. There was not a trace of pretense in their laughter.
     


It was warm. Their laughter was so warm. But that's what made it even more frightening.
     


Because the true feelings hidden behind that warm smile were not warm at all.
     


It gave me goosebumps. A creepy feeling spread through my body, like bugs were crawling up my back.
     


But the things before my eyes were far more dangerous than those insignificant bugs.
     


“Commander! Are you okay now?”
     


While I was lost in thought, UMP9 climbed onto the bed and spoke to me.
     


“He asks a second time, ‘Where is this place?’”
     


“Then I will tell you for the second time that this is where our family will live from now on!”
     


“...Ha. If you send me back quietly right now, I won’t hold you responsible.”
     


“Hey♪ Are you serious, Commander?”
     


I feel that I can't escape this situation through competition.
     


I turned my gaze and looked at the G11 and HK416.
     


“Are you guys in on this crazy plan too?”
     


"huh."
     

“...”

     


G11 answered without a moment's hesitation, but HK416 remained silent. Judging by her reaction, I concluded that at least she wasn't actively opposing.
     


“Huh... So what brought me here? I’m just curious.”
     


I asked them while washing my face to soothe my aching head, but the answers I got still made my head hurt.
     


"We'll become a family! Then the Commander will stop thinking about going back, and we'll live happily ever after here!"
     


UMP9, who had arrived right in front of me, embraced me. I wanted to resist, but I couldn't escape, nor could I use my strength, so I had no choice but to quietly accept her touch.
   


“Hehehe... Now we’re together forever... Are you okay, Commander?”
     


"...How long do you think this situation will last? If they find out I'm missing, my kids will come looking for me. So, you'd better give up quickly, right?"
     


“Huh... haha!”
     


I tried to keep a calm expression and grit my teeth as I retorted to UMP9, but upon hearing what I said, UMP45 suddenly started laughing loudly.
     


“Ah... Sorry, sorry. It was so funny.”
     


She wiped away the tears from her eyes and began to approach me. Then, she brought her face close to mine and opened her mouth.
     


"I'm the one who wants to ask. How long do you think that confident attitude—no, that mask—will last? Huh?"
“...”

     


"Three hours? Two hours? No. One hour is enough. One hour is enough to tear off that hideous mask of yours."
     


A cold sweat runs down my face. Standing before her feels like being stripped naked. I still can't get used to those eyes that seem to see right through me.
     


Even if I tried to hide it, I couldn't, and even if I tried to run away, it was too late, because I was already in her grasp.
     


"So. How about you just become our family? I promise. You'll be happy for the rest of your life. You won't have to work as hard as you used to, and you won't have to stay up all night writing reports until dawn."
     


She placed her hand on my cheek and stroked it gently. A feeling of discomfort welled up in me, and I wanted to say something, but she continued.
     


"Just stay by our side, and we'll do anything for you. Whatever you want, I'll make it happen. Because we're family."
     


And then he smiles again, sending shivers down my spine.
     


"So. You just need to stay by my side. If you become our family, you'll be happy for the rest of your life. Half."
     


“Don’t call me by that name.”
     


I tried to hide my trembling and force my voice, but she was still smiling. That made me even more afraid.
     


"The offer... seems to have been rejected? What a shame♪"
      


She came closer to me. She reached past my face to my ear and whispered softly.
     


"That's okay. I prefer you, weak and dependent, to you, who pretends to be strong."
     

“...”

     


I steeled myself. I swallowed, vowing to endure whatever she said.
     


“But Ban. You killed your own younger brother and you live so shamelessly? Huh?”
     


"...uh?"
     


But her single word instantly shattered my resolve.
     


It was the worst trauma and biggest mistake of my life. I'd said it countless times and blamed myself, but this was the first time I heard it directly from someone else, so the shock was doubly intense.
     


My breath caught in my throat. My vision went black. Before I could even come to my senses, she continued.
     


“Ah♪ How much pain must Jin have felt~ For the brother he trusted the most to shoot himself... It must have been truly horrific, right?”
     


“Ah...uh...”
     


Even though I wanted to speak, the words wouldn't come out. My brain was already replaying the situation from that moment.
     


My father forcing me to shoot, me shaking, and my brother hanging from a rope.
     


He forced himself to come to his senses and fired, but the result was his brother's death.
     


Me crying. But my brother doesn't come back.
     


“S...stop...”
     


I forced my voice to appeal to her, but she only laughed even louder.
     


“And on top of that, he killed his entire family? Hehe~ Who would love someone like this♪”
     


“Oh, no... no!!”
     


I screamed and cursed. No matter how much I looked around, there was no one on my side.
     


G11 looked at me with wide eyes, as if it was the first time he had seen me like this, and UMP9 looked at me with a look of ecstasy, as if he found me endearing.
     


For some reason, HK416 was looking somewhere else, but her ears were turned towards me.
     


"Isn't that really shameless? Killing your beloved younger brother with your own hands... and living so proudly?"
     


Please, please stop. I was wrong. Please stop.
     


There are mountains of things I want to say, but my mouth won't open.
     


Cracks were forming in the mask. But she didn't stop.
     


"Neither M16 nor M4 like you. They just hung out with you for a little while. Outside of your eyes, they'll hate you more than anyone else."
     


“Oh, no... M16... Yeah... Where’s the M16? Huh? M...16... Where is it?”
     


Yeah, it would be different if it were her. If it were M16... If it were M16... She would love a country like this too.
     


But no matter how much I looked around, I couldn't see the M16. I only saw beasts trying to eat me.
     


I continued to turn my head, searching for the M16. Suddenly, the HK416, which had been looking elsewhere, strode towards me.
     


“...4, 416 You know, right? Huh? You know where M16 is right now, right?”
     


But those words provoked a gnawing feeling of inferiority towards the M16, and she ended up exploding.
     


“...There are no M16s here. It's just us... Huh? There are no M16s here!! The M16s you like so much, Commander, can never come here!!”
     


“Ah…. No… No!!!”
     


Despair, a despair so indescribable that it was almost impossible to describe, came over me.

The mask was already shattered beyond recognition. It was more accurate to say it was draped over the face than worn.
     


And the UMP45 didn't miss that gap and drove a wedge into it.
     


"Are you serious? Do you really think M16 is doing you any favors?"
     


"uh...?"
     


No. No. The M16 is different. The M16 is different.
     


"No... M16 will love me. Even though I'm so pathetic and weak... and have committed terrible things in the past..."
     


But the more I thought about it, the more I realized there was no reason for her to love me. As I just said, I was pathetic and weak, and I'd committed an unforgivable sin in the past.
   


Eventually, my words couldn't continue. What followed was a desperate, logic-less scream.

"S-stop... Don't... Don't break me down!!"

Please stop. Don't destroy me. Don't destroy my world.

"I am a strong child."

So please stop.

"I have to be a strong child."

If you do this anymore, I'll break down. Please.

"You have to be a strong kid!!"

Please don't ruin me.

"Why do you have to be a strong kid?"
"..."


"Tell me, Van. I won't listen, laugh, or ignore you. We're your family."

She carefully took my hand. She was clearly a doll, but her hand was warmer than my father's, the hand I'd barely held as a child.

"...I have to be strong and trustworthy... for them to like me... If I'm not strong... they won't love me..."

In that warmth, I ended up telling the truth. My true feelings, which I had kept hidden for so long. My secret, which I couldn't even tell M16.

"The truth is... I'm such a weak... pathetic human being... but no one loves me like this..."

A truly childish reason. That is my essence.

After hearing my answer, UMP45 hugged me gently.
     


"I'll say it again. We, despite our weakness, our patheticness, and our past sins beyond words, will love you. No, no one else will love you."
     


Why is it that her embrace, which had been so frightening until just a moment ago, feels so warm?
     


Moreover, her words were gentle. They weren't the heavy, hurtful ones from earlier.
     


Her words were so warm, so I found myself surrendering to her without even realizing it.
     


"Look. Your body has already stopped shaking. It's proof that you trust us, that you trust me."
     


As UMP45 said, my body was no longer trembling. I was simply held in her arms like a child.
     


“...Really? You guys... really... would love a country like this?”
     


She stroked my back silently. Her touch was so warm, I didn't even think about resisting.
     


"Ban. We'll love you no matter who you are. We'll be your true family, and we'll do whatever you want."
     


She took her hand away and faced me. Then she smiled, that gentle smile she'd worn at first.
     


"So, Ban. Take off your masks. Let's become a family."
  


Instead of answering, I hugged her and burst into tears. She accepted me without hesitation and patted my back.

“...Welcome to the family, Ban.”
     


And so, Commander Luke Gloucester died. And the child who could not escape the sins of that day, Michael Van, took off his mask and revealed himself to the world.
     

     



Persica's Secret Weapon No. 1
 

   

     


After shedding tears for a while, he soon began to pour out his story.
     


I don't know if it was because I was not in my right mind or if it was difficult for me to speak in my right mind, but I ended up falling into UMP45's arms and having a few fits, but I was able to finish my story.
     


Only then did I understand. The name Michael Van, as UMP45 had mentioned. The reason he had been shedding tears and berating himself.
     


His past was truly bizarre. No, it was so pitiful that words cannot express it.
     


A life of being unloved from a young age, and having killed his entire family, whether by choice or involuntarily. It was strange that he didn't go mad.
     


So, I started to wonder, is what I'm doing right now really the right thing?
     


Is it really right to do this to someone who was living a normal life, covering up his past in his own way?
     


“416. What are you doing...”
     


"ah."
     


While I was lost in thought, G11 called out to me, tugging at my clothes. Turning my head, I saw the commander, or rather, the man who had been the commander, sound asleep, and the UMP sisters carefully cradling him in their arms.
     


“...Is this correct?”
     


"what?"
     


UMP45 turns his head towards me. The benevolent gaze he had been giving me just moments ago is gone.
     


"Commander. Is this really the right thing to do? Is this really the way to make him happy?"
     


“Kuk kuk... When was it that you were just saying something earlier, and now you’re going to protest that this isn’t right?”
     


“That’s not it!!”
     


“Before that, take a good look at Ban’s face.”
     


Hearing her words, I looked at the commander's face. Instead of his usual tired, worn-out expression, he was asleep, his expression incredibly relaxed.
     


“Does that look like the face of an unhappy person to you?”
     


UMP45 carefully stroked his cheek. It was gentle. It was so uncharacteristic of her, a touch so gentle.
     


"I've seen the Commander sleep many times. But this is the first time I've seen him sleep so soundly."
     


Her words were full of confidence, a conviction that she was absolutely right.
     


That's why I was so scared.
     


UMP45's gaze was infinitely compassionate. Truly, it was chilling.
     


It wasn't the usual suspicious, shameless look in his eyes.
     


Her eyes were kind, compassionate, and warmer than anyone else's in the world. Her eyes were filled with love and affection.
     


But if you ask me if that is really love, I couldn't answer.
     


Because the way she behaved clearly showed that something was off.
     


"Look. He's happiest here. He's happiest when he's with us, when he's our family."
     


Her words were unhesitating. Thinking differently, she didn't believe she was wrong.
     


“This isn’t for me. I’m doing it for him, for his happiness.”
     


“You... did you know you could have such a warm expression...?”
     


“Does that matter now?”
     


He laughed. UMP45 was clearly laughing right now. But it wasn't a laugh.
     


“416. Is there a problem? What’s wrong?”
     


UMP9, who had been merely listening, suddenly joined the conversation. And just like that, the gaze she turned to me was completely different from the gaze she had given the commander just moments before.
     


"...it's okay."
     

“...”

     


G11 silently observed their conversation. Normally, she would have fled, terrified of UMP45, but for some reason, she remained.
     


"Yeah. We're family now, so we shouldn't fight, right? Let's get along. 416."
     

“...”


I didn't answer. I just thought back over my actions earlier and wondered what our end would be like.
     

     

     

***

     

     

     


“...As expected, there is no answer.”
     


“...That’s right. The most important thing is missing.”
     


M4 sighs and speaks, and M16 joins him.
     


The AR Platoon's operational meeting went smoothly, but the most important thing was missing.
     


“No one knows where those guys are based?”
     


"...Yeah. It probably won't even remain in the command center. It'll just disappear without a trace, like my memories were erased."
     


No matter how perfect the operation, the 404th Platoon's location was unknown. This fact was devastating to them.
     


“If it’s going to be like this… I should at least give Commander a location tracker...”
     


“That’s right! I’ll definitely wear it next time!”
     


"ha..."
     


I sighed. The reason was the crazy conversation between M4 and SOP2, but of course, his safety came first.
     


Three hours had already passed, but there had been no significant progress. Without finding his location, our meeting was completely meaningless.
     


-Come out now. The body repair is almost done.
     


As I was lost in thought, clutching my head in confusion, I heard Persica's voice.
     


Still, I quickly came back to reality, knowing that moving was much better than staying still.
     


"eww..."
     


The body's condition was relatively good. But even that was only a partial state.

"We achieved maximum efficiency in the shortest amount of time. It's not 100%, but we can achieve 50% output."
     


“Thank you for granting me such a ridiculous request, Persica.”
     


“Don’t come here hurt. I trust you, so I’m granting you this ridiculous request.”
     


She was right. Deploying a half-dead body into a mission was, by common sense, no different from committing suicide.
     


But we didn't have time. A single day would have been enough to ruin the commander, or at least turn him into a puppet, acting at their whim.
     


“So, did you plan the operation well?”
     


“...No. I don’t know the location of the most important unit, the 404th Platoon.”
     


RO's sullen voice spoke for us.
     


The commander would be next to the 404th Platoon. So, if we didn't know their whereabouts, we wouldn't be able to find the commander.
     


"Huh? What do you mean? We know where the commander is right now. Then shouldn't we naturally know where the 404th Platoon is?"
     


“Huh? What does that mean?”
     


We all looked at Persica, bewildered by the sudden, incomprehensible words.
     


"No. M16. Didn't you get this? The commander made it for you."
     


She dabbed at her eyes. Then, like lightning, a memory flashed through my mind.
     


"Secret weapon number one, made by Ms. Persica. I made it just in case, but I figured if not now, there'd be no other time to give it to the others."
     


He knocked on his eyes as he spoke. And the terminal he handed me pointed to where we were at that moment, or rather, where he was.
     


...the answer is out.
     


“You remembered, didn’t you? Hurry up and go. You’ll be late.”
     


“...Thank you, Persica.”
     


After thinking it over, I quickly got up and started moving. The others followed me in a fluster, but naturally, questions followed.
     


“Sister! Where are you going?”
     


“We have to go to command. Right now.”
     


Perhaps my determination was conveyed. They followed me without question.
     


They were truly trustworthy brothers.
     

     

     

***

     

     

     


“This is...our lodging, right?”
     


I quickly arrived at the command center, searched through my bag, and took out the terminal he had handed me.
     


And as I expected, the terminal did not turn off and was sending a location signal.
     


“Ha... Seriously, how on earth do you come up with such crazy ideas?”
     


“M16. What the hell is that?”
     


“Get in the car first. Let’s go quickly.”
     


“What the hell is that? Tell me!”
     


Perhaps frustrated with me for not giving a reason and just acting without thinking, AR-15 eventually got angry and spoke to me.
     


“The location tracker attached to the commander’s body.”
     


"What? Did the M16 secretly attach a location tracker to the commander? This is lethal!"
     


AR-15 was speechless at my shocking remark, and SOP2 spoke as if he felt wronged.
     


“I didn’t put it on. That crazy person put a location tracker in his eyeball.”
      


“...What does that mean?”
     


Naturally, everyone was flustered, and RO, who was relatively calm, asked me back. Well, I was surprised, too, so it would be strange if I remained calm.
     


“...Then, now that we know the Commander’s location, preparations are complete.”
     


"...yes."
     


All preparations are complete. We know his location. Now, we must rescue him based on the plan we just laid out.
     


“Okay. Then...”
     


“Just a moment.”
     


While I was feeling motivated, someone came into the room.
     


“IWS-2000?”
     


“Oh my. You even remember my name... I’m truly honored.”
     


The day the Commander got drunk. She, who displayed a madness rivaling even that of UMP45, suddenly barged into our room.
     


"What's your purpose? We don't have time. Let's chat later."
     


"No. You're going to rescue the Commander right now, right? I'll go too."
     


"...no."
     


She's dangerous. No, even putting that aside, she's been amnesticized. Unless it's something specialized in electronic warfare like RO. She wouldn't be of much help in this situation.
     


“Why?”
     


“You’ve had your memory erased. You don’t even know what the 404th Squad is?”
     


“Haha... That’s an interesting thing to say.”
     


"what?"
     


She started laughing. Then she suddenly took out four photos from her bosom.
     


“In that order, UMP45, UMP9, HK416, G11. Is that correct?”
     


“You, that is...”
     


I looked at her with eyes full of bewilderment, but she just gave me a kind smile.
     


"It's simple. I prepared for situations like this. I copied their photos. I put them up in my room and carried them around to check."
     


"...what?"
     


Beyond embarrassed, I was dumbfounded. But before I could even come to my senses, she continued speaking.
     


"And what if you suddenly can't remember the person in the photo? Immediately back up your mind map to a day ago. And this is the result."
     


We didn't say anything, but we were all certain of one thing: she was dangerous.
     


“How is it? Are you ready to take me with you now?”
     


She was smiling brightly.


Family is something that cannot be separated
 


“No one is saying anything. What did I do wrong?”
     


Behind her bright smile, only a chilling silence followed. Everyone remained silent. Even the usually lively SOP2 sensed something was off.
     


But soon, M16 realized that there was no time, so he came to his senses and opened his mouth.
     


"...no."
     


"yes?"
     


“But you can’t.”
     


After hearing the answer, IWS-2000 remained silent. The benevolent smile that had been on his face until just moments ago simply vanished and he glared at us with a cold gaze.
     


“Can I hear the reason?”
     


“...You're too dangerous. After what you've done to the Commander...”
     


“What did I do?”
     


"what?"
     


IWS-2000 placed a hand on her mouth and began to smile. It was the kind of dignified expression a high-ranking lady would display.
     


“Hehehe, it seems there was a bit of a misunderstanding between us.”
     


“You really...”
     


“AR-15! Calm down!”
     


AR-15, who couldn't stand to see her keep spouting out incomprehensible words, tried to step forward, but nothing happened thanks to RO's dissuasion.
     


"Then let me ask you a question. Since I transferred here, have I ever caused you any trouble, Commander?"
     


"...what?"
     


Confused, M16 rummaged through his mind map, looking through all the memories related to the IWS-2000.
     


But no matter how much I searched, I couldn't remember her ever harming the commander.
      


Even in that night's encounter, which was the decisive reason for her wariness of the IWS-2000, her actions actually benefited the commander, not harmed him. After all, it was she who forced UMP45 to retreat.
     


In the end, she just stared at the IWS-2000 without saying anything.
     


“I guess you’ve finally regained your composure?”
     


"still..."
     


“Okay. Let’s go together, Mr. IWS-2000.”
     


Just as M16 was about to say something, M4, who had been silent, opened his mouth.
     


“M4! No matter what...”
     


“You know, too, Sister. Now is not the time for us to be picky about what’s hot or cold.”
     

“...”

     


"As expected of a platoon leader, you have excellent judgment. Thank you."
     


Then, with a smile on her face again, she bowed her head slightly to express her gratitude.
     


-Knock knock knock!
     


Before she could raise her head, the sound of someone running hurriedly from afar was heard.
     


“Ugh... Ugh... It’s not too late...”
     


“...Mr. 9A-91?”
     


The sound of footsteps was that of 9A-91. Before M4 could say anything in surprise, she also pulled a photo from her bosom, and of course, it was a photo of the 404th Platoon.
     


“I think this explains it roughly, right?”
     


“How about you...”
     


"...IWS-2000 hid it in my room. He even kindly wrote a manual for me. However, I was a little late because I was trying to remember what happened after yesterday."
     


“Haha... I was going to leave it behind if I couldn’t find it, but luckily it’s gone.”
   


As if satisfied with 9A-91's answer, IWS-2000 once again showed a bright smile.
  


"Well, that's why. Please. I don't mind if you plant a bomb on me and use me as a suicide bomber. Please, take me with you!!"
     


She was desperate. According to the information she found after backing up, she was the last doll the Commander saw before he disappeared.
     


Because he thought that if he had been just a little more careful, the commander would not have been kidnapped.
     


"I hope you don't make the mistake of leaving behind a doll that's made such a great commitment, M4A1."
     


“...Okay. Let’s go together, Mr. 9A-91.”
     


M4, who was pondering after hearing IWS-2000's words, reached out to 9A-91 and expressed his agreement.
     


“Ah... thank you!”
     


Her face instantly brightened as she held M4's hand. It was a sign of joy.
     


"Good. Then I think we're really ready to go. Sister. How long do you think it'll take from command center to where the Commander is?"
     


"Maybe about five hours by car? It's much faster by air, but it's too late to apply for supplies."
     


“...Okay. Let’s leave right away.”
     


The dolls, who had gathered after many twists and turns, set out with one goal in mind.

Rescue the Commander. For that one thing.
     

   

  

***

  


"ah..."
     


He opens his eyes. He who has now become our family opens his eyes.
    


When he came to, he looked around, searching for something. Then, realizing there was no one, he crouched down and began to speak.
     


“You said you were family... Where did everyone go? Hey... kids?”
     


As expected, my guess was right. I quickly moved to his side before he could have another seizure.
     


“Sorry, sorry♪ Something came up for a moment.”
     


He hugged me without saying a word. Ahh... This is really the best.
     


Carefully, I released his arm and took his cheek, looking at his face. Instead of the abyssal gaze that had always characterized him, I was greeted by a childlike, pure and innocent gaze.
     


"Oh, where have you been...? Huh? Do you... do you hate me? I'm sorry... Yo, please forgive me..."
     


Tears began to well up in my eyes. Seeing his utterly lovely face, something I'd never seen before, even when drunk, brought a smile to my face.
     


"No. I'm sorry. I left my precious family alone... I'm truly sorry."
   


I hug him and carefully stroke the back of his head. The trembling gradually subsides. But, on the contrary, the excitement inside me grows.
   


‘Ahhh... I want to eat it right now♪’
     


But we have to be patient. It's not over yet. Just a little, just a little.
     


“Sister! I’m out!”
     


As I was stroking his head diligently, the door opened at just the right time and UMP9 arrived.

“You’re here 9♪ I’ll be back soon. You take care of our class.”
     


“Wow! It’s just me and Ban? Yay!”

UMP9 couldn't contain his joy, so he quickly ran over and lay down next to him.
     


“9... We’re family, right? Yeah? You won’t abandon me, right?”
     


"Don't worry, Ban. We're family. A family that will never be apart, that embraces each other."
     


“You’re good at talking. Then I’ll be back for a bit♪ Oh, but 9.”
     


A different voice than before. 9 turned his head and looked at her.
     


“If you eat first, I’ll get angry♪”
     

“...”

     


UMP45 left the room. The two people left in the room stared blankly at her as she disappeared.
     


"lol..."
     


But that was only for a moment. Before I knew it, I was holding UMP9's hand and laughing heartily.
     


"Half. Is it that good to just hold hands? You act like you've been through a lot, but you're just a total kid."
     


UMP9 said, pulling his cheek with one hand.
     


“Oh, I only held my parents’ hands twice when I was little. Oh, I’m sorry if I upset you...”
     

“...”

     


Perhaps taken aback by the unexpectedly serious answer, she didn't respond.
     


“Eight!”
     


I push his hand away and hug him tightly.
     


"Ban. We're family. There's no need to feel sorry about that."
     


Pat pat, pat, pat, pat his back. Perhaps there was a reason my sister often used it. He quickly regained his composure.
     


"Family doesn't hate each other. They love each other. And we are family."
     


We are family. A family that loves each other.
     


"That's right. I love you. I like you. I want to be with you for the rest of my life."
     


His pupils dilate. Even that sight is lovely.
     


"I'll give you whatever you want. No matter what it is, no matter how hard it is, I'll do it."
     


His face brightens. Likewise, his appearance is lovely.
     


“But there’s just one thing. It doesn’t work.”
     


Yeah. But even you, there's just one thing you can't do. Just one thing.
     


"We're family. We can't be apart. That's what family is. If you leave us behind..."
     


“...Then what happens?”
     


The emotion on his face wasn't fear. It was pure questioning.
     


"...even if it means cutting off my limbs, I'll keep you by my side. Because we're family. We can't be apart."
     


Ban suddenly lowered his head. Did he say something too scary?
     


But those worries were in vain, as he quickly raised his head and opened his mouth.
     


“So... if I cut off my limbs now, will we be family forever?”
     


His reply was truly beyond my imagination, and I was taken aback.
     


"...what?"
     


"Huh? Tell me. If I cut off my limbs, will you never leave me behind? Will you be my family? Will you love me?"
     


...I've never seen you like this before. Broken, needy, dependent.
     


Where did your usual self go? Where did your carefree, brazen demeanor vanish?
     


"Please. Don't leave me. We're family, you say? Well, I'll do anything... Be my... Be my family..."
     


That's why you were so lovely. Maybe it was because you looked so different from usual. I couldn't stop getting excited.
     


This feeling of my lower stomach thumping. Seriously, if only I hadn't made that promise with my sister... I'd regret it.
     


"No, Ban. I still like you, even though you're fine. So, don't worry. We're family. And I would never abandon my family."
     


"...thank you."
     


We hugged each other quietly. But unfortunately, he didn't shed a tear. I wanted to see him cry one more time.
     


"Well then, Ban! What should we do now? We have so much free time! We're not even commanders anymore! We can do whatever we want!"
     


“What do you want to do...?”
     


He thought about it for a long time, but no answer came to him.
     


“I don’t know. Let’s do what 9 wants.”
     


“Wow... Are you being considerate? You’re so kind!”
     


“Hehe... thank you.”
     


I'm happy. This moment with him right now, this moment with my family, is so blissful. If I could spend my whole life like this, I'd have no other wishes.
     


So, if anyone interrupts this happy time, anyone who tears our family apart...
     


I'm going to kill them all. Because that person is a bad person.
     



Leave a trace
 


“9... It’s my turn...”
     


“Huh? Already?”
     


While UMP9 was having fun with Ban, G11 walked over and spoke.
     


Her speech was laced with her usual laziness, but the anticipation hidden beneath it couldn't be hidden.
     


“Yeah... Now it’s 9’s turn.”
     


"...okay."
     


UMP9, who had a gloomy expression, smiled brightly again and carefully hugged Ban.
     


"Okay, I'll go. See you later."
     


"...huh."
     


“Shut up!”
     


She rose from the bed and went outside. G11, who had been watching her, threw himself on the bed as soon as UMP9 disappeared and greeted him.
     


“I’m out, Commander.”
     


"...no."
     


"huh?"
     


But for some reason, he shook his head and denied it even when I called him.
     


“UMP9 did it. I’m not the commander anymore.”
     


He pointed somewhere with his finger. I turned my head to see where the finger was pointing, and there, lying spread out, was the red uniform that symbolized the Griffin commander.
     


“I’m your family now. So I don’t need that kind of stuff.”
     

“...”

     


G11 thought. It was ironic that the red uniform he'd worn since joining the company was now stuck in a corner for such a ridiculous reason.
     


And that's why I liked it even more. Because now it felt like we were a real family.
     


“Then... can I have that?”
     


“Yeah. Do whatever you want.”
     


G11 quickly picked up the commander's uniform and buried his nose in it.
     


It still had his scent on it, and I thought it would last a long time if I took good care of it.
     


“...But this is the best.”
     


But what difference did that make when the real thing was right in front of her? She folded her uniform neatly and ran towards him.
     


Then, she buries her nose in the nape of his neck again and takes a deep breath.
     


His scent enters me. It travels from my nose through my nasal passages to my brain, and it tingles, making me feel good.
     


A pleasant smell spreads from the brain to the entire body. A tingling sensation spreads throughout the body.
     


I exhale as the scent of him that filled me fades. Then I inhale again.
     


I enjoyed spending time with him more than just sleeping.
     


“G11?”
     


When he called out to her in confusion, G11 finally raised her head to face him.
     


He was always good at taking care of children, so of course he only showed his good side to G11, but today was different.
     


Although she was clearly filled with sadness, her eyes, which were trying to look okay, showed a purity beyond her own, and her expression, which had seemed uncomfortable as if she was wearing clothes that didn't fit, showed no such signs at all.

“...Half. Are you okay now?”
     


“Yeah. I love it.”
     


The answer came without a moment's hesitation. He had truly taken off his mask.
     


"good."

"huh?"
     


“I like Ban too.”
     


G11, who had been talking with a faint smile, suddenly sat up from the bed and pulled him towards her.
     


“G, G11? What are you doing?”
     


“Let’s go to my room instead. There are lots of fun things to do there.”
     


“I, I don’t have any shoes right now, so...”
     


"are you okay."
     


She lifted him with a light effort. As expected of a tactical doll, it wasn't particularly difficult, but it was a rather comical situation, with a child lifting a robust adult man.
     


Of course, no one cared about that.
     

     

     

     

***

   

  

     

   


“Thank you, G11.”
     


“What is this?”
     


He finally arrived at G11's room. He looked around cautiously and saw that the room was filled with all her favorite dramas and videos, and a TV was installed opposite the bed.
     


“Lie here.”
     


G11 carefully placed him on the bed, careful not to hurt him. Then she lay down next to the commander.
     


“Half. Do you like old stories?”
     


"...uh?"
     


He blinked and asked G11 whether he was flustered by the sudden words or because he was flustered by hearing the same words from someone else.
     


“I heard about Ban’s past, so I thought I should do it too.”
     


“...Is G11 doing this because they want to? Or is it just a sense of duty?”
     


G11 seemed to think for a moment, then opened his mouth.
     


“Because we’re family. I want to talk.”
     


"Then tell me. I want to hear the old story of G11 too."
     


"...good."
     


She recounted her past, searching through her memories. It was certainly a horrific memory, but it didn't matter. His past was equally horrific.
     


Excluding the abuse that made my head hurt just thinking about it, I told him everything, from the time I was scraping trash from the streets to being saved by the HK416, being fitted with a fire control core, becoming a tactical doll, and forming the 404th Platoon.
     


His expression showed no sign of brightening as he listened to the story. It was the first time he'd seen such an expression since coming here and taking off his mask.
     


“...Thank you for your hard work.”
     


"...huh?"

Before I knew it, he was stroking my head. Those warm, large hands felt so good.
     


“Young child... You've had a hard time. I hope you'll be happy from now on.”
     

“...”

     


To be honest, I was a little taken aback.
     


Of course, I didn't mean it in a bad way. I was just amazed by his kind nature.
     


I really liked the way he thought of others until the end, even though he had been through a much worse past and was mentally damaged and acted like a child.
     


“Commander. Turn around for a moment.”
     


"huh."
     


That's why I wanted to leave my mark on him.
     


The teeth marks from last time had long since disappeared, so I bit his shoulder hard again.
     


“Ugh...!”
     


He would normally be silent, but he was in an unstable state of mind and groaned in pain.
     


Even as blood trickled out, she didn't stop. Instead, she pressed even harder, leaving her mark on his shoulder.
     


“Oh, it hurts...”
     

“...”


After what felt like an eternity to him, but hadn't even been a minute, she cautiously opened her mouth.
     


Blood was pooling in the teeth marks on his shoulder. Seeing this, G11 brought his face closer again and licked up all the blood.
     


Okay, I did it last time too, but it felt good as always.
     


“...I’m sorry for hurting you.”
     


After licking all the blood away, I apologized to him. After all, it was true that he was sick.
     


“No, we’re family. This is okay.”
     


“...good.”
     


"huh?"
     


“As expected, you’re kind. That’s why I like you.”
     


But he still didn't blame himself. He was so kind and gentle, and I loved him so much.
     


“Let’s watch a movie together now. There are a lot of fun things to watch.”
     


“Yeah. I like anything I do with my family.”
     


I didn't refuse half the time. I just followed whatever my family did, believing it was right.
     


Because they are his family. Not the fake family that used to abuse him, but his real family.
   


He must be happy now, because he always wanted family and love.
     


Will you be happy?
     

     

     

     

     

***

   

  

     

     

     


“You’ve arrived.”
     


As soon as M4 finished speaking, the car they were riding in stopped. Then, one by one, they began to descend, following their order.
     


“We tried to pair up as much as possible, but since we don’t have much time, we’ll all be working separately, except for IWS-2000 and 9A-91, who need to stick together.”
     


It didn't matter since the AR platoon members either had strong electronic warfare resistance like SOP2 or knew how to prepare for it to some extent, but since they weren't IWS-2000 and 9A-91, I decided to go with them especially considering the electronic warfare of the UMP45.
     


“And Mr. RO635, please stay here and remove the jammer and disrupt the electronic warfare.”
   


"All right."
     


“...But we haven't decided yet. Should we subdue them or kill them when we meet them?”
     


“Of course it’s murder.”
     


M4 answered 9A-91's question without a moment's hesitation. Her voice was frosty and sharp.
     


"There's no need to keep the puppets who did this to you, Commander. Kill them on sight."
     


“Wouldn’t the Commander be sad? You know how he feels about them, don’t you?”
     


“After going through this, will you still cherish them?”
     


Despite the IWS-2000's counter-argument, the M4 didn't give in. Instead, it pushed her even harder.
     


“Use common sense, please.”
     


"I'm suggesting we consider the aftermath. I'm not saying I'm absolutely right, but I think you need to cool off a bit, too."
     


But despite M4's sharp words, she didn't back down. Instead, she stared at her with a smile on her face.
     


“Hey. What are we going to do by fighting among ourselves right now?”
     


Eventually, M16, unable to stand watching, came out and stopped the two.
     


"Have you forgotten? We're running out of time? Kill or subdue, decide for yourself. Remember, the commander's safety is our top priority."
     


“...I’m sorry, Unnie.”
     


“I apologize to you, too. Mr. M16 and Mr. M4.”
     


She smiled and extended her hand to M4. M4 hesitated, then reluctantly accepted her apology.
     


“Please remember the mindset with which the Commander usually lives.”
     


IWS-2000 spoke quietly, so that only M4 could hear. Hearing this, M4 glared at her, but she quickly averted her gaze.
     


“...M4.”
     


M4 tried to say something again, but stopped when he saw M16 staring at him.
     


"Anyway, I already told you the details of the operation several times on the way here. Let's proceed quickly."
     


“...Have a safe trip. Don’t get hurt, right?”
     


RO635 is left here alone and is in charge of electronic warfare.
     


“I’ll definitely bring them back. And I’ll destroy all the bad guys.”
     


“...Didn't you hear what we were just talking about? SOP2?”
     


The SOPMOD-II M4, which speaks in a gloomy tone with unusually low tension, and the ST AR-15 that stops it.
     


“M4. Are you confident?”
     


“Yes. Don’t worry, Unnie.”
     


M16A1 encouraging his younger brother, and M4A1 speaking as usual, but it seems like he is suppressing something inside.
     


“We’re getting special treatment, Mr. 9A-91.”
   


“It doesn’t matter. I just have a mountain of questions I want to ask you.”
     


IWS-2000, who still has an unknown inner self, and 9A-91, who is wary of her.
     


A group of unique dolls come together and begin an operation to rescue the commander.
     


“Okay, let’s begin.”
     


No matter what the outcome will be, they will do their best for their commander.


Because I am a twisted and ugly doll
 


While Ban and G11 were happily watching a movie, the door suddenly opened and UMP45 entered the room with a very displeased expression on his face.
     


“I thought you two were on a love run when you suddenly disappeared, but thank goodness♪”
     

“45?”

     


“Don’t be surprised. Something just came up.”
     


As soon as she confirmed that he was in the room, she relaxed her expression to calm him down, turned her head to look at G11, and then hardened her expression again.
     


“Whatever you were hoping for has happened, G11. It’s time to get to work.”
     


"...okay."
     


She was so terrified of UMP45 that she would hiccup at the mere mention of its name. But for some reason, she seemed completely unfazed, and as she spoke calmly, she rose and began to leave the room.
     


“Go, don’t go.”
     


If it weren't for the fact that he was holding onto G11's coattails.
     


“Don’t, don’t leave me alone, you said we’re family… Don’t, don’t abandon me...”
     


“Haha... It’s okay, Ban. Calm down.”
     


UMP45 approached him again with a smile on his face.
     


“Come here.”
     


I bury him in my chest and gently stroke his head. It's something I always do, but it's so enjoyable and makes me happy.
     


"Ban. Are you anxious without us? Do you feel like you can't live without me?"
     


"...huh."
     


He raises his head and stares at me. His face, devoid of venom, is so pure and lovely.
     


It was questionable whether he had ever lived alone, and I began to suspect that his true nature was weak and even dependent.
     


So, I won't give it to anyone else. We're family. I'm the only one he can rely on.
     


I tried to hold back, but I couldn't do it anymore. My self-control had long since worn thin.
     


Finally, I couldn't hold it in any longer and carefully explored his lips.
     

“...!”

     


He looked at me with wide eyes as if he was embarrassed, but I answered him with a slight smile.
     


I was just going to end it with my lips, but if you react like that... I can't stand it anymore♪
     


I put my tongue in. My tongue is exploring his mouth.
     


At first, gently, but gently, he wraps his tongue around it.
     


His eyes gradually opened as he felt a strange sensation for the first time in his life. But she didn't stop.
     


This time, roughly, without any consideration, violently, I explore his mouth passionately.
     


He resisted at first, but gradually his resistance softened and he soon surrendered himself to me.
     


Thanks to that, I was able to play with his lips as I pleased. Sometimes I bit them lightly, sometimes I stroked them gently, and I indulged him to my heart's content.
   


“Phew...”
     


As we parted our lips, a silvery thread connected our tongues, telling us what we had just done.
     


He had already closed his eyes. Perhaps he wasn't used to this yet? I thought, carefully laying him down on the bed before turning around.
     


“...I want to do it too.”
     


“Later♪ Right now, I have to deal with the bad guys who are threatening our family.”
     


G11 next to her looked at her with a gloomy look, but after hearing her words, he seemed to understand and lowered his head.
     


"The HK416 has already left. You pretended not to like it, but now you finally admit it!"

“That’s fortunate...”
     


"You know the details of the operation, right? There's no benefit to wasting time, so we're going for a quick, decisive battle."
     


"...okay."
     


G11 hurriedly gathered her gun and headed outside. Her usual lazy demeanor was nowhere to be seen.
     


“Well then... I guess I should go greet the guests now♪”
     

   

   

   

  

***

     

   

  

     


The two dolls trudged along a road filled with abandoned houses. The eerie aura emanating from them would have been enough to frighten the faint of heart, but the dolls showed no sign of it.
     


IWS-2000 and 9A-91. These were dolls deployed on an operation to rescue the commander.
     


9A-91 exuded a certain strength. The strength in her grip was so strong that the tendons were visible, and her pursed lips betrayed her unwavering resolve.
     


But on the contrary, IWS-2000 still exuded a sense of composure. Indeed, judging by the way she smiled faintly, drawing a line at the corners of her mouth, there was no trace of tension, as if there were some hidden trick.
     


"You said you had a mountain of questions. When will you tell me?"
     


As they continued to advance without saying a word to each other, IWS-2000 broke the silence first.
     


Hearing that, 9A-91 seemed to think for a moment, then opened her mouth, sighed, and asked her.
     


“Why did you help me?”
     

“...”

     


IWS-2000 said nothing. He simply stared at 9A-91, as if begging for more.
     


"I thwarted your plans. I refused to remove the Commander's mask, and I even refused to take the photos of the 404th Squadron you had prepared for this situation. Why are you helping me by hiding them in my room?"
     


Hearing her words, IWS-2000 began to smile again. It was clearly his usual smile, but it was filled with compassion.
   


“You passed my screening.”
     


“...What did you say?”
     


9A-91 looked at IWS-2000 in confusion, but she ignored him and continued speaking.
     


"My real goal isn't to remove your mask, Commander. I simply, truly, want you to be happy."
     


“Lies, then what you told me was...”
     


“It’s a kind of test. You used to be dangerous.”
     


What on earth was that supposed to mean? There were so many parts I didn't understand, but she kept talking.
     


“You would have lost control of your emotions even without me, I just brought it forward a little.”
     


She suddenly stopped walking. Then, 9A-91's footsteps also stopped.
     


"But you never gave in to your emotions, and you overcame your own desires. That's how you became someone the Commander could rely on, and you deserve to be by his side."
     


“What qualifications do you have to choose others?”
     


“...That’s right.”
     


I asked with a question, but the answer I got was still a mystery. But what I did know was that I didn't feel like IWS-2000 was lying.
     


"Then let me ask you one more question. Why do you love the Commander so much that you arbitrarily select others, yet do nothing yourself?"
     


Come to think of it, that's true. She had only been by the Commander's side a handful of times.
     


That's why it was strange. While he was so selective about others and cared so much for the Commander's safety, he himself didn't actively step forward.
     


“Unfortunately, I didn’t pass the screening.”
     


Her blood-red eyes, as I faced her, expressed sorrow. Beyond loneliness, there was a sense of solitude.
     


"I know myself well. I used to be dependent on others and had a carefree personality, but after a certain incident, things got twisted."
     


IWS-2000 began walking again, her legs still frozen. But unlike before, her gait lacked strength.
     


"Besides, I have a desire as ugly as my own, as twisted as it is. That's why I can't stand by your side, Commander."
     


The sun shone behind her. It was certainly a beautiful scene, but ironically, her words were degrading, calling her ugly and dirty.
     


“So, if I cross the line later, you’ll stop me.”
     

“...”

     


9A-91 didn't answer. I don't know why, but I felt very sorry for her.
     


"...It's a pressing matter right now. I'll trust you. But remember this: I don't trust you 100%."
     


“Thank you for that...”
     


IWS-2000, who had been smiling and expressing his gratitude, suddenly turned cold. And at the same time, he pushed 9A-91 over and knocked him over.
     


“Ugh! What the heck!!”
     


-Tatatang!
     


But her words were cut short. Three bullets flew from somewhere, blasting past where she had just stood and embedding themselves in the ground.
     


“What, what is this...”
     


“If you have time to be surprised, move quickly.”
     


A cold voice, different from before. Thanks to this, 9A-91 seemed to come to his senses and quickly got up and started moving.
     


And it wasn't just their problem.
     


“Hello! Nice to meet you! Are you SOP2?”
     


"Commander. Where are you?"
     


Single single, in contrast to UMP9, who is smiling as usual, SOP2 is making the exact opposite expression of his usual self.
     


From SOP2, I felt a burning desire to live, and only a burning desire to live. To her allies, she was a kindhearted sister, but to her enemies, she was so merciless that she could almost be called a sadist.
     


And now, for SOP2, UMP9 was the enemy.
     


“Scream as loud as you can. It’s easier to hear that way.”
     


“What can you do with a body that has been reduced to a rag? Something that can be seen at a glance?”
     


UMP9 was right. Her body wasn't fully intact yet.
     


“It doesn’t matter. Stop complaining and just jump in.”
     


But that didn't matter at all. What mattered to her now was the safety of her comrades and her commander.
     


With the sound of kicking the ground, the battle began.
     

     



The miracle created by your kindness
 


“...This is embarrassing.”
     


Because of the jamming devices scattered here and there, the location tracker does not work and communication is impossible.
     


RO is obviously trying hard, but it's probably taking a long time because they've prepared too thoroughly.
     


“Phew...”
     


I let out a sigh and look around.
     


Buildings were shattered here and there as if a war had just taken place, and disruptors were secretly hidden between them.
     


Valid! I destroyed the jammer with the M16 I was holding. But the communication still didn't seem to be working.
     


I'm worried. Our current physical condition is not perfect, and 404 must have known we were coming. So they must have prepared accordingly.
     


Even now, I could tell. Jammers scattered here and there were disrupting our communications, and the constant incoming electronic warfare was clouding my mind.
     


Even for me, I wonder what the rest of the members are like.
     


Two dolls, the IWS-2000 and 9A-91, which were particularly immune to electronic warfare, were also problematic.
     


But there was someone I was more worried about than that.
     


“Commander...”
     


I picture him in my head. The man who always wore a mask and kept his distance from others.
     


He was a man born with a truly peculiar fate. It's almost too painful to recount his childhood, and even as an adult, he was so entangled in the past that he couldn't trust others or open up.
     


And then, to top it all off, the person I finally had the courage to open up to was kidnapped. All I could say was how pitiful it was.
     


That's why my heart ached. I couldn't do anything when he was kidnapped.
     


Suddenly, he gritted his teeth. It was proof that he was angry.
     


And at the same time, someone appeared before my eyes.
     


Brilliantly blue hair, a black beret atop it, and a teardrop-shaped tattoo drawn beneath her soft, light green eyes.
     


If she had kept her mouth shut and remained quiet, she would have been loved by many people for her doll-like appearance, but thanks to her sharp tongue, she is not treated that way.
     


And the person I have a bad relationship with, the person I need to deal with right now.
     


It was the HK416 of the 404th Platoon.
     


She appeared from nowhere and said nothing. She didn't even point her gun at me, just stared at me silently.
     


“Where is the commander?”
     

“...”

     


“Hey. Are you kidding me?”
     


There was no such thing as leisure. I had no time.
     


He aimed his gun and approached her step by step. But even then, she didn't respond.
     


"I would normally be willing to play along, but you guys have crossed the line. Remember when I told you? Your mind map will lead you to commit suicide."
   


My heart won't calm down. This is the first time I've felt this way.
     


“I ask one last time. Where is the Commander?”
     


“...I thought about it.”
     


"...what?"
     


“Is what I’m doing right now really right?”
     


HK416 pondered for a long time. Was what he was doing really the right thing?
     


The tough facade he always displayed was nothing more than a mask. Behind the mask, there was only a child, struggling with his own sins and dependent on others.
     


And we forcibly took off his mask and made him a family.
     


Is that love? Is it truly love to unilaterally express your love, completely disregarding the other person's wishes?
     


Despite countless agonies, I couldn't make up my mind. To be honest, I was just happy to be part of his family.
     


Moreover, thanks to all the jamming devices and devices that UMP45 had laid down in advance, they even had a chance to deal with the invading M16.
     


It was truly the perfect opportunity, one that would never come again. It was an unprecedented opportunity to kill two birds with one stone: kill the M16, the object of my lifelong desire, and find love.
     


But that thought didn't last long, as my mind map arbitrarily brought up memories from the past and showed them to me.
     


‘Do you really want to kill A?’
     


A conversation I had with him on the topic of inferiority complex on a night when I couldn't sleep.
     


My past self thought, "Will I really be happy if I kill M16?"
     


The answer back then was "no." I couldn't say it out loud, but my mind map was already denying it.
     


While I was hesitating like that, I remembered the conclusion he had told me, the one he had reached after careful consideration.
     


‘Do whatever you want.’
     


A very simple and clear statement, but difficult to say carelessly.
     


Only then did I admit my feelings and decide to do what I wanted.
     


So, what's about to happen is a miracle, created by your kindness, your gentleness, and your warmth, Commander.
     


"I surrender. I'll tell you where the Commander is."
     


"...what?"
     


M16 is flustered. It's understandable. Considering my usual attitude toward her, even I thought something like this would never happen to me in my lifetime.
     


So prove it with your actions.
     


Knock knock, he throws his firearms to the floor. From the rifle in his hand to the pistol on his thigh.
     


And raise your hands in a sign of surrender.
     


“Are you kidding me right now?”
     


Was she a little nervous? Normally, she would have panicked and pressed me, but she still didn't trust me.
   


“Then how about this?”
     


I knelt carefully. Pride didn't matter. We had committed an unforgivable sin against him.
     


Because what I really wanted to do was to be there for him and give him strength.
     


So now I, the 404th Platoon, were going in the wrong direction.
     


He didn't want to come here. He didn't want to take off his mask.
     


This wasn't love.
     


“Hey. You are now...”
     


She's flustered. Is she finally realizing what I'm thinking when I come here?
     


“So, do you trust me now?”
     

“...”

     


M16 remained silent. He simply stared at me with a confused expression.
     


"I'm sorry. Our greed has ruined you, Commander. I'm so ashamed."
     


“...Get up first.”
     


She reaches out to me. Normally, I'd refuse, saying I don't need it, but right now, I'm not that shameless of a puppet.
     


"thank you."
     


“...I never thought I would hear such words from your mouth.”

Still not used to the situation, her gaze wandered back and forth, unable to say anything.
     


"The Commander is currently in a state of mental breakdown. You could say he's practically regressing to a child."
     


“...What have you done?”
     


A cold voice. But it's understandable. If UMP45's words are true, she knew the Commander's past. She probably had some idea what we were doing.
     


“I’m sorry. That’s why I want to help you guys even a little now.”
     

“...”

     


“I won’t ask for your forgiveness, but I have one request.”

“...What is it?”

“I know it’s shameless, but please don’t kill our children.”
     


Then he handed her something. A terminal that contained the locations of all the power sources in the area, as well as the location of the commander they were desperately seeking.
     


M16 frowned, perhaps embarrassed by the fact that their entire location had been exposed.
     


“Hey, let me ask you something. Why are you doing this now?”
     


He closed his eyes at her question and carefully drew his face.
     


I laughed.
     


“Someone told me to do whatever I wanted. So I did.”
     


“...I don’t know who he is, but he must be a really nice person.”
     


With those words, I picked up the gun scattered on the floor and turned around. I had somewhere else to go.
     


“I believe you will keep your promise, so I will go now.”
     


"hey."
     


I carefully turned my head at her call, and saw M16 smiling faintly there.
   


"thanks."
     


"...go away."
     


“It’s chilly.”
     


I didn't bother answering the useless words and just kept walking.
     


The pride I always held so high was completely crushed, but for some reason I was smiling as if I was satisfied.
     

     

     

***

     


“Hello, Captain?”
“...”

     


In a quiet abandoned house, two dolls met.
     


M4A1, the platoon leader of AR Platoon, and UMP45, the platoon leader of 404 Platoon.
     


Although they were clearly the same platoon leader, the difference was the energy they both gave off.
     


While I could feel a sense of leisure from UMP45, I could not feel anything from M4 other than the will to kill the opponent.
     


"If you return the Commander obediently, I will let you go without pain. It will be my final mercy."
     


"Hey~ I'm so grateful I don't know what to do with myself. But I'll decline."
     


Despite M4's sharp words full of murderous intent, UMP45 calmly ignored them and provoked her.
     


“By the way, Commander, isn’t it too shameless to be dumped by the class?”
     


"...under."
     


Her expression, which I thought would never be this cold, became even colder.
     


“I didn’t know eavesdropping like a rat was your hobby.”
     


“I didn’t know you had a hobby of destroying other people’s happy families♪”
     


After that, there was no more words exchanged. They just stared at each other in silence.
     


And the moment the sound of gunfire was heard from far away, M4 opened his mouth.
     


“I’ll pull out your spine.”
     


“Ahhh♪ I’m scared.”

At the same time, UMP45's expression hardened coldly and he pulled out his gun.
     


“Come at me.”
     


Likewise, M4 also said while drawing his gun.
     


“That’s the best thing I’ve ever heard.”
     


Before we knew it, the situation had reached its peak.
     

     

     



Final selection
 


Only pitch-black darkness surrounds me.
     


I can't see anything. I can't hear anything.
     


“Hey, guys? 45? 9? 416? G11?”
     


I called out their names as I made my way through the darkness, but nothing came back.
     


“Oh, where did you go...”

Normal thinking became impossible, and my body trembled. I forced myself to move, holding onto my trembling legs, but soon I collapsed.
     


"Ah, we're family, right? You said you wouldn't abandon your family..."
     


Liar, UMP45 is a liar.
     


You said you'd be my family, that you wouldn't leave me alone again. But why are you leaving me alone again?
     


I don't want to be alone. Love me. Don't abandon me.
     


I'll do anything. Even if it's just eating calorie bars like before. No, I'll be fine with just drinking water for three days.
     


I don't mind being tortured. Just stay by my side, don't hate me. Please. Please.
     


Just as I was enveloped in such endless despair, a bright light appeared from somewhere and began to dispel the darkness and illuminate me.
     


“Ugh... what is it?”

I squinted my eyes to see the source of the light, and a small child was walking towards me.
     


I wanted to check the face, but the light shining from behind the little boy was so strong that I couldn't see it properly, but I could still see one thing for sure.
     


For some reason, the unidentified child was looking at me with pitiful eyes.
     


“Huh!!”
     


I return to reality with a cold sweat. The first thing I do upon opening my eyes is, of course, look around.
     


But just like in a dream, there was no one around me.
     


“Ah...uh...”
     


Before I lost consciousness again, I noticed the terminal on the desk.
     


I dragged my still-healed leg and looked at the terminal.
     


There was someone's signal being picked up, and at the same time I realized.
     


I must go where this signal indicates.
     


“A, family shouldn’t be separated...”
     


Forcing my legs to move once more, I set off towards the direction the signal indicated.
     

     

     

     

***

     

     

     

     

     


-Tatatang!
     


“Be careful!”

“Ugh...”
     


In the western sector, where the IWS-2000 and 9A-91 were facing off against the G11, they were still struggling.
     


No matter how much cover they took, they were helpless against the constant stream of bullets. While no fatal injuries had yet been sustained, the number of minor wounds was steadily increasing.
     


Even if they tried to counterattack, the G11 had already moved to another location by the time they dodge the bullets and regroup, so the IWS-2000 and 9A-91 were unable to find a suitable countermeasure and just ran away.
   


"...What could it be? They clearly haven't left any traces, yet they act as if they know our location."

IWS-2000 was right. G11 was constantly monitoring their location using the terminal UMP45 had handed him.
     


A sniper who can pinpoint the enemy's location is truly a formidable force. And if he's skilled, it's even more so.
     


“If things continue like this, there will be no end... No, there will only be our end.”
     


“...Mr. 9A-91.”
     


IWS-2000, whose face had lost all composure, opened its mouth heavily.
     


"yes?"
     


"I have a plan. It's not really a plan, but listen to it."
     


9A-91 listened to IWS-2000's serious attitude.
     


“Please be the bait.”
     


“What did you say?”

“...You might be surprised. Just listen to me for now.”
     


IWS-2000 added hastily before 9A-91 could panic further.
     


“If we analyze the direction of the first bullet and the bullets that have been flying so far, strangely enough, the sniper is aiming for our arms or legs to avoid fatal wounds.”
     


“...Please continue speaking.”
      


"I'm a sniper, too. If I know the enemy's location and prepare in advance, I can immediately subdue them. So, please be the bait."
     

“...”

     


9A-91 remained silent for a long time. Then IWS-2000 sighed and opened his mouth.
     


"I'm sorry. Even I thought it was absurd. I apologize..."
     


“I will do it.”
     


"...yes?"
     


“I will. I will be the bait.”
     


“Did you hear me correctly just now?”
     


IWS-2000 stuttered and spoke, seeming flustered by her firm determination.
     


But her gaze was unwavering. The determination to never back down filled her eyes.
     


"I told you from the beginning. If I could get here, I wouldn't mind being a suicide bomber. I came here prepared to die, and losing an arm or a leg is a small price to pay. If I die, as long as you complete your mission, I have no regrets."
     

“...”

     


"Also, I told you earlier, right? The situation is urgent, so I'm going to trust you. And besides, the Commander's safety is at stake. You're not the type of person to joke around with something like that, are you?"
     


IWS-2000's eyes widened. 9A-91 was momentarily taken aback, as she was never usually startled, but quickly regained her composure.
     


"So. I'll trust you and be the bait. But you have to be sure, right?"
   


"...thank you."
     


As soon as the words were spoken, the IWS-2000 took up a stance and prepared to shoot, while the 9A-91 began to move towards the area where there was no cover.
     


-Tatatang!

And just as 9A-91 was about to open a gap, three bullets flew in from somewhere and blew off her left arm, turning it into a rag.
     


Since he was holding the gun with his right hand, he didn't let go, but his power was definitely reduced by half. From now on, he thought, he'd have to kill them slowly, like a cornered rat.
     


But it didn't take long for those sinister thoughts to turn to panic. 9A-91, who had been shot, was actually smiling.
     


G11, seeing that sight, was startled and tried to get up, but it was already too late to respond.
     


“Got it.”
     


The IWS-2000 lived up to the 9A-91's expectations, pulling the trigger with a cold word.
     


Whoosh. Bullets faster than sound pierce through buildings.

It flew through walls, windows, and all manner of obstacles. This diminished its lethality, but the IWS-2000 was actually smiling because it was aimed at it.
     


How many walls had it broken through? Just when the bullet had gained enough power to render it incapable of killing a human, it struck the G11's chest.
     


“...Cough!!”
     


-Taang!
     


And then, a sound that rings out belatedly.
     

“...”

     

“...”


The two didn't have to say anything. They won.
     


“Next time, you’ll be the bait, because I’m going to die from pain.”
     


“Oh my, you didn’t even scream, and you don’t know that I turned off the pain sensor?”
     


“Haha, I got caught.”
     


“...Let’s go now. We need to see what kind of person the evil doll that tormented us is.”
     


"...is it so."
     


They took a step forward. One had an arm blown off, the other was covered in countless cuts, but somehow they were smiling.
   


“...It’s surprising that this little girl was the one who harassed us.”
     


“Yes, that’s right.”
     


When they arrived at G11's location and checked, they found that G11 was unconscious, but not dead, as the bullet's power had been greatly reduced.
     


"Whew... At least that's a relief now. Now that we've caught one, the others will feel a little more at ease, right?"
     


“Mr. 9A-91.”
     


"...yes?"
     


IWS-2000, who had been smiling until just a moment ago, hardened his expression once again. Then, he pulled a dagger from his pocket and handed it to 9A-91.
     


I'll leave this child to you. It's up to you to kill him or let him end it here.
     

“...”

     


She accepted the IWS-2000's dagger with a heavy expression.
     


“Do you think I’ll be fooled again?”
     


But she knew. That's why she let go and let the dagger drop to the floor.
     


A clang, a clang, a resounding sound as metal struck the floor. IWS-2000 stared blankly at the sight, then raised his head to face 9A-91.
     


"If I kill this child, Commander, you'll be sad, right? I don't have any interest in killing people, and I hate seeing you sad even more."
     


She smiled brightly. In a way, it was an expression IWS-2000 had never seen before.
     


“You passed your final exam. Congratulations.”
     


And likewise, IWS-2000 also smiled while looking at 9A-91.
     


But that smile was very different from the one he usually showed. It was clear on his face that he was truly, truly happy.
     


"Then let's go back now. It'll probably take a while for this child to wake up, so let's go back and report back, then reorganize and head back in."
     


"...No. I'm still fine. You go in first. And I still have work to do."
     


“I see. Okay. I’ll go in first.”
     


“Excuse me, Mr. 9A-91.”
     


At IWS-2000's words, she turned around without hesitation. Instead, IWS-2000, bewildered, called out to her.
     


"Why don't you doubt my words? Do you know what I'm up to?"
     


9A-91 turned again to face her.
     


The two dolls facing each other were in a state of complete contrast to their usual state: 9A-91 was relaxed, while IWS-2000 was flustered.
     


After a long silence, 9A-91 opened his mouth with a slight, really slight smile.
     


“Even though it was a little off, I knew your feelings were real.”
     

“...”

     


“Then I’ll go.”
     


With those words, 9A-91 disappeared with a light step. IWS-2000 stared blankly at her, mulling over her words.


UMP45 Last Resort
 


“Bark! Bark! Bark some more!”
 

“...”


SOP2 continued to beat the UMP9, which was so damaged that it couldn't make any sound.
 


The fact that the tense situation suddenly became like this was due to a combination of factors that were unfavorable to UMP9.
 


First of all, SOP2 is highly resistant to electronic warfare. Therefore, the electronic warfare system pre-installed by the UMP45 and all the various methods prepared by the UMP9 were blocked.
 


And secondly, her physical abilities were beyond imagination.
 


SOP2's physical abilities were by far the best even among the elite AR platoon.
 


Although it was not in perfect condition, it was not something that could be handled with a body that was merely a modified civilian doll.
 


In the end, UMP9 was defeated miserably, and the result is the current situation.
 


“Speak!! Where is the Commander!! I said speak!!”
 


SOP2, unable to contain his anger, brutally assaulted UMP9. At first, she groaned, but soon became silent.
 


UMP9 was an illegal doll. Therefore, SOP2 knew that if she died now, she would disappear from this world forever. But that didn't matter to her.
 


To her, 404 was not a comrade, but a bad guy who stole her commanding officer.
 


“Hehehe... You’re really not going to say anything? Huh?”

With a click, she aimed her gun at UMP9's forehead.
 


“Don’t worry, I’ll take the eyes.”
 


The moment I was about to pull the trigger, with a cold voice that was completely different from usual.
 


"stop."

“...What are you?”
 


Suddenly, an HK416 appeared from behind the building and stopped her.
 


“Stop it now. If you do this, you’ll really die.”

"whatever."
 


“...Please.”
 


HK416 changed his posture and asked SOP2 for a favor, but she was stubborn.
 


"Are you kidding me? You just took the Commander away from us and now you're going to replace him with a single word? Huh?"
 


SOP2 turned to look at the HK416. Then, with a sigh, she dragged something out from behind the building.

“...AR-15?”
 


It was an AR-15 with its eyes closed, as if it had lost consciousness.
 


SOP2's eyes fluttered wildly. HK416 quickly continued speaking, taking advantage of the gap.
 


“Then how about this, a prisoner exchange?”
 


“You... what did you do to the AR-15!!”

She lunged at HK416, her expression twisted into a vicious grimace. HK416 then calmly aimed his gun at AR-15's head.
 


“Don’t move.”

“You...”
 


SOP2 stopped for a moment upon seeing that sight, but his mouth did not stop moving.
 


“If you even touch the AR-15 with one finger, I’ll tear it off the second you do.”
 


“I don’t want to kill this guy either, I just came to get the UMP9 back.”
 

“...”

 

“...”


After that, they simply exchanged glances. After staring at her for a while, SOP2 gritted his teeth and opened his mouth.
 


“Next time I see you, I’m going to kill you for real. Take that thing and get out.”

"...okay."
 


As expected of SOP2, who values his colleagues more than himself, he eventually killed his momentum and meekly stepped down, handing over the UMP9 to her.
 


She stared at the departing HK416 with murderous eyes for a long moment. Then she lowered her head and quickly ran towards the AR-15.
 


“AR-15!! Is it okay?”
 


“Oh, it’s okay.”
 


"...to?"

But AR-15 seemed to be okay, so he got up first and shook off the dust on his body.
 


Of course, SOP2 was bewildered when he saw that and asked her.
 


“What, what is it? What happened?”
 


“...We just made a deal. It's a bit long to explain, so I'll do it later.”
 


AR-15 said, pulling a terminal from his pocket. Like the M16, the terminal displayed their locations and the commander's.
 


“How could you trust a guy like that!! What kind of misery did you know you’d get into when you did something like that!!”
 


SOP2 whined and slapped her.
 


“...If he was lying, I don’t think I’d be able to trust anyone in the future.”
 


AR-15 closed his eyes and recalled the events of earlier. HK416 had approached her first, offering a gesture of surrender and humbly appealing to her.
 


Her usual proud self was gone. Only a doll, repentant for her sins and willing to sacrifice her pride to save her comrades, was present.
 


"So you tricked me with that guy? The AR-15 is bad! I was so worried..."
 


"...sorry."
 


Eventually, she began to cry in AR-15's arms, and AR-15 carefully patted SOP2's back.
 


“Let’s go back first. Now that we know the location, let’s talk to RO. You’re also in worse shape due to the fight just now.”
 


“...Okay. Okay.”
 


So SOP2 and AR-15 started to return to where RO was.
 

 

 

***

 


"Hey, you haven't said a word? You must be busy♪"
 


“Shut up.”
 


This is the point of engagement between the UMP45 and the M4, and even though quite some time has passed, they haven't been able to win.
 


If we only consider the body performance, the M4 obviously had the advantage, but the UMP45 was also aware of this, so it had prepared all sorts of measures in advance, and thanks to that, the UMP45 actually had a slight advantage.
 


As evidence, UMP45 was still smiling, but M4's expression was gradually hardening.

"What are you doing? You said you were looking for a commander, is that all?"
 


“If you say one more word, I’ll rip your mouth off.”
 


“Oh my♪ Isn’t that too harsh?”
 


The number of scars on both their bodies increased, but M4 had more scars.
 


“Got it♪”
 


Eventually, the M4 showed its weakness, and the experienced UMP45 naturally pulled the trigger to finish it off without missing the moment.
 


“It looks fun, can I join in?”

If only an M16 hadn't appeared out of nowhere.
"..."

 


UMP45's expression hardened as he realized that M16's body was in relatively good condition.
 


“...HK416 clearly said he was going to meet you, what happened?”
 


“Well, why don’t you ask him yourself?”
 


Bang! As soon as he finished speaking, M16 presented UMP45 with a bullet. However, she quickly hid, so it missed.
 


“Sister! Are you okay?”
 


“Uh. Let’s finish up quickly and go see the commander.”
 


“Heh...”
 


UMP45 opened his mouth with a sinister smile as he saw the two of them in a friendly manner and a good idea came to him.
 


“By the way, I wonder if our platoon leader knows♪ that the commander our platoon leader loves so much actually likes the M16.”
 


“...What did you say?”
 


Had her number worked? M4's expression changed from cold to creepy.
 


"Do you know what the first name the Commander found after being kidnapped here was? It was M16♪ He called it so pitifully, it almost made me jealous."

The sound of teeth grinding. And the source of that cool sound was, of course, the M4.
 


“What are you talking about!”
 


“What are you talking about? You know that half of it depends on you.”
 


“What are you talking about, Sister?”
 


M16's expression was filled with bewilderment, as if he hadn't anticipated this situation. Seeing this, UMP45 smiled and continued speaking.
 


"You said it yourself, didn't you? 'M16 knew about my past for six months and has always been my support.' Seriously, you must have had a hard time keeping it a secret for six months♪"
 


“Sister, is that true?”
 


"...uh."
 


Now, it was time to lie. M16 had no choice but to tell the truth.
 


"...You said you supported my love. Was it all a lie? Huh? You were just playing with me?"

Hearing her answer, the highlights in M4's eyes began to fade. He had what is known as a "dead eye."

"M4, calm down. There's a misunderstanding. That's not it."
 


"Do I look real now?"
 


UMP45, who had been enjoying the one-sided anger of two dolls, no, one doll, laughed and drove a wedge into it.
 


“Oh, right, just saying, but before I came here, I kissed Ban passionately. How cute! Ahh... Even thinking about it now makes my day feel hot.”
 


Kirik, M4's head turned. She moved like a broken doll, and nothing but murderous intent could be felt from her.
 


"Well then, I'll be off. I can't interrupt your sisters' sweet conversation♪"
 


UMP45 turned and began to run away quickly. M4, whose eyes were already averted, began to blindly chase after her.
 


"M4! Danger! It could be a trap!"
 


Despite M16's cries, M4 didn't stop. Her mind map was no longer capable of rational thought.
 


"...Shit."
 


Eventually, the M16 also had no choice but to follow in the footsteps of the M4.
 

 

*** 

 

 


The chase continued for a long time. The UMP45, well-versed in the terrain, was able to easily escape the girls despite its limited physical capabilities, while the M4 and M16 repeatedly pursued it.
 


But for some reason, UMP45 suddenly stopped. Watching this, M4's expression hardened even more.
 


"Are you giving up? That's wise, but I won't let you go without pain. You've crossed the line."
 


M4 began to walk slowly. She wasn't particularly large, but the aura of intimidation she exuded was terrifying.
 


It was murderous intent, murderous intent. Only pure murderous intent filled her.
 


Yet, UMP45 showed no fear at all. Instead, she smiled with a sense of reassurance.
 


“Thank you for being so stupid♪”
 


"what..."
 


M4's words were cut short. The sudden electronic warfare attack instantly took control of her mind map.
 


“Ugh...M4!!”
 


And the M16 that followed was no exception. UMP45 began to laugh hysterically as he watched the two fallen dolls.
 


"Hahahaha... hahaha!! I never thought we'd get through this crisis so easily thanks to our platoon leader giving in to his emotions. Seriously, I'm so grateful I don't know where to put myself."
 


She began to taunt M4, spinning around and around. M4 gritted his teeth and tried to say something, but his body wouldn't move as he wished.
 


“If I was running away and suddenly stopped, wouldn’t it be right to think that there must be something going on?”
 


UMP45 was right. This was a place she had specially prepared in the first place. And M4 knew that, so he couldn't contain his anger.
 


"It's okay. I'll take good care of you. We're family. We'll never be apart."
 


She put the muzzle of her gun to the M4's head. The M16 tried to move, but it would have been faster to have a hole in the M4's head than for the electronic warfare to dissipate.
 


“Well then, thanks for your hard work...”

-Taang!
 


"Gyaaaah!!"

However, an armor-piercing bullet flew in from somewhere and blew off UMP45's right arm, and the gun he was holding was also blown away far away.
 


“...That’s it!”
 


Her lapse in concentration also created a gap in electronic warfare. Thanks to this, the M4 and M16 regained control of their bodies.
 


“Ugh... What, what is this...”
 


A rare display of panic. Seizing the moment, M4 began to mercilessly assault her.
 


Her body was gradually falling apart, with only the sounds of something creaking and cracking echoing.
 


“Stop it! M4!”
 


Likewise, M16, who had regained consciousness, ran over and grabbed M4. But she still seemed to be angry, as she responded in a cold voice.
 


“Sister. Let go.”
 


"...Calm down. I know how you feel, but right now, it's time to find the commander."
 


“Heh heh... hahaha!!”
 


His right arm was blown off, his body shattered. With electronic warfare also disrupted, the chances of reversing this situation were close to zero.

It was clearly the worst situation for her, but for some reason, UMP45 was smiling.
 


“Have you finally gone mad? It’s so sad to see you.”
 


“Haha... Thanks for hitting me so hard, I guess it’s time to come.”

"What does that mean? Wait! You can't possibly..."
 


Hearing those words, M16's expression hardened as if she had realized something. And her ominous prediction soon became reality.
 

“45!!!”

 


A voice came from somewhere. Everyone present turned their heads toward the source of the sound.
 


There he was, dragging his unmoving legs with a desperate expression on his face.
 


“I mean... I don’t fight fights I can’t lose♪”
 


“You... surely you didn’t mean to do this from the beginning...”
 


M16, aware that the commander's mental state was shattered, realized that this was her last resort.
 


"Do your best. If you can convince someone who saw their family brutally assaulted right before their eyes, that is!"

UMP45 glared at the two with a more bitter smile than ever before.


To you who has always been my support (complete)
 


It's the commander. It's the commander. It's the commander.

As he watched him approach, dragging his still legs, the corners of M4's mouth began to rise.

Ah, yes, Commander. I'm here. I'm here to save you, Commander.

The murderous intent that had filled her body just moments ago disappeared, and something sticky filled her body.

In her head, simulations of her reunion with the commander were already running wildly.

Should I hug you? Right here and now? Or maybe a reunion kiss...

While she was lost in her thoughts, the commander arrived right in front of her.

"Yes, Commander. I came here myself to save you."

M4 spread his arms wide with a sticky smile.
“45!!”


But he passed her by and stopped in front of UMP45.

“Are you okay? Huh? Uh, can you move?”

“Commander?”

Even though M4's expression was hardened and he glared at him, he didn't even give him a glance.

“Half... I’m sick... I think I’m going to die... What should I do?”

“Oh, no... I said no!!”

The M4 strides forward, once again radiating a spirit of youth. There was no trace of the stickiness of earlier in its gait.

“Commander...?”

“Yes, you did. You... M4 made this happen to the family!!”

Beyond the cold voice, M4's expression hardened. But he continued speaking.

“It’s because of you… because of you, my family…”

"What do you mean, Commander? That girl... Commander."

"no!!"

A childish, sullen voice. Only then did M4 realize the gravity of the situation, and her expression shifted once again.

"404 is... 45 is family. They love me when no one else does. They're a true family!"

“No... No!!”

M4 strangled UMP45 with a furious expression. With a hissing sound, I could see her pupils growing increasingly dim.

“No! Don’t do that!!”

No matter how hard he tried to stop M4, he couldn't stop him with force due to the obvious difference in strength, and he couldn't change her belief that everything would return to normal if she killed UMP45.

“Calm down, M4!”

“Keuk... Huh...”

Eventually, M16 forcibly restrained her, allowing UMP45 to regain her freedom of breathing. Then, M4 glared at M16 with a resentful look.

"What are you doing, Sister! This is the only way to bring the Commander back!"

“...Are you serious?”

M16 reached out and pointed to the sprawled UMP45. There, the commander was clutching the UMP45, his expression even more desperate than before.

“Uh, what should I do... Ma, can you tell me?”

Instead of answering, UMP45 nodded at him, then turned his head slightly and mouthed something to them.

“It’s mine.”

A vein appeared on M4's forehead, evidence of his anger reaching its peak.

But she couldn't do anything. Because of her attempt to kill UMP45, his mental state had become even more unstable.

"Then what should we do? It wouldn't be too late to kill that bitch right now, and then get her mentally rehabilitated."

"...You know that. The Commander wanted his family. If he loses them again in this state, his mind won't be left."

M4 remained silent. Her words were correct.

"So. We have to somehow bring the commander back to his senses. There's no other way."

M16 slowly walked towards him, still holding UMP45. Unlike M4, who had just walked away with a spirited air, she felt only emptiness and despair.

"...Commander. It's me. Do you know who I am?"

“...M16?”

He looked at M16, who was looking at him with pitiful eyes, and opened his mouth in a hurry as if something had come to mind.

"Ah! That, that's right! M16! You can do it, right? You can heal UMP45, right?"
“...”


M16 said nothing. He simply looked at him with a confused look in his eyes.

His eyes, which usually looked somewhat sad, lacked the determination to be found there.

Although he was weak, he didn't have the mindset of trying to appear stronger than anyone else.

The man I knew was no longer here.

“...Commander. Come to your senses.”

“Wh, what do you mean?”

“Let’s go back, Commander. To our home.”

"Oh, no. No. My home is here. And, and I'm not the commander anymore..."

He shook his head and denied what I said.

That's why my heart became so complicated.

Anger at myself for not being able to do anything until it got to this point.

The responsibility to bring him back to what he had become.

And the sadness I felt only after realizing how deep your pain, your wounds, were.

I knew he wanted a family, I knew he had a broken heart, I knew he was a vulnerable child beneath his mask, but I didn't know it would be this bad.

I hug him carefully, but the trembling doesn't stop.

"I'm sorry... I'm sorry I left you alone. I'm sorry I couldn't understand your pain. It's just... I'm sorry for everything..."

“M16…”

His tremors began to subside. But UMP45 wasn't one to just sit back and watch.

“I... I’m sick... I think I’m going to die... What should I do?”

“Ah... ahh... ahhh!!!”

He threw away the M16 that was embracing him and approached UMP45 again.

“No... no... we're family. Family never falls apart, right? Okay?”

Don't leave me. Don't leave me alone. I don't want to be alone. I'm weak.

Tears flowed from his eyes. Then, with a thud, they fell onto UMP45's face.

"Half. Just one. There's only one way to solve this situation."

"What? Tell me. I'll do anything. I'll do anything for my family."

UMP45 chuckled. It had been a long time since a plan had worked so well.

She handed him the pistol, her joints creaking. When he didn't understand what she meant, she kindly explained it to him.

“You just have to kill them all. Whether it’s an M16 or an M4.”

"...uh?"

"If you kill M16 and M4, we can go back. I can recover, and we can be a family again."

“Are you kidding me right now?”

“What kind of nonsense is that!”

The enraged M4 and M16 shouted at her. But he seemed determined to make up his mind, and tightened his grip on his gun.

“You can’t possibly be…? Commander?”

But M4's anxious thoughts soon became reality. Before he knew it, he was pointing a gun at them.

“...Family should not be separated.”

“Commander...! What is that...”

“So... So... You... You... Keuk!”

Just before his finger could pull the trigger, the M16 beside him quickly subdued him. Then, he grabbed him by the collar and lifted him up.

"Commander. You expected this, didn't you?"

“Th, what does that mean...”

As he denied it, M16 pulled something out of his pocket and showed it to him. It was a terminal that he had secretly handed to M16, indicating his location.

"I ask. Who handed this to me? Who foresaw this and implanted a location tracker in their eyeballs?!"

A loud scream echoed through the air. He simply shook his head, denying her words.

“No... no...”

"No. You knew. You anticipated this. You entrusted me with this, asking me to save you!!"
“...”


He lowered his head and said nothing. Then the M16 pushed even harder.

“Answer me! You knew it!”

“You knew it too...”

"what?"

“You knew it too!!”

Now it was her turn to panic. Suddenly, he raised his head, grabbed her shoulder, and began to speak.

"You knew it too! That I was this weak! That I was weak, dependent on others, and a pathetic human being!!"

M16 flinched, taken a step back by his overwhelming aura. Then he raised his voice again.

"You know! I've never been loved! From when I was little until now! No one has ever loved me!!"

Logic cannot overcome emotion. That's why M16 said nothing.

“But... but... 404... UMP45 became my family... and promised to love me unconditionally and infinitely for the rest of my life, forever. Huh?”

Trick, trick, tears flowed. The unloved child shed tears.

“So... So... Please... Leave me alone.”

A moment of silence passed. In that silence, UMP45 was laughing, and M4 was furious.

“...Then, Commander, I have one question for you. Are you happy now?”

And M16 had a dejected expression on his face.

M16, who had been wearing a look of anger just a moment ago, now wore a look of pity and spoke to him in a calm voice.

"...huh."

“Really?”
“...”


At her words, he just looked at the poor ground and said nothing.

"Are you truly happy with a life where you throw everything away, wear the shackles of love, and become their love doll?"

"...Then what should I do? Is this the only way I can be loved? No one, no one loves me. What should I do?"

M16 looked at him again with sad eyes. He continued speaking hastily, as if something had stung.

“You, you guys… don’t… look after me… even when I’m having a hard time… you don’t love me…”

"Then Commander, have you ever told us you were having a hard time?"

"...uh?"

“Have you ever told us directly that you are having a hard time, that you need help, that you need love?”

He carefully searched his memory, but no such memory existed.

"Commander, we're not omnipotent. We wouldn't know unless you told us."

The M16 approached him again, but this time the commander backed away.

“Even if your wounds fester, even if your heart feels like it's going to break, even if you want to be loved, they won't know if you don't say it.”

“Oh, no... no...”

She tried hard to deny it, but her words didn't stop.

“But you said nothing. And to protect yourself, you pulled the mask down thicker and deeper.”

“Ban! Ignore her! A bitch like that... Ugh!!”

He was visibly shaken. Realizing something was wrong, UMP45 frantically tried to persuade him, but M4 quickly silenced her.

"Commander, let me ask you again. Are you truly happy now?"

Oh my, the illusion is shattered.

“Oh, no!!”

You have to deny it. You have to deny it. M16 is lying. That's a lie.

Even though I tried to block her words by dismissing them as lies, the illusion in my mind continued to crumble.

“It’s time to wake up from this nightmare, Commander.”

“No... This isn’t a nightmare... This is... The world I’ve always dreamed of!!”

I closed my eyes and forced myself to deny it. But instead of stopping, the collapse of my illusions accelerated.

“G11! UMP9! HK416! UMP45!!”

One by one, the space collapses and at the same time, they too collapse.

“Don’t go!! Don’t go!! Don’t leave me alone!!”

A bang! The illusion finally crumbled. And all I saw were dolls that despised me.

“Ha. Do you really think I like you?”

M16.

“...No matter what, I don’t want to have a serial killer as my superior.”

M4.

“...It’s disgusting, Commander.”

9A-91.

"I saw it through your eyes. You killed your family? That's disgusting~"

“Commander, I am truly disappointed.

Up to AK-12 and AN-94.

Everyone hates me. Everyone points fingers at me. No one loves me.

“Please... please stop...”

“...But Commander. Where on earth are you talking to?”

"...uh?"

After hearing that, I looked back carefully.

You stood on the rubble of a shattered illusion.

Why is it? This is my heart, a place where no one can enter.

I wore a mask to hide my true self. I locked the door to my heart because no one loved me.

As a result, no one could enter my heart. So, there should have been no one here.

Yeah, that's definitely the way it should be.

“You look sad, Commander.”

Why are you here?

The M16 was shining. Its faint smile was so dazzling that I squinted.

She approaches me. The light grows stronger and stronger, and I finally close my eyes tightly.

“...You worked hard. Ban.”

Before I knew it, she had reached my reach and gently hugged me, patting my back.

“...M16. Will you love even such a pathetic country?”

“There has never been a moment when I didn’t love you.”

I cautiously opened my eyes. But unlike before, it wasn't dazzling at all. From the moment you embraced me, I—no, we—were shining.

At that moment, I was brought back to reality. I saw UMP45 staring at me with a blank expression, M4 subduing her, and M16 embracing me.

“Are you awake now? Half?”

Her voice was soft and warm. It was a gentle voice that made me feel like she was caring for me.

“Huh... hahaha!!”

I found myself laughing out loud without realizing it. Well, anyone who saw my disgrace would laugh.

“Really... you made this mess just to save me?”

She carefully released my arm and met my eyes. Unlike before, she was smiling.

“On the contrary. You're the one who started this mess.”

I buried my head in her shoulder. Then, pouring my heart into it, my whole being, I whispered softly.

"thank you..."

“What kind?”

“Just... everything.”

“Commander!!”

Perhaps sensing that I had come to my senses, M4, who had been looking at me with tearful eyes, rushed forward in an instant and hugged me tightly.

“Sob... Thank goodness... Really... Really...”

In response, I gently stroked her back. I was so grateful and sorry for her going through all this trouble for me.

“...Thank you, and I’m sorry.”

“Thank goodness... Thank goodness...”

With those words, M4 lost consciousness. Confused, I looked at M16, but she said it was just accumulated fatigue, so I didn't have to worry.

And now that everyone was happy, there was only one person who couldn't smile.

“Huh, why? What the... is this?”

After briefly handing the M4 over to M16, I approached UMP45, who was muttering something as if he had lost his mind.

“Half...? Are you lying? We’re family... Family is something that can’t be separated!!”

She screamed and cursed, but I just looked at her with pity.

"Think about it... Do you really think you'll be happy? Yeah? Do you really think you'll be happy, away from your family?!"

“...You're right. A bird is safest in its cage.”

"Heh... yeah... you know right! Now, quickly take my hand. We'll be family again, again."

Her expression brightens. But in stark contrast, my expression darkens.

“But birds are not born to live in cages.”

With that, I turned around. Then, she started shouting in panic.

“Half...? What, what do you mean? Are you kidding? Huh?”

I heard some noise from behind me, but I tried to ignore it and just walked towards the M16.

"Ban!! Where are you going! Family, I'm here! Come back!"

“...Being betrayed by someone you trusted. It hurts more than you can imagine.”

"...uh?"

UMP45 seemed flustered and couldn't say anything. But I still didn't stop walking.

“Family games were fun, though.”

I spoke to her in a calm voice as she stared blankly at my back.

“...I hope we never have to see each other again, UMP45.”

“No... No... Ah... Aaaah... Aaaah!!!”

And then, this time, her heart is shattered.

"I'm sorry. It was my fault. Ban. Ah, no, Commander."

I can hear her voice, but it's no longer my part-time job.

Because we are not family anymore.

“Help me up, M16.”
“...”


“Don’t go!! Don’t go!! Commander!!”

She held me silently. We continued forward, trying hard to ignore UMP45.

“Ahhh... ahhhh... ahhhh!!”

Left alone in the ruins, UMP45 cried out in despair.

But no one listened to it.
***


Perhaps it was a side effect of his mental breakdown. The commander's body began to sway. Even with the support of an M16, he continued to stagger and eventually collapsed.

“Commander!”

“I’m sleepy… I’ll… sleep a little…”

Just as M16 was about to help him up from the ground, someone began to approach from far away.

Despite her many scars, her white hair still shone brightly, making her stand out. Her appearance was truly familiar.

“Thank you for your hard work.”

“Ha. You, of course. You’re the one who lost your right arm, right?”

M16, who knew that she was the owner of the wing-stabilized armor-piercing bullet that blew off UMP45's right arm, had received help from IWS-2000, no longer antagonized her.

“Pass it over.”

"...what?"

“Please pass it on.”

Until I heard her say that.

“You wouldn’t...”

The M16 quickly reloaded its gun, but the IWS-2000 was laughing.

“Huh huh... huh huh huh...”

“What’s so funny?”

When I threatened IWS-2000 in the lowest voice possible, she waved her hand and wiped away her tears.

“Haha... I think there’s a misunderstanding. It was M4 who told me to hand it over.”

"...what?"

She had a truly mysterious expression on her face that was difficult to describe in words, and she began to slowly walk towards the commander.

"I've been thinking about it. What are my feelings? Can I truly make you happy, Commander?"

IWS-2000 carefully lifted the commander into his arms. A faint smile clearly graced her face, but for some reason, her crimson eyes looked utterly sad.

“But no matter how hard I racked my brain and thought about all the possibilities, the conclusion I came to was always the same.”

She smiled. But it wasn't a smile.

“I think you get along better with the Commander than me.”

"you..."

"When he's with you, the Commander smiles. When he's with you, he feels more secure than ever."

M16 moved his lips, guessing what she wanted to say, but IWS-2000 cut her off and continued with his own words.

“...and the Commander is happier when he is with you than when he is with me.”
“...”


M16 said nothing. He knew why she came here. He knew what emotions she was harboring.

“But... I had a hard time today, too. I’ll just cross the line to this extent, just this much.”

She smiled faintly once more, carefully lifted the Commander's hair in her arms, and pressed her lips to his forehead.

"I have to be content with this. I'm broken. I'm twisted. I can't stand by him."

Then, he carefully handed the commander back to M16 and took the unconscious M4 from her.

"I'll make sure to tell the others. Spend some time alone. That's the path to your happiest life, Commander."

She turned around with a whoosh and walked away without any regrets.

"...hey."

Until the M16 called.

"why?"

"...sorry."

“Huh huhu... No.”

She turned around again and didn't stop walking.

How long had it been? She wondered, until the M16 and the commander were out of sight.

Yes. This is the right way. Because I am a broken doll. Because I am a twisted doll.

"congratulation."

But 9A-91 appeared from somewhere and stopped her.

“Mr. 9A-91?”

“I’ve been watching everything. From the beginning.”

9A-91 smiled brightly and grabbed IWS-2000's hand. Embarrassed, she tried to shake it off, but for some reason, her grip held firm.

“So. You passed my screening.”

"...yes?"

While IWS-2000 was confused, she continued speaking.

"I knew your heart for the Commander was genuine. You deserve to stand by his side."

“What, what does that mean?”

"Don't pretend you don't know. I saw it all. From beginning to end."
“...”


She remained silent for a long time. Then 9A-91 broke the silence herself.

"You deserve to be loved. You've never crossed the line, and you've worked harder for the Commander than anyone else behind the scenes."

“...Really?”

“Yes. I can guarantee it.”

Before I knew it, tears were streaming from IWS-2000's eyes. And at the same time, her mask was removed.

“Can I, even someone like me, really be loved...? Yes?”

Instead of answering, 9A-91 nodded slightly. Then, IWS-2000, his mask removed, finally began to pour out his hidden emotions.

“Sob... Me too, me too... I want to be loved. Commander, I want to be loved too.”

“I know that feeling.”

9A-91 stayed there for a long time, soothing IWS-2000. Just as she knew 9A-91's heart, he knew hers best.
***


How much time had passed? The commander, who had been lying on the M16's lap as a pillow, opened his eyes, clutching his head.

“Uh... what about M4?”

“IWS-2000 took him away. He told us to spend some time together.”

“Huh. That’s good.”

He stood up, dusting himself off, and stared blankly at the M16 beside him. Before she could open her mouth, aware of his gaze, he spoke with a brazen expression.

“Hey. Give me a lift.”

“What kind of kid are you?”

She said with a snicker. But despite her discontented tone, she obediently gave her back.

“The body is honest.”

“Where did you hear that?”

“DSR-50.”

“...Be more careful next time.”

The commander stumbled onto her back. His height made him look a bit odd, but as expected of a tactical doll, she lifted him without a problem.

“What is the first thing you want to do when you get back?”

"I'm hungry. I want to eat. Those bad guys say they're family, but they haven't even given me a piece of bread yet."

“Then what do you want to eat the most?”

“You know I’m not picky about food. As long as it’s warm and edible, I’ll be fine with anything.

After that, only trivial stories continued.

"Then I'll tell WA-2000. The commander asked me to cook."

“Edible food.”

You really can't find any nutritional value whatsoever.

“I thought of a great idea. Would you like to hear it?”

"say it."

“Walking on the edge of hell...”

“It’s a kid, isn’t it?”

Just a trivial story.

And at some point, the two of them stopped saying anything.

I couldn't figure out why, but I could definitely tell the commander had a mysterious expression on his face.

At that moment, when the weight of silence felt a little heavy, M16 cautiously opened his mouth.

“Look at that. It’s a flower. I guess it’s really spring now.”

Where she pointed, plants of all kinds were growing lushly. The sight of the green grasses turning crimson was beautiful enough to bring a smile to anyone's face.

All kinds of flowers and trees were showing off their beauty, but the most striking of them all were the red tulips.

“M16. When do you think spring comes?”

The commander, seeing that sight, opened his mouth cautiously as if he had made up his mind about something.

“Are you being realistic? Or are you being emotional?”

“Spring is warm. So, if it’s warm, it’s spring.”

“You’re emotional.”

"I'm warm now. Winter is over. The cold winter wind has given way to the warm spring sunshine."

“Since when have you become such a sentimental and literary person?”

“So thank you. Because you were spring to me.”

"...her."

M16 just chuckled and said nothing. The commander then quickly changed the subject and continued.

“That’s right. I got confessed to by M4.”

“...What? When?”

“When you guys lost consciousness.”

“So, what did you do?”

The flustered M16 quickly turned to his commander. Then, with a small sigh, he opened his mouth.

"...I refused. I hadn't learned how to be loved yet. And how to love either."

“...Is that so?”

"And then I said it with my own mouth. I'm everyone's commander. I shouldn't favor anyone."

M16 thought. That was a down answer, and therefore a slightly disappointing one.

“...That's a great point. So...”

So I smiled awkwardly and tried to confirm his words. Then, suddenly, I felt his arm around my neck tighten.

And then he kissed my cheek.

“Huh, Commander?”

“But... I feel like I can’t live without you anymore. What should I do..?”

And I was taken aback by the series of shocking statements.

“What, what did you say?”

“I’m going to sleep. Don’t talk to me.”

He looked flustered and unresponsive. But the commander said nothing more and closed his eyes.

“Commander? Commander!”

No matter how many times I called him, there was no answer.

"...under."

My head is spinning. What on earth is going on?

But her heart was more complicated than her head, so she didn't know what to do.

Because it was my first time feeling this way.

In that empty, desolate field, only the commander, with one eye closed and his breathing irregularly, and the M16, blushing in embarrassment at the feeling he was experiencing for the first time, remained.
***


After that, the two remained silent. Perhaps because they had nothing to say, or perhaps because they were both embarrassed. Only they knew.

“Commander!!!”

After walking for a while in a silence that felt heavy yet somehow light, the two were finally able to reunite with everyone who was waiting for them.

“I’m out, guys.”

“Hwaaang!! Commander!!”

“Commander... That’s a relief..”

He carefully got off the back of the M16 and got into the car while receiving everyone's greetings.

"I'll drive. Everyone else is in bad shape, so let's talk on the way."

The car started off with a rough engine roar, but for some reason, unlike the bustling atmosphere just a moment ago, a quiet silence followed.

“Guys.”

Of course, the silence didn't last long. Eventually, the commander, unable to bear it any longer, spoke out, shattering the silence.

"thank you."
“...”


“What? What’s wrong with you guys?”

But everyone seemed taken aback by the sudden, friendly gesture from their commander, and remained silent. Of course, there was a plausible reason for this. The last thing they saw of him before losing consciousness was a cold, distant expression.

“...Well, to break the ice, I have some good news and some bad news. Which one do you want to hear first?”

“Bad news.”

As soon as he finished speaking, M4's reply came. Then, with a meaningful smile, the commander spoke to her.

“I had my first kiss.”

“...What did you say?”

Crunch. The sound of teeth grinding. The commander laughed loudly at the cold expression on the M4's face.

“Hahaha!! First, let’s hear some good news. Okay?”

“...What is it?”

“Ada didn’t follow.”

“Phew!!!!”

Reactions to his bombshell remarks varied.

AR-15 spits out the water it was drinking as if it was flustered.

RO635 and 9A-91 blush silently.

M16 laughs loudly. And.

"thank god."

M4 and IWS-2000 say they are glad with serious expressions.

“You crazy bitches.”

It was harsh language, but he was smiling. That's why no one was offended.

"Let's try our pure SOP2. There's no reaction."

“Hehe~”

"...uh?"

SOP2, blushing, smiled sinisterly and brought the commander's hand to his cheek, rubbing it roughly. The flustered commander tried to pull his hand away, but he couldn't escape the tactical doll's grip.

"Commander. You really didn't think I knew that? Huh?"

“Haha! I got a hit.”

The commander laughed for a long time, then turned serious again.

“...Thank you, for doing this for a guy like me.”
“...”


They didn't say anything. They just smiled quietly at him.

“So I prepared a gift. Would you like to receive it?”

“A gift? Great!!”

SOP2 seemed excited and nuzzled her face into his arms. Instead of pushing her away, he gently stroked her hair. Only after taking a deep breath could he open his mouth.

“Hey guys. Do you like old stories?”
***


From that day on, the Commander changed completely. For the better, of course.

He doesn't curse often and he doesn't even touch a cigarette.

Moreover, we are all delighted to see you, Commander, treating everyone with the same warmth as before, if not even more so.

However, there's something a little odd. For some reason, the Commander and M16 seem reluctant to look at each other, and their faces turn red. Perhaps there was some kind of argument.

Anyway, the Commander's past was so dark, it was heartbreaking. It made me wonder how he managed to maintain such a good nature.

The Commander was strangely calm when recounting his past. Apparently, according to M16, he cried and groaned when he first spoke.

Well, that's not the important thing. What's important is that the door to the Commander's heart has opened.

However, he said he would tell the other dolls a little later. He said he still lacks the courage.

Still, we are happy. That's why, one day, Commander, you'll find the courage to tell everyone about your past...

“Oh shit!!!”

“Huh, Commander?”

Startled by the sudden swearing from his commander, 9A-91 quickly ran to his room. Opening the door and turning his gaze, he saw the commander there, washing his face and cooling off.

“Commander! Are you alright?”

“Ah... please...”

"Wh, what's wrong? Please tell me."

He hesitated to speak, but when he saw 9A-91's worried gaze, he cautiously opened his mouth.

“...Two dolls are coming to support us for about a month.”

“Who is he?”

The commander answered her question, which she knew nothing about, with a sigh he had gathered from deep within his abdomen.

"There are two psychopaths who believe they are wolves."

Mask and Family Part 1 Complete


Part 1 Review and Q&A
 


At first, it was just an idea that came to me while I was going to the hair salon to get my hair cut.
     


"How about a yandere novel where the commander smokes heavily and has a foul mouth?"
     


And while I was cutting my hair, I thought, "Wouldn't it be fun to add PTSD and inner vulnerability to this?"
     


The first scene that came out like that was UMP45 and him telling each other stories from the past. In fact, up until this point, I had no intention of UMP45 becoming the final boss of Part 1.
     


But I thought it would be a real pain if he kidnapped her and gaslighted her. That's how this novel came about.
     


Actually, it's quite different from the original concept. According to the original plan, the commander was supposed to be a child around 16 years old, and he was supposed to be small due to poor nutrition.
     


However, this idea was soon dismissed. Yandere is a genre that people either love or hate, and adding shota to the mix seemed like it would be a hellish outcome.
     


And there are a lot of missing episodes. For example, the poker game with Springfield and Wachchan's full course bread, the mission to find the crazy woman who wrote the BL novel Commander X Kruger who came up on that stove, and the commander who turned into a baby after taking drugs. There were a lot.
     


There's no reason why all of this content was omitted, it's because it doesn't have a big impact on the story, but I thought it would make the atmosphere too light.
     


But now that I think about it, I should've included a few more. Seeing as how many people escaped because of the devastation...
     


There are also quite a few changes to the content. The most notable ones include the normalization of the 9A-91, its encounter with the AK-12 and AN-94, and the alliedization of the HK416.
     


In fact, Rebellion was originally slated to appear only as a phone call until the end of Part 1. But one reader said they were desperately waiting for the Rebellion squad to appear...
     


I was afraid that you might get tired of waiting until Part 2 and leave, so I put it in secretly. Of course, you won't be able to do it in the future.
     


And HK416 was going to go to M16 and say, "Now I know the commander better than you. I won," and win mentally, but then he got beaten and realized that his affection for the commander was being pushed aside, and he was going to cry, but I think it's better that it's changed.
     


Because I'm the only sane person in the crazy 404 group, I've developed a unique personality. Of course, readers may think differently.
     


Oh, and personally, the scene that I liked the most in the ending was the commander's confession, which wasn't originally a confession.
     


I just went straight to the car and got a nogari, but as I wrote, I unconsciously developed an affection for the M16.
     


I didn't really like the M16 originally, but as I wrote the piece, I felt like I changed.
     


On the other hand, there are also scenes that I regret not being able to include.
     


In the last episode, when the commander was casually talking about the past, I tried to include a scene where SOP was fidgeting and returning the cigarettes he had taken in episode 2.
     


The commander laughs and throws the cigarette out the window, saying that he has decided to quit smoking and that he doesn't need it anymore. This was a scene that I liked, but I couldn't include it because it was close to 10,000 characters long and time was tight... Sob, sob, what a pity.
     


By the way, the cigarettes represent the commander's mental state. As shown in episode 2, before M16 uncovered his past, he smoked two packs a day. Early in the series, he regained some stability and smoked one pack a day. After experiencing various incidents, he went back and forth, and finally, in the final episode, he quit smoking altogether.
     


So, if the commander smokes in Part 2, it can be seen as a sign of mental instability.
     


If we're going to talk about Part 2 in earnest... First of all, I'd like to apologize.
      


Part 2 of the series will probably be published much later.
     


There are two main reasons, but the biggest reason is that I only had in mind the prologue, ending, and two major events in the middle for Part 2.
     


Since there were so many changes in the middle of Part 1, where most of the story was planned out in advance, I want to come back with a tightly planned Part 2.
     


And the second thing is, I'm not going to have much time now.
     


It's still early in the semester, so it doesn't really matter, but once the semester officially starts, I don't think I'll be able to do a daily series. Sorry.
     


Part 2 will probably start next vacation.
     


It's not that I won't do anything in the meantime. I've been thinking about several side stories.
     


First of all, the confirmed ones are AK-12 and Sun-ae. Since their treatment in Part 1 was so pitiful... I plan to write one episode assuming they make it to the ending of Part 2.
     


And what I'm planning is that Yandere M16 and 9A-91 don't awaken, and in the end, there's a commander (a waste product) who commits suicide.
     


I don't know when it will be, but I will definitely write about AK-12 Pure Love before the start of Part 2.
     


And I'm telling you in advance, I wouldn't say the atmosphere of Part 1 was all that bright... but Part 2 is going to be a bit darker. It's going to be a bit intense from the start.
     


This rambling was long. I've only just finished Part 1. Anyone reading this would think I'm wrapping up a long story with over 100 episodes.
   


Okay, now let's do a quick Q&A.
     


To HanAe
     


= Yes, that's right. The AK-15, in particular, has been designed with a commander and personal storyline. I think you can look forward to it.
     


Dear Patchouli
     


= As you can see from the cover, the winner of Part 1 is M16. And even if it's just an IF, individual IFs are prepared for Part 2. Part 1 is a bit tight, so even if I show up, I can see UMP45's single-minded ending.
     


To Toho Suika
     


=IF I have an idea! Since there's a long gap between Part 1 and Part 2, I think I should show my face every now and then.
     


Okay. That's it. Honestly, I was expecting about 5, but there were only 3, so I'm a little sad.
     


I'm a bit narrow-minded. If you've asked specifically, please leave a comment about the side story you'd like to see. The more specific, the better. I'll write about it someday. (Except for R-rated content.)
     


As a side note, when I first started writing, it took me three days to write a 3,000-character piece, but at some point, it became a daily series, and if I kept at it, I could even continue writing. They say that people are growing animals, but I never thought I would experience this firsthand.
     


That concludes the review. Now, it's time to express my gratitude to our readers.
     


Thank you. I repeat, I was able to come this far thanks to the readers who have seen my imperfect work.
     


Thank you for being with me for a month and a half—a long time, if you say it's long, but a short time, if you say it's short. I wish you, my readers, only happiness today, and for the rest of your lives.
     


Thank you. I see you dream.


AK-12 Side Story - Hand in Hand
 


There's a saying that if the body is worth a thousand nyang, the eyes are worth nine hundred nyang. This shows how important the eyes are to humans.
     


And now I have lost both eyes.
     


It wasn't a serious injury. It would be a problem since I'd have to get a new prosthesis fitted in a few days anyway. But the discomfort was unavoidable.
     


The inability to see ahead can be incredibly terrifying, since humans rely on sight for most of their senses.
     


But I'm okay, because she's by my side.
     


Holding hands, we took each step forward cautiously. She filled in my shortcomings, so I had nothing to fear.
     


"oh..."
     


I couldn't keep up with her pace. I almost fell, but her gentle hands held me steady.
     


“Let’s go slowly.”
     


“Isn’t the commander slow?”
     


“...Have you forgotten what state I am in right now?”
     


“Hmm~”
     


It's so shameless. But even that is charming, and that's why it's lovable.
     


“Do you not know that you are trying to hold me back when I fall?”
     


“Oh my, Commander, do I look like that kind of woman to you?”
     


"uh."
     


“You know what I mean. You’re smart.”

And then she giggles and smiles. Her smile is so beautiful that I regret not being able to see it.
     


To be honest, I felt a little puzzled. How did I, who used to hate her, even loathe her, end up like this? I guess that day's events played a huge role.
     


“So, where do you want to go?”
     


“If I’m with you, anywhere is fine.”
     

“...”

     


I blurted out some unfamiliar words, but there was no response. She was clearly blushing right now.
     


“...I got hit.”
     


“So. You don’t like it?”
     


Her hand wrapped around my waist. She didn't answer, but I could tell what she wanted to say.
     


"By the way, how did you do it? The competition must have been fierce."

As soon as news spread that I had injured my eye, most of the puppets within the command center volunteered to assist me.
     


I just wanted to go back and forth, but they said it wasn't often that they had the opportunity to monopolize me, so they chose a one-person management system, and this is the result.
     


“There is a way to do everything~”
     


I still can't forget the reactions of the other dolls when they won the AK-12.
     


“What are you going to do about the other kids being jealous...”
     


I was worried. Most of the puppets in our command center had affection for me—no, it was a bit too heavy to call it affection.
     


Anyway, they were full of something heavy, so they were very jealous.
   


But my words couldn't continue, because her slender index finger covered my lips.
     


"Today is a day just for you and me. So, no mention of other dolls."
     


Her reaction, which was strange enough to be called jealousy, brought a smile to my lips without me realizing it.
     


“Well, since today is our day, can I ask you a question?”
     


“Anything.”
     


My hands clasped together felt strong. And my heart also felt warm.
     


“Then... what made you like me?”
     


“Well... there are countless, but if I had to choose just one, it would be our first meeting that made me curious.”
     


“Ah. When you gave me that model grenade?”

“You remember? I was going to get mad if you forgot.”

I chuckled. It was fun to hear old stories, but perhaps it was also because I felt good being with her.
     


"I didn't realize it then, but thinking back now, it's ridiculous. What kind of idiot would hand someone a grenade with the safety pin pulled out on their first meeting?"
     


"Isn't that what I was trying to say? The image of him staring blankly, emotionless, with a grenade in his hand, just about to explode. It's still etched in my mind."

AK-12 recalled his first encounter with him. He was so lifeless, he was almost mechanical.
     


No matter what he did, he showed no emotion. Whether his operations succeeded or failed, whether someone praised him or criticized him, or even whether he was shot in the shoulder, he showed no reaction.
     


I became curious about him, who was motionless as if he was wearing a mask.
     


That's why I wanted to see his reaction. It didn't matter if he was surprised, flustered, or angry. What I wanted to see was his emotional shift.
     


But even when the grenade was placed in his hand, he showed no reaction. Instead, he looked at the grenade with a relaxed expression, as if he could finally rest.
     


“Yes. Usually, love begins with curiosity.”
     


“Really? Then why am I hostile?”
     


“...You’re going to start a good conversation like that?”
     


I glared at him, filled with a stinging, resentful glare, but he closed his eyes and couldn't see me. That was such a shame.
     


Because I want to show him my jealous side. Because I want to show him my pouty side. Because I want to show him my beautiful side, the side I've worked hard to cultivate for him.
     


"Well, it must have been strange from your perspective. A person who came to help for a few days, working all day without sleeping, would be so curious that I'd probably play a prank on him once, wouldn't I?"
   


“I know, that’s enough~”

“Hey, are you upset?”
     


“No?”
     


“No, I can tell just by your voice.”
     


His rough but warm hand rested on my head. To be honest, I wasn't particularly offended, but his touch always felt good, so I didn't say anything.
     


“Just look at it once. Okay?”

“...If I stay like this for 5 minutes.”
     


His hands continued to stroke my hair without stopping. Before I knew it, my face had long since relaxed.
     


“Can I ask you something too?”
     


“Anything.”
     


“Then what made you fall in love with me?”
     


“Um... Wait a minute, there are so many that it would take a long time to choose just one.”
     


“Really, you speak well.”
     


He remained silent for a long time, wondering if what he said was true. In the meantime, I savored the moment with him, savoring the breeze that blew by.
     


“There are so many, but if I had to choose one, it would be the day we made up.”
     


The answer I came up with after much deliberation was, as expected, exactly what I expected. It was great.
     


"But isn't that a bit much? It's strange not to accept an apology in that situation."

"As long as the outcome is good, that's all that matters. After all, it was I who saved you back then."

“Well, if you weren’t here back then, what would I be doing now?”

“Wouldn’t it be that I became a mad dog’s attachment doll?”

"oh..."
     


“So, you should always be grateful to me.”

This time, I stroked his head. Because of the significant height difference, I had to reach up, but it always felt good to touch his head, so it didn't matter.
     


“No. Why do you guys like stroking my hair so much?”
     


“Hmm... because you’re like a child?”
     


He grimaced as if he was dissatisfied with the way I stroked his head, but I didn't stop my hand.
     


He was a child. A child struggling with his own sins, needing someone to lean on. Of course, he's matured enough now to be someone's support, but for some reason, I couldn't stop treating him like a child.
     


“...The height difference is this big?”
     


“Well? At that age, if he had tilted his chair and hit his head while playing and passed out, wouldn’t he just be a kid?”
     


“Hey, you piece of shit...”

“Besides, I think the chairs in the commander’s office were changed to fixed ones after that day?”
     


This time, it was his turn to blush. I didn't miss the opportunity and dug in.
     


“Hahaha... Everyone in my class is so tall and well-built, I guess they can’t do without me?”
     


“Hey, you bitch...”
   


“So, you don’t like it?”
     


“No. Okay.”

Hug, this time he hugged me. He only had one arm, but his embrace felt so cozy.
     


“Isn’t there something you should say in times like this?”
     

“...”

     


Perhaps embarrassed, he didn't say anything. That made me want to tease him even more.
     


“Haha... Is this the only time you get shy?”
     


My heart is pounding, I can feel his heartbeat accelerating as our chests touch. Seriously, this reaction he always shows me is so cute, so funny, so enjoyable, I can't stop teasing him.
     


“Ah~ You used to be so nice to me. AK-12. I love you. Like that... yikes!”
     


Unfortunately, I couldn't continue. This time, his rough but warm hand silenced my mouth.
     


I carefully examined his face, and indeed, he greeted me with a face so flushed that the word ‘red’ was not enough.
     


"surrender..."

"huh?"
     


I gently removed the hand from my mouth and asked him again. He seemed hesitant. He sighed and opened his mouth.
     


“...I lost. Stop it.”
     


“Hmm~ I don’t know what you’re talking about?”
     


“...I love you. I love you. AK-12.”

He hugged me again. I was a little surprised by his strength, which was stronger than I expected. But soon, his smile returned and I stroked his head.
     


“Hahaha. I love you too. Ban.”

There was silence for a long time after that. He was embracing me, enjoying the moment, and I was also enjoying this happy moment.
     


A warm breeze blows, and in his warm embrace, we share each other's body heat and whisper our love.
     


I'm really happy.
     


“I never thought we would live such a happy life.”

“...That’s true.”

I thought about the things I'd experienced with him. No, I didn't have to think about it, but seeing him now always brought it to mind.
     


His body was a mess, with not a single part intact. He had always been uncaring of his body.
     


“You’re thinking bad thoughts again.”
     


As much as I knew him, he knew me too. So, I think he sensed what I was thinking.
     


"You know I'm not going to do field work anymore, right? Or is it that I can't?"

“If you say you’re going to leave with that body, you’ll really be locked up.”
     


He lets out a wry smile. It used to be a constant presence on his lips, something I'd seen often, but now, a natural smile is more common than a wry one, so it's become the complete opposite.
   


“What would happen if AN-94 saw us arguing like this?”
     


“If you don’t explain it in 5 seconds, this area will turn red.”
     


He tried desperately to change the subject. He chuckled, and a smile crept back onto my face.
     


"It's only because it's you that I'm holding on for five seconds. I was surprised when I saw the shadows disappear from your eyes the moment you held hands with SOP2 last time."
     


“Hehehe...”

I couldn't help but laugh. It wasn't just us who had changed.
     


“But where am I? I feel like I’ve been walking here for a while now.”
     


“Yeah. I was following you.”
“...?”

     


He turned his head toward me, as if bewildered. His eyes were closed, but I could feel him glaring at me harshly.
     


“So. You’re saying that you couldn’t see ahead of you, so you followed me, being led by my hand?”
     


“Yeah. Is there a problem?”
     


"I see..."
     


Now, beyond absurdity, he reacted as if he were liberated. I naturally placed my hand on his head.
     


“Ugh~ Can’t you do that next time?”
     


“...Please let me shoot you just once.”

“Hahaha! Just kidding!”
     


I like how he reacts so strongly to even the slightest teasing. He may seem harsh, but I like how he's always there for us.

And I love him so much for loving me.
     


"We're in front of the command center. It's already dinnertime. Let's go get something to eat."
     


“Really. Just open your eyes.”
     


He speaks threateningly, but the warmth in his voice can't be hidden. After all, you've always been like that.
     


He may look rough, but he's soft-hearted inside. He may act dismissive, but behind the scenes, he's more considerate than anyone else. It's always been that way. From the first time we met, and always has been.
     


That's why I liked you. I liked you for forgiving me for doing such a terrible thing.
     


“What are you thinking about?”

"Are you too lost in your own thoughts?" he said to me, still standing.
     


“Thinking of you~”

"Let's go quickly and stop talking nonsense. Or else I'll go first."
     


“Haha... okay.”

Do you know how I feel? No. Actually, you do. You're quick-witted. As proof, you always smile at me.
     


“Why are you laughing all of a sudden?”
     


“That’s right. Isn’t it because I’m so happy to be with you?”
     


He chuckles. And then he says.
     


“Me too. I can’t even see, but I feel strangely happy.”
     


After that, I went about my normal daily life. I ate, did a quick stretch, and then, well, I was asked why I was sleeping in the same bed, but we'd already seen everything, so why bother now?

So we shared each other's body temperature and fell asleep.
     

     

     

***

     

   

     


"...eww."
     


Open your eyes. No, no matter how hard you try, you can't open them.
     


The only thing I can do, blind as I am, is to feel around and look for her.
     


“Hey. Are you next to me?”
     


There was no answer. Instead, she gently took my hand in hers.
     


“...Yeah. Please stay by my side like that.”
   


So, I was happy.
     



IF - An Apology Too Late (Depleted)
 


-Episode 31 9A-91 Awakening Failed Route-
     

     

     

     


“Huh huhu...”
 


The UMP45 felt good. To be precise, it felt good.
     


Because it was obvious at a glance that his mind was gradually crumbling.
     


Moreover, the circumstances were perfectly aligned. M16, the biggest obstacle, was now unconscious, leaving no one to stop him.
     


His occasional dead gaze was heartbreaking, but there was nothing I could do. It was merely a brief ordeal for our happy future.
     


“Commander~ I’m out♪”
     


Rationalizing like that, I went into the commanding officer's office again today to meet him.
     


But it wasn't the commander who welcomed me.
     


A chair and a pistol lay strewn across the floor. And next to them, a pool of bright red blood.
     


“...Commander?”
     


When I raised my head, I saw blood dripping from my head down to my toes. And a rope hanging around my neck.

"...uh?"

When I raise my head a little more, what I see is a large hole between my eyebrows.
   


“Uh...ah?”

The smile on my face had long since vanished. All I could do was make a stupid sound.
     


Thoughts cease, and only questions fill my mind. Something, something is wrong.
     


What the... Commander? Why? Why on earth?
     


As he stared blankly at the scene of the accident, the rope around his neck came loose and he fell with a thud.
      


“Commander!!”
     


Only then did UMP45 come to her senses, quickly moving towards him. However, what greeted her was not his usual warm smile, but his corpse, which had been warm just moments before.
     


“Ah... ahh... aaaah!!!”
   


And so the commander passed away.
***

     

     

     


"I look around, but there's no one on my side. There are only wolves out to devour me. Everyone's trying to strip me of my mask. No one can protect me. It's hard, it's scary, I want to run away. I'll stop now... I'm sorry for breaking my promise, Jin. And M16."
   


G36, with swollen eyes, spoke in a voice filled with tears.
     


“...This is the full text of the will.”
     


The dolls didn't believe it. They tried to deny it, dismissed it as a lie, and covered their eyes.
     


But what greets them is his cold, frozen corpse.
     


The large hole between his eyebrows, the rope marks on his neck, and the bloodstains all over his body didn't lie.
     


There was no other choice but to simply accept reality.
     


Just shedding tears, sobbing, and despairing. That was all that was allowed.
     


I didn't even know why. What was the wolf and the mask he spoke of, and who on earth was the Jin mentioned in the will?
     


But that's why it was all the more sad. Because it was proof that he never opened his heart. That he didn't trust them.
     


Conversely, there were dolls that knew everything or only knew a little.
     


Upon seeing the commander's body, IWS-2000 committed suicide. Without even leaving a will, he simply apologized, erased his mind map backup, and then passed away.
     


“Hehehe... Commander... That’s fortunate...”
     


9A-91 remained locked in his room. He simply grabbed a doll, called it "Commander," and chuckled.
     


If just one person had helped him, if just one person had been on his side, he wouldn't have died.
     


She had her chance. But she kicked it away. And she knew it.
     


Guilt. Only guilt overwhelmed her. The trembling wouldn't stop, and no matter how many times she closed her eyes or opened them, all she could think of was the commander's corpse.
     


She ultimately decided to escape reality. Even if it meant being with a fantasy commander, she would be happy.
     


You will be happy.
     


And there were dolls that knew everything but didn't commit suicide or run away from reality.
     


“...Why.”

However, she was suffering from pain worse than suicide and escapism.
     


UMP45 was walking aimlessly, her eyes dead. She walked with a truly irresponsible gait, without even a set destination in mind.
     


Because I felt like I would go crazy if I didn't do anything.
     


As I knew everything, I saw everything.
     


That's why my heart ached even more.
     


His signature was identical to his brother's: a bullet piercing through the eye. A rope around his neck.
     


He passed away without ever being able to erase his guilt towards his younger brother.
     


The reason he died was his mental limitations. Unable to withstand the heavy affection of the dolls, who pressured him under the pretext of love, he ultimately collapsed.
     


And I was the first to actively try to bring him down.
     


...it's no different from what I killed.
     


I can't open my eyes. I want to escape this miserable and cruel reality.
     


But what qualifications do I have to do that?
     


I was the one who killed him, but I was the one who pushed him the hardest.
     


He clearly said it with his own mouth. It was a promise to his brother, so he could never die.
     


But he broke his promise to his brother. Thinking about it the other way around, it's clear he was so devastated that he broke the most precious promise of his life.
     


And what was I doing while he was having such a hard time?
     


He mentally pressured me to take off my mask. He planned to kidnap me if I failed. He rationalized it as a way to protect all of us.
     


“Ha... Hehehe!!”
     


I laughed. This hellish situation was hilarious, and I found myself so stupid.
     


When I opened my eyes to face reality, even if it was forced, my heart began to ache.
     


What should I do next? How can I change this situation? Commander... will I never see you again...?

No matter how much I rack my brain, I can't find an answer.
     


As I was walking, staggering and half-conscious, I arrived at the commander's grave.
     


“Ah... ahh... ahhh!!”
     


When I look at his grave, I remember seeing his body.
     


His body hangs precariously like a puppet that has lost its pilot.
     


“Ugh... ugh...”
     


I feel nauseous. My mind is starting to break down again.
     


The pain in my chest grew even more intense. Now, even when I closed my eyes, the pain didn't go away.
     


“...You achieved your goal. Congratulations.”
     


“...M16?”
     


As I writhe in guilt, a familiar doll approaches me.
     


“That’s right. Weren’t you doing that to kill the commander?”

“Ah... no. That, that’s not it!”
     


“Are you trying to say something like ‘I loved you’ now? Huh?”
     


I spoke incoherently, forgetting to even hide my emotions. My mask had long since fallen off.
     


She strode towards me, her voice thick and thin. I wanted to say something, but my mouth wouldn't open.
     


"You knew everything. How difficult it was for the Commander, how fragile he was. His past. Everything."
     


“Oh, no. What I, what I wanted was... just... just...”
     


But the conversation couldn't continue. I knew what I was doing.
     


"Why? It was a success. The mask removal. But it wasn't just the mask that was removed."

"Suddenly," she says, gritting her teeth. But I can't argue with her.
     


"Oh, no... You know... Right? You, you saw what I think of the Commander..."
     


“I really want to see this!!”
     


“Crack!!”
     


Ugh, her heartfelt fist slammed into my stomach. The force was so strong that I couldn't withstand the impact and rolled to the ground.
     


“Ugh... Huh...”
     


I couldn't breathe. As I writhe in pain, clutching my stomach, she grabs me by the collar and lifts me up.
     


“That’s what you’re talking about? Huh? You killed him!!! And you’re saying something like that?”
     


“Ah... no... I... I...”
     


I couldn't even resist. No, I didn't even have the will to resist. I had no choice but to shed tears and make excuses.
     


“What is it... What is it!!!”
     


She gritted her teeth as she raised her other hand to punch, but then stopped and threw me to the ground.
     


“Ugh... Ugh...”

“...You said you loved me. If you loved me... you should have treated me better...”
 


“I’m sorry… I’m sorry…”
     


I repeated the same words over and over again like a broken doll. I hated myself for being unable to do anything else.
     


“If you catch my eye again, I’ll kill you for real.”
     


With those words, M16 left. Her gait lacked her usual composure.
     


“Ugh... Hehehe...”

Rain began to fall from the gloomy clouds. And at the same time, I was also creating rain.
     


“I’m sorry… I’m sorry… Commander…”
     


His body was covered in dirt and dust, and he looked shabby, even drenched in rain. But he couldn't stop apologizing.
     


“I’m sorry… I’m sorry…”
     


I held onto his grave, weeping and apologizing. That was all I could do.
     


“I’m sorry!! I’m really… I’m really sorry, Commander...”
     


My heart is torn apart. An indescribable pain grips me.
     


But I know that the pain you've been through is nothing compared to what I'm going through right now.
     


Why did I only realize this now? If only I had known even just a little bit sooner, I wouldn't have done this.
     


I regret it. I regret my choice.
     


I'm so sorry, Commander. I won't do it again.
     


I won't play any mean pranks. I'll be honest with you about my feelings...
     


I apologize. I apologize for my stupid and selfish behavior.
     


“So... so please... give me one more chance...”
     


But no matter how much I say, nothing changes. A belated apology is nothing more than an excuse.

No matter how fast you regret it, it's always too late.
     

     



IF - What if the commander was a child?
 


Squeak...

As I opened the door and went in, I saw a man smoking a cigarette diligently on the balcony. He was probably the commander, but he didn't seem to notice me yet, as he was smoking a cigarette in silence and staring blankly out the window.

"excuse me..."

I summoned the courage to greet him, but he still frowned and stared blankly out the window. I finally waited patiently for him to finish his cigarette and quietly observed him.

The red uniform that indicated he was the commander of the Griffin, and upon closer inspection of his face, the scar on his left eye and the dark circles densely filling the area beneath it indirectly indicated the kind of life he had lived.

Moreover, his gray eyes, thick with fatigue, were heavy, as if he was looking into a sunken abyss. His dark gaze, as if he would be sucked in if he continued to look at it, was sharp and looked extremely sad.

And there was something more important than those things.

“Oh, you’re the one coming today.”

Short stature, ill-fitting, baggy uniform, and a boyish voice.

Because he was... a child.
***


Episode 17.

“Thank you. So, what are your thoughts?”
“...”


He is a child. A child of about ten years old.

But he killed his brother. He killed his father. He killed his mother.

It was pitiful.

Far from becoming independent, he was not loved at an age when he should have been loved, he killed his family, and took on the heavy burden of being a commander.

It's normal to go crazy. It's impossible for a child whose ego hasn't yet developed to remain sane after experiencing something like that.

No, it's something even adults find difficult to handle. It's normal to go crazy, lose your mind, or commit suicide.

But he persevered, maintaining his goodness and admitting and accepting his sins.

That's why I felt sorry for him. I felt sorry for him. I felt a kinship with his past.

Without realizing it, I grabbed his hand. It was small, rough, and warm.

“Hey, is that a substitute for an answer?”

I didn't say anything. I just tightened my grip a little.

The resulting silence lasted for a long time. But neither of us bothered to break it.

Because this moment was good.

“Are you okay?”

"what?"

“Are you okay with going through things like that?”

But a question suddenly arose in my mind and broke the silence without a second thought.
“...”


He seemed to think for a moment, then smiled and opened his mouth.

“No. It’s really hard.”

"... uh?"

The face was clearly smiling. No, it wasn't smiling.

“I feel like I’m going to die. I always have dreams where my brother hates me, my father hates me, and my mother hates me.”

Her eyes were trembling, and her voice was filled with moisture. The hands she held were already beginning to weep.

“If I had done a little better, if I had been a little more patient, if I had been a little smarter, this wouldn’t have happened.”

“What is that...”
 


“The end of a nightmare is always my destruction.”

I couldn't help but be taken aback by his sudden outpouring of words.

"I'm afraid of falling asleep. No? I'm just afraid of living. Am I really worthy of living? I killed my family? I killed people? Am I truly worthy of living?"

His body was trembling so much that the trembling was now transmitted to me through the hand I was holding.

"If the dolls learned of my sordid past, what would they think of me? Would they loathe me? Would they be disgusted? Would they hate me?"

There was no room to even intervene. He was so desperate.

"But I can't show weakness. I'm the commander. I'm in a position where I have to reassure everyone."

After blaming himself for a while, he suddenly came to his senses, closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and opened his mouth.

“...So, please let me rely on you just a little bit.”

"...what?"

He always spoke informally to everyone, but this was the first time he used formal language. And I couldn't hide my shock at his shocking remark.

"You're a bad person just like me, so you can understand this much, right?"

“What is that...”

He smiles. Not the awkward, uncomfortable smile he always shows, but a childlike, innocent smile.

“It’s hard. I’m scared. I want to throw a tantrum.”

He leaned his head on my shoulder. Embarrassed, I tried to say something, but he spoke faster.

“So, please, UMP45 sister, be my support.”

With those words, he closed his eyes. And soon, breathing evenly, he fell into a deep sleep.

His breathing echoed, "Ss ...

I carefully moved his head to my knees and laid him on the floor. I wanted to make him as comfortable as possible.

I reached out and touched his sleeping face. How could someone so innocent have lived such a difficult life?

I felt sorry for him. I felt a sense of kinship with him. That's why, as he said, I wanted to be his support.

Sigh, I laughed. Since when did I become so concerned about others?

But I didn't feel particularly bad. In fact, I really liked this moment.

We were shining under the moonlight.
***


Episode 25

“Umm... 45, sister...?”

The atmosphere was noticeably different from usual, the faint smell of alcohol, and the formality.

“Hehehe... Sister...”

While I was organizing my mind map in this chaotic situation, he came into my arms and I could smell his scent at the same time.

Even on normal days, I can smell his body, his shampoo, and his alcohol.

I laughed.

“Huh huhu... Half. Yes, it’s me. UMP45.”

He carefully lifted his head and our eyes met. Instead of the lifeless gaze he always gave me, I was greeted by a truly innocent gaze befitting his age.

“Sister... Sister... Sister, you’re on my side, right? You won’t... get angry and yell at me, right?”

“Huh? What does that mean?”

His expression grew even more gloomy. Tears had already welled up in his eyes, and the hand holding me was already trembling.

“Me too... I’m having a hard time too... M16 sister keeps... Heh... Heh...”

"... what?"

Wait. Did I hear that wrong?

“M16... Sister?”

“...Yeah. Sister M16.”

“Why is M16 your older sister?”

Something, something feels off. That title, that title of "sister," was clearly meant only for me, and I alone should be his sister. Why? Why.

Why do you call M16 "sister"?

“Because M16 said she would be my support... Because she knows about my past.”

His voice was so cold it was almost hoarse. But, drunk, he couldn't read the situation and just ramblingly confessed everything.

“But... M16 Noona... yelled at me and got angry today... I’m having a hard time...”

"...aha."

But she was smart, and even more than that, she was clever.

I roll out a mind map that's quickly cooled down. How can I achieve the best situation for myself?

How can I make this child mine?

One, two, three. I count while organizing my mind map. And then again, one, two, three.

Okay, we have the answer.

"Half. That's not family. It's not family who nags, yells, and scolds you when you're having a hard time."

“...What does that mean?”

He stops crying and looks at me. His eyes are moist and slightly bloodshot. And his expression, so lovely and filled with doubt, is enough to excite me.

Ahh... my lower abdomen is tingling, this is the first time I've felt something like this.

Force yourself to calm down. This is the most crucial stage, and if you lose your temper here, you won't be able to grasp the bigger picture.

"A true family is one that hugs and comforts you when times are tough. Just like that."

Although he had a small, dwarf back, the load he carried was truly heavy, so I carefully brushed his back to relieve the weight of the load.

“Ugh... ugh...”

As expected, he started to sob again, and I cautiously put my mouth to his ear.

“That’s why. I’m your only real family and older sister.”

A jolt appears, and his body trembles. A gap appears in his mask, and I drive a wedge into it.

"So, half. Take off your masks and become a family."

“Huh... Huh... Eww!!”

The mask broke and he began to cry sadly.

A multitude of emotions must be racing through his mind right now: relief, liberation, and satisfaction.

But on the other hand, I only had one feeling in my heart.

Love, love, only love.

Yes, this is love. Only I can give him that love.

Only I can be his family!

“Ugh...”

Perhaps it was because I was so excited. My body was so heated that I couldn't hold it in any longer.

But I still had to endure it. It was still too early.

“Sigh... Sigh...”

While I was trying so hard to calm my body, he was already asleep in my arms, breathing evenly.

Thank goodness. I'm so grateful. If this child had seen my expression just now, if he had seen me with my flushed face and that ecstatic smile on my face, he would have been a little embarrassed.

Yeah, that's really fortunate.

-bang!

As I was momentarily swayed by a sense of relief, the door opened and a very familiar doll came in.

“...What is going on?”

“Hello. M16.”

M16, who entered the room, quickly rolled his eyes and assessed the situation.

A broken bottle of liquor. The commander, turned to rice cake and asleep in UMP45's arms. And...

UMP45, with a flushed face and a truly ecstatic smile.

It was the worst.

"You yelled at the commander and scolded him today? Isn't that too much for a child?"

She flinched, her body trembling. But she quickly pulled herself together and began to use her mind map to navigate the situation.

"...That kid is strong. No, he needs to become stronger. By the way, what right do you have to say such things?"

“Hahaha... Hahaha... Ahahahaha!!! What gives me the right to say something like that?”

But upon hearing her answer, UMP45 began to laugh maniacally. That dazzling sight made even the seasoned veteran M16 unconsciously take a step back.

"Of course I deserve it, because I'm this child. Commander Michael Van's..."

She smiles. Her face flushed red, her smile so full of happiness.

“Because she’s my older sister.”

Her smile deepened further.


Memories of that day
 


For some reason or another, the AR Platoon quarters were unusually quiet today.
“….”


Even the normally innocent and talkative SOP2 was seen moving quietly behind a veil of silence, showing how serious the situation was.

“…Honestly, I was a little surprised.”

"what?"

But that was only for a moment, as AR-15, who had been thinking deeply with his eyes closed, broke the silence, and as a result, SOP2, who had been quiet, also opened his mouth.

"Commander, what happened today? Don't you remember?"

“Ah!! That?”

As if to regain the quiet time, the silence was broken and the room was so noisy that SOP2 jumped up from his bed and flew to AR-15's side.

“So!! Is the Commander finally going to play with us?”

“…Even in a situation like this, is playing the only thing you can think about?”

What AR-15 is talking about today is, of course, a very shocking thing that the commander did.

Their commander was a man more robot-like than a tactical doll. His expressionless face, always devoid of life, and his vacant, gray eyes, so lifeless they seemed to lack anything, created a fantastic synergy.

In addition, with the long scar on his left eye, his sharp features, and his speech that was so stiff that it felt firm, most dolls were afraid to speak to him.

Even if I mustered up the courage to speak up, he wasn't the type of person who would respond in any way. He would simply respond to any non-work-related questions with silence, and if anything crossed his line, he would even command me, a truly boring and businesslike person.

There have been more than a few times when I've doubted whether I'm the right person. Waking up at the incredibly early hour of 5 a.m., I just work, work, and work until I fall asleep.

It was already considered an established fact within the command that the third-generation tactical doll had been commercialized in earnest.

"What are you doing."

“M16!”

While they were in the midst of a deep discussion, the door opened and M16 came in.

“Where have you been?”

"I just met with M4. He said the mind map has stabilized, so all that's left is to fix the body."

"after…."

“Oh! AR-15 looks incredibly relieved right now!”

“Hey, shut up!”

“Ugh! Look at this M16! That AR-15 is bothering me again!!”

“Well… how much does the AR-15 save the M4?

"shut up!!"

“Hey, I guess I’ll have to run away today because I feel like I’ll die if I get caught.”

"hey!!"

It hadn't even been a minute since I entered the room, but nothing was more important than precious life, so I left the roaring AR-15 behind and went out into the hallway.

“By the way….”

Two shocking events occurred today. First and foremost, of course, was the M4, who returned from a solo mission badly injured.

My heart sank when I heard the news that M4 was injured. Like me, M4 doesn't have a mind map backup like the other dolls.

But fortunately, very fortunately, she regained consciousness and said that the mind map stabilization was completed successfully, so now all that was left was to repair the body.

But there was something else that surprised me more than that.

“…What on earth is the Commander?”

This was precisely the commander's behavior when M4 was injured. Always one to hide his emotions and avoid any personal relationships with other dolls, he stayed by M4's side until she regained consciousness.

Why on earth? I couldn't figure it out.

If she had shown affection towards other dolls in general, or if she had been close to M4 on a personal level, it would have been understandable, but she was not the type to be affectionate, and they were certainly not close on a personal level.

Moreover, according to M4, he apologized as soon as M4 woke up, saying that his command was wrong and that you were hurt.

Clearly, M4's injuries were an accident. A truly accidental accident, no one's fault. Yet, despite this, he stayed by her side for half a day, even skipping meals.

The more I thought about him, the more my head hurt. He was so clearly capable, and I could see he was secretly kind to us, so why did he keep beating us up like this?

Of course, it wasn't that I couldn't guess. Just by looking at him, I could guess to some extent what kind of life he had lived.

A long scar stretched across his left eye, reminiscent of someone else's, and a trail of bruises covered his hands. He was always covered in a coat, so it was hard to see, but it was clear that his entire body was covered in scars.

But of all those many features, the one that stood out the most was definitely the eyes.

His eyes were so dull. Sure, gray is a dull color, but his were clearly over the top.

The deep sea. It was as if I was looking into the deep sea. Those eyes, dark and almost sad, the kind you'd only see in the deepest depths of the ocean, were definitely not the kind of eyes someone so young would have.

“What on earth has he been doing?”

I don't have a hobby of digging up other people's pasts, but given the circumstances, I can't help but be curious.

“Hehehe….”

While I was walking around like that, lost in thought, I heard laughter from somewhere.

“…Commander?”

I stopped walking, turned my head, and saw four letters right before my eyes: "Commander's Office."

There, especially at this late hour, no one but the commander would enter. Since that stern man wouldn't laugh, I assumed I was hallucinating, and was about to start walking again.

“Hehehe… hahaha!”
“…?”


The laughter came again, and it confirmed to me that this situation was not my mistake.

In the commanding officer's office, someone was laughing happily. It was a man's voice, and quite loudly.

If it were a normal day, it would have just passed quietly. He has his own private life, and there are lines that must not be crossed between people.

But unfortunately, today was not a normal day.

I cautiously grasped the doorknob as if possessed, then pushed it open. With a creak, the door slowly opened, revealing the room. The sight was enough to shock me.

The moment I opened the door, the stench of alcohol hit me. The tangled mess of bottles explained it all. And the most shocking thing, of course...

“Huh? Is this M16? Hi!”

“Commander…?”

A lively voice. And a smile blooming across his face. The contrast with his usual appearance was so stark that it was easy to believe he was someone else, but even after looking at the cooking and everything, he was definitely the commander.

“Hehehe… Nice to meet you! Nice to meet you!”

He moved in front of me in an instant, grabbed my hand, and began swinging it wildly. My strength failed me, and my hand flew around in the air.

My mind map became even more chaotic because of this shocking action that I would never normally do.

“I’ve always enjoyed watching you perform your duties. You’re really cool…? Huh?”

“Huh? Yeah….”

I tried to force myself to adapt, but the sight was completely, truly, unimaginable. I couldn't even compose myself, and was simply dragged along by his pace.

"By the way, are SOP2 and Star okay? Your family got hurt. Are you feeling very distressed?"

“Uh… yeah. It was a bit difficult at first. It’s okay now.”

They usually call it the M4 SOPMOD2 or AR-15, but now they even use abbreviations. Are they really the same person?

“It’s my, my fault… If only my command had been a little more perfect… If only I had predicted the surprise attack… Heh… Heh…”

“…Commander?”

But that was only for a moment. He suddenly began to blame himself and shed tears. Just moments ago, he had clearly been smiling.

“I’m sorry!! I, I’m so bad… I’m so lacking in ability… I’m sorry… I’m sorry….”

"Wh, what are you talking about? It was just an accident. It wasn't the commander's fault. Okay? There's no need to cry."

His emotions were so deep and profound. The remorse and guilt conveyed through their grasping hands were beyond words.

Besides, it was a simple accident. It wasn't the M4's fault, nor the commander's. It was a truly unlucky, natural disaster.

“…Really?”

“Oh. Really.”

“It’s really not my fault, right? Huh?”

“It’s really not your fault.”

Upon hearing my answer, he lowered his head. Perhaps he'd fallen asleep because he was so drunk. Thinking this, I tried to defuse the situation by first laying him down on the sofa.

“…M16 is good!”

"…ok?"

But before I knew it, he had raised his head and was looking at me with his pure, clear eyes.

Those eyes weren't the dark, deep ones he usually showed. They were so pure and clear, it seemed as if he was looking at a clear, shallow pond, not the deep sea.

But why does he, an adult, have those eyes that a child who doesn't know the ways of the world would have?

“Hehehe… Thank you!!”

Without even a moment to reflect, he found himself smiling again. He laughed, then cried, then laughed again. His emotions, fluctuating so dramatically, like a seesaw, that it almost seemed like bipolar disorder.

I didn't think he was in a sane state of mind based on his behavior so far, but I didn't know it would be this bad.

"Okay, okay, Commander. Calm down. Okay?"

As time passed, I was able to regain my composure and try to find answers in this messy situation.

There's just one problem: the commander, who's acting so different from his usual self.

If this problem could be solved, all mysteries would be solved. We would also be able to figure out why he was so cold to us.

“Commander?”

“Huh…?”

The laughter was fleeting, and this time, seeing him unable to come to his senses due to the effects of alcohol, I thought to myself that I should never let him drink alcohol again.

“You talk so much and know how to laugh, but why are you so cold to us?”
“….”


“…Commander?”

Something was wrong. I felt the air around me change.

No, it wasn't the air around them that had changed. It was the commander's mood.

It was heavy. The aura he exuded was heavier than the silence that had settled over this place, so heavy and suffocating that I found myself swallowing dryly without realizing it.

"curious?"

A truly heavy voice. Of course, it was a voice I'd heard before, but his words felt even sharper than usual, making me wonder if he was acting drunk.

“…Uh. I’m curious.”

But that didn't give me any reason not to listen.

I steel myself and meet his gaze once more.

It was dark in a different way than his usual gaze. Like burnt ash, a colorless gray that left nothing visible.
“….”


After waiting for a while, he sat up, picking up the bottles of alcohol one by one, and opened his mouth.

“I am a crow.”

"what?"

“I am a crow.”

The answer I had been waiting for so long was so metaphorical that I had no idea what he was trying to say.

“Crows are dirty, ugly.”

“What does that mean… Wait a minute.”

But the moment he kindly added, a hypothesis crossed my mind.

“…Then Commander. What are we, in your opinion? What kind of beings do we think we are?”

I asked him cautiously, thinking, “No way,” but the answer I got back confirmed my hypothesis.

“…White Heron. A noble, beautiful white heron.”
“….”


I said nothing. But he seemed satisfied with it, and the wry smile on his face only grew wider.

“Why are you a crow?”

“…Hehehe.”

He drank silently. Thinking rationally, it was clear he'd already exceeded his limit, so I should have stopped him. But thinking emotionally, I didn't, so I didn't bother to stop him.

“Hey. Do you like old stories?”

I knew instinctively that if I affirmed his answer now, I would know the answer to the riddle I'd been so curious about.

After thinking about it, I nodded silently, and he responded with a bitter smile, as if satisfied.

“Listen carefully. I’ve never told anyone this story before.”

And it didn't even take a minute for my emotions to change from something between anticipation and anxiety to shock.

After about the fifth time he finally managed to finish his story, his expression a mixture of relief and fear, he looked at me and said:

“…How was it? The story of the disgusting serial killer Michael Van.”
“….”


I couldn't speak.

It wasn't that I had nothing to say. It wasn't that I found him disgusting, as he said.

I just, I just couldn't get the words out.

“After that… I just picked up some decent status and somehow ended up here.”

And then I put the bottle back in my mouth. But even as I gulped down the alcohol, the bottle was almost empty, and my mouth showed no sign of opening.

It was a miserable story. His past was beyond words.

Unspeakable levels of abuse, an unloving family, and… even murdering his own younger brother, though it was clearly an accident.

For a normal person, this would have been suicide. But even at the young age of ten, he persevered and completed his revenge.

But even after completing his revenge, his life didn't improve. After all, he still longed for the love of his family until the very end.

Because at the end of revenge, there is nothing left.

“Hehehe… But still, this is my first time telling this to someone….”

“Commander!”

With those words, he lost consciousness. He lost his balance in an instant, fell, and I quickly caught him. I gently laid him down on the sofa. Then, I quickly began organizing my mind map.

First, the commander has an unimaginably unfortunate past, and the resulting PTSD is very severe.

Second, the commander's self-esteem was shattered, if not destroyed. He labeled himself a bad person and blamed himself for everything.

Third, the commander's drinking habits are so annoying that he should never be allowed to drink again. Likewise, the other puppets must not be caught seeing this.

One, two, three. Done.

After quickly finishing my thoughts, I tidied up the room and locked the door. If anyone else saw this, I couldn't even begin to imagine how I would explain it.

"ha…."

After finishing my cleaning, I let out a deep sigh. I realized how foolish I was to think, "In this messed-up world, who wouldn't have a story?"

“Jin… I’m sorry….”
“….”


It's even more heartbreaking when you tell me such a heartbreaking story.

I carefully touched the scar around his eye. It was just a gesture, but I could feel his pain, and my heart ached.

First, I needed to talk to him after he sobered up, so I sat quietly on the sofa, keeping this spot.
***


"eww…."

Was it the hangover? Or the accumulated fatigue? The commander, who always woke up earlier than anyone else, finally opened his eyes, clutching his head, when the sun reached its zenith.

“Are you awake?”

“How did you get here….”

Seeing him for the first time, he looked flustered. Seeing him ask about my presence in the first place, I wondered if he didn't remember what happened last night. But then again, I thought it might be better that way.

“Commander, let me talk to you for a moment.”

“I have nothing to say. Go back, M16.”

His expression suddenly changed, and he tried to treat me as usual. Judging by the change in his mood, it seemed he'd already gotten his feelings under control.

In some ways, it was creepy. It made me wonder how someone who, just 12 hours ago, was so good at expressing his emotions, crying and laughing, could be so adept at hiding them. But that's why I needed to bring out his true feelings.

"Then let me change the subject. Michael Van. Can we talk for a moment?"

"…uh?"

He flinched, his body trembling. His pupils constricted, and his legs, which had been trying to move, gave out, sending him slumping limply down onto the sofa.

The usually expressionless expression that had left him feeling nothing had long since vanished. Feeling like if I left him alone, he'd lose consciousness again and collapse, I quickly continued the conversation.

“Calm down. First of all, do you remember what happened yesterday?”

He shook his head very slowly, speechless. He meant he couldn't remember.

After seeing that, I sighed slightly and explained it as concisely and easily as possible.

"To put it simply, you got drunk last night and, under the influence, told me everything about your past. That's all."

I told him the whole truth, but he remained silent for a long time. Tick tock, the second hand of the clock turned twice, but he still remained silent.

Likewise, I didn't open my mouth. Listening to his answer was the priority, and it was the best option.

“So, you heard everything about my past?”

"…uh."

Only after the second hand had completed its fifth full rotation did he finally open his mouth. His voice, trembling like nothing I'd ever heard before, betrayed a turbulent emotional state, like the waves of the ocean.

“Hehehe… haha… ewhahahaha!!”

The heavy atmosphere lifted, and suddenly he began to laugh. At first, it was a quiet, almost stifling laughter, but it soon grew louder and louder, reaching a climax that even drew applause.

“I’ll stop.”

The laughter, which had continued for a long time, suddenly stopped. Then, with a short word, he began to fumble with something from his bosom.

“Commander?”

Unable to grasp the meaning of his actions, I simply stared blankly. However, as soon as I confirmed the identity of the object from the commander's arms, my expression instantly hardened.

-Clang.

“Commander!!”

The situation unfolded in an instant. The commander pulled a pistol from his pocket and aimed it at his own head. I was there to stop him.

His gun was pointed at the forehead. Most suicides aim for the chin or temple, but he aimed with his left hand, precisely at the spot between his eyes.

And knowing all the facts, I could see why.

Whether by mistake or intention, he killed his own family by hitting them between the eyebrows with his left hand.

I managed to calm the situation down, turned my head, and saw his face. It was filled with nothing but emptiness. No, I'm being honest. It wasn't the face of an empty person.

“Haa… haa….”

It was the face of a man utterly terrified.

“Why, why… are you preventing me from dying too? Huh?”

"Calm down, okay? I understand you're anxious right now, but for now…"

“No… No!!”

He swatted my hand away and fled, putting distance between us. Watching him gasp for breath, trying to get even a little further away from me, I realized just how severe his wounds were.

"You heard about my past, didn't you? Yeah? Then... then of course you'll despise me too, right? Huh?"
“….”


“No… I’m done… No more, no more.”

My mouth fell still again. It wasn't because I was shocked to see him so different from usual. It was simply because I could sense his emotions, the wounds from his past, and how sad they seemed, that I couldn't dare open my mouth.

His past was too brutal to be dismissed as mere anecdotes. He was one of the worst—no, simply the worst—I've ever seen.

Only after learning of his past, a past riddled with indelible scars, did I begin to see the justification for his actions and the mask he wore.

The mask was truly thick and large. Even though we hadn't kept a distance in private, we'd been together for nearly half a year, yet his mask was so thorough that I couldn't even notice.

“Hehehe… Are you speechless now? Huh? Because it’s disgusting?”

Again, the emotions, no, the mask, shifted in a flash. It was hard to believe that the person who had been trembling in fear just moments ago had long since disappeared.

But I could tell, having noticed the mask, that he was still gripped by fear and anxiety.

I stride briskly toward him. He, standing opposite me, makes no move, but I can't hide the slight trembling of his body.

“…You, you’re going to curse me too? Like the father in my dream? Like the younger brother who hates me? Huh?”

His sharp attitude still left me speechless, so I simply expressed my intentions through actions.

"…uh?"

I hugged him without saying anything.

“What, what are you doing…?”

I gently stroked his back without saying anything.

“Ha, don’t do that….”

Even though he tried to get away, I still hugged him without saying anything.

“Ugh… ugh… ha, don’t do that!!”

His struggling grew more intense and his voice became increasingly hoarse, but the moisture that was beginning to creep into his voice could not be hidden.

Only then did my mouth begin to move, and I carefully released my arms and faced him.

“You worked hard, Ban.”

"uh…?"

Alas, his rebellion ceased. But my mouth didn't stop.

“It wasn’t your fault. It was just an accident.”

“Ah…uh….”

“You’re not a crow. You’re just a very kind person.”

“Ugh…huh….”

The tears that had flowed down my face were already soaking my shoulders, but I didn't really care.

“Ugh…ugh….”

Because appeasing him was the priority right now.
***


As time passed, his emotions gradually subsided. The mask disappeared, leaving only the truth, and silence lingered in its place.
“….”

“….”


Neither of us said anything. We just stared down at the innocent floor or the innocent ceiling.

And in that heavy, yet not cold, silence, he quietly took something out of the refrigerator and handed it to me.

“Drink.”

"Hiya, the day has come when I receive all the gifts from the commander. But what are these?"

"…orange juice."

I tried to change the mood by force, but he just kept spitting out blunt words, making my efforts meaningless.

In the end, I felt embarrassed by the unchanging atmosphere and quietly looked at the still open refrigerator.

“Do you like orange juice?”

“Sweet. I like it.”

"why?"

His fridge was stocked with orange juice. When on earth did he hide that stuff?

“Because I couldn’t eat it when I was young.”
“….”


I had nothing to say. In the end, I quietly took a sip of the orange juice he handed me.

“You like sweet things so much. Why on earth did you drink alcohol?”

“I just learned that if something bad happens, it’s good to drink.”

“Then why did you feel bad?”

“…M4 got hurt because of me.”
“….”


My head hurts. Where on earth do I even begin to explain?

I sigh, clutching my aching head. What should I do with my weak personality, which blames everything on myself?

What should I do with this person, born with a fragile heart and ruined by a flawed upbringing? Only a vague, daunting thought filled my mind.

The most important thing to a person is their environment. And growing up in the worst of circumstances, his inner self gradually decayed, already so badly damaged that it was now beyond repair.

“…M16.”

"ok?"

While I was lost in thought for a moment, this time he broke the silence himself. I watched his lips, eagerly anticipating what he would say, but he still seemed to have a lot on his mind, and I couldn't bring myself to say anything.

After about ten times of repeating his words, his lips almost open and close, he finally managed to open his mouth, his voice trembling.

“You said you heard everything about my past.”

"huh."

It was a bit shabby for a statement that came after a long wait, but that wasn't a reason not to respond, so I quietly agreed with his words.

But that's where the conversation ended. Simple questions and short, one-character answers. That was all there was to it.

And then the silence continued again. It wasn't as heavy as before, but it was still uncomfortable.

“But… you really don’t hate me?”

While he was tormenting her by fiddling with the empty bottle, he cautiously opened his mouth.

His eyes were trembling violently. It was evidence of his agitation, but also of his courage.

"Then let me ask you the opposite question: Why do I hate you?"

"uh?"

“You didn’t do anything to deserve hatred. Why would I hate you?”

The expression of disbelief. That bewildered expression, as if common sense had been challenged, only brought me a sense of bewilderment.

"I, I killed my brother. I killed my father. I killed my mother. Yeah? I killed my entire family, and everyone else in the house... And then... I hurt your brother yesterday."

Once again, he blamed everything on himself, and told me. I couldn't even fathom how much guilt and indebtedness must have been building up in that man's heart.

“It’s only natural to hate… No matter what happened, I am a sinner… and as a result, your precious family…”

I met his eyes as he rambled on, expounding his sins at length. His eyes were dead as usual, but now I could see a faint glimmer of emotion.

“It’s not the result that matters. It’s the process that leads to it.”

"but…."

“Commander.”

“Uh, yeah?”

I couldn't stand to see him continue to blame himself any longer, so I cut him off.

His innocent eyes stared blankly at me. I extended my little finger to those innocent eyes.

“Make one promise with me.”

"promise?"

He was about to give up everything, but he was living on the strength of his last promise to his younger brother.

But seeing him break his promise to his brother and attempt suicide just because I had just found out about his past, that promise, his only support, was already as precarious as a candle in the wind.

“Uh. A promise. The promise you like.”

“…What promise?”

So, I made a new promise with him.

“From now on, I will minimize my self-reproach and live on no matter what happens.”

You can become his new support.

“Okay, wait a minute!”

I forcefully grab his pinky and assume a promise pose. It might seem a bit mischievous, but it was all for his sake, so I couldn't help it.

"You said you never break promises, right? So you have to keep this one, too."

He stared at his little finger in silence, then raised his head and opened his mouth.

“…Thank you. M16.”

He smiles. It's clearly a restrained, gentle smile, but you can tell the emotions on his face are incredibly varied.

And that's why I was laughing too.

“By the way, what was that gentleman with such a bad drinking habit thinking when he drank so much?”

“Angela said that I would fall asleep right away if I got drunk, so I just drank… I, I didn’t know it would turn out like this!”

“Haha! What is that?”

After a gentle smile, she blushed and raised her voice. She looked so beautiful without her mask, so why did she try to hide it?

“It’s a secret from everyone else….”

“Of course. I’ll take it to the grave until the commander speaks first.”

“Oh, thank you.”

"Instead, Commander, you too must work hard from now on. You won't be living in discomfort for the rest of your life, right?"

“…I don’t care?”

“Because we care.”

Our story, which was small but gave him so much courage, never stopped.

A time to understand each other and share our hearts. That was our conversation.

“M16.”

After a while of chatter, he returned to his serious voice. I worried he might be wearing his mask again, but he was still smiling.

“Thank you. Really.”

“Something like this.”

I tried to wave my hand and refuse his thanks, but he instead gently took my hand.

His hands were rough and covered in scars, but they were definitely warm, so I couldn't push them away.

“No. Thank you very much.”

"…okay."

He smiles again. But unlike the gentle smile from before, it's a bright, shining one.

“Thank you so much, thank you so much.”

Before I knew it, he was once again in my arms, crying. I simply stroked his back quietly and delicately.

“…You worked hard, Ban.”
***


“Hey! M16!”

"…ah."

I opened my eyes with a short gasp. I wondered if I had dozed off for a moment.

“Get ready quickly! It’s time to get to work.”

“Okay. I’ll be out soon.”

I guess there's no need to rush things so loudly. I was just thinking about the good old days.

"ha…."

I sighed and carefully searched through my bag, searching for the item. I'm not the type to carry around a lot of stuff, so I was able to find what I was looking for easily.

The object retrieved was the commander's eye. More precisely, it was Persica's secret weapon number one, the one that had performed the most brilliant feat when the 404th Squadron kidnapped the commander.

I roll it around to check its condition. The blood that's already stuck can't be erased, but it's still clean.

‘…I wish you were dead.’

I remember the words he left me that day. The words he spat out as he pulled out his own eye with his bare hands and threw it at me.

“M16!! Come quickly!!”

While I was lost in that sentiment, I heard a voice calling me again, and I carefully put the prosthetic eye back in my arms.

Where will this twisted fate lead? Can I reverse the worst outcome, the worst choice?

Can our broken relationship be repaired?

But I still don't regret it, because I made that promise.

Because I promised myself that I would not act in a way that would cause me to be stuck in place and consumed by regret.

From the moment I decided to shoulder everything alone, I had come too far to stop.

“I’m going now. Beak.”


fugitive
 


It's hard for people to change what they are born with, I think I'm like a dragon and a spring.

Because both water and people have a tendency to return to their original state.

People who are naturally lazy will have a hard time getting over their laziness, while people who are naturally diligent will live diligently no matter what they do.

Of course, there are some people who change after getting braces, but even those are in the minority and most of them return to their original appearance.

But there is an easy way to change both the water and the person.

It is something that gives a shock that is beyond the allowable limit.

Then, the water spring breaks. A broken water spring can no longer maintain its original shape, and having lost its original shape, it becomes useless.

And the same goes for people. Each person is different, but if a shock exceeds their tolerance, their heart will be twisted.

A broken person cannot return to his original state. A twisted heart can never return to its original state and must remain twisted for the rest of its life.

So, I can't go back to the way I was now.
***


“Keuk… Huh….”

"…ah."

I return to reality with a low sigh. I must have become quite numb to the thought of a dying person.

Since I don't particularly enjoy tormenting others, I quickly ended the suffering. With a thud, the person lying before me ceased to exist.

I stared blankly at the corpse for a moment, then roughly wiped the blood that had splattered on my clothes and moved on.

He was notorious even in the back alleys, so he felt a little better because he thought the pay would be good.

By the way, I never thought I'd be doing the same thing I did before becoming a commander. Life is unpredictable.

Of course, I didn't kill anyone back then.

As I was walking around with such useless thoughts, I felt my legs start to hurt, so I looked for a suitable place and sat down.

"ha…."

Since that day, sighs have become an indispensable part of my life. Now, no one tells me that sighing will bring good fortune, so it's even more so.

Of course, the stalker was still there. I knew he was still watching me, but there wasn't really anything I could do about it, so I gave up and picked up the newspaper.

It was information that would be at least a few months out of date, but it was better than nothing, so I quickly rolled my eyes and looked for the words Griffin & Kruger.

- The terrorist organization Griffin & Kruger is still running wild despite government orders…

After searching so diligently, all I found was a damning article about the Griffin. Seriously, what did he even know?

"…ha."

He sighed again, crumpled the newspaper, and held his head.

The present, or is it even the present? In any case, Griffin's situation is dire. It's been revealed that Griffin and Ironblood were merely pawns, the regular army has hit us hard in the back of the head, and a new group called Paradeus has emerged and is harassing Griffin.

"Mountains beyond mountains"—that phrase truly suited Griffin. No matter how we overcome hardship, even greater hardships await us.

But now it was no longer my concern. Whether Griffin perished or the world became a thing, it was none of my business.

"Can you promise me, Commander? No. Michael Van."

"…under."

I shake my head, shaking the thought away. It's too late to turn back now.

Carefully, I took off the mask that was on my lips. No, this was more like a mask than a mask.

Originally, it was something I would never use again, but the musty smell of the back alley was hard to endure even for a country like me, and since I was more used to the mask than the mask, I couldn't help it.

And there was no reason not to write it again.

“Ugh….”

Anyway, when I took off the thing that I couldn't tell if it was a mask or a respirator, what greeted me was the terrible stench of a sewer.

It's been months since I've been here, but I can't get used to this stinging, disgusting smell.

But I had no choice but to smoke, so I forced myself to hold my nose and put the cigarette in my mouth.

A cigarette burns and puffs out smoke. Come to think of it, I definitely promised myself to quit smoking, but whatever. It doesn't matter anymore.

With such useless thoughts, the cigarette had already turned to ash. Pushing my complicated feelings aside, I lit another cigarette.

But even if I burned two, or three, this emptiness in my heart was not filled.

"I'm here now, entirely of my own free will. What happened that day doesn't matter at all."
“….”


The unpleasant memories I'd tried so hard to bury in a corner of my mind resurfaced, making me feel a bit worse. I threw down the cigarette I was smoking, put my mask back on, and began to walk, my heavy body still heavy.

The wet dirt clung to my shoes, but I didn't care about that right now, so I ignored it and continued walking.

Commander! Please… Please say something… Yes?

‘Commander… I was wrong… Huh? Don’t do that…’

“…that commander.”

Once the unpleasant memories were brought up, they kept coming back to haunt me. Even closing my eyes or covering my ears wouldn't stop them.

Now, to shake off the agonizing memories, I forced myself to think about something else and walked aimlessly. My efforts were not in vain, for before I knew it, I had arrived at my destination.

A dilapidated, half-collapsed construction site. It was a far cry from what I'd once lived in, but for someone like me, who'd grown up on the dirt, it was perfectly satisfactory.

As I climbed the stairs, I thought about what I had to do today. But even when I entered the room, my mind was still a mess.

"after…."

In the end, the only option left for me was to sigh and pack my bags.

I hadn't cut my hair in at least half a year, so I roughly tied it up and lay down on the bed.

To be honest, it was just a pile of planks, hardly even worthy of being called a bed. But I knew it was the best I could do, so I didn't really complain.

Normally, I'd have to clean up after myself and go to the market to get groceries, but I'd already finished everything I had to do today, and the stalkers were watching me, so there wouldn't be anything particularly dangerous.

And now that the bad memories have finally come back, I just don't want to do anything.

I relax my body and close my eyes. Because my body has given up on action, my brain is still working vigorously, constantly thinking, and as always, my mind begins to pessimize about the current situation.

How did this happen? I clearly promised them I wouldn't leave their side until I died.

‘…I promise I won’t abandon you unless I leave command.’

The promise I made to her on the day I consulted with 9A-91.

Now that I think about it, it's really absurd. I'm not with her right now.

No, if I think about it, I didn't break my promise.

Since it was a prerequisite that I not leave the command post, I am not lying.

Because I am not a commander anymore.

"swimming…."

I laughed. I found it amusing that I was rationalizing it so forcefully, and that I was being hit in the back of the head again.

It was truly absurd. I realized once again that human relationships were nothing but futile, and that there was no one I could trust in my life.

What on earth did I do wrong? Where did my life go wrong?

If only I had done just a little better, just a little better. If only I had done just a little better, would I be smiling now? Would I have stayed by their side? Would she... not have left me?

Even though I wanted to stop thinking about it, I couldn't. It was a meaningless act, but I couldn't stop. With my self-esteem plummeting to rock bottom, self-reproach became a daily occurrence.

Even though I wanted to sleep, I couldn't. The insomnia that had returned that day had already kept me awake for two days.

But even trying to sleep didn't bring me much relief. The same nightmares, or rather, a different kind, greeted me.

In the past, I would have used alcohol to force myself to endure, but now I hated even the sight of alcohol.

But even so, I had no regrets about the choice I made that day.

Because I am a person who has no regrets.

"I'm a person who doesn't regret anything. I'm a person who doesn't regret anything. I'm a person who doesn't regret anything. Yes. I don't regret anything."

I clutched my head and quickly finished my self-hypnosis, then, as always, threw myself into the flow of memories.


Such a happy everyday life
 


-Thu… thump… .

I prayed that I would receive it, but the beeping continued for a long time, as if crushing my expectations.

"please…."

A truly desperate plea. Fortunately, my heart must have reached heaven, for she answered the phone with a "click."

-hello.

And then I heard a truly familiar voice. Many emotions welled up in me, but I had to be polite first, so I suppressed my emotions and opened my mouth.

“…Ms. Angelia.”

-Hey. What's going on? Our commander called first.

The person I called was Angelia, the commander of the Rebellion Platoon. As someone who'd been in the service for a long time, she greeted me warmly.

Since it had been quite a while since we last met, I wanted to ask how we were doing, but I was in a hurry and quickly got to the point.

“Please, please collect the two people who came in here... Yes...?”
-….


"hello…?"

But there was no answer. After a moment of silence, Angelia, taken aback, cautiously opened her mouth.

-It's completely different from before. I thought it was like that when I just heard about it, but seeing it in person makes me feel like I'm dealing with a different person.

“It’s my imagination.”

-No? It's definitely changed.

Well, it's true that I was going through a very difficult time when I met Angela, so it's understandable how I felt. By the way, judging by the fact that you mentioned picking it up, I guess you did tell Angela, too.

“…Well, at that time I was looking for a place to die.”

-Huh, but you still keep spouting out incomprehensible words.

A faint laugh could be heard. Angela had mentioned my stuffy appearance several times, so she seemed to like my change.

-Yeah. Anyway, I'm glad you're doing well. Then please take good care of our kids.

“No, no!! Wait a minute!!”

It was so natural that I almost let it slide, but the reason I called wasn't just to exchange greetings.

-Oh my, I got caught.

I managed to keep the call going by adding some hastily, but Angela still maintained her shameless attitude.

“…It’s a serious matter for me.”

-But you know what? Those two will stick by your side no matter what I tell them to do.
“….”


I couldn't answer. There was nothing wrong with what Angela said.

“Huh… Then I have a question for you.”

Finally, half-resigned, I changed the subject. My reason for calling Angela was also to clear up one question.

-What is it?

“When I worked there before, didn’t I get drunk once?”

-Oh, that's definitely the case.

“…Did I do something strange back then?”

I once worked for Rebellion for a while. That's when I first encountered the AN-94 and the AK-12, and that's when the AK-12 had its accident.

And although I don't remember the events before and after the film cut out, I was definitely drunk. Angela says nothing happened, but knowing my drinking habits, I couldn't hide my anxiety about what I might have done.

-…I just passed out? I didn’t even sleep well back then.

“I see.”

But the answer I received completely dispelled my anxiety. Yes. My worries were unfounded.

-Okay. Well, thank you for your hard work, and please take care of our kids. Oh, and now that you seem more human, it's nice to see you. It used to be really frustrating.

“I will review it passively.”

-Okay. Then really, thank you for your hard work.

After a brief greeting, I hung up. He really was a nice guy, but why were the guys below acting like that?

While I was tidying up my desk with a chuckle, the door opened and the two dolls that had been giving me headaches entered the room.

“Hello Commander!”
“….”


AK-12, who had barged into the commanding officer's office without permission, greeted me warmly, but I only responded with cold, cold eyes.

“It’s been a while, right?”

“…Why on earth did you come here?”

"What the hell, Jiwon? You didn't even check that? Oh my! Be careful next time!"

Should I say it's shameless? No, it's already reached a point where shamelessness can't be expressed.

I began to press my temples to ease the pain slowly creeping into my head. Just seeing that woman in front of me made my head hurt, and I felt like I wanted to file a restraining order.

"Commander. Do you have a headache right now? I, I'll do it right now…."

"I wonder if I've been too harsh." AN-94, who was standing next to him, opened his mouth in confusion.

Since that incident, my head has been hurting in a different way because of her panicking whenever I show even the slightest sign of pain.

“…Just get out. I think things will be okay then.”

“Th, what is that…!”

"Haha, I understand, Commander. Good work~"

Unlike the AN-94, which reacted violently, the AK-12 smiled for some reason and obediently followed my words, preparing to leave the room.

“Let’s go, AN-94.”

"…I get it."

AN-94, who had been fidgeting and refusing to leave until the very end, reluctantly left the room at AK-12's urging.

"ha…."

I sighed. I had always believed only good things would happen from now on, but why had the heavens sent me through such trials? I reproached myself and washed my face dry.

To be honest, I didn't hate him as much as I used to. I took off my mask and grew.

Of course, that didn't forgive my past sins. They had hacked into my eyes and spied on my daily life without permission.

If it had only been a glimpse into my daily life, it might have been somewhat forgivable, but I could never forgive myself for spying on my past.

Especially since AK-12 still hasn't apologized to me for what happened that day.

I couldn't understand. I could see him trying to get closer to me, but why wasn't he even mentioning the events of that day?

No, the truth is, I know for sure. It won't end with an apology.

Because thanks to that, my brother has now completely disappeared from the world.

An apology that's been delayed is just an excuse, but it's better than not making one at all. But even so, she said nothing.

-dripping.

“Come in.”

As I was pressing my temples to relieve the headache that was coming back, the door opened and she came in.

“Excuse me, Commander.”

She opened the door as if she were familiar with the situation and came in, smiling bashfully, her brilliant white hair fluttering wildly under her red beret.

“Welcome, 9A-91.”

A doll who escaped her dark past thanks to my help. Likewise, she was a great help in pulling me out of my dark past.

“…You don’t look very happy. What happened?”

Her complexion hardened slightly. Conversely, I smiled faintly.

“Even if I say it’s nothing, you won’t believe me anyway, right?”

“Even just looking at it, your expression doesn’t look good. What is it?”

She was so skilled at reading my psychology that she instantly guessed my emotions. Seriously, if this keeps up, she might just be able to read my mind just by making eye contact.

“I’m busy today. I’ll tell you later.”
 

“….”


9A-91 puffed out his cheeks as if he was pouting. It was so cute, I couldn't help but laugh.

“Haha! I’m just kidding. Just let me see this once.”

I pressed my finger against her cheek. A soft sensation spread across my fingertips, and with a squelch, the air in her cheek escaped.

"lol…."

Before I knew it, she had regained her smile, and I smiled back and stroked her hair.

“I told you it’s okay now. You don’t have to worry.”

I gently stroke her hair again. As my hands ruffled her hair, the trembling gradually subsided and she regained her composure.

“By the way, your hair has grown a lot.”

With those words, 9A-91 reached out to touch my hair. The slight awkwardness caused by our significant height difference was truly adorable.

"Should I try raising one now? What do you think?"

“Um… I think the commander would look cool with long hair too….”

I lowered my head so she could touch me, and said, "She touched my hair for a moment, pondering it. Then she smiled brightly and opened her mouth."

“Still, I like the way I look now.”

I look at her face. It's as beautiful as a flower.

Come to think of it, she had a lot to do with flowers. Didn't she say that day? She'd be a flower for me.

The place where he said that happened to be a flower field, so at this point I thought it wasn't a coincidence.

Yes, she was my flower.

“Let’s go eat. I’m hungry.”

He said with a smile. And my beautiful flower smiled back as well.

"great!"
***


"AN-94? Why are you so gloomy?"

This was the Rebellion Platoon's quarters. Even a glance revealed the well-appointed facilities, a sign of the commander's secret care. However, unlike the still-bright AK-12, AN-94 was gloomy.

“We came all the way here… but the commander still seems to hate us….”

“Hehehe, what are you talking about? Here, look at this.”

AK-12, with a meaningful smile, approached AN-94 and handed him something.

“This is…!”

It was a photograph of the commanding officer's office. And in one corner hung a slightly crumpled, but beautifully dried, bouquet of flowers.

And it was the bravery previously sent by the AN-94 and AK-12.

“The Commander didn’t throw away our gifts~”

“Oh, so that’s what happened… Does the Commander not hate us…?”

"Try smiling a little. You'll look really pretty if you do."

I recall memories of him. His words gave me great strength when I was always lacking confidence.

From that day on, you became my other sun. Your words, filled with sincerity, were so tender.
“….”


Suddenly, AN-94, with a determined expression on his face, stood up.

“Oh my. Where are you going?”

“…I’ll go meet the commander.”

She decided to take courage.
***


“Ah! It’s the commander!”

As I was walking with 9A-91 to eat, the sound of footsteps running towards me and a cheerful voice caught my attention.

-bang!

“…The greeting is harsh.”

It was so strong that I gritted my teeth and endured the pain without realizing it, just like before.

There were only two puppets in the command center who did this. And of them, only one had a red bridge.

“Hello SOP2.”

As he said that, he tried to pull SOP2's arm away, but she didn't back down easily.

“Hehehe… It’s been a while since I’ve seen you. I’ll hug you tight like this!!”

It was a cute tantrum. I couldn't help but laugh, but the pain was still there.

“SOP2? I’m starting to feel sick.”

“I don’t like it!”

“Haha… Mr. SOP2. The Commander is in pain.”

“What are you all doing together?”

While I was struggling with SOP2, I heard a familiar voice from far away.

“Ah! I just remembered something urgent!! I’ll go first!!”

“Commander?”

In a fit of urgency, I suddenly burst into superhuman strength, swatting away SOP2's arm and running away. I heard someone calling me, but I dismissed it, thinking it was just my imagination.

“…I told you, you’re so shy.”

M16, the owner of the voice, chuckled and watched him leave.
***


"after…."

He sighs and sits down.

After the confession that wasn't really a confession to M16 at the end of the kidnapping incident, I've been reluctant to face her for some reason.

If it was something I did while drinking, I would have at least pretended not to remember.

“I was so caught up in the atmosphere….”

Honestly, I didn't intend to go that far. The atmosphere that day was just so good. I blurted it out without even realizing it.

But aside from that, I felt pathetic for doing this at the age of 22.

It's like a life-size doll. She's not even a kid, but she's blushing over something like this.

“Commander?”

“…AR-15?”

While I was blaming myself so hard, an AR-15 appeared out of nowhere and approached me.

“You don’t look well. Is something bothering you?”

“No, there isn’t….”

I tried to brush it off as nothing special, as usual. But when I met her worried gaze, that thought vanished.

“AR-15. What should I do with someone who is difficult to confront?”

"yes?"

She seemed to have no idea what I was saying, as my answer was so vague. I quickly added to her so she could understand.

“No, it’s just, I wouldn’t say we’re on bad terms, but something embarrassing happened recently.”

"hmm…."

She let out a short moan and closed her eyes for a moment, as if lost in thought.

“Many things come to mind, but I think the best way is to act shamelessly like the commander you usually do.”

“Heh, I see.”

If I think about it differently, it could be that AR-15 thinks I'm a shameless guy, but that doesn't mean it's wrong, so I had nothing to say.

“I won’t ask you for specifics, but I hope you will end your relationship with M16 as soon as possible.”

“…was it that obvious?”

“Yes. Most people know, they just don’t say anything.”

Maybe I was being too obvious. Well, no matter what I did, I always ran away the moment the M16 showed up.

“Should I practice my facial expressions again…?”

“…Please don’t say things like that.”

"uh?"

AR-15 suddenly took on a sad expression. It was an unusual change in her expression, so I was a little taken aback.

“I don’t like the sight of you wearing a mask anymore.”

Her soft hand enveloped mine. As warmth flowed through her hand, I found myself smiling.

"sorry."

“Ugh…!”

I released her hand and gently hugged her. The AR-15 made a strange noise, but didn't seem to object.

If I saw your expression now, I'd definitely be able to tease you later. Honestly, I felt a little disappointed.

“By the way, have you eaten? If not, do you want to go eat together?”

“Ah. That’s fine with me. Should I call the other members too?”

"No. Just the two of us. Sometimes, that's nice, isn't it?"

I looked at her with a meaningful smile. She blushed in surprise and avoided my gaze.

“So, you don’t like it?”

“…No. It’s fine.”

So, that day, I ate alone with AR-15. Of course, it didn't end with just food.

“I didn’t know you liked alcohol.”

“I think moderate drinking helps relieve stress. Moderate.”

“I’ll drink moderately….”

Having already had two accidents after drinking too much, drinking was naturally something to be wary of for them.

Oh, I did it again last week, so this is the third time now.

RO said it was really surprising that M16 didn't tell anyone for about six months, but since he didn't go into detail, I just let it go in one ear and out the other.

“Will it be salty?”

“Haha, yes.”

Clink, the glasses clinked, a clear sound echoing through the air. After exchanging brief glances, we poured our drinks into our mouths.

The more alcohol I drink, the more excited I feel. No, it's not the alcohol. It's just the feeling of being with her.

“…By the way, I never thought a day like this would come.”

"what?"

AR-15 carefully shook the glass in his hand. The alcohol inside rippled, but soon subsided.

“Even six months ago, I doubted I could have even had a conversation with you for more than 30 seconds, let alone see you smile, Commander.”

"flaw…."

I closed my eyes and recalled a memory from the past. Trapped in the past, unable to trust anyone, I wore a mask and distanced myself from them.

"But now, it's all a thing of the past. Sharing a drink and a laugh with the Commander is now just a daily occurrence."

A smile appears on her face. And as I watch her smile, a smile appears on my face too.

“Yes. It’s a truly happy everyday life.”

As I listened to her, a question suddenly occurred to me. If M16 hadn't caught me drunk that day, what would we be doing now?

But I quickly shook my head and shook the thought away. It was now just a parallel world I didn't particularly want to think about.

"So, shouldn't we drink more alcohol? If M16 hadn't caught us then, this wouldn't have happened..."
“….”


Although I spoke with a hint of selfishness, what I received in return was a cold gaze and a serious expression on her face.

"…sorry."

“Phew….”

But she quickly regained her smile, knowing I was joking.

“If you do it that way, you’ll be able to quickly resolve the issue with the M16.”

“Heh, I see.”

We enjoyed this time, continuing to chat about trivial things.

Laughing like this, talking like this, and sometimes even joking like this.

Everyday life with them was so happy.


Forgotten Promise
 


“Okay. Get in there, AR-15.”

“Yes. Commander, please be careful on your way in.”

Anything that has a beginning has an end. So, the time I spent chatting and playing with her also had an end, and we parted ways.

“Huh….”

I decided not to drink until I was completely drunk, so I ended up just drunk enough to feel good. Honestly, I was a little disappointed, but a promise is a promise, so there's nothing I can do.

By the way, honestly, I'm a little surprised. I didn't know AR-15 could drink this well. I have another drinking buddy.

As I walked along, my mind wandering, I felt tipsy and excited, and my heart was telling me to meet M16 right now.

There was no hesitation. I quickly pulled out my phone and called M16.

-Hey, what's going on?

Her voice came before the beep had even rung twice. She's impatient, too.

“Come out.”

-where?

“The place where you made me cry.”

-…ok?

-Suddenly.

I didn't bother to provide any further explanation. I believed she would know where I was referring to.

If you forgot... well, you can't help but be upset.

With my mind wandering, I took a step forward.
***


The place I arrived at was the place where the old M16 scolded me and took off my mask.

As M16 said, it was a place where dolls rarely passed by, so it was a very suitable place for us now.

The night air that brushed past my body was truly cold. And being drunk, the sensation was amplified.

“When are you coming?”

In fact, it had not even been a minute since I arrived, but I was kicking a rock for no reason and throwing a tantrum.

“Why are you tormenting that poor stone?”

As the number of stones kicked by my foot reached three, I heard a very familiar voice from behind.

“It’s coming quickly.”

“You know it didn’t even take five minutes for me to answer the phone?”

I lightly ignored her words and turned my head away.

Unlike me who has a scar over her left eye, she has a three-pronged scar over her right eye and black braided hair.

And even the orange bridge, which was filled in just in case it got boring since it was only a single color, was there. It was the girl I knew.

“M16.”

"ok?"

"What if that day, you hadn't caught me drunk?"

Ironically, the first thing that came to mind when I met her was the same thing I had been trying to say to AR-15 a moment ago.

“Um… okay.”

M16 seemed to hesitate for a moment, but then shrugged and gave her typical answer.

“But why all of a sudden?”

“…Just because I thought of the 404 kids.”

"…also?"

The 404th Platoon. They were once so close to me, even my other support, but now I'm reluctant to even mention them.

“If I were still wearing the mask, wouldn’t I still be getting along well with them?”

But there were definitely happy memories. The G11, always asleep but still so cute; the HK416, who grumbled but would actually do anything I asked; the UMP9, who was so sociable that it felt like I had a little sister who followed me around.

And UMP45, who told me that we understand each other.

The UMP45, like the M16, held a special place in my heart. We shared a common pain, having lost the person most precious to us with our own hands.

Since telling her about my past, my nightmares have decreased, and my insomnia has improved slightly. This is a feat even M16 couldn't achieve.

I still remember that conversation we had under the moonlight. Because we were so close, he might have become even more important to me than M16.

But now it's all a story of the past, because she couldn't control her emotions.

UMP45 called it love. Even though it was sticky, dirty, and one-sided.

She kidnapped me in the name of love and destroyed my mind.

Of course, thanks to the AR Platoon, 9A-91, and IWS-2000's active participation, she escaped unscathed, but that didn't erase her sins.

Because she, who I trusted so much and was so close to, hit me hard on the back of the head, I sometimes had truly absurd nightmares about other children betraying me like her.

Yes. So, I'm clearly the victim, but why am I the one who still has regrets?

"ha…."

While lost in thought, M16 sighed and clutched her forehead. Her usual sly demeanor had long since vanished.

“I decided to stop blaming myself.”

“What can I do? This is my nature.”

“No. It’s a made-up personality.”
“….”


I couldn't deny it. My personality was nothing more than a product of my own experience, having been sterilized from a young age.

Of course, things got a little better after spending time with them, but that doesn't mean that what was already corrected will come back.

"That's your problem. Whenever something bad happens, you blame yourself first."

M16 felt a pang of discomfort in his chest. It wasn't from wearing ill-fitting clothes. It was just that seeing that man, always blaming himself, made his chest feel heavy and aching.

How many times have I heard him say something along the lines of, "If only I had done a little better, things might have been different."

How can someone go through something like that and still find fault with themselves? How can someone be so kind?

To put it nicely, he was kind, but at this point, you could call him foolish. But since there was a reason he ended up living that way, it was even sadder that I couldn't really blame him.

“Why? It’s just an IF.”
“….”


Instead of answering, she looked at me, then sighed and stroked my head.

“When are you going to grow up? Yeah?”
 


“…Don’t treat me like a brat.”

Harsh words. But that didn't stop the bitter smile from forming on her lips.

“So why did you call me? You didn’t call me just to say something like that, did you?”

“You’re really quick-witted.”

Seriously, I guess she's the eldest sister of the AR platoon. She's really quick-witted. No, it would be foolish not to notice this situation.

“Let’s just… live like we used to.”

“I’m just living like I used to, you’re the only one doing this.”

“…I see.”

A bitter smile came out for no reason. Perhaps I'm just a kid after all.

“Honestly, it’s unfair….”

"what?"

“No!! I told you the atmosphere was really good back then?”

“Hahaha! Is that an excuse?”

Unlike me, who had a crumpled expression as if embarrassed, she smiled heartily.

So it was better.

“Why, do you want to pretend it never happened?”

“No. I have no regrets. I just….”

“Just a little, whatever.”

He nitpicks. At first glance, it may seem like he's just being grumpy, but I knew it meant to make his position clear, so I scratched the back of my head and opened my mouth.

“It’s not time for us to be dating yet, right?”

M16 said nothing. He simply looked at me with his always warm eyes.

“So. Answer me later, a little later.”

“…Heh. Okay. Confess more formally later. Got it?”

She raised the corners of her mouth with a brief exclamation. And this time, I smiled back.

“That’s amazing.”

“…Do you really want to lose?”

“No, why? I just thought it was weird.”

“I don’t like the look in your eyes.

“Haha! What is that?”

Eventually, the atmosphere returned to normal. She was teasing me, and I was laughing and cursing, as if I disliked her.

An ordinary daily life that was only satisfied with imagination.

The happy everyday life I've been dreaming of.

"I'm sleepy."

After talking like that for a while, I started to feel sleepy because of the alcohol that was all over my body.

“Well, it’s about time now.”

M16 checked the time, stretched out, and then took on a slightly serious expression.

"Commander. What you think of me is your freedom, so I won't interfere. But…"

A heavy voice suddenly flew in. Before I could respond, she added.

"As I said before, it's best to make your position clear. That's good for both you and M4."

“Then please tell him to wake up quickly. I have so much I want to say.”

She turned around with a complicated expression on her face and disappeared after saying, "She'll go first."

“Heh⋯.”

M4 is currently unconscious.

There wasn't even a warning. She just suddenly fell down with a "Pick" and hasn't regained consciousness yet.

We quickly moved to Persica's lab and investigated, and it was revealed that the mind map anomaly was caused by a combination of numerous electronic warfare incidents during the fierce battle with 404 and other complex reasons.

⋯It was my fault again.

Left alone again, I could only close my eyes with a bitter smile.
***


After much thought, no answer emerged. Finally, leaving the unsolved problem behind, I headed to my room to sleep.

“Commander!”

“⋯AN-94?”

I turned my head at the sudden sound of a voice. I saw AN-94, with a determined expression on his face, as if he had made up his mind about something.

I just wanted to throw a fit and slap her away like I always did, but strangely enough, she was a bit of a stickler for things, and dealing with her coldly wasn't easy. Especially when she was mentally and physically weak from drinking.

Of course, she did something wrong, but I also felt weak when I saw her always trying to be nice to me even though I hadn't done much for her.

But more importantly, every time I see her, I feel like I've forgotten something and my heart always feels heavy.

"Don't worry. I'm alone now. The AK-12 isn't here."

While I was lost in thought, she had already reached my immediate vicinity.

Her determined demeanor was fleeting, and when she arrived before me, she hesitated, seemingly lost in thought, unable to say a word. Ultimately, it was I who broke the silence.

“Hey. Let me ask you something.”

“What?”

“⋯Why are you being so nice to me?”

I asked simply out of curiosity. She had no reason to be so kind to me, even if it was the AK-12.

“It’s true that I saved you before, but that alone isn’t enough to warrant such a favor.”

I once saved her when I was briefly dispatched to Rebellion.

But at that time, I was in a very suffocating state, so I don't remember saying anything to her and we didn't have any special connection, so why is she so devoted to me?
“….”


AN-94, having heard my question, stared at me silently. It was merely a simple exchange of glances, but for some reason, his gaze was so warm and hazy, I couldn't look away.

"…yet."

AN-94, who had struggled to open her mouth, carefully took my hand. My rough hands were slightly larger than hers, so I couldn't completely wrap them around her, but I could feel her warmth.

“Because I don’t know your birthday yet.”

"…what?"

A gentle smile played on her lips. It was a stark contrast to her usual stiff, silent, and restrained demeanor. Her truly beautiful appearance, reminiscent of a painting, was enough to briefly enthrall me.

“Ugh….”

But that was only for a moment, as a faint headache and a memory of whose name I couldn't identify flashed through my mind.

“…Invincible?”

The words weren't the result of a deliberate thought. They came out, unintentionally, like a reflex that makes your leg rise when you gently tap it between your knees with a rubber mallet.

“D-Did you finally remember? Commander!”

“AN-94?”

Her excited voice, something I'd never heard before, and seeing her smiling so brightly, unlike her faint smile from earlier, made me feel doubly confused.

"ah…."

As I shook her hand away in embarrassment, her expression hardened again with a short sigh.

“…It’s okay, Commander.”

This time, with a bitter smile, she hummed softly with a bitter laugh.

"It's not like you're pretending not to know about that promise. I'm really okay with it."

“What is that….”

"But someday, I definitely want to hear it from your mouth. On your birthday."

Another gentle smile. With that smile, she left obediently.
***


It was getting more and more complicated, and now I was holding my head in my hands and went into the commanding officer's office for a moment.

“Huh?”

When I opened the door, a small, beautifully wrapped box greeted me. Without a second thought, I opened it.

Inside was a pair of pajamas. A very cute hedgehog-shaped animal pajama.

"…ha."

There were only two humans, or rather, dolls, who gave this as a gift. It was either an AK-12 or an AN-94, I'm sure.

But no matter how much I hated those two, I couldn't ignore the sincerity in giving them the gift, so I tried to fold it nicely and put it away in the closet, but strangely, I couldn't take my eyes off these cute animal pajamas.

“…Should I try it on just once?”

Perhaps I was out of my mind from being drunk. Unable to control my desires, I carefully changed into my animal pajamas.

“So cute.”

The size was perfect, so I had goosebumps for a moment wondering how they figured out my clothes size.

“Hmm….”

While I was admiring my reflection in the mirror, I heard someone talking under the desk.

I knew that sound very well, so I chuckled and walked to my desk.

“Hehehe… Jjuin-nim….”

As I moved to the desk, I saw G41 curled up in the chair and snoring, just as I expected.

G41 would sometimes come to the commanding officer's office and ask to sleep, even when I wasn't around. He'd say my scent made him feel sleepy or something.

I carefully lifted her up and placed her on the sofa, offering her my thighs. It was better than sleeping uncomfortably on the chair.

"lol…."

As if my prediction had been right, a smile suddenly appeared on her face. Seeing that, a smile also appeared on my face.

Swish, swish, as he stroked her hair, he closed his eyes and began to organize his thoughts.

First, let's talk about the position M16 spoke of.

M4 said he loved me. Not out of respect for me as a commander, but out of love for the human Michael Van.

I rejected her love for two reasons. First, I thought I wasn't worthy of love yet.

Of course, I still haven't forgiven myself. No, to be honest, I probably won't ever forgive myself.

Because the person I'm asking for forgiveness from is already dead.

But aside from that, I recognized that I was worthy of love. As proof, I opened my heart to them.

That is, it is now a separate story.

The second reason is that I am the commander of all, so I cannot favor anyone.

It's funny to think about it now, because I was so openly favoring the M16.

In the end, all my reasons were just excuses, so now I had an obligation to answer her confession.

"ha…."

But no matter how hard I tried to organize my thoughts, M4 was unconscious, so my worries were nothing more than useless thoughts.

It's all my fault. If I hadn't been kidnapped by UMP45, none of this would have happened.

I sighed without realizing it. Not a sigh of self-mockery about the situation, but a sigh of disappointment in myself.

“Hmm….”

Perhaps he sensed I was having bad thoughts again. The G41 on my lap frowned slightly.

“Okay, okay.”

Now that you've made up your mind, it's time to choose. So, let's stop dwelling on negative thoughts.

As I stopped blaming myself and stroked her head, her expression began to brighten again.

Satisfied with the sight, I smiled faintly and closed my eyes again. But strangely, sleep didn't come, and I fell back into my train of thought.

‘Because I don’t know your birthday yet.’

“…AN-94.”

As my mind began to calm down, another specter of thought appeared and confused my mind.

When I asked her why she was being so nice to me, which was full of questions, she said it was because she didn't know my birthday yet.

That's why it was strange. I don't know my birthday.

My brother and I are invincible. It was my father's petty, reckless plan to scrap us and make us into nothing if we didn't perform well that ultimately led to this.

That's why I don't know my birthday. Those people aren't kind enough to tell me, and even if I tried to look it up, I wouldn't know because I don't exist in this world.

But AN-94 said that he wanted to hear my birthday from my mouth someday.

Why? For what reason?

She wasn't surprised when I told her I was invincible. Moreover, she didn't react at all, as if she already knew. In fact, she was delighted.

Besides, I didn't tell M16 this fact. There was no need to say anything. So, it must have been something no one else knew about.

“Oh, my head hurts.”

Was it because I was drunk? Or was it because I was thinking too much? Or maybe it was both? Before I knew it, my temples were starting to tighten, signaling a headache.

“Commander~ What are you doing~”

As I was rubbing my temples to stave off the headache that was coming my way, the door burst open and someone entered the room.

“MDR? Why at this hour?”

I carefully turned my head to check, and the evil MDR of that bulge was looking at me.

But something was off. She, who always had that playful expression on her face, was staring at me with a blank expression for some reason.

“What? What’s on my face?”

“…The comment is so cool.”

Despite my question, she muttered something incomprehensible and suddenly thrust the cell phone she was holding at me and started taking pictures.
“…?”


"lol…."

After taking pictures for a while, she smiled broadly and left the room… …and came back in.

"Commander, smile!"

Then, this time, he came next to me as if he was going to take a selfie and turned on the camera again.

And then I realized it after checking my reflection on the screen.

I was still wearing my animal pajamas.

“Haha… I guess I won’t have to worry for a week.”

With those words, MDR really left.

Left alone, I could only blurt out a single, clean exclamation, devoid of profanity or negative connotation, in case the little girl sleeping on my lap might hear me.

"ah."

And MDR ate three of the comments.
***


"swimming…."

This was M16 again. She returned to her room, drinking with a slightly uneasy expression.

It was clear that she had been confident until just a moment ago, but what she was showing now seemed far from confident.

“I also need to make my position clear.”

On the table next to her, who was humming softly with her eyes closed, an unidentifiable, strange injection was glowing.


A brief peace
 


Through our efforts and his awakening, the commander took off the mask on his face.

Thanks to this, his expressions became much more diverse. He laughed, cried, and sometimes even got annoyed. But ultimately, this was exactly what I had hoped for, so I thought it was the perfect happy ending.

But unfortunately, he still hasn't been able to take off the mask on his chest.

He hadn't had a sense of self since childhood. Before his younger brother was born, he was still young and had to endure harsh training. After his younger brother's birth, he had to wear the mask of a trustworthy older brother. After his younger brother's death, he had to wear the mask of his father's loyal dog.

And after the revenge was over, it had been a long time since he had developed a personality that was completely devoid of any sense of self-reproach, having been honed over the past 20 years.

"ha…."

What a truly pitiful and wretched life. That's why I sighed.

But the biggest problem of all is that you don't realize it.

The self-suggestion and hypnosis that I have been practicing for over ten years have now surpassed the time when I did not wear a mask, and it is difficult to call it a mask anymore.

You may think that you are comfortable speaking your mind, but that is not the case.

No. Actually, maybe… .

-Woojijik.

"ah."

Perhaps I had exerted too much force. The glass in my hand was so damaged that it could no longer function as a glass.

"ha…."

SOP2 is a new one, so if I get caught I'll get in trouble.

Anyway, there was a time when he, wearing a mask like that, was the only one who could reveal his true feelings.

‘Ugh… I really don’t need anything else… Really… I just need you… .’

‘M16, Unnie!! The commander is drunk again!!’

What the commander said last week, hugging me when he was drunk. Others would have just dismissed it as drunkenness, but I knew it. He meant it.

He doesn't lie when he's drunk. He exhibits extreme emotional swings and reveals his true feelings without embellishment.

In the end, he's doing fine now, haha, but the truth is, he still relies on me to the point where he thinks he doesn't need anything else and only needs me.

Because as decisive evidence, only I can still enter his room.

I thought it was a joke. But it wasn't until SOP2, with innocent eyes, asked, "Can an M16 fit in there?" that I realized something was amiss.

His room soon represents the door to his heart. Ultimately, he didn't realize it, but I was the only one who had opened the door to his heart.

This isn't what I wanted. This is something only crazy women like UMP45 would enjoy.

What I wanted was for him to overcome his past and take off his mask. Not to be dependent on me, still the same as before.

Dependence in any form is bad. It might seem fine now, but it will undoubtedly have negative consequences someday.

"under…."

I shook my head to clear my head of negative thoughts, but shaking my head wasn't enough to solve the problem, and I had another big problem.

“…M4.”

The M4 was knocked out.

Thanks to the elaborate preparations UMP45 made that day, she still hasn't regained consciousness.

I was sure I'd been hit by the same attack, but why was only the M4 downed? I thought about it, but nothing changed.

And it was clear that the commander would blame himself for the M4's problems, because…

“Because that’s how my personality was created.”

Before I knew it, I let out a scream. And at the same time, a wry smile appeared on my face.

I cautiously looked at the syringe placed on the desk. It contained the umbrella virus Persica had handed me.

If you use that, it will help M4 come to his senses.

But if I used that, I knew I wouldn't be able to return. No, I might be able to return, but in the worst possible way.

I close my eyes and think of the command center I've disappeared from.

"…half."

There were many problems, but the biggest one was, of course, my commander. He relied on me and considered me his mental support.

But that was also a problem. If I stayed here, he would continue to depend on me, and nothing would change.

Yes. That's why I need to leave him.

Rationalizing like that, I took a step towards the worst option.
***


The first thing I did in the morning was, of course, log on to the blog.

I've never had the pleasure of going into a place where dolls gossip about their bosses, but since some pretty dangerous pictures were taken yesterday, I felt the need to go in this time.

And as if to live up to my expectations, MDR posted a message at dawn.

[Author: MDR]

[Did a meme of the commander wearing animal pajamas and petting a dog come out????]
 


(A rough photo of the commander wearing animal pajamas and petting the G41)

I'm uploading it because it's out now ㅋㅋㅋㅋ

[637 recommendations] [0 not recommended]

"ha…."

I sighed as soon as I saw the post. You finally posted it, MDR.

I couldn't contain my curiosity so I read the article, but I didn't have the courage to check the comments, so I pressed my thumb against my temple, closed my phone, and left the room.

“Commander!”

As soon as I opened the door, the AK-12 greeted me, its eyes unable to hide its delight. This made me apply more force to my thumb pressing against my temple.

“I have nothing to say.”

I knew exactly what AK-12 was trying to say, so I tried to run away quickly, but she was really persistent.

“I saw the photo. I guess you liked our gift, didn’t you?”

"…go away."

As I'd expected, he'd come to irritate me. Not wanting to waste my emotions, I gave a light response and moved on.

"Hey. I think you like it, but shouldn't you at least say thank you? Don't be so harsh."

I'm going crazy. I've always felt like I'm losing my mind whenever we talk, but now that my weakness has been exposed, it's doubled.

“Just looking at you makes my heart ache and my head hurt. Do you know what this is?”

"love?"

“You crazy bitch, you murderer.”

After a brief thank you, I headed straight to the cafe, but nothing really changed.

“Commander, is that photo that came up today real?”

“Please show me too!”

“I didn’t know Commander had such a hobby.”

“…Everyone who mentions that will be put on night missions. Do as you please.”

Is this what it feels like to be a popular star? If there's one thing that's better, it's that I feel less bad than before.

“Oooh!! That’s bad!”

“You evil superior! I’ll stab you in the head!”

“Springfield. I need some coffee.”

Countless compliments were exchanged here and there, but I just ignored them and ordered coffee.

“Hehehe, what would you like?”

“You know I don’t know much about coffee anyway. Just give me anything.”

Since I hadn't had coffee in a long time, I didn't know much about the types, and since I'm someone who eats anything anyway, I just asked for something random.

“Can I really give you anything?”

"uh."

“Haha, yes.”

“Why are you laughing?”

Springfield, having received the order, suddenly smiled faintly. Seeing her mouth covered, preventing anyone from seeing it, she looked like a noblewoman.

"No. Actually, I never imagined the Commander would come to the cafe and talk to us like this."

“So, you don’t like it?”

“Commander, does this look like the face of someone you hate?”

“Why? Maybe he was wearing a smiling mask.”

He says that with a small smile. Of course, I've been trying to avoid getting involved with them because I'm a crow, so I've been trying to figure out how to do it.

Looking back now, it was truly absurd. Of course, I'm not a crow, but after all, they treated me so warmly.

But sometimes, I felt like I was over-indulging in happiness. Of course, whenever I felt that way, my kids would catch on and nudge me like ghosts.

“The chocolate latte you ordered is here~ Commander, do you like sweets?”

“The kid is so sensible.”

I wonder if word has already spread that I'm obsessed with sweets. I smiled faintly and accepted the glass.

“Hehehe. Do you like the service?”

And my smile instantly froze when I saw Springfield's beautifully drawn hedgehog-shaped latte art.

“…What is this?”

“I just felt like drawing a hedgehog today. Is there anything wrong with that?”

This time, a shameless laugh. At the same time, I opened my mouth with a bitter smile.

“…I’ll correct my earlier comment about being a person with a good sense of humor.”

“Oh my, is this guy talking two words at once? You’re being too harsh.”

“From now on, call me unnie.”

As soon as I finished speaking, I blew the wind and squashed the hedgehog-shaped bubble.

“Eww… Commander, you’re bad. What did you do to the hedgehog?”

“That’s right, that’s right! So wear those clothes again!”

I was going crazy. I vowed to kill MDR, who had put me through this humiliation, and quickly finished off my latte and ran away.
***


“Ah! Commander!!”

“Ah, Commander. How are you?”

As I ran out of the cafe in a hurry, SOP2 and RO greeted me from the opposite corner.

“Yes, nice to meet you.”

"By the way, Commander! What's that cute outfit on the blanket? Huh? Huh? Show me!"

Correction. Not very welcome.

“…Did you guys see it too?”

“Of course! RO has already been copied separately….”

“Whoa!! Stop talking nonsense! SOP2!”

Oh my, did he even copy the text for fear of it being erased? I looked at RO, both amazed and despairing, and she gasped and began to make excuses.

“Oh, that’s a misunderstanding! I just….”
“….”


After that, RO launched into a long tirade justifying his actions, but I didn't respond. Part of the reason was that he had nothing to say, but the biggest reason was that he was so dumbfounded that he couldn't speak.

“Don’t look at me like that!!”

Perhaps he didn't like the way I looked at him. Of course, I was trying to convey my contempt and disgust with the utmost precision, but the way I raised my voice in return was truly shameless.

“Hiya… Seriously… You always tell me to work hard… and not to play around… but behind my back, you actually do all kinds of dirty things…”

Honestly, I wasn't that offended, but I just took the opportunity to tease him, so I poked him hard. It was always fun to tease RO.

“That’s right! RO was bad!”

“You, you saw it too!”

“Hahaha! Okay, I’ll stop.”

I wanted to tease her more, but seeing RO's face turn red like a ripe tomato, I hurriedly calmed her down.

“I’m sorry. Let it go. Okay? I was just kidding.”
“….”


But perhaps she was quite embarrassed. No matter how hard I tried to speak to her, her gaze wouldn't turn to me.

“Commander… This is bad!!”

Eventually, unable to hold back her overwhelming emotions, she hurriedly left the place.

“Wow… Commander, you made the woman cry! That’s bad!”

“I didn’t cry, honey. And you did your part, so don’t worry too much.”

"Maybe I was being too harsh," I thought, patting SOP2's head. SOP2 smiled, satisfied with my touch, and I turned away. I thought about apologizing later, and pondered what to say in advance.

A noisy, chaotic, but truly enjoyable everyday life.

I thought it would last forever.


A promise to be forgotten
 


“Commander, do you have a minute?”

She came to see me after the sun had disappeared. Just as the full moon was revealing itself, displaying its beauty, she entered the room with a determined expression and called out to me.

“You can make time out of nothing. But why?”

I closed the book and raised my head to meet her. Seeing her usual relaxed demeanor disappear, I could vaguely sense that something important was being prepared for me.

“Just. Let’s go for a walk.”

It was the highlight of the book I was reading, but since the book wasn't more important than a walk with her, I was able to act without any regrets.

"gladly."
***


“The moon is bright.”

“That’s what I mean.”

Looking at the brilliantly shining moon, a bitter smile escaped my lips. The moon held a special meaning for me.

“It was a full moon when I told UMP45 old stories. It’s amazing.”
“….”


Even on the day I first began my relationship with UMP45, the moon was shining as brightly as it does today.

I cautiously reached out to block out the moon. It was out of sight, but unfortunately, I couldn't block out the moonlight at all.

“Do you still have any regrets?”

“…Maybe so.”

Is it still a lingering feeling? Or is it just plain stupidity? No matter how much I racked my brain, I couldn't come up with an answer.

“How about we let go of the past now?”

It was just a simple statement, but I could tell it had a double meaning.

My connection with the 404th Platoon. And my younger brother.

“It wasn’t easy. To be honest, it comes up in my dreams sometimes.”

I still have dreams from time to time of my younger brother, horribly dead with his forehead pierced, and of me holding onto him and crying.

Guilt and shame arise from sin. So, naturally, the reason I feel guilty is because I sinned.

“What can I do? I am a sinner.”

It was strange. I wasn't like this around other kids, but standing in front of her, I felt as if I was being stripped naked.

I couldn't hide it no matter how hard I tried. Every time I saw her, I felt another layer of my heart being peeled away.

“I told you not to say that.”

Her face was frowning, but on the contrary, I showed a bitter smile.

“Yeah, I want to stop now too.”

What a weak human being. No one ever said it was my fault, yet I'm always busy blaming myself, regretting, and cursing myself.

“But isn’t this the charm?”

This time, a shameless laugh. Then, she, too, seemed taken aback and smiled.

“We decided to call it a drawback.”

“Oh my, you’re being too much.”
“….”


Even though it was a normal conversation, the atmosphere was truly different. Even a cursory glance revealed that she was hesitating.

"So, why did you call me? You don't want me to just wander around like this, do you?"

To be honest, I could have waited any longer, but that wasn't her style, so I asked her directly.

The answer didn't come right away. She closed her eyes for a moment, lost in thought, then opened her mouth with a determined expression.

"Commander. Are you happy now?"

“Well? How does it look?”

A truly mysterious answer. She responded with a wry smile.

“Take this.”

She took something out of her bag one by one and handed the suspicious object to me.

“Alcohol? I drank yesterday too. If I drink again, I’ll get in trouble.”

The suspicious object turned out to be alcohol. It was Jack Daniels, the drink she always drank.

“So, you don’t like it?”

"i love it."

There was no side dish, but it was fun to drink and it was fun to be with her, so it didn't really matter.

We sat down roughly and continued drinking while having a pointless conversation.
***


“Hehehe! That’s right.”

One, two, as the bottles emptied, the smile on his face grew. It was a little bittersweet to think that this might be the last time I'd see him, but it wasn't all bad.

"Commander. You seem quite drunk. Are you alright?"

His appearance was so unraveling that it seemed more fitting to say he was melting. The first time I saw him, I was truly shocked, but now I just find him adorable.

“Huh? I’m still fine! I’m okay! I’m okay!”

His tongue had been loose for a long time, and his face was also red, so it was clear that he was already drunk.

I thought uselessly, "I'm sure my tolerance can't be this low, but maybe it's because I drank two days in a row."

“Want to take a walk? Maybe I can sober up a bit.”

"good!"

We got up, led by him who was smiling brightly once again.

“Hiya… pretty….”

"…I know."

It was clearly the same situation as before, but the reaction was different. It was such a funny situation that I laughed too.

“You’re smiling…? Are you feeling good?”

No. He was looking at my face instead of the brightly shining moon.

Is it really right for me to disappear?

"Commander. What if I disappear… what if you wake up and I'm gone?"

"no."

"uh?"

“I don’t like that. I don’t like that.”

He hardened his expression without even a moment's hesitation.

"Even UMP45, who used to understand each other, betrayed me. Now, you're truly all I have."
“….”


It was a look I'd never seen before. Even during those suffocating times, he'd always been expressionless, never so openly expressing his anger.

“…Then let me change the question. It’s the same question as before, but Commander, no, Class. Are you happy these days?”

“Huh??”

After hearing my question, he tilted his head, then lowered it and began to drool.

“Yeah! I’m so happy!”

But that was only for a moment, as he suddenly leaped forward with those words, spun around, and showed a bright smile.

“Every day is so happy! Really, really… so happy!”

The smile on my face grew brighter. But I didn't.

"Talking to the AR-15 is fun, and messing around with RO with SOP2 is fun! And I'm happy with the 9A-91, and I love having the IWS-2000!"

His words never stopped, like a child trying to boast about his happiness.

"I'm not afraid to go to a cafe. When I go, the kids smile at me. It's really... so, so happy!"

After boasting about his happiness for a while, he was within striking distance of me. If we just drew a little closer, our lips would almost touch.

But neither of us turned away. He just smiled bashfully and opened his mouth again.

“But still, I think being with you is the best.”

“That’s fortunate.”

"So thank you. For showing me happiness. Without you, I'd still be wearing a mask."

This time, a slightly more gentle smile. But I still couldn't laugh.

It was at that moment that I scratched the back of my head with a complicated feeling as I watched him so excitedly.

“M16? Why are you crying?”

"…uh?"

I couldn't hide my surprise at his sudden words and carefully touched my eyes. Only then did I realize that tears were welling up in my eyes.

“Huh…?”

The tears that had accumulated soon exceeded the permissible limit and flowed down my cheeks. Then, the tears that had been flowing gently from my cheeks fell to the ground with a plop.

“Don’t cry… okay?”

A rough but warm hand reached my eye. Slowly and carefully, his hand reached my eye and gently wiped away my tears.

And eventually, my feelings that I had been holding back finally collapsed.

“I’m sorry! I’m sorry….”

Unable to hold back her tears, she hugs him tightly.

You care for me so much, you like me so much, you love me so much, so why am I leaving you?

“I’m sorry… I’m… I’m really sorry….”

But even so, I couldn't help it. I had a duty to save M4, and you relied on me more than you cared for and loved me.

So, if I disappear, everything will be resolved. Of course, there will be a great sense of loss, but if you overcome that hardship and adversity, you will truly be able to take off your mask.

So, I rationalized it again. But there was no time for self-reproach.

“I’m sorry… I’m sorry… Ban….”

Because right now, the priority was to apologize to him while shedding tears.

“…I’m a coward. I didn’t have the courage to tell you… I couldn’t bear to see you sad… I didn’t want to leave you with sad memories… So I got you drunk like this….”

When he gets drunk, he can't remember what happened while he was drunk. That's his secret, known only to a few, including me.

That's why I got him drunk. I didn't have the courage to say such things to you when you were sober. I didn't want to leave you with such a sad memory.

“Don’t cry. Okay? Stop!”

Once again, his gentle hand brushed over my eyes. The guilt, the tenderness, the affection, the love, my tears showed no sign of stopping.

“Half… I have something to tell you. Will you listen?”

"…huh."

Even though he was drunk, he must have realized something was amiss. His eyes had long since dilated, but his voice was as serious as ever.

I carefully wiped away the tears that flowed. I'm sure you won't remember, but I didn't want to look this ugly, because that could be the last time I saw you.

"I'm going on a little trip. I might not return, or even if I do, I might be a little changed."

“…M16?”

He held my hand tightly. He clearly said he could only count on one hand the number of times he'd held his parents' hands. He must have been filling me with all the love, affection, and affection he'd never received from them.

"But I promise you this: no matter what I become, I love you more than anyone in this world."

And it's a little late, but to be honest, I didn't hate it either.

Yes. I wasn't the only one who wore a mask. I, too, wore one out of a sense of responsibility, out of my tendency to shoulder everything on my own.

Because I've been hiding my affection for you under the pretext of supporting my younger brother's love.

I forced a smile. Although I couldn't see myself, so I couldn't tell what expression I was wearing, one thing was certain: the brightly shining moon was shining only on the two of us.

“Do I really have to go…?”

“…Yeah. For me, for M4, for you.”
“….”


After hearing my answer, he simply bowed his head in appreciation. I waited patiently for him to raise his head again, and just as the passage of time began to feel heavy, his mouth opened.

“M16. Do you remember what I said to you before I confessed to you?”

“There’s no way I wouldn’t remember….”

I remembered every little detail of our conversations, because every moment I spent with him, no matter how trivial, was an invaluable memory.

He seemed satisfied with my answer. He gave a faint smile.

"As I said back then, you were my spring. A warm spring that drove away the cold winter wind. If you weren't here, I'd still be shivering, unable to endure the winter wind."

His attitude was so serious that it was hard to believe he was drunk, and there was no longer any trace of the weak child in him.

There was only one adult in this place, unmasked.

"But the flow of time cannot be stopped. It is an immutable law, unchangeable by any omnipotent being. Therefore, the seasons will cycle, and winter will come again, leaving me shivering in the cold."

It's strange. You're clearly sadder than me right now, so why am I the one sobbing so sadly?

The flowing tears obscured my eyes, and the tightness in my throat prevented me from making a sound.

"So, I'll wait. I'll wait here for the warm spring breeze that will drive away the cold and lonely winter."

He carefully took my hand. Then, to my surprise, the tears stopped and my throat felt relieved, as if a clearing had taken place.

"No matter what happens, please come back. Come back with a smile, and be my family like you always have."

It might have been a promise I couldn't keep, I might never be able to stand by his side again, I knew he wouldn't remember it anyway, but I squeezed out a wet voice and linked my fingers with his.

“…Yeah. I promise. Half.”

“Is that a promise? M16?”

“Yeah… I have a promise too. Half.”

The moonlight that had been shining on me was now shining on both of us, and of course, the thing that shone the brightest was our intertwined fingers.
“….”

“….”


After that, a slightly eerie silence flowed. And then, without a word, we covered each other's lips.

I prayed earnestly that this fleeting moment when our lips met would last forever, but unfortunately, a fleeting moment was just a fleeting moment and did not become eternity.

As that fleeting moment passed, he smiled again and hugged me.

“I love you, M16.”

“…Yeah. Me too.”

"lol…."

With those words, he closed his eyes and leaned against me as if he was about to collapse.

And I carefully held him in my arms while he was sleeping, and I apologized to him again with tears in my eyes.

“I’m sorry… I’m sorry… Ban.”

It is such a heartbreaking, desperate, and sorrowful promise, but he will not remember today's promise.

Because this promise was clearly a promise that would be forgotten.


A heart that will break
 


"eww…."

The headache that struck me as soon as I opened my eyes forced a groan out of me. Perhaps running two days in a row was a bit much.

Thinking that I should refrain from drinking for two days in a row, I dragged my heavy body to the refrigerator.

“This is it.”

The neatly arranged orange juice that greeted me as soon as I opened the door put my mind at ease.

I quickly opened the lid and took a sip. The refreshing taste that ran down my throat felt like it was easing the throbbing headache.

"ha…."

As the headache subsided, my head started spinning and I searched my memory hard, but still I couldn't remember anything from yesterday.

The only vague memory I had was walking with M16. She had a different vibe than usual, and I vaguely sensed she was hiding something.
“….”


I didn't feel good.

It wasn't because I was sure I'd get in trouble for drinking too much. It wasn't because I overslept.

It just, it just didn't feel right.

Anxiety rises up the spine and is transmitted to the brain, and from there, it spreads throughout the body.

I couldn't just sit still. I quickly washed myself and went outside.

“Commander!”

“AR-15?”

As soon as I stepped out the door, I heard a voice calling my name. I turned my head to see the person, and saw an AR-15 running towards me, panting heavily.

“I… that… that is.”

But even though she came before me, she remained silent. To be precise, her reluctance to speak was visibly evident.

The anxiety gradually grew. Even she, who always tried to remain calm, was reluctant to speak, which meant the news she was about to share was more serious than ever.

“…I won’t be surprised to hear anything. Just tell me.”

I took a deep breath and steeled myself. I met her eyes, determined not to panic no matter what she said.

I wondered if she sensed my firm resolve. She sighed deeply and opened her mouth.

“First of all… there’s some good news. M4 has regained consciousness.”

“…there is ‘good news’ too. Then there is bad news.”

It was clearly a situation where she should have been jumping for joy, but she wasn't. And because the bad news was more serious than the good, I couldn't be happy either.

I steeled myself. I resolved to laugh off any bad news.

“M16… has gone missing in the Iron Blood Zone.”

"…uh?"

But my resolve was shattered in less than five seconds.
***


“You really don’t know?”

-… Unfortunately, I don’t know this time.

"…all right."

That was the end of the call. As soon as the phone rang with a "thud," I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. What on earth was going on?

Tracing the communication revealed that the last person M16 contacted was Persica. However, according to Persica, it was nothing more than a phone call to check in on her well-being.

There's no way Persica would lie to me, so she must be right.

So where on earth did the M16 go?

“Commander?”

"…why."

“My phone….”

"ah."

Only then did I realize I was holding the phone too tightly, but the phone had already been bent by my grip.

“Why don’t you just buy a new one? I don’t have anything to spend money on anyway.”

I tried to hide my complicated feelings and force myself to speak calmly. But that didn't mean I could hide my feelings from her.

AR-15's anxious gaze turned to me. Knowing the relationship between me and the M16, it must be worried about me.

"…I'm okay."

I gently patted her shoulder, which was filled with worry, and left the room. Normally, she would have stopped me, but knowing me well, she didn't take any action, simply watching me leave.
“….”


My steps were so heavy. But my heart was even heavier.

How long has it been since I've felt this uneasy? No, is this even possible to describe with just one word?

My pace gets faster and faster. And my heart rate gets faster and faster along with it.

In my head, I thought it would be nothing serious, that he would show up soon as usual and surprise me, and that this time he would be a little upset that I had gone too far with my prank, but my heart couldn't lie.

The M16's signal disappeared in the heart of the Iron Blood base. And it was alone, without any support.

…there’s no way it’ll be safe.

She can't back up her mind map. If she dies once, it's game over. That's it.

“Ugh… Huh….”

My breathing quickens. Why on earth did she go there alone?

Every action has a motive. So, there must have been a motive for her to act so recklessly alone.

I search my head. I search my memories for clues. What motivated M16 to act like that?

As a result of overworking her brain, she concluded that there were two main things that had been bothering her recently.

First of all, of course, the M4.

M16 is deeply attached to her younger brother. And it's even more so when it comes to her younger brother. That's why M4's unconsciousness must have made her uneasy.

Moreover, at the same time as her disappearance, news came that M4 had regained consciousness safely.

I don't know what M4 had to do with her infiltrating the Iron Blood alone, but if M4, who said she wouldn't regain consciousness at any time, regained consciousness right after M16 disappeared, then there must have been some connection.

And the second one… it was me again.

Lately, the way she looked at me had changed a bit. I can't quite pinpoint the exact moment, but it was clear she was feeling uneasy.

But the most important thing is that she talked to me before she left.

M16, who came to see me that day, looked quite different from usual. Her mouth didn't move easily, and her voice was uneasy, as if she was hiding something.

M16 asked me if I was happy. After that, I drank the drink she offered me… and when I opened my eyes, it was morning.

Digging. Digging deeper and deeper into the depths of memory. I racked my brain, searching for fragments of forgotten memories, but it was impossible to retrieve memories that had vanished.

I felt a deep sense of despair at not being able to retrieve my memories no matter how hard I tried. This time, anxiety set in.

A break in memory inevitably brings about anxiety. But even so, the reason I usually drank alcohol was because someone could fill that gap.

But this time, there was no one. No one to explain the missing time.

What if I said something harsh to her while drunk? It's always been my fault, so maybe it's my fault again?

Now that the M16 brakes were gone, I was thinking everything was my fault. The self-reproach that began that way couldn't be stopped, and it consumed me.

What should I do? How can I resolve this? How can I… find the M16?

My breathing became more rapid. A headache was creeping into my head, and my chest felt tighter and tighter.

“Huh… Huh….”

My body feels numb. This numbness, starting in my hands and feet, gradually moves up my body, reaching my chest and making it difficult for me to breathe.

“Ugh… Ugh….”

Hyperventilation. A type of seizure that occurs when the mind becomes extremely anxious.

But knowing that didn't mean I could do anything about it. I was already on the floor.

“Commander!!”

I closed my eyes, leaving behind the urgent voice that was getting closer and closer.
***


“Commander…are you okay?”

When I opened my eyes, SOP2 greeted me with a worried face.

She smiled slightly and showed that she was okay, but her face showed no sign of brightening.
“….”


I faced her face and pondered what to do next.

Surprisingly, the answer was close at hand. I'd already heard from M16 what to do in such a situation.

"Please, don't you know your place? If you fall, it's only natural that those under you will fall too. So please…"

She told me I shouldn't break down. I was a commander. I wore the heavy crown of a commander.

But I broke down. My insides were filled with nothing but anxiety, and it was clear that my expression and eyes would only show despair.

I met the eyes of SOP2 before me. Her usually vibrant, crimson eyes, like mine, were filled with anxiety.

For her, M16 is family. It was obvious that SOP2, with her family gone, would feel the same anxiety as I did.

Emotions are contagious. When one person is sad, the dominoes fall down. That's human nature.

So, I couldn't let myself crumble. I couldn't give them another worry when they were already struggling. I couldn't let my despair infect them.

Yeah. So. For them, not for me like before, but for others.

“I’m fine. SOP2.”

I had to put on my mask again.
***


“M4.”

“Ah… Commander.”

M4, who was lying in bed, sat up as soon as the commander arrived, trying to greet him. The time she'd been unconscious, not being able to see him, had been nothing short of hell for her.

“…Commander?”

But that was only for a moment. Her body soon froze.

I could tell instinctively that the commander was feeling despair and anxiety.

The cause is clearly the disappearance of the M16. Commanders love and rely on the M16.

As expected from M4 with her extraordinary mind map, she was able to reach the truth in an instant.

I found myself wondering if I could fill that void.
 



broken heart
 


The fundamental reason M16 left was, of course, to save his younger brother.

Of course, that doesn't mean she didn't think about the others who would be left behind, as she was the type of person who didn't weigh the value of her younger sibling against others.

As much as the Commander trusted M16, M16 trusted her. She also held onto the hope that the Commander would endure this ordeal and become a greater person.

But she made two fatal mistakes.

First of all, the commander's severed memory.

She left no memory of her actions with the commander. She gave him some alcohol to make him black out when drunk, and left him alone without telling him the truth.

And that was clearly a wrong judgment.

The commander, who realized that he was the last person M16 had spoken to before leaving, searched hard for memories, but was unable to recall the memory of that day. This created fantastic synergy with his self-reproachful personality, and he ended up thinking that it was his fault for not being able to stop her from leaving.

The second is not knowing that his wounds have not fully healed.

The commander seemed to be improving after the kidnapping incident, but that was M16's illusion. It seemed to be because she was right next to him.

Even the one who brought the commander out of his reverie that day was an M16, so his dependence on it became even worse than before.

A personality that has once been broken is reassembled, and in the process, something is missing.

So the worst choice she made ended up with the worst result.
***

 


Something is wrong. Something is wrong.

That was the conclusion reached by AK-12, who had been observing the commander for about a week.

Of course, his behavior hasn't changed much. He goes to the cafe as usual, chats and laughs as if nothing's wrong, jokes around as usual, and works as usual.

But no matter how hard I tried, there was something I couldn't hide.

A mask cannot cover the eyes. A mask that covers the eyes is nothing more than a useless object.

That's why the mask he wore couldn't hide his eyes.

He was dead. His once vibrant eyes had long since lost their vitality and sunk into the depths of the sea.

Most of the dolls were unaware of this fact. No, it couldn't have been otherwise. They were unaware of the mask's very existence.

However, on the contrary, the few dolls who knew of the mask's existence were able to notice his change.

And AK-12 was a doll that knew of the mask's existence.

“So. Yesterday I⋯.”

“Ahaha! What is that, Commander!”

He laughs. He laughs. He wears a laughing mask.

And as soon as they leave, they take off their smiling masks.

Expressionless. No, that's also a mask.

“⋯Luke.”

I couldn't bear to watch this behavior any longer. When I came to, I found myself calling his name.

“What is it?”

The usual sharp voice. No, a voice that seemed sharp.

He always threw sharp, piercing words at me. Of course, there was a good reason for it: I had sinned against him.

It was an unforgivable sin. I always reflected on it, but that was all. Nothing changed.

Because I didn't have the courage to apologize to him. No, more precisely, because I knew that an apology in words wouldn't do.

But even so, the reason I always approached him was not only because I wanted to get closer to him personally, but also because, most importantly, his words always seemed sharp, but except in a few situations, they always ended bluntly.

He was good. He clearly hated me, disliked me, and said harsh things to me, but he always regretted his actions later.

That's why I couldn't bear to see such a good person being ruined.

“Let me talk to you for a moment.”

“⋯Why me.”

But the words he just spat out at me were so blunt that it was hard to even call them a dagger. They were so flat that it would be better to call them flat.

“Even if it’s just for a little while. Please.”

I tried to ignore him and grab his arm as he tried to leave. At the same time, I saw his expression contort.

“Let go.”

“Please, Commander.”

“I told you to let go.”

There was no backing down from either of us. The reason was simple: I wanted to talk to him, and he didn't want to talk to me.

"half."

“Don’t call me by that name.”

I finally got around to calling him by his real name, but it didn't make any difference. In fact, I felt his voice rising, as if it had only made him angrier.

“Half. Please.”

But I couldn't stop. If I let go of his hand now, he would truly disappear somewhere.

“⋯Let go.”

"no."

His attitude changed, but I still held onto his arm.

A chilling silence followed. A silence so heavy that a weakling would find it impossible to endure the chilling atmosphere and would flee.

“⋯Please.”

“Commander?”

And it was the commander who broke the silence.

“Please… just… leave me alone…”

“⋯.”

It wasn't a smiling mask, a sly mask, an angry mask, or anything else.

That sad expression, that powerless voice filled with emptiness, that trembling in the arm I was holding onto, were not a mask.

His sincerity was so sad that I could only watch him let go of my grip and walk away with difficulty.
***


it's tough.

My body hurts.

My head hurts more than my body hurts.

And my heart ached more than my head ached.

A week has already passed, and not a trace of the M16 has been found. It's unlikely someone intentionally erased it, so why aren't there even the slightest clues?

It's scary. It's so scary to live in a world without you.

You were more than family to me. You were the first person I ever faced without my mask. You were the one who saved me from UMP45, the person I believed was family.

But you, you who are so precious, I don't even know whether you are alive or dead.

“Heh⋯ Heh⋯.”

So I forced myself to wear a mask. As always, for others, not for myself. But how long will this mask last? Like a tightrope walker, my precarious mask, how long will it last?

As I was walking along, joking around so diligently, a very familiar and nostalgic figure caught my eye.

“⋯M16?”

At first glance, it may seem dangerous, but thanks to her cheerful personality, it doesn't feel that way at all. The three-pronged scar on her right eye, the strangely patterned eye patch on top of it, and the black braided hair with a yellow bridge.

It was the girl I knew.

“M16!!”

There was no time to think. When I came to, I found myself embracing her.

“I, I believed you would come back… Huh? You… I believed you wouldn’t leave me…”

Joy? Joy? Happiness? I felt emotions that words couldn't possibly describe.

“Thank you for coming back… Thank you for staying so healthy.”

She didn't say anything. But that didn't matter. I was so happy just knowing she was back by my side, safe and sound.

“⋯Commander.”

“RO?”

While I was hugging her so tightly, someone called out to me and put a hand on my shoulder, and only then did I realize that RO had been there all along.

“Yeah. RO. Look, look at this. The M16 is finally here⋯.”

His gestures and words were filled with excitement. But that didn't last long.

For some reason, RO was crying sadly.

I face her. Clearly, she was aware of M16's presence, just like I was, but the emotion I sensed from her wasn't joy or delight. What she felt now was clearly 'regret.'

“Why, what’s wrong? RO? What’s wrong?”

I asked her in a panicked voice, but there was no answer. She simply wiped away her tears and sobbed.

After crying for a long time, RO struggled to control his emotions and carefully opened his mouth.

“That’s… the dummy I requested to be retrieved.”

“⋯Huh?”

I just froze.

I was so shocked and shocked by the cruel truth that I couldn't come to my senses.

My thoughts also stopped. No matter how hard I tried to force myself to think, my body wouldn't move as I wanted.

It was time that stirred my frozen body. After some time, I was able to move my body and head, and only then was I able to face the truth.

The M16, no, the dummy I thought was the M16, wasn't looking at me.

“Ah… ahaha… you looked so embarrassing.”

I let out a hollow laugh. It wasn't because I wanted to embarrass myself in front of RO, but my heart had long since been so torn that I couldn't tell the truth.

“⋯Commander.”

“⋯I’m sorry. Please leave me alone today.”

Her eyes, a mixture of a thousand emotions, turned to me, but I had long since lost the will to respond. In the end, I tried to ignore her pitiful gaze and walked to my room.

I didn't think about anything. No, I couldn't. I just surrendered to the mechanical movements of my legs and groaned.

After walking for a while, I came to my senses and found myself in my room. A space of my own, where no one but her could enter.

As I looked around from left to right, from right to left, I noticed something very familiar.

A half-filled Jack Daniel's. Her favorite drink.

He approached cautiously and picked up the bottle.

It was cold.

That's why my heart was cold too.

“Ah… ugh….”

At the finale, even the tears I'd been holding back burst out. No matter how much I wiped them, they wouldn't dry. They simply flowed down my cheeks and made a mess on the floor.

‘Why on earth did you leave? If you had a reason to leave, why didn’t you tell anyone?

‘Then was there a reason you couldn’t tell me?’

Many questions arose. But the most important question was this:

‘What was the last conversation I had with M16?’

I was definitely the last person she spoke to before she disappeared, but I was so drunk I couldn't remember.

Yeah, alcohol. Alcohol. Because of this alcohol⋯.

“Because of this alcohol!!”

-What the hell!

The sudden surge of anger quickly led to action. I threw the bottle of alcohol I was holding onto the floor.

“Ugh… Ugh… Ughh ...

And the anger didn't end there. I pulled the gun out of my pocket and started firing bullets into the already shattered bottle.

-Bang! Bang! Bang!

After hitting all but one of my feet, I was soon filled with emptiness again.

I don't remember much after that. I just lived like a doll, swept away by the flow of time.

There were just three big changes.

First of all, the first thing is that I started smoking again.

I had clearly decided to quit, but I couldn't stand it any longer. I smoked more than a pack a day, forcing myself to relieve my stress.

The second is increased exercise volume.

I increased the intensity even further than when I was training under my father. My muscles, torn and torn, regenerated and grew, but my mind didn't.

And finally, the third thing is to become actively involved in field work again.

I had previously stopped after hearing the dolls' worried words after being badly injured and losing consciousness for several weeks, but I couldn't stop because I felt like I would go crazy if I just sat still.

As the number of wounds on my body increased, the worries of those around me also increased, but no one could stop me.

But even so, I believed you would return someday. That's why I kept half my heart empty, waiting endlessly for you to return.

Because half of my heart has always been yours.

Because you always showed up when I was having a hard time. Because you saved me back then. I held onto a small hope that you would come again this time.

But that belief, that tiny hope, our reunion, came to pass in the worst possible way.
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“Hello M4. ⋯And Commander.”

“⋯M16?”

So half of my heart was cut out.


sand castle play
 


I hated rainy days.

Because it rained on the day my brother died.

And on the day I reunited with M16, it was snowing.

So, since that day, I hate snowy days.
***


M4 was flustered. No, in this current situation, anyone would have been unable to hide their bewilderment. Who could remain calm when the sister they always trusted and followed returned in the worst possible light?

Rather, the current situation, in which even the M4, which had been twisted and misaligned, realized that something was strange, was nothing less than a sign of the severity of the situation.

But even so, M4 tried to calm himself. He could see that the commander's body was shaking more than his own.

My hands were shaking. My legs were shaking. My heart was pounding.

The commander's whole body was trembling.

He tried to say something, but his lips moved like a goldfish in water, and no words came out.

It wasn't that I had nothing to say. On the contrary, if I ever met her, there was a mountain of things I wanted to say.

I just, I just couldn't get the words out.

“Sister… What on earth is that look like… What happened to you?”

In the end, it was M4 who spoke first. However, despite M4's emotionally charged question, M16 remained impassive and composed.

“Me?”

She held up her empty arm. And where the AR Platoon logo should have been, a long scratch was in place.

"I was captured by Iron Blood and brainwashed. And the worst part is, I was forced to fight my former comrades. Will this answer satisfy you?"

M16 smiled an indescribable smile. Without a doubt, it was her own expression.

“⋯You look worried, but I’m feeling pretty good right now. There’s nothing more reassuring than holding great power in my hands and being able to wield it as I wish.”

"lie."

It was then that my mouth finally opened. I managed to move my still body, but she said nothing.

“Huh? That’s a lie… If you were really brainwashed… There’s no way you wouldn’t shoot me and the M4, the enemy’s main force, right?”

Whoosh, a nasty wind blew. It wasn't just my bad mood that made the wind feel unpleasant. In fact, there was a lot of unpleasant air flowing around here.

“Yeah, yeah. I don’t know how it got infected by the umbrella, but… I’m sure Persica-san can save it… So… So…”

“It’s no use.”

I continued to ramble on, listing my wishes, but her sharp words cut me off.

“Humans are like trees. The more they stretch their branches toward the bright sky, the deeper their roots dig into the dark ground.”

I didn't say anything. Or rather, I couldn't say anything, which would be more accurate. But I knew one thing: she was hiding a lot from us.

“Rest assured, this won’t be the last time we pull the trigger on each other.”

“M16⋯ Just tell me one thing.”

“⋯What is it?”

My mouth, once closed, didn't open easily, but somehow I opened it again and spoke to her.

“⋯That day. The day you and I last spoke. What on earth did I say to you?”

“⋯.”

She didn't say anything, so I continued.

"Did I say something too harsh? Did I? Because I said something too harsh... you left. Yeah. That, that's why...."

“Commander.”

M16, with a complicated expression on his face, turned his gaze towards me with an indifferent expression.

"I'm here now entirely by my own free will. What happened that day doesn't matter at all."

“…It doesn’t matter, just tell me. Please. What happened that day?”

There was a thud, the sound of something snapping. But I held onto the rope that still held its slender hold and continued speaking, but she just kept on giving me a confused look.

“⋯Nothing.”

A truly vain answer. And once again, I heard the sound of something snapping inside me.

“⋯Are you serious?”

“Oh. Seriously.”

At her indifferent reply, at her sharp and threatening voice, which I was hearing for the first time, I lowered my head and closed my eyes tightly.

I've always judged everything by its results. And every time, it was you who reprimanded me, telling me to judge by the process, not the outcome.

And now, I don't know a single thing about the process. I'm once again forced to judge everything by the results.

“Keuheup⋯ Keuheup⋯ Keuheup⋯.”

“⋯Commander?”

“Kuh ...

Now that the results have come back to haunt me, I'm experiencing emotions I've never felt before.

Looking at the commander laughing maniacally, M16 quietly tightened his grip on his gun. Just in case, like before, he might suddenly stop laughing and point the gun at his own head.

But fortunately, that didn't happen. However, when he stopped laughing and raised his head, something I'd never seen before was on his face.

"Yeah. In the end, nothing happened that day, and the fact that you're here now is entirely your own will... right?"

It's broken. It's broken. Every string in his heart is snapped, leaving only one. Only that last, desperately trying not to break, precariously holds his heart together.

“⋯Yeah.”

-Thud.

And then it was cut off.

“Yeah… I see… This is your true feelings….”

This time, a weak laugh. He gave a bitter smile, just like before.

-Thud thud!

“Commander!”

But that was only for a moment, as the commander, who had been smiling weakly, suddenly put his hand to his left eye and gouged it out.

Gulp, blood flowed from his eyes. Blood flowed from him instead of tears. The eyeball was gouged out, and a sharp wind blew into the empty space, bringing a chill, but nothing could be colder than his heart.

M4, standing next to him, was naturally flustered, and even M16, on the other side, couldn't hide his bewilderment. But he calmly tossed his own eye, the object containing so many stories, at M16.

“…I wish you were dead.”

That was the end. The long-awaited reunion, the worst kind of reunion, ended here.

The commander turned and left. M4, at a loss, simply stared at him.

So, neither the commander nor the M4 saw the M16's expression.
***


“Commander! Please… Please say something… Yes?”

“Commander… I was wrong… Huh? Don’t do that…”

I could hear some voices outside, but I couldn't really hear them.

A few days had passed. I didn't really care. Especially since dates weren't important to me anymore.

Since that day, I haven't seen anyone except Persica.

In fact, even Mr. Persica was simply trying to replant the implant. They didn't engage in any private conversations.

I was sure she was being too dangerous and questioning why he wanted me to make such a thing, but I was able to convince her just by quietly looking into her eyes.

I didn't even have the strength to clutch my head and sob like I used to. My tear ducts had long since dried up, and I couldn't shed any more tears.

But strangely enough, my chest didn't hurt. To be precise, I felt nothing.

What on earth could it be? What was this unidentifiable feeling that was lingering in my body that day?

Was this anger? No.

So is this sadness? No.

So what is it? What on earth am I feeling that makes me do this?

Disgust, pity, worry, hesitation, joy, happiness, sadness, anticipation?

"no."

Foolishness, madness, longing, betrayal, joy, confusion, doubt, emotion?

"…no."

After racking my brain for a long time, no answer came. Discouraged by the unsolvable problem, I reached for a bottle of water, but it was empty.

And after staring at the empty plastic bottle for a long time, I finally realized: what I was feeling wasn't joy, sadness, anger, or anything else.

The emotion I was feeling right now was nothingness.

Our relationship, which I believed would never end, was nothing more than a sandcastle. Outwardly, it seemed truly magnificent and beautiful, but a single wave could destroy it.

I've wanted this my whole life and worked harder than anyone else to build it, but in the end, our relationship was nothing more than a sand castle that would disappear in a single wave.

But now, I still had countless sandcastles left. Sandcastles with M4, sandcastles with SOP2, sandcastles with 9A-91… the list was too numerous to count.

And at that moment, the emotion that had suddenly filled my empty heart spread throughout my entire body.

The identity was fear. Now that M16's sandcastle had collapsed, I was gripped by a deep fear that the other sandcastles might also disappear.

…then, if I destroy all the remaining sand castles with my own hands before someone else destroys them, wouldn’t I no longer have to tremble in fear?

That was when a huge bell rang in my head.

Yes. From the start, they were all destined to disappear. Now that the sandcastle with the prettiest and most impressive UMP45, and the sandcastle with the largest and most sturdy M16, had collapsed, there was no guarantee the rest wouldn't fall as well.

“Kuuuu… kuuuu… hahahahaha!!”

Ding ding ding, as the bell sounded louder, so did the laughter.

Yeah! Let's break it down! I can't stand being hurt anymore. I'll break the sand castle first!

If I destroy the sand castle first... I won't get hurt anymore!

“Kuhuhu… euhahahahahah… ahahahahahaha!!!”

The bell rang all night long.
***


It was still early in the morning. Having somehow come to my senses and prepared to leave, I slowly opened the door.

As I came out with a squeaking sound, what greeted me was a dark night sky.

The moon wasn't visible, so that was a relief.

I continued to stare blankly at the sky with empty eyes, and then I was about to take a heavy step.

“Commander.”

A voice suddenly came. I turned my head to the source of the sound, and a very familiar doll greeted me.

Long, flowing, radiant white hair. Blood-red eyes contrasting with it. I thought she was twisted, but in reality, she was the doll who cared for me more than anyone else.

“…IWS-2000.”

She didn't say anything. She just gave me a sad look.

“What do you have to say?”

My voice was sharper than necessary, and that showed how unstable my mental state was.

“…Are you finally going to leave?”

“So what? Are you going to stop it?”

Despite my questions, IWS-2000 remained silent. But unlike her lips, her legs were slowly walking toward me.

Step by step, she approached me. And soon, when she was within arm's reach, she cautiously opened her mouth.

"no."

"…what?"

And the answer I got was so unexpected that I couldn't hide my bewilderment.

“I like you, Commander.”

“What are you talking about…!”

A confession out of the blue. It was a precursor to the previous kidnapping incident, and as unpleasant memories surfaced, I ended up raising my voice.

“It’s all thanks to you, Commander, that you saved me from the bunker, and that you safely disposed of the former commander’s body.”

But she showed no sign of embarrassment and carefully wrapped her hand around mine. The gloves she usually wore were gone, and her warmth flowed through my hand.

When I looked at her face once more, instead of her blood-red eyes, there were clear, transparent, ruby-like eyes.

After looking at the commander for a long time, she cautiously opened her mouth.

"I've decided to dedicate everything to you, Commander. So I'm determined to fulfill whatever you desire."

Our commander is a very strong man, but because of that, he is more fragile than anyone else in this world.

A person who can comfort anyone's wounds, but is a truly fragile person who does not know how to comfort his own wounds.
     


“So I won’t interfere with your choice, Commander.”
     


“What is that…”
     


“The Commander said, ‘Do whatever you want.’”
     


The Commander always told us to live as we pleased, but he himself lived a life more bound than anyone else.
     


“So, Commander, do whatever you want.”
     


I raised my head and looked at the Commander's face. It was filled with emptiness, despair, and a sadness deeply hidden within. There was no positive emotion present.
     


My heart ached. The Commander soothed my wounds, but I, a lowly being, could not banish the darkness that filled his heart.
     


So the best I could do was not to discourage the Commander from making his choice and let him do what he wanted.
     


"If you're happy leaving this place, Commander, you don't have to come back. Ultimately, what I wish for is your happiness."
     


The Commander's face hardened. But in contrast, the smile on my face grew wider.
     


"You're embarking on a journey to find happiness. Your happiness, which no longer exists here."
     


When I look at his face, I smile. When I picture him in my mind, the light that has been my light, I am filled with happiness.
     


Do you know this heart, my love, and you?
     


It doesn't matter if you don't know. It doesn't matter if you don't look at me.
     


If you're happy, I'm happy with that.
     


"But I have a favor to ask. If you can't find happiness by leaving this place, if life outside isn't as happy as it is here, then will you please come back to us?"
     


I placed my hand on his chest. I placed my hand carefully on his chest, which was torn, broken, and shattered.
     


…it was cold.
     


"Can you promise me, Commander? No. Michael Van."
     

“….”

     


There was no answer. The Commander simply gently pushed my hand away. He turned away without saying a word.
     


And step by step, we moved further and further away. So, I smiled brighter than ever and said,
     


“Have a nice day, Commander.”
     

     

     

     

     

     



Endlessly (Must read notice! Contains BGM!!)
 

***


There is BGM. Please refer to the notice.
***


I wanted a normal life.

I didn't want any special abilities or anything.

I just wanted to live a normal and harmonious life with my family.

But in the end, the life I lived was far from ordinary.

Am I asking for too much?

Was it too much of a desire for me to want an ordinary life?

Why did my life turn out like this?
***


How much time had passed? I couldn't tell. I just surrendered to the flow of time and lived on.

However, I could tell that quite a bit of time had passed because the hair that had barely covered my eyes was now enough to be tied up.

After leaving the command post, I returned to the back alley where I had previously lived. A filthy, filthy, and dirty gathering place for people.

That's why it was the perfect place for me.

-Phew.

Killed a person.

Apparently, I used to have the mindset that I shouldn't kill anyone, even so-called bad people, but whatever. They were still bad people.

Killing people and getting paid. Money received from dealing with bad people.

It was truly contradictory, but I didn't bother to question it because I could already say that the human race is the embodiment of contradictions.

And so I continued to live, day after day. Sometimes I infiltrated the illegal doll trade black market, sometimes I learned the skills of a doll maker through eye contact, and sometimes I just killed bad people. I just lived.

Then one day, I looked in the mirror.

It was my first time looking in a mirror since I ran away, so I didn't expect so many changes to my face.

First of all, the dark circles that appeared again.

And eyes that were more damaged than before.

But the most striking thing was definitely my hair. It had grown long enough to be tied up, which was a major concern, but there was a more significant change in my hair now that made it worthless.

Marie Antoinette Syndrome, you know? A condition where extreme stress causes hair to turn white.

My hair had turned white.

It was unpleasant. White doesn't suit me at all, and there's no way someone like me could dare wear pure white.

I shook my head roughly. Okay. Let's forget about the little things and focus on something else.

As I was about to stop thinking about such useless things and get back to work, I noticed how empty my expression was in the mirror.

It was strange. I shouldn't be this expressionless, but I certainly wasn't before.
 


That bothered me so much that I tried to force a smile.

There was no laughter.

“Huh⋯?”

Embarrassed, I tried to change my expression here and there, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't smile.

Why? Facial expressions are my specialty, so why on earth?

In the end, I decided to wear a mask. I tried to force a smile, even if it was just a smile.

But still, I couldn't laugh.

It's strange. Something is clearly wrong. It shouldn't be.

What should I do? How can I smile?

After much agonizing, the answer finally dawned on me. I always smiled when I pictured someone's face in my mind.

Yeah… That’s right… M16. Yeah. It was an M16.

My mind was so damaged that I couldn't tell right from wrong, and I ended up drawing her face in my mind.

‘From now on, I will minimize my self-reproach and live on, no matter what happens.’

Her face, which made another promise for me.

‘There has never been a moment when I didn’t love you.’

Her face that saved me from my nightmare.

“Uh… Uh…?”

Tears came to my eyes.

Why? I can't help but smile whenever I think of her face. Why, why, why,

And then I remembered. The woman who had given so much for me and cherished me had betrayed me.

"I'm here now, entirely of my own free will. What happened that day doesn't matter at all."

“Ah… ahh…!!”

At that moment, the false shell on my chest was peeled away.

At the same time, I realized: I wasn't feeling anything that day. It was the overwhelming torrent of emotions that had caused my ego to escape reality, mistaking it for emptiness.

Faced with such a cruel truth, my heart began to ache.

It wasn't that someone was stabbing my chest with a knife. It wasn't that someone was poking my chest with an awl, either.

But my heart ached as if it had been stabbed with a knife, and as if it had been pricked with an awl.

“Ahhh… Aaaah!!!”

Countless waves of emotions surged through me, as if trying to bring back the time I hadn't felt emotions before, confusing and hurting my heart.

What words can express my feelings right now?

Sadness, remorse, sorrow?

Grief, sorrow, sorrow?

Disappointment, disappointment, loss of will?

I listed countless words, but it still wasn't enough. No, a feeling that couldn't be expressed in words prickled my heart.

My heart was already flooded with countless emotions, but before I could even rest, another wave washed over me.

The name of that wave was guilt.

If I'm so heartbroken because one of my M16s left me, how much more pain must the children of the command center be feeling now that I, too, have left after M16?

“Ahh… Ahh….”

I couldn't open my eyes. No, I didn't want to open them.

Because I didn't have the courage to face this miserable and cruel reality.

What the hell have I done? What the hell have I done?

What about my children? How can I atone for this sin?

Tell me, M16. What should I do now?

No. It doesn't have to be an M16. UMP45, M4, AR-15, RO, IWS-2000, 9A-91, anyone will do.

Even if it's an AN-94 or an AK-12, that's fine. Please, please tell me the answer.

I reached out my hand, desperately hoping someone would take my hand, but there was no one left to hold my hand.

“Ugh… Ugh!!”

Now I felt nauseous. I didn't vomit anything out, but the pain of my gut churning was palpable.

But even that was like a drop in the bucket compared to the excruciating pain in my chest that never stopped.

“Ahh… I…!! I… What the heck….”

I continued to feel excruciating pain. I clutched my chest, shed tears, and felt guilty for my mistakes.

As time passed, this sharp feeling that stabbed me only grew stronger, not blurred.

After a long time, my tear ducts dried up and I started to no longer shed tears.

“Ha… haha… ke… kehehe….”

Laughter began to break out.

The reason was simple. First, I drew M16's face to make people laugh, but all that came out were tears. Second, I was disgusted by myself for shamelessly showing such heartache after committing such a grave mistake.

And the last reason was that it was so ridiculous to see myself wanting to rekindle a relationship that I had severed with my own hands.

“Ugh… Hehehe… Hehehehe… Hehahahahaha!!!”

But no matter how hard I laughed, the wound in my heart didn't go away. Instead, it was broken and crushed, and now I felt like I was about to be completely shattered.

It's falling apart. It's falling apart. It's not the heart, it's the mind that's falling apart.

It's broken. It's shattered. It's torn. My ego is shattered.

At that very moment, when I was on the verge of collapse, a thought crossed my mind.

‘I was a bad person to begin with, so why am I regretting this?’

It was a defense mechanism. A psychoanalytic term referring to a psychological ritual or behavior that protects oneself from emotional wounds by unconsciously deceiving oneself or interpreting the situation differently in situations where the ego is threatened.

It was the same as before. The only difference was that when I reunited with M16, I did it unconsciously, fearing my mind would crumble. Now, I had a choice.

This was the turning point. It was already too late, but if I chose the truth, I knew I could somehow set things right.

But my mind, which had already been damaged beyond repair, could no longer face the harsh reality.

Yes. I am a sinner. A sinner who has committed an unforgivable sin since childhood.

Well, I'm a sinner. I wouldn't shamelessly be heartbroken over something as trivial as this.

That was when strength returned to my body.

That's right. I killed my brother. I killed my father. I killed my mother. I killed people. I betrayed those I trusted.

Yeah. I don't feel guilty. I'm a bad person who doesn't regret anything from the start.

After continuing to whip like that, I finally gained enough strength to move my legs.

“I am a person who has no regrets. I have no regrets.”

He has been deceiving people he is not close to using a fake name.

He has been deceiving those close to him with a mask.

So now let's fool even myself with a fake heart.

From now on, I am a bad person who commits such acts without regret or remorse.

I raise my head and face the mirror again.

Inside was a broken man, shedding tears of blood and wearing a twisted smile.

But my heart no longer hurt.

So it's back.

Yes, I, I.

I don't regret it.
***


Gulp, gulp, gulp, I downed the alcohol. I couldn't possibly accept this twisted cause and effect with my sober mind.

I heard from command. The commander has disappeared.

And then I faced them. The commander had disappeared.

It was ruined. I couldn't bear to open my eyes and look at it, so even I had no choice but to turn away.

It's my fault. It's my fault for ruining the commander, for ruining them. It's all my fault.

My heart ached. It was heartbreaking that one wrong choice had led to such a tragic outcome.

But still, I didn't regret it.

The first reason was that I knew that if I gave in to sadness, despaired, and accepted the miserable reality, I would not be able to move forward. The second reason was that I had to correct this twisted fate with my own hands.

And the last reason is that since I found out the whole truth, I decided to shoulder everything alone.

It's my fault. It all started with my fault.

I take something out of my pocket. An object that symbolizes our bond.

And now, the symbol of our broken bond.

His prosthetic eye was old and faded.

I was the one who cut ties with him. As a result, he severed all ties with everyone, and I was the one who led everything to ruin.

So, the person who needs to correct this is me.

I have no regrets. If I had time to regret, I would not stop and move forward.

So it's back.

Yes. I. I.

I don't regret it.

Same time, different space.

The man shed tears of blood and vowed, because he lacked the courage to face the heavy and terrifying truth.

The woman clenched her fists tightly around the eyeglasses she held, knowing the weight of the responsibility she was about to shoulder.

But even though the reasons were different, their mindsets were the same.

""I am.""

Both the man and the woman raise their heads.

“Because I was a person who had no regrets from the beginning.”

“I am the one who will correct this twisted fate.”

Both of them take a step forward and speak at the same time.

“I have no regrets.”

Saying so, the man descends into the basement where only pitch-black darkness has descended.

And the woman ascends to the earth, which is shining brightly.

Over and over again, and over and over again.
***


More than half a year has passed since the commander left.

I'd like to say, "I hope you're doing well, Commander. We're doing well, too." But unfortunately, we're not.

You are not here. But paradoxically, there is no place without your trace.

Those left behind search for traces of you. Objects, places, and memories imbued with your memories. Each is a precious trace, the last embers of our fading flame.

Everyone's heart was wounded. A truly huge and deep wound.

I'm the same way. I'd be lying if I said I wasn't sad. It's so lonely here without you.

But I won't cry. When I see you again, I want to show you only your beautiful side.

I don't regret it. I don't regret not holding you that day.

You don't have to come back. If you don't, Commander, it means you've found greater happiness here than you did here, as promised that day.

That's why I sit here and wait. If you don't come back, it will prove you've found another kind of happiness, so I'll be happy. And if you do come back, you'll be happy too.

So, I will always wait here.

Over and over again, and over and over again.


white lie
 


-thud!

“⋯?”

What brought me back to reality after being lost in the flow of memories for a long time was the sound of someone's footsteps.

I kept this place a secret from anyone. I'd done quite a few things that would earn me resentment, so I didn't want to create any danger.

In other words, it was an intruder.

I quickly gather my bags and gather my wits.

The sound of footsteps thump thump. I strained my ears a little more, and I could tell they weren't just one, but several, forming a line to invade.

‘If we fight head-on, it’s obviously disadvantageous.’

-What the hell!

Quickly assessing the situation, I threw myself through the window. The glass shattered and shards flew, but thanks to the bandages wrapped tightly around my arm, I wasn't seriously hurt.

“Huh⋯.”

It wasn't a very tall building, so I managed to somehow manage to hide myself.

“Nice to meet you, Commander of the Griffin.”

If only it weren't for the familiar figure that appeared before my eyes.

“⋯Nito.”

The intruder's true identity was Nito. He was a human being created by modifying a Pharadeus. As a being close to a doll, his physical abilities were naturally significantly different from mine.

Moreover, in front, behind, and even inside the building I was in, the Nitos had already formed a formation and prepared to hunt me.

I see there's even a white one. It looks like they're really determined.

“Well… he’s just a deserter, is there really a need to put in this much effort?”

“Bring me the Griffin commander. It is my father’s order.”

"Unfortunately, I'm no longer a commander. Why don't you find someone else?"

“⋯.”

Even though I finally told him the truth, he didn't respond. Well, I hadn't assumed this was a situation that could be resolved through dialogue, so it didn't really matter.

“If you follow me quietly, you won’t get hurt.”

“What if you don’t like it?”

“We have no choice but to use violence.”

At the same time as the answer, the black Nitos clenched their fists and made a "kirik" sound.

In response, I took my pistol out of my pocket and aimed it at the nearest guy, but their expressions still didn't change.

“Are you serious?”

No. Rather, it gave off a feeling of arrogance.

I carefully reached into my bag. If I used my left eye or the secret weapon inside, I could easily escape this situation.

“No. Do whatever you want.”

But I didn't really want to do that.

I lay down on the floor, took a cigarette out of my bag, and lit it. I immediately popped the capsule and lit it.

I took a deep breath, then exhaled again. Nito, who had been taken aback by my sudden surrender, had already come right up to me.

“That’s a wise decision. Then⋯.”

-Crack!!

That was the moment. Nito's head exploded as he tried to grab me.

“!! It’s an attack!”

The Nitos tried to cope with the sudden situation, but one by one, their heads exploded, and they were helpless, unable to fight back.

While the loud noises continued to go bang bang, I quietly smoked a cigarette and closed my eyes, praying for the noise to disappear as soon as possible.
***


How much time had passed? Only when even the white one had three holes in its chest did the noise finally die down, and I was finally able to open my eyes with difficulty.

“⋯Ha.”

And I was able to face people I didn't want to face.

“Long time no see, Commander.”

“⋯Nice to meet you, Commander.”

It was such a familiar attitude and look. That's why I hated it.

“Luke.”

"what?"

“I’m not the commander anymore. My name is Luke.”

“What are you talking about? The commander’s name is definitely⋯.”

“Yeah, Luke. Long time no see.”

I was greeted by the AK-12, which still showed its brazen appearance, and the AN-94, which looked at me with pitiful eyes next to it.

“So, when did you know?”

"what."

“What the heck? Since when did you know we were following you?”

“Since yesterday.”

It was truly disgusting. Seeing him pursue me even after I'd run away made me sick, but I was only human and there was nothing I could do, so I didn't take any action.

“Oh my, we’ve been together for five days. Isn’t that too slow?”

“Go eat some shit.”

"Haha, just kidding. The fact that they even noticed our tailing in the first place is proof of their greatness."

“Ha⋯.”

"Oh, that's right. Luke. You were able to find Luke. You can be proud."

I sighed at her still-shameless attitude. Next to me, AN-94 began to hastily add.

"I'm saying this just in case, but you won't be thanking me. If you've done your business, then get out."

"Oh, but isn't it a little too dull? A word of thanks wouldn't be too bad, right?"

As he said that, AK-12 raised the corners of his mouth.

And I thought, this is my last chance.

He's a very good hide-and-seek person. Finding him once is almost a miracle, so if you lose him now, you might never see him again.

“Luke.”

"why."

I face his face once again.

Not only had his hair grown long enough to be tied up, but it had also turned white. The exact reason is unknown, but given his instinctive aversion to the color white, it's clear he didn't dye it himself.

But there was something more important than that.

The eyes that were like the deepest abyss were now as empty as ash, not to mention dried up and twisted.

Eyes so empty that not even a trace of emotion can be felt.

The human eye reflects emotions. When we experience irrational emotions like fear, anger, or madness, our pupils constrict. Conversely, when we experience rational, positive emotions like love, joy, or happiness, our pupils dilate.

And even now, his pupils were constricted, almost shrunken.

I observed him for five days, but not once did his pupils dilate.

He was feeling more desperate now than ever.

However, this did not mean that his situation had improved in exchange for his feelings.

Where had the red Griffin uniform he always carried with him gone? His drab black clothes, which gave off a shabby vibe, and the hip sacks he wore all over his body to deal with any situation spoke volumes about his situation.

That's why we couldn't back down any longer.

“Come with us.”

"go away."

An answer without a single second of hesitation. It was as expected.

At that moment, filled with a sense of helplessness, wondering how to persuade him, AN-94, who had been quietly standing guard, took a step toward him.

“⋯Luke.”

“⋯.”

He didn't answer. He simply glanced at AN-94 with the same eyes as before.

“Please… don’t ruin yourself any more.”

That was the moment when AN-94 grabbed his hand.

Although it was very slight, his pupils had dilated.

“⋯Let go.”

He slapped her hand away, his expression distorted. But even that seemed to be done with caution, so as not to hurt AN-94.

Wait, come to think of it, it's always been like that. I've committed many sins, so even so, AN-94 had also wronged him, just like me, yet he strangely didn't show any overbearing attitude towards her.

The more I thought about it, the more I realized it had been that way even before he committed the crime. He had always had trouble refusing AN-94's requests. Even though his mistake was discovered and the request fell through, hadn't he already accepted the outrageous request to spend the day with her?

This made it clear: he was uncomfortable with the AN-94.
     


And it was still the same today.
     


“Lou, Luke⋯.”
     


She gives him a pitiful look. He tries to avoid her gaze.
     


‘Yeah. Maybe the AN-94 really is…’
     


A clue appears. A clue appears to dispel the darkness in his heart.
     


I'll send a message to AN-94 via comms. Surely this will be enough to get him there.
     


“⋯Okay.”
     


“What did you know?”
     


His distorted expression returned to normal, and his pupils constricted. But when AN-94 took his hand again, another change occurred.
     


“Luke, please. Come with us.”
     


“⋯.”
 


A completely different reaction from mine. To be honest, it was a little heartbreaking, but now is the time to be calm.
     


“Let go.”
     


His worries were fleeting, and he eventually turned around to leave.
     


“It’s Angelia’s request.”

So we decided to tell a little lie.
     


His body trembles and stops, then he turns his head and stares at us.
     


“⋯Angelia?”
     


“Yes, that’s right. It’s true.”
     


That's a lie. It's true that Angela was worried about him when he disappeared, but she never asked him to come find her.
     


Unlike me, who always lied, AN-94 always told the truth, so no matter how broken he was, I had no choice but to believe her words.
     


“⋯Do whatever you want. I’ll be fine.”
     


Finally, a positive, not a negative, response returned. And as soon as he closed his eyes, his body began to crumble.
     


“Commander!”
     


AN-94 quickly caught him as he was about to collapse on the floor, but he was already asleep.
     


“⋯I haven’t slept for two days already, so it makes sense.”
     


“I wonder if it’s really right for me to lie… What if he gets angry later…?”
     


AN-94 seemed to be deeply troubled by the fact that he'd lied to him. Of course, he'd already made a big mistake once, so it was understandable to be concerned.
     


"Don't worry. Angela will kiss you. If you're worried about lying, just turn that lie into the truth."
     


“⋯I see.”
     


He seemed to ponder for a moment. AN-94 quietly closed his eyes and whispered, then slowly stroked his hair. He did so delicately and cautiously, so as not to wake him.
     

 



Rebellion's supply depot
 


"…eww."
     


When I opened my eyes, a familiar yet unfamiliar space greeted me.
     


I've definitely been here before. But the fact that it's been a while since I've been here hasn't changed, so I felt a little out of place.
     


“Oh, it happened.”
     


As I looked around intently, this time a familiar presence greeted me.
     


AN-94. A doll that is truly difficult for me to deal with.
     


The awkward feelings I had for her grew over time, and now it was difficult for me to face her.
     


But I couldn't figure out what was causing this feeling. Trying to remember only gave me a headache, and I made no progress.
     


“Are you feeling better?”
     


She was holding my hand. I could tell she'd been holding it for a while, judging by the warmth of her hand.
     


Just like my old self.
     


And just like her before.
     


I lightly waved her hand away. A hint of disappointment crossed her expression, but my part-timer wasn't a bad person.
     


“How much time has passed?”
     


“Exactly 21 hours and 32 minutes.”
     


“It’s gross.”
     


I tried to get up and quickly go see Angela, but my body wouldn't move as I wanted.
     


"…ah."
     


“Commander!”
     


My body swayed as I lost control. If she hadn't accepted me, I would have collapsed on the floor.
     


“…My name is Luke.”
     


"That's not important right now. After all, the diagnosis comes first…"
     


"Okay. I know my body well. Just show Angelia around."
     


“…Luke.”
     


Those truly pitiful eyes. If I continued to look into those eyes, I felt like I wouldn't be able to refuse her words. I tried to avoid her gaze and then stood up again.
     

     

     

***

     

     

     

     


-dripping.
     


“Come in.”
     


The voice coming from beyond the door was also familiar. Thanks to this, I was able to open the door without even thinking twice.
     


"excuse me."
     


As I entered with a quick greeting, I saw two familiar people and two unfamiliar people.
     


Those two unfamiliar faces were probably the remaining members of the Rebellion Platoon I'd only heard about, because they both wore similar uniforms and, crucially, carried guns.
     


Letting go of the guesswork, I first raised my head and looked into their faces.
     


First of all, the first strange doll was large. She was tall and built. It was the first time I'd seen a woman at my eye level.
     


Moreover, the determination felt in her closed mouth and sharp eyes, combined with her large physique, gave an indirect idea of what kind of person she was.
     


And the first thing that stood out about the second strange doll was that it had short hair.
   


AN-94, AK-12, and the strange doll I just saw also had long silver hair, but she alone had kept her hair short.
   


But there was something else that was bothering me.
   


Because she was smiling.
 

     


Clearly, laughter is a good thing. There's even a saying, "You can't spit on a smiling face."
   


But the smile on her face somehow only gave off a sense of discomfort, so I was certain in my heart.
   


I knew I couldn't stay close to that doll.
   


“Did you sleep well? How do you feel after wasting the whole day?”
     


While I was diligently analyzing the unfamiliar doll in my own way, AK-12, who had been standing still, looked at me and said.
   


“…It’s been a while, Angelia.”
   


After lightly ignoring him, I greeted him this time, this time to someone I was happy to see and familiar with.
   


"…okay."
   


The person I was most pleased to see was, of course, Angela. Since she was someone I respected, I was polite to her.
   


But Angela didn't seem to be feeling that way. Her slightly raised lips held a distinct, if slightly complicated, expression on her face.
   


“You tied up your hair and dyed it too. Looks like you’ve been doing well.”
   


Sarcasm, of course. Anyone who saw me now would know I wasn't doing well.
   


“First of all, if you don’t mind, may I ask you a few questions?”
   


“What is it?”
   


“AN-94 clearly said that Angelia told him to come find me. Is that true?”
   


A bit of an urgent question, but a valid one in its own right.
   


The odds of the AN-94 lying to me are low, but with the AK-12 nearby, the odds increase dramatically. Therefore, determining whether they were lying was a priority.
   


“…Oh. That’s right, that’s what I did.”
   


The moment she gave a positive signal, AN-94's expression behind him changed for a moment, but unfortunately he didn't see it.
   


“Then may I ask why you came looking for me?”
   


Instead of answering, Angela placed a hand on her forehead and sighed. Even those who didn't know her well could sense the weight of the sigh she had just let out.
   


“First, sit down. I have a lot to talk about.”
   


"…All right."
   


He sat down obediently. And the seat next to him was naturally taken by AN-94.
   


“It may be a sensitive topic, but you still have no intention of going back?”
   


At that moment, only silence flowed.
   


Under that silence, not only the AN-94 but even the AK-12 couldn't hide their confusion. I hadn't expected even Angelia to speak so directly.
     


“…I don’t quite understand what you’re talking about.”
     


But he just suppressed his emotions and didn't react in any particular way.
     


Angela was convinced after seeing that.
     


He was strangely reluctant to use the AK-12 and AN-94. Of course, it's not that I didn't have a clue, but for some reason, he readily followed his orders as their commander.
     


He's broken now. He's broken enough to throw away the position of commander he always cherished.
     


But even so, he came here immediately at the single word, ‘It’s Angelia’s request.’
     


So I couldn't understand. Moreover, even during his most rigid times, and even when that rigidity melted away and he became soft, he always respected my opinion and never questioned it.
     


What could be the reason? I thought about it, but no answer came to me.
     


But one thing was certain: he was in her favor now.
     


So if you use that point well, you will be able to catch him first.
     


“Well then… how much do you know about the latest news?”
     


“I know that Griffin is still considered a terrorist organization.”

"That's outdated information. Then you wouldn't even know that Iron Blood was completely destroyed."
     


“…What did you say?”
     


He was confused. The downfall of the Iron Bloods didn't really matter, but the whereabouts of someone within the organization was of paramount importance to him.
     


The thought, "What about the M16?" flashed through his mind, but he quickly forced it away, wiping the embarrassment from his face.
     


“Oh my, your expression has changed?”
     


But someone who was quietly observing the situation did not miss that opportunity.
     


“RPK.”
     


Her name is RPK-16. She is a member of the Rebellion Platoon, and to him, she is a strange doll.
     


Angela called her name, but her mouth didn't stop.
     


“As if there was someone precious inside.”
     


Her eyes widen. The corners of her mouth turn up. And he freezes.
     


"hey."

His face hardens. His voice hardens. And she smiles.
     


“RPK-16.”
     


A voice called her again. But it wasn't Angela.
     


“Refrain from unnecessary talk.”
     


Her name is AK-15. She is also a member of the Rebellion Platoon and is a strange doll to him.
   


Both of them were unfamiliar dolls to him, but this was the first impression he had of them.
     


“Haha, I’m sorry. It wasn’t intentional.”
     


She apologizes. She apologizes with a smile, with no sign of remorse.
     


“…Luke. I’m sorry.”
     


Even though AN-94, who was next to him, eventually apologized on his behalf, his face remained stiff.
     


“Do you have a place to stay?”
     


To change the suffocating atmosphere, where only a cold silence had descended, Angelia decided to change the subject.
     


"As soon as Angela finishes her business with me, I plan to return to our previous location."
     


“It’s not a very recommended choice.”
     


“Why?”
     


“You know. You told Nito where you were staying?”
     


As she spoke, Angela drank from the water beside her. The bottle, which had initially held little, quickly emptied, and before she could even set it down on the desk, he spoke.
     


"Hide-and-seek is my specialty. If I really put my mind to it, I'm confident I won't get caught."
     


“No. There’s a better way.”

Originally, I didn't intend to find him or lie to him to try to capture him. After all, everyone has times when they wander.
     


Only you can restore your broken self. Those around you can offer help, but ultimately, your own will is the only solution.
     


That's why I didn't look for him. I believed that he would find himself again someday.
     


And that belief was clearly wrong.
     


If we left him like this, it was obvious that he would be attacked by Nitos again or die on the street.
     


“Stay here, Luke.”
     


“Thank you for your kindness, but I must decline.”
     


The answer came without even a moment's hesitation. And it was in the form of a negative.
     


“Why?”
     


“I don’t want to be a burden to you, Angela.”
     


Angela clutched her forehead again. Then, she pressed her thumb to her temple. She opened her mouth again.
     


“…Then let’s change the subject. How about becoming a supply officer for the Rebellion Platoon?”
     


"yes?"
     


A moment of doubt crossed his face, but Angela continued speaking.
     


“Exactly. I just happened to need a supply officer.”
     


A lie. A blatant lie. Of course, he also understood that it was a lie.
     


Because he was a liar.
     


"How about it? You help us here, and we offer you safe shelter in return. I don't think there's any harm to either of us."
     


Normally, he would have refused. The reason he ran away in the first place was to destroy the sandcastle he had built around everyone connected to him.
     


But today was different. It wasn't the fear of being attacked by Nito, nor the fear of dying on the street.
     


But I knew one thing: this offer was his last chance.
     


"…All right."

And because he knew that too, he took Angela's hand with a sign of approval.
     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

***

     

     

     

     

     


Even though he became a supply officer, nothing much changed.
     


I just worked, and in my spare time I read books or went to the training ground. That was it.
     


Even if I encountered someone inside the base, I just avoided them. I didn't really try to establish a relationship with anyone. AN-94, in particular, seemed to be blatantly avoiding me.
     


The climax came at the training ground. Even when AK-15, a constant presence on the grounds, greeted him first, he simply pretended not to notice. He didn't even glance at her.
     


One day, I thought I would continue living alone like that.
     


“…What is going on?”
     


“Did you order all of this?”
     


This was AK-15's room. But for some reason, he was already there, instead of the room's owner.
     


“Yes, but.”
     


AK-15 was taken aback. Not only was he locked in his room, but this was the first time he'd spoken to him, despite his usual unresponsiveness.
     


With her bewildered before him, he carefully picked up the calorie bar. A truly effective item, requested by AK-15.
     


That's why I didn't like it so much.
     


“Hey. Do you have time?”
     


“…There’s still some time. But may I ask why?”
     


A reasonable and effective question. Her answer was truly typical of her.
     


At her efficient question, he looked back and forth between the calorie bar and her with a complicated look, and then opened his mouth with a sigh.
     


“Hey, let’s go eat together.”
     



thank you
 


“Let’s do it here.”

“⋯Okay, I understand.”

The AK-15, which was half-forcibly brought in, and the man who half-forcibly brought her, sat down.

She had originally intended to refuse, as she values efficiency, but since they would be seeing each other again in the future, she decided that it was important to get to know him to some extent, so she ended up having a meal with him anyway.

The table was set up at a remote restaurant. Since she hadn't made a reservation, she decided to choose the menu first.

“Two of these.”

But before she could even open the menu, he had already ordered, including hers.

“I haven’t even looked at the menu yet.”

"Given your personality, you'll obviously only look for efficiency. You'll definitely order the quickest cooking and most cost-effective option."

She sent him a look filled with a hint of doubt and anger, but he didn't even meet her eyes. Instead, she only received a tone of voice that felt almost brazen.

“We've only known each other for a week, yet you speak as if you already know me.”

She was right. He hadn't even been in office for a week.

However, he was doing his best in his position as a supply officer.

"AK-15. Codenamed Mastiff. Following the AN-94, the second unit of the Rebellion Squadron."

A look of slight embarrassment crossed her face, but he continued speaking.

"I should have been partners with AK-12, but we broke up due to our different personalities. Is this okay?"

“⋯As I see, you seem to be working quite hard.”

"Now that we're on the same boat, it's only natural that we learn about each other. Actually, Angelia told me everything."

It was a perfectly valid statement. But there was clearly a flaw in it.
 


“But I don’t know anything about the supply officer.”

Flinch, this time it was his turn to contort his expression.

"The Quartermaster is right. Now that we're on the same ship, I think I should know about you, Quartermaster."

She picked up the water bottle and poured it into his cup. As the water flowed slowly, sloshing, sloshing, sloshing, he began to think hard before finally opening his mouth.

“…Luke Gloucester. 23 years old. Birthday: February 17th. Hobby: reading. Specialties: shooting and throwing.”

The secret to a good lie is to cleverly mix the truth in. So he gave her a mixture of a little truth and a lot of lies.

He spouted out the lie without blinking an eye, then picked up the cup and drank some water.

“I often saw you shooting. You were always there when I went to the training ground at dawn.”

This time, he poured water into her cup. But unlike before, he did it very quickly. It was so slurp-slurp that it was more appropriate to say "gurgle gurgle" than "tsk tsk tsk."

“Of course, you never greeted me even once.”

And then, just like that, he picked up the cup, drank some water, and then put the cup down with a thud.

"That's why I'm even more curious. What could possibly be causing someone who kept such a strict distance to treat me like this?"

“⋯Okay.”

But her doubts were also his. He'd clearly tried to keep his distance, but seeing him so full of calorie bars was unbearable.

The motive was clear. Thanks to his past memories, he hadn't seen anyone around him eating calorie bars.

However, I just didn't know why I was acting so rude to a strange doll I had only known for a week.

“Instead, I’ll give you some good information.”

Feeling quite annoyed, he tried to change the subject. He picked up the knife and pretended to spin it around, then turned to the AK-15 and spoke again.

“I hate AK-12s too. More than you.”

Her expression contorted, but her stern eyes still shone sharply.

“⋯I had an idea to some extent, but I didn’t know you would say it so directly.”

“I don’t really like to beat around the bush.”

That was the moment when the knife in his hand stopped spinning.

The knife, which had stopped spinning, was still shining, and his face was reflected in its place.

“So, may I ask why you dislike the AK-12?”

"no."

A silence flowed. A cold, sharp silence. But even that sharp silence couldn't be sharper than the words he had just uttered.

"no."

He said it twice, emphasizing it. This gave AK-15 an idea that he was reluctant to tell his story.

“⋯You are a peculiar person,”

The small talk ended there. Before they knew it, the cooked food began to be placed before them.

The dish that came out was steak. The steam rising from the surface, which had been discolored by the Maillard reaction and turned an appetizing color, indicated that it had just come off the grill.

They say that food that tastes good is also good to eat. In that sense, the steak I just served truly lives up to that saying.

“⋯Let’s eat first.”

“⋯Please enjoy your meal, Sergeant.”

After the psychological warfare disguised as a conversation ended, the meal began.

But it seemed like he wasn't like that.

The AK-15 was cutting the steak smoothly and delicately, but he was not used to the knife, so he groaned a few times and then stopped.

The reason I stopped wasn't simply because the knife was difficult to sharpen. It was simply because a certain memory came to mind.

He found himself absentmindedly recalling the G36 and himself back in those suffocating times.

One day, not long after he took office, G36 treated himself to a steak. Whole, uncut.

That was the basic rule. If you cut the steak beforehand, not only will the juices inside escape, but the basic rule is to cut it to your personal taste.

But I wasn't very good at cutting meat. I'd never had to use a spoon before, so I couldn't cut meat with this unfamiliar knife.

It was at that moment when I went to the bathroom for a moment, feeling frustrated at the sight of meat that wouldn't cut like that.

The meat was all cut into bite-sized pieces.

It must have been her behavior. She may seem blunt, but she was a doll with a warm heart.

Moreover, from that day on, G36 only served me cut steaks. She knew I wasn't very good with knives. She was considerate of me.

And my relationship with her had long since been cut off by my hands, which couldn't even cut a steak.

“⋯.”

It was at that moment that the word "regret" flashed through my mind.

‘Oh, no. No. No. No.’

He quickly grabs his head and shakes it, denying the truth.

"Don't regret it. I'm a person who doesn't regret anything. I don't regret anything."

But despite my efforts, my mask was about to come off.

To maintain this mask, to maintain my ego, I raised myself to find a mirror.

“Ugh, whoop!”

“Sergeant?”

I quickly suppressed my nausea and went into the bathroom to face the mirror.

The reflection in the mirror is a liar who has deceived even himself. But even that lie is immature and pathetic.

That's why I said.

“I don’t regret it. I don’t regret it. I don’t regret it.”

Without stopping.
***


“⋯Ha.”

After barely coming to my senses, I was overcome with a feeling of extreme emptiness.

I felt ashamed of myself for struggling so much over a mere memory, but this wasn't polite. To begin with, I'd dragged her here semi-forcibly, and then locked her in the bathroom for nearly 30 minutes.

It was at that moment that I returned to my seat and tried to apologize to her, pressing my temples with my thumbs to calm my head, which had not yet completely calmed down.

“⋯Huh?”

Before I knew it, my meat was cut into bite-sized pieces.

“Are you here now?”

I raise my head and meet her face. It's subtle, but her face is marked not by anger, but by worry.

Besides, she hadn't finished eating. Even though her food was already cold, she waited for me.

“Please eat. I’ve been waiting.”

With those words, she began to eat, eating the cold meat without a single complaint.

After staring at her face for a long time, I also put some meat in my mouth.

It had clearly been cold for a long time, and all I could feel was a dryness. But the food I just ate was undoubtedly the most delicious I'd had since leaving command.

“AK-15.”

So I opened my mouth cautiously.

A question, a question, crossed her seemingly blunt face. Facing that questioning face, I offered a few words with the utmost sincerity.

"thank you."

“⋯Okay, I understand.”

She was embarrassed. It wasn't because he was grateful, nor was it because he was dissatisfied with her having been in the bathroom for so long.

He didn't seem to notice, but he was smiling right now.


An opportunity that will never come to me
 


One interesting change has occurred since he and the AK-15 ate.

“⋯Hello.”

He started greeting others first.

“⋯Nice to meet you, Supply Officer.”

However, the target was limited to Angelia, who had always bowed her head to greet him, and AK-15.

“Oh my, you ignored my greeting, but you greeted AK-15 first. I might be a little hurt~”

RPK-16, standing next to AK-15, spoke with his usual smile, but AK-15 didn't bother responding. He knew that the longer the conversation went on, the more tired he'd become.

It may not be the right word to describe it as ordinary, but it was a day when I was spending each day meaninglessly.

"hi."

“Nice to meet you, Quartermaster.”

Two men and a woman were in the training grounds at dawn, just like any other day. However, in his hand, he held something a little different from usual.

“⋯That’s.”

Because what he was holding in his hand was clearly a Bible.

“Do you believe in God?”

Instead of answering her question, he opened the leather case. Inside, instead of a book, he found a pistol and several pairs of old grenades.

“⋯I see.”

Normally, the conversation would have ended like that, but today was no ordinary day.

“AK-15, do you believe in God?”

“No. I don’t believe it.”

“Can I ask why?”

-bang!

As soon as he finished speaking, his bullet struck the humanoid target. It was a clean shot, hitting the right eye, a shot that would have killed a human instantly.

"In the face of the uncertain existence of God, it's best to rely on your own will. And the only thing I can rely on is the wisdom of my superiors."

“That’s wise.”

-bang!

This time, the AK-15's gun fired, piercing the target squarely in the center. It was another perfect shot.

“Then, may I ask why you don’t believe in God, Master Supply Officer?”

“⋯.”

There was silence. This time, there was no sound of a gunshot being fired.

But a sound came out of his mouth.

“If there really was a God, my life wouldn’t have turned out like this.”

It was a word steeped in hatred. One was hatred for the uncertain being who had neglected him until he reached this point. The other was hatred for his own weakness.

-bang!

A sharp gunshot rang out, but the bullet pierced the target's left eye.

He has no left eye.

He put the gun away with a sigh, took out an old grenade from his bosom, pulled out the pin, and threw it away.

Although it did not explode because it was a model, it still hit the target accurately.

The moment he saw it, the one question in AK-15's mind turned into certainty.

“Sergeant.”

"why."

“Can I ask you one more question?”

“What is it?”

Surprisingly, the conversation flowed smoothly. The only problem was its short length.

“The supply officer held the knife, the pen, and even just now, the Bible in his left hand.”

His expression contorted as he flinched. But AK-15, unable to see it, continued speaking.

“But for some reason, you use your right hand when shooting and throwing.”

Her words were true. He obviously did everything with his left hand, but for some reason, he always insisted on using his right for shooting and throwing.
 


“Stop it⋯.”

"That's not all. Obviously, it would be more effective if you hit the target between the eyebrows, but why use both eyes?"

“Stop it!!”

A sudden shout came. AK-15, startled, turned his head toward him. There he was, panting and struggling to keep his composure.

“Hehehehehehehe.”

“Sergeant⋯?”

“⋯, don’t come near me.”

AK-15 quickly approached and tried to support him, but he slapped her hand away and left the room.

While I was staring blankly at the closed door for a moment, two dolls opened the door and came in.

“Oh, it’s an AK-15.”

“AN-94. And⋯.”

However, there were not only people who were very welcoming to her.

“Enough with the greetings, what just happened?”

“What does that mean?”

The AK-12 entered the room and fired at the AK-15 without warning. It showed none of its usual playful energy.

“What are you talking about? I’m talking about the person who just left this room, gasping for breath.”

“AK-15. Can you tell me what it said?”

AN-94, unable to bear to watch the tense atmosphere between the two women, interrupted. Hearing her question, AK-15 seemed to hesitate for a moment, then opened his mouth.

“We talked quite a bit, but the last thing we said was, ‘Why do you shoot and throw with your left hand?’”

“⋯.”

AN-94 and AK-12's expressions hardened for a moment upon hearing the answer. They knew perfectly well why he didn't use his left hand.

“What did I do wrong?”

“I did. And that was a lot.”

PTSD. The reason he was so sensitive was because of PTSD from his past mistakes.

Of course, AK-15 didn't know that. So, while I couldn't pinpoint exactly why he did what he did, I could guess from his past behavior.

It's not that she's stupid.

“It is inefficient to be obsessed with the past and not see the present.”

“Just go tell that guy. He’ll probably have a hole in his head.”

AK-12 was openly swearing. It was partly because she was sensitive to his display of pain, but the more fundamental reason was that she didn't think much of her in the first place.

“He didn’t seem like the kind of person who would do that.”

“What? What does that mean?”

She was taken aback by the reply. And she was even more taken aback by the words that followed.

“He’s definitely a tough and sensitive person, but he smiled and said thank you last time.”

“Is that true?”

The reactions varied. AN-94 asked again if that statement was true.

“⋯Crack.”

AK-12 sharpened its teeth.

“Can you explain in more detail?”

AK-12, barely able to control his emotions, asked AK-15 again. AK-15, who stared at her with his usual sharp eyes, waited a moment before speaking.

“Is that really that important?”

"Please, AK-15. It's definitely important to us."

AN-94 spoke with the utmost earnestness. The news AK-15 had just shared was truly important to her.

“⋯Okay.”

She didn't want to waste time on such a story, but her story began at AN-94's earnest request.
***


“That’s all.”

“⋯I see.”

They heard the whole story about AK-15 and his story, but they couldn't find anything that could give them a clue, because they didn't know his story and G36's story.

That doesn't mean it was completely devoid of substance, though. I noticed that it was the first time he'd laughed since he'd been here.

“I wonder why he only greets you lately, so there’s a story behind it?”

“Is that a problem?”

“It’s a shame.”

With that, AK-12 took a step closer to AK-15. Now that they were within arm's reach, AK-12 spoke with a slightly bitter tone.

“⋯It’s also an opportunity that will never come to me.”

“What does that mean?”

“Supply… No, please take good care of that person. Maybe you too could be the key to bringing him back.”

That was the end of their conversation. AN-94 glanced at them intermittently, but the conversation didn't continue.

"for a moment."

I thought so.

"why."

AK-12, who had suddenly called out to him as he was about to leave, answered in the most blunt voice possible.

"The quartermaster clearly said he dislikes you. As far as I know, you two have known each other for quite some time. Do you happen to know why?"

"no."

That was the moment. AK-12's expression hardened.

Upon closer inspection, it wasn't just her who had frozen. Following the AK-12, the AN-94, and even the air currents flowing through the area, had frozen.

The atmosphere was so cold, it was exactly the same as the conversation I had with him the other day.

"no."

Completely the same, even denying it twice.

The AK-12 left, leaving behind a cold, frozen atmosphere.

“⋯I, I, I’m sorry.”

AN-94 hurriedly chased after AK-12. Only she knew how AK-12 felt right now.

“⋯.”

Left alone like that, AK-15 could only think about what kind of mess this was.


her sins
 


"excuse me."

“Oh. Come in.”

Creak, the old door creaked and moved. Beyond that old door was another old door, and a woman wearing a worn-looking prosthetic arm was sitting there.

“Just sit down.”

"All right."

He obediently followed Angelia's command-like suggestion. With a thud, the air in the sofa sank, and he sat down across from her.

"How's life as a supply officer? Is it worth it?"

“I am satisfied.”

“⋯.”

She almost inadvertently asked him a question that would hit home, "Better than when you were a commander?" But she knew it wasn't the right time, so she carefully swallowed her words.

“⋯That’s fortunate.”

I force out an answer. There was another reason I called that poor man.

“Now, let’s get to the main point… Can I ask you a few questions?”

“⋯Yes. It doesn’t matter.”

“Okay. Then first, let me ask you a question about the AK-15.”

The man closed the door to his heart. He locked his betrayed and wounded heart tightly shut.

That's why I thought no one could enter my heart.

"You recently had dinner with AK-15? Just the two of you, right?"

“Yes. That is absolutely true.”

“Then is it true that you laughed then?”

But even if it was only for a moment, the AK-15 definitely melted his frozen heart.

He was exactly the type of person Angelia liked. Despite his youth, he was talented, composed, intelligent, and polite. He was the kind of person everyone would find appealing.

Moreover, since he always followed his words without complaint, it was human nature to want to take care of him as much as he followed him.

But he was broken. He was broken to the point where it was impossible to tell where it all went wrong.

So, of course, what I am doing now is also an action for him who is broken.

“⋯I don’t know.”

“⋯Is that so?”

Angela offered him orange juice. AK-12 had prepared it for him, knowing he liked sweets, but she knew he'd refuse it if she offered it to him.

"Then, this time, a slightly more personal question. You're always cold to others, but for some reason, you obediently follow my orders. What's the reason?"

But that's why I couldn't understand him. He was indifferent or even rude to others, but for some reason, he was always respectful to me, didn't react even when I made a comment that crossed the line, and didn't doubt me.

She hadn't done anything for him. She'd merely been a stepping stone to two annoying stalkers, never really being of much help.

That's why she wanted to find out several truths today.

“⋯.”

A curtain of silence descended. Angela was within it, and so was he. And it seemed as if silence had descended upon the entire world beyond this room, and neither of them could hear a single sound.

“Haa… Okay. You don’t have to answer. Then just…”

It was Angelia who finally surrendered. But just as she was about to wave her hand and tell him to forget what she had said, her mouth opened.

“Ms. Angela was like my goal.”

“⋯What?”

Angela was embarrassed, and a little too embarrassed.

There were three reasons. The first was that he said he was his target.

Angela didn't particularly think much of herself, so she couldn't hide her bewilderment at his sudden, shocking declaration.

The second was the past tense, indicating that Angela was no longer his target.

And the third reason, which was even more decisive than the two reasons mentioned above, was that he was laughing now.
 


Of course, it was a laugh laced with self-mockery. I could clearly guess that what followed those words was self-reproach, but that didn't change the fact that it was a laugh.

"I wanted to be like Angela. Strong, capable, and with a good personality."

“But if I say ‘I wanted to be ⋯’, does that mean I’m no longer the goal?”

As expected from someone who'd been through so much, controlling her emotions was a breeze. Having regained her composure, Angelia spoke with a complicated expression.

“Because now it’s all just empty talk.”

“Why on earth?”

He was silent for a moment. He simply fiddled with the orange juice Angelia had handed him, saying nothing or doing anything in particular.

“Because I am a bad person.”

But it didn't take long for the silence to be broken. He, who had been diligently maintaining his silence, spoke, roughly stroking his long, discolored hair.

“Oh, I misspoke. I have to be a bad person.”

And then he gives a crooked smile.

It was different from the laughter before. Even though it was a self-deprecating laugh, it was still a laugh, so it could be seen as a good sign. But this laugh was literally twisted.

“Why can’t it be someone who isn’t a bad person?”

“I’m sorry. If I had to go that far….”

That was when his eyes became even more sunken.

It was like the deep sea. No matter what light I shone on it, it was clear it would be consumed by the darkness in those eyes.

“I really feel like I’m going to die.”

And even the words he spoke were dark.

"But let me tell you something else. My relationship with the AK-12. Isn't that why you called me here in the first place?"

“Your eye for detail is still the same.”

“Why do I hate the AK-12? . . .”

He rose and slowly approached Angela. Just before his face reached her ear, he cautiously opened his mouth.

“That crazy bitch killed my brother.”

“⋯⋯What?”

The atmosphere instantly hardened. And even more than that, Angela's expression hardened into a cold grimace.

And his face was even more frozen than Angela's cold, hard expression.

“What are you talking about⋯.”

Angela couldn't bring herself to continue. The odds of that being true were slim, but the man had never lied to her.

But he was strangely indifferent. He calmly drank his orange juice and opened his mouth again with an emotionless expression.

“It’s a metaphor. There’s a really bad person out there who killed my brother.”

“⋯What?”

It wasn't the right time for jokes. But he wasn't the type of man to make such low-quality jokes.

But for some reason, his words were filled with sadness.

“That’s right… My younger brother has already crossed the river of no return…”

It was then that the emotion in his words shifted from sadness to hatred.

His face flushed, his forehead reddened, his hands began to tremble, and his legs were already shaking.

Angela, who couldn't remember how many times she panicked today, tried to grab him, but he was faster than her, grabbing her shoulder.

“⋯Luke?”

But even that hatred soon vanished. Facing Angelia's face, he spoke calmly, his expression more serene than ever, his voice even more composed.

"That crazy bastard burned a picture of my brother. He burned the only picture that reminded me of his face, a face I'd never see again."

It was a shocking statement. But there was something else that surprised Angela.

Emotions shifted more naturally than breathing. At this moment, Angela realized two things. First, his condition was far more serious than she had anticipated.

And the second is that the way he has acted up until now, the way he has acted up until now, is something he has forced himself to do in order to suppress his madness.

"I know it was a mistake. Even if AK-12 is known for its mischievous antics, it wouldn't do something like that, would it?"

He was infinitely calm. There was not the slightest trace of anger in him.

He downed all his orange juice with such a calm expression, as if he was talking about something that had nothing to do with him, and then he looked even more calm than before.

"After that, I received a lot of help from AK-12 in various ways. He even saved my life twice. Of course, I could have escaped on my own, but I still definitely received help."

Now, even Angela couldn't discern his true intentions. Was he being sincere? Or a mask? Or was he wearing another mask over it? Or was he simply mad? She couldn't tell.

“But why hasn’t there been a single apology? I just can’t understand it with my stupid brain.”

Silence followed. The reason was simple: he had nothing more to say, and she simply didn't know what to say in the current situation.

But the silence was neither heavy nor cold. On the contrary, it was so comfortable and affectionate that it felt warm.

“It’s already 5 o’clock. Time to get to work. I’ll go in first.”

He stood up, bowed his head to Angela with sincerity and respect, as he always did, and left. And Angela could tell that his gesture was filled with sincerity and respect, too.

That was the end. That was the last conversation between Angelia and him.

“⋯Come out.”

So now it was time for a new conversation to begin.

With a creaking sound, the old door opened. Beyond the old door, a familiar doll, AK-15, walked out.

“⋯.”

She said nothing. More accurately, she couldn't say anything.

“Did you hear everything?”

“⋯Yes.”

AK-15 was already waiting in the inner room before he arrived, at Angelia's behest. This was Angelia's arbitrary decision, without any consideration for AK-15's wishes.

“What do you think?”

My mouth didn't open easily. Even the coolest and most efficient AK-15 wouldn't have been able to maintain composure in the current situation.

"AK-12 does occasionally cross the line, but it's not a doll that goes that far. There must have been some misunderstanding."

But she was stronger than I thought.

I quickly gathered my emotions, decided on what to say, and said it. This process took less than five seconds.

“So, did you think that man was lying?”

“⋯That’s not it.”

"What can we do? AK-12 and Luke. It'd be best to hear both sides of the story, but AK-12 always stays silent about this incident."

She was right. AK-12 didn't tell anyone about this, except for AN-94, who was with him that day.

Of course, Angelia, the commander of the Rebellion Platoon, could have easily revealed the truth if she had used her authority, but she did not use it in the name of protecting her subordinates' privacy.

“So now that you’ve seen everything, you can do it, right?”

“Do you really have to do this?”

"You saw it. The AK-12 and AN-94 are already obsolete, and the RPK-16 is about to be. You're the only one who can do it."

“⋯Okay, I understand.”

AK-15 reluctantly accepted her request and left as usual.

“Haa⋯.”

Left alone, Angela closed her eyes and began to organize her thoughts.

Although it was a conversation filled with confusion, I gained a lot from it. Most importantly, he smiled at me after the AK-15.

Anything is difficult at first, but easy afterwards. So, once the door of your heart opens, it will certainly not end with just one attempt.

"Still, you never know. Maybe a completely unrelated third party will be the protagonist."


I want to be a doll
 


Angelia's mission for AK-15 was simple: get close to him.

And it was going so surprisingly easily.

The two were always seen together at the dawn training grounds. As they became acquainted, they naturally exchanged a few words. Once those words began to flow, they would gradually elongate and develop into conversations.

Although one of them had raised his voice the previous time, he knew it was due to his inability to control his emotions, so he assumed it was his fault, as he always did. He didn't particularly think it was her fault.

There were also several coincidences of good fortune, but if I had to pick two most important ones, first of all, it was that our personalities matched well.

His twisted personality was one that AK-15 would find appealing. Unlike before, his playfulness was completely absent, and his efficiency was in line with AK-15's pursuit of high efficiency.

And another reason is that he unconsciously wants to connect with people.

He was fundamentally a person prone to loneliness. He had personally cut off all ties with others, yet secretly yearned for human connection again. A truly contradictory person.

Anyway, the mission proceeded smoothly. AK-15's initial reluctance was to eavesdrop on others' conversations, not to build a relationship with him. She didn't find it particularly difficult.

“It’s already been over a month. How is life as a supply officer?”

“It’s worth it. I have a lot of free time, so I spend all day doing this with you.”

This is how the conversation flowed naturally.

“Surely… you’re the best of all the kids here.”

“Can I ask you a question?”

“What is it?”

Thanks to this, the AK-15 was able to resolve many mysteries. Although I couldn't delve into the details, I was able to gain some insight into it.

"I know your personality doesn't fit well with the AK-12 or the RPK-16, Mr. Supply Officer. But I don't understand why you even dislike the AN-94."

Her question was laced with a mixture of emotions, and the most significant of them, of course, was doubt.

"okay?"

His expression changed again. This time, he had a hint of cynicism, but it was definitely less pronounced than their first meeting, so she didn't say anything.

“Then let me ask you the question in return. Why do you think that is?”

She answered a question with a question. It was the wrong answer. If someone saw that, they might have been angry, asking if she hadn't learned that in school, but she didn't.

“Of course I wouldn’t know.”

She simply blurted out a single word, as casually as usual. That was her answer.

After hearing AK-15's answer, he held up two fingers, indicating that there were two reasons.

"One is that she eavesdropped on my past. But it doesn't really matter anymore."

As he said that, he folded one finger.

“Because what I have to say now is much more important.”

He approaches her. In an instant, he approaches her, seemingly slow but fast, seemingly fast but slow.

He reached her and said with a truly dry expression.

“Actually, I don’t know either.”

“⋯What does that mean?”

“Really. I don’t know.”

He tried to take the cigarette out of his pocket, but when he saw her behind him, he quickly put it back.

"To be honest, I don't hate AN-94 that much anymore. But for some reason, every time I see him, my heart feels heavy. Like I've forgotten something important."

"I heard the supply officer was seriously injured some time ago. So, didn't he lose his memory at that time?"

"No. I remember everything that happened back then. If I had lost my memories back then, I would have felt some discomfort. But I didn't feel even the slightest discomfort."

He said it while patting his head. It meant that he trusted his own memory, that he trusted his own recollection.

"Then I too have my doubts. After all, there is no such thing as baseless hatred in this world."

"I know."

That was when their conversation lasted for more than 5 minutes.

“I wish I were a doll.”

“⋯What did you just say?”

There was no warning. It was a conversation I'd assumed would be normal, and out of the blue, he dropped a bombshell.

“I felt it when I looked at you.”

“What do you mean?”

Instead of answering, he pulled a ball from his bag and threw it at her. A normal person might have been taken aback by the sudden arrival of the ball, but against her overwhelming physical prowess, it was nothing more than child's play.

“Try to guess that.”

He spoke to her, extending his right hand as she held the ball with such ease. At the tip of his finger was a target far away.

The AK-15 didn't even hesitate. With a whoosh, she threw the ball, and with a crack, it hit its target.

"Dolls possess physical abilities stronger than humans. An overwhelming force that no human could overcome, even if they died and came back to life."

With that, he took a new ball out of his bag and threw it at the target right next to him. It was a clean throw, flawless in both power and posture.

But the result was different. Unlike her, who couldn't handle the overwhelming force beyond hitting the target and was destroyed, his ball was clearly imbued with immense power, yet it failed to reach its target.

“Exactly like this.”

“If you really want to be stronger, you can wear an exoskeleton.”

"Then what about your overwhelming visual acuity? Your computational power, which is so powerful that even humans struggle to keep up? Your ability to instantly repair damage?"

It was the moment when he spoke, pointing to his eyes, head, and right arm in that order.

“Try this.”

The situation unfolded in an instant. He had the ball in his hand and threw it at AK-15 again. This time, he must have thrown with all his might, as the ball flew towards her with incomparable speed.

Of course, to her, who was a doll, it seemed like a very slow pace.

She reached out to catch the ball, but its trajectory suddenly changed mid-flight. It was a changeup.

But the AK-15 took it down with ease.

“⋯Look at this.”

His voice became even more subdued.

"But dolls can't think creatively like humans. That's why we take orders from Angelia, and don't griffons employ human commanders?"

“⋯You’re right. It’s absurd to compare these things in the first place.”

He tapped his forehead and said:

“Actually, the most important thing is that I want to erase my memories.”

“What kind of memory are you talking about?”

AK-15 had a rough idea of what kind of person he was. He always called himself a bad guy and was extremely reluctant to talk about his past. Furthermore, the scars covering his body hinted at the kind of life he'd lived, making it even more so.

So I expected his answer to be a request to erase his past, his bad memories. Indeed, anyone present would have predicted the same.

“All the good deeds I’ve done and all the good memories I have.”

And her prediction was spectacularly wrong.

“⋯Why?”

“⋯Because then I can become a bad person.”

At that moment, everything subsided. His gaze sank, the atmosphere in the room sank. And so did the gaze of the woman looking at him.

"I wanted to be a strong person. A person who wouldn't be defeated by any hardship or adversity."

He raised his head to face her. And in that moment, AK-15 realized: the weight of darkness he now carried.

That man's darkness was deep, sticky, and heavy.

"But in the end, I didn't become a strong person. I ran away from the truth and chose the worst option. So I had to become a bad person."

It was then. As soon as the words "bad person" came out of his mouth, his mood shifted once again.

“AK-15. Have you ever thought about becoming human?”

“⋯.”

She hesitated for a moment. But it was only for a moment, literally.

"I've thought about it occasionally, but I've never really given it much thought. It's just a far-fetched idea that can never come true."

“Really? Then you want to switch with me?”

“⋯What did you say?”

“⋯Just kidding.”

The tone of his words was anything but joking. If that were truly a joke, he'd have to check his own understanding of the definition of the word "joke." His words just now were so utterly un-joking.

And the man who said something that was not a joke at all disappeared after saying that.
***


“Haa⋯.”

A sigh escaped me. Anyone who saw it could tell that the somewhat heavy sigh contained a complex mix of reasons.

He let out a heavy, complex sigh and slowly walked to the balcony. Naturally, he wanted to smoke the cigarette he hadn't been able to before.

He had a cigarette in his mouth and was about to take a lighter out of his bag.

“Here.”

“⋯Okay.”

An RPK-16 appeared from the darkness and opened fire on him.

“You refuse a woman’s favor, don’t you think you’ll be hated?”

Despite the clear rejection, she didn't back down. Instead, a glint of amusement began to form in her eyes.

“Just get to the point. I don’t want to have a long conversation with you.”

“It’s okay. I want to have a long talk with you, Master Supply.”

“⋯Is it something like you can’t survive without irritating other people?”

"No. I'm serious. I'm here to have a long conversation with you, Master Supply."

It was then that the kindness in her eyes deepened even further.

He noticed something strange in her smile, which even gave off an unpleasant aura, and tried to say something, but her mouth opened faster.

"Sergeant. Is it true that you want to become a doll?"


Liar and liar
 


“⋯What?”

His face contorted. There were several reasons, but the biggest one was his previous experience with AK-12 and AN-94 overhearing his conversation.

“Shall I say it again? Are you sure you wanted to be a doll?”

“⋯Ha.”

Although she was expressing her displeasure openly, the smile on her face only grew bigger, not smaller.

"Rebellion, your hobby is eavesdropping like rats? You said you were proud wolves, why don't you just turn them into rats?"

So his unpleasant feeling only grew, not diminished.

“Don’t get me wrong. It’s truly a coincidence. I can guarantee it.”

She put her hand on her chest as if she was being wronged, but to him, even that seemed like sarcasm. His expression contorted, but she paid no attention.

“That’s a truly believable statement. Isn’t it?”

“It’s a shame. Is this what it must have felt like for the shepherd boy whose sheep were all eaten because no one came?”

Before they knew it, the two had arrived at the balcony. Of course, it was just RPK-16's one-sided stalking.

“Well, you already look like a good shepherd boy to me.”

“Oh, what a coincidence. I also think you seem like a great shepherd boy.”

Their gazes meet. His empty eyes and hers, filled with something suspicious, intersect and mingle.

But that didn't fill the suspicious something in his eyes.

“Don’t worry. I’m not a shepherd boy.”

She lit it again, but he simply ignored her and lit it with a lighter he took out of his pocket.

“Get to the point. What do you want?”

He had the option of simply ignoring her, but he knew that even if he shook her off now, she would eventually come back to him, so he reluctantly decided to hang out with her.

“Haha, did you get my point? I’m glad.”

This time she laughed out loud, put the lighter away in her arms, and said:

"It's simple. Just talk to me from now on. That's all."

“⋯5 minutes. That’s the maximum.”

"Isn't it too short? I was thinking at least 30 minutes."

“6 minutes.”

“It seems like you have no talent for negotiation.”

The conversation hadn't even begun, but the two were already squabbling. But RPK-16 seemed to be enjoying even the squabbling.

"Okay. I lost. Ten minutes. Let's make it ten minutes. What do you think?"

“⋯Haah. Okay.”

Already feeling agitated, he reluctantly agreed. If he dragged it out any longer, he'd really come to my room.

"Well, let me start with a basic question. How is life as a supply officer?"

“Not really.”

It was the same question I asked about the AK-15 earlier, but the answers were quite different. The reason was partly due to the different questioners, but a significant part was my dissatisfaction with the RPK-16.

“Oh, that’s surprising. Can I tell Angela?”

“Do whatever you want.”

Still a curt reply. RPK-16 decided to throw a little tantrum at his attitude, which consisted of hiding all emotions and trying to ignore them.

"Hehe, by the way, how's our Rebellion Platoon doing? You were once their commander. Don't you sense something?"

“⋯Not really.”

I gently probed the liver, then thrust a little deeper this time. But so far, it was fine.

“Really? I thought you’d be happy, Supply Officer.”

“Why me?”

To his questioning question, she smiled meaningfully and said:

“If we’re just looking at the performance of the body, our Rebellion can’t even compare to the old Griffin dolls.”

"hey."

And those words were clearly not okay.

“Do our kids look like shit?”

It was sharp. Words sharper than a freshly sharpened sword rushed through her.

“Hehehe, hehehehe⋯.”

But she simply smiled, her smile brimming with joy.

“Are you kidding me?”

That's why he was even more furious. He even used profanity, something he hadn't used in a while, and openly hurled crude accusations at her right in her face.

"No, Quartermaster. Think carefully about what you just said."

Forced to stop herself from laughing, she covered her mouth and asked him a question. Despite the heat in her head, he quickly found the answer.

“⋯Our kids.”

"That's right! I should give you a prize for this, but unfortunately, I don't have anything with me."

She clapped her hands and gave him a message of praise, a clear sign of mockery.

"The Griffin dolls are no longer yours, Master Supply Officer. They're no longer 'our children.'"

It was an uncharacteristic truism, but she couldn't refute it. It was clearly true.

It was I who ended the relationship. It was I who kicked away the opportunity to rekindle it.

That made me even angrier.

"Don't be too heartbroken. Human relationships are inherently fragile. Even promises of eternal life are broken by humans, so it's only natural that something lesser could break."

This time, it wasn't a correct statement. It was merely her personal opinion. But for some reason, it sounded more correct to him than what she had said earlier.

“⋯Just get to the point.”

He felt as if all his energy had been sucked out. He just wanted time to pass quickly.

“Hahaha, you’re in a hurry. There’s still plenty of time, right?”

“Don’t talk nonsense. It’s a waste of time.”

First, he tried to regain his composure. If things continued this way, he felt like he'd be completely swayed by her pace and lose the initiative.

So he put on a cool mask.

"The mood has changed. You seem to be quite quick to control your emotions."

“Hurry up. I’m running out of time.”

“Haha, good.”

She had been beating around the bush, but his voice was so firm that she took a step back.

“Sergeant, what do you think is the difference between a doll and a human?”

“Emotionally or rationally.”

“Anything~”

He began tapping the balcony railing with his index finger. The impact on the iron railing reverberated outside, a "tock, tock" sound.

"Chain of command. The core commands planted in the mind map must be followed unconditionally. I believe that's the most important."

As the tapping of his fingers on the railing ceased, his voice rang out. It was small, but clearly powerful.

“Hmm~ It seems like you’re being rational now.”

“So now I ask you a question. What do you think is the difference between a human and a doll?”

He asked the question in return, meaning it was now his turn.

“It’s a secret.”

But as always, she just responded with a shameless laugh.

“⋯Okay. That’s it. I’m the person you expected.”

“No. There’s still time.”

He had already smoked five cigarettes and was about to leave, but she simply stopped him by taking out her cell phone and showing the time.

“Is time really this slow?”

"They say happy times pass quickly, and difficult times pass slowly. Maybe that's why? To me, this moment feels like a fleeting moment."

And then she smiled again. But he still couldn't smile. So the smile on her face grew even wider.

"Okay. Then I'll ask you my second and final question. What are your thoughts on lying?"

"A cowardly act, merely trying to avoid the moment. I think it's a truly foolish act that ultimately solves nothing."

"This time, it's the opposite for me. It seems like the supply officer and I really don't get along."

The words she uttered were clearly not something one would laugh about. But she still wore a calm smile.

"I'm glad we agree now. I agree with you, too."

It's been nearly a month since they met, and they've finally found common ground. But neither of them feels particularly close.

"I think lying is a very useful weapon. If used well, it's a secret weapon that can work on anyone."

“Is that so?”

The response I got was calm. Actually, to put it nicely, calm is better, but in reality, it was closer to indifference.

“Oh my, time goes by so quickly.”

Ten minutes, a time that felt both short and long, had already reached its end. Now, truly, only 30 seconds remained.

“Then I’ll ask you one last question, Quartermaster.”

It was then that the RPK-16 thrust its face into his as he stared blankly outside.

"You know lying is cowardly and foolish. Why do you lie?"

“⋯I don’t understand what you’re talking about?”

“You don’t know.”

She poked her finger at her chest and said with her usual smile.

“I miss you, Commander.”

“You fucking bastard.”

The situation unfolded in an instant. He had already pulled a pistol from his pocket and was aiming it at her left eye.

Of course, she, being a doll, could have easily blocked him, but she just smiled as always and didn't do anything to stop him or anything.

“You may seem like you’re less emotionally swayed than anyone else, but you’re more sensitive to it and more obsessed with the past.”

It was clearly a situation where pulling the trigger could have resulted in death, but she remained strangely calm. Judging by her expression alone, one might have mistakenly thought she had the upper hand, as her expression was devoid of any trace of tension.

“But even so, you try so hard not to regret it. Looking at you, you look like a child.”

Those words pierced his very essence. That's why he couldn't help but feel extremely offended.

"Why do you keep crossing the line? Do you really think I won't shoot?"

At the same time, an alarm sounded indicating that 10 minutes had passed, but no one paid any attention to it.

“The gun is incredibly worn. I think it’s been used for at least ten years.”

“⋯What?”

That was when she grabbed his hand so quickly that he couldn't even react.

RPK-16, with a more meaningful smile than ever before, grabbed his wrist with one hand and caressed his pistol with the other, and began to leisurely spout his impressions.

“Besides, it looks like it was completely destroyed, with signs of repairs here and there?”

“This fucking shit⋯.”

“Hmm~ By the way, that’s strange.”

Slowly, very slowly, she began to lower his hand. Her touch was gentle, even at first glance, as gentle as a baby's, careful not to hurt him, but he couldn't resist.

Because he was only human.

"Usually, when killing someone, isn't it correct to aim for the forehead? But why does our supply officer…?"

She turned and turned the gun's muzzle towards him, aiming it squarely at his left eye.

“Are you aiming for the left eye?”

And then, with a loud thud, the magazine fell out of the pistol and fell to the floor.

“As if there was some trauma.”

It was settled. She was the one who now held the initiative in the conversation, and she also held the power to decide his life or death. Therefore, he was the one who lost.

"And besides, aren't you left-handed, Supply Officer? Why are you holding the gun with your right hand now? I don't know~"

“⋯.”

He didn't say anything. Or rather, he couldn't say anything. That's correct.

"Haha, I'm just kidding. Don't get so angry. It's scary."

With those words, RPK-16 released his hand. It was a delicate, gentle touch, but a distinct red mark remained on his wrist and hand.

"Well, since time's up, I'll take a step back."

Believing her purpose had already been achieved, she turned as slowly as possible, admiring his face. Then, just as she was about to turn her head and take a step forward,

-Taang!!

With a sharp sound, the bullet grazed her cheek.

She touched her cheek cautiously. It was a very faint wound, but blood was definitely flowing from it.

She turned her head again, the magazine still stuck to the floor. And then, in the sound of his voice, she found her answer.

“I put one more foot in the medicine cabinet.”

His expression was as impassive as ever. However, the hostility in his voice couldn't be hidden.

“I hate liars the most in the world.”

“⋯Hehe, don’t worry. I really like liars like that.”

RPK-16 carefully licked the blood off his hand, smiled less than before, and disappeared into the darkness.


I wish you were dead
 


“AN-94. Do you have the courage to be hated?”

“What does that mean?”

"What if the person you love is deeply, deeply unhappy? Fueled by a curse called promise and a twisted self-loathing, they've now given up completely and are ready to let go of everything. To give that poor person a will to live, do you have the courage to turn the arrows of their lost anger against yourself?"

“⋯I think I can. No, I think I have to.”

“⋯I see, right?”
***


“⋯Hello.”

“You don’t look very happy today.”

The training ground at dawn, as always. The two met again.

But his appearance was different than usual. His voice was a little lower than usual, and he was wearing a brace on his right wrist.

However, for some reason, his face looked a little more refreshed.

“Did you hurt your wrist?”

“I met some crazy bitch yesterday.”

His response of "crazy woman" brought two people to mind, but AK-15 decided not to ask for details.

"If you're injured, wouldn't it be better to rest today? I don't think you need to push yourself too hard."

“Okay. That doesn’t mean you’ll die.”

Although his words were somewhat concerned, he brushed them aside and grabbed the gun. With his right hand, of course.

-bang!

He started shooting like that, but for some reason, his condition wasn't very good today. His gait was unsteady, he was missing his usual targets, and he was constantly grabbing his head and losing focus.

“⋯Are you sure you’re okay?”

“⋯Uh.”

It took a while for a reply to come back. And in AK-15's experience, such a delayed response was usually a lie.

“⋯.”

She said nothing. She just stared at him, her gaze filled with something.

“Haa… Okay. Just go in.”

"That's an efficient decision, Supply Officer."

Unable to bear the stinging gaze, he reluctantly offered his surrender. It was an act he would never show to anyone else.

“Good work. I’ll go first.”

“I recommend you just get a good night’s sleep today, Quartermaster.”

She had been worried about him and had said something to him from behind, but he just ignored her and left the room.

“Phew⋯.”

He left the room and let out a sigh that wasn't heavy, but wasn't light either. Then he began to take heavy steps, one after another.

But even that step didn't last long. Before his eyes was a doll he hated as much as he was familiar with.

“Nice to meet you, Luke.”

AK-12. A doll with a bad relationship with him.

“⋯.”

He didn't respond. He didn't even glance at me, and he didn't answer. He just silently went his own way.

“Hey, don’t do that. Okay?”

But that too was stopped. In the blink of an eye, an AK-12 moved to his side and grabbed his arm.

Normally, I would have just brushed it off and ignored it. Now, I couldn't even be bothered with getting involved, so I decided to treat him like he was invisible.

But today was different.

"Hey. Let me ask you something. Why are you clinging to me after doing that?"

“⋯What?”

AK-12, always arrogant and brazen, was different now. She was clearly flustered.

“You burned my little brother’s photo. No, is it correct to say you blew it up?”

And although he had always been passionate about her, he was different now. He spoke calmly, with no emotion, as if he were talking about someone else's story.

"Don't get me wrong. I'm not angry. I'm just genuinely curious."

He seemed liberated. He was completely empty, as if he had let go of everything and given up.

That's why AK-12 was decided.

“⋯Yeah. If you lay out the groundwork like this, I can’t not do it.”

With that, AK-12 opened his eyes. In other words, he shut down his emotional module.

Then, she clenched and unclenched her fist several times, then said with her usual smile.

“What are you talking about, Luke? Isn’t that your fault?”

“⋯⋯What?”

It took a long time for a reply to come back. The situation was so absurd, his brain couldn't process what was happening.

"If it's something precious, shouldn't you keep it with you? You left it everywhere like that. You deserved it. I think you learned a lesson."

As her words continued without giving him time to come to his senses, changes began to gradually occur in his body.

The eyes that had been blinking rapidly suddenly stopped, and the heart that had been slowly inhaling and exhaling began to beat faster. Then, the color in his face rose, and he quickly turned red.

It was a physical change caused by anger.

“You fucking bastard!!!”

The anger that had burst forth was first expressed verbally. Then, of course, came action.

He didn't even take out his gun. He just threw down the bag he was holding.

But he was human, she was a doll. The difference in physical abilities was significant.

-Kudangtang!

She leisurely grabbed the bag that had flown in, rushed at him, and subdued him in an instant.

“I’m going to kill you!!! I’m going to kill you!!!”

He spewed out a torrent of words, brimming with anger, hatred, and sharpness, but they were all just words. He was already completely subdued by the AK-12, and he was powerless to take action.

But even so, he somehow managed to move and reached out to his left eye, but she wasn't the one who just watched.

"Don't get me wrong. I'm a doll, you're human. Do you really think you can kill me? Huh?"

AK-12 continued to taunt him, flashing a sinister smile. This behavior caused him to completely lose his sense of reason.

Suddenly, something in his heart snapped.

As his anger reached its breaking point, he stopped struggling and began to calm down, just as he had when he realized his eye had been hacked.

“⋯I did hate him, but I did receive a lot of help from him, so I didn’t really hate him outright.”

A voice that felt nothing. It might feel similar to the one before the anger, but this was clearly different.

The word "sharp" didn't suit him. But neither did the word "soft," and neither did the word "blunt."

It was just a voice that didn't fit any words.

“I wish you were dead.”

-Thud!

That was when he dislocated his shoulder and broke free from her grasp.

He immediately pulled a grenade out of his pocket. Not a practice grenade, but a real firearm.

And then, without a moment's hesitation, he pulled out the safety pin.

-Ting!
“!!”


Even an AK-12 would have been intimidated by the current situation. He, who had been holding the grenade, instead began to grab her wrist.

After quickly assessing the situation, she immediately let go of his hand and threw the grenade far away, but since quite a bit of time had passed while she was panicking, it didn't fly very far.

-Kwaaaang!!!

Ultimately, both men were caught in the explosion. And, of course, it was more fatal to him, a human, than to the AK-12, a doll.

“Cough⋯.”

But he didn't stop. Even though he was caught in the explosion, blown far away, and rolled on the ground, he still pulled out his pistol and aimed it at her.

“What the heck is going on now!!!”

Just before pulling the trigger, someone's voice rang out.

The voice belonged to Angela. Following the continuous screams and the explosion just now, people began to gather, one by one, in this location.

“⋯.”

But he didn't even glance at me, and he didn't stop.

-Bang! Bang! Bang!

Three bullets flew, hitting the floor, the window, and the AK-12's right shoulder.

“Huh⋯.”

“Stop it, Quartermaster!”

The only reason the three shots ended was because the AK-15 caught him. Of course, if the AK-12 had returned fire, he would have been unharmed, but the AK-12 took no action.

“⋯Let go.”

“I don’t know why you’re doing this, but please take care of yourself first.”

She was right. His body was a mess right now.

His right eye wouldn't open, and his left arm was bleeding from shrapnel. Furthermore, his body temperature was dropping, and it was clear that if he didn't take action quickly, he would be in danger.

“It’s an order. Let go.”

“I refuse.”

"I told you to let go."

"⋯I refuse."

But the rebellion didn't last long. He had long since crossed his limits.

“⋯I’m going to kill you.”

With those words, he lost consciousness. Like a sagging corpse, he closed his eyes, leaning on the arm of the AK-15.

“⋯You have lost consciousness.”

Only after he lost consciousness could the situation calm down, and Angela, who had ordered him to be sent to the infirmary, sighed as she ran her hand through her hair.

"AK-12. You'll have to explain in detail what just happened. Very detailed."

“⋯.”

Only then did AK-12 close his eyes and return to his usual form, but he couldn't show the relaxed attitude he usually showed.
***


“Haa⋯.”

AK-15 was in charge of cleaning up after his severe injuries. This was partly due to her close relationship with him, but also because time was of the essence and she needed to act quickly, so she happened to be holding him.

My heart sank. If I had been even a little bit late, he could have really died.

Didn't I say that myself? I recommended you just get some sleep today. I clearly said that, so why didn't you listen?

As she diligently sutured the wound, thinking about this, a few questions arose. The wound wasn't shallow, but the bleeding certainly wasn't enough to cause loss of consciousness.

But for some reason, he was lacking blood in his body as if he had lost a lot of blood, and was currently receiving a Ringer's IV for a transfusion.

“Phew⋯.”

-Clipped.

The fragments were removed and disinfected long ago, and the wound was closed with a final cut. A transfusion pack was also inserted, so the lost blood will slowly be replenished.

With that much mental space, her mind map began to work actively.

How did this happen? The source of that swearing I heard earlier, the will to kill AK-12, even if it meant ruining his own body, came from where.

He had a hunch. If what he said was true, the AK-12 had burned his brother's photo.

But I still don't know if that's true, and even if it is, he hasn't shown this much hostility so far. Something must have happened.

Let's think about it from the beginning. I first met him today, at the training grounds at dawn, as usual. But his tension was a little lower than usual, and on the contrary, his expression seemed refreshing.

And the unsteady gait and shooting, the head-holding, the unfocused eyes.

It was at that moment that a sudden thought crossed her mind.

An unsteady gait and head-dragging were associated with symptoms of anemia and dizziness.

Feeling dizzy, my gait becomes unsteady, I clutch my head, and I feel anemic, so I can't even shoot properly.

And he had less blood in his body than he had lost, indicating that he was lacking blood even before he was injured.

Anemia occurs when there is not enough hemoglobin in the blood to supply the body with enough oxygen.

However, if there is a lack of blood, the red blood cell count will naturally decrease, which can also cause anemia.

One by one, the puzzle pieces fall into place. Where there was nothing, the puzzle pieces fall into place.

The final piece of the puzzle, on the verge of completion, remains: the truth about why blood was scarce before.

And that too was something to be expected.

He reaches out to his right wrist and carefully removes the guard.

“⋯.”

In that place that had clearly been clean until yesterday, in that place that clearly should have been free of any scars, there were thin, long scars.

-Kkirik.

And so the puzzle was completed.


It's just a mission
 


The AK-15 was a rare experience.

It's like a rock sinking into your chest with a thud.

She, naturally cool-headed and mentally resilient, had rarely had the opportunity to experience something like this. And because it was something she'd never experienced before, it was all the more shocking.

Slowly stroking his scars, she thought. Under what circumstances does one usually attempt self-harm?

There are many reasons, but most of the time it's because we can't forgive ourselves.

So, in what cases would someone attempt suicide beyond self-harm?

There have been so many. Likewise, when I couldn't forgive myself. When I was afraid of the reality of moving forward. Or when I lost the will to live.
 


There are also cases where people commit suicide to achieve their own goals, so if you don't know the person well, you can't know the motive for suicide.

So why did this man attempt suicide?

As expected, I couldn't figure it out. I knew little about this man.

I'm just gathering fragmentary information. Still, since we've been together for nearly a month, it's not like I completely didn't know anything.

First of all, this wound didn't exist until yesterday. In other words, the suicide attempt occurred yesterday.

So what on earth happened that night?

Come to think of it, he had been acting strange the day before. He had suddenly said he wanted to be a doll.

The darkness he faced was so profound. His color was so dark it couldn't be considered the darkness of a single person, and I couldn't bear its weight.

So what on earth happened to this man in the past?

Even if I wanted to know, he wouldn't tell me. To be precise, it's more like I never asked, but even if I had, he probably wouldn't have told me.

So, let's put the puzzle together again based on the information Angelia provided.

The three biggest pieces are the commander, his relationship with the AK-12, and PTSD.

He was the commander of S09 Command. However, he deserted command after being betrayed by someone he trusted. He suffered from PTSD, calling himself a bad person and betraying AK-12.

To be exact, the AK-12 approached him and he pushed the AK-12 away.

But today, he tried to kill AK-12.

Even though his entire body was destroyed by the explosion and he lost consciousness due to excessive blood loss, he tried to kill AK-12.

According to him, the AK-12 burned a photo of his brother. But until yesterday, he'd just brushed it off, not shown such extreme hostility.

I wondered what the reason might be, but as expected, I couldn't figure it out.

“⋯.”

My fist clenched unconsciously. Surely AK-12 and AN-94 knew why he was so angry. Surely, if they had been there, they could have stopped him before he attempted suicide.

But that doesn't mean I didn't have a chance. If I'd noticed something strange the day before and told him something sincere, things wouldn't have gotten this far.

As my thoughts reached that point, an inexplicable emotion flashed through my chest. It wasn't anger. It wasn't sadness, either. So what was this emotion, this passionate feeling that pierced my heart?

At that moment, his face entered my sight. His eyes were closed, his expression more relaxed than ever.

And it was at that moment that the feeling that was stabbing my chest disappeared.

“⋯.”

She slowly approached him, carefully caressing his scar, and then gently, yet affectionately, placed the guard on his wrist.

Yes, it's not that I haven't been doing it properly so far, but from now on, I need to be a little more proactive.

For Rebellion, and for him who was hurt.

This isn't my personal feeling. It's just a mission.
***


“Wow~ This is quite a mess.”

“⋯What the heck is this.”

This is where he and the AK-12 had their fair share of trouble. The AN-94 and RPK-16 were there to clean up.

It was horrific. The bomb had exploded with such power that no place was left unscorched, and the two men's blood, so red it was splattered everywhere.

“Really, I thought he was just a bad person with a bad personality, but he’s still the kind of person who does it when he has to.”

“⋯Luke isn’t a bad person. He’s just a pitiful person.”

“Hmm~ Is that so?”

At AN-94's softly mumbling words, the corners of RPK-16's mouth rose slightly. That smile, so distorted that it would have undoubtedly offended him if he had seen it.

"Could you tell me about the supply officer? I've asked him questions, but he hasn't answered."

“⋯I can’t say that.”

“Why?”

“⋯.”

But AN-94 didn't answer, because he was extremely reluctant to have his story spread.

Even after her relationship was half-broken after she hacked into his eye without permission last time and eavesdropped on his past, she became more cautious.

"Well, then let me change the question. AN-94. How much do you know about him?"

“What does that mean?”

“That’s literally it. How much do you know about him?”

Her eyes sparkled. Her suspiciously purple eyes reflected in AN-94's turquoise ones.

“⋯Still, I think we know each other pretty well. Of course, I could be the only one who thinks that way, but⋯.”

With a sullen voice, AN-94's spirits sank even further.

She tried her best. She always greeted him when she saw him, even approached him first and offered him his favorite orange juice, but he just ignored her.

In fact, even meeting him was a struggle. He deliberately twisted his route to avoid the AN-94.

I had expected that if he settled down here, I would naturally have the opportunity to talk to him, but that expectation turned out to be wrong.

Even though it's already been about a month, I can only count on one hand the number of proper conversations I've had with him.

“⋯Haa.”

A sigh escaped me. He had clearly told me, that he would call this private conversation between the two of them, a promise, something no one else knew about.

‘I’ll call this a promise.’

Thinking about it made my heart warm, yet also aching. The reason it warmed was because it brought back memories of that day, and the reason it ached was because he couldn't remember that day.

He still doesn't remember the promise he made to himself, but maybe someday I'll tell him. With his own words, on his birthday.

“Do you ever think about the old days?”

"ah."

It was RPK-16's words that brought her back to reality. In fact, they had been in the middle of a conversation to begin with, so from RPK-16's perspective, it was a kind of consideration for her.

“I’m sorry. Wait a minute⋯.”

And since AN-94 also knew that fact, he carefully conveyed his apology.

“No, no, you don’t have to be sorry. But you know⋯.”

Step by step, she approached AN-94. At the same time, the alien aura she exuded became incomparably more suspicious than before.

“If AN-94 knows that person so well, shouldn’t the person who should be closest to him also be AN-94?”

“⋯What does that mean?”

RPK-16 smiled wickedly, like a cunning fox that had found its prey.

"The AN-94 knows more about the supply officer, so why is the AK-15 so close? That's it. Don't get me wrong. I'm just curious."

“⋯That could be true. I did him wrong, so⋯.”

“Hmm, is that so?”

This time, he smiled. It was clearly a friendly smile, but the awkwardness hidden beneath it was impossible to hide.

“Well, think about it slowly. There’s still plenty of time.”

With that, RPK-16 clapped his hands once and said, “Okay, now it’s time to get to work~” before silently starting to clean up.

“⋯.”

And beneath that space where only silence lingered, AN-94 was once again gathering his thoughts.

“⋯I guess it must be fun to tame it~”

That's why I didn't hear any suspicious words from RPK-16.
***


“Are you serious? Why would you do something like that?”

“⋯I couldn’t help it. If I had left him alone, he would have really died.”

“Didn’t you see that just now? From now on, just seeing you makes me die of rage.”

“What can I do? It’s my karma. I have to accept it.”

“Haa… So, it’s true that you burned the photo?”

“⋯Uh.”

“⋯.”

“It may sound like an excuse, but it wasn’t intentional.”

"⋯Yeah. It's in the past anyway, so what's the point of bringing it up now? I know your will and your heart. Just be careful not to run into each other again."


A story I don't want to remember
 


It was dark.

As my fading consciousness began to gradually become clearer, what greeted me was a dark, unfamiliar space.

It was truly pitch black. In that space where you couldn't see an inch ahead, not even the moon could show its face.

And in that dark space, a man and a woman were talking.

Even if I focused all my attention on my vision, the space was so dark that I couldn't tell who the two people were, let alone distinguish their shapes.

‘Our story, which will be remembered forever, a story only the two of us know, unknown to anyone.’

It was then that the voices of a man and a woman began to be heard.

‘I engrave it on your heart and on mine.’

But I couldn't tell whose voice it was. I clearly didn't have any such memories left in my head.

‘I’ll call this a promise.’

With those words, I couldn't understand what he was saying, and I returned to reality.

“⋯Ah.”

The first thing I let out as soon as I regained consciousness was a short sigh and a sigh.

“Luke!”

As expected, there was an AN-94 next to me.

She was holding my hand again. It was so warm that I could tell she'd been holding it for quite some time.

“Thank goodness… I thought you might not wake up….”

N-94 began to babble nonsense. Most of it was about my concerns, but I couldn't really hear it.

“⋯Where is the AK-12?”

Because I had more important matters to worry about.

"Calm down, Luke. You need to get some stability first."

I tried to force my still body to stand, but was instantly stopped by AN-94. Even with my healthy body, I couldn't resist, let alone with my body in such a state of disarray. I couldn't even resist her.

“⋯Let go.”

"Calm down. You need to rest. Luke's body isn't normal yet."

“⋯I know my body well.”

I knew it well. A transfusion pack was still inserted into his arm due to a lack of blood, and the wound on his left arm was still painful. Furthermore, his right eye, also badly injured, couldn't even open.

In other words, it was just a coincidence.

And since AN-94 was also aware of this fact, he began to try to stop me even more desperately.

“Luke! Don’t move!”

After a long struggle like that, the door opened and another person came in.

“⋯Sergeant?”

There were only two people here who called me a quartermaster. And of them, only one welcomed me so warmly.

“⋯It’s been a while.”

As soon as I realized I'd regained consciousness, AK-15 came at me in an instant. I'd never seen her with such an urgent expression on her face before.

“⋯Are you feeling better?”

“No, I feel like I’m going to die.”

After mumbling a few words, he tried to get up naturally, but was stopped by AN-94 again.

“No, you can’t. Just stay calm and relax.”

Perhaps her mind had cooled down after some time, but at first she was flustered and tried to stop me, but now she started to stop me with a firm voice.

“Haa… okay.”

And I too had a cold head.

“⋯Luke?”

Perhaps she was taken aback by the sudden change in her attitude. The firmness that had once been in her eyes had vanished.

"It's an efficient decision. If you move unnecessarily while injured, the wound could become worse, so please lie still."

AK-15 had a rather complicated expression on her face, but she couldn't hide the gentleness in her voice. And it indicated that she was pleased with my actions.

“So, I slept for a few days.”

“It’s already been a day and six hours.”

The question I asked was about the AK-15, but the answer I got back was about the AN-94.

“You slept for a long time.”

“Sergeant.”

That was the moment. The AK-15 had a determined expression on its face.

"why."

And so as not to make that expression colorless, she called me in a voice that matched her expression.

“⋯Can you tell me why you did that?”

“⋯.”

The weighty words she spoke brought silence to the hospital room. It was an inevitable consequence.

And everyone knew why. The AN-94, which had been standing still, the AK-15, which had asked the question, and even the person who had been asked the question.

“Lou, Luke. Calm down. First of all⋯.”

AN-94 quickly tried to defuse the situation. Knowing him well, he expected him to become angry soon.

However, it was unexpected that he would open his heart to the AK-15, although it was not completely.

“⋯Are you curious?”

“⋯Yes. I’m curious.”

“Luke?”

It was completely different from what she expected. He didn't get angry or yell.

That's why I felt something was off.

AN-94 prided himself on knowing him well. Even though they couldn't converse, only he and AK-12 knew his past, so he believed they were the only ones who could understand and support his actions here.

But with the AK-15's recent actions, that belief is starting to crack.

The AK-15 is an efficient doll. She's the type of person who doesn't even try to do things that can't be done.

So, the behavior she showed just now was something she could do because she clearly knew he wouldn't be angry.

I didn't know.

I expected him to be angry.

I thought I knew him best.

At that moment, the words RPK-16 had said to her last time flashed through her mind.

"If AN-94 knows that person so well, shouldn't the person closest to him also be AN-94?"

“⋯.”

“AN-94. Are you curious too?”

"ah."

It was a single word from his mouth that brought her back to reality. She stared blankly at him for a moment, then quickly came to her senses and gave a positive response.

“⋯I’m curious too.”

AN-94 shook his head, shaking off the negative thoughts. Yeah. I did something wrong to him, so I can still do it.

Not yet.

“⋯Yeah. I’m looking forward to seeing how you react after hearing it.”

He pulled a cigarette from his pocket. It was always a necessary companion when recounting the past, but this time, his AK-15 hand was a little quicker.

“Smoking is ineffective, especially if you’ve been injured.”

Her hand gently, yet affectionately, grasped his wrist. It was an act unimaginable for the AN-94.

“Hey, I didn’t know I’d hear that sound all the way here.”

His words were filled with discontent, but a faint smile graced his face. Then he obediently put the cigarette back in his pocket.

“Hey. If we’re going to talk about this, we have to start from the beginning. Do you mind?”

“What does that mean?”

“You don’t mind if I tell you about that bitch burning my picture?”

“⋯.”

AN-94's face instantly hardened, but she somehow managed to nod in agreement.

“⋯I’ll keep it short. I don’t have very good memories either.”

There was a brief silence after that, but no one complained.

He was mentally preparing himself to recall unpleasant memories, and the AN-94 wasn't a very pleasant memory either.

And finally, AK-15 was worth waiting for because of the guilt of overhearing stories that would have come naturally over time, and the reason why he wanted to hear his story firsthand.

“⋯I had a younger sibling. And I always carried a picture of him on my pendant.”

A hazy look filled with longing, regret, sorrow, earnestness, and guilt.

I knew that AK-15 had a younger brother, having overheard him before, but this was the first time I had heard about the pendant.

And it was the first time I saw him with such a sad look in his eyes.

“Back then, I often went out on field missions, and every time I did, I left it in my room. I was always worried that it might get dusty.”

A bitter smile soon appeared on his face. That bitter smile, filled with emptiness, contained resentment, hatred, and doubt.

"Then one day, my usual lighter broke, so I left it on my desk and went on a mission. When I returned from the mission, AK-12 was holding my pendant and lighter together."

It was then that AN-94's expression hardened. She knew the story behind this.

Because she knew the story that left only scars on her, on AK-12, and on him.

“But that lighter was leaking gas. So when did you point the leaking lighter at the photo and ignite it?”

"Pheung!" was the sound that came out of his mouth. And he showed a wry smile once again.

“⋯This is the end.”

“⋯Father, it was definitely a mistake. I, I was there at the time, so I know⋯.”

The AN-94 defended the AK-12. While it was more of a wrapper, it still shared a commonality in that it was wrapped around her, so there wasn't much difference.

“Yeah, I thought it was definitely a joke, he just wanted to play around.”

And there was a time when he thought that way too.

“But do you know what that kid said to me?”

“What does that mean⋯.”

A vein rose on his forehead. He forced the most obnoxious smile he could muster, then, mimicking AK-12's tone, said:

"If it's something precious, shouldn't you keep it with you? You left it everywhere like that. You deserved it. I think you learned a lesson."

“⋯.”

“That’s a lie! There’s no way an AK-12 would do that!!! An AK-12 is every day⋯.”

AN-94 was vehemently denying that the AK-12 could do that, but his sharp words cut off AN-94's words.

"Go ask him yourself. I'm going to sleep now, so you two can get out."

It was a lie. Everyone knew he'd been asleep for over a day, that he'd made no further attempts at sleep, that he'd simply said he wanted to end the conversation.

I understood it in my head, but AN-94 was not convinced.

“Oh, that’s a misunderstanding, Luke! It’s definitely… definitely.”

“⋯I’ll turn off the lights, so sleep well.”

Their reactions were clearly divided. The AK-15 calmly tried to turn off the lights and leave, while the AN-94 couldn't get up from its seat.

Only after the AK-15 dragged the AN-94, who had been unable to give up his foolishness until the very end, out halfway, was the light in the sickroom turned off.


A secret I don't want to be found out
 


"Dude, something's definitely wrong. There's no way that's an AK-12!"

“⋯.”

A conversation had been going on in the hallway for quite some time. It was a one-sided situation, with one side talking and the other merely listening, but it was still a conversation.

“There’s clearly some misunderstanding… I need to meet the AK-12 soon…”

AN-94 was frustrated. But more than that, he was feeling a sense of shock.

As far as I knew, he wasn't the type to lie and belittle others. But to take his word for it would make AK-12 a ruthless villain, and to believe him would be tantamount to dismissing him as a liar.

In the end, from her perspective, she was in a situation where she could do neither this nor that.

For her, the AK-12 was nothing short of a lifesaver. That's why she couldn't accept that she had done something so egregious.

Of course, he had a hunch. The night before the incident, AK-12 suddenly asked him a question.

"⋯What if the person you love is deeply, deeply unhappy? Fueled by a curse called promise and a twisted self-loathing, they've now given up completely and are ready to let go of everything. To give that poor person a will to live, do you have the courage to turn the arrows of their lost anger against yourself?

There must be something going on. AK-12 isn't the kind of puppet that would do something like that, and he's always been trying to repent for his mistakes.

‘I need to get my hands on the AK-12 soon…’

But since the incident, they haven't met yet. They haven't left their room since AK-12 was called to Angelia.

That's why AN-94 felt a deep sense of unease. He denied it in his head, but once planted, the seeds of anxiety continued to grow.

“⋯.”

Meanwhile, AK-15 remained silent. He closed his eyes and listened silently, organizing his mind map and mulling over his words.

‘There is another bad person who killed my brother.’

He wore a sad expression whenever he mentioned his dead brother. That sadness was clearly filled with guilt. And hatred.

It wasn't longing. Then what on earth was he feeling guilty about, and hatred for?

But now there was something more important than that.

"If it's something precious, shouldn't you keep it with you? You left it everywhere like that. You've been punished. I think you've learned a lesson."

He said it with the utmost sarcasm, imitating AK-12's tone of voice.

Could that be true? Did AK-12 really burn his brother's photo and even send him sarcastic remarks, making him extremely angry?

Why on earth? What could possibly be gained by provoking him?

After rolling the mind map for a long time, she came to a conclusion.

“I don’t think the AK-12 is that much of a stretch.”

"Oh, you noticed! Yes. There must have been some misunderstanding…"

AN-94's expression brightened noticeably. But then, as she spoke, her expression hardened again.

“But I don’t think the supply officer is lying.”

“That, that kind of⋯.”

“AN-94. Is it absolutely true that the AK-12 burned the supply officer’s photo?”

Her emotions shifted once again. From joy to bewilderment, then from bewilderment to silence, her words followed.

“It’s certainly true, but… it was a mistake. I can tell because I was there!”

AN-94 recalled the moment his lighter exploded and his pendant shattered, and the AK-12, whose expression was even more bewildered.

It was clearly a prank. A simple trick I tried to do just to see his flustered expression.

Of course, the consequences of this overstepping of bounds were devastating. He howled so desperately that it was hard to believe that such a sound could actually be made by a human, and AK-12 was left with a heavy burden.

The events of that time have had a huge impact to this day, to the point where they have snowballed into something that has led to the present.

“Then why did AK-12 say that to the supply officer?”

“⋯That, I don’t know either.”

So she too wondered: why on earth would AK-12, who always regretted and tried to repent for his mistakes, do such a thing?

"I've come to a conclusion. I'll trust the supply officer until the AK-12 speaks for itself."

“⋯I see.”

As time passed and his mind cooled a bit, AN-94 surprisingly readily agreed with AK-15's opinion. Of course, the fact that he couldn't refute her words weighed more heavily on his mind.

“Oh my, what are you two doing right now?”

While we were chatting, a doll with the same smile as always approached from afar.

“RPK-16.”

"How's the quartermaster? I was just on my way to see him, but it seems like you two have already been there."

Her voice was filled with regret as she spoke, but ironically, her expression showed no sign of regret.

“That’s right. I just got out of the hospital room.”

"AN-94 is right. But what are you holding in your hand right now?"

“Oh, are you talking about this?”

RPK-16 held a box in her hand that looked quite luxurious. AK-15, who hadn't missed it, answered with a smile.

"I heard the quartermaster likes sweets. I thought he'd like some, so I brought him a few."

At the same time, RPK-16 showed the two the contents of the box. It contained simple refreshments and orange juice.

"RPK-16 is right. Luke really likes sweets."

"I've never heard of this before. Judging by your personality and behavior, I don't think you'd like it at all."

“I had a chance to talk to you last time, and you seemed like a very delicate and delicate person. I was a little surprised, too.”

“⋯I see.”

"For now, I'll go back to my room. There's too much information to sort through."

With those words, AN-94 disappeared with a plodding, feeble step. Even a cursory glance revealed the immense agony piled up behind her.

"Then I'll go too. I'm already looking forward to seeing the look on the supply officer's face as he receives his gift."

“RPK-16?”

“Yes. Did you call?”

At AK-15's call, RPK-16 turned his head again. Seeing his usual face, AK-15 tried to say, "The supply officer is asleep right now, so I recommend you go later."

“⋯.”

But for some reason, my mouth wouldn't move as I wanted it to.

“Is there a problem?”

Clearly, AK-15 knew he wanted to be left alone. So, not sending RPK-16 to the hospital room was the right thing to do, and he knew that was what he wanted.

“⋯I’ll go too.”

But still, for some reason, my mouth didn't move as I wanted.

“Oh, didn’t you just get back?”

It was an ineffective decision. He wouldn't talk, and he might actually be asleep. Besides, it hadn't even been ten minutes since he'd left the hospital room.

That's why I was skeptical. I knew it was clearly an inefficient decision and a useless endeavor, but I couldn't bring myself to retract my words.

“I left something behind.”

But he knew one thing: he wanted to see his face now.

RPK-16 seemed to be thinking for a moment, but soon she smiled as always and said this.

"great."
***


“Oh my, the door is open?”

I arrived at the hospital room, but for some reason, the door was open. I looked around, but there was no sign of life.

“⋯Sergeant?”

Eventually, they passed through the open door and entered the hospital room, but he was gone. Only a mess of blankets, some leftover gauze, and some disinfectant greeted them.

"Did you just go to the bathroom for a moment? You'll be back soon. You're still a patient."

“⋯I see.”

Concluding that he would return soon, the two sat down and waited for him. But even after ten minutes, even after twenty, he still hadn't returned.

“⋯Something feels strange.”

“I feel that way too.”

AK-15 was the first to speak. Since she was the one who treated his wounds, she also knew his physical condition well.

But for that to be true, she was noticeably a little overly anxious. And the quick-witted RPK-16 couldn't miss that.

“Are you anxious?”

“He is a patient.”

It was her usual blunt voice, but something was different. There was something subtle about her that only those who knew her well could detect.

And the smile on RPK-16's face, which could sense that subtle something, only grew bigger.

“Let’s try moving it ourselves. Maybe he collapsed?”

"good night."

RPK-16 stretched out, as if showing off his composure, and stood up. AK-15, as if waiting for those words, quickly kicked the chair away and left.

“⋯Huh huh.”
***


AK-15, having come out like that, slowly, with all her senses sharpened, began to search for him. With her exceptional red-light abilities, she was able to quickly find his trail.

“⋯⋯don’t.”

She vaguely heard his voice. Finding the trail, she followed it in the direction of the sound. When she reached the end of the trail, she saw three words written there.

-restroom-

“⋯Haa.”

Yeah. It was a pointless worry. I'm not feeling well, so it took a while. I'll just wait and see.

That was the moment I thought that.

“I don't regret it. I don't regret it. I don't regret it. I don't regret it. I don't regret it. I don't regret it.”

“⋯Sergeant?”

The same sentence kept coming back. It was at that moment that I realized something was clearly amiss.

Even though it was a men's restroom, AK-15 entered without a second thought. And the shocking sight he encountered inside was this:

"I am a person who has no regrets. I am a person who has no regrets. I am a person who has no regrets. I am a person who has no regrets. I am a person who has no regrets."

The image of him holding his head and looking in the mirror and brainwashing himself.

“Sergeant!”

Even though AK-15 was born with a strong will, he couldn't help but be astonished. But the sight of him holding his own head, his eyes blank, brainwashing himself would have been astonishing to anyone.

But even so, she quickly pulled herself together. She felt that in this situation, she was the only one who could calm him down.

At that moment, I made up my mind and took a step towards him.

“Hehehe, just a moment.”

An RPK-16, seemingly out of nowhere, grabbed her shoulder.

She was smiling. Brighter than ever, she was smiling with joy, unable to contain her emotions.

“It seems like we found out something quite interesting?”
***


“What does that mean?”

“It’s literally true.”

This was Angelia's room. Inside was AK-12, who had a slightly surprised expression, and Angelia, who had an indifferent expression.

The atmosphere in the room was a bit tense. AK-12 was looking at Angelia with a puzzled expression, while Angelia simply sipped her coffee in silence.

And the moment the coffee cup fell from her hand, a voice echoed through the small room once again.

“We are going to Berlin.”


Do you regret it?
 


“AK-15? What are you thinking?”

“⋯Ah.”

This was his hospital room, and inside was him, his wounds having healed significantly, and an AK-15 staring blankly out the window next to him.

Since that day, she's been spacing out more frequently. More precisely, since she discovered he's always hypnotizing herself, she's been sitting still and thinking more.

"Let go, RPK-16! Can't you see the supply officer's condition?"

Think carefully. What can you do now?

‘What is that⋯.’

"Let's bury it. Let's bury the supply officer's truth in our hearts."

RPK-16's words were as follows: His current condition is not normal. Judging by the fact that he doesn't even flinch when such a loud noise is emanating from beside him, it's clear he's already lost in his own world.

And if others caught him like that, would he be able to maintain his sanity? Even now, he occasionally exhibits strange behavior. Will he be able to maintain his sanity?

It was a valid point. Unbeknownst to them, he had already attempted suicide after M16 discovered his past, so her judgment was ultimately correct.

AK-15 reluctantly gave in to RPK-16's earnest persuasion and decided to keep his secret hidden in her heart, but the shocking sight did not disappear from her mind map.

‘I don’t regret it. I don’t regret it. I don’t regret it.’

“⋯.”

What on earth did he regret? What had ruined him so much? No matter how much she thought about it, she couldn't figure it out.

But despite her anguish, time continued to flow without stopping. AN-94's frequent visits and RPK-16's occasional visits made him frown, but he never got angry or anything. RPK-16 simply watched over his health and then went back, and AN-94 never really crossed the line to begin with.

And Angelia and AK-12, who had been locked in the room, also came out of the room and went about their daily lives as usual.

So it was weird.

It was clearly a major incident that left one person in critical condition, but the two of them made no mention of it.

"AK-12... Really? Did AK-12 really say such harsh things?"

‘⋯Oh. It’s true.’

However, she reluctantly answered AN-94's questions. From her perspective, believing in AK-12, she thought he was going crazy when the two of them locked themselves in the room and wouldn't come out.

But the answer she got back wasn't very good either, so her heart was still on the rocks.

"Oh, why? The AK-12 didn't do that on purpose, did it?"

AK-12, unable to bear to see that sight, talked with AN-94 for about an hour before her anxious expression disappeared, but instead, the number of pitying looks she gave AK-12 increased.

A week passed. He was still lying in the hospital bed, and she was still agonizing by his side. That was all.

"He's spacing out again. But don't you have to go to the training ground? A guy who always holds a gun won't leave here."

“This is a more efficient decision now.”

“⋯Is that so?”

AK-15 stayed by his side as much as possible after that day. The fear that he might attempt suicide again, coupled with the shocking scene he'd seen the previous day, made it impossible for him to be left alone.

She had always been the one who hovered around the truth, but she knew one thing: she couldn't leave him alone again.

Even when he attempted suicide, he wasn't there.

Even when he hypnotized himself, he wasn't there.

So, he needed to be by his side. That was the effective conclusion AK-15 reached.

As a result, the time spent talking with him naturally grew longer and longer. He preferred talking to her over reading, and she, too, made the most of her time by visiting him in the hospital room after completing the rest of her work as efficiently as possible.

Then one day. No matter how much I thought about it, the memory of that day just wouldn't go away. After much thought, AK-15 finally reached this conclusion.

“Sergeant. Do you have any regrets, Sergeant?”

“⋯What?”

A frontal assault. It was truly her method, and it was effective for him.

It took a long time for a reply. And in that silence, AK-15 was determined to endure whatever answer he received, as it was the path he had chosen.

Only after the second hand of the clock had completed three full turns did he put down the book he was reading and took something out of his bag and threw it at her.

“Take it.”

“This is⋯.”

The object he threw turned out to be a hair tie. As soon as he confirmed she had caught it, he turned around, showing his back to her.

“Tie my hair up.”

“⋯Okay, I understand.”

At his request, AK-15 obediently moved behind him and began stroking his hair. His hair, now wispy and white, tangled under her touch. The roughness was certainly more pronounced, but it was still soft. And as she gently stroked his hair, something inexplicable throbbed in her chest.

“It’s all done.”

“⋯I can see ahead clearly.”

When I tied my hair by myself, I always missed a few strands and it looked messy, but with AK-15's help, I didn't miss a single strand and the unruly hair no longer covered my face.

It became possible to see ahead clearly.

“AK-15.”

“Did you call?”

With that obstruction gone, he was able to face the truth.

“If a person has committed a mistake, a mistake so great that he runs away from the sin for fear of the weight of responsibility, what should he do?”

It was a voice I'd never heard before. It was so moist, so delicately trembling, I hadn't heard it once since I met him.

“⋯What should I do?”

Now, his voice was beginning to tremble, almost to the point of being watery. His heart was wavering.

“⋯Do you regret it?”

“⋯.”

He didn't answer. He just clenched and unclenched his left hand repeatedly, but didn't do anything in particular.

However, I could tell that his mind was now filled with a jumble of emotions, all jumbled together in a messy way.

"If you've committed a mistake, it's your duty to resolve it with your own hands. Isn't there a saying, 'He who ties the knot will untie it?'"

“I see.”

It was a perfectly valid answer. It was a textbook-worthy answer. If it were a test, it would have been a perfect answer.

But that wasn't the answer he wanted.

“I want to sleep. Get out.”

“⋯Please sleep well.”

With a click, the lights went out and AK-15 closed the door and left. Left alone, he untied his hair, which he'd worked so hard to tie up, and stuffed the hair tie into his bag.

“⋯I can’t see very well.”

And said.

“I have no regrets.”
***


The peace that was created once again like a sheet of thin ice lasted for quite a while.

‘Quite’ a long time.

“I’m going to Berlin.”

It was Angelia's bombshell declaration that suddenly called everyone together.

Traces of William, the leader of the Paradeus, were discovered in large quantities in Berlin, and the entire Rebellion went undercover to track him down. While it sounds simple, the operation proved to be anything but straightforward.

“And of course, Luke, you stay here.”

“⋯I object.”

The voice belonged to AK-15. As she usually followed Angelia's orders without question, a questioning look appeared on Angelia's face.

“Why?”

“⋯.”

AK-15 had boldly declared his opposition, but when asked why, he couldn't answer. Everyone was present, but even if he were alone with Angela, what would he say?

If I told him that, if I left him alone, he would commit suicide. Besides, he's already mentally damaged enough to brainwash himself. Would Angela be convinced and take him to Berlin with her?

It was absurd to even mention it in the first place. He hated his secrets leaking out more than he hated death.

“I will lie down quietly.”

And crucially, he didn't refuse Angelia's orders. If he didn't even think about refusing, what good would it do if she tried so hard?

"I don't care. Pack your bags right now. We're leaving right now."

As expected of Angela, who boasts outstanding action skills, she started moving as soon as she finished speaking.

The only person who remained motionless in this chaotic situation was the man with the bandages still wrapped around his arms and head.

“When do you think you’ll be back, Angela?”

"I don't know. I might die. If I die, this building is yours."

“⋯Even your jokes are serious.”

“Don’t worry, Luke, we’ll all be safe⋯.”

“Then I will go in.”

“⋯.”

AN-94 tried to say something to keep him from worrying, but he cut her off and quickly disappeared. His cold demeanor naturally left AN-94 heartbroken.

-Squeak.

“Don’t worry too much. It’s because you’re still in puberty.”

What comforted her was AK-12, who opened the door and entered. Knowing that if she encountered him after the incident, one of them would surely die, she had received the mission in advance and waited in another room until he left.

“Is it really okay… AK-12.”

"It's okay. Nothing happened for a week, right? We can just keep doing this from now on."

“But the AK-12 is⋯.”

It was a conversation only they knew. Only they could understand, only they could accept. That's why no one paid any attention to their conversation.

"Okay. Now that you're done packing, come with me. I have somewhere I need to go first."

So Angelia and the Rebellion squad left him alone and set off for Berlin.
***


“What am I doing alone?”

A week had passed since I'd been left alone. I hadn't even contacted Angelia or the Rebellion squad, fearing something might happen. It was practically a week since I'd been cut off from the world.

My body was almost completely healed. This was partly due to my strong regenerative powers, but more importantly, the AK-15's quick response.
     


There was no residual pain, so it was practically a complete recovery. If I had recovered just a week sooner, I could have followed them to Berlin, but it was a shame.
     


In the end, all I could do, left alone, was maintain the facility, shoot, and read.
     


Last time, I accidentally found a dummy AK-12 and was so angry that I gouged out my eyeball, which was a very minor incident, but it wasn't anything to worry about.
     


“⋯.”
     


As I wasted each day like that, I felt bored. There was no one around to talk to me. However, more than boredom, I felt a sense of helplessness.
     


‘Miss Angelia and the Rebellion Platoon are risking their lives to pursue Paradeus, but what am I doing?’
     


And the feeling of helplessness soon led to self-reproach. Self-reproach always leads to remorse, but today was a little different.
     


‘⋯I can do it too.’
     


The guilt led to anger.
     


To be precise, I'm on a mission in the same year as the AK-12, and I have a subtle inferiority complex that I can't do it.
     


So anger led to a subtle inferiority complex, and that subtle inferiority complex led to something else.
     


“⋯Then why don’t I just go to Berlin alone?”
     


With action.
  


My body moved before my mind. Before I knew it, I was rummaging through my bag.

The forged passport I found that way. I thought with a wry smile.

I had a passport. I had an ID. I had the tools and the ability to take care of myself.

So there was no reason not to go.
   

  

***

     

     

     


-Oh, I'm connected. Can you hear me?
     


-What, how did you⋯.
     


Long time no see. I have a lot to say, but time is limited, so I'll make it brief. The commander has arrived in Berlin.
     


-What does that mean?
     


-He went alone. If you leave him alone, he'll definitely die. So, you guys need to help him.
     


-Don't you know how we're being treated by that person right now?

-Should I just do it? There's no one the Commander hates as much as I do right now, right?
     


-⋯Does someone who knows that do something like that?
     


-⋯Please. Why would there be a saying that friends are good? If it really doesn't work out, I'll kneel this time. Then I'll leave.
     


-Who's your friend! Hey! Hey!!!
     

 



The village saint
 


“Huh⋯.”

I had sneaked into Berlin without permission, and was at a loss as to where to start when, by chance, truly by chance, I stumbled upon a village.

The name of the village was ‘Bon.’ I thought it was just an ordinary village and tried to pass it by, but after digging a little deeper, I found out that this village was a kind of cult that worshipped Paradeus.

Gaining information requires taking a certain amount of risk. Confident that I could gain something from this village, I infiltrated it under the alias "Robin" and disguised myself as a witty and brazen young man.

In fact, it was more like a refugee camp than a village. It was a village with a well-established system, with residents barely surviving on food and supplies distributed by the village.

If it weren't for the hidden Paradeus vanguard and CCTVs everywhere.

The townspeople were watching my every move. Playing the fool was difficult, but perhaps because of that, they let their guard down so much that no suspicions about me arose.

However, the constant stinging gaze from someone made me feel uncomfortable, but I thought there was nothing I could do about it and just let it go.

Anyway, after about three days of settling down in this village, the biggest change I've noticed is...

“Robin, where are you? Robin!”

“Oh no, I got caught.”

I have a little child who takes good care of me.

"The festival's about to start! If you don't hurry, you'll miss out on all the good seats!"

“Yeah yeah.”

Elsa, a young girl, looked to be no older than ten. When I first arrived in the village and pretended to be normal, she was the first to step forward and take care of me. She had a kind personality.

“But I’m a bad person. Is it okay for you to take care of me like this?”

That's why I began to question myself. I'm a bad person. Is it okay for such an innocent child to be with me?

“Ouch! Again! Again! Again! I told you not to say that!”

Elsa crossed her fingers to make an X and showed it to me. Then she glared at me, her cheeks puffed out.

"No matter what Robin was like in the past, he's a good person to me now. So you shouldn't say things like that."

“⋯Is that so?”

I laughed out loud. The past is something that can never be shaken off, so why try to separate my past self from my present self?

"Now stop talking nonsense and come with me quickly! If you keep going like this, we'll really be late!"

While my mind was spinning, Elsa's hand was pulling me and I was led outside.

As Elsa had said, a celebration was in full swing outside. Celebratory signs were plastered everywhere, and the streets and alleys were swept clean.

We went out onto the street and were pushed by the bustling crowd to the festival grounds. The bell rang at 3 p.m., the trumpet blared, and Mrs. Iriya took the podium.

"Everyone. Welcome to our village. I'm the village leader, Iriya. Today is our village's holiday, a day to celebrate our birthday. As you all know…"

Iriya, the village leader, ascended the podium and began a passionate speech. But already filled with negative thoughts, it sounded like nothing more than nonsense, so I applied my own filter and only heard what I wanted to hear.

"You probably heard this when you came in. The ideology of my village is to abandon worldly desires and return to nature to regain purity. If you abandon science and become friends with nature, you can live happily, without fear of hunger, under the protection of God."

Iriya was a peculiar person. No, let me correct that. To put it nicely, he was peculiar. He was just crazy.

In the name of abandoning science, he had the prosthetic limbs of people who relied on them ripped out, leaving them with only one leg. He also destroyed any electronic devices seen in the village immediately, and severely punished those who possessed them.

Fortunately, I was able to get away with it because it was a non-displayable device, but thanks to that, I had to hide the bag full of all kinds of machines here and there, and I had to secretly leave the motorcycle waiting on the outskirts of the village.

“Cough, cough, cough…”

The one-legged refugee whose prosthetic arm had been removed by Iriya the other day began coughing. Even though his body was wrapped tightly in cloth, the scars of exposure to the decay liquid and the signs of radiation infection were clearly visible.

“Robin, don’t hesitate when Iriya speaks.”

“⋯.”

I could hear Elsa's voice, seemingly concerned for me, but it felt a bit ironic. She was worried about me, who was perfectly fine except for a scar over my eye, but she wasn't worried about that refugee, who was missing a leg and coughing constantly.

“Cluck, cluck, cluck, cluck⋯.”

Meanwhile, the one-legged refugee tried to suppress his cough, but he was starting to attract more and more attention.

“How can you cough when your sister is talking? You’re such a bad person⋯.”

“⋯Is that so?”

I found myself frowning. It wasn't because I agreed with Elsa's words, and certainly not because the word "bad person" came out of her mouth.

It was because I was so angry that a child who was supposed to be clean ended up in this crazy town and was spouting such nonsense.

An untainted child can become anything. If raised by good parents in a good environment, he or she will become a good person and do good deeds for others.

But if you grow up under bad parents and in a bad environment, there are only two options: either live a life steeped in darkness like me, or die clean like my brother.

And this child was growing up in a bad environment. Is it reasonable to say something like that in front of someone who's in pain?

What kind of ideas is this town instilling in its children?

“Crack⋯.”

“Ro, Robin? Why, what’s wrong? You look so scary right now⋯.”

“Ah⋯.”

Was I too absorbed? Elsa was tugging at my clothes, her expression terrified.

I quickly relaxed my expression and gently stroked Elsa's head.

“Sorry, sorry, I was just thinking about the old days.”

“What? Then, what I said just now was something else on your mind?”

"I'm sorry. Just let me see this once."

After offering a vague apology to Elsa, who was trying to press me again, I put my mask back on.

"Of course, some people believe science has changed the world and made life better. But that's an illusion created by shady businessmen. They're deceiving you…"

“Ugh⋯.”

While listening to that nonsense again, the one-legged refugee from before eventually collapsed.

“Hey, hey! Wait a minute!”

Even though the person had collapsed, the people around him were terrified and just kept mumbling, and no one helped him.

“This fucking shit⋯.”

“No, Ro⋯.”

Iriya's passionate speech continued unabated. Finally, unable to bear it any longer, I tried to move to support him. But a clear voice from afar silenced the commotion.

“Let us see the fallen. Open the way!”

The refugees, silenced by someone's voice, volunteered to open the way, and a woman in a white robe appeared among them.
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“She’s a saint!”

“That guy… No. That guy?”

Elsa's cheers finally brought Illya to a halt, and the crowd's murmurs died down. Soon, everyone in the room erupted in cheers, surrounding the saint and the fainting refugee.

“Saint Sister! Saint Sister! Oh really, I can’t see a thing! Get out of the way!”

“Come here. I’ll help you.”

So many people had gathered in such a short time that even I, let alone Elsa, could only see the saint's back. Instead, I lifted Elsa high and gave her a ride on my horse, and her joyful voice melted into the refugees' enthusiastic cheers.

“Gyaaaa!! Saintess!”

Unlike the noisy refugees, the saintess at the center examined the refugee silently. After assessing the situation, she vaguely saw an unknown pattern being drawn on the refugee's wound. After a while, the saintess completed her "ritual" and slowly stood up. The sight that unfolded behind her left me unable to believe my own eyes.

“Hmm…? Why am I on the floor…?”

The refugee, who had been unable to control his body until just a moment ago, opened his eyes completely.

“What is this⋯.”

“It’s okay now. If you rest for a while, you’ll feel better.”

The fainted refugee woke up in a daze, as if he had just woken up from a slumber, and the saint in white turned around and left the place where the miracle had been performed.

“Saint Sister! Saint Sister!”

“My lady! Thank you, God!”

“The Lord took us into consideration and sent the saint!”

Elsa, in turn, and the refugees couldn't help but express their admiration for the saint, and finally, Iriya added a word.

"Saint. It is truly a blessing from the Lord that you have come to visit us today, the anniversary of our village's founding."

“Don’t flatter me, I just did what I had to do.”

Iriya, smiling brightly and stepping down from the podium, began to converse with the saintess. This was a stark contrast to the expression she usually displayed when giving lengthy speeches expressing distrust of machines, and it only brought me discomfort.

“There are a few more critically ill patients in my room. Could you please check on them?”

“Of course, please guide me.”

The saint was living up to her name, and she was truly showing herself as a saint. However, to me, who had been betrayed by those I trusted, it seemed like nothing more than hypocrisy, and I didn't particularly like it.

"You all go to the restaurant. Today, instead of the usual simple donation, we've prepared a sumptuous festive meal. Enjoy your meal."

“Saint Sister! Saint Sister! Wait a minute!”

With those words, the two headed north towards the temporary clinic, and Elsa, who had climbed down from my shoulder, hurriedly followed after the saintess.
     


And I, too, packed my bag just in case something happened and secretly followed the saintess. The very fact that she possessed such powers was so suspicious.
***

   

  


“You have truly boundless faith, healing so many people.”
     


"Religion? I don't have anything grandiose. I simply do my best to heal those who suffer. That's my mission."
     


"How could you not be devoted to purifying the secular world? Judging by my limited knowledge, I'm sure the saint wouldn't mind devoting herself in other ways, too. If it meant making the world a better place, she'd gladly make any sacrifice."
     


"No. No one wants to sacrifice themselves. But if it were me... I wouldn't mind."
     


“You will soon understand what I mean.”
     


After killing the sound and chasing after the two, I saw the saint and Iriya having a conversation.
     


Seeing her keep spouting nonsense about religious beliefs and such, I thought of Elsa, who had been possessed by that crazy woman, and I wanted to shoot her dead, but my goal was to gather information, not to achieve justice, so I quietly suppressed my murderous intentions.
     


“Oh, you’re all here. Let’s go in.”
     


Arriving in front of a building, the two opened the door and entered together. Even a quick glance from outside revealed that Iriyah's room was significantly larger than the other refugee treatment rooms. However, inside the room were passengers who didn't appear to be patients at all.
     


“Is that really the treatment room?”
     


“Gyaaaak!!!”
     


A sharp scream. Without even a moment to think, I ran to the door and peered through the crack to check the situation. The flash coming through the crack was blinding.
     


“This isn’t a patient’s room!”
     


The owner of that desperate voice was a saint. Straining my vision a little, I saw a swarm of fat things scurrying around, trying to seduce the frightened saint.

And as soon as I saw them, I had a feeling. The people who installed the CCTV cameras in the village, and the people who supported it, were definitely those guys.
     


He must have built up a sense of pride in his own wealth by looking at the poor refugees living in this village, because people naturally want to stand above others.

“Saint! Let’s take a picture together!”
     


“Saint Lady, please sign my body! Anywhere is fine!”
     


“T-there are too many people! Please, let me out!”
     


Meanwhile, the saint, cornered by the passionate waves, grabbed Iriya with frightened hands.
     


“Come here. Please save me⋯!”

"Saint, this is also for the good of this village. Just as you dedicate yourself to treating the sick, this is also one way."
     


Iriya ignored the saint's pleas, shook off her hand, and walked vaguely through the crowd.

“No! Let me out! I don’t want to be here! Please, please someone… someone save me! I don’t want to be here!”

“Is she really a saint? Even her expression of dislike makes my heart flutter!”

As Iriya retreated, the pigs in the room could no longer suppress their impulses. They soon launched into a commotion, hurling their cameras, cell phones, paper, and other items at the saintess.

The saint desperately sought help. Judging by her inability to ward off the pigs in this precarious situation, she was presumed to possess the physical abilities of an ordinary adult woman.

Moreover, judging by the fact that he was trembling vaguely even in a situation where he felt threatened to that extent, it was assumed that he had no way out of this situation.

“Please help me… please someone….”

As I was organizing the information I had painstakingly gathered, the saint's desperate sobs reverberated.

But it wasn't my part-time job.

I came to this village to gather information about Pharaodeus, not to rescue some hypocrite cosplaying as a saint. So even though that woman was now in dire straits, I had no obligation or reason to save her.

Because I was a bad person.

“Please… let me out of here…”

“⋯.”

No way. If I rescue that woman now, the three days I've spent infiltrating this village will be wasted. So, in this situation, I must resolutely pretend I didn't see her.

"No matter what Robin was like in the past, he's a good person to me now. So you shouldn't say things like that."

“⋯Oh, really.”

But my body didn't move as I wanted.

-Kwaang!

After smashing the old wooden door with a kick that bore my full weight, I reached out to the saintess, who was staring blankly at me, ignoring the bewildered pigs.

“If you want to get out of here, follow me.”

"Robin?! What are you doing!? Get out of here! This is not a place for you!"

I burst through the door and made a grand entrance, only to be greeted by a flustered Iriya. I remembered how he had ripped off the one-legged refugee's prosthetic leg and expressed his distrust of machines, and how he had also corrupted the innocent Elsa. I was in a bad mood, so I decided to make her feel bad too.

"Taste the sum of modern science, you bitch! Flashbang!"

-Phew!

“Gyaaak!!”

It was summer.


Nito and Nito
 


“What the… Gyaaak!!”

The object I threw was a flashbang. It was perfect for teasing Iriya, who had an extreme aversion to science and machines, and it was also the perfect tool to break the current situation, so there was no reason not to use it.

"Um, what the... What am I supposed to do? If I can't get it fixed in time, the support money...?"

“Catch him――!!!”

Meanwhile, I grabbed the trembling hand of the saint and ran outside. Thanks to her, countless compliments poured in, but being a humble person, I didn't bother to respond.

“Catch those guys! There’s a doll here, send it after them!”

Even though we ran so hard, dolls appeared from somewhere and began to surround us as per the pig's command.

“Oh⋯.”

No matter how trained I was, I was still inferior to a doll's physical abilities. And even more so when they surrounded me like that.

“Uh, what should I do⋯.”

“I didn’t know I would write this so quickly.”

But that didn't mean there was no way out. I still had a secret weapon left.

I didn't know I would use it so soon, but I couldn't let it get to me, so I quickly rummaged through my bag to get the item out.

"uh?"

“What, what is this?”

The dolls that surrounded us fell down one by one and soon began fighting among themselves.

“⋯Did you do it?”

“Huh? What does that mean?”

It was electronic warfare. Even the glare in her eyes changed, making it clear. I suspected the saintess, knowing it wasn't me, but she denied it, seemingly oblivious.

“⋯No. Just run.”

“Robin has kidnapped the saint! Everyone, catch him!!”

As I continued to run around like that, Iriya called the villagers together and tried to catch me.

But even that was blocked by the electronic warfare dolls, so people couldn't reach us and could only lick their fingers and spout criticism from afar.

The intensity of the verbal abuse was steadily increasing, but I didn't pay much attention. I had decided not to pay attention to the criticism from strangers.

"Saint Sister! Robin! What the hell are you doing?! That's our saint! How could you—"

But I couldn't help but care about the criticism from people I knew.

Even more so if it was someone who took good care of me.

“Eww!! Robin is bad!! Robin is a bad person!!”

Elsa, appearing among the crowd, looked at me with tears streaming down her face and an expression of disbelief. But there was no time to explain. I continued running with Mahrian without stopping.

“Elsa⋯.”

“⋯Ha.”

The saintess also seemed to know Elsa, and she called her name pitifully in a pitiful voice.
***


As a result of running without looking back, I was able to shake off the crowd and reach the outskirts of town, and I could finally put my worries to rest.

“I… thank you.”

“⋯.”

“Excuse me, over there?”

And now that I had some peace of mind, it was time to struggle against sin.

‘Eww!! Robin is bad!! Robin is a bad person!!!’

“⋯Ah. Really.”

My heart ached. I wouldn't have known about anyone else, but hearing those words from a child was incredibly dizzying.

Am I really a bad person?

‘⋯No, wait. What am I thinking?’

What are you thinking now? Was I originally a bad person?

That's right. I'm a bad person. That's why I abandon my children and live shamelessly like this.

“I am a bad person. I am a bad person. I am a bad person. I am a bad person. I am a bad person.”

“Excuse me! Are you okay?”

“⋯Ah.”

But the self-hypnosis was only temporary, and I was barely able to return to reality when the saint cried out that something was wrong with my condition.

"thank you."

"Oh, no. I'm the one who should be grateful. Thank you for saving me."

She bowed slightly and thanked me. That expression of gratitude cleared my mind, and with that clarity, I was able to face reality.

“⋯Oh, I’m screwed.”

"yes?"

“Don’t get me wrong. I’m the only one who failed.”

The reason I infiltrated this town in the first place was to gather information about Paradeus. I wasn't here to embark on some reckless princess rescue operation.

“What do I do now?”

“What do you mean?”

While I was racking my brain, wondering what to do next, the tablet I took out of my bag started receiving signals.

“⋯I think I know what to do.”

"yes?"

It was Pharadeus. The Pharadeus who had been hiding in the village began to gather here all at once.

I won't be the target. They don't even know I'm their former commander yet, and the abilities the saintess showed earlier were enough to make Pharadeus jealous.

"Let's run away. I never imagined there would be so many fans who wanted to see our saint."

Even though I saved her, I was the one who brought her here, so I had a responsibility to ensure her safety.

I secretly started the motorcycle I'd parked and gestured to the saintess. She hesitated for a moment, then quickly sat down. I quickly started the engine and set off.

“What is your relationship with Paradeus?”

The interrogation continued along the way. Even if it was only for a short time, since we were traveling together, it was necessary to first get to know each other.

“⋯What does that mean?”

The moment the word "Peratheus" crossed my lips, her gaze shifted. This allowed me to discern, for better or worse, that she was somehow connected to Peratheus.

“Here, this is all Paradeus. You’re following me.”

“Yes⋯?”

When I turned the tablet over and showed her numerous signals, her face turned pale.

“P, Pharaodeus… Th, how did they do that!!”

“Are you okay?”

The saintess didn't come to her senses. She began to tremble even more violently than when she had been locked in the pigs' house earlier.

“No… No… I don’t like it… I don’t like it!”

At the same time, the hand holding my waist began to tighten. Thanks to this, she was held firmly in place, allowing me to increase my speed without worrying about it.

“It’s bustling.”

But the number of Paradeus was too many. Now, they were not only visible to the signal, but also visible to the naked eye.

But this time, too, something felt strange. For some reason, the signals pointing in our direction quickly began to disappear.

That meant someone was going to deal with the parade that was in our way.

But even so, it wasn't easy. The enemy's numbers were so numerous that they began to surround us with their massive force.

“Haa⋯.”

Finally, I thought it was time to really use it, so I took out my secret weapon from my bag.

Data Traffic Bomb. This was made by Persica, who was worried about me while I was on a field mission at the command center.

If used, it was literally the ultimate weapon against machines, forcibly overloading them by forcing a large amount of data into the electronic devices.

Actually, I received it when I was a commander, but I didn't use it when I was in command. Because the scope was so broad, there was a chance our children would get caught up in it.

But now there were no dolls to get involved in, and the benefits outweighed the losses, so there was no reason not to use it.

“It’s going to be a bit noisy.”

Although I warned her, the saintess, already half out of her mind, didn't even listen to me.

“Ah ...

Correction. I think the expression ‘I can’t hear’ would be more appropriate.

Anyway, leaving the saint behind, I pushed the electronic devices in my bag to a corner. I closed my left eye, which would soon be useless anyway, and activated the bomb.

-Wheeing!!

As expected of a large object, it started making a loud noise and soon began flashing and emitting loud lights.

Sensing that it was about to explode, I immediately threw it back, and as if to live up to my expectations, the bomb exploded with a sound incomparable to the one before.

-Kwaaaang!!!

Was the sound too loud? Or was the saint simply weak-willed? As the thunderous roar rang out, I felt the strength leave the hand on my waist.

“Hey. Are you sleeping?”

There was no answer, which meant he had fainted.

Because of this, I had to drive with only one hand to keep her from falling over, as I had one more piece of luggage.

I ended up having to stop the bike for a moment and spend some time securing her so she wouldn't fall, but it wasn't a big deal because it bought me a lot of time.

And as originally intended, all the Paradeus in the area were stopped.

Actually, the ones far away wouldn't have been affected, but if I just dealt with the ones close by, I would have a way out, so I would have achieved my goal.

After letting out a small sigh, I was about to restart the engine, leaving the Paradeus soldiers behind. Something caught my eye.

“Nito?”

Nito, the symbolic force of the Paradeus. Among them, the black one lay alone before me.

At first, I was going to kill him and pass by, but it was obvious that he wouldn't be able to come to his senses for at least a few days on his own anyway, and since I had learned the skills of a doll technician in a back alley before, I wanted to try using this guy as a test subject, so I roughly placed him on my motorcycle as well.

"good."

Now that the preparations were complete, it was time to run away again.
***


“Whew… I guess I shouldn’t have brought this black guy.”

Even though I managed to drop the bomb, the enemy numbers were too high and I barely managed to escape.

It was fortunate that the motorcycle was taken care of separately, but if the engine had broken down earlier, we would have been helpless and isolated.

“Hey. Wake up. It’s over.”

Perhaps unaware of my suffering, our saint was still fast asleep. No matter how hard I shook her, she showed no sign of waking.

“Haa⋯.”

-Whack!

I didn't want to act roughly because she was a woman, but I was busy, so I had no choice but to pour a bucket of water on her face to wake her up.

But still she didn't wake up.

“⋯?”

At this point, I realized something was off. I quickly put my ear to her chest, and ironically, her heart was beating.

She wasn't dead. So why can't she wake up?

After a moment of hesitation, I sighed and opened my left eye, but my prosthetic eye hadn't rebooted yet.

They said that they had an EMP shielding function to prepare for situations like this, and that they could reboot quickly even if they were hit, but was that a lie?

While I was thinking like that and stretching my body, I saw a black Nito lying down next to me.

And at that moment, lightning struck my head.

There were three things affected by the traffic bomb I used: electronics, dolls, and Nito.

As evidence, isn't Nito next to me still unconscious?

And the saint wasn't an electronic device. She wasn't a doll, either. But she was hit by a traffic bomb and couldn't come to her senses.

“⋯Nito.”

It was proof that she was Nito.


My name is Robin
 


“⋯.”

At dawn, when the sun had set and the moon was revealing itself, three people were asleep in a remote, abandoned house.

To be exact, the two of them were still unconscious, and one of them was sitting against the wall, taking a light nap.

If he were the original, he would have patrolled to prepare for a surprise attack thanks to his insomnia and suspiciousness, but the accumulated fatigue of several days was too much to ignore, so his body ignored his will and chose to force himself to sleep.

And there were people who waited just for that moment.

“⋯It’s been a long time since I’ve seen it this close.”

The unidentified woman who appeared from the darkness cautiously placed a hand on his cheek. Even though she was asleep, it was a risky move, as she might wake up at any moment. But her touch was more cautious than his already tense senses.

It was so dark that I couldn't see her face, but the emotion in her eyes was clearly 'sorrow'.

But that feeling didn't last long. The longing in her eyes grew sticky, and soon, a hint of filthiness crept in, teetering on the edge of crossing the line.

One step. Just one step before crossing the line. In her mind, a clown was already tightrope walking.
 


"Hey. Don't be silly. Haven't you learned a lesson from last time?"

But when another strange woman appeared and urged her on, her gaze returned to its original state.

“⋯Yeah.”

Eventually, she meekly backed down, took hold of another woman's hand, and placed her hand on the body of the unconscious saint.
***


“Uh⋯.”

The saintess opened her eyes with a short groan, a headache, and a feeling of alienation.

When I opened my eyes, the first thing I knew was that I was in an unfamiliar building. And judging by the worn and weathered furniture, I could deduce that this was an abandoned house.

And the second thing I learned was.

“⋯Huh?”

It means that all of his hands and feet are tied.

“Are you awake?”

As a low, single word rang out, he appeared, his tired steps more aptly described as "slurping" than "stepping."

“What the hell are you doing…? Weren’t you trying to help me?”

“You, Nitoji.”

He skipped over all the details and just threw in the important points. It was his typical conversational style, as he disliked beating around the bush.

“What, what did you say?”

"The bomb I threw before you lost consciousness was a traffic bomb. It overloaded the electronics, dolls, and Nito, rendering them incapacitated for several days."

Her expression flashed with confusion for a moment, but he simply ignored it and began to rummage through his bag, saying only what he wanted to say.

"And you're not an electronic device. You're not a doll either. But you haven't been conscious for days."

“⋯.”

She couldn't answer. She just bit her lip and wondered how things had come to this.

“Do you have anything to say, Pharadeus?”

“⋯It’s true that I am Nito, but I have no connection to you.”

“Really? I don’t think so.”

“⋯You don’t believe me?”

“So I wanted to give you a chance.”

He took something out of his bag and placed it in front of her. She couldn't hide her bewilderment when she realized what it was.

“This, this!”

"A ticking time bomb. You have three minutes to convince me why you're not Paradeus. If you convince me, I'll let you go."

Then, with a beep, the time on the timer started to count down.

"Oh, but let me ask you one question. Since when did you become a Paradeus? You don't look like a lower-ranking Nito at first glance."

“⋯I’m not Pharaoh Deus. I’m just an ordinary person.”

“Really? Then what on earth were you doing in the village?”

“I was treating a patient with copy infection.”

I kept asking her useless questions, wasting some of her time, but she answered them obediently and didn't seem impatient.

"wherefore?"

"There's no reason. I simply healed those in need because I had the power."

Thanks to this, the conversation continued. Despite the icy atmosphere, the man and woman continued to talk, facing each other.

"A convenient reason? But in this half-ruined world, is there such a thing as a good deed without a reason?"

“Then why did you save me?”

“⋯What?”

I was taken aback. Judging by the way his normally calm expression suddenly distorted, it seemed like it was something he wasn't even aware of.

“If, as you say, there are good deeds in this world without reason, why did you risk your life to save me even when Pharaoh was chasing you?”

“⋯Okay, let’s skip that part.”

It was a truly selfish thing to say. But she didn't bother to point it out.

Tick. The timer was already ticking, indicating only two minutes left, but she remained calm.

"Then let me ask another question. As far as I know, there's no treatment that directly targets copycat infections. The current primary treatment involves strengthening the patient's antibodies to gradually and naturally resolve the symptoms."

He remembered the one-legged refugee who had lost consciousness from the copycat infection, and how he had instantly regained consciousness at the touch of her hand.

That's why I was even more suspicious.

"But... you really did it? To me, it just looked like you were praying and performing some ritual, but that refugee's symptoms immediately improved. How did you do it? Did you use some kind of medicine?"

"yes."

The reply was brief, but it wasn't rude or impractical. It was a clean, uncluttered sentence.

“Where did you get that medicine?”

But this time there was no answer.

“Answer me, who gave you that medicine?”

She seemed to want to say something, but nothing came out of her trembling lips. And the trembling spread, until it reached her hands.

“Peradeus?”

"no!"

At the nerve-racking provocation, she rarely raised her voice. But she quickly collected herself and regained her composure.

"If all you want is a cure... If you bring me the patient, I'll help you. If you kidnapped me to find out the detailed treatment, it's useless. This is something only I can handle."

The saintess who had said so carefully raised her head and looked at his face, but he said nothing as if to tell her to continue.

"I've only known you for a short time, but I can tell you're not like those greedy people out for profit. You seem to have a grander goal in mind."

But his silence continued. Thanks to this, she was able to continue speaking, but that didn't relieve the icy atmosphere.

"I'm not saying this to gain your trust. Let's all take a step back. If you promise to let me go, I'll help you."

"That's a lot of talk. But there's no evidence. No concrete proof that you're not Pharaoh Deus."

“No. You won’t believe me no matter what I say right now.”

“On what basis?”

“You have that look in your eyes. The look of an unfortunate person who can’t trust others.”

“⋯Ha, right.”

That was when the atmosphere changed in an instant, and his face was distorted into a hideous grimace.

“This is really fucked up.”

“What, what did you say?”

“Why does everyone treat me like this? It really pisses me off.”

She was taken aback by the sudden verbal abuse, but he continued speaking regardless.

"Do you find me pitiful? Huh? Do you feel pity just by looking at my face? Do you just find me pitiful? Why is it that everyone is so impatient because they can't eat me?"

“Jin, calm down. I didn’t mean it like that⋯.”

“Ah… I really hate it. I hate the AK-12, I hate the RPK-16, I hate the AN-94, I hate them all. I hate them. I hate them!!!”

It was a sudden outburst of anger, without any warning. But one thing was strange: the sharp anger wasn't directed at her.

“AK-12⋯ I’ll kill you.”

“Just a moment, first of all⋯.”

It was that moment. Just as she was thinking that calming him down was the priority, something familiar yet terrifying entered her field of vision.

“You, Nito⋯?”

It was a black Nito. A single black Nito began walking towards us.

“Run, run! Hurry!”

I suppressed the fear that swirled around me like a whirlpool and somehow conveyed the danger to him, but he was already lost in his own world.

“Ah, ahhhh⋯.”

Besides, the timer was already running out, with less than ten seconds remaining. If things continued this way, both of them were sure to die.

“Run away!! Run away!!”

Only after hearing a desperate cry that was so loud it felt like his throat was going to burst did he come to his senses and turn around, but the black Nito had already reached right behind him.

A shadow slowly loomed over him, his pupils dilated as if in panic. He reached out belatedly, but her hand moved faster.

Finally, sensing the end, she closed her eyes tightly.

“⋯You’re awake. I thought you were still sleeping. I’m sorry I left you alone.”

“Oh, I don’t want to be alone… Mom… Mom.”

“⋯Huh?”

For a moment, the saintess doubted her ears. Nito was saying things that Nito would never say, and she, too, was saying things that he, in his current state, would never say.

What was even more surprising was the man's gaze. His gaze was unlike anything she'd ever seen before—no, it was simply the most compassionate gaze she'd ever seen in her life.

The time bomb didn't explode. The timer was clearly pointing to zero, but nothing happened.

While the saintess was in disarray, Black Nito had closed his eyes and fallen back asleep. Only then, finding some composure, did he let out a light, yet heavy sigh.

"First of all, I'm sorry. I needed concrete evidence that you're not on Pharaoh's side."

He apologized and untied the knot that bound her. Only then did he realize he'd wrapped a bandage around the knot to protect himself.

“After seeing that desperate cry and seeing this guy, I realized I didn’t need to look any further.”

“⋯What on earth is going on?”

“⋯Well, let’s say it’s a long one. Just sit down for now.”
***


His words were as follows. First, he dissected the black Nito to determine its structure, accidentally removing a strange device. After that, it began calling itself "Adeline" and following him.

Of course, he didn't believe it and tried to kill it, but he couldn't even remember what had happened before, and seeing it crying and looking for its mother, he couldn't bring himself to kill it.

He also said that the time bomb from earlier was, of course, fake and was merely intended to intimidate him. He also offered an apology.

And of course, the angry expression he showed earlier was also an act. Of course, it didn't feel that way.

"I'm sorry, I repeat. I also dislike Paradeus, so I was very suspicious of you."

“No. If your doubts have been cleared, then that’s enough.”

The two sat comfortably at the table and began chatting. They even had coffee, making it hard to believe the previous tense atmosphere had vanished.

“Mom⋯.”

Meanwhile, Black Nito, or Adeline, began muttering again. He clutched his head at her heartbreaking sleep.

“⋯Are you sure it’s okay?”

“No. To be honest, I want to leave it behind… I’ll tell you later.”

He took a sip of coffee. She felt a sense of alienation at the lack of any sign of nervousness.

“It’s late, but thank you for saving me.”

“If you look at it now, it’s just a kidnapping, so what, there’s no need to be thankful.”

He was a strange man. His words and actions were harsh, and his behavior was inconsistent with his appearance. But somehow, she could guess that he wasn't a bad person.

“⋯May I ask your name?”

“When asking someone’s name, isn’t it polite to say your own first?”

“Oh, I almost got in trouble. My name is Mahrian.”

Now that she had been polite, it was time to say his name. But for some reason, he was lost in his own thoughts.

There were certainly many names to go by. There was the "Luke" I always used, the "Bern" written on my fake passport, and even my real name, "Van."

But for some reason, my mouth wouldn't open. For some reason, not now. No. I just wanted to say this to her.

“Robin. My name is Robin.”


bad person
 


The conversation continued. Where had the icy atmosphere from earlier vanished? Or maybe I was just being shameless, but since she hadn't raised any particular issue, I didn't bother to bring it up.

“So. What are you going to do now?”

“⋯That’s right.”

A blank expression. A blank tone of voice.

It was a vague answer.

"By the way, what kind of person is Robin? Judging by his driving skills and all the equipment he carries, he doesn't seem like an ordinary person."

This time, the question came back to me. Since I'd asked her the question, I decided to answer it as sincerely as I could.

“Just a soldier.”

“⋯I see.”

With all my heart.

“So what will Robin do from now on?”

“⋯Okay.”

In fact, I was equally at a loss. My original goal was to gather information from the village, not to save the poor person.

Since I had recklessly rushed into this alone, I had no backup plan. Which meant I had to either start over and re-plan, or quietly turn back.

“How did Robin come to be in that village?”

"I was gathering information about Paradeus, and I happened to find out that the village worshipped Paradeus, so I just crawled in. I hoped I'd get some beans."

But I didn't regret it. Not because I'm the kind of person who regrets things, but because my ultimate goal in obtaining information about Paradeus was ultimately to save people.

"Well, at least I saved a sane person. It's no loss."

“Mom⋯.”

“Correction. Two.”

“⋯.”

After hearing my answer, she suddenly shut her mouth. The atmosphere wasn't as tense as before, and there was no reason to press her, so I quietly sipped my coffee while waiting for her to open her mouth.

"Robin, I understand you dislike Paradeus. May I ask why?"

“I want to say, ‘For the greater good…’, but honestly, I don’t know.”

“⋯What does that mean?”

Mahrian looked at me with a puzzled expression. But I also couldn't understand what was going on in my mind right now.

"First of all, the reason I'm chasing Paradeus now is simple. My superiors told me to catch him."

“Is that so⋯.”

“It’s true that Paradeus is causing chaos all over the world, but I’m also a bad person, a criminal, so isn’t it a bit ridiculous to condemn him in the name of justice?”

“⋯Was Robin a criminal?”

Her expression shifted once again. But the emotion it conveyed wasn't fear or contempt, but pity.

“⋯Don’t look at me like that.”

That's why I was a little angry. People who looked at me like that were either angry, deeply offended, or uncomfortable.

“Why did you become a criminal?”

"hey."

And this time I was really angry.

“Don’t cross the line.”

A cold expression. A cold tone of voice.

It was a cold answer.

“⋯I see. I’m sorry, Robin.”

After hearing my answer, she lowered her head. It was clear I was the one who had suddenly lost my temper, but seeing her try to apologize to me, I felt a surge of remorse.

“⋯Please refrain from digging into the past in the future. It’s a bit of a sensitive issue, I’m sorry.”

“⋯Yes.”

An awkward silence followed. Neither of us said anything, nor did anything. It was a literal, meaningless moment.

And to make that meaningless time meaningful again, she herself opened her mouth.

“So, Robin. Robin is the one who moves to stop Paradeus’s plot?”

“Oh, I guess so.”

“⋯.”

I tried to answer, but she closed her mouth again. But judging by the way her lips opened and closed repeatedly, I could tell that a thousand emotions were racing inside her.

Tick tock, time passed again. But the time flowing now was by no means meaningless.

“⋯I know where Paradeus will appear.”

“⋯What?”

And she made the present moment even more meaningful.

“You might not believe it, but… something keeps popping into my head. And it actually happened.”

“⋯Future prediction. Is that something like that?”

“⋯I don't know. But I do know one thing: Those things always happened, and they were unstoppable tragedies.”

“Just get to the point. I don’t like beating around the bush.”

Although the tone was clearly cold, ironically, the tone was gentle. Thanks to this, Mahrian was able to take a deep breath and compose his thoughts.
 


“It was fate. It was definitely fate that those things would happen.”

“That’s one of the words I hate the most: fate.”

“I was always struggling, but in the end, everything just worked out as it was meant to.”

At the same time, her eyes sparkled with fear and pain, but she continued to speak steadfastly.

“So… I thought that if everything was a predetermined fate, then the struggle I was about to make now was meaningless.”

“⋯‘I did.’ That’s the past tense. Does that mean not now?”

That was when the fear and anguish in her eyes were replaced by hope and anticipation.

“Yes. Because in my memory, and therefore in my destiny, you did not exist.”

“What does that mean?”

"I'm convinced. If you were someone who never existed in my destiny, you could change it."

It was literal. Her voice was filled with conviction.

“Please help me, Robin. Please stop my fate… Paradeus.”

“⋯What?”

I couldn't hide my embarrassment. It was partly because she suddenly grabbed my hand, but more importantly, because it was the first time she'd been so proactive.

“⋯What makes you say that? We’ve only known each other for a week.”

When I quickly regained my composure and asked her, she put her hand on her chest and began to speak.

"No. It hasn't even been a week, but I can tell. You're a good person."

“⋯.”

I didn't answer. More accurately, I couldn't answer.

"You risked your life to save me, even though you were meeting me for the first time. I, Nito, must have been a threat to Robin's life, yet you took me in like this, didn't you?"

As if unaware of my burning emotions, she continued speaking.

-bang!!

“Wow!”

So I personally interrupted him.

“Ro, Robin?”

He slammed his fist hard on the desk. It startled Mahrian, but he didn't really care.

“You got the wrong person.”

Because I am a bad person.

A pitiful gaze that reminded me of someone was directed at me, but I lightly ignored it and picked up Adeline, who was still not in her right mind.

"It may be fate, it may be a shame, but I'm a bad person. And I should have said something reasonable in the first place. Predicting the future, you say?"

“⋯Robin.”

Ignoring her continued staring at me, I went up to the second floor.
***


“⋯Ah.”

“Are you awake?”

As I sat there blankly mulling over Mahrian's words, Adeline came to her senses and started looking at me.

“Are you feeling better now?”

“⋯Except for the headache, a little.”

I was just planning to dissect it, but since I didn't know much about Nito's structure, I ended up fiddling around with it and removing something from its head. After that, Nito, or Adeline, forgot all of her previous memories.

And I no longer followed my father, William. Thanks to that, he's been semi-forcibly setting me up as the target of his loyalty, and I've been following him around like this.

Besides, Adeline would occasionally have fits like before. She was fine when I was around, but if left alone, she would constantly cry out for me, calling for her mother.

So I couldn't kill him. Seeing him shed tears while searching for his family brought back bad memories.

‘Please make me happy… please, please, please don’t let me die…’

“⋯Ha.”

And bad memories continued to breed more bad memories. No matter how hard I tried to break this vicious cycle, I couldn't.

In the end, he rummaged through his pockets and lit a cigarette.

“Cigarettes. They’re bad for you. I recommend you quit.”

“⋯.”

I heard someone's voice, but I lightly ignored it. However, perhaps displeased with my reaction, Adeline began to lean in closer to me.

“I recommend turning it off.”

“Ha, crazy bitch.”

In the end, I just extinguished the half-smoked cigarette by rubbing it on the floor and tossing it somewhere. But even then, Adeline's expression remained blank, making it impossible to read her thoughts.

“Hey. Adeline.”

“Did you call? Human.”

“⋯Call me Robin.”

“Did you call? Robin.”

“⋯You really listen well.”

Adeline, who had naturally sat down next to me, kept her mouth shut.

"Adeline. What do you consider a bad person?"

“⋯I don’t know.”

I mustered up the courage to speak, but I didn't receive a positive response. Finally, I sighed deeply and was about to leave when her face came closer once more.

“But Robin isn’t a bad person.”

“⋯What?”

My face contorted again. But she didn't stop and continued speaking.

"My personal opinion. If Robin was a bad person, I should be dead already."

With those words, Adeline closed her eyes again.

So I closed my eyes.

Commander! Please… Please say something… Yes?

‘Commander… I was wrong… Huh? Don’t do that…’

Bad memories came back to me.

So I opened my eyes.

"No. I can tell. You're a good person."

Not a bad memory came to mind.
***


"ha…."

Mahrian, left alone, sighed.

"Will I ultimately be swallowed up by a predetermined fate? Am I destined to endure this misfortune again?"

A thousand thoughts raced through my mind. Even the person I finally tried to trust ultimately failed to help me.

I was sad. What should I do now? Should I just sink quietly into the inescapable swamp of fate? Is there any point in struggling pointlessly anymore?

That's what I was thinking.

-Thud.

"…uh?"

A large bag was thrown in front of her.

I stared blankly at the bag, then carefully raised my head to see him carrying a bag bigger than mine, and Adeline staring at me expressionlessly from the side.

“What are you doing? You asked for help. Aren’t you going?”

“Move quickly, human.”

“Robin….”

“Don’t get me wrong. I’m not trusting you. I’m just going because I have nothing better to do.”

I looked at him with reddened eyes, and he scratched his head awkwardly and added one more thing.

Yes, I was right.

That person, Robin.

He's a good person.


Familiar passengers
 


“By the way, Robin. What did you put in the bag you gave me?”

"Medical supplies like various antibiotics and hemostatic agents. Especially the one hemostatic bandage you have. As long as your internal organs aren't damaged, it can withstand a puncture to some extent. Use it sparingly."

“Then why did you entrust me with such an important item?”

“If I get hurt, you have to treat me.”

“⋯Is that so?”

"Robin. You're not honest about your feelings."

"fuck you."

We talked a lot on the way to our destination. Of course, more than half of it was pointless, but we weren't particularly dissatisfied.

“We’re almost there.”

According to Mahrian, there were places in her memory where Paradeus would carry out his terror attacks, and there were many. The isolation wall, the underground passages, the prison. And a certain town, though she couldn't pinpoint the exact location.

I wasn't sure of the exact time, so I was worried about where to go first, but I decided to just prioritize the nearest underground passage.

To be honest, I didn't completely trust her. Even though she had proven to be unfaithful to Paradeus, she still hadn't proven anything to me as a human Mahrian.

But that didn't mean I could just sit back and do nothing. Having come to Berlin without a plan, I had to do something.

Given the lack of a better option, I decided to close my eyes and trust Mahrian's words. If she was right, that meant a terrorist bomb was planted where I was headed.

And if there really is a bomb there, then what she said is not wrong, and if we go to the place she said in advance, we will be able to stop Paradeus' terror.

Even if I get tricked into dying, well, I guess there's nothing I can do since I'm finally going my own way.

“Robin? What are you thinking?”

“Useless thoughts.”

Even though I conveyed the exact meaning, she began to look at me with pitying eyes again.

“I’m going to pluck out your eyes. Seriously.”

“⋯.”

Despite her blatant aggression, she simply looked at me with affection and kindness, never taking her eyes off me.

“Why are you so interested in me?”

“⋯Isn’t that the same for both of us, Robin?”

It was a different approach. It wasn't a lie, it wasn't a tantrum, and it wasn't even trying to irritate me, but I've never felt so offended before.

“⋯Tell me later.”

After that, nothing happened. Of course, Adeline occasionally spouted nonsense, but since neither of us responded, it ended up as a one-off remark.

By moving without stopping, we were able to reach the underground passage.

“So, in your memory, there are bombs here?”

“That’s right. And that bomb hit Berlin…”

Mahrian couldn't bring himself to continue. I don't know if it was a feeling of reluctance to face the horrors that lay ahead, or just a pretense, but I took the detector out of my bag and began searching for the bomb.

And then I found it.

“⋯Mahrian. Come here.”

“Did you call? Robin?”

“What is this?”

“This is… no way….”

The object I was pointing at with my finger was a bomb with the detonator already removed.

It wasn't that it hadn't been installed yet. Someone had already cut the detonator and tampered with it, rendering it unusable.

“Was there a future like this?”

“⋯No.”

“Just wait.”

I kept looking for bombs, and all the bombs I found had their brain stems severed long ago.

“That’s interesting. It definitely looks like it was installed not too long ago.”

“⋯.”

First of all, the presence of explosives proved her words were true. Someone had planted a bunch of bombs here for a terrorist attack. Even though her brainstem had been removed, her words were undeniably true.

But Mahrian couldn't continue. She just stared blankly at the bomb in my hand, saying nothing more.

“Just a moment.”

I thought so.

"why?"

“⋯There’s one more.”

“What does that mean?”

“There’s still one more bomb⋯!”

It was literally a bombshell announcement. Or it was just a stupid announcement.

"I searched the area thoroughly. If there were bombs, they should have been detected. But they were all gone. There are no more bombs here."

“No. There’s a bomb in a very… very narrow pipe.”

Her voice was earnest and trembling. Unable to ignore the sorrow in her words, I quietly examined the pipe she pointed to.

“I’m so jealous. What kind of idiot put a bomb here⋯.”

But my words couldn't continue. As she'd said, inside the pipe was a bomb with an uncut detonator and a jamming device that was jamming the detector.

Finally, I carefully took the bomb out of the pipe, sighed, cut off my brain stem, and turned my head towards her.

“⋯How did you know?”

“I don’t know. I just⋯.”

Mahrian bit her lip slightly. I don't know what the gesture signified, but the contortion in her expression was clear.

“I just felt like… that’s what it was.”

“It’s a comfortable setting.”

“⋯Robin.”

The situation was suspicious enough. Adeline, who had been following me blankly, began glaring at her with hostility.

“Good work, Mahrian.”

“⋯Yes?”

But in the end, everything she said was true, and I managed to disarm all the bombs, so I decided not to worry about it.

"You were right, after all. There was a bomb here, and we've removed all the remaining ones, so there shouldn't be any problems, right?"

“⋯.”

She closed her mouth again. I carefully tapped her shoulder and took a step forward.

"I don't have time. Let's hurry and go to our next destination. It was a quarantine wall, right?"

“Robin is different on the outside than on the inside.”

“Are you really going to sell it to a junk dealer?”
***


This is the Berlin Wall. Mahrian and his target.

But for some reason, there were passengers there. Even before they arrived, someone was already taking action.

“Thank you for your cooperation.”
 


“Not at all. This is also our job.”

She smiled and entered the distribution room, guided by the security guard.

"By the way, this is quite unusual. Why are you conducting a safety inspection so suddenly from the higher-ups?"

"What can we do? It's an order from the higher-ups, so people like us just have to do it if we're told to."

At first glance, it was a smile that seemed friendly. But her speech and actions were full of signs that she was trying to hide something.

“Haha, you’re a doll, but you’re really good at talking.”

The guard unlocked the distribution room and confidently opened the door. Metal squeaked, making an unpleasant noise, but neither of them paid much attention.

“Please check as much as you want, I guarantee there will be no problems.”

“Yes. Then I won’t decline.”

She began to carefully examine the distribution room. Her sincerity was palpable, her determination to somehow resolve this matter.

“You work really hard.”

“I have to make sure of this.”

“By the way, your right arm looks a bit unusual, doesn’t it?”

“You are my pride.”

Checking the equipment's blind spots, she gave the guard a vague response, indicating she wasn't paying attention.

“Situation report.”

-Crackle... Crackle.

She pulled out her communicator and tried to contact someone, but for some reason, all she heard was a loud noise, and no signal. When she frowned, the guard spoke with a friendly expression.

“Ah, sorry. The signal is bad in here. For security reasons, all signals outside of the designated frequency are blocked⋯.”

-bang!

“Ugh⋯!”

It was then that she suddenly lost her smile and shot the security guard without warning.

The guard, who had a hole in his chest, clutched his chest and looked at her with an expression of disbelief, but her expression was utterly cold.

"There are three bombs in total. They're all installed in key locations. This is something only someone with a thorough understanding of the structure can do."

His complexion began to harden, and more and more blood began to flow from his mouth.

“You have nothing to say?”

“You, the likes of you! Paradeus’s⋯.”

-bang!

“It’s quite shabby for a will.”

That was the end. The life of the man who had been a security guard and a follower of Pharadeus had ended at her hand.

She roughly wiped the blood that had splattered on her face, sighed, rummaged through his arms, and soon found the signal jammer.

“There are all sorts of things.”

-Hey, sis. Can you hear me? There was a little noise.

“Oh, I can hear you.”

As I lightly destroyed the jammer with the force of my hand, the signal began to pick up again.

“I’m done with the situation, how about you there?”

-There were three people here, and I killed them all.

“Good job. I’ll give you a compliment when you’re done.”

It was a chilling statement, but neither of them seemed to be familiar with it, their expressions not changing.

“How about upstairs?”

-It's the final stage. It'll be over soon.

“⋯Good job. Finish up quickly and come down.”

Beep, that was the end of the communication. She tucked the body into a corner, pulled a forged warrant from her pocket, lit it, and disappeared.


The best liar
 


“⋯It’s strange.”

Those were the first words I blurted out as soon as I reached the isolation wall. Adeline, who was standing next to me, tried to babble again, but quickly stopped herself when she realized my expression was unusual.

“Is there a problem, Robin?”

Mahrian's worried expression turned to me. His concern included my own, as well as his anxiety about what might happen next.

“There are no people.”

"yes?"

It was literally this: Berlin's isolation wall, the wall separating the relatively clean inner part from the uninhabitable outer part.

So, of course, there should be a lot of security guards. Even if it's just one or two, we should see none. Even though we climbed all the way to the top of the barrier, we didn't see a single person.

"smell."

"what?"

Adeline, who had been keeping her mouth shut until now, opened it. As always, she was expressionless, so it wasn't easy to read her mind, but now, for some reason, I could sense her emotions.

“It smells like a corpse.”

Adeline was now confused.

“Let’s go together!”

As we hurriedly chased after Adeline, who had run ahead without permission, several corpses greeted us, just as she had said.

“Uh⋯.”

Mahrian turned his head away, grimacing as if he was having a hard time looking at the corpse, and Adeline remained expressionless.

And I, too, rummaged through the corpse with a blank expression. And I was able to discover several facts.

First of all, the body hadn't cooled yet, evidence that it hadn't been dead for very long.

Furthermore, their bodies bore few wounds. This suggests they were quickly killed by inflicting fatal wounds, suggesting this wasn't the first or second time they had done this.

And the important thing is the items in the bodies' arms.

“⋯Peradeus.”

A badge with the symbol of Pharaoh.

There were two possible explanations for the badges: either Pharadeus killed them and placed the badges on their corpses, or they were followers of Pharadeus and had these badges.

But would Paradeus go to such lengths to publicize this deed as their own? The odds were against it.

That means the answer is the latter.

“Hey, Robin? Where are you going?”

I roughly tossed the body aside and took out my detector to look for the bomb, and this time, as expected, I was greeted by a bomb with a severed brain stem.

“⋯.”

If you put your head together and connect the dots, you'll surely reach the truth.

First of all, what Mahrian said is true. She didn't lie to me.
 


She clearly said this to no one else but me. So who, how, and for what reason will get to our destination first and solve the case?

Who on earth are these people who are one step ahead of us?

First of all, their actions were clearly intended to help us. If their original intention was to hinder us, there would have been no reason for them to take on the dangerous task we were about to undertake.

So, those who are helping us now are accustomed to killing people, are skilled at it, and are helping us for free.

“⋯.”

For a moment, something flashed through my mind. Could it be, could it be…

“⋯They are coming.”

"what?"

It was Adeline who brought me back to reality, just before I could give an answer. Her uncharacteristically urgent voice indicated the gravity of the situation.

“Those who were my sisters.”

“⋯This is a big problem.”

The only being who was Adeline's sister was Nito. That meant that Paradeus was coming here.

I hurriedly pulled out my tablet and saw that it was picking up an indescribable amount of signals. It was incomparable to what I'd seen in the village last time.

I quickly thought about it and looked at Adeline.

“Adeline. You hide for now.”

“⋯What does that mean?”

"We don't care, but you can't let it get out that you're on our side. If things get to the worst, you can kill us from hiding and take credit for it."

“⋯Are you telling me to go back to Paradeus?”

Her voice began to tremble even more. It was similar to the voice she'd heard earlier, when she'd cried while searching for her parents.

“⋯I don’t like it. I’d rather die here.”

“Don’t act like a fool. Hide for now.”

Although it was a measure to save her somehow, she began to think and refuse.

“Poetry, I hate it!”

"It's an order. Adeline. Hide yourself."

Adeline shook her head. She somehow managed to convey her disapproval to me. But at my stubbornness, which she had never seen before, she hid herself, her whole body emitting a wave of sadness.

With a bitter smile, I began collecting the bombs that had been installed here. Even if it was just throwing eggs at a rock, I'd at least be able to leave a mark on the rock to prove the eggs had been there.

I tried to pick up the tablet with such determination, but now there was no need to do so.

Now they are starting to appear in my sight too.

To be precise, it was 'her.' I saw a single Nito coming this way, accompanied by a unit.

She was a being with truly alien armament. The panels hanging beside her and the floating swords hovering around her made my own weapons look shabby.

But its most striking feature was its small size. Nito was literally small, but even so, one thing was clear.

That Nito, of all the units I've ever seen, was emitting the most vicious aura.

“I, Narcissus⋯.”

“Do you know him?”

“My dreams… my memories… were all true.”

Faced with the little Nito, or ‘Narcissus’, she clutched her chest and gasped for breath.

“This wall will crumble, and we will all be destroyed. No one, no one can stop Narcissus⋯!”

After Adeline, it was now Mahrian's turn. I grabbed her trembling shoulders, and the trembling spread to me, almost frightening me too. But now, I was the only one who could calm her.

"I'll ask, Mahrian. You said that in your destiny, at the moment this isolation wall was destroyed, I didn't exist?"

“⋯.”

Suppressing her fear, she somehow managed to nod in agreement. Seeing her struggle to answer me despite being unable to speak, my heart ached, yet it also strengthened my resolve.

"Yes. I didn't exist in your destiny, and the isolation wall was destroyed."

She was right. She could see the future, and that's why she saw Berlin destroyed by Paradeus's terror.

"But I exist in this reality right now. So. Trust me just once."

However, we've already prevented a terrorist attack once. To be precise, someone else had already intervened, but that didn't change the fact that we defused the bomb in the underground passage.

“No… Narcissus is… Narcissus is impossible…”

The trembling still persisted. Her eyes shook, and her gaze was no longer focused on me.

It was understandable. To be honest, even without Narcissus, that large number of troops would have been too much for me to handle on my own.

That's why I didn't want to give up even more.

“Whether it works or not, I’ll try to do something.”

It was a ridiculous statement. How could I, a mere human being, overcome such a desperate situation?

But she seemed to like my answer the most.

“Robin⋯.”

She met my eyes, and soon the despair in her eyes began to disappear.

“It looks good. Let’s go.”

There was no hope, but she knew.

He believes in himself now.

“Keep struggling, you foolish human… If I catch you, I’ll chop you to pieces!”

“What are you talking about? The map is human-based.”

I lightly replied to Narcissus, who was sending me a message of praise, and took out all the bombs in my bag.

I began to doubt. What could I possibly do with this bomb? Could I even buy ten seconds?

But those doubts were soon buried deep within me. Didn't I say so? I was going to give it a try, whether it worked or not.

After another wry smile, he tossed all the bombs outside. The sky was a spectacular sight, lit up by the multicolored bombs.

-Boom! Boom! Phuong!!

And of course, it didn't do any significant damage to the enemies.

As the smoke cleared, Narcissus's red eyes, unblemished by a single scratch on his body, turned towards me.

“Youu ...

It was a mistake. Her red eyes were focused on Mahrian, not me.

“You!!! Die for Father’s plan!!!”

-Shhh!!

At the same time, the white light next to Narcissus surged towards Mahrian, cutting through the wind.

“Mahrian!!”

A giant floating sword flew through the spot where Mahrian's neck had been. As it passed, it created a gust of wind, and my empty bag was swept away, disappearing into the wind.

Fortunately, I threw my whole body around to protect Mahrian, so she was safe, but I did get a nice scar on my arm.

“Ro, Robin!”

“Ahahahaha!!! A prince saving a princess? How cool!”

It didn't even touch the blade. It was just a gust of wind that passed by the blade, and this wound was caused.

At this point, I felt more absurd than fearful. How unreasonable was this strength? Doubts filled my mind.

"Is this the end? Are there no more last struggles left for the prince?"

“Hey, no way.”

But just as he was lying, wearing his mask as usual, Narcissus's expression suddenly distorted, and he began to grow angry.

“Hey, don’t lie! Father! There’s no way Father would do that!!”

“Um, what is that, Robin?”

“⋯Let’s just wait and see.”

“⋯.”

Narcissus, who had been screaming and going wild, suddenly became quiet and then blurted out a single, cold word.

“⋯If it’s a lie, I’ll tear you apart.”

A chill ran down my spine. It was the same for Mahrian beside me, and for the Nitos behind Narcissus.

“⋯Retreat. It’s Father’s orders.”

“⋯Huh?”

And I couldn't believe my ears.

With those words, Narcissus began to retreat, leading Pharaoh's troops.

After Paradeus completely disappeared from sight, I took out my tablet and saw that the signal had indeed diminished and then disappeared completely.

They really retreated.

“What the heck is this⋯.”

Neither Mahrian nor I could figure out what caused this situation.

But then Adeline, coming up the stairs, told us the answer.

“I did it.”

“How on earth…?”

That was Mahrian's answer. After a moment of silence, Adeline pointed at me with her finger and spoke.

“You told me to side with Pharaoh. So, even if it was just for a little while, I hung out with my former sisters.”

Unlike Mahrian, who had a look on her face as if she didn't understand English, I couldn't help but smile as I realized what she had done.

"I accessed Paradeus's communication channel and told him that my father had ordered me to return. He didn't seem to believe I was a lower-level entity, but I somehow managed to fool him."

As she spoke, she maintained her usual blank expression. But this time, too, I could sense her emotions.

She was happy now.

"But something feels strange. I was the only one who lied, but suddenly the other entities came together as a group to defend me, saying I was right. It made things a little easier, but the strangeness is undeniable."

There was a bit of a follow-up question, but I didn't bother to respond. I simply looked at Adeline and offered a faint smile.

“⋯You are truly the greatest liar.”


wounds and scars
 


As a mixture of absurdity, pride, and a hint of doubt filled my mind, Mahrian slowly stood up and, with a look of utter disbelief on his face, moved to the edge of the wall.

He even looked down the wall, his head sticking out excitedly.

Adeline tried to grab her, afraid she might fall, but she gave him a warning and stopped him.

“This wall⋯.”

“What is a wall?”

“The wall is still intact, Robin!”

Although it was a curt answer, she responded with a delighted smile. I was so happy, it was the first time I'd seen her smile so brightly.

Adeline seemed to feel the same way, as she now began to look at me instead of Mahrian.

“It didn’t collapse!”

She ran towards me in an instant and grabbed my hand without warning. Normally, I would have slapped her away, but seeing her so delighted, I couldn't be cruel to her, no matter how much I tried.

“My memories… my dreams… my prophecies, they’ve never been wrong.”

The smile that spread across her face was truly radiant. Since she always seemed anxious or consumed by despair, this smile was all the more precious.

“What suddenly came to mind, without fail, became reality.”

“So, you called it fate?”

"Yes. But Robin, it was just as you said. You did it. You… changed fate."

Mahrian, with a slightly dazed expression, watched the sandstorm swirling in the distance. Paradeus, slowly receding, was now nowhere to be seen.

"I've had a hard time distinguishing between dreams and reality. I've tried to change things myself, but I've never succeeded."

Mahrian placed his hand on his chest. After taking a few deep breaths, he spoke again.

“Even if I die a violent death someday, I’ve decided to believe that it was because fate decreed it that way.”

Her voice began to tremble. But it wasn't the same trembling of fear and despair as before, but of joy and excitement.

“But I did it! Thanks to Robin, I… I beat fate for the first time!”

“Hey, what are you talking about? It wasn’t me who made those guys back down, it was him.”

I grabbed Adeline's hand, who was staring blankly at me from next to Mahrian, who couldn't contain his joy, and pulled her towards me.

Perhaps slightly flustered, she wandered her eyes here and there, but soon fixed her gaze on Mahrian.

"Now, Miss Adeline, the greatest contributor to this operation? Do you have anything to say?"

My words struck a chord between a bitter smile and a normal one. Adeline, perhaps not expecting such words, simply blinked.

“Tell me. I barely survived this time thanks to you.”

“⋯No. We did it.”

“Yes⋯?”

A question crossed Mahrian's face. And so did mine.

Adeline also knew this fact and kindly added a word.

"Mahrian foresaw the future, Robin formulated the plan, and I simply carried it out."

His eyes were blunt, his expression blank, but the affection in his voice could not be hidden.

“So this is a victory for all of us.”

“⋯Adeline.”

Mahrian looked at Adeline with eyes brimming with emotion. The emotion that filled his eyes soon spread across his face, bringing a smile to her face.

“⋯Don’t be so shady. You crazy bitches.”

As my emotions grew, I couldn't stand the atmosphere any longer and quietly left.

“Ro, Robin!”

“You can leave it alone.”

“Yes? But clearly⋯.”

“Robin, you’re smiling right now.”

But I couldn't hide the smile that was forming on my lips.
***


“Phew⋯.”

It was a dark night when everyone should be asleep, but as always, I wasn't sleeping.

“Ugh, it’s hot.”

Because the wounds inflicted on Narcissus have not yet healed.

I didn't want to ruin the good mood. Everyone was rejoicing at their miraculous survival, so I couldn't just break the silence by saying, "I'm hurt."

It was a fairly deep wound. The bleeding was quite severe, but I managed to stop the bleeding while I was out, and then finished disinfecting it.

Carefully, I took off my jacket. It was so badly torn that I almost had to throw it away, but since I'd been wearing it since the command center escape, I felt it was a waste to throw it away, so I decided to just sew it up.

But stitching up the wound was the priority before clothes. I poured disinfectant into the wound once more, gritted my teeth against the bitterness, and was about to take a needle and thread out of my bag.

“⋯Robin?”

“⋯.”

Mahrian, who should have been sleeping, started walking towards me.

She rubbed her eyes as if she had just woken up, but then she looked at the huge wound on my arm and looked shocked as if she had just woken up from sleep.

Since he was the person I least wanted to get caught with, it was inevitable that my expression would harden slightly.

“Ro, Robin… that wound….”

“I got caught.”

She wasn't stupid, so it was only natural that she knew that this wound had been wrapped around her.

“Why, why didn’t you tell me… This kind of thing needs to be dealt with as quickly as possible…”

“I thought you would do this.”

She said nothing. She was gently caressing my wounds with trembling hands, feeling a surge of guilt.

"That's perfect. It was hard to do alone. Could you sew this up for me?"

So I decided to ease her guilt.

I extended my right arm to her and handed her a needle and thread with my other hand. As I'd said before, she wasn't stupid, so she quickly understood what I meant.

“⋯Yes. Got it. Robin.”

Mahrian carefully received the needle and thread, then threaded the needle and applied it to my abscess. Just before the sharp tip touched my abscess, she spoke in a trembling voice.

“It’ll hurt a little.”

And then, thud, the sound of a needle piercing skin.

“⋯.”

Neither of us said anything. She had to concentrate on stitching up the wound, and I was afraid that if I groaned in pain, she'd feel guilty again.

“It’s finished.”

It was a deep wound requiring more than ten stitches, but it healed faster than expected. While she was skilled at this, it was undoubtedly more due to her focus on quickly relieving the pain.

"thank you."

“Robin.”

After a brief thank you, I tried to get dressed again, but Mahrian started looking at the scar in a different place this time.

“Robin has a lot of wounds.”

“It’s all better now.”

“⋯The scars will remain forever.”

Her voice was truly sorrowful, yet filled with emotion. And her eyes held the same sentiment.

“⋯Robin has many wounds all over his body, but the most severe is⋯.”

It was then. As I met her eyes, I felt as uncomfortable as ever, and just as I was about to urge her on, she put her hand close to my chest and gave me an even sadder look.

“It’s here.”

“⋯Hey.”

And the emotions began to bubble up again.

“Don’t cross the line.”

“Robin.”

“What do you know? Why do you keep pretending to know something about me?”

Once the emotions exploded, they continued to surge. They reached beyond my chest and into my mind, literally taking control of me.

“After spending a few days with you, do I really seem easygoing?”

“⋯Robin.”

It was the same situation as last time, but Mahrian was different. He just stared at me with the same calm, unwavering gaze.

“⋯Get out.”

In the end, I was the first to step aside. I hastily picked up my clothes and left, leaving her behind as she continued to stare at me.

She kept looking at me until I disappeared.
***


“⋯.”

“Oh, is there a problem?”

Here, too, was Berlin. But in a slightly different space, AK-15s and RPK-16s were present.

“AK-15? Your expression is quite dark.”

RPK-16 tried to speak to AK-15, whose expression was even more grave than usual, but received no response. He simply closed his eyes and thought about the person he was worried about.

“Are you that worried about the supply officer?”

“⋯.”

And there was no way RPK-16 would not have known that fact.

“Didn’t you see it too?”

“Oh, you mean the thing in the bathroom?”

A scene in the bathroom. He looks in the mirror and makes a self-suggestion.

Since that day, the AK-15 hasn't left his mind. Seeing him suffer serious injuries, attempt suicide, and even commit such acts in a row, she couldn't help but worry.

He was a man with many wounds. That's why he pushed the AK-12, pushed the AN-94, and pushed the RPK-16.

But he didn't push himself away. He stayed close to himself. Only to himself.

So, he definitely had to be by his side.

I thought it was the most efficient and rational decision. In fact, didn't he find some smiles while being with me?

But what is the situation now? He is not by my side, and I am not by his side.

This decision was so inefficient and irrational. It gave me a headache.

“It’s understandable to be worried~ The supply officer is a delicate person, isn’t he?”

“⋯.”

AK-15 said nothing, but there was a clear, subtle shift in the flow.

And the fox-like RPK-16 couldn't miss that point.

"What if something happens while we're away? What if the supply officer causes another accident?"

“Stop it.”

Saying so, she opened her closed eyes and sat up.

“The supply officer is not that kind of person.”

Although she had denied it out loud, she couldn't help but think about him. He had been hurt again somewhere in her absence.

I just imagined it, but if he really gets seriously hurt somewhere...

She felt like she couldn't control herself.
 



The coming of hell
 


The moon's time had ended and the sun's time had arrived, so it was time to move. We roughly packed up our belongings and prepared to head to our next destination.

“Where are you going?”

Adeline's voice, seemingly intrigued and emotionless, resonated through the air. I turned to her, and she greeted me with a blank expression.

"This village. First, we need to get the other equipment out."

Having thrown all the bombs at the isolation wall the last time, the only weapon I had left was the pistol I always carried. So, I decided to retrieve the other bags I'd left behind in the village I'd seen earlier.

“So. Here.”

“⋯What is this?”

As I handed over the clothes I had prepared in advance, Adeline began to look at me with eyes that seemed to require an explanation.

"This village is the heart of Paradeus. What would happen if you walked around in a place like that, dressed in a Nito costume?"

"okay."

“Hey, wait a minute!!”

My voice rose as I saw Adeline trying to take off her clothes right there as soon as she finished speaking, but she still looked at me as if she needed an explanation.

“⋯Mahrian. Please.”

“⋯Yes.”

Mahrian seemed to immediately understand what I was saying and began taking Adeline to another room. I'd thought I was the only one lacking common sense, but seeing something so extreme brought a bitter smile to my face.

“I wonder if our kids felt that way too.”

However, even the bitter smile soon disappeared at the words that were said without thinking.

While I was so absorbed in my thoughts, Adeline, who had quickly changed into her uniform with Mahrian's help, began walking toward me. The mechanical devices attached to her body weren't completely invisible, but it was definitely better than before, so it wasn't a bad deal.

"let's go."

“⋯Yes.”

“You two, did you fight? That’s awkward.”

“⋯.”

Neither of us answered. It was true we'd fought, and it was also true we felt awkward.

Adeline lacked common sense, not stupidity. That's why she quickly picked up on our mood and began to tease us vigorously.

"Make up quickly. I hate this atmosphere."

"fuck you."

While Adeline was chattering away, we arrived near the village before we knew it.

But something was different. There were no checkpoints, no residents visible beyond the entrance, nothing.

“Mahrian. Can you feel it?”

“⋯Yes.”

And it seemed that Mahrian also felt the change.

“⋯Yeah. I’m just going to take out the stuff anyway.”

I thought that since it was a place I would never visit again once I found my bag, nothing would happen, so I headed to the main gate, but of course, there was no security guard there either.

“⋯As expected, there isn’t any.”

"wait for a sec."

But there was a much more important issue than that right now.

“There are passengers.”

"yes?"

Leaving Mahrian in a state of confusion, he lowered his body and brought his face closer to the floor, and the traces began to appear more clearly.

“The grass is unnaturally bent. It’s evidence that someone has recently walked on it.”

The grass was bent towards the village, meaning that anyone who stepped on it had entered the village.

Then I carefully removed the grass, and as I expected, there were footprints in the dirt between the grass.

"Isn't it too early to jump to conclusions based on just that? It could just be the residents passing by."

That was Adeline's answer, and it was certainly correct. It was far-fetched to judge the presence of a passenger based on a single set of footprints.

“⋯I know that person.”

But if the passenger is someone I know, it's different.

Further digging through the surrounding grass revealed footprints, presumably belonging to four individuals. And they were clearly the size of an average woman.

My suspicions began to grow. In fact, it was practically proven by circumstantial evidence, but since I needed concrete evidence, I turned my attention to Mahrian.

“Mahrian. You said there was a village in the future you saw that you don’t remember exactly?”

She nodded cautiously. And my suspicions became certainty, and that certainty soon morphed into anxiety.

“⋯The next terrorist attack will be here.”

“Huh? What does that mean?”

Her voice began to tremble. The amplified anxiety spread to me, and I unconsciously averted my gaze.

“Do you remember how in places where a terrorist attack was going to happen, other kids would always come and defuse the bomb first?”

Mahrian nodded again. But unlike before, her body was trembling, and the word "barely" was more appropriate than "carefully."

“I don’t know how they did it, but they’re one step ahead of us in stopping the terrorist attacks, which means they know where the attacks are going to happen.”

I now face her now thoughtful face. Surely she understood what I meant, but I decided to add a kind note for Adeline's sake.

“And now these four footprints are definitely theirs.”

“Then who are those guys?”

Adeline's question was filled with questions, but I didn't bother answering. They were people I no longer wanted to remember or be associated with.

“W-this can’t be happening… This village? They’re attacking?”

On the other hand, Mahrian was so shocked by the news that his village was under attack that his legs gave out and he almost collapsed, but thanks to the help of Adeline who was next to him, such an unfortunate incident did not happen.

“So you wait here.”

“Why?”

To the voice full of doubt, I answered with a firm voice.

"You're special to them. It would be a problem if the residents saw you and started a commotion."

Mahrian hesitated, clutching his sleeve, but then shook his head. The firmness in his gesture belied the awkwardness of last night.

"No, I'll go too. Please, promise I won't be a hindrance. If something happens to this village... I can't just sit here and do nothing."

Unlike me, who had only stayed in the village for a few days, dipping my toes in the stream, she had been a saint here for a long time. Naturally, her affection for the village was incomparable to mine.

I turned my gaze to Adeline, and she shook her head in denial.

"The villagers will do whatever Iriya tells them to do. Remember when we ran away last time?"

The last time I rescued Mahrian, I couldn't forget the sight of the villagers rushing at Iriya's single command to save the saint, like mad dogs. If it weren't for those guys who used electronic warfare to manipulate the puppets to my aid, I would have definitely had to resort to firearms.

And then I wondered: how on earth did those guys know about the terrorist sites and how they could help me?

“⋯No.”

I shake my head to shake off the distracting thoughts. Right now, I need to prioritize solving the immediate problem.

"let's go."

With low voices, we moved forward.
***


“Are you really crazy?”

“How could a scoundrel like you understand the great purpose of Pharadeus?”

This was Iriya's reception room, and as he had said, there were already passengers there.

The passengers were in a standoff with Iriya. Iriya placed a bomb in front of her, her hand on the button in case they tried to shoot her.

She created a sort of dead man's switch so that the bomb would detonate as soon as she died.

Because of this, the women facing them were also in a difficult position. If they fired a shot, the bomb would immediately explode, and it was something they couldn't ignore.

“⋯Calm down for now. You don’t want to die, do you?”

"For Pharaoh, I am ready to sacrifice this lowly body at any time. You filthy scum."

Were those words a sore spot on Iriya's face? Her face, half-hidden by her hat veil, had become ferocious, as if she were about to pounce at any moment.

But she didn't rush in. Iriya simply pressed the bomb button, delicately and affectionately.

At the same time, two sounds resonated: 'Pong' and 'Tang.'

Naturally, the "bang" was the sound of a gun. As the bomb detonated, she shot Iriya without hesitation, and Iriya passed away with a look of rapture on his face.

And the 'pong' was the sound from the bomb.

A dishearteningly ridiculous sound. For a moment, everyone there suspected the explosives had malfunctioned, but only one person, a doll with a striking scar over its left eye, had a cold expression on its face.

“⋯The decay particles are spreading. That wasn’t an explosive, it was a dirty bomb.”

-Sister? Do you hear? We're in trouble! The villagers are starting to blow themselves up with small bombs!

That wasn't all. Others reported chain reactions of explosions throughout the village.

It was a desperate and complex situation, but she didn't particularly care. What mattered to her wasn't the cause, but the well-being of one person.

If that were the case, he would have undoubtedly reached this point even with the limited clues. So, he must be in this village now.

And now, the collapse particles were spreading through this town.

“Find the commander. Quickly.”

Her expression became more ferocious than Iriya's just a moment ago.


Blooming sincerity
 


We learned of a terrorist attack in the village, but our priorities remained unchanged. We needed to secure our equipment to stop it or do anything else. Crucially, those guys were probably just acting foolishly, as they always did. So, we decided to first find my hidden bag.

I entered with a sense of tension, but the village was empty. The last village I saw was in full swing, a festival in full swing, making that feeling even more intense.

“Robin. I found him.”

“Yeah. Good job.”

Thanks to this, we didn't have to worry about the villagers, and Adeline moved faster than me and found my bags in no time.

“⋯.”

Mahrian remained silent, seemingly uneasy. Unable to bear it any longer, I opened my mouth to offer comfort, but a louder voice drowned out my own.

-Phew!!!

"what?"

“What, what the hell⋯!”

It was an explosion. The sound of something exploding. And the sound didn't stop there.

-Boom!! Pfft!!!

Adeline and Mahrian were both flustered by the simultaneous explosions, but I was not.

Because I was seeing something more serious in my eyes.

In the distance, something green and hazy began to embroider the sky. To those who knew nothing about it, it would be a beautiful sight, but to me, it looked like the beginning of hell.

“The collapse particles are spreading! Move quickly!”

“Ah⋯!!”

Had she come to her senses after hearing my warning? Unlike Mahrain, who still stared blankly at the sky, Adeline quickly tried to flee out of the village.

“Where are you, idiot!!”

So I shouted again.

“Wh, what are you talking about?”

"Why are we here? We're not here to stop terrorism and save people! What are we going to do by running away?"

Adeline seemed to have come to a realization, but Mahrian remained in a daze. He had lost his mind, lost in the thought that the village he lived in, the people he lived with, had been swept up in such a tragedy.

“⋯Take good care of Mahrian.”

In the end, leaving her unable to come to her senses, I ran into the village.
***


It was as if the village had been quiet until just a moment ago, but in an instant it became hell.

Explosions continue in all directions, particles of collapse continue to spread. Residents, consumed by madness, burn themselves.

There was nothing I could do.

Even when he extended a helping hand to the villagers, they refused and detonated the bomb.

Even if you try to dismantle a bomb, you can only do one or two. It's not enough to dismantle countless bombs.

“Please run away!!”

An empty cry echoed through the air along with the decaying particles. But no one listened.

They managed to drag the struggling residents out, but their exposed skin was already beginning to corrode.

-Kwaaang!!

“Gyaaaah!!”

And then another explosion. A scream.

“Please⋯ Please⋯.”

What makes this place any different from hell? What made them like this?

Infect myself to spread the decay particles faster, prevent the bomb from being defused, and reject my touch.

What could it be? What on earth could have driven them mad?

I felt despair. All I could do was linger in the air, a useless cry. My wounded hands, untouched by anyone. My slow, torn legs, always a step behind.

But still, I couldn't stop.

I turned my head and saw Mahrian standing in the middle of the road, lost in thought. His lips trembled, and his eyes sparkled with sparks bursting out here and there.

And the achievements she and I had while staying still were the same.

I couldn't do anything.

But still, I couldn't stop.

“Ahhh⋯.”

Mahrian took a staggering step forward, but her weak knees failed to support her and she collapsed on the spot.

“Mahrian⋯.”

Adeline hurriedly helped her up, but her legs had long since given out.

Her gaze turns to him. Even in this desperate situation, he seems determined to save someone.

But nothing was accomplished. People rejected the hand of salvation, the decay particles continued to spread, and his cries cut through the air.

But still he didn't stop.

Because he kept reaching out to people, disarming bombs, and shouting for them to run away.

What drives you? What drives you?

With so many wounds, why do you put others before yourself?

A plethora of questions raced through Mahrian's mind. While she pondered this, he remained motionless.

“Stop it⋯.”

Stop it. You know it doesn't make sense anymore.

I just realized that my last victory over fate was a mere coincidence.

Despair fills her heart. But even that despair quickly disappears.

“Move!! If you move, you can survive!!”

Please... please stop, Robin.

“Adeline!!! Move this person to the safe zone quickly!!!”

Adeline, who had left his side before he knew it, was also helping him save people.

The only person who remained still was himself.

I look around. The decay particles are even more intense than before. The screams are more desperate, and the explosions are more frequent.

And two people who move harder.

And still, the self that remains still.

Pathetic self.

Oneself surrendering to fate.

Two people who did not succumb to fate.

“Ma, Mahriaaan!!!”

It was then. Unlike before, he called out to me, his voice desperate and crying with a different meaning.

He held a small child in his hand. And it was a child she knew well.

“Saint Sister⋯.”

“Elsa!”

Mahrian jumped up from his seat and ran towards the place where the sound came from.

Elsa's face was already unrecognizable. The rapidly spreading radiation infection was tearing at her body, and her fiercely resisting immune system was oozing out pus.

“Saint Sister… I’m sick…”

“Ah ...

“You, you said you could cure the copy infection!! Bitch, do something quickly!!!”

The rare sight of her panic brought her back to her senses. She carefully took Elsa into her arms and desperately tried to calm her down.

“It’s okay, it’s okay… Sister is here, Saint Sister is here… So it’ll be okay… Elsa will be okay…!”

“Saint Sister, are you crying? Are you in pain too?”

“No, I’m not sick… I’m okay…”

Mahrian, his face swollen with tears, rolled up his sleeves and bit his hand hard.

Hot blood flowed, drip, drip, but she felt no pain. Clutching at a straw, Mahrian, with a tearful yet smiling face, placed the wound on his hand against Elsa's mouth.

“Elsa, come on… come on… you’ll be okay… I’ll make it better…”

“Saint Sister⋯.”

Elsa quietly drank Mahrian's blood, but her strength gradually weakened.

“Sister⋯.”

“Don’t talk! Don’t talk and drink quickly! Elsa, Elsa, I⋯.”

“Sister… run away quickly…”

It was a voice so profoundly serious, uncharacteristic of a child. Elsa smiled even as she cried, and stopped drinking the blood. Then, turning her head, she spoke in a faint, faint voice.

“Robin… I’m sorry for saying bad things… Robin is… As expected… a good person… You were right…”

I vividly felt the weight of the body in my arms growing heavier, the warmth gradually fading away. The end of life is so futile.

But Mahrian couldn't say anything, because there was someone else who was grieving even more than she, who was feeling the intense flow of emotions right now.

“Ah⋯ Ah⋯⋯ No⋯ No⋯.”

negative.

“You said you could save me… You said you could cure the copy infection!!!”

anger.

“I, I’m sorry, Mahrian… I won’t get mad… I’ll just stay quiet… Okay?”

negotiation.

“Eww… ahh ...

And finally, the explosion.

Adeline was speechless as she watched him cry louder than ever.

“I will do it.”

But Mahrian was not like that.

“I’ll tell you… I’ll tell you everything, I’ll tell you everything…! Everything I know, I’ll tell you!!!”

Mahrian reached out and took his hand. The blood, still flowing, flowed through his body, quickly reaching his heart.

“I will bet my all on you⋯⋯.”

It was a first. It was the first time he had taken off his mask and shown his true self, and it was the first time she had gone beyond belief to trust.

In this hell, her true heart blossomed.


For the wounded heart
 


-Whew.

It's raining.

The three people standing before the grave each coped with the rain in their own way. Adeline with an umbrella. Mahrian, who was also sharing an umbrella with her. And he, alone, without an umbrella, was getting rained on.

“⋯Robin.”

“⋯.”

Mahrian's sorrowful voice reached him, but it did not reach him and lingered in the air.

Losing his mind after Elsa's death, he escaped the village with a few people whom he had barely managed to save with Adeline's help.

But he still hadn't come to his senses. Mahrian, however, regained consciousness a few days later, but he remained silent.

It was a complex situation. Frustration at not being able to do anything, a sense of powerlessness that no matter how hard I ran, I had achieved nothing. A sense of futility at being unable to do anything for the child dying before me.

But the conclusion was the same: 'There's nothing I can do.'

His eyes were long dead, his mouth tightly shut, and he couldn't open it. His hair, disheveled and untied, gave him the appearance of a ruined person.

No, he was just a wreck. He really didn't do anything.

Even when Adeline and Mahrian called out to him, he didn't respond. He simply floundered, lost in a swamp of thoughts.

And in that swamp of thoughts, there were only bad memories.

Commander! Please… Please say something… Yes?

M4, who was banging on the closed door and crying desperately.

‘Saint Sister⋯.’

Elsa, who was rotting and decaying from radiation exposure, called out to Mahrian pitifully.

‘Please make me happy…’

His younger brother who always prayed for him.

Whether by choice or by force, he was a person I could no longer see.

And all of them called him a good person.

‘The Commander is clearly a good person.’

‘Robin… I’m sorry for saying bad things… Robin… As expected… is a good person… You were right…’

‘Because you are the best person in the world.’

“Big… Hehehehe…”

I can't help but laugh. What kind of person is that? I'm a person who can't do anything.

He is the most pathetic person in this world, who is afraid to face the truth and even deceives himself.

-dripping

“⋯Robin. May I come in?”

He didn't bother answering. He just stared into space with the same blank stare as before, belittling himself as usual.

There was no answer, but she slowly opened the door and faced him.

“⋯Robin.”

I called his name again, but again there was no answer.

Mahrian approached him cautiously, step by step, and faced him. Seeing his exhausted body and mind, her heart began to ache.

“⋯Robin.”

Her gentle hands reached out to his chest. Slowly, very slowly, her hands soon touched his chest.

"Robin, did you know that? The heart has color."

The voice lingered in the air. She knew it too, but continued speaking with a complicated expression.

“At first, I thought Robin’s heart was gray. Not black, not white, but a very ambiguous gray.”

Then she shook her head slightly and started stroking his hair.

The hair, which had been disheveled and tangled, was gradually tidied up and soon looked presentable.

“But that wasn’t the case. Robin’s heart was so pure and white….”

Her voice was thick with moisture. And soon, tears began to flow from her eyes.

One drop, two drops, the tears that gradually increased in number flowed down my cheeks. The tears that flowed down my cheeks collected on my chin and soon fell to the floor.

“Robin is such a good person…”

“⋯Hey.”

And at that moment, as tears fell to the floor, his mouth opened.

“Why on earth are you doing that?”

The tone was as threatening as before, but the voice wasn't. It was so broken and limp that even a child wouldn't feel threatened.

"What do you know? Why do you keep judging me? Who are you?"

“⋯.”

“I am a bad person. I am a bad person.”

But even the threatening tone didn't last long. The tone, which had been fading, soon took on a mournful tone.

“I am a bad person⋯.”

“⋯Robin. Who decides who is good and who is bad?”

He didn't answer. He just met her eyes silently, without saying a word.

"Whether someone is good or bad is truly subjective. Even if I'm widely known as a good person, if I refuse someone's private request for a public reason, will that person consider me a good person?"

It was a gentle, yet powerful voice. And it was clearly reaching him.

“Would that person, who had his life-or-death request rejected, think I was a good person?”

Her eyes began to shine. It wasn't because of tears, and certainly not because she was Nito.

Because she was shining purely now.

"The same goes for bad people. No matter how brutal a criminal may be, if he feeds and loves a child, the child will think of him as a good person."

Mahrian cautiously reached out and took his hand. For a moment, he was startled by the cold, icy touch, but she held on firmly.

“So, Robin… Robin is the best person in my heart.”

“Why… are you doing this to me?”

His mouth opened again. Again, there was no anger in his voice.

"You saw me, you saw me, what a pitiful person I am. You saw me fail to save Elsa. You saw me cry miserably, unable to do anything…"

His trembling voice indicated that it wasn't a mask, and Mahrian could vaguely sense it as well.

“You saw my pathetic state, where no one could save me⋯.”

“⋯Why didn’t you get anything, Robin?”

“⋯What?”

She put her hand on her chest.

"Robin saved me. He saved me from a rough patch the day we first met."

A smile began to form. Tears welled up in her eyes, and her voice was still choked with moisture, but a smile was clearly on her lips.

"Robin saved Adeline. He saved a poor person who almost lived her entire life as a puppet."

The smile began to grow wider, and it was clearly reaching him.
 


“And Adeline, who Robin saved, saved someone else yesterday.”

“Mahrian⋯.”

"It's not that Robin didn't do anything yesterday. Adeline, whom Robin saved, saved people, so ultimately, Robin saved people."

Although faint, his eyes began to glow with life. Mahrian's smile grew wider as he watched.

“Robin is not a pathetic person.”

She released their grip and placed her hand on his chest again. Normally, he would have pushed it away, but he calmly faced her.

“It may be strange for me, a stranger, to dare to understand your pain, but I can still understand and share your pain.”

The once cold heart began to warm. Mahrian, who noticed this, had long since stopped crying.

"So, Robin. Just once is fine. Just once, give me the chance to soothe your pain, your wounds, your tears."

Her voice reached him once again, caressing his chest, head, and face in that order.

“Please trust me.”

“I trusted you enough. So, until here⋯.”

"no."

Mahrian shook her head and cut him off. He was momentarily taken aback by her obvious denial, but her subsequent actions allowed him to understand her meaning.

“Come here.”

Because she put her hand on her chest again.

A long silence followed, but no one seemed uncomfortable with it. Mahrian was still smiling, looking at her face, and he was looking at hers, lost in thought.

“⋯Take it.”

Finally, the silence was broken, and he handed something to Mahrian.

“⋯Hair tie?”

The object turned out to be a hair tie. She suddenly raised her head to ask him about the hair tie, but he had already turned away.

“Please tie my hair up.”

“⋯Okay, I understand.”

She accepted it obediently, and with a rustling sound once more, she stroked his hair that had turned white.

“Okay.”

“⋯I can see ahead clearly.”

Just like last time, her hair was tied up much neater and softer than when she had done it alone, and it no longer obscured her front.

It became possible to see ahead clearly.

“Mahrian.”

“Yes, Robin.”

“If a person has committed a mistake, a mistake so great that he runs away from the sin for fear of the weight of responsibility, what should he do?”

It was the same thing I did with the AK-15 last time. The situation was the same, and the questions were the same.

“⋯What should I do?”

The following words were also the same.

“⋯Do you regret it?”

He didn't answer. He just clenched and unclenched his left hand repeatedly, but didn't do anything in particular.

However, I could tell that his mind was now filled with a jumble of emotions, all jumbled together in a messy way.

“⋯Do whatever you want, Robin.”

“⋯.”

It wasn't a correct answer. If it were a test, it would have been a zero, and it wasn't even an answer worthy of being included in a textbook.

That's why it was the answer he had been looking for.

“⋯It’s a sand castle. It’s definitely a sand castle. Even if you build relationships here, it’s a sand castle that will collapse someday.”

"What about a sand castle? Even if it's swept away by the waves, that beautiful moment will remain in our hearts forever."

This time, it was the right answer. So, he decided to build one more sandcastle.

“⋯Half.”

“⋯Yes?”

A faint voice rang through the room. She was momentarily confused, unable to understand, so he kindly added.

“⋯Robin is a pseudonym. My real name⋯ is Michael Van.”

“Michael Van⋯.”

When she heard his name, she hesitated for a moment, then quickly showed a brighter smile than any she had ever shown before.

“That’s a cool name.”


The person holding me from the side
 


The sun rose once again, and I greeted the morning with a lighter heart than ever before. I walked over to wake Adeline, who was still in dreamland.

As my heart felt light, so did my steps. So, after letting out a light sigh, I knocked on the door.

“Adeline. Wake up.”

Knock, knock, a light knock spread, and the door opened.

“⋯Robin?”

Adeline seemed startled. Her dilated pupils, her hushed speech, and the subtle movements of her facial muscles were excellent evidence to support her assertion.

"good morning."

I greeted her again in surprise, but she was completely frozen and stared blankly without saying anything, then suddenly started touching my face.

“⋯What are you doing?”

It was a rough yet gentle touch. At first, it tugged at my face here and there, but soon it was playing with the texture, gently stroking it.

“⋯It’s definitely Robin.”

Judging by the lines she blurted out, it was clear she was having trouble adjusting to the sudden change in attitude. After all, I was a complete wreck just last night.

But even setting that aside, if someone who was obviously stiff and rough suddenly changed like this, no one would be suspicious.

Last night, the moment I confessed my name to Mahrian, my state of mind changed dramatically.

Although I decided it was too early to tell him about my past, just revealing my real name, ‘Michael Van’, gave me peace of mind and body.

The inner changes that occurred in this way also manifested themselves externally: a more natural smile, a gentler demeanor, and a reduction in swearing.

It was all a good sign.

“So, how long are you going to touch it?”

“Ah⋯.”

Returning to reality, I gently coaxed her, and her hand gradually lowered, quickly returning to its original position. However, judging by the skeptical look in her eyes, it seemed she wasn't convinced yet.

“Robin. Is that Robin?”

“It’s not Robin.”

“⋯What does that mean?”

"Half. Michael half. Robin was a pseudonym."

So I decided to tell her a little truth.

“⋯Half. Half.”

Adeline bowed her head for a moment, muttering my name as she reflected on it. Then she raised her head.

“That’s much better. Robin was a bit of a girly name.”

And it returned to its original form.

“Fuck… No. Just eat.”

I almost got angry for a moment, but I slowly calmed down and turned around to head to the kitchen with him.

“What’s for breakfast?”

“Bacon & Eggs.”

“It’s the best in the class.”
***


Here we are again at Rebellion. Having safely completed their mission in Berlin, they have returned to their base for maintenance and rest.

“⋯.”

“Oh my, why aren’t you saying anything?”

He'd contacted his base in advance to let them know he was returning, but there was no response. So, AK-15 remained silent.

It was true that she was basically quiet, but now she was even quieter than that.

After completing a mission, I always closed my eyes and thought of him. I wondered if he would be okay on his own. I wondered if he was hurt. The quartermaster never slept properly, so I wondered if he had collapsed.

And then, with a flash, I open my eyes. To escape the swamp of anxiety, I open my eyes and face reality.

When he opened his eyes, he saw RPK-16 looking at him with the same smile as always, and AK-12 still with his eyes closed and an unreadable expression on his face.

And AN-94, who is visibly shaking with anxiety just like himself.

‘⋯AK-15. Did Luke ever talk about the promise?’

She kept mentioning promises. Since she was the one he talked to the most, I asked if he'd ever mentioned promises or birthdays.

But she had clearly never heard anything like that. And when I told her the exact words, her expression was filled with an indescribable sense of loss.

What exactly was the promise and birthday she spoke of? Questions lingered, but right now, his safety was my greatest concern.

Are you eating on time? Are you training on time? Are you feeling better?

What if I look in the mirror and blame myself again? What if the wounds get worse?

⋯You didn't try to commit suicide again, did you?

“They’re all here.”

While they were struggling in the swamp of anxiety again, they arrived at headquarters.

“You seem to be walking in a hurry. Is something bothering you?”

There was no time to respond. She had already gotten out of the car, even though it hadn't even completely stopped.

“Why has he been so impatient since last time?”

“Why, I guess there’s something on your mind, just like our Wang Jae-su said.”

It was a joke between Angelia and AK-12. And it also accurately described who she is now.
 


The door opens, and I turn my head to check inside.

“Sergeant?”

I looked for his soft yet commanding voice, but his answer came only as an echo.

His footsteps, trudging and becoming more and more urgent, passed through the hallways, the training grounds, and the dining hall, and reached his room.

As soon as I arrived, I grabbed the firmly shut doorknob and opened it.

There was no such thing as a knock. But if she had knocked on the door now, it would have inevitably been shattered, so the door's fate of having its handle broken was considered quite fortunate.

And as expected, he was not present in his room.

“⋯.”

Her expression hardens. It's a completely different expression from her usual expressionless expression.

“Oh my~ Where did the supply officer disappear to?”

The soft voice of RPK-16, which had arrived next to AK-15, was directed at her, but unfortunately, it did not reach her ears.

Now, with heavy steps that sounded more like a thump than a thump, AK-15 began to look around his room.

The things were still neat and tidy, but they had accumulated dust because they had not been touched by human hands.

That is, it was evidence that some time had passed since he had been away.

And there was no way the AK-15 wouldn't know that.

“⋯.”

Confusion, bewilderment, confusion. And anxiety, anxiety, anxiety.

This is how she felt right now.

“Oh, an AK-15? Is there something interesting here?”

RPK-16, with a voice a little more foxy than usual, handed AK-15 a small piece of paper and spoke.

I snatched up the paper and read it. It read: 'I can't be a burden who only eats rice, so I'll go to work.'

It was a simple, clean, and efficient note. It was the kind of note that anyone could understand.

That's why AK-15's expression became even more hardened.

Work? What on earth are you doing? The supply officer isn't a burden, so why are you blaming yourself again?

What if you get hurt again while you're at work? What if you have a mental breakdown outside?

Once the seed of anxiety bloomed, it soon formed a bud and blossomed. Without a moment to act, the plant called anxiety continued to grow.

⋯You didn't commit suicide, did you?

And then she quickly assumed the worst. Given that she had already attempted suicide, her assumption was certainly plausible.

A squeak, the sound of paper being crumpled. The already small paper had been compressed beyond recognition by her merciless power.

“⋯Are you that worried, Sergeant?”

“⋯.”

“Well, the supply officer seemed like an anxious person even on the outside.”

She didn't answer. This allowed RPK-16 to continue speaking freely, and soon he was driven into a corner.

“So, someone as efficient as the AK-15 needs to be there to hold it, right?”

“⋯What did you just say?”

It was a heterogeneous reaction. And for RPK-16, it was the best reaction possible.

"Right? To become a truly great person, you need someone to support you."

Her eyes grew wider. Her mouth, as if looking at a sly fox, continued to spew forth words without stopping.

“Ah~ The supply officer… what will happen to me outside? Like a moth to a flame… I will throw myself into the pit of destruction…”

"stop."

It was a heavy voice. And it was also a threatening one.

“Do it there.”

“⋯Yes. That’s right.”

RPK-16 backed down surprisingly easily. And the reason she backed down so easily was because she knew enough was enough, and there was no reason to provoke her any further.

"I'll tell Angelia. Good work~"

With those words, RPK-16 vanished. Left alone, AK-15 stared at the wad of paper in his hand, lost in thought once more.


404 Not Found
 


“Prison⋯?”

“Uh. According to Mahrian’s memory, the last terrorist attack took place in the prison.”

Now refreshed, it was time to get back to work. Now, relying on Mahrian's memory, which was beyond belief, we reached our final destination.

"So, a decay particle bomb explodes inside the prison, causing the ELID and prisoners to run wild, throwing Berlin into chaos. Right?"

Mahrian nodded with difficulty. Just recalling the memory made her look so unhappy. If it actually happened, it would leave a deep scar on her heart.

That's why it had to be stopped. For the innocent victims, for the chaos that would descend into Berlin, and for her.

But there was a major problem. While arriving at the prison was a good start, there was no way to enter the prison, unlike before.

“Should I steal some bread?”

“Why bread?”

"If I do well, I could end up in prison for 19 years. Of course, I won't be able to get out."

“⋯Then isn’t that a bad thing?”

“Is that so?”

Even as I continued to babble on like that, time continued to pass. Seeing Mahrian's increasingly anxious expression, I decided it was time to stop this nonsense.

"There's nothing we can do, Mahrian. We're not qualified to enter that prison, and we don't have the ability to create qualifications. We have no choice but to enter half a beat slower."

That was true. I wasn't authorized to legally search a prison, nor was I capable of obtaining the warrant necessary to do so.

Ultimately, we entered a state of crisis and chaos, and our goal was to rescue as many people as possible. To be precise, we couldn't find any other way.

“⋯Is that so?”

Her expression softened. It was better than before, but the worry still lingered.

"And I told you, there will definitely be passengers on our way. We'll do well here, just like we've done elsewhere."

There were always passengers on our path. In the underground passages, through the isolation walls, and even in the main village.

Of course, I didn't know why they did this or how they got there a step ahead of us, but since it only benefited me in the end, I didn't really care.

And crucially, because he never showed his face to me.

“⋯.”

His hands clenched involuntarily. His expression hardened, and the blood in his neck rose, anyone could tell he was in a state of heightened emotion.

“Robin?”

But even that deep emotional backwash was easily dispelled by a single voice expressing concern for me.

"why."

“I have a question.”

Even though I finally told her my name, Mahrian's voice still called me "Robin." Slowly turning to face her, I found her face filled with the same questioning.

“Robin, you said you knew those passengers last time… May I ask what their relationship is?”

“⋯.”

I close my eyes and recall the memories. The nightmares I've created with them, called memories.

"So, half. Take off your masks. Let's become family."

‘Hehehe… We’re together forever now… Are you okay, Commander?’

‘⋯There are no M16s here. It’s just us⋯ Huh? There are no M16s here!! The M16s you like so much, Commander, can never come here!!’

‘⋯I’m sorry for hurting you⋯.’

⋯It wasn't a very good memory.

But one thing pleased me: he kept his promise to me, the last thing I said to him: I hope we never see each other again.

That's why my relationship with them was able to be compromised to this extent.

“⋯Old friend. That’s all.”

“⋯I see.”

Mahrian decided not to ask any more questions, hearing the lonely voice that conveyed both coldness and emptiness.

It was at that very moment that the mood for both of them became subdued.

-Kwaaang!!

“⋯This is!”

A tremendous roar echoed through the prison, and the horrific sound did not end there.

-Bang!! Bang!! BANG!! BANG!!

“Ahhh⋯.”

Mahrian's legs gave out for a moment as the memories of the village she had seen before came back to her, but his rough yet gentle hands held her.

“⋯Let’s go.”

“⋯Okay, Robin.”

Thanks to this, she was able to regain her will.

“⋯Hold my hand too.”

“I can grab the back of your neck.”

“⋯bad.”
***


“Adeline! Move quickly!”

“Now is the maximum.”

Taking advantage of the chaos, I pretended to be a dispatched agent and safely entered the prison. For some reason, all the doors were open, and perhaps because of the pressing time, there were no formalities. It was easier than I expected.

But the situation inside was anything but easy. The screams and chaos echoing from all directions, the people unable to come to their senses, and the faint glimpses of decay particles were enough to make me feel uncomfortable.

“Adeline? What did I say?”

"⋯Do not let the criminals go, but kill the ELID. Prioritize rescuing civilians, but put my life first."

“You’re so smart. It’s nice to see you.”

After reminding her of her mission, we continued moving inward. The farther we got from the entrance, the closer the screams became.

“Koooo!!!”

“Kwaaaak!!!”

The screams and ELID's howls created a fantastic harmony that delighted my ears, and I wanted to give them a round of applause in return, but being the bad guy that I am, I ended up rushing the stage instead.

“Adeline!!”

At the mere mention of her name, her gun sprang into flame. Thanks to this, ELID was now just ELID.

“Did I do well?”

“It’s the best.”

His expression remained the same, but his triumphant air was completely hidden. I wanted to pat his head, but since time was of the essence, I decided to leave it for later.

“Okay. Stop here.”

“Aren’t you going in any further?”

“⋯There must be other kids out there doing well.”

The defused bombs scattered across the floor hinted at their presence. Judging that there was no need to go any further, I decided it was most reasonable to leave things at that point.

In fact, ordering them to act alone would have been the most efficient, but Mahrian, who had been following them half-forcibly, had close to zero fighting power, and if Adeline were to face them alone, there was a high chance she would be killed, so group action was the most reasonable decision for the time being.

Of course, even though it was a group, there were only three people.

“Mahrian. Stay right next to Nana Adeline.”

“⋯Yes.”

The operation proceeded relatively smoothly. The number of prisoners coming our way was unusually small, the bomb had already been defused, and thanks to Adeline's exceptional fighting prowess, I thought this would be an easy task.

“Woooo!!!”

“No, what zombie movie is this?”

“Ahhh⋯.”

The number of prisoners running wild as if they had been drugged by some drug gradually increased, and as a result, we began to be pushed back.

"half!!"

"I know!! We should give up on the prisoner thing at this point! This is beyond our control!"

It was an efficient decision. It's natural for people to prioritize the number of people they have to protect over the number of enemies.

“Adeline!! Civilians first!! Got it!”

There was no reply, but it was clear she understood what I was saying. That was the moment when I shifted my focus.

“Geuu ...

From far away, an ELID started running towards me.

“Mahrian!”

First, I pushed Mahrian back and, as usual, aimed my pistol at his left eye. It wasn't a leader, so a pistol would be enough to stop it.

-Tick.

“Oh, shit.”

But my gun didn't seem to want to do that.

“Ro, Robin!”

I pulled the trigger, but no bullet came out. I couldn't tell if it was a misfeed, a lack of power, or a faulty ejection, but one thing was clear: the ELID was rushing towards me at an ever-increasing speed.

Still, I tried to take out a grenade from my bag to deal with it somehow, but unfortunately, the grenade tank was hitting me faster.

-Kwak!! Bang!!

“Ugh⋯!”

Twice I heard sounds that shouldn't come from a human body. Of course, both times they came from my body.

“⋯Ah.”

“Robin!!”

"half!!"

Perhaps I hit my head too hard. My vision was getting blurry, and even the voices I could hear were starting to become muffled.

“Oh, that won’t work⋯.”

I tried desperately to get the grenade out of my bag, but my body wouldn't move any further, and as I watched Adeline running towards me from afar, I lost consciousness.

“Ro, Robin!!”

“Half… Ah.”

The two's pitiful voices, trying to save him somehow, rang out, but for some reason, Adeline also suddenly lost consciousness and lay on the floor.

“Ah, ahh⋯.”

Left alone, Mahrian felt a deep despair and fear. The despair of the future he had envisioned remaining unchanged, the fear of his people dying like this.

“Oh, no. Robin… Adeline….”

She tried to move her still legs, but there was nothing she could do. Finally, just as ELID was about to catch him again, a sharp gunshot rang out.

-Taang!!

ELID's head exploded. Mahrian turned his head in a panic, and saw a girl standing where the gunshot had come from.

She was a girl with a sharp impression. She was also a girl who seemed familiar.

“You are⋯.”

A long scar across her eye, a dark brown side ponytail, and the rifle in her hand—it was clearly the woman we knew.

But upon closer inspection, something was clearly different. For some unknown reason, its left eye was closed, and a small antenna-like object was mounted on its head. And its most striking feature, of course, was the crude mechanical arm wrapped in duct tape.

Still, one thing was clear. His old friend and former colleague, UMP45, had arrived, and now she was...

“⋯⋯ha.”

He had an unusually cold expression on his face.


I still love him
 


There was a heavy silence.

But there was nothing in this world heavier than the expression she was making right now.

She took a cold, grave step, her expression heavy. Step by step, UMP45, moving slowly, passed Mahrian and reached him.

“⋯.”

It was then. Where had the heavy expression disappeared? Her expression became infinitely compassionate, as if she were looking at a living Buddha.

With such a loving expression, she slowly and affectionately embraced him.

He said nothing. He simply touched his wounds, checked his heartbeat, and, with a relieved expression, slowly laid him down.

And again, a heavy expression. He slowly got up and took a step forward, but soon stopped in front of the ELID he had bumped into.

“⋯.”

ELID had been dead for a long time. But her anger never seemed to die.

-Pfft!

It was a heavy fist. A fist filled with rage, unleashed by a clumsy, mechanical arm. And it didn't end there.

After ‘Ppeuk,’ it was ‘Kwajik,’ and after ‘Kwajik,’ it was ‘Woojik,’

And then, in order, there were sounds like thud, crack, and pop. All of these sounds came from ELID's body.

The bones were crushed, and the crushed head was no longer recognizable. Blood splattered from the ELID's body, clotted, staining her face, but the punches continued unabated.

-Bam!

“Hey, stop it!!”

Mahrian's screams, which he could no longer stand, rang out, and she stopped punching for a moment. She slowly turned her head like a broken doll and exchanged glances with Mahrian.

And Mahrian realized: that girl, that doll, was dangerous.

“⋯.”

UMP45, who had returned her head to her original position without a word, continued to strike. Even though her body was already bruised beyond recognition, her rage remained undiminished.

The prisoners had long since fled in terror. They instinctively knew there was nothing to gain from being in this position.

The punching continued for a long time. Only when ELID was reduced to a blood clot, beyond recognition, did she finally stop.

"hey."

"yes yes?"

It was a cold voice. But in contrast to that voice, she embraced him with hands warmer than anyone else's.

“You carry that fallen thing out yourself.”

It was a word used to describe Adeline. And it was also a cold word, without a shred of consideration.

“⋯Haa. I didn’t know it would turn out like this.”

At that moment, another doll began to walk out from inside.

A doll-like appearance. Green eyes brimming with mystery. And beneath them, a teardrop-shaped tattoo.

Aside from the different outfit and armament, she was clearly armed with an HK416.

“That one, well… I’ll take care of Adeline. You just follow her.”

It was a remark that was thoughtful in its own way. Finally, Mahrian, who had been hesitating, began walking toward the exit, following UMP45.

Step by step, the sound of light footsteps. And a heavy atmosphere.

“Thank you, thank you for saving me.”

“⋯.”

“Excuse me… Are you by any chance the passenger that Robin was talking about?”

“⋯.”

There were several questions asked along the way, but UMP45 didn't even listen.

“I⋯.”

“Hey, unnie!!”

Just as Mahrian was about to speak again, someone started running from afar.

It was UMP9. Her appearance had changed slightly, but that didn't mean her essence had changed.

“Commander, are you okay? There’s a really loud noise….”

"fizzle."

UMP45 put his index finger to his lips. UMP9, seeing this, looked down at the unconscious man, and saw that he had a relaxed expression, as if asleep.

Thanks to this, UMP9 understood the situation and placed his hand on his chest as he was sleeping without saying anything, and soon showed a relieved expression.

The agonizing silence continued until they left the prison. Finally, as the light outside began to appear, UMP45 handed him over to UMP9 and turned around.

“⋯.”

It was a gaze steeped in hostility. And Mahrian couldn't have been unaware of that.

Her eyes were so blatant.

“I hate you.”

Although some time had passed, it was clear that the two had met for the first time. Yet, UMP45 didn't hesitate to openly swear at her to her face.

“That seat was supposed to be mine… The seat next to you in the class was mine…”

“Yes⋯?”

“His warm gaze should only be on me… And melting his wounded heart is something only I can do…”

UMP45's eyes gradually emptied. And in that empty space, twisted affection began to fill them.

“We understand each other… I still can’t forget the story we shared under the moonlight…”

“Wh, what are you talking about?”

“His real name, his painful past, everything about him, it was clearly all mine.”

As the flustered Mahrian backed away, UMP45 slowly, and very stickily, began to approach her.

“If you were with me, you wouldn’t have gotten hurt like this. If you were with me… you wouldn’t have had to suffer like this.”

The pace was getting faster. Mahrian was running away, and UMP45 was chasing after him.

“They’re our family. Michael Van is my family!!!”

It was then that UMP45, who had closed the distance in an instant, roughly grabbed Mahrian's shoulder.

“Excuse me, excuse me⋯?”

Thanks to this, Mahrian found himself face to face with eyes filled with nothing but madness. No? Would madness be enough?

It was a terrible gaze, filled with affection, love, regret, hatred, pity, sadness, and words cannot express it.

“It was mine, Commander… half of it… was our family!!!”

The hand holding his shoulder tightened. Mahrian's face began to frown as the pain in his shoulder gradually intensified.

“Ugh…! Why on earth are you doing that…?”

"I still love him. But I despair at the reality of not being able to see him. And I regret it again."

‘Thank you for staying alive until now, Michael Van.’

‘You too, UMP45.’

We were clearly shining under the moonlight.

I've never forgotten his face for a single moment. Whether I close my eyes or open them, your face never leaves my mind.

From that day on, the light in my life faded. Unable to face your once radiant face any longer, I felt as good as dead.

‘⋯I hope we never have to see each other again. UMP45.’

Where did it all go wrong? I couldn't figure it out, no matter how much I thought about it. I wanted you, and you clearly wanted a family.

So that you wouldn't have to struggle your whole life, so that you wouldn't have to wear that heavy mask anymore, I broke the mask and became a family just for you.

And then, I realized.

“So… I can’t stand by his side….”

I knew I was wrong from the start.

“Excuse me, over there?”

He didn't want to ruin himself. He wanted to overcome the mask, not force it down.

But I broke him. I shattered his mask and shattered his ego in the name of family.

"Shall I be honest? Right now, I want to kill you and that Nito and kidnap Ban. Then, I want to make them my family and live in a place where no one can reach us for the rest of my life."

Leaving Mahrian behind, unable to adapt to her constantly changing emotions, she poured out her words frantically.

“I want him. I want him to never meet anyone else but us for the rest of his life! Because… because… because he’s our family. Because he’s my family!”

It was then that she, who had been pouring out her emotions like crazy, suddenly showed a sad expression.

It was familiar. That's why I realized Mahrian. This girl resembled him.

“But… if you do that, half of them will be sad… That’s not what half of them want…”

And then, with a swish, UMP45 pulled something from Mahrian's nape.

“That’s⋯.”

“A miniature wiretapping device.”

It was a simple statement, but Mahrian was able to understand most of what had happened so far with that one statement.

"Remember. The moment the smile disappears from his face. I, no. We're going to kill you."

It was an obvious threat. A chilling expression, a threatening tone. Yet, for some reason, she felt no fear whatsoever.

"Yes. I promise. I'll always put a smile on Robin's face."

“⋯.”

At Mahrian's pure sincerity, UMP45 let go of the hand holding his shoulder, turned around, and began to walk out.

“⋯What is your name?”

“⋯UMP45.”

That was the end. Their meeting ended like this.
*** 


“⋯uh.”

“Ah. Are you awake, Robin?”

When I opened my eyes, I was greeted by a familiar place and familiar people. I quickly raised my head and looked around, seeing Adeline, still with her eyes closed, and Mahrian, with a worried expression on his face.

“⋯Prison.”

“⋯Due to a lack of personnel, bomb dismantling and guard protection were limited.”

Although the 404th Platoon tried their best, the difference in personnel could not be made up for with effort, so what they achieved was only a half-victory.

“Did you save me?”

She shook her head. Then there was only one answer.

“⋯So you did the treatment?”

She shook her head again, which only deepened the discomfort in my heart.

“⋯Ha.”

“Here.”

“⋯This is.”

Mahrian handed me a small communicator. I couldn't get any further explanation, but I had an intuitive sense of who it was connected to.

With a faint sigh, I carefully pressed the button, and the sound of the communication being connected was heard along with a static.

He must have been listening. Otherwise, he wouldn't have gone to such lengths.

“⋯I won’t say thank you.”

I was being sincere. They were the ones who betrayed me in the first place. I wasn't grateful at all.

“⋯Still, I’ll tell you that you worked hard.”

But I really wanted to say this one thing.

-⋯.

It took a while for a reply to come back. Still, I waited patiently, listening to the unpleasant noise, until finally I heard a voice I hadn't heard in a long time.

-⋯That's fine.
     

     

  

     

     



Rebellion once again
 


A bandage wrapped around my head, my left leg immobilized in a splint, and my right arm, its wounds ruptured and stitched back together. This was me now.

ELID's full-force body slam was truly devastating, leaving no part of my body unscathed. Fortunately, I'm relatively strong, so it was over in this short time. A normal person would have been blind for months.

Of course, I'm relatively fine. In fact, I should have been confined to a wheelchair, but I stubbornly insisted and ended up using crutches.

“Haa⋯.”

He exhaled with a sigh. The smoke, which had been lingering before his nose, leaving behind an unpleasant smell, soon vanished, becoming part of the cloud.

“Half. Stop smoking.”

While I was staring into space, lost in thought, Adeline came up to me and whined.

“⋯Just one more.”

“⋯Do you know this is the fifth one?”

Hearing that, I looked down at my feet and saw five cigarettes scattered on the floor, already burned out and useless.

“⋯I’m sorry. Please leave me alone for now.”

I wanted to pat her head, but I couldn't touch her with my dirty hands, which smelled like cigarettes, so I compromised with a somewhat awkward smile.

“⋯.”

In the end, Adeline returned without saying a word. Her face wore her usual blank expression, but her true feelings must have been different.

Since that day, or more precisely, after I received direct assistance from the 404th Platoon, I've spent a lot of time sitting alone and thinking.

I wasn't happy. And they knew I wouldn't be happy either, so they didn't look at me.

But still, it was so complicated.

There were too many reasons to list. Even if I had ten hands, it wouldn't be enough, and even if I had two more brains, it would take a long time to organize my thoughts.

It was a face I didn't want to see. A voice I didn't want to hear. A hand I didn't want to be helped by.

I didn't want to get involved with them.

‘Thank you for staying alive until now, Michael Van.’

But there were definitely good memories too.

“Ha⋯.”

He tossed the cigarette, now reduced to ashes, to the floor. He extinguished the embers with a gentle kick of his foot, then took a new one from his pocket and put it back in his mouth.

Chick, I took out my lighter, lit it, and took a deep breath. The nicotine-laden air spread through my body, but it didn't feel very good.

“⋯.”

"So, I'll wait. I'll wait here for the warm spring breeze that will drive away the cold and dreary winter."

After my head injury, unknown memories began to surface.

I couldn't tell who was speaking. The voice, hazy and faint, sounded as if shrouded in fog, and I couldn't quite identify who it belonged to.

But the biggest problem is that there are more than one or two memories that come to mind.

"But I promise you this: no matter what I become, I love you more than anyone in this world."

‘Hehehe… You… You were really cool on the mission…’

‘No matter how much you try, you can never become ⋯, no matter how much ⋯ tries, ⋯ can never become you.’

Some memories were even so weathered that I couldn't understand the context at all.

Whose words could possibly have come from that mouth? And to whom could they have been spoken? No matter how much I pondered them, no answer emerged.

He tossed the cigarette to the floor again, crushed it, and tried to pull out a new one, but when he saw it was empty, he realized that what he'd just thrown was a mast.

Finally, he let out a low sigh and, leaning on his worn-out crutches, entered the building again.

“⋯Robin.”

When I looked at Mahrian's face, who was calling me as soon as I entered, I saw that her face was filled with worry, just like mine.

“I’m not completely healed yet… So, could you please refrain from smoking?”

“⋯I will review it positively.”

It wasn't like I was treating them like I used to, but I was so caught up in my complicated feelings that I didn't have time to pay attention to anyone.

“By the way, Robin… you were partially immune.”

"uh?"

She approached me suddenly, but with my disfigured body, I couldn't escape her touch. Thanks to this, Mahrian began to caress my wounds with her gentle hands.

"You, like me, are partially immune. That's why, even though you inhaled the decay particles so close to home in the village, the effects were minimal."

"aha."

It was a time when some questions were resolved. And it was also a time when new questions arose.

“Oh, Mahrian. Can you tell me more about that medicine?”

Mahrian said there was a drug that could treat decay particle exposure, or radiation infection.

After the incident in the village, she said she would tell me everything, but I was in the midst of a mental breakdown at the time and couldn't listen properly.

“⋯Ah. Yes. I will tell you. Robin.”
***


“⋯Factory?”

“I was born there, and became a test subject. When he discovered I was partially immune, he developed a serum using my blood as a raw material.”

Her expression began to distort, as if she were recalling a particularly unpleasant memory. I reached out, worried, but she waved it off as if she was okay.

"Of course, the intention wasn't to save anyone. Still, when we escaped here, we brought with us some medicine to treat the copy infection."

“How did you escape then?”

"At that time, they were withdrawing from here. Test subjects, bodies for disposal, transportable equipment, and other items... I don't know what was going on, but everyone was incredibly busy."

She begins to tremble. Her lips, her voice, her legs—everything.

I gently placed my hand on her back. Even with this small gesture, Mahrian's anxiety disappeared and her breathing gradually stabilized.

“⋯So, while they weren’t paying attention to me,⋯ I ran, and I kept running. And then I arrived at the village.”

“⋯You’ve worked hard.”

I felt sorry for needlessly stirring up painful memories, but unfortunately, there were still things I wanted to ask.

"But how can we be sure the serum-making equipment still exists? They could have taken it with them when they withdrew."

"No, I don't think they could have taken it. That equipment is enormous and integrated into the building, making it impossible to move. And honestly, they don't seem to value the serum that much, so I don't think they would have gone to such trouble."

“⋯I see.”

Mahrian is a trustworthy person. So, she wouldn't lie to me.

But with this body, I wouldn't be able to defeat even a passing dog, let alone Pharaoh Deus.

“⋯Let’s go back first.”

So, it was definitely necessary to do some maintenance.

“Huh? Where to?”

“⋯Where there is someone I respect.”
***


“⋯.”

AN-94 was worried. And more than worried, he was trembling with anxiety.

“Don’t worry too much. Ban isn’t that weak, is he?”

AK-12's words were full of composure, but he was still anxious.

He wasn't physically weak, but he was definitely mentally weak.

I was afraid he'd hurt himself again. I was afraid he'd break down again. I was afraid he'd get seriously hurt somewhere.

I was afraid that I would attempt suicide again.

But he couldn't let it show. If he was anxious, AN-94 would surely be even more anxious.

AN-94 spent the night worried. She knew his secret.

And⋯ I'm looking forward to the promise.

"No matter how hard you try, you can never become AK-12. No matter how hard AK-12 tries, it can never become you."

‘⋯What does that mean?’

"You said it yourself earlier, didn't you? You're a fake. As you said, you're a fake, so you can't be a real AK-12."

His words gave me another ray of light when I was feeling insecure. His words I will never forget.

"But you're not the real AK-12. You're another real thing. The one and only real thing in the world, unmatched by anyone else."

As he said, it was a story that would be remembered forever, a story that only the two of them knew.

“⋯.”

But he didn't remember.

In the end, the story that only the two of us knew became a story that only I knew.

‘I’ll call this a promise.’

“⋯Yeah.”

“AN-94?”

Suddenly, the depressed woman gets up.

“AK-12. He was definitely a man of his word.”

“Yeah. But why is that?”

“⋯So. You will definitely keep your promise to me.”

“That story again?”

“⋯.”

As AN-94 slowly nodded, AK-12 smiled instead.

“Haha… I can’t wait. I wonder how important this story is that you’re keeping it a secret from me~”

She didn't even tell AK-12 about that night, just the two of them.

Because AN-94 trusted him.

So what if he doesn't keep his promise?

That feeling of loss will consume her.


worst encounter
 


This is the plane. We're heading to Rebellion's residence.

My Berlin journey was over. The ostensible reason was that I had already passed through all the possible locations for a terrorist attack and there was no need to stay there any longer. But the real reason was, of course, my physical condition.

Thanks to that, we decided to go back to Rebellion, but there were still some issues that remained.

“What does that mean?”

Adeline's questioning voice turned to me. It was a situation I found difficult to explain, so I sighed and opened my mouth again.

“I mean it. You can’t come out until I say so.”

She was definitely a special person to me. I saved her life, and she saved mine. We were trustworthy people, indebted to each other.

But Adeline was Nito. No matter how you looked at it, she was just an ordinary black Nito.

So, what would Rebellion think if he saw me laughing with Nito after a few weeks?

I needed time to explain. She was no longer a member of Paradeus, and she was the one I trusted to save my life.

“Why should I hide?”

Adeline puffed out her cheeks. It was a cute tantrum, but I couldn't say anything about it at the moment.

Because it was impossible to say to her face, ‘You’re Nito, so my acquaintances won’t believe you.’

“Please. Okay?”

In the end, the best I could do was hide the truth and appeal to emotions.

It was a cowardly act. And as cowardly as it was, it was effective.

“⋯Then grant me one wish later.”

“I learned bad things.”

I don't know where he learned it, but now he was asking me to negotiate. I was a little dumbfounded, but my heart was a little proud.

"Okay. I'll grant you one wish later. Please."

“⋯.”

She nodded as slowly and contentedly as she could, indicating her approval. Seeing the satisfaction in her gesture, I was already starting to wonder what she would wish for.

Still, it was true that the most urgent fire was put out, so it wasn't a losing business.

“Robin. Are you okay?”

“Yeah. It’s okay.”

Mahrian, who had come to my side before I knew it, began by expressing her concerns about me, as she always did. After all, I'd been alone for days, consumed by thoughts of the 404th Squadron and unexplained memories, so it was understandable that she would be worried about me.

But I soon shook those thoughts away. The priority was to resolve the immediate issue.

If we could go to the factory Mahrian mentioned and obtain the serum for the copy infection, it would be beneficial in many ways. To do so, we would need the strength of the Rebellion Platoon.

“⋯.”

“Robin…? Your expression doesn’t look very good.”

“⋯Ah.”

Suddenly, a thought crossed my mind: Griffin. Since when did Rebellion become the first thing I think of when I need help?

But soon, a self-deprecating laugh escaped me. "Yeah. What right do I have to think like this?"

“By the way. Who are these Rebellion people?”

“⋯Hmm.”

I wanted to explain everything in one go, but each of them had such distinct personalities. After racking my brain, I finally found the optimal answer.

“One person I wish would die, one person I hate, one person I find annoying, and one person I like.”

“⋯Yes?”

I guess not.

“Hmm… There are people who close their eyes, gently tease others, and burn the most precious thing in their lives. And there are people who always smile, but you can only feel discomfort.”

“Is that so⋯.”

Perhaps I was explaining things from my own perspective. She seemed to still not understand, her voice trailing off.

“Hmm… Anyway, it’s better for your mental health not to get involved with the two above. Some people are a bit blunt but kind, and some people are only concerned with efficiency but have deep hearts.”

Perhaps it was a benefit to explain things a little more clearly. This time, she nodded, seemingly convinced.

“Then what kind of person is Angela, whom Robin spoke of?”

“He’s the one leading those four. He’s a better person, more capable, stronger, and more awesome than me.”

“⋯It’s been a long time since I’ve heard Robin say he’s a good person.”

“⋯Is that so?”

“By the way, I’m also Nito, not Adeline. Do I need to hide?”

It was a fair question. It might have been a little hurtful to Adeline.

“Adeline is obviously Nito, but until you examine her closely, you only seem human. In fact, I was the same way.”

Adeline was a low-ranking Nito. Because of this, she had so many sisters who looked exactly like her, and from their perspective, having previously fought against Paradeus, they would naturally see her as nothing more than an enemy.

But Mahrian was different. She looked noticeably different from the other Nitos.

Well, I hope nothing bad happens.
***


“Oh, really? Luke is coming back!”

“Oh my, aren’t you too happy?”

This was wonderful news for AN-94, who had been waiting for so long. A faint, but definite smile appeared on her face, the woman who had spent every night worrying about his well-being.

“Yeah. I was worried. Looks like you’re doing well.”

Angela also smiled faintly. She had been taken aback by the sudden communication, but the voice that followed reassured her.

"He said he'd be here soon. Just wait patiently. And he said he brought a lot of useful information."

“By the way, where on earth have you been, Supply Officer?”

"Berlin, just like us. I don't know if it's the time or the place that's different."

“Haha, I guess we got along.”

“Oh, that’s right. I don’t know what he did in Berlin, but he brought two people with him.”

“⋯Is that true?”

It was AK-15's voice. But Angelia continued speaking calmly.

"If that guy, known for his distrust, trusts me and brings me here, then he must be trustworthy. Why? Is there a problem?"

It was a reasonable statement. And it was also a statement that made sense.

But for some reason, the AK-15 couldn't shake off the unpleasant feeling.

“⋯.”

She didn't know it either. She didn't show it, but she was the one most delighted by the news of his return.

But the presence of another person by his side felt both stifling and unpleasant.

It was at that time, based on such discomfort and frustration, that something dark was growing in her heart.

-Beep.

“Oh. I see you’re here.”

The door opened with a beep. Thanks to this, the corners of AK-15 and AN-94's lips began to slightly rise.

And the welcome sight that appeared was also a familiar sight.

Gray eyes, tied hair that had turned white. And the bandages on his right arm and head... Bandages?

“Sergeant⋯?”

“⋯Luke?”

It was a split second. In the blink of an eye, the two men moved to his side and began examining his body.

“What the heck is going on!”

“Luke, Luke! Are you hurt? How much?”

The two were confused. Even at first glance, his physical condition was obviously not normal.

Upon closer inspection, I noticed that his left leg was wrapped in a splint and he was even holding onto crutches. This wasn't an ordinary injury.

“⋯Is that what you say as soon as you meet me?”

But he was calm. He seemed strangely oblivious to his own body.

That's why it hurt the hearts of both women.

‘⋯That’s right. I should be by the supply officer’s side. If I had been there,⋯you wouldn’t have been hurt like this.’

‘Luke… Are you okay? Did you hurt yourself again? Oh, oh… Another wound this bad.’

“Still. It’s nice to see you after so long. Hello to you too, Angelia!”

A silence flowed. A still, heavy silence.

“⋯?”

There was only one person who questioned it. And of course, it was him.

“⋯Huh huh.”

AK-12's short laugh echoed through the hallway. She knew him well, and was quick-witted, so she could guess to some extent what had been going through his mind during his trip to Berlin.

“It’s so quiet, so I have more time to talk. Just a moment….”

Saying that, he went out the door for a moment, then reappeared leading someone.

“The person I met in Berlin earlier. Mahri⋯.”
 


“⋯Molly too?”

At that moment, AN-94's voice cut through his words, splitting the hallway. The still, heavy silence instantly gave way to a cold, sharp silence.

And there was no way he didn't know that fact.

“Molly too!”

In an instant, AK-15, drawing his thigh pistol, aimed his gun at Mahrian. His reaction was faster than a human could react, but his eyes, sensing the suspicious silence, sharpened once more.

It was a tense situation. He was injured. Mahrian was defenseless, guns pointed at him. And the entire Rebellion was staring at Mahrian with murderous eyes.

“Mahriaaaan!!!”

-Taang!!

His desperate cries were followed by gunshots.


Nito and Rebellion
 


The gun was clearly aimed at Mahrian. As expected of a tactical doll boasting overwhelming power, her bullets were sure to miss.

But the bullet landed in his shoulder.

“Fuck⋯.”

“Ro, Robin!”

Clearly, he couldn't be faster than an AK-15. He certainly couldn't be faster than a bullet.

But he instinctively felt that if he didn't protect Mahrian now, something big would happen.

And that judgment was correct. If he hadn't protected Mahrian, Mahrian would have been seriously injured.

Although they succeeded in saving Mahrian, another hole was created in his body.

“Look, Supply Officer!!”

A look of shock spread across AK-15's usually impassive face. The shock that began with her spread, permeating everyone present.

"half!!!"

It was then that Adeline, who had clearly promised to stay hidden, came running out, panting.

“⋯Nito?”

Now, something beyond shock, something indescribable, filled their minds. For him, it was the worst possible situation, and for them, it was unacceptable.

Except for RPK-16, who alone showed a more interesting smile than ever.

“I told you to hide….”

Although he scolded her in a forced voice, Adeline's feelings did not cool down.

“Are you okay? Again, again, something is wrong with your body⋯.”

“Luke!!!”

While Adeline was desperately trying to support him, AN-94 rushed towards him with an urgent voice.

It was a sound decision. From her perspective, the situation was incredibly dangerous, with her loved one surrounded by Nito and the two of them.

Besides, that Nito. So, Molido, who claims to be Mahrian, could reveal his true colors and take him hostage at any moment. Molido is adept at wearing masks, so he must have been fooling the good guy. This was AN-94's conclusion.

“⋯Don’t come any closer.”

But that action was stopped by none other than him.

“Luke⋯?”

Ting, the sound of something being pulled out. They turned their gaze to find the source of the sound, and a safety pin strewn across the floor greeted them.

“Hey, what are you doing now!”

“Sergeant!!”

At that split second when the AN-94 rushed towards him, he pulled out the grenade and pulled the safety pin. He held the safety handle so it wouldn't explode, but it was obvious what would happen the moment he let go.

Reactions were divided into two groups: those who quietly observed the situation, and those who, unable to contain their confusion, tried to persuade him.

And the AN-94 and AK-15 were the ones trying to convince him.

“Put the gun down!! Don’t aim at Adeline!!”

“Sergeant!! That woman is Nito!! You have to come here quickly!!”

“Luke! Calm down! Get over here quickly!”

It was a chaotic situation. Their shouts clashed, their opinions clashed, and with those differences of opinion, chaos was inevitable.

“No!! You have to come here quickly!!”

“⋯Then should I take this?”

AN-94, unable to bear to watch, tried to drag him away by force, but he was easily stopped by raising a grenade.

He gripped the safety handle tightly, facing them with a curious gaze. It was the first time he'd seen them so excited, aside from the AK-12. The AK-15, the AN-94, and even Angelia.

“⋯What is this?”

It was a voice demanding an explanation. Angelia's cold gaze, staring at him, clearly indicated an enemy.

But there was still a chance. If Angelia had truly been hostile to him, Adeline and Mahrian would have been in a hive already.

“I can explain everything.”

The atmosphere was terrifyingly chilling. No one could have predicted that this moment would be so chilling.

He barely managed to regain his composure and got up. His already injured body now had another hole, so even just talking was a mental battle.

“Adeline… Mahrian… is not Pharadeus. I, I guarantee it.”

It was a mournful voice. Squeezed from his dantian, his voice, filled with nothing but desperation, conveyed his emotions to those who listened.

“⋯.”

Angela closed her eyes. She didn't show it, but a thousand thoughts were probably racing through her head.

“⋯First, treat Luke, and then break that woman somewhere so she can’t resist. Lock her up properly.”

And we found the optimal answer.

“⋯Please reconsider your judgment.”

“You said you got a lot of information in Berlin. Did you join Paradeus?”

“Adeline is not Pharadeus!!”

Angela was the first to feel his wrath, but she remained calm, only sighing.

"You seem to be mistaken. We're not doing this because of that black Nito."

“⋯What does that mean?”

Angelia extended her index finger and pointed behind him. At the tip of that sharp finger stood Mahrian.

“You were referring to that woman.”

His expression filled with doubt. To resolve his doubt, Angela decided to explain herself.

“If I explain in detail, it will take a long time, so I will just tell you the main points.”

Where should I begin? Angela, frowning and rubbing the bridge of her nose, spoke again.

“We went to Berlin before you. And there we met a Nito who pretended to be human.”

Angelia recalled her memories. She remembered the unpleasant Nito, who had approached her as if he were innocent, trying to deceive her and Rebellion.

“Her name is Molly Dougert. She’s the woman standing behind you.”

“⋯Yes?”

The answer came from Mahrian. As soon as she heard the name Molido, confusion filled her face.

"A high-ranking Nitoji, sinister, cunning, and skilled at disguising himself, capable of imitating a wide range of personalities. He was such a conman that even Angelia, who had lived her entire life suspicious of others, was easily fooled."

AK-12's mouth, previously silent, opened. Judging by her eyes, she was now completely detached from her emotions.

“In addition to his disguise, he was a very handy person who could change his impression depending on the other person’s personality.”

And following the AK-12, the RPK-16 also chimed in. She didn't show it, but it was clear she was enjoying the situation the most.

"And then we lost him, and his whereabouts are unknown. But I never imagined I'd find him in a place like this."

Darkness filled his face. He lowered his head, his eyes slowly sinking.

"Do you get it now? You've been fooled. I don't know how that black Nito came along, but for now, put the safety pin back in and…"

“Oh, no! I’m Molly…!”

-bang!

She cried out pitifully, but the only response was the sound of gunfire. The bullet struck her feet, cutting off her words.

“Shut your mouth. Molly too.”

“⋯Ah.”

As a short sigh echoed through the room, he slowly raised his head. And the gaze he met was a mask-like gaze, unreadable.

"hey."

“⋯Yes.”

An emotionless voice. They, too, began to observe Mahrian and his conversation.

“What is your name?”

“⋯.”

“I asked what your name was.”

Mahrian bit his lip. It was as if he felt himself doubting him, and his heart ached.

Her mouth opened and closed. She hesitated and agonized. But no matter how much she agonized, only one answer emerged.

“My name is… Mahrian. This is Mahrian.”

And then he smiles again.

"See? This guy isn't Molido. He's my friend. He's Mahrian."

“Robin⋯.”

Her eyes were filled with emotion. She was so grateful that he believed in her even in this situation.

“⋯So now you’re going to trust that woman instead of me?”

“⋯.”

But from Angela's perspective, it wasn't like that.

“⋯Please trust me just this once. Please. These two are not Paradeus.”

"no."

Angela was resolute. From her perspective, holding him here was the best and most effective decision.

“⋯Then I will leave this place with these two.”

“⋯Are you serious?”
 


Silence, for what felt like the umpteenth time today, once again spread. And beneath that silence, only one person moved.

“⋯Yes.”

“So. You’re leaving us behind and going off with those two Nitos?”

“⋯Yes.”

How absurd it was, Angelia asked him again, but all she got in return was a positive response.

“⋯Ha, you said you were going to Berlin to gather information, did you have any feelings for him?”

“You can insult me, but please don’t insult Mahrian and Adeline.”

The atmosphere was calm. However, it was much colder than when they had been talking in raised voices just a moment ago.

“If you really want to leave, I won’t stop you, but leave Molly behind.”

It was the utmost mercy and ultimatum for her. If she refused, the consequences would be obvious.

“I refuse.”

But he refused.

“⋯Hold on.”

It was a split second. The entire Rebellion rushed at him.

Even if he had a grenade in his hand, there was nothing he could do against a tactical doll that was truly dedicated to itself other than self-destruction.

Moreover, if he detonated the bomb here, it was obvious that Mahrian and Adeline would be involved, so it was a judgment that even included the calculation that he would not be able to detonate the bomb.

“Hey, stop it!”

“⋯Stop it.”

But at that moment, Mahrian and Adeline stood in his way.

“Hey… listen?”

“⋯You can take me. So please treat Robin⋯.”

“⋯Ban. Stop bothering me.”

Everyone's expressions were filled with shock. Nito, who should have been his enemy, had instead expressed his willingness to sacrifice himself for him.

“Here, here’s a gift.”

While everyone was standing there dumbfounded, RPK-16 grabbed his hand and replaced the safety pin.

The situation ended in an instant. Mahrian and Adeline obediently followed them, and as time passed and the heat in his head cooled, he was able to make rational decisions.

“⋯This is driving me crazy.”

And then he realized what he had done.

As the excitement subsided and the adrenaline began to wane, my strength began to slowly fade, and my body, with all the injuries it suffered, could no longer maintain consciousness.

“⋯Sergeant.”

He closed his eyes as he looked at the AK-15, which was looking at him with more worry than ever.


Accumulating emotions
 


"Try smiling a little. You'll look really pretty if you do."

I lift my heavy eyelids, along with fragments of memories that have now become part of my daily life.

“Sergeant!”

“⋯AK-15?”

When I opened my eyes, the first thing that greeted me was the AK-15, which looked quite different from usual.

It was the same old words, but the urgency couldn't be hidden. It was a stark contrast to her usual cool and composed demeanor.

“⋯Mahrian and Adeline.”

But it wasn't a particularly important fact to me now.

Instead of answering, she gave me her usual look, but it was similar, but definitely not the same.

“I ask a second time what happened to Mahrian and Adeline.”

I ended up having to repeat the same question twice. But she didn't answer, and thanks to that, I realized what I needed to do and got up, heavy-handed.

“We still need to rest.”

Only then did I open my mouth, but it wasn't the answer I wanted, so I ignored her and got out of bed.

“Ugh⋯.”

As soon as I stepped foot, I swayed and tilted. My body, now relaxed, no longer held its former shape, and I lost my balance.

“⋯You need to take it easy.”

Her rough yet gentle hands held me. She was careful, as if handling a baby, yet her delicate touch clearly conveyed a sense of consideration, but for some reason, it didn't feel particularly good to me.

But that didn't mean I could escape her grasp. I was human, and she was a doll.

“Let go.”

“No.”

“I told you to let go.”

“⋯.”

He dismissed her lightly and put her back to bed. It was a one-sided action that didn't reflect even 1% of my opinion.

With her eyes filled with the emotions that were welling up in this annoying situation, she reluctantly opened her mouth.

“⋯Mollido and Black Nito are currently being interrogated.”

“It’s not Mollido. It’s not even Black Nito.”

A vein appeared on my forehead. Anger welled up. The waves of emotion swirling in my chest shook my composure and leaked onto my face, but she remained expressionless.

“I don’t know what happened to you in Berlin, Mr. Quartermaster, but… those two are Nito. Nito from Paradeus.”
 


“⋯I ask one last time. Where are Mahrian and Adeline now?”

I suppressed my emotions and let out a heavy voice. This was my limit. The AK-15 was close to me, so I could tolerate it up to this point.

But I guess it wasn't her.

“The supply officer was fooled!”

“What do you know!!”

Our emotions collide. This cramped hospital room is filled with the emotions she and I express.

"Didn't Angelia tell you! The Nito you claim to be Mahrian is Molido! The high-ranking Nito of Peredes! Molido!"

“Stop talking nonsense!! I don’t know who that Molly bitch is, but Mahrian is Mahrian! She’s not that crazy bitch you’re talking about!!”

As my emotions grew, my voice rose. It was the first time AK-15 had ever raised her voice at me like this, and it was the first time I had ever raised my voice at her.

There was no compromise. Both sides insisted on their own opinions, refusing to listen to each other's.

“⋯What the fuck.”

In the finale, he even said harsh words to her that he would never normally say.

“Sergeant⋯?”

It was only a moment before my emotions subsided. The burning emotions had completely burned away, leaving the atmosphere cold and miserable.

But my feelings still hadn't cooled. Like lava that had only hardened slightly on the surface, the seemingly cooled emotions still flowed.

I ignored her and got up. Unlike before, my head wasn't dizzy, and for some reason, my ankle felt somewhat better.

“My body is still⋯.”

“Let go.”

He swatted away AK-15's hand, which was filled with worry, and left the hospital room. Still limping from his leg, which hadn't fully healed, he finally left her.

“⋯.”

AK-15, left alone, looked at his hand that had been struck down with a cold expression that was incomparable to that of before.

“⋯The supply officer was an efficient person.”

AK-15 closed her eyes and recalled her memories of him. Clearly, from her perspective, he was an effective man.

Although he is obsessed with the past and blames himself, he was clearly an efficient and good person.

But not anymore.

Kwakjik, she clenched her fist. It was a simple act, but her force split the air, sending a resonant sound.

“So I have to correct it.”

Her eyes were shining with pitch-black determination.
***


“Ha⋯.”

As I faced the cold air, my head gradually cooled down and the whirlwind of emotions calmed down.

Thanks to this, I was able to recall once again what I had done.

“I should apologize later.”

I've been acting a little strange lately. I've always known I was an emotional person, but definitely not to this extent.

It was a combination of several factors. The fragments of memories that kept surfacing made me sensitive, and the false feelings began to slowly peel away, making me increasingly impatient.

Moreover, when he met 404 and drove a wedge into the crack, his already unstable mind couldn't endure it.

“Huh⋯.”

I calm my mind by washing my face dry. The pile of problems is as high as a mountain, but if I tackle the immediate problem one by one, it will eventually disappear.

And the biggest problem for me now was, of course, Mahrian and Adeline.

‘Molly too, Fogert.’ That’s what Angelia and everyone in Rebellion said to me.

They all saw Mahrian and said, "Mollido." So who the hell is that Mollido?

I wander the hallways, dragging my unsteady legs in search of answers. Without my crutches, my pace is incredibly slow, and I manage to bump into someone.

“Luke!”

It was a welcome voice. But to me, it was a voice that was not welcome at all.

"Are you coming to your senses already? Anyway, it's dangerous to be out alone in this state. And besides, you limp. What kind of crutches are you supposed to have?"

A flurry of words flew from AN-94, her expression filled with worry. The emotion emanating from her words was clearly concern and consideration, but to me, it felt only awkward.

At that moment, just as I was about to listen with one ear and let it go out the other like I always do, another fragment flashed through my head.

"I'll tell you a secret too. It's only fair, right?"

“Ugh⋯.”

“Luke, Luke! Are you okay!!”

As I clutched my head with a slight headache, she hurriedly grabbed me. Thanks to her, I didn't collapse, but I felt bad, as if I owed her yet another debt.

“⋯Where are Mahrian and Adeline?”

“That’s not important right now. For now….”

“⋯I ask one last time. Where did you two go?”

Asking the same question to different people yielded the same answer. Thanks to this, I was able to skip the entire process and just convey the conclusion.

“⋯Angelia is being questioned. Rest assured, there’s nothing unusual about her.”

“⋯That’s fortunate.”

Hearing that there was nothing wrong with her body lifted all the unpleasant feelings. Thanks to that, her frown cleared, but her face remained unmoved.

“⋯Luke, I have a question.”

“What is it?”

It was a question I would normally have ignored. Facing her was truly awkward.

But since I owed her this, I felt I had a duty to answer her questions.

“⋯That black Nito. So, the Nito you call Adeline called you ‘Ban’.”

“⋯Why is that?”

My expression, finally relaxed, crumpled again. The subsequent question only made it even more distorted.

“Did you tell me…?”

“⋯.”

I had expected it to some extent, but I didn't know it would go so far beyond my expectations.

I let out a labored sigh. I'd told him before we arrived to call me Luke here, but I must have forgotten in the urgency of the situation.

“Uh. I told you. My name. Michael Van.”

Darkness descended upon her heart, but her expression remained the same, so he didn't notice.

“I’m going.”

Finally, leaving behind a short word, he limped away.

I stare blankly, blankly again, at him as he leaves. And then I despair.

It took him over half a year to learn his name. And even that wasn't from his own lips, it was merely a cowardly overheard.

Why, why did that Nito hear his name in less than a month?

We promised. We definitely promised. On a dark night where nothing could illuminate, we called each other.

Why is that?

Why is that?

Why is that?

Why doesn't he look at me?


Molido, Mahrian
 


"excuse me."

“Okay. Sit down.”

This is Angelia's room. The reason she came here was, one might say, to have a somewhat deeper conversation.

Once I sat down on the sofa as she had suggested, a quiet atmosphere filled the air. Of course, I knew why, and Angela knew it too.

“Are you feeling better?”

In the end, it was Angelia who spoke first. Sipping the coffee in her hand, she announced the beginning of a story that might have been a bit long.

“Yes. I think everything will get better soon, except for my left shoulder.”

The original injured area was gradually improving. As evidence, the bandage on his head had been removed, and he was able to walk without crutches.

However, the left shoulder, pierced by a bullet while protecting Mahrian, would take a long time to heal. Fortunately, I was accustomed to using both hands; otherwise, I would have been in severe discomfort for several days.

“Haa… I’m sorry. I was too excited back then.”

"No. It was I who lost control of my emotions. I apologize again."

Angela offered her apologies. But it was clearly my fault then, and I was also the one who let my emotions control me. Looking back, Angela made the best decision she could.

“Okay… Then let’s get to the main point.”

With those words, Angela handed me a photograph. I reached out with my right hand, taking it cautiously, in place of my still left, and a familiar yet unfamiliar person greeted me.
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“⋯So this woman is ‘Mollido’?”

"okay."

She was right. The woman in the photo, Molido, looked exactly like Mahrian, except for the different outfit.

“⋯What happened to Mahrian and Adeline now?”

“AK-12 and RPK-16 are conducting interrogation and psychoanalysis simultaneously.”

“⋯Phew.”

He sighed deeply as he wrapped his arms around his head. He was so worried about what those two crazy bastards might do to Mahrian and Adeline.

“Don’t worry. We’re doing everything as humanely as possible.”

Perhaps sensing my feelings, Angela took another sip of her coffee and offered me some reassuring words.

“⋯So, have you found out anything?”

“There are quite a few. Want to hear them?”

“You have to listen.”

Angela's words were as follows: I accessed Mahrian's mind, but his memories were so jumbled that it was impossible to piece together the timeline. Furthermore, the fragments of his memories, constantly changing, made an already chaotic analysis even more difficult.

And Adeline was literally empty. The suppressor and modification device in her head had been removed, so she had forgotten all her past memories and was set to follow me.

In fact, she had a stable mental state to the point where she could trust Adeline more than Mahrian.

"What the hell did you do? You said you were going to work, but you came back from a trip with Nito and the two of you?"

At first glance, the words might have sounded sarcastic, but they were clearly pure questions. After all, I didn't expect it to turn out like this.

And I thought now was my chance.

“Mahrian can see the future.”

“⋯What?”

I finally managed to set the mood, but all I got in return was a dumbfounded expression and tone. But since I blurted it out without any regard for the situation, it was understandable.

“In Berlin, we stopped Paradeus’s terror attacks: in the underground passages, in the containment walls, in the main town, and in the prison.”

To avoid any misunderstanding, I continued speaking hurriedly. I felt this was my first and last chance to persuade her.

"When I went to the place Mahrian had mentioned, I found a bomb planted by Paradeus, just as she had said. Although I couldn't stop it all, it's true that a terrorist attack occurred at the place she had mentioned."

“⋯Keep going.”
 


The absurdity from earlier had already vanished, and her eyes were sparkling with interest. Thanks to this, I was able to continue speaking.

“The underground passage was equipped with a particle bomb, and the containment wall was also attacked by bombs and Paradeus troops⋯.”

My words trailed off for a moment. A single entity flashed through my mind.

“Ah! Narcissus!! Yes! Narcissus! I had to say that!”

"uh?"

“I met a new Nito! But that Nito… was more ferocious and powerful than any creature I’ve ever seen.”

As I said that, I rolled up my sleeves and showed her the wound on my right arm, a wound caused by the wind pressure of Narcissus's blade.

"That guy throws a floating sword, and this wound is from the wind pressure of that sword. It didn't even touch, but the flesh was torn like this."

“Just because of the wind pressure?”

Perhaps my sincerity was conveyed. Before I knew it, Angela began to listen to me.

"And that's not all. Its durability is also beyond imagination. Even if you drop a bomb on it, it only gets slightly scorched, but doesn't cause any significant damage. It's not an ordinary thing."

“⋯Then how did you deal with that guy?”

It was a question fraught with suspicion. And the only answer I could give was a questionably suspicious one.

“⋯Adeline accessed Nito’s communication and deceived them.”

“⋯Do you think that makes sense?”

I couldn't answer. Now that I think about it, it honestly didn't make sense.

“I don’t know if that friend who claims to be Mahrian can see the future, but if she’s Molido, an executive at Paradeus, then doesn’t that explain everything?”

It certainly made sense. If Mahrian was Molido, as she said, then it explained that he could have known in advance where Paradeus would appear.

But not for me.

“Miss Angelia, do you still think of Mahrian as a Molly?”

I hesitated for a moment about what to say, then just threw the question straight. Beating around the bush wasn't my style, and I didn't want to engage in a psychological warfare with Angela in the first place.

“Oh. Right.”

It took a while for the answer to come back, but it was ultimately a positive response. It was typical of Angelia, who rarely trusts people, but it wasn't a good answer for me.

“Did you know that woman was Nito?”

"yes."

“What happened?”

Hearing her question, I remembered my first encounter with Mahrian. The evil man who had kidnapped the great saintess in the village. Robin's memories.

"I detonated an electromagnetic bomb during the kidnapping, and Mahrian didn't wake up for several days. He wasn't a doll, but he certainly wasn't a robot, so I was certain it was Nito."

“⋯Kidnapping? What do you mean?”

It was a tone of voice that suggested he didn't understand. And it seemed like he didn't really understand. After all, it would have been strange to believe him, considering their first meeting was a kidnapping.

Thanks to that, the story became a bit longer. It started with me entering Berlin without any plan, then entering the village, then rescuing Mahrian from the pigs, then accidentally picking up Adeline. And then... and then... Elsa's story.

“⋯Well, Elsa, she always told me I was a good person until the very end. I, I⋯ am such a bad person⋯.”

Before I knew it, my voice was wet. Although no tears came to my eyes, it wouldn't have been strange if they had.

“So. After that, I went to prison. There….”

“⋯Yes. I met 404.”

My emotions quickly subsided. I was used to changing masks, and I didn't want to be consumed by sadness any longer.

“Those guys helped me here and there. In fact, if it weren't for them, I would have died in the village.”

But instead of gratitude, I felt a sense of confusion. And with that confusion came a question: How did those guys know where I was and come looking for me?

The great question that filled my head was reflected in my expression, and soon Angelia noticed it too.

“It seems like we both need some time to gather our thoughts.”

It marked the end of the conversation. Thanks to that, I quickly got up and added one last, stilted remark before leaving the room.

“Please trust Mahrian and Adeline.”

Squeak, the door opens and closes. The conversation really ends like that.

“Haa⋯.”

Left alone, Angelia closed her eyes and collected her thoughts. She had heard a wealth of information from his lips. Whether it was true or false was up to her to discern, but one thing was certain.

He would not have lied to himself.

As I was organizing my thoughts, so many names came to mind: Molido, Mahrian, Adeline, Elsa, and Narcissus.

But the most important keyword among them was ‘Elsa’.

“I think I’m ready to become a good person now.”

She gave me a faint smile as if she liked me, and then finished all the coffee.


endless love
 


"How are you feeling? Are you okay? Did the other kids do anything strange?"

“You take care of yourself first, not us. Is your shoulder okay now?⋯”

“Adeline is right. Are you feeling better?”

After a few days, I finally got to see Mahrian and Adeline. Thanks to them, we were able to celebrate our reunion, creating a spectacle of mutual concern.

"Well, I'm a very strong person. Look at this. The bandages are all gone, except for my shoulder."

That was an exaggeration. The wound on my right arm hadn't fully healed yet.

But I thought it was a better idea to reassure them even by lying like this, so I was able to lie like this calmly.

“Haa… By the way, did you find out anything?”

The warm atmosphere only lasted for a moment, and my heart began to ache in this unfair and frustrating situation.

"⋯I find Nito's mind map, or 'Conscious Panorama,' to be incredibly unstable. My memories are a jumble."

“I’m the opposite. There’s nothing. It’s just empty.”

“So, you’re saying we still have a long way to go before we get out of here?”
 


“⋯.”

When I asked him straight to the point, Mahrian nodded with difficulty. What on earth did these two do wrong to deserve this treatment?

“Nothing happened? Those guys you inspectors are such weird bitches.”

I was worried. RPK-16 was a strange woman to begin with. Not only was she secretly irritating others, but her eerily sharp intuition made me wonder what direction she would take.

And the AK-12⋯.

“⋯Robin.”

“⋯Ah.”

Just as I was about to be consumed by anger, unable to control my surging emotions, Mahrian grabbed my hand.

It was an act with multiple intentions: to prevent myself from being dominated by my emotions, and to let me know that I was okay.

As we held hands so quietly, Adeline, who was next to us, also secretly placed her hand on mine.

"me too."

“⋯Huh.”

I laughed. It was clearly more of a hollow laugh, but it was still a laugh.

“Yeah. You come to work too.”

Slowly, very slowly, I reached out with my free hand and took Adeline's. At first, her hand trembled slightly, as if she were startled, but it soon calmed down and she immediately took my hand.

“By the way, you. I told you to call me Luke here.”

"Ban. There are too many names. Let's unify them. And Ban is better than Luke."

“⋯Heh. Okay. Do as you wish.”

If it were any of the other kids, I'd probably be very uncomfortable, but for some reason, Adeline seemed fine. And since no one knew my name anyway, except for AK-12 and AN-94, I could just insist it was a pseudonym.

“But Mahrian. Why do you still call me Robin?”

Thinking about that, a question suddenly occurred to me: Why does she still call me Robin?

“Um… that’s….”

Mahrian seemed to ponder for a moment, then let out a sigh. He closed his eyes, seemingly contemplating something, then let go of my hand and placed it on my chest.

"If Robin becomes a little more honest, then I'll call Michael Van."

“Should I be more honest here?”

I spoke to her with a hint of sarcasm, but she didn't respond. She simply continued to look at me with gentle, somewhat hazy eyes.

“⋯.”

It was just an exchange of glances, but for some reason, I couldn't look her in the eye. Those eyes, which were now filled with sadness, beyond gentleness, filled me with an inexplicable guilt.

“⋯?”

But the mood suddenly broke. I sensed an unknown presence and instinctively turned my head away.

"what."

But when I looked out the window where I'd sensed a presence, nothing existed. Only an empty hallway filled my vision. There wasn't anyone standing there or anything.

“Sergeant.”

At that moment, the door opened and a familiar voice was heard.

“Oh, hello.”

The identity of the person who suddenly barged in was AK-15. The already awkward atmosphere was amplified by the intrusion of a slightly awkward person.

“What’s going on?”

“⋯.”

She didn't answer. She just stared at Adeline and Mahrian with silent, indifferent eyes.

My gaze gradually descended to our hands. They touched Adeline, who was resting on the table.

“Oh, hello.”

Mahrian, who was momentarily speechless, was overwhelmed by the overwhelming pressure, and offered a greeting, but she simply ignored him.

“⋯Well then, that’s all. Excuse me.”

That was the end. Her sudden intrusion concluded there.

That made me even more curious. Had he come here in person just to see the three of us? Was the AK-15, which values efficiency above all else?

“Robin.”

"ah."

But thanks to that, the mood eased. The awkwardness from earlier disappeared, and we were able to resume our conversation as we had before.
***


It's inefficient.

That was the conclusion reached by the AK-15.

Of course, that wasn't a conclusion he came to himself.

The Rebellion's supply officer, that was the conclusion he had reached.

He was an efficient person. He never wasted time, disciplined himself, and still managed to finish all his original tasks. He was truly efficient.

He was someone I liked. It was nice to meet someone similar to myself for the first time.

But he was now falling apart.

What on earth did you do in Berlin? How did it end up like this?

Why on earth do we defend Nito and waste time on them?

Why don't you spend time on me?

The time I invested in them was originally my own. We communicated silently with him at the training ground, occasionally chatting, and we moved forward in an efficient direction.

But now, that's no longer the case. He doesn't see himself and instead invests all his time in Nito, who claims to be Mahrian.

It was an inefficient act. So, so inefficient.

But there was something else that hurt my heart the most.

The body covered in wounds here and there was something that clearly would not have happened if he had been by her side.

Legs so tight that it's hard to even move on your own. A head heavily bandaged. A large scar on your right arm.

It was an injury that would never have occurred if I had been confident. Even if it had happened, I was confident I could have stopped it with all my might.

But he's covered in wounds. And wasn't that another hole in his shoulder from the bullet he'd fired at Mahrian last time?

Suddenly, my teeth grinded. I hated myself for doing that, and I hated Mahrian for creating that situation.

Bubbling, emotions seething. One, two, her heart fills with darkness.

Her cold heart melts with emotion and soon loses its form.

The heart, now disembodied, gradually changes. It gradually transforms into his face.

And finally, she hardens. Her emotions subside, and her mind finds peace again.

And her transformed mind had already changed into his face.

“⋯.”

She made up her mind.
***


“⋯Haa.”

Sigh, and then another sigh.

The person I was looking at through the window was AN-94. I was quietly following him, and happened to catch a glimpse of them.

'⋯Robin.'

She took his hand without hesitation, something I couldn't do.

'⋯Robin.'

She placed her hand on his chest without hesitation, something I couldn't do.

'⋯Michael Van.'

She called his name without hesitation, something I couldn't do.

A year has passed.

But he didn't remember his promise.

So when will my promise, our promise, be kept?

Five years? Ten years? Or even a hundred years? No, it hasn't been kept until now, so what guarantee is there that it will be kept even after a hundred years?

Didn't you say it with your own mouth? That it was a story we would remember forever, a story just for the two of us, a story engraved in both of our hearts.

But why don't you remember your promise?

Even though I waited like that, waiting endlessly, all I got in return was your cold gaze and the dregs of affection you didn't give me.

I knew it first, I liked it first, I loved it first.

I promised first, I said I would keep my promises, I said I wouldn't break my promises.

Even as loneliness slowly filled my heart, I forced myself to ignore reality, worrying that my promise might be broken.

But now I knew: he didn't remember his promise.

So again, resentment, tears, hope. But soon despair.

But then again, love, the expectation that it would be different, but in return, disappointment, cold stares, crude criticism, heartbreaking insults, and that's why I despair.

Unreceived love, endless despair, unfulfilled affection, unanswered affection.

And the anger that blossomed beneath the mature despair.

And love again.

Endless love.


I'll call this a promise
 


"Good to meet you. Commander of S09 Command. I'm Luke Gloucester."

A tough guy. That was AN-94's impression of him.

His actions are stiff. His speech is stiff. His expression is stiff.

Moreover, the air he exhaled felt hard, so it was a word that really suited him.

That was actually true. He was such a tough guy back then.

But it wasn't necessarily a bad thing. Aside from being rigid, he was a person who got things done diligently and well.

AK-12 seemed rather intrigued by this sight, but I didn't pay much attention. There was no particular reason to get close, and crucially, I could see him drawing a line between himself and the others.

That's how it went. Time passed meaninglessly, and I maintained a close relationship with him.

Then one day. On a dark night, Angelia suddenly called out to me. And that day marked another turning point in my life.

“Haa⋯.”

“Angelia?”

I followed Angelia's signal, who had called me in a hurry, and she greeted me with a sigh, clutching her forehead.

But there was something else that caught me off guard. He, who always seemed so thorough, was sprawled on the floor, sleeping as if he were dead.

“⋯He said he had never tried alcohol before, so I suggested he try it, but he didn’t know his tolerance, so he got drunk.”

I turned to Angela, as if she needed an explanation, and she gave me a detailed explanation. Thanks to her, I understood the situation and carefully lifted him up.

“Thank you. I was going to do it myself, but I don’t know why you’re so strong.”

“No, Angela. This much is fine.”

I gave her a brief greeting and lifted him up. He was clearly quite sturdy, but to me, a doll, he felt light.

“It’s about here⋯.”

As I continued walking, I arrived in front of his room. I carefully opened the door and laid him down on the bed.

My goal was achieved, and I had nothing else to do, so I was about to leave when something caught my eye.

“⋯That’s.”

It was a pendant. A pendant he always carried with him except when on missions.

And that pendant, the only thing that makes him, who always lived with heavy eyes as if looking into a sunken abyss, return with lively eyes.

He was a hard man with peculiar eyes. His gray eyes, thick with fatigue, seemed heavy, as if gazing into a sunken abyss. His dark gaze, as if staring into it for too long would suck you in, was truly sharp and deeply sorrowful.

But those sad eyes changed every time she looked at the pendant. The hazy gaze, as if longing for something, naturally brought sympathy.

So then what exactly is inside the pendant?

It was curiosity. Simple curiosity. And I was in a position to satisfy that curiosity right now.

Eventually, unable to overcome my desire, I carefully unfolded the pendant and found that it contained someone's photo.

“⋯This is.”

It was a child. A child who looked to be about five years old.

Black hair, gray eyes. It was something like that.

And at this point, I had a gut feeling: this kid was definitely part of his family.

It was a moment of understanding. Why did his eyes always glow with life whenever he looked at this photo?

As I carefully put the pendant down, feeling a small sense of sympathy, I heard a voice behind me.

“Eu ...

“⋯Commander?”

There was only one person who could speak, but it was clearly not the voice he was meant to speak.

But when I turned my head, he was already awake and was looking at me.

“Huh? AN-94? Hello!”

“⋯Huh?”

It was a bright voice. A bright expression. Bright eyes.

That's why I couldn't understand it at all.

“Hehehe! Nice to meet you! Nice to meet you!”

He came at me in an instant, grabbed my hand, and began swinging it wildly. I couldn't control my strength, and my hand flew around in the air.

“Huh, Commander?”

Actions, speech, and gazes I would never normally exhibit. It didn't take long for my mind map to fill with confusion.

“What are you doing here? Let’s get out!!”
 


“Hey, wait a minute!!”

He immediately grabbed my hand and began leading me outside. Normally, I would have remained calm, but I was so flustered that I let his pace drag me out.

“Hmph… It’s dark…”

It was pitch black outside. The moon, ashamed to reveal itself, hid itself, and even the stars were busy fleeing. It was a truly dark night, impossible to see even an inch ahead.

“Commander.”

“Huh? Why?”

After some time, my head naturally cooled down, and thanks to that, I was able to regain my composure.

“You’re drunk now. I recommend you go back to your room and sleep.”

It was a perfectly reasonable statement. He would have accepted it and returned to his room.

But now he wasn't his usual self.

“Huh? Are you okay?”

“Wh, what!”

He took a slow, cautious step forward. He began to step forward in the darkness, unable to see an inch.

“It’s dangerous!”

He was already drunk, and it was obvious he'd get hurt on such a dark night. So I tried to stop him by grabbing his arm, but he grabbed my hand instead.

“Let’s walk together. It’ll be fun.”

“⋯Commander?”

It was a completely different voice from before. If the sight before had been childlike and innocent, now it felt like seeing an adult.

“Okay!! Let’s go!!”

That was only for a moment, and he returned to his childish state and started walking without any plan.

But somehow, it wasn't bad. This moment of walking, holding his hand, somehow felt worthwhile.

“By the way, try smiling a little. You’ll look really pretty if you do.”

“Wh, what⋯.”

“The atmosphere is weird!!”

It was a mess. One moment he was acting mature, the next he was whining like a child, and now he was suddenly crying out in a low voice that the atmosphere was strange.

“So the question is, who created the scar on my eye?”

“What, what does that mean?”

He had a large scar over his left eye. A long, thin scar that reminded him of someone.

"Of course, it's a wound sustained during a mission. Don't commanders go on field missions often?"

It was a reasonable inference. He always took off his shoes and went out on field missions.

“Ding. Wrong answer!!! The correct answer is!!!”

Unfortunately, it was the wrong answer. Of course, I didn't really care, but the answer I got back was enough to shock me.

“My father.”

“⋯What?”

His voice was shrill, almost chilling. But even more so, his expression was so cold that I involuntarily took a step back.

“⋯Just kidding.”

It didn't sound like a joke at all, but he calmly said it was a joke and didn't stop walking.

“By the way, why do you always put yourself down?”

“⋯What are you talking about?”

It was clearly a child's voice. A naive, optimistic child. Of course, the insight imparted in those words was anything but childish.

"See? Always putting yourself down and relying heavily on the AK-12. Oh, don't get me wrong. It's not a bad thing."

“⋯.”

Normally, I would have just ignored it. But today, it was dark, and there was no one else in the room besides the two of us.

“⋯I am fake.”

Maybe it was the atmosphere. Or maybe it was the novelty of your drunken appearance. Without realizing it, I began to pour out my heart.

“⋯What does that mean?”

“I am a fake… No matter how hard I try, I can never become AK-12, I am just a fake who assists her.”

The surrounding scenery seemed to have stopped. No sound could be heard, and neither of us took any action.

You, who had been like a child, had suddenly become the most serious expression on anyone's face in the world, and I had become the saddest expression on anyone's face in the world.

"of course."

“⋯I see.”

After a long time, the answer I received stabbed me deeply. But it wasn't wrong, so I nodded in agreement.

“No matter how hard you try, you can never become AK-12, and no matter how hard AK-12 tries, it can never become you.”

“⋯What does that mean?”

"You said it yourself earlier, didn't you? You're a fake. As you said, you're a fake, so you can't be a real AK-12."

It was strange. The wind was clearly swaying the grass, and tiny stars were shining brightly, flaunting themselves, but all I could see was you.

Now, there were only the two of us in this world.

"But you're not the real AK-12. You're another real thing. The one and only real thing in the world, unmatched by anyone else."

He wasn't a child. He was now an adult, capable of understanding the hearts of others.

"No matter how hard you try, you can never become AK-12. It's like no matter how hard AK-12 tries, you can never become AK-12."

And then, with a faint smile that I had never shown before, he said this.

“Because you are not fake.”

“⋯Commander.”

I crossed eyes with him. Instead of the deep, ocean-like eyes he always showed me, I was greeted by eyes filled with affection and warmth.

“⋯I feel like I’ve only talked about you.”

He sat down. When I came to, I was already seated next to him.

The grass, soaked in the cool night air, was incredibly cold, but for some reason it didn't feel cold at all.

“Well… Since you told me a secret, I’ll tell you a secret too.”

"secret?"

“Yeah. It’s a secret.”

He smiled innocently. It was clearly the kind of smile a child would make, but he didn't feel childish at all.

“I don’t have a birthday. I’m invincible.”

“⋯Why?”

“Um… If I go into detail, it’ll take too long, so I’ll tell you later. Anyway, that’s why I’ve never received a single birthday wish.”

I couldn't hide my surprise. Especially since I knew he would lie in this situation.

And then the question arose: If it was really his father who gave him the scar over his eye, what on earth did he do?

"So, I'm going to make the most meaningful day of my life my birthday. And I'll be the first to tell you about it."

“What? Why are you giving me something so important⋯.”

“Why? We’re friends, right?”

“⋯⋯⋯What?”

For a moment, my thoughts paused. What he had said didn't make sense, and I couldn't accept it.

"We're friends. If I tell you my birthday, you'll be the first to wish me a happy birthday. How about that?"

“⋯Huh?”

But he continued speaking calmly and took my hand. I nodded, and he smiled affectionately once more.

"Okay. Then, let's talk about the story we've shared so far, the story that will be remembered forever, and the story that only the two of us know."

He cautiously reached out to my chest. Though we didn't touch, the warmth of his hand was felt and warmed my heart.

“I have engraved it on your heart and on my heart.”

This time, he pulled my hand to his chest. The warmth from his chest flowed through my hand, warming me.

“⋯Commander.”

It was a dark night. The moon and stars had not even revealed themselves, so it was pitch-black that nothing could be seen.

But somehow, even on this dark, dark night, even on this pitch-black night where I couldn't see anything, the gentle smile on your face shone brighter than anything else in this world.

“I’ll call this a promise.”

“⋯Understood. Commander.”

Without realizing it, I ended up laughing.


A twisted heart
 


“Really? That guy laughed?”

AK-12 couldn't believe it. He couldn't believe that the hardened man was smiling brightly at AN-94.

Of course, there was a valid reason. Back then, he never showed any change in expression, let alone laughed in front of others.

“It’s true. He smiled at me.”

But hearing AN-94's firm voice, AK-12 couldn't help but be convinced. After all, she hadn't lied to AK-12.

"Then what on earth did you say? You didn't just look at my face and laugh, did you?"

“That, that is⋯.”

She tried to speak as she always did, but then she suddenly remembered the conversation she had with him.

"A story between just the two of us, unknown to anyone else. I've engraved it in your heart, and in mine."

Before calling that night's events a promise, he'd clearly stated that it was a private conversation between the two of them, something no one else knew. So, if he told AK-12 here, it would no longer be a private conversation.

“That, that’s why⋯.”

But the AK-12 was AN-94's landmark. A landmark that would always reveal the answer if followed. Could he really leave her a secret? AN-94 began to overload.

“No, no, if it’s hard to say, you don’t have to.”

“Oh, no. I will tell you.”

“Haha, okay.”

AK-12 offered her a meaningful smile and tried to dissuade her. Whatever had transpired between them, she was quick-witted and expected AN-94 to be reluctant to speak.

Moreover, he wanted her, who had always relied on him, to become independent from him.

"Everyone has a secret. And your secret is the conversation you had with the Commander."

“⋯I see.”

AN-94 bowed her head slightly and placed a hand on her chest. And at that moment, seeing the slight change in her face, AK-12 couldn't hide his smile.

Because she, who always walked around with a blank expression, was clearly smiling faintly.

“Then I should get ready too~.”

“What kind of preparation are you talking about?”

When AN-94 asked back at the sudden announcement, AK-12, who had been thinking for a moment, opened his mouth.

“A little prank to see the change in the commander’s expression.”

After saying that, AK-12 left the room, and I looked at her back as she left, then quickly got up.

“It’s about here⋯.”

A heavy yet light step, a light yet heavy step.

Slowly, very slowly. I walk very slowly to meet him.

"ah."

Perhaps she was lucky. Before she even reached his room, she was able to face him.

“⋯.”

Perhaps he hadn't noticed her yet. He was still walking down the hallway with a stern expression.

“Luke!”

When she called his name, unable to calm her excited heart, he slowly turned his head.

However, his expression was still stiff.

“Uh… Are you feeling better?”

I hesitated for a moment because he looked so different from yesterday, but I quickly gathered myself and expressed my concern for his well-being.

“⋯Don’t call my name. I am the commander.”

“⋯⋯Huh?”

But the answer I got back was so cold.

That was the end. I finally managed to start a conversation, but it ended in less than ten seconds.

“Commander! Wait a minute!”

“⋯.”

Bewildered, she called out to him again, but the only response was the same cold gaze. A gaze so cold, like frost, that AN-94 swallowed dryly.

“If you don’t have any business, don’t call.”

I stood there blankly for a moment, unable to control my emotions, and then he turned away again. It was the same person's back as yesterday, but his attitude was completely different.

Because of this, AN-94's mind map began to become confused. But more than that, he felt he couldn't let go of him now.

“Luke, Luke! Hey, promise! Have you forgotten our promise!!”

He flinched. He paused for a moment, his body trembling slightly. Seeing this, AN-94 felt renewed hope, but the answer he received left a gaping hole in her heart.

“I never made a promise to you, AN-94.”

“⋯⋯⋯Ah.”

His words shot like arrows, piercing her heart. AN-94, who had collapsed to the ground, stared at him, making a dumbfounded noise, but he didn't even spare her a glance and just walked away.

Watching his back as he gradually moved away, AN-94 began to wonder what on earth was going on.

Why? Why? Why?

You clearly said it was a promise. You said it with your own mouth, an unforgettable story. But why?

Despair fills her hollow heart. Slowly, and stickily, despair fills the hole in her chest.

Why? Why would he, who was so warm, so affectionate, so kind, treat her so coldly?

She carefully unfolded her left hand, but the warmth was clearly still there.

As I was blankly clenching and unclenching my fist, I started hearing a loud noise coming from the direction he had disappeared from.

It was instinct. She was clearly deeply hurt, but the instinct that if she didn't go to that place now, something terrible would happen, made her stand up.
***


“⋯.”

“⋯What, Commander?”

The silence was terrifyingly chilling. The atmosphere was so chilled, as if a chill had blown through it, that even the air seemed to freeze, making breathing difficult.

I carefully turned my head to assess the situation. The commander's expression was more desperate than ever. AK-12's expression was more bewildered than ever.

He turned his head once more to assess the situation. His shattered lighter lay scattered on the floor, and... the pendant containing his family photo.

“Ah⋯.”

The silence was broken. His voice, filled with 100% despair, cut through the silence and arrived here.

“⋯⋯haha.”

Step by step, he slowly takes his steps. He steps towards the shattered pendant.

AK-12 and I were helpless. We could only watch him, unable to take any action.

He knelt down towards the pendant and opened it with trembling hands.

The photo was so blackened that even the shape was unrecognizable.

“Ah ...

It wasn't a sound a human could make. No, certainly not even an animal could howl like that.

“Oh, no… What I wanted… was something like this…”

AK-12 also seemed to be in a state of panic, muttering quietly and taking no action. Ultimately, I was the only one who could resolve this situation.

“Commander!! Calm down!!”

I rushed over and tried to stop him, but his desperate cries would not stop.

“Ah ...

There were no tears shed. There were tears of blood.

Unable to cope with the waves of emotions that could not be expressed in words, the blood vessels in his eyes burst.

That day left only scars for everyone. AK-12, who regretted a single, irreversible mistake for the rest of his life. He, who lost the last family photo. Me, whose promise was broken.

And so time passed. Time passed, leaving the wounds in everyone's heart unhealed.

“⋯.”

I couldn't talk to him after that day. Although he seemed to have quickly regained consciousness, I could sense that he was blatantly avoiding us.

‘I’ll call this a promise.’

In the end, it meant that there would never be a time when my unjust promise would be acknowledged.

I was desperate. I was heartbroken. Was that night a dream? Was you, who told me I was real, just a figure in a dream?

I was consumed by a sense of futility, unable to focus on anything. Even when I went on missions, I often found myself standing there in a daze.

-AN-94. What are you doing! What are you doing!

“Ah⋯.”

Thanks to that, something like this happened. I saw a bomb flying in the distance, but for some reason, my legs wouldn't move.

Yeah. I haven't backed up my mind map yet, so if I die here, wouldn't I forget that day's promise? Wouldn't it be better to pretend it never happened?

With that thought in mind, I ignored the voice and quietly closed my eyes. To forget all my memories, to let go of everything.

I saw nothing. I heard nothing. There was nothing left in my world.

“AN-94!”

“⋯Huh?”

But you came into my world once again.

A sudden shock struck my body, accompanied by an urgent voice. When I opened my eyes, I was greeted by an unbelievable sight.

I am being pushed far away by a strong impact, and the bomb is slowly approaching me.

And you who threw your body to get me away from the bomb.

It was strange. I'm a doll, a doll that can come back to life even if it dies. Why did a human, who is supposed to be the end of everything once he dies, save me?

But what was strangest was your expression. Your eyes. Your voice. It was so affectionate, just like that day.

“Commander!!!”

Thanks to that, I came to my senses, but it was already too late.

-Phew!!!

“⋯Ahhh!!!”

I quickly got up and ran to him. More urgently, more desperately, more desperately than ever.

Although he wasn't hit directly, he was clearly human. He was clearly seriously injured.

I dragged my heavy body to him and checked on him, but he was barely alive and was seriously injured.

My heart was breaking. But more than that, the will to save him was rising.

“No… No!”

As I quickly picked you up, your heartbeat felt incredibly slow as our chests touched. Your breathing was so faint that I couldn't hear it unless I concentrated.

That's why I was so scared. I was afraid that you would never open your eyes again.

So they somehow managed to get him to the emergency room, but they said that if he was unlucky, he wouldn't wake up.

It's my fault. It's my fault. I lost focus in the middle of the battle.

He didn't open his eyes. That scared me. I was afraid he'd never look at me with affection again.

He didn't show any expression. That scared me. I was afraid he'd never show me any affection again.

He didn't make a sound. That scared me. I was afraid he wouldn't speak to me with that gentle voice anymore.

I quietly held his hand, but it didn't feel as warm as last time.

Days, days, time passed. But I was still holding his hand.

A week, two weeks, time passed. But I was still holding his hand.

And finally, on the third week, a miracle happened.

“⋯Luke, Luke⋯.”

He opened his eyes.

The first thing he did as he slowly got up was to open and close his hands repeatedly.

“AN-94.”

“Uh, yeah?”

It was his usual low voice. But there was definitely affection in it.

"thank you."

“⋯⋯⋯Huh?”

I couldn't count the number of times I'd been flustered. But I couldn't remain dumbfounded this time either.

“Oh, no… It’s all my fault. Why would you do this to someone like me…?”

I felt like crying. How could I possibly hear your gratitude for acknowledging my uselessness and risking your life to save me? Shamelessness is a virtue.

But he didn't care at all. He cared more about me than his broken self.

“Your hand is warm. Did you hold it?”

I forced myself to stop crying and nodded. I couldn't control the emotions welling up within me, but I somehow managed to hold back and give him a positive sign.

"Then that's fine. That's fine. There's no need to be sorry."

Hearing that voice, I realized: that day's promise... wasn't a dream after all.

Beneath that always stiff facade, there was a very affectionate person. You were the kindest and most loving person in the world. I knew that.

So from that day on, I waited for you to remember your promise.

You left Rebellion, but I waited.

You never came here because you hated the AK-12, but I waited.

No matter how harshly you treated me, I waited because it was clearly my fault.

So I waited for a month, two months, and then a year.

You didn't remember your promise.

Our promise became a forgotten promise.

"⋯."

So back to reality.

When I opened my eyes, all I saw was the dagger I always carried in my arms.

I slowly walked over and picked up the dagger. The fluorescent light reflected off it, making it feel sharper than ever.

'I have engraved it on your heart, and I have engraved it on my heart.'

He clearly said he had taken our story to heart, but our empty promises were not engraved in his heart.

So, with something this sharp, wouldn't it be possible to engrave a promise on your heart once again?

Couldn't you engrave our unforgettable promise on your heart?


Checkmate
 


What set me in motion early in the morning was Angelia's call. As someone I'd always trusted and followed, I headed to her room without complaint.

“Huh⋯.”

I forced myself to take steps that wouldn't go away. The fragments of memories that appeared out of nowhere were now starting to hurt my head.

‘Why? We’re friends, right?’

‘I’ll call this a promise.’

‘I have engraved it on your heart and on my heart.’

“Stop it⋯.”

I wanted to ignore the memories that kept surfacing, but my mind wouldn't let me. It kept tormenting me, presenting me with yet another fragment, as if trying to somehow resurrect them.

"I'm going on a little trip. I might not return, or even if I do, I might be a little changed."

"But I promise you this: no matter what I become, I love you more than anyone in this world."

“Stop it…!! Stop it!!!”

Even if I got a direct thunderbolt to the head, it wouldn't hurt this much. My thoughts were churning, creating a whirlpool that was wreaking havoc on my brain.

But the strangest thing was that my chest felt tighter than my aching head.

Why? No matter how much I questioned it, no matter how much I closed my eyes and pondered it, no answer came.

Ultimately, the answer I chose to this insoluble conundrum was ignorance. I thought if I ran away like I always did, it would eventually be forgotten.

But was the answer I finally chose the wrong one? The fragments of memory had completely consumed my mind, and I could no longer ignore them.

As I walked aimlessly, clutching my head as if it was about to break, I arrived at Angelia's room before I knew it.

-dripping.

“Oh. Come in.”

The same knock as always. The same voice as always. And when the door opens, the same person as always.

"excuse me."

And the same greeting as always.

“How long are you going to be so stubborn?”

When I bowed politely and greeted her, Angela shook her head as if she was fed up. It seemed like she didn't like my attitude, but I'd learned from a young age to be polite to superiors, so I couldn't afford to change.

“Uh. Sit over there.”

Angela put down her coffee and turned her gaze to him. Slowly examining his complexion, she saw that the seemingly endless darkness she'd seen before had shrunk to the point where she could almost cover it with her hand.

That means now is the best time.

“⋯Are Mahrian and Adeline really okay?”

Even before he sat down on the sofa, his mouth opened. It told him the weight of the two of them was heavy, and that his current state was not good.

Thanks to that, Angela let out a small sigh.

“Well then. Would I lie about something like this?”

Mahrian and Adeline were currently transferred to Persica's laboratory. Mahrian, already mentally unstable, and Adeline's conscious panorama had suddenly become unstable, necessitating expert intervention.

Since the two were such high-level personnel, they were escorted to Persica's laboratory by all the remaining Rebellion members, except for AN-94, who was currently in a very poor condition, in case of an emergency.

“So, how is life as a supply officer?”

“Now, what… are you used to it?”

With his poker face back, he sat down on the sofa. The cushions sank, making an unsightly sound as the air escaped, but neither of them paid much attention, knowing that this was proof of the sofa's softness.

One, two, time passes. Their mouths remained silent, but time continued to flow.

As time passed by without a trace, Angelia made up her mind.

"Luke, the supply officer is fired."

“⋯What are you talking about?”

“You know, Rebellion doesn’t actually need supply officers.”
 


“⋯.”

It was the right thing to say. And it was something I clearly knew. That's why it was so unacceptable.

“So. Go back to Griffin.”

“⋯⋯⋯What did you say?”

And in response to the reply that came back, his face suddenly frowned.

The atmosphere instantly became tense. The darkness he held within him grew, filling the room. A normal person would have been terrified by that deep, heavy darkness, but Angelia knew.

That darkness is nothing but an illusion.

“Do you know how to play chess?”

Thanks to this, Angela was more calm than anyone else. She was even able to sip coffee while placing the chess pieces she'd prepared on the table.

“⋯⋯I know a little, just a little bit.”

His voice was filled with suppressed emotion. Because to him, Angela was someone he respected.

“Okay. Then let’s play.”

With that, Angela carefully put down her coffee. The chess game began.
***


-widely.

“Caught him again.”

“⋯That’s what I mean.”

It was a complete defeat. Before I knew it, only one of my items remained, but Angelia's items were all intact.

With a thud, the board was moved. Angelia, who had been staring at the board for a moment, picked up the rook and opened her mouth.

“Why don’t you go back to Griffin?”

“⋯⋯⋯.”

It was a long silence. It was also a time to control my emotions.

One, two, one, two, I count in my head. To calm my mind. And to fool myself.

"I heard another commander has already taken that position. That means my position no longer exists."

It was an excuse I thought was sound. In reality, I'd already heard someone else fill my void.

-widely.

"That commander resigned. He said he couldn't bear the puppets' shattered emotions."

The sound of a board being tapped simultaneously with those words. It was the moment my look died, and the sound of my excuses being refuted.

“⋯⋯This is a vacancy that anyone can fill. I don’t think it’s necessary for me to go.”

It was the most ridiculous excuse. That's why it took less than three seconds to be refuted.

-widely.

“You know. The person those kids miss the most is you.”

The sound of someone tapping on the board came at the same time as those words. It was the moment my phone died, and it was also the sound of my excuses being refuted.

“⋯I have Mahrian and Adeline. Since I saved them, I must take responsibility for them both.”

It was an excuse to cleverly avoid the topic. But it was also a tattered excuse, cobbled together in a jumbled fashion.

-widely.

"Even if we return to Griffin, the two of you can handle the responsibility. That's an excuse that doesn't fit the topic we're discussing."

The sound of the board being tapped simultaneously with those words. It was the moment my bishop died, and the sound of my excuses being refuted.

"I'm sure they'll hate it. No one would welcome a traitor who's already run away."

It was a similar excuse to the one before. Therefore, it was an excuse that could be similarly refuted.

-widely

“I told you earlier, right? You’re the one the kids there miss the most.”

The sound of a board being tapped simultaneously with those words. It was the moment my knight died, and the sound of my excuses being refuted.

“⋯⋯.”

His face was distorted with a grimace. But, in stark contrast, sweat was running down his hands.

Think about it. Keep thinking about how to win.

What should I do? How can I get out of this situation?

How can I come up with a better excuse?

“No, I don’t want to do it.”

The excuse made in that way was both a universal excuse and the most ridiculous excuse.

“⋯Huh.”

Angela must have thought the same thing. She let out a small sigh of disbelief, then picked up her look again.

-widely.

“⋯Are you serious?”

The sound of the board being tapped simultaneously with those words. It was the moment my queen died, and the sound of my excuses being refuted.

“Are you serious?”

I didn't raise my voice. I didn't lower my voice. But for some reason, the voice I was hearing now felt only frightening.

“Huh⋯.”

Still, I had to get on with the game, so I let out a sigh and somehow pulled myself together to look at the board.

“⋯⋯Ah.”

It was only then that I realized that all the words that could have protected my king were already dead.

“Checkmate.”

And then, once again, the sound of a thud. My king can no longer even escape.

"Okay. I ask, Luke. Why don't you return to command?"

A sharp voice came before I could even come to my senses, and I realized another thing.

That all the excuses that could have protected me have been refuted.

“Tell me, Luke. Why don’t you go back to command?”

Checkmate wasn't just in chess.

I too was checkmate.


I want to go back
 


My body starts to tremble. The trembling starts at my toes, travels up my legs, through my torso, and all the way to my head.

My gaze wandered aimlessly, lost in its own way. Let alone straight ahead, my gaze couldn't settle anywhere: left, right, up, down.

“Well, stop it. It’s a game I lost anyway.”

Now, even my speech was beginning to stutter. Still, I somehow managed to come up with an excuse and once again, I got up to run away.

“⋯Sit down, Ban.”

“⋯⋯⋯Yes?”

But even that wasn't allowed for me.

“Should I say it twice?”

It was a heavy voice. Thanks to that, I felt like a weight had been lifted from my body, and I couldn't move. I sat down weakly and settled back on the sofa.

“⋯Uh, how did you get that name⋯?”

All sorts of thoughts crossed my mind. How does she know my name? I'm sure she never told me. Could it be that Mahrian and Adeline told me? No, that couldn't be true. If so, did she dig it up while searching the Conscious Panorama?

“Is that important in this situation?”

The answer I received didn't pull me out of the swamp of doubt, but one thing was certain.

My pseudonym has been stripped away.

"Now, answer me. Why don't you return to command?"

“⋯⋯.”

I couldn't say anything. All my excuses had vanished. I simply forced myself to calm my trembling body and, as always, plotted a way to escape this situation.

A cracking sound echoes through the mask that hides my weakness.

“Michael Van?”

“Ah⋯⋯.”

I heard my name again. The cracks on my mask began to grow larger.

The crackling, crackling, crackling, spreading out, had now spread across the entire mask. With no intact spot left, the mask was no better than a rag.

“I’ll tell you one last time. Why don’t you return to command?”

And once again, jejeok.

“⋯⋯⋯I’m scared.”

“⋯What?”

“It’s scary!!!”

My mask has been taken off.

“It’s scary… It’s scary!!! The weight of the truth is so scary!!!”

-bang!!

Unable to contain his surging emotions, he slammed his fist on the desk. His sudden action should have surprised her, but Angela maintained a composed expression.

"He'll definitely hate me, huh? For a so-called commander to run away? How pathetic is that?"

I was scared. The weight of the truth was too terrifying. The weight of the finger pointing I'd receive if I faced the truth, the weight of the crown I held as commander, the weight of the sand castle I'd destroyed with my own hands—I was so afraid that I turned away from the truth.

“I destroyed all the sand castles with my own hands. The beautiful and splendid sand castles, the sand castles I built with them... I already destroyed them all with my own hands!!!”

I believed it was a sandcastle. I had no doubt that my relationship with them was nothing more than a sandcastle that would disappear in a single wave.

And I realized it the very next day after I destroyed the sand castle.

Our relationship wasn't a sand castle.

I thought it was definitely broken, but it didn't. The relationship I thought was broken remained in its splendid glory, dazzling me.

So, I closed my eyes, turning away from the truth.

“But… I did something like that… What was Angelia thinking, telling me to do something so shameless…? It’s obvious you’ll hate me… It’s obvious my kids will resent me!!!”

The torrent of emotions grew stronger. Fear, anger, sadness. These three main emotions, constantly shifting, left me confused.

“I’ll get pointed at… I’ll hate you… I’ll definitely… I’ll definitely hate you….”

“⋯⋯.”

The true face I revealed beneath my peeled mask was utterly pathetic. And seeing this, Angela looked at me with more compassion than ever.

"Then let's change the question. What do you want to do most right now?"

“⋯⋯I want to run away.”

It was true. A false sincerity created by deceiving my heart.

“⋯⋯Really?”

“⋯⋯Yes.”

“⋯⋯I ask you one last time. Is running away really what you want to do? Is turning away from the truth and closing your eyes once again the future you so desperately wanted?”

The words that Angela spoke were not the sharp, cold voice that had been heard until now.

It was a warmer and gentler voice than ever before.

“Keuheup⋯⋯ Heuheu⋯⋯”

Tears welled up. They weren't the bloody tears I'd been shedding, but clear, clean tears that flowed down my cheeks and turned into rain.

“Half. Do whatever you want.”

And only then, hearing her affectionate voice and the sincerity contained in it, was I able to speak my true feelings.

“⋯⋯I miss my kids⋯⋯⋯.”

My false confidence was stripped away.

“And again.”

“⋯⋯I want to go back and apologize!!! I’m sorry⋯⋯ I’m really sorry for disappearing without permission!!!”

Tears came to my eyes. But more than that, my heart ached.

It was guilt. It was time to face the weight of the guilt I had run away from.

“I’m sorry!!! I feel so sorry because I think my children must have felt the same sadness as I did….”

Now, I couldn't speak at all. The lump in my throat was a big reason, but the biggest reason was that I knew the weight of the grief they must have felt.

Pat pat, Angela patted my back as I was still struggling to come to my senses. Then, as if by a miracle, my throat cleared, and I was able to pour out all the truth I'd been hiding.

“I⋯⋯ want to go back to command⋯⋯ and go back⋯⋯ and apologize to each and every one of you⋯⋯.”

I wanted to apologize. I wanted to apologize for everything I did, for forcibly breaking off their relationship and running away.

“Hey, it’s okay if I don’t get forgiven!!! I just⋯⋯ just want to say I’m sorry⋯⋯ for everything⋯⋯ I’m sorry⋯⋯.”

“⋯Okay. That’s enough.”

Angela gently hugged me on a day when I couldn't come to my senses. Her warmth brought tears to my eyes again.

“I’m sorry… I’m sorry, Angela….”

“What do you have to be sorry about?”
***


After a long time, the emotional turmoil gradually subsided, and soon only silence remained.

“⋯You looked quite ugly.”

"No. That's better than hiding your feelings."

“⋯Heh, I see.”

After letting out all the pent-up emotions, I now felt a sense of relief and a great sense of responsibility.

“Anyway, thank you for taking care of me so far, and… thank you for everything.”

She bowed her head again, conveying emotions she couldn't quite put into words. Angelia, who always seemed to show signs of weariness whenever I treated her with such formality, simply offered a faint smile this time.

“Okay. Thanks for your hard work.”

Angela extended her hand. And I couldn't have been unaware of the significance of her gesture.

“I think it’s still too early to be receiving this kind of treatment.”

“You need to raise your self-esteem a little.”

It was a handshake. It's one of the most common greetings worldwide, and an act of acknowledging the other person.

After waving for a moment, he gave a final smile of thanks and left the room.

After he left, Angela sat on the sofa and stared blankly at the desk for a while, then quietly muttered.

“AK-12. You’ve worked hard⋯.”
***


My departing steps were so light. Having shed my pseudonym, my mask, and my pretense, I had no more lies left.

Of course, not all problems were resolved. The mysterious memories continued to haunt me, and there was no guarantee they would welcome me back when I returned.

But that wasn't a reason not to return. If they didn't accept me, it was my sin, so I had to accept it. If they resented me, it was my fault, so I had to accept it.

As I slowly walked forward with that determination, there was one thing that particularly caught my eye.

“AN-94⋯?”

AN-94's room. She said she wasn't feeling well at the moment. Because of this, she was excluded from the escort mission for Mahrian and Adeline, and was resting in her room.

“⋯⋯Hmm.”

I was a little worried. If I just ignored him and went back, we wouldn't be seeing each other for a while, so I figured I should at least say hello.

-dripping.

Thoughts soon led to action. I've always been a very proactive person.

I knocked on the door and waited, but there was no answer.

-dripping

I knocked on the door again, but this time there was no answer.

“AN-9⋯⋯.”

-Bam!!

“⋯Luke?”

“Uh… hello?”

I finally called her name, but before I could finish, the door opened and she greeted me. This startled me for a moment, but I quickly regained my composure and expressed my joy.

“You said you weren’t feeling well, are you feeling better?

“⋯⋯Are you worried about me right now?”

However, as if she wasn't used to my appearance, she blinked and tried to understand what I meant.

True, I've felt a bit harsh towards her up until now. It's true that she's wronged me greatly, but I've also received some kindness from her.

“Uh… I’m sorry I’ve been so harsh on you. I want to say I wasn’t feeling well, but… it was just an excuse, and… yeah. I’m just sorry.”

“Is that true?”

It was a look that was hard to believe. That's why I felt even more sorry.

“Yeah. I’m serious. I’m sorry.”

“Ah ...

“Hey! Wait a minute!!”

She suddenly embraced me. I was so flustered I wanted to push her away, but I, a mere human in broad daylight, couldn't overcome her puppet-like strength.

“Oh, it hurts!!”

“I-Is that so!! I-I’m sorry, Luke!!”

When I complained of pain, she quickly pulled her arm away. I was a little taken aback by her sudden change in attitude, but I soon regained my composure.

“Anyway, the reason I came here is because I felt a bit sorry for what happened, but there’s also something important to tell you.”

“What is the important fact?”

I hesitated for a moment about whether or not to tell the questioning voice, but since I had no particular reason to hide it and nothing would happen if I told the truth, I decided to just tell it.

"My time as a supply officer is over. I'm going back to command. I won't see you for a few weeks, maybe months, so I just stopped by to say hello."

“⋯⋯What does that mean?”

At that moment, the atmosphere in this place changed.

“⋯⋯AN-94?”

There was no wind. This place was indoors, so there was no way the wind could blow.

But for some reason, it felt like a cold wind was blowing towards me, and this place just felt so cold.

“⋯⋯What does that mean?”

“Huh…! What is this!!”

Chin, she grabbed my arm. I groaned in the momentary pain, not trying to control my strength, but unlike before, she didn't let go.

“AN-94! This is⋯⋯.”

I tried to stop her by raising my voice, but when I raised my head and met her eyes, I was speechless.

Because the turquoise eyes she held were so familiar.

Those eyes, those eyes that felt sticky and empty at the same time, were definitely what UMP45 had shown.


I love you more than anything in this world (Must read notice! Contains BGM!!)
 

***


There is BGM. Please refer to the notice.
***


Sometimes, there's a silence more terrifying than a hundred words. A silence so heavy that no words fly, a silence so terrifying that no action is taken, yet a trembling, terrifying silence.

It was cold. The chilly air, creeping up from the ground like frost, was enough to make my body tense.

But what I fear most are her eyes.

The eyes never lie, for they are the windows to the soul.

So her eyes had to speak only the truth.

But why is it that nothing is reflected in those turquoise eyes filled with emptiness?

“⋯Let go of this. AN-94.”

I gritted my teeth against the excruciating pain that grew stronger with each passing moment, and spoke to her, but there was no answer. She simply stared at me with dead eyes, her mouth showing no sign of opening.

“This is the second time I’m telling you to put this down.”

“Why⋯⋯.”

As her arm began to turn white from the lack of blood flow, her mouth finally opened.

“Are you going to leave me again?”

“Let’s start with this first. It looks like it’s going to die soon.”

I forced myself to remain calm and pointed to the arm I was holding with my other arm, but her grip showed no sign of loosening.

“⋯⋯I don’t like it.”

It felt like talking to a wall, with no communication possible. However, the weight of it was on a whole other level.

I swallow dryly. I force my trembling body to stop. If I showed weakness now, she'd surely devour me.

“Why?”

“⋯⋯Because if I let go, it’s obvious that he’ll leave again.”

"also?"

“⋯⋯Are you going to leave me again?”

It was a questionable statement. Did I ever leave her behind? No. Before that, what did my leaving have to do with her?

“Isn’t it true that you won’t keep your promise?”

“Ugh⋯!”

That was it. As soon as the word "promise" came out of her mouth, fragments of memory began to pop out again, tangling through my mind.

As I clutched my head from the headache that was coming on, she didn't miss a moment to press me.

“Promise! Why did you forget your promise!!”

“Ugh!!”

‘The story we’ve shared so far, the story we’ll remember forever, and the story that no one knows about, just the two of us.’

‘I’ll call this a promise.’

Fleeting memories, memories of unknown origins, and excruciating pain that torments me.

“Didn’t you promise!!! You definitely⋯⋯ You definitely said you were a person who kept their promises!!!”

Her voice grew louder and louder. So did the headache in my head, and that headache began to turn into rage.

“Didn’t you promise me!!! Didn’t you say that what happened that day would be between the two of us!!!”

The promise that keeps coming without a break, the growing pain, and the anger.

“Didn’t you say you engraved the promise⋯⋯ in your heart!!!”

‘I have engraved it on your heart and on my heart.’

“Let go of this!!!”

And at the end, it explodes like this.

“I never made any promises to you!!!”

His voice was a mixture of anger, revulsion, and irritation. Having freely released all those pent-up emotions, my head no longer ached.

However, it took less than 10 seconds to realize that it was the worst choice.

“⋯⋯Ah.”

It was a shabby word to return, but the weight contained in that word was beyond imagination.

It felt like bugs were crawling all over my body. The rising, vicious energy was desperate to devour me.

Slurp, she lets go of my arm. Thanks to that, the blood flowed and I felt a tingling sensation, but I felt no relief.

“⋯⋯AN-94?”

She bowed her head, ignoring my call. What options do I have in this situation?

The tremors were unstoppable. My legs shook, my arms trembled. No, there wasn't a single part of me that wasn't shaking.

Step by step, step by step, I just kept stepping back. I knew it was pointless, but I couldn't stop.

I was scared. I was terrified. She was like a bomb that could explode at any moment.

I didn't feel this way even when I was kidnapped by UMP45, so what on earth is a promise to her?

After barely moving about five steps, she slowly raised her head and exchanged glances with me.

“⋯⋯.”

There was nothing. There was just nothing.

There was no joy, no sadness, no anger, no pleasure, nothing.

“⋯⋯AN-94?”

The moment I reluctantly called her name, her body shot out like an arrow and flew towards me.

-bang!!

“Cough!!!”

“Ahhh!!! Half!!! Half!!! Baaaan!!!”

It was a split second. In the blink of an eye, it flew towards me, grabbed me by the neck, and pinned me to the wall. It was an unimaginable shock.

“Half!!! Half!!! Half!!!”

She kept calling my name. But with my throat choked, I couldn't answer her.

“Hehehe⋯⋯ Hehehe⋯⋯ Hahahaha!!!”

She laughed. She, who always maintained a blank expression, smiled.

That's why it was even scarier.

Could that even be called laughter? Was it really her, laughing like a madman at a human gasping for breath?

“Ahhh!! That’s right!! Now I realize!!! From the beginning!! From the beginning, you were never my guidepost!!!”

“Ugh!!”

And then, with a bang, she threw me again. I hit the floor hard and rolled around three times, and I arrived in her room.

“Huh⋯⋯ Huh⋯⋯.”

I'm breathing heavily. You can't see it, but I can tell my throat is red and swollen by now.

I had to move somehow, but the excruciating pain made it difficult to regain consciousness. In fact, maintaining consciousness was nothing short of a miracle.

Time wasn't on my side either. While I was struggling to move, she was already approaching me.

I hear footsteps, thumping. I hear the devil's footsteps approaching me.

“I considered you my milestone, along with the AK-12.”

AN-94 closed his eyes and recalled the memories of that day. He remembered the figure that had given him yet another source of strength.

“I thought that if I just followed you, the answer would come.”

"Okay. Then, the story we've shared so far, the story we'll remember forever, and the story we share alone, unknown to anyone else. I've engraved it in your heart and mine. I'll call this a promise."

I laughed. It was partly because I enjoyed the memories of that day, but also because the thought of creating even better memories in the future brought a smile to my face.

“Even as the light of the milestone gradually faded, I did not stop walking.”

As I closed my eyes again without stopping walking, my memories of him began to crumble one by one.

But even so, the smile didn't fade. Surely, what happened next would be happier than what happened that day.

"But now I know. No, actually, I knew it all along. I just turned a blind eye to the truth."

You carefully place your hand on his face. Your face is distorted, your lungs shrunken from the shock so strong that you can't even breathe properly.

⋯⋯It was so lovely.

"I was mistaken in believing that a proposition that was false from the beginning was true. My landmark, you, were never meant to be a landmark for me in the first place."

He smiled at Mahrian, but not at me.
 


He allowed Adeline to call him by his name, but I couldn't.

He confessed his past to UMP45, but I didn't.

Why, why, why, why.

I liked you first, I loved you first, I promised you first.

Love. Affection. Promise.

I did everything first. But nothing came back.

But still, I love you.

You're broken. It's not that you don't remember your promise to me, it's that you were so shocked that you forgot it.

So. So. I have to fix you, who is broken.

"AK-12 said, 'Any lie, if you turn it into truth, it doesn't matter.'"

I carefully placed my hand on his neck. His neck, swollen red from the strong grip, felt somehow utterly enticing.

Give it another push. Slowly, slowly, gradually, stronger and stronger.

“Ugh…huh…ugh…ugh.”

He hadn't given up yet. He was trying to put his hand over his left eye.

“Haha… It’s okay, Ban. It only hurts for a little while.”

He slowly lowered his hand, his touch so gentle it seemed to contrast with the hand strangling my neck. Still, the way he struggled so painstakingly felt like a baby's, and I couldn't help but laugh.

“Haha!! You’re so cute, Ban!! The you right now!! You’re so lovely!!!”

I can't stop laughing. You look so lovely right now, I can't help but give you more strength.

“Keuhh ...

Thanks to that, he started making increasingly bizarre sounds, but even those sounds felt endearing to me.

“Even if you are a broken milestone, or if you were never my milestone to begin with, it doesn’t matter.”

He didn't light my path. He didn't look after me. He didn't keep his promises to me.

You didn't love me.

But that doesn't matter.

“Just make it. As a milestone for me.”

His eyes began to open. His brain, deprived of oxygen, was no longer functioning properly, and the switch was about to turn off.

So before he lost consciousness, I said this with all my heart.

“I love you. More than anything in this world.”


Confinement Pain Happiness
 


Blurry memories, blurry memories, blurry memories.

A sad memory.

“Ugh⋯.”

As soon as I came to my senses, I was greeted by a sharp pain spreading through my entire body.

I wanted to scream, but the excruciating pain beyond my imagination blocked my mouth, leaving me unable to make a sound.

“Huh… huh….”

I let out a groan and somehow managed to pull myself together. First, I opened my eyes and tried to see where I was, but the pitch-black darkness denied me any light.

-Chiring!

Despite this, I didn't give in and somehow managed to move my legs, but the metallic sound I heard was enough to make me feel despair.

As I fumbled and fumbled with my legs, I realized there was a sturdy chain around them, binding me to this spot.

“I have to go out… but….”

I couldn't stop here. I had to go back. I had to go back and apologize to everyone.

“Ah, you’re finally awake.”

But my small hope was shattered by the voice I heard.

With a click, the light came on. For a moment, I squinted against the intense light, but soon, my surroundings began to become visible.

Dull. That was my impression. The walls, painted gray, like lifeless metal, gave me an inexplicable sense of discomfort.

As soon as I turned my head, all kinds of devices greeted me.

Various torture devices such as syringes, knives, blindfolds, nail clippers, etc.

In a way, it was a moving reunion. After all, my last torture training had been four years ago.

I swallow dryly once more and face her. Her face, her eyes, her lips turned up, the same as usual.

“Are you feeling better?”

There was a hint of worry in her voice.

So I was so scared.

It was sincere. 100% sincerity. The current AN-94 meant that he was genuinely concerned about me.

She cautiously reaches out her hand. Her touch is soft, full of affection and kindness.

But to me now, it just felt like the devil's hand trying to devour me.

“⋯Half?”

I closed my eyes tightly in fear of the approaching hand, and this time a voice came out that lacked affection.

The ensuing silence gripped me with fear, disrupting my thoughts. Yet, somehow, I managed to gather my wits and open my eyes, only to see her face staring back at me from right in front of me.

“Huh…! What, what is it?”

Nothing. Nothing existed. There was nothing in the face she looked at me with.

“Ahhh… that’s a relief.”

A smile spreads across her empty face. And with that smile, she blurts out the unthinkable.

“If you keep your eyes closed, they’ll try to cut off your eyelids, but thank goodness. Half.”

“⋯⋯What?”

The hairs on my hands and body stand on end. I look at her smiling face and my face hardens.

I carefully rolled my eyes, and before I knew it, she was holding a pair of scissors in her hand. In other words, she was serious.

"The wound seems to have gotten better. Perhaps it's because he's such a strong person."

She reached out again and caressed my body. But I didn't close my eyes or slap her hand away.

Because if I refused her touch this time, I really didn't know what would happen.

Finally, after she'd finished traversing my entire body, her hand finally released. Her expression hardened slightly, as if in disappointment, but then she turned back to me, the corners of her mouth raised.

“⋯What do you want?”

As time passed, my head gradually cooled down, and I was able to think rationally.

The key in this situation is to avoid provoking the other person. Furthermore, given my previous experience of being kidnapped, I believed I could somehow find a way out.

“I don’t want anything. Just stay here.”

“⋯Until when?”

To the question that came back, she replied:

"forever."

“⋯⋯.”

It was familiar. It was so familiar.

The way he did it was familiar, the things he wanted were familiar, and even the actions he showed were familiar, so I couldn't help but think of him.

"Take off your masks. Let's become family."

UMP45. That guy who was my friend and understanding person.

The fact that AN-94 behaved similarly to her suggested that they had similar motives.

She loves me.

⋯⋯Why on earth.

I finally managed to figure out the problem, but the answer wasn't there. As I racked my brain, trying to find the answer, she suddenly found herself standing before me, holding a variety of objects.

"Half. You said you took your promise to heart."

“Wh, what! What are you doing!”

AN-94 slowly began to undress me. Knock, knock, he unbuttoned my shirt one by one, revealing my torso covered in various wounds.

“Ah⋯⋯.”

A pitiful sigh. Perhaps my bruised and scarred body had piqued her sympathy, as she slowly caressed me once more.

Starting from under my chest, across my shoulders, my neck, and finally reaching my cheeks.

“Ah ...

It was a mournful voice, one you'd never hear from her normally. And then, immediately after, she began to display behavior befitting that sorrowful act.

“Ugh!!”

She covered her lips.

It was my first time doing it sober. I remember being semi-forced by UMP45 before, but I was half-conscious back then.

Gently, and yet gently, her tongue entwines.

I tried desperately to escape, but she was persistent. Her determination to become one with me was so strong. I couldn't escape her tongue.

“Choo-eup⋯ Heup⋯.”

And in the end, it all came together like this.

“Huh… churp….”

How much time had passed? As the oxygen thinned and my vision began to blur again, she slowly pulled away.

“Phew⋯.”

Countless silver threads stretched out. They were a reminder of what we had just done, and a sign that she was no longer hesitating.

“Hey, it was your first time. Was it okay?”

“⋯⋯.”

I didn't answer. It felt a little strange to suddenly lock lips and say it was my first time, but that was also what scared me.

“Heh⋯.”

She smiled happily. It was such a beautiful smile that I lost my composure for a moment, but when I saw what she was holding in her hand, the corners of my mouth didn't rise.

“⋯Why are you holding a knife?”

“Oh, is this what you mean?”

She held a knife before my eyes. I closed my eyes for a moment as the silver blade approached me in an instant, but it never pierced my eye.

“I will engrave it. A promise.”

“⋯What?”

“Hmm… You don’t understand? Then I’ll show you.”

At that moment, a sharp pain came to my chest.

“Khaak!!!”

Her blade pierced my heart.

It didn't penetrate very deeply. But at this depth, it would definitely leave a scar.

The blade, having dug into my skin, soon turned downward. Slowly, and tenderly, her blade slid across my chest.

“Ugh!!!”

A long diagonal knife is cut across, and immediately another line is drawn on the opposite side.

And at the end, there is another line connecting the two lines.

The picture that was completed in that way was drawing English A.

“Huh… huh….”

I tried to clench my teeth and not make any noise, but my body, which was already in poor condition, wouldn't do as I wished.

“Are you okay? Well, I guess there’s nothing I can do.”

Contrary to her actions, she was concerned about me. I stared at her with eyes filled with anger and resentment, and she began to protest, seemingly helpless.

"You said you'd engraved your promise in your heart. But you broke it. So, this is all your fault."

And then, once again, bang. A sound that stabs my heart.

“Kwaaaa!!!”

“Cow, don’t scream. It’ll be over soon.”

A kind blade, a gentle blade. And that's why it's all the more chilling.

Her blade didn't stop until it had spelled out the exact words 'AN-94.'
***


"It's done! Look at this! Half!"

The completed letter. She smiled brightly at the sight of AN-94. Seeing her name, now etched in my heart forever, she smiled with more satisfaction than ever.

I couldn't come to my senses. The pain was so intense that I lost consciousness, and at some point, I couldn't even think.

While I was still distracted, she came back with something else.

“⋯Oh, a syringe?”

The object in his hand was a syringe. And a syringe filled with a very suspicious liquid.

“Hmm. Right.”

With a short reply, she began wiping my neck with an alcohol swab, indicating that she was about to give me an injection.

“It’ll be a little hot.”

“Okay, let’s go to sleep⋯.”

A sharp tip that comes in without giving an answer, and an unfamiliar sensation.

My head is spinning, my brain is shaking. A strange sensation, incomparable to the excruciating pain from earlier, is ravaging my brain.

“Ah⋯⋯ Ah⋯⋯ Aaaah ...

"Okay, it's okay. Ban. I'll be by your side."

While he was expressing his pain to the fullest extent by screaming incomprehensible things, she hugged him with her face flushed red.

Happiness, relief, and love. What she was feeling right now was clearly love.

“⋯⋯You’ll be happy soon. Half.”

Still screaming and convulsing, she embraced him, unconcerned. In fact, she seemed to be enjoying the moment, flashing a shy smile, fully expressing her happiness.

“Ahhh… Will there ever be another moment as happy as this?”

There was still plenty of time. There was plenty of time for him to writhe in pain, and there was plenty of time for her to reach happiness.

So she said it again.

“I love you. Ban.”

AN-94 was in love with Michael Van.


My class
 


“⋯.”

A week had passed since he left Rebellion, but for some reason, neither AK-12 nor Angela seemed happy at all.

“No contact today either?”

“⋯Yeah.”

“Where on earth did you disappear to⋯.”

Because I had no idea what he had done after he left.

It was fine for a day or two. I'm not the type to initiate contact, and I figured it would take some time to sort out what had happened.

But after three days, then four days, they both realized something was wrong.

I finally managed to contact him, but his phone was dead and command was crying about his whereabouts.

I knew he was a resilient person, someone who could survive even if thrown into the middle of a deserted island. But given his recent impressive achievements, I felt like something was going to go terribly wrong this time, and we both couldn't hide our anxiety.

Of course, it wasn't just the two of them that were serious.

“⋯.”

Although he had the same blunt expression as usual, the emotions running wild beneath that expression could not be hidden.

Anger, anxiety, worry, concern.

And affection that even I wasn't aware of.

She, AK-15, blamed herself for his disappearance. She had sworn she couldn't leave him alone, she had thought she was the one who should be by his side, yet she was the one who left him alone.

I was angry. I was angry at myself for leaving him alone, but for some reason, my anger toward him was even stronger.

Why? He was clearly happy when he was with me, and the first smile he showed when he came here was my own. Clearly, we trusted each other.

You're most effective when you're with me. Why did you leave?

Suddenly, my teeth grind. The anger I couldn't suppress welled up inside me and was reflected in my actions.

The veins in his fists were rising, and his already cold expression became even colder, to the point where he could now be called vicious.

“Oh my, are you going out again?”

AK-15, who was trying hard to suppress her anger, heard a gentle voice. She approached him, clearly aware of the gravity of the situation, yet showing no sign of impatience.

“⋯.”

AK-15 didn't respond. Right now, the priority was to calm the turmoil in his mind. He didn't have the luxury of talking to anyone.

“Ah, you seem to be concentrating?”

However, RPK-16 continued to talk to me even though he knew that fact.

"Well, it's already been a week, and we haven't found a trace of him, so it's understandable to be worried. Besides, the AK-15 was close to the supply officer, wasn't it?"

It was three days later, when rumors of his disappearance were still rife, that she continued to search for him.

Starting from nearby places and moving further and further away, I split my time and set out to find traces of him somehow.

But nothing was accomplished. The room I had originally used was gone, as if a ghost had passed through, leaving behind not a speck of dust. Searching the outside of the building, I couldn't find even a single footprint.

“So, I have some interesting information for you. Would you like to hear it?”

At this point, I could have given up and turned back, but PRK-16 was persistent. In fact, I could feel the smile on her face growing wider.

AK-15's patience was also reaching its limit. He knew she was a volcano on the verge of eruption, but RPK-16 continued to groan, clawing at her insides.

"Would you believe me if I found traces of the quartermaster?"

-bang!!

It was then that the AK-15, which had shown no reaction until then, suddenly slammed into the wall and slowly turned its head.

“⋯Is that true now?”

“Hehe, are you finally looking this way?”

“Answer the question. Is it true?”

The sound of heavy footsteps. Heavy expressions. Heavy voices.

And then there's the light expression. The light voice. The unknown doll.

“I think Mr. AK-15 should go and check whether it’s true or not.”

RPK-16 cautiously handed over a photograph. AK-15 immediately snatched it up and studied it closely. It depicted a secluded building.

“To be honest, I’m not sure if I should go. But it’s better than not going, right?”

“Is there a chance it’s a lie?”

“Haha, what good would it do for me to tell such a lie?”

And then, in an instant, she burrows into AK-15's arms and whispers in a low voice.

“Even if you knew it was a lie, it was obvious you would leave.”

With those words, she escaped from AK-15's embrace and left with that mysterious smile she always had.

AK-15, who had been watching her light footsteps for a moment, soon hardened his expression and began to search for the location of the photo.
***


“⋯Haa.”

“⋯AK-12. Is it any good?”

A rather unusual sight unfolded in their room. A stark contrast to their usual image, a painting of an AK-12 sighing and an AN-94 cheering it on. Of course, it was refreshing in its own way.

“Are you okay?”

It was a question fraught with questions and concerns. Originally, my concerns were much more intense about the AN-94 than the AK-12.

But even if I searched hard enough, I couldn't find any trace of anxiety in her now. On the contrary, the fact that only positive emotions were flowing out of her made me wonder if she was crazy. But judging by her actions, that wasn't the case.

“Hmm… That’s right. I’m sure he’s happy now, so I’m not particularly worried.”

“⋯Is that so?”

The answer he received only made AK-12's already frustrated heart ache even more. He couldn't argue, and he couldn't find a definitive answer. So, like AN-94, should he just endure the day, firmly believing he was safe?

“⋯.”
 


After wrapping his head around it for a while, AN-94 also closed his eyes for a moment as if he was thinking about it.

Tick, tick, the second hand of the clock. Haa, the sigh of the AK-12. Hoo, the slurring of the AN-94, all came together to form a single harmony, but no one listened.

Five minutes, ten minutes, and finally, after thirty minutes, AN-94 hesitated and finally opened his mouth.

“⋯I think it would be okay to show you the AK-12.”

“⋯What?”

It was a question of unknown intent. Was that the conclusion reached after 30 minutes of silence? AK-12 could only remain in doubt.

“Follow me. I’ll show you something good.”

AN-94 opened the door and stepped outside. Her mind was filled with pure, unwavering doubt, but she firmly trusted AN-94, so she reluctantly began to walk.
***


“They’re all here.”

It was a very short distance. It took less than five minutes for the suspicious building to greet her.

“⋯What is here?”

“Follow me and you will understand.”

It was an attitude she would never display under normal circumstances. So, AK-12 should have been delighted by her change, but he wasn't.

No, I couldn't, to be exact. It would be more accurate to say, because as they approached the building, the corners of her mouth began to turn up.

It was definitely a smile. A beautiful smile, gentle and soft.

But that wasn't a smile.

“Okay, just come down here.”

While she was struggling in her own swamp of thoughts, AN-94 opened the basement door. The suspicious iron door was enough to make her feel uneasy, but it wasn't enough to stop her.

The sound of two women's footsteps echoed. The creaking sound of their footsteps on the worn stairs naturally created an eerie atmosphere, but something far more disturbing was happening.

“⋯AN-94?”

“Huh? Did you call?”

She turns her head. The being she knows without a doubt is the AN-94.

Turquoise eyes. Silver hair with a golden tint. And a faint smile on her lips.

It was definitely AN-94.

But why on earth does that existence feel so scary?

“⋯No.”

She forced herself to ignore it and continued walking. Squeak, squeak, squeak. The creaking of the old stairs was the only sound she could muster, but even so, she couldn't hide her unease.

And soon, several doors appeared. I wondered how they'd found such a place, but quickly shook my head to dismiss the thought.

Anxiety, doubt, and a little anticipation. But the biggest thing is, of course, anxiety.

I'm anxious. I wonder if there's something beyond this iron gate.

“Haha, don’t be surprised, AK-12.”

Before I knew it, AN-94 was starting to show a little excitement. She was as excited as a child showing off her most precious possession.

And then, squeak, the door opens.

“⋯What is this.”

It was so dark. The darkness, which made it impossible to see even an inch ahead, was enough to leave her feeling bewildered.

“Oh, I’ll turn on the light. Just wait a moment.”

But even in this pitch-black darkness, the AN-94 moved skillfully, as if it knew the layout of this room well.

And finally, the lights come on.

“⋯⋯⋯⋯Huh?”

And finally, a look of horror appears on her face.

Shackles bound to his legs. Suspicious injection marks littering the side of his neck. And... a scar etched on his chest that read "AN-94."

But the one who was present in this place was clearly the one she had been longing to see.

“⋯⋯⋯Half?”

I somehow suppressed my emotions and turned to AN-94. I knew I needed to explain the situation, but AN-94 simply showed a bright, blissful expression.

“Look! An AK-12! It’s my class!”


Pure
 


AK-12 had a personality that could be considered somewhat arrogant, but he had a strength that matched his arrogance, so it could be said that his personality suited her.

So, the fact that she, who was so arrogant, was so tense was an indication of how serious the situation was.

I swallow dryly. I calm my trembling hands.

How long has it been since my heart has been beating this fast?

How long has it been since you broke out in a cold sweat?

Is this the first time I've been this scared?

It was quiet. Not a sound could be heard. The silence that had descended upon this place was so cold and sharp that I dared not make a sound.

AN-94 smiled. His smile brighter than ever before, he showed off his precious "treasure."

I was astonished. Astonished by the current situation, by her bright smile.

He was quiet. He made no sound, as if he were dead.

Wait. You're not making any noise?

"half!!!"

There was no time to think. By the time I came to, I was already running towards him.

First, I felt the pulse. But the pulse that flowed through my hand was so faint that it made my heart sink.

Next, I examine his eyes. His eyes, staring blankly into space, amplified my anxiety.

It's true that he occasionally showed dead eyes, but they were fundamentally different now. His eyes now were, quite literally, dead.

This time, I reach out and caress his neck. I caress the countless injection marks that remain on his neck.

But the most serious thing is the scar on his chest.

AN-94. It was a familiar name. And now, it was a name that felt terrifying.

I slowly turned my head. It was a difficult mix of complex emotions, but I held on and somehow faced her.

So she welcomed me with only one feeling.

“Haha… I’m still a little embarrassed.”

Blushing, she slowly approached him and caressed his cheek. Her shy touch, as if she were touching the cheek of a loved one for the first time, sent a chill down my spine.

“⋯⋯What did you do?”

It was a voice I forced out. And it was also my last desperate attempt to gain even the slightest understanding.

“Huh? What are you talking about?”

It was a question. A pure question. A pure question befitting her, who was naturally innocent.

Because she was pure, she could have been anything.

“First of all… I made a promise to myself as I saw it.”

“Promise⋯⋯?”

"That's right! With it engraved so clearly, he'll never forget his promise again!"

“What kind of promise is this?”

"Um, sorry, but that's a secret. This is just a conversation between him and me."

It was a voice as genuinely apologetic as ever. That's why the cold sweat growing on my palms began to increase.

"After that, it was a bit difficult! I tried giving him medicine like this... but because my ego was so strong, I thought it would take longer than I thought, so I used a slightly unusual method."

“⋯⋯What did you do?”

“I turned off the lights.”

“⋯⋯Huh?”

She smiles. She smiles. A bright smile appears on her usually expressionless face.

The smile grew bigger and bigger. And the smile grew bigger and bigger, reaching even AK-12.

"24 hours a day. The lights were off. It was more convenient because it was underground and no light came in."

The human brain needs to be fed information, otherwise it will break down.

Pitch-black darkness without any light drives people crazy.

And there was no way she wouldn't know that fact.

"But it was still hard... It only finally calmed down after about three days. Before that, she was so rebellious... I kept trying to convince her to go back, but look. She's become so lovely now."

At the words, “I love you,” I slowly turned my head to face him.

Dead eyes. A faint, barely audible breath and heartbeat. A scar on his chest. A doll-like figure, completely motionless.

And then he turns his head again to face her.

Eyes full of life, breathing and heartbeat that couldn't hide excitement, a happy expression that had never been shown before.

But more than ever, it looks more vibrant and human.

"Well, if it were half the class I'm in now, I wouldn't even refuse the AK-12. Now, look."

AN-94 took my hand and began to caress it. Starting with my hand, he moved to my cheek, gently touching it for a moment before slowly moving down to my chest.

Then he spreads his fingers and lets her touch her proud scar.

A, N, 9, 4.

As if to declare whose it belongs to, she touches the scar once more.

A, N, 9, 4.

"Hehe, look. The AK-12. Isn't this the moment we've been waiting for?"

“⋯⋯.”

The AN-94 was pure, and therefore could become anything.

And ironically, she was still pure.

Pure love.

Pure affection.

Pure⋯ madness.

"uh?"

He slapped her hand sharply away. For a moment, embarrassment crossed her face, but it quickly vanished, replaced by a faint smile.

“So it’s better for the AK-12 to do it itself than for me to do it myself… I see.”

He says that, but he keeps glancing at me, as if he feels a pang of regret. As if he feels it's such a waste for me to touch him.

Calm down. If I let my emotions consume me, things will only get more complicated. Calm down, calm down, calm down.

“⋯⋯ha.”

-match!

“⋯⋯Huh?”

Her head jerked sharply back with a sharp sound. It was the product of my hands, unable to control their emotions, and a piece of advice for her.

“You… what have you done?”

“⋯Huh?”

AN-94 stared at me with blank eyes, seemingly oblivious to the situation. The look in his eyes, betrayed by someone he trusted, pierced my heart once more.

“Why on earth did you do this⋯⋯?”

“Oh, didn’t I tell you earlier? He promised⋯⋯.”

“Stop talking nonsense!!”

It was the first time I'd ever raised my voice like that to her. She was flustered, and I was heartbroken.

“Do you even know what you’ve done!!!”

“Ah, AK-12⋯?”

"Half human!! I'm not a doll to receive your affection! No, is that love? Is turning a normal person into a wreck really love?"

He finally managed to take off his mask. With his mask off, he spread his wings and prepared to become an adult.

“Wh, what are you talking about⋯⋯ I just⋯⋯.”

“Wake up!!! Can’t you see that?”

And the AN-94 clipped his wing.

"Eyes completely dead! Scars that will never be erased! And now, he doesn't move an inch no matter what you do next to him! Does he really look happy?"

The unquenchable anger gradually turned to sadness. What could have made her like this? How could she, once so innocent, have changed so much?

“I, I did nothing wrong!!”

She raises her voice. She, who always deferred to my opinion, suppressed her own opinion, now opposes mine.

"It's only half the battle! The promise we made!! The memories we made!!! He was the first to forget and ignore our story!!!"

It had to be a joyful moment. It was the moment she emerged from my shadow and found her own convictions.

But why does this moment feel so sad to me?

"I waited! I waited for a year without end!!! But nothing came in return!!!"

I've never seen her this angry before.

⋯⋯This is the first time I've seen her go this crazy.

"I've always just been waiting! Do you know what the result will be?"

Her voice grows louder. Her emotions grow louder. Her affection grows even more.

The growing affection rationalizes itself. "This is okay. It's not my fault. This is all your fault, and I did nothing wrong."

“Cold gaze!!! The dregs of affection left over from giving to others!!! That was all I had⋯⋯.”

She was trying hard to express her feelings, but she couldn't finish her words.

“⋯Why on earth did you change so much⋯ Huh?”

The AK-12 that came into her eyes looked sadder than ever.

“Why… why are you looking at me like that…”

The AN-94 takes a step back. The AK-12 takes a step forward.

“Come to your senses⋯⋯ please⋯⋯.”

“No⋯ No⋯ I⋯ I⋯⋯!”

-Squeak.

At that moment, a squeak echoed down the stairs.

“⋯Huh?”

Squeak, squeak, squeak, and squeak.

The sound of an uninvited guest suddenly appeared. But it was a familiar voice.

“⋯⋯AK-15.”

Arriving at this spot in an instant, she said nothing. She simply rolled her eyes three times, assessing the situation.

AN-94, AK-12. And his broken appearance.

“⋯⋯ha.”

A low sigh echoes.

The weight of the sighs was so heavy.


thank you so much
 


Silence descended once again. And beneath the shroud of silence that filled the place, only one person remained.

“AN-94. Did you do it?”

Although the voice was low, the weight contained within it was infinitely heavy.

She walks, plodding along. She walks more furiously than ever.

There was no answer, but she walked. The sound of her footsteps, filled with nothing but fury, filled the room.

"Answer me, AN-94. Did you do it?"

“⋯.”

As expected, there was no answer, but that didn't mean I could cover the sky with my palm.

“I asked if you did it! AN-94!”

The AK-15's shrill, piercing scream echoed through the air. Her scream, so powerful it shattered the silence, causing AN-94 to grimace.

"Yes! I did it! I did it! I made him do this!"

It was a heartfelt sentiment. At first glance, it could be considered a bit of a tantrum, but I believed she was more sane now than ever.

"It's not my fault! He broke his promise! He forgot what we talked about! He's the one who turned his back on me! He's the one who's wrong!!!"

“Is that what you think you should say now!!!”

Neither woman backed down an inch. They were furious, furious, and venting their anger on the other, flaunting their own heavy rage.

“⋯AN-94. I think I need to rest for a bit.”

With a snap, she picked up her weapon. Realizing that verbal battles had their limits, she prepared to subdue him with force.

“No, no… I’m more fine now than I’ve ever been.”

Of course, AN-94 wasn't going to just sit by and watch. Sharply and concisely, he gathered his weapons and prepared to respond.

However, the two never faced each other.

“⋯Huh?”

Her body crumbled. She almost hit the floor, but the AK-12 beside her couldn't stand to see it happen.

“⋯Just rest a little. Then you’ll feel better.”

“AK⋯12. Why⋯.”

That was the end. AN-94 closed his eyes, leaving behind a single, mournful word.

“⋯Because I was so mentally unstable, it went on so easily.”

AK-12 wasn't the kind of fool to waste time. From the moment AK-15 barged into the room, she'd anticipated a major fight between the two, and had been tapping away at AN-94's mind map for quite some time.

But even so, AN-94 didn't notice. Because right now, she wasn't normal.

"First of all, don't get me wrong. I have no intention of doing anything crazy like this. First, let's... No. Let's treat Luke. That's the priority."

She made the most efficient and rational decision possible. This approach was originally preferred by the AK-15 over the AK-12, which was a testament to her urgency.

“Phew⋯.”

-visor!!

The chains binding his legs were ripped apart. An unpleasant metallic clang filled the room, but no one even grimaced.

“⋯.”

"Okay. Let's go first. Can you take care of AN-94 for me? I'd love to do both, but this guy's in really bad shape right now…"

“No. I won’t leave here.”

“⋯What? What are you talking about? Do you have any business in this unpleasant room? Your tastes are truly peculiar.”

It was a remark steeped in sarcasm. One might think it was out of place in such a serious situation, but another way to think about it was that now that her hardships were over, she was back to her usual self.

“And the supply officer will not leave this room either.”

“⋯⋯What?”

That's why her tone of voice changed again.

“I thought about it for a long time. When was the most efficient time for the supply officer to move?”

“You now⋯.”

“When the supply officer left me and went to Berlin, he came back wounded all over his body and possessed by strange Nitos.”

Thump, she takes a heavy step. With heavy, dark thoughts in her mind, she takes a step toward him.

“When the supply officer was separated from me and disappeared for a moment, he suffered a terrible fate that is beyond words.”

The AK-12 was now powerless to panic, but it had the strength to grit its teeth.

It was true that AK-12 disliked her, but he trusted her as a comrade. It was because he trusted her that he knocked out AN-94, and it was because he trusted her that he tried to leave with her.

“So, the supply officer, you must come with me.”

That's why the feeling of betrayal was even greater.

“Are you serious?”

“Does this look like a joke to you now?”

She was sincere. She truly intended to bind him. She intended to keep him by her side, to live together forever.

Because that was the most efficient answer. Because that was what he believed was the happiest path.

“Now, don’t be silly and hand him over, that’s the most efficient⋯⋯.”

"go away."

-Phew!!!

That was when she pulled out a smoke grenade and detonated it right in front of the AK-15.

“⋯Do you think that will give you an answer?”

It was literal. This place was a sealed room. And what's more, facing away from the exit was an AK-15.

It was nearly impossible to get him out of a situation where it was difficult to be sure even if he was alone.

Both AK-15 and AK-12 knew this. So AK-15 chose to simply wait, and time passed without either of them taking any action.

After a minute or two, the smoke began to clear, and the AK-12 carrying him on its side rushed towards the AK-15, raising the knife in its right hand.

Her face, emerging through the smoke, was imbued with a solemn resolve. She was more focused than ever on overcoming this situation.

But the result, of course, was failure.

“Huh!!”

Kwajik!! AK-12's delicate wrist was crushed by the AK-15's overwhelming force. With a chilling sound, her wrist was no longer able to function.

And that was her gamble.

“One arm is enough.”

Electronic warfare. Her specialty and ultimate skill.

From the beginning, she hadn't even thought about leaving unscathed. She was willing to give up one of her arms for him.

“What now⋯.”

Riding her crushed wrist, she momentarily halted the AK-15's mind map. Though it was a fleeting moment, it was more than enough for her.

“Sun!!”

AK-15, who had barely come to his senses, looked around, but all that remained was a slowly moving smokescreen and the AN-94 lying down neatly.

With a sudden, chilling noise, she ran outside. For the sake of an efficient life, for him.

“Hehehe⋯.”

And just as she's about to leave, another stranger comes in.

RPK-16. A member of the Rebellion Platoon, she told AK-15 where he was imprisoned.

She seemed to be very pleased with the current situation. Otherwise, the smile on her lips wouldn't be so flattering.

She descended the stairs slowly and gracefully, then entered the room. Without a moment's hesitation, she placed her hand on the fallen AN-94's head.

“⋯⋯Michael Van. What a pretty name.”
***


“Huh⋯.”

I barely managed to buy some time, but my condition wasn't very good.

Not only was his right arm completely crushed, he was still unconscious.

Hide-and-seek had its limits. No matter how much I racked my brain, I was inferior to her in terms of physical strength, and I had someone to protect.

“⋯⋯.”

He was still as quiet as death. Unlike before, his heartbeat had returned to normal, and his breathing had gradually stabilized, but he still couldn't open his eyes.

“⋯Half.”

He was truly a pitiful man. Born good, he was condemned to live a life as a bad person.

A poor man who was betrayed again and again by the person he trusted, and who eventually made up his mind, only to have it broken.

And I am the worst woman in the world, who has broken that man's heart twice.

“⋯⋯Get up, Van. Now is not the time to be sleeping.”

Even if I shake him or speak to him, he won't wake up. He's probably stuck somewhere between unconsciousness and reality, drifting through his dreams right now.

I knew long ago that I couldn't get him out by such simple means.

Of course, I also knew how to get it out.

“⋯⋯.”

Take a deep breath. Just do it like you did then. It was something I never wanted to do again, but now I have no choice.

Take a deep breath. Then exhale deeply. There's no time to waste. There's no time to feel guilty about something like this.

So. Open your eyes wide.

“Get up, you disgusting murderer.”

“⋯⋯Ah.”

His body trembles. And my hands tremble.

I didn't want to say this, but I wanted to stop saying harsh things to you once and for all.

I didn't want to be hated by you anymore.

“The younger brother is sleeping underground, but the older brother is sleeping above ground? Brothers are brothers after all~.”

I pour out words I don't mean. I, too, wear a mask like that, somehow squeezing out bad words.

“Really… what would my brother in heaven think? This disgusting human being….”

"no!!!"

And finally, I open my eyes.

"Huk, huk, huk," I exhaled heavily. It was the moment I'd been longing for, but my body was shaking like crazy.

Because I was too afraid to face his anger.

“⋯⋯You.”

He looks at me. He looks at me with eyes full of hostility.

But ironically, my heart became even warmer.

“⋯⋯Thank goodness.”

"you!!"

“⋯Luke. Trust me. You have to follow me now. If you don’t⋯.”

“Stop talking nonsense!!!”

His body was broken and drugged, but he couldn't hide his anger. After all, from his perspective, I was a human being worthy of being torn to pieces.

That's why I proved it with my actions.

“⋯⋯Hey. What are you doing now?”

“Luke. No, Van. I’m so sorry.”

I kneel. I bow my head. I pour out my heart.

"It's all my fault. I burned your photos, hacked into your eye sockets without permission to spy on your past, and said harsh things to you, leaving you with irreparable scars."

“⋯⋯Now you come?”

But what came back was anger. He must have wondered why the person who had mocked him so much was suddenly acting so humble.

“⋯⋯The reason I apologize now is because I know that an apology that is just words is completely useless.”

An apology is something you can only do when you can take responsibility for your actions. An apology that's merely verbal is nothing more than mockery.

“⋯⋯Then what you’re doing now? What, how is that any different from an empty apology?”

He was right. What I was doing now was just an empty apology.

That's why I proved it once again with my actions.

Carefully, I took the object out of my bosom and handed it to him. At first, he was skeptical, but upon seeing its true nature, he couldn't hide his shock.

“This is⋯⋯.”

“That day. Since the day I burned your photo, I haven't regretted a single moment.”

The price for my mischief was dire, and I was solely responsible for it.

So I took responsibility for it.

The object I handed over was a pendant. The one I had smashed back then. And of course, inside it was that photo.

“⋯⋯How on earth.”

His younger brother. Photo by Michael Zinn.

“It might sound like a lie, but… I didn’t mean what I said back then. It’s all my fault. It’s not yours.”

He said nothing. Perhaps unable to accept the situation, he simply blinked repeatedly and fiddled with his pendant.

“I was scared… I was scared!! Back then, you… had the eyes of someone who would disappear soon….”

As I spoke, almost crying, I grabbed his right wrist and showed it to him. Only then did he realize that the blindfold covering his wrist was gone.

“⋯⋯I’m truly sorry. You don’t have to forgive me. You can hate me for the rest of your life, and I’m confident that once this is over, I’ll never appear in front of you again.”

Tears well up in my eyes. I'm so scared to tell the truth. I'm so scared he won't believe me. I'm so scared he'll hate me.

“But⋯⋯ I know it’s shameless⋯⋯ I know it’s really⋯⋯ shameless⋯⋯.”

But I still have to say it.

“Please⋯⋯ trust me just this once⋯⋯.”

“⋯⋯.”

A terrible silence, a silence more terrible than ever.

Your warm hands break that scary silence.

“⋯⋯It’s the last. It really is⋯⋯ the last.”

I couldn't hold it in any longer. Unable to contain my overwhelming emotions, I just hugged you.

The reasons were overflowing. Because your hand, held mine, was so warm, and because I was so grateful to him for believing in me, even though I had done something so cruel.

Because I loved you so much.

“Really!! Really⋯⋯ I’m sorry.”

“⋯⋯It’s all in the past.”

He was a really kind and foolish person.

“⋯⋯Thank you so much.”

So I loved it.


My love
 


"Good to meet you. Commander of S09 Command. I'm Luke Gloucester."

A boring person. That was AK-12's impression of him.

His actions are boring. His speech is boring. His expression is boring.

Moreover, the very air he exhaled felt boring, so it was a phrase that really suited him.

That was actually true. He was such a boring person back then.

But it wasn't necessarily a bad thing. Aside from being rigid, he was a person who got things done diligently and well.

And in that respect, AK-12 was rather interested.

She enjoyed teasing others and the reactions they got. So, she had a slightly perverse expectation that someone so emotionless would react differently.

Thanks to this, she prepared some special pranks to surprise him.

“Commander! Here’s a gift!”

After waiting around the corner for him to return, I make eye contact and immediately force a model grenade with the safety pin pulled out into his hand.

It was a prank I'd played on someone else before. That time, the voice was filled with rage, but what would come back this time?

Should I get angry like I did then? Or should I break my poker face and panic, unable to hide my embarrassment? Or should I just throw a grenade far away and pretend I didn't notice?

It didn't matter what the reaction was. She was willing to enjoy whatever he did.

“⋯.”

I looked at him with a sense of anticipation, and he quietly closed his eyes.

That was the end.

“⋯Huh?”

His eyes, which usually showed a disinterested expression, briefly changed to a relaxed gaze, but that was it. As soon as he saw the grenade in his hand, he closed his eyes and stopped walking.

A while passed in that state, but of course, no explosion occurred, and after confirming that the grenade was fake, he dropped the model grenade on the floor and disappeared without saying a word.

“⋯⋯What is it?”

It was she who was embarrassed. How could she react like that? It was clearly nearly impossible to tell the difference with just one glance.

She was right. The model grenade she handed me was something that even she, a doll, had difficulty distinguishing.

In other words, even if a real grenade had been handed to them instead of a model grenade, the same reaction would have occurred.

Thanks to this, AK-12 began to take an even greater interest in him. She was usually only curious about everything in the world for about three minutes at most, but he was different. He didn't do anything, but that fact actually touched her pride.

I didn't care what his reaction was. Whether he was angry, embarrassed, or whatever, I wanted to see how he felt somehow.

The intensity of the pranks grew stronger, but the return was always cold reception.

Because his mask was so thick.

AK-12 was starting to get increasingly irritated. It was a prank that crossed the line, but for some reason, it was she who was also the one getting angry. She had a very strong sense of pride.

While her annoyance was growing, she heard some unbelievable news.

“Really? That guy laughed?”

Unbelievable news from AN-94. He had smiled brightly at AN-94. It was a truly false report.

AK-12 couldn't believe it. He couldn't believe that the hardened man was smiling brightly at AN-94.

“It’s true. He smiled at me.”

But hearing her firm voice, AK-12 couldn't help but agree. AN-94 hadn't lied to her.

"Then what on earth did you say? You didn't just look at my face and laugh, did you?"

“That, that is⋯.”

It was just a simple question, but she couldn't answer. She blinked constantly, her focus wavering, and it was obvious that a huge amount of data was being jumbled up in her mind map.

“That, that’s why⋯.”

“No, no, if it’s hard to say, you don’t have to.”

“Oh, no. I will tell you.”

“Haha, okay.”

AK-12 offered her a meaningful smile and tried to dissuade her. Whatever had transpired between them, she was quick-witted and expected AN-94 to be reluctant to speak.

Moreover, he wanted her, who had always relied on him, to become independent from him.

"Everyone has a secret. And your secret is the conversation you had with the Commander."

“⋯I see.”

AN-94 bowed her head slightly and placed a hand on her chest. And at that moment, seeing the slight change in her face, AK-12 smiled faintly.

I thought so.

‘⋯How on earth?’

The corners of her mouth were clearly drawn in a curve. Anyone who saw her would have thought she looked happy.

But her true feelings were different.

I couldn't see it, and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't even see a glimpse of his emotions.

How did you see his feelings?

It was a feeling she had never felt before. Because of this, she was completely unaware of the dangers of jealousy, the emotion she harbored, and ended up making the mistake of entrusting everything to her emotions.

“Then I should get ready too~.”

“What kind of preparation are you talking about?”

“A little prank to see the change in the commander’s expression.”

He was always a blunt commander, but he had one, just one, flaw: a pendant he always carried with him, except when on a mission.

He always had boring eyes, but whenever he looked at the pendant, his eyes became quite interesting.

And according to my calculations, he probably left the pendant in his room right now.

So if I play around with that pendant a little, I might see his reaction.

It may seem like a prank that crosses the line, but whatever. It's still a prank.

With such impure thoughts in my mind, I quickly moved to his room, but as expected, he was not there.

“Excuse me~.”

I knew the owner wasn't home, but I offered a quick word out of courtesy. Then, I turned toward the desk, and as I'd expected, the pendant greeted me.

However, there was also a lighter next to the pendant. Since the commander was always smoking, this must have belonged to him as well.

And as soon as I saw the lighter, an even funnier idea occurred to me. If I pretended to burn the pendant with this lighter, wouldn't I finally see him panic?

Just imagining it seemed fun. Thanks to that, I didn't even bother checking the contents of the pendant. I went straight to find the commander.

“Commander~.”

“AK-12. What’s going on?”

Such a boring answer. Such a boring expression. Such a boring voice.

Just imagining how soon those will turn into hilarious reactions is already starting to make me laugh.

“Huh huhu… what is this?”

“⋯⋯Huh?”

As soon as I showed him the pendant, he let out a blank stare, as expected. And seeing his expression change so drastically, I realized this was the right answer.

“Don’t move. If you do, this thing will turn on.”

He raised the lighter with his other hand and approached the pendant. His expression turned pale and stern. The color drained from his face, revealing how precious this pendant was to him.

Honestly, I didn't expect such an extreme reaction, so I was satisfied with this and thought I'd just stop.

“Ah⋯⋯!! Don’t do it!!!”

But at that moment, the usually calm commander lost his temper and lunged at me. Shocked by the sight, I ended up flipping the lighter switch.

There was no problem, obviously. I figured even if the lighter did turn on, the pendant wouldn't suffer any significant damage.

But it was different if it was an explosion.

-Phew!!

“⋯⋯Huh?”

I didn't know. I didn't know why he left the lighter in the room.

I didn't know that gas was leaking from his lighter.

It wasn't a sound a human could make. It was a horrible sound, the kind only someone who'd lost a parent or child could make, and I felt an unprecedented sense of guilt.

“Oh, no… What I wanted… was something like this…”

But there was nothing I could do now.

“Commander!! Calm down!!”

AN-94, who was relatively unharmed, rushed over to stop him, but his desperate cries did not stop.

“Ah ...

There were no tears shed. There were tears of blood.

Unable to cope with the waves of emotions that could not be expressed in words, the blood vessels in his eyes burst.

All I wanted to do was a simple prank. A little prank just to see your flustered reaction.

I didn't mean to tear your heart to shreds and leave a scar that would never be erased.

“Ahhhh!!! Euaaaah!!!”

The crying did not stop until his throat became hoarse.
***


“⋯So. The photo inside the pendant is of that person’s family?”

“⋯Yes. He was a little boy who looked to be about five years old.”

I realized later that the photo under his pendant was of his brother, who was already dead.

But that didn't make any difference.

"It's saved in my mind map. So, if you copy it based on that and give it to him...."

“⋯⋯No.”

Fortunately, AN-94 had already seen the photos, so he had the ability to restore them, but that didn't make a difference.

Because I've already broken his heart.

My heart ached. I felt regret. I hated myself so much for being so stupid.

Why did I cross the line and do such a prank? Why did I make that choice?

“⋯Crack.”

My teeth were chattering. I hated myself so much for having played a prank I couldn't take back, blinded by a moment of jealousy.

But there was something else that broke my heart the most.

“⋯.”

“⋯.”

We met in the hallway. But our voices couldn't be heard.

It was the same as usual.

Why? I clearly committed a grave mistake, leaving you with a scar that will last a lifetime.

He didn't blame me. It was clearly my fault, but he wasn't angry with me.

He didn't hate me.

Why, why, why, why on earth.

I did something detestable, and it was clearly my fault. It wasn't your fault at all.

Why are you blaming yourself?

You have to let out your pent-up emotions. Otherwise, they will become poison and eat away at you.

That's why people usually create emotions that don't exist and pour them out on others. To protect themselves.

But he chose to belittle himself. He didn't blame me, saying, "My actions were simply careless. He was just playing around."

That's why it was even scarier.

It was true that his eyes were lifeless, but not to this extent. Right now, he had the eyes of someone who looked like he was about to disappear.

His eyes were like the deep sea. A sharp, dark abyss that seemed to suck you in if you stared at it too long.

But after that incident, his eyes became empty.

There was nothing, not even the faintest hint of emotion, not even the occasional flash of life in the eyes.

The pendant was the last tool that filled his emotions. In other words, it was the last hope that sustained his broken body.

And I destroyed his last hope.

It wasn't strange if he never disappeared. There was no longer any trace of life in him.

So I wanted him to be angry at me. If he hated me, if he loathed me, if I were just a shameless bitch, wouldn't he be able to live off that anger?

“⋯⋯.”

There was a brief moment of deliberation, but the answer was obvious.

I decided to be a shameless bitch.

"Hello, Commander! You look boring today too~"

A shameless expression, shameless speech, shameless voice.

That's why it's a shameless mask.
***


The shameless mask had its benefits.

Because when I did something that made him lose his temper in front of me, I saw emotions fill his eyes for a moment.

Of course, the true nature of that emotion was anger, but that was the outcome I was hoping for.

Even if it was a negative emotion, it was still an emotion. So he would fuel his life with anger.

But anger had its limits. Negative emotions, too, could gnaw at people, so ultimately, it was nothing more than a short-sighted thought.

That's why I wanted him to find hope in life. Not a temporary fuel like anger, but a hope that would sustain him for the rest of his life.

To do that, I needed to watch his every move.

-Beep.

Hacked the bill.

To be honest, it was a half-hearted move. With such a large scar on his eye, how could his eyeball be intact? That expectation stemmed from a sense of anticipation.

However, my expectations were met, and I was able to monitor his every move.

Of course, it was a condemnable act, but I was determined to bear even that blame. If he caught me, I'd only fuel his anger and force him to live.

Like that, one day, two days, a week, two weeks.

There was a time when he was unconscious for a few weeks while rescuing AN-94, but I didn't bother visiting his hospital room. I was not worthy of that.

Even after he left, the surveillance didn't stop. For a month, then two months, the surveillance continued.

Then one day. The day M4, who was in command, was seriously injured. The day he drank heavily, a drink he never drank before, and became drunk.

The day I saw his true self.

“…Thank you. M16.”

He was wearing a mask. A very thick mask that neither the quick-witted Angelia nor I noticed.

Beneath the mask, he was infinitely fragile. A weak child, struggling with his own sins and blaming himself for everything.

But now he has found a support.

“…You worked hard, Ban.”

M16 smiles and hugs him. He cries like a child in her arms,

I was laughing.

And only then did I realize my feelings.

The true nature of the feelings I had for him was love.

I'm okay with being hated by him for the rest of my life. I'm okay with not being the subject. I'm okay with not being loved by him.

I just hope this person is happy.

Ah, yes. I just realized it now.

I love the Commander, Michael Van.

Unlike the other day, he readily acknowledged his feelings, bringing a gentle smile to his face. Imagining his happy future, his smile grew wider.

Although I cannot be involved in your happiness, I was happy.

After that, it was just a normal day. He was caught by AN-94 spying on him, but he made excuses, saying it hadn't been long since they'd started, and after that, they just enjoyed it together.

When we meet sometimes, he wears a mask like he always does, gets angry, and follows me around in case I get hurt.

Of course, I was surprised to see AN-94 showing more emotions than me, but I was happy because even that kind of daily life was fun.

“Disgusting bitch.”

Got caught.

Of course, I took the risk of being criticized, but I couldn't help but be hurt by the sharp words.

His words always seemed sharp, yet if you looked closely, they were blunt. He was such a good person.

But today was an exception. His words were sharp, like arrows, piercing my heart.

I did it with the intention of being criticized, but when the time came, I found it difficult to handle the criticism.

“As I said before, we never once thought of you as a bad person.”

But I really wanted to say this.
“….”


He left without a word and without a reply.

As I watched his back as he left, I felt my faith shattered.

Even after going through such things, he still had faith in us.

“…Really. He’s such a good person, to the point of being foolish.”

After about a month, rumors began to spread that he had changed after some incident at the command center.

Once again, he put on his shameless mask. This time, not for him, but for me.

It was a selfish act. But I wanted to see you, even if it meant doing so.

Because I liked you so much.

When I sneaked into the command center like that, he treated me warmly, even though he said harsh things to me.

Thanks to that, we were able to see him right next to us. Seeing AN-94 actively working as if he had made up his mind about something, my smile grew.

It was different then. I didn't need to be by his side, and it was essentially me who caused her to be watching him, so if she was happy, I was content.

“……M16, disappeared?”

The M16 is gone.

She was his spiritual core. M16 was what made him who he is today, and it's M16 that sustains him.

And soon after, he encountered an M16 that had been turned into a steel-blooded machine gun.

Things have already gotten to the worst. Internally and externally, the situation has become increasingly distorted, and there's no turning back.

And the worst-case scenario was as obvious as day.

“……The Commander disappeared?”

He disappeared, leaving behind only a single note. That is, a single piece of paper that read, "I'm sorry. This is hard. I'm done."

The command center was instantly thrown into chaos. Except for the IWS-2000, who always seemed composed, no one could control their emotions.

Because he was a person loved by everyone.

“Ahhh…… Commander…….”

“……Let’s go back. AN-94.”

Of course, it was the same for us too.

I searched for him for six months. I searched for clues that didn't exist, and I dedicated every spare moment to following his footsteps.

“Long time no see, Commander.”

“⋯Nice to meet you, Commander.”

And finally, I found him.

“Luke.”

"what?"

“I’m not the commander anymore. My name is Luke.”

It was a thicker mask than before. A blunt, cold mask.

Fragmented emotions are the soul's reflex to suffering. His soul, having suffered, fragmented its emotions in order to survive.

Managing hurt feelings is harder than taming a wild animal. I wondered if I could ever bring a smile to that person's face again, but I quickly dismissed the thought.

Because, he was clearly regretting it now.

In that cold, cold face, there was clearly a hint of regret.

Beneath that expressionless mask, there was only sadness.

Your sad eyes, which you could not hide with a mask, were filled with only regret.

Those dark gray eyes were clearly asking for my help.

“Come with us.”
***


With a few lies and some desperate pleas from AN-94, we managed to bring him back, but he never met us again.

AN-94 was deeply disappointed by that, but there was nothing I could do to help. After all, I couldn't face him either.

But there was hope. He felt some psychological guilt towards AN-94.

He thought it was just a slight annoyance, but according to AN-94, he couldn't remember his promise. Trapped in the past, he valued promises more than his life, so he must have felt a deep sense of guilt about it.

And if he recalls that promise, he might be able to drive away the darkness in his heart.

Besides, good things happened one after another.

“He’s definitely a tough and sensitive person, but he smiled and said thank you last time.”

“Is that true?”

It was a shocking statement. And it was also a very upsetting statement.

“⋯Crack.”

Of course, it wasn't jealousy or anything like that. It was anger at my own pathetic self.

Even an AK-15 with no model year temporarily unmasked him, so what am I doing when I know much more about him?

“I wonder why he only greets you lately, so there’s a story behind it?”

“Is that a problem?”

“It’s a shame.”

With that, AK-12 took a step closer to AK-15. Now that they were within arm's reach, AK-12 spoke with a slightly bitter tone.

“⋯It’s also an opportunity that will never come to me.”

“What does that mean?”

But if you think about it differently, it was like having another key. Another key that could unlock his tightly locked heart.

I am the key that can never be.

“Supply… No, please take good care of that person. Maybe you too could be the key to bringing him back.”

I had no right to feel bitter. To him, I was nothing more than a sinner. I was different from others.

No matter how much I blamed myself, time continued to pass. One day, I prayed for him to quickly remove his mask, and tried to somehow bring him back.

-bang!

It was a sharp gunshot. The sound echoed through the stillness of the dawn, so vivid it felt like I was hearing it right next to me.

I ran quickly to see if something had happened, and there he was, with the RPK-16 smiling wickedly and the man aiming a pistol.

RPK-16, who had been muttering something softly, disappeared, and he was left alone, staring outside in vain before returning to his room.

And I had a feeling that if I didn't go after him now, I would definitely regret it.

I've never been one to trust my instincts, but today was different. Every fiber of my being was telling me to follow him.

I followed his footsteps cautiously, and since he had such keen senses, my caution was doubled.

When he finally reached his room, the door was open. It was unusual for him, who usually kept his room locked.

I peek my head through the crack in the door to check the view. I'm cautious, afraid I might be seen. I check inside his room.

-Crunch, rustle.

And the sight I saw was a sight I will never forget.

“⋯⋯Half?”

He was seen cutting his own wrists with a knife, attempting suicide, something he had never attempted before.

-Bam!

I didn't have time to think. When I came to, I'd already knocked him out.

“Why on earth⋯.”

He was the one who killed his younger brother and didn't commit suicide. He was the one who killed his parents and didn't commit suicide.

Then why, why, why?

Thinking about it didn't lead to an answer. The best I could do was to deal with this fact without anyone knowing.

Of course, he was among those people. Given his personality, it was obvious that he would kill himself immediately if the secret of his attempted suicide was discovered.

Don't treat it as a part. Just pretend to faint from fatigue and let it go naturally.

And my heart is shattered.

When a loved one attempts suicide, you can't openly stop them. You can't heal their wounds. You can only watch from afar.

But I thought it was the best I could do. Didn't I promise myself that I didn't have to be the subject, that I didn't have to be loved?

So I made another decision.

“AN-94. Do you have the courage to be hated?”

“What does that mean?”

"What if the person you love is deeply, deeply unhappy? Fueled by a curse called promise and a twisted self-loathing, they've now given up completely and are ready to let go of everything. To give that poor person a will to live, do you have the courage to turn the arrows of their lost anger against yourself?"

If he puts on his brazen mask once more and lets his anger run wild, he might be able to rekindle his life.

But just getting angry like before wasn't enough. I had to dig deep into the wound and prepare myself for a lifetime of hatred.

“⋯I think I can. No, I think I have to.”

And the answer that came back gave me courage.

“⋯I see, right?”

Yes. I'm okay with being hated for the rest of my life. I'm okay with you not loving me.

I wish you could just live.

“Nice to meet you, Luke.”

There was no time to hesitate. As soon as he was alone, I appeared before him.

“⋯.”

He didn't respond. He didn't even glance at me, and he didn't answer. He just silently went his own way.

“Hey, don’t do that. Okay?”

"Hey. Let me ask you something. Why are you clinging to me after doing that?"

“⋯What?”

I expected him to say nothing, but instead he turned to me and asked me a question.

Slowly, I raise my head and meet his gaze. The same eyes as before, the innocent eyes of someone who will soon disappear.

“You burned my little brother’s photo. No, is it correct to say you blew it up?”

And although he always treated me with a passionate attitude, he was different now. He spoke calmly, with no emotion, as if he were talking about someone else.

"Don't get me wrong. I'm not angry. I'm just genuinely curious."

He seemed liberated. He was completely empty, as if he had let go of everything and given up.

So I decided.

“⋯Yeah. If you lay out the groundwork like this, I can’t not do it.”

My hands are shaking. My heart is pounding like crazy, not knowing what to do.

If I said that, I would leave him with a scar that would never heal. It would be difficult to face him again.

But still, I wanted you to live.

I open my eyes. I turn off my emotional module. I close the door to my heart, afraid that I might be consumed by emotions and shed tears.

“What are you talking about, Luke? Isn’t that your fault?”

No, half. It's all my fault. My overstepping of bounds and my prank hurt you.

"If it's something precious, shouldn't you keep it with you? You left it everywhere like that. You deserved it. I think you learned a lesson."

No, Ban. It's my fault for stealing your stuff without permission. It's not your fault at all.

Words that go against your will. But that's why they're meant for you. Words you absolutely never wanted to say.

“You fucking bastard!!!”

He lunges at me, more animated than ever, and aims for my neck.

-Kudangtang!

“I’m going to kill you!!! I’m going to kill you!!!”

"Don't get me wrong. I'm a doll, you're human. Do you really think you can kill me? Huh?"

Once again, I blurted out words I didn't mean, amplifying his emotions. His reasoning snapped and his struggles became silent.

“⋯I did hate him, but I did receive a lot of help from him, so I didn’t really hate him outright.”

It was a calm voice. Like the sea before a storm. Like a beach before a tsunami.

“I wish you were dead.”

And then the storm comes.

-Thud!

It was an unexpected turn of events. He dislocated his arm and escaped my grasp.

-Ting!

A safety pin and a grenade fly before my eyes with a dull metallic sound.

I quickly tossed the grenade far away and covered him up discreetly. I didn't want you to get hurt in the slightest.

-Phew!!!

But even so, he was caught in the explosion. Of course, I was closer to the blast, but I was a sturdy doll, and he was a fragile human.

“Cough⋯.”

Even though I was bleeding profusely, even though I was caught in the explosion and thrown far away, rolling on the ground, he didn't stop. He insisted on pulling out his pistol and aiming it at me.

“What the heck is going on now!!!”

Angelia appeared and tried to stop him, but he did not stop.

That's why I was certain. No matter what situation he was in, he would live with his hatred for me as his driving force.

-Bang! Bang! Bang!

Three bullets flew, hitting the floor, the window, and my right shoulder.

It didn't hurt. The scars etched into your heart would be even more painful, so I shouldn't have been in pain.

"AK-12. You'll have to explain in detail what just happened. Very detailed."

“⋯.”

Only after hearing Angela's warning did I finally close my eyes. My emotions returned, and the door to my heart opened.

⋯⋯My heart ached.

I will never be able to face him again. I will never be able to be by his side. I will never be loved by him.

But it was okay.

If you lived, that's enough.
***


“Are you serious? Why would you do something like that?”

“⋯I couldn’t help it. If I had left him alone, he would have really died.”

“Didn’t you see that just now? From now on, just seeing you makes me die of rage.”

“What can I do? It’s my karma. I have to accept it.”

When I told Angela the whole story, she looked dumbfounded. Well, come to think of it, anyone who heard it would have made the same expression.

But did her sincerity get through? She pressed her temples for a moment, then quickly emptied her coffee.

“Haa… So, it’s true that you burned the photo?”

“⋯Uh.”

“⋯.”

“It may sound like an excuse, but it wasn’t intentional.”

"⋯Yeah. It's in the past anyway, so what's the point of bringing it up now? I know your will and your heart. Just be careful not to run into each other again."

That should have been the end of the conversation. But I wanted to take a gamble, something bigger.

“Angelia. Didn’t he say he respected you?”

“Huh? Yeah. That’s what he said himself.”

“Then wouldn’t it be better to listen to what you say?”

“⋯⋯What?”

It was a fleeting thought. If he were the only one with any sense of manners, he'd probably let his outrageous remarks slide. Couldn't we surprise him and unmask him?

No. This was the only answer. Aside from the RPK-16, which I hadn't even expected to see, the AK-15 had made little progress, and the AN-94 hadn't even faced it, so this was the best option.

“Angelia. Do you like old stories?”
***


“⋯⋯ha.”

“I was like that at first, too. Of course, I just overheard it.”

Despite her years of hardship, Angela couldn't hide her shock. Judging by the way she fiddled with her empty coffee cup, she seemed quite displeased.

“So, why are you telling me this? You said he’d hate it.”

"There's only you, please. Angelia. Take off his mask."

"what?"

"You know that. Everyone in command and everyone here wants him back. And you know that too."

“⋯.”

"It's simple. Just be calm and present your arguments as you always have, and he'll take off his mask."

It was an impossible feat. The RPK-16 was out of the question, and the AK-15 wasn't adept at this kind of trick. I couldn't meet him anymore, and he'd been avoiding the AN-94 from the start.

“Please. Okay?”

“What on earth made you do this?”

In a way, it was a question that hit home. If I think about it objectively, I've done my best, and I've put in enough effort.

But still, I had to do it.

"love."

Because I love him.

“Hey… It’s funny that the world’s best AK-12 says something like that.”

"If it's fun, try harder. I'm really at my limit now."

With that said, I held out my hand. Although I didn't explain, I knew what I wanted to do.

“Ha. How shameless.”

She took my hand and shook it gently.

What we did was a handshake.

With that resolve, time passed. I was a little surprised when I left him behind in Berlin due to his injury, and when I brought Nito and the others with me, but I still believed in him until the very end.

I loved him till the end.
     


And after going through so many things, today, I finally got my reward for all my hard work.
     


I no longer have to just watch from afar.
     


I can now stand by his side.
     


I can love him now.
     


He doesn't hate me anymore.
     


I gently stroke his back. I stroke his back, which has fallen asleep, exhausted from all the hardships.
     


That's why I said.
     


“I love you. Ban.”
     


My love.
 

     



A person who keeps his promises
 


My consciousness floating around.

Many fragments moving under that consciousness.

The fragments connect to form memories, and the memories created in this way are painted in my head like a painting.

"So, I'm going to make the most meaningful day of my life my birthday. And I'll be the first to tell you about it."

"What? Why are you asking me for something so important?"

‘Why? We’re friends, right?’

AN-94.

‘… Yeah. I promise. Half.’

"Is this a promise? M16?"

‘Yeah… I have a promise too. Half.’

And… M16.

Consciousness, body, and memory still floating around.

My heart aches.

Ah, I see.

Not keeping a promise.

It was me.

Consciousness, body, and memory still floating around.

But my will is more full than ever.

Consciousness, body, and memory that no longer float around.

My heart aches.

Full of will.
***


“Ugh… Ugh….”

It's the limit. I'll be caught soon.

I had the advantage of knowing the geography of this place better, but I already had one arm broken, and I had someone to protect, so the situation was ultimately disadvantageous.
“…….”


“You sleep well.”

I didn't care if I got caught. But this man, this man who had finally taken off his mask, absolutely could not be caught.

I walked like that, aimlessly. To somehow hide this man, for this man's happiness.

But it was still a limitation.

"…under."

Yeah. Once you do something, you have to take responsibility for it to the end.

As expected, going together was greedy. Yes. Once I've decided to do something, I'll see it through to the end, fulfilling my duty.

He turned cautiously, heading towards a place that was infinitely familiar to him.

To his former residence.

"swimming…."

A half-destroyed, dilapidated building at a construction site. His space within it.

It seemed like it had been left for almost two months, but fortunately it was in better condition than I thought.

Besides, seeing as all the equipment he used before is still there, he should be able to return alone as long as he doesn't get caught.

I carefully laid him down on the plank bed, not forgetting to cover his head in case he got hurt.

I can hear his relaxed breathing. It's a different relaxed breathing than when he was half asleep earlier.

As I looked at him for a moment, I noticed that his hair was much more disheveled than usual.

“What if you use your beautiful face like this?”

I slowly untangle my hair and take out the hair tie. It's going to break anyway, so I don't really need to use it.

And then, carefully, I stroke his head so that he doesn't wake up from his deep sleep.

A quiet rustle, a sound spreading through the room. The sound of his rough yet soft hair brushing past my fingertips.

“It’s all done.”

It felt much better when I tied it up neatly and without any hassle. I didn't even have to lift my hair, so I gave him a quick kiss on the forehead. I left the room.

"…good night."

I trudged on, trudging endlessly. As far away from here as possible. I had to confront him from as far away as possible so that nothing would happen when he woke up.

How long had I walked? Just when the building was out of sight, an unsightly doll came into view.

“Oh, I met a colleague. Can’t I at least say hello?”

“Where is the quartermaster?”

She was a terrible woman. To say something like that in this situation.

“Well? I only know the commander of S09 Command, you know?”

"There's no time for puns. Where's the quartermaster?"

-Tadadang!!

I didn't answer her directly. I simply raised my gun and briefly told her what I wanted to say.

“…Do you think you can beat me in that state right now?”

“I already won once, so shouldn’t there be a penalty of this level?”

It was a bluff. There was no way I could defeat that mad dog in my current state.

And of course, she knew this too.

"under…."

A short sigh.

But a heavy sigh.

-Tadadang!!!
 ***


It was fine when they were exchanging bullets. Even though one arm was missing, there wasn't much difference in fighting power.

But when they ran out of bullets and entered close combat, the gap in one arm made a huge difference.

And the result is this.

“Ugh….”

“Didn’t I tell you? Tell me the supply officer’s location.”

AK-15 grabbed AK-12 by the neck and lifted her up. If he had applied enough force, he could have rendered her inoperable, but AK-15 didn't.

“Tell me. Where is the supply officer?”

Because there are still goals that have not been achieved.

"…dreamland."

“Do you still have the luxury of talking nonsense like that?”

The force of the choke on her neck grew stronger. AK-12's face contorted even more, but she didn't stop.

"Yeah. It doesn't matter. I can smell the supply officer around here anyway, so I'll be able to find him quickly."

“…I used to tease you by calling you a crazy dog all the time, but you really became a dog?”

It was a genuine contempt. To be able to find someone by smell, he was a total bastard.

“Hey… Let me ask you one thing. What on earth are you trying to do with that person?”

Somehow, he managed to convey his voice, and AK-15 closed his eyes for a moment.

"I'll keep him by my side. He was by my side when the supply officer was happiest, so I'll keep him by my side for the rest of my life."

The AK-15 added that it was the most efficient, but that fact did not reach the AK-12's ears.

“…Kuhehe……hehe……hahahaha!!!”

Because she was busy holding back laughter right now.

“What’s so funny?”

“Haha…… Ah…… Ah really….”

It was quite amusing, even with tears welling up in his eyes. And as he continued, AK-15's expression hardened.

“Hey. What do you know about that guy?”

“…What does that mean?”

The smile vanished in an instant, and a chill filled her voice. She wasn't frightened, but it was clear that something had shifted in the atmosphere.

"Do you know that person's wounds? Do you know that person's pain? Do you not know the weight of darkness he has carried all this time?"
“….”


He couldn't answer. If you think about it, AK-15 didn't know anything about it.

“Then what do you know?”

“Me…? Hehehe…….”

Laugh again.

“All of them.”

And mockery.
“…….”


Kwaaak, the hand holding her neck was getting tighter and tighter, but she was still smiling.

“You… do you know… that Luke is a pseudonym? You… don’t even… know… his name….”

“Shut up!”

His last words struck a chord with her. AK-15's rage soared, and he attempted to strangle AK-12.

Her throat cracked. Her eyes and breathing fading away suggested that if she remained like this, she would soon die.

“Don’t fight with your friends.”

“……Sergeant?”

If only it weren't for the voice coming from far away.

The black clothes he'd worn before. A much larger bag than before. And a mischievous smile he'd never shown before.

But a familiar person.

“……Thanks for saving me some trouble. Now, come this way, Supply Officer.”

The strength in my hands relaxes. The anger that had risen to the sky gradually subsides.

The AK-12, which had regained its freedom of breathing, was still firing vigorously, but that fact didn't matter to her.

“Why did you come… I told you to run away….”

He squeezed his broken neck. A certain amount of unpleasant mechanical noise was mixed in, but he didn't particularly care.

“You want me to run away again?”

"……what?"

“I ran away, trying to forget everything, afraid of the unbearable weight of the truth.”

A bitter voice, bitter eyes. But a will more abundant than ever.

“But now I realize. Running away is completely useless.”

“Stop talking nonsense and do it now……!”

“…Be quiet.”

-Pfft!

That was when AK-15, unable to watch their conversation any longer, struck AK-12 in the abdomen, knocking him unconscious.

"Welcome back, Quartermaster. Now, take my hand. It's time to go back."

AK-15 reached out her hand towards him, but he just looked at her hand bitterly and didn't approach her.

“No. I have a place I need to return to.”

“…What does that mean?”

Anger wells up again. My expression hardens, and my hands tighten.

But still he was smiling.

"Everyone tried to keep their promises. The AN-94, the IWS-2000, and... even the M16."

Yes. I thought I'd been betrayed, but it was me who betrayed him. I was the one who broke my promise.

AN-94 waited for a year, driven mad by endless waiting for a promise that would never be kept.

IWS-2000 waited for me to return, wishing me happiness. She was content as long as I was happy, even without me by her side.

And even the M16 that left me kept its promise to return, albeit a little differently.

I was the only one who didn't keep my promise.

“I have to go back. I’m going to go back and apologize to everyone.”

“……No. You don’t have to go back. From now on, you will be by my side for the rest of your life.”

It was a chilling statement. I'd heard it so many times that it felt familiar.

Moreover, it was the strongest doll I had ever met, so cold sweat ran down my hands.

But even so, I couldn't stop.

Because I am a person who keeps my promises.

“…Are you serious?”

He took a gun out of his bag and aimed it at her, but the answer he got was a question.

"Yeah. I'll defeat you here and return to command."

She looked dumbfounded. Then, step by step, she began to approach me.

“Do you really think you can beat me, Master Supply Officer?”

“Of course I can’t win.”

Of course, that was impossible. If she showed even a hint of sincerity, I'd be reduced to minced meat.

But I had to go back. I had to keep my promise. I had to go back and apologize to everyone, to AN-94.

The corners of my mouth go up. My heart races. I close my eyes.

Commander!

All kinds of memories pass by.

And for some reason, I wanted to use that guy's tone of voice.

“So. I have to show off some tricks♪”
 



More efficiently
 


Tactical dolls are stronger than humans.

Military dolls are exceptionally strong.

And among the military dolls, the elite Rebellion is even stronger.

Moreover, even in that rebellion, the AK-15 has the best body capabilities.

I have to face her like that.

It would be easier for her to twist my wrist than to get a juice from a vending machine.

It would be easier for her to strangle me than for me to go out for a walk at night.

If she had just applied a little force and hit me on the forehead, my skull would have caved in.

But still, I must not run away.

Slowly, and with a smile, I raised my head, and her cold, piercing eyes greeted me.

Although she usually seemed emotionless, there were still glimpses of emotion that could be seen, however faintly.

Of course, there is nothing now.

“Are you really going to do it?”

It was a kind of warning, a dissuade. A pressure to meekly give up, to ask if you really could beat me.

“Oh. I have to.”

But still, he doesn't back down.

If there's one silver lining, it's that she'll never kill me. Her goal is to bring me back as intact as possible and raise me with utmost care, like a precious child.

So, I have to find that gap and somehow get through it.

Tick tock, the sound of a timer ticking. And the sound of me steeling my resolve.

“Oh, wait a minute.”

I mustered up my courage and picked up the pistol with my left hand, and she waited obediently, as if she felt something too.

But it was already at its limit. If my hands were shaking like this just from holding a gun, my legs would surely give out the moment I pulled the trigger.

“I’m sorry. I guess it was too much.”

-bang!

She fires with her right hand, but it is blocked by a rock she picked up.

-Phew!

She throws a bomb with her right hand, but it is intercepted by a rock she threw.

And then, one step closer, she approaches.

He took an axe out of his bag and threw it with his right hand. But she caught it without moving.

And then, one step closer, she approaches.

“Is this the end?”

“No way, there’s still a long way to go.”

As he said this, he picked up another hatchet from his bag with his left hand.

“My courage.”

And then, with a whirlwind, a hatchet flew through the air. My courage, thrown with my left hand.

“⋯Isn’t it true that you don’t use your left hand?”

The axe grazed her cheek. To be precise, she only dodged it slightly.

“You’ve grown up, and you’ve become very cool.”

“It’s nice to see you. Please continue to show us this kind of image in the future.”

She kicks the floor, and the ground cracks. Unable to withstand her overwhelming force, the ground collapses.

“Next to me.”

In the blink of an eye, she was within striking distance of me. I tried to move, but of course, my efforts were futile.

The merciless grip of the AK-15 fell upon me. I barely managed to lower my head, but my tied hair couldn't.

-Crunch!

So I cut my hair.

It was refreshing. The weight on my head felt lighter, and it no longer bulged from the strings, obscuring my eyes.

As I slowly untied the hair tie and put it on my wrist, the scar was no longer visible.

The AK-12's headband covered my scar.

Sarurur, the severed hair flows down, and I move away from her, who is now holding onto the protein tissue that was once just a part of my body.

“⋯.”

She stared blankly at my severed hair for a moment. It gave me a better chance, as it allowed me to gain more distance.

“I thought you treasured your hair quite a bit, Sergeant.”

That was true. I really valued my hair.

‘Uh… I think Commander would look great with long hair, but… I still like how he looks now.’

“I’m sorry, but my kids like short hair.”

So I had to be more precise.

“…Crack.”

She grits her teeth because she wasn't one of the "our kids" I mentioned.

I hit the ground again. The floor gave way and rushed towards me like a bullet.

But this time I was faster.

-Phew!

The smoke billows. With this thick smoke, even she won't be able to catch me easily.

I thought so.

“Cough!!”

Crunch! In an instant, her throat was grabbed. A loud scream escaped her lips, but she didn't stop.

“Why! Why are you trying to get away from me!!”

She screams. I can sense the anger in her emotionless face.

“The supply officer is efficient when he’s with me!! The supply officer is perfect when he’s with me!!!”

AK-15 thought about what had happened to him when he was not there.

He's attempted suicide, had a fight with an AK-12, been possessed by Nito, had his head bandaged, his legs and arms splinted, and now he's been kidnapped and tortured.

But what was it like when he was with himself? He laughed, joked around sometimes, and gradually opened up his heart.

So, we are indispensable to each other.

"Look at the supply officer's appearance now! Is this normal?"

The savage, her evil power rips my clothes off, and the huge scar hidden inside reveals itself.

-AN-94.-

“I feel ashamed.”

But still, I kept my composure.

"Sergeant, you must stay by my side. From now on, always."

And she too regained her composure.

"I ate nothing but calorie bars from the time I was little until I was 20. Then, around 15, I discovered something I just couldn't swallow."

“What are you talking about now?”

AK-15 questions the sudden nonsense. He frowns and clenches his fists.

"I thought, 'If I just eat this whole thing, won't it taste bad?' So I tried for about a year, and I finally got the hang of it, even if it wasn't whole. I could eat it in one sitting, even if it was cut in half."

He's gone crazy. That's what AK-15 thought.

But soon, at the sound she heard, she felt a chill.

-Tick.

“Wait. What are you…?”

Her expression hardens. He smiles.

“And now, this is possible too.”

-Tick.

Her expression hardens even more. He laughs even louder.

"no way!!!"

“Yeah. You’re right.”

At the same time, I struck my stomach hard. Unable to withstand the shock, my stomach vomited out everything I had eaten.

I threw up a bomb.

“Cough….”

While he was still unconscious from the nausea, the bomb was already emitting a chilling red light. This was a sign that it was about to explode, and that he was going to die.

“Sergeant!!”

She quickly threw the bomb into the distance. But, as before, it didn't fly very far.

-Phew!!!

“Ugh….”

Rolling, rolling, rolling, unable to bear the shock, I rolled without stopping. Ten laps? Twenty laps? Counting them was already meaningless.

When I finally opened my eyes, it seemed the AK-15 had suffered a significant blow. Of course, he was fine, but not as bad as me.

“Do I really have to go this far?”

It was a word filled with concern and passion. Feeling this was my last chance, I began my final, eloquent speech.

“You say you’re efficient… but isn’t it okay to be inefficient sometimes?”

Her face hardens. But my mouth doesn't stop.

“The meal where you and I first started talking, the conversations we had at the shooting range, the ball games we sometimes played – all of these were ultimately inefficient activities.”

“No, it was all just an efficient act.”

“…AK-15.”

Their gazes crossed. Purple eyes, gray eyes, eyes full of determination, eyes full of determination.

Eyes filled with darkness. Eyes filled with light.

“I saw RPK-16. He looked in the mirror and brainwashed himself, deceiving himself into thinking he was someone who had no regrets.”

“Ha, when have you ever seen anything like that?”

“Even if you go back, you will definitely regret it.”

“Trust me. This time, I’m confident I won’t regret it.”

And then he smiles faintly.

"Are you still out of it? I feel like I'm going to die. Come to your senses, quickly."

AK-15 closed her eyes. All sorts of thoughts raced through her mind, crossing the mind map.

But the conclusion that came out was one.

“More efficiently.”

She approaches. She approaches, having reached an ‘effective’ conclusion.

“Kuuuu…… Heuuuu…… Hahaha!!”

That's why I laughed.

“…What’s so funny?”

It was a voice filled with emotion, filled with doubt. So I responded with an emotionless voice, too.

“Hey. What do you know about me?”

“…What did you say?”

Her expression contorted. It was evidence of her anger.

"That's right. Everything you know about me is fake, so what do you think you know about me?"

AK-15 remembered what AK-12 had just said to her.

‘You… … do you know that Luke is a pseudonym? You… … don’t even know his name… … .’

“You know Luke is a pseudonym? You don’t even know my name.”

And he made the same sound.

“Keep going!!!”

A rage that pierced the heavens overwhelms him. He twists his wrist and grabs his neck.

His expression was more impassive than ever. Sharp eyes. Mouth tightly shut. Face motionless.

That's why she's the scariest.

“…I didn’t want to hear that from the quartermaster.”

“Cough…….”

My breathing is tight, my focus is blurry, and a hoarse sound comes out of my mouth.

His hand slowly rose. He reached out to release the grip on his neck, but the difference in strength was evident.

“Just sleep for a while… When you wake up, everything will be over.”

“Finally… I came to my senses.”

“…What did you say?”

That moment. That moment when she let her guard down for a moment.

-Crackle!!

“!! What now!”

He gouged out his left eye.

Blood was flowing. But a more sinister smile than ever hung on his face.

“Sergeant!!”

Embarrassed, she tried to loosen her grip and pick up the prosthetic eye, but her body wouldn't move as she wanted.

“……Ugh!”

My body gives out. My legs give way, my back collapses, and in the final moments, my head hits the floor.

“Huh… You finally came to your senses, AK-12.”

After hearing that, I barely turned my head and saw the AK-12 wielding electronic warfare with its entire body destroyed.

It was only then that I realized that all the things he had been saying to get his act together were aimed at the AK-12, not at me.

“I’m sorry for being harsh. I didn’t mean it.”

I carefully embraced her as she collapsed. I apologized in advance, knowing I wouldn't be seeing her for a while.

"No! Stop it! You're most effective when you're with me, Supply Officer!!"

She cried out, but the light bursting from the pulled out eye continued to grow larger.

“Just sleep for a bit, and when you wake up, it’ll all be over.”

“Sergeant!!!”

And then, the explosion.

-Phew!!!

With a sizzling, unpleasant mechanical noise, the AK-15 stopped working. I somehow managed to raise her up and prop her up against the rock, helping her fall to the ground.

“Ugh… This is really so hard….”

I almost died. It's a good thing the AK-15 kept me in check for so long. If she'd shown even 1% of her sincerity, I would have died long ago.

“How on earth did you get the idea to put an EMP in your eyeball?”

“Yeah, I guess he’s really crazy.”

After speaking vaguely, I took out a baseball and a pen from my bag, wrote something on them, placed them next to her, and left.

“Let’s go now. AK-12.”

I walk, my broken body flailing, to the command post, back home.

In that lonely place where no one was left, the baseball lying next to the fallen AK-15 had this written on it:

‘A sincere apology is enough.’

-Michael Van.-


Return and⋯
 


“Can you move?”

“What do you have to say?”

We walk, tottering, our broken bodies leaning on each other. Our heads and legs ache, but we walk. Our arms ache, our chests ache, but we keep walking.

“Are your eyes feeling better? You suddenly became squinty, but are you able to focus?”

"I've been living like this for months. But honestly, it's been a while, so it's been hard."

Now, the very act of walking has become a mental battle, but I somehow managed to keep my wits about me by continuing the conversation.

"Wouldn't it be better to just put something in there? If only one side is empty, the balance will be lost and your face will look distorted."

"I just happened to get something really great. You'll be really surprised when you see it. You can look forward to it."

“Hey, okay. I’ll look forward to it.”

But even that conversation didn't last long, because we were both clearly at our limits.

Consciousness flickering, vision blurring, legs giving out.

“Huh⋯.”

"be careful."

Her hand gently gripped my shoulder. Thanks to that, I didn't fall, but my legs were already giving out.

"half!"

Thud, my body collapsed. And her body.

“Hey⋯.”

He reaches out pitifully, but it doesn't reach him. It doesn't reach the command center, it doesn't reach her.

Because she already closed her eyes.

“What the… As expected, you had a harder time than me….”

Oh, shamelessness is also a virtue. Even though he was worse off than me, how could he have been so shameless in pretending everything was okay?

I was so grateful for that that I wanted to hold his hand, but my body had already become one with the floor and wouldn't move any further.

“I have to go back….”

With those words, I closed my eyes.

"Did you really have to go this far? You could have helped me a long time ago!"

“That’s right, Sister! Commander, this time I almost died for real!!!”

“⋯This time it wasn’t quite right.”

The sound of girls chattering away. And another girl just listening.

A girl who has lost the cunning she always showed.

“⋯That’s what Ban said. I hope we don’t have to see each other again.”

“Still! Still! Wouldn’t it be nice if you showed up in a situation like this and said, ‘Ta-da!’?”

"If you both have time to talk nonsense, get moving. The Commander's mouth will be shut."
***


“⋯.”

This was the S09 Command Center's command center. In that dilapidated, cobweb-covered space, a girl sat quietly with her eyes closed.

“Mr. IWS⋯.”

“Yes. Mr. 9A-91. Did you call?”

Towards that girl, another girl with a red beret and brilliant white hair approaches.

“⋯.”

Clearly, the one who was worried was 9A-91. But for some reason, it was IWS-2000, the one being worried, who was brimming with energy. It was a truly ironic situation.

“It’s already been over eight months… Now, now you can stop resting….”

“Mr. 9A-91.”

It was a slightly shrill voice. It was clearly gentle, but somehow sharp, like a voice that could cut your fingertips if you weren't careful.
 


“Do you trust me, Commander?”

“⋯Yes.”

There was some hesitation, but the answer was clear. 9A-91 trusted and loved her commander.

That's why my heart ached. I saw my loved one being ruined, devoured by his own darkness, and turned a blind eye to reality, but I wasn't there for him.

He forged a new life for himself, but she was not the path to his life.

I close my eyes and recall the story we shared in the flower garden.

‘Are you saying you’ll be on my side?’

"Yes. If you're having trouble, Commander, please let me know at any time. Just as you did with me, I'll consider it my duty and help you."

She decided to side with the commander.

But where is he now?

I was sad. I hated the fact that I didn't even know if my loved one was alive or dead, and I hated myself for not being able to do anything for him.

But what I hate the most is my own pathetic self that I couldn't become his future.

“Are you blaming yourself again?”

“⋯No.”

She stood up, flashing the kind smile she always gave me. Then, slowly, I turned my head to meet her eyes.

“The eyes are the windows to the soul. That’s why they never lie.”

IWS-2000 slightly lowered his head and met 9A-91's gaze. He met 9A-91's reproachful eyes.

“Look, I’m not lying.”

“⋯.”

She, too, musters up the courage to meet IWS-2000's eyes. Her eyes are filled with nothing but love, hope, and faith.

“⋯What on earth do you believe in so much?”

I began to wonder. What on earth do I believe in? What do I love? What do I hope for?

Why on earth is she so energetic?

“I told you earlier, didn’t I?”

She smiles. The IWS-2000 smiles. Instead of the masked smile she always wore, a pure, untainted smile fills her.

“Do you trust me, Commander?”

“This is separate from the Commander⋯.”

"no."

IWS-2000 abruptly cut herself off, placing her hand on her chest. She assumed a sacred posture, as if in confession, and slowly, with a smile, began to hum.

“It is possible because you believe.”

IWS-2000 trusted its commander. No matter how much time passed, it believed he would eventually return to this place, his usual brazen smile on his face.

“And if the Commander doesn’t come back here, that’s a good thing in its own way.”

“⋯Why on earth?”

"Think about it. The Commander left because he wasn't happy, because he felt the command was no longer valuable without Mr. M16."

Although it might have seemed a bit cruel, it was undoubtedly the right answer. It left a small wound on 9A-91's chest, but IWS-2000 didn't stop talking.

“So, if you think about it the other way around, Commander, if you don’t come back here, it means you’re happy living outside.”

“⋯.”

9A-91 said nothing. He simply met her eyes silently, absorbing her message.

“And, I don’t know why, but today I feel especially good.”

“Huh? What is that⋯.”

"Let's get ready. We can't just let those crazy women hurt you, Commander, right?"
***


Flickering consciousness.

Rising consciousness.

A blossoming consciousness.

“Huh!!”

When I opened my eyes, I found myself in a place that was both familiar and unfamiliar. It had been eight months since I'd been here.

“This is⋯.”

Trees in full bloom. Beautiful, colorful flowers. A sight that everyone who sees it will inevitably exclaim how beautiful it is.

This place was clearly behind the command post.

“What the heck is this⋯.”

Naturally, the first question that comes to mind is: I was clearly unconscious, so how did I end up here?

Besides, I was alone. The AK-12 that was clearly with me was nowhere to be seen.

“Huh… what is this.”

I slowly sat up, my mind wandering. The wounds on my body had long since been meticulously tended by someone. As proof, every inch of my body was covered in bandages.

“There is no such thing as a mummy.”

Besides, the bag next to me contained everything I'd been carrying: my lost cell phone, my communicator, and even some items I'd picked up at Rebellion.

I racked my brain, but no answer came. And it wasn't particularly important.

“Huh⋯.”

I took a step forward. My joints creaked and I could hear them groaning, boasting of my limits, but there was no reason to stop.

“Haa⋯.”

So, step by step, I took the heaviest steps of my life.

"Won't you hate me? What if I tell you to get out? Do I even deserve to go back in the first place?"

Self-loathing, which had become a daily occurrence, crept up into my body, but I didn't stop.

Because I have to go back.

I somehow managed to move my broken body. Even though my joints creaked, my mind was unsettled, and even though my legs gave out and I fell once, I didn't stop walking.

And finally, I met her.

“⋯⋯⋯Commander?”

Although her attire and armament were slightly different, she was a familiar doll. Her speech was polite, yet expressive, and despite her haughty appearance, her mouth was harsh when angry.

“Hello. RO.”

It was a single word I blurted out after much deliberation. I wanted to say something brazen like "Ta-da~" or "It's been a while," like I used to, but I lacked the courage to do so, so I compromised.

She stared blankly at me for a moment, then shook her head in disbelief. Then, tears began to well up in her eyes, and she ran to me and hugged me.

“Commander!!! Commander⋯⋯.”

Without saying a word, I carefully stroked the back of her head. My hands were dirty and worn, but I felt I had to do something.

“Really⋯⋯ Are you really Commander⋯⋯?”

“Yeah. Really… it’s me.”

It was an expression of emotion uncharacteristic of her. I slowly lowered my head, and there she was, staring at me with eyes brimming with tears.

“I’m shameless, but… I’m back.”

“Ah ...

Yes. It was just my imagination. The children of the command center are so kind.

“I will never miss it again.”

“⋯⋯What?”

-Thud!


liar
 


“Huh⋯⋯.”

I opened my eyes with a sigh, the number of times I'd let out today already unknown. Even though my vision was only half-way, it was enough to grasp the situation, so there was no particular problem.

And the conclusion I came to was one.

“⋯⋯Again?”

I was kidnapped.

I'd been hit three times in the past year alone. I should be used to it by now, but I couldn't hide the trembling in my body.

This time, thankfully, there were no restraints, so I slowly tried to get up, but for some reason, my legs wouldn't give me strength.

“⋯This is driving me crazy.”

It wasn't until I lowered my head and looked down that I realized my leg had been broken by RO635.
 

***


-Crack!

“Ugh…! What is this…!”

The happy reunion only lasted a moment, as her light footsteps shattered my leg. I gritted my teeth to endure the pain, but I couldn't stop the groans that escaped.

“I can’t go anywhere now.”

It was a voice tinged with resentment and sadness. It was accompanied by a twisted determination to keep me tied to this spot, even if it meant breaking my legs.

“Wait!! RO!!”

I wanted to say something, but her slender hands wrapped around my head and pulled me to her chest.

“Ugh⋯!”

A pleasant smell and a soft, fluffy feeling, a bit difficult to describe, enveloped my entire face. I was literally feeling every inch of a woman's body, but it didn't feel particularly good.

“Ahhh… I never thought I’d see Commander like this again… Really… Really….”

Her words were filled with emotion and joy, but her actions were filled with impurity.

“Huh… huh….”

I couldn't breathe. Pressed down by her ample breasts, I was suffocating.

Even if I wanted to pull away, her hand was behind me, and even if I shook my head, wherever I went, there was only her breasts.

“Please take a nap… my commander….”

In my fading consciousness, all I could feel was her touch and warm voice.
***


“Ugh⋯⋯.”

And then reality again. Trapped in a basement filled with nothing but darkness, that was my reality.

It was wrong from the start, to wonder where it all went wrong. If I hadn't left in the first place, this wouldn't have happened.

“Oh, you’re awake?”

As I clutched my pounding head, I heard a familiar voice from far away.

“Yeah. I’m up. RO.”

Clap, clap, clap, the sound of her footsteps filled the room. The mournful sound drowned out my breathing.

“Ah ...

She reached me in an instant and hugged me again. Because I was sitting, my face naturally rested against her chest, but she didn't seem to mind at all.

“Really… I really wanted to see you, Commander… Thank you for coming… Really….”

If you only read her words, it would have been a moving scene. But the thought of someone breaking a person's leg and confining them in an unknown space while spewing such words was chilling.

“Ugh… RO.”

This time, perhaps there was no intention to knock me unconscious. The arms that had bound me were quickly released. Thanks to this, I was able to fulfill the desperate need to talk.

“Yes, Commander.”

Her clear, almost dead eyes turned to me. Those eyes, different from those driven mad by love for me, yet fundamentally similar, weighed heavily on my heart. But I couldn't remain silent.

“⋯⋯I’m sorry.”

My first words, of course, were an apology. The biggest reason I came here was, of course, to apologize.

“⋯⋯I held the heavy responsibility of being a commander, and I even said I trusted you, yet I ran away.”

I said it with my own mouth. I will trust them, so please listen to my story.

But I couldn't trust them. I was so obsessed with the fact that the M16 I trusted the most had betrayed me that I couldn't see ahead.

"I left an indelible scar on your hearts. And that scar, even now, has not healed."

I cautiously reached out and pointed to her chest, the spot where I'd inflicted the wound.

“⋯⋯I’m sorry. That’s all I have to say.”

I wanted to say something grand, but when I faced the situation, all I could say was that I was sorry.

I squeezed my eyes shut. No matter what she did here, I had a reason to accept it.

But what followed was an awkward silence. Neither she nor I said anything.

The silence that comes with a wrongdoing brings endless fear. Countless experiences since childhood had already cluttered my mind.

Time passed by like that. It felt like 30 minutes had already passed, but her mouth still remained silent.

“⋯⋯Commander.”

It was her quiet voice that broke the suffocating silence. That sound, which I'd never heard from her before, was enough to weigh heavily on my heart.

All sorts of thoughts swirl around in my head. My chest tightens, and a cold sweat breaks out on my back. What will happen to me? Of course I'll be angry, right? Yes, I will be. Because I made a mistake.

I deserve to be punished.

“Thank you for coming back.”

The answer that came into my head, which was so full of self-reproach, was surprisingly gratitude.

She hugged me tightly. It wasn't the embrace of dirty desire from earlier, but a hug that signaled she no longer resented me.

“RO⋯⋯.”

"If you came back, that's enough. We're satisfied with that."

Tears welled up in my eyes for a moment, but I barely held them back. I couldn't cry so pitifully in a place like this.

Pat pat, the hug ended only after her hand patted my back. I slowly pulled away, and RO greeted me with a faint smile.

“Welcome back, Commander.”

Her voice, filled with affection, brought a smile to my face.

Seeing the smile on my face, she smiled even bigger,

He just broke my arm.

-Thud!!

“Ugh!!”

The sound of bones cracking accompanied the excruciating pain. I looked at her with a puzzled expression, but she was still smiling.

“⋯⋯RO?”

Instead of answering, she buried her face in my arms and slowly inhaled, taking in my scent.

“Liar… Commander, you are a liar.”

“⋯⋯.”

I couldn't refute it. It was true.

“So⋯ Ssup⋯ Haa⋯ From now on⋯⋯ Ssup⋯⋯ I will never⋯⋯ miss you.”

The action, whether speaking or smelling my scent, didn't stop. It started from the nape of my neck, moved down my shoulders, and reached my waist.

“I’ll break your legs so you can’t escape. I’ll break your arms so you can’t do anything on your own.”

I slowly raise my head. She, driven mad by the wounds I've inflicted, faces me.

“But if you run away, I’ll break your neck and put it on display next to me forever.”

“⋯⋯.”

I'd be lying if I said I wasn't afraid. But even so, the sadness outweighed the fear.

“⋯Even you, who are so sincere, have been ruined.”

Because the girl I know is a sincere and intelligent child.

“RO!!! It’s out!!!”

As I hung my head in despair, another familiar voice was heard.

Light steps. A youthful voice.

“Yeah. You’re here.”

I raise my head and face her.

I encounter SOP2 smiling brighter than ever.

“Commander, huh!!!”

Perhaps the joy and longing had reached a fever pitch. It was a voice that made it hard to tell whether she was laughing or crying. Of course, I was also very happy, but I couldn't laugh.

Because her eyes were familiar.

“⋯RO was crying, but you’re so brave.”

“No! I cried so much earlier. I cried so much while watching the sleeping commander….”

The lively voice suddenly dropped to a low pitch, and before I knew it, it was weeping. While the voice had certainly brought me sympathy, now it was more filled with fear.

“It’s okay though! The Commander can’t go anywhere anymore!! Come on, keep playing with us!”

And then I realized. The cast on my ankle had the AR Platoon logo engraved on it.

“Did you do it?”

“Yeah! I did it! Good job! Praise me!!”

She was the same as always. Lively and playful. I smiled awkwardly at her.

But the circumstances were very different.

It was a laugh as cold as ice. If I took a wrong step here, I knew I'd break my remaining leg or arm.

It's all my fault. It was my fault for running away and leaving these young children behind.

“But Commander! Why is your left eye closed?”

“⋯Ah. Here?”

I hesitated for a moment, but I couldn't lie to them, so I just told them the truth.

“Ouch.”

I lifted my closed eyelids. I showed them my empty eyes, telling them why I had closed them.

“⋯⋯Ah.”

SOP2 was momentarily taken aback by the horrific sight, but soon regained his original, lively demeanor. I wanted to praise his courageous demeanor, but the shocking words that followed left me speechless.

“It’s okay! I’ll give you mine!”

“⋯⋯What?”

As soon as she finished speaking, she tore out her own eye. There was a crackling sound as her optic nerve was ripped, but she didn't feel the slightest pain as she straightened the wiring in her eyeball.

“Wait a minute, SOP2!”

Then he trimmed the eyeball to fit my eye perfectly and put it in.

-Crack!!!

“⋯⋯.”

The pain was so intense that I couldn't even make a sound. I just gasped for breath and focused on easing the pain.

She smiled. She seemed to be so content with the fact that a part of her body was mine, that she gave the biggest smile I'd ever seen.

“Hmm… But come to think of it, it’s unfair! I gave mine, so shouldn’t you give the commander one too?”

Her laughter grew wider. A bitter smile, one I'd never seen before, covered her face.

A chill ran down my spine, a sinister aura creeping up my spine. I felt a terrifying sense of dread unlike anything I'd ever felt before, but there was nothing I could do about it.

“Sleep⋯⋯!”

-Crackle.

With those shabby words, only darkness fell over my world.


I don't blame you
 


A warm liquid flowed from his eyes. The liquid, which had been splattered across his face, soon splashed down onto the floor.

But the liquid wasn't tears. The liquid, which should have been clear, was strangely red.

“Ahahaha!! Commander! Look at this! Now, like RO, my eyes have different colors!”

With his head bowed before her, SOP2 began to chatter happily. Her characteristically lively voice and the way she was the first to boast about her enjoyment were no different from her usual self.

The problem is that his condition was very different.

“Commander.”

The voice belonged to RO. She carefully lifted his face to meet her gaze, then turned her gaze to his still-flowing blood.

“⋯What a pity.”

She tilts her head. She brings her face closer to his unfocused face.

If she stretched out a little more, their lips would be close enough to touch, so she stuck her tongue out at his cheek.

And then, he licks the blood. He gradually moves up, licking the flowing blood from the bottom up.

There was no hesitation. I was grateful for the opportunity to drink his blood, savoring each drop as I continued to devour it.

Finally reaching her eye, she stopped flicking her tongue and slowly lifted her head. A red mark remained clearly visible where her tongue hadn't yet been inserted.

“Ahhh… Commander’s blood… This is what it tastes like.”

Feeling a pleasure beyond words, RO clutched her cheek. Her flushed face and ecstatic expression, radiating a hint of sensuality, amply expressed the emotions she was currently experiencing.

But unfortunately, he could not see it because he had lost both eyes.

“Hehehe… Commander… Thank you for coming back.”

It was a token of gratitude. As proof, SOP2 gently and kindly embraced him, but he remained motionless.

“I⋯.”

A squeezing sound. His strong will, which had overcome pain and despair to reach this point, was embodied in his voice.

“I⋯ am sorry.”

“⋯⋯Yes?”

“What, what does that mean, Commander?”

The two were taken aback by the sudden apology, but he still hadn't lost his light. No, an even greater light was shining on him now.

“It’s all my fault, so you can torture me, torment me, and hate me.”

SOP2 and RO's expressions instantly hardened, but of course he couldn't see their expressions.

“So if you guys can go back to how you were… I don’t mind.”

"no!!"

RO's shout echoed throughout the place, but only three people listened.

"We're fine! We can proudly say we're more cool-headed now than ever!"

People naturally become angry when their sore spot is pricked. As proof, she was angry right now.

"That's right! The strange thing is the commander! We, we really are fine!"

SOP2 also raised his voice. It wasn't his usual playful tone, but a note of discontent that reached his ears, but he could tell.

“⋯⋯I see.”

That the two of them have already crossed the line.

“We’ve come a little too far to turn back.”

I wanted to shed tears, but all that came out was blood, and it was truly disappointing. I pressed my temples to soothe my frustration, but my headache didn't go away.

“Of course… but you didn’t tell the other kids that I was here, did you?”

“Yeah! Of course! The commander is the commander of our AR platoon!”

Still, I wondered if it was okay for the AR platoon. In fact, I thought it was better than the Rebellion, who were fighting each other even within the unit, but that was what made me uneasy.

I wondered if the rest of the members had changed like this too.

I chuckled. It wasn't because the situation was so desperate, nor was it because I was driven mad by fear beyond my limits.

When this difficult situation arises, for some reason I think of your face.

“M16⋯⋯.”

“⋯⋯What did you say?”

I unconsciously uttered her name, and a sharp voice returned. Perhaps that name wasn't just my sore spot.

“Again⋯⋯ Again⋯⋯ That name⋯⋯.”

It was the sound of a gritted teeth. Was this what it felt like to suppress anger? She wondered, but the sound of footsteps calmed her anger.

“⋯⋯What is this.”

A familiar voice, familiar footsteps. She's familiar.

“AR-15!!!”

Dododo, dododo, dododo. Just by hearing the sound, I can guess what happened, and it must have been SOP2 who ran to her, because SOP2 values his colleagues very much.

“⋯What, Commander?”

But there was something more important to her than that.

“Commander!!!”

This time, I heard urgent footsteps. She stopped in front of me in an instant, then lifted her head to meet my eyes.

“Hello. AR-15.”

Unfortunately, I had no eyes.

“What the hell happened? Why is the Commander so injured⋯⋯.”

Her words trailed off. Just looking at their smiling faces, I could see in detail how broken he was.

“⋯SOP2 Your eyes⋯⋯.”

“Yeah! That’s right! It’s the Commander’s!”

“⋯⋯.”

AR-15's pupils shook violently. He forced himself to regain consciousness and turned his head to face RO. This time, he saw her with blood on her cheek.

“You⋯⋯ that blood⋯⋯.”

“Yeah. That’s right. It’s the Commander’s.”

The moment RO's mouth opened, the AR-15 didn't miss. It caught the bright red blood on her tongue.

“⋯⋯⋯Did you guys make the Commander like this?”

Anxiety becomes doubt, and doubt becomes certainty. To reaffirm the anger that had become certainty, I asked them, but the answer I got was, of course, the same.

"huh."

“⋯⋯.”

Something slowly began to rise from her toes, up her spine, to her head, and then to every corner of her body.

Anger spreads.

“Do you know what you just did!!!”

It was a tremendous display of courage. RO and SOP2 were momentarily taken aback, but they quickly regained their momentum and began to refute her.

“What are you talking about! We just need to make sure the commander doesn’t escape⋯.”

“Stop talking nonsense!!! Can’t you see the Commander’s appearance right now?”

However, that too was eaten by the wrath of the AR-15.

Her emotions were pure rage. A rage so pure it surpassed even her joy for him.

“Broken his legs! Broken his arms!! Gouged out his eyes!!! He’s already gone way beyond the line!!!”

“⋯⋯AR-15. You don’t seem to be feeling well today. I recommend you rest for a bit.”

It was her usual calm voice. Conversely, this also meant she had already made her calculations.

“No. It’s you guys who are in bad shape.”

A sharp voice spoke to them both. I couldn't see her face now, but it was clear she was angry.

“⋯⋯AR-15.”

“Commander! Don’t say anything! For now….”

“No. It’s my fault.”

“⋯⋯Yes?”

The anger subsided, and now doubts began to creep in. To avoid any misunderstanding, I decided to add a friendly explanation.

“The reason SOP2 and RO are broken is… It’s all my fault. You blame me for disappearing, and that’s why they’re broken like this.”

They're crazy. I tried to rebuild the sandcastle I tore down, but a sandcastle can't be built alone.

What were the two, no, everyone thinking about the remains of the collapsed sand castle?

They would have resented me. They would have hated me for disappearing, and they would have made twisted promises on the ruins of their sand castle.

I will never miss it again.

“So, you can blame me too.”

“⋯⋯.”

No sound was heard. Not RO's calm voice, not SOP2's innocent voice, not AR-15's questioning voice.

But, I could feel her warm energy.

“⋯⋯AR-15?”

Po-ok, she hugged me tightly. Beneath her embrace, I could feel her sincerity.

“⋯⋯Not for a single moment, have I ever resented you.”

“⋯⋯What?”

It felt like the common sense I'd always believed in was being completely challenged. It was like being hit in the head with a hammer, my mind spinning, unable to even open my mouth.

“What the heck now⋯⋯!”

-Kwaaaang!!!

RO, sensing something was wrong, tried to stop us, but her voice was drowned out by the ensuing explosion.

“Of course. No one blames you, Commander.”

One step. She takes a step.

“Because we’ve been waiting for this moment.”

And then, one more step, she takes.

“But you who ruined this happy moment, you who ruined this moment that was so long awaited, you bad people who inflicted such wounds on the Commander’s body⋯⋯.”

Finally, she takes another step.

“⋯⋯You deserve to be punished.”

9A-91, more furious than ever, arrived at this location.


My Commander
 


9A-91 has a naturally gentle personality. It's hard to find anger in him, as he's always considerate of others and takes a step back.

But even for her, if he got involved, things would be different.

“⋯.”

Slowly, she turns her head to check his appearance.

One red, unfocused eye, one empty eye. And a right arm that was turned outward, and a left leg that looked like it was in a cast.

Bandages wrapped all over the body, like a dragon's point.

Suddenly, she grits her teeth. She raises her head again to face them.

Instead of the clear, turquoise eyes they always showed, eyes filled with anger turned towards them.

Instead of the gentle and kind expression he always showed, a cold, almost chilling expression was directed at them.

She is angry.

“9A-91?”

“Yes, Commander.”

When he called her name in a familiar voice, 9A-91 made her presence known in a gentle voice that she could never have expressed with the expression she was wearing.

“Your 9A-91 is here now.”

As soon as her voice rang out, RO635 realized that things were going south and quickly launched an electronic warfare attack, but for some reason, he was unable to penetrate her mind map.

“What the heck is this⋯.”

"Electronic warfare. Are you confident?"

Her voice was a little young. But her demeanor was anything but young.

Another doll emerges from behind the rubble of a collapsed wall. It's the doll he had a grudge against, and now works harder than anyone else to secure his future.

“I’m confident in electronic warfare too.”

“AK-12⋯?”
 


"It's been a while, Commander. Actually, it hasn't even been a day since we last parted ways. But...."

She opens her eyes half-asleep. To control her emotions, she turns off her emotional module.

“Are you seriously injured?”

Even though she had turned off her emotional module, the anger in her voice couldn't be hidden. It suggested that she was so angry that even her emotional module, now turned off, couldn't control it.

The sound of teeth grinding. The sound of her getting angry.

“Don’t move.”

By this point, even the most ignorant of fools could tell that things were going south. RO635, who was considered rather smart, had already been armed with his gun for quite some time.

“Oh my, are you saying we should have a fight?”

“If you guys just go back, there won’t be any fighting.”

“What? Are you saying we should fight?”

“No! Among us⋯⋯.”

“No. There’s nothing I can do right now.”

His voice broke, and what appeared was 9A-91. Somehow, calming her surging anger, she was able to act rationally and make the best decision.

“Mr. AR-15, you said you didn’t blame the Commander, right?”

“⋯⋯.”

AR-15 nodded with difficulty. Thanks to this, 9A-91, who had finally established her confidence, decided that she was someone he could trust.

"Please. Take the Commander with you and take him far away. And somehow, find him…"

“What the hell are you talking about!! The Commander can’t go anywhere!!! You can’t leave here anymore!!!”

It was SOP2's frantic cry. A sticky cry of not letting him go any longer enveloped the place, gripping everyone.

“How long have I waited… How much have I been looking forward to meeting the Commander!!!”

But ironically, beneath that dark madness, what was clearly visible was sadness.

"Do you know how many tears I shed? AR-15! You saw it!!! How sad we were!!!"

AR-15 bowed his head involuntarily. He knew better than anyone the amount of tears they had shed.

‘Eww!!! Commander!!! Commander!!!’

SOP2 spent every night in tears. The command center was so lonely without him.

No one could stop her, because she wasn't the only one who was sad.

M4, RO635, and even AR-15.

“AR-15!!! Think carefully!! If you lose sight of the commander here, you don’t know where he’ll disappear to!”

“⋯⋯.”

She closed her eyes for a moment. But, of course, the conclusion was already decided.

“Commander, please grit your teeth for a moment.”

"what?"

-Thud!!!

“Fuck⋯!”

The sound of twisted bones returning to their original positions. While the cast remains, the meaning conveyed by that action divides the joys and sorrows of those present.

“AR-15? Why⋯.”

She received RO's blank gaze, but the lack of something in that gaze only strengthened her resolve.

With her will strengthened even more, she lifted the commander up.

“Wow. Holding a princess? I’ve always wanted to do it at least once.”

In a slightly awkward position.

“I have no shame… but I won’t kill you…”

“I know.”

The answer came immediately, even before he'd finished speaking. This surprised AR-15 for a moment, but he quickly regained his composure and left.

“That’s what the Commander wants.”

“⋯⋯.”

A heavy, if slightly, heavy silence flowed after that. Sweat dripped from 9A-91's forehead, but her resolve remained unwavering.

“One of them is a mess, and the other one is a Minsu doll. Are you confident?”

RO was right. The AK-12's body had been severely damaged by repeated fierce battles, and now it was difficult to even use it for electronic warfare.

Moreover, the 9A-91 beside her was originally a civilian doll. It was only natural that its performance would be inferior to that of the AR Platoon members, who were originally intended for military use.

“Don’t worry. We have some very good snipers.”

But she wasn't worried at all.

-Taang!!!
***


“Commander. Are you conscious?”

“⋯⋯You still call me Commander.”

“⋯⋯Of course. After all, you are our only commander.”

“You don’t blame me?”

I just glossed over it earlier, but this is the most important issue for me right now.

I disappeared after three sentences that were barely even worthy of being called a note. In a difficult time for everyone, I was the only one who felt cowardly.

The reason RO is broken is probably because of resentment toward me for leaving. The same goes for SOP2.

“Commander, you’re having bad thoughts again.”

“⋯.”

I couldn't answer. It was the right thing to say.

"It's simple. The reason I don't hate you, Commander, is because my joy outweighs my resentment."

AR-15 smiled faintly. Of course, he couldn't see her, being blind, but at least he could feel her heart.

"As the Commander always said, it's okay if the result is good."

This was something M16 had repeatedly pointed out. He always prioritized results over process.

“So, Commander, you ended up coming back to us, right?”

“⋯AR-15.”

So I didn't expect to get it back like this.

“Thank you for coming back, Commander.”

Thump, her tears fell onto his face. It was a somewhat unpleasant situation, having an unfamiliar liquid drip down my face, but a smile spread across my face.

“⋯⋯Really, thank you.”

“No⋯⋯ I’m more grateful⋯⋯ Ugh!!”

But the tearful reunion was short-lived. AR-15 suddenly screamed, and her body began to crumble.

“AR-15? What’s wrong! Are you okay??”

“Commander⋯⋯ Sir⋯⋯.”

Before she could even respond, she lost consciousness. Even as she fell to the floor, her grip on him remained firm.

“What the heck is this⋯⋯.”

-Thump.

At that moment, when only confusion filled his mind, he heard someone's footsteps from afar.

“⋯⋯Who are you?”

“Ah ...

-Thump, thump.

The sound of footsteps getting closer and closer. And a familiar voice.

“⋯⋯.”

He didn't answer. With just a little evidence, he could have identified her.

"I've been waiting for this moment. I, I believed it."

And then the thud. That sound comes again.

“Even though I cried, felt heartbroken, and had my heart broken, I believed that you would come back.”

Finally, the sound of a thud. It was getting closer to my nose.

“And I swore to myself that if I ever saw you again, I would never let you go again.”

“⋯⋯M4.”

“Yes, my commander.”

She appeared.


I hate, I like, I detest, I adore, I resent, I love
 


Since M16 disappeared, M4 has been the doll that has tried the hardest to comfort me when I was broken.

Commander... Don't be too heartbroken. Sister, you are definitely...

"Commander. Please eat some food. Skipping meals like that is bad for your health."

Commander! Please… Please say something… Yes?

But I failed to live up to those expectations.

“Ahhh… Commander… Commander…”

M4 carefully caressed my cheek. Her hand, beyond warmth, felt like a fiery heat, revealing the temperature of the emotions she was currently harboring.

Although I tried to ignore it until now, the feelings she had for me were hotter and heavier than anyone else's.

“⋯⋯I feel ashamed.”

My head bowed involuntarily. It was the least I could do, my last act of conscience.

“No, Commander, you don’t need to apologize.”

“⋯What?”

This time, I raised my head. Even though I couldn't see ahead, I could clearly feel the sticky desire she harbored.

“From now on, I’m going to be more sorry.”

“⋯⋯Is that so?”

She lifted me carefully, as if she were cradling a baby. I could sense her concern that I might get hurt, but her intentions were so impure that I felt more anxiety than gratitude.

“⋯⋯M4.”

“Yes, Commander.”

“I’m really, really shameless, but… can’t we just go to the broadcasting room like this?”

“For what reason?”

Her voice was clearly interested, but I could tell. No matter what reason I gave, she wouldn't grant my request.

“Because I have to apologize to everyone.”

My purpose from the beginning was one: to gather the dolls in the auditorium and offer a sincere apology to everyone present.

To do that, I had to go to the broadcast room. It was only from there that I could convey my voice to everyone in the command center.

“Don’t worry. You won’t have to apologize again.”

But unfortunately, my wish could not come true.

She started walking slowly. Since she hadn't told me where she was going, I asked her where she was going, but unfortunately, there was no answer.

At the end of the endless, thumping, thumping sound of footsteps, her voice was heard.

“We’ve arrived.”

“⋯⋯Can I ask where this is?”

"Haha, just open your eyes. This is a familiar place, Commander."

The answer I got back took me by surprise for a moment, but I was soon able to regain my composure.

“Really? Can I open my eyes?”

“Yes, of course.”

She didn't seem to know my condition yet. After all, I'd never opened my eyes in front of her.

And if you think about it differently, it also means that M4 still doesn't know what SOP2 and RO did to me.

“Look closely. M4.”

I didn't know what the reaction would be, but I couldn't lie, so I turned my head in the direction of the voice and cautiously opened my eyes.

“Ouch.”

“⋯⋯.”

Despite my best efforts, there was no response. The chilling atmosphere made me break out in a cold sweat, but nothing changed.

“⋯⋯What the heck is this.”

Only then did she realize my condition. She sat me down on an unknown chair and slowly began to examine my body.

Broken arms and legs. Eyes gouged out.

“⋯⋯Ah. That’s sexual harassment.”

I let out a lighthearted joke, but she didn't hesitate. She stripped me of all my clothes and examined the bandages wrapped around my body.

She slowly removed the bandage from my arm, and a bruised and swollen arm greeted her.

She slowly removed the bandages from my leg. Then, a scarred and mangled leg greeted her.

She finally removed the bandage from my chest. Then,

A twisted scar called AN-94 greeted her.

“⋯⋯.”

M4 didn't say anything. Thanks to that, I didn't say anything either.

But the weight of the silence I felt was something I couldn't dare express.

“What is this⋯⋯ happening?”

“If I lie, I’ll get in trouble, right?”

I jokingly offered a witty joke, and a reassuring silence returned. Truthfully, I hadn't intended to lie in the first place, so I decided to simply tell the truth.

“A week ago, I was imprisoned by AN-94, and after that, I was drugged and tortured in all sorts of ways.”

Suddenly, I heard the sound of teeth grinding, but I couldn't stop because it was my choice to tell her the truth.

“This is the result, her name that will never be erased.”

“⋯Why on earth.”

It was a cool voice. It was also a bundle of her emotions that I would soon receive.

“Why on earth!!!”

My whole body tingled. The energy she exuded was beyond my capacity to handle.

“I like it!!! I like it, Commander!!!”

“⋯⋯.”

"You know what? I've always been patient. Ever since the day you worried about me!!!"

I still can't forget the words you whispered as you held my hand.

"You're awake, I'm sorry. My command was wrong."

Those words changed his life forever. He never thought he would develop feelings for someone.

“But!!! But you!!! Commander!!! You didn’t look at me!!!”

I liked it first.

“Why on earth? I liked you first, I loved you first.”

I loved you first.

“Why did you choose the M16 instead of me!!!”

But it wasn't me who was chosen.

“Ah ...

Luckily, I wasn't chosen because I saw the picture below first.

“Even when I close my eyes, all I can see is your face… No? Even when I open my eyes, all I can see is your face!!”

What were you doing while I was going crazy like this? Where were you looking when I looked at you?

“I gave everything for you! But… but I got nothing in return!!!”

But nothing came back.

“Please tell me, Commander!!! What did I do wrong? Tell me!!!”

He didn't say anything. He just gave me a pitiful expression.

“⋯⋯Why? Why on earth⋯⋯ are you looking at me like that?”

Clearly, no eyes were on me, but the stinging gaze kept me awake. Clearly, no words were spoken, but my heart pounded wildly, refusing to calm down.

“I⋯⋯ am sorry.”

“⋯⋯Yes?”

And the answer that comes back is, surprisingly, an apology.

“I ruined you. I, stupid and foolish… made you like this.”

“Ah⋯⋯.”

If someone is angry and the other person apologizes, they'll only become more frustrated. What good can be gained by venting your anger on someone who's already apologized?

“No! I was always like this!!! I was broken from the start!!!”

“⋯⋯I see.”

He raises his head. He faces me. He spits out hateful words.

“I⋯⋯ have been doing something wrong for a long time.”

That's why M4 was crazy right now.

“Ah… Ah… Commander!!! Commander!!! You… I hate you so much!!!”

I hate you for not looking at me. I hate you for not loving me. I hate you so much for always trying to leave my side.

“Why… why on earth!!! Did you leave my side… what?”

Crazy-wavering emotions, crazy-wavering affection.

That's why love.

“You who are not by my side⋯⋯ are ruined like this!!!”

My heart aches. This time, your physical devastation has torn my heart apart, leaving it in tatters.

“If only you had stayed by my side from the beginning!!! This wouldn’t have happened!!!”

Aaaah⋯⋯ Half. Half. Half!!!

I hate you, I resent you, I hate you more than anything in this world.

“Do you know how I felt while you were gone? I hated you, I despised you, I resented you, and I tried to belittle you.”

Aaaah⋯⋯ Half. Half. Half!!!

I love you. I adore you. You are more precious than anything in this world.

“Do you know why? If I didn't do this... If I didn't degrade you like this! I was so consumed by longing for you that I thought I was going crazy!!!”

That's why I resent you. I resent you for leaving me.

But I love you more than that.

Hatred, longing, resentment, affection, loathing, attachment.

But in the end, love.

“Ah ...

She stopped dead, like a broken doll. She fell to her knees, almost collapsing to the floor, and whispered softly, pouring out all her emotions.

“I love you. So, so, so.”

And then, giggling, she raises her head.

“I won’t miss it again⋯⋯.”


A person who has no regrets
 


Faced with the sheer mass of madness spewed out by M4, he remained silent. Partly because he knew that remaining silent was the best option, but more importantly because he knew that whatever he said wouldn't be heard.

"Commander, I've always tolerated you. Because of your timid nature, because you like nice dolls."

I close my eyes and recall. When I was talking to my sister the other day, I thought, "He hasn't shown any romantic interest in anyone yet, and we have plenty of time, so if I take my time, he'll open up to me."

Of course, now that I think about it, it was a truly absurd thought. He'd already developed feelings for her back then, and time, no matter how much, was never enough.

“But you didn’t look at me.”

Yeah. I was screwed from the start, so how can I win love?

Love is a struggle. You have to trample on others to achieve it.

Eliminate your opponent by any means necessary. Use every available means.

Even if it might hurt the feelings of a loved one, as long as the outcome is good, everything is good.

I reach out. Instead of his pitch-black hair, I gently stroke his white hair, which reminds me of someone.

“I saw my sister, not me!!!”

My once gentle hands suddenly began to tighten. I was so angry that if I continued to pull, I could tear his head off.

"What the heck is this hair? Did you dye it white because you miss your sister? Huh? Huh? Huh?"

“⋯⋯.”

The answer was silence. While silence is sometimes the right choice, it wasn't now.

“Answer me!!! It’s true that I dyed my hair like this because I miss you, right!!!”

“⋯⋯I’m sorry.”

Her fierce shouting finally yielded a response, but it was, as expected, an apology. This made her even more furious, and she decided to cross the line.

“⋯⋯Okay. If you don’t want to answer, you don’t have to.”

As soon as I decided to cross the line, the swirling thoughts in my head began to calm down.

Now she is the center of the whirlpool.

“Listen carefully, Commander.”

Take your hands off his head, this time placing your hands on his shoulders and bringing your face closer to his ears.

“From now on, I will rape you, Commander.”

“⋯⋯What?”

Only then did he open his mouth, but it was already too late.

“⋯Ugh!!”

Without even a moment to react, she explored his lips. And from the moment their lips met, the next move was predictable.

“Haa⋯⋯ Chew⋯⋯.”

M4's snake-like tongue ravaged his, entangling and swirling, playing with it before finally biting down hard.

“Ugh⋯.”

As blood began to leak from his tongue, she bit her own without hesitation, causing a wound. Their blood began to mix, creating a pungent taste that was causing him discomfort.

But for M4, there was no greater happiness. She fed him her own blood, and he coveted his own. Never having experienced anything more blissful, M4 was enjoying this moment, fulfilling his sinister desires.

How much time had passed? As time, which had seemed like a fleeting moment to M4 and an eternity to him, came to an end, a red thread stretched from their tongues, showing off its stickiness.

“How are you, Commander? Are you feeling good?”

Unlike M4, who was wearing an ecstatic expression, his expression remained dark. However, she felt a strange sense of betrayal about this, and her heart began to burn.

“⋯I’m sorry. That’s all I have.”

"No. I told you before. From now on, I'll be more apologetic."

Slowly remove the remaining clothing from him. Undo his belt, pull down his pants, and remove his underwear.

“Ah ...

And finally it is revealed.

The M4 was determined to cross the line, but its sheer size made me swallow dryly. I wondered if that massive thing could fit inside me, but I quickly dismissed those worries, knowing they were pointless.

“Stop it, M4. This is really⋯⋯.”

“Hehehe… now?”

She takes off her clothes. She takes off her pants, puts away her leotard, and gets ready.

"The good doll M4 didn't receive your love. Abandoned, broken, and ultimately feeling nothing but endless despair, she realized."

Yes. The reason I wasn't loved by him was because I was a good doll. The good doll M4 was just a good companion to Michael Van, and never went beyond that.

“If my cry doesn’t reach you, I’d rather be a bad doll.”

A bittersweet smile filled her face. In the moment of happiness that was about to follow, her mind was already filled with nothing but happiness.

“Ahhh… I’ve been waiting for this moment… What kind of scream will the Commander make? I’m so excited… My heart is pounding so hard….”

And finally, the moment her dream was about to come true.

-Kwaaaang!!!

A huge roar began to be heard outside.

“⋯⋯ha.”

It was just a simple sigh, but the weight it carried was so cold.

M4 began to put his clothes back on, vowing that he had no intention of killing those rascals who had ruined this moment.

“It’s a precious moment, and I can’t afford to have it interrupted by loud noises.”

Thanks to this, he gained a brief moment of respite, but the outcome wouldn't change. He didn't even know where this place was, and he wasn't physically able to move independently.

"I'm sorry for causing you such trouble. But I promise to give you even more pleasure than before, once a little time has passed."

She finished arming herself and left the room.

“⋯⋯If I get caught running away, I don’t know what I’ll do.”

And don't forget to put on the shackles called "Umppo".

And then bang. The door closes.

“⋯⋯.”

Now that M4 was gone, he pondered for a moment. What should he do in this situation?

“I, I⋯⋯.”

It's all my fault. The M4 is broken, and the civil war is raging in the command center.

So, I am the only one who can stop them.
 


I grope around, roughly picking up some clothes to put on. Although I can't use one arm or leg, I've trained for this situation several times.

-Crack!!

After breaking the chair he was sitting on and preparing several pieces of wood, he tied them tightly with the remaining clothes and made a makeshift cane, and somehow began to walk.

Knock, knock. Knock, knock. And squeak.

But I've already reached my limit. I don't know what lies ahead.

I raised my broken hand and felt my way along the wall. If I kept moving, I knew I'd find an answer.

So once again, thump. Thump, thump, thump. And then, crunch, crunch.

“Huh⋯⋯.”

The cane I'd created, blinding me, was, of course, crude. It left me rolling on the floor, unable to move, but I didn't stop.

Jiik, knock. Jiik, knock.

I move my only movable arms and legs. Even as I crawl along the floor, I don't stop.

And so on, jiik, tak, jiik tak.

“⋯⋯Where are you going?”

And then the voice is heard.

Fortunately, it wasn't M4, just a familiar voice. It was also a voice I hadn't heard in a long time.

“Broadcast room.”

“Like that?”

"uh."

And jiik, tak, jiik, tak.

“⋯⋯You still won’t give up even though two of your limbs are shattered and both your eyes are gouged out, leaving you blind?”

"of course."

And Jiik, tak. Jiik, tak.

“⋯⋯Why? How is it that you don’t give up even in this situation?”

Jiik, tak, jiik, tak.

"You had many choices. From the moment you opened your eyes behind the command center, to the miserable situation you're in now."

Jiik, knock. Jiik, knock.

“Why didn’t you run away?”

Jiik, knock. Jiik, knock.

"If you'd joined forces with UMP45, you could have lived comfortably without doing anything. If you'd gone into hiding with Mahrian, no one would have found you."

Jiik, knock. Jiik, knock.

“And even if you woke up behind the command center, you could have escaped.”

Jiik, knock. Jiik, knock.

"Don't you regret it? Don't you regret ending up in such a miserable state?"

"huh."

And Ji-ik, Tak.

“Because I am a person who has no regrets.”

One last time, Ji-ik, Tak.

“So. You’ll help me, right? HK416.”

“⋯⋯.”

Instead of answering, she hugged me. I knew all too well the meaning behind that warm gesture.

“With your physical condition like this, are you really going to do it?”

"of course."

"It could be a more difficult and arduous path than this one. It could even lead to something worse than death."

“Still, I don’t regret it.”

The hand that was wrapping around me felt strong. But that strength wasn't meant to hurt me.

“Let’s go, Commander.”

It was the power to protect me.


Time for selection
 


“Do you know what happened to the AR-15?”

"He's come to his senses a while ago and is moving to the broadcasting room. He says he somehow managed to hear the commander's conversation even while he was unconscious."

“⋯⋯Thank goodness.”

I was worried about the whereabouts of the downed AR-15, but, true to her meticulous nature, she seemed to have already come to her senses. I breathed a sigh of relief, and HK416 hesitated for a moment before asking again.

“Is there anything else you would like to ask?”
 


“Not really?”

But I didn't have any particular questions. My immediate priority was to gather the kids in the auditorium.

“⋯⋯Then may I ask you a question?”

“As much as you want.”

Her voice was a little heavy. Thinking about it differently, it also indicated that the topic she was asking about was very serious.

“Don’t you feel resentful towards us?”

HK416 was the only doll that took my side during the previous kidnapping incident. That doesn't mean she wasn't at fault, but in this situation where I didn't really resent UMP45 either, there was no reason to resent her.

But unlike me, she still seemed to be haunted by that day's events. Even without looking at her face, I could tell that guilt was etched across her face.

“I don’t blame you.”

“⋯⋯May I ask why?”

Unlike me, who responded immediately, hers took a while to respond. This gave me more time to think, which allowed me to come up with a better answer.

“Um… Actually, I don’t know either.”

“What did you say?”

But it didn't seem like she was.

"From the time I was young until now, I've always judged everything solely by its results. M16 has often told me to fix it, but it just won't work."

Causality. The relationship between something that causes something and something that is caused by something else, or the relationship between the two. Simply put, it's cause and effect.

Because everything has a cause, and that cause is always followed by an effect.

"So. If you think about it in the end, you're helping me right now, right? There's absolutely no reason to hate me."

HK416 knew that what he said was nonsense, a patchwork excuse, cobbled together like a rag.

“Of course, as a result, there is the side effect of living my life thinking of myself as a bad person, regardless of the cause.”

But that's why I learned another thing: he really doesn't blame them.

“⋯Is that so?”

“That’s what it is.”

Thanks to this, a more comfortable smile appeared on her face.

“Oh, I just remembered a question. Can I ask it?”

“As much as you want.”

“How did you find out I went to Berlin?”

“⋯⋯That’s.”

HK416 was momentarily taken aback. It wasn't that he couldn't answer, but he still didn't know if giving him the answer was the right answer.

I was worried. How would he react when he found out the truth?

Even if he truly forgave them, would he have forgiven M16 as well? The most fundamental reason he left command was, of course, M16's betrayal.

She doubted whether he would believe her even if she told him this, but she quickly shook it off. She was now determined to tell him only the truth.

"M16 informed me. He said the Commander went to Berlin alone and told me to follow him because he was worried."

Maybe it was a truth better left undetected, but she decided not to hide it.

“⋯⋯Is that so.”

Their footsteps remained steady, but their lips remained still. Sweat beaded on HK416's forehead, but the reply he received blew away even his worries.

“As expected, you were a liar⋯⋯.”

“Commander?”

Even though his eyes were closed, he couldn't hide the corners of his mouth rising. And his next words made hers rise as well.

“Did you see that crazy bitch’s taste? Humans are like trees, the roots are this and that… what kind of nonsense was she talking about? Next time we meet, let’s beat her up and make her pay.”

“Phew… Is that so? I heard that the outskirts of hell are like this and that for us?”

"You're really a piece of shit. If we ever meet, I'll be a total loser. I'll have to tease you."

“⋯⋯Huh huh.”

She smiled. There wasn't even a hint of darkness in him now.

He was a man who always carried only darkness. His past, his uncertain present, and his future, unpredictable.

But now, he was clearly shining.

“Of course, before that, apologizing to everyone comes first, right?”

“Yes. Of course, Commander.”

Thanks to this, she was able to gain more strength and move to the broadcasting room sooner than expected.

“Commander!!!”

“It feels like it hasn’t even been an hour since we broke up, but aren’t you so happy to see me?”

Before he knew it, he had long since become his old self, or even brighter. He had the confidence to apologize to everyone, and to give even more love than he had received.

“Come here first. I’ll carry you.”

“Who cares?”

“Don’t do that anymore. I’m going crazy.”

It was a slightly cold tone. Thanks to that, I could gauge the mood without even looking, so in a way, it was a good tone.

“⋯⋯For now, I've checked all the equipment. If you just press the button, your voice will immediately reach every corner of the command center.”

“Okay. Can I have the mic?”

“Here.”

"thank you."

As I grabbed the microphone with the help of the AR-15, all sorts of thoughts ran through my mind.

He left the command post, learned his craft in the back alleys, and lived day by day.

He almost died after meeting Nito, but survived with the help of AN-94 and AK-12.

I joined Rebellion, befriended AK-15, and slowly grew closer. There was even a time when I genuinely wanted to kill AK-12 after he spouted some crazy stuff, but now I realize that even that was for my own good.

He went to Berlin alone, met Mahrian and Adeline, and fought for the people, reunited with 404, and eventually returned to Rebellion and made a killing.

After that, I was kidnapped, tortured, and experienced all sorts of strange things, but I didn't break down.

Now that I think about it, there were just as many good things as there were bad things, but this was still where I was meant to be.

Take a deep breath and then press the button.

“Everyone gather in the auditorium!!!!!”

Because I am the commander.
***


“⋯⋯.”

The feeling M4 was feeling right now was something that couldn't be expressed in words.

Even though it was a one-sided initiative, there was no one who could maintain their composure while being interrupted by that happy moment with a loved one.

Especially since she was a person who was very heavy-hearted in love, the discomfort doubled and consumed her.

He had intended to kill the vicious women who had disturbed his happiness, but ironically, there was no one in the place where the sound came from.

This revealed two facts. First, he knew he was coming and had taken cover. Second, the loud noise was a deliberate device to save the commander.

If I were to give in a hundred times, it would have been bearable up to that point. There was another reason she was so angry now.

“⋯⋯Where is the Commander?”

M4 asks her, taking the place of the original commander.

"The Commander spoke to you a little while ago. Surely you don't remember? I doubt you're even listening to him."

She maintained her composure even in M4's murderous voice, for what she truly feared was not death, but his unhappiness.

"If you talk nonsense one more time, I'll kill you for real. Where is the Commander?"

“What is the way you practice love?”

“Ha⋯⋯.”

Despite his clear warning, she muttered incomprehensible words without a trace of change in expression. M4, strengthened by this, stepped forward to grab her by the neck, but for some reason, he couldn't reach out.

It was instinct. That woman realized she was even crazier than herself.

"My way is to heal the wounds in your heart, Commander. No matter who he is, I will give everything for you."

She smiles. A bright smile spreads across her face. That smile, so full of bitterness, was enough to make even M4, consumed by emotion, sense danger.

“⋯⋯.”

It was shining. Her blood-red eyes were clearly shining, but for some reason, there was a sense of darkness in their light.

“Let me ask you again: What is your way of loving?”

She says, "Let me put the broken and twisted M4 to the test."

"Okay, it's time for selection. M4A1."


I'm back
 


IWS-2000 once again blurted out words she didn't understand, but her expression was deadly serious. She was clearly smiling, but the aura she exuded was undeniably dangerous.

“Are you saying we should fight now?”

But M4 wasn't an easy woman. While she was briefly put off by the IWS-2000's mysterious aura, she quickly regained her momentum and began to pressure her. Strictly speaking, M4 was arguably the strongest member of the S09 command.

"Hehe, don't get me wrong. I have no intention of fighting you. I know I'll lose anyway."

Despite M4's sharp warning, IWS-2000 remained calm. There was no trace of tension in her slow, steady hand as she reached out to dissuade M4.

"My greatest strength is understanding the subject matter. In that sense, I know my subject matter well. I'm just a mere civilian doll, so there's no way I could possibly beat you, right?"

He said it with his hand on his chest. It was fundamentally the same thing: a hatred for his own twisted self.

Because she knew better than anyone that she was broken.

IWS-2000 has always been in agony. Twisted by the death of a loved one, can he truly stand by his side?

Could a dirty crow like him be by his side, who should be clean?

After much agonizing, she finally found her own answer: becoming a selector.

He sends the clean to his side, and blocks the unclean from his line.

Of course, she later found the right answer with 9A-91's encouragement, but that didn't mean she forgot her duty.

“So, how about you figure out the topic too?”

“⋯⋯What did you say?”

“Do you really think what you are doing is love?”

M4's expression grew even colder. The tension from earlier had vanished, leaving only murderous intent on her face, but IWS-2000 didn't stop talking.

“Do you really think it’s love to have someone you love come back and then confine them and rape them?”

“What the hell are you talking about⋯⋯!!!”

With words filled with rage, M4's hand grasped her slender neck. As her strong hand pressed against the spotless, clean neck, the white neck began to turn redder.

"I do this because I love you. I love you more than anyone else, Commander, so I made a plan to make sure you can never run away again!"

She screams, justifying her actions to hold on to, to possess, to monopolize her lover.

“Ah⋯⋯ I see⋯⋯ Hehe⋯⋯ Hehehe⋯⋯ Ahahahahaha!!!”

Despite being strangled, she smiled confidently. A chill unlike any before ran down my spine, reaching M4's mind map.

“Ahhh… That’s right. I was wrong from the beginning.”

The current situation was unfavorable, if not dangerous, for the IWS-2000. The overwhelming difference in physical abilities, his own gun already rolling on the ground, caught in a vital spot.

“You don’t trust the Commander, do you?”

But she hit M4's sore spot.

“⋯⋯What?”

Something inside her broke, but her mouth wouldn't stop.

“If you truly love the Commander, don’t you think it’s right to be happy about his return and prepare to welcome him?”

And finally, the wedge is driven in.

“You never trusted the person you loved from the start.”

"shut up!!!"

Kwaaak, the force entering his hand grows stronger. The brutal force causes IWS-2000's face to turn red, and he is soon pushed to the brink of breaking his neck.

It was a desperate situation. If I applied just a little more force, IWS-2000 would surely break his neck and die.

But why doesn't the smile on her lips disappear?

“⋯⋯You seem confident in your strength.”

It was clearly a strained voice, but what was the reason for the relaxedness? Even M4 couldn't figure out why.

“To be honest, I’m a little confident too.”

As she said that, she slowly applied strength to her slender hand, covering it with one filled with murderous intent.

“What⋯⋯.”

M4 was flustered. He was clearly intent on killing her, but my anger was genuine.

Why are my hands loosening?

Her strong hands gradually loosened. The IWS-2000, with a force that seemed to have sprung from nowhere, had freed her hand.

Even though he had subdued one hand with both, M4 couldn't hide his bewilderment. He had clearly exerted all his strength, but where on earth did that strength come from?

But her confusion was only momentary, and soon she was overcome with rage and raised her gun again to kill her.

-Everyone gather in the auditorium!!!!

“Commander⋯?”

And his voice resonates.

“It’s time. Let’s go to the auditorium.”

Before she knew it, she was ready to leave, as if she knew his voice would resonate.

“Oh my, Commander, even though you know my location, why do you still have time to waste on me?”

“⋯⋯Kkadeuk.”

M4 had been glaring at her silently, but soon came to his senses and left. What mattered to her wasn't a mere battle of pride, but meeting him.

-IWS-2000, are you okay?

Just as she was leaving, a familiar voice came over the IWS-2000's communicator. She briefly stroked her neck, then quickly picked up the communicator and held it to her ear.

"Yes. Mr. 9A-91. Mr. M4 just left. Mr. SOP2 and Mr. RO have also left, correct?"

The voice belonged to 9A-91. Hearing her answer, 9A-91 breathed a sigh of relief for a moment before expressing his affirmative response.

"Yes. As IWS-2000 said, we just held out for as long as possible and ended it. As soon as we heard the Commander's voice, we both left without hesitation.

“Haha, that’s good news.”

IWS-2000 smiled again. It was a somewhat hasty plan, but so far everything had worked out perfectly.

"Thank you for joining me on this crazy plan, 9A-91. And if you happen to be around, please pass along my thanks to AK-12 and 404."

It was a rather impromptu plan. While I was checking around the command center, as usual, to see if he'd returned, I encountered AK-12 and 404, who told me he'd been kidnapped.

-Well, now that we're in the final stages, can I ask you one thing?

“As much as you want.”

-A personal question... According to IWS-2000's "selection," aren't the three people you just sent unsuitable? I wonder why they were sent to your side, Commander.

“Ahhh… Are you talking about selection?”

She smiled at 9A-91's innocent question. She didn't realize it, but she cared for him beyond her broken heart.

"Actually, I spoke grandly of selection, but my selection is meaningless. It's up to Him whether or not to embrace them."

-Haha, I see.

"I'm just a very large filter. The detailed decisions are all up to the Commander."

She drew a smile. It was up to him, but given his personality, it was obvious what the outcome would be.

“Okay, then, should we get ready now?”
***


His voice resonated throughout the command center. Because the AR-15 had already been deployed, it reached places it normally wouldn't have reached.

-Everyone gather in the auditorium!!!!

“Commander?”

“Master⋯?”

It was just a short word, but the ripple effect it created in the command center was enormous.

“Commander!!!”

All of the command staff began to move to the auditorium.

No one doubted it. That deep, sharp voice was undoubtedly his.

“Everyone is coming.”

“⋯⋯Haa.”

He sighed at the AR-15's brief words. His previous brazen demeanor was gone, and his expression was filled with worry.

"Don't worry. You even wrote out a script, right? Just do it shamelessly like you always do."

“⋯⋯Yeah. Shamelessly⋯ Shamelessly.”

So he put on a shameless mask.

“Okay. Just like always, shamelessly.”

“⋯⋯It’s my first time seeing it with my own eyes, it’s creepy.”

“I agree.”

“I’ll get hurt if I do that, you bastards.”

I even cracked a joke to ease the tension, so the shaking had long since stopped.

"I think everyone's here? Here, here's the microphone."

“⋯⋯Good.”

He grabs the microphone with the help of the HK416 and moves onto the stage with the support of the AR-15.

Now that I'm high up, I wonder if they're starting to see me. The small murmurs have now reached my ears.

“Commander⋯⋯?”

“Mr. Chuin!!!”

“Commander⋯⋯ What the hell⋯⋯.”

Everyone was calling me. And they always called me Commander.

“Long time no see?”

First, let me say this shamelessly. I wear a mask and hide my feelings.

“Commander!!!”

I showed them my voice and my appearance. Now they'll know I'm really back.

“Well, there’s so much I want to say… but first, I want to say this.”

Okay. Now, just say something shamelessly like you always do.

“So⋯⋯ So⋯⋯.”

But for some reason, my mouth wouldn't open. Like a broken doll, I just kept repeating the same words, unable to convey what I wanted to say.

“Commander?”

AR-15 sensed something odd. The hand holding the microphone began to tremble, while the hand holding nothing was exerting so much force that its fingernails were digging into the air and bleeding.

“So⋯⋯.”

Shamelessly, shamelessly⋯⋯ Shamelessly⋯⋯?

What qualifications do I have?

A commotion. The mask is broken.

"Sorry!!!"

And I only speak the truth.

“I’m sorry I ran away… I’m sorry I left you guys behind!!! And then… I’m sorry I showed up so shamelessly like this….”

Tears are coming out. In my right eye, where SOP2's red eye is embedded, and in my left eye, which is empty and devoid of anything.

The tears streaming down my cheeks were reflected by everyone. The commotion in the auditorium vanished as my heart blossomed, leaving only a quiet silence.

“There hasn’t been a single moment where I didn’t regret it!!! Because I miss you guys so much!!! Because I’m so sorry to you guys⋯⋯ Because I want to apologize to you guys!!!”

My sincerity poured out was conveyed to everyone through the microphone. My pure sincerity, unconcealed even by a mask.

“It’s all my fault… I knew it was wrong all along… but I was so scared that you guys would point fingers at me when I got back… I was so scared.”

I was afraid. I was so afraid of the weight of the truth that I even lied to myself and ran away from reality.

“It was obvious that I would resent you… There’s no way someone like this pathetic person would like you… The thought of that… was so scary….”

But now I was more afraid of your pain than the weight of the truth.

“And then… I’m so sorry for coming back so shamelessly… I’m really sorry… ”

It was all my fault. I knew there was no paradise where I ran, but I kept running.

“But… I really have no shame… I know it’s shameless… I know it’s ridiculous… I know it’s ridiculous… I know it’s ridiculous….”

I know it's shameless. I know it's brazen. I know it's utter nonsense.

But I wanted to be with them.

“Can you give me one last chance⋯⋯?”

I wanted them to call me Commander.

“Can you please call me⋯⋯ Commander⋯⋯?”

With that, I turned off the microphone and bowed my head. There was no such thing as regret. I had said everything I wanted to say.

Now all that was left was to wait for their answer.

“⋯⋯.”

No one's voice could be heard. A cold silence, a dizzying silence, a fearful silence.

“Welcome back safely⋯⋯ Master.”

And at the end of it all, her voice is heard.

“G36⋯⋯.”

“What kind of nonsense are you talking about!!! There’s no way we⋯⋯ would hate the Commander⋯⋯.”

“WA-2000….”

“Jjuin-nim!!! I missed you!!!”

“G41⋯⋯.”

“Commander!!! Welcome back!!!”

“Commander!!! Thank you for coming back⋯⋯.”

So, starting with the G36, I started to express my feelings one by one, but not a single one of them criticized me.

“Ahahaha⋯⋯ What is it⋯⋯.”

I laughed. To be precise, it was a truly bizarre sight, a mixture of tears and laughter, but as expected, no one criticized me.

“No one⋯⋯ hates me⋯⋯.”

Because there wasn't a single person who hated me.

“Commander!!!”

While I was unable to come to my senses due to the overwhelming emotions, I heard several familiar voices.

“Damn it. You’re here already?”

I heard HK416 loading her gun along with a panicked voice, but I stopped her with a light wave.

“Did you hear everything?”

“⋯⋯Yes. I heard everything.”

It was RO635's voice.

“Yeah. I heard.”

It was the voice of SOP2.

“Yes, I heard.”

And then, it was M4's voice.

Before I knew it, tears had long since replaced my face with a shameless smile. It wasn't a mask, it was my own smile.

“That’s great. I wanted to apologize to you guys in particular.”

“⋯⋯What does that mean?”

M4's voice returned at the sudden apology. Deciding to demonstrate with action rather than explanation, I turned my head in the direction from which SOP2's voice had come.

“SOP2. Remember when we went out together before? The day I changed my glasses.”

“⋯⋯.”

There was no reply, but the affirmative message was clearly conveyed. Thanks to this, I smiled even wider and continued speaking.

"That day. I'm sorry for ruining the mood. Back then, I hated myself so much, so when you said all bad people deserved to be punished, my feet went numb."

And slowly, I took a step forward. Even moving these legs was difficult, but for some reason, it didn't hurt at all, and I didn't have any major trouble walking.

“I’m really, really sorry. SOP2.”

“No⋯⋯.”

"huh?"

At that moment, something small and warm entered my arms. It had no eyes, so I couldn't see it, but I could tell what this small, warm being was.

“I’m more sorry, Commander!!! I’m sorry for hurting you… I’m truly sorry for gouging out your eyes without permission!!!”

SOP2, held in my arms, burst into tears and began apologizing repeatedly. This time, her control of her strength was evident, indicating her sincerity.

“It’s okay. I don’t hate you at all.”

“Eww!! I’m sorry!!! Commander!!!”

“Yeah. It’s really okay.”

Slowly stroking her head, she turned her head this time in the direction where she had heard RO635's voice.

“RO. Do you remember the other day when I teased you about the photo that came up on the bulletin board with SOP2?”

“⋯⋯Yes. I remember.”

Although a bit sharp, her voice was clearly filled with moisture. Thanks to this, I smiled even wider and continued speaking.

"Back then. I'm truly sorry for making you cry with that cruel prank. I wanted to apologize, but I lost my mind after that day and couldn't apologize."

This time, I didn't even need to move. RO was already in my arms.

“No⋯⋯ I’m more sorry⋯⋯ I’m really sorry⋯⋯ I wouldn’t let you leave, Commander⋯⋯ I hurt you⋯⋯ I’m really sorry⋯⋯.”

It was a rare sight, but I had no intention of playing a prank. I simply gently stroked her head and conveyed my true feelings.

“Don’t worry. I don’t hate you at all.”

“I’m really… really sorry….”

“Yeah. It’s really okay.”

Now, my head naturally turned towards M4. Since she was the one who had the deepest wounds, I smiled even wider.

“M4. Do you remember the day you confessed to me?”

“⋯⋯There’s no way I wouldn’t remember.”

It was a sharp voice. A truly complex voice, imbued with her deep emotions and various thoughts.

But that wasn't a reason to stop.

"That day. I'm sorry for making excuses for your confession. I was so scared of everything back then."

“So what does that mean?”

“What do you mean? You’re going to give me an answer to that day’s confession.”

Draw a smile. Draw a bigger smile. Draw an even bigger smile.

“I will love you as much as you love me.”

I wasn't afraid anymore. I realized it from Mahrian's words.

That no matter how bad a person I am, I am a human being who can be loved.

"That's what I want to say to everyone here. Just as you've loved me, I'll give you the same, no, even greater, love."

And then, reach out.

“Because just receiving isn’t love.”

“⋯⋯.”

M4 still hesitated. Her emotions were too hot to cool down yet.

“M4. The Commander said he was sorry.”

So the AR-15 personally cooled her down.

“⋯⋯.”

She takes a step towards him. Towards him, reaching out to her.

“⋯⋯There is no second time.”

“Yeah. I’m really sorry.”

And finally, tears flow from her eyes.

“I missed you⋯⋯.”

In the end, M4, too, was embraced by him. Into the arms he longed to see, into the arms he loved more than anything in the world.

“I’m really⋯⋯ sorry⋯⋯.”

“Don’t worry. I don’t hate you at all.”

“Ugh… I was scared… I was afraid the Commander would disappear again….”

“It’s okay. I’m not going anywhere now.”

After that, only tears continued. SOP2, RO, and M4 were all crying.

“AR-15. All the kids are here, so you’re just going to be there all alone and oblivious?”

So he decided to give the AR-15 a chance to cry too.

“⋯⋯.”

As if she had been waiting for those words, she quickly ran into his arms.

“I missed you⋯⋯ Commander⋯⋯.”

“⋯⋯Yeah. Me too.”
***


“Okay, okay, hurry up~.”

“Let’s go slowly. I’m scared.”

So, the incident in the auditorium was over, and after I apologized to everyone, I was being led by 9A-91's hand and headed somewhere.

She was in a wheelchair, and her pace was getting faster and faster, as if she was in a hurry.

“Ah, we’ve arrived.”

But that was only for a moment, and with 9A-91's words that she had arrived, I was able to face her.

“Commander.”

It was a familiar voice. It was a voice I had been longing to hear.

“⋯⋯IWS-2000.”

That day, she let me go, even though she could have held me back. She made another promise with me.

“I see you’re back. I guess you had a harder time outside than I thought.”

“⋯⋯Yeah. It was really hard.”

I thought the tears would stop flowing, but somehow, before I knew it, only tears were still in my eyes.

"For the returning commander, I've prepared a gift."

I couldn't see it, but I felt like I knew what it was. There was one thing I lacked to become the commander I am today.

“I have some time left so I engraved some embroidery… One is an L and the other is a V. Which one would you like?”

L and V. I knew what they meant without having to explain them, but unfortunately, I was still a little lacking.

“I’m sorry to keep you waiting, but it’s still Luke.”

“⋯⋯That’s too bad.”

"Still, I promise. Someday, I'll become V in front of everyone."

“Hehehe… Is this another promise?”

IWS-2000 and 9A-91, who had come to my side before I knew it, began to dress me in a red Griffin coat with an embroidered L on it.

“I⋯⋯ learned a cool thing to say in times like this⋯⋯ Can I say it now?”

“As much as you want.”

As it was something I'd always wanted to say, I hugged them both as soon as the answer came back. For those who believed in me and waited for me, for those who didn't resent me.

“I’m back⋯⋯.”

Tears came out. Just, just tears came out.

That's why they were crying too.

“⋯⋯Welcome, Commander.”

“Welcome back safely, Commander.”

So, I became a commander again.


Commander's return
 


Although there were all sorts of twists and turns, everything ended well in the end.

The AR platoon, who had caused me trouble in many ways, seemed to continue to feel guilty towards me, so I threatened to get angry if they apologized again.

Thanks to that, it was very awkward at first, but as time passed, I could feel it with my whole body that things were gradually returning to how they were before.

“Where are you going, Commander?”

Except it's a little excessive.

The 404th Squad, who had been hiding in the shadows as usual to assist me, disappeared without a trace. According to HK416, UMP45 was extremely reluctant to meet me, and perhaps that was the biggest reason.

But it doesn't matter, we'll meet soon anyway.

And AK-12, who had written what was in some ways the most dramatic story, returned to Rebellion. Unlike 404, she had time to say goodbye before leaving, so she told AN-94 and AK-15 what she wanted to say. She said this.

“Say it directly. Wouldn’t that be better?”

It was typical of her. And it was true.

Of course, it didn't end there. He added unnecessary details to make things difficult for me.

"Oh, and you guys, watch carefully when you put something in the Commander's eye. Last time, you put an EMP in his eyeball? You were lucky, but if you'd accidentally damaged his eye, he'd have lost his head."

Thanks to that, after about 30 minutes of explanation, I was barely able to come up with an excuse. After the UMP45 kidnapping incident, I explained that I had been experiencing psychological instability, so I made a dramatic compromise, promising not to put anything strange in my eye again.

With 404 and AK-12 gone, command quickly returned to normal. I contacted the CEO, prepared to kneel, but he said nothing, saying Griffin was always in need of talented individuals.

With the boss's words, I became a commander once again.

But there was still a mountain of work to be done. I had to implant the prosthetic eye, and I had to quickly treat the broken limb, whether it was by inserting a metal rod or fitting an exoskeleton.

It didn't end there. I had to bring back the crazy woman who ran away from home, and I had to go to Rebellion to say hello. And then there were Mahrian and Adeline to meet, too. My head was starting to hurt.

First, I quickly decided on the order. Since the implantation of the prosthetic eye, the exoskeleton installation, and the meeting with Mahrian and Adeline were all happening in the same place, I decided to prioritize those.

And crucially, I have something I want to say to Persica now.

Thanks to RO, I was now heading to Persica's lab with her help. Unable to move on my own, I sat in the wheelchair, entrusted myself to her, and quietly closed my eyes.

“What! You don’t know me?”

But what on earth is this kid?

“So, what is this?”

Since he still had no eyes, he simply placed the red eyes on the opposite side of SOP2. This prevented the slightly creepy situation of both eyes being empty, but the blindness remained.

But with the exception of a few people, no one knew I was blind. The kid who's squirming in front of me right now is no exception.

“You, you’re ignoring me too?”

At the sharp, youthful voice, I turned my head to RO, who was pushing a wheelchair behind me, but since I had no eyes, I couldn't see her expression. Fortunately, I could hear her voice, so I waited for her to speak.

“⋯Well, first of all, are you aware that Iron Blood has collapsed?”

“It didn’t collapse!! I’m sure I’ll get back up again later!!!”

“Yeah. I heard it from Angela.”

I ignored the whining voice and just focused on what RO was saying.

"To put it simply, the lost Iron-Blooded Dolls came here because our forces are always lacking."

"That's a wise decision, isn't it? Destroyer?"

I turned my head again and greeted the doll in front of me, the Destroyer, who was the boss of Iron Blood.

“Don’t act friendly!”

“Want some candy?”

"huh?"

I took out the candy I'd kept in my coat and handed it to Destroyer, who gave me a somewhat absent-minded response. But it didn't seem to be a reaction I disliked, so I stuffed a bunch of candy into her hand.

“Eat it. It’s so sweet.”

“Don’t touch my head, I’m not a human child!”

As I stroked her hair naturally, a soft, yet stinging reply came back.

Seeing that he was still reacting like that, I figured he didn't have enough candies, so I took more out of my pocket.

“Eat lots and lots.”

“Uh, yeah? Okay, wait a minute!”

I've always had a sweet tooth, so I used to carry around all sorts of sweets in my pockets. It was a fact I'd kept hidden for a long time, but now that I have no reason to hide it, I've become so overloaded that my pockets are bulging.

“Not enough? Eat more.”

"stop!"

When I handed her both hands full of candy, she now seemed to refuse. But on the other hand, that meant she couldn't use her hands anymore, so I immediately raised my hand to her head.

“Yeah, you’re a bit more quiet now.”

“⋯.”

Perhaps it was my innate nature and past trauma, but whenever I saw a child, I couldn't help but feel a compulsion to do them good. Even stroking their heads was an extension of that feeling.

“Wow~ That’s pretty good.”

As I was busily stroking my head, another familiar voice came from afar. Guessing this time it would be a tough opponent, I swallowed hard.

“Dreamer. Right?”

“It’s an honor. The Commander remembers my name.”

“It’s strange that you don’t remember being hit like that.”

Dreamer. Likewise, a boss-level entity of the Iron Blood Alliance. Unlike the simple Destroyer, this doll is difficult to read.

This was our first time meeting face-to-face, but I instinctively knew that if I made a mistake, I'd lose control of the conversation.

"Hmm~ Then of course you'll hate me? I've done a lot of bad things. The righteous Commander of the Griffins might not be able to bear to see me here."

“Not really? Not at all.”

There was so much to refute in this statement that I didn't know where to begin. Deciding to give up on it, I added some context to make it easier to understand.

“Until a few weeks ago, I was the kind of person who would play around with Nito and Hahahoho, but now I’m not the kind of narrow-minded person who would get upset over Iron Blood.”

“Commander, what does that mean?”

“⋯Huh?”

The words were clearly intended for Dreamer, but for some reason, the answer came from RO. Rather than being a question, the words felt more like a question, and left me with a sense of unease.

“Didn’t you hear? Two Nitos entered the Persica Research Institute.”

“Yes. I know that, but⋯.”

“Those two are my friends.”

“⋯⋯Yes?”

Fortunately, this time, the level of embarrassment was higher. Thanks to this, I was able to catch my breath, and this time, I heard Dreamer's laughter from up ahead.

“Hehehe, I heard you’re a blunt person about everything, but I didn’t know you were this finite?”

Did he like me? Dreamer poked my arm subtly. As a result, RO's aura gradually spread, becoming more sinister, and my back began to feel damp.

“Oh, okay. Then you two, do you know where M16 went?”

I quickly changed the subject. It's partly because I'm afraid of RO, but my top priority right now is definitely finding the M16.

"I don't know."

But the answer she gave me was so concise. I don't know if she's lying or not, but the fact remains that she answered me, so I gave her the award.

“Okay. You eat some candy too.”

“⋯⋯.”

“⋯⋯Heh.”

"huh?"

I didn't know what was inside, so I just handed over whatever I could get my hands on. Why on earth did a quiet silence descend on this place?

“Crack⋯⋯.”

“RO⋯⋯?”

Moreover, the aura of RO behind me became even more vicious, so I couldn't hide my bewilderment.

“Hah⋯⋯ hahaha!”

Dreamer laughed. Unlike before, a slightly larger smile greeted me, and I wanted to guess what was going on. Of course, I had no way of knowing, and even if I asked, I doubted he'd tell me.

“Really, I thought you were a pro when I saw how you treated the Destroyer, but I didn’t know you’d be treated like this?”

“No. So what exactly is the situation?”

“Just pretend you don’t know.”

Following those words, Dreamer quickly dove into my arms. While I was startled by the scent of shampoo wafting past my nose, she whispered quietly in my ear.

“Please take care of me, Commander♪”

“Uh. Please take good care of me too⋯⋯ Wow! RO?”

That was the end. I wanted to continue, but RO lifted my entire wheelchair and started moving somewhere else.

After that, an eerie silence fell. Of course, I didn't know why.

“⋯⋯.”

After about ten minutes of being crushed by such heavy silence, she slowly opened her mouth.

“⋯⋯Commander.”

"yes?"

I found myself speaking formally without even realizing it. My neck was stiff, too.

“You didn’t do it on purpose, did you?”

“No, I don’t know what you’re talking about. But I didn’t do it on purpose.”

It was a word I couldn't quite figure out what it was referring to, but it was clearly not one of those things, so I conveyed my negation.

“So tell me. I feel like I’m going to die.”

“⋯⋯I’ll try.”

The chilly atmosphere didn't lift until they reached the lab, and even the commander didn't know why.

Because what he gave me was a candy ‘ring’.


silent anger
 


“But Commander.”

“Yes. Go ahead.”

Arriving at Persica's lab without moving a finger, RO finally spoke. His tone was too polite, a bonus, due to his nervousness.

“Those… people you said were friends, are they really friends?”

“⋯⋯What does that mean?”

“Oh, no. That’s not what I meant.”

The voice was sharper than necessary. RO's words seemed to be questioning my relationship with them.

As the atmosphere changed in an instant, RO realized that he had said something that could be misunderstood and hurriedly added his words.

"If it's someone you trust, Commander, then of course there's no problem. But the question is, are they truly 'friends'?"

“⋯Aha.”

He was just questioning me, asking if I'd run away from home and fallen in love with another woman. Once I realized what he meant, the atmosphere returned to normal.

“⋯Yeah. We’re just friends.”

Although I called them friends, they were actually more than just friends; they were precious to me. Mahrian, who opened my heart, and Adeline, who was equally precious.

“⋯⋯I really hope we end up just being friends.”

“Hehehe⋯.”

Ignoring RO's boast about his personal desires, I lightly rang the bell. Then, with a beep, the door opened.

"half!!!"

Adeline rushed in.

“Ugh!! What is this!!”

I was startled. I couldn't see ahead of me, so I hadn't anticipated her enthusiastic welcome.

“Hey, are you okay?”

Before I could even come to my senses, the watery voice coming from in front of me confused me even more.

"Okay, speak slowly. And from now on, call me Luke or Commander."

I groped around furiously, finding her head and gently stroking it. The tremor vanished like a ghost, and I felt a sense of stability wash over me.

“You said you were hurt⋯.”

"huh."

“⋯⋯But you don’t care?”

When I gave a concise answer, a sad voice came back, as if I was hurt.

“We were so worried because you were hurt, but are you really okay?”

“⋯⋯.”

I couldn't answer, because she was right.

“I’ll do better from now on. Just let me go this once, okay?”

I reached out again and took her hand. Adeline always liked holding my hand.

“Is it a promise?”

“I will review it positively.”

“⋯⋯Huh.”

It was an ambiguous answer, but somehow, it seemed to lift her spirits, and she returned to her usual self. Thanks to this, my heart felt light again, and I turned to RO.

“⋯⋯Didn’t you say ‘friend’?”

"huh?"

But for some reason, a cold voice returned. As I pondered the reason, Adeline's voice told me the answer.

“Get out of the way, I’ll take you.”

“Ah⋯⋯.”

I clearly told RO that Adeline and Mahrian were my friends. But Adeline was more focused on my injury than on the joy of seeing me after so long, and now she was even trying to grab the handlebars of my wheelchair.

In short, it was something that a friend would never do that provoked her.

“⋯⋯Hmm.”

I swallowed dryly. Her surging anger, unpredictable, was enough to make me tense.

“Get out of the way.”

“Ugh⋯⋯.”

Did she somehow manage to hold it together? RO's cold, unusually difficult voice frightened Adeline, and she ended up taking a step back.

“RO⋯⋯?”

“⋯⋯Yes. Go ahead. Class.”

Anyone could see that it was a remark that was obviously intended to evoke Adeline's awareness. The choice of words was intended to appeal to the fact that she, too, knew my name.

“⋯⋯Are you very angry?”

“⋯⋯.”

A moment of silence, a fearful silence, a cold silence.

“No way.”

The answer that comes back is false.

The wheelchair she was sitting in felt like it was covered in thorns. Adeline, realizing that something was off about the airflow in this spot, also crouched.

“Ah, you’re here.”

It was Persica who broke the ice. Thanks to her, Adeline, who had been hunched over, quickly escaped, and I, too, felt a different kind of excitement than before.

“⋯⋯Yes. It’s been a while, Persica.”

As I suppressed my rising emotions and greeted him, I heard a familiar voice from beside me.

“Robin⋯!”

“⋯⋯Yeah. Mahrian. Long time no see.”

“⋯⋯Robin?”

It was an oddly high-pitched tone. If you looked closely, you could see that his lower lip was slightly bitten, indicating some sort of discomfort.

And RO, who was standing behind, also seemed to have noticed that fact.

“⋯⋯Commander?”

“Yeah. Did you call?”

The high tone and unstable voice that remained the same, and even the invisible but seething backflow of emotions, were something threatening that even RO, who was momentarily consumed by jealousy, returned to his original state.

"Good. Miss Persica and I have something to discuss. Would you mind taking Adeline and Mahrian somewhere else for a moment?"

“But now, Commander⋯⋯.”

“Please.”

“⋯⋯Okay, I understand.”

He'd said it was a request, but it felt like an order. To avoid provoking him any further, RO obediently led the two into the room.

“⋯⋯Hello, Mr. RO635?”

“Yes. Nice to meet you, Mr. Mahrian.”

Returning to the room, Mahrian cautiously greeted RO. Feeling uneasy, recalling Adeline's actions earlier, she decided to sneak a peek at Mahrian.

“If you don’t mind, may I ask you a few questions?”

“Yes. I’ll answer as best I can.”

The line of answerability is a very cunning one. It means you can avoid answering at any time if you feel even the slightest disadvantage.

“First of all, what is your relationship with the Commander?”

“Commander… so you’re talking about Robin?”

RO, momentarily taken aback by the word "Robin," slowly nodded, assuming she'd just created a pseudonym as usual. Her prediction proved correct, too.

“⋯⋯I think I’m a burden. Robin has always believed in me and helped me, but I haven’t been much of a help to him.”

“⋯⋯Is that so?”

He was a strangely pessimistic being. And that must have irritated Commander Yerin.

“By the way, you mentioned the Commander as Robin. Do you happen to know his name?”

“Oh, are you talking about a name other than Robin?”

It was a tentative question, but she fell for it. This allowed RO to discover that both Adeline and Mahrian knew his name.

"Then, I'll ask you one last question. What do you think of the Commander, and therefore Robin?"

“⋯⋯Hmm.”

I thought about it for a moment, but Mahrian's answer was always the same.

“I think he is a very good person.”

“⋯⋯.”

RO closed his eyes. It wasn't jealousy, nor was it anger. It was simply a complex mix of emotions.

“⋯⋯Okay. Please take good care of me in the future, Mahri⋯⋯.”

“Wait a minute, look at that.”

It was then that RO, just as he was about to acknowledge her, just a little bit, Adeline called them over in a hurry.

“Hurry up, hurry up.”

Without time to react, the two were led by Adeline's hand to a place where a transparent wall existed. Though inaudible, they could see the actions of the Commander and Persica, so the three faced each other.

He had an expression so vicious that it was hard to put into words, and Persica was sweating profusely as if she was flustered.

“⋯⋯What the heck is this.”

It was RO's voice. She had seen him countless times, but that expression was extremely rare.

Of course, RO wasn't the only one who was surprised. Adeline and Mahrian couldn't hide their bewilderment either.

“⋯⋯Robin.”

RO wanted to leave the two flustered people behind and open the door right away, but he knew. If he opened the door now, that expression would be directed at him.

Ultimately, she chose to remain silent. The best she could do was simply watch him from beyond the wall and try to guess what was going on.

The commander in a wheelchair. Various exoskeletons were haphazardly placed, and something round was clutched in Persica's hand.

That's all for the clues. And now, including the clues we've already obtained, we draw a conclusion.

The reason the Commander came here is to meet the prosthetic eye and the exoskeleton, and to meet these two.

But for some reason, the commander became upset as soon as he saw Persica.

But the Commander held it in. If he had shown his anger the moment we left, I wouldn't have had time to talk to Mahrian.

And the conclusion was this: the commander was angry with Persica, and something triggered it to explode.

RO, who had an extraordinary mind map, quickly came to a conclusion, but he couldn't figure out the fundamental reason, why he was angry at Persica.

While I was busy organizing things, he came back with a shameless face and opened the door to this room.

"You've been waiting long, haven't you? But you'll have to wait longer. I'm about to have surgery. Bye!"

Bam, that was the end. With his usual playful demeanor gone, he vanished into the operating room.


eyes and legs
 


“Hey, how long has it been since I’ve seen this light?”

The commander, who had just finished the operation, observed his hand, opening and closing repeatedly. He seemed quite pleased to see the light after such a long time.

However, for some unknown reason, the prosthetic eye was only implanted in the right eye. The left eye, which still bore a scar, was still equipped with the SOP2 eye, which was invisible.

Vision accounts for 70% of information processing. A single-eyed man would lose half of that 70%, or roughly 35%, of his vision. The commander must have known this enormous blind spot, but he remained cross-eyed.

“Commander. By any chance… are you still unable to see with your left eye?”

Of course, RO couldn't have been unaware of this fact. When she saw his originally gray eyes replaced by crimson ones, she asked him a question. The commander smiled and answered.

“Yeah. I’m going to put something better in here.”

“Huh? What does that mean?”

“What are you talking about? It’s making my head hurt.”

As I blurted out something incomprehensible, Persica appeared. The tense atmosphere from earlier had vanished, and there seemed to be no discomfort between them.

“So, do your legs move well?”

“Yes. Thanks to that, I can start exercising again today.”

“⋯⋯.”
 


“RO. Am I angry?”

When RO, the one who broke her leg, showed signs of feeling guilty again, he caught on like a ghost and questioned her.

“Oh my, did our RO do something wrong?”

“No. I didn’t do anything wrong. Right?”

The commander turns his head and smiles. Surprised by his dismissal of breaking arms and legs as nothing more than a crime, and then doubly surprised by his forgiveness, RO, feeling a mixture of emotions, smiles back at him.

“By the way, did you really have to do it this way?”

As Persica spoke, she pointed to a rather crude-looking exoskeleton. It took less than three seconds for RO's expression to change to one of surprise as he followed her finger to confirm the object's identity.

“⋯⋯This is.”

“Yes. I’m going to beat the hell out of the M16 with that.”

At her fingertips was the M16's equipment. The iron-blooded exoskeleton she originally used.

Naturally, as a human, he couldn't use it. The difference in physical abilities between a doll and a human was beyond words.

“Haa… Okay. Right now, I have to listen to all of your opinions. I’ll just step down.”

Thanks to this, Persica was tasked with regulating the equipment's output. The tedious task of finding the singularity where it could generate maximum power while still being manageable for a human like him.

“And…are your eyes really unyielding?”

“⋯⋯Should I say it twice?”

The voice was a little cold. It wasn't as dangerous as before, but the threat was clear.

“⋯⋯No. It’s okay. I’ll prepare that too. Come see me later.”

“And when will Mahrian and Adeline be able to leave?”

“Oh. That’s it.”

After hearing the answer, Persica sat down cautiously at the table. She briefly gazed at the coffee in her cup before speaking.

“Black Nito, so Adeline is fine, you can take her right now, but she said she’d stay by Mahrian’s side.”

In fact, she wasn't a problem in the first place. The AK-12 and RPK-16 tests had already concluded that she was.

But Mahrian was different. Not only was she a high-end Nito individual, her Conscious Panorama was incredibly unstable, her blood could create a serum of decaying radiation, and she possessed the near-fantasy power of foresight.

"Mahrian... is at the end now. I'm examining her, but as you said, her blood is very special. William's skills are so exceptional that it's a bit difficult for me."

While Persica's skills were truly exceptional, William's were different. His skill was beyond anyone's reach.

“Anyway, to summarize… It’ll be over soon. There’s not much left.”

“It’s very good.”

“Well then, it’s been a while since I’ve been here, would you like some coffee?”

"Because I've already become Springfield's assistant. I can't be satisfied with just any coffee."

“You can look forward to it.”

With those words, Persica moved away to pour herself some coffee. Now, the two of them were alone at the table, and RO quickly tried to resolve his doubts.

“Could I ask what you two were talking about earlier?”

“I just said implants and exoskeletons for the limbs?”

It was as if he was asking why something so obvious was being asked. It felt so natural that I almost let it slide, but RO knew. He was incredibly good at playing with masks.

There was no visible gap. There was no hint of it. But even so, I could instinctively sense it.

He's lying now.

“By the way, is there a reason you insist on using the one used by the M16?”

But even if I knew, I couldn't ask. Since he had already revealed his past, the fact that he was hiding something meant it was a significant fact.

In the end, RO gave up and opted for a normal conversation. Yeah. How much longer would they have alone like this?

“I think we’ll meet soon, M16.”

“⋯⋯Yes?”

However, RO couldn't hide his surprise when he received an unexpected answer.

“Uh, how is it?”

“Hmm… guess!”

As he spoke, he tapped his left eye. It was clear he was hinting at something, but unfortunately, she didn't understand.

“Uh… I don’t really know.”

“Oh, you can look forward to it. I’ll definitely bring it.”

It had been quite some time since RO had seen the commander so confident. In fact, it was also because it had been so long since they'd even met.

“I guess you two had a fun conversation while I was away?”

A fleeting moment passed, and Persica arrived with a tray of various snacks and five cups of coffee. There were only three people present, so it was obvious why she brought two more.

“Me too, I want some coffee.”

Because Adeline and Mahrian were following behind her.

“Robin… those eyes…”

Mahrian was naturally surprised. She'd expected both eyes to be red, but the sudden pairing of red and gray felt a bit odd to her.

“Luke. Your eyes are weird.”

“Why? Odd-eyed. Isn’t it amazing?”

It seemed the same for Adeline, but he shrugged it off. In fact, RO635, who was standing next to him, also had odd eyes, so it wasn't something to worry about.

“By the way, I was surprised. I didn’t expect Adeline to jump out as soon as I opened the door.”

“I was surprised, too. You were so expressionless that I thought you had no emotions, but when I told you that you were seriously injured, you seemed incredibly anxious.”

“Be careful from now on. If you get hurt again, I’ll be angry.”

“I will review it passively.”

When he tried to evade the question, Adeline and Mahrian, unaware of the fact, simply ignored it, but RO couldn't. His words implied he'd get hurt again someday.

“⋯Commander. You’re not trying to put something weird in my eye again, are you?”

“Oh. Did you get caught?”

"You're a problem too, Persica! How could you possibly think of putting something like that in your eye?"

RO's voice rose slightly. It showed that he was angry and worried.

“You put something strange in there, Robin, what do you mean?”

Needless to say, it was Mahrian's voice. He scratched the back of his head awkwardly, then opened his mouth with a cheeky smile.

"Actually, I have a prosthetic left eye, and I put an EMP in it. By the way, it used to be a location tracker."

“⋯⋯.“

Mahrian didn't answer. He just stared at him with his usual sad eyes.

“But you’re still alive and well. Can’t you just look at me once?”

“Is it okay to have broken limbs and lost both eyes?”

Now even the water was wet. A wave of guilt washed over the commander's chest, and he was on the verge of drowning.

“⋯⋯From now on, I’ll just put in the eyes. Don’t worry. And if it weren’t for that, I wouldn’t be here right now.”

It was true. The final blow to the AK-15 was clearly his own EMP bomb.

“Okay, Commander. Have a cookie.”

“RO? Suddenly?”

As an awkward atmosphere formed between the two, RO cut off the conversation by stuffing a cookie into his mouth.

“Stop! Stop!”

After that, ordinary conversation flowed. Greetings, future plans, and RO's jealousy.

It wasn't bad.
***


“Are you leaving already?”

“I’ll be right back. It’s close anyway.”

It had been quite some time since Persica's lab had been moved entirely to Griffin. Adeline, aware that she could come to it at any time, didn't react too strongly.

“See you soon, Robin.”

“Yes. Mahrian.”

After exchanging a brief greeting with Mahrian, RO and I left.

“By the way, RO. I have a question.”

“Yes. Go ahead.”

It was a remark I made to RO, who was walking alongside me. Even though she clearly had an exoskeleton attached to her legs, she still clung to a wheelchair for personal reasons. But somehow, I managed to persuade her to walk on her own legs.

“Mahrian and Adeline, you seem less cautious than I thought. Is there a reason?”

Frankly, I was a little surprised. Putting aside the fact that Persica's lab was free to come and go, RO didn't seem particularly reluctant, aside from personal feelings.

Was the reaction I received from Rebellion the other day strange? It actually made me think about it.

"Of course. You said they're people you trust, Commander? If you trust them, then of course I should trust them too."

“⋯⋯You speak well.”

Although his tone was blunt, the embarrassment behind it couldn't be hidden.

“Wait, is that how you treated me?”

But that was only for a moment, as I recalled RO's attitude, I realized that her words were truly contradictory.

“⋯⋯.”

RO did not answer until the end.


Our promise
 


Since his interview with Persica, the smile on his face has never faded. His constant laughter and exaggerated gestures, surprising the puppets, were, in a way, beyond SOP2, enough to scare the puppets in the command center.

“Hehe… There really is no one more shy than me.”

Moreover, as he continued to check the unidentified terminal and speak incomprehensibly, the dolls began to become genuinely worried about him.

So one day, two days, finally three days passed, and he said this.

“I feel good today.”

It was the sound I let out as soon as I opened my eyes. Of course, it wasn't a simple self-suggestion; it actually felt good.

I felt no fatigue at all. With lighter steps than ever before, I walked to the shower and washed off.

Even while washing, the corners of my mouth didn't droop. Although one arm was uncomfortable, and I had to take off my exoskeleton while washing, leaving me with a limp, I didn't feel bad at all.

I put on some clothes and went outside, and before I knew it, the AR-15 was waiting.

“You woke up faster than I expected.”

“Star~. Dry my hair!”

"yes?"

I raised my right hand slightly towards her, who was momentarily flustered, and she quietly picked up the hairdryer with a short sigh.

“Please sit down.”

I sat quietly in front of her, savoring the warm breeze that gently blew. Then, as the pleasant breeze continued, her soft hands stroked my hair, my eyes closed involuntarily.

“Please wait a moment.”

My hair was completely dry, but the AR-15 didn't stop. After setting down the hair dryer next to me, he grabbed some wax from the side and started applying it to my hair.

“Do you really have to do it this way?”

“It’s much better this way. By the way⋯⋯.”

The AR-15 stopped waxing and began to examine my head. For a moment, I couldn't understand what he was doing, but the words that followed gave me the answer.

“My hair is growing black again.”

“Really⋯⋯?”

“Yes. Only a small portion, but the roots have turned black again.”

The reason my hair turned gray is because I'm stressed. Extreme stress interferes with melanin production, which causes my hair to turn gray.

If I think about it the other way around, it means I'm no longer stressed.

“They’re all here. Now, really.”

“Huh? What does that mean?”

“Yes. You’ll find out within today.”

While I was spouting nonsense, the waxing was already complete. Since I hadn't really cared about decorating, the difference was stark.

“That’s amazing.”

“Yes, I did it.”

“Okay… Okay.”

I wanted to pat her head because the way she was subtly appealing to me was so cute, but I knew she would be embarrassed if I did something like that openly, so I didn't.

“Thank you. AR-15.”

“⋯⋯Yes.”

And the fact that my face turned slightly red is a bonus.

With my hair dry, I put on my exoskeleton with the help of the AR-15, and put on my coat embroidered with the IWS-2000, and I was ready to go.

“By the way, Commander. May I ask you something?”

As I was doing some light stretching, I heard a voice. It was clearly filled with doubt, but judging by the slight trembling, it seemed like something was bothering him.

“Don’t ask permission for that, just ask. Why?”

“⋯⋯I wonder why you went out of your way to implant the artificial eye.”

“Huh? What does that mean?”

“I’m curious as to why you insisted on using the artificial eye, rather than the commander’s real eye, as selected by SOP2.”

Perhaps her colleague's mistake had stirred a sense of guilt. Her words were weak. Her gaze was slightly downcast, as if she was weighing something on her mind.

“SOP2, something happened during the eye extraction process⋯⋯.”

"No. That's not it. I told SOP2 to keep an eye on me."

“⋯⋯Yes?”

I paused to prevent her from being consumed by guilt, but this time, a sudden panic returned. So, to avoid any misunderstanding, I hastily added my words.

"The day after my eye was pulled out, SOP2 came back separately. He said he was so, so sorry. My eye was still here. He told me to put it back in."

After the incident, SOP2, RO, and M4 each came to me and apologized separately. Naturally, that day, they told me they'd get angry if I kept apologizing.

“He kept crying and saying he was sorry, but oh my. It hurt my heart even more.”

They all burst into tears. With heartfelt apologies, they were asking for my forgiveness.

"So, I just said it was fine. Aren't machine eyes better than human ones? I'll take this opportunity to get new ones. I just told you to keep them."

Of course, I repeatedly refused. SOP2 wasn't inherently evil. I told him to think of it as a return-to-work gift, and forced it back into my arms.

"That's all. Anyway, Persica said I had a suspiciously high aptitude for the body, so I thought it was an opportunity."

“⋯⋯Is that so?”

AR-15, having heard the entire story, lowered her head. Clearly, she had done nothing wrong, but for some reason, she felt guilty.

“AR-15. Is there anything you want to say when you meet the M16?”

“⋯⋯What does that mean?”

So, changing the subject brought even greater embarrassment. I was left wondering how to handle this, but instead of trying to resolve it, I decided to let it escalate.

“Tell me. I’ll tell you.”

“⋯⋯What did you say?”

“We’re meeting today.”

“⋯⋯.”

Now, there wasn't even a response. Perhaps the mind map was overloaded? She just opened her mouth, unable to say anything.

“Then think about it until I get back. Bye!”

“⋯⋯Commander!”

While she was still unconscious, he vanished from the room. After a while, AR-15's voice, finally regaining consciousness, rang out, but it couldn't reach him.
***


It felt good.

It wasn't because I hadn't dressed up in a while. It wasn't because I woke up early.

It just, it just felt good.

“Hey~ It’s been a while since I’ve been here.”

Whew, a pleasant breeze blew. It wasn't just my good mood that made the wind feel so gentle. In fact, there was a lot of finite air flowing here.

I carefully lifted the terminal to check the location, and the signal was still pointing to this location.

“Hey~ Come out quickly~ I know you’re here~.”

It was a familiar place. This was where she and I last spoke.

Originally, it was a place I wouldn't remember because I was drunk, but now I realize the whole truth.

Our promise.

I couldn't help but laugh. Why on earth wouldn't you come out when you knew I was right there?

Are you hiding because you're embarrassed, or did you think I wouldn't remember?

I picked up the terminal again to check the location, and the signal was pointing to this spot again.

I sat quietly and closed my eyes, right where you and I had kissed.

"So, I'll wait. I'll wait here for the warm spring breeze that will drive away the cold and dreary winter."

Waiting. Waiting for her. Under the slowly blowing spring breeze. Waiting for her.

"No matter what happens, please come back. Come back with a smile, and be my family like you always have."

Smile. To show her that you are smiling, draw a bright smile.

‘… Yeah. I promise. Half.’

"Is this a promise? M16?"

‘Yeah… I have a promise too. Half.’

Because we promised.
 


As the recollection ended, the wind had long since died down. Thanks to that, the corners of my mouth rose even higher, and I opened my eyes, which had been closed in a good mood.

Then, as expected, there was something there.
“…….”


You were standing.

His hair was still white, but his eyes no longer glowed yellow. I couldn't help but smile at the sight of him, now even closer than before.

“Do you have anything to say?”

I had so much to say, but I gave her the opportunity to ask questions first. I'm sure she had a lot to say, too.

“How… don’t you know?”

Instead of answering, I tapped my left eye and pointed to her pocket. Her pocket, the one containing my prosthetic eye.

“Last time you came to me, this time I came to you.”

These were the words he blurted out as he pulled the terminal out of his pocket. The terminal that was sending out a signal right where we were.

“……You don’t hate me?”

“Huh? Why would I hate you?”

As I said that, I patted her next to me, and she sat down naturally. Our bodies were touching, but neither of us seemed to mind.

“You kept your promise, didn’t you?”

"……what?"

I looked quite flustered, but I didn't stop talking. As I said before, I had so much I wanted to say.

“You said you would love me no matter what I do, and we promised that I would welcome you with a smile.”

My mouth didn't stop. It wasn't because I had something in mind.

Just, just, the words came out.

Quite the opposite of that time.

“So. We kept our promise.”

I slowly reached out and took her hand. For some reason, the warm hand that had always held me felt cold.

“What’s wrong with my hand? It’s a mess.”

So, as she used to do for me, I gently held her hand.

The warmth is transmitted. Conversely, I, who am warm, warm the cold her.

“Did you enjoy leaving the house, you bitch?”

Of course, I was the one who left the house, too, but I said it out of a slight huff. As a bonus, M16 was momentarily silenced.

"I always said, 'As long as the results are good, everything is good.'"

I've always pursued results only. You were the one who pointed that out, and you were the one who emphasized the process.

"You've always pointed that out, but if you really just close your eyes and judge by the results, everything turned out fine, right?"

But for now, I hope you'll judge me by the results.

“Thanks for coming back, M16A1.”

Po-ok, I naturally leaned on her. I entrusted myself to you, who has always been my support.

"half…."

What comes back is my name, my pitiful voice, and,

"half……."

Your warm embrace.

Perhaps she had failed to control her strength, as was typical of her, but the arm that was embracing me felt stronger than usual.

I, too, cautiously reached out and stroked her back. For some reason, that large back, which had always protected me, felt small.

“Thank you…… half…….”

It was a wet voice. It was a voice I'd never heard before, except for when we'd been drinking together.

“……The things you said back then, are they still valid?”

“……Yeah. Of course.”

But my voice was also wet. I was already shedding tears.

“I love you. Ban.”

When I came to, our shoulders had been damp for a long time. My throat was choked with moisture, and I couldn't speak, but somehow I managed to squeeze out the words and say to her:

“……Yeah. Me too, M16.”


Sweet gift
 


-Thu… thump.

“Haa⋯.”

The constant ringing brought a sigh to my mind. This time, I changed the number and called.

“Arai.”

Eventually, realizing it was pointless, I just threw the phone away. I've been calling them every day since returning to command, but they haven't answered.

To be exact, the AN-94 and AK-15. That is, the dolls that caused me trouble, just like the AR platoon.

I didn't hate it. The reason the AN-94 ended up like that was fundamentally my fault, and the AK-15, if you look at it only from the perspective of the outcome, was something I did for my own good.

Besides, even if I was wrong from the beginning, I have forgiven the M16 and UMP45 now, so who else can I not forgive?

But unless he answered the phone, I had no choice but to go and meet him in person. It wasn't that far, but I was very busy at the time, so time was an issue.

“Oh, I have to go see UMP45 too.”

There was so much to do. It was fortunate that the snow, the bridge, and the M16 that had left the house were taken care of. Otherwise, I would have been crushed to death by the pile of work.
 


-dripping.

I pressed my thumb against my temple to relieve my headache, and this time, a knock came. "Is it time already?" I thought, and let out a cheery call to the door.

“Come in.”

“Excuse me, Commander.”

The protagonist who opened the door and appeared was M4. Today was her adjutant's day, so she must have come early.

But for some reason, a look of doubt lingered on her face. Naturally, I had no way of knowing why, so I asked her a question.

“What’s wrong? Is there a problem?”

“Commander, your head is⋯⋯.”

“Why the hair?”

I wondered if something was stuck in my hair. I quickly checked in the mirror, but couldn't find anything unusual. Thinking I'd done something wrong, I turned to M4, only to be greeted by a disappointed voice.

“It’s neatly wrapped⋯⋯.”

“Huh? What does that mean?”

“I’m sure the AR-15 was the one that dried the commander’s head yesterday⋯⋯.”

“⋯⋯Aha.”

It was simple. She wanted to stroke my head like yesterday's AR-15.

“I woke up earlier than usual today, so that’s why. Just let me have a look.”

It was a day when I woke up particularly early. Even after closing my eyes again, I couldn't fall asleep, so I quickly washed up. And since I couldn't ask for help, I fixed the hairdryer to the wall and struggled to dry my hair on my own.

“⋯⋯Is that so?”

But she seemed quite disappointed by that part. She was trying her best, but she couldn't hide the subtle emotions that were seeping out.

“By the way, have you talked to M16?”

“⋯⋯Ah. Yes.”

As I quickly changed the subject, the disappointment vanished. Instead, hesitation was evident, but it was only a slight advance notice of what he was going to say.

“⋯⋯Yes. We talked.”

“Um… how was it?”

He opened the door and left the room naturally. He meant to take a short walk and chat, and M4 wasn't the one who couldn't understand that.

“First of all… As expected, she appeared shamelessly like this.”

“This is driving me crazy.”

How could that person not deviate even an inch from expectations?

I tried to put my hand on my temple again, and this time M4 himself pressed it on my temple.

“⋯⋯Thank you. Anyway, what happened after that?”

"It's obvious. SOP2 ran towards him crying, and RO635 was initially wary, but soon burst into tears and hugged him."

“Is it exactly as I thought?”

“That’s what I mean.”

With a short sigh, M4 took a deep breath and prepared to continue speaking. It seemed he still had a lot to say.

"The AR-15 was ticking, 'You fucking bitch.'" He then hugged her. My sister, unable to support the weight, fell to the ground.

“That one thing is unexpected. Then you.”

It was a bit surprising that the AR-15, which is known for not expressing its feelings well, would express itself in such a way. Of course, it's become quite harmful now, but if I'd heard that a year ago, I would have definitely dismissed it as a lie.

“⋯⋯.”

“If it’s hard to say, you don’t have to say anything.”

“No. I will tell you.”

M4 took another deep breath, seemingly pondering the situation for a moment. Clearly, with so much accumulated, exhaling it would be difficult.

“⋯⋯A little. I got angry.”

"little?"

“⋯⋯A lot.”

M4 was overcome with anger at the sight of M16's return. A cascade of emotions swirled through his mind, disrupting rational thought and ultimately manifesting as rage.

“But, as always, what comes out in the end are tears.”

But that was only for a moment, and of all the emotions, the one that shone the brightest was, of course, joy.

"It was so nice to see you. I hated you for leaving us behind, and I hated you, but you came back in the end."

“Yeah. Like me.”

As he spoke, he flashed a cheeky smile. The same smile, so reminiscent of the M16, brought a smile to her face as well.

“⋯⋯That’s right. Now that the knot has been untied, it won’t be tied again.”

"I know. Don't settle for the past, but move forward into the future."

“That’s right⋯⋯.”

M4 absentmindedly wondered if the commander had the right to say such things. Of all the people in this position, or indeed, of all the people he'd ever seen, he was by far the most stuck in the past, unable to move forward.

But if you think about it the other way around, you're also becoming aware that you need to move forward into the future without being tied down by the past.

He carefully lowered his gaze to check the hem of his coat. A capital L. Needless to say, Luke.

His pseudonym and mask. A faint mask that has yet to be removed.

“M4? Why do you look like that?”

“⋯⋯No.”

There was so much he wanted to say, but M4 kept it to himself. He knew it was the Commander who was working the hardest to remove his mask.

"By the way, I think I should go to Rebellion sometime. What do you think?"

“What did you say?”

His voice rose slightly. M4 was the only doll in this command center who knew of Scar's existence.

“Still, I have to go at least once. It’s definitely my fault.”

“⋯⋯No matter what you did wrong, it was clearly out of line.”

“⋯⋯Is that so?”

The commander suddenly remembered that M4 had come close to raping him, but he quickly shook his head and dismissed the thought. After all, he didn't hate either of them.

“I’ll take a few kids with me this time, so don’t worry too much.”

“⋯⋯If you really want to go.”

Swish, M4 cautiously raises her head and meets his gaze. Her cool brown eyes meet the commander's faint gray ones.

And a meaningful smile.

“Let’s go, just the two of us.”

“⋯⋯Heh. I guess so.”

“Ahh! I found it!”

At that moment, an intruder interrupted their conversation. M4, his mood instantly subdued, turned his head to see the commander already rummaging through his pockets and walking towards the intruder.

“Want some candy?”

“⋯⋯Yeah.”

The confident attitude he had shown was only temporary, as the uninvited guest, the Destroyer, was destroyed by his one barrage of candy.

“Eat this, eat that.”

“You have too many!”

The commander, who had already filled both hands with candy, placed his hand on the Destroyer's head without hesitation and began gently stroking it. It had clearly been less than a week, but any signs of rebellion had long since vanished.

Watching the Destroyer blush and savor his touch, M4 thought. "I know the Commander loves children. He always feels indebted to his younger brother, and he tries to do whatever it takes to make things better for him."

Yeah, that's just a kid. A kid. A kid.

But why is that girl making that bitch face?

Even though her thoughts were catastrophic, M4 somehow managed to endure it. She knew that while that bitch might be touched by the Commander, she couldn't be loved.

“Haha, this is fun.”

And another uninvited guest appears.

“Dreamer?”

The voice's owner was Dreamer. He possessed a personality that was utterly arrogant, but possessed a strength that matched his arrogance, making him a convincing doll.

Before he knew it, he had long since returned to M4's side. M4 felt immense satisfaction at finally having him back, but Dreamer's subsequent actions soon replaced that satisfaction with displeasure.

“Hello~ Commander~”

He greeted me with a cheerful smile, and there were no problems up to that point.

However, if she tried to hang on to the commander's arm, the situation would be different.

“What are you doing? Let go of this.”

He handled it cleanly. It might seem decisive, but it was a natural outcome. The two had little contact.

“Oh my, why are you being so cold? Even though I gave you a ring.”

“What did you say?”

"what?"

At that moment, Dreamer made a bombshell statement. Both were taken aback, but M4 was naturally more shaken.

“Commander, what does that mean?”

Of course, he knew it was nonsense. He had never ordered a ring.

But unlike his calm mind, his heart was pounding.

“All I gave him was candy?”

-Beep beep beep beep. Beep beep beep.

Just as he was about to hurriedly explain, a loud noise came from his waist.

“Ah… wait a minute.”

He glanced over to check, and saw that the caller was Persica. Having had several confidential conversations with her, he instinctively knew that this call was of considerable importance.

“Sorry, just wait a moment. I’ll come back and explain everything. Okay?”

The commander vanished in an instant. The three remaining men, standing beneath him, stared at each other in an eerie silence.

“Hiccup.”

To be exact, only the Dreamer and the M4. The Destroyer was scared.

“You said M4, right? Nice to meet you.”

Dreamer shamelessly extended his hand. He clearly meant to say hello, but M4 didn't feel that way right now.

“Don’t act like we’re close.”

Her voice was sharp, almost like a knife, but even this was restrained to the utmost. She considered it a period of self-denial.

“Hey, we’re a family now, isn’t that too much?”

“⋯⋯.”

M4 remained silent to Dreamer, who was openly provoking her, but she didn't stop. She continued to tease her, enjoying her reactions to the fullest.

"By the way, isn't the Commander cute? I thought he was a blunt person, but he's actually quite amusing."

“⋯⋯.”

Silence again. And the wedge is driven in.

“So, I’m going to steal it.”

“What did you say?”

The anger that burst out over the broken silence was so sharp, but the answer that came back was even more spectacular.

“I also like stealing.”

“⋯⋯ha.”

M4's expression instantly froze. No, it would be more accurate to say he froze completely, beyond frozen.

"I did something wrong, so for a while, I tried to be a good doll. A good doll that listens well and doesn't cause trouble."

And then bang. A loud, resounding noise.

“But why do you make me into a bad doll?”

It was the sound of a wall being torn apart. Her overwhelming strength had caused the wall to crumble.

“I felt instinctively that that person was a very kind person.”

But Dreamer wasn't afraid. He quietly circled around M4, continuing to mutter incomprehensible words.

“A very kind person who would not ignore the pitiful cries of a poor doll who had lost her home.”

With those words, Dreamer vanished with the words, "Let's go. Destroyer." It was a remark that didn't seem to matter to M4, who was busy trying to calm his raging anger.

“Sorry I’m late, M4.”

As she struggled to control her emotions, the commander returned and called her name. The unpleasant feeling had long since melted away.

“Oh, you’re here.”

As soon as I saw his face, my frozen expression melted away and my anxious heart calmed down.

“By the way, M4. Do you like sweets?”

“⋯⋯Yes.”

In fact, M4 would have liked anything he gave him, but out of courtesy, he sent a positive response.

“Thank goodness. I put it in my pocket beforehand, so I don’t have to retrieve it.”

“⋯⋯Huh? What is that?”

He slowly searched through his coat, and found his pockets full of candy.

“Of course you go first.”

“⋯⋯Ah.”

It was only then that he realized. Long before he had even given the Destroyer candy, he had given himself a sweet gift.

“Do you like it?”

“Haha, yes.”

"Yes. He's such a kind person."

Thanks to this, M4's face was filled with a smile.

‘I have to deal with all the bitches who dare to take it away.’

With slightly impure thoughts.


My destiny
 


"excuse me."

His voice, accompanied by the creaking scream of the old door, created a symphony. It wasn't a pleasant sound, but Persica didn't show any particular dislike.

“You’re here.”

“What about Mahrian and Adeline?”

It was a remark made before even sitting down. It meant that Mahrian and Adeline were not present, and that they had something to talk about alone.

“Sit down first. Why are you in such a hurry?”

"Oh, the timing of the phone call is truly a work of art. Thanks to that, I almost got in trouble with M4, but it all came to nothing."

The commander obediently sat down. He glanced around to check for any eavesdroppers.

“Of course you didn’t tell them, right?”

“Of course. I don’t know what I’ll hear again.”

Persica spoke with aplomb, but the previous incident seemed deeply etched in her mind, as if she were giving him a secret look. The commander dismissed even that look with a "haha," and cautiously lifted his teacup.

“It was more delicious than I expected. The coffee Persica gave me.”

His speech was the same as usual, but his usual brazen laughter was absent. His appearance, as if he were looking at his stiff demeanor from earlier, was tinged with a sense of alienation.

“⋯.”

Persica didn't answer. She was expressing her anxiety by poking the poor teacup with her spoon.

“Okay. Let’s just get straight to the point.”

He put down the teacup, or coffee, he was holding, and spat out those words. His face, more serious than ever, showed no trace of playfulness.

“Are you saying I’m dying?”

“⋯⋯I’m not sure.”

Persica took a small tablet out of her bosom and began manipulating it with deft hands. After a few light touches, a slightly unpleasant photo appeared on the tablet.

“⋯⋯Huh.”

The commander, upon viewing the photo, let out a short exclamation. It wasn't a breath of admiration, much less a sigh.

I was just dumbfounded. What the hell was that? What on earth was that hideous image?

Now, a bitter smile came to my face, but I couldn't help it. The photo was of the commander, alone, eyes closed, smiling contentedly beneath the flames.

A closer look revealed even more serious damage. His right arm was not only broken, but completely severed, and his left eyelid was so slightly droopy that it appeared to be missing. All sorts of charred wounds and bloodstains were a bonus.

The most bizarre feature of all was the perspective of the photo.

The view was so poor that it felt like I was looking at a broken monitor, and some parts of the image were completely invisible.

"how is it?"

“So. This is Mahrian’s new memory?”

"Yes. This is the new prophecy of the young lady who can foresee our future."

Mahrian possessed a variety of special abilities, but the most unusual of these was, of course, the ability to see the future.

Of course, it's not something you can see exactly, but if someone like Persica could analyze your memories right now, things would be different.

“Doesn’t Mahrian know yet?”

He was more worried about Mahrian than himself. She'd gotten much better, but she was always suffering, believing she was fundamentally destined to be inescapable.

"Uh. Maybe it's because the memory lies dormant deep within. I don't think the person is aware of it."

“Hmm… is that so?”

The commander let out a light sigh and began tapping his index finger on the desk. His actions indicated his deep thought. Persica, of course, knew this, so she patiently waited for him to finish his thoughts.

The commander slowly gathered his thoughts. Mahrian, who saw the future, and himself appearing in those memories.

Think a little deeper. Mahrian's vision of the future always shows only what he himself saw. If that's the case, then I'm seeing Mahrian closing his eyes under the flames.

And then I think more deeply. My appearance in the photo. My severed right arm, my missing left eye. All sorts of scars and bloodstains that don't seem to belong to me.

So that's the conclusion we finally reached.

“It doesn’t really matter.”

“⋯⋯What?”

Persica, who rarely got startled by anything, was surprised twice recently. The reason for this was the commander.

"It was just now that Mahrian shattered every future he'd ever seen. What could be more frightening?"

It was true. The fate Mahrian feared. The one who distorted the future he would see was Michael Van, a human who never existed in that fate.

“⋯⋯Don’t joke around. This is serious.”

"I'm serious, too. This is a conclusion I've reached after much deliberation."

However, that conclusion had a clear flaw. What shattered Mahrian's destiny was something that didn't exist in his destiny.

And under this fate, he existed. This showed that no matter how hard he struggled, it was impossible to break fate with his own hands.

Naturally, the commander knew this. He lacked basic common sense due to all the brainwashing, but his intellect was actually quite extraordinary.

To be honest, I had a rough idea of what it was like to be blind after seeing the photo. At least I had a rough idea of why my fateful self had no eyes.

"No. You're not serious. If you're really serious, you should give this up."

As Persica spoke, she held up something round. Judging by the various wires and mechanical parts, it was clearly an electronic device.

“I told you straight up that your brain is melting.”

He didn't answer, but there was a change in his expression.

However, the change was closer to anger than fear or confusion.

“Isn’t this a finished story?”

“Even if it’s a story that’s over, there’s always a reason to look back on it.”

Suddenly. Persica leaped up from her seat. Of course, that didn't signal the end of the conversation. When Persica returned from a brief absence, she was clutching a larger tablet.

“The human brain is very vulnerable to heat. And the eyes are very close to the brain.”

As she manipulated the tablet a few times, a person appeared on the screen, and she zoomed in on his head and began to explain.

"And this isn't something a 'human' can handle. And if you try to maximize output, it'll naturally overheat."

The face in the photo began to gradually turn red. This was the result of heat radiating from the eyes spreading throughout the face. And the area most affected, of course, was the brain.

"Even if you use it for just 10 minutes, your brain will get used to it. No, you'll be unable to function before it even gets used to it."

And then, bang. The person in the photo collapses. The person, who appears perfectly clean on the outside but is completely turned inside out and dead, closes his eyes.

“Then, does that mean I only need to use it for 5 minutes?”

“⋯⋯Is it that simple?”

"That's it. I have no intention of agreeing. Wasn't this already settled?"

Suddenly. This time, the commander rose from his seat. And that also signaled the end of the conversation.

“Why do you have to do it like this?”

It was a voice that came with a deep sigh. It was a mysterious voice that existed somewhere between the usual annoyance and worry.

"It's a well-known fact that wearing this prosthesis will grant you unparalleled kinetic vision. The exoskeleton you requested is an extension of that."

Wearing prosthetic eyes can provide better vision, while wearing an exoskeleton can provide enhanced physical abilities. These are obvious, yet incredibly inefficient, actions.

He is a commander. A commander is someone who commands, not someone who fights on the front lines.

“Is that something worth risking your life for?”

This means that there is absolutely no need to risk your life and rush forward with your own strength.

“⋯⋯.”

Instead of answering, he quietly closed his eyes.

"Please help me, Robin. Please stop my fate... Paradeus."

It was clearly me who Mahrian had asked for help. It was clearly her who had asked him to twist his own fate.

But if you think about it, I didn't do anything.

The bomb in the underground tunnel was removed by 404.

The isolation wall was a collaboration between 404 and Adeline.

And I also closed my eyes in prison before I could last long.

Lastly, and most importantly, the main village.

‘Robin… I’m sorry for saying bad things… Robin… As expected… is a good person… You were right…’

I couldn't save a single suffering child.

‘Please make me happy… Please don’t let me die…’

I could do nothing for the suffering child.

He smiles. He smiles bitterly and saltily, and takes off his mask.

“I really want to save him this time. Whoever it is.”

It didn't matter who it was. Even if I died, I wanted to save my precious one with my own hands this time.

He bowed his head slightly. It was a gesture that signaled the end of the conversation, a twisted courtesy instilled in him from childhood.

Sighing once more, Persica gave up and closed her eyes. She instinctively knew: no matter what she did, she wouldn't be able to persuade that man.

Squeak, the door screams again, and the commander leaves the lab.

Leaving the lab like that, he thought. Mahrian's fate was twisted, so what guarantee could there be that my fate wouldn't be twisted?

Just as I, who didn't exist in Mahrian's destiny, didn't someone who didn't exist in the destiny I saw today have the potential to twist my destiny and save me?

He just smiled and giggled.


Jealousy, sincerity, love
 

“…….”


The pen moved noisily, making a clicking sound as if cutting through the wind. Beneath the commander's fingers, the pen danced.

The dance didn't stop. His pen, reflecting his complex psychology, twitched and twitched, unable to find its way.

"ah."

The moment his concentration strayed, the pen rolled across the floor. Degururu, there was no sign of hesitation as it rolled. Even though it was resting on the dirty floor, its direction was clearer than when it danced beneath his hand.

"okay."

And finally, he too got the hang of it.
***


“M4! It’s me!!”

“Uh, uh! Commander?”

It was a voice that came with a sudden knock. Thanks to this, even M4, who was usually confident in front of others, showed off her former girlish side.

“Okay, just a moment!”

M4 quickly looked in the mirror. After all, you always want to look your best to someone you love.

Of course, this wasn't a particular concern for the commander, who thought she was pretty even in her normal state. Objectively speaking, M4 was a very beautiful woman.

“Yes… ahem. Commander. What’s going on?”

After quickly finishing his preparations, he slowly opened the door. The door, not too old, didn't emit any unpleasant squeaks, and M4 was able to comfortably face the commander.

“Commander… sir?”

But M4 felt more bewilderment than joy. He had packed his bags, as if ready to leave.

In particular, the broken hand was clutching a car key, suggesting that he was about to leave.

"let's go."

Before she could even come to her senses, the commander threw an unintelligible message at M4. It would be more accurate to say he couldn't discern her intentions, but ultimately, it was there.

“Where?”

Naturally, a question was inevitable. Then the commander placed his hand on his chest and said:

“Rebellion, just the two of us.”
***


“What the heck!!! I want to go too, I want to go too!!!”

Since he couldn't leave without warning like before, the commander naturally announced this to the entire command. Thanks to this, no doll felt a pang of despair at the sight of their missing commander, but there were dolls who were indignant at not being able to go.

“I’ll give you some candy, but can you just look at me once?”

"no!!"

I tried showering SOP2 with candy, just like I did with the Destroyer, but unfortunately, it didn't work on her. She was always happy to accept anything the Commander gave her, but things were different now.

"SOP2. Don't do that. It's the deal M4 and the Commander made."
“…….”


Where had all that wild energy gone? As soon as the word "promise" left AR-15's mouth, SOP2 became surprisingly quiet. Perhaps because he knew the commander's past, he understood the importance of promises to him.

But that didn't make her feel better. The puffy air in her cheeks clearly indicated that she was upset.

"yap."

The commander reached out and poked SOP2's cheek. The soft sensation of his hand evaporated, and her cheek returned to its original position.

“……I feel like I’ll disappear again if you’re not by my side.”

It was a mournful voice, uncharacteristic of her. Judging by the slight moisture in her voice, one could guess how deeply traumatic the commander's escape had left her.

Thanks to this, the atmosphere in the room instantly fell. His escape left no one unscathed.

“Then… shall we make a promise too?”

He crouched down, locked eyes with SOP2, and extended his pinky finger, signaling a promise.

“I’ll be back, no matter what, and I’ll have the M4 by my side.”

“……Hmph.”

SOP2, who had briefly stopped crying, looked back and forth between M4 and the commander, then quickly hooked his little finger with his.

“……It’s a promise.”

"Yeah. I'll definitely be back. Promise."

The promise ended after three waves. RO635, standing next to me, smiled warmly, while AR-15 gave me a look of secret envy.

“You’re jealous of the AR-15?”

"shut up!"

Of course, there was no way the M16 would miss it.

“Don’t get hurt. I’m not too worried since the M4 is right next to you anyway, but I’m just saying this out of courtesy.”

“If you get hurt here more, what else is there besides death?”

The final farewell fell to M16. Concern hidden beneath her playful tone. It was her typical tone.
“…….”


“Okay, let’s go.”

“Yes, Commander.”
***


“I can drive.”

"No, it's fine. And Commander, you're still one-eyed and one-armed, aren't you? I think it's right for me to do it, at least for your safety."

It was a perfectly undeniable argument. Even if it could be refuted, it would be meaningless, as her sincerity could not be ignored.

“Are you wearing your seat belt?”

“Not to that extent.”

With a whoosh and a murmur of chatter, the car took off. On the empty road, the car, with only two people inside, sliced through the air as it advanced.

“M4.”

“Oh, yes. Did you call?”

“Do you still hate other kids?”

"……yes?"

It was quite a disconcerting statement for M4. Slowly turning his head, his expression became even more serious.

“You really hate dolls and girls who approach me.”

She couldn't answer. It was an irrefutable statement, and it wasn't a situation where she could be fooled into thinking she was lying.

"May I ask why? If you don't want to, you don't have to."
“…….”


“……Okay, then.”

When there was no reply, he took out his cell phone, thinking it would be polite to notify the place he was visiting in advance.

“No. I will tell you.”

Unfortunately, however, the notification was delayed a little.

"Whew," I let out a deep sigh. What if the Commander dislikes me, the bad puppet? Can I really say this? Wouldn't he loathe me?

All sorts of thoughts swirled around her mind map. A wave of emotions, overwhelming even M4's impressive computational power, swirled around her head.

But even the whirlwind of countless emotions could not obscure the truth.

“……Yes. I really hate it. The dolls, the women, all of them who approach the Commander… I hate them all.”

“How much?”

“……Enough to make me want to tear you apart.”

It was quite a shocking answer, but he remained calm. He did make a show of taking out a cigarette, but it was only a show.

“What is the reason?”

“Jealousy……right.”

If asked to explain her reasons, she would have been confident she could have poured out her thoughts for over 30 minutes, but M4 managed to condense them into a single word. Thanks to this, the commander saved time and avoided hearing her twisted thoughts.

“Then, when you made the promise with SOP2 earlier, were you jealous?”
“…….”


M4 nodded with difficulty. Even though she didn't want to admit it, her condition was so serious that even her own family was jealous.

“The M16 seems to be particularly worse, correct?”

"……yes."

In fact, during the last conversation between the commander and M16, he glared at M16, maintaining an ambiguous silence. The sharp, penetrating gaze of the commander was sure to catch on.

“Hmm…….”

The commander closed his eyes for a moment. It meant he was thinking, and indeed, many thoughts raced through his mind.

And then, knock, knock, he started tapping the inside door handle of the car with his index finger. This meant his thoughts were deepening.

“……Do you find this me disgusting?”

It was M4 who broke the awkward silence. Given the question's potential for a devastating response, the courage contained in that one word was truly remarkable.

"……no?"

But, to her dismay, the answer she received was so concise that it even left M4 flustered.

“……If this is empty talk, feel free to correct me.”

“No, no, really.”

He waved his hand and vehemently denied her words. The bewilderment in his tone suggested he was speaking with utmost seriousness.

“It doesn’t matter what you look like, as I said then, if you give me love, I will only love you back with even greater love.”

The car had already stopped. Driving wasn't what mattered to her right now.

"Live the way you want. That's my motto, and it's what I hope others will do as well."

The commander placed his hand over M4's. A rough, yet warm hand. To M4, it was a hand more precious than anything else.

“So you too, do whatever you want.”

Finally, unable to bear it any longer, M4 embraced her commander and began to cry. Drop by drop, her emotions seeped through his body.

“Commander…….”

“Still, let’s cut it down a little. Okay?”

M4 nodded vigorously in his arms. Tears streamed down his clothes, staining them, but a smile remained on his face.

“I love you…… Commander…….”

“……Yeah. Me too. M4A1.”


Consult again
 


“How about a guy with a tattoo?”

“Huh? Suddenly?”

The commander blurted out the words as soon as he got out of the car. M4 was taken aback by the sudden mention of tattoos, so he drew a circle on his left chest.

"ah…."

It was an action that a stranger would have no idea about, but M4, who knew about the scar, could understand what that action meant.

Thanks to that, M4 closed his eyes for a moment and pondered. Truthfully, he loved him regardless of whether he had a tattoo or not, but that fact made him even more troubled.

Since the Commander has a large build, perhaps something a bit grander would be better? Or perhaps something floral would be more appropriate for a contrasting effect.

Wait, so I'm the one who gets to choose the tattoos for the Commander? Since the Commander asked me, isn't this the opportunity you've given me?

It was a simple question, but M4's thoughts had long since shifted into delusion. In M4's mind, the commander's simple question had long since become a secret, told only to him.

So, then, is that the AR Platoon logo? No. Yes. This time, I'll erase that dirty bitch's name and put my name...

“Are you thinking of engraving your name here?”

"……yes?"

But the delusion only goes so far. When the commander nudged M4's suspicious expression, the expected response came out.
“…….”


“Oh, no! With those eyes….”

As the M4, whose feet were numb, protested fiercely, the commander stared at her silently. He stared with the utmost contempt he could muster, and eventually the M4 tucked its tail between its legs.

"……sorry."

“It was real…….”

The commander placed his hand on his chest and pretended to dodge. It was a joke, of course, but the blush on M4's face was inevitable.

“Don’t look at me like that!”

The commander's gaze continued until they reached Rebellion.
***


“Oh, now that I think about it, I forgot to call you in advance.”

"yes?"

This time, he blurted it out just before opening the door. M4 was slightly flustered, so he calmly pulled out his phone and showed it to her.

“Then I guess I should do it now.”

And with a few beeps, beeps, beeps, the message was sent, and he pressed the button without warning and opened the door.

-Beep.

The door opens and what greets you is an empty hallway. And a woman standing at the end of it.

“Oh my, Commander?”

“Hey. Long time no see.”

Although she had her eyes closed, she wasn't blind. Her gait was correct, even precise.

Another distinguishing characteristic was, of course, her beauty. Indeed, it was already well established that M4's expression when a woman, especially a pretty one, approached the commander was quite unsettling.

“Haha, nice to meet you. And our platoon leader next to you too.”

She, AK-12, smiled and offered a handshake. Knowing he had a broken arm, she reached out with her left hand and tried to shake his.

“Yes. Nice to meet you, Mr. AK-12.”

But the one who grabbed his hand was the M4. Thanks to this, the commander's wrinkles widened, and the vein on AK-12's forehead also widened.

How could he behave like that less than a day after our conversation? The commander's head started to hurt.

“……M4.”

Although he only withdrew his hand after hearing the commander's words, he couldn't hide the red mark left clearly on his hand by the AK-12.

AK-12 wasn't the type of woman to give in to something like this. While it's true that she could tolerate it to some extent because it was in front of him, it was also clear that she had a very strong sense of pride.

“……It’s fun.”

"I'll apologize on your behalf. Okay? I'm sorry."

“Commander!”

Thanks to this, the commander apologized to her. From M4's perspective, she was just a little jealous, and he hadn't expected an apology, so she couldn't help but feel embarrassed.

"What kind of apology is that? Okay. You came to see Angela, right? Come with me, both of you."

With AK-12's expression slightly relaxed, the three began walking side by side. With the commander in the middle, the M4 was on the left, and the AK-12 was on the right.

“Are you feeling better? Can you still only use one eye?”

“Ask them one by one.”

“Doesn’t that mean I’m worried about you?”

As he spoke, AK-12 opened one of his closed eyes and gave a sly look. M4, who couldn't have been unaware of this, inevitably saw his expression turn sour.

M4 closed his eyes and suppressed his anger. Yeah. It hasn't even been a day since we promised, and I have to be a good doll.
***


“Excuse me~.”

“Huh? What’s going on without even contacting me?”

The door opened with the cheerful creaking of AK-12's voice, and Angelia, who had been sitting on the sofa, looked up. Her expression was always the same when she saw AK-12, but when she saw the commander appearing behind him, her expression became even more expressive.

“Excuse me. It’s been a while, Angelia.”

"excuse me."

Of course, there wasn't just one guest. Behind the commander, an M4 with a slightly stern expression walked out.

“It’s been a while, you too, M4.”

“…Yes. Nice to meet you, Angelia.”
“…….”


It was a brief greeting, but Angelia was able to grasp what M4 was thinking right now.

“First, both of you sit down. I’ll get you some coffee.”

“Huh? Angela, you’re not good at making coffee. I’ll do it.”

“Huh, are you even climbing up now?”

Although his words were clearly harsh, his expression was remarkably gentle. Unlike his previous stiff demeanor, he had reached a level where he could even joke around, so there was no reason to be offended.

“You hurt your arm. Sit still.”

Before he could even get up to make coffee, AK-12's light gesture had him flopping down on the sofa.

“Okay. Let’s taste some of our real tactical doll’s coffee.”

“Haha, you can look forward to it.”

With the AK-12 gone, only three remained, separated by a table: Angelia, the commander, and the M4.

“…First of all, I’ll apologize.”

"yes?"

Angela's expression suddenly hardened, and she offered an apology. He was left completely flustered, and when she looked at her with a puzzled expression, Angela spoke again.

“I heard everything my kids did.”

"……ah."

Her kind explanation convinced the commander. The AN-94 and the AK-15 had both inflicted significant damage on him.

“What happened to you two?”

Angelia's expression hardened even more at his concerned question. She tapped the table, sighing deeply, before letting out a bitter sigh.

“The AK-15 is a bit better... but the AN-94 is....”

I couldn't bring myself to continue speaking. The two women were in very bad condition.

Angela sighed again. She had so many worries.

He suffered great damage from both the AN-94 and the AK-15. The guilt of inflicting such harm on him crushed them. The result, which left only mutual wounds, benefited no one.

“Ha, so… AN-94….”

But the real problem was AN-94. She wasn't in her right mind at the moment.

Angela was speechless, too. She had no idea how to explain this chaotic situation.

"hmm……."

The commander, with a short sigh, leaped to his feet. The two women looked up at him, their sudden actions causing him to pat them briefly on the back, then said:

“Then I’ll just meet you in person.”

“Commander!”

Then, he disappeared from the scene with such speed that it was hard to believe he was even injured. M4, panicked, called out to him, but all he got in return was an echo.

M4 quickly got up. The doll had already harmed him once, and being alone with him made him feel uneasy.

“No. You sit down too.”

"yes?"

However, her actions did not last long, as Angelia's low, low voice stopped her.

“Look at this.”

Angela took out her terminal and flashed it at M4. The small screen read:

-Ms. Angela, our M4 is currently in a very unstable state. Could you please advise us?

-Commander-

It was a text message he'd sent while fiddling with his phone before he'd come in. A questioning look crossed M4's face, and Angelia put the phone back in her arms.

“And from what I can see, you don’t look too well.”
“…….”


“Sit down. I’ve convinced even that stubborn person, so it won’t be so bad.”

Angela's shrug carried weight, but it was not a burdensome remark.

Eventually, M4 sat down obediently and was able to meet Angelia's eyes.

“Okay, if you have something to say, say it.”


supply officer, commander
 


I left the room without warning, but because I left so suddenly, I couldn't decide where to go. Of course, that didn't mean I didn't know where they were. We'd been together for almost two months, so I knew where they were and what they were doing at that particular time.

I quietly closed my eyes and thought deeply, and came to the conclusion that it would be faster to meet the AK-15 in my current position, and I immediately followed through.

My steps toward meeting her were incredibly light. There was absolutely no trace of my previous stiffness.

"arrive."

As my footsteps were light, the time it took to move felt fleeting. Knowing she might be worried, I hesitated for a moment before removing my exoskeleton.

It's true that I'm not completely healed yet, but it's not so bad that I can't walk. I considered just removing the cast on my arm, but I knew I'd get hit in the back by an M16 later, so I decided against it.

I tucked the exoskeleton away in a corner. It was unlikely, but I didn't know what would happen if M4 discovered it.

Without even taking a deep breath, I opened the door, ready to press a button to get a juice from a vending machine.

"hi?"

“……Sergeant?”

As I opened the training room door, what greeted me was, of course, an AK-15. Even though she was seated, she was holding the gun, so it was clear she had just been training. There was also a familiar object next to her.

“Did you read the short letter well?”

A baseball. That is, a small letter he left for her before leaving.
“…….”


“Can we talk for a moment?”

"……yes."

She readily accepted my suggestion, and I obediently sat down next to her. There was a brief moment of awkwardness, but it was only for a moment.

"how have you been doing?"

"……no."

“Don’t worry, I wasn’t doing well either.”

The AK-15's gaze shifted to my arm. The AR-15 had managed to put my twisted arm back into place, leaving no major aftereffects, but a few days in a cast was inevitable.

“……Are you hurt again?”

“Yeah, as you can see.”

Her eyes sank for a moment, then began to burn brightly. Anger, sadness, something in between.

“If I had been there, that wouldn’t have happened.”

It was as expected. It was fortunate that he came without his exoskeleton. If he had come wearing one, what kind of reaction would he have shown?

“Efficiently, you say?”
“…….”


I had hoped, but as expected, her behavior remained the same. But considering that was her true nature, I didn't find it particularly bad.

“Other than that, do you have anything to say?”

There was no answer. She was left speechless, only tormenting the innocent baseball.

“I’m serious, I don’t hate you, so you can say it.”

So I decided to give her some courage.

"……sorry."

"what?"

“……Everything, that is.”

"okay?"

He shrugged and smiled as he answered. Admitting your own mistakes isn't easy.

“Okay. That’s it.”

“Isn’t it over too simply?”

“Huh? What does that mean?”

The voice, much heavier than her usual voice, brought a sense of pressure to me. I slowly turned my head to meet her eyes, and her gaze, equally heavy, was directed at me.

“I can still see it now. The dark blue scars beneath those thick clothes.”

That was true. To be precise, the marks on my neck, though faint, were still there, thanks to the force with which she had strangled me.

“But to think that those mistakes can be resolved with just a single word… is absurd.”

Perhaps the guilt weighed heavily on his mind. AK-15 lowered his head and clutched his hair.

“But there is something else that makes me the most angry.”

She raises her head. She faces me. The fiery purple eyes of the AK-15 are fixed on me.

“Why… why on earth… didn’t you choose me?”

Likewise, anger and sadness were felt, but ironically, what came out was a pleading voice.

“My thoughts haven’t changed.”

“It would be more efficient if the supply officer were with me.”

Suddenly, she straightened up and looked at me. Her tall height of just over 180 cm and her large build made me feel a weighty weight.

“Sergeant Major... you have to be with me to be perfect!”

Her heavy hand landed on my shoulder. The force of her grip brought a sharp pain to me.

“Michael Van. You need to stay by my side!”

And the heavy voice that flew in, her unchanging figure. The possessiveness that had grown even stronger than before.

"okay?"

But I'm still calm.
“…….”


He slowly reaches out and caresses her cheek. It's gentle, yet rough.

“I told you back then. We don't always have to be efficient.”

Although it didn't end well, my time with her was enjoyable in many ways. After all, you were the first person I opened my heart to in this place.

“It’s efficient, but how about taking the time to laugh a little every now and then?”

“Sergeant…….”

Before I knew it, the strength in my shoulders began to gradually fade. Thanks to this, I regained control of my body and was able to stand up.

“I apologize again, I’m sorry for saying such harsh things to you.”

This time, I reach out with both hands towards her. Slowly, slowly, I hug her.

“You know my name, and we’re so close, how could we not know each other?”
“…….”


She didn't answer. She just hugged me quietly and gently.

"Of course, I'm not trying to change your foundation. Just do whatever you want. That's my motto."
“…….”

 


The AK-15 still didn't respond. It only tightened its grip on me.

Of course, it didn't hurt me.
***


As time passed, the air became truly awkward. Even I couldn't figure out what to say.

“Commander.”

“Huh, huh? Wait. What did you just say?”

I was flustered. Part of it was because she had broken the silence herself, but there was another reason.

Because she was the first to call me commander.

“Commander,” he said. Should I correct him?

“No. It’s perfect.”

Thanks to that, the awkward atmosphere disappeared a long time ago, and I was able to see a rare scene.

"……swimming."

Because there was a faint smile on AK-15's face.

“Am I the only one who sees this precious thing?”

“It’s so precious that I’m only showing it to you.”

“Really? Then I should cherish it more.”

I returned her faint smile with a bright one. It might seem counterintuitive, but the weight of that faint smile was on a different level than mine, so if you calculate it carefully, you could say it was she who was losing out.

"Still, my truth remains the same. Commander, you're most effective when you're with me."

"It's nice to see. The most important thing is not to be swayed by others and forget your own essence."

It didn't really matter. I was the one who told them to do whatever they wanted in the first place.

“So, this is a simple problem that can be solved by removing all the dolls around the Commander.”

"……what?"

For a moment, the hairs on my body stood on end. I turned to her, my eyes wide with shock, and her face, as always, greeted me.

“I’m joking.”

“……Is that so?”

The tone of his words was anything but joking. If that were truly a joke, he'd have to check his own understanding of the definition of the word "joke." His words just now were so utterly un-joking.

“By the way, your personality has changed a lot. I was really surprised back then.”

"Voila. The once blunt supply officer turned out to be a cheerful commander."

After that, a somewhat uneventful conversation ensued. She spoke in a serious tone, and I responded with a cheerful remark. That was it.

"So, this is a simple problem that can be solved by removing all the dolls around the Commander."

But what she said just a moment ago stuck in my mind. She said it was a joke, but it clearly wasn't.

“……Commander? Are you perhaps thinking of something else right now?”

“Huh? No way.”

The cold sweat running down my back didn't stop until I parted ways with her.


unpleasant story
 


“Are you leaving already?”

As soon as I opened the door, I heard a regretful voice. It was difficult to notice, as it was faintly mixed with apathy, but since she and I were relatively close, I barely noticed.

“I’m very busy, so please understand.”

“……Can we meet again?”

I turned my head to face her again, and this time, regret was evident in her expression. To comfort her, I pointed to the baseball lying on the chair.

“If you don’t lose that thing, we can meet anytime.”

“……Is that so?”

Before I knew it, a clumsy smile had taken over her face, replacing regret. Thanks to that, I was able to smile too.

“Still, I hope we can see each other more often. If not….”

And then, hook, she comes into my arms.

“I will go and find you myself.”

It was a unilateral declaration. A single notification without any veto power.

"……okay."

As I slowly left the room with a bitter smile, the AK-15 was staring at me until I disappeared from sight.

With purple eyes that somehow only feel red.
***


“Ugh… This is hard.”

While it was true I could walk without the exoskeleton, it wasn't completely cured. As fatigue built up in my legs, I needed to quickly put on the exoskeleton, but the AK-15 kept staring at me, making it impossible.

Because of this, I had to go through the tedious process of briefly moving away from her and then returning to this spot. I slowly shifted my gaze, trying to find the exoskeleton, but for some reason, it wasn't there.

“Are you looking for this?”

"……uh."

Because my exoskeleton was in the hands of another doll.

“Hahaha, how long has it been, Commander?”

She cautiously extended her hand to me, a greeting, a handshake.

“Yes. Nice to meet you. RPK-16.”

I cautiously reached out and took her hand, but all I felt was an inexplicable chill. The heat in my hand was being sucked away, as if my energy was being sucked out of me.

"You disappeared without even saying goodbye, so I was so worried. But now that we've met again, can we call this fate?"

“I don’t really like the word ‘fate’, so I’d like you to correct me.”

It was a bit harsh. Otherwise, I felt like I would get eaten.

“First of all, can you give me back what you have in your hand?”

“Oh my, you seemed to be walking a little unsteadily. Was that yours, Commander?”

It was obvious to everyone, but I didn't bother to argue. The more we talked, the more I became frustrated.

"Yeah. So give it back quickly. My leg hurts."

I spoke as I reached out, but she didn't return the exoskeleton. She simply flashed her usual, inscrutable smile and shifted her gaze.

"It seems like you're having trouble with more than just your legs. Let me help you. Sit over there. Oh, and I'll politely decline your invitation."

It was a polite request, with no right of refusal. I sighed deeply and sat down in the chair she pointed to. She approached me, still smiling.

“By the way, you seem to be running around a lot. Is there anyone you’re looking for?”

As she spoke, she began to place the exoskeleton on my leg. Her touch was clearly gentle and delicate, but there was also an inexplicable sense of unease.

“Uh. Do you know where AN-94 is?”

It was a remark made with the intention of extracting some information. There was also the possibility that she might not even be in the room.

“Oh, Commander, didn’t you hate the AN-94?”

“Why me?”

“You hurt the Commander so badly.”

“……You know too.”

“I know, and Angela knows too.”

The sound of the exoskeleton snapping into place echoed through the air, and I sat up. Being with this guy was just too much.

“But why are you going to meet AN-94, who committed such a heinous act?”

"I'll give you a chance. A chance to apologize. And I have an apology to make, too."

“Is that something that can be resolved with an apology?”
“…….”


She smiles. Her eyes furrow, and the corners of her mouth turn up.

It's definitely a smile. It's the facial expression that appears when a person feels happy, laughing, or having fun.

But why does that smile feel so uneasy?

“Just in case, AN-94 isn’t in the room right now. He’s just gone for a bit.”

RPK-16 takes a step forward. Her delicate footsteps head towards me.

“And I know where she is.”

Once again, she walks. Her brisk steps lead me towards her.

“So, are you going to tell me?”

“Of course. What kind of relationship do we have?”

And then, one last time, she walks.

“If you could talk to me for a moment.”

RPK-16 is approaching me.

“……What kind of story.”

“Whatever it is, Commander. Any conversation with you is always enjoyable.”

She basically reeked of a liar. Liars know how to spot liars.

That's why I knew. That she hadn't told a single lie.

“……Let’s make it short.”

“Can’t we make it longer?”

I wanted to just ignore it and go on my own, but there wasn't enough time for that. And since I couldn't call AN-94, he wouldn't answer, leaving me with this as my only option.

“Just 10 minutes.”

“Oh my, you said five minutes last time, but I guess your feelings have changed a lot?”

After that, I heard people say, "Oh, I see you cut your long hair. Did you have a change of heart and cut your hair first?", but I didn't really listen to them.
***


When I came to, I found myself led by her hand into a secluded room. The room, with only a worn table between two chairs, felt a bit unsettling, but I couldn't deny that it was perfect for conversation.

“Please sit here.”

As she sat down silently on the chair she had personally provided, RPK-16 expressed his joy with a "huhu".

No, was that really joy? I couldn't read it. Her every action just filled me with doubt.

"Are you anxious? If you look at me like that, I might get hurt."

But the scariest thing is that, unlike me, she sees through my emotions.

“I’d like to bring you some coffee, but there’s really nothing here, which is a shame.”

"It doesn't matter, so just tell me. If you're taking the time to talk to me like this, doesn't that mean you have something to say?"

"You're a bit impatient. Can't we take some time to get to know each other more leisurely?"

“You already know each other well, don’t you, shepherd boy?”

Hoho, her laughter fills the empty room. No, this was her space from the beginning, a space filled only by her.

“That’s right. That’s right. We were the shepherd boys. Were we liars?”

“Yeah. You liar.”

“So, Mr. Liar, may I ask you a question?”

I didn't bother answering. I knew she'd ask me questions no matter what I said.

“Are you really going to forgive AN-94?”

As expected, a one-sided question came my way, seemingly without consideration. To that sharp question, I answered immediately, without even needing to tap my index finger on the desk.

“Anything can be forgiven if there is a sincere apology.”

It was a remark that was thrown with some weight. Indeed, such intentions existed.

But why does her expression look like that of a cunning fox looking for prey?

“Are you serious?”

"what."

“Are you really saying that you will forgive anything as long as you give a sincere apology?”

"Yeah. A sincere apology would be enough, but you know..."

Her eyes sparkled. It was clearly pure curiosity, but I could tell. The true intentions lurked beneath that innocent curiosity.

“Why do you talk like you’re about to have an accident?”
“…….”


RPK-16 didn't answer. He simply stared at me silently, his usual sly smile plastered on his face.

I responded to that heavy silence with silence of my own. Even as only a cold silence filled the room, I remained silent.

“Haha, that’s fun. As always, talking to you, Commander, is so much fun.”

In the end, it was RPK-16 who spoke first. Naturally, he ignored the previous question.

“Ah, then let’s get to the main point.”

“Is this still the introduction?”

“Of course. Is there something else I really want to say?”

And then, bang. She leans against the table and leans her face toward me. A pair of suspicious eyes stares at me.

“Commander. Do you still want to be a puppet?”


Human and doll, doll and human
 


Sometimes silence is more valuable than eloquence. That was the case with RPK-16 just now, and that's what the commander is saying now.

However, RPK-16 had anticipated even that. He had initially assumed that silence would be more likely than a positive or negative response.

A smile came to my face. It was so much fun just talking to this man. Whether he was expressing negative or positive emotions, it was so much fun to draw out his hidden truth.

Be happy, be joyful, be satisfied.

So I want to tease you more.

I want to see him cry so hard, I want to see his eyes all messed up and blurry, I want to see him completely broken.

I want to make it my doll.

“Is the answer silence?”

RPK-16, consumed by all sorts of fantasies in that brief moment, finally uttered a single, fleeting word. But that didn't mean it was shabby. That short word, after all, was a sharp spear meant to pressure him.
“…….”


Even to the second question, he remained silent. His complete refusal to answer was tantamount to his closing his eyes, a subtle way of saying he wouldn't answer.

"Silence. It's an extremely ambiguous answer, neither positive nor negative. Or perhaps..."

RPK-16 slowly rose from his seat and began to approach him. His cunning footsteps, plodding, plodding, moved toward him. A cunning fox, ready to snatch its prey.

“Are you struggling between those two?”
“…….”


He remained silent. Even though she was right in front of him, he remained completely unfazed. There was no sense of distance; her thick breath tickled his ears, and her sweet scent lingered on his nostrils. Yet, he remained silent.

“That’s fun.”

But even that indifference felt like nothing but pleasure to her.

She turned and sat down again. Unlike when she had approached him, her steps back were swift.

"Then let's change the subject. The Ship of Theseus. Do you know anything about it?"

"uh."

When he finally opened his eyes, the answer he gave was utterly pathetic. His cold demeanor, which made no secret of his unwillingness to continue the conversation, lacked even the slightest hint of consideration.

“You know, so you understand quickly.”

As she spoke, RPK-16 raised her arm. Slowly, she lowered her outer garment, revealing her slender wrist.

Of course, beneath those slender wrists, there was also a terrifying power that could subdue him in an instant.

"Our dolls are constantly breaking and getting damaged. Therefore, replacing parts is inevitable. So, even if we replace each part of the body, or even replace it with a completely new body, will we still be the same doll?"

It was a deeply philosophical question. Thanks to this, the commander closed his eyes again, allowing her to continue speaking.

“We, the dolls, have to constantly replace parts to maintain function.”

She kept pouring out her words. She seemed so delighted by the way she constantly shared her opinions with him that no one dared to disturb her.

"But the human body is different. Barring some unfortunate accident, humans can live for a very long time relying on their pure body. Although it may be weak, it is incredibly pure."

“So, why are you telling me that story?”

RPK-16 After a long and drawn-out speech, he opened his mouth. He had already changed his mask, and there was no longer any trace of agitation in him.

“I was just wondering what your opinion would be, Commander.”

“Is that really all?”

"…yes."

It was the first time she hesitated to answer. It was only for a split second, but his quick wit couldn't have missed it.

“Then let me ask you a question too.”

But he didn't bother to point that out. Instead, with a calm expression, he answered the question with a question.

"The lifespan of a human cell is approximately 13 to 14 years. To put it another way, after 14 years, a human being becomes a cellularly different being than their previous self. What are your thoughts on this?"

“Hmm… Well, I don’t know.”

“Yes. That’s my answer.”

“Haha, is that so?”

Ultimately, it was a response that was no different from silence, a deeply hidden truth, but she was delighted. Perhaps it was proof that she and he shared the same sentiment.

“And if there were no unfortunate accidents, humans could live a very long time relying on their pure bodies. Is that what you would say to someone who lives with artificial eyes?”

There was a pop, a deflating sound, and he tore out his own eye. The red, unconnected eye didn't make a sound or bleed.

“Oh, I made a mistake. I sincerely apologize.”

In fact, the commander wasn't offended at all. He wasn't the type of person to get angry over something as trivial as that.

Of course, she also knew that fact, so she gave a not-so-sincere apology.

“Time flies so fast… As expected, time spent with you, Commander, seems to pass by in the blink of an eye.”

“Really? It feels like five hours have passed.”

This time, a response came without hesitation, and as soon as RPK-16 finished speaking, the commander also responded without hesitation. As a smile spread across her face again, he responded by hardening his expression.

“Finally, I’d like to ask you the same question again. Is that okay?”

And with a clatter, she pushed the desk between the chairs away. Now, nothing stood between the commander and the RPK-16.

“Commander. Do you still want to be a puppet?”

Even though she hadn't received a clear answer, she persisted in asking the question. The fact that she persisted in asking the same question meant it was incredibly important to her.

“It doesn’t matter if I don’t answer, right?”

He, too, responded with a one-sided announcement. It was a conversation between two beings so different, yet so similar.

“May I ask why?”

“You didn’t answer my question either.”

"aha……."

It was a kind of deal. Since you didn't answer my question, there was an implicit agreement that you wouldn't answer hers either.

“You keep asking the same question as last time. Is that question really that important to you?”

"Yes. It's important. It's a crucial question that will determine our relationship, Commander."

Drumroll, RPK-16 rises again. She looks down at the seated commander.

"Then didn't you answer before? Of course, I was just eavesdropping like a little rat."

"You've changed since then, haven't you? That's why you're avoiding the question with silence."

Slowly, slowly, she moves. Towards him, she moves again.

But the commander wasn't one to just sit back and watch. This time, he too, stood up, looking down at her.

Their gazes mingled, creating an indescribable, alien atmosphere. In this space, a mixture of red, gray, and purple, anyone would be unable to resist the urge to vomit.

“As expected, Commander and I are so different.”

She takes a step towards him. And he takes a step towards her too.

“But that’s why we’re similar.”

And then, ploddingly, she takes a step toward him. And then, ploddingly, he takes a step toward her.

The two of them closed the distance at the same time, and before they knew it, they were on the verge of touching. They were so close that they could hear each other's breathing, their hearts beating, and even smell each other.

But it's a distance that can't be reached.

So she reaches out to close the gap. She takes his hand. She grabs his arm.

Finally, the fox bites the prey's nape.

“Commander. Come with me….”

-Beep be ...

But her words didn't end. A sudden alarm sound cut her off.

“I’m very careful about timekeeping. If I were to guess correctly, it would be exactly 10 minutes before I get up to go out.”

He turned around without a moment's hesitation, seeking his original purpose: to receive compensation for the time he didn't want to waste.

“AN-94 will be in the room now.”

“……What does that mean?”

"I told you, I was only going to be away for a 'brief' moment, but I figured I'd be back in my room in about ten minutes, so I had a brief chat with the Commander."

"……under."

The commander sighed. He realized that he was the one who had been fooled.

“It was fun. I look forward to having more time like this.”

RPK-16 personally opened the door for him, as if escorting him. His face was filled with displeasure at receiving such unexpected service.

Finally, the commander left the room without a word, his steps filled with emptiness. RPK-16 watched her, briefly placing his hand on her necklace. Her eyes sparkled with a suspicious light, and the cell phone in his pocket also glowed with the same color.

“Well then, goodbye. Michael Van.”

"…………what?"

He turned around in a panic as words that should never have come out of her mouth came out, but there was nothing left where she had been standing.


I'm really glad
 


It's been a long time since I've felt this uneasy and unpleasant. That's how I feel about the current situation.

His gait had slowed noticeably, and his left hand was now pressing against his temple. He felt that if he didn't do this, the headache that was threatening to consume him would consume him.

How do you know? I never said anything.

I've never told RPK-16 my name. Ever since we first met, I've never liked her.

Because I never tried to talk to him in the first place, we rarely had private conversations except for a few exceptions.

But how did you find out my name?

Countless emotions were swirling around in my head, but the three biggest ones were embarrassment, confusion, and shock.

"ha……."

The hand that had been pressing my temple soon moved into my arms, and it was only natural for me to light a cigarette.

Since I got back, I tried not to smoke as much as possible, but since the situation was quite dire, I quickly put a cigarette in my mouth, took out the lighter, and lit it.

It was uncomfortable. Because I couldn't use both hands, the process of putting my hands in and out of my pockets was incredibly cumbersome. If only there had been someone nearby to light the fire, this wouldn't have happened.

And then, sizzle, the cigarette lights. He puts his hand in his pocket uncomfortably again and holds the cigarette in his left hand.

“Phew…….”

While smoking, I gather my thoughts. How on earth did RPK-16 know my name?

The most likely explanation is that I overheard it "by accident." My ill-fated relationship with her began in earnest when I happened to overhear a conversation between AK-15 and me.

Actually, to me, it was just a coincidence, but I couldn't tell if it was a coincidence or not.

But after thinking a little deeper, this hypothesis was disproved. Adeline had certainly called him "Ban," but never by his last name. Furthermore, despite overhearing his conversation with AK-15 earlier, there had been no sign of him since he left the room.

Besides, the AK-15 clearly watched me until it disappeared from sight. If there had been an RPK-16 lurking nearby, its keen insight would have caught it.

Then did you hear it from someone else?

That was the case with Angela. I later learned that AK-12 had leaked all sorts of information about me to convince me.

Of course, I wasn't particularly offended. The result was fine. In the first place, I wouldn't have cared much about someone like Angela.

But RPK-16 was different. She wasn't on good terms with AK-12, so there was no way she'd tell me, and AN-94 would never have told me because she didn't want to be hated by me.

The AK-15 was the most likely, but in reality even that was slim.

"ha……."

The cigarette had already been reduced to ashes, but no answer was forthcoming. Resigned to the intractable problem, I brushed it aside and was about to meet AN-94 when the alarm sounded with a beep.

I sighed softly and dug into my pocket to take out my phone. The recipient's name was indeed familiar.
 


-Ms. Persica-

-As soon as you see this text, come back to the lab. It's urgent, so come right away. Hurry.

"……what."

It was an uncharacteristic urgency for Persica. Without a moment to think, I dialed, but all I got was a meaningless, repeating beep. She didn't answer.

That's made me dizzy. I haven't met the AN-94 yet. Should I just go back?

-Beep!

While I was wasting my time with the excuse of thinking, another problem came flying in as a gift.

-It's Mahrian and Adeline's problem, and of course it's your problem too.

"under……."

You don't even give me time to think about it? That's too much.

But that didn't mean I could give up on meeting AN-94. I wanted to at least see his face.

-Knock! Knock! Knock!

Urgent footsteps echoed through the hallway. The noise continued for a while, but soon stopped in her room, AN-94's.

There was no time to waste. I knocked quickly and waited, but all I got in return was a cold silence.

"what."

Another knock, this time a bit heavier. But the return was also a heavy silence.
“…….”


Finally, bang bang, this time with all his might. But all that came back was a cold echo.

"ha……."

I let out a sigh I can't even count the number of times I've let out. Was I being fooled again, or did she move to another location while I was smoking?

The hypotheses were varied, but the answer was the same. I couldn't waste any more time, so it was time to go back.

“Commander?”

“M4?”

Good luck. I was trying to find M4 to get back, but thanks to her timing, I didn't even have to bother.

“Let’s go back. We don’t have time.”

“Oh, yes. I understand.”

M4 immediately agreed. There wasn't really any reason to refuse in the first place, but his expression now looked so complicated that she moved faster.
***


On the way back, his mind was utterly dark. The weight of his heart, which had suddenly multiplied several times, weighed heavily on him.

“……Is there any problem?”

M4 asked cautiously, his anxiety radiating from his expression. Instead of answering, he tapped the doorknob, then sighed and opened his mouth.

“Uh. A lot.”

AN-94, whom he had not met, RPK-16, who knew his name for some unknown reason, and an urgent text from Persica.

It's fortunate that he's finally found some peace of mind. Previously, he would have been sweating profusely and expressing his anxiety through his actions.

"By the way, how did the consultation go? It was a surprise I secretly planned."

“Oh, you want to consult with Angela?”

M4 smiled meaningfully at the incoming question. He tried to ask again, trying to discern the meaning behind her suspiciously confident smile, but her mouth opened even faster.

“I didn’t do it.”

"……what?"

When he looked flustered, M4 covered her mouth and chuckled. Then, she leaned in close to his ear and whispered quietly.

“You said I should live my life doing whatever the Commander wants?”

“Huh… Hehehe!!”

Thanks to that, the commander smiled brightly. He hadn't expected the M4 to hit him so hard.

“I won’t take anyone’s advice. Because, Commander, you told me to do whatever I want.”

It was a truly contradictory statement. While he refused to take advice from others, he meant to imply that he would take his commander's advice at face value.

But the commander didn't particularly point that out. He loved that confident yet contradictory attitude.

“It’s nice to see you. Keep living like that.”

“I will do my best.”

The commander, a smile returning to his lips, pulled out his phone and began sending a text message. M4 wanted to peek, and indeed, he had the ability to do so, but for now, he tried to hold back.

He finished the text in an instant and looked much better than before, so she also felt a bit more at ease.

“Commander.”

"why."

“If you have any difficulties, please let me know. Don’t just keep it to yourself.”
“…….”


It was a statement that cut to the heart of his being. As M16 had previously pointed out, he didn't confide in anyone about his troubles, letting them fester until they were gone.

Naturally, the commander was also aware of this fact. So, for a moment, a few changes occurred in his mind, and he slowly opened his mouth.

"therefore…."

-Tiring!

But his oblivious phone cut him off again, just as it had been earlier. Thanks to that, he said, "Oh, wait a minute," and looked at his phone. A faint smile now graced his face.

“Unfortunately, I don’t think I can say this.”

“Huh? What do you mean?”

“It’s a promise between just the two of us.”
***


“What are you talking about? The commander came?”

A little while ago, at Rebellion's base, not long after the commander left, there was a woman who couldn't control her emotions.

“What? The commander was rushing back, but he clearly said he was going to see you.”

“……I haven’t met you.”

AK-12 couldn't even begin to consolation AN-94, whose voice was filled with despair. The only person who could soothe her now was clearly the Commander.

“Hahaha…… Ahahaha…… I guess so…….”

Darkness, despair, and something blooming beneath. She was still broken.

“Yeah…… There was never any contact from the beginning…… It’s a natural result…… Of course…… Of course…….”

“Huh? Wait, what does that mean?”

AK-12, bewildered by the pouring ominous energy, found a momentary contradiction and held on. A cold sweat ran down his face as he faced AN-94, who turned her head like a broken doll, but she calmly asked.

“The commander never contacted you?”

“……That’s right.”

“I told you earlier that I was worried because you never answered my calls.”

“……What does that mean?”

-Tiring!

Just as their conversation was about to intensify, AN-94's cell phone rang with perfect timing. The topic was right on the mark, so she quickly checked the text and found peace of mind.

-Commander-

-I know you won't see me anyway, but I'll leave a message anyway. I'm sorry I couldn't meet you today. Something really urgent came up. That's why I'm writing down what I wanted to say here. First of all, I never hated you.

It was my fault for forgetting the promise. Of course, I remember now, so don't worry. You'll definitely be the first to know my birthday, which hasn't been set yet.

That was the moment. Her phone, where nothing had ever been before, began to buzz with a barrage of alarms.

78 missed calls. 153 unconfirmed texts. All of them were his.

“Hahaha…… hahaha…….”

AN-94 shed tears, and AK-12, watching, smiled faintly. Light had finally begun to enter her eyes, which had always been dead.

“Thank goodness… I’m really thankful.”

That's fortunate. That's fortunate.

affection

word

as

thank god.


A promise that cannot be kept
 


“You said your name was revealed?”

It was a response to what I'd told him about the RPK-16 incident earlier. His eyes widened slightly, a look of considerable surprise.

“Yeah. I don’t know where it went wrong… Ha, I just don’t know.”

I'm racking my brain in frustration. Where on earth did it all go wrong?

If you think about it, RPK-16 and I had a rocky relationship from the start. She would always pick fights and test my feelings, and I, in my hectic days, was sensitive to that.

Then, yes. After the conversation with AK-15, or more precisely, after overhearing her conversation about humans and dolls.

RPK-16 was suspiciously concerned about the relationship between humans and dolls. He even asked about the differences between humans and dolls, the Ship of Theseus, and whether I wanted to become a doll.

But the strangest thing is that he keeps trying to talk to me.

She was shameless and cunning. To put it another way, she was just as smart.

I hate to admit it, but she was better at speaking than I was, and she was also adept at hiding herself. Yes, just like me, her mask was thick.

One difference is that her mask is multi-layered: one mask beneath another, and another beneath that.

He was just a born liar. In a different way than me.

What are her intentions? What color shines through her true heart, hidden beneath that smiling mask?

What on earth does she want from me?

“Commander? You don’t look well.”

"ah."

As my thoughts deepened, my wrinkles also seemed to deepen. After a brief wash to clear my head, things finally improved.

“Are you okay?”

“Ugh…….”

I suddenly felt angry. I didn't even want to think about this, and I was annoyed at myself for worrying about this.

I just, I just didn't want to do anything.

“No, I don’t want to… I’m just not going to do anything. Can’t someone raise me?”

“……Really?”

“I’m joking.”
“…….”


After experiencing a crisis of dignity, she clicked her tongue in genuine regret. Thanks to her, I was able to add one more thing to my list of things I should never say.
***


“Ah, you’re here, Commander.”
 


Finally, after much deliberation, I returned to the command center, where 9A-91 greeted me with a smile. Of course, the M4 behind me frowned.

“Tsk….”

“Isn’t that too blatant?”

“Don’t worry. I’m not afraid of something like this.”

Even in the face of blatant hostility, 9A-91 remained remarkably calm. In fact, he approached me, seemingly determined to resist, and linked arms with me.

"lol……."

“……Heh heh.”

I responded to her cute smile with a hollow laugh. More accurately, it was a sly, enlightened laugh.

“…Crack.”

"it's tough……."

"Yes. Don't worry, Commander. I'll help you."

And then, with a thud, she takes a step forward. Anger, envy, jealousy. These were the emotions M4 now felt.

“Commander!!! You’re here!!!”

But before M4 could do anything, a voice came from far away, and it reached me faster.

“Cough!!!”

Was he using force to express his joy? Unable to withstand SOP2's powerful tackle, I retreated exactly three steps. Fortunately, M4 was behind me, otherwise I would have fallen.

“You’re not hurt anywhere, are you? Huh? Huh?”

After the greeting, I was worried. SOP2's expression changed in an instant, and he began to look around my body, checking for any injuries.

“I’m fine. Except for my head.”

“Commander, are you hurt in the head?”

“……That’s not what I meant.”

It didn't really solve my problem, but it made me laugh. Something so absurd and gruesome seemed to confirm that I was alive.

“Okay. Thank you all.”

“……Huh?”

“Yeah, what does that mean?”

“Suddenly?”

Everyone was surprised by this sudden expression of gratitude, but I was the only one smiling. Even though it was so chaotic, I was clearly having fun.

“Just, everything.”
***


After a splendid return ceremony, I finally had some free time. Of course, even that free time wasn't mine.

"excuse me."

“Robin?”

It was a voice that terrified me as I opened the door. I hadn't seen the front yet, but since there was only one person who called me Robin, I could call her name.

“Hello. Mahrian.”

“What’s going on? I heard you just got back.”

"Ms. Persica called me in a hurry. I canceled almost all of my plans."

“What are you talking about? I didn’t call you.”

“……What did you say?”

A familiar sound coming from inside took me by surprise. I quickly went inside, and Persica, who was diligently operating the machine, didn't even glance at me.

"Nice to meet you, Commander. But what brings you here?"

It was as if she hadn't expected me to come. It was clearly her who had called me, so why?

“Didn’t Miss Persica call you? She said something urgent was going on and told me to come as quickly as possible. You weren’t even answering your phone?”

"What the hell are you talking about? I haven't even texted you or called you today."

"That's right, Robin. Today, Ms. Persica spent the whole day fiddling with machines and didn't do anything special."

With Mahrian's testimony added to the mix, my confusion deepened. I frantically pulled out my phone to show him the evidence, but Persica wasn't in my inbox.

"wait for a sec……."

Besides, my outbox was full of only AN-94 calls, not her name.

“Still, it’s good to see you here. I have some good news.”

As she spoke, Persica straightened her back and made a strange noise. Then, she disappeared somewhere, then reappeared holding a worn-out tablet.

“The analysis on Mahrian is complete.”

“Is it good?”

"of course."

After a few manipulations of the tablet, Mahrian appeared, and soon there were two others. To be exact, one person appeared who looked exactly like Mahrian.

"Based on Mahrian's memories and the information provided by Rebellion, I've analyzed the results. Mahrian has a twin."

At the mention of twins, Mahrian's face hardened slightly. But when I gently held her hand, her condition improved slightly.

"His name is Molly Fogert. He's the guy Rebellion met. As you can see, they look exactly alike, so they're practically indistinguishable."

Then, after taking a sip of coffee and replenishing her sugar intake for a moment, Persica continued speaking.

“Also, as you said, Mahrian’s blood is very special. If we go to the factory he mentioned, we can really create a serum to combat the copy infection.”

I turned my head to face Mahrian. She was no longer trembling. She was infinitely confident and resolute.

“Thank you, Mahrian. For trusting us.”

There was no reason to be grateful to her.

"You're welcome, Robin. You were the one who believed in me first."

Their clasped hands tightened, and a smile spread across their faces. Their eyes, staring at each other, were filled with nothing but affection and trust.

“I did the work, but someone else gets the thanks.”

“I’m grateful to you too, Persica. In many ways.”

Knowing that pacifying a woman who's upset is harder than trying to reach the stars, I quickly added. Thanks to that, a faint smile appeared on Persica's face.

“By the way, what about Adeline?”

It was a belated question, but it felt justified in its own way. It was definitely Adeline who greeted me every time I came to the lab.

“I thought I took sleeping pills earlier and they were candy... and I fell asleep right away.”

“……Huh. What is that?”

It was an answer that made me laugh. And it made me think about giving her a ton of candy later.

“Ah, the most important thing.”

With a flick of her finger, Persica caught our attention. We slowly turned our heads to look at her, and this time, a photo of an old building greeted us.

"I even found the location of the factory. Of course, I didn't get his permission."
“…….”


"It's okay, Robin. You're someone I trust, right? So I can trust you too."

As I was expressing all sorts of emotions through my eyes, Mahrian hurriedly stopped me. Persica avoided my gaze entirely.

“……Yes. That’s why.”

I pressed my temples, suppressing my emotions. "Yeah, the person involved said it didn't matter, so why should I get angry?"

“Rebellion is going there tomorrow. With Mahrian.”

“……What does that mean?”

But strangely enough, Mahrian seemed embarrassed, as if he wanted to keep this a secret from me.

“Have you reached an agreement with Mahrian?”

“Of course not. I wouldn’t go that far.”

“……I’m sorry, Robin.”

Mahrian bowed her head in apology. Judging by her actions, I could tell she had intended to keep this fact a secret from me until the very end.

“Robin always gets hurt wherever he goes... so I didn’t want to be a burden again.”

“When was this decided?”

“Yesterday, at 9:32 AM to be exact.”

My head hurt again. I clearly met Rebellion today, and they didn't say a word about Mahrian to me. Which means they were also trying to hide this fact from me.

But the reason was probably the same. It was true that wherever I went, I always ended up getting hurt.

“I’ll go too. To that factory.”

But there was a price to pay for deceiving me.
“…….”


As soon as I heard the answer, Mahrian's expression became worried. Of course, I knew why he was looking that way, but I couldn't break his stubbornness.

“Don’t worry. This time, you really won’t get hurt.”

"but……."

“Okay, promise.”

He cautiously extends his little finger and says, "A token of promise."

“……Is that so?”

Perhaps he sensed something when he saw my unwavering resolve. Mahrian's faint smile returned and he extended his pinky finger to me.

“This time, you really can’t get hurt, right?”

“You be careful. We promised not to hurt each other.”

“……Huh, is that so?”

And hold on.

A promise is made.


Just friends
 

 


“……I want to go too.”

Adeline, still drowsy, was the first to utter those words. Her half-closed eyes and inability to even control her body struck me as quite adorable, but that didn't change my mind.

"no."
“…….”


“You can’t even put air in the ball.”
“…….”


“You shouldn’t look at me like that.”
“…….”


"no."

I appeal to her to go with me somehow, but it still can't be helped.

“……What is the reason?”

This time, she must have changed her tactics. She asked me why, using a curt tone and a sullen expression. But even that just seemed cute, so I naturally placed a hand on Adeline's head.

"The place Mahrian is going to was once Pharadeus's residence. Besides, there's no way they wouldn't know we're going there."

It's a matter of speculation, but I'm sure Angelia is thinking the same thing. That's probably why she kept the fact that she was going to the factory with Mahrian a secret from me.

“Then, Luke, you.”

"huh?"

“It’s such a dangerous place, why are you going there?”

“I ate a room.”

I stroked Adeline's head with an awkward smile. It was true that I had nothing to say in response.

"Luke, you're hurt right now. You can't see out of one eye, and your arm's in a cast. Shouldn't you be the one who shouldn't go?"

She had a sharp tongue. When did Adeline become so articulate? I couldn't help but exclaim in admiration.

“Yeah. So I’m going to take care of both of them now.”

"……what?"

But this time it was something that could be refuted.

“Commander. Come quickly.”

“Yes, I’ll be there soon.”

As soon as he finished speaking, Persica's voice rang out. Adeline's eyes widened in confusion, but I patted her head a couple of times before saying, "I'll be back," and went up to the operating table.
***


"Remember, it's only five minutes at most. Any longer and your brain will literally melt."

“Okay, I understand.”

"ha……."

“Don’t worry. I really understand.”

Even though I repeated the same message, the sigh remained. It meant that I was just as worried, and that what I was seeing was quite dangerous.

“But, last time you put a bomb in it, so what are you so worried about?”

If you think about it, that's true. Last time, I put in an EMP, and you didn't say anything, so why are you so worried this time?

“It’s definitely different from back then.”

And then, with one step, Persica, dragging her slippers, reached my feet and pointed to my eyes with her index finger.

"The eyes are a vital point. If you're in a situation where you're going to get hurt in the eye, it's most likely going to be a gunshot wound. If a bullet penetrates your eye, you'll be dead before the bomb even detonates."

A slurp, a replenishment of sugar and a quenching of thirst. And then the nagging continues.

"But this time it's different. No matter what you do, if it lasts more than five minutes, you're 100% dead. What? Even if it only takes four minutes, it'd be a miracle if you could even move your body?"

It must be a serious problem. It was the first time I'd ever heard Persica speak so bluntly.

“Don’t worry too much. I’ll really cut it off and use it.”

“……Is it that simple?”

A wrinkle appeared on Persica's forehead, but she was handing me the exoskeleton I was to wear. As expected, even if her mouth is like that, her body is honest.

“If it doesn’t work out, I’ll just pull it out. Okay?”

"……ha."

The reply was a sigh. Finally, seemingly resigned, Persica handed over the exoskeleton and disappeared into the room.

I stared blankly at Persica as she left, then turned to the mirror and opened my eyes. I hesitated, bewildered by the flood of information flooding in like a flood, but a smile soon formed.

“Huh, you were using this good thing all by yourself?”

I was extremely satisfied. With this, I'm sure I'll be able to handle that crazy bitch Narcissus to some extent.

In fact, the reason I went to such extremes was because of Narcissus's presence. The sight of him, unfazed by all the bombs he'd unleashed, was a profound shock to me.

But this time, it's different. I've gleaned all the information from the high-ranking Nitos from Mahrian, and I've already planned out how to deal with each of them.

Now I closed my eyes again, and the smile faded. Slowly, I turned around and walked out. As expected, Adeline was staring at me.

“……Why are your eyes closed?”

"this?"

He took a big step closer to Adeline. She looked a little flustered at the sudden closeness, but quickly regained her composure.

“Ouch.”

"……uh?"

I hadn't shown it to anyone yet, but I thought it was a special service, so I showed it to her. In return, her pupils were larger than usual.

“I’ll really come back without getting hurt. Okay?”

And then he tapped her head a couple of times again. It was a gesture that signaled the end of the conversation.

Adeline's venomous gaze stung my back, but I didn't stop walking. More precisely, I knew I couldn't hesitate here.
“…….”

***


“I object.”

“You haven’t said anything specific yet?”

“I also object.”

"you also?"

Even though I hadn't even explained the operation yet, the opposition I was hearing was giving me a headache.

“I’m against it too!!!”

“I also object, Commander.”

Following the RO and AR-15, now the SOP2 and M4. This was a model that was practically met with unanimous opposition.

“No, what the hell is the problem?”

“……Do I really have to explain that?”

The M4's venomous footsteps were heading this way. More precisely, they were heading towards the M16 next to me.

“Why on earth are Commander and M16 Sister acting separately?”

“……Have I become an untrustworthy older sister?”

M16 laughed and scratched her head, and M4's sharp eyes flew towards her. She was clearly her older sister, so why was M16 watching her?

“Even if it were me, I wouldn’t believe it. Ugh.”

“The same goes for you, Commander!”

"……sorry."

Of course, I was also aware of the situation.

“I’ll give in a hundred times, but going alone is not possible… No, I can’t give in on that either, but anyway.”

M4 cleared his throat for a moment to gather his thoughts. Meanwhile, M16 and I quietly prepared to be scolded.

“What are your records?”

“M16, you tell me. I have a headache.”

“No, the commander said. The commander planned the operation, right?”

As they shifted blame to each other, the eyes of the entire AR platoon sharpened. They almost fell to their knees and raised their hands, but they held on with monstrous mental fortitude.

“Seeing you both blaming each other, I guess you still know what you did wrong?”

It had been a long time since I'd heard AR-15 speak with such a cold voice. Of course, it was directed at me.

“But…….”

“But it is forbidden.”

"but……."

“But it’s forbidden!”

Judging by the way RO and SOP2 were acting like this, I knew they really thought there was a problem. After the incident, they'd usually taken my side.

“Don’t worry too much. They haven’t arrived yet, but I’ll be taking the IWS-2000 and 9A-91 with me.”

"That's not the problem! We've finally assembled the AR Platoon, so why are you and the Commander acting separately?"

It was the right answer. It was the first proper operation since returning, so it was difficult to understand why they were acting separately.

“I have someone to meet first, so that’s why. Yeah?”

“Who is that?”

"……secret."
“…….”


Everyone's eyes were on me. Unable to bear the pressure, I quietly took a step behind the M16.

"You're also a problem. If you had opposed it from the beginning, Commander would have accepted it and given up. Why do you insist on this operation?"

"Huh? But I haven't had a proper conversation with the commander since I got back. So, since we were moving together, I thought we could have a chat."

Perhaps he himself knew it was nonsense. M16's gaze didn't turn to M4.

“And, as the commander said, there is someone I need to meet.”
“…….”


But as soon as the words "meet the person" came out of her mouth, M16 was able to look her in the eye with confidence.

"You're saying there's an IWS-2000 and a 9A-91 as surveillance units? Seriously, trust me one last time."

Although he spoke pleadingly, the four still had uneasy looks on their faces. As he was racking his brain over what to do, he realized the presence of the pendant in his pocket.

“Just wait a minute.”

Fumbling through the inside pocket of my coat, I found the pendant safely hidden. While it was certainly meant to be worn around my neck, the trauma of losing something once compelled me to keep it hidden.

“I didn’t show this to you guys.”

With a bang, I opened the pendant and showed it to them. Since they already knew about my past, I didn't need to explain anything further.

“How is it? Is he handsome?”
“…….”


No one answered. Only pitying, sorrowful eyes turned to me.

“So, I’ll leave this up to you guys.”

"……yes?"

I handed the pendant to the nearest M4. Her expression flushed with bewilderment, as if she had been given something beyond her means.

“This, this is Commander’s precious…….”

"So I can leave it to you. And I can't run away without it, so it's killing two birds with one stone, right?"

M4, who had been hesitating and looking at me, soon adopted a determined expression and placed the pendant against his chest, as if he treasured it more than his own life.

“Me too, me too! I want to have it!”

“Oh, no. This is mine….”

"……me too."

Watching them fight over who would get the pendant made me laugh in vain. But even so, it was still a laugh.

“My little brother is popular.”

“That’s what I mean.”

Before I knew it, M16 had come up next to me and naturally put his arm around my neck. It forced me to lower my head, but it wasn't particularly uncomfortable.

“Commander. Did you call?”

“9A-91. Arrived.”

As luck would have it, IWS-2000 and 9A-91 also arrived. I winked at M4 to show them a photo of the pendant, but M4 gave me a look that seemed to displease them. I eventually showed them, though.

As the situation was sorted out, and we were slowly seeing off the AR platoon that was leaving first, and as we were also preparing to leave, we heard 9A-91's voice.

“But Commander, who is the person you mentioned earlier?”

“Oh, right. I didn’t tell you guys, did I?”

I didn't tell the AR Platoon about it. Except for the AR-15, the rest were all entangled in bad ties.

I rummage through my bag. It's definitely here.

“I found it.”

The object I took out was a communicator. A very small communicator, the one Mahrian had given me earlier.

Pointing to the small communicator, I smiled with satisfaction.

“My old... no, just a friend.”


Factory raid
 


“Miss Persica, have you seen Adeline?”

Mahrian's voice reached Persica, who realized Adeline was nowhere to be found despite searching her surroundings. Even a quick glance revealed the worry in her, but Persica responded calmly.

“You said you had some business to attend to earlier, so you were going out? By the way, why are you packing so much?”

Persica, sipping her coffee, cautiously glanced at the bag in Mahrian's hand. She was momentarily startled, but soon revealed its contents, revealing a variety of medical supplies.

“What? Should I go and volunteer?”

“Oh, that’s right….”

Mahrian gave an awkward smile, stopping short of speaking. Then, he rummaged through his bag, pulled out a hemostatic bandage that looked luxurious at first glance, and began to gaze at it with a wistful gaze.

‘Because if I get hurt, you have to heal me.’

An item given to me by him during the time when I was very stiff and had to wear a mask to be honest.

“I promised, but just in case.”

I was determined, but I couldn't hide the anxiety inside me. The very act of taking that bag with me implied I didn't trust him.

But when I thought about it, it couldn't have been helped. The injuries the commander had sustained over the past month alone were enough to kill any normal person.

Eye removal, broken legs, broken arms, drug injections, fainting from strong impact… there wasn’t enough time to list them all.

"ha…."

“Are you that worried?”

Of course, Mahrian wasn't the only one worried. Unbeknownst to her, she had memories of the Commander being seriously injured under her sleeping consciousness.

A severed arm, a gouged out eye. He closed his eyes under the flames, seemingly resigned.

He wasn't unaware of this fact, but he was suspiciously calm. Or perhaps he was pretending to be calm.

“I’m sure he’ll do well. Robin’s a smart guy.”

But his faith was stronger than he'd expected. Thanks to this, Mahrian, steeling his resolve, stepped out with a determined expression.

The sound of a zipper closing. Mahrian, having finished preparing, drew a line around his lips. Yes, he's a man who keeps his promises. He'll really come back unscathed.

She looks so confident. She trusts her commander.

“…Okay. Don’t get hurt.”

That's why Persica didn't dare tell the secret.
***


"hello."

“…Ah, you’re here.”

Mahrian, having completed his preparations, arrived at the AR platoon's location. The M4's wary gaze briefly darted toward him, but the AR-15's clearing silenced even that.

“What about Robin?”

It was a term used to refer to the commander. After all, there was only one person in the world who called him Robin.

"He said he had some urgent business to attend to, so he'll be back later. Of course, this is a secret from Rebellion."

M4 sighed. Why were they acting so independently on their first mission, despite having finally met them? And who exactly was the person the Commander had mentioned?

“Hello! Is this the first time I’ve seen you properly?”

“Oh, hello….”

SOP2 happily grabbed my hand and shook it. For a moment, I lost control of my grip and my arm flew wildly in the air, but I quickly regained my composure and adjusted the force to an appropriate level.

While there were dolls that greeted us warmly first, there were also dolls that looked at us with distrust, and there were also dolls that simply maintained a neutral attitude.

“Nice to meet you, have we met before?”

"hi."

“Oh, hello.”

The former involved the M4, while the latter involved the RO and AR-15. Frankly, I was more distrustful of the RO and AR-15 than pleased with them, but since my commander trusted them, I decided to remain neutral.

“Okay. Since everyone seems to be here, let’s move on.”

The door of a large car, large enough for eight people, opens, and one by one, they climb in. Their destination is Rebellion, a remote, abandoned factory.
***


“I see you’re here.”

As soon as AK-12 finished speaking, the car stopped, the door opened, and the girls got out.

“Nice to meet you, Angelia.”

“Yeah. It’s been a while, but it’s nice to see you anyway.”

"hi!"

As the two exchanged greetings, SOP2 poked his head out of the car and waved to everyone. His composure made it hard to believe he was about to embark on a crucial mission, but on the other hand, it also showed his confidence.

After everyone got out of their cars, one by one, a snowball fight ensued. To be precise, it was a one-sided attack by the M4.

RPK-16. The Commander's most wary doll, and for some unknown reason, a suspicious doll that has reached his truth on its own.

It was just as the commander had said. She was clearly smiling, but for some reason, it didn't feel good. M4 might be overthinking it, but the aura emanating from her was definitely alien.

“Even if you stare at it like that, nothing will come out or anything?”

"……yes."

RPK-16 was already so perceptive, it was strange how she didn't notice when he stared at her so openly. She covered her mouth briefly, chuckled, and then gave M4 a suspicious look.

"By the way, the AR squad used scans of human brains, right? That's quite remarkable."

And then, her suspicious gaze swept over the entire AR platoon. AK-12, who had been listening, turned his head away, but she showed no reaction.

“Okay, enough of the nonsense. So, what is our commander, who you gave us special support for, doing now?”

"He was sighing in his room, asking why I didn't take him with me. I had a hard time trying to appease him."

RO635, who was obviously furious at the mention of "our commander," quickly calmly blurted out a lie. It was clearly the commander who had asked her to conceal her involvement in this operation.

“It’s such a shame. It would have been so much fun if the Commander had come too.”

“RPK-16. The commander is currently injured.”

“I know, that’s why I said it.”
“…….”


“Okay. We don’t have much time, so let’s get ready quickly.”

For a moment, everyone stared at her, but Angela, knowing that that was the kind of person she was, quickly took control of the situation. Of course, she still pressed her temples to soothe her headache.

“Then first of all, you guys…….”
 


-Rumble.
“……?”


Before he could even begin his explanation, a suspicious noise was heard coming from the car. Everyone's attention turned to the car the AR Platoon had arrived in, and AR-15 quickly opened the trunk, the source of the noise.

"you……."

"……hi."

“……Adeline?”

And the being who appeared was, surprisingly, Adeline. The fact that she had business to attend to was a blatant lie, spit out in advance, with the intention of hiding in the car and following her.

"ha……."

M4 sighed and immediately connected the communication, but the commander did not pick up the communication, only a loud crackling noise was heard.

“I’m going too.”

The brazen voice, coupled with his usual expressionless demeanor, was surprisingly repulsive for someone so reserved in his emotional expressions.

“Phew…….”

Thanks to this, Angelia's headache grew even worse. The AR platoon, with their exceptional capabilities, was fine, as they knew what dangers lay within the abandoned factory, but the sudden intrusion of an uninvited guest left her confused. After all, as the saying goes, too many captains spoil the broth.

“Oh, Adeline. Robin will be worried….”

“Luke was worried about me too, but he ignored me. So I’m going to ignore him too.”

He was pissed. He was 100% pissed. That was how Mahrian felt.

“And Robin too…….”

“Let’s just go together. It’s already too late.”

Adeline almost leaked that the commander was coming to this place, but the quick-witted AR-15 silenced her.

“……Anyway, I’ll go with Mahrian.”

Even though he had his mouth covered, his tongue wouldn't stop. Judging by his incessant chattering, he seemed determined.

“Haa… Right. What can I do if he wants to go? I can’t go back now.”

Thanks to this, Angelia's wrinkles grew. Seeing this, AK-12 simply smiled as if he found it amusing, while AK-15 remained expressionless as usual.

"Anyway, we'll take Mahrian and Adeline for now. You guys, stay on guard around the outskirts of the facility. Just in case."

“I scanned it in advance, but for now, nothing is caught, for now.”

The detection results were nothing, but AK-12 didn't seem to believe it. The rest of them were no different.

“Then, we’ll go in first.”

With those words, Angelia and Rebellion disappeared into the building.


dice game
 


Thanks to the AK-12, which had scanned the interior in advance, and the interior map received from Persica, Angelia and her party didn't have to take long detours. They arrived at their destination within minutes of entering.

And what greeted them were broken wires, dust on the tables, broken equipment… all of it proved that this factory had been abandoned for a long time.

“You were whining all day about not going before the mission started, but now you’re a bit quiet?”

It was AK-12's cheerful voice. It wasn't specifically referring to anyone, but since there was only one doll that spoke, it was clearly referring to her.

“Because the dice have already been cast, there is no turning back.”

The person who spoke up was RPK-16. Despite the blatant altercation, she still smiled calmly, and no sign of discomfort could be found in her.

“Once the dice are out of your hands, your only option is to desperately hope for a high number.”

And Kirik turns his head and gives a bitter smile towards the AK-12.

“So, will our dice be a 1 or a 6?”

As expected of someone who uses all sorts of metaphors, she once again blurted out words that were difficult to understand, but one thing was clear.

Once the die is thrown, it can never be taken back.

“…Please refrain from talking nonsense.”

As it was a routine she had always seen, Angelia didn't interfere with even the slightest argument, but now that it was a situation where it wouldn't be strange for the enemy to attack at any moment, she made a special remark.

“These guys are weird. They keep fighting among themselves.”

“Ah, Adeline… That’s rude….”

Even the clueless Adeline.

With that, he closed his mouth again and continued walking. This time, strange objects, like pillars, were placed in a fairly regular manner on both sides of the passage. AK-12 frowned at the sight of these strange objects.

"It's not penetrating. It's not working. Maybe it's physically broken."

“I’ve never seen this equipment… before. It wasn’t there when I escaped from here…”

“For now, just follow me, AK-12. The rest of you, go investigate the area.”

"I get it."

As soon as Angelia's order was given, Rebellion and Adeline, excluding the AK-12, immediately began searching the area. The sight of them moving around, searching for useful items, stirred Mahrian's heart, and she diligently searched her memories.

Horrible memories, painful memories, memories I never want to think about again.

“Mahrian, you don’t look well.”

"ah…."

As he struggled to remember, Adeline's voice came to Mahrian's attention. He realized his hands were shaking.

Kwaaak, I put strength into my hands. The people here now believed in me and followed me. So, I too must be courageous.

"I'll take the lead. Let's go quickly. To the synthesis lab."

Mahrian's determined steps were unhesitating. Angelia was momentarily startled, but then chuckled and followed her with the AK-12.
***


The synthetic room was also a mess, with a strange device in the center. Judging by the accumulated dust, it seemed to have been unused for quite some time.

“This is… where the serum is made.”

“And this is the equipment?”

"yes."

Mahrian looked at the IV tubes on either side of the massive contraption, placed one hand on his chest, and reached out with the other to wipe the needle.

“I see… I guess I can still use it.”

"The power supply is normal. Congratulations, Angelia. You've discovered the treasure trove of the 40 thieves."

Mahrian didn't answer, but climbed onto the machine and pulled the IV tube towards him.

“Step back a bit. If the machine works as it used to, it will draw my blood and automatically create a serum.”

Angelia nodded and took a few steps back with Rebellion. Mahrian gritted his teeth and plunged the needle into his arm. Then the machine began to work, and the synthesis room lit up brightly.

-Beep.

And the communication that came in at a good time, the protagonist was of course MA41.

-We're in regular contact, Angelia.

"The situation here is good. We've reached the target point and are searching. How's it going over there?"

-Nothing happened. Except that SOP2 was boring and I lay down.

“Yeah, if nothing happens, I think I’ll be back before our next regular contact.”

But at that moment, noise began to be heard on the communicator.

“Angel…? Just now…?”

“Hmm? M4?”

And then, bang, the sound of the communication being cut off.

"…what?"

It was an ominous sign. And that omen soon became ominous, as Mahrian's face twisted in sudden pain.

“Ugh!”

-Beep—— Kookoogukung…

Beginning with a sharp sound, the floor of the facility where Mahrian sat began to sink. A bright blue light illuminated her face, making her pale features appear even more eerie.

“AK-12!”

“Already doing it… What? Wait!”

The flexible AK-12 was already responding, but there was nothing she could do. As soon as the communication was cut off, the electronic warfare was shut down.

While he was fumbling, Mahrian disappeared into the floor along with the machine, and soon a metal plate appeared and filled the hole in the floor, leaving only Angelia and the AK-12 in the synthesis room.

“Mahrian!”

The first to appear was, of course, Adeline. Sensing an ominous aura at the sudden sound, she forgot what she was doing and ran straight to the spot.

But no matter how much I turned my head, Mahrian was nowhere to be found. Eventually, I found myself looking at Angelia with pitiful eyes, but even she didn't know the answer.

“Angela, we’re in trouble.”

She appeared as the AN-94's calm yet urgent voice flew in, followed by the AK-15 and RPK-16.

"Those things outside, you know. The pillars suddenly began to glow. At the same time, all communication with the outside world was cut off."

It was an incredibly complex situation. I had expected they'd used numbers, but I didn't realize it would be this blatant.

“Haha, it looks like the dice are pointing to 1.”

Despite the gravity of the situation, RPK-16 was still smiling. Beneath that sinister smile, there was no trace of worry or concern.

“Ma, Mahrian?”
 


Adeline's voice began to tremble. To her, Mahrian was invaluable, invaluable to her, along with the Commander.
“…….”


Angela, quietly closing her eyes, quickly sorted out the situation. The interior map she'd prepared, the different building layout, the missing Mahrian, and the isolation of our cage.

I roll my head faster. The AR platoon's signal is cut off. And the sound of footsteps slowly creeps in.

One, two, three. And finally, he opens his mouth.

"The AR platoon that lost communication will be coming this way. So we'll go back the way we came."

“Well, then, what about Mahrian?”

“It’s too disadvantageous for us at the moment, so joining up with the AR platoon is a priority.”

It was clearly the right theory. But unfortunately, it wasn't for Adeline.

“So you’re saying you’re going to abandon Mahrian?”

Her venomous gaze turned to Angelia. Finally, Angelia let out a faint sigh and glanced at the AK-15, only to find her lightning-quick hand reaching for Adeline's nape.

“Ugh….”

She almost fell down, but the AK-15 didn't let her touch the ground.

“I just added another burden for nothing.”

“We’re almost there. Should we start getting ready?”

And then, Angela, who had been pressing her temples, winked at AK-12.

“All hands, prepare for battle.”
***


“What should I do, what should I do!!!”

“SOP2. Calm down first.”

Here on the ground, the AR platoon, which had lost contact with Angelia, were each showing different reactions.

SOP2 making a fuss and RO635 trying to stop it.

“What are you going to do? Don’t just sit there blankly, do something.”

“Please wait a moment.”

The M4 standing there blankly and the AR-15 urging her on.

I tried to connect several more times after that, but couldn't. I thought maybe the communication device was broken, but seeing that the other side was working fine, I knew the connection had been lost from the inside.

“Let’s go in.”

Yes. There was no time to worry. Wasn't this the very reason we came here in the first place?

“You’ve finally come to your senses.”

A faint smile appeared on AR-15's face as he saw M4's determined expression. She was always grumbling, but she was very affectionate.

"First, there's a map of the building's interior that Persica gave me, but don't rely too much on it. Mahrian's memories are quite unstable."

As this was my first mission after returning to command, I absolutely could not disappoint.

Of course, the fact that she still couldn't contact the commander made her uneasy, but she believed that he would return, as he had promised.

She carefully took out the pendant in her bosom. It was his most precious possession, his last family photo.

And it was he who had that object.

“Let’s go. AR Platoon.”


The appearance was splendid
 


The AR platoon stepped into the factory. They clearly knew the interior and had even scanned it, but for some reason, the interior was quite different from what they had imagined.

“It’s so bright.”

“That’s what I mean.”

If I were to list them, I could talk about them all day, but the biggest difference, of course, is that they are bright.

They said it was clearly an abandoned factory that had already ceased operations. Persica, Mahrian, and Angelia.

But seeing it shine so brightly, anyone would believe it was actually in operation.

“M4~ Something is weird here.”

“Yes, I think so too.”

As I walked further and further away from the entrance and down, I came to a fork in the road: right, left, and straight ahead.
“…….”


And footprints in all three places.

The footprints heading to the right were the size of an average woman. M4 could easily guess that this was likely Angelia's group.

And there were many footprints heading left. So many, so many, that no effort was made to erase them. All but two were uniform.

Finally, the footprints in the center were faint. They were so faint that they could only be seen if you were really looking for them, and anyone could tell they had been intentionally erased.

I was puzzled. Clearly, no one was caught in the scans, so where on earth did all these footprints come from?

There were two hypotheses: either they had already infiltrated, or there was another entrance besides the one where the AR platoon was stationed.

“Go to the right.”

However, presenting a hypothesis didn't lead to anything. And there were no prizes for guessing correctly.

That's why they decided not to stop walking.

-Squeak. Crunch.

“…Peradeus. Were you in ambush?”

“All hands, prepare for battle.”

Even if something blocks your way.
***


“Isn’t that too obvious?”

Here we are again in Rebellion. After repelling the enemies in an instant and finding some time to spare, AK-12 brushed his hair and muttered a word.

"That's true. Whether it's gold or jade, seeing you trying to somehow keep it safe reminds me of a mother handling her baby."

It was as the two had said. It was clear that the Paradeus had planned their attack, but their attack lacked murderous intent.

"And you've already been scouted once in Berlin? You're really popular, Angelia."

They had previously attempted to kidnap Angelia. Objectively speaking, she was clearly a talented individual.

“Communication, is it still the same?”

“Yes. Still can’t reach you.”

Communications remained sluggish, and the enemy continued to surge forward. While Rebellion possessed superior military capabilities to counter the onslaught, bullets had their limitations.

“It’s starting to feel like it’s not enough.”

It was the AK-15's discontented voice. As the only one in Rebellion using a different magazine, unable to share it with others, the magazine seemed to empty particularly quickly.

“What about the rest?”

“It’s okay. For now.”
 


“…Okay. Let’s go up.”

“Ugh…….”

As I began to walk again, Adeline, who had fainted from the shock, opened her eyes with a groan. Looking around, even though she had only just regained consciousness, she looked around, searching for Mahrian.

“Mahrian…….”

But of course, it couldn't have existed. Even after considerable time had passed, Mahrian's whereabouts remained unknown.

“Are you coming again?”

“But what can I do? I have to do it.”

I let out a deep sigh. How did this situation come about? After all, I trusted Mahrian.

However, Angela knew that regret would only last for a moment, and that nothing would change if she stayed in that place with regret, so she gave the order again.

“Prepare for battle.”

Tadah!! As soon as her voice rang out, guns blazed, and the enemy fell. Having endured all kinds of adversity, this situation was familiar to them.

In the end, it was Rebellion who stood still this time, but they were starting to reach their limits.

“I’m starting to feel a bit unsafe now, aren’t I? There’s not much left.”

The AK-12 shakes its magazine. It's so light that it's empty.

“But don’t stop.”

But that wasn't a reason to stop. They kept going, step by step, and before they knew it, they had reached a considerable height.

“Oh, Angelia?”

“Mahrian?”

And finally, at the moment of reaching the fork in the road, a familiar voice was heard. Adeline, who had been waiting for it more than anyone else, quickly turned her head, and as if to live up to her expectations, Mahrian stood there.

“Well, thank goodness… I know what happened to you all….”

Mahrian, who showed a faint smile, let out a sigh of relief and began to approach them.

“Who are you?”

"……yes?"

Until Adeline, whose expression hardened in an instant, thrust her gun into her.

With a bang, Adeline and all of Rebellion turned their guns on her. At Mahrian, or more precisely, at something claiming to be Mahrian.

“Hey, everyone?”

“You, tell me the commander’s name. Quickly.”

AK-12, who had been closed for a while, opened his eyes wide and asked her a question. A question that Mahrian could surely answer.

“Of course, Lou…….”

-Tadadada!!!

Something claiming to be Mahrian answered without hesitation and was rewarded with a bullet.

“……Haa. Honestly, I didn’t expect it to happen this quickly.”

But none of the bullets reached her. The pairs of floating swords deflected all the bullets.

“Molly too…….”

“I told you we’d meet again, didn’t I? Rebellion.”

Mahrian, no longer needing to act, and Molido, who had disguised herself as her, threw away her wig. Her white hair and arrogant speech, contrasting with Mahrian's, revealed a fundamentally different being.

“Was it all your doing?”

"Yes. I've worked so hard to capture you. So, how about you just surrender?"

“Sister! Can I just kill them all now?”

And then a small girl appears with brisk, brisk steps.

“……That’s it.”

From Angelia's perspective, it was their first meeting, but she could tell nonetheless. That guy was Narcissus, the man the Commander had been so wary of.

-Hiccup.

Conversely, there were those who knew her power. Adeline had seen it. Though not directly, she had witnessed her durability, capable of withstanding a barrage of bombs without a scratch.

“Whoa!”

Swish! The rushing blade tore through the wind. Rebellion's swift response was perfect. Had she been even a little slower, Adeline would have had a hole ripped through her chest.

“Take care of everything. Except Angelia.”

“Can’t we just kill them all?”

“It’s Father’s orders.”

With those words, Mollido disappeared, and Rebellion prepared for battle. However, this didn't mean bullets appeared out of thin air, so the fact that the attack was ultimately overpowered remained unchanged.

“……How is everyone’s situation?”

“It’s the best. From their perspective.”

“I only have two magazines left.”

Even in peak condition, it was impossible to deal with Narcissus in such a small space.

“You all!!! Die!!!”

Wedge, the blades are flying again.

-Taaaang!!!

And one bullet faster than that.

“Ugh!! What is it!”

Although it missed the target's initial target, the massive bullet, capable of piercing even a tank, managed to inflict massive damage on the floating sword.

“That looks familiar.”

A smile spread across AK-12's face. Those precise sniping skills and thick bullets were familiar to her.

And of course, if she existed here, then he existed too.

-Phew!!

As soon as I thought that, the sound of a wall collapsing rang out, as if not disappointing my expectations.

A cloud of dust obscured my vision, and behind it appeared three familiar figures.

It was clearly a wartime situation, but no one could take their eyes off it. Angelia, of course, and even Narcissus, who couldn't hide his excitement, were watching with fascination.

"Ta-da! Here we go, in style! I was late because I was looking around!"

"Do you really have to talk so much nonsense? It would have been pretty cool if you just kept your mouth shut."

“Don’t bother trying to show off, you bitch.”

“Uh, uh… for now….”

Everyone was familiar with each other. That made me even happier.

“Commander…?”

“Hello, Angela!”

Angela couldn't hide her bewilderment at the sight of someone who should absolutely not be there, but he was suspiciously energetic.

However, his appearance was different than usual. The exoskeleton he normally wore was on his upper body, not his lower body.

It was a crude item, unconcerned with appearance. That's why it was the most characteristic piece of equipment.

“……Are you laughing at this situation?”

It was M16 who naturally criticized him for his enthusiastic chatter. Unlike him, who showed no signs of tension, she was extremely wary of Narcissus.

But more importantly than that, there was a woman leaning next to them.

"……everyone."

“Mahrian……!”

Adeline's face lit up. It was clear at a glance: she was definitely Mahrian.

“Huh! I tried that--- Gulp!! Cough!!”

Narcissus, whose will to fight was once again burning brightly, was unable to finish her words. The commander quickly fired a bullet while she was still speaking.

However, even though it was clearly a direct hit to the mouth, Narcissus only coughed a little and did not appear to have suffered any major damage.

“Youu ...

“You play with me.”

“I’m going to kill you!!!”

But it was more successful than anything else in arousing her anger.


Monster Hunt
 


The silvery thing that approached in an instant was beyond human eyes. The blade, tearing through the wind, was more lethal than anything else.

-Tadadang!!

But he had a staunch ally. The sudden barrage of bullets forced Narcissus to focus on defense.

“Youu ...

As a result, Narcissus's rage reached its peak. Given her nature, she was determined to tear apart anyone who dared to touch her.

“Oh, I didn’t expect that.”

Jiying, the blade becomes hot and turns red.

That means it was dangerous.

“We must retreat! We are out of bullets!”

Despite Angelia's urgent cries, he smiled calmly, and only after seeing that smile did Angelia realize that he had a huge bag behind him.

“I knew this would happen, so I came here in a hurry!”

Under the cover of the M16, he rummages through his bags and throws them at each of them: the AK-12, the AN-94, and the RPK-16.

“Huh? Didn’t you say you were quitting your job as a supply officer?”

"fuck you."

He responded curtly to RPK-16's words, hugged Mahrian, and came down to personally take care of the AK-15 that was using different bullets alone.

“Are you going to use something else by yourself? I prepared it separately.”

"……thank you."

As a bonus, a faint smile appeared on her face.

“And… Miss Angelia, may I ask you a personal favor?”

“What is it? Tell me quickly, I’m in a hurry.”

Time was of the essence. The blades flying in all directions possessed the power to tear a person apart with a mere brush.

But he was strangely relaxed. He seemed to be completely at peace with everything, and at times, he seemed to have a lot of secrets hidden away.

“Could you please give me the authority to command Rebellion?”

"……what?"

"To be precise, please let me capture Narcissus with my own hands. To do that, Rebellion's power is essential."

As her face turned red with embarrassment, he began to hurriedly add, but that didn't mean he didn't have something to point out.

“If your goal is to deal with that guy, wouldn’t it be better to just do it together?”

“I have a plan. Please trust me just this once.”

His brazen tone vanished, and his eyes became ever more serious. Even Angelia, who had been watching him for a long time, could tell that he had truly come here with a purpose.

“Then what should I do?”

“I know it’s shameless, but… could you evacuate Mahrian to the surface?”

“Ugh…….”

He must have realized something was off. His hand was already scratching the back of his head. Angelia was stunned, too.

“……I know it's ridiculous nonsense. Asking us to disperse with communications cut off, and then entrusting a monster of such insane strength to us, even I wouldn't have believed it.”

Kirik, his exoskeleton creaked and his arm moved. Its destination was Angelia's hand.

"But, Miss Angelia, it's clear that stalling here is dangerous. Paradeus's forces are endless, and our bullets are limited."

His words were true. Even while confronting Narcissus, Pharadeus's forces continued to advance.

“Besides, they’re after Angelia. And Narcissus said before that he would kill Mahrian ‘for his father’.”

And he bows his head. It's a gesture he's always made, but this time it carries a different weight.

"So, naturally, evacuating you and Mahrian is our top priority. Just this once, please trust me."
“…….”


Looking at the commander, who bowed his head, Angelia's thoughts drifted through her mind. In reality, it had been a brief moment, barely ten seconds, but her agony was something indescribable.

“Okay. Just don’t get hurt.”

"To be honest, I think it'd be difficult. It'd be a miracle if no one died. We might never see each other again."

Although the matter was finally resolved dramatically, his demeanor was strange. His eyes had a vague, wistful air, as if he were about to leave for somewhere.

“……But did you say that so confidently?”

“This is the most efficient.”

Angela was deeply embarrassed by this, and this time, he took on a serious expression. His fluctuating emotions momentarily caught her off guard, but Angela, knowing this was his true self, quickly smiled back.

“Don’t die, catch that guy no matter what.”

“Whether it works or not, I’ll do it somehow.”

In the end, their story came to a dramatic conclusion, and he also smiled.

“Adeline, do you want to go with Mahrian?”

“If we lose sight of that guy here, Mahrian will be in danger, right?”

“That’s what it is.”

Adeline stared at Mahrian for a moment, then turned her gaze to Narcissus. Her previous frightened expression was belied by a resolute determination.

“Then I’ll do it too.”

“That’s a great decision.”

"But, Commander, you're not going to send two frail ladies out alone, are you?"

It was RPK-16's relaxed voice. His face crumpled for a moment as he encountered his most hated opponent, but he quickly returned to his original state.

“Stop beating around the bush and get to the point.”

“I’ll follow you. Angelia and Mahrian.”

“Okay, then.”

“…You’re not stopping me?”

The commander accepted her offer without a moment's hesitation. RPK-16 was taken aback by her lack of hesitation.

“You must clearly distinguish between public and private life, but don’t do anything strange.”

At the blunt answer, RPK-16 smiled again. Covering her mouth with her hand, she gave a reassuring smile and said,

“Yes. I really won’t do anything.”

“Then do it.”

“Could you stop talking? We’re about to die.”

“Don’t worry. It’s all over now.”

When M16 rebuked him, he quickly regained his composure and handed over command to Angelia.

“I repeat, don’t get hurt.”

“We will review it positively.”

They compromised and moved quickly. They were truly efficient.

"AN-94, AK-12. Lure them in and clear the way. RPK-16, approach and break through while they're at it. M16 and AK-15, aim for the main body."

"I get it."

"okay."

As soon as the operation was established, they began to move and began to pressure Narcissus, showing a completely different appearance than when there was no command.

“You little bugs, get out of my way! I don’t have time to play with you!”

The two elite platoons worked together to evade Narcissus' attacks and gradually approached the main body.

"These guys... Don't make me laugh!! You think you can defeat me with such simple tactics?! You scum that can't even match my sister's toes!!"

Narcissus roared in anger, and at the same time, the sound of Pharaoh's pursuers coming from the passage behind the commander grew closer.

"now!"

Anger creates strength, but it also creates a wide gap. Thanks to this, RPK-16, Angelia, and Mahrian, who were approaching her, were able to break through unscathed.

“Robin…….”

“I repeat… don’t get hurt.”

"Don't worry! And Angela, too! And communication will be restored soon! Don't worry too much!"

After confirming that the three had made it through safely, he waved his hand and smiled brightly.

"……ha."

“Haha, let’s go.”

It was clearly a serious situation, yet how could she be so cheerful? Angela pressed her temples for a moment, but then quickly left, still believing her choice wasn't wrong.

“……You can take off your mask now.”

“Is that so?”

As soon as Angelia disappeared and M16 finished speaking, his expression hardened. Beneath that coldness, there was absolutely no playfulness.

"Yeah. I thought something was off. I'm not the type of person to mess around in a situation like this."

Thanks to that, AK-12 also smiled again. Now he realized that he really wanted to do it.

“You guys…….”

Narcissus was furious, furious again. He was furious that he'd lost his prey, but he hated the man who was so calmly conversing with him.

“I guess you’re upset because you said you’d play with me but didn’t.”

"shut up!!!"

Wheezing, the blade surged forward again, but was blocked by the M16's rapid fire. Perhaps he knew the blade wouldn't reach him, as he didn't move even slightly.

"I'm telling you in advance. To catch that guy, at least one of us has to be prepared to die. It could be me, it could be you. Doesn't matter, right?"

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Me too~”

“……Me too.”

He spoke of death without hesitation, yet no one was shaken. M16, already aware of every operation he had devised, had no reason to be shaken.

“Okay. Now listen carefully to what I say.”

The commander, having said so, slung his bag over his shoulder and approached the M16. The M16, which briefly covered his forehead, lifted him up without hesitation.

“……Commander?”

AN-94 looked at him in confusion, and only then did she realize that his face was now filled with nothing but mischief.

“Follow me!!! Let’s go!!!”
“…….”


As soon as his shout rang out, M16 started running with the commander around him, and the rest of the members, panicking, hesitated for a moment before chasing after him.

“……Didn’t you say you wouldn’t run away from now on?”

“This is not an escape, this is a counterattack!”

“No one! Can’t run away from me!!”

Narcissus, who had already lost sight of them, pursued them without hesitation, and that was precisely the commander's intention.

“Where are you going!”

“M16!”

“I just did it.”

At the shout of the AK-15, the commander called for the M16, and she quickly transmitted the details of the operation.

"……her."

“……You really made up your mind.”

“As expected, you are amazing…… Commander.”

Everyone couldn't hide their regret. He really had come here with a purpose.

“Why am I the only one who doesn’t know?”

Of course, Adeline, who was holding the AK-15 at her side, knew nothing.
***


“Okay. You’re not late.”

They encountered Paradeus's forces here and there, but thanks to the bullets coming from other directions, they were able to easily break through and arrive at the location they had set up in advance according to plan.

The location, specially selected by the commander, was, first and foremost, spacious. The various equipment beneath the open space could be used effectively as cover. The ceiling, unusually low compared to other locations, could restrict the trajectory of the floating sword.

“These bug-like things… did you think you could escape from me?”

“You’re finally here.”

Not long after the commander and his party arrived, Narcissus, his face flushed with fever, arrived. The boundless, surging murderous intent was enough to frighten him, but the commander merely offered a convincing smile.

“Don’t worry about the other troops. My friends will stop them.”

As soon as his lips fell, the door creaked shut. In an instant, the room was sealed shut, and Narcissus didn't even blink.

“What did you do that made you think you could win if you fought me alone?”

Narcissus's floating sword began to glow red again. This was proof of her anger, as well as her confidence that she could slaughter everyone present.

“AK-12. You asked me last time what I was going to put in here, and I said I had something really awesome prepared, right?”

“Yeah. Why is that?”

“Look carefully.”

He spoke while pointing to his left eye. It hadn't opened even once since he'd arrived here, and he still thought it was empty.

“Ouch.”

And finally, he opened his eyes, and everyone except the AK-12. No, the M16, couldn't hide their confusion.

The peculiar pupil that settled on his left eye was clearly familiar.


Mahrian
 


“Commander, those eyes…….”

Those were the words AN-94 spat out as he looked into those familiar eyes—the eyes of the AK-12. It was a clear statement that spoke to everyone except the M16.

“I don’t have time to explain. I won’t be using this for long.”

It was literal. Borrowing the overwhelming power of a tactical doll was beyond the reach of a frail human body. To borrow Persica's words, even five minutes would cause the brain to become irritated, resulting in permanent disability. Ten minutes would lead to certain death.

Besides, five minutes wasn't even certain. Since it was a risky gamble involving high-end dolls, I'd say it would probably be even faster.

“Die!!!”

“Eek, here it comes.”

And start right away.

-Wedge!

“Commander!”

The M16 shoved the commander. Although he rolled on the ground, it was clear that he survived.

And the sound that followed was tata-tang, the rest holding back to buy the commander time to move, and he quickly pulled himself together.

“The blade is strangely strong, and the body is strangely hard.”

It was true. The sheer force of the wind pressure alone could tear a person apart, and the defensive power that could only cause pain when a bullet was shoved into the mouth was truly absurd.

But he was surprisingly confident. Of course, he wasn't assuming a 100% flawless victory with no injuries, but he was confident he could do it.

“But, I’m stupid.”

As soon as the words left his mouth, everyone dispersed. Only Adeline, oblivious to the situation, remained by his side. The AN-94, AK-12, AK-15, and M16 all began to move slowly, maintaining a formation that seemed prearranged.

“What should I do?”

“Um… please carry my bag.”

His operation was based solely on the Rebellion and the M16. It's not that he didn't anticipate Adeline's presence, but honestly, he didn't expect her to join the monster hunt.

“Is that all?”

“It’s not just that, is it? Listen.”

Adeline, who felt that she had been given an unequal task, looked slightly upset, but her expression changed in an instant when she lifted the bag lying next to her.

“……What on earth did you put in it?”

Knock knock, he tapped his exoskeleton, walked over to her side, rummaged through his bag, and pulled out several spheres.

“Would you have come here for nothing? This.”

“Eeeee!!! This guy and that guy, they all die!!!”

"now."

As Narcissus's agitated voice rang out, he immediately hurled the sphere. It was a yawn-worthy speed compared to Narcissus's floating sword, but its speed, significantly enhanced by its exoskeleton, was a stark contrast to the AK-15's previous effortless dodge.

Moreover, since he threw it while he was caught up in his emotions, Narcissus was unable to react in time and was hit directly.

-Phew!

“Ugh!”

“Hey, this works.”

It was just a very slight burn, really, just a very slight one. It was understandable to despair that a specially prepared weapon could inflict only that much damage, but he was rather satisfied that he had landed a valid hit for the first time.

‘About a minute has passed.’

He glanced at his wrist—or rather, his watch, which he kept inside for wartime situations—and thought, "If we assume the worst, it's probably best to assume we have three minutes left."

“Commander!!”

In the brief moment of thought, a hail of blades flew, tearing the air apart, but with the safety distance secured in advance and the body vision that was noticeably different from the previous time, he managed to dodge them.

“Huh, it really isn’t easy.”

Clearly, they had dodged. However, the gust of wind left behind left Adeline and the commander with minor scars. And the others, facing each other in the middle of the battle line, bore numerous minor wounds.

Thanks to this, Adeline experienced overwhelming despair. Her durability was such that even a direct hit from a bomb would only result in a minor scratch, and her attack power was even more devastating than that.

“……What are we going to do now?”

“I’ll stall for time. Until my friends arrive.”

"……what?"

It was a truly contradictory statement. Having a body optimized for short-term battles, all you wanted was to stall for time.

But no one suspected him. The plan he had devised to target Narcissus alone was, in the truest sense of the word, deliberate.

-Wedge!!

"……hmm."

But as I said again, no one thought there would be a 100% complete victory.
***


"ha……."

“That’s a deep sigh, Angelia.”

I let out a deep, heavy sigh, and PRK-16's sly voice came flying through the room. The commander would have certainly been offended, but Angelia, having spent quite some time with her, didn't seem to mind.

“Still, I guess you’re worried, Commander?”

“……Be quiet.”

It was a sharp answer, but that's precisely why I knew it was correct. Angelia had been frowning ever since she'd parted ways with the Commander.

“……What is Angelia’s relationship with Robin?”

"what?"

When Mahrian, who had been keeping his mouth shut, spoke for the first time, even Angelia, who had been aloof, was slightly surprised. RPK-16, who was standing next to him, simply smiled.

"Robin said, 'Angela is someone I can trust. She was like an idol to me.'"

Even in those days, when he was wandering and distrustful of people, the commander was polite to Angelia.

There were several reasons. As he himself said, he wanted to be strong like Angela.

"At that time, Robin was wandering. Lost and unable to see what lay ahead, he couldn't trust himself or anyone else."

I close my eyes and recall those days. He was certainly rough, but deep down, he was a warmer person than anyone else.

“But that Robin trusted you, Angelia.”

A child with a more tender heart than anyone else.

“Then… what do you think of Robin?”
“…….”


Knowing that Molido and Mahrian were clearly separate entities, there was no longer any reason to be wary of her. Angelia continued walking, concentrating on her thoughts. Commander, quartermaster, Luke, Van. The man with many names and many masks.

"Ms. Angela was my quintessential goal."

The man called himself his target. It wasn't a particularly pleasant remark for her, as she didn't consider herself worthy of being someone's idol. But he remained steadfast.

‘Because I wanted to be a strong person like Angela.’

Think a little deeper. If he thinks of himself as an idol, what does he think of him?
“…….”


No, she changed her mind. She knew without having to think too deeply about it.

“A person you can trust.”
 


A faint smile followed those words.

“And a good person.”

"……okay."

Seeing the faint smile on Angelia's face, Mahrian smiled faintly as well. It felt like he had so many good people by his side.

“Thank you. In so many ways.”

“Something like that.”

Mahrian, who had been smiling faintly, suddenly got a little excited and jumped up slightly.

“Look over there! We’re almost there!”

Ahead, where Mahrian pointed, a sunlit entrance guided everyone like a beacon in the dark night. Mahrian turned around, arms outstretched, and, like a normal girl, expressed her joy without hiding it.

"……flaw."

Seeing this, Angelia also let out a brief laugh. She was slightly surprised by the contrast between Molly's actions and the ruthless Molly, but she also found her quite endearing.

She takes a step. Light comes in. Light illuminates them.

“Haha, I really envy those who are trusted by the Commander.”

And that moment when RPK-16 closes its eyes for a moment.

-Tadadak!!!

A familiar sound suddenly came from the end of the passage. And for a split second, Angelia forgot to breathe.

“——Mahrian!!!”

"……ah."

Mahrian didn't realize for a moment what had happened. The nightmarish footsteps that had so tormented her appeared right behind her.

But there was still a chance. It was a little late, but it wasn't too late.

"Yes. I really won't do anything."

But the RPK-16 did nothing.

-Push!
[image: 4]



“Gotcha, my lovely sister.”

Spider-like mechanical arms stretched out from either side of Mahrian, grasping her arms, and sharp blades pierced her chest. Then a face identical to hers appeared, pressing its face against her weakened cheek.

"ah……."

“Hugging you like this, doesn’t it feel like the distance between us has gotten a little closer?”

She smiles. Molly smiles more bitterly than ever.

“Even if I hug you thousands of times… tens of thousands of times… huh?”

Angelia's expression darkens with shock, and the light gradually fades from Mahrian's face.

“We’re not even an inch closer together….”

But the RPK-16 did nothing.

nothing.


broken promises
 


For the first few seconds, I didn't know what was happening. Feeling a giant blade plunge into your chest isn't something you get to experience often in your life.

But gradually, under his blurred vision and fading memories, Mahrian realized what had been done to him.

A foreign body sensation, coldness, and severe pain in the chest.

What she felt now wasn't despair, but sadness. One by one, the memories she'd made with him surfaced, blindfolding her.

‘If you want to get out of here, follow me.’

A hazy memory of our first meeting, which was quite spectacular.

"What are you doing? Asking for help. Aren't you going?"

I remember being surprised by his rough yet warm personality.

‘Adeline!!! Move this person to a safe area quickly!!!’

I remember opening my heart to his sincerity in risking his life to save people who had nothing to do with him.

‘⋯Robin is a pseudonym. My real name⋯is Michael Van.’

And finally, the memory of opening the door to my heart.

Each and every one of them was a precious memory. Every moment I spent with him was so happy, and I was so grateful to him for believing in me for the first time.

Clearly, he was a good person.

Although it was a shame that I couldn't hear about his past, I knew his true feelings, so it was okay.

The sharp, stinging pain was vivid, but strangely, my heart ached more than my chest.

‘This time, you really can’t get hurt?’

"You be careful. We're promising not to hurt each other."

Soon, Mahrian was able to recall the reason: a promise isn't made alone.

“⋯⋯Ro⋯⋯Bin.”

Her plaintive voice resonated, but it could not reach him, who was so far away.

Mahrian was actually relieved by that. He couldn't even imagine what he would do if he saw himself in that state, as he was easily swayed by emotions.

But I also felt regretful. I wanted to see his face at the last moment.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t keep my promise….”

She squeezed out her last remaining oxygen and apologized for not keeping her promise, but her words were left unfinished.

-Push,

The giant prosthetic arm rapidly contracts. The hole in her chest becomes exposed, and blood spurts out.

With a thud, the bag in her hand rolls across the floor, and soon she rolls too.

Before she closed her eyes, she naturally thought of the Commander, Adeline, Angelia, and RPK-16 praying for their safe escape from this situation.

Mahrian always thought of others before himself until the end.

“Molly too!!!”

An angry Angela screams, but reality does not change.

“Haha, you look so happy. Thanks to you, I feel a lot better.”

As if disinterested in the broken toy, Molido paid no further attention to Mahrian. Mahrian closed his eyes with a faint smile, becoming one with the cold floor.

In the current situation, no one could contain their anger. Even the normally calm Angelia couldn't control her emotions, but that didn't mean there was an answer.

He'd come here determined to fight. The prosthetic arm on his back could easily pierce a human, and even a quick glance would suggest it could easily block a bullet.

We're at a dead end. A single RPK-16 is incapable of overcoming this situation, and stalling for time will only put us at a disadvantage.

Angela ran her hand through her hair and stepped back. The exit was right in front of her, but she had no choice but to turn back. It was truly absurd.

-Oh, oh, Miss Angelia? Can you hear me?

“⋯⋯Commander?”

What calmed her was the commander's voice. His voice, heard amidst the communications cutoff, should have been welcome, but the disaster that had just unfolded left her feeling anything but welcome.

-First of all, I can't speak at length. I just wanted to let you know that communications and electronic warfare are now possible. I'm in a hurry, so I'll tell you later⋯⋯!!

And then, with a sudden, urgent voice, the communication was cut off, and Angelia had a complicated expression on her face, and Molly laughed.

"Congratulations. Now that we're able to communicate, shouldn't we let you know how things are going?"

It was a clear sign of mockery, and Angela knew it, but there was nothing she could do.

"By the way, that's surprising. I didn't know you could last this long against Narcissus. I'll have to compliment you the next time we meet."

After that, he added, “Well, I guess we’ll never meet again,” but that nonsense didn’t reach Angelia’s ears.
 


“Angelia. Run away.”

“⋯⋯What?”

These were the first words RPK-16, who had been keeping his mouth shut, spoke. Though his words were spoken without any consideration for context, their meaning was clearly conveyed.

“If you’re smart, I believe you don’t need to add any further explanation.”

It was an unkind explanation, but it was also a statement made out of trust in Angelia. Indeed, Angelia had long since understood her true intentions.

They're after Angela. So, of course, she's the one they need to protect first.

“Oh, the exit is over there. Are you going somewhere else?”

A cheap provocation, nothing more. Of course, Angelia wasn't one to be taken in by such a thing, so she turned away with a hardened expression.

“⋯⋯I’m sorry.”

RPK-16 spoke briefly to her as she quickly picked up the communicator and left.

“No. I’m more sorry.”

A word that won't reach her.
***


"Watch your right leg! It's better to stop it than to avoid it!"

Back in time, Commander, they were still engaged in a fierce battle.

It was clearly significant. Their operation was actually inflicting significant damage on Narcissus, and his anger was accumulating accordingly.

“How dare you!! How dare you!!! How dare you hurt me like this!!! I’ll kill you all!!!”

“It’s really noisy.”

The commander's sly smile had long since vanished. With a more serious expression than ever, he fought for his life.

“AK-12.”

When given a signal, he lowers his head. And a sphere flies through the gap.

-Phew!!!

“Kyaaaak!!!”

As her fatigue accumulated, the damage inflicted also increased. The bomb, which had initially only caused a scratch, now began to lightly peel away her skin.

But time was still running out. I cautiously glanced at my watch, and saw that I had about a minute left—my time limit.

I should be getting there soon, but isn't it too late? Should I write up a backup plan already?

All sorts of thoughts raced through my mind, and my body moved ceaselessly. It was only a short moment, but my muscles were already screaming.

“⋯⋯huh.”

I take a syringe out of my bag and quickly inject it. This level of adrenaline should help me hold out a little longer.

-Recovery complete.

And finally, the voice I had been waiting for.

“Electronic warfare restoration complete!!”

“I was just waiting for those words.”

The one who was most excited by this news was, of course, AK-12, since electronic warfare was her specialty.

Thanks to this, the blade's speed was slowed down a little, just a little. It was only a little, but it was definitely effective.

“Ah, ah, Miss Angelia. Can you hear me?”

I should have thanked the person who created this situation, but time was of the essence. I quickly connected the line and called Angelia, and her voice returned.

-⋯⋯Commander?

I was relieved. At least it meant Angela was safe.

"First of all, I can't speak at length. I just wanted to let you know that communications and electronic warfare are now possible. I'm in a hurry, so I'll tell you later⋯⋯!!"

I wanted to have a longer conversation, but the blades flying from afar did not allow for conversation.

The wind split open, splitting and spreading in all directions, ripping his arm apart.

“⋯⋯At this rate, I’m going to bleed to death.”

The uniform had long since become half-rags. It was practically impossible to protect even clothing in this chaotic situation.

“Almost there! Just a little more!”

As much as he encouraged others, he also worked even harder. He gave orders, threw bombs, and somehow managed to maintain distance.

He was quick and concise. There was no waste in his movements.

But even so, he was human.

“Commander!!!”

It was a square. The blade, flying from out of sight, had already reached his immediate vicinity.

Somehow the AK-12 and M16 tried to slow down the blades by using electronic warfare, but it was too late to dodge.

“⋯⋯Ah.”

-Chiiiik!!!

There were two sounds: his short gasp and the sound of meat cooking and blood evaporating.

And it all came from him.

“⋯⋯Half?”

He still stood there. Thanks to the all-out electronic warfare of the AK-12 and M16, he avoided the horrific experience of his body being torn apart by a gust of wind accompanied by blades.

Instead, his right arm was flying in the air.

“⋯⋯This is crazy.”


Never stop
 


With a swish, his right arm, which had been attached to his body just moments before, swung through the air. The floating sword's insane cutting power had cut the cut with unparalleled cleanness, and the radiating heat had simultaneously stopped the bleeding and seared the affected area.

No one made a sound. The commander watched his arm fall to the ground, while the others stared at his face in shock.

“Hahahahahaha!!! I cut it! I cut it!”

In that heavy silence, it was, of course, Narcissus who spoke first. He felt immense satisfaction at having cut off the arm of the human who had been bothering him.

But I was completely indifferent. I didn't hear a single scream of pain, not even another cry.

‘This time, you really can’t get hurt?’
 


"You be careful. We're promising not to hurt each other."

My heart ached just from the fact that I had broken my promise.

And then, bang, the moment his arm touched the ground, he still didn't move.

"Oh, and by the way, I see. I was in such a hurry that I forgot to ask how Mahrian was doing. By the way, your arms are golden brown."

"Commander! What are you doing!!! Move quickly!!!"

Muttering, the commander suddenly blurted out something incomprehensible and stared blankly into space. Despite AN-94's soulful cry, he still didn't move.

"I like medium, but why are my arms rare? It's hard. I miss my little sister."

The constant stream of nonsensical nonsense, the unfocused eyes, M16, having heard everything from him beforehand, realized that the timeout had come much sooner than expected.

I assumed the worst-case scenario and set it at four minutes, but the reality was even worse. The brain lost its function due to the excessive heat.

“Quick!!! Someone evacuate the commander and spray coolant in his eyes!!!”

It was an uncharacteristically urgent voice. It indicated the gravity of the situation, and Narcissus seized the opportunity.

“Hahahaha!!! I’m dying!!!”

This time, instead of the wedge-shaped blade, the pair of blades glowed and made an ominous sound.

“Commander!!!”

“I miss Jin. I want to meet him and apologize...”

But he still didn't move. Only his lost gaze wandered here and there, revealing his condition.

Adeline, aware of the situation, ran, but it was already too late. The blade's light reached its peak and emitted a beam of light.

“Commander!!!”

Adeline's desperate cry, her voice unreachable, her mind unwilling to return.

"Keep fighting. Never stop."

And the AK-12 that pushes him.

“……AK-12?”

The shock to his body allowed him to regain consciousness for a moment, and the first thing he saw when his eyes regained focus was AK-12's bright smile looking at him.

-Kwaaang!!

That was the end. With a bright smile, a huge hole appeared in the AK-12's body.

"……uh?"

Crackle, crackle, a sound is heard, the AK-12, the circuits are burned out and it can no longer move, and the power is looking at it.

-Beep beep beep beep beep beep beep!

Only then did the timer ring. The clock read zero, which was supposed to be the timeout.

And he grasped the whole truth. He had momentarily lost consciousness, and the AK-12 had sacrificed its life to rescue him.
“…….”


Ironically, his head grew cold. The wave of emotion actually cooled his brain, and he soon got up.

“It looks ugly?”

Narcissus's blatant provocation. He didn't react with anger or anything like his usual self. He simply stared at AK-12's corpse with emotionless eyes. He then gouged out his own eyes.

“Commander?”

Gulp, blood flowed. Instead of tears, blood flowed from him. His body was still hot, and it was hard to control it, but the fever wouldn't rise any further.

“Let’s go properly.”

And then, Tadadang. Three gunshots were heard. It was proof that they had arrived.

“Ugh... What is it this time!”

Bullets blasting through the walls continued to torment Narcissus. The commander, who had a moment to spare, looked at AN-94, who must have suffered even more emotional trauma than he did.

“AN-94. Are you okay?”

She stared blankly at the motionless AK-12. Given her relationship with it, she expected to be literally out of her mind.

“……AK-12 didn’t call my name.”

The words were barely uttered. Her trembling voice spoke volumes about her state of mind.

"……sorry."

"And that means you trust me. You believe I can go forward on my own, even without an AK-12."

The commander was mistaken.

“AN-94?”

I raise my head and face her. She has a more determined expression than ever.

"So, I must live up to her expectations. Commander, give the order."

"……good."

The commander realized with a faint smile that he wasn't the only one who had grown.

“To the designated location!!!”

It was I who initially said someone would die. The amputation of limbs, the death of someone—it was all part of the operation.

With one man gone, the remaining men were even more motivated. Thanks to this, they gradually pushed Narcissus back with an even more aggressive offensive than before, and when they finally reached the designated location, he shouted.

“Pour it in!!!”

Kwaang, the sound that echoed as his voice rang out. The source of the sound was the ceiling where Narcissus was standing, and soon a suspicious liquid began to descend.

It was liquid nitrogen. They had gathered everything they had already procured and everything left in the abandoned factory and poured it all over Narcissus.

Adeline held onto hope. She believed this was the plan the commander had spoken of, and that she could finally escape this dire situation.

“With just something like this?”

But Narcissus remained relaxed. He gathered all the remaining floating swords, raised them above his head, and ignited a fever. The liquid nitrogen evaporated before it even touched Narcissus, turning into gas.

"iced coffee……."

Despair gripped her. The commander's severed arm, the AK-12 lying dead right next to her. Adeline collapsed, feeling a deep sense of despair.

Even in that situation, it was quite admirable that he aimed his gun at Narcissus in an attempt to inflict significant damage, but the commander who had come before him stopped him.

“Wow, wow, what should we do?”

It was a sobbing voice, unresponsive. There was no dynamic emotion on her tear-filled face.

“What are you talking about? We won now.”

"……uh?"

But he was confident of victory. He patted her head with his free arm and collapsed beside her.

“Adeline. Can you trust me?”
“…….”


Despite her endless despair, she nodded without hesitation. It was thanks to the Commander that she was able to exist in this position and be treated as a person named Adeline.

“I was going to do it originally, but now my body won’t move.”

With those words, he collapsed on the ground. Blood from his gouged out eye and severed arm left his body in shambles.

“……Yeah. I’ll do whatever Ban asks.”

“Good posture.”

Meanwhile, Narcissus had evaporated all the liquid nitrogen. It was a staggering amount, enough to fill half the room, but her powers were limitless.

“Is this the end?”

“No way.”

The commander put his hand on the communicator and muttered something. At the same time, countless smoke grenades descended from the liquid nitrogen-sprayed ceiling, exploding instantly.

“Huh! What is this!!”

Smoke soon filled the room. The ceiling was soon blocked off, leaving only a thick layer of smoke.

“I believe you all know what to do now.”

“These are these!!!”

She wielded her sword to clear the smoke, but instead revealed her position, and was rewarded with countless bullets.

“Eeeee!!! Eeeee!!!”

After repeating this action three times, Narcissus meekly put away his sword and focused his gaze. He was furious, but he realized that this behavior was only harming himself.

Smoke bombs continued to explode. The smoke continued to fill the room, never letting up, and visibility only grew narrower.

Narcissus's anger continued to build as she couldn't even hear a sound, but there was nothing she could do about it, so she slowly focused her sight.

No one fired a shot. There was only a rustling, a secret sound, and the sword swung in that spot, always an illusion.

About five minutes had passed like that. Narcissus caught the moment when he felt sleepy.

“Hehehehe……hehehe!!!”

A tattered red coat and bloodstains, anyone could tell it was him.

“Die!!!”

Unable to hide his excitement, Narcissus gathered all his swords and fired them. This time, no one interfered or helped.

-Waaa ...

The blades, gathered in unison, flew with a sound even more chilling than usual. Her floating sword, cutting through even the smokescreen, finally pierced its target.

"……uh?"

But it wasn't the commander.

A bag lying under a completely tattered red coat, and fragments of a machine that had been an exoskeleton.

What she had pierced was a coat with an exoskeleton.

Only when the smoke cleared and she had some visibility, and caught sight of Adeline and the Commander sharing an oxygen mask in the corner, did she begin to understand the situation.

The commander's exoskeleton was originally brought for this purpose.

“Got it.”

And then there's this creepy voice coming from behind.

“I need your sword.”

Narcissus, who had turned his head in a hurry, was greeted by AN-94, who had a more angry expression than ever before, and AK-15, who had a colder expression than ever before.


Finishing, kidnapping
 


The AK-15 didn't like the AK-12 very much. Their conflicting personalities created a tangled relationship, and that relationship hasn't progressed much to this day.

However, our relationship as colleagues was different.

The floating sword in the distance returned in a hurry, but its speed was noticeably slow. Her overwhelming attack power was so ferocious that it could even wound her.

Thanks to this, the two had ample time. Narcissus tried to resist, but there was a gap in their experiences that even her overwhelming physical abilities could never bridge.

“I was originally going to take the sword, but I think this will suffice.”

“Kaaaah!!!”

With those words, the AN-94 and AK-15 ripped off the panels on her waist and embedded them in her back. Despite their overwhelming defensive capabilities, they were powerless against their own weapons.

It was the first fatal blow. Blood flowed profusely, and Narcissus lost his balance and collapsed.

And then, before the floating sword could return, he quickly returned. It was a one-sided attack without any losses.

“You guys!!! I’ll kill you all!!!”

Thanks to this, Narcissus's wrath finally pierced the heavens. It was the first time she had suffered such a severe wound.

Narcissus, staggering, stood up and spurred on his murderous intent, but for some reason his body did not move as he wished.

“Ugh…… What the heck is this…….”

“You look sleepy?”

It was as he said. Now, despite suffering serious injuries, Narcissus felt a sudden, inexplicable drowsiness and couldn't control his body.

“Youuuu…… Youuuu…….”

As she looked around, avoiding the smoke that had cleared to some extent, she realized that everyone else was wearing oxygen masks.

“Who said that all the liquid nitrogen would evaporate?”

Liquid nitrogen explodes when vaporized. Ultimately, the sealed room was filled with nitrogen, and Narcissus inhaled the gas and smoke continuously for about five minutes.

Nitrogen below a certain concentration is harmless to the human body and is non-flammable, posing no fire hazard. However, the situation is different at high concentrations.

Highly reactive carbon dioxide can be detected by humans in high concentrations, but even when breathing nitrogen gas without any oxygen, the brain does not receive any abnormal signals from the lungs or heart.

Eventually, the odorless, colorless, tasteless, and even breathable toxic gas called nitrogen filled her lungs, and she was suffocating.

And this was the commander's plan. He hadn't expected to capture Narcissus with liquid nitrogen or anything like that.

“Ugh…… I’m going to…… kill…….”

Narcissus somehow managed to regain his senses and swung his floating sword, but because he was not in his right mind, the blade was now slow enough for him to see and dodge.

“AK-15.”

“Did you call, Commander?”

But the danger wasn't over yet. She might have squeezed out all her strength and, in a last-ditch effort, slaughtered everything.

“Shall we play ball together for the first time in a while?”

So the commander decided to make sure it was done to the end.

Adeline, who had received the commander's nod, took out a baseball-sized iron ball from the small bag she had moved earlier and rolled it around, instead of the bag that had become a rag from being used as a support earlier, as he had instructed.

I couldn't throw it. The weight of the iron ball was too much for even Adeline to handle.

In other words, it was a special weapon for the AK-15, which was one of the most powerful weapons in Rebellion.

“……It’s heavy.”

Lifting the AK-15 with little difficulty, I was first struck by its weight. Plus, I realized that no one but myself could handle it properly.

“If you’ve played ball with me a lot, you know where to hit it, right?”

At the same time, the commander struggled to get up. With the smoke obscuring his vision, his fever had subsided somewhat, and the bleeding had finally stopped, allowing him to move around somewhat.

Then, he rummages through his bag, which is now noticeably lighter, and takes out a bomb, also shaped like a baseball.

“Try it first. I’ll throw it later.”

At the commander's voice, the AK-15 hurled the iron ball without hesitation. The heavy iron ball flew with a chilling sound, striking Narcissus in the left eye.

-Kwaaaang!!!

“Kaaa ...

It wasn't a bang, it was a bang. The overwhelming weight combined with her strength, the impact was so great that even Narcissus couldn't handle it, and it crushed her eyes.

“M16.”

When he called M16's name, M16 immediately shot Narcissus's right eye. Instantly blinded, Narcissus flailed his sword wildly, but his consciousness was on the verge of being blown away.

“I’m going.”

And swoosh. The missing exoskeleton made him yawn-slow, and his amputated right arm made his balance unbalanced, but the bomb, carried by the wind, struck Narcissus in the stomach.

-Wheeee!!!

The bomb, having reached its destination, made a loud noise and gradually glowed until it became a light.

-Kwaaaang!!!

The bomb exploded with a tremendous bang. A huge hole opened in the floor, and the smoke and nitrogen were completely blown away in the aftermath.

The commander's impressions of the long fireworks display were as follows:

“It’s gorgeous.”

And then, with a thud, the commander slowly took a drag on his cigarette and closed his eyes. He hadn't even lit his lighter, but the adrenaline from the end of the war had worn off, and he couldn't move any longer.

“Go and finish it up… I’ll just rest for a bit….”

Adeline sat silently beside the commander. She meant that he would stay behind, so the rest could finish the rest in peace, and everyone understood.

We moved slowly, preparing for any unforeseen circumstances. To be honest, an explosion of this magnitude would have been fatal, but no one expected Narcissus to be dead, and their prediction proved to be spot-on.

“Ugh…… Cool…… You, you guys…….”

Narcissus was still struggling and squirming. However, both of his eyes were already damaged, and a large wound to his waist had severed his upper and lower body.

But it was also clear that they were alive. The three exchanged glances and silently descended to the collapsed floor.

“You, you guys… who, who are you!!!”

Narcissus screamed loudly at the sound of exactly three thuds, but that was all.

“Oh, don’t come!!!”

He desperately tried to sling the remaining floating sword, but the damaged one no longer posed a significant threat. The AN-94 and M16 easily dodged, and the AK-15 simply snatched the sword and crushed it.

“Don’t come!!! I told you not to come!!!”

I can't see ahead. Attacks don't work. My body doesn't move.

Fear, fear, only fear.

The emotions she feels for the first time since she was born fill her head.

Fear is inherently learned. That's why Narcissus, who had never faced danger before, learned fear for the first time in his life.

“Don’t do it!!!”

A desperate cry. It became her last words.

-Tadadada!!!
***


"ha……."

After finishing off Narcissus, M16 sighed. Even though he had defeated the most dangerous of them all, he had lost so much.

“Now that the urgent matter is over, let’s first introduce ourselves formally.”

But that was all part of the operation. Ultimately, she reached out for the AN-94 and AK-15, simultaneously impressed by her commander's insane strategy and ability.

“Nice to meet you.”

AK-15 obediently took her hand. At this point, there was no reason to reject her.
“…….”


However, AN-94 merely regarded her with wary eyes. To be precise, he was wary of her, who enjoyed the commander's boundless trust and love.

“……What did I do wrong?”

In the end, the two did not say hello, and the M16 was subjected to the AN-94's chilling gaze all the way up.

“First of all, can you extract the core of that AK-12?”

“It depends on the situation, but I will try my best.”

As I struggled back to my seat, the first thing that greeted me was, as expected, an AK-12, its eyes closed and a large hole in it. Everyone paid their sincere respect to her spirit, which had sacrificed herself for her commander.

"I'll extract the core. You two, go and look after the commander."

AN-94, who had said so, looked at the AK-12's body with a sad look. It had sustained serious damage, but it seemed like the core could still be extracted.

AN-94 lowers his stance, and the others begin to move toward the commander. Although badly injured, they believe he will recover with some treatment.

“……Commander?”

But the commander was not there.

The only ones who greeted them were Adeline, who had lost consciousness, and a cigarette she hadn't even smoked yet, not the commander.

A quick look around revealed that the locked door was already broken open, evidence that someone had broken through it.

“Ugh…… I’m sorry…….”

“9A-91?”

And then, with a thud, she comes in through the broken door, badly injured, and spits out some serious words.

“The Commander… has been kidnapped….”


trump card
 


The reactions to the shocking news 9A-91 delivered varied. AN-94, who was extracting the core of an AK-12 a short distance away, froze, while AK-15, with a shocked expression, could not hide its bewilderment.

Only M16 remained silent, eyes closed, and calm, but it was undeniable that her hands were shaking.

“What are you talking about? Explain quickly!”

AK-15's trembling voice turned to 9A-91. Normally, in this situation, she would have asked if it was true, but 9A-91's damaged body absolutely wouldn't lie.

Judging by the large scar over one eye and the deep gashes on her arms, AK-15 suspected she had been attacked by a bladed opponent, and his suspicions were proven correct.

“I was a Nito with a huge, scorpion-like tail and blades… I noticed that its movements were fundamentally different from those of lower-level Nito… It seemed like a high-level individual….”

And then, with a thud, 9A-91 spat out thick blood. Even at first glance, she was seriously injured.

“I’m sorry, I should have blocked the door…”

"No, it's a miracle you didn't die. Just sit down for now."

M16's hand, which had lifted his eyelids, no longer trembled. His voice was firm, and his eyes were filled with determination.

“We have the right people, let’s leave the command to those guys and join the other side.”

"What are you talking about! Then leave the commander..."

At that moment, a bullet flew in front of AN-94. It wasn't clearly aimed at her, but the intent was clearly to intimidate her.

“There are people angrier than us.”
***


Let's go back a bit. This is AR Platoon. We took a right turn at the fork in the road and encountered Paradeus, but their exceptional skills allowed them to deal with the attack without much risk.

However, something was a little odd. Unlike the other attacks, this time they attacked in several waves, as if they were blatantly stalling for time.

“Phew…….”

-Where are you guys now?

“Angelia?”

While taking a moment to catch his breath, a familiar voice came from the communicator. This startled M4, who had assumed the connection was broken.

-I don't have time to explain, I'll join you for now. You guys come here too.

And then, abruptly, Angela vanished, leaving only her words to speak. No one complained. Her hasty reaction was a sure sign of urgency.

"Communication is working? Then let's call the commander!"
 


SOP2, who had said so, tried to communicate with the commander, but all he heard was a meaningless beeping sound, and his voice did not return.

“SOP2, Commander, do not disturb me.”

“Hey! I’m just calling you!”

“You’re smart, so you’ll do well. Let’s get going.”

“RO You too……?”

There was a brief moment of discouragement for SOP2, but it was merely an incident. The AR platoon, quickly moving in the direction Angelia pointed, soon encountered her.

“Angelia!”

“……Nice to meet you.”

Angelia's expression was not good, and M4, who was facing her face, also had a bad expression.

“Could you tell me what has happened so far?”

Angela pondered M4's question for a moment. Nothing good had happened so far.

“……With Mahrian dead, RPK-16 is stalling for time, confronting Molido alone. It won’t last long.”

But there was nothing worse than hiding the truth.

"……okay."

M4 was the only one who answered. The rest of the group simply stared at Angelia, their mouths wide open.

“What happened to you, Commander?”

"I'm currently confronting Narcissus with the Rebellion, excluding RPK-16. He said he has a plan to capture him."

Everyone's expressions hardened. The commander had repeatedly emphasized the dangers of Narcissus.

"Then shouldn't we go rescue him right now? I didn't even receive the call earlier!!"

SOP2 started running around, causing a ruckus. Normally, AR-15 or RO would have intervened, but they couldn't hide their confusion, and SOP2 became even more violent.

“SOP2. Calm down first.”

What stopped her was M4, who had her eyes closed. She sensed the commander was in danger, but she recalled a memory from the past.

"You never trusted the person you loved from the start."

The words I heard while arguing with IWS-2000, words that stabbed me in the heart.

"Now is the time to believe. If you're the Commander... you'll definitely get it done."

So this time, I decided to trust the commander. After all, it was she who had lost the battle that day and resorted to violence.

Everyone regained some composure at M4's voice. Angelia, for her part, had already found herself with a faint smile.

“Yeah. You can do it on your own without consulting me.”

"you're welcome."

After a brief exchange of compliments, they returned to their focus. They'd somehow managed to join, but the odds were still stacked against them.

“For now, let’s leave Narcissus to the Commander… Are there any other high-ranking individuals left besides Molido?”

“On the list analyzed by Persica, the high-level individuals Mahrian knew of were Gray and a guy named Till.”

“I guess I’ll have to hope those two aren’t here.”

“Huh, is that so?”

At that moment, a familiar voice was heard. Angelia turned her head at the sound, which filled her with rage. She saw a familiar Nito staring at them.

“……Molly too.”

“It’s an honor to be called by my name.”

There were no major injuries on her body, just a few minor cuts, but the excited blood was clearly still there.

“RPK-16, how did you do it?”

Even though Angelia could tell what her fate would be just by looking at her, she insisted on asking again. Molly kindly agreed to answer Angelia's question one more time.

“Oh, you mean Renate?”

And then, with a sly smile, he shows off his mechanical prosthetic hand.

“What happened?”

“You! You’re a bad guy!”

It was a sudden shout. Even without an order, SOP2's expression changed and he fired his gun at Molly without warning.

“Your greeting is harsh. Should I say it’s rude?”

But Molido easily blocked it. The four pairs of prosthetic arms attached to her back easily deflected SOP2's bullets, and the few bullets that struck her main body also did not cause significant damage.

“Wow, why is it so hard?”

“SOP2: Do not step out without orders.”

As M4 calmly urged SOP2, Molido turned to her and smiled faintly. It was clearly a friendly smile, but to M4, it only felt unpleasant.

“Are you the Runicia that your father is looking for?”
“…….”


M4, feeling no need to respond, looked away and held his tongue. Despite the cold response, Mollido simply smiled and brushed it off.

"The situation is very good. Angelia and Lunisha, your top priorities are all in one place?"

As soon as those words fell, countless troops gathered. Their target, of course, was Angelia and M4.

“Can I come out now?”

"……yes."

And only the sounds of war—tadadang, phuong, quajik—resonated, and Molly enjoyed them. Her face was filled with nothing but composure, devoid of any other emotion.

“I’m starting to run out of bullets!”
     


“Then save some money!!”
 


Despite their ample preparations, the Paradeus, who swarmed like mad hyenas, proved relentless. As a result, they began to feel the lack of ammunition, which directly impacted their combat effectiveness.
     


“……Wait, what did you just say? Don’t lie!”
 


But at that moment, Molido's expression suddenly distorted and he let out a loud noise, and Angelia's communicator rang.
     


- Narcissus dealt with, Rebellion and M16, excluding casualties AK-12, join now.
     


“Did you finally get it done?”

The fact that the AK-12 had been hit was painful, but the fact that they had won was clear. Judging by Molido's distorted expression, it seemed they hadn't even considered the possibility of Narcissus being hit in the first place.

“I’ve lost all my free time. Molly too?”

And then, Tang, Angelia, who had dealt with the last remaining troops, laughed at her. Molido, feeling intensely offended by this, decided to play his trump card, albeit a little prematurely.
     


“……Huh, don’t worry too much. We still have some cards left.”
     


Just as Molido regained her composure, a hole appeared in the ceiling. The panicked AR platoon tried to move quickly, but the bombs fell from the hole much faster than they could escape.
     


"damage!!!"
     


Sensing the worst, RO pushed everyone away, but this delayed her own evasion. The bomb didn't wait for her, and RO was swept away by the blast.
     


-Kwaaaang!!!
     


“RO!!!”
     


He watched her fly into the distance with a desperate scream from the AR-15, but what returned was the crackling sound of a broken power distribution unit, not her voice.
     


“Who the hell is that…….”

Angela raised her head to the ceiling to assess the situation, her expression hardening. The doll she was now meeting was one she knew better than anyone else.
     


“……RPK-16?”
     


At the trembling voice calling her name, she, that is, RPK-16, smiled as always and said this.
     


“Nice to meet you, Angelia.”
     



I'm going to kill you
 


RPK-16's body was free of any wounds, save for a few traces of blood. Contrasting this with the current situation made it easy to understand what it meant, but Angelia found it hard to believe.

“What are you doing!!!”

"In my view, dolls have flaws that can never be fixed. Our dolls don't know what true pain, sorrow, or pleasure are. They even less understand the concepts of life and death."

RPK-16 continued calmly, leaving Angelia in shock. Suddenly, she descended from the ceiling, her face filled with her usual smile.

"Victory always belongs to humans, and death always belongs to puppets... Ultimately, it's humans who fully enjoy death. Don't you think that's a ridiculous contradiction?"

“…What on earth are you trying to say?”

"I want to be human. I want to experience the joys and sorrows that only humans can experience, life and death... and the future."

-Taang!

As a veteran agent, Angelia's gun-drawing speed was unparalleled even within the New Soviet Union's Security Bureau. However, compared to a doll, it was still incredibly slow.

“You shot at me…?! RPK-16, are you crazy!?”

The trembling in Angelia's right hand wouldn't stop. Although the bullet had struck her pistol, the shock of being hit at such close range was enough to burst Angelia's barely healing wound.

"If possible, I wouldn't have resorted to such barbaric means. But Angelia is an opponent I can't let my guard down against."

"That's not what I'm asking! Your... your mind map, your foundation, your core commands... what the... what the hell have you done to yourself?!"

"What did I do? I didn't do anything. I've been like this since I was born."

Just as she finished speaking, Paradeus's forces arrived. Paradeus, standing behind RPK-16, didn't even bother to target her.

"I've always wondered if it might be possible, but seeing Mr. Molly finally convinced me. Paradeus can grant my wish. Paradeus can. They can create a 'human with a mind map space.' If they could... they could put me into a body of flesh and bone. Even if it's impossible now, someday..."

Bang! A bullet cuts her off. The sharp bullet originates from the M4, and ends at the RPK-16, which is still rambling.

“I’ve heard all the nonsense. So, can I shoot now?”

RPK-16, who had effortlessly blocked the bullets with a portable circular shield that appeared from nowhere, smiled with satisfaction. Her gaze turned to the M4, which, without avoiding a glance, exchanged glances with hers.

"AR Squad, you were created by scanning human brains, right? I'm so envious."

“I didn’t like it from the start. I just wanted to upset the Commander for no reason.”

“Oh my, I tried to be as friendly as possible, but I guess you didn’t like it, Commander?”

And then, Tadadang. SOP2, her expression hardened, presented RPK-16 with a bullet. There was not a trace of playfulness in her now.

“……RO got hurt because of you.”

Because she cared terribly for her colleagues.

“Yes, you got hurt because of me. Let me apologize like this.”

“SOP2! Calm down!!!”

“Let go of this!!!”

SOP2 was so angry at the blatant provocation that he almost ran away, but AR-15 barely managed to stop him.

“You two get along so well? I can only envy you.”

“……I also thought we were on good terms.”

As RPK-16 hurled another provocation, a familiar voice rang out. It was a voice everyone in the room knew, and it was a welcome voice for Angelia.

“I heard everything. RPK.”

The AN-94 group arrived at this location.

“Sister?”

“Sorry I’m late. But I got here as quickly as I could, so please forgive me.”

With that, M16 turned off his communicator. At the same time, Angelia's communicator also went dead, and RPK-16 understood the situation.

“As expected, this is an opponent you can’t let your guard down against.”

“You turned that person into an enemy.”

“RPK’s core, are you recovering it?”

AK-15 glared at her "partner" with bloodshot eyes. No one knew the annoyance and fear of RPK-16 better than she did.

"……of course."

“Haha, I guess we can’t deny that we’re at a disadvantage.”

She was right. Despite the many minor injuries, the AR platoon and Rebellion, excluding RO, were relatively unscathed.

“So I guess I’ll have to use my spleen too.”

“What now……!”

“AN-94!”

Before AN-94 could finish her words, she lost her balance and fell.

“Angela……lia.”

And the same goes for the AK-15. It wasn't electronic warfare, of course. However, a sudden, powerful current paralyzed the AN-94 and AK-15.

Eventually, the two bodies stopped, and while they were confused by the situation, RPK-16 kindly gave them the answer.

“I installed a backdoor for both of them. I had originally planned to save them until the very end… but if I saved them here, I thought I wouldn’t be able to use them until I die.”

She smiles bitterly again and readies her gun.

“Angelia, give me the order.”

The AR platoon adjusted their positions accordingly and aimed at her. Angelia closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them again, and there was no hesitation in her eyes.

“AR Platoon, prepare for battle.”
 

***


This place was underground, far away from Angelia, and there was a Nito and a commander there.

“To be honest, I was surprised. I never thought I’d catch Narcissus. I just thought he was a lighthearted guy.”

However, the conversation was being dominated unilaterally by one side. The commander was already unable to move a finger.

The commander was now entangled in the tail of Nito, Gray's giant machine, and had lost his power over life and death.

“I never understood why he wanted you captured, but I’ve changed my mind. I salute your designs and your spirit.”

“It’s been a long time since I’ve received a compliment that didn’t make me happy at all.”

The commander's eyes were still filled with a burning determination. Even with the slightest exertion, he was still filled with composure.

“You look so relaxed. Do you have any confidence?”

“Of course, who are our kids?”

“Then I wonder what kind of expression they’ll make when they all die.”

“Don’t talk nonsense, Nito.”

His voice was heavy. He cared deeply for his people.

“Don’t you know what kind of situation you’re in right now?”

“Ugh…….”

Gray began to tighten his grip on his tail. Naturally, the grip tightened, and as a mere human, he gritted his teeth in excruciating pain.

“It’s good to be confident, but the ability to grasp the subject is also important. I think you’re lacking in that regard.”

“……Is that so? It seems to me that you are the same?”

It was a sound he made through gritted teeth. With a crunching sound, he glared at Gray with confidence.

“A puppet played by a psychopath who believes he is his father, it is truly pitiful.”
“…….”


“Kwaaak!!!”

Gray silently tightened her grip. To her, her father, William, was an absolute being.

-Ppajijik!!!

And finally, the sound of something breaking. The commander closed his eyes and slumped, and Gray was slightly taken aback.

“……Are you too excited?”

Still, it didn't matter, as long as she was still alive, I could somehow save her. She was a brilliant doctor, not to mention a Nitoin.

Gray slowly untied his tail and tried to examine the Commander's body. With a slur, the strength in his tail slackened, the restraints loosened, and the Commander's eyes widened.

"what……!"

“Whew!”

He spat out blood and pieces of broken teeth, and Gray realized from this that it wasn't bone that was broken, but teeth, and that the provocation had been deliberate.

Of course, it was a pointless tantrum. As a high-ranking Nitoin, avoiding a mere tooth fragment was no easy feat.

But it was enough to create a gap.

-Tadadang!!!

“Whew!!!”

A bullet flew from somewhere and struck her tail. Thanks to this, the tail momentarily loosened its grip, freeing the commander. The dark-brown figure that quickly appeared didn't miss it.

“……What are you doing now?”

There was no answer. The dark-brown doll simply stared at the disfigured commander with sad eyes.

“……45. You’re here.”

“Yes. Commander, I, your UMP45 is here.”

“What are you doing now… Ugh!!!”

Gray, enraged by the disregard for her, rushed forward, but was forced to dodge a barrage of bullets flying from somewhere.

“……I’m sorry I’m late. I’m really sorry.”

“……No, I, really, am fine.”

“Just sleep for a bit, I’ll finish this as quickly as possible. Okay?”

As the Commander's breathing became more rapid, UMP45 slowly embraced him and patted him. With each stroke of her gentle hand on his back, his breathing gradually stabilized, and he soon closed his eyes in comfort.

After confirming he was asleep, UMP45 carefully placed him down. Her delicate touch, as if caressing a baby, reminded him of a mother.

“……I swore. I will never again hurt this man who forgave me, this man I love more than anything in this world.”

And Kirik, UMP45, who had been looking at him with more compassionate eyes than anyone else in the world, quickly turned her head to face Gray. The compassion vanished in an instant, and a chill filled her.

“But you hurt the commander.”

UMP45 raises his body and looks at Gray. A mass of pure murderous intent is directed at her.

“So you, you, you.”

Anger surges. It radiates outward, beyond her body, filling the room, rising beyond the factory into the sky.

“I’m going to kill you.”

And finally, it pierces the sky.


mutual understanding
 


Time goes back to when the Commander is about to meet his friend, 404.

“Can I really go alone?”

"Honestly, I'm worried too. Other people might be worried, but Mr. 45..."

The M16 and 9A-91 were very worried, as the commander thought it would be a bad idea to have them alone with the UMP45.

Only the IWS-2000 quietly followed him, and their voices did not cease until they arrived at the meeting place.

“It’s okay, this isn’t my end.”

“……So what on earth does that mean?”

M16 couldn't hide his frustration at his commander, who only spouted nonsense. He'd always said he didn't believe in fate or anything like that, but now he was suddenly spouting nonsense, claiming his destiny wasn't destined for this very place.

“I’ll tell you later, later.”

Arriving near the meeting place, the commander waved his hand and began moving on his own. The only one who seemed unconcerned about his departure was the still-smiling IWS-2000.

So, I continued to walk without stopping. My brisk, light, unhesitating steps finally landed on a small girl leaning against the wall.

It was a familiar girl. A thin, long scar on her left eye, a dark brown side ponytail that felt soft rather than rough, and a beautiful appearance that stood out even more than those things.

Of course, there were obvious differences. Her scarred left eye was closed, and a strange antenna attached to her head. Furthermore, her right arm wasn't that of a slender, delicate girl; it was instead a crude machine wrapped in duct tape.

“45! Long time no see.”

But to him, she was still UMP45, and she was a welcome presence.
“…….”


The commander waved warmly, but she couldn't meet his gaze. Only she knew whether it was the lingering guilt in her heart that prevented her from doing so, or the twisted affection that still lingered.

“What’s wrong? It’s been a while since I’ve seen you. Let’s at least say hello.”

He smiled and held out his hand. She hesitated for a moment, then took his hand with difficulty.

“Didn’t you miss me?”

"……no."

“Then why did you avoid me?”

“……Because I said I would never see your face again.”

It was a pitiful voice. Thanks to that, the commander's expression became even more pitiful, and he matched that expression with a pitiful voice.

“It’s okay now, I don’t care.”

The commander placed his hand on her cheek. Slowly, she turned her head toward him, and only then did their gazes meet.

“Nice to meet you. UMP45.”

“……Why did you come?”

“Just, I wanted to see your face for the first time in a while and leave a request.”

As she spoke, an alarm rang on UMP45's phone, but she knew without looking. It was an alarm that the commander had transferred money to her account.

“I put in plenty. So just help me out this once.”

“You don’t hate me?”

“Yeah, not really.”

“……Why on earth?”

“Just. Because right now, I feel like I could forgive anyone?”

It was a serious question, but he answered casually. Suddenly, her emotions softened, and her voice grew louder.

“Commander! No, no! Ban!”

She, who had been passive, suddenly grabbed his shoulder actively. At the same time, her eyes brightened, transforming into something that seemed intent on devouring the commander.

"I'll be honest, I, I still can't give up. I like you, I like you so much, I want you, I want to own you, I want to be your family, I want to make you mine!"

How can you be so calm? Huh? I'm going crazy just seeing you.

“Commander! Luke!! Van!!! I like you! Not with a “like,” but with a “love”! Do you know how I’ve lived since you left me?”

I love you, I like you. I adore you. I'm going crazy over this love. I never knew love could be so terrifying.

“My broken body didn’t hurt at all!!! Because, because my heart was much more wounded!!!”

That's why it hurt. My broken heart became sharp shards, piercing my chest. The you in my imagination hated me and loathed me. That's why it hurt so much and was so scary. I never knew being hated by someone you loved could be so painful.

"Even when I close my eyes, you come to mind. Even when I open them, you come to mind. Even when I'm shooting, even when I'm on the battlefield, even when I'm doing anything else, just, just, just!!! You're the only thing that comes to mind!!!"

But I still love you. Because, because, you and I understand each other.

“Ban!!! I like you!!!”
“…….”


Her frantic screams echo. She leaps over abandoned buildings, over trees, and over this place, reaching the M16, the IWS-2000, and the 9A-91.

“Have you said everything you wanted to say?”

But he remained strangely calm. Even in the face of her madness, her love radiating madness, he simply smiled.

“45. You said you couldn’t face me.”

"……huh."

It was a hollow voice. Having squeezed everything out of herself, she soon entered a lull.

“Then why did you help me?”

“……Because I didn’t want you to get hurt. Because I wanted you to be happy, even though you were broken.”

“Yeah. That’s it.”

The commander gently hugged 45. He'd done it before, drunk, and when he was mentally unstable, but this was the first time he'd held her with his own clear will.

“No matter what form your love takes, even if it’s broken and twisted, it’s still real.”

UMP45 didn't bother to answer. No, to be precise, it would be more accurate to say he couldn't.

“Heehee... Heehee....”

Because she was busy shedding tears.

“I don’t hate you. I’m actually grateful. If it weren’t for you, I would have died three times.”

Pat pat, gently stroking his back, her hand reached for the commander's shoulder. It was a little tense due to the depth of her emotions, but it didn't hurt at all.

“Live the way you want. Just don’t hurt others.”

She couldn't answer. She simply nodded vigorously, feeling herself sinking into the Commander's embrace.

“You guys who are hiding! You can come out!”

The commander, with a satisfied smile, shouted loudly. UMP9 and G11 then peeked their heads out.

“You guys have changed a lot too.”
“…….”


The two remained motionless. Perhaps aware of their own mistake, they simply stared at him with awkward expressions and awkward gestures.

“One sincere apology is enough.”

Those words became the trigger, and both of them rushed at the commander in an instant. The commander stumbled, but thankfully, he didn't fall.

“I’m sorry, Commander.”

“……I’m sorry too.”

“Okay, then that’s fine.”

Then he moved his hand, this time stroking their backs. Rough, but undeniably warm.

“Why isn’t the other one coming out? Are you embarrassed?”

“……Yeah. To me earlier…….”

"shut up!"

G11 tried to answer the commander's question, but a familiar voice from somewhere cut her off. While the commander briefly marveled at the voice's immense volume, the voice's owner walked out.

"ha……"

“416. You don’t have to apologize.”

“……No. It’s true that I once agreed with that.”

HK416, who had said so, bowed her head slightly. It was a clear apology, and a testament to her well-founded pride.

“Okay, then you can hug me now.”
“…….”


She hesitated for a moment, just like UMP9 and G11, but before she knew it, she was in the commander's arms.

“……I missed you.”

"so do i."
***


After some time had passed, the reconciliation session ended and it was time to share the strategy.

“I object.”

"me too,"

"me too."

"……me too."

“……Really?”

When they heard the commander's plan—that is, that he was going to step forward—they all opposed it without exception. The sorrow they had felt earlier had vanished, and all they could sense was a firm resolve.

“Trust me. I know who I am.”

"I don't trust you, Commander. It's obvious you'll act rashly and disregard your own well-being."

“That’s disappointing.”

I answered, but I couldn't refute her. What she said was true.

"Commander, if you get hurt again this time, we'll really go crazy. Think carefully."

Even UMP9 sounded serious, though his resolve remained unwavering.

“Don’t worry. You’ll probably never die there. Trust me.”
“…….”


404 exchanged glances, then sighed simultaneously. Knowing him well, he knew he would never yield.

"Got it? You're going separately from us. Since the location is underground, there's a high chance they'll cut off communications first. Got it?"

UMP45 nodded with difficulty. It had been a long time since they'd seen each other, but it was truly a shame to be moving apart from him.

"Okay. We'll go first. Thanks for your hard work."

Whoosh, at the same time the commander turned around… …and came back again.

“Oh, and 45. Be as shameless as you used to be. That’s your charm.”
“…….”


After hearing the commander's answer, UMP45 lowered his head for a moment, then met his eyes again.

“Gladly♪”


Cornered Mouse Bites Cat
 


And back to reality, as they had expected, the commander was injured, if not permanently, and 404 was running wild like a rabid hyena, just as UMP9 had said.

“You!! I’m going to kill you!!!”

Kwaang, UMP9, who had suddenly burst into the room, threw a bomb. Gray deflected it easily, but it wasn't completely harmless.

“How shallow.”

“Get beaten up by a cheapskate, you little shit.”

Of course, HK416 was equally angry. In some ways, she was the most normal of the 404s, but only in relative terms.

Tadadang, her gun fired. It flew right between Gray's eyes, but was blocked by her massive tail.

"Even your speech is undignified. Truly, you have no manners at all."

"Tsk," Gray clicked her tongue and swung her arm. The massive blade on her arm aimed at HK416, but 416 quickly ducked and kicked Gray in the stomach, putting distance between them.

“Ugh…….”

HK416 was the only doll manufactured for military use in the 404th Platoon. Furthermore, her recently modified body has gained the ability to withstand even Nito to a certain degree.

“How does it feel to be beaten by a slut without manners? Do you like it?”

It was a blatant provocation. Or maybe he was just angry.

"……under."

But it was clear that it had worked effectively for Gray.

Gray slowly ran his hand through his hair. He felt the need to regain his composure for a moment, realizing that his opponent wasn't so easy to deal with.

“Everything comes out.”

So I decided to borrow the strength of others.

Boom, the wall crumbles, and the Nitos emerge. They aren't many, but they're enough to turn the tide.

“……We only work as much as we are paid, so we are losing money.”

“It’s too late. You guys made me angry.”

Gray responded to UMP45's light lament with a bitter smile.

“But this customer is a regular, so I’m going to give him some special service♪”

But UMP45 could smile even more bitterly than that.

-Tadadang!

Three bullets flew from somewhere and pierced Nito. The white Nito, pierced directly through the head, became one with the ground.

The gunfire didn't end with just one shot. Immediately afterwards, another bullet flew from the opposite direction, aimed at Gray.

Gray let out a bitter cry as she was struck by a bullet of a different weight than a rifle bullet. Although she blocked it with her tail, the impact traveled through it and into her body.

“……Do you really think you can win?”

"Even if I can't win, I'll still fight, right? Of course, I've never thought about that."

As soon as UMP9 finished speaking, two black Nitos lay down on the ground. Gray didn't even glance at his own sister.

“It’s chilly. Aren’t you a colleague?”

“It’s a consumable. Just a consumable.”

“Hmm~ Really? So that means you’re also expendable to someone?”

It was only for a moment, but Gray's body trembled, and of course, UMP45 didn't miss the opportunity.

“Oh my, it was just a joke, aren’t you taking it too seriously?”

"……under."

Gray's mood worsened. He was already feeling extremely uncomfortable with 404, but this time, he had really hit a nerve.

“I heard. That father of yours….”

Her words were cut short. Gray, his expression distorted into an ugly grimace, threw himself at UMP45.

UMP45 quickly rolled across the ground, avoiding the incoming Gray. His body was covered in dirt, but it was a far better decision than having a huge hole in his stomach.

“Are you really angry? Did I hit the nail on the head?”

“I just didn’t feel it was worth answering.”

As he spoke, Gray swung the massive blade attached to his arm. A chilling, slashing sound split the air, and several strands of UMP45's hair were cut off.

UMP45, who had been staring at the severed hair with a blank expression, calmly distanced himself. He knew he could never defeat this opponent in close combat.

“If he falls that far away, who will protect him?”

“……! Stop it!!!”

He rushes towards the commander, who has his eyes closed. At the same time, UMP45's screams echo and bullets fly, but Gray dodges them all and reaches the commander.

The situation changed in an instant. Everyone's expressions hardened, and Gray smiled bitterly. It was the moment when the winner and loser were decided.

“……That won’t work.”

And it was also the moment when a third party intruded.

-Phew!

“Ugh…….”

9A-91 suddenly burst in and pushed the commander away. However, Gray's tail didn't stop, and her thick blade pierced 9A-91's abdomen.

“You…….”

Blood from 9A-91, who had been pierced through the abdomen, spurted onto Gray. For someone who values dignity above all else, this was a profoundly unpleasant experience.

It was clearly the same opponent I'd dealt with earlier. One of his eyes had been gouged out, and his arm was also damaged, leaving him unable to even hold a gun.

But her eyes remained firm. Her sapphire-like blue eyes still held their light.

“I didn’t intend to kill you, but it’s unpleasant that something strange is rushing at you.”

Gray hadn't originally intended to kill the commander. The traitor's conditions included his life and death. He simply intended to cause a little more bleeding to distract 404's concentration, but even that was interrupted, leaving him feeling quite uneasy.

Kirik, 9A-91, who had been closing her eyes for a while, raises her head. She faces Gray, her light emitting the brightest light before it goes out.

“……There is a saying, ‘A cornered rat will bite a cat.’ It means that when a rat is cornered, it will bite a cat. It is a metaphor for the desperate resistance of a weak person who is cornered into a corner against a strong enemy.”

Gray dismissed 9A-91's shaking voice as meaningless nonsense and tried to pull his tail away, ignoring her, but for some reason, his tail wouldn't come off.

“So, from now on, I’m going to… go wild.”

With a bang, an arm filled with tenderness seized her tail. Sure, it was a delicate arm, but its will was greater than anyone else's.

“Do you think it makes sense?”

But it wasn't enough. Gray was a high-ranking Nito, and 9A-91 was simply a modified civilian doll.

“Yeah. So now I’m going to try to make it a meaningful action.”

The HK416, which had arrived between them, also grabbed her tail. The speed of her retreat had noticeably slowed, but it wasn't enough.

“Even a blank piece of paper gets better if you hold it.”

So UMP45 also joined.

“These!”

Her tail had stopped moving, but her limbs remained intact. Enraged, Gray raised her arm, ready to swing her massive blade. Her blade, shining even more brilliantly in the light, possessed the power to simultaneously decapitate all three men holding her tail.

-Tadadang!!!

“Ugh!”

But there were still two 404s left.

The hidden G11 sniped at his left shoulder, while the openly exposed UMP9 sniped at his right. Gray, unable to defend in time, was hit by every bullet, and his arm stopped moving.

“What are you guys doing!!! Stop them!!!”

-Kwaaang!

As an enraged Gray shouted, the Nitos quickly moved to stop the two, but the ceiling collapsed and someone came down faster than them.

Her pristine white coat fluttered. Its resemblance to white wings was enough to make one mistake her for an angel.

“Finishing… please.”

9A-91, who had been shining brightly before dying, closed her eyes. IWS-2000, who had been watching her with pity, changed his expression and turned to Gray.

Then he jumps up, puts his huge gun into Gray's chest, and pulls the trigger.

"bread."

-Taaaang!!!
***


"ha……."

The situation was quickly resolved. Having lost their central figure, Gray, the Nitos were left disorganized and disoriented, and were annihilated by 404 and the IWS-2000.

“Could you please retrieve Mr. 9A-91’s core?”

It was the voice IWS-2000 spat out as soon as the situation was over. He wanted to show her the bare minimum of courtesy, as she performed at her best in her worst condition.

“I’m already doing it. Look at that, it’s already done.”

However, everyone present shared the same thought. After hearing HK416's answer, IWS-2000 shifted his gaze, and saw UMP45, having already completed its core recovery, walking towards the commander.

“How about the commander?”

“……Sister.”

However, UMP9's expression was filled with despair. Everyone, sensing something was wrong, rushed to the commander, and UMP9, with difficulty, opened his mouth.

“Commander… isn’t breathing….”


Somewhere between dreams and reality
 


“Please… please… don’t… okay? Because I was wrong….”

UMP45 sheds tears. She sheds tears as she watches him, who doesn't open his eyes.

I couldn't contain my grief. Now that we'd finally reconciled, now that I could finally see your face, now that you'd finally acknowledge my love.

I, I'm scared, really scared. I'm so scared that our brief conversation earlier was the last time I'd hear your voice. I hate, hate, hate that faint voice was your last will and testament.

Don't do that, please, please, please!!!

“Commander... Commander!!!”

Ultimately, UMP45, consumed by emotion, cried out, but no one stopped her. Everyone present was busy suppressing their own emotions.
“…….”


Only IWS-2000, who maintained a mask-like smile in any situation, looked at him silently, and all 404 members could not hide their agitation.

“Commander! Get up!!! Commander…….”

UMP9.

“Commander, I told you… I said I wasn’t going to get hurt… But… But what is this….”

G11.

“……Crack.”

Finally, up to the HK416.

Although rapid artificial respiration restored his breathing, his pulse remained faint. His pupils were dilated, and even his breathing, which had returned, was shallow.

“……Please wait a moment.”

Finally, IWS-2000 made a drastic decision. He quickly climbed through the hole in the ceiling he'd created, then quickly descended with Adeline, still with her eyes closed, and a massive bag.

“……I really, really brought it just in case, but I don’t know if it’ll be useful.”

The object she pulled out was an unidentified syringe. Without hesitation, she injected the commander with the drug and then threw it far away.

“⋯⋯Does it work?”

“We’ll have to see that to know.”

IWS-2000 simply dismissed G11's question. Then, he slowly laid Adeline and the commander down in the most comfortable position possible.

"I'll take care of Commander and Adeline. You all, please join the main force immediately."

It was a truly effective decision. But no one could leave the place without hesitation.

"...Everyone, please assess the situation carefully. Even if the Commander opens his eyes, if there's no place to return to, we're all finished."

"……let's go."

The first to brace himself was HK416. As she turned away, G11 hurriedly followed, followed by UMP9, who had lost his smile.

“Sister. Let’s go.”

At his brother's call, UMP45 barely managed to leave. His plodding, unassuming steps were truly pathetic.

Hoo, IWS-2000, left alone, took his hand. A hand that had been rough but warm, but now rough and cold, the only hand left.

She closed her eyes quietly, praying that the being she believed in would, please, please, work a miracle this time too.
***


I can't see anything.

I can't hear anything.

Nothing is touched.

Where is this place, this place that cannot be seen, heard, or touched?

Who am I?

I couldn't remember anything. Not my name, not what I was, not what I was doing.

That's why I was scared.

He took a step forward, his steps unsteady. Although he couldn't see, he could move.

This eerie place, where pitch blackness descended and took away all my senses, brought me only endless fear.

What if there's a cliff ahead? What if there's actually a monster behind me, making a tremendous roar? What if I'm touching something strange?

Only worries filled my head: anxiety, fear, despair.

But what scared me most was not remembering myself.

Clearly, I was doing something important. I remember that much. But I still have doubts about what that important thing was, whether I really had to do it, and whether it was truly important.

Who am I, what is my name, where should I go?

And then, trudging, relentless steps. Fearful steps, not knowing where to go. Poor steps wandering in the darkness.

I needed a path. If I found one, it was proof that I was going in the right direction.

But I still couldn't see ahead, and I couldn't hear anything. Still, I had to find my way.

Finding the way. Finding the way. Finding the way.

‘Thank you for living until now. --- -.’

‘You too. --- --.’

Finding the way. Finding the way. Finding the way.

'Is this a promise? - --?'

'Yeah... I have a promise too. -.'

Finding the way. Finding the way. Finding the way.

‘I have engraved it on your heart and mine, so I will call this a promise.’

‘⋯Understood. Commander.’

"ah."

Bang, lightning strikes my head, and my footsteps glow.

But that wasn't the way yet.

Find your way.

Find your way.

Find your way.

"I feel so sorry for the Commander, who has suffered alone in his heart after going through such a terrible thing."

“M4A1.”

"You said you never break your promises, right? So you have to keep this one, too."

“M16A1.”

‘But I wanted to see the commander quickly!

“M4 SOPMOD II.”

‘I don’t like the sight of you wearing a mask anymore.’

“AR-15.”

‘Really… … Really, Commander, right⋯⋯?’

“RO635.”
 


Thump, footsteps stopping, memories coming to mind, feelings returning.

“I am… the commander of the Griffin.”

But that wasn't the way yet.

Find your way.

Find your way.

Find your way.

‘Because we understand each other♪’

“UMP45.”

"Family doesn't hate each other. They love each other. And we are family."

“UMP9.”

"Don't you regret it? Don't you regret ending up in such a miserable state?"

“HK416.”

"Because we're family. I want to talk."

“G11.”

And then, bang, lightning strikes, and my ears open.

But that wasn't the way.

Find your way.

Find your way.

Find your way.

‘I was scared… I was scared!! Back then, you… had the eyes of someone who would disappear soon…’

“AK-12.”

‘Because I don’t know your birthday yet.’

“AN-94.”

‘It’s so precious, I’m only showing it to you.’

“AK-15.”

And then, lightning strikes, and the memory returns.

But there was still something left. What mattered most to me hadn't come to mind, and there was still a long way to go.

"I will be a flower. A beautiful flower that always looks at you, Commander, and gives you a pleasant fragrance."

“9A-91.”

‘Have a nice day, Commander.’

"IWS-2000."

‘But Robin isn’t a bad person.’

“Adeline.”

‘You need to raise your self-esteem a little.’

“Ms. Angelia.”

"I'll tell you... I'll tell you everything, I'll tell you everything! I'll tell you everything I know!!!"

“Mahrian.”

Almost there. Just one step left. Just one step.

Before I knew it, my eyes were open, my ears were open, and I could even feel the touch.

But it wasn't enough. Just one more step.

My path, I haven't found it yet.

Find your way.

Find your way.

Find your way.

Find your way.

Find your way.

‘Even if I die... please live happily, hyung. Okay?’

"ah."

I found it. My path.

Everything was sparkling, and there was no sound. Nothing could be touched, and opening my eyes was nearly impossible.

“Ugh!!!”

But I endured. I, Michael Van, couldn't stand still.

“⋯Phew.”

I quickly thought about the situation and sorted it out. Seeing that both my eyes and arms were intact, I knew this definitely wasn't real.

But that didn't mean he was dead. The fact that he was able to think was proof that his brain was receiving oxygen.

So where on earth is this place?

“Ugh⋯!”

As I was trying to organize my thoughts, a small, bright light began to shine on me.

My eyes hurt. But the light was so gentle, and soon my eyes stopped hurting.

As I slowly opened my eyes, a small child was walking towards me.

I was familiar with it. I had seen that kid before.

“We’re old friends, aren’t we? Nice to meet you.”

The kid who looked at me with pity when I was kidnapped by UMP45 and lost my mind.

But this time, it was different. The pitying eyes that had once been directed at me had become affectionate and warm, and the child's light, once so intense I couldn't dare look at it, was now something I could face with confidence.

“Do you know where this is? I have to go back.”

The child didn't bother to answer. He just quietly, without saying a word, gently wrapped his arms around me.

“⋯⋯.”

It was a familiar feeling. No, it was a nostalgic feeling. Rough yet soft, warm.

“⋯⋯It’s been a while.”

“⋯⋯Huh?”

And when the child finally opened his mouth, I couldn't hide my embarrassment.

It was a familiar voice. A voice I longed for. A voice I longed to hear.

While I was flustered, the child's light gradually reached me through the hand I was holding, and the child's face gradually became clearer.

The moment the child's light became one with mine and we faced each other, my legs gave out and I collapsed.

“⋯⋯Jin?”

“Long time no see, hyung.”


The kindest and nicest person in the world
 


“No……no…….”

At first, I was in denial. I dismissed it as just an illusion of my own making, and kept opening and closing my eyelids.

But no matter how many times I repeated it, nothing changed. Jin was still looking at me, and smiling.

“Didn’t you miss me?”

“……Ah, no. No.”

The thin thread of denial was cut off by a single voice, and I had no choice but to admit it. The person before my eyes was my one and only brother, Michael Jean.

“……Uh, what happened?”

All sorts of hypotheses raced through my mind. Am I really dead? Then what was that encounter last time? Was it just a dream? Or was it an illusion?

"To be honest, I don't know. I just wanted to see my brother. That's how it turned out."

The answer I got back was "I don't know." Just as my confusion grew and my head started to spin, Jin calmly added.

“But one thing is certain: my brother and I can finally talk.”

Jin takes my hand. The warm hand I've longed for my entire life, it holds me.

I couldn't speak. No, I couldn't speak.

I had no idea what to say.

“Are you having bad thoughts again? You always think everything is your fault.”

“Oh, no. That, that’s not it…….”

As I stammered, Jin found himself embracing me. He was certainly small and shabby, but he felt warmer than anything else.

And then, Jin, who had met my face once again, showed me the bright smile he had shown me when I was young, and that became the trigger that made me explode.

“I… I’m sorry!!! Hyeon, it’s because I’m bad… I, I… It’s because I’m bad….”

There was so much I wanted to say, but tears choked my throat, rendering the words unspeakable. Still, I had to apologize. I, I, had committed an unforgivable sin.

“It’s all, it’s all my fault… I killed you… If only I had done just a little better, I… I…”

It was no different from a child crying, whining, and lashing out. No more words came out, and I held onto Jin's shoulder, tears streaming down my face.

“Brother, do you know what I was thinking when I was tied up with rope?”

I shook my head. Tears fell to the floor, scattering, and they were my guilt.

"I was more worried than afraid. If I died here, my brother would definitely blame himself and feel guilty."

"……what?"

A deafening sound came out. As the tears stopped flowing, so did my thoughts.

“I saw everything. What kind of life my brother lived after I died.”

Jin placed his hand on his chest, then immediately placed his hand on mine. It was a simple gesture, but it warmed my heart more than ever.

“That’s why my heart ached.”

At that moment, the background changed and my life began to pass by like a panorama.

Me who cries, me who becomes my father's dog, me who endures harsh training, me who finally kills everyone and feels only emptiness.

It wasn't the end. I, in despair, entered a back alley, created a new identity, and joined Griffin.

"But at some point, my brother started smiling. He had been living with a thick mask for ten years, but he took it off."

And the story continues until now.

“Yeah, right after meeting these people.”

The world turns upside down once again, and everyone appears. Everyone who has supported me smiles at me.

“Of course there were bad things, wandering, drifting, and getting ruined.”
“…….”


It was a bad memory. I lost so many things while wandering.

“But even so, the path my brother has walked is clearly shining.”

As I said that, the footsteps I had pioneered shone and continued to form a path.

It was winding. There were traces of me going around and around, and even going in the opposite direction.

But it never once broke down.

“It’s okay to take a detour. Sometimes it’s okay not to take shortcuts.”

My path, I, may have taken a bit of a detour, but I have definitely arrived at the right place.

“……No, but that doesn’t change anything. I killed you for whatever reason… and it’s clearly an unforgivable sin…”

“I have never hated my brother for even a single moment.”

“What? What did you just say…?”

“I’m serious. What happened that day was just an accident.”

At the same time, Jin grabbed my shoulder. The tiny hand that had protected me as a child was now cradling me.

"That's what I wanted to say the most when we met. You always blame yourself for everything."

I wanted to say something, but the words wouldn't come out. I was crying again.

“Sob……sob…….”

I couldn't do anything. All I could do now was cry endlessly.

"I never held a grudge against you in the first place, but I'll tell you just in case. No matter what you do wrong, I will forgive you."

And then he smiles faintly.

“Because my brother is the kindest and nicest person in the world.”

Slurr, the rope around my neck is released, the mask falls away. Guilt disappears, and only the truth remains.

Everything that binds me finally disappears.

“……Jin. It’s shameless, and it might be really disgusting, but I have a favor to ask.”

“Yeah. Tell me.”

“……If, if we have a next life, then we will do really well…… We will do really, really well.”

This time, I hugged Jin first. It had been exactly 12 years since I'd done that, and I longed for that warmth.

“Will you be my family again?”

"Yeah. Of course. I wouldn't go anywhere without you."

It was an answer that showed absolutely no hesitation. And that's why it was an answer I couldn't hear without tears.

“I’m sorry…… thank you…… I love you…….”

“……Yeah, me too.”

The moment Jin gently hugged my back, our bodies began to glow. Brighter than ever.

"It's time to go back now. I go my way, and you go your way."

The light grew larger and larger, engulfing us. Sensing that this was the end, I asked one final question.

“Jin. Are you happy that I’m your older brother?”

"Of course. I was happier than anyone else, having the kindest and best brother in the world."

At the same time, my left eye melted, and a pillar of light completely engulfed me.

"I have one last request. You don't have to live up to your promises anymore. You don't have to live for me. I just want you to live the way you want to live."

It was something I always said to others. But it was also something I never kept.

“……No, it’s the opposite. Because I’ve always lived the way I wanted, I’ve always put you first.”

"……I see."

Now, we couldn't even see each other's faces. Beneath that faint trace, Jin spoke to me for the last time.

“Live the way you want, hyung.”

"……huh."

And finally, back to reality.

"……ah."

I quickly turned my head and the first thing that greeted me was the IWS-2000, followed by Adeline lying down, and countless corpses of Nito.

“……Commander?”

"hi."

She suddenly opened her eyes and sat up. This caused IWS-2000 to panic, but he was able to calm her down with a single wave of his hand.

The first thing I did as soon as I got up was place my hand on my chest. I wanted to check if the warmth Jin had transferred to me was still there.

“……It’s warm, as expected.”

And just like that, my heart felt so warm.
 


“Are you feeling better? Are you sick or something……”

“Don’t worry. It’s the best right now.”

Only after I showed her a bright smile did her worries subside. With the atmosphere finally calming down, I was able to bring up the topic I had been meaning to bring up.

“IWS. Do you remember what we talked about when we first met?”

“……Yes. Of course. I’ll never forget what happened with you, Commander, but what happened that day is especially precious.”

IWS-2000, her emotions instantly calming, placed a hand on her heart. It seemed the day I saved her remained a deeply cherished memory for her.

“Then you know that everything I said to you back then was meant for me, right?”

She and I had something in common: we had both directly or indirectly caused the death of someone dear to us. That's why I could easily empathize with her situation.

“Haha, yes. Of course.”

“……I see, is that so?”

My body felt strangely light. Maybe it was just because I was missing an arm.

“IWS. If I were to die today, what would I do?”

“……What does that mean?”

I sat down again, closed my eyes, and recalled the photo Persica had shown me.

"I glimpsed Mahrian's memories. Inside, I was alone, eyes closed, beneath a fierce flame."

And then he waved his arms around, shaking them.

“With his arms cut off and his eyes gouged out.”

“……Is that so?”

IWS-2000 showed a rare change in expression. Mahrian's foresight had now become untenable.

"That's why I plan to keep going until the very end. I won't die gracefully."

With that, I dug into my bag and put on the prosthetic eye. It was a spare I'd prepared for situations like this. Even though it obscured my vision, it was still useful.

“Hey, when did you pick this up again?”

Her massive bag contained my severed arm. The cut was clean and golden brown.

“Help me for a moment.”

“Oh, I understand.”

After that, with the help of the IWS-2000, I managed to force my arm back together with a rope. I couldn't move, but if I wore gloves and covered it with clothing, I could at least deceive myself.

“Ah… I’m hungry. Do you have anything to eat?”

Perhaps I had exerted too much energy on Narcissus. As soon as I finished, I felt a strange hunger pang, and I turned my head to the IWS-2000.

“There is, but… there’s nothing for the Commander to eat.”

She was rummaging through her bag, then pulled out a calorie bar. It was clearly an efficient item, and it was something I disliked.

“It’s okay. I’ll eat well.”

“Huh, Commander?”

In an instant, I snatched up the calorie bar, unwrapped it, and popped it into my mouth. The entire sequence of actions took less than five seconds.

It had been almost three years since I'd had it, but it tasted familiar. Maybe that's why I couldn't help but chuckle.

“……What is it? It’s definitely edible.”

I quickly devoured a calorie bar and tossed the wrapper away. Its filling texture was sure to be a huge help in the chaos ahead.
“…….”


Perhaps realizing something had changed, she began to fumble with something in her bag. It turned out to be the Griffin's signature red coat.

“Is now the time to keep your promise?”

She didn't answer. I picked up my coat and put it on by myself, and the pretty silver embroidery, the V, greeted her.

“Bar, half?”

“Oh, you’re awake.”

While IWS-2000 smiled with joy, Adeline, who had been unconscious, opened her eyes and ran towards me.

“I, I’m sorry… I let my guard down… and half again…”

“It’s okay. I actually had a better experience.”

I gently stroked her hair and walked away, knowing there was no time to delay any longer.

“Please explain the situation as you go. Of course, I can guess to some extent.”

And bang, I step out.

I don't stop now.
***


-Crack… …Crack… … .

The graves of the Nitos where the commander had left, the wires that were clustered together in several places began to spark and make an ominous sound.

The crackle, crackle, the sound never stops, growing louder. One by one, the sound spreads out rhythmically.

Huruk, a fire broke out.


Take off your mask and become an adult
 

 


A capable commander can change the course of battle. Angelia was living up to this proverb.

They were at a disadvantage. With only five men, dealing with the countless Paradeus, a high-ranking Nito, and a betrayed comrade was nearly impossible.

But Angela somehow persevered, and there were three reasons for that.

First of all, the AR platoon's strength is stronger than expected.

The AR Platoon is a doll designed for military use. While purely based on physical performance, it's weaker than the Rebellion, its accumulated experience and tactics are undeniable.

In particular, the M16, which had been modified by Iron Blood, and the M4, which had been through a lot, were literally on equal footing.

And the second is that Pharadeus is trying to capture Angelia.

There were several reasons why Paradeus appeared here, but the biggest reason was to capture Angelia. She clearly possessed exceptional abilities, abilities even Paradeus coveted.

And the last reason is.

“404, join us.”

The 404th Platoon came to help.

It was truly dramatic. As bullets began to run out, Molido smiled bitterly. Angelia couldn't help but chuckle as she watched the HK416 appear, firing its grenade launcher.
“…….”


But for some reason, everyone's expressions were grim, and Angela could guess why. Their commander wasn't with them right now.

It wasn't just Angela. Even the most energetic SOP2's expression hardened, suggesting she, too, had a rough idea of the commander's condition.

“……Where is the Commander?”

M4 tried to confirm it, and what came back was Angelia's stinging voice.

“……M4. Focus.”
“…….”


Of course, Angela was also understandably agitated. She just didn't show it, but perhaps she was the one who was most upset.

But now, on the battlefield, personal feelings had to be put aside.

-Tadadang!!

The M16 fired a bullet at the RPK-16 and then rushed towards it.

-Crack!!

She easily blocked the bullet, but she couldn't stop the subsequent assault with her own body. The M16, having instantly taken up a mounting position, attempted to strike, but the approaching Nito refused to allow it.

“Huh!!”

Rolling quickly, he gained distance. Normally, he would have expected cover from others, but given the circumstances, he couldn't expect any help.

"I wanted to talk to you. I've always wondered what it would be like to be a doll favored by the Commander."

“Don’t act friendly, we’re just meeting each other for the first time.”

“No… I don’t know about you, but I’ve seen you a lot.”

And then, M16 chose to shoot instead of talk, and RPK-16 smiled and went behind cover.

“You said you were different from me.”

RPK-16 continued to speak. Bullets and bombs flew in place of answers, but she didn't stop talking.

“But aren’t you, too, crawling towards the moon, which you can never reach, like a worm writhing at the bottom of a mud pit?”

“Could you speak so I can understand?”

M16, unable to bear to listen, spoke, but even that was in a cold voice. RPK-16 decided to change its method.

“It’s a truly strange sight, a traitor and a traitor.”

She flinched, her body trembling. She was always calm, but she couldn't ignore what she was saying.

“Don’t treat me the same as you.”

With a snap, a bullet flew out with a grinding sound. The bullet was clearly imbued with emotion, and RPK-16 couldn't hide his laughter at the sight.

“I am different from you.”

“Is that true? Where are you going? M16A1?”

RPK-16 taunted M16 with an exaggerated posture. Normally, she was adept at controlling her emotions, but RPK-16 ended up hitting her on the wrong spot.

“I really wonder what you think of yourself.”

“Shut up.”

“No, I’m more curious about what the Commander and your colleagues think of you.”

“I told you to shut up.”

The M16's tactical strategy was unparalleled among tactical dummies. The expertise gained from countless years of experience more than made up for the differences in its size.

However, in such an excited state, the effort could not be exerted.

-Degurrur… … .

“Huh……!”

Boom, something incredibly suspicious exploded, and a white blur filled her vision. She tried to react quickly, but the RPK-16 was faster.

“It’s the complete opposite of before, isn’t it?”

This time, I took up a mount position on RPK-16's side. However, there was one difference: while RPK-16 was able to escape earlier thanks to the help of others, she wasn't.

“I think I’m finally ready to talk, don’t you think?”

“Ugh……!”

Despite the fierce resistance, the difference in their physical appearance was clear. Thanks to this, the smile on RPK-16's face deepened, while M16 felt a deep sense of discomfort.

"What on earth was the reason for your betrayal? If you had just remained quiet, the Commander wouldn't have changed so much."

“Shut up!”

M16's expression remained unresponsive, her emotions radiating. She had always regretted her escape.

The result was good. Iron Blood was disbanded, and everyone was reunited. However, as she always said, she valued the "process" over the "result."

She escaped, and command was literally in shambles. The hatred and love that had built up over half a year were beyond words.

Moreover, the commander was also a major problem. Although his hair was now turning black, his graying hair and his past actions revealed the depth of his broken heart.

"Please tell me properly. I wasn't wrong, was I? Betrayal..."

“What does it matter? I forgave you.”

RPK-16's words were cut short. A familiar voice was heard from far away.

“……Commander?”

Silence flowed. Everyone present had long since ceased their actions. RPK-16 and M16, who had been arguing, naturally turned their heads in the direction of the voice, as did Molido and Angelia, who had been glaring at each other as if they were ready to kill each other.

“I’m embarrassed.”

And everyone's eyes were focused on him. The protagonist took a step forward with a shameless smile.

"I think you were introducing yourself as a traitor or something, but I cut you off without even realizing it. I'm sorry, I'll continue."

The commander took a deep breath. It was clearly an action completely unrelated to the current situation, but for some reason, everyone present waited patiently for him to open his mouth.

"Before I give you my name, let me explain myself. I don't know your birthday, but I'm 23. But come to think of it, if you don't know your birthday, you can't know your exact age, right?"

I've lived a miserable life.

I've been living wearing a mask.

Weak, ugly, broken, running away, sad, hurt, despairing, hurting, crying, breaking down, having one's faith shattered, wearing a mask.

“My hobby is reading, and my special skills are shooting and throwing.”

Even though I rolled around like that, got broken, and cried in pain, I still stand tall like this.

Not weak. Not ugly. Not falling. Not running away. Not getting hurt. Not despairing. Not in pain. Not shedding tears. Not crumbling. Faith is firm.

Masks are not worn.

“And… I have a lot of nicknames. Commander. Quartermaster. Master. Boss. Darling. Zookeeper. Honey. Mary. Master. Robin. Luke. There are so many. Call me whatever suits you.”

I've lived my whole life in regret and guilt. It was like that yesterday, it's like that today, and it will be like that tomorrow.

“Leaving it at that, let me add something briefly….”

But not anymore. Because I.

“Nice to meet you. Commander of S09 Command.”

I took off my mask.

“It’s Michael Van.”

Commander Michael Van.

“And, if I may borrow someone’s expression, he is the kindest and nicest person in the world.”

Because I am a person who has no regrets.

You have atoned and been forgiven, now it is time to move on.

Okay, take off your masks and become adults.


Hands that don't let go
 


A cold silence flowed. It was the first time he'd expressed himself so confidently, and the fact that he himself declared himself a good person was enough to shock and impress everyone.

"away."

While everyone was stunned, Adeline suddenly barged in and fired a bullet at the RPK-16. This caused its posture to shift, allowing the M16 to throw the RPK-16 away.

“I knew something was going to happen soon, but I didn’t know it would be this bad.”

“Oh, so you knew about it but didn’t stop it?”

“No, I mean, I trusted you in my own way.”

It was a truly ambiguous expression, a faint smile beneath a cold, hard expression. That was how the commander felt about RPK-16, and what he wanted to convey.

The commander sighed deeply, reached into his pocket, pulled out his old pistol, and aimed it at RPK-16. He used his left hand, not his usual right.

He didn't tremble. Not only was there no change in his expression, but his eyes didn't waver like before.

“Hehe, should I shoot you?”

But RPK-16 thought it was a bluff. He had already pointed a gun at her, and crucially, she knew about his past.

She was convinced. The commander could never shoot with his left hand. She concluded this, and with a slight smile, she began to mock him.

“Ah, if this continues, I might get killed by the Commander…….”

-Taang!

That's why he proved it himself.
“…….”


"Oh, sorry. It's been so long, my focus is off. But I've gotten the hang of it now. I won't miss anything."

The bullet grazed her cheek. It was a good reason, considering she was blind in one eye and had accepted the penalty of shooting with her other hand for the first time in nearly ten years.

However, RPK-16 felt a strange, inexplicable feeling. The spot where the bullet had passed was the same spot where he had been wounded earlier.

“……It’s fun.”

She reacted the same way she did then. She put her hand to the flowing blood and licked it. The commander, disgusted by the sight, waved his hand.

“Ugh, that’s weird.”

And then, without hesitation, he fired. He wrapped his left hand around his right, which he had forcibly connected, and somehow controlled the recoil, firing the bullet.

Realizing that he needed to get serious, the RPK-16 quickly rolled over. Of course, inflicting significant damage on her with its low caliber 9mm rounds was impossible, but the commander was confident he could accurately hit a vital spot, so he fired without hesitation.

Having pushed RPK-16 away, the commander turned his gaze to Molido. She looked exactly like Mahrian, but her gaze was the exact opposite.

"Oh my, are you going to shoot me with that cute gun? That's scary. Really."

“Hey, that can’t be. You said it wouldn’t even fit 5.45mm armor-piercing rounds?”

He was right. The Molido, with its solid internal armor that could withstand even armor-piercing rounds at long range, was unlikely to be seriously damaged by a mere 9mm Parabellum.

Plus, she now had a prosthetic limb that looked like a spider leg, so it was nearly impossible to subdue her with a pistol.

“Then, what about the wing-stabilized armor-piercing shell?”
“……!”


So the commander decided to seek help from others.

And then, boom! An ear-piercing crack echoes, shattering one of her prosthetic limbs. If only she had sensed the unease and moved quickly. Had she been even a moment late, it would have been her head that was shattered.

Nito possessed only internal armor, no external armor. Of course, its overwhelming body power allowed it to defend against standard rifle rounds from a sufficient distance. However, the situation was different when it came to wing-splitting, armor-piercing rounds capable of penetrating even tanks.

"……under."

Molly glared at him with a cold expression. It was deeply upsetting to see the prized possession her father had given her shattered.

But her anger never showed. Seizing the opportunity, Angelia ordered the AR platoon to open fire, forcing Molido and Nito to retreat significantly.

“Commander!!!”

“Okay, just a minute!”

Before he could even catch his breath, SOP2 rushed at him. Unable to withstand the violent welcome, the commander fell to the ground. His right hand, reaching out to strike the fallen man, made a loud noise, but since it was already dead, it didn't hurt anymore.

“……Ha. You’re worrying me for nothing.”

M16, who had also adjusted her posture, approached him and extended her hand. Of course, knowing that her arm had been severed, she guessed what trick he had used and kindly extended her left hand.

“Who am I? I can’t go on like that.”

He stood up, holding SOP2 at his side, and slowly walked toward Angelia. Angelia smiled bitterly, and he smiled triumphantly.

"Weren't you going out? Well, if you're okay, then it doesn't matter. By the way, what about Mahrian? If Angelia is here..."

"……sorry."

"……yes?"

Unable to stand by any longer, Angela offered her apologies. It certainly wasn't her fault, but she was the one who was right next to her at the last moment.

“Mahrian is… dead.”

“……What did you say?”

"……what?"

The atmosphere shifted once again. The reaction of just Adeline and the Commander was powerful enough.

“What are you talking about now…….”

“Ahahahaha!!!”

It was Molly who cut him off, his words filled with confusion. Having finished reorganizing herself, she glared at him, mocking everyone present.
 


“If you’re looking for our idiot sister… you’ll probably be able to meet her soon.”

Molly pointed to the sky. The commander's expression hardened, knowing, of course, that this didn't mean she'd ascended to the ground, and she continued to mock.

“Do you know what this is? Do you know whose blood this crimson red is?”

Shaking, shaking, the prosthetic hand stained red with Mahrian's blood. Shaking the prosthetic hand that had pierced Mahrian's chest. His heart wavered.

“What a pitiful way to utter such a pathetic phrase, ahhh... that's right. A donut. The hole in his chest looked just like a donut. Ahahaha!!!”

The commander looked at Molido in silence. His expression remained unchanged, just silent.

“Commander!!! Calm down first……!”

That's why everyone strongly discouraged him.

It was proof that he was so angry that he pierced the heavens. Indeed, when he was being mocked by AK-12 and experiencing extreme emotions, he displayed this calm demeanor.

He was an emotional man. That was a fact known to everyone in the room, and it was something he had to be careful about.

But the commander was already unable to hear the surrounding sounds. Reason tried to suppress his emotions, but reason could not overcome them.

His breathing became rapid, his face flushed. He could already see nothing but Molly.

I clenched my jaw, my shattered molar clenched. The wound was festering and bleeding, but it didn't hurt at all.

And finally, the moment when that anger turns into action.

“You!!! I’m going to kill you!!!”

He found someone angrier than himself.

My eyes lit up. Just as reason cannot overcome emotion, emotion cannot overcome a greater emotion.

“Eww!!!”

The expressionless expression she always displayed was gone. Even the modifications William had implemented couldn't calm her raging emotions. Now, there was only pure rage.

“Adeline! Calm down!”

I barely managed to stop Adeline, who was about to run away. Even then, she continued to rage and lose control of her emotions. There was no restraint left for her now.

“Aren’t you even half angry? Yeah, that guy just now is Mahrian……!!”

Barely clinging to a shred of reason, she looked at the commander and cried. Even the commander was momentarily taken aback by her agitated state, but his cooled mind soon yielded a rational answer.

“……Adeline, if I were to die in Mahrian’s place, and you were to act out like this, what do you think Mahrian would do? Do you think he’d vent his anger and goad you into killing that woman?”
“…….”


Adeline didn't answer. It was evidence that her boiling emotions had subsided somewhat, and that she understood what he was saying.

"...I'm angry, too. I want to tear that bitch apart, cut off her limbs, and stuff her, but I have to hold back for now. That's the rational answer, and Mahrian would certainly have said the same thing."

It was a rational judgment that he would never have displayed in his previous actions. Although he almost gave in to his emotions for a moment, he managed to control them.

"……okay."

And Adeline, too, managed to control her emotions. Of course, she still wanted to tear Molido apart, but seeing blood flowing from his mouth, she quietly closed her eyes.

"Ms. Angela, I don't have the confidence to remain rational when I see that woman right now. So, can I trust you and ask you to do something?"

The feeling was calm, but the waves of emotion surging beneath remained. He decided he couldn't repeat the act of walking on thin ice, so he bowed his head slightly to Angelia.

“No, can you even move in the first place? I heard you were seriously injured.”

“Don’t worry. Who am I?”

As he said that, he forced a smile. It was awkward, but it wasn't a mask.

“Commander, are you really okay…?”

He responded to AR-15's concerned question with a wave of his hand, silently leading the 404. He approached RPK-16.

“How long has it been since I last played with you guys?”

“If I exaggerate a bit, it’s a year. To be exact, it’s about eight months!”

“Isn’t the amount not exact?”

I gently stroke UMP9's head and take a step forward. Meeting RPK-16's eyes, she smiles.

“I heard you had a big fight. I guess not.”

“It was a relationship that could be resolved with just one conversation.”

“Huh huh, is that so?”

RPK-16, still smiling, aimed his gun at him. Or rather, at 404, who was beside him.

“Then I think I should have a talk with the Commander.”

“Unfortunately, you have crossed the line where conversation can end.”

-Taaaang!!!

And then the gunfire rang out. The sharp crack of the IWS-2000's gun rang out, and he placed his hand on the communicator.

“You’re not here, you’re over there.”

-……yes.
“…….”


G11 took his right hand without hesitation, surprised by its coldness. And then again, by the emotions he was suppressing.

“Well then, excuse me first.”

At that moment, the PRK-16 hurled something incredibly suspicious. The HK416, naturally assuming it was a grenade, immediately intercepted it, and the pierced object emitted a flash of light and a loud noise.

-Kwaaaang!!!

“……Ugh! Commander!”

At the same time, the Nitos charged indiscriminately. 404 could easily handle this reckless attack, which paid no attention to strategy or tactics, but they were so numerous that they were forced to scatter.

Despite the chaotic situation, where he couldn't see ahead or hear others, G11 didn't let go of his commander's hand. He never, never let go of his hand.

Boom, squeak, squeak, she was literally slaughtering Nito. Her modified body possessed enough power to rival the HK416.

“Is everyone okay?”

And finally, the light faded, and his hearing returned. Hearing HK416's welcoming voice, G11 opened his eyes.

“…………Commander?”

She blinked silently. She closed and opened her eyes endlessly, but reality remained unchanged.

"ah……."

Blood dripped down her hand. An awkwardly cold stream ran down her arm.

In G11's hand, instead of the commander's, there was only a severed wrist.


elegantly
 


“Ugh...ah?”

G11 sank to his knees. The commander, who should have been by his side, had vanished, leaving behind only his wrist.

Slowly turn your gaze. Right to left, left to right.

But the commander was nowhere to be found, neither to the left nor to the right. The only thing that greeted the unconscious G11 was Nito's shattered corpse. No one else.

“Hey! Come on!!”

HK416 quickly ran towards G11. He soothed her and at the same time, he grabbed the Commander's hand and began observing her.

“……It’s the hand that was cut off earlier. It won’t be in danger of dying. Don’t worry for now.”

Although HK416 was calmly wooing G11, she couldn't hide her trembling.

“……RPK.”

RPK-16 had long since disappeared. Judging by her words and her actions so far, she must have used these numerous Nitos as bait to lure the commander away.

Common sense dictated that this was a highly inefficient action. If the goal was to neutralize the commander, killing her would have been the right thing to do. Furthermore, all the Nitos around her were annihilated, making it all the more inefficient.

But the fact that she was so cunning and meticulous in her actions meant something. 404 knew it, and he was afraid of it.

Angela also noticed this. Quickly formulating a plan, she divided her formation for maximum efficiency.

"UMP45, SOP2, AR-15, Adeline, you all find the commander. The rest of you stay here."

Considering each of their specialties and ammunition, it was the most efficient and appropriate decision she made. Adeline lacked the emotional control to deal with Molido, while SOP2's overwhelming physical abilities allowed him to maximize his effectiveness without bullets.

Also, the AR-15 was the doll that could keep its cool the most in this situation, and the UMP45 had electronic warfare and eloquence and tricks that were not inferior to the RPK-16.

There was no one who complained. They knew this was the best, the most effective way.

"……let's go."

So the UMP45 group moved, and the remaining members quietly raised their guns. They aimed at the approaching Nito and Molido.

The Nitos, who had been raging like a storm, were beginning to see their end. They had invested so much force in the tactic of capturing the commander that they hadn't considered the situation that lay ahead.

But that didn't mean it was advantageous. Whether it would be Nito or them who would end up there was still no telling.

"That's funny. Seriously, I didn't know you'd throw such a tantrum."

“Aren’t you starting to feel anxious?”

“Well, I don’t feel that way yet.”

At the same time, Molido rushes in. Although one of his prosthetic limbs had been blown off, he still had three remaining.

“M4! M16!”

Following Angelia's instructions, the sisters joined forces to fire at Molido. The bullet landed squarely between her eyes, but Molido quickly turned and was able to safely retreat to cover.

“There are no bullets.”

“……Me too. Sister.”

“Use mine first.”

HK416 coolly tossed two magazines. M16's lips slightly raised at the sight, but she didn't even glance at him.

“You are so charming.”

"shut up."

“That’s disappointing.”

His tone was playful, but his actions were concise. He quickly picked up the magazines, tossed one to the M4, and loaded the other himself. There was not a single moment of waste in the series of actions.

“……There are too many!”

“If you have time to talk, move!”

It was a complete oversight. The Nitos were coming to an end, but their magazines were also beginning to run out.

Thanks to this, the combat dynamics of the 404th, which had been blocking the Nitos, had long since shifted from gunfights to close combat. Gun in one hand, dagger in the other.

The HK416, which had abundant secondary weapons, blew away a large number of enemies with its grenade launcher, but the Molido's constant presence was truly fatal.

“Huh……!”

The M16 and M4 were supposed to mark the Moledos, but their limited magazines prevented this. This allowed the Moledos to easily roam the battlefield, a fact that some found objectionable.

“Ahahahaha!!!”
“……!”


Molido flies towards HK416. She manages to maneuver herself through the chaotic situation, but unfortunately Molido is faster.

"illustration."

-Taaaang!

And the IWS-2000 was faster than the Molido.

"also……!"

Even in the midst of all this, he twisted his body and ended up with a minor injury. While one might be taken aback by his astonishing agility, the IWS-2000 remained unfazed.

"You, you're not a sniper, are you? If you show yourself so openly..."

"That was the last one. It's time for me to get into close combat."

Her actions were elegant, her voice was elegant, and her strength was fierce.

-Whew!!

She swung the gun like a blunt object, and the sound of wind splitting was heard. As an anti-material sniper rifle, it was heavy, and as a doll, it was powerful. The combination of weight and strength made her attacks so powerful that even Molly could dodge them.

“Hehehe.”

But the larger the movement, the greater the gap. Molido, not missing it, dove headfirst into the IWS-2000's embrace, leaving everyone in the area helpless.

“IWOWS!!!”

-Push!

A large hole opened in her abdomen with M16's scream. Everyone's expression was one of despair, while Molly's was one of joy.

“You came out so cool… but you left so ungracefully.”
“…….”


She said nothing. She just stared at Molly quietly, very quietly.
 


"Well, even though it's trash, I tried my best. I'll commend you for breaking my prosthetic arm."

Molido, with a bitter smile, slowly began to remove the prosthetic arm. As the arm fell, blood gushed from IWS-2000's body, and anger surged through the others.

“……Mr. 9A-91 is a truly respectable person.”

“Wait, what is that…?”

And Molly was overcome with confusion. The prosthetic hand she was slowly pulling out somehow got caught on something and wouldn't come off.

“With that small body, I didn’t know you would come up with such ideas.”

As she spoke, IWS-2000 took a step forward. The prosthetic arm sunk deeper, the wound worsening, but she continued to walk.

“So I… want to try it.”

“Let go of this!”

IWS-2000, with a grin, grabbed the prosthetic arm that had penetrated his abdomen and began applying force. The prosthetic arm slowly flexed, and eventually latched onto her back.

Everyone was astonished by that insane power. Molido, Angelia, and even M4, who had directly encountered it.

“Are you… crazy?”

“Well? I don’t really… know… yes.”

Blood spurts from her mouth. Fear surges from Molly's heart.

She takes a step forward. Molly takes a step back.

She laughs. Molly freezes.

“Mr. M4. You can shoot that thing on your shoulder.”

“……What did you say?”

The IWS-2000 was still elegant.
***


“This is driving me crazy. Seriously.”

“Me too. I’m so happy I could go crazy.”

An unknown location. The commander and RPK-16 were conversing. He was serious, and she was smiling. Their contrasting behaviors even gave off a sense of alienation.

“Is that something you would say after cutting off someone’s arm?”

“I’m sorry. But I really mean it, so I hope you’ll forgive me.”

RPK-16 kindly stopped the bleeding in his arm. He claimed he didn't want to injure him any more, but he held back tears and had no choice but to cut it off, hoping to seize the opportunity to be alone with him.

The commander was naturally offended, but he found a loophole in it. The fact that she was so devoted convinced him she would never kill him, and crucially, the severed arm was from a dead body to begin with.

“Okay, have a seat.”
“…….”


She kindly extended her hand and led him to his seat. The commander, feeling it was time to stall, walked very slowly to join her.

“It’s a little cold. Can you pass me a blanket?”

“Just something like that? I could even take off my outerwear for you.”

Where he reached out, there was a worn-out blanket. Covered in dust, it was obvious it was in poor condition, but his expression was serious.

“Haha, just kidding.”

RPK-16 walked briskly, carefully dusting himself off. Gray clouds filled the sealed room, stinging their eyes.

“Your tastes are really annoying.”

“Should I just do it yourself?”

Despite all the hard work, the dust still remained. But the commander, knowing it was the best he could do, said nothing.

“So, why did you choose to target me in that mess?”

“I just wanted to talk, like I always do.”

And then, RPK-16, sitting across from him, met his gaze and pulled out a suspicious-looking syringe.

“What is that?”

"It's a brain cleanser. If you take it, all your memories will be erased within 30 minutes. The will of the person being injected is irrelevant."

“……Did you bring that to me to use?”

“You can use it, or you can’t. It all depends on the Commander’s answer and will.”

The commander didn't answer. He simply carefully brushed the dust off the blanket, then wiped it exactly three times on his right arm.

“What do you want to say?”

“Haha, you’re more impatient than I thought?”

Human, doll.

Doll, human.

Robots, people.

People, robots.

“Commander. Do you still want to be a puppet?”

It was a question I always asked. And the answer was always different.

"no."

It was different even then.


Two beings so different yet so similar
 


The first was positivity in the form of anger.

The second was somewhere between positive and negative.

And now, he has responded with a clear denial.

“May I ask why?”

“You asked a question, so I think it’s time for me to ask my own.”

It was a stark contrast to his previous self. He was stable and relaxed. His mask wasn't even on, and it was hard to tell who was in control.

“Aha, I see. Feel free to ask questions.”

Perhaps because he liked that confident look, RPK-16 obediently handed over the initiative in the conversation.

“Why did you betray me?”

He was concise and clear. Direct, non-beating questions were his specialty and his preferred method.

"Only moths understand the allure of flame. Even knowing the fate that awaits them, captivated by flame, they leap into death without hesitation. But is death truly the final destination?"

It was ambiguous and long. Her style of speaking, beating around the bush rather than speaking directly, was her specialty and her preferred method.

“Commander… Are plants really the future of humanity?”

He didn't answer. He knew that no matter what he said, the answer would be the same.

"Plants are just plants. It's too much to hold them responsible for the future. Well then... what about dolls?"

And his prediction was correct. A bitter smile appeared on RPK-16, who stubbornly continued to speak, and he felt the atmosphere shift, but he remained impassive.

“Make it as short as possible.”

“Haha, that’s right. I can’t say the same thing again.”

RPK-16 closed his eyes for a moment to collect his thoughts. He tried to organize his thoughts as much as possible, but he didn't want to repeat himself, and he felt he had to say it.

"I want to be human. I want to experience the joys and sorrows that only humans can experience, life and death... and the future."

“……That’s amazing.”

“And Paradeus makes it possible.”

With those words, she leaped to her feet. RPK-16 felt a surge of joy. She revealed her deeply hidden desires and her unfathomably filthy truth, and she felt no shame whatsoever.

"Commander, come with me to Paradeus. There, you'll become the 'doll' you've always longed for."

He extends his right hand. A right hand that no longer exists. A right hand he can regain if he goes to Paradeus.

“What will you give me if I go?”

“The whole world.”

He quietly closed his eyes, and RPK-16 waited for him. Silence filled this place, so quiet that not even a breath could be heard, and the commander opened his mouth.

“It’s a shame, but my world is over here.”

The commander pointed to his coat. It was the Griffin's signature red coat, with silver embroidery meticulously engraved by the IWS-2000.

“Don’t you feel like the world is falling apart?”

“That’s why I’m running around so hard, to protect that world.”

“Really, you really are good at saying dreamy things.”

“That’s right. It’s like a dream.”

I open my eyes. My eyes, filled with unwavering confidence, meet hers, and the two become intertwined.

“But for me, a dream isn’t a dream because it can’t come true.”

“Is that so? Then what is your dream, Commander?”

"It's simple. For me, dreams are the driving force that drives me to where I am today."

There was not a single moment of hesitation. It was proof that he wasn't in agony, and it showed that the RPK-16 was no longer a troubling presence for him.

“Did you know that when you combine the Chinese characters for person (人) and dream (夢), you get the Chinese character for darkness (儚)?”

"No. I think it's the opposite. When you emerge from the darkness, only then can you see yourself and your dreams."

“……Hehehe, hehehe…… Ahahahaha!!”

Although it was clearly the same word, the interpretation was completely opposite. RPK-16 couldn't help but laugh.

“Hahahahaha!!! Ahahahaha!!!”

The laughter continued. The commander looked at it with an indifferent expression, then let out a faint sigh.

“It’s different. It’s so different. We… we’re so different.”

These were the words RPK-16 spat out, barely able to stop laughing and wiping away tears. Seeing his unexpectedly uncontrollable excitement, the commander smiled faintly.

“But that’s why we’re similar.”

"That's right. We're like magnets. Our poles are the same, so we repel each other, but ultimately, the fundamental nature of both of us as magnets remains unchanged."

"Yes. Opposites attract. You and I, being polar opposites, are able to understand each other!"

It was one of the few times he agreed with RPK-16. This only made RPK-16 even more excited and unable to control himself.

“Commander, have you ever picked flowers by the roadside?”

Instead of answering, the commander nodded, a clear sign of approval.

"Yes. If people find a flower by the roadside beautiful, they'll just pick it and decorate their rooms. They just break the flower, completely oblivious to the pain and effort the plant endured to bloom."

She closed the distance in an instant, reaching a mere inch away. Maintaining a dizzying distance, almost touching, she kissed his left eye.

“That’s why I want to break you too.”

At the same time, RPK-16's lips tightened, sucking the commander's prosthetic eye out. The unfixed eye fell limply, its final destination being her tongue.

The commander was calm. He showed no signs of pain or embarrassment. And he wasn't wearing a mask either.

“Bae…….”

For such a commander, RPK-16 slowly stuck out his tongue. Then, what was revealed was his prosthetic eye, covered in her saliva.

“……I understand. Why you’re so obsessed with me.”

I slowly caressed my left eye, where nothing existed. The nerves had melted from the last overload, and I felt like I'd never be able to use it again.

"You are an alien being. That's why no one can understand you or empathize with you."

A deeper smile spread across RPK-16's face. The smile grew larger, filling the room, and beyond, the world.

“So you wanted me, the only one who could understand you.”

The commander's expression grew ever more sorrowful. This sorrow grew, filling the room, and beyond, the world.

“Because we, you and I, Commander Michael Van and the Rebellion RPK-16.”

Opposite situations, contrasting situations, comparing situations, contrasting situations, and conspiring situations.

“Because we resemble each other.”

That's why these two beings are so similar.

A human who wants to become a doll.

A doll that wants to become human.

A liar who deceives himself.

A liar who deceives others.

Quite the opposite. That's why it's one.

“Ahhhh… You’re so wonderful, Commander. You’re so dazzling right now… I can’t even look at you.”

RPK-16 felt a profound sense of admiration, lavishing her praise on him. He was so wonderful, so brilliant. To her now, any adult gentleman would have felt inferior to her commander.

Joy swirls, excitement surges like waves. But the greatest emotion, of course, is a volcanic surge of kinship. A twisted affection.

Ahhhh, so cool, so cool, so cool, so shining, so sublime.

That's why I want to break it.

“The reason I don’t go to Paradeus is because Paradeus took my precious person away.”

He closed his eyes for a moment, thinking of the precious person who was no longer with him. His light, taken away by Pharaoh.

‘Robin… I’m sorry for saying bad things… Robin… As expected… is a good person… You were right…’

Elsa.

‘It may be strange for me, a stranger, to dare to understand your pain, but I can still understand and share your pain.’

Mahrian.

It was strange. It was different from the previous days. When I thought of them, what came to mind wasn't sadness, but confidence. I felt their hearts supporting me, like they were holding my hand.

“At that time, I saw an AK-15 and was hypnotizing myself by looking in the mirror.”

With a faint smile, he took a cigarette out of his pocket. It was a bit difficult, since he could only use one hand, but he managed to take a drag.

“I am a person who has no regrets.”

RPK-16 opened fire, but he simply ignored her and lit himself. It was a routine, and an indirect sign of their relationship.

“And of course, I won’t do anything I’ll regret.”

A wisp of smoke fills the room. His aura fills the room, driving her away.
 


“You’ve grown up. You’ve grown too much to be called a child anymore.”

She had been playing with the stolen eye, rolling it around, for some time now, and had already sat down. The excitement had faded, and only her usual suspicious smile remained.

-Kudangtang!!!

That was the sign. The moment the commander blinked, he was face down, and she was on top of him.

In her hand, she held a syringe—a brainwashing device. She held the vicious object against the commander's head, smiling faintly.
     


“So, let me make you a child again.”


Sweet love confession
 


Magnets of opposite poles attract each other.

Magnets of the same pole repel each other.

It's a truly ironic phenomenon. The characteristic of a magnet, which repels those who are identical to it and draws those who are its opposite, was now fragmentarily depicting the relationship between the two.

But there must have been a way to make magnets of the same pole touch each other.

“Ugh…….”

“Stay still. If you move too much, you could get hurt worse.”

The first is to suppress it with a force stronger than magnetism. And that's what she was doing now.

"Now, Commander. Just take a nap. Just a little dream, and then everything will be over."

And the second is to flip the magnet over.

Magnetic monopoles do not exist. All magnets have both a north pole and a south pole, so there must be a different pole on the opposite side.

That was her plan. She wanted to overturn the very foundations of the Commander, forcing them to become one.

There was no hesitation. Regardless of the commander's will, the injection went straight into the nape of his neck, and her finger pressed the piston.

"ah……."

A strangely suspicious blue liquid enters the commander's body. His vision gradually becomes cloudy, and his movements become increasingly slow.

At that moment, when everything finally stopped, RPK-16 felt an overwhelming sense of emotion. Finally, he wrapped himself in his own body and trembled, unable to contain his surging emotions.

Joy, excitement, thrill, rapture, happiness, delight, pleasure, delight. All kinds of dynamic emotions could be attached.

Slowly, very slowly, she carefully lifted the commander, as if she were cradling a baby. She slowly lifted him, who was now part of her family.

He gently caresses her head, then moves to her cheek, and at that moment, he is about to kiss her gently.

"……hi."

He opened his eyes.

“……What now.”

What was surprising was not just that he opened his eyes. His eyes, which should have been glowing gray, were somehow glowing 'yellow.'

It was a familiar color. It was the same light as the eyes of someone she knew well.

“If you resemble me in a bad way, then this kid resembles me in a similar way.”

The commander who had spoken thus forcefully swung the blanket covering him. A thick cloud of dust rose into the sky, obscuring their view. In that brief gap, she barged in.

-Phew!!!

A powerful explosion shook the entire room. The shock was amplified by the cramped, confined space, and the RPK-16 lost sight of its commander.

But he didn't hit the floor, because the yellow protagonist himself appeared and caught him.

“The firewall of the eye has finally been breached.”

“You were the one who told me the code in the first place♪”

It was UMP45. The secret location of the RPK-16, which would have been impossible to find, was solved by hacking into the eye and accessing it from the inside.

And of course, her arrival here meant that the rest would soon follow.

“You!!! You bad guy!!!”

“Commander! Are you alright?”

"half!!!"

SOP2, AR-15, and Adeline appear with a rousing greeting. RPK-16's face, for the first time, shows confusion, then a smile. It was a truly historic moment, a moment of mixed emotions.

“……It’s not that I didn’t expect you to come here. But why are you okay?”

These were the words he blurted out as he looked at the empty syringe. Feeling a little pity for him, the commander decided to explain it himself.

“I’ve been taking sleeping pills consistently for the past year, and crucially, I was given all sorts of drugs by AN-94. I really wanted to die back then, but now that I think about it, I’m just grateful.”

He was lucky. The brainwash she used was based on a sleeping pill, and had similar properties to the drugs AN-94 had been consistently administering to him. This prevented the drug from having much of an effect on him, who had developed a tolerance to it.

“Hahaha…… Ahahaha…… That’s right. It’s really, really, crazy. But…… But…….”

She regained her smile, sat up, and picked up her gun. RPK-16 never gave up.

“Is it just my imagination that makes it seem like I have trouble controlling my body?”

“Is it just my imagination?”

Of course, it wasn't completely ineffective. As evidence, the commander didn't ask UMP45 to step down.

“It’s simple. The problem can be solved by administering a different drug or administering the same drug at a dose just below lethality.”

“Why don’t you take care of us first? Traitor.”

The AR-15 rushes in. Having already used up all its ammunition on the way, she opts for close combat, which the RPK-16 obviously doesn't want.

He kicked the ground and moved backwards. He quickly gained distance and aimed his gun at the AR-15, but SOP2 wouldn't allow it.

“You!!!”

"illustration."

But RPK-16 had even that in mind. Quickly lowering herself, she escaped SOP2's grasp and rolled the grenade at her waist. Unable to change position mid-air, SOP2 was caught in the blast and blasted far away.

“SOP2!!! Ugh…….”

It was a situation where the commander should have given orders, but he still hadn't recovered from the side effects of the drug. Although he hadn't lost his memory or his mind, maintaining consciousness was practically a miracle.

“……Commander, hold on tight.”

In the end, the incompetent UMP45 stepped forward. After handing command over to Adeline, she too entered the heart of the battlefield. As the only one of the four with ammunition, her ability to change the game was certain.

“Oh my, aren’t you the kidnapper?”

“What do you have to say?”

He tried to calmly lash out, but it had no effect. He retorted in a tone completely different from the one he used when addressing the commander, then aimed his gun and immediately pulled the trigger.

Tadang, tadang, her gun spits fire, the sound deafening. Bullet should be met with bullet, but knowing she's outnumbered, RPK-16 quietly retreats to cover.

And the AR-15 thought it was really ugly.

-Degururu… … .

"oh."

It was a judgment worthy of an explosives expert. Exactly three grenades rolled into cover, and a crack appeared on RPK-16's face.

-Kwaaaang!!!

“Guys!!”

“Half! Hold on tight!”

As multiple bombs exploded simultaneously, the entire enclosed space began to collapse. As the building was underground, the collapse of one bomb caused multiple bombs to collapse simultaneously.

The shaking floor left everyone unable to keep their balance. Adeline barely managed to grab onto the wall. The commander holding her was safe, but if time continued, they would all fall underground.

“Ahahahaha!!!”

And the biggest problem is that the RPK-16 used that explosion to reach the commander.

“RPK!!!”

Even though her body was covered in soot and wounds, she didn't stop. Laughing wildly, she began to express her emotions with all her might, and then grabbed the commander's right arm.

“Let’s go together!! Commander!!!”

And that decision divided everyone's joy and sorrow.
“45!!!”


When the Commander called her name, UMP45 cut off the Commander's dead arm without hesitation. More precisely, she cut along the dotted line he had previously marked while wiping the dust off.

Even though they didn't say anything, I could tell. They were 'mutually understanding.'

“SOP2!!!”

When the commander called her name, SOP2 came to her senses and rushed forward, blowing the RPK-16 far away.

It didn't end there. He still had one more name to call.

“Explosives expert!”

“……Why is it only me who has that name?”

His tone was discontented, but his actions were definite. As the RPK-16 lost its balance and plummeted, the AR-15 personally placed two more grenades on it.

“Take this and get out.”

Despite AR-15's cold words, RPK-16 still held on to her smile. Turning her gaze to her commander, she smiled brighter than ever before and held her severed arm tightly.

“I love you, Commander.”

-Kwaaaang!!!

With the floor completely submerged and everyone clinging to Adeline alone, the commander summarized the chaos that had unfolded today in one sentence.

“Your confession is so sweet it’s rotting my teeth. Seriously.”


Masks and Family
 


Back in time, here, the IWS-2000 had pierced Molido's prosthetic arm. She calmly demanded M4 use the "Snow Wedge."

The M4 hadn't used the Seolhan Wedge even once since entering the factory. While its firepower was guaranteed, it was so powerful that others were likely to be caught in its crossfire.

Angelia, who knew its power, also ordered that it be used only in the worst possible situation and not at all, but IWS-2000 smiled and asked her to use the weapon on the opponent right in front of her.
“…….”


That's why M4 was in agony. Contrary to the danger, it was the right thing to do to turn the situation around.

She slowly turned her head to Angelia, who nodded silently. Even if she left it alone, the IWS-2000 was certain to die anyway.

Finally, M4, steeling her resolve, slowly raised her weapon. The large, massive cannon pointed at Molido, and a look of shock crossed her face.

“This… let go!!!”

I tried desperately to break free of the IWS-2000, but I couldn't resist the madness of her, already one with the prosthetic arm. Even the usual politeness had vanished, revealing Molido's current state of confusion.

“……Personally, I really hated it. However, I can't help but respect your current resolve.”

-Phew!!

Finally, the trigger was pulled, and the shells began to fly towards Molido.

“Ugh!!!”

But Molido managed to escape. He pulled out the prosthetic arm embedded in his back and quickly kicked the ground, retreating.

If things continued this way, it was clear that the IWS-2000 would be the only one left to die, a bleak scenario. At that moment, when everyone's expressions hardened, sensing the future, she stepped forward.

“……I didn’t know I would do this again.”

A gunshot rang out, accompanied by the flat sound of an M16. The bullet, accompanied by a burst of flame, struck the missile's tail fin, deflecting its trajectory.

"……lie."

-Kwaaaang-!!!

In the end, the missile flew past the disabled IWS-2000 and towards Molido, and with a pitiful final whimper, Molido was erased from the world.

“Ugh!!!”

“Sister!”

However, the force was so powerful that not only the IWS-2000, which was closest to the ship, but even the M16, which had approached to correct its course, was caught in the swarm. They were blown far away and crashed into a wall.

IWS-2000 was completely destroyed. Her right leg was completely crushed, and a large hole was left in her abdomen. Her eyes no longer held light.

The M16 fared somewhat better. While there were differences in basic body performance and the range was significantly longer, the loss of consciousness was the same.

But her life was safe. M4, upon checking her condition, breathed a sigh of relief and laid her down gently. Then, he slowly turned his gaze to the lost Nitos.

The end was in sight. Nito was no longer a backbone, and M4 was no longer hesitant.

“Everyone, fall down.”
***


Ultimately, the situation was quickly resolved. Nito, unable to withstand the M4's overwhelming firepower, was reduced to a handful of ash. And with his range control perfectly controlled, no one else was caught in the crossfire.

“……What about IWS-2000?”

M4 rarely worried about IWS-2000. Although he hated her, he couldn't help but praise her for her efforts now.

“It’s a bit tight, but I think we can recover the core.”

As he said that, UMP9 slowly walked over and caressed the body of the IWS-2000, then took out something shiny and put it in his bag.

"ha……."

M4 sighed deeply and continued to support M16. It felt a bit ironic that the sister who had always supported him was now closing her eyes in his arms.

“Commander…….”

"I just got a call. The situation is over. They're doing pretty well, and they're trying to wrap things up now."

Even though the question wasn't finished, Angela, who knew what was going to happen anyway, continued what she wanted to say.

"Let's go find an escape route. There's a place I saw earlier. We'll just have to go there."

With that, Angela began to walk with heavy steps. The chaotic day was finally coming to an end.
***


Everyone stood there in a miserable sight of falling debris and musty smoke rising, a place that would become someone's grave and the ultimate expression of desperation.

“……I’m having a hard time,”

“Oh, I’m sorry.”

To be exact, it was hanging.

“Is everyone okay?”

“I’m fine, except my left arm is gone!”

“I’m fine, except for the creaking noise in my joints.”

“……Isn’t that okay?”

“What would you like to say, Commander?”

It was a remark filled with a hint of resentment and a great deal of sadness. As AR-15 said, the commander was right in the worst of circumstances.

His left eye was empty, his right arm was completely nonexistent, he'd been injected with some strange drug, and, crucially, he was human.

The doll's damaged parts could be replaced with other parts. Even though the AR squad couldn't back up its mind map, it was certainly possible to repair some of the damage.

But he wasn't the commander. His left eye had long since vanished, and his right arm, which might have been salvageable, had vanished along with the RPK-16.

“Guys, I’m really scared.”

Thanks to this, the commander was the center of everyone's attention. There was worry, sadness, and a hint of resentment.

“Let’s finish this first, it’s not over yet.”

“What does that mean?”

“That girl isn’t dead yet.”

There was no evidence. It was just anecdotal evidence, but he was certain.

"I'll finish up with Adeline and come back. 45. You contact Angela and take care of the rest."

“Do you really have to go just the two of you? Right now….”

“Please.”

UMP45 was about to say something, but seeing the serious look in his eyes, he quickly gave up. After confirming that the two had silently ascended to safety, the commander immediately descended underground with Adeline.

“……My eyes hurt.”

“I’m sick too.”

The gray fog emanating from the air stung her eyes. As she continued forward, stepping over the crumbling debris, Adeline's vision revealed her body, seemingly in better shape than she'd anticipated.

“It’s just a dummy. Ignore it.”

Adeline, startled, pointed her gun at him, but the commander didn't even glance at her and continued on.

Staggering, still suffering from the effects of the medication, he struggled to move, but he refused Adeline's help and walked on his own. He made the absurd excuse that he no longer relied on anyone.

After staggering without stopping, the two finally reunited with RPK-16.

“Haha… Nice to meet you.”

The condition was dire. An arm completely shattered. A leg barely attached. Black smoke billowing from the body.

But even so, she was clearly alive. Adeline, startled by her wondrous vitality, involuntarily took a step back, but then, upon seeing the commander's imposing figure, she steeled her resolve.

“……Don’t you regret it?”

"Not at all. You know what I'm feeling right now, right?"

“Then, aren’t you sorry?”
“…….”


She didn't answer. She just gave him a quizzical look, that was all.

“Seeing that you came here in poor condition… did you come here to finish things off?”

“That’s what it is.”

“Mr. Mahrian is watching, is that okay?”

“Did you really think such a cheap provocation would work now?”

Not even Adeline, let alone the commander, showed any change in expression. But RPK-16 continued to smile and stubbornly continued to speak.

“You’ve finally grown up, with your mask off and your family. It’s so wonderful.”

“That neatly summarizes my life so far.”

"Well... yes. If I were to briefly summarize your brilliant life, the path you've walked so far, these two words would be the most appropriate."

RPK-16, his body shattered to pieces, managed to get up. He slowly approached, step by step, but the commander knew his steps would never reach him.

"Mask and family. I can sum up your life in these two words."

She was satisfied. He wasn't. RPK-16 laughed. The commander didn't laugh.

But the feelings felt by the two beings now were the same.

The commander sighed deeply and pulled a worn-out pistol from his bosom. It was the pistol he had never left his person since the day his brother died.

"Do you know what this pistol is? It's the one that killed my father, mother, and my brother. It's been broken a few times, but I somehow managed to repair it and always carried it with me. I thought, if I ever die, it must be this one."

Even though the magazine was empty, RPK-16's face began to glow with joy. She knew the gun's secret.

“That’s why I always had one foot in the door. And I still have one foot left.”

Hold the gun with your left hand. Aim between your eyes. The trauma is no longer there.

“But, it’s no longer useful. I think it’s okay to use it.”

“Ahhh…… Ahahahaha!!! Commander…… Commander!!!”

Although he had indirectly threatened to kill himself, RPK-16's face was filled with a smile. Adeline felt an indescribable fear as she watched his body, mangled to the point of destruction, and his expression grotesque.

“You killed me with the gun that killed your family, Commander… If that’s the case… If that’s the case… Are you finally accepting me as family?”
“…….”


The commander didn't answer. He simply gave a sympathetic look and pulled the trigger.

“See you in hell.”

-bang!!

The last bullet, fired with such hope, pierced the RPK-16's forehead.

That was the end. The bitter relationship between the commander and the RPK-16 ended.

But his expression was not good. Even though he finally reached the end, he simply smoked his cigarette in silence with a bitter expression.

"……under."

He immediately tried to light it, but the lighter had long since disappeared in the chaos that had ensued. The commander finally stuffed the cigarettes into his pocket and turned away without saying a word.

-Commander. Are you alright?

“Ah. Miss Angelia.”

Just as I took my first step, Angelia's voice came through. The commander, still with a bitter expression on his face, answered in a lower voice.

-I heard from UMP45. He said the situation is over?

“……Yes. Everything, everything is finished. How about you?”

-We too... ... are finished, huh. I'll explain the details when we meet.

"Situation over." It was the word we most desperately wanted in this hellish situation, but neither of us felt particularly good.

“Yes. I’ll be there soon…….”

-Excuse me for interfering, but we're in big trouble.
-45?


It was a sudden intrusion. When Angela questioned her, she quickly added.

"We've been having such a blast that the ground is crumbling. If we keep going like this, it's only a matter of time before we're buried alive, but there's an even bigger problem."

UMP45, who had said so, sent a photo to the two, and a faint smile appeared on the commander's face when he saw the photo.

“There’s a fire.”

-Uh. I think the bodies of the Nitos got tangled up and short-circuited. We're really running out of time. Didn't you say you were going to secure an escape route? Angelia.

-I just came to that escape hatch... ...Unfortunately, the entrance is blocked? It looks like the aftermath of the explosion caused it to collapse all the way here.
“…….”


The commander said nothing. He simply stroked his left eye, his right arm, and then Adeline, then smiled with confidence.
 


“What are you doing now, M16?”

-Huh? It'll take a long time to explain in detail, but for now, he's unconscious. His life is not in danger, so don't worry.

His smile gradually grew wider, then settled, leaving only a gentle smile. As he gently stroked Adeline's hair, the gloom from earlier had long since vanished.

"Don't worry. There's an escape route I found earlier with the M16. It's an emergency elevator, and if you minimize the weight, you should be able to get out just in time."

-Ha, you really made up your mind.

"Of course. Who am I? I'll join up with UMP45 and head there soon. Just wait a moment."

The commander, who had just turned off his communicator, sat down and looked at Adeline. Having been listening to everything from the sidelines, she, too, understood the situation.

“Shouldn’t we go quickly?”

“No. Before that, I have something to say. Listen for a moment.”

The commander, leaning into Adeline's ear, began to whisper something long and deeply. Her expression changed as she listened, finally taking on a look of determination.

“What do you want to do? You choose.”
     

“…….”

     


She took the commander's hand. It was enough of a gesture to be considered a response, and the commander smiled bitterly.
     


“……Yeah. I guess so.”
     

 



A Liar's Last Truth
 


“Everyone worked hard. It’s time to go home now.”

These were the words I blurted out as I joined the party of 45. Everyone was momentarily taken aback by my smile, but soon they too snickered.

“Commander, are you okay now?”

“Okay. We can do what we did today again. Do you want to?”

“……We will politely decline that.”

SOP2 smiled brightly, and AR-15 smiled softly. It was the perfect scene to showcase their differing personalities. Of course, watching them, my smile grew even wider.

“45. Take this.”

"……cigarette?"

45, who had taken the cigarette pack from his bosom and thrown it away, gave me a questioning look. It was time for an explanation.

"I'm really going to quit now. You take care of it somewhere appropriate."

“Hmm♪ Do I really have to do this?”

It was the first time in a year that I had seen that sly way of speaking and charming smile, and I was happy to see that.

“Do whatever you want. It’s yours now.”

He walked forward, chattering so earnestly. His body felt heavy, but strangely, his feet felt incredibly light.

“Commander!!!”

“Hasn’t it even been an hour since we broke up?”

As I continued forward without stopping, M4 appeared in the blink of an eye and embraced me fiercely. UMP45's face briefly darkened, but given the circumstances, she was somewhat restrained.

“Are you guys okay? Hello, Angelia!”

I gently stroked her back and greeted Angelia, who met my eyes. Then, I felt her embrace grow stronger, and I quietly focused on her.

"My sister has fainted, but she's not in danger of dying. She'll wake up soon."

“Tell him to wake up late. When he wakes up, he’ll run away again.”

“And…… Mr. IWS-2000…….”

M4 continued speaking in a slightly subdued voice. It was a bit surprising that she, who usually shunned the IWS-2000, would call her name in such a mournful voice, but that was enough to give me an idea of what had happened.

"Yeah. Okay. Don't say anything. It's okay. Did you retrieve the core?"

I slowly turned to face her and smiled faintly. Instead of answering, she nodded slightly and tried to hug me tighter.

“I don’t have time, so let’s do that♪”

If only there wasn't UMP45.

It was certainly true, but it felt tinged with selfishness. Naturally, M4 knew this too, and his expression hardened into a cold grimace.

“We’re having a great time, could you please go over to the corner?”

“Well? The commander has been with me all this time. Shouldn’t you go?”

Before the conversation between the two women could become heated, I hurriedly left and moved to Angelia's side. I knew that if I stayed between them, I'd be the one getting hurt.

“How is it, is it okay?”

"My mind is clearer than ever. It's my arms and eyes that are the problem."

He waved his remaining arm, boasting to Angela. She looked at him with pity for a moment, then sighed and shook her head.

"I'll get you something decent. I'm good at that sort of thing. You'll ask Persica for the eyes, like you always do, right?"

"I'd like to... but I don't think I'll ever be able to use this. I can't feel anything, so I think my nerves have melted or there's something wrong with my brain."

Then, I tapped her empty eyelids, and her sigh deepened. Before the mood could get any more tense, I quickly changed the subject.

"There are three escape routes. The main gate that Angeliga explored. Trying to break through here could lead to being buried alive, so give up. The second is the secret door discovered by 404. This requires a card key, but it would take too long to break through with electronic warfare, so we've dismissed it."

“Then what about the elevator you were talking about?”

"We're going now. It's a little cramped, but if we reduce the weight, it'll be fine."

His expression was definitely better than before. I didn't want to worry anyone in this situation, so I thought it was the right choice and continued on. Then, someone familiar caught my eye.

“Commander!!!”

“UM…… Woof!!”

I tried to greet UMP9 as she ran toward me, but she hugged me faster than I could call her name. This caused me to bend over, feeling a sharp jolt to my stomach, and UMP9 didn't miss the opportunity.

“Okay, Commander. Was it hard?”

He naturally grabbed my neck and gently pulled me to his chest. I resisted, of course, but the difference in strength was evident.

“Huh huh……Commander……finally…….”

It was exactly the same as what happened to RO the other day. Even the lines were incredibly sinister.

“Hey! What are you doing now!”

It was HK416 who saved me. She reached us before I knew it, quickly separating me from UMP9, and UMP9 gave me a cold, cold look.

“Haa… Commander. Are you okay?”

“I don’t have a left eye and I don’t have a right arm, but it’s okay.”

His tone was playful, but HK416 wasn't one to be fooled. He slowly caressed my arm and eyes with such a pitiful look in his eyes that I, too, felt the need to become serious.

“It’s really okay. I was prepared for this from the beginning.”

Did he understand my feelings? HK416, who was looking at me with a stern expression, raised the corners of his mouth just slightly.

“……Still, please be careful next time.”

“Then, now there really is nowhere to cut.”

As I said that, I waved my remaining arm around. What came back was a sigh, and I smiled bitterly.

“……Commander.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.”

Perhaps I was too focused on the conversation. G11 called out to me, tugging at my collar, and only then did I become aware of her presence.

Even though I only had one hand left, I could lift her with a G11. Carefully lifting her, careful not to let the wires get in the way, she looked incredibly happy.

“It’s been a while since I’ve done something like this.”

“……Yeah. It’s been a while.”

Even though it was connected to the battery box, its tension was so low that I could tell the battle was intense, draining the entire box's power. I was so impressed by the child's accomplishment that I decided to reward him.

“……Uh, uh?”

“Huh, Commander?”

“What the!! Me too, me too!!!”

In fact, despite the grandiose name of "gift," it was just a regular cheek kiss. But it wasn't ordinary to them, as they reacted with vehement enthusiasm.

G11 blushed and fainted, while HK416, initially surprised, then looked at him with envious eyes. UMP9 even whined openly.

“Take the sleeping princess.”

Of course, I lightly dismissed it. I carefully handed the G11 to HK416 and unplugged the attached wires. It was too heavy to be carried in the elevator, so it was best to leave it here.

As we began to feel the ground shaking, an elevator appeared before our eyes. It was neither too big nor too small, just the right size.

“Go in with as little weight as possible. Put the sleeping ones in first.”

Adeline nodded slightly and placed the M16 in place. But judging by the carelessness with which she placed it, it seemed like she had some selfish motives.

“I guess I should throw away the gun?”

“SOP2 also went on a diet.”

With those words, UMP9 tossed the gun aside. Then, one by one, people silently began to discard useless items.

So everyone except me, M4, and Adeline boarded the elevator. The elevator, barely holding its weight, made a slight groan, but it was still fine.

“By the way, M4. Do you remember talking about novels with me before?”

"Of course. I remember everything I shared with you, Commander, as it's a precious memory."

“……Is that so?”

Those words were spoken with a slightly bitter smile. I pressed my temples for a moment before continuing.

"I'm just asking out of curiosity. Do you still think sacrifice is a noble act? You've been through so much in your life."
“…….”


There was no answer. She closed her mouth, and I waited for her.

“Well… I don’t know.”
“…….”


This time, I didn't answer. I just smiled faintly and looked at her quietly.

“M4. Do you think I deserve to make selfish choices?”

"Oh, yes. Of course. No matter what, you've always lived your life thinking of others before yourself."

"Yeah. Okay. Then, just this one last time, I have to live selfishly."

It was a word mixed with a hint of worry and hesitation. Thanks to it, I was able to strengthen my resolve and stop walking without her noticing.

“Ugh…….”

At the same time, M16 woke up, and our eyes met. Noticing her expression hardening as she looked around, I immediately gave Adeline a wink.

“Get down now!!! Quickly!!!”

M16's shout startled everyone. To be precise, everyone except me and Adeline.

“……Commander?”

And it was at that moment that M4 stopped walking. Before I knew it, she and I were a long way apart.

“Eight.”

But that was all. Before she could react, Adeline shoved M4 away, sending her into the elevator.

-Maximum capacity. Closed.

The door closed, and everyone's expressions hardened. But mine still held a faint smile.

“I never said that ‘everyone’ can ride the elevator?”

“Commander… what is this…!”

“I’m sorry, Angela. But you didn’t lie, did you?”

I said I could get out by elevator, but I never said I could get out by myself. Even if I reduced my weight as much as possible, I could only get to Adeline.

But Adeline chose to die with me. She felt that a world without Mahrian and me was no longer worth living in.

"Commander? What are you talking about? No, are you kidding? I'm kidding!!!"

UMP45 screams loudly. I clearly liked the brazen look, but seeing him act like that makes me sad.
“…….”


He didn't answer. He just showed the sincere smile of a liar. That was all.

“Ban!! You…… You……!!”

Even the usually calm M16 couldn't hide her bewilderment. In fact, I was lucky, since she knew this elevator wasn't big enough to accommodate all of us.

“I’m sorry. But this is the best I can do.”

“Commander!!! What are you talking about!!! Commander!!!”

“Commander!!! Don’t lie… I told you not to lie!!!”

“Open it!! Open it!!!”

These were the words uttered by UMP9, HK416, and SOP2 in turn. They knocked on the elevator door, trying to force it open, but the door was too solid to allow it.

“Lies… It’s a lie… It’s a lie… Right, Commander? Knowing that sacrifice is more selfish than any other action, there’s no way you would do that!!!”

“……I’m sorry. But I’m being selfish today.”

M4's face was obscured by the rising smoke. The elevator began to glow, and I, sensing that time was running out, poured out my last sincere words as a liar.

"There was a time when I thought I was the most unfortunate person in the world. I suffered unspeakable abuse, and I killed my father, my mother, and the most beloved family member of my life, my younger brother, with my own hands."

I wanted a family. I killed my true family, the ones I loved so dearly, with my own hands, and my parents gave me nothing but persecution, contempt, and misery.

“Into my life, which was filled with nothing but misery, into a life I thought I would never feel happiness, you brought happiness to me.”

So. These could be my last words. I'll speak my heart, without embellishment.

I drew a faint smile. I wanted my last appearance to be a smiling one.

“Thank you for showing me how to be happy, thank you for being my family, thank you for taking off my mask. And… and….”

Words I was not ashamed to say before, so now I can say them.

Tears welled up in my eyes. I couldn't figure out why, but I was certain it wasn't simply out of fear of death.

“Thank you so much for loving me…!! Thank you so much!”

A child who thought he had never been loved in his life finally grew up to realize how much love he had received.

“Commander!!!”

A desperate cry echoed. Hot tears flowed. So I tried my best to smile.

That was the end. Regardless of their will, the elevator slowly began to ascend, and I watched them slowly disappear.

Still, with Angela here, things will work out somehow. I'll be able to stop them from forcing their way back in.

"……half."

Adeline quietly took my hand. I smiled and took hers, walking slowly as we waited for the flames to rise.

“Don’t you regret it?”

"Yeah. Of course. I don't regret it even half the time."

“Yeah. Of course. I’m a person who doesn’t regret anything.”

As we walked on, the flames grew large enough to engulf us, and Adeline and I stood there in silence.

“……I’m sleepy.”

Adeline collapsed to the floor. I sat down next to her, offering my knees, and she naturally laid down, her head resting on my lap.

“If you wake up after a short nap, you will be able to see Mahrian.”

“……Yeah. I hope so.”

With those words, Adeline quietly closed her eyes, and the only sounds that could be heard were the sound of something burning and her own breathing.

I, too, quietly closed my eyes. Indeed, Mahrian's prophecies never go astray.

His eyes were gouged out, his arms severed, and his eyes closed under the flames. Although he didn't predict that he would be alone, it was still a perfect prophecy.

I gently stroked Adeline's hair. A faint smile appeared, and she smiled back.

Suddenly, a sound of something exploding began to be heard in the distance. It was undoubtedly the explosion of some remaining machinery, engulfed in flames.

Now it was truly the end. My path ended here, and there was no further path left.

Mahrian, Jin, Elsa. Did you see it?

I tried this hard.
***


The building collapsed and exploded. Everyone despaired at the sight, but there was no other way. All equipment was dormant beneath the building, and power had long since been depleted.

It took them five days to dig through the building. The basement was so vast, and they were extremely cautious, keeping in mind the possibility of life.

But the bodies of the two, no, all of them, did not exist.

There was only the RPK-16's gun and the commander's old pistol overlapping, that was all.


Our Story (Complete)
 

   

     

     


I wanted a normal life.
     


I didn't want any special abilities or anything.
     


I just wanted to live a normal and harmonious life with my family.
     


But in the end, the life I lived was far from ordinary.
     


Am I asking for too much?
     


Was it too much of a desire for me to want an ordinary life?
     


I've thought about that too.
     


Now that I think about it, my life wasn't all that bad.
     

     

     

***

     

     

     

     


In this place, filled with commotion and commotion, despair and sorrow, and countless people, the screen lit up with the unpleasant sound of an old machine.
     


-Ah, ah, can you all hear? You can hear me, right?
     


The man who appeared on the giant screen had an awkward smile on his face, and those who saw that uneasy smile had sad faces.
     


The protagonist on screen, the commander, was wearing surgical gowns. Judging by the absence of his left eye, it was clear he was about to be placed on the operating table.
     


-I set this video to automatically upload if I haven't logged in for 30 days. To put it another way, if you're watching this video, it probably means... well, I'm dead.
     


The commander's usual confident demeanor was gone, and he seemed to be preoccupied with something, unable to speak. Judging by the way he tapped his index finger diligently on the table, a thousand thoughts were racing through his mind.
     


After blinking his eyes about fifteen times without saying anything and letting out a couple more deep sighs, only then did his mouth open.
     


-Well, what can I do? It's my choice, and the responsibility is mine.
     


The awkward smile had long since vanished. Only the usual brazen expression remained. He began to scratch the back of his head, naturally.
     


-And if I turn this around, it means I knew I was going to die. To be honest, I'm not sure if it was true, but I'll leave this video just in case.
     


It was a low, calm voice that could attract attention, but if you think about it, no matter what his voice was, everyone in the room would have been unable to take their eyes off the screen.
     


-You are… …my family. You have supported me when I was falling apart, supported me, and always been my strength.
     


Before I knew it, the brazen expression had turned into a gentle smile. It wasn't a mask, nor was it an act.
     


It was the only true feeling.
     


-It was fun, I was happy. Being a commander can sometimes feel arduous and difficult, but I'm so glad I'm with you all.
     


The smile gradually grew, filling his face, and then the room. In that gentle smile, only a faint sincerity could be felt.
     


The raw, pure emotion was so pure, it left viewers with a flood of emotions. Some shed tears, while others smiled faintly.
     


-After reading an interesting book, I always wondered: Their story ends here, but where will ours end? Where will it end?
     


Although it wasn't a particularly flashy speech, nor was it an interesting topic, those present didn't think watching the video was a waste of time.
     


Those who remembered him reminisced as they watched his final appearance, which they would never see again, while those who saw him for the first time simply watched in silence.
     


I've dreamed of eternal happiness. More precisely, I wanted my story, your story, our story, to always remain joyful and happy.
     


One by one, sobs began to be heard. I had somehow managed to hold it in, but eventually the waves of emotion overtook my patience.
     


Emotions are contagious. The sobs, the smiles, spread from one to two, from two to three, and from three to everyone present, until it became impossible to express them in numbers.
     


If you think about it the other way around, it means that there were many people who valued him.
     


-But… …your story continues, but mine ends here.
     


The commander quietly closed his eyes. Many thoughts were racing through his mind on the screen, and he struggled to decide what to say.
     


-Our story ends here. Now, aside from my story, which is over, you must write your own stories.
     


But that was only for a moment. He soon opened his eyes and faced the camera. Unlike the various appearances he had shown, his sincerity remained constant.
     


-That's all I have to say. It's okay if I don't die anyway. Surely I won't die?
     


And it ended with the usual playful smile. With that, the screen turned off, and silence fell over the room.
     


“……These are the last words the Commander left.”
     


G36 was the first to speak up. It was she who brought the video of the commander's last moments to this place, where a harsh, hushed silence descended.
     


No one dared speak. No, even without that video, the weight of silence would have been the same.
     


Because this place was the commander's funeral.
     


The commander never returned. Despite days of excavation, not even a body was found.
     


Some cried that the commander was alive and that he would never die in vain in such a place, but the evidence did not lie.
     


An old pistol. The gun he always carried with him, the one that killed his younger brother, his father, his mother, and his family. A bundle of regrets that showed he was still trapped in the past.
     


The pistol overlapped the RPK-16's gun. The intense flames melted the two guns, completely merging them, and that was all that remained underground.
     


There was nothing. Only a few high-ranking Nitos with exceptional physical performance barely held their form. There was no trace left of the commander, Mahrian, RPK-16, or Adeline.
     


Even the IWS-2000, which always smiled and said it trusted its commander no matter the situation, lost its smile, showing how serious the current situation was.
     


In fact, the funeral had been discussed since the second week of the commander's disappearance, but those who denied the evidence along with false hopes opposed it.
     


But a week passed, and then another week, and they realized—no, they realized it long ago, but tried to deny it—that the commander was dead.
     


Although they had denied it until the end, they all shed tears at the words, "Let the commander rest in peace," and thus the funeral began.
     


The commander's tomb was inscribed with the following words: "The kindest and best man in the world. Michael Van."
     


The moment he took off his mask and revealed his name to everyone, and the first time he called himself a good person.
     


That's why those words are even more desolate.
     


He finally took off his mask and became an adult, but that was his last appearance. That radiant, most brilliant appearance was the Commander's last.
     


He remained undaunted until the very end. Even when the shadow of death loomed, he maintained his composure and prioritized others over himself. But if you look at it the other way, as he himself stated, it could be said to be an extremely selfish act.
     


And this is the result.
      


As mentioned above, the commander couldn't even find the body. Not the severed arm, not the long-lost left eye, nothing.
     


All that remained was his right eye, which was kept in SOP2's room, but of course, SOP2 would not allow it.
     


“No!!! This is mine!!! The Commander gave it to me!!!”
     


It could be called childish, reckless whining, but everyone knew it was the commander's last remaining possession, his last desperate attempt to avoid losing his body.
     


No one thought it possible to break her stubbornness. No persuasion, no compromise, no bargaining—none of it worked.
     


In the end, M16, who saw that sight, let out a sigh that he had gathered from his dantian and talked with SOP2 in the room for about an hour, and after the door opened, only SOP2, who was crying and rolling his eyes, and M16, who had received the handover with a miserable expression, were present.
     


The story so far is that the coffin containing the eyes that were barely transferred was buried in the ground, and a funeral was held, when G36 suddenly brought the video.
     


Those present mourned their commander in their own way. Some shed tears, unable to contain their emotions, while others, somehow concealing their emotions, attempted to send him off with a stoic demeanor.
     


Or, there were those who did not belong to either group and closed their eyes in silence, but the proportion of those who shed tears was high.
     


Kruger, Helianthus, Angelia, Persica, and those who had never known him before were among those who quietly closed their eyes. It was their way of remembering him, their way of honoring his passing.
     


Those who tried to hide their emotions and send them off with an indifferent look included the M16, AK-12, and AK-15.
     


AK-12 kept his eyes open. To be precise, he had turned off his emotional module. He knew otherwise he would be consumed by his emotions and collapse.
     


AK-15 forced himself to hide his emotions. More precisely, he was agonizing over how to express them and what would change if he did.
     


And M16 was more complicated than anyone else.
     


She knew that the elevator couldn't accommodate all the passengers.
     


So the commander took advantage of her unconsciousness, and indeed succeeded. He left a large scar on her chest.
     


The immense guilt of not being able to stop him was gnawing at her heart. The thought that if she hadn't fainted, the commander wouldn't have died lingered in her mind, repeating itself over and over again. That was her daily routine.
     


Finally, all the rest were among those who could not control their emotions and shed tears.
     


“Commander…… Ugh…… Commander…….”
     


“Sob……sob…….”
     


“Commander!!! Commander……!!!”
     


The tears wouldn't stop. A ceaseless wailing echoed, some wailing in despair, others losing control of their emotions and lashing out. That was all.
     


It was a place truly aptly described as a mess. The void he left was immense, leaving behind only a sense of emptiness.
     


UMP45 wasn't shameless. She no longer showed any signs of emotion, a smile, her former fragile self still present.
     


She stared silently at the pack of cigarettes in her hand. At first, she couldn't understand it, but now she understood why he'd bothered to give her the cigarettes.
     


It was a declaration of sorts. He was leaving, and he was handing over the items that held his memories.
     


I close my eyes and search through my mind map, recalling memories. The stories we shared under the moonlight.
     


His appearance that I can no longer see.
     


Tears flowed, and they fell as rain to the ground. There was no one to receive them, no one to stop them.
     


“……Commander.”
     


Normally, HK416 would have been the one to take charge, but right now, she was in no position to care for anyone. She quietly sat beside G11, feeling the loss of her commander, and a sharp pain stabbed through her chest.
     


Of course, UMP9 was no different. Having lost her family, she now felt something she couldn't express in words, and could only stare at his grave with empty eyes.
     


It was hazy. Tears came to my eyes. That was all.
     


“Ahhh…… half…… half……!!”
     


Unable to contain his overflowing emotions, UMP45's hand tightened, but the cigarette pack remained intact. As it was the last thing he left behind, he vowed to keep it intact until his death.
     


M4 also had that mindset. She carefully placed the pendant the commander had given her around her neck, thinking, "I will never break this pendant."
     


Protecting the photo until the end is the way to keep the promise with the commander.
     


But despite the resolution, emotions still ran wild: sadness, despair, confusion, and tears that represented it all.
     

“…….”

     


She didn't make any harsh sounds, but her tears were vivid.
     


AN-94 was no exception. She stared blankly at the commander's grave, unable to hear a sound.
     


That's why it was even more scary.
     


It was almost as if it were a corpse. It made no sound, didn't move. Its expressionless expression of emotion was beyond indifference, terrifying.
     


But inside, she was rotten and decayed beyond recognition. Her emotions, festering and bursting, were so intense that I was certain no one could possibly bear them.
     


No one approached me. To be precise, it would be more accurate to say, "No one approached me."
     


Originally, one's own will was the most important factor in controlling one's emotions. However, what she needed most now, what she desperately yearned for, what she most wanted to see was...
     


"……half."
     


A desperate voice echoed through the air. I longed for him so much, I quietly called out his name, but even God knew not whether my words would reach him.
     


I place my hand on my empty heart, or rather, on my heart that has rotted and festered to the point where I can no longer feel any emotion.
     


She hasn't apologized yet. She hasn't talked about what happened that day.
     


So it became even more painful.
     


AN-94's clock no longer ticks, just like her world, which has stopped.
     


-Beep.
     


The atmosphere was so deadly that an alarm sounded on the AN-94's terminal with a sharp sound.
     


It was a thoughtless alarm that ruined the mood, but no one was listening anyway. AN-94 silently pulled out her terminal and, at that very moment, emotionlessly checked the contents, her pupils dilated.
     


-Today is my birthday.
     


“……Commander?”
     


I was surprised by the sender's identity, and then surprised twice by the content.
     


“Hey. Seeing so many people, is there some kind of festival going on?”
     


And I was startled three times by the voice I heard.
     


A familiar voice, a voice I desperately wanted to hear, a voice I definitely shouldn't hear.
     


Click. Her clock starts ticking, and the frozen world begins to move again.
     


“……Do you really have to come here? Can’t we just live together?”
     


“Ah, Adeline… It would be rude to say that….”

That wasn't all. Adeline, who had been with him, was second to none, and even Mahrian, who had been assumed to be dead, appeared before them in perfect health.
     


Silence flowed. Everyone's eyes were fixed on the room, and the protagonist responded with a slight smile.
     


“Oh my, it wasn’t a festival, it was a funeral.”
     


The red coat, the symbol of the Griffin, the V-shaped embroidery clearly engraved on the lower hem, and even the empty right arm—everything pointed to him.
     


Of course, there were some differences. He wore a white mask over his face, and his left eye, which should have been empty, was somehow glowing purple.
     


“……Commander?”
     


9A-91 was the first to speak. I called out to him with a trembling voice and even more trembling eyes, and he responded with a slight wave of his hand.
     


"how……."
     


Next was the IWS-2000. Her voice, uncharacteristically uncertain, was answered by the commander with a confident voice.
     


“Well, I guess even hell hates people like me.”
     


Everyone was convinced by the shrug and the sly words that flew in. That man was the man we all knew.
     


“……What on earth is that mask?”
     


"this?"
     


This time, it was the AR-15's turn. I slowly pointed at the mask with my shaking hand, and he tapped his own mask as he spoke.
     


"I somehow managed to survive, but the fire was so intense that I got burned. I didn't want you all to hate me for no reason, so I covered it up."
     


It was absurd. Those present were purely happy that he was back, no matter what form he took.
     


And of course, the commander knew that too.
     


"So, what I'm saying is, could you tell me? Then even a coward might find the courage to take off this mask."
     


Although it was hidden by the mask, everyone could see that the commander was smiling.
     


Without even needing to agree, those in the room said this at the same time.
     


“Commander… please… take off your mask.”
     


"gladly."
     


The man placed his hand on his mask. Slowly, very slowly, he lowered it, and beneath it was a face they knew well.
     


I'd said it was an ugly burn, but all it was was a very slight burn around my left eye. It wasn't anything particularly bothersome, and in some ways, I found it quite attractive.
     


“It’s nothing special…….”
     


The one who pointed it out was RO635. Her voice was clearly wet, as if she was feeling something between joy and emotion, but it wasn't because of sadness.
     


It wasn't just RO. There was no longer any feeling of sadness in this place.
     


“Yeah, that’s right, it’s nothing.”
     


The commander briefly caressed his own burns and then placed his hand on his chest.
     


"So, this thought occurred to me. Now that I look back, this wound wasn't that big of a deal. No one hated me. Why did I hide it so tightly, wear a mask, and distance myself from you all?"
     


At the same time, the commander tossed the mask into the sky. Everyone's attention was drawn to the pure white mask, which swirled and twirled in the air, and an ear-piercing cracking sound echoed.
     


With a loud bang, the bullet pierced the mask's forehead. The mask, struck by the impact, fell to the floor, and the commander tossed his pistol far away.
     


Guilt and regret no longer exist. It's time to move on.
     


“I’ve said this before, but I can’t think of anything else to say.”
     


And then, he draws a smile.
     


“I’m back.”
     


“Commander!!!”
     


Those words became the trigger, and everyone rushed towards the commander. Had Adeline and Mahrian not supported him, the commander would have fallen, completely shocked.
     


The mask that had been rolling on the floor under everyone's footsteps was completely shattered, but no one cared.
     


Because the mask was no longer needed.
     


“The commander is an idiot!!! An idiot!!!”
     


It was a mild tantrum from SOP2. It was clearly meant to be a criticism, but that made the commander smile even more.
     


Emotions are contagious. Eventually, the smile spread from one to two, then to three, and then to everyone present. Before long, everyone was beaming, but the one with the biggest smile was, of course, the commander.
     


“Thank you. Just everything.”
     


I wanted a normal life.
     


I didn't want any special abilities or anything.
     


I just wanted to live a normal and harmonious life with my family.
     


But in the end, the life I lived was far from ordinary.
     


Am I asking for too much?
     


Was it too much of a desire for me to want an ordinary life?
     


I've thought about that too.
     


Now that I think about it, my life wasn't all that bad.
     


Because I thought that the story we would create with them in the future would be filled with only happiness.
     


Without realizing it, I found myself laughing.
     

   

  

     


Take off your mask and become an adult.
     


Let's take off our masks and move forward into the future.
     


Take off your masks and become a family.
     

     

   

  

     

     


Mask and Family Complete
     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

***

     

     

     

     

     

     

     


Beneath the fiercely burning flames, a girl and a man closed their eyes.
     


The girl was sleeping quietly, leaning against the man's lap. Judging by the faint sound of her breathing, she seemed to be sleeping comfortably even under the fire.
     


The man was leaning against the wall, his knees resting on the woman's. His eyes were closed, and he was motionless, but he wasn't sleeping.
     


There was a being slowly approaching them. Step by step, the shadow gradually drew closer, and at that very moment, it finally engulfed the man.
     


“You said we’d meet in hell, but is this hell?”
     


“……Haha, as expected.”
     


He quietly opened his eyes and turned his gaze. He gazed at her with a relaxed gaze, the venom of the previous moment gone, and she simply smiled faintly.
     


“Did you know?”
     


The woman who came to find the commander was RPK-16. Although clearly hit by a bullet between the eyebrows, she returned to the commander relatively unharmed.
     


“If I really wanted to kill you, I would have destroyed your core, not your head, and I would have destroyed all the dummies I encountered along the way.”
     


But the commander knew that, or rather, he left her alone, knowing that she would return.
     


This wouldn't have happened if she had destroyed the pile she encountered in the first place, or if she had destroyed the core instead of the forehead. Just as she had read his thoughts, he could now read hers.
     


“Sit down. Let’s talk.”
     


RPK-16 sat down next to the commander in silence. A brief silence followed, but it was a brief silence, literally.
     


“Is there a reason you kept me alive even though you knew?”
     


“I just told you.”
     


Although I've been a bit evasive, this was the first time a commander had initiated a conversation. The emotional changes he'd experienced over the years played a significant role.
     


The commander silently pulled a cigarette from his pocket. He handed the pack to UMP45, but he had put the one he couldn't smoke earlier because he didn't have a lighter.
     


“Here.”
     


"thank you."
     


She offers fire, and the commander takes it. The actions that have been ongoing since their first conversation are finally bearing fruit.
     


Neither of them were surprised. They had the same thought and predicted the same outcome.
     


“May I ask why you wanted to talk to me?”
     


But as much as they were similar, there were also differences. RPK-16, unable to understand why the commander wanted to speak with him at the last minute, asked a question, and the corners of his mouth slightly raised.
     


“Just. It feels like we, who have always been running parallel, are finally on the same line.”
     


“……Hehehe. Yes. I see.”
     


It was a situation that brought a smile to her face. There were so many things she wanted to do, but she decided to listen to her commander first.
     


“The reason I wanted to become a doll was fundamentally because I hated my own weakness.”
     


He lived his life constantly whipping himself. He thought, "If only I had done better, if only I had worked harder, if only I had done more," and he always considered himself a pathetic and weak person.
     


The cause, of course, was trauma. Whether by accident or on purpose, he killed his younger brother with his own hands.
     


“But. I like who I am now. More precisely, I like who everyone loves.”
     


But somewhere between dreams and reality, after a heartfelt conversation with my brother, those were now just stories of the past.
     


“And by the way, do you remember the story about the Ship of Theseus?”
     


“Of course. It’s the topic I brought up.”
     


The commander tapped the floor silently. Tap, tap, tap, tapping something with his index finger was a habit he developed when lost in thought.
     


“I tried to gloss over it at the time, but to be honest, I think that the completely changed Ship of Theseus is a separate entity from the original ship.”
     


It was a refreshing voice. There was not a shred of hesitation in the way he poured out his pent-up sincerity.
     


“So, I ordered our kids to retrieve the core under any circumstances, and I repaired the broken parts of this pistol, but never replaced them.”
     


“Haha, as expected, it’s the same as me.”
     


“Yeah. Just like you.”
     


It was completely in line with her values.
     


Thanks to this, RPK-16's smile gradually grew wider. It was a useful moment to reaffirm the similarity between her and her commander.
     


“Commander, don’t you regret it?”
     


So she decided to ask one last question.
     


"what."
     


“You worked so hard, but don’t you regret that the result was death?”
     


Only when a person is truly unable to escape the clutches of death, no matter what they do, does their true nature reveal itself. This was not her personal opinion, but the essence of humanity, as proven by the long history of human history.
     


That's why she was curious. What would a commander in the grip of death look like?
     


Should I throw an ugly tantrum? Or should I try to act indifferent? Or should I just laugh like crazy?
     


It didn't matter what form it took. She was willing to enjoy whatever the commander presented.
     


As her anticipation grew, the commander quietly closed his eyes and exhaled a puff of smoke. It was a signal that an answer was imminent.
     


"doesn't exist."
     


"……yes?"
     


But what came back was a pure white sincerity.
     


“I have no regrets. I just have a little lingering attachment.”
     


The commander carefully placed a hand on Adeline's cheek. His folly was that she had chosen death herself, and that he had failed to protect the two from Pharadeus' clutches.
     


"I'm worried. Sacrifice is a selfish act. Will our remaining children be able to fill the void I leave behind with something else?"
     


The loss of something precious is a terrifying thing. The Commander knew the horror of loss, having experienced it firsthand.
     


So, I felt even more regretful. I wondered if those left behind would be consumed by loss. I wondered how much the tears I shed would weigh on me. Worry weighed heavily on my heart.
     


But it wasn't a regret. The commander always did his best and achieved the best results even in adverse situations.
     


“……I guess so.”
     


There was no lie. But that didn't mean there was no mask. Though he played into the clutches of death, he showed no regrets.
     


Thanks to that, RPK-16 was feeling an indescribable emotion.
     


He carefully handled the contents of his pocket. This drug, stronger than the brainwash he'd previously used, had clearly transformed the commander into a "child."
     


"It's my turn now. What about you? Don't you regret it?"
     


“I think this is an excellent answer to what I said earlier.”
     


“……Is that so?”
     


The commander raised the corners of his mouth and tossed the cigarette far away. The cigarette, caught in the flames, resembled a moth swooping into the flame.
     


"Then I'll ask you the question I didn't answer earlier. Don't you feel bad for everyone?"
     

“…….”

     


As expected, the answer was silence. Seeing this awkward scene, the commander steeled his resolve.
     


“I forgive you.”
     


“……What did you say?”
     


It was a rare sight, the smile vanishing from RPK-16's face. The commander gave a sly smile, and a chilling silence fell over the place.
     


There was no sound. No flames blazing fiercely, no machines exploding from overheating. In her world, only the Commander existed.
     


“Everyone makes a big mistake once or twice. You did it, I did it, and my kids did it too.”
     


He remembered the mistakes he and they had made to each other.
     


At the time, I was incredibly sad. It was painful, heartbreaking, and brought tears to my eyes, but looking back now, it was just a mistake, a thing of the past.
     


"It might be stranger for me, a stranger, to understand your feelings, but you said it yourself. We're alike."
     


The commander placed his hand on his chest and then reached out to hers.
     


Those words and actions were clearly directed at him by Mahrian.
     


“So, if I may dare to guess, it’s very vague, but you definitely feel guilty.”
     


“What does that mean?”
     


"huh?"
     


“Even if I feel guilty, that doesn’t make today’s tragedy go away, does it?”
     


It was an uncharacteristically orthodox statement. The beating around the bush had long since disappeared, and the commander could only snicker.
     


"Then let me ask you a question. If I hadn't forgiven you and had completed my revenge, would anything have changed? Would our twisted fate have returned to its proper place, and wouldn't my anger have burned like charcoal?"
     


It was an awkward metaphor, uncharacteristic of his. It surprised RPK-16 once more, and he continued speaking calmly.
     


"What do you think will remain when revenge is over? An indescribable sense of satisfaction? A sense of accomplishment at finally achieving your goal? A sense of liberation at having resolved a lifetime of karma?"
     


His voice grew louder, his words gaining weight. The conversation had long since lost control. He held the reins, and he was the one who could end it.
     


“Once revenge is over, all that remains is a bigger lump in the heart and emptiness.”
     


It was a somber conclusion born of experience. Indeed, after his revenge, he felt an indescribable sense of emptiness and despair.
     


That's why he knew that even if he took revenge on RPK-16, nothing would change.
     


“I’ve always only considered the results, not the process by which I ended up like this.”
     


The faint smile that had been lingering on his lips gradually grew into a bright smile. There was absolutely no trace of anger in him now.
     


“So, just close your eyes and look at the results one last time.”
     

“…….”

     


"Of course, Adeline's death is a great pain to me... but still, ultimately, it was her choice to remain here, and look at this. She's smiling."
     


The commander carefully stroked Adeline's head. The moment his hand touched her, the corners of her mouth rose, and RPK-16 saw it too.
     


"Mahrian wouldn't want that either. He wanted me to laugh, not be consumed by my emotions."
     


This time, he reached for the sky. Although the bare ceiling greeted him, there was an undeniable warmth in his heart.
     


“So, I’ll say it here. S09 Commander Michael Van, forgives RPK-16.”
     


And it ends with a smile.
     


“Keuheuk……keuhehe……hahahaha!!!”
     


RPK-16 laughed heartily. It wasn't the maniacal laughter of earlier, nor was it a mocking sneer. She was simply, purely, experiencing joy.
     


“Yes…… Yes…… It was a fight that I couldn’t win from the start.”
     


RPK-16, speaking thus, held something out toward the commander. The commander's pupils dilated upon seeing the object, and she smiled.
     


“I lost. You win.”
     


“This is…….”
     


"Yes. It's a card key. With this, you can exit through the secret door."
     


The commander looked at the RPK-16 with disbelief. She smiled, and the commander's expression hardened.
     


It was the complete opposite of before. He smiled, she froze, she smiled, he froze.
     


"really……?"
     


“Yes. Now you know there’s absolutely no reason to lie, right?”
     


Then, with a swish, he took the syringe out of his pocket and threw it away without hesitation. Seeing this, the commander felt certain and cautiously woke Adeline.
     


“Wake up, Adeline. It’s time to go home.”
     


“Umm... Ugh!”
     


Adeline slowly rubbed her eyes and woke up. RPK-16 entered her sight. Naturally, she assumed it was a crisis and immediately prepared for combat, but her commander's hand stopped her.
     


“Half-dangerous……!”
     


“It’s okay. It’s really okay now.”
     


A gentle hand reached out to her back, then slowly stroked it. It took only a moment for Adeline to regain her composure.
     


“We can go back now. Let’s go.”
     

“…….”

     


While it was true that Adeline was extremely wary of the RPK-16, her trust in her commander was even stronger. Ultimately, she chose to trust him, and it was the right choice.
     


“Haha, thank you so much for trusting me, I guess I should give you another gift.”
     


RPK-16, who had said so, cautiously knocked on his eyes. The commander questioned his actions, but what he soon returned to was confusion at his subsequent words.
     


“Mr. Mahrian is alive.”
     


"…………what?"
     


"…………what?"
     


"Think carefully about what I said. You're smart, Commander. You'll find the answer soon."
     


As soon as the words left his mouth, the commander's mind raced. He scraped together every bit of information related to Mahrian, desperately trying to find an answer.
     


At that very moment, lightning struck the commander's head.
     


Mahrian can know the future he sees firsthand. Thinking about this the other way around, she concludes that she cannot foresee the present future without witnessing him close his eyes under the flames.
     


That is, she is alive and is seeing him now.
     


And another word passed through the commander's head.
     


‘Mr. Mahrian is watching.’
     


I thought it was clearly an odd provocation, but now that I think about it, there was no reason to provoke in that situation.
     


If you combine that with the behavior she just displayed, namely the eye-knocking, and the fact that the picture in Mahrian's memory is of him staring at a broken monitor, the answer is, Mahrian is now.
     


“You… those eyes… no way….”
     


“Ding dong ding, Mr. Mahrian, you are now seeing the world through my eyes.”
     


Finally, the answer. RPK-16 gestured for them to follow her, and the two followed without hesitation.
     

     

***

     

     


“It’s here.”
     


Creak, the upper, isolated room, still barely lit, opened, and the woman inside raised her head with difficulty.
     


“Robin…….”
     


“Mahrian!!!”
     


The commander and Adeline, who had lost their minds, rushed to check on her condition and could not hide their shock at her serious injuries.
     


The wounds left by Molido were severe, even at first glance. Although the bleeding was stopped and the wounds were patched, the two men's faces were filled with sorrow at the sight of the massive wound.
     


But it was also true that she was alive. Her sadness soon gave way to joy, and the commander hurriedly assessed her condition.
     


It was a close call. The blade missed her vital organs by a tiny margin, preventing her from dying instantly, but the massive wound left behind would have been fatal.
     


"Mr. Molido left first, convinced Ms. Mahrian was dead. I had to distance myself from her for operational reasons, so I had time to spare and tried to dispose of Ms. Mahrian's body."
     


But even so, there were three reasons why she survived.
     


"But ta-da! Mr. Mahrian is alive, right? At first, I was just trying to make things easy, but then a funny thought occurred to me. What if Mr. Mahrian were alive and watching all this?"
     


The first was RPK-16's quirk. It was simple, but the most important reason. If she hadn't suddenly changed her mind, Mahrian would have been left a cold corpse.
     


"But then I started getting worried. The bleeding was so severe, I wondered if I could handle it."
     


The second is the item in Mahrian's bag.
     


“But my goodness, I didn’t know you were carrying something so precious.”
     


RPK-16, who had said so, pointed to the bandage wrapped around Mahrian's wound, and it turned out that the bandage was the item the Commander had given Mahrian when they set out on their journey.
     


He clearly said it with his own mouth: 'As long as my internal organs aren't damaged, I can survive even if my chest is punctured.' Those words actually came true, and Mahrian miraculously survived.
     


"And also, for some reason, there was a blood pack in the bag. It must have been something Persica had prepared for analysis, to prevent the Collapse Radiation."
     


The last reason is the blood pack of Mahrian that happened to be in the bag mentioned above.
     


She was right. The blood pack inside the bag was something Persica had previously extracted from Mahrian's blood for analysis.
     


And Mahrian kept the blood pack with her just in case. Her blood possessed the power to prevent the Collapse Radiation.
     


These three factors came together to miraculously save Mahrian, and that is where he is today.
     


“Ahhh…… Ma, Mahrian…….”
     


Adeline slowly soothed her, tears streaming down her face. Judging by her pale complexion, she needed to be rushed to the hospital.
     


There was no hesitation in their actions. Adeline carefully lifted Mahrian, and the commander hurriedly cleared the way.
     


“RPK! Quick!”
     


“Haha… Yes. Got it.”
     


Moving quickly, urging the commander, they arrived at the secret door in an instant. RPK-16 used his card key without hesitation, and with a slightly worn sound, the door opened, revealing a grand staircase bathed in bright sunlight.
     


“Ha, you’ve put on all kinds of airs, but you’re still surviving.”
     


Although his tone was filled with discontent, the joy emanating from him couldn't be hidden. To be precise, he felt an overwhelming joy at the fact that Adeline and Mahrian had survived.
     


“……Yeah. That’s fortunate. Really.”
     


The commander's voice was filled with relief, while Adeline's was filled with moisture. Their appearances were quite different, but their shared sense of hope was unwavering.
     


“……Commander. This.”
     


"huh?"
     


RPK-16 cautiously handed over the card key. The commander's expression hardened, aware of the implications of this gesture, and she smiled faintly.
     


“I’ll explain it to you. Let’s go together.”
     


“Unfortunately… that can’t be done.”
     


“……Why? Is it because of guilt?”
     


A moment of silence passed. Even Adeline's expression hardened, and she struggled to find a response. She quickly found the perfect answer.
     


“Just.”
     


It was his specialty, used when he wanted to muddle through a conversation. That's why only the commander could understand her feelings.
     


“……Instead, I have one request.”
     


As she said this, she plucked out her own eyes, neatly trimmed the wiring, and made them ready for him to use.
     


No one panicked. Everyone in the room knew what was about to happen.
     


"Because I can't see the future as a human. Use these eyes to show me the future you will create."
     


After she finished organizing things, she reached out and gave her eyes to the commander.
     


RPK-16 laughed. His smile was as pure and innocent as a child's.
     


“Show me the story you will create.”
     

“…….”

     


The commander, quietly accepting the sight, inserted it into the empty eye without hesitation. The nerve damage prevented a connection, but he was certain it would be used for the rest of his life.
     


The commander, with a bitter smile, carefully searched through his pockets, pulled out a pistol, and offered it to PRK-16. When she momentarily struggled to understand, he kindly explained.
     


“You gave me the future, so I will give you the past.”
     


“……Is that so?”
     


No need for a detailed explanation, I'd heard it before.
     


She slowly grasped the old pistol. It was in such a dire state that it looked like it would break at the slightest touch, yet she felt a profound sense of satisfaction.
     


“I won’t tell anyone else, because that’s what you want.”
     


“Oh, just a moment.”
     


“Ugh!”
     


Just as they were about to leave after exchanging their final farewells, RPK-16 grabbed the commander's arm, and the commander, who had lost his balance, landed in her arms.
     


“I really wanted to try it.”
     


"……I see."
     


“Oh, and this is a secret….”
     


At the same time, RPK-16 began whispering something in the commander's ear. As the story progressed, the commander's face grew more and more shocked, but she remained smiling.
     


“…………Really?”
     


"Yes. I scanned AN-94's mind map myself, so you don't have to doubt it. It's thanks to that that I knew your name and past in the first place."
     


“……Ha, they say the quiet cat gets to climb up the hut first. This is driving me crazy.”
     


It was a hollow voice, awash in a sea of emotions. After that, an awkward silence flowed for a moment. RPK-16 quietly turned around, and this time, the commander grabbed her.
     


“Do you have anything to say?”
     


"It's not some lame consolation, it's just something I wanted to say. In this place today, no, among all the people I've seen so far..."
     


The commander trailed off for a moment, but then the corners of his mouth slightly raised.
     


“You, right now, are the most human.”
     


“……What did you say?”
     


The smile vanished from her face once more. The commander scratched his head silently, and Adeline also looked at her quietly.
     


“Just. For some reason, I really wanted to tell you this.”
     


RPK-16 quietly bowed her head. The bewildered commander placed a hand on her shoulder, and her face, brighter than ever before, greeted him.
     


“Ahahaha!!! What on earth is that? That word that makes all my remaining regrets disappear.”
     


“……Is that so?”
     


That was the end. After exchanging mournful glances, the commander and Adeline turned away, and RPK-16 silently watched the three ascending toward the light.
     


Only after those who had been advancing towards the light, step by step, disappeared from sight did she slowly descend.
     


The light shone through her too. Whether she went up or down, there was a bright light, but she chose to go down.
     


When I came back down to the factory, the flames had already reached the entrance.
     


“……Ah, what a shame. If only I had known your true nature a little sooner, I wouldn’t have done this.”
     


She smiled faintly, her gun beautifully overlapping with the commander's old pistol. It felt good, like a sign that they finally understood each other.
     


And with one step. With every ounce of her foolishness gone, she moves toward the flame. Like a moth.
     


Only a moth knows the allure of flame. Even knowing the fate that awaits those captivated by it, they leap into death without hesitation. But is death truly the final destination?
     


Or is it a new beginning?
     

     

     



Epilogue + Review
 


“Hmm…….”

Wriggling, two familiar lumps cover my body.

No, to be exact, I felt it. My legs, my stomach, my chest, and my neck.

It was obvious where this would lead next. I had clearly warned him to take it easy, but he seemed to be paying no attention.

“……Come out.”

“……♪”

“Hello, Commander!”

With a short sigh, I roughly lift the blanket. Then, two familiar, almost cherished dolls greeted me.

“……45, 9. I told you not to do it today.”

“Kuk kuk, why are you bringing this up now?”

“That’s right!! And the one who left the door open was the commander! It’s the commander’s fault!”

It was a remark thrown with an ill-fitting shirt and coat fluttering in the wind. How could he be so shameless? I thought, pressing my temples together, but there was a far more important matter at hand.

“……Aren’t those shirts and coats mine?”

“Yeah. Is that right?”

"that's right!"

My sisters were happily sharing my shirt and coat. Because of their different frame sizes, the dress hung loosely like a dress, with the sleeves fluttering, but they seemed to like that aspect of it.

“Why on earth are you doing that?”

The problem is, this isn't the first or second time. Of course, my clothes have disappeared quite often, but I never expected it to be this bold.

“Well, I warmed it up in advance because the Commander might be cold. Commander, you know~ If you’re so tactless, you might end up being hated by women♪”

"This should be enough to remove all the smell! Here! Put this on, Commander!"

Nonsense and a frontal assault. As I tried to press my temples to calm my increasingly aching head, the door burst open and another doll came in.

“What are you doing now?”

It was the first thing she said as soon as she entered the room. Her charm lay in the innocence that emanated from her naturally plain appearance, but when her face was so distorted, her words were a different story.

And honestly, I don't really know what innocence is these days.

“♪”

UMP45 slowly turned his head, his gaze crossing hers—M4's. Her ominous topaz-colored eyes clashed with her zircon-colored ones, seemingly lacking something. All I could do was sigh.

While I was pressing my temple to stop UMP9, who was trying to sneak up on me while leaving the two behind, another familiar doll came in.

"Do we really have to fight now? You all know what day it is, right?"

A grimacing M16 came in and lightly slapped the M4 and UMP45. It was a familiar scene by now, and normally I would have just gone about my business, but today was a little different.

“Don’t worry. We always keep the line♪”

“……You crawled into the Commander’s bed like that, and you look so confident. Really, are kidnappers’ ideas always this twisted?”

“Huh? You’re a rapist.”

“Big…….”

“Phew…….”

It was a line somewhere between UMP9's innocence and evil. M16 and I had to hold back our laughter, and in return, M4's voice wavered slightly.

“……It’s not rape, it’s attempted rape.”

“Phew!!!”

At the next words, M16 couldn't help but laugh. M4's cold gaze flew at him, so M16 glanced away.

“……You’re a fugitive.”

“Hahaha!! That’s right!! An escaped criminal!! Puhahaha!!!”

I couldn't hold back my laughter either. M4's frosty words finally made me laugh out loud, and now it was my turn to receive M16's rebuke.

“……If you think about it, you know you’re also a fugitive, right?”

“Come to think of it, I think running away is the worst crime.”

After a while of rambling, I finally realized I was a little late and hurriedly went to wash up. On the way, UMP9 muttered something along the lines of wanting to shower with me, but I simply ignored him.

Even though I was missing an arm and an eye, it didn't really matter. They were already filling in for my shortcomings.

“Dry my hair~”

I roughly draped a towel over my head and stepped outside, only to find M16 still there. I smiled slightly and handed her the hairdryer, and she smiled back.

“Sit down. I’ll dress you up nicely.”

"yeah."

I sat down on the chair, quietly closing my eyes. A pleasant breeze blew, and even more pleasant was the touch of her hands caressing my hair.

I chuckled. I never dreamed I'd be living such a normal, happy life.

"hey."

"why?"

"thank you."

“……Huh. Okay.”

With those words, the hair dryer stopped, and M16 began applying wax to his hands. I hadn't waxed myself before, but after this, the person drying my hair began styling me to their liking.

I didn't really have any complaints. In fact, the bigger issue was that nothing would change even if I voiced my dissatisfaction.

“My black hair is starting to grow out. Wouldn’t it be better to dye my roots or just make it black?”

“If you dye it black again, I’ll do it then. If not, I’ll dye the roots.”

M16 shook his head. But judging by the slight upturn in his lips, it didn't seem all that bad.

“Hmm, good. It’s neat.”

“Do I really have to cover my forehead?”

“Of course. Here, put this on.”

After her hand passed through my hair a few more times, my hair ended up looking much neater than usual.

“You go first, I have a lot of work to do.”

“Okay. Thanks for your hard work.”

As soon as I waved off M16, I picked up my phone and checked the incoming texts. There were so many I almost hurt my eyes, but one message stood out.

-Good luck. I can't go because I have work to do. I'll send my kids.

Angela's encouragement. She may appear cold on the outside, but her warmth was deeper than anyone else's.

“Ah, Commander!”

“Hello, Commander.”

As I was busy writing my reply, two voices spoke to me. Naturally, knowing the person they were talking to, I greeted them warmly.

“9A-91, IWS-2000. Nice to meet you.”

They were always such a blessing to me. They were so much more than I could ever want.

“Are you ready? Today is the day.”

“Why are you preparing so much? It’s nothing special.”

“Haha, Commander, you’re an adult now.”

She smiled, and I smiled too. There was only smiles and laughter in this place.

"We'll go ahead too. Commander, please take your time."

With that, the two waved and left. As I walked forward again, a different group greeted me.

“Eeeee!! That’s right, that’s right!!”

HK416 was particularly harsh on G11. Of course, she was the one who took the best care of G11, but sometimes, don't you need a carrot instead of a stick?

The ball-shaped bulge, so long it was suspiciously long, made even my pronunciation slurred. While I was staring at it, lost in awe, the two of them spotted me.

“Ah, Commander.”

Just a moment ago, he seemed clearly angry, but seeing his expression change in an instant was truly admirable.

“So, why were you bothering the G11 bolt?”

“……Did you see it?”

“……Did you really think you wouldn’t get caught?”

HK416 blushed slightly. G11 had reddened cheeks.

“Commander!! 416 is harassing me!!”

I carefully lifted G11, who had run into my arms, his short legs moving briskly. Even with just one hand, G11 was still a child.

“Yeah, 416 was bad.”

“Commander! If you keep begging me like that, I’ll get spoiled!”

"Hey. But he's still a kid. What on earth did he do to deserve this?"

"Commander, do you know where they found that shirt? I told you that guy was wearing it as pajamas?"

“……Was that you?”

Correction: Now is the time for a whip.

“Huh, Commander?”

I carefully put the G11 down. Her expression hardened slightly as she realized something was off, but my hand didn't stop.

“Huhh ...

He grabbed her cheek and slowly stretched it. As expected from the most voluptuous member of our command, he showed off his reputation, proving it wasn't earned in vain.

But that was only for a moment. After all, my belongings had long since become public property here.

After returning the ball to its original position, I finished by patting her head a couple of times. There was still a lot of work to be done, so I couldn't spend too much time here.

“See you later.”

My steps toward Persica's lab were still light. Maybe it was just the lack of an arm that made it feel that way.

“Ah, Commander.”

“Commander!!!”

“SOP2! Wait!”

Two, two, and now three. But before I could even think, SOP2 lunged at me, and I was able to dodge her by turning around slightly.

“Ugh!”

He rolled to the floor with a strange noise. It was a gruesome sight, but no one was worried. They knew he was fine anyway.

“What are you doing here?”

“Oh, the microphone in the auditorium is broken. I went to the supply room and got a spare.”

As he spoke, AR-15 showed me two microphones. Having used them so long, I could easily tell which ones were fake.

“Got it!!”

“Ugh!”

SOP2, having regained consciousness, rushed forward. Thanks to this, it was my turn to make a strange noise. RO and AR-15 sighed heavily, forcibly removed SOP2, and dragged her away. I watched her struggle and struggle.

Now that she was out of sight, it was time to move again. I walked slowly, quickly reaching my destination and opening the door.

“Robin!”

“Class. Bye.”

He offered a sly smile in return. Mahrian brought his hand to his lips and gave a brief smile, while Adeline surreptitiously leaned in to hug him.

“Don’t stick to me and go to the auditorium quickly. I came here to find you.”

“Then let’s go together. Quickly.”

Those words were thrown out while he tugged hard at my arm. In the past, Mahrian would have panicked and tried to dissuade Adeline, but now it was just a part of everyday life, so she didn't really react.

“Are you feeling okay?”

“Of course. You know that’s the third time you’ve said that this week, right?”

It was truly a miracle that Mahrian survived. Even though he bore a large scar on his chest, he was still alive.

"Haha, let's go first. Adeline. Today's star is Robin, right?"

"……okay."

Adeline, realizing she was being ignored, puffed out her cheeks, and Mahrian skillfully soothed her. Recognizing that today was a special day, Adeline meekly backed away, and I watched her with a sly smile.

“When are these bitches coming again?”

I left the lab, grumbling for no reason. I glanced at the clock and saw it was already 9:50. While I was contemplating whether to head up, my guest finally arrived.

“Commander, we’re here~”

“It’s coming quickly.”

His tone was stiff, but the joy in his voice couldn't be hidden. AK-12, aware of this, opened one eye and smiled, "Hehe." I responded with my purple left eye.

“Nice to meet you, Commander.”

“Commander, are you feeling better?”

“You know that’s the third time you’ve said that this week, right?”

AK-15 and AN-94 in that order. With the audience gathered, it was time to go on stage.

“If we go together, we’ll have just the right amount of time. Let’s go.”

"good!"

With a swift movement, I barely managed to avoid the AK-12, which was trying to sneakily link arms with me as it spoke. Normally, I would have just accepted it, but now I had a discerning eye, and crucially, that eye was quite different when it came to the AK-15 and the AN-94.

"……under."

"……her."

A chill brushed the back of my neck. I slowly turned my head, and one of their eyes was blazing, the other was dying. Even without touching, it was this bad. If my reaction had been even slightly delayed, my life would have been shortened by about six months.

“……Let’s go.”

I walk to the auditorium, chilled by the cold. Because we didn't exchange a single word on the way, the weight of the frost that passed down my spine doubled.

“Hmm~ They’re all here.”

As expected, it was the AK-12 that broke the tense atmosphere. It turned its gaze toward me with a sly smile, and thanks to that, I was able to gather my wits.

"Okay. Listen carefully. This will be your first time hearing it directly from my mouth."

As I smiled, the mood instantly returned. AK-15 let out a faint sigh and the corners of his mouth slightly raised, while AN-94's dead eyes returned to their normal state.

“Commander!”

Just as I was about to step onto the stage, feeling satisfied, AN-94 called out to me. I turned my head slightly to meet her face, and a faint smile was plastered on her face.

“Good job, Commander.”

“I support you, Commander.”

Even with the cheering from AK-15, it was truly the ultimate reward. Feeling a sense of satisfaction beyond measure, I walked up to the stage preparation room with a brisk step.

“Hmm~ hmm~”

I hummed a song I'd heard before. It indicated that I was in a good mood and that I wasn't at all afraid of what I was about to do.

I stared blankly at the curtains, thinking of those who had given me strength. Those who had always believed in me and supported me.

There were too many. If I were to recite everyone's names, it would take at least ten minutes, so I stopped. Slowly, I pulled back the curtain and went up on stage simultaneously.

“Commander!!!”

"……swimming."

As soon as I pulled back the curtain, everyone's voices began to ring out. The sight of everyone, from the command staff to the specially summoned Rebellion, looking at me was truly breathtaking.

He slowly moved toward the pre-prepared microphone. His steps were brisk and his shoulders were incredibly light.

There was no hesitation in my hand as I held the microphone. No one could stop me now.

"It must have been a hassle, but thank you for coming all morning without missing a single one. It feels good to see that our command center is filled with only good people."

It wasn't just lip service, it was sincere. They always believed in me, supported me, and never hated me.

"I don't really like beating around the bush. I'll just get to the point."

As I closed my eyes for a moment to gather my thoughts, the events up to that point flashed before my eyes.

A relationship that started with a bad relationship with AK-12 at Rebellion, a memory of having his mask exposed by M16, after barely getting hired with a back alley identity.

I slowly took off my mask and met 9A-91, and saved IWS-2000.

After that, he was kidnapped by 404, but now it was just a thing of the past.

Although I wandered around for a while after M16's escape.

Of course, the wandering bird also created other connections. AK-15, Mahrian, Adeline, and… …RPK-16.

Well, after that, I lost my arm, went through a lot of ups and downs, but in the end, I am the one standing here proudly.

I open my closed eyes. Then, what greets me are my colleagues, my friends, and my family.

Close your eyes.

Open your eyes.

And says:

“Hey guys, do you like old stories?”

First of all, I'd like to express my sincere gratitude. No matter what anyone says, it's thanks to you, our readers, that I'm here today.

It was really fun. It's been a long time since I've been this engrossed in something.

But I also have a lot of regrets. There are many reasons, but the biggest one is my lack of writing skills, and the second is my lack of yandere skills.

As a yandere novel, I think the first part is far more complete. The second part has a rather long build-up, and crucially, the last episode has almost no yandere elements.

Actually, that's why I was a bit worried. Even I thought the last episode was a bit brain dead, and as a yandere novel, I thought it would be better to just wrap it up neatly after the commander returns.

Still, I don't regret it now. In the end, I've recovered most of the bait I've laid out, and I think the ending is definitely tied up. Of course, readers may have different opinions, but...

Another thing that's a bit disappointing is that the commander's age and build seem to be set too large.

If you set him to around 18 years old, and made him around 160 cm tall before escaping, and made him taller after escaping, similar to the AK-12, it would have been more appealing. Then, he would feel more like an adult, and crucially, he is much smaller than the AK-15, so it's something else.

And speaking of bait, I think this novel leaves a lot of bait.

There's also a lot of meaning attached to it. The constant mention of masks, guns, and liars is a bit of a mouthful, and the scene where the protagonist, who must ask someone to help him straighten his hair (to face the truth), cuts his own hair and witnesses the truth is a prime example.

So, if you watch it while giving meaning to each word and scene, you'll enjoy it more. You should watch it in one sitting... right?

Oh, by the way, there's one piece of bait that hasn't been recovered yet, and that's the scene in episode 114 where the commander gets angry at Persica.

To explain, there's a subtle hint in the story that Persica led the M16's escape (episodes 56 and 58), so she noticed that and did that. So, she saw it as a show to put an eye on the AK-12.

Later, when the AK-12 eyeball was introduced, it was supposed to be released along with a flashback, but it was decided that it would be inappropriate to put it in while fighting, so it was removed.

As a bonus, let's talk a little about the story. First, upon seeing the purple eye in RPK-16's left eye, most sharp-witted people, including Angela, intuitively knew what Alpaca's fate would be like. The commander didn't bring it up, so they didn't mention it.

Since it was a survival ending, I briefly considered saving RPK-16, but I thought the story would be more complete with its death, so I just killed it.

The person who will twist the Commander's fate in episode 118 is RPK-16 internally, but externally, it's Adeline. In fact, Adeline was not intended to appear.

Adeline was conceived 30 minutes before her appearance. She had to drive Narcissus out of the containment wall, and while pondering how to do so, she resorted to the method described in the story.

And sometimes, there was a need to add some licorice to the cold atmosphere between the Commander and Mahrian.

I'll list some of the changes that came up during the planning process. There are a lot of changes from my initial thoughts.

If I had to pick a few important ones, the number one would definitely be the AN-94.

Originally, An Gu-sa tried to maintain the weight of a loner as a loner. Like the AR-15 in Part 1.

But then I suddenly felt like I needed something hard. So I modified it a bit… … I didn't know it would become the craziest thing ever.

Thanks to this, I think the AK-15 and the boss are reversed. Originally, the boss of the escape episode was supposed to be the AK-15.

Oh, and the most important thing, originally I was going to kill Mahrian and the commander.

To be exact, if Mahrian died, the commander died, and if the commander lived, Mahrian died. That was the relationship.

While I was writing, a friend said to me, "Would people want to read a novel where the main character dies?"

That's right. One thing I've realized while writing novels is that, while short stories may be easier to digest, long stories allow people to become immersed in the protagonist.

I used to write a lot of short yandere stories, and in short stories, people didn't really care what happened to the main character.

But the long story was different. While some people cheered for the yandere, there were also quite a few who hoped the protagonist would overcome hardship and adversity.

So I decided to save the main character, and I looked at the mirror stage again to plan the story…

Molly, the bitch, decided to save Mahrian too.

Also, the original M16 position was supposed to be taken by G36. To be exact, after the 404 kidnapping, everyone was in disarray, so G36 sneakily opened the commander's room and placed a location tracker inside.

But somehow, my older brother ended up becoming the official winner of the first division. I actually didn't like the M16 that much, but after using it, I became very attached to it.

And also, originally I was going to have her get raped by Commander M4, but I'm not confident in the sex scene lol

After the commander returned, the kidnapping was expected to last a while longer. I happened to learn about something called body stitching, which is a technique for lightly stitching a person's skin without causing any harm.

So, after waiting, the Negev, who had become a hardy man, tried to embroider his name on the commander's skin without a buckle, but it became too complicated, so he just took it off.

That's pretty much it. This time, I'll talk about an episode I only had planned but didn't write—more precisely, a story I originally planned to tell as a side story. There are several reasons I'm not writing about it, but the biggest one is that I feel like I'm going to lose my mind any longer.

1: 416 tried to work by giving the commander a screwdriver (vodka made with oranges, it doesn't taste like alcohol so it's easy to get hooked) but got drunk himself and got robbed in return.

2: A story about a Christmas operation with an AK-12, Miley in a Rudolph costume, giving presents to children, and when the work is finished and the commander asks if he needs presents, he takes off his clothes and sees that the gift wrap string barely covers his important parts, and the commander loses his sanity.

3: UMP45 and Yas who like getting their butts hit

4: Make a bet with RO that it's rated 19+. (Touching the nipples)

5: While playing chess with M16, he jokingly called M4 X for chess, and M4, who was pissed, came to his place and tried to have sex with him, but he said he was tired from playing with the UMP sisters the day before and had a 3P with M16.

6 I found an AR-15 that came in while I was putting my face in the fan and going "Ah~~" with SOP2. I scolded them, asking what on earth they were doing, but after the two left, I did it once out of curiosity, took a picture, and that's it.

An angry Jinta runs towards him, but the Commander shouts at SOP2, “It’s a merger!!!” “Here? Are we merging, Commander?” and gets excited, but SOP2 just carries him on his back and runs away.

Yeah, that's about it. Most of them are rated 19+, so... hmm... something is wrong.

And we talked about a friend earlier, and this friend had some influence on the work.

It was originally a bit harder and more intense, but I reduced it because he told me to do it in moderation.

Like the commander's eyeball eating show in SOP2, the main character dying, or the jaw muscles being cut off and the jaw hanging down.

Thank you all! Without him, Mahrian would have died!

I also feel that part 2 is a bit too run-down, but honestly, I can't see the run-down stuff.

But I think the reason I was able to write this story was because I knew that the main character would be happy at the end. Otherwise, I would have run away in annoyance.

So it's a little sad. So many people have deserted. Sob, sob. It's all my fault.

There were a few narratives that I liked the most: Part 1's crow metaphor, Part 2's sandcastle and spring metaphor, and the AN-94 monologue in Episode 92.

By the way, I heard there's a major event for Sojeon tomorrow. It's so scary. As I said before, I'm not used to seeing things as intense and challenging as the main story of Sojeon...

Well then, I will now answer your last question and conclude.

1. I'm curious about the secret story that the alpaca whispered in the commander's ear!

I think it will be released as a side story someday. I don't know when that will be, though... ... Still, if you look closely at the work, you'll be able to make some inferences.

2. I'm really curious to know who will be the next wife to the commander.

Although he's a commander who tries to treat everyone equally, he unconsciously keeps giving M16s to everyone. Every time he does that, UMP45 and M4 get really pissed. Of course, no one gave him a ring.

And lastly, I'm also curious about the story behind the Iron-Blooded Dolls at the base.

I'll just tell you the story of the Iron Blood kids and the current status of some of the dolls.

Scarecrow: The commander, frustrated by the mask he wears all the time, asks him to take it off every day. At first, he refuses, but eventually, he takes it off and smiles slyly.

Xecutor: The commander enjoyed watching Xecutor's Indian dance, which was a habit of his, because he got drunk first while drinking.

Intruder: As a strategist, he often plays chess with the Commander. While the Commander is undoubtedly incredibly intelligent, he's still human and routinely gets swindled by puppets. The Commander, a frequent reader, and the Intruder, an occasional writer, share another similarity.

Hunter: I was truly amazed by the Commander's precision. We promised to go hunting together later.

The Alchemist: I ran into a very drunk commander and ended up in bed with him. I tried to seize control, but he beat me to it and even spanked me. Since that day, I've been seriously contemplating whether I'm a S or M.

Destroyer: I used to get candy every day, but one day, the commander was so busy that he couldn't give me any candy for three days. I was really upset. Later, we reached a dramatic agreement where he would play with me all day.

Dreamer: The most aggressive, using the candy ring as an excuse. He eventually runs to Yas.

Ouroboros: One day, the commander, deeply enraged by William's misdeeds, tossed his hair roughly and swore at him, coincidentally on their first meeting. This, combined with his rough impression, frightened him greatly. Later, the misunderstanding was resolved with candy.

Beek: As expected of a commander who frequently rides a motorcycle, we get along well in that regard. Later, the two of them went on a wild rampage and got a good fight with the M16.

Judge: The commander once gave the child a coat because he was cold, but after that, he kept pretending to be cold in front of the commander.

Agent: On the battlefield, he was definitely serious, almost robotic, and cold-hearted. Coming here, I was surprised to find someone completely different. Still, I've adapted and am doing well these days. I'm competing with the G36.

WA-2000: When I was young, I was not picky about food, so I once ate Wa-chan cuisine and lied to her, saying it was okay. But since then, she keeps bringing me food, and since I ran away, I've been seriously considering quitting my job.

G41: I'm very satisfied with my master, who strokes me even more diligently than before. It's sad that I have no arms, though.

Springfield: The Commander comes by occasionally and teaches me how to make coffee, but I have a hard time because it's similar to the WA-2000.

G36: I try not to show it, but I'm very conscious of the agent. Naturally, the commander noticed, and I have to hold back laughter every day.

Negev: Seeing the embroidery on the underside of the coat, he knitted a handkerchief himself and gave it to me. As an official commander, I'm very satisfied.

Nagan Revolver: Like a grandmother, I try to take care of the commander every day, but my hands always feel heavier when I leave than when I came in. The commander stuffs candy into my pocket every day.

Yes, that's about it.

The review is over, and the Q&A session (one business card) is over, so it's really time to leave.

This concludes the story of Commander Michael Vann. Despite all the hardships he endured, he eventually shed his mask and became an adult.

Yes, thank you. Thank you so much. Thank you for reading my poorly written novel.


IF- What if the commander was a child? -2-
 


“Ugh… My throat hurts….”

The commander opened his eyes with a burning thirst. His still-young body couldn't handle the strong liquor, and the result was immediate physical pain.

“Ugh…….”

He reached out, clutching his pounding head, but his vision continued to blur, and his trembling hands couldn't find their way. The one who caught the commander, who was writhing in pain, was none other than his "sister."

"are you okay?"

"……to?"

The commander's pupils dilated violently. It wasn't because he showed weakness, nor because he'd been caught drinking. He was surprised because this was his own room, a place only the commander had access to.

"how?"

“You told me how to get in here, idiot.”

"……ah."

But there are always exceptions. 100% doesn't exist.

The opponent who knew his truth. As soon as he confirmed that it was M16, his "sister," the commander quickly removed his mask. Wearing a thick mask was stifling and suffocating.

“I, I…….”

But the commander couldn't easily open his mouth. The mistake he had made was too great to speak of.

He took off his mask, and he was weak, but because of that, he was innocent. He wondered if he had done something wrong while drinking. He had gotten in trouble yesterday, and he might get in trouble again. Only worries filled his mind.

“Don’t worry. I didn’t come here to scold you.”

And the one who understood him the best was definitely M16.

“……This is.”

He looked at her blankly, his gaze shifting to the object she had placed in his hand. M16 dismissed it as a hangover drink, and the commander smiled faintly.

"thank you."

Honorific. A language he uses only with those who know his true self behind the mask, and it's proof of his trust in M16.

“I told you not to drink.”

“Oh, you said you wouldn’t scold me…….”

It wasn't even a slap. The commander flinched in fear at the simple remark, and M16 let out a soft sigh.

“How can such an innocent child be so confident in front of other children?”

M16's gentle hand gradually approached him. The commander, as if he had always done so, smiled faintly and leaned in, and she smiled faintly.

When her hand finally reached his head, the commander closed his eyes and concentrated on the sensation of her gently stroking him. At this moment, he felt a palpable sense of happiness and peace.

"lol……."

He always pretended to be strong, but at heart he was still a child. A tiny child yearning for love and affection.

His neck no longer hurt. His head, too, no longer felt like it was being stabbed with an awl. He was quietly enjoying this moment.

"I'm sorry. I know your circumstances, but I guess I was just thinking too much about myself."

“Oh, no, Sister. I, I should have done better...”

“No, this incident was clearly my fault. So don’t blame yourself.”

The commander said nothing. But his already festering heart began to blame himself.

Self-reproach was a daily occurrence for him. In his broken and twisted mind, self-love no longer existed, and he always blamed himself for everything.

“……You’re blaming yourself again.”

And of course, M16 knew that too.

“Huh……?”

M16 stopped stroking and embraced his commander. The soft touch and affection enveloped him, and tears were inevitable.

“Huh…… Huh…….”

“Oh my, it’s crying again.”

She wasn't surprised. It was a routine, and it always ended this way. M16, who was comforting the commander, who was shedding tears and venting his pent-up emotions, smiled slightly wryly.

“Okay, don’t cry. Stop, okay?”

“Huhhh…… Sister…… Sister…….”
***


“Are you feeling better now?”

"……yes."

Only after pouring out all his pent-up emotions did the commander finally calm down. His bloodshot eyes and slightly hoarse neck betrayed just how much he had been holding back.

M16 noticed that he had regained some stability and tried to take his hand off, but instead the commander began to tighten the hand around his waist.

“No, don’t let go… Yes? Don’t, don’t leave….”
“…….”


The child's innocent eyes turned to M16, and she felt something inexplicable, but it was only for a moment, and she soon chuckled.

“Are you always like this? If you keep doing that, someone will kidnap you. You.”

“Oh, no…… It’s just…… When you’re next to M16, you’re so nice…….”

It was pure, pure sincerity itself. M16 closed his eyes for a moment, calming his emotions. No. No. He's a child. He's a child. His innocence must not be tarnished.

M16 desperately tried to calm his emotions, and the commander quietly closed his eyes. He could hear his breathing, steady and rhythmic, but that didn't mean he was asleep.

But for some reason, the commander was enjoying a dreamlike feeling. It was only natural that a smile would appear on his face, and it was only natural that M16 would witness it.
“…….”


To cool her fever, she began fanning herself. Her face flushed slightly, and her clenched hand grew increasingly clammy.

“You…you need to know what you look like.”

It was the words she blurted out, somehow managing to pull herself together. True to her words, the commander possessed a look that would have made anyone call him cute.

“Huh? Ha, but I also have this ugly scar… Isn’t that strange…?”

But the commander wasn't aware of it. True to his word, he had a long, thin scar running across his left eye, but that scar might have served as an added charm, and crucially, his appearance was even more striking.

“……Phew.”

The commander looked up at the M16 with eyes filled with innocence and tears. Her body felt even warmer as a result, and she let out a sigh filled with emotion.

“……You really have to be careful.”

It was a sincere word.
***


“Hehehe.”

“Commander. Is something good happening?”

At HK416's question, the commander smiled again, "Hehe." She questioned his behavior, something he would never do under his mask, and the commander simply smiled vaguely.

“Commander?”

“Oh, no, no. I just have something good to say.”

It was a simple act of M16 patting his head and hugging him, but for him, it was a reason to smile and feel happy all day long.

He wanted affection. He wanted the affection he couldn't get from his parents, but on the other hand, he was also afraid of people.

To be precise, he feared that others would hate him. He always considered himself a sinner, whipped himself, and hated himself.

For him, the M16 and UMP45 were a savior. He couldn't even imagine how they would show affection to him, let alone hate him, despite hearing about their horrific past.

“By the way, why is 45 like that these days? It seems like he’s been spacing out all day.”

“I don’t know either… because no matter what I say, he doesn’t respond at all.”

That's why he was worried. UMP45's condition was not good recently.

For two days now, ever since she realized her love for the drunken commander, she'd been walking in a daze. Even when someone called her name or tried to stop her with a gesture, her empty eyes stared into space.

It was a bitter and dirty feeling, but the commander, who did not know UMP45's true intentions, was very worried about her.

"Then shall we make a bet? The loser of rock-paper-scissors will grant the winner's wish."

Of course, he didn't show it. He was wearing a mask right now.

“Huh? Suddenly?”

“It sounds fun. Why, are you afraid you’ll lose?”

“……Do it right now.”

Slightly annoyed by the commander's carefree and brazen attitude, HK416 accepted his offer without hesitation. Naturally, the commander had already calculated that far.

“If you don’t submit, you lose, rock-paper-scissors!”
“…….”


And the result was HK416's defeat. The commander raised her eyebrows and proudly held out her bundle, her face contorted ever so slightly.

“Haa…… What are you going to order me to do?”

She gathered her composure with a sigh and asked a question, and the commander raised the corners of his mouth with a satisfied smile.

“It’s simple. Go and show off to UMP45.”

“………………What did you say?”

A moment of silence followed, accompanied by her cold voice, but the commander calmly turned his pen and met her gaze. To be precise, he was feigning calm.

"Why? You're granting me a wish. It's my wish, so you won't grant it?"

“So why is your wish like that?”

“Because it seems like it would be fun?”

In fact, fun was a secondary factor, and the commander thought that if the HK416 showed something it didn't usually show, there would be some kind of reaction, but of course, he didn't say it outright.

Thanks to this, HK416 continued to exchange glances with the commander. Anger, bewilderment, and bewilderment—that was the emotion she was feeling right now.

"Is this really so? Elite Doll, are you planning to break your promise? I'm a little disappointed~"

“Oh, I get it! I’ll do it! I’ll do it!”

As a result of touching her pride as an elite doll, she reluctantly accepted, and the commander turned his chair around with satisfaction.
“…….”


Still with the excited commander, she moved forward.
***


It didn't take long for HK416 to spot UMP45. She was alone in the hallway, staring blankly out the window, completely devoid of any sense of purpose.

“Have a good day. I’ll be watching from afar.”

The commander chattered excitedly, and HK416 sighed, his expression crumpled. But a promise is a promise, and she decided that it had to be done, so she resolved to finish quickly.

"……hey."

He came out from around the corner and called out to her. UMP45 slowly turned his head to face HK416, and her breathing was momentarily halted by the action that followed.

“…………kyu.”

“Phew……!”

A moment of silence passed, accompanied by the sound of the commander suppressing a laugh. HK416 froze in a horrifying pose, and UMP45 stared at it in silence.

However, that was only for a moment, as UMP45 soon turned his head away, leaving only shame behind.
“…….”


HK416 returned without a word. In his place was the commander, desperately trying to suppress her laughter, who then raised her hand.

“Rock, scissors…….”

“Oh, wait a minute…….”

"paper."

The voice was so cold, it was almost chilling. The commander panicked and lost his composure, which quickly led to defeat.

“Please come and do it.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about…….”

"hurry."

"……yes."

The commander, who had unconsciously used formal language, sighed, confirmed that no one was around, took off his coat, and began to ruffle his hair. Defeat was part of the plan from the beginning.

Seeing this, HK416 came to his senses somewhat. To be precise, he felt an indescribable emotion upon seeing the completed commander.
 


Messy hair, a shirt with a few buttons undone and barely visible, bare feet, even socks. And, unusually bright eyes.

“Look at this. I’ve caught so many fish in back alleys with this.”

“Wait a minute… Back alley, what did you say?”

HK416 felt something strange about the word "Bbaengolmok," but the commander had already disappeared behind the corner.
***


I can't forget his appearance under the mask.

The sight of him calling me older sister.

It never leaves my mind. Only he, the commander, and Ban fill my head, making me a fool.

I want it. I want to make it mine. I want to make it part of my family.

The surrounding scenery was completely inaudible. All I could do was absentmindedly picture him, dance in my mind's eye, and devise plans to make him a family member.

I'm that child's older sister. So, naturally, that meant I had the right to have exclusive custody of that child.

The corners of my mouth went up. Outwardly, he seemed brazen and sly, but on the inside, he was so delicate and weak, and I couldn't help but smile. It was so pitiful.

I'll lock him in his room all day. It's too dangerous for him to go outside. Let's lock him in the house and give him eternal happiness inside.

Of course, that child would want that too.

As she fantasized about the future, she felt a slight jolt behind her. She turned around, slightly angered by the thought of interrupting her happy moment, but the scene that followed soon made her forget about it.

“……Commander?”

“Ah……ugh…….”

The commander, lying on the floor, looked like a beggar. Barefoot, with disheveled hair and haphazardly buttoned buttons, he resembled a back-alley slum dweller.

“I’m sorry! Ah, I couldn’t see clearly… Ha, please forgive me just this once!”

A trembling voice, hands folded gently, an innocent expression reminiscent of a small animal, and even tears welling up in the eyes.

It was the perfect combination to break her sanity.

“4, 45? What is this…?”

UMP45 grabbed the commander's waist without hesitation and picked him up. He'd anticipated the commander's reaction, but this wasn't what he expected. The commander's face flushed with confusion, but the next action made it disappear like a handful of sand.

“Choo-eup…… Heo-eup…….”

“Euuup……! Heuuup!”

She lusted after the commander's lips.

The commander's pupils dilated at the completely unexpected action, but she remained calm and enjoyed the current situation.

“Okay, wait a minute, 4,45…….”

The commander tried to speak with his tongue, but even that was soon interrupted. UMP45 had begun using his tongue.

As his tongue began to linger, following his lips, the commander's entire body began to tingle with a sensation he had never experienced before. He flailed his short arms and legs, but to no avail.

“Who, sister…… I’m not…… good……”

Eventually, the mask came off, but she didn't stop. Instead, she found happiness in fulfilling her desires, even more intensely and more vilely.

“Huh……uh…….”

Eventually, the commander's eyes grew cloudy, and he finally lost consciousness. Unable to withstand the oxygen deprivation and dizzying sensations, his mind collapsed.

“Hey, you! What are you doing…!!”

But she didn't stop. Eventually, HK416 intervened and forcibly separated them, ending the Commander's first kiss.

“You, you now…….”

“Hand it over.”

Those were the first words he spoke to HK416, who was carrying the unconscious commander. His voice, as cold as frost, was enough to intimidate even her, who had been through so much.

“What? What nonsense are you talking about….”

“Give me that.”

Her voice deepens, and her affection deepens even more.

Now, no one can stop her. Her love was heavier, deeper, hotter, and more vile than anything in this world.

“Give it to me, it’s mine.”

And it gets even heavier.


Side story) First experience
 


“Then, let’s end today’s meeting here. I have some work to do, so I’ll go in first.”

“Yes. Come in, Commander.”

The door closed with M4's soft voice, and silence fell. Normally, it would have been time for everyone to return to their respective places, but everyone in the conference room remained motionless.

“Well then, shall we begin?”

Where had the soft voice from earlier disappeared? M4's tone was utterly cold. Anyone who didn't know her well would have mistaken her for a split personality.
“…….”


No one answered. The frosty silence soon gave way to an affirmative, and M4 was aware of it too.

M4 carefully kicks the chair away and heads towards the stage, and the screen turns on.

The atmosphere was so heavy. A person with a weak constitution would have probably lost consciousness by now, crushed by the pressure.

But everyone in the room remained firm, except for AN-94, who seemed slightly embarrassed and couldn't keep still. Just when the weight of the silence was beginning to wear thin, M4 finally spoke, bringing up the topic.

“Then, let’s begin the discussion about who will get the Commander’s first experience.”

A very pathetic topic.

"Do I really have to do this? Just let the commander choose..."

“Again! Again! Are you saying that because of your sister?”

“Are you declaring it out loud? You’re confident.”

“You have some free time, right?”

It was just a casual remark, but M16 had to endure the criticism of the three women.

But from a different perspective, it certainly made sense. The commander himself may not have noticed, but his actions naturally suggested he was grabbing the M16 first.

Of course, it was just small things. Like giving her the spoon first when eating, or sitting next to her most of the time when we sat down. Really small things.

However, most of those in command were on the heavy side in their affection, and they found that very distasteful.

Especially the quick-witted M4, UMP45, and AK-12 were aware of this and were particularly concerned about it.

“No, I…….”

“Sister, please be quiet.”

“What about you, tell me.”

“You’ve done a lot of things so far, haven’t you? Just stay quiet and watch.”
“…….”


M16 felt a brief sting of bitterness at his brother's sharper tone, unlike his usual style, but soon changed his mind. If he was going to be so restrained, he wondered if he really deserved to have his first experience as a commander.

And in retrospect, it was understandable to think so. Despite the various incidents, the commander's first love was ultimately the M16.

M16, having quickly reached a conclusion, chose to remain silent. First, he judged that there was no benefit to speaking out. Second, he felt the need to take a moment to reflect.
“…….”


Her sinister thoughts soon showed through her expression, and receiving cold stares was the inevitable result, but she paid no attention. The conclusion was already in her mind.

"Okay. I'll be off. Enjoy your conversation."

"……under."

Despite UMP45's low sigh, M16 still smiled, closing his eyes as he imagined a happy future. As a bonus, he avoided the sharp gaze of his beloved younger sister.

“……Yes. I said my sister would leave…… Yes.”

But the uneasy feeling still lingered, even for everyone except M4.

“But, isn’t it just the first person to act that’s the winner? Do we really have to do it this way?”

UMP9's words were abrupt. Beneath the playful tone, a sullenness lurked, a determination to pounce on the commander immediately, but it wasn't limited to her.

“Huh? Is that okay?”

“Will it work?”

It was AR-15's voice that followed SOP2. As she was the most sensible of the group, her opinions also remained within the realm of common sense.

"But I'm surprised. The commander is probably a man, too. It's not like he's clueless, so why bother telling him directly?"

Her words, AK-12's, made sense. The commander was, after all, a mature man in his prime, and quite perceptive.

But the commander was secretly reluctant to engage in a relationship. Their confidence was instilled by his subtly veiled actions.

That made it even stranger. The frustration multiplied because I couldn't even figure out why, and it ultimately led to this pathetic discussion.

In fact, if they had decided to, raping the mere human commander would have been easier for them, as they were puppets, than eating cake. However, they knew that if they did, the others would not stay still, so they acted more calmly than anyone else.
 


After all, they were always watching what the commander was doing using various means.

“But haven’t you already failed? Shouldn’t you just give up?”

“……Please be quiet.”

And even more so since some people have already tried it.

"No. But wait a minute. If you're going to be that picky, didn't you take the Commander's first kiss? And by force, at that?"

“……What does that mean?”

AK-12's low voice echoed. However, UMP45 was brazen and confident, showing no sign of fear.

“Well? Why don’t you ask him yourself♪”

UMP45 smiled, and everyone except 404's expression hardened. After all, she had actually taken the Commander's first kiss.

Of course, it was a feat achieved through force, and even while she was out of her mind, but that didn't matter. The only thing that remained in her mind was the fact that she was the one who had given her her first kiss.

“Ah~ Thinking about it makes me feel good again♪”

Indeed, her smile gradually deepened. Of course, the expressions of the others gradually became more rotten.

“…………Are you saying we should have a game here?”

Especially the expression on the M4.

Those who had a deep affection for him, and those whose affection was a little twisted, were mostly included in the seats, but among them, M4 stood out a little, and in a bad way.

And most importantly, the commander knew this too, yet he turned a blind eye to it. In other words, he was essentially saying he'd accept her as she was, as long as she didn't cross the line.

Thanks to this, M16's forehead wrinkles grew wider every day. And of course, his sighs accompanied them.

“There’s nothing I can’t do. Should I just decide here?”

"Fighting again? I'm dying to see you, Commander. Don't you think so?"

The atmosphere gradually became tense, and just as HK416, unable to stand it any longer, spoke up, the door opened.

“What are you guys doing here?”

“Commander?”

No one noticed. The commander's appearance was unexpected, and it showed they were expending far more concentration than expected.

“Yes. While you’re at it, why don’t you tell me yourself, Commander?”

“What, what! Now, wait a minute!”

But M4 didn't back down. Despite AR-15's blushing protests, he stood up brazenly and confidently and spoke to him.

“Who do you plan on having your first experience with?”

It was a direct, full-on punch. The chaotic atmosphere that had been so chaotic just moments before vanished in an instant, and all eyes were focused on the commander.

At the same time, M4 swallowed dryly. She couldn't even predict what answer would come when her mouth opened.

I waited for the commander to speak. That moment, when cold sweat flowed and silence filled the air.

"Huh? What do you mean, my Ada AN-94 took it?"

A bombshell statement exploded, hitting everyone on the head.

"…………yes?"

Everyone was dumbfounded. Some were so shocked they couldn't control themselves, while others stared at him with blank, dumbfounded eyes.

“Hey! Wait a minute! How did the Commander do that…?”

But what was most disconcerting, ironically, was the AN-94 that came out of his mouth.

"Huh? You said that when you kidnapped me, and you did it multiple times. I heard it all."

“Th, th, so who on earth did that to… The commander was clearly… unconscious at that time, wasn’t he…?”

AN-94's face flushed red, almost to the point of bursting. This proved his words weren't false, and everyone present was convinced.

"Secret, then I'm going. Thanks for your hard work."

The commander, who had collected the report he had left behind, lifted the corners of his lips slightly and disappeared. Those left behind simply stared blankly into space, generally exhibiting similar reactions.

Of course, there were dolls that reacted in a special way. AN-94 covered her face with both hands, trembling with embarrassment; AK-12 stared blankly at her; M4 and UMP45 muttered nonsense. And,

“Hehehehe…… Hahahahaha!! Hahahahaha!!!”

Even the M16 laughed out loud, as if liberated. That was all.


Side story) Masked Ball
 


“Come on, come on, hurry up! Hurry up!!”

“Eww. Let’s go a little slower….”

I'm led by the hand of SOP2, who's so excited she's practically frolicking. She's usually full of energy, but today she seems even more elated.

But when I think back to what day it was, I can fully understand why she was excited.

“No! It’s a party today!!”

Because today was party day.

It was different from the parties I'd thrown before. It wasn't a small, personal event I'd thrown, but a grander, more elaborate banquet hosted by Griffin.

Of course I attended. There was no reason to refuse.

“Hurry up!! Hurry up!!”

But I never expected it to be this exciting. Anyone who saw my miserable situation, half-dragged along, would have looked with pity.
“…….”


Of course, the stares weren't limited to sympathy. As I've said before, our kids were a bit, just a little, on the emotional side.

Still, as the weather got colder, everyone was in a self-restrained mood. Seeing the prosthetic arm on my arm, I could guess what they were thinking that day.

In fact, I received the prosthetic arm right after my return. Angela took pity on my empty right arm and took care of it for me.

But even so, the reason I didn't use my prosthetic arm, or rather couldn't, was because our shameless UMP45-san hid it.

For about a week, things were uneventful. I felt a little out of place, but I quickly adapted and was able to live as before.

And UMP45 didn't like that. She wanted him to depend on her more, more, more.

Finally, exactly a week later, the prosthetic arm vanished without a trace. Sensing the usual impure gaze, I immediately went to see her, but her response was truly shameless.

"What are you talking about? Stealing? It's just moving an object. And there's no proof I did it."

I laughed because it was so absurd, but I had nothing to say. After all, I was the one who asked for it to be done shamelessly.

There was a subtle sense of agreement among the other kids. The HK416, AR-15, and M16 were the only ones who voiced opposition, but were soon persuaded.

So, I ended up one-armed. Of course, they treated me with the utmost respect, and on crucial days, like today, they even put me back in my place, so it didn't really matter.

“Dochaaaak!!”

While we were lost in our memories, we arrived at the banquet hall. The door opened to the sound of SOP2's lively voice, and a bright light greeted us.

“……It’s big.”

The sentiment was concise, but it was a neat, one-liner that summed up the essence. The banquet hall was literally enormous.

It was a far cry from the venues I'd hosted before. The scale was so immense, it was almost like the difference between a child and an adult. It was a truly miserable moment.

“Oh, you’re here.”

While I was desperately despairing over my poverty, a familiar and welcoming voice came to me. I tried to greet her politely, but was immediately stopped by a hand reaching out.

“It’s still stiff. Don’t you plan on loosening it up a bit?”

“We will review it positively.”

“Huh, okay. Do whatever you want.”

Angela shook her head and let out a hollow laugh. Seeing her in a dress instead of her usual uniform, I realized once again that today was a party day.

However, there was a small mask on her face.

To be precise, it was on the faces of everyone at the party. Naturally, it was the same for me, the AR Platoon, and the 404th.

It was my suggestion. It would be boring to just do it, so I suggested, "How about a masked ball?"
 


After a moment of hesitation, the president agreed on the condition that I step on stage. I was momentarily taken aback by the unexpected invitation to take charge of the wedding ceremony, but upon further reflection, it seemed like a no-brainer.

In this world, the person who suits the ‘mask’ the best is, without a doubt, me.

“Are you late?”

“We haven’t started yet.”

"Making a woman wait. Isn't that against basic manners?"

The voice belonged to AK-12. Dressed in a daringly revealing dress, her attire possessed a dizzying allure that would captivate any man. Strangely conservative in this regard, I naturally placed a hand on my forehead, and she gently tugged at my tie.

“Let’s do that.”

To be exact, I tried to pull it.

M4's slender hand grasped AK-12's. Outwardly, it appeared to be a light restraint, but the veins bulging on the back of his hand couldn't be hidden.

“That’s funny. Who are you?”

“Well, I guess you could say I’m closer to the Commander than you.”

No matter how often I see women arguing, I never get used to it. Do we really have to fight until this day? It just makes my head hurt.

It's true that I'm the subject of this argument, but that doesn't mean I should intervene. M4's gaze, as he questioned whether I was taking his side, was scarier than Narcissus's, whom he'd fought with earlier.

In particular, the face of M4, who had sneaked a peek while I was drinking with M16 the other day, would occasionally appear in my dreams. Recalling it brought it back to me, and the inevitability of my hand becoming slightly clammy was a consequence.

But it wasn't overstepping the mark. Of course, my line is a bit too lenient, but everyone here, with the exception of the AR-15, has wronged me at least once. And the bizarre experience of being thought dead and then being found alive was the catalyst for them to learn self-restraint.

So, as I always say, I told her to do whatever she wanted. It wouldn't matter anyway, so I concluded that it was better to just do whatever she wanted.

“There’s a party today.”

Of course, not now.
“…….”


AK-12, whose eyes had already widened, quietly closed them. Then, turning his head slightly, he opened his mouth.

“Yeah. It’s a party, so we have to draw the line.”

With those words, the AK-12's lips came close to my ear in the blink of an eye. It was so fast that even the M4 couldn't react this time.

“Still, I can’t give up my dance partner.”

And then he smiles faintly.

I didn't answer. I'm really sorry, but I had already decided on my dance partner for today.

She, too, must have noticed something odd. Her smile began to fade. Of course, this applied to everyone present, except Angela.

“Well, see you later.”

With that, I walked alone to the waiting room. The stinging gazes flying behind me weighed heavily on my mind, but I couldn't help it. This was a promise I'd kept for nearly a year.
***


Everyone in the room was wearing masks. While their faces weren't completely obscured, their expressions were still difficult to discern, just as the commander had hoped.

And soon enough, the party began. The commander, at Kruger's suggestion, went up on stage, said a few words, smiled faintly, and the crowd cheered along.

It was the same as before.

"The banquet hall is so hot! Hey! I can't find you, Unnie. You're not secretly eating something delicious by yourself, are you?"

“Stop shoving food in your mouth… Wait, something feels familiar.”

It was exactly the same.

UMP45 was nowhere to be seen. No one had seen her since she vanished after the commander's speech, and the commander, too, seemed to have been taken aback.

“Commander~ Where are you~”

SOP2, wearing a red mask, darted around diligently, but the commander was nowhere to be seen. M16 shook his head with a wry smile, and RO635 sighed quietly.

“……This looks familiar.”

9A-91, wearing a blue mask that matched her sapphire-blue dress, looked around. Her voice was uneasy, a familiar, almost predictable situation.

“But you’re not going to come this time, are you?”

IWS-2000 closed her eyes with a faint smile. Already convinced of everything, she quietly looked at 9A-91, who soon followed suit with a smile.

"Because you're not the wounded doll you were back then. Let's just let you enjoy it."
***


Outside the banquet hall, a doll wearing a purple mask walks alone. I can't tell where it ends, but I know it won't stop.

Today was Christmas. The weather was cold, but she paid no attention. She simply walked quietly toward the moon, her steps almost tinged with desolation.

It was a night of deep reflection. Walking like this brought back old memories, and, crucially, I really liked the fact that I was alone.

She tried to act strong, but she was fragile. In a way, she was the most suitable person to wear the "mask" after the commander.

Her mind map, a mixture of a hint of guilt, a little bit of nostalgia, and mostly bitterness in a 2:2:6 ratio, seemed uneasy yet stable.

“Phew…….”

With a deep sigh, his breath shot up into the sky. Could this breath reach the moon? UMP45 wondered.

She occasionally has nightmares, where she repeats the words the commander spoke to her over and over again.

‘… …I hope we never have to see each other again. UMP45.’

Even though she was forgiven, the words that day drove a wedge into her heart. Even more so because they stemmed from her own wrongdoing.

Those cold, almost emotionless words from the lips of his beloved. Every day since hearing them has been hell for UMP45. He blames himself for his mistakes, but he curses his obsession, unable to let go, and resents himself for being unable to look at him or help him.

It's okay to dismiss it as nothing now, but bad feelings tend to linger for a long time. That's exactly what happened to the commander.

That's why she was now alone, out of the banquet hall, suppressing her emotions. At least being alone like this meant no one would bother her.

And there was a man who wouldn't leave her alone.

"hi!"

“…………Commander?”

He looked confused. Half because the situation felt familiar, and half because he was puzzled as to why this man was there.

“Doesn’t it look familiar?”

“……It feels familiar. But what about the party?”

“What are you talking about? I came here to enjoy the party.”

The commander's voice, slightly curt and contrasting with his bitter smile, responded with a bright and gentle voice. His smile was so radiant that it could hardly be concealed by a mask, and anyone who saw it could tell he was delighted.

A man in a black mask reaches out to a woman in a purple mask. From a distance, it could easily be mistaken for a scene from a fairy tale.

“Will you dance with me? UMP45.”

"………………what?"

It felt like I'd been hit in the head with a hammer. There were plenty of people out there who wanted to dance with him, and there were even warmer, more intimate places with a much better atmosphere than this outdoor setting. Why would he come all the way here and call me? He even wondered.

But the commander smiled, as if he understood everything. And as soon as he spoke, UMP45's expression began to light up.

“You said you’d teach me how to dance.”

"……ah."

"Okay. Then, you'll really enjoy yourself next party, right?"

‘Well… maybe if I had a dance partner.’

‘I didn’t even learn how to dance.’

‘Kuk kuk… … It’s okay. I’ll tell you♪’

A story shared under the moonlight on the day we became each other's understanding.

A story just for two under the moonlight.

“You promised, right? At a reasonable price.”

"……swimming."

UMP45's face had suddenly shifted from a bitter smile to a pure, innocent smile. Guilt and regret had long since vanished. All that remained for her was pure joy, unadulterated.

“Well, it would be rude to refuse♪”

I slowly reached out and became one with him. After exchanging a quick glance, the two naturally began to dance.

There was no music, no bright lights, but it didn't matter. The blowing wind was music, and the brilliant moonlight was light.

Purple, black, yellow, gray, purple under two masks, all colors mixed together and the two smile.

“As expected, you’re not doing well♪ I should teach you something.”

“Please make it cheaper. I don’t have much money these days.”

“Hmm…then I guess I’ll have to hit it with my body♪”

UMP45 put her arm around the commander's neck and pulled him closer. He naturally lowered his head, and without hesitation, she pressed her lips to his.

“Choo-eup……haa…….”

I'd kissed before, but this time it was on a different level. There's a world of difference between something you'd agreed to and something you'd forced into.

“Phew…….”

Separating their lips, the two continued their dance. No words were needed. The Commander and UMP45 were thinking the same thing.

“But still, this is better, right?”

“Yeah. Of course.”

At the same time, the two of them throw away their masks. After all, the true feelings hidden beneath the masks shine brighter than the masks.

Dancing under the moonlight. Spinning, spinning, spinning, UMP45 spins lightly and calls his name.

"half."

She dances with the wind as her companion. The commander's strong arms support her, and he calls her name.

“Did you call? UMP45.”

And at the moment when the dance ends, UMP45 calls his name again.

“I love you. Ban.”

And at the very moment the dance ends, the commander explores her lips. Softly, but without hesitation.

After the kiss, they smile at each other. Under the brilliant moonlight, the commander says:

“I love you too. UMP45.”


IF- UMP45 Ending: Beyond the Understander
 

***


It would be better if you watched episodes 15, 16, 43, and the last one.
***


The commander never returned.

No matter how hard he tried to ignore reality, it was an undeniable fact. Beneath the collapsing, burning building, he could not return.

There wasn't even a corpse to be seen. To begin with, it was greedy to hope that his corpse, a normal human, would be intact, especially with the other Nitos and dolls having vanished.

-Ah, ah, can you all hear? You can hear me, right?

At first, I denied it. I believed that if he had never broken down in the face of adversity, if he had finally taken off his mask, if he was the one I loved more than anything in this world, he would return.

-I set this video to automatically upload if I haven't logged in for 30 days. To put it another way, if you're watching this video, it probably means... well, I'm dead.

This is the result.

The man on the screen, Michael Van, the kindest and nicest person in the world, was smiling.

My heart is the complete opposite of my heart, burning and melting.

-And if I turn this around, it means I knew I was going to die. To be honest, I'm not sure if it was true, but I'll leave this video just in case.

Why are you like that? If I knew I was going to die, I shouldn't have done it. There's nothing more precious in this world than you.

-You are… …my family. You have supported me when I was falling apart, supported me, and always been my strength.

But I liked that about you. I thought you were so cool, the way you rushed into something that concerned you without sparing a single moment.

-It was fun, I was happy. Being a commander can sometimes feel arduous and difficult, but I'm so glad I'm with you all.

No, it's the opposite. That's what I'm saying.

I was happy and joyful being with you. There were times when I felt a sense of loss, but seeing you always gave me strength.

I've dreamed of eternal happiness. More precisely, I wanted my story, your story, our story, to always remain joyful and happy.

I dreamed of an eternal story I could tell with you. Even though it was a little twisted and crooked, my desire to be with you for the rest of my life was real.

-But… …your story continues, but mine ends here.

So, my heart hurts even more.

-Our story ends here. Now, aside from my story, which is over, you must write your own stories.

No. Don't do that. I don't want it to end. I, I haven't even apologized properly yet.

I have so much more to say to you.

Countless thoughts ran through my head, but I couldn't spit them out.

-That's all I have to say. It's okay if I don't die anyway. Surely I won't die?

Because it's over now.

There was no way I could reach you. You were already beyond my reach, and our relationship was completely over.

I've made too many mistakes to blame myself for wondering why things turned out this way.

Kidnapping, breaking hearts, not approaching because you're afraid, and it's too late.

“……Michael.”

My heart hurts. It hurts so much.

What should I do? Who should I vent this pain to?

I can't see anything. It's all my fault.

All of them.

"……half."

A small pack of cigarettes in his hand. His last relic and the last favor he left me.

At first, I couldn't understand it, but now I understand why he'd bothered to hand over the pack of cigarettes.

Kwak, he grips it tightly and draws your face.

All I could do was shed tears.
***


How much time has passed? Your funeral is over, and we're back to our daily lives.

It was just like a hamster wheel, spinning around and around, nothing else.

Just quietly, shedding tears.

It's always the same. I quietly weep before your grave, longing for you, longing for your face, which I will never see again.

“I’m sorry… I’m sorry, Ban…”

I cry out your name. Now that I have nothing left to call, I cry out that name, which is even more lonely, and I pray that I may see you just one more time, and I am in pain like this.

I'm so scared of you every single day, I miss you, I miss touching you, I miss feeling you.

But he doesn't come back.

He fumbles with the pack of cigarettes in his hand, then opens one.

I don't smoke, but for some reason I felt like doing this. It just felt like if I didn't do this, my memories of you would fade.

“Cough! Cough!”

My throat was sore, but my chest was even more sore and aching. The white smoke drifting into the sky seemed to represent you, making it doubly painful.

“Phew…….”

Eventually, I threw it away after a while. It was so strange. I could do it when I was with you, but now it wasn't at all.

I just couldn't stand to see you.

What should I do? How can I fill this emptiness?

There was no answer. More precisely, even if I knew the answer, I couldn't do anything about it.

Because the answer is already gone.

What am I supposed to do now? Do I have to live each day in despair without you? What on earth am I supposed to do?

With that thought in mind, I took out another cigarette and lit it. I knew I'd spit it out soon anyway, but I couldn't bear it any longer.

“Oh, you smell like cigarettes, I told you not to do that.”

But, I never lit a cigarette.

"……ah."

A deafening sound came out. I couldn't do anything. I just sat there, silently, lifting my head and looking toward the source of the sound.

“Ta-da.”

"…………ah."

You were standing.

"half……?"

A familiar voice, a right arm that wasn't where it should be, purple and gray eyes that shined even more vividly today.

“Yeah. Did you call?”

A pure white mask covering it.

“Half, half? Really half? Really... really. Is that really you?”

“Well, how does it look?”

I walked with a shaky, unsteady gait. The cigarettes strewn across the floor were no longer my concern.

“It’s not a dream, is it? Right now, right now… Is it really you who appeared before me?”

The mind map had become completely blank, and it was impossible to think about it anymore, but one small wish wouldn't leave my heart.

Please, please, I prayed that this wasn't a dream.

“Yeah. It’s me. UMP45.”

Reached the sky.

"half!!!"

Now, even wishing was impossible. I ran to you, sobbing, and you, unable to bear my strength, lay down on the grass, quietly stroking my head.

“Why did you come now… Why on earth…?”

“I’m sorry. I’m a little hurt.”

“Ah, ahh…….”

It was only then that I noticed that a pure white mask was on his face.

“It’s a little bit burnt, so it’s a little ugly. I covered it up like this because I didn’t want you to hate me for no reason.”

“Are you hurt? What should I do? Are you burned…?”

My hands trembled. My heart began to ache again. Tears welled up again, fearing that a wound might remain that would never be healed.

“But I think I could take it off if someone just said a word.”

“What, what does that mean?”

“You know it. The one magic word that can take off my mask.”

"……ah."

For a moment, it felt like I'd been hit in the head. It was a painful mistake for me, but for him, it was now nothing more than a distant memory.

Or maybe it's just his own way of forgiving shy people.

“Say it again. Then I too will find the courage to take off this mask.”

Tears flowed, but ironically, the corners of my lips began to rise. The more we talked, the more I felt the realization that you had returned to me.

And, I thought it would be polite to smile when saying this.

“……Half, take off your masks, let’s become a family.”

"gladly."

I could tell even without seeing him. He smiled faintly and then took off his mask.

“Yeah. Long time no see. UMP45.”

“Not a single one, not a single one is ugly…….”

All I had was a little bit of tan around my left eye. It wasn't anything particularly bothersome, and in some ways, I found it quite nice.

“Right. It’s nothing.”

He smiled positively, caressing his own burns before placing his hand on his chest. There was not a trace of regret.

"So, this thought occurred to me. Now that I look back, this wound wasn't that big of a deal. No one hated me. Why did I hide it so tightly, wear a mask, and distance myself from you all?"

At the same time, Ban threw the mask into the sky. All eyes were drawn to the pure white mask, spinning in the air, and an ear-piercing cracking sound echoed.

With a loud bang, the bullet pierced the mask's forehead. The mask, struck by the impact, fell to the floor, and he, too, threw his pistol far away.

“Yeah. It was all nothing special.”

"half!!!"

I hugged him. Even though he only had one arm, his embrace was warmer and more comfortable than anything in the world.

I was happy.

“45. You said it. We understand each other.”

“Yeah… I told you….”

“Shall we take just one more step?”

As he said this, he took out a small box from his bosom.

"…………really?"

I knew it without even saying it. The identity of that box, the identity of that small box that appeared at this moment I had longed for.

The true meaning of the words he is about to say is.

“Yeah. Really.”

He took the ring out of the box and carefully placed it on my ring finger. My hands were trembling with the overwhelming emotion, but he didn't stop.

And finally, when the ring was fully filled, he said:

“Beyond understanding each other, to companionship.”

“Am I really, really okay with being me?”

“Then, who will you do it to?”

At the same time, he reached out to me. His hands were rough and rough, having seen all kinds of hardship.

But warm hands.

"There's only one left now. I wish someone would put a ring on it."

I said nothing. I just took the ring out of the box with trembling hands.

It was literally everything. It was my whole life.

Slowly reach out and take his hand, then put the ring on your other hand.

One, two, three.

"I, Commander Michael Vann of S09 Command, hereby declare: I will love the woman before me until my body rots and crumbles."

“……Huh……Huh……Huh……Huh……Huh.”

I couldn't say anything. All I could do was cry.

“…………I, I love you. Ban.”

Still, I was able to say this one thing.

“Yeah. I love you too. UMP45.”

In that way, I, we, went beyond understanding and took a step closer to each other.

“……No, I love you more.”

As each other's eternal companions.


(Side story) First experience
 


“Did you dye your hair?”

M4's indifferent voice rang in the commander's ears. The commander didn't meet her eyes.

But M4 was looking intently at the commander's blackened head.

It was a happy thing. Every time I saw the white hair that had turned white from stress, there were definitely people who felt heartbroken, even if they didn't show it.

So, if it were the original, M4 would have been happy too. To be exact, it was because it was very annoying that she had the same hair color, at the same time as her older sister.

“……Yeah. How is it? Does it suit you well?”

The commander spoke. His voice was a characteristic trembling sound when he was flustered. Instead of answering, M4 turned his head.

The room was a mess, beyond words. Bottles of liquor, snacks, and dishes were strewn about, and the table had a broken leg.

It wasn't just the desk that was in disarray. Chairs were lying around, and the sofa was in disarray.

I could forgive everything. It's understandable when you're drunk, and I could completely understand M4.

I get it. The commander's drinking habits are well-known, and the dirty bed is an extension of that, and the dyed hair is understandable. I understood everything, everything, everything, everything.

"……lol."

But my sister, who was lying on the bed with the blanket over her, couldn't understand.

And with black hair too.

‘Coincidentally’ the same color, the commander and M16 dyed in their original colors, a scattered glass, a sofa soaking wet, and a man and a woman wearing nothing in the same bed.

And she blushes in embarrassment, as if she didn't know how to answer.

It was a situation that even a fool could understand.

“Do you have anything to say?”

Although it was polite, it didn't feel particularly considerate. Rather, it felt more like a notice, saying, "I've been holding back so long, so I'll give you one last chance to explain."

“Uh… First, would you like to hear the whole story?”

The commander spoke, hiding the teeth marks on his shoulder. M16 laughed and scratched the back of his head awkwardly.

“Tell me what you want.”

“……Um. Okay. So what happened is……”
***


“You’re dyeing it?”

"Ugh. I've been putting it off because it's annoying, but I have to do it. I'll just feel bad every time I see my younger siblings."

“Well, that could be true.”

M16's hair turned white when he moved to Ironblood. Of course, there was a reason for everything, and although it doesn't matter anymore, it was clear that it left a scar on many people at the time.

Wasn't the commander's desertion, which turned the command center into a mess, ultimately due to the M16?

"hmm……."

“Why, do you think it will be a good idea?”

The commander looked back and forth between the M16 and his own hands, and sighed. It didn't last long.

“I want to do it too.”

“Well, the commander is also a bit ambiguous.”

Likewise, the commander's hair, once white, was now a mess, with newly growing black strands intermingling with it. It wasn't a particularly pleasant sight.

“I told you then. If you keep your hair white, I’ll bleach it white, and if you dye it black, I’ll do it too.”

It was something I'd said the other day while drying my hair. M16, of course, remembered it and raised the corners of his mouth.

“But if we change them at the same time, I’m already scared of what M4 will say.”

“So, you’re not going to do it?”

“I’ll bring the hair dye.”

“Bring some alcohol too.”

I wasn't worried.
***


“It’s easier than I thought.”

"But you shouldn't wash your hair today. I don't want to see the bed become a mess."
 


After lending each other's hands and finishing their hair dyeing, the two looked in the mirror, admiring their appearance. It felt like they'd returned to their first meeting, and the feeling was fleeting. But M16's expression soon cooled.

A poor person whose right arm is missing, whose left eye is filled with purple, and whose nerves have melted and who must live the rest of his life with only one eye.

"ha……."

A sigh was inevitable. He knew full well how uncomfortable it was to be one-eyed, and while he had little experience with one-armed people, he knew it was far too harsh for him, a mere human, to bear.

It was closer to self-reproach than sympathy, because she, too, had made mistakes.

“Stop thinking bad thoughts and have a drink.”

But the commander didn't think much of it. His expression, as he shook the bottle, was filled with only playfulness. There was no worry, concern, or discomfort.

“……The positions have changed.”

“That’s what I mean.”

In the past, before the Commander removed his mask, it was a conversation they always had in reverse. He was trapped in the past, unable to think anything but negative thoughts, and M16 was comforting him. It was a stark contrast.

"It's all in the past. You told me. Don't get caught up in the past."

An adult, a mature appearance. A pure, pure sincerity, without any masks.

“……Heh, yeah. That’s right.”

M16 smiled faintly.
***


“Kuuuu…… Commander, you’ve had more to drink…….”

“It’s because the kids kept feeding him so much… They were trying to finish him off somehow. But they somehow managed to survive.”

The alcohol flowed endlessly. The commander should have collapsed at this point, but the puppets' barrage of alcohol had already intoxicated him, and he was barely able to regain his composure.

Even M16, who is strong in alcohol, was a bit surprised, to be honest, she was also close to her limit.

“Really… when Mahrian and I… no, Adeline and I were all three of us wandering around together, it was really like that… we would just get sulky for no reason… and get angry… Ugh, really, we were just filled with resentment.”

“Heh heh… Should I just do it? I still find SOP2 hilarious. Walking the edge of hell feels like a swamp. Only sinners who have abandoned everything can reach the truth… Heh, kehahahahaha!!!”

The two, on the verge of being consumed by alcohol, were each laughing as they brought up their dark pasts. Strictly speaking, this was also a reminiscence of the past, and a bad idea, but it was fun, so it didn't matter.

“Really, the scariest moment was when I got caught by AN-94. I almost got my eyelids cut off.”

"Hey, what's wrong with the commander's eyes? He always gets hurt there."

“I see why your eyes are so attractive.”

“Hahahahahahaha!!! Are you talking nonsense again?”

After chatting and laughing for a while and enjoying the present, we reached a lull for a while.

The silence was thick, and even a hint of awkwardness permeated the air. The air currents were chaotic, and M16 silently shook his bottle.

“Should I bring more?”

“If I drink any more, I think I’m going to pass out.”

“Then shall we end it here?”

“……That’s a bit of a shame too.”

The commander held a bottle of liquor on his head. The empty bottle swayed dizzily, but it didn't fall.

“I’m talking about something drunk. Take note.”

"what?"

"I'm so embarrassed to say that when I'm sober. It might be incredibly rude to some people."

As soon as he finished speaking, the commander took a deep breath. But it didn't lead directly to words. One, two, three—time passed.

But M16 continued to wait silently. Looking into his eyes, still, silently.

Perhaps her appearance gave him courage. The commander blinked sharply and then moved his lips.

“……For my first experience, I wanted to do it with you.”

"…………what?"

It was a bombshell announcement, but it didn't end there.

“Because you are my……first love.”
“…….”


M16's pupils shook violently, evidence of panic.

What's more, the bottle of liquor in her hand was already rolling on the floor. The thin liquid that remained dripped onto the floor, but no one paid it any attention.

“Sorry, I guess I just ruined the mood.”

The commander blushed, scratching the back of his head awkwardly. Perhaps he'd regained his senses as the mood calmed. He reached out to place the bottle of liquor on his head.

"……ah."

And it was at that moment that the M16 grabbed the commander's arm.

It wasn't strong, but it was irresistible. It was gentle and affectionate, yet strong.

Their pupils blend together. Purple, gray, and pale green, disjointed and chaotic, yet blending well together.

She opens her mouth shyly.

“Is that still valid?”

With a bang, the bottle breaks.
“…….”


The commander didn't answer. He simply nodded slightly. Of course, he didn't even strike me with his arm.

M16 reached out with her other arm and placed a hand on his cheek. Slowly, she raised her face, and the commander greeted her with an expression she would never normally show.

“……Come to think of it, this is the first time I’ve done it on my own.”

“Don’t worry, I feel the same way.”

The chaotic atmosphere had suddenly turned pink. Without a word, the man and woman brought their faces closer together, and their lips locked…

"stop."

The recollection ended here, but M4's sharp, almost distorted voice interrupted their memories. Veins bulged out from his forehead.

“Hey~ This is where it gets fun, let’s do this once…….”

“Sister, please be quiet.”

M16, who had regained his composure, spoke in a playful voice. Of course, even that was cut off.

“Haaah…….”

M4's sharp sigh filled the room. Realizing what the outcome would be, the commander swallowed quietly and exchanged glances with M16.

“Honestly, I thought he was still a kid, but he’s an adult… no, he really looks like a man.”

“Oh, am I recognized now?”

After that, the commander took two weeks off due to poor condition.
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