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"The initial contact has no problems."

He felt numb.

"Power has been transmitted up to the brachial muscle in both arms. There are no problems with the nerve links."

He couldn't move.

"Check. The board is green up to step 2550."
The room was too bright, the colors wrong. He couldn't bring it into focus. What had happened? Where was he?

"Begin the third stage connection."
That voice! He knew that voice! Impossible! He turned his head (he could move!). There, barely, he could make out a blonde woman in a lab coat.

"Up to 2580 satisfied. Approaching absolute borderline: 0.9, 0.7, 0.5, 0.4, 0.3... no! The pulses are beginning to flow backwards!”
He looked at her back. There was no blood. No exit wound.

"Problems encountered in the third stage. It's rejecting the nerve center elements."
Shouldn't she be dead?

"Sever the connection! Break the circuits up to level 6!"
Shouldn't... he himself... be dead?

"Negative! It isn't accepting the signal!"
The roar woke him. He remembered that sound. He blinked, looked around. Wasn't this Experiment Station-2? Hadn't he been here before? He had, hadn't he. He remembered this day.

And then Gendo Ikari realized he remembered everything.

Kozo stepped past him. "Abort the experiment! Cut the umbilical cable!"

"Yes, sir!" Ritsuko dashed off the command into the computer. As Gendo remembered it – was this all just a memory? – the rampage of Unit-00 continued as it switched to its internal reserves.

One of the technicians, Shigeru, announced, "35 seconds until complete shutdown!"

The Eva's fist shattered the observation room's glass window, spraying shards backwards towards the NERV staff. Gendo watched as one shard grazed Kozo's left arm, cutting a crimson streak across his upper arm. Kozo cried out in pain. Gendo blinked. Wait, that hadn't hap-

Between the dins of Unit-00's fist, there was a muffled explosion.

"Auto ejection system engaged!"

Dr. Akagi shouted, "Use the bakelite! Hurry!"

Gendo felt the numbness recede. Old instincts reasserted themselves. He pushed aside everything... the truth of this strange world of memory... and sprang into action. Rei was in danger. Rei, the key to his plan.

He sprinted out of the observation room, taking the emergency staircase five steps at a time, practically throwing himself down them. His heart pounded in his chest.

"REI!"

The cage was flooding with red bakelite off to one side, hardening over the staggered orange giant. That telltale chemical smell of the bakelite, like a cross between ozone and burning metal, assaulted his senses. Gendo ignored it. His focus was on the battered entry plug dead ahead of him.

"REI!"

He grabbed the plug's superheated manual release and then jerked away. His glasses were thrown from his face by the jolt. The familiar smell of cooking meat replaced the bakelite's stink.

Gendo looked at his burned hands.

He knew this... memory? No. This pain was no memory. This was real. Everything that was happening was real. Somehow.

Distantly, he heard a moan.

Pushing away his thoughts of the past, Gendo returned to the task at hand. He grabbed the manual release, ignoring the horrible burning, and forced the hatch open. He climbed inside the dark, cramped space. The smell of (blood) LCL washed over him.

"Rei, are you all right?! Rei!"

Intellectually, he knew that she was alive. He had been here before, lived this moment before. But the dim sight of battered and broken Rei Ayanami looking into his eyes hit him hard.

This wasn't just any Rei. This was Rei-II, the last one he'd given away any of his heart. The Rei who had been loyal. The Rei in whose eyes he could see – if only in that damned wistfulness he had always tried so hard to suppress – his Yui. The Rei who had saved Unit-01, Shinji, and the Plan at the cost of her own life.

"Rei... I'm so sorry."
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When the medics came Gendo shouted at them, ordering them to prepare to treat her for a dangerous increase in intracranial pressure. The first time around the doctors had nearly lost Rei to a subdural hematoma when the first, flawed brain scan had failed to turn it up. He wasn't going to let that happen again.

Later, once Rei was safely in surgery, he let a doctor look at his burns. Gendo winced. The pain he could deal with, but he did not look forward to again going through the incessant, monstrous itching as his skin healed. Kozo, who had worshipped the sun once too much as a youth, would understand.

Kozo.

He was supposed to be here!

"Where is the Vice-Commander?"

The doctor, a graying Irish man whom Gendo did not care to learn the name of, blinked. "Doctor Juhl is treating him, sir."

"For what?"

"His arm, sir. Commander Fuyutsuki caught some glass during the... incident." The unknown doctor was wise enough to be political in his phrasing. "I'm told the laceration wasn't too-

"I'm fine."

Kozo appeared in the office's doorway. He had been divested of his uniform coat, wearing instead a loose-fitting white shirt and, on his left arm, clean bandages. Whoever had dressed his arm went overboard with the wrapping. Had Gendo not been shocked at the sight of the clearly staggered Kozo he might have smirked.

"How is Commander Ikari?"

The doctor launched into an exhaustive diagnosis. Gendo Ikari preoccupied himself with a small mirror at the opposite end of the office. His own reflection was a tad fuzzy. His old glasses, he remembered, were gone now. Yui had given him those frames. She had said they were handsome on him.

The first time he had lived through this day, his heart had ached at the thought of losing another link to Yui. Now, the second time through, the ache was more distant. Was that because...? No, he buried that thought. Besides, there were more important matters to deal with.

Like what the hell he was doing in the past.

Or his death.

But first...

Gendo turned toward Kozo Fuyutsuki, addressing him for the first time. "Rei?"

The older man sighed. "When I called they were drilling into her skull. Dr. Akagi says she'll make it, but she's sustained heavy injuries. It'll be maybe two months before she'll be able to pilot, barring complications. We’ll know more later. Of course, that assumes Unit-00 will even be ready by then."

Gendo nodded. He looked at the doctor. "You're dismissed."

"Yessir."

The doctor closed the door behind himself. Gendo and Kozo studied one another's injuries.

Kozo thinned his lips. "That looks like it will be... uncomfortable."

"Yes," Gendo replied, holding up his bandaged hands, "and I'll need someone to open my ketchup bottles for me."

Kozo barked a laugh, more at the absurdity of Gendo Ikari making a joke than at the joke itself. Gendo smiled. He had thought of that one the last time around, late at night in bed, some weeks after Unit-00's rampage. Now the joke was a bit timelier.

Gendo gestured to Kozo's arm. "How is that?"

"It hurts, actually. They gave me something for it, but it hasn't kicked in yet." He shrugged. "Still, it could have been worse."

Actually, it was supposed to be better. Kozo hadn't been injured at all the first time around. The timeline he remembered had been changed. Which begged the question: what else could be changed?

"Yes, you're fortunate." He squinted, and then moved to adjust his glasses. Halfway to his nose he realized he had nothing to adjust. "Damn it."

"I'm sorry about your glasses."

Gendo shook his head. "Never mind that. I can get new ones easily enough. What matters is how the Committee is going to respond."

"Not well, I imagine."

That much was true. As he recalled, Keel had been a tad... peeved... at the loss of NERV's only operating Evangelion and compatible pilot just a few weeks shy of the Angels' anticipated return. Gendo had had to broach the previously unmentionable subject of activating Unit-01 just to weather the storm.

The Committee. SEELE. Keel. The last time he had spoken to him Gendo had thrown his own plans in Keel's face. Keel had retaliated by unleashing hell on NERV. Now the dance between them both had wound back to the starting point... and Gendo knew exactly what hand SEELE had to play.

There were possibilities there.

Endless possibilities.

"Don't worry. I have a plan."

Kozo snorted. "I wouldn't expect less."

Gendo stood up slowly, careful to keep his hands from brushing against anything. "We need information before we go to the Committee. Until Rei comes out of surgery we should deal with Unit-00. If it truly is unusable we will need to prepare to activate Unit-01."

"Unit-01?" Kozo considered the idea. "I suppose if Rei were fit enough by the time the Angels returned... it could work. It's a lot to bet on the Oni System."

"We don't have a choice." Did he have a choice, or was he damned to repeat the past? Kozo's arm seemed to say otherwise. "Unless we defeat the Angels we have no future."

That much, at least, was still true.
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The rest of the day proceeded much as Gendo recalled. Rei came out of surgery with the prognosis of a long recovery, though this time the bleed in her brain hadn't been as dangerous. Keel and the Committee were again peeved, though receptive to the idea of activating Unit-01 if the time came. Gendo's plan to endanger his own son to make the Evangelion go berserker was once again received as especially inspired. Finally, Dr. Akagi delivered a familiar initial report on Unit-00's rampage.

Gendo bid Kozo an exhausted "good night" sometime past midnight. However, instead of retiring to his Geo-Front quarters, he went for a walk. As the skyscrapers of Tokyo-3 glittered in their cradles overhead Gendo wandered aimlessly along the various walkways and gardens that populated the Geo-Front's "surface".

Gendo Ikari did not think as he walked. He let the motion of the exercise fill his soul, taking the place of reflection. If his mind concentrated on anything, it was the sensation of pulverized stone crunching under his dress shoes and the faint smell of pollen on the nighttime breeze. Sometimes he came upon other people, NERV employees drifting across the landscape as they changed shifts, but always he kept his distance, watching them walk upon the illuminated walkways as he himself stood on a darkened hillside or hidden behind a clutch of trees. Mostly he just walked and that was it.

He did this for hours. The exhaustion he felt replaced by a strange wariness. He didn't reflect upon the character of this sentiment. He didn't dare. He had to resist. To do otherwise, to let even a sliver in...

Gendo Ikari shuddered in the night.

At last, however, the body overwhelmed the spirit. With only a few hours until dawn, he made his way to his quarters. He could barely keep his head level as he walked past the ever-present security detail.

Mind empty and body exhausted, Gendo Ikari collapsed into his bed, hoping to dream a dreamless sleep.
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His hopes were for naught.
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Several hours later, Gendo Ikari awoke in a sweat. Sluggishly, he rolled out of bed and into the shower, trying to wash away the images of blood and fire that had filled his night. Afterwards he toweled off and dressed in his standard uniform. For a few seconds, he looked for his glasses; he wasn’t sure which pair exactly. He settled for his clunky emergency spare. He tried putting them on, fumbling with his bandaged hands, but had to stop and walk away when he started shaking all over.

Retreating to the living room area, Gendo Ikari slumped down onto the couch. The cushions were stiff. They had never been used enough to be broken in. Yui had picked the couch.

"Damnit."

Gendo stared at the ceiling. Yui had wanted to paint it a warmer color. They had never decided on one before the accident. Not that it was an accident.

"Damnit!"

She had planned on it. Wanted it. Wanted to merge with Unit-01 so that a part of humanity could live on forever. Wanted Gendo to protect Shinji-

"DAMNIT!"

-to love him, to watch over him now when she was gone, to carry on with their original plan to stop SEELE and the Third Impact and-

"GODDAMNIT! WHY?! WHY ME, GODDAMNIT!?"

Gendo Ikari, Supreme Commander of NERV and all around diabolical mastermind, cradled his head in his bandaged hands and wept.

To anyone who watched it (no one was) the tears and screams and curses would have been an angry jumble of emotion. Years of private rage and repressed thoughts threatened to drown Gendo Ikari. Memories of a year gone by – a year that had yet to come for the world – filled his mind. Nothing he could do kept the memories at bay. The riptide dragged him down: Shinji, Rei-II, SEELE, the Angels, Ritsuko, Rei-III's betrayal, the Third Impact, his bitter reunion with Yui, facing the truth about himself, and, finally, his death at the hands of Unit-01.

His son's hands.

Some time later, Gendo uncurled himself from the fetal position. The hot tears on his face dried. The uncontrollable shaking subsided. And his mind, his brilliant mind, the steel trap of a mind that had captivated Yui all those years ago, began to do what it did best.

Plan.
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The sound of machines filled the otherwise quiet hospital room.

Rei didn't know he was there. She was in a drug-induced coma. It would be... two days? Two days before they would bring her out of it. But he liked to think she could feel him somehow.

Gendo Ikari closed his eyes.

No, that wasn't it, he realized. He had come here for himself, not for her. He knew why he had felt the compulsion to come here. He wouldn't name it, though. Not even to himself. It was... too much. He had enough to deal with right now. The rest could wait.

"Rei."

The beeping of the cardiac monitor was her only response.

"I want you to know something. This time will be different. I will do whatever it takes to keep you safe. Whatever the cost."

beep 
beep 
beep
"I've been given a second chance. By Yui? By God? I don't know who. I don't know why. But I know that I intend to use it."

beep 
beep 
beep

"This time... we'll win."
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