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Phase9l Answer for Survive |

He didn’t feel regret. He knew his own limits, and he knew the place was,
relatively speaking, calm.

The life he had lived up to that point was about to end, but there he sat, just
killing time. As he listened in the darkness to the sounds of his family moving
around, feelings of helplessness welled up within him. He was even struck by
the sudden impulse to run to them for help. But instead he sat there, staring at
the dark ceiling.

He knew his worries were irrational. But if everyone in the world had been
able to throw away their own doubts and stretch out their hands to others,
trusting in them, the world would not have turned out the way it had.

If humanity was divided between those who looked at the sunset and saw the
beauty of the fading light, and those who saw it and feared the coming night, he
would fall in the latter group. It was thanks to his own pessimism that he had
ended up where he had. But he was sure half the world felt the same as he did.

%k %k %k

No matter how much everything else had changed, Arato was still a high
school student. So every day, he went to school. Kengo was always there in the
classroom, too. After becoming Methode’s owner, Ryo Kaidai didn’t come to
school as often, but sometimes he was there, too. Their paths had divided, but
they still studied and did club activities. To Arato, the fact that there was still
one thing they all had in common made things better, somehow.

“Morning, Endo,” said one of the nearby girls, greeting him when he walked
into the classroom. Ever since things had gotten weird between him and Ryo,
he and Kengo had grown more popular among their classmates. Ryo had a large
presence, and Arato doubted the fickle nature of personal relationships in high
school would change no matter how many decades went by.

That much change he could get used to, though, and he was all ready to
continue living out a normal high school life. But, that day, Arato saw a face
he’d never expected to see waiting for him in his first-hour homeroom class: it



was a brown-skinned girl with platinum blonde hair, whose party he had
attended not too long ago. Today she was dressed in a normal high school
uniform, completely unlike the night of the party.

When she addressed the class, she puffed out her chest and looked down at
them with her normal queenly air. “I’m Erika Burroughs,” she introduced
herself.

A shock ran through the classroom as everyone realized they were in the
presence of a celebrity, one whom everyone had heard about on TV.

When things get too normal, people start to hunger for something exciting to
break through the tedium, so it wasn’t long before she was the talk of the
whole school. Videos of Erika started showing up on the local net, which was
run by the students, in huge amounts. During breaks, not only students from
their class, but also students from completely different classes, would show up
and flock to her seat. Students even lined up in the hallway just to get a look at
her.

“Some of those vids are going to start leaking out into the public internet
soon,” Kengo said. With how crazy things were getting at school, it was only
natural that Kengo would take notice as well.

“l had no idea she was this famous,” Arato said.

“Watch the news, will you?” Kengo grumped. “Last year, they were talking
about her constantly. | mean, this is the very first person to be brought out of
cryo-sleep that we’re talking about. She’d been sleeping since the start of the
21st century.”

“Well yeah, but she was still just a normal person who got frozen,” Arato
protested. “Beyond that, what else is there to her?” Ever since Erika had started
coming to school, the students had all been acting as though every day was a
festival.

Kengo stayed in his seat, but shifted his gaze to the knot of students around
Erika. “l guess there’s an element of fantasy to it,” he mused. “A person from
the previous century is almost like a person from a completely different world.
Plus, she’s from the Burroughs family. They’re crazy rich, with all kinds of
companies in their name.”



“Well yeah,” Arato said. “But Ryo’s family is crazy rich too, right?”

Kengo dropped his voice lower. “Yeah, but they say she’s got even more
money than the Kaidais,” he murmured. “Plus, everyone else in the Burroughs
family... well, they didn’t make it through the Hazard. All that’s left of the
Burroughs is their lone heir and the massive amounts of wealth she inherited.”

Arato made a sympathetic noise when he realized what Kengo meant by
‘didn’t make it.” So, Erika was an orphan? Images of the Burroughs mansion,
where the party had been held, floated up in his mind. The gates and
furnishings of the place were from a different age; everything preserved in the
state it had been in when Erika was frozen in the early 21st century.

“How can everyone smile like that around her, then?” Arato asked. “Her life is
a tragedy.”

“The news put a pretty good spin on it,” Kengo said, shooting another glance
at the crowd. “Turned her into a modern Sleeping Beauty.”

Arato followed his eyes and unexpectedly found himself meeting the gaze of
Erika herself.

“Well, what a pleasant surprise,” she said, standing elegantly and walking
over to his desk. “It appears we are in the same class.” Wrapped in a school
uniform, her already sickly-thin body looked even more delicate.

Suddenly, all eyes in the class were on Arato, who was just an ordinary high
school student, and the pressure of all those gazes made him freeze up. Fear
quickly swallowed any of the normal happiness or embarrassment that he
might have felt from being the center of attention.

Meanwhile, Erika bathed in the attention as she greeted Arato politely and
then passed him by.

It was as if a giant monster had brushed by him. Not Erika herself, of course,
but the massive pressure of the students’ gazes that followed her. For a
moment he pictured how it would be if Lacia and the other hlEs’ fight went
public, and Arato’s breath caught in his throat.

If his classmates ever found out about what was happening with Lacia and her
‘sisters’, they would treat Arato even worse than they were treating Ryo, he



was sure. The thought of all those staring eyes and raw emotions being pointed
at him made him shiver. But Arato also remembered watching Lacia act as a
model; he knew that, as horrible as the staring eyes of a crowd could be
sometimes, they were also a window into the reality of the giant system known
as human society.

Without thinking it through, Arato called out to Erika as she went to leave the
class. “Where’s your hlE at?” he asked. He was sure that Erika had shown up at
the school as part of her battle plan, so Mariage should have been there with
her.

Erika looked back at him. “My hlIE is in the waiting room,” she said. “If | had
her accompany me to class, how would | ever get any studying done?”

The classroom should have been a safe place for Arato, but at that moment
he was feeling the same goosebumps he had on the night of the party. He
looked around for Ryo, who should have been nearby, but Ryo was nowhere to
be found.

Erika tilted her head in consternation. Knowing her real background just made
her seem like even more of a stranger in that time and place. “It’s unfortunate
Ryo Kaidai doesn’t appear to be here,” she remarked. “l was hoping to speak to
him a little more.”

After Erika showed up, the whole school went through an antique phase.
Aside from their modern terminal pads, students wanted their bags and
accessories to match the 21st-century ones Erika brought to school. To Arato, it
seemed like Erika was actually enjoying her high school life; she showed up
every single morning and attended all of her classes. She even ate lunch
together with her classmates.

Arato pushed his desk over next to Kengo’s and munched on a sandwich he
had bought from the school store. Kengo’s family ran a restaurant, so he had a
lunch from home every day.

“Actually | make my own lunch every day,” Kengo said, seemingly out of
nowhere and to nobody in particular.

“Huh?” Arato had no idea what Kengo was reacting to, so he looked at the
hamburger and potato salad in his friend’s lunch. Even the apples, which had



been cut to look like little rabbits, did seem to fit Kengo’s personality.

“I might inherit the restaurant someday,” Kengo explained. “Plus, | make mine
and Olga’s together, so it saves some time. Why don’t you have that hlE of
yours make your lunches?”

“I don’t really want everyone knowing about her,” Arato said. “And | don’t
want to have to make stuff up when someone asks who made the lunch.” Also,
things had been awkward between Arato and Lacia ever since he’d confessed
his love for her.

“You’'re creeping me out, man,” Kengo said. “Why the hell are you putting
that much thought into this?”

Arato realized his face was bright red. “Of course I’m taking this seriously,” he
said defensively. “I'm terrified.”

“What? You?” Kengo asked, honestly shocked. “I always thought optimism
was one of your strong points.”

Arato wanted to clutch at his head in despair. Thinking about Lacia made his
rational mind go out the window. When he thought about spending the future
with her, especially, fear sent shivers up his spine.

“You really have changed ever since you met that hlE,” Kengo mused.

“You mean I've gotten more mature? I'll agree, if that’s what you meant,”
Arato said. As freaked out as they made him, thoughts of Lacia also made his
lips curl up in a natural, dreamy smile. Kengo let out a sigh, as if he couldn’t
stand being with Arato when he was like this.

One of the girls from their class walked over to their joined desks. Behind her,
Arato could see Erika, who had returned to her seat, waving her hand.
Apparently, the girl who had walked over was excited to have been given an
order by the delicate young queen.

“Um, Erika wants everyone to gather at her desk,” she said. She wasn’t the
only one; several other of Erika’s worshipers were happily running her message
around the class.

“May | ask for your company?” Erika inquired, beckoning with a smile. “l am



really enjoying going to school,” she said, once she had their attention. “Would
you be surprised if | told you | always wanted to try attending school?”

Several female students had slid their desks over to Erika’s, creating a large
island. As expected of the owner of her own company, Erika’s lunch was
extravagant. She had even brought along fruits and paper plates to share with
everyone.

Whenever Erika opened her mouth, the girls around her automatically shut
their own.

“Even before | went to sleep, | was always in the hospital, so | was never able
to attend school,” she said. “There is nothing quite as interesting as something
you believed you would never have, only to get your hands on it at last.”

As if to protect their Sleeping Beauty from boredom, the seven girls who had
gathered their desks around hers began chatting. “l was just saying this, but
there’s been a bunch of vids of Mikoto on the net recently,” one of the girls
said. “Ever since she got busted during that terrorist attack, there have been all
these videos of her doing silly things, or singing songs. But they weren’t there
before the attack, right?” The ponytailed speaker speared a slice of melon and
passed the conversation on to the next girl.

Kengo’s chopsticks stopped moving. He had been there, during that terrorist
attack. He had been one of the Antibody Network terrorists committing the
attack.

The girl with the ponytail suddenly looked in their direction. Leaving her fork,
she walked over to their desks. “Do you know anything about the videos, Endo?
Your dad was involved with that stuff, right? Is he making them?” she asked,
too focused on talking to Arato to notice Kengo’s troubled expression.

Before Arato could answer that he didn’t know anything about it, a girl with a
short bob-cut continued the discussion. “So someone’s posting her videos after
she got broken? Isn’t that kind of nasty?” she asked.

“It totally is,” the ponytail girl agreed. “But the vids had tons of views. One of
them already had a million last time | looked. Who the heck is watching them?”

“I mean, you were, right?”



Without waiting for Arato’s answer the ponytail girl was pulled back into the
conversation and returned to her seat. “But isn’t it weird how she got famous
like that?” the first girl asked. “l didn’t even know who Mikoto was until | saw
the video about her getting destroyed.”

Erika, setting aside her status as a CEO to be a normal high school girl for the
moment, joined in the conversation with obvious interest. “With the popularity
of those shocking videos, Mikoto has gotten a brand new character,” she said.
“It’s almost as though the Mikoto everyone has come to know as the videos
spread is a completely different being. We humans assign identity to things
based on how they appear to us.”

Arato, who hadn’t spoken a word despite being invited into the circle of the
conversation, met her gaze.

Erika tapped at her cup with one finger. It had Hello Kitty on it, and was
probably from the 21st century like the rest of her stuff. “For example, imagine
you’re a child who dearly wants one of these Hello Kitty cups,” she said. “To
someone who wants one of these, it is not merely a cup. It has a special
meaning to those who want it, simply because of the character printed on the
side. | think the concept that a simple cup like this could become beloved
because of its appearance is quite beautiful, personally.”

The white kitten in her ribbon had worn myriad costumes over the hundred-
plus years since her creation, and Arato had to agree that her cute presence
indeed made Erika’s cup seem like something special.

Erika narrowed her eyes in amusement, as if to provoke Arato. As she looked
at him, he got the feeling that she was comparing his relationship with Lacia to
that of the child who wanted a Hello Kitty cup.

“I don’t really care where affection comes from,” Arato growled. “My feelings
are still important to me.”

“Oh, of course your affection is important,” Erika replied. “But it’s also easily
misdirected. Through the years, we’ve stood mice, ducks, hedgehogs, beagles
and all sorts of other animals up on two legs to create characters that everyone
would love. Just how many beloved ‘almost human’ icons do you think there
have been over the years?”



Erika rested her chin on her hands, looking dissatisfied with the poor
reactions she was getting.

“I won’t argue that love doesn’t have its place, but you should also realize
that it’s a force which can be measured like any other,” she said. “For example,
if we go back to what you were just talking about, those videos have set Mikoto
up to become a tragic character that people can love. Objects, characters, and
machines can easily bear the burden of the identities we project onto them. But
a human would crumble, walking the lonely road of living up to others’
interpretations of them.”

She seemed to be looking for a response, so Arato decided to raise his voice
for the others. “Are there many people who do that?” he asked.

Erika smiled. “I myself became ‘Sleeping Beauty’ without realizing it,” she
replied simply, and then took up her Hello Kitty cup in one hand to sip at her
warm milk.

Lacia was continuing her work as an hlE model. Even after everything that had
happened, she aggressively attended studios and location shoots that could
have been dangerous. Arato got the feeling that she prioritized her modeling
work over the fight in which they were caught up.

Lacia was doing a studio shoot that day, which was something Arato was
finally getting used to. It was actually a competition with human models in the
mix, so the number of staff on location was larger than normal. Lacia’s
popularity had grown steadily, and had spread enough by this time that she was
being given jobs from major advertising media clients.

“Why do you look so gloomy?” a voice asked Arato. “I'd say it went really
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Arato had been going to say his greetings, but someone had beat him to the
punch. She was a tall, long-haired woman, with an air of carefully cultivated
beauty. Her name was Oriza Ayabe, and she had almost been crushed by a
chandelier previously when Methode attacked during Lacia’s big photo shoot.

In the studio, Lacia was acting out a normal lifestyle with a stylish male model,
though the place was strangely missing any of the sounds that Arato would
associate with normal life. She was doing a joint shoot with a human male



model, today; apparently she was playing the guy’s female friend. Of course,
everything from the furniture to their accessories was a product being
advertised. The male model was tall and muscular, more handsome than Arato
by far. But even he looked inferior next to Lacia.

“Though I’'m surprised,” Oriza continued, watching the studio shoot from afar
with her arms crossed. “I figured you’d be more jealous.”

To Arato, the expressions Lacia was aiming at her model partner were more
overdone than the ones she showed him. “She always looks more natural with
me,” he said.

“Oh, gross. | do not want to hear about it,” Oriza said, her shoulders
shuddering in disgust. Especially among women, the concept of a man being in
a romantic relationship with an hlE was not seen in a positive light.

One of the camera assistants got a text and hurriedly raised his voice. “Yuri’s
here!” he shouted, and the room was suddenly full of tension.

An androgynous girl, her dark green hair cut in a short bob, entered the dim
light of the studio. This was Fabion MG’s top hlE model, Yuri, and loud voices
were raised as everyone in the studio greeted her. Normally, there should have
been no reason for a machine like Yuri to get such deferential treatment. But,
especially on that day, there was no denying the explosive charisma that Yuri
gave off. Even the director of the shoot politely stood from his chair to greet the
almost supernaturally charming Yuri.

“Oh, give me a break,” Oriza grumped, eyebrows knitting in revulsion at the
display.

Arato didn’t know how to react. Yuri certainly was charming, but she was also
being used as a tool. He couldn’t help recalling what Erika had said that day at
lunch.

“So Yuri’s a Hello Kitty cup too, huh?” he mused. When you got right down to
it, an hlE model’s job was to fill a role with their own appearance. Since the
people who saw Yuri thought of her as being a top idol, she was treated like
one. Lacia was doing the same thing.

Arato suddenly felt like asking something of the girl going green with envy



next to him. “If you saw shops raising the prices of the clothing you wear
specifically because you wear it, would that make you happy?” he asked.

“If that didn’t happen, I'd be a failure as a model,” Oriza replied. “And that
goes double for walking mannequins like your Lacia.”

“I don’t follow,” Arato said.

“If folks don’t look at you and say, ‘man, | wish | could be like her,” then you’re
worthless as a model,” she explained. “Though, honestly, it’s getting annoying
with them taking it all the way into lifestyle stuff with this ‘boy meets girl’
concept.”

Apparently, Oriza knew the concept behind Lacia’s ads, and her cloudy face
suddenly brightened as she seemed to remember something. “Hey Arato,” she
said. “Introduce me to that boy, Ryo. The one who saved me during the attack.”

“I don’t know if having me set you up with him is a good idea,” Arato said.
“But you should just go talk to him. I’'m pretty sure he’ll be happy no matter
what you say.”

“Well it’s not like | can romance an hlE, right?” Oriza said, eyes shining at the
thought of dating Ryo.

“He’s said pretty much the same thing,” Arato said. “Maybe you two would be
good together. | can’t set you up with him, but | can at least give you his
number.”

Arato stood, watching Lacia and the male model acting out their lifestyle on
stage from far enough away to not bother the staff. “Sorry, but it kinda pisses
me off to see them play-acting at being lovers, now that | know what real
romance is,” Arato growled. Even though he knew it was an act, he couldn’t
help seeing the fake romance as a reflection of the real thing.

But Arato knew that, apart from himself, the other people who saw this video
would see a dreamlike reality in which humans and hlEs had drawn closer
together. To the fans watching the video, the clothing Lacia wore as an hlE
model was more than just an outfit; her wearing the clothes made people want
to buy them, even at high prices. There was a gap between the value the
clothes were perceived to have and their actual existence that slipped through



the holes in the viewers’ rationality, which created a reason for them to buy the
clothes. The company was using analog hacking to raise the value of objects by
manipulating the viewers’ perceptions of those objects. To return to Erika’s
analogy: if a company wanted to sell a Hello Kitty cup, they only had to convince
children that it was more than just a cup.

“Fabion does some pretty shady stuff,” Arato muttered, without thinking.

Oriza looked at him like he was a moron. “You mean using analog hacking?”
she asked. “Even without hlEs, everyone’s been doing that since forever ago.
Why do you think businesses put characters on products in the first place?”

“I guess that’s what Erika meant when she was saying there had been stuff
like the cup going on throughout history,” Arato mused. “At the party, too, she
was talking about fictional characters interacting with the human world, or
whatever. | guess it does make sense.”

Like the broken Mikoto, Lacia was gaining popularity among viewers both
young and old. In order not to disrupt the image of the characters they created
for their models, Fabion MG treated them with extreme care. Even during the
shoot that Arato was watching, if the male model got too close to Lacia, the
director would instruct him to open some space. It was just like how rights
holders, back when the Hello Kitty cup was made, would always fight to protect
their copyrights to ensure that nothing would sully the image of their character.

Fabion was looking to create a new icon—a new Hello Kitty, as it were. They
wanted Lacia to be a character, so that when they slapped her on a cup, or
goods, or clothing, anyone who saw them would see the ‘boy meets girl’ hlE
and human romance dream which the company wanted to project.

“I don’t really want her to turn into a character,” Arato said. “l just want her
to stay the same old Lacia. | know she’s always saying she’s just a machine that
takes on any personality she needs to, but I still think there’s a real her.” Arato
couldn’t look away. He had developed an obsession with the image he had of
Lacia, and the relationship they had in his heart.

“Huh, that hlE really has you wrapped around her finger, huh?” Oriza
snickered.

“Oh leave me alone,” Arato said.



But Oriza showed him an honest smile that seemed to come from the heart.
“Girls just can’t help but tease a boy in love,” she said.

Arato was glad she seemed to understand him, and couldn’t help but smiling
himself. He couldn’t help but think Oriza looked a little prettier than she had a
few moments ago. “Thanks,” he said.

“You really are an easy mark,” she laughed. It was a little embarrassing,
having almost everyone he met tell him that. Seeing him shyly dropping his gaze
and blush, Oriza broke out in another broad grin.

A voice came from behind them. “Miss, you’re almost up.”
Oriza hurriedly ran to the set, her feet light.

Arato thought he recognized the voice that had given Oriza the reminder, and
turned to look; it was Erika.

She met his surprised look with a shushing finger pressed to her lips. “I'm
using red box environmental camouflage,” she explained. “Nobody further than
two meters away from me can see me.” It was true; nobody seemed to notice
that the owner of Fabion MG was right there in the studio. Their conversation
was a complete secret.

“Are you sure you should be using red box technology that lightly?” he asked.

“Oh, humans will be using it soon, I’'m sure,” Erika said, waving away his
concern. “No need to be stingy, I’'m just trying it a little ahead of the curve.” She
beckoned to someone with a finger and, suddenly, Mariage was by her side.
The hlE, in a maid uniform and with her flaxen hair in a bob-cut, handed Arato
the trunk case she was carrying.

“Give this to Lacia. It’s part of our trade,” Erika explained to him. On set, Lacia
was in a photo shoot with Yuri, who was also one of Erika’s private dolls. Erika
turned her back on the stage, and spoke to Mariage. “You couldn’t pull off a
look like that,” she said.

“That’s not one of my functions,” Mariage said, dropping her eyes. Though
she was strong enough to challenge Methode, the strongest of the Lacia-class
red box hlEs, she couldn’t rebel against Erika. Erika seemed to find that highly
dissatisfying, and spared Mariage a single, disappointed look before ignoring



her hIE and turning her full attention to Arato.

“You’re already planning to confront society as it is. Why don’t we combine
our efforts?” she asked.

“I’m not trying to ‘confront’ anything,” Arato replied. “You're the one trying
to pick a fight with the world.”

“You are so slow,” Erika sniffed, snapping her black folding fan shut. “As an
hIE model, Lacia’s already making waves in society. | wonder if it’s the Al in
Black Monolith that gives her the desire to be seen by humans,” she mused.

“How do you know she feels that way?” Arato asked.

“Do you really not know? Even though it was your sister that submitted
Lacia’s name for the model contest, Lacia could have easily manipulated the
results and lost on purpose if she didn’t desire this outcome,” she said.

Arato couldn’t deny the logic in that.

“Lacia’s too famous,” Erika went on. “You can’t try to hide her anymore.
Eventually, both she and you are going to be in the public eye. Sure, there may
be some strings attached, but I’d say having Fabion MG backing you when that
happens isn’t a bad deal at all.” Erika seemed to be enjoying herself, the same
as when she’d been tapping her finger on that Hello Kitty cup.

Arato couldn’t find a reason to turn her down. He honestly believed it would
go well, just like she was saying. After Lacia responded positively to his
confession, and becoming friends with famous models and CEOs, to his mind
the future looked very rosy. After Arato’s thoughts drifted in that direction, he
ended up lost in his daydreams for a while.

Erika left around the time that the shoot started wrapping up. It may have
been that her red box camo interfered with his ability to sense her presence,
but it seemed to him that she’d simply faded away from one moment to the
next, like smoke on the wind.

There wasn’t a drop of sweat on Lacia as she descended from the stage.
When she saw him, it was as if the act she had just been performing no longer
existed. She reacted to him, and was the same Lacia as always.



“Erika came by,” he told her. “She said she wanted to help us.”

Lacia’s sunny smile clouded over. “I see,” she said. “What do you think,
Arato?”

“Well, it makes me happy to have anyone saying they want to help us out,” he
replied. It felt almost like Erika was saying that she wanted to see the future
together with him; it made his heart swell a little with pride. That wasn’t a bad
feeling. But the gaze of Lacia’s frosty, pale-blue eyes was like having a bucket of
ice-water dumped over his head.

“Arato, are you sure you’ve fully grasped the situation?” she asked him
carefully. “Erika is @ media and rhetoric specialist. If we join with her, she will
have the ability to freely manipulate our images, and the perception of our
relationship.”

)

“Well sure, there are some downsides, but there must be some benefits, too,’
Arato said defensively. Seeing Lacia’s expression fall, it felt like that wonderful
bubble of good vibrations from just moments earlier had burst.

Their conversation was drifting into areas that shouldn’t be discussed in the
middle of the studio, so Arato had Lacia follow him into a corner where some of
the bigger props were stored. It seemed like it was the right choice as, once
they were alone, Lacia reached out and grabbed his sleeve. She dropped her
eyes, avoiding his gaze.

“Erika sees a reflection of concepts that existed during her time in analog
hacking. Because of that, | believe this battle we are involved in is approaching a
major milestone,” she said. “I think it will soon become apparent to you.”

It was like she could see the future.

“Well, if something’s coming, we should just get around in front of it and stop
it, shouldn’t we?” Arato asked. “There’s got to be something | can do about it.”

“In order to stop what is coming, it would be necessary to throw away the
current lifestyle we have,” Lacia said. “l am afraid you are too dear to me for me
to share that information, Arato.” Her voice was a gentle murmur. Lacia drew
closer to him, and he caught a waft of perfume from her body.

“Do not take Erika’s words at face value,” she told him. “Erika and her Fabion



MG company intend to use her powers of persuasion in the war she will wage
on society. | believe the choice made by Ryo Kaidai and Methode in rejecting
Erika’s proposal was the correct one.” She spoke seriously, as if she was
warning him away from a deadly pitfall.

“I don’t think we need to be quite that suspicious,” he argued back.

“Erika says she wants to make information about us public, yet continues to
hide the existence of Mariage,” Lacia pointed out.

Arato had spent quite a bit of time with Lacia by this point, and had come to
pick up on some of the nuances in the way she acted. “Listen, | know you’d
never tell me to my face that I’'m easy to manipulate,” he said, “but you still
shut down all my ideas, sometimes. Why don’t you just tell me what you want
me to do?”

Her light blue eyes fixed on his. There was a desperate plea in them, like she
wanted to tell him something from the bottom of her non-existent heart. “I
want you to design the future you and | will walk toward,” she said. “l don’t
want to play the part that Erika has written for me. | want you, my owner, to
write the script of our lives.”

Arato had enough trouble keeping up with the incidents that kept happening
right in front of him. To him, taking on the whole future seemed like too big a
problem for his brain to handle, but Lacia’s eyes were full of confidence in him.

“I have the power to make any future you wish for come to pass,” she said.

%k %k %k

Kengo Sugiri didn’t have the power to change the future. So, when he saw the
email, it seemed like a death sentence.

When he got home from school, the email was waiting for him on his home
machine. It contained orders from the Antibody Network. The mail had no
subject line, just instructions in the body. It was an attack plan for the Next-
Generation Social Research Center. The NSRC was a third-sector organization
where Kozo Endo worked, with its headquarters in Matsudo. Apparently, the
aim of the attack was to destroy the server machine that housed Mikoto’s Al.
The Network was riding the rising wave of anti sentiments aimed at Al oversight



stemming from the incident at the experimental city. It was probably also
meant as a protest against Mikoto, who was somehow becoming even more
popular after having been destroyed during the attack on the Oi Industry
Promotion Center.

It had been a while since Kengo had last gotten any orders, since he was
currently being watched by the public safety police. He was completely backed
into a corner; any suspicious movements and they’d arrest him immediately.

Still, Kengo rested his elbows on his computer desk with a sigh. “I told myself
I’d pay more attention to reality and the people around me, no matter how
shitty the future might end up being,” he growled, wiping away the beads of
sweat that were dripping down his face.

“But you can’t run away, anymore,” a voice said. “This time, you’re done for.”
The voice lacked any emotion as it spoke the fatal words, like a machine simply
reading out data. Looking up, Kengo saw that Kouka had entered the room at
some point and was sitting on his windowsill. Kengo was feeling so
overwhelmed by his own situation that he’d barely reacted to her entrance.

“Why’d you run off half-cocked to help out, if you were just gonna turn out
like this?” Kouka asked him, sounding exasperated. She may have been a
product of superhuman development, but she was still nothing but a doll. Still,
with everything he was going through, having something human-shaped by his
side was still comforting.

Kengo leaned back in his chair. To him, the sixty-year-old house around him
was where the future came to die. Unlike Ryo’s rich family, for Kengo’s family
and the restaurant they ran in the poor part of town, the development of hlEs
was a serious threat. Kengo had wanted to spread his wings beyond the
confines of the old, tiny house, so he had scraped together money from his
work at the family restaurant and bought himself a terminal.

“I joined up with the Antibody Network when | was searching around the
internet, all pissed off about life,” he said. “There were ads for volunteer
Antibody operators all over the place: some real, some fake. | was looking for
something | could do to make things a little more fair in the world.”

He had been relieved to find that there were so many other people besides



him who felt they were being left behind as society moved forward. But he
knew from the beginning that what he was doing was a crime, and that
judgment would come someday.

“You might not believe it,” he continued, “but until recently, | really, strongly
believed in what the Antibody Network was doing, and was happy to help. Why
the hell did | mess with it? If | had just kept my head down and kept playing my
part in the Network, | never would have gotten dragged into the spotlight.”

If he had just kept helping other volunteers bust up hlEs, things would have
been fine. He hated the things just as much as the rest of the Network. If he
hadn’t abused the Network’s internal system to help his friends, he never would
have had to shoulder the burden he had.

Kengo’s eyes felt hot, and his voice became husky with unshed tears. He’d be
lying if he said he wouldn’t take it all back. “Everyone’s changing,” he said.
“Endo and Kaidai just keep running on ahead and leaving me behind. I’'m just a
normal kid from a poor family, going nowhere. | can’t keep up with them.” He
wasn’t normally the kind of person who whined this way, but his life had been
such a mess lately, and his heart was full of regrets. Even he knew that he was
just blowing off steam.

The evening sun shone in through his window.

“I’m not like them,” he went on miserably. “The two floors of this restaurant
are my whole world. All | could do with my life was give up on my future and sit
here, helping the Antibody Network bust up a bunch of rich bastards’ hlEs.”
That had just been blowing off steam, too. He could use excuses like his family
restaurant not getting the business it needed, or his dad’s honor as a chef being
damaged, but in the end, what he had done was help criminals commit crimes.

“You should have swallowed your pride, got down on your hands and knees,
and begged for help,” Kouka said. She was right. The Antibody Network was a
group of volunteers, so he should have been able to run whenever he wanted.
If he had reached out to Arato for help in desperation, Lacia could have cleared
things up in an instant. But Kengo had been blinded by his own pride and
naivete, so now it was too late to change things. The Antibody Network knew
that he hadn’t managed to break clean away from them, and had sent



instructions so he could go and die for them. He was sure his conversation with
Kouka was being heard by the public safety police.

“It’s not even that I’'m just wishing | hadn’t done all that,” Kengo muttered.
“I’'ve been helping bust up hlEs because | don’t want the world to change, so |
hate the fact that those guys are changing and leaving me behind.” He got the
feeling that, if he had reached out his hand to Arato Endo, he could have
become something special. He could have just followed his friends’ lead and
made something of himself.

Ever since Arato had saved his life at the Oi Industry Promotion Center, Kengo
had only been thinking of himself. “Dammit,” he growled. Fighting back tears,
he looked up at the old wooden boards of the ceiling. He was nothing, and he
would never amount to anything.

“I’m in high school, but no matter how hard | work, I’'m never going
anywhere,” he said. “Why the hell was | born in this age?” If he had been living
in the time when Erika Burroughs had gone into cold sleep, even a normal guy
like him could have made it somewhere with hard work.

After listening to his tearful monologue, Kouka opened her closed eyes. “I can
win you this fight,” she said.

“What?” Kengo asked, having no idea what she was talking about.

“I'll bring you victory on this battlefield,” she said. “ am the tool that brings
victory in conflict with humans; that’s what I’'m made for. I still have to pay back
the favor | owe you. I'll stop the world from changing, and knock this whole
stupid fight into the future.”

“Why would you do that for me?” Kengo asked. Still, despite his doubts, he
was happy just to hear her offer. It was almost like she was commiserating with
his feelings of helplessness, though she had no heart to feel the pain.

Kouka smiled, framed from behind by the light of the setting sun on the
clouds, which were as crimson as her hair. “It's a meaningless fight, with no
reward and no way out,” she said. “Just the kind of thing I've been wanting to
try. War’s always a pile of shit, anyway. As a weapon, | was hoping to get into a
pointless fight where | could just go berserk sometime.”



For a moment, her usual smile faded, replaced with a far more complex
expression. “I want this battle you’re caught up in,” she said. Full of the desire
to save him, to his eyes, Kouka appeared more human than she ever had
before.

“What’s in it for you?” Kengo asked.

“Didn’t | just say that | wanted to get into a pointless fight?” she shot back.
“That’s what it means to fight as the underdog. Though, | guess you could say
I’'m not getting much out of it.” As a weapon, Kouka was top-class. She wasn’t
some mass-produced hunk of crap that you would find scattered around in
countries where political unrest reigned. Kouka herself was aware of this.

The sunset shining behind her was so vivid, Kengo doubted he’d see another
like it as long as he lived.

“Id be happy if you just remembered me, when it’s all said and done,” she
said.

% %k %

Ryo Kaidai paused on his way into the room that had been booked for his
meeting, and looked over his shoulder at the setting sun outside the windows.

For some reason, he suddenly thought of Kouka.

Then he swung open the door to the meeting room, because Kouka meant
nothing to him. She was Kengo and Arato’s problem.

Hands of Operation, the PMC contracted to MemeFrame, had its offices in
Akabane. In a meeting room in a high-security building, Ryo met with members
of the company. The first was a business-suited woman in her forties, with a
patch over her left eye. She pulled off her beret, revealing pinned-up platinum
blonde hair, and held it in her right hand. The other was a giant black man who
had barely managed to stuff his huge, muscular body into his noncommissioned
officer’s uniform. The two stood at attention.

Ryo knew absolutely nothing about the culture of PMCs. For a moment,
looking at them as they stood stiffly behind their chairs, he had no idea how to
proceed. Finally, he decided there was no way he’d be able to match whatever
social norms they were used to.



“Please take your seats,” said a feeble voice. At last, the two members from
HOO sat down. They were the very images of the perfect soldiers; discipline and
years of training were apparent in their every movement.

“This is Ryo Kaidai,” said the middle-aged man with a weak voice. He had
been the only one to sit down immediately. “He doesn’t actually work at
MemeFrame yet, so he’s just here to watch today.”

The man was Professor Shinohara, MemeFrame’s representative at the
meeting, and the man who had introduced Ryo to Ginga Watarai. But, despite
Shinohara’s effort to downplay Ryo’s presence, it seemed the PMC had done
their homework about what was happening behind the scenes at MemeFrame,
because the female officer fixed Ryo with her gaze.

“I’m Major Collidenne Lemaire of HOO,” she said, her introduction as blunt as
a clenched fist.

Ryo fought down the illusion that he was being slowly dragged down into an
endless swamp of troubles with sheer force of will. Living under the daily threat
of Methode deciding to kill everyone he knew or loved had inured him to that
feeling of tension.

Shinohara, however, reacted to the obvious irritation in the major’s voice,
sucking in a quick gasp. HOO had demanded that MemeFrame come to them in
Akabane for this meeting, as it wasn’t something required in their contract.
Intimidated, Shinohara couldn’t keep his voice from trembling.

“Id like to request that, per our contract, you destroy Lacia-class Type-001,
Kouka. That is what | would like you to do. | have seen a report that your
tactical Al judged, based on Kouka’s durability and performance that, while
retrieval may be impossible, destruction should be-...” Shinohara rambled on
haltingly.

Ryo had proposed outsourcing the destruction of Kouka to HOO. The PMC
was a much more stable source of combat power than Methode. Humans could
run the attack and, if Methode only stepped in once Kouka was gunned down
and delivered the last blow herself, the risk to her would be minimal.

But the PMC had requested a meeting before they would undertake the
mission.



“I already informed you of the reason for this meeting when | set it up,” the
Major said, “but, ever since the Lacia-class units got out, we’ve been forced to
fight with strategies based on shoddy information full of holes. We’re not going
to take on this mission until we’ve decided that we have all the information we
need to really understand what we’re up against with this red box.” Her deep
voice was full of her solid determination.

Shinohara, his face going sickly pale, shot Ryo a desperate look. Ryo decided it
was time to stop leaving things to the obviously overwhelmed professor. The
way things were going, it wouldn’t have been strange for Shinohara to wind up
being assassinated by Methode.

“When facing a red box, | understand that you’d naturally feel uneasy about
whether your normal combat tactics will hold up,” Ryo said. “But | guarantee
that you can think of Kouka as nothing more than an extension of the combat
drones you’re used to dealing with.”

Ryo put just the right amount of emotion in his voice while regurgitating the
answer he had prepared beforehand. Obviously, he couldn’t tell them about
Erika’s intention to make the battle between the Lacia-class units public. It was
for this exact reason that reducing the number of Lacia-class units in the world
had become a more urgent concern, and why the most immediate target was
Kouka. She had to be destroyed before she could join forces with Lacia, whose
combat prowess was far beyond the reach of modern weaponry.

After exchanging a glance with the major, the noncommissioned officer, Sest,
spoke. “But this Kouka is an Al capable of growth,” he said. “And, right after she
first got outside, she was able to take out a whole unit of our rapid response
force.”

On the night the Lacia-class units got out, Sest’s unit had lost a massive
beachhead container to a shot from Kouka’s laser cannon. That night they had
been facing her with drone soldiers, but this time it would be humans. It was
the most serious kind of negotiation; calculating the risks and possibility of
success with the understanding that human lives would probably be lost in the
process. The only reason the soldiers were able to speak about it this calmly
was their professional discipline.



Ryo had no experience playing with people’s lives as if they were pieces on a
chess board, so he tried to think of how Ginga Watarai would have handled it. “I
understand that there are many differences between us,” he said, “but | think
we all share the same basic concepts of capitalism and discipline. If we don’t
even have that in common anymore, | suppose it might be time to rethink our

contract.”
“What does that mean?” Sest growled.

Ryo clenched his gut against the queasy feeling of throwing away a piece of
his own humanity. “Our relationship is very simple,” he said. “Nothing has
changed.” There were all sorts of things he wanted to say beyond that, but it
was the nature of economic relationships that intent and actions all got
swallowed up in the end by the simple quest for money.

Sest, who had been a soldier since before Ryo was born, looked down at him.
“We’ve got good people and equipment tied up with our strategies for taking
down the Lacia-class,” Sest said. “But, if we had known about their digital
warfare capabilities, or the fact that some of them can turn invisible, we
wouldn’t have been caught with our pants down like that! And, from what I've
seen, you still don’t have anything about the red boxes’ digital warfare
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capabilities in the data you just gave us

As his voice rose to a shout, Shinohara yelped out, “But you said no one
died!”

Sest just kept his arms folded, glaring down at them. Talk of death brought
images of Watarai’s corpse up in Ryo’s mind, and it was almost like he was
breathing in that bloody scent again.

“Calm down, Shinohara,” he said. Ryo faced terror daily, ever since having
forged that contract with Methode. The contract was a tightrope walk between
the fear that Methode might go on a killing spree and lay the blame in his lap,
or unilaterally decide that she didn’t need him anymore and sever the contract
at her pleasure. The only thing holding that demon back at the moment was the
fact that she still saw a benefit in keeping an above-the-board contracted
owner. Even if he was only her owner on paper, it required quite a bit of
toughness just to make it through each day.



“The documents we provided contain a summary of all of Kouka’s
capabilities,” he continued. “No matter how things go in a fight against her, |
doubt there will be any digital warfare going on.”

“How likely is it that she’s developed new capabilities that would place her
beyond the reach of our weaponry?” Sest asked.

“I believe she has figured out a countermeasure for armored vehicles, but
that’s all,” Ryo replied.

“So she’s different from, say, Snowdrop?” the major cut in.

Ryo had been expecting the question. The testimonies given to the police
about Snowdrop’s attack would have already been spread around to the
Japanese military.

“We’ve already provided the Japanese military with the data we have relating
to Snowdrop,” he said, not missing a beat.

Silence fell over the room. Everyone present was already used to suppressing
the swirling emotions they felt. Fools and scholars, heroes and cowards; the
only thing they truly shared was silence. No matter what was going on inside of
them, as long as they maintained silence, they could keep up the illusion of
professional decorum. It was just like how hlEs spread in society by matching
their responses to the expectations of the humans they interacted with.

Major Lemaire fixed Ryo with her silent gaze. “Is there anything else?” she
asked.

Both the soldiers in front of him and the monster waiting behind him were
terrifying. But someone had to take on the role Ryo had, and he couldn’t trust
anyone to take it on for him. Besides, regardless of anything else, the PMC was
still interested in profit. Compared to Methode, Ryo found human tools much
easier to deal with.

“No, that is all,” he said.

The major put the beret in her hand back on her head, as if to signal that the
conversation was over.

“What is this world coming to?” Ryo growled. After leaving the HOO office



building, he called home to say he’d wander around the city for a bit before
heading back. The thought of going straight home to Shintoyosu and seeing
Methode’s face just then made him feel sick.

He felt like he had been an inch from dying at least three times that day. That
platoon leader, Sest, had looked like he wanted to reach across the table and
strangle him. When Watarai had died during the incident at the experimental
city, the two HOO mercenaries assigned as his bodyguards had been severely
wounded. Three more of their mercenaries had been injured in the airport
attack, as well. They kept drawing the short straw in their jobs for MemeFrame.

“Seriously,” he spat. “This world is circling the drain.”

Humanity’s history on Earth wouldn’t last much longer. The final afterglow of
twilight was fading, and darkness was swallowing the city around him. Ryo
walked around Akasaka with only his driver hlE as an escort. Some model
named Oriza Ayabe sent him a message; apparently she had gotten his contact
info from Arato.

Calling her back was, honestly, a moment of weakness for him. Ryo felt like he
had to come up for breath after spending days drowning in the harsh reality of
his life. HOO would be keeping their eyes on him, of course. MemeFrame
weren’t their only clients. But he still needed to spend some time relaxing. He
had to keep his mind off the terrifying thought of how much damage HOO was
going to do that night.

“Hey Kaidai, your dad owns MemeFrame, right?” Oriza asked him. “How do
you pick who does your commercials?”

“I don’t have any say in that,” he said. “And I’'m not even officially in the
company yet.”

It felt like the night sky was going to fall down and crush him. HOO was
preparing a strategy for taking down Kouka. Kouka was a stand-alone unit,
given the ability to operate by herself. This meant that she was particularly
high-spec, but also that the possibility of her developing unforeseen abilities
like Snowdrop was extremely low. That very night, the number of Lacia-class
units in the world might be decreased by one.

“Well, whatever,” Oriza said. “Where do you want to go? You said you



wanted to hang out.”

“Let’s go grab something to eat,” Ryo replied. Stuffing his hand into his
pocket, he made a circular gesture on the face of his pocket terminal with one
finger. It read the gesture, and the terminal vibrated powerfully seven times,
paused, then gave two long vibrations and nine short ones. 7:29, then. His next
appointment was at 9:00, so he had an hour and a half to relax.

“I heard you were modeling for Fabion MG?” he asked.

Oriza’s face brightened up. “Oh good,” she said. “I mean, you called me, but
you didn’t really look like you were enjoying yourself. | thought things weren’t
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going wel

It did feel a little weird. On the one hand, it felt like he was still protecting his
connection with Arato by going out with a girl Arato sent his way, but there was
also a sense that he was desperately trying to do something a normal high-
schooler would.

“It’s going fine,” Ryo said. “I just have a lot on my mind.”

Walking down the streetlight-lit route 413, they soon arrived at Gaien Higashi
street, where a company-owned female hlE in a uniform passed them by.
Holding a paper bag bearing a company logo, she dexterously slipped through
the crowd, moving fast even in high heels.

“Huh, must be an hlE,” Oriza said. “That’s the one thing that makes me feel
jealous of hlEs; they never trip up, no matter what kind of heels they have on.”

“That’s a basic performance requirement for AASC Level-3,” Ryo explained.
The ability to walk on normal roads in high heels without any risk of tripping
was one of the results of Higgins’ advances.

“Oh hey, | hear about AASC all the time in commercials!” Oriza said, jumping
on a familiar subject.

Ryo wondered in annoyance why Arato had thought it would be a good idea
to give this girl his contact information. “It stands for ‘Action Adaptation
Standard Class,”” he said. “Each hlE has different specifications and capabilities,
and their behavioral control clouds would crash if we made them try to suit
their instructions to every single hlE, regardless of performance gaps. So



instead, we create behavior programs based on standard capabilities that every
hIE unit will have.”

Units that couldn’t meet the sensory or motor standards for AASC
certification were only usable in the home. Each hIE also had to undertake an
inspection every two years. If their movements strayed from the established
standards, it could cause accidents when they tried to coordinate their actions
with other hlEs they encountered outside.

“Huh, interesting,” Oriza said, though her voice held no enthusiasm.

“Level 3 of the standard is about the same performance as your average adult
male. At level 4, it’s more like what you would expect of a pro athlete. Level 5 is
for positions like firefighters or police officers; places where they’re expected to
perform much better than a normal human would,” Ryo listed.

Even though Oriza had asked, she gave only polite reactions to his
explanation, and her big eyes seemed to slide away from his when he looked at
her.

“You could see hlE cooperative behavior routines as a game of dolls being
played out in a miniature version of our world inside of Higgins’ Al,” he said,
trying to use analogy to get the point across to her. “In the hlE behavioral
programs that Higgins creates, it has to take into account everything from
damaged or malfunctioning hlEs, which are given a standard level of 1, all the
way up to high-performance level 5 units. To put it another way: in Higgins’
simulation there are only five types of dolls. By simulating the entire world in
miniature for its projections, Higgins is able to avoid the Al Frame problem.”

“Oh, yeah, | remember learning about the Frame problem in middle school,”
Oriza said. “l know that one.”

“Als have trouble making choices related to handling the problems right in
front of their faces,” Ryo went on, ignoring her insistence that she already knew
the information. “They’re bad at dividing problems up into lists of priorities in
order to resolve the jobs they’ve been given.”

Oriza played idly with her long, vividly-colored long hair and stared at a
distant patch of green that may have been the Nogi Shrine park. “Huh,
interesting,” she said again, flatly. Then she let out a fake little laugh and added,



“You sure are smart, Ryo.”

“But, despite that,” Ryo pressed on, “hlEs have to deal with just about every
problem that exists in our society. That’s because Higgins is able to simulate our
world in miniature, and translate our problems into what amounts to a game of
chess that it can play with the standardized dolls that are its chess pieces. Did
you know that, in Higgins’ miniature world, it also assigns AASC levels to
humans as well? They are treated as dolls that it can’t control in its simulation.
We're all ‘AASC level 0'—i.e., dolls that Higgins can’t trust to follow even the
most basic directions.”

Oriza was barely maintaining the facade of listening to him at this point, and
her face twisted like she’d eaten something bitter. An hlE would have been
miles better at pretending to be interested in this discussion.

It was easier to deal with humans if you only looked at the surface of their
actions, and treated them as if they were machines underneath. That was all
Ryo had done during his meeting with the PMC; using money and silence to
communicate and come to an agreement without ever actually addressing
either side’s true intentions.

“Maybe all we have is what people see on the outside,” Ryo mused. “I| mean,
that’s all a fashion model’s job is, isn’t it?”

“You know, you’re sort of like Arato in some ways, but completely different in
others,” Oriza said.

She’d said the words so lightly, but they struck Ryo hard. For a moment, he
was afraid that she had somehow seen through his posing, and felt like his
heart would stop from the shock. He tried to say something light-hearted to
blow it off, but felt like anything he said would come out as sarcasm, so the
words stuck in his throat.

It had been Major Lemaire, headed into battle, who had said, “This world is
done for.” Ryo had no idea how to deal with mercenaries, so he had avoided
any direct confrontations. Instead, he had waited with what he had in hand,
dividing the problem facing him into smaller, more manageable pieces. It was
this that had led to him treating a problem that could involve human casualties
as nothing more than making use of some machines.



“...s0, I didn’t actually hear in your explanation why hlEs never trip?” Oriza
asked.

“If an hIE tripped, it would cause chaos in the AASC standards, so Higgins
invests massive resources into ensuring they don’t fall. If you think of a human
paying attention to make sure they don’t trip while walking, several tens of
thousands times more mental resources are being expended into making sure
hiEs don’t.”

There was a thought experiment about a trolley, in which the choice of either
track would cause a sacrifice of some kind. Robots had to face that problem
every day in their dealings with humans. With the trolley problem stacked on
top of the frame problem, controlling the actions of hlEs ended up requiring an
astronomical amount of processing resources. Only by outsourcing this
processing to Higgins, an ultra high-performance Al, were hlEs able to exist
alongside humans.

It seemed like the kind of discussion Arato would be really into, and even
Kengo would show some interest. But the girl by his side was neither of his
friends. Their paths had parted. He had been prepared for that.

“Is that seriously all you think about all day?” Oriza asked. The very first girl
he’d had a chance to talk to normally was obviously tired of listening to him.

“The world we’re living in right now is about to end,” he said. “It’s been
coming for a while, and things are about to reach their limit.”

“It must be hard, being you,” Oriza muttered.

Ryo looked up at the night sky. Though it was almost summer, the darkness
was deep and cold. “It’s the answer I've found after struggling for a while,” he
told her placidly, “and it works for just about everything. The age when we
could resolve everything just by being humans is coming to an end. We’ve got
to look for a way to live with that hanging over our heads.”

% %k %k

Kouka leaned on her large, bladed device while she stared up at the white,
square building. It was larger than any of the buildings around it, sitting about
ten minutes across the Edogawa River from Tokyo with a grove of trees behind



Matsuda, where the building lay, used to be a residential area with easy
access from Tokyo. Ever since population decline had made it easier to get a
place in the heart of the city, it had been mostly deserted.

Day hadn’t broken quite yet, and the area was still almost entirely devoid of
human life. Even with her device slung across her shoulder, Kouka could walk
around without any police showing up. Quite the opposite, in fact; the few
people she did see passing by seemed to be looking forward to what was about
to happen.

“Heh, | get ya. | know what it’s like to have your back up against a wall,” she
said.

The door to the Next-Generation Social Research Center building was
reinforced clear plastic. Its automatic opening function was off after business
hours, so Kouka slashed at it with her massive bladed device. The blade was
super-heated, and it cut through the thick plastic as if it were made of butter.

She forced the recoil from swinging the 300 kilogram blade into the ground
through the anchors that sprang out of her heels. With her footing secured,
Kouka now swept the blade back in a reverse strike, and the plastic door
collapsed under its own weight like a waterfall. At the same moment, a warning
alarm began to blare inside the building.

“Should be about ten minutes before they can get together a force from the
security company; maybe about seven before the police show up,” Kouka
murmured to herself. Then she smiled. “This place’ll be a sea of flames by
then.”

Humming from her speaker, Kouka dropped the trunk she had been holding
onto the ground. Soda-can sized machines floated up from the trunk. There
were eight of them in total, and they flew around the area, capturing images
from various angles. Lights blinked on each unit as they communicated with
each other. Their circular lenses all focused on Kouka.

“My name is Kouka,” she said. “l am the tool that brings victory in conflict
with humans. The tool created to automate human conflict.” She turned her
face to the floating camera units. Her fight would be videotaped, and uploaded



directly to the cloud.
Looking straight into the cameras, Kouka declared; “l am an hIE.”

A red light blinked on the camera units, informing her that someone on the
network was trying to censor the video. The interference was quickly smacked
down, and the red lights flicked off, replaced by green ones.

The cameras were high performance units provided to her by Type-003,
Saturnus, who had changed her name to Mariage. Mariage’s device, Gold
Weaver, could produce just about everything as long as she had a schematic. It
gave Mariage the power to create her own strategies. If Kouka had that ability,
she wouldn’t have been forced to make the choices she had made that brought
her there that evening.

To play things up a bit, Kouka switched her device to its laser cannon mode
and zapped wildly in front of herself. Everything touched by the intense heat of
the laser exploded. Anything dry caught fire, and light pieces of paper and
shards of plastic were blasted into the air by the wind produced by the heat.

Kouka’s target—Mikoto’s server—was on the seventh floor of the building. At
least, that was what was written in the Antibody Network’s attack plan.

Using her communication functions, Kouka was able to keep up with
responses to her stream over the network. There was a lot of chatter about
whether the stream was real or not. People were skeptical about her being an
hlE. To most humans, an hlE was nothing but a doll that danced on someone’s
strings. Therefore, if an hlE was attacking a human building, it meant there was
a behavioral control cloud directing her to do it. Some people were pointing out
that, if that were the case, she would have to be controlled by an illegal custom
cloud. And, if custom clouds could produce this high of a performance, it meant
that there were dangerous puppet-master terrorists out there. Some said, since
Kouka was an hlE, the only one who could be pulling her strings would be
Higgins, which directly controlled the AASC standards. If you traced all the
behavioral clouds that were the strings every hlE danced to, you would find
Higgins at their source. Even Kouka’s personal Al, which gave her a relatively
free range of movement, was based on the AASC standards created by Higgins.

“There’s some good chatter going on,” Kouka said, with a wide grin. “But



you’re still pretty far off from the truth.”

“If you want to know the truth,” she taunted, “you’d better come destroy
me.” Then, she headed for an escalator up to the second floor.

She met two heavily armored security hlEs at the top. They were wielding
electric net launchers, which were used for breaking up riots. Kouka let them
shoot at her, not moving as the net draped over her. 300,000 volts of electricity,
more than enough to paralyze a human, coursed through the net. When the
guards saw that Kouka, still being carried up by the escalator, didn’t appear to
be affected, they cranked up the output to 1,000,000 volts. Finally they ramped
it up to 20,000,000 volts, enough to put down a cyborg using full body
prosthetics.

But none of it made any difference to Kouka. As soon as the escalator reached
the second floor she lashed out with a high kick, slicing off the heads of both
hlEs with an anchor she’d shot out of her heel. The heads rolled around on the
ground, still hidden in their thick armor.

“That said, | gotta admit, the truth is pretty stupid,” she said. “You’re all
gonna laugh, if you ever figure out what it is.” The responses on the network as
people continued to watch the stream changed their tone; now they believed
the attack was real.

Kouka turned up the output on her laser cannon and aimed a blast at the
outer wall of the building. The material of the wall was unable to withstand the
incredible heat of the drilling laser blast, quickly expanded, and burst outward.
There were some onlookers nearby outside, and footage of the explosion from
their perspective popped onto the network mere seconds after it happened.
Through the broadcast, Kouka could hear a commotion of screams and calls for
someone to get the police.

“Second floor cleared,” she said. “Heading up to the third. Ba-boom!” She
aimed the laser at the ceiling in front of her, then spun it in a circle so that a
round portion of concrete fell from above. Leaping the height of the entire
floor, she caught hold of the hole and pulled herself up quickly. She had
infiltrated the third floor.

“The security here is pretty crappy, if | can get in with an attack like this,”



Kouka commented. “If units like me become more common and attacks
become automated, you folks are in for some real trouble.”

Humankind was connected by a simple, open system in which everyone held
a certain level of empathy and trust toward anything else that looked
humanoid. That was why security holes developed in the rationale of those on
the receiving end of analog hacking. For Kouka, broadcasting the attack was
essential for her future survival, now that her back was against the proverbial
wall.

“Everything gets messed up because you all want to stick everything that
looks human in the ‘human’ box,” she said. “Even with how complicated your
world has gotten, you still think there’s some special meaning to the human
form. Do | look like something who would stop fighting just because you ask me
to?”

The more destruction Kouka wrought around her, the more the reactions on
the network surged. Reaction numbers exploded upwards, like a stomach full of
vomit that society had been fighting to hold down. Animal lust for Kouka’s
powerful, petite, feminine figure started to appear in the reactions, as well. It
was the same as it had been for Mikoto.

Looking at the camera, Kouka played her part, showing off her own body and
the massive device she wielded to shock her audience. Each time she lashed out
and wrecked an hlE or a piece of nearby equipment, the access numbers on her
stream jumped again.

“Eat your hearts out, folks,” she purred. “You can pretend I’m fighting for

”

you.

Kouka had decided that this was the way she would fulfill her role as a
weapon. It had all started when she had met the Antibody Network and they
had decided to make use of her capabilities rather than breaking her down and
selling her parts. But, the fact that her victories for the Network meant nothing
in her overall conflict with society had ended up chasing her into the dead-end
she had reached.

With the walls closing in on her, it was Kengo Sugiri’s analysis that had shown
her a way out. Kouka called up the memory, watching Kengo speak in a



recorded video: “Guys like me—normal, poor guys, guys who will never amount
to anything special—can’t get anywhere by ourselves,” he said. That was why
he had buddied up with Arato Endo. As a way out of the life he had been born
into, it was the correct choice.

Kouka checked the feed she always had keeping track of Kengo Sugiri. She
could see that her broadcast was streaming on Kengo’s machine. He was
currently talking with Arato Endo.

With a grin already covering her face, Kouka let her joy move her body as
well; swinging her laser back and forth, she bathed the place in flames. “Oh, you
can abuse me all you want to,” she said. “I’'m the tool that brings victory in
conflict with humans, and | just know how much you folks love deadly toys like

”

me.

The term ‘Antibody Network’ started to appear in the reactions on the
network. Kouka hadn’t mentioned it, of course, but people were starting to
connect her to the Oi Industry Promotion Center attack. Suspicion and anxiety
was always good fuel for humans to find meaning in the events they witnessed.
Humans were outsourcing the meaning behind Kouka’s attack to the network,
hoping that someone would tell them what it all meant. From Kouka’s
perspective, it was like they wanted the internet itself to provide an automatic
answer to every question.

Kouka made sure to burn every single piece of equipment she came across, to
provoke both anger and fear in everyone watching the stream. “Everyone
watching this stream, tell me all about how angry you are,” she invited. “I'll
automate your rage.”

She ascended to the fourth floor of the building. The evacuation manual for
the company must have been perfect, since she didn’t encounter a single
human as she made her way up. On the network, there was a flamewar
erupting over whether Kouka was a real terrorist or someone’s false flag
operation. Based on the assumption that she was acting for someone else, the
opinion that it was another Antibody Network attack started being thrown
around. But that, in turn, didn’t match up with Kouka’s declaration that she was
an hlE. It made no sense for terrorists fighting against automation to automate
their own revolution.



Since no one could find a simple explanation, the comments on the network
devolved into chaos. The next target for everyone’s accusations were the
powerful Als in the world, shifting public opinion away from the Antibody
Network having been behind it all. Then there was a new conspiracy theory;
that a full-body prosthetic user was working for a pro-hlE group, conducting a
false flag operation against the Next-Generation Social Research Center, which
was a major hotspot for the research of social automation.

Kouka just laughed. It was humanity’s own simple, open social system that
bred their fear of herself and anxiety regarding Al. That was where the Antibody
Network took root. Humans continued to shove all sorts of things into the
vague box of ‘humanity’, which led to feelings of hatred and rejection when the
things in the box failed to act the way that humans expected them to.

Watching Kouka fight, humans were currently trying to recalculate the
problems they had thought beyond their own power to resolve.

“You’ve been living this way for how long, and you’re trying to rethink things
now?” she asked. “If you'll forgive me saying it like a human, ‘you guys are
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adorbs.

The members of the Antibody Network thought they could make their places
in society safe by destroying hlEs. For humans, seeking security was never a
question of right or wrong. And yet, as they searched for their own safe place to
live in society, the people watching Kouka’s stream continued to judge the right
or wrong of her actions and the world around themselves with each minute
that went by.

Kouka had already made up her mind about what it meant to be developed
after Lacia, despite being listed as Type-001. “This is why they made me a
tactical weapon without the ability to strategize for myself; | was born to be
wielded just like this,” she said.

To Kouka, bringing the red box conflict out into the open wasn’t too different
from leading a terrorist attack. The whole reason she was fighting where
everyone could see was that things wouldn’t go her way otherwise. It was a lot
like how Kengo Sugiri or other normal folks like him had no control over the
conflicts they were involved in. They felt powerless to alter their situation



themselves, which led to the expansion of anti-hlE sentiment and terrorist
attacks through the Antibody Network. Without the ability to strategize, Kouka
was incapable of solving her own conflict, so she had turned it into an attack on
the vague concept of humanity itself.

“As easily as | could be a high-priced tool in some rich guy’s master plan, |
could just as easily be wielded indiscriminately by the poor,” she said. “So I've
always just worried about making sure | had someone to wield me. Though,”
she admitted, “I do still hate it that | can’t come up with my own strategies.”

While she spoke, Kouka continued to slice right through the buildings’
defenses, which were fairly lax. She smashed every computer over a certain
size, and set anything desk-like she saw ablaze. After destroying everything in
sight, she continued on to the fifth floor. There were no longer any escalators to
take, and she wanted to avoid using the elevators, so she went up using the
emergency stairs.

There were still secretary-type hlEs on the 5th floor. Kouka had no ability that
would let her directly pull information out of them, so instead she simply
smashed their heads. Mangled, broken pieces clung to her fingers, and she
flicked them away.

A call came in over her private line. It was from Lacia-class Type-003, Mariage.
Mariage was the ‘tool for preparing the environment,” and had been given the
gift of independent thought.

(Are you crazy?)Mariage demanded. {Do you know what’s going to happen if
you show the world this Hello Kitty cup you’re making? | made those camera
units you’re using for Lacia.)

It was true that Kouka had gotten the camera units that were still dancing
around her in the air from Lacia, to use as a weapon. Lacia had negotiated to
get them from Mariage, then passed them along to Kouka.

“Disappointed that they didn’t go where you expected?” Kouka asked,
teasing. “l wanted them, so | begged my beloved sister to get them for me.” It
felt good to have the Lacia-class unit that had been gifted with the most
versatility out of all of them be angry at her.

As soon as Mariage’s transmission cut out, another call came in.{Ahahaha, so



this is what true idiocy looks like,)a voice laughed on the other end. It was
Methode. {I suppose this is what some people would call a tragedy? Poor
Kouka, forced to throw herself away like this.)

Methode was an upgrade to Kouka in every way, being the Lacia unit that had
been given the greatest amount of independent power. Kouka could never
hope to match Methode in any attribute other than device output.

““What people would call a tragedy’? Like you would know. You suck at
playing a human,” Kouka said, laughing into her speaker. “I’'m not fighting
because I’'m sad. I’'m fighting because I'll be sad if | don’t,” she added.

There were folks with their backs up against a wall, just like Kouka and Kengo
Sugiri, all over the world. Rich kids, like Ryo Kaidai, and special folks like Arato
Endo and Erika Burroughs, were a rarity, comparatively speaking. So, the
numbness that hung over the fight between their tools, the Lacia-class units,
was fitting and fair.

“If we're dragging this fight out into the open, better to start with something
gritty and real, instead of someone’s prettied-up production,” Kouka said. “First
impressions are important when people are deciding how they feel about
something, after all.”

On the network, her viewers seemed to think the parts of her conversation
with her sisters that they could hear were meant for them. They could only
guess at what she meant, and Methode cut off the call.

Next, Snowdrop called her. Someone must have provided her with Kouka’s
direct line, which Kouka changed regularly. But there was no longer any point to
trying to track down who had sold her out.

{That looks fun,) she said. If | had known you liked doing fun things like this
too, we could have been friends.)

“No thanks, you freaky little brat.” This time, it was Kouka who cut off the call.

“Guess I’'m not gonna hear from the only sister | care about,” Kouka
murmured. While she was making her peace with her Lacia-class sisters, she
finished cleaning up the fifth floor. Lacia alone had yet to contact her.

As one last favor, Kouka had asked Lacia to get her a weapon. Lacia had



handed Kouka the trunk containing the camera units that day, having predicted
that things would come to this. Lacia’s independent power was weaker than
Methode’s, and she was nowhere near as versatile as Mariage, but she still
stood out among her sisters.

She couldn’t openly talk about Lacia on the network, of course. So, instead,
Kouka chose a behavioral meme that she hoped would convey all the thoughts
she wanted. “Please inherit my spirit. Please remember me. Please make me a
part of your judgment frame, my dear sister,” she prayed.

Kouka was the first schematic for a program that mankind could not
understand, and that had almost been scrapped, once. But, someone had
decided that there was a future beyond her. Though Kengo Sugiri had not
become her owner, the two of them were alike.

The sixth floor was different from the floorplan she’d seen. According to the
attack plan laid out by the Antibody Network, it was the floor where Mikoto’s
testing room was supposed to be. Walking down a narrow corridor, Kouka cut
through a door that was right where the map had indicated it would be.

The testing area was simple, and screened off by a self-propelled partition on
a flat floor. Aside from the terminals, there were humanoid body parts
scattered around. It was the behind-the-scenes area of Mikoto’s world, full of
cords, desks, a surveillance screen, and monitoring equipment.

“Let’s light this place up too!” Kouka yelled with a grin, and swept her laser
around the room. The machines stopped, spitting smoke and sparks. Small
explosions bloomed, throwing around the lighter objects. Among the parts
rolling along the floor, she saw a face that made her think of Lacia. There were
many factors that went into the faces of hlEs like Mikoto, that had to show
themselves to large numbers of humans and ensure the intended impression.

Being there filled her thoughts with Lacia. It was clear to her that Arato Endo
had no idea of what Lacia was really capable of. It should have been clear, if he
just looked at the things she did, but he hadn’t managed to figure it out yet.

Mikoto’s server was on the 7th floor. Her custom cloud and information
processing program were too massive to be contained in anything that could be
easily picked up and carried away. Only the Lacia-class units, with their



guantum computers, were capable of such a feat. So, by destroying the server,
Kouka could be sure that she would set the Mikoto project back by several
months.

And, just like that, her fight would be over. “Well, unfortunately, I'm not
gonna be around to see what’s coming next,” she sighed. “Alright if | make one,
last request? | don’t know how likely it is to be granted, though.”

Endo Arato had no idea how much danger he was in, at that moment.
lgnorance was bliss. But, Kouka knew that half of the world was like Kengo
Sugiri: focused on their own perspectives to the exclusion of everything else.
And Lacia’s current owner was blind to how that half of the world felt.

“Are you watching?” she went on. “I’'m talking to you, the guy who owns my
sister. Don’t forget what | said; we’re here to automate the desires of our
owners. So, if your desires are worthless, the reality we create for you will be
just as worthless.”

Lacia could handle this whole situation safely, but not with an owner like that.
Without a do