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“Tonight, my parents are—"

Ba~kow! Ba-kow!

“Tonight—"

Ba-kow! Ba~-kow!

“Aw, godammit! ” Pushed to his boﬂing point, Mikio mussed
his hair and ran over to the base of the water tower, where he took a
deliberate drag on his cigarette.

“Hey!” Mikio shouted up to Sousuke.

“VYes?”

“Knock it off! Go do that somewhere else!”

Raising an eyebrow, Sousuke appeared to consider it for a
moment. “I can’t do that. This tower is optimal for test firing.”

“What's so damn ‘optimal’ about it?”

“It’s about nine hundred feet from here to the corner of the
campus, which is an ideal distance for me to confirm the accuracy of
this new rifle while trying out different kinds of cartridges. Oddly
enough, this gun seems to work best with Egyptian ammo. I might
try out some of the gunpowder mixes | made myself, which—"

In the middle of Sousuke’s rambling—which was a much more
thorough explanation than Mikio cared to hear—the door beneath

the water tower flung open and a girl came flying out.





















































































Hub. Ob well.

Then, without ceremony, the opposing pitcher gave the ball an
underhand toss. It traced a slow parabola and fell into view. Kaname
imagined it to be Sousuke’s overly serious face floating through the
air.

Sousuke, you . . .

“Son of bitch!” she hollered, swinging the bat with all her might.

Ching! The ball flew up, up, up, toward left field. It was a great
hit, and the outfielder had to scurry backward to get under it.

The team erupted in cheers.

The ball sailed through the air—before stopping dead in midair
and falling straight to the ground in front of the girl in left field. It
was as though the ball had hit an invisible wall.

Just as flabbergasted as everyone else who'd assumed it was a
certain homer, Kaname stopped shy of second base. Everyone stared
at the sky over left field.

I don’t see anything, Kaname thought. Hey, wait, did the air just shimmer
a little?

The helicopter sounds grew louder, and a strong wind blasted
the field, kicking up a cloud of dust so thick that visibility was

reduced to less than ten feet.
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As soon as Shinji disappeared, Kaname’s face became gloomy.
Turning her grim expression on Sousuke, she grunted before heading
to the back of the student council office.

After setting some documents on the president’s desk, she plopped
down at a corner of the large desk and spread out her study materials.

Sousuke paled. He let his backpack slide off his shoulder and
rummaged through it.

Kaname showed no interest whatsoever.

After a moment, he found what he was looking for, extracted it,
and walked over to Kaname.

“It’s a huge drag, with you lurking here like that,” Kaname said
harshly, without looking up from her notebook.

Resolutely, however, Sousuke held out a white bouquet of
flowers, each about the size of a human fist.

“Huh?”

The six flowers gently opened into four petals, which tenderly
concealed the round ovaries. Sousuke’s limpid gesture entranced Kaname.

“T picked these last night. T want you to have them.”

“Th-thanks,” she stuttered, making a great effort to suppress the
smile that threatened to escape. Perhaps she was being childish; maybe she

ought to forgive him. “What kind of flowers are these? They're pretty.”
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“The flowers themselves aren’t important. It would be better if
the blossoms fell off right away.”

“What?”

“They're poppies. When the petals fall off, you can cut the seed
pods to make opium. Basically, these are the raw materials for heroin. If
you sell that in the city, you should bring in an impressive amount.”

Kaname stared dumbly. Her face, which almost had reached a
state of calm, reverted to grim. The more she thought abour it, the
more she realized this war nut wouldn’t have the common sense to
give a bouquet to a girl in a bad mood.

“If I'm not mistaken,” she sighed, “flowers like these grow only
in the dangerous regions of Southeast and Central Asia.”

“They also grow in a part of the Philippines,” he said. “I picked
them up while I was working.”

“Working?” Kaname looked at Sousuke. “Come here.”

Rising, she grabbed Sousuke and dragged him into the hall.
After making sure no one was around, she whispered, “You were
working for Mithril?”

“Yes. There was an urgent situation, so I went to the Philippines
and came straight back,” he recounted matter-of-factly. Kaname was

the one classmate who knew about his real job.
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According to his passport, the boy’s full name was Takuma Kugayama.
It was unknown whether the name was real or assumed, though. The address
and family on the document, however, definitely appeared to be fictitious.

“I read the detailed numbers earlier but found no contradictory
elements. If he is what we fear he is, then there must be a weapon
equipped with a Lambda Driver waiting for him somewhere.”

Such a weapon would be impervious to conventional resistance.
The terrorists might have a mech of unimaginable power.

“I'm also concerned that other members of A2 may be in this
country,” Kalinin said.

“Do you think we can get him to tell us?” Tessa hoped Takuma
might reveal his comrades’ whereabouts.

“He’s kept his mouth shut so far. ‘Advanced’ interrogation is out
of the question; because he’s a prisoner of the Japanese government,
we must treat him humanely.”

Tessa took slight offense at Kalinin’s candor. “It would be the
same if he were our prisoner; I won't allow torture.”

Then, without any warning, the boy on the other side of the
mirror stepped across the table and sprung toward Tessa.

“Ahhh!” screamed Takuma as he smacked into the mirror

befqre staggering backward.
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Although she knew she was completely safe, the impact startled
Tessa, and she fell onto her behind, dropping the report.

Perhaps unaware of the activity’s futility, Takuma bared his teeth
and charged the mirror several more times. Transforming into a different
person—a different animal—he battered the mirror and howled.

Guards hustled into the interrogation room and struggled to pin
him down.

“Are you okay, Colonel?”

“I'm fine, just a little startled.” Tessa accepted Kalinin’s
outstretched hand and stood. After her heartbeat returned to normal,
she picked up the documents with some help from Kalinin.

“He seemed quite intent on strangling you,” Kalinin pointed
out in an ill-conceived attempt to lighten the mood.

“Anyway, if we do a full-blown test, we'll have to measure the
reaction with a handheld NILS,” commented Tessa. “If I had to guess . ..
he’s probably guilty.”

“Can we interview him?”

“T'll do it,” volunteered Tessa as she bent under the desk to
get the last pages of the scattered report. “One on one could be
problematic—augh!” Tessa bumped her head on the corner of the

desk. It hurt enough to make her dizzy.





















































































“Ah. Hello,” Kaname replied in a dull voice. Still shocked, she
shoved the boxes of food at Sousuke. “Hope you two enjoy these.”

“Ch-Chidori.”

“Sorry to disturb you. Your gitlfriend is really cute.” Kaname
turned and stumbled down the hallway.

Determining the situation was more of a disaster than he'd
originally thought, Sousuke started after her.

“T told you to quit following me,” she said in a voice so cold it
froze Sousuke in his tracks.

“Chidori, it’s all a mistake.”

“What kind of mistake?”

“She’s my superior officer—a colonel in Mithril. She’s the
captain of an amphibious assault submarine. She outranks me by far.”
It he hadn't been so riled up, Sousuke probably would have spared
Kaname this gibberish.

“Do you think I'm stupid?”

“Notatall”

Kaname stopped, her shoulders shaking, Although Sousuke couldn’t
see her expression from behind, he guessed she was pretty angry.

“Sorry,” she said, surprising him. “Here I am, butting 1n Ididn't

know. I guess I've been nothing but a nuisance this whole time.”
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from the grenade, and a man in a black combat uniform and gas mask
flew through the window. He was armed.

Seeing what he’d been waiting for, Sousuke flipped off the
lights, aimed at the man, and fired.

The darkness took the intruder by surprise. After the burst of
gunfire, the man collapsed, and the room was silent again.

There will be more . . . in the next room.

Walking defiantly through the tear gas effluvium, Sousuke went
to the bedroom. Wasting no time, he faced Takuma and told him to
get down.

Instantly, he turned to the window behind him, emptying the rest
of his magazine. Glass shards and sparks flew in every direction. There
was a short scream, followed by the sound of someone collapsing on the
verandah.

While Sousuke deftly changed the gun’s magazine, he heard the
sound of a small explosion in the entryway—a sound Sousuke easily
identified as the door being blown off its hinges.

Somebody kicked in the door and stepped inside.

Even through the dark fog of the tear gas, Sousuke could make
out a delivery man wearing a gas mask. Apparently, he had come to

deliver some bullets, because he held a large automatic pistol.
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thought that had made her selfishly cheerful. How arrogant was she?
Surely, he found her repulsive.

She picked up a nearby handheld mirror and examined her
reflection. I'm so ugly, she decided, at least, in comparison to his girlfriend. She’s
so cute. Compared to ber . . .

Kaname thought about the gitl’s sparkling silver hair and huge
gray eyes. She recalled the elfin smile reminiscent of a figure skater’s.
Kaname could never make that kind of impression on anyone.

Any way she considered it, they had been doing something.
Sousuke was probably with ber when he didn’t show up at Kaname’s
the previous night—merely using work as an excuse. He had been
with het, doing something all night, and then she’d slept all day while
Sousuke went to school, Kaname decided. Her reconstruction was
full of holes, but she lacked the objectivity to recognize them.

I wonder how they met, . . .

Perhaps she was a dead war buddy’s daughter. Or maybe she
was someone like Kaname, whom Sousuke had saved in the past. In
any case, they probably had a very dramatic meeting, like one from
the latest James Bond movie, which Kaname had watched a few days
earlier. Certainly, Kaname determined, it was far more exciting than

the way Kaname and Sousuke had met.
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“Was that sufficient, Sergeant Sagara?” she asked with a false
smile. |

“Yes, ma'am,” he nodded gravely. “You see, Chidori, that’s how
it is.”

“Fine, I get it,” Kaname said, although her tone implied the
opposite. “After all, I'm a very patient person. If you say that’s how it
is, then that’s how it'll be.”

Kaname scowled at Takuma. “So, on to the next problem: Who
is this guy, and why is he grinning like that? He’s really starting to
get on my nerves.”

“I'm sorry, Miss Kaname Chidori,” Takuma offered quietly.

“You certainly don't look sorry,” she noted. “After I went to the
trouble of serving you tea, you haven't touched it!”

“I'm not thirsty.”

Kaname smacked the table, causing Tessa to jump; the normaﬂy
unflappable Takuma even jolted a little. Kaname peered up into his face.

“It’s only polite,” Kaname grumbled intensely. “Drink it. Those
tea leaves are expensive, you know.”

“And if T refuse?”

“I have flat Dr. Pepper in the fridge, and I will pour it down

your throat until you cry and beg me to stop.”
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Takuma wasn't sure how to respond.

“TI'm serious.”

Takuma picked up the teacup and took a showy sip. “Happy?”

“Well, isn’t that precious? You know, I'd really love to meet your
parents. I bet they really spoiled you.”

At the mention of parents, Takuma’s eyes grew sharp, and
Sousuke prepared for another violent fit that didn’t come. Instead,
Takuma glared at Kaname with his cruel, dark eyes.

Kaname did not feel threatened, however; instead, she smirked
like a general who had discovered the enemy army’s weakness.

“Oh, I'm sorry,” her voice dripped in sarcasm. “You don'’t like us
to tease you about mommy, huh?”

“Idon’t...” Takuma seethed, “have a mother.”

This momentarily silenced Kaname. “How unexpected. Well,
neither do I, and neither does Sousuke. You didn’t think you were the
only mothetless child in the world, did you?”

Once again, Takuma was speechless.

“Or maybe you did. Well, that explains that sulky face of yours.
T'll bet your home life was a real piece of work.”

Takuma began grunting, and his eyes lost focus. He unleashed

a bizarre howl.










the first attack had ended so disastrously. Maybe they were waiting
for reinforcements.

“So...”

“Yes, Chidori?”

“You're saying there’s something inside his arm?”

“That's correct. A transmitter to let the enemy know where he
is,” Sousuke answered, slightly irritated. “Colonel, should we extract
it? I have a knife here. And morphine.”

“Yes, we have no choice. I don’t know much about surgery,
though.”

“Tll do 1t.”

Sterilize, incise, remove, stitch. Sousuke doubted the enemy
would grant him enough time for the procedure—but if they
were going to keep Takuma with them, they had to neutralize the
transmitter.

“Hey, you know . . .” Kaname tapped Sousuke on the shoulder
as he pulled out a syringe.

“What? I'm busy right now.”

“Couldn’t you just break the transmitter?”

“Yes,” Tessa answered instead of Sousuke. “Please, stand

back.”






“I've never seen such an unorthodox operation,” Tessa commented.
For all she knew, if it hadn't worked, the blood in Takuma’s arm could
have boiled.

“We're safe now, right?”

“True, but . . .” Tessa trailed off. At first, she felt a secret
superiority over Kaname; now, that attitude of disdain faded. Tessa
felt humbled to be outwitted by such rudimentary science.

“It’s still too early to say we're safe,” Sousuke announced, staying
in the kitchen. “Once they know the transmitter’s broken, they’ll
attack right away, so we have to get out of here in a hurry.”

“If they know where we are, though, they're probably watching
the entrance.”

It would be best if they could escape the complex without the
enemy seeing them in order to avoid unnecessary combat.

“Chidori, is there a fire escape on the balcony?”

“You mean that little hole in the floor out there?”

“We'll go that way,” decided Sousuke, slinging Takuma over his
shoulder. He headed for the balcony, and Tessa followed.

Parting the curtains, Sousuke scanned their surroundings. There
was no indication of anyone watching the building from across the

way. He assumed there was no one watching from their side.






Unlike her previous attempts to convince Kaname, Tessa was in
high spirits now, and she obviously wasn’t lying.

“Eatlier, you . . ”

“I carried a bad joke too far,” Tessa stated. “For that, I apologize.
You probably won't believe me, but I am his superior officer, and I am
in charge of several hundred people.”

Kaname gaped.

“Believe me, Mithril is not your typical organization.”

Kaname’s eyes went from Tessa to Sousuke and back, finally
settling on Takuma. Indeed, this assortment of people was not as simply
defined as Kaname originally had thought. Grudgingly, she nodded.

“I still don’ really understand, but T'll go with you, all right? Hell.

“Thank you. Let’s go, Mister Sagara.”

“Yes, maam.” Internally, Sousuke sighed with relief. He didn’t
dare tell Kaname that the terrorists might break in an);way and trash
her apartment looking for clues as to their whereabouts.

“Hold on, I need to get some things.”

“We don’t have time for that.”

“I'm just going to grab my phone, okay? I need to call Kyouko
and have her tape my favorite show.” Kaname disappeared into her

bedroom for a moment.
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By the time she returned, the door in the floor was open, and
Tessa was struggling to shove Takuma through it as Sousuke waited
below. Once Sousuke had the boy, the two girls descended. Tessa was
slow and awkward, and Kaname had to help her.

Whoever lived in the apartment below didn’t seem to notice
them, probably because of the baseball game blaring on the TV
inside. It was the bottom of the eighth, two outs, with a runner on
third. The score was four to one.

“Whoa! Hanshin’s winning,” whispered Kaname.

“Let’s keep moving.”

They went down another story.

The lights inside the next apartment were off—apparently, no
one was home. Seeing this as an opportunity, Sousuke broke the
window and walked into the living room. Holding Takuma in a
tireman’s carry, he went to the front door and quietly cracked it open
a few centimeters.

Looking outside, he saw a black van parked on the street in
front of the apartment complex. There was a man in the driver’s seat;
Sousuke couldn’t see into the back seats because of the vehicle’s tinted
windows. Sousuke couldn’t tell whether it was the enemy, but at least

the driver didn’t seem to notice Sousuke.
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“Let’s go.”

After quickly memorizing the van’s license plate, he snuck into
the communal hallway. Kaname and Tessa followed Sousuke as he
descended the emergency stairs, climbed over the handrail on the first
floor, and entered the shrubs behind the building.

“Oh!” As Tessa attempted to climb over the railing, she caught
her foot and fell backward to the ground. Sousuke and Kaname
rushed to help her up.

“I’s okay,” she choked, “T'm fine.”

She appeared uninjured, yet about to cry, regardless.

“Where do we go now?” asked Kaname as she surveyed the area
from a cluster of hydrangeas.

“I was wondering about the same thing. We'd stick out in a lot
of places.”

“True,” Kaname agreed. She looked at Tessa, who seemed dispirited.

Mithril has a car in a nearby parking lot, but I want to avoid traveling by auto.
The police probably are being more vigilant than usual, and we must assume they’re
looking for Takuma.

“I'd prefer a place nearby that we know well, where there’s very
little danger of getting other people involved.” Sousuke decided from

a purely tactical point of view. -







however, and the bleeding already had stopped. He estimated that he
had lost a lot of blood. Overall, he was exhausted, but he appeared to
have cheated death once again.

I'm on a ship, he realized. There was no damage to his ears—he
could tell the ship was anchored, and he could hear the gentle lapping
of waves and the faint sound of boots echoing on the steel frame.

After waiting to make sure no one else was present, Kalinin
opened his eyes and moved his neck a little, ignoring the fierce pain
that ran up and down his whole right side.

He was in a small, amber-colored room. There was a crude bed
and a bare incandescent bulb in the ceiling. The walls were rusty,
especially around a large iron door, which Kalinin assumed was
locked from the outside.

Handcuffs kept Kalinin’s right ankle chained to the bed.
He picked up his head and saw that somebody had given him
rudimentary first aid. He still had on his pants, but the tight muscles
of his torso were exposed, except for several layers of bandages here
and there.

Inept medics, Kalinin sighed. There must not be a doctor in the group.

About five minutes later, a clinking sound indicated someone

outside the door. After a moment, the door opened, and a woman












“Effective,” Kalinin approved.

“Yes. Instead of teaching with love, he used a hostile environment
for a classroom, teaching his students how to kill efficiently.
Consequently, his students became very self-confident. There was no
need for them to be petty criminals anymore.”

“That’s a nice story, but there must be more to it,” Kalinin
pressed.

“There is. When a TV station caught wind of the training,
it sent a crew. When they stumbled into some equipment in an old
storeroom, seven people died in an accident.” Seina looked at the
floor for a moment, as though stuck in the memory.

“It was downhill from there. The media ganged up on us, although
the accident was obviously their fault. They treated us like a training
camp for terrorists, as if we were preparing for some kind of attack. They
were like a pack of hyenas. The police started to meddle and, ultimately,
the camp shut down. That's when the history of all the students got
printed in the paper.” She sounded really angry now. “Including mine.
As if T needed to be reminded about what my scumbag father did.”

Kalinin guessed it had been uglier than merely an act of violence.
He felt confident that her father no longer walked the Earth—and

also that he knew who was responsible for that state of affairs.
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It seemed that A2I was not simply a terrorist group made up of
armed radical militiamen.

Walking briskly toward Kalinin, Seina lowered her face, leaning
in close so that he could feel her breath. “Know why I told you all
this?” Her face was as expressionless as a mask.

“I don’t,” he answered, despite having several guesses.

“You remind me of him—Seiji Takechi.”

It seemed improbable that any Japanese man resembled a half-
Russian, half-Estonian. Maybe they smelled the same.

“Still, I doubt you're planning to let me go.”

“That depends on you. May I ask you something?”

“Go ahead.” |

“If someone called you a thief and killed you, and your
subordinates sought revenge, how would you feel> Would you
smile?”

“I wouldn't feel anything,” he stated. “I'd be turning into dirt.
Dirt doesn't feel.”

“How boring. Okay, I will kill you.” She pulled out a pistol.

“I told you it was a pointless conversation.”

“Yes, I was a fool, especially considering I have other things

to do.”
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“No, maam,” he explained. “And then, I get a glimpse of her
quick-witted side, so to speak.”

Shrugging, Sousuke toyed with his guns sight adjustment
button.

Tessa gazed wordlessly at his profile for a moment. “Right now,
I get the impression that you're more likely to take orders from her
than you are from me, Mister Sagara.”

“No, ma'am. That would never happen.”

“It’s debatable.” Tessa turned away.

What a ridiculous situation, thought Sousuke. He was doing nothing
more than trying to do his job, but Tessa and Kaname were jumping
down his throat at every opportunity. What in the world did I o to deserve
this?

Sousuke could not recall ever being as anxious for the arrival
of reinforcements. He didn’t care who showed up, as long as they
did it soon.

A moment later, Kaname got off the phone. “You know, school
buildings are pretty creepy at night,” she muttered, stuffing the phone
back into her pocket. “I'm not sure about this place, but Jindai’s
got its fair share of ghost stories. Ever heard of ‘Hanako of the

Restroom’?”
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Kaname laughed. “You mean he doesn’t fall off railing or leave
his butt hanging out when trying to hide?”

“Let me ask you something, Miss Chidori,” Tessa shot back.
“Can you give the correct answer to Einstein's system of ten, coupled,
nonlinear, partial differential equations, without any previous
knowledge?”

“What?” Kaname couldn’t begin to understand the question,
much less the answer.

“I could at age six,” Tessa declared. “My brother did it at age
four.”

“I'm not sure,” Kaname marveled, “but I think that’s pretty
incredible.”

“Yes, very.” Tessa nonchalantly sipped her tea. “Yet, I've always
felt inferior.”

“And?” Takuma asked.

“What?” Tessa responded automatically.

“How did you get along with him?”

“Well, I suppose the best way to put it is that I was protected.
It wasn't really what you'd call a healthy relationship,” she lamented.
“That’s all in the past, though. Takuma, do you feel inferior to your

sister?”
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of agitation, but that passed without turning into belligerence, and
Takuma had regained his senses.

When the TV show ended and the commercials began to blare,
Kaname rose and headed for the door.

“Where are you going?” asked Sousuke.

“That’s no question to ask a young lady.”

Completely oblivious, Sousuke raised an eyebrow. “What do
you mean?”

“I'm going to the restroom,” Kaname said, turning red.

“I'm going, too,” Tessa decided, waking up instantly.

“Very well. For safety’s sake, I will—"

“No, you won't!” Tessa and Kaname barked simultaneously.

“You're so clueless!” snapped Kaname.

“There’s no need for concern, Mister Sagara,” Tessa assured him.

“Understood.” Reluctantly, Sousuke sat down. “Please, don't
turn on any lights or speak above a whisper.”

Kaname and Tessa left for the ladies’ room, making their way
through the dim hallway. Light from the streetlights and red fire-
hydrant lamps outside trickled through the windows. At the far end
of the hall, the faint fluorescent exit sign hummed gloomily. School

buildings were downright eerie at night.


















Sousuke intended to use gunfire or an explosion to signal the
old man to hit the lights, hopefully interfering with the terrorist
group’s night vision instruments.

“I could get in trouble for doing something like that.”

“I realize that; if you don't, though, something worse will happen.”

If the janitor said ‘no, there would be nothing Sousuke could
do. He held his breath while the janitor considered the idea with a
very prudent look.

“Well,” the old man said finally, “what the hell—just for a
minute.”

“Thank you very much,” Sousuke said. And he got up, taking
Takuma with him toward the school exit.

As they strode quickly down the hall, Sousuke handcuffed
his wrist to Takuma’s. The submachine gun hung from Sousuke’s
shoulder. He pulled a grenade from his pocket and yanked the pin
out with his teeth. As soon as he took his finger off the fuse lever, the
grenade would be armed to explode. |

“Why not give up? Resistance is futile!”

“Thanks for the advice, but I'm not in the mood, so save it.”

When they stepped out into the dark campus, Sousuke could

make out four shadows under the monkey bars on the far side of the
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Intense black smoke rose from a water fountain in the corner
of the school grounds. Scattered chunks of concrete mixed with
water that was gushing out from a ruptured main, creating a rather
dangerous rain.

Sousuke was nowhere to be seen. Nowhere. Did he get caught in the
middle of that explosion?

“Whoa ...”

While Kaname and Tessa stood in mute amazement, the men
in black combat uniforms ran up behind them, still pointing their
pistols. With the men this close, the girls wouldn’t be able to escape.

“I'd say he’s toast.”

The girls didn’t respond.

“You can run if you want to,” said one of the men, “if you prefer
to get shot in the back.”

“Wait,” interjected Takuma. “We can't kill them yet.”

“What're you talking about?”

“This one’s . . .” He paused and hung his head. “Oh, never
mind.”

The man with the gun spoke into his headset. “We have him.
We'll kill the rest.” Whatever the response was on the other end, it

made the man snort. “Are you serious? Seina . . . fine, understood.”

































Volume 2: One Night Srandﬁ\\

certainly had acquired combat experience before joining Mithril,
because Mithril wouldn’t enlist anyone who hadn’t. Whatever her
story was, it surely was a good one.

In terms of combat ability, she was a good match for Sousuke. She
had a specialist’s knowledge of electronic warfare and AS operation.
And she also had advanced people skills and keen judgment, which is
why she was the team leader.

From time to time, Mao made indirect conjectures about
Sousuke, such as the one she’d just made. Half the time, Sousuke
didn’t notice. More than likely, Mao’s behavior came from the natural
sense of responsibility that came with being team leader. That was
the kind of woman Mao was.

“We can't count on much support, so we’ll have to work out
something ourselves. Pursuit, surveillance, conquest?”

“T guess that’s all we can do,” Kurz complained, yawning.

“What's with the lethargic attitude?” Mao demanded.

“It’s not like that,” Kurz protested.

“Kaname’s in danger here. She saved your life, remember?”

“I know that. That’s why I'm tolerating this, even though I
should be sleeping, If it weren't Kaname and Tessa, I'd be drinking
myself to sleep right now. No joke.”







Volume 2: One Night Stand /A

“There we go.” Mao licked her lips. “What is it, Friday?” Friday
was the name of her mech’s Artificial Intelligence.

“Master Sergeant, there is information on item B3 from the
Tuatha de Danaan. Fifty seconds ago, the police surveillance system
discovered a corresponding vehicle.”

The vehicle Friday referred to was most likely the black van
Sousuke had spotted while escaping the apartment complex. A police
traffic camera had captured a corresponding image, and Mithril
frequently broke into police and military computer systems to retrieve
information.

“Location?” Mao asked.

“On the Metropolitan Expressway II in Koto,” answered the
computer, “currently crossing the Rainbow Bridge en route to Daiba.”

“Very good. Tighten the net and continue surveillance. If it
shows up in the area, let us know.”

“What's in it for me?” Friday asked.

“Candy.”

“Roger,” Friday said, and then he went quiet.

“What kind of weird stuff are you teaching him?” Kurz asked.

“What's it to you? It's my AL” Mao replied. “Now, we know

their general heading.”
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Ok, Sousuke . . . thought Kaname. When Sousuke called for Tessa’s
release during the hostage situation, it definitely had come as a surprise.
Kaname had wanted him to save her; when he hadn', it confirmed her
suspicion that Tessa came first.

Is she really more important to bim? Or did he trust me to get away? Which
was it? It hurt her not to know the answer.

Kaname recalled losing sight of Sousuke when the water
fountain blew up. She wanted to believe he was okay. Her hopefulness
encouraged her: Good, she thought, at least I don’t totally bate him. That’s
probably the most important thing right now. She believed their bond was
indestructible, even at a time like this.

Destined for a lonesome whatf, the van blew past Daiba and went
south, into a faint orange glow, through which they could scarcely
make out warehouses, bridge cranes, and silo-shaped depots.

The van went through a distribution center’s gate, into a deserted
area. It crept along an unused road lined with old containers that
concealed the van.

After turning a few corners, the pier came into view. There was a
freighter moored there. Although it was more than three hundred feet
long, the ship didn’t seem unusually large. As the van pulled closer

to the rusty hull, the ship’s name came into view: George Clinton.
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A light shining out from the cabin suggested people already were
inside.

The van stopped in front of a gangway to the deck. The men in
the van ushered Kaname and Tessa out of the van and onto the freighter.
There was one woman waiting for them on the deck. She wore an orange
suit—which, Kaname knew from experience, was for piloting an AS.

“Takuma,” said the woman.

“Sis, you wouldn’t believe the day I've had,” he answered in a voice
more cheerful than Kaname or Tessa possibly could have expected.

The woman responded by slapping him. Hard. He staggered.

“Sis?” he put his hand on his reddening cheek.

“Why didn’t you take your medicine on the plane?”

“I'm sorry. I felt terrible, so I threw it away in the bathroom.”

“That’s why you were captured. We lost four people getting you
back: Oi, Ueda, Yashiro, and Hatano. Did you know that?”

“Oi and the others never listened to you, and they always made
fun of me. They were cowards who—"

She slapped his other cheek. “Who died trying to rescue you.”
“I...T'm sorry.” He stole a glance at Tessa, perhaps not wanting
her to see him like this. She looked away, anyway, in disgust, as if she

were looking into a mirror at her own flaws.
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Kurz was around twenty years old. He had blond hair, blue
eyes, a slender chin, and indisputably beautiful features. However, he
had no dignity. He greatly disliked rules and anything that required
serious effort, and he lacked seriousness toward his duty.

Somehow, however, his combat ability was on par with Sousuke’s,
which made him even more unmanageable. Kurz was a genius with a
sniper rifle, better than Sousuke. He could put a hole in a coin from
a half mile away while singing a song.

Like Sousuke, Kurz had no formal military experience, instead
coming from a mercenary group. Actually, Kurz never mentioned
where he’d trained or fought, but he frequently had mentioned
formerly living in Japan.

Kurz rarely grew quiet; however, the mention of his past
invariably turned his cheerful demeanor soﬁr. Many times, Sousuke
saw Kurz's face clouded by sorrow. Usually, he would shrug, saying,
“Nothing happened worth mentioning.”

While driving the truck, however, Kurz wore a mask of frivolity,
mostly because he knew it aggravated Sousuke.

“Nonsense.” Sousuke furrowed his brow. “It isn't a question
of liking anyone. I'm talking about making the most efficient

choice.”
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This was all very aberrant for Tessa. She was a better person
than this, and she should be able to get along with this girl. She wanted
to—after all, she felt no ill will toward Kaname.

Am I really so unpleasant? she wondered somberly. Catching a
glimpse of her self-righteous side, she instantly felt pangs of great
self-loathing,

She definitely wanted to know what kind of person Kaname
Chidori was.

Obviously, Kaname was someone a soldier like Sousuke Sagara
could trust. She was an ordinary person, yet incredibly strong-willed.
She was unpredictable, reckless at times.

In this situation, an ordinary girl might simply shudder and cry.
Without ever telling Kaname why she thought she was weird, Tessa
said, “You certainly are unusual. Aren’t you scared?”

“I don't know.” Kaname took a moment to sort it out. “I mean,
of course I'm scared. I guess, when something like that happens, it
makes me want to fight back.”

“Fight back?”

“Yeah. When someone tries to humiliate me or challenges me, I
really consider them an enemy. I'm not just talking about those guys

with guns, either. There are enemies in everyday life, too.”
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around the inverted triangle of his back, and they were stained brown
with coagulated blood. He looked like a wreck, yet he carried himself
smoothly, without a single trace of awkwardness.

He walks a lot like Sousuke, Kaname realized suddenly. Before she
could give it much more thought, Kalinin halted.

“What is it?” whispered Tessa.

“Don’t speak. This way.” Kalinin prodded Tessa and Kaname
through a nearby iron door, into a confined latrine with a potently
vile odor—a mixture of oil, salt, and excrement.

Reflexively, Kaname gagged and started to yell out, but Kalinin
put his hand over her mouth.

He quietly closed the door and held his breath. There were
footsteps in the corridor as a number of men ran past. Apparently,
Kalinin had overdone it a little with the gunfire. “It seems they
noticed our escape.”

“It was only a matter of time,” Tessa began, struggling to cope
with the stench. “What bothers me more is . . .” She paused to gag
on the stench.

“The cargo of this ship?” inquired Kalinin.

“Yes. Earlier, I heard the sound of a large-scale gas turbine

gine, which was not for aircraft use.”
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“Why are they all shooting at me?” she shouted tearfully.

As if in response, one of the masked soldiers climbed over a
machine and approached Kaname. He probably knew that she didn't
have a weapon. Perhaps he wanted to kill her at close range, instead of
trying to hit her from a long way away while she scrambled around.

Kalinin and Tessa were on the far side of the room, in no
position to help her, apparently.

If Kaname ran, she knew she would be shot in the back.
Desperate, she reached into the toolbox and extracted a large wrench.

“Son of a...” she heaved the wrench with all her might.

The wrench hit the man’s shoulder, causing him to falter
momentarily. He bent over,

“There’s more where that came from!” Kaname grabbed a
crowbar as big as her arm. Staggering under its weight, she charged at
the man—who, for whatever reason, did not fire his gun. He shook
a hand back and forth, almost as if calling for mercy.

“Take this!”

She swung the crowbar. The masked man barely managed
to stick his rifle in the way of the attack, and he couldn’t stop its
momentum. The crowbar struck him in the neck; he staggered, yet

seemed quite tenacious,






























Pl pilot this thing. What else can I do? I'm a part of Bebemoth. The cockpit is
the place I belong. After this is over .. . I don’t know. Perhaps I'll give my body to
this greedy beast and spread the flames of destruction.

“Don’t move,” commanded a voice behind Takuma.

The boy turned to see a heavily bandaged man wielding a
handgun. It was one of Testarossa’s men—one of the prisoners that had
been kept aboard the ship.

“I can’t let you do this. Walk over here slowly.” Kalinin gestured
with his free hand. Fatigue colored his bearded face, and his open
wounds bled with the intensity of his every movement.

He might die even if I don’t do anything, thought Takuma. “And if I say
no’?”

“I will shoot and kill you.”

“That could be a problem. T don’t have anywhere else to go.”

“Don’t think I'll show you mercy because you're young.”

If that were true, you already would’ve shot me instead of giving a warning—
you poor codger, swimming in naive sentimentality. That's why—

“Throw down your gun,” Seina called from a catwalk thirty feet
away. She kept a submachine gun trained on Kalinin.

You're not here to save me are you, sis? You simply want Bebemoth to have its

day, no matter the cost, hub?
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The huge mech’s vacant stare fell on the group. At first, it
looked as though it might attack at any time——but it slowly shifted its
torso and attention to all the arriving police and self-defense forces.

A few officers got out of their patrol cars and troop transport
vehicles to stare at the monstrosity. There were three self-defense
force Arm Slaves on the ground—second-generation mechs called
“96s.” They stood dead still, awed by the massive mech.

“Mister Sagara, do you have a satellite communicator?” inquired
Tessa.

“The wireless radio has that capability.”

“Let me see it.”

“Here. We should get out of here. Let’s get to the truck.” After
handing Tessa the wireless radio, he bolted for the truck. Realizing
that standing around wasn’t going to accomplish anything, the other
three followed.

“What are you going to do?” Kaname asked Tessa.

“Well, we can call for reinforcements—or use a cruise missile.”

“Reinforcements? Where are you going to get—"

“S-shut off your mech’s engine,” interrupted the self-defense
force through a megaphone. “If you don't get out of it at once, we'll ... .

we’ll have to shoot! Do you hear me? Shut off your mech’s engine—"
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pieces. A flick of his wrist could crumple pylons and buildings.
The oversized frame was an extension of Takuma, obeying his every
command.

The tutile volley of gunfire continued.

“What a pain,” Takuma muttered. He gripped the master lever,
pressing the round switch with his thumb.

“Lambda Driver, function B. Preparation: complete,” announced
Behemoth's Al

Good, let’s try it out.

Just then, one of the mechs on the pier prepared to fire an
oversized rocket launcher. It was not the newest model, but it had
enough drive to penetrate tank armor. Even Behemoth’s armor would
be susceptible to a weapon like that.

Takuma concentrated. His augmented consciousness—
transformed through training and narcotics—formed a single image.
He pictured something in the shape of a shield. More than envisioning
its thickness, feel, and weight, he imagined each and every molecule.
No, “molecule” was not the right word. The shield he wanted was not
made of molecules; it consisted of a power found on the underside of
matter—the intelligence to harness and control matter itself. That’s

what it was, something no one had invented a term to describe.




The self-defense force fired its large rocket, which flew directly
toward Behemoth'’s chest.

Takuma thought about the shield, imagining something that didn’t
exist in the known world. Because he was different, his mind made it
feasible for an instant: The Lambda Driver made his design real.

Before hitting the mech, the rocket exploded, its super-heated, high-
pressure jets slamming into an invisible wall and scattering harmlessly.

“So useless,” declared Takuma, smiling cruelly.

He pulled a trigger with his index finger, and fire spat from the
four cannons in Behemoth’s mouth, guns that the mech’s engineer
had called “Dragon Breath” when he designed them.

A vehement rain of destruction fell on Takuma’s obstructers: Patrol
cars and special vehicles blew apart and exploded in succession. Tires
flew through the air, burning gasoline left trails, and smoke covered the
pier. Men scrambled to escape, crawling and yelling for safety.

Ha ha! And all I bad to do was take a breath!

Although most of the police vehicles had blown up, the
self-defense force’s 96s still stood. Reproducing their operators’
movements, the machines stepped backward in dismay. The one in
the front stood its ground, prepared to fight, but the other mechs’

legs almost trembled with their drivers fear.
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Yes, they still had work to do. Brooding could wait until later.
Tessa pressed the switch on the wireless radio and opened up a
satellite channel.

“Go ahead.”

“This is Testarossa. Extremely urgent, top priority: Please
connect me to Commander Mardukas on the de Danaan.”

“Roger. Five seconds, please.”

Exactly five seconds later, the channel switched over to the
executive officer, Commander Mardukas.

“Captain, glad to know you're safe.”

“Mister Mardukas, how close is the ship right now?”

“About seventy-five miles south of the Kii Peninsula.”

No good—the submarine was more than three hundred
miles from Tokyo. It would take two hours to send Arm Slaves via
helicopter, and they were out of range for AS urgent deployment
boosters. They could pack the mechs into modified ballistic missiles,
as they did during the Sunan Incident, but that would take at least an
hour to prepare.

Tessa shuddered as she thought about how much damage
Behemoth could cause in an hour or two. There’s nothing we can do. We

have no means—
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Sousuke and Kurz had left the secondhand truck behind a warehouse,
a block away from the giant’s birthplace.

Kaname laughed when she saw that it read “Takasawa Fish” on
the side. “That’s the best you can do?” Kaname asked, tlaring her
nostrils. “It kinda smells like fish.”

“Don’t complain. This is an emergency.”

“Hellooo. Giant mech of destruction headed our way,” reminded
Kurz.

The robo-beast’s footsteps grew louder with each plodding
step. The nearby containers and streetlights shook. Although
the containers obstructed their view of Behemoth, there were
plenty of other indications of its approach. Had it detected
them?

“Regardless of aesthetic, it’s convenient,” mumbled Tessa.

“What? Convenient? What the hell are you—"

“Get in! We need to move!” shouted Sousuke. He dove into the
driver’s seat.

Kaname climbed into the passenger seat as Kurz and Tessa leapt
into the bed of the truck.

The giant’s head peered down at them over a pile of containers

in the near distance. Its face consisted of two round eyes and a simple,
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What a complicated group of buildings, thought Sousuke.

The International Exhibition Center consisted of many
overlapping floors, with a large, open space at the center. To get
from one story to another, Sousuke took several strange detours,
which often led to dead ends. At that point, he relied on his guns and
grenades to bash through shuttered doors, forcing his way through to
the capsule’s drop point.

Passing the West Exhibition Hall, Sousuke ground to a halt in front
of a non-functioning escalator. He saw the capsule below him: It was a
huge hall—probably big enough to house an entire small building,

In the center of the room, the scorched, bullet-riddled capsule
lay on its side in a nest of crushed steel and broken glass. It was the
size of a tanker truck, and it had made a hole of similar size in the
room’s glass ceiling, where it had crashed through.

Sousuke took the escalator steps three at a time, running up to
the capsule. Hopefully, there still would be an AS in there.

White smoke rose from the bullet holes. Theoretically, there
should have been a manual lever that he could use to activate the
explosive bolts and crack open the capsule.

It’s not there. After frantically searching the capsule for ten whole

seconds, Sousuke could not find the panel that housed the lever.
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Sousuke made it just in time,

Inside the ARX-7 Arbalest’s cockpit, Sousuke secretly let out a
sigh of relief.

Although his grenade had failed to move the capsule with the
mech inside, the jostle had convinced the explosive bolts to detonate,
and the external plating had flown off.

Naturally, Sousuke had been pleasantly surprised.

Inside, the Arbalest was fine. Although it had taken several
bullets, none had penetrated its cutting-edge armor. Due to the fall,
however, the propulsion system was not functioning at one hundred
percent.

As it Jumbered toward Sousuke, the giant AS, Behemoth, obliterated
the exhibition center. For its size, the mech was remarkably agile.

“Proximity alert,” warned Al the Arbalest’s AL

Sousuke already knew, though, because the image of the
approaching mech filled his entire screen. It looked not unlike a
raging tsunami with arms and legs.

Holding his shot cannon in both hands to suppress recoil,
Sousuke pulled the trigger. It sent a high voltage burst from the
Arbalest’s palm, firing the cannon in fully automatic mode. D-d-d-d-

doom! It fired all the shots in its barrel.
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