VA3 N/

BN/ Y T )=

i
1A~ AFES
BIRO75I7PXE




Info the Blue

Volume 3
Story by Shouji Gatou
Art by Shikidouji




A \@m Prose Novel

TOKYOPOP Inc.
5900 Wilshire Boulevard, Suite 2000
Los Angeles, CA 90036

www. TOKYOPOP.com

Story Shouji Gatou Pre-Production Supervisor Lucas Rivera

1llustrations Shikidouji Digital Imaging Manager Chris Buford

Translarion Duane Johnson Arxt Director Al-Insan Lashley

Cover and Interior Design ~ James Lee Creative Director Anne Marie Horne

Layourt Michael Paolilli Production Manager Liz Brizzi

Editor Michelle Prather Managing Editor Vy Nguyen

Senior Editor Jenna Wintetberg Editor-in-Chief Rob Tokar
Publisher Mike Kiley
President and COO John Parker

CEO & Chief Creative Officer Stuart Levy
First TOKYOPOP printing: June 2008
10987 65 4321
Printed in the USA

FULL METAL PANIC! YURERU INTO THE BLUE

© 2000 Shouji Gatou, Shikidouji

First published in Japan in 2000

by FUJIMISHOBO CO., LTD., Tokyo.

English rranslarion rights arranged with KADOKAWA SHOTEN PUBLISHING CO.,,
LTD., Tokyo through TUTTLE-MORI AGENCY, INC.,, Tokyo.

English text copyright © 2008 TOKYOPOP Inc.

No portion of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means withour written
permission from the copyright holders. This novel is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual events or
locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Library of Congress Caraloging-in-Publicarion Data
Gatou, Shouji.
[Furu metaru panikku. English]
Full meral panic! / by Shouji Gatou ; [illustrations by Shikidouji ;
translation by Duane Johnson].
P. cm.

Summary: Kaname agrees ro spend her summer vacation with Sousuke, but finds herself in the middle of a
dangerous, acrion-packed battle to thwart a terrorist group and the scarlet-colored demon Venom.

ISBN 978-1-4278-0245-3 (v. 3)

[1. Spies--Fiction. 2. Adventure and adventurets--Fiction. 3. High schools--Fiction. 4. Schools--Fiction. 5.
Science fiction,] 1. Johnson, Duane. I1. Arntz, Benjamin. IIL Title.

PZ7.G22553Fu 2007

{Fic]--dc22

2007020427






























@E@L@ﬂ_ METBL PENIC

“Hey, whoever’s in charge, get over he;e!” Kaname shouted.
The site foreman peeked out from the other side of the steel gate.
It was Sousuke Sagara—with messy black hair, a sullen face, and
pursed lips. Donning blackened working gloves with a safety helmet
complete with a visor, Sousuke said, “Oh, Chidori, what's Wrong?”

“Sousuke, what is all this?” wailed Kaname.

“As you can see, it’s the gate for the cultural festival.”

“That's not what I see at all. Explain this!”

Sousuke calmly folded his arms and gazed up at the unfinished
admission reception gate. “The motif for last year’s gate was ‘peace,
so this year, it’s ‘security. This gate is both an observation and defense
point for maintaining public order. Similar structures can be found
in cities in Northern Ireland and Palestine.”

“This isn’t Northern Ireland or Palestine,” insisted Kaname.
“It’s Tokyo!”

“It’s still unfinished, but we plan to add more emplacements,
searchlights, and loudspeakers,” said Sousuke in an unaffected tone.
“It’s designed to hold out for quite some time should heavily armed
terrorists attack an event populated with throngs of people,"v

Sousuke, who had grown up amid various overseas battlefields,

uldn’t comprehend living in a peacetime environment like Japan.
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“Shut up! Are you aware of how much the budget is for the
cultural festival? One and a half million yen! What'll happen if we
do things your way? A school with nothing set up except a gloomy
fortress towering like some monolith at the front gate—won't that,
like, make for a tetribly surreal cultural festival?”

“Hmm ...

“Armor plating is rejected; use plywood. Ugh!” As Kaname
groaned, she paced in a circle around the steel gate. Its frame was
insanely sturdy. She could tell how hard it had been to construct it,
but she didn’t get the point. Why does Sousuke always, ahways, always waste
his energy this way?

Sighing for the hundreth time that day, Kaname absentmindedly
walked below the center of the gate. As she passed through, Sousuke
called out, “Uh oh, Chidori, that’s where—"

Kaname's right foot stepped on a switch, which caused a nozzle
installed overhead to shake. “Heh?” \

A red paintlike substance sprayed violently from the nozzle in
all directions. The scarlet mist reduced her visibility to zero.

“Too late,” muttered Sousuke, attempting to wave the mist aside.

As the red cloud cleared, Kaname stood there looking pitiful, her

hole body red, not unlike a mentaiko. “Keho! Wh-what just . . . ?”
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Sailor cursed so loudly that everyone in the command center
could hear. “Shit!” As he turned his chiseled face downward in a
frown, he angrily shrugged his muscular shoulders. It was often
whispered (somewhat quietly, due to fear) among his subordinates
that with his intense emotional ups and downs, he was like
Schwarzenegger in a comedy.

It was the tenth day since sailing from Hawaii’s Pearl Harbor.
The USS Pasadena, the fast-attack nuclear submarine (SSN) that
Sailor commanded, had been cruising at a depth of two thousand one
hundred and fifty-three feet, and a speed of twenty knots—about
fourteen miles per hour.

“Captain, in a place like this, you should abstain from such
language,” remonstrated the young, thin, very handsome executive
officer of Japanese descent, Lieutenant Marcy Takenaka.

“Huh? Takenaka, are you a moron? I said ‘Shit!" because I
need to take one. You take issue with what your captain says, eh,
X0

“That is part of my job. The navy recognizes my right to do so,”
replied the XO, completely composed.

Captain Sailor glared as though he were about to snap at the

ieutenant, “There you go again. All you Japanese are like that: an
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crossed the command center, peering into the sonar room ahead. “So,
where is it? Is it far?”

“Aye, sir. Besides being intermittent, the signal is weak, so T still
can’t be sure.” The sonarman studied the display with a troubled face.
Scowling at the green waterfall-like image, he turned and furiously
flipped various dials and switches.

Submarines had nothing that could be called windows. As
the crew moved along, their only method of investigating the
outside was through sound. If there were a ship that gave off
absolutely no noise, no one aboard the submarine would be aware
of its existence, even if the ship were bobbing right in front of the
submarine.

“It seems awfully large for two screws. It might be a Russian
boomer, but there’s no corresponding data. The DEMON also is
quite different,” Sailor assessed.

“Boomer”—or SSBN—indicated a ballistic missile submarine.
It was a large ship, packed with a heap of nuclear warheads, designed
as a vanguard for all-out nuclear war.

“Could it be a new model of Typhoon class?” queried Sailor.

At some point, XO Takenaka had recovered from his bout of

labored breathing and stuck his upper half into the sonar room to



















these submarines couldn’t detect. But no single high-powered sub in
this class had succeeded in pursuing Toy Box .. .2

“That's very hard to swallow. Youre saying what we just
encountered was that “Toy Box’ or whatever?” balked Sailor.

“T do think the likelihood is high,” affirmed Takenaka.

Sailor suddenly fell silent and tapped his temples with his index
fingers. “T don’t like the sound of that: a ship of unknown nationality
that we can’t detect, prowling around the ocean as it pleases? What if
it’s loaded with nuclear missiles—what do we do then?”

“Well .. " For a moment, Takenaka was at a loss for words. “If
that ghost ship felt like it, it could wipe out any city or military base
in the world before anyone noticed it. That’s what it means.”

That alone probably would cause all-out nuclear war between the United
States and the Soviets. Who in the world had created a ship like that? How could it
be acceprable to allow such a ship to exist? Sailor stood up from his seat as
though he’d reached a decision. 7

“We're sending headquarters a report,” he declared. “Rise to
periscope depth. I have something I need to do.”

“Where are you going?” Takenaka inquired.

“The latrine!” Sailor revealed. Entrusting Takenaka with

command, he left the command center.
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The Sunan incident four months ago had been especially
decisive. Tessa’s command of the ship surely could have been called
miraculous, She had operated the huge sub like a jet fighter through
a hail of depth charges dropped by North Korean boats, admirably
breaking through the blockade line. As the person who had
redesigned the ship, she knew her craft well and was probably the only
one who could push its abilicies to the limit. Her skills and bravery
were enough to astound Mardukas, who had been on submarines
for twenty-five years. Now that her merit had been proven, a rare
atmosphere had swept over the de Danaan.

On typical submarines, with only men aboard, it was natural for
a strictly patriarchal society to form. The captain—in other words,
the father—was the absolute power. But the de Danaan was more of
a matriarchal society with Tessa at the top. The men obeyed her and
felt fulfilled when they protected her. The princess was beautiful »
and wise like a goddess. The Tuatha de Danaan, or “peoples of the
goddess Danu,” was aptly named, as it reflected the gods of Celtic
mythology. ‘

“The EMFC is also satisfactory. If we keep going like this,
we should be at the base by noon,” Mardukas stated, looking at the

detaﬂed data shown on his personal display.
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“Good. Now we can have the birthday patty. Besides, a guest
is scheduled to come to the island tomorrow,” Tessa replied in good
humor,

“Which refers to whom?” .

“Miss Kaname Chidori. I told Sergeant Sagara to bring her to
Merida when it was convenient for her, because I've hardly spoken to
her since the Behemoth incident.”

“Is that s0?” Mardukas always noticed the joyfulness in Tessa’s
voice when she mentioned anything to do with Sergeant Sagara.
Ever since engaging in combat with the giant Arm Slave two months
ago, she often mentioned the young sergeant, probably without
even realizing it. Mardukas didn't know that much about Sergeant
Sousuke Sagara, but he had heard that he was an excellent and
very responsible NCO. He was a member of the Special Response
Team (SRT), an elite team of the de Danaan’s land forces, and was
currently on a mission in Tokyo. He also was the only one who could
pilot the Arbalest, a special AS on the de Danaan.

Mardukas likely would speak directly with Sergeant Sagara
and evaluate him soon. Depending on the situation, there might be
a need to send him off to another post to distance him from Tessa.

Mardukas didn’t mean to act like her father, but it was his job as
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adoptecl the appearance of a republic—but in reality, it was under
American protection. Its population was just shy of twenty thousand;
it was a small nation that had gotten by on its tourist trade.

Mardukas was unable to quickly recall what Situafion B26¢
referred to. This was because Mithril’s supposed “military crises”
numbered more than one hundred categories, even when loosely
divided. Recurring case numbers were one thing, but he never could
memorize all of them.

Tessa was seemingly different. Before Mardukas could open
his data file to check, she muttered, “It concerns chemical weapons.
It means a storage facility has been attacked and occupied by some
armed group.”

Chemical weapons: mass murder weapons exempliﬁ;ed by sarin,
tabun, and the VX nerve agent. Although there weren’t many, some
U.S. bases still remained in the Republic of Perio even after it had
become independent. Mardukas remembered reading somewhere that
among them was a facility for dismantling and disposing of special
warheads. This southern paradise that flourished during tourist season
was a poison gas storehouse, and a terror group had occupied it.

“This is not encouraging news,” lamented Mardukas, “If that

chemical weapons storehouse were to explode—"
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Sousuke had lost his ground. Once they had met with Colonel
Teletha Testarossa, he'd planned to take Kaname to a certain place—
but the way things were now, it seemed best to give up on that plan.

Kaname had all bur said, “There’s nothing else to talk about.”
She turned her upper body to look out the window in a position that
caused her earrings to reflect the sunlight and éparkle brilliantly.

Does she usually wear earrings? Sousuke tried to remember.

The copilot had peeked into the cabin from the cockpit and
announced, “Sergeant Sagara: communication from Merida Island
for you.” |

“On my way! Chidori, I'll be leaving my seat fof a bit,” Sousuke
had announced, but Kaname didn’t answer. Grimacing, Sousuke
had kept his head low upon entering the cockpit and took the radio
headset from the copilot. “This is Sagara.” )

“Hey, it's me” The transmission was a little choppy, but the
baritone voice catried well; it was Sousuke’s colleague, Sergeant Kurz
Weber.

“Kurz, what is ic?”

“We got B standby orders. We have them for you, too. They say
to join up with the de Danaan while it’s at sea ASAP. We're about to

head out via helicopter.”




Volume 3: Into the BIue/ﬁL\)

Sousuke had felt as though he wanted to wail. Standby orders at a
time like this?

He and Kurz, members of the land combat forces, were not
always onboard the Tuatha de Danaan. They normally lived on land
for training and other missions, and when necessary, would be called
onto the ship to stand by. Various things could happen once they
were aboard. They might actually fight, or they might have to wait
for several days and then end up doing nothing,

As orders to board the de Danaan at sea and stand by had been
issued, Kurz and those on Merida Island would rendezvous with the
ship by helicopter. But as Sousuke had been en route to the island, it
didn’t look as if he could get on that heli.

“We can wait about twenty minutes. Think you'll make it?”

-Kurz had asked.

“Impossible. It will still take more than two hours to reach the
island.”

“That just leaves that way again. Don't catch a cold. No, guess
you wouldn’t. Ha ha ha.”

“I don’t mind. The problem is Kaname. What should we
do?”

“Oh, right. Tessa’s in the middle of the ocean.”










acted like his big sister, and looked after him “because it can't be
helped”—it was a strange sensation to think that such a relationship
would not only subtly but completely change. Becoming closer might
destroy a presently comfortable place.

As her thoughts jumbled, the inside of her chest tightened. I
should just cancel, she had thought several times. But when the night
before came around, her mental state had changed. She’d excitedly
put her clothes and toiletry set in the bag when she realized she was
humming to herself. Well, what bappens happens. That’s good enough, she had
thought as she sincerely began to look forward to the trip. Don’t make
this difficult. Just have as much fun with him as possible. Eat a lot of good food. Il
just let things take their course. If be starts to have weird expectations, well . . . what
to do? No, I'm not that easy. But if the mood’s right . . . No, forget that. This is tricky.
Heb beb heb . . .

That morning when she'd set out, she'd also gone through
similar psychological ups and downs. And when she’d been told, “I
want you to see Colonel Testarossa” at Hachijojima, she had been
overcome by an inescapable feeling of exhaustion.

Oh, so that’s what this is, she had understood. It’s another Mithril mission.
That precious girl of yours asked, and you're ust delivering me like some parcel to that

ird island. So basically, I was an idiot for getting so worked wp, alternating between
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another bag and hurriedly pur on what was inside. It was a strangely shaped
backpack with a sturdy belt and metal fittings attached.

“Uh, is that by any chance—"

“You put this on. Hurry! No, I'll do it. There’s no time.”

“Ho-ahh! What're you doing?”

Sousuke had attached the ‘clunky belt and fittings to Kaname
as she looked on blankly in amazement. His rubber glove-clad hands
brushed over her arms, shoulders, legs, and butt. Turﬁing bright red,
she was about to protest. ‘

“Sarge! One minute!”

“T know!”

“We don't have the fuel for a retry!”

“I know. Its all right!”

Overpowered by the oddly tense exchanige, Kaname unconsciously
shut her mouth. Sousuke pulled roughly on the fittings and belt
attached to her, ensuring that they were tight enough.

“Ow! Hey, what the hell are we—"

“Thirty seconds!” the pilot shouted.

“Thanks! See you later!” Sousuke replied.

“Huh? ‘See you later?” Uh, wait . . .” said the extremely confused

Kaname,
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and they were loaded with communication equipment and optical Sensors,
Through the application of AS technology, they also were able to use fins
to swim noiselessly‘ They were SWimming periscopes, so to speak. Utﬂizing
these, the de Danaan was able to freely investigate the ocean’s surface.

This particular turtle was programmed to swim to Sousuke’s and
Kaname’s location. If they were to don diving gear and grab hold of
the turtle, they could be brought into the ship as it cruised. The turtle
would be brought alongside an open hatch, they would enter an airtight
chamber, and recovery would be complete. This was an operation the
other group members had carried out a number of times. Surfacing the
entire submarine to recover only one or two people was inefficient and
risky. Incidentally, the other land combat personnel, helicopter and all,
had been recovered when the sub surfaced an hour prior.

“This is sonar. The people who splashed down are struggling on
the surface,” said the sonarman in a tense voice.

“What's going on?” asked Tessa.

“They might be drowning, There’s the sound of violent splashing
and screaming, This isn't good.”

The command center crew grew tense. It was common for wet

parachutes to wrap around jumpers, causing them to drown after they

hit the water,
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Sousuke led Kaname by the hand and entered the hatch in the
middle of the hull. As they waited in the cramped cylindrical airtight
chamber, the remainder of ocean water was extracted with a gurgle,
and Kaname was finally free from the mouthpiece that reeked of
rubber.

“Ugh! T never heard anything about a submarine.” Kaname
coughed lightly, clenching her fists and then loosening them. She
didn’t understand why, but her fingertips felt painfﬁlly numb,

“I thought I told you several times. Also, you've been on it once
before,” insisted Sousuke.

“Oh2”

“It’s true. We used a more difficult method of boarding,
though—and you were unconscious.”

Kaname fell silent.

Sousuke opened the hatch in the floor, and the pair climbed
down the ladder and stood on the deck below. There awaited a girl
with ash blonde hair, wearing a khaki- colored uniform.

“Tessa?”

“Yes. Long time, no see,” Tessa replied, tilting her head with

a smile. “Welcome, Miss Kaname Chidori. You have permission to

board.”










“Impossible. As if something this impossible could ever happen.
Shit!” Inside the cockpit, Olmos turned pale with disbelief. He
couldn'’t stop sweating, and his teeth wouldn’t stop chattering. His
dark eyes busily searched for his enemy. Where is he?

The M6A3 Dark Bushnell’s sensors still couldn’t pick up the
enemy mech. What its eyes did reflect were the thick black smoke,
his allies’ wreckage, and several partially destroyed buildings.

Where is it Where's that red . .. Ahead of him, a sudden gust kicked
up. Relying on his fine-tuned reflexes, Olmos made his mech leap to
the side. The flying rocket grazed his left side. Something exploded
behind him—but not faltering at the shock wave, he aimed at the
hazy silhouette and fired forty-millimeter rounds from his mech’s
carbine rifle. The resulting smoke swallowed the trails of white light.
Although the three rapid-fire bursts should have hit, there was no
reaction.

The enemy mech appeared, pushing through the smoke and
approaching at high speed. It was a dark red AS. Creating a slender
but sturdy silhouette, the upper body of the AS was shaped like an
inverted triangle, and its head was shaped like a diamond. If he had
to choose, it looked like a Western-style AS, but it was a model

Olmos had never seen in any catalog, Its outward appearance had an
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bullet bounced away in midair, as though it had hit a transparent
shield. Beyond where red sparks scattered, the red mech stood calmly.
“Wha—?" '

The red AS extended its index finger and waved it back and
forth before the flustered Olmos. “Tch tch tch . . . no, no. I'll show
you how it’s done. Ready?” It pointed its index finger in the shape of
a pistol barrel directly at Olmos’ mech.

Bang!

For a moment, the air distorted. An unseen power shot from
the red AS’ fingertip and sped through the air. It was something
unknown—not a bullet. It was something along the lines of a bizarre
energy projectile that went through solid armor and made the Dark
Bushnell’s cockpit and the body of its passenger explode.

Until the final second, Olmos still didn’t understand what had
happened. The last Dark Bushnell of the suppression team lost its
pilot and control system, collapsed on the spot, and ceased moving
There was not a single dent on the mech’s front armor. The rest of
the enemy unit ran for it. Combat ended, and the man in the red AS
took roll call.

There were ten subordinate Arm Slaves. Of those, one had

b en destroyed and one had lost its left arm. Of infantry and other
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casualties, six were KIA, and ten were wounded. It was no small
number of casualties, but when you considered that they were up
against the American special forces, who boasted of having world-
class ability, it actually was rather fortunate. All twelve enemy Arm
Slaves had been taken out, half the helicopters and combat craft were
destroyed. And as for the number of corpses left behind, there were at
least two dozen that would not be returning to their native country.

A pity. Ab, stars and stripes forever.

“Now then . . . ” He walked his own AS over to the base’s
chemical weapons storehouse. The outer wall had caught some stray.
rounds and was crumbling here and there. If one were to hear that
this facility disposed of fatally poisonous chemical warheads, one
would probably pale at the sight of this. But he didn't care at all. He
knelt his mech down, getting out of his cockpit and onto the ground.
Over the past several weeks, he had become very familiar with his
artificial right leg. He was satisfied with his slaughter as he looked up
at his resting mech.

This red AS was called Plan 1058 by his organization; its
nickname was Codarli. It was an improved version of the rather
problematic Plan 1056. The old Plan 1056 had been lost along with

his right leg four months ago in the mountains of North Korea.




“If only I'd been piloting this . . " He remembered that
combat—the fight with Mithril’s white AS—and a menacing smile
appeared upon his face.

“Gauron,” a voice called out to him. A man approximately
thirty years old with a large, burly build reminiscent of a hard-hitting
hand-to-hand fighter approached. His race was indeterminate. He
looked Latino, but also could have passed for Asian—that kind of
face. His eyes looked sleepy, but at the same time, he gave off an aura
characteristic of men whom nothing perturbed. The way his small
round glasses rested softly upon his round nose somehow completed
his unusual demeanor.

“Kurama, it’s all over. Where'd you go?”

“Call from Mr. Zinc came in,” Kurama answered bluntly, as if the
combat that had just transpired made no impression on him at all.

“Dmm.”

“It's like you said: Looks like they're coming.”

“Oh2”

“Seems the submarine took the assault force on board at sea. It
isn't just observation or surveillance, they look serious.”

When he heard that, Gauron smiled as if he were satisfied.

Hmm, they’re so conscientious. They’re taking the bait perfectly.”
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“In that case, it's rather extravagant bait.” Kurama looked
over the post-combat scene: the still burning Arm Slaves, combat
helicopters, and U.S. troops scattered here and there. With the failure
of this operation, higher-ups at the Pentagon probably would lose
their jobs left and right.

"Tﬁat’s right. You know full well how much I love a show,” said
Gauron.

“That’s true.” Kurama took out a cigarette case, removing a
cigarette-sized catrot stick from inside and taking a bite out of it
“There’s one other thing you should know: That beloved couple of
yours—they might be onboard, too.”

“Say what?”

“We aren't sure about that yet, but they don't seem to be in
Tokyo anymore.”

“Well, well. Good. Fantastic!”

“Don’t get too happy. If the girl dies along with the Mithril
people, it’s all down the drain.”

“T know. It’s all right. I'll make sure she doesn’t die.” Gauron
shook his head in heartfelt but somewhat crazed delight. He was,
in fact, happy. There had been multiple things about this plan
he didn't like. One of them was having to deal with that boy and
















“Huh?” she replied, forced to put her strange delusions on hold.

“For now, could I have you change into plain clothes? I'll show
you around the ship. There are several important points.”

“S-sure. Just wait a sec.” Kaname went to the rear of the
infirmary and started changing. When she took off her swimsuit, her
eyes stopped on her image reflected in the wall mirror.

In the mirror ;vas the naked body of an attractive gitl: smooth,
supple skin, with her half-dried black hair coiled about her slender
shoulders and ample bosom. She hugged her shoulders in an attempt
to hide her breasts, arched her back slightly, drew in her chin, and cast
a sidelong glance.

O, this is fairly, no, very . . . nice. She, of course, did not go so far as
to say voluptuous, but even so, her figure was attractive. At least I'm not
going 1o lose. .. . Having satisfied herself, suddenly what she was doing
seemed stupid. She blushed and quickly finished changing. After
putting on a deep blue one-piece, she tied her hair back with a red
ribbon, put on sandals, and walked out.

As Kaname exited, Lieutenant Goldberry held out something,
“Miss, put this on you before you go.”

“What is it?” inquired Kaname, peering at a chewing gum stick-

sized plastic plate. ‘
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Behind these rows, six eighty-six-foot-tall humanoid
weapons—Arm Slaves—formed similar rows as the humans.
Their heads stopped just short of the ceiling. Kaname recognized
the AS mechs, Five were a model called the M9, and the one
farthest in back was the white mech Sousuke previously had
piloted, ‘

Beyond the AS rows, helicopters and fighter planes were
neatly lined up. There was such an assemblage of soldiers and
weapons in the hangar of the de Danaan that it was safe to call it
a spectacle.

What are these people doing? Kaname thought suspiciously.

The middle-aged man standing nearby nodded in response to
Tessa’s glance. He was tall and thin, wore glasses, and had a somber
air about him. He suddenly called out in an incredibly loud voice:
“Attention!”

Kaname drew back in surprise.

Shifting their stance from being at ease to at attention, two
hundred people and six mechs moved simultaneously.

“Eh?” Kaname wondered if she should stand at attention, too.
She automatically backed off, and amid her confusion, the middle-

aged man once again raised his voice.
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Today, it had been exactly one year since the Tuatha de Danaan first
was put out to sea. Originally, there was to be a grand celebration at
the Merida Island base, but because a sudden operation had come up,
it was decided to have a small party on the submarine.

A party site had been slapped together in a corner of the hangar.
A tablecloth was spread on top of empty ammo cases, and one dish
after another was br‘ought out from the galley. An M9 decorated with
ribbons, sheets, and the like was on one knee, and from its hands hung
a large banner that read, “Happy Birthday, Dear Tuatha de Danaan.”

The menu consisted of the same things as always, and drinking
alcohol was strictly forbidden. It was a far happier atmosphere than
the wearisome mess hall, though.

The party began in a natural way: Off-duty crew came and went,
enjoying food and conversation as they pleased. With spare time on
their hands, land combat personnel were relatively numerous.

After Tessa’s short but impressive speech ended, Sergeant Kurz
Weber, who was in charge of the party, presided over a BINGO game.
Kurz was part of the land combat elite SRT. He was a young man
with blond hair, blue eyes, and handsome features, but he didn’t have

a flair for party planning,












“Me too. One more to go,” yelled Ensign Eva Santos of the
transport helicopter team as she raised her hand. Despite being a
woman, she appeared strangely elated.

Ob, Mr. Sagara, please hurry and win. I'm begging you. I'm waiting for you.
Her own will wasn't going to amount to anything, but Tessa couldn’t
prevent herself from thinking it. Sousuke didn’t seem to notice these
feelings of hers at all, evident as he peered down at his BINGO card
with a quizzical expression.

“Now things really have gotten good! Will it be Sagara, McAllen,
or Santos? Continuing on!”

The basket turned, and a ball ejected. Everyone held his or
her breath, and in front of a suspenseful Tessa, Kurz read out the
number: “B . .. twenty-nine.”

“So sorry, mates. BINGO!” McAllen declared with great
satisfaction.

A lot of groans and sighs were audible. Some crew members were on
their knees cradling their heads, and others threw their cards to the floor.

“Well then! Qur first-prize winner is Captain McAllen. To
everyone who lost, my condolences. Tessa?”

Hanging her head in disappointment, Tessa feebly shifted her

focus to Kurz. “Yes?”






man smiled like a child.

She closed her eyes tightly and planted a kiss on his cheek.
Suddenly, jeering whistles, applause, and shouts resounded.

“You know, this is the best day of my life. I sure am lucky,”
professed McAllen.

Finally realizing what first prize was, Sousuke looked bewildered

as he stood at the rear of the crowd.

Once BINGO ended, some of the crew brought out musical
instruments. Joining the soldiers of the maintenance and torpedo
crews, Master Sergeant Melissa Mao of the SRT played keyboard.
Once the party got going, Kaname was pushed from behind and
urged to sing by those around her. She seemed passive at first, but
when Kyu Sakamoto’s “Sukiyaki” came up, she got into it, went into
enthusiastic karaoke mode, and sang several more songs to satisfy
the hopes of the audience. She even hauled Tessa up on stage and
soulfully sang James Brown’s famous song “Sex Machine.”
“Get up!”
“G-getup ...






in a corner of the hangar, gazing absentmindedly at Kaname and the
others. This side of her is one of her talents, he thought.

Tt had only been a matter of hours since she'd boarded the ship,
and yet Kaname had thoroughly opened up to the crew. In fact, she
already had achieved great popularity. Her unaffected demeanor and
open attitude, and her amazing lack of wariness, must have softened
their moods. It was not limited to this crew, either. She also was able to
get along with people whom she encountered at school and elsewhere.

Sousuke wondered whetber those were special skilsfor more valuable han
firing a gun or piloting an AS. When he looked at Kaname or at Tessa,
Sousuke always felt as if he were a terribly incomplete being. As his
thoughts continued to stir, the music changed to light jazz.

Kaname sang on the stage, taking light steps. Gazing downward
with a smile, she gracefully twisted her upper half, and her black hair
lightly fluttered through the air.

Suddenly, a slight sigh escaped Sousuke’s lips. For some reason,
he had the feeling that Kaname was in the farthest place away from
him in the world.

“I knew she’d be hot up there.”

This made Sousuke realize for the first time that Kurz was

negrby He had a non-alcoholic beer can in his hand.
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“Her style’s outstanding, too; and she has good taste,” declared
Kurz. “The men around her aren’t about to leave her alone.”

“So what. I'm not interested,” insisted Sousuke bluntly.

“She can sing, too—and she has rthythm. I'll bet she’s really
popular at school,” said Kurz.

“She does have leadership ability, that’s true.”

Kurz looked askance at Sousuke, a malicious smile creeping over
his face. “You see this side of her, and it doesn’t make you think of
anything?”

“Not especially.”

“Then, I wonder what that sigh was all about?” Apparently,
Kurz had been observing Sousuke closely.

Sousuke’s face grew sullen as he said, “T was . . . just anxious
about all the noise. This submarine is in the middle of an operation.
The level of chatting is one thing, but a musical performance—"

“Oh man, would you stop bein’ a drag? Tessa said it was okay.
As her underling, you don’t have the right to pick apart every little
detail.”

Sousuke didn't refute him. “Well, that’s true.”

Noise was a powerful enemy of the de Danaan—but at the

moment, there were no surface ships or submarines within nineteen
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miles of her. Making noise in this manner while cruising in their area
of operation was practically suicide, but now was different. Even if a -
gun were fired inside the craft, only migratory fish in the area would
hear it.

Of course, even at a relaxed moment like this, there were
people fearful about the possibility of death at their destination, but
pondering over that wouldn't change the fact that they had to wait
until the submarine arrived. Allotting time for recreation like this
wasn't such a bad idea.

“Everyone gets uneasy, no matter how much experience they've
had, y'know?” said Kurz.

Sousuke didn't respond.

As of the following day, a strict noise policy would be imposed
throughout the submarine. A rigid pre-operation atmosphere would
set in, and an oppressive tension would likely tighten the crews’ hearts
little by lictle. Ultimately, combat would begin. But Kaname and the
crew enjoyed their pa\rty as though such dark clouds weren't on the
horizon.

“Huh? One more song? Cmon . .. ah, fine—you win. That one
by Stevie Wonder we talked about before. You ready, Miss Mao?”
“Okay, okay. Bring it on.”
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have details yet. There are too many things that simply do not make
sense.”

A section of the blue screen displayed information about the
armed group that occupied the chemical weapons dismantling base.
As far as could be determined, there were eight French-made Arm
Slaves and five Soviet-made antiaircraft vehicles. There were likely
more than twenty personnel. The medium-sized disguised transport
ship that had brought them there had been left in the water on the
south side of the base.

“This certainly is strange,” Tessa said as she furrowed her brow.
“They're fully outfitted for some terrorist group, but they don't
seem large enough to repel the special forces. What kind of chemical
weapons are stored there?”

“There is no sign that lethal gas was discharged as a result
of the combat. Nor does thére seem to have been any intentional
explosions—although the terrorist bulletin seems to indicate that
they are determined to cause one next,” asserted Kalinin.

“A brute force suppression operation—they must be teeling very
motivated.”

At the moment, the media had no knowiedge of the occupation:_

The American government did not want knowledge of this base to
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“My senses tell me that operational headquarters seems set
on making us suppress this situation, which means it’s unavoidable.
Good grief,” said Tessa, who was growing increasingly distressed.

It was possible that top American government officials already
were in contact with high-ranking Mithril brass. Since the Sunan
incident, the number of classified opération commissions for Mithril
from heads of various countries had been growing. Once detailed
negotiations and adjustments were finished, the go ahead was
eventually given.

Suddenly, the sub’s main Al sounded: “Captain, intelligence
message on channel GI from intelligence HQ. Decompressed  as
File N98HO0381Ia, now receiving. Complete. Shall I display it
immediately?”

“Yes, please do,” ordered Tessa.

“Aye, ma'am.”

New information showed up on Tessa’s personal screen. The
electronic file sent from the intelligence division was addit\ional
information regarding the incident at the chemical weapons plant.
The special forces had been severely defeated, and the combat
situation after they fled was described as pending. Tessa and the

" athers silently read over the document and attached figures.






The realities recorded therein made the situation even worse: The
U.S. Arm Slaves had been wiped out by a single enemy AS. Its model type
was unknown, and so was its maker. However, its image had at least been
captured on the video camera of a soldier who returned alive.

Tessa tried calling up the image. Once displayed, the still
image revealed a blurry red AS. Its arms were spread in ridicule as it
sprinted along the outskirts of the base. It had a massive upper half, a
diamond-shaped head, long limbs, and abnormally spontaneous and
powerful movement.

“This is like that other one!” exclaimed Tessa. It looked almost
the same as the mech that Sagara and Weber battled in Sunan—an
unidentified silver AS piloted by the fiendish terrorist Gauron. Tessa
and the others recognized it from the images on the mission recorder

of the ARX-7 Arbalest, which had fought with it. N
“T wonder if it's equipped with a Lambda Driver,” Tessa said.
“It’s likely that it is.”
“Which is why the U.S. forces lost. I like this less and less.” Tessa ‘
pressed the tip of her braid against her lips. She felt apprehensive. There
was a sticky discomfort in her mouth that seemed to indicate something

extremely bad was going to happen. It felt as though something in her

ad was shouting, “You must not go near those waters!”






After the party broke up, Melissa Mao spoke to Kaname while she
helped with cleaﬁup.

“Sotry about making you do vocals all of a sudden.”

“Nah, no problem. It was fun,” Mao answered with a smile as
she quickly folded the sheets.

“Everyone really got into it. I was sure mostly everyone in
Mithril was like Sousuke.”

“Ha ha. That kid’s a little . . . special.”

Melissa Mao was Sousuke’s colleague, and she had met Kaname
several times before. But this was the first time they’d actually had a
chance to talk in a leisurely way.

Kaname had heard Mao was Asian-American, but at a glance,
she didn’t look that different from Japanese. Mao could speak
Japanese fluently, too, although with a bit more of an accent than
Kurz. She had very short black hair, and her big, slanted eyes were
mesmerizing,

What a cool lady she is, Kaname always thought upon meeting her.
And somehow sexy . . .

“So, what about Tessa?” Mao suddenly ask¢d as she and Kaname
worked.

“What about . . . ? Well, she’s a cute girl.”
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on the situation, she might have to order a subordinate to die in order
to protect the submarine and her crew.”

Kaname fell silent.

“So she keeps an appropriate distance from her crew—at least,
so far as other crewmen can see.”

“So that’s why . . .” When Kaname thought about it, it made
petfect sense. Submérines, corporations, school clubs—they all were
the same. Leaders had to be official. If they displayed in front of
the team that they personally favored any one individual, the others
would lose their motivation. Their urge to fOHO} such a leader would
wither.

“That really sounds difficult,” Kaname said.

“Sure does. It’s difficult and lonely,” Mao agreed.

Having come to these conclusions, Kaname felt as though she
finally understood how amazing Tessa was. Being shown such a huge’
submarine, even after having been given such an exaggerated welcome,
Kaname still had not been able to really feel it.

But why is that? she wondered. Why did a girl the same age as
her have such a heavy responsibility? She managed adults like Mao

and even Kalinin, and even did battle. Wasn't that really harsh

labor?
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conflict, it was to be discarded, still unfinished, in the Arctic Ocean.
That was when we secretly appropriated it.”

“In other words, you swiped an unfinished piece of scrap?”
asked Kaname.

“Well, it does come down to that, yes.” Tessa continued with
a dissatisfied-looking face. “Using that hull as a base, I redid the
plans with the help of one other person. We packed it with super
technology that no country or enterprise possesses, took years
repairing and upgrading, and at long last, got it to this point.”

“Huh.” Kaname responded half-heartedly, unable to appreciate
Tessa and her colleague’s phenomenal feat.

“The ship’s control system is also automated at a high level. If
needed, one person could control the whole ship.”

“One person?” Even Kaname was surprised by this.

“Yes. However, there are various weaknesses associated with
using full-automatic mode. For instance, this submarine’s greatest
strong point—the SCP, or superconductive propulsion—would be
rendered inoperable. In the end, without a skilled crew looking after
her, a ship this complex would not fully function.”

Before long, they arrived at the captain’s quarters. Tessa unlocked

the door and went inside. This was the room that Tessa lived in, but






state. She felt pleasant, pitiful, anxious, and relieved all at the same
time, which caused her chest to tighten a little.

Kaname dared to feign indifference, however. “If it's that
important, shouldn’t you put it in a more proper place?”

“Y-yes, I should. And I will.” Tessa put the frame in the safe and
coughed softly. “Now, if you would, please have a seat. Would you
like tea?”

“Sure. I'll have some,” Kaname answered as she took a seat on
the lone couch in the room.

Tessa turned her back on Kaname as she took a tea set from the
cabinet.

Kaname was a little sleepy. The clock on the wall said it was
still evening—seventeen hours twenty-nine—but that was just on
this ship, Greenwich Mean Time. In Japan, it was already one thirty
in the morning, ‘

“You're probably tired,” Tessa said, “but please stay awake a
lictle longer. Things will get busy tomorrow, so I want to talk to you
now.”

Kaname yawned lightly and said, “Sure. So, what'd you want to
talk about?”

“About us.”
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“Yes. However, when regular children are born as Whispereds,
they often grow up with no knowledge whatsoever of their power.
As they grow to adulthood, though, their minds mature, and their
knowledge and vocabulary increase. They gradually come to hear the
‘whispering voice.”

Kaname listened intently.

“When this begins, the Whispered's intelligence rapidly begins
to climb. Problems they previously couldn’t understand become easy,
and they give rise to original ideas. They steadily grow closer to the ‘
level of a genius.”

“T-Iwill?”

“Does any of this sound familiar?”

“Um, I don’t know. But . ..” Kaname remembered her final exam
scores for first semester. English and social studies were so-so good.
Japanese wasn't so hot. Those were the same as always. But science
and math had been irregular. When she had taken the math and
science exam, Kaname had thought, Why'd they put such easy questions on
here? Everyone’s gonna get a hundred percent.

That hadn’t happened, though. Kaname’s school grade’s
composite average for math and science was a score of fifty-two versus

Kaname’s ninety-five, despite the tendency for physics and calculus to
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“Lent me a hand?”

“Don’t you remember?”

“Uh, sort of. But . . . I'm not really sure about what happened
then....” That time. She’d heard voices dimly within her consciousness.
One was extremely eerie, but the other was probably Tessa’s.

“What happened then is called ‘resonance.”

- “Resonance?”

“Yes. When a few conditions are met, Whispereds will undergo
resonance. They can share their thoughts through a deep, invisible
part of their minds—a ‘sphere. When you and I feel strongly that we
need each other, that happens as a result.”

“In other words, it’s like telepathy?” Kaname didn’t feel like
being made a fool of. She’d already had too many weird experiences
to dismiss this as unbelievable,

“Telepathy . .. I don't know. It’s a tricky definition,” Tessa answered
as she brought the tea tray over. She placed teacups on the small table in
front of Kaname and poured red tea from the plunger-style pot.

A pleasant aroma tickled Kaname's nose.

“Resonance is a little different than speaking on the telephone
or over a radio. Maybe the closest connection is a computer LAN,”

explained Tessa.
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“Like the Internet?” proposed Kaname.

“But on a smaller scale. In any case, there are not many of us.
However, resonance is a very dangerous act. We must avoid that
situation as much as possible."

“Why? I mean, if we really do have a power that handy—"

“Handy’ things are always doubled-edged swords, Kaname,” Tessa
said admonishingly. “Isay this repeatedly, but the resonance of Whispereds
is the sharing of thoughts, not conversation or communication. It's a
blending of minds, although it may be temporary. One wrong step, and
you will no longer know who you are. For inst:ince, like this.” Tessa
picked up a small milk bottle and poured it into the tea, causing a red-
and-white swirl to form. As it spun around, the tea and milk mixed, and
before long, it became an opaque agate color.

“If this happens, its all over: You cannot separate the tea from the
milk,” Tessa explained as she sipped her milk tea. “Milk complements the
taste of tea, so it’s all well and good. But a person’s mind must not do that.
Your identity goes to pieces, and you will be unable to go on living”

“I kind of get it, and . . . don't get it,” admitted Kaname.

“I'm sorry for all the abstract expressions, but when it comes
down to it, I don’t understand it well either. Regardless, I essentially

have become the only Whispered in Mithril.”
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Hearing this, Kaname blinked in surprise. “There are other
people like us?” v

When Kaname inquired about the other Whispereds, Tessa
appeared distressed, as if there were still something she couldn’t sort
out, or like she was trying to suppress a surge of an intense emotion.
“Yes, one individual we took into our care several months ago is in
rehabilitation. Aside from hert, there was one other Whispered who
was able to handle knowledge the way [ do.”

Kaname was a little concerned about the word “was,” but
without inquiring further, she asked, “What kind of person?”

“His name was Bani Morauta. He was taciturn, but kind—and
extraordinarily excellent. He made that work of art—the Arbalest.”

“Arbalest?”

“Mr. Sagara’s white AS.”

“Ahh.” Kaname learned for the first time that Sousuke’s mech
had a name.

“The Arbalest is based on the M9 prototype, and it has a
Lambda Driver installed. As an AS, it simply was an investigation
into the importation of Black Technology, with no thought given to
productivity. Its construction would be impossible now, as Bani is no

longer with us.”
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“Now then, Kaname,” Tessa set down her partially drunk tea,
“the reason I'm telling you all about Whispereds is because you're no
exception. Even if it doesn't happen soon, please be aware that you're
in danger. There is the whisper to consider, but that’s not all. There
are people out there who want people like you and me by any means
necessary.”

“You mean, like that Gauron guy?”

“Yes. He appears to be dead, but we believe there was some
organization behind him. Whoever offered the Behemoth to Takuma
and the others is probably that same organization. And they have the
power to build Arm Slaves with Lambda Drivers. Basically, it means
they already have one or more Whispereds in their possession.”

Kaname’s expression bordered on frightened.

“They want you. Me too, of course, if they knew about me.
Because of that, they’ll stoop to any level of despicableness.”

Kaname found herself unable to relax. She messed with the hem
of her dress with her fingertip. She was being targeted. She had heard
that before, but the threat had never been conveyed so directly. The
world she lived in—the bustling town and school—were too peaceful
for her to understand such danger from experience. “But, I mean, how

could .. .?”
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stands out in a peaceful society. If an enemy were to make a serious attempt
to kidnap you, he probably first would try to remove Mr. Sagara.”

Kaname tried to guess what that was supposed to mean.
“Wha—then, Sousuke’s a . . . decoy?”

“That’s what it comes down to,” Tessa said in a somewhat
unexpected, nonchalant tone.

Kaname suddenly felt her face grow hot. “No! That’s terrible.
Sousuke’s trying as hard as he can. I mean, he’s kind of a nuisance,
but he’s always desperately trying to protect me! How could you use
him to fish for bad guys?”

“I understand that!” Tessa exclaimed, intensifying her tone. Not
trying to conceal her irritation, she glared at Kaname. |

Kaname was stunned by Tessa’s sudden change of demeanor and
fell quiet,

Tessa soon regained her composure. Looking down, she said, “I'm sorty,
but please think about it—for whose sake that would have to happen.”

“Uh...” Caught with her guard down, Kaname was at a loss for
words, »

“Mr. Sagara already knows there’s another guard, and it’s
likely he knows he’s a decoy, which puts him in a terribly dangerous

position. But still, he undertakes the duty. All of this being—"
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They laughed together, carefree, for a while. Up until a mere few
minutes earlier, the mood had been gloomy, as if the end of the world
had come—but now, that was completely forgotten.

To think that the topic of that war nut Sousuke would be such
a saving grace . . . Kaname was secretly thankful for him, but there
definitely was a need to put that “alone on a sandy beach” bit deep
inside the ammo depot in her head.

“This was mostly what I wanted to talk about, except for one
last thing,” Tessa said after laughing for a while. “What I just told
you—especially concerning the Whispereds—is known by only a
few people even within Mithril. Neither Mr. Sagara, Mr. Weber, nor
Melissa know about it.”

“So, it’s top secret—that kind of thing?”

“Cortrect. Though, actually, it needs to be treated with even
higher confidentiality. We call that a ‘Black Fact.” Tessa’s tone wasn't
especially grave or enigmatic, but the lack of a threatening ring to
it somehow made her delivery all the more intense. “I want you to
promise me something: not to disclose this conversation to anyone.
Not to Mr. Sagara, your school friends, ot to your family. Your
father, in particular, probably doesn’t think highly of an organization
like Mithril.”
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“Yes sir.”

An Australian, Captain McAllen was Lieutenant Commander
Kalinin’s adjutant, as well as the head of the SRT; his call sign was
Urzu One. Even his face, slack during the BINGO game, now was
rigidly tight. “Everyone here? If so, the lieutenant commander will
give a general explanation of the operation. Eyes on him!”

Lieutenant Commander Kalinin walked out past Captain
McAllen to stand in front of everyone. His eyes scanned the
clipboard he catried, and he began talking without any preface. “This
you already know, but a U.S. Armed Forces facility has been occupied
by an armed group.”

His voice lacked affectation or fighting spirit, sounding as if he
were deciding who was on cleaning duty next week. “The U.S. Navy
special forces already have failed once in a recovery attempt. As this
is a special case, we who use equipment more advanced than they use
are set for a return match. Your principle duties will be Suppression
of Enemy Arm Slaves and securing the safety of the hostages, as well
as preventing the destruction of critical infrastructure, Here’s where
the party will be,” he said, turning a switch on the large screen.

When he inserted a disc in a side slot, a three-dimensional

map of a small elliptical island was displayed. There was a slanting




elevation change, so that the west shore was a cliff and the east shore
was a sandy beach. The U.S. military base stretched across the gentle
slope, occupying most of it.

“The Republic of Perio, Berildaobu Island chemical weapons
dismantling base. It was established in order to neutralize, incinerate,
and dispose of obsolete chemical warheads. For that reason, several
hundred tons of nerve gas such as sarin, tabun, and soman are still
housed there.”

Nearly every face in the room clouded. They knew all too well
that the simple phrase “deadly poison” failed to cover such chemical
weapons.

“The armed group in question calls themselves the Green
Salvation Army. They say their actions are to drive the tourist
industry out of the Perio 'Archipelago and protect the coral reef’s
nattl,lral habitat. They intend to do so by threatening to spread,
poisonous gas."

“This is preposterous,” one of the combatants said,

“So, if they can't protect it, it’s euthanasia time?”

“If that’s a joke, it ain’t very funny.”

Among the naysayers, some seemed to find black humor in the

ituation. Low laughter rumbled in the background. “Why is there












“A question, sir. The Mistral IT . . . it’s still a model in active
service, | believe. From where would those terrorists get so many of
them?”

“In mid-July, contact was lost with a transport ship off Sri
Lanka that was loaded with similar mechs intended to supply the
Indonesian army. The ship was discovered sunken three days later—
but apparently, the cargo and nearly all the crew were gone.”

“Isee... |

The crew members either were bribed or comprised a terrorist
cell in the first place.

“Let’s get back on topic. Regarding these French-made Arm
Slaves, we can deal with them with normal equipment and tactics.
Same with the antiaircraft artillery. But there’s one enemy mech to
which the utmost caution must be applied.” Kalinin switched the
onscreen image. A picture of that one mech was displayed.

Sousuke saw it and stopped breathing momentarily. Behind
him, Kurz groaned a little. Apparently having noticed them, Mao
glanced their way from a nonadjacent seat. The other members who
had never seen this type before were frowning. It was that mech: the
same type as the one that was fought four months ago. The mech in

e picture was not silver but red, and there were a few differences in












Sousuke felt as though he had the weight of everyone in the
room on his shoulders. He had pulled through dangerous missions—
situations during which he was a step away from death—countless
times now. But that was just as an individual combatant. Even if he
had made a mistake, he was the only one who would have died. That
was no laughing matter, but in any case, his responsibility level still
had only been as one of the team. He was fnerely a mercenary . . .
a supporting role . . . a future statistic described as “one casualty.”
That was how it was supposed to be. But since the incident when
he encountered the Arbalest and Kaname Chidori, it felt as though
everything had changed. The existence of the AS and that girl
conceivably could save him from failure.

I can’t lose. I can’s make any mistakes. 'rm not even allowed to die, Sousuke
thought, mulling over this dreadfully heavy pressure. With an
increasingly sullen face, Sousuke gazed at the floor and quietly
answered, “Understood, sir.”

“Good. Carry out your duty as an NCO.”

Everyone turned back to the operational commander.

“Deployment will take place from the water this time—
withdrawal by helicopter. The six Arm Slaves will split into three

teams: one attack, one sniper, and one bomb disposal. Further, there’s
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the M9s over the white armor. The white stood out too much for a
genuinely covert operation.

Like the M9, the Arbalest’s form was close to that of a human.
The joints were highly pliable, and the limbs were long and slender.
At the same time, it was powerful and closely resembled a strong,
agile warrior. Its head was specially shaped, too. It had dual sensors
like two sharp eyes, and beneath them, a hard point installed for
equipment retention. The peculiar features suggested a ninja with a
scroll in his mouth from some old period drama.

The four wing-shaped parts, two mounted on each shoulder,
were radiator units to aid in cooling. It was possible to equip these
parts with similarly shaped sub condensers or, depending on the
situation, weapons. Due to this unique family of parts and its sharp
form, a mythical aura surrounded the mech. It was almost as if
touching it would summon divine wrath.

Built to include the obscure equipment called the Lambda
Driver, the Arbalest really was mystical. According to the engineering
officer in charge of the Arbalest, the Lambda Driver was primarily
composed of three components: One was the equipment known as
"TAROS installed in the cockpit. TAROS stood for Transfer and

esponse Omni-Sphere, something the engineering officer didn’t
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When the Al Al was started up, it always would indicate:
“Seargant Sagara’s presence is required to run the Lambda Driver.” It
wouldn't reject other operators outright, but when tests were run with
others piloting it, the Lambda Driver never would run.

Sergeant Sagara was necessary. All attempts to erase that display
had met with failure. Even reinitializing Al made no difference. If any
other forceful measures were applied, Al consistently would return an
error and freeze.

“So, that’s what it comes down to? We give up,” said the young
engineering officer, Ensign Nora Lemming, as she threw up her
hands in defeat. “All I can say is that maybe this machine has some
kind of force of will amplifier. Not like I really want to say something
as occultish as that”

“What about the person who built it?” The corners of Sousuke’s
mouth turned down even farther as he gazed up at the Arbalest.

\ “I heard he died. Now the only one left who knows more about
the Lambda Driver than I do is the captain—but only in that she also
has an understanding of the TAROS.”

“T see.”

Thats why we can’t make a new one of these mechs. Because

there were a few spare parts still around, we got the severed arm
























“Ocean current: two knots from the northwest. Light breeze on
surface.”

“This is Urza One. I've entered airtight chamber number one.”

“This is Urzu Seven. Finished guiding mech into number two
airtight chamber.”

“ESM: analysis complete. Arleigh Burke class destroyer at
bearing zero-eight-zero. Ticonderoga class cruiser at bearing zero-
seven-nine. Estimated distance of both: more than thirty miles.”

“This is starboard, number one airtight chamber controller.
Internal hatch closure complete. Airtightness ensured.” ‘

“This is port number two airtight chamber controller. Internal
hatch closure complete. Airtightness ensured. We can flood it
anytime.”

Reports came in to Tessa one after another. While paying attention
to all of them, she briskly gave out directions. “Good. Please commence
flooding of number one through number six airtight chambers.”

“Aye, ma'am. Commencing flooding of number one through
number six airtight chambers,” Mardukas complied.

This time, the Arm Slaves would deploy through the water.
The mechs would swim secretly to the island objective, carrying out

rprise attack.
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Mao sounded as if she were smiling ruefully. “See, you're not
seeing what’s around you. You're worried about what the lieutenant
commander said, right? About that Venom . . .”

“Well, of course. If I mess up, everyone on the team dies. Being
mindful of how heavy the responsibility is—"

“That’s no good. You need to adjust your attitude about this.”

“Why? This isn't even like you.”

McAllen was the current team leader, but when it was the three
of them on other missions, Mao commonly was team leader. She had
a strong sense of responsibility, and it seemed strange for her to say
such a thing, ’

“Because. Usually, if T were to dwell on something like you are now,
that’s what would make me constantly screw up. You can't place all of this
on your shoulders. If you don't approach this with the expectation that
things will work out, your morale won't stand up to it.”

;'But Y

“You plan to protect us along with Kaname?”

Those words startled him. Sousuke was hard pressed to come up
with an answer, and Mao laughed a little. “Thanks for the thought,
but no need to worry. I'm sure Kurz, McAllen, and the rest would say

the same thing”
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In their place, Sousuke would say it, too. They were not mere
soldiers. They were handpicked elite—and of course, they knew how
to take care of themselves. They would not launch a reckless assault,
and they had the power to get away from danger. That was what it
came down to.

“You have a point. I'll remember it,” Sousuke assured Mao.

“I respect your honesty,” replied Mao before closing the
channel.

But, thought Sousuke after less than a minute, if a regular AS went
up against that enemy mech, it'd never survive. Twebe U.S. Arm Slaves were wiped
ot by only one. That's an undeniable fact, If I los, it’s over,

No matter what, he couldn’t get that thought out of his

head.

Instructions came in over the operations channel: “Urzu Seven
to all units. We just passed waypoint three. As planned, we'll now
split into three teams. Got it?”

After passing this waypoint, the six mechs headed for their
respective positions. The infiltration team was to neutralize the
bombs set on the chemical weapons, the suppression team was to land
directly on the base, and the sniper team was to support the landing

ith the entire island in their field of fire.






The first part of their job was to go ahead of the other four
mechs, sneak into the chemical weapons storehouse, and neutralize
the bombs that were supposed to be rigged there. The infiltration
route was from underground. The western side of the island formed a
low cliff, and there was an old tunnel underwater. It was constructed
more than half a century ago as a secret dock to be used as a
submarine base for the old Japanese navy. The tunnel had collapsed
due to multiple earthquakes over the long period of time and was
completely sunken into the water. It had been forgotten by everyone,
including the resident U.S. military.

The thickness of the bedrock separating the deepest part of
the tunnel from the storehouse was about six-and-a-half feet. First,
the team would create a hole with a drill, take a look at the inside of
the storehouse with a fiberscope, and thereafter, blast the bedrock.
Afterward, they would rush in and destroy the detonators—or so
went the plan.

“We're close to land. About time to kill the jets.”

“Yeah, gotcha,” sounded the operations channel.

The backpack water jets ceased, and the myriad fine bubbles
disappeared. The two M9s used the fins equipped on their legs—AS-

sized leg fins—to silently progress sixteen feet below the surface.
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Dunnigan’s skill was flawless, to the extent that he didn’t seem
to come from a land combat background. It was said that he also had
plenty of combat experience. While in the U.S. Army, he undertook
many dangerous missions and apparently had been awarded multiple
medals, such as the Purple Heart and Bronze Star. He was the polar
opposite of Mao, who hardly had received any decorative medals and
was dishonorably discharged from the Marine Corps.

That difference was not the reason why, but Mao was not especially
close with Dunnigan. He had transferred from Mithril’s South Atlantic
battle group Nemed only two months ago. That he was capable was
certain, but Mao still didn’t have a grasp of his personality or beliefs.

When they were within a mile of the island, Dunnigan said
quietly, “What a pain in the ass. Really.”

“What is?” asked Mao.

“Being way out in the sticks like this. Doing such a tedious
mission. Just let some other folks do it”

“Ha ha. Don't complain like that. This is something nobody but
us can do.”

“Don’t matter. Even if these bombs do blow up, the blast won't
amount to much. I mean, maybe a few poor hicks around here will

buy the farm.”
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“What's the assigned Preferred Firing Zone?” Nguyen asked
regarding target selection.

“We don't need one. I fire from the right. You fire from the left.
Simple, eh?”

“Are you sure that'll cover it?”

“It’s fine.”

The two mechs started preparing to attack. In a position
three—hundred-twenty—eight feet from Nguyen, Kurz’s mech opened
its weapons container it had transported. Kurz’s weapon was a
seventy-six-millimeter sniper cannon. As artillery for independent
AS use, it was of a more powerful class. It was of the highest
accuracy, equipped with an optical sensor and self-diagnosis
sensor independent of the M9, along with a ballistic calculation
computer.

Nguyen's mech had brought along an eight-shot ground-to-
ground missile Jauncher. The missiles were a model of Hellfire air-
to-surface missiles used by attack helicopters made for surface firing.
They were high precision and powerful, and their smokeless rocket
motors made them hard to spot by the enemy.

“Wonder if things are working out for my gitl and crew,” Kurz

murmured.
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Sousuke and Captain McAllen served as the attack team. Once
Mao and Dunnigan disposed of the bombs, Kurz and Nguyen
would begin attacking from long distance. At the same time,
Sousuke and McAllen would land on the island at high speed,
striking the remaining enemy. Mao and Dunnigan would surface
from the storehouse and support the combat. Once AS combat
began, the de Danaan would surface. Helicopters carrying infantry
would take off from the ship and fly to this base in order to fully
suppress it. That was the plan.

Sousuke’s Arbalest and McAllen’s M9 already had approached
within two thousand feet of the beach. An M6, with its gas-turbine
power source, probably couldn't get this close. But even the Mithril
M9s couldn’t advance in water any shallower without being spotted
by the enemy. The ECS on the M9 and Arbalest, unlike that used by
the de Danaan when surfaced, couldn’t be used while half the mech
was submerged in water. |

The Arbalest stuck only the top half of its head through the waves
to survey the island. The night vision mode dual sensors perceived the
base surrounded by a fence and low buildings illuminated by glaring

lights. Having already suffered one attack, scars were visible here and




Volume 3: Info the Bluer(ﬁ

One of the enemy’s self-propelled antiaircraft artillery also
was visible. On top of the caterpillar-style frame were situated two
machine cannon turrets. The Arbalest’s Al automatically finished
identification and displayed the weapon type: Soviet-made 2S6M
Tunguska self-propelled antiaircraft artillery. Though it was called
“antiaircraft,” it still presented a substantial threat against Arm
Slaves. Should it notice him, the Arbalest probably would take a hail
of thirty-millimeter shells.

One enemy AS on watch was walking along the shore in front
of the base. Its searchlight shone on the water, and it kept going back
and forth the same way. As was explained in the briefing, it was a
French-made Mistral IL. It had a somewhat short and stout humanoid
shape, but it had no head. The main sensors were situated between the
legs. The Mistral II's armor surpassed the Soviet-made Rk-92 Savage
in defensive power, and its firing accuracy was several steps higher.

There should have been other enemies, but buildings and terrain
formed blind spots, and they were not visible from this position.
Venom was nowhere to be seen. Scorched AS remains had been left
behind on the beach. It was one of the defeated American Dark
Bushnells. Its form was twisted and its arm was raised toward the

night sky, as if it had died in agony.
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“Roger.” Sousuke pulled the left stick’s throttle trigger with all
his might.

The partially submerged unit’s water jet fired at maximum
power. A waterspout exploded in the sea behind him. Chonk! The
mech that had been diving underwater suddenly sprung up out of the
sea, charging at the land as it spat out a slew of water.

Acceleration. More acceleration. The knot count on the
speedometer climbed steadily, causing the Arbalest to shake violently.
It glided as if pressing down the waves, bearing down on the sandy
beach. Five hundred feet more . . . three hundred thirty more . . .

The Mistral IT on watch noticed the Arbalest and aimed its
rifle. The Arbalest advanced directly toward it, giving the Mistral
II no chance to evade—the machine guns in its head fired on full
auto. A hundred or more twelve-point-seven-millimeter rounds
sprayed in the space of a second, plowing into the enemy mech’s
whole body. The firm armor repelled the bullets, and countless
sparks scattered the surface. Sousuke’s opponent reflexively drew
back to shield his own sensors, creating an opening of only a few
seconds.

Those few seconds were enough. The Arbalest ran aground

on the beach at high speed and made a low bound. A cloud of sand
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formed. Yielding to inertia, he rolled on the sand and rammed into
the enemy violently. The Arbalest and Mistral II fell in a tangle.

The enemy mech hurriedly raised its upper half, trying to stab
the Arbalest with the monofilament cutter affixed to its rifle. But
even faster, the Arbalest pressed the barrel of its shot cannon into the
enemy’s flank. Due to the discharge, the Mistral IT ate a fifty-seven-
millimeter round at point-blank range and was blown away. The
mech was all but blown in half at the waist as it scattered oil, spouted
flames, and bore into the ground.

That'’s one, noted Sousuke. The defeat of that one mech awoke his
warrior's sense of smell.

Explosions were already occurring in succession at the base. It

was Kurz's sniping and Nguyen’s missile attacks. McAllen also had

Asuccessfully reached land. He smashed an antiaircraft artillery with

an antitank dagger, took a carbine rifle off his back, and started
moving,

Sousuke immediately stood up his mech and forced the removal
of the underwater unit fastened onto the torso. The explosive bolts
went off, and the unit flew apart in front and back.

The Arbalest faced another Mistral II, which had appeared

and Ieaped fiercely. Aiming. Percussion. Evasion. Searching. Aiming again.
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After hearing the orders, Mardukas showed signs of hesitation. There
was no problem with the ECS masts. They were equipment for concealing
the de Danaan from the radar of other warships as it surfaced, so of course,
they would use them. But a “normal blow” was exceptional.

When a submarine rises to the surface, in order to give it buoyancy, a
blow is performed in the MBT-main ballast tank. There are several methods
for this. In the de Danaan's case, it took time, but a special measure called
a silent blow was taken so as to make discovery by nearby military vessels
difficult. A normal blow allowed for surfacing in a short time, but the
drainage sound was noisy, which made detection that much easier.

“What is the problem, Mr. Mardukas?” Tessa inquired.

“A normal blow?”

“I ordered it as such because time is fleeting.”

“Aye. I beg your pardon. Prepare to surface!” Mardukas pressed
the surfacing warning switch.

A synthetic sound similar to a siten reverberared through the ship,
along with the mother AI's voice: “Surfacing! Surfacing! Surfacing!”

“Normal, low-pressure blow!”

“Normal, low-pressure blow, aye. Commencing low-pressure
blow of entire MBT!”

“Raise all ECS masts! Activating electromagnetic camouflage.”
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“ECS masts, aye. Number one, rising. Number two rising,
Number three . . .”

“Surfacing! Surfacing! Surfacing!”

“This is the flight control room. To all helicopter squads,
engine start!” A

“Gebo three, four, five, six. Engine start!”

The transport helicopters in the hangar simultaneously started
their several thousand HP turbo shaft engines. Surrounded by
countless bubbles, the bow of the giant submarine lifted. There was a
low roat, and the floor shook. The inside of the ship, which had been

silent and on call went into a synchronous uproar.

“Wh-what's happening?” Surprised by the sudden tremor and noise,
Kaname held the pot with curry simmeting in it down with both hands.
“Well, the ship’s going up to the surface,” the cook answered.
He was propping up the mound of dishes so they wouldn'’t fall.
“Why? Is there some problem?”
“I couldn’ say, but we don't usually surface this noisily.

Something may have happened to the SRT guys.”










@, PanNIC]

The Mistral II threw away the headless handle and drew another
heat hammer. This time, it swung it sideways. At dangerously close
range, the Arbalest stooped to avoid it, It grabbed the enemy’s shoulder
with its left hand and attached the shot cannon to its head hard point.
In other words, it put it in its mouth and drew a monofilament cutter
with its empty right hand.

Clank! When the two mechs rammed hard into each other, the
knife-shaped cutter thrust into the Mistral IT's torso. The enemy
mech shook as the painful sound of armor wrenching sustained for
what seemed like forever.

Unfazed, Sousuke moved the monofilament cutter and tore
the enemy’s control system to shreds. That made the fourth.
When it withdrew the knife, the Mistral II fell to its knees and
collapsed forward. A weak stream of sparks and smoke escaped
from the wound. Sousuke changed the magazine on his shot
cannon and ran off with the agility of a panther in search of more
enemy mechs.

Where are you, Venom? he wondered.

The Arbalest’s head moved in increments. The ECCS sent radar
waves from its forehead at full intensity, trying to detect even the

slightest sign of the enemy.
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Reports came in over the radio from one mech after another.
“This is Urzu Six. All the targets I can see from here are taken care
of. Send me some more enemies!”

“This is Urzu Twelve. We're above ground. B quarters suppressed
and secured. One enemy infantry’s dead, two are wounded. The
hostages are safe.”

“This is Urzu Ten. I destroyed all confirmed antiaircraft
artillery.”

“This is Urzu Two. I've suppressed and secured A quarters.
Twenty-three hostages confirmed. All secured. Four enemy infantry
subdued by taser.”

There were nearly no problems. Most of the enemy Arm Slaves
had been crushed, the infantry were arrested, and the base personnel
who had been captured were protected by Mao and Dunnigan. But
the main red mech hadn’t been found.

“Urzu One to all units, We still haven?t encountered Venom.
Hasn't anyone seen it—just a trace of it? Report.”

At their commander’s call, they all answered, “Negative.”

Immediately afterward, Mao said, “No, affirmative. What's this
guy think he’s up to?”

“What is it, Urzu Two?”
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No, it looked like they hit. Every round burst into sparks just
short of the mech. After a soft breeze blew, cracks etched down the
building’s wall. Venom was undamaged.

“So, that’s that trick,” Dunnigan growled.

“Affirmative. Don't get close to him,” Sousuke replied, avoiding
the side-sweeping Gatling cannon fire.

The enemy’s firepower was tremendous, and Sousuke really
couldn’t get close, According to current data, the range at which
the Arbalest could exhibit the effects of the Lambda Driver was at
least one hundred feet. He had to somehow get that close and fire
it off.

”Put everything into it and fire,” Sousuke yelled.

“We can’t approach from here. Shit!” cursed McAllen, hidden
in the shadow of a storehouse that was practically ragged now. It
was thanks to the M9’s superior agility that he had managed to
continually avoid such a dreadful firestorm. But if this kept up for
long, none of the mechs would come through unharmed.

“Urzu Two to all positions. Try aiming at the weapon instead
of the mech! At the Gatling cannon’s magazine—ahh!”

“What's wrong?”

“I'm all right—minor damage. Hurry!”
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Not even bothering to answer “roger,” McAllen and the others
fired from the ground or while leaping about. The barrage riddled
Venom’s right side. Nearly all the bullets were repelled by the force
field, but . . .

“Heh heh heh, so useless, hmm?”

Suddenly, there was a flash, followed by an explosion. One
bullet that shot off tempo from the others randomly struck
the Gatling cannon’s magazine, inducing an explosion of the
remaining ammo. Several hundred thirty-five-millimeter rounds
exploded in a chain reaction, scattering destructive pieces of metal
around the area.

The building was partially destroyed, wrapped in gigantic
flames and black smoke. Gauron’s AS disappeared from view. It
was unknown whether it was blown to bits or just blown away
somewhere.

“Did that do it?”

“No.”

“Watch out!”

Bursting through the smoke, clothed in flames, Venom jumped
out of the sky. Despite being within point-blank range of the

explosion, the mech hardly was damaged at all.
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“You're not bad, eh?”

Venom landed heavily and charged at full speed, kicking up
concrete as though it were gravel. Its speed was equal to an M9—no,
even greater than that.

“This guy’s somethin’ else.”

“Twelve, keep back!” Sousuke advised, confronting the
onrushing mech. Now was the time to use the Lambda Driver.
Sousuke ratsed his shot cannon and aimed. The image of Venom
positioned beyond the target box displayed on Sousuke’s screen
as it menacingly gripped large monofilament cutters in each
hand.

“Kaaashiiim!” Gauron laughed. It was just like that instance
four months ago.

Pl do this. . . . T should be able to. Ive done it multiple times. Yes, I will
succeed. This bas to work. If it fails | . . Calm your mind, Sousuke urged
himself. You have to. Concentrate mentally. Remember the image of the shell. The
image is important. It’s absolutely necessary.

Sousuke pulled the trigger. The shot cannon went off, and a
fifty-seven-millimeter round was emitted. Thanks to his perfect aim,
the winged-armor-piercing round flew, puncturing Gauron’s AS. Or

so he thought. The round merely had sparked and scattered in front






a rokurokubi, Shock fluid leaked out of the broken pipes, making a
muddy puddle on the ground.

“Mao?”

There was no answer.

The M9 was crumpled limp and motionless in the Arbalest’s

arms. It didn’t move at all.

There was no spare time to check on Mao’s well-being. Gauron
pointed his finger gun at the Arbalest. Intuitively sensing danger,
Sousuke nimbly leapt back while holding the M9.

Gauron let out a low laugh. “Hey now, don't be scared. All T did
was point a finger, right?”

Sousuke kept his eyes foward and set Mao’s mech on the
ground.

“Urzu Seven, what happened?”

McAllen’s and Dunnigan’s M9s went around both sides and
fired their rifles at Gauron from a range of nearly one thousand feet.
Gauron shrugged off their fire as if it were light rain and stooped

own like he was conserving energy.
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causing its frame to grind and moan. The cutting edges of the
vibrating high-speed rotating monofilament cutters pressed toward
the Arbalest’s chest armor.

“Gah...!”

“C’'mon, what's the matter? You gonna die? With your precious,
precious girl,” Gauron sneered.

“Urzu Seven, don't move.”

The next instant, Gauron’s mech was hit by something
originating from a position that was directly perpendicular.
Metal fragments spread about, and the mech’s head slumped
down. It was Kurz’s sniper bullet from nearly two-and-a-half
miles away. But not even a powerful seventy-six-millimeter
round could penetrate the enemy’s force field. Could it use the
protective wall against a surprise attack from an extremely long
range?

Such a vehement punch did make the red AS stagger a little,
which was essential. In no time, Kurz fired his sniper cannon agaiﬁ:
two shots . . . three . .. four . . . five. The successive rounds weren't
aimed at Gauron, though. The partially collapsed building just
behind them, including its supports and beams, were blown away one

fter another by the accurate shooting,
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Having lost on the fifth floor what was barely supporting the
upper half, the building gave way. Countless pieces of rebar tore,
concrete collapsed, and glass shattered, creating a thunderous roar.
Hurdling at a speed that shook the air, hundreds of tons of structure
fell down from overhead directly toward the top of the Arbalest and
its enemy.

Kurz didn't have time to send a warning, Sousuke sank his mech
down and delivered a sharp foot sweep to Gauron. The red AS lost its
balance and fell to its knees. Paying no further attention to the enemy,
the Arbalest crouched and bounded away from that spot.

A second later, the crumbling building crashed to the ground,
crushing the red AS. Following a roaring tremor, parts of the building
scattered like small pieces of candy, as did walls, floors, pipes, and
turniture. The dust was so thick that visibility was stark white.

“Sousuke, you alive?”

“For the moment.”

The Arbalest, having thrown itself to the ground, stood up
slowly.

Kurz really pushes the envelope, thought Sousuke. One wrong move
and Sousuke would've been on his way to the afterlife, too. Having

thought that, he also had to admit that Kurz’s shooting technique
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was close to miraculous. From two-and-a-half miles away, even a
building’s main supports became as thin as needles. For Kurz to hit
more than four of them at once . . .

“That’s some skill,” Sousuke said.

“That’s what T call skill” Somewhat belated, Dunnigan’s M9
came running up. “Did that get "im?”

“T don't know. Give me a gun and stay back.”

The Arbalest took a forty-millimeter rifle from Dunnigan’s M9.
After checking remaining ammo, it pointed the rifle directly in front
of itself and approached the mountain of rubble. Sousuke was not
confident that Gauron was dead.

It’s this much destructive force. No matter how strong the Lambda Driver’s
protective wall is, be probably suffered some damage, he thought. He did worry
that Guaron could be under the rubble, waiting for a chance to spring
in his direction. This time, he had to somehow use the Lambda
Driver to bring down his enemy. But can I use it?

Sousuke’s palms grew increasingly sweaty. He nearly jumped when
there was an unexpected movement in the rubble pile. Slowly, a chunk
of rebar and concrete rosé up and then crumbled into pieces, revealing
the red mech. It held no weapons, but both hands were up, and steam

was pouring out from various joints as it stood up jerkily.



















“Fine. I'll tell you now that I don’t care to show you any
mercy, nor will there be any kind of deal. Once we make you tell
us everything, we'll eradicate you from this Earth. Remember
that.” .

“Ohhb, scaaary.”

Kalinin turned his back on the jeering Gauron and said to the
nearby soldiers: “Take him away.”

Pushed by PRT soldiers, Gauron was put on board the
helicopter. Kalinin and Captain McAllen moved away from it as it
started to take off.

“Withdraw within five minutes. I'll remain here as planned.”

“Yes sirl”

Kalinin had work left to do with the American forces who
would soon be there, including contact, negotiation over post-op
measures, and trivial political matters. With the exception of a few
subordinates, the other personnel and equipment—Arm Slaves,
transport helicopters, and such—would withdraw quickly.

Gauron and Venom would be transfered to the de Danaan, and
the other prisoners would be delivered to the U.S. military. Kalinin
sincerely believed Gauron should be shot to death then and there,

Gauron’s transfer was an order from operational headquarters,
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The measure meant there probably would be a backlash from the
Americans over losing the terrorist leader.

Kalinin mulled over dark thoughts as he walked with McAllen.
He obviously bas some advaniage in bis grasp, no matter if it’s nothing more than
a lifeline. Kalinin knew that Gauron never would engage in terrorist
activity this reckless. He looked depraved and pleasure seeking, but
regardless, he was a pro. He had to have some careful plan, ensuring
his own safety, and with a feasible objective.

Gauron would not commit suicide. He considered his own life
more important than Earth. That, at least, went without question. In
light of that, the drama of occupying this base, the ridiculous demands,
his overly quick surrender—everything about this situation was
unnatural. Tessa’s fears were warrantable. There was a chance that this
terrorist action was a diversion to divert attention from Gauron'’s allies
as they attempted to attack some other important facility.

Mithril's higher ups already had anticipated that, had
strengthened their surveillance stance, and had issued a warning to
security agencies in various nations. At this point, no such activity
had been detected in any region. Even so, if the enemy had sufficiently
prepared, they might as well be without the means to defend against

it—ijust like at this base.
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We always have to be the ones to react, thought Kalinin. That was
Mithril’s basic problem: They aimed for determent effect and dared
to give the impression of being the strongest organization in the
wotld, but everyone actually in the organization knew it was a lie.

It wasn't solely Mithril, however. Every single antiterrorist
organization suffered from the same dilemma. The attacker
always had the advantage in combat. Mithril’s strong point was
high-powered equipment and personnel, but that was alL The
organization never could make any gains in quantity that exceeded
its quality.

Mithril was an extremely powerful but extremely inadequate
force for good. This was why the antiterrorist organization was
named after mithril, the magic silver that appears in J.R.R. Tolkien’s
literary works.

“Regarding Venom, rely on Colonel Testarossa’s instructions, |

 leave the handling of that man Guaron to you,” said Kalinin.

“Yes sir,” McAllen responded.

“Have two guards watch him at all times. Personnel selection
is up to you. Once his physical exam is finished, bind him securely.
Under no circumstances do you remove his straightjacket or

handcuffs. Keep him completely isolated until the medical inspection







“Hmph.” He gazed at the traces of the vanished helicopters that
created bands of light purple, snorting a bit through his round nose.
Gauron had gone. Now, things depended on his luck. And even from
Kurama’s viewpoint, there were things about a man’s bad luck that
were hard to take lightly.

What nullified all his bad luck was his disease, pancreatic
cancer. His death was fated, so he was no longer afraid of anything,
According to Kurama’s diagnosis, he had a fifty-fifty chance of
success—not a safe bet either way.

Kurama took out his satellite communication module, opened
the antenna, and skillfully operated the panel. Soon, an exclusive
encrypted channel opened. “Yes?” answered the voice on the other
end of the radio, which sounded like a sleepy boy.

“It’s me.” '

“Ah, Kurama. How'd it go?” The sound of hair being combed and
a faint rustling of clothes could be heard over the radio. A young woman's
nasally, saccharine voice was audible farther in the background.

“Gauron was taken away to the Toy Box.”

“Hmm, I win the bet then. Three leviathans and five dollars
from Mr. Gold. Next time I see Gauron, I'd better treat him to

dinner-or something”
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“Do you think you'll see him again?”

“T'd like to hope so,” his counterpart said, yawning a little. “I spent
three days making that special program, after all. And I asked Mr. Zinc
to set the table. Well, T got to teach my failure of a little sister a lesson.”

“Is that so?”

“Yeah. In any case, it should at least do for a greeting. I'll wait
for good news, but I won't hold my breath. So, you'll be coming back
now, yes?”

“Yes,” answered Kurama.

“Take care then.”

“Thank you very much.”

After the transmission ended, Kurama folded up the satellite
communicator and hutled it into the sea. He checked his clothes: a
typical American military uniform reflecting his rank as corporal.
His name tag read “]. Locke,” and he also had an ID cafd.

Suddenly, at least a dozen American military helicopters
approached from the northern sky.

Now then, pondered Kurama, which one should I ride home?

2










tied the sleeves together at his waist, and wore a tank top on his
upper half.

“Did . . . someone die?”

“No.”

“That’s good. Mao didn’t seem to be too bad off, either.”

“Yoﬁ say that so nonchalantly,” Sousuke said, strengthening
his tone.

“Nonchalantly? I d-didn't mean to sound that way,” Kaname
stammered.

“She was one step away from death-—because of me and that AS”

“Eh?” ’

Sousuke turned the other way and starting droning on like a dam that
had burst. “I wasn't able to use the Lambda Driver. ‘Amplify your mind’
and ‘envision’? T don't get it. I'm fed up with it. That sketchy, unpredictable
thing is no weapon—it’s hocus-pocus. Let a magician pilot it. —"

He glared at the Arbalest stationed on the other side of the
hangar. “T can't stand that mech. I really can’t stand it. It betrays its
operator at critical moments. It’s no tool for a pro to use. The guy
who made it was a terrible engineer.”

This was the first time Sousuke had grumbled so many

, "r‘nplaints, which surprised Kaname. As she squeezed the hem of her
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“Kap”

Kurz's fist sank into Sousuke’s left cheek. Stunned by the surprise
attack, Sousuke tumbled off the electric trailer and struck the floor.
His mouth was slippery with the taste of blood and seemed to be cut.

Reeling, Sousuke looked up. Kurz was about to hit him again,
but Yang was trying hard to stop him. “Cut it out, Kurz!”

“Shut up!” Kurz and Yang struggled violently.
Sousuke wiped blood from the corner of his mouth and said, “What’s
the big idea?”

“So sorry, but I overheard. And y'know, I just couldn’t stomach
you acting like a hero. That’s all!”

“Acting like a hero? Was I—"

“Shut up. Just because you couldn't be the big shot, you sulk like
a kid and go and take it out on a girl. Guys like you turn into abusive
husbands or the neighborhood nuisance. You hear what I'm saying?”

“I didn't take anything out on her!”

“Yes you did, asshole! D’you always make nice girls like her cry?
You're a piece of shit. Maybe you'll learn something in hell!”

Kaname, crying? When? Why? Sousuke tried to sort it out in his
mind. Perhaps because his field of vision had ‘become extremely narrow, -

the reality finally registered for the first time. I did? I made ber . . . ?
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Pacified by Yang, Kurz regained his composure. After taking a
deep breath, he averted his eyes from Sousuke.

“There’s things on your mind—I get that” Kurz said
curtly. “Look, I ain't mad about anything that happened during
the operation. That Arbalest is a screwy AS in the first place. It
was predictable that something like that would happen, so that's
why Mao, McAllen, me, and the others were there. We captured
Venom, and we also recaptured the base. All in a day’s work. Am 1
wrong?”

“But Mao's—"

“Don't start in on that now. Things like that can happen at any
time. You're no first-timer, you should know that!”

Sousuke was at a loss for words.

“You think you're fighting alone? Don't play the hero like that,”
Kurz said over his shoulder as he left the hangar.

Left behind, Yang put his hands on his hips and sighed deeply.
“Sousuke, you okay?”

“Yeah....”

“Earlier, Kurz said you looked depressed, so he thought he’d come
mess with you. He probably was trying to cheer you up in his own way.

3

So, we ended up hearing you talk to Kaname, and then ...
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"All right,” Sousuke answered and stood up. He wiped the
corner of his mouth once more. The taste of blood. Pain. I know these
sensations well, so why do they feel so wnusual now? Maybe this is the first time Ive
ever been bit by someone this way.

His mood was far from turning around.

August 28, 01:15 (Greenwich Mean Time)
Tuatha de Danaan, Central Command Center

The ship submerged to a depth of nearly nine hundred feet, and it
headed north-northeast at thirty knots.

Beneath the ocean level that obstructs sound waves—the
thermal layer—Ilurked a U.S. Navy submarine. Its inhabitants were
aware that the de Danaan had entered the waters near Berildaobu
Island. They apparently wanted to collect sound signature data on
the de Danaan, which they called the Toy Box, while they had the
chance. A sub-spotting plane, antisub helicopter, and frigate also

stood out.
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“Damn it!”

For the next three minutes, Sailor and Takenaka had an abusive
verbal exchange. The deck officer got in between them and pleaded,
“Please, enough,” after which Sailor and Takenaka panted for breath.
After a one-minute rest and a five-minute argument, the ship was
halted at the thermal layer boundary in order to lay in wait for Toy
Box—the Toy Box they never would be able to find.

The next twelve hours would be a boring job in which the most
exciting thing was picking one’s nose. Or at least, it was supposed to

be that way. . ..

August 28, O4:31 (Greenwich Mean Time)
Tuatha de Danaan, Galley

There was just about the right amount of space in between the new
microwave and oven. It was a dim space, about as wide as a person’s
shoulders, and it was a most inviting space in which to huddle and

enclose yourself in your own private shell.




Kaname squatted in the narrow space, flooded with melancholy.
She hugged her knees, her dark eyes downcast, and her whole body in
a state of depression. Her head was filled with thoughts of Sousuke,
causing her to feel angry, disappointed, and hopelessly sad. As her
thoughts became increasingly jumbled, her eyes grew steadily blearier.
It occurred to her that she was being pathetic, and it made her head
hot once again.

Tomorrow, I'll ask Tessa to release Sousuke from guard duty, Kaname
plotted. Someone else would replace him, or else the duty itself would
be discontinued. Either one worked: it didn’t matter. Kaname didn’t
want him near her if he were going to look that annoyed. She didn’t
want to feel like baggage anymore, period.

The cook, Seaman Hiroshi Kasuya, was good enough to leave
her alone. A few hours earlier, Sousuke had come by the mess hall and
asked Kasuya if he’d seen Kaname, but Kasuya had tactfully answered
that she wasn't there. It felt strange to hear him conversing in English
when he was Japanese, too.

When she grew tired, Kaname dozed off on the spot. After
awaking from a shallow dream, her thoughts again started whirling.
She’d grow tired from another emotional surge, fall asleep, and repeat

all over again.
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Perhaps unable to remain indifferent, Kasuya finally spoke to
her. He placed a bookmark in the book on oceanography he’'d started
to read and said, “Hey, listen, Kaname. I don’t mind if you'e there,
but why don’t you eat a little?”

“No thanks,” Kaname replied.

“If you're going to sleep later, it'd be best to go back to the
captain’s quarters.”

“T don’t want to go back.” It would be terribly troublesome to
face a certain someone, after all,

“Don't be like that. Take a shower or something, get some good
sleep, and I bet you'll feel better.”

Kaname regarded Kasuya curiously. “Do I annoy you?”

“Uh, no, it’s nothing like that,” he replied with a troubled smile.

It seemed as though Kaname had become baggage here, too.

With nothing else to do, she stood up and sluggishly left the galley.

The Same Time
Tuatha de Danaan, Briefing Room One
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“Alrighty,” Guaron replied.

When he set foot on the stairs, there was a voice from behind.
“Where do you think you're going?”

When Gauron and Dunnigan turned around, the man already
had his pistol raised. He was a short Caucasian officer. Only his
upper half was visible from around the corner, his pistol aimed
squarely in their direction,

“Ah, Captain McAllen. You see, this here—"

“Shut up, Dunnigan,” McAllen interrupted him flatly. “To
think that it’s come to this. Had the lieutenant commander not said
to watch out for traitors, I probably wouldn’t have happened along
here. But to think it was you, an SRT member.”

At that point, Dunnigan stopped trying to justify his actions,
instead cracking a smile full of sarcasm. He shrugged calmly and
laughed, saying, “I've never been able to stand that little girl. Ever.”

“We'll discuss that later. Both of you drop your guns.”

The corner of Gauron’s mouth raised. “What if we say ‘no’?”

“You'll be dead.” McAllen was skillfully hiding his left half
behind the corner of the corridor. His skill with the gun was probably
top notch, too. In the event that they fought back, it was almost

certain they both would be instantly shot to death.
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Suddenly, another team member—a Southeast Asian in a field
uniform—appeared from the opposite side of the corner.

“Nguyen?” McAllen said.

“Captain, what is this?”

“What it looks like: Dunnigan’s betrayed us. Call Weber and
the others,” McAllen ordered, never Wavering his aim,

Nguyen surveyed all the men present and retrieved a small
automatic pistol from his own pocket. It was a nine-millimeter gun
with a silencer. With a silencer . . .

“What's the matter, Nguyen? Hurry and—"

“I'm sorry, captain.” Nguyen pointed the barrel at McAllen
and squeezed the trigger, releasing three shots in succession. All the
rounds barreled into McAllen’s chest, spattering fresh blood.

Captain McAllen collapsed on the spot like a puppet with its
strings cut. No scream, exclamation, or curse was uttered.

“Nice shot!” Gauron said with a hum. “So, youre the other
collaborator?”

Nguyen nodded and said, “That’s how it turns out.
I'm Nguyen Bien Bo. Would what I did just now count as a
bonus?”

“Ha. Sure, we’ll negotiate that.”













Volume 3: Into the Blue@

the seats were empty. Executive Officer Mardukas also was not
present.

The crewman in the seat closest to the door noticed the visitors
tirst. As he began to stand up, Dunnigan’s fist hit the bridge of the
man’s nose, and he was knocked the other way off his seat. Hearing
the scream and noise, the remaining crew simultaneously focused
their attention near the entrance. One beat later, Tessa also looked
toward the altercation.

She saw SRT Sergeant Dunnigan, Kaname Chidori held up by
Corporal Nguyen, and Gauron holding a submachine gun. Tessa felt
a full-body, hair-raising chill. By simply witnessing those four, she
knew who'd betrayed her and what was happening,

Nearly all the crew members present got out of their seats. Just
as they were on the verge of lunging at Gauron and the others, Tessa
shouted, “Don’t!”

The crew froze.

“Under no circumstances. That is an order!”

The crew probably thought they somehow could subdue the
group even if two or three died trying, but Tessa knew the combat
power of SRT personnel all too well. Sousuke, Mao, Kurz, McAllen,

Yang—they all were good people, but at the same time, the possessors
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“It’s not like we'd get to do anything,” added Nguyen.
“Aha. By the way, you go over there, Kana. You two are valuable
“ hostages.” Gauron pulled Kaname’s arm and stood her near Tessa.

“Kaname, are you injured?” asked Tessa.

“No, but one soldier was . . . uh . ..” Kaname went pale and
stopped talking, He probably was killed. Who was be?

Tessa felt bitter pain in her chest, but one way or another, she
drove it from her mind.

“Now, let’s get down to business. Captain, set your heading
northwest to . . . yes, three-zero-zero, let’s say.”

“I refuse,” Tessa replied firmly.

“Hmm. Even after this?” Gauron pointed his submachine gun
at the closest crewman.

“Stop it!” Kaname shouted.

Lieutenant Goddard, the crewman with the gun pointed at him,
retained his stern expression and swallowed as if he’d readied himself
for something. He looked straight and Tessa and said, “You must not
do it, captain.”

Tessa fell silent,

“I won’t blame you. Neither will anyone else. Please . . .”

“Then, you get to die,” Gauron declared.
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Just before he pulled the trigger, Tessa interrupted. “Wait.” She
was unable- to bear it. It was too much.

Gauron’s finger stopped. “Oh? Didn't you refuse? Hmm hmm
hmm.” The terrorist nodded repeatedly as though he were thoroughly
enjoying his-opponent giving in.

“Helm to port, heading three-zero-zero,” she murmured frailly.

“Captain!”

“It is not an issue, only a simple change of heading. Didn't you
hear me? Helm to port, heading three-zero-zero!” 7 ’

The deck officer nodded feebly and repeated it, and the two
helmsmen redirected the ship. The de Danaan, which had been
heading due north, began to circle its bow slowly to the northwest.

This is still tolerable, Tessa told herself.

But diving to maximum depth, shooting a crewman, or messing
with the output of the palladium reactor—if any such dangerous
demands were made, all she really could do was refuse—even if
everyone present would be killed. All she could do was buy time.
Soon, the crew outside the command center would notice the
problem, if they hadn't already, and the situation would change. The
enemy was likely limited to these three. As long as Mardukas and

cAllen used their wits, sofnething would work out.
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Leaving Lieutenant Commander Kalinin on the island was a severe mistake.
It would be so reassuring if he were on this ship, pondered Tessa regretfully.

“Maybe you're thinking that so long as you buy time, something
will work out?” proposed Gauron.

Tessa refused to respond.

“What just happened was merely entertainment, actually. I also have
- this for you, if you don't do what I say. Hmm hmm hmm.” Revealing
a square disc, Gauron surveyed the personal screen at the captains chair
and attached a computer module. It was one of the few terminals directly
connected to the mother Al Dana, the shipwide integrated control system.

No way, Tessa shuddered when she thought of the possibility.

After confirming the throttle, Gauron inserted the disc. “Hmm...
this and . . . this. This is tough to follow, damn it!” He moved the
onscreen cursor with the trackball and typed on the keyboard. “And...
there.” ‘

After Gauron pressed “Enter,” a window was displayed. The
data on the disc was quickly transfered to the terminal: “Preparing
COC\time remaining 00:00:05.” It continued to display: “Warning\
Implementation of COC requires authorization of Captain T.
TeAttarossa or %i2 of dx%. headquarters. VerRI? input of

passwoA?a?O D% .i2d>u2U? © *WarnB% .el!!1111”
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This is odd, thought Sousuke. The other NCOs and a handful of
officers appeared as though they felt the same.

There now was an important prisoner on board, and there
might still be American warships in the vicinity. 4 fire drill under
those circumstances? Why would someone so intelligent do such a thing as a lark?
Sousuke ran around the main hangar in a crowd of two hundred
crewmen busily moving about. Chidori . . . Where’s Chidori? He didn't
see her, and all the sailors he grabbed and asked said they hadn’t seen
her, either—nor had the cook, Seaman Kasuya.

Sousuke ran to the hangar door toward the ship’s stern with
the thought of searching for Kaname, but the lieutenant junior grade
standing there stopped him.

“You can’t—the doors are aBout to close!” In the drill scenario,
the toxic gas was closing in.

“Our guest Kaname Chidori isn't here,” shouted Sousuke.
“Please, let me go look for her.” |

“No! Everyone left behind here will soon be dead!”

“But—"

“If you see her later, inform her that she’s dead. Now desist,

that’s an order!”

“N »
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a monofilament cutter. Dozens of my armed subordinates soon will
converge on this command center.”

“Ha ha. That's why I chink Tll do this: Miss ATY”

“Yes, captain?” answered the AL

“Reverse the flow of the fore life-support system.”

“Aye, sir.”

Reversing the flow of the life-support system meant halting the
supply of oxygen. Nearly two hundred of the crew were located in the
fore. If Gauron reversed the flow of the life-support system, they all
would eventually die of suffocation.

“Stop it!” yelled Tessa.

“Nope. Because if I dont dumb them down, those smart
subordinates of yours probably will try some trick.”

“All of them will die before that. Please, just a little oxygen—"

“Don’t tell me what to do, or else next time, I really will make
the reactor overload. It'd be fun to try to make the sub flip. Or to
make it dive deeper and deeeeper until the water pressure crushes us.
Hmm.”

The ship currently was in full auton;atic mode under Dana’s
control. Nearly all the operation was at Gauron’s whim, so His

threats were not just jokes. Yes, the electronically advanced Tuatha de
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was small, only held a total of seven rounds, and hardly had enough
stopping power to kill a puppy. There wasn't a chance in hell she
could use that to escape from three combat pros. She would be caught
by them immediately, or worse yet, killed. She wasn’t good with guns
and not fast on her feet. Terribly unathletic, her intentions alone
wouldn’t be enough. However, she was the only one on board who
could assimilate with the submarine in Lady Chapel, commandeer
Dana, and temporarily serve as her replacement. Only her—a
Whispered—none of the other crew could ever do it. Well, there was

one other, right next to her. . ..

Kaname had been quietly monitoring the situation when something
in her mind startled her. Tessa was staring at her from nearby, and her
expression was odd—she seemed as though she were thrusting a gun
or knife at Kaname. Her typically charming eyes were now open wide
like a dead person’s, and her features were fraught with a dreadful
suffering and indecision that seemed to be saying, “Please die.”

She’s trying to force me to do something crazy, Kaname perceived

itively.
























“Hnnn!” The pain made Tessa schriek uninteﬁtionally. Gauron
used enough force to make her fear that her neck was going to break.
He grabbed her chin with his bloodstained hand, jerking her face
close enough that she could feel his breath. The command center
crew witnessed this and struggled—but bound by handcuffs and
chains, they could do nothing,

“Don't let it go to your head, sow.”

“Arhhh!”

“I was told not to kill you, but honestly, I couldn’t care less
about that order. Why don'tI drag out your intestines and hang them
around the room, huh?”

“Hnnn!” Tessa was standing on her tiptoes, trying desperately
to withstand the pain, but Gauron pushed her down to the floor.

He wiped blood from his neck and said to Nguyen, “You, chase
after the gitl, too. She can’t run to the fore section, anyway. Once you
catch her, feel free to break one of her legs.”

“What about you?” asked Nguyen.

“I can do this alone. Also, there may be crew who ignored the
evacuation order. If you find any, kill them, okay?”

“You got it,” Nguyen answered candidly, and he left the

ymmand center.
























them to stand by. He'd been too cautious. The bulkhead had been
closed for thirty minutes; he could delay no longer. He had to send
men into the ship’s aft to check on the situation.

“To the command . . . center,” Mardukas muttered, somewhat
winded. He had a headache, it was hard to breathe, and he hardly
could focus. He thought it was only him, but the others seemed to-be
the same way. It was oxygen—the oxygen supply system was broken,
or else it had been stopped intentionally.

“Put on . . . masks. OBA masks . ..”

Some had fallen to the floor and were not moving. Others lay there,
despite having been given oxygen masks by someone else. Some managed
to stand up to operate the unresponsive manual oxygen supply panel.

“Use an M9 . . . on the bulkhead,’i Mardukas tried to shout
while clinging to the wall, but his strength failed and he fell to his
knees. The room felt as though it were rushing up, or it was him who
was falling,

“Cap ... tain”

Your instructions were correct. You never, by God . . . cease to . . . amaze.
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Preceded by heavy footsteps, the man entered the galley behind
Kaname as if he were diving through the door. Spotting a can of
peppet spray on a table, Kaname hurled it and hit his arm. The fine
powder inside butst all over, but Dunnigan merely grinned and took
a deep breath through his nose.

If you train, you can withstand tear gas to an extent, she remembered
hearing Sousuke say once. This man certainly was a trained soldier.
Sousuke . . . where is be right now? I guess he won't save me anymore. Not with those
cold eyes. He called me a burden. . . .

“You have nowhere left to run,” Dunnigan declared.

Kaname threw a bowl, but it was deflected. She launched a
spoon. It was meaningless. She projected a carving knife as hard as
she could, but it failed to stick like in the movies; instead, it struck
handle first and fell to the floor.

“Stay away!”

“Nope, don't think so.”

Kaname surveyed the mess hall through the galley window and
saw that no one was there. Help wasn't coming. Dunnigan charged
again like a tidal wave. Kaname—driven into a corner of the long and
narrow galley with no other recourse—was thrown back and forced

ainst the wall. Her muscles surrendered to the hardness of iron, and
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In spite of his wound, Dunnigan kept his gun up and firing. “It’s no
use hiding!” Knowing that Sousuke had no weapons, he advanced,
thoroughly intent on getting a surefire kill.

» Ub-oh. Kaname rushed out without considering the consequences.
She jumped at Dunnigan’s arm holding the gun. Her agitated
opponent roared and knocked her into an oven, creating cracks in
the heat-resistant glass. This created an opening, and by the time
Dunnigan looked back, Sousuke had darted out from behind the
refrigerator and was rushing the enemy.

“Argh!” Dunnigan swiped laterally with the knife in his left
hand, but Sousuke evaded it. J

Sousuke thrust the gun in his right hand forward, and
he averted his head from in front of the barrel just before
discharge.

Grasping both his enemy’s arms, Sousuke jumped. His knee
violently drove into Dunnigan’s chin, throwing him Backward.
Dunnigan dropped the gun but continued to recklessly wave his
knife, slicing off some of Sousuke’s hair. Sousuke rolled on the floor,
picked up the dropped gun, and in a terribly unnatural pose, aimed

straight overhead, firing one, two, three, four shots. Then, the gun

was empty‘
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“It’s the difference between this ship sinking or not. Whether or
not I can avoid it, you could never hope to!” exclaimed Tessa.

“I won't know that until I try, will I?”

“You'll die too! Are you committing suicide?”

“Suicide?” Gauron smiled as if he were indulging in some
terribly dark humor—the devil’s joke even. “Suicide, huh? If so, it’d
be the most magnificent suicide in the world. I mean, I'd be taking a
multibillion-dollar ship with me. I don’t think that’s so bad.”

He’s the shadow of death. Tessa realized for the first time that this
man had no attachment to living He was merely bait in a reckless
terrorist operation. He'd exposed himself to the danger of being
taken captive, and he’d wildly launched a missile attack on a U.S.
Navy ship. These were not the actions of someone intending to return
somewhere alive. We misread him from the start. How could this be?

“Let’s play chicken then. Dive to depth fifteen hundred,”
ordered Gauron.

“Warning: That order exceeds maximum practical depth,”
replied Dana.

“I don’t care. Let’s give it a try.”

“Aye, sir.”

The ship inclined even more and began to drop into the .abyss.
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“I have it. Here. Ah, it went in.” After she inserted the key from
the captain’s quarters, there was an electronic sound and the massive
door opened.

The room—Lady Chapel—was cramped. Dimly lit, it was
a dome-shaped space, about thirteen feet in diameter, and all the
walls were filled with countless square modules. From the inside,
the construction looked exactly like a Kamakura hut in Japan’s snow
country. On each module were codes such as AOT and XI6, as well
as a number of switches and handles. There was a large machine
installed in the center of the dome that looked both like a bed and a
chair—or a coffin with the lid off. It was shaped so that one person
could stretch out on it, and the cover slid so that said person could
be completely enveloped by it. It vaguely resembled an AS cockpit
block. At about eye level on the cover hanging over it, English words
were etched in an elegant typeface: “Transfer and Response ‘Omni-
Sphere'/ System 103 /Mod-1997 ¢ Ver 1.01.”

* Sousuke had heard an acronym for one of the words written
there: TAROS. It was the equipment that the engineering officer,
Ensign Nora Lemming, had said was inside the Arbalest. Why
was that in the deepest part of the Tuatha de Danaan? He casually

glanced at Kaname.
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he sprang upon him, his opponent lithely turned aside, but Kurz
somehow grabbed the wrist of Nguyen’s gun hand.

“Ha!” Something flashed from Nguyen’s left hand. When he
reflexively averted his head, a knife shallowly cut the nape of Kurz’s
neck. He was sliced again as he pulled back his arm and immediately
released his opponent’s wrist. Because Kurz’s balance was thrown off
a bit, the attack barely rrﬁssed a vital area.

Shit! Kurz had thought maybe he could even the odds if he could
only get close, but that had been overly optimistic. Nguyen also
excelled at knife combat, and he had no blind spot. Expert handgun
and knife handling were ideal for combat in a confined space like
this. It was no exaggeration that Kurz was a genius with a rifle,
but his close combat senses were no more honed than an ordinary
expert’s. [He was moderately good, but only satisfactory in quality. He
was definitely outmatched by Nguyen.

The point of the knife propelled toward him swiftly. He parried
belatedly with his arm, and the knife struck his shoulder, causing
burning pain to surge through it.
| “Hnnn . .. o-ohhh!” Kurz grabbed his opponent’s arm that was
holding the knife, forcefully pulled on it, and collapsed backward

onto the floor. From that position, he raised up Nguyens body
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with his legs, throwing him backward overhead in an unorthodox
fashion. Though he had avoided the threat of the knife and they were
separafed, Kurz again would be a target. He stood up and tried to
take refuge in the nearby corridor bend.

The next instant, a dull shock and pain ran through his right
leg. The knife Nguyen had thrown was stuck in the back of Kurz's
thigh. Strength left the leg he was about to step down on, making him
stagger and fall to his knees. He clung to a pipe on the wall, turned
around, and saw Nguyen’s pistol aiming his way. It was a mere ten-
foot range—there was no escape now.

Amid the white mist rose a swarthy face—the expressionless face
of a murderer with the eyes of a soldier who could kill automatically.
They were cold, cruel, and devoid of indecision or friendliness,

‘m dead. Immediately after Kurz silently pronounced his fate,
something strange happened: Nguyen’s head convulsed slightly as if
he’d been shocked. Kurz noticed a surgical scalpel sticking out of his
neck. Both Nguyen’s eyes were open in shock and peered down the
starboard corridor. Whoever had thrown the scalpel seemed to be
there, but was not visible from Kurzs position.

Once more, a silver flash penetrated the dimness. A scalpel

landed in Nguyen’s chest. After looking down at his chest as though


































normal state of functionality. It indicated that the hatches separating
the fore and aft sections were opening one after the next. The oxygen
supply system sent atmosphere into the hangar instantly. Engine
output reached a reasonable level, and a careful self-diagnostic began.
Failed systems were isolated and backups operated. The submarine’s
condition quickly changed from solid red to green. It wasn't Dana;
someone else was controlling the ship.

“That girl?” Gauron ground his teeth.

Tessa smiled. “She’s the best. Even if you kill me, she will protect this
ship, and—"

Suddenly, the locks to the command center entrance were
released, and the port side door opened forcefully. A soldier holding
a handgun plunged into the command center like a gale. It was
Sousuke. He didn't yell out, but Gauron delivered a lateral spray of
his submachine gun in his direction. Sousuke rolled on the floor
while simultaneously firing his gun.

Gauron took a round in his left shoulder, and even as he
staggered a step, he jumped at Tessa and used her as a shield. Sousuke
wasn't hit and nimbly hid half his body behind a console.

“Kashim!”

“There’s nowhere to run. Surrender!” Sousuke ordered.
























accident had been avoided. If the restraints of only one helicopter had
come loose, the craft would've jumped around the hangar, possibly
killing dozens. This was a valuable experience. Securing cargo in the
hangar was exceptionally important. From here on out, we'll be consistent
with regulations, Mardukas decided. |

At some point, the tightly sealed bulkhead hatch had been
released, and the life support system also had returned to functionality.
The same was true of all other locks and machinery. Without hearing
instructions from Mardukas, the crew who could move fled the
hangar and hurried to their posts. Those with no orders tended to
the critically wounded and helped transport them to the infirmary.

Fielding the roaring commotion, Mardukas picked up a ship
intercom recetver. '

“This is the control center,” responded Lieutenant Goddard.

“It’'s me. What's going on? Fill me in,” Mardukas said.

“XO, you're all right! It was that terrorist. He hijacked the AL
The bastard used the sub like it was his plaything. However, the
captain took care of it somehow. Dana has been restored. You know,
she really is a—"

“What happened to the terrorist?” Judging by Goddard’s tone, he

knew the captain was all right, so Mardukas pressed him for answers.
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dodged it. He reversed his stance and lashed out an elbow, but Venom
dodged that, too. He grabbed the scruff of Venom's neck and brought
down his knife. This, Venom was unable to dodge.

The Arbalest’s monofilament cutter sliced a vertical line down
the enemy mech’s face. The red eye—Venom’s sensor—was destroyed,
and sparks scattered like a spray of blood.

“Ugh, ohhh!” wailed the enemy.

Sousuke wasn't satisfied. He stabbed his knife at the eyeless
enemy mech’s abdomen. Gauron read the tip with superhuman
intuition, using his left arm as a shield. The knife cut in just below
the elbow, tearing apart the drive system. Still not satisfied, Sousuke
withdrew and stabbed again. Having overheated from repeated use,
the cutter’s edge let out a shrill screech and fell to pieces. Sousuke
ferociously gripped the handle of the broken knife and beat Venom’s
torso over and over.

The enemy mech stepped back, and its back hit a wall beside an
elevator at the rear of the hangar. “Guh! Oh!”

Sousuke noticed Venom’s movements had slowed and so finally
stopped striking. The enemy mech shuddered and clung to the
Arbalest, exactly how boxers in a clinch do. Violencly heaving for

ath, Sousuke looked at the wrist of his mech. Because he had relied
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