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That warning-—similar to the ones given when a typhoon was
coming—swas the only reference made to the towering hand at school;
10 other explanation was given

Bul thal towering hand near the MM factory was far, far, far
more dangerous than a typhoon. In fact, it had the potential to be
more destructive than a nuclear meltdown. The residents didt know
this scary truth, and 50 had not evacuated, instead continuing to live
in Mabase. That was because the public authorities were skillflly
working (v manipulate information.

nd s the school children went to school as normal, and now
it was mealtime. It was truly reckless

“Naata, do you want to help out with the part-time job?”
Masashi called out. He was talking about his part-time job making
deliveries vith his truck.

“Is pretty nice;” Ninamori said. “Next month, [l be able to buy
4 new computer game?”

But Naota had no interest in his friends' invitation; he stood up,
tray in hand, as if being spoken to had been annoying.

“Hey, Naota . . > When Gaku saw the plates on Naote's tray, he
s surprisec his classmate hadn't touched his food at al, having left

all his mushrooms and rice.

Tt was a school rule that students weren't allowed to waste food.
But Naota was permitted to leave the classroom, anyway, satisfying
Misaji by saying that he wasn't feeling very well.

“Why didn't Naota eat anything?” Gaku puzzled

“He couldr't cat it” Masashi said

There were people who last their eppetite when they had a
big responsibility, and Masashi knew that Naota was that kind.
That was why he had jovited him to take part in the part-time
job—ever since that incident, Naota had been locked away inside
himself.
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“Today, we're all going fo learn how to use chopsticks”

The school lunch mem that day at Mabase Elementary School
was rice and mushrooms, and Miyaji was using this 2 an oppartunity
to imstruct them on the correct way o hold chapsticks, a plan that
must have been decided in the staff meeting that mosning.

However, Miyaji. couldn't scem to use chopsticks very well
herself, so she was finding it doubly hard to toach, Feom the veay she
held her own chopsticks, it appeared that she'd grown up handling
them the wrong way, by crossing Uhe sticks—but to sct an example for
the students, she'd ried to correct herself quickly,all while attempting
to maintain the respect of her students. Perhaps this was her way of
giving her all to something that had come back to baunt her after
she'd grown up enjoying her incorrect method.

Naota, however, was not showing even the slightest indication
of interests he was doydreaming and gazing out the classroom
window, Recently, he hadn't been speaking much, Instead spending
most of i

e staring out the window at the world outside, which
was shronded in a thick fog.

Since that memarable day, he white smoke had bacome ke fog
and settled, covering the city of Mabase withuut any sign of clearing
Caming out of the center of that fog, you could see the imposing
robotic hand, which the people in town called “the towering hand.*

“The giant hand extended from the earth upward, as if it were
trying to grab the heavens themselves. And considering the robot
the sizc of a building was in actuality one giant hand, its size was
unparalicled, That hand was on the same scale as the MM factory,
which it was situated next to on a large hill

On a marning len days earlier, the day after the incident, their
homeroom teacher, Miyaii, had instructed them to make sure they
didrit et close to the hand that towvered near the factory, which only
the day before had been a violent robal.






index-41_1.jpg





index-40_1.jpg
il

“No, its no big deal. .. >

Masashi and the others scem to have known, too; perhaps rumors
about the witole satellte incident have spread all aver the town, Naota
thought. Mayhe there had been people watching it. Well, whatever, as
fong as my success is spreading,

Fe was starting 1o feel very satisfied with himself when Mamimi
suddenly approached Naota from behind. She ws probably going to
cuddle him as always.

Although he knew that it couldn't go on forever, at the moment,
he couldn't stop this “play.” Bver since Tasuku had left for America,
Naota had “played” with Mamimi on this bank, countless times. He
wondered how much longer it would ga on.

“Ou

In contrast to his sweet expectations, Naota felt a sharp pain
at the back of his head. Mamimi had fired the airgun she was
holding,

“What are you doing?”

If fired at this close 2 distance, D bullets were pretty painful.
Naots had been wearing his parka hood, which had protected him
from a direct hit. Now, to make sure that the hidden horn wasrt

revealed, Naota quickly covered his head with it again.

“Is it Fooly Cooly under your hood again?” Mamimi asked.
“Takkun, you're just 00 amazing. You do furry wurry and lumpy
bumpy. When did you become like this, Takkun? It was when Haruko
came, huht”

“Heys are you ...

Ihnew it, Naota thought. T knew ir. Mamirmi s jealous. This pain
i the back of imy head must be proof that I'm @ popular guy.

He looked at Mamimi lips. Naota didr't know the taste of
those alluring lips. Kissing them was the only thing that Marnimi had
firmly objected to, that she hadn’t let bim do.





index-43_1.jpg
O

Kitsurubami didn’t have any formal training. She was simply playing
make-believe at being a soldier.

nd as she continued ranically pulling the trigger,she quickly
ran out of bullets,

The expressionless monitor head of the robot faced her as Canti
tonk a step toward Kitsurubami, who was still standing in the river.

“Arght®

Tear pierced her entire body. She regretted getting ahead of
herself. A strong enemy vias closing in on her, Unarmed, she could do
nothing but tremble. What kind of vengeance would it taket

Naw s the retaliation. T'm done for!

With no hope of escape, she felt weak at the kny
hardly naticeable on her wet body, but something warm spread down
between her legs. The pistol fel from her fingers and dropped into the
river, And Kitsurubami, resigned to her fate, closed her eyes.

Tt was

“Kitsuruhami! Kitsurubami, hey! What happened?”

Amarao was still in the hair salon in town. As he was being
shaapooed, he was reclining, his body covered by  shect and his face
hidden by a gauze.

“Answer me. Hey, Kitsurubami!

“Hot, hot, HOT!” Suddenly, he screamed in pain. The water
they were using to rinse his head was too hot.

Without apologiring, the hairdresser asked him, “What hair
color would you like today? Your narmal chestnut brown color? Or
would you rather Faoly Cooly color?”

Tt couldnt be! Amarao recognized that stylists voice. Panicked,
he swiped the gauze from his face—and saw Haruko standing there.

“When did you ... 1"

=) ,
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But those furaway lips could be dose so soon. Today. Today, they
wwere going to be his.

Naota grabbed Mamimi’s hand. He stood up and pulled her
away from the river.

“Corme ont”

“Dar’s come near me!”

Finally having managed to stand in a shallow part of the river,
Kitsurubarni took 2 small hund pistol from ber waterproof holster.
The mouth of the gun vas directed at none other than the rabot
Canti, who was standing on the riverbank.

Canti was mationless Tike a statue, looking straight at
Kitsurubami.

L scared....

Kitsurubami bhadn't been planning to do anything more than
smipe et distance. Now, when unexpectedly encountering the Larget
at close range, she was overwhelmed by the threat, and having almast
na real batlefield experience, she instinetively pulled on the pistol
trigger. Although all her bullets hit dead on, they merely made dull
metallic sounds. The robot’s blue body was built with a resistant
‘quality tha bullets could not Impact.

Kitsurubami had lookcd throngh the robot's data file of course,
considering it was her target. She knesy that it couldn't be defeated by
a pistols bullets, 5o she had preparcd her favorite anti-tank rifle, But
after that lethal 7ifle had been Tost somewhere on the riverbed, shed
had to try fecbly attacking it with a poswerless pistol to make it clear
that she was an enemy.

It was & terrible situation o be dn, but it wasn'l entieely

ansurprising. Although she regarded hecself s a fuly fledged soldies,

)
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This was Kitsurubami’s first love,

“That robot s too dangerous*

Aiming his gun at Haruko, Amarao slawly got up from his seat.
Tt was like he swas trying to move a wild beast into & pen—gently, so
as not to excite it,

Just as Kitsurubami had predicted, the reason Amarao had gone
o the hairdresser was to prepare to meet Haruko, The soman he'd
told the stylist he hadn’t seen for a long time was, in fact, Haruko.
Although he had a strong attraction to Haruko, though, she also wias
a source of fear for him.

“You must have noticed” Amarao said reasonably, “that when
the robot turns red, it has some connection with Atomsk. If we don’t
do something soon, MM is going to make a move. They'e ready ta
destroy this planet”

“So what?”

Just hearing her rude words set off Amaso’s prinal fear, and he
ran outside on impulse. Tt was no good. He couldn'ttake her alone

Seeing their boss running out the building for his life, the
subordinates who had been waiting outside the hair salon grabbed
their own guns.

“Wait!” Amarao screamed, but his subordinates fired at Haruko
‘when she showed herself at the shop entrance, It seemed all the people
who worked under Amarao were lacking in battle experience.

Suddenly being shot at, Haruko smiled boldly and waved some
metallic object in her hand.

Amarao and his inferiors watched. In (ront of their eyes, all the
bullets had been cut cleanly in two and were now laying on the floor.

Haruko wote the ceuel smile of a carnivorous beast.

&)
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“Hey, look over there” Gaku pointed to her. “Isn't that
Naota's wite?”

Naota had wanted 1 show Mamimi that he could pilot Canti,
and that he was a man now. But in truth, Naota had been nothing
more than a bullet. Now that Mamimi knew a5 much, Naota
wondered what she thought of him.

Naota told himself that Mamimi didn't matter anymore: then,
leaving his classmates there, he walked off alone.

“Hey Naota, s it okay 10 Jeave her out there?” Gaku called out.

Silently, Masashi had watched Naota go. But s she gazed down
at the rain-drenched Mamimi from under her umbrells, Ninamori
wore a complicated expression. The cat that Mamithi was looking for
e in Ninamori's house nows Ninamori was looking after t.

Sorry, but it was your fault.

Last weck, f Ninamori hadn't taken the cat home, It would have
died. It would have most definilely starved to death. Ninamori had
come across the freezing cat cowering in the rain, When she'd picked
it up, she'd found it had injured one of its legs, and its skinny body
was comvulsing. It did't even have the encrgy to cry out. And when
she'd realized it was the cat that Mamimi always was carrying around
with her, Ninamori had become angry. shed immediately decided
that she would take care of it hersclf.

“U'm sorry; it does't matter how much you look; you're not going
10 find is. That cat is at my house now: I¢s my cat, If you pick up a car
shen you have to look aficr it properly. You car't just do things by halves”
Ninamori whispered to herself.

Not kowing any of this, Mamimi continued looking for the cat
alang the riverbank in the rain.

)
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“Thought the clean cut would make the chicks dig you?”

“What are you doing here?l”

“Thought you'd send your minion to get me?”

Amarao jumped up quickly, grabbing his pistol. Then, with one
hand, he reflexively checked to see if his eyebrows were still an his
forehead.

“Huh?"
Kitsurubami felt her body being carried gentiy. She opencd her
eyes.
The robot had lifted her up with it large hands, saving her from
the cold river water; now, it was helping her stand up on the bank.

And then, to her surprise, as If 1o say “sorry
her on the head.

Kitsurubami's pulse quickened—but nat out of fear. She fel her
heart accelerate and her blood warm in an instant.

it gently patied

In truth, the late-bloomer Kitsurobami had dated only three
gays up untl that point. The first had been an assistant professor
when she was attending university: The second had been a workplace
tomance with a superior. And the other had been & man who'd heen
faalingaround, cheating on his wife; he had wooed her, and then they
had started dating. She had finally told the marrled man she'd wanted
o break up, claiming it had been because they went out only when
it suited him, bl the real reason that she'd broken up with him was
Decause men just weren't cnough for her, Now, for the frst time, she
felt like she understood what men had been lacking.

So gentle

She felt a mysterious aura, and the warm surge enveloped her.

She touched the silent robot.
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In other words, there was no concern that MM might get
anther one to move the hand, and that gave them some options for
negotiating with MM,

Ve have to make finding the terminal core our main
priorityy” Amarao ordered his subordinates. And the war room went
on red alert.

After school, rain started coming down, but it didn't clear away the
clouds. Instead, the rain clouds and the mist mixed together to make
a solid gray block.

Naota sas at Mabase Bridge, on the way home from school.
e pressed the canned black coffee bulton on the vending machine,
and as he reached into the inset where the can dispensed, he spotied
Mamirmi under the bridge.

Although it was pouring rain, Mamimi was not carrying an
wmbrella, as usual. Already; her clothes and hais were soaking wet and
sticking to her body, but she didn't care; she was focused on peering
into the lomg grass. She was probably looking for that stray cal she
‘had called Takkun.

“I never carry an umbrelia.”

“What do you do when it rains then?”

“I don’t mind geming a litile wet"

s he thought back on a conversation they'd had before, Naota
yanked on the pull ring of the canned coffee.

Mamimi had left him in front of that coffee shop. Mamimi had
refused Naota’s kiss. They hadn't seen each other even once since.

Masashi, Gaku, and Ninamoti—who were walking home
together with Naota from school—also noticed the rain-soaked
Mamimi.

)
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had hecome stuck on his fial decision, and had kept playing around
with Maritsi fo put it off,

Now, however, the situation had changed: Haruko Haruhara
had appeared

Amid the unpredictable chaos and disaster that had surrounded
him cver since she'd arrived, Nuota had held on to the ill-defined
situation with Mamimi . .. and bit by bit, something between them
Ihad changed.

Probably, above all, he himself had changed, Naota felt. He was
stronger. Different from before. Tougher. More manly. He had saved
the town. He hed growi up, and the world had opened to bim. Now,
Mamimi was jealous of his relationship with Haruko, Mamimi was
in love with him. Now ... now, he was going to be able to pursu his
relationship with Mamimi

“How abont here?”

Finally, Noota stnpped in front of a small coffee shop. Of course,
clementary schou! kids couldnt go into coflee shops unaccompanied,
But that was why Naota had chosen a coffee shop. He was going to
break the school rules and shatter the stagnant sitwation, al with one
stone, He was going t0 do today all the things he hadn't dong, the
things he wasn'Callawed to do. He was going Lo become someone nev.
His heart vias pounding, but he upencd the door fo the colfec shop,
maintaining the pretense of being coal

“Are e going in?"

Is there a problem?”

“Why this coflee shopt™

“You came here with ny brother, didn't you?”

Acaflee shop—a place Naata considered o be where real lovers
spent time together and shared real words of love Wgether, IF they
could spend time here together, then it would mean they were real
Tovers.

Go)
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It vas ralning that day, too, when several children holding umbrellas
gave dhiase. Takloun was a small weak kitten and couldn't run away.
The chasing children looked like ordinary elementary school kids, but
they were actually demons, residents of the demon town Endsville

That day, the other girls in her class had been teasing Mamimi
again, and her shoes had been washed away in the river in the
aftermath. For Manirmi, whose feet were small, it was always difficult
to find pretty shoes that would fit her. She'd just bought some she
liked, but nos they'd thrown thern into the river, saying that the style
was against school rules.

‘Walking along the street without shoes was pretty pathetic
Mamimi' feet got hurt casily. Bul as soon as she'd seen the kitten
being chased around by he kids, she'd run over barefoot and picked
it up. And she had glared at those little demons.

1If those kids teased Takkun again, then she was going to do
a whole lot more than just stare at them: She would hit them with
tocks, that’s what Mamimi decided. As if she should care about then.
They were demons.

“Takkun, where have you beent”

She had been searching for almost two houzs for him. The wind
blevw off the river, chilling her. Even though the rain had inally ended,
her soaked clothes stole away her body heat, Tired, she put a cigarette
o her mouth and it it

$he'd finally started to consider the possibility that maybe
someone else had taken him in. Mamimi couldn't have pets at her
place; if they'd had the money, then they would have moved straight
away to a place where you could have pets—but that just wasn't
possible now. And Takkun was a cute black kitten, so it wouldst be
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‘The metal object in her hand was a razor that had been an the
haie stylist’s counter.

Amarao was reminded of how terrifying this woman truly was.

“She's really something.”

“she’s nothing” Naota assessed Haruko as he pulled Mamimi along
by the arm 1o the front of the station. “She's nothing but an idiot”

“That hurts! Why are you pulling me?”

Naota had kept 2 tight grip on Mamimi ever since they'd left
the riverbank, and she'd complained about it again and again, but
Naota hadn't paid attention to her protests at all It was like none of
Marmimi's words reached Naota's ears

“Seriously, since she came, she's been nothing but trouble. We
haven't been able to spend time alone, just the two us, for ages. It was
better before™

Today, Mamirai is going to be rrine.

That's how much he liked Memimi—he'd decided the girl he
had alvays been thinking of was going to be his. Naota was excited.

Three months ago, he had made 2 decision about his relationship
with Mamimi, He dido't like his position of being his brother’s
substitute, and he was going to tell Mamimi the truth: Mamimi's
ideal partner—Naotas brother, Tasuku Nandaba—already had
a girlfriend in‘ America. Naota was going to come clean with the
hidden reality.

As a result, even Naota did't know what would happen to his
own relationship with Mamimi. He thought that perhaps al the time
thiey had spent together up until now might mean nothing, He knew
that she dida't have any particular atteaction to him. Yet Naata came
tounderstand that he couldn'tjust stay being a substitute. Stil, Naota

)
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Naota, who had swalked ahead sulkily, suddenly stopped in the middle
of the road. No one was there, bur when he heard the sound of a
scooter approaching, Naota's grumpy, sulky face suddenly flled with
anticipation.

Could it be?

A scaoter came o a sudden stop behind Naota, employing its
emergency brakes. Right behind him, the scoofer stopped.

T stopped right behind me.

Instinetively holding his breath, Naota turned around, and
there on the scooter ... was Amarao.

Naota, obviously disappointed, took & sip of the black colfee.

Idiat, what were you hoping for?

“You've already grown up,so you drink the bitter stuffy Amarao
said. “Your brain needs glucose. If your brain s to get back to normal,
it's better to drink the sweet stuff. You must be pretty tired of it now.
Every time something jumps out of the N.O. in your head, it causes
trouble. N.O. is a technology that uses the pulses between the left and
right brain to cancel each other out and open a hyperspace channel,
I don't think your housemaid s going to be coming back .. . but just
in case™

Amarao took out a small paper bag from the pocket of the coat
he was wearing, and he offered the bag to Naota, who found two black
stickers inside. The pair looked exacrly like Amarao’s eycbrows,

“Do you know why Raharu got close to you? Oh, Raharu is your
housemaid —that's her real name. She's after Atomsk. They say that
he is so skilled with N.O). that he can steal whole star systems, It was.
about a year ago that he fell into the hands of MM, Raharu is after
him, and so came to this planet. She's in love with him”

Naota could't underscand half of what Armarao vas saying, but
the final thing he'd said hit Naota hard: “She's in love with fim.”

Naota silently walked avay, ignoring Amarao.

G)
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that Naota was 1ow in, he wasn't able o understand the meaning of
the loneliness in her eyes.

Mamimi had watched Naota messing around with Haruko
on the riverbank with sadness—but it wasnit with a jealous heart as
Naota had suspecteds Naota had it wrong.

The truth was that, as she'd watched him hit the satellite,
Mamimi bad seen a certain kind of manliness in Naota. And althongh
sceing something more manly in Naota had improved her opinion of

him as o man, it dida’t mean that she now desired him. In fact, it was,

precisely the oppasite: Manly Naota was not what she wanted. What
‘Marnimi needed was a substitute Tekkun,

Naota had lost interest in being 4 substitute, but Mamimi
didn't need him as anything but a substitute. She didn't need &
manly Naala, because to Mamin, a real man ias someone who
might throw her away.

Of course, that was Mamimi’s made-up logic. Tt would have
een useless t0 try Lo explain to Naota,

Mamimi looked down at Naota silentlys however, Naota could
anly Mamimi's soft lips. There they were, a boy and a girl, each
with thoughts not understood by the other.

Naota stood on his tiptoes . . . Naota stood on his tiptocs,
grabbed Mamim, and tried to kiss her.

But Mamitoi turned her face away and refised him.

“What's Lhe mavter?” Naota yeled at her. “You like me, don't you?”

‘The loneliness was in Mamim#’s cyes.

And at that moment—KACHINI—the horn inside the hood at the
back of his head, the hummer of 2 double action-type pistol, moved.

The time was 3:32 pra.
With a loud pistol shot, something unnatural fired out from
between Naota's eyebrovs
‘That was the beginning of the massive transformation.





index-70_1.jpg
I I e,

“The robot that he had boasted about controlling had been using
him s a bullet. Though tht was pretty amazing in itself . ..

‘Masashi thought that Naota held an unusuelly high ideal for
his self-image.

For a while, his friends gazed worriedly at the door through
‘which Naota had just left.

Alter leaving the classroom, Naota stood in the corridor, staring out
at the outside world with a blank expression.

He really had no appetite anymore. He had an empty stomach,
but he did't have any desire 10 eat. Furthermare, no matter how
much he ate, he wouldn't be able to il the sense of loss he was
fecling now.

“The town was [ull of the white mist coming from MM Factory.
Day and night, the white simoke came pouring out, covering the city

T kesew it, Naota thought.  always knew the white smoke was
at faude for taking all the color from the world, It’s the bringer of
nothingness, changing everything in the world to gray.

Even if he looked straight up, he could no longer see blue sy,
just overcast white fog. Tt had enveloped the town as if there was
nothing existing in the outside world. Maybe there really was nothing
outside this town, Maybe this place was a little istind floating in
another dimension, I so, that meant Naota always would be stuck in
this place with his feeling of loss.

But then, where hud they gone, the housemaid and the stupid
robot? After the incident, Haruko and Canti disappeared from the
Nandaba home, and the family hads’t heard from the two since.

Hut that was to be expected, perhaps. The duo were wanted
fugitives now. There were posters with their photos posted up on the






index-48_1.jpg
s

‘Though Naota's thinking was a bit humorous, the fact was that
it weasrt that far from the truth. You might say it was unexpectedly
acaurate.

By the river, the two of them had played around like lovers—
but only when they were on the riverbank. ‘The pair had never had
anything more than a riverbank relationship. Naota had noticed at
somme point that the riverbank was simply the place where Mamimi
spent time with her “substitute” boyfriend. That was part of the
reason Naota had brought her to this coffee shop. Today, we're going.
to.go from a riverbank relatianship to a coffee shap relationship.

Butat about this time, Mamimi managed to break loose from
Naote's gip. Angrily she said, “What are you doing?”

“What?™

“Why are you daing this?”

“But don't you-—" like nie, was swhat he was about to say, but he
suddenly got nervous and couldsit say it.

Mamimi loaked really angry. She was really angry that he had
Drought her to a coffee shop. She looked as though she didnt Tike this.

“Naota grew anxious. Was he wrong? Did Mamimi not like him?
But then wwhy was she jealous of Haruko?

“This is because of Haru, isn't it?” Marmimi asked.

Naota managed o get a litle of his confidence back when he
heard that, He'd been right: Mamimi swas jealous of Haruko, She did
like him. Yeah, she likes me, so there’s na point in being nervous,

‘Don't worry” Naota said. “I'm not involved with her?”

“Tow much do you like Haru”

‘N, [ like—"

“Takkun, you like [faru, don't you?”

What are you saying?

Mamimi was looking at Naota sadly. Behind her eyes were
thoughts that Naota couldn't comprehend. In the overconfident state
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“If's 50 abvious, huh? [ mean, it Iooks exactly like an iron.

“Yep, it really was an ron al along, .

Tt was an incredibly dangerous situation, but Amaraa and
his team had been saved by the propaganda—or the successfil
manipulation of information that stated there were two criminals
who had looted in-development MM machines and run wild
with them.

The petrificd giant machine is not of an explosive nature, sor
daes it pose any radiation risk. MM is accepting responsibility and
compensating the town's victims. The criminals are now on the run

That “criminal” pair was Haruko and Canti. Amarao’s team
had sct them up, of course, to hide any government involvement
However, that concealment had its limits. T this wwering hand
‘moved, then the propegands creators vould not be able to escape the
finger pointing.

‘They had to do something—and soon.

‘The analysis report continued. One of the monitors held a
freere-frame of the moment when Canti had besten though the
giant robot with a guitar, along with an image of one of the internal
components the (owering hand had shed—but even when they
zoomed in on that picture and applied a CG touch-up, the object
wasn't very dlear.

Regardless, Amarao's team knew what the part that had flown
aut was. Fisally, they had some useful information: “the analysis
resuls in the central office confirmed their suspicion. _

“If that's the terminal core that controls the giant robot, then
that explains why it hasi't moved.”

The so-called “terminal core” unit was like an electronic brain
that controlled the MM rabot. Furthermore, the repart nored that,
due to significant differences in the electronic nerve center of this

()

robol, an aliernative would not work.
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bulletins and walls in the town, all declaring that the whole incident
sith the giant robot had been their faul.

In the underground war room of the Department of Interstellar
Immigration, Amarao and his subordinate, Kitsurubami, were
watching a monitor that was displaying the giant towering hand next
to the MM factory.

At that moment, the computer terminal display Kitsurubami
was operating displayed the central department’s analysis report.
They finally had data with specification for the towering hand, which
had been compared against data from other MM rabots.

Kitsurubami whispered as she read the report, 1 really is
aland”

“A hand”

‘The first answer from the analysis results said that it was a giant
manipulator, and Amarao had responded angrily because they'd
already known that. In fact, he had alrcady worked out what the hand
s for.

That MM factory on top of the hill . ... the residents of Mabase
were viell used to secing it now, this factory that looked like an iron. It
was unavoidable. However, what would their reaction be if they were
to find out it wasn't a factory that looked like an iron, rather an iron
that looked like a factory?

The meaning of the towering hand became obvious then: It was
an enarmous hand for an erormous iron. The iron-shaped building
even had a proper handle; in other words, the hand had a place to
grab the iron.

“Is it going to grab it?"

“I think it wants to grah it”
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and now it was going around that the person who controlled Canti
and had resolved the satelite crisis was Naoa

Hmm. 11’ ot entirely untrue, Naota thought.

To be more precise, Naota hadu't used
satellite crisis; rather, he'd smacked the sphere ba

anti to resalve the

with a guitar in
his own hands—meaning Naota was more a hero than they thought.
nd, weel, it was Kind of true that he had operated Canti; Naota had
become & part of Canti and smashed wild robots twice now: Just as
the rumors said, he had operated the robol and saved the city:

However, Naoto had taken 1 secret pride in the fact that
he couldn't disclose these details to people. He knew that no one
would've believed him if he'd seid he'd hit a bomb back into space
with a guitar during the satelite crisis. But now that those events had
enteted the realm of ramor, all bets weze off,

“Oh, T didrt know you guys knew so much.”

“So, you really did save the city then?” Masashi confirmed.

“Really, really?” Gaku was prelty excired. “That's pretty
amazing!®

“Well, you know . . * Naota beamed proudy:

Teah, T gues I really am something. The impatience he had been
feeling immediately changed to an air of coolness. I guess I really am
amazing.

But then, with a “her, hep, hey?” Haruko suddenly appearcd
behind the beaming Naota, embracing him and recklessly grabbing
his groin.

“Look, Taldua”

“Hey, stop that. Don't touch me”

“Docsa'tit feel goads”

“That's not the paint”

“Hey, we won the game!” Haruko was holding the game flag in
her hand. “With this, I'm all Takdaun's!”

)
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was really just a product of his personal pride, and it came from his
insecurity and shame. He wanted to believe that he was more adult
than anyone clse, cooler than everyone.

When Canti reccived Naota’s order and flew off, it surprised his
classmates.

Indeed, Naota had gotien used to living with this robot, so
giving Canti orders, like telling it 1o buy something, had become
an everyday thing to Naoto, But wasi't cantrolling this robot as he
wished sa much mare amazing than driving a car?

“Did you hear, Naota?” Gaku asked as walched the robot fly off,
using an nnusually calm tone for Gak.

“What?"

“The rumors?”

“What rumers?"

Gaku exchunged looks with Masashi al his side. 'They seemed
10 be using their eyes to consult with each other about how much
they should ask. Ninamori, who kept sucking on her popsicle, quietly
glanced at Naota from the side.

Naota felt an eerie mood descend; it felt like there was
something that only he didnt know, something that involved him
being hidden from him.

“What? What rumors?”

“You know, that satellte thing that happeneds” Gaku said
“Everyone is saying that it was vou who saved the city, And didn't you
interact with the robor that time a1 the schaol, toa? Everyone’s saying
you can pilot the robot!”

The time at the school—when they'd been practicing for
the class play, a robt had come out of Ninamori’s head and run
amnck.

Naota already knew there were rumors going around that Canti

had crushed that violent robot. Tt seemed those rumors had grown,

(O]
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“Itald you not to touch me!”

Sceing this open display of indecency with 2 minor, Gaku and
Masashi could only stare transfixed. They thought to themselves that
this housekeeper of Naota's was 1o ordinary person, after all,but their
minds didmt make the conmection hetween this sensual girl and the
light-speed Vespa woman who they had once told scary stories about
at school.

“Hub

Ninamori spotted a shadow over the embankment, It was a high
school girl who vas gezlng towad Naota and Haruko with a sad air.

Marnimi Samejima.

Haruko noticed Mamimi and waved the flag cheerily. “Hey!
Mamimi!”

Having been called to, Mamimi looked perplexed. She had
planned to stand there unnoticed, but having been spotted, she had
nowhere Lo run.

Naota also raised his head as he looked up at Mamimi.
However, considering he was being embraced by Haruko, Naota felt
awkward, as well.

For a moment, Naota and Mamimi met each other's eyes, and
then they hoth quickly looked away.
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“Look. 1 won

“Oh yeah, you did. Wait a second.”

Masashi ook 4 small paper bag out of a box on the front seaty
offeringit 1o Ninamori,

“What is it2"

“Free gift. Hope you like it

Ninamori took out a small item from the paper bag—a watcr
pistol. It was a tay, a water gun made out of transparent green
plastic.

“I0s pretty”

She smiled and held the water gan up to the sun. It cast a
bright-colored, translucent shadow across he face.

With one eye closed, she Tooked through her newly acquited
jowcl at thé warld beyond. The green world spread into the girls eyes:
Green sky. Green clouds. Green tiver. Through the plastic, everything
Looked like she was in another world. Ninamori was now on a green
planet in another universe.

“Chat high school girl,” Masashi said from the front seat, “that’s
Naota's brother's pirlfriend”

That was news to Ninamari. So, Mamimi Samejima was the
girlfriend of Naata's brother, who was playing baseball in America.
Somehow, Masashi knes this, as did Gaku.

“But you know? Gaku said, “thal maid likes Naota more.
Ihiat wuchy-feely girl really scems to like Naota. Naota's, like,
populac”

5 dhat reall right? Ninamori thought, Wasn't it dangerous for
a high schoal girl and an adult female to hold special feclings for the
same sixth grade boy?

Poiiting her water pistol into the sky; Ninamor aimed at the
sun and fired.

Well, Haruko and Mamimi both seem pretty dangerous

G)
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What kind of disaster are those hree invelved inf Ninamori thought.

Maving separated [rom Naota and the others, they were once
agoin driving the Masamune’s Sake truck alongside the river.

“Bye! See you in school’” theyd said. “We still have some
dliveries to make, so we'd better get going.” But the truth was that
they didn't really have any work left to do; Masashi simply had the
‘good sense to get out of there.

I wasa wise decision, When Mamitol turned up, the armasphere
had become quite uncomfortable.

Ninamar?s feelings toward Naota had changed from hefore,

though; even with Haruko and Naota frolicking around in such an

indecent manner right next to her, she had't felt a thing,

1 gave up being the Marquis de Carabas

During the school play, the reason Ninamori had worn fake
glasses over her contact lenses vias that she'd wanted to pretend she.
was a child. In real lft, she'd pretended to be an adult, maintsining
that appearance with contact lenses. So wehen she'd worn glasses on
stage, shd actually showed her truc face, that of a simple child. That's
how Ninamori made sensc of it in her head.

In her mind, those swho pretended to be grown up were children,
50 10 prove that she had indeed geown up, she'd pretended to be a child
by wearing glases in the school play. It wasn't wnil a lite while after the

. play was over that she'd realized she didit have to pretend to be a child.

T really am stil @ child, When I vwant 20 cry, the it okay o cry. T
can enfoy riding in  truck with my dassmates. And T can enjoy cating
this soda-flavered popsicle as much as | want 1o

When she Tnoked at the stick from the popsicle she had just
finished cating, she naticed there was something written on it
Ninamori had bought the popsicle at Masamunes Sake shop, so she
extended her hand into the front seat and showed it to Masashi, ssho

was driving.
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“Twas watching” Mamimi said. “T was watching”

“You noticed that?”

She must have been talking about the disasier, when Haruko
‘had gotten caught up in animal lust.

OF course, Naota felt a little guilty that Mamimi had seen bim
messing around like that with [laruko. It had been careless. How
much had Mamimi seen? It wasa't as though he had looked very
happy about it, had he?

“1 dow't really think anything about Haruke” Naota’s voice
sounded apologetic. “Haruko was just really happy and was just
jumping all over me; that's what she always does, Well, what [ mean
is, that's what she’s always like; T dort mean that she's always doing
that kind of stuff”

Mamimi looked at Naota with sadness—hers was the troubled
face of an abandoned cat.

Naota was strangely embarrassed, but also happy. Why? Because
a truth had become clear. The reason Mamimi had noticed and been

bothered by the pulpy juice was obviousL Mamirmi was feeling jealous
over him.

Mamini is jealous! 16s tough being so popular, Naota said to
himself internally.

“You're really amazing” Mamimi said. “You drove Canti, you hit
back the Lord of Fear and saved the city ..

“Ohe”

“Hit back the Lord of Fear and saved the city?”

She must have been referring o when hed hir the satcllite
bomb, Mamimi must have knows about that, s well.

Tndeed, at the time of the incident, Canti had been with
Marmimi, and had somehow shown her the same images from
Amaran’s spy cameras, so Mamimi had seen the whole thing.

“You're really amazing now, Takkun”

G)
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Naota drank some canned juice Candi had bought for them. Right
after Canti had delivered it, the robot had disappeared somewhere.
And then, Haruko, the person who'd created this disaster by calling o
‘Mamimi, also disappeared someshere. So, now it was just Naota and
Marnimi left by the river near Mebase Bridge, the arca that had untl
just a while ago been the scene of the survival game.

Naota was sitting on the bank as he always did. Mamimi
was holding Naote’ air gun, playing with it while she rambled off
nonsense with 00 train of logic. She scemed to he pretending she was
4 gunman she'd seen on TV,

“This body here will be the defense, continuing to neutralize the
AT field. We have to defend from their dissolving solution. Backup,
move dowa. Withdraw your rifles, and hand to the offense. Nov,
offense fire together, destray target :.. NOW"

“Dort point it at me it's dangerous!"

“You got the one with bits in it”

Naota was startled. Mamimi was commenting at the can of
juice in Naotas hand, having noficed that it was orange juice with
pulp in it

“You've been gerting the ones with pulp in nowadays?”

“Well, 1 don'tlike the bitter drinks”

“She likes the pulp, too—Haru”

Now that shed said i, Naota noticed for the first time that
he had only drank canned coffee previously. Tt was true that he had
started (o enjoy drinking the pulpy juice that was mised with bits
of fruit only recently . .. and that it was Harake's drink of choice.
Without him knowing it, Harako had made an impact on him—at

Teast, as far as his choice of cold drinks.
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Next to Mamimi und Naota, wreckage fell to the concrete,
including pieces that were the size of cars. If they were hit by debris
that size, they'd be beyond saving,

Naota instinctively covered Mamimi in his arms. She was
trembling with fear—but she was nothing more than an ordinary
high school girl 0 it was normal for her to be frightened and
trembling when caught up a catastrophe of this magnitude.

Naota was outraged. Dam! What is this’! But Naoles rage
wasn't directed at the enormous robot destroying the city, rather at
the shuddering Mamimi.

Tn Naota's arms, Mamii had her eyes shut and was repeatedly
‘muttering as i it were a chant: “Help me, Tasuku, Tasukn, Tasuku ..

For the moment, the rain of debris had stopped. But the fallen
robot was getting up again.

Hell, T was the one who saved the city! She knows that! So why
doestr's she see how amazing [ ani?t

“Im not my brother! Got it? m the one who's going to
save you!”

Mamimi looked at Naota with a surprise expression that
indicated she didn't understand what Takkun was saying.

That made lakkun angrier. Manisni, this gil, she really thinks
of e onily as some pet, as my brother's substitute. She doesr't see me
as o man,

“Look at me. I'm going to save you”

F'm golng Lo save you!

Erom above them came a violent gust, At some point, Canti
had arrived, and it now hovered over Naota's head, Apparently, it had
come for its pilot. Tt was a smart robor.

Good, Naota thought. Thisis my apportunity, my cliance to dhow
Mamimi how great 1am. 'm going to show har that I can pilor Canti
and defat this gians enemy.

&)
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“Drat” Realizing that it was having no effect, Haruko threw
axway the weapon in her hand without a second thought.

Conversely, the enormous robot had taken what looked like a
handgun from under its sheet. Although the weapon held by the azm
manipulator was in the shape of a gun, becanse of s size it was more
like a missile launcher, with a gun barre] that measured almost two
meters wide,

Surprisingly quick on the trigger, the giant took aim and fired
at the soaring Haruko, Terice. Thrice. The gunshots shook the air
abave the city, but they did nat hit. Haruko's movenients were just
a little faster, And aiming at her was much like trying to shoor 2 fly
with a gun.

“Heh, you suck” Maruko laughed boldly, but without o
weapon, all she could do was run away. Just when she thought she
would have to call for her Vespa, the bracelet on her left arm started
toreactagain.

Something red was fiying her way—Canti.

“Just my huck!” Haruko approached and leapt on top of Canti in
midai; then, she took the guitar, which had been under her feet unil
now, in her hands. Tt was the guitar-shaped time-space interference
weapon, an ideal choice in this situation.

The robor swifdy aimed for the approaching bunny girl riding
on top of Canti; it fired, but could not hit because of the mimble,
sigragging flying maneuvers, Haruko had been amazing, but with
its ability to closc in and dodge bullets, Canti’s flying skills were
godlike.

Is thae Takkan? Mamimi wondered as she watched this battle. /s
“lakkun really piloting that?

‘When they reached a close range, Haruko jumped from Canti’s
back. Her bunny ears streamed against the sky. She then fearlessly
Tanded on the gun that the giant robot was holding—or rather, she
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With that cesolve, Naota shouted as loud as possible
SCANTI®

As ordered, the robot landed next to Naota, and its abdominal
area opened up vide like a cockplt hatch.

Naota looked at Mamimi and asseried, “You got itz 'm Naota.
And then, he jumped inside Canti,

As soon as the gap closed, the robots body changed to a
erimson color

Never call me *Taklun’ again!”

“Uraaght” Not letting up, the bunny-outfitied Haruko let loose
another slingshor barrage.

‘The bullets once again found their target-— but with just 2 slight
shift in stance, the rabat was able to easily withstand the slingshot
bullets that had caused such an impact earlier

Atsome point, the melallic sheet poncho that covered the robos
body had changed color subtly, and the slingshat bullets probably had.
stopped working because of something to do with that

MM used a seventh generation alloy in the bodies of its
products, the eulmination of human-subject testing wherein the
alloy had been transplanted ino joints, organs, blood, and Living
bodies. The final product was a miraculous metallic material than
could become plasticlike and, in response o neutrina signals, could
change into several patterns based on heat, clectricity, conductivity,
insulation, acid resistance, luster, solidity, catalysis, and mass. Tt was
the same type of metal that made up Cantis body, allosving it 1o
change color

When the giant robot had taken Taruko's first attack, it had
instandy devised a countermeasure hased on the weapon's makeup,
sending the data to its covering sheet
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landed on ts barrel. Using the momentum of the speeding Canti, she
had leapt over fifty meters.

Haruko calmly ran up the robot’s manipulator amm and
unleashed a blow on its chest area with all her strength

‘White sparks flew out and the smell of fon flled the air

Haruko kicked off the robot’s body and retreated, placing the
guitar underneath her feer, and once again sliding through the air as
though riding a surlboard. With onc guitar alonc, she'd been able to
engage in full acrial combat.

Haruko's attack did not result in victory, though. Indeed, the
sheet area around the spot she'd hit had burned away, but that was all
‘The opponent was simply o large.

As TMaruka tutted, Canti, who had been clreling around,
signaled swith its thumb s if (o say my furn fo artack.

In midair, Ganti transformed into a crimson cannon, its
autonomic gun mode. Apparently, judging that there was no way
o miss an opponent of that size at that distance, it didnt even
wse its laser sight, instead firing immediately. OF cousse, the sesult
was a direct hit. Though the rabot avoided getting pierced straight
through by the bullet it sustained heavy damage this time, staggering
backward. The strike scemed be have been effective.

The unleashed bullet changed direction and, as always, returned
back ta Canti’s gun barrel. Tt was a recyclable bullet

‘Without a moment's hesitation, Canti fired again.

However, the giant robot also aimed its gun, firing as it was
falling down.

The two weapons made sirnulianeous blast sounds, and then
the o bullets collided in midair. They both had been unleashed at
the same exact angle and with the same exact timing, There was an
instant explosion, obliterating the bullet the giant robot had fired.
While that bullt scattered to fragments, Canti's bullet, having been
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‘Watching the batlle unfold, Amarao also was shocked when he saw
Canti’s weapon. It seemed the weapon Canti had pulled out was
highly recognirable for everyone involved.

With a stunned expression on his eyebrow-less face, Amarao
whispered, “Irs him. 1¢s the real Pirate King”

—_—

‘With the guitar in hand, the crimson Canti wok off ke a flash—and
in the next instant, it swung into the giant robot’s body. It was a
‘magnificent, lightning quick attack, with beautiful, elegent movement,

The belly of the giant robot flew uj
scattered through the sky. It scemed that Cantis one hit had destroyed
it, because it no longer made any response, and the sound of its

and its internal parts

internal machinery ceased completely. s balance controls must have
stopped working, as well, because as it flew back, it flipped and went
completely upside down.

Just bacely grazing the tops of civilian homes, what used
0 be the head of the robot sank into ground and caused = local
earthquake.

And then, the sheet that had covered its entire body dropped.

B —

It was a warm gaze. With flush cheeks, Haruko looked up at the brave
figuce of crimson Canti, Haruko Harubara had become  simple girl
inlove with the one she laved right in front of her.

The girl whispered the name of her beloved: “Atomsk”

)
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knocked off course, slammed inta the side of a building close to
where Mamimi was. Though the impact wasn't enormous, it still
caused conerete debris to scatter across the vicinity:

Despitethar, Mamimi continued tostand in place, without dodging
‘the debris, transfixed by the bullet that was buried into the wall,

s cannon mode having failed, Canti returned back to humanoid
form and continued flying. Tt seemed it didn’t have spare bullets,
‘having always recyeled that onc shot. When it lost its one bullet, the
cannon was no longer of any use.

Hawever, bright Tight started spewing forth from Cantis face
‘monitar. Then, from the face of that shining manitor, a protrusion
appesred, Canli gripped the horn coming from its face and quickly
pulled it out.

“That's .. From where she'd hid on a rooftop to shield herself from
the blast, Haruko saw the protrusion coming from Canti’s monitor.
She watched in shock.

It was a guitar, No, it was probably the same as Haruko's—a
guitar-shaped superwcapon. But hey way it diftered from hers in
shape was what made Haruko unable to believe her eyes.

“A Gibson EB-01"

‘This was the fisst time she'd been this surprised since coming
to Mabase.
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It going to move soon!
From the top of the towering hand, Amara was looking down

at the factory; stunned.
feel small. His phone rang, interruping that thought; when he picked
it up, he heard Kitsurubami’s trembling voice.

e giant hand and the giant iron made him

“The pl-plant is moving”

Nt fisst checking that her superior was unharmed was cold.
But that aside, her observation was an important one: 4s i connected
with the terminal core, the towering hand also was begining to
slowly move the giant iron. In other words, it was beginning what
would amount 1o a terrifying clean up-—one that would wipe out all
life on this planet.

But Amarao saw something that indicated the crisis had't yet
begun, that the world had not yet been abandoned by the gads of the
galaxy. “No, it ise’t moving vet;” Amarao told his cold subordinate.
“The terminal core hasn't been eble to connect propery.”

Although it had made contact with the towering hand, the
terminal core was making an irregular mechanical sound aud
creaking unstably. It seemed thal it was trying to change shape sgain
5o that it could connect prope
going according o plan.

Something lew out from a part ofits body: and the core reacted

y, but that transformation wassit

with alook of alarm.

Amarao realized the reason it wasn't working: The lerminal
core wasn't pure. Mamini, who had passed out from shock, was sill
apart ofits body; but she wasn't the problem-— the impure part wasn't
her, but Canti.

The body of the terminal cote that was trying fo connect now
changed its color to Ted, Cantis part, however, still was b,

Amarao recalled that Canti wrned red only when it was
emitting AtomsK's signal. Perhaps the problem wes that the terminal
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“The terminal core was flying straight taward the towering hand.

In the body that had transformed into the shape of a fire,
Canti, Maminti, and Amarao all were caught up—Canti and Marniri
completely solidificd in the machine, and Amarao caught oaly by
‘part of his suit. For that eason, Amaran was clinging on to part of
the machine for dear life. I e were to be thrown off, then that would
beit for him.

The torminal core was flying several meters above the ground
Amarao could see the schole of mist-coverad Mabase in its cye, which
was tecrifying. If something it him off; then that would be the end of
it for him. Along wilh the wind rushing past his ears, Amarao could
hear the sound of Mamimi screaming,

“Weaasagaaash!” Although hers was definitcly & scream of
terror, it sounded not unlike the voice of a child an a roller coaster.

The terminal core then started to descend. Tis destination
was the Lowering hand—the giant palm reaching up iato its field
of vision. If they hit it at this velocity, it would be over for thern all.
Amarao resigned himsclf o his fate.

“Laldun, stop it1” Having used up the last of her breath to
scrcam those words, Mamimi lost consciousness

Whether or not those words had gotien through to i, the
termninal cores flying speed started to ease; it violendly landed oa the
towering hand as though a train linking up, hitting with a great gon
sound.

Barely escaping with his life, Amarao quickly removed his
trapped suit, thereby [recing himself from the terminal core.

Now, the terminal core that had landed in the center of the
glant hand - which was spread out to about the size of a basehall
field—connected part of its awn body with the hand.

And the MM factory next fo the towering hand, which was

emitting mare smoke than it ever had, surted to shake.
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‘The truck that Gaku, Masashi, and Ninamori were riding in finally
reached the area shere the action had unfolded. And because all the
adults had been thrown into complete panic, there was nobody
stop the childeen for operating  vehicls without & license.

When they came across Mamini, she was still staring al the side
of the building. And when they turned their gaze in the direction of
hers, they also became captivated by the bullet that had sunken into
the side of the building

The embedded bullet slowly pecled aveay from the wall snd fell
to the carth, making 2 heavy sound on the asphalt.

That “bullet” was Naota Nandaba,

As the cellular stffening mode dissipated, Naofa sprawled out
untidily in that place, his eyes stll clased, From his light breathing,
they knew he wasn't dead.

Manimi muttered, “Looks painful>

‘The MM factory on tap of the hil spewed out white smoke. Usually,
this was anly momentar; bu todas, the gushing did not stop. Mabase
was immediately enveloped in that smoke, reducing the ficld of
And within that mist, a large, cerie shadow became visible.
As the upside-down sheet peeled off, the entise giant robol was
revealed—and what appeared within the wist vas a giant hand.

)
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core needed Red Canti to dock with the hand. No, that much was
certainy if Canti dido't turn red, then the terminal core couldn’t
connect with the hand.

Uhere was still a chance to save the world.

“The quaking MM Factory’s host computer started receiving reports.

<<Terminal Core MMR Giass [BL.6H canrat link up. 07:13.

MR Class [K1.001 deries fusion due to lack of signals from Atomsk
0713

Enmergency repurl: eartrling cetalyst neg
approaching

sary for Atomsk change is

Amarao heard an explosion, a terrible sound that was none other
than a Vespa engine.

Haruko was climbing vertically on her sconter, straight up the
wall of the “wrist” of the Lowering hand. And dlinging to Haruko's back.
was Naota, who looked astonished. Haruko probably had brought
him along forcibly before he hiad 2 full grasp of the situation.

Amarao’s immediate teaction wes, “This is not good”

Canti had turned red before when it had swallovved up that bay
Naota inside.

The terminal core was writhing an top of the giant hand, unsble
10 make Canti tum red. And that was exactly where Haruko was taking
Naota; she was going ta give Naota to Canti, Wh
af course. She did't carc about the danger it would bring to this planet.

#'lo bring back Atomsk,
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an independent Tife. For that rexson, the Galaxy Space Police
Brotherhood had fought endlessly with him, tao.

The brotherhood's number one investigator, Raharu Haruha,
had Tought with him coundless tmes and was his closest rival. By
now, the twa of them had developed a relationship that was almost
allectionate.

Tinally, after one incident in which Atomsk sustained an injury,
Raharu had succeeded in restraining him. She had joined herarm and
his arm with shackles. But an the civilien boat they'd besn using as a
convoy, the captured Atomsk £l into cnemy hands. And there were
rumors that Atomsk had saceificed himself to save Raharu.

Al that iad been Teft sas the cuff on Raharus left wrist
planet as Haruko to capture
the space pirate Atomsk on a Galaxy Space Police mission. She was
there 10 gather evidence of MM's illegal activities, ind alsa out of her

Raharu Haruha had come to th

own passionate love.
Amarzo held a gun in his hand and fired at Haruko on the
‘ Vespa without hesitation. The gunshats werc dry; they were, for the
morment at least, warning shors.

That girl vill do anything to get what she wants in the end, &
obtain her enemy’s amazing power. | cant let her do it [f she takes Nuota
near i, then she vill ealize her wish of reviving Atomsk!

Haruko managed to avoid Amarao’s bullets, but pushing the
Vespa ta do so resulted in it 16ppling, throwing off both Haruko and
Naota—but only Haruka ywas dexterous enough to toist her body to
Tand on her fect.

Amaraa was aiming for Haruko alone, He wanted ta warn her
o stop.

Bul Haruko was smiling boldly, because between the Lwo of
them weas Naota, who was erying in pain from hitting his hip.

“Oww!”
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Amacao had come 1o that conclusion because he knew all
about Haruko's past and her motives, all about the way she lived
her lite

Haruko, ak.a. Raharu Haruha, was a member of the Galaxy
Space Police Brotherhood, which fought with MM, dividing up the
galaxy. But the brotherhood was much more than a simple security
organization like its name suggesteds it wes an organization that
o
decisions about what gave lite value,

cd under the assumption that people should make their own

The opposing MM was a commersial venrure, making
things like genetic makeup into products. The Law of the uni
tricely prohibited making a business out of playing with lite, but
MM Tiad repeatedly engaged in black market transactions and
shady development. cxperiments anyway. They had then pursucd
domination of the entire universc through their imperialist economy.

But their teue zim was Lo smooth out the wwhole of space. With that
as their end goal, they had been developing primarily in the medical
business area.

o ensure the lfe support of  group of chosen people, MM had
been carrying out human experiments to create an individal who
would became the ultimate donor. But a boy who had been created
as a donor by these human experiments fled from an MM facilty of
his own free will. That boy's name was Atomsk, Eventually, that boy
grew up and became feared as Red Pirate King, It became necessary
for MM to retrieve Atomsk’s hody at any cost,so It had been pursuing
him relentlessly.

On the other hand, the brothethood had sought out Atomsk's
coaperation many times. Because the bratherhood shared a conumon
enemy in MM, it had wanted to protect Atomsk from being captured
s they could become beneficial allies. But the man who went by the
name Pirate King had not listened 10 its requests, instead pursuing
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What had fired out fram was not a small thing like a bullct; Tather,
what flew from his forchead with incredible force w
ot unlike a jet of water from a fire engine's water canaon.

s & liuid metal

All Naotas previous strange homs were roborts that had used
Naota's head as a route, allowing them Lo pup out from the other side.
‘Those past experiences hasn't been particularly pleasant, Naota expected
this one swould turn out 10 be the same kind of humanuid robot as the
othiers, and he prepared himself for that horrible feeling once more.

But . .. this time things were a bit different from his other
extraordinary expericnces,

“IUs overflowing from Takun!”

Even Mamimi, who had witnessed such 2 thing happen
before, was sitting dawn on the ground and staring dumbfounded
in amazement, She wasn't incredulous in regard 1o the incident
happening, but she was blown away by the size of the incident.

‘This new projection was already a lot larger than the past
robots that had come out, and it just kept on coming from Naota's
bead with incomparable momentum and speed. The thing was of an
unimaginable scale, and it just kepl coming and coming, like 2 never-
ending snake firework,

That liquid metallic snake firework saared into the sky above
Mabase, where it started 1o gather into a giant ball before morpbing
into a particular shape. It was a weird sight, almast like watching ¢
clay maddl of a skyscraper take form.

And because of its size, the spectacle could be seen from
anywhere in Mabase.

At the riverbank, Kitsurubami, who had been doting over Canti,
opened her eyes wide with surprise. “What is thar?”






index-50_1.jpg
Brittle Bullet
CHAPTER






index-53_1.jpg
TR0

P8, this s to lure MMR Class [K].001 ATOMSK 15:33,
End 15:33
Good uck to GH In exacuting batlle srategy 15:33.5>

The fluid metal jet kept shooting out, and the giant coagulating
steucture in the sky continued growing, becoming a towering metal
obelisk as it ate up the endless stream.

Amarao and Haruko watched the scene with serious looks on
their faces—but Amarao's inferiors fled out of terror.

Still in her hairdresser’s uniform, Haruko watched the drama
unfold. Needless to say, she knew where that giant sndke firework was
coming from; the chain link on the bracelet she wore an her left arm
was receiving some Kind of special encrgy, reacting like a magnet. It
was probably indicating Naota's location.

Finally, the fiquid metal strear stopped spewing. It seemed it
had all come out, right dosim to the very last drop. But that cnormous
fuid thing was stilling changiog shape in the sky. What in the world
could it het

When the solidifying body finally finished arranging itself,

its true form appeared above the skies of Mabase: Thrusting into
the heavens Tike a giant tower, the monster still had two legs. With
the exception of the head portion, its entire body was covered
in a thin, gleaming, metallic sheet. 1t looked " exactly like a giant
wearing a poncho—or a giant, long cactus. Only the two feet at
the bottom of the poncho and huge manipulator arms hinted
at a humanoid shape. Any way you described it, though, it was
absolutely cnormous.

The head towered above the tallest'building in Mabase. I it was
a robot, how was this giant thing going to move?

G)
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Engaging his gravitationsl controls, Canti suddenly floated up
and flew off into the sky:

‘The Masamune truck that Naota’s classmales had been driving by the
side of the river came to a sudden stopped. Intuitively, Masashi had
bt the brakes. The three truck passengers sucked in their breath at the

huge shape they senw developing in the sky.
“Let’s go take a look” Ninamori said 1o the boys,

Realizing the danger,the city residents started to evacuate. But a massive
blackont, caused the traffic lights to go out on the chaotic roads, esulting
in trafic jams near the intersections. People started climbed out of their
cars and running—which would've caused a much greater panic if
Mabase hadift been blessed with a small resident population.

In the sky above the chaos, the MM factory siren blared out.

Inside the MM Mabase Factory, 2 medical machinery site with the
exterior shape of an iron that was siluated on a lrge hillin Mabase, a
host computer started receiving batlle reports.

<<MMA Cless (B].GH marifested in Mabase. Man festation configuration
M moge, 16:33,

Menifestation area is 1600 meters from Mabass lat 15:33.

From now, GM mods commences movemant on graund through

walking 15:33.
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Amarao looked up at Haruko from the spot where he was
sitting on the road. When she took a pose with her guitar in hand, his
body began to tremble from the fear. “No..... you can’t!”

“Foaly Cooly Fooly Coola, Fooly Caoly Fooly Coola ...~

Haruko suddenly started chanting words like a curse. And as
she chanted, she spun the guitar at the ends of her fingers as if it were
a cheerleader baton, Then ....

Through some incomprehensible technology, the rotating
guitar started emitting light, which spread into shimmering
particles and scattered through the vicinity. Tt scemed that
Haruko's “dance” was for the express purpose of causing this
phenomenon

Those shining particles surrounded and enveloped Haruko,
who hoisted her arms high and closed her eyes.

It was a beautiful, heavenly sight. Haruko's tall, perfectly
proportioned body was adorned with countless fragments of light
ke rays of the sun. She was a miraculous image, like a star in space
surrounded by an aurora.

‘Then, as if reacting to the swirling particles of light, Haruko's
body itself started emiltting light.

“Ah ... No ... Nol” Amarao groaned. Apparently, he found
Haruko's heavenly condition to be utterly terrifying. Even so, he
couldn't take his eyes off her newly developed boaty and light.

Finally, what stood in front of Amarao was a transformed
Haruko,

How does one begin to explain that new form? Like a peacock
spreading its feathers, her new form had the purpose of attracting
men, fanning their sexual fantasics. The act of showing bare skin for
splay” in the animal world, and Harukes new.
farm was,in short,  display.

“Eycbrows ... T don't have my eyebrows ... Ah, the horn!”

G)

sex appeal is called “
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“Look!” Amarao pointed at the enormous rebol and pleaded,
“MM is sending those monsters! They're going to destroy this planet!
1Ps over. That’s a Class B robot”

But Haruko didn'tact at al daunted as she regarded her enerny;
she stmply tooik the bass guitar from her back.

Amarao already had lost all bis composure, “Youire responsible
for sl this.”

“Shut up and warch, $ir Eyebrows.” (She meant Amarao by “Sir
Eycbrows”’)

“That guitar is not up to it

“You, SHUT UP! You're a hundred years under-evolved,
primitive MONKEY!™

“Ihat’s derogatory language toward peuple of developing
planes:

Haruko looked like she was disgusted with this fussing man
next to her, and she started to wave her guitar angrily. She made only
a light swing through the air as if she were waving a fennis racket,
but—

“Urwaght” s if he had been stuck by an i

flew back and. landed on the flaar. At the same time, those very

isible impact, Amara
peculiar eyebrows were torn off his fice and sent flying somewhere.
‘Those unnaturally fat eyebrows—shich had looked as though theyd
been drawn on—actually were thick black seickers.

“My eyebrows!”

When he realized his eyebrow stickers had fallen off, Amarac’s
face went pale. He went into a panic so frenzicd that it was comical,
He alvays hed been frightened of Heruko, bat now be was so scared
that he looked like an herbivore plucked up by the claws of a natural
predator. Apparently, those eyebrow stickers were precious lo him. He
was more shaken by the loss of his eyebrows than by the menace of

the enormous robot that had just appearad.
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Mamimi and Naola were nothing but snts next Lo that

envrmous foot.

Ihe enormous robot took one step and then another.

s they supported an incalculable weight, every time its fect
met the ground, a boom raig out across the city that was loud enough
0 shake one’s very insides.

The robot made its way farther down that same road,
shattering al the windows of every building it passed and trampling
aver pedestrian walkways It continued forward unopposed, heading
fiom the city 1o the hill It must have been heading for MM
Factory.

Amarao watched the enormous robot from where Haruko had
et him, “This is bad. 1¥s headed for the plant. Its going to activale
the plantt®

Amarao knew what would happen if that enormous robot
touched the MM factory. Indecd, this was a situation that threatened
the entire human race.

it was at that very moment that a high-speed flying object
approached the robot in attack mode.

<<Hostie approaching Galeny Spece Police Bratherhood agent. 13:57

Caution requied. Crossahogk with ioogical reacton reveas e space
i form nolds the record for fighting vt Acd Pirato ing. 13:37,

Urt present tine, the biolagical reaction has boon ficdon by same
method. It has probably been concealed in Mabase. 13:37.

Emergency securty mezsures. 1337, >>
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TFrom Amarao’s forehead, now without fake eyebrow stickers, a
horn hud popped out. Tt was & miniscule horn in the shape of 4 Y.

The truth was, the reason Amarao had stuck thase eyebrow
stickers on was o keep this horn sealed in. He had cruel memories of
when he'd met Haruko before—and when he'd seen her sexy display,
this horm had grown. Vowing that he wouldn't make the same mistake
again, he'd plastered those eyebrow stickers to his head.

“Small, 53 usual” With one finger, Haruko geasped the horn
sticking out of the frozen Amarao's forchead. When she pulled out that
small, Y shaped stick, it turned out to be . .. a small, Y-shaped stick.

“Takkun's is much bigger. Well  guess Il try it ou, anyway”

Having said this, display-mode Haruko activated the hand-
powered generator on the back of her guitar.

“Curses! Dve been played like a fool again!” Amarao spat out
bitterly. “What does that kid have that | don’t?”

When the projection from his forehead inally stopped, Naota wassiruck
dumb as he looked up at the robot that had come out of his own head.

Mamimi was still sitting next to him on the concrete. And the
sun having been blocked by the monstrosity, bath Naota and Mamimi
were encompassed by 2 giant shadow

Tt vas like a building, but it was a robot.

GON GON GON

They could hear complicated mechanical movements from
decp inside it.

“I¢’s going to move,” Mamimi whispered, stll in awe of i size.

And then, the enormous robot ook 4 step and walked. When
one of its enarmous feet hit the street, the sheer weight of it cansed

lasge earth tremors,
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‘The approaching flying object that soared through the blue sky w
Haruko, in display mode, made over in a red leotard suit, high heels,
4 butterfly tie choker, and bunny ears ... i other words, her display-
mode transfurmation had resulted in none other than 2 bunny-girl
outft! {Ha ha hia ba, Here's where you Tangh, Pm laughinig as 1 vwite
this, 0 you all should laugh, to0.]

Using her signature guitar ss a lying surfboard, Haruko zipped
throngh the aic like she was sky surfing, And to keep hee balance, the
fiying bunny giel stuck out her butt, which had a bunny tail attached.
It weas 2 cute sight

“DAICON VI" With those cryptic words, Haruko fited the
weapon in her hand. Her time-space interference weapon guitar was
‘currently under her feet, o she was using the Y-shaped stick that she'd
pulled from Amarao’s head as a weapon. By attaching a string to the
top end of the ¥, she'd turned it into a makeshift slingshot

Her target was hugg, so the slingshot bullets—the bullets she'd
fired from those plastic BR guns earlier—all found their target.

And when peppered hy fhose plastic BBs, the gigantic robot
suffered damaging blows equivalent to cruise missile strikes. 1 lost it
balance, tipped over, and fel

Because it was so huge, the buildings it collided into were
destroyed, and concrete was shed everywhere. In other words, as
a direct result of Haruko's attack, the damage to the town was

increasing manifold.

“Look oull”

G)
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AU first, she'd thought the foorage was of one of the poles. 4
flat mass of Tand spread ot smoothly, like a frozen lake, and the
land was flat as far as the eye could seg, as smooth as & mirror, But
it wasn't a polar cap she was seeing; it was a scene from another
planet. In the sky, there was o familiar moon, but a floating satellite
instead.

The strangest part of the video footage, stranger than the
scenery, was the presence of a giant iron on the vast flatness. It ooked
exactly the same as the MM factory that stood on the hill in Mabase.
Moreaver, it wasn't just an ardinary building; it moved across the
continent. And it didn't just move. When it sensed a wrinkle on the
surface of the gronnd, it would approach and latten the offending
imperfection.

Kitsurubemi understoud immediately without explanation
‘The planet was so completely smooth as a result of that giant frons
actions. The giant iron had wiped out the hills, the mountains,
anything that wasn't flat. It was the embodiment of an obsessive

: desire to systematically smooth out the whole world.

Lookingdeeperin the fur off distance of the footage, Kisurubami
9525 able ta make out a number of irons maving across the land. The
dead surface where nothing lived was a surreal world where irons slid
silently.

Kitsurubami had shuddered when she'd understood the
dangerous position their own world was now i One of those giant
MM rons had come Lo this planet.

“I0s all right, I we can just gel o the termninal core fist, it will
be all right,” Amarao said, “We have (o do something, or it the end
of the world >

“But . . 2 Kitsurubami put all her energy into expressing a
thought that hed been nagging at her, “if that rumored Pirate King is

here, then won't he da something?”
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“Dortt say such sad things. People weren't made to live

alone?” Amarao had placed his hand an top of Kitsurubamis on
the gear stick

Not again, Kitsurubami thought. This mar warits aay woman in

« foont of him. 1L thinks i can make any of the sonien working under
him his. Iio

“Work relationships can be problematic”

“What are you saying? Any problems that arise Lead 10 be 5o
small—Arght”

They both were surpeised by something suddenly coming at
them from the intersection—a giant, four-legged walking monster
sobot. A high school girl was clinging to it from its collar.

“Stop it, Takkun!” The high school girl screaming was, of
course, Mamimi Samejima,

“Takdun! Terminal Korel”

Bven while misunderstanding (he reason Mamimi had hamed.
the robot what she had, Amarao sill correctly recognized what it
really v,

“Commander, it size!”

“Geez, it's massive.”

Amarao and Kitsurubami were taken.aback by the size of the
terminal core. Th
of a Kilten, but the thing that appeared before them was a robot

had been looling for somerhing about the size

the sive of a horse. There was o questioning that the four-legged
machine was the terminal core, though—even the radar panel vas
indicating it was.

Amarao had heen wondering why the electromagnetic waves
the terminal core gave off suddenly had gotten stronger, and now he
knew, It had grown to a greater degree than self repair alane would
have allowed. But whyt

“No, Takdeun!” Mamiii screamed. “Mamimi doesa't want this!™





index-101_1.jpg
TR0

At the palac opposite of MM's absessive principals of cquality
al arganization called the Galaxy Space Police Bratherhood
was fighting with all its might. ut MM's most feared enemy wasti'l
a part of that brotherhood, rather a single man known as Red
Pirate King Atomsk. Although he dida't belong to any camp, he had
halted MM progress on many planets in the galaxy, thwarting its
ambitions,

a2 uni

“I1és not one of us, s0 we can't zely on him? Amarao said.
“Besides, there still has been no redl sign of Atomsk.

Amarao had received information about 4 year prior that
Pirate King Atomsk had been capturcd by MM, And then, they
suspected that robot Canti also had some kind of connection to
Atomsk, which would explain why it gave off Atomsks personal
organisin magnetism sometimes. If that were the case, then MM's
persistence in trying to capture Canti made sense. And a5 Amarao
had said, theze had been no sign of Atomsk, so if he had fled
from the danger, then they had no other hope except secking the
terminal core.

The signal turned red and Kitsurubaimi put her foot o the brake.

Amarao caught a glimpsé of her white stacking-covered legs up
her mini skirt, and he moved his eyebrows oddly. His eyes remained
in that sideways glance position, looking at his subordinate’s body.

Kitsurubami noticed his gaze immediately. She understood
straight away what her boss was thinking; it was so ¢asy to read.

s expected, Amarao spoke: “What do you do on your days off?”

Hey, the tone of your voice has cherged, Kitsurubam thought. 47
this critical i, you shouldie't b lling for feminine charms. Anyway,
you're stll in love with Haruko, aren’t you?

“Um, that's kind of private
‘maintain 2 smooth working relatianship.

Tdont want to talk to you.

" she trailed off, wanting o
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Thaving chewed up the car, the terminal core storted reacting
violently. It seemed that discovering Canti as a cause of excitement for it

“Gilil*

With a speed of movement that they had not yet witnessed
from the terminal corc, it suddenly bore down on Canti. And as the
terminal core unexpectedly changed direction, Mamimi was being
dragged violeatly behind, gasping for breath.

Amarao and Kitsurcbami stood frozen in front of the
spectacle.

“What are you doing?” Amarao mutlered.

Ihe terminal core that had captured Canti didn't eat the robot;
instead, it started doing something completely different.

Itveasn'tjust a transformations it was more a transmutation.

‘The terminal cote had, in an instant, shifted shape, becoming
a series of blocks, each less than one millimeter. From the four legs
came silhoucttes ke unstable flames,

And then, Canti was caught up in it, too, synchronizing in
response to that transformation.

Amarao started t think that maybe the robot called Canti had
in fuct been created as part of the terminal core.

‘After Cantisynchronized with the transformation, t eturned back
10 normal, creaking asifit were in pain, Rather than beconning part of the
terminal care, it was struggling to keep itself going as a separate entity

“No .. Mamimi, who also had been caught up in the

transformation, wes struggling for breath. Getting caught up in the
middle of a vialently moving srics of machines was nof the safest
thing she could've dane.

Amarao ran toward those squirming machines and reached out
his hand in an attempt 1o save Mamiri

And when Kitsurubami witnessed that act of bravery, she

reassessed her opinion of her boss a little,
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Could it be—Amarao thought—Cardd it be that ihis high school
sirl has been feeding it?

Tthadr't been programmed to be looked afier—yet pecoliarly, it
had allawed itsel t be. Then agein, considering it was an MM robot,
was it eally so strange that it had unexpected functions?

This, however, was not the time to wonder about iow it
had happeoed. Already, the car waiting at the opposite end of the
intersection had been bitten and crushed. The terminal core somehow
could fanctian by eating cars, it seemed.

Then, the terminal core caught sight of Kitsurubam#’s car—and
the four-legged thing started coming straight for them!

Amarao and Kitsurubami both immediately ok out their guns
and started firing, their bodies hanging out the car windows. But all
those bullets rebounded off the terminal core’s body. MM products
svere well known for their high-quality, durable materials

Realizing they couldn't stop its progress, the duo leapt out
the car windows. They had only just gotien out when the car was
devoused by the terminal core, which cut into the hood and gobbled
up the engine, seemingly ts favorite part.

Sensing the danger, Amatao and Kitsurubami already had put
some distance between them and the terminal core when they were
startled by what they saw standing on the sidewalk next to it.

Kitsurubami muttered, “Lozd Canti”

She was right. Standing there, for some reason, was Canti.

Amarao wondered what on Earth it was doing there. No, that
‘much was obvious: t had followed the terminal corc’s sigaal. At least,
that was the rational interpretation.

He confirmed that Cantis body was still blue. O course.
Only when it was receiving Atomsk's personal signal did it
change to red

“Gi gi gi gi gil
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Fowwever, Amarao got too close o the terminal care, and part of
the suit he was wearing was caught up in the transformation, too.

“Damn!”

“Coromander!”

The terminal core had now taken the shape of a tire—a large
circle with & radius of & few meters, Canti was canght up in this, as.
was Mamimi, and now part of Amarac’s sui.

I was then that Kitsurubami understood the reason thal the
terminal core had hecome a giant wheel. The circle distorted a litle
like an ellipse; then, using the elastic reaction from returning to its
round shape, the core was able to jump—or mayhe it was less that it
had “jumped” than it had “flown.” I rose up and up until it was  tin
speck in the sky.

Tt veas then that a siren started to blare from the tap of the hill;
it was MM Faclory's warning sigoal, but it was a much londer and
mare urgent siren than before. It conld be heard not just in that area,
but it every part of Maase.

And it sounded just like an air raid siren,

Haruko, who had been sleeping on the bench, apened her eyes.

With her phenomenal eyesight, she spotted the figure of a
machine soaring through the mist in the sky. And she could dlearly
‘make aut that Canti was trapped inside that ring.

As she quickly jumped to her fect, she violently kicked Naota,
who'd been slecping next to her.

his is no time Lo be sleeping!”

“What ... ? What is it7”

Haruko gleefully told the still half-asleep Naota, “Its the
CLIMAX?
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It was an incredible power the Pirate King held. And to
Naota, wha had been in contact with It for a moment, it wasi't the
slightest bit mysterious. The owner of that red light was definitely
an smazing man.

The twister finally sucked everything within the voriex inside
Atomsk's head, and then it disintegrated. It had sucked in every single
‘piece of debris from the giant MM robot—that, and the smoke. It had
cleaned up that gloomy white smoke. )

For the first time in a long time, Mabase was filled with the
shining sun and blue sky.

‘The black-winged Pirate King then closed the N.O. and, with
the same lightning speed with which he'd appeared, he jumped up
into the sky.

L the bright blue, completely doudless sk, a yellow Vespa floated.

On the seat, of course, sat Haruko, Although she had whistled
for her scooter quickly, Atomsk already had disappeared into Mabasc's
skics by the time she was on it.

Seated on the floating Vesps, Faruko loaked down at the bracelel
on e Jeft asn. On the metal band was a short chain link, which was
polatitg up toward the heavens, showing her where Atomsk had flown.

Naota, who was standing on the hill, was staring up at Haruka,
Tooking at her with al his heart,

The wild girl wha rade her yellow scooter .., that unlamed girl
wiho had at first been a hated housemaid . .. she had hit
her guitar countless times, knocked him over sith her Vespa, and
used him like he was  fool. She had acted selfishly and violently and
irresponsibly. Yet in the end, Naota had confessed that he liked her

despite it all.

wta with
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Bul something happened to prevent that: The mass of debris
stopped mid-collapse and started to float in the air. And then, it
started ta rise up, as i lfted by an invisible god.

The person creating this miracle, equal to the parting of the
seas, was Atomsk, of course,

At some point, the foating AtomsKs head had become a
Tocalised typhoon, which created a giant twister that cxhibited
amazing sucking power. The towering hand was being gradually
drawn in. No, it wasn't simply drawn in—Atomsk controlled the

suction and twister himsel
“I.0.27 While he muttered to himself, Amarao also vas pulled
up into the swirling air, and saon he was caught up in the tistingair,

flying inside it. However, in contrast to the towering hand, Amarau’s
budy slowly descended to earth. Somehow, the power could choose
not ta suck certain things in; the power was devastating, but also
reasonable, Amarao had escaped unharmed—only the cycbrow
stickers were damaged, having been ripped ofl Amarao’s face and
Blown away.

Round and round and round . . . the air around Mabase was
heing swirled s if it were inside a giant blender, The brown leaves
of the ginkgo trees were blown fram their branches and danced like
butterdlies in the air. And now, the majority of Mabase residents who
hadt deserted atter the factory closed were watching the speciacle
above their heads, unaware of the danger.

Around and around and around . . . until Mamimi—who had
come free (rom the machine, Canti—swho had returned Lo bluc,
Amaro—minus eyebrosw stickers, and Naota who had separated
from the Pirate King—all had been picked up by the swirling wind
and then drapped dovwn in a safe place, unharmed. The vortex was
Atomsk's energy, which was carefully controlled, right down to the
smallest detail

(=)
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Haruko lingered, staring affectionately into the sky where the
chain was pointing, but finally, she smiled with resignation, knowing
that nothing could be done, and looked down a Naota.

“Ihis i all your fault. P've lost sight of him.” Haruko's tone was
unusually kind. As she came fo this realization hersclf, she smiled
Titdle wider,

The two of them regarded each other as the brown leaves
danced to the ground.

Finally, Haruko spoke gently. "Want to come with me?”

Naota thought to imself, You have no intention of taking me.

“You can't, huh?” Haruko said. “You're stll just a kid. Takkun””

With those parting words, she pulled down her goggles and
turned the accelerator. With & massive boom, the Vespa sped away
into the blue sky gradually getring smaller and smaller, until it was
visible no more.

After a shart while, Neota noticed the discarded base guitar
near him—Haruko's guitar. He picked it up and tried to play a chord,
but a painful sound came out instead. Tt was the noise signaling the
end of this special season—it was Nata's and Haruko's parting.
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With the mouth of the machine gun, Haruko signuled for Naota
o go frst

“Aom 1 your decoy?”

Haruko shot Noota an annoyed expression in responise 10 his
complaint. And ther, she kicked the boy fiying. “Gol Die for our
Tove!”

“WAAAAHHHH!"

Naota lamented his bad luck at flling into this situation. Why
did this have to happen to mz?

Trall had started the night before.

‘The night before, around dinnertime, Natota was practicing bis swing
it the backyard, which was buzzing with crickets, His batting form
didn't Jook s though it had improved at all, but Neota's expression
‘o bore a confldence that hadit been there a few days before.

In this very special basehall season, Naota had gained
confidence—to the point that he was fecling  lttl high. The basis for

Naata's confidence was that he had saved the town with his batting.
“I'hat vwas, of course, when the satellite homh had fillen to Tarh, and
Noota had knacked it out of the atmasphere with a guitar

My batting saved ihis town. Perhaps I'm already a great mar,
an equal to my brother. No. My brother never would've been able to
it @ fulling satelie bomb with a guitar, I'm already stronger than my
brother!

When it came down ta it, Naota had indced saved Mabase from
ullimate desteuction; howeve, he couldn't deny that Harko, that
superhuman girl, also had been a part of the equation. Remembering
that fact, Naota doubted that he'd surpassed his well-adanired brother,
and that thinking so was just his imagination gone wikd
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T apologize to all my future descendents for this example, but
peaple who collect trading cards value those they have multiple
<opies of ditferently than those they dort have, From a god’s paint
af view, they are all equal cards, but for humans who are limited by
circumstance, that is not the case. The special value of each individual
card is determined by the current status of the owner's collection.

Value comes from purpose. Therefore, in realily, when people
lose something important, they may not realize they also have the
good fortune of making a profiL.

Because of this, the words “for everything you lose, there will be
something gained” take on a sharp meaning. When considering the
concept of a god's point of view, we can think of purpose and value
not as absolutes, but as things that will change 1o some degree, such
as when you've suffercd a massive disappointment, or maybe when
you've gained the power to save yourscf,

Tdeed, according o your purpose, the value of all things that
surround humans - all the rabble—will change. If you lose allinterest
in collecting trading cards, the hings that had been treasure up until
that day will suddenly turn to waste paper.

This has hecome a bit of a lecture on the value in economics,
bt this is a very important clement of my own luterpretation of the
heroine that is Haruko Haruhara,

B —

As you know, this baok is a novelization of an anime screenplay. The
story was basically created with the combined efforts of Director
Touramaki and myself. Aad the ideas of everyone at Gainax can be
found scattered throughout.

1 wauld like to give my deepest thanks to character designer
Yashiyuki Sadamoto; animation director Tadashi Hiramatsu; Hiroyuki
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Out of the entire series, the one scene 1 like most s when Naota ran
theough the town at night to meet up with Mamini; also, T really like
the atmosphere when those two weze playing by the riverbank.

And if that’s the case, then when T think about ir, [ realize that
T already an adult,

‘Why's this? Because I ind amusement in the feeling of sorrow.

Originally—T mean, when 1 was much younger—sorrow was
no more thana negative feeling to me. Tha feeling now is very distant
in my memaries, so the picture I've paiated of my childhood years has
turned out a lite differently from how my life really was the.

One's set of values changes as the
are really able to efficiently put the negative emotions to good use,
right?

That being seid, we must not overlook the fact that even when
wwe become adults, we are still liited beings.

Eor cverything you gain, there will be something lost—and for

cars pile on. Only adults

everything you lose, there will be something gained. I thought the
person who first made me realize this was amazing,

For example, when you lose a precious treasure, you gain the
feeling of having lost a treasure. Or when you finally realize 2 dream
after many years, you lose thal passion of wanting to make that drcam
a reality.

You might think it no more than simple rhetoric, but if you
could huve a sense of value like from the point of view of an objective
god, you would. have access to an extremely simple yet profound
truth.

But in reality, this thesis is pretty impractical, because there
arenlt any humans who can peer out from a god's point of view.
Humans always will have individual desires, making them unable to
see that what's Jost and what's gained are aqual, that there’s usually &

relationship between supply and demand.
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i (o live by one’s own values. That's the difference between that evil
MM and us: We both do bad things, but they make up excuses for their
evil deeds. Their machines have a weak spirit with their forgivencss of
athers, their wnsatisfuctary value system, and heir iside-ous, obsessive,
extrenist equality. So, Takkun, do what you will—under the name of
your justie, turr that super weapon against me.

“Do " Amarao screamed. If he hadn't screamed, then he
wouldn't have been able to hold up against her intense thoughts,
Amarao was swamped by the primitive fear of a person who had
angered the gods: he screamed so as nof to lose control, and his crtire
body was invigorated.

“She’s not going to do anything about MM! She's oo dangerous
0 this world ... You must recognize t!”

Red Naota looked straight into Hlaruke's cyes for a moment,
gripping the double guitar in his hand. A few tense soconds
passed.

‘Then, the red aura around Naota’s body disappearcd.

The insignia on his forchead also dissipated, and Naota
retuened Lo his normal self.

It was then that Naota offered the Pirate King's guitar to
Haruko.

What are you doing? Amarao coulda't helieve his eyes.

T can't believe it, Naots Nandaba! Have you betrayed the entire
planet? You threw away an opportunity 1o suve the planet from
danger! And why didrt you take revenge on the woman who betrayed
you? Why did you hand it over to her?

As she accepted the gultar, Haruke seemed confused by it all,
as well, evidenced by the fact that the thought waves around her had
vanished. Had Naota escaped from hecoming the Pirate King by his
own conscious decision? If so, why? Not understanding his reasoning,
she regarded Naota with a baflled expression.

(=)
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Naota felt betrayed by Haruko, and he was suffering greatly
because of this. Amarao could feel Naota's passionate rage in response
to laruko's treatment of him. And Naota definitely held the power
of the Pirate King; he had skillfully defeated the giant MM robet, and
now, if he could defeat Haruko, the Farth would be secure. Yes, this
was their best chance—in one move, they could eliminate all the extra
terrestrials,

“Twon't let you get in the way of what I want!”

Haruko and Red Naota continued their violent clashing of
guitars on the fingers of the halted hand, sending bright white sparks
fiying with the amazing energy of ther batle,

Haruko swung her gitar wildly, but Red Naota was able to
blow her away with his lightning fast attacks. And with a loud metallic
sound, Hatuko's guitar went soaring high into the air.

He did it Amarao screamed internally with delight. The boy
did it TIe’ the world's hero! This is the last attack. Show that selfish
girl your ragel

Tn the next mament, however, Amarao staod frozen o the spot
in fear,

Robbed of her weapon, Haruko glared at Red Naota with fervent
fury. Her strong feelings had saturated her consciousness and become
thought waves, which now spread into the surrounding area. Those
strong thoughts spread Lo the apposing Naota who stood before her,
and then to Amarao, and even to Lhe unconscious Mamimi, who
opaned her eyes. They all could el the pure rage.

o be defeated by you .. you, who took the power I wanted s0 bast
and fought me with it. There's nothing that can be done about it now;
because T used youe, you betrayed me, but I don't regret doing ir. [ knew
how senselescness the things I've done were, and I did them anyway.
1 don's expect to be forgiven, but no one has the power to forgive me,
anyway. No one has the power to punish me. The way of the brotherhood

()
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Naota had lost the red aurz, but his
another reason. He then uttered the simple words that he'd been
wanting o say 10 her all that week—no, since much farther back than
that: “T like you.”

The kissed the puzzled Haruko, mouth to mouth. Tt was a rich
iss, without hesitation and prolonged.

cheeks now were red for

The abservers gaped at the two of them, and among them,
Amarao stood dumbfound, $till a prisoner of the terminal core, the
recently revived Mamimi watched ther kiss with cold eyes.

How much time passed, o one could say. But in the moment
when Neota finally took his lips off Harukes, it appearcd—from
Naote's head.

Ttmay have been another one of the horriike protrusions, but this
‘one was a lot bigger, and it soared high into the sy from Naotss head.

Tt was a giant bird-headed and winged man with a muscular
chest and arms. His entire body was muscled and toned. The large
black wings could freely manipulate gravity just from being spread,
it seemed, and he floated as he swished through the air. On his right
wrist, he was wearing a bracelet—one half a pair of handcuffs, with a
chain link attached ... the severed cuffs.

Faruko swas ecstatic at seeing the birdman. “Atomsk!”

Tt may have just been coincidence, but when Haruko shouted
that single word, it acred like the shot of a gun triggering an
avalanche: The towering hand—MM's robot that they were standing
upon-—started to crumble. As it broke up into separate bits, the entire
body of it became unstable and started to collapse, unable to hold up

its own weight.

It was like something from a nightmare. If the structure wete to
fall to the ground, there would be tragic lossas as a result. The metal
monster was taller than even a skyscraper, and it was going to fall onta

the residential blocks like a massive tree.
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mechanical Takkun, Takkun had grown up even more, and it was
fasger than a dog and closer to the size of a donkey.

“After tonight, 'l be able to forgive them,” Mamimi muttered
as she gazed down al a nolebook. There were dark bags under her
eyes, and one could tell she vas tired just by looking at her. She had
heen “working” every night, but this was the first time she'd done it
around the clock.

Mumimi’s “ork” was revenge, and the notebook in her hand
contained a list of the people who deserved punishment, no doubr all
names of people who had bullied her

When Mamimi suddenly heard voices in front of her, she
quickly hid herself in the shadows. She couldn't let anyone see her
leading Takkun around.

When she peeked around to see the source of the voices, she
saw a sake shop with a sign reading “Masamune's Suke” The voices
helanged ta two boys, Masashi and Gak,

“Last night, T heard that Fujipyon's older sister’s moped
was done”

“That girl with the bleached blonde hair?”

“Beryone from Second Street aver, everyone got something
damaged ..

They were talling about Mamimi's work. Although arson was
her preferred method, Takkun was mare fuithfully obedient to his
own appetite than to Mamimi's orders, so she'd changed her banle
plans a little. Tn other words, instead of setting fire to the house she
wanted o ettack, if it had a car or a bike, then she offered that o
Takkun s food.

Now, us a result of her feedings, lakkun had grown in size,
and Mamimi was a little troubled about where she would hide him
that day. As she continued dragging Takkiun down the alley; he began
roaring out of nowhere: “Gi g gi gil>
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Morning rush hour was nearing in Mabase. The wafflc on the roads
increased, and the sidewalks ware full of residents rushing o work
or school

Behind the station, thece was a large park alongside a straight
road. There was a slide and a sandpit there, and ginkgo trees
surrounded the area. Of course, the rushing residents did not turn
10 see them—the homeless. They slept there as if they were dead, but
the residents were 100 caught up in their own lives and so did not pay
them any attention.

But now a girl was standing there, regarding two people
slecping on a park bench,

The giel was Ninamori, And the two people sleeping on the
bench, rolled up in a single wool blanket, were none ather than Naota
and Haruko, the pair of traveling vagabonds. They looked like two
amimals slecping in the same nest

For a moment, Ninamori gared down at the two sleeping faces.

Naota's eyes svere closed, and his breath vas strangely relaxed.

He ried, Ninamori thought, He's stopped pretending 1o be a
grown up.

The class president who had found her classmate in the process
of skipping schaol now wore & small, gentle sinile on her face.

T couldse't buy you baots, but try your best, Mr. Cat”

After same time had passed, she oneo again started toward the
school o move on with her own day.

A thick mist surrounded the Lown, This wasn't morning mist, though,
and it as even thicker than the day before

Masmimi walked down a small alley to escape the clouded air.
Next to her, making strange mechanical sounds as it walked, was her
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camponents and terminal core that had separated from the giant
MM robot

Amarao and Kitsurubami had been searching for séveral days,
buthadr't a cluc yet as to where the Lerminal core had gone, although
it shouldirt have had any mobility capabilities.

The terminal core had been communicating through special
electronic waves with that towering band, so they'd been tracing that
electronic signal. But the signal had been weak and unstable, so the
mission had encountered problers.

Finally, though, the car that Kitsurubami was driving vas
heading toward the correct destination. What had made all the
difference to their mission was that, as of the night before, the
clectronic impulses from the terminal core had become clearer.
Gradually, they had become stronger in output power, and naw the
team had narrowed down the arca it could be in to a radius of a fowe
hundred meters.

But thet didiit mean they were averjoyed. This could be
evidence that the damaged terminal core might be trying to sell-
repair.

Kitsaruhami wore an uneasy expression as she drove the car. On
10p of the hill, the factory that had been cmitting continuous smoke
wias mow shooring oul an even larger quantity of thick white smoke.
Tt was almost as if it was angry that it couldu't il up the entire world
with smoke.

Now, shealso bad come to understand the true threat the MM
tory posed.

“You suw it t00, didn’t you? The footage?” Amaran asked.

“Last week, at the department” Kitsurubami replied.

A lew days earlier, Kitsurubami had been dispatched to
the central ffice, where she'd been shawn some terrifying video
footage.
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That was the nofse Takkun made befare he jumped at faod he'd
spotted—and the thing that had taken Takleun’s fancy was the sake
store’s three-wheeled truck.

Marmimi panicked and tried (o pull on the chain attached to the
zobot's collar with all her might, but Lakkun had grown so big that
Mamimis strength was no match for fts own.

“Stop that. They're not on my revenge list™

The four legged robot knocked away its master's powerless
arms, though, and ran straight at the three-wheeled truck.

Mamimi was enraged. Why, why do you never do what T want
you to?

“Why are you doing this? You have 1o lisien to what I say,
Takkun”

‘But Takkan ignored her words as it skillfully grabbed the truck
and started chomping dawn on 1. The metal frame and components
were cheswed to bits in its mouth and then swallowed completely. I
had a terrifying bite and appetite,

The surprised ones were naturally Masashi and Gala. Alter all,
2 rabat beast had come baunding daven: the alley out of nowhere and
ealen up their beloved truck.

There were people who were trying their hardest fo hunt down
that robotic monster: Amarao and the Department of Tnterstellar
Tmmigration members,

Today, Amarao was in fhe passenger seat of the car
g map on a panel that
was installed in the car. It looked like a GPS system from its
appearance, but it was actually a radar system for use on special

that Kitsurubami was driving, rea

missions, a piece of equipment designed to search out the
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“But once, | took off school for three days. 1 was watching
videos at home the whole time—Monty Python. You know it? Its
really goad. And in thase three days that T dida't go to school, it died,
the hamster. T was the only one in my class who was responsible for
the hamster, so while [ was away, 1o one took care of it.  learned
my lesson, that T couldn't skip school. A son's failings are his father’s
ailings, 50 T will sort this aut myself?”

“What do you intend to do?”

“Kill him?”

“Ko, that's going o bit far” Migaji was swepl away by Kamon's
words, “Fortunately, Naota wasn't in charge of the hamster. Anyway,
could you pleasc let me sce Naots for a moment?”

“No, this is not just about boyeatting school

“Juste”

“Baycatting schoal isn't 41l He hasw't came home at all for a
while, For a while, we haven't really knowr:

“He isn't here? Naotar” Miyaji was naturally quite distresscd.
“For a whole weeki Mr. Nandaba, for 2 student not to come to
school—"

“Hie gots good grades, doesa't het” Kamon asked calmly.

“Class s important”

“His grades are always all fives. But once, it was written on one
of his school reports that he could he  fittle more obedient. You're
that teacher, aren't you? I’ okay. Don't worry about his studying. We
have a very good home tutor.”

Territe. this i a tervible fumily. The father i a linle weird,

Even so, Miyaji thought, if Navta wasnit at home, then where

vias he now?
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“Naota, came to the basketball club with us.” Masashi said.
But Naota didn't reply straight away; he was thinking over what
had happened 1 him as a middle schooler, recalling memories and

trying to organize his thoughts.

Fie could see from the classroom windov that the MM factory
on the hill yias stll boarded wp. The official announcement had
declared that there was no hape for reopening it after an accident had
aceurred there, The giant iron still sat squarely on the hill, looking
down at the town, but it no longer pumped out white smoke, The
uctory was dead. And hecause of that, there were now a large number
afresidents who had lost their jobs. e number of peaple leaving the
ity 10 find work was increasing by the day.

Marmimi had heen one of the pegple to leave in this outtlow,
quitting high school and moving to Tokyo,

This route to school had changed, but Naota still crossed Mabase
Bridge, and as he did, he would remember the days he had spent with
Mamimi there,

Mamimi had said she wanted to become 2 photographer before
she'd left. She'd won  prize fof 2 photo she'd sent fnto a magazine,
and she'd made up her mind as 4 resull of that. The phota that had
appearcd in the magazine was ane taken at that critical mornent
when Naota svas hit by Haruko's Vespa, and she'd entitled the picture
“Goodbye Naota” Mamimi had used Naotas real name—for the frst
and st time.

Home was the same as

x. Kamon vas still operating the
bakery and also making mini comics that he couldn’t sell. And
Canti was still at the Nandaba home, as well—alternately being
used hy Kamon or slacking off. His body color stayed blue for the
most part, though.

The mystery surrounding their pet cal, Miyu Miyu, had
decpencd. Now, Naota suspected that the mysterious voice Faruko
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Naota thought that women were very astute.
In Naota's room, the guitar e had lefi was stillleaning there.
Naota was waiting for an opportumiry 10 use it It was the only thing shed
Ieft behind when she disappeared. .. from this city . .. [rom this planeL
Outof nowhere, from above their heads,a bright light appeared.
A red light. The source of that red light spoke to Naoz.
“Are you okay with this?”
Ttwas the first time Naota had heacd this male voice, but he felt
it were a voice he'd heard

a5 though it were strangely familiar, a
‘many times before. So, Naota wasn't suspicious of the red light source,
and instead he answered its question.

“Yes, P'm fine with this”

“Thisis what 1 chose. If L had chosen anotler option, then the result
would have been differens—but vhen it came down o it this was the
only thing T could choose.

Naota sensed that the red light was laughing. And in the next

morment, the light source shone even brighter. The source of the red

Tight was getting closer to im.

In that same moment, Naota lost s future memories, and he
was once again returned t the moment when hed been gabhled up.
by Canti.

Canti’s face monitor continued shining—and from its red light,
something was coming out

Amarao thought it was going to be another guitar super
weapans instead, it was the body of a child. Tt was Naota.

He was emitting some kind of glow like a red aura—and this
Red Naota kicked up with all his might against the palm of the giant
hand, which weighed the equivalent of 2 mountain.
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had been talking to all that time actually belonged to Miya Miyu. Tle
suspected as much because, later, he had cavesdropped on Kamon
talking with that same mysterious voice, and only Kamon and Miyu
Miyu had been in the room,

Moreover, the conversation that he'd eavesdropped on was an
astonishing one. He'd been twld that no one had any idea where his
mother was, but from this conversation, Naota discovered that she
w725 a colleague of Haruko. In other words, she was u member of the
space palice. Naota kept quiet about what he'd heard, though, and
never questioned Kamon further about it. He knew the reason his
futher hud hidden the information from him swas because it was best
for Naota that way.

Before Naota graduated from
Tasuku had returned to Japan once—to introduce them Lo
After e introduced thal blonde girl to his family, he rerurned back

mentary schoal, his hrother

s fiancée.

to America. It looked like he was going 1o become 4 professional
player over there, on a team that MM sponsored. Naota thought that
exerything probably would work out fne,

Shigekuni kept watching baseball, but Naota never wore his
brother’s hand-me-down Mabase Martians uniform again, Nor did
he wallcaround carrying his brother’s hat when he went out anymore.
He'd had cnough with baseball; it wasn't for him. Anyway, there were
other things that he wanted to do.

“Come on, join the basketball lub with us? Gaku said.

Naota hadn'tjoined any clubs when he'd staried middlz school,
although Gaku and Masashi had recommended the basketball club.

“No, I don't wan to play basketbll?” Naota declined. “U'm going
fo start a club of my own."

Ninamoti, who had been listening to the conversation that was
going on right next 1o er, immediately guessed correctly the club

(D]

Naota would want to start. “Easy listening, rightz”
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Huff, huff, haff. Naota's heavy breath condensed before dispersing
into the autumn evening air

Next to him, Haruko huddled up.

That day, that afiernoon, that moment, on the hank near
Mabase Bridge, sixth-grader Naota and housemaid Haruko were
crouched down in the long grass, hiding themselves and kecping
vigilant,

The wir around them was full of danger. The situation was
serious, and they were feeling the anxiety of the hunted.

Dann, they've got us!

At that moment, Naota and Haruko were being targeted by a
sniper and were trapped in their position.

Only morments ago, they had exchanged numerous deadly bullts,
the dry sound of gunshots ringing out emationlessly. And in thei hands,
they chitched guns that gistened an ill-foted black. Naota was holding an
M1 Tngran; Haruko hd u bigger Ui submachine gun.

This was a barrleficld.

The urca around Mabase Bridge had wened into the front of a
dangerous hattle.

And although the air was cool, the handle of Naotds gun was
dripping with sweat.

The only noise now wes the quiet babbling of the river, which
only increased Naota's disconcertion. Dot panic. Don't be seared,
MNaota told himself, holding his breath.

Haruko tapped Naota softly on the shoulder. She was squinting
ata tiicketin front of her, “Look over shere.” She indicated the base of
the concrete pillar holding up the bridge.

That was definitely where the enemy was hiding. He could
sense their presence. His anxiety on the battlefied had provea. to be
wnusually perceptive .. of conrse. Afier all, the moment he let dewn
his guard, he would end up part of that other world.
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And with that one attack—really:fust with that oneattack —Red
Naota maaged to kick aiway the entire body of the towering hand. 1t
was an umbelicvable sight.

Afterward, Red Naota simply stwod sedately on top of
Cants head

Still clinging to the part of the hand that had been moving
toward the iran fust a moment ago, Amarap gazed at Naota with a
stunned expeession.

“That Kid . he's the irate King”

‘From Cantis head, which was stil at is feet, Red Naota pulled
at two guitars; with one neck grasped in each hand. he separated the
guitars from the robot’s head, and then he merged them with cach
other, creating a double-neck guitar.

Red Naotu kicked off Canti's head and flew. (I appeared he
now could fy freely:) And with the guitar in band. he hit al the stll-
turning enemy body that he had kicked away moments ago.

There was a flash of biinding light. Instanty; the towering hand

stopped moving, almost & though it been petrified.

This was 0o fight. This was an adult using silent force o
punish a child.

It was then that a red shining insignie appearcd an Red Neofa’s
head—the Pirate King's insignia. Somehow, the Pirate Kings power
was inside Naora now.

A Taruko watched Red Naata, she wore a cold expression
that hid a terrifying rage. With a bloodthirst
“Taklan, you can't da that! That power is minel”™

voice, she called out,

With her guitar in hand, Haruko was in flexce pursuit of Naota,
who had landed on & fingerlip of the hand. But Naota easily stopped
her atticks

Amarao was stunned by what he veas scing—but at the same
time, he realized this was their chance.
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“Waaaah!”
Naota vas sent flying as if a car had it him.
Harsh, Amarao thought. Tle had tiken countless hits from

I R,

Haruko, but this one had been far mare violent.

Naora's hody flew up a good distance before it came crashing
dowm, precisely info Canti’s open abdomen.

Aswasahvaysthe caseafterhe'd“eaten” Naota, Cantiimmediately
changed ta a red color—and st as Amarao had predicted, the robot
started merging as part of the terminal care

And as the electronic brain that was ils control center came
online, the towering hand began to tremble.

“Look swhat you've danel This is precisely what MM wanted!”

Amarao had blamed Haruko for the mission and its prablems,
but he also was actually quite angry at Naota,

For her part, Harnko responded nanchalandy, “Canti has 1o
turn red or Pirate King Momsk won't come out”

“They're going to use Atomsk’s pawer fo activate the plant!
They're going o destroy this planet!”

“I told you already: T know. As long a5 T gel Atomsk, Tdon't care
what happens to this planel”

The towering hand was no longer trembling now, i started ©
move. It vias moving very slowly, but the large hand was definitely
on beside it in an effort to grab it.

Guon ... guon ... guon

‘making its way toward the

The paim that had been facing up now storted to turn face
doum so that it could grasp the iron,

For that reason, it was neither the time nor the place far
Amarao to be arguing with Haruko; he was, afler al, sanding on the
‘palim, which was now turning downward. He scrambled desperately
10 get 10 the back of the hand, where he wouldr't be throvn off. But
this was a fairly difficult and high climb. Afier deciding a route based

)
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Amarao looking at the brainless Naot, coraged. Seeing that
the boy's face was bare, he yelled, "Why aren't you wearing you
eyebrows? That woman is just using you!”

Naota didn't understand why he was being scolded and
regarded Amarao suspiciously.

“You cai't trust bex. She's thinking only about herselt. She
doesi't care whet happens around her. But you're different, right?
Hys look af thar high school gi

When Amarao pointed at Mamimi, Naota was taken aback,

Marmimi was caught up in the terminal core. ler entire body was
wrapped in a metal belt, and she looked just like a princess caught
in a thorn bush. Her eyes were closed, and it appeared she had lost
consciousness.

“You want to save her, right?” Amara said. “You have 1o tuke
responsibility for all this, oo, You'll knowy when you're an adult, Come
here. DomtTisten to her?”

Right now, this hoy holds the destiny of the world in his hands.
He can’tlet Haruko be free to do s she pleases.

But for some reason, the boy got up and walked over to Haruko
as he stroked his thigh

“No! Do you knaw what that woman is planning to do with youd!”

Amarao was in panic. This is had He can't do it. He thinks that
Haruko is on his side. He daesrt know about her bloodshirsty natute,
and she has hivs wnder her thimb, He doesn'e realize what she's going
10 do ow. Bras!

Haruko grabbed Naots hand with a gentle smile. “Now
Lnkksin,” she whispered, “Tokkun, T need you to help me get the
thing 1 want.”

As she spoke, that gentle smile turned into a brutal smile.

“Itadaki-mammoth.” With those meaningless words, Haruko
ok the guitar off her back and hit Naota with all her might,

)
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But Haruke's expression suddenly tumed to one of
‘puzzlement.

Amarao quickly glanced at Canti. For some reason, the red

xobot was swiftly returning to blue. Yet its face monitos, which was
facing slyward, was emitting a red light.

That red light was a sign of something just about to begin,
something no ane could have predicted.

B —

Naota thought he must be dreaming. It was a dream that looked
very realistic, though~— lucid dream. Moments ago, he'd been hit by
Haruko and landed inside Canti’s abdominal cavity. But stretching
out hefore him, he could sce a snowy winter landscape. The landscape
was Mabases he could tell, hecause he saw the burnt remains of the
old elementary school. But there was no school building there. O
that’s righ, this swas the future, Naota realized. His dream was of the
future, but he was remembering a few months back in the fatore. He
was surprised that he already had memorics of a future time inside
him—but because of this, Naota knew why there was no building
among the schoofs remains.

That winter, or the winter in the dream, Mabase had been hit by
a massive smowstorm for the first fime in recorded history. Under the
wweight of the fallen snow, the building had Tisted. And because it became
a dangerous place for the kids to play in, it had heen demolished. The

- mayor had reacted quickly to the citizens’ demands.
The sun shone ove

ind aver, and the scenery changed to spring
In his dream, the flow of time was disordered and arbitrary. Neota
realized that he was now in middle school. He was in a classroom after
school, and Masishi, Gal, and Ninamori all were around him. They

all had gone on 10 the same school.
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on the hand's movements, Amarao had no choice but to dlimb a
vertical wall without cquipment to help. If he made one wrong step,
then he would fall.

Annoyingly, Haruko swas jumpiag from finger Lo inger of the
giant hand with a calm expression

Amarao tutted at his own misfortune. £ told i that you can't
trust this woman! She does only what's good for her.

Amarao had just about managed to make his way to the back of
the hand—but by that time, the palm was facing the iron and moving,
steadily toward the factary. If the hand grabbed the handle of the
factory, then the annihilation of the planet would begin.

But at just the instent it reached 1o grab the handle, the

towering band’s movements stopped suddenly. It was in position now

o make contact seith the handle, 5o why wasnt it trying to close its
fingers around it?

“Why ... " Glimpsing down thrangh a gap in the giant lingers,
Amarao saw something between the palm of the hand and the iron
that was getting in the way of them making contact. Yes, he could see
it: In between was the luminescent Red Canti!

It must have stopped itself from hecoming a part of the
terminal core and scparated itself. And now, Canti was holding up
the gient hand as if it weighed nothing. Canti really might be the
infamous Pirate King!

From ane of the giant fin
watching, too. She laoked delighted. This was the first time Amarao
had seen her expression so full of pleasure and excitement, What they
were witnessing was the power that she had been running around
the universe to obtain—and now, it was right in front of her. She was
passionately excited about seeing her true prey.

There was no doubt about it, Amarao thought—that Red Canti
really had ta be Red Pirate King.

ips where she stood, Haruko was
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1o an ordinary world, where nothing amazing happened. But, Naota
thought, then Haruko came. She's here, hugging me naw, so T won't
forge that there is a world beyond this place.

A week after thal morment, Miyaii was training her snadents 1o high
Jump in the schoolyard of Mabase Tlementary. It was a PE lesson, of
course. Since the day before, the students had been fired up 3s theyd
tried to clear the bar at a height higher than they'd been able to jump
before. Ninamori, Masashi, and Gaku were there in their gym clothes;
Naota, however, was not present.

Since the day Haruko had retumned, Naota hadn't come to
school once.

“I wonder when he's coming back;’ Ninamori said.

“It's bad, huh?” Masashi sighed.

“What's bad?”

“I¢s bad. T heard Miyaii is going over to his house tomorroy.
But he's not there, either”

“He ran away?”

“Could he—" Gaku chipped in, “Could he have cloped with
that touch-feely older girl?™

“Is bad”

“But . . ? Pus, Ninamori thought, if he had the courage to
do something like eloping, then he's probably fine. The troubles
that Naota had in his heart were something that, in the end, only
Naota could understand. But she thought she could gucss at what
those troubles felt like—heing trapped in @ labyriath with no
exit, wandering aimlessly with no hape of rescue. Ninamori had
passed through that labyrinth herself, so she knew there was a
way out. You simply had ta cry. You merely had to examine what
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Ihere was even a day when they'd hud to cvade the pursuing
police after vialating the speed limit with two people riding the
Vespa. That day, in fact, two patrol cars and a police motoreyele had
smashed iato the barrier and crashed. As usual, though, Hatuko,
hadn't concerned herself with such small maters

Today, they were standing on top of  tall hill in front of a
convenience store, cating cup ramen.

Mabesc was enveloped with smoke as usual. Due to the smoke,
the sun laoked like a lazy giant red king in the west.

Haruko twok a bite of her ramen and made a disgusted face.
“Fuck”

“Ttold you sof” Naata said, satsfice. “The regular stuff s alwags
safer than the new stuft”

Al the convenience store, Naota had chosen @ brand he'd caten
frequently, but Flaruko had made straight for the new stock fined up
in the shop. Naota had predicted that it would probably b disgusting,
and it seemed hie'd been right

Haruko pouted over her bad luck in choosing it, and then she
screamed, “Changel” and forcibly exchanged bers for Naol's.

What a selfish girl, Naota thought. That kind of selfishness was
below that of a child

“When you act sclfish all the time, bad things are hound to
happen, you know.”

“Oh, well7 Haruko replied. “If bad things happen, Tl deal with
them. It like euting bad Tamen; it part of the richness of life” She
started slurping on the delicious stolen ramen.

“Well then, you should eat your own ramen Naota
complained,

They had been hanging out togerher for the pust week, and
Naota had been reminded how selfish a girl Haruko was. That girl
anly thought about what vas good for her, and she didut even try
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was weighing on your mind. You had to stop pretending to be a
grown up,

Ninamori had cried to her parents. The day before the school
play, she'd acted like a child—no, like a child should act. Shed
stamped down her foot and then broken down into tears, telling them
how she fe.

Naota would be okay if he cried to someone, too, Ninamori
thought. Fven if e did't come to school. Not coming to school
wwaselL a big problem.

INaota was with Haruko. Ever since she'd returned, he'd been skipping
school and hanging out with her. For entertainment expenses,
they'd simply heen getting by with Naotas meager allowance—or
with Haruko's bold personality (she didn't hesitate ta run out of
restaurant without paying).

Naota had never imagined this feeling of freedom he now
possessed. None of his summer vacations could match the pleasure
of the past few days. Tt truly was a special season.

They had been in all-night cinemas. They had made big wins
at the horse races; then, they'd lost it all on the next race, but they'd
laughed happily about that, tao. They had spent a day at a hotel pool.
And at night, theyd stretched out their legs at a baseball stadium and
watched  real professional ballgame. And although Naota was ust
a school kid, he had been to some shady places that it wouldn't be
it to mention in a publication like this, and had some very daring
experiences there.

But it dide't matter what dangerous places they went; because
he was with Haruko, he felt safe. Tt was the same as the thrill he'd felt
when he'd snuck aut with his brother onc night to watch a fire,

)
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the operators who'd been in the monitor room beside Amarao at the
tine of the falling satellte bomb incident,

She had a childlike face, but she was in her twenties. The dark,
freckled woman was called Kitsurubami

“They're just playing a game. Looks pretty stupid.  think [ can
do this myself?” Having given that réport to her superior, Kitsurabemi
got down off the car and pulled out some equipment. She looked
pretty happy to do so.

The truth was that Kitsurubamni had long wished for this kind
of front-line work. This was her ideal job. What she remored from
her car was an oversized, long-basreled, black firearm—a Degtyaryov
sniper rifle, which made a perfect addition to this batlle.

Hers, however, was 1o toy





index-25_1.jpg
/ S, SIS 5%
TR /10 000
She suspected that he was talking about Raharu, also known as

Haruko,

She'd wondered why Amarao had made time 1o go to the
hairdresscr when they were about to begin battle plans for the
urgent situation that had developed—but i the reason was Haruko,
Kitsubami could understand; Amarao was a bit more concerned with
Raharu than was absoluely necessary.

According to rumors, he had worked with Haruko before.
And then, ever since that girl had showed him her spocial poswer;

he'd been ufraid of her. But it wasn't just Kitsubam?s imagination
that underneath his feas, Amarao seemed to have an admiration for
Haruko. Most likely, Amarao had gone to the salon in anticipation of
finally coming in contact with Haruko again.

Well, whatever, Kitsubami though. /¢ docsn't matier o me.

8till looking through the scope, she refitted the large receiver
to her helt in a habituated manner, She didnt use the standard issue
une that was designed t0 ook like an ordinary mass-market cell
phone, instead preferting to employ this large Russian militery-use
transceiver. Similarlys the Degtyaryov sniper riflc she wielded vras not

et by her organization, rather something she owned because of
her own personal hobbies.

Thee wuonthis carlicn Amarao had been dispatched by the center
tobe a part of the special immigration team situated in Mabase. And
becausc of that dispatcl, the recently admitted Kitsurubami vias now
able to xealize her desie Lo become a field agent, a wish that derived
from her military hobbies.

Guns—those beautiful, heavy, metal machines, ool things
that could Kill @ person und the senselessncss in using them

Indeed, her passion for her job didn’t came from patriotism
or responsibility, but instead from her intecest in using military
weapons in a real fight.

)
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The following morming, Miyafi went to visit Naota's house on her
way to school.

Naota hadu't been in class the whole week, and when Miyaji
had tried 10 call his home, his father had replied casually that Naota
wast't coming in that day, either. With no reason given, 2 student
skipping school for & week was quite a serious matter.

“Good morning. Its Miyaji . . * She peeked int the shop,
which had no customers or shopkeepers. Tt was a bakery, but for some
reason, the inside of the shop was full of stacked magazines, as though
it weere a publisher's warchouse, They looked like freshly printed mini
‘comics. When she spotted the title, “Come on Mabase;” Migaji cocked
her head, foeling as though she'd seen it somewhere before.

‘Good morning, teacher,” a man from the back of the shop
acknowledged her politely. It was Naota's father, Kamon Nandaba.

“IF it's about Naota, I don't think he'll be going to school today,
cither”

“Is he unwell?

“No he's perfectly fine—probably very well”

“If he isn't ill, then he really shouldn't be skipping school?”
Miyaji sounded fike she was pleading.

Kamon was gazing al Miyaji with & knowing look, grinning
broadly. With his long hair tied at the back of his neck, he looked
far removed from practicalities, and he wore quite an impertinent
expression. She couldn't tell what those eyes behind his glasses were
thinking, She hadnt had much experience speaking to him before, so
she flt a litle awkward, but that didr't mean she was going to back
down. She was a person of conviction.

“When I was in school, I was in charge of looking after the
hamster,” Kamon said out of the blue, using a very serious tone. “You
Know, I had to make sure the hamster was fed ?

‘Where was this story coming from all of a sudden?






index-24_1.jpg
Situated on the top af the hill, Medical Mechanica had decided to
show its truc form and take action.

Canti’s escape combined with the interention of the
brotherhood had MM more alarmed than it had cver been before.
Recently, there had even been signs that MM was going Lo ignore
the treaty and fry to capture Cant, hecause the robot threatened
planetary security. Under normal circumstances, MM facilities—the
resident factory—would just observe, but to MM, Canti’s capture was
more important than observing a treaty.

Iherefore, given the emergency situation, it was esential for
the Department of Tnterstellar Tmmigration to capture Canti hefore
MM could.

Things have goiten preiy hairy:

As he pondered the instability of the situation, Commander
Amarao sat in,a beauty salon in town. This surroundings were in
contrast to the dariger of the situatian as his bead stuck out of a white
cloth and a stylist combed his hair,

Communicating through a neck charm, Amarao gave orders
to Kitsurubami. "Okay, if we screw this up, then MM is going Lo get
involved for real, so wait until 1 get there. And whatever you do, dori't
mess with Reharu—iTljust get cven more complicated.

“Ihave alot of work to do, so make it a quick cut, please. ] want
1o look good, though—1 want to look dignified for  girl | haven't
seen inawhile ... dependable, if you know what I mean.”

The latter half of Amarao’s speech did not consist of orders to
his subordinate, rather directions to the hairdresser next to bim.

s Kitsubami hung up the connection, thase incomprehensible words
echoed i her ears. % girl he hasn't seen in a while?”
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Panicking, she looked through the scope in the direction of fire
There was Haruko, looking her way with a bold smile on her face.

Haruk's position was several meters from the bridge where
Kitsurubami was, quile a distance farther than the effective range of
an air gun. That meant the gun Haruko had was the real thing; the
bullets had hit dead on, burying themselves in the bridge’s concrete
barricade. Kitsurubami shuddered. She was afraid, not so much of
the fict that Haruko had  real gun, rather of the marksmanship that
Haruko had displayed. Haruka vwas nat an enemy to be taken lightly.

But when Kitsurubami touched the unfamiliar bullets buried in
the barriex, her fear turned to confision

They were BB bullets! The things that had managed o get
buried into the barrier were small plastic balls for us:

Wha's going on?

Confused by this impossibility of this, Kitsurubami forgot for
a moment that she was still holding onto the heavy sniper rifle as she
leaned over the bridge railing. The moment she noticed, it was too
late: Her world tlted.

“Ehr”

Losing her balance, Kitsurubami fell into the river along with
her beloved gun.

Her fall was followed by an “ugh’—the strange yelp of o

in an air gun.,

‘man. The place where she'd fallen, right into a patch of tall reeds,
coincidentally happenc to be where the unlucky Kamon was hiding.
Kitsurubami had landed right on top of him.

‘The two rolled into the decp section of the river and were swept
avay by the fast water current.

Kamon's fighting spirit with Tegards to survival games was
indomitable, though; perhaps his bartle spirit even surpassed
Kitsurubamis in that respect. So, having suddenly been involved
in an accident, even as he was being washed away, he yelled out a
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Fer current task was to watch  robot that had escaped from
MM, But if she had intended only 10 watch, then she would's have
brought  personal battle rfle with her

Amarao had told her to wait until he gol thers; however, if
the vabot's hody color changed to anything besides blue, then she
had heen given permission to act as the situation demanded, All it
toak was a change of color—and she was the only one there. She had
plenty of excuses she could use

She cauld see that the target rabot was hidden in the grass

While Tooking through the Degtyaryov's §

iper scope with &
self-satisfied look on her face, she slowly pressed the trigger

The encmy bullets attacked endlesshy, and Naota was the only one
countering, No longer able to tolerate Haruko relaxing next to him,
he screamed at her. *What are you doing? Do something! This is a
shootout!”

“What's shooting oute”

‘Haruko lazily pointed the barrel of her Uzi in no particular
direction, pulling the trigger. Rar sar far came the dry sound af
gunfice

‘Then, Haruko saw Kitsurubami aiming for C:

of the bridge.

from the lop

Several bullets hit the railing of the bridge, right beside where
Kitsurubami was stationed. Kitsurubami, who had been about to pull
the trigger on her rifle kncw that she had just been threatened with a
terrifylngly accurate attack.
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Canti, swham he'd thought was unarmed, ambushed him with
a new air gan in its hand.

Having planned meticulously for this battle, Kamon had
prepped by hiding guns in tha small boathouse, Once sgin, the
fables had turned

With a loaded zir gun right in his face, Naota was up against
a vl

“Timeout, timeout! 1 said timeout!” Naota yelled. “We get three
timeouts”

Upon hearing this new rule, Canti protested unhappily, but
without words. There's o such thing as timeouss, it seemed to say with
its silence,

“Dan't give me that look,” Naota shot back without hesitation.
“Okay! T just made it up right now.”

1t was at that moment that a three-wheeled truck approached
the boathouse from a riverside road and honked its harn,

“Tey,

side. Their classmate Masashi sat in the driv

ofa)” Kot classmate Gaku waved from the passenger

s seat

‘What! Naata played it cool, but on the inside, he was surprised.
Since when did Masashi start driving that car?

“We're helping at the shop.” Masashi said nonchaluntly.

Delivery. Part-time joby" Gaku added casually.

Noway!

On the wuck were the words “Masamune’s Sake” Navta knew
that Masashi wes the son of a sake storeowner; he had even hoard
that Masashi helped out by delivering goods. But to actually be at the
wheel of a truck .

s akay. We won't get caught, W only drive beside the rive

Masashi’s calm esplanation made Naora all the more surprised.

Does he ... does he do this all the tiuse?

“You look pretty cool” A girT's voice spoke,
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to hide it. Tt almost seemed like she was proud of this part of hee
character cven

And cvery time Naota saw the selfish parts of ber personality,
for same reason, it made himn smile.

“This mist s so obnoxious.” Haruko continued eating the ramen
as she gazed at the city beyond the MM factory an the hill, completely
vesed. The factory was hazy from the smoke it itself produced.

Naora knewy that Haruko bad been at war with MM this whole
Gane, “Why do you hate MM so much? Ts it your jobe

“They have something I want;” Iaruko said with a braad smile,
“They took something, and I want it back”

“Ihe thing that she really wanis vaust be that man Amarao spoke
abous, Ators Naata didn't ask any Rusther questions; even if he had,
e probably wouldn't have gotien steaight answers. That was Haruko's
way she was rather crude, vt she rarely spoke directly about why she
was really there.

Anyyvay, there was something more important that Neota wanted
10 take this chance to ask her. “Why did you really come backe”

What's the real reason you carae back to me?

Haruko replied, “I need you, Takkun.”

What a terrible liel Naota knew that Haruko didret really need
him at all. Tie knew it well. As he chewed another mouthful of the
ramen he had shoveled into his mouth, Naota scowleds it really was
disgusting. But then, he smiled again—because he vwas with her.

Tn contrast to that pleasant scene, below the fog of the city of Mabase,
an unksown threat was growing.

I the night cloaked back alleys, Mamimi and her new pet were
hiding. The robatic Takkun had been growing, and it was nove the size

o





index-28_1.jpg
parting cheer for bis teammate: “Im leaving the rest to you, TV
boooooryyyyy: .-

When it heard s teammate’s parting words, Canti jumped out
from the grass where it had been hiding to challenge Naota head on.
Although Canti was in fact equipped with a laser sight, it had put it
zway without anyone instracting it to do so, simply having decided
that kind of thing wouldn't be chivalrous in today’s game. Indeed, it
vwas a robot with sense and reason,

“Damn!” Naota panicked. The enemy bad caught him from
behind.

Unfortunately for Canti, who was at the point of certain victory,
the only thing that came from his air gun was the loncly dlicking
sound of the trigger. It had run out of bullets afier jts previous full-
on assaull.

With this development, the certain victory clearly reversed to
Naota

“Heh heh, [ winl” Naota praised himself and turned his guns
on Canti

The robot realized it was in a bad spot and 5o quickly fled.

1t was a “center flag” match, 50 the game could be decided
i someone stole the flag from the middle of the field—but Naota
had decided to win by way of the gun, and thus chascd after
Canti. Tt seemed he'd discovered the joy of this game as it had
progressed.

Elated, Naota chased Canti aver the dry riverbed. However,
when he tuened the corner at a small boathouse

“Waaazhhhhh*

Naota was thrown into confusion

)
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When Naota looked for its owner, he saw Fri Ninamori relaxing
on the back of the truck, sucking on 2 popsicle.

You're it on this, too? Ihis was behavior unbecoming of the class
president.

“But” she asked casually, "it's only a toy, right? Does it shoot
Dullets?”

When Ninamori had said Naota looked “cool” only a second
before, she must have been referring to the air gun Naota was holding.
Naota naw felt awkward and tried to hide his gun, ustered.

Wirat’s going on? he panicked.

His classmates, who were doing really grown-up things like
driving a car and working part-time delivery jobs, must have becn
wondering if Neota Nandaba liked playing war.

Wel, T dous really Tike it

“No, I mean, This i, well, T mean ... Oh, Canti, go and get us
some drinks”

Trying to cover up the fact that he had been playing with a
toy gun, Naota tumed to Canti at his side, trying to shift focus to
the robot. However, Naato's canfused beain dida't really handle this
very svell, and bis attempt to hide his embarrassment became teeribly
obvious.

The domesticated housckeeper rabot launched upward

immadiately in respanse to Naota's stammered reques

Canti always had the ability to fly through its gravicational
controls—but once again, it had chosen ot to use this sdvantage
during the survival game. I there was work 1o be done, though, the
robat would immediately change modss.

OF conrse, Naot's classmales knew what Naota was trying to
dos they cauld see it as clear as day. But it wasn't as though Gaku,
Masashi, and Ninamori were making fun of Naota. ‘They were
actually thinking, “Oh, survival game. Looks coal” Naoto's woreying
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“Gigig”

Perhaps Mamimi was having  profound effect on the robot

As she pulled along the four legged rabot that made odd
screeching sounds, the dangerous high school girl again hegan ta
prowl the city—the devil city, where the peaple of Endsville sepr.

“Go, holy beast!”
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of  dog. Mamimi had been looking afler it ever since she'd found it
by the river, giving it cell phones as food.

After it had eaten her own cell phone, shed gotten it into her
head that it only ate cell phones. And nowadays, there sere more than
2 few shops near the station that would hand over a cell phane if you
were ta leave a namme and address, so Mamimi had collected as many
phones as she possibly could, giving them al to Takkun.

Tabdkun had eaten them up—and with his ridiculous appetite,
after he'd caten them all up, he'd wanted even more. It was quite a lot
of work for Mamimi.

But s00m, it had become clear that her new pet could eat things
other than cell phones, as well. He had & number of things he liked,
but they were mostly metal or electronic things, And as soon zs he ate
something, he would increase in size by roughly the same amount

Now, robotic Takkun had become Mamimi's holy beast,
complete with a collar attached o it. She called it a “holy beast™
because that mame came from the Endsville game.

Tewas a new unknown menace that was being cared for.

Two days carlicr, the fire incidents had started up agoin,
burning homes of students at Mabase Shinda High School—to
be more precise, burning homes of students who had bullied
Mermimi.

But Mamimi wasn't responsible. The culprit had been seen at
the scene of the arson: In the dark night, a suspicious four-legged
robot holding cigarettes in its mouth had set the homes on fire.
Several passersby had reported the same thing,

Tt vas’t Mamiaoi who'd done it—Mamimi's pet bad.

“Good 'lakkun,” Mamimi said fo it. “Don't do things that
Mamimi doesn't like. Tisten to what Mamimi tells you, and then

Mamimi always will be with you. Mamimi kes Takkun when he's
g00d”
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However, what Naota had shot was a decoy. It was a log dummy
dressed in camoutlage gear.

“Too eas
screamed. “Youlre just 100 easy, Naota”

speaker from next to the dummy suddenly

Sensing the dauger, Naota tried to flee—but suddenly,
the ground underneath his feet disappeared. A hole! Tt was a
trap that Kamon had set. He'd prabably prepared it the night
before.

Natoa was barcly able to cling to the cdge of the pit and heave
himself out trom the deep, well-like, which even an adult would find
difficult to get vut of. The bottom of the hole was dark, the sun unable
o reach it.

He vent this far ... 7

Kamon loved survival games, and he was absessed with Haruko.
For these two reasons, he was not treating this game as a laughing
matter,

Right then, enemy bullets came flying foward Naota, who
jumped feverishly back into the thicket.

—_—

Unbeknownst to the players, there was someone secretly watching the
catire survival game through a scope from a car parked on top of th

bridge ... a young woman.

When the wornan finally caught Canti in her scope, she wok
auta large military transceiver and flicked the sitch,

“larget sight confirmed” she reported. “I¢s blue, Repeat: blue”

“So. it isn't red,” confirmed a male voice that sounded as if it
could be her superior. Tt s the voice of Commander Amatao.

Ihe woman who was watching Canli through the scope was an
officer of the Department of Interstellar Immigration. She was one of
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too surprising if someone else were to pick him up to look afier him.
Burt that meant she couldn’t have Takdun anymare, which upset her.
Mamimi was really upse, because she needed a Takkun.

If 1 don' have Takkun, then I'm all alone,

At some point, Mamimi took her cell from her bag. There
was only one numbcr in the phone directory displayed on the tiny
screen, Tasuku's number, in America, That was Mamimi's las link to
Tasuku.

Of course, Mamimi had given Tasuku her number, too, so she
aleays made sure (o carry her cell with her. However, she had never
once received a call of text from him. "The phone had not rung once.
She already knew that Tasuku was never gaing to call her.

Since Tasuku had gone to America, Mamimi had not called
his number once, either. That was a number that she could never
call herself.

“Well, sez you sometine, Mamirmi. Get yourself a wice bopfriend!”

‘asuku had said to her, smiling as he departed the city

She understood whal hed meant,

So, it didn't matter i she carried around the phone. It would be
better just to petrid of it But because she casried i, she was stll atached.
They were linked. Sik... maybe, she thought, maybe, ust mcybe s wil
be the tnoment it rings, Mayhe [Nl got an interationa call.

“Hey it e, I'm fine. 1 don'slike it heve. No good girls here. Yon
really are the o for me. Tm coming home wext week, and I'rm really
Iooking forward to secing you. I've bought you s many gifs,

How lowg huve T been waising? I'n an idiot.

Itweas then that something weird appeared in the river—a small
machine, s the shape of a small, four-legged tble. It walked around
om those four leps like an animal, and it was about the size of the palm
of a human hand. It had cravled from the river ahout fwo meters
Irom where Mamimi was.
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“You can have it” Mamiri said.
The robot must have been hungry, because it chomped down
greedily on the phone at first—but then it began carefully chewing
and swallowing.
“Youre responsible then;” Mamimi said. “T'l call you Takkun
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Eilled with interest, Mamimi erauched down next to if, and that
smachine looked at her, too. Murnimi and that weird machine stared
it could stare?) at each other,

Thinking how cute it was and wondering what it was, Mamimi
blew out a puif of tobacco smoke.

‘When she did that, the machine sucked in some of Mamimis
expelled smoke and starled Lo move around, delighted. Clink clank.
“The machine used its legs w roll around by Mamimy’s fect

Not knowing what to do, Mamimi viatched it for a ltle while.

“Youre an energetic little thing”

It was then thal the machine, which had been innocendy
‘moving in circles, suddenly jumped up at Mamimi and stole her cell
phone. Perhaps it was going fo play with it and Kick it around like o
small dog. Part of the phone was in its mouth.

Then, it opened its mouth wide and altempted to eat the
cell phoe.

“Tasukus number! No! Stap thatt”

Instinctively, Mamimi restrained it. The robot unexpectedly
listened to her orders, and with its mouth still wide open, stopped
exactly where it was. It Toaked like it was begging,

Uhat had been close. Thal phone was the only place that she had
Tasuku's nurmber saved: If she lost it, then she would lose her link to
Tasulu he wauldn't be able to call her anymore.

Call me anymore. . ? Marimi stopped t0 ask herself. Fve if |
carry this phone, s he going to call me?

Was he going to call het?
“The link with Tasuku, this thing, gone ... She'd never really had
itin the first place
When she looked back down, the robot was still standing,
there innocently, its mouth wide open, waiting for Mamimi’s next

)

arder.
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When you're happy, though, you dor’t nofice that you're
mostly st plessed with yourself. Having some confidence in oneself
s not such  had thing, of cour
Yourself en

frer all, if you don't believe i

agh to meet new challenges, then you'll never grow. True
confidence is not simply the result of growing older, toughs for true
confidence, one must possess grace. And truc diligence s needed for
someoie to believe he really has tried his best,

For Naota 0 sealize that kind of true confidence, it would take
some more time still

“Good swing”

“Grandpal”

Although Naota had heen unaware of it, Shigekuni had been
watching the boy's swing from the balkony.

“IHaruko said 50, 100, You have potential”’

Yeaht"

Looking at his grandson with an expression that wast all that
disatisfied, the old man nodded.

Now, coming from Shigekuni, those words didn't acrually mean
Naota's grandpa was impressed with Naota's batting. [n fact, when
Shigekuni compared the boy Lo his older brother, batting genins
Tasuku, the Martians' veteran coach could see that the younger child
was nothing more than second-rate when it came to bascball.

But though he suspected Naota would never Live up to his older
brother's promise, this grandson of Shigekuni was still only twelve, too
young for his grandpa to sccond-guess what lay in storc for him. And
watching him practice his swing, it scemed as if he wasiTt adverse to
baseball. And he continued to train cven though he was bad, which
weasnt entirely a wasted effort —after all, he could learn & Jot from team
Play. At any rate, the old man was satisfied that Naota had some interest
in hascball he would just have to nurture him with a lot of praise. Or so
thought Shigekuni, who had built his shole e around bascball.

)
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“Ts there . anyone?” Naota askeds pretending to be calm.

“Whatt”

“Ayone you liket"

Me, have personal feelings for him? Him. Maybe that pecson was
himself. Faruko had come to live here because of him, aftes all.

“Do you like it? The wey | smell straight out of the bath? Here,
sniff me”

Instcad of answering Naota's quostion, Haruko laughed
provocatively and suddenly pushed out her breasts, covered only by
her bra, toward Naota. She vigs a childish giel.

As sheaggressively pressed ber body against him, Naota brushed
off Haruko with words: “Put on some clothes”

“You're blushing, You should grow up some mare”

“Wha are you to talle”

Embarrassed, he forcefully pushed away Haruke's arms, which
hugged him from behind—but then, he lost his balance and fell
over. His feet gol tripped up, and he Fell face up, coming directly into
contact with Haruko’s clean skin. It almost seemed like he had been
pushed over.

Suddenly, their faces were right next to cach other. Fecling as
though thase green cyes could see straight into him and sense his
hidden desire, Naota went pale.

“Want me 1o teach you guitar?” Haruko asked.

Guitar?

“Whyt"

“Why doesi't Taklun try using his guitar again? Bam You vere
so great last fime!”

As she said that, it almost looked as if Haruko blushed—
but perhaps that was just Naota's imagination acting up
again.

No, Haruko definitely just preised me. She definitely praised e

G





index-84_1.jpg
i s

coom as if everything were completely normal. When she turned out
the light, she climbed up onto the top bunk as i her past fow days”
disappearance had never happened.

OF course, the top bunk was her place, but it still disturbed
Naota, who was on the bottom bunk with his eyes closcd but ot yet
slecping.

He couldn't fall asleep. Haruko was in his room now, in bed
tight above him, It was such a small thing, but that alone seemed like
amiracle to Naota.

Naota whispered in a low voice, “Are you aslecp?”

Haruko dido't reply, though; he could hear only the sound of
her gentle breatbing. She must have fallen asleep straight avay; she
must have been really tired.

“Who on Earth are your" Naota muttered half 1o himselt.
“Where did you come from really?”

“What's thist” Suddenly; Haruko popped her head out from the
1op bunk abave and looked down at Naota

“What, you were awaketl

“Did you think you could confess your love for me whill Twas
sleeping!”

“Idiot, of course notl”

“Youre blushing”

Tie was anmoyed by her smile, so he frowned at her, “Why did
You come hack?”

“For you, Takkun"

“Liar

“Heys should we do 12" Haruko lowered her voice:

“Whatt”

“CPR

“You do it all the time, don't you?”

“Not that, the rea! thing—the adult thing, the amazing thick one”
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1t was @ picturesque scene, the old man who loved baseball
watching his grandson play:

‘The problem lay in what happened next,

Alter practicing his swing to his heart's content, Naota cheerfully
made his way up to the secand floor, walking into his room without
thinking twice, and stapping dead in his tracks. There, in his room,
was Haruko. Haruko had been sharing a room with him for a while
oW, 50 it wasn’s

urprising that she was there; what was surprising
was her appearance.

Naota was confised about where to direct his gaze. Haruko was
wwrapped up in her tawel as though she'd just gotten out of the bath,
and it looked like shed just moments ago put on her underwear
“This was the first time since they'd started fiving together that Naota
had seen her like this. Plus—though he had merely dismissed ber as
a ridiculous girl in the beginning, Naota had found himself having
other thonghts recently when hed casually glanced at her body.

“Me, have personal feclings for him?” Haruko, clad o
ber undervear and a ol 3¢ pacing p and dovr, and ling o
someone who wastt there again.

“That's not true. That's not the reason this mission is taking so
Long. The N.O channel is till open, s0 it doesn't make a difference if
Hike him or not. ... Oh, hey; were you listening

Haruko finally noticed Naota. Of course, she didn't care at al
that he wes there while she was hulf-naked. Lnstead, she took off her
bath towel and started adjusting ber bra.

Naota averled bis eyes from her naked skin and looked around
the room. Only Miyu Miyu was present, sitting on the desk, 50

Haruko had been talking to no one again.

Buttoday, rather than worrying about her talking to herself the
contents of what Haruko had said wee on Naota's mind

Harako had said, “Me, have personal feelings for him?”
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The two of them were so clated by Taruke’s return home that
they weren't listening to Naota atall.

“Next fime 1 gof” Haruka said, “I want it to be just me and
Takkun.

“What?!” Shigekuni and Kamon ericd aut together in dismay:

Naota was still standing frozen in place when Haruko took his
hand and suddenly pulled him to her. She hugged his head to her
chest and then, as usul, started rubbing his head up and down her.

“T'm not going anywhere with you! Stop that! It hurts!”

“You're blushing!”

“I wish shed rub me up and down like thut? Shigekuni
muttered, looking jealous.

That really hurts.

Naota finished his dinner early and then.got into the bath. Tn
the bathtub, he touched his head where it had been rubbed against
Haruka.

That hooligan!

From the window, he could hear laughter—Haruko, Kamon,
and Shigekuni in their drunken revelry. Considering they were a
wanted fugitive and people haboring said fugitive, Naota fel the
adulis in his house had last all sense of the crisis and themselvcs.

“They're so loud?” he complained, but Naols's expression
contained & happiness it hed not over the past few days.

Tt was deep in the night when, uller having caused as much chaos
as she could during their drinking spree, Iaruko came into Naota’s
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His heart started to thump sildly. It was a weird sensation, as
though he were being enveloped by a powerful magnetism coming
from Haruko's eyes, mauth, and breasts. The scent released by her
bare skin scemed to assault Naota’s senses. ...

From the back of the boy's head, another bump suddenly
popped out. And as the force of the horn pushed him forward, his lips
pressed against Haruko's

Mouth to mouth, the feeling of Haruko's lips ...

“Oh, 'lakkun, that’s it Haruko heamed deliberatel,

“No, the horn, it—"

“My first Kiss ..

“Liar! You've done it loads!”

.. with Takkun. Ah!"

“Noy it was the horm!™

‘While attempting to push in the horn that vwas coming from the
ack of his head, Nacta desperately tried to explain. It was because of

the horn that he had kissed her, Explaining that he hadn't don it of
his own volition seemed to be more important. to him than the new
horn at that moment.

“Naotal™

Suddenly, Kamon screamed from vutside the window,

“Whal do you (hink youre doingr”

“That's what [ wanted to ask!”

Ok o, Naota thought. Apparently, Kamon had been out on
the belcony, spying on them, 11c'd probably been watching laruko
change. It was unfortunate—or perhaps fortunate—hat his father
couldn' sce the horn growing out of Naotw's head from the balcony.
All Kamon must have seen was Naota giving Haruko a real kiss.

Kamon's expression was one of pure jealousy.

“Naota, you and I will duel for Haruko"

“Tm int” Haruko answered.

G=)
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“Stop with the thick”

Haruko had jumped down from the top bunk and was leaning
over Naota in his bed, her face right up o his. In the middle of the
darkness, Haruko's face was coming straight for him—her breath, the
feling of those sensual lips.

Lcan't, This is nothing but Haruko's wsual mischief. T can’t do this
on fer serms,

As she watched Naota's confusion with the bold look that was
abways om her face, Hacuko smiled geatly for some reason. Then, she

‘murmured, Do you want 10 come with me? Throw everything away
and come away with me?”

Naota didn't know where she meant, but he didnt need to ask.
He knes Haruko swas inviting him to g0 to a world outside this ane,
somewhere not here. That was the place Naota had been dreaming of
for so long.

“Why are you being so nices”

“Tukkun, you're still a

Naota surprised himself vhen, in the next moment, he pushed
himself with all his might against Haruko's chest, He clung o her,
buried his face in her, and wepL.

“Where did you got You disappeared all of a sudden!”

When was the last rime, Naota thought, I oried like thisf T haver't
cried for such a long time

Haruko quietly comforted the crying Naote.

The suffocating feeling he'd been experiencing wasn't just about
e town, it was about his heart, about discovering that it was only an
illusion that the everyday things in front of you were the best (hings
could ges, about the loss of imagination and possibilties.

In this town covered vith white mist, the feeling of being
trapped had been eafing away at Kaota, Gradually, he had even
started to forget there was another world. He had tried to get used
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He thought of himself as grown up, but Naota eventually had
agreed Lo participate in this survival game per Kamon's conditions
because Naota didn't entircly dislike this kind of game himsclf.

Tt would be helpful to nate that the rules of a survival game
axe nol Lotally fixcds rather, the rules of combat are dependent on
the participant and the region. The ones that Kamon had selected
that day were standard rules used in a match up called Center Flag, a
simple game wherein the participants divided into two teams, and the
fist tean ta capture the flag in the center of e field would win,

Naota and Haruko were the blue team, and Canti and Kumon
were he apposing red team.

Kamon had obiected to the pairing, but Haruko wasn'l going
to concede. Tt scemed she had wanted it to be dramatic, with Naota
protecting her from being reclaimed by Kemon.

And so, Haruko aad Nuota wore bluc headbands, Canti and
Kamon wore red oncs, and they fought. Only, Naota was covering his
head with the hood of bis parka, considering that as of the day before,
ahorn was growing there—one much different from all the others.
Even when Naata pushed on if, it woulda't go back in.

The horn this time very mich resembled the hammer of a
pistol

“Hurry and go!” Haruko shouted, kicking Naota in the back.

“stop it”

Pushed into the open, Naota quickly tried to hide himself in
the grass again, but Haruko wasn't going to allow that. She pushed
him out again.

“Dort use me as a buman shield.’

“Then, was that kiss just a game?”

Mouth to mouth .. Harukes Tips ...

“What's the matter Naota?” Kamon called from somewhere. “Be
aman! Come out and fight me face-to-facel”
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For such a stupid reason . . .
Now, on this day, this afternoon, this moment, everything
depended on what happened in the match between him and his
father. After Kamon's strongly worded challenge, they had decided
upon a sufvival game.
A survival game . . . otherwise known as Airsofl o a BB

gun war. Surely, everyone knows what a survival game is—a game
that came to Japan in the early *8s from America, wherein the
participants armed themsclves with toy it guns and split into two
teams 10 Datile it out.

Kamon had been really into the spart when it first came over to
Japan, and he was the reason everyone was fully dressed up in goggles,
boats, and gloves today. Tle himself was completely cavered -from
head to toe in camauflage clothing.

Appatently, Kamon held a very strict assthetic with regards to
toys. Far example, he had a fuir collection of air guns, but he made
fun of those who collected model guns. (By way o explanation o
those not in the know: The difference between air guns and model
guns is the ability to fire bullets. Air guns have the capability to shaot
out little plastic balls called BBs, whercas model guns are things that
exist only to be looked ai; though very realistic-looking, they have no
sworking parts.)

Aceording to Kamon, an air gun was a “real toy” but a model
gan was a “fake gun? U was his policy that function was more
important than appearance when it came to the tays.

Naota thought this was idiotic. Whether a real toy or a feke gun,
they both were toys when it came down to it, and not something an
‘adult should be into.






index-7_1.jpg
Birofes el ot oo el ooty T2l CIBAATES.

it o P WA





index-20_1.jpg
i el

Bullets came flying at Naota, narrowly missing him

In & survival game, there is a strict rule whereupon if an enemy
bullet hits you, you have to declare it out loud and then sit out for
the rest of the game as 1 “corpse.” In ather words, you say. “dead” and
then fall to the ground without another word. Itis & terrifying game.
Kamon called again, “If you
run awey scarcd, then your dad is going fo take Haruko from you.”

“Oh no, Takkun Her voice very helpless, Haruko clung to
Naota

“Come on, what's the matter, son

“Cut it aut, already!” But even as Naota said that, he looked
kind of happy.

Their bodies close, he was surrounded by the scent of Haruko
again—the scent of Haruko, who was in love with him.

Nothing T can do, T guess, Il have to protect her,

“Wail here?

“Oh, you'te so amuzing, Tokkun.”

Cripping the gun, he carefully and quickly scuttled toward. the
clump of grass where Kamon's voice was coming fror, keeping his upper
body down Tow: He flt pretty confident. Naota had this one in the bag.

Kamon had lost by calling out and revealing his position. If
Naota could use the element of sarprise, he would win. He already
had the big advantage of stealth thanks to his smaller body, but he
couldn'tlet his guard down, as Canti could be waiting somewhere to
ambush him,

He saw a shadow coming from the other side of the. tuft of
grass—camouflage gear, It was Kamon, and it dids/ ook like he had
noticed Naota yet,

Tve gat you! Noota leapt into the grass to catch is father from
behind, Without a maments hesitation, he pulled the trigger of his
Tngram. Four shots, five shots, bullets that would hit their target
without fail ...






index-82_1.jpg
.

Who? The Vespa girl, of course!

“Tey” Haruko was sitting at the table calmly; looking entirely
innocent; for some reason, she was wearing a colorful lei around her
neck, looking like  Hawaiian tourist.

“You!” Naota's voice was shrill“What are you doing here, acting
like nothing has happened? You'e a fugitive!™

“Oh, didn't T tell you?” Kamon started to explain. 1 let her take
a vacation o she could go on a six day celebrity holiday to gorgeous
Havaii?

Over the past few days, Investigators had come to the Nandaba
house a number of times, asking about Haruko's whereabouts. Each
time, Kaman had replied coldly that she had nothing to do with the
People in that house. Even though he'd said he liked her before, as
s00n as the police had come, he'd acted like she was a stranger. Naota.
had been enraged over how selfish adults could be,

But now it seemed that Kamon hadn't been writing Haruko off,
rather had known her whereabouts and kept the information hidden. It
was  staggering realization for Naota: From the way Kamon was talking,
e had definitely knorwn where she was when she'd et the house,

“Took, Haroko brought us gilts from Hawafi? Shigekuni
was currenily showing Naota one of the presents she must have
given them, a wooden bear with white chocolate. It was a comman
souvenir,

No, wait a second, Naota thought. A wooden bear? White
chocolate?

“I'hat’s not from Havaiil”

“Next time, 1 want to go with you;” Kamon said, drawing close

to Haruko

“Hawaii chocolate really does have a different taste, doesnt
it?” Shigekuni bit into the white chocolate with a very pleased
expression.
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Outside, it was as dark as if t were already nightfall. The autunn sun
sct early

In the dullness of his unlit bedroom, Naota-stared out the
window from his bed.

On the balcony, the fog and the darkness of the night created a
thick mass. [t was like the bottom of the sea, dark and unreachable by
the sun, Naota thought. A prisoner, trapped by water pressure. That's
what Lam now.

He heard the sound of a passenger et flying high above the ciy.
Prchaps that's a boat on the surface of the sea. They dot't know about
me, trapped in this underwater colon, and those touriss are probably
traveling fo some furavway land, @ world outside that ] don't know.

Naota lay on the bed face up. He was sleeping on the bottom
buuk, so he could see the base of the bunk above him, the place where
s brother Tasuku had slept until recently.

‘The people who had disappeared from Naota's lie ..

Leaning against the bed was the guitar, the one that had been
pulled out of Naot's head when the satellte had descended.

She had smiled and told hirm it was his bat, and then she had lefi
this petrified city. Where had she gone?

Getting up from the bed, Naota picked up the guitar and tried
playing a chord. The single tone resonated across the bottom of the
deep sea floor,

Finally, his father's voice called to him for dinner, and Naota
descended the stairs. But swhen he entered the room, he instinctively
stiffened and yelled.

“Aaaht”

1t was he. There
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Naota's father witnesses an unpredict-
able kiss between Naota and Haruko.
Displeased with this development, he
challenges Noota to a winner-takes-all
duel! Not wanting to disappoint Haruko,
Naota accepts the battle. Meanuwhile,
Momimi's demeanor has become a bit
more than eccentric. Could it possibly
be...jeclousy?

€xperience the third novelization of the
<rozy anime as the CLIMAX begins!
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Imaishi and Yusuke Yoshigaki, who llustrated the novel for me; my
editor, TakahiroYomazakis producer Hiraki Sato; all the other staff;
all the peaple who sent fan letters: and of course, all of you 1ho are
reading this right nov.

When we become adults, we lose what it s o be a kid. Even as adults,
we are limited beings—bnt T fecl it is because we are limited that we
can walk tall.

Being a limited being is not an obstacle to filling your hands

“abundantly. Haruko, who is greedy and free fram anyones restraint,
shows us it's quite the opposite. After all, she is na morc than a limited
Teing, yet she's able to live a wild lite.

I ke eating bad ramens s part of the richress o If.* Anyone

who can say that with a laugh seems to be 2 cool adult to me.

To 2 new century of full hearts.
— Yoji Enokido (12/14/2000)





