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  Prologue


   


  THE RINGING OF MY terminal’s alarm woke me. I was still sleepy and bone tired, but that was my own fault; I decided to just push through it. I figured a little movement and a shower should shake off my fatigue.


  Perhaps roused by the sound of me getting out of bed, Mimi woke up as well. “Aah…ghood mworningh…” Her meltingly sweet morning voice was unbelievably adorable.


  “You can sleep a bit longer,” I told her.


  “Master Hiro, if you’re getting up, then I’m getting up too… Mmm…okay. I’m awake!” As Mimi shook off her drowsiness, her droopy expression immediately sharpened.


  She’d gotten a lot better at waking up in the morning, compared to when she’d first boarded the ship. That proved that she’d gotten used to the mercenary lifestyle.


  Although I couldn’t say I regretted my decision to bring her in, I also couldn’t help feeling guilty when I saw Mimi like this. I was responsible for leading her onto a path different from the one intended for her initially. If I hadn’t intervened when I first met her—or, well, saw her—she’d likely be a lot worse off now than she was; still, I couldn’t help feeling guilty for changing her. After all, Mimi was so lucky that she might’ve done fine even without my intervention. Playing this what-if game was kind of pointless, though.


  “For now, we need to shower,” I said.


  “Okay! Let’s clean up!”


  We headed for the shower room together, Mimi hugging my arm. Showering with a beautiful girl with huge tits first thing in the morning—I’d sure moved up in this world since arriving.


   


  ***


   


  After I’d enjoyed a nice shower session with Mimi, the two of us headed to the cafeteria. We weren’t the first ones there.


  “Good morning, you two.”


  “Morning, Elma. You’re so refreshed this morning that you must’ve been drinking all last night.”


  The silver-haired space elf enjoying an artificial steak, as well as something that looked like automatic-cooker potato salad, was Elma—the pilot of our mercenary group’s second ship, the Antlion.


  Although she was slim, she outshone me when it came to pure strength. She was basically a gorilla in the skin of an elf… Not that I’d ever say that out loud, since I preferred not to have every bone in my body broken.


  “Got a problem with that?” Elma retorted. “Alcohol is one of life’s pleasures.”


  “Well, don’t come crying to me if Dr. Shouko yells at you.”


  Given how she’d responded, Elma had clearly spent the morning recovering in a medical pod. Dr. Shouko, our recently hired ship’s doctor, wasn’t the type to get on someone else’s case, but if someone was going overboard, she probably would speak up.


  “Oh—mornin’. I see you two are awake now.”


  As Mimi and I started for the Steel Chef 5 automatic cooker to get our breakfast, an energetic voice resounded through the cafeteria. I looked over and saw two young girls—I mean, two dwarves—one with red hair, and the other with blue hair.


  “Good morning, Hiro…Mimi,” Wiska said.


  “Morning, Tina, Wiska. Here for breakfast?”


  “Nah, just for a breather. We’ve been awake a while,” Tina replied, heading over to the beverage cooler. Wiska, meanwhile—perhaps intending to acquire some kind of sweets from the Steel Chef 5—headed our way.


  “It sounds like we’ll be thrown into some serious battles soon, so we’ve been checking our supplies and duplicating parts that wear out quickly,” she said.


  “I see. If we need things restocked, make a list. We’ll be able to do that at the Imperial Fleet’s supply depot.”


  “Got it. Leave it to us.”


  “I plan to do that. Oh, Mimi—you restocked a bunch of stuff recently too, right?”


  “Yes. I loaded up on luxury goods from the colony we stopped at on our way here. Things that tend to be hard to find on the front line.”


  The colony we’d been in before that, Rimei Prime, had been undergoing a supply shortage, so everything there had been marked up significantly. Thus, before we’d continued on to the gateway, Mimi had insisted that we drop by a random colony to stock up on luxuries that we could sell on the front line at a big markup.


  “Good. Then let’s eat and get ready for the day.”


  “Okay!”


   


  ***


   


  Mercenaries had a lot of freedom, which was precisely why they needed to maintain disciplined routines. At least, that was how I saw it.


  My routine was to wake up in the morning and shower, usually with whoever I’d slept with the previous night. That was quite an enjoyable block of time. Next, I grabbed some breakfast, then headed to the training room to get myself moving. Someone usually accompanied me, but sometimes I went by myself. Once I finished, I’d take another shower to wash off the sweat, then make my rounds on the ship. That was partly to ensure that there were no problems, but the Black Lotus was also huge, so walking around was a good way to keep my legs in shape—another form of personal training. I greeted and chatted with whoever I bumped into on my rounds, since it was important for the crew members to communicate with each other. I made sure to keep an eye on whether they seemed upset or troubled by anything. To be honest, though, I’d recently begun to consider whether it would be best to leave problems like that to a specialist.


  “Mm… You’re a little short on sleep, but you’re still the picture of health. Did you have a lot of fun last night?” Dr. Shouko asked me.


  “Yeah. Wait—isn’t that question technically sexual harassment?”


  “I asked it for medical reasons, so it doesn’t count as harassment,” she said, smirking.


  I had doubts that her question had truly been medically relevant, but I wasn’t all that bothered that she’d asked.


  “I was going to issue you supplements if your daily copulation sessions had begun impacting your health,” Dr. Shouko continued. “Based on your blood work and other numbers, though, that doesn’t seem necessary.”


  “Our Steel Chef is the best, after all.”


  “It really is. Ingesting sufficient nutrition without the aid of supplements is ideal.”


  Our high-performance Steel Chef 5 automatic cooker could analyze the crew’s exercise patterns and health, which allowed it to provide optimized meals for each individual. The cooker’s accuracy was simply unreal. It seemed to use data the ship’s sensors had picked up, but it was so useful that I didn’t really mind.


  “By the way, what’s Kugi doing? Or, well, what’re you doing to Kugi?” I asked as I glanced over at Kugi, who was seated, wearing some kind of strange device on her head. Her fox ears were pricked up, and the three tails that sprouted from her waist-and-butt area were wagging, so it didn’t seem like she was being subjected to anything unwillingly.


  “My lord,” Kugi said, “I’m currently assisting the doctor with her…research?”


  “People from the Holy Verthalz Empire rarely leave, and those who do usually don’t offer to provide us with their genetic information. But there are lots of interesting questions around that information, so Kugi’s helping me. You know how psionic abilities are difficult to use unless you have some type of latent talent? We’re fortunate that Mimi, Tina, Wiska, and I have no such talent, while you, Kugi, and Elma do. In addition to having a wide range of latent psionic talent here, we have an assortment of races. Interspecies breeding is still possible, though, which means that we must be quite similar from a genetic standpoint…”


  Dr. Shouko suddenly started blabbering at breakneck speed. Some people really did get like this when it came to their area of expertise. She was still talking, but honestly, I couldn’t understand half of what she said.


  “You don’t have to help her, you know,” I told Kugi. “Feel free to say no whenever.”


  “Yes, my lord,” Kugi responded. “However…the doctor seems to be enjoying herself greatly, so…”


  “True,” I acknowledged. “Well, after I check on Mei, I’ll be finished with my daily patrol. I was thinking of getting some training in afterward.”


  Kugi was currently polishing her skills as the Krishna’s copilot. She was also my mentor in advancing my psionic abilities, though, and she was keeping a close eye on my development.


  “Understood,” she said. “Come to my room later, then.”


  “Got it. See you, Dr. Shouko. I’m going to continue my rounds.”


  “Oh? I won’t keep you, then. See you later.”


  “Later. Make sure to take a break at some point.”


  I waved at the pair and left the medical bay. It was time to finish up my daily routine.


   


  ***


   


  I entered the Black Lotus’s cockpit, where I immediately found Mei. Well, it’s not like she was hiding or anything. She stood in her usual spot, so it would’ve been hard to miss her.


  Turning around, she greeted me. “Good morning, Master.”


  Mei was a real beauty. It might come off like just tooting my own horn, since I’d designed her, but she truly was stunning. On top of that beauty, she was strong, and she could accomplish anything asked of her. She was truly the most perfect maid that could ever have existed.


  “Morning, Mei. No problems with our route?”


  “No. Everything is proceeding smoothly. We will arrive at our destination in roughly fifty-two hours.”


  “Good. Sorry to shove so much onto you all the time.”


  “No, Master… Being of use to you provides me with joy. There is no need for you to apologize.”


  “So you say, but…”


  Mei wasn’t just responsible for the entire Black Lotus, she also served as my training partner and as a confidante for all the women, as well as handling countless other tasks. She did so much for us that, to be honest, I couldn’t possibly ever repay her for all of it. It was the kind of situation where I couldn’t even sleep with my feet pointed in her direction.


  “Your gratitude to me is the greatest gift of all,” Mei told me. “However, if you insist…”


  “If I insist…?”


  “I would not be against receiving a hug.”


  “Okay.”


  I couldn’t help but feel like that was more of a reward for me. Still, if that was what she wanted, I wasn’t one to refuse. I walked up and stood in front of Mei—who had cables connected to her neck and lower back—and gently pulled her into an embrace. Mei was a Maidroid, a machine, yet she was somehow warm and soft to the touch, and she had a nice smell. It was a complete mystery.


  Mei had always been heavy, to the point that I wouldn’t have been able to lift her even if I’d wanted to. For some reason, however, I couldn’t feel that weight at all while I hugged her.


  “Thank you. That will fuel me for the next month.”


  “No need to wait an entire month. I’m willing to hug you whenever you want.” I’m pretty sure you need regular upkeep in a maintenance pod anyway, don’t you? If you skip maintenance for a whole month, there’ll definitely be problems.


  As we headed toward our destination, I continued my daily routine. Mercenaries spent a lot of time in transit, which made everyday moments like this surprisingly important. They served as a contrast to the dangerous world we lived in, in which a single mistake could result in our ship getting blown to bits.


   


  ***


   


  After we dealt with the pandemic on Rimei Prime, our next destination was the Klion System. The system itself wasn’t particularly interesting; none of its planets were particularly well-suited to life. It was positioned conveniently for the shipping of goods, and it possessed a slightly above-average quantity of mineral resources, but all things considered, it was a rather ordinary star system.


  The problem was that the Klion System happened to be contested territory between the Grakkan Empire and the Belbellum Federation. Although the Empire currently controlled it, the land—Wait. The word “land” doesn’t really apply to a star system. Maybe “territory” would be a better word? Yeah, “territory” it is. The territory had formerly belonged to Belbellum, but following a war between the two nations, the Grakkan Empire had taken over the Klion System and its neighboring systems.


  Nonetheless, the Belbellum Federation hadn’t given up on reclaiming its lost territory. It continued to demand the return of the territories it once held, including the Klion System. The Empire consistently rejected the Federation’s claims, asserting that it had gained legitimate sovereignty through the war. All in all, that region of space remained a contested zone where the two nations constantly engaged in skirmishes.


  In any case, to mercenaries like us, historical legitimacy or whatever didn’t matter. All we cared about was the fact that the Klion System and its neighboring systems were a good place to make a living—and, like all good sources of income, quite a dangerous area.


  We usually hunted pirates who preyed on civilian spacecraft and consciously avoided getting embroiled in international scuffles. After all, although we could potentially have made money, the danger those situations entailed was also very real. Fighting pirates wasn’t exactly safe, but it was nothing compared to the risks of taking on another country’s official military force or undercover squadrons. Civilian spacecraft with jerry-rigged weapons were obviously easier to handle than proper combat ships manned by soldiers.


  We didn’t need to take such risks just to earn a little more money, and to tell the truth, I preferred not to get involved…but I hadn’t been left much choice this time around. After all, the leader of the Grakkan Empire—His Majesty the emperor—had apparently sent the Imperial Fleet orders to drag me out here.


  Why the hell would he do that?! That was how I felt about the situation.


  “It doesn’t seem you’re having an easy time of it either, Colonel Serena.”


  “We’re in the same boat, given that we’re both here,” Colonel Serena said with a smile. “And I’m going to put you to work.”


  It had been a while since Serena and I had last seen each other. Although her lips curved in a smile, her eyes were clearly unamused.


  There’s more going on here under the surface, damn it. That frigging emperor—I’m going to pay him back for this at some point!


  Chapter 1:
The Klion System Imperial Fleet Supply Depot


   


  THE KLION SYSTEM Imperial Fleet Supply Depot’s official name was way too freaking long. Going off that name alone, the location might sound like a peaceful supply depot where they stored a bunch of containers for materials, but it was actually more of a fortress. A space fortress.


  The supply depot was the Klion System’s only space station, and it was responsible for supplying the Imperial Fleet and the noble armies that operated in surrounding systems. That naturally made it an important target for the enemy—namely, Belbellum’s army. That was why the Empire had needed to fortify the supply depot’s defenses dramatically. Of course, there were also supply depots in systems nearby, so it wasn’t like this supply depot would necessarily be first on a list of targets.


  “The security here is quite strict,” Mimi noted as she looked out the window of the back seat of the vehicle we rode in. The moment we’d arrived at the supply depot, Colonel Serena had greeted us; without delay, we’d boarded a military vehicle and begun moving toward her vessel, the battleship Lestarius.


  “Well, yeah. This is a proper military base. There probably aren’t many civilians here,” Elma responded, likewise looking out the window.


  Not many shops here seemed to cater to soldiers stopping by to resupply or on leave. The large supply mothership we’d boarded in the edge world, Dauntless, had held lots of civilians, which meant it had many strange stores as well. This supply depot seemed to lack anything like that, though.


  Colonel Serena, who sat across from us, shrugged. “This supply depot is quite close to the front line. Allowing civilians in would mean allowing spies in.”


  She had a point. If it was easy for civilians to visit, then it would also be easy for Belbellum’s spies to infiltrate. That’d be a problem, considering that the front line was nearby. If those spies sneaked in biological weapons or explosives, it’d be an absolute disaster.


  “So, how come you went out of your way to welcome us immediately when we got here and escort us to your ship?” I asked.


  “We can talk about that once we arrive. So, has your crew grown again?”


  “What are you implying…? No, it hasn’t. I don’t invite new crew members aboard that easily.”


  Elma spoke up. “We’re supposed to gain a new member in three years, though.”


  “In three years? What do you mean?” Serena asked.


  “Hiro made a promise to a twelve-year-old girl.”


  “…Yikes.” Serena shot me a glance full of revulsion.


  Although I was a patient man, even I had my limits. “I wasn’t about to allow a child whose body had yet to finish growing onto my crew, so I just rejected her in a way she’d accept. Anyway, a kid her age will probably find something else she wants to do in those three years, and completely forget my promise. That’s why I made it.”


  “You’re still going back in three years to pick her up, though. Right?”


  “I keep my promises. Of course I’ll go check on her. She put her body on the line for us, after all.”


  The twelve-year-old girl we were talking about—Linda—had strong innate immunity against the fungus that had caused Rimei Prime’s pandemic, so we’d created a cure for the disease derived from her body. The noble governing the colony had provided us with a reward, and we’d given Linda a portion of that. Linda had something of a connection to Tina too, so in my opinion, it wouldn’t be that strange to check in on her in three years.


  “I wouldn’t be surprised if she really did wait three years for you to come back,” Mimi said.


  “No way. We barely interacted, and three years is a long time. She’ll forget about me.”


  For some reason, not just Mimi and Elma but even Colonel Serena had begun looking at me with exasperation. Why? I don’t think I’m in the wrong here.


  “Okay, fine. I can tell I’m not going to win this, so let’s talk about something else. Colonel Serena, Mimi stocked the Black Lotus with luxury products including booze in anticipation of coming here. Can you help us offload those goods?”


  “Yes, that’ll be fine. Our fleet can handle the quantity the Black Lotus can transport; we’ll take it off your hands. We have the budget for that.”


  “That’d be great for us, but are you sure?”


  “However large your budget is, it’s challenging to acquire such things on the front line, and there’s also a cap on how much we can receive while resupplying. However, a military cap doesn’t apply to goods we acquire directly from you,” Serena said with a wicked smile.


  Is this really okay? You are a military officer. Well… I guess there’s nothing wrong with purchasing goods at market price using the budget you’ve been allocated. As long as Serena didn’t overpay us, nor force us to hand goods over at a discount, it was probably fine.


  “All right. Can I just contact your logistics officer later, then?”


  “Please do. I’ll arrange it so that Lad—Miss Mimi can contact them directly.”


  Colonel Serena had definitely been about to call her “Lady Mimi.” She was aware that Mimi was the emperor’s granddaughter, after all. She must’ve started with the formal address out of reflex before quickly correcting herself.


  During our conversation, the vehicle we were riding in reached the location where the Lestarius was docked. We got out to board the Lestarius.


  For the record, only Mimi, Elma, and myself were visiting the Lestarius today. Leaving Mei behind on the Black Lotus was safer, all things considered, and there had been no reason for the mechanic twins or Dr. Shouko to come along. Kugi stayed behind too, since she could contact me telepathically if the situation called for it. I’d had Kugi instruct me on how to use basic telepathy, so now I was capable of that as well. If I wanted to, I could send telepathic messages to Mimi, Elma, and other crew members still aboard the ship. Only one-way messages, though.


  After exiting the nondescript military vehicle, we got on a large, elevator-like accommodation ladder to enter the Lestarius’s hatch. As we did so, Colonel Serena began staring at me for some reason, examining me from head to toe.


  “What?”


  “Just checking your appearance. Although it’s rather lacking, I suppose I should praise you for at least wearing your Gold Star and Silver-Winged Sword Assault Badge.”


  “Thanks, I suppose.” It didn’t really feel like she’d complimented me, but I went ahead and told her that anyway.


  Since this was a military base, I figured that the medal I’d received from that battle with the crystal life-forms would make a good deterrent. With those huge medals, plus a sword at my waist, no one would pick a fight with me unless they were a complete idiot.


  All the imperial soldiers I knew personally were stiff and serious, but I was aware that not every soldier was like that, so it was smart to take precautions to avoid trouble preemptively. Besides, in addition to troops from the Imperial Fleet, there would also be soldiers affiliated with noble armies here.


  By “noble armies,” I mean the private armies hired by aristocrats. Such private armies usually operated as paramilitary forces within star systems governed by a noble, but some of their soldiers were the sort to be quite violent—it would be more appropriate to refer to that type as “hooligans” rather than “soldiers.” So it was best to be careful.


  Right—while I have the chance, might as well ask Colonel Serena about the situation here. “By the way, what’s the atmosphere like at this base? Hopefully no weirdos are throwing their weight around.”


  I was just asking casually, but the moment Colonel Serena heard my question, the expression drained completely from her face. Yikes. I almost pissed myself.


  “I was actually going to talk about that once we arrived on the ship,” she told me.


  “I see. I guess it’s safe to assume the situation isn’t good, then…?”


  “Well, not exactly. Actually, I guess so… Um…” she said vaguely with a troubled expression. The situation here was apparently quite complicated, so the problems this time around would likely stem from that.


  I recognized the wryly smiling female officer who appeared to be Colonel Serena’s adjutant, although I couldn’t remember her name. I was quite familiar with Serena’s aide Lieutenant Robertson, but for some reason, I was blanking on this officer.


  “I’ll be blunt,” Colonel Serena said. “A noble we don’t have the best relationship with is currently in charge of this supply depot and the surrounding star systems. To be even blunter, he’s essentially a scapegoat.”


  “What? You mean he was sent to the front line to be ground down as punishment?”


  “Yeah, basically. That’s a good way to put it. The noble in question is Count Ixamal.”


  “I see. And who’s that…?” I asked.


  In response, Colonel Serena tripped. Elma heaved a deep sigh, while both Mimi and the female adjutant smiled wryly. The female adjutant’s face even twitched.


  “You really don’t remember?” Serena demanded.


  “Nope. The name does seem a little familiar, I guess…”


  “That means you don’t remember. But you remember those biological weapons we fought in the Kormat System, right…? You haven’t forgotten that, have you?”


  “Oh, I remember you dragging me onto a planet being terraformed. I haven’t forgotten the grudge I developed that day.”


  “You shouldn’t hold grudges over such trivial matters,” Serena admonished me. “But the person we were chasing back then worked for Count Ixamal.”


  Trivial? I don’t agree. That experience is what led me to buy my ninja armor. Fine… I’ll admit that isn’t really that important. But still. “Now that you mention it, I vaguely remember you smiling wickedly and saying something like, ‘I’ll use this to corner that misbehaving noble—geh heh heh!’”


  “I’d never laugh in such an unbecoming manner!”


  “Are you suuure?” I drawled. “I don’t reaaally remember.”


  Serena hissed at me like an angry cat, so I glanced away, pretending not to understand what she’d been talking about. I did seem to recall something like that happening; at the time, though, I hadn’t really cared, and I hadn’t expected to get involved in a matter like that again. Thus, I hadn’t really bothered to commit it to memory.


  Still, from what Serena was saying, the noble family being punished by the emperor due to our actions had been spreading their influence in this star system. That was indeed a problematic situation, and that damned emperor must’ve known that when he sent Serena and me here. That jerk really has it coming.


   


  ***


   


  “Well, Colonel Selena aside, the this-and-that of politics is kind of out of our wheelhouse. Just what was that da—dazzling emperor thinking, forcing us here with an imperial edict?”


  “Please don’t insult the emperor in my presence. It’s problematic, given my position,” Serena said with a smile, holding a teacup in one hand. We’d settled in the lavishly decorated captain’s office of the Lestarius, the Pirate-Hunting Unit’s flagship.


  From the perspective of imperial soldiers, the emperor was a leader to whom they’d sworn loyalty and esteem. From my perspective, though, he was a bastard who’d send me into difficult situations just for kicks.


  “I can’t claim to understand the emperor’s intentions,” Serena went on. “I don’t believe he sent us here simply because he values our pirate-hunting abilities, so it’s highly likely that we’re here to change the situation…as the first domino.”


  “Situation? Just what is the situation here anyway? This is disputed territory between the Empire and the Federation, and the latter sends agents who disguise themselves as pirates to threaten imperial supply lines, right? Also, a misbehaving noble who was meddling with the Dalenwald family was sent here to be ground down…”


  I suddenly had a bad premonition. What would the current situation’s worst possible outcome be? Considering that question made me realize, to some extent, what that damn old man was hoping for.


  “Is something the matter?” Serena asked.


  “Well, just imagining this pisses me off, but His Imperial Majesty might be trying to get this misbehaving noble to lash out. The worst-case scenario would involve the noble in question—Count Ixamal—switching sides to align with the Federation.”


  “That’d be a little too much. The Ixamals are corrupt, but the house is still composed of imperial nobles.”


  “That might sound convincing to you. I’m just saying that it isn’t impossible. On the battlefield, you can’t assume that even the most unlikely scenario is impossible.”


  “Well…that’s true, but…” At that point, Serena was speechless.


  From my point of view, if someone had been cornered and sent to the front line as punishment, and their power and influence were gradually being ground away day by day, then it wouldn’t be strange if they switch allegiance—though betraying the Empire was apparently unthinkable for imperial nobles.


  “Is it really that unlikely that a noble would betray the Empire and side with the Federation instead?” I asked.


  “If they did, they’d lose their status and territory,” Elma explained. “A count owns five entire star systems minimum, you know. Taxes from their territory would constitute a considerable sum, and imperial nobles receive all kinds of benefits on top of that. Most would never even consider betraying the Empire.”


  “I see. So it’s not just a matter of pride; there are lots of benefits attached to a noble title. That said…since I’m involved, it’s best to expect the worst.”


  “Um…isn’t it a little early to give up? Shouldn’t you show determination in the face of adversity?” Serena asked with a disapproving expression. She looked like a delicate beauty who should be wearing a dress rather than a military uniform, but surprisingly enough, she was kind of a musclehead.


  “In my experience, I can’t prevent the worst from happening just because I want to. It’s better to just prepare for it; at least then I won’t panic when the time comes.”


  “Aren’t you being a little too defeatist?”


  “I’ve learned from experience, that’s all. In any case, I more or less understand the political side of things now. It’s not as if mercenaries like us can do much about the situation, so I’ll leave that to you. The next thing I want to know about is the pirates—not that they’re really pirates in the first place.”


  “Their equipment’s a little better than usual, and their coordination and tactics are slightly trickier to deal with, but they’re just pirates,” Serena replied. “We’ve captured several of them, and they really are.”


  “Hm…? So does that mean Belbellum’s just sponsoring them? Or hiring and commanding them? Or maybe both?”


  “Most likely. As a professional, what would you suggest?”


  “There are no specialized solutions for this. The best strategy would just be to smash their faces in until they don’t think this job is worth doing anymore. Like you said, they’re just pirates. If things don’t go well, they’ll cut ties with their sponsor and disappear on their own. It’d be nice to strike at whoever’s commanding them, but whether that’s possible will come down entirely to luck.”


  Unless the enemy was totally incompetent, they’d be changing their command center frequently. They might be using a mothership the same size as the Black Lotus, or maybe slightly bigger, since a mothership highly capable of stealth made an extremely useful mobile guerilla command center. If it hid among asteroids and debris, it would be really tough to find.


  “Chopping the snake’s head off is the optimal strategy…? That would indeed come down to luck.”


  “Yeah… By the way, how are pirates targeting supply lines to begin with? Shouldn’t the Imperial Fleet be on guard against such attacks? We’re so close to the front line.”


  “Maybe in contested regions like the Klion System, but the Imperial Fleet’s net doesn’t fully cover regions farther away. The pirates we’re after mainly operate in more distant systems such as Volks, Xylem, and Daomun.”


  “Oh, I see—it’s not supply lines from here to the front line that are being attacked, but supply lines en route to this supply depot. That makes sense, since the Imperial Fleet itself probably transports goods from here to the front line.”


  The Imperial Fleet’s own logistic units would probably be responsible for shipping supplies there from the Klion System supply depot, and naturally, they’d be accompanied by a significant amount of protection. The pirates around here were better equipped than usual, but it still wouldn’t make sense for them to attack an Imperial Fleet logistic unit.


  I see. So, are the pirates hiding in systems near the contested region? “That…makes things more complicated.”


  “You can tell?” Colonel Serena asked.


  “Of course,” I answered.


  “Yep,” Elma said.


  “Yes,” Mimi said.


  All three of us had replied simultaneously to her question.


  The reason that complicated things was that we had no idea where the pirates were operating specifically. The systems at a distance from the front line all had three or four hyperlane entrances, and since this region was near the front line, most ships traveling here were heavily armed. If we happened to encounter a newly acquired combat ship that hadn’t yet had a bounty placed on it, we’d have no way to tell whether it belonged to pirates. To make matters worse, these pirates were supposedly well-equipped enough that they might possess spoofing devices that, at first glance, could make it seem as though they hadn’t had bounties placed on them.


  “Is it possible to trace where their weapons and money come from?”


  “We can’t exactly install stabilization devices in the hyperlanes of contested regions.”


  “Oh… That makes sense.”


  Hyperlanes—alternate-dimensional highways connecting star systems—were very handy, but if you wanted to reach your intended destination more quickly, that required preparation. It was similar to how navigating a well-maintained canal was safer and more efficient than trying to sail down a winding river with unpredictable currents.


  Installing stabilization devices and dimensional beacons in appropriate places made hyperlane travel more efficient, but a side effect of those devices was that they placed a degree of restriction on the coordinates from which you could enter or warp out from a hyperlane. That meant that those defending an area could give themselves a leg up by monitoring hyperlanes’ entrances and exits. But the devices in question had to be placed at both ends of a hyperlane to function properly, so attackers in a contested region would just neutralize them in advance.


  If the devices weren’t working, then traveling through a hyperlane would take longer, and the location at which one exited would be rather random, covering a large region. The warp-out point would be restricted to someplace in a certain section of the outer system, but such restrictions would still cover an extraordinarily vast area that would take several hours to cover, even with an FTL drive. That was a great advantage to invaders, and it also made it easier for spies and pirates to travel “safely,” putting defenders at a disadvantage.


  “The patrols are doing their best, but they can’t fully cover the area at the moment,” Serena said. “These enemies have only been harassing us recently, so the issue hasn’t really been prioritized either.”


  “If you ask me, not taking more aggressive action will lead to the small damages piling up over time,” I remarked. “Well, it’s not my job to worry about that. We’ll just have to concentrate on what we’re assigned to do. You weren’t asked to fight on the front line either, were you?”


  “We weren’t. We were asked to eliminate the pirates harassing the supply lines.”


  “In that case, let’s focus on accomplishing our mission so we can all leave happy.”


  “You seem very confident. Do you have a plan?”


  “Maybe. If the pirates aren’t moving completely at random, then we aren’t without options.”


  First we had to gather more information. If my guess was correct, though, we’d be able to find a clue that would help lead us to the pirates.


   


  ***


   


  I decided to ask Colonel Serena about what particular problems there were this time around. Since that damned Emperor had issued an edict to send me here, there had to be a reason apart from his own entertainment. Probably.


  According to Serena, her task was to limit the so-called pirates’ activities and eliminate them if possible. However, the pirates could operate throughout a vast area, so it wasn’t possible for the Pirate-Hunting Unit to create a wide enough net by itself. The unit also had slower craft like battleships and light cruisers, which made it hard to chase after those pirates they did find.


  Just for reference, I asked Serena about what she’d experienced so far. Apparently, there had already been a few instances of her unit just missing their targets. During one incident, for example, they’d picked up a distress signal, but by the time they arrived at its location, it was already too late. There was also an instance in which they’d detected suspicious craft using FTL travel, but they weren’t about to catch up and interdict those craft; their battleships and light cruisers were too slow.


  “I mean, I guess it’s to be expected, but those battleships and light cruisers are holding you back,” I told Serena.


  “Don’t be so mean… I’ll cry. Do you want me to cry? I’m very loud.”


  “Is that supposed to be a threat…? I’m not saying they’re useless. Listen up—I’ll tell you my plan.”


  “I’m just putting this out there, but I’m a colonel of the Imperial Fleet, so I’m well versed in the military tactics and strategies befitting my position. And I’m quite well educated on top of that.” Serena was giving me an exasperated glare. Behind her, her adjutant eyed me with a curious expression.


  Well, that stood to reason. They were military professionals—capable ones at that, given that they’d risen through the ranks to become a colonel and her adjutant. Could a mere mercenary who’d never even attended a military academy teach them strategies worth using? Well, it was reasonable to doubt that, so I couldn’t exactly blame them for their reaction.


  “That military knowledge and training created a foundation of common sense, but they hinder your imagination,” I explained. “You need to be more flexible and think more simply.”


  “You sure talk big. So what’s this grand plan of yours?”


  “It’s simple. If a single fleet isn’t big enough to cover everywhere, just divide your forces and create several fleets. That’ll increase the area you can cover, and you’ll be able to create artificial checkpoints.”


  “I see… But that’s… No, wait!” Colonel Serena brought a hand to her mouth and fell deep into thought. Her enhanced brain was probably operating at full throttle.


  The problems were simple. The pirates could operate freely across too wide an area, and they moved faster than us. In that case, we could simply divide the slower battleships and light cruisers into smaller groups and place them near hyperlane entrances. It would keep the self-proclaimed pirates from moving to other systems, as well as keep fleets from warping in from multiple star systems. That alone would greatly restrict their movements.


  Activating a hyperdrive took significantly longer than activating an FTL drive, so if these “pirates” went to a hyperlane entrance to warp out, the Pirate-Hunting Unit’s battleships and light cruisers could scan and fire on them before their hyperdrives activated. In the reverse situation, when ships arrived after warping out of hyperdrive, the dedicated smaller fleets would also be positioned to demand that the emerging ship undergo a scan. If the ship refused to comply, or ignored the demand and tried to activate their FTL drive, Serena’s fleet could just shoot them with their main guns: super-long-range, high-powered, high-caliber laser cannons. No small or medium-sized ship could safely take a barrage from the main cannons of an imperial battleship or light cruiser. In fact, even the Krishna would be toast; there was no way it would escape the cannons’ range without obstacles to shield it or a means of outdistancing the fire immediately. A shot from them would at the very least take down a ship’s shields, and with its shields down, its crew couldn’t activate their FTL drive. Engaging an FTL drive without shields could cause fatal damage if the craft encountered space debris, so a built-in safety trigger disabled the FTL drive when shields were down.


  Serena’s adjutant raised her hand. “Um…the Imperial Fleet’s military doctrine prohibits dividing a fleet’s forces.”


  “Those teachings are useless when it comes to pirates. Just forget everything you’ve learned. That military doctrine was created under the assumption that you’d be fighting the Belbellum Federation or some other interstellar nation, right? By military standards, the enemies we’re up against here are small fry that a single frigate or two corvettes could take out,” I replied, completely dismissing her concerns.


  Mercenaries like us typically divided combat craft into small ships, medium ships, large ships, and motherships. From the military’s point of view, though, everything smaller than a medium ship was a corvette, and motherships and large ships were subdivided into vessels like frigates and destroyers. From their perspective, only ships that large—or perhaps a size larger—were proper military vessels. Smaller craft weren’t really treated as individual combat ships, more like the fighters carried aboard larger ships.


  Well, that didn’t matter right now. It wasn’t that important, nor was it the problem here. The problem was that even Colonel Serena’s reasoning was being hindered by the so-called military education she’d received—so much so that she’d overlooked the idea of dividing her forces.


  It wasn’t that I couldn’t empathize. Military battles in this universe were decided by the sturdiness of shields and plating, and by how many powerful cannons you had. Laser cannons, especially, had an extremely long range in space warfare, and basically perfect accuracy. So long as there wasn’t a significant difference in shield or weapon strength, a battle was determined by numbers. That naturally explained why dividing your forces was forbidden by military doctrine. A numbers disadvantage meant you’d be completely at your opponent’s mercy.


  “The thought of dividing our forces so close to the front line is a bit scary, but I understand what you’re saying,” Colonel Serena told me. “It’s indeed something we could do, and it should prove effective. Your plan’s finishing touches involve having our destroyers and smaller ships sweep through the system and drive the pirates into the tightening net we created, correct?”


  “Yep. At some point, as we hunt them, we’ll probably acquire the critical information that lets us just go after the head of the snake.”


  Whether by analyzing data stores retrieved from the ships of these “pirates,” or by capturing and interrogating them, we should eventually find out where their commander was hiding. And taking out their commander should stop the attacks they were harassing the supply lines with—although we might also discover something that put us in an even trickier situation.


  “Now we just need to decide where to start the net,” I said. “It’d be completely pointless to create a net with no fish inside, so let’s begin by analyzing where the pirates have already appeared, as well as the locations where merchant ships have vanished. I guess your side should have that covered?”


  “Yes. Once that’s finished, we’ll put you to work.”


  “Sure. We’re quite used to chasing after pirates.”


  The pirates this time around were supposedly well equipped, though, so it was probably a good idea to take things seriously. In any case, Elma’s Antlion should have plenty of ways to keep the pirates busy until the slower Black Lotus or reinforcements from the Pirate-Hunting Unit arrived.


  Once I get back to the ship, I’ll need to go over the details of this with Elma and Mei.


   


  ***


   


  After we’d finished our first meeting with Colonel Serena, we headed back to the Black Lotus and shared the details of the meeting with the rest of the crew.


  “I see,” Tina said. “So basically the usual?”


  “Yeah. Since the enemy’s relatively well equipped, we need to take this seriously, but we aren’t being tasked with anything different from usual. You two will probably be quite busy, though.”


  “If they really are well equipped, you’re probably right. We’ll do our best,” Wiska said, clenching her fist. If the enemy did have good equipment, then we could earn extra money from scavenging and stripping their ships. How much would be determined largely by how hard the two engineers worked, so I appreciated Wiska’s enthusiasm.


  “Why hasn’t the Imperial Fleet got some strategy to deal with this kind of small-group infiltration tactic?” Dr. Shouko asked. “I’ve always found it kind of strange.”


  “That type of infiltration strategy typically isn’t very effective, so interstellar nations rarely use it,” I explained. “The idea is to disturb supply lines, but these groups only really manage to reduce the civilian goods that reach the front line. They can’t destroy the Imperial Fleet’s supply depots, and they can’t sneak in the forces they’d need to do that through the front line. Infiltrators can make a nuisance of themselves, but they can’t accomplish much more than that.”


  Based on the reports, they’d only been targeting civilian ships carrying goods like luxury foodstuffs. The cruiser fleets responsible for transporting the ammunition and rations the front line required had yet to be attacked. The Belbellum Federation was likely paying quite a bit for this operation, but all they had to show for it was a reduction in the quantities of luxury products reaching the front line, which was a minor annoyance at best.


  “In that case, why did the Belbellum Federation do this in the first place?” Dr. Shouko asked.


  “You’d have to ask them yourself. But I think investigating the reason is probably also part of Colonel Serena’s job on this mission. After all, her Pirate-Hunting Unit is only responsible for dealing with these so-called pirates, and her forces aren’t included in the headcount of troops on the front line against Belbellum.”


  I’d learned that directly from Colonel Serena, who’d aired her grievances to me after the meeting. Although she’d come to the front line, she’d only been tasked with handling some lame weaklings attempting to disturb their supply lines. And when she went to greet her peers fighting on the front line, they’d said something indirect that amounted to, “In the end, you’re just in a symbolic unit created as a publicity stunt.” Now that I thought about it, that was probably why she’d been in a bad mood.


  “I’m not sure whether the issue with Count Ixamal is connected or not either,” I continued. “I still think that he’ll switch sides, but Colonel Serena and Elma both say that’s impossible.”


  “Even if he’s in a bad situation, and not seen favorably, Count Ixamal doesn’t have anything to gain from betraying the Empire,” Elma insisted.


  “So Elma says,” I acknowledged. “In any case, since we’ve had problems with him in the past, he’ll likely do something else to mess with us. Colonel Serena gave us permission to use her name if that occurs.”


  “Even though we’re mercenaries, we’re temporarily under Colonel Serena’s command while we’re here,” Elma noted. “If Count Ixamal’s people messed with us, that would mean picking a fight with Colonel Serena. I don’t think we have much to worry about.”


  When it came to matters related to the nobility, Elma’s knowledge was always so useful. Well, she was super useful when it came to other things as well.


  “Are we capturing pirates this time too, my lord?” Kugi asked.


  “Hmm… Well, if any of them survive, I guess we can capture them. The more information we can get from them, the better. Are you concerned about something?”


  “I simply believe that I could be useful during interrogations. I would have to exert myself, but I could force the pirates to give up what they knew quickly.”


  “Oh, I see… Well, if it comes to that, we’ll be counting on you.”


  “Yes, my lord!” Kugi’s fox ears stood straight as she fired herself up.


  Compared to torturing someone, drugging them, or using a machine to peek inside their brain, Kugi’s psionic abilities were indeed a faster, more “natural” way to get the information we needed. I had a lot of firsthand experience with those abilities, since Kugi had directed them at me repeatedly while I practiced creating a barrier within my mind. I’d wound up confessing a lot of things, to the amusement of the rest of the crew. I planned to return the favor if I mastered the ability myself. Y’know, it’s basically hypnosis!


  That was apparently a rather high-level ability, though, so I had no idea whether I’d ever master it. My psionic skills apparently leaned toward space-time manipulation and telekinesis, and although I also had some talent with the mental powers Kugi used so adeptly, it was a bit weaker than my abilities in the other two fields.


  Meh… Right now, I don’t have full control over any psionic ability to begin with! Although I could slow down time by holding my breath, I didn’t understand exactly how that worked. And I used that fate manipulation ability of mine completely unconsciously. On the other hand, I was now capable of consciously creating a mental barrier, and my telekinetic abilities had developed to the point that I could actually use them in combat. If I wanted to, I could twist and strangle a marine protected by power armor without even touching them. I’d worked on some other hidden aces-in-the-hole too, but I hadn’t yet had a chance to test them.


  “For now, we’re on standby while we wait for Colonel Serena to get everything prepared. It seems it’ll take a bit of time to reanalyze and compile the data.”


  The crew nodded in response. Mei, who had been standing behind me, was completely silent; however, her silence implied that I hadn’t missed anything. There shouldn’t be any problems, then!


  We had a little time to ourselves to recharge before we set out.


  Chapter 2:
Hunting “Pirates”


   


  “STRANGE… I PLANNED ON just chilling until the Pirate-Hunting Unit finished their preparations.”


  “Ah ha ha! Well, there’s not much we can do—this is a direct order from the client.”


  “Let’s do our best, my lord. I will assist you.”


  Roughly half a day had passed since the meeting with Colonel Serena. Now here we were in the Volks System, a star system near the Klion System, on a patrol mission. Actually, rather than that, it would be more accurate to call it a “kill-pirates-on-sight” mission.


  We were currently in a crane-wing formation—well, with three ships, it was more a V formation—with the Black Lotus at the center, patrolling the system with our FTL drives on.


  As for why, it was because Colonel Serena had sent us the following command: “The Pirate-Hunting Unit needs to reform its squads before we can move, but you guys can get to work already, right? We’ve decided what system to station the Lestarius in, so clean it up before we get there.”


  Does she plan to work us to death? Has she no decency?


  “The military’s budget isn’t infinite. You guys are extremely expensive, top-tier mercenaries paid by the day, so please get to work.”


  So said our client, and she wasn’t exactly wrong—after all, our contract had kicked in yesterday, the moment we’d arrived at the Klion System and met with her—so here we were.


  The basic renumeration the Imperial Fleet was paying me this time was 10 million Ener for thirty days. Anything past those thirty days was an additional 300,000 Ener per day. The Imperial Fleet was also responsible for covering the cost of resupplying ammo or anything else. We were entitled to scavenge the ships we took down as we pleased, and we’d also receive a reward for each of those ships. That basically meant that having us sit around while the Pirate-Hunting Unit reorganized its groups would be a waste of money. And it wasn’t like Serena had asked us to go fight on the front line while the unit reformed, so I had no reason to refuse her orders.


  “I was hoping to get paid just to eat and sleep all day,” I admitted.


  “Um…my lord… I don’t believe it likely, but you didn’t propose your plan to Colonel Serena with such intentions in mind, did you?”


  “I can’t say that I had no such intentions, but the plan I presented to them will actually be quite effective. Getting the Pirate-Hunting Unit to move in one big cluster for this task was like using a tuna knife on a tiny fish.”


  “I see. That makes sense,” Kugi said in relief.


  Oh, man—did she actually think that I might’ve suggested that plan to Serena simply for personal benefit? What a bad girl. I’ll have to spank that spot where her tails connect later.


  “We haven’t seen any pirates yet.”


  “This is our first time here, and we don’t have enough information, so there’s not much we can do about that. We should probably head over to Volks Secundus… Wait… Huh?”


  The Krishna’s dimensional sensors had picked up on something. The Krishna’s sensors weren’t powerful enough to determine what it was, but the Black Lotus’s were more powerful—they probably could.


  “It appears to be a distress signal, Master Hiro. Mei sent over a message.”


  “Okay. Tell Mei we’re heading over, and tell Elma to prepare to use the gravity jammer if necessary. Kugi, prepare for battle.”


  “Okay!”


  “Yes, my lord.”


  “The enemy is supposedly well equipped, so again, let’s take this seriously.”


  The Black Lotus, with which we had synchronized FTL drives, slowly turned around and headed toward the distress signal. All right. Let’s have a look at how strong these “well equipped” pirates really are.


   


  ***


   


  We warped out with a boom at the exact perfect time. The guards of the transport ships under attack still had two vessels that could just barely function. The attackers had a total of nine functioning craft, including two medium ships, and the remains of over five downed ships could be seen on the battlefield.


  “Reinforcements?!” said a voice over the comms. “Help us, please!”


  “Ha! Looks like you guys came at a bad time,” another voice gloated. “There are only two guard ships left, plus a few extra targets! Get ’em, boys!”


  Those two guard ships had asked us for help, while the nine aggressor craft had now declared that they meant to attack us too. They must’ve mistaken the Black Lotus for some sort of transport ship. Well, I guess that had kind of been our goal in hiding its weapons with all that concealment plating.


  “This is Captain Hiro of the mercenary guild. We’re here to help.”


  “Thanks!” one ship responded, then told the other, “Hey! Send over an identification signal—now!”


  Both surviving guard ships frantically sent an identification signal, which we accepted while examining the enemy ships headed in our direction—two medium ships, two small, for a total of four. For our part, we only had one medium ship and one small ship; you couldn’t say that sending double our combat power to engage us was a bad decision on their part.


  “Their equipment’s pretty good,” I noted.


  “Those don’t look like normal pirate ships at all,” said Mimi.


  I gradually opened the throttle and accelerated as I examined the enemy ship’s equipment, casually glancing at the results of the scan Mimi had conducted. Their craft were a little rundown and old, but they had proper combat-ship frames. As far as I could tell, they were also properly equipped. At the very least, their equipment did more than just shoot—they were outfitted with the stuff you might expect to see on a newbie mercenary’s ship. Those accoutrements were a bit old and rundown, just like their ships, but they also had proper plating, and their shields were decent.


  “This level of equipment won’t be a problem for us, but it might be difficult for newbie mercenaries to handle,” I noted. “All right—we’re at a good distance. Let’s go.”


  Right before we entered range of the enemy’s weapons, I opened the throttle fully, turned on the thrusters, and closed the distance between us and the foe.


  “Whoa! This guy’s fast!”


  “Fire! Fire!”


  The enemy ships frantically fired their laser cannons and multi-cannons, but neglected to concentrate that fire properly. I managed to get within point-blank distance of them before the Krishna’s shields took any real damage. I overrode the flight assist, turned the Krishna so that it would pass right by them, and fired my two flak cannons directly into their cockpits at point-blank range, taking down a medium ship.


  “That’s one.”


  Although the enemy craft had proper shields, flak cannons had no trouble piercing shields at point-blank range. A cockpit taking direct fire was an immediate death sentence.


  Using the inertia produced when I passed the destroyed ship, I applied my attitude control thrusters to swing the Krishna around in a full turn, then fired my heavy pulse lasers repeatedly into a small ship frantically trying to turn around—destroying it.


  “Second one.”


  I turned my flight assist back on, fired my thrusters again, and closed the distance to the remaining pirates. Repeating effective attacks was one of the basics of combat.


  “You’ve sure got guts, exposing your rear to me like that,” Elma remarked.


  “Auuugh! I’m being melted?! No!”


  One of the small ships had revealed its unprotected underside to the Antlion, which was right behind it. The Antlion’s high-output laser beam emitter melted right through it, and the small ship exploded. As for the remaining medium ship…


  “What?! That’s not a transport ship?!”


  The Black Lotus turned off its concealment plating and deployed its weapons. The twelve military-grade laser cannons it boasted were nothing to scoff at. They tore right through that decently equipped medium ship as though it were paper, blowing the poor attackers to bits in seconds.


  “Hey! The guys we sent at those ships that suddenly showed up are all dead!”


  “Damn it! We drew the short straw! Leave behind the ones about to die and run!”


  “My FTL drive failed to activate! What? What’s this error?!”


  “What do you mean, it’s because there’s a high-mass planet nearby?! C’mon, damn it! Work, you piece of crap!”


  The other five ships that had been harassing the transport ships and their two guard ships tried to flee, but apparently Elma had activated her gravity jammer; their attempts to power up their FTL drives failed.


  All right. Things are going well. “Let’s clean up the rest.”


  “Yes, my lord.”


  The remaining pirates couldn’t understand why their attempts to flee weren’t successful, so they weren’t hard to finish off. They’d exposed their rears to us and were just flying around aimlessly; it was like shooting fish in a barrel.


   


  ***


   


  “We really owe you one. You saved our lives.”


  “We’re just doing our job; we’re getting paid for this. You take care of yourselves.”


  We were at Volks Secundus. After saving the guard ships and merchant ships, we’d salvaged what we could from the wreckage of their attackers and towed one of their medium ships—mostly intact aside from its cockpit—toward Volks Secundus, heading there with the merchant vessels that had been attacked.


  Once we arrived, the captain of the guard ships thanked us. He was a guild-affiliated mercenary, and he’d apparently accepted a mission to protect those two merchant ships. It wasn’t realistic to continue that mission with only two guard ships left, though, so his client had decided to stop by Volks Secundus for repairs and to recruit additional manpower.


  “We don’t really need to restock anything,” I noted. “I guess we can ask our client for our next instructions.”


  It would probably be a good idea to update our client, Colonel Serena, on what had happened: Namely, that we’d run into pirates with slightly better equipment than usual—which aligned with the information we’d received in advance—blown them up, and managed to retrieve a medium ship with everything besides its cockpit and data storage intact. We might still be able to extract useful information from that vessel.


  As a side note, we’d sent our combat bots aboard the medium ship to sweep it, but there evidently weren’t any survivors. Still, the ship was bound to contain the pirates’ personal belongings, so it was best to play it safe. Hopefully the intact terminals and tablets within the ship would contain data we could use.


  The mechanic twins were already at work scrapping and restoring the scavenged goods and equipment, as well as the salvaged ship itself. They were even using the combat bots to help. Seeing that, I couldn’t help laughing about it.


  In any case, our first course of action should be to contact Colonel Serena. As a collared dog, I had to bark and prove that I was actually putting in work.


   


  ***


   


  “There’s a saying: If you send a dog out for a walk, it’ll get beaten by a stick. Still, I didn’t expect this…”


  “Woof.” Colonel Serena had looked a little creeped out on the holo-display, so I’d responded to her with a nice bark.


  “Originally, that phrase was meant as a warning that if you wander around randomly, tragedy will find you… Then again, I guess I was the one who told you to go to work. Still, there’s really something strange about you.”


  “I encounter trouble all the time. But while the dog runs into trouble due to bad luck, in my case, I’m attracting the trouble. And rather than just sticks, I’ve got to worry about arrows and spears flying at me. It’s not something I’m proud of, to be honest.”


  “That really isn’t something to be proud of. Well, for now, you can put off restoring that ship you captured. Remain on standby on Volks Secundus. Once we regroup, we’ll search the ship ourselves.”


  “Got it. We’ll organize anything that might contain data to hand over to you once you arrive. Oh…we could also have Mei start analyzing that stuff now, though. What do you think?”


  “You can simply hand it over to us, but if you do start the analysis process now, that will definitely help.”


  “Aye aye, ma’am. I’ll let Mei know.”


  “Thank you. We’ll try to finish reorganizing and head over as soon as we can. I’m ending the call now.”


  I returned a salute to Colonel Serena, then hung up. “You guys heard that, right? Can someone tell Tina and Wiska what Colonel Serena just said?”


  “I’ll do it!” Mimi said. “I’ll let Mei know too.”


  “Thanks. Elma and I will head over to visit the mercenary guild—Kugi should come with us too.”


  “Yes, my lord. I’ll accompany you.”


  Dr. Shouko was probably busy researching some weird hobby of hers in the lab, but I figured I could throw her an invite too. I doubted anything at the mercenary guild would interest her, though, so she probably wouldn’t join us.


   


  ***


   


  “So, this is a mercenary-guild branch?! Wow! It’s like visiting an amusement park! How exciting!”


  As we watched Dr. Shouko enter the mercenary guild, thrilled, Elma directed a deadpan look at me.


  “I said sorry, okay?” Who would’ve expected Dr. Shouko to be this excited? I had no idea what was going on.


  The branch’s entrance, far away from the counters, was designed to function as a lounge. Whether to include this lounge area in the layout was up to a branch itself, and this location happened to have one. In some fantasy novels, the adventurers’ guild would have a built-in bar attached, but this place obviously wouldn’t offer anything like that. Piloting a combat ship drunk was a bad idea. A very bad idea.


  I coughed. “Dr. Shouko?”


  “Hm? Oh, pardon my behavior. Researchers like me rarely got the chance to visit the mercenary guild. The security department and sales department did so at times, but not me. I told you that I joined your crew because I’d always kind of dreamed about living a mercenary lifestyle, right? All the holo-movies I saw and holo-novels I read developed that feeling, and now I finally get to experience it in person.”


  “That was a lot,” I said. “Okay… We understand why you’d react like this, but could you control yourself a little?”


  “Yeah, yeah, okay,” Dr. Shouko said with a bright, innocent smile. That was a rather rare expression for her; she tended to smirk more than she smiled. Still, it would be preferable if she controlled her enthusiasm a little. After all, the area’s star systems were rife with pirates armed with high-quality equipment. Which meant…


  “Tch. That bastard—bringing all those women around with him. How happy-go-lucky is he?”


  “Never seen him before, so those cute girls will probably either die or become toys for pirates sooner or later. What a waste.”


  The other mercenaries hanging around in the guild were gossiping about me.


  “Hiro, they…”


  I’d had a bad premonition, so before Dr. Shouko could continue, I covered her mouth. “Okay. No more talking,” I interrupted, then practically dragged her toward the counter. “Excuse me… Hello… Coming through.” I wasn’t interested in getting caught up in trouble today.
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  “You’ve gotten used to preempting trouble,” she remarked.


  “I wish I didn’t have to. I’m not sure what you were about to say, Dr. Shouko, but these systems are full of well-equipped pirates. Any mercenary not out there working right now is either stuck here because their ship was badly damaged and is still undergoing repairs, or they lost some crew members, so they can’t head out without replenishing their numbers. Or else they’re just waiting the situation out, because they don’t want to take the risk. However you slice it, saying the wrong thing here will lead to everyone present taking their stress out on you, and I’d rather not deal with that.”


  “Oh, I see. I was about to ask why so many people here are just lounging around, since they look like mercenaries.”


  “Your talent for agitation knows no bounds.”


  The mercenaries here were already feeling down, and then suddenly a newbie had shown up with three beauties. If one of those beauties suddenly asked, “Hey, how come these people are just sitting around instead of working?” these mercenaries would erupt; They’d completely blow a gasket. (Yes, that phrase is a little outdated.)


  “Good thing you stopped her,” said Elma.


  “Sorry, you two, but please do your best not to attract too much attention, okay?” I pleaded with Dr. Shouko and Kugi. “I’ll do what I can, but if you don’t mind, don’t make the situation worse.”


  “Come on, Hiro. I’m not a kid,” Dr. Shouko pouted. “Now that I understand the situation, I have enough self-control not to instigate anything.”


  Elma was sweating bullets, and I’d decided that I had to make that desperate plea to Kugi and Dr. Shouko before something bad happened.


  Kugi smiled and wagged her tails, while Dr. Shouko pushed out her lip, continuing to pout. The instant we entered, you almost completely screwed everything up… You can’t pout like that when my concerns are well founded. In any case, we’d managed to successfully avoid the cliché of getting into a fight with a down-on-their luck mercenary the moment we entered the guild.


  We reached the counter, where a rather bored-looking employee sat. “Oh—what a flashy party. Nice. Welcome to the Volks Mercenary Guild Branch. I…don’t think you’re here to issue a mission?”


  The female guild employee sitting at the counter cocked her head, puzzled. A guy with a sword at his waist, bringing a group of women around with him, would typically be the young master of some noble family, visiting to issue an escort mission… Upon closer inspection, though, one of the women following this man was dressed like a mercenary, and the man himself also had that look. Plus, he wore a laser gun in addition to his sword, which in itself likely meant he was a mercenary. That was probably the point this employee was at in her analysis of our group.


  “No, we’re not here to issue a mission,” I confirmed. “We’re just here to greet the staff at the guild and get some information. We’re on orders from above to clean out this area.”


  “‘From above’? I don’t recall hearing anything from the guild… Oh. Now that you mention it, I believe the military—”


  She was about to say something that she shouldn’t, so I covered the mouth of the guild employee—who was casually tapping the counter—and brought a finger to my mouth in the universal “shh” symbol. It was a bit interesting that that gesture remained universal even in another universe.


  “That’s more or less the situation,” I said. “So I need the coordinates of the attacks that occurred in this system and the neighboring systems, as well as the expected routes of ships that went missing.”


  “I understand the situation,” the guild employee replied, “but we can’t simply hand data like that over to anyone who asks.”


  “I’m on a mission through the guild,” I assured her. “If you look my ID up, you should find the mission I’m referring to. As you know, this situation isn’t normal. I want to be careful.”


  “This is…” Having checked my ID, she seemed taken aback. “…I have to consult my boss. Please wait a moment.”


  The guild employee hastily got up from behind the counter and headed to the back. I was somewhat famous, and there weren’t many platinum rankers in the first place, so her reaction wasn’t that surprising.


  “Why did we come in person, my lord?” Kugi asked. “If you merely needed data, couldn’t you have just requested it remotely?”


  “Transmissions can be intercepted. Pirates are experts at that sort of thing, so under the circumstances, it’s a real risk. It’s safer to get data in an analog way like this.”


  “Yeah,” Elma agreed. “The pirates aren’t likely to have been able to bug the mercenary guild itself.”


  “Really? The employees here are human, though. Couldn’t they be bribed?” Dr. Shouko asked.


  “Not guild employees. If one of them ever did something like take a bribe, they’d get chased to the ends of the universe.”


  “Oh. That sounds kind of scary…”


  I wasn’t sure how imperial law applied here, but I’d seen wanted posters for guild employees who’d betrayed the guild. They were wanted dead or alive, and the bounty the guild offered to whoever got them was generous, even from my perspective. Mercenaries would literally chase after those bounties with bloodshot eyes, and since guild employees were usually just ordinary people, they weren’t exactly equipped with the means to escape pursuers.


  “Yeah. So there’s no need to worry about a guild employee betraying us. Oh—looks like they’re back.”


  The employee from earlier had returned with a woman who appeared be her immediate superior. Now then, let’s see what I can learn.


   


  ***


   


  “We don’t typically pass data along directly like this. However…”


  “However…?”


  The woman the employee had brought over sighed and placed a chip on the counter. It was a data storage device that terminals could access. “Your being a platinum ranker changes things. Here you go. This isn’t likely not to be very useful to you in its current state, though; it’s a mix of raw and processed data.”


  “No need to worry. We’ll analyze it ourselves. Our operator is quite skilled.”


  I inserted the chip into my terminal and glanced through the data. Mimi was a proper operator now, so she could analyze this data and pinpoint where the pirates had likely made their base. If she needed help, we had Mei; I was also rather adept at this type of analysis myself. One way or the other, it’d work out.


  “Oh ho… I see. Looks like their base is probably in the neighboring Xylem System,” I said after skimming through the data.


  The guild employee and her boss both stared at me in surprise. What’s with that reaction? When you suddenly start gawking at me like that, it’s kind of creepy…


  “Are you also a data-analysis expert, Captain Hiro?”


  I called up the terminal’s miniature holo-display and explained my reasoning. “No. I can’t do any complicated data analysis. This is more of an experience-and-intuition kind of thing. Look, attacks were reported here and here, and several merchant ships went missing traveling along this route, right?” I indicated the spot. “These two enemy attacks here were reported as failures, and the system army deployed in response to them. But those incidents happened at the same time the missing merchant ships were supposed to pass through this area over here, so I think the failed attacks were likely just distractions. They used those to draw out the system army; their real targets were these merchant ships over here. The system army forces that responded to the decoy attacks were supposed to head to the area around the Xylem System hyperlane entrance after, but because of the decoy, they arrived late. A similar decoy attack seems to have taken place in the Xylem System; it was only brief, but it created an opening during which defenses on both sides of the hyperlane were understaffed. However, there haven’t been any reports of missing ships on the Xylem System’s side. That confirms that this incident with the failed attack is related to the missing merchant ships on this side, which implies that the pirates hunt here in the Volks System, then transport their loot to the Xylem System.


  “Similar incidents involving such decoy attacks and missing merchant ships have occurred here repeatedly,” I continued. “Here’s one, two, and this one makes three. That means the pirates are already using this as an established strategy. From that, we can infer that they somehow acquired the patrol routes of the Volks System’s and Xylem System’s army, as well as a way to determine merchant ship routes. I don’t know whether an insider is leaking information, or if the pirates have some system in place that lets them acquire it, but somehow information is getting leaked. Well, it’s not my job to figure out how they’re doing it. I’m mostly concerned with whether I can use this information to take them out.”


  I glanced over at the guild employees and saw that they’d dropped their jaws in shock as they stared at me. Hey, you guys seemed interested, and I went through the trouble of explaining, so could you at least pay attention? And it’s not appropriate for young ladies like you to have your mouths hanging open like that. You’re both pretty, so you shouldn’t do something so unbecoming.


  “Wow—color me impressed. Hiro, you might have what it takes to become a scientist,” Dr. Shouko remarked.


  “No way. I’m not that good at using my brain. This is more the instinct of a professional relying on experience. There’s nothing scientific about it, nor is there any math backing up my assumptions. I am probably right, though.”


  “Hiro tends to activate weird skills at weird times like this,” Elma said.


  “What’s ‘weird’ about this?!”


  The employee’s superior raised her hand. “Um, excuse me… Sorry. Would you mind repeating what you just said one more time? Actually…would you be willing to record your analysis, so we can reference it in the future?”


  “Huh…? I’d prefer not to spend a lot of time on this…” Her eager request made me back up in surprise. I’d rather keep from getting involved in anything troublesome.


  “It’d just be a teeny-tiny bit of your time. Look, we provided the data you needed, right? You can use a little bit of your time to repay us. Please.”


  “Granted, providing us with this data may have exceeded the usual support the mercenary guild offers, but it should still just fall within the support you’re expected to provide. Asking a favor in return for that support is pretty brazen.”


  “If repaying us isn’t enough reason, then I’ll personally join you for a night. You can have her too as a bonus.”


  “As a bonus?!” cried the guild employee. “Don’t I get a say in this?!”


  “Well, you’re both beautiful. So I can’t say I’m not tempted,” I replied. “But honestly, I’m already covered on that front, so I’m not interested.”


  “He turned that offer down too?! Um, boss, I feel like my pride was just trampled upon, and I had no say in the matter at all!” The guild lady who’d nearly had her purity thrown in “as a bonus” from her boss shouted in shock and outrage, staring. It was quite entertaining.


  “Joining me for a night would be kind of problematic, wouldn’t it? From a professional ethics standpoint?” I pointed out.


  “Boss, someone with three women waiting on him just hit us with ethics and logic. And I think he’s right, boss.”


  “I admit that I perhaps crossed a line from a professional ethics standpoint,” the employee’s superior said. “But I can’t believe that someone with three women waiting on him is lecturing us about ethics.”


  “He has three—no, four—more back on the ship too,” said Dr. Shouko.


  “Why is someone like that lecturing us about ethics? Isn’t it a little strange?”


  You need to learn when to keep your mouth shut, Dr. Shouko. I’m glad you remembered to count Mei, though. Also, Ms. Superior, how come you’re questioning my ethics? If that’s how you want to play, fine by me. “Okay. If it’s a fight you want, I’m in.” I clenched a fist and smiled.


  The superior immediately began apologizing. “I’m sorry. Excuse me. Please forgive me for losing control.”


  I hadn’t really planned on hitting her. “I’m not actually angry…but how come you’re acting so desperate?”


  “To be completely frank, the analysis you just provided was utterly novel. There are ways to predict where attacks will take place in the future based on previous patterns, but they’re not particularly accurate. If the method you just demonstrated could be established and implemented systematically, though, it could become an important tool for reducing future pirate activity.”


  “I see. I don’t think what I just did was all that impressive, though.”


  This universe’s technology was quite advanced, so I was sure there were more efficient ways to assess where and how often pirates would attack. Honestly, the meager analysis I’d just conducted was probably rudimentary compared to whatever the military learned at their academies. Now that I thought about it, though, Colonel Serena hadn’t had any idea how to deal with pirates either in the past. Was there actually no organization that taught such basics? I was pretty sure that there were space-pirate researchers willing to buy anything related to the pirates for an arm and a leg.


  “Eh…fine,” I said. “That show you two just put on was kind of funny, so I’ll explain again. But since this is my analysis method, if the guild manages to derive any value from it, I expect credit—as well as a cut of whatever profits come of it.”


  “We can promise that you’ll be credited, but I can’t guarantee a cut.”


  “A cut would be more important… Well, whatever. I’ll start explaining.” I repeated the analysis I’d given before, also analyzing a past situation that had already been resolved, which effectively proved that the answers I’d provided were quite accurate.


  “That incident took us several months to sort out, and countless merchant ships were attacked in the interim.”


  “So, this is the skill of a platinum ranker?”


  “I’m not sure my rank has anything to do with it.”


  This was just my experience with Stella Online coming in handy again. I hadn’t demonstrated any impressive deductive skills; pirates in this world simply operated the same way as pirates in SOL. Why they behaved in such a manner was above my pay grade.


  The excited superior was acting as if understanding my analysis method would get her a promotion. Leaving her to her own devices, I departed from the mercenary guild. That woman had truly been a unique individual, but truthfully, I doubted we’d ever see her again.


  In any case, I’d gotten what I came for. The Volks System was likely just the pirates’ hunting ground. It was possible that the Xylem System contained only a storage location rather than their base, but I could leave the final decision on what to do to Colonel Serena. She was this expedition’s leader, so it was only right to require her to make such a decision.


   


  ***


   


  Mimi and I spent half a day reviewing the large quantity of data we’d received from the mercenary guild. Eventually, Colonel Serena and her female adjutant came to visit the Black Lotus.


  “Welcome, welcome. This ship’s my pride and joy. Welcome to my humble—well, it’s not really humble—abode. It’s a little messy—well, no, it really isn’t. Anyway, sit down wherever you like. This is an okay stopping point.”


  The ship wasn’t messy at all. After all, I was the only guy living aboard, so rather than dirty and squalid, its atmosphere came off as somewhat floral. And the decor was a little too luxurious to refer to the place as “humble.” In fact, the Black Lotus was even better-appointed than the Lestarius.


  “It’s clear that you aren’t used to standing on ceremony, so don’t bother. By the way, what’re you looking at?” Colonel Serena asked.


  “Data we got from the mercenary guild on where pirates have been sighted, and where merchant ships have gone missing. The military should have similar data in their hands already, right?” I answered, examining the star-system map on the holo-display. Various points on it had been marked.


  The mercenary guild should be sharing the coordinates of places where mercenaries had encountered pirates with the system army, and the Imperial Fleet should also have access to such data. In return, the system army should be sharing coordinates where they’d come across pirates, and where merchant ships had disappeared, with the mercenary guild.


  “What are these color-coded lines…?” asked Serena. “Oh—are events linked by a line all connected? Does that mean this incident here was a distraction, and the pirate’s true target was this ship over here that vanished…? Wait… Are pirates capable of such complex plans?”


  “Well, yeah. They’re pirates, but that doesn’t mean they’re all idiots who just go around attacking whatever ships they see. They’re still humans with functioning brains, so some of them employ actual strategies when they attack—although it’s only a handful of them that do that.”


  “Th-then the pirates we usually take down are…?”


  “They’re mostly idiots. Elite pirates are quite careful; running into them by chance is rare. If they think they’re at a disadvantage, they flee immediately, so dealing with them is a hassle.”


  It had happened a long time ago, but the pirates who’d attacked Dr. Shouko’s ship had been the elite kind. The moment they saw they didn’t have the upper hand, they fled. If we’d encountered them again, though, they wouldn’t be able to escape now that we had Elma’s Antlion and its gravity jammer.


  “The stupid pirates cause most incidents, so there’s still a point in taking them down. But there tend to be higher bounties on elite pirates, and they generally have better equipment, so wiping them out is more rewarding. They tend to have info on storage locations and bases too, so from the perspective of mercenaries, they’re really worth beating. And it’s probably also a good idea to actively go after them to help maintain public order. They don’t act often, but they’re guaranteed to cause damage… Why are you frozen like that?” Colonel Serena had been unusually quiet, so I’d glanced over at her, only to see her frozen in shock as she stared at me. What now?!


  “What are these ‘elite pirates’ you speak of?”


  “Huh? I mean, I guess you could think of them as rare, cunning pirates with good equipment. But they’re still just pirates.”


  “Yes, I’m sure, but this is my first time hearing of the concept. No one else has ever mentioned the idea of elite pirates to me. Is this another of those things like when you had critical information nobody else did connected to the Mother Crystal?”


  “No, that’s not…” I trailed off. “I don’t think so.”


  It was true that my concept of “elite pirates” came from SOL, but it wasn’t as if me appearing in this universe had caused those pirates to appear, so I didn’t see anything wrong with knowing about them. At least, I didn’t think there was anything wrong with that. No—that wasn’t the problem. The problem was that the pirate-hunting concepts and skills I’d learned in SOL applied directly to this world, which meant I might have critical information on pirates that most people weren’t aware of.


  “Oh—that’s a rather weak response. Are you sure you aren’t hiding something? This is your chance to confess.” Colonel Serena approached me, placed a hand on my cheek, and smiled. Her eyes weren’t smiling, though.


  “No. Nothing. I’m telling the truth.”


  I brushed her hand off, glancing away, as I desperately tried to recall what I knew about SOL’s pirates. There hadn’t been any game events that wiped the pirates out for good, so I didn’t have any information related to that. SOL didn’t explain where pirates came from either. Some things had pointed to there potentially being some pirate-cloning plant, or a large-scale pirate colony somewhere in deep space; as far as I knew, though, there hadn’t been anything concrete. There had been confirmed cases in SOL in which normal citizens became space pirates, and such incidents occurred in this world too.


  “Say that while looking me in the eye.” Colonel Serena grabbed my face with both hands and pulled it toward herself to stare at me from point-blank range.


  “You’re too close, Colonel. Also, that hurts.”


  Her red eyes were very pretty. She really was beautiful. And given that I was still capable of such idle thoughts, I guess I didn’t really feel that threatened. Nah.


  “Are you really not hiding anything? If you refuse to tell me of your own volition, I have methods to make you confess.”


  “I’m really not. Really. If I did have some critical information related to pirates, I’d already have made use of it. After all, I could just sell you that information for a ton of money.”


  “Hmm… Fine, then. But if you suddenly remember anything, tell me immediately.”


  “Aye aye, ma’am. By the way, aren’t we a bit too close? This position’s also a little questionable.”


  “Neither of us are the type of person who’d get flustered over something like this. Besides, I’m a romantic. It wouldn’t be enjoyable at all to force a kiss in a situation that lacked the proper atmosphere,” Colonel Serena said, releasing me. Her face looked a little red, but if I pointed that out, she might really draw her sword; I kept silent.


  We’d had an audience. My crew members were staring at me with deadpan expressions, while for some reason, Colonel Serena’s adjutant looked a little excited.


  “I have some questions of my own,” I told Serena. “How is it that basically no strategies to oppose space pirates have been developed? It wouldn’t really be that complicated; even amateurs like me—well, I guess I’m not exactly an amateur—can strategize against them without so much as a formal education. So how is it possible that elite career strategists in the military haven’t come up with anything by now? How have they not even thought about classifying different types of pirates?”


  “In the past, research on pirates was conducted, but I recall hearing that it didn’t produce meaningful results,” Serena replied. “Too many pirates operated entirely on impulse, just attacking randomly, which made it impossible to identify meaningful patterns or something. We’ve also tried repeatedly to investigate where they come from; we’re still looking into that. In some cases, imperial citizens have become space pirates, but we have yet to understand where ‘pure’ space pirates come from. Considering their skill with bionic technology, it’s highly likely that—rather than reproducing solely through pregnancy and giving birth—they also increase their numbers through cloning. We’ve seen hints that point to that, but we haven’t been able to discover where the cloning occurs. That said, we’ve confirmed that some space pirates’ genetic data has matched the genetic data of the crew and passengers of ships that went missing. We theorize that the missing persons were likely kidnapped and taken to the space pirates’ base to be used to create new pirates.”


  “Have you managed to gain any information from the pirates you’ve captured?”


  “No. It’s not clear whether their memories have been significantly altered, or if the relevant memories simply never existed in the first place, but most space pirates have no idea where they were born, nor how they became pirates in the first place. Most have no memories before they turned ten. The only exceptions are children born naturally between space pirates, or between a space pirate and a victim. Those children seem to grow up normally at the pirate base.”


  “That’s pretty detailed. So are space pirates maybe some type of space monster…?”


  It was unsettling to think about that: an enemy of unknown origin that could understand human language, interbreed with humans, and make use of human technology, and that even possessed its own highly advanced biotechnology. Are they, like…not space elves, but space goblins? No—they look no different from humans.


  “Well, let’s put aside the topic of space pirates for now. Ready to set out?” I asked.


  “Yes. I came here because I wanted to meet briefly beforehand. That was my original plan, at least. May I move to the main topic now?”


  “Okay. Mimi, Kugi… Sorry, but could you get drinks for everyone? I’ll tidy up here.”


  “Okay!”


  “Yes, my lord.”


  I watched Mimi and Kugi rush off to the cafeteria, then began clearing the tablets and terminals laid out in the lounge. I saved the data displayed on the holo-display, then stored it away. I figured I should go talk to Elma as well; she was likely helping the mechanic twins in the hangar.


   


  ***


   


  “The Pirate-Hunting Unit has finished reforming its fleets and deciding on placements,” Colonel Serena announced. “The reformed groups are already en route to their assigned hyperlane entrances, and we’ve picked a time to begin the operation.”


  “Understood. So, we’ll be the beaters?”


  On the lounge’s holo-display, I looked over the data Colonel Serena and her adjutant had brought. The strategy was quite simple: we’d create a net and sweep through the area until we caught all the pirates. I’d done something like this before; in the end, it was the most effective strategy for wiping out pirates that liked to hide and fly around randomly.


  In terms of this strategy, “beaters” meant the hunters responsible for driving prey into the kill zone where the other hunters were hiding. We’d basically be hunting dogs. Woof.


  “You won’t be the only ones responsible for acting as hunting dogs,” Serena told me. “We’ve created groups consisting of corvettes, frigates, and destroyers. You’ll work in coordination with them.”


  “Okay. I see your unit has grown a lot bigger.”


  “Yes. After you pointed out the issue, I sent my superiors multiple requests for reinforcements. Fortunately, the Imperial Fleet operates on supremacy of firepower; it uses cruisers and battleships as its main fighting force, and generally treats corvettes and destroyers as superfluous. Thus, we were able to acquire a number of ‘superfluous’ destroyers and smaller ships from other units.”


  “Supremacy of firepower…? Don’t you mean ‘of large ships with giant cannons’? Well, either way, I guess you aren’t wrong.”


  It was a fact that in a battle that involved direct shooting from a great distance, the strongest vessels were giant ships with heavy plating and big cannons capable of barraging enemies from afar. In an open area that lacked asteroids or other objects to serve as cover, my Krishna wouldn’t stand a chance against a cruiser or battleship.


  It was possible to take down a battleship by firing reactive anti-ship torpedoes into it, or by shooting flak cannons point-blank into their bridge or generators. I would definitely be taken out before I got close enough to even fire at those, though. If I was capable of performing a dimensional jump to bypass the range disadvantage, that would change things; unfortunately, I didn’t possess that sort of ridiculous technology, nor psionic abilities with comparable effects.


  In general, directed-energy weapons like laser cannons were difficult to evade. Since they couldn’t be dodged, you had to resist them with shields and plating. That meant you wanted to have thicker shields and plating than your opponent, so that you could buy time, and you wanted powerful cannons to hopefully take down your opponent before your shields gave out. That was the correct way to fight, so it was natural that the Imperial Fleet’s fleet makeup leaned toward battleships and cruisers.


  “You seem somewhat bothered.”


  “Nah, not really. I told you before I don’t think they’re mishandling things, right? Lining up a bunch of long-range firepower and shooting it all at once is strong both on paper and in reality.”


  Of course, it mattered how you lined up that firepower. If the enemy targets were really spread out, it took time to re-aim the cannons. Formations and coordination were incredibly important in large-scale space battles that involved a lot of battleships and cruisers. You wanted to divide the enemy’s firepower, focus your own, and whittle away the enemy’s strength. Excessive firepower was wasteful; it was key to deploy an appropriate but not extreme amount. Optimizing how your fleet directed its power could significantly alter how much damage it did, as well as alter a battle’s ultimate outcome—or at least, that was what I’d heard.


  Unfortunately, I’d never really had a major role in such a large-scale battle between players. I’d participated as a wildcard at times, but that was about it. So all I knew about fighting such battles was what I’d heard from others.


  “We’re getting off topic,” I said. “Um…about the operation. I don’t really have anything to say. It’s a solid plan, so there’s nothing to pick at.”


  “Really? If you’re holding back out of concern for my feelings, don’t. There’s no need to.”


  “There really isn’t anything to say,” I insisted. “Do you see me as some incessant nitpicker?”


  “You almost always fuss about something, so yes.”


  “No, I don’t. At least, I don’t think I do.” I glanced over at Mimi and Elma, who had awkward looks on their faces. What are those expressions supposed to mean?


  “Mimi seems uncomfortable about saying it, so I will,” Colonel Serena said. “There usually is something you nitpick about. For example, how a certain unit’s ship types don’t match their assigned tasks, or how a certain strategy is better for dealing with pirates. You pretty much always have something to say. The reason the Pirate-Hunting Unit had to reorganize its fleet to begin with was that you said it would be more effective.”


  “Sorry… Maybe I wasn’t being self-aware.” I hung my head as I apologized to Colonel Serena. I was the type to apologize when he was in the wrong.


  “I don’t really mind,” Serena responded. “Your anti-pirate tactics provide useful stimuli to my rigid, military-doctrine-trained mind. The veterans of the Pirate-Hunting Unit learned from you early on, and they experienced how effective your approach was, so there hasn’t been much discontent with my decision. That said, the newer members were a bit upset that I value the opinions of a single mercenary so much.”


  “Sorry, I guess. Forgive me, though—what I’m telling you will really be effective.”


  “I’m praying that you’re right. If we suffer heavy casualties or fail to produce results… Hee hee…! I’ll become quite a laughingstock.”


  That’s a very sinister smile on your face, Colonel. Are you implying that if this strategy doesn’t produce the desired results, I’ll have to make it up to you somehow? Threats like that don’t work on me. “In that case, if we do produce meaningful results, I’ll deserve credit for protecting your reputation?”


  “Yes. That would mean that you’d produced results that corresponded with what we’re paying you, and I’d be sure to let the mercenary guild know that.”


  The two of us laughed. Serena had deftly sidestepped my attack. When it came to an exchange like this, I really didn’t stand a chance against a real noble.


  “Okay, okay… You win,” I said. “Anyway, as long as we don’t seriously screw up, or get thrown a curve ball by some weird event, we’ll succeed. We’ll be employing a pretty safe strategy.”


  “I hope you’re right. It’s pretty strange, though, that I can’t help feeling worried when you say that.”


  “Come on, now… If something happens, it can’t possibly be my fault.”


  I did tend to attract trouble, but I couldn’t be held responsible for things I had no direct influence over. Why do people like blaming me for everything? I’m not a scapegoat.


   


  ***


   


  “Why isn’t the FTL drive activating?! St-stop!”


  “Sorry. My mercy for space pirates is out of stock.” Well, I’d never stocked any of that to begin with. I fired my heavy pulse lasers at the fleeing pirate, finishing it off.


  Hmm? Its thrusters are destroyed, but the ship itself still seems to be intact. Lucky pirate. Since thrusters received a lot of a ship’s power, 80 percent of pirate ships exploded once their thrusters had been taken out. “I guess proper ships are also equipped with functional safety features.”


  “Yes,” Mimi said. “That just means more work for us, though.”


  “Oh? It’s surprising to hear a sentiment like that from you, Mimi. Well, once the Black Lotus is here, we can just send in some combat bots.”


  The “work” Mimi mentioned would consist of cleaning up the pirates who were likely still alive. Capturing a pirate ship and loading it onto the Black Lotus while there were still pirates aboard, alive and well, would endanger Tina and Wiska. Thus, we had to neutralize the pirates and clear out the ship first. If a ship exploded, we didn’t need to bother with those extra steps—so, as Mimi said, an intact ship would indeed be more work. However, it would also allow us to earn more.


  “Um, my lord, are we going to take hostages?”


  “We don’t take hostages. Not typically, that is.”


  “Given the current situation, we should, if possible,” Mimi noted.


  Under normal circumstances, we killed all pirates on sight—no need to take hostages. But Colonel Serena wanted us to capture any pirates we could and hand them over to her. She probably planned to extract information directly from their brains.


  “We’ll try having the combat bots demand their surrender, using nonlethal force if possible. If the pirates survive the combat bots, we can have Dr. Shouko treat their injuries and drug them. Once they’re neutralized, we can tie them up.”


  “U-um…my lord, what if none of them survive?”


  “Then luck wasn’t on their side, and we can only pray they have better luck in their next lives.” I shrugged.


  Mimi nodded in agreement. She had truly grown into a fine mercenary; it was a moving sight.


  Don’t worry, Kugi. Your ears are drooping now, but you’ll learn to be like us one day.


  “The operation has been quite peaceful this time, Master Hiro.”


  “You must be tired, though, Mimi. We literally fought a space battle moments ago, you know?”


  “W-well, yes. But… How do I put this…? It wasn’t particularly dangerous, and we haven’t been dragged into any troublesome situations.”


  “The emperor issued an imperial edict that forced us to come close to the front line. Then, after running into Colonel Serena, we were placed under her command and made responsible for hunting space pirates who aren’t really space pirates. Isn’t that situation sufficiently troubling? I think you’ve just gotten so used to trouble that you’re less sensitive to it.”


  “Mgh…b-but…usually, the trouble we deal with is far more turbulent!”


  “Mimi, you really must be tired…”


  “Are you trying to change the subject, Master Hiro?” Mimi looked over from the operator’s seat, her expression deadpan.


  I quickly glanced away. “No. Of. Course. Not.”


  Wasn’t it good that nothing problematic had happened thus far? It was important to prepare for potential problems, but it wasn’t beneficial to get too worked up about things that might not happen. In my opinion, at least. It was best to stay really flexible and play the situation by ear. A major figure in that legend about galactic heroes had said something like that, hadn’t he? Wait—now that I thought about it, hadn’t that guy been completely worthless?


  As we continued our patrol, a familiar ship warped with a boom nearby. It was the Black Lotus.


  “Thank you for waiting, Master.”


  “We were indeed waiting for you, Mei. Begin collecting wreckage and start cleaning out the neutralized ship. I’ve tagged them for you.”


  “Understood. Sending in combat bots.”


  Against a medium or large ship, we would’ve used specialized offensive transport pods to send in combat bots. We couldn’t do that when dealing with a small ship, though; we had to send combat bots directly into the ship manually. The bots needed to float through space, grab onto the ship’s hatch, and break in. From the perspective of the people aboard, that was probably terrifying.


  “Hiro, some pirates fled into the area we’re responsible for,” Elma told me.


  “Never a moment’s rest. Should we help…?”


  “No. It looks like the ships stationed there will chase them directly into the kill zone.”


  “Guess we don’t need to move, then. But for now, keep tracking them, just in case.”


  “Got it.”


  [image: ]


  Elma ended the transmission. In addition to its gravity jammer, her Antlion was equipped with all kinds of high-quality sensors and electronic warfare equipment, so it was much stronger on that front than the Krishna. That made it easy for Elma to track the pirates using FTL travel to flee, as well as the Pirate-Hunting Unit corvettes chasing after them.


  Since the Black Lotus was larger than the Antlion, shouldn’t it have even better sensors? Indeed it did—but the Black Lotus was slow. The Antlion had good sensors and it was a bit faster, so it was gradually becoming essential to our hunting team. Actually, at this point, it already was essential. It really had been a good purchase.


  “Master, I’ve captured the pirates.”


  “Copy. Neutralize them, but prioritize safety. I’ll let you decide whether to keep combat bots on them until they’ve been neutralized and tied up.”


  “Understood. Once they’ve been transported to the Black Lotus, I’ll monitor them directly until they’ve been completely neutralized.”


  “Thanks.”


  We’d performed this kind of blockade-and-sweep strategy in the past, during the Red Flag cleanup operation, so the Pirate-Hunting Unit’s performance was quick and accurate. At this rate, we should be able to finish things up quite easily.


  At that moment, an incoming call suddenly appeared on the Krishna’s main screen. Hmm? It’s from the Lestarius? Colonel Serena was contacting me using the military’s secret transmission channel, and I suddenly had a foreboding premonition.


  “Hello, hello. This is the obedient and skilled mercenary Hiro.”


  “What are you talking about? This isn’t the time for idle chatter.”


  “Oh, my. Can I end this call, then? I seem to have suddenly recalled an urgent matter… Actually, my stomach’s starting to hurt…”


  “No. The Belbellum Federation has suddenly begun to move more aggressively. We’ve been ordered to temporarily halt our pirate-sweeping operation and head to the Klion supply depot. We’re to guard the depot and remain there as reserves if necessary.”


  “Ugh…damn it. Mimi!” I said, glancing over.


  “I-it’s not my fault…” Mimi said with an awkward smile.


  She was right—it wasn’t. Yet the moment I’d thought that we could finish our job here without complications, this happened. I had to be cursed. Was it the fault of that fate-manipulation ability of mine? I really had to learn how to control that, or I wouldn’t last.


  “Is the situation really that critical? It would be better just to focus on our present task, wouldn’t it?”


  “I agree, it would. But I can’t ignore direct orders from a defense commander.”


  Colonel Serena appeared quite displeased herself. We’d been just moments from capturing those squirming fake space pirates before being interrupted.


  “Studying the data we’ve managed to acquire will take some time,” Serena continued, “so let’s just view this as an opportunity to take a breather and analyze it. Considering the forces we have stationed, and the reinforcements that can rush over from the gateway, I don’t believe it’s possible for the Empire to lose—but the risk of things going sideways does exist. You should keep your guard up too. I’ll send you the rendezvous coordinates; hurry over as quickly as possible.”


  “Aye aye, ma’am.”


  Seemingly satisfied with my response, Colonel Serena nodded and ended the call.


  Belbellum had really started their offensive at the worst possible time. Hopefully nothing strange had happened. No… Something strange was going to happen. I figured I just had to be on guard against anything.


  Chapter 3:
Cleanup Duty, or the Calm Before the Storm


   


  “GOOD WORK, BOYS,” I said, watching one of Colonel Serena’s subordinates escort captured space pirates from the medical bay through the lounge.


  Quite a few of Serena’s people were aboard the Black Lotus. They were inspecting the interior of the “pirate” ship we’d neutralized during the recent sweep operation by destroying only its thrusters, as well as going through the stored data we’d collected. They were looking for information on the hideouts of the “pirates,” the organization behind them, the routes through which they’d acquired their ships, and any connections to the Belbellum Federation. Basically, anything that could serve as evidence or a lead.


  For the record, before we brought the “pirate” ship aboard the Black Lotus, Tina and Wiska had neutralized its generator, tampering with it to ensure that it couldn’t be detonated remotely. These people might actually do something that crazy to destroy evidence. Naturally, we also ensured that no explosives were planted on the vessel.


  At this point, we’d pretty much finished inspecting the “pirate ship,” so the mechanic twins began to work on restoring it. Fortunately for us, we had a large stock of ship parts collected from enemy ships we’d destroyed, so restoring it shouldn’t be a problem.


  Colonel Serena was supposed to track the ship’s ID or something. According to Tina and Wiska, though, the ship’s condition indicated that it was quite old. It had to be: The shipbuilder who’d created the model had operated in the Belbellum Federation, and had apparently gone bankrupt over twenty years ago, which seemingly wasn’t a rare occurrence in the shipbuilding industry. After the company shut down, the ships they’d made could no longer receive official maintenance, making them much more expensive to keep operational. That lowered the craft’s popularity and value considerably, so they were sold for cheap.


  The Krishna was in the same boat as that manufacturer’s ships. It had high specs, but it was a hassle to maintain. After all, its shipbuilder was unknown, and its generator and surrounding parts were a complete black box. In fact, Tina and Wiska said that other areas of the Krishna also incorporated strange, unknown parts they’d never seen before. Nevertheless, the twins were somehow still able to maintain it using analytical engines and replicators. I really owed them for their hard work.


  Enough about the Krishna—back to the captured vessel. According to Tina and Wiska’s analysis, it had likely been designed as a cheap guard ship for mercenaries and merchants. Its flexibility, toughness, generator output, maneuverability, and firepower were all higher than those of the average pirate craft. The model was quite cheap, and if you had enough of them, you wouldn’t have to worry about space-pirate attacks—at least, that had likely been the idea.


  The downside was that the ship had little in the way of customization options. And since there wasn’t much room for adjustments in the design, it was difficult to change out the generators and thrusters for more powerful units. That in turn meant that you couldn’t improve its weapons, shields, or maneuverability. You were basically stuck with what you had.


  To be more blunt, the ship’s specs were barely better than those of a Zabuton, but Zabutons had a lot of room for improvement. The captured ship was also pricier than a Zabuton, even though Zabutons had much more potential. In light of that, there was basically no point in acquiring this model, which had likely led to the builder’s bankruptcy. The design itself wasn’t that bad, but it was too focused on being barely better than a pirate ship.


  Despite the model’s problems, there was some demand for it on the used-ship market. After all, it was still a combat vessel, and it was a bit stronger than the average pirate craft. It was perfectly usable as an extra guard ship to boost numbers. As a used ship, it would also be cheaper than a Zabuton, so there would be buyers.


  “Why are you working right now?”


  As I caught up with Tina and Wiska via our tablets, also giving Mimi resupply instructions and directing Kugi to be present for the prisoner handover, Colonel Serena—who’d been observing me while elegantly sipping the tea Mimi served her—had suddenly asked that strange question.


  “Let me ask instead why you’re just lounging around here instead of working, Colonel Serena?”


  “Were you never taught not to respond to a question with a question? You’re truly hopeless. If you really must know, it’s because in a fleet the size of the Pirate-Hunting Unit, the officers will handle everything required, as long as you provide the proper orders and delegate authority in advance. Of course, I’m still needed for important decisions. And I make sure to look through reports that come up to me.”


  “I see. Wait… Why’d you even ask me why I’m working right now? You should already know why.”


  Colonel Serena smirked.


  This son of a… Wait. I guess she can’t be a “son of” anyone. But is she trying to needle me? Huh? “Let me warn you in advance—if I’m mad, you won’t like it.”


  “Oh? And why not?”


  “Because I don’t care whether you’re my client at the moment; this is my ship. As captain, my authority here is absolute. And I won’t hesitate to use it to throw you out.”


  “I see. Are you really capable of doing so?”


  You may have put on a fearless smile, but you’re obviously excited. Have you considered the feelings of your subordinates, desperately trying to avert their eyes?


  “You’re obviously just looking for attention,” I told her. “Are you still a loner despite your fleet’s success and your promotion to colonel?”


  “I’m not a loner. I’m not. That’s not a nice thing to say. You’re quite lacking in human compassion.”


  “Well, I guess rather than you being a loner, it’s more that your position, social status, and family background push people away…or at least make it hard for others to approach you. You haven’t been beating up your subordinates by forcing them to use swords to spar with you, have you?”


  “…I haven’t.”


  “You’re lying! You have, haven’t you?! That’s your problem!” This blonde, red-eyed beauty was really just a muscle-headed gorilla inside. Stop pouting. Are you a child?


  “Speaking of sparring,” Serena said, “We have yet to finish our match.”


  “I won hands down. That match finished ages ago.”


  “No, it didn’t,” Serena insisted. “As long as I say it hasn’t finished, it hasn’t. It didn’t count before—I wasn’t seriously trying.”


  “I’m impressed that you can say that with a straight face. You literally stamped your feet in frustration with tears in your eyes.” Sighing, I sat down across from Colonel Serena.


  Mei, who’d been waiting to one side, silently served me a cup of tea. That’s Mei for you. Most people would get the impression that tea had just magically appeared in front of them. “So, what brings you to the Black Lotus?” I asked Serena. “You must have a reason for coming, right? You’re not just here to play around because you’re bored, are you?”


  “Huh?”


  “Huh?”


  We both stared at each other for a moment.


  Don’t tell me you really did come here to play because you were bored and had nobody else to play with? You are here for a reason, right? You must have some topic that we need to discuss in person, don’t you? Please, Colonel.


  “O-of course. Th-that’s right.”


  “You’re obviously lying. Seriously? You’re kidding me, right…? Aren’t we technically supposed to be on standby for combat?”


  “This location isn’t directly connected to the front line, so there won’t be any sudden ambushes. It would require an impossible situation where the enemy broke through the front line and arrived here without anyone managing to inform us in time that they were coming.”


  “Nothing’s impossible on the battlefield.”


  “It’s literally impossible to ambush this supply depot without being caught by the security net made up of dozens of manned and unmanned patrols,” Serena insisted. “Could you do that?”


  “Not through normal means, no,” I admitted.


  The Krishna’s specs were incredible for a small ship, but the craft wasn’t particularly stealthy. For one thing, however stealthy your ship was, you couldn’t hide its energy signal when you activated hyperdrive. That ruled out sneaking through the layers of security around a military base through normal means. But you could still spoof your identification signal, ship registration, and ship ID; or you could sneak through with help from a traitor.


  “But shouldn’t we be concerned that they’ll use unconventional means, given that we have an unreliable ally?” I added.


  “Are you referring to Count Ixamal? I believe I already said this, but while he may have a black mark against him, an imperial noble would never betray the Empire. That would mean giving up their status as a noble. Elma agreed with me, didn’t she?”


  “I understand where you’re coming from, but should we really dismiss the possibility? He’s the kind of guy with connections to space pirates. I don’t think it’s a good idea to apply common sense to him.”


  “We don’t have concrete evidence that he’s connected to spare pirates.”


  Although Colonel Serena said that, her face told me that she was 100 percent certain that Ixamal was linked to pirates. If you agree with me, then you should take my concerns more seriously.


  “Fine,” she continued. “Since you’re so concerned, I’ll be as careful as possible. It’s true that common sense seems to fly out the window when you’re involved.”


  “Was that a compliment? It didn’t sound like one…”


  “Who knows?” Colonel Serena responded with a smile.


  Beautiful people were so lucky. All they had to do was smile, and you’d want to forgive them. But I was accustomed to seeing beautiful people, so a single smile wasn’t enough to fool me. Let’s have a thorough discussion later about what exactly you meant by that.


   


  ***


   


  If someone asked whether we were in a dangerous situation at the moment, then technically, we were. Still, it was much less dangerous than that time we’d had to fight against crystal life-forms. In that battle, we’d had much less manpower. We’d more or less just gathered anyone we could nearby and sent them out to fight. If we hadn’t done that, we might’ve been overwhelmed.


  On the other hand, since the Klion System was near a contested region, significant forces had been deployed in the area to deal with potential threats. Thus, even if the enemy were to suddenly attack, the Pirate-Hunting Unit wouldn’t be called to participate under normal circumstances; it wasn’t viewed as one of the fleets officially stationed here.


  But it wasn’t as if the Empire had such an overwhelming advantage that, in the event of an actual incident, it could let potential fighting power just sit idle. That was why Count Ixamal had recalled the Pirate-Hunting Unit to defend Klion’s supply depot while the forces originally stationed here were ready to set out and head to the front line as reinforcements if needed.


  “Well, from my perspective, I guess I’m basically getting paid to just sit around,” I said. We were currently relaxing in the lounge.


  “Yeah. We were paid for a specific amount of time, and if we’re needed any longer than that, we’ll get extra on a daily basis,” Mimi said.


  “I-is this really okay?” Kugi asked, her expression uncomfortable. She was such a serious girl.


  “The Pirate-Hunting Unit is technically independent, but it ultimately has to follow military orders when needed, huh?” I noted.


  “It’s independent because I’m allowed to do as I please during peacetime,” Colonel Serena said, her expression unhappy on the other side of the holo-display. “Of course I’m required to follow military orders should something happen. We are the sword of the emperor.”


  I really wanted to ask her something like, “Have you got no work to do?!” But she really didn’t have any work to do. Since she’d delegated work efficiently to her subordinates, there were few tasks she had to take care of herself these days. Also, Colonel Serena was the daughter of a marquess, and she’d received significant bodily enhancements. Those not only made her physically stronger but also increased her brain’s processing speed. If she really tried, it would take her less than an hour to finish work that would take an ordinary person five hours to complete.


  “That said,” she went on, “we’ve merely received a request this time, not an order. We’d be allowed to ignore that request and do as we please as long as we had a valid reason. We’re here to eliminate the pirates threatening the supply lines in the first place because Count Ixamal sent the higher-ups a request. So, though it didn’t come directly from them, we’re essentially operating here due to a request from the House of Ixamal.”


  “Then the Pirate-Hunting Unit is considered independent because it’s allowed to do as it pleases so long as it doesn’t receive direct orders?”


  “Yes. We’re still military personnel, though, so we aren’t allowed to move as freely as mercenaries—although I hear some operational procedures and chain-of-command structures are influenced by the mercenary model.”


  “I see… So, what happened with the situation you mentioned?”


  “Nothing, really. Although it appears they want to invite us to a banquet.”


  “Huh…?” Shouldn’t Count Ixamal hate us, or view us as a thorn in his side? Why would he want to invite us to a banquet?


  “Even if two individuals don’t get along, they may be forced to join hands at critical moments. In any case, his position at the moment is seemingly to let bygones be bygones, and to cooperate for now. A very typical aristocratic response.” Elma shrugged, her tone bored. She was currently lounging, drinking, just out of view of the optical sensors sending our video feed to Colonel Serena. She was enjoying this “standby” mission to the fullest.


  But should she really be drinking when we might be asked to deploy as reinforcements at any moment? In fact, that wasn’t a problem. Taking a dip in a medical pod would clear the alcohol right out of her system. It wasn’t exactly proper protocol, and it could set a bad example, but we weren’t military personnel—we were mercenaries. Elma wasn’t drinking enough to actually knock herself out, either, so there was no point in me saying anything.


  “A banquet, eh?” I responded. “Are you sure they aren’t just trying to get us to lower our guard, prepping to pull a fast one on us?”


  “If Count Ixamal had something to gain from that, it would indeed be a possibility. But if he were, hypothetically, to fool us and capture me and a few close aides, as well as you and some of your people, then my fleet and your remaining crew members would immediately act and come rescue us,” Serena replied.


  “That makes sense.”


  Even if I did attend the banquet, I would at the very least leave Mei behind on the ship. If anything were to happen to us, she’d probably go into action by making use of the combat bots to do something. That would definitely cause a huge commotion, and Mei had the ability to relay that kind of incident far and wide, expanding the problem’s scope significantly. It wasn’t likely that Count Ixamal could control the situation at that point.


  But since I’d been able to reason all that out, there was no way a noble wouldn’t have managed to arrive at the same conclusion. Thus, he might have prepared some countermeasures. But it was still questionable whether he’d have enough to gain to make treachery worth the effort.


  “Looks like Hiro’s bad habit is showing up again,” Elma said.


  “Master Hiro does have a tendency to worry too much at times, doesn’t he?”


  “I believe my lord is simply on guard against the unfortunate turns of fate he attracts. I feel his concerns are valid.”


  Kugi wasn’t going to explicitly reveal anything about my fate-manipulation ability in front of Colonel Serena, but she seemed to believe that I was right to be concerned. On the other hand, as usual, Elma and Mimi seemed to think that I was being overcautious. I agreed with them to a degree, but I still couldn’t help feeling that something had to be going on.


  Under the circumstances, the only way the Imperial Fleet could possibly lose this conflict would be for the gateway to suddenly become unusable, making it impossible for reinforcements to arrive, and for the Belbellum Federation to then take advantage of that opportunity and attack immediately.


  “If nothing happens, then sure, I’ll look like an idiot,” I said. “But that’s fine. I’m going to continue to be on guard against all possibilities. I’m not sure we’ll be invited to that banquet or whatever, but if we are, let me know.”


  “I will.”


  Colonel Serena didn’t seem particularly pleased. I guess that wasn’t a surprise, since she didn’t exactly want to be here on standby in the Klion System. If we hadn’t suddenly been called back, we’d probably have cornered the space pirates by now.


  In any case, I’d gotten kind of used to nobles’ whims swaying situations. I figured I should just take the opportunity to rest while I could and be ready for when something went down.


   


  ***


   


  “Damn it! Stop running!”


  “Why would I?”


  I suddenly accelerated, avoiding a direct hit from the laser cannons fired at me from behind. Then I used an asteroid as a shield, blocking the enemy ship’s locked-on aim—or at least, I pretended to. In fact, instead, I turned off my craft’s flight assist and used its attitude thrusters to suddenly flip. Then I fired my four heavy pulse lasers and two flak cannons at point-blank range into the enemy ship chasing me.


  “What?!”


  “Boom—you’re down. Next.”


  Perhaps because it had hurried as it pursued me, the enemy ship had swung wide around the asteroid, and it ended up exposing its unguarded underside—its vulnerable belly—to me. The “belly” of a spaceship usually had rather flimsy plating, so once you’d pierced a ship’s shields, a direct cannon shot to the belly was considered a square hit to the ship’s vital parts, and it tended to count as a kill. The rear end of a ship, where the thrusters were concentrated, was also considered a vulnerable spot.


  “Bastard! Stop looking down on us! I’m going to freaking kill you!”


  “I’d be cool with fighting three of you at the same time. How about it?”


  “One-on-one’s fine, dammit!”


  Their energy was good, but they weren’t smart to get hotheaded. Why did I say that? The second guy had just charged straight at me. Speed wasn’t the most important part of close-range combat, you know?


  I exchanged some head-on fire with the newly arrived enemy vessel, then slowly turned around. Taking advantage of the fact that the enemy ship’s momentum made it turn slowly as well, I landed heavy pulse lasers squarely on its belly. This ship was a lot sturdier than a pirate craft, since it was set to have military-grade shields and plating; still, it didn’t last long under the Krishna’s firepower. The poor thing exploded before it could turn around fully and aim at me again.


  “Next. You sure you want to fight one-on-one?”


  “Bring it on! I’ll take you out!”


  They really are hot-blooded, I mused, preparing to shoot down the newly arrived ship. Since I didn’t have anything better to do, I decided to keep playing with them until I tired them out.


   


  ***


   


  “Woo-hoo!” I said with a smug expression, looking at the mountain of Ener chips on the simulation room’s table.


  “That wasn’t what I was hoping to see,” Colonel Serena complained. She was smiling, but a vein in her forehead was clearly twitching.


  “Hey, I helped your soldiers train and received Ener in return. Pilots from the Imperial Fleet paid me in exchange for a valuable opportunity to face a peerless platinum-ranker in simulated combat. Wouldn’t you call that a win-win?”


  “Please stop ruining your image as a peerless platinum-ranker by being such a money-grubber.”


  “We were right to bet on the results if I was going to fight. That made it more fun, didn’t it?” After all, I was always going to win. Nothing’s as fun as betting on myself when I know that, Colonel.


  For the record, these chips I’d just won were like private cards that could safely transfer small amounts of Ener to someone else. People used them when they didn’t want to communicate directly with someone else’s terminal, or when the other party didn’t have a terminal to begin with. They were like Suica cards.


  “We only bet ten Ener per match anyway. That’s an extremely low price for a safe simulator battle against a platinum-ranker.”


  “It doesn’t matter,” said Serena. “If gambling spreads through the fleet, it’ll affect their discipline. I hereby forbid you from making bets with my fleet’s pilots in the future. Understood?”


  “Fiiine,” I replied, stuffing the Ener chips into my jacket pocket. Since Colonel Serena wasn’t asking me to return the money, she likely intended for the lost funds to serve as punishment for the pilots concerned.


  “As for you guys, I believe your superiors are waiting for you with strong praise,” Serena quipped to the three pilots. “Look forward to it.”


  “Yes, ma’am!” they replied, saluting Colonel Serena. Seeing that reminded me that she really was a high-ranking military officer. It also seemed as though the three pilots gave me looks of respect for some reason; I didn’t understand why.


  “If you have so much excess energy, how about joining me instead?” Colonel Serena suggested. Smiling, she placed her hand on the sheath of the sword at her waist.


  “Huh? No thanks,” I responded immediately. Serena had way more stamina than the average person; it was a side effect of her bodily enhancements. Her sword was huge and definitely heavy, yet even after swinging it during multiple consecutive matches, she never seemed tired. But for my part, I did get tired after five matches.


  “You have time for them, but not for me?”


  “Yeah… You’re a pain in the ass and exhausting to deal with.”


  “Are you trying to sell me a fight? You are—for one hundred percent off!”


  Can you not do that? Smiling while that forehead vein is clearly twitching is creepy. Look—your pilots are trembling. Even curious onlookers are evacuating. “Okay, okay. Fine. Just for a bit, all right? You owe me a favor.”


  “You’re right. In light of that, I’ll repay you by overlooking the fact that you made me mad.”


  “That doesn’t seem very fair…”


  I got up from my seat and followed Colonel Serena, who had turned around and started walking away.


  “Well, you guys heard,” I told the pilots. “Let’s play again if the chance presents itself.”


  “Sir, yes sir!” They saluted me for some reason, still gazing at me respectfully.


  Why are you seeing me off like I’m some kind of hero? Because I interacted so casually with Colonel Serena? Don’t get the wrong idea—there isn’t anything between us.


   


  ***


   


  “So, what’s the situation on the front?” I asked.


  Vwoosh.


  I dodged half a step backward as Colonel Serena’s sword rushed at me with a tremendous whooshing sound. Then I tried to knock her off-balance by deflecting her lightning-fast upward slash with the long sword in my right hand. She didn’t budge in the slightest, though. Deftly shifting her grip on the hilt, she thrusted fiercely straight at me.


  Is she even human? It wouldn’t have surprised me if she was reinforced with artificial muscle fibers woven from some kind of special alloy. Well, from what I knew, she’d undergone biotech-based body-enhancement treatments that were probably similar.


  “You don’t…seem to be…on the ropes.”


  “My instincts are on point lately,” I replied.


  With my current abilities, I could parry Serena’s terrifying swings while remaining aware of my surroundings. At the moment, the colonel and I were the only ones present; I’d followed her to one of the Lestarius’s training rooms, and she’d ordered everyone else to leave.


  “Tch…damn it!”


  Curious as to why I was completely overwhelming her? It was because I understood exactly how she was about to swing her sword. That was one of the things I’d learned from my psionic lessons with Kugi; I was now capable of predicting exactly what the other person would try to do next.


  In the Holy Verthalz Empire, Kugi’s specialty was referred to as the “second magic,” which to put it simply was anything related to mental abilities like telepathy. As her pupil, I had improved significantly at the second magic—telepathy-related abilities—as well. My sensitivity to aggressive mental waves, such as those that corresponded to malice or the intent to kill, had improved greatly. In tech terms, I’d upgraded my passive sensors. Kind of like those devices the Newtypes in the Universal Century wore—the ones that went pwiing. Now that I thought about it, those knights in a distant galaxy who could manipulate the Force were also masters of these types of abilities. I was quickly becoming pretty superhuman myself.


  These new abilities of mine didn’t work at all against Mei, however; she could still beat me up easily.


  “You’re…cheating…somehow…aren’t you?!”


  “Even if I was, I don’t see any reason to reveal my trick.”


  “Hyah!”


  I’d taken advantage of an opening to strike Colonel Serena’s butt with my sword. How many rounds had this been now? I kind of wanted to stop, to be honest.


  “This isn’t fair. You haven’t received body enhancements, and it hasn’t been that long since you picked up the sword, yet this match has been completely one-sided. That doesn’t make any sense. Does it make any sense to you?” Colonel Serena closed in on me, breathing heavily.


  I could only return a wry smile. “I mean, what am I supposed to say? Things just kind of ended up like this…”


  I knew better than anyone how insane my abilities were, and it wasn’t something I liked discussing. It just wasn’t the type of thing you blabbed about to other people.


  “You’re hiding something. Can’t you tell me? I’m sure your crew knows about it, so why can’t I?”


  “Well, about that…” I scratched my cheek. Serena was being awfully persistent today; maybe she was worked up because of the sparring we’d been doing. But I couldn’t exactly lose on purpose—that would probably just make her more angry. Should I tell her or not…?


  “I’m Captain Hiro, a man shrouded in mystery! Let’s just leave it at that,” I said, striking a pose and giving her a thumbs-up.


  Colonel Serena’s eyes narrowed. I suddenly had a bad premonition. “After everything, that’s the kind of response I get? Fine, then… I’m going to cry. I’m really going to do it. I’m going to sob and scream and roll all over the floor. I’m going to kick up such a fuss that members of my crew are going to come check on us. Are you sure you want that?”


  At that point, she lowered herself to the floor in one smooth motion, sitting in a seiza position.


  You’re actually being serious! Wait—stop, you idiot! “You’re putting my reputation and your own dignity on the line just to get me to confess something? Isn’t that going way too far?!” This woman came up with the most terrifying plans. You were right, Chris. It’s best to avoid ever being alone with a woman of noble birth.


  I still really didn’t want to tell the colonel about my circumstances. It wasn’t that I was worried that she might leak the information; I was more reluctant because of what she was like. She was a tough woman who—as one could see—wouldn’t hesitate to use whatever means were necessary to get her way.


  “Wait, wait. Calm down,” I continued. “How come you want to know anyway? It’s not like you have to, no matter what my circumstances are. Even if you don’t know, we can work together just fine. We’ve teamed up multiple times now without you knowing, so do you really need to push the issue?”


  “Are you serious? Like, for real? Are you saying you have no idea how I feel right now, or why I’m asking this?” Colonel Serena demanded in a voice from the depths of hell. Her shoulders trembled with barely contained fury.


  Well, I could more or less guess why she was asking. But… I mean… “You should also be able to guess how I feel about that matter, right? I’ve already told you repeatedly that it’d be impossible for us to have that kind of relationship. That’s why I maintain distance between the us.”


  Serena didn’t say anything.


  Hey, stop pouting like that. It’s kind of cute, damn it. “It’s really not all that interesting. Okay—maybe it is. But even if you knew, it’s not like you could do anything about it. So no need to press me so hard about it.”


  “Isn’t it natural to want to know more about the person you’ve fallen in love with?”


  “Oh… No more beating around the bush, I guess? Ugh…”


  I knelt and sat across from Serena, sighing, as her red eyes stared at me. Someone directly declaring their feelings like that affected me pretty strongly. And I had a soft spot for beautiful women. Still…the colonel…? That just wouldn’t be possible… “I’m sure you can attract a much better man than me, Colonel.”


  “There are as many men out there as there are stars in the universe. But there’s only one of you.”


  “How romantic… Well, fine. I don’t mind telling you, but it’ll probably just sound absurd,” I said, getting up and inviting Colonel Serena over to the bench by the wall of the training facility. As we sat down next to each other, I puzzled over where to begin. “Well, to summarize solely the main points, it’s not completely clear just who I am—or, well, what kind of being I am. But according to Kugi, the shrine maiden from Verthalz—you can think of her as a kind of priest—I’m a ‘Fallen One’ from another dimension and universe.”


  Serena seemed bewildered.


  “Your face tells me that you have no idea what I’m talking about. I get it,” I continued. “But Verthalz has seemingly had experiences with other people in similar situations. In fact, it seems to protect people in situations similar to mine. I think I might’ve run into someone in similar circumstances too.”


  The face of that horrible magenta-haired woman passed through my mind. I didn’t think I’d ever get along with her. What was she doing right now, anyway? I preferred never to encounter her again, so I hoped that she’d end up dying or getting blown up somewhere far away.


  “Well, okay…” Serena responded. “So? What does being a Fallen One from another dimension or universe mean?”


  “According to Kugi, people like me hide great power within themselves. By ‘power,’ I mean psionic abilities. And that’s factually true, since I do have psionic powers. That’s the reason it feels like I’m cheating when I fight, even though I haven’t been enhanced.”


  “I see… Then your uncanny piloting skills also stem from that?”


  “No. Those are completely natural.”


  “But your piloting abilities are even more abnormal! You realize that, right?”


  “Huh? Why? Anyone can achieve my skill level as long as they practice.” Why are you looking at me like that? I’m serious! Anyone can pull that off as long as they put some effort in! Don’t give up! “Recently, I’ve been receiving psionic power lessons from Kugi,” I continued. “Those are increasing the number of abilities at my disposal.” I took my terminal from my breast pocket, then focused my mind on raising the terminal using only my powers. The terminal suddenly floated up from my hand and began to spin in the air. It had taken a lot of training before I could levitate something in such a stable way.


  “So you’re saying you weren’t even trying for real earlier…?”


  “Nobody’s going to use laser guns or plasma grenades in a mere sparring session, right? Aces up your sleeve are meant to be saved for critical moments,” I said, shrugging, as I grabbed the floating terminal.


  “True, but…” Colonel Serena seemed displeased.


  If I used my full abilities against Serena, she would probably lose without managing to fight back at all, unless she was able to strike me before I did anything. She probably had a hidden ace or two of her own. If she managed to use them before I deployed mine, then maybe she’d win. If both combatants were armed with weapons that could end their battle in a single blow, then it came down to who could land an attack first. The endings of action movies typically had both parties trading blows, but real-life battles didn’t necessarily work that way.


  “Getting back on topic, I just woke up one day in an empty sector of space in the Tarmein System, inside the Krishna with its generators turned off. I’m not sure how I ended up there. I remember my life from my previous universe, but I don’t really remember what happened just before I arrived here. I might’ve suddenly died or something in that existence.”


  If I had to hazard guess about that period, I figured I’d probably finished work for that day, gone home, eaten dinner, and then fallen asleep while playing SOL…but I didn’t really remember. I mean, when I’d first gotten here, I’d thought I was dreaming.


  “I remember playing a game in my old world with a setting similar to this world,” I continued. “Initially, I figured this was a dream—but soon after I woke up here, space pirates attacked me. I took them out and headed to Tarmein Prime, but they wouldn’t let me enter. That was when you showed up and helped me. At that point, I spent several days aboard my ship and realized this wasn’t just a dream. At first, I wasn’t sure what to do. Fortunately, though, I had a ship and the skills to pilot it, so I decided to start working as a mercenary in this universe. You know what happened after that, right?”


  “Yes, but do you really expect me to believe this story of yours?” Colonel Serena asked with a deadpan look. I couldn’t blame her. In her shoes, I’d probably think that I was just making up some ridiculous story to pull a fast one.


  I had an ace up my sleeve, though. “According to His Majesty the emperor, there are zero traces of my existence prior to my appearance in the Tarmein System. He essentially had no choice but to assume that I’d just randomly popped up there out of nowhere.”


  “The emperor said that?”


  “Yeah. I had an audience with him while I was staying at the imperial palace in the capital. Even if you don’t trust me, you should trust the emperor’s judgment, right?”


  “It’s not that I don’t trust you…”


  Although she said that, she still didn’t seem to accept my story. That wasn’t exactly surprising, though.


  “I told you, didn’t I? That it would just sound ridiculous? Anyway, that’s my secret. The reason I knew that stuff about the Mother Crystal was that the situation lined up with that game I played in my old world. Now that I’ve revealed it, the trick seems kind of lame, doesn’t it?”


  “No… In fact, I’d like to hear more. I can’t help wondering what other information you might possess.”


  “Crap. That was a mistake.”


  “Still…I see. The incident with the Mother Crystal does support your claim. You knew information that not even the Empire’s scientists knew; that’s an indisputable fact.” After mulling things over for a while, Colonel Serena looked up and stared at me with a serious expression. “Hiro. Won’t you become mine?”


  “No.”


  “Immediate rejection?! Why didn’t you at least consider it?!” Her serious expression collapsed as she instantly burst into tears.


  Yeah, sorry, Colonel, but that face is way cuter. When you’re all serious, the difference in our demeanor makes it hard to approach you. “I’ve said this many times, but I prefer the relaxed mercenary lifestyle. You don’t intend to abandon your position as an officer of the Imperial Fleet, right? That’s that. Neither of us will give up our present lifestyle, so there’s nothing we can do.”


  “But even if you continue as a mercenary, all you do is go around and hunt pirates, right?” Serena argued. “You could do that as a member of the Imperial Fleet as well—wouldn’t it be the same? Why do you have to be so stubborn?”


  “It wouldn’t be the same at all. How much are you guys even paid?”


  My counterargument momentarily stunned Colonel Serena. “W-well… No, I mean… Look. If you’ll be mine, you’ll become a member of the Holz family—a marquess’s household. You’ll at the very least be elevated to the status of baron. And you’ll have at least one or two star systems to your name.”


  “Not interested. Besides, I already have a wife.”


  “This is my first time hearing that!” Colonel Serena shouted in shock.


  Now that I thought about it, I’d never told her. “I registered as a family with Mimi. Not that it’s changed anything, really.”


  “And that’s all right with you?”


  “You’ve suddenly calmed down.”


  Colonel Serena’s expression had immediately turned serious, and I’d instinctively recoiled. She was right—it felt a bit strange that Mimi and I hadn’t acted like a married couple since tying the knot, but Mimi didn’t seem interested in things like that. Or she seemed to prefer the current situation, which included everyone else. With Mei at the center, the girls were all basically…colluding? No—cooperating? Sharing me? In any case, they got along well.


  “My circumstances are a bit unique. That’s another reason I can’t become yours.”


  “Grr…” Colonel Serena groaned in frustration.


  To be honest, I was a bit flattered she was interested in me—but we had our own lives, and we were in very different positions. We weren’t willing to give up certain things. It was possible for relationships between two people, even people bound by fate, not to work out. Things in life rarely went exactly the way we wanted.


   


  ***


   


  “Sooo, how did your tryst with Colonel Serena go?” Dr. Shouko asked.


  “Nothing happened. I helped relieve her stress by sparring with her, and then we talked for a bit. That was all.”


  “Reaaally?” Elma asked.


  After sparring with Colonel Serena, I’d returned to the Black Lotus, where unfortunately I was accosted by a drunken Dr. Shouko and Elma in the cafeteria. After the simulated battles and sparring session, I was a bit exhausted both mentally and physically; I’d wanted to rest for a bit, but that didn’t seem to be an option. There was no point resisting these two either.


  “If you want to know what we talked about, I don’t mind sharing, but it wasn’t really anything that interesting.”


  “We’ll decide that,” Dr. Shouko said.


  “You’re seriously drunk.”


  Dr. Shouko wrapped an arm around my shoulders, grinning as she blew her alcohol-laden breath my way. Meanwhile, Elma leaned against me from the opposite side. The sensation on my left was quite pleasant, but the one on my right was…painful. Ouch. Stop pinching my thigh.


  “She insisted that I tell her about my secret—or I guess my origins? Where I came from? I already told you all before. But she really wanted to know—she threatened to cause a scene bawling like a baby if I refused to tell her.”


  “Wasn’t that a little desperate?”


  “Going that far is definitely a turn-off.”


  See, Colonel? Your actions were so ridiculous that these two drunkards have regained their senses. “I figured she wouldn’t go around spreading rumors, so I decided it’d be okay to just tell her. Then she suddenly proposed to me and asked me to become hers.”


  Clatter. Kugi, who’d been speaking to Mimi, had suddenly sprung up and knocked over the chair she was sitting in. She stared at me, the fox ears atop her head twitching. I think they faced in my direction.


  “I mean, I turned her down,” I said. “Neither of us are willing to give up our current lifestyle, and I already have all of you. I guess I don’t hate her, though, and I do respect her.” The way Serena was kind of klutzy in her personal life was a little cute, but still… “Anyway, nothing physical happened. And I wasn’t interested either way, so relax.”


  “Well… It would be weird if you yielded to the colonel at this point,” Elma remarked.


  “As one of your women, talk like this kind of…triggers my jealous side?” Dr. Shouko said. “Instills a sense of danger in me? Flusters me? I’m not sure how to put it.”


  “I mean, I only told you because you asked me. And I’m not really interested in making up pointless lies anyway.”


  Dr. Shouko rubbed her cheek against my shoulder like a cat; I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d started purring. I let her do as she pleased. Meanwhile, Elma entwined her left arm with my right as she continued drinking.


  “Explain. In. Detail. Please,” Mimi demanded.


  “Wha—Mimi?! My drink!” Tina shouted.


  “That one’s too strong,” Wiska cautioned. “Settle for this one instead.”


  “Thank you, Wiska,” replied Kugi.


  Mimi and Kugi, who’d been sitting farther away, had passed by Tina and Wiska’s table and sat down across from me. Tina was probably drinking something strong, Mimi. It’s a bit dangerous to chug it like that. Wiska was much more considerate; she’d gone out of her way to hand Kugi a far weaker drink.


  “There’s not much more to it than that…” I said. “After I told her my circumstances, she proposed to me, and I immediately rejected her.”


  “Ah…your circumstances. How much did you tell her?”


  “The emperor is aware that I randomly appeared in the Tarmein System out of nowhere, so I pretty much told her everything. We ended up discussing the Mother Crystal incident too. The colonel thought I might be holding important information that nobody else in this universe knows, and that attracted her interest.”


  “Oh—that ‘game knowledge’ or whatever of yours. Somewhat dependable, but not always. And you occasionally know really ridiculous things,” Elma said.


  “That’s a rather nasty way to put it.” I smiled wryly, leaning back in my chair.


  Most of what I knew from SOL was combat-related. I’d never been that interested in tech, business, or artifacts, so surprisingly enough, I didn’t have that much useful information. I did have some knowledge of space monsters, since I’d fought them a fair bit in the game. I also had info on the space empires that had waged in-game wars, but that was completely useless in this universe, since the game’s space empires didn’t exist here.


  “Oh yeah… I told her that Mimi and I had gotten married, and she was shocked. I hadn’t realized that I didn’t tell her yet. Wait… Did I not tell her? I feel like I did, back in the capital, when everything was going on… But, no, I guess I didn’t?”


  I probably hadn’t told her. After all, I’d only learned about it after the fact myself.


  “Anyway, that shocked her, but I told her that Mimi and I hadn’t really done anything that married couples usually do, given our situation. Then she questioned whether I was fine with that. Thinking about it, I guess it is a bit weird.”


  “You don’t need to worry about that. We’ve already discussed things amongst ourselves, Master Hiro.”


  “Yeah, hon. No need to worry your head about that.”


  They’d immediately shot down my attempt to be considerate toward them. Still, what they said made sense; rather than me being all weird, it was better that they have an arrangement to share me that they all found acceptable. I leave that to you girls, then. “What were we talking about again…? Anyway, that’s what happened with Colonel Serena.”


  Just as I was about to wrap things up, my terminal sounded, informing me that a message from Colonel Serena had arrived.


  “It appears that the banquet mentioned earlier has been officially scheduled. It’s tomorrow.”


  “Was there really a need to push it through despite the circumstances…?” Kugi asked, puzzled.


  She was right; it was a bit strange. But I figured this was the only time both Colonel Serena and I would be here at Klion’s supply depot, so it wasn’t as unusual as she was implying. “I’d like to assume that it’ll be fine, but this noble is very likely connected to space pirates, so it’s best to be on guard. Us getting split up would be the worst possible outcome, so let’s have Mei stay aboard the Black Lotus, ready to take action as needed.”


  “Yes, Master,” Mei said through the cafeteria speakers.


  Now then… What’s going to happen? Or is nothing going to happen? It was best to be ready for all possibilities; letting our guard down was out of the question.


  Chapter 4:
Pandemonium


   


  “I DIDN’T EXPECT for the party to be held here…”


  That was my first reaction when, the next day, Mimi, Elma, Kugi, and I headed for the venue to which we’d been invited.


  I’d thought about bringing the mechanic twins and Dr. Shouko as well, but if some problem really did occur, it would be dangerous to have too many noncombatants with us. Thus, I’d had them stay behind. Elma and I could cover for Mimi and Kugi, and chances were that Kugi had her own ways to protect herself if required. The only true noncombatant with us was Mimi, so no matter what happened, we could probably deal with it.


  “How fancy,” Mimi said.


  “How antiquated,” Elma remarked.


  Those were our honest impressions upon seeing the structure—a battleship—that towered before us. I didn’t know this ship’s name, but it was indeed grand. It seemed a little on the old side, but its angular design and multiple large-caliber laser cannons were quite fearsome. Since it was about the same size as the Lestarius, or perhaps larger, it wasn’t possible to see the entire ship this close up.


  “Kugi, your mouth’s still hanging open.”


  “Huh?! M-my apologies. I was a little overwhelmed.” Kugi, who’d been looking up at the battleship too, blushed as she hastily closed her mouth.


  I understood where she was coming from. The giant, angular ship we stood before was the epitome of a battleship. The Lestarius, which had been made by Ideal Starways, had a more aerodynamic design.


  “By the way, you look good in those new clothes.”


  “Really? Thank you,” Kugi said, her face still red. She looked down, examining her garments.


  Kugi wasn’t wearing her usual shrine-maiden garb today; her outfit was more similar to a mercenary’s. That said, its style still leaned toward that of her old shrine-maiden clothes and had clear traces of their influence. When we’d gone to buy her a mercenary outfit, the tailor had used the shrine-maiden garments as inspiration for the new ones they sewed her.


  The new outfit just consisted of a jacket and skirt, but it was still a masterpiece that maintained a “shrine maiden” feel. The skill of a professional was really something else.


  “I’ve got to say…there are a lot of people here.”


  Soldiers and people who appeared to be laborers bustled around us. We were technically close to the front line, so I figured they were taking precautions in case of trouble.


  “Those aren’t imperial marines,” Elma observed. “They’re probably Count Ixamal’s private soldiers. There are a lot of them.”
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  Colonel Serena’s Lestarius was about the same size as this ship, but I’d never seen so many people coming and going from it. While the ship was large, it probably didn’t need this many people to keep it running. At least, not according to Wiska and Tina.


  “Is this not a normal ship?” Kugi asked.


  “It’s old,” replied Elma. “It might’ve been made back during the war against machine intelligence.”


  “What does that imply?”


  “During the war, they minimized the ship parts that computers can control, since they didn’t want machine intelligence taking ships over. That would make this ship at least a hundred years old. It might even be older than that,” Elma said, glaring suspiciously at the ship in front of us. Now that she mentioned it, I recalled hearing that the Grakkan Empire’s nobles kept machine intelligence at arm’s length; they didn’t seem to trust them fully.


  “As a count, he could easily buy the latest ship if he wanted to. Why is he still using an antique?” Dr. Shouko asked.


  “He’s probably on guard against machine intelligence. They can get into anything connected to a network.”


  “That’s kind of scary,” I said.


  It was believable, though. Mei could easily run the Black Lotus by herself, so machine intelligence could probably take over even Imperial Fleet ships if they chose to. They’d probably come to some sort of agreement with the Empire not to do anything like that, though.


  “I wonder whether it’s because doing otherwise would cause problems for his business.”


  “Stop that line of thought immediately.”


  “Aye aye, ma’am.”


  Since Elma was getting angry at me, I decided to stop there. Count Ixamal was a noble I suspected of having ties with space pirates, and if he really was dealing with them, he couldn’t let machine intelligence access his ship. So, if my theory was correct, it explained why he still used such an old vessel in this day and age. Even if a machine intelligence didn’t go so far as to take over his ship, it would cause the count huge problems if it cracked into his surveillance cameras and recorded evidence of his crimes.


  Hm? You think I might view Count Ixamal in too negative a light? Well, both the emperor and Pirate-Slayer Colonel Serena viewed Count Ixamal as suspicious, so something was definitely wrong with him. Even if that weren’t the case, there was no way I’d have a good impression of him, considering how he’d messed with Count Dalenwald and Chris.


  “Let’s head in. Looks like the accommodation ladder is over there.”


  “Okay!” Mimi responded energetically.


  “Yes, my lord.” Kugi followed three steps behind me as we headed for the ladder.


  As for Elma, she continued to stare suspiciously at our surroundings as she walked beside Kugi.


  As I approached the ladder, I called out to the sentry. “I’m the mercenary Hiro. I got an invitation, so I came. Am I on the list?”


  The sentry wore high-quality combat armor, and he was equipped with a likewise high-quality laser rifle. Those were gilded in gold, as was the rest of his equipment. Count Ixamal seemed to be doing quite well for himself.


  “Let me check… Yes, you’re on the list. Are those people behind you part of your entourage? Three appear to be missing.”


  “We’re technically on standby for combat, so I had them remain aboard the ship so that we’re prepared to set off at a moment’s notice. Is that a problem?”


  “…No. Come in. A guide is awaiting you inside.”


  “Got it. Later. Let’s go.”


  Done speaking with the sentry, I stepped onto the accommodation ladder and headed aboard the ship. There, I was greeted by a sight that made me doubt whether this ship really was antique.


  “Wow… How pretty.”


  “The interior’s quite luxurious.”


  A pristine carpet covered the floor, the ceiling radiated bright light, and the walls were spotless. A group of what appeared to be maids and butlers was waiting for us. The space that presented itself was dazzling, completely at odds with the ship’s imposing exterior.


  “Space is at a premium on spacecraft. This is quite a bold way to use that valuable resource.”


  This area was likely meant as an entrance hall for receiving visitors. Perhaps this whole block of the battleship was a dedicated independent reception area.


  A dandy-looking man resembling a butler approached us. “Welcome to Count Ixamal’s flagship, the Majestic. You are Captain Hiro and his entourage, correct?”


  “That’s right. This ship’s incredible,” I replied.


  The man proudly bowed his head in respect. “Thank you for the compliment. The history of the House of Ixamal is carved into it. Please follow me. Colonel Holz has already arrived.”


  “I see. I don’t believe we’re late, but it wouldn’t be good to keep her waiting. Lead the way.”


  The man bowed again, then began leading us along.


  Kugi had approached me. “Anything…?” I inquired.


  “Nothing at the moment…” she replied.


  By “anything,” I was asking whether she’d detected someone with hostile intentions toward us. I’d grown sensitive to that kind of thing myself, but I wasn’t picking anything up. Kugi was way more experienced than me, so if even she wasn’t detecting anything, then we probably weren’t in danger. I still wasn’t going to lower my guard, though.


  “Hopefully nothing bad happens,” I muttered.


  “Aren’t you asking for too much?” Elma responded.


  “Hoping nothing bad happens is too much?!”


  “Ah ha ha…” Mimi chuckled, smiling wryly, at my exchange with Elma. She and Elma were probably on the same page.


  At any rate, it still seemed like if Count Ixamal captured us, the drawbacks would far outweigh anything he might gain. So logically, we had nothing to worry about.


   


  ***


   


  The elderly butler led us to a relaxing area that appeared to serve as a banquet hall. The spacious room contained a large table covered with a white tablecloth. Two men of noble bearing were already seated there, as were Colonel Serena and her adjutant.


  “Lord Daybit, I’ve brought the mercenary Hiro.”


  “Good work. Lord Hiro…ladies…please have a seat.”


  When the older man seated at the table invited us to sit, we did as he asked; we had no reason to refuse.


  Then the gentleman who’d invited us to sit told me with a bright smile, “What lovely company you keep. I very much approve. Lately, I’ve been so busy that I haven’t had the time to appreciate such flowers. Oh, don’t worry—I understand. I don’t intend to cast blatant, discourteous gazes. But you see, the strain of the recent days has been piling up on me.”


  What you just said was already pretty rude. Still, for whatever reason, his comments didn’t tick me off that much. He seemed to have some kind of strange charisma that made his words less annoying.


  “Oh, pardon my manners,” he continued. “I’ve yet to introduce myself. My name’s Daybit—Daybit Ixamal. I’m the head of the House of Ixamal, and my rank is count. The person seated next to me is—”


  “Vincent Ixamal. I’m this thing’s son,” the other man said, shrugging lightly.


  The male noble who’d introduced himself as Vincent looked about my age, or slightly younger. He had sharp eyes and definitely wasn’t someone to underestimate.


  Daybit sighed. “I’m the head of the family and your father, yet you refer to me as ‘this thing’? Are you going through your rebellious phase? Well, putting that aside… Lord Hiro, would you mind introducing the ladies you’ve brought with you?”


  “Okay. I’ll just warn you beforehand, though, don’t expect me to comport myself the same way most nobles do.”


  “That’s fine. This isn’t a public setting, after all.”


  “Thanks. Well, this here is Mimi. She was born in the Tarmein System, and she’s my wife. She serves as my ship’s operator, and also as our group’s logistics officer.”


  “I-I’m his wife, Mimi,” Mimi said in a low voice, bowing her head. She was frozen stiff with nervousness, and blushing on top of that. Now that I thought about it, this might’ve been the first time I’d introduced her as my wife.


  “This over here is the silver-rank mercenary Elma. She’s the daughter of Viscount Willrose, from the capital, and she’s my partner. She’s our number two, and she serves as an advisor in everything we do as a group.”


  In complete contrast to Mimi, Elma greeted the two nobles from the House of Ixamal in a businesslike manner. “Hello.”


  “Finally, this one here is Kugi. Due to a number of factors, she currently acts as my servant. She also helps provide mental care for the entire group.”


  “My name is Kugi. Pleased to make your acquaintance.” Kugi introduced herself with an elegant bow.


  Hmm… Seeing these three like this, they’re each quite unique in their own way. I wonder how Tina, Wiska, and Dr. Shouko would introduce themselves if they were here? I more or less knew what Mei would do.


  “So they’re your wife, partner, and servant? I suppose that indeed befits a hero who earned a Silver-Winged Sword Assault Badge and Gold Star and lived to tell the tale. Given how strange all platinum-rankers are, I guess you aren’t that unusual. In fact, you’re on the normal side; you at least operate within reasonable boundaries,” Vincent said with a cynical smile.


  Considering how many women served at my side, I could only accept his judgment of me as a lecherous bastard. Regardless, he had said something quite interesting just now. “You know other platinum-rankers?”


  “Just one, and we only communicate through messages. They’re a weirdo; they refuse to show their face or reveal what they look like.”


  I recalled fighting someone like that during the tournament in the capital…although I’d already forgotten their name. When I thought about it, I’d never really looked into the other platinum-rankers. I wasn’t likely to meet them to begin with, and I wasn’t interested in seeking them out. “I see. So, all the other platinum-rankers are rather strange in their own way?”


  “I don’t think you’re normal either, frankly, even compared to other platinum-rankers. Anyway, conversation is good and all, but how about we wet our throats?”


  “Good idea,” Daybit said. “Brink the drinks over.”


  At his order, the maids and butlers waiting by the walls immediately moved to prepare some kind of aperitif. They began pouring golden liquid from an expensive-looking bottle into glasses that appeared to be crystal.


  “I’m not much of a drinker…” I said.


  “No? Well, this isn’t that strong, so if you aren’t allergic, please join us for a glass. So what should we toast to? Let me think. It’s rather basic, but since this is our first introduction, how about we celebrate encountering new faces today? Here’s to meeting new people.”


  Daybit raised his glass and downed the golden liquid. Everyone else, including myself, followed suit and raised our glasses to drink. The beverage was rather refreshing, without much sting. It wasn’t sweet—it had a more acidic quality—but it was easy going down. Still, it was definitely alcoholic. This was one of those drinks that would get you dead drunk in no time if you let its seemingly mild taste fool you and you chugged it. My face was already heating up.


  “I really must apologize, Colonel,” Daybit told Serena. “I called you back here for mere standby duty while you were in the middle of an operation. Given the current situation, though, we’ll need as much reserve strength we can get in the event that something does happen. I do feel that it’s likely that our current forces could repel the Federation, and reinforcements from the main Imperial Fleet should arrive within a few days.”


  “No need to apologize, Commander,” Serena replied. “In your position, I’d likely have made the same decision. And as the emperor’s sword, I do what must be done.”


  “Thank you, Colonel.”


  Daybit and Colonel Serena seemed to plan to continue discussing matters related to the Imperial Fleet. Since Daybit’s attention was focused entirely over there, Vincent was likely the one responsible for entertaining me and my crew members.


  “I’ve looked into your history, and your battle results are quite unique,” he told me. “It’s also quite unusual that you mainly hunt pirates. Do you have some sort of preference for that?”


  “I wouldn’t say so. They just happen to be everywhere, and as long as you know how to take them down, you can make good money. But it also wouldn’t bother me one bit if I ended up hunting them to extinction; society at large would even thank me for it. They’re the perfect prey, don’t you think?”


  “I see. Just for reference, how much can you make hunting pirates?”


  “That depends on where you hunt, but generally, at least a million Ener per week. Probably a bit more than that, since I have more ships with me these days, although we’re still working on our coordination.”


  “Oh? I should’ve expected that, since you’re a platinum-ranker. And given how many women you have around you, you’d have to be capable.”


  “Pretty much. If a big job comes in, I focus on that. I also transport supplies in my mothership’s cargo hold. I’m not going to share where my big jobs come from, though, or what they entail, so don’t ask.”


  Vincent listened with interest. Hm. I was on guard at first, but he doesn’t seem too different from most nobles. He was really good at hiding warning signs, or perhaps he had nothing to hide to begin with. At the moment, I didn’t sense any hostile intentions, but we might still be in danger if our hosts were the kind of people who could hurt others as naturally as they breathed. People like that wouldn’t emit hostile emotion to begin with.


  “Your glass is empty,” Vincent said.


  “Yeah, but…”


  “You don’t want more alcohol, right? We have alternative drinks prepared. The food will be here soon as well.”


  Vincent made a hand signal, and a maid brought me another drink. It appeared to be some kind of fruit juice, since it was vivid pink. Its color made me a bit hesitant to accept it.


  “Anyway, here’s to our newfound bond,” Vincent said.


  “Cheers.” But I don’t think this bond will last very long.


  We were acting friendly, but I hadn’t forgotten or forgiven what they’d done to Chris.


   


  ***


   


  In my defense, I had absolutely been on guard, but you wouldn’t normally expect your host to drug your food, would you? Colonel Serena had been eating as well, and Kugi hadn’t balked either. Elma had been drinking to her heart’s content, and Mimi was also seemingly enjoying herself.


  The two nobles in our group had assured me that an imperial noble would never betray the Empire. And since I hadn’t detected any malice or hostile intentions, I figured I’d lower my guard a little. Given those mitigating circumstances, I deserved some leeway here.


  In any case, I’d screwed up. I had no choice but to recognize that.


  It started with the sound of Mimi collapsing forward onto the table. Thump.


  “Don’t tell me…?!”


  “You’re kidding! What do you have to gain from this?!”


  Realizing what had happened, Colonel Serena attempted to stand but couldn’t. Elma looked as though she was about to pass out. As for me, I was barely holding on despite the desire to close my eyes and fall asleep. They hadn’t used lethal poison, but instead some kind of sedative.


  This is bad. I glanced over at Kugi.


  She returned my gaze sleepily, pleading, ‹Please…stay calm.›


  Mm-hmm. Stay calm, huh? I understood what she meant. Count Ixamal and his people didn’t know it, but I was essentially a bomb—one far more dangerous than even a reactive warhead.


  “Hey…” I said aloud.


  “What…?” Vincent’s voice was devoid of emotion as he glanced over. I didn’t like his eyes. They clearly stated that he saw us not as humans but as objects. I probably directed the same kind of gaze at pirates.


  “This is all I’ll say. Whatever you do…don’t touch my girls.”


  “Hm? And why not?”


  “If you do… I’ll destroy all of you.”


  “Destroy us? That’s quite the bold threat from a loser who’s about to pass out.”


  “Don’t complain that I didn’t warn you… Whatever you do…don’t touch them.”


  Having said that, I let myself pass out.


   


  ***


   


  Wonder why I was a dangerous bomb capable of destroying all of them? That was a bit complicated. Actually…not really, I guess.


  According to Kugi, Fallen Ones from higher-level worlds like me contained a ton of psionic power. What would happen if, for some reason, that enormous power was released? In the worst-case scenario, it could destroy the universe itself by tearing a giant hole in it. The energy could also interact with the energy of the main star of whatever system you were in, causing a supernova that would in turn create a black hole. Thus, the Holy Verthalz Empire held that only erasing a single star system was the best-case scenario.


  What might trigger such a calamity? Verthalz had interacted with Fallen Ones several times throughout history, and they’d done a certain amount of research on that topic. To put it simply, if rage or hatred made a Fallen One despair, that would either damage their mind irreparably or just straight-up kill them. Either would trigger such a catastrophe.


  “This is the worst.”


  Before waking, I’d dreamed about all the terrible stories I’d heard in Verthalz’s temple. Then I found myself sitting in a chair fixed to the floor, my body bound by what seemed to be some kind of tough cord. My arms and legs were chained by some type of cuffs fixed in place by my hips. I could turn my head, but beyond that, I couldn’t move at all.


  Since my neck was free, I took the opportunity to glance around at the room I was being held in. It was surprisingly decent looking. Carpet covered the floor, and there was even a table and sofa in front of me. Rather than a prison, it resembled a drawing room.


  As I looked around the room, its door opened, and Vincent entered accompanied by two soldiers. Are they monitoring my vital signs? They’re coming in the moment I woke up. Well, it’s not like it matters.


  “Sleep well?” Vincent asked.


  I returned his bored gaze, smirking. “Terribly. Is drugging guests and tying them to chairs fashionable among the aristocracy now? That’s quite an acquired taste.”


  As I said that, I focused, using my will to grab and twist my chair’s armrests. I moved my arms around as much as possible to disguise the sound of the armrests bending and ensure that my captors wouldn’t notice anything amiss.


  “Your attitude in the face of these circumstances is impressive. But your life and your women’s lives are in the palm of my hand, so choose your words wisely.”


  “You drugged us, took us hostage, tied me to a chair, and now you’re declaring victory? How cool.”


  Vincent’s brows twitched at my provocation. It was working. “I said to watch your words. A single order from me will result in your women enduring a fate worse than death.”


  “Oh, wow… I’m really scared. So? What are you trying to make me do with that threat? Do you want me to suck you off or something? Huh?!”


  I shouted this to cover the sound of my telekinetic “hands” breaking the metal armrests. Next, I targeted the sword at Vincent’s waist. If I’d simply wanted to kill him and his soldiers, I could just have used telekinesis. If I wanted to get information out of them, though, I’d need to put myself in an advantageous position.


  To start with, I should slam them into the wall. Grabbing the sheath of Vincent’s sword with my mind, I began to form a kinetic wave capable of knocking the trio into the wall behind them. Something like that was child’s play for me now.


  “You’re a mercenary. Work for us,” Vincent said. “We’ll pay you, and if you do your job, we’ll return your women to you safe and sound.”


  “Are you an idiot? You drugged me and took my girls hostage. You think I’ll just obligingly obey you?”


  “Yes, you will. You’re not the type of man to abandon your women.”


  “You’re a piece of shit. I’m going to smash that pretty face of yours.”


  “What… Mmgh!”


  I used my invisible hands to bring his sword toward me, then unleashed the imperceptible kinetic wave to throw Vincent and the two soldiers back into the wall. They crashed against it and let out groans. Whatever bodily enhancements they might’ve received as imperial nobles, they’d have no way to avoid this kind of sneak attack unless they had psionic powers themselves.


  With Vincent’s sword, I sliced away the tight cords binding my chest, then took a deep breath and slowed down time in my surroundings.


  In a single step, I rushed over to Vincent—who stared at me with shock, his nose bleeding—and cut off his right arm. I also took the opportunity to chop one arm off both the soldiers who accompanied him. As I breathed out, time returned to normal, and Vincent and the soldiers’ screams echoed through the room.


  “Gah! Wh-what the—?! How?!”


  “Who knows?”


  I used the sword to cut off the cuffs dangling from my arms, then started searching the soldiers’ equipment, stealing their first-aid nanomachines as well as their laser pistols, laser rifles, and other weapons. I made sure to destroy the laser weapons so they could no longer be used.


  “Now our roles are reversed. Tell me where you’re keeping Mimi and the others. You want this, don’t you?” I asked, dangling the first-aid nanomachine injector in front of Vincent.


  I’d cut off one of his arms. He was currently pressing his remaining hand against the severed arm’s stump, but that wouldn’t do anything except ease the pain. Regardless of what enhancements a noble had received, they could still die from blood loss as long as they were human. That meant that Vincent would die soon unless he was injected with first-aid nanomachines that could stopping the bleeding.


  “Y-you bastard… Do you think you’re going to get away with this?”


  “Who knows? Still, I don’t intend to show mercy to anyone who threatens the lives of my crew and me. If I have to, I’ll just go crying to the emperor or princess. I could always go to Colonel Serena or Count Dalenwald for help too. And if the situation called for it, I could simply flee the Empire,” I said, raising Vincent’s sword in a battle-ready pose. Although he was missing an arm, this was still a noble I was dealing with. He might try to fight back and lunge at me with inhuman speed. “No stalling. Tell me or die. You choose.”


  “Heh… Pfft… A mere mercenary like you wouldn’t dare kill a nob—”


  “So you choose death?”


  With no hesitation, I separated Vincent’s head cleanly from his neck. It flew through the air, his face still locked in the shocked expression he’d made when he heard my words. Vincent had had no intention of talking, and keeping a noble like him alive was risky, so I’d decided it was best to simply kill him immediately. That was just common sense.


  That’d have consequences? Well, all I had to do was muddy the waters by killing the head of the family too, right? Whatever. If things really get untenable, I can just leave the Empire.


  “So, which one of you wants to speak? Whoever speaks up first gets to live.” Flicking blood off the edge of Vincent’s sword, I called out to the two soldiers staring up at me in shock, “Cat got your tongues? If you don’t hurry up and spill the beans, my hand might slip. It may not seem like it, but I’m really pissed off right now.”


  I felt my lips curve upward. My mind was in turmoil at the moment, and the furniture in the room seemed to be shaking. I might actually be losing control of my powers.


  “Hurry up and talk. I’ll spare you if you do. But if you refuse to speak, I’ll send you where your boss is.” I pointed the blade at the two soldiers, who trembled as they each clamped a hand over the stump where their other arm had once been.


   


  ***


   


  The two soldiers practically competed to spill whatever information they knew. After I’d knocked them out telepathically, I stole their gear and set out to rescue Mimi and the others.


  Wondering how I knocked them out telepathically? Well, I had an insane amount of psionic power at my disposal. So I’d simply touched their heads and sent a powerful order to “Sleep!” directly into their brains, and they’d both gone out like a light.


  I’d been told that doing that to normal people could have side effects, or even kill them, so I was supposed to be careful how I used that ability. I wasn’t exactly in the mood to worry about that kind of thing, though. Someone of Kugi’s level could probably have handled the situation with more delicacy, but I was kind of in a hurry, so that was the best I could do. I’d reined myself in, so the soldiers likely weren’t dead, and I’d also stopped their bleeding with the first-aid nanomachines, so they should honestly be grateful for how I’d dealt with them.


  “This ship’s freaking huge, damn it. I wish I had a gadget that would display a map for me.”


  Restricting the use of one hand by holding a terminal wouldn’t be the best idea, though; there was no telling when the guards would discover that I’d escaped and come chasing after me. I figured I should probably look into adding some kind of sc*uter-like wearable device to my arsenal.


  As I indulged in that idle thought, I made use of the information I’d received from the soldiers, heading toward the room where Mimi and the others were supposedly imprisoned. On the way, I ran into a pair of soldiers.


  “You’re… Halt! What are you doing here?”


  “I decided to accept Sir Vincent’s proposal,” I replied. “I’m here to check that my comrades are all right. Look… I have his sword with me, which proves he trusts me.”


  I showed the sheath of Vincent’s blade to the two guards who stopped me. The guard who’d called out to me looked at it, while the other guard raised his laser rifle, ready to aim at me on a moment’s notice. He wasn’t pointing it at me yet, but it probably wouldn’t be long before he did.


  “Wait…” one said. “Let me check.”


  “I can’t have you doing that.”


  “What…?”


  I held my breath and sliced the two soldiers in half in one quick motion. The bodies of the bisected soldiers—who appeared to be in complete disbelief—collapsed to the ship’s floor, covering my shoes with blood and guts.


  “I had no choice.”


  They’d had their guard up against me, so I couldn’t have touched their heads and put them to sleep. Besides, to knock them out, I would’ve needed to focus. In a situation like this, I’d had no choice but to cut them down. I’d already killed Vincent, and it was obvious that Count Ixamal was at odds with me and Colonel Serena. Now that things had come to this, violence was the only option.


  Ugh… I hate this. If I get hit by a laser rifle set to lethal output, It’s curtains for me. “I’m not in power armor, or even combat armor, right now… I’m completely defenseless. Oh well.” I swung Vincent’s sword into a nearby wall, slicing out a portion just the right size to serve as a shield.


  A laser weapon transferred heat to the surface of the target its beam hit, ultimately destroying the target. They were destructive, but they didn’t have much penetrating force. And a battleship’s internal walls were made of sturdy material designed to withstand shipboard combat, so they should be able to withstand several laser blasts… Or, in the worst-case scenario, at least one blast. If this shield broke, I could always make another one by cutting another piece from the wall. I was doing a lot of damage to Count Ixamal’s ship, but that wasn’t exactly my problem.


  I telekinetically levitated my makeshift shield and used it to cover myself as I rushed toward my destination. Before long, I encountered more soldiers.


  “Huh?! What?!”


  “Halt!”


  [image: ]


  “I refuse!”


  I pushed my wall shield into the soldiers I’d met while rounding a corner, then cut them down as they stumbled from the impact. They hadn’t done anything wrong, but anyone who impeded me was my enemy. I had to cut my enemies down.


  The bigger a commotion I caused, the less attention Mimi and the others would be paid. That might allow them to somehow escape on their own. Although Mimi didn’t fight, Elma was even better than me at hand-to-hand combat, and way better than most people with a laser gun. Then there were Kugi’s powerful psionic powers. They really should be able to escape on their own.


  “What’s going on?!”


  “There are injured men over here! Code Zero-Three! Code Zero-Three! Sector Two B, Code Zero-Three! Requesting backup!”


  More soldiers had noticed the disturbance and rushed over. I’d experienced in-person combat many times in SOL, and a certain rule had to be followed when you faced multiple enemies alone.


  “Whoa! Did someone just charge in?!”


  “I’ll back you up—gah!”


  When you were outnumbered, you had to avoid getting into a shootout. It would put you at a serious disadvantage; the difference in firepower assured that you’d lose. It was best to close the distance as much as your shield and plating allowed, then use your enemies’ bodies as shields against other foes around you. Those enemies would hesitate to fire, since they wouldn’t want to hit their comrades.


  “There he is! Ready your weapons!”


  As I charged through an open corridor, a five-soldier group showed up to block my way. They raised their laser rifles and laser pistols, pointing them at me. They probably intended to break through my defenses in one concentrated barrage.


  I wasn’t about to let them. Clenching my free left hand, I muttered, “Come here.”


  “What?! My weapon! Gah!”


  I pulled their weapons toward myself telekinetically, disarming them. Then I charged the stunned soldiers and cut them down with my blade. I didn’t need to do anything fancy; it was quite easy to use a blade to slaughter unarmed humans.


  I continued telekinetically manipulating the laser guns I’d stolen, using the firearms themselves as projectile weapons. Given my current skill level, I couldn’t quite shoot them, but even using them as projectiles probably made them sufficiently scary weapons from the enemy’s point of view.


  “Wh-what the…? Guh!”


  “Gwah! Ugh!”


  I cut down the soldiers who’d been struck by flying laser guns and stumbled. Then I used their corpses as shields or new projectile weapons. The way I was levitating chunks of the wall, laser weapons, and the corpses of my enemies was probably terrifying, and it definitely intimidated them sufficiently.


  “A-ahh! C-corpses?!”


  “He’s manipulating corpses!”


  “If you don’t want to join them, drop your weapons and get out of my way!” I ordered.


  “F-fine! I’m dropping my weapons! I’m dropping them!”


  “Idiot! The count’s going to kill you!”


  “Whatever! That’s better than dying and having my corpse manipulated like that!”


  Some soldiers threw their weapons to the floor and chose to surrender. Others continued to resist, so I hurled corpses and stolen weapons at them to keep them occupied, then finished them with my sword. I telekinetically picked up the weapons the soldiers had abandoned to replenish my store of weapons. You could never have too many weapons.


  “What bizarre powers! I’ll cut you down!”


  “Ah… Noble soldiers.”


  A noble soldier had leapt out from around the corner, slipping past my corpse shields to close in. The sword he raised gleamed sharply as it caught the light.


  “I have you now! What…?!”


  The confident soldier’s expression froze. Although he’d raised his sword, he couldn’t swing it downward. It wouldn’t budge an inch.


  “Tough luck.”


  I slashed the stunned noble’s exposed midsection. Although such nobles had enhanced bodies, that didn’t mean they could withstand being chopped in half. This soldier would soon die from blood loss.


  Swords were supposedly sharp enough to cut through power armor and even battleship plating, but they couldn’t cut an invisible power. That was the reason they couldn’t cut through shields. That meant I could use telekinesis to grab the soldiers’ blades, preventing even physically enhanced nobles from swinging their swords as they pleased.


  “Im…possible…”


  “I’ll be taking that sword, thanks.”


  I removed the blade from the hands of the bisected noble’s upper body, then finished him by decapitating him with Vincent’s sword. The sword I’d just acquired was a little heavier than I preferred for my left hand, but I wasn’t in a position to be picky. Looks like I’ve returned to my usual fighting style.


  “If you want to die, come at me!”


  Taunting the enemy soldiers, I slashed at the walls with the swords in both my hands, replenishing my levitating shields. Now that things had come to this, I planned to see it through to the end. Even if I had to create a mountain of corpses, I was getting my crew back.


   


  ***


   


  “Gyaaaaah!”


  “Fred?! Guh!”


  The moment time resumed its usual flow, screams echoed through the stark metal interior of the battleship’s corridors; meanwhile, blood sprayed, painting the white steel walls crimson.


  “Those movements aren’t human! What the hell is he?!”


  “Not even nobles are that fast… Crap! He’s coming!”


  “Fire! Fire!”


  I caught my breath by taking cover behind a barricade that Count Ixamal’s personal soldiers had erected. Then, once I was ready, I held my breath and leaped out from behind. Positioning my makeshift wall and corpse shields in front of the soldiers’ raised guns, I used my swords to fill the gaps my shields couldn’t cover as I charged at the soldiers.


  Hostile and murderous feelings prickled against my skin, and the scent of fear wafted through the air. A kaleidoscope of hope and despair filled the corridor, creating a strange contrast. Heightened by the thrill of battle, my expanded psionic abilities sharpened my perception of such emotions even further.


  “…?!”


  “…!! …?!”


  In decelerated time, whatever sounds their voices made never reached my ears. Yet the emotions they emitted expanded within that space and brushed against my mind. Anger, sadness, pain, fear—those feelings ignored time, reaching me faster than the soldiers’ voices.


  The corpses and wall shields blocking the lethal laser beams from the soldiers’ rifles exploded and began to disintegrate. Before the explosions even began, though, I was fast enough to cut down the soldiers with the swords I gripped in each fist. I slashed through their weapons, their limbs, and sometimes their torsos or heads. If they were behind barricades, I would even cleave through those, along with the men hiding on the other side.


  “Damn, there’s a lot of them.”


  I hid once more behind a barrier my enemies had erected and took a breather. Since I’d used my time-manipulation ability repeatedly, I wasn’t sure how long I’d been fighting. Frustration burned in my chest. The thought that something might happen to Mimi or the others while I wasted time here made it impossible to calm down. Still, I had to maintain a cool head. I didn’t have a proper personal shield, nor was I protected by combat armor or power armor. A single mistake could cost my life.


  “P-nade!” a soldier cried.


  “Do it!” another urged.


  “You think I’ll let you?”


  I deployed my wall shields, jumped out from behind the barrier, and used my telekinesis to catch the “P-nade”—an abbreviation for “plasma grenade”—and throw it right back at them.


  “You’re kidding me!”


  “Retreat!”


  Bwooon! The distinctive low, resonant blast of a plasma grenade echoed; that was followed by a wave of scorching heat. I could feel it burning against my skin even at this distance, so the soldiers caught at close range had no doubt met a gruesome fate. If the plasma explosion hit them directly, they’d have been utterly incinerated.


  These guys are actually willing to use plasma weapons aboard their own ship, I noted. Evidently, they’d received approval to take actions that might even damage the vessel. They really had to be under a lot of pressure. If they kept using plasma grenades so recklessly, the ship would be littered with holes before long. …There!


  “Damn it. We can’t use P-nades against him… Crap! He’s coming?! Run!”


  “You’re not getting away.”


  I deftly hopped over a barricade and closed the distance to the fleeing soldiers, then used telekinesis to bowl them over. Even a light bump to the legs would knock down someone sprinting away, and giving them another helpful push as they tried to regain their balance would seal the deal.


  “Surrender! We surrender! Just spare our lives!”


  “I refuse.”


  I mercilessly cut down the enemy soldiers begging to be spared, then stole their plasma grenades. They’d dared use such dangerous weapons against me, and yet they wanted me to spare their lives? If a plasma grenade had hit me, it would have incinerated me, leaving nothing but ashes.


  If only I knew where Mimi and the others were. Oh, wait… I can use telepathy. I should be able to form a two-way telepathic connection with Kugi, which at the very least should let me know whether they’re okay. I wonder why it took me so long to remember that. I might’ve gotten a little too hotheaded.


  ‹Kugi? Kugi? Are you okay? Respond, please.›


  Kugi answered immediately. ‹Yes, my lord, we’re fine. We overpowered our guards, and we’re looking for an opportunity to escape. I’m with Mimi, Elma, and Serena’s adjutant, Lieutenant Emma.›


  ‹I see. That’s good. But is the colonel not with you?›


  ‹No, my lord. She seems to be with Count Ixamal.›


  Along with her thoughts, Kugi sent me some information she’d obtained. Telepathy could convey more than just words; it was possible to send mental images too. The information Kugi sent was quite detailed: It included the ship’s layout, my current location, and the area where Colonel Serena was supposed to be.


  ‹Mimi took the guard’s… I believe it’s called a terminal…? and used it to gather information.›


  ‹Oh, I see. Nice job. If you guys are fine, I’ll go ahead and rescue Colonel Serena. Will you be okay?›


  ‹Yes, my lord. I’ll protect the group here. Under the circumstances, I have no choice but to use my powers to the fullest in order to defend us.›


  I detected a certain melancholy in Kugi’s thoughts. She probably saw it as distasteful to use her psionic powers against people with no way to resist. From what I knew, the Holy Verthalz Empire had strict self-enforced rules about how “magic”—psionic power—was to be used.


  ‹As your captain and master, I order you to use any means necessary to protect yourself. No hesitating—understood? I’ll take full responsibility.›


  ‹My lord…› Kugi trailed off. ‹Very well. Orders acknowledged. I will not hesitate.›


  ‹Good. That’s a good girl. I’ll go rescue Colonel Serena now. If anything happens, let me know.›


  ‹Yes, my lord.›


  I stopped communicating with Kugi and began to reorganize the information she’d sent me. This is the shortest route to Colonel Serena?


  After checking the route, I activated a plasma grenade I’d stolen from the enemy soldiers and threw it at a wall. Bwooon. Detonating with the distinctive sound unique to plasma weapons, the plasma grenade opened a large hole in the wall.


  “Since I know where she is now, I’d better take the shortest route.”


  There’d be no point in using the corridors; they would simply make me an easy target for ambushes. If the intervening walls were thick, I could simply blast them open with plasma grenades. If they were thin, I could just cut through them with my monomolecular swords.


  I could also easily detect nearby enemies using telepathy. All living beings emitted thought waves, or at least mind waves, even if they lacked psionic powers. Anyone capable of perceiving those waves could tell whether there was a living being on the other side of a wall. The ability also let me detect whether there was an ambush ahead, as well as what movements the enemy might be making.


  “Yeah, fighting while you’re seeing red really is stupid,” I muttered to myself, destroying a door with my swords and then entering the room beyond. The rooms in this section of the ship were all super luxurious. This had to be where the personal chambers of Vincent—the guy I’d killed—or Count Ixamal were located.


  Just as I was about to cross the room, I suddenly detected something odd: weak mental waves. It had a distinctive quality very different from the mental waves of someone asleep. The source had to be alive, since it was emitting mental waves, yet the sensation the waves produced was unusually feeble.


  Actually, there were mental waves coming from three such sources, all within the luxurious room on the other side of the wall.


  I had to hurry and save Colonel Serena as quickly as possible, but my instincts screamed that I couldn’t simply ignore what I was sensing. The situation was unusual. There didn’t seem to be any entrances leading to the room the faint mental waves emanated from. Was there a hidden door somewhere?


  Oh well. I’ll just create an entrance. I swung my swords, destroyed the wall, and entered the mysterious room. “God damn it.”


  I’d immediately cursed upon seeing what was inside the chamber—unpleasant lighting, a large bed, ampoules of an obviously suspicious unknown liquid, needle-free injectors, handcuffs, ball gags, blindfolds, and some kind of disgusting chair resembling a delivery bed. Littered about the room were all kinds of repulsive toys that I couldn’t even guess the purpose of.


  Three women also lay in transparent cold-sleep pods as if on display. All three were naked and in cold sleep. No—they aren’t just in cold sleep. They’re being stored here like toys.


  These women were tools for the master of this room to use whenever he saw fit. There were also empty cold-sleep pods in here. Who was going to go into them? Who did the master of this room intend to store here?


  “Disgusting.”


  That was my honest reaction. At the moment, though, there was nothing I could do for these women. Waking them up from cold sleep would take time, and it would be even longer before they were ready to move—if they even regained consciousness. Also, there were clearly dangerous drugs in the room; I wasn’t sure what those drugs did, but even if I could wake the women, there was a good chance they wouldn’t be in any condition to do anything. I’d be idiotic to try bringing them with me while I fought enemy soldiers armed with directed-energy and plasma weapons.


  “I’ll find help for you—and get revenge for you. That’s a promise.”


  The women probably couldn’t hear me. It was more a declaration to myself.


   


  ***


   


  “The math doesn’t check out. How vexing,” Daybit Ixamal remarked.


  Frustrated, he watched the live video feed on which Hiro slaughtered his soldiers with the two swords he’d stolen. The mercenary was causing complete mayhem, opening holes in the ship walls by using soldiers’ own weapons against them.


  “I heard that he was strong even without his ship, but this is unexpected.”


  On another screen, the Pirate-Hunting Unit’s marines were locked in a tense standoff with Count Ixamal’s private soldiers; the conflict was ready to erupt at the slightest spark. On another screen, a Maidroid flanked by military-grade combat bots was breaching the Majestic’s entrance hatch.


  “It seems you’re the only one who’s completely useless, Miss Holz.”


  I ignored this provocation from Count Daybit Ixamal—no, Rebel Daybit—and remained silent. Responding would only excite him.


  It was true that I was helpless, my hands bound in chains hanging from the ceiling and my toes barely brushing the floor. Still, hearing this rebel say so was infuriating.


  “I suppose that I should have simply killed him, rather than trying to recruit him. No need to worry about damage to the ship, James. Just exterminate him. Use an EMP on the Maidroid and bots. You have my permission.”


  His subordinates must have acknowledged his orders, because the rebel nodded in satisfaction before turning back to me. He glanced at the table that had been placed right beside me. “Hm… The drug isn’t working very well, perhaps due to your military-use decontamination implant. It’s not clear how high a dose I should use. Or should I try using Worm…? Or perhaps another method?” Muttering to himself, the rebel gazed at a disgusting creature wiggling around inside a small capsule.


  The rebel had been injecting me with some strange substance. I wasn’t sure what his intentions were, but the injections made me nauseous—not so much physically, but mentally.


  “Using this thing creates a risk of physically destroying the brain… That would make for extra work, and it would also be immediately detectable on a scan. I could try overloading the implant by increasing the quantity of Marionette I’m using… But that carries its own risks.”


  As the rebel kept muttering to himself about some ridiculous matter, the ship suddenly began to shake. That was followed by a bending, scraping sound, as if the ship itself were being crushed and broken apart.


  “What’s going on?!” the rebel shouted in panic, looking over at the holo-display. When he saw what was happening, his jaw dropped in shock.


  My own mouth might have hung open in astonishment too. I had no idea what was going on. Hiro had somehow carved ten meters’ worth of holes through the ship in the direction he was moving. The holes resembled those a cannonball would’ve created if it managed to pierce through the ship, but there was no evidence of anything like a cannonball nearby. There was, however, some kind of dark mist radiating from Hiro’s body.


  “Wh-what the hell is that?! What’s going on?!”


  Even as the rebel Daybit reeled in shock, Hiro pressed forward without breaking his stride. I wasn’t sure where he was going, but his demeanor was anything but ordinary. And all he had in his hands were two swords. No… There also appeared to be objects floating around him. Still, I didn’t see anything capable of unleashing the destruction the holo-display had revealed.


  “Here…?” Daybit muttered, blanching. “Is he headed here?!”


   


  ***


   


  According to Kugi, Daybit Ixamal had only taken Colonel Serena with him. What were his intentions? That question reminded me of what I’d seen in the room with the cold-sleep pods. I had an ominous feeling. Count Ixamal clearly had nefarious intentions, and if I kept wasting time, he was going to destroy Colonel Serena—I was sure of it. In short, I had no more time to spare.


  “I’m done holding back.” Muttering that phrase was was part of a routine; such routines were useful when I wanted to control—or fully unleash—my psionic powers.


  I could keep demolishing the walls with plasma grenades and my swords, but that’d be far too inefficient. Great power slept within me—power that could swallow and erase entire star systems. What was a mere battleship wall compared to such overwhelming force? That kind of obstacle was basically paper before me. That should be the case. No, that was the case.


  The moment I made that declaration, the laws of the universe twisted. It felt like I heard cogs suddenly aligning within my mind. I was applying a power that manipulated fate and space-time; an ability that let me impose my own will on the universe, forcibly changing the logic that governed it. And even the reactive force I generated when I bent reality was borne by someone else, not me, which made this ability a true “cheat code” with no drawbacks.


  The wall in front of me—the target of my power—bent and broke, making a strange noise.


  One, two, three. “I’m going to cheat a little. I’ll reverse cause and effect and make the results precede. A simple formula. In the end, everything just needs to come out to forty-two.”


  I wasn’t sure what I was saying either. In any case, I tore down a wall, crossed to the other side of it, and began tearing down the next wall.


  “There he is!”


  “What…? What’s going on?!”


  In the spacious hall on the other side of the wall, a large mob awaited me. My power had only destroyed the wall in front of me: These people weren’t part of that wall, so they hadn’t been destroyed along with it. I’d had to add that restriction so that I wouldn’t end up accidentally hurting my friends. That was just how this ability worked.


  This problem wasn’t that serious, though. I simply implemented a ridiculous new reality.


  “Out of the way.”


  I swung my sword and felt it pass through the mob in front of me. In the next moment, the heads of those in the mob separated from their necks.


  “No way…” a disbelieving voice said.


  As the head of every enemy soldier in sight departed from their neck in unison, fresh blood sprayed through the corridor. Its thick stench filled my nostrils, but that didn’t bother me. I could feel my psionic abilities growing and expanding. My whole world had expanded. I was seeing things I couldn’t previously see.


  As I entered the bloody hall, I spotted an enemy soldier a short distance away.


  “M-monster…” He’d completely lost the will to fight and had thrown down his weapons.


  Monster? I see. It was pretty much impossible to call me a normal person at this point. “Yeah—thanks to you.”


  Emotionlessly, I swung my sword again and chopped the terrified soldier’s head clean off. My blade didn’t actually touch his neck, but it decapitated it nonetheless. After all, I had decreed that it would.


  I crossed the hall and headed toward a corridor. Colonel Serena was in a room on the other side. The corridor was blocked with barricades, however, and dozens of soldiers were in position waiting for me. They were equipped with laser rifles and plasma rifles; some even had power armor and custom heavy weapons.


  If I didn’t do something, then before long, I’d be full of more holes than a beehive. But I’d left my wall and corpse shields in the previous room, so at the moment, I had no way to defend myself. None at all. The reason why, though, was that I didn’t need one.


  “There he is! Fire!”


  Their laser rifles fired deadly light beams, their plasma rifles fired plasma bullets, and their power armor’s custom heavy weapons launched mighty attacks, all of which rushed at me. However, not a single thing hit me. The deadly light beams changed trajectory, and the plasma bullets crumbled before reaching me.


  “Wh-wha…? What is happening?”


  “Not telling you.”


  Before the soldiers could pull their triggers for a second time, I’d sliced their heads off. They didn’t even have a chance to scream. The sound of bodies hitting the floor echoed through the corridor, and then there was silence. I swung my sword through the air and felt it make contact, resettling the balance of cause and effect.


  This was how manipulating fate and space-time worked.


  I’d forced the fate of decapitation onto the soldiers, manipulated the order of cause and effect, and twisted space so that my sword’s swing would overlap with the positions of their necks. From my enemy’s point of view, this had probably seemed completely unreasonable. After all, my sword was seemingly killing them before it even touched them. To make matters worse, they had no way to resist.


  “Time to go.”


  At that point, it was hardly a battle. The enemy soldiers couldn’t keep up with me. They’d never arrive where I was. After all, I had manipulated fate, decreeing that I wouldn’t run into any more obstacles.


  It would have been difficult to manipulate the fate of every individual enemy soldier, but manipulating my own fate was simple. After all, that only involved one person: myself. It was truly basic.


  I could feel myself understanding my powers better and better. Nothing could stop me at this point. The final wall standing before me crumbled and fell apart.


  “Fooound you.”


  Entering the room, I discovered Count Ixamal—pale and trembling, with one hand by the sheath at his waist—and Colonel Serena, dangling with both hands chained to the ceiling.


   


  ***
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  Something was obviously wrong with Hiro. When he destroyed the wall and entered the room, there was some kind of fire in his eyes, as well as some black fog surrounding him. I wasn’t sure what that black fog was, but looking at him elicited primal fear of some variety inside me. I wasn’t sure why. In any case, Hiro was enormously intimidating. I felt as if I were standing before the emperor.


  Hiro glanced at me, then immediately glared at Count Ixamal. “You goddamn beast. I’m going to kill you.”


  This was bad. I had to stop him. “No, don’t! You can’t. We need to capture this rebel alive.”


  “Tch.” The moment Hiro clicked his tongue, the chains binding me fell apart, and the rebel went flying into the far wall. The impact seemed to knock him unconscious.


  What had happened just now? Hiro must have done something, but I had no idea what. While I was lost in thought, the door to the room suddenly opened, and a white figure jumped at Hiro.


  “My lord!”


  It was a member of his crew. I believed that her name was Kugi; I didn’t know much about her, though. I’d heard that she’d come here from the Holy Verthalz Empire specifically to serve Hiro, but I didn’t know much more than that.


  “Master Hiro!”


  “Hiro! Hey, are you okay?”


  After Kugi, Miss Mimi and Miss Elma entered the room as well. Emma, my adjutant, followed. I was glad to see that she was safe.


  “Colonel, are you all right?”


  “Yes, for now. He injected me with a strange drug, so I’ll need to be checked by a doctor sooner rather than later.”


  I glanced over at the unconscious rebel. In any case, I had to resolve the present situation first. With their leader captured, hopefully the rebel’s soldiers would stand down.


   


  ***


   


  “My lord!”


  The moment I sent Count Ixamal flying into the wall with telekinesis, Kugi charged into the room. She immediately jumped at me and hugged me.


  In that instant, my mind suddenly cleared. You could say that I regained my composure. The pitch-black emotions that had swirled in my chest vanished, and my consciousness, which had been recklessly expanding, shrank back to normal. My sense of omnipotence vanished.


  After I’d calmed down, I immediately realized that I’d gone too far, enacting a complete massacre. It was true that I couldn’t afford to hold back against people pointing weapons at me, but what I’d done hadn’t been proportional in the slightest.


  I also seemed to have unlocked new powers I hadn’t had before. If I wanted to, I could probably tap into them even now. The results wouldn’t be as ridiculous as what I’d just showcased, but I felt like I was still capable of that ultimate lethal sword move that reversed cause and effect, decapitating multiple enemies in a single swing.


  I’d also become much more aware of space-time and fate. I wasn’t sure how to put that into words. Had I refined my understanding? Had my intuition about space-time improved? Regardless, I understood my surroundings even better than before.


  Considering the timing, Kugi must have taken some kind of action. She was still hugging me, but from the bristling of her tails, it was clear that she was doing something difficult at the moment. I probably needed to relax and let her in.


  ‹My lord.›


  I heard her in my mind, not because she’d spoken aloud. She seemed tired. I wasn’t sure what had happened to me, but Kugi must just have done something quite strenuous, and that was probably my fault.


  ‹I can hear you. Sorry for making you worry and exert yourself.›


  ‹It’s nothing, my lord. I’m by your side for times like this.› 


  After responding telepathically, Kugi looked up at me and brushed my left cheek in relief. I placed my left hand atop the hand on my face, then used my right to bring her into a hug. I still didn’t completely understand the situation, but Kugi must have saved me somehow.


  Leaning on her adjutant’s shoulder, Colonel Serena deliberately coughed loudly a couple of times.


  Yeah, yeah. No more getting lost in our own world. “It’s good to see that you’re okay, Colonel Serena. You are okay, right?”


  “Yes, thankfully. I’m feeling right as rain right now. The passion you just displayed caught me a little off guard, though.”


  “We’ve had things on our plate on this side too, all right? In any case, I’m glad you’re okay. Before I got here, I ran into something disturbing. I rushed over because I was scared that I might already be too late.”


  “Disturbing? What do you mean?”


  “I found a secret playroom where women are trapped in cold-sleep pods on display. There were suspicious drugs in there too—it was definitely bad news.”


  As I explained all this, a momentary flash of rage appeared on Colonel Serena’s face. Then she broke out into a cold sweat. “Um…that suspicious drug you mentioned… I was injected with that myself. Multiple times.”


  “It’s definitely something shady—I’m sure of it. You should get checked as soon as possible.”


  “I’d love to, but we need to resolve the situation here first. The rebel over there is still alive, right?”


  “It appears so. Would you like to leave him to me? I can make him confess everything, or turn him into a puppet if you wish,” Kugi said, with a more ominous smile than I’d ever seen on her.


  Yikes. Remind me not to piss Kugi off—ever.


   


  ***


   


  “Mwrrghrrrgh!”


  “Hm. He’s rather stubborn.”


  As Count Ixamal convulsed violently, his eyes rolling back, Kugi looked somewhat troubled. She didn’t seem to have any intention of stopping, though, as she pumped even more psionic power into him.


  Yikes.


  I was probably the only one who understood what Kugi was actually doing. From an outsider’s perspective, she’d just placed her hand on Count Ixamal’s forehead. She was actually using telepathy to mess with his brain, though—and very forcefully, which made it clear that she didn’t care whether she ended up breaking his mind. That was how it came off to me, at least. Maybe she was treading more carefully than I thought, but it sure didn’t look like it.


  Anyway, yeah, yikes.


  As I shivered, watching Kugi work, Elma called over to me. “You look awful.”


  That was when I first looked at myself. She was right: I was covered in blood. None was my own, of course. “I was desperate. I woke up chained to a chair, and the rest of you had been captured and were being held elsewhere.”


  Heaving a deep sigh, I stabbed the sword I held into the floor before sitting down on the sofa. I’d now damaged the floor and covered the sofa with blood, but that wasn’t my problem.


  “So, what happened on your end?” I asked.


  “Kugi handled everything. The moment she woke up, she immediately neutralized our guard, stole their equipment and terminal, and then used the guard as a puppet. That girl is seriously unbelievable.”


  “Yeah. If she decides to use her telepathy in an offensive way, that’s what happens.”


  If Kugi really wanted to do something, normal humans with no means to resist psionic powers couldn’t stop her. She could even manipulate my mind unless I created a mental barrier to block her.


  “It was incredible. The guard just suddenly fell over, then got up and started undoing our restraints. I was so confused,” Mimi said, wiping my face with a wet handkerchief. She’d evidently poked around the room and found a bottle of water. She was pretty dependable now.


  As we waited, Colonel Serena and Kugi finished up their interrogation session and walked toward us. As for Count Ixamal, Colonel Serena’s adjutant was tying him up.


  “Did you figure out his motives?” I asked.


  Colonel Serena sat down on another sofa listlessly. “The rebel apparently planned to switch sides and join the Belbellum Federation,” she answered. “He planned to hand over the star systems from here to the gateway to them—as well as you and me.”


  “I knew he was going to betray us. Is this really the time to be lounging around here?”


  “No, it isn’t. Even if I wanted to, though, I can’t move right now. That strange drug he injected me with overloaded my decontamination implant, and too much movement might trigger the drug’s effects,” Colonel Serena explained, directing a hateful look in Daybit’s direction.


  “Did that implant or whatever not ward off the sedative he used?”


  “It’s not all-powerful. It works against poison and unknown materials, but it won’t respond to normal drugs. That means it’s completely ineffective against any sedative typically used by nobles and the military.”


  “Is that how it works?”


  “That’s how it works. Just what did that man inject me with…? I should’ve forced him to spit it out. In any case, the Pirate-Hunting Unit’s marines are currently taking control of his ship. Your Maidroid is also—”


  “Master.”


  Just as Colonel Serena was mentioning her, Mei suddenly arrived. When she saw that, Serena just shrugged.


  “I apologize for arriving so late.”


  “That’s fine. It’s enough that you’re here now. What are you carrying?”


  “Your equipment, and everyone else’s. I also retrieved the colonel’s sword.”


  “Thank you,” Colonel Serena said with a sigh of relief as Mei took out a familiar blade.


  I figured that, as a noblewoman, she must prize her sword. I felt a little safer with my own trusted blades in my hands myself. I also decided to keep the swords I’d acquired during the day’s battle. They were technically spoils of war.


  “So, uh…he planned to switch sides? Considering that he took action, aren’t we in a pretty bad situation?”


  “We have yet to reestablish communication with the various sectors, so it’s difficult to draw any conclusions. We have neither secured this vessel’s bridge nor seized this base’s command post, and the extent of this man’s reach remains unclear. Furthermore, no front-line reports have come in yet.”


  “You’re saying we don’t know anything?”


  “Not about the present situation, no. However, we do know what this man’s plan was. Your cute but terrifying crew member got it all out of him,” Colonel Serena said, glancing at Kugi.


  Kugi merely smiled, her fox ears twitching twice.


  “As I said earlier, he planned to hand us over to the Belbellum Federation, along with a certain amount of the Empire’s territory,” Serena continued. “On top of sabotaging the nearest gateway and preventing the Empire’s reinforcements from arriving, he planned to use his own forces, as well as the Belbellum Federation’s, to crush the Imperial Fleet units stationed on the front line. They would then steamroll through all the systems between the front line and the gateway, essentially establishing Federation rule over this area.”


  “That’s quite a scheme. Territory aside, why were we included in that transaction?”


  “Remember that Belbellum Federation fleet we destroyed in the Tarmein System? The upper brass of their army evidently nurse quite a grudge against us, since a certain someone decided to employ an unconscionable strategy that involved a Singing Crystal.”


  “I’m not sure what you’re referring to. I’m pretty sure someone aboard the Belbellum Federation’s flagship must’ve secretly been carrying one. And we got attacked by crystal life-forms too, so we’re actually victims ourselves.”


  As I played dumb, Colonel Serena directed a nonplussed look at me. It looked like her face was reddening. Was she feverish? “Well…the Empire makes the same claim in regard to why crystal life-forms appeared there. In any case, we can apparently be sold for a good price.”


  “The Federation criticizes the Empire’s feudalistic society as antiquated, but their own society is nothing to brag about,” Elma said. “They’re completely materialistic, and ethics aren’t a thing for them.”


  “I hear that the rich there just do whatever they want. I’m not sure how true those rumors are, though,” Mimi said.


  Having heard my discussion with Colonel Serena, Elma and Mimi began their own conversation about the Belbellum Federation. The nation postured as a democracy with a free-market economy, using those points to criticize the Empire, but it seemed that their own society had plenty of problems. I gathered that it was a super-capitalist society where money was everything.


  “I’m not sure what the situation is, but we can’t just sit here forever,” said Colonel Serena. “Let’s go take over the bridge.”


  “In your current state physically? Won’t that be difficult?”


  “Count Ixamal’s actions constitute treason against the emperor, so he no longer has the right to act as defense commander. I need to assume his post immediately and assess the situation. Even if I’m in no state to do so, I have no choice but to try anyway.”


  Having said this, Colonel Serena used her sword as a cane and rose from the sofa.


  She was an important client of mine…so I didn’t have much choice but to help her.


  Chapter 5:
When It Rains, It Pours


   


  WE PROCEEDED WITH the containment of the Klion System Imperial Fleet Supply Depot—god, its official name was so needlessly long—making good use of the fact that Daybit was in our custody.


  After we’d taken control of the bridge of Count Ixamal’s flagship, the Majestic, ignoring Serena’s poor condition in the process, the colonel gave a speech that was displayed throughout the supply depot.


  Her words: “Planning to commit treason against the Empire and the emperor, Count Daybit Ixamal attempted to hold me captive through underhanded means, but failed. I currently have custody of Daybit, and we’ve obtained physical evidence, as well as a confession from the man himself. Thus, there’s no longer any reason for you to follow his orders. Surrender and prove your loyalty to the emperor.”


  After that, most of the soldiers stationed on the base—including those from Count Ixamal’s private army—surrendered to her. Of course, there were those who didn’t, and Colonel Serena’s marines were now in the middle of suppressing them.


  Serena sighed. “You killing Vincent actually proved useful, in hindsight. Other blood relatives of Ixamal’s could theoretically inherit his position, but none are here on this base. Without a leader to rally around, it’s hard for the soldiers to organize themselves… Phew.”


  We’d returned to the bridge of the Lestarius, and Colonel Serena sat in the captain’s chair. She sighed in pain—or rather, frustration—as she analyzed the situation.


  “You don’t look so good.”


  “Hah… To be honest, I’m feeling rough. Just what did he inject me with? I need to get checked as soon as possible… Whew…”


  She could respond to questions, but her face was bright red as if she was feverish, and she had broken a sweat. Her body was trembling too. Given the contents of that secret room, Daybit had definitely injected her with something nasty, so I was pretty worried. That said, the drug likely wasn’t lethal. If the count had wanted to kill Serena, then there was no need for him to do it in such a roundabout way. He could just have used his sword.


  For the record, Colonel Serena’s subordinates had recovered the women being stored in that secret room. It wasn’t clear whether we could provide the medical care they’d need at the moment, though, so the current plan was to keep them in cold sleep until the situation settled.


  Serena’s people were also trying to identify the women. They seemed to believe that the girls likely came from families with a certain standing, since they’d apparently received bodily enhancements unique to imperial nobles. It wasn’t clear how they came to be a part of Daybit’s collection, but it probably wasn’t through any means that were aboveboard. They’d been stored in that secret room for a nefarious reason.


  “By the way, how long until Daybit recovers from what you did to him?” Colonel Serena asked.


  Still restrained by a special apparatus, Daybit lay sprawled on the floor of the Lestarius’s bridge, his face blankly staring into the void. Colonel Serena had had her subordinates transport him here.


  “If we don’t do anything further, and just leave him be, he should recover within the hour,” Kugi answered.


  “Then we should get whatever else we can out of him while we have the chance. Can I count on your assistance?”


  Kugi glanced at me. I nodded back.


  “Yes,” she said. “Leave it to me.”


  “Hah…” Serena panted. “Thank you. Emma?”


  “Yes, Colonel. Miss Kugi, this way, please.”


  Having received her orders, Colonel Serena’s adjutant escorted Daybit off the bridge with the marines, and Kugi accompanied them. That adjutant, Emma, was rather surprising. She’d been captured alongside Mimi and the others, but she was working as if nothing had happened. As for me, I was exhausted.


  “Hah…” Serena panted. “So…I want to ask…about several things…”


  “No—you should rest,” I told her. “Something’s obviously wrong with you. I’ll answer your questions later, when we both have time.”


  “You promise…?”


  “Yeah, yeah, I promise. This ship has medical facilities and a doctor, right? Our ship does—first-class ones, at that.”


  “No need…to concern yourself. My crew…is very capable as well…” Colonel Serena called over some crew members and had them help her over to the medical bay.


  Now, it was time for us to… Well, we couldn’t exactly leave, since Kugi was still in the middle of interrogating Daybit. I figured I just needed to wait here.


  The moment the people around us had left, Mimi and Elma started staring at me, neither saying anything. Mei had left too—she was taking the combat bots back to the Black Lotus—so the only people who were still here were Mimi, Elma, myself, and some bridge operators.


  “I hear you did something crazy,” Elma said as she gawked at me.


  I’d put on a shirt and pants of the Imperial Fleet’s design. My usual outfit was bloodstained, so I’d had to get changed to avoid pathogens. I obviously didn’t have a spare set of clothes stored aboard the Lestarius, so my only option had been to accept an Imperial Fleet uniform that fit me. Elma was likely staring to see whether I’d sustained any serious injuries. Or maybe she just found it interesting that I was in an Imperial Fleet uniform, or…well, combat suit.


  “I was desperate.”


  That was the truth of it. I’d been worried that I might not be able to rescue Mimi and the others, so I’d lost my cool. I had calmed down quite a bit after communicating telepathically with Kugi; still, I’d gone a little too far. I should’ve maintained a cooler head, and there were things I could’ve done better, but what was done was done. That said, it would probably be best to reflect on my actions to avoid making the same mistake in the future.


  “You seem uninjured, which is good… But how do I put this…? You turned into, like, a dark hero out of a comic book,” Mimi said. “I saw the video footage.”


  “Please don’t,” I replied, folding my arms, closing my eyes, and tilting my face toward the ceiling.


  I really had unleashed my psionic abilities and gone wild with them. I’d held my breath and used time deceleration repeatedly, and I’d killed many soldiers with my swords. To top it all off, fueled by bloodlust, I’d awakened my ability to manipulate space-time and fate. At this point, I was already on an entirely different plane from those fictional knights and dark lord who could control the Force. Even I had to admit that I’d become some kind of ridiculous monster.


  “So, are you okay? Kugi was panicked. She said you were in a really precarious state or something.”


  “I’m not sure what the danger was, but I’m the same old me right now. Still, even I’m not sure what exactly I’d turned into while my swords were creating oceans of blood. Fighting in person is way different from fighting with the Krishna.”


  Mulling it over, I didn’t feel like I’d been my normal self back there. Once the situation cooled down, it might be a good idea for me to meditate, or have someone baby me to help me relax.


  “Oh, yeah,” I added, “I kind of killed Count Ixamal’s son and a whole lot of his soldiers…so am I going to be arrested?”


  “Um…I’m not sure?” Mimi directed a worried look at Elma.


  Elma wore a rather uncomfortable expression herself. “There were extenuating circumstances, and since you’re an honorary noble, you should get a favorable verdict on your battle against the commoner soldiers. But it’ll be a different story with Vincent and the other nobles you killed… If Colonel Serena’s allowed to testify, that should help. If she isn’t, though, it might be better to prepare yourself for the worst.”


  “…Worst-case scenario, we run away.”


  “You always say that, but you’ve never fled once. That plan can only be a last resort, okay? We’ll have to try to get through this using your connections with the mercenary guild and other nobles.”


  “If push comes to shove, we’ll blame the emperor. He’s the one who sent us here.”


  That would probably open a whole new can of worms, but what else could I do? If worse came to worst, we could always leave the Empire, but then we’d lose all our connections there, and the mercenary guild wouldn’t look favorably upon us running off. If things went badly, they might even send pursuers after us.


  “This sucks…” I said. “In any case, right now, I just want to take a shower and rest.”


  “Agreed,” replied Elma.


  “Hopefully we’ll all get to relax soon,” Mimi said.


  Under the circumstances, though, it wasn’t clear whether we’d be getting to do so. The Belbellum Federation was apparently launching a major attack, and the potential threat to the nearest gateway was worrying.


  That damn emperor. How dare he force us into this mess? I’m going to give him a piece of my mind the next time we meet.


   


  ***


   


  After we’d waited for Kugi to finish her hypnotic interrogation of Daybit, the four of us returned to the Black Lotus. I was concerned about Colonel Serena’s condition, but she herself had said that the Lestarius had capable medical staff and facilities, so she’d probably be fine. Still, I sent her a message that said she could always come to the Black Lotus for help if it became necessary.


  “Hon, did you join the Imperial Fleet?” Tina asked.


  “No. My clothes were just bloody, so I changed on the Lestarius. I should probably return these there later.”


  As we talked, an unknown individual in a full hazmat suit approached us. Wait—that wasn’t an “unknown individual.” It was Dr. Shouko.


  “Hiro, take off those clothes right here. Then go clean up with a shower. Blood spreads disease really easily, so make sure you’re thorough. You other three need to clean up too. I’ll take your clothes and decontaminate them.”


  “Right here?! We already went through thorough sanitization when we entered the ship!”


  “Right here. I’ve also had to decontaminate the areas you’ve gone through since entering the ship, and I don’t want any extra work.”


  “Okay…” When the doctor insisted, it was best to comply. She was a professional, and it was best to listen to professionals at times like this.


  “Put them in this box here,” Dr. Shouko instructed.


  “Okay.”


  “Whoa-ho. Nice. Keep stripping!” Tina exclaimed.


  This wasn’t a strip show. Wait—at this rate, I would be naked.


  “Okay. Now go bathe. Remember—be thorough. Run.”


  “Run?”


  “Run.”


  “Okay…”


  I had to run through the ship with nothing on but my underwear. What a tragic scene. But although I wasn’t happy about this, I had to obey Dr. Shouko. I was the captain, but I couldn’t go against the doctor’s advice.


  “I was waiting for you to arrive. Over here.”


  “O-oh.”


  Mei was waiting inside the tub, seated in a seiza position. She had prepared a familiar, cheap-looking air mattress and some transparent liquid that definitely wasn’t body soap.


  “Now come and leave everything to me.”


  “Okay!”


  Whatever happened should be fine as long as I left everything to Mei. Given how much stress I’d been under, I deserved a little reward!


   


  ***


   


  Once I returned from bathing, Elma directed an exasperated look at me. “You look pretty refreshed…” Elma said.


  “Baths are the best.” I didn’t pay her any mind. I was in a good mood, and on top of that, an enraptured fox was experiencing heaven right in front of me.


  “Ahh…”


  Kugi had finished bathing before Elma, and I was now drying and brushing one of her tails. I was a lucky man, getting to enjoy her fluffy tail like this, and Kugi enjoyed the thorough brushing herself. A win-win situation.


  “Kugi’s tails are the best, right?” Mimi said.


  She was sitting beside me, brushing another of Kugi’s three tails. Mimi was also freshly washed, since she’d bathed along with Kugi.


  “It’s good to see that you’re feeling fine,” I told her. “A lot of people experience trauma after fighting in person like that.”


  “I’m not completely unbothered, but it is what it is,” Mimi replied. “And after all, I have so many kind companions looking after me.”


  “Yeah, yeah.” Despite what she’d said, it was clear that she’d enjoyed the praise. She was so cute.


  Just then, my terminal made a “Ba-dun!” sound—the sound produced when someone was about to get a Muay Thai kick in the rear. That had to be Colonel Serena, but why was she calling me? I hadn’t expected any communication from her until it was time for our ships to head out for battle.


  “Yo. It’s Hiro.”


  “Whew…hah…” Serena panted. “You seem to be doing well. Must…be nice…hah…!”


  “Uh…that’s kind of a weird thing to get mad about. It sounds like you’re in rough shape. Could your doctors not do anything for you?”


  “Unfortunately, no…hah…hah…”


  “Ah…I’ll tell our doctor to prepare to accept a new patient. Should we go get you?”


  “Hah…no… That won’t be necessary. I’ll bring a sample of the drug I was injected with as well…”


  “Got it. I’ll have Mei meet you at the entrance.”


  “Sorry…for the trouble…”


  “It’s fine. I’m hanging up—come over as fast as possible.”


  I ended the call, then prepared to go inform Mei and Dr. Shouko. The Lestarius was one of the latest battleship models, so its facilities should be decent. Was this situation simply outside its personnel’s expertise?


  “Mei? Colonel Serena’s coming aboard the ship. Sorry, but can you head to the accommodation ladder to welcome her? She seems really under the weather, so she’ll probably need help to get to the medical bay. Prepare whatever you need.”


  “Yes, Master. Leave it to me.”


  “Thanks.”


  Mei shouldn’t have problems handling her end, so next up was Dr. Shouko.


  “Dr. Shouko, got a second?”


  “Hm? What is it? Feel strange anywhere?”


  “No, I’m fine. But Colonel Serena isn’t. The enemy held her captive for a time, and while she was restrained, they injected her with some kind of fishy drug. I’m not sure what her full symptoms are, but her face was red and her breathing was uneven. She said she’d bring a sample of the drug over here with her.”


  “Hmm? Well, without seeing her myself, I can’t say anything. I wonder what that drug’s purpose is. One that you’d inject into a captured, restrained woman… It’s definitely something unpleasant. I’ll start prepping to take a look at her, then.”


  “Thanks.” After I’d contacted those two, I went back to brushing Kugi’s tail.


  Hm? I wasn’t doing anything to help? Well, it wasn’t like I could do anything. And I preferred not to see Serena sick and weakened by that drug. It was better that I focus on doing things I actually could.


  “Hopefully Colonel Serena’s okay,” Mimi said.


  “Yeah. But her body has undergone enhancements, and she has a lot more vitality than us—she’ll probably be fine. At the very least, I don’t expect her to kick the bucket.”


  “How cold. You’re pretty harsh when it comes to the colonel, Hiro,” Elma remarked.


  “I wouldn’t say harsh. I’m just consciously maintaining distance between us,” I said, shrugging as I stroked Kugi’s tail. I was done brushing it, and while I was getting in touch with Mei and Dr. Shouko, Mimi had begun working on her third tail. How unfortunate: There wasn’t anything left for me to do. I had to settle for petting and sniffing the tail I’d already brushed. Mwffwffh.


  “Eyaah!”


  “Kugi’s expression is crazy right now,” Elma noted.


  After a little more light brushing, I released Kugi’s tail. “I’m satisfied,” I said. I pretended not to see that her back was trembling. “It’s not like there’s any reason for me to get along with the colonel or get close to her, so what’s the big deal? We can just keep going as we have been.”


  “Well, no. But…” Elma didn’t seem completely satisfied with my response.


  Well, we’d known Colonel Serena for a long time now, and she was rather obvious about showing me favor, so it wasn’t surprising that Elma felt kind of weird about it all.


  “By the way, Kugi, I wanted to ask you something.”


  “Hwah?! Wh-what is it…?”


  All I’d done was lightly tug—well, shake—the tail my arm was wrapped around, but Kugi had responded rather violently. Her tail was apparently really sensitive. I made a mental note to try attacking her tail-and-hip area next time. “I wanted to ask you about the new powers that suddenly awoke in me. Also, the reason I suddenly regained my senses was your actions, right?”


  “A-about that… Um…Miss Mimi, I’d like to turn and face my lord…”


  “Okaaay. I’ll sit over on this side, then.”


  Kugi sat in a seiza position next to me on the sofa, and Mimi sat down again behind her to continue brushing her tail. Kugi did her best to maintain a serious expression, but her cheeks twitched. It was fun to watch her.


  “U-um…my tail can wait until later,” she insisted. “I-I want to have a serious conversation.”


  “Awww…” Mimi said. “Later, then—all right? Don’t forget, or your tail will get all ruffled.”


  “A-all right.” Kugi coughed. “Well, I’ll begin, then.” Recovering, she adopted a serious expression, then began to explain. “Psionic powers—magic—are heavily influenced by your mental state. Thus, if you lose control of your emotions, you can sometimes wield powers that you couldn’t under normal circumstances. In this recent incident, you felt that your life was in danger during combat; in addition, you felt that the lives of those close to you were in danger. You then took the lives of many enemies in combat. I believe that stress—combined with the other factors—pushed the magic you were capable of wielding to a higher level.”


  “I see.” The instinct to survive, irritation, anger, hate, bloodlust, fear—all those not-exactly-positive feelings had affected my mental state, letting me unleash powers I couldn’t usually access. “Was I maybe in a precarious situation?”


  “Yes. It’s possible that if Miss Mimi, Miss Elma, myself, or Colonel Serena had been harmed in some way, or even killed, a worst-case scenario could have taken place.”


  “Worst-case scenario… What exactly would that have been again?” Elma asked.


  “Hiro’s emotions would have overwhelmed his mind, and he would have used his telekinetic powers to destroy not only the ship, but this entire supply depot as well. The Black Lotus Tina and the others were aboard would have become collateral damage, and once Hiro realized what he’d done, he would have destroyed this entire star system. That would likely have been the worst-case scenario.”


  “Yikes,” Mimi said.


  Both she and Elma seemed taken aback by Kugi’s response. I guessed that that had to be the star-system-destroying apocalyptic event that people from Verthalz had mentioned to me. If all my psionic power were released as a destructive force, it could theoretically tear a hole in the universe, causing a huge crisis.


  “No need to worry; I’m here to prevent that from happening,” Kugi said. “Even if a similar event occurs in the future, I’ll stop it, as I did this time. This is why shrine maidens like myself are sent to remain at the side of people like you, my lord.” Patting her chest confidently, Kugi gave me a determined look.


  Cute. I felt she deserved some kind of reward.


  “Those abilities of yours are completely unfair,” Elma told her. “I understand why Hiro considers you someone who can protect the others.”
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  “Fighting humans, she’s practically invincible…” I said.


  Konoha—a guard officer from the Holy Verthalz Empire—had told me all about how terrifying practitioners of the second magic could be. The first magic only affected physical things, so however fully you mastered it, you couldn’t do a thing against masters of the second magic. They could directly affect the mind.


  For a master of the second magic, neutralizing Count Ixamal’s soldiers—who had no mental defenses to speak of—had probably been easier than taking candy from a baby.


  “I regulate my use of magic, since I don’t wish to abuse it…but in a situations like this, I had to. While I don’t wish to misuse it, I will use my magic as needed.”


  Kugi’s ears stood up proudly. She and Verthalz’s other citizens took pride in not abusing their psionic powers, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t deploy them when they or people close to them were in danger.


  “I really can’t thank you enough. This situation would likely have been extremely dangerous without you, Kugi.”


  Mimi and Elma nodded in silent agreement with my words. As for Kugi, her tails began swaying in slight embarrassment.


  “Also, that moment when you calmed me down… I was in a really dangerous state, wasn’t I?”


  “Yes, my lord. Considering your mental strength, I believe you might have been fine anyway; just in case, however, I used an appeasement technique I prepared in advance through special means.”


  “Through special means… Oh, I see.”


  I recalled discussing something like that with Kugi the first time we did it… While opening my “eyes,” we’d also formed some mental connection or whatever. Now I understood that, even back then, Kugi had been prepping for this kind of situation.


  “Ah. I get it now,” I said. “Thanks for telling me.”


  “I’ll tell you anything you wish, hiding nothing. If you would like to know anything else in the future, do not hesitate to ask,” Kugi said, smiling.


  Cute.


  I was a little hungry due to all the fighting I’d done, but just as I thought about inviting everyone to join me and eat something, my terminal rang. It was Dr. Shouko.


  “Yo. What’s up?”


  “Uh…well, there’s been a bit of a complication regarding the situation with the colonel. Can you help us?”


  “Me? I don’t mind, but is there anything I can actually do?”


  “Hmmmmm… Well, yes, I guess. In fact, you’re probably the appropriate person for this.”


  That had been a very long “hmm.” This situation seemed rather unusual, so I couldn’t help feeling leery about it. According to Dr. Shouko, my assistance was required…but what kind of situation would require my assistance? Did she need someone to restrain the colonel?


  “In any case, come here quickly,” Dr. Shouko urged.


  “I don’t really get this, but okay. I’ll head right over.” I ended the call and got up from the sofa.


  Alarm bells were definitely going off. It felt like my sixth sense—which had only grown sharper since I’d awakened my power over space-time and fate—was reacting. Still, I couldn’t just not go. After explaining the situation to Kugi and the others, I dashed toward the medical bay.


  Chapter 6:
Straight Out of a Porno


   


  “I’LL CUT TO THE CHASE: I need you to do her.”


  I’d rushed to the medical bay, which doubled as Dr. Shouko’s research lab, and the moment I arrived, those were the first words I heard. The quack—I mean, Dr. Shouko—pointed her fist at me, her thumb sticking out between her fingers, a gesture that made her meaning obvious immediately.


  “Stop that. You skipped over way too much. Explain the situation first.”


  “Huh? That’ll be annoying, and you’ll just end up doing it anyway, so what does it matter?”


  “It matters.”


  As I forced Dr. Shouko to stop displaying that obscene gesture, firmly demanding that she explain, Colonel Serena’s breathing was still labored. Her face was red, and she looked feverish. She also seemed dazed, her eyes unfocused.


  “Well, I guess there’s still a little time until the sedative’s effects run out… Basically, Colonel Serena’s captor injected her with a nanomachine-based drug. I’ve already neutralized it, as well as any other drugs in her body, but now all we can do is wait for her own recovery ability and that decontamination implant of hers to do their job.”


  “It sounds like you already handled everything, so there’s no need for me to be here, is there? Wait… Her enhanced recovery ability and decontamination implant couldn’t neutralize the drug on their own?”


  “Let me start by correcting that misconception. However strong her body’s ability to recover is, and however powerful that implant of hers, they don’t matter when it comes to nanomachines. Once nanomachines capable of self-replication enter the body, they’ll continue to duplicate until they achieve their goal. However hard her implant works to get rid of them, they’ll keep on duplicating somewhere in her system. Unless you neutralize the nanomachines themselves, they’ll eventually overload the implant. It’s true that she’s only lasted this long because of the implant, however.”


  “I see. But I don’t understand how that’s linked to me doing her.”


  “Don’t blame me; blame the degenerate who injected those nasty nanomachines into the colonel. I’ve examined the code in the nanomachines we’ve recovered, and nine times out of ten, it was created by space pirates. It’s pretty nasty work.”


  “You can’t resolve the issue with some kind of sedative…?”


  “Essentially, the colonel won’t last that long. Those nanomachines are a real piece of work. They’re already messing with her mind and body. I’ve begun developing a countermeasure to fix that, but it will take at least an entire day to finish, however fast I rush. It’s possible to use sedatives to force her to rest until then, but unless we do something immediately, the colonel will have come to heaven…or rather, cum to heaven,” Dr. Shouko said, tilting her head.


  That kind of dirty joke isn’t funny… Just saying. “This is ridiculous. It’ll take an entire day? We don’t have that long in this situation. Don’t you have, like, some other handy solution to fix this?”


  “If I did, I would’ve used it already.” Dr. Shouko shrugged.


  Yeah… It made sense that, if she had a solution, she’d already have used it. She wouldn’t need to do me dirty—have me do the dirty with the colonel, that is—if she had an alternative.


  “That drug’s actually real? What’s the use of something like that?”


  “It would have its uses, wouldn’t it? It’s pretty much perfect for thoroughly breaking the dignity of a woman like the colonel.”


  “My head hurts… If she just needs to be satisfied, can’t she do it herself?”


  “If that were enough, I wouldn’t have called you. I would just have taken the necessary medical steps to resolve the situation. To be direct, the only way to calm her down is to do the deed with a man’s…thing…involved.”


  “This situation is straight out of a porno.”


  “Yep. Don’t blame me; blame the space pirates. It’s not as if we’re only learning about their depraved tendencies now.”


  “That’s…true.”


  Space pirates were happy to turn women into “usable objects” by cutting off their limbs. Some went even further, remodeling their victims’ internal organs to make them excrete the pirates’ nasty drugs. Compared to that, a drug that made you so horny that you’d die if you didn’t do the deed was rather…tame? Seriously? Actually?


  “The sedative will wear off soon, so decide whether you’ll help her or just watch her die as a voyeur,” Dr. Shouko ordered.


  “That wording isn’t called for. Is there really no other way?”


  “None that I can think of. Well… Maybe we could use a syringe to get some of your stuff, then inject it into the colonel’s—”


  “Enough. Fine, I get it. Just let me think for a second.”


  For a moment, I’d actually considered it—but if I went ahead with that, Serena might cut her own head off. A noble’s sword could easily accomplish that.


  At any rate, up until now, I’d avoided entering this kind of relationship with the colonel. Why? She was a high-ranking officer in the Imperial Fleet, as well as the daughter of a prominent noble. I wanted to continue my current mercenary lifestyle, and us starting kind of relationship would in turn change her relationship with Mimi and the others. In the worst-case scenario, I thought I could even end up forcibly separated from them.


  But was that still the case, even now? Considering my current role in this universe, Colonel Serena wasn’t in a position to bend me to her will. By hunting pirates, I contributed to the Empire, Imperial Fleet, and mercenary guild, and they wouldn’t want to lose me. If push came to shove, they’d likely do their best to protect me.


  According to imperial law, I was still a noble, if only an honorary one. That meant that Colonel Serena’s father, mother, grandpa, grandma, and maybe brothers and sisters probably wouldn’t get angry and come to kill me… Actually, maybe they would, but if so, I could simply agree to duel them.


  Right…duels. In the end, couldn’t I just settle everything with my sword? I shuddered as I caught myself thinking things through the way a sword supremacist would. Still, as a last resort, that was viable.


  But was I even capable of abandoning Colonel Serena to her fate to begin with?


  Probably not. No, I definitely wasn’t. For better or worse, we’d known each other for a long time, and I didn’t hate her. In fact, I liked her. I liked the flawless, cunning Imperial-Fleet-officer version of her, as well as her lonely, clumsy side in her private life. If not for her troublesome status, I would likely have approached her a long time ago.


  Okay. I’ve decided.


  “I told you so,” Dr. Shouko said. “I knew from the start that you’d do it.”


  “I’m going to warn you in advance: this’ll get very annoying later on, so you’re going to help me shoulder the future problems it creates.”


  “Heh heh. I’m looking forward to it—”


  Dr. Shouko’s smug, confident expression as she stuck out her chest annoyed me, so I fondled that chest.


  “Wha—?!”


  Heh… You’re full of openings. “I’ll take the colonel away, then,” I said. “For now, tell people that she’s undergoing emergency medical care and can’t have any visitors.”


  “Grr… Fine. I suppose big sister will handle this for you,” Dr. Shouko said.


  “Thanks.”


  I lifted Serena in a princess-carry position and brought her to my room.


  Hmm? Why couldn’t I just do it in the medical bay? That would sort of lack atmosphere, and Colonel Serena would definitely be mad at me when she came to.


   


  ***


   


  I wasn’t cruel enough to lay hands on Serena while she was still half-unconscious under the sedative’s influence. For now, I placed her on top of my bed, loosened her shirt collar, and prepared a bottle of water in case she was thirsty. Basically, I just tended to her needs.


  The sedative gradually wore off, and Serena began to come to. The way she pleaded was so cute that I patted her head and hugged her as she requested, then kissed her and began touching her. The contact escalated until eventually she pushed me down.


  She was insanely passionate, and as you’d expect of someone with body enhancements, her vitality was astonishing. But although she was very aggressive and had a ton of stamina, her defenses were weak. That might’ve been due to the drug, or maybe she was just naturally sensitive. But I used the difference in our experience levels to put her in her place.


  As we grappled with each other, Serena finally recovered her senses completely and realized what was happening. “Kill me, please! No…I’ll kill myself.”


  “I went out of my way to keep you from doing that, so please don’t.”


  She buried her face in my pillow, going back inside her shell completely to hide. Lying down beside her, I propped myself up on one elbow and stroked her back as I smiled wryly.


  “Ugh… I-it wasn’t supposed to be like this,” Serena said. “I’m going to kill that man, whatever it takes.”


  “This may not have played out in the ideal manner, but in terms of the results, the situation isn’t that bad, right? I don’t regret having done this—I’m satisfied. You were adorable, Colonel.”


  “Call me Serena. And pet my head.”


  “Okay, okay. You’re really cute, Serena.”


  I stroked her head as she continued to bury it in the pillow. Gradually, she calmed down, rolling onto her side and pressing her back into me.


  “Isn’t this when we talk face-to-face?” I asked.


  “That’d be too embarrassing.”


  “Fine, then.”


  Neither of us said anything; we just shared each other’s warmth for a moment. I suppose it was a reward for all the trouble I’d gone through. Considering the calamity that would befall me because of this, though, it definitely wasn’t enough.


  “Are you sure you don’t regret laying hands on a troublesome woman like me?” Serena asked.


  “I gather you’re still stewing over that. Well, no, I don’t regret doing this. If I hadn’t, you would’ve died, so I’ll deal with whatever problems arise when they do.”


  “Died? What? What do you mean?”


  “According to our ship’s doctor, even though your mind and body are tough, there was a limit to how long sedatives would’ve helped you. You were definitely on your way to heaven if we didn’t do anything.”


  “Wh-what the hell did that man inject me with…?! I’m cured now, though, aren’t I?”


  “No, not yet. You’ve just calmed down for the moment.”


  “What?”


  “Daybit injected you with some nanomachine-based drug. Those nanomachines changed your body so it’ll die if you don’t do the deed regularly. If nothing’s done about that, you’ll have to deal with those unendurable impulses again. Our doctor is now working on some kind of counter-nanomachines to resolve the issue. Injecting those should fix the problem, but they won’t be ready for twenty hours at least.”


  “Under the current circumstances, we don’t have that much time.” When Serena turned around to face me, she had returned to her usual military-officer demeanor. Given what we were discussing, that was to be expected.


  “You won’t be able to leave the Black Lotus before you’re cured, so you’ll probably just need to issue orders from here. It shouldn’t be long until the supply depot is fully under your control. Still, analyzing information and moving toward the battlefield will take time. You’ll have to leave eventually, but until then, you’ll just need to stay here.”


  “Is there nothing that can be done?”


  “There doesn’t seem to be a way to develop the counter-nanomachines more quickly. And I’m not sure how much time will pass between your episodes, but you’ll need a partner to detox. That partner will be me, and I don’t intend to let anyone else do it, so give up.”


  “Th-that’s…mgh…” Realizing what I meant by “partner,” Serena fell silent. Then she remarked, “I’m…a troublesome woman, you know?”


  “I know.” I couldn’t help laughing as I looked into the upturned red eyes staring at me. To me, that really wasn’t news.


  “Are you sure about this?”


  “If I wasn’t, I wouldn’t have done it.”


  “I’ll try to keep you all to myself, you know.”


  “Try it, if you can. Whatever you do, though, don’t lay a hand on Mimi or the others. If you do, there’ll be a lot more Daybits and Vincents.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind. Still, I’m going to cling to you even more than before. Steel yourself.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” I replied, kissing her forehead.


   


  ***


   


  “It really isn’t the time for something like this.”


  “So you say—but until the doc finishes makin’ a cure, you can’t leave, can you?” Tina replied. “Might as well hang out, then.”


  “Resting when you have a chance is important, Lady Serena,” Wiska added.


  Serena was currently sandwiched between the two drinkers, wearing an unwilling expression as they poured a glass for her. Seated at the same table, Elma watched with a smirk, and Mimi and Kugi likewise smiled as they looked on.


  As for myself, I was glancing at the girls from a distance as I checked and maintained the equipment that had been confiscated from us when we were captured aboard the Majestic. I’d had Serena’s subordinates retrieve the sheaths for Vincent’s and the unknown noble’s swords, and I was maintaining those too.


  The sheaths themselves actually had a built-in maintenance feature, but after heavy use, it was best to tune them up manually. The monoswords used by imperial nobles were crafted with fanatical passion, so they were all insanely well made. As long as it hadn’t broken in half, basic maintenance would likely keep such a sword in good condition.


  Still, what was I supposed to do with these swords?


  The first pair of swords I’d obtained—the ones from Balthazar, who’d killed Chris’s parents—were thin, and although they hadn’t been that durable, they were light and user-friendly. One was a long sword, the other short, and they’d come as a set. At this point, I’d used them for quite a while.


  [image: ]


  This sword I’d just obtained from Vincent was slightly longer than either of Balthazar’s swords. Its blade was thicker too, and it was really durable. Balthazar’s swords were supposed to be capable of cutting through combat bots or soldiers’ power armor, but using them for that always worried me. Wielding Vincent’s sword against such enemies wouldn’t bother me in the slightest, though. That said, the extra length and thickness of its blade did make it harder to wield.


  The unknown noble’s sword was well balanced. It was also more durable than Balthazar’s swords, and about the same length as one. It was shorter than Vincent’s weapon, with a thinner blade. I guess you could say this sword was mediocre, but it would probably be quite easy to use.


  If you wanted to attack with quick strikes and parries, then Balthazar’s swords were the best choice. If you wanted force, strength, and durability, Vincent’s sword was. This unknown noble’s sword was somewhere in-between.


  Balthazar’s swords could unleash “light-cutting” slashes that allowed one to defend against and deflect lasers; Vincent’s wasn’t good for that, though. Maybe it could handle a single laser beam, but if I forced myself to dual-wield it with the unknown noble’s sword in my left hand, I probably couldn’t unleash a light-cutting slash. My parries’ accuracy and speed would also likely decrease.


  That said, if I used my breath-holding technique to slow time down, I could probably still pull off those slashes. Maybe I could also manage such a move by wielding Balthazar’s longer sword paired with the unknown noble’s sword. That was about it, though. It was hard to be sure, but I thought that against lightly armored humans, Balthazar’s swords would still be preferable. Vincent’s blade would be good against combat bots or soldiers equipped with power armor, and the unknown noble’s sword could serve as a reserve weapon.


  For the record, Serena’s sword was a bit longer than Vincent’s, with a slightly wider, denser blade. It was more a great sword than a long sword. A sword like that could easily slice through a soldier in power armor.


  “So, with this, Serena has joined the sisterhood!”


  “Sisterhood?”


  “You know, hon’s…” Tina trailed off. “You get what I’m saying.”


  “H-how vulgar… But, yes, you’re right.”


  “It took a while,” Elma remarked to Serena. “But it looks like your long-held desires have finally come to fruition.”


  “Of everyone here, I was the first to meet him too…”


  As the ladies enjoyed themselves… Wait, was the topic they were discussing even enjoyable? In any case, as they spoke, Serena’s terminal rang and interrupted the conversation.


  “Colonel Serena here. Yes. Yes. Then do that. What about the front…? I see. Gather the troops; have them ready to move at a moment’s notice. Yes…I’m fine. The treatment should be finished by then.”


  After a short exchange on her terminal, Serena walked over to me. I more or less guessed what she was about to say, but I listened anyway.


  “We’ve successfully taken over the supply depot, and now we have a grasp on the situation. The Imperial Fleet troops stationed at the gateway should be able to handle things there by themselves, but the front line likely won’t hold against the Belbellum Federation’s offensive. Before that line is broken, we need to head there to serve as reinforcements.”


  “I see. Then our ships will have to sortie. We’ll need to fight proper soldiers, huh? The Black Lotus can engage in cannon warfare, but what should we do with the Krishna and Antlion?”


  A battle between armies usually involved creating ship formations and fighting with long-range cannons. To be honest, small- and medium-sized mercenary ships possessing limited-range cannons were practically useless in this type of fight. If you charged in with a few such ships, you’d only be repelled. Even having a lot of them would simply increase the damage your side suffered.


  Someone with my piloting abilities could sneak in and strike enemies using thermal stealth, but a serious invading army would simply crush them afterward. I didn’t have a trump card like that Singing Crystal from before either.


  “Don’t charge in recklessly and get yourself killed,” Colonel Serena warned me. “We’ve finally…you know…so don’t die, please. Understood?”


  “Aye aye, ma’am. I’ll earn my pay while prioritizing my own survival.”


  At the end of the day, fighting another country’s army was quite lucrative for a mercenary. You acquired better loot, and the Imperial Fleet would reward you based on how many enemies you beat. Indeed, my current contract contained a provision that I be rewarded for every enemy ship I took down.


  “In any case,” I said, “once we get there and evaluate the situation, you can just send me anywhere I’d be useful.”


  “I’ll do that. Until then, though, what do you usually do at a time like this…?”


  “Nothing in particular. If I can get information on the system I’ll be fighting in, I study it and prep a bit. I also check over my equipment and ships. But other than that, I just chill.”


  “I-I see… I’ve usually got a lot on my plate, but my subordinates are handling everything now. It makes me restless.”


  Serena sat next to me and looked at the arrangement of equipment I had laid out in the lounge. She immediately noticed Vincent’s sword and cocked her head, puzzled.


  “Oh—are you changing your weapon style?” she asked. Vincent’s sword was very different from those I’d used up till now, after all.


  “Spoils of war,” I explained. “That’s a pretty good sword, though. Are you physically okay?”


  “Wh—bo—le-lecher!”


  “What? How so?!” I was legitimately just concerned about her well-being, so her suddenly calling me a lecher made no sense.


  “What do you mean, ‘how’?!” Serena retorted. “You know the state my body’s in! By asking if I’m okay physically… Well, if I said no…you know what that would mean, right?”


  “Oh…right. Yeah, that’s true. Sorry. I was trying to express concern, but apparently I didn’t think it through.”


  Dr. Shouko had managed to neutralize the drugs and nanomachines inside Serena, but the damage they’d done to her body remained. She was fine right now, but when the nanomachines’ effects acted up again… Well, yeah, it would mean she had to do the deed again. To be honest, though, I was totally down for that.


  “Sorry. I really should’ve thought better of that, but I was honestly just worried about your well-being.”


  “Yes, I know, but… Ugh… How did things end up like this?” Blushing to her ears, Serena covered her face with her hands.


  Careful—getting excited will trigger it. I was the one who’d embarrassed her, so it was a bit stupid for me to think this, but she really did need to calm down.


  “A-anyway!” Serena exclaimed. “Once things are settled here, you’re coming with me to the capital! We need to meet with my parents. You are coming, right?!”


  “What…?”


  “Why do you seem so against the idea?! This situation might’ve been unavoidable, but did you think there wouldn’t be consequences, given the circumstances?! I need you to take responsibility!”


  Well, I had expected consequences, and I planned to take responsibility to a degree—including by meeting her parents. But just saying “yes” and obeying her was no fun.


  “Hmm… What should I do?” I mused. “Maybe run away…?”


  “If you run away, I’ll chase you to the ends of the universe. Then, after killing you, I’ll take my own life.”


  “That escalated quickly…”


  The way she’d gone from flustered to suddenly calm, the light in her eyes vanishing, was honestly terrifying. That said, if Serena really got violent with me, I could probably handle any direct confrontation with her just fine.


  “Okay, okay. I’ll come with you to the capital. I’d like to have a word with the emperor, and I did end up killing a bunch of people from the House of Ixamal. They won’t just punish me without investigating and going through the proper procedures, will they?”


  “I don’t think that will prove much of a problem. They should find that we were within our rights. Given that we thwarted the House of Ixamal’s treasonous plans—which could’ve resulted in the Empire losing border territories—we’ll very likely be praised for our actions. That is, assuming things go well.”


  “I’m going to prepare for the worst anyway. So—one more round?”


  “N-no! You lecher!” Serena’s hand smacked my shoulder.


  “Ow!” It felt like a bone had broken. I was just joking…
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  Chapter 7:
The Girl in the Can


   


  “HMM… I DON’T SEE any openings.”


  Roughly twenty hours had passed since Serena went all yandere on me. In the end, I joined her in two more rounds before the counter-nanomachines were ready. After injecting them, Serena left the Black Lotus.


  That was perfect timing, since we happened to reach the front line around then. There, the Grakkan Empire’s and Belbellum Federation’s armies were locked in a standoff.


  A standoff in space? That might sound unusual, but although lasers travel at the speed of light, a constantly moving target far enough away was still really tough to hit. A laser’s force didn’t diminish much as it traveled through the vacuum of space, but that didn’t mean it didn’t diminish at all.


  Closing such a distance through normal travel, eschewing an FTL drive, took too long. And while you could just start shooting, an effective range did exist. Beyond it, laser cannons couldn’t deal significant damage.


  If the advancing party used an FTL drive to close the distance, they’d present an opening when they deactivated it. They would essentially be sitting ducks for the other party, which would simply be waiting there with its cannons readied. Therefore, neither party wanted to use its FTL drive.


  In addition, the defensive party—the Grakkan Empire—would likely have FTL-trap ships deployed. Those vessels could emit powerful gravity waves, and the gravitational lens effect allowed them to bend the trajectory of lasers, greatly weakening long-range laser cannons. When two enemies were a significant distance apart, even a slight deviation would result in a shot completely missing the mark.


  “So, in a long-range battle that approaches laser cannons’ effective range limit, the defending side—in this case, the Empire—has an edge.”


  “I see,” Mimi said. “The Empire can begin their restraining fire when their FTL-trap ships deactivate, giving them an advantage in terms of long-range accuracy.”


  “Uh-huh. But that also means we can’t charge in using an FTL drive. FTL-trap ships don’t distinguish allies from enemies.”


  “So for now, we’ll just observe?” Kugi asked, twitching her fox ears and cocking her head.


  “Yeah, but the standoff won’t last long. They’ll likely be willing to make extreme sacrifices if it will mean taking over the sectors of this system near the hyperlane entrance and creating a bridgehead. Therefore, an endless wave of reinforcements should be coming from the other side. On the other hand, the sabotage Count Ixamal’s subordinates conducted has rendered the gateway currently inoperable, so reinforcements won’t arrive in time. Right now the Empire is trying to boost their the numbers by rallying the armies of nearby star systems, but those forces aren’t as strong as the actual Imperial Fleet.”


  System armies tasked with maintaining order within individual star systems generally used hand-me-down ships that the Imperial Fleet no longer needed, making them second-rate in terms of strength. They also tended to have less battle experience.


  “Um…what does that mean…?” Mimi asked.


  “If they’ve gathered the numbers to blow past us, then the Federation might just charge at us without worrying about the cost.”


  “Wouldn’t that…be bad?” asked Kugi.


  “It would be. Essentially, the Imperial Fleet is desperately trying to shore up a dam on the verge of collapse. Oh…that metaphor might be kind of hard to understand. Let me think. Okay—essentially, the Imperial Fleet is trying to perform emergency repairs on a spaceship that’s falling apart and leaking air.”


  That said, they weren’t so stupid as to just sit there and accept a situation in which they’d likely lose. They also wouldn’t be okay with taking damage that would prevent them from withstanding the next wave of attacks.


  “Looking around, there are fewer ships here from the star-system fleets than there should be, so I expect they’re cooking something up with the others. Chances are they’ve given up on completely stopping the enemy at the door. We’ll likely retreat from this defensive line and pull back to a second defensive one.”


  “Will that be…okay?” Mimi asked, wearing an uneasy expression. As an imperial citizen, the idea of the noble, proud Imperial Fleet relinquishing land to the enemy probably didn’t sit right with her.


  “It’ll be fine if they win in the end. Once the gateway’s repaired, and reinforcements from the Imperial Fleet’s main forces arrive, we can go on the offensive. We’ll slow the enemy army down while inviting them deeper in, forcing them to expend significant resources with every advance they make. It’s a common strategy—but it’s effective, which is why it’s so common.”


  This strategy was referred to as “elastic defense” or something. It was a delaying tactic that involved giving up land and space to buy time and wear down the enemy.


  But the vastness of space, the abilities of ships’ sensors, and the range and speed of directed-energy weapons posed problems. Ceding land to lure the enemy into an ambush wouldn’t work if you didn’t have enough ships on your side. The enemy would just thwart your ambush before it dealt any real damage. I figured the details of deployment were a problem for the Imperial Fleet’s decision-makers to worry about, though, and they’d probably handle it fine.


  As I mused on all this, an encrypted military message arrived. I decrypted it with the key I’d received and checked the contents. “The plan is to slow the enemy down next to the asteroid belt, so we can ambush them?”


  “Why would the Federation position themselves near such an obvious spot for an ambush to begin with?” Mimi asked.


  “The Imperial Fleet seemingly intends to use the FTL-trap ships to force their enemy in that direction. The plan is for us and all ships corvette-size and smaller to hide within the asteroid belt as larger ships divert attention from us with suppressive fire. While the enemy’s attention is focused on the large ships, we’re supposed to perform a quick hit-and-run.”


  “That sounds quite risky…” noted Kugi.


  “That’s why we’re supposed to ambush them and only launch quick hit-and-run attacks. Hopefully nothing will go wrong.”


  The Antlion was supposed to join the ambush too. After all, it had quite a bit of firepower. It wasn’t that fast, though, so it would need to retreat immediately after attacking.


  “If the enemies have something like the Antlion’s gravity jammer, that will be bad news,” Kugi said.


  “We probably don’t have to worry about that. The gravity jammer is secret tech the Empire developed very recently. If they do have something comparable, though, we’ll have to destroy the ship equipped with it first, or we’ll be in a pinch.”


  Fighters and other ships of corvette size and smaller could deal significant damage to large ships if they got close enough. If they took concentrated fire from a group of large ships, though, they wouldn’t last a second. That was why the small ships would have to strike and then retreat immediately before the large ships had a chance to counter. If something interrupted their retreat, it would be a big problem.


  In light of that, gravity jammers could be considered countermeasures against ambushes by small ships and fighters on a battlefield like this. Would the Imperial Fleet use them that way?


  “No point worrying. Let’s move out as planned.”


  The gathered system-army vessels were likely going around right now placing mines or acting as decoys or whatever. Whether the Imperial Fleet could bait the enemy into the planned ambush zone would rest on the skill of this battle’s commander.


   


  ***


   


  “Grr… That damned two-faced noble. In the end, you can’t trust an uncivilized barbarian who lives in an antiquated feudal society.”


  I cast a sidelong glance at the Federation admiral, whose face was flushed as though he was about to die of rage, and inwardly sighed. He might be red with fury, but he’d attained his position and risen to vice-admiral solely through connections and family backing. He utterly lacked the abilities to command a fleet. I didn’t really see a difference between him and the imperial noble he disparaged.


  In fact, it seemed to me that imperial nobles placed a lot of weight on the “noble” part of that title. They were looked down upon within the Federation, but in my own experience interacting with them, they tended to be proud individuals and most were quite capable. Being in a command unit, I could acquire that kind of information, although I had to do so sneakily so that no one noticed.


  “The deal was that we’d be able to reach the gateway without much resistance… But at this rate, this operation will leave a black mark on my record!”


  Right now, our Federation army outnumbered the Empire’s army, and we were gradually pressing into imperial territory, but we were paying a price. Yet the admiral claimed claimed he’d made a deal with a traitor that would let us progress without much resistance.


  “It’s true that the enemy isn’t resisting much.”


  “Then can’t we push farther?! We need to take over the gateway!”


  “I’m against that. The commander of the imperial forces is quite shrewd. Using force to push through will have dire consequences.”


  “I’m the admiral here—just do it! Stick to the asteroid belt and use it for cover. We have the advantage in numbers, so we should do whatever it takes to get close! Once we’re within shooting range, the difference in firepower will let us trample all over them!”


  “That strategy could allow us to get within range, but there’s a chance we’ll be ambush—”


  “I said do it!”


  “…Yes, sir,” I replied, then muttered internally, Nothing good will come of this.


  Using my cybernetic brain, I warned each fleet to be on maximum alert against ambushes. Once the operation was in full swing, my hands would be full, so I wouldn’t have resources to spare.


  My head hurt. It had been a long time since I’d needed to fight such a protracted battle. The chip in my brain felt like it was about to burn out from overload, and the neural jack through which I was connected stung with a sharp, prickling pain.


  “How dare a mere can talk back to me like that…? I’ll have it switched out once this operation is over.”


  That bastard. Did he not realize he was also connected to the fleet’s network? I was tempted to generate an electrical surge and “accidentally” fry that stupid pig’s brain.


  “FTL drives synchronized,” I announced. “Moving toward the location where the asteroid belt can shield us.”


  “Don’t screw this up.”


  Even if I don’t do anything wrong, your orders are such trash that it won’t matter, damn it. I could only pray that there wasn’t an ambush waiting for us.


   


  ***


   


  “Is this a trap…?”


  “I’m not sure…”


  Roughly three hours had passed since I’d received that encrypted communication. In that time, we’d abandoned two defensive positions, while our fleet’s cruisers and battleships focused on using suppressive fire to chip away at the enemy’s numbers. We’d stuck to that “elastic defense” strategy.


  At last, we’d lured the Belbellum Federation’s forces near the asteroid belt where we’d planned our ambush. But how should I put this? The way the enemy had deployed was a little too convenient for our strategy. They were so defenseless, it seemed like they hadn’t even considered the possibility of an ambush. They should at least have been on guard, shouldn’t they?


  Even if this was a trap, and they were prepared to deal with an ambush, we could still cause some real damage at this distance. In fact, we wouldn’t even need to limit ourselves to a hit-and-run strategy; we could probably force them into a melee and destroy their entire fleet. Why had they deployed in such a concentrated formation within a difficult-to-navigate asteroid belt?


  “My lord, what should we do?”


  “Either way, we’re going to ambush them. Depending on how that pans out, though, we might just stay in the battle and engage in a melee brawl. It’d be a bit risky, but if we managed to destroy the Federation’s fleet here, it would be an insane accomplishment.”


  Regardless, I didn’t have the authority to decide on something like that. And if I didn’t join the others in a retreat, the enemy would just focus on me and destroy me, and I’d drag Mimi and Kugi down to boot. So I couldn’t do anything too crazy. Considering the abilities of the Imperial Fleet’s pilots and commanders, though, they likely wouldn’t miss this opportunity.


  I turned off the main generator and used the energy from the capacitor alone to maintain minimal life-support functions, the ship’s passive sensors, and the main screen. We waited like that for dozens of minutes while the Belbellum Federation and Imperial Fleet engaged in cannon warfare. The enemy had deployed fighters, likely as a precaution, but there weren’t many of them. I wasn’t sure why, but the Federation didn’t possess many small ships or fighters.


  Oh—one of the Federation’s cruisers had just taken significant damage from an attack that punched right through its shield and plating. That had likely been the Black Lotus’s EML. One of its armor-piercing rounds with their shield-nullifying warheads must’ve scored a direct hit.


  “Master Hiro!”


  “It’s time? All right—let’s go.”


  Mimi had been watching the numbers on the passive sensor. Upon her signal, I activated the Krishna’s generator, turned the weapons systems on, and charged straight into the Belbellum Federation’s fleet.


  “First blood belongs to me.”


  What would I target initially? Naturally, the gigantic craft that looked like they could be the fleet’s flagship. As I used my four heavy pulse lasers to strafe the small ships and fighters the Federation had deployed, I utilized the weapons bay on the Krishna’s underside, sending one reactive anti-ship torpedo into each of their large ships.


  Although I was aiming at these large ships, I naturally had no way of telling which of them was actually the flagship. But I had four reactive anti-ship torpedoes, and if any of the craft they hit happened to be the right one, then that would be enough for me.


  Launched by the Krishna, those four torpedoes moved at top speed, slamming the bellies of the four Belbellum Federation battleships and causing sizable explosions.


  “Did that take them down?!” Mimi asked.


  “No. Without insane luck, a single hit won’t finish off a battleship completely. Those craft shouldn’t be able to fight anymore, though.”


  We’d blown off each ship’s plating, parts of their hulls were gone, and cracks ran through their frames. Personnel aboard the ships would have to be assigned to damage control, or the vessels would be completely wrecked. I’d forced the crews to struggle to keep each ship stable, so they wouldn’t have the manpower to continue fighting. Depending on the damage level, they might even need to immediately shut their generators off to prevent an explosion. Actually taking down the ships entirely would’ve gained us more merit, but this time, winning the battle was the priority. Either way, the Krishna had dealt the critical strike, so I’d be rewarded with a prize pretty close to what a full takedown would have earned me.


  “What should we do next, my lord?”


  “We’ll make our way through the enemy formation and destroy the large ships’ main thrusters with our flak cannons. Large ships are already slow, so if we destroy their thrusters, that’ll slow down the entire fleet.”


  When ships moved in a group, the slowest ship generally decided their overall speed. If they wanted to stay grouped together, they couldn’t exactly leave slower craft trailing behind. During hit-and-run attacks, slowing down the enemy’s movements was an extremely effective strategy. And if we cleaned them all up here, it’d be easier to approach and board the slower ships, since it would be more difficult for them to escape. Whatever happened here, reducing the ships’ speed would benefit us.


  Messages Mimi had intercepted and then decoded through Mei’s specially designed code-cracking software came through our speakers.


  “Fight back! Shoot them down!”


  “We’re too close together!”


  “Unit 104, respond! Unit 104! Shit! Who’s the next command unit in charge?!”


  “Units 203 and 322 are offline. The current unit, 251, is experiencing life-support system abnormalities—it won’t last long.”


  Hmm? “Command unit”? Not a term I was familiar with.


  Then we received orders. “Imperial Fleet Assault Unit, continue to battle. Take out the enemy while they’re disoriented. Deal with small enemy ships as needed, but focus on those that are at least destroyer-size. If you take out their thrusters, our allies will clean up.”


  “Understood.”


  The assault unit’s commander had ordered us to continue fighting. So, rather than retreating after our successful ambush, we now planned to render the enemy’s large ships powerless in battle. The main objective was to disable the thrusters of those vessels, while small ships were only to be dealt with as needed. Hmm.


  “We’ll follow the commander’s orders,” I declared. “Watch out for antiair guns and small enemy ships while focusing on maximizing our contribution.”


  “Okay!” Mimi said.


  “Elma, take care of the small ships. The Antlion’s more suited to that than targeting large ones.”


  “Aye aye, sir. I’ll cover your back.”


  “I’m counting on you, partner.”


  Making sure not to leave the Antlion behind, I kept attacking the Belbellum Federation’s fleet, which still couldn’t muster an organized response as they continued to suffer heavy damage. Not even the Krishna could deal with antiair fire from all directions, but the Federation ships were packed so closely together that they couldn’t shoot as freely as they would’ve liked to due to friendly-fire concerns. On top of that, their chain of command had apparently fallen apart, so they couldn’t coordinate barrages. Those two factors reduced the threat their antiair weapons posed by almost 80 percent. Sporadic attacks from antiair weapons rarely hit anything.


  “Now then…where are your vitals located?”


  At point-blank range, the Krishna’s flak cannons could damage a ship’s hull directly, practically ignoring the shield and plating that protected it. That allowed me to tear the space pirates I usually fought to shreds easily, but I couldn’t exactly do that to large vessels like battleships. A ship’s greatest weakness, the generator, was generally hidden deep within the vessel. It wasn’t something a lucky shot was likely to hit.


  However, the capacitor that powered the bridge was a viable target, as were various systems such as the weapons systems, the shield generator that produced the ship’s shields, and the tubes that transferred energy from the main generator. At my level, it was possible to roughly guess where a ship’s weapons systems were located at a glance.


  Those important facilities were all lumped into a single term: vital parts. Since they were important to a ship, they were essentially weak points you could target when attacking. By doing so, it was possible to greatly reduce a large ship’s effectiveness without expending much effort.


  “We’re going in with the intention of spending all the ammunition we’re carrying!” I announced.


  “Aye aye, sir!” Mimi exclaimed.


  “Yes!” added Kugi.


  I accelerated the Krishna. The four battleships I’d hit earlier were already floating corpses at this point, so now I targeted the still-dangerous cruisers.


  We heard more Belbellum Federation communications:


  “Intercept them—now! Knock those pesky flies out of the sky!”


  “The asteroids and debris are making that impossible! Unless we use the main cannons, we can’t—”


  “You think we can just fire our main cannons off within such a concentrated formation?! Lose them somehow!”


  “You’re asking for the impossible!”


  They were having a hard time dealing with us. They weren’t only under attack by the Krishna and the Antlion; other guild mercenaries had also accepted this mission, along with ships of corvette size and smaller and fighters from the Imperial Fleet. All told, there were quite a lot of us.


  Being chased by a plethora of small ships that could deftly maneuver within the asteroid belt was pretty much a checkmate situation for Belbellum. Even if they wanted to flee somehow, the asteroids and the four scuppered battleships were in the way. And, since their vessels were grouped so tightly, they couldn’t use their main cannons. A misfire would result in complete catastrophe. We had them surrounded, so this was essentially a one-sided beating—quite an easy battle.


  “Our antiair weapons are down?! Did the energy tube get hit?!”


  “Use a different one!”


  “It’s not working! They must’ve struck one of the main connection points! Severe damage to Sector Three! How?! Our shields are still up!”


  The flak-cannon shells I was firing into the enemy cruiser had easily pierced the ship’s shields and plating, tearing apart its hull and energy tubes directly. Naturally, the soldiers in the sector I had damaged were all mincemeat. It was a sad sight, but this was war.


  I swung behind the cruiser I’d targeted and discharged my flak cannons into its main engine.


  “They hit our main engine? And through our shields again?!”


  “Shit! Which kind of bastard has piercing rounds? Single him out and shoot him down!”


  “I would’ve done that if I could! Augh! Our shield generator was hit?!”


  While the enemy ship’s crew staged a comedy routine, I’d fired my flak cannons into their shield generators and destroyed them. Cutting off their vital parts one by one, as if they were limbs, was how I took down ships larger than mine. If I’d had any reactive anti-ship torpedoes left, blasting one in now would’ve been enough to end things, but I could only fit four onto the Krishna.


  What became of the cruiser once it had no weapons, no shields, and no escape route? There wasn’t much to say; it was, again, a completely one-sided beating. Weapons of all types rained fire on the cruiser, and it exploded. Or, well, it would have if the crew hadn’t surrendered first.


  “Next.”


  “Aye aye, sir!” Mimi and Elma said together.


  I still had plenty of ammunition, and I planned to use it all.


   


  ***


   


  “‘All that’s left of warriors’ dreams,’ eh?” I muttered as I took in the disastrous state of the Belbellum Federation’s fleet.


  Mimi, who had sharp ears, heard me. “What? What’s that?” she asked.


  “Oh, it’s a famous poem from the world I come from.”


  “What does it mean?”


  “Hmm… I believe the full poem is, ‘The grass of summer, all that’s left of warriors’ dreams.’ Meaning ‘In the past, many brave warriors battled here, but they all perished and were forgotten. All that remains now is summer grass growing over the land.’ Something like that.”


  “What a sad…or, well, melancholy poem.”


  “That’s probably how the poet was feeling when he wrote it. Not that I’d know.”


  “I feel like it’s really a waste to dismiss that poem with a mere ‘not that I’d know.’ It’s wonderful, and it touched my heart,” Kugi said with an uncommonly awkward smile on her face.


  To be precise, the author had been a haiku poet, as opposed to just a poet in general. Not that I really understood the difference myself, other than the part about a five-seven-five syllable pattern and the use of seasonal words. I honestly wasn’t even sure what words were considered seasonal and what words weren’t. Who really was? Not me, at least. What words matched what season? Truly a mystery.


  “My lord, I’m picking up on a vital signal.”


  “Looks like we have a lucky survivor. Is the signal from an escape pod?”


  “No… It doesn’t appear to be an escape pod. I haven’t seen anything like this before.”


  It’s a bit late to mention this, but we’d achieved a great victory over the Belbellum Federation’s fleet within the asteroid belt. The enemy had surrendered, and our initial barrage had apparently destroyed their chain of command. The Imperial Fleet’s ambush unit had decided to switch from hit-and-run tactics to a full-on assault, sending the Federation’s fleet into chaos. Led by Serena, the Imperial Fleet had moved in slightly to close the distance, passing around an asteroid. Once they were in range, they’d unleashed cannon barrages that had only magnified the damage. When everything was accounted for, the battle had proven to be a rout with a casualty rate of a whopping ten-to-one in our favor.


  Right now, we were looking for survivors, since that was the humane thing to do. It was the Imperial Fleet’s responsibility to check for those who’d survived aboard intact or wrecked ships; mercenaries like me, and smaller ships and fighters from the Imperial Fleet, were tasked with checking the battlefield for stray survivors who might’ve floated away from their craft.


  That said, not many humans could survive being blasted into space. Even if they’d donned some kind of special survival equipment, the force of being sucked out into space would likely damage it to some extent, so the wearer would perish anyway.


  The fact that someone had survived, and that we’d somehow found them, made that survivor very lucky.


  “What is that…? A coffin?”


  “It’s cylindrical, so rather than a coffin, it’s more like a…can? A rather large can,” Mimi replied.


  “Let’s recover it,” said Kugi.


  Her recovery drone ventured out to the mysterious object and brought it back. With that, we’d acquired a hostage. Hopefully whatever was inside the uncomfortable-looking metal object was human. It wasn’t some kind of biological weapon—was it?


   


  ***


   


  “Mimi was right. This thing’s a bit too big to call a can.”


  It wasn’t clear how long the life-support system within the can (temporary terminology) would hold out, so the Krishna quickly returned to the Black Lotus. We were now moving the can from the Krishna’s cargo hold to the medical bay, where we would try to open it.


  Elma and the mechanic twins were still busy using drones to search for other survivors to recover. The group in the medical bay consisted of me, Dr. Shouko, Mimi, Kugi, and Mei. Oh—there was also the combat bot that had helped us transport this gigantic can in here.


  “That’s true. It also seems a bit too small for a person, though.”


  “Yeah, it would only fit someone the size of a child.”


  “Scans are bouncing off of it. But it seems to have a data port, so I will access that,” Mei said. She connected the cord dangling from her neck to the mechanical section of the can’s base. Given Mei’s processing speed, she should be finished in an instant.


  An instant…? She still wasn’t done, though. She seemed frozen.


  “Mei…?”


  “…” Mei was immobilized, her eyes wide open.


  What happened? Don’t tell me she broke. “Hey, are you okay?”


  “Yes… It took some effort, but I overcame it. Don’t worry.”


  “‘Overcame’ it…? So how do we open this thing?”


  “We currently have no means intended to open it. Doing so properly requires a specialized facility. Therefore, I request that you use your sword, master. At this rate, the being inside the container will die after depleting its medicine supply and built-in energy source.”


  “Open it by force, eh…? Well, if you say so. I don’t want to destroy whatever’s inside, so tell me how you want me to cut it.”


  “Leave it to me.”


  Mei instructed me on where to make a perpendicular cut. We didn’t want to damage whatever the can held, so I was supposed to just cut into the circular metal lid. That was a huge pain in the ass. I asked Mei if it’d be better just to slice off the top part and open the metal container like a normal can. Apparently, though, a bunch of things were connected inside, which made it impossible to just cut the “lid” off. Somehow, I had to make a perpendicular incision that would open the can up naturally.


  It took some effort, but I successfully sliced through the metal lid as she’d directed. Then I made another cut along the can’s base, which allowed us to remove half of the outer shell. The task was absurdly troublesome.


  “Now then.” Mei lifted away the can’s rather dense outer shell to reveal its contents.


  “Hunh,” I remarked, astonished.


  Mimi and Kugi were shocked as well.


  “…”


  “…”


  Only Dr. Shouko seemed excited. “Oh!”


  The can contained a pure-white, naked…girl? Girl was probably correct. I say “probably” because, for some reason, countless cords inside the can stabbed into her body. Something within the can plugged all her natural openings, including those in her mouth, nose, and lower body.


  While I was stunned, Mei got to work removing the cords and tubes connected to the girl before rushing her to a medical pod. Dr. Shouko quickly joined Mei, and we followed.
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  “Here—I’ll scan her,” Dr. Shouko said.


  “It seems that being connected to that life-support system is indeed her normal state of existence,” Mei said. “Her body’s development is in line with that of a slightly oversized newborn.”


  “Hm? That’s quite interesting,” Dr. Shouko remarked.


  “She seems to have exceeded her service life by one year.”


  “Service life, eh? So, Belbellum is sticking kids like this into cans and using them as some kind of biological unit for whatever reason? They’ve really crossed a line.”


  As I listened to the conversation, I suddenly found myself staring at the ceiling. You’ve got to be kidding me… Were those “command units” or whatever the enemy had mentioned on the comms actually biological units like this? Wasn’t that a little…you know…inhumane? Were Belbellum’s citizens even human at this point? Did they really have to resort to something like this?


  “This girl’s got something in her brain too,” Dr. Shouko declared. “No… She’s got a lot of things in there. What in the world did they do to her organs to create something like this? Her bones are completely malformed, and her muscles are in terrible condition. For starters, we’ll need this, this, and this…”


  She continued to mutter to herself as she went through the scan results the medical pod displayed. I couldn’t really understand what the scans reported, but obviously the girl was in rough shape.


  Several drugs shot into the medical pod, and numerous strange lights flashed, while something that looked like a ventilator attached to the girl’s face. Watching the process, I asked Dr. Shouko, “Uh…can she be saved?”


  “As long as she’s inside this medical pod, she won’t die. She’s lucky you spent some fat stacks to acquire this thing. I’m guessing, but this girl probably had the growth of everything other than her brain artificially suppressed. I’d need to perform a thorough investigation to know for sure, but based on her brain, she’s probably over twenty-two years old.”


  “Seriously?” She didn’t look more than ten at the most. She could barely be called a girl, and she would have seemed infant-like to most people.


  “Um, Master Hiro, it’s not polite to stare at a girl when she’s…you know…”


  “You’re right, but…” I didn’t feel a thing staring at a naked, pure-white, infantile body with no protrusions, but that didn’t mean the woman in question wouldn’t object. Thus, I obediently heeded Mimi’s warning and looked away while I asked Mei a question. “Mei, did you talk to her?”


  “Yes,” Mei replied. “We did not speak directly, but we managed to communicate. She tried to hack into my systems.”


  “Wait… Are you okay?” Was that why she’d briefly frozen? Although it hadn’t lasted long, Mei had been under such pressure that she hadn’t been able to respond for several moments. That was an insane accomplishment on the hacker’s part.


  “I’m fine. The cybernetic warfare abilities of an implant utilizing a human brain’s processing power fully are quite high by human standards, but insufficient to overcome a machine intelligence equipped with a positronic brain.”


  Mei clearly felt smug, although that didn’t show on her face. She had a strange pride when it came to her own specs. At the very least, she enjoyed boasting about her capabilities. Given her usual demeanor, it was kind of cute.


  “I-I see…” I said.


  “That’s what you meant when you said you ‘overcame’ her? Her brain connected to yours, and she immediately tried to fight you, huh…? Is she okay?”


  “I don’t believe our struggle caused her life-sustaining functions to suffer any significant damage. It may have been a rather intense experience, however.”


  “A rather intense experience, hm…? She passed out cold. If that experience had been more intense, she might’ve died before we got her out of that can, you know.”


  “It was a little difficult to obtain the information I wanted from her chip. However, I don’t believe the pressure I applied to the chip raised its temperature to the point that it actually overheated any of her brain cells. Please freeze her brain, Doctor.”


  “Are you planning on doing something? Nothing that puts too much stress on her, please.”


  “It’s necessary to take precautions so that she will not panic upon awakening,” Mei said, connecting her neck cord to the medical pod.


  Within the pod, something that looked like a cord stabbed into the girl’s neck muscles. That point in her body apparently served as a port.


  “It should be fine now,” Mei declared.


  “What’d you do?” I asked.


  “I have electronically isolated this medical pod, as well as ensuring that I will detect it immediately when she wakes up. So don’t worry.”


  “I see. I don’t really get this, so I’ll just leave her to you two. I’m counting on you guys.”


  “Yes, Master,” Mei said.


  “You can trust me,” added Dr. Shouko.


  For now, I would temporarily forget about that can’s contents and keep searching for survivors. Oh—it’d probably be best to inform the Imperial Fleet commander and Serena about our find as well. I would normally only have to report a survivor to the officer in charge of the Imperial Fleet’s search-and-rescue unit, but the girl we’d recovered wasn’t exactly normal. I could already tell this would be a pain in the ass.


   


  ***


   


  “I’ve heard rumors of their existence, but this is the first time someone’s managed to salvage…or capture…one of them. Is this perhaps that luck of yours at work?” On the other end of the holo-display, Serena sighed.


  Hey, this isn’t exactly my fault, you know. I was back to meandering around the battlefield, searching for survivors with Mimi and Kugi while dealing with this call from Serena.


  “Well,” she went on, “from a political perspective, she could serve as a useful weapon. Can you transfer the survivor, including the pod she came in, over to us?”


  “I wouldn’t mind, but she’s apparently at the end of her service life. Her organs are all messed up, her muscles are like wax, and so is her skeleton—plus, her bones are completely malformed or something. According to our doctor and Maidroid, she’s essentially a giant newborn baby right now. At the moment, she’d die right away if she wasn’t inside some kind of advanced medical pod.”


  “The situation’s that bad…? How inhumane. What the Federation’s doing isn’t much different from what space pirates do.”


  “I agree.”


  Twisting a human life for your own purposes while ignoring what the person themselves might want, then discarding them once they outlived their usefulness, were common actions for space pirates. They essentially treated humans like cattle—but humans weren’t cattle. I wouldn’t have wanted something like that to happen to me, so I was vehemently against it. I assumed that most people would likewise balk at that fate, aside from some do-gooders who’d gone off the deep end.


  “So you think she’s one of those biological command units or whatever?”


  “She’s probably not a victim the Federation’s fleet just happened to recover from space pirates. So, yes, it’s highly likely. That doesn’t mean they’ll openly admit it, but her presence will enable us to criticize them, at the very least. However, there’s still a problem…”


  “A problem?”


  “Let’s say they refuse to admit to it, and claim that this individual never existed within the Federation. Naturally, that would mean there was never such a person in their fleet, that this is all smoke and mirrors cooked up by the Empire, and that they deny any connection to the poor girl. If they take that stance…”


  “I’m suddenly uneasy about where this is going.”


  “According to both imperial and galactic law, that would make her a victim with no close relatives, so you’d be forced to take responsibility for her as her temporary caretaker. In this situation, it’s possible that the Empire would take guardianship in order to have her serve as proof of the Federation’s terrible deeds, but…”


  “That’d be great… But for the moment, we’re still not sure she can even survive. Let me call the doctor real quick.”


  “Yes, I do want to hear an expert’s opinion on this matter.”


  After I’d dialed Dr. Shouko several times, her face finally appeared on the holo-display.


  “Ah, Dr. Shouko! I wanted to ask you a question about the girl who came out of that can. To be blunt, how much longer can she live?”


  “Probably not much longer, given the Federation’s substandard genetic-engineering skills. However, if we used the Empire’s genetic-engineering techniques, that would change things.”


  Our super ship’s doctor was pretty impressive—and at a time like this, her smug face was quite reassuring.


  “It’s possible to extend her life and treat her problems,” Dr. Shouko continued. “It’d take time and money, though.”


  “Money, huh? How much…?”


  “Let me think. I’d say about five million Ener, if you include consultation fees. In terms of material costs without consultation fees, about two million.”


  “Consultations are expensive,” I remarked. “But that makes sense. We’d be trying to dramatically extend the lifespan of someone with less than a year left to live, so maybe five million Ener wouldn’t be that much. It seems like we could handle it if the Empire was willing to pay. What do you think?” I glanced at Serena.


  She placed her hand on her chin, her expression bitter. “I’ll check with my superiors, but that would be quite an expense. Let me look into it.”


  “For now, I’ll keep her stable and get her to a point where she can at least communicate,” said Dr. Shouko. “Can I head back to work?”


  “Yeah, thanks. For now, handle her with kid gloves. If the Empire isn’t interested, we’re going to take care of her.”


  “Oh? How kind of you,” Dr. Shouko responded.


  “If the Federation and Empire both abandon her, then death’s all that awaits her. Apparently, she’s a lot older than she looks, but she still reminds me of a baby… And knowing that I let a baby die would make it hard to sleep at night.”


  I pictured the girl sleeping in the medical pod. She couldn’t even stand, let alone walk, and the thought of her being abandoned in some back alley of the imperial capital’s lower levels to waste away and die… No, that wasn’t happening. I hated stories like that. Even if it took some effort, I wanted to save people within reach of saving. I had my limits, but at the very least, I was going to rescue them if I was already involved.


  “Another new woman…?” said Serena.


  “You’re definitely being a little narrow-minded if you’re getting jealous over her.”


  “This is the girl we’re talking about, by the way,” Dr. Shouko said.


  The girl appeared on the holo-display. A thin hospital gown now covered her naked body, but her respirator and the countless tubes connected to her made her look quite pitiful.


  “I take back my previous statement,” said Serena. “I was being too narrow-minded.”


  “I’m glad you understand. Anyway, that’s the situation. Oh…once we’re done here, are we going to invade the enemy’s territory in turn?”


  “Well, we’ll take back the regions that previously belonged to us. Anything beyond that will be decided after the gateway’s repaired and additional reinforcements arrive. They should come with their own orders from the top brass.”


  “Got it. I’ll go back to looking for survivors, then.”


  I ended the call with Serena and Dr. Shouko and returned to searching, just as I’d said I would.


  [image: ]


  Jeez… I just had to find something weird. I wasn’t sure what would happen, but at this rate, it was probably best to be prepared for anything.


   


  ***


   


  “We’re searching for survivors again, but…”


  “Two hours have already passed since the battle. We aren’t likely to find anyone still alive,” Elma said, shrugging on the other side of the screen. While we were dealing with the girl in the can, Elma had been ceaselessly scanning for survivors.


  “Someone wearing a suit or power armor with life support installed might still be alive, but they would have already been found by now.”


  Both those outfits would have beacons installed that reported their location during crises, so at this point, any survivor who’d donned such gear would’ve used that beacon to get rescued. Escape pods contained the same type of feature.


  Someone in combat armor without that beacon installed could still have survived briefly, but two hours would be pushing it. Unless they’d received some very special body modifications, or they were some kind of cyborg, a human couldn’t survive in outer space without life-support systems. Some specific non-human species could, but a member of one of those would still have been discovered and rescued ages ago.


  “We can keep looking,” I said. “But we might as well start looting the battlefield while we search.”


  “Yeah,” Mimi said.


  “Yep,” Elma agreed.


  “Should we really be doing that…?” asked Kugi.


  “We should,” Tina answered.


  “We are still here to look for survivors, though,” Wiska added.


  Apart from Kugi and Wiska, who were very diligent, the rest of us were already in looting mode. We hadn’t completely given up on searching for people, but at this point we were more focused on treasure hunting. After all, there might still be survivors in the wreckage or cockpits of ships; even if a ship’s overall life-support systems were down, some sections might remain airtight.


  That said, my psionic powers weren’t registering anyone alive in the area we were responsible for, and those powers detected life with significant accuracy. It didn’t matter whether someone was sleeping or unconscious; the mental waves living beings emitted never fully stopped, so I could still pick up on them. It was possible that I’d miss someone so close to death that saving them was out of the question, but if we discovered people in that situation, we couldn’t do anything for them anyway.


  Thus, it was fine for us to change our goals at this point.


  “We’re mainly looking for infantry equipment. Anything military-grade will fetch a good price, even if it was made by a neighboring country.”


  You could never have enough directed-energy weapons, plasma weapons, or power armor, so those items were lucrative spoils of war; they could always be sold for a good profit. Rations, food cartridges, and water, on the other hand, could not—their price per unit or by volume was on the low side. High-tech products, ammo, and medical goods were what we were looking for.


  Military-grade ship parts were also pretty good salvage, but if we started collecting those while supposedly looking for survivors, chances were we’d get yelled at. We could probably get away with gathering up things that got launched into space as ships broke apart, but that was about it.


  “What should we do with the corpses we find?”


  “Recover them. If we don’t, space monsters will show up and nest here. The Grakkan Empire also can’t afford to be sloppy with enemy combatants’ corpses.”


  It was fine not to clean up after fighting twenty pirate ships or fewer, but not cleaning up the corpses on battlefields involving larger numbers would lead to space monsters showing up. If there were enough corpses and debris in the area, such creatures would nest and even begin reproducing. Therefore, cleaning up a large battlefield was incredibly important.


  “Space monsters…? What kind would show up here, do you think?” Kugi asked.


  “Hm? Probably crystal life-forms or space marine life.”


  “Space…marine life?”


  She asked out of mere curiosity, but she now wore a dumbfounded “space cat” expression. Though I supposed that, in Kugi’s case, it would be a space fox. Was space marine life really that surprising?


  “C-can you give any specific examples of what space marine life might include?”


  “Space tuna, space squid, space octopi, species like that. In this sector of space, it’d probably be space octopi.”


  Space octopi nested in the wreckage of spaceships, then waited there for prey—generally scavengers who’d come to look through the debris, or other space monsters that had shown up. They were pretty ferocious beasts—always one of the top three causes of death for space scavengers who made their living combing through spaceship wreckage.


  “I wonder whether space octopi taste good,” Mimi mused.


  “Why are you talking about eating them? Please don’t! Apart from eating other space monsters, they also eat the scavengers who show up to look through ship debris. So please don’t try eating one.” I really disliked the idea of eating a space monster that could’ve swallowed other humans. Space octopi apparently did taste pretty good, but personally, I couldn’t see myself eating a monster that might’ve done that.


  “Eating meat from a monster that ate a human would be kind of gross…especially if you equate it to using a food cartridge made by space pirates,” Mimi said.


  “Can you two stop with this conversation? I’m losing my appetite,” Elma said on the other side of the screen, sticking her tongue out in disgust.


  Space pirates generally produced food cartridges from waste created when they processed the humans they captured… So yeah. If the situation called for it, you might have to use one of those, but they weren’t something you’d actively seek out.


  Kugi had simply been listening in on our conversation. “The universe is vast,” she muttered into the void, her eyes unfocused.


  Was she that shocked by what she’d just learned? I wondered what kind of space monsters she was envisioning. I also wondered whether other types of space monsters popped up within the Holy Verthalz Empire.


  “Hon! Hon…! We found a bunch of boxes of military goods!” Tina shouted through the comms. “There’s a ton of ’em!”


  “Oh, nice going. Recover them!”


  Some of those boxes turned out to be duds, containing only Belbellum military uniforms, but we’d also scrounged up a container full of commonly used energy packs, as well as a still-usable directed-energy weapon. We could sell it or arm ourselves with it, depending on its specs.


  “All right. Good going. Let’s keep it up and continue to search.”


  Moments like these made fighting enemy military units worth it. Finding good loot was awesome. Still, I didn’t want to accept many requests like this one. While the returns were good, the mission itself was quite dangerous.


   


  ***


   


  Finished with recovering survivors, and having set up countermeasures against any scavengers that might come to pick over the remains of the battlefield, the Imperial Fleet began a counteroffensive to retake the territory it had lost. The fleet occasionally had to fight the Belbellum Federation’s logistics fleet and its guards, but those battles proved pretty easy.


  Once a temporary defensive posture had been established, the Imperial Fleet’s main force arrived through the restored gateway, and our role came to an end. That wasn’t to say that we were fired. We were allowed to return to the rear—the Klion System—where we could resupply and conduct necessary repairs.


  “Mind helping me with some of my work?” Serena asked me over the comms.


  “No thanks. That’s not part of my contract.”


  With Count Ixamal’s capture, Serena had taken command of the Klion System Supply Depot, and she was now responsible for resupplying the Imperial Fleet. The immense workload was suffocating. But my contract only included assistance related to combat, so I had no obligation to help her with logistical duties. Getting paid to just sit around and do nothing seemed kind of immoral, though, so I did take on the task of patrolling the Klion System.


  “Demon! Devil! Heartless, cold-blooded monster!” Serena upbraided me. “Don’t you feel bad for your pitiful spouse?!”


  “Mixing work with private life isn’t a good idea.” Also, I don’t think calling yourself my “spouse” is accurate. At least, not yet. 


  Serena had told me that the heavily armed pirates messing with the supply lines had vanished. Their plans having failed, they might’ve gone into hiding, or maybe they’d returned to the Belbellum Federation. Or perhaps the space pirates the Federation had been using had betrayed them. It wasn’t clear what had happened, but unless they began attacking again, it would be difficult to chase after them.


  As for Count Ixamal, he’d been arrested by the military police and taken away to the capital along with evidence of his wrongdoings. He may have been a powerful, influential count, but he’d gone way too far this time. We had a confession and concrete proof of his misdeeds too. However much he struggled, he was destined to be executed.


  The House of Ixamal might survive, but the Empire would likely confiscate most of its authority and resources. The family would only remain nobles technically; the Empire might even turn them into convenient puppets. Either way, the future wouldn’t be bright for them, according to Serena.


  After I ended the call with her, I headed to the lounge, where I found Elma raising her fist in celebration.


  “We made a killing this time!” she exclaimed. It kind of seemed like her eyes had turned into Ener signs. “And we made huge contributions to the war! You might get another medal!”


  “I’d rather not have to attend another stuffy ceremony…”


  Counting not only the ships we’d destroyed, but also those we’d caused substantial damage to, the Krishna was responsible for taking out four battleships—including the enemy flagship—seven cruisers, twelve destroyers, three corvettes, and eighteen fighters. The Antlion had taken out seven corvettes and twenty-two fighters, while the Black Lotus had taken out three cruisers. Including the rewards from the so-called pirates we’d bested, and the 10 million Ener our contract guaranteed, we’d earned roughly 80 million Ener on this mission. That made us quite wealthy, if not filthy rich.


  “That’s not includin’ what we can earn from the parts and goods we scavenged,” Tina said. “Spendin’ all that by normal means would be tough, even if we spent our entire lives trying. Maybe we could straight-up buy a brewery?!”


  “We might actually be able to purchase a small one,” Wiska said. “That amount of money doesn’t feel real at all.”


  “What do you plan to do with all this wealth, my lord?” Kugi asked.


  “Hmm… Maybe buy land in some planet’s upper district, then build a mansion there.”


  My dream of owning a single-family home suddenly felt pretty realistic. I could also just acquire an even bigger, stronger mothership than the Black Lotus, then use that as our home. With this much money on hand, I had a lot of options.


  “Oh, right… Dr. Shouko, how’s that kid doing?” I asked.


  Dr. Shouko was in the medical bay, which we could see on the holo-display. I’d wanted her here with us too, but she had to stay by the girl from the can, just in case anything happened.


  “I’m suppressing her consciousness to the minimal acceptable level until after I finish some basic treatment, so she won’t wake up. Still, I have to say, those guys sure were sloppy with their work,” Dr. Shouko said, smiling bitterly.


  She clicked a few buttons on her console, and an image of the pure-white girl in the medical pod appeared on the holo-display, multiple tubes connected to her body. Wearing nothing but that thin hospital gown, she was quite pitiful to look at.


  “Rather than fixing her current body, could you switch her to a different one?” I asked. “By, like, moving her brain or consciousness? For instance, to a spare body cloned from her DNA, or to a completely prosthetic one?”


  “You sure say crazy things at times, Hiro,” Dr. Shouko remarked. “That ‘spare body’ cloning thing you just mentioned is illegal, and transplanting a brain from one body to another is literally murder, just so you know. The Empire hasn’t developed technology that can replace every organ except the brain with prosthetics… Nor to copy someone’s consciousness from their normal brain to a positronic one inside an android. From the perspective of the Empire’s genetic engineers, when organs have either failed or had their functionality greatly reduced, using nanomachines to repair them is a safer process with a higher likelihood of success.”


  “I see. Is creating a digital consciousness not possible? Can machine intelligence do something like that?”


  “Master, it pains me to say this, but I am not aware of any method through which that could be accomplished,” Mei said.


  She bowed her head in apology. That wasn’t really something to apologize for, though.


  “Just some random ideas, thought up by someone who doesn’t understand anything about this field,” I said. “I’ll leave her to you two. Just let me know if anything happens.”


  “Yeah, got it.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  Epilogue


   


  SO I’D MANAGED TO COMPLETE my mission smoothly this time too. Wait… Was that an accurate way to frame it? Well, in the end, my crew members hadn’t gotten injured, and our ships were fine. Although there had been some problems, things had ended up okay, so I could probably say they went smoothly. All right!


  “Hey, are you listening?” Serena asked me.


  “I am. You’re…so…cute. Yay!”


  “Eh heh… R-really? Eh heh heh…”


  My extremely lame flattery somehow still made her blush, her face breaking into a big smile. She wasn’t simply red out of bashfulness, though; she was also drunk.


  Since we had officially entered a physical relationship, Serena came to visit the Black Lotus and proceeded to get blackout drunk whenever she had time. Then she’d make me dote on her, or she’d chat—well, drink—with my crew.


  Nevertheless, I deliberately ensured that the Black Lotus returned to port whenever Serena had time off. I mean, could you blame me? We’d already crossed the line, so there was no point treating her coldly anymore. I’d be shutting the barn door after the horse was out.


  Although Serena was a soldier, that didn’t mean she was expected to work twenty-four hours a day with no rest. As long as she gave prior notice, she could request to be free at certain times.


  “I don’t really care myself, but are you sure you should make it so obvious that you’re coming over here?” I asked. “Especially this often…?”


  “It’s nothing to worry about,” Serena insisted. “Although some people are saying things like, ‘The colonel’s feelings finally bore fruit’ or ‘It seems the colonel has a man now.’”


  “Is that really not something to be concerned about…?” It didn’t sound okay to me, but since Serena herself didn’t seem bothered by it, I wouldn’t be either.


  “More importantly…” Serena began. “Come on… You knooow, right?”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “After Ixamal’s replacement gets here, you’re coming with me to the capital, aren’t you? You are, right?”


  “Yeah, yeah… I’ll go.”


  I was a mercenary officially employed by the Imperial Fleet, and I had performed admirably in a real battle. Actually, I’d performed exceptionally well, so they were going to give me another of those stuffy sparkly medals. But there was also the issue of me having killed all those people from the House of Ixamal, including the heir, Vincent. There would be some kind of military trial or whatever over that, so I had no choice but to head back to the capital with Serena.


  “Good, good. Eh heh heh… You’ve gotten a lot more obedient.”


  Serena still had a bright smile on her face, but I wasn’t obligingly going along with her wishes because of our new relationship. It was more because the situation was sort of forcing me to. Well—in truth, I suppose our relationship was a minor factor.


  Serena’s slightly smug smile was cute, but it also kind of annoyed me, so I poked her.


  “Nmgh! Wyat izh hit?”


  “You’re cute, so I felt like poking you.”


  Not long ago, I would never even have considered touching Serena’s face so casually. So, although I hadn’t planned to change things dramatically, a lot had indeed changed.


  “Eh heh…eh heh heh. W-well, if I’m too cute, it is what it is, I guess.”


  Serena was a little too susceptible to compliments. It was a bit worrying. I figured that she wouldn’t respond the same way to someone else flattering her, though, so it should be fine. Damn it, she really was cute.


  “Grr…” Mimi growled.


  “I get how you feel, but remain steady,” Elma urged her.


  “You were here first, Mimi, so now’s when ya show that ya take the high road!” Tina chimed in.


  “Sis, you’re crushing your enhanced resin glass,” Wiska pointed out.


  I felt Mimi and the other girls staring from a table a short distance away. Elma and Wiska were doing their best to keep the others in line, but…I noticed. They were calm for the moment, but I’d have to make this up to them later. How I’d do so… Well, I’m not going to explain that.


  Kugi, meanwhile, smiled as she watched us; she appeared visibly cheerful. Her tails were wagging the way they typically did when she was in a good mood, so she probably really was happy. Kugi tended to maintain a certain distance between herself and others, but I’d have to take proper care of her later too.


  Dr. Shouko and Mei were still busy looking after that pure-white girl—the Belbellum Federation’s biological “command unit.” The girl’s status wasn’t so precarious that they had to be there all the time, but this was apparently a good opportunity to study Belbellum’s genetic engineering and biotech techniques, so Dr. Shouko was essentially analyzing her.


  As for Mei, she was accessing the brain chip of the “command unit” and retrieving data from it. At times she also communicated with the sleeping girl, relaying information on who we were. Although Dr. Shouko was purposely keeping the biological unit unconscious, her brain was still functioning, which apparently made it possible to use the chip in her brain to communicate or something.


  Was that explanation lacking? Well, sorry. They explained the situation to me, but I didn’t really get it. All I understood was that, although the rest of her body was in a state of rest, the girl’s brain and the chip in it were still active, and Mei was accessing and communicating with her through that chip.


  “I’ll educate her thoroughly, so she doesn’t make any mistakes,” Mei said.


  “D-do that.” I wasn’t sure what Mei meant by “educate,” and I didn’t really want to ask. I was kind of scared to.


  “The girl’s vital signs sometimes become unstable when Mei accesses her chip,” Dr. Shouko told me. “It’s kind of a problem. Could you let Mei know that for me?”


  “Mei doesn’t do anything unnecessary, so just look the other way, if you’re able.”


  “Hmm… Well, if you say so.”


  Dr. Shouko didn’t seem convinced, but I didn’t want to poke the beehive, so she’d just have to put up with it. At the very least, I knew that whatever Mei was doing wouldn’t be bad for me.


  As we continued our normal routines, Serena’s successor arrived from the capital. I didn’t meet with them, but I heard that some noble’s heir had been selected and given the opportunity to prove themself here. We left the supply depot to him as Serena’s Pirate-Hunting Unit and my crew departed from the Klion System and began heading toward the capital.


  “Oh, Hiro… I sent Chris a message informing her of what happened. Do your best with that.”


  “Why would you do that?!”


  “We ladies formed a pact, you see.”


  “You formed a pact I didn’t know about behind my back…?”


  I had actually more or less guessed that they had something like that going on. And I had a feeling that Chris was going to show up at the capital. Was I going to get sandwiched between the Holz and Dalenwald houses…?


  My stomach ached.


  Afterword


   


  THANKS FOR PICKING UP Volume 15 of Reborn as a Space Mercenary! Woo-hoo! Volume 15! Let’s keep this pace up and go all the way to Volume 20!


  As I write this afterword, it’s nearing the end of Golden Week. A bunch of work happened to overlap, so I’m really, really busy right now! I’m on the verge of death here, to be honest! Gaaah (my death scream)…


  Somehow, I’m making it work—barely, though. I’d like to apologize to my manager, K, my assistant manager, O, and everyone else involved in publishing this series for the trouble I’m causing them. Forgive me!


  All right, that’s enough of the author’s recent circumstances and strange screams. Let’s move on to one of the usual sections. That’s right—the section where I talk about games I’ve played recently.


  I actually haven’t had the chance to play many; I really have been busy. Really. But that doesn’t mean I haven’t played any at all! This is me we’re talking about! Ha ha ha!


  Thus, I’d like to call everyone’s attention to Nitro Plus’s game Dolls Nest. To describe the game, it’s essentially an Armored-Core Soulslike with a dystopian setting. The main character is a beautiful mecha girl. Eh? That’s all over the place? You’re right. Still, it’s a lot of fun exploring a giant ruin patrolled by unmanned machines. Sometimes you have to open a route using violence, and you need to progress down a build path carefully from the countless options provided. That was really a fun game to play. Its world and music are fantastic too. It’s a masterpiece I recommend everyone try. Playing that game made me want to cross the Rubicon once more to feed the fire and let the last cinders burn. My body yearned for combat!


  I also replayed that game where you board a spaceship and kind of fly around wherever you want. The game that winds up becoming a colony-management simulator is pretty fun too, but if you prefer freedom, the one where you travel through the boundlessness of space is a better option. There’s a lot more to do in the universe as well now. Space was quite lonely when that game was initially released; it’s truly wonderful that it’s gotten continuous updates.


  That’s enough about games—let’s talk a bit about the story. This volume focused on Serena. She was one of the first characters introduced, and now, in the fifteenth volume, she’s finally accomplished her goal! She truly deserves to say that she never lets her prey escape. She’s the epitome of tenacious. As for the problems that’ll accompany her success…Hiro will be able to handle them, surely. Probably. Maybe.


  Hiro’s psionic powers are another major point in this volume; he awakened a significant ability. With this volume, the plot now deviates significantly from the web version.


  Volume 15 also revealed concrete examples of what Hiro’s ability to manipulate space-time and fate can accomplish. To me, it seems like a significantly powerful “cheat” ability—the type you’d expect from a series’ final boss rather than the protagonist. Still, the stronger things are, and the bigger their scale, the better! Let’s have Hiro use that overpowered ability as he pleases!


  The next section will be on setting-related topics that are hard to reveal directly within the story. I happen to be going into psionic powers already, so how about I talk about the Holy Verthalz Empire’s three magics? Actually, those’ll probably show up in the main story later. Instead, I’ll talk about the nasty drugs space pirates use—and almost used on Serena.


  First let’s talk about Marionette, the drug injected into Serena that ultimately led to her and Hiro entering that kind of relationship. Marionette is a nanomachine-based drug—one nasty enough to affect Serena despite her decontamination implant. Nanomachines alter the body of anyone injected with Marionette; within the body, they can reproduce and spread. That increases the person’s sensitivity three thousand fold. Well, that’s a bit of an exaggeration. But essentially, unless you do the deed, your body simply won’t calm down.


  What? This drug’s effects are really stupid, considering the cutting-edge technology involved in its creation? Well, space pirates create it, so that’s just how things are.


  That said, Marionette really shouldn’t be underestimated. However much willpower someone possesses, if they’re injected with this drug, suppressing their sexual desires becomes impossible for them. In fact, if they push themselves too far trying to suppress those desires, they’ll die. The drug is extremely effective against proud, mentally tough individuals, so it’s a useful tool for dominating them. That makes it popular among not only space pirates but others with shady tastes.


  The other “drug” mentioned in the story is Worm, although it wasn’t used. Worm is a half-robotic artificial parasite. It invades through an opening like the nose, travels to a victim’s brain, and then makes it possible to control how their body reacts via an application. It’s essentially physical hypnosis. Marionette only affects the body, but Worm lets you take over and control someone’s brain. Quite villainous!


  Other dangerous drugs exist in this universe, but they’re a bit intense, so let’s stop here. Hmm? The ones I introduced are already intense? Oh, those are nothing… Ha ha ha.


  That’s all from me this time around. Thanks to my manager, K; my assistant manager, O; our illustrator, Tetsuhiro Nabeshima; and everyone involved in this book’s publication. Most of all, a huge thank-you to everyone who bought and read this book.


  Next up, Volume 16! I hope to see you there!


  RYUTO


  ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Ryuto


  A brown bear living in Hokkaido.


   


  My hobby is gaming. I have a wide range of tastes, but survival action and strategy games are my absolute favorites.


  [image: ]


  Thank you for reading!


  Get the latest news about your favorite Seven Seas books and brand-new licenses delivered to your inbox every week:


  Sign up for our newsletter!


  Or visit us online:


  gomanga.com/newsletter
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