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  Act 1:
I Want to Die


   


  Prologue


   


  MAN IS A DEEPLY sinful creature. Throughout the ages, people have never ceased to wage war.


  As one scholar put it, history is but a chronicle of human strife. Ever since the days we swung clubs and rocks, weapons were the one thing that never stopped evolving. Our battlefields, too, spread, from land and sea to the skies, then beyond our planet into the vast expanse of space.


  We have made countless attempts to end war, countless rules to contain it within the smallest limits possible—all to no avail.


  Even now, nearly two thousand years since mankind left our home planet, we have made no move to stop that conflict.


  But miraculously, about two centuries ago, an era of peace punctuated human history. The Empire united the known universe, and for just a moment, there were no warring nations. However, that forced union sowed the seeds of future discord. People returned to fighting just as gruesomely as they had before, if not more. Perhaps future generations will know this time period as the Universal War.


  At this very moment, somewhere in the universe, people are taking each other’s lives, and nobody will stop them.


  At present, there is a young man. He, too, has been swept by the current of the times into a maelstrom of war. He now finds himself in the midst of a life-or-death situation.


  His location: inside the hangar of an old interstellar destroyer, floating in outer space.


   


  ***


   


  “We’ve been ambushed,” the young man muttered coolly to himself, analyzing his predicament.


  His name was Nao Blues. He had just graduated two weeks ago from an elite military academy on the capital planet Diamond, and he was turning twenty-one tomorrow—if he wasn’t about to die, that is. The situation was looking dire.


  He served as a platoon leader for the national Capital Sector Security Force, known commonly as the Coast Guard.


  Nao had just received an order from his superior, Lieutenant Commander Dusty, captain of the space frigate Akkeshi, to deal with some space pirates.


  The Coast Guard higher-ups in the zone, seeking to break out of the disadvantageous situation, had made the decision to retreat to the rear at faster-than-light speeds. To that end, they had ordered the frigate Akkeshi to ensure their fleet’s safety while they fled as fast as physically possible.


  The captain of the frigate Akkeshi, however, was not about to let his irresponsible superiors sacrifice him for their own ends. For his personal safety, he issued the following order to our protagonist, who had just been assigned to the ship a few days ago.


  “Use the motorboat to board the enemy ship and neutralize the pirates.”


  The move was clearly unreasonable, yet Nao did not hesitate to take his thirty or so subordinates on the motorboat to the nearest enemy ship, the old destroyer.


   


  ***


   


  Nearly everyone had already withdrawn from the sector. 


  Apart from some pirates aboard their main vessel, a destroyer, the only ones left in the sector were Nao’s crew. A wider perspective would reveal the only ships within any proximity were the frigate Akkeshi, which was observing Nao’s crew from a safe distance, as well as the lone pirate ship. 


  And Nao’s crew had just gotten off their boat and waltzed onto the destroyer via the rear hangar. Naturally, the pirates were lying in wait for them inside.


  Nao was up against the Capone pirate crew, part of the Hishiyama clan which was notorious for their combat power in these parts. Altogether, the Hishiyama clan was said to command a half-fleet―half of an average nation’s forces. At this point in history, even the most powerful nations weren’t capable of manning more than two complete fleets. Most nations could only afford one. Even Nao’s kingdom only had two national fleets. 


  That put into perspective how powerful the Hishiyama clan was. Although there was no reliable data to say so for sure, they were, in all likelihood, the largest clan of pirates in all the universe.


  All of the Coast Guard’s forces would have been no match for the full military strength of the Hishiyama clan; an entire fleet would be required for them to have a fighting chance. Those in this sector were only a fraction of them, though, which was why the Coast Guard had been selected to get the pirates under control. 


  It was only when the Coast Guard went up against the pirates that they realized they were dealing with the Capone crew, who alone proved a force to be reckoned with. The commander, seeing his disadvantage, chose to flee immediately―the decision that had led to this tragedy.


  It was pirates they were dealing with, though. And as pirates, they had no reason to stand and fight. Being a pirate meant being in constant danger, so they were risk-averse; they would flee at the first sign they were disadvantaged―even if it meant abandoning some of their own to die.


  So as usual, as soon as the pirates had seen the Coast Guard could match their forces, they had chosen to flee. Their strategy could be best summed up as cowardly; they’d opted to sacrifice one severely dilapidated ship to make a quick escape. Thus, Nao and his crew had boarded that ship. 


  Seeing the Coast Guard crew approaching on their motorboat, the pirates had decided to face them in combat for their own safety. 


  They were lying in wait inside.


   


  ***


   


  Why were these battleships, which were presumably equipped with weapons, not shooting each other with lasers? Well, for reasons that will later be explained in full, lasers in general were entirely ineffective in this sector, either by ships or within ships. There were several such areas where, despite their technological advancements, old-fashioned combat was more efficient. They would fight hand-to-hand with battle axes.


  The pirates had all the standard equipment of the day. They were wearing powersuits and wielding battle axes reminiscent of those used long before the Age of Discovery. One hundred of these ruffians were lying in wait for Nao and his crew when they barged in.


  It looked like certain death. Nao only commanded about thirty soldiers, all of whom were women. But where the average man would have lost all hope, Nao saw the moment he had been waiting for.


   


  ***


   


  “Save yourselves! Go on without me!” Nao found himself shouting. “I’ll hold them off! Get yourselves home alive! That’s an order! Now, go!”


  It was time for the hero complex that had been festering within him to blossom.


  Heh... This is it. The best moment of my life. I can finally be a hero—lay down my life to protect those who serve me. There’s no better death a man could aspire to.
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  What he’d just shouted was one entry in the Ideal Last Words collection he’d been working on for over a year.


  Ever since Nao had his heart broken, he’d longed for death. Incapable of taking his own life, he’d joined the military, hoping to fall in battle. It just hadn’t played out as he’d planned so far. Up until a mere two weeks ago, he hadn’t even yet been assigned to the Coast Guard. 


  It had been quite the disappointment.


  The events unfolding were nothing like what he’d expected to experience in the Coast Guard, however. Here was an unforeseen chance to grant his wish ahead of schedule—to be killed in battle.


  This assignment he’d been so disappointed to receive had turned out in his favor. This was exactly the scene he’d hoped to find himself in. 


  As inappropriate as it was at a time like this, he was overjoyed.


  Killed by My Own Crew...?


   


  THIS WAS THE EXACT situation I’d been waiting for. The dream I’d held close to my heart for the past three years had come true.


  But it wasn’t progressing at all how I wanted. My crew wasn’t obeying my orders. They were completely ignoring them.


  Warrant Officer Maelica, my second-in-command, spoke up.


  “Yeah, not happening.”


  Excuse me? I’m an ensign. I outrank you. Can you just say that? Like, I know I’m incompetent, but do our official titles mean nothing to you?


  Just as I was about to talk back to Maelica, she issued the next order.


  “Maria. You’re up.”


  “Yes, Miss Maelica!”


  All members of Maelica’s squad were women, none of whom looked like fighters in the slightest, and Maria was their sergeant. At fifteen members, they numbered far fewer than the pirates.


  In this seemingly unwinnable situation, Maelica’s one order had plucked from my grasp my dream, my chance to sacrifice myself for my soldiers. This was not at all going to plan. In fact, it was going the worst way possible. The only ending to this that I could foresee was the pirates overpowering the women, assaulting them, and killing them.


  “I can’t allow that!” I shouted in an attempt to overrule Maelica. Just then, something slammed into me from behind.


  Wham!


  “Out of my way, Officer.”


  Kate, the sergeant major, grabbed me by the neck and dragged me behind Maria.


  But...I’m your superior. I know I just graduated, but I’m a commissioned officer. How can you treat me like this? And what do you mean, “out of my way”? Am I just an obstacle? How could you say that?


  I did my best to give her a piece of my mind, but I couldn’t get any sound out while she was strangling and dragging me.


  The pirates were smirking maliciously as if they were looking forward to the carnage to come. Maria and Maelica, brushing aside my concerns as well as the pirates’ twisted excitement, stood tall in front of me and brandished their weapons.


  “Do it, Maria.”


  “Yes, Miss Maelica. Everyone, ready... Fire!”


  At the command of Maria’s girlish voice, the entire squad’s weapons fired.


  There was a sonorous boom—not that I could hear it in a vacuum, but that was how it looked—and the advancing pirates began to collapse. Maria and the others unleashed shot after shot, mowing down the pirates.


  Only Maria’s squad of fifteen were fighting. The other group was just watching—no, cheering them on. As they saw the pirates go down one by one, their celebration intensified. They began jumping up and down, shouting, and clapping their hands. 


  Once about half were felled, the pirates finally realized their disadvantage and began to flee, but Maria’s group continued to mercilessly gun them down from behind.


  When the last pirate fell, Kate’s group’s excitement reached its climax. The only one who wasn’t matching their energy was Kate herself; with her firm grip on my neck keeping me from interfering, she couldn’t clap her hands nor jump.


  Nevertheless, her excitement built as she watched the pirates go down. Unable to hold back any longer, she unconsciously tightened her hold around my neck.


  Wait...


  Don’t squeeze my neck any harder, Kate. You’re wearing a powersuit.


  Stop it... I can’t take much more... Oh God, I can’t breathe! Are you trying to kill me?!


  Oh God, stop! No more! I’m gonna pass out! Stop!


  My internal screams went unheard by Kate.


  Aaand I’m out.


   


  Yeah, I wanted to be killed in the line of duty. I just didn’t think it would be at the hands of my own crew member. Does that even count?


  And this is kind of harsh. I don’t want to believe she hates me that much, but...


  I guess it’s true what they say about your life flashing before your eyes.


  Did it really have to be this memory, though? I know I don’t have many good ones, but of all things, I’m reexperiencing what made me want to die in the first place. Don’t I even get a single moment of happiness in the end?


  I spent every last conscious moment pitying my misfortune.


  Predeath Flashback


   


  THREE YEARS BEFORE the battle with the pirates, I was still on my home world, Nihonium, in a planetary system near the capital. The sector that contained our kingdom was a rare trinary system consisting of three stars orbiting each other; Nihonium orbited a different star than the capital, Diamond, did.


  The woman beside me continued speaking.


  “It’s too bad you couldn’t get into university, Nao. I still can’t believe you failed your exams. The future you planned depended on passing them, didn’t it? I think we may have to go our separate ways. You can’t stay here in the orphanage after you graduate, after all. Good luck on your own path, Nao. This is it for us.”


  Those were the words Tettie said to me when I told her I’d failed my university entrance exams, as if our bond suddenly meant nothing to her.


  Tettie’s full name was Tetsuline Blues. She and I had grown up in the same orphanage. We’d been together for as long as I could remember. There were other children I’d grown up with in the same way, but she was my closest friend, and I’d recently started considering her my girlfriend.


  Most of my youth was spent with my nose buried in a book. I can’t say whether it was because of that bookishness, but there were few people I could call close friends. Tetsuline, aka Tettie, was the only one. She alone stayed by my side and showed support for me.


  When it came time for us to attend the royal academy, my natural disposition became an advantage. Since I didn’t mind the tedious work of reading textbooks, I excelled in school and made it to graduation.


  We orphans were allowed equal education up to and through high school. That meant we could be in the same classes as the upper class—not that upper-class parents would send their kids to public school. They didn’t want to mingle with the likes of us plebeians. Once we graduated high school, however, there were only a few preset paths for us.


  The class you were born into determined your life in this country. We were raised in one of the better orphanages, so many of us were able to find employment and live as normal working-class citizens, albeit near the bottom of them. But we were more fortunate in this country than in many others. 


  We had one last chance to move up in the world—call it the Kingdom Dream.


  There were three ways an orphan could be successful in society. The first was to make it as a businessman. To do that, you would have to get a scholarship to Keirin University, the most prestigious private university, and earn a business administration degree. The scholarship guaranteed you tuition and board, so even though it was a private university, an orphan or even a kid from the slums could attend without any financial concerns. 


  Many heirs to major corporations attended Keirin University, so it made a prime networking opportunity. An orphan could get both a top-tier education and powerful connections to secure a position at one of the major firms or an administration internship with one of many well-known companies around the kingdom. A Keirin University degree alone let you live a fortunate enough life. It was probably the best way to succeed in this country as an orphan. Naturally, that was my aim. Although I failed.


  The second was common in every country: You could rise up the ranks in the military. That afforded you higher status in this country than the business route, so it was a popular choice. Your best bet at becoming a top soldier was to graduate the elite military academy on Diamond, the capital planet. Attending that school set you apart from a run-of-the-mill volunteer soldier; graduates were treated better than those from local military schools. It was as good as necessary to make a name for yourself as a soldier. Since the elite military academy was renowned nationwide, however, it was incredibly selective. The barrier to entry was much higher than the aforementioned business path.


  The last route was to take the public service course at the royal university, which was the gateway to a career as a civil servant. It was feasible for even an orphan to work their way up to prime minister if they could build a solid work history postgraduation. One orphan who lost his parents to war actually managed this in the past. A few such ministers and several bureau directors currently in office had gotten there this way. Of course, this was the most exclusive route.


  Right before I graduated from high school, I’d actually gotten recommended for a scholarship to the royal university. Normally, an orphan like me would have jumped on that, but there were plenty of pitfalls taking that pathway. The child of an upper-class family could have chosen it without question, but if I went with it, I would need to be prepared for a struggle—and I wasn’t.


  It was because of the sheer gap in status orphans would face postgraduation. Even someone like me, without anyone offering support, could undergo a one or two-year training period and be assigned a position of responsibility somewhere in the kingdom. The issue was where that would be. 


  Officially, all the regions we could be assigned to after graduation were equal, but the better your background, the closer to the capital you would be assigned. I would get the last location left after everyone above me had gotten theirs: a dangerous planet on the outskirts of the system.


  Even that would normally have been an upgrade for an orphan, but not right now. Not during wartime. The capital was a dangerous place in this era of nonstop conflict, to say nothing of the outer regions. A high-level bureaucrat in such a place would be in the most dangerous position. As often happens, the top two people in an area can find some excuse to run in case of disaster, but those without powerful backing—like orphans—end up in third place or lower. When danger strikes, they aren’t allowed to flee. They’re forced to stay as the highest-ranking official in that area. Then, if taken as prisoners of war, they can be held in enemy territory for decades. 


  Oftentimes, if the captured official has a family, the residents of the occupied territory turn their discontent toward them. In many cases, their families are killed in the ensuing riots. Officials were aware of this risk, so most choose to leave their families near the capital and move to their post on their own.


  A tragic fate, but if the conflict is with another country, at least the official can take comfort in knowing he was unlikely to lose his own life. This wasn’t the only risk of being in the outskirts, however. The most common danger that arose was space pirates.


  When space pirates attacked, officials who came from orphanages faced the cruelest executions, to serve as examples. More officials in the outskirts were massacred by pirates than were killed in conflict with other nations. On the frontier, law and order wasn’t maintained like it was in the capital sector. It was the military’s job to protect the entire kingdom, and they didn’t have enough men to defend such a large area.


  The First Fleet, whose main job is to protect the capital sector, was stationed in the capital, so you’d be safe as long as you stayed there. They may not have been able to eliminate all the pirates in the universe, but they could prevent them from ever infiltrating as far as a planet in the capital sector.


  The same didn’t hold for the outskirts, though. Pirates ran rampant there. It wasn’t hard to imagine how much more dangerous it was to be assigned to an outer planet in a system far from the capital sector or to one of the colonies orbiting those planets.


  Someone had to be assigned responsibility for those planets, however. So, it was bound to be someone like me without anyone to stick up for him. In a way, pirates posed a much bigger threat to us than any enemy nation. Orphans who took this route would most likely be killed by pirates. There was even data showing the five-year survival rate for a volunteer soldier on the front lines was higher than an official who grew up in an orphanage. 


  The only orphans who enrolled in the royal academy were those with a deeply held ambition to succeed as a politician.


  This was common knowledge in our country, so the staff at my orphanage and school fully respected my decision to not go to the royal academy. Considering my future, especially since I’d hoped to marry Tettie, the business route was an easy choice out of the three options. It was the most accessible route too. 


  It was a couple steps down from the prestigious royal academy, which I’d had the grades to be recommended for, so none of the staff who knew me thought I would fail the exam. I’d taken it as a given that I would get into Keirin University, graduate with a business degree, find a job at a major company, and eventually marry Tettie and start a family with her.


  That was what I’d been working so hard for, so hearing this from Tettie after failing my exams was too much. And she wasn’t even done talking.


  “I want to be happy.”


  Those words marked the start of my one-way trip to hell.


  We all knew how difficult it was for an orphan to find even the most modest happiness. We couldn’t let any chance slip out of our hands. I knew that too. But...


  “Jahin just gave me a really big opportunity,” she said.


  “What do you mean?” I couldn’t help but ask.


  “He said he’ll make me happy. That I can be his lover. He even promised to put me in charge of a department in the business he’s inheriting. So yesterday, I decided I’m going to be Jahin’s lover.”


  Yesterday?! I hadn’t even gotten my university rejection until today. Tettie’s words felt like a terrible betrayal.


  Then she twisted the knife further, as if to finish me off now that my HP bar was almost empty.


  “If you’d gotten into Keirin University, I might have had second thoughts... But your future is honestly going to be really hard now that you’ve failed the test.” As if that weren’t enough, she continued, “I don’t hate you, Nao. But I have to think about my own future. So this is goodbye.”


  I never knew women could be such cruel creatures.


  My mind went into a panic. Frustration, resentment, shame, and other emotions I couldn’t place swirled around my head.


  I Want to Die


   


  JUST THEN, JAHIN, the very man who’d cucked me, approached.


  Jahin was well-known on our planet. I knew him too, because he’d gone to the same school as me and Tettie. He was the third son of the head of Ahm Group, the largest conglomerate on the planet, and subsequently the heir to one of the largest conglomerates in the entire kingdom.


  Maybe if I’d already hated him, I could have coped by holding a grudge against him. But he wasn’t that bad a guy. I mean, maybe part of me harbored resentment toward him since he’d stolen my girl, but I wasn’t particularly aware of it.


  Though in the eyes of other men Jahin was unremarkable, he had a model-tier facial structure, athletic talent, and a fit physique—basically, all he had to do was say hello to pull most women. Thanks to his many gifts, he was a bit of a playboy. I could understand why Tettie had fallen for him.


  Moreover, he was a pleasant guy who gave off none of that heir elitism so common among his peers. That was probably why he had no reservations about taking Tettie as his lover despite her being an orphan. He was also one of the few people I could have a friendly conversation with. If not for Tettie, we could have been good friends. The NPCs of this world weren’t very fond of him, but he was a protagonist-worthy guy.


  And he was walking up to us.


  “Oh! Jahin!” Tettie welcomed him with the joy of a woman whose lover had come to pick her up. I found myself impressed she could smile like that right after she’d made me feel like trash.


  “Hey, Nao,” Jahin said. “Heard you didn’t get into Keirin. I’m really sorry.” Somehow he’d already found out. “Bad luck.”


  I hadn’t been any match for Jahin in sports in our school days, but I’d never gotten a worse grade in academics than him. I’d thought maybe he’d come to mock me for getting rejected from university. I’d been wrong. He’d just come to tell me I was unlucky. Less and less of what was going on was making sense by the minute.


  Jahin often walked around with his lovers trailing him. Right now, four beautiful women were walking up behind him. The first was Waan, a famous model; then Midori, the prettiest teacher at our school; then Hilt and Yana, two girls who had always placed first and second in the beauty contests. I couldn’t believe each of them was one of Jahin’s lovers. And I couldn’t understand why Tettie was about to join this gaggle of trophy women. It was then, however, that it occurred to me Tettie was beautiful enough to fit in with them.


  The women came up to Jahin. My eyes automatically went to the cell phone Yana was holding; she seemed to be watching a video. 


  What I saw shocked me.


  It was a video of these women naked. Jahin was lying down with the four nude women surrounding him. And most shockingly, Tettie was straddling Jahin—completely nude. She was gyrating on top of him with a more lustful look on her face than I’d ever seen, and although the volume was low, her moaning was still audible.


  As soon as I realized what I was hearing, I broke into a run.


  Yana asked Tetsuline, “Is that guy okay?”


  Hilt spoke up. “That was your ex, wasn’t it? I hope he doesn’t hurt himself.”


  “Don’t worry,” Tetsuline said. “Nao doesn’t have the guts. Anyway, what are you watching? Hey, that’s from yesterday! Delete that. It’s so embarrassing. How come you’re watching it in public?”


  “Why not? It’s a memento of you.”


  “Stop it! You’re all naked in it too. You don’t want anyone but Jahin seeing that, do you?”


  Their conversation followed me even as I fled, though I didn’t know where I was fleeing to. Tears poured from my eyes. I tried to tell myself I wasn’t crying, but my face was already drenched. I wailed in protest of the hand I’d been dealt.


  “I want to die! Screw this cruel world! Damn it all to hell!”
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  Somewhere in my mind, the idea to take my own life must’ve floated by me, because I found myself arriving at an infamous location: a quiet park on a high cliff overlooking the ocean. Yes, this was a well-known suicide spot; a handful of people each year threw themselves off this cliff.


  I approached the edge. Fifty more steps. It was shameful it wasn’t just five more, but it was fifty more steps between me and a final farewell. Yet for some reason, my legs refused to take me any further.


  There was nothing left for me in this world. I wanted to die. Why was I such a coward?


  I can’t even kill myself.


  I began to wail even louder.


  Pathetic.


  “I’m so useless that I can’t even kill myself? Is there no God in this world? If there is, what does he expect me to do? How much do I have to suffer before he’s satisfied? Damn it all to hell!”


  I don’t know how long I spent crying. Eventually, I ran out of tears and began to calm down. I still wanted to die, but I’d come to terms with my inability to kill myself.


  My surroundings were growing dim. Even as I thought about how nice it would be if some kind of natural disaster killed me right then, my thoughts turned toward what I would do next. Staying here would get me nowhere.


  When I glanced around, I saw there were several warning signs up, probably to discourage people from jumping. I hadn’t noticed them on my way here. Several had motivational lines on them in the hopes that one would catch someone’s attention long enough for them to reconsider. 


  One read: Hold your horses! Think again!


  Interesting. I didn’t see this sign on my way here, but as soon as I gave up on killing myself, I noticed it. As soon as I give up, it tells me to think again. Does this sign want me to off myself? If I could, I would have already.


  Apparently, I’d calmed down enough to scoff at the sign.


  It was then I saw the army recruitment poster—the one with a popular girl group dressed in military uniforms with miniskirts, leaning toward a handsome soldier and grinning.


  Only your courage can keep us safe. Join me in the Space Force so we can protect the ones we love. I’m waiting for you, hero! read the poster.


  Although it was clearly pandering, this was one of the more popular posters. The military had more recruitment ads, but the only other one I was familiar with depicted a miniskirt-clad idol with her legs crossed in the pilot seat of a warship saying a similar line. I liked that one better. This one’s claim to fame was the nearly revealing poses the girls were in, though that wasn’t relevant.


  Has anyone actually decided to join the army because they’ve seen this? I wondered. If so, surely they weren’t the most qualified candidates.


  Just then, I had an epiphany.


  If I can’t kill myself...I can just have someone else kill me.


  Rumor had it that if a guy like me volunteered, they were sure to send me to fight in the most dangerous war zones on the outskirts. I could be guaranteed death within five years.


  Now all that was left was to put my genius plan into action.


  I Thought I Joined the Army


   


  I MADE MY WAY straight to the nearest Space Force recruitment center. You never had to look long for one in this country; they’d built one in the most prominent part of every town to attract recruits for the understaffed forces.


  It was incredibly easy to apply. The amazing thing about this country is how effectively they track your personal information. All I had to do was show my ID and tell them my identification number, and they would take care of the rest.


  I gave my information to the receptionist and told her why I wanted to join the forces. She typed it into her computer. Then she immediately leaped out of her seat to fetch a supervisor. The system must have flagged something in my profile.


  Just as I was about to give up on myself—Not even the army wants me?—she came back and handed me a piece of paper.


  “A private ship will pick you up from the spaceport tomorrow. Don’t be late. We’re sending you to the capital.”


  The very next day? That was fast. But apparently they were accepting me into the army, and that was all that mattered.


  I returned to the orphanage to inform my teachers I’d been rejected from university and was joining the army. Then I said my goodbyes to them since I was leaving tomorrow and would probably never return. I wanted to thank them for everything they’d done for me before I went back to my room.


  They hadn’t seemed surprised I’d failed my university entrance exams, and they didn’t object to my decision to join the army. Honestly, I was grateful that was their reaction; anything they tried to say now would only have made me cry all over again. I was glad they wouldn’t see me in such a pathetic state. There was just one thing that didn’t compute.


  I didn’t understand why everyone expected me to fail my exams.


   


  First thing the next morning, I packed what little I had and set off for the spaceport. It was busy for how early it was. I saw several men and women around my age with what seemed to be their relatives. They were probably boarding the same ship as me, and their families had come to say goodbye.


  That said, they were making a bigger deal out of it than it warranted. And even more perplexingly, the men and women my age were dressed very nicely. Had they really applied to the army like I had? What was going on here?


  Maybe they had other reasons to go to the capital. Maybe they’d been accepted to the university there. If so, that was humiliating for me. Not only had I been unable to take my own life, I’d also failed to get into college, and now I was traveling alongside the ones who had made it in. At least I would never see them again. I could pretend they didn’t exist until the ship landed.


  An announcement came on from the flight attendant—they’d gotten clearance to start the boarding process. I went up to the attendant with the papers I’d received the day before, and she directed me onward. 


  There were ten other young men and women around the gate. When compared to the number of people in the spaceport right now, it was quite small. Apparently, I would be riding to the capital with these ten. Each of them showed papers like mine to the gate attendant and received the same instructions, and they joined me as we made our way ahead.


  What awaited us at our destination was one of the fastest small passenger spacecrafts in the country. Some of the people around me began to comment on it.


  “Oh, man. We’re flying like kings.”


  “Wow, this is beyond anything I expected. I suppose this is the elite treatment.”


  Those were exactly my sentiments upon seeing the parked spaceship. I double checked the papers I was holding, but they didn’t say anything about this. All they had was my assigned seat number. As I anxiously looked around, a young man who seemed about my age spoke to me from behind.


  “What are you doing? We’re short on time. Let’s get on board.” 


  He tugged me in the spaceship’s direction. He seemed like a friendly guy, although it was my first time meeting him.


  Once I was on the ship, I showed my papers to an attendant, and I was led to my seat. Not long after I got settled in, the ship took off, lending credence to what that guy had said—we were short on time.


  But this didn’t make sense. Why would they transport just one volunteer soldier to the capital on such a luxurious spaceship? Something wasn’t adding up.


  A voice interrupted my puzzling. It was the guy who’d spoken to me before.


  “Looks like we really were just on time. Who knows what the professors would have said if we showed up late on the first day?”


  I looked back at him blankly.


  “Right, introductions. I’m Mark Cathbell. Nice to meet you. What’s your name?”


  “Oh, I’m sorry. I’m Nao Blues.”


  “Blues? Any relation to Admiral Blues?”


  Admiral Blues was a war hero from my home planet. After serving in the military, he spent the rest of his life as the first chief of the Coast Guard and became a philanthropist in his later years. He was one of the few war heroes who spent his last years happily in these war-torn times, which made him one of the most popular major figures on Nihonium.


  “No, I just grew up in one of the orphanages he sponsored. Those without last names take the orphanage’s. You said your name is Cathbell, though, right? Do you have anything to do with the Cathbell Corporation?”


  Cathbell was the name of a major arms manufacturer in our kingdom. They weren’t quite a mega-corporation, but they were pretty large.


  “The CEO of Cathbell is my uncle.”


  “Wow, cool. So you come from a well-off family. How’d you end up here?” I asked despite myself. 


  The son of a distinguished family would never volunteer as a foot soldier. The idea was so outlandish that the possibility he was going to another university escaped me.


  “How’d I get here? By making it into the elite military academy, of course. I think I just got lucky, though. It was a close call with my grades. I’m glad I scraped by.”


  So, he wasn’t a regular soldier but an elite cadet. He was one of the fortunate ones. I envied him.


  “That’s awesome. But...”


  “You’re gonna ask why I didn’t go to Keirin if I come from a business family, right? I got unlucky. But I guess, in a way, I was lucky I got into an elite school at all.”


  Luck again, huh...


  “Sorry. I guess I shouldn’t be talking to you as if we’re equals, what with me being an orphan and you being upper-class.”


  “What? We are equals. We have been since the second we walked on this ship together.”


  “We are? I mean...I did join the army, but aren’t you going to be an officer?”


  “Huh? You are too, aren’t you? You say some funny things, Nao.”


  Huh? What does he mean? Yeah, I volunteered for the army—as a soldier. I never applied to the elite military academy. What’s going on?


  I couldn’t make heads or tails of this whole thing. Mark seemed to understand how things in this world worked, though, so I mustered the courage to ask what I knew was an impolite question.


  Why I Was Rejected from University


   


  “MARK, I NEED you to fill me in. Is everyone on this ship...?”


  “On our way to the elite military academy on Diamond? We sure are. It was a really selective process, but we all made it in. I heard the students at the training school become noncommissioned officers, so I was shocked they sent such a high-end ship to take us cadets to the capital. Weren’t you surprised as well?”


  So, all ten of us, including me, were cadets who would become commissioned officers. For the first time, I read the papers in my hands closely. They said that cadets would be transported to the capital via private spacecraft the next day and to take care not to miss the flight.


  “Cadets” would be transported. I’d finally discovered the source of my confusion. I didn’t know why, but I was being sent to Diamond as a cadet. Lucky for me...or was it even a matter of luck, actually? Mark had mentioned luck too—what did he mean by that?


  I explained to Mark how I’d ended up here and answered his questions about it, leaving out the part where I’d gotten dumped and had tried to kill myself. I just told him how I’d failed the exam to get into Keirin University, and I couldn’t stay at my orphanage if I didn’t go to school, so I’d joined the army to save up tuition. I also mentioned I’d been recommended for a scholarship for the civil service track at the royal academy.


  “Whoa. You’re amazing, Nao. I can’t imagine being in your shoes. I think you made the right choice, though.”


  “It was a no-brainer, seeing as I failed the Keirin test.”


  “You just got unlucky.”


  “Luck again? Why does luck always come up?”


  “What do you mean? Oh, maybe you didn’t have a chance to hear about what happened. By luck, I mean there was an unusually high number of mega-corporation heirs applying to Keirin this year. I heard they didn’t accept a single regular scholarship student like you because of that.”


  “Regular like me? What’s the exam process for nonregular people, then?”


   


  ***


   


  Mark gave me a detailed rundown.


  The reason ordinary private schools gave scholarships, despite the financial burden that even tuition waivers create, was so they could secure every excellent student that they could find. However, that alone wasn’t a sustainable business model. That’s where students from so-called “old money” came in—students whose families could afford to give a “donation” to the university in exchange for being admitted. This turned the application process into something akin to an auction. They needed to meet certain standards, of course, but those standards were a couple levels lower than normal. To benefit from those lowered standards, they were expected to donate anywhere from fifty to a hundred times the cost of admitting a student on full scholarship, which was about twenty million G. This year, however, even that sum wouldn’t suffice.


  “Because there were so many mega-corporation heirs this year, I was told donations were twice as much as usual.”


  Mark’s family was wealthy in their own right, but they couldn’t afford that, or so he’d overheard his parents discussing. He’d therefore applied to several other universities as well.


  “We do business with a lot of military families, and apparently not as many of their children apply in years like this, so my dad told me to take the elite military academy exam just in case. It’s way higher status, and a lot better than getting worked to the bone by my cousin someday too. I was really happy I passed.”


  “I see... I didn’t even take the exam here, though.”


  “You didn’t? Huh... Well, if I had to guess, it was probably the national management system doing a good job.”


  “The...management system?”


  “Yeah. You were offered a scholarship to the royal academy, right? So they have your good grades on file. They must have jumped to give you a place here once those came up with your ID when you volunteered for the military. They’re desperate for smart officers.”


  That checked out with how the receptionist had looked shocked when I’d applied. The system must have given her instructions along those lines based on my file. The data management in this kingdom was really something.


  What equally awed me was the difference one’s family background made. Mark’s previous words finally made it make sense: That’s why everyone knew I’d been rejected from university before I did and why Jahin had called it bad luck. It had been common knowledge among the upper echelons of society. The information had probably gotten to the orphanage staff by way of Tettie. Maybe they’d known as early as when I was taking the exam, before the results were announced. From what Mark was saying, it seemed my application was never going to be accepted from the get-go. It would’ve been nice if they’d told me before I’d taken the exam. Maybe to them it was keeping up the appearance of fairness, but to me, it was life or death.


  But I was just an orphan. They were treating me as such. That was all.


  If this was how the world was, I certainly didn’t want to live in it any longer than I had to. But I was sure to continue receiving the same treatment after I graduated. They would send me directly to the front lines. It wouldn’t be until I graduated, but that wouldn’t be too long. 


  I could wait.


  Mark really did turn out to be a friendly guy. Since we were sitting next to each other, we ended up chatting during the flight. I felt bad I couldn’t match his optimism for our futures, but I went along with the flow anyway. Our conversation on that flight ended up being some of the most fun I’d had in recent times.


  The spaceship was high-speed enough to warrant its reputation. Nihonium was in the capital sector but in the Yttrium system; the Dyne system was the next one over, and Diamond was its second planet. Our vehicle made the flight take only a dozen hours or so. We landed safely at Fahren Spaceport, the home port of the First Fleet stationed on Diamond.


  Only the military used this spaceport, so it was surrounded by a base. At the corner of the base was the elite military academy we would be attending.


  This academy wasn’t the only place officers were trained. Just about every military region’s main planet had their own military academy. But this one was special. This academy was made to train the most qualified officers. Its graduates were candidates to become future admirals. In fact, approximately half of the graduates who stayed in the military long enough to gain the required years of experience rose to the rank of admiral. Basically, this academy gave you a 50 percent chance to become an admiral if you survived long enough. It only admitted around a hundred cadets each year, carefully selected from the entire kingdom. 


  The Diamond Kingdom consisted of five star systems, and the capital sector and the Borazon sector each contained multiple stars. We’d come from Nihonium, the main planet of the Yttrium system, where Yttrium was one of the stars in the capital stellar system. 


  High-speed spacecrafts had arrived from each system; it seemed ours had been the last. 


  After we disembarked, we made our way to the area designated for our first assembly. While we would hold an official entrance ceremony the next day, this seemed intended to establish a sense of solidarity among the new cadets, who would now be living together.


  A colonel, who was apparently the Chief of Student Affairs, ascended the podium and began delivering his address.


  A Few Concerns


   


  AS I LISTENED, one concern weighed on my mind.


  The first thing said to us was “You must resolve yourselves, as you will become leaders the day you graduate from this academy.”


  It didn’t occur to me until I heard this that, if I died in the line of duty as I wished, it would put my crew at risk.


  I was no monster. I didn’t want to drag my innocent crew into this. 


  So I had three years to figure out how I would resolve this dilemma.


   


  ***


   


  Classes began in earnest the day after the entrance ceremony.


  This, too, would be a trial for Nao. He would find himself facing setback after setback, but to achieve his goal of dying in battle, he first had to become a soldier.


  At the same time, a stark contradiction was causing him grief: His scores on practical skills were rock bottom, but his grades on strategy and tactics were top of his class—his contingency planning ability in particular was far ahead of his peers. His physical capabilities, however, made him an ankle weight to the rest of the class. He barely passed at piloting and damage control, but he was useless in combat, whether with a gun or in a powersuit wielding a battle axe.


  The academy wasn’t worried, for their part. They’d never left a struggling student behind. There were students like Nao every year, so they had support mechanisms. Examples as extreme as him were rare, but despite his low scores, he graduated after three years. 


  This was thanks in no small part to the help of his classmates, especially Mark. This elite military academy was distinguished by its culture of cooperation among students in the same year. The academy environment naturally fostered such a cooperative atmosphere, of course, but it also taught the philosophy that it was only through cooperation one became a leader. A soldier who couldn’t work effectively with every role involved was, frankly, useless. Those destined for elite positions had this hammered into them.


  Nao was one of the greatest beneficiaries of this cooperation. Not only did the support help him graduate in three years, it also gave him a hint toward solving the dilemma that had been bothering him since he’d enrolled.


   


  ***


   


  During my third year, there was a fantasy TV drama that was a hit in our country, especially on the capital planet. Every episode, the hero would find his party in some dire situation or another and recite his catchphrase as he covered for them: “Let me handle this! Save yourselves!” The formula was he would then use some supernatural power to save both himself and his party just when things looked hopeless. Mark and his friends were pretty into it, so bits and pieces made their way to me.


  One time, when I heard them talking about it, I had a divine revelation.


  This. This is it.


  I’ll sacrifice myself for the soldiers I lead.


  In that moment, the concern that had been weighing on me lifted for good. With this major burden relieved from my shoulders, I confronted my classes with more optimism than ever before. At the same time, I began to daydream about scenes where I sacrificed myself, and I planned out what I would say. This was when symptoms of late-onset “main character syndrome” began to manifest. I would throw myself into my studies and think up cool final lines to say in my free time.


   


  Despite all the trouble I’d created for my classmates, after three years, I graduated from the elite military academy. I would now be appointed as an officer. It must have been a relief for the academy—though they’d surely seen students like me before, my grades were exceptionally bad. Now I’d be another department’s reason to scratch their heads.


  My academic grades clearly showed an aptitude as an intelligence officer. Ideally, I would have started on a career path to become an advisor. What stood in my way was my background. An orphan like me would never be recommended for the advisor course, one of the most elite in the military. Only the sons of noblemen or officers admiral rank or higher went on to this course. My skills didn’t suffice to qualify me—if anything, they guaranteed I wouldn’t be allowed in. If they gave me a spot, every nobleman who had taken it before and every talented lower-ranking aristocrat or businessman who hadn’t had the chance would protest. Nobody wanted to stir up trouble like that, least of all me. 


  All I wanted was to sacrifice myself on the front lines.


  That left me with nowhere to go. Every frontline commander in the field responded with a resounding “no.” I may have been a good fit for an advisor role, but if I was only suited for advising and not physical combat, nobody would take me as a commander.


  But they had no other options. It wasn’t as if they could avoid giving me an assignment at all, not as an elite academy with the whole nation’s eyes on them—maybe if I’d dropped out, but certainly not after I’d graduated. 


  Ultimately, my assignment, selected by the upper echelons of the military, landed me with the Capital Sector Security Force. It was affectionately known as the Coast Guard, due to the power dynamics and its don’t-rock-the-boat policy.


  As the name suggested, it was a police-like group whose job was to maintain law and order in the capital sector, and it only covered the area within this sector. It had been founded, with Admiral Blues as its first chief, to take some of the burden off the military during a time when the kingdom’s situation had been growing increasingly difficult. Its top brass, therefore, consisted entirely of officers who were unfit for the army. Just as the Coast Guard’s equipment were all hand-me-downs, the Coast Guard itself served as a convenient place to send people who were, to put it bluntly, no longer useful.


  Our job, the Coast Guard’s job, was to police the capital sector, after all. The universe at large may have been experiencing unrest, but the capital sector was deep within one of the safest areas, so the leaders didn’t need to be all that competent. Morale within Coast Guard leadership was extremely low, and its members weren’t the most...skilled bunch.


  The Coast Guard’s main tasks were to control piracy and keep abreast of any smuggling activity that might occur. The only way this military branch had survived this long despite its incompetent managers was thanks to the nature of the work and the high morale of the soldiers on the front lines.


  This huge discrepancy in morale between the top brass and the front lines was because the Coast Guard was a popular career choice among the working class: Its range was limited to the capital sector, it was relatively safe for an on-the-ground position, and it paid rather well for a government job. Their potential for advancement only went as high as lieutenant commander— only army OBs were given the highest positions—but most people couldn’t make it that far regardless, so that wasn’t a hurdle they’d ever run into. It was no different than anywhere else in that regard, anyway, since the only people with real upward mobility were graduates of the royal academy.


  My assignment was to be transferred from the Space Force to a position where I could support the Coast Guard’s on-the-ground operations. They didn’t object—or rather, couldn’t object; the army didn’t inform them about the cadets they would be receiving, and they weren’t in any position to object to the army’s assignment decisions. It was a very convenient place for the army to dispose of excess cadets. Much like when an office worker gets sent to a subsidiary, transferees ranked lower than direct hires.


  Normally, graduates of the elite military academy would be appointed as warrant officers in the Space Force, where they worked in the field for one or two years, climbing their way up the ranks to ensign. However, this cadet was given the rank of ensign in accordance with existing customs when one was transferred to the Coast Guard. Since an ensign had to do his fair share of commanding in the field, it demanded some amount of competence going in. Understandably, the Coast Guard’s personnel department was troubled by my academic record when they first received my transcript. 


  After much deliberation, I was appointed leader of Raid Team Two on the space frigate Akkeshi in Patrol Team Three, which placed me in control of a team of thirty right out of school.


  The raid team’s duty was to conduct inspections of suspicious vessels discovered by the Coast Guard, boarding via armed motorboats. They were essentially assault troopers. In other words, the exact opposite of what I was good at. You’d think such an irrational assignment wouldn’t fly, but just as the Coast Guard was the army’s dumping grounds, this was the Coast Guard’s dumping grounds.


  This was where they sent the Unwanteds.


  My Assignment


   


  LET US ELABORATE a bit more about the Coast Guard. As previously mentioned, its forces consisted entirely of those unfit for the army. It was composed of three mobile fleets and three patrol squads. The most prestigious position was on the flagship of the First Mobile Fleet, which held the highest honor of the three. Along with the other two, it was currently achieving the most success in suppressing pirates.


  The First Mobile Fleet was the only one headed by a flagship space cruiser. It served as vanguard for the entire Capital Sector Security Force, resulting in the following structure: a flagship space cruiser, an Aegis-equipped cruiser, and two space frigates.


  The Second Mobile Fleet and Third Mobile Fleet, however, each had one Aegis-equipped cruiser and two space frigates.


  The main job of the First Mobile Fleet was to subdue space pirates.


  Incidentally, the Space Force’s first and second fleets possessed equal combat power, which was on a far greater scale than the Coast Guard’s, equivalent to five times the First Mobile Fleet plus several other battleships.


  Nao had been assigned to Patrol Team Three, which was in charge of the two space frigates. He was to be stationed on the frigate Akkeshi as the head of a raid team that had its own designated motorboat. Their duty was to investigate any suspicious ships they discovered during patrol. 


  While all patrol teams were structured the same way, those with fewer personnel were held in lower esteem—and Patrol Team Three had the least. It was where they sent the real rejects. For political reasons, Nao had been assigned to the department that would have the least impact on the overall organization.


  The day after the graduation ceremony, one day later than his peers, Nao was summoned to a conference room in the capital’s military headquarters. They wanted to make certain nobody would overhear their decision, as it reflected poorly on them. When Nao arrived by himself, the director of human resources at the headquarters gave him his assignment.


   


  ***


   


  “Warrant Officer Nao Blues. You are transferred to the Capital Sector Security Force, effective as of today.”


  “I respectfully accept my assignment.”


  I knew it... They were never going to send me to the front lines with those grades. How will I get from here to the future I’ve been imagining?


  I was disappointed to receive the assignment, and apparently it was showing. The director dolefully offered me words of reassurance.


  “Don’t be discouraged, Nao. I know this transfer isn’t what you were hoping for, but you’ll be one rank higher there. You’ll have the chance to participate in real combat as an ensign a year earlier than any of your peers. We’ll send for you again as soon as you gain enough experience. We can’t afford to let a gifted officer such as yourself mess around for very long,” he said, patting my shoulder. 


  Hearing the words “real combat” gave me some modicum of hope for my new workplace.


  “Thank you. I apologize for the concern I’ve caused. I won’t make you worry any longer. I’ll report for duty immediately.”


  “I wish you all the best.”


  I left the building. 


  The Capital Sector Security Force headquarters was on Planet Diamond as well, about a third of a mile away. It was located in the same government complex as the Space Force headquarters.


  The order of social status on Diamond meant career bureaucrats were number one, followed by elite Space Force officers, then the police here in the capital, then the police branches on the main planet of each system, and then after all of those, the Coast Guard. All the nonelite military positions had roughly the same popularity among the general populace, but unfortunately, the one regarded as the army’s dumping grounds had the lowest.


  Papers in hand, I walked down the neatly maintained streets of the central government district toward the Capital Sector Security Force headquarters, a cloud of unease hanging over me. 


  I’d been told I would see real combat before any of my peers, but I didn’t actually know where I would be assigned yet. If I was unlucky, I could very well end up as a secretary in the headquarters. That was as far as I could get from the front lines, and I wanted to avoid that at all costs—but anyone could’ve told you they would never entertain a request from a rookie fresh out of school. 


  Although I still had a grudge against God, I found myself wanting to pray to him.


   


  ***


   


  I informed the pretty receptionist at the Coast Guard front desk the reason for my visit, and waited for her instructions. After she made a phone call, she came up to me and graciously told me where to go.


  “Thank you for your patience, Ensign Blues. The person you will report to is waiting in Conference Room C on the eleventh floor. You can go through that gate, then take the elevator in the back. The room will be directly in front of you when you step off the elevator.”


  “Thank you, Miss...?”


  “Sasha.”


  “Miss Sasha. You’ve been very helpful.”


  I followed Sasha’s directions and knocked on the door. Once granted permission by the person within, I entered the room.


  “My name is Nao Blues. My rank is warrant officer. I’ve been assigned here effective today.” 


  Now that I think of it, Sasha called me an ensign just now. But I haven’t been assigned anywhere yet, so what I said is probably fine as an introduction. I wonder where I’ll be assigned?


  “I hereby approve the temporary assignment of Space Force Warrant Officer Nao Blues to the Capital Sector Security Force and commission you as an ensign. Capital Sector Security Force Ensign Nao Blues, I order you to join the frigate Akkeshi in Patrol Team Three as leader of Raid Team Two.”


  I humbly accepted with a salute. The door to the conference room opened, and an office worker wheeled a large suitcase in.


  “Here is your provided equipment, Ensign. Your uniform, your mobile device, and your identification card. Please sign once you’ve checked it over.”


  The Coast Guard wore a different uniform than the Space Force. I was presently wearing the Space Force warrant officer uniform provided by the school. Now that I was joining the Coast Guard, I was being presented with the uniform along with my assignment. I looked it over, then signed the paperwork she asked me to. They had already handled the negotiations for salary and whatnot on their end, she explained, so this was the only thing I would have to sign.


  “You may change into your uniform in the changing room on the eighth floor. Be at Fahren Spaceport in two hours to board the ship bound for Rutilaria, where Patrol Team Three is based. Report to the office there and follow their directions. Do you have any questions?”


  “No.”


  “Then off you go. I wish you success in your future endeavors.”


  Apparently, my work here was done already.


  I took the elevator down to the eighth floor to change into my new uniform. It surprised me how perfect the fit was; they must have referenced my measurements from my file.


  More than anything, I was relieved I hadn’t been given a desk job. That said, it was intimidating being made a leader right off the bat. Leading a raid team meant I’d have to lead raids, right? That might pit me against pirates...


  Maybe my dream will come true sooner than I thought. 


  I chuckled to myself.


  Our Paths Forward


   


  I WAS RARING to get to my destination now, so I changed quickly and hurried to Fahren Spaceport. The departure time was two hours after I’d been given my assignment, which would normally have been a tight schedule with such short notice, but I was so excited I basically ran the entire way there, arriving with an hour and a half to spare. That left me with over an hour to kill. I surveyed the area, looking for something to do.


  I’d heard Fahren Spaceport was military-use, but it was so well-equipped I could’ve mistaken it for a civilian spaceport. That’s the capital planet for you. There were more types of restaurants than I could count. This spaceport served ships bound for systems everywhere after all, not just the other two systems in the capital sector. And it did a fair amount of business with civilians, too, despite being military-use, so there were a number of civilians in the lobby in addition to soldiers. It stuck out to me how there were several pretty girls standing in front of the gate, probably saying goodbye to their boyfriends. 


  Screw you, Chads! I shouted internally.


  Just then, someone called out to me from behind. “Nao! Is that you?”


  “Huh?” I turned around in surprise and saw Mark. He was wearing the Space Force warrant officer uniform and carrying a large suitcase.


  “Mark? Already heading off on a mission?”


  “A mission? No, just a practice flight. I got assigned to the First Fleet HQ.”


  “That’s awesome.”


  “Not that awesome, really. I heard almost everyone who graduates from our academy gets assigned to either First Fleet or Second Fleet HQ. You’re just an outlier, Nao. Probably since you bombed your grades.”


  “Hey, too soon. I actually just got my assignment, though.”


  “Coast Guard, I take it, judging by your uniform. I don’t hear the best things about them.”


  “It’s all the same to me. I’m lucky just to be a commissioned officer.”


  “Ensign already, huh? Where are you off to?”


  “Rutilaria, where Patrol Team Three’s office is. I’m going to lead Raid Team Two on the frigate Akkeshi.”


  “Raid team officer right off the bat... Oh, yeah, do you have time, Nao?”


  “Yeah, I have an hour and some until my flight leaves. What’s up?”


  “Good. I have two hours. Let’s grab a cup of tea.”


  I followed Mark to the nearest café. It was somewhat full, but as a pair of officers, we were seated quickly. Status showed itself in many ways in our society, and in the military, where hierarchy was even more important, officers were frequently prioritized. That held even for new graduates like us. We were able to sit down and order our tea with hardly any wait.


  I’d seen Mark the day before, but it had been a while since we’d been able to sit down and talk at length. According to what he said, most graduates from the elite military academy followed a standard path their first year out of school. The reason for his assignment to First Fleet HQ was so he could go on whatever ship had some spare staff to train him. That’s why he was meeting up with a group of fellow officers in two hours for a practice flight on a First Fleet supply vessel. There were no plans to send this supply vessel out anytime soon, so its schedule had been open. 


  For about half a year every year, new officers would board frigates in the auxiliary fleet to learn the ropes from senior officers, including navigation, communications, and fire control. Then they would move to a battleship and be paired with a senior officer who would evaluate their capabilities as an officer before they were promoted to ensign. My grades had just been too abysmal for me to proceed down that route.


  “It’s still all learning for me,” Mark told me. “It’s hardly any different from when we were in the academy. So it’s awesome you’re already leading a raid team, Nao. How do you think you’ll hold up?”


  “Not sure. It came as a shock to me too. Not in a bad way, though. It’ll work out however it works out.”


  “You always say that, Nao. I honestly think it’s impressive. It’s not like they had high hopes for you at the academy. Maybe you just got lucky, though.”


  “That line again, huh? Well, you might be right. I’ll consider myself lucky this once. It’s about time for me to go, though. Take care.”


  “You too, Nao. Good luck.”


  “Yeah. Thanks.”


   


  ***


   


  After saying goodbye to Mark, I boarded the regular service flight to Rutilaria. 


  Rutilaria was the main planet orbiting the star Rutia in the capital sector. It was known for its abundant supply of mineral resources, and its chemical industries had developed remarkably early as a result, earning it the nickname of the capital sector’s factory planet. It indeed had many factories, and because of the exceedingly practical way it had been developed, it was far from picturesque: It lacked any trees or greenery to soothe the human spirit. Its cities, however, were highly advanced to allow for many residents, so its largest spaceport was a considerable size. Unlike Fahren Spaceport on Planet Diamond, it was for both civilian and official use. 


  I got off of my connecting flight and went directly to the Patrol Team Three office, located in the spaceport’s administration building. Since its only purpose was to manage the operations of two frigates, it was neither as large nor as impressive as the Coast Guard headquarters, though it did seem busy.


  After entering the office, I went up to the reception desk and informed the staff why I was there. The receptionist led me to the patrol team leader’s room.


  “The new ensign, Blues, is here, sir.”


  “Very well. Come in.”


  “It’s nice to meet you.” I saluted. “My name is Nao Blues. I’ve been assigned here effective today.”


  “So you’re the new ensign I’ve been hearing about. Sit down and wait a minute, will you?”


  I obediently took a seat on the couch. The office environment was hectic. Even the patrol team leader was busy taking phone calls. After a short wait, a lieutenant commander entered the room.


  “You asked for me, Potto?”


  “There you are, Captain Dusty. This is the new ensign. He’ll be leading Raid Team Two. Can I count on you for the rest?”


  “Of course. I’ll get right to work. I see no problem with it, since we’re unlikely to send him on the next mission.”


  “Yeah. I can’t see us doing any raids on such a major roundup mission. I understand the Third Mobile Fleet and Patrol Team Two will be involved as well. There may not be much real work for us to do, but we ought to prepare as if there will be. My hands are full right now, so I’m leaving him to you.”


  “Very well. Okay, Ensign. I’m Dusty, captain of the frigate Akkeshi. Nice to meet you. We don’t have much time. Follow me. I’ll introduce you to your team.”


  After a rushed introduction to Lieutenant Commander Dusty, I rushed into yet another introduction—this time to the people I’d be working with.


  My First Crew


   


  I CLUELESSLY FOLLOWED behind Captain Dusty. Upon exiting the building, we immediately got into a cart, and the captain drove us to the far side of the parking lot, where the mixed-use spaceport was.


  It was, in a word, big. We drove for twenty minutes before two rather old space frigates came into view. Probably Patrol Team Three’s warships. The captain approached the older of the two frigates.


  Knowing it was the third of three patrol teams, I figured it’d be the lowest-end ship in the Coast Guard, but I was still surprised by how old it was. Indifferent to my feelings, the cart stopped near the center of the frigate.


  The area around the frigate Akkeshi was busy with the loading of cargo. Someone noticed the captain had arrived and saluted in greeting.


  “Good afternoon, Captain Dusty.”


  The others paused their work to raise their hands in salute. Captain Dusty returned the gesture, and they resumed loading the ship. When he saw work was once again in progress, he walked to the hangar in the back of the frigate. 


  “We have a lot of cargo to load onto the ship before departure,” he briefly explained.


  The hatch of the hangar was the entryway for cargo loading. Though right now, one truck after another was unloading into it, its intended use was as a dock for the armed motorboat I would command. The motorboat was currently parked outside the ship, to get it out of the way. Several women were working around it. Some were doing maintenance on the boat, some were repairing their own weapons, and some were doing miscellaneous exercises.


  The captain headed over to them. “Raid Team Two, stop what you’re doing for a moment and group up.”


  One of the women addressed the others in turn. “Gather round, everyone. Fall in. Hand salute.”


  “At ease,” the captain commanded.


  “Rest.”


  “This way, Ensign Blues.”


  “Aye-aye, Captain.”


  “A leader has been assigned to Raid Team Two, which has been without one for a long time. This is that leader,” the captain addressed the team. “Introduce yourself, Ensign.”


  “I’m Ensign Nao Blues. I’ve just been transferred from the army. I understand you all have more experience than me, but I intend to lead you as best I can.”


  The team began to whisper among themselves for some reason but stopped when the captain cleared his throat.


  “There you have it. You are to obey Ensign Blue’s orders from now on. Also, departure has been officially scheduled for the day after tomorrow. Have preparations complete by the end of the day. You are dismissed.” He turned to address me. “Ensign, I’ll introduce you to the other officers tonight. Supervise your team until then.”


  “Aye-aye, Captain,” I replied.


  For the first time, I was on my own. The issue was, I had no idea what to do. 


  I decided for now, I would watch and learn.


   


  Once the frigate launched, the rear hatch functioned as a door for the motorboat as well as a storage space for the starfighters. The starfighters would launch from the catapults on either side of the ship but would be stored in this rear hatch upon return. That meant the raid team and fighter crew shared the rear hangar, so relations between them were friendly. 


  Near the raid team members, two fighters were being serviced by their pilots and maintenance crews. The captain had already introduced me to the raid team, but since we were neighbors, I went over to greet the fighter crew.


  When one of the maintenance workers noticed me approaching, he stopped what he was doing and saluted. “Good afternoon, sir. What is your command?”


  I had none.


  As I stood there trying to figure out what to do, the woman who had called rank when the captain introduced me came over.


  “This isn’t going to get us anywhere. Hey, everybody! Gather round.”


  “What’s up?” came a chorus of replies.


  “Miss Maelica, did something interesting happen?”


  “Yeah. We’ve been assigned a new leader. This is Ensign Blues. Thanks for your cooperation.”


  It seemed Chief Maelica, who had been leading the raid team until now, was something of a boss figure in the rear hangar. When she called out, everyone gathered without complaint. It appeared as though she was the highest-ranked person in the rear hangar area, or rather, the most well-liked and respected.


  “Thank you, Chief. Sorry to interrupt your work. As the chief said, I’ve been appointed as leader of Raid Team Two. My name is Nao Blues, and my rank is ensign in the Capital Sector Security Force. But as you can see, I’m a novice who’s only just graduated school. I’ve undergone training, of course, but I hope you’ll have patience with me as I learn the ropes.”


  In my head, I could hear people complaining that was no way to introduce myself as a leader. But it was the truth. If I acted like a big shot, they would tear down my facade in no time. Better not to put up a facade in the first place.


  I studied their expressions. The reactions didn’t seem bad.


  “Whew. I like how you talk, Officer.”


  “Miss Maelica was right. When I heard they were sending someone from the army, I thought they would have a big head. But you seem cool.”


  “So you’re this ensign I’ve been hearing about?”


  “What’ve you been hearing?” Maelica asked.


  “You haven’t heard? This is the guy neither the army nor the Coast Guard wanted.”


  “Huh? What’d you do to warrant that? I didn’t know you had such a reputation.”


  “I wasn’t aware of any rumors,” I replied, confused.


  “That’s all I know too. That, and it took a lot of deliberation to decide where to assign him.”


  “How’d you hear that?”


  “My cousin works at the police headquarters. He heard someone complaining about the army giving the Coast Guard their leftovers. Then the entire upper management team was left scratching their heads.”


  “I see,” Maelica replied. “That’s a relief to hear. Welcome to the Coast Guard Unwanteds team.”


  “What do you mean, ‘Unwanteds’?” I asked.


  “You don’t know what they say about this ship? This is the Coast Guard’s dumping grounds, where they send all their rejects.”


  “I can make a guess, based on the ship’s age, but may I ask why?”


  “Do you have to ask?”


  “Can you not tell me?”


  “I can but not too loud. Come with me.” The chief led me to an inconspicuous area near the ship.


   


  What she told me confirmed my suspicions. It was well-known that the Coast Guard was where people went when they couldn’t stay in the army. This was why Mark told me earlier he hadn’t heard good things about it. But there weren’t many of those people. Most of them were in senior ranks, and they tended to end up as bigwigs in offices on land. Only a select few actually went on flights, and most of them were troop leaders or higher, so they were basically figureheads in practice. They couldn’t cause any real harm.


  There’s an exception to every rule, though, and here that exception was Lieutenant Commander Dusty, the lowest-ranked person to be transferred to the Coast Guard until me. Rumor was he’d been transferred here following an incident three years ago with a nobleman in the army. 


  The nobleman held considerable influence in the army, and he himself had pretty much done as he pleased until this incident led to his downfall, and Dusty, then an army captain, lost his backing. Rumors about Captain Dusty had always swirled, mainly about embezzlement and bribery, but there had never been enough evidence to punish him. They couldn’t assign someone like that to an office position, even in the dumping ground that was the Coast Guard. Although most captains in the Coast Guard were promoted from among their ranks, in this case they accepted a transfer from the army as captain.


  If you asked me, I’d question whether it’s safe to put a guy like that in command, but the Coast Guard had its reasons. 


  In the incident three years ago, the one who had been caught in the cross fire and immediately transferred was the current troop leader, Potto. Given their history, the two had a very rocky relationship. Potto had never been fond of Dusty in the first place. Now he held a grudge against him for the transfer, so he kept Dusty under strict surveillance.


  He wouldn’t get away with any shady business here.


  Getting to Know Everyone


   


  WHO WOULD WANT to join a ship with these kinds of rumors circulating about it? Nobody, that’s who. So, the Coast Guard sent anyone who stepped out of line here. That’s why this ship was called a dumping ground or a group of Unwanteds.


  To me, though, everyone I’d seen so far seemed perfectly competent. I understood now why the raid team consisted solely of women, however. Chief Maelica, in particular, being the strong-willed woman she was, seemed like she might rub some people the wrong way.


  I walked around and spoke to some others to get a fuller picture. The crew on this ship did seem to be a quirky bunch, but they weren’t useless by any means. This seemed, in effect, to be where the military higher-ups sent people they found difficult to work with. Many of them seemed quite capable, actually. The fighter pilots here could have been aces in the military or at least that’s what the mechanics told me. They were enamored with the pilots, so I took their praise with a grain of salt, but even still, they sounded impressive.


  Going around and chatting with everyone killed more time than I expected. The chief then had Maria, a squad leader, show me to my room, which flanked the rear hangar. It was by no means fancy, but as an officer’s room it was on the larger side compared to other single occupant bedrooms. 


  While I was tidying my belongings, I got a phone call from the captain—an invitation to dinner. Within the military’s strict hierarchy, an invitation from the captain was paramount to an order. I had nothing better to do anyway, so I headed over to the wardroom. All ships had pretty much the same layout, so I had a good idea where the wardroom would be, but I was still a bit hesitant. As I debated finding the closest soldier and asking for directions, I heard a knock on my door. It was the chief, aka Miss Maelica, standing outside my room.


  “It’s your first time on this ship, right, Officer? I can show you to the wardroom,” she offered. 


  “I’d appreciate that. I was actually just wondering what I should do. Thanks.”


  “Don’t mention it. I’m an officer in my own right, so I was invited too. If not for the special circumstances, I wouldn’t step near that room. I don’t want to see the captain’s face any more than I have to.”


  “Ah, I see. But then, what do you usually do?” I asked her.


  “We eat in the break room next to the rear hangar. It doubles as a holding area for the fighter pilots, so it’s designed to be dined in. Much more comfortable than the wardroom.”


  “Good to know. I understand I’m basically dead weight too, so it’d be nice to avoid any unnecessary friction. But that won’t fly tonight.”


  “True. Let’s get going, then. Wouldn’t want to be late.”


  The two of us headed for the wardroom near the ship’s center. We must have been pretty late, because it was less than five minutes before the captain showed up.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting. I have an introduction to make before we toast. Rise, Ensign Blues.”


  “Yes, sir!” I rose and stood at attention.


  “No need to be so stiff. Gentlemen, this is Ensign Nao Blues. He’s been assigned leader of Raid Team Two as of today,” the captain said to the group. “Introduce yourself, Ensign.”


  “Aye-aye, sir. My name is Nao Blues. I’ve been assigned as leader of Raid Team Two as of today. I’m a recent graduate of the military academy in the capital. I would appreciate your guidance in this new role.”


  The group began whispering among themselves.


  “That’s the ensign I’ve been hearing about? You think he can manage?”


  “Poor kid. How’d he end up here after graduating from an elite military academy?”


  The bits and pieces I overheard didn’t sound like those present had a good impression of me.


  “Well, we can get to know Ensign Blues in the coming days,” the captain cut in. “Let’s toast to his appointment.”


  “Cheers!” everyone exclaimed.


  “I have one additional announcement before we eat,” the captain continued. “As I’m sure you’ve heard, the operation to defeat the Hishiyama clan begins the day after tomorrow. Therefore, this ship is now in pre-op standby. You will receive your orders postlaunch when all involved team members are present. I expect you all to fight fiercely.”


  We began to eat after the captain’s announcement. Chief Maelica introduced me to the executive officer. 


  “He’s the one who really runs things here,” she explained. 


  He seemed to me like an old, wise lieutenant. Rumor was he’d be retiring soon and that this would be his last operation. I wouldn’t have much contact with him going forward, though, so we didn’t exchange many words.


  Overall, the dinner was congenial. I couldn’t speak on Chief Maelica’s impression of me, since we went our separate ways after the main event. If there was one thing I learned, though, it was that transfers from the military had a bad reputation. 


  The captain was soundly ignored; as Maelica had said, it was Executive Officer What’s-His-Name that really ran the ship. It sounded like he would be leaving soon, though. What would become of the ship then?


  Right. It doesn’t matter. I’ll be dead by then anyway.


  I secretly had high hopes for this upcoming operation. To pit me, a rookie with no combat experience, against space pirates? It was bound to be disastrous. All I had to concern myself with was ensuring Chief Maelica and the others were safe.


  Since I had nothing to do, I returned to my room and retired to bed early. I was still in the habit of waking up early from my school days, so I had plenty of time to spare the next morning. As I took my time getting ready, somebody knocked on my door. It turned out to be a member of Maelica’s team—my team now, I guess—Maria, the squad leader.


  “Good morning, Chief Maria. What brings you here?”


  “Good morning, Officer. I’ll show you around the ship today. Please come with me.”


  Maria had shown me to my room the day before. I was grateful she would guide me all day today as well. While I’d thought all spaceships were built the same way, this one was older than any I’d seen before. I’d been thinking I ought to take a thorough look around.


  “Thanks,” I said to her. “But what about your work?”


  “Oh, I’m not needed today,” she replied, adding under her breath, “Since according to them, everything I do is of ‘no help.’”


  Maria had a mech obsession and a habit of tinkering with things. She couldn’t resist fiddling with the machines whenever she had a spare moment. I could easily imagine one of her team members complaining to Maelica.


  “What a fortunate coincidence,” I replied. “Can I count on you to show me around today?”


  “Yes, sir,” she answered.


  The first place she brought me was...the rear hangar.


  Exploring the Ship


   


  HUH? THIS IS the one place I am familiar with, I internally protested.


  “I’ll start with a special tour of this place, sir,” she announced with the air of an expert. “This is somewhere you wouldn’t usually go.” 


  She led me toward the catapults on either side of the hangar.


  “Not even the captain comes this way. This is where the fighter jets are launched. They’re brought here using a special crane and loaded into the catapults on the other side of that door. Then this hatch opens for the electromagnetic catapults to launch them. And there’s a shortcut, you see, if you go by the third gun turret control room on the rear deck.”


  She led me up an increasingly narrow stairway. Then she stopped at a small emergency exit-like door. The door was open, but she knocked on it anyway.


  “Hello!” she called out.


  “Hello there, missy,” a voice sounded from inside. “What brings you here?”


  “I brought our team leader!” she said, giggling. “I wanted to introduce him. Officer?”


  “Uh, understood. Sorry to interrupt your work. I’m Ensign Nao Blues, and I was assigned as leader of Raid Team Two yesterday. I don’t know what’s to come, but I’ll handle it as best I can.”


  “Oh, pardon me, Ensign Blues.” The recruit inside saluted.


  I was concerned about interrupting the recruits’ work, but this didn’t seem to concern Maria, and she continued escorting me around the ship. I introduced myself similarly each time. She was taking me on an abnormal route, though: These were all places you would never go unless your job specifically required it. 


  I was starting to think every place here was too niche for me when she finally brought me to some major departments. It went the same way every time, though, which was discouraging. I got the same reactions at the radio room, the navigation room, and even the bridge. Once we came out of the medical office, I was sure the tour was over, but Maria only got more excited.


  “Last but not least, I want to introduce you to my teacher!”


  “Where are you taking me?”


  “The engine room. My teacher is the head there.”


  Maria was truly a machine geek through and through. Apparently, her teacher was the same, so she wanted to introduce us. As we walked from the medical office to the engine room, which was probably the room furthest away from it, she began to rattle off numbers about the ship. I wanted to ask how on earth she’d memorized it all, but she seemed to be on a roll, so I listened politely.


  “This ship may be old, but it’s got an amazing history. It’s the third ever spacefaring frigate in the kingdom. It was built around sixty years ago, then retired by the military forty-four years ago and handed down to the Coast Guard. It was even used to defend Admiral Blues himself back in the day. It measures seven hundred and seventy feet long by a hundred and eighty feet wide and accommodates a hundred and fifty-five crew members. But between worker shortages and this being the rejects’ ship, we’ve never reached that full number—I believe we have one hundred and thirty-four right now. It also has two fighters in the rear hangar and one armed motorboat. Oh, and its maximum speed is two AU in normal travel and three AU in interdimensional travel. It’s an old ship, but with my teacher working hard to maintain it, I bet we could get it up to three point five.”


  Maria spoke gleefully as we entered the engine room. Her teacher overheard the last part about the ship’s top speed and cut in to correct her.


  “Don’t be ridiculous. That’d make the ship fall apart.”


  “Aww, don’t talk like that!”


  “What is it this time?”


  “Oh, right.” Maria turned to me. “Officer, meet my teacher, Chekov. He’s in charge of the engine room.”


  “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Nao Blues. I’ve been placed in charge of your pupil, Maria.”


  “Aye, I heard yesterday,” Chekov replied. “What brings you here today?”


  “I requested a tour of the ship from Maria.”


  “I see.”


  “Can this ship really not reach three AU?” Maria pleaded.


  “The engine’s technically capable of it,” Chekov said. “The engine’s been replaced three times on this ship, you know. The current one is from a third-generation frigate built fifteen years ago, and we swapped it in five years ago. Given its specs, I certainly wouldn’t be surprised if it could reach three point five. But the ship itself hasn’t been updated, and its body couldn’t take it. It’d fall apart.”


  “But...what if the captain ordered it?”


  “I’d ask the executive officer to have the order rescinded.”


  “The captain would never listen!”


  “I know. Then the engine would be out of order and unable to reach any speed above one.”


  Maria looked disappointed. “Oh... That’s too bad.”


  “I know you youngsters have a need for speed, but when we’re traveling interdimensionally, it makes no difference whether we’re going at one or ten anyway. All it changes is what shows on the display in the navigation room. And we’re in the Coast Guard, for goodness’ sake. What use would we have for speeds like that?”


  “Yeah, you’re right,” Maria conceded. “Isn’t my teacher amazing?”


  “I can tell you’re a real expert,” I agreed. “I appreciate your guidance going forward.”


  “I’ve nothing to teach you. I just can’t believe how young you are. Having such a large age gap while being the same rank feels somehow off... No, that’s not it. You’re too young to be here in the first place, boy. Go back to the army. You’ll be of more use to the kingdom that way.”


  “Thank you for saying so.”


  “We should get going,” Maria said. “I think he’ll be mad if we keep him from his work any longer.”


  “Aye. Go apologize to Miss Maelica and have her give you a job to do,” Chekov chided her.


  “It’s not like that. This is my job.”


  “All right. Well, good luck, kid. Don’t get hurt on your first mission.”


  “Thank you,” I said. “I’ll let you get back to your work. Let’s go, Maria.”


  “Okay! See you, teacher.”


   


  We started toward the rear hangar.


  Through this patrol, I’d really gotten to know Maria as a person. Above all, she was obsessed with machines. A true geek. But I didn’t mind that. By the end of my tour of the ship, it felt like the two of us were friends.


  As we walked, Maria made puppy dog eyes at me. I waited cautiously for what she was about to say, wondering if she was going to take advantage of our newfound bond to make some unreasonable demand.


  [image: ]


  “Umm, can I ask you for a favor?”


  “What is it?”


  “So...I want to take a personal item on the motorboat.”


  “What item would that be?”


  “It’s kind of a good luck charm.”


  “Is it the kind of good luck charm you have to get permission for?”


  “Well, it’s a handheld weapon, but it’s not an approved weapon. I want to take it, just in case. You don’t mind, right?”


  “Will it fit within the storage limit on the motorboat? If so, and if it doesn’t interfere with the operation, I’ll allow it.”


  “It’ll be fine. Since it’s handheld, I can carry it on my person. And I won’t do anything disruptive with it.”


  “All right, then. Do you need written approval?”


  “No. Just tell Miss Maelica you gave me permission if she says anything.”


  “Got it.”


  We kept chatting as we returned to the rear hangar.


  Off We Go for a Major Operation


   


  “WELCOME BACK, OFFICER. Thank you for today.” Maria’s team expressed their gratitude to me when I returned to the hangar.


  “What? Shouldn’t I be the one thanking you? I didn’t have to help prepare for departure.”


  “No, you were the biggest help of anyone,” Maelica told me. “We were able to get a lot of work done without Maria around.”


  “You’re so mean to me, Miss Maelica!” Maria protested.


  “It’s the truth. If you were here, you would have tried to pack every little thing and fiddled with the machinery. You can surely see how avoiding that helps us get much more work done.”


  “So mean! But you know, I got permission to bring the Sunflower III on board!”


  “Huh? You gave Maria permission, Officer?”


  “Yeah, she just asked me,” I said. “She said it should fit in the motorboat with no problem.”


  “That’s true, I suppose.”


  “Right?!” Maria exclaimed. “And it’ll come in handy, I swear! Since we can use it where we can’t use a laser gun.”


  “That’s true. Given that our operation will be carried out nearby, it may prove useful. That is, if our help is needed at all,” Maelica said. “All right. Make sure everyone packs theirs so they don’t get in the way. And finish any tinkering you’re going to do before tomorrow, because you won’t be able to do anything after today. Understood?”


  “Understood. I can have the others help me, though, right?”


  “Sure. They’re all like you, anyway. I’m sure they’re raring to use one in a fight. Get to work.”


  “Guys!” Maria called out. “Ensign Blues said we can bring the Sunflower IIIs! Make sure all your own things are packed, and don’t forget plenty of extra cartridges. Got that?”


  “Aye-aye!” came a chorus of responses. 


  The young women, who had been well-behaved under Miss Maelica’s supervision until now, all ran for the lockers next to the storage area and began retrieving some belongings to stow in the motorboat.


  They were long, skinny items; I couldn’t imagine what they could be besides weapons. They surely weren’t any kind of laser gun, though, and they couldn’t possibly be battle axes. The closest thing I could think of was a weapon called a “rifle,” which hadn’t been in use since historical times. But I’d seen one for myself in school and was taught how they worked, so I knew it couldn’t be that. 


  Rifles used the deflagration of an explosive substance called “gunpowder” to generate enough air pressure to launch a projectile at high speeds. That obviously wouldn’t work in space, because there was no air. Laser guns had been the weapon of choice for so long I couldn’t tell you how long gunpowder had been obsolete. The only application for explosives in weapons now was in torpedoes, but they used materials that would only ignite when exposed to electricity, and they couldn’t be scaled down to handheld size. It was questionable whether the stuff used in torpedoes could even be called a type of gunpowder. But above all, if they used a weapon like a rifle aboard a spaceship, they would risk shooting holes in the walls. It was completely out of the question.


  It was a moot point anyway: The technology necessary to create weapons like rifles was long lost. We couldn’t make anything that was portable, durable, and could launch a projectile at lethal speeds. The structure itself was simple, but we couldn’t reproduce it. I resolved to ask Maria about it at some point.


  Well, Maria had called this weapon a good luck charm, and I knew how important that kind of emotional support could be. I wasn’t about to stop them as long as they weren’t being disruptive. If I’d known what I know now, however, I never would have given her permission. Maybe to Maria and the rest of the crew, it was a happy accident, but not to me.


  My second day in my new position was a worthwhile one; I received a tour of every last part of the ship. Starting that day, I would eat dinner with my team in the break room next to the rear hangar. Luckily, they didn’t seem to hate me. 


  It wasn’t a bad experience.


   


  ***


   


  The next day, the flagship Matthew of Patrol Team Three departed its home spaceport as planned. Thanks to our dutiful preparation, Akkeshi also successfully exited the planet’s gravitational field. The plan was to gather the warships that would take part in the operation near the space colony, Bismuth.


  That was where the Third Mobile Fleet was based, and it also happened to be the political and economic center of the Rutile system. Why the man-made Bismuth and not Rutilaria, the main planet of the system? One factor was Rutilaria’s lack of natural scenery apart from mining sites, but it was mainly a matter of communications. 


  The supernova Wurtzite, ever a source of woe for the Diamond Kingdom, including the Rutile system, had scattered all manner of unwanted materials between Rutilaria and other planets. This debris frequently blocked communications. Regular spaceship routes delivered news by way of letters, but the lack of wireless communication was fatal. 


  The space colony escaped this fate due to its distance from the planet, so it served as a fine base for the Third Mobile Fleet, the largest force in the area. It also offered the advantage of allowing ships to quickly take off in an emergency, since it was already in open space. Moreover, it was a convenient location to gather warships for operations such as this one.


  One of the more important reasons was that life was far more comfortable on the colony than on Rutilaria. It was a place designed with the explicit goal of being a pleasant living space for humans. You could say it was simply a result of the selection that happens in any hierarchical society, in which those of higher status live in nicer places.


  Patrol Team Three’s journey from its home port on Rutilaria to the meeting point on Bismuth would take about a week. Flying directly there would have only taken a few hours, but the team took its usual route in order to conduct its patrol duties on the way. 


  I used the extra time to practice maneuvering the armed motorboat using the on-ship simulator. I’d always been a loner in the past, but I felt like I really bonded with the others in the rear hangar.


  The team completed its patrol on schedule and landed at the meeting point. The Third Mobile Fleet was already waiting there, ready to launch at any moment. Their ship was clearly far newer than Akkeshi. I guessed it was better equipped in terms of weaponry too. Nevertheless, as a hand-me-down from the Space Force, it was at least a generation older than what was currently in military use.


  I’d thought we would begin the operation as soon as we were all there, but we were hit with a three-day delay. It wasn’t only the Third Mobile Fleet and Patrol Team Three that would be participating: Patrol Team Two would be joining us as well, so we had to wait for them.


  This created a problem. 


  The mobile fleets and patrol teams were, to some degree, social groups, and every social group had its sects, its turf—whatever you want to call it. While the Coast Guard had no official territory boundaries, they were tacitly understood.


  The Coast Guard had the same number of mobile fleets and patrol teams: three each. And there were three star systems in the capital sector. Naturally, each group thought of one of the three star systems as its territory. 


  The First Mobile Fleet and Patrol Team One had the Dyne system, which contained the capital planet Diamond, home of Fahren Spaceport. The Space Force’s First Fleet was also based there, so it was a bit cramped, but conditions were still far better there than elsewhere. Above all, proximity to the government building containing its headquarters made it an optimal location.


  Although their strength fell short compared to the First Mobile Fleet, which possessed the flagship of the entire Coast Guard, the Second Mobile Fleet and Patrol Team Two had the neighboring Yttrium system as their territory. Their home port was, of course, on Nihonium, the main planet of the system. It was a mixed-use spaceport, so the mobile fleet was placed in a central area. Patrol Team Two was based in the same port.


  While the Third Mobile Fleet’s home port was on a space colony, their territory was considered to be the Rutile system.


  The fleets occasionally collaborated on operations, such as hunting down major pirate gangs, and they were known to respond with any available ships in case of emergency. But as a rule, they mutually agreed not to encroach on each other’s unspoken territory. This operation centered the Third Mobile Fleet, so usually the neighboring Second Mobile Fleet wouldn’t step in. But this was a special case as Patrol Team Two had the necessary intel.


  After receiving their report, the Coast Guard HQ requested an investigation from military intelligence agencies and the police headquarters in order to gain a more detailed picture and determine the size of the enemy group. Combating piracy was a critical task for any nation, so it carried extraordinary weight for the government’s reputation and honor, particularly when such a formidable adversary as the Hishiyama clan was involved. They would have had every right to send out military forces.


  The investigation revealed, however, that it was only a subgroup of the Hishiyama clan, equal in size to one patrol team. Therefore, the military was not deployed, and the operation was assigned to the mobile fleet in the area. The Space Force was not typically eager to deal with pirates anyway.


  Patrol Team Two, who had first informed the Coast Guard about the pirates, wasn’t happy about not being given the job, however. And the general in charge of the Second Mobile Fleet also couldn’t pass up a chance to indirectly boost his own prestige. So, although the operation would take place in an area covered by the Third Mobile Fleet and Patrol Team Three, Patrol Team Two was being dispatched as well.


  How did that knowledge make it far enough down the totem pole to reach me? Through the resident “information broker,” of which every team had at least one, of course. This seemed to me like really sensitive information, though; the fact it had leaked made me wonder how secure our kingdom’s intelligence was.


  I’d received word the reason Patrol Team Two was late was because they were taking every last minute they could to scope out the pirates. As soon as they arrived, we would commence a meeting on the Third Mobile Fleet’s flagship, Nubia. As the only one on the ship who was commanding a motorboat, I was ordered to deliver the captain to Nubia. Miss Maelica declined to ride on the same boat as the captain, so Maria was left with the job of piloting the motorboat. Maria and I would then wait aboard Nubia until the meeting was done.


  Thanks to that, I overheard some major information: This operation’s goal was for the Coast Guard to seize victory over the notorious Hishiyama clan. Thankfully, our adversary wouldn’t be the Hishiyamas themselves, but a group of pirates under their command, consisting of three Nezooli-led frigates from the neighboring Neem system. Three frigates was a large force for a pirate crew, too much for one patrol team to handle, but it was another story with the Mobile Fleet involved. The Coast Guard consensus was there was nothing to worry about in terms of the forces at our disposal. 


  The only concern was the place we were projected to engage the enemy was in a particularly problematic part of the Third Mobile Fleet’s territory. We risked entering a blackout zone: This would render our radar and laser guns useless. In that case, we would have to seek out the enemy by sight alone, and we could very well miss them. Also, our battleships’ weapons would be unusable. Unless the enemy surrendered, we would have to board the enemy ship in order to capture it, like in naval battles of old.


  We were prepared for that scenario, though, and if our estimates were accurate, we would have more than enough soldiers on our side to ensure victory. The casualties incurred during the attack would be a larger issue. In order to minimize those, we’d taken the liberty of laying a trap. 


  We’d casually leaked the transport route of a valuable resource that was only sent a few times a year. The ships we’d use to lure them in hadn’t been informed of this plan—Coast Guard leadership had leaked the route without notifying them. It would turn into a scandal that rocked the kingdom if this operation were to fail. That was how confident leadership was.


  If you asked me, this operation was full of holes. It would be carried out in an area where both sides would have difficulty locating each other, and it was iffy whether we would be able to use the ships’ weapons. The Coast Guard had the advantage in terms of numbers, but were we really using those numbers to their fullest extent?


  The meeting came to a close, after which they would hold a party to foster unity between the crews. It was going to be quite the major party, with even the flag lieutenant joining in, not that it made much of a difference for mere motorboat operators like me and Maria. For us, it would be a one to two hour wait until the party was over, so the flagship staff opted to have us eat in the wardroom.


  I overheard more info over dinner, this time specific details about how the operation would be carried out. Should they really be discussing this, even in the safety of an inner room on the flagship? What if one of us was a spy for the pirates? The one thing that gave me peace of mind was the state of communications in this sector: Unless allies were nearby, you couldn’t transmit anything over mobile devices. And we’d checked to make sure no pirate ships were nearby. We were safe from wiretaps.


  Our role in the operation was one befitting a group of dead weight. On paper, the plan was for the Third Mobile Fleet to engage with the pirates. Being typical pirates, they would see they were at a disadvantage and flee. That’s where Patrol Team Two would intercept them. If it seemed like we didn’t have enough hands, the Third Mobile Fleet’s frigate would provide backup. Patrol Team Three would survey the vicinity to ensure the pirates didn’t have more ships on the way. This position was one that would get no recognition, of course. It was questionable whether Patrol Team Three even needed to be involved, but if Patrol Team Two was part of it, Patrol Team Three couldn’t be left out. It struck me how much sympathy they got from the other crews. 


  I myself was dejected when I was informed, since it likely meant I wouldn’t have a chance to sacrifice myself in my first battle. My reaction must have given the impression of a rookie officer desperate for glory; a veteran officer tried to console me with a pat on the shoulder, which made me feel even worse.


  Naturally, the captain, who had been briefed on the plan in detail during the meeting, came back from the party with a gloomy expression. Surely, he’d been ready for this, but he must have been hoping for more time in the spotlight. 


  Captain aside, Akkeshi’s crew was quite skilled. If they’d been given a crucial role in the operation, they could undeniably have performed reasonably well. How much the captain understood that was unclear, but based on their track record, he likely believed they could achieve some measure of success. This operation felt like a complete betrayal of that.


  The grim-faced captain climbed on board, and we rode back to Akkeshi.


   


  As soon as we returned, we received the order to commence the operation. Patrol teams two and three entered patrol mode for the projected area.


  On the second day, word came in from Patrol Team Two. They’d spotted a pirate ship on their radar, but lost sight immediately. While the effects of supernova Wurtzite made radar unreliable, we couldn’t ignore this signal. Admiral Ash, the commanding officer of the Third Mobile Fleet, issued an order based on this information. We would calculate the rendezvous point between the lure ship and the pirates, get the squad together, and storm them there.


  We arrived at the designated location twelve hours after Admiral Ash’s order. Our radar was completely unusable here, as were our laser guns. This was not unexpected, but it also meant we’d likely have some amount of casualties in combat.


  All ships searched for pirate ships and transport vessels within their visual fields. Everyone spotted both of them at the same time. 


  The pirates were about to take the bait.


   


  ***


   


  On a bridge of the Third Mobile Fleet, the following exchange was taking place.


  “Admiral, enemy vessel and transport ship detected at coordinates X one, two, six; Y zero, zero, nine; Z two, two, three; at a distance of six thousand six hundred and sixty. Enemy fleet size appears to be...”


  “Keep going. What about the fleet size?”


  “This can’t be right... This isn’t what we expected!”


  “What do you mean? Say something that makes sense!”


  The captain of the flagship and the officer on the radio were practically in a shouting match now.


  “Reporting!”


  “Just tell me how many ships!”


  “It’s Capone! Forces approximately equivalent to our own: two Aegis cruisers, two frigates, and one other small vessel. That has to be Capone’s crew!”


  “That would be ridiculous! Capone is one of the four heads of the Hishiyama clan. Why would he venture so close to the capital?”


  “No, I’m sure of it. I recognize that Aegis cruiser.”


  “Oh no... With just the ships we have here now, a battle against Capone himself... We’re at a disadvantage.”


  Leave the Dead Weight to Die


   


  “WHAT ARE YOU doing?!” Admiral Ash roared.


  “Immediately launching an assault with all ships, sir!”


  “We have no hope of winning against Capone, you fool! Request reinforcement based on the new information. Have HQ mobilize all ships. Radio immediately. Also, send a communications officer as a special envoy via carrier-based craft in case the radio transmission doesn’t go through. Now! Don’t delay!”


  “Aye-aye, sir!”


  In the shock of hearing the unexpected announcement, it had slipped the commander’s mind that radio transmissions didn’t work in this area. But just in case, the two officers sent a radio transmission requesting reinforcements as directed before rushing to send a special envoy.


  The Third Mobile Fleet’s commander, wishing to ensure his own safety, issued his next order before checking the transmission’s status.


  “What are you waiting for? We need to retreat and wait for reinforcements. Change course immediately.”


  “Yes, sir. But what about the risk that we’re attacked from behind?”


  “Hmm... Very well. Order to Patrol Team Three: Observe Capone’s movements while we wait for backup. You may attack as much as necessary to hold them off.”


  “So we’re having them act as rearguards? Understood. You heard that, right, Radio Officer?”


  “Yes, sir. I’ll contact HQ right away.”


  “I’ve sent a short-range light-wave transmission as well.”


  Short-wave light-wave transmissions used laser beams to carry signals, which made them a perfect communication method when radios couldn’t be used. Laser guns were unusable here because their power would decay at an incredible rate, rendering them ineffective as weapons, but for the purpose of sending a message, however, lasers could still be useful. This decay could be factored into calculations to determine the power needed to send a laser beam over the exact distance between two ships. This method could only communicate with the ship directly targeted by the beam, of course, but it was better than nothing. Thanks to this technique, fleet operations remained possible even in radio dead zones. 


  Since this order was so crucial that failing to convey it would put lives at risk, the officer used a light-wave, the only guaranteed way to communicate in this zone, reporting it after the fact.


  The Third Mobile Fleet’s flagship Nubia sent the message to Patrol Team Three’s flagship Matthew. The order from Admiral Ash threw Commander Potto of Patrol Team Three into a panic. At the meeting earlier, he’d heard the team would only be called on to patrol, and now they were suddenly being told to sacrifice themselves on the front lines. And Potto had been transferred here from the military for a reason: He had neither competence nor guts. The flagship Matthew’s captain, on the other hand, had worked his way up from the battlefield, so he kept levelheaded.


  “Your order, Commander?”


  “Admiral Ash is essentially ordering us to throw our lives away!”


  “No, Commander. Admiral Ash’s order is that we observe the Capones until backup arrives. We are merely permitted to attack as needed.”


  The captain’s response calmed Potto enough that he could start thinking of ways to get out of this alive.


  Oh—I can order an attack right now, and it won’t count as insubordination. The worst that will happen if I lose sight of the pirates is a mark on my record. I won’t be punished for it. And we have some dead weight with us that would be perfect for this.


  “Order to the consort ship Akkeshi, Captain.”


  “What is your order?”


  “Approach the pirate vessel and begin diversionary attacks.”


  “I’ll tell them right away, sir. We’ll act as rear guard for the Akkeshi.”


  “No, we have a duty to keep Admiral Ash informed of the situation. Remain at the maximum distance possible from Akkeshi while maintaining communications.”


  “You’re sending the Akkeshi to its death?”


  “This is what Admiral Ash has ordered. We must provide him information on the backup ships that are to arrive. Are you refusing to comply, Captain?”


  “No, sir. But...” The captain’s reluctance was apparent in his voice.


  “Any further refusal will constitute insubordination.”


  “Aye-aye, sir. Did you hear that, Radio Officer? Send the message via light-wave right now. The flagship Matthew is to reverse course immediately and retreat as fast as possible to a distance of zero point one five.”


  “Aye-aye, sir. Retreating at full speed.” The navigator on the bridge relayed the captain’s words, and Matthew began to pull back.


  Incidentally, all other ships under Admiral Ash were already out of sight; they’d made a quick escape.


   


  ***


   


  Lieutenant Commander Dusty, captain of the frigate Akkeshi, had just received the outrageous order from Commander Potto.


  “What the hell is he thinking?” he grumbled under his breath. “He’s basically ordering us to die. Damn Potto still has a grudge against me, eh? I won’t go down so easily...but what next? The only way to get out of this alive would be retreating immediately, but that would be a clear violation of his order.”


  Though Dusty was thinking more rationally than Potto in this moment, his qualifications (or lack thereof) from his military days meant he couldn’t figure out any way to escape from this unscathed. His intentions in getting his crew out of this alive weren’t all that noble: Losing his crew meant losing the people who could steer the ship and fight to protect him. He only cared about his crew’s lives to the extent they shielded his own. And that was how he was able to come up with his next idea right away.


  “I know. I just need a sacrifice.”


  The best candidates would be Maelica’s team, that group of good-for-nothings. It was a genius idea—along with saving his hide, he could dispose of the baggage the army had foisted onto him at the same time. He immediately picked up the phone and sent the order.


  “Go die for us.”


   


  ***


   


  The pirates, for their part, had anticipated something like this happening, so Capone was changing course as well.


  “They’re here, boss.”


  “The army?”


  “Nope, they’s the Coast Guard. Some li’l patrol squad.”


  “That’s all? What’s their fleet size?”


  “Looks like a mobile fleet. One mobile fleet ship, and...hold on. Two little patrol ships too. They’re pullin’ out all the stops, huh?”


  “They have more forces than us, then. We could take care of them with laser weapons, but...shall we retreat?”


  “Good idea. You were right, boss. It was a trap. Let’s get out of here.”


  “Hold on, mister. They’ve spotted us. They’ll be on our tails if we run now.”


  “Right, and we’ve got the slow one to worry about. What’s the move?”


  “She’s on her last legs anyway. Wanna just ditch ‘er?”


  “A shame but seems like our only option.”


  “And we could do a little damage to them using her as a decoy too.”


  “I’ll leave the strategy to them, but we won’t be able to make a clean escape with only her. How about we send out the Butcher? Use her as a decoy, then have the Butcher clean them up and send them packing. Then they can’t tail us.”


  “Gotcha. Right away, boss. Ya hear that? Get to it!”


  “Aye!”


   


  Capone truly lived up to his reputation as one of the four big bosses of the great Hishiyama pirate clan. His judgment in emergency situations was leagues above that of the useless fools running the Coast Guard. His decision, though, despite its completely different rationale, turned out to be the same as theirs: withdraw. Coincidence could be a scary thing, indeed.


  Thanks to this, however, the Coast Guard avoided a large-scale battle with the pirates, and the transport ship they’d used as a lure was unharmed.


   


  ***


   


  During the standoff between the pirates and the Coast Guard, Raid Team Two stood by in the rear hangar.


  “Looks like they have no job for us this time.”


  “No job is certainly an easy job, but what could their intentions be with us?”


  “They said Patrol Team Three is to keep an eye on the vicinity. The Third Mobile Fleet will carry out the actual operation, and Patrol Team Two will take care of any stragglers. So there’s no job for us.”


  “I don’t mind personally. Less work for me. But what are your thoughts, Officer?”


  “I can’t say I’m entirely happy with the decision,” I replied. “But I’m in no position to argue with my superiors. I’ll obey their orders.”


  Beep-beep! Beep-beep! A sudden call on the on-ship phone interrupted us.


  “The phone’s ringing. Put it on speaker.”


  “Hello?”


  “The captain has issued an order to Raid Team Two.” The voice on the other end clearly wasn’t the captain speaking, but someone on his behalf. What was up with that?


  “Board the enemy craft via the motorboat and neutralize the enemy.”


  “This is Ensign Blues speaking. I hear your order loud and clear. I will take the motorboat right away and board the enemy ship.”


  “I wish you the best.” The person on the other end hung up.


  Since the phone had been on speaker, everybody in the room had heard the captain’s order as soon as it was delivered. The rear hangar immediately filled with chatter.


  “What’s going on, Officer?”


  “This isn’t what they said before.”


  “Keep your cool,” I told them. “This is an order from the captain. We can’t disobey. Let’s go.”


  Though I felt bad for the crew, this was the moment I had been waiting for. I couldn’t suppress my joy at being able to fight pirates. The reality this would risk sacrificing all of them along with me hadn’t set in yet, only unadulterated joy. I was utterly clueless about what would soon happen.


  The crew settled down after Maelica addressed them and got to work. Maria was in the pilot’s seat of the motorboat before me.


  “I got the coordinates from the bridge,” she said to me. “I’m almost done setting the course.”


  “You heard her. Hurry up,” Maelica said to the crew. “The captain may be exploiting us for his own ends, but Ensign Blues is right. An order’s an order. Let’s go.”


  “Yes, ma’am!” echoed everyone.


  Once I checked that all hands were on board, I launched the motorboat.


  My Dream Come True


   


  THE PIRATES HAD run away and left behind a frigate called the Butcher to retrieve the men on the old destroyer that was alongside it. The only combat-capable ship the Coast Guard had in the zone was Akkeshi—and maybe Patrol Team Three’s flagship Matthew, though it was sitting just barely close enough to see what was happening. The remaining pirate ships were the old destroyer, Hound Dog, and the Butcher, which was newer than any of the Coast Guard’s ships and the same generation currently in military use. All else, Coast Guard and pirates, had fled the zone. 


  The pirates aboard the Butcher were at a loss for how to proceed.


  “What now, Cap’n? This ain’t how Big Boss said it’d go.”


  “Can’t believe the rest up and left. How about we get out of here too?”


  “Hold on a sec, Cap’n.”


  “What?”


  “Those guys are tryin’ ta board our ship. They’re comin’ on a motorboat.”


  “So they see what we’re trying to do. Oh, well. We’ll have to change the plan. If they’re coming aboard, we’ll ambush them here.”


  “But we don’t know which ship they’re comin’ for.”


  “Easy. If we move this ship away, they’ll have to go for the destroyer. We can transfer there. You, watch from a distance.”


  “Gotcha. Godspeed.”


  “Get a load of that tiny boat. We’ve gotta have a hundred men between our two ships. We’ve got the numbers on them by a long shot. No reason we can’t just smash their whole boat either. We get to go wild for once.”


  “Yeah. If only it weren’t our ship. It would’ve been perfect if we’d boarded theirs and gone wild. But as long as I get to have my fun.”


  “Agreed. Let’s go.”


   


  ***


   


  “Ensign Blues, the pirates fled, leaving their destroyer behind. What should we do?”


  “That destroyer has been our target from the start,” I replied. “All we need to do is board it as ordered.”


  Maria skillfully maneuvered the boat closer to the old destroyer.


  “That’s it, Maria. Move toward the rear hatch according to theory. We’ll lay claim first to the rear hangar,” Maelica said.


  Coast Guard raids had a theory, apparently. I hadn’t learned it in school, so I took Maelica’s word for it. I was technically the one in charge, but the experience gap was too large to bridge. All there was for me to do was to be prepared to take the fall if something went wrong.


  Things were looking like they’d go just as I hoped, though. 


  I just had to seize the opportunity before me.


  I’d heard that line from someone else before. I remember now... Tettie had said it when she dumped me. To be reminded of what made me want to die right before sacrificing myself... I wasn’t sure if it was a happy coincidence—or the opposite.


  Maelica’s voice snapped me out of my thoughts. “We’re about to come up to the vessel, Officer. Prepare for impact.”


  “O-oh. Thanks for the warning.”


  Ka-thunk!


  A powerful impact rattled the entire boat.


  “Contact established.”


  “Hatch open. All hands, deboard.” Maelica’s voice resounded, her nerves apparent in her tone. It was no wonder she was nervous; I would have been shocked if any of us were completely calm.


  “Don’t forget your Sunflower IIIs, team!” Maria called out. “And extra cartridges!”


  “Right... Those could come in handy. I’ll need you to pull your weight here, Maria. Kate, take the team to observe the area.”


  “Entrance point located, Chief. Opening air lock.”


  “Dominique, watch Lani’s back. Kate, lead the raid team on board.”


  “Aye-aye, ma’am,” the women replied.


  “Officer, the coast is clear.”


  “All right. Let’s head in.”


  When we opened the air lock, the gases inside the ship began rushing out into space, carrying all matter of fine debris. We proceeded forward with caution. This ship couldn’t run unmanned, so we would be coming face-to-face with pirates at some point. Ideally, it would be in a place where we had the advantage.


  “Halt!” Kate called from the front. I hurried to her side to check what was going on.


  “We’re about to come up to the hangar,” Kate explained, “and they’re inside. Lots of them.”


  “About how many?”


  “At least fifty. Probably more.”


  “But we can’t remain here forever,” Maelica said, coming up behind us. “If we don’t at least confirm how many there are, we won’t have done our job.”


  Kate and Lani surveyed the entrance to the hangar. “No sign of enemies at the door.”


  Hearing that, Maelica and I entered it on alert. There, we found the pirates lying in wait.


  I silently analyzed the scene I found myself in. 


  Twenty yards ahead of me were a hundred pirates and then some. 


  An impossible conundrum.


  My heart leaped for joy inside my chest. This was my long-awaited chance.


  “Save yourselves! Go on without me!” I found myself shouting. “I’ll hold them off! Get yourselves home alive! That’s an order! Now, go!”


  The hero complex that had been festering within me whispered in my mind’s ear, Heh... This is it. The best moment of my life. I can finally be a hero—I can lay down my life to protect those who serve me. There’s no better death a man could aspire to.


  The first thing I did was order my crew to run. What I’d just shouted was one of the many lines I’d brainstormed over the past year.


  This was the ultimate moment I had been waiting for.


  You’re Gonna Knock Me Out


   


  AT THIS MOMENT, my long-held wish was finally being realized. But while I was absorbed in my fantasy, Maelica and Maria were having a discussion behind me.


  “Can you pull this off, Maria?”


  “Have faith in the Sunflower IIIs. This is exactly the kind of scenario I made them for.”


  “Yeah. To be honest, I’m still a bit nervous, but let’s do this. I’ll get the explosive powder ready too.”


  “Aww, don’t you believe in me? Well, having a plan B is important, so fine.”


  The scene progressed after their conversation, but in the exact opposite direction I wanted. My crew wasn’t listening to my orders. They’d completely ignored them.


  Miss Maelica, the only one who had actually listened to what I was saying, said two words to me: “Not happening.”


  Excuse me? I’m an ensign. I outrank you. Can you just say that? Like, I know I’m incompetent, but do our official titles mean nothing to you?


  Just as I was about to talk back to Officer Maelica, she issued the next order.


  “Maria. You’re up.”


  “Yes, Miss Maelica!”


  The order was for Maria. But she and the entire squad she led were women who didn’t look like fighters in the slightest. And there were far fewer of them than there were pirates—only fifteen.


  Maelica’s order had taken away my dream, my chance to sacrifice myself for my soldiers. This was not at all what I’d planned. It was going the worst way it possibly could, in fact. The only ending to this I could foresee was the pirates overpowering the women, assaulting them, and killing them. We were up against one of the notorious Hishiyama clan’s four big bosses. This wasn’t the type of enemy they could make a stand against and win.


  In an attempt to overrule Maelica, I shouted, “I can’t allow that!” 


  Just then, something slammed into me from behind.


  Wham!


  “Out of my way, Officer.”


  Kate, Maelica’s second-in-command and a squad leader, grabbed me by the neck and dragged me behind Maria.


  But...I’m your officer. I know I just graduated, but I’m a commissioned officer. How can you treat me like this? And what do you mean, “out of my way”? Am I just an obstacle? How could you say that?


  I did my best to give her a piece of my mind, but I couldn’t get any sound out while she was strangling and manhandling me.


  The pirates were smirking maliciously as if they were looking forward to the carnage to come. They seemed thrilled about how the scene was developing.


  “Looks like our lucky day, boss.”


  “For sure. This’ll be fun.”


  “It’d be more fun if they put up more of a fight.”


  “What, you’re not happy with this?”


  “I didn’t say that. Come on, I can’t wait any longer. Give me the clear.”


  “Yep. We’ve got a feast delivered right to our feet. Dig in.”


  Now that they had permission, the pirates all came at Maria’s group at once, swinging their battle axes.


  I trembled at the sight. Despite it all, I was still afraid to die. And even more, I was afraid of the suffering my poor judgment would bring on my crew. For all I’d prayed for it before, when faced with imminent death, I was paralyzed by fear.


  Maria’s squad, however, stood tall in front of me, each brandishing a weapon they called the Sunflower III.


  “Do it, Maria.”


  Maria’s girlish voice rang out. “Yes, Miss Maelica. Everyone, ready... Fire!”


  The entire squad let loose at once.


  There was a loud boom—not that I could hear it in a vacuum, but that was how it looked—and the advancing lines of pirates collapsed. Maria and the others unleashed shot after shot, mowing down our opponents.


  The only ones on our side fighting right now were Maria’s group of fifteen. The rest were just watching—no, cheering them on. As they saw the pirates go down one by one, their celebration intensified. They began jumping up and down, shouting, and clapping their hands. 


  Once about half the pirates were down, the criminals finally realized their disadvantage and began to flee, but Maria’s group continued to mercilessly gun them down from behind.


  When the last pirate fell, Kate’s group’s excitement reached its climax. However, Kate was the only one not matching their energy: She was maintaining a firm grip on my neck to keep me from getting in Maria’s way, so she couldn’t exactly jump or clap her hands.


  Nevertheless, she was getting increasingly excited as she watched the pirates fall. Unable to hold back any longer, she unconsciously tightened her grip around my neck.


  Wait...


  Don’t squeeze my neck any harder, Kate. You’re wearing a powersuit.


  Stop it... I can’t take much more... Oh God, I can’t breathe! Are you trying to kill me?!


  [image: ]


  Oh God, stop! No more! I’m gonna pass out! Stop!


  My internal screams went unheard by Kate.


  Aaand I’m out.


  Act 2:
I Get a Ship


   


  Where Am I? Who Am I?


   


  WHERE AM I? Have I been asleep?


  My consciousness slowly returned to me. I opened my eyes to find myself lying down in a room I didn’t recognize.


  Wait—now’s the perfect time to say the line.


  “An unfamiliar ceiling.”


  Let’s go! I always wanted to say that!


  I never knew I could find solutions so close at hand to resolve my problems. By close at hand, I meant in fantasy books. I’d picked up a lot of cool lines from them, but I’d never dreamed the day would come when I could say this line. Since I’d planned on dying in the line of duty, I hadn’t added any lines to my compilation for if I survived. But this one was such a classic, I remembered it anyway. And now I got to say it. I couldn’t believe my luck.


  But really, where am I?


  Everything’s not white, so I can’t be in heaven.


  Did I...get reincarnated already? That means...there’s another line I get to say!


  All right... With feeling!


  “Where am I...? Who am I?”


  Yes! I said it! Bucket list, complete.


   


  ***


   


  I was belatedly going through a phase most people grow out of by their third year of middle school. Having grown up in an orphanage, I hadn’t had access to the fantasy novels popular with kids my age, so my first exposure was in the military academy. And like a case of measles or mumps, my lack of any opportunity to develop immunity made me susceptible to severe symptoms. 


  I’d come down with a terminal case of main character syndrome.


  I was too busy soaking in the bliss to remember why I’d become an officer in the first place. Still, after savoring my lines to the fullest, I gradually began to return to my senses and examine my physical condition.


   


  ***


   


  I could move my limbs. Nothing was wrong with me physically. Once I was certain all was well, I sat up and looked around the room.


  It appeared to be inside a ship, but it wasn’t my personal room. It was a pretty nice room, though. Where could it be?


  “Officer!” cried a congested-sounding voice.


  Wha—?


  An unidentifiable white object flew toward me, arms outstretched, sobbing. Whoever had put me to bed had removed my powersuit, so all I was wearing was my military-provided undergarments. And the thing flying directly into me was in a powersuit.


  Crap. That spells certain death.


  The mystery object hit me and instantly strangled me to death. No, hold on—I was still alive. Correction: I was being strangled nearly to death.


  Help meeee!


  The next moment, the door opened, and two crew members also in powersuits came in and peeled off the thing strangling me.


  Oh. It’s Kate. Trying to kill me again, I see. What’s the big idea?


  “Looks like we were just in time,” one of the two said as she held Kate back.


  Still trying to break free of the other woman’s grip, Kate sobbed, “Officer! You’re alive!”


  I breathed a sigh of relief, disregarding Kate...and before I was done, Maelica came running into the room. She must have heard the commotion. She took in the scene and put together what was going on.


  [image: ]


  “Stupid Kate. You idiot. You just killed Ensign Blues again.”


  Uh, I’m not dead yet, Miss Maelica.


  “How many times will it take for you to learn your lesson? You just killed him. Did you forget already?”


  Excuse me? Like I said, I’m not dead yet!


  “This is the second time. The second time you’ve killed our officer. It better not happen again.”


  I didn’t even die once, let alone twice! 


  Maelica seemed pretty eager to pronounce me dead. Could she be the mastermind here?


  She wasn’t done chewing Kate out yet, but I was getting tired of the bit, so I cut in.


  “That’s enough, Chief Maelica. I think Kate’s learned her lesson. She won’t try to kill me again. Right, Kate?”


  “Yes, sir. I won’t do it again.” Kate sniffled. “I’m glad you’re okay.”


  Look who’s talking.


  “I was just...so worried...” She began to sob again.


  “All right, all right. It’s okay. I’m not hurt.” Or I wasn’t until just now. I hoped Kate’s tackle hadn’t left too many cracks in my bones.


  “Chief Maelica, would you fill me in on what’s going on? Where is this place?”


  “This is the captain’s room on the ship we’ve boarded. Our raid is still in progress.”


  “In progress? There are pirates remaining?”


  “I don’t know for sure. We just seized control of the bridge, and the sensors showed no signs of any pirates but the ones we took down. I just sent Lani with two others to check every block. I believe we’ve won, but we just haven’t confirmed it yet.”


  “That’s good. What did you do with the pirates you took out?”


  “Altogether, there were one hundred and three of them, sixty-five of which we confirmed dead. The remaining thirty-eight were stripped of their powersuits and locked in the vault. Most of them were injured, so we threw their first aid kits in with them. We don’t want HQ on our case later about letting them succumb to their injuries.”


  “Good call. Thank you. Did you toss the dead ones off the ship?”


  “No. After stripping them of their powersuits, we stored them in the freezers as evidence. We just got done with that, so we haven’t had a chance to check the rest of the ship yet.”


  “Okay. So how long have I been out?”


  “Less than an hour. If I had to guess, forty or fifty minutes.”


  That was a lot of work to get done in forty or fifty minutes. Impressive. Maybe they’d been sent to the reject ship because their talent had been the subject of jealousy. Did they even need me here, anyway? I was basically just window dressing. I was starting to get jealous myself. Before I could get too dejected, I heard Maria yelling.


  “Miss Maelica! It’s an emergency!” she shouted from the bridge.


  “What’s the fuss this time, Maria?” Maelica said, exasperated, heading back out the door.


  “What’s going on?” I said. “Let me come with you.”


  Kate, who was no longer being held down, asked me worriedly, “Will you be okay?”


  If you hadn’t tackled me, I would be!


  “Yeah. I’ll be fine. I’m more worried about the bridge,” I said, raising myself from the bed.


  Oops. I’d forgotten I wasn’t wearing clothes. They’d taken off my powersuit to put me to bed. My undergarments weren’t anything risqué, but all I was wearing was the garment the military had provided to wear underneath my powersuit.


  “Sorry, but would you mind getting me my powersuit?”


  “Oh, your powersuit is broken, sir.”


  “Wha?”


  “The neck part is cracked.”


  Shocking. I wonder who did that.


  “It’s out of order?”


  “It’ll be useless in the vacuum of space.”


  “Got it. I can at least wear the bottom half, right?”


  The Coast Guard’s powersuits had separate top and bottom parts. The bottom was connected to the boots. Since I didn’t have other shoes, I would have to wear at least the bottom part of a powersuit.


  “That part should be okay. Here you go.”


  I eagerly began the humiliating ritual of putting on my pants while a group of young women watched... Hey, not that kind of eager, you weirdo.


  Once my pants were on, I headed for the bridge with Kate.


  More Pirates? What a Pickle!


   


  “WHAT HAPPENED, MARIA?”


  “Oh, Officer! I’m glad you’re okay.”


  “Thank you. I’m more concerned about what’s going on.”


  “Right! Take a look at this. It’s the infrared external display, and it shows a battle-class frigate heading our way. This flashing light near the bridge indicates it’s cautiously approaching.”


  “An enemy?”


  “Yes, Miss Maelica. The ship is coming toward us from the direction the other ships fled, so I think it must be an enemy.”


  “Heh, I see exactly what they’re doing,” I said with a smirk.


  “You do?”


  “Yeah. I know just what they’re trying to do.”


  “Come on, just tell me,” Maria pleaded.


  “They left this ship here and flew the other one a distance away, right? As we discussed before, I think that was so they could lie in wait for us on this ship.”


  “Yeah, I remember hearing that.”


  “So why do you think they chose to run before we got here, leaving only this ship and one other?”


  “How should I know?”


  “Well, I’m just speculating here, but I think they saw the Coast Guard warships and figured they were at a disadvantage. They wouldn’t retreat otherwise.”


  “I know that.”


  “So, they must have wanted to do something to make their escape safer.”


  “That something being...?”


  “They figured they couldn’t get away with this slow ship in tow, so it would be best to leave it behind. That would mean just handing the ship over to us, though. And there might be data still on the system. If they were considering safety, the best move would’ve been to blow it up. But that would be a bit of a waste. If I were them, I would blow it up near the enemy warships. That way, it does some damage to them at the same time.”


  “That makes sense. I wouldn’t have thought that far, but if I were asked to pick between several suggestions, I’d go with that one too.”


  “Right. That’s where an issue came up, though.”


  “What issue?”


  “The Coast Guard warships retreated too.”


  “Oh!” they exclaimed in unison.


  “You get it now?”


  “I understand that they meant to crash this ship into one of ours. But then we ran away. Why didn’t they just run away then?”


  “I have the same question. But we got an order from our captain to board this ship, right? I think they probably decided against running away when they saw our boat. We can ask the captured pirates later, but my guess is they simply assumed they could take us.”


  “But Officer, what are we going to do about the ship coming toward us now? And why is it coming this way?”


  “Aren’t you following what I’m saying, Maria? The pirates boarded this ship in order to ambush us. There’s no other explanation for why there were only combat roles on board and no support roles. That means they’re attempting to retrieve the men they left on this ship.”


  “Really? What do we do, then? We’ll have to fight more pirates, right? That’ll be tough.”


  “Right. I have a question for you, Maria. Can you use those Sunflower things again?”


  “It’s not a ‘Sunflower thing.’ It’s a Sunflower III!”


  “Yeah, yeah. The Sunflower things. Can you use them again?”


  “The Sunflower III. Get it right, Officer.”


  “I get it. Can you use them?”


  “We can, but we don’t have many bullets left.”


  “How much use can you get out of them?”


  “Let me think... We definitely couldn’t handle a hundred people. Maybe around twenty, if we use each bullet wisely. Certainly no more than thirty.”


  “And there must be more than thirty on that ship.”


  A ship could be piloted remotely, so it only took a dozen or so people aboard just to man it. But there was a minimum number of hands you needed for a tactical operation. On a frigate, that would be at least fifty. And that was for a basic patrol mission; if it included combat, they would need a hundred or more, up to one hundred and fifty. That must have been why Maria was shouting.


  “It must take them at least fifty people just to run the ship. There’s no way we stand a chance.”


  “The odds are definitely stacked against us.”


  “It’s looking hopeless.”


  “Officer!” The women anxiously looked toward me.


  “Maybe we should imitate the pirates,” I said.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Don’t worry about it. Maria, can you maneuver this ship?”


  “Yes, I can.”


  “Then let’s put this plan into motion: We’re crashing this ship into theirs so they can’t fly it anymore. Then we can escape on our motorboat. I think we can make it home alive as long as we crash this ship.”


  “Understood, Officer. Got that, Maria?”


  “Yes, Miss Maelica.”


  “Set our destination to the target. Speed, as fast as we can go without the ship falling apart.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “This ship will only go one AU at best. At worst, it could break down on the way. It doesn’t look like they’ve done any maintenance on it. I’m actually impressed it hasn’t broken down already.”


  “Then proceed at a moderate pace.”


  My decision was to crash into the pirates’ ship while Maria and Maelica observed from the bridge. Right away, I ordered Maria to start moving in their direction. The distance between the two battleships began to close.


  “Is the shield on this ship functional, Maria?” 


  “I think it works, but it won’t be of any use: We can’t use laser guns.”


  “I know. What I’m asking about is a shield against the physical impact. A ship this age must have something like that, right? Something to block things like photon missiles.”


  “Oh, right. Akkeshi has that too.”


  “There must be an electromagnetic shield. I’ve heard they can block physical attacks.”


  “My teacher said they’re not very effective. It’s better than nothing, though.”


  “That’s all I want. Let’s use it.”


  “Hold on... Here it is. I’m not expecting much, but I think it’ll work.”


  “All right. Activate it, but just the bow. Full power. That’ll be enough to make a difference on impact.”


  “Understood.”


  Maria began operating the controls. As we approached the pirate ship, the light near the bridge began flashing faster.


  Their ship was clearly larger than ours. The collision would do much more damage to our vessel. I had to get everyone onto the motorboat before impact.


  “Get ready to escape. I’ll stay on the bridge by myself. You all get on the motorboat and put some distance between you and this ship. I’ll jump out of the ship just before it hits. You can pick me up then.”


  “Not happening. First of all, your powersuit is broken, so you can’t jump out into space. Maria and I will stay.”


  “I refuse to run away and leave my crew in danger. I won’t allow it.”


  Maelica and I began a back-and-forth, interrupted by a yell from Maria.


  “Officer! What’s that?”


  Maria was pointing at the monitor where we’d discovered the pirate ship. It showed a rapidly flashing light near the bridge of the pirate ship.


  “That? I think it’s a signal. Probably some kind of coded message.”


  “They’re going to realize we’re enemies! What do we do?”


  “I think they already know. And they’ve figured out what we’re doing.”


  The Engine Broke


   


  THOUGH THE SHIP received no response to its continued attempts to hail allies, it continued heading our way. The pirates on the bridge must have been getting pretty nervous. On board their frigate Butcher, there was a major commotion.


  “Whatcha think, Boss?”


  “It sure is strange.”


  “They couldn’t have screwed up, could they?”


  “No way. That motorboat couldn’t have fit more than forty at most. There were a hundred men on that destroyer. The Coast Guard is so weak; they have no shot when the numbers are against them. Not to mention, Captain’s on board to give them orders in person. I can’t think of a single way we’d lose.”


  “You think Captain’s the one steering the ship toward us, then?”


  “That doesn’t seem right. Captain would be giving us the signal like we planned. And, just hypothetically, if he weren’t able to, someone else would be sending the signal in his place. It’s the same signal we always use—how could they mess it up?”


  “What do you think, then? Do they not have the equipment to send the signal?”


  “Not possible. Every one of them has a powersuit they could use.”


  “What if nobody’s on the bridge?”


  “What, like a ghost ship? You’ve gotta be kidding me! Ha!”


  “Boss... It’s coming straight for us.”


  “Of course it is. How else are we gonna pick ’em up?”


  “No... It’s on course to crash into us.”


  “Huh?” the pirates on the bridge said in unison. 


  After a second, it clicked in their heads. It was just like Capone’s original plan.


  “It’s an attack!”


  “What now, Boss?!”


  “Change course at full speed. Avoid collision. We gotta get away. Hurry!”


  “Reversing course! Setting speed to max!”


  Frantic, the pirate at the speed controls thrust the engine power lever into the red zone. In contrast, the pirate at the control column began changing their direction carefully. 


  If the pirates had swapped reactions, the results may not have been so disastrous.


  When a spaceship changes speed, the inertia directed toward the outside, similar to centrifugal force, is stronger the faster the ship is moving. Upon first feeling that force, those inside the ship can generally brace themselves for the ship’s changing speed. But with this sudden increase, even the pirates on the bridge who were aware what was happening were still thrown off their feet. Pirates elsewhere on the ship had no way to prepare. They found themselves suddenly flung through the air and slammed to the floor.


  To add to the final disastrous outcome, the engine had suddenly gone from near minimum capacity to maximum. While it could output 120 percent in combat situations, it never went up to 140 percent except in emergencies. The engine output reached a level it never normally produced, pushing it to the brink. These conditions—the abrupt inertial force combined with the power overload—were sufficient to break most machines.


  There was a loud bang. All the monitors on the bridge began flashing alerts.


  “What just happened?!” the pirate in charge, the one the others called Boss, managed to shout as he picked himself up from the floor.


  “Big trouble, Boss! Engine’s broke! We can’t move the ship!”


  “How can that—”


  That was as far as he could get before the monitors all turned red at once, and the ship ceased moving. The artificial gravity began to weaken—the mechanism producing it had broken down too, apparently. Warning lights were popping up all over the place.


  “The life support system switched to the backup batteries too, Boss!”


  “How long will it last?”


  “I don’t know! We killed all the guys on the ship we stole this stuff from. You think we asked about the backup batteries first?”


  “Damn it.” He used the emergency broadcast system on the bridge to send out an order. “Everyone, evacuate!”


  Theoretically, this ship could carry about two hundred, but the pirates had trouble attracting new members, so there were fewer than that on board. Seventy of them had transferred to the destroyer to ambush the Coast Guard, so right now there were only sixty on the ship. That was lucky for them, because it meant they could all squeeze into the motorboats and fighter jets to escape. The pirates on the bridge also scrambled toward the catapults, not even bothering to conduct any of the normal checks for everyone’s safety. 


  They all just ran for their lives.


   


  ***


   


  Nao’s crew aboard the destroyer took notice of the pirates’ panic. As the one watching the pirates on the surveillance monitor, Maria was the first to pick up on it. 


  “Hey, Officer! The pirates are doing something weird.”


  “Yeah. They stopped turning around in the middle.”


  “That’s not all, Miss Maelica. They’re launching a bunch of stuff from the ship.”


  “Are they trying to board ours?”


  “No, they’re going the opposite direction. As if they’re running away.”


  “That’d be stupid. Their forces overpower ours.”


  “What do you think, Officer?”


  “Let’s hold off on the collision for now,” I replied. “I want to wait and see. Can you stop the boat, Maria?”


  “Okay. Stopping now!”


  “Their ship is getting farther away, Officer.”


  “It’s continuing to move without the engine because of inertia.”


  “What do we do now?”


  “Can you do precise maneuvers in this boat, Maria?”


  “I think so.”


  “Move us in parallel to that ship, then. At a distance of about five miles.” 


  In open space, five miles was no distance at all. I wanted to get as close as possible and observe what was going on.


  “Okay.”


  In only ten minutes, Maria had us creeping along in parallel with the pirate frigate.


  “It’s barely moving.”


  “What next, Officer?”


  “Looks like we have to go out.”


  “Looks like it,” Maria agreed. “Oh, but you can’t come, Officer. You can’t use your powersuit, so you stay here and give us orders.”


  “Okay. Maria, your squad will remain here and stand by in case of emergency. Maelica, take Kate’s squad and check out the ship. I think everyone would’ve evacuated, but you never know.”


  “My thoughts exactly,” Maelica said.


  “Maria, can Kate’s squad use the Sunflower things?”


  “Yes! They’ve played with them several times.”


  “In that case, hand them over to Maelica.”


  “You forgot its name is the Sunflower III again, didn’t you? You can’t get that past me.”


  “Just hand them over.”


  “Okay. Everybody! Give your Sunflower IIIs to Miss Maelica’s team!”


  “Okay!” Maria’s squad complied.


  “Now, bring this boat right next to that ship. Take it slow and be careful.”


  “You got it, Officer.”


  Over the course of thirty minutes, Maria carefully brought the boat right up to the ship.


  “You’re up, Maelica.”


  “Understood, sir.”


  “I want you to retreat the second you feel at all unsafe. We can use this ship to escape if needed. Our chances of survival are much better on this than on a motorboat, so don’t risk it.”


  “I know. Let’s go, everybody.”


  “Yes, ma’am!” Kate’s squad chorused.


  Maelica took Kate’s crew out the emergency exit below the bridge floor and headed toward the destroyer.


  Nonstop Alerts


   


  I WAITED AND WAITED on the bridge of the destroyer. Growing tired of watching the pirate ship, I went off in search of a replacement powersuit. Ships like these invariably had spare ones with life support systems lying around. They weren’t designed for combat use, but they would suffice for basic movement outside the ship. Every spaceship was required by law to have them so the crew could exit the ship during an emergency. Not that I thought pirates were devout followers of the law, but I was counting on the possibility that whoever they’d stolen the ship from had followed this protocol.


  I found some powersuits stowed underneath the captain’s seat on the bridge. These were probably for the captain’s use only. But the lettering looked old; even the year had worn off. I wouldn’t be surprised if these had been here since the ship had first been made. That would make them half a century old. Would they still work?


  “The captain asked if Maelica is safe... What are you doing?” Maria asked.


  “She could kill me if she tried—but I don’t think the captain would go down so easily. Though Kate’s the only one who’s actually tried...”


  “What? That’s not what I asked. Never mind that—are you looking for something?”


  “Yeah. A powersuit so I can go outside the ship.”


  “An emergency suit? I see. You found one there of all places?”


  “This is a warship, after all. Warships have all sorts of contingencies in place to protect the captain. They need to make sure the captain has enough at hand to continue giving orders as long as possible. These suits are really old, though. Will they work? Should I even try?”


  I passed the time chatting with Maria and her squad.


   


  ***


   


  Maelica boarded the pirate ship on the starboard side.


  “All hands on board.”


  “Yes, ma’am!”


  “Lani, take half the squad and infiltrate via the rear hangar. Head to the bridge ASAP.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “We don’t know what’s on this ship. Proceed with caution.”


  “I will, ma’am.”


  “Kate, take three others and go through that hatch to the bridge. Be cautious.”


  “I will, Miss Maelica.”


  “The rest of you, follow me. We’ll access the bridge from the outside, through the emergency exit underneath. The bridge is our number one priority to secure. We’ll all meet there.”


  “Yes, ma’am!”


  “Then begin.”


  The squad split up at Maelica’s order. Both she and Nao expected the ship to be abandoned. If they were correct, her group would be the first to the bridge, and the others would follow shortly after. Once they were all together, they could perform thorough reconnaissance to figure out what was going on here.


  Maelica, taking advantage of the zero-gravity environment, spacewalked toward the bridge from the outside.


  When Lani reached the rear hatch, it was wide open. The motorboat had already launched. Inside, it was dark. Lani took a look around, then sent someone to scout it out. The scout returned quickly, signaling the all clear. The whole squad climbed aboard. They checked everywhere someone could be hiding before continuing to explore the ship.


  “What are your thoughts, Lani?”


  “This is beyond a simple engine failure. Look at these warning lights. All of them are on at once. I’ve never seen anything like it.”


  “Yeah. Only Maria’s squad will understand what this means. But all we have to do is what Miss Maelica ordered.”


  “Right. Let’s go to the bridge. We might learn more on the way.”


  “Yeah. Onward, everyone. To the bridge.”


  Lani and her squad of seven continued further into the ship. Warning lights blinked every turn they took. Once they entered an area with air, they could hear alarms blaring. Lani wasn’t the only one who’d never seen anything like this; after Kate brought her squad in through the hatch, they also immediately encountered a room filled with air and alarm sirens.


  “Doesn’t this make you nervous, Kate?”


  “I was nervous already. But we have to do what Ensign Blues told us as best we can.”


  “You certainly have to, after you nearly killed him.”


  “Twice, at that.”


  “Please, let it go. Let’s hurry to the bridge. Maybe we’ll see something on the way.”


   


  Maelica’s squad was the first to the bridge. They hadn’t encountered any obstacles on their way and were floating outside the bridge window. They peered inside. It was dim. The room appeared empty. What stuck out to Maelica most was all the monitors on the wall were flashing warning lights.


  “That’s strange. But we’ll never get anywhere just looking. Let’s go inside.”


  Maelica opened the hatch to the bridge and entered. Several others followed her and closed the hatch, stopping the airflow out of the ship. When the air pressure normalized once again, the alarm sirens became immediately apparent to Maelica.


  “Shoot. How are we going to talk over this?”


  “What did you say?” Bunny asked from just beside her.


  Kate’s squad entered the bridge. It seemed they hadn’t encountered anyone on their way—they were right on time. Maelica went over to Kate and spoke directly into her ear.


  “No stragglers?”


  “No, ma’am. We looked as best we could and didn’t find anyone.”


  “Seems like these alarms are going off all over the ship. We’d better get Maria and her squad to take a look at what’s wrong.”


  “I’ll call her once Lani gets here.”


  Everyone on the bridge began fiddling with the consoles, seeing if they could get the sirens to stop. It wasn’t long before Lani and her squad arrived.


  “We’re here, Miss Maelica!”


  “Lani. Anything to report on your path here?”


  “Nobody is onboard. They all must have been ordered to evacuate. All the signs point to them leaving in a hurry too. And these alarms are everywhere.”


  “Any idea why they’re going off?”


  “No clue. We’ll need Maria to figure it out.”


  “My thoughts exactly. Would you go get Maria for us?”


  “Sure. Should I use the motorboat?”


  “No, let’s send out a wire between us. That’ll make it easy for us to come and go. Have her come down the wire and bring a few people with her.”


  “Understood. We’ll go out from the airlock area below and set up a wire between there and the airlock on the other ship.”


  “Good. There should be a wire unit on the other ship for evacuation use. It should be quick to set up. Just be on the lookout. We haven’t made entirely sure we’re safe.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  Lani took her squad of seven toward the airlock under the bridge.


  “Looks like this part can be used as normal.”


  Lani pressed buttons on the airlock control panel until the door opened. Right beside the door was a wire unit for emergency escapes. It looked as though it would serve them well enough.


  “I’ll take this and jump over to the other ship.”


  Lani attached the wire hook to her powersuit, put on the included device that allowed her to move in open space, and leaped toward the destroyer. 


  It was after that the trouble started.


  She reached the stage in front of the destroyer’s airlock area and immediately attached the hook, setting up the wire. As she picked up the light there, she flashed the signal to her team. Using pulley-like devices, her squad began coming down the wire. Each of them took their positions on the two ships that had a wire connecting them.


  A Stopgap Measure


   


  LANI ENTERED THE DESTROYER to report back to me about the space frigate.


  “We didn’t find any pirates inside. We secured the bridge, but there are an unusual amount of alarms going off. I don’t know what they mean. We need to turn the alarms off on the bridge before we can figure it out. Miss Maelica said we need Maria’s squad for that.”


  Maria turned to me. “What should we do, Officer?”


  “Sounds like they need you. But...” I thought for a second. “Can we communicate between these two ships?”


  “Huh? Hmm... I don’t think so. It doesn’t look like light signals will work.”


  “What if it’s not light? Lani got here via wire, right? I’ve heard you can use wired communication in emergency situations. That’s something people did a long time ago, so the equipment might be on this ship. What do you think?”


  “I saw some, Maria,” Lani said. “In the airlock area, for emergency use.”


  “That should work, then,” Maria said.


  “All right. Then just two people can stay on this ship with me. The rest of you, head over and help Miss Maelica.”


  “I’ll stay, then.” Kasumi spoke up—a rare occurrence. She was a division leader in Maria’s squad, and she tended to stay in her shadow.


  “You’ll stay, Kasumi? That’s a relief. I’m worried about them over there, so I’ll go see what’s going on,” Maria said.


  “Okay. Then Kasumi, stay here with me. The rest of you, head over. Oh, and set up the wire so it can be used any time. We want them to be able to get back over here right away if anything happens.”


  “Understood. I’ll leave some people in the airlock area too.”


  “Sounds good. Also, stay near the phone. I want to be able to contact you all.”


  “Will do.”


  One hour after Maelica’s group had boarded the frigate the pirates had left behind, Maria’s group followed suit. As soon as they made it to the bridge, they succeeded in shutting off the alarms. They then began analyzing and taking care of the alerts.


  I’d ended up having an emergency powersuit brought over from the other frigate, just in case I had to enter open space. That ship was far newer, and the suit was one of the same ones currently in military use. I would have been too afraid to go out in the old one.


  According to Nina, the lockers next to the airlock on the other ship were full of gear that appeared to have never been used. I wondered how the pirates had gotten their hands on the ship.


  When Maria’s group stopped the alarms and looked into their source, they made a shocking discovery.


  “Big trouble, Officer!” Maria’s voice came over the phone.


  “What’s the fuss this time, Maria? Did the pirates come back for their ship?” Maelica replied over the phone.


  It was relieving to hear Maelica’s voice. But no, it was too early to be relieved: Maria had just said there was big trouble.


  “That’s not funny, Maelica! But never mind that! This ship isn’t safe!”


  “Why not?”


  “The life support and artificial gravity systems are running on batteries, and those are running out of charge.”


  “How much longer will they last?”


  “I don’t know. But with how new this ship is, I’d guess a few hours, considering current military technology.”


  “A few more hours? On paper, it should be five or six hours. I suppose we’d better get that ship running, if only on reserve power.”


  “Right. This isn’t an issue we can solve while on the bridge. There isn’t much more we can do from here.”


  “Do you think you can fix it, Maria?”


  “I don’t know. I need to check the power unit.”


  “But we can’t leave the bridge unattended. You’d have to split up.”


  “It’s still conserving electricity, so I’ll be able to get in contact using the on-ship phone.”


  “Go ahead and split up, then. Leave two people on the bridge who can operate the controls, and send about half of Maria’s group to check out the power unit.”


  “All right. I’ll stay where I am,” Maelica said. “Kate, take half the group to protect Maria.”


  “I will, miss.”


   


  ***


   


  Maria’s squad, minus the two staying on the bridge, made their way toward the engine room where the power unit was.


  “Oof. This looks bad. Let’s split up. We need to turn off these alarms first. Did you find the manual?” Maria asked immediately upon entering the engine room.


  “Here it is, Maria. It’s in the locker next to the engine switchbox just like it’s supposed to be. I’ll get it out now.”


  According to space regulations that had been in place since the universe was unified, a manual was kept in a locker near the engine, so rescue teams could figure out how to operate it. It could only be accessed by physically breaking a seal. More specifically, by smashing it with the axe right beside the locker.


  Why go so far? Well, the person controlling the engine was identified by a key, but if someone else needed to operate it—like a rescue worker—this locker contained an encrypted card to bypass its security. Without it, they wouldn’t be able to operate the engine. While a hacker could easily get past this one security measure, the access card allowed other restrictions to be lifted as well, such as those on the weapons systems, and those weren’t so easily bypassed. That meant this manual was the first thing you had to look for in an emergency, and that was exactly what Maria’s group did.


  “Thanks. I’ll start by stopping the engine according to the manual. Hmm... First, change auto mode to manual mode...”


  “How’s it going, Maria?” Maelica’s voice came over the phone.


  “Oh, hi, Maelica. I just got started. I’m about to stop the engine.”


  “Huh? I thought the engine had already stopped.”


  “The system is still registering it as on, even though it’s not working... Wha...?”


  “What is it, Maria? Is something wrong?!”


  “It’s the power setting on the engine. It’s set to one hundred and forty-eight percent. That would certainly explain why it broke down. What on earth were the pirates thinking? I’ll stop it now. Kaori, turn off the fuel controls, starting with the first one.”


  “Yes, Maria. Stopping number one... Number two... And up to number eight. All of them are off now.”


  “Thanks, Kaori. I’ll stop the engine now. Turning the main switch to off. Can you hear me, Miss Maelica? Officer? I’ve successfully stopped the engine. Now we can inspect it.”


  A Tough Towing Job


   


  “HOW MUCH LONGER do you think it’ll take?”


  “Hey, don’t ask the impossible of me, Officer. I won’t know until I try.”


  “You just said the life support system is about to die. My memory isn’t that bad, you know. But I suppose it’s been less than an hour, and it should have at least three hours left, so it should be fine.”


  “Oh!”


  “What, Maria? Why the ‘oh’? Don’t tell me you forgot. You better not waste any time on random tinkering, you understand?”


  “I know, Miss Maelica. I’ll do a quick inspection, then make starting the backup engine my first priority.”


  “Kaori, can you hear me?” I asked.


  “Yes, Officer. What is it?”


  “I know you’re occupied, but please watch Maria and make sure she doesn’t get out of control.”


  “I...don’t think I’ll be able to.”


  “Understood. If you can’t do it on your own, let Kate know and she’ll stop her. Tell her to knock her out if she has to.”


  “Give me a break, Officer!” Maria whined.


  Her group proceeded to investigate the cause of the pirates’ bizarre actions. The explanation became apparent quite quickly. They had tried to force more power out of the engine than it was capable of producing, and it had broken down. The remaining mystery was how the main engine’s failure had caused issues in the other critical systems, such as life support and artificial gravity. Regardless, it was clear why the pirates had fled in a panic.


  With the engine dead, most of the chorus of alarms had shut off. Several surveillance systems, such as the ship sensors, were usable. Maelica’s group confirmed the systems were working, then began to scan the ship.


  “We have to start the backup engine.”


  “We can’t right away, Maria.”


  “Why not? That isn’t broken too, is it?”


  “It isn’t, but the backup engine’s fuel tank has an ‘empty’ light on.”


  “Aw, it’s out of fuel? We’d better fill it up. Let’s see... The manual says to open up the second reserve fuel tank. Aoi, do you know which one that is?”


  “Yes, but there doesn’t seem to be any fuel in the reserve tanks.”


  “Oh no! In that case... To transfer fuel from the main tank to a reserve tank, we need to use emergency pump number three.”


  “But the power is out. Will the emergency pumps work?”


  “Huh? Oh... Right. Oops. So, we have to get the power on first. Let’s use the emergency generator. Those pirates... They really didn’t take care of this ship, did they? I bet the generator is empty too, isn’t it?”


  “Yes, it’s completely empty.”


  “Maybe there’s some in the DC supplies.”


  “Oh, right. Surely even pirates keep some DC stuff ready. Go check. On a ship this size, they probably have a generator to power their repair tools.”


  DC was short for damage control, which referred to quickly repairing parts of the ship as needed while under attack, a necessity for the longevity of warships.


  “I found one, Maria. It’s fully fueled too. We can use it.”


  “That’s good. Set it next to the batteries, plug it in to the charging port, and turn it on. It should have five hours of run time from full capacity. Then we can use the fuel pump.”


  Thanks to Maria’s resourcefulness and unusual level of focus, we got the frigate’s backup engine running.


   


  ***


   


  While Maria’s group was valiantly struggling with the backup engine, there was nothing for the rest of us to do. Well, we had the captive pirates, so maybe the others could be interrogating them, but there was nothing for me to do, so I found myself led by curiosity.


  Would you rather be on an old destroyer or a contemporary frigate? If you asked anyone, assuming they weren’t a geek for old ships, they’d choose the frigate, right? So, I used the wire Maria had set up to head back to the frigate.


  “What’s next, Officer?”


  “All that’s left is to go back to Akkeshi, right? It’s strange they haven’t contacted us, though. Right, they can’t get through to us, can they?”


  “That’s true, but that’s not why. The Akkeshi has been gone for a while.”


  “Huh? How come? They left us?”


  “Indeed. Such a scummy decision, I’m almost impressed.”


  “I saw them,” another crew member cut in. “They left the zone as soon as we launched the boat.”


  “That’s why I asked what we’re going to do.”


  “We can fly this too, right?” I asked.


  We were discussing our plans on the bridge of the frigate. In addition to me and Kasumi, several more of Maelica’s squad members had gathered.


  “This one should be able to go faster. They’re both equally unmaintained, so I wouldn’t be confident about long distances, but this one can probably go one AU. If it were kept in tip-top shape, I think it could manage up to six AU. It’s amazing how a backup engine can produce half of that.”


  “But can we tow that ship with this one?”


  “You mean the beat-up destroyer?”


  “Why not just leave it behind?”


  “Do you feel like transferring all those pirates to this ship right now, Miss Maelica?”


  “Sorry. Dumb question. What do you think, Maria?”


  “Don’t put the pressure on me, Miss Maelica!” Maria’s voice came over the phone. “What was your question? Towing the destroyer? We couldn’t do it the normal way: The tractor beam is a type of laser, so it would hardly have any force.”


  “The two ships are running parallel right now, right, Maria?” I asked.


  “Are you suggesting...?”


  “I am. There should be rescue equipment for times like this.”


  “Using the wires? That’ll be a pain in open space. We’d have to connect a communication line for remote operation.”


  “So it can be done? Let’s do it.”


  “I didn’t say we could do it, Miss Maelica!”


  “We can, can’t we? It’ll just be a pain. It’ll be done in no time if we all pitch in. Officer, you stay here and give orders. You’ll be fine since you have Kasumi with you.”


  It took five hours after that to attach two wires each between the bow, deck, and stern of each ship, making six wires in total. Unfortunately, though we were able to connect a remote communication cable, the signal was unclear, so we gave up on steering remotely. But voice communication was possible between the two bridges, so we directed the ships separately, giving each other careful warnings.


  I was grateful to have Kasumi on the more difficult of the two to operate, the destroyer. Out of the whole crew, she was the best at operating a ship, and she synced well with Maria, who was steering the frigate, as she’d spent a long time working with her.


  “What next, Officer?”


  “Since the Akkeshi is gone, we’ll head to the nearest government agency. Luckily, we’re close to Rutilaria, where our home port is.”


  “But Officer... We can’t land this ship on a planet.”


  “You’re right. But they have a satellite nearby. We’ll be able to transmit messages if we make it there. Then all we have to do is wait for instructions.”


  “All right. Let’s go, then.”


  “Hold on a second. This might be my only chance to sit in the captain’s seat. I want to absorb the moment.”


  “What are you doing, Officer?”


  My crew seemed impatient with me. But seeing as I would likely die soon, I wanted to enjoy this experience while I could. I sat down in the captain’s seat, the highest point of the space frigate’s bridge, and issued my first order.


  “Set a course for the satellite of Planet Rutilaria.”


  “Aye-aye, sir. Kasumi, set your course according to my instructions.”


  “Kasumi speaking. Understood.”


  “Direction 2768. Speed one point three AU.”


  Although Maria had previously mentioned the frigate could go up to three AU using the backup engine, we had concluded after further discussion that going any faster than our current speed while towing the destroyer would be too dangerous.


  “Roger. Direction 2768. Speed one point three AU. Ready.”


  “Takeoff.”


  Raid Team Two’s First Raid


   


  NAO HAD NEVER been happier in his life. He may not have been in the admiral’s seat like the recruitment poster he admired so much, but he was reveling in playing captain aboard a new frigate the likes of which the Coast Guard would never see.


  The transport ship under attack had exited the zone just before Nao’s crew boarded the pirate ship and was headed for Planet Diamond. Both the Coast Guard’s and pirates’ warships had long escaped as well. Nao’s crew and the two ships they’d taken had the zone to themselves.


  Since they were towing the destroyer, they couldn’t move very quickly. What would normally have been a journey of a few hours turned into a twelve-hour trek back to Rutilaria. It had been over a day since the encounter with the pirates by then, so the transport ship was already back on Diamond, and the backup Admiral Ash ordered had arrived at the Third Mobile Fleet’s home port on Bismuth.


  There was an uproar in the capital sector. This was to be expected, considering the captured transport ship had been carrying nearly one ton of precious scarlet metal, worth at least three trillion G. And the cost wasn’t the only reason for the clamor; scarlet metal was an essential resource for manufacturing. Its loss would mean up to a one month pause in manufacturing in the capital.


  The ship had reached the capital planet the previous night and reported the attack. The Third Mobile Fleet had also reported that the Capones of the Hishiyama clan were attacking the ship beforehand and requested backup from the First Mobile Fleet. As a result, unrest was spreading through the capital sector.


  The Coast Guard had already begun an all-hands search for Capone. The military cooperated by lending its available warships. Despite the extra ships, however, the possibility was next to nil that they would find him in this vast universe. The supernova Wurtzite’s effects were spreading too, rendering radar and wireless communication unusable in the area around Rutile. The search went on and on with nothing to show for it.


  So, when Nao’s crew returned near the home port on the pirate ships, they were immediately roped in.


  Lacking wireless connectivity, they moved at a leisurely pace through the sector, the mood on board the ships relaxed. Once they came within two hours of the home port on Rutilaria, a satellite that was performing its job well spotted them. A panic broke out on it. They weren’t yet aware that Nao’s crew was on board, and they couldn’t use radio from this distance due to the solar winds blowing in from Rutile. It was unlucky timing for everyone involved.


  The satellite contacted Rutilaria via light signal, and since radio was usable on the opposite side of the planet, searched for a warship that could get a message across. They happened to get ahold of a Patrol Team One ship and requested a dispatch to their sector. The Patrol Team One ship hurried there. Moving at a speed of five AU to Nao’s one, they crossed paths with Nao’s ship about an hour from the satellite and ordered them to halt.


   


  ***


   


  “That’s Patrol Team One, right, Officer? I know those ships. They’re Akan and Kutcharo.”


  “Yeah. But wait... What? They just ordered us to halt.”


  “Then halt right this second, or they’ll think we’re enemies.”


  “Okay, Officer. You hear me, Kasumi? Stop the ship.”


  “I hear you. Stopping now.”


  “Officer, are they...?” Maria asked once the ships had stopped.


  “Looks like it. I can’t fault them for it. It’s normal protocol.”


  “Imagine that! Raid Team Two getting raided by another raid team. It’d almost be funny, if it wasn’t so not funny.”


  “That’s enough clowning around, Maria.”


  “Aye-aye, Officer!”


  “Miss Maelica, prepare for a raid. Kasumi, can you hear me?”


  “Yes, Officer. What is it?”


  “We’re about to be raided. Follow their instructions. When the raid team comes, hand over the captives and casualties right away.”


  “Really...? Won’t that...?”


  “They may not be happy about it, but it’s our job. I’m sure it will come as a shock, though.”


  “Won’t they resent us? They already call us Unwanteds...”


  “I don’t know. But we’re hardly different from drifters at the moment. There’ll be more trouble later if we don’t hand the job over to the ones higher up in the organization. Trouble for me, at least.”


  “Are you asking me to do the hard part in your place?”


  “That’s right. I’ll come over after you’ve secured permission from the raid team. Can you handle it until then?”


  “All right. Now that I’ve stopped the ship, there’s no work to do, so I’ll wait here for the raid team.”


  I had nothing to do either, so I decided to turn this into an educational experience and watch how Patrol Team One worked. Patrol Team One had positioned their two frigates perfectly to block our escape. Once they confirmed our ships were stopped, they each launched a motorboat toward us at once.


  “They use two ships for a raid?”


  “Usually, yes.”


  “Not just usually, miss. It’s required.”


  “It is? Then why did they send us alone against the pirates?”


  “You know.”


  “Yeah, you know.”


  “No, I don’t know. Why?”


  “Commander Potto’s scheme?”


  “Commander Potto sent us so he could have an excuse to run away.”


  “I wish I hadn’t asked. Oh, they’re here. Open the rear hatch.”


  “Aye-aye, ma’am.”


  “I’ll leave this to you, Miss Maelica. I’ll go to the rear hangar.”


  Kate said she would come with me.


  “Take a few more people, Kate,” Maelica said. “For appearances.”


  We waited for the raid team in the airlock area connected to the rear hangar.


   


  “We are the Capital Sector Police from Planet Diamond. May we speak to your captain?” A middle-aged man greeted us, following protocol. He was wearing a Coast Guard ensign insignia—probably the officer of the raid team. When he noticed the suits Kate and the others were wearing, a look of shock crossed his face.


  “Who are you? What ship are you assigned to? State your name and rank.” 


  He began interrogating Kate, seemingly ignoring me. She turned a surprised look my way. 


  I silently nodded to her, and she answered, “I am Sergeant Major Kate of Raid Team Two. I’m assigned to the ship Akkeshi of Patrol Team Three. We have been waiting for Patrol Team One and Raid Team One to arrive, sir.”


  “What? Isn’t that the ship that was reported lost? Well, never mind that... I want to speak to your captain and division officer. Can you bring me to them?”


  “Our officer is right here...”


  Kate seemed unsure what to do, so I took a step forward, saluted the Raid Team One officer, and introduced myself.


  Handing Over the Prisoners


   


  “I AM ENSIGN Nao Blues, the officer in charge of Raid Team Two on the ship Akkeshi.”


  “Excuse my impertinence. I am Ensign Gueuze, the officer in charge of Raid Team One on Patrol Team One’s ship Akan.”


  Huh? Why’s he talking as if I’m higher on the chain of command? We’re both ensigns—the first to be commissioned ranks higher, right? Surely that’s not just a military thing.


  “Ensign Gueuze, may I ask why you’re speaking to me as you would to a higher-up? I believe you were commissioned before I was.”


  “That is true, Ensign Blues. But I understand you graduated from the elite military academy and were transferred here from the military...”


  Oh, I see how it is. Given what school I went to, he’s assuming I’m going to climb the ladder in the military soon. What does it matter to him, though? I mean, if not for Maria and the others getting in my way, I’m sure I would’ve been promoted two ranks by now...and I’d be floating through walls, giving you an invisible salute. But unfortunately for me, thanks to Maria—no, thanks to Maelica—I’m still an ensign. Dang it!


  “It’s true that I’m a transfer from the military, but regardless, you were commissioned before me, so please, drop the formalities. When I return to the military, I’ll be a warrant officer, which would rank you above me.”


  “Understood. I’ll speak with you as an equal, then. Can I ask you to explain what’s going on here?”


  “All right. I’ll show you to the bridge. We can talk on the way.”


  I led Ensign Gueuze toward the bridge, explaining what had happened on the way as promised. By the time we got there, I was done telling him about the prisoners and bodies aboard the destroyer, and he had agreed to take them. Rejoice, Kasumi—the transfer went off without a hitch.


  When we reached the bridge, Ensign Gueuze asked, “Do you think we can contact our ship from here?”


  “Sure, it should be fine. You can use the on-ship phone. Hold on one second.” I picked up the phone to talk to Kasumi. “Kasumi, can you hear me?”


  “Yes, I can hear you, Officer. What is it?”


  “Ensign Gueuze of Patrol Team One says he wants to speak to his team members over there. Can you get them on the line?”


  “Yes, Ensign Darryl is next to me right now. Would he like to speak to him?”


  “Did you hear that, Ensign Gueuze?”


  “Yes, please get Darryl on the phone.”


  “Did you hear that, Kasumi?”


  “Aye-aye, sir. Ensign Darryl, Ensign Gueuze is calling from the frigate. Will you take the call?”


  I heard Kasumi hand the phone over to Ensign Darryl. He and Ensign Gueuze quickly began a discussion, and before long, it seemed they had come to an agreement.


  “Ensign Blues, regarding the prisoners you told me about, while we agree to assume responsibility for them, this matter far exceeds the scope of what we can make decisions about. I’ll have to return to the flagship temporarily, leaving most of my crew here. Would you be all right with them staying here for the time being?”


  “Of course. I didn’t expect the raid to be a quick one in a case like this. I’ll await the fleet officer’s orders. Please let them know what happened.”


  “Thank you for your understanding, Ensign Blues. I’ll send soldiers to guard the vault containing the prisoners for your peace of mind. Please feel free to withdraw your crew from the other ship. We can take it into our possession.”


  “I appreciate that very much. In that case, I’d like to transfer them over here right away, if that’s all right with you.”


  “All right. I’ll let Darryl know.”


  Kasumi’s voice came over the phone. “He says we can head over there, Officer. Should we come right away?”


  “Kasumi? Yes, we’ll be waiting for you.”


  Shortly after, everyone gathered together on the bridge. There wasn’t much to do while we waited, so I stationed a few people in the bridge and engine room, then sent the rest to the wardroom to take a break. This unfortunately meant the burden disproportionately fell on Maria’s group, but no one else was qualified to staff the engine room.


  “What about you, Officer?” Maelica asked.


  “This is my only chance to sit in the captain’s chair,” I replied. “And I can’t leave the bridge unattended, even if there’s nothing to do. If we have any officers at all, an officer should stay. And you and I are the only officers. I may ask you to switch with me later, but go rest for now. Sachi is on bridge duty, and Maria is going to choose who will remain in the engine room. Right, Maria?”


  “Aye-aye!” Maria’s voice came over the phone. “Don’t worry. I’ll be staying in the engine room. Not that there’s much I can do here.”


  “I’ll keep Maria under control,” Kaori cut in. “So don’t worry, Officer.”


  “Don’t be like that, Kaori! It’s not like I’m out of control.”


  “All right, all right. Just let me know if anything happens,” I said.


  “Aye-aye, sir! Will do.”


  Ending on that conversation made me a bit nervous. But all that was left was to wait.


  It was three hours before the next development. The two frigates that were out of communication range began to move. Very slowly, they made their way in our direction. Why were both of them approaching us? I decided to let the others know via the intercom.


  “Announcement from the bridge. Movement has been identified. Two frigates are approaching our ship. No collision is expected, but nevertheless, be prepared in case of impact.”


  That seemed good enough to me. The pirates had broken the engine already; if there was a sudden impact, depending on what Maria was doing in the engine room at the time, it could cause an explosion. I wanted to make sure to prevent that.


  Everybody gathered on the bridge following my announcement, having nothing better to do.


  “What’s going on?”


  “Did you hear something, Officer?”


  “No, not in particular.”


  Sachi, who had been stationed at the bridge, calculated the two ships’ course. “They appear to be approaching from either side of our two ships. It looks like they’re on course to come alongside ours.”


  “Alongside?”


  “Does that tell you what’s going on, Officer?”


  “Well, there are only so many reasons they would bring their two ships alongside ours. I’m guessing it’s to transfer the prisoners. I doubt our destroyer could move very far, after all.”


  “That seems to be the case. The ships are about to make contact.”


  Clang! Rattle!


  It sounded like the ships had come alongside. About twenty minutes later, Ensign Gueuze arrived back on the bridge.


  “I apologize for startling you, Ensign Blues. We had no way to contact you.”


  “Ensign Gueuze. Would you please tell me why you decided to come alongside us?”


  “Yes, in order to load the pirate bodies and prisoners onto our ship. Given the sheer number of them, we thought it best to use the tubes on our ship, and we needed to be alongside yours to do so.”


  It was true the prisoners outnumbered the motorboat staff. Transporting them via the boat with guards would have taken several trips. If there were rescue tubes available, using them made the most sense. But if they could use tubes, why had it taken such lengthy consideration, I wondered.


  “I apologize for how long we took,” Ensign Gueuze continued. “The patrol team was unable to come to a decision on our own, so we had to contact HQ and wait for their response.”


  “I see. I suppose we’ll be dismissed before long, then.”


  “No...I’m afraid your status is now up to the commander in chief of the First Mobile Fleet, who will be arriving here shortly. Here is the order in writing. Please wait for him. While the order was issued by the officer of Patrol Team One, it constitutes an official order.” Ensign Gueuze took a document from the pocket at his chest and handed it to me. It had come out of the on-ship printer and had a signature from the patrol team’s officer. The decision didn’t appear as though it was ours to make.


  I read the order, saluted Ensign Gueuze, and gave him my verbal acknowledgment.


  Maria (and Team), Out of Control


   


  EXACTLY ONE HOUR LATER, Patrol Team One exited the sector, including Ensign Gueuze.


  The team had cordoned off the destroyer and marked it off-limits while they worked, so we no longer had to split up to watch it. We began the job of killing time on the frigate instead.


  There was nothing to do at all. I took turns on bridge duty with Maelica and occupied myself exploring the ship when my shift was up. When I told her what I was doing, she had a request for me.


  “If you’re going to occupy yourself with a walk around the ship, would you mind stopping by the engine room and taking Maria with you?”


  “Why?”


  “To be honest, I’m nervous about leaving her in there any longer. I think she’ll be happy to go with you if you tell her it’s to inspect the ship.”


  I knew what Maelica was talking about, recalling how Maria’s already high energy had seemed worryingly amped up when we’d spoken on the phone.


  “That’s a good idea. I’ll take Maria with me to patrol the ship. I’ll leave the duty of commanding the bridge to you.”


  Since I was still technically working, I had to do this the right way—I couldn’t just say I was going to take a walk because I was bored in an official capacity.


  Maelica got what I was going for and responded with a salute. “I accept the responsibility of commanding the bridge. Kate, you and Bunny are assigned to guard Ensign Blues.”


  “Aye-aye!” the two responded.


  I headed toward the engine room, guarded by Kate and Bunny. As I approached, I heard loud noises from inside.


  “What’s that? I didn’t think anything in the engine room was supposed to make that noise.”


  “Ah! Maria is out of control again!” Kate shouted, hurrying inside the engine room. 


  “Wh-what are you doing?!” I shouted as I followed her in. 


  I couldn’t believe my eyes.


  Maria and Kasumi were busy forcing the engine apart, scattering its parts all around. 


  “Kasumi, weren’t you supposed to keep Maria under control?” I asked.


  [image: ]


  It was a good thing they were at least wearing their powersuits, but they were misusing that power to rip apart the chassis of the broken engine. Kate, the first to run into the room, had succeeded in restraining Maria before she blew up the ship; I ordered Kasumi, who was closest to me, to stop what she was doing.


  “Looks like I shouldn’t have left you unattended. This is an order: Both of you, come with me right now to patrol the ship.”


  “Aww, but this is a rare opportunity! I can’t pass it up!” Maria pleaded.


  “She’s right, sir. It’s already broken, and we have free time. May we please keep going for a little longer?”


  “You don’t have free time anymore. I just gave you an order.”


  “Aww, come on!”


  “You could have blown up this ship if you weren’t careful. I can’t let that slide.”


  “I would’ve been careful!”


  “Come on. We’re going on patrol.” I forced the two out of the engine room.


  I’d planned to patrol each area of the ship starting at the bow. As we walked to there, Kasumi and Maria grumbled to each other about me. What an obstinate duo.


  “The engine areas of warships are off-limits except for maintenance purposes, aren’t they?” It was less a question and more a reminder. “You’re not members of the military, so you’re not allowed in. You could get in trouble even if you don’t mess up.”


  “I know, but this isn’t one of the kingdom’s warships.”


  “That’s true, but that doesn’t make it totally in the clear, does it?”


  “Urgh...” Kasumi groaned. “But if I remember right, this is a Cathbell-made frigate from a few years ago, so it’s not for military use. I think the kingdom must have exported it to an ally. So, it’s okay, since it doesn’t belong to the military.”


  “That only makes it worse. Let’s just focus on the task at hand. We need to look around and make sure nothing else is broken.”


  I continued patrolling the ship along with the unhappy duo. I couldn’t get what Kasumi had said out of my mind, though. It struck me as a bad omen.


  If what she said was correct, it would make this ship a full-fledged diplomatic matter. It no longer belonged to the country it was exported to now that it had been stolen by pirates, but it would still mean problems down the line. If even a new grad like me knew this would be a mess, I could only imagine how stressed a higher-up would be about it.


  And we would be dragged into that mess too. I could only hope Maria’s screw-up didn’t make things worse for us. I was starting to get seriously worried.


  An announcement sounded, interrupting my brooding. 


  “Officer! Officer! Can you hear me?!”


  “Maria, get the phone for me.”


  “Aye-aye, sir. Here you go”


  “Thank you, Maria. I hear you loud and clear. Is this Officer Maelica speaking?”


  “Yes, it is.”


  “What happened?”


  “A large ship is coming our way. That’s all the information I have as of now. Please return to the bridge immediately.”


  “All right. We’ll be right there. Can you get everyone together?”


  “I will... but may I ask why?”


  “We’re right next to Rutilaria, so that couldn’t be a pirate ship. It must be a team with the authority to give us orders. Probably the First Mobile Fleet. That would mean as soon as they reach our area, they’ll either board our ship or tell us to board theirs. I’m sure you can imagine the consequences if we dragged our feet then.”


  “I understand. I’ll gather all hands right away. What should we do about the engine room?”


  “There’s no longer any need to station anyone in the engine room. The batteries have enough power left, and we don’t want to risk a second or third Maria.”


  “So, she really was getting into trouble.”


  “Yeah. I’ll tell you about it when I see you. We’re by the first arms control room, so we won’t be long. We’ll be at the bridge right away. See you.” I turned to Maria and Kasumi. “You heard me. To the bridge.”


  “You’re so mean, Officer. ‘A second or third Maria’? You didn’t have to use my name like an insult.”


  “What you did was bad enough to warrant it. We’re going to have to think of how to soften it to the higher-ups we’re about to see.”


  “Huh? Are we gonna get in trouble?”


  “I don’t know. Come on. We’re at the bridge.”


  “There you are, Officer. That’s the ship.” Maelica pointed at the monitor.


  “Do you know its make and affiliation?”


  “I do,” Kasumi said. It seemed like Maria wasn’t the only warship geek. “That’s the Dragon, the flagship of the First Mobile Fleet. It’s a space cruiser. It doesn’t travel on its own, so several more First Mobile Fleet ships will follow.”


  “You’re right. I see another already.”


  “That’s Tanami, their Aegis cruiser.”


  More First Mobile Fleet ships popped up, and Kasumi’s excitement reached its climax. I hoped she wouldn’t get too worked up and pass out.


  In time, we got a radio message.


  “Radio can get through now?”


  “It has for a while now.”


  “They’re calling. What should I do?”


  “Pick it up, stupid!”


  “What do I say?”


  “Start with who we are, and then do what they say!”


  “Aye-aye! Answering now.” Kasumi began a radio message. “This is Raid Team Two of Patrol Team Three, stationed on the ship Akkeshi. We are currently standing by on this frigate per Patrol Team one’s orders. Awaiting instructions.”


  “Coast Guard flagship Dragon here. We’re going to board your ship. Be prepared.”


  “I’ll open the rear hatch.”


  “No need. We’ll transfer via tubes. Look out around the airlock.”


  “Understood. We’ll wait for you on the bridge.”


  The Interview


   


  IT WAS ONLY thirty minutes before the tubes were sent out and they began boarding. The group of soldiers who had entered the bridge parted, making way for an important-looking man. I stepped forward, saluted him, and introduced myself.


  “I am Ensign Nao Blues, the officer leading Raid Team Two aboard the Patrol Team Three ship Akkeshi.”


  The other man showed me his identification in return. He looked very important indeed—an admiral. What was an admiral doing here?


  “First of all, I commend your efforts,” he said. “Patrol Team One has already informed us of your acts. I am Rear Admiral Stone of the First Mobile Fleet flagship Dragon.”


  Why had they sent a high-ranking officer? What was their intent? The crew on the bridge began murmuring among themselves. It wasn’t every day you saw such a major figure. It was maybe once a year on the monitor screen, if you were lucky.


  “Come with me, Ensign Blues. The inspector general is waiting on the flagship.”


  “Aye-aye, Admiral. What shall my crew do?”


  “We’ll be confiscating this ship, so please have them withdraw once the handover is complete... although I suppose that won’t be possible here.”


  Maelica stepped forward and addressed the admiral.


  “I am Warrant Officer Maelica, Ensign Blues’s second-in-command. Regarding the handover, since it involves both the bridge and the engine room, I would like to conduct the handover with the full crew present.”


  “Yes, please do. As soon as the handover is complete, I’ll send my second-in-command over. Follow his instructions.”


  “Aye-aye, Admiral.”


  “Now, come with me, Ensign.”


  I followed Admiral Stone into the tube connected to the Dragon. It was a very large ship—the biggest in the Coast Guard. It had been in military use until quite recently. While there were larger ships in the military, such as battleships and super-dreadnoughts, this ship was in the cruiser class, only one level below battleships.


  Ships of this class had plenty of living space. I was led past the bridge, past the operations control room (a spacious conference room where the fleet advisor worked), to the room occupied by the Coast Guard Inspector General, who was also the commander-in-chief of the Coast Guard and commander of the First Mobile Fleet. Basically, this was the room of the single most important person in the Coast Guard. They had a very nice room in the headquarters at the capital and only ventured into space if something major happened.


  As Kasumi had mentioned, this ship didn’t operate on its own. However, it was frequently left unattended on its own. And much of the time, only the Deputy Commander would be aboard while the Commander stayed behind at HQ. As a result, this room was only used on rare occasions. What a waste of space.


  This was only possible because the Coast Guard’s range was limited to the small capital sector. When they did deploy, it was usually only for a couple days, often only a day trip. That was a major difference from the military.


  Back on topic—the admiral brought me to the inspector general’s room. It was just as large a room on the inside as I’d envisioned. It was at least half the size of the operations control room, which had more than ten advisors and assistants assigned to it. This room was for only the inspector general. I’d heard his secretary was more often inside, but nevertheless, it was big.


  “Here he is, Inspector General.”


  “I’ve told you, Captain, I’m Commander in Chief in space.”


  “Pardon me. This is the officer of Raid Team Two.”


  I saluted and introduced myself. “I am Ensign Nao Blues, officer of Patrol Team Three’s Raid Team Two on the frigate Akkeshi.”


  “So you’re the ensign who’s caused us such headaches. But never mind that—please, sit.”


  As the commander in chief had directed, I sat down on the sofa in the reception area of the room. I was impressed they even had a reception area in space—talk about elite. The commander in chief took a seat across from me and wasted no time in addressing me.


  “I’ve received a report about you from Patrol Team One. Your superiors have also reported what led up to your battle with the pirates. I’d like to double-check the details with you. Would you tell me about what happened?”


  He phrased it as a question, but I didn’t really have a choice. 


  “Yes, sir. It may be a long story if I start from the beginning, however.”


  “I understand. I have to investigate this matter deeply, after all; this is too serious for reports alone.”


  I told the commander in chief the whole truth and nothing but the truth, starting from when Captain Dusty ordered us to attack, then how Maria used her strange weapon to defeat the pirates and we took over their destroyer, then how a stroke of luck led to us taking over the frigate they sent after us.


  “As I suspected.” The commander held his head in his hands. Was there some issue? I honestly had no clue. “I understand your case. You and your crew will come back to the capital planet with us. You’ll receive a notice of personnel change soon. Be prepared. That is all.”


  I couldn’t get that last part out of my head after he said it. I didn’t particularly want to move up the ladder, and I desperately hoped I wouldn’t get an office job.


  I followed the captain out of the room. He led me to the wardroom where my crew had already been gathered.


  “Sorry, but I need you to stand by here,” the captain told me. “Be patient for a few hours. This ship will be on its way to Fahren Spaceport soon.”


  The captain then returned to his own work. Once he was away, Maelica came up to me and gave me a report.


  “The handover of the frigate went well.”


  “No problems? What about the engine?”


  “You mean Maria’s screw-up? She covered it.”


  “Did they say anything to her?”


  “No. Nothing other than, ‘It’s very badly broken.’”


  I brought my hand to my chest in relief. She’d managed to get away with it. But what would happen next? Right—the inspector general said I was being transferred. I ought to tell everyone.


  “How did your conversation go, Officer?” Maelica asked.


  “I simply told him what we did. He seemed quite concerned about it. Then at the end, he said something important I think you should know.”


  “What’s that?”


  “When we get back to HQ, I’ll receive a notice of personnel change.”


  “What? You’re being transferred? Where?”


  “I have no idea. All I know is that it’ll be immediate.”


   


  Oblivious to our concerns, the flagship Dragon led the fleet to Fahren Spaceport at maximum speed. We arrived well before the captain had said we would; I was surprised it took a little under two hours. Apparently, we’d used interdimensional travel, which was rare in this sector. That was a sign of how urgent the matter was.


  Upon reaching the port, we’d been expecting to be summoned to headquarters immediately, but instead we were confined to the military lodging attached to the base, almost like house arrest. This military lodging was much like a high-end hotel in the capital. The rooms were comfortable, but given the circumstances, I could only be nervous.


  On the second day of house arrest, we were summoned to the headquarters. I took my whole crew and headed to the same building I’d been summoned to before. When I went to the reception desk to explain the reason for my visit, the receptionist who greeted me was none other than Sasha.


  “Your name is Sasha, isn’t it?”


  “Oh, Ensign Blues. I’ve already heard about what’s happening. Please proceed to Conference Room C on floor 11 with your crew.”


  “Isn’t that the same room...”


  “Yes, it is. Do you remember where it is?”


  “Yes. Can I take the same route?”


  “Yes, please take the elevator.”


  “Thank you, Miss Sasha.”


  I took my entourage onto the elevator.


  “Officer, who was that?” “Your girlfriend? Or just a girl friend?” “Can’t underestimate our officer, huh?” they speculated.


  “She’s the receptionist who greeted me the first time I came here. It’s been less than a month since then. I remember her because the only other people I’ve met since then are you lot. She’s an expert receptionist. One month isn’t enough time to forget her.”


  We conversed on our way to the conference room. As I had the first time, I knocked on the door and waited for a response, then brought my crew inside.


  A Bizarre Transfer


   


  THE FIRST THING I saw when I entered was a familiar face with a strained expression, as if he’d eaten something that left a bad taste in his mouth.


  “We’ve been waiting for you.”


  Uh, we’re the ones who’ve been waiting. I didn’t understand why we had to be confined to our rooms for two days.


  “Thank you for your patience. This is Raid Team Two, assigned to the frigate Akkeshi of Patrol Team Three,” I said.


  “Welcome. Let’s begin, Ensign Nao Blues.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “You are hereby retroactively reassigned, from the time of your launch from the frigate Akkeshi onward, to the General Affairs Division of the Capital Space Security Force Headquarters. Additionally, you are ordered to form a platoon within the General Affairs Division.”


  I stood there, stunned into wordlessness.


  “Your response?” He was getting impatient.


  “I humbly accept, sir,” I quickly said before stepping back.


  “Warrant Officer Maelica,” he said next.


  “Yes, sir!”


  “You are hereby retroactively assigned, from the time of your launch from the frigate Akkeshi onward, to transfer to a platoon that is to be formed within the Capital Space Security Force.”


  “I humbly accept, sir.”


  He continued to read orders one by one to Raid Team Two until he’d been through each member.


  “That is all. I will have rooms ready for you here starting tomorrow. You are to report there. Any questions?”


  I was beyond questions. I was completely baffled. Where should I even start?


  “Um... May I ask a question, sir?” Kasumi piped up.


  “What is your question, Miss...?”


  “Kasumi, sir. I belong to Sergeant Maria’s squad in Raid Team Two.”


  “Miss Kasumi. Go ahead.”


  “Thank you, sir. What will we be doing starting tomorrow?”


  Kasumi voiced what everyone in the room was thinking. 


  Nice one, Kasumi.


  The man in charge, who had already had a grimace on his face, scowled even more before he began to answer.


  “Are you familiar with what we do in the General Affairs Division?”


  “Yes, you do behind-the-scenes support work, sir.”


  “Right. We work as support staff for the front lines. Allow me to explain what that work consists of. We are responsible for the miscellaneous tasks of the Capital Sector Security Force. That is, we must do whatever task is asked of us, however unreasonable. Including tasks such as handling people in a position like yours.”


  “Ah...”


  “You will stand by here starting tomorrow and carry out whatever orders you receive from your superiors. Don’t worry—you won’t have to stand by for long. There will be work for you soon enough. Please be patient until then.”


  The Grown-Ups’ Scheme


   


  THE OFFICIAL IN CHARGE thought back on all the struggles he’d been through.


  Said official was Bordon von Bluegill, the third son of Baron Bluegill. His academic performance had been impressive enough that he’d attended the royal academy. Thanks to his noble lineage, he’d faced little resistance in turning that degree into a career. Though the Coast Guard was on the lower end in terms of status, he’d landed a position as a government official there. Being in the capital was in itself difficult with a family status like his, yet he was employed at the General Affairs Division of the Capital Sector Security Force Headquarters—that went to show he was blessed with both good fortune and genuine ability.


  But lately, he had been under stomach-churning levels of stress. It had all started two days ago. To be precise, it was when he had taken the fall for an incident that had occurred previously, when the First Mobile Fleet ship carrying Nao’s crew returned to Fahren Spaceport.


  “The inspector general has returned, Mr. Bluegill.”


  “Understood.”


  “He’s sent an order via radio.”


  “An order? That sounds like bad news.”


  “Nothing that comes our way is good news, so I imagine your gut feeling is spot on.”


  “I’ll have to correct you on that.”


  “Oh? You think it’ll be good news?”


  “No, not good news. I think it’ll be utterly dreadful news.”


  “I hear the king himself is taking action in response to this series of events, in fact. He’s ordered the royal investigators to look into it.”


  “Is that true?”


  “It is, sir. They’ve already established an investigation HQ in the police headquarters next door.”


  “I... I see. I suppose we mustn’t cower here any longer. I want to call a meeting with everyone involved.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  That was the beginning of his stroke of misfortune.


   


  By the time the inspector general returned, all relevant personnel in the headquarters had gathered in the conference room. The inspector general went directly there before returning to his room, and the meeting began.


  “Good day, gentlemen. The crew responsible for routing the pirates involved in the attack on the transport ship and commandeering the two pirate ships has been safely retrieved. I confirmed the details of the incident with them personally. My secretary will fill you in.”


  “Yes, sir,” his secretary said. “Allow me to explain on behalf of the inspector general. No note-taking is permitted from this point forward.”


  “This may touch on confidential information, so please refrain from recording until we come to a decision,” the inspector general added.


  “Now, allow me to explain,” the secretary continued, launching into a recap of what Nao had reported.


  Once the explanation was finished, one of the listeners—the chief investigator of the Coast Guard’s Investigation Division—spoke up. 


  “This creates a discrepancy with the report we received previously. Given that this report is from someone who was directly involved in the strategy, I would guess this is the accurate one. That means we have a major problem on our hands.”


  “Indeed. This report has also been corroborated by one of our neighbor’s transport ships.”


  By their neighbor, he meant the police headquarters, which shared a building with them. Incidents in outer space fell under the Coast Guard’s jurisdiction, but after entering the port, the transport ship had made a report to the Public Security Division, which was under the city police’s jurisdiction. Normally, when the Public Security Division received a report of a crime, it simply forwarded it to the Coast Guard, who would be responsible for handling it. But it hadn’t worked out that way this time.


  First of all, the attack was plainly unusual. To attack a transport ship in an area where radar was unusable, you would either need to be extremely lucky, or you would need to already know the ship’s route. And since this ship was carrying resources that were so valuable to the kingdom, its route was top secret. How had that classified information been leaked? The Public Security Division ordered an investigation.


  Next, at the time of the attack, the Third Mobile Fleet had initially approached, but then fled without assisting. This was clearly dereliction of duty, and a formal complaint was filed along with the criminal report.


  Normally, when the Coast Guard’s and victim’s accounts differed, the Coast Guard’s version was accepted on the grounds that the victim had been too panicked during the attack to remember clearly. But that wasn’t possible this time. Firstly, the report had passed through other departments and not solely the Coast Guard, so it couldn’t be swept under the rug. Additionally, the complaint included allegations of dereliction of duty by the Coast Guard, and an external body—namely, the royal inspectors—had been dispatched. The Coast Guard couldn’t ignore this.


  So, they were quick to act. As the palace could come demanding an explanation any minute, their internal audit department sprang into action immediately after the incident came to light, as if to rush to contain the damage. They immediately questioned Admiral Ash, then proceeded to separately question Commander Potto and Captain Dusty in turn, compiling a preliminary report. However, this report differed from the one provided by the attacked transport ship. Consequently, no further progress was made until Nao’s crew was secured.


  But when Patrol Team One made contact with them, the situation suddenly shifted. It seemed the truth lay with the transport ship in this case. The inspector general had personally confirmed as much. Now the Coast Guard had to bring this matter to a close. That was the purpose of this meeting.


  “The crucial part lies ahead: What will I do with the Coast Guard?”


  The chief investigator offered an answer to the inspector general’s question. “It’s clear that fault has been found on our end, so punishment is in order.”


  “The question is what punishment.”


  “Punishment for what, exactly?”


  “The one thing we absolutely must not touch on here is the baiting strategy. We can’t allow the nation to find out about this.”


  “The general public is a greater danger than the national government. If we aren’t careful of public opinion, this could be a nation-shaking controversy.”


  The baiting strategy they spoke of was how the transport ship’s exact route had been leaked to the pirates. The pirates had somehow found out the transport ship’s plans beforehand, but only the general outline; their attack would have had low chances of succeeding based on what they knew. Then the Coast Guard, seeking to manipulate the pirates’ actions in their own favor, leaked the details. In such an area where radar and radio were unusable, they could only seek out the ship by sight. Therefore, the Coast Guard had ensured the pirates could locate the ship by luring them to the location of the attack. It meant if they traced the path of the transport ship, they were guaranteed to find the pirates. While it had led to the success of the Third Mobile Fleet’s mission to seek out the pirates, the issue was they had run away afterward.


  The military and the Coast Guard both were forbidden from retreating and leaving a civilian ship behind, even if they were hopelessly overpowered. And since they had fled from an enemy of equal might, they had no way to justify their actions. 


  Hence the false reports from three individuals involved. Assuming that Nao’s Raid Team Two had no chance of survival—dead men tell no tales—the three had colluded to come up with a story, so their accounts had sounded trustworthy. If Nao’s crew hadn’t been captured alive, the whole thing would come to light. The baiting strategy, at least, had to be concealed. That was the purpose of this meeting.


  “Any clever ideas? The royal inspectors will find out at this rate, and that would be the downfall of the Security Force.”


  That would be the consequences of your own actions, every bureaucrat present at the meeting was thinking but couldn’t say out loud.


  The ones trembling right now were the men responsible, the ones who had suggested and carried out the plan. Each one of them was a transfer from the military. All they had been thinking of was their opportunity to achieve an impressive result, return to the military, and stick it to the guys who had forced them out.


  The chief investigator spoke. “I think a visible punishment is necessary.”


  “A-are you saying the inspector general must take the fall?”


  “The inspector general must take responsibility where responsibility is due to resolve this incident. I am not suggesting, though, that he resign. What I suggest is that he take the responsibility of supervising those under him.”


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “You see, not all of us are aware of the baiting strategy in question. We had no such plan.”


  “Wha...?”


  “There are two factors mainly responsible for this incident: dereliction of duty and reckless orders. Admiral Ash, the highest-ranking person present on the scene, must bear responsibility for them. Commander Potto and Captain Dusty must also be held responsible for violating the law against forcing those under your command into a certain death. A formal inquiry must be opened into these three individuals, the findings of which should be presented to His Majesty with an explanation by the inspector general. I believe the inspector general should, at that time, personally ask for His Majesty’s forgiveness, taking appropriate responsibility as the supervising authority.”


  “Do you think that will be enough to settle this mess?”


  “No. It won’t be.”


  “We’ll need a PR strategy for this. Don’t you agree, Director?”


   


  ***


   


  I knew it. They’re shoving this mess onto me just because I’m the director of general affairs. Will the media channels I have available be enough to pull off a public relations strategy? I suppose that’s my job to figure out. Ugh, my stomach hurts.


  “What kind of treatment do you think these three individuals should be given?”


  “Well, it will depend on the outcome of the investigation, but it will have to be sufficiently serious to convince His Majesty. And the public will inevitably hear about the baiting strategy that wasn’t supposed to exist, so we’ll need them to turn a blind eye to it. The three will unavoidably need to be demoted. Additionally, they’ll have to voluntarily retire, forfeiting their severance pay.”


  “That’s certainly a harsh punishment.”


  “Will the three comply?”


  “It’s an appropriate consequence for submitting false reports. And given your military background, you must know this would warrant a court martial there. It would even warrant considering the maximum penalty. One option is to return these three to the military and allow a court martial to determine their sentence. It would be possible, but I don’t believe the inspector general would emerge unscathed.”


  “Understood. Could you take steps to ensure no unnecessary unrest arises as a result of this, Director?”


  More trouble dumped on me.


  “Let’s proceed with this as our policy.”


  “Hold on a moment. This won’t satisfy the people. After all, a transport ship was attacked. We need to divert their attention elsewhere.”


  “How do you suggest we do that?”


  “We need heroes. The heroes who rescued the transport ship from being attacked by pirates while at a great disadvantage. I think we should request the royal family award them decorations.”


  “This will fall to General Affairs as well. It will mean more work for you, but we’re counting on you.”


  “Hold on a moment. Are we all right with allowing Captain Dusty the honor of having issued the order that made them heroes? If Captain Dusty alone were to receive a reduced sentence because his merits were considered as well as his faults, I doubt Admiral Ash and Commander Potto would remain silent.”


  “What do you think, Director?”


  Me? Give me a break! What do you expect me to do about it? Basically, we have to give Ensign Nao Blues and his crew honors while making sure as little of it as possible is attributed to Captain Dusty, right?


  “I know it’s a tall order, but if we want the honor to belong to Ensign Blues and his crew alone, what if we retroactively reassigned them, beginning at the moment they received the order? If glory goes to the one who was commanding them at the time, then we make it so that that man is not Captain Dusty.”


  “That’s ridiculous.”


  “I said I know it’s a tall order.”


  “Hold on. That may actually work. Do you see any issues with that plan, Director of Judicial Affairs?”


  “One moment... Well, retroactively reassigning them would not be against the law, and there is no Coast Guard regulation against it, so it would be technically possible. However...”


  “There’s no precedent. Right. But we can’t afford to be bothered by that at a time like this. Make the arrangements immediately. Understood, Director of HR?”


  “I can write up the reassignment orders right away, but I’m nervous about the unrest it could cause within the organization.”


  “Slight disturbance is to be expected while handling this series of events.”


  “Understood. Where shall we transfer them?”


  “Headquarters would be appropriate.”


  “No, how would that be allowed? If we assign them to headquarters, part of the credit will belong to headquarters. Won’t there be complaints given that HQ is the one issuing the order?”


  “Yeah... You’re right. There’s no precedent for this. Assign them all to General Affairs. HR and General Affairs. Work it out between your two divisions. All right? Meeting adjourned.”


   


  Accordingly, up until the previous day, I’d been negotiating with HR. I’d managed to establish a task force affiliated with the General Affairs Division. Ensign Blues and his crew had asked me what they’d be doing, but even I had no idea what to have them do. If I could have told them, “Just take the salary for doing nothing until someone finds work for you,” I would have. I hoped they appreciated even a fraction of my struggles.


  After passing the orders along to them, I fled the room. The vice director caught me on my way out.


  “The inspector general asked for you, sir.”


  “About what?”


  “The findings of the inquiry have come back. He wants to speak with you about them.”


  Ah, I see. He needs to excuse them to His Majesty, and I’ll be his good luck charm.


  “All right. I’ll go see the inspector general. If I’m asked to come to the palace, I’ll have you accompany me, so be ready to leave.”


  As the vice director expected, the inspector general ultimately took me with him to the palace.


  The Hardest Worker of the Organization


   


  THE INSPECTOR GENERAL requested an audience with the king right away. The director of General Affairs and his second-in-command, the vice director, went to the inquiry team, explained the particulars of the series of events, and negotiated until they could come to an agreement. It took until late in the night for them to agree.


  The director exited the building to find a friend of his from his college days waiting for him outside. He was a manager in the Department of Property Administration at the royal palace. It was unclear which of them had higher status here between the director of General Affairs at the Coast Guard and a manager of Property Administration in the palace. While he was a director at the relatively lower-status Coast Guard, his friend was a manager within a central government department. Regardless, his friend spoke without any formalities.


  “Hey, Bordon. It’s been a while. Funny seeing you here.”


  “Don’t act like you haven’t been waiting for me here in the middle of the night. You know exactly what I’ve been going through.”


  “Sorry, sorry. Forgive me.”


  “What do you want? You must be busy yourself.”


  “It’s about work. I have a reward for the Coast Guard.”


  “A reward? I suppose I can’t refuse that.”


  “You’re not going to ask what it is?”


  “It can’t be anything good. Hearing will only put me in a worse mood.”


  “I don’t know what you’re so wary of, but all right. Come back here tomorrow, okay? I’ll be waiting in the DPA.”


  “All right. I will.”


   


  The next day, the director of General Affairs returned to the palace with the vice director, as he had been invited by the DPA manager.


  “Thanks for coming by. Let’s talk about this reward, shall we?” The manager presented him with an official document. “Give this a look.”


  “Is this what I think it is...?”


  “It is. It’s the frigate your guys seized. His Majesty wished to offer it to you as a token of goodwill.”


  “May I ask why?”


  “Sure, if you don’t mind that I don’t know all the answers.”


  According to the manager, the Coast Guard had been found majorly at fault for this incident, but the credit they deserved outweighed that. They had made quick work of a Hishiyama crew, after all, and seized two pirate warships. In return for their visible accomplishments, the king had thought it appropriate to reward them in a visible manner.


  However, they wouldn’t be able to give Nao’s crew decorations in an official capacity. They had to fight the pirates off for a reason, and that reason would come to light if they were given that kind of attention. Government officials had decided to confer decorations on them but in a modest way. They would show the public they had rewarded their merit by bestowing the seized ship on the Coast Guard. There were probably other factors, though he didn’t know them all; it seemed there was also the matter of nobody stepping forward to receive them.


  They planned to hold a grand ceremony the next day to bestow the certificate of ownership on the inspector general. The palace understood that the seized warship wasn’t in immediately usable condition, so they would reward funds to have it repaired along with the ship itself.


  “What do you expect me to do with those?”


  “We’re not monsters, you know. We know you can’t perform repairs when you don’t have a repair dock. We have one here you can use. But that’s all we can do for you. The ship will have to be transported there, and we’d like the Coast Guard to take responsibility for that. You can have that done any time after the ceremony tomorrow.”


  “All right. I can get that started right away. Just to double-check: I can have it transported to the dock immediately following the ceremony?”


  “Actually, I know that’s what I said before, but it doesn’t have to be after the ceremony. The ceremony is just for show; all you’re being given is the piece of paper confirming you own the ship. You can transport the ship any time. It’s under your management right now anyway. The ceremony will just make that official.”


  “In that case, why don’t we use them?” the vice director, who had been listening silently until now, whispered to the director.


  “Who do you mean?”


  “Ensign Blues’s crew. We can put them to work on whatever we like under General Affairs.”


  “That would lighten the load on us for sure. Are they able to move the ship, though?”


  “It’ll be fine. According to the report, they moved the ship all the way from the attack site to Rutilaria by themselves.”


  “Okay. Give them the order right away, then. This works out, since they’re unoccupied right now.”


  “Is something the matter?” the manager asked.


  “No. We have a plan for the transport now. We’ll start preparing right away. I suppose this warrants a thanks?”


  “Either way. Good luck. You have a lot of work ahead of you.”


  “Thanks.”


  Upon returning from the palace, the director went straight to see the inspector general to let him know about the transport plans.


   


  ***


   


  Deciding how to utilize the people under General Affairs was part of the director’s job, so he had no need to get anyone’s permission, but he decided to create the appearance of consulting the inspector general on this. The inspector general assented readily, after which the director went straight to Nao. The members of Nao’s crew were gathered in the rooms they’d been given, idly doing as they pleased.


  This crew really doesn’t do anything unless you tell them to. Don’t they know I’m under all this pressure right now and they’re the cause of it?


  The furrow in the director’s brow deepened as he entered the room and called for Nao. Nao was in the middle of one of his favorite fantasy novels. He straightened his posture with the guilty air of a student caught misbehaving by a teacher and met the director with a salute.


  “Hello, Director. Do you have an order for me?”


  “I do. I have a job for you. Here’s the order document.”


  Before taking the document, Nao had his crew line up. He then faced the director to receive his order.


  “Ensign Nao Blues, you are hereby appointed acting captain of the space frigate known provisionally as Butcher. Take your crew and fly the vessel to Dock 13 of the Space Force Arsenal on the lunar surface.”


  “I humbly accept your order, sir.”


  Once he had communicated the order, the director hurried out of the room.


   


  ***


   


  “What are we going to do this time, Officer?” Maria asked with her characteristic utter lack of nerves.


  “We’re moving a space frigate. I didn’t know we had a ship named Butcher, though. What kind of a name is that?”


  “Isn’t that the ship we rode on?”


  “Yeah, the one we stole from the pirates.”


  “I see. The director did call it a provisional name. It must be the ship we seized. The Coast Guard seems to be in possession of it now. They’re using the name the pirates gave it in the meantime before they decide on something official.”


  “So, we’re flying it to the dock to have it repaired?”


  “That’s right, Miss Maelica. The higher-ups must have figured we have nothing to do anyway, so they may as well give us this odd job.”


  “But isn’t this strange? It’s a frigate. They expect us to tow it on our own?”


  “Fly it, Maria, not tow it.”


  “How is that different?”


  “They’re telling us to fly that ship on its own, Kate.”


  “All by ourselves?”


  “We already transported it on our own. They know that, and that’s why they’re giving us this order.”


  “You got the idea. We’d better go back to that ship, then. Kasumi, I need you to figure out our pathing ASAP. I figure we’ll take the usual route to Rutilaria, then the orbital elevator.”


  “That would be our only option outside of having it transported by spaceship. Luckily, since we’re in General Affairs, I think we can have arrangements made right away. I’ll get started on it now.” 


  Kasumi exited the room.


  “Since we don’t know when we’ll be back here, let’s all leave our rooms as clean as we found them. Who knows, maybe we’ll be able to ride on that newer ship after maintenance is done.”


  “They don’t pass nice things like that down to us. But I suppose if they told us to, for work...”


  “Exactly, Maelica. I’m counting on you.”


  “Okay. Let’s clean up before Kasumi gets back.”


  “Yes, Miss Maelica!” the crew responded.


   


  The arrangements must have been difficult to make because it was an hour before Kasumi returned to the room.


  “Officer, there’s a civilian transport ship in two hours, so we’re going to ride on that.”


  “Civilian? What port should we go to?”


  “Fahren Spaceport will be fine. They may be civilian, but they’re doing a job for the military, so they’re returning to Rutilaria from Fahren Spaceport.”


  “Okay, then. Since we’re done cleaning up here, all of you get your things and meet me at Fahren Spaceport. You are dismissed. See you at the spaceport.”


  “Aye-aye, sir!”


  The Issue of Decorations


   


  WE RODE ON the transport ship from the spaceport to Rutilaria, then went to the orbital elevator by airplane and rail.


  “You look exhausted, Officer.”


  “Yeah. I didn’t think it would be this much work. Apparently, we can use the elevator any time.”


  “Aww, let’s take a break.”


  “There’s nowhere to rest in a remote place like this. Come on, let’s get in.”


  We headed straight for the surveillance satellite at the last stop of the orbital elevator. On the way, we passed several sightseeing spots, and Maria and her group shot me grumpy looks each time. “Look! That was a place to rest!” they would say. Sure, maybe we would have enjoyed sightseeing to some extent, but going into space was our livelihood—it would be like savoring the view on your morning commute. They gave up since we didn’t have time, but I didn’t think this would be the last I heard of it.


  The motorboat we’d used was still there at the satellite. Apparently, the soldiers performing the maintenance were still using it. I told the pilot our destination, and we were off toward the frigate. Once the motorboat entered the rear hatch of the frigate, we greeted the soldiers working inside.


  “I’m Ensign Blues. HQ has ordered me to reposition this ship. May I speak with whoever is in charge?”


  “I’m Ensign Jado of Bismuth Security’s Security Team Two. I’m conducting maintenance on this ship right now. The base has told me what to do regarding your job.”


  “Can we conduct the handover right away, then?”


  By the time we’d arrived, they were fully prepared for the handover. We finished the procedure in the rear hangar, and Ensign Jado and his crew went back in the motorboat we’d come in on. They hadn’t brought their entire team of thirty to do maintenance on this ship; they took shifts, so only ten of them were still on the frigate. That made the handover process very fast. It was almost like they hadn’t wanted to stay here any longer than they had to.


  I gathered my crew and determined their assignments. I wouldn’t leave Maria’s group alone in the engine room again. Miss Maelica concurred with me on that, so I assigned Kate—who was like Maelica’s right hand—and her group to the engine room. I put the most dangerous of the bunch, Maria, on the bridge, and I headed toward there with her.


  “You’re so mean to me, Officer.”


  “I’m not being mean. I’m taking precautions. Come on, let’s go to the bridge and launch this ship.”


  If anything, what Maria called “mean” was me being lenient. While she’d covered for us at the handover, the people in General Affairs had questioned us about the engine while we were in the waiting area. The engine was in such terrible shape, they even mentioned bringing in an inspector to investigate. They may not have explicitly told us not to break it like that again, but they seemed suspicious. It didn’t seem like we would be able to get away with it again.


  Entering the bridge felt somehow nostalgic to me. It had only been a few days since I’d left, and it hadn’t been long since I’d boarded this ship in the first place either. My time here had been so full, though, that it gave me a sense of nostalgia.


  “Officer—I mean, Captain. Preparations are complete.”


  “Oh, you can call me Officer. I’m only acting captain for two or three days. Shall we launch, then?” I asked as I sat in the captain’s chair.


  “Starting the backup engine.”


  “Backup engine started. Power output is increasing at normal rates.”


  “Everything needed to fly is coming up green on the bridge. Clear for takeoff.”


  “Okay. Chief Maelica, get this ship moving.”


  “Aye-aye, Officer. Our destination is the moon satellite of Planet Diamond. Maria, take off. Proceed at two AU.”


   


  We had successfully launched the space frigate. We’d given notice that our flight plan would use civilian routes. The main engine still wasn’t working, so we were flying a long distance with only the backup engine. We didn’t know what might go wrong, especially with a crew as prone to breaking things as ours, and so I chose a route where civilians could discover us if the ship broke down completely.


  Progress was slow. Civilian transport ships passed us at nearly twice our speed. Some ships even sent radio messages poking fun at the warship moving along at a tortoise’s pace.


  “Officer, this ship can safely go up to three AU. Can’t we speed it up?”


  “It’s all right. Getting there safely is our first priority.”


  “But cruddy civilian ships are making fun of us. Doesn’t that upset you at all?”


  “I don’t care who makes fun of us. Safety comes first. I wouldn’t be worried if you hadn’t broken the engine in the first place, you know.”


  “But it’ll take four days until we get to Planet Diamond at this pace.”


  “Then it’ll take four days. That’s well within our expected time frame. It’s not normal to transport a flagship in only a matter of hours. It usually takes days.”


  “That’s for a cheapskate trip. A high-speed vessel should be able to get there in half a day.”


  That idle conversation with Maria turned out to be all I needed to figure out the planned duration. Hadn’t we calculated it before sending the plan to HQ, you ask? Well, the team had. Kasumi had taken care of all the documentation for this flight. I just hadn’t looked at it. A competent crew member was a great thing to have.


  There was little to do during those four days. We spent the time peacefully, although uneventfully, thanks to preventing Maria from entering the engine room. If I’d known better at the time, I would’ve banned her from the get-go. I was lucky it hadn’t turned into a major issue. What’s more, I would be present when we brought it to the dock where they’d likely discover the issue—I could ask them to cover for it. I prayed the peace would continue.


  Had I given up on sacrificing myself? Not at all. I just wouldn’t be satisfied with a mere accident as the cause of my death. No, I wouldn’t rest in peace until I’d given an epic final line before heroically sacrificing myself. 


  And so for this mission, safety first would be my policy.


   


  ***


   


  As Nao and crew headed toward their destination according to plan, the Coast Guard HQ on the capital planet was facing a new issue. Between disciplinary action against those responsible and the gift from the king, the kingdom had given the Coast Guard what they were due in the eyes of the people. But the incident wasn’t yet fully settled. The most important contributors hadn’t been recognized.


  At the royal palace, following repeated consultations with military officials, it was decided to award decorations to all members of Raid Team Two. The question was which medal to award them. 


  Unanimously, those knowledgeable in military matters agreed on the “Diamond Award for Heroes.” However, this medal would prove problematic. In most cases, it was awarded to martyrs who had taken heroic action to save their comrades and achieve the utmost merit, losing their lives in the process. Naturally, the conferment of this medal came with a promotion. It was common practice in every nation to promote martyrs by two ranks, which ensured compensation for their surviving family members. This award, however, retroactively promoted the deceased by two ranks so their discharge pay corresponded to the new rank. However, it was not only awarded to the deceased; it could be given to a living individual who met the qualifications, though that only happened on rare occasions. 


  In most cases, recipients were only given a promotion of one rank. Very rarely, such as promotion from sergeant major to officer or captain to admiral, were two ranks granted. There was one instance each of a sergeant major skipping warrant officer and being promoted directly to ensign, and a captain skipping commodore and being promoted directly to rear admiral. Cases of surviving individuals receiving this award were extremely rare, though, and limited to those who had risen through the ranks on the front lines. 


  The recipient being alive wasn’t a problem in itself. The reason living recipients were so rare was because this award was mainly given to those who had put themselves in harm’s way to defend others in a losing battle. Naturally, most of those people died in the process. The issue here arose from the fact this recipient, Nao, had only recently graduated from the elite military academy. That issue was a so-called “elite” being promoted with this award would destroy a long-standing tradition around the elite military academy. Why was that? A so-called elite wouldn’t be the one to put himself in harm’s way when retreating from a losing battle—that was the responsibility of the fierce warriors fighting on the front lines.


  This incident had produced more magnificent results than any like it in the past. One small team had faced the Capones, a part of the great Hishiyama clan, and snatched a complete victory. They had rescued the assailed transport ship and succeeded in their task without injury to anyone in the team—or anyone in the entire Coast Guard. Additionally, by seizing the two enemy warships, they had achieved a type of success that was easy for anyone to understand. What they had done was greater than all else from the perspective of the award’s meaning. The kingdom would have lauded them publicly as heroes if it wouldn’t have revealed the Coast Guard’s error. It wasn’t that the kingdom defending the Coast Guard was an inevitability, but as it was a national organization, the kingdom was left with no choice but to defend them.


  Due to that, it seemed the king fully intended to laud the heroes without consideration for the Coast Guard’s wishes or the military’s misgivings.


  Once the nature of the award had been determined, they notified the Coast Guard of their decision. This was meant to communicate the organization should properly commend them internally as well. The message was also leaked to the director of General Affairs, courtesy of the property administration manager working at the palace. Such political maneuvers were second nature to these people, and the director clearly understood the ruler’s intentions.


  Over-Promotion


   


  THE NEWS ABOUT the award reached Nao’s crew two days after their departure from headquarters. The director of General Affairs informed the inspector general immediately after receiving it. At nearly the same time, the news reached the inspector general through another channel. The inspector general, though, seemed to be in quite a predicament due to having somewhat more complicated ties than the director. He ordered the director of General Affairs to immediately convene the relevant personnel to resolve the situation. Once they were gathered in the conference room, he began by stating this right off the bat.


  “Ladies and gentlemen, I appreciate your compliance with this sudden summons. Regarding the recent incident, the end of our role in the response is finally in sight. However, one final issue remains and a very deeply rooted issue, at that. The director of General Affairs will elaborate. Director, please repeat what you said to me.”


  “Yes, sir. The final issue of which the inspector general speaks is...”


  The director began to explain the award for Raid Team Two. He was surprised that some of the leadership present at the meeting seemed to already be aware. All of those individuals were transfers from the military, as well as members of the noble class; the bureaucrats could smell something fishy about them.


  The first to speak once the overview was complete was the Director of HR.


  “Inspector General, this award would necessitate promotion, even for living recipients. My understanding is a two-rank promotion is out of the question, but what of Ensign Blues? Would it be possible for him alone to be promoted?”


  “What do you mean, Director?”


  “Well, he was transferred from the military. If he were to return now, he would be effectively demoted one rank, returning to the rank of warrant officer. When he receives the award, will he be promoted in the military as well?”


  “I don’t know, to be honest. The military’s human resources department is responsible for military promotions. For now, we should only consider our side of the matter.”


  “I see. Pardon my ignorance. In that case, since he is an ensign, I’ll have him promoted to lieutenant junior grade along with the award.”


  The director of General Affairs spoke up. “Per my suggestion, he’s currently in General Affairs. Where would he be assigned if he were to be made lieutenant junior grade? We certainly couldn’t keep him in his current idle position.”


  “What places are there for him to be assigned? It was only after a fair amount of difficulty that he was assigned leader of Raid Team Two in the first place.”


  “But His Majesty won’t stand for such careless personnel decisions. It may be an issue in the military as well.”


  At those words, the expressions of the inspector general and those who had apparently heard about the awards all clouded over at the same time. It seemed he’d struck a nerve.


  The chief investigator’s apprehension showed as well. “We need to take this case very seriously. It may not be broadcast to the public, but that doesn’t mean it’s a secret. The plan, as I understand it, is to print it in the papers, only at a delay. If the public finds out later that our treatment was improper, His Majesty could very well impose consequences on everyone in this room.”


  “We could have avoided all this trouble if there had been a proper department from the start. What is he, a jinx?”


  “But the fact remains, he saved us.”


   


  ***


   


  The meeting went in circles the rest of the day without reaching a conclusion. It took two additional days to finally reach an agreement.


  The misgivings of the military officials were the most troublesome. They insisted he not be made any more conspicuous. He’d been ejected from the military, after all. Highlighting such a person would reflect poorly on the military. The officials’ noble families, who had heard about the award, were pressuring them over the matter.


  The issue was that Nao had graduated from an academy that trained the military’s elite. These graduates were given preferential treatment, so their pace of advancement differed from that of other officers. The so-called main path, the advisor course, had traditionally been limited to the children of high-ranking military officials or upper nobility. 


  Given Nao’s unique aptitudes, that course would have made the best use of his abilities. Due to his background, they had looked to assign him to an on-the-ground unit, all of which refused to take him because of that very imbalanced aptitude profile. The fact he scored a surprise victory shortly after being assigned to the Coast Guard, an organization set up to absorb the military’s rejects, was bound to rub military officials and nobles the wrong way. They feared his rapid rise ahead of his peers would signal the collapse of the established traditions for cultivating elites. It was clear such people were exerting their influence through their connections in the Coast Guard. Even the inspector general was facing pressure from the nobles to do something about it. But it took a while before anybody had any idea of what exactly could be done about it.


  It was the afternoon of the second day when somebody brought this up.


  “This may not be relevant, but in ancient high society, there was a tactic called over-promotion. Maybe we could use that here.”


  “What does over-promotion mean?”


  “It’s when you promote a rival to a rank higher than he can handle in order to hasten his downfall.”


  “Hold on. Wouldn’t that only magnify the problem?”


  “That’s precisely the essence of over-promotion. As a rule, when you assign someone to a position that exceeds their competence, they self-destruct. After all, it isn’t only a matter of ability; they self-destruct because they’re given senior-level responsibilities before they’ve had a chance to build up the requisite know-how. The insidious part is that the target remains completely oblivious.”


  “How is that?”


  “When they’re offered a promotion by the person trying to knock them down, they happily accept, not knowing they’re sealing their own fate.”


  “That does sound applicable to our situation.”


  “It would be easier in his case. He doesn’t have the privilege of refusing an assignment. He has to do whatever we order. I think if we transfer him to a department with heavier responsibilities and put more on his plate than he can handle, he’ll self-destruct. And the biggest advantage to this option? It aligns with His Majesty’s wishes.”


  “You’re right. Rather than not giving him any work, we could give him too much work.”


  “Why not just give him a ship, then? We fortunately have the one bestowed by His Majesty, and I don’t see anything hindering us from giving it to him.”


  “That seems like altogether too much. How could a lieutenant junior grade possibly handle a captain’s responsibilities?”


  They’d agreed on a direction but deciding the actual job proved difficult. A heated debate ensued, which one offhand remark from the director of General Affairs brought to a close.


  “Excuse me for speaking off topic, but we also need to think about what to do with the other ship. Do you have any thoughts, Inspector General?”


  “What other ship?”


  “The other ship that Ensign Blues seized. It’s a small vessel of a class no longer in use by the kingdom, called an interstellar destroyer. Disposing of it would incur costs, but it’s already wasting our resources as it stands, so I suggest ordering him to dispose of it. That would buy us several months.”


  “Hold on, Director. I haven’t heard about this. His Majesty only bestowed us with one ship.”


  “Yes, one ship in usable condition. The other is a type of ship the kingdom hasn’t used for decades. The DPA said for the department that seized it to take responsibility for disposing of it.”


  “Couldn’t we use that?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “We aren’t the military. We’ll say even a small vessel that’s fallen out of military use could be used for patrolling.”


  “You intend to assign the ship to a patrol team, then?”


  “That wouldn’t function as over-promotion. We’ll isolate him. We’ll make him work alone, wait for him to self-destruct, and use it as a reason to demote him. Then the nobles won’t be able to complain.”


  “Is that doable, Director of HR?”


  “Making him captain, even of a small vessel, is a lot to ask. It would be possible for a motorboat or rescue pod, but a captain should normally be at least a full lieutenant... Oh, I have an idea.”


  “What is it?”


  “We may not be able to make him a captain, but we could make him an acting captain. He’ll be a captain in practice without officially holding the responsibilities of one. Doing the work of a captain as a lieutenant junior grade would be extremely difficult.”


  “Great idea. He’s been out of school for less than a month, so he’s severely lacking experience in any position, let alone captain. This won’t take long.”


  Space Force Lunar Arsenal Dock 13


   


  “THERE’S ONE ISSUE,” said the director of General Affairs.


  “What is it?”


  “That ship won’t be usable as-is. We’ve already sent the other ship for repairs. If we don’t do the same for the older ship, his failure will be blamed on us for not having it maintained.”


  “Then we’ll have maintenance done on it.”


  “What about the budget?”


  “Any ideas, Director of Finance?”


  “Well... The only option I can think of is using part of the maintenance funds we received from His Majesty. They’re designated as maintenance funds, but there’s no stipulation about which ship they must be used to maintain. We could divert a portion to cover this.”


  “Sounds good. Let’s go with that, Inspector General.”


  “What’s your plan?”


  “If we give him a tiny sum and leave the maintenance up to him, he’ll fail at that stage because he has absolutely no experience. Even I’m not confident I could do it if I were suddenly asked, so I think it’s impossible for a new graduate. I predict he’ll either waste the budget he’s allowed or not be able to perform maintenance at all.”


  “Ooh, and that would be a perfect reason to demote him. What do you think, Inspector General? I agree with his suggestion.”


  “How about you, Director of Finance?”


  “Well, the budget we have is sixty billion G. I think we could take one tenth of that—no, one twentieth, which would be three billion—and order him to get it into usable condition as a warship, including weapons. What do you think?”


  “How long are we looking at for the frigate maintenance?”


  “It hasn’t been inspected at the dock yet, but by the sounds of it, the main engine will need to be replaced. I think we’d need to allow it a year.”


  “Then we’ll make him do it in a quarter of that time—three months. The nobles will be able to wait that long. Are we settled?”


  “Yes. I’ll make him acting captain of the interstellar destroyer and let him keep his current crew. I imagine we’ll need to assign more to him, but that’s a question for after we check on the maintenance status. For the initial order, I’ll say three months for the maintenance period. Other than that, there’s just the ship registration, so the ship’s name and allocation.”


  “What does that matter? It’s impossible anyway. He can stay in General Affairs. Wherever he’s assigned will have a mark on their record. But a mistake on the lines won’t put a mark on General Affairs’s record. What’s he doing there right now, anyway?”


  “I’m having him fly the frigate to the lunar dock. I believe he’s landing today.”


  The military men, including the inspector general, felt an ominous foreboding for a moment. They were giving a newly graduated officer experience navigating a frigate—essentially a practice cruise. And it seemed likely he would succeed. That made them fear the over-promotion might backfire. To dispel their doubts, they uniformly convinced themselves it would be fine because he was being assigned maintenance work that was entirely new to him, unlike anything he’d learned in school.


  The Coast Guard bigwigs, seeing no point in remaining in the conference room, dispersed to their respective jobs. They hadn’t done any of their actual work for the past two days. Two days had been spent just deciding Ensign Nao Blues’s fate.


  The young man in question was completely unaware as he approached the lunar dock.


   


  ***


   


  “A radio message came in, Officer. They’re requesting permission to board from the arsenal-affiliated tag spacecraft.”


  “Respond right away. Give them permission to board.”


  “Aye-aye, sir... This is the interstellar frigate speaking. You have permission to board. Please inform us how you intend to board.”


  “We’ll deboard by personal mover. Requesting permission to board via the under-bridge airlock.”


  “Permission granted. We’ll wait for you on the bridge.”


  Less than ten minutes later, a technical lieutenant who identified himself as a guide arrived on the bridge.


  “I am Lieutenant Tor, the lunar arsenal intra-area guide. I’ll get the ship to Dock 13.”


  “I’m Ensign Nao Blues, and I’m acting as captain on this ship. I’ll hand the controls over to you now.”


  “I will assume command of the vessel. Thank you for your work thus far. The job will be done soon enough.”


  After greeting me, he moved right away to be next to Kasumi, who was at the controls. He maneuvered the ship, giving detailed instructions to Kasumi and Maria. The tag ship under his command provided external support.


  Even at one-eighth of the planet’s gravity, landing on the lunar surface with the main engine inoperable was no easy feat. The operation demanded extreme concentration, though it lasted only about one hour. Kasumi’s piloting skills were impressive, but Lieutenant Tor’s skill as a guide aboard our ship outshone everyone else. His department was at a naval port and specialized in repairs; he probably landed damaged ships like this one frequently. Working together with the tag ship, we managed to land on the lunar surface without much trouble.


  After landing, the foreman of Dock 13 immediately came to the bridge with his subordinates in tow. My job was simply to hand the ship over to him.


  “This is Keal from Dock 13. I’ve been told about you, Officer. Thanks for your work.”


  “I appreciate it. But just for formality’s sake...”


  “Ah, right. I’m Lieutenant Commander Keal. I’ve boarded in order to receive this ship.”


  “I am Ensign Nao Blues, the current acting captain of this vessel. I offer you, Lieutenant Commander Keal, full command of the ship.”


  “I accept full command. Thank you.”


  “We’ll deboard the ship now.”


  “Permission to deboard granted. Please let the inspector general know it may take some time, but we’ll return it in like-new condition.”


  “Understood. I’ll relay your exact words to him.”


  All of us got off the ship. The lunar surface had more than just military facilities; it was one of the more developed areas in the kingdom, with tourism and natural resources. Not many people called it home, because it had far lower gravity than the planet, but many worked here. Ships came and went between the capital and the lunar surface without interruption.


  All we would do was have the dock headquarters issue documents to us and return to the main office.


  “Officer, we can do some sightseeing here, can’t we?”


  “Don’t be ridiculous. We’re still working right now. They say no outings until you get home, right? That goes for work too.”


  “Huh? I’ve never heard that.”


  “You haven’t? They said that every time we went out as a group in the orphanage. Well, don’t worry about it—the point is, our job isn’t done until we report back to the director of General Affairs with these documents. Besides, the shuttle between here and Fahren Spaceport runs every twenty minutes, so we don’t have time for sightseeing. Let’s go to the shuttle stop.”


  The shuttle took one hour to reach Fahren Spaceport from the lunar base. When we arrived, the director of General Affairs was waiting for us at the customs gate. That came as a surprise, but I handed the documents to him and reported how the job had gone.


  I Get a Ship—and My First Job


   


  THE DIRECTOR LISTENED to my report with visible irritation. As soon as I finished, he loaded us all into the Coast Guard vehicles waiting outside. He split us up into separate cars and began to drive us somewhere. I was getting the feeling this was a hectic workplace, but I said nothing. I let myself be taken along; the crease between the director’s eyebrows was so deep and pronounced, it looked permanent—and I wasn’t masochistic enough to want to say the wrong thing and get yelled at.


  The vehicles carrying us entered a tall government office near the palace. We were taken directly to a large conference room on one of the upper floors. There were tiered platforms in the conference room, and important-looking people were seated on them. And not just on the platforms—there were chairs set up across from them, and the inspector general who had questioned me was in the front row. Behind him were many familiar faces, likely all high-ranking Coast Guard officials. Further back were numerous other people in suits. It made me anxious about what the hell was about to happen. I felt like I didn’t belong in this room in the slightest.


  The inspector general who had noticed us spoke first.


  “What are you doing? Come over here and sit down.”


  He, too, looked quite stressed. In fact, all of the Coast Guard officials had an air of exhaustion about them. This was clearly a toxic workplace—you could tell just from how they looked. I would sacrifice myself soon enough, but I felt for what my crew, especially Miss Maelica, would be facing. Just looking after Kate and Maria was enough of a hassle—the little time I’d spent with them had made that abundantly clear. And if this workplace exhausted its management this much, who knows what impossible demands might come next? I wasn’t even thinking about what they might say next—I was just genuinely sympathizing with my crew.


  Time passed. I wasn’t sure how much; it couldn’t have been more than five minutes. The conference room fell suddenly silent. Then, the door behind the raised platforms opened, and a beautiful woman entered. Judging by everyone’s reaction, she must have been nobility. Perhaps the daughter of a nobleman with connections to Coast Guard management. She was truly beautiful.


  When she reached the center of the platform, there was applause. She proceeded to introduce herself.


  “I am Marie Gold von Diamond, third princess of the Diamond Kingdom.”


  The entire audience bowed their heads. My group wasn’t familiar with the etiquette in situations like this, so once we saw what everyone else was doing, we followed suit.


  The princess spoke again. “Ladies and gentlemen, please raise your heads. His Majesty has entrusted me with the honor of conferring medals upon the heroes of the kingdom. The kingdom was saved by your efforts. On his behalf, I offer my deepest gratitude.”


  [image: ]


  She then explained why the ceremony wasn’t being held at the palace. To sum it up, my understanding was we were being given awards, but the full reason couldn’t be revealed to the public, so the ceremony was being held privately. She apologized, but honestly, it didn’t really make a difference to me. 


  The way she took care to explain that despite the private ceremony this didn’t have to be completely secret made me think she was a kind person. She went on to say there would be an official announcement at a later date once the commotion had died down, so there would be no detriment to us. I wondered what would have been detrimental to us otherwise, but she didn’t elaborate on that part. I assumed it was nothing I should concern myself with.


  After her message, she called each of us up to the platform to receive our medal, beginning with Maelica.


  “Warrant Officer Maelica. By your heroic act of risking your life to protect a vital resource in your fight against the pirates, the kingdom was able to maintain its dignity in the eyes of the people. Therefore, I award you with the Diamond Award for Heroes. Additionally, as you have miraculously returned alive, I order you to be promoted by one rank.”


  Kate and Maria, the next highest in rank, came next as she awarded us one by one. Lastly was Ryoko, a rookie, and the Diamond Award for Heroes ceremony came to an end.


  At this point, the audience grew slightly restless. I heard people asking why I hadn’t been given an award. Of course I hadn’t. I’d explained to the inspector general myself I was unconscious at the time, thanks to Kate, so I hadn’t done anything. I’d just been there as their leader. That was what I thought up until that moment, at least.


  I was called up at the end. I ascended to the platform to receive what I understood to be a consolation prize. The princess was even prettier up close. I was still admiring her when she began to speak.


  “Ensign Nao Blues. You have led our heroes and accomplished a difficult mission without a single casualty. In recognition of your heroic qualities and acts, I hereby bestow upon you the Diamond Cross Award for Heroes. Like the other Cross Awards awarded only to those the kingdom deems particularly deserving, this award is given only to those who wish to pledge lifetime loyalty to the kingdom. Do you vow loyalty to the kingdom?”


  I’d never felt a particular sense of loyalty to the kingdom, but I could read the room. 


  I had to say yes.


  “I vow my loyalty on my life,” I said, lowering my head. The princess then told me to look up. Slowly and gingerly, I raised my head. The princess came near and placed the medal on me herself.


  I couldn’t help but cooperate with the utmost reverence. Though I had been raised in an orphanage, I understood very well what an honor this was.


  The awards ceremony seemed to have concluded. I thought we would be dismissed, but the princess took a seat beside the platform as if to wait for something. Then the inspector general ascended the platform and called me up. I went up to the platform once again and waited for what he had to say. Beside the inspector general stood the director of HR, holding a beautiful box, the type you see at graduation ceremonies containing diplomas. I waited with bated breath. The inspector general took out a document and began to read from it.


  “Ensign Nao Blues. I hereby approve your promotion to lieutenant junior grade and assign you as acting captain of the Coast Guard vessel which you personally seized, the destroyer KSS 9999 Verna Somnus. Your first task is to prepare the Verna Somnus for operational deployment within three months. I wish you the best of luck.”


  The Verna Somnus? So that was the name of the destroyer we seized? And...I’m its acting captain? Huh? Me? Then who will the captain be?


  Wait. This doesn’t add up. If there was going to be a captain above me, he would make me the executive officer. In that case, he’s asking me to act as captain until the real captain shows up, like on the flight before. And I’ve been ordered to repair the piece of junk. The Coast Guard certainly makes bold decisions.


  The director of HR snapped me out of my thoughts. “What are you doing?”


  Oh. I’m in the middle of a ceremony. 


  I hurriedly voiced my acceptance. “I humbly accept.”


  The princess smiled, seemingly amused by my behavior.


  Hey, won’t this be a really tough job? Taking it to the dock won’t suffice. They gave me a deadline of three months.


  Wait, I don’t have to do it all by myself, do I?


  My last concern proved unfounded. As I learned later, my current crew would remain under my command. So, it was no different than before. Knowing that took a big weight off my shoulders. I could take my time with it as usual.


  The ceremony ended, and the princess and the suits—her guests of honor?—exited the conference room. As the princess left, she passed by me and whispered in my ear.


  “I’ll be asking you to do something for me soon. I look forward to working with you,” she said before departing.


  What on earth did she mean by that? Questions raced through my mind.


  Act 3:
My Ship Gets Tempurafied


   


  Reunited with Maki


   


  I PONDERED THE MEANING of what the princess had said. What could it be? I kept thinking, but came no closer to an answer. Maybe she’d only said it to be nice, but even then, it was strange.


  As I stood there, frozen, Maria came over to me.


  “Officer! Oh, that’s not right. Acting Captain!”


  “Oh, it’s just you, Maria?”


  “Just me? You’re so mean. Well, whatever. We’re going to head to the main office and get our assignments. What about you?”


  “Well, before I do anything else, I have to go back to the office and get more information. I mean, that ship had no crew on it. What am I supposed to do on my own? I’m going to ask the director about that, so I’ll come with you to the office.”


  “Okay. Anyway, didn’t you think the name they gave the ship was weird?”


  “Weird? Yeah, I think Verna Somnus is a ridiculous name. It’s supposed to be a warship, and they named it basically ‘spring nap’? It seems almost malicious.”


  “Huh? I don’t think it’s weird at all,” Kasumi, the warship geek, interjected.


  “How is it not weird?”


  “The destroyer class has been obsolete for a long time. But back when it was in military use, they always gave destroyers seasonal names. There was a Verna Tempestas, for example. I also remember a Typhoon.”


  “Verna Tempestas and Typhoon are cool names for warships, but I don’t know about Verna Somnus. Don’t you think it seems like it’s mocking us? Like they’re saying, ‘You Unwanteds are only going to lay around anyway’?”


  “The ship name doesn’t matter. Nobody will think about what it means. I’m more interested in the vessel number.”


  “The number? Why?”


  “Well, the kingdom has rules for how vessel numbers are assigned, right? We use hand-me-downs from the military, so we keep the names and numbers the military gave them, but did you know there’s a rule to the numbers?”


  “What is it? Do you mean the thing where battleships are a thousand-something?”


  “Yes, that. Civilian ships are named with a combination of letters and numbers, but military ships are just numbers.”


  Indeed, our nation had rules for how vessel numbers were determined. Civilian ships had a lot of detailed regulations, but military ships just used plain numbers. Those numbers still followed some rules, though. For example, battleships were in the thousands, while only superdreadnoughts were given numbers in the eleven hundreds. Cruisers were two thousand, and Aegis cruisers were three thousands. Then frigates were four thousands, then others like carrier vessels and support vessels were in the six thousands. I understood why Kasumi said a nine thousand number was completely out of the question.


  “They just don’t assign nine thousand numbers. If they made a new class of ship, they would use the five thousand range where there’s currently a gap. And what’s up with that 9999 number? That’s the very last number available. It’s like they used a placeholder that was never intended to be finalized. That definitely seems malicious to me.”


  “I don’t think about the numbers, so it doesn’t bother me. I guess different people care about different aspects.”


  Based on what Kasumi said, though, everything about that ship seemed malicious. This ominous combination actually excited me. The faint notion I might have the luxury only a captain is afforded, ordering my entire crew to evacuate so I could sacrifice myself alone—it was exciting! I hadn’t thought so far ahead to brainstorm last words befitting a captain. I would have to think of some now. As I walked back to the office where Sasha was waiting at the reception desk, I considered options.


  “You all can head to Conference Room C on the eleventh floor where you went before. Lieutenant Blues, I’ve been told to show you to a different location. Come with me,” Sasha said. 


  “Our time together has been short, Officer,” Maelica noted. “I guess this is goodbye.”


  “Yeah. Good luck wherever you’re assigned.”


  “Miss Maelica, why is this goodbye to Officer?”


  “You already know. We’ve been promoted in rank. You and Kate are officers now, you know. I hope you can handle it.”


  “Huh? I’m going to be an officer with Maria?”


  “Haven’t you been listening, Kate? You’re at the highest rank below an officer already. Above that is warrant officer, the same rank I am right now. After warrant officer is commissioned officer. I expect you’ll go into training soon.”


  “Training? Why?”


  “You’re going from an enlisted member to an officer. I got the same training; it’s only two or three days. It doesn’t really matter whether you do it or not. Don’t worry. You just go to the military training school and listen intently while they talk about the guidelines of being an officer. There are on-the-spot promotions in the military too, but apparently they’re just temporary appointments on the field, so it’s not clear whether the training actually means anything.”


  “I don’t wanna go to that training.”


  “You’ll hear more about that and more in the conference room.”


  “But why is it goodbye to Officer, Miss Maelica? Let’s all move up together!”


  “Look here. In what world is there a squad with four officers? And how many petty officers would our crew have? All of our first-class spacemen are petty officers now. Think for a second about how many that is. So, our crew is splitting up. And Blues is becoming an acting captain.”


  “I don’t care if it’s on that piece of junk ship! I want to be with our officer!”


  “Yeah, that’d be nice. Come on, let’s go. Take care, Officer.”


  “You too, Miss Maelica. Good luck.”


  I parted ways with them in the elevator hall.


   


  “They were certainly a lively bunch,” Sasha commented.


  “Yeah. My time with them was never boring, at the very least.”


  “Is that so? Well, they seem like nice people. It’s too bad that this is goodbye, then. Oh... Pardon my rambling. You can take this elevator, Lieutenant. I’ll lead the way.”


  w 

  Unlike every other visit (although I had only been here a handful of times), Sasha personally guided me to the General Affairs department on the ninth floor, rather than just giving me directions. We passed a long row of office desks and entered a meeting space with a conference table. I certainly would have had trouble finding this area on my own.


  “Please wait here, Lieutenant. The person in charge will be here right away,” Sasha said before she left.


  I sat in a chair and waited a short time before a woman sharply dressed in a suit came in. She was accompanied by her subordinates, who were holding info terminals. They connected the terminals to screens.


  “Thank you for your patience, Lieutenant... Wait, Nao?”


  For the first time, I took a good look at the woman’s face.


  “Oh! Maki, it’s you?”


  My words were out of place in a workplace setting, so they drew the attention of the others around. The glasses-wearing woman’s sharp and handsome appearance gave her the air of a capable elite bureaucrat at first glance, but when I looked closer, I saw familiar features. Maki Blues. Although five years my elder, she had grown up in the orphanage with me. Like me, she was on the introverted side, and she often helped me and the others with our homework. She doted on me more than anyone else. But she had aged out of the orphanage five years before I had, and I hadn’t seen her since.


  “I don’t believe my eyes, Nao. What a surprise.”


  “I feel the same. Imagine meeting you again in a place like this.”


  “A place like this? I’m hurt. This is my workplace, you know.”


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it in a bad way. What brought you here, though?”


  “Work, of course. Oh, it looks like we’re all ready, so I’ll give you an introduction. These are my subordinates. They graduated university recently, so please be patient with them. There’s a lot they still don’t know.”


  “Okay. I still don’t get it, though.”


  “Wait... Have they not told you anything?”


  “About what? I just got an assignment at the ceremony. Oh, and my first job. To repair that piece of junk ship.”


  “Don’t tell me... That’s all?”


  “Yeah. All I got is this piece of paper and this medal.”


  “Hey, don’t do that. That’s a valuable medal. Put it away somewhere safe so you don’t lose it.”


  Maki suddenly reverted to the big sister figure she used to be, giving me a proper scolding.


  The Crew I Parted Ways With


   


  I PUT THE MEDAL away as Maki had told me, then listened as she walked me through what was going on. Firstly, these women were to be assigned to me, the acting captain of the Verna Somnus, mainly to do desk work. What came afterward was undetermined, but Maki said they would probably continue to help me manage the ship from the ground. 


  Staff from General Affairs had been assigned to the frigate, which had the provisional name, “Butcher,” and was docked around the same time, but I was told they had formed a new division. The clear difference in treatment between the two ships, perhaps due to their relative sizes, was not amusing to me. But it seemed they had their reasons, and I resolved not to involve myself with them. My desire to sacrifice myself didn’t mean I desired needless burden.


  The subordinates I was assigned right after receiving the destroyer were desk workers. And one of them was Maki, my very first elder sister figure. Life brings such fascinating coincidences.


  I paused.


  Hey, wasn’t that a cool line? “Life brings such fascinating coincidences.” If I can come up with cool lines like that on the spot now, maybe I’ll be able to pull off a cool finish at the end. “I’m going down with this ship. Godspeed.” Something like that. Yeah, that one’s going in my list of potential last words.


  My mind drifted while Maki was talking, and I got a scolding. I needed to work on that. It was a bad look.


  “Hey, are you even listening? If you can’t get the ship repaired by the deadline, it’ll mar your reputation. Your rank could even be at stake.”


  “All I’m getting from this, Maki, is that I’m getting a budget and some subordinates, and the rest is completely up to me.”


  “You have to stop calling me Maki. We’re in a professional environment. Call me Miss Blues or Manager.”


  “You’re a manager, Maki? That’s awesome. If you’re five years older than me and you went to a four-year college, then you were promoted to manager in just four years?”


  “That’s right. I was promoted at the same time as I received this assignment, exactly four years after I joined the Coast Guard—sooner than any of my peers. But I can’t hold a candle to you, Nao—er, Lieutenant Blues.”


  “Really? Makes sense. Congratulations on the promotion. Both of us being Blues may be confusing for other people, though, so I’ll call you Miss Maki. It’s easier for me to say as well. You don’t mind, do you?”


  “Okay. Shall I call you Captain Nao, then?”


  “Fine by me. How about what we were talking about, though? They’re telling me the ship repairs are up to me, right? Is that common?”


  “Not at all. This is the first time I’ve seen such a thing. I’m not sure what to do either, to be honest. I don’t know how a ship is repaired. The only order I’ve been given is to obey your orders.”


  In the middle of our conversation, one of Maki’s subordinates came over with a phone.


  “Excuse me, Manager. The director is calling.”


  Maki took the phone and spoke to the director. Once she was done on the phone, she turned back to me. “A portion of the ship’s crew has been decided, Captain. The director is requesting you speak to them right away.”


  “All right. Where should I go?”


  “Conference Room C on the eleventh floor.”


  “Isn’t that...?”


  “Yes. It’s your previous crew. All of them will come with you on your new ship.”


  That sure is the usual routine, huh? Just dump all the bothersome stuff on us. It goes to show how we’re treated around here. But...does this mean Maki and her team have been dragged into it now too?


  “I don’t know what you look so concerned about, but it’ll be fine. I’ll just do my own job. I’m not worried about being successful or not. I’m just happy that I have the opportunity to work with you, Captain.”


  “I would have been happier to hear that in a personal rather than professional capacity, but thanks. Well, we shouldn’t keep them waiting. They hate having nothing to do. Let’s get going.”


  I took Maki and her team along with me to Conference Room C on the eleventh floor. When we entered, the director of General Affairs had already left. They were the only ones in the room.


  “We’re together again, Officer. Be glad.”


  “What? You should choose your words more carefully, Maria. And I’m not your ‘officer’ anymore.”


  “Oh, right. Glad to be on your crew again, Acting Captain.”


  They hadn’t changed a bit. And although I wasn’t one to talk, I wondered if we would be all right. The ones becoming petty officers must have been nervous too, but my biggest worry was that Maria and Kate would become commissioned officers. And they were my subordinates. Honestly, I was nothing but anxious.


  As if sensing my unease, Miss Maelica gave me a standard greeting.


  “While I’m sure we all have our reservations about this, we’ve been ordered to serve under the acting captain. We haven’t received instructions regarding our specific roles aboard ship as of right now. We are assigned to the Verna Somnus, an interstellar destroyer affiliated with the General Affairs Department.”


  [image: ]


  “I suppose my one saving grace is you’re still here, Miss Maelica. Those others won’t be roaming free. We will have a lot of difficulties ahead. Thanks for sticking around.”


  “So, as for what we’re going to do, we haven’t received any instructions except to follow your orders. What are we doing?”


  “The order I was given is to have that ship repaired. I guess we’ll start by going back to it. Manager, may I ask you to arrange for everyone to return to the ship?”


  “Everyone? Us too?”


  “I’m actually not sure. Sorry. I don’t know about the administrative staff.”


  “Captain.”


  “What is it, Kasumi? Ah... Should I call you Chief?”


  “No, it’s Senior. More importantly, why don’t we have the administrative staff come check out the Verna Somnus?”


  “Good idea, Kasumi,” Maria said. “Maybe once they see what it’s like, they can give us tips from an administrative perspective. And they’d be less mad at us if we blow through the budget.”


  “Setting what Maria said aside, I agree with Kasumi’s suggestion,” Maelica said. “Thankfully, we have more than enough people to handle the ship on our own, so you will be able to do your own work until the docking. What do you think, Manager?”


  “Please do take them if you can. The only thing is we have work left here, so we can’t come with you immediately. Is two or three days later okay?”


  “Yes, that should work. These two aren’t coming until later anyway,” she said, pointing at Kate and Maria, “so your group can come aboard when they do.” 


  “Huh? What do you mean?”


  “They have officer training to attend, so we’re leaving them behind for now. The ship should be moved by the time you’ve finished your work, so it’ll be in a more convenient location.”


  “All right. When will the rest of you depart?”


  “I’m ready any time. What about you, Maelica?”


  “I am too. I don’t have any plans after this. And given our deadline, I don’t want to waste time. I’ll come along with you.”


  “Sounds like we have a decision. Please make the arrangements.”


  “You’re leaving us behind?”


  “You make it sound mean. You two have to prepare for your training. Study up, then come meet us. It’s not like we’ll be able to work properly for three months.”


  “No, those three months are my time to fiddle with the ship freely. I can’t waste even a day of it. They’re a precious three months to me!”


  “Okay, I get it. But you have to study. It’s the rule. Come meet us afterward. We’re heading back to the ship.”


  “Aye-aye, sir!”


  “Aww!” Maria whined.


  We ended up taking the same route we’d used to reposition the other ship toward the Verna Somnus. Even without Maria, I still had the same exchange repeatedly.


  “Let’s go sightseeing!”


  “No. Let it go.”


  If Mark Can’t Help, I Give Up


   


  UNLIKE THE FRIGATE, the destroyer was in storage, so the engine was off and cold. We had to run the spare power to get the necessary electricity.


  “Kasumi, I need you to lead Maria’s team until she gets back.”


  “Aye-aye, sir. But what should I do?”


  “I asked Maria earlier, but this ship has hardly been maintained, right?”


  “Right. It could break down any second in this state.”


  “We’ll have to bring it to a dock, won’t we?”


  “Yes, I see no other option.”


  “Then I want to repair it to a point where it could at least go anywhere within the capital sector.”


  “But we can’t do that here.”


  “So, let’s go to Bismuth. We can borrow their facilities to perform routine checks.”


  “That sounds good.”


  “All right. Now that we’re settled, let’s get moving. Miss Maelica.”


  “Understood. Lani, take the controls in Kate’s place.”


  “Yes, Miss Maelica.”


  “Okay. Departing for Bismuth.”


  “Our destination is the space colony Bismuth. Proceed at one AU.”


  “Launching at one AU for space colony Bismuth.”


  When we reached Bismuth, Kasumi and the others began repairs, borrowing materials and tools from their connections there. I kept frequent contact with Maki, who was in the Coast Guard HQ on Planet Diamond. We discussed which dock we should bring the ship to. A novice couldn’t easily make arrangements to dock a ship, though of course the Coast Guard higher-ups had anticipated this when making their personnel decisions. The earnest Maki was frantically searching for options. It wasn’t an easy task, even for the General Affairs department, which had connections in all sorts of places. The Coast Guard generally requested maintenance be handled by the military, so they’d never dealt with these bureaucratic processes. Moreover, we’d already requested maintenance for one vessel from the military. The military’s maintenance department was stretched thin as it is: It was a miracle they’d been able to squeeze in a ship for unscheduled maintenance. A second was clearly impossible.


  At times like these, the military’s General Affairs Department would normally outsource maintenance work to civilian contractors, but they were refusing to cooperate. Apparently, they found my involvement annoying. Every time I contacted them, they brushed me off.


  “How are amateurs like us meant to arrange for docking? What were the higher-ups thinking? They must have known orphans like us wouldn’t know the right people when they assigned us this job. Men can be so petty. Don’t you think so, Nao?”


  Maki was purely venting. She’d reverted back to how she used to speak to me, despite the professional environment. My only choice was to try to placate her.


  “If we knew someone, could we do it?”


  “Yes!”


  “Well, I don’t expect it to pan out, but I have someone I could ask.”


  “Oh? You do?”


  “Yeah. One of my friends from the military academy has connections at Cathbell.”


  “You mean the Cathbell Corporation? That’s amazing.”


  “Like I said, don’t expect anything,” I reiterated, then hung up.


  Where would he be right now, though? Knowing it would be best to follow the proper procedure at a time like this, I remembered that the military’s public affairs office had a liaison point for contacting relevant personnel. I immediately radioed the office and asked to be put in contact with Mark.


  That evening, a radio message came in for me while I was on the bridge.


  “Captain, Warrant Officer Mark Cathbell from the First Fleet Convoy Escort Squad is on the line.”


  “Oh, Mark? That was fast. I’ll take the call.”


  “Aye-aye, sir. Okay, you’re connected.”


  “Nao! Why are you reaching out all of a sudden? Is something wrong?”


  “Hey, Mark. I’d say it’s been a while, but it hasn’t really, has it?”


  “No, it hasn’t even been a month since we were at the spaceport. I’m glad you sound well. You had me worried.”


  “Sorry. I just had a question for you. Is now a good time?”


  “Yeah, I’m on standby. I was surprised when I got the message from the office earlier, but I had to wait until I was free because they said it was a personal call. Is it urgent?”


  “Pretty urgent, yeah. I actually have to get an old ship repaired to A-grade. And it’s a destroyer, so I’m not sure what to do. I don’t know of any docks that can handle a warship at all, let alone a class the kingdom doesn’t even use anymore. I don’t know any civilian docks, since I’m an orphan and all, so I have no idea who to ask.”


  “Yeah, that’s normal even if you’re not an orphan. I’m not even sure the average nobleman would know.”


  “The others in General Affairs say they can’t do it either, so I thought I might as well ask you, even if I doubt it’ll help. Any ideas?”


  “Do you need it done right away?”


  “Yeah. My order is to have it done within three months.”


  “That’ll be tough. I don’t have any connections myself, but I’ll ask my dad. I don’t think he’ll get back to me until tomorrow or later.”


  “That works for me. Where are you right now though, Mark?”


  “Still on my training flight. We’re entering port at the space colony Bismuth tomorrow. You know that pirate hunt? We’re doing it right now as training. You’re nearby, right? Isn’t Patrol Team Three’s home port there?”


  “No, Bismuth is the Third Mobile Fleet’s home port. The patrol team’s is on the planet. But I’m actually on Bismuth right now. Can we meet up tomorrow?”


  “That’s perfect. I’m switching out with someone once we land, so I get a three-day break. I’ll call you when I arrive—where should I call you?”


  “You can radio me here, then. On the destroyer Verna Somnus.”


  “Are you sure I can just radio out of nowhere? It won’t annoy your higher-ups?”


  “It’s fine. Nobody outranks me here.”


  “Okay. See you tomorrow, then.” Mark hung up.


  “Who was that, Captain?”


  “Warrant Officer Mark. He’s my friend from school.”


  “He said he’s on a training flight, right?”


  “Yeah, since we just graduated last month. Usually, we would join a fleet and do practical training on whatever ship has space. My situation is just abnormal for whatever reason.”


  “And it’s not getting any more normal,” Maelica remarked.


  “No, it is not. I’ve never heard of a promotion in your first month. And getting a ship, too, even a small one. I doubt the common sense of whoever made that personnel decision.”


  “Isn’t that insubordination?”


  “It sure is. But never mind that. We might know where we can dock tomorrow if we’re lucky.”


  “Is that what you were talking about?”


  “Yeah, Mark is part of the Cathbell family. His uncle is the CEO, and his dad has a major position there too. He said he’ll ask his dad. If this doesn’t pan out, then the job won’t be possible. If I hear back tomorrow that it’s not possible, I’ll go to HQ and tell them I give up.”


  “But, then your record...”


  “Don’t worry about it. If it’s not possible, it’s not possible. Someone has to take responsibility, and it’s best if it’s the captain. And that falls to me since we don’t have an actual captain.”


  “Ha ha, you’re funny. Well, let’s wait for tomorrow and hope for the best.”


  “You were listening, right, Miss Maelica? I’m going out into the colony when he calls me tomorrow. That should be fine, right?”


  “You’re the acting captain. You can do whatever you want.”


  “Should I treat it like a day off? Or a business outing?”


  “Based on what I heard, I think it would count as business, but you have some extra vacation days. I think you should take the day off so nobody says anything to you about it.”


  “I will. Thanks. I need you to take command here tomorrow, then.”


  “Understood. I’ll assume command starting tomorrow morning. I wish you the best.”


  “Thanks. It’s all up to luck now. Don’t get your hopes too high. Anyway, I think it’s about time. We may be in a hurry, but it would be counterproductive to overwork the team and then make mistakes. Let’s call it a day. Can you let the crew on the ship know?”


  On the ship, the whole crew was splitting up the repair work. Maria’s team, which Kasumi was currently leading, was working on the engine, and everyone else was cleaning where they could. I cleaned around the captain’s chair. First, I exchanged the emergency supplies that had been there since who-knows-when for new ones. I swapped out the old powersuit as well. General Affairs had actually complained about it—something about a captain’s powersuit being a little different and that an acting captain could use the captain’s. We all spent that first day cleaning together.


  At 9:00 a.m. the next day, Mark called. Like a true military man, he lived by a strict schedule even on his days off. I had risen early as well and was cleaning the room as was quickly becoming my daily routine. Emma forwarded the call to the captain’s chair. We didn’t speak for too long before I left to meet him.


  Maelica was already stationed at the bridge, so I handed command of the ship over to her, caught the boat patrolling the moor, and headed for the colony. The boat landing area, which was the entrance to the colony, was packed with people. Despite that, I quickly located Mark, and we headed to a nearby café.


  It was a bit before 10:00 a.m., so while many people were around, the café was relatively vacant. An employee led us to seats right away.


  “It feels like it’s been ages since I last saw you, but it hasn’t even been a month,” Mark said.


  “I feel like it’s been forever too. You seem different somehow, Mark.”


  “You’re the one who’s changed, Nao. I haven’t changed at all since our school days. Anyway, about that assignment, my dad was actually aware of it. He said the Coast Guard just got two new ships. And one of them is Cathbell-made.”


  “Yep, we snatched it right out from under some pirates who had plundered it from somewhere.”


  “What the heck? Well, whatever. My dad said this is so sudden, there probably won’t be any open spots at the docks.”


  “It’s not going to be possible, then? Sorry I wasted your time.”


  “Hey, let me finish. I wanted to double-check one thing. Do you mind if it’s a dock with a bad reputation?”


  “I don’t care what dock it is, as long as we can use it.”


  “Do you really have the authority to say that?”


  “I sure do. But it’s a legal matter too, so I’ll ask the office just in case. What kind of no-good place do you have in mind?”


  “A scrapyard. The dock’s sturdier than what you’d get at a shoddy shipyard, and the owner’s skills are second to none—he’s a friend of my old man. I’ve known the place since I was a kid.”


  “That gives me confidence in it.”


  “But you can’t just decide on it on your own, can you? What about the checks?”


  “I’ll call them right now and ask. Hold on.” I called Maki at HQ on my mobile terminal.


  “Miss Maki. This is Nao. Can we talk?”


  “Oh, my. What is it?”


  “I just have a question about the dock. Are there any requirements?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I’m with the friend I told you about yesterday, and he said there’s a scrapyard dock we could use. Would that work?”


  “Anywhere would be fine in this case, if we’re able to use it. Ideally, they would be able to issue an A-grade maintenance certificate, but regardless, it sounds like our best option at this point.”


  “Got it. I’ll talk to them. Once I have more info, I’ll ring you.”


  “All right. I’ll be expecting your call.”


  I hung up. “Sounds like anywhere is fine, Mark. Can I ask if they can issue an A-grade maintenance certificate though? Apparently, nobody can complain about the place as long as they can do that.”


  “I think so. Who were you just checking with, though?”


  “The manager at the office.”


  “Huh? Not the captain?”


  “That ship doesn’t have a captain. Just an acting captain, and the guy’s not much better than a figurehead.”


  “Dude, you can’t say that about a superior. Especially not in public like this.”


  “It’s fine. He’s really nothing special. Did you have any other questions?”


  “No. I’ll pass your questions onto my dad. He should pick up the phone at this time of day,” Mark said, as he dialed up his father.


  The conversation didn’t take very long.


  “So I just have to call them? Okay. Thanks.” Mark hung up. “My dad said they should be able to issue legal documents, no problem. Cathbell Corporation could even give you an accompanying note. We’ll have to contact the dock ourselves, but Dad said he’d give them a call too. He told me something funny, though.”


  “Something funny?”


  “Yeah. You know how I said the guy’s second to none? Well, he’s also a bit of an eccentric. He’s picky about the jobs he takes. He won’t take any job that bores him. My dad said he has trouble getting him to do the jobs he sends over. So, the business is always in a rocky financial situation. That’s why we give them work disassembling ships to help them out. The issue is, now he won’t touch boring jobs. He says he’d rather disassemble a ship. But once he gets interested in something, he goes all out. My dad said a lot of those interesting jobs involve renovating tempura ships.”


  “What the heck is a tempura ship?”


  “A ship where the outer layer doesn’t match the inside. Like if the inside is built to the highest standards, but the outside is beat up. Dad said one of his proudest achievements was building the Millennium Raptor with him when they were young. The fastest ship in the kingdom, shaped like a piece of junk transport ship. And the shocking part is he builds his ships out of parts from scrapped vessels. He’s difficult, but you can trust him with impossible jobs like this one.”


  “That’s good to hear. I want to know the results right away, then. Can you contact him for me?”


  “Dude, are you sure you don’t have to ask your acting captain? I really think you should for your own good. I can wait.”


  “Like I said, it’ll be fine. That acting captain happens to be yours truly.”


  “Huh? You mean...you?”


  “I can’t believe it either, but yeah. I’m the acting captain of the Verna Somnus. I just got the news all of a sudden.”


  “That’s crazy. You’re still an ensign. In what world do they make an ensign an acting captain? Even on a small ship, a captain is going to be at least a lieutenant, and an acting captain has to be at least a lieutenant junior grade. I know the Coast Guard’s standards are low, but surely they’re not that low.”


  “I agree. It really came as a shock. I mean, I haven’t even been out of school for a month. I think they went too far in giving me a sudden promotion just because I won against some pirates. I wasn’t even conscious at the time.”


  “What? You’re gonna have to fill me in on what’s happened over the past month.”


  “A lot happened. And I’m not at liberty to share anything in public. But you have the day off today, right, Mark? Come with me. I’ll show you around the ship. I could get away with telling you more there.”


  “Are you really allowed to bring me on the ship? Don’t you need permission?”


  “Who would I need permission from? I’m the highest-ranking one on that ship right now. Like I said, I’m the figurehead acting captain.”


  “Oh, I see. Okay, then. As long as I can be back on duty by evening, I can come with you. We’ve said everything we can here.”


  We Have an Agreement


   


  I TOOK MARK with me back to the boat landing lobby, to look for transport back to my ship. I quickly found a boat that would circle the warship. The two of us boarded and went back to the destroyer. The first thing I did was take Mark to the bridge of the Verna Somnus.


  “Hello, Captain. You’re back early. Would you like me to return command of the ship to you?”


  “No, that’s okay. You’re in charge for today.”


  “All right. Then I’ll carry on... Oh, pardon me. I didn’t notice we had a guest.”


  “Yeah, this is Warrant Officer Mark Cathbell, my friend from school.”


  “Good day, Ensign. I’m Warrant Officer Mark Cathbell.”


  “My apologies. I’m Maelica, the second-in-command on this ship. I’m currently assigned to the Verna Somnus, an interstellar destroyer affiliated with the Capital Space Security Force’s General Affairs Department. I hold the rank of ensign. It’s nice to meet you, Warrant Officer Mark.”


  “The pleasure is mine.”


  Mark wore a shocked look on his face after his exchange with Maelica. He hadn’t actually believed what I’d told him. Thanks to his military training, he successfully executed the introduction to his superior, but once it was over, he was stuck in a frozen state. I waited for him to reboot.


  “Mark... Are you okay?”


  “So, it’s true. You’re really the acting captain.”


  “What, you didn’t believe me?”


  “Of course I didn’t. Who would?”


  “Fair point.”


  I waited for a response but realized Mark seemed to have frozen again.


  “Oh, that’s right... Wanna sit in the captain’s seat, Mark?”


  “Can I really?” Mark was operational once again.


  “Yeah, if you don’t mind it being on this beat-up ship. Oh, that reminds me, I actually gave commands from the captain’s seat on that frigate recently.”


  “R-really... I can sit here then?” Mark happily sat in the captain’s seat as suggested. It made him look like a proper space soldier. I was proud. Every man—no, every soldier dreamed of the captain’s seat. Even on a beat-up old destroyer, it held a special significance.


  “I’m jealous you have your own ship to command. But forget that... Tell me about what you couldn’t say earlier.”


  “Right. So, during our last mission, we ended up having to fight the pirates on our own...”


  Mark wanted to know all the details, so I gave him a full explanation. The princess herself had said they would publish it in the official gazette once the hubbub died down, so it was hardly a huge secret. It would only be embarrassing if word got out.


  “I can’t tell if you got really lucky or really unlucky.”


  “Yeah. It was good experience, at least.”


  “For sure. You usually don’t get experience like that within your first few years of becoming an officer in the military. I can’t believe you got it in less than a month. It’s amazing. You never know what’ll turn out to be a blessing in disguise, huh? Everyone in our year felt sorry for you when they heard you were assigned to the Coast Guard. Well, thanks. I’ve had my fill.” Mark stood up.


  “Oh, right. You can contact just about anywhere from here. Would you contact the dock you told me about? You said you would, didn’t you?”


  “Right. Can you hook it up to this?” Mark showed me his mobile terminal. It had the contact information on its display.


  “Kasumi, can we call here?” I asked over the radio.


  “Let me see, Captain.” Kasumi came over to the captain’s seat.


  “Can you show that to Kasumi, Mark?”


  “Sure.”


  “Thank you, Warrant Officer Mark.”


  “Put me on the line, please. This ship’s fate depends on it.”


  “All right. I’ll put you on the line.” Kasumi used the captain’s console panel to connect to the dock by radio.


  “It’s connected, Warrant Officer Mark. You can speak now.”


  “Okay, thanks.”


  Mark began to speak to the person on the other end. He’d made it sound like he knew the owner when we spoke on the colony, and that seemed to be the case, as they immediately started catching up. Once they were done, Mark passed the call to me.


  “The boss says he wants to speak to the person in charge of the ship. Is that you, Nao?”


  “Huh? Me?”


  “Who else would it be?” Maelica retorted from beside me. I got on the call. The man on the other end definitely seemed like more of a “boss” than a “dock owner.”


  “Ya want work done on your ship, eh?”


  “Yes. My crew can help, but we need it done to the highest standards within three months.”


  “Ya got cash?”


  “Huh?”


  “I’m asking if ya have a budget. It’s a national job, right? It changes things whether you have a budget or not.”


  “Yes, I have a budget of three billion gold.”


  “Can ya use it all however ya want?”


  “I can put you in contact with our administrative staff to ask them about that.”


  “Gotcha. Last question. Can we use used parts?”


  “Yes, please feel free. I have one request for you as well.”


  “What’s that?”


  “One of my crew members loves to tinker with ships. Would you use her help? I would appreciate it if you could train her.”


  “In three months?”


  “If that’s possible, yes.”


  “Well, I’ll see once I meet her. When can we do that?”


  “I’ll make the arrangements right away and send the administrative staff over tomorrow. Once you’ve made a provisional contract, I can send the ship over as soon as we’re done with maintenance here. It hasn’t been maintained at all, since it was seized from pirates, so it can’t produce much speed. I would estimate a two or three day wait.”


  “Gotcha. Since the kiddo asked, I’ll take the job. Send over your admin people or whoever as soon as you can.”


  “Thank you. I’ll get in touch right now and send them over. They’re on the capital, so you can expect them today or tomorrow.”


  “Okay. I’ll be expecting them.”


  The boss man and I had reached an agreement. He would take the job. Mark, who had been listening beside me, wore an exhausted look for some reason.


  “Do you want to rest in my room, Mark?”


  “You have a room on this ship?”


  “I’m using the captain’s room. Let’s take a break there. I’ll show you the way.”


  “Okay. This might be my only chance to hang out in a captain’s room, so I’ll take you up on that.”


  “Sure. It’s this way.”


  I led Mark away from the captain’s seat and toward the bedroom. Before exiting the bridge, I called out to Maelica, who was in charge of the area.


  “Hey, Maelica. I’m going to the captain’s room with Mark. Could you call Maki—I mean, Miss Maki for me and connect her to the room? I want to talk with her.”


  “All right. I’ll have someone bring you tea in a bit as well.”


  “That’s thoughtful of you. Thanks.”


  The two of us entered the captain’s room, which was right next door. It had a small reception area, so I had Mark sit down there. The call from Maki was already coming in. I picked it up.


  “Sorry, Mark. This should be quick. I just have to send my administrative staff over.”


  “Sure, I don’t mind.”


  “Thanks.” I began speaking to Maki. “Hi, Maki... Oops, old habit. Miss Maki. Can you hear me?”


  “Yes, Captain.”


  “I reached an agreement about the dock. I need you to go over as soon as you can and sign a provisional contract. The location is, um...”


  “The industrial park just outside central Nihonium,” Mark offered.


  “Did you hear that, Maki? I’ll send you the address on my terminal. Can you go over right away?”


  “All right. I’ll head over as fast as I can.”


  “Officer! Can I go too?” Someone else who must have been eavesdropping interrupted on Maki’s end. That peppy voice could only be Maria’s, but she was supposed to be doing training. Was she skipping class?


  “Maria? What are you doing there? What happened to your training? Did you run away?”


  “No! You’re so mean to me. The training only took one day.”


  “What??”


  “The only students were me and Kate, so it went by fast. I even got a certificate of completion. I gave it to the manager, so I’m all done with training.”


  “Huh... Okay, then. Miss Maki, would you take Maria with you?”


  “All right. What about Warrant Officer Kate?”


  “Oh, is Kate there too? That’s perfect. Can I speak to Kate?”


  “Okay. I’ll put her on the line. Warrant Officer Kate, the acting captain wants to speak with you.”


  “Hello. Kate speaking.”


  “Great. I want you to go with Maria and say hello to the people at the dock.”


  “I don’t mind, but why?”


  “So you can keep Maria under control, obviously. If she gets too wild, you have permission to knock her out. Just don’t kill her.”


  “I’m really sorry about what happened, Captain. Please forgive me now.”


  “All right. Sorry. Don’t let Maria get out of control, though. That place is our last hope. Take an arm or two off her if that’s what you need to do to keep her in line. No... She needs her arms. Legs, then. Take off two or three legs if you need to.”


  “You’re so mean, Officer! I’m not a three-legged monster!” Maria protested.


  “Then keep yourself under control. And I’ve been promoted to acting captain now, so this mean officer you keep complaining about can’t come to the phone. Listen here, Maria: You need to behave until me or Maelica can get there. Understood?”


  “All right. I still think you’re being mean, but I promise.”


  “Okay, then. Miss Maki, you’ll be working on Nihonium for the time being, so pack what you’ll need there. Please get the provisional contract done as soon as you can.”


  “I will. We’ll depart right away.”


  An Official Contract


   


  THEY WOULD BE taking the opposite route I’d taken when I first went to the military academy, but the time would be about the same: twelve hours at maximum speed. It was still before noon, so they would reach their destination that night. That meant I would know the results before I departed from Bismuth.


  Mark seemed completely fed up at our exchange.


  “I know you’re not a military unit, but even still, that treatment is awful.”


  “You mean Maria? Yeah, I think so too.”


  “Then do something about it. You know, you are—”


  “I told you, I’m just a figurehead. Maelica’s the one who’s really in charge around here. I leave it to her.”


  “But the complete lack of discipline...”


  “Well, we’re the Unwanteds of the Coast Guard, so...”


  “What do you mean, Unwanteds?”


  “This is the dumping ground within the Coast Guard.”


  “Huh?”


  “The only reason we got into this situation in the first place was because they tried to send us rejects to our deaths. We only got out alive because my crew happened to be awesome. The rotten higher-ups ordered our crew of only thirty to take on two warships with just a motorboat and no weapons. And they did it. They’re amazing. They keep their morale and motivation high despite the crappy treatment they’ve gotten. If I had to pick two out of morale, motivation, and discipline, I’d pick morale and motivation any day. Especially given how terrible we’ve been treated by guys who lost their morale and motivation.”


  “You make a good point. But are you going to return to the military? If you keep up this lifestyle, you won’t be able to.”


  “Maybe. I only got into the military because that’s where life happened to lead me. As long as I can make a living, it doesn’t matter to me.” 


  And I didn’t intend to live that long anyway.


  “I guess you’ve always been that way. All right. I wish you the best. You’re going down a completely different route than we are, so I don’t know what’s up ahead for you, but I’ll help you out however I can.”


  “Thanks. And same here. I doubt there’s anything I can do to help, but let me know if you ever need anything. I can tell Maelica and the others to back you up whenever you need it too.”


  “Man, hearing that makes me feel like I don’t deserve it. But it’s also very you, Nao. Okay. I’ll make sure I ask as soon as I need anything.”


  “Yeah, I’ll lick Maelica’s boots as much as necessary to ensure she’ll say yes. You can rest easy.”


  “I don’t know what part of that is supposed to help me rest easy. Can’t you do anything? I mean...”


  “I keep telling you, I’m just a figurehead. You heard what I said on the phone earlier, right? My crew member Kate had knocked me out when the whole incident happened. Otherwise, I’d be a full lieutenant now. Just not on this side of the veil.”


  “That’s the kind of thing I mean. Well, whatever. My job is done here. I’ll go back. Today has me beat.”


  “Okay. What do you wanna do? I could fly you back.”


  “No, I want to do something fun on the colony, since I have a rare day off. I want to get away from military stuff for a bit.”


  “Okay. I guess we’ll go our separate ways, then. See you on Nihonium?”


  “Yeah. Let’s get drinks and chill next time. You can drink now, right?”


  “I think so. I haven’t actually tried alcohol yet. No, wait... They made me drink at that first welcome party. Yeah, I should be fine as long as I watch how much.”


  “I know a good place to take you, then. Nihonium’s like my backyard. Looking forward to the next time I see you.”


  Just then, Ryoko came to the room with tea.


  “You’re already leaving? I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have taken so long to bring your refreshments.”


  “No, I’m just tired. It’s not your fault. But I’d hate to let this tea you made for us go to waste.”


  “You can have a cup of tea, right?” I asked.


  “Sure. Why not? I’ll have some tea before I go.”


  Once we finished our tea, Mark left for the colony.


   


  Now that we had a plan for the maintenance, we departed for Nihonium. A typical warship could have made the journey in a few hours, but at our reduced speed it took us two days to reach the sector. 


  The Nihonium control room instructed us to wait for a tag ship to deboard. Once a military-affiliated tag ship arrived, they radioed. Like before, a guide boarded our ship, and this time, several tag ships assisted us in docking.


  The company was very small; it only had one actual dock. Since we would be using it, they moved the ship they were currently dismantling to the clearing beside the dock. I felt guilty for making them go above and beyond like this (although it was technically Mark who’d made the request).


  As soon as we had fully docked the ship, we set off toward the office. By then, someone on their end had already boarded our ship. He was a short, stocky man—a dwarf, uncommon in our kingdom. Dwarves were a race of men from the planet Dwarf, which was once on the outskirts of the universe-wide Empire. They were notoriously skilled craftsmen. When war broke out across the universe, there was nowhere peaceful left to live, and their homeland on the outskirts was devastated, so their race scattered across the planets. Historically, the influential empires of Zirconia and Graphite had been the first to declare themselves dwarf sanctuaries. It was thanks to dwarves that these empires’ militaries had grown so powerful, so it was clear they were exceptional craftsmen.


  The dwarf entered the bridge along with Miss Maki, Maria, and her guardian Kate.


  “Ah, sonny. Are you in charge here?”


  “I’m sorry, Captain. He wouldn’t listen to us.”


  “Yes,” I said. “I’m sorry I haven’t yet...”


  “Skip the formalities. Are you the captain?”


  “I’m the acting captain. But since we have no captain, I am the highest-ranking person here.”


  “Then let’s make the contract. No time to wait.”


  “Huh?”


  “He seems really interested in this job,” Maria said. “He wants to get started right away.”


  “And he really likes Maria, for some reason,” Kate added. “She’s been telling him all sorts of things, and now the two of them are itching to do something.”


  “Really?” I looked toward Maki. 


  She said nothing, dipping her head apologetically.


  Differing Concerns


   


  “ALL RIGHT. SEEING AS we’re asking you for an unreasonable task, I’ll sign the contract right away. Can we talk in my room?”


  “I’d sign it right here, but if that’s what you want, sonny.”


  I took all of them into the captain’s room. We signed the contract in the reception area, and Maki got a copy. Since this was a government job, we had to have everything in writing. For government contracts, we first confirmed requirements digitally, then once we had digital signatures, we printed out paper copies and signed those. That hadn’t changed since the kingdom was founded.


  “Now we have an official contract. I’ll train the young miss up just like you asked. She’ll help me fix up the ship in exchange.”


  “Yes, that’s exactly what we want. Please let me know if you need anything, either directly or through Maria,” Kate said. “I’ll oblige as much as I’m able.”


  “I’ll take you up on that now. Can I have the young miss show me around the ship?”


  “I can show you around if you’d like.”


  “No, she seems more familiar. It’d be less of a hassle that way. You have your own work to do, don’tcha? I have an office area set up for you girls—Maki asked me to have one available. There’s also living spaces. You can ask Maki if you need anything else. Now come along, Maria. Give me a tour.”


  “All right! See you, Captain.”


  “Don’t forget—”


  “I know. I’ll behave. Kate and I can split up as a pair here.”


  “Okay. Kate, go join Maelica and bring your team. Every team but Maria’s can leave the ship. Let’s go to the office area he has ready for us before we do anything else.”


  Maki led me off of the ship. There was a prefab building next to the dock, and the boss was letting us borrow an office space there. The contract included a rental fee, though, so he couldn’t be sued for giving illegal favors. Maki was quite the competent administrator. The office space, though, looked just like it was part of a passenger ship.


  “Yes, according to the boss, it uses part of a disassembled passenger ship. That’s why we were able to rent it so cheaply. He told me we could use it for free at first, but that might have constituted an illegal favor, so we included it in the contract. Our living spaces are nearby, but they’re also...”


  “Made of disassembled ships? I don’t mind, as long as I can sleep there. Thanks.”


  The boss here seemed to be a utility-minded man who didn’t much care what other people thought. The two of us would get along.


  We let the Coast Guard HQ know we’d signed an official contract. However, Maki was the one who wrote the report—all I did was sign it before we sent it to the director of General Affairs. Now he wouldn’t have any grounds to hassle us until the deadline.


   


  ***


   


  The HQ, however, was aghast when the report came in. Their plan to lead Nao into ruin by over-promoting him was in shambles. The director of General Affairs personally brought the report to the inspector general.


  “The crew found a dock, Inspector General.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes. I just received a report that they signed an official contract.”


  “This is bad news. We might begin to see unrest in the military and nobility. Who on earth let them use a dock?”


  “According to the report, a place known as a scrapyard.”


  “A scrapyard... Phew. That’s a relief. This should work out in our favor.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Make them submit a certificate of maintenance when it’s done. A scrapyard may produce a C-grade certificate, but I’ve never heard of one achieving B-grade, to say nothing of A-grade.”


  “That’s true. But...”


  “Oh, it’ll be fine. When you get the certificate, penalize them for it not being A-grade. Use that as your excuse to demote him.”


  “Is that really sufficient for demotion?”


  “Sure. Let them do whatever they want for three months. Then go after them for misuse of public funds and have the investigation department sentence them. Oh, and don’t mention any of this until the maintenance is done. If they find out about our plan, they might take measures against it. They seem more competent than we initially gave them credit for.”


  “Okay. Understood.”


  The director left the inspector general’s presence after finishing the report, but it left those involved in the headquarters feeling shaken. Doubts were beginning to surface.


  The degree of their uncertainty differed, however. 


  Those most unsettled were the military transfers, who were feeling pressure from the nobility. The ones with backgrounds as civil officials had rather cool heads about it since the military’s opinion mattered little to them. Not to mention, this had all begun with the ill-thought-out plan of those same military men. They found it absurd and unwise to try and address it with another dumb plot. But most of all, these civil officials were looking not to the military or nobility, but to the palace. They were more interested in the rumors coming out of there, that the third princess—the one who had given them their awards—had taken an interest in them, and was taking some kind of action behind the scenes. 


  If the princess herself was fond of this crew, acting maliciously toward them would put oneself at risk. And the civil officials didn’t want to be involved in a fuss that wasn’t their responsibility in the first place. Currently, they were all in wait-and-see mode, including the directors of General Affairs and Human Resources. 


  It was then the aforementioned report came around. It also unsettled them, but in a different way.


  The director of Human Resources caught the director of General Affairs coming out of the inspector general’s room.


  “Director. Do you have a moment?”


  “Oh, hello there. I do, but we should be careful where we speak.”


  The director of Human Resources nodded in agreement. The director of General Affairs descended to the first floor of the building and reserved the shared reception room of the government complex. Because the headquarters of the police was also here, they could be assured of safety from wiretaps. And since other organizations used the space, other Coast Guard employees couldn’t just barge in. Both the Coast Guard and police HQ frequently used this room for discussions that they didn’t want any unwelcome ears hearing.


  “What did you want to discuss?”


  “How long are you going to go along with the inspector general?”


  “I wouldn’t say I am going along with the inspector general.”


  “Then I think it’s about time you distance yourself from him.”


  “Because you feel unsafe doing so by yourself?”


  “Yes, but it isn’t the only reason. In the previous conference, the inspector general said if the maintenance order were to fail, it wouldn’t leave a mark on your record, but I have reason to believe the royal family doesn’t see it that way.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I spoke to your friend, the property administration manager at the palace. His view is that the responsibility of managing property belongs to its managing department.”


  “Which means...?”


  “The ships under our management are all royal property. If we manage them poorly, that is the responsibility of the managing department. Your friend seemed concerned about that.”


  “Thank you. Well, I’m sure that isn’t the only reason, but it seems there’s now pressure from the palace not to mismanage that ship’s maintenance.”


  “If the crew fails due to incompetence, we would have an excuse. But if it fails because we planned for it to fail, the palace will look on us poorly. That would impact not only your prospects, but those of all us civil officials. And those rumors are apparently true.”


  “You mean the ones about the third princess?”


  “Yes. It seems she is considering establishing a new organization, and there are indications she intends to include them in it. So, I advise you to be sure you don’t interfere with that.”


  “Understood. In that case, I think you’d better get to work, Director of Human Resources.”


  “What work do you mean?”


  “It will depend on the dock, but according to that report, maintenance on the ship will begin shortly. If that’s the case, won’t the understaffing—the clearly insufficient staffing to operate the ship—become a problem? At the very least, the crew is terribly unbalanced. If it were like the frigate bestowed upon us by His Majesty, where we were simply entrusted with the ship itself, I would understand us proceeding with crew arrangements and maintenance on our own. But their ship is operating under the same structure as an active-duty vessel—an acting captain, crew members, and administrative staff assigned by us. Given that, wouldn’t the current understaffing constitute an HR oversight?”


  “You make a good point. Up until now, the inspector general insisted on his own personnel decisions, and we never objected. But you’re right, this is definitely a problem. I’ll have to come up with several proposals and consult with the inspector general.”


  “I’m in your debt now, so would you like to hear my advice for you?”


  “You have advice for me already? All right. Then we can call it even. What’s your advice?”


  “The inspector general will just ignore you if you bring this up the usual way. He’s working under the assumption they’ll fail. If you want him to acquiesce, you’ll have to frame the increase in staff as a way of hindering them.”


  “But...”


  “Right, if we were to actually set them up to fail, we would be held responsible. That’s why I say you should just frame it that way.”


  “How specifically?”


  “We have many under-eighteen troops enrolled in the Coast Guard, right?”


  “Yes, we have a program for young people who didn’t go to high school. We offer them training to become future Coast Guard members while they receive remote education.”


  “Right. Our personnel are rather skewed due to being castoffs from the military. We do have officers and staff who completed university and are treated as quasi-professionals, but it’s mainly thanks to Admiral Blues establishing this program that we’ve secured many more qualified troops than the military. Since anyone who wishes can earn up to a university degree remotely, many of them will advance to professional positions. But transfers from the military, such as the inspector general, look down on this system. So, my idea is to choose thirty of the most promising first-year program members.”


  “First-years?”


  “Yes. The inspector general won’t be able to refuse, as it will serve the additional function of education for the first-years.”


  “I think so too, but...”


  “Don’t worry. Just don’t let him know that you’re picking the most promising candidates. Knowing how the inspector general looks down on this program, he won’t think anything of first-year students. And there’s an advantage that they provide in particular.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Well, that ship not only has too few crew members overall, it has too few enlisted soldiers. It’s a top-heavy crew. There are four commissioned officers, the highest being a lieutenant junior grade, and the recent promotion increased the number of petty officers. Conversely, there are no second-class recruits. That’s clearly an odd composition, and this would serve to balance it. And think about it—could they command subordinates older than they are? More experienced spacemen would look down on them, whereas they could get use out of completely fresh first-years. And if any problem is to arise due to lack of experience, then it would be a consequence of those awards. We would be off the hook. What do you say?”


  “You’re completely right. All right. I’ll make the arrangements right away.”


  An Influx of Rookies


   


  CIVIL OFFICIALS PERFORM at their best when their own treatment is at stake. Two days after the director of General Affairs brought the report to the inspector general, the staffing plan for the Verna Somnus was complete. The director of General Affairs, whose jurisdiction the ship fell under, visited the inspector general’s office alongside the director of Human Resources.


  “Inspector General, we’ve finished drafting a plan to add more staff to the Verna Somnus.”


  “Add more staff?”


  “Yes. In its current state, we could potentially be blamed for understaffing. Unless we correct that appearance, the palace might grow suspicious of us.”


  “But haven’t you done nothing with the frigate?”


  “We haven’t, because the frigate isn’t yet recognized as an active-duty vessel. Since it was bestowed to us, we took it under the ownership of General Affairs and ordered maintenance for it, but it has neither an official name nor a vessel number, so there’s no need for a crew. It doesn’t even have a captain. The Verna Somnus, on the other hand, has an official vessel name and number as well as an assigned acting captain, if not a proper captain. Its treatment is that of an active-duty vessel, so the current state of the crew is problematic.”


  “You may have a point. However...”


  “I’m not sure what your concern is, sir, but we happen to have a work-study program in the Coast Guard for people to continue high-school level studies while they work for us. We’re looking at using first years from that program. They would be in the middle of basic training at most, so their experience would be roughly equivalent. If we took thirty of them and had that crew teach them, the crew numbers would look acceptable on paper. It would allow us to assign them second-class recruits, of which there are currently none.”


  “There isn’t a single one on that ship?”


  “There isn’t. Each crew member was given a promotion of one rank along with their awards, so all those second-class recruits are now first-class, including the rookies. And what looks worse on paper is the number of petty officers. There are more of them than there are recruits, due to those promotions.”


  “That certainly is an issue. I agree that leaving it as is could invite criticism from the palace.”


  “Perhaps the nobility will be satisfied if we say we’re using them to educate students. Which is indeed true, of course.”


  “You’re right. Sending over a mass of untrained recruits won’t be of any help to them, and it will add the responsibility of educating them to their plate, which will make the maintenance order more difficult. Good idea. Okay, let me take a look at the suggested personnel.”


  “Here.” The director of HR handed a document listing the brief resumes of thirty recruits. He had sent the information digitally before, and the inspector general had received it on his device. Once he double-checked all the candidates were first-year students, he signed his approval.


  “Put this into action as soon as possible, and take whatever steps are necessary to cover us from criticism.”


  The two directors bowed, indicating their intent to follow the inspector general’s instructions; their faces did not give away their privately differing opinions. They then exited the office.


   


  ***


   


  The three days following the docking were, in a word, busy. 


  With nothing but administrative work too. Miss Maki had taken care of arranging living and working spaces, which was a big help, but we now had thirty subordinates to manage, from determining their work shifts to creating training plans. Thankfully, the dock’s boss was working together with Maria and her crew to put together an estimate for the maintenance, so we hadn’t had a single much-feared Maria incident. That made me more nervous, if anything, because it felt like the calm before the storm.


  Then, I got instructions from the director of General Affairs at HQ.


  “Captain Nao.” Miss Maki knocked on the door before entering my room. The office was made from parts of a passenger ship, so it could be randomly luxurious in some places. My room was made from what would have been the captain’s room. 


  “Captain Nao, we’re getting more crew members from HQ.”


  “More crew?”


  “Yes. Thirty second-class recruits are being assigned to the destroyer Verna Somnus.”


  “New crew members out of nowhere, and they’re all rookies? This might make things tough.”


  Student Crew Members


   


  “IT SOUNDS TOUGH for sure. All of them are first-years in the work-study program, so we’ll have to write up education plans as well as training plans for them.”


  “True. But while it might be tough, if we’re going to get new crew members, we want at least this many if not more.”


  “Why do you say that?”


  “Think about it. Of course they’re all second-class recruits, given our current balance. This ship is way too top heavy. We don’t have a single second-class recruit, but we have all these petty officers.”


  “That’s true. But we need recruits with at least a little more experience, or it’ll be hard on us.”


  “It will be, yeah. But because of the awards, we have rookies who are first-class. Recruits with more experience would throw off the balance. And these are young recruits. Older ones would actually have a tougher time fitting in. Either way, we didn’t have enough crew, so let’s make the most of it.”


  “You’re right. I don’t see us being able to help much, though, since we can’t do much beyond administrative tasks.”


  “That’s not necessarily so. I’d like you and the admin staff to oversee their education. It’s outside your usual job duties, but I need your help. Of course, actual crew members will have to train them aboard the ship, so that’ll be our job. I’ll have to consult with Maelica. Would you call her over for me?”


  A young admin worker who had overheard us spoke up. “I’ll go find Miss Maelica, Captain.”


  “Okay. Thank you.”


  It wasn’t long before Maelica arrived.


  “Sorry to call for you when you must be busy.”


  “No, I don’t mind. What’s this about new crew members?”


  “All of them are first-years in the work-study program.”


  “That’s ideal for new crew members. It’d have been a nightmare if someone came in with preconceptions. Just the thought of having a bunch of hardened soldiers hanging around while we can’t move the ship for months makes my skin crawl. With a rookie, you can knock some sense into them right off the bat and it works out. This way, even quasi-first-class recruits like Nina and Bunny will be able to handle them, so I’m grateful to whoever made the hiring decision. It’ll be tough either way, though.”


  “I’m glad you see it that way, Maelica. We’ll have to prepare to receive them right away. Can we start now?”


  “Yes, I can... I know. Let’s get those guys involved.”


  “Who?”


  “The quasi-commissioned officers. I can call them right away. Does right here work as a meetup spot?”


  “Sure. I’ll wait here. What about you, Miss Maki?”


  “I don’t mind. I work right next door, so it’s no problem, but I’ll ask my subordinates to take care of work until everybody gathers.”


  Maki and Maelica exited the room. Shortly, a peppy girl entered it.


  “Officer! I heard we’re getting transfer students!”


  What is this, a school drama? And for the last time, I’m not “Officer” anymore.


  Bonk! Maelica’s fist came down on Maria’s head from behind.


  “Oww!”


  “Stop calling our acting captain ‘Officer,’ Maria. We’re about to get newbies, and you’re a commissioned officer now.”


  “But Miss Maelica!”


  “No buts. Come on, sit down. Let’s get started.”


  “Oh, can I say one thing first, Captain?—See! I can say it just fine!”


  “Great. Is that all? Did you actually have something to say?”


  “Oh, right. This is actually perfect timing for me too. We got done with our estimate for the ship, and according to the boss, we should replace the engine as soon as possible.”


  “No way. Our budget isn’t infinite, and we have other repairs to do. A new engine would eat up our entire budget alone.”


  “You don’t understand, Miss Maelica. The boss says that engine won’t be usable unless we take it completely apart, and at that point, it’s cheaper to just replace it, especially if we replace it with a used engine. We could even do that for free.”


  “No way.”


  “Okay, I hear you,” I said. “I’ll take a look at the budget, and if it fits, you can do whatever you want. Just let everyone know beforehand so we know how much we have left in the budget. As long as you keep us in the loop, you can have free rein.”


  “All right. Thanks, Officer... I mean, Captain.”


  “Don’t get carried away, understood? Keep us all in the loop and have us sign off before you do anything.”


  “Thanks, Captain. I guessed you’d say that, so I actually already have it written down. Here’s the data. I’ll send it out now. Should I address it to you?”


  “No, to Miss Maelica... Wait, never mind. You’re a commissioned officer now, you can send it directly to me. Once I sign off, then Miss Maki... No, the other way would be better: Send it to Miss Maki first, she can check that it fits in the budget, and if so, she’ll send it to me so I can sign off. You can start work after that. How about that?”


  “Yes, that sounds good,” Maki said. “But the budget is the only part I’m able to check.”


  “Yeah, that’s fine. I told the boss to do whatever he sees fit anyway. I don’t understand the technical details either. It doesn’t matter to me as long as he can produce an A-grade maintenance certificate.”


  “That’s true. All right.”


  “That matter’s settled, then. Let’s move on to our main topic. As you know, we’re being assigned some second-class recruits. Thirty of them, all of whom are first-year work-study students. I’ve gathered the major leaders of this ship here to discuss how we’ll handle this.”


  That kicked off an exhausting discussion. It ended up taking two hours. First, we determined how many hours we would allot for education every day, and then we decided to split them into six groups of five and rotate them between different mentors every day. Maki would oversee their studies in the morning. In the afternoon, half of them would do practical training with Maelica while the other half would help Maria’s team with odd jobs involved in repairing the ship. Thankfully, we had more than enough petty officers, so we chose six of them to be in charge of the rookies. That resolved all the questions we had up in the air for now.


  “So, when are these rookies getting here, Captain?”


  “I actually didn’t ask. Do you know?”


  “Yes. I thought I told you. It’s tomorrow. Their ship lands in the morning.”


  “Wait, it’s tomorrow?”


  “I thought you knew. I thought that’s why we hurried to set up a system.”


  “What will we do tomorrow? I suppose there’ll be a chaperone too. Should I be present for the pickup?”


  “Yes, I wanted to discuss that as well. Could we do it at the spaceport? I’d prefer not to have the higher-ups come here.”


  “Yeah, it’s a comfortable place, but I can only imagine all of the complaints the higher-ups would have if they saw it. Okay, I’ll go to the spaceport tomorrow to pick them up. I wanted to say hi to the Second Mobile Fleet HQ anyway.”


  “Okay. Sounds good to me. I’d tag along, but going to HQ would just be asking for trouble. I can’t step away from my work here anyway. I was thinking tomorrow would be a good chance to really focus on work before the rookies get here. Sorry, Captain.”


  “Yeah, you’ll have a lot to do once the rookies get here, Maelica. And it wouldn’t be a good idea for both of us to be absent. I’m sure it would be fine with Maria and the boss here, but to be honest, I don’t fully trust him yet. Would you hold down the fort tomorrow?”


  “You’re so mean, Captain,” Maria whined. “I’m going to be too busy working on the engine tomorrow to misbehave. That, and watching the newbies...”


  “Nope. Everyone is going to watch them. We don’t want to set you apart from everyone else. The rookies won’t be rookies forever.”


  “I know... I just thought maybe...”


  “Okay, then. Miss Maki, please accompany me to the spaceport tomorrow. First, we’ll greet them at the headquarters in the spaceport. I think we’ll arrive before they do, but even if not, the rookies should be greeted there, so it won’t be a problem.”


  “All right. That’s what I was planning to do from the start. I’ve been intending to stop by the headquarters too, so this is a perfect chance.”


  “Well, we’re going to have even more work to do, so I wish you all the best. You’re dismissed for today. I want to hold discussions like this regularly after the rookies arrive. I’m sure more issues will come up that we’ll need to talk through. Thanks for coming. You’re dismissed.”


  An Unforeseen Reunion


   


  THE NEXT DAY, after I surveyed the dock area, I headed for the spaceport with Maki. Since this was a civilian company, there were no official vehicles. We could have borrowed one of their cars, but that would have presented a problem in getting back—we would have thirty rookies with us. We took the train to the spaceport so we wouldn’t have to worry about that. Although we were out of the way, we were in a prominent industrial park, so we were within walking distance of the train station, albeit a long walk.


  From the train window, we saw our orphanage as we passed by. It brought back painful memories.


  I was supposed to be in the obituary section by now. But I just keep getting more people to lead. Well, I guess I know what my final moments will have to be at this point—the trope where I’m the only one who stays behind on the ship when it crashes. Where the captain sits alone in the captain’s seat and mutters, “My home... Everything makes me so nostalgic.” I cried every time I read that part. That’s what I’ll do. I just have to push forward a little longer.


  I remembered a scene from one of the fantasy novels I’d read in my military academy days and forgot all about the painful memory.


  “This place brings back memories. Doesn’t it, Nao?”


  “Huh?”


  “The station closest to the orphanage. Have you been back here since you aged out?”


  “No, I’ve been too busy. It’s hard to come out here.”


  “Same for me. I’ve come back once, but that’s all, so I don’t blame you.”


  When the train reached the station, a group of university students got in. It seemed late in the day to be commuting to school, but it was like that sometimes for university students.


  “That brings me back. I went to university on this planet, and they have a short break right around now. At this time of year, the clubs and classes traditionally organize short welcome trips for the new students. Did you know that, Nao?”


  “No. I went to the military academy on Planet Diamond, and I never really ventured away. I only went from campus to the training sites.”


  “Really? Was that the case for everyone?”


  “No, pretty much just me. But the others didn’t have much free time either. We all had to complete our education to become officers within three years.”


  While Maki and I reveled in our nostalgia, a young woman in the group of university students that had just boarded approached us.


  “Maki, is that you? I’m Tetsuline. You remember me, don’t you?”


  “Oh, Tetsu! I haven’t seen you in so long. Not since I stopped back at the orphanage when I joined the Coast Guard.”


  The two women continued their discussion. I’d moved slightly away from them, so Tettie hadn’t noticed I was with Maki. I must have looked like a Coast Guard higher-up accompanying her on a business trip, who was keeping his distance out of consideration. Of course, my consideration wasn’t for them but for my own lack of desire to talk to Tettie.


  The two kept talking until we reached the spaceport. Thankfully, Tettie returned to the group of university students, without noticing me the whole time. I could understand why. Maki was wearing a suit, so it wasn’t hard to recognize her, but I’d left the orphanage to join the military, so she hadn’t thought to take a closer look at what looked like a Coast Guard higher-up—one with decorations and the sharp cap of an acting captain, even. I just looked like any old Coast Guard captain. I was still a little hurt she didn’t recognize my face, though. Was that how little our relationship meant to her?


  Maki and I got off the train when it reached the spaceport station. This station served people who were commuting to facilities like the spaceport maintenance area. The university students would stay on the train until it reached the stations that served general commuters, so few people got off here.


  I walked beside Maki. Out of nowhere, she brought up our past, asking me at the end, “I always thought you would go into business, Nao. Why did you join the military?”


  “Huh? Did Tettie mention me?”


  “No. But the two of you used to be such good friends. Why didn’t you say hello?”


  I steeled myself and told her the truth.


  “I did try to get into university to go into business, but I failed. Tettie dumped me after that. Then I applied to the military as a last resort. Now I’m here.”


  “Wait, but how did you get from there to the elite course? You usually have to put in a lot more effort to get into that academy.”


  Thankfully, Maki was more interested in the part of that story where I got into the elite course, not the part where I got dumped.


  “I’m not sure either, but according to Mark—Mark is my friend who told me about the dock we’re using, the son of a higher-up at the Cathbell Corporation—my grades are probably in the kingdom’s computer system.”


  “Of course they are. So are mine.”


  “Oh, and I forgot to mention, I had a recommendation for the civil official course at the royal academy when I graduated, but you know about that place... So, I tried for Keirin University, but I didn’t get in. Between that and getting dumped, I figured I’d join the military, and they sent me right to that academy.”


  “That explains your grades, I suppose. It was the exact opposite choice I’d expect you to make, given your personality. But it all came full circle. What a bizarre twist of fate.”


  “Yeah. I can’t tell if I’m lucky or unlucky, but I realize how out of the ordinary the course I ended up taking is. Oh, we’re here. What now? Will you come greet them with me?”


  “I’ll pass on going with you. You’re going to the headquarters, right? I don’t have any business there. I’ll go say hello to my own seniors and catch up on the information I’ve been missing. We can meet back up when we receive the rookies.”


  “All right. I’ll see you later, then.”


  I parted with Maki and went to see the Mobile Fleet commander. I’d made prior arrangements, but he left me waiting for ages and then gave me the cold shoulder. I knew I wouldn’t exactly be welcomed with open arms, but the sheer blatantness of it really put me off. Maki had complained about it before; was it just jealousy? Something felt off about it. At the very least, this was enemy territory. They might get in my way—I shouldn’t count on any help. I would be fine as long as I kept that in mind from the start.


  After finishing my meeting with the fleet commander, I went to greet the Patrol Team commander in the same building. It went even worse somehow. He’d participated in that one operation, so he must have been penalized, but that wasn’t my fault. This was just plain old resentment. All participants in that plan had been uniformly penalized, and me and my crew were the only ones who were rewarded—quite richly, I might add. It was no wonder they were jealous. But for a grown adult to act like this was unacceptable.


  Finally, when I visited the head administrator of the Nihonium branch, he welcomed me with a warmth that made all my previous treatment feel unreal. I couldn’t make heads or tails of how I was being treated.


  While I enjoyed a cup of tea with the head administrator, word came that the rookies we’d been waiting for had arrived. I left the head administrator and headed for the arrivals gate of the spaceport. There was a dedicated arrival lobby for military personnel, so it wasn’t too crowded. We were told to wait in a conference room next to the lobby. Shortly after, the headquarters official in charge of the work-study program brought in thirty second-class recruits. Maki entered at the same time. It seemed she wasn’t so much with them as she was tagging along with the official, who she was acquainted with.


  I completed the handover according to Maki’s instructions and took the recruits along with me. Fortunately, Maki had made arrangements with the base to borrow a military bus and driver, so we took that back.


  It hadn’t crossed my mind, but while the remote learning terminals used by the recruits were individually owned and thus not an issue, the crucial network connection was. On a warship, they could have connected anywhere within wireless signal range, but since they were being housed in civilian facilities, it wasn’t straightforward to connect to their networks. Maybe the boss or one of my crew members could have done it, but that would create its own issues.


  Maki’s chops as an administrator came through again here, because she’d already taken care of this too. She’d borrowed an encrypted server from the Coast Guard so that they could connect to regular networks. We would have to take that with us as well. It wasn’t especially big, but it was treated as classified, so it might have been a problem if I’d personally carried it back in my own two hands. I was grateful we had the bus.


  We lined up like ducks in a row, went to the Coast Guard parking lot, boarded our bus, and went back to the dock. It wasn’t really that far. The spaceport was on the outskirts of the city anyway, and the industrial park was slotted in next to it. The dock we were using was located within that industrial park, so it was only a twenty-minute drive. It had just taken us longer on the way there because we’d taken the train. 


  After all that had happened today, I was pretty exhausted.


  Morning Glory V


   


  THOUGH I’D BEEN prepared to be treated coldly at the base, it had still contributed to my exhaustion.


  The prefab we were using as our base next to the dock already had a classroom set up. They’d cleared all the furniture out of a large room and set up desks. I got all of the rookies off the bus and into the classroom for now. Once I gave my thanks to the bus driver and sent him back, I entered the classroom.


  Everyone was seated, but the moment I walked in, Dominique, full of energy for some reason, barked out a command.


  “The captain is here! Attention!”


  The newly assigned second-class recruits rose from their seats and stood at attention.


  “Salute!”


  I saluted back and had them all sit down. I hadn’t thought I would have to make a greeting in front of the rookies so soon. I hadn’t made the cool first impression I wanted to, but at least the greetings were over with.


  Afterward, I put Maelica in charge and left the room. Maelica and Maki managed to wrap things up nicely, which meant we were done for today. The admin staff split the work of showing the boys and girls to their rooms. Those rooms, of course, were reused from scrap ships. Considering what lay ahead, I’d rather not have had such luxurious rooms, but the scrapyard had done a good job with them. 


  I was surprised when I heard they’d dismantled a crew cabin from a ship being scrapped just that morning and hauled it over from next door, but that’s a scrapyard for you. They were currently dismantling a luxury vessel right in front of it, so the boss bragged he could get us anything we wanted. I heard later he’d even said, “Why not just take some first-class cabins? We have plenty, so take as many as you like,” but Maelica had politely refused. Sure, the appearance wasn’t anything special, but if they’d been put up in first-class cabins from a luxury vessel, they’d probably never be able to live anywhere else again. Maelica had made a good call for these kids’ futures.


  That day was a turning point in my daily life. Things got incredibly hectic. They had already been hectic, but there was no end to the paperwork now. And we had to supervise the student crew members. It wasn’t like I was doing anything personally, but I had to determine each of their individual traits and compile tables and other documents to submit to each department for future reference. Even when I was swamped with work, Maria and the others didn’t hesitate to dump additional paperwork on me. They put various proposals in front of me for approval, and I skimmed them and signed off. Some made me worry afterward—should I really have approved that?—but it was too late by then. I developed a habit of not dwelling on the aftermath.


  Even a month after we docked, I hadn’t been on the ship since. Maelica and Maki had visited several times to check in, and so far I hadn’t heard any problems.


  According to the latest report, the engine replacement was complete. The estimate had put it at one and a half billion G, half the budget, but the actual replacement only cost one billion. Apparently, Maria and her team had taken the engine from the ship they were currently scrapping and repaired it with the boss, so the discount was earned. Since Maki was satisfied with that explanation, I figured it was no problem. But could an engine replacement really be done in just one month? I’d heard the frigate docked around the same time still hadn’t had its engine replaced yet.


  Also, after the incident, we’d been getting continuous inquiries from Space Force officials through General Affairs about the Butcher’s main engine—they’d completely stopped since we’d gotten to the scrapyard. That was a bit scary in its own way. We’d covered it up to the dock personnel, and I got the feeling they could tell and were just playing along. Still, that distinct boundary bothered me. I didn’t have the time to dwell on it, though. 


  It wasn’t just Maria keeping me busy—I was getting proposals from enlisted crew members like Kasumi and Aoi too. As I did with Maria, I checked whether they fit in the budget and approved them. What surprised me, though, was a proposal for a complete overhaul of the bridge control system along with the engine. That would be a major overhaul, including the navigation system and control computers, but the proposal listed a cost of only five hundred million G. That figure made me uneasy, so I called Kasumi in to question her directly. According to Kasumi, it was so cheap because they would take all the replacement parts from the ship they had right there. 


  I was starting to get worried if we could really have this ship airborne in only two more months. Well, I’d entrusted the responsibility to them, so I would just have to accept whatever came of it. And truthfully, it made me happy to see them taking initiative.


  I did have Maria come in regularly to update me on her progress. Now that she’d completed the main task of replacing the engine, she seemed unconcerned. That she was free to do what she loved most put her in a good mood every day.


  “We’re done replacing the engine, Captain! And Kasumi says work is almost done on the bridge too.”


  “Okay. What comes next, then?”


  “I want to start on the armaments soon.”


  “Wait, you’re changing those too?”


  “Since we changed the engine, we can’t use them as is. The power transmission works completely differently.”


  “Can you get them ready right away, then?”


  “Weh heh heh heh heh.”


  “What’s with the evil laughter?”


  “If we ordered new parts, they wouldn’t get here in time. And that wouldn’t fit in the budget either.”


  “That’s true...”


  “We have some of those here too, Captain.”


  “Huh? Do they disassemble warships here too?”


  “They do, but they haven’t had any of those jobs recently.”


  “Then what are you going to do?”


  “Wait, don’t you know, Captain?”


  “Know what?”


  “That the luxury passenger ship was armed.”


  “It was?”


  “They can’t just go out completely unarmed when pirates are running rampant. This one was actually pretty heavily armed. And the boss says we can use whatever we want, so for the main weapons, I’ll install one laser cannon at the front and one at the rear.”


  “Will that fit in the budget?”


  “Yes, it should only take three hundred million G in all.”


  “In that case, it’s fine...”


  “But, you know, Captain, the ship would look awkward if that was all we did. It’d just be...a bit off, I guess? So could we add an astro torpedo launcher too?”


  “Sure, but we don’t have torpedoes, do we?”


  “We have plenty.”


  “Where?”


  “Right here. The boss says they didn’t have time to store them properly, so they’re in the way. He’d prefer if we used them—he even said he’d pay us to take them off his hands.”


  “Hold on, doesn’t that create even more problems?”


  “I already asked Miss Maki about it. We wouldn’t be allowed to take them for free, but we could purchase them for one G each.”


  “I know they’re rarely used anymore nowadays, but just one G? Well, okay. Send the proposal my way. Is that all? I have work to do.”


  “Oh, just one more thing!”


  “What?”


  “Can I bring the Morning Glory V on that ship?”


  “The Morning Glory? Didn’t I give you permission for that already? Oh, that was for the motorboat. I don’t mind, as long as you submit a proposal. You can submit it along with the other thing. Is that all now?”


  “Yes, that’s all for now!” Maria left the room with a smile on her face.


   


  ***


   


  Maria left the room and went straight to the bridge of the docked Verna Somnus. Kasumi was there, doing repair work on the newly installed navigation system.


  “Looks like you’re about done here. It looks just like a luxury cruise ship!”


  “Oh, Maria... Excuse me, Miss Maria.”


  “No need for that. We’ve known each other long enough.”


  “Yeah, you’re right. But it would be bad if the captain or anyone else was around.”


  “That’s true.”


  “I’ll just call you miss when we’re speaking in a professional capacity. And of course it looks just like a luxury cruise ship. We got all the parts from the most luxurious one in the kingdom. There isn’t a single one of those old parts left.”


  “That’s a bold move. Are you sure it’s okay?”


  “It’s fine. I got permission. You sure seem happy, though. Did you get good news?”


  “Heh heh heh... I got permission for you-know-what.”


  “You mean...”


  “The Morning Glory V.”


  “Huh? Isn’t that a bad idea?”


  “Not at all. The boss signed off on it too. And he helped me improve on the Morning Glory IV, so it’s totally fine. We’ll definitely need it, too, since we can use it in situations like the one we had before, when we couldn’t use normal weapons because of Wurtzite. We’ll never lose to pirates if we have it.”


  “That’s true, but... It’s a rail gun, right? Wasn’t that lost technology?”


  “The boss actually had reference materials about it. He said they used rail guns until pretty recently in dwarf villages. He even fixed an issue I haven’t been able to figure out.”


  “Don’t they require a lot of electricity?”


  “It’s fine. I’ll pack dedicated power banks.”


  “But the engine is bigger now. Where will we have room for those?”


  “Heh heh heeeh, no need to worry! I got official approval to convert all the engine-equipped blocks into engine rooms, so there’s plenty of space. And they’ll serve as storage too.”


  “What about the torpedoes? And the launchers?”


  “I got an improved version of one the boss had. We’ll bring those ones. You know how we have an absurd surplus of photon torpedoes here.”


  “You secured enough storage for those? I get it... It won’t be a problem if he finds out?”


  “It’ll be fine! We have too much good luck for that to happen.”


  The Interior of the Destroyer


   


  “IF THAT’S OKAY, then surely my idea will be okay too, right?”


  “What’re you thinking?”


  “Well, since we’re allowed to use any parts we want from the cruise ship, I wanted to upgrade the interior.”


  “You already have, judging by the bridge.”


  “That’s true. And you completely rearranged the layout anyway, so the capacity is already out the window. On paper, this ship is supposed to fit 162 crew members, but at this point, I might as well make it 120.”


  “Yeah. It won’t fit anywhere near 162 now that I enlarged the engine storage area. And our ship has never been at capacity. We can totally take out some excess space and make it more comfortable.”


  “We’d better start with the captain’s room, then.”


  “Why? Haven’t you already started?”


  “I haven’t done anything to the captain’s room.”


  “Will you bring the captain’s room from the other ship?”


  “No. Then our rooms would be passenger rooms. That’d make it worse than the current prefab.”


  “Yeah, that sounds awful.”


  “Right? What we’re living in right now isn’t the worst, but it’s third-class.”


  “True. What are you gonna do, then?”


  “I want to do at least first-class, although I’ll have to adjust them since the full room won’t fit.”


  “Yeah. Any good ideas?”


  “I have one, actually. I’m thinking of using a royal suite from that ship for the captain’s room. That way, first-class rooms for us won’t stand out so much.”


  “I wonder what the captain will say. Well, why not that nautical chart room? You know, the place they call the operations command room.”


  “The one between the bridge and the captain’s room? I’m not sure what I’m going to use that for.”


  “I get you. But we can go all out with that room. Why don’t we make that a royal suite, and the captain’s room can be a regular suite? Then the captain won’t be so surprised.”


  “Yeah, good idea. Let’s do that. I’ll go ask the boss. As soon as I get permission from him, I’ll submit the proposal. Will you help me with that?”


  “All right.”


   


  The rickety destroyer became more and more outrageous the more the two talked. What’s more, since the rooms were being salvaged from a scrapped cruise ship, it cost almost nothing, so it needed next to no checking from Maki. 


  I passed the proposals without having any way to see what they were doing.


  Ultimately, they weren’t able to make the operations control room into a royal suite, but they made the neighboring preparation room and one other room just as luxurious. Then they made the captain’s room a suite, the petty officers’ rooms into first-class passenger rooms, and the rest into second-class rooms. I wouldn’t find out until after the fact. 


  The wardroom was even upgraded with parts from the cruise ship’s VIP lounge. Of course, all the proposal said was they would replace the rooms with parts from the scrapped ship, and all Maki and I looked at was the budget, so we approved it. And so, the wild modifications of the destroyer Verna Somnus continued with us unaware.


  It had been docked for two months now. I realized I hadn’t gone to look around the ship since the rookies had arrived. I was starting to get worried when the dock’s boss came around with Maria and her team.


  “We’re finally done with maintenance, Captain.”


  “Hold your horses,” the boss said. “Not yet. The labor’s done, but it needs approval. What do you say, sonny?”


  “So, the maintenance is on track. A month ahead of schedule—I’m impressed. So, what do you need me to do?”


  “Well, first, would you prepare a tag ship? Even though maintenance is done, it wouldn’t be the best idea to launch it straightaway. I want to do some testing once it’s in space.”


  “All right. May I do an internal inspection first?”


  “Ah, of course. Can you come out right away?”


  “Okay. I’ll bring our budget manager along too.”


  “Of course, since we’ve been using your money. Miss Maki, right? Can she get here soon?”


  “Yes, I’ll bring her right away.”


  I brought Maki from the next room over. We headed to the dock so the boss could take us to the ship. Although we weren’t a raid team anymore, we decided to bring Maelica with us and conduct the inspection the same way we would conduct a raid from the rear hatch.


  Maelica had been inside several times, so I let her handle the route. But the hangar right next to the rear hatch was completely different now. There were no signs of the struggle we’d had there. It was completely cleaned up.


  What the hell was this? Maki held her head in her hands.


  “Maria. What’s this?”


  “What’s what, Captain?”


  “You know what. You obviously used unusual material for the walls. Where did you get it?”


  “The ship next to ours, of course... Oh, it’s all taken apart now. We took the walls from the hallways of the luxury cruise ship. The white color makes it brighter here.”


  “Don’t tell me... Does the whole ship look like this?”


  “Yeah. We reused the parts from that ship so it didn’t cost money.”


  “Why didn’t you use the walls from the storage rooms?”


  “It’s a matter of safety, Captain. The storage rooms may be fireproofed, but you can get through the walls with a simple portable laser gun. But the places where passengers would be are reinforced against things like that. Anti-terrorism measures. So, you can’t get through here with a laser gun.”


  “All right. I’ll be ready for anything when I check out the rest.”


  I stumbled right at the start. Maki seemed to feel the same. She was probably already thinking up excuses for HQ.


  Naturally, the hallway leading to the bridge was the same way. It really felt like I was on a luxury cruise ship. I appreciated the wider passageways...but did the ship always have this much space inside? They’d even expanded the engine room. Where did they find all this extra space?


  “Maria, I have a question. This ship used to be pretty cramped, right? I find it hard to believe it always had this much room. How did you create it?”


  “Heh heh heh. We reduced the capacity, actually. It said 162 in the catalog, but our crew isn’t that big, so now it fits only about 123 at most.”


  “About?”


  “I don’t know what the capacity of a suite is.”


  “A suite? Did I hear you correctly?”


  “Well, let’s keep looking around. You’ll see.”


  Maelica urged us on, so we continued the inspection. As I’d predicted, the private quarters that served as living spaces for the crew members were luxuriously built. The fact they weren’t much different from where we currently lived suggested they used cruise ship cabins—second-class cabins at that. A lot of them.


  “Heh heh, these are the second-class rooms for the rookies.”


  I sighed and facepalmed. Maelica’s consideration in lowering the ranks of the rookies’ rooms was all for nothing now.


  “Did you know about this, Maelica?”


  “No. Kasumi said she got approval for all her proposals, and it wasn’t really my place to give input.”


  “Don’t sweat the details, sonny. We reused scrap parts. It cuts down on waste and makes things more comfortable. Where’s the downside?”


  [image: ]


  Speechless, I headed toward the bridge. What I saw there was somewhat of a relief. It wasn’t as over-the-top as the other places I’d seen. It was well-constructed, but it didn’t look like a cruise ship. They’d probably relocated the bridge from the other ship.


  However, the captain’s chair was almost incongruously imposing. It was like a scaled-down version of a fleet commander in chief’s seat. Considering the original ship was larger than a battleship but smaller than a superdreadnought, that made sense.


  Who was supposed to operate this thing? 


  Kasumi explained what was different on the bridge. Almost all the systems had been updated from military systems to more advanced civilian ones. Military systems are conservative, for better or worse: They’re designed on the premise of never causing problems, so cutting-edge specs were off-limits. For civilian clients, however, things are built exactly to the customer’s specifications, and a luxury cruise ship like the one we’d repurposed would have had a generous budget. It was very modern tech, but that meant we’d been able to reuse parts that performed at levels acceptable to the boss. It would take some getting used to, but it would be amazing once I did.


  “Captain, let me show you the operations control room next door.”


  “Huh?” The others froze.


  Kasumi went up to Maria. “Are you really going to show him that room, Maria?”


  “What? If I don’t show him that room before the captain’s room, he’s gonna be mad. He was mad enough about the recruits’ rooms already. We won’t be able to let him see ours. I’m prepared for him to be mad about this one, so let me get it over with.”


  “I’ll pray for you.”


  “This one’s a beaut,” the boss said. “Let me show you.”


  He took us next door. I froze in front of the door before entering. The door looked completely out of place. I knew what this was. They’d moved a suite room here.


  I let the boss lead us inside. It was just as I thought. We could even host royalty here, not that I’d know how.


  “Impressive, right? We sized down one of the two most luxurious rooms on that cruise ship, the royal suite. It’s fit for a king.”


  The Initial Test-Drive


   


  “THIS IS A DESTROYER. A king wouldn’t ride on it anyway. It is a very nice room, though. But I don’t think I’ll use it.”


  The way the boss got dejected when he heard this was endearing. This man was a true artisan.


  The room I was shown next was supposed to be my quarters—the captain’s room. The door looked ordinary, but it definitely hadn’t been left untouched. Had they brought the captain’s cabin from the cruise ship too?


  “Isn’t this room great too? You can’t possibly leave this unused. This is my masterpiece, crafted with the help of Kasumi over there. We took parts from the cruise ship’s suite and captain’s quarters to make it even more comfortable. How about it? It’s packed full of the best technology.”


  I crouched down on the spot, clutching my head. Come to think of it, where was Maki? She hadn’t moved from the bridge, apparently. This was beyond her ability to come up with excuses.


  “Okay. Enough. Inspection over. I’ll have the tag ship secured tomorrow morning, so let’s start a trial run tomorrow. Maelica, take everyone along. I’m nervous about this being their first voyage, but we can’t leave them behind. Since it’s a day trip, they won’t go to their rooms, so it should be fine for tomorrow.”


  “Understood. I’ll have everyone meet up at eight a.m. before the tag ship arrives at nine a.m.”


  “Yeah, please do. I’m exhausted after today. I’m seriously regretting leaving the crew to their own devices. Well, what’s done is done, I suppose.”


  “Shall we head back, Captain?”


  “Yeah. I’ll take Miss Maki back with me. Otherwise, she’ll be stuck there forever.”


  I led Maki off the ship.


  “How am I meant to report back about this?” she asked.


  “Yeah... It can’t be undone at this point. You’ll just have to say we had no choice but to use the spare parts.”


  “But I’ll hear complaints from all sides.”


  “Direct them to me. I’ll refute every one of their arguments. First off, A-grade maintenance with only three billion G is impossible. With a budget like that, we had no choice but to use spare parts. I’ll get the documents together to prove that. If anyone complains after that, I’ll make them share responsibility, since they were the one pushing unreasonable demands onto us from the sidelines.”


  “But...”


  “I get it. It can’t possibly be a coincidence, but we’ll have to pass it off as chance. It just so happened the ship being dismantled as we did maintenance was a luxury cruise ship that had just been attacked by pirates. It wouldn’t be so over-the-top if a cargo ship had been attacked instead, but that wasn’t what happened. It’s the only explanation we can offer. It’s my fault for being too busy to get a full explanation before work started. Knowing that boss and Maria, there was no way they would do the job normally. This is what I get.”


  The next day, I gathered everyone, including the new recruits, in front of the dock. Over the past two months, I’d come to understand the new recruits’ aptitudes, personalities, and aspirations. I’d now assigned them to Kate and Maria respectively. Since we weren’t planning weapon tests this time, I divided them between the bridge and engine room and set out on our trial voyage.


  We assembled at 8:00 a.m. Kate and Maria assigned recruits to the bridge, the engine room, and the defense pulsar cannons on either side. Then we waited for the tag ship. At exactly 9:00 a.m., the tag ship arrived and slowly lifted our ship into the air. It took about thirty minutes. Then it was time for final checks.


  A call came over the intercom from the dock boss, who was in the engine room. “Sonny—er, Captain. Ready any time now.”


  He corrected the way he addressed me, conscious of being on board the ship. I wasn’t sure he understood I wasn’t officially a captain, though.


  “Thank you. Remember, I’m only acting captain. Ensign Maelica, start the engines.”


  “Aye-aye, Captain. Senior Kasumi, start the backup engine.”


  “Roger. Starting the backup engine... Power output increasing. All sensor readings normal.”


  “Engine room?”


  “Engine room here.”


  “We’ll start the main engine now. Are you ready?”


  “Ready any time, sir.”


  “Ensign Maelica, start the main engine.”


  “Aye-aye. Chief Kasumi, start the main engine.”


  “Starting the main engine. Power output increasing. All sensor readings normal. Target output reached.”


  “Take off for the space colony Bismuth. Steadily increase speed, starting from one AU.”


  “Launch toward Bismuth at one AU.”


  “Aye-aye. Launching at one AU.”


  “Moving at one AU.”


  “Moving at two AU.”


  We continued to carefully increase our speed.


  “We’ve reached a speed of eight AU.”


  “Everything normal?”


  “All systems clear.”


  “Any change in the engine room? Anything you noticed?”


  “Looking good here, Captain. Kind of a letdown, actually. Usually, you can count on there being something...”


  “Enough yapping. Nothing happened, I take it?”


  “Yes, Miss Maelica.”


  “Hmm, it’s taking a little more time to accelerate than it should with this engine.”


  “What? Isn’t this good enough, boss? Eight AU should be our top speed.”


  “Nonsense. With the specs on this ship, or rather, this engine, we should be able to get up to ten.”


  “Ten... Ten AU?”


  “Well, today’s just a test run. Let’s call it a day, Captain. There’s a few things on my mind too.”


  The boss was calling me Captain, at least, but he wasn’t correcting his mistake. I could have let it be, but since this concerned the chain of command, it was important that I correct it, so I repeated myself.


  “I’m an acting captain, not a captain. All right, though.”


  “Shall we reduce our speed and return to port?”


  “No, I think we’re fine as-is.”


  “In that case, Ensign Maelica, we’ll return to port as-is. Turn us around.”


  “Understood. Turning around. Destination: Nihonium, maintaining eight AU.”


  “Changing course to Nihonium, maintaining eight AU.”


  Eight AU was indeed fast. The distance that had taken us two days before only took a few hours. It was slow going, to be sure, but we arrived quite soon. We made it back to the dock by the end of the day as I’d expected. There seemed to be no major issues; the tag ship only needed course instructions to enter the dock.


  Once we were docked, the boss came over to me and briefly shared his thoughts on the day.


  “I’d say it was decent enough, but we aren’t fully utilizing this ship’s capabilities. I’ll have the young miss give you a report later. I’ll head to inspect it now. I can’t issue the certificate you asked for when it’s in this state. Is that good with you?”


  “Fine, since we still have plenty of time. Just please don’t go over budget. I don’t have the authority to approve any overages, so they won’t be paid.”


  “It’ll be fine. I asked that lady—Maki, was it?—and there’s plenty left over. It’s a matter of my pride as a craftsman, besides. If you can’t pay, I won’t be stingy about it. I don’t even have to bill the kingdom. I could absorb the costs.”


  “Oh, no, you don’t have to. Honestly, as far as I’m concerned, you can use up the entire budget of three billion. Bill us for anything you do as long as it’s within the budget. You’ve done us enough favors already.”


  “Nah, we’re all even. It’s thanks to you that we got so far in dismantling that other ship. The original form is just about gone now. Just the engine area left, which is the tricky part. I appreciate it. But that’s enough chitchat. I’ll get back to work. Hope you don’t mind me borrowing the young ladies a bit longer.”


  “Yes, use them however you like.”


   


  I went back to the office to finish writing the report. Maki, who had recovered from the shock of the day before, stopped by my desk.


  “Do you have a moment, Acting Captain?”


  “Maki? Sure. What’s up?”


  “I told you to call me Miss Maki when we’re at work. But I suppose that’s okay. Nobody but us is here.”


  “Sorry, Miss Maki. Did you want to talk about the report?”


  “No, about the maintenance. Since the trial voyage went well yesterday, the maintenance is almost done, right?”


  “No, it’ll take a bit longer.”


  “Huh? Why is that?”


  “The boss isn’t happy with it yet. He’s inspecting it now. I’m expecting a proposal for renovation work next. Do we have the budget for it?”


  “Yes, we’re far under budget, so that should be fine. The problem is that interior. I wish I could prohibit anybody but us from entering that ship.”


  The Golden Hull and the Audit


   


  “THEN WE WON’T mention it to HQ.”


  “Huh?”


  “We’ll keep quiet until maintenance is done. We’ll report everything at the end and leave it in their hands.”


  “Can we really get away with being that irresponsible?”


  “Hey, we haven’t done anything that goes against their orders. We had to use scrap parts in order to carry out the repairs within the budget they gave us. It might be different with the military, but here at the Coast Guard, there shouldn’t be any regulations whatsoever regarding the parts used.”


  “There isn’t any mention of conforming to military standards either.”


  “So, it’s fine.”


  “But...”


  “If they complain at all, it’ll be to tell us to use our common sense, and that won’t be a problem at all.”


  “Why not?”


  “They expect a kid who only graduated three months ago to have common sense? If they’re going to make an issue out of that, then the one at fault should be the guy who promoted me. And I’ve never heard of anyone being punished for not acting in line with common sense. Apart from being passed over for promotions, of course.”


  Maki and I had determined our course of action: Keep quiet until the last minute.


  After that, I received a proposal from Maria just like I’d expected. It suggested covering the entire hull with alloy for reinforcement. The cost estimate was incredibly low, because they would source the alloy from a ship currently being dismantled. Unusually, this proposal included another reason for the low cost: We would procure the alloy ourselves. Frankly, it left me uneasy. But it was clear that if I stopped here, I would never get the maintenance certificate. With a heavy heart, I signed the proposal and approved the modification work.


  Ten days later, I received a report that the work was complete, so I rushed to the dock to inspect the hull. Maria and the master craftsman truly did not disappoint. The entire hull was gilded. What an outrageously flashy exterior. Surely, this was crossing the line.


  As I stood there in shock, Maria approached wearing a smug grin. Before I could say anything, I brought my fist down on top of her head.


  “What have you done? What the hell are you planning to do with this ship? What the hell is this exterior?”


  “Oww! You’re so mean, Captain. After I went to the trouble to make this the strongest ship ever.”


  “What?”


  “Isn’t it amazing? We covered the entire hull in scarlet alloy, so ordinary laser cannons can’t even scratch it. Best of all, it minimizes wind resistance against the stellar wind blowing from that supernova, so we lose almost no speed. This should drastically cut the time it takes to reach top speed, like the boss wanted.”


  “Oh... Oh. Oh my word. In what world do you encase an entire ship in scarlet alloy? Do you realize how much that costs? They wouldn’t even allow that for a superdreadnought the king himself would ride on. They would cover the bridge and His Majesty’s quarters at most.”


  “That’s just because the ship is too large. With a ship this small, we could have used the leftover materials from that cruise ship and still had extra. In fact, we made it using only parts from that ship. There was hardly anything left over at the end, though.”


  “We can’t just take it out like this, though. It’ll stand out too much. Hang on. Don’t move this ship an inch.”


  I rushed to the office. I caught Maki in the middle of her work and explained the situation. We decided to paint the hull to cover it up. Thankfully, we had some extra room in the budget, and the three days of labor it would require were no problem, but Maki reported a new issue to me. Apparently, the cost of the paint was a problem. It would actually be the second highest expense after the engine replacement at eight hundred million G. Granted, this was the highest-grade special paint recommended by the boss to withstand cosmic rays, but that was about what it would cost to paint the whole hull regardless. We had just used spare parts for the rest of the work and done the labor ourselves, which had brought the price down far below what it normally would be. That was why the cost of the paint stood out so much. It was no wonder Maki got concerned and came to consult me.


  After much deliberation, we decided to attach an audit report as well. We borrowed an auditor from the Cathbell Corporation through the dock boss, and Maki requested an audit from a civilian auditing firm as well.


  To make a long story short, the Cathbell employees were truly experts when it came to the intricacies of refurbished parts. They determined that any part from a disassembled ship counted as scrap, which meant it had no monetary value. Normally, if scrap was refurbished into newer components, such a sum wouldn’t suffice. However, they concluded that, since Maria and her team performed the refurbishment, this rule didn’t have to apply. Taking that into account, the auditing firm concluded all of our documented expenses were acceptable. Ironically, that audit ended up being one of the top ten expenses of the project. Well, between the high audit fees and the fact there was no such thing as used paint, the report would look reasonable enough.


  As a result, however, the ship in the dock now looked and performed like a brand-new vessel built with the latest technology. I thought it was overboard, but there was nothing left now but to let things take their course. I was the acting captain, not the captain. Now that the ship had turned out this good, HQ would probably take it from me, so the report would mark the end of my time with it.


  Fully prepared for that outcome, I began the second trial voyage, determined to see my job through to the end. We had more leeway in terms of time, so I gave each of the crew members a provisional role and began the trial voyage in a format closer to an actual mission. The weapons hadn’t been tested yet, but personnel were stationed in each department. As before, the dock’s boss was present.


  “This time, we’ll depart directly from here, go around the star Rutile, and come back. If all goes well, it should be a day trip. All departments, report.”


  “Aye-aye, Captain. Bridge, your report?”


  “Navigation systems clear. Starting the engine. All clear.”


  “Engine room?”


  “Acceleration is normal. Reached liftoff speed.”


  “Roger that. Operator, lift off.”


  “Launching the destroyer, Verna Somnus.”


  We began to rise upward.


  “We’ve exited the planetary airspace. We will soon exit the stratosphere.”


  “Entering the cruise phase at three AU.”


  Everything was going as planned. We continued along our route.


  “We will soon arrive at the scheduled location.”


  This area was largely empty, with little ship traffic. Still, military and transport ships passed through on occasion. Above all, the radio conditions were excellent. It was an ideal testing area—if some trouble came up during the test and we drifted off course, rescue would be readily available. Since we’d put in an application to the administration bureau beforehand, no other ships would be entering for the time being.


  “Final checks before beginning the acceleration test.”


  “Radar team, route safety report.”


  “Nothing for one light year ahead. Route clear.”


  Just two of the new rookies were assigned as radar assistants. There were currently eight rookies on the bridge. They were mostly watching and learning, but they were taking it seriously. It wasn’t just here—new recruits had been assigned to each department for training. If anything were to happen, we would transition directly into a damage control drill. I could only pray it wouldn’t come to that—the drill would put their lives on the line.


  “Engine room?”


  “All clear in the engine room.”


  “Okay. Let’s start with five AU.”


  “Move at five AU toward Rutile.”


  “Five AU. Roger.”


  The ship reached a speed of five AU right away. The boss called out to me from the engine room, sounding satisfied.


  Testing the Speed Limits


   


  “NO PROBLEM SO FAR, Captain. If we can get up to eight without issue, let’s accelerate to ten. I want to go as high as we can today.”


  “I’m acting captain, sir. All right. I’ll do just that. Will you give the orders, Maelica?”


  “Aye-aye, sir. Operator, set speed to eight AU.”


  “Eight AU. Roger that.”


  “Wow, it got up to eight in no time at all. Everything looks okay, Miss Maelica?”


  “As far as I can see. Engine room, is everything okay?”


  “All clear in the engine room.”


  “Let’s try going up to ten, acting captain.”


  “All right, boss. Set speed to maximum, Maelica. Ten AU.”


  “Aye-aye. Set speed to ten AU.”


  “Setting speed to ten AU.”


  Our speed increased instantly from eight AU, considered the fastest in the kingdom, to ten. That put us squarely in the range of the fastest in the whole neighboring area, not just the kingdom.


  “Amazing. Ten AU, just like that.”


  “Yeah. But it looks like the engine can handle more easily. What’s next?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I’ll be watching the engine here, so let’s try to push it as fast as it can go. We’re at a hundred percent output right now, but it won’t be sufficient as a combat vessel unless we push it up to around a hundred and twenty percent.”


  “All right. Let’s increase it by one AU at a time to be safe. How about that?”


  “Yay! I knew you’d be reasonable, Acting Captain!”


  “Maria, stop chatting and do your job.”


  “And you’re as spartan as ever, Miss Maelica.”


  “Maria!”


  “R-roger!”


  “Let’s continue with the test, Maelica. Bring speed up to eleven.”


  “Aye-aye. Raise speed to eleven.”


  “Roger that. Setting speed to eleven.”


  As so we began to push the ship faster. And we kept pushing it. 


  “Roger. Set speed to fourteen AU.”


  “Setting speed to fourteen AU.”


  “Impressive. But I think this is as far as we should go.”


  “Yeah. It could produce more speed, but only for a moment. The engine RPM and temperature are starting to exceed normal bounds. Let’s slow down.”


  “All right. Miss Maelica, reduce speed to ten AU.”


  “Aye-aye, sir. Set speed to ten AU.”


  “Roger that. Ten AU.”


  “It’s hard to believe it can reach fourteen AU, though.”


  “Yeah. It must be the scarlet alloy on the outside. That stuff decreases the effects of cosmic rays to the absolute minimum. Well, I don’t plan on making a catalog, but let’s say this ship’s max speed is ten AU. At most, twelve AU at one hundred and twenty percent during combat would be the reasonable limit.”


  “All right. Let’s put that in the report later, Maria.”


  “Roger that.”


  “Next is the interdimensional flight test. I figure we shouldn’t test the limits when it comes to this.”


  “Right. Let’s take it to level two at most. We at least have to test whether we can use it, so let’s return at level two.”


  “I think we could push it further and be all right, but that’s fine with me. Just so you know, that girl—Kasumi, I think?—has the navigation system set to allow up to level ten, so we’ll need to test that eventually.”


  We returned using interdimensional flight without incident. We called the tag ship to bring the ship into the dock as before, then conducted the final A-grade maintenance inspection. Since the armaments had also been completely replaced, we’d need to test them independently to determine whether they were operational. We’d have to impose on the scrapyard right up to the deadline to conduct more tests.


  “Fine with me,” the boss said. “As for that A-grade certificate, I’m getting it ready now. The office asked if you need any accompanying notes.”


  “I’d appreciate that. If you could add a note from the Cathbell Corporation, nobody at HQ will be able to complain.”


  “Good idea. I do think I may have gone a wee bit overboard on this job. A note should take care of any complaints.”


  When I relayed these words from the boss to Maki, she had a rare outburst of anger. 


  “So, he knew the whole time! How dare he treat a job like a personal project!” she shouted. But, being a grown-up, she requested an accompanying note from him with a friendly smile.


  Payments had been settled as they came up, so only office-related expenses remained. Therefore, I had them prepare an audit report excluding office expenses and submitted it to headquarters. We’d been heading out into space nearly every day since that last test voyage to test various weapons. As far as I was concerned, the main laser cannon and the pulsar cannons on each side passed their test firings, so the maintenance ordered for this ship was complete. Now I was just indulging Maria’s hobby.


   


  The Morning Glory V, though. How was I supposed to know it was a rail gun? That was classified as unknown technology in our kingdom. It was supposedly considered lost elsewhere too. To think they’d equip something so outdated.


  And seriously, couldn’t they have come up with a better name? Sure, it was my mistake, but you couldn’t really blame me for mixing up weapons called things like Sunflower and Morning Glory. I’d assumed it was the same thing as the Sunflower III that saved me the first time.


  That torpedo launcher was going to get some flak too. The military had scrapped them two generations ago, and even the Coast Guard rarely used them. That old frigate Akkeshi had them, though. Honestly, I was worried what people would say about us doing A-grade maintenance on a ship only to install outdated weaponry.


  It was with those thoughts on my mind that I returned from my first overnight voyage. The temporary divisions we’d set up with the new recruits were working surprisingly well. Personally, I was thinking of keeping things as they were for now. If I ended up commanding this ship going forward, I would request this personnel arrangement.


  Then, a radio call came in from the office at the dock. It was from Maki.


  “Acting Captain, Maki is calling.”


  “Put me on the line.”


  “Acting Captain Nao, you have new instructions from HQ.”


  “New instructions? What are they? Maintenance is still underway on this ship.”


  “Well, that’s unclear right now. The note from Cathbell arrived the other day, so I submitted it to headquarters along with the A-grade maintenance certificate. Considering the chain of command, since the acting captain hasn’t submitted a completion report, it’s hard to say the order has been completed. But I could take care of that right now if you’d like.”


  “Yeah. Now that we’ve come this far, there’s no point in stopping. Go ahead. More importantly, what are the instructions from headquarters?”


  “It’s a request from the palace. They wish to meet with the acting captain and to inspect the Verna Somnus while it undergoes maintenance. We’ve been instructed to proceed to Fahren Spaceport on the capital planet Diamond as soon as possible.”


  “Okay. Tell them I’m heading to Fahren Spaceport. I should be there in five hours.”


  “Understood. I’ll tell them five hours from now.”


  “Oh, and about the report, since I’m going over, I’ll tell them in person. There shouldn’t be any documents left to submit.”


  “That sounds good. Okay. I’ll await further instructions.”


  “Miss Maelica, you heard that. They’re asking to see us. Change course.”


  “Aye-aye, sir. Change course to Fahren Spaceport on Planet Diamond. Maintain speed.”


  “Roger. Changing course to Fahren Spaceport on Planet Diamond and maintaining speed.”


  I had a bad feeling about this. Could I really show this ship to the royal family? It would happen one way or another, I guess. Who was it that wanted to see us? That princess that gave us our awards? I had no clue. I would just have to see how it turned out.


  Why had my life turned out so haphazard, though? It hadn’t been this way before Tettie dumped me.


  Stop, stop, stop. Thinking about it is futile. I decided to think about something fun instead. I would think about my lines.


  I couldn’t know what my final scene would be. If I didn’t brainstorm as many situations as I could, I wouldn’t be able to say those crucial last words.


   


  That was what was on Nao’s mind as the Verna Somnus headed to Fahren Spaceport. Luckily for him, nobody else on the bridge could read his mind. If they could, they would have been totally weirded out.


  Bonus Story:
A Complicated Assignment


   


  IT WAS A BUSY time of year in the Diamond Kingdom. As the year’s calculations were being wrapped up, this kingdom wasn’t the only one where offices got busy around the end of the quarter.


  At the same time, the students of the kingdom were coming up on the end of a period. Graduation ceremonies would begin soon at every school, and they were busy preparing. As the students had already determined their paths forward postgraduation, they had some free time. However, there were always a few students who were still busy even at this time of year.


   


  There was one young man who hadn’t determined his path forward, despite the fact that he was graduating from school—one of the prerequisites for success in this country. That man was Nao Blues. He was in precisely the situation described. It wasn’t that he was busy, rather it was the adults around him who were swamped with preparations for the graduation ceremony.


  It would have been more understandable if it were a regular school, but even then, it would still have been strange. Even at ordinary schools, if a student hadn’t secured a job by graduation, only the student themself would be busy. At most, the staff in the school’s career services department might begrudgingly help out. The staff at the career services office at a typical school never got busy because a student couldn’t decide on a job. And the school in question didn’t even have a career services department.


  Why was that? Because this was the only institution in the kingdom that trained elite officers. While there were several military academies in the kingdom, at this military academy every graduate was treated as an elite. They therefore had no need for job placement services. They simply sent their graduates off to their assigned Space Force units. Yet, for some reason, that usual routine wasn’t functioning properly for Nao.


  First, to explain how this school handled its graduates, they sent cadets’ grades to the military when graduation neared. When the military received the transcripts, they determined the career paths of those elites and decided their assignments. The same steps had been carried out for Nao, but the military was refusing to take him. Every unit they tried to assign him turned him away and sent him back to the military HR office. But he fulfilled all the requirements, so they had no choice but to allow him to graduate. There was nothing more the school could do on that front. The issue was they didn’t know where to put him once he’d graduated.


  Those scheduled to graduate from this school were treated as enlisted personnel in the Space Force from the moment they enrolled and registered with the military, so he was already a soldier. Therefore, he was also under the jurisdiction of the Space Force HR Department, making that the busiest department right now. The HR department was constantly in communication with the personnel staff from the school and the two fleets of the kingdom, but they were getting nowhere. It was becoming impossible for them to handle the situation on their own.


   


  ***


   


  “Hey. Any updates on Cadet Blues?” the HR manager in charge of difficult cadets asked his boss.


  “Yes. I just contacted the personnel advisor of the Second Fleet, and they said they can’t take him.”


  “Didn’t you already get the same response from the First Fleet? What are you going to do?”


  “I don’t know. I’m in no position to talk back to the advisor of either fleet.”


  The issue of Cadet Blues had already been escalated from the manager to the section chief with personnel authority, but there was still no sign of a resolution. Right now, the HR department was reexamining the issue with Cadet Blues.


  The problem stemmed from a deep-rooted darkness within the kingdom. First, graduates of this academy were assigned to the departments deemed necessary for their career paths, based on their academic performance, personality, and skills. After receiving the rank of warrant officer upon graduation, they typically advanced to ensign within one or two years. Only then were they formally assigned to their career-specific workplaces. Therefore, Cadet Blues should have been scheduled for that same rotation, and his career path could have been determined after observing his performance during that rotation. However, the customs of this kingdom made that impossible.


  Those careers fell into two basic categories. Well, to be precise, there was actually a third, more common category, but that was essentially the “everyone else” category. While they hesitated to call them “factions,” people generally ended up belonging to one of two distinct groups. This was a purely informal categorization, though—they often led to placement in similar workplaces later on.


  These two factions were polar opposites, as distinctly separate as oil and water. One faction consisted of the intellectual commanders, who either served as advisors or handled military administration and other desk jobs. The other produced battle commanders, who served as elite officers on the front lines. It should be noted that both types of commander were actually quite rare; most cadets became average commanders.


  Upon graduating, cadets were placed under the patronage of one faction and rotated through different departments. During their cadet days, those destined to be intellectual commanders often lacked aptitude for on-the-ground work, especially rough operations. Likewise, those destined to be battle commanders often felt uncomfortable with intellectual work during their cadet years. Both groups, having gained admission to this elite military academy, naturally possessed innate intelligence and were exceptionally capable. They were incomparable to ordinary soldiers and far superior even to graduates of other military academies. Nevertheless, those weak areas meant they were bound to make some mistakes when working in the field.


  Since this rotation was meant to cultivate future leaders, one might expect some leniency toward minor missteps when cadets served as warrant officers. However, due to the various factions within the kingdom, even mistakes by cadets became prime ammunition for rival factions. Consequently, intellectual commanders often refused to accept battle commanders and vice versa. In fact, it had become commonplace for each faction to refuse to send candidates to the rival department, creating a persistent problem that prevented the cultivation of competent officers.


  Once the rival factions finally had a good-faith discussion, they agreed to send off and accept the others’ cadets in turn. The unwritten rule established at that time was that missteps made by cadets during their training period would not be used as ammunition. Thus, in this kingdom, graduates of this elite military academy had their careers determined upon graduation based on their aptitudes, with their respective faction acting as their sponsor and providing support the whole time. In Cadet Blues’s case, however, the combination of his aptitudes and his background resulted in both factions rejecting him. Therefore, every workplace was turning him away.


  It all started when his aptitudes made it clear he would never be a battle commander, but the intellectual faction he was more suited for also wouldn’t take him. With no patronage from either side, it was clear he would only drag his allies down if he encountered any rough situations on the battlefield, so the battle-hardened types instinctively avoided him. On the other hand, the intellectual commanders were rigidly entrenched in their elitist ideology. 


  It was a tradition in this kingdom that those who graduated from this academy were treated as elites in the military, but the class that produced these intellectual commanders was exclusively the wealthy, who had received a good education since early childhood. Even within that class, candidates rarely came from business families. 


  It made sense why. While there was a certain equilibrium now and no major battles raged around this kingdom, it remained an era swirling with unprecedented levels of warfare. In times not long past, which were characterized by all-out warfare, wealthy businessmen of a certain status who had made a fortune from their family businesses would never dare to send their children into military service. Because of that history, a strange unwritten rule had emerged: Only the children of nobles or high-ranking military officials could attain prestigious positions like military strategist.


  Of course, there must have been past candidates like Cadet Blues, who the intellectual commanders wouldn’t accept. But those past cadets had at least had the aptitude to become an average officer, if not a battle commander, so their assignments had never become this contentious. At most, there might have been laments of the loss of a capable cadet, but one word from a powerful noble was enough to silence those.


  Cadet Blues’s aptitudes were inherently abnormal. His skill profile leaned so dramatically to the intellectual side that even the “everybody else” faction rejected him. No one was able to accept him, knowing that he would cause trouble on the front lines. Rather, no one was willing to accept him. Those in the upper echelons of society, including nobles, had a fundamental tendency to make judgments not based on what was best for the nation, but what made sense to them personally. That tendency had only grown worse in recent years. The third princess had witnessed this reality firsthand, and she felt deeply concerned about the direction the kingdom was moving.


  To return to the matter of Cadet Blues, the issue had already grown too large for a single department to handle. It had been placed under the bureau director, and a post-incident report had been given to the bureau director Dodon. 


  Graduation loomed near, leaving almost no time remaining.


   


  ***


   


  Director Dodon had recently been assigned his position by the king and had just begun the project of reforming the Space Force, where the HR department habitually meddled in personnel assignments.


  “I see a prime example of the problem has already arisen. I wish those nobles would change their elitist ways.”


  “I understand, sir, but it’s a fundamental aspect of their ideology.”


  “That disease called ideology is hindering our kingdom’s ability to raise competent workers. Judging by his grades, he could be achieving success as soon as tomorrow if we were to assign him to the supply department. What do you think?” Dodon asked his secretary.


  Indeed, there were already quite a few within the nation who had noticed that the foundations of the kingdom were beginning to be undermined by this attitude among the aristocracy. The king himself was one such person. He had begun seeking allies long ago, and recently he had placed a significant number of them in key positions within the HR Department, yet he was struggling to gather enough of them. He started from the top positions, finally succeeding three years ago in placing one of his closest confidants as Commander of the Space Force. The commander’s first task was to appoint Rear Admiral Dodon, also a close confidant of the king, to the HR Department. This took over a year, even with the commander’s considerable political influence. Only last year did the king finally succeed in reclaiming the HR Department from the nobles.


  But this effort was very much still in progress. Rear Admiral Dodon was currently attempting to replace the military’s bureaucrats. One of those was the secretary, who had been selected from a relatively neutral faction of nobles—though some called them the king’s faction. Even replacing the secretary took months; that was how seriously the Space Force HR department was taking the task of purging aristocratic influence.


  Amid this effort, the issue of finding Cadet Blues’s assignment was causing a major uproar. When first informed of the problem, Director Dodon had only one thought: “Not again.” When he heard about the cadet’s academic performance, he responded with a weary, “Well, then perhaps HR should take him in,” but this was immediately shot down by those around him. While it seemed clear that, given Cadet Blues’s aptitudes, assigning him to a supply-related role would serve the kingdom’s best interests, everyone understood that the strong opposition from many nobles stemmed from a fear such a move would jeopardize their own interests.


  Logistics-related work was extremely mundane within the military. It tended to be shunned by more ambitious cadets, as it offered little in the way of achievements that led to promotion. However, for those from middle-class or noble families, there was pressure from the family head or the higher-ranking members of their faction. Logistics-related work was, after all, highly lucrative. This held true for all staff officers: Positions that offered advancement opportunities or tangible benefits were fiercely guarded by those who held them. That applied not only to logistics but to personnel work. 


  Even though the king and commander had finally broken the nobles’ faction’s stronghold after a long struggle, their influence had not been completely eliminated. The idea of taking on this problem was met with opposition not only from those close to Director Dodon, but also from those who were at risk of losing the privileges they had long protected. Dodon considered this a potential opportunity to put them in his debt and turn them into his pawns, but above all, he wanted to eliminate the nobles’ influence as soon as possible. However, faced with opposition from his inner circle, he was also growing unsure of how to handle Cadet Blues.


  “I’ll need to speak with the military higher-ups. I’d like to have a discussion with the personnel advisors of the First and Second Fleets.”


  That discussion would become a serious matter. The administrative bureaucrats couldn’t comprehend why one cadet was being treated as such a big deal. To the ones in uniform, however, especially the uniformed elites, this could not be ignored. All of them present, without exception, saw this as a threat to the very system that produced elites.


  If he were a graduate of a regular military academy, he would simply be assigned somewhere and left to his own devices. Initially, the bureaucrats thought this would amount to nothing more than that. The problem lay in the fact that this individual had graduated from an academy solely dedicated to creating military elite. If this were allowed to continue, it would put an end to the established practice of ensuring anyone who stayed in the military was guaranteed a promotion to commander or above. It would mean graduates of regular military academies would finally get a chance at advancement. The school had to uphold its tradition of only admitting those from privileged backgrounds, such as nobles and high-ranking military officials, who had received special education. While commoners were very rarely allowed to enter, that was an exception. Admission was nearly impossible without the proper educational environment from a young age. This allowed nobles to rest assured they would enjoy special treatment after graduation. 


  The school’s premise was it was open to the general public and allowed anyone with true merit to reign as an elite. Even when the rare commoner enrolled as an exception, they were quickly assimilated into the existing system. True to the premise, education was rigorous from admission to graduation regardless of a student’s background, so enrollment from commoners was on the rise. Most of these commoners, though, came from well-off families who still provided them with an education from a young age. Cases like Blues who enrolled from the absolute bottom were rare. His background was indeed an issue, and while cases like this had rarely occurred in the past, they had never escalated this far. The issue was how skewed his abilities were and how exceptional he was in the areas they were skewed toward. Normally, he would have been sent on to the advisor course and the military would have rejoiced to have him, but the position of advisor was the most prestigious badge of honor for any military man with a noble background. These men had monopolized the advisor positions and those adjacent. Many nobles and military higher-ups opposed it for this reason alone, but the advisors had additional reasons that they couldn’t accept him.


  It could be traced back to his second-year theoretical drills class. It was when they did a practice logistics plan based on actual war history from two centuries ago. There was a major battle, and the kingdom suffered a devastating loss, losing one of its sectors. In the class, they used the actual data from that battle to simulate the job of a logistics advisor. Orders to change the logistics strategy due to frequent military plan changes typically resulted in most students not being able to manage the logistics successfully. 


  Cadet Blues was different. He noticed the inadequacies of the provided format and devised an improved format himself, which allowed him to respond to the repeated requests for changes. As he couldn’t submit his work in that format, he took his work and rewrote it to comply with military standards. That normally wouldn’t have posed any threat, but the assignment used real data from the past. At the time, the military was facing a rot from the inside, although not as bad as it was now. It was commonplace to skim supplies. The methodology he devised eliminated waste in the movement of supplies, thereby exposing any skimming. Unaware anything had been skimmed, though, he meticulously categorized such losses as “unaccounted for” in a separate section and created a detailed plan to submit to the school.


  Looking back at the war history, the kingdom had fought tooth and nail until the very brink of defeat, but their supply lines faltered, forcing a retreat. Later historical research concluded that, had supplies been properly managed, defeat could have been avoided. Since the embezzlement was concealed from the public, Cadet Blues was naturally unaware. 


  The cadet’s methodology was discovered by one of the advisors who the military had put in charge of education. It caused a major uproar among a certain faction. Consequently, they reached a consensus that Blues must never be allowed near logistics-related matters.


  Meanwhile, the corruption within the battle commanders’ faction was growing. They tended to dislike those who were less in-the-know than themselves, and they certainly didn’t want to deal with anyone lacking any field experience whatsoever. What both sides shared, however, was an understanding that preserving the traditions and customs of the elite military academy was essential for their own future. They didn’t want to accept Blues themselves, but they also knew it would be disastrous to allow another to accept him. Each side maintained a stance of rejection, trying to pass the buck. They would never reach an agreement with any amount of mediation from the HR department. That was why this time, they had created a forum where they could speak without intermediaries.


   


  ***


   


  A prominent cast was gathered in the conference room in the Space Force HQ located in the capital. The personnel advisors of the First and Second Fleets were there, as well as the director of General Affairs, who was in charge of administration.


  Funnily enough, the government officials had an obviously different motivation from the uniformed advisors. This issue transcended fleet affiliations. Rather than the usual hostile exchanges between rival fleets, they simply kept insisting the front lines wouldn’t accept it. It made for an atmosphere that was completely unsuitable for discussion, yet also not hostile.


  The officials of each fleet observed the scene with detached indifference. Corruption existed among officials too, of course, but troubles like those at the elite military academy were impossible. They were all handpicked for their suitability for civil service, and their assignments were chosen based on their background. They already had a system to deal with troublesome individuals: Send them to dangerous posts. 


  Director Dodon, the chief of HR sent by the king, felt alarmed by the state of the kingdom. He briefly considered taking the issue under his department but gave up and decided to wait and see for now.


  Dodon was already aware the third princess was planning to create an organization. In fact, he was one of her accomplices, so in a way, he had his eye on Cadet Blues. If he was already hated by every faction so much, he wouldn’t have to hesitate to send Blues to her, but what would he do in the meantime?


  “So, neither side is backing down, even now that we’re discussing this in person. Will we have to bring this to the supply chain management at the Space Force headquarters?”


  When the nobles heard that, they changed their tune at once. Even the government officials who had been detached so far rushed to stop Dodon.


  “I don’t think that will be necessary,” the director of General Affairs for the First Fleet said. The director for the Second Fleet indicated his agreement.


  Even the middle managers from the HR department who were participating in this conference seemed unsettled. Dodon’s faction didn’t have them under control yet, so they represented various factions. Dodon had only asked that question to confirm or deny if they were really as corrupt as he thought they were; he didn’t really think this could be diverted to HQ. 


  After all, the perks were plentiful in departments close to logistics. As demonstrated during the training exercise, they clearly feared the flow of supplies and funds becoming visible. The reality was there was far too much embezzlement and skimming off the top, and nobody truly understood how bad the current situation was. What the king feared was nobody seemed to be alarmed by this.


  Dodon could easily have forcibly assigned Blues to some department in the Space Force, but now that he saw how bad the problem apparently was, he thought it might be easier to get him to the princess if he were distanced from the military altogether. He spoke up with a suggestion.


  “His Majesty tells me that the Capital Space Security Force is concerned about their personnel consisting mostly of transfers from the military. What if we sent them someone from this elite military academy?”


  The problematic traits of transfers from the military were beginning to cause all sorts of issues. It was such a convenient dumping ground for the military they couldn’t relinquish it, but they could tolerate an official originating from outside the military. The thought of him discovering more discrepancies was far scarier. Both the First and Second Fleet reluctantly accepted Dodon’s proposal, clearly feeling the king owed them for it.


  As a result, a first-ever personnel decision for the kingdom was made: A graduate from the elite military academy, which was meant to cultivate elite officers, was transferred to the Coast Guard. He could have been assigned directly to the Coast Guard rather than transferred there from the Space Force, but their desire to keep the promising officer led to an unprecedented decision: an immediate transfer after graduation. This resolved the long-standing controversy over the assignment of the promising cadet, allowing the assembled aristocrats to depart with peace of mind.


  If they had any idea of the mess Cadet Blues would go on to cause, they might have turned a blind eye to that controversy and accepted him. It was ultimately his actions that would bring to light the corruption festering among the nobles—but that is a story for another day.


  Bonus Story:
A Story from Maelica’s Past


   


  “JOHN, JACKIE, COME with me. Bob and Kate, you’re on lookout behind us. Let’s go.”


  Once Maelica issued the order to her crew, they infiltrated the pirate ship. It was their first major raid in a long time, so they were eager, as was the entire First Mobile Fleet. The location was inside the Capital Sector, at exactly the site where the Coast Guard was about to send forces to subdue the pirates.


  The incident started with a tip-off. A major pirate deal was reportedly taking place near an outer celestial body in the capital sector. The Coast Guard, working with the capital police to verify the tip, determined it likely originated from some conflict within the pirates and was highly credible. Thus, it became a direct capture operation for the First Mobile Fleet.


  When the First Mobile Fleet arrived on the scene, they found several large pirate ships. They immediately began a raid, which was essentially a takeover operation. The brave fleet members boarded the pirate ships, securing the point of entry and assisting the successive waves of allies as they boarded the pirate vessels. By the time they were done, the fighting by the entrance of the ship the crew had boarded had died down. 


  It was quiet.


  “That didn’t take long, Officer.”


  “Don’t assume we’re done here, Bob. You never know where there’s a trap door on pirate ships like this. You know what they say about the rat biting the cat when it turns it back.”


  “I know, Officer. You always tell us that.”


  “But you’re always the one who gets careless, Bob.”


  “Come on, Chief John. I’m getting better.”


  “Then go on patrol with John. Sorry, John.”


  “No, it’s part of my job to train subordinates.”


  Now that Maelica’s team was done securing the area, they were taking a breather. They had experienced a fierce battle right around the entrance, but now that the area had been secured, they were relaxed. As Chief Maelica chatted with her crew, she heard a scream from Kate.


  “Officer! Miss Maelica! Watch out!”


  The wall behind Maelica suddenly opened up, and a man launched out of it toward her. Thanks to Kate’s warning, she dodged the attack from behind by a hair and turned on him. With the small battle axe she held, she blocked him.


  “Nice. Good move as always.”


  Maelica had the attack power expected of someone who led a fierce crew like hers, but it wasn’t that she was especially strong, nor that she had the polished technique of a martial artist. The most apt description would be she was simply accustomed to fighting, and that gave her an unrivaled advantage in an anything-goes melee, such as during raids against pirates.


  “Thanks, Kate.”


  Maelica went to investigate the room the man had emerged from.


  “This is awful.”


  The room was full of battered women, along with the lifeless bodies of several men.


  “It looks like we interrupted their fun.”


  “Yeah. This is awful, though.”


  “Are they nobles?”


  “I think so. These pirates must have been entertaining some noble patron of theirs. If word got out, their end would be a miserable one.”


  “There’d be revenge.”


  “Yeah. But it’s none of my business. Noblemen can keep their revenge between themselves.”


  “Miss!” Kate called from outside. 


  Maelica left her crew and exited the room to find Kate inspecting the man Maelica had taken out.


  “He’s a nobleman.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Isn’t that really bad?” Kate seemed worried for Maelica’s sake.


  “I don’t care. I did my job. And looks like these men never change. The inside of that room is a terrible scene.”


  Maelica thought back on her past.


   


  ***


   


  Ten years before the raid, Maelica was on her home planet, a minor planet in the Dyne star system, on the outskirts of the capital sector.


  The conditions the young Maelica lived in were appalling. Though there were slums everywhere in the universe, the ones on this planet were especially widespread and miserable. The planet had developed as a resource colony, so most of its population consisted of workers and those who supported them. There were hardly any upper-class types. Even so, if everyone had spent their time working, it wouldn’t have become so chaotic. 


  But where roughnecks gather, temptations that lead a man to ruin abound—gambling, booze, call girls. The outlaws who controlled these vices gathered as well, creating slums of debauchery. They were barely kept under control by gangs, maintaining just enough order for survival. But the gang leader who had been running things had just been killed, which plunged the area into chaos.


  At any given time, somebody was being murdered, their heart and kidneys brutally ripped out on the spot. While organs removed by amateurs in this way could hardly be usable, they still fetched some sum of money on the black market.


  It isn’t hard to imagine the struggles a young girl would have to go through to survive in such a horrible environment. Maelica’s familiarity with fighting had developed out of necessity.


   


  One day, Maelica was attacked by a gang of several men and brought to one of many warehouses. In that warehouse were several other girls who had been abducted. A man was actively assaulting one of the girls. A nobleman looked on with a slimy smile. Just when the man was about to finish, the nobleman shot him and the girl through the head.


  Maelica had heard of this game. The “manhunt” popular among noblemen.


  Murder was illegal, even in a kingdom with such corrupt nobility as Diamond—even if the murderer was a nobleman, and even if the victim was a criminal. But those laws meant nothing here. Not only were there endless sycophants trying to curry favor with the nobility, the authorities didn’t bother doing their jobs properly when it came to the slums, so nobles who’d discovered the thrill of killing people often went about it this way.


  But to let a man assault a woman, and then to kill him the instant before the act is complete, was nothing short of despicable. Maelica looked at the nobleman and the surrounding men with disgust. As if to say they were done with act one, the nobleman set his eyes on Maelica and began to approach her.


  They must have underestimated her, as she was just one girl against a group of men. They’d left her with her limbs untied as if to taunt her to try and escape.


  Sensing the nobleman’s malice, Maelica took out the knife she’d been hiding and threw it at him. It flew directly toward him, but he appeared to dodge it. But that was the wrong move.


  The knife brushed the side of the nobleman’s neck, continuing its trajectory. Though it had missed its original target, by pure chance, it sliced his carotid artery, and he began bleeding profusely. The other men panicked.


  Maelica grabbed the hand of the girl next to her and fled the warehouse. If the nobleman lived, he would make her pay. Even if he didn’t, she had to assume someone would come after her. It wasn’t safe to stay on this planet. But she couldn’t escape alone. With the girl she’d saved, Maelica headed for the planet’s only spaceport and stowed away on the first ship she found.


   


  Fortunately, a certain inspector named Mr. Blues with the Coast Guard happened to be on patrol for pirates near the planet. He discovered the stowaway and took her in for questioning. When he found out she was not only orphaned but actively in danger, he put her under the care of the Coast Guard.


  The inspector’s kind disposition toward orphans was because he himself had once been one. As his name suggested, he had been raised in one of the orphanages founded by Admiral Blues. He felt sympathy for the orphaned child, who’d been in an even worse situation than he had.


  At Mr. Blues’s recommendation, Maelica entered the work-study program at the Coast Guard. She proved sharp-witted, as she had to be to survive her environment. In two and a half years, she became a petty officer who led her own squad. And that squad belonged to the most renowned fleet in the Coast Guard: the First Mobile Fleet.


  Killing this scummy nobleman reminded Maelica of all this.


   


  ***


   


  “What are you going to do? You’ve killed a nobleman...” Kate seemed concerned.


  “No big deal.”


  Despite what Maelica said to Kate, she was prepared for it to become a big deal. As she was the one in charge, she reported the whole series of events.


  In only a few days, she received notice that the whole team involved would be promoted and given new assignments. As for the nobleman, the story was he had been captured and killed by the pirates. The nobleman who had committed such heinous crimes would be treated as an innocent victim. Maelica’s team had probably been promoted so they would keep their mouths shut about it. The new assignment to Patrol Team Three, the furthest team from the capital planet, communicated their intentions to Maelica clearly: She would not speak of this again.


  It was several years after this that Nao Blues was assigned as Maelica’s officer.


  Afterword


   


  IT’S NICE TO meet you. I’m Norasiro. Thank you for picking up this book and sticking around till the end.


  This book, Reluctant Space Commander: From Death Wish to Galactic Hero!, was adapted after TO Books reached out to me for a work I published online under a different title.


  My inspiration for that web novel was when I was reading another author’s work and got the urge to write a NTR story, the first title that popped into my mind was “I Want to Die.” I started brainstorming what kind of scene that phrase could appear in, as well as what kind of scene might make me feel that way, and my imaginations expanded into this story.


  The NTR element I had in mind when I first came up with the plot is gone now; the characters’ fascinating exploits seem to drive the story on their own, and I just write them down. Even when faced with impossible demands, Nao outmaneuvers the organization and solves problems in unconventional ways. Those chaotic, comedic twists and turns form the core of the story. Perhaps readers enjoyed seeing our hero outwitting the organization’s logic and taking down the powerful figures within it. I believe this book’s publication is thanks to the strong reader response to this story of a cowardly protagonist like myself growing (?) through the troubles he gets himself swept up in.


  Finally, I have to express my gratitude toward the many people who have supported the creation of this book, including Umetsu, my editor at TO Books, and Johndee, the illustrator, as well as those readers who have been supporting my web novel from the very beginning. Most of all, I deeply appreciate your purchasing this book and reading it to the very end.


  Thank you.


  I want to finish this afterword with a sincere wish that I’ll see you again in the next volume.


  - Norasiro, August 2023, on one of many very hot days in Shibuya, Tokyo


  About the Author


  Norasiro


   


  Nice to meet you. I’m Norasiro.


  I’ve been posting my work online as an amateur writer. Now that I’m having my work published, maybe I can graduate from being an amateur now. That means I can change my pen name to Nora—


  Oops. That would make my name the same as the protagonist of a hugely popular Showa-era manga. I’ll just stick with the current one.


  At the very least, I hope to be as bold and courageous as a wild lion, never letting my spirit be outdone by a wild elephant or giraffe.


  [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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