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  Chapter 1:
The Invader of Azure Space


   


  I’D OFTEN BEEN TOLD THAT SPACE WAS DARKER than the blackest void, but in truth, it wasn’t all that dark at all. In fact, it was rather bright in the middle of the galaxy, where most of the stars were young—not even a hundred million years old. They emitted a pale, blue light that was visible to the naked eye, along with all sorts of electromagnetic waves. These stars weren’t even light years away; they illuminated the space around them with their bright glow as though to proudly declare their existence.


  Within this azure space, a scarlet flower bloomed. There was a certain cargo ship that was loaded with ammunition. The payload exploded, ignited the fuel source, and turned into a ball of burning fire, scattering goods and the limbs of the crew everywhere. Earthians required oxygen to breathe out in space, making their ships so highly combustible that even a small bomb was enough to blow up their entire vehicle. 


  I gripped the control stick of my trusty mech and loudly clicked my tongue before I turned to the toggle switch located at the edge of my console. It had an outdated design. I reached out and flicked the button. My cockpit was rather serene and quiet, save for some gentle shaking from the impact of the explosion, but suddenly, raucous shrieks of moronic triumph filled my space.


  “Hell yeaaaah! We did it! Whooooooo!”


  “It’s so beautiful! Look at it crackle and pop!”


  “I did that! I’m the one who fired the shot! Me!”


  These dodos didn’t even encrypt any of this. And most of their conversations are plaintext communication. Amateurs, I thought. I recognized the braggadocious third voice almost immediately—Behko. That stupid brat, getting all cocky. I felt my brow furrow, and I barked into the communication device.


  “Hey, pea brains!” I roared.


  The gloats and cackles of my three underlings immediately fell silent.


  “Can’t any of you numbskulls remember what you were told before you left?” I shouted. “I explicitly told you not to destroy the big one! What the hell are you dinguses doing?!”


  “B-but Sir Kartz… C’mon, man…”


  “They were in prime shooting position.”


  “Yeah, we’d be damn fools not to shoot down big things. It’s in our nature, y’know?”


  “You dolts…” I growled.


  They acted remorseful, but I knew deep down that they had no regrets. They simply visibly shrank and acted like they cowered in fear because their superior was angry at them. I felt compelled to lay into them some more, but I managed to hold myself back. My current priorities lay elsewhere: I had to seize the other two ships that I’d spotted on my monitor. The vessels noticed the explosion and turned around to flee.


  “Enough,” I said. “Don’t shoot the others down; do I make myself clear? You are not allowed to shoot. Capisce? I’m not trying to do anything funny like reverse psychology either!”


  “Yes, sir!”


  “Leave this to us, sir!”


  “They’ve deployed aircrafts to stop us!” I reported. “You can shoot those down—don’t hold back now!”


  “Hell yeaaaah!”


  “I wanna shoot ’em!”


  My underlings maneuvered three fighter jets, and they rushed in; the jets opened the throttles of their thruster engines, as though to display the excitement of their pilots. I remained in the rear to overlook the entire battlefield and give orders to my stupid underlings. As their superior and as a warrior of my species, entrusted with a renowned jet, I had to watch over my subordinates and jump in to support them should they make any mistakes—and clean up their mess.


  I knew them well. They were trigger-happy loons who impulsively shot down a ship they were supposed to seize. It honestly feels like a punishment to babysit these fools.


  “They’ve really got nothing in their heads…” I muttered.


  I leaned back in the pilot’s seat and gazed at the hemispherical monitor above my head, which displayed the blue stars that dotted space. I never grew tired of this view, and I always found myself stunned by its beauty.


  “But…it’s in our blood, I suppose,” I murmured. I ruminated over my underlings. “We’re orcs, after all.”


  Our species was famed for being muscleheads—brawn over brains. We were wandering space barbarians. We stole, killed, destroyed, and kidnapped; a majority of those within the galaxy would find us a symbol of misfortune that almost always brought forth disaster. That was what we orcs stood for.


   


  I wasn’t sure when humanity entered the realm of space exploration, but I knew that they’d been doing so for far longer than a few centuries. Orcs, elves, dwarves, and other species of fantasy roamed throughout space. These species were descendants of Earthians, or “normals.” When Earthians attempted to develop the harsh field of space, they spawned all sorts of enhanced races—like us—through evolution. True to the name of an enhanced race, we orcs excelled in combat. Our thick skin practically served as a natural layer of armor, and normal gunfire that would penetrate humans couldn’t even put a dent in us. We boasted high regenerative capabilities as well, and minor injuries like disembowelment only required a dab of cell stimulation cream from our first aid kits and a night of rest. We’d be good as new by the next morning.


  Our appearance could be considered a cliché for orcs. We had that piggish nose that flared out, along with green skin—and both served important purposes for our species. Our wide noses may not have won us any beauty contests, but they gave us enhanced inhaling capabilities, aiding our massive oxygen needs to sustain our powerful organs. Our green skin came from chlorophyll, which had also undergone a few improvements.


  The chlorophyll nanomachines built into our skin reacted to solar energy and provided us with more oxygen and energy. An orc physique required a massive amount of calories, so these nanomachines basically only gave us peace of mind, but it was better than nothing. We boasted impressive strength, capable of holding our own in a bout of arm wrestling against Earthians—normals—equipped with power suits. We also had lightning-fast reflexes, making us perfectly suited for combat.


  However, not everything worked in our favor. Yes, we were blessed with shocking abilities and power, but in exchange, we lost something very important: intelligence. Our species was shockingly stupid. Our synapses sent signals only for fighting, and we were smooth-brained for everything else. We were so laughably dull, we couldn’t cut through soft butter; I suspected that we’d enjoy a boost in intelligence if we stuffed our heads with rice bran instead.


  The biggest issue for orcs like me, who were placed in charge of small teams, was that my subordinates refused to listen. They couldn’t keep their impulses in check and also hated to bother with forming a strategy. No matter how elaborate a plan I was able to muster with my tiny brain, the moment my underlings cackled maniacally with adrenaline coursing through their veins, it was all over. They rushed in, plans be damned. The orc blood filling their body urged them to shoot, punch, and ­destroy—it was time to party.


  If we were still within our colony, I could punch my underlings and force them into submission, but the same couldn’t be said when we were out in battle as their jets soared through space. Secretly, I wished to fire my laser at my idiotic subordinates more than several hundred times. I exhibited more hostility toward them than my actual enemies.


  So, who was I, an orc who is disappointed in my fellow orcs? I was implanted with memories of a former inhabitant of Earth from long ago and held the sensibilities of a person from the twenty-first century. When I was able to fully comprehend my situation and unravel my memories, my only thought was: I’ve been reincarnated into another world, so to speak. However, as I did my own research to the best of my abilities, I realized that that wasn’t the case—I was simply an orc installed with memories from an Earthian of the twenty-first century.


  Orcs were born—or produced, rather—in birth plants, and we were educated in our sleep, provided with the bare minimum amount of information. Had we not done so, our race would’ve been wiped out long ago. None of us were keen on spending any of our ­waking hours on learning, and a truly empty-headed orc fighter would never be capable of acting in formation. Admittedly, the education we received in our sleep wasn’t exactly comprehensive—the only thing I was taught for steering was to grip the control stick, step down on the pedal, and rush in. Literally. Nothing else.


  And yet, we were able to fight in space—we thrived. It only attested to the terrifying natural talent we orcs had. In my case, I had the knowledge of a person from long ago. I wasn’t sure who exactly gave the commands to give me more knowledge and intelligence, but that wasn’t of my concern for now.


  Right before I was spat out by my birth plant, the facility was seized, ship and all, by the Tone Tekin tribe. And so, I became a lower-ranked soldier under their command. I was given the name Kartz and sent out to battle as a part of the Tone Tekin tribe. An orc, after all, lived for battle—we only desired to attack and steal.


  Chapter 2:
Fodder and the Canned Knight


   


  WE ORCS, BORN FROM TEST TUBES IN A BIRTH plant, were often called “fodder.” It was a derogatory term that mocked our birth, stemming from the fact that we were mass-produced like inferior-quality wood. Fodder was also used to feed livestock, such as chicken, and maybe the term also served as a social commentary about our potential cowardice. But that was neither here nor there.


  The orc queen’s children were the ones who relentlessly mocked us. Orc knights, as these jerks were named, were born from the orc queen, the great mother of our kind, instead of being made in a birth plant. The orc knights attended the queen, and this noble sobriquet of “knight” fed them delusions of grandeur. They sang their own praises while calling fellow orcs “pigs” or “fodder” in the same breath. In short, they were terrible people.


  “Faux-king elites,” I always called them, since they hadn’t received even a fraction of the queen’s seemingly limitless wisdom and intelligence. Though these “elite” knights insulted us normal orcs, an orc with astonishing abilities would join our ranks every now and then. I was one of these, blessed with higher capabilities than most, but one of my underlings in my squad was also worthy of this praise: my lieutenant and aide of the Kartz squad, Bonlay.


  “Excellent commands, sir,” Bonlay said.


  Our rendezvous point was at an asteroid belt, and as I met up with my trusty lieutenant, he opened his communication device and smiled. The old scar that diagonally stretched along his pig nose curled upward as well.


  “Nah, I could’ve seized another vessel, but I let it go,” I replied. “I screwed up.”


  I cast a sidelong glance at my port—where a simple, boxy, clearly mass-produced cargo ship flew—and let out a deep sigh. As we chased after the two remaining cargo ships, one of them used their friend as bait. The remaining survivor, in a display of impressive and despicable steering, sacrificed an ally vessel to flee to safety. They jumped away and navigated far from us.


  I could only applaud their dirty tactics of clinging onto life. The crew on the vessel that was left behind bitterly cried out in protest, but they abandoned ship and handed it over to us. It was rather common sense for many to send out an SOS signal and drift about in space—this was far preferable to the alternative, which was becoming our prisoners.


  “Nonsense,” Bonlay replied. “The fact that we were able to capture a working ship is a splendid outcome in and of itself. Most of them usually become scrap metal or chunks of debris, as I’m sure you know.”


  Bonlay’s voice was low, but not excessively so; it was a baritone that was pleasant to the ears, and he smiled ­happily. He was a seasoned warrior who was older than me and braved more battlefields than I ever had. He was an orc private, a type of soldier that usually died young on the battlefield, but he managed to make it to his middle age, due in no small part to his unusually astute decision-making skills and astounding endurance. Despite all this, he was content with being my underling. When I asked him about it, he said that he’d become enamored by my way as a warrior. Hearing his praise made me feel a touch bashful.


  It felt a bit awkward to have a subordinate who was older than me, and these feelings made me different from other orcs who only valued raw power. I cleared my throat, interrupting the smiling Bonlay’s praises.


  “We managed to tow the ship here, but to jump drive this vessel, we need to link it to the main computer,” I said. “Synchronize it with Tone 08.”


  “Certainly,” Bonlay replied. “I imagine that this ship will become Tone 09.”


  He obediently followed my command and steered Tone 08, our mothership, nearby. Unlike the hundred-foot-long fighter jets that myself and my three subordinates, Behko, Fulton, and Sohten steered, Tone 08 was a light freighter that was almost a thousand feet long. The mothership was long and cylindrical, reminiscent of a can, and it had support beams that stretched out in four ­directions, used to tow vehicles as needed. It was sort of like an umbrella.


  Usually, one would attach containers to these sites with support beams, but with a few small modifications, they became docks for fighter jets. Tone 08 was capable of carrying four of our fighter jets and served as a mobile light aircraft carrier. It was initially a civilian vessel and had a low-powered laser weapon to remove any debris in its way, but wasn’t armed with any other weapons. This mothership was slow, had little armor, and didn’t boast an arsenal; it was an unpopular spacecraft among the orcs, who preferred heavily armored vehicles with the largest cannon they could find.


  Perhaps that was why my squad, composed of fodder orcs, was able to get our hands on this impressive mothership. As my mind was filled with needless thoughts, Bonlay expertly steered the sluggish Tone 08 beside the cargo vessel that we’d just stolen.


  “Commencing link to the main computer,” Bonlay reported.


  “I’m counting on you,” I replied.


  My lieutenant nodded, and I turned to my other three subordinates.


  “All right, boys. Dock your ships and take a breather,” I said.


  “Really?!” one of them asked.


  “I know you guys aren’t great at landing your jets, but don’t dawdle. Make it snappy, you hear?”


  “Yes, sir…”


  My three subordinates promptly returned to the mothership. They weren’t good at minute controls like landing, and it didn’t help that these jets required some precise maneuvering—it took a decent while for them to dock their vehicles. Their jets were called Barrel Shooters, and they were derived from more conventional jets, which were named “loaders.” These Barrel Shooters had a flat frame, and on their backs they sported a massive cannon that was longer than the jet itself. Additional thrusters were installed behind the cannon unit. One of these bad boys had immense firepower and driving force, which made it popular among the orcs—these modified jets were right up their alley.


  The name, Barrel Shooter, likely came from the barrel of the weapon and its power, but in my mind, it felt like a play on words based on shooting fish in a barrel. I personally found it to be a hilarious—albeit banal—name, but I couldn’t deny the jets’ firepower, and they proved to be our trusty steeds. The one flaw these jets had was they couldn’t make precise movements—tight turns were their Achilles’ heel. That was where my lieutenant and I would step in to support our comrades.


  “It went well this time around, though…” I muttered.


  I gazed at my three subordinates struggling to land their difficult-to-maneuver jets onto the dock as I stretched my limbs in my seat. Despite my grumbles and complaints, my subordinates did a good job today, and I could consider our mission to be a huge success. Their actions were worthy of praise.


  Whenever we orcs attacked, we generally obliterated our enemies, vehicles and all, and pillaged anything that remained from the debris. It was hardly an elegant strategy, and it resulted in much of our spoils of war being destroyed from our flashy battles. As Bonlay had praised earlier, the fact we were able to collect a working ship was a huge boon. We were only able to retrieve this vessel because my underlings somehow managed to recall my orders and held themselves back.


  Orcs generally became high on adrenaline during battle as they thirsted for blood; I had to be grateful to my subordinates for exercising a bit more sense. The only reason I was disappointed was due to my logical and reasonable values, since I was imbued with the common sense of a twenty-first-century human. In other words, I hoped for more, but that was only because I was greedy. 


  I was in a daze when the sudden roar of an alarm snapped me out of it.


  “What’s going on?!” I shouted.


  “We’re being pursued, sir!” Bonlay reported.


  My lieutenant was still busy linking the cargo ship when he gave me his warning. Tone 08 had a radar that was more sensitive than those on fighter jets and was better at detecting potential enemies chasing after us.


  “One vessel spotted!” Bonlay reported. “Judging by its speed, I believe it’s a Boot Buster, sir!”


  “Tsk. Reinforcements arrived with haste, huh?” I growled. “Foolish guards… But if there’s only one jet rushing in, it might be a stellaknecht who’s gone mad. Or could it be a technoritter?”


  As I muttered speculations under my breath, trying to find the identity of our assailant, I turned the nose of my jet around.


  “Sir! We’ll go with you!” one of my subordinates cried.


  “Yeah, one jet ain’t nothing!” another added.


  “Stay back!” I ordered. “If we run wild here, we might scratch the ship we worked so hard to capture! I’ll hold ’em down, so prepare to jump while I’m buying some time!”


  “But, sir…” Behko muttered. He was clearly worried about me, so I bared my fangs to flash a fearless smile.


  “Hey, I’m piloting a Boot Buster too. Have some faith in your boss, yeah?”


  I pushed my gear stick to maximum thrust, prompting the engine of my trusty jet to roar louder than ever before, and a trail of light streamed behind me as I streaked away like a shooting star. For us orcs, a Boot Buster was a privilege bestowed on only the greatest warriors—it was a manifestation of our honor and dignity.


  The Boot Buster was officially classified as an armored strike, a category within countless fighter jets. However, for us orcs, this renowned jet, fabled for its power, had been one of our most prized possessions since ancient times. This strike fighter held incredible value for us simply because it seemed made just for us, with a powerful main thruster and engines that further enhanced its speed. It was a high-mobility, heavily armed, multirole spacecraft.


  In the front of the Boot Buster was a weapon rack, and in the back was a weapon unit with a thruster engine, much like the cannon that Barrel Shooters had. The trade-off for these awesome weapons and power was the sheer difficulty in maneuvering the jet. Unlike Barrel Shooters, with their coaxial body and gear, the Boot Buster boasted a weapon unit with more flexibility; I could move my weapons around as I pleased, but that affected stability and propulsion greatly. One small mistake, and I could easily cause the entire jet to crumble into pieces.


  During a dogfight, the Gs that affected a pilot were far beyond anything that a normal fighter jet would experience. If the pilot wasn’t sturdy like an orc, they’d be crushed by the crippling force. While a Boot Buster had several other thrusters that were on par with the power of a main thruster, its propellant was the same as any normal fighter jet, meaning that it guzzled fuel. It could only fight for a shockingly short period of time. Some might find this jet to be a faulty vehicle, but for us, it was prized.


  The jet was like a wild mare and difficult to tame, but if steered by a skilled pilot, she could unleash an overwhelming burst of power that could decimate enemies in seconds. In terms of speed, she surpassed any jet around, and no pursuers could hope to catch even a shadow of her.


  The Boot Buster, with its high mobility, could easily perform acrobatic tricks, and was capable of swiftly catching the enemy’s rear to unload a volley of devastating attacks. In a one-on-one duel, the Boot Buster held the overwhelming advantage and could easily crush an enemy jet. Only a Boot Buster could even hope to stop another Boot Buster.


  Orcs held values of their own; they saw beauty in decimating an enemy head-on, and that act was seen as one of elegance and grace of the highest order. Hence, we tended to romanticize the Boot Buster, and many yearned to master this difficult jet. Indeed, its nickname was fitting as well, since the spacecraft was designed solely to bust through the enemy—all brawn, no brains.


  “And since I’m steering a jet this stupid, I’m a damn idiot myself!” I roared.


  As I went full speed ahead, the cockpit began to ­vibrate and tremble as the g-forces pushed my body against the seat. I glared at the glowing dot that appeared on my monitor that approached me with incredible speed as I enlarged the speck on my screen.


  “Three arms, huh?” I muttered.


  The enemy jet was slender and shaped like a spear. It was a Boot Buster with three weapon units that stretched out in three different directions, like arms reaching for prey. In other words, they had one more arm than my jet. Extra arms weren’t necessarily an advantage, however, and more firepower meant that it was exponentially more difficult to steer their craft.


  I adjusted my grip on my steering stick while I directed some energy into the short barrel of my plasma cannon. Right before I placed my hand on the trigger, I noticed a communication signal blinking in the corner of my monitor.


  A wide area communication signal? I wondered. Why does the enemy want to talk in this situation?


  I considered ignoring the incoming flashing light to fire my cannon, but my goal this time around was to buy time until Tone 08 could charge enough energy to jump away.


  “All right, guess I’ll humor ’em,” I muttered to myself.


  I turned the communication switch on as a voice flooded through the speaker; the robotic voice was obviously altered by some kind of device, and I had no idea if I was against a man or a woman.


  “Stop your ship! I repeat, stop your ship!” the voice commanded. “Do you copy, assailant? Stop your vessel immediately and accept your punishment! If you obediently stop your ship, I’ll reduce the severity of your crimes and simply kill you on the spot!”


  “The hell? My crimes are reduced, and I’m still killed?” I replied wearily. “Then what’s gonna happen if my crimes aren’t reduced?”


  I couldn’t help but point out the unreasonableness of their command, but I was met with an angry retort.


  “Is it not obvious?!” the voice roared. “We’ll wipe out your entire species! How dare you steal valuables from the Holy Shaneuman Kingdom?! You’ll pay dearly for this!”


  All right, so now I know where this person hails from. Must be a technoritter, then. Technoritters were cyborg knights who underwent biological enhancements, and their abilities put them on par with orcs. It was no wonder their voices sounded so robotic.


  The Holy Shaneuman Kingdom boasted advanced cybernetics technology, and they held cutting-edge information in that field. The intergalactic royal family was quite famous within space, and a technoritter from that house was undeniably an elite cyborg warrior built from the most advanced technology one could find. A fitting opponent for me. I couldn’t help but curl the corners of my lips upward at my clash against this knight. Despite all my thorny remarks about my underlings, I, too, got excited in the face of battle. I couldn’t go against the blood of an orc that flowed through my veins.


  “How terrifying!” I goaded. “I don’t want to die, but if the only alternative is the destruction of my species, I suppose I ought to resist! I’ll take you down and proudly make my triumphant return to my kind!”


  “Hmph, you’re an orc worth steering a Jouster, I see!” the voice replied. “You dare fight against me?! Your boldness is worthy of some praise!”


  This armored strike, which we orcs called Boot Buster, had another nickname within the technoritters: Jouster. The knight outstretched the three arms on their craft and pointed them straight at me as they turned their jet in my direction.


  “By the name of Agrista Grayton, technoritter of the Holy Shaneuman Kingdom, and owner of the sobriquet, Glorious Silver, I hereby condemn you for your crimes!”


  “Bit of an old-fashioned tradition to name yourself, isn’t it?” I replied. “But I’ll humor ya! Warrior Kartz is my name, and I’m from the Tone Tekin tribe!” I turned the nose of my jet toward the knight as I savagely bared my fangs. “My Dawn of Mauler’s gonna tear ya to shreds!”
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  Chapter 3:
The Heavenly Fists of Destruction


   


  WE CHARGED TOWARD EACH OTHER, OUR TWO jets swinging their weapons around as though extensions of our own arms. The other jet was silver, fitting for its name, and mine was painted a bright scarlet, reminiscent of the reddening sky at dawn. Both jets were sharp and slender, conjuring an image of ancient times when armed knights would engage in lance duels against each other.


  “Take this!” the technoritter roared.


  Glorious Silver made its first strike, removing the cover of one of its three arms to reveal a massive rail gun. The back of the chamber let out a mighty roar and used its electron accelerator to fire.


  “Too slow!” I sneered.


  I rammed my foot on the pedal, spurring my jet to go as fast as it could while I rotated the control sticks on either side of me. My Dawn of Mauler rapidly whirled its arms located on either side of its body as it shot out full speed ahead. I performed a supersonic roll as though I was twisting the body of my jet and dodged the attack from the rail gun.


  “I…missed?!” Agrista shouted.


  I kept my communication channel open and could hear the flabbergasted, robotic voice of the technoritter.


  “Heh, you’ve just got shoddy aim!” I replied.


  A Boot Buster with two weapons, or arms, was usually designed to be long in the middle and short on both ends, implying that the arms were shorter than the body of the jet itself. My Dawn of Mauler, on the other hand, was shaped closer to a W, meaning that my arms were longer than a normal unit, capable of wielding more power than other Boot Busters. It could easily take evasive action and handle sharp turns like it’d just been kicked on its side.


  “Looks like it’s my turn now, knight!” I bellowed.


  Despite the rolling, which caused my vision to blur, my semicircular canals were completely unaffected. I didn’t get any sort of motion sickness from my maneuver, and my sharp gaze kept the light from the enemy thrusters in sight. I slammed the brakes of my jet as I violently whirled its arms around and turned back toward the enemy. Pulse lasers were installed on either side of my jet’s nose, and I fired them at the technoritter.


  “Don’t you dare underestimate me!” Agrista roared.


  Glorious Silver revealed a weapon from its second arm: a six-barrel autocannon suited for close combat. The cannon emitted a dull growl before firing its bullets over a wide area. Agrista’s shots were calculated as they predicted my earlier evasive actions with the Dawn; the trajectory of the autocannon blocked my path. The excitement and adrenaline that pumped through me honed my senses and reflexes more than ever before. I could practically see the trail of light that the tracer bullets left behind; in fact, they seemed to move slowly in my eyes. I didn’t even notice my lips curling back as I bared my fangs. I jammed my thumb into the trigger of the left control stick.


  “Repulsion Arm!” I shouted.


  The space in front of my port side arm began to twist and shift to create a tiny repulsion field. The bullets that were aimed at me scattered in different directions.


  “A defensive field?!” Agrista shouted. “You cheeky orc!”


  “Projectiles won’t work against me, knight!” I roared. “What’s your next move?!”


  As I taunted my enemy, I rammed my feet into the pedals as Dawn cut through space.


   


  POV 


  TECHNORITTER, AGRISTA GRAYTON


   


  AGRISTA WAS CAUGHT COMPLETELY OFF GUARD. Her brain was one of the few organic components she had left, and in her shock, she couldn’t help but think, Orcs are space barbarians, and they rush in recklessly, not like this. It mattered not how physically capable orcs were; their only tactic was to charge right in like a wild boar and throw caution to the wind, so taking them on was a piece of cake. 


  Yet Kartz seemed different from his brethren. 


  I didn’t expect his jet to be armed with both offensive and defensive weapons. He isn’t relying solely on his natural gift of reflexes; rather, he’s focusing and defending and dodging while aiming for an opening to fire a counter. He doesn’t act like a regular orc at all—and that’s exactly why I can’t let my guard down. Agrista reevaluated her enemy and deemed the orc to be more dangerous than he initially seemed. In fact, Kartz’s abilities might put him on par with a technoritter.


  “Die!” Agrista growled.


  She fired her autocannon and rail gun, hoping to take Kartz down. It was a classic tactic of throwing out a few jabs to keep the enemy at bay before launching a straight punch to knock them out. And yet, this cheeky orc handled her attack beautifully.


  “I told you that won’t work!” Kartz roared.


  The two-armed jet used its left arm to expertly block any bullets, creating a path for Dawn to bust through. Once Kartz was able to carve a path for himself, he nimbly dodged the rail gun. If he was able to handle the jabs, it was no wonder that he could easily evade any powerful blows aimed straight at him.


  “Hyah!” Kartz shouted.


  He fired back with his pulse laser, and the technoritter dodged the blast while violently clicking her tongue. To be precise, the knight’s machine body didn’t have a tongue, but the act of showing annoyance flashed across her mind, generating a similar sound that managed to decrease her stress levels ever so slightly. As she began to panic, a sedative was automatically injected into her brain, allowing her to regain her composure. We’re both steering Jousters with the same mobility capabilities, and a duel where we try to get the other’s back will create an endless game of cat and mouse.


  To break this stalemate, they’d need to utilize their weapons—the aces up their sleeves. Each jet surely had these trump card weapons hidden, and the battle would be decided based on how they were used. Glorious Silver, equipped with three arms, technically had one more option than Dawn of Mauler. But I’ve already shown my autocannon and rail gun—two of my three trump cards have been revealed.


  The knight’s jet also had a blade in its arm, but no other weapons in its main frame, unlike the barbaric orc’s Boot Buster, which had a cannon installed on its main body. With only one trump card left on Silver, Agrista had to be wary. Aside from the Dawn’s main cannon—which could hardly be called a hidden trump card—the jet had only shown a defensive weapon and nothing else. Kartz still had another weapon he could use, and he methodically preserved the hidden ace of his right arm.


  “He mentioned that this weapon was the Repulsion Arm,” Agrista muttered. “In other words, his shield is a repulsion field.”


  She immediately analyzed the enemy jet’s defensive weapon. If Kartz’s declaration wasn’t just him blowing smoke, Dawn could summon a repulsion field, which knocked away any attacks aimed at it. This field was ineffective against optical attacks such as lasers and plasma cannons, but it was frighteningly powerful against bullets and other physical projectiles. Unfortunately for Agrista, her autocannon and rail gun used physical bullets.


  “Shit. Poor choice of weapons,” Agrista muttered.


  The last weapon the technoritter had, which was still concealed, also used physical bullets—this was a less-than-ideal scenario. However, a defensive jet that used repulsion fields had weaknesses of its own. Not only was the field effective only against certain weapons, but it also had a very small range. A single repulsion field from Dawn’s left arm couldn’t protect the entire jet; if Agrista attacked the entire body of Dawn of Mauler at once, she had a chance of victory.


  “I’ll crush you before you can use your right arm!” the technoritter roared.


  Agrista made a gamble. She made no attempt to take evasive action and turned to Dawn to make a headlong rush at the enemy. She didn’t give a chance for Kartz to take a breather and immediately revealed her final card, showing the weapon hidden within the third arm: a missile launcher loaded with three massive missiles.


  “Take this, orc!” Agrista yelled. “This might not be the most elaborate plan, but I’ll fire everything I’ve got!”


  At once, she fired her autocannon, rail gun, and missiles. The tip of the missile opened wide to launch a dozen smaller projectiles hidden inside. These scattershot missiles were originally meant to take down a battalion, and this firepower could be seen as overkill as they flew straight at Dawn of Mauler.


   


  POV 


  WARRIOR KARTZ


   


  THE BULLETS THAT LEFT A TRAIL OF RED IN their wake; the projectiles that emitted a pale blue glow with their electromagnetic waves; and the scattered missiles that each had an orange, glowing tail, formed a cluster of attacks aimed straight for me. Any one of these attacks was powerful enough to tear Dawn of Mauler into shreds, and where the Boot Buster excelled in enduring g-forces, it lacked in overall sturdiness.


  The astonishing number of bullets completely enveloped my jet, and my Repulsion Arm couldn’t possibly reflect them all. I could tell that Agrista had no plans for their next step and was using everything in their arsenal to finish me in one blow—not a bad move.


  “Fine by me, knight!” I shouted. “Your tactic isn’t half bad!”


  As I was under fire by their ultimate attack, I sort of related to the technoritter. The fact that they used everything they had in one move was a reckless, and very orc-like, gamble. Hence, it was easy for me to handle. After all, I was a fodder orc taken in by another tribe; instead of being worked to death, I made my way up and managed to survive long enough to call myself a warrior. In other words, I stood out from my other comrades and proved my worth. Brute force and pure violence were my forte, and I relished in showing my might.


  “Here I gooo!” I bellowed.


  I maintained my top speed and expertly maneuvered my control stick, practically crushing it in my grip as I abruptly turned my jet around. I turned the nose of my Dawn right at the bullets shooting toward me and raised my left weapon in the air.


  “Repulsion Arm!” I shouted.


  Crimson fire appeared before my eyes as the bullets exploded on my repulsion field. The bullets, repelled by my left arm, crashed into each other and disintegrated right in front of my eyes. However, this invisible field’s range was small and couldn’t possibly protect my entire jet—I knew that going in. And so, I raised Dawn’s right arm in the air as well.


  “And round two!” I declared.


  My right weapon was also a Repulsion Arm, and I unleashed both to fully protect myself.


  “Two shields?!” Agrista yelped.


  They sounded completely stunned, and I couldn’t blame them. Even I knew that this tactic was very unusual for orcs like us. Our kind loved to punch and destroy; we tended to favor powerful weapons that were meant to decimate our enemies. And yet, Dawn was equipped with two defensive weapons. I suspected that no other Boot Buster had this build. 


  Truth be told, despite me making my way up to a warrior rank, fodder like us would never get our hands on good weapons anyway, I thought. The truth is rough, but there’s nothing I can do about that. No matter the case, these fields were the perfect fit for my enemy, and this was an opportunity that I couldn’t miss. I had to land a blow while my opponent reeled in shock.


  “Hiyaaah!” I roared.


  Silver was right in front of me, and I revved my thrusters to full throttle. The technoritter fired across a wide range, likely under the assumption that my one Repulsion Arm couldn’t cover for them all. This would’ve undeniably shot down a flimsy Boot Buster, but the wide range also implied that the wall of bullets was flimsy and thin. If I took care of a few projectiles, I could bust my way through. I channeled all my fuel into the generator. A repulsion field could only be maintained in short bursts, but I believed that I could supply energy and forcibly keep the fields out for a bit longer—just long enough for me to rush through the bullets.


  Dawn continued to keep its invisible fields out and kept me safe as the bullets exploded in front of me. I tore through the explosion and smoke with the repulsion fields, and Dawn soared through the air, leaving a trail of fire behind it. Finally, I was in front of Silver. 


  Now’s my chance!


  “Take my Heavenly Fists of Destruction! Repulsion Thruuust!” I hollered.


  I thrust both of Dawn’s arms out. The Repulsion Arms were already reaching their limit, but I gave them one final push to maintain their power, forcing them into max overdrive. The invisible field distorted the air and turned into a sharp point, turning my entire jet into a crimson arrow.


  Dawn, aiming straight for the enemy’s heart, pierced through Silver in one supersonic swoop.


   


  POV 


  TECHNORITTER, AGRISTA GRAYTON


   


  TECHNORITTERS WERE PRACTICALLY FUSED TO their Jousters so that they could wield their jets as though they were part of their own body. The technoritter’s brain was linked to the jet itself, and this time around, this worked against the pilot. The jet was severely damaged, and error warnings filled Agrista’s mind, something that she’d never experienced before. It was unbearable.


  “Gaaah?!” Agrista screamed.


  Perhaps the cyborg knight should’ve been embarrassed by her pathetic shrieks, but she couldn’t endure the agony in silence. Even her robotic nerves couldn’t react to the raw speed of Dawn, and the enemy’s repulsion field managed to ruthlessly gouge out a side of Silver’s body. Two of the three arms were twisted and crushed, leaving only one left.


  This was a fatal blow. Even the main thruster of Silver was damaged, and the jet was standing on death’s door, yet Agrista showed no signs of resignation. She endured the damage reports that flooded her brain, overwhelming her with excruciating details and information as she managed to turn the only arm she had—an auto­cannon—toward Dawn’s flight path. Blue sparks flew all around the scarlet Jouster’s body. The mighty repulsion field that blew Silver away was tough on Dawn as well; even it couldn’t maintain its attack for long.


  Dawn had been kicked into overdrive, and the cost for that was devastating. Its Repulsion Arms shut down and the vehicle dragged its useless weapons behind it as they sparked haphazardly. It flew around sluggishly in a wide arc.


  “I misjudged him…” Agrista muttered.


  The technoritter slowly managed to aim Silver’s remaining, barely working arm as she mocked herself for her own foolishness. After her initial shock that Kartz hadn’t recklessly rushed in like orcs always did, she immediately assumed Kartz was a formidable foe who would act nothing like a normal orc—and that was her fatal error. The technoritter was surprised when Dawn revealed its second shield, but she was certain victory was still in her grasp. Orcs were known for their powerful attacks, but Kartz had sacrificed mighty weapons for sturdiness and defense. Agrista incorrectly concluded this meant Kartz was incapable of meaningful retaliation. When Kartz violently cast aside his defenses to gamble on a single blow, he was acting exactly like a normal orc would. Indeed, he didn’t completely break the mold as Agrista had expected.


  “But I won’t go down without a fight!” she seethed.


  Dawn whirled around and headed straight for Silver with the intent to land the final blow, and Agrista took that opportunity to unleash a volley from Silver’s autocannon.


  “Raaaah!” she yelled.


  She bellowed from the top of her lungs as she fired her final shots, but Dawn twisted its body to and fro to dodge the bullets. Silver’s gun barrel couldn’t lock onto its target in time and the technoritter couldn’t adjust her weapon quickly enough as the plasma cannon under Dawn’s body began to gather light.


  “I’ve got a bus to catch, so smell ya later!” Kartz said. His tone was laced with playfulness as he fired his pale-blue plasma shot. “Toodles, knight!”


  The plasma cannon’s shot hit the half-destroyed body of Silver. The gravitational field, a manifestation of ­destruction itself, decimated everything in its range.


   


  “Knight Agrista! Knight Agrista!” a voice echoed.


  Loaders were meant to be the rear guards, but the squad scattered in search of the technoritter that had lost its signal. After a while, the loaders stumbled upon the remnants of a silver jet. Two-thirds of its body was burned to cinders by a plasma cannon, and its incinerated remains were a pitiful sight, unfitting for its moniker, “Silver,” as it floated in space.


  “Knight Agrista?!” one gasped. “How can this be?”


  “I would’ve never imagined a technoritter to lose…” another muttered.


  “Don’t kill me off…” a robotic voice groaned.


  As the loaders exchanged murmurs of disbelief, the technoritter interrupted the conversation.


  “Knight Agrista!” a loader gasped.


  “The plasma attack entered the cockpit as well, so I thought I was a goner,” Agrista admitted. “But it seems it wasn’t enough to incinerate this metallic body of mine, bestowed by His Majesty.”


  “We’ll get you out of here!” a loader replied.


  The search squad immediately found the head of the knight protected by a helmet, floating about as though searching for the rest of its body. The technoritter had lost her body from the chest down. The squad swiftly collected the knight’s remains and brought them into the cockpit.


  “We shall return home at once,” one of the rescuers said. “We already have a healing pod at the ready!”


  “Thanks,” Agrista replied.


  The technoritter’s head was gently placed on the spare seat of the jet before her neck was quickly hooked up to a space suit—a life sustaining device. The knight was running out of oxygen, but her supply was replenished thanks to the suit. Agrista took a deep breath—though she lacked a set of lungs—and retracted her visor to reveal stunning golden locks and sapphire-blue eyes. The knight resembled a beautiful, blonde-haired lady with a piercing blue gaze. Her beauty, though manufactured, was well-detailed and sculpted. Agrista had been turned into a machine when she was a young girl, and her current, age-progressed face was based on predictions of how she might’ve looked if she aged normally. Her sharp, azure eyes were dyed with rage.


  “I’ll make that orc regret not killing me,” she growled. “Kartz of the Tone Tekin tribe… I won’t forget you!”


  [image: ]


  Chapter 4:
The Dancer of Space


   


  “SIR! ARE YOU ALL RIGHT?!” BONLAY SHOUTED with a look of utter astonishment.


  I was patting the battered body of my Dawn at our rendezvous point when Bonlay opened the communication window. He was usually rather composed and generally maintained his calm; I couldn’t help but smirk when I saw him in a tizzy.


  “I pushed the limits of my Dawn a little,” I said. “But we’re both fine. I’ve already done first aid on her too.”


  “I can’t believe anyone was able to wear you down so much, sir,” Bonlay muttered. “Technoritters aren’t half bad.”


  “Yeah. They don’t splurge on heavy body modifications for nothing.”


  Still, the fact they did extensive augmentations and could only barely stand toe-to-toe against orc warriors was proof of the limits of normal Earthians. This was the best they could do. Hence, enhanced races like us orcs were created to break these limits. Space was far too merciless and brutal for humans to wade through. In terms of cost and efficiency, technoritters felt like the epitome of squandering wealth, as their low-performing bodies underwent extreme modifications to forcibly elevate their natural capabilities. But who was I to judge how others used their money? It wasn’t my place to stick my nose into strangers’ affairs anyway.


  “But, hey, I managed to secure another victory,” I said. “And got some loot while I was at it.”


  I shook myself free of unnecessary thoughts and turned toward the starboard side of my Dawn. My Boot Buster’s armed unit was installed with a tiny manipulator, a device for odd ends and menial work. In Dawn’s three slender fingers was the long, silver barrel of a gun. I managed to collect Glorious Silver’s severed arm and rail gun.


  “Oho?” Bonlay said. “Those rich technoritters sure have got some excellent weapons.”


  “Yeah, I checked the weapons catalog, but this bad boy’s the newest model, released last year by Granbit Firearms.”


  “My, oh my…”


  I spotted Bonlay’s smile in my monitor as he softened the features of his wounded, intimidating face. We orcs were space barbarians who practically did whatever we wanted, and no merchant in their right mind would trade with us. Even the eccentric ones were wary of our kind. As a result, we almost never laid our eyes on the new products of major firearms companies.


  “Then let us make our triumphant return home with this spoil of battle,” Bonlay said. “I’ve charged enough energy for us to jump.”


  “All right, let’s bounce,” I said.


  My underlings had already connected their jets to the mothership, and Tone 08’s docking port only had one opening left. I stretched Dawn’s left arm out and grabbed the grip of the port.


  “Ready,” I said. “Go, Bonlay!”


  “Aye aye! No countdown needed!” Bonlay replied. “Commencing jump!”


  Tone 08 and the ship we seized earlier vanished instantly. Moments later, we were in a different sector of space dozens of light years away. The jump drive—a staple of ancient sci-fi content and now a reality—was a cornerstone of transportation that made traversing the galaxy possible, especially during the Age of Exploration. I could only bow with respect when it came to this convenience. After all, it let me immediately warp away right after an attack. For marauders like us, this technology was an indispensable ally.


  “I made it back alive again,” I said.


  I breathed a sigh of relief as I created a visor with my hand, blocking the red light that penetrated the canopy of my ship. A giant, red star peeked through the gaps in my fingers; the star would soon reach the end of its life, likely within twenty thousand years.


  “Big Red spotted,” Bonlay announced.


  This was an admittedly trite code name for this star, but in our defense, one couldn’t expect much more than that from an orc. We weren’t famous for our intelligence, after all. Tone 08 and the captured ship headed for an asteroid belt around the red star; the rocky planetesimals that couldn’t withstand the gravitational pull of Big Red formed the belt where our clan ship resided. Our headquarters were given the honorable name the Tone Tekin Royale—again, we really weren’t known for our creativity.


   


  Tone 08 and the ship we captured were sluggish; it’d take us a full three days from Big Red’s zenith to the asteroid belt where the Tone Tekin Royale hid. The zenith was a convenient way to refer to a point above the main star where there was a balance in gravitational effects with other stars. In oversimplified terms, it was the northernmost area of space of the star. As a sidenote, the opposite direction—that is, the southernmost point—was referred to as the nadir. These astronomical terms were a bit different from my twenty-first century understanding of these words, since the meaning of these words had evolved as space travel became more prevalent.


  This sort of information is only necessary for navigators of ships with jump drives, but this seems as good of a time as any to elaborate a bit further. The jump drive was easily affected by gravity and required energy to control the destination point. Thus, many preferred destinations were less prone to gravitational obstruction. It was possible to forcibly jump out of a place; hypothetically, one could appear in front of a fixed star fraught with gravitational pulls, but it required an immense amount of energy.


  Spaceships were money sinks, and if we wanted to keep the lights on in our vehicle, all the navigators understood costs had to be cut wherever possible. This knowledge wasn’t installed in me through birth plants, though admittedly this kind of information was unnecessary for a warrior like myself. I took the time to learn it. Thanks to my twenty-first-century-Earthian mindset, I was able to look at the broader picture and view the world with a more objective lens, which was unusual for a fodder orc like me. I made the executive decision to learn of my own accord, deeming it necessary for my survival.


  Orcs were born with incredible physical capabilities, and we made excellent warriors, yet many of us died on the battlefield. We were a plundering, warrior race, engaged in perpetual battles, and ordinary soldiers like me were repeatedly sent as the vanguard: We died and were quickly replaced. The only way I could survive was to rise above my peers, to prove to others I was a warrior worthy of respect. Sure, I had a sturdy and powerful body, but so did all orcs. That was nothing special. Since I was meant to be a regular private, I needed to prove myself; I required something special to set me apart.


  Luckily for me, I didn’t hate learning. I was more open to using my head than other orcs, and I did everything I could to amass a wealth of knowledge. I not only had my memories of a twenty-first century Earthian, I avidly sought intel on current events on space, strategies, theories, and other miscellaneous topics. Thanks to all the data I gathered, I was able to come up with plans and tactics on the spot to ensure my survival up until now. The source of my knowledge, funnily enough, came from the items that I seized.


  Fortunately, orcs were completely uninterested in books or digital data. My comrades were utterly distracted by weapons and delectable foods, and it was my routine to use that opportunity and grab all the books and data that I could. This habit of mine didn’t change, even when I managed to snag a promotion and was entrusted with a Boot Buster, a symbol of my excellence as a warrior. The few days’ voyage from my jump point to the clan ship was invaluable, allowing me to read and teach myself various subjects.


  “But I’m not really sure if fashion magazines will be useful for me…” I muttered.


  My Tone 08 was steered by inertial navigation as I sank into the captain’s seat and flipped through the magazine before closing it. This was one of the items that came from the ship we’d seized. My underlings knew I liked books and reading; whenever they found anything of the sort among their spoils of war, they always eagerly delivered it to me. After all, if I claimed this as part of my winnings, the orcs would be able to claim more valuable items for themselves.


  But it looks like it was a bust this time, I thought. No knowledge was useless in my eyes, and I aggressively tried to read up on any subject, but a fashion magazine meant for normal Earthians deviated so greatly from an orc’s needs that I couldn’t possibly find use for this. 


  Orcs generally wore garments close to overalls that were of a simple design. None of us were fashionable, nor did we have a penchant for gaudy attire. We didn’t find it useful, anyway. My favorite light space suit had a bit of armor meant to protect vital areas during combat, but it was far from stylish. It was a muted dark green, which was the color of the Tone Tekin tribe. That’s all there was to it. Nothing I wore was designed for showmanship.


  If any of us really desired to pursue fashion, the thin space suit orcs wore accentuated the rippling of their muscles, and that was seen as the pinnacle of vogue. As younger orcs might say, the flaunting of muscles equated to “looking fly.” And so, there were actually many orcs who refused to wear any sort of space suit at all, instead displaying their naked, muscular bodies proudly for the galaxy to see. 


  Orcs were sturdy and their chlorophyll nanomachines only enhanced their capabilities. They could easily survive for half an hour in the vacuum of space. Our toughness and roughness around the edges allowed orcs to persist, even when naked. 


  Needless to say, we did wear underwear. Even at our worst, we were able to hide our unmentionables and avoid looking completely pathetic. If there was any moronic orc walking around with their goods on full display, they couldn’t complain if we chopped them right off. Our killer weapon, which I affectionately called my magnum dong, was usually kept holstered. I only pulled it out to fire when absolutely needed.


  “Fulton, throw this out for me,” I requested, throwing the magazine at him.


  “Yes, sir,” he replied.


  He was playing the point and look game with Behko in front of the trash can at the edge of the bridge. This inertial navigation voyage made the interior of the ship zero gravity, and the magazine floated through the air before settling in Fulton’s hands.


  “Looks so clunky,” Fulton remarked. He flipped through the pages of the magazine with exasperation. “They really love to wear thick layers.”


  “Normals are weak. The moment they’re out in space, they die at the drop of a hat,” Behko said, flashing a look of smugness. “They probably need to wear layers.”


  He peered at the magazine as well, as he lost his game partner. Point and look was a popular pastime among the orcs since it didn’t require any tools or items. It was a ­matter of simple reflexes, which was right up the orcs’ ­alley. As a bystander, it was a peculiar sight to spot pig-faced people whip their heads around in all directions.


  “Heyo! Big find!” Fulton shouted. “There’s a page of scantily dressed women!”


  “Oooh! I’d hit that!” Behko said.


  The two shouted excitedly when they spotted a page introducing trendy swimsuits. This wasn’t a gravure magazine, just a generic fashion issue. The models wore elegant swimsuits that weren’t too risqué, but orcs like us, at the bottom of the ladder, were usually so desperate for chicks that these swimsuits could be quite a stimulating sight.


  “Sir! Can I have this?!” Fulton asked.


  “Hey, no fair!” Behko protested.


  “Uh, sure,” I replied. “I planned on tossing it out. You two better work out who gets it, though.”


  “Then let’s continue our battle!” Fulton said.


  “You’re on!” Behko replied.


  Now that there was a prize on the line, Fulton and Behko resumed their point and look game with heightened intensity. Meanwhile, Sohten, the last of my three subordinates, had his arms crossed over his chest as he dozed. He let the zero gravity around him do its thing, and he floated about the bridge, snoring away blissfully. I always told him to at least strap his body to a seat—he’d be injured if there was some sort of emergency that forced our ship to speed up—but my warnings always went in one ear and out the other. It seemed sleeping in zero gravity comforted him greatly. To be fair, even if the ship suddenly jolted forward and slammed him against a wall, it probably wouldn’t injure his sturdy body. I decided to leave him be.


  “Good grief…” I muttered.


  My unruly subordinates really let loose and relaxed on the bridge of Tone 08. They acted like children. It made me feel like I was at school, but the fact I was out here reading instead of staying cooped up in my room showed I was also a fan of the relaxed atmosphere.


  “Sir, we’ll arrive at the barricade soon,” Bonlay said.


  He was in the navigator’s seat, the only one who was glued to the console to monitor Tone 08’s condition. A half-eaten candy bar was in his hand. You wouldn’t guess it from his valiant face, but he was a lightweight when it came to alcohol and had a real sweet tooth. To his side was a mountain of snacks and treats, his spoils from our plundered items.


  “You’ve already input the evasion pattern for the barricade, right?” I asked.


  “Yes, sir,” Bonlay replied. “This week should be E8. A bit of a roundabout trip, but it is what it is.”


  Our clanship, the Tone Tekin Royale, was surrounded by asteroids, which provided natural defense, but it also had some manmade obstacles as well. This defensive barrier, named “the barricade,” was composed of crushed asteroids, useless machines, remnants of vessels, and other types of space debris. They were periodically scattered around the belt to protect the clan ship. This defensive measure prevented anyone from charging in spontaneously, lest they crash into trash and junk, but of course, the clan ship and its allies had an evasion route prepared to prevent any unnecessary collisions. Orcs might be stupid, but we still had the bare minimum intellect to survive.


  “All right, boys,” I said. “Get to your stations and fasten your seatbelts. Tie Sohten up in his seat too.”


  “Roger!” Fulton said.


  He immediately grabbed Sohten and restrained the snoozing orc in an open chair, just as Tone 08 blasted its thrusters to navigate the path through the barricade. The monitor in front of the ship’s bridge was dyed in the crimson glow of Big Red, and I noticed debris glimmering scarlet.


  “Hm?” I wondered.


  I noticed a flat, small spaceship floating about. This area of space was under the Tone Tekin’s full control. An enemy craft couldn’t have possibly made it this far into our territory. I manipulated the console of the captain’s seat to enlarge the image on my monitor, and had a hunch it was someone I knew. Sure enough, I spotted a small shadow standing on a familiar boat that was about thirty feet long. She was firmly clutching a staff taller than herself in her right hand, and she wore a white, hooded poncho. 


  I knew it! I beamed brightly.


  “Rejoice, men!” I exclaimed. “The princess is here to welcome us!”


  Standing atop the skiff was the little shadow of someone not even five feet tall. She was in the void of space, but she wasn’t wearing a suit. The white poncho hid her face, and she removed the hood as she shook her head. Her long, mostly silver locks, which danced in the zero-gravity space, were tinged with the faintest of pink. As she flipped her hair about, she spotted Tone 08 and her perfectly shaped lips curved upward, flashing a dazzling smile.


  She was the crown jewel of the Tone Tekin tribe and the future sovereign born from the orc queen: the orc princess. Her Highness Peeka Tanis Tone Tekin stood before us.


   


  There were three types of orcs. The first type was us, the fodders who were born from birth plants. The second were normal orcs, born from women of other species. The third were the orc knights, direct children of the orc queen. Where was the orc queen born from, then? The answer was anywhere but the birth plants. Orcs were a species of space warriors, and their instincts were honed solely for combat. Women menstruated on a monthly cycle and were thus very unreliable when it came to fighting. Because of this, women orcs pretty much didn’t exist. 


  And so, almost every orc was born male. Still, there were irregular occurrences or genetic mutations that created an orc queen. As genetic mutations were exceedingly rare, orc queens were an anomaly, and despite the countless orc tribes that dotted the galaxy, very few of them were blessed with a queen. The chances of any clan having an orc princess, born directly from an orc queen, were astronomically low, making Princess Peeka the pride and joy of our tribe.


  The orc queen, the great mother of our tribe, possessed pheromones and charisma that would infatuate any orc without fail. Because I was born from a birth plant and imbued with the mind of a twenty-first century Earthian, the royals’ feminine wiles didn’t affect me as much. Still, I couldn’t help but be fond of Princess Peeka. She was beautiful. It was as simple as that.


  First-generation fodder orcs that came from birth plants had to borrow the womb of other species to ensure their bloodline. In other words, orcs had a vast gene pool and amassed various types of DNA. The orc queen was the fruit of this genetic variation, and she was seen as beautiful by practically every Earthian standard. This phenomenon was a type of evolutionary selection that resulted in an incredibly attractive individual capable of charming everyone. The royal women of the orcs were thus a montage of every gorgeous woman we knew.


  Princess Peeka was beautiful as well, just like her mother, the orc queen. In the right light, her hair would look a lovely strawberry-blonde, and she tied her dazzling, silver locks into twin tails that flowed down her body. Her golden, almond-shaped eyes reminded me of a cat, and her high nose bridge, snow-white cheeks, and adorable lips only added to her allure—though this hackneyed description couldn’t even begin to capture her beauty. Each and every one of her features was perfectly crafted and formed a delicate balance on her face. She possessed both childlike charm and enticing gorgeousness. A beauty like her was rare even within the vastness of the galaxy.


  She had a petite frame and was just four and a half feet tall, but her glamorous curves stood out—a body type nigh impossible for an Earthian her age to possess. She curved outward where it counted, almost to an infuriating extent, and she was very slender in other areas that made her body pop.


  The fertile orc queen was bursting with feminine ­allure, and her voluptuous body stood proudly at the apex of sexiness. She was well-endowed in more ways than one, and her glamorous body was hard to resist. The body of our young princess was already showing signs of her future captivating body, and her silhouette, illuminated by the scarlet glow of Big Red, was captivating and inviting—a generally impossible accomplishment for a girl her age.


  “Wow… Her Highness…” Behko murmured.


  “Whoa…” Fulton gasped.


  My two underlings glued themselves to the monitor in awe. The poncho tied around Princess Peeka’s neck and her revealing attire left very little to the imagination. Her long hair that danced through space managed to help cover her precious areas, but she was still very stimulating and enticing to the young orcs.


  “Good grief…” I sighed. “I’ve always told Her Highness to dress more appropriately.”


  “Oh, I don’t see the harm,” Bonlay replied. “We should be grateful the princess is here to warmly welcome us back in person.”


  Even the usually smug Bonlay smiled and softened his stern expression as he stared at the monitor.


  “Your body is very precious,” I muttered. “It’s not something you should reveal so casually.”


  But of course, Her Highness couldn’t hear my grumbling. 


  I spotted her on the monitor as she grabbed her staff with both hands and raised it high in the air above her head like an offering. Her staff looked like any old iron pipe grabbed from a pile of junk, but in her hands, the piece of debris transformed into a solemn tool that could’ve easily been used for ceremonies. Her chest, rather voluptuous for her age, jiggled around with every swing of her body. Her pale skin, whiter than porcelain, peeked out from beneath her poncho and glimmered with a viridescent outline, the nanomachines elevated to empyreal heights within the body of the orc royal.


  The condensed nanomachines shimmered in a bright line on the princess’s snow-white skin, forming a complex insignia reminiscent of a tribal tattoo. These lines streaked across her body like ornate filigree as she swung her staff down with all her might. She slammed her iron pipe into the skiff she used as her footing, and the sharp clang of metal reached Tone 08. It wasn’t sound that traveled through space, though, but a radio wave.


  The design on her body didn’t just shine for aesthetics: If it glowed, it indicated the nanomachines were emitting waves. The vibrations from her strike coursed throughout her body, and the nanomachines reacted to them, shimmering as they transmitted. This created a medium for the sound waves, which normally wouldn’t travel through space, to propagate. This ultimately allowed us to capture the noise she made. The princess was capable of controlling the power of her nanomachines to a high degree, which differentiated her from the other regular orcs. She could transform herself into a dazzling radio tower. Or a shining lighthouse in space, I thought.


  She was the small beacon that guided our tribe’s warriors home after a lengthy journey of plundering. As the princess struck the skiff, she kicked it, causing it to spin, and danced in space as she glided above it. Her long, silver hair, tinged with a pinkish hue, and her body that was both immature and voluptuous, formed a single, beautiful arc in space as she gracefully found her footing again. 


  The barricade, chock-full of debris, was meant to prevent enemies from charging into our base, but she used the floating junk as a stage to perform a victorious dance, lauding our triumph. She was like a flower blooming within the vast darkness.


   


  “Your Highness, I’m elated to no end that you’ve welcomed us back, but I must say that your actions are a bit too rash,” I said.


  After her dance was over, Princess Peeka boarded Tone 08, and I immediately pushed a spare lightweight space suit on to her with a frown. The princess proudly smiled at first, expecting a word of thanks and praise, but she puffed out her cheeks angrily at my nagging.


  “What gives?” she grumbled. “I heard that you successfully stole a ship, so I decided to give you a celebratory dance.”


  “Yes, but I implore you to be more cautious of your attire,” I replied. “This ship has quite a few young orcs.”


  “The less I wear, the more I can show off the light of my nanomachines. It looks pretty, doesn’t it? Besides, aren’t you a young orc yourself?”


  “Please, Your Highness. Just put on these clothes.”


  “Gr…”


  She puffed out her cheeks again as she slipped her legs through the overall-esque jumpsuit. Just as she was about to pull her zipper up, she flashed a smug grin and turned to me.


  “Kartz,” she whined. She used her sweet, coquettish tone to whisper into my ear, “This is so hard! ♡ Can you zip me up? ♡”


  She pressed her jiggling chest against me, a curvaceous body unfitting for a girl her age, as she purposefully placed her zipper just under her ample bosom. I said not a word and only grabbed the zipper to swiftly pull it up to her neck.


  “Hey!” Princess Peeka cried. “Look happy, or excited, or even a little considerate! Give me something!”


  “You may say those lines when you’re a little older,” I replied.


  Her breasts, which she was so proud of, were covered by her jumpsuit as she angrily flailed her arms around. I averted my gaze and played dumb. She was a young teen, and though precocious, my values of a twenty-first century person prevented me from making any moves on her; my common sense wouldn’t allow it. Yet, the instincts of an orc bubbled within me, and I struggled to deny the enchanting charm of this young, future orc queen.


  “It’s tough being an orc for sure,” I muttered.
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  Chapter 5:
An Eye For an Eye


   


  APPARENTLY, OUR CLAN SHIP, THE TONE TEKIN Royale, was originally an amphibious assault plant ship. The fact that the words “amphibious assault,” clearly indicating the vessel was meant for military warfare, and “plant,” as in a manufacturing facility, were used together implies the clan ship must’ve been born out of some crazy idea. No doubt this vessel was abused to hell and back, forced to do multiple incongruent tasks.


  Amphibious assault ships were used for battle. Their primary motive was to storm into enemy territory and deploy troops. Some galaxy-tier idiot must’ve thought creating soldiers within the ship that dispatched them was like killing two birds with one stone. The moron clearly believed that this was a homerun idea, which led to the creation of this ship. In other words, this vessel was capable of not only breaking enemy defenses, but also birthing orc soldiers they could then deploy, ultimately allowing a single vehicle to completely seize enemy bases. Yes, this was undoubtedly built as the pinnacle of stupidity.


  Any so-called trump card, one that relies on people to gamble it all on one crazy weapon with the presumption it would handle anything, generally works against the user. Those people generally lost those gambles. It should therefore come as no surprise the weak space nation that created the Tone Tekin Royale was crushed mercilessly in a battle between two stars. The species lost control over their home planet, and this clan ship was released out into space until we seized it for ourselves.


  For the next several centuries, the orcs produced by plants extended and renovated the Tone Tekin Royale to make it into the massive ship that we know today. The ship was originally plain in design and cylindrical, meant to simplify the creation process of soldiers, but we added on to it, making it thicker and longer than ever. The ship was initially around a thousand feet long, but it was now over three miles, resembling a massive iron pillar in space. This clan ship was always stationed behind the asteroid belt, surrounded by other spaceships of all sizes. 


  “Zero slash one monopole dock,” Bonlay reported. “We’ve switched to idling.”


  Tone 08 safely docked nearby the Tone Tekin Royale. We stationed the ship we seized from battle beside us and linked it to the main computer.


  I nodded and rose from the captain’s seat. The zero gravity allowed me to float about, and Her Highness used that as an excuse to cling onto my neck and drift with me.


  “All right,” I said. “I’ll go report back to Her Majesty.”


  “You’re so lucky!” Behko said. The envy was clear in his eyes. “You get to see Her Majesty with your own eyes!”


  Her Highness huffed proudly. “If you’re so envious, you should work hard and accomplish a grand feat of your own! You do have a leg up on others, you know, since you get to speak with me directly.”


  “Yes, Your Highness! I’ll work hard! I don’t want to be seen as an underling forever, and I’ll prove it to you!”


  He pumped himself up as the princess squinted her golden eyes and benevolently nodded. That alone made her boobs jiggle within her jumpsuit, and Behko gave a sigh of awe as he lecherously stared at his own princess. 


  Ugh. This future orc queen, though still a child, is just a bit too stimulating for our young and immature orcs.


  “Shall we go, Your Highness?” I asked. “May I use the boat that you came on to make my way to Her Majesty?”


  “You may,” Princess Peeka replied. “And this is the perfect chance to show you just how much I’ve improved!”


   


  Her Highness expertly steered her boat into the open hatch on the side of the Tone Tekin Royale. She slid right in and confidently parked within the hangar.


  “Heh, how’d you like that, Kartz?” she asked.


  “You’ve certainly improved a great deal, Your Highness,” I replied.


  For pro fighters like me, I could point out places where she could improve, but a royal like her learning practical steering skills was laudable in and of itself—they could certainly be useful in a pinch.


  “I can’t send you out into battle, but you’re more than capable of moving ships around during times of peace,” I said. “You’ve mastered skills that are worthy of a noncommercial license.”


  “Yay!” the princess crowed. “Then my next goal will be to master the skills that’ll make me worthy of the battlefield!”


  She flashed an innocent smile that made her look her age, and I grinned back. I didn’t dare to voice my actual thoughts. Even if the princess managed to learn the skills necessary of a fighter pilot, she would never step foot on the battlefield; in fact, warriors like me existed precisely so that she’d never be forced to fight. The moment she sank into the seat of a fighter jet, the rest of us orcs would have to kill ourselves—if we weren’t already dead.


  “Welcome back, Your Highness,” a voice echoed. “You’re as spunky as usual, I see.”


  “Grr…” Princess Peeka frowned.


  The moment we stepped off the ramp, a snarky voice called out. Her Highness twisted her beautiful face into a scowl, and while I was nowhere near her level of grace and elegance, I also gave a disgruntled look as I turned to the man who waited for us.


  “Ah, hello, Warrior Firen,” I remarked.


  The orc warrior, Firen, who preferred to be shirtless, crossed his arms in front of him as he glared at us, proudly showcasing his muscular chest. He was of similar age and rank as me, meaning he could’ve been called my colleague, but there was a wide gap between us. I was considered fodder, born from a plant outside of this tribe before I was captured, whereas Firen was an orc knight, a direct descendant from our great mother, the orc queen. He completely ignored my words and didn’t even glance my way—as though I didn’t even exist in his eyes—as he spoke to the princess.


  “Surely, these fodders aren’t worthy of seeing your dance, Your Highness,” Firen said.


  We’re gonna be a dick right out the gate, huh? I thought. I ought to fight back, lest I lose my dignity as a man. 


  But before I could respond, the princess knitted her brows.


  “I danced for them because I wanted to,” she said angrily. “They worked hard, and it’s my duty to reward them for that.”


  Firen huffed loudly from his nose, which was small for an orc.


  “There are many within our Tone Tekin tribe who work harder than them,” Firen said. He cast a disparaging glare at me before he continued with annoyance. “After all’s said and done, he’s an outsider. A pig who doesn’t belong here. He’s nothing more than a peon who can only pick on weaklings like cargo ships. Your dance is far too invaluable to show to guys like him, Your Highness.”


  He shook his head with utter disappointment, the green, braided hair tied behind his head fluttering along with his movements. 


  So annoying. 


  Orcs generally cut their hair short or decided to go completely bald. Long hair only gave enemies an opportunity to grab onto us, and it was a pain to take care of. I sported a crew cut with my dark green hair. Firen had a traditional coiffure, known as a queue, that flowed down his back. He wore it as proof of his honor and pride, and the disadvantage it created was part of that. He tacitly declared that no one could come close to grabbing his hair. It was a display of his power and abilities, and he used this aura to intimidate others. In a nutshell, he acted with bravado—a bluff that hid his weakness.


  “Ah, orc knights really are something else,” I remarked. “I presume you’ve got a long list of accomplishments that’s worthy of your attitude.”


  I made sure to match his snarky tone under the veneer of extreme politeness.


  “Hm?” Firen grunted. He furrowed his brow and didn’t say another word.


  “And what, pray tell, is your list of accomplishments for this month?” I asked. “I’ll throw you a bone and allow you to go back for the past three months. Please don’t tell me that a man of your caliber isn’t capable of even shooting down a mere cargo ship.”


  Firen paused for a while before he spoke. “We orc knights are different from fodder like you. Our role is to protect the queen and the clan ship.”


  These orc knights acted as the queen’s shield. In other words, they mostly stayed within the clan ship and rarely stood on the front lines to attain any sort of glory.


  Truth be told, any bystander could tell at a glance who ranked higher between a bodyguard that protected a royal and a pirate forced to wander around space to plunder, but we orcs didn’t operate solely on logic. Our instincts, the primal desire to run wild, gain glory, take someone’s head as a trophy, and roar with triumph, flowed through our veins. We couldn’t hide it. I bared my fangs to flash a smile that stretched from ear to ear.
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  “Is that so?” I replied innocently. “Over the past month, I singlehandedly took down eight loaders and one Boot Buster. My team and I worked together to capture a cargo ship as well, but I suppose you must find that to be small potatoes.”


  “You took down a Boot Buster?!” Firen gasped.


  This coveted jet was prized by any orc warrior; receiving one was a symbol of honor and prestige, and naturally, taking one down was equally worthy glory. Even a proud warrior who protected a royal could only bow in submission to my impressive performance.


  “I suspect the enemy was a guard of the cargo ship,” I went on. “Would you like to check the camera on my gun for proof? Ah, yes, I also managed to collect the enemy’s weapon as part of my spoils of war.”


  “You didn’t do a thing!” Firen shouted. “Your jet, Dawn of Mauler, takes all the credit here! If I had your jet, I could’ve easily done the same thing!”


  I knew it. This is probably why he keeps trying to pick a fight with me.


  “Indeed, Dawn of Mauler is an excellent partner,” I admitted. “Your father was truly blessed with a magnificent jet.”


  The previous pilot of my trusty jet was Firen’s father, who died in battle. Firen always yearned to get his hands on Dawn of Mauler, and he vowed to receive it when he became a warrior, but I beat him to the punch. I received my promotion before him and was granted the restored Dawn of Mauler. Ever since, he seemingly bore a grudge against me and treated me terribly. It was just a matter of timing. There was a free jet, I received the promotion first, and I was given the ship. I felt like Firen was to blame—had he been promoted faster, he would’ve surely been able to claim Dawn of Mauler for himself—but in his eyes, I’d stolen his birthright.


  “You bastard!” he roared.


  He bellowed with fury as he swung his fist back, paying no heed that he was in the presence of the princess. His telegraphed punch was easy to predict since he let his emotions take the reins, but I took his blow on the cheek to fire back with a cross counter, burying my fist squarely in his face.


  “Ngah?!” he grunted.


  Firen was blown back as my punch made his flat nose bridge even flatter. His attack cut the inside of my cheek, and I spit out the blood as I readied myself for a boxing match.


  “If you prefer to talk with your fists instead of your mouth, I’ll entertain you,” I said. “But don’t think I’ll go easy on you, young master.”


  “Y-you!” Firen bellowed.


  He pressed his hand against his nosebleed as he stood back up. He was an orc warrior as well, and always ready to battle. He lowered his stance, wrath and bloodlust apparent on his face. But as we squared off, Her Highness stepped between us, her eyebrows soaring up with fury as she turned her adorable face to Firen.


  “Enough!” she demanded. “Firen, it’s rather uncool of you to rain on someone’s parade and accomplishments just because you want to run wild.”


  “Er, I-I didn’t mean to…” Firen stammered.


  A myriad of emotions must’ve swirled within his mind, but hearing it so blatantly oversimplified, he was at a loss for words. 


  Hah! Serves you right! Neener neener, get scolded! 


  But as I internally gloated, Her Highness pointed her golden, catlike eyes at me.


  “And Kartz!” she shouted. “You don’t have to be so sardonic!”


  “An eye for an eye, Your Highness,” I replied. “I’m just responding to snark with snark.”


  “You never know when to shut up, do you?”


  You can’t blame me for that. I’ve survived until now thanks to my silver tongue and quick wit. And my strength too, I guess.


  “C’mon, Kartz,” she said. “Let’s head to my mother. You’re going to offer the ship you seized, aren’t you?”


  She grabbed the belt of my space suit and tugged me along as I relaxed with a strained smile.


  “I hope that I’ll receive a word of praise,” I said.


  “I think she’ll be happy,” Princess Peeka replied. “It’s been a while since we’ve received a working ship.”


  I turned away from Firen and followed the princess. I heard him angrily kicking the floor behind me and Her Highness let out a huge sigh.


  “He really should act calmer,” she muttered.


  “He must feel cornered in his own way,” I replied.


  “You were mocked and punched, but you seem rather laid back.”


  “But of course. I won’t lose to a man like Firen. I’ve braved countless battles and have ample experience compared to him.”


  He was promoted to knight simply because he shared the queen’s bloodline. A guy like him who only knew how to sit in his ivory tower couldn’t possibly understand the grisliness of the battlefield. The princess chuckled as she heard me vocalize some of my thoughts.


   


  The throne room—or the queen’s room—was located in the center of the clan ship, the Tone Tekin Royale. The very center of the birth plants was where the queen resided on her throne. This ship, however, was used for military purposes and was also constructed in a hurry during wartime: The hallways and door leading up to her throne were far from luxurious.


  This antechamber was used as a loading dock for cargo as well, and the entryway to the throne room was the largest on the ship. A door that resembled a set of iron shutters towered before me and the princess by my side.


  “Now then, go on,” Princess Peeka urged.


  I nodded and pressed the button on the intercom beside the door. I puffed out my chest proudly.


  “Warrior Kartz here,” I announced. “Permission to enter?”


  There was a pause before a sweet, husky voice echoed through the speaker and into my ears.


  “Very well. Come in.”


  The queen of the Tone Tekin tribe, Maryah Kiska Tone Tekin, welcomed me in. She was my master, and the one I longed for.


  Chapter 6:
A Simple Yet Lofty Ambition


   


  THE QUEEN’S ROOM WAS BUILT BY RENOVATING A part of the ship that was meant to produce people. The throne was surrounded by life-sized test tubes that must’ve belonged to a birth plant. The tubes, filled to the brim with pale green liquid, contained orcs at all stages of life from embryos smaller than peas to fully formed adults that would soon be spat out by the plant. These future courtiers, who had yet to utter their first words, would be raised under the watch of Her Majesty, who was waiting for me.


  Perhaps the members of the tribe, despite not being biological children of the queen, may have sworn allegiance to her because she acted like a mother to them during their early stages of consciousness. With my mind full of unnecessary assumptions, I stepped into the depths of the room. 


  Warriors, all completely armed with their own sets of gear, lined either side of the throne in perfect formation. Some wore a belt lined with gunpowder strapped around their half-naked bodies. Others donned a thorny protective unit that protected their vitals over their lightweight space suit. Many chose to proudly show their bare skin decorated with their tribal insignia. Several looked cramped in power suits stolen from other species. There was no uniformity to their attire, but they were all massive and burly, emitting a powerful aura. If anyone so much as stepped toward them, they’d cut down the intruder in an instant. Their animosity toward enemies was unquestionable. 


  These orc knights, permitted to wear their arms in front of the queen, were elites even among fellow knights. Their attitude toward fodder like me was icy and cold. Some glared at me with indignation, a few flashed a frosty smile, and others openly displayed their contempt toward a lowly orc like me, who had worked my way up.


  While all of them were armed with a variety of weapons, ranging from swords to plasma rifles, their eyes all communicated the same thing: hostility and choler. 


  Nice. Right back at ya. 


  However, now wasn’t the time to be bothered by these idiots. I halted, gave a sharp inhale, and puffed out my chest as I drew my chin back and stood tall and proud in front of the throne, my eyes fixated on the woman sitting upon it. I didn’t kneel, kowtow, or even bow my head. The body and muscles I’d carefully cultivated served as my greatest weapon, and I put them on full display, a show of respect in the way of the orcs.


  “Warrior Kartz, at your service,” I said.


  “Ah, welcome, Kartz,” the queen replied.


  The throne wasn’t what one would call conventional. It was a large chaise longue, a sofa that could be practically called a bed, and the queen lay on it, nestled into the furniture. Her long legs were crossed as she propped herself up on one elbow, her posture reminiscent of a woman enjoying a movie in her room. It was nothing like the regal sternness that one might expect from the audience of a royal.


  She remained lying down, and while one might see it as rather slovenly, she emanated charisma and dignity, perhaps thanks to her breathtaking beauty. Queen Maryah, the mother of her growing daughter, was a foot taller than Peeka. Her Majesty’s mature body was curvy and tantalizing, her beauty second to none. Orcs had no interest in wearing crowns, but the hair atop the queen’s head would make any gemstone pale in comparison. Her shimmering, glossy locks practically sparkled under the light, proving to be a treasure in its own right. Her silver strands were tinged with a hint of green, as though pieces of jade had melted into her hair. Unlike the long locks that fluttered around her daughter’s body, Her Majesty’s hair was fluffy and short in a wolf cut that ended around her neck. A pair of golden eyes, just like her daughter’s, brilliantly shone under her long bangs. While Princess Peeka’s eyes were sharp and catlike, reminiscent of a triumphant feline, Queen Maryah’s eyes drooped sleepily and were slightly narrower, reminding me of a calm sheep.


  Her perfectly sculpted face still had the vestiges of childish whimsy, and she looked so young. One could hardly believe she had a daughter and countless other children, much less grandchildren.


  “Your impressive feat has allowed you to stand before me once more,” the queen remarked. “Very impressive. Entrusting you with Dawn was the right choice.”


  Her low, clear voice was pleasant to the ears, seductive, amorous, and capable of enticing any man at his core. Yet, the words and tone she chose were more androgynous, almost masculine.


  “How many times have we met now?” she asked, tilting her head to one side and placing a finger over her plump lips. 


  One was only granted the audience of the queen before their first battle and for distinguished service.


  “This is our seventh time, Your Majesty,” I answered. “I believe our last meeting was four months ago.”


  “Ah, yes. So it was,” she replied. “In standard Earthian time, I believe it’s been 132 days. A very impressive pace indeed.”


  The queen had counted the days between our last meeting. Though I knew it was likely only out of politeness, I had to do my utmost best to calm my beating, excited heart. I averted my gaze toward the ground. But looking away just a hair caused my eyes to rest upon the two jiggly peaks that were pressed against the furniture as she remained lying down. Her mountainous bosom was over three feet tall, but still firm and elegant. I imagined her breasts toed the line of perfect softness—utterly irresistible. 


  Those melons… 


  She was dressed in a jade-colored ancient tribal outfit called a qipao, and the outfit was a tight fit against Her Majesty’s voluptuous body. Any small curve popped out and drew one’s attention to it.


  Queen Maryah narrowed her golden eyes ever so slightly and let out a low, adorable chuckle. Surely, an orc queen like her would instantly know where a man would gaze. My twenty-first century mindset made me feel ashamed and bashful, but my orc instincts kicked in with defiance. Can you blame me for gazing at a woman with a fantastic body? I’m not to blame for that. And so, I couldn’t tear my eyes away from Her Majesty’s massive rack. The queen, the woman who stood at the apex of women, perhaps enjoying the male gaze, tugged the corners of her mouth upward.


  “Now then, about your offering,” she said. “It’s excellent. I’m quite pleased by it.”


  She grabbed the dark-framed eye-enhancement device—a pair of glasses—that was on the side table and wore it as she manipulated the tablet in her hands. A holo­graphic model of the captured ship appeared on the monitor, and she squinted happily at the image before her. She whirled the 3D model around, checking it from every angle and scrutinizing it carefully.


  “It’s got no cannon, speed, or armor,” an orc knight said. “A slowpoke of a vessel, as far as I can tell.”


  The knight that was lined up before the throne scoffed through his nose as though to mock me for bringing back a useless vessel. The other knights followed suit and grinned with derision at the sluggish cargo ship and me. 


  Man, these airheads are so stupid. 


  The queen, who was silently observing the ship until now, glared at the orc knights that dared to insult the cargo ship and me.


  “The cargo ship can deliver weapons and food to everyone on the front lines,” she explained. “It’s a very hard worker. Or are you claiming you can fight without food?”


  She simplified matters as though she was scolding a young child, and the orc knights all immediately fell ­silent. The queen must actually see these knights as little kids. She gave birth to them, after all. Or maybe these knights are her grandchildren. The title of orc knight could be inherited until the second generation; even though they weren’t born directly from her, her grandchildren could still hold the rank.


  Be it child or grandchild, these orcs were direct descendants of the queen. As a sidenote, these orc knights weren’t allowed to refer to their queen as their “mother.” That was a privilege granted only to the princess.


  “Our tribe is always short on ships that can offer support from the back,” Queen Maryah went on. “Because people like Kartz work behind the scenes, we can support the vanguards.”


  The orc knights were unable to hide their annoyance as the queen scolded her descendants in a comforting, alto voice. I narrowed my eyes. She was frightfully logical to the point I could hardly believe she stood at the top of an orc hierarchy, a species known for their brawn and idiocy. She didn’t speak like a warrior who only knew how to fight; she had the mindset of a general. She straightened the spectacles on her face as she took on the role of the orc knights’ teacher.


  This was the greatest reason behind my loyalty to her. I served the queen precisely because of her logic and reason. A stupid chief would ruin their tribe, no matter how hard those below them worked, but so long as this queen guided us, Tone Tekin’s future was bright. I’d only spoken with the queen a few times, but I’d seen more than enough to have full faith in her. Her alluring body and beauty that knew no equal in the galaxy only served as accessories to her brilliance and intelligence. I’d say about 60 percent of my feelings for her were respect for her intelligence, with the remainder a love of everything else about her. Though admittedly, sometimes her body is so enticing that this ratio might flip.


  “A warship can easily transport goods,” an orc knight refuted. “A slow, nonarmored ship would be the perfect target for enemies if it was stuffed with items.” He seemed upset that the queen had jumped to my defense. 


  I guess they have no idea how to properly utilize this vessel. They can imagine themselves as the captain, but their train of thought ends there. Intelligence and creativity went hand in hand, and this sort of shallow-minded conclusion was proof of their half-baked ideas. 


  The queen sighed and shook her head, her platinum bangs swishing about.


  “Enough,” she said. “I’ll be the one to decide how this ship will be used, boys. But make no mistake, I’ve taken a liking to this vessel.”


  The queen lived her entire life surrounded by men, and so, she generally took a masculine tone with her orc knights. She asserted her right to do with this vessel as she pleased, despite the disparaging looks the knights gave to the ship. This was an offering to the queen; I had no say in how it’d be used, but I knew that the queen would use it well. I was relieved and satisfied to learn that my hard work wouldn’t be for naught.


  “Now, Kartz,” she continued.


  She cleared her throat and drew attention to herself as she shifted her legs around. Her outfit, which sported a long slit on the side, couldn’t cover the queen’s meaty thighs. She showed her glossy, gorgeous legs as she pointed her golden eyes at me.


  “How can I reward you for this deed?” she wondered aloud. “I suppose the greatest reward would be to offer my body, but I regret to inform you that I can’t.”


  She flashed a naughty grin and remained lying down as she used one hand to rub the lower part of her belly.


  “As you can see, it’s currently in use,” she said.


  She wasn’t near full-term yet, but her stomach was clearly swollen with new life—Her Majesty was pregnant.


   


  Orcs liked two things: weapons that made them stronger and a woman that would continue their powerful bloodline. An orc’s raison d’être was to fight and to ensure the survival of its species; we were simple to no end. Orcs loved powerful women, those capable of giving birth to a strong child. We had no use for frail, fragile waifs. Whether it be muscles, combat prowess, the ability to steer a ship, or the mental fortitude to stand in front of a powerful foe, strength is what counted when it came to women. 


  But while we valued and respected strength in women, the fact that we kidnapped them and forced them to give birth made us nothing short of barbarians. Orcs saw their orc queen as the epitome of strength and power, and these ladies possessed the best womb an orc could wish for. And indeed, orc knights born from the queen generally possessed powers and abilities that were a head above others. Impregnating an orc queen so the next generation would be powerful beyond measure was the greatest reward an orc warrior could receive.


  Of course, ravishing the beautiful and voluptuous body of the queen was a huge plus as well. However, Queen Maryah had the seed of another man in her. The Tone Tekin tribe was massive and growing at a rapid pace. Naturally, there were many warriors like me; quite a few had great accomplishments. There were undoubtedly several other orcs worthy of receiving the queen’s body as a reward.


  If I pondered over this matter too much, I feared that my twenty-first century values would be unable to comprehend it; I had to let my orc instincts take control and accept the situation as it was. I was late in the race. 


  Due to my unfortunate timing, the queen’s already been implanted with another seed. That’s all. That’s all there is to it. 


  Frankly, it was infuriating, and I wanted to decapitate the orc warrior who had planted his seed in the queen, but if I did so, I’d have to kill every orc knight here. I wasn’t keen on starting a battle like that, so I did my best to maintain calm. The queen probably saw I had turned stiff, and she squinted teasingly.


  “And unfortunately, I can’t guarantee you’ll be next in line after I give birth,” she said. “Anything can occur on the battlefield. You might be a powerful, capable warrior, but who knows if you’ll be alive for the next opportunity? Only time will tell.”


  The idea of impermanence was firmly implanted within the minds of orcs, who were constantly forced into battle. Precisely because we knew our time in space was fleeting, I couldn’t deny it pushed us to be more impulsive, with little thought for the future.


  “I can offer you a different reward instead,” Her Majesty said. “How about Peeka’s womb? She’s nearing the age where she can give birth too.”


  “U-um, if I may, Your Majesty,” I said.


  I had a coughing fit when I heard this alternative solution. I admittedly had lustful feelings toward the princess, but my twenty-first century logic prevented me from acting on them. She was physically and emotionally too young and immature for me—I could only see her as a naive child. In my mind, she was so juvenile my feelings of guilt were stronger than my lust.


  “I’m very grateful, of course,” I said. “However, I find that the princess may be a bit too young still. If I force myself on her, I fear that I may hurt Her Highness’s body.”


  “Is that so?” Queen Maryah replied. “Very well, I guess that won’t do, then.”


  She easily retracted her statement, and it was obvious that she was enjoying my reaction.


  “Now then, what shall I offer you?” she wondered aloud.


  “Your Majesty, if I may, I’d like to make a request,” I said.


  “Oh? Go on.”


  The orc knights murmured about my insolence, but I ignored them all and stood tall.


  “I would like to be offered your body, Your Majesty,” I said.


  “But you can’t make any reservations,” she replied.


  “I’ve no need for that. By the time you’re ready, I shall bring forth another act of glory that makes me worthy to stand before you once more.”


  The orc knights began to roar angrily, and this time around, I couldn’t blame them. I’d just declared I’d push all other orcs aside, survive any battlefield that came my way, and stand at the top. Even I knew how audacious I sounded, but Queen Maryah chuckled jovially, paying no heed to her children’s voices.


  “Well said,” she remarked. “I look forward to it. Then that’s it for today. You may take your leave.”


  She used her hand to gesture toward the exit, and I turned right to leave the room. As I walked out, Her Majesty’s voice echoed behind me.


  “I’m sure that your seed will produce a very powerful child,” she said.


  Her gentle voice, delight apparent in her tone, sent a shiver of excitement down my spine. I was overwhelmed with the urge to pin her down and ravish the body of the greatest woman in the galaxy, her pregnancy be damned, but I desperately pushed these feelings down. My little guy down below was perking up and trying to introduce himself under my jumpsuit, so I was forced to walk stiffly and awkwardly away, but I did manage to leave the queen’s room without incident. I’ve got to bring back glory when the next opportunity with her opens up. But I knew that that wouldn’t be enough—that alone wouldn’t satisfy me.


  “After all, it’s only temporary,” I muttered.


  I let out a loud sigh in the halls. The princess was already gone; she went off on her own after she guided me here. I turned back toward the doors that had closed behind me.


  “I want to make you mine,” I murmured. “Not temporarily, but for you to forever be with me.”


  I was only able to utter these words because no one else was around. I was well aware my desires bordered on insanity, but I just couldn’t stop these feelings of mine. My ultimate goal wasn’t a night in bed with her as a reward—I wanted everything. And I knew I could never attain that unless I became king.


  Chapter 7:
A Mother and Daughter Judging Pigs


   


  POV


  PEEKA TANIS TONE TEKIN


   


  THE CORRIDORS OF A SPACESHIP WERE USUALLY narrow and cramped, but a ship as massive as the Tone Tekin Royale was a bit different from the usual small vessels. The inner corridors of this clan ship were thirteen feet tall and wide by design, so it felt a lot less suffocating than other ships. The light gray alloy halls were also equipped with sturdy handrails that stood every several feet, strong enough to handle the weight of an orc during zero gravity or when the ship suddenly lurched forward.


  The robust and large build of this ship was made to accommodate adult humans; the halls could be used as passageways and also for work or other purposes when needed. The Tone Tekin Royale was originally a vessel built in haste during war. To be fair, the layout was simple, logical, and efficient, but a more unforgiving eye might see it as plain and drab in design.


  Orc culture revolved around eating, sleeping, and fighting. Decor was dismissed as frivolous. At times, an orc might add a bit of something to their jets or armor to display their valiance, but in terms of daily lives, they didn’t care about dressing up at all.


  In the middle of this dreary corridor, a royal proudly strode through, her glimmering beauty and colorful attire quite unfitting for this rather monotone scenery. Her silver hair tinged with pink fluttered behind her as though it were proclaiming she was the prized treasure of the Tone Tekin tribe, Princess Peeka. After she delivered Kartz to the queen’s room, she decided to use her free time to explore the ship’s halls.


  The docked clan ship was always under the effects of zero gravity, but this massive, three-mile-long vessel had a centrifuge that created an artificial gravity field. This device, which apparently the orcs stole many years ago, was tacked onto the Tone Tekin Royale so people didn’t just float about. The vessel was at a constant 0.85 G, not very different from the gravity on other planets, allowing the princess to take a leisurely stroll without issue.


  “Your Highness! Good day!” an orc shouted.


  “Princess Peeka!” another cried.


  The princess’s red space suit was tailored perfectly to her height, but it was tight around her large chest. She wore a white poncho that covered her shoulders above her outfit. As she wandered about, the orcs who were busy at work joyously called out to her. She benevolently raised a hand in response to them. She was inspecting the interior of the ship in lieu of her mother, who couldn’t move around much—at least, that was her intention.


  She was killing time by touring around the ship, while the orcs of various departments showered her with praise, unable to take their eyes off her—in effect, her presence vastly decreased their efficiency. The future orc queen was idolized as an A-list celebrity throughout the galaxy; the orcs naturally were frazzled and thrilled when they so much as caught a glimpse of her.


  “Come now, get back to work, everyone!” Peeka shouted.


  When an orc tried to speak with her, their colleagues kept him in check, and others had their eyes glued on Her Highness—no one was able to focus on their work.


  “Goodness,” she sighed. “This is why I have to go around and inspect the place.”


  At her age, she carried more of an adorable, childlike charm compared to her mother’s bewitching beauty. She saw orcs as a species that often gave her lecherous looks as they lazed around; if she weren’t there to whip them into shape, she assumed they’d never get to work. Of course, the very reason the orcs weren’t working in her presence was because she enchanted and flustered them. But Peeka was ignorant of her effect on the orcs, so she concluded they were all lazy on the regular. Admittedly, orcs weren’t the most diligent when she wasn’t around, either. They weren’t exactly worker bees.


  “Maybe orc technicians that work in the rear just don’t feel compelled to work,” she murmured.


  Orcs were usually born warriors with their sturdy build, but occasionally there were those born frailer than others. They didn’t shine on the front lines, nor could they handle the combat. These orcs were sent to their first battles or were tested among their peers, and if they couldn’t cut it, they were sent to the rear to act as support and were called orc technicians.


  Peeka was inspecting the internal affairs department, which was filled with orc technicians. The title was misleading: Not everyone had the proper knowledge or technical skills to live up to this rank. Their duties included making food, doing laundry, and performing other household chores. It was a large department that practically handled anything other than fighting. However, true to the rough nature of orcs, anyone who wasn’t a fighter was simply called an orc technician without much thought to their actual skillset. The department of orc technicians was seen as a dumping ground for failures or stragglers, dropouts who weren’t good enough to become warriors. The title itself was laced with mockery. Needless to say, orc technicians didn’t really have the highest morale.


  However, Maryah, Peeka’s mother, valued these technicians greatly. The queen was abundantly aware of the importance of logistics, and she repeatedly declared the warriors were only able to fight on the front lines precisely because the back supported them heavily. Unfortunately, her attempts to elevate the social status of technicians weren’t going well. Orcs prized power and strength above all on a primal level. It was practically built into their DNA. Those who couldn’t fight were of a lower caste.


  Sadly, the warriors weren’t the only ones who devalued the backline: The orc technicians were self-deprecating. They were embarrassed of themselves, failures who couldn’t become warriors. They weren’t allowed to be on the exciting battlefield and attain glory, instead being forced to work boring odd jobs. Those who held no pride in their own work would naturally struggle to produce any results at all. Maryah’s attempt to revolutionize the orcs was developing at a snail’s pace and didn’t progress much.


  “Fodders also first become orc technicians,” Peeka muttered. “I wonder if Kartz was initially one too…”


  Her mind wandered to her favorite orc warrior. Queen Maryah first introduced Kartz to Princess Peeka with the claim he was rather interesting. Peeka always expected any young orc to fall head over heels for her, so an orc with restraint like Kartz was a breath of fresh air. Interestingly, it was rather apparent he wasn’t completely disinterested in her, which stirred Peeka’s emotions in a very curious way. She was overcome with the predatory instincts, like a hunter savagely eyeing her prey.


  The other men folded at the sight of her. She hardly had to raise a finger when they were around. These people bored her terribly. She had her pride as a woman. It was terrifically exciting to make a male who pretended to have no interest in her give in and fall hopelessly in love with her.


  “Your Highness, there you are,” a familiar voice called.


  Peeka was lost in her thoughts, ignoring the joyous cries from the orc technicians surrounding her, but she snapped back to her senses and raised her head when a certain man called her name. She spotted Firen, an orc knight with long, braided hair and a naked upper body.


  “Firen? How unusual to see you here,” Peeka said.


  Almost all orc warriors looked down on orc technicians, so they rarely set foot in departments staffed by these so-called failures. It was even more absurd for an orc knight like Firen to wander near these premises.


  “There were delays in the maintenance of my Orb Issue, so I thought I’d give them a piece of my mind,” Firen replied.


  A few orc technicians with bruises around their eyes were lined up behind the orc knight. The technicians all frowned with malaise, but none were brave enough to protest against an orc knight boasting power and influence.


  “Aren’t they looking after your vehicle?” Peeka asked. “What’s the use in punching them?”


  “Maintenance is their job,” Firen answered. “They deserve to be punched if they do shoddy work.”


  He stood proudly as though his actions were worthy of praise, and Peeka shot him a withering look. Had he never considered these orc technicians might exact their revenge by sabotaging his jet? After all, they were the ones responsible for its maintenance and repair. But Firen hadn’t thought that far; he only assumed that mere technicians like them were incapable of retaliation. His thought process was quite standard for an orc knight. This was in stark contrast to Kartz, who, despite his sharp tongue and grumblings, was clearly fond of his underlings—all of whom were former orc technicians—and looked after them well. Peeka couldn’t help but feel disappointed in the proud, airheaded orc knights.


  “Well, just don’t take it too far,” she said.


  She turned on her heel to leave, intent on ending this conversation and leaving Firen’s company as quickly as possible.


  “Please wait, Your Highness,” Firen called. “It’s not right for you to wander all alone within this nest of beasts.”


  Firen, too dense and stupid to intuit Peeka’s dismay, must’ve thought this was his chance to display and prove his loyalty. He took the princess’s dainty hand.


  “I, Orc Knight Firen, shall happily escort you,” he proclaimed.


  It was a pain to argue with a pigheaded man like him. Peeka only shook herself free from his grip and stormed off on her own.


  “If you insist on chasing after me, do as you please,” she said.


  “Yes, Your Highness!” Firen replied.


  He happily stood beside her, but the princess only gave a sidelong glare at the orc knight.


  “I wonder who the beast really is,” she muttered.


  Firen wore a pair of tight bottoms to cover his lower half, but one could clearly see the outline of his large member perking upward with excitement. It was a grotesque sight. Peeka was used to seeing this sort of reaction; her body was alluring and enticing despite her young age. Generally, she was able to ignore it. However, it was inexplicably annoying for her to see a man so blatantly lusting after her body, despite her obvious repulsion and disgust.


  “Kartz is more of a gentleman when it comes to his reactions,” she murmured. “I don’t think he’s disinterested in me either.”


  Not once had Kartz ever made his thirst for her apparent, due in no small part to his impressive self-restraint. He knew it wasn’t right to treat a princess, who was still psychologically so juvenile, as a target of romantic affection, but that only fired Peeka up even more.


  “One day, I’m gonna wrap you around my finger,” she whispered. “I’ll make sure you won’t have eyes for anyone else.”


  She renewed her determination toward her prey, eager to one day make Kartz hers.


   


  POV


  MARYAH KISKA TONE TEKIN


   


  “WHAT A CHEEKY FODDER ORC,” AN ORC KNIGHT grumbled.


  “How can we allow his insolence?” another muttered.


  The elite orc knights attended to the queen, surrounding her to insult Kartz once he’d left the room. Maryah ignored the mutterings of her children as she sank into her chaise longue with a more relaxed posture. The child in her womb was growing by the day, and it was increasingly more difficult for her to move as she pleased, but Maryah spent more of her life pregnant than not at this point, so she was quite used to it and knew what posture worked best for her. She took a little breather before ­gazing around the room.


  “You all seem very adamant about your views,” she remarked. “But one mustn’t despise others so much.”


  The orc knights snapped their mouths shut at the queen’s warning, but their faces made it clear: They didn’t agree one bit. 


  These children are hopeless, Maryah thought with an internal sigh. In exchange for their combat prowess and sturdy bodies, they were stupid, oafish, and not well-educated—fitting for their species. The orc knights were proud of their status and natural talents; they looked down on other orcs for their perceived inferiority. Maryah wondered if she raised her children wrong, but to be fair, she hadn’t been involved with their upbringing.


  Orc knights were educated by their fathers, orc warriors who managed to spend a passionate night with Maryah. The orc queen almost immediately became pregnant again after she gave birth, and this process repeated with no end in sight. Naturally, she didn’t have the time to give every single one of her children her full attention. Princess Peeka was the sole exception to this rule; her very existence was special in and of itself. In general, though, orc knights were educated by their fathers.


  The fathers of orc knights were first-rate warriors without fail. These orcs held pride in their feats, as they had managed to stand above the rest. They also felt they were better than their peers, since they spent a passionate night with the queen—though none were able to win her heart. While excellent warriors, their aptitude in combat didn’t translate to educational prowess. 


  The orc knights, naturally, took after their fathers. Though orcs generally believed that power superseded everything else, those who managed to be of the queen’s bloodline felt superior and acted like nobility. Maryah, in fact, secretly thought the existence of an orc queen felt like a contaminant, some kind of foreign entity that didn’t belong. 


  The system orcs existed within was extremely simple. They were born from plants, fought, strengthened their bodies, used anything they plundered to further enhance their power, and continued their bloodline to the next generation. Power was the only guiding light throughout this process. While the title of orc queen was grand and glorified, she was nothing more than a genetic mutation; orcs were generally only born male.


  She was nothing more than an irregularity, but her bloodline was prized, changing the status quo by increasing the perceived value of a subset of orcs. This analysis was rather harsh on herself, but Maryah truly felt like a queen was an anomaly. While she had her concerns about changing the very fabric of the Tone Tekin tribe, she couldn’t change the fact she was the orc queen. She had even given birth to a princess. The orcs rejoiced at the second-generation orc queen, but Maryah wondered if she’d shackled her tribe with a harrowing trial. At the current rate, the tribe would distort far beyond repair.


  Peeka, the future orc queen, would take charge one day. Under her rule, the Tone Tekin tribe may very well flourish or flounder. She predicted the tribe’s future would be one of the two extremes. 


  Maryah was determined to set up a proper foundation to support Peeka. This was precisely why the queen wished to elevate the social status of orc technicians, who were treated like failures. Doing so would decrease risks and heighten the overall endurance of the tribe. She also went out of her way to select orcs with a bright future ahead of them.


  Kartz was one such orc she kept an eye on. The fodder orc wasn’t just highly regarded among the warriors for his combat prowess and knowledge; he was originally born from a different tribe. In other words, absolute allegiance toward the Tone Tekin tribe wasn’t imprinted in him. He treated the queen and the princess with the utmost respect, but he wasn’t overwhelmed by their aura and dignity. Maryah was certain he could support Peeka greatly if he stayed by her side, and a child born from their union would undoubtedly be strong in more ways than one.


  “I don’t mind giving birth to his child first, though,” Maryah muttered. “Perhaps I need to taste test the orc before I entrust my dear daughter to him.”


  Chapter 8:
The Runway for Ambition


   


  I WALKED AROUND THE SHIP, HAPPY I GOT TO meet the queen again after four months of being away from her. I was able to exchange words with my beloved, and thanks to that conversation, I renewed my determination and focus: I wanted the queen more than anything—I needed to make her mine. One could say this lofty dream was reckless and insolent. I wasn’t even allowed to say it. I still didn’t have enough power.


  I was confident I wouldn’t go down without a fight in combat, but there were still plenty of warriors who could match me. Moreover, I was just one orc; I couldn’t possibly face my entire tribe. I might be able to take most of my peers down in a one-on-one duel, but I couldn’t fight forever. At some point I’d become exhausted, and with my entire tribe against me, I’d be beaten to a pulp in moments.


  I also couldn’t just kidnap the queen and flee. Eloping was romantic in my eyes, but I would ultimately succumb to my tribe. Even if I temporarily had the queen in my hands, it meant nothing if I was killed soon after. 


  So I only had two options available to me. The first was to attain fame and glory. I could gain respect as a warrior, expand my list of accomplishments, and climb the ladder so I could one day become king of the warriors and make the queen mine. An impossibly long road awaited me, one that was thorny and tough. If I was capable of pulling it off, no one would complain about my status and position, and one might see it as the righteous route.


  My second choice was to usurp my tribe. Since I’d be stealing the queen away, this was similar to eloping or fleeing, but this time I wouldn’t have to fight alone. I’d build a faction strong and large enough to overthrow the tribe and take over. This method was far from righteous—it was straight-up barbaric—but if I won, I’d be able to get everything I wanted. Orcs valued power above all, and in the face of overwhelming might, a majority of them would bow down, barring the orc knights who held blood ties to the queen.


  “Either way, I need more power,” I muttered.


  Whether I chose the path of glory or the route of a rebel, I was still too immature and weak. I needed to devote myself to my training and accumulate power. My strength as a warrior wasn’t nearly enough; I required a faction or team of my own. Bonlay and Behko were a start, but I needed more people on my side, and learning more about our tribe’s internal affairs was a good way to go about it.


  The orc technicians chattered among themselves the moment they caught a glimpse of me. They were on high alert; warrior orcs never usually came here. Fearless warriors stood out and couldn’t hide among the crowd of orc technicians.


  Tribe members were given their fair share of food, courtesy of the clan ship, but warriors also received expensive synthetic food pumped with the nutrients we needed. Thanks to the food distributed to us, we managed to maintain the sturdy body, burly muscles, and high stamina that allowed us to engage in long battles. The dishes didn’t taste half bad either. 


  Orc technicians, on the other hand, were given cheaper foods that prioritized their caloric intake and kept them full longer. They were given something similar to potato chips—a snack I knew about due to my twenty-first century intel. We called their food “chips” as well. These chips likely weren’t made from potatoes or any other crop I knew of, but I wasn’t keen on learning about their ingredients, nor did I wish to ponder over them. After all, their low cost was likely due to how easily their ingredients could be procured—organic materials and scraps scraped together from the ship’s recycling system.


  One could make a case that the system purified and sterilized organic matter, which made it fit for consumption, but the idea of eating waste or other discarded scraps would take a toll on one’s mental health. Because the orc technicians munched on these chips, they were generally round and plump. They had more fat than muscles, making them literally look more piggish than warriors. Technicians also rarely worked out; they were stuck in their small spaces to tend to menial tasks, which likely compounded the issue of their weight. I felt like a fierce boar surrounded by pigs. It was no wonder I stood out.


  “Warrior Kartz! Over here!” a voice called.


  I spotted an orc technician in the distance who was a bit skinnier than the rest, though still rather meaty—his name was Torlon. He gestured with his hand, and I strode through a side passage of the department.


  “You didn’t have to come all this way here,” Torlon said. “I would’ve reported back to you.”


  “Well, this is about my partner, after all,” I replied. “I tend to worry. So? How’s she look?”


  He leaned against the wall of the passage and shoved his hand in the pocket of the oil-stained apron he wore over his space suit. Torlon took out a tablet and used his thick fingers to expertly use the device, projecting a 3D hologram of my jet, Dawn of Mauler. The blinking red lights marked the damaged areas.


  “The repulsion unit on the right is in especially bad condition,” he explained. “I viewed the log: That final blow you dealt when you rushed right in really put a strain on your jet. I have to remove the unit for repairs, so I’ll need her for quite a while.”


  Torlon frowned as he spoke of the wounds my jet sustained in its battle with the technoritter. He was my most trusted mechanic, and I had formed a personal friendship with him. Orc warriors and soldiers only ­piloted their fighter jets; maintenance of these vehicles was left to the orc technician mechanics, who were randomly assigned. Thus, the maintenance my jet received was hit or miss. After I braved several battles and several rounds of routine maintenance, one mechanic stood out from the rest, always returning my jet in perfect condition: Torlon. Ever since, I entrusted my Dawn of Mauler to him.


  “Which means she’ll be missing a right arm,” I said. “Then could you attach any weapon available in storage? Anything will do.”


  “Unfortunately, we’re out of weapons at the moment…” Torlon said. He apologetically dropped his gaze to the ground, his round face laced with sadness. “Warrior Firen requested we attach the last of them to his Orb Issue, so he could test the vehicle. He basically took all the spare parts we had lying around.”


  “Firen did? That bastard… He rarely even goes out to battle anyway.”


  Orb Issue was Firen’s Boot Buster. Its performance and abilities were equal to my Dawn of Mauler and even had the same standard connectors, allowing it to use the same weapons.


  “Is he planning on doing a weapons test to appear like he’s maintaining his might or something?” I muttered. “He’s such a thorn in my side.”


  “It’s been taking some time to swap the gear of Issue, so we can neither use the weapons we’ve got in stock nor the ones Issue is trying to swap out,” Torlon explained. “Er, the team entrusted with Issue is, well… How do I say this?… They’re quite slow and unmotivated.”


  He spoke the last part quietly, as though he didn’t wish to speak ill of his colleagues. I suspected the team handling Orb Issue were doing a rather sloppy job. Orc knights generally treated orc technicians poorly, but some could be especially arrogant and overbearing. I couldn’t blame the technicians for being reluctant to work under orcs like Firen.


  “Well, guess your hands are tied,” I said. “I do have a rail gun I managed to steal from battle, but I’ve never used it before, so I’m not sure how effective it is. Still, it’s better than nothing. Could you attach that instead?”


  “Of course,” Torlon replied. “But there’re only four bullets left in that magazine.”


  The rail gun that I took from the technoritter was the newest model from a major corporation, so it came with a new set of specs: The caliber of the gun was rather unique and different from previous models. This meant we couldn’t use the standard rail gun bullets we had on hand.


  “I’ll give you one of the remaining bullets,” I offered. “Would you be able to make copies of it somehow?”


  “Hm, well, that’s out of my area of expertise,” Torlon replied. “I should ask the doyen about it…”


  The doyen was an elderly orc technician called Polow, and he was older than a majority of the technicians. The veteran mechanic could handle all sorts of requests, and he had supported the Tone Tekin tribe for centuries, but he was still treated poorly. Most orcs blatantly insulted him simply because he wasn’t out on the battlefield, which was something I could neither understand nor agree with.


  Even if I came across as an anomaly compared to other orc warriors, I’d happily show my respect to those with far more experience and wisdom than myself.


  “Old Man Polow will figure it out, I’m sure,” I said. “Could you ask him to do this for me?” I rummaged around my pocket and took out a data chip. “Please?”


  “Thank you, Kartz! You always know just how to spoil me!” Torlon cried.


  He flashed the brightest of smiles as he took the data chip and raised it above his head with gratitude. The chip contained several movies I managed to snag from the entertainment database of the ship that I’d seized. Torlon loved movies, but an orc technician like him could rarely get his hands on the latest releases.


  “And give this to Gramps for me while you’re at it,” I said. I handed him a hip flask that could endure zero gravity. It was filled to the brim with whiskey.


  “Oh, I’m sure the doyen will be pleased by this!” Torlon gasped.


  Old Man Polow made good use of his sturdiness as an orc. He often enjoyed an evening drink with industrial liquor, so I knew whiskey would be a fine gift for him. Personally, I didn’t have many materialistic desires. I preferred books that could allow me to amass more knowledge, but that was simply a method to heighten my power. The only sort of attachment I had was to Dawn. I wasn’t particularly keen on hoarding anything else I managed to plunder.


  However, because I was on the front lines and always taking stuff, I did have ample stock of certain items other orcs would find valuable, which filled up my private storage. As a means to regularly clean this out, I’d take a few items and give them to people I liked to win their favor. If I had excellent mechanics like Torlon and Old Man Polow on my side, my faction would become exponentially stronger. If alcohol and a few data chips was all it took to earn their friendship, it was a small price to pay.


  It was a small yet firm step forward to create my faction. One day, I’d make the queen mine. I smiled as I watched Torlon happily insert the data chip into his tablet.


   


  POV


  ORC TECHNICIAN TORLON


   


  ONCE TORLON ENDED HIS MEETING AND MAINTENANCE report with Warrior Kartz, the orc technician immediately headed to Old Man Polow. Torlon was an honest orc and quick to start any work he was tasked with. He was quite valuable and rare among the other indolent and lazy orc technicians.


  The orc technicians who did their routine work within the internal department were generally disheartened and many of them moved sluggishly, yet Torlon had a bit of a pep to his step as he skipped across the department with an excited glimmer in his eyes.


  “Yay!” he said. “I’ve been wanting to watch the sequel for Bloody Barry! I’m looking forward to it!”


  The plundering orc squad generally prioritized weapons and food above all else since they heavily relied on these spoils of war to replenish their supplies. Entertainment was low on the list as it didn’t help with fighting or survival—and even then, such luxuries rarely made it into the hands of orc technicians. Torlon’s fascination with movies started with a stroke of luck. He was asked to repair a broken computer, and coincidentally managed to restore a data file he found of his own accord. Had such a miracle not occurred, he would’ve never stumbled upon movies.


  Torlon watched the old movie he had fortunately restored over and over again like it was his bible. Movie data was the best kind of souvenir for a guy like him. He was eternally grateful to Kartz, who always brought back new movies to watch; the warrior was like the God of Fortune for the orc technician. This was a mutually beneficial exchange: Torlon would never betray Kartz’s trust, lest the mechanic lose his source of new movies. He walked forward with gusto, eager to live up to his expectations and the promise of future rewards.


  “Doyen! I’ve got a request!” Torlon shouted.


  The orc technicians were given an old, spacious storage area to bunk together, usually sleeping on the ground. Old rags and scraps of fabric were haphazardly sewn together to serve as a divider for each roommate.


  “Hey, I’m not doin’ nothin’ for free,” an elderly voice replied. It came from the corner of a room. “My time’s expensive, y’know.”


  “Is it? Well, I received some whiskey as a souvenir, but I guess this isn’t enough for you,” Torlon said. “Please excuse me, then.”


  “Wait! Hey, now, I wasn’t finished! All right, I’ll hear ya out. C’mon. Get over here.”


  The elderly man hastily stopped the young orc technician, and Torlon smiled. He pushed aside the curtain that served as a divider and entered the doyen’s personal space. There was an old, stained, zero-gravity sleeping bag secured to the ground. The bedding was enough to fill up his entire personal space. An elderly, wrinkled orc sat on the ground with his legs crossed. 


  Orc warriors were constantly dying on the battlefield, so their average lifespan wasn’t very long; an orc technician’s natural life was lengthy in comparison. Since they never really saw battle, unless they earned the ire of an orc warrior who decided to murder them, there weren’t really many reasons for orc technicians to die. Orcs were an enhanced race, and their average natural lifespan was said to be about three hundred years. Polow would turn four hundred soon, making him quite old for an orc.


  “Here. Whiskey,” Torlon said.


  He shook the hip flask to make little splashes, and the dimples on the elderly orc’s face deepened as he beamed happily.


  “Ah, music to my ears!” he cried.


  He reached out to grab the flask, but Torlon pulled it away.


  “I need you to listen to my request first,” Torlon said. “I want to create copies of bullets—it’s for a new model of rail gun. Could you take a look at this?”


  He pointed to the tablet, which listed the specifications of the rail gun. Polow nodded as he read, his nostrils huffing loudly.


  “Ah… It’s a larger caliber than previous models, I see…” Polow muttered. “We have a few cartridges of ammunition lying around in storage, don’t we? If we make those thicker, it should do the trick.”


  “Huh? Is that all it takes?” Torlon asked.


  “As long as there aren’t any gaps, you should be good. At the very least, that bullet’ll travel forward, that’s for sure. Orcs shouldn’t expect precision from inauthentic products anyway.”


  “Hrm… Well, Warrior Kartz will be the one to use it. I’m sure that he can make do.”


  “What? Kartz? Did that kid bring this stuff in?” Polow grinned once more. “Heh, guess he grabbed some glory for himself again. I’m sure the others are pissed there’s a fodder really knockin’ it outta the park.”


  “Please don’t proudly blab about it to others, Doyen. You know the other orc warriors will be furious.”


  “Hmph, they should blame themselves for their incompetence and inability to achieve anything.”


  Torlon handed Polow the hip flask, and the elderly orc undid the cap and took a hearty swig. The mellow taste of the booze was a far cry from the usual industrial liquor he drank, and the pleasant aroma burned his throat.


  “Yeah! That’s the stuff!” Polow said. “I oughta thank Warrior Kartz for this!”


  “You’re so quick to choose sides, especially when it benefits you,” Torlon joked. “Are you sure you’re not thanking the whiskey instead?”


  Polow, though a little drunk, immediately turned solemn. “Nah, I’m grateful to that kid too, no doubt. Kartz is our—the fodders’—pride and joy.”


  Polow was a surviving member of the first-generation orcs created in the Tone Tekin birth plant centuries ago. He stroked the flask endearingly with his wrinkly hands.


  “Y’know, I think he can do it,” he muttered. “I think he can bring change to this twisted clan.”


  He took another swig of whiskey to hide the latter half of his words.


  Chapter 9:
Garbage on the Streets


   


  POV


  PEEKA TANIS TONE TEKIN


   


  “YOUR HIGHNESS,” FIREN CALLED. “IT WOULD BE wise to not go past here.”


  The orc knight tagged along with Princess Peeka as they made it to the end of the orc technicians’ department.


  “Hey, what gives?” Peeka snapped. “I can go wherever I want in this ship. It’s none of your business.”


  She puffed out her cheeks angrily, but Firen furrowed his brow with concern.


  “Er, but Your Highness, beyond here lies Trophy Street,” he replied. “It’s not a place befitting of royalty.”


  “Trophy Street…” Peeka parroted.


  It was an area where the orc warriors stored their trophies that they managed to obtain from their battles—in other words, women who were deemed strong enough to give birth to an orc’s child. These women all lived on Trophy Street. Maryah had said only the orc warriors who managed to obtain these trophies had any business there. Peeka hadn’t even thought about visiting the street until now, thanks to Maryah’s eloquent and subtle manipulation. The queen felt her beloved daughter was still too young to have an interest in Trophy Street, and only provided the simple, boring details to dissuade her daughter’s curiosity.


  “Hm…” Peeka murmured.


  She placed an index finger over her lips pensively, reminiscent of the habit her mother had when pondering over a decision. These trophies had the role of giving birth to an orc warrior’s child. Though these women were of different species, Peeka felt she had quite a bit in common with them. After all, the royals of the orcs held the same duties. Due to her rank, when she finally reached maturity, Peeka was expected to spend nights with powerful warriors and give birth to the next generations of knights. But she didn’t mind these expectations; in fact, she looked forward to producing strong children.


  She took a liking to Kartz and had no qualms about giving him children, but if there were others with strength worthy of earning her body, Peeka was willing to spend nights with them too. This was a typical mindset for orcs. The princess didn’t know enough about other species or races to ever question this train of thought, so she was unaware of the prima facie absurdity others might feel. She failed to understand how humiliating and insulting it was for women to be captured and forced, by a man they didn’t even like, to give birth to a child. It had never even crossed her mind that these women held intense hatred and disdain for the orcs, the space barbarians who treated women like trophies. It was an issue of different sets of cultural norms.


  “Would it be bad if I imposed?” Peeka wondered aloud.


  Surely, there were orcs who frequented this street to spend a passionate time with their trophies. The princess, still an innocent virgin, assumed the women would become upset if an outsider intruded upon them in the middle of steamy sex—she didn’t want to be that person. 


  Peeka’s misunderstanding of the situation worked in her favor this time, as she turned on her heel away from Trophy Street. Unfortunately, there was one orc who couldn’t shut up. Firen, satisfied to see the princess do his bidding, prattled on proudly.


  “Yes, that would be for the best,” he said. “Mere trophies aren’t fitting to be in your line of sight, Your Highness. Now, then, shall we be off?”


  “Hrm…” Peeka frowned.


  She didn’t like Firen’s tone and choice of words, clear signs that he treated these trophies as lesser beings. She may have offered more grace had these insults come from the lips of others, but whenever Firen spoke, he really rubbed her the wrong way. The orc knight always acted haughty and mighty, but he was blown away in one punch by Kartz. 


  Peeka would still sometimes indulge in childish tantrums, expressly doing the opposite of what someone annoying had asked. As such, Peeka turned to face Trophy Street once more.


  “Y-Your Highness?!” Firen spluttered. “Stop! Please! This isn’t a place for a lady of your caliber!”


  “Who cares!” Peeka snapped. “Just shut up already!” She stormed into Trophy Street, not caring about the consequences. 


  Firen was right: The street was what one might call the slums, and it was unsafe, with high crime rates. The women here were powerful enough to earn the respect of orc warriors. Even those who weren’t adept at fighting were brave enough to proudly stand in front of a towering, formidable foe without flinching. Their mental and physical fortitude made them stand out, even among men, and needless to say, many made no attempt to hide their blatant contempt toward orcs.


  It was a frequent occurrence for them to jump young orc technicians who accidentally wandered inside and beat them to a pulp. These women, so strong and dissatisfied with their circumstances, once started a rebellion, but it was quashed by orc warriors. The warriors dished out “punishments” under the guise of maintaining order and peace among the trophy women.


  But Peeka was ignorant of these stories and marched ahead proudly, ignoring the panicking Firen. She walked with confidence, not once considering the danger she might be stepping into—after all, even the lowest of the low in the tribe, the orc technicians, idolized her immensely, and everyone doted over her. She was only ever treated like a princess. She never once considered the possibility of danger.


  “Please! Your Highness! No!” Firen cried.


  “Argh! Quit it!” Peeka snapped. “You’re so annoying!”


  Peeka angrily shouted at the knight before rushing ahead as fast as she could.


  “N-no! Princess!” Firen shouted.


  The astonished knight immediately gave chase, but his delay was his fatal flaw. The future orc queen, though suited for breeding, was an orc in her own right. She may have had curves that made her look poorly balanced compared with the rest of her species, but she possessed more agility than one might expect. Peeka’s signature move was dancing through space, so she had a high level of athleticism. When she broke free from Firen’s grip and dashed ahead, she leaped into an alley that caught her eye.


  “It’s…a dead end!” she cried.


  Her path was barred by a tower of rusty, metallic containers, but on closer inspection, she noticed they were stacked roughly and there was space for her to squeeze through. She let her anger get the best of her, and her body acted before she could think; she didn’t even consider what was ahead as she crawled through the gap like a reckless kitten. Her busty body made small spaces a tight fit, but she brashly pressed forward regardless. Her poncho got snagged and tore, but she otherwise managed to make it through.


  “Princess Peeka!” Firen shouted.


  He was a step behind her, and faltered at the sight of the containers. While he was more slender than the average orc warrior, he was still over six feet tall. The small gaps were far too small for an orc of his physique.


  “Please come back, Your Highness!” he called after her.


  Peeka replied by sticking out her tongue at the panicking knight on the other side of the pile of junk. She turned and continued onward.


  “I’ll take a glimpse at Trophy Street!” she said. “But…I don’t want to intrude. I hope I don’t disturb any intimate moments.”


  Proud of herself for escaping her noisy attendant, she walked ahead without a care. The clan ship, the Tone Tekin Royale, sported a very simple and sturdy design. In other words, the layout of every room was the same, no matter where she went. Perhaps it was due to orcs’ aversion to luxurious decorations, simple laziness, or the lack of any aesthetic sense or eye for beauty. Regardless, simple rooms had become part of their culture. It’s possible an orc would never yearn for accessories because they had been raised in such a drab and empty space. They valued power—art was never a priority. This harsh reality was why it was extremely unlikely for there to be any orc artists. 


  Because of this, Trophy Street stood out.


  “It’s so…gaudy,” Peeka murmured.


  She finally had the time to really take in her surroundings. Trophy Street was like a totally different world, despite being next door to the orc technicians’ department. The floors, walls, and ceiling were light gray like the rest of the vessel, but this barren surface was used like a canvas to add splotches of color. Various things were scribbled all over it; the gray was decorated with writings—graffiti—drawn by violently using spray cans against the wall. Peeka couldn’t read a majority of the words because they were written in languages prevalent on minor, regional stars. The only words she could make out were written in Galaxthish, the universal language of the galaxy, and all of them insulted orcs.


  Die, pigs!


  Drop dead! I hope your penis rots! 


  I love barbecued pork!


  These were just some of the insults decorating the walls. The graffiti in other languages must’ve also cursed orcs in some way or another. 


  There was a deformed and rather well-drawn face of a pig that was blotted out with a huge X, but the rage didn’t end there: Part of the drawing was burned away, and large nails from a nail gun were burrowed into it. 


  The relentless rage of the women here was very clear, and they obviously didn’t intend to hide it. Even Peeka was able to understand the hatred these women must have held.


  “Whoa… They really hate orcs, huh,” she murmured.


  The reality of how other species viewed her kind finally sunk in. Peeka knew the victims of their plundering must’ve hated her species, but she’d never actually seen it for herself. For the first time, she was face to face with the visceral hatred of others. She knitted her brows in worry.


  “Maybe I shouldn’t show my face around here…” she muttered.


  She placed a finger over her lips and mulled it over. Since everyone on Trophy Street seemed to hate orcs, surely they wouldn’t want to see an orc like her either. She wasn’t keen on making others feel uncomfortable or displeased, especially since she harbored no ill feelings toward the trophy women. But this simply was her way of showing consideration—she still hadn’t entertained the idea the women might want to harm her. 


  “Oh, this picture looks pretty,” she remarked.


  Though many drawings were clearly laced with deep-seated loathing, that wasn’t true for all the illustrations decorating the drab gray halls. Some of the works grabbed Peeka’s attention, and caution dissolved into curiosity. There was a woman with a gentle smile and some sort of grain in her hand, an elderly knight donning armor carrying a blade and a scale, and a cross that, while simple in its design, had been carefully calculated to be the perfect ratio to please the eye.


  This street art was amateurish, but just as passionate and emotional as the words of anger scribbled on the walls. These religious paintings perhaps acted as a pillar of support to the kidnapped women. The art was well maintained and clean, appearing majestic and solemn, as though watching over the inhabitants of Trophy Street.


  “Huh… What’s this?” Peeka wondered aloud, tilting her head to one side. “I wonder if someone dropped it.”


  Her eyes had fallen upon a pouch of pre-packaged food. It was laying in front of the painting of a goddess holding strands of grain. She wasn’t aware of the concept of an offering. Orcs relied on replenishing supplies solely through plundering and pillaging; their resources were finite, and they would never willingly provide food for others or waste it in this way. 


  Peeka walked over and picked up the aluminum pouch. She flipped it over to check the expiration date. It used the Gagarian calendar, which was widely used among Earthian species and others throughout the galaxy. Its expiration date was still quite far away, further confusing the princess.


  “Huh?” she muttered.


  Why in the world is something edible just sitting here? Peeka wondered. She gazed quizzically at the silver pouch when another voice grabbed her attention.


  “Hey, you new here?”


  The princess whirled around and spotted an Earthian woman wearing a light jumpsuit—the top of her overalls was wrapped around her waist, and her arms were crossed in front of her. Aside from her mother, this was the first woman Peeka had ever seen. She sized the woman up. The Earthian had her hair up in a ponytail, her eye-catching, bright pink locks proof that her DNA must’ve been tinkered with. Other than that, she didn’t look that dissimilar to Peeka or her mother. She was about eight inches taller than Peeka and had a smaller chest. That didn’t mean the Earthian was flat-chested—she had fine proportions—Peeka was simply incredibly busty.


  She has a healthy glow and her skin looks radiant. A woman as healthy as her will surely bear a strong child, Peeka thought. She internally showered the woman with praise.


  “Were you brought from some kind of star out in the boonies? Did they do anything awful to you?” the Earthian asked. When Peeka didn’t respond, the woman knitted her perfectly shaped brows and spoke slowly and clearly, “Can you speak Galaxthish?”


  This simple exchange was like a breath of fresh air for Peeka. The woman wasn’t overly respectful, but she exhibited no signs of hostility either. She had no clue Peeka was actually the orc princess.


  “Y-yeah, I can,” Peeka replied. She gave a small nod. “I speak Galaxthish.”


  “Whew, that’s a relief,” the woman replied. “Every now and then, we get a girl who’s been abducted from a planet way out in the boonies, and they can’t speak a lick of Galaxthish. It’s hard to communicate with them, y’know? Those damn pigs captured a child like you, huh? Don’t they have any boundaries?”


  Peeka expected the woman to insult the orcs—the street art made that clear—but there was one part the princess had to refute.


  “I’m not a child anymore,” Peeka said.


  “Yeah, yeah, sure you aren’t,” the woman replied. “Y’know, everyone who says that is still a child. Sure, parts of your body might’ve reached maturity, but you’re still a kid, simple as that. What’s your name?”


  “Peeka.”


  Should the Earthian find out Peeka was the orc princess, this casual conversation would likely come to a screeching halt. And so, Her Highness, hoping to keep the relationship friendly, only gave her first name, nothing more. She considered providing a fake name, but the Earthian didn’t seem to recognize it. She simply nodded.


  “I’m Josee,” the Earthian replied. “Since you’re new here, Peeka, you must not know anything about this place. C’mon, I’ll show you around.”


   


  POV


  ORC KNIGHT FIREN


   


  “YOUR HIGHNESS!” FIREN BELLOWED. “HYAAAH!”


  He did his best to squeeze his large body through the hole that Princess Peeka had slipped through, but to no avail. And the containers wouldn’t budge an inch either. The knight decided to take the long way around and stepped into a side passage.


  “What an energetic little girl she is!”


  Peeka was free-spirited and enjoyed snooping around. Her antics often caused trouble for those around her. Firen couldn’t help but utter a complaint under his breath, but he wasn’t the princess’s personal bodyguard. He was more like a henchman who clung onto the princess in hopes of scoring brownie points.


  “If only she were more obedient and proper…” he muttered.


  If she was, he might’ve been able to skillfully convince her to spend a night in bed with him. The princess’s maturity was a popular topic among the orc knights, and there were frequent heated discussions about her. Some felt it was high time someone deflowered her seductive body, while others felt they needed to wait a bit longer. Firen was in the former group, though he let his colleagues debate over her. Meanwhile, he was trying to get a head start and interacted with the princess at every opportunity. If his buddies found out about his antics, he’d be clobbered.


  The orc knights who were seriously debating this stupid topic were typically low rank without a chance anyway. They weren’t allowed to be near the queen’s room; only the most elite orc knights were allowed to guard Her Majesty. 


  Firen had no idea the queen had personally offered Kartz her daughter’s virginity as a reward, only for the orc to decline. Had Firen known of this, he would’ve been absolutely consumed with jealousy and complained about how unreasonable the world was.


  “I must find and shelter the princess as soon as I can…” Firen grunted.


  He believed this a golden opportunity, so he desperately tried to calm his impatience. First, he wasn’t at all responsible for the princess’s escape: He had simply tagged along with her. He hadn’t been given a mission to ensure her wellbeing, and he was only attempting to rescue her now as an act of good will—though his ulterior motives couldn’t be denied.


  “I just hope the princess learns her lesson here,” he muttered. Ideally, she’d have a moderately scary experience so she could properly reflect upon her actions. 


  Trophy Street did have frequent violent outbursts, but ultimately, it was under the orcs’ control. If the women’s oxygen, water, or food supply were shut off, they would have no choice but to submit to the orcs. They might be able to threaten the princess, but they couldn’t lay a finger on her. 


  Firen assumed these women were defiant because they were abandoned and kept to the side after they gave birth. They must’ve felt neglected. It was the norm for a trophy and its owner to have little communication, and it was exceedingly rare for the two parties to be close. Normal orcs would rarely think about Trophy Street, especially if they didn’t have a trophy of their own there. But Firen was no stranger to the area, and he uncharacteristically found himself in deep thought over the trophies.


  “Tsk, these thoughts are unnecessary,” he spat.


  He shook his head to rid himself of this train of thought when a voice called out to him.


  “Firen, you’re back,” she said.


  “Nokko,” Firen replied.


  Nokko was calm and composed and spoke in a soprano voice with a slight lisp. Firen frowned as he turned to her. She was of Earthian descent, but her DNA and genes made her smaller than most. She was just under four feet tall; her short, red bob barely made it up to Firen’s waist. Nokko wasn’t known as a stunning beauty, given she was more adorable than anything else. Her face still had youthful qualities as she worriedly spoke to Firen.


  “Did something happen?” she asked. “I can help.”


  “I…” Firen started.


  He wanted to say it was none of her business, but when he recalled her status within the Trophy Street community, he reconsidered his biting remark and changed his tune.


  “The princess has gotten lost in Trophy Street,” he said. “I have to find her as soon as I can. You’d best lend me a hand.”


  “All right. Sure,” she replied.


  Nokko, the small lady, smiled and gazed up at the orc knight, who stared back in silence for a short while.


  “What?” Firen asked.


  “Nothing,” Nokko replied. “I’m just happy to see how splendid you’ve become. You’re finally entrusted with a mission, to search for the princess.”


  In truth, Firen had been entrusted with nothing at all, and the orc knight awkwardly turned away as he used his massive hands to shoo the woman off.


  “Just go!” he ordered.


  “Oh, when you’re asking me for a favor, you can at least call me Mom, can’t you, dear?” Nokko replied.


  “Go!”


  Nokko chuckled and off she went, her agile steps allowing her to vanish into the alleys.


  “Ugh, this is why I didn’t want to come here,” Firen grumbled.


  Firen was a second-generation orc knight. He was the son of a pure-blooded orc knight born directly from the queen, and Nokko was his biological mother. She was a species known as whobit, space dwarves known for their fiery personalities.


  [image: ]


  Chapter 10:
A Dusty Trophy


   


  POV


  PEEKA TANIS TONE TEKIN


   


  THE PAIR OF LADIES WALKED ALONG A PASSAGE lined with doors, standing ten feet apart. Josee whirled around.


  “These are the rooms for trophies,” she explained. “It’s a bit cramped, I know.”


  “Huh…” Peeka murmured.


  It looked like these rooms were initially meant for soldiers but later renovated to suit the trophies. As Josee said, it was small and cramped, with little room for any furniture other than a bed. Still, each trophy was given a personal room, which was better than the orc technicians, who were forced to share one huge space with little privacy. But of course, when one considered what these trophies were used for, it was understandable why they had been afforded the luxury of privacy.


  “I guess a personal room gives some peace of mind,” Peeka muttered, gazing around in fascination. 


  Just because these women were given their own room didn’t mean that they were revered or treated well. In stark contrast to the orc technicians, who had so much stuff the halls were practically blocked, Trophy Street was so barren and lifeless it gave one a sense of loneliness. The containers and cardboard boxes congesting the orc technicians’ halls may have contained cheap or inferior products, but the poverty-ridden Trophy Street didn’t even have those.


  “Peeka, what’s the name of the orc that captured you?” Josee asked.


  “E-er…” Peeka stammered.


  The princess was busy observing her surroundings and comparing the bottom two tiers of her tribe, so she was caught off guard with the sudden question. She wasn’t captured. She had no answer to provide. For a moment, she considered throwing Kartz’s name out, but she thought that would be taking things too far.


  “I-I don’t know!” Peeka declared.


  “Huh? You got caught by an orc who didn’t even give you his name?” Josee asked.


  “Sure did!” She brightly nodded.


  Josee groaned and ruffled her pink hair.


  “Those damn swines!” Josee spat. “How can they be so irresponsible?! What do they take humans for?! I mean, I know they don’t give a damn about us, but shit!”


  Josee gazed up with fire in her eyes, then stared down into Peeka’s face. It looked as though she were glaring at the princess, and Peeka leaned back slightly when her hands were grabbed.


  “Fine then!” Josee said. “We’ve got a plan of our own! C’mon!”


  “O-okay,” Peeka stammered.


  Josee steeled her resolve and pulled Peeka along, breaking into a run. The pair rushed out of the district where their rooms were, and toward the outer area of the ship, near the hull.


  Peeka had spent her entire life forcing people to her whims. This sort of forceful approach was a refreshing experience for her and piqued her interest greatly. Her Highness was secretly quite excited about where Josee would take her.


   


  POV


  JOSEE, TONE TEKIN TROPHY


   


  AS JOSEE TUGGED PEEKA BEHIND HER, THE Earthian was shocked by the young girl’s beauty. Peeka’s skin was pale and clear. Her long, silver hair, tinged with pink, made her look mystical. She was like a delicate, majestic creature from a myth or legend made alive and real. Her golden, catlike eyes sparkled with curiosity and childlike innocence. Her chest was large and full despite her young age, putting adults to shame—the red space suit was tailored to her height, but couldn’t contain her rack. The outfit seductively framed her chest, only accentuating it further, and was tightly fitted around the rest of her body. These incongruous elements worked together in an almost miraculous way, creating a young girl of such incredible beauty rarely seen throughout the galaxy.


  Peeka’s beauty, mature body, and immature actions made it easy for her to entice a certain audience, and Josee was certain Peeka’s DNA had been modified to produce this result. This came as no surprise to Josee: Her senior (or boss, in a way) was also an enhanced race, though a different one. She took pity on little Peeka, who seemed carefully crafted to delight the opposite sex, only to be treated like a plaything. In fact, this infuriated her. Josee’s righteous hatred, however, stemmed from a misunderstanding of Peeka’s origin and rank.


  “Over here,” Josee called.


  She brought Peeka into the storage moon, situated near the edge of Trophy Street. This spacious area was divided with pieces of cloth draped over ropes, creating personal spaces. This area resembled a refuge or shelter one might enter during emergencies. The feeling of fatigue and poverty hung thickly in the air, unlike the lifelessness of the trophies’ private rooms.


  “Where am I?” Peeka asked.


  “A den for the abandoned,” Josee replied.


  “Abandoned?” Peeka tilted her head to the side in confusion.


  “Those stupid orcs kidnapped us and then died on the battlefield!” Josee spat with indignation. “Now, we can’t go anywhere, and everyone’s forgotten about us! Because of them!”


  The other side of the curtains began to rustle when others heard her bellows. A few women peeked out to see who was causing the fuss. They all looked impoverished, as if the light of life was quickly fading from their eyes.


  “Shut up, Josee,” one said.


  “Don’t shout that at the top of your lungs. We know we’re abandoned. Don’t rub it in. It makes me feel so hollow on the inside,” another added.


  “A newbie, huh?” a third asked. “She’s still so young. I pity her.”


  The women all sounded dispirited and weak. Josee let out a deep sigh.


  “As you can tell, this is the trash pile for losers like us,” she said. “If you’re here, that rude pig who kidnapped you without even naming himself will never find you.”


  “Ah, okay,” Peeka said.


  Her golden eyes blinked blankly at Josee’s considerate words. The orc princess looked innocent, unaware of the severity of her situation, which only made Josee pity her more. The truth was far different from these assumptions. Peeka was thrown off by Josee’s assertiveness. The princess had never experienced someone else taking the lead like this and didn’t know what to do besides just follow along. She didn’t know how to politely excuse herself from this situation. The princess intuited Josee was acting out of the goodness of her heart, which only made it much harder for Peeka to decline this unneeded assistance. 


  Josee had inherited her inclination of meddling in other people’s affairs from the older women of Dotonbori, back on her home planet, many light years away. She was a bit of a busybody. After a few moments of silence, her eyes landed on the rip in Peeka’s poncho sleeve.


  “Your outfit’s got a tear,” Josee said. “Come here. I’ll fix it up for you.”


  She guided Peeka to an unused area at the back of the storage room and rummaged through her space suit to take out a sewing kit.


  “Gimme your poncho,” Josee urged.


  “Okay,” Peeka replied.


  The princess handed her poncho to Josee, and the Earthian swiftly sewed it up in no time. She worked so skillfully that Peeka widened her eyes with surprise.


  “You’re good!” the princess cried.


  “Hey, this is how I made a living back at home,” Josee replied, flashing a proud smile as her needle glided across the fabric. She skillfully tied a knot as she finished.


  “Here, all done,” she said. “Sorry, I only had black thread.”


  “It’s all good,” Peeka replied. “Thank you!”


  The princess fluttered her poncho around as she carefully gazed at the seam. It looked like a black bolt of lightning coursing across the white fabric. It added charm to her otherwise plain poncho.


  “This is really nice,” she murmured. “It looks cool!”


  “If I had thread of other colors, I could’ve sewn it more fashionably, but…” Josee replied with a strained smile. She placed her sewing needle back in its case. She pointed toward the back of the storage area, which was sectioned off with a piece of rope.


  “There’s some space in the back,” she said. “Use it as you like. We’ve got blankets too, though they’re a bit old.” 


  Peeka was guided to an open space to rest. She grabbed a folded-up blanket with fascination. When she opened it up, dust flew everywhere, making her cough.


  “It’s so dusty!” she gasped.


  Despite the cough, she looked like she was enjoying herself, earning a look of exasperation from Josee.


  “We don’t have enough electricity to clean,” the woman answered.


  “Are you guys treated so terribly?” Peeka asked. She immediately turned from delighted to stern, furrowing her brow, but Josee didn’t seem too bothered by this shift.


  “I told you. We’ve been abandoned,” Josee replied. She shrugged apathetically. “Abandoned items only receive bits and scraps, at best, but being ignored by the orcs isn’t always a bad thing: So long as you’re hidden here, you’re safe.”


  “Hidden?” Peeka asked.


  “Only orcs with trophies frequent Trophy Street. But when our shitty owners die, no one else comes for us—we’re completely neglected, for better or worse. If you stay here with us, orcs won’t be out to get you, if you catch my drift.”


  Peeka looked with concern as she cocked her head to one side. “But then…you won’t be able to give birth to any children.”


  “Good.”


  “Don’t you want the child of an orc warrior?” Peeka’s question came from a place of genuine curiosity and she wasn’t aware how extremely insensitive it was.


  “Of course not!” Josee couldn’t help but raise her voice. 


  The other women, who were initially uninterested in the newcomer, began to echo Josee’s hatred.


  “The only good thing that happened since I came here is that stupid pig died!” one spat.


  “I don’t want any more pain. I don’t want any more scary experiences,” another moaned.


  “I don’t want to see a pig emerge from between my legs ever again…” another growled.


  “I…see,” Peeka muttered.


  When she heard the rage, terror, and resentment these women held, she could only stand there in astonishment and shock. Just as her lovely lips moved to ask a follow-up question, one of the curtains was pulled aside to reveal another woman.


  “What’s with all the fuss?” the woman asked.


  Her voice had a higher pitch, and she spoke with a slight lisp. Her body was small, much shorter than Peeka. She was slender and lacked curves. This whobit wore a thin pilot space suit that adhered tightly to her body, accentuating the slight curves she did have.


  “Welcome back, Boss,” Josee said, calming down considerably at this familiar sight.


  “Boss?” Peeka asked. Her golden eyes glimmered with confusion.


  “Yup, this is our boss, Miss Nokko.” Josee introduced her proudly. “She’s our bodyguard of sorts.”


  “I’m nothing grand like a bodyguard,” Nokko replied. “I’m just a whobit, one who neither blossomed into a glimmering star, nor became a piece of space debris. I’m just the scum that’s left behind.”


  She sounded very wise and calm, in stark contrast to her childlike appearance. She looked up at the beautiful girl who was a bit taller than her.


  “Are you a newcomer?” Nokko asked. “What’s your name?”


  “Peeka,” the princess replied.


  “I see.” Nokko gave a small nod at the girl’s obedience. “Found you.” The whobit took a deep breath and shouted at the top of her lungs. One could hardly believe she was capable of such a loud voice. “Firen! I found her!”


  “There you are!” Firen bellowed.


  The women rarely heard the gruff, angered tone of an orc knight around the storage room, and they screamed in terror. Josee’s face stiffened as she heard the heavy footsteps of an orc knight approaching.


  “Ugh… Firen,” Peeka grumbled. “Wait, are you his trophy?” She frowned and turned to Nokko, who shook her head.


  “No, my princess,” Nokko replied. “I’m not his trophy. I’m his guardian.”


  “B-boss! How could you?!” Josee cried. “Did you sell us out?!” She cornered the woman who had betrayed them. 


  Nokko’s adorable face washed over with grim concern.


  “I didn’t sell you out, technically, since I received nothing in return,” she said. “It’s just he’s the most important thing to me—more than you guys. I’m sorry.”


  “You traitor!” Josee shouted. She grabbed Peeka’s hand and whirled around to flee, but Nokko suddenly appeared in their way. One could’ve almost sworn the whobit had teleported.


  “No. Just be good and get caught,” Nokko said.


  “Not a chance!” Peeka replied. The young girl had gone with the flow until now, but her hands moved quick as a flash. She threw the dusty blanket like she was casting a net, and Nokko instinctively jumped back to dodge it. Peeka wasn’t one to miss this opportunity—she pulled Josee with her and took off.


  “Oh… She’s good,” Nokko muttered.


  The whobit tried to give chase, but she quickly gave up and scratched her short, red hair with her fingertips. Whobits boasted high agility, but it was difficult for them to close distances, due to their shorter stride. Peeka had also utilized the thick blanket very well. It could have easily ensnared the small whobit—Nokko had no choice but to dodge.


  “Certainly, a princess like her must’ve never seen battle,” Nokko murmured. “And yet…she’s got good instincts.”


  Chapter 11:
A Lightning-Fast Space Dwarf


   


  POV


  PEEKA TANIS TONE TEKIN


   


  PEEKA RUSHED AHEAD. THIS TIME, SHE WAS THE one pulling Josee along. The two gunned it down Trophy Street, rushing through to the orc technicians’ district. Peeka displayed extraordinary athleticism for her tiny body and it was difficult for Josee to keep up.


  “Wait, stop!” Josee cried, managed to eke out a few words through haggard breaths.


  Peeka screeched to a halt to listen.


  “That orc was chasing after you, right?” Josee asked. “He’s aiming for you.”


  “Yeah,” Peeka replied. She nodded truthfully.


  Josee felt the corners of her eyebrows soar upward. “Boss said that you’re a princess.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Are you the princess of the orcs?”


  The royal decided to come clean and gave a firm nod of her head.


  “I’m the orc princess of the Tone Tekin tribe,” she said. “My name’s Peeka Tanis Tone Tekin.”


  “Then you’re…” Josee started.


  Her eyebrows soared higher still, as she raised her arm high in the air and swung down. Peeka said not a word and only quietly gazed up at the irate Josee. The princess was well aware she was going to get hit, but she no longer naively thought she would never get hurt. 


  Peeka couldn’t wholly empathize with Josee’s fury, but she could imagine how it must’ve felt. The princess would’ve been devastated if she was prevented from giving birth to even a single orc knight in her entire life. She could imagine the rage and hopelessness she might feel by having her entire life completely destroyed by some unreasonable force. While the two ladies held different values, Peeka could, at the very least, sympathize with Josee and the other ladies. And so, she could no longer turn a blind eye. Peeka refused to back down. She widened her golden eyes and stared at Josee, fully prepared to receive a slap to the face, but the blow never struck her cheek.


  “Why…” Josee murmured weakly.


  A lifeless, trembling hand instead fell upon Peeka’s shoulders. The princess realized that Josee may have been rough, but she wasn’t the type to strike others. She had initially reached out to Peeka from a place of worry and concern, thinking her a newcomer who would’ve surely been afraid. Josee was, at her core, impossibly kind and gentle. Peeka had never really met a person like her before.


  “Someone like you shouldn’t come here…” Josee sniffled. “What? Did you just want to watch and mock us? To make fun of our miserable lives?” Beads of tears trickled down her face. 


  Peeka quietly averted her gaze. The princess, admittedly, felt like a tourist at first, interested in catching a glimpse of Trophy Street. Now that she knew the sorry state of this place, she really struggled to find her voice.


  “Er, um…” Peeka stammered. “I’ll talk to my mother about this. You know, like electricity and supplies. I think she’ll shuffle some stuff around so you can have all that.”


  “Are you making fun of us?” Josee sobbed. “We’re just beggars to you, then?!”


  “E-er, okay… Then, uh, do you want to be freed?”


  “After all this time?! Where could we even go from here?! I’m sure everyone on our home planets thinks we’re dead! I know that for sure! And even if we do return, what man wants to marry a woman who was forcibly impregnated by an orc?!”


  Then what can I do? Peeka wondered. 


  Josee continued to weep as she shot down all of the princess’s suggestions. Peeka was at a total loss. She was inexperienced at handling people and managing the tribe; she was completely out of her element. And Josee herself never really explicitly stated what she wished for. She wanted revenge on the head of the tribe that had pushed her and her friends to the very depths of despair and was taking her anger out on the princess. Peeka had no idea how to handle this situation. 


  Then someone appeared to save her from this situation.


  “Your Highness? What are you doing here?” a familiar voice called.


  “Kartz!” Peeka cried.


  The orc warrior looked like a formidable foe as he peered around the corner into the alley, his green hair in a short crew cut.


  “Eep?! An orc warrior!” Josee cried.


  In contrast to Peeka’s delight, the Earthian turned white as a sheet. It wasn’t just that she’d been intimidated by the large orc—she had been betrayed by the woman she trusted, ran into the orc princess, and even left Trophy Street, an act that was expressly banned. Now that an orc warrior was here to question her, she couldn’t take these consecutive blows to her psyche. Josee felt completely backed into a corner and became surprisingly timid and meek.


  “D-don’t come closer! Not a step closer!” she shrieked.


  She snaked an arm around Peeka and shouted at the warrior. As the Earthian took the royal as a shield and stood behind her, the orc warrior narrowed his eyes.


  “Don’t do that,” he said. “If you lay even a finger on her, I’ll have to take you out, even if you’re someone’s trophy.”


  “H-hey! Kartz!” Peeka shouted.


  The princess had never heard such an icy tone from the orc before. She was completely appalled by how cold he sounded. Kartz was generally calmer, and he always flashed a strained smile when Peeka teased him—now he was ready to destroy anyone in his way. Should Josee even begin to attempt anything funny, he’d punch her in the face before she could choke Peeka out.


  “I-I’m okay!” Peeka stammered. “Calm down, Kartz! Josee, you too!”


  She tried her best to call out to Kartz, who emanated murderous intent and an overwhelming aura. Josee was in a state of panic from the whirlwind of events that had assaulted her today. 


  Just then, Peeka spotted a small shadow jump in the air behind Kartz. Its owner leaped up high and whirled vertically, ensuring all her force would be concentrated into her heel. She rotated like a buzzsaw, aiming for the back of Kartz’s head.


  “Behind you, Kartz!” the princess shouted.


  The orc reacted to her warning. He whirled around and instead of dodging, took a step forward. His assailant’s aim shifted just a hair—she’d intended to hammer into the back of Kartz’s head, but ended up hitting his forehead instead. The impact of the blow caused Kartz to falter only for a moment, but that was all the shadowy figure needed. She used his head as a footing to soar high up and bounce away. By the time Kartz managed to swiftly reach out, he only grabbed air. The shadow landed back on the ground without a sound and stood proudly in front of the orc.


  “Jeez, you’ve got a really thick skull,” she remarked. “My heel hurts.”


  “Damn whobit!” Kartz growled. “I can’t believe an orc scored a trophy like you!”


  Nokko raised the leg she used to strike the orc and wiggled it around. Kartz lowered his stance. Whobits were half his size, but he vigilantly provided no openings for attack. Whobits were known to be firecrackers, and they were an enhanced species as well. Their genes were modified differently from orcs, but they were, without a doubt, a species of space fighters.


   


  POV


  WARRIOR KARTZ


   


  I JUST CAME TO MEET UP WITH AN ORC TECHNICIAN friend, but I didn’t think I’d run into someone like her on the way back, I thought. The small, red-haired lady stood in front of me, looking all aloof. I lowered my posture and clenched my fist. I was fully prepared to fight barehanded and give it my all. I could never let my guard down in front of a whobit.


  Orcs were designed to be the soldiers of space, and our genes were modified as such. We possessed muscle power, stamina, agility, and a sturdy body that allowed us to endure most attacks—we even had chlorophyll nanomachines in our skin to help supply oxygen. We were space’s perfect soldiers.


  Whobits, on the other hand, were built to become pilots. Their bodies were small, but much sturdier than they looked, giving them the rare ability to withstand quite a bit of g-force. Their petite frames also made them extremely propellant efficient. All of these differences might sound minor, but in drawn out battles, they added up and gave them clear advantages. Their nervous systems could transmit signals through their dwarven stature more quickly and precisely than the mechanized metallic nerves of technoritters. Their brains were capable of instantaneously calculating complicated trajectories, allowing them to ascertain the best course of action and make precise maneuvers.


  If I were to disregard experience and effort, which varied from person to person, and only focused on raw potential and abilities, whobits were the strongest species of fighter pilots around. 


  Needless to say, they were nothing to sneeze at when it came to ground combat either. Their reflexes were faster than a spark, and their specialty was to ambush enemies in tight spaces and grapple them. Sure, whobits didn’t have much arm power and their shorter limbs meant they weren’t the best attackers, but they could use vibroknives—a type of high-frequency blade—and other small weapons to easily land a fatal blow. They were almost as deadly with just a pointed rock or shards of glass—both were equally capable of dealing gnarly wounds. 


  The biggest issue was their mentality. The playful song about the species flashed across my mind.


  Oh, no! Who bit the whobit?


  They rush forth and give chase.


  Blazing flowers in outer space.


  Those shooting stars they are… Now move it!


  The song was a joke about attempting to flee from them, and attested to their—frankly insane—fixation on their goals: They’d chase you down to the ends of space if they had to. Whobits refused to give up or get distracted once they locked in. Their determination was tougher than steel and they pushed toward their objective without faltering. They’d either fulfill their ambitions or die trying.


  But why did this whobit attack me? I don’t understand… The only thing I knew for sure was that I was her target, and she was set on taking me down, whatever it took. And in that case, I had no reason to hold back—this wouldn’t end until one of us was defeated. I had no plans of granting any mercy either, since the princess was behind me.


  “Hmph!” the whobit grunted.


  She drew in a sharp breath as she kicked the ground and leaped toward the wall. The wall served as her footing as she jumped up to the ceiling. She circled around me using the four walls of the thirteen-foot-wide corridor and catapulted herself at top speed. I didn’t move an inch as I watched her peculiar movements. When it came to close combat, I predicted a seasoned whobit would have some sort of trick up their sleeve to make up for their short reach. Since she was clearly strong enough to ­become a trophy for an orc knight, I wasn’t surprised to see her reveal some moves. She leaped to and fro, moving around freely, but her actions didn’t fool me.


  “Hah!” I grunted.


  I threw out a punch, which I’d meant to counter her predicted course of attack. However, it seemed I’d vastly underestimated the women who were worthy of being trophies for orc knights. It took mere milliseconds for my arm to fully extend as I channeled my full power behind my fist, but the whobit exercised complete control over that trice. I felt a small hand touch my own, and my eyes widened with disbelief; I immediately sensed danger as a tsunami of adrenaline filled my body, honing my nerves. Never had I been more alert, and for a few, brief moments, it was as though time slowed down for me, allowing me to very clearly see the godlike reflexes of the whobit.


  All she needed was an instant, as she used her palm to change the trajectory of her body ever so slightly. Her tiny body leaped above my arm, dodging me by a hair’s breadth as an athlete might vault over a stack of boxes, and she whirled in the air. A cross counter was a classic response to a counter, that was nothing out of the ordinary, but I didn’t expect her to try to twist her body around to deliver another kick—it was nothing short of insanity.


  She brought her heel down on my head once more, and despite my shock, I felt the corners of my lips curl upward. Just as she repeated her attack, I gave the same response and stepped forward again. Orcs had large strides, and a single one could easily surpass the length of a whobit’s legs. Instead of her heel, her bony butt made contact against my forehead.


  “Gah?!” she cried.


  The whobit yelped in pain when I headbutted her ­pubic bone, and I easily repelled her. She twisted her body in the air and landed on all fours, but I made no attempt to continue my attack. She was far better than me when it came to tight turns and precise strikes, but in a close-quarters fight, it was impossible to avoid everything. If trading strikes was the name of the game, an orc would always have the advantage, thanks to our overwhelming power. There was no need for me to aggressively chase after her. I braced myself and waited for her to catch her breath.


  “I can’t believe you pushed your face into my butt,” the whobit said. “You’re a perverted orc, aren’t you?”


  She remained on all fours like a beast ready to pounce. The female fighter sounded rather nonchalant, unfitting for this tense battle.


  “It wasn’t that meaty for a butt,” I replied.


  She was wearing a thin space suit for pilots, and her outfit accentuated any small, subtle curves she had, but even so, her body didn’t entice me at all. Of course, her genetics and her species were to blame for that, but she sported the body of a child despite her maturity and calm mindset—she was the polar opposite of Princess Peeka.


  “Heh heh, orcs really are rude, aren’t they?” the whobit chuckled.


  She flashed a smile, making it clear she was truly enjoying herself, but the murderous aura she emanated grew stronger still. Here she comes. Even if she jumps about, I won’t let her out of my sight. I clenched my fists, ready to fire a counter once more, but before we could clash again, a voice interrupted our fun battle.


  “Nokko… Your Highness?! And fodder?!” a familiar voice cried.


  I turned toward the figure who approached with hurried footsteps—Firen.


   


  POV


  ORC KNIGHT FIREN


   


  THIS IS BAD, FIREN THOUGHT. IN A FLASH HE analyzed the situation and realized things had gotten way out of hand. He didn’t mind Nokko and the fodder squaring off, but the most important issue was that the cheeky fodder was clearly fighting with the princess behind him, as though he was protecting her. Firen glanced back at Nokko. 


  If you’re confronting a warrior protecting the princess, it looks like you’re revolting. What in the world are you doing, moron? 


  He could only silently mock the whobit who gave birth to him, but he also knew why she was going so far—it was all for him.


  Precisely because Firen failed to provide all the details, Nokko assumed he was tasked with finding and sheltering the princess. His mother was trying to get rid of this orc warrior, an obstacle that would prevent her son from attaining any sort of glory or respect if he were to save the princess instead. Of course, Firen was given no such mission.


  The easiest solution to protect his standing was to feign ignorance of Nokko. He’d cut her off and pretend like she was some kind of insolent upriser. If he did so, he was certain she’d quietly accept it without once denying his claims, even if it meant that she’d be executed for her crimes. It was an upsetting conclusion, but one Firen was sure would happen if he took that route.


  Hence, that was out of the question. His pride as an orc knight prevented him from throwing his mother under the bus. Firen used the quick-thinking skills he received from his mother and desperately sought an answer. It was then his eyes landed on a pink-haired Earthian who was clinging onto the princess and frozen in astonishment. 


  Her.


  “Nokko! Well done!” Firen boomed. “You must be the rebel who tried to kidnap the princess!” He shouted at the pink-haired woman, ignoring the fodder. 


  Firen looked down on Kartz. He hated the fodder’s guts, and was secretly jealous of him, but he knew the warrior would never show disloyalty toward the princess. In that case, Nokko and Kartz had to cease their battle immediately—he needed to make it look like they were ready to fight against the Earthian who surely was up to no good.


  “Wh-what?!” the pink-haired woman cried, flabbergasted, still clutching the princess in her arms. It seemed she would’ve never dreamed she’d be pinned as a culprit. 


  Nokko, who was practically lying on the ground, glanced at Firen and back at the woman before she stood straight up.


  “Josee, give it up already,” Nokko said.


  “B-Boss?! You… You can’t be…” the Earthian stammered.


  The pink-haired woman was seemingly infuriated by Nokko’s words, and her face flushed scarlet as she found herself unable to speak. It seemed she wasn’t exactly the eloquent type, much to Firen’s luck. He tried to push his narrative through with confidence, but of course, there was one orc who didn’t quite agree.


  “Your Highness? Is this true?” Kartz asked.


  “N-no! Of course not!” Princess Peeka replied, vehemently shaking her head at the fodder’s query. 


  It’d do Firen no favors if the princess jumped to the Earthian’s defense. This was less than ideal. Was there a way for him to avoid Nokko receiving any blame while conveniently settling matters here? Firen’s mind went a mile a minute in desperation. He barely managed to think of something.


  “Your Highness, you’re being fooled!” Firen declared. “You must’ve been tricked as well, fodder!”


  “What?” Kartz inquired.


  The fodder clearly flashed a look of exasperation and befuddlement, one that implied he clearly wasn’t following. Firen, though annoyed to receive such a confused gaze, acted his part of a jester as he did his best to force the narrative—even he knew it was a stretch.


  “I cannot believe that you’re so easily swayed! You should be ashamed to call yourself an orc warrior!” Firen insisted. “I suppose fodder will always be fodder!”


  “Sir Firen… Am I correct to assume that you’re picking a fight with me?” Kartz asked.


  His weary face slowly shifted to one of sternness. Good. Take the bait. That’s right, I’m picking a fight with you. Kartz was fodder, but he was also an orc warrior; he had no reason to back down when someone picked a fight with him. No matter their origins, all orc warriors held the same set of values. And so, Firen was successful in his endeavor as Kartz cracked both of his knuckles as a sign of animosity.


  “I told you before, didn’t I?” Kartz growled. “Don’t think I’ll go easy on you.”


  As he grunted, Firen was now relieved to see his seemingly absurd narrative had gone through. At the same time, his latent negativity and malice reared their ugly heads and welled up in his chest. Now that we’re fighting, I don’t need to keep up appearances. Firen had the opportunity to battle Kartz here and settle the score once and for all. The orc knight wanted to air out all his grievances here.


  “You fool!” Firen roared. “A fodder like you doesn’t deserve Dawn of Mauler! You know what? I’ll pummel you and take that jet off your hands!”


  The orc knight twisted his face with rage and pushed his buttons.


  “You’ve gone mad, moronic bastard!” Kartz bellowed. “Fine, bust out your Orb Issue then! Let’s decide once and for all who’s actually on top!”


  “K-Kartz! Firen!” the princess shouted. “Stop making this all about yourselves!”


  She was left behind by this sudden turn of events and tried to take back control, but it was far too late. Once orcs made up their minds, they wouldn’t change it, no matter how stupid the issue was. Firen grinned. Now, he just needed to win, and he’d have it all.


  “Dawn of Mauler?” Nokko murmured.


  Firen, too busy feeling excitement at the opportunity at hand, never heard his mother’s concerned words.


  Interlude:
The Space Knight’s Return


   


  POV


  TECHNORITTER AGRISTA GRAYTON


   


  THE HOLY SHANEUMAN KINGDOM WAS A PROMINENT intergalactic nation. The kingdom held a council, gathering the best minds of the country, and Agrista was in attendance as well. More precisely, she used a holographic avatar. Her cyborg body was heavily damaged following her clash with a savage orc, and it was undergoing maintenance in the factory at the alpha star. This maintenance was extreme: She basically had to get her entire body rebuilt. Therefore, she was stuck at the factory. 


  There were many who chose to use avatars to attend the council, so her lack of physical presence wasn’t deemed rude. The kingdom boasted a vast reach, and many conferences or meetings were held with those attending from great distances. The avatar provided for Agrista wasn’t designed for her cyborg body, with her face fully covered in heavy armor. Instead, she had an adorable, yet fierce face, her blue eyes and blonde locks accentuating her beauty. This was her face when she was still fully human, before she underwent modifications. Agrista was the youngest technoritter within Shaneuman, and her avatar clearly frowned with displeasure. She wasn’t a fan of this appearance.


  “Good grief,” she muttered. “Why must I pretend to be a normal human being after all this time?”


  The kingdom was on the cutting edge of cybernetics. Their technological advancements didn’t just produce technoritters, they also supported their citizens with ­advanced cyborg technology. It rapidly spread throughout the medical field to bless the people. And as the technology improved, plastic surgery also advanced by leaps and bounds. Consequently, many people looked vastly different from their original, natural face. Changing one’s appearance was so prominent and easy that, in the digital world, it was considered more formal to show one’s true face and features.


  In Agrista’s mind, her rugged, cyborg body was her default state. When she was forced to wear the avatar of a blonde-haired lady with high pigtails and upturned eyes, it made her uneasy. But she was attending the council that would reprimand her for her blunder, and she wasn’t able to be present physically. Though there were only about fifty technoritters in the kingdom, she had to follow proper etiquette and wear a formal avatar. When the council started and she was asked to stand at her assigned seat, her avatar was showered with bewilderment and dismay.


  [image: ]


  “Your body and the Jouster have been completely destroyed?!” one gasped.


  “Do you know just how much of the citizen’s taxes we need to repair you?! All the blood, sweat, and tears for your sake!” another scolded.


  “It’s the life of a soldier to have a few wins and losses, but even so, you didn’t need to lose this badly,” a third added.


  Agrista’s avatar bit her lip as the council continued to berate and bemoan her for the defeat. She knew they had a point, but it didn’t mean that she wholly agreed with it. She was relentlessly criticized, and her beautiful face distorted with humiliation. Her face was normally hidden by her helm, so she never had any need to feign composure. As a result, she was terrible at masking her emotions. Frustration was clear on her face, but she was unable to refute any of these claims, and the people of the council made even thornier remarks. Before Agrista reached her limit, a unique digital sound filled the air, followed by an announcement, interrupting the noisy council.


  “New login detected. Please welcome the eternal king of the Holy Shaneuman Kingdom, His Majesty King Eniac the 256th.”


  Agrista’s eyes widened at this announcement, and her avatar immediately dropped to one knee in front of the altar, bowing her head. The people of the council all fell silent as well, as they stood up and lowered their heads with utmost respect. A hologram appeared on the altar, placed behind the seats of the council. A black, square panel resembling a monolith emerged.


  This avatar was clearly not human. The culture of the Holy Shaneuman Kingdom would’ve deemed this as rude under normal circumstances, but he was the sole exception. After all, this was who he was. King Eniac the 256th, the sovereign who guided the kingdom into eternity, was the descendant of a great computer created in the distant past. The dark monolith, glossy as obsidian, tranquilly emitted his robotic voice.


  “You may raise your heads. Please, take your seats,” the king said.


  His voice was gentle and kind, carefully calculated to soothe the hearts of his listeners. The members of the council all raised their heads and obeyed his order. Agrista, who was being reprimanded, remained on one knee, but also raised her head. Her face was filled with fear and nervousness for her punishment as well as joy for being able to meet the king—she clumsily turned stiff.


  “Y-Your Majesty,” the chairman of the council stammered nervously. “I didn’t think you’d grace us with your appearance for such a trivial matter.”


  “But of course,” His Majesty replied. “Technoritter Agrista was a knight selected from my calculations. All matters related to her require my presence, I believe. And here I am to show my face, though I don’t have much of a face to begin with.”


  King Eniac the 256th was said to be a fair and just ruler. He was nothing short of perfection, except perhaps his poor jokes. People quietly rumored about his unfunny banter. 


  Agrista’s avatar paid no heed to it as she faced him, remaining on one knee as she faced the massive monolith whom she called king. 


  “Technoritter Agrista, will you still fight?” the king asked.


  “I will!” Agrista replied. Her response was immediate, and the surface of the king’s avatar began to emit a pale glow.


  “And what will you do if you face the pirate who bested you once again?”


  “I’ll crush him and cast my judgment upon the savage!”


  “Very good. It seems your spirit has not yet been broken.” The monolith looked satisfied as he turned to the chairman. “I shall provide Agrista with an opportunity to exact her revenge. I shall permit the repairs of her cyborg body and her Jouster. Furthermore, I shall form a Pirate Eradication team with Agrista in charge of these troops.”


  “Wh-what?! Your Majesty, I dare say you’re being too benevolent with her!” the chairman insisted.


  “I’m the one who chose her as a knight. I find it rather reasonable to place quite a bit of expectation on her. Do I make myself clear, Agrista?”


  “Certainly, Your Majesty! Your kindness shan’t be wasted!” Agrista replied.


  Her avatar displayed her adorable face, but her eyes glittered dangerously with bloodlust.


  “Then go forth, my knight,” the king said kindly. “You must destroy the pirates who dare harm our kingdom.”


  “I shall!” Agrista replied.


  She bowed and logged out of the council, her consciousness returning to her mechanical body in the factory of the alpha star. Various cables, actuators, and wires were being pulled out of her as part of the rebuild of her upper body; she was in no condition to move just yet. Agrista’s will to fight overflowed from her body, and she was frustrated that it refused to move. She flashed a fierce smile that stretched across her pretty face.


  “Just you wait, Kartz of Tone Tekin!” she spat. “The next time we meet, I’ll rip you to shreds.”


  Chapter 12:
Dual Briefing


   


  POV


  ORC KNIGHT FIREN


   


  “WHY’D YOU SAY SOMETHING LIKE THAT?” Nokko asked.


  Firen was fastening the harness of his seat in Orb Issue when he raised his head at his mother’s voice. The small whobit peered in from the open hatch of the cockpit.


  “If you’re out here, you’ll get caught,” Firen warned.


  Women were strictly forbidden from leaving Trophy Street, as a means to prevent any needless trouble over trophies. The rule was enacted to protect the women, but now that many orcs of the tribe were after the queen, devaluing the trophies, the law only shackled their freedom. Yet, Nokko didn’t seem to care as she popped into the Tone Tekin Royale’s hangar.


  “Oh, I won’t get caught,” she replied. “I’m good at hiding, you know.”


  She was petite, agile, and excellent at ambushing. If a whobit truly wanted to remain hidden, orcs could hardly detect them. Nokko proudly puffed out her small chest, causing Firen to sigh.


  “Enough about me,” she said. “Why did you say all that stuff, Firen?”


  “Because he’s not suitable to steer Dawn of Mauler,” Firen replied.


  He averted his gaze, purposefully misconstruing the question. Nokko’s sapphire eyes peered from between her red bangs as she stared at her son.


  “Do you want it because it’s Birkan’s jet?” she asked.


  There was a long pause before Firen responded, “Yeah.”


  Orc Knight Birkan was a powerful orc warrior and Firen’s father. He was both the object of Firen admiration and the root of his inferiority complex.


  “You mustn’t push yourself,” Nokko scolded. “Your forced excuses can’t cover for that situation. They won’t fly.”


  “But they did,” Firen insisted. “He might be fodder, but he’s still an orc. If someone picks a fight with him, he won’t back down. All that’s left is for me to win. And I will. I’ll take back my father’s jet.”


  She sighed. “Do you remember how to fly Orb Issue?”


  “Of course.”


  “This jet’s really difficult to wield even among the armored strikes. You ought to be careful of the throttle too. Oh, and…”


  “I know already. I’m leaving. Move!”


  Nokko tried to give some detailed advice, but Firen cut her off and pushed the button to close the hatch. From the closed cockpit, he spotted the worried gaze of his mother; he was overcome with a curious feeling of guilt as he averted his eyes.


  “I just need to win,” he muttered. “If I do, everything will fall into place. That’s all.” He was trying to pump himself up. He gripped his throttle level and noticed that his hands were sweaty and clammy, causing him to bite his lip, his fangs clacking together ominously.


   


  POV


  WARRIOR KARTZ


   


  “WHY’D YOU SAY SOMETHING LIKE THAT?” JOSEE asked.


  The pink-haired Earthian was still reeling from the events unfolding around her as she clung onto the princess. I was doing my last preflight inspection while the princess peered into the cockpit. Her Highness and I cocked our heads quizzically.


  “Why? Isn’t it obvious?” Princess Peeka asked.


  “He picked a fight with me,” I added. “Is there any reason not to accept his challenge?”


  “Huh…” Josee murmured.


  It was common sense for orcs, and I said as much, but Josee clearly sounded weary. Fortunately, I can sort of ­understand where a normal Earthian like her is coming from, I thought. I placed the tablet with my checklist onto the control panel as I decided to give a bit of a lecture.


  “I understand our rules might seem a bit peculiar to other races, but we orcs are a species born to fight,” I explained. “Orcs are always surrounded by battle, but we treat it as a sacred practice as well. We believe anyone has the right to pick fights with others, and if we receive a challenge, we must accept it.”


  “No matter how stupid the reason might be?” Josee asked.


  “No matter how stupid. If we don’t accept, we’ll be treated as cowards who even flee fights born of stupid reasons. And if word of that spreads, we’ll be so utterly humiliated we couldn’t possibly live the rest of our lives with pride.”


  “Th-that’s…savage,” Josee sighed. “I mean, I know that that’s who you orcs are, but you guys are so barbaric.” She groaned as she ran her hand through her pink hair.


  “Think you can win?” the princess asked.
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  She acted like a cat disturbing my work as she rolled her upper body above the control panel and looked up at me. Her full chest squished atop the panel, and I couldn’t help but glance at it. I cleared my throat and picked her up like a naughty kitten in need of a scolding, gently placing her outside of the cockpit.


  “Of course I can. And I will,” I replied. “Sure, we might both be warriors, but his title is just for show. The experience and number of battles I’ve been through far trumps anything he’s capable of.”


  “Orc knights certainly are a problem…” Princess Peeka muttered. “They’re too condescending and elitist.”


  “Your Highness, please don’t raise your kids that way.”


  “Oh? But that child will be yours as well, Kartz. And since you’ll raise them, I’m sure I’ve got nothing to worry about.”


  “Oh, you jest, my princess. You’re still too young to become pregnant, I’m sure.”


  Our dry laughs echoed throughout the hangar. Why does this princess want a child with me anyway? I wondered. It felt nice to be so openly liked, and I didn’t mind her one bit either, but she was the daughter of the woman I loved, not to mention far too childish in my eyes. I couldn’t, in good faith, have a proper relationship with her. Plus, I want to offer my virginity to the queen. 


  Fearing we were encroaching on a dangerous subject, I quickly changed topics.


  “I’m more curious about that whobit, frankly,” I said. “Why’s someone as terrifying as her around? And who is she to Firen?”


  The princess furrowed her brow with confusion, her head leaning to one side. “You know, I’m not sure. She mentioned something about being his guardian, though.”


  “Boss did mention that she had a child with an orc warrior,” Josee added, her voice a bit glum. “She was our guard and protector, but…”


  “Well, nothing you can do about that,” I remarked. “Firen must be the most important person in the galaxy to her.”


  “So what? She can just cut us off so easily?!” Josee exclaimed.


  “She is a whobit,” I said with a shrug. “Once her species sets their mind on something, they can’t really see anything else.”


  “They’re devoted, that’s for sure,” Princess Peeka said.


  Josee seemed to bear a grudge against the whobit, but Her Highness and I held no ill feelings toward Nokko. In fact, I saw her in a positive light. She was able to instantly recognize what was most important to her and acted accordingly, making her very fitting for her species. Of course, if she goes against me, I’ll have to crush her.


  “Ugh… Whobits and orcs are an enigma to me,” Josee groaned.


  “Yeah, it’s a bit odd, isn’t it?” Princess Peeka said. “I mean, especially with that size difference… But Kartz, if she can sleep with an orc warrior, I’m sure that I can too…probably.”


  “You mustn’t, Your Highness,” I replied.


  She tried to slide into the cockpit again, and I pushed her away.


  “Now, I’ll be off,” I said. “Please leave the hangar, Your Highness. And, Josee, was it? You should go too. We orcs can survive without oxygen for a while, but you can’t, right?”


  “R-right!” Josee shouted.


  She hastily kicked the ground and headed for the airlock. The Earthian wasn’t used to zero-gravity space and she clumsily rushed forward. Her Highness expertly swam through the air and supported Josee as she staggered away.


  “Good luck, Kartz!” the princess shouted.


  I responded with a thumbs-up and closed the hatch of the cockpit. Once closed, the hemispherical monitors instantly lit up within the aircraft canopy, grabbing my attention. I flipped the switch on the control panel and opened communication with the control room.


  “Control room, this is Warrior Kartz on Dawn of Mauler,” I said. “Open the hatch of the hangar, please. Over.”


  “You got it, sir!” Behko replied. I was a bit surprised to hear my underling’s voice.


  “Huh, didn’t know you were there, Behko.”


  “Heh heh, I’ve got a front seat! Beat that oh-so-mighty knight to a pulp, sir!”


  “You bet!”


  The heavy hatch of the hangar groaned open as the air escaped from the room into space. I use this mild air current to slide my Dawn of Mauler out. I fiddled with the console, guiding my jet into open space, and checking the condition of my vehicle on the submonitor.


  “All righty,” I said. “I pushed Torlon quite a bit, but these repairs aren’t bad at all.”


  My trusty mechanic managed to finish maintenance on the damaged Dawn in no time at all. Obviously, the signals weren’t all green—which would imply peak condition—and there were still a few yellow blips on the damage map, warning me to be wary of those areas, but my partner was good enough to battle.


  “I’ve got to bring back more data chips with movies for him as thanks,” I said. “But first, I should deal with the problem at hand.”


  I glanced at the starboard side of my straight, armored jet. Its right arm was bare, and it only had its simple frame with a silver rail gun directly attached to it.


  “Pros and cons of a new weapon,” I muttered. “It requires some time and effort to properly install the latest weapons and provide armor for it, I guess.”


  The lack of armor wasn’t the only issue: The rail gun only had three bullets. At most, I had three attempts to shoot my opponent.


  “But hey, I can make do,” I said.


  I readjusted my grip with both hands and forced a smile onto my face. I couldn’t always hope to be at peak performance on the battlefield. Even if my jet was injured or I was out of bullets, my only choices were to fight or simply await death. I’d been in this position several times before, and each and every time, I managed to overcome these trials to stand here today. It built up my pride as a warrior. At the edge of my monitor, I spotted a glimmer of a thruster.


  “He’s here,” I said.


  I slid out of the port-side hangar. Orb Issue had flown out of the opposite side of the clan ship. Dawn of Mauler was tinged with red, the color of dawn, and Orb Issue was painted the color of the Earthian skies—a brilliant, clear azure. The color wasn’t the only aspect where these jets differed. Unlike Dawn, which had armed units on either side of the jet, Issue had units on the top and bottom. Frankly, it seemed like an armored strike that was difficult to control. Issue turned its head toward me as I received communication from the wide area network.


  “Fodder, I’ll commend you for not fleeing!” Firen barked. “Now, time for me to take that jet back!”


  “I’ll give you credit for being able to vocalize your desires now, but this one’s mine,” I replied. “I’ll beat you up until you beg for forgiveness and swear that you won’t bother me about it again!”


  “You’re the one who’ll be destroyed!”


  Orb Issue’s two arms appeared from the top and bottom.


  “I, Tone Tekin’s orc knight, Firen, shall swing my iron fist down on lowly fodder like you!” he roared.


  “Try it if you dare!” I bellowed. “Warrior Kartz of Tone Tekin here’ll rake you over the coals, you stupid brat!”


  Our main thrusters rumbled as the red and blue Boot Busters rushed at each other.


  Chapter 13:
Pigfight


   


  “ALL RIGHT, HERE I COME, FIREN!” I SHOUTED.


  I raced straight for my opponent at full throttle. My Dawn of Mauler flew as fast as she could go and pounced on Orb Issue. This duel began with Firen’s unfounded accusations, but this battle actually benefited me as well. Since our clash occurred within the mooring zone of Tone Tekin Royale, it meant our entire tribe could easily watch this fight. Naturally, the queen could as well. This was a match held in the presence of Her Majesty, the perfect opportunity to show the woman I loved just how cool I was.


  This was an all-or-nothing battle. If I lost, I might survive, but my beloved jet and my pride as a warrior would be stripped away. However, I always gambled it all on the battlefield, so this was nothing new to me. I’d been in countless situations where I would’ve been dust with one wrong move, and I survived them all. This was the biggest advantage that I had over Firen.


  “Rah!” I shouted.


  I made the first move. I fired two pulse laser shots, one from each side of my jet’s nose. Issue, which also rushed forth at top speed, twisted the arms on the top and bottom of its body to change its trajectory, sliding away from my attacks. Firen retaliated with six shots of his own pulse laser, implying he was capable of firing thrice as much as I could.


  “Whoa, there!” I said.


  I rolled my jet around, evading the showers of condensed pulse lasers. Dawn had a short-barreled plasma cannon to fight against large ships, but Issue had nothing like that at all, opting for more machine guns. My jet was more versatile, but for a single duel between jets, his was better suited. We dodged each other’s attacks as our Boot Busters crossed each other. I tried to use my new rail gun to score a blow when I noticed the lower arm of Issue pointed straight at me.


  “Repulsion Arm…” I started. “No, wait!”


  I tried to activate my shield when I felt a shudder run down my spine. I thrust my two arm units and pointed them vertically. I fired up my thrusters and made a sharp turn, so much so that my jet practically twisted in on itself. I managed to dodge the attack in the nick of time as I spotted a blinding, white plasma beam shoot through my prior position.


  “A plasmathrower?!” I gasped.


  The energized plasma was encapsulated in a magnetic field like a cannonball before it shot out toward its target. In plainer terms, it resembled a space flamethrower. The weapon’s firing range was shorter, and the attack was less condensed than a plasma cannon, but it had a horrifically wide area of effect. It was powerful enough to incinerate the lightly armored Boot Buster, and it was a weapon more terrifying than a plasma cannon. It was one of the last things I wanted to face in a dogfight.


  “Bastard…” I grumbled. “He really came prepared for the current meta!”


  Furthermore, my trump card, Repulsion Arm, was practically ineffective against plasma attacks. I wasn’t sure if Firen knew this and chose his units accordingly, but regardless, his jet was infuriatingly anti-Dawn. It was like he came out with gear precisely to fight against me. My Dawn wasn’t in peak condition either, and it was clear my jet held the disadvantage.


  “Interesting!” I said.


  I flew in a wide arc, evading the plasmathrower as I bared my fangs. I’d already calculated the advantages and disadvantages I had. I was fodder, and Firen was an orc knight; the differences of our birth were vast. Unlike fodder like me who came from a plant, orcs born from a mother would receive their mother’s traits as well. 


  Personally, I felt like they had 20 percent more muscle than us, and their reflexes were 30 percent faster. This was a huge difference. If used wisely, orc knights could give the illusion they were three times faster than us. Even so, I knew I wouldn’t lose to Firen.


  My experience and knowledge was a huge advantage. Aside from my twenty-first century wisdom, I was also programmed with the same intel as all other fodder orcs, such as general common sense, the basics of fighting, how to use various weapons and machines, basic strategies, and even basic navigation. In terms of combat, I had been blessed with a vast array of knowledge, though admittedly, my understanding of each subject was relatively shallow. Even after I became a warrior, I continued studying on my own. 


  However, orc knights and orcs born from mothers weren’t programmed with all this intel. They had to go out of their way to learn everything before they reached maturity, and this worked against them. It was no secret our brains were pretty smooth, and we weren’t the most intellectually curious species out there. Most orcs born from a mother had no will to study, and because their fathers served as their teachers, they didn’t have the best instructors. In other words, they were astonishingly inefficient when it came to learning.


  This resulted in an orc boasting a sturdy body, but without the knowledge and combat skills to wield it. Overall, their abilities made them no different from fodder, a depressing fact many didn’t wish to acknowledge. Most orc knights were as good as fodders, only equipped with an elevated social status. I suspected these knights had a leg up on us when it came to the political sphere, but that was neither here nor there.


  Firen, though incapable of becoming the queen’s attendant, was still entrusted with a Boot Buster, attesting to the fact he was in the upper tier of his ilk, but he was still no match for me. I didn’t just boast more experience than him on the battlefield; I used every spare second I had to learn, amass knowledge, and polish my skills. I was leaps and bounds ahead of the unrefined Firen.


  One of his flaws was his lack of adaptability and inability to make decisions on the fly. After he launched the six shots from his pulse laser and used his plasmathrower, he tried to obstruct Dawn’s trajectory. His barrage was unleashed over a wide range in an attempt to corner me, and his plan was likely to use one of his armed units hiding a secret weapon to finish me off. This was a very basic textbook method to use against a foe, but it wasn’t a smart one to utilize in our battle. It might’ve been more effective against others, but for an orc warrior who braved countless battles, it was an amateurish tactic at best. His barrage of bullets were fired at a uniform speed without any intention of trying to throw me off with a change in rhythm. Overall, his attacks were the telltale signs of an inexperienced pilot.


  “See, if you’re gonna fire, you gotta also charge in behind your bullets!” I roared.


  Issue needed time to recharge its weapons, and it quickly tried to switch from its plasmathrower to its pulse laser. I seized my opportunity. Right when I saw an opening, I whirled the nose of my jet around to face Issue. I went full speed ahead and ordered my Dawn to rush into the white flames. The fire from the plasma seared the surface of my jet as damage alarms sounded loudly. The monitor displayed a damage map of my Dawn—any green lights instantly turned yellow, indicating we were taking on a fair bit of abuse and encroaching on orange territory.


  “Get ’em!” I bellowed.


  The plasma weapon finished its attack before it could melt my Dawn, and my scarlet jet, though leaving a trail of black smoke in her wake, was still alive and well, ready to rumble. Firen had tried to fire Issue’s pulse laser by predicting my attacks, but he didn’t expect me to charge right in. He hastily turned his ship’s nose toward me. 


  Hmph, I guess orc knights are still impressive. He reacted a bit faster than I expected him to, no doubt thanks to the genes he received from the queen and that whobit, I thought. But…it’s too late.


  “Raaah!” I shouted.


  I fired a volley of pulse lasers and my plasma cannon, using this crucial moment to grab victory with my own hands. I fired relentlessly, focusing only on one point as I steadied the aim of my rail gun. Firen, now under the rain of my pulse lasers and plasma bullets, stopped attacking and tried to dodge, but he evaded in a straight line, making it all too easy for me to predict his trajectory. I pulled the trigger on my rail gun.


  Clang! The rail gun emitted a rather unique sound and shook the body of my jet as the composite tungsten bullet shot out, powered by electromagnetic acceleration. Firen was too busy dodging my earlier attacks, making him an easy target. My aim was true as the bullet ripped through the lower equipped arm of the jet with its pesky plasmathrower and penetrated a thruster.


  Issue had three thrusters, and with one down, it was no longer able to maintain balance during its acceleration. It pathetically spun in the air, completely out of control.


  “It’s over, Firen!” I roared.


  I took aim at the main thruster in the back of the jet, and when I locked on, I fired the second shot from my rail gun. The final blow soared through space before it hurtled right at Issue. I was sure that clinched my victory, but Issue suddenly and almost miraculously managed to regain control, expertly dodging my bullet.


  “What?!” I cried.


   


  POV


  ORC KNIGHT FIREN


   


  “DAMMIT!” FIREN SHOUTED.


  He bellowed his fury within his jet. One of his armed units was destroyed, and he spun in the air, unable to regain control. 


  He had been sure victory was his, but that unexpected counterattack instantly snatched away any chance of winning he’d had. A shiver ran down his spine. He was almost certain the next shot would blow a hole through his jet, but he wasn’t skilled enough to stop Issue’s rapid spinning. He trembled with the fear he’d lose everything, and his mind flooded with resentment and fury, cursing this horrific outcome. 


  He was so sure he’d backed Kartz into a corner, but the orc knight didn’t expect the fodder to rush through the plasmathrower, fully prepared to sustain some damage on his jet. Firen should’ve used his other weapon without trying to save it for the finishing blow, and he cursed his poor decisions, lamenting his foolishness while being infuriated by it.


  Firen had prioritized protecting his honor and identity above all else; fodder had to be looked down upon by him, but he was blown away by Kartz’s courage and guts, which far surpassed his own. Firen felt his heart creak as though it’d shatter into a million pieces. 


  I lost. It pains me to admit it, and I really don’t want to, but this is my defeat.


  “I’ll tag in,” a voice echoed.


  Firen gritted his fangs with resignation when he heard a high-pitched voice with a slight lisp whispering into his ear.


  “Huh?!” he gasped.


  Firen was beyond shocked when he heard the voice, and a small shadow emerged from behind the seat and nestled onto his lap.


  “You ought to check the weight and capacity of your jet before you leave,” she said. “Or else, you might find an unwelcome surprise.”


  Nokko smiled as she sat on his lap.


  “Y-you… Why?!” Firen shouted.


  “I told you I’m good at hiding, didn’t I?” Nokko replied. She gazed up at her son and stretched out her arms, using both hands to stroke his cheeks with endearment. “Don’t worry. I’ll help you win this one.”


  The small palm that grazed his face slipped down to his thick neck as Firen immediately knew what his mother was up to.


  “W-wait!” he shouted. “I’m…”


  “Just leave the rest to me,” she replied. “I’ll take charge, okay?”


  She whispered like she was trying to pacify an upset child as she used her palm to press against his carotid artery. She was as slick as an assassin—Firen immediately lost consciousness. Nokko twirled around atop her son’s lap, and gripped the control stick, using her unconscious son as her seat. The hemispherical monitor alerted her to the damage as starry space whirled in front of her. She gazed up, reading the thruster parameters wildly flickering on the screen.


  “And hup!” Nokko said.


  The pedals were fit precisely for the height of the orc knight, and she stepped on Firen’s legs to push them down. She moved the control stick slightly, turning it in the opposite direction of the jet’s trajectory. The vehicle spin was corrected almost instantly, and she regained control of the half-destroyed Issue. She made precise movements with the control stick, moving the rear end of the jet to dodge Dawn’s bullet.


  “Dawn of Mauler…” Nokko muttered.


  She gazed at her monitor, at the scarlet jet covered with a bit of soot. The sight of Dawn hit her with nostalgia. The jet was alive and well, but the same couldn’t be said for its former pilot.


  “Let’s test the current pilot of that jet, shall we?” she said.


  She fired six shots from her pulse laser. To ensure that the condenser’s energy wouldn’t be fully depleted with one volley, she made minute adjustments, carefully pressing the trigger. The red beam fired from the laser, the staccato shots heading straight for Dawn. The scarlet jet was caught off guard by the sudden change in pilots, and her first shot hit, sending sparks flying. However, her opposing pilot was no easy target—Kartz wasn’t going to lie down and take a beatdown. He aggressively rolled and whirled about, carefully avoiding any fatal damage to his jet as he managed to escape from her line of fire.


  “Not bad,” Nokko muttered a bit of praise.


  She spotted a blinking popup in the corner of her screen—a direct communication line.


  “Shall we exchange secrets?” Nokko asked.


  She accepted the communication and spotted the young orc glaring at her through the small window.


  “I knew it was you, whobit!” he snarled. “That jet suddenly started to have crisper movements. You threw me for a loop!”


  “Yep, I’m tagging in,” Nokko replied. “I’ll take over from here.”


  “This is a duel! Do you know what it means for you to butt in?”


  “As long as I take you down, it shouldn’t be a problem.”


  The young orc flashed an almost envious forced smile.


  “A mother’s love, eh? Not sure if Firen’ll be happy about that,” the orc said. At once, he turned fierce and let out a murderous aura. “Fine by me. I’ll bite. I’ll just crush anyone who gets in my way.”


  “Thank you,” Nokko replied. “I, Nokko of Glowing Embers, shall face you with Orb Issue.”


  It’d been a while since she gave her name. After the introduction left her lips, she pointed her weapon at the jet she shared history with.


   


  POV


  PEEKA TANIS TONE TEKIN


   


  AFTER PEEKA SAW KARTZ LEAVE FOR HIS DUEL, she rushed to the Tone Tekin Royale’s control room. The massive main monitor displayed the two Boot Busters engaged in battle.


  “Hup!” Peeka said.


  She practically jumped into the main operator’s seat, which was right in front of the monitor, and opened a few snacks she’d stolen from the material room on her way over. She tossed a potato chip into her mouth and patted the seat beside her, inviting Josee, who clearly felt out of place, to sit down. Josee had looked after Peeka on Trophy Street, but the once tough woman was now meek and timid, worried about how she’d left her home.


  “C’mon, over here! Sit! Sit!” Peeka urged.


  “Uh, okay,” Josee replied.


  The poor woman just went with the flow and sat down next to the orc princess. The moment Josee settled in, a bag of snacks was offered to her.


  “Want some chips?” Peeka asked.


  “O-oh, thanks…” Josee muttered.


  She nibbled on some chips as she glanced around, noticing the soldiers and orc technicians of the control room stealing glances at her. They all watched her suspiciously. She was a trophy who not only received a seat from the princess, but even personally received snacks from her. Josee’s presence baffled the orcs. Despite the trophy awkwardly shifting around, the princess reclined in her seat, perfectly relaxed.


  “All right, let’s take a look, shall we?” Peeka asked. “Show me what you can do, Firen.”


  She acted like a couch potato, her chips in one hand as she gazed up at the monitor. The princess didn’t seem at all concerned.


  “Er, aren’t you worried Kartz might lose?” Josee asked.


  “Huh?” Peeka inquired.


  Her Highness was so unperturbed that it was Josee who looked worried. Peeka had her eyes glued to the screen where the two jets were fighting as she tilted her head to one side with confusion.


  “I mean, objectively speaking, there’s no way he will,” Peeka replied. “Kartz mentioned it before: He just has so much more experience. Even if Firen has talent, he’s been holed up in the clan ship. There’s no way that an orc like him could win against Kartz, who’s been tirelessly fighting on the front lines.”


  The soldiers and orc technicians of the control room began to quietly mutter among themselves. Operators and supports were seen as lowly scum among the orcs. Those in the control room were thus rated very lowly. Orcs with low social statuses were shocked at the harsh critique the princess gave—after all, she’d give birth to orc knights one day. Simultaneously, many were delighted to hear the royal didn’t see orc knights so favorably.


  “Just sit back and watch!” Peeka said. “You’ll catch a glimpse of how cool my orc is!”


  As the duel went on, Kartz gained the advantage, and the princess gave a smug, excited grin. When Dawn’s rail gun blew off one of Issue’s arms, Her Highness jumped up from her seat eagerly.


  “All right!” she shouted. “Finish him off, Kartz!”


  As though that was his cue, Kartz fired his rail gun to launch the final shot, but Issue, which was clearly on its dying breath, suddenly sprang to life and evaded the bullet with an expert maneuver.


  “Huh?” Peeka wondered.


  Issue clearly moved differently now, as though the pilot had changed, and Peeka narrowed her golden eyes with suspicion.


  Chapter 14:
The Pig and the Dwarf’s Rondo


   


  THE MACHINE GUN EMITTED A RED LIGHT, ­firing pulse laser shots that chased after Dawn.


  “Tsk,” I grunted.


  The staggered burst of shots, some fast and some slow, expertly assaulted me, proving the pilot was far more experienced than Firen ever was. I couldn’t dodge them all. A shot hit the armored body of Dawn, causing sparks to fly. Issue’s attacks were so strong and unforgiving I could hardly believe I was fighting the same jet.


  “You’ve got skills!” I shouted. “If only you were able to train your son!”


  I couldn’t help but imagine how excellent a teacher she would’ve been, but in orc society, fathers raised their children. It was difficult for a woman to do so, and I wasn’t even sure if whobits were good instructors anyway. I had no hard feelings toward Nokko, who had crashed my duel with Firen. I was eager to fight against the strong, and if she challenged me, I was more than happy to accept. If this was a team military exercise, I would’ve been suspicious of any sort of deception and might’ve even signaled a retreat, but in a duel between two fighters, I had no need for that sort of crass concern. True to my nature as an orc, I’d fight head-on and crush anything in my way—even if the whobit had broken the rules of engagement. 


  As a fodder orc, I could never hope to receive the love of a mother. The fact Firen had that made me a touch envious of him. Naturally, since Firen picked a fight with me, only for his mommy to come rushing to his aid, the orc knight would have a rather…awkward future awaiting him no matter how today’s battle ended. But that was none of my business—nothing but a family matter. Since this battle was likely seen by the queen and everyone else of my tribe, I really had no reason to be concerned for their sake.


  “And I don’t really have the time to worry about others either!” I roared.


  I rolled my jet several times to evade a barrage of lasers flying straight for me. The pulse laser that fired irregularly with carefully timed hits made it difficult for me to discern an opening—I didn’t know when she was going to reload or pause, implying that I had no idea when to take advantage of a gap in her shots. Since I couldn’t dodge all of her attacks, the best I could do was whirl my Dawn around and distribute the damage throughout my jet, preventing any fatal blows. Nokko’s burst fire had excellent accuracy. While my jet wouldn’t go down from any single shot, the Dawn was steadily becoming more damaged by the second.


  “I can’t believe you can track me with one arm down!” I shouted.


  Dawn’s entire body was being damaged, but Issue had lost its entire lower arm. My enemy was clearly more heavily damaged than I was. I’d even blown out one of its thrusters. It must’ve been a struggle just to maintain Issue’s balance, but Nokko was able to effortlessly steer the azure jet. I could only shower her with praise. 


  Are all whobits like her, or is she amazing among her peers? I wondered. Still, as her opponent, I was positively giddy to face off against her. The stronger the opponent, the better! 


  I spotted Issue positioning itself diagonally behind me, an expert maneuver. I couldn’t help but grin. Even I felt the corners of my lips tugging upward fearlessly, and my spirit as an orc warrior was all fired up against this powerful foe. My blood started pumping excitedly throughout my body.


  “It’s no fun just being shot at!” I bellowed. “Here’s some payback for ya!”


  I shut down the throttle to my jet and cut off power to the main thrusters as I stepped on the pedals and made minute, precise adjustments while twisting my control stick around. The armored units on my jet were still propelled forward while I flipped only the body of my jet upside down and pointed Dawn straight at Issue.


  “Hiyaaah!” I bellowed.


  I felt the blood rush from my rear to my head as I was flipped over, and I endured g-force that was strong enough to make me sick as I fired my plasma cannon. The magnetic-field-encapsulated plasma created a white shot that fired straight at Issue. The azure jet rolled over slightly, using minimal movements to dodge my attack.


  “And make it double!” I yelled.


  I immediately adjusted the parameters and fired a second shot from my cannon. Rather than condensing this shot with a magnetic field, I let the plasma flow out toward my enemy—this was my makeshift plasmathrower. It had very short range, and its power was unstable when compared to an actual plasmathrower. Furthermore, this took a huge toll on my weapon, making this a hell of a play, but it made me capable of spraying plasma all over space just like the real thing for a split second. The whobit had no choice but to make a wide turn and dodge the attack. She gave up her perfect positioning to evade the ring of plasma fire.


  “Not bad!” I praised. “If you stayed there, I would’ve used my gun to bust holes through you!”


  Nokko was the type who would throw away a perfect opportunity if it meant she could evade danger, and I could only laud her excellent decision-making skills. 


  I turned the nose of my jet around, right-side up. I flew straight ahead at normal speed, but I didn’t even have time to catch my breath when alarms began to ring throughout the cockpit. I glanced at the damage map on the monitor, and I saw red blinkers pop up, signaling that parts of my jet were now in critical danger.


  “Damn, the right arm… I knew it!” I muttered.


  The rail gun that I stole had been forcibly installed on my jet. I didn’t provide enough time for proper adjustments to be made. When I was hit on my unfortified right armed unit, it directly damaged the frame of my jet. Still, I feel like my right arm’s being hit more than other places…


  “Wait, is she taking aim at my right arm?” I muttered. “I’ve been whirling around and dodging as much as I can, but…”


  It was very obvious that my right arm on Dawn was unarmored, and I wasn’t particularly hiding it either. Still, in this highly mobile battle, it was almost absurd she’d be able to focus on one spot of my jet. Clearly, in terms of raw technique, she had the upper hand.


  “She’s really good…” I grumbled.


  I could only groan in disbelief as realization of her godly pilot skills really sunk in. I didn’t find it at all humiliating to admit when my opponent was worthy of praise on the battlefield: I far preferred to be impressed than to lose with a condescending outlook.


  “But technique is only half the battle when it comes to actual fights!” I declared.


  I turned my jet around to face Issue. Moments ago, I was in this exact situation against Firen, though the roles were reversed. Perhaps the gap between myself and Nokko was greater than the gap between Firen and me. But was I supposed to silently admit defeat against a foe who was more skilled than I? Of course not! Technique and experience were both vital to attain victory, but those weren’t the only things necessary in battle; morale, courage, excitement, luck, and a myriad of other intangible factors were required as well. This sort of emotional claim may come off as foolish in an argument of logic, but I knew more than anyone how important heightened emotions were on the front lines. These vague, almost silly elements affected the outcome of battle immensely.


  If I was already willing to admit defeat, I knew I wouldn’t be able to win, no matter how huge of an advantage I had. If I held the disadvantage in technique, I needed to clinch the victory using other means.


  “A warrior intimidated by their enemy will never be able to win battles!” I shouted.


  I pumped myself up as I pushed my Dawn to soar through space.


   


  POV


  NOKKO OF GLOWING EMBERS


   


  NOKKO COULDN’T HELP BUT SMILE AT THE Dawn of Mauler, which rushed right at her.


  “How laughably simple,” she said.


  Yet, despite her thorny remark, her voice was laced with affection. Orc warriors had to act like Kartz. A faulty jet or the differences in techniques mattered not; orcs just needed to charge in without hesitation to destroy their enemies.


  “He reminds me of Birkan,” she muttered.


  Birkan, the one that bested her in the past while piloting the Dawn. When she recalled that battle, she couldn’t help but feel her heart pound with excitement. The young orc, the current pilot of Dawn, was supposedly fodder, and precisely because of his lowly birth, he must’ve been relentlessly forced to fight on the front lines. The young warrior undoubtedly braved numerous battlefields, allowing him to become stronger, sharper, and more polished. With a bit more experience, he could surely become a formidable pilot capable of pinning her down, just as Birkan had before. Though Nokko, as a warrior species, viewed young Kartz favorably, her primary goal was to defeat him so she could fulfill her mission.


  “You’re a good warrior, but you’re in Firen’s way,” Nokko said.


  There was no one more important to her in the world than her son. For Firen’s sake, Kartz had to go. She was fully aware that butting into a duel was the worst thing she could’ve done. If given the chance, she should’ve knocked Firen out right after he flew off to his duel and taken over immediately, or eliminated the enemy warrior with a sneak attack before this duel had even begun. Had she taken either method, matters would’ve been simple.


  “I’m sorry for being such a slow and clumsy mom, Firen,” Nokko murmured, her tone gentle.


  The whobit hadn’t been allowed to have a single say when it came to Firen’s education. Birkan, her primary fixation back then, had ordered her to stay out of it, because it was the orc warrior father’s job to educate his child. And so, Nokko hadn’t been involved with Firen’s childhood years. When Birkan died in battle, her fixation shifted from Birkan to Firen. And since her son had ordered her to help out, she gave it her all. She’d eradicate those who stood in the way of Firen attaining victory.


  Just as orcs clung onto their identity of being a warrior among their species, whobits latched onto their fixations. The process or method didn’t matter if they were able to achieve what they needed to do. Whobits much preferred a sneaky, unfair victory over an honorable defeat—after all, death wouldn’t bring forth the fruition of their tireless efforts.


  Her son’s feelings and viewpoint on this matter didn’t even cross Nokko’s mind—they weren’t necessary to fulfill her goal. She was finally able to lend a helping hand to her precious son, and she was overflowing with joy as she squeezed the trigger on her control stick. She fired six rounds of pulse laser beams toward the enemy jet’s right arm. Dawn had clearly been undergoing maintenance, as its right arm was unarmored. Sparks danced around it from her earlier blows. A small explosion even rang out as the thruster on its right arm began to sputter and cough—Dawn’s speed came to a screeching, abrupt halt. The jet, despite its lost balance, tried its best to fly forward. Nokko cruelly locked onto the dying Dawn.


  “Got ’im,” she muttered.


  She fired her second weapon from the unit installed at the top of the jet. A large warhead strapped with wire shot out toward its target. Dawn immediately thrust out its left wing and used an invisible field to repel the attack, changing its trajectory.


  “A Repulsion Arm?” Nokko murmured. “What a peculiar weapon…”


  But in terms of curious weapons, I’ve got the upper hand, she thought. She violently swung the armored unit above her jet around. The wire connected to the warhead circled in space like a lasso before it tangled around Dawn’s right arm. This wire, also called a stun string, was directly connected to a generator and used electricity to capture and neutralize enemies. She channeled a high-voltage current into Dawn’s body. 


  This weapon seemed to be more for looks than anything else, and Nokko found herself a touch exasperated by her son’s taste in weapon choice. But she was a warrior species; she could improvise. Intermittent sparks flew from various regions of Dawn’s body, and Nokko furrowed her brow when she saw that special jet burnt to a crisp within her monitor’s screen. Her chest panged with loneliness because she knew victory was hers, and as she channeled electricity into her opponent, she turned on the communication switch.


  “Gaaah!” Kartz roared.


  His desperate cries suddenly filled her cockpit as sparks flew all throughout his jet. Black smoke billowed from the young orc warrior’s body, but still, he refused to let go of his control stick.


  “I don’t want to destroy Dawn,” Nokko said. “Surrender.”


  “No! Freaking! Way!” Kartz spat.


  He bared his fangs, his body creaking as he pressed on the trigger. The right armed unit, damaged heavily by bullets and electricity, was about to break off at any moment, yet Kartz still fired with his rail gun. But he was so beat up he could barely take aim. Naturally, he couldn’t land a single hit. With every shot, he put strain on his electromagnetic chamber, and that soon reached its limit, causing a small explosion to ring out at the seam of the arm and the jet. Nokko remained calm. She assumed Kartz was making one last struggle, but she was taken aback at the orc’s bellows.


  “Hell yeaaah!” he crowed.


  He grabbed the barrel of the rail gun with the left arm of his jet and forcibly wrenched off the nearly destroyed right arm.


  “What?!” Nokko cried.


  “Gambled it all and won!” Kartz shouted. “And thruster bola!”


  He grabbed the right arm, wire and all, and hurled it at Nokko. The thruster installed in the arm let out a death rattle as it lit the propellant with the last bit of its energy. Like a firework, it let out a jet of fire as the right arm whirled around rapidly, speeding up with every moment.


  “No!” Nokko shouted.


  She tried her best to whirl the nose of Issue around, but the string was still attached to the upper arm unit of her vehicle. Dawn’s right arm served as the weight with Issue as the central axis for the bola to whirl around. The wire wrapped around the jet’s body, and the electricity that she’d channeled flowed back into Issue.


  “Agh?!” Nokko cried.


  She let out a cry and leaned back at the electricity that seared the cockpit. In terms of raw endurance, whobits were inferior to orcs. She used her stiff, paralyzed arm to desperately touch the control panel, and the moment she shut off the electricity, she reeled in the wire, only for the destroyed right arm of Dawn to sink deeply into Issue’s body.


   


  “Huh?” Nokko gasped.


  She lost consciousness for a few moments. She woke up with a start when she saw a thick arm above her head touching the control panel. The arm slowly pushed the keys on the panel that was shooting countless sparks.


  “What…are you doing?” she asked.


  “Sending out a signal for surrender,” Firen replied.


  He spoke quietly as blood trickled from his forehead. The electricity and the impact within the cockpit caused the interior to explode and send shrapnel flying at him. Nokko reached out with both arms to stop her son’s thick arm.


  “No! You have to win, Firen,” she said.


  “I lost,” Firen replied. “Far before you interfered.”


  “I’ll make you win! I’ll clinch that victory for you!”


  “Even if you do win, that’s your victory, not mine! Don’t try to steal my defeat away from me too!”


  He raised his voice as though he couldn’t stand it anymore, as the remnants of Dawn’s right arm let out a small explosion within Issue’s body. The explosion was strong enough to blow away the interior walls of the cockpit, and Firen instinctively reached out, grabbed his small mother in his arms, and curled up into a tight ball.


   


  The two Boot Busters floated through space like pieces of debris. The red jet could barely move, but it tried its best to soar ahead, a sign that it hadn’t let go of its life just yet. The blue jet, on the other hand, let out a flare, a white one that signaled surrender. It then shot out a red flare, one that requested help.


  [image: ]


  Chapter 15:
The Melancholy of the Queen


   


  POV


  MARYAH KISKA TONE TEKIN


   


  “HOW IS FIREN DOING, JERGIN?” MARYAH ASKED.


  She rested on the chaise longue—her throne—as she turned to the orc knight beside her.


  “After we collected him, we put him in the medical pod to treat his wounds,” Jergin reported. “The worst is over, but he’s got several deep lacerations and heavy burns. It’ll take around two months before he’s healed.”


  “But he’s still alive. Good, very good,” Maryah replied. She turned to the small shadow who awaited punishment. “Isn’t that great, Mommy?”


  “It is,” Nokko replied.


  The whobit warrior, who went by the nickname Glowing Embers, was in handcuffs, sitting on her knees with her legs neatly tucked under her. For orcs, it was good manners to stand loud and proud with their feet shoulder-width apart; for whobits, this sitting posture was the sign of respect. After all, her legs were her greatest weapon in close combat. Sitting with her legs under her was a clear sign she meant no harm.


  While Nokko smiled, Maryah, who seemed quite laid-back, was secretly troubled by this affair. The queen’s orc knights—her children and subjects—seemed rather furious at Nokko. The whobit was a miscreant, one who dared to intervene in a sacred duel between two prideful orcs. Many agreed that she ought to be punished for her actions. Maryah could easily revoke the title of warrior from Firen and punish Nokko accordingly. This was the easiest route.


  However, it might lead to some delicate issues. Nokko was quite famous as the bodyguard of Trophy Street, and she served as the face for the women there. Presumably, Nokko had simply followed the final wish of Birkan before he passed and didn’t get involved with Firen. She must’ve just been trying to kill some time. Still, she protected the women on Trophy Street and even forcefully resolved matters, should the women get into trouble with the neighboring orc technicians.


  The queen also couldn’t deny she felt ashamed of the various issues with Trophy Street, but she had no choice but to place them on the back burner. It was one of the many tasks she had to tackle.


  The orc tradition of taking women as trophies obviously predated the queen. These ladies were originally the only source of creating the next generation and were treated as personal assets. Only highly ranked orc warriors with significant contributions to the tribe were allowed to have trophies. Since these women belonged to such honorable orcs, they also received decent treatment.


  While the women weren’t allowed to leave Trophy Street, once their orc warrior master died on the battlefield, these women were taken care of. It was common for the women to be placed under the protection of the late orc’s friend. They were able to pursue political jobs and act behind the scenes—roles orcs generally looked down upon—or they were given the bare minimum of wealth before they were released on a remote planet. These routes were far from perfect, but the orcs and the women made do. 


  However, this system broke down when the orc queen was born. It completely shifted the values of the orcs.


  The queen was the best mother the orcs could receive. They celebrated the birth of a female orc and couldn’t help but declare their joy at the top of their lungs.


  “Hurray for the queen! Hurray for the queen! Three cheers for Her Majesty!”


  Because everyone was now gunning for the queen, the value of other women dropped drastically. It was akin to men chasing after famous idols and no longer caring for their childhood friend who always stood by their side. Orcs were infamous for lusting after women, but for the Tone Tekin tribe, the practice of capturing trophies had decreased exponentially in recent years. Birkan, the orc knight, hailed from this group who revered the orc queen above all, and yet, he captured a trophy for himself, following a rather traditional path.


  Maryah herself didn’t wish for this religious, cultlike behavior where she was so highly respected. The upper tiers of the Tone Tekin tribe, including the orc king, were so overjoyed by the birth of a queen that they all turned into boneheads. Everyone treated her like the most beautiful woman in the galaxy. They were reduced to mere fanatics.


  But she had to give them a pass. They died in battle, of natural causes, or for other reasons, but they spent the remainder of their lives devoted to their beloved. The entire generation died with a smile on their faces. Once these troublesome elders, those who put her on a pedestal, were gone, and when she finally stood at the top of her tribe, she could only bury her face in her hands at the troubles that plagued her kind.


  The orcs followed a very simple culture, but that was practically destroyed by their devotion to the queen. She was basically seen as a deity, and that belief was imprinted onto the next generation. Gradually, the values of the Tone Tekin tribe shifted.


  Ever since Maryah took the helm, she worked tirelessly to rebuild the clan, but whenever she fixed one problem, two more popped up to take its place. She felt like a repairman trying to fix a shoddy, illegally built structure. Her efforts seemed pointless. She wasn’t an orc of extreme intellect as Kartz believed; while she was indeed more intelligent than normal orcs, that wasn’t exactly high praise. However, she held an extraordinary amount of love and responsibility toward her tribe members.


  Still, she did whatever she could to ensure her tribe would continue to persist, and she wanted to rebuild the tribe as much as she could before handing it off to the next generation. In her free time, she conducted her duties as an orc queen and gave birth to children. One could only be in awe at how hard she worked for the tribe. 


  That being said, her abilities were average at best, and Maryah couldn’t handle it all. Try as she might, she wasn’t able to oversee every issue. Thus, the present condition of Trophy Street remained unaddressed.


  The women there were angrier than ever before, and if someone as famous as Nokko was punished, Maryah feared that the trophies might reach a breaking point and explode. Nokko was an extraordinary fighter and could hold her own against orc warriors, but there weren’t any other women as physically strong as her. If the orc warriors flooded into Trophy Street as a squad to maintain peace and cast “judgment” upon these ladies, any rebellion would be easily quelled.


  Maryah, however, wished to avoid this outcome. She wanted to revert Trophy Street back to its former glory, a place of treasures orc warriors took pride in. And Nokko was the key to making it happen. She couldn’t be easily punished.


  “Good grief,” Maryah muttered. “I don’t have enough limbs to handle it all. How very troublesome.”


  “Pardon?” Jergin asked.


  The orc knight heard the queen’s woes and turned quizzically toward her. Maryah cleared her throat to change topics as she straightened her posture and stared at Nokko.


  “Nokko of Glowing Embers, trophy of Orc Knight Birkan, my child who was known for his valor, I hereby cast judgment for your actions,” Maryah declared.


  Chapter 16:
A Royal Invitation


   


  THE FLOOR OF THE HANGAR WAS COLD, BUT that was by no means surprising. The area was fortified with composite metals—the same materials required for the slope where jets departed and arrived—and needed to withstand high temperatures from the thrusters and the engines required for takeoff. I was sitting on the floor with my legs tucked underneath me as I maintained proper posture. I felt my legs below the knee cool rapidly from the chilling ground.


  “Are you listening to me, Kartz?!” Torlon shouted.


  “Yeah, yes. Of course,” I replied.


  I was trying to escape my current reality, and Torlon’s eyebrows soared high with anger.


  “I know that warriors live to fight, and weapons and armor are bound to get destroyed in clashes,” Torlon started. “But even so! Couldn’t you have been a little more considerate?! I expected some breakage here and there, not an utterly destroyed jet!”


  Behind him was my Dawn of Mauler, all busted and missing her arm. I didn’t even have enough time to deploy my landing gear, so my jet slid right into the hangar. Orcs brought out extinguishers and a mountain of bubbles rose over my Dawn, reminding me of a large tuna that was lugged out of the water. But admittedly, I’ve never seen a real fish before, I thought.


  “You tore Dawn’s arm off?!” Torlon shouted. “What in the world were you thinking?!”


  “If I didn’t, the electricity would’ve continued to shock my body,” I replied. “But if I threw that arm at my enemy, I thought I could hit them.”


  “So you hit your foe, and now you’re in this sorry state?!”


  Torlon angrily pointed at the body of Issue lying around, stabbed by my Dawn’s right arm. The hatch of the cockpit was ripped off, the interior was shredded, and it practically looked like space debris—a corpse of what was once a Boot Buster.


  “You do know we have to repair that too, don’t you?!” Torlon scolded.


  “Urgh… Yes, of course,” I muttered. “Really, I’m so, so terribly sorry…”


  I was an orc warrior, and my greatest asset was punching. I knew zilch about robotics, and I had to leave the cleanup to a mechanic. The two Boot Busters were absolutely devastated, and even an amateur like me could easily see how difficult and costly the repairs would be. Torlon and the other mechanics would have a hell of a time, no doubt, and as the very person who destroyed these jets, I could only kowtow and beg for forgiveness.


  “Good grief… You’re probably the only orc warrior around who’ll apologize so vehemently,” Torlon sighed. When he saw me bowing several times, his gaze softened. “The others won’t let orc technicians like us scold them so harshly.”


  Orc warriors were placed at the top of the hierarchy, and were often violent and brutal. I was probably the only orc warrior around who would so blatantly rely on mechanics and those working in the rear—and the only one who would express my utmost gratitude to them. Maybe it was because I was fodder who had worked my way up.


  “Hey, you guys are taking care of their partners—orc warriors are entrusting their lives to their jets and stuff,” I said. “I’m sure the others are grateful to you too…I think.”


  Orc warriors who were at the top of their field would act haughty and mighty—after all, they had appearances to maintain—but they would offer some decent food as a gift to the orc technicians as a show of generosity. Our culture and the rank of orc warriors made it difficult for them to be more honest with their feelings, but there were countless ways to display gratitude. Admittedly, there was the occasional warrior who genuinely looked down on orc technicians and mocked them relentlessly. Orcs were stupid, but I wanted to believe that sort of mindset was the minority.


  “I certainly hope so,” Torlon muttered. “I’m not really sure what orc knight Firen thinks about all this… I can only hope he’ll change following this battle.”


  Orb Issue had been collected by the clan ship, but it was in such a sorry state that the frame of the jet was completely crushed and altered. The cockpit could barely open and close. I basically crash-landed myself, but I managed to climb out of my jet and help the rescue team drag Firen and Nokko out of the cockpit.


  “I wonder if he’s okay…” Torlon muttered.


  “He went straight to the medical pod, so I reckon he’ll be all right,” I replied. “Orcs won’t die from injuries like that.”


  The unconscious Firen was badly burned on his back, and he emitted a dangerous, smoky aroma that might’ve made him pair well with sweet and salty sauce, but he was still very much alive. A normal Earthian would’ve been toast, but orcs were made of sturdier stuff. One of the birth plants had been renovated into a healing structure, and if we pushed him into a medical pod, he’d likely make a full recovery with no lasting after effects.


  But when Firen was carried away, the desperate shrieks and cries of Nokko left a larger impression in my mind. Though Firen was badly injured and his entire body was roasted, Nokko didn’t have a single scratch—he had used his large body to protect his mother.


  “I’m envious he’s got a mom,” I murmured.


  “Indeed…” Torlon replied. “She was so worried about him, wasn’t she? But I wonder what’ll happen to her. She intruded on your duel.”


  “I wonder…”


  That was the one thing I didn’t know. If Firen had been fighting against me by himself, he probably would’ve lost his rank and that would’ve been it, but Nokko was such an irregular case that there was no precedent. I hadn’t a clue what would happen. It all depended on how the queen would judge the whobit.


  “I hope it won’t be too harsh of a punishment…” I muttered.


  This was a lady I’d clashed against earlier as we both used all the special weapons we had. If I had adrenaline pumping through my veins and was in full combat mode, I would’ve burnt my enemies to a crisp with my plasma, leaving not a single shred of them behind. I’d do so without remorse. But I usually wasn’t so bloodthirsty, and when I saw Nokko bawling her eyes out as she clung to Firen on his stretcher, I couldn’t help but feel some pity.


  I didn’t believe that pity was an unnecessary flaw for a warrior. I found that benevolence toward others ultimately improved my mental health. I believed that one needed to be cold and cruel on the battlefield, but compassionate and sympathetic during times of peace; being able to turn that switch on and off was vital in protecting a warrior’s mind. 


  As a side note, I wondered if our species was so dumb precisely so we wouldn’t need to process all the mental anguish and pain. We weren’t emotional enough to carry any sort of mental scars for long, and since we didn’t have any brain cells to think too deeply, we also didn’t take any psychological damage. This allowed us to cruelly wreak havoc throughout the galaxy. The people who designed orcs to be like this many, many centuries ago must’ve been genuine heartless degenerates.


  “Sir! I’ve got a message!” Behko shouted, snapping me out of my useless thoughts.


  “What’s up?” I asked.


  Behko rushed through the hangar, clearly out of breath. It was so unusual for him to show some restraint.


  “Th-the queen,” he whispered. “She’s called for you, sir. And not to the throne room, but to her personal room!”


  “What?” I replied.


   


  The throne located within the birth plant was really a room for formalities and ceremonies. Countless pale green pods lined against each other and emitted a glow while the powerful orc knights formed a perfect line to attend to the queen. The room was solemn, majestic, and intimidating. Yet, I couldn’t deny the space was a bit too grandiose for daily affairs. The queen spent most of her daily life in her personal room, heavily guarded by the orc knights. It was also used when she wished to provide a special reward to her subordinates.


  “I shaved my beard, and this space suit’s newly washed…” I muttered. “My underwear’s new, and uh… Wh-what else…”


  Orc knights checked my identity thrice before I was finally able to reach the queen’s personal room. Her cabin wasn’t all that different from the other rooms, and her door was sparsely decorated. For the umpteenth time today, I made one final to check to ensure I was ready for any surprise that came my way. I did declare I’d sleep with her one day, and I had worked tirelessly for this very moment.


  However, glory was meant to be obtained after an arduous battle—it wasn’t something given out of the blue. The clash I had earlier was, frankly, a stroke of luck. I wasn’t sure if it was worthy of receiving the reward that I so desperately desired. The stoic angel in my head shouted that this situation was not rightfully obtained by my deeds, but there was another voice that asked if I wasn’t going to devour the feast that was right in front of my eyes. 


  Of course I will. How could I not? I thought. I wasn’t even this nervous during my first battle. I realized I was getting a bit too jumpy as I giddily walked along.


  “What are you doing? Her Majesty awaits,” an orc knight barked.


  He was guarding the door as he wearily saw me hastily checking my looks one last time before I stepped inside.


  “I-I know that!” I snapped.


  “Hmph, so your confidence escapes you, I see,” the orc knight said. “How pathetic.”


  “If Her Majesty summons you out of the blue, would you be able to remain calm and composed?”


  “Of course.”


  “Even if you were called out all alone with no one else to tag along?”


  “I suppose I…was a bit too harsh with my words. I apologize.”


  “Apology accepted.”


  The orc knight and I were born and raised under completely different circumstances, but we were able to reach a consensus when it came to the queen. 


  See? With a bit of communication, we can all get along.


  “But fodder, I doubt this situation is what you hoped for,” the orc knight added.


  “What do you mean?” I asked.


  “Her Majesty isn’t alone. She’s with that female whobit—what was her name again? Nokko, was it?”


  “Holy crap… A threesome?!”


  “Of course not, moron. How could you even think that?”


  Right, right… I shook my head, ridding myself of the excitement and hope that had filled my heart. 


  Her Majesty’s personal room was a place for some…promiscuous activities, but it was also a space for any highly confidential conversations. Nokko was a lump of trouble, and perhaps her punishment couldn’t be publicly announced. 


  And maybe I’ll be entrusted with this troublesome affair. I furrowed my brow, doing my best to rid myself of this seed of doubt that was planted in my chest. If Her Majesty will bestow me with anything at all, I’ll happily accept, whether it be a reward or a pain in the ass. 


  If I could handle any trouble that came my way with grace, maybe she’d take a liking to me. The only thing a lowly fodder like I could do was show my skills and generosity.


  “Warrior Kartz, at your service,” I declared.


  I stood tall and proud with renewed determination as I pushed the intercom.


  Chapter 17:
A Change in the Organization


   


  “WELCOME. DO COME IN,” THE QUEEN SAID. SHE sounded more casual and relaxed than she had in the throne room. 


  The door opened.


  “Pardon me,” I said.


  I took a courageous step into Her Majesty’s room, and I noticed it was a very simple space. She only had a living room and a bedroom, nothing more. The interior wasn’t intricate either, and the wallpaper of the room was light gray, just like the rest of the rooms in this ship. The built-in furniture contained a set for guests and a chaise longue. That was all. The Tone Tekin Royale was a military ship, not a luxury cruise, and while it seemed silly to expect some kind of opulent elegance, the queen’s room was so minimalist and plain it seemed completely unsuitable for a woman of her social standing. 


  Nokko sat on the faux leather sofa, looking quite tiny. She was sipping from a drink pouch she held with both hands.


  “Mm,” she grunted.


  The sounds of her sucking the last bit of her drink echoed throughout the room as she used her gaze to offer me a greeting. No rage or fury could be found in her blue eyes, only tranquility. Judging by how calm she looked, Firen likely wasn’t in any grave danger. I felt a bit of relief as I nodded back. 


  Frankly, I don’t have the mental leeway to be wary about her right now, I thought.


  “Kartz, could you sit next to Nokko?” Her Majesty asked.


  The queen was lying on her chaise longue and encouraged me to take a seat. She was no longer wearing a tight-fitting jade qipao; instead, she donned a beige maternity dress that was draped loosely over her body. She was relaxed and casual, clearly not too concerned with appearances, and the fact I was able to catch a glimpse of how she looked during her free time made my chest pound with excitement.


  “E-excuse me…” I muttered.


  I was stiff and awkward like a creaky battle droid, but I clumsily managed to sit beside Nokko. The queen used her slender hand to place a drink pouch in front of me as well.


  “I summoned you, yet I can’t provide you with much hospitality,” the queen said. “And for that, I apologize.”


  “Oh, no, please don’t,” I replied. “I am honored, Your Majesty.”


  The queen squinted her sleepy, droopy eyes, and flashed a bright smile. “Now, there’s no need to be so stiff and formal, is there? This is a private gathering. Sit back. Relax a bit more.”


  “O-okay…”


  Was the queen asking for the impossible because we were in a more private area? No matter the case, she was different from when she sat on her throne. The bewitching flair she emanated in the throne room could enamor every man to his core, but in her private quarters, she was more friendly and personable, capable of slipping through any man’s defenses to defrost his icy heart. She was like the cute, big sister of the neighborhood, one who smiled brightly as she sent us off to battle and would occasionally share a batch of her meat and potato stew with us, claiming that she had made too much. 


  Oh, to have a lady like that… I’d always admire her.


  “Kartz?” the queen asked.


  My twenty-first century imagination ran wild as memories I didn’t have as an orc flashed across my mind. I was brought back to my senses when I heard Her Majesty’s concerned voice.


  “Huh?!” I gasped. “I-I’m terribly sorry, Your Majesty!”


  “Don’t be,” she replied. “I know quite a few who tend to lose their sense of self in my presence.” She spoke like a sage who’d seen the galaxy and gave me a strained smile. “You were originally born outside the Tone Tekin tribe, so I shouldn’t be able to affect you much. I’d be delighted if you can keep it together.”


  “Yes, Your Majesty,” I replied.


  “Now then, why don’t we have a little chat? Since she’s here with us, I’m sure you’ve suspected as much, but this is about the outcome of your battle between Firen, and how we can handle this matter.”


  Nokko had been sucking away on her pouch as though this matter didn’t pertain to her, but she finished her drink, placed it on the table and looked up.


  “Firen will be demoted from a warrior to a private,” the queen said. “And he’ll no longer be allowed to call himself an orc knight.”


  “A demotion…” I muttered.


  “It’s the lowest tier among the combat ranks, but he still is in a position of combat authority. He’ll have plenty of opportunities to make a name for himself, and based on his efforts, he might rise through the ranks once more. Of course, we can only inform him of this once he’s out of the medical pod,” the queen explained.


  “I see…”


  I glanced at Nokko, but she looked completely indifferent. She must’ve been told this earlier.


  “Because Nokko barged in, this really has become a sticky situation,” the queen grumbled. “Goodness… How could you jump right into a duel without providing proper paperwork to serve as his replacement? Firen could’ve easily been expelled from this tribe, or even killed for this crime. Do you understand?”


  She glared at Nokko, but the whobit seemed unbothered as she shrugged.


  “But you bestowed your grace upon us,” Nokko replied. “I’m very thankful to you, Your Majesty.”


  “If that is truly how you feel, I’ll have you work your butt off too,” the queen replied.


  “Will she be tasked with some kind of job?” I asked.


  The current residents of Trophy Street were treated as outsiders of our tribe. As far as I knew, they received rations which ensured their survival, but none of them worked, and their future was truly up in the air. It didn’t really matter if they existed or not, and they were in an awkward position where they served no purpose at all. The queen knitted her brows with concern and struggled to explain herself.


  “Hm… Well, as the winner, this is a huge honor for you,” the queen said. “And this also pertains to my request. Could you accept Nokko as your trophy?”


  “Huh?” I asked.


  The person I love just assigned me to another woman. My brain froze for a second, unable to process this situation.


   


  “So, you’re saying that you can’t let Nokko go unpunished, but if you do punish her, you’re worried it might negatively impact Trophy Street…” I murmured.


  “Yeah, that’s the gist,” the queen replied. Once she gave me an elaborate explanation, she took a sip from her drink pouch. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her glossy, enchanting lips as they sucked on her drink. Once her thirst was quenched, she parted her lips once more, looking a bit tired.


  “Technically, Nokko is Birkan’s—Firen’s father’s—trophy,” she said. “But he’s no longer with us. We can say she was then temporarily Firen’s trophy, but when he lost to you, he had to cede his claim, and she became yours.”


  Considering my position in the tribe, her becoming my trophy was a worthy punishment in and of itself—a compromise that the queen settled upon. Since Nokko belonged to Trophy Street, Her Majesty feared that giving too harsh a punishment might incite some sort of reaction from the other ladies there. I wasn’t wholly happy with this arrangement, but other than that, it seemed like a decent compromise for everyone. Firen’s feelings, of course, weren’t taken into account. He was the loser of our duel, and he had no right to voice any dissent.


  “Er, I don’t really want a trophy,” I said.


  I just want you, my queen. But of course, I couldn’t say that. The queen gave a troubled frown as she drooped her eyebrows.


  “As you know, she’s strong,” she said. “I’m sure that she can give birth to a strong child for you.”


  I knew Her Majesty was being considerate toward me. Part of an orc’s identity was to ensure their bloodline remained strong for future generations, and earning a powerful woman was clear, tangible proof of a warrior’s honor. However, I didn’t wish for any of that. I drew in a breath and steeled my resolve as I voiced my innermost thoughts.


  “I want you to give birth to my child, and no one else,” I said.


  “Ah, well…” the queen said. She rubbed her large belly. “I would’ve loved nothing more than my womb to be open, but…”


  That’s not what I mean. Not one bit. I know that my views and mindset differ greatly from the common sense of orcs. I’d mustered up the courage to confess my love to her, but it seemed I took a rather roundabout method for orcs, and the queen didn’t seem to catch on. I felt myself visibly deflate as I turned to the whobit beside me.


  “What about you, Nokko?” I asked. “Are you fine with this arrangement?”


  The whobit had picked her empty drink pouch back up and was sucking on it again as though she lamented that it was empty. She tossed the pouch onto the table and looked up at me with complete indifference.


  “If I go to you, Firen will only be demoted,” she said. “I don’t mind at all.”


  “You really only care about your son, huh…” I muttered.


  “You still don’t hold a candle to Birkan, but you’re a splendid warrior deserving of Dawn. Once Firen is able to leave the nest and stand on his own two feet, I don’t mind making you my top priority.”


  “I guess whobits also have a skewed sense of values…”


  Do they not know how to be romantic at all? It’d been tens of thousands of years since the Roman Empire fell; perhaps my senses were way outdated.


  “While I want you to make a powerful child who can carry the future of this tribe, there’s no need to rush,” the queen said. “And putting Nokko under your care, Kartz, isn’t just to penalize her. I have another reason for this: I want you to use her as part of your forces.”


  “Like…to fight, Your Majesty?” I asked. “I agree that her skills as a pilot are certainly impressive, but can I use trophies on the battlefield?”


  “That’s precisely my aim!” the queen shouted.


  She eagerly nodded, her large boobs jiggling right in front of my face. I couldn’t help but stare, but she didn’t seem to mind as she proudly went on to explain her thoughts.


  “If Nokko’s able to help and be a part of your forces, we might be able to change the mindset of the orcs!” she cried. “They’re disregarding trophies now, but once they see one making a splash on the front lines, they might feel more inclined to entrust trophies with certain roles or duties!”


  “I find that many might find it too dangerous to entrust trophies with weapons…” I muttered.


  Trophies were kidnapped from their homes. In other words, these ladies tended to despise orcs to an extreme degree. When I pointed this out, the queen awkwardly averted her gaze.


  “W-well, admittedly, Nokko is a special case…” she said. “After all, Firen’s well-being is held hostage against her. But still, I think this is a step forward in convincing other orcs to entrust trophies with various jobs.” She cleared her throat before she went on. “As it stands, the trophy system has been dismantled, and those poor women have been forced to live in the shadows. We have to change the mindset of our tribe and revolutionize their way of thinking. If they continue to only revere me and Peeka, it’ll be the downfall of our tribe.”
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  She spoke rapidly and excitedly, readjusting the black-framed glasses on her face.


  “The trophies’ current environment and the tribe’s attitude toward them has to change,” she said. “I want to transform our tribe. We should look to the distant future, when our tribe no longer has a queen.”


  “Well… I can’t argue against that,” I admitted.


  Our tribe currently had a queen and the princess—this was a miracle and a gift bestowed upon us. We happily sang praises for our luck, but hoping for another queen after Princess Peeka was far too optimistic. Surely, we wouldn’t be that fortunate. But if orcs were too busy looking down on trophies and that mindset was ingrained within our future generations, the tribe might experience a rapid decline.


  “By using Nokko, I could encourage the orcs to utilize trophies to their full potential and also show trophies a possible path for their future…” I murmured.


  The queen wanted me to be a pioneer—one who could revolutionize the mindset of both orcs and trophies. I thought she just wanted me to take Nokko under my wing to settle this troublesome affair, but I was now slotted into a very important role, one where the future of my tribe rested upon my shoulders. The fact the queen personally summoned me here to have this talk implied just how high her expectations were of me, and I was more than happy to show her what I was capable of.


  “Understood,” I said. “I shall take Nokko, then.”


  The queen beamed brightly with her pretty face, and her slightly childlike flair made her look more youthful and endearing. I couldn’t help but stare as the queen kept her smile and continued.


  “Firen asked to take Dawn from you, and since you’re the victor, you’ll take Nokko in exchange,” she said. “Normally, I’d cede Issue over to you, but it seems that the jet is beyond repair. It’s in a sorry state. And so, it’ll be dismantled for parts.”


  “Ah…” I muttered.


  I recalled Issue’s condition. Dawn’s arm had penetrated its body, and even a clueless guy like me could tell the blue jet was totaled. Since we weren’t able to periodically import parts, there was a survival of the fittest mindset for machines. Since Issue was practically destroyed, I could easily see it becoming spare parts for other vehicles.


  “I’ve heard that Issue’s parts can repair Dawn to its original state, good as new,” the queen said. “So you need not worry about that. And since I practically pushed Nokko on you, that can’t quite be seen as a reward, can it? So, here’s something else. I’ve decided to make that cargo ship you stole before into Tone 09. It’ll be assigned to your squad.”


  “Please wait, Your Majesty,” I replied. “My underlings alone aren’t capable of steering two ships. We don’t have enough people.”


  “Oh, I know. I’ll dispatch more personnel, so it should be fine.”


  I crossed my arms as I thought about how Tone 09, the cargo ship I stole, could be utilized. That ship was capable of dispatching fighter jets who served as guards. In other words, it didn’t just have space for cargo—there must’ve been a hangar already installed for combat. Since the number of guards who came for us were few, I predicted the hangar was small and could fit one or two jets at most, but so long as it had an enclosed space, it could be used for maintenance as well.


  While Tone 08 was a large vessel that could carry and deploy up to four jets, it was primarily a delivery ship and not used for combat. We took the connector that was used to drag up cargo containers and renovated it to become a docking port, which meant the jets were outside, exposed to the elements, as we carried them along. Of course, we couldn’t quite perform maintenance outside, and if any of our jets were heavily damaged, we had to return to the clan ship for repairs.


  Tone 08 could serve as the vanguard, capable of quick deployments and standing on the front lines. Tone 09 could be our base in the rear, providing support and maintenance. This meant I’d no longer need to return to the clan ship for every little thing—a tedious affair—and I could be out in space for longer periods of time to steal and plunder. Not a bad idea at all.


  “I understand,” I said. “I’ll take Tone 09.”


  “I’ll send over the captain for that ship later for introductions,” the queen said.


  Now that the discussion was over, the queen relaxed and smiled as she sucked on her pouch. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her pale throat bobbing up and down with every swallow.


   


  Once I left the queen’s room and the intimidating orc knight saw me off, I returned to the district for normal orcs. Nokko walked alongside me. She gazed up and tilted her head to one side.


  “So? What should I call you?” she asked. “Master? My lord?”


  “Nah, please don’t,” I replied. “Just call me by my name.”


  “Hey, then you can’t prove your authority to others, bossman sir.”


  “No need for all that either. Makes me feel weird.”


  “Got it, Boss.”


  She trotted ahead, stood in front of me, and flashed a mischievous smirk with her adorable face.


  “Hey, if you can really pin me down, I don’t mind becoming your actual trophy,” she said. “Want to make Firen’s younger brother with me?”


  “Don’t tease me,” I replied. “I want a child with Her Majesty.”


  Nokko chuckled with the back of her throat and took my arm. She was so small it honestly looked like she was clinging onto me for support.


  “You want more than that. You want to make the queen your trophy, huh? You love her,” she whispered.


  “How…” I gasped.


  “It’s clear as day to me when I look into your eyes.”


  “Does Her Majesty know?”


  “I don’t think so. She seems used to receiving the ravenous, lecherous gazes of orcs. It must be the norm for the queen.”


  I crouched down to match Nokko’s eye level. I glared at her, knowing she had completely read my mind and knew of my lofty ambition.


  “Don’t tell anyone, okay?” I asked.


  “I won’t. But I’ll help you out,” Nokko replied. “I’ll help you make a name for yourself so you can obtain that awesome trophy. But in exchange, I want your assistance too.”


  “Is it about Firen?”


  “Yeah. When he’s demoted to a private, could you take him under your wing as an underling? Then I can stay by his side to train him.”


  “My underling, huh…”


  Bloodline aside, if I judged him based on his raw skills alone, he was lacking as a warrior but above his peers as a private. With an extra ship under my control, I was probably allowed to have some extra personnel. An extra soldier as my underling wasn’t a bad deal. The only problem was if a proud orc knight could endure such a humiliating situation.


  “You won’t spoil him and take control of his jet again, will you?” I asked.


  “Nope. I’ll be strict,” Nokko replied. “I’ll use the whobit regimen.”


  “Oh?”


  I was rather interested in a whobit’s training regimen. Now that I think about it, I never received a proper education, I thought. Like, I haven’t been part of a system. While the knowledge I had was seared into my brain as any fodder would, most of what I knew came from self-study.


  “A whobit’s regimen…” I murmured. “That sounds interesting. I’d like to also get in on that and train under you. Care to take on another student?”


  Her azure eyes glimmered. “Fine by me. I’ll be strict, and I won’t hold back. And I don’t mind being pinned down by the man I trained.”


  “Nah, I’m more drawn to voluptuous women…”


  Nokko smiled as she threw a punch into my side with her small fist.


   


  POV


  NOKKO OF GLOWING EMBERS


   


  NOKKO HAD PUNCHED THE YOUNG ORC PRETTY hard, but he seemed unaffected as he grinned back. He didn’t flash that fearless smile he showed during combat, nor was it the stiff one he displayed in front of the queen. This was likely a genuine, more relaxed smile that he normally had. It reminded the whobit of a conversation she had with the queen earlier.


  “You’ll be his trophy, but I also want you to become Kartz’s pillar of support,” Queen Maryah had said.


  Nokko had been called to the queen’s room before Kartz, and the queen’s request made the whobit frown with confusion.


  “So I don’t have to go back to Trophy Street?” Nokko asked.


  The queen was obviously more relaxed than she was in the throne room. Nokko’s casual response would’ve been normally seen as insolent, but the queen didn’t seem to mind. This was a private conversation, and Her Majesty knew when to remove her public mask and relax. She nodded, understanding the implication of Nokko’s words.


  “I want to improve the situation of the trophies, and I want to give them jobs,” the queen revealed. “You’ll be the pioneer who takes the first step to make that happen.”


  “I get it now…” Nokko muttered.


  She was slightly relieved by the royal’s words. Whobits generally didn’t care about anyone else other than whoever they fixated on, but Nokko could be seen as quite kind and took decent care of others—she was an anomaly within her species. While Firen was her utmost priority and nothing could change that, she didn’t wish for misfortune to befall the ladies on Trophy Street. If she could improve their situation in the future, she couldn’t be happier. The ladies might’ve hated her for betraying them, but Nokko wasn’t sensitive enough to worry over such a needless concern.


  “In exchange—though I don’t know if it could be called that—Firen will be demoted to a private, and that’ll be all,” the queen offered. “I won’t punish him any further. There’re quite a few who want to expel or execute him, but this is my payment in advance for you, Nokko. I’ve got high hopes.”


  “And you want me to work for what I’ve been paid,” Nokko replied.


  “Yeah. Support Kartz, will you? He’ll get busy from here on. Oh, and…” Queen Maryah paused, flashing a bewitching smile that’d make even a woman’s heart skip a beat. “Kartz is a fine warrior. A child with him will undoubtedly be a powerful fighter. I’m looking forward to that too.”


  Nokko shook herself free of this conversation and brought herself back to the present. She let out a small sigh.


  “She makes it sound so easy and simple,” Nokko muttered. “People’s hearts don’t seem to factor into her priorities.”


  She failed to see the hypocrisy of these words as she gazed up at the back of the young warrior marching in front of her. Even if the queen was aware of this orc’s feelings, she likely didn’t fully comprehend them. The queen was constantly the object of love and affection from her tribe, making her oblivious when it came to true romantic feelings. And her love wasn’t for a singular being but to her entire tribe. The queen loved everyone in her tribe, but that also meant she didn’t give anyone special treatment.


  If Kartz’s ambition was to truly make Queen Maryah his, he’d have to first transform the definition of love in her mind. It seemed he had a thorny, uphill battle ahead of him, there was no denying that.


  “But that all depends on this boy’s efforts,” Nokko muttered to herself. “And as the queen says, I can just make him turn toward me instead.”


  Frankly, Nokko had taken quite a liking to Kartz. During that earlier duel, Nokko wasn’t in her peak form. She stole control over the broken Orb Issue and jumped in during the middle of the fight, meaning that she wasn’t able to draw out the full potential of the jet. And because she hadn’t been behind the control stick for a while, she was admittedly still quite rusty.


  When Nokko was in her prime, she steered her beloved partner, Aventurine Dragoon, and soared through space with pride. She could’ve flown laps around the current Kartz and corner him in a flash, but that was all hypothetical. 


  If only I were in better condition. If only I had better gear, the whobit thought. But all she was doing was bemoaning over what-ifs, a perpetual battle many fighters engaged in after the fight was over and they had the benefit of hindsight.


  The reality was that she lost to Kartz. That result was everything, and there was nothing she could do about it. It wasn’t unusual for an underdog to ultimately come out on top, and Kartz’s victory was by no means a fluke. His drive and courage earned him the win against someone who was better than him. He was right to be proud of that.


  “If I train him, he might get stronger than Birkan one day…” Nokko muttered.


  She truly felt that Kartz had the potential to overcome Birkan. While whobits were a bit different from orcs, they were both fighting species, all the same. Strong men were charming and enchanting.


  “Yeah… I’m pretty serious about giving Firen a younger brother,” Nokko said.


  She gazed up at the broad back in front of her and let out a small chuckle.


   


  POV


  WARRIOR KARTZ


   


  A FEW DAYS LATER, THE CARGO SHIP I’D STOLEN underwent a small makeover. It was dark green and named Tone 09. As I stepped onto the bridge of this ship, my mouth gaped wide like a shocked fish.


  “I’ve officially been appointed the captain of Tone 09! Peeka Tanis Tone Tekin at your service!”


  The princess arched forward as far as she could go, puffing out her abnormally large chest as she introduced herself with pride and joy. I stared at her, stupefied, for several moments, then jumped onto the communication device and rapidly pressed the call button to ring up the queen.
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  Interlude:
The Origins of a Warrior


   


  POV


  PRIVATE KARTZ


   


  ME? I’M BORN FROM A STAR IN THE GALAXY. YEAH, the galaxy’s vast, ain’t it? It goes beyond the Orion Arm, ya heard of it? Yeah, I live under the crimson glow of Big Red. Ya wanna know how I was born? Into a green liquid—that’s right, that’s how I was born. Crawled right on out of a birth plant, and when I became old enough, I started fightin’. I was born to fight. Anything else? Forget about it. They call me Kartz of the Tone Tekin tribe, and we’re a family, I thought.


  “Just kidding,” I mumbled.


  I shook my head within the corridor of the ship. The stench of blood hung thickly in the air. As I tried to sound a bit maudlin with a joke, I used what little knowledge I obtained of the olden days of a mafioso member, though I knew I wasn’t totally accurate with my depiction. And there was no longer anyone I needed to introduce myself to.


  The ship’s guards emerged and gave chase to kill me, but I defeated them all and they lifelessly rolled by my feet. This gruesome, grisly scene was so harrowing I needed some sort of comedy to get through it all.


  “They fired everything they had the moment they saw me,” I said. “No need to offer them any sort of benevolence.”


  But I can’t blame them for reacting that way after they saw an orc sneak in from the airlock.


  “Mm… Gh…” a guard groaned.


  He let out agonizing groans as he tried to get up. I can’t believe he’s still conscious after receiving a punch from an orc. Impressive.


  “Dude, just stop,” I said. “Just stay there on the ground.”


  “Shut up, you swine!” he spat.


  He ignored my words and mustered the last of his strength, using all the momentum he had to sit up. His battered body struggled to do anything at all, but he had a ray gun in his right hand. The muzzle was large and boasted immense power. At its highest power setting, it was strong enough to damage an orc’s natural armor—the weapon was nothing to scoff at. His fast-draw abilities were impressive, and he was more than capable of ranking quite high in tournaments, attesting to how much he polished his skills. Unfortunately, a normal Earthian’s speed didn’t hold a candle to an orc’s reflexes.


  “Jeez…” I muttered.


  I was pretty tired, but I didn’t want to give him a free shot. Before he could pull the trigger, I took a step forward and unleashed a kick. Any robust, heavy space suits that were fortified, reminiscent of ancient armor, were like paper in front of an orc’s kick. A dull sound rang out, and the man’s forearm bent in the opposite direction. I knew I’d broken a bone. The ray gun slipped out of his hand as he shouted with agony.


  “Gah?!” he cried.


  “C’mon, sleepy time,” I said.


  I used my hand to jab his neck, and the valiant guard immediately sank to the floor limply.


  “Man, their morale’s so damn high,” I said. “They must get paid really well…”


  The ray gun the guard dropped was an old model, but it was still the best-selling weapon within the galactic armies and was popular to this day. I noticed that the guard’s fortified space suit also sported the emblem of a major shipping company—Albatross Liner. I recalled seeing that outfit in the weapons catalog, and it was a state-of-the-art piece of armor. The gear was rather impressive for a mere security guard of a private shipping vessel. They were given the best of the best.


  “I envy how well they’re treated,” I said to myself.


  I was given nothing more than a flimsy space suit and barely any weapons, then forced to charge right in. A sigh escaped my lips.


  “Must come with great employee benefits too,” I said. “They probably get sick days or benefits when they’re injured, and maybe even pension… Man, Earthians are so lucky. Will they ever hire orcs? Probably not, huh…”


  I dreamed of social security, something orcs would never receive, as I took the ray guns from the guards. We were space barbarians and pillaged as we liked, but fodder like me was treated especially poorly among orcs. We were often forced to rush in on the front lines with no weapons at all. Many plans and strategies revolved around the expectation that we’d die in battle. I was getting tired of living as an orc who was low on the ladder and had no rights whatsoever.


  The fact I had the mindset of a twenty-first century Earthian really didn’t work in my favor. We had no culture, no profits, really, and I just wasn’t suited for the lifestyle of a crappy barbarian. I was utterly tired of it all.


  “‘Born to fight,’ my ass,” I grumbled. “Damn it. I just sound like an older barbarian, that’s all.”


  I recalled the introduction I had made in my mind earlier and pointed out my own stupidity as I collected the ray guns. I had one in each hand. Even if I was exhausted or tired of this life, I didn’t want to just die.


  “I think I’m pretty attached to my life,” I muttered.


  I checked the batteries of the ray guns and saw they were both almost fully charged.


  “I wonder if the others are doing okay,” I said. “If we can rendezvous somewhere, it’d be easier to seize control of this space.”


  The other members of my team were fodders, just like me, and were also given nothing to defend themselves. We were fired out like the shots from a cannon. I didn’t really count on any of them and wondered how many would make it back alive. I let out a gloomy sigh before I started dashing for the ship’s bridge.


   


  There were five cargo ships in all and two corvette jets that served as guards. We managed to either seize control or sink them, rendering some incapable of sailing. Overall, this was a huge victory for us. This fleet, part of a major corporation, was rich with cargo and luggage. A quick, ­approximate estimate led me to believe our clan ship could run for a couple months, thanks to this big score. 


  Orc warrior Raftel, the leader of this charge, was in high spirits. He was all smiles at the loot we got, and once he checked everything at the rendezvous point, confirming our winnings, he hosted a banquet using funds out of his own pocket to show his generosity.


  “It’s my treat!” he laughed. “Go on! Drink! Drink!”


  Raftel was happier than ever, surrounded by his underling soldiers as he roared boisterously. He wasn’t the most handsome guy out there, and even among us orcs, his appearances left much to be desired. He was on the smaller side of large orcs like us, not even six feet tall, and had a potbelly. His green hair was turning lighter and more mottled, a sign of his age.


  And much like his appearance, his list of accomplishments as an orc warrior was poor as well. He mostly supported other orc warriors, and among our tribe, he was rated rather low for what he’d done. In terms of rank within the warriors, he was on the tail end. Personally, I felt like he was an unsung hero. Sure, among the orc warriors, he was given boring roles that didn’t stand out, but his support was essential to victory. But Raftel himself was reluctantly forced into these jobs. This was his first big score standing at the helm; he was on cloud nine and was beyond delighted.


  “My rank’ll definitely go up among the warriors!” he crowed. “I might even get to spend a night with the queen!”


  His round belly bounced about happily as he voiced his joy, and he downed several zero-gravity mugs of alcohol without ever stopping for breath. It was as though the liquor just vanished. He even served liquor to outsiders—fodder who were meant to fill in seats because his team had openings—proving how he indulged in his jubilation. Personally, I wasn’t very happy with this gift.


  “He’s just buying us a pint because things went well,” I grumbled. “I’d rather him give us a weapon or two instead.”


  As the hangar turned into a party venue, I took a seat in the corner, bored out of my mind. I took my zero-gravity tumbler and sipped on some cheap alcohol. For this recent mission, many fodder soldiers were deployed to stand on the front lines of the attack, but only I was able to return and attend this victory party. Orcs may have been sturdy, but one still required quite a bit of skill and luck to survive a charge unarmed.


  “I heard Warrior Raftel went through some hardships of his own,” I muttered. “I thought he’d be more aware of the subtleties of this mission…”


  Raftel worked behind the scenes, so I suspected that he was aware just how dangerous and risky this mission was, only to receive the shocking revelation that he wasn’t the unsung hero who worked hard as I believed him to be. I couldn’t help but let out a few sighs, unsuitable for this festive occasion.


  “He just worked us to be bone without a care,” I said.


  My mind wandered to the fodder orcs who didn’t return alive from this mission and took another sip of my strong liquor. Today it was them, but tomorrow, it could be me. I couldn’t act so blasé about the lives that were lost. I felt like I was the only one drinking and cracking open a bottle as a requiem for the dead orcs.


  “Hey, fodder!” a cheery Raftel called out to me. “What’s up? Don’t look so down when we’ve scored so big!”


  “Right…” I muttered.


  The moment I reported that I’d seized control of the bridge, the commander had fired a round from the ship’s gun to damage the frame of the cargo ship and land the final blow. I could only respond to him grumpily. I went through all that pain and managed to seize control of the ship, and it was good enough to run, but because of that violent finishing blow, it was all ruined. 


  Even if they wanted to land the final blow, couldn’t they have done it better? I wondered. I was so frustrated with my superior, who clearly didn’t give a damn about our safety. I couldn’t even force a fake smile.


  “Yeesh, you’re such a downer,” Raftel mumbled. “That’s precisely why no warrior wants you as his underling.”


  He didn’t notice my irritation as he happily began to scold and lecture me. He was leagues above fodder like me, but as a warrior, he wasn’t stellar. His past was rife with hardships and difficulties, and precisely because he went through so much, the moment he had a taste of victory, he was able to look after others better and act like a nice boss, much like jocks when they’re partying. And of course, kindness came in several forms; in this case, he needlessly stuck his nose in my affairs.


  “All righty!” Raftel said. “When we return to the clan ship, I’ll make sure you’re granted an audience! It’s the perfect opportunity to sell yourself, and there’re tons of orc warriors who’re looking for an underling. Don’t be picky and just work under whoever will accept you!”


  “Uh…” I muttered.


  He was being kind, but this was coming from a guy who I no longer really liked, and would only be troublesome for me. It was especially tricky to maneuver myself in this situation because he was genuinely speaking from the goodness of his heart. If I pushed him away, he’d be furious at me for turning down his good will. Raftel’s largest and most fatal flaw was his lack of consideration for other people’s feelings and emotions. He wasn’t able to imagine how others must feel. Raftel wasn’t alone in this: Almost all orcs were just as stupid and inconsiderate. We were a lost cause.


  “A stubborn oddball like you has to join some kind of team, or you’ll just die on the streets!” Raftel added.


  He failed to realize that, no matter where I went, I’d be worked to the bone and be forced to fight for my life. 


  As all fodders were. 


  Just like he’d been. 


  Orc warriors were known to make drunken promises they weren’t ever held accountable for, and if fodder like me went against it, I’d only stir up more trouble. Raftel guffawed. He must’ve felt like a hero who did some good for others, but the wrinkles on my face deepened as I frowned in dismay.


   


  To receive an audience implied I would meet nobles and those of high rank. Within my orc tribe, this title was bestowed upon the orc king, chief of all warriors. In the Tone Tekin tribe, things were a bit different. The tribe had welcomed a queen, a rarity in the galaxy. This wasn’t my first time meeting Her Majesty of the Tone Tekin tribe. Even fodder soldiers were granted the audience of the queen before our first battle so we could receive words of encouragement. It was a custom within the tribe. But of course, I didn’t have a good seat, and with so many soldiers packed into the throne room, I could barely catch a glimpse of her. I expected her to be an incredible beauty, but she was so far away and tiny I couldn’t really tell. 


  This time around, however, things were different. I was so close to her I could hear the fabric of her outfit rubbing. I was actually able to observe the orc queen, a rare existence, up close.


  But I didn’t feel like a tourist enjoying the sights. I stood tall and proud, a show of respect among us orcs, and I knitted my brows as I was internally on high alert. I felt overwhelmed by enigmatic impulses that were drawn out by the queen; I couldn’t help but remain vigilant in my confusion. She stood at the top of all women—the queen bee—and her voluptuous body and beauty would surely incite a man’s instinct. I had expected as much.


  That explained my primal urges, but I felt something deeper welling up within me: I was compelled to protect, serve, and offer her everything I had. This sense of duty emboldened me to defend her with every fiber of my being—and there was no explanation for it that I could provide. 


  The queen was the head of the Tone Tekin tribe, and since I was a member of said tribe, it was only natural I had to follow her orders and protect her. But I was treated terribly my entire life for being fodder, and I was utterly disillusioned and disappointed in my species. I had no sense of loyalty toward my kind. 


  And yet, my rascally nature was being overridden by a woman I’d practically just met, a sense of chivalric loyalty filling my heart. I could hardly believe it.


  I had a cynical streak in me that began at birth, and I stood in disbelief at this shift in my heart, which was so painfully obvious I almost feared it. 


  Is this the charisma of a queen? I wondered. Can she just subdue every orc?


  It didn’t matter what preferences or feelings I held within me. Anyone within our tribe would unanimously view the queen positively thanks to this mysterious power at play. She could wield terrifying power based on how she used her abilities. Her mere existence didn’t just destroy small teams—she could crush an entire clan if she saw it fit. She was far too dangerous on her own. That was my first impression of Her Majesty.


  “Hm…” she muttered.


  She paid no heed to the fodder orc vigilantly standing at the end of line in front of her, instead scanning her tablet device. She relaxed atop a lavish chaise longue, and her black-framed glasses gave the impression she was relaxing and enjoying a book. The device provided a detailed list of everything that Raftel had won and offered to the queen. Raftel, the head of this expedition, stood in the front nervously as he patiently waited to hear the opinion of Her Majesty. He was uncharacteristically awkward and anxious as his loyal retainers surrounded him—I was just an outsider who had tagged along. I wasn’t allowed to stand directly in front of the queen and was a bit further back.


  If I just solemnly stood in the back, I hoped I could carefully size up the most beautiful and dangerous woman in the galaxy. Whenever the queen’s fingertips glided across the device, and I noticed the massive melons on her chest jiggle ever so slightly, like a ripple in the water, alarm bells rang in my head. And still, I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her chest. 


  Look at how they bounce…


  “Yes, splendid,” the queen said.


  Once she’d finished reading the list, she removed her glasses and gave a firm nod. That movement alone was enough to make those marvelous mountains on her chest bounce about, stealing the gazes of the orcs in her presence. But the queen, perhaps used to it, didn’t seem to mind.


  “A very impressive number of goods,” she said. “You’ve done well.”


  “Th-thank you!” Raftel cried. Ever since he entered this room, his voice had risen an octave, likely as a show of his nervousness.


  “I’d like to confirm a few things, if that’s all right with you.”


  “Most certainly!”


  “I’m curious about one of the cargo ships. Er, the fourth vessel, I’ll call it for now. Why did you blow off its thrusters? We could’ve captured it in its working state, or so it looks to me.”


  “Huh? U-um…”


  Raftel stammered and the queen emitted a small sigh.


  “I’ve been repeating myself ad nauseam to the warriors, but we really don’t have enough ships,” she said. “If you’ve got the chance to capture a ship in working condition, please don’t squander that opportunity.”


  “I-it was a cargo ship. It wasn’t really viable for military use,” Raftel stammered. “I believed such a vessel would be unnecessary for us.”


  The queen narrowed her droopy, golden eyes at Raftel’s excuses.


  “Then you misunderstand what ships are used for, Raftel,” she said. “Ships that have no military use can still be utilized elsewhere. They could, for example, serve a crucial role in the logistics chain, sending supplies from the rear. Ah, I thought you, of all people, would understand that.” She pressed her fingertips against her forehead as she muttered her dismay.


  I was pleasantly surprised to hear her say that. Her viewpoints differed from normal orcs. She didn’t prioritize power and strength above all and was more concerned with other roles, as seen from her obvious disappointment in Raftel. In fact, her values were quite similar to my own, someone engraved with the mindset of a twenty-first century Earthian.


  The queen wasn’t just pretty decor, capable of wielding a terrifying ability that enchanted any orc in her tribe without fail: She had her own thoughts, opinions, and rationale instead of being an empty puppet manipulated by others. I was relieved to have a ruler like her. I saw a sliver of hope in this mindless, pointless life of an orc. 


  But Raftel yapped on, ruining the moment.


  “Th-the fourth vessel was captured by fodder!” he stammered. “Who knows if his quality of work is acceptable? His report alone was untrustworthy, and so I decided to fire!”


  The hell did ya say, ya bastard? You forced this god­forsaken, stupid mission on us fodder, expecting us all to die, and after all’s said and done, you’re pushing the blame onto us?! I saw red as I glared at the back of Raftel’s stupid head, focusing on his balding green hair.


  “This ship was boarded by a private named Kartz…” the queen murmured. “Ah, it must be you in the back.”


  Her golden eyes turned to me as I stood tall and proud at the end of the straight line. I immediately felt my body grow warm. The nanomachines that dyed our skin green were stimulated with excitement and power—I’d never felt anything like it before. The power that coursed through my veins was almost comforting, and the exhilaration limitless. I gazed at her, lounging on the chaise longue, resting on her elbow as she glanced at me. Her pale skin contained the faintest jade luster. I intuitively realized that the condensed nanomachines residing within the queen’s skin were affecting me directly, demonstrating the true charisma of the orc queen.


  “I shall allow you to speak,” she said. “What happened here, Kartz?”


  I had no time to calmly analyze the shift that occurred within me, a feeling I’d never felt before. I maintained my etiquette as an orc and stood loud and proud as I parted my lips.


  “The fourth vessel had five people on the bridge,” I reported. “I rendered them all powerless before I filed my report, and I suppressed the security guards as well. My understanding is it was impossible for any force to offer any sort of resistance within that ship.” I made my intentions clear as I glanced away from her countenance and turned to the back of Raftel’s head. “If he believes that my report is not to be trusted, then in my humble opinion, Warrior Raftel shouldn’t have deployed fodder soldiers at all.”


  “Y-you!” Raftel roared.


  I stared at the back of his head, parts of his green skin showing under his hair as I could practically see the blood rushing upward. He was in the presence of the queen, yet he rudely whirled around to face me.


  “And who do you think allowed you to be here?!” he roared. “Have you no sense of gratitude?!”


  “Gratitude?” I asked. “The ones who brought you here are the fodder orcs you practically killed with your braindead plan. This is their victory, not yours.”


  The excited nanomachines in my skin made me more aggressive as my heartbeat grew more rapidly. The anger I had toward him could no longer be suppressed as it all spilled out of me.


  “You and your group didn’t want to be in danger, so you pushed that role onto fodder like us,” I spat. “We had to bear all the risks, coward.”


  “Who’re you calling a coward?!” Raftel shouted.


  “You blew through the thruster of a powerless ship! What are you if not a coward?!”


  I didn’t mind if Raftel got all the credit. After I reported that I seized control, if he dispatched additional personnel to assist me, I would’ve, at the very least, reluctantly accepted his thoughtfulness. And yet, the path he chose was to fire at the ship that I had completely under my control. I couldn’t take it as anything else but a sign that he feared a possible counterattack, no matter how unlikely it may have been. He was a coward.


  Orc warriors tended to look down on fodder, but if so, I was annoyed by his pusillanimous attitude. For all his bravado, he just sat in his ivory tower, far removed from any danger or risk. At my core, I was an orc as well, and his actions left a sour taste in my mouth.


  “Enough, you two,” the queen said.


  Her interruption ended the dangerous air that swirled between me and Raftel.


  “Raftel, I understand the situation,” Her Majesty said. “The Tone Tekin tribe needs as many ships that we can get. Please try to capture a working ship next time you have the opportunity.”


  “Yes, Your Majesty,” Raftel replied.


  “And Kartz, a majority of fodder aren’t strong or skilled enough to warrant high expectations from warriors, just as Raftel has said.” I remained silent and the queen continued. “But every now and then, there are those who rise above the rest and produce results far beyond one’s imagination, just like you. I strongly believe we need people like you in our tribe. And so…” She paused, cleared her throat, and sat straight up on her throne. “Private Kartz, I hereby promote you to warrior.”


  “What?!” Raftel, his faction, and I cried.


  Even the orc knights, who attended to the queen, couldn’t help but chatter curiously at this seemingly impulsive decision.


  “Please wait, Your Majesty,” I said. “What accomplishment have I achieved to warrant such a promotion?!”


  “Oh? Are you against a promotion?” the queen asked.


  “I haven’t done anything to be worthy of one!”


  “You’re quite earnest and diligent, aren’t you?” She chuckled with the back of her throat, her eyes drooping. Her stunning beauty was instantly aided by this childish charm. It made my heart skip a beat. “You can say I’m paying it forward. There aren’t many warriors who can expertly wield fodder, but surely, you’d be able to. After all, you’re one of them. And if you want to build your own faction, you need the rank of a warrior.”


  “A faction of fodders?” I asked.


  “This’ll be an uphill battle. Good luck.”


  I felt quite exasperated with the queen as she pushed this trouble onto me, but I couldn’t deny I felt positively excited to do a good job, an unusual shift for a pessimist like me. The feelings of lust and love I’d felt for the queen hadn’t completely formed just yet, but a fire was lit in my heart, and I wished to overcome the trial she’d given me.


  Maybe I was just enamored by the orc queen’s charisma. I once again stood tall and proud, ignoring Raftel’s piercing glare as I made my proud declaration.


  “I shall happily accept the rank of warrior you have bestowed upon me,” I boomed. “Be assured I’ll repay this favor with interest, Your Majesty.”


  Afterword


   


  HELLO, MY NAME IS KURUMA HINO. I STARTED writing whatever I liked when I was graciously allowed to publish a novel for the first time in my life!


  I love sci-fi and fantasy, and I wanted to write a story with both elements, which gave birth to this series! I added everything I liked without really holding anything back, and before I knew it, this story was rolling ahead in an absurd direction. I wonder when Kartz will be able to fulfill his true goal.


  I hope you can enjoy the villains of space—these little piggies who can never be main characters in a space opera—and their adventures throughout the galaxy!


  [image: ]


  Thank you for reading!
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