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      NPC No. 106: “What’s with the indiscriminate assortment of cargo...?”


      I had made it to the end of my security gig at the colony disassembly job in one piece, arrived back at Planet Ittsu without incident, and, once I made it back to my home, I dove into bed without missing a beat.


      I spent my first two days after returning in a leisurely fashion. On the third day, I made preparations to depart from the planet again. On the morning of the fourth day, I headed to the Mercenaries Guild, looking to take on another job.


      Fortunately, I made it to Old Man Lohnes’s desk without running into that girl—meaning Miss Diloparz.


      “Sounds like there weren’t any pirate attacks this time. Did you get to relax?” asked Lohnes.


      “Well, I did for about seventy percent of the time,” I replied.


      “What about the other thirty?”


      “I got into a bit of a tiff regarding a junior mercenary. And that’s not all; I found out that she’s registered at this branch too. I hope I don’t have to have anything more to do with her.”


      “That’s some bad luck,” he replied. “Well, if you’d rather not hang around here anyway, I’ve got a nice job for ya. Great timing, huh?”


      Lohnes, having apparently inferred what had gone down despite hearing very little about it from me, showed me a job description.


      


      Task description: Escort a cargo convoy.


      Task duration: Approximately 96 hours, the duration of travel between Planet Ittsu and the Imperial Homeworld, via Planet Garostidal.


      Two groups will take turns performing continuous twelve-hour shifts followed by twelve hours on standby, all following Galactic Standard Time.


      Work environment: The contractor will be provided with free meals on the accompanying mother ship, as well as mooring and refuelling for their spaceship. There are no accommodations on the mother ship, so the contractor should expect to sleep in their own vessel.


      Work conditions:


      Contractor must be of Knight rank or higher.


      Contractor must bring their own spaceship.


      Contractor will be liable for any repair costs in the event that their spaceship is damaged.


      Compensation: 1.5 million credits (fixed), plus hazard allowance.


      


      As far as I could tell from the description, this job had pretty favorable conditions.


      Escort missions usually offered no break periods. Mercenaries had to coordinate with each other and agree on break times to get any rest. I was particularly grateful about the prospect of being able to rest on the mother ship, even though what they were calling a mother ship was probably just a modified heavy cargo ship of some kind.


      But the thing that appealed to me most of all was the fact that applicants had to be of at least Knight rank.


      Old Man Lohnes gave me some more details about the job. “There won’t be any rookies along for the ride this time. They’re looking to hire between fifty and seventy personnel. The application deadline is today, and there are only sixty-five applicants. The pre-departure meeting is set for 6 a.m., bright and early tomorrow morning. And you’ll be taking off as soon as that’s over. The client is Staden Inc., the distribution division. It sounds like they’re going to have a wide variety of cargo on board. There’ll be luxury goods like cigars, liquor, and premium fruit; snow-silk, woven from the thread excreted by the snowmos that live on Planet Lulukku; a number of plant and animal specimens to be donated to museums; ingots of pure silver from Planet Negola; and gold ingots produced in a classified location. And there’s plenty of other stuff besides that.”


      “What’s with the indiscriminate assortment of cargo...?” I wondered aloud.


      Why are products that would usually be shipped separately all being crammed into one shipment like this?


      “You know they’re working to revitalize a bunch of planets at the moment, right? The lords of those planets need money to do it. It sounds like Staden Inc. decided to take advantage of that and buy up their stock.”


      “Quite shrewd businessmen at Staden Inc...”


      “So, what do you wanna do?” he asked.


      “I suppose I’ll take it on. The contract has pretty favorable terms.”


      Also, it’ll be nice not to have to work while worrying about whether or not I’ll have any awkward run-ins.


      Once I’d accepted the contract, I went to Gonzales’s place to find out if there was anything more behind this job opportunity. But all I was able to confirm was that Staden Inc. had indeed eagerly bought up those products just to sell them all off in the capital of Hain.


      Then, after a brief stop at home, I immediately started preparing for travel. I went and bought some supplies and then loaded all the essential items onto my ship. In addition, I inspected my ship, checking the levels of the fuel, water, and wastewater tanks.


      I wasn’t going to return home tonight. Instead, I would sleep at a capsule hotel near the Guild branch. That way, I could avoid having to rush in the morning—the only way I’d end up being late was if I were to oversleep.


      I could’ve slept on my ship, but I didn’t in order to avoid depleting my onboard fuel, water, and food. After all, you never know what might happen once you’re in outer space.




      The next morning came.


      When I arrived at the hall where the pre-departure meeting was to be held, not only was no one else there yet, but the venue wasn’t even ready.


      I guess I overdid it a little. There wasn’t any need for me to arrive at the venue an hour early just because I got an early start myself...


      After about twenty minutes, some people connected with our client, along with a few Guild workers and some droids, came in and started getting things ready for the meeting.


      When the workers and droids had just finished arranging the chairs, the rest of the mercenaries started to trickle in. I took that as my cue to snag a seat in a corner at the very back of the room.


      When there were about five minutes to go until the start of the meeting, just about all of the mercenaries participating in the mission were seated.


      And, for some reason, I found myself crowded in by acquaintances. Lambert and Rossweisse were here, along with Arthur and Seira. Also in attendance was Molieze, a rather coarse woman, and Dan, the so-called “Invincible Tough Guy.” Not too far away from our crowd was Fialka Tielsad, aka Léopard. She was sitting together with Shelley, her maid.


      Incidentally, though Rossweisse and Seira weren’t yet Knight rank themselves, they were here because they were the partners of Lambert and Arthur, respectively. One could become a mercenary’s partner without any specific qualifications. However, there was a rule that partners were unable to accept contracts or receive payment directly.


      As for Shelley, since she was an android, she was actually treated as a piece of hardware owned by Tielsad.


      Incidentally, though I hadn’t seen Lebin for a while following the recent war of the rebellion, I had just happened to spot him yesterday on the outside terrace of a café that was off-the-charts suspicious. He had been chatting happily about something cringeworthy with some people who’d looked to be his friends. In all, it seemed like all of my acquaintances, few in number though they were, had come home alive from the war.


      Before long, all of the mercenaries had gathered in the hall. Once the scheduled start time came around, someone from Staden Inc. stepped onto the stage to brief us.


      A man who looked like a textbook salaryman kicked off the briefing. “Ah, well, I would like to thank you all for agreeing to take on our company as a client on this occasion. At this juncture—though this is putting it quite tactlessly—our company, having noticed the lack of funding available for revitalization efforts in neighboring territories, has bought up a number of products at slightly below the market rate. We plan to sell these on the imperial homeworld of Hain. Your task will be to escort the convoy carrying this cargo,” he began to explain.


      At this point in the briefing, documents were sent to the Versitools of every mercenary in the hall.


      “Your Guild’s personnel has provided us with the ranks and track records of every member kind enough to join us today. We were lucky enough to have the opportunity for Admiral Jack Baldo Breskin—an acquaintance of David Staden, our president and CEO—to share some of his wisdom with us, and it was on that basis that we decided on the teams for each shift. You will be expected to work according to this shift schedule for the term of your contract with us. Your work conditions will be as detailed in the job description. Does anyone have any questions?”


      Hold on one damn second. He just mentioned a name I’d really rather not have heard, right?


      That’s odd, though. There wasn’t any trace of that name when Gonzales looked into this mission. Damn it.


      I had to admit that the chances of Gonzales having lied were slim. An informant’s worth was in their reputation, and deliberately handing over disinformation would send the value of that reputation through the floor.


      I’d hardly suspect my pal Gonzales of wrongdoing in the first place, though... Well, that being said, he’ll be hearing from me later.


      After the trouble I’d had with Miss Diloparz, I had already been concerned that the army had its eyes on me. I really didn’t want to take on a mission where the military was involved.


      That being said, I couldn’t bring myself to say I was quitting so late in the game, and if I started asking questions, I’d stick out like a sore thumb.


      I wonder if there’s anyone from the army in the audience right now?


      Of course, this might not have anything to do with them, but it never hurts to stay vigilant.


      “Well, as no one seems to have any questions to speak of, I shall bring this meeting to a close. Departure will be in forty minutes, so please ascend to satellite orbit in the meantime. I do look forward to working with you all.”


      And so, with the meeting having come to an end, the mercenaries all headed for the hangar at once.


      As always, I chose to sit back and watch the others leave first.


      I’d really rather just stay sitting here, though...


      ☆☆☆


      Aside: Fialka Tielsad


      When I entered the hall, I spied that man, John Ouzos, sitting in the back corner.


      Though I thought about speaking to him, he was surrounded by people who looked like they were his friends.


      Oh, so he does have friends, I thought. But at the same time, a feeling of frustration rose in my throat as I realized that a surprising number of his acquaintances were beautiful women.


      Suddenly, a voice beside me whispered, “Perhaps you would like to join them?”


      It was Shelley, and she sounded like she meant to tease me.


      “I do not, and besides, it simply wouldn’t do to barge in on a conversation including people I don’t know,” I replied.
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      “I suppose you are right, though I feel as though it would be quite simple to just approach Mr. Ouzos,” said Shelley. She had an amused expression on her face, for some reason.


      True, it would be simple enough to approach him, but I’d like to choose my own timing for doing so. And now just isn’t the time.


      Or so I told myself...


      ★★★


    


  



  

    

      NPC No. 107: “Well then, I’ll have another try at looking into that side of the matter. And I’ll let you know anything I find out for free.”


      Within the shift schedule that His Excellency the Admiral had sent out, I found I had been sorted into the very first shift.


      The mercenaries I was familiar with who had ended up on the same shift were the Lambert-Rossweisse duo and Dan.


      With respect to Galactic Standard Time, we were responsible for the daytime shift. The Arthur-Seira duo, Molieze, and Tielsad would be taking the night shift.


      Even if Arthur and Seira aren’t asleep right now, I’ll bet they’re at least lying down.


      Perhaps in part due to the fact that our mission had only just started, my shift was genuinely peaceful.


      In fact, it was so peaceful that I nearly contacted Gonzales to check if what I’d heard at the briefing was true. But, since I could hardly do that while on the job, I decided to bite my tongue for the time being.


      Thankfully, apart from periodic updates about the general state of affairs, none of my acquaintances—neither Lambert nor Rossweisse nor Molieze, who was probably bored but unable to nap—nor anyone else spoke to me at all. I passed the hours in silence.




      Incidentally, Tielsad’s mother ship, the Uklimo, was accompanying Staden Inc.’s mother ship—our rest area. It traveled alongside it like a consort ship.


      Once the initial shift had ended and I was on break, I immediately contacted Gonzales.


      He answered my call. “Hey. Aren’t you in the middle of your escort mission right now?”


      Damn him. Look at him eating chicken skewers without a care in the world! Those look like they’re from a shop in his shopping district called The Grilled Cockatrice Razor-wire Pavilion, if I’m not mistaken.


      “I’m on break at the moment. More to the point, there’s something I’d like to ask you. Why didn’t you know the military was involved in this contract, not to mention His Excellency the admiral of the First Fleet?” I said, remaining calm and collected as I simply relayed the basic facts to him.


      I didn’t believe for a second that Gonzales had deliberately withheld that information from me.


      I’m sure it’s just that, even with his skills, he couldn’t manage to peek behind the curtain this time.


      “Is that right...?” he asked. “Sorry. I don’t want to make excuses, but when there are conversations or correspondence that happen where my eyes and ears can’t reach—meaning places without cameras or microphones—it’s absolutely impossible for me to know the details of such goings-on. Once again, I am truly sorry.”


      Without any attempt to deny the limitations of his own abilities, Gonzales gave me a frank apology.


      Considering his prowess, there can’t be too many depths he would have failed to plumb. I’m guessing that conversation happened somewhere out of his reach.


      Considering that, I guess the most primitive methods are surprisingly the most effective in counterespionage.


      “Well then, I’ll have another try at looking into that side of the matter. And I’ll let you know anything I find out for free.”


      Gonzales had quite a serious expression on his face. Having failed to find this out earlier must have shaken his sense of professional pride.


      “Sure. You can contact me around this same time when you do.”


      With that out of the way, the rest of my break period on the first day of the mission passed by uneventfully.




      On the second day, my shift ended just as uneventfully. I got a call from Gonzales immediately after my break began.


      “Hey. I got some intel for you,” reported Gonzales. His face looked rather gaunt, but he wore the look of a pro satisfied about a job well done.


      “Did you find any more details?”


      “Well, as you know, Staden Inc. started buying up products to raise their profits, but they’d never employed mercenaries to escort their cargo ships before. Since Admiral Jack Baldo Breskin happened to be a friend of their company’s president, they apparently asked him for advice. In exchange, it looks like they offered him help scouting for new talent and flushing out some rogue elements.”


      “In other words, at a time when the company was only thinking of profits, they just happened to look to the admiral for advice, and he took advantage by getting them to scout talent and act as bait? If I’m not mistaken, His Excellency the admiral is a marquess,” I replied.


      “That’s right,” replied Gonzales. “Ever since he was young, the admiral was never the type to worry too much about status, so he and the president of Staden Inc. have been friends since their school days, even though the president is a commoner. As rumor would have it, when the previous emperor was still a student and just the crown prince, Breskin once punched him over some disagreement. And some people say that he and the emperor became great friends because of that.”


      “I sure wouldn’t want to mess with him...”


      Although the previous emperor had ended up passing away at a young age, when he had been in school, that’d been a time when differences in social standing had still been a huge deal.


      Back in those days, no one would have been surprised if the act of someone of a marquess’s standing becoming friends with a commoner, or worse yet, hitting a member of the imperial family, had earned someone the death penalty. That had just been the way things were at the time.


      That being said, putting aside the tales of the admiral’s school days, Gonzales had done well to get his hands on this information he had missed before.


      If possible, I’d like to know how he got it, but I bet he wouldn’t tell me if I asked.


      “Knowing you, I’m sure you’d rather not get caught up in the military’s scouting efforts. Tread carefully, okay?” said Gonzales.


      “Got it. Thanks for the info.”


      If I’m not very careful, things could get dicey.


      Maybe the military already has moles among the client’s employees or the mercenaries here. If that’s the case, I’d better make sure I don’t stand out.


      However, trouble ended up coming my way from a completely different direction than anything to do with military scouts.




      After making contact with Gonzales, I ate a meal and then took a shower on board the mother ship. I was just on my way back to my own ship when someone approached me.


      “Hey. Got a minute?”


      The person who had spoken to me was a man who looked a little older than I was. There were a few people who looked like his entourage behind him.


      “Can I help you with something?” I asked.


      “Look, man. Do ya know Rossweisse from Team Federhelm?”


      “Yes. Well, I mean, I’ve seen her before.”


      I felt that if I said we were acquainted here and now, things might turn nasty, so I lied without hesitation.


      “Don’t ya think a woman like that would be better suited to a man like me than a kid like that?” said the man, striking a pose where he fixed his hair. He didn’t look as cool as Dan while doing it, though.


      “I cannot say whether or not you would be better suited, but what does any of this have to do with me?” I asked.


      “I want ya to help me make that kid Lambert pay.”


      I rejected the man’s offer immediately. “I’ll pass.”


      An incensed expression came onto his face. “I can’t accept that a little shit like that could make Bishop rank, like me! Doesn’t the thought of the likes of him outranking you piss you off too, man?!” he shouted.


      In other words, he was so envious of a more junior mercenary that he wanted to gang up on him with some other guys, beat the crap out of him, and snatch his female partner away.


      By the way, is this guy really Bishop rank? He really doesn’t look like it.


      “I don’t really feel much of anything about it. Besides, though we may be on break now, we’re right in the middle of a job,” I pointed out.


      The man tutted in irritation.


      During escort or security missions, it was strictly forbidden for mercenaries to fight among themselves. The reason given for this was that if anyone got hurt—or were to die because of some kind of freak accident—it would leave a gap in the client’s security forces. Furthermore, anyone responsible for causing a fight was liable to be penalized.


      My interlocutor finally seemed to remember this.


      “Gah! You coward!”


      After he spat those words at me, he left.


      I guess I’d better contact Rossweisse... Eh, there’s no need.


      Those guys probably won’t try anything. And even if they did, it’s not like they could stand up to her.




      The third day arrived, and we’d finally reached the midpoint in our journey.


      In order to get through today and the next day without disaster, I just had to avoid talking to anyone else on the mission or triggering any pirate attack events by jinxing things.


      Well, I haven’t really talked to anyone on the job so far, so I should be all right.




      It was careless of me to let myself even think such optimistic thoughts.


      I guess even my internal monologue can trigger story events...


      Trouble arrived about six hours into my shift on the third day.


      “Signature detected at ten o’clock. They’re probably pirates.”


      Rossweisse was the one who had discovered them. The radar on my newly outfitted ship hadn’t detected a thing.


      I guess that’s ancient electronic warfare vessels for you. They’re on a whole other level.


    


  



  

    

      NPC No. 108: “Attention all units! The enemy reinforcements are all veterans, so please stay alert!”


      Considering that the owners of the ships that had triggered Rossweisse’s radar refused to allow their hull codes to be checked, I figured they were pirates after all.


      The approaching armada was roughly average in scale, which meant they had quite a few more vessels than we did.


      Not only that, but when I checked them out via telescope, their ships were all emblazoned with the Jolly Roger emblem. That told me that these people had to be proper pirates, not just ex-nobles who had only resorted to piracy after a family member had been punished for some crime.


      After all, when disgraced nobles turned to piracy, they would insist that their brand of piracy was merely the collection of entitlements. Most of them didn’t display the skull and crossbones because of that.


      Since those of us flying in the escort had predicted the arrival of pirates, everyone on duty immediately got into formation to intercept them. The mercenaries who had been on standby sortied without a moment’s delay.


      As for our opponents, they didn’t flinch at the sight of our formation. However, they didn’t hurl any clichéd battle cries our way either. They simply bore down upon us in silence.


      Even if any military talent scouts were watching this fray eagerly, if I pulled any punches, it would be my own life on the line. I ended up having to fight in earnest.


      However, it was unsurprisingly Federhelm—aka Lambert Reargraz—who stood out the most in this battle. Though I supposed it was actually Rossweisse.


      Taking advantage of the fact that their ship seated two, they made it look like Rossweisse handled communications with other ships while Lambert did the actual piloting.


      Well, at least Lambert hardly ever faints these days. Or so I’ve heard.


      As they traced a trajectory that would be basically impossible for any human to manage, they easily shot the pirates down one by one.


      I was forced to admit to myself that if this was how an ancient electronic warfare ship fought, then the weapons from those days really weren’t anything to mess with.


      Besides Federhelm, Dan, Arthur, and Tielsad were the ones who had distinguished themselves the most.


      Dan moved at a leisurely pace, but he still managed to dodge his enemies’ fire and come up behind them. Despite taking his time, he managed to catch the enemy unawares and vanish from their line of sight. His trajectory through the battlefield was both mystifying and graceful, hence why he had earned himself the alias “Graceful Swallow” when he reached Bishop rank—an alias very much at odds with the constant stream of jokes and banter we typically received from Dan over comms. Dan himself hated the nickname and had apparently insisted everyone address him as “The Invincible Tough Guy” instead.


      Well, he actually is a pretty tough guy, so there’s nothing wrong with that part.


      Arthur’s performance was quite the opposite. His flight path was far from graceful—instead, it was quite rough and angular.


      Well, he’s still more polished than he used to be.


      Incidentally, a subset of his female fans had noticed his ship was white, so they had taken to calling him Prince Charming, viewing the ship as his steed. Due to his speed, some called him the White Flash.


      When Seira heard this news, the expression on her face was a mix of delight and irritation.


      As for Seira’s own ship, it had an excellent radar but wasn’t especially quick, so she remained close to the cargo ships as she focused on intercepting enemies that approached them. She also occasionally supplied Arthur and the rest of us with intel.


      In keeping with her namesake, Tielsad—aka Léopard—piloted her ship adroitly, without any wasted movement.


      Of course, it went without saying that Tielsad’s mother ship, the Uklimo, was slow. Because of that, she made use of the vessel’s size, having it serve as a shield in front of the convoy.


      Apart from them, I saw that Molieze, who was also conscious of her ship’s lack of speed, kept to the side of the cargo ships. She focused on intercepting any bogies that approached them.


      Molieze’s ship was a vivid green color. Although her vessel was slow, it was fitted with two beam blasters, one piercing laser, and her special weapon—a Ram Barrier. (Incidentally, anyone who wants to know the difference between a beam and a laser would do well to consult the search engine Doctor Lookup Locus.)


      As for me, I looped around the other vessels in the escort formation and took a position that made it extremely easy for me to shoot down any bogies who came close—or at least, who tried to get close to us.


      Incidentally, the guy who had hassled me earlier was apparently at the front line, together with his entourage. They were really taking the fight to the enemy.


      With so many people really standing out like this, there should be enough to keep the military talent scouts busy for a moment.


      After some time had passed and quite a lot of pirates had been shot down, we were thinking they might be about to retreat. However, a group of reinforcements suddenly came to join their side.


      These newcomers were the Hornet Squadron, whose pilots I had first faced in the battle between the houses of Rosello and Glient. They had also been my allies during the battle against the terrorists on Planet Teura.


      Taking sides in a war between nobles was one thing, but siding with pirates? That could get them kicked out of the Mercenaries Guild.


      What are the guys in that squadron thinking?


      “Attention all units! The enemy reinforcements are all veterans, so please stay alert!” Seira cried over the comms channel. She must have remembered their exploits during the battle to root out the terrorists and saw fit to warn everyone.


      No sooner had she done so than the enemy squadron deployed a huge number of drones. Perhaps they were wary of Rossweisse, having seen her prowess during both the Rosello-Glient war and the battle against the terrorists, because all of the drones proceeded to set their sights on her.


      I heard Rossweisse’s irritated voice resound over comms. “Oh, what do all of you want? What a pain!” She just barely managed to dodge their fire at first, but even though she was being chased by so many drones, Rossweisse soon pulled away and started to shoot them down one by one. When I saw that, I figured she was going to be okay.


      Besides, if she really needs to, she can easily hack those drones and take control of them.


      The rest of us, however, were still in trouble.


      The members of the Hornet Squadron were all great pilots. Dan and Tielsad were fine, but I noticed that Arthur was struggling.


      I have to admit that I haven’t heard any jokes or banter from Dan for a while, though. Tielsad hasn’t said a word either.


      To be honest, the Hornet Squadron really was full of strong fighters. When I thought about it, they all had to be at least Queen rank.


      While there were those among my allies who were managing to tough it out, a number of our ships were badly damaged. Allies nearby hurried to damage ships to provide cover, helping them retreat to the mother ship’s hangar before they were shot down.


      That being said, there were some mercs who sustained damage to their cockpits. Depending on the nature of the damage and the pilots’ air supply, their lives might have been at risk. But fortunately, these were all specialized ships customized for battle, so they probably had some failsafes in place to guarantee the supply of air.


      But as long as the Hornets are here, that guy must be here too.


      The very moment I thought that, I got a nasty feeling. I jerked my vessel to one side, just in time to see a beam pass right next to my hull.


      When I surveyed where the beam had come from, sure enough, I saw the Blue Hornet right there.


      I sometimes missed readings on my radar when caught in a melee fight like this one, so it was sheer luck that I had managed to avoid that shot.


      The Blue Hornet was headed straight for me. He obviously meant to get revenge for the last time I had outpiloted him.


      The trick I used last time probably won’t work again, and from what I’ve heard about his exploits during the battle against the terrorists, he might have sharpened his skills.


      I wish I’d taken him out when I had the chance...


    


  



  

    

      NPC No. 109: “Copy that, my lord... Good luck on the battlefield!”


      The Blue Hornet was coming my way.


      Yep, looks like he really is holding that last defeat against me.


      I decided to at least try laying down some suppressing beam fire, but he dodged it, of course.


      From the moment he flew past my ship, we were well and truly locked in a dogfight.


      I tried all kinds of maneuvers—sudden braking, loop-de-loops, twists and turns, ascending or descending, and varying my ship’s velocity—but with each of us trying just as hard to outfox the other, neither of us got anywhere.


      To make things worse, while it was taking everything I had to dodge my opponent’s attacks by a hair’s breadth, he was dodging all of mine with ease.


      If things carry on like this, I’m certain to be shot down.


      I guess life really is different for protagonists.


      When I glanced in my allies’ direction, I saw that a number of our ships had been lost in action at the hands of the Hornet Squadron. I even spied Arthur on his way back to the mother ship, his ship trailing smoke. As for Tielsad, she was being chased around by the Hornets while Dan provided covering fire.


      I’m guessing that strategy was her idea.


      Of course, the enemy wasn’t unscathed either. In fact, if anything, the losses were greater on their side.


      And even with all those drones chasing her around, Rossweisse had managed to shoot down quite a few enemies.


      I figured that the pirates who had attacked us first had been more or less wiped out, and there weren’t more than about ten drones left.


      The enemy seemed to realize they were at a disadvantage as well, and they were slowly beginning to retreat.


      It’d be nice if the Blue Hornet went along with them...but I don’t get the feeling that he will.


      Now that it’s come to this, I guess I’ll try hitting him with a head-on charge, followed by a Fake-Out.


      ☆☆☆


      Aside: Tieas Sarclus


      How serendipitous! I can’t believe I got a chance at a rematch so soon!


      I’ve never forgotten the humiliation of being defeated by him in the Nagan Sector, not for one moment!


      Of course, I had been unseasoned at the time. I’d let my guard down, and I had still lacked expertise. I had no doubt that these were the reasons I had lost that day.


      Upon returning to Planet Brosrant—the domain of my father, Count Fweegas Sarclus, and where I had been born—on Father’s orders, I had been given the task of escorting shipments of all manner of minerals coming from Planet Corcos. Besides that job and taking part in a mission for Count Icolai to eradicate the terrorists in his territory, I had spent all my days in training.


      To tell the truth, I got my first chance at a rematch pretty early on.


      After all, I had just so happened to spot his khaki ship—and later the man himself—while taking part in that battle against the terrorists on Planet Teura, on Count Icolai’s side. It had taken me a little while to identify the pilot, but I had never forgotten the color of that ship, nor its other distinguishing characteristics.


      The ship’s silhouette was a bit different now, but its color and the pilot’s habits let me know right away that it was that same khaki son of a bitch.


      The man himself was fairly dumpy and didn’t display a shred of ambition. But since I’d already had a taste of his skill, I knew I couldn’t underestimate him.


      Besides, he reminded me very much of something Father had once told me:


      “Those who have reached the pinnacle of warfare tend to be one of two diametrically opposed types. Those who look incredibly strong, and those who don’t look strong at all.”


      I knew I shouldn’t have made contact with him at all, but since I wanted a chance to judge his character, I took a chance by sitting next to him the morning after our victory in battle. I had even considered inviting him to become one of Father’s subordinates. That day, I acted like I was a troubled young man, thinking that would make it easier for him to approach me.


      But...he didn’t end up approaching me at all. Instead, he hightailed it out of there. And, for some reason, no sooner had he left than I found myself surrounded by some women I’d never met before.


      Even after that battle was over and I had returned to Planet Brosrant, I still spent most of my days training.


      Then, this mission came along. One of Father’s collaborators had asked me to help punish a business that was trying to buy regional products low and sell them high—essentially, this company was supporting an act of piracy.


      The plan was that our collaborators would start the operation by pretending to be common pirates and attacking the convoy.


      If our strategy had succeeded then and there, we wouldn’t have had a problem. Unfortunately, they had ended up seeking their own support forces.


      Among their escorts, there were a lot of strong fighters. So many, in fact, that we received word that our collaborators had lost a lot of ships.


      If that’s the case, then they should have called us for help sooner, but I guess they had something to prove, I had thought at the time.


      After rushing to their aid, I immediately spotted that son of a bitch flying as part of their escort.


      Father always said I should never bring personal grudges to the battlefield and to consider my enemies my teachers.


      Nevertheless, I still want to beat him!


      This time, I swear I’ll take that khaki asshole out!


      My subordinates, seeming to pick up on my intentions, helped create a path to lead me to him.


      Filled with gratitude, I challenged the khaki son of a bitch to a duel!


      Now that I had my chance at a rematch, I was quickly reminded of just how remarkably skilled he was and how many things I still had to learn from him.


      The timing of his turns and loops was amazing. His trajectory was precise, and he didn’t provide me with a single opening. And despite my having spotted him right away, there were moments—however fleeting they might have been—where he vanished from my sight completely. Furthermore, not only did he evade my attacks with minimal movement on his part, but he launched his own attacks from positions that made it seem almost like he could read my next move.


      The way things are going, I don’t think I’ll lose... But I can’t win either.


      As for my collaborators, despite the fact that I had directed them to retreat, they refused to do so. They continued their assault, but were very nearly wiped out as a result. My fellow Hornets had also taken heavy losses.


      “All of you, fall back now and tell Father this—our strategy has failed! Swift action is needed!” I cried, giving my subordinates the order to retreat from the battlefield.


      “But Lord Tieas, what do you intend to do yourself?!”


      “I’ve got a score to settle with this one! I have to take him down!”


      “Copy that, my lord... Good luck on the battlefield!”


      My subordinates hesitated for just a moment, but they obediently followed my orders.


      I was staying here for my own selfish reasons—there was no need for them to hang about for my sake.


      After I made my subordinates withdraw, the escort forces’ fighters started to disengage as well. Our target, the convoy, began to slowly pull away.


      Now we can have our duel!


      Then, that khaki asshole accelerated and put some distance between us before doing an about-face and heading right for me. He was looking to end things quickly with a head-on assault—a drastic measure.


      As the distance between us closed, my anxiety grew.


      I prepared to evade him while lining up the son of a bitch’s vessel in my sights.


      That feeling in my chest grew stronger as he flew closer. My palms started to sweat.


      Then, mere seconds before he entered my effective firing range, it looked like his ship had turned upside-down. In the next moment, he was gone from my sight entirely.


      I had a nasty feeling about this. Reflexively, I pulled my ship into a sharp ascent.


      There’s no way that same trick will work on me a second time!


      Then, just as I expected, right where I would’ve been if I had carried on with my previous bearing, there was a proton torpedo... Actually, no, there wasn’t one at all.


      Instead, an intense tremor rocked my vessel. My head went blank. I had been so preoccupied with the threat of his proton torpedoes that I had lost sight of the son of a bitch himself.


      As I reached for my escape lever, I found myself crying tears of frustration. He had beaten me again.


      Somewhere in the depths of my mind, I had still underestimated Khaki. Because of his appearance and demeanor, and because I had listened to the people around me, I had told myself, “I just let my guard down last time. No way would I lose to a guy like that normally. Next time, I’ll win for sure.”


      That was why I had lost again.


      I had never really appreciated the true meaning behind Father’s advice.


      As a series of tremors rocked my ship, sparks began to fly around inside my cockpit.


      Father... I’m sorry I wasn’t a better son to you.


      ★★★


    


  



  

    

      NPC No. 110: “Stupid boy...”


      Man, that was close.


      Because that pilot had reacted to my stationary torpedo before, I had figured that he might overthink things and react even when there was no torpedo. And indeed, when I had laid my trap, he had leaped right into it.


      I would have liked to keep him alive to see what information I could get out of him, but he hadn’t given me that option. If I’d tried to do anything fancy, like take out his nozzles to immobilize him, I would have been the one to get shot down instead.


      Since my opponent had every intention of killing me, it was only natural for me to fight back with every intention of taking him out instead.


      That being said, it looked like he had just enough time to eject, and even if I had planned to capture him, his ship was on the brink of exploding. It was too dangerous to approach it.


      So, I figured that if he ejected, he’d get away from me. I had just given up on that plan when a beam from one of the escort ships raced past me. The impact caused the Blue Hornet’s vessel—which was seconds from exploding anyway—to immediately blow up.


      “Yahoo! Looks like I shot down a named character. Thanks for the assist, dork! You’re not half bad!”


      That communication came from the Bishop-rank merc who had previously planned on putting the screws to Lambert and claiming Rossweisse for himself. His entourage was backing him up too.


      This used to happen all the time back when I was a rookie.


      On occasion, there had even been jerks who had taken all the credit despite showing up after the fact and not even firing any shots. At least this guy had done something, which was better than those guys.


      Moreover, since I hadn’t actually wanted to put up any results on this mission, this was like a dream come true.


      After a look askance at the mercs celebrating, I elected to head back to the mother ship to replenish my fuel and ammo.


      In the hangar, I spotted Arthur’s ship, along with several others, all undergoing maintenance.


      Right now, the convoy was at a complete stop. Every vessel that was still mobile had been deployed to search for and rescue people who’d managed to eject when they’d been shot down. Those pilots had also been asked to look for any bodies to bring back and store on the mother ship. Naturally, under the circumstances, they wouldn’t be distinguishing between friend and foe.


      After replenishing my fuel and ammo and checking my vessel for damage, I left the mother ship again to help with the search and rescue effort.


      That being said, we couldn’t just spend dozens of hours looking for people, so we had to limit ourselves to about two hours. Even so, we were still able to rescue several people who had successfully ejected from their ships. We also retrieved some bodies that were still intact.


      Thus, while there were some people we managed to rescue alive and others whose bodies we managed to retrieve, there were plenty more whose remains could not be found. There were also a number of empty spaces in the mother ship’s battlecraft standby zone now.


      For those living their lives in the world of mercenary work, this was an everyday occurrence. I couldn’t even remember when I had ended up being desensitized to it.


      Curiously, not one of the pirates or the Hornet Brigade was rescued. They hadn’t left any bodies we were able to identify either.


      It was possible that the Blue Hornet was among the remains we had found, but since there was no way of telling, I decided to pray that the fallen would all rest in peace.


      That’s a bit rich coming from the guy who helped kill them, though.


      Once our rescue efforts came to an end, our convoy set off once again. When my next assigned shift came up and I rejoined the security detail, I immediately received a transmission from Arthur.


      “Ouzos, have you got a minute?” he asked.


      “Hey,” I replied. “You’re not injured at all? You’re okay?”


      Arthur didn’t show any signs of injury, and I could see Seira behind him on the monitor.


      A serious expression came over his face. “We’re both fine. More importantly, are you really fine with that?”


      “Are you talking about the credit for taking down the Blue Hornet?”


      “That’s right. Are you sure you’re all right with that? You don’t mind someone going over your head and saying all you did was assist him, when you deserve the credit?”


      I could detect the anger in Arthur’s expression.


      Well, normally, it would be second nature to get upset when someone steals credit for something you’ve done.


      “Things like that used to happen all the time when I was a rookie. Besides, I didn’t want any credit this time,” I told him.


      After having lived through the same disagreeable experience over and over, I’d pretty much gotten used to it. And besides, I had my reasons for really not wanting to put up any results for this mission.


      At that moment, others broke in on our transmission channel.


      “After finding out that the military’s in on this, you don’t want any credit, yeah?” said Dan. He was on the same shift as me, so he was dialing in from his cockpit.


      The other intruder was Molieze, who was on break. “I know how you feel. If the likes of us got sucked into the army, we’d only be used as automatic merit generators or invincible meat shields.”


      “What do either of those things mean?” wondered Arthur. He didn’t understand what either of them was talking about, so he looked confused.


      Perhaps Arthur is from one of the empire’s home territories?


      “Let me put it simply. If people like us, from the colonies, joined the Imperial Army, an organization where the upper ranks are full of people from the home territories, all we can expect is rough treatment and an early death,” I explained.


      Dan, Molieze, and I were all from the colonies, so we knew all too well what happened when people like us joined the ranks of the military or the central bureaucracy. Of course, it wasn’t like horrible things ended up happening to everyone who went that route, but the number of people to whom horrible things happened made up the overwhelming majority.


      “So you see, on this occasion, I actually feel grateful that someone stole my credit away. Sorry to cause you all that worry,” I said.


      Seira appeared behind Arthur at that point. “See? I told you that you didn’t need to worry about him. I knew that if he was dissatisfied with the outcome, he would have been the first to make a fuss about it,” she said.


      “It certainly looks like you were right about that...” said Arthur.


      It seemed that Seira understood the feelings of people from the colonies—people like me—better than Arthur.


      Well, even though Dan, Molieze, and I would all balk at the idea of serving in the imperial court, there certainly are people from the colonies who do good work in the army and central bureaucracy.


      “Well, that’s the way it is, so you needn’t be concerned. Besides, there were people who stood out more than I did anyway,” I said.


      At that point, I spotted the ship piloted by Lambert (Rossweisse). It was returning to replenish its fuel and ammo.


      “That guy’s incredible...isn’t he?” said Arthur with an expression that held a mixture of respect and envy.


      He must be looking at Lambert’s (Rossweisse’s) ship on his monitor too.


      If some of the more perverted women with certain tastes around here saw that look on his face, I have no doubt they’d start drooling.


      Now that we had taken out the pirates who’d brought the Hornet Squadron along, there was no one else around to cause any trouble besides those guys from earlier. I had a truly peaceful time until it was time to swap shifts.


      Then, the next morning, we arrived at Planet Garostidal, which had a gate that would allow us to jump straight to the imperial homeworld.


      ☆☆☆


      Aside: Fialka Tielsad


      Once I had done my part to search for and rescue any survivors, instead of going to the mother ship where the other mercenaries were stationed, I returned to my own mother ship, the Uklimo. I took a shower on board, and under the water, I bit down on my lower lip as I reflected on my own inadequacies.


      I thought that my piloting skills had improved compared to my earlier days on the job.


      However, in reality, can I really say that?


      I certainly had managed to dispatch my share of the first wave of attackers without difficulty. However, once the Hornet Squadron had appeared, I had found myself firmly on the back foot. All my attempts at a counterattack had been easily evaded.


      Then, just like our previous encounter, I had found myself being chased around by the Hornet Squadron. I had needed him—Ouzos—and Dan Biltropp—aka the Graceful Swallow—to save me.


      Ouzos and Biltropp were charitable enough people to have imagined that had all been part of my plan, but I knew better than anyone that I simply hadn’t had the leeway to attempt a plan like that.


      One might say that the Hornet Squadron was just that strong. But I had no doubt that I had my own inadequacies.


      Considering the state of things, it now seemed morbidly embarrassing to me that I had ever spoken of beating Ouzos. And tremendously frustrating too.


      I continued to shower in silence for a little while. However, I couldn’t deny that there was more water streaming down my cheeks than the shower alone could account for.


      Once I finished up and left the shower, without asking me a single question, Shelley said she would cook me my favorite, pancakes.


      While I was waiting for them to be done, I made use of the fact that I was personally on break. I steeled myself and called a certain person.


      “Erm, excuse me for disturbing you while you’re working. Would you have a moment to speak with me?” I asked.


      “Hm? Whaddya want with me? Hey, you’re that Léopard girl, aint’cha?”


      The individual in question was Dan Biltropp. He grinned at me and casually lifted a plastic bottle filled with a purple liquid into frame.


      “Thank you very much for helping me earlier!” I said, bowing my head deeply. If he and Ouzos hadn’t saved me, I wouldn’t be here right now.


      However, the man in question briefly wore an expression as if he had no idea what I meant, but he soon remembered.


      “Did I help you...?” he asked. “Ah, you mean when the Hornets attacked, and we shot down the guys whose fire you drew?”


      “You said at the time that I had made an excellent lure, but... The truth is that they were simply chasing me down! If you hadn’t saved me then, I don’t know what would have become of me... Honestly, thank you so much!” I said, bowing again.


      Father had once said to me, “The thing about people is, when they truly feel grateful, from the bottom of their hearts, they’ll find their heads bowing all on their own.” At this moment, I finally understood this to be true.


      Biltropp gave me a toothy grin. “Oh, I see. Even so, you’ve got nothing to feel bad about. It’s a matter of give and take. If you want to show your gratitude, then all you need to do is save someone else next time.” He then gulped down the contents of his bottle. “Well, if you insist on doing something to thank me, join me for a drink the next chance you get. You see, I can only ever drink this while I’m on the job.”


      I took note of the bottle Biltropp was showing off. The label told me that he was drinking a Jewel Grape-flavored drink from the “Spark Liquid Fruits” line.


      “Very well, I shall join you if I have that opportunity,” I replied. “Though, as I am still just barely underage myself, I will have to order a Sunshine Orange-flavored Spark Liquid Fruits.”


      For a moment, Biltropp looked disappointed, but then, he said, “Well, I guess I should just be glad that I get to have a drink accompanied by a beautiful woman. Right, I’ll see you then.”


      “Yes. See you then,” I said and ended the transmission. After that, I went to my mother ship’s kitchen to get myself a bottle of Sunshine Orange.


      In all honesty, I knew that I should also have been extending my thanks to him—Ouzos—as well...but for some reason, I didn’t want to.


      Just as I was reflecting on this, Shelley brought the pancakes to my table. The hot food seemed a lot more important to me, so I decided to postpone that topic to a later date.


      ☆☆☆


      Aside: Toebal Sarclus


      In a room in the main residence of the House of Count Sarclus on Planet Brosrant—the count’s territory—Toebal Sarclus found himself face-to-face with Count Fweegas Sarclus, the lord of that domain and his elder brother. Right now, they were not facing each other as brothers, but as lord and vassal.


      “My lord. I have news to report,” Toebal Sarclus began.


      “What?”


      “The stratagem we pursued with that collaborator of yours has failed. The commander of our squadron, Tieas...was confirmed to have been shot down.”


      “Who was his opponent?” the count asked.


      “At first, a dogfight unfolded between him and Codename Khaki, but after a fierce battle, his ship was ultimately hit. There was no following fire from Khaki, and the commander apparently had had time enough to eject, but he was finished off by intervening beam fire.”


      “So he fiddled about with his escape apparatus...? Didn’t I always tell him to always stay aware of his surroundings on the battlefield, that one must stay vigilant, till I was blue in the face? But if something went wrong with his vessel, I suppose it couldn’t be helped...”


      Toebal watched his elder brother receive the news of his son’s death without the slightest change in his expression or demeanor beyond the slight inclination of the whiskey glass in his hand. Without changing his own expression, he continued his report.


      “What do you intend to do with the Hornet Squadron?”


      “Disband the Hornet Squadron and incorporate them into our regular forces. From this day forth, deploy them as regular troops in the Sarclus armed forces,” the count commanded.


      “It shall be done, my lord.”


      Then, once the report was concluded, Toebal changed. He now resumed the demeanor of one brother addressing another as he broached a question about a nephew he had once doted on.


      “Elder Brother, how would you like to avenge Tieas’s death?”


      “One doesn’t avenge deaths on the battlefield,” Fweegas replied. “His foe would have also been desperate to escape being killed. Tieas lost that clash, and there’s nothing more to say about it. Besides, from the enemy’s perspective, they have already avenged the deaths of many who were beloved on their side. Though I doubt it will be possible to recover his remains, we must hold a funeral. His cause of death will be given as killed in action while battling pirates.”


      “Very well...”


      Without showing a hint of indignation at his brother Fweegas’s indifferent manner of speech, Toebal left the room.


      A moment before the door closed...


      “Stupid boy...” murmured the count in a stifled voice, looking down at his hands. He did not fail to notice the drop of water that fell into his glass of whiskey.


      ★★★


    


  



  

    

      NPC No. 111: “As if you’d get any compensation for somethin’ like that.”


      Planet Garostidal was one of the many territories dotted throughout the Galactic Empire that was under the direct jurisdiction of the imperial throne.


      The reason for this was that there was a two-way gate in the planet’s vicinity connecting it to the imperial homeworld, Planet Hain. That obviously made it an important location for trade and logistics, but it was also valuable to the military. In fact, during a conflict between the empire and what had once been a separate state (though now just another regional territory), the emperor at the time—and this was quite a few emperors ago—had used the gate to ferry supplies, ammunition, and soldiers to replenish the forces who had been carrying out his war of aggression. It wasn’t difficult to see why this location was so important.


      Anyway, since Planet Garostidal was under the empire’s direct jurisdiction, it went without saying that security was incredibly strict there. So much so, in fact, that it was said its security forces hadn’t even budged to help put down the recent rebellion.


      Naturally, mercs like us could expect to be subjected to extremely harsh scrutiny at this checkpoint.


      On top of that, the toll at this gate was way higher than anywhere else. And, of course, nobles and commoners had to pay the same price. In the interest of securing the safety of the homeworld, even the previous emperor had been willing to compromise on this point.


      But that being said, at least commoners weren’t prevented from using it. This gate was apparently often used for school and work trips.


      Somehow, on this occasion, we were more or less waved through the checkpoint. Perhaps it was because our client, Staden Inc., was a company with such a long history with its headquarters on Hain. Or maybe it was because Jack Baldo Breskin, the commander of the Central Fleet’s Interceptor Squadron and the First Fleet, had a hand in this mission too. But either way, this was a turn of events that I was grateful for.


      I was also willing to be grateful to that Bishop-ranked fellow and his entourage and call them my sacrificial lambs. Though it turned out that nobody did anything so stupid as to bring up their mercenary rank—or their family name, since those guys were probably nobles—and adopt an overbearing attitude in order to force others to let them jump ahead in the line.


      Incidentally, the gate toll was levied on each ship that passed through it, so we made sure we were all docked aboard the mother ship for the crossing.


      Regrettably, Tielsad’s mother ship, the Uklimo, was obviously not able to fit inside the main mother ship, so she would have to pay her own way. However, since it was a necessary expense, she would apparently be able to get reimbursed for it later. The cost would be added to her pay.


      As I sat there, feeling just a little nervous, I watched the moment when the mother ship passed through the gate on a monitor linked to the ship’s external cameras.


      Though I called it a direct route to the homeworld, it wasn’t like we would actually arrive at Planet Hain immediately after traversing this gate. We’d have to fly another three hours or so after exiting the other side. It was said that, in times of emergency, imperial forces had made use of this distance to intercept the enemy.


      Though we were probably in the clear at this point, just to be safe, we carried out our guard duties all the same.


      Eventually, a beautiful blue planet came into view—the imperial homeworld of Hain.


      I had only ever been there once on a high school field trip. Back then, we had seen the imperial palace from the outside and had visited theme parks and colonies. Then, when I had been left to my own devices, I had visited anime shops and bookstores. So we went around a pretty fixed route.


      Just before we actually arrived at Planet Hain, all of the mercs got into our ships and took off from the mother ship.


      On Planet Hain, it had been decreed that the only vessels that could descend directly to the planet’s surface were the personal barges of the empress and the duke—meaning members of the royal family—and their escorts, as well as a select few warships and specialized cargo ships used for bringing in resources. All other ships were forbidden from touching down. It turned out that even our client’s goods would have to be transferred to one of these specialized cargo ships to make the delivery.


      On top of that, there were even rumors that an immense barrier was currently in the works to cover the whole planet.


      Because of these restrictions, Planet Hain was surrounded by a great many colonies to serve different functions. These were all clustered around a space port connected to an orbital elevator, allowing visitors to descend to the surface. There were colonies for loading and off-loading goods, colonies providing exclusive docking facilities to civilians, a police colony, a military colony, and—of course—a colony constructed specifically to serve as a branch of the Mercenaries Guild.


      Upon our arrival, a representative of Staden Inc. provided us with certificates of completion for our contracts. Over a monitor, he also offered words of gratitude and encouragement to the mercenaries who had taken part in the escort mission while giving prayers and thanks for those who had perished.




      After parking my ship on the dedicated mercenary colony, I immediately went to receive my payment from the branch office of the Mercenaries Guild HQ that was there.


      Unfortunately, it appeared that all the receptionists in this branch office were women.


      I had a really bad feeling about this, but since I had no choice but to go to the reception area if I wanted to be paid here, I made up my mind and approached one of them.


      “Excuse me. I’ve brought my certificate of completion for the escort mission, so I’d appreciate your help with the payment procedure,” I said.


      “Yes, sir. Right away. Please hold your certificate of completion and your ID up against this inspection unit... Right. Mr. John Ouzos, I see. You have fulfilled your contract with Staden Inc. Your payment has already been deposited here, so please go ahead and accept it.”


      “Ah, I’d like it in data money, please.”


      “Right away, sir. One moment...” she said. “Please hold the device you wish to receive the balance on right here.”


      Following the receptionist’s instructions, I held my Wrist-Com up against the scanner she proffered me. After an electronic beep went off, I received the payment on my Wrist-Com.


      “For the escort of Staden Inc.’s shipping convoy, you have been paid a fixed rate of 1.5 million credits as well as an additional hazard allowance of 1.5 million credits. Your total is 3 million credits. Please let me know if you need anything else today.”


      “N-No, thank you very much.”


      After I had given her my thanks, I felt the whole exchange had been anticlimactic. But at the same time, I was still very much on my guard.


      I’ve never had a payment procedure go so smoothly after requesting it from a female receptionist. This is way too fishy.


      Therefore, I remained on my guard since I expected a surprise attack to arrive after this moment of relief. But no one else in the guild branch said anything to me.


      Well, there are a lot of people besides me doing the exact same thing here, so I won’t have called too much attention to myself. It could also just be that there are other people who stand out way more.


      As I expected, the Lambert-Rossweisse duo, Arthur-Seira duo, Tielsad—aka Léopard—and those guys I had taken to calling my sacrificial lambs were all currently surrounded by people of a military bearing.


      Looks like the scouts showed up after all. I’m glad I gave away the credit for that kill.


      That being said, there’s no guarantee that someone like Lambert won’t let something slip, and some bad dudes might decide to pick a fight with me anyway, so I think I’ll get out of here sooner rather than later.




      In the time it took me to go from the reception lobby to the hangar, I wasn’t hassled by any other mercs. I got back to my ship in one piece and took care of refuelling it. Incidentally, since people moved frequently between colonies here, each one had its own refuelling facilities.


      Looks like I can depart right away, I thought.


      But the instant I was about to climb aboard my ship, someone threw a snide remark my way.


      “Hey. What’re you doin’ here, you dorky bastard?”


      The person spewing this abuse was a Queen-rank mercenary and the heir of a count—Straidam Bissen, the leader of Team Purgatorio. I was sure he had been arrested along with his entourage for the crime of extortion before.


      On this occasion, he was alone instead of being accompanied by his Purgatorio lackeys.


      Well, the guy started ranting and got punched by Alphonse Zaystall, but apart from that, there wasn’t any major harm done. He probably got his father to help him out, or maybe he volunteered to help put down the recent rebellion and got himself a pardon.


      “I only came here on the escort mission, and I was just about to head home,” I replied.


      In all honesty, I didn’t feel like addressing a jerk like him so politely, but I figured it was better to do so here to avoid any trouble.


      “Figures. You’d have to be quite the upstart to be a member at Guild HQ.”


      “Right you are. So, you will have to excuse me,” was all I said before I quickly tried to board my ship again.


      “Hold on. You know that blonde lady from Federhelm, don’t you?” he asked me.


      What on earth? I feel like this isn’t the first time I’ve been asked that recently...


      “Yes, a bit. We did work together on this mission.”


      “Then bring her to me,” he demanded.


      Well, I figured he wanted something like that.


      So, without hesitation, I answered, “I don’t think I could. I could try talking to her, but she wouldn’t give me the time of day.”


      This jerk probably shares my own estimation of myself, so this should be enough to get him to back off. I think I’ll contact Rossweisse once I’ve gotten out of here.


      But the jerk’s response far exceeded my expectations.


      “Tch! You’re useless!” he yelled. “Hey! If you can’t help me, then pay me compensation!”


      Huh? What’s this jerk talkin’ about? As if he’d get any compensation for a thing like that!


      He’d hurled snide remarks and abuse at me before, but this was the first time he had demanded money from me.


      I bet his father stopped giving him his pocket money after he got arrested. That’s probably why his entourage is gone. I wonder if he got knocked down a rank or two as well?


      Because of all that, he immediately tried to shake me down. I guess from this jerk’s perspective, that’s a perfectly reasonable demand.


      What should I do? I wondered with a sigh.


      Someone with a deep, throaty voice joined our conversation. “As if you’d get any compensation for somethin’ like that,” I heard him say.


      It was a voice I’d heard before—and one I had hoped never to hear again.


    


  



  

    

      NPC No. 112: “Still, you won’t mind if I ask for you personally the next time I’m recruiting mercs for a job, will ya?”


      “As if you’d get any compensation for somethin’ like that.”


      That voice belonged to His Excellency Admiral Jack Baldo Breskin, who had once rescued me from being recruited by Riol Barnekust.


      “L-Lord Breskin...”


      Being a noble himself and the son of a count, Straidam Bissen was not unfamiliar with the marquess’s face, of course. His body tensed up like crazy.


      “You, what’s your name?” the admiral asked.


      “Str-Straidam Bissen, my lord!”


      Bissen seemed to be quite frightened by the appearance of a noble who outranked his own father. The admiral also happened to be a military man with a muscular physique, which only added to the pressure he could exert.


      Since the count’s son was a merc himself, I didn’t see why he would be so petrified. But maybe being a noble meant he understood just how much of a threat Admiral Breskin—a marquess—could be.


      “I see, so you’re Count Bissen’s boy... Look, kid, you can’t even approach one woman by yourself? I’ve never heard anything so pathetic. That’s the kind of thing you should take care of on your own. And you’re trying to fleece someone who has nothing to do with that problem for money? How selfish can you be?”


      The lord admiral seemed to be more upset that Bissen couldn’t manage to approach a lady by himself than by the fact that he had tried to extort me for compensation.


      “B-But... He’s just a commoner from the colonies...” Bissen whined.


      “Oh, so it’s like that, huh? You think that you can do what you like to somebody if you’ve got a higher standing or a high rank?”


      “That’s right! Very well put!” cried Bissen. He was extremely frightened, but was sticking to his point of view regardless.


      Just as he thought the admiral understood his point of view and was starting to celebrate...


      “In that case, there wouldn’t be any problem with me taking you for everything you’re worth, now would there?” responded the lord admiral.


      This seemed to be far from what the count’s son had expected.


      A look of absolute astonishment came over Bissen’s face. “Huh? But why...?”


      “I am a marquess, with my own honors. As the mere son of a count, you don’t even have a title of your own. I obviously have a higher status and a superior position to you, don’t I?” asked the admiral.


      Even if they could both be described as nobles, there was an obvious difference between someone who had his own title and someone who was just related to someone with one. For example, if you compared the son of a marquess and a baron, the baron occupied a higher position. Furthermore, in this case, Bissen was dealing with someone whose personal title was ranked higher, which made the count’s son even more definitively inferior.


      “Y’see? Now then, hand over your life savings, will ya?”


      “I-I’m sorry! I beg your forgiveness!”


      He’s obviously super intimidated by the admiral, but it’s obvious he’s just messing with him, right?


      “First, you should apologize to him,” said the admiral to the terrified Bissen.


      “I-I am terribly sorry!” Bissen said to me. His apology to me seemed to burst forth from him.


      “Please refrain from doing anything like this in the future,” I said.


      In all honesty, considering what he’d already done to me in the past, I would have liked to thump him, but since I knew his subsequent retaliation would only bring me more trouble, I simply gave him a warning.


      “G-Got it! Excuse me!” cried the count’s son. He quickly fled the scene out of what I figured must have been his terror of the lord admiral.


      I’m sure that, deep down, he’s still cursing at me...




      Once I was very sure that Bissen was gone, the first thing I did was express my gratitude to the lord admiral for saving me.


      “Thank you very much for getting me out of that jam.”


      “You see a lotta guys like him?” he asked.


      “They certainly aren’t rare, but maybe I just attract that sort of attention.”


      “That’s a hard life you got there...” said the lord admiral. He stroked his chin and glared in the direction in which Bissen had fled. Then, he slowly turned to face me with a wolfish grin on his face. “Right. Well, if you really feel grateful, come keep me company for a bit.”




      The lord admiral took me to a bar in a downtown area of the spaceport. It was a chill place with nothing but counter seats and slow-paced music.


      After we sat down at the counter, the admiral ordered an expensive-sounding whiskey on the rocks. Since getting a soft drink at a bar would just feel wrong, I decided I would at least order a beer.


      After taking a sip, I took my chance to ask the admiral directly about the matter that had been bothering me, even though I had already heard some of what had led up to the mission from Gonzales.


      “Your Excellency, was I right in thinking that you were the one who set up this mission with Staden Inc.?”


      “Nah,” he replied. “I just happened to bump into my pal David in a bar a little while back. He told me that he wanted to employ some security personnel to escort a shipment of goods he’d bought up in the territories, but he wasn’t sure how to manage it and wanted my advice. After I scared him a little by telling him that pirates would be after him if he was too bold, he said to me, ‘That’s why I came to you for advice. I want you to get me personnel for the escort who won’t lose to the pirates. What, are you telling me you can’t?’ We’d both had a lot to drink at that point, so I got a little carried away and shot back, ‘Of course I damn well can!’ And that was when he handed me a list of mercenaries he’d already recruited. Even though I had my own paperwork to get back to, we spent the rest of the night looking at his files and deciding on the security shifts. And well, I thought to myself, if I didn’t take advantage of that to do some army recruitment, it wouldn’t be worth my while.”


      The lord admiral recalled those events with a fed up expression on his face.


      I assume “David” is the president of Staden Inc.


      “So that’s why you required a minimum of Knight rank on the contract?” I asked.


      “Yeah. And you took out most of the wrong’uns, didn’t ya? If those Hornets hadn’t shown up, you wouldn’t have had a single casualty.”


      An expression of regret came over him at that point. The lord admiral lifted his glass of whiskey and sighed.


      I couldn’t help but ask a follow-up question, however.


      “You know about the Hornet Squadron?”


      “We’ve gotten eyewitness reports about that team of mercs from a bunch of different battlefields. We didn’t know that much about them, but we were looking to scout ’em. But since they decided to join up with the pirates and attack us, we can’t do that anymore.” After another exasperated sigh, the admiral lifted his glass of whiskey again. But then, he turned back to me. “By the way... Buddy, I know you’ve been approached about joining the army before by that former classmate of yours. Have you changed your mind since then?”


      He was taking another stab at recruiting me into the military, just like I’d expected.


      “I’m not cut out for the military. My feelings haven’t changed,” I said, turning him down with a wry smile.


      “A shame. For my part, I’d really like to nab the guy who took down the Blue Hornet,” he said, giving me that wolfish grin again.


      “Please, give it a rest,” I said.


      In all honesty, I was scared out of my wits, but I could hardly run away from this.


      “Ha ha ha! Well, if I tried forcing someone to join my unit against their will, I could hardly expect them to work for me willingly afterward. Well, just this once, we’ll let the record show that the guy whose name is currently on the report is the one who took down the Blue Hornet.” After letting out another light chuckle, the lord admiral downed the rest of his whiskey and rested a heavy hand on my shoulder. “Still, you won’t mind if I ask for you personally the next time I’m recruiting mercs for a job, will ya?”


      Ah, so that’s how it is.


      In exchange for “giving up”—i.e., giving it a rest with the military recruitment—he expects me to “prioritize”—or in other words, never turn down—any job he might have for me.


      Well, that’s still better than going into the army. I’m sure he’ll understand if there’s a job I really can’t accept.


      “Understood. Should you have any work for me, I’ll accept any contracts I’m able to...” I replied.


      “Hey! I’m glad to hear it! Looking forward to working with ya!” the lord admiral cried as he slapped me on the back. The force of it caused me to struggle to breathe for a moment.
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      NPC No. 113: “Sounds like it’ll be satisfying to show them some hospitality.”


      The lord admiral ended up letting me go right after that exchange. But since I’d drunk some alcohol—and I didn’t usually drink—I decided to spend that night at the spaceport, even though I’d only had a little.


      Just as I thought, I was fine the next morning. Anyway, instead of using the same gate we had used to reach the homeworld during the mission, I took a series of other gates on my return trip. While that required me to take the long way around, the tolls were far cheaper. After a few days of travel time, I returned home to Planet Ittsu.


      Since I was based on this planet, I didn’t moor my ship at the spaceport. Instead, I descended to the planet’s surface and parked it in the hangar of the Mercenaries Guild. I skipped the reception area and went straight home. I slept like a log.


      When I awoke, I cleaned my apartment and took out the trash like I always did after returning from a mission. Once that was done, I figured I’d go to the spa I’d visited once before—Relaxation Health Land.


      I’ll be able to get some breakfast there. But, more importantly, I’ll get to soothe my body after that tiring mission.


      When I arrived at Relaxation Health Land, I headed to the baths first. Though the shower on my ship and my bath at home weren’t bad, I was reminded once more that they just couldn’t stand up to the spacious baths they had here.


      I didn’t bump into that old geezer Bernard as I had on the previous visit, so I got to savor my time in the bath. Once I was done there, I enjoyed my breakfast all by myself.




      After washing up and eating, I would usually head to Animember and stock up on all kinds of things. However, today I thought, why not see a movie instead? And so I headed to a multiplex called Cinema Dudomay.


      This multiplex had two kinds of theaters inside—ones with immersive full-3D screens and ones with immersive headgear systems. The immersive full-3D screens had special gear embedded in the theaters themselves, allowing the audience to watch movies while enjoying a certain amount of realism. As for the second type of theater, the immersive headgear made audience members feel like they were really there in each scene, experiencing it firsthand.


      Out of the movies currently being shown at the multiplex, the most intriguing ones were the freak-out comedy Shark Girl, the action epic Avenging Ogre, and The Tribulations of the Queen and her Reverse Harem, a live-action adaptation of a romantic comedy manga.


      I guess that’s about it.


      They all looked intriguing enough in their own way, but since I’d have the shortest wait time to see the next screening of Avenging Ogre, I chose to see that.


      Avenging Ogre was the story of a planet ruled by a race of people with horns. One day, it was suddenly invaded by a militant group bearing the emblem of a peach, who called themselves the Peach Emperor Army. After that group attacked the horned people’s royal palace and slaughtered every soldier and royal within, they proceeded to rob the planet of all its young women and children, all its precious resources, and any artifacts of their cultural heritage that the Peach Emperor Army deemed valuable.


      Of course, the horned people fought back, but they were all murdered without it making a difference. To top it all off, the invaders unleashed a gas weapon—known as the Banto—which had been designed to kill off the horned people on a planetary scale. They were practically annihilated.


      Throughout all of this, just one member of the horned people was lucky enough to survive—a boy from their royal family who was about seventeen years old. He then proceeded to infiltrate the Peach Emperor Army’s base to seek his revenge against a wolf-woman and gorilla-man—members of the beastfolk race. In the end, he also went after the human who called himself the Peach Emperor.


      While you could call the movie formulaic, it had a number of gimmicks too. Ultimately, it was actually pretty entertaining.




      After the movie was over and I was wandering around, thinking about what to have for lunch, I heard a loud voice ringing out from somewhere.


      “At the present moment, the Galactic Empire is severely weakened! This is our moment! It is time for every state that was made a colony to stand up and bring this empire down! Only then will we take back our rightful lives! Our rightful states!” someone cried.


      It looked like the same activist group Gonzales and I had seen near the station on our way home after hanging out one day were at it again.


      As a matter of fact, these days, many people had been freed from oppressive regimes. This was due to the scores of nobles who had been punished for daring to challenge the empress. The activists apparently sought to take advantage of this population to demand the liberation of the colonies.


      At present, however, some colonies didn’t have the economic ability to become independent, even if they wanted to. A number of them even had to import their food from other sectors. In either case, it wouldn’t be easy for many of them to break away.


      Furthermore, it was thought that battle would be an unavoidable step toward independence. There were more than a few people who recoiled from the idea as a result, especially since they had already experienced the war with the rebel army.


      Also, while the authorities had previously overlooked these demonstrations to an extent before that war...


      “This is the police! You are breaking an ordinance against disturbing the peace, and you must disperse now! We will arrest anyone who fails to comply!”


      That same leniency would not apply in the tense environment that followed the conclusion of the war. These days, protests were subject to strict control.


      As for me? The best thing for me to do at a time like this was to move away quickly before I got caught up in the crackdown.


      ☆☆☆


      Aside: Scuna Noswile


      Planet Lagmos.


      This planet was home to one enormous continent (dubbed the Great Forest of Stone) and a beautiful, bountiful ocean, and it would be serving as the racecourse for the qualifiers in the latest Planet Racing Grand Prix.


      Pillars of stone—with diameters ranging from thirty centimeters to fifty meters and anywhere from one centimeter to ten thousand meters in height—so crowded the planet’s continental surface that they seemed to be infinite. Apparently, academics still hadn’t reached a verdict about why they had formed that way.


      While these pillars of stone did sometimes break and fall over as part of a natural phenomenon, the absence of any vicious native wildlife made this a safe place. However, the endless procession of stone pillars did mess with my sense of direction. Without a compass—no, even with a compass—I felt I was bound to get lost in this natural labyrinth.


      Today’s course, which required us to fly between these stone pillars, would really challenge our ability to select a flight path and make split-second decisions. Though the course was simple, it was really designed to test a pilot’s prowess.


      Moments before the start of the race, I meditated in my dressing room to sharpen my nerves for the race ahead of me.


      Then, a knock resounded at the door.


      “Scuna, can I come in?”


      “Go ahead.”


      I was joined by Gunil Karlad, the owner of my Planet Racing team, Crystalweed. He was also our team’s leader. Though he hadn’t disclosed his age, Gunil was a man who looked like he was in his thirties.


      “How are you feeling about the race? Think you’ll do well?” he asked.


      “Yes, I do. I’ve flown this course a few times before, so I have a good grasp of where the riskiest spots are.”


      In this case, when I said “risky,” I meant locations where I would be most likely to be engaged in combat. I’d been attacked in said locations before.


      “I see. Well, with your skill, you’re a shoo-in to make it past the qualifiers. Just try to keep your head in the game.”


      “Yes. I shall.”


      “But you don’t need to aim for first place. Just focus on making it past the qualifiers. I need you to conserve your stamina. I’ve got some business for you after this,” he said.


      That caused me to tense up. “A job?” I asked.


      “Yeah. Recently, Sales Team 2 tried and failed to woo some potential customers who had just gone out bargain shopping. Some of our part-timers went to their rescue but also came up short. Our sales numbers are looking precarious right now.”


      “So, who will our next customer be?”


      “Someone delicate and difficult to please,” he said. “You’ll need to be careful about how you handle them.”


      “Sounds like it’ll be satisfying to show them some hospitality.”


      If a third party were listening to this conversation, they would probably think that I was involved in some kind of sketchy business.


      What we were actually discussing was this, essentially:


      “But you don’t need to aim for first place. Just focus on making it past the qualifiers. I need you to conserve your stamina. I’ve got a mission for you.”


      “A raid mission?” I asked.


      “Yeah. Another unit tried raiding the convoy sent by Staden Inc.—the ones who bought up all those discounted goods recently. That unit was wiped out. The squadron belonging to Count Sarclus, another collaborator, sent his own squadron to reinforce them, but they were sent packing. We don’t have enough funds,” he explained.


      “Who do we need to raid?”


      “Some nobles who didn’t participate in the recent rebellion.”


      “Sounds like it’ll be satisfying to show them some hospitality,” I replied.


      


      Business. That was the code word our boss used when he had a mission for us.


      Crystalweed, the Planet Racing team I belonged to, was in fact a front for an anti-imperial resistance organization.


      For a time, we had also carried out missions under the name of the Kaides Pirate Band, but when that band had become too notorious, we had built a fortress in a retrofitted asteroid to use as a hideout. We had then purposely let that information leak, which had led to the fortress’s annihilation.


      The light manned battlecraft that had been used for that mission had, in fact, been piloted using the remote control system installed on our team’s transport ship, Seed One.


      During that battle, ships piloted by several of our members—including me and my friend Aero Zurelia Tinks—had been shot down at least once by the mercenary John Ouzos.


      As for myself, I had challenged him five times and got shot down each and every time.


      But, strangely enough, that didn’t frustrate me.


      After all, I had only survived on the battlefield during the Teacher-Student Mercenary Recruiting Incident that had taken place during my first year of high school by imitating his piloting style—the John Ouzos piloting style.


      “That being said, the race comes first. The odds put up by the bookmakers favor you. Go and help the bookies make some profit while living up to your fans’ expectations,” the owner-slash-leader of our team said to me with an air that was somehow both refreshing and stifling at the same time. Then, he flashed me a thumbs-up.


      Wait... This means that he bet on someone else after finding out I had a mission coming my way, right? Even though people associated with any team are forbidden from dealing with the bookies...


      In that case, I’ll take first place and still save some energy for later.


      I don’t think I’m about to lose to stationary rocks or any pilots inferior to John Ouzos.


      ★★★
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      NPC No. 114: “Keep talking like that, and you’ll make every woman in the universe your enemy...”


      To avoid getting caught up in any trouble, I got out of there in a hurry. Then, with a mind to getting some lunch, I headed to a branch of an old reliable fast-food chain, Stardust Burger.


      I ordered an iced coffee and a cheeseburger with fries. The cashier recommended a new menu item to me, the White Sauce Burger, but I decided not to try it for whatever reason.


      I was sitting at my table, reading light novels on my Wrist-Com and munching on fries when I overheard a conversation between two high school girls who were seated nearby.


      “Heck yeah! Finally managed to get my hands on a platinum ticket!”


      “You’re gonna go to the Planet Racing Grand Prix finals? How did you get one?!”


      “I just signed up with the official vendor, and I got one!”


      “You’re so lucky... By the time I did that, they were all gone.”


      “It really was just a bit of luck on my part. Now I can finally meet Noswile!”


      “No way. You’re not gonna meet the racers just because you have a ticket to watch the race.”


      “But maybe I’ll bump into her!”


      “Ha ha. I’d sure like to meet her too, if I could. She’s way cooler than any of those loser dudes.”


      “Isn’t she? I wonder if there’s anything I can do to make sure I see her in person...”


      The two girls appeared to be fans of Noswile. This conversation reminded me of just how popular she was with women.


      “Maybe, after the race, I’ll be called to her dressing rooms. She’ll say, ‘During the race, a girl in the crowd caught my eye. I felt like I just had to nab her...’ And then she’ll make me her lover, or maybe the team mascot...”


      “Ha ha ha! You’re full of it.”


      “I know! But... I bet she’s already seeing one of her teammates, or maybe somebody on the team’s staff. I bet she’d never make it public, though.”


      “Of course not! Hmm... If she’s seeing somebody outside the team, they’d have to be some perfect hottie even taller than Noswile—well, if he’s a man. If she’s with a woman, I bet she’s a sweet, frail girl you just feel like you have to protect!”


      “No way! If it’s a man, why not a sweet, frail, pretty boy? Maybe a guy who likes skirts and all?”


      “That... You know, that works too!”


      I don’t really like where this conversation is going.


      If she doesn’t have a boyfriend, then a girlfriend...? Maybe Noswile is into that.


      Actually... Nah, I don’t think so. Which means that being a hit with the ladies must be tough for her.


      Come to think of it, I feel like I saw a “thin volume” starring an original character who resembled Noswile a lot. Maybe I’ll go and look for a copy at Animember after this... Eh, let’s not do that.


      ☆☆☆


      Aside: Rossweisse


      “Mmm, yum! The muscat parfaits here really are the best!” I exclaimed in admiration after tasting the emerald green dessert in front of me.


      While I was enjoying said muscat parfait to the fullest...


      “Y’know, I’ve been meaning to ask... Ever since you got that body, you’ve been eating everything you can get your hands on. Why would a ship be so obsessed with food?” Lambert asked. My passenger-slash-partner had a mystified look on his face as he watched me.


      “This is a bioroid body, so I need to eat.”


      “Even so, aren’t you eating a bit too much?”


      He did have a point. There were more than ten empty parfait glasses sitting on the table before me.


      “But, with this bioroid body, I won’t get fat no matter how much I eat. It’d be a shame if I didn’t use it to enjoy all kinds of food.”


      Unlike humans, after converting the food I consume into energy, the avatar I’ve created with this bioroid appearance will never change, even if it’s storing excess energy for later use.


      Lambert sipped his coffee with an ambivalent expression on his face. “Keep talking like that, and you’ll make every woman in the universe your enemy...” he said.


      By the way, we were sitting in a location of the Estrella Coffee café chain as we had this conversation. It was a fairly trendy place. This was actually the same café where I once spoke to Captain Ouzos. That day, he had ended up in a fight with some amateur he knew.


      “Incidentally, what do you plan to do about that invitation from the army you got a while back?” I asked Lambert.


      “I’d rather not accept it. It sounds kinda restrictive, and I’ll only get more people coming up to me demanding that I hand you over. We get enough of those already...”


      This has happened to Lambert before. Last time, he was being celebrated for the results he put up in the recent war, so he was able to attend the empress’s thank-you party. After we finished up our last job, that escort mission to the capital, some people from the military invited him to join again.


      However, judging from his tone right now, he doesn’t have any intention of accepting their offer.


      “I know, I can’t stand them. Particularly that one woman...” I muttered.


      “That woman... Do you mean Captain Hyliat? She is gorgeous, but something about her just feels off...”


      “You’d do well to trust your senses when it comes to her. Don’t forget that.”


      The “Captain Hyliat” Lambert had referred to was a key member of the military’s propaganda personnel. She was a needlessly sly woman. Lambert’s hunch that something was off about her seemed eminently reasonable to me.


      “Considering all that, maybe it was a mistake to take the promotion... Other Bishop-rank mercenaries in the guild who also happen to be nobles are always hassling me for one reason or another. I can understand why some people would want to stay at Knight rank...” said Lambert, sighing and sipping his coffee again.


      Though his skills had improved a bit, if he hadn’t been flying me this whole time, he would have been stuck at around Rook rank. Despite that, there were a surprising number of mercenaries at Bishop rank like him who were at his level of skill or below.


      Of course, there were some people whose combat records were only at the minimum acceptable level for that rank, but who had made up for that with other achievements; those people gave off a whole different vibe.


      At any rate, those who had risen through the ranks through undeniable ability and honest work wouldn’t hassle us for no reason. The only guys who bothered us were trash who had no skills and had never done an honest day’s work...


      “Ah! There he is! It’s Reargraz!”


      “He’s just as handsome as they say!”


      “Looks like he has some unwanted company with him, though...”


      Sounds like some stupid women who are obviously just after his money.


      We’ve been hassled day in and day out at the Mercenaries Guild, but has the day finally come for us to start being bothered outside the guild?


      All three of them look like guild receptionists. And to top it all off, one of them was a sympathizer of Straidam Bissen, the Queen-rank mercenary.


      After losing their golden goose, I guess they set their sights on Lambert since he’s one of the day’s most promising highfliers. I can tell they’re passionate about their work.


      Kalunina Barton, one of the female receptionists, ignored me entirely and started chatting Lambert up with all her sexiness on display.


      “Hey, Reargraz. There’s something we’d like to talk to you about,” she said.


      “What? I’ve got something scheduled after this, so can you make it quick?”


      However, Lambert only gave her that irritated-sounding reply.


      “W-We can’t talk about it here,” Kalunina Barton stammered. “And it’s a little difficult to discuss with her around... So we’d like you to come with us.”


      Ah. She sounded a bit irritable just now.


      The woman paused to put on a more cheerful expression and then made one more attempt to get Lambert’s attention. However...


      “Then I’ll have to ask you to leave,” Lambert replied. “If you’re asking me to treat my own partner, who’s right here next to me, like an outcast, I won’t speak to you.”


      “Wha...?”


      Looks like Lambert won’t even give them the time of day.


      Now, why does he dislike this receptionist?


      In truth, Lambert had heard from another receptionist named Alphonse Zaystall (A woman? A man? I didn’t know) that this particular woman had attempted to sell him and me as slaves to Straidam Bissen.


      Well, there isn’t anyone alive who would be taken in by the overtures of someone who had tried to sell them into slavery.


      But forget that—just how long are these women going to ignore me?


      I decided to speak up. “How about the three of you give up already?”


      The receptionists finally turned their gazes upon me.


      “We have business with Reargraz here. Would you consider butting out?”


      “I won’t. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if Lambert ended up as someone’s slave.”


      Though Kalunina Barton had been treating me like an idiot up until this point, she flinched a little at my response.


      “I wasn’t about to...” she began.


      “You don’t think you can talk your way out of this, surely? After all, you’re the one who dragged me into it last time,” Lambert shot back.


      The receptionist was about to make excuses, but before she could, Lambert openly confronted her with his feelings of anger, which was rare for him.


      Considering how happy-go-lucky Lambert always is, I bet she couldn’t believe her ears.


      The receptionists looked frightened when they picked up on how angry Lambert was.


      “S-Some other day, then...”


      “Please excuse us!”


      The women speedily fled from the scene.


      As I watched Lambert sigh with relief, I took another bite of my muscat parfait and wondered what flavor to order next.


      “Ahhh... Delicious.”


      ★★★


    


  



  

    

      NPC No. 115: “Sure, though I gotta say, you really seem to like dull jobs like this.”


      After my meal at Stardust Burger, I picked up the latest volume of The Skeleton Knight’s Otherworldly Pilgrimage. I also stopped at a regular bookstore called Imperial Progress Books and bought the third paperback volume of the historical fiction series The Mercenary Trade. I was just on my way home when...


      “Hello there.”


      Someone struck up a conversation with me.


      At first, I thought it must be some aggressive salesperson, but when I got a better look at them, I saw it was Greicia Qurees, the owner of Qurees’s Recycle and Repairs Garage. She’d helped me out with my search for radar a while back. At her store, she typically wore a yellow jumpsuit with welding goggles, but today, she was smartly dressed in a formfitting business suit.


      “Ah... H-How’ve you been?” I asked. “Thanks again for helping me source that radar.”


      “Has it been working all right since then?”


      “Yes. It’s been functioning properly.”


      Carrying out a necessary conversation with her in the shop was one thing, but talking to her while standing on the sidewalk is making me feel pretty self-conscious.
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      “Oh, yeah. Can you give me your contact information? I’ll give you my shop’s info too. We end up with a lot of unused clearance parts, so I’d like to be able to send you my recommendations if we get a new radar or something.”


      Well, at least she’s still only talking about parts. I don’t feel so nervous now.


      “Sure. If you get anything good in, I’d definitely be interested as long as it’s within my budget.”


      Though I didn’t really feel much of a desire to buy anything new right now, I figured there was no harm in exchanging my contact details with the owner of a shop like hers—strictly for business, of course. We shared contact information, and Qurees’s Garage was added to my list of shops.


      “All good. Hang on, are you out shopping for something right now?” asked Qurees casually once she was done with her terminal.


      “I just finished and was on my way home.”


      “Lucky! I have a meeting with the recycling shop union after this. They never have anything important to talk about, but I still have to go and listen to them time after time...” muttered Qurees. The expression on her face reminded me of Gonzales’s when he had been talking about his own meetings.


      “Yeah, sounds like a pain. I know what you mean.”


      Even someone like me, who’d never been to such a meeting, could imagine how excruciating they were from the way she looked.


      “Right. Well, I’d better be going. If I show up late, they’ll give me more grief. Okay, then, I’ll contact you if anything good comes in.”


      “Yes, please do,” I said.


      Though she had a weary expression on her face, Qurees walked away with a spring in her step.


      As for me, after stopping briefly at my apartment, I went to the neighborhood supermarket to buy ingredients for dinner.




      The next morning, like always, I tidied up my apartment and took out the trash before heading to the Mercenaries Guild to look for work.


      After glancing at the bulletin board, I went to speak to Old Man Lohnes.


      “’Sup?”


      “Hey. Looks like you found a little time to clear your head,” he said.


      “Yeah, but I’d rather not take on a contract where the army’s involved ever again.”


      Though now that the lord admiral has set his sights on me, it’s already too late.


      “You know I didn’t pick it out for you knowing that, right?”


      “Of course I know that,” I replied. “So, got anything good today? I didn’t see anything but pirate hunts on the board.”


      Pirate sightings seemed to be on the rise lately; perhaps it was because territorial reforms had created a thriving logistical network throughout the empire.


      “Lemme see... There’s a security detail on a gate that’s under repair, like you did a few missions back.”


      “What’s the location?”


      “The gate by Planet Leoeodewdoh, which is pretty close to Planet Gatohaga.”


      The details of the job he showed me were like this.


      


      Task description: To guard a worksite for the duration of the work being done to replace the wormhole’s stabilizing plates.


      Task duration: 72 hours in Galactic Standard Time.


      Security personnel will take turns working 8-hour shifts, followed by 16 hours on standby.


      Work environment: The contractor will be entitled to the free use of the accommodations (capsule-style hotel) and free meals in the accompanying administrative colony.


      Fuel will be provided for the contractor’s spaceship.


      Work conditions: Contractor must bring their own spaceship.


      Contractor will be liable for any repair costs in the event that their spaceship is damaged.


      In the event of an emergency, contractor will be required to sortie and resolve the problem, even when on standby.


      Due to the above requirement, contractor is not permitted to leave the colony while on standby.


      Compensation: 360,000 credits (fixed), plus hazard allowance.


      


      Apart from the duration of the contract and the amount of compensation, this was no different than the previous mission he’d mentioned. The only issue here was the location.


      Planet Leoeodewdoh was on the empire’s border, which put it close to Nekirelma. Furthermore, it was near the site of a recent battle. Considering the current state of the empire, that meant this area was pretty unstable.


      That being said, it was heavily patrolled by the army and the private forces of nobles who were concerned about the security of the border. Things had gotten pretty hairy there before, but I wanted to believe that nothing like that could happen on this occasion.


      “I’ll take it.”


      “Sure, though I gotta say, you really seem to like dull jobs like this,” said the old man. He was teasing me, but I decided to ignore him and carry on with the paperwork.


      Like I’d do something to make myself stand out...




      I left for the job the following morning. Since I had gotten myself well prepared the previous night, I ended up arriving at the work site before my first day of work.


      It looked like this would be a pure security job, so I wouldn’t have to help collect debris like I had last time.


      The first day went by without a single issue, besides the fact that my time on standby was boring.


      Please, let the rest of the contract run out like this, without anything happening, I thought as I ate dinner after my shift on the second day.


      Then, I overheard a group of workers chatting nearby. They were all eating and drinking booze.


      “Say, you know how those nobles rebelled not too long ago?”


      “Yeah? What about them?”


      “Don’t you think that only happened because the empress is spineless?”


      These pals, despite surely having work again tomorrow, had all decided that once night had fallen, they ought to start drinking. A middle-aged man, who’d had a fair bit to drink even for their group, had made that last comment.


      On a typical colony, where the time would distinguish between night and day, this attitude to drinking wouldn’t have been a problem. However, this colony was a facility meant to serve as a base for intensive work on the gate. There was no sense of night and day here, so people made the distinction in a different way—when you’re working, it’s day, and when your work is finished, it’s night.


      Anyway, I would admit that what the man was saying wasn’t necessarily wrong. If Her Majesty the Empress had been capable of applying enough pressure to silence the rebellious nobles, that revolt may never have happened. He’d had a point.


      But when the man’s colleagues heard what he had to say, they laughed.


      “What are ya talkin’ about? The current empress gives a lotta thought to us common people, y’know?” one said.


      “Plus, she’s gorgeous!” added another.


      “But we common people still have to suffer under those shithead nobles, don’t we?!”


      “But a lotta those same shithead nobles were punished after that revolt, right?”


      “But there’s gotta be some left, you know?! Nobles get to run wild because our empire is ruled by that little girl! If you think I’ll let myself get killed without a fight on her account, you’ve got another thing coming!” the man proclaimed loudly.


      That last line caused all the eyes in the room to fall on him. On top of that, some people who had heard his earlier comments had started glaring at him with a slight hint of menace.


      Figures. “Our Chosen Beauty and Empress” has an approval rating of 75 percent. She’s freaking popular!


      “Hey! You’re being a bit too disrespectful! Can you stop talking like that?!”


      “Shut the hell up! You’re the one disrespecting me, you jerk!”


      “Everybody! Help me restrain him!”


      The man’s colleagues, now realizing that public opinion was against them, used all their strength to hold him back. The man struggled, but with several grown men pinning him down, he understandably wasn’t able to resist for long.


      He was pretty drunk, but from the way he was talking, might he be working for that group of anti-imperial demonstrators?


      Well, while it’s not like I can’t see where he’s coming from, c’mon now. You can’t openly criticize an empress who’s that popular right now.




      At breakfast the following morning, that group of workers—including the possible protestor who’d spewed that abuse about the empress—came to apologize to the other workers and the mercs who’d been there the previous day. They apparently still had some booze in their system, though, since they didn’t seem to be feeling so good.


      But after that, the workers got straight to work without giving their hangovers a second thought. They did a bang-up job too. My shift for the third day ended without incident.


      Of course, I couldn’t head home just because my shifts were done. I was still on-call until the term of my binding contract expired.


      There was no commotion whatsoever this time, and the rest of the day passed without incident.


      But, unknown to me, a commotion was brewing...


    


  



  

    

      NPC No. 116: “If you will not support our mission, we’ll blow you away along with this entire colony!”


      ☆☆☆


      Aside: Third-Person Perspective


      When the last of the work on the gate maintenance was completed, a stream of workers and mercenaries who were on the final shift made their way back to the colony. Once everyone who had worked that last shift returned to the colony, everyone would finally be released from their duties.


      The maintenance workers were scheduled to go home on a large ship provided by their construction company, so they didn’t have anything particular to do until that ship arrived. But since each of the mercenaries had their own personal spacecraft, just about all of them who hadn’t worked on that last shift were ready to head home as soon as they were released from their contracts.


      As the mercenaries approached the corridor leading to the hangar where their ships were parked, they found their path blocked. There were several maintenance workers there, armed with assault beam rifles and grenades, and wearing reflex jackets and anti-material protection vests. The mercenaries wondered what extraordinary circumstances had occurred to lead to this, but when they saw that nothing seemed particularly out of the ordinary on the colony, they realized it was the workers in front of them who were unusual.


      The mercenary who happened to be at the head of the crowd addressed the workers. “What are you guys playing at? We’d like to hurry up and get home to collect our pay. Get outta the way.”


      Whereupon...


      “We are a group of People Concerned about the Future of the Empire!” one worker yelled.


      Another one joined in. “Thanks to the nobles and royals of this empire, its civilians are constantly at a disadvantage!”


      “We intend to raise our objections about these disadvantages and resist their imposition!”


      “Therefore, we’d like to give you all the honor of joining our vanguard of justice, in order to rid our nation of that symbol of wickedness—the empress!”


      “Once granted this honor, you will have the chance to participate in our mission to annihilate that wicked empress and her cronies, the nobles!”


      The armed workers all offered their own dubious assertions, as if they’d planned this demonstration beforehand.


      The mercenary at the front of the crowd refuted them. “Are you out of your minds? The previous emperor and the current empress have begun to rebuild the empire, and things have gradually been improving, so you want to kill our ruler now? Surely you’re joking!”


      A look of rage came over the face of one of the workers, and they proceeded to loudly assert that justice was on their side.


      “As long as there’s a monarch, more nobles will be born, and the common people will continue to be exploited!” the worker yelled. “The current empress may be lenient, but one day, another tyrant will certainly be born! That’s why we have to wipe them all out!”


      “You don’t know that for certain!”


      “It will happen! A tyrant will definitely be born someday! History has proven that!”


      The mercenaries knew that what the workers were saying was true. After all, up until the previous emperor had assumed the throne, the majority of the empire’s leaders had been stupid, unwise, or tyrannical.


      But even so, it would not be right to do away with the wise ruler who currently held the throne.


      “In that case, keep amassing volunteers until that tyrant actually shows up,” the mercenary shot back. Other mercenaries sounded their agreement.


      Although the workers were armed, the majority of them looked like they weren’t used to using their weapons. As far as these seasoned mercenaries were concerned, neutralizing this threat would be a piece of cake.


      The workers knew this as well. Therefore, they had taken certain measures to compensate for that fact.


      “If you will not support our mission, we’ll blow you away along with this entire colony!” cried an incensed worker.


      He then shoved his Versitool, which displayed a call waiting screen, in the face of the mercenary at the head of the crowd.


      ★★★


      When I woke up, everyone who’d worked the final shift had just returned to the colony, and the off-duty mercenaries were just arriving at the hangar.


      That means by the time I’ve done my paperwork, eaten breakfast, and gotten ready to go, the hangar will be empty.


      Since most people take care of that stuff beforehand and try to leave as soon as they get off duty, the hangar always gets crowded.


      In any case, I guess I’ll tidy myself up and go do those forms.


      I could have gone to pick up my paperwork immediately after the end of my shift, but the staff responsible for preparing those documents were usually busy, and it was my habit to hang back for a while anyway. While I was waiting, I checked my room to make sure I hadn’t forgotten anything there.


      Just as I left my room, I bumped into a maintenance worker carrying a large bag.


      “Ah, hello,” I said, greeting him casually.


      All that was on my mind at that point was heading to the office to do my paperwork. Since both workers and we mercs had been packed in together in the same accommodations facility, I wasn’t particularly cautious about this worker.


      “Shit! Found out already?!” he exclaimed for some reason, and then he took a gun out of his bag and directed the barrel at me. “Hands up! Don’t move!”


      His hand trembled as he held the gun, and the way he gripped it made it obvious he was an amateur. He was breathing heavily too—he was fairly worked up.


      I thought it would be dangerous to defy him, so I put both of my hands into the air. My compliance seemed to calm him down a little; his breathing quieted down.


      So, partly just to confirm the present situation, I asked, “Umm... Found out what, exactly?”


      “Our plan to plant a bomb on this colony and make the mercenaries join our forces; they’ll act as the vanguard as we attack the empress and those damn nobles!” responded the worker. His tone was incredibly heated.


      His statement reminded me of something.


      “Are you perhaps friendly with the anti-imperial protesters I sometimes see giving speeches in the street?” I asked, hoping I was wrong.


      “That’s right! We’re devoted to our efforts to exterminate the empress and her nobles! You’ve surely been mistreated by a noble before yourself, haven’t you?!”


      I guess I was right after all...


      I can’t just leave this guy to his own devices, but if I jump the gun and fight back, some people might think I attacked him without any provocation.


      “Indeed I have. More times than I can count,” I said, following his lead.


      Well, that’s not a lie. It’s happened countless times.


      “Then join us, comrade! Let’s stamp out the hated empress and her nobles!” the worker—I mean, terrorist—urged passionately. He was apparently convinced that he’d found a new sympathizer.


      “Where were you headed just now, by the way?” I asked.


      “Ah! That’s right! I need to set this bomb right away!” the terrorist cried in response to my very basic question. He hurriedly stashed his firearm back in his bag and started to run away.


      You can really tell he’s an amateur. Not only did he put his gun away without even thinking about it, but he made no attempt to take away the blaster I’m wearing very openly at my hip.


      I guess I could put my blaster on its weakest setting and either stun him or knock him unconscious, but this time, I think I’ll catch up to him and see what I can get out of him.


      “Is that a time bomb you have in that bag?” I asked.


      “Nah, it’s remotely detonated. But this is the master charge, so until this goes off, none of the other bombs will explode.”


      The terrorist answered my question all too easily. He probably assumed that I was following him with the intention of joining his cause.


      “Why didn’t you set that charge first, then?”


      “I mixed it up with another one; I thought that one was the master charge...” he explained.


      While I can’t comment on any of the other terrorists in this cell, I’m sure that this guy isn’t cut out for this line of work, at least, I thought to myself as we arrived at the storeroom where he apparently intended to set the charge.


      After entering the storeroom, he placed the remote bomb in a corner of the room. “All right,” he said. “Now I just need to press this switch, and everything will be ready to go!”


      But just before he pressed the switch, I hit this terrorist with a blaster round—at minimum force—in the temple. He immediately slumped to the ground and ceased moving.


      After confirming that he still had a pulse, I put my boot on his neck and held my blaster at his back.


      I have a tranquilizer gun on my ship for apprehending criminals, but I can’t afford to go back and fetch it right now.


      Instead, I maintained my position and contacted the manager of the colony, asking them to call the police for me.


    


  



  

    

      NPC No. 117: “Then go do it yourselves, assholes!”


      ☆☆☆


      Aside: Third-Person Perspective


      It was obvious to the mercenaries at a glance that the maintenance workers were amateurs when it came to combat, but when they saw the detonator switch that was the Versitool showing the call waiting screen, they couldn’t help but flinch for one moment.


      And it was then that the workers who hadn’t joined the revolt showed up. When they saw their coworkers’ revolt, expressions of astonishment, confusion, and rage were arrayed on their faces.


      “What the hell are you doing?! And what’s with these over-the-top tough guy getups?!”


      “We’ve had enough!” one demonstrator yelled. “We’re gonna kill those nobles, the whole lot of ’em! Don’t tell me they’ve never given you guys a hard time!”


      “But how is doing something like this supposed to help? You’ll just end up getting killed by the military or the police!” one shot back.


      “Like we’re scared of that! We want out of this miserable life, and we don’t intend to waste another day escaping it!”


      The revolting workers showed no intention of listening to what their colleagues, the other workers, had to say. Instead, their heartfelt cries seemed to be stirring sympathies in the crowd of their colleagues who hadn’t taken part.


      The leader of the revolt—the one holding the detonator—turned to the mercenaries who had been following this exchange. He made another attempt to win them to his side. “So, come work alongside us! Join us, comrades! Together, we’ll kill those nobles!” he cried.


      But not only did the mercenary at the head of the group regard this call to action with suspicion, he openly voiced his doubts.


      “What you’re trying to say is that you’re all amateurs, so you’d like us mercenaries to attack the nobles to make your movement look a little better, right?” he said.


      The leader of the revolt asserted his resolve. “We’ll take part in the attack too! We’d never leave it to someone else!” he declared.


      The loud mercenary wasn’t having it. “Then go do it yourselves, assholes!” he screamed from the head of the crowd, raising his middle finger and assuming a posture of flat refusal.


      The rest of the mercenaries seemed to share his opinion. They sneered at the revolutionaries.


      “Besides, if there’s one thing we mercenaries can’t stand, it’s being asked to work for free! If you’d like us to join, you’d better be ready to pay each one of us thirty million credits right now! If you do, we’d be happy to work for you.”


      The mercenaries agreed with him again, and some started to laugh raucously at the revolting workers.


      Of course, the figure the mercenary had stated hadn’t been a genuine one. Instead, he’d tossed it out there as a way to turn down the workers’ demands.


      Naturally, the demonstrators were furious.


      “As if we could afford that!” one yelled back.


      The workers wanted it to be known that, given how difficult their lives already were, there was no way they could pay such a sum.


      “Then this negotiation is over,” said the mercenary at the head of the pack. He looked as if he were about to laugh at the lead worker again as he reached for the gun holstered at his hip.


      “You money-hungry ghouls!”


      At the exact moment the leader of the revolting workers showed signs of intending to press the detonator, the mercenary at the head of the pack fired his ray gun straight through the worker’s Versitool—and the hand of the man who held it.


      The rest of the mercenaries took that as their signal. They started to unleash a barrage of fire from their ray guns and blasters at the revolutionaries, aiming for their unarmored feet and their weapons. They neutralized the threat in the blink of an eye.


      “As if a bunch of amateurs could beat the likes of us. You’d better not put up any more resistance,” said the mercenary at the head of the pack. He then aimed his ray gun at the revolutionary leader to urge him to surrender.


      The leader of the revolutionaries, who had just had a ray gun round go straight through his hand, hung his head ruefully as he took one more glance at his Versitool. In a low voice, he muttered, “Why didn’t it go off...?”


      ★★★


      While I was tying up the unconscious worker—I mean, terrorist—a member of the colony’s staff arrived on the scene.


      “This is the man who placed the bomb,” I explained to the staff member, and the staff hurriedly took the man into custody.


      It was then that I heard that the main terrorist force had taken control of the corridor leading to the hangar, hoping to find more comrades among the mercenaries who were stationed here. When I heard that, I felt like I would have been better off there—I would have been part of a bigger force.


      Well, I guess managing to prevent an explosion is an even bigger deal.


      I helped escort my terrorist directly to the colony’s offices and asked one of the employees there to take care of my paperwork while I waited for the police. Once that was taken care of, I could go home whenever I wanted.


      When the police arrived, they arrested the terrorists. After they had finished investigating the crime scene and had gotten a statement from me, I made my way to the hangar.


      There, I found that the merc who had handled most of the negotiations with the terrorists had become something of a hero. His colleagues were teasing him, calling him “the Ass-kicking Hero” and joking about what they’d say when they were mobbed by reporters. A group of young women—colony staff, maintenance crew, and rookie mercenaries—shrieked with delight as they crowded around the heroes of the day.


      If I hang around much longer, the media could be here before I know it, I thought to myself, then figured I’d better depart right away.


      I slipped past the crowd and quietly left the colony behind.


      ☆☆☆


      Aside: Third-Person Perspective


      In one of the smoking rooms on the colony, a group of roughly ten maintenance workers who hadn’t taken part in the revolt were all sighing. Each of them wore a somber expression.


      “For the love of... Those jerks really screwed us over, huh...?” one said.


      “Yeah... We were just supposed to gather intel about this nation. That’s the only reason we joined up with the anti-imperial protestors at all. But those guys ended up being dyed-in-the-wool revolutionaries!”


      “Well, I get why that happened, supposing that both their guys and ours have suffered the same way. I guess our more rash members felt like they needed an outlet since the reforms are taking so long to sink in.”


      “Sure, but as if it wasn’t bad enough that we got no intel on the battlecraft that fired that weird red beam during the civil war, those guys just had to go and act like morons! Now we’re really backed into a corner!”


      The group was all visibly downcast, but now, their expressions turned to ones of anger and panic.


      “What are we gonna do about them? Should we get them out of trouble?” one asked.


      “No need to worry,” another replied. “We just need to act shocked that our colleagues would say such things and act apologetic that we didn’t manage to stop them. In fact, we simply didn’t think they’d pull something like that.”


      Though some of them worried about their colleagues’ arrests, the worker who seemed to be their leader made it clear they were supposed to cut their losses. The leader then took out his Versitool and booted up some kind of application. After casually entering a few commands, he put the terminal away again.


      The leader clapped his hands. “All right, time to head to our next base of operations! We wouldn’t want to be late,” he said, giving his compatriots a pep talk to lighten the mood.


      “Don’t we get to take any breaks?”


      “The shifts there will be the same as here, don’t worry.”


      “Oh, yeah! It’s about time you paid me back those twenty thousand credits I lent you that one time to bet on Planet Racing.”


      “I will, once I get my own pay...”


      With that wrapped up and the workers bringing up their own mundane topics, the group left the smoking room behind.




      “And now, for our next story... A workers’ colony near where repairs were being done on the gate at Planet Leoeodewdoh was briefly taken over today. An act of terrorism using explosives nearly took place, but the plot was thwarted by mercenaries who happened to be providing security at the site before any harm could be done. The ringleaders were all arrested. However, as the police were escorting them away, the criminals suddenly started coughing up blood and died on the spot. An autopsy report revealed that the group had poison-filled capsules implanted in their bodies. The capsules had ruptured, causing the poison to circulate through their bodies and kill them. Police strongly suspect that those who were arrested were terrorists with anti-imperial sympathies. Authorities concluded that they committed suicide to prevent any information from being leaked out and filed a report to that effect to the prosecutor’s office...”


    


  



  

    

      NPC No. 118: “Understood. I’ll be sure to apply before the deadline. Satisfied?”


      After making it back to Planet Ittsu in one piece and without drawing any undue attention, I went back to my apartment. I was about to get the laundry out of the way when I got a call from my mom.


      “John! Thank goodness I was able to get through to you!”


      “What’s wrong, Mom? You seem anxious.”


      As I looked at my mom on my Wrist-Com’s holographic display, she really did seem quite panicked.


      “Well, actually... Something terrible has happened...” she began.


      Judging from my mom’s demeanor, it seemed that the situation really was quite serious. In order to have a calmer discussion about it, we decided to talk about it on my house phone.


      The details of the situation my mother related to me really beggared belief.


      When my dad had been on his way to the farmer’s co-op with a truckful of vegetables he’d harvested, he’d ended up getting rear-ended. He’d suffered no injuries, and a checkup at the hospital had shown that nothing was the matter with him.


      However, the identity of the person who rear-ended him posed a problem.


      The driver of the air-car that had hit him had been an employee at the company where my dad used to work—Labemm Corporation—named Tenote Leandelt. This thirty-year-old man was a viscount’s son and the same man who had off-loaded the blame for his own mistake onto my dad seven years ago, causing my dad to lose his job and shoulder an enormous debt.


      As word would have it, the president of Labemm Corporation had begged Leandelt to work for him, having gone so far as to prostrate himself after Leandelt had graduated at the top of his class from the Imperial University of Hain, the empire’s most elite academic institution. Leandelt had stated that he’d be happy to take the job on the condition that he would be hired as a director within the company. Then, just one year after he’d been hired, he had made an unspeakable screwup and had shoved the blame off onto my dad. What a piece of shit.


      My dad hadn’t told me anything about this injustice when it’d happened, partly because I had still been a minor at the time, but once I had reached the age of majority, my dad had judged that it would probably be all right to talk about it.


      As for the circumstances leading up to Tenote Leandelt’s rear-end collision with my dad’s truck, my mom told me that he had just purchased a holiday home on Planet Tabul and had been on his way there with his girlfriend when the accident had occurred.


      At the time of the crash, my dad had been driving his truck and had suddenly stopped. He’d gotten rear-ended right after that. Leandelt’s air-car had reportedly been totaled, with both Leandelt and his girlfriend suffering severe injuries.


      As a result, they had decided to sue my dad for making that sudden stop. But, they had apparently said they’d drop the lawsuit if my dad paid a settlement of three hundred million credits.


      However, according to the testimony of my dad, some eyewitnesses, and the police officers who had arrived at the site of the crash first, not only had my dad’s truck been stopped at a traffic light, but the passengers of the air-car that rear-ended him had reeked of alcohol. The air-car’s safety system had also been disabled. And the claim that the air-car had been totaled was a stretch. Some people were even saying that they were probably lying about being severely injured in the incident.


      Even so, Leandelt had still held firm to his claims that my father had made a sudden stop, his air-car had been wrecked, and he had suffered severe injuries.


      It sounds like he didn’t realize it was my dad driving the truck, though.


      According to the plaintiff, the reason he had been able to make such a strong claim against my father was as follows:


      “I am a direct descendant of His Grace, Duke Altishult Bingil Orvorus. My grandfather loves me to pieces. Now that you know who I am, you know that I must be telling the truth. If you try to fight back, I’ll get the duke’s imperial guardsmen to come and apprehend you... Is that what you want?”


      In all honesty, I thought all of that was probably another lie, but it wasn’t like I could head to the duke’s estate and ask for the duke to verify it.


      Even so, my dad was putting up a fight, insisting that Leandelt had been at fault and rejecting his terms. But he was dealing with someone who had hired what looked like ex-military bodyguards who had implied they might inflict violence on my mom if my dad didn’t accept the terms and pay up.


      He probably used the same line seven years ago—about being the duke’s descendant—along with violent threats in order to frighten the company’s upper management into silence. He probably intends to pressure the top brass at the police to make them play ball this time.


      A lot of dumbass nobles were dealt with after the recent rebellion, but I guess there are still a few real imbeciles left out there. I can see why the maintenance workers were so pissed off.


      Incidentally, my dad was apparently already hard at work trying to raise what little money he could in case things didn’t go his way.


      When I told my mom that I should be able to take at least a hundred million out of my savings, all she could do was apologize and thank me over and over.




      It was the day after I got the call from my mom.


      After having spent the whole previous night wondering what to do, I headed to the guild with that still on my mind.


      Speaking from the heart, I wanted to march straight to Labemm Corporation and shoot Tenote Leandelt dead. But doing that would make me a criminal, which would only cause more trouble for my parents.


      Up till now, I’ve always taken a few days off between contracts, but maybe I should only take on high-paying jobs without any breaks from now on?


      I walked into the guild branch, still considering that, when I spotted a familiar face inside. It was Lieutenant Shuneira Flos—secretary to Jack Baldo Breskin, commander of the Central Fleet’s Interceptor Squadron and the First Fleet.


      “Good morning, Mr. Ouzos.”


      “Hello. Thank you for all your help last time we met,” I said, showing my appreciation for when she’d helped me when I had been robbed a while back.


      “Oh, not at all. It is only natural for us to contribute to efforts to help maintain the peace,” replied the lieutenant with a breezy smile.


      “By the way, what brings you here?”


      “Actually, I’m here to put in a personnel order, open to any mercenary who is interested in working with us—including you.”


      It wasn’t unusual for the military to offer contracts to mercenaries. And since she had mentioned that the offer included me, I guessed that they had a contract for the whole guild branch. However, since the personnel order had come from the military, I couldn’t help but nurse a certain doubt about their intentions.


      Since I had the opportunity to check on a worry of mine, I decided I would shoot my shot.


      “Erm... The thing is, recently, my father was put in a position where he may be forced to take on some debt. The lord admiral didn’t arrange that to make me take on his contract, did he?” I asked.


      She was frowning a little. “To what are you referring...?”


      Though I hadn’t been conscious of doing so, I realized I may have spoken somewhat harshly to the lieutenant.


      I started to explain things to her. “Seven years ago, my father was framed for misconduct and was forced to shoulder a massive debt. I’m suggesting that the admiral purposely sent the man who had done that to my father to the planet where my father lives now and had that man cause an accident to frame my father for unsafe driving, which would land him in a situation where he would need money to offer a settlement. In turn, that would leave me in such circumstances where I’d be forced to accept any work the admiral offers me.”


      The lieutenant gasped loudly. “If what you say is true...I suppose I will have to knock His Excellency flat on his backside.”


      She was shocked by what I had to say and expressed her own anger toward the lord admiral. The lieutenant then proceeded to ring His Excellency, Jack Baldo Breskin, on her laptop and commenced her interrogation.


      After hearing what she had to say, his response was “Wait, wait, wait! I swear to God I didn’t do anything of the sort!”


      When I saw how panicked he looked via the laptop’s monitor, I concluded that he hadn’t been involved.


      “You seem to be telling the truth. I am only glad to hear that you are not that stupid, Your Excellency,” said the lieutenant with a nod.


      Though he was disgruntled about his subordinate’s attitude toward him, the lord admiral shared some information about the scumbag who had tried to push the blame for his own mistakes not once but twice with me.


      “To cut a long story short, there’s no way he’s the duke’s direct descendant,” the lord admiral said. “His Grace has two children—one son and one daughter. His son is the current prime minister, Marquess Terry Ranguis Orvarus. His daughter is married to a certain viscount. Next, he has three grandchildren. Of those grandchildren, only one is a boy. He’s the second child and eldest son of the marquess, and his name is Oliver Raymiss Orvarus. He’s only seventeen, and he’s currently recovering from an illness.”


      The moment I heard this, I once again felt like going and shooting the scumbag dead immediately. But, of course, I couldn’t do that.


      Upon learning all this, the lieutenant was clearly incensed by this. “So he’s obviously a fake. Not only that, but he’s committed deliberate identity fraud and claimed to be the duke’s beloved grandson. Just how desperate to die is he?” she wondered. Her expression was terribly cold.


      The lord admiral also wore a fairly serious expression. “In any case, now that I know about this, I can’t leave it alone. This is a matter of the duke’s honor.”


      I felt like I was getting a glimpse of just how dangerous it was to commit identity fraud against nobles.


      However, in the very next moment...


      “At least, I’d like to say I can help, but I’m a lot busier than I might look, champ. But if you accept the job offer my subordinate there has brought to the guild, I can probably find some time to help, by way of thanks...” said the lord admiral, wooden as a plank and obviously faking it as he issued me a quid pro quo.


      Well, that offer is more trustworthy than his saying that he’ll help one hundred percent free of charge and out of the goodness of his heart.


      “What is the job offer, then?”


      The lieutenant, taking it from my response that I agreed, said, “Our request is for you mercenaries to take on the role of the aggressors in a mock battle with the fighter corps in our First Fleet. It goes without saying that all mercenaries registered with the Ittsu branch of the guild are invited to apply. I will send you the details.”


      She transferred an electronic document to my Wrist-Com.


      The job description was as follows.


      


      Task description: To take part in a mock battle in the Haluitok Sector with the fighter corps in the Central Fleet’s Crusader Squadron or with the First Fleet.


      Task duration: Approximately 8 hours according to galactic standard time (excludes travel time).


      Work environment: Contractor will be provided with the opportunity to refuel at the commencement and conclusion of “hostilities.” Contractor will also be provided with mock ammunition at the beginning, and will have their original ammunition stocks restored at the end.


      Work conditions: Contractor must bring own spaceship.


      Contractor will be liable for any repair costs in the event that their spaceship is damaged.


      Number of open positions: Around 50.


      Compensation: 2 million credits (fixed). Bonus may be awarded for defeating fighter pilots.


      


      Maybe he really can’t leave a matter that threatens the duke’s honor alone, but if I don’t accept this offer, he probably won’t do anything about it for a while, huh?


      Each year, the military would submit quite a few requests for mercenaries to act as enemies in their mock battles. Internally, the military saw these missions as opportunities to train new recruits and weed out the no-hopers.


      I’m sure I won’t be the only one to sign up, so I just need to make sure I don’t do anything to make myself stand out in this.


      Besides, they might actually fill every opening.


      “Understood. I’ll be sure to apply before the deadline. Satisfied?” I asked.


      “Very,” said the lord admiral with a grin, seemingly pleased with my response.


    


  



  

    

      NPC No. 119: “Welcome, mercenaries! This is Jack Baldo Breskin, commander in chief of the Central Fleet’s crusaders and commander of the First Fleet! I’d like to thank you all for taking part in this training operation for the fighter corps in my First Fleet!”


      The next day, the contract from the military—or more accurately, from the Central Fleet’s Crusader Squadron, the First Fleet—was posted on the guild’s bulletin board.


      If at all possible, I had hoped for about a hundred hopefuls to rush to the reception desks, which would effectively bring the deadline forward to today...but since we were dealing with the First Fleet, most people seemed reluctant. There was no hope of all the available positions being filled before the deadline.


      Therefore, as promised, I signed up for the job to take part in the mock battle.


      There would be a meeting on the day after the deadline, and as soon as that wrapped up, we would be expected to depart. Though most missions would have us leave the day after such a briefing, we would apparently have to go that same day to meet the departure window for a cargo ship the military was providing to carry everyone.


      Incidentally, regardless of whether or not I accepted this job, I figured that the admiral would still launch an investigation into the matter of identity fraud against the duke’s family, which was associated with my father’s charge of reckless driving and his accident. That being said, that investigation would have only just begun, so there was no sign of any progress on that front just yet.


      Though I had told my parents that the settlement wasn’t beyond my abilities to pay these days in order to comfort them, I hadn’t told them that I had discussed the matter of identity fraud with the lord admiral.


      After all, if I go blabbing to them about it and Leandelt’s team finds out? There’d definitely be trouble.




      The day of the meeting arrived.


      This mission’s participants—which comprised fifty mercs in all, any partners excluded from that count—were gathered in a large meeting hall. Lieutenant Shuneira Flos and a female subordinate of hers had come to brief us.


      Both the lieutenant and her subordinate were subjected to pick-up attempts from some of the participants, but an icy glare from the lieutenant made them all cease.


      Incidentally, among the participants were some familiar faces. Fialka Tielsad—aka Léopard—was here together with her personal android maid, Shelley, as were Rossweisse and Lambert—the Federhelm duo. Arthur and Seira were also here, along with Lebin the edgelord, Bernard the old geezer, Molieze, Dan, Shiora the rookie, and even Yuri Puliliera—otherwise known as Mr. Hero.


      Since I had thought neither Rossweisse nor Seira wanted anything to do with the military, I was surprised to see that they had signed up. I decided to ask their partners, Lambert and Arthur, about it.


      Alarmingly, one said, “They see it as their chance to get back at those military boys for bugging them so much up till now.” The other agreed wholeheartedly.


      Sure enough, Seira had a particularly dangerous look in her eye.


      Fialka Tielsad, who for some reason had chosen to sit next to me, seemed to be about to say something to me before mysteriously averting her eyes completely. This happened a number of times.


      Even more puzzling was the fact that Rossweisse and Shelley, the android maid, had sat next to each other, smiling from time to time in absolute silence. There was something abnormal about their vibe. Even the guys who had hit on the lieutenant were too scared to talk to those two.


      ☆☆☆


      Aside: Third-Person Perspective


      We now turn to WVS-90 Rossweisse and Shelley, Fialka Tielsad’s maid.


      These two shared a connection.


      Once, when Rossweisse had been ready to abandon her partner, Lambert Reargraz, and had been searching for a more suitable pilot to take her helm, one of the candidates she considered was Fialka Tielsad, aka Léopard.


      But, despite being an ancient superweapon—and one specialized for electronic warfare at that—she had found her communication attempts blocked every time she had tried to strike up a conversation with Fialka.


      These days, though her relationship with Lambert had improved, Rossweisse still bore the very fact that her communications had been blocked as a humiliating memory. And now, these two were having a spat by way of a communication medium known as inter-body communication.




      Rossweisse: It was you, wasn’t it?


      Shelley: Whatever do you mean?


      R: I mean that you’re the one who got in my way when I tried to make contact with Fialka Tielsad.


      S: As we are just meeting for the first time, may I ask you to refrain from referring to my mistress in so familiar a fashion?


      R: But it’s your fault that we’re only just meeting each other, right? Aren’t you kind of overprotective of her?


      S: I would rather be overprotective than a hussy who’s happy to change her partner at the drop of a hat.


      R: It’s only normal to want to get a more able partner if one can.


      S: Things must be so difficult for you. I simply managed to find a wonderful partner in the form of my mistress right at the outset of my search.


      R: Well, isn’t that special? Though I must say, it’s a bit rich to see a former assassination drone like you working as a maid.


      S: My new owners rewired me with new programming to teach me how to be a good servant. Besides, the very fact that I was an assassination drone is what makes me able to see right through people. I can prevent others from coming to harm.


      R: You won’t mind if I tell your mistress about it, then, will you?


      S: Suit yourself. My mistress would never abandon me over something like that.


      R: I see... Then Fialka Tielsad really is a fine partner for you.


      S: I shan’t let you have her.


      R: I don’t even want her anymore.


      S: I can’t say I’m surprised. Your Lambert seems to be quite the charming fellow.




      At this point, Rossweisse blurted out what she was thinking.


      “Wh... What are you talking about?!” Rossweisse cried.


      The sudden outburst surprised Shuneira Flos, who was in the middle of her briefing.


      “I am only giving you the details of this mission... Was there something in my explanation that wasn’t quite clear?” she asked, giving permission for a question if there was one.


      “N-No, it was nothing... Please continue,” said Rossweisse, declining the offer. She sat back down in her chair.


      Rossweisse then made a silent vow to herself.


      One of these days, I swear I’ll make her feel the same humiliation I just did...


      ★★★


      The briefing commenced, and we were given the details of the upcoming mission. Then, on a remote feed, we heard from Admiral Jack Baldo Breskin, our client for this contract. After that, we all loaded our ships onto the cargo ship and immediately took off for the Haluitok Sector.


      This time, Tielsad’s mother ship, the Uklimo, apparently wasn’t permitted to come with us. She told me that she’d be leaving it docked at the guild for maintenance.
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      There were no issues on our way to the work site, and the military exerted its authority to select ideal gate transfers. We arrived at our destination in the Haluitok Sector at 5 p.m. Galactic Standard Time.


      When we got there, the ships of the First Fleet, the Crusader Squadron in the Imperial Army’s Central Fleet, had already been gathered.


      Wasn’t this meant to be a mock battle to train pilots in their fighter corps? If so, why’s the whole fleet here? I wondered.


      “All right, ladies and gentlemen. Once you have all boarded your own ships, please follow my directions and land on the deck of your assigned carrier vessel,” instructed the lieutenant.


      The vessel she indicated to us was a mother ship, and her instructions seemed sensible enough.


      Once everyone had boarded the mother ship...


      “Welcome, mercenaries! This is Jack Baldo Breskin, commander in chief of the Central Fleet’s crusaders and commander of the First Fleet! I’d like to thank you all for taking part in this training operation for the fighter corps in my First Fleet!”


      Thronged by his subordinates, Jack Baldo Breskin appeared on our comm screens in a dramatic pose. He was holding his military saber—likely one just for ceremonial purposes, but it had a real blade—with the tip of the scabbard against the ground and the pommel grasped in both hands.


      I gotta be honest, that’s pretty freakin’ intimidating!


      The other mercs here seemed to feel the same way—even the guys who’d hit on the lieutenant shut up. However, Rossweisse alone seemed unfazed.


      I guess she doesn’t get intimidated since she’s not human?


      “Now then, while I’d like to get to the mock battle right away, you must be tired after making your way here. The mock battle is scheduled to commence tomorrow morning. You’ll be provided with accommodations, so go ahead and get all the rest you need to recharge your batteries,” continued Breskin.


      At the lord admiral’s instruction, the woman who had joined Lieutenant Shuneira Flos for the mission briefing approached us, along with a young man.


      “All right, we will now escort you to your accommodations. Ladies, please follow me. Gentlemen, please follow Second Lieutenant Flacks Eylude,” the woman said. She was Second Lieutenant Miliana Toadel.


      The young man introduced himself. “I’m Flacks Eylude. The inside of the mother ship is kinda complicated, so try not to get separated from the group, ’kay?”


      Flacks Eylude wasn’t very old—he was maybe my age or a little younger. He kind of looked like a player.


      Incidentally, Second Lieutenant Toadel was a beauty with short, cream-colored hair and catlike eyes. Her magnificent gifts in the chest area caused even other women to goggle.


      When the time came for us to get moving, Lieutenant Shuneira Flos spoke up again.


      “Ah, Your Excellency? I meant to add something. Some time ago, someone put some cadets from the military academy up to peeping on women while they were changing. Since the matter came to our attention just before this scheme was put into practice, no harm was done. But, if the same thing should happen during this exercise, I shall have to cut off some part of the ringleader’s person, though I will refrain from saying what part,” she said. While she had addressed her CO, the lord admiral, her words hit home for the whole crowd like a pile bunker.


      The words “cut off” naturally caused the lord admiral himself to flinch in terror, but the same was true of all the male mercenaries gathered here, including me.


      She wouldn’t really cut it off, would she...?


      I mean, what I should be focusing on is the fact that the lord admiral apparently tried to turn those cadets into Peeping Toms, right?


      It would be one thing if some older cadets put them up to it, but that’s hardly behavior that befits a lord admiral...




      Although we were left with some chilling parting words, we were still escorted to our rooms for the night. The military must have regarded us as guests since we were all given our own quarters. Unlike the mother ship on that recent escort mission, this military-purpose carrier was quite a bare-bones affair.


      Considering our arrival time, it would be time for dinner in fairly short order. Military fare, particularly meals served onboard ships, was known for being pretty tasty. And indeed, this was.


      However, there was one thing that caught my attention.


      Though we would be engaging in a mock battle, there would be hostilities between us and the other side. This might have been why, after the other military representatives had departed, the two second lieutenants who had shown us to our quarters—Eylude and Toadel—had declined to interact with anyone else besides the mess hall staff.


      We had almost total free rein of this ship. Only the bridge, engine room, and the captain’s quarters were off-limits to us. A ship of this size would usually have a pretty big crew on board, but I saw no sign of any soldiers now.


      Perhaps apart from the two second lieutenants, the mess hall staff, and the essential bridge crew—including the captain—everyone else has left the ship?


      We’re not just talking about one or two soldiers, are we?


      If that was the case, then the lieutenant’s final blow had been directed at us mercs as well.


      Though I wanted to ask second lieutenants Eylude and Toadel about that, they were both waylaid by some more outgoing mercs, so I didn’t get a chance to talk to them.


      Incidentally, the second lieutenant’s pile bunker seemed to have had the desired effect that night. No troublemakers appeared from among the mercenaries’ ranks.




      The next morning, after we had finished breakfast, we immediately convened to listen to the lord admiral’s greeting via a monitor link.


      “Mornin’, all you mercenaries. Today, we’ll launch into the mock battle between you guys and the fighter corps from my First Fleet. When we start, I don’t want you to just let the army take the spotlight. You can go ahead and give us hell! In fact, if you go down too easily, it’ll mean you weren’t taking your job seriously. And if that happens, I’ll contact the guild and tell them you won’t be getting paid!”


      What he said just now was toeing the line of breaching our contract, wasn’t it?


      Well, as a matter of fact, sometimes our guys do go down easy, so I think he was just joking.


      In fact, a number of people took it as a joke and laughed.


      However, considering the lord admiral’s personality, I still thought he just might try it.


    


  



  

    

      NPC No. 120: “Heh heh heh... Death to those of you who were impertinent toward me and my darling Arthur!”


      And so the mock battle began, pitting fifty of us from the Ittsu Branch of the Mercenaries Guild against fifty handpicked fighter pilots from the First Fleet.


      The battle would be over when either one of our forces was wiped out or when one hour had elapsed. The side with more pilots remaining would be awarded the victory.


      Our first clash was to be fought in an asteroid belt.


      Battles on fields full of natural cover, like this one, were fought according to a hide-and-shoot strategy. The key was to distract your opponent and then catch them unawares. Think of it like a shoot-out between people in a building—they’d fire at each other from behind cover.


      If we had been using real beams, it would have been possible for us to destroy the asteroids in our paths. Exploiting that would have opened up new tactical possibilities, but unfortunately, it was impossible with the weapons we had been given for this mock battle. In a real conflict, this entire asteroid belt could have been reduced to cinders by the main cannons of a battleship or by Gerhilde’s Prominence Arrow. But since this battle was meant to help light battlecraft pilots improve their technique, that was hardly something worth worrying about.


      Incidentally, to take part in a mock battle like this, we’d had to make some modifications to our ships. We had been required to install a new OS called the Damage Feedback Field System (DFFS), link that to a barrier field generator attached to the hull of our ships, and swap out our beam weapons for so-called Fake Zappers—beam blasters used for training. Our missiles and other live ordnance had also been exchanged for contact-triggered flashbang rounds.


      Once that had been done, our ships’ new OS would calculate the simulated damage to our ships whenever we were hit by a beam or missile. It would also re-create any resulting loss of speed, mobility, or access to weapons that would have resulted from real hits to our vessels.


      Despite this, these weapon systems couldn’t impart any real damage. The feedback system could also be switched off at any time so that, in the event of an emergency, we would still have perfect mobility. It was honestly a pretty nice system.


      Even so, Rossweisse had thrown a tantrum when asked to install it. She’d said it was like putting on a straitjacket.


      Then, Lambert had simply replied, “As long as you don’t get hit, your movement won’t be limited, right? Were you planning on getting hit?”


      “Of course I won’t get hit!” Rossweisse had snapped back.


      Though she had still been fuming, she’d accepted the installation.




      Then, once the mock battle had begun...


      “Quit bugging me! I don’t want to be your woman, and I don’t want to sell you my ship (me)!”


      “Heh heh heh... Death to those of you who were impertinent toward me and my darling Arthur!”


      I wasn’t sure how they did it, but Rossweisse and Seira both slipped through the asteroid belt at full speed and charged the enemy formation, disabling any ships they encountered in short order. Their aura was terrifying.


      Incidentally, from what I’d heard of the thank-you party and other events they had attended, everyone who’d hit on those two ladies or Arthur had been a high-ranking noble or the child of one. They’d been the types who would seldom see action, let alone be put on the front lines. It didn’t seem likely to me that these frontline fighter pilots would have had anything to do with that.


      Simply put, these guys we were up against were just collateral damage. The two ladies were being so imposing that I thought they might annihilate the enemy’s forces all on their own.


      In reality, things weren’t so easy.


      Some bogies who’d evaded their attacks were now coming my way. I fled, while encouraging a few enemies to give chase too. Then, the moment after I passed a large asteroid, I employed my Shot-Down Fake-Out technique and took up a new position where I was shielded from the enemy’s sight. I shot at their ships from the rear as they passed by the asteroid.


      This little trick of mine was effective if one assumed that their opponent was in a state of mind to give chase, and if they got a bit overexcited. However, it probably wouldn’t work against a more levelheaded enemy or one who had seen the trick before.


      Thankfully, two enemy vessels passed by the asteroid, and I managed to give one a disabling shot from behind. I thought I might get the other one too, but, true to form, things weren’t about to go that well for me. My opponent evaded me beautifully.


      Since a dogfight would be difficult in a patch of space so crammed with asteroids, I decided to hightail it out of there.


      I’m sure they’ll have their guard up after that, so my earlier tactic won’t work.


      My only options now were to find a more open area of space and draw the enemy into a dogfight or to keep fleeing until my opponent gave up.


      Incidentally, for anyone wondering why the combat in this battle was turning out to be so sporadic, it had all started when Dan, the merc in our cohort with the longest career, had tried to take command of our forces.


      A few guys had refused, saying, “We don’t need no commander. Besides, we’re all Bishop rank. Like we’d take orders from someone who’s only a Knight.”


      Two of them had even gone on a rampage, leading Dan to give up on taking command of his own accord.


      However, whether or not the rest of our forces went on to battle only sporadically was another matter.


      After passing another asteroid, I saw the enemy ship that’d been pursuing me had suddenly been disabled. It appeared that Lebin and Molieze had been lying in wait behind said asteroid, and they had attacked the first enemy ship they’d spotted the moment it passed by.


      Just by running away on my own, I had coincidentally provided them with the perfect bait. Thanks to that, just by continuing to maneuver on my own, I could subsequently make other enemies think, even if only for a second, that there might be an ambush waiting for them. And a fair few fell for it.


      Of course, even methods like this that employed multiple friendly ships would provoke greater vigilance in the enemy after we’d used them just once. On the other hand, just making your opponent think twice about the situation produced its own effect.


      As a matter of fact, at a certain point, the enemy stopped chasing after me when I started moving away.


      Twenty minutes had now elapsed since the commencement of hostilities. Thanks to the two angry ladies, we mercenaries had a slight advantage in terms of numbers. But since it would be just as easy for our opponents as it was for us to launch a surprise attack, we couldn’t afford to let our guards down yet.


      Quite a few ships had been shot down (disabled, anyway) on our side as well. Even as I stared hard at my radar, making sure I hadn’t missed anything that would be invisible to the naked eye, I still had no idea when a surprise attack might be coming my way.


      Then, an all-hands transmission came through from Dan to the rest of our forces. Despite the fact that his attempt at taking command earlier had crashed and burned, he suggested a way for us to claim victory.


      “Federhelm are holding the widest area of open space, so I’d like anyone who’s able to go and cover them. The rest of you, keep giving the enemy the run around! Oh, and if you see anyone getting chased, shoot the bastards chasing them in the back! That should give us the best chance of victory, though I ain’t making any guarantees!” But some people resented this and apparently had no intention of putting his plan into practice.


      “Shut the hell up, you measly Knight rank!” one shouted back.


      Personally, I saw no problem with leaving those guys to their own devices. I figured I’d head to where Rossweisse was.




      If Rossweisse had been performing normally, she should have been able to annihilate the enemy easily, but it was probably Lambert at the controls right now.


      The initial rampage was probably Rossweisse, but after that, she passed the baton to Lambert.


      As far as the mercs around them were concerned, Lambert always took care of piloting the ship while Rossweisse was responsible for managing intel.


      After arriving at the scene, I saw a friendly vessel—Lambert’s—being chased around by several enemy ships. It was much the same as what I’d seen before me when I had first met Rossweisse and Lambert. The only difference was that Rossweisse had been in control then, whereas Lambert was piloting her now.


      I figured that Lambert must have been listening to Dan’s transmission, so without saying a word to him, I took a shot at one of the enemy ships at his rear. This didn’t lead to me taking them all down, though. Instead, I just barely grazed one, and the rest of them scattered.


      Naturally, this would lead them to launch a counterattack on me instead of running away.


      Though Lambert’s maneuvering wasn’t bad, compared to Rossweisse, his reactions were slow, and his movements lacked splendor. To those who didn’t know their situation—meaning everyone but me—it must have seemed like the pair was just toying with their opponents.


      This must have pissed off their opponents. Rather than dealing with me, they headed straight for Lambert, leaving only the ship I’d hit to face me down.


    


  



  

    

      NPC No. 121: “My sister was the one who did the crime, but I have my own mistakes to learn from, so I won’t refute that point.”


      It looks like those two are being chased by quite a few bogies, but since all Lambert has to do is tag in Rossweisse, I think it’s fine to leave them to it.


      More to the point, it’d be rude not to concentrate on the pilot in front of me.


      The pilot’s vessel had just taken a hit from me too, so it must have been damaged to some extent. Even so, they challenged me to a dogfight with such agility that I couldn’t really tell.


      As far as this person’s concerned, the objective of this dogfight is to stop me from covering Lambert and to get back at me for that hit earlier.


      Close-quarters combat between planetside fighter jets or battlecraft resembled two dogs chasing each other’s tails. That was why they were called dogfights.


      But whereas I’m more of a stray dog, the other guy’s more of an army dog who’s still wet behind the ears. Whoever this is, they’ve got a long way to go before I’d think of comparing their piloting to the Blue Hornet’s.


      But I can’t afford to let my guard down. I’ve got to give this fight everything I’ve got and take them out.


      ☆☆☆


      Aside: A handpicked pilot from the First Fleet’s fighter squadron


      Crap, crap, crap!


      I had joined the First Fleet’s fighter squadron as a rookie with high hopes and every expectation of being a top ace someday. How had I fallen for an ambush by some guy hiding behind an asteroid and taken a hit?!


      Plus, it wasn’t Federhelm, said to be one of the most formidable duos, who got me. It was just some twerp!


      Fortunately, I didn’t take that much damage from it, so I still have plenty of mobility. I know I can take him on.


      My opponent’s already hit me once, so his guard must be down!


      I was one of the elite. There was no way someone like me could fail to take down a loser like him!




      What the heck...?


      What the heck, what the heck, what the heck?!


      Why can’t I hit him?!


      As soon as I’d get him in my sights, he’d vanish. And in the very next moment, my ship’s alarms would start going off.


      I just barely managed to evade a blast, and as soon as my alarms stopped ringing, I sighted the twerp’s tail. But as soon as I had him caught in my sights again, he vanished from view. And then my alarms started ringing once more.


      I just couldn’t shake him off all the way. And the alarms just kept on ringing.


      As I was starting to think they would go on ringing for eternity, a light tremor went through my vessel.


      My ship stopped moving. And the alarms stopped ringing.


      For a moment, I had no idea what had happened, but a few seconds later, I understood.


      He’d shot me down.


      This may have only been a training exercise, but I, a rookie with high hopes, a future top ace, was just shot down by a mere mercenary...


      You’ve gotta be kidding me! I’m one of the elite! I can’t just put up with the dishonor of losing to a mercenary!


      I extended my hand to switch off my DFFS.


      My opponent’s guard has really got to be down now.


      You never know what might happen on the battlefield, yeah? If I take off again now and shoot him from behind, my victory will be assured.


      My hand was hovering above the switch. I was just about to hit it, really just moments from doing it, but then, a buzzer went off.


      BEEP!


      The voice of our referee, Lieutenant Shuneira Flos, suddenly rang out.


      “Both sides, put down your arms! The results for this round, the asteroid belt skirmish, are as follows. The First Fleet fighter squadron has fourteen ships remaining. The mercenaries have seventeen remaining. So that’s one win for the mercenaries!” she announced.


      The battle had been decided. At that moment, I realized that I would have to live with the disgrace of having lost to a mercenary for the rest of my life.


      ☆☆☆


      Aside: The First Fleet—Third-Person Perspective


      The Great Whale, a superheavy battleship that served as the First Fleet’s flagship, had taken up a position where it could oversee the entire battlefield. On the bridge, Jack Baldo Breskin nodded with satisfaction at the results of the first mock skirmish.


      “We lost, huh? Well, that’s only to be expected. I guess those guys who got carried away put up something of a fight.”


      “But now momentum is on the opponents’ side,” replied Shuneira Flos, the referee. She let out a slight sigh.


      “With some of them, maybe. More to the point, there are a lot of good pilots on the mercenaries’ side. Like Federhelm and Léopard. A white ship and a black one. I’d like both of ’em in our squadron. Couldn’t you go and pick one or two of ’em up?” he asked.


      “Isn’t that something you’re better at, Your Excellency?”


      “Don’t expect too much from me when it comes to picking up girls.”


      Though they continued to banter back and forth, neither of them looked up from the documents they were holding.


      “All right then, after two hours of travel and break time, we shall commence the second mock skirmish.”


      “Yeah. I’ll leave you to it.”


      With level heads, they went about preparing for the start of the next mock battle.


      ★★★


      Looks like we somehow managed to win.


      The guy who challenged me to a dogfight at the end was pretty tenacious. I’m glad I managed to take him down.


      Not only would the next mock battle take place at a different location, but there was also to be a long, two-hour break.


      We returned to the mother ship for transit to the next location and to rest. There, we were greeted by second lieutenants Flacks Eylude and Miliana Toadel.


      “Well done. We will head to the training ground for the next exercise. In the meantime, your fuel and ammo will be replenished, and your ship system’s damage data will be cleared.”


      The reason they’re giving us this much time to rest before the next battle is probably so we can get back in fighting form.


      Typically, to give the army the advantage, break times would be extremely short. The reason given for this was that soldiers seldom found time to rest during a real battle. During that time, the army’s side would normally switch out all of its personnel. The mere fact that the lord admiral hadn’t forced us to proceed without a break meant he was trying to be fair, which was good.


      I had docked on the mother ship and was getting a beverage in the mess hall when a loud voice rang out from one side of the hall.


      “Hey! Listen up! You all need to follow my orders during the next skirmish, according to my strategy! That’ll give us the best chance of winning!”


      What the hell are you blathering about? You led the first bunch of guys on our side to get shot down.


      This man was Dusshid Tenoga, a Bishop-rank merc who’d transferred from another branch.


      Most Bishop-rank mercs either went to the guild branch in the capital or stayed on their home planets, but sometimes, they moved to other branches instead.


      This guy probably fled his original branch because he didn’t fit in there.


      Tenoga continued to blather on. “First, I’ll get you four ladies to serve as my personal bodyguards. The rest of you can fly on my left, right, and center, and charge at the enemy however you like,” he said. I could only wonder exactly what part of this drivel was supposed to be a strategy.


      The four women he was referring to seemed to be Tielsad, Seira, Molieze, and Shiora—the rookie.


      Besides his few buddies, everyone in the area looked at him coldly and snorted with laughter.


      When Tenoga realized this, he turned bright red. “I’m at Bishop rank, you know! You have to obey those who outrank you; those are the rules!” he shouted.


      “You’re not the only one with Bishop rank here, you know.”


      Mr. Hero, better known as Yuri Puliliera, came and stood in the way of Tenoga and his goons.


      “Huh? You talk pretty big for being the kid brother of a criminal!” cried Tenoga, attempting to provoke Yuri.


      “My sister was the one who did the crime, but I have my own mistakes to learn from, so I won’t refute that point,” responded Yuri coolly. He refused to be flustered. “But as I just said, there are other Bishop-rank mercenaries here. Moreover, weren’t you the one who said you didn’t need to take orders at the outset of the last battle? You charged in only to get shot down. And aren’t you just trying to take up the mantle of a commander so you don’t mess up again in the next battle? I can hardly believe my ears. You’re a moron, and I have nothing more to say to you. There’s no point in putting you in command. We’d be more likely to win if we just let each pilot do whatever they want.”


      At this, Tenoga turned even redder.


      “Why, you... I thought I told you not to talk so big, you kid brother of a criminal!” he cried, using the same line he’d just used to insult Yuri.


      “I just said I won’t refute that point, or didn’t you hear me?” replied Yuri, also giving Tenoga a look as if to say, “What are you gonna do about it?”


      Yuri kept speaking. “In any case, I won’t be following your orders. If you want to fight, go and do it yourself,” he said, closing the conversation. With that, he ignored the enraged Tenoga and left the mess hall.


      I can’t help but think that Yuri glared at me as he left.


      Well, it’s not like I don’t understand why he would...


    


  



  

    

      NPC No. 122: “Your Excellency, what are you grinning about?”


      “Now then, the second round of our mock battle is about to commence,” Admiral Breskin announced. “The battlefield will be in normal space, and the operation will revolve around guarding or attacking a battleship. The First Fleet, the defending side, will achieve victory if they manage to escort their battleship all the way from point A to point B. To those of you among the mercenary forces, you will be on the attacking side. Attack without mercy; we don’t mind. If you manage to bring our battleship to a halt, you win. Note that we won’t be letting our battleship use its cannons in this. I don’t want you to worry about that.”


      Then, by way of warning and encouragement, he hurled the following at his subordinates.


      “Next, I’d like to make an announcement to the elite pilots in our squadron. Make sure you put up a fight worthy of the First Fleet!”




      With this, the second round began. It seemed like we had a considerable advantage, but in actuality, we couldn’t let our guards down.


      He said that the battleship won’t be using its cannons, but it’ll obviously have its barriers up. Plus, any battleship is bound to be carrying two or three battlecraft, so we can expect them to sortie those for this battle.


      The battleship could also deploy radar or comms jamming waves, or it could even charge right at us with all its bulk. The state of affairs here actually put our opponents at an advantage.


      I was sure the lord admiral knew all that, which meant he was being kind of mean-spirited.


      Or at least that was what I had thought.


      The battleship simply sailed ahead, not deploying its carrier craft, jammers, or even its barriers.


      I had just assumed that we would be dealing with reinforcements from the battleship itself, so things were looking up for us.


      But, of course...


      “Everyone, follow me!”


      Looks like that idiot Dusshid Tenoga is getting carried away again.


      After all that blathering about command, the moment we seemed to have the advantage, he charged in all by himself.


      We certainly did press our advantage at first. But, little by little, and with a better aligned formation, our opponent began to push back.


      And so, of course...


      “Hey, assholes! Come and save your commander!” Tenoga whined.


      As far as I could see, Dusshid Tenoga’s skill at piloting a battlecraft was barely as good as that of any Rook-rank merc.


      I bet Shiora Diloparz is a few rungs above him.


      Of course, piloting skill isn’t the only metric by which we rate mercs, but since he’s hardly distinguished himself in any other areas... Well, I don’t think I’m wrong in assuming that he was promoted thanks to his connections.


      In any case, the First Fleet’s fighter squadron is fighting a purely defensive battle here without any support from the battleship. We should be able to go on the offensive. We really can’t let ourselves start to get pushed back like this.


      “Hurry up!”


      “What are you doing?!”


      “It’ll be all over for you if you lose your commander!”


      I heard Tenoga wail over the comms, but no one went to help him. It was actually more like they couldn’t, not under these circumstances we’d ended up in.


      Even when some attempted to rescue him, another contingent of pilots, separate from those attacking Tenoga and his goons, blocked our path.


      The number one reason we couldn’t go and help him was that the battleship—the target our opponents were originally supposed to be protecting—accelerated in our direction. There was now a wall between him and us.


      Of course, while we could expect the battleship to have a DFFS installed on it like our ships, it had maneuvered in such a way that our fire would connect with the most thickly armored part of its hull. And on top of that, yet another section of their squadron could now attack us using the battleship as cover.


      If this were just any old training exercise, then those fighters should have done everything in their power to keep the battleship from taking damage. But the battleship itself had come at us without any of its weapons armed, wasn’t putting up its barriers, and it hadn’t launched any carrier craft. It wasn’t even using its radar or comms jammers. Putting it bluntly, they were toying with us. Since they clearly didn’t mind their battleship taking a few hits, they had decided to use the ship’s immense bulk and their combination of technique and judgment at the helm to put us at a disadvantage. At the same time, they were giving their allies a path to take the lead in this battle.


      Whoever was piloting the battleship, and whoever its captain was... Simply put, those two posed a greater threat to us than anyone in the fighter squadron.


      We switched tactics and tried to disrupt the enemy’s ranks by attacking in waves and following that up with an ambush, but all that did was deplete our own ranks. It’d all been in vain.


      Tenoga and his goons had been shot down ages ago. Plenty of others had been too, like Shiora Diloparz, the old geezer Bernard, and Seira.


      With her abilities, Rossweisse probably could have easily hacked all the enemy’s ships and immobilized them before wiping them out. She hadn’t done any of that since this was a training exercise, though.


      That being said, we had been gradually whittling down the number of battlecraft on the opposing side, and the battleship itself had taken some amount of damage. If we could just manage to keep landing hits on it, we surely would be able to take it down, but...


      “Both sides, put down your arms! For this round, the escort battle, the battleship has arrived at its destination. We have a victory for the First Fleet’s fighter squadron!”


      The exploits of that very superheavy battleship—the work of the fighter squadron whose piloting had been more refined than in the first round—had decided our defeat.


      ☆☆☆


      Aside: Jack Baldo Breskin


      So we won this round, huh?


      Well, seeing as we had a battleship on our side, I guess that’s only to be expected. It was touch and go at first, though.


      We had also assigned some veterans to this fighter squadron, unlike the rookies we had used in the first round. I figured that must have been a struggle for the mercs.


      But if we went through this without winning a single round, we’d all have egg on our faces.


      The rookies should have learned a little in the first round, and this win should boost their morale too. They should be a tad better from now on.


      For the third round, how about we get the rookies to show our army’s determination and claim victory? Or will they just get crushed by the seasoned mercs without being able to put up much of a fight? Skill is really going to count here.


      “Your Excellency, what are you grinning about?” piped up my lieutenant, Shuneira. She had a look of suspicion on her face.


      “Nothin’. I just have a bet with an acquaintance about the outcome of this exercise. I’m just looking forward to finding out how it all turns out.”


      “I hardly think that’s appropriate.”


      “Don’t be such a stick-in-the-mud. Everyone’s attention is on us.”


      “And who was it who got so many people involved in this?” she asked.


      She’s been my lieutenant for a long time, but she’s still so hard on me. It must be in her nature.


      I changed the topic a bit. “So, did you get any data on the mercs’ combat results?”


      “I did, to an extent.”


      Though I felt bad about it, we had been gathering combat data on the mercs during this exercise.


      Our monitoring hadn’t been through the DFFS. Instead, we’d been using the cameras on the battleship and additional satellites as our “eyes” to record them. This method was something of an anachronism, though.


      “As expected, the Federhelm duo are the outstanding performers,” she began. “They’re leagues ahead of the rest, both in their piloting and in their reaction time. However, for a while there, the way they were flying made it seem like they were teasing us.”


      “They were probably just humoring the rookies, giving them a lesson. It did kind of seem like someone else was piloting, though.”


      In fact, I bet the guys fighting them were pretty pissed off by that.


      “How did that Khaki fella look to you?” I then asked her.


      “If I had to sum him up in a word, I’d say he was efficient. His actual piloting was textbook stuff.”


      As far as that was concerned, my opinion was the same. I had watched his piloting with my own eyes. The actual trajectories he had taken stuck to the basics. In that aspect, he was easy to read.


      But because he was so efficient and left no openings, our guys’ reactions were never fast enough.


      I’d heard that in martial arts, ultimate techniques were just basic techniques refined to the nth degree. This seemed to be one of those cases.


      But I’ve gotta wonder just how much training and how many real battles he went through to get to this level... I sure wish my subordinates could be that absorbed in bettering themselves. There’s no such thing as too much training.


      Even though we’ve just had a rebellion, I can smell something brewing again.


      I sure wish I could have a high-flyer like that working under me... Should I try inviting him to one of those “high-end clubs”?


      Nah, like that’d work. Others might take the bait, but Khaki? He won’t.


    


  



  

    

      NPC No. 123: “He looks like such a small fry. Why can’t we take him down?!”


      After the second bout concluded and our two hours of transit and break time ended, we arrived at the battlefield for the third round. Here, in an entirely empty area of space, we would be engaging in head-to-head combat.


      And, how to put it... Well, the inevitable happened.


      “Okay! You all just need to follow my orders!”


      Once again, that idiot Dusshid Tenoga started blathering to win people to his side. But to be honest, no one besides his goons was prepared to give him the time of day at this point.


      The rest of us are on tenterhooks, but those guys are so happy-go-lucky. I really envy them.


      I could see that our opponents this time would be a mix of rookies and elite soldiers. The difference in their piloting skills had been evident, even during the standby period. It was rather difficult to discern for sure whether the difference had been real or just for show, however.


      If I didn’t steel myself for the mission ahead, I knew I’d end up getting licked in a heartbeat.


      Ah, but getting licked in a heartbeat and taken out of the action would be easier... I’ve even seen a good example of how to go about it.


      As I was pondering all that, Lord Admiral Breskin appeared on my monitor.


      “Now then, the third round of our mock battle is about to commence. In this battlefield, there will be no obstacles or cover! We each have one win, one loss. It’s time for you all to lock in for the dogfights of your lives! All right; in a moment, we’ll start a five-second countdown, and then we’ll begin.”


      The lord admiral grinned and then raised his right hand.


      We then heard Lieutenant Shuneira Flos’s voice begin the countdown.


      “Five! Four! Three! Two! One!”


      “Commence hostilities!” came the lord admiral’s signal. He punctuated the announcement by bringing his right hand down and thus opening the third round of this training exercise.


      Come to think of it, lord admiral, you didn’t do a countdown for the first or second round. Why this time?


      Maybe he made a bet and got a little excited?




      Thus, hostilities commenced, but I guess I was scared to actually face the enemy head-on.


      Without any cover on the battlefield, there was nothing to ensure my safety. That being the case, I did consider using my allies for cover, but since the opponent could do the same thing, that would just cause a stalemate.


      This also made the position one chose very important. You had to be careful to ensure that you had room to maneuver if anything went wrong. To illustrate just how important this was, it was common for pilots to be taken out of action during a melee due to collisions with other vessels, be they friend or foe.


      Incidentally, when it came to impressive combat maneuvering, Dan was at the top of the pack while Rossweisse was in a league of her own.


      Other pilots with fairly good moves included Léopard—aka Tielsad—Arthur, and Lebin. Lambert and Diloparz would probably come right after them.


      Our opponents, of course, were no pushovers either. The self-styled mercenary commander, Dusshid Tenoga, got taken out in a heartbeat, along with several other mercs.


      As for me, I was currently being pursued by a swarm of enemy craft, just like Rossweisse and Lambert had been when I had come across them for the first time. Though there weren’t as many as there had been chasing Rossweisse back then, there were still a lot of them on my tail, meaning I couldn’t use my Shot-Down Fake-Out. Even if I were to get past the ship at the head of the swarm, the ships tailing that one would have time to react. Instead, for the sake of my allies, I had no choice but to lead them on a life-and-death game of tag.


      Incidentally, the reason they had all swarmed me was probably that they had judged their chances against me would be better than if they were to challenge Rossweisse, Tielsad, or Arthur.


      My opponents seemed to be rookies, so I had managed to evade them all so far, but that didn’t change the fact that I couldn’t let my guard down in this situation for even a split second.


      I’d sure like someone to hurry up and come support me. I guess I’ll start by reporting my present situation to everyone in our ranks.


      ☆☆☆


      Aside: Handpicked pilots from the First Fleet’s fighter squadron


      “He looks like such a small fry. Why can’t we take him down?!”


      “Hey! We’re too close together!!! Spread out, spread out!”


      “Oh, come on, guys! You nearly hit me!”


      “I gotta say... That pilot in the light-brown ship has to be pretty good to avoid getting shot down with this many ships on his tail.”


      “Oh, I’m sure he’s just been lucky. There’s no way he could’ve shot down our top ace, Nardils, beyond luck!”


      “The officers have been kinda mean. This was Nardils’s best chance to redeem himself, but they didn’t put him back on the field.”


      “After the shock of getting shot down? He’s still pretty high-strung. I think they made the right call.”


      “Whatever! Just hurry up and crush that twerp now. Once we’ve gotten revenge for Nardils, we’ll set our sights on Federhelm!”


      “Copy that! Let’s make a move now! We’ll head him off, then surround him!”


      “Hold on! Why don’t we wait for a team to come and engage him from another direction...?”


      “Shut up, you coward!”


      “You may not feel like getting back at him for Nardils, but don’t stand in our way!”


      ★★★


      I wasn’t sure why, but the fighters who’d been on my tail for a while just fanned out and accelerated at that point.


      Up until now, the depth of the enemy ships’ ranks meant I couldn’t pull off a Shot-Down Fake-Out, but now that they’d thinned those ranks, I could.


      So, while maintaining full-throttle speeds like I’d been doing throughout this chase, I waited for one of the enemy craft to come up right behind me. Then, I raised the nose of my ship, blasted all the attitudinal thrusters on the bottom of my ship for a split second, and killed the main booster. I timed it so this happened simultaneously.


      The result of all this was that my ship spun while it flew over my opponent. Along with shooting off a well-timed warning shot, I fled in the opposite direction from the one my opponents were flying in at full speed.


      Of course, I wasn’t just running away. I obviously intended to turn around for a counterattack as soon as I’d put enough distance between us.


      Just as I thought, my opponents had all predicted this much, and they would be heading my way soon. Plus, since they’d all be coming at me at once, I needed to get them to break formation first.


      To begin, I’d fire a single flashbang missile—meant to simulate a proton torpedo—at low velocity. Then, all I had to do was hit that flashbang missile with a beam once the enemy ships were close enough. That impact would make the flashbang go off. Then, the enemy pilots would all reflexively pitch either left or right, giving me the chance to pursue and take one of them down before running away.


      This whole sequence of events would confuse my opponents, and even if they came after me again, it’d eat up a lot of their time. And in the meantime, I could flee and take up a better position for a counterattack.


      At least, that had been the plan.


      As soon as I executed my first Shot-Down Fake-Out, the pilot right behind me got hit, and his ship was treated as a wreck. On top of that, no one reacted to this turn of events, meaning I was able to get away easily.


      Then, once I’d put a fair bit of distance between myself and my pursuers, they came at me in formation again. I fired another low-velocity proton torpedo-style flashbang missile, hit it with my beam, and triggered the flash.


      Then...they all ended up being considered wrecks, save for one ship.


      The reason for this was that they had attempted to evade my flashbang at the very last second.


      These pilots had enough skill—and the guts—to have evaded my missile. They probably just hadn’t thought I’d fire at the missile itself.


      The one who survived only had because he’d happened to be farther away.


      Now for the one who got away, I thought to myself, but at that very moment, a buzzer rang out, signaling the end of the exercise.


      “Both sides, put down your arms! The results for round three are... First Fleet fighter squadron, twelve ships remaining; mercenary forces, fifteen! The mercenaries are victorious!”


      After we heard Lieutenant Shuneira Flos announce the results, I heard cheers from my allies and sighs from our opponents.


      ☆☆☆


      Aside: Edward Nardils


      I couldn’t have lost! This must be some kind of mistake!


      That twerp must have pulled some kind of cheap trick!


      He must have bribed the command and instructed them not to let me sortie again—that’s why my request was turned down!


      After this loss for the First Fleet, it’s up to me to reclaim our honor!


      ★★★


    


  



  

    

      NPC No. 124: “Hey, asshole! The exercise is over! What the hell are you trying to pull?!”


      “All right, this exercise has now concluded. All pilots, return to your respective forces. As for all of you mercenaries, please return to the mother ship,” Lieutenant Flos instructed over comms.


      This grueling exercise has finally concluded, but I’m guessing they won’t just let us go our separate ways now.


      They’ll normally have a thank-you party or debriefing. In either case, it’ll be an opportunity to sit and drink, and I’ll be bound to get stuck here until the following morning.


      In that case, I’ll just drop by for a minute. After that, I’ll head straight back to my ship and go to sleep.


      I’d rather not get hassled by any of the people I shot down, and dealing with Dusshid Tenoga would also be a pain in the ass.


      With these thoughts on my mind, I was just about to return to the mother ship provided for us mercenaries when an alarm sounded on my ship.


      I instinctively slammed my joystick to one side, and a beam raced across the patch of space I’d just been occupying.


      To top it off, it hadn’t been one of the Fake Zapper beam weapons meant for training. The shot had been a real beam weapon—a Blaster Cannon.


      There was a military battlecraft in the direction the beam had come from, and it immediately fired another round at me.


      The pilot was obviously gunning for me.


      The training barrier I’d installed couldn’t defend against real beam fire, and if I were to try attacking my opponent with my training beam weapon, I wouldn’t be able to inflict any damage.


      To make matters worse, I’d depleted my fuel reserves a fair bit during the last training exercise. I wouldn’t be able to evade my attacker for very long.


      That being said, fleeing back to the mother ship will only put other people at risk. That’d be a bad move, huh?


      I did my best to get away.


      “Hey, asshole! The exercise is over! What the hell are you trying to pull?!” the lord admiral bellowed at the individual attacking me over open comms.


      Then the person attacking me ignored the lord admiral’s warning entirely and blurted out his own unique assessment of the situation as he continued pursuing me. “As an elite pilot, if I don’t do something to redeem myself after defeat, it’ll leave a blemish on the good name of our First Fleet! Please, let me wipe away this stain on my honor!”


      “Corporal Edward Nardils! Disengage at once!” called out someone else, seemingly his CO, in an attempt to dissuade him.


      However, someone who hadn’t stopped when the lord admiral had given him an order was hardly going to give in because of anything his CO said.


      Plus, unlike me, my opponent probably had a full tank of fuel in his ship. He’d have no problem engaging in a drawn-out battle.


      The First Fleet had just sortied some of their own battlecraft, but given the distance between them and us, it was possibly going to be a while before they got here. Fortunately, I still had some of my proton torpedo-style flashbang missiles that detonated on impact, so I thought that perhaps I could use those to buy some time.


      My opponent, Corporal Edward Nardils, was still hell-bent on taking me down. And, since I figured he’d already seen the Shot-Down Fake-Out, I knew I wasn’t going to have an easy time of it.


      He might still fall for it, though, so it’s worth laying the trap.


      Just like always, I lured my opponent until he was right behind me, keeping my ship at full throttle. So far, I was following the normal setup for my Shot-Down Fake-Out.


      Now it’s time to switch it up a bit.


      When my opponent was right behind me, before raising the nose of my ship, I rotated it 180 degrees. In other words, from his perspective, I would appear to be upside-down. After performing that roll, I blasted all the attitudinal thrusters on the bottom of my ship for a split second and killed the main booster, performing all these steps simultaneously. This kicked off my usual Shot-Down Fake-Out.


      In this case, my ship ducked under my opponent’s while rotating. I launched one of my proton torpedo-style flashbang missiles at the bottom of his hull at normal velocity. I figured that, even though the round wasn’t explosive, even the impact of a physical object would do some damage.


      However, Corporal Edward Nardils must have seen my Shot-Down Fake-Out earlier. To evade my attack, he immediately responded by mirroring my maneuver.


      He can pull off the same trick after seeing it once? Guess he really is an elite.


      His own Shot-Down Fake-Out went in the normal direction, which was the opposite of the one I’d just pulled off.


      In other words, what had happened was this: The proton torpedo-style flashbang grenade I’d fired had gotten sucked into my enemy’s ship’s main thruster nozzle while he had been turning in the middle of his copycat Shot-Down Fake-Out.


      Though the grenade wasn’t explosive, it did contain a propellant and an accelerant that produced the flashbang effect. And most importantly, he’d collided with something with a fair amount of mass at a fairly high velocity, so there was no way he hadn’t sustained some damage. And in order to receive a supply of propellant, a ship’s main thruster nozzle was connected directly to the engine.


      My opponent’s ship rocked violently. It got pushed back by the missile’s momentum, and after a little while, it exploded, presumably because the fuel inside it had ignited.


      I was able to confirm that the pilot had ejected directly after my missile had hit. The battlecraft the First Fleet had sortied could rescue him, so he was bound to be all right.


      After somehow managing to shake off the rampaging Corporal Edward Nardils, I returned to the mother ship set aside for us mercenaries. There, everyone besides Dusshid Tenoga’s gang celebrated my return.


      Then, I went straight to my ship to rest until morning... Or at least, that was what I had wanted to happen, but sure enough, a thank-you party was going to be thrown on a military colony based in the Haluitok Sector, and our mother ship was headed straight there.


      I tried excusing myself, telling our minder, Second Lieutenant Eylude, that I wasn’t feeling well, but since the colony had good medical facilities, I was encouraged to disembark and get checked out there.


      Incidentally, second lieutenants Eylude and Toadel apologized profusely to me for the deplorable actions of their subordinate and more junior fellow recruit. They even said they wanted me to attend the party so they could make proper amends.


      And that was how I, the kind of person who found such events to be nothing but torture, ended up attending the joint thank-you party and debriefing session.




      The affair was held in a hall inside a hotel-like building within the military colony. This building was, in fact, apparently there to serve as overnight accommodations for the royal family, high-ranking nobles, and powerful military officers.


      The lord admiral addressed the room.


      “All right, then. We had a few little hiccups during today’s exercises, but let’s have a toast to getting everyone back safely and to thank all of you mercenaries for your cooperation!” he said.


      The moment he finished delivering this speech, he downed the beer in his hand in one gulp.


      As for the food, we were served while standing. I grabbed some roast beef and a few crackers for my plate and grabbed some sparkling wine. After that, I retreated to one end of the hall.


      My plan was that once I finished eating, I’d say I needed to head to the bathroom, but I’d actually use that opportunity to head back to the mother ship. After that, I’d just go right to my own ship.


      Fortunately, it looked like I’d be able to slip out without much trouble. Dusshid Tenoga insisted that the merc’s victory was all down to his command, a duty he hadn’t actually performed. The likes of Rossweisse, Tielsad, Seira, and Shiora were all getting surrounded by guys, and Arthur, Lambert, Lebin, and Yuri were swarmed by the ladies. And the soldiers were all clamoring among themselves. It was a pretty lively party, and I figured no one would mind if I, just one person, disappeared. In fact, they probably wouldn’t even notice.


      After finishing my meal without any issues, I was just about to head home when...


      “Hey. Enjoying yourself?”


      The lord admiral had caught me.


      “Yes, sir,” I replied. “I’ve enjoyed myself plenty, so I was just thinking about making a move.”


      “Really, now? Well, I don’t mind if you wanna head home, but first there’s just one little thing I’d like to talk to you about.”


      It looked like he had seen through my plan of slipping away early on in the proceedings.


      Then, he said, “I’m sorry one of my subordinates went on a rampage against you during this mission. That was down to a lack of oversight on my part. We can’t have people heading into battle at the end of an exercise they weren’t involved in—in fact, not even before the end. Our corporal attacked a person, armed only with training equipment, with live weapons. He’s guaranteed to be court-martialed. I’ll have to be given some kind of penalty too. That pilot is tied up in the flagship’s brig right now. I’m truly sorry.”


      The lord admiral bowed deeply to me.


      One of the reasons they carried out this exercise was to expose guys just like that, but I’m sure he didn’t expect anything quite this bad to happen.


      “Well, if you’d like to make it up to me, in the future, please don’t try and recruit me into the army or force me to take on any more contracts.”


      I figure I can get away with demanding this much. If I asked for much more, he’d probably just get angry. This seems about right.
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      “Gotcha. I’ll issue a strict order forbidding me or any of my subordinates from trying to recruit you.”


      Only including his subordinates sounds like he’s leaving a loophole, but I’d be happy if the recruiting efforts let up even a little.


      But the next words out of the lord admiral’s mouth made me stare at him in surprise.


      “Oh, yeah. You know that little rear-end accident your father got in? That might all be settled by the time you get home.”


      ☆☆☆


      Aside: Shiora Diloparz


      The thank-you party for the day’s training exercises were held in a large hall in a building on the colony that resembled a hotel.


      While I was at the venue, a lot of guys who were a little too relaxed made some passes at me, which was irritating.


      Then, I spotted a particular person. The same person who’d rescued me when I had nearly been shot down, in fact.


      Since this had only been a training exercise, I hadn’t been in any mortal peril. But when I thought about what might have happened had it been a real battle, I couldn’t stop shaking.


      I summoned all my resolve and then called out to her.


      “Um, excuse me... You’re Miss Tielsad, aka Léopard, aren’t you?”


      “Yes, I am...” she replied.


      “My name is Shiora Diloparz! Thank you so much for saving me on this occasion! Please let me do something for you by way of thanks,” I said.


      Tielsad looked just a bit startled. “This sort of thing is a question of give and take, so don’t worry about it,” she said graciously with a smile.


      “But...”


      As far as I was concerned, if I didn’t do something to thank her for saving me, I simply wouldn’t be satisfied.


      Then, Tielsad grinned. “Well, let me see. If you’re so thankful, then please save someone else the next chance you get. I mean, that’s what someone told me after I had been rescued, and I said just the same thing to them. Besides, the person who does the saving tends to forget, so it’s pointless to go on worrying about it,” she said, before taking a sip from the glass of sparkling wine in her hand. “Though, you can feel free to beat the everloving crap out of anyone who tries to make you feel indebted after saving you!”


      “Yes, ma’am!”


      I’d run into some characters like that myself and had no intention of showing them any mercy in the future.


      While I waited for the thank-you party to end, I made some more idle conversation with Tielsad.


    


  



  

    

      NPC No. 125: “Sorry to be rude, but you and I have never met before. I mean, I believe I was only informed of your name and what you look like a few days ago. At any rate, there are no grounds upon which you ought to be calling me grandfather.”


      ☆☆☆


      Aside: Third-Person Perspective


      A black bus and a limousine were parked in front of Labemm Corporation’s headquarters.


      A group of men in black suits, appearing to be bodyguards, emerged first from the black bus. They formed a perfect wall blocking the space between the entrance to the building and the limousine.


      Then, a solitary elderly man emerged from the limousine.


      He wore a perfectly ordinary dark brown suit, a fedora of the same color, and thick-rimmed glasses. Though he walked with a cane, he still seemed hale and hearty as he proceeded into the building.


      “Young lady, could you tell me where the sales department is?” he asked a young woman working at the reception desk.


      “Y-Yes sir! To reach the sales department, please take the elevator to the eighth floor and turn left once you alight,” the receptionist replied hurriedly.


      “Thank you,” said the old man with a smile before heading to the elevator with the crowd of suits.




      At this time, the employees in the sales department on the eighth floor were working busily. Contracts were being drawn up, others were making sales calls, some were working with customers, and more still were managing the company’s inventory. Another set of employees, though they were not present at that moment, were those who visited established clients or potential new customers with whom they sought to iron out contracts. In all, the workers here performed many roles.


      Among them, however, was one with a nameplate on his desk, denoting him as the Director of Sales. He sat there, wearing headphones plugged into his laptop, playing a match of an online computer game. While his outfit and hairstyle proclaimed him to be a salesman, he didn’t look like the man in charge.


      The employees around him kept their distance, striving to have as little to do with him as possible in their day-to-day.


      Up until about twenty years prior, this sort of scene was all too common. The second and third sons of noble houses—who would not inherit their father’s title—were often sent to work at some company on the backs of their families’ prestige. There, they would receive generous wages in exchange for doing no work.


      Due to the reforms put in place by the previous emperor, quite a number of these incompetent workers had been sent packing...but not all of them. Not quite yet.




      It was into this scene that the elderly man who had just visited reception arrived.


      He turned to a young female worker who was nearby. “Excuse me. I’ve come here to see an individual called Tenote Leandelt. Would he be in at the moment?” he asked.


      “Yes, sir. The director is just over there...” she replied, pointing nervously in the direction of Leandelt’s desk.


      “Thank you.” The elderly man then respectfully removed his hat and headed toward Leandelt’s desk. Once he got there, he said, “So you’re Tenote Leandelt, are you?”


      The moment Leandelt saw the elderly man’s face, he took off his headphones, abandoned his game, and stood up. He wore an ear-to-ear grin.


      “Grandfather!” he cried. “To what do I owe this sudden visit? Haven’t you always said that it would be difficult to come and see me directly?”


      Since Leandelt usually wore a needlessly arrogant, self-satisfied expression, the workers found the mere sight of him smiling like this to be abnormal.


      As for the elderly man—Altishult Bingil Orvarus—he seemed quite shocked by Leandelt’s demeanor. After all, he had expected the younger man to become quite flustered to see him here. It almost seemed as if Leandelt genuinely looked up to him as his grandfather instead.


      However, the duke was not one to be shaken by something so trivial.


      “Sorry to be rude, but you and I have never met before,” he replied. “I mean, I believe I was only informed of your name and what you look like a few days ago. At any rate, there are no grounds upon which you ought to be calling me grandfather.”


      “What are you saying, grandfather? We spoke on the phone only last week...”


      The duke gave a signal to his throng of suits. They proceeded to descend on the overly familiar Leandelt like an avalanche, detaining him.


      “Ow ow ow! Grandfather! What is the meaning of this?!” Leandelt cried out.


      “Isn’t it obvious? I came here today to catch a fool who has committed a great number of screwups while impersonating one of my grandchildren,” said the duke. Though a smile played on his lips, there was no warmth in his eyes.


      Then, after taking a seat at Leandelt’s desk, the duke began to slowly tell his side of the story.


      “I’ve had it all looked into. To think that grubby woman was your grandmother... That woman, Kalzina Leandelt, whose maiden name was Kalzina Olidentark. During the reign of my father, Gudbeilant Maris Orvarus—four emperors ago—she was a count’s daughter who was permitted to reside in the imperial palace. That was entirely due to the fact that she was beautiful and the emperor, my father, had taken a liking to her. But she also made passes at my eldest brother, Eigis; my other elder brother, Lagdaron; and at me as well. Well, I guess you’d call her a bimbo; a woman too easily swayed by money and power. And naturally, her personality wasn’t too agreeable either. Neither my elder brothers nor I would give her the time of day, and she came to be quite despised by everyone else who resided in the palace.”


      The duke paused his explanation for a moment, chuckling as he recalled the days past he was describing.


      Then, he faced Leandelt once again. He removed his glasses and put them in his jacket’s breast pocket. “You took advantage of an old yarn about Kalzina and me being lovers. The so-called result of our romance was your mother, making you, your mother’s child, my grandson. That story Kalzina spun came from nothing but delusions, with a hint of dementia thrown in. But you grabbed onto it and took advantage of that rumor, didn’t you?”


      The duke punctuated this point by striking the floor with his cane.


      “I know you understand very well yourself that you aren’t my grandson. Despite this, you used my name, and when you encountered me, you acted as if you really were my grandson. You expected me to be rattled by that. And when you saw me suspect that some old affair really might have produced your mother, you planned to truly set yourself up as my grandson, isn’t that so?” he asked.


      Leandelt’s face stiffened at these words from the duke, but even though he was still restrained, he managed to force a smile.


      “Yes, you are absolutely right. But, wouldn’t it be better for you if I were your grandson? I think you already know this, but my grandmother and the emperor at the time—in other words, your father—lay with one another on many an occasion! And my mother was born as a result of that!” Leandelt cried, blurting out information he thought might bring him back from the brink of death. “You know that while I may not be the child of a duke, I am a direct descendant of our emperor from three reigns ago!”


      In other words, Leandelt was saying that he only needed to announce himself to shake the foundations of the imperial dynasty.


      The duke stood up—his suits were still restraining Leandelt.


      “I’m afraid that’s impossible,” he replied. “In spite of the fact that my father was surrounded by dozens of mistresses in addition to already having his queen and concubine, he only ever had three children. The reason for that was that as soon as his third child was born, he underwent a procedure to prevent him from having any more offspring. One successor and two spares were enough for him. In other words, as soon as I was born and came to reside in the imperial palace, any woman who had children after that must have lain with some man besides the emperor. Oh, by the way, any children he might have had before becoming emperor would have been dealt with at the moment of his ascension. Well, I can understand why you and Kalzina wouldn’t know that. That’s something only the royal family and their personal physicians know,” said the duke, whispering the secret of the imperial house in the man’s ear and demolishing his last line of defense.


      The instant Leandelt realized that he had lost the source of his confidence and drive, all of the fight went out of him.


      “I-It can’t be... I was sure I was the emperor’s grandson...”


      “All right then, I think you’d better come with me. I can’t allow people to misuse my good name; the name of a duke. You will be suitably punished.”


      The suits, still holding Leandelt, then exited the sales department. The duke slowly drew himself up again.


      “Now then, I’ll see myself out. Sorry for disturbing you in the middle of your work,” he said, doffing his hat once more.


      Then, just as he was leaving the office, he said in parting, “I intend to make that man compensate you all fairly for the injustices you’ve suffered under him. You can count on it.”




      Strangely enough, even after many days had gone by, the fact that Tenote Leandelt had pretended to be one of Duke Altishult Bingil Orvarus’s grandchildren and had been arrested on suspicion of fraud, extortion, and making false accusations hadn’t leaked to the press.


      However, compensation to Tenote Leandelt’s victims had been paid in the name of Viscount Leandelt.




      Once the duke was back inside the limousine and some distance away from Labemm Corporation HQ, the duke’s long-serving steward gave his master some words of appreciation.


      “I applaud your efforts, my lord,” he said.


      “It wasn’t much effort at all. This is my first time visiting a planet besides my own territory and Hain in quite a while. I don’t mind getting away from it all now and then.”


      The duke took a bottle of mineral water out of the limousine’s refrigerator, opened the cap himself, and took a long drink from it.


      “Still, it is a pity how things turned out,” the steward said. “And after you let him run loose for all this time as a prepared scapegoat in the event that you should need one.”


      “Well, Admiral Breskin found out about him. If I left him alone too much longer, he might have damaged my own good name.”


      “I must wonder who it was that informed the admiral...?”


      “Don’t worry about that. There was always a chance that someone would catch word of him. It just happened to be now,” the duke replied.


      “I wonder if that is really the case.”


      “I have to admit this was actually kind of fun. The moment I told that grubby woman’s grandson the truth, I got such a thrill! I felt like a PI in a crime procedural!” said the duke with a smile. He then took another sip of his mineral water.


      “I am glad to hear it. Now, would you like to head straight back to your realm?”


      “Yeah, let’s do that.”


      “As you wish, my lord.”


      Thus, the limousine transporting the duke headed in the direction of the spaceport, followed by the bus filled with his suits.


    


  



  

    

      NPC No. 126: “Damn... Nobles are scary, huh?”


      Once our training exercises in the Haluitok Sector with the First Fleet—a crusader squadron in the Imperial Army’s Central Fleet—had ended, we all boarded the mother ship that had been provided to transport us back to our home, Planet Ittsu.


      I parked the Patchwork in the guild’s hangar and went to Old Man Lohnes’s desk to receive my pay.


      “Looks like you had a rough time,” he said.


      “Well, they used us to weed out some of their more problematic new recruits. I kinda feel for the people in charge of the military, though. They have to find a way to make use of guys like that.”


      As I received my pay in the form of data money, I recalled what had happened during the exercises and got annoyed all over again.


      “You’d be surprised,” he replied. “Internally, the military is aware of plenty of ‘mysterious accidental deaths.’”


      I had no idea why Lohnes was so well-informed about the internal goings-on of the military, but if what he’d said was true, that was freaking scary.




      We finished our exchange, and I was just exiting the Mercenaries Guild building when I received a phone call from my dad.


      I bet this is about that rear-end accident he got into with Leandelt and that baseless lawsuit.


      “Hello? What’s up, Dad?” I said, answering the phone as levelheadedly as possible.


      When my dad appeared on-screen, he seemed worn out for some reason.


      “Wait till you hear this, John. You know that accident I got into with the air-car the other day? The other driver dropped the charges. So now I won’t have to pay that ridiculous figure in compensation,” he replied.


      Yep, I knew it would be about that.


      “And you know what, John? After seven...no, it’s already been eight years, hasn’t it? About seventy percent of the unfair debt I was saddled with back then has been paid back to me as well. So he was lying about being the duke’s grandson after all, and the duke must have found out and taken care of him personally.”


      “Wow! That’s great news!” I said.


      Though the lord admiral had told me I might find that my dad’s problem had been resolved by the time I got home, I didn’t know what that would look like. I was completely taken aback by this news.


      But from my dad’s perspective, I didn’t look so shocked.


      “Hey... You know something, don’t you?” he inquired of me.


      “Nah, I’m shocked too.”


      “Well... Whatever. How about you come visit us at home for once? It’s not like taking a slightly longer break once in a while will earn you any bad karma.”


      “Yeah, all right...” I replied.


      When he figured that I didn’t feel like sharing any behind-the-scenes details, my dad steered the conversation to talk about me visiting him and my mom. Since I somehow didn’t feel like telling him no, I agreed.


      “Just one thing, I’d like you to take public transport here. I’ll pay you back for the fare later.”


      But that’ll take longer...




      It was morning, two days after I had received my dad’s phone call.


      I got on the orbital elevator and headed for Planet Ittsu’s spaceport. I’d already dropped the Patchwork off at Dolg’s Workshop for some maintenance work.


      Though my dad had told me to visit home, Planet Tabul was his home planet. I had been born here, on Planet Ittsu. The apartment we had lived in back then was still around, even.


      To me, this was more like a pleasure trip to the country. Back when I was a kid, we had gone there once a year.


      As for my mom’s part of the sticks, we used to go there at the end of the year, huh?


      My mother’s birthplace was on Planet Coniyahena. I remembered the snowy landscapes whenever we had visited. Since Planet Coniyahena was a cold planet where the highest temperature each day never went above 20 degrees Celsius, it was always snowy there.


      Word that I was a mercenary had gotten around when one of my dad’s acquaintances had seen me enter and then leave the guild branch. That rumor had eventually made its way to the old ladies in his neighborhood, and they had started to nag him about it.


      Given the circumstances, things would only get more complicated for him if I were to visit, so I’d stopped doing so. In fact, this was going to be my first trip home since my third year of junior high school.


      This’ll be the first time in a while that I haven’t had my ship nearby too, huh? I reflected on that as I walked through the spaceport’s boarding gate.




      Back in the era of the Galactic Democracy, Planet Tabul had been the fifth planet to be developed. To this day, the planet still felt like a pleasant mix of city and country areas.


      The planet’s capital had modern buildings and amenities, whereas the suburbs were home to paddies, fields, orchards, and ranches. There were also vast, unspoiled wooded mountains.


      It took two days to get from Planet Ittsu to the spaceport on Planet Tabul, even though I boarded a regular service that used interstellar gates. On top of that, I had to travel another thirteen thousand kilometers from the planet’s capital, which took one hour on the high-speed linear induction train.


      Once I departed the train, I had arrived at Balbis Central Station, which was the nearest train station to where my dad lived in the Redugel Quarter in the town of Arbuster, within the city of Balbis, in the Malock area of the planet.


      My mom and dad lived out here in the suburbs, where they grew cabbages and grapes that were fairly well-regarded.


      From Balbis Central Station, I’d need to take another one-hour trip by bus. And after that, I’d finally arrive at my parents’ place.


      But for some reason, my dad was waiting for me at the station in his small air-truck. (Incidentally, an air-truck is the truck version of an air-car.)


      But I didn’t even tell him what time I was leaving to get here.


      “What are you doing here?” I asked.


      “Knowing you, I figured you’d get here today, and around this time too.”


      As ever, he was a guy whose intuition tended to ring true when it came to family.




      After I got in the air-truck, my dad demanded to know what dealings had gone on between the lord admiral and me, since he had been affected by the incident. I told him what had happened.


      Of course, there was no need for anyone else to know. I made him promise not to tell anyone else, not even Mom.


      “I see...” he replied. “Sorry for the trouble, son...”


      “It was the lord admiral’s idea, and the duke is the one who actually dealt with Leandelt, but I’m sure the duke only did it to serve his own interests. The fact that he handled it so quickly means he must have already known about Leandelt and had left him alone for some reason. I guess he finally decided that he was better off squashing him.”


      That was my best guess as to the duke’s situation, at least, but there was no way for me to know the actual truth. But what I did know was that if it had been in the duke’s interest for Leandelt to hang around, the one who ended up being “dealt with” would have been me.


      “Damn... Nobles are scary, huh?”


      “They sure are...”


      The ride in my dad’s air-truck took another hour. Besides our first chat about my backroom deal, we didn’t discuss anything in particular.


      Eventually, we arrived at my parents’ place.


      It was an immense single-story house with a vast garden. There were little vegetable patches on the same property too, and their cabbage patch was on the other side of the road. Their vineyard was a little more removed from the house.


      “I’m home.”


      “Welcome home,” said my mom. She didn’t sound especially delighted, though. Her reaction was much the same as when I had gotten home during my school days. “You’ve had a long trip. Aren’t you exhausted?”


      “Not really.”


      “I see. Then go and pick some cucumbers from the vegetable garden,” she told me.


      “Yeah, yeah.”


      When my grandma and grandpa had still been living in this house, grandma would often ask me to pick vegetables for her when I’d come over to play.


      My grandpa had died when I was in my second year of high school. As for my grandma, she had taken ill a couple of years after my dad had started farming, and she’d been living in a nursing home ever since.


      For the first time in seven whole years, I got to eat my mom’s cooking again. She took the cucumbers I’d picked and finely diced them to make a salad, which she served alongside a potato stew, a dish of stir-fried pork and bean sprouts, miso soup, and rice.


      During our meal, my mother suddenly said to me, “About the money we got back. I want you to have it.”


      “Nah,” I replied. “With grandma and everything else you have to deal with, I really think you two should keep it...”


      I was glad that the money I’d been pointlessly forced to pay had been returned, even if it was only seventy percent of it. But despite that, I just considered all that to be money I’d given to my parents. Since they still needed to support my grandma, I really thought it would be better for them to keep it.


      “Quit arguing and take it. It was your money to start with,” said Dad.


      “But you and Mom earned some of it, right?”


      “I’m begging you, don’t make your parents endure any more shame.”


      When I saw how pained my mom and dad’s expressions were, I knew I had no choice but to give in.


      “All right, I’ll take it,” I told them. “But I’m going to keep sending money home. It motivates me to keep on working.”


      I decided they would have to at least accept this condition of mine. If they turned that down, I would stop at nothing to make sure they kept the money that had been refunded to them.


      “All right. We’ll be glad to accept it,” said Dad.


      “He really takes after you in that respect,” said Mom.


      Mom and Dad both let out sighs of resignation.


    


  



  

    

      NPC No. 127: “As you can plainly see, I’m playing mahjong. Since it uses both your hands and your brain, it’s great for staving off dementia.”


      After I finished eating my mom’s cooking for the first time in seven whole years, I found myself in something of a food coma. I stared out the window.


      “How’d you like to go walk around the vineyard to aid in your digestion?” my dad suggested.


      The last time I had seen the vineyard, there had only been a few skinny plants standing there. The trellises had been small as well. I’d heard that the vineyard had expanded a number of times since then, so I was actually kind of looking forward to seeing it.




      We got in the small air-truck and drove to the vineyard, which was located on a hill some distance from the house. We arrived there about twenty minutes later.


      The vineyard had increased substantially in scale since the last time I had seen it. There were far more grape vines now, and the base of each was far thicker than it had been before. To make the work of harvesting the grapes easier, the old trellises had been replaced with ones 190 centimeters tall, which were also about twice as wide. The vines hadn’t fruited yet, so they formed a green canopy overhead.


      On the ground beneath us were sparse tufts of grasses I couldn’t name, but I knew they were obviously weeds. Without needing to call any particular attention to that fact, my dad and I just naturally started pulling them up.


      We weeded in silence for a spell.


      “It sounds like work is going well,” my dad said eventually. We were both still working on the weeds with our backs turned to one another.


      “I guess so,” I replied.


      “To be honest, I’d like you to quit your mercenary work. We’ve got back a fair bit of the money paid toward that baseless debt, and you’ve got to have plenty more put aside.”


      Even with his back turned to me, I could tell my dad was worried about me. But at this point in my life, I didn’t feel like there was anything I could do besides mercenary work. Unlike my dad, who had come from a farming household, I didn’t have any relevant knowledge or experience in that field.


      Looks like the only thing I can help out with is pulling up weeds.


      Just as I was wondering how to convince him that I should continue my career as a mercenary, my dad, with his back still turned to me, said something that meant he accepted my decision.


      “But...you don’t feel like quitting, do you? So, if you’re going to stick with it, at least get in touch with us after you’ve finished a big job.”


      “All right. Whenever possible, I’ll do just that,” I said.


      After that, we carried on weeding and tending to the vineyard until the sun had nearly set.


      When we got home, I shared a nightcap with my dad for the first time ever.


      I mean, I was still a minor when I left home to become a mercenary, so I never got to.


      But, since I didn’t handle alcohol that well, all I had was a single 350-milliliter metal bottle of beer.




      The next day, I went to the nursing home where my grandma, Luculia Ouzos, lived. Though I’d spoken with her on the phone since she had moved there, this would be my first time visiting.


      Initially, I’d suggested we all go as a family, but my parents said they’d pass as they’d already visited her two days before I arrived. That being the case, I borrowed the air-car and figured I’d pick up a gift for grandma from somewhere around Balbis Central Station on the way.


      The nursing home, which was called Pustus, stood on the campus of Balbis City General Hospital. The complex was high up on a cliff that ran along the coast, and it was said that the hospital could boast that every ward had an ocean view.


      After parking the air-car in the hospital parking lot, I walked through the complex’s garden and then stepped inside the nursing home.


      Unlike the primary hospital facilities, the nursing home itself had more of a sharehouse vibe. Of course, there were nursing staff stationed here too, and the home had a corridor that directly connected the building to the hospital while also having healthcare facilities of its own.


      Anyway, in a room the facility had designated as the common room, a big crowd of old folks seemed to be enjoying a variety of recreation activities. There were some grandpas playing out historical battles in games of Naval Chess. I also saw some grandmas doing embroidery, and the ladies apparently still had love lives to talk about, even at this age. In another part of the room, there were some other grandpas excitedly watching a young pop idol’s music video while some other grandmas looked at them uncomfortably.


      Apart from them, there were other residents playing billiards and darts. In the garden, some old-timers were even playing gateball.


      They’re surprisingly lively, but I can’t help thinking that they might be hurting themselves.


      I eventually found my own grandma at a mahjong table at the end of the common room, playing against two grandpas and a female nursing home employee. It looked like she had run away with the game.


      “Hey, grandma, it’s been a while,” I said. “Now, we have a lot of catching up to do, but I have to ask... What are you doing?”


      “As you can plainly see, I’m playing mahjong. Since it uses both your hands and your brain, it’s great for staving off dementia.”


      “Well, I guess that makes sense, but...”


      While grandma looked down at her scoring sticks, I could see that the two grandpas both appeared to be deeply frustrated. As for the employee, she looked like her soul had been sucked out of her.


      “Are you gambling?” I asked. I felt like I had to.


      “No, of course not. Let’s go to my room now, shall we?” Grandma answered with a straight face.


      She was definitely gambling, wasn’t she...?




      I knew my grandma’s room was on the third floor from our conversations over the phone. Her wide windows overlooked the sea.


      “I wanted to thank you for coming, John. How long has it been since we met face-to-face? Seven years?”


      “Grandma, I’m glad to see you looking so lively. How’s your condition?” I asked.


      “It hasn’t gotten any worse. In fact, I’ve actually been feeling a little better. I guess the best thing for your health is to have fun in life.”


      So she says, but she actually looks a bit thinner than she used to.


      “Ah, here’s a gift for you. Some crispy waffles from Flos Avis.”


      “Oh, I’m ever so pleased! I love these.”


      When I handed the boxes of crispy waffles to my grandma, she put all but one of them on a shelf. She opened that one box, took out a single waffle, and set about munching on it happily.


      The crispy waffles from Flos Avis were made of two thin waffles with cream sandwiched between them. They were one of my grandma’s favorite treats. I’d bought like five boxes to bring here, thinking she could share them with the other residents. But at this rate, it looked like she’d gobble them up all by herself.


      After finishing one of the waffles, she brought up something that she must have discussed with my parents earlier.


      “Oh, by the way, I heard you ended up getting back the money you had to pay toward your father’s unreasonable debt,” she began.


      “Yeah. That’s true, but...”


      “Then, when you tried to hand all of it over to your parents, they handed it right back. And that still doesn’t sit right with you, does it?” she said. She was right on the money with regard to my thoughts.


      “As far as I’m concerned, I’m happy for them to hold on to it in case something else happens. Besides, I’m scared to hold on to a fortune I have no use nor plans for.”


      I figured what had happened twice could always happen a third time, so I wanted them to keep that money just in case.


      Grandma shook her head. “You’ve already saved their bacon twice. As far as I’m concerned, no self-respecting parents would just take their own son’s money without a second thought. If they had, then I would have had some words with them. And besides, what about you? Working as a mercenary, you don’t know what might happen next. You should take it and save it, for your own sake.”


      My grandma had continued to work as a teacher even after marrying grandad, who had been a farmer. She had even once served as the president of a university. She could be extremely persuasive.


      Although I’d accepted my parents’ decision yesterday, I was still feeling a little uneasy about it. But once my grandma said all that, I was able to give myself over to a feeling of resignation—or perhaps determination.


      “Yeah, all right. I’ll take the money.”


      “That’s for the best. It was yours to start with, so why not spend it however you like once in a while? On something like this, for example,” she said, tapping her finger on the box of crispy waffles. “Now then, I think I’ll be off to see if I can fleece my sheep a little more.”


      With an elegant smile, my grandma headed for the elevator with a box of crispy waffles in hand.


      I just knew she was gambling...


      While we were riding the elevator, my grandma invited me to join her mahjong game.


      “Maybe you’d like to play a round?” she asked.


      But, figuring it’d be the end for me if I participated, I said, without a moment’s hesitation, “I’ll have to pass.”


    


  



  

    

      NPC No. 128: “I wish I’d never bought that sterilizing capsule...”


      After escaping my grandma’s clutches (?) and returning from the nursing home, I found that my parents had visitors. The people in question were two old bags from the neighborhood whom I’d heard about when my mom and dad had come to Planet Ittsu for my mom’s niece’s wedding.


      These were the ones who had spewed a lot of insults and gossip about me when they had found out I was a mercenary: that it was barbaric, that it was borderline criminal, that we were all failures in life. My mom had made them shut up after that.


      This goes without saying, but they weren’t my mom’s friends. In fact, they didn’t really get along with anyone else in the neighborhood at all.


      What do these old bags want with my mom? I wondered.


      As they approached me, the types of things they said made it clear.


      “Aren’t things pricey these days?”


      “I’m worried about your prospects; you should really think about investing!”


      They were expressing themselves in a roundabout way, but what it all boiled down to was “Give us your money!”


      The sheer audacity of these women: begging for cash when they aren’t even my mom’s friends, and after they spread all those nasty rumors about me?


      When I was about to politely decline, they changed tactics.


      “Some nerve, coming from a criminal!”


      “We’d put it to better use than you.”


      Now, they were starting to sound like a certain pink-haired woman—Ako Shandelar—whom I had crossed paths with once upon a time.


      So, I said, “Please leave these premises at once. If you don’t, I will have to call the police and report you for trespassing and extortion. And if you really put up a fight, I’ll have to employ force. As a mercenary, I’m in a barbaric line of work, so I’m used to rough stuff. And I’m well equipped for it.”


      Just as I said that last part, I glanced at the pistol holstered on my hip.


      The two old bags fled in a hurry.


      “Sorry, Mom,” I said. “Now they’ll spread even more nasty rumors.”


      “You needn’t worry about that. Those two are infamous around these parts.”


      According to my mom, they were intensely despised by people throughout this community as they’d bad-mouthed and spread baseless rumors about plenty of people besides me.


      After that spot of trouble, I spent a couple more days relaxing at my parents’ place. On the morning of the fifth day of my trip to the countryside, I decided to head home.




      For the trip back, my mom and dad gave me a lift to Balbis Central Station.


      “Take care of yourself,” said Dad.


      “Get in touch if anything happens,” my mom told me.


      We parted on terms that weren’t too gloomy. From there, I took the train to Planet Tabul’s spaceport, boarded the regular service to Planet Ittsu, and, after a two-day trip, I made it back home safely.




      I had already remarked upon this point when I had first arrived at the spaceport, but since I usually left my ship in the Mercenaries Guild hangar, the fact that I was at the spaceport to begin with was pretty refreshing.


      I took the orbital elevator from the spaceport back down to the planet’s surface and got on the high-speed linear induction train to take me to Palbea Station. By the time I arrived, it was already close to eleven o’clock at night.


      After taking a taxi from the station back to my apartment, I collapsed onto my bed. I didn’t even manage to unpack.


      The next morning, once I was done cooking myself breakfast and cleaning my apartment, I went to see my landlord with a souvenir from my trip in hand. Then, I headed straight to the Mercenaries Guild.




      Before going to the reception desk, it was a habit of mine to look at the contracts up on the bulletin board first. At a glance, the variety of jobs on offer had turned pretty lopsided in the twelve or so days I’d taken off since my last job.


      “Hey. How was your vacation? You went to see your parents, right?” asked Old Man Lohnes. He was giving me a needlessly cheery smile for some reason.


      “Well, they finally got out of debt and out of trouble. They should have a peaceful time of it from now on. More importantly, is it me, or are there way too many search and destroy missions for pirates right now? Haven’t a good chunk of those disgraced nobles been detained or blown away by now? Plus, I’m seeing contracts to patrol this sector for the first time ever,” I said, openly voicing my concerns.


      Old Man Lohnes’s expression changed. “According to my intel, though these guys call themselves pirates, they’re very obviously armed to the teeth and sailing on warships. People are saying they’ve gotta be a front for Nekirelma, bent on sabotaging our trade routes.”


      I see, so that’s why there are so many jobs searching for and eliminating “pirates.”


      Strictly speaking, these weren’t pirate ships, but privateers’ ships. During times of war, a country’s government could give private citizens permission (meaning a privateer’s license) to attack ships from enemy countries so they could destroy or steal their cargo. Essentially, these were pirate ships that belonged to a specific state.


      This is just my guess, but if their ships look that much like warships, then they probably aren’t just any privateers, but more like plunderers set up by the state.


      “But isn’t that sort of thing the military’s problem?” I noted.


      “The army’s out in force, of course, but they don’t have enough hands, eyes, or ears to cope. That’s why there’s a single contract out to patrol the sector.”


      Sector patrols were just another kind of security job. When there were prolonged circumstances where security was required, these contracts could be considered to be absolutely necessary. When these jobs came up, they indicated that a sector was so infested with “pirates” that we had to do something about it.


      “So, what job are you going with?” he asked me.


      “Let me think about it a little more. I’d like to learn a bit more first.”


      “I see. Well, I guess that’s your MO,” said Old Man Lohnes before picking up a plastic bottle of coffee, twisting off the cap, and taking a swig.




      After leaving the Mercenaries Guild, I headed to the Black Market Shopping District to visit my friend’s pharmacy. Naturally, I intended to ask my friend for intel about the missions on offer.


      As always, the district had an air about it that was pretty suspect. But when I realized I was completely used to that at this point, I felt kind of frustrated and lonesome.


      The shopping district itself was peaceful enough. I was bursting with sketchiness, not explosives.


      As for that reliable old butcher’s shop, they weren’t selling any ready meals this time. The sign out front simply read, “Sale today on minotaur meat! Take advantage of our super special offer—great for steaks or hot pot!”


      I soon arrived at Pattson’s Pharmacy, only to find a customer (a patient, really) inside, which was a rare sight. Some old geezer was listening to Gonzales explain something about his medication... Actually, he didn’t look like he was listening at all.


      “I’ve said this so many times already, Mr. Guirooteh, but do you really need to keep grabbing my hand like that?”


      “Well, it’s your fault for havin’ such smooth hands, Little Miss Gonzales.”


      It looked like one of Gonzales’s elderly customers was sexually harassing him. But since Gonzales could hardly hit an old man, he was forcing a bitter smile.


      At that moment, an old lady walked into the pharmacy.


      “Give it a rest already, you old creep!” she cried, hitting the old man over the head with a plastic bottle.


      “What the hell are ya... Agh, it’s my old bag!”


      “Don’t bother the pharmacist!” she yelled again.


      The old man started to protest. “I don’t think I was botherin’...”


      But the old lady grabbed him by the ear and, in a voice that sounded like it belonged to a different person than the one who’d just yelled at the old man, said, “Well then, ma’am, we must be going. I’m terribly sorry for my husband’s behavior.”


      The old couple then exited the pharmacy.


      Once they’d left, Gonzales let out a heavy sigh.


      “That old man... Is he always like that?” I asked.


      “Yeah, pretty much,” replied Gonzales.


      He looks pretty exhausted. My business can wait till he’s recovered.


      “I wish I’d never bought that sterilizing capsule...”


      At first, Gonzales hadn’t wanted to go back to being in a man’s body, so he’d used the money that could have been spent on his brain transplant on a sterilizing capsule for his synthetic body. Now that he’d attracted the eyes of old-timers at his pharmacists’ association meetings and was getting sexually harassed by them, he felt like he couldn’t go back soon enough. But because he’d bought that sterilizing capsule, I guessed that he no longer had the money to pay for the brain transplant surgery.


      “Hey, what’s done is done, right? Besides, if you went back to being a man, your patients might stop showing up here,” I said, meaning it as a joke.


      “Well, since I already looked like this when I started working as a pharmacist...you might be right,” responded the man in question. He sounded serious.


      Looks like interpersonal relationships are surprisingly important in the healthcare sector...


    


  



  

    

      NPC No. 129: “It all seems pretty fishy to me. Be careful.”


      Just as I sat down in a chair in the corner of the pharmacy to wait for Gonzales’s emotional state to recover, the next customer arrived without giving us a moment to breathe.


      It was another old man, but he seemed like a decent one. All he did was hand over his prescription to Gonzales.


      Without giving even a hint of how despondent he was feeling, Gonzales responded, “Of course, sir. Please wait just one moment.”


      He then headed to the mixing room at the back of the store and started preparing the old man’s medication.


      Even though he was a pharmacist, he had said that he only mixed medications very rarely. Apparently, his main job was to prepare the right dosage of the medication specified in a customer’s prescription for the right number of days and ensure that he didn’t make any mistakes.


      Of course, there were still some times when he had to mix medications himself, but he said he didn’t do it frequently.


      That work mainly happened at large pharmacies within hospitals, which took care of everything from mixing the medications to automatically dividing each batch into little portions. Pharmacists just had to make sure they didn’t make any mistakes when filling the prescription.


      That being said, if they were to hand a patient the wrong medication or mess up the dosage, that could threaten their patients’ lives. Because of that, Gonzales wore a serious expression as he worked.


      Once he’d finished preparing the medication, he said, “Mr. Suoresu, your medication is ready.”


      Though Gonzales probably thought he said this line normally, due to the degree of beauty afforded him by his prosthetic body, it was delivered with a stunning smile.


      I guess that’s what got Lebin so spellbound...


      Customers continued to file in after that. Most of them were elderly, but there were also young men and women, parents with their children, and even some students. It took Gonzales about an hour and a half to finish getting all of them set with their medications.


      Gonzales figured there probably wouldn’t be any more patients coming in for a while once that was done, so he lowered the shutters and closed up the pharmacy for the time being.


      Looks like I can finally take care of what I came here for.


      Gonzales took a long swig from a plastic bottle of lemonade. “So, sounds like things haven’t been too easy for you,” he said, kicking off our conversation at last. He seemed exhausted.


      “No, they haven’t. Pirates have been on the rise again lately...I mean, privateers from Nekirelma. That’s what I’d like some intel about. I’d also like to know anything you can find out about the conditions along our border with them, like if anything has disturbed the peace and that sort of thing.”


      I placed an envelope containing credits and cash on the store counter.


      “There is one thing I’ve already heard about, but I’ll have another thorough look and provide you with that along with whatever else I find,” said Gonzales as he put away the envelope. Then, he plugged a cable into the connector on the nape of his neck, closed his eyes, and went completely still.
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      Once about an hour and a half had elapsed, Gonzales started to move again. After he disconnected the cable and downed the rest of his lemonade, he started telling me about the intel he’d gathered.


      “Let me start with my conclusion: there is no doubt in my mind that Nekirelma is using its military—disguised as privateers—to destroy our trade routes. The army and the guild know that much, at least. They’ve expanded their activities over a fairly wide area, but most of them are near the border between our states. Although... If destroying our trade routes were their objective, surely they would try to infiltrate our borders, wouldn’t they?” he asked.


      “I feel like the moment they started using warships, they showed they were no longer that interested in staying hidden,” I said.


      “There’s one more thing, and it’s the bit of info I’d snapped up previously, by the way. They seem to be looking for the battlecraft that fires a scarlet beam. The one you’ve seen on the battlefield.”


      “That one, huh...”


      “They apparently don’t mind whether they seize it along with its pilot, or just steal the vessel itself.”


      That will be, without a doubt, impossible. And from what I know of Gerhilde’s personality, they’re certain to be wiped out if they try boarding her without permission.


      Putting that aside, what was Gerhilde doing fighting in the Seventh Fleet?


      Realistically, I guess she just found someone in the Seventh she liked. Their commander, Commodore Salamas Tornchied, is a very likable guy, so that isn’t out of the question.


      “Apart from that, anti-noble and anti-imperial sentiments are on the increase. I’m talking about those demonstrators you’ve seen a lot of recently,” added Gonzales.


      “But those guys have been around for quite a while, haven’t they?”


      I guess their activities haven’t always been this blatant, though. But either way, that’s a group—organization?—that I know has existed since long before I was born.


      “It looks like Nekirelma got in touch with those guys and has been providing them with funding,” replied Gonzales. “But they’ve also been in contact with a faction hostile to that group—the faction of nobles inside the empire who still oppose the empress.”


      “Even though they’ve already failed once?”


      “I don’t know whether they’re working with the nobles because they think they have no shot, or because they think that this time they do. But the citizens of the empire hate the nobles, and as far as the activists are concerned, they’re mortal enemies, right?”


      “A lack of resources, together with stupid nobles lording their position over everyone, will mean more discontent among the citizenry, which will continue to build up until it eventually comes to a head. Then, Nekirelma figures the empire will be ripe for the taking. Is that about the size of it?” I asked.


      “ I can’t imagine it’ll go well for them, though.”


      “But I bet he thinks it will. I mean their prime minister—Kaiesse Dawin.”


      “Our student council president the year we started high school was pretty much like him, wasn’t he?” Gonzales mused.


      “Now that you mention it, you’re right... I can’t forget how needlessly intense that guy was.”


      In both my mind and Gonzales’s, the faces of these two men—one with distinct facial features who delivered shady speeches, and one student council president who’d spearheaded a needless number of policies and had earned everyone’s ire—rose up together.


      “So, will you be heading near the border?”


      I thought about it. “Hrm... I’d really rather not go out on too long a security mission. At most, I’d prefer to take a temp contract that’s two weeks long or less.”


      I couldn’t afford to leave my apartment vacant for too long, and quite honestly, I just didn’t want to be away for that long either.


      “It all seems pretty fishy to me. Be careful,” said Gonzales.


      “Yeah, I know. See ya.”


      After that clichéd exchange, I left my friend’s pharmacy—which was practically his home as well—behind.




      The job I accepted at the Mercenaries Guild the next day ran along these lines.


      


      Task description: Guard duty and patrolling the Zanzaha Sector, with a starting point at Planet Galpey.


      Task duration: 2 weeks according to Galactic Standard Time. Contractors will work on one of three separate shifts for 8 consecutive hours, followed by 16 hours on standby.


      Work environment: The contractor will be entitled to the free use of the accommodations (capsule-style hotel) and free meals in the managing colony.


      Fuel will be provided for the contractor’s spaceship.


      Work conditions: Contractor must bring their own spaceship.


      Contractor will be liable for any repair costs in the event that their spaceship is damaged.


      In the event of an emergency, contractor will be required to sortie and resolve the problem, even when on standby.


      Due to the above requirement, contractor is not permitted to leave the colony while on standby.


      Compensation: 700,000 credits (fixed), with a bonus paid based on contractor’s performance in the event that combat occurs.


      


      It sounded like a genuinely relaxing job, provided that there wasn’t any combat, but I thought there was a high probability that some combat would occur.


      According to Old Man Lohnes, a lot of people had taken this job on, including some King-rank mercs.


      “I’m sure they’re not just being patriotic. But somebody who has made it all the way to King rank would be getting paid on a whole other level. I’d be passionate too if I were them...” muttered Lohnes as he handled the paperwork.


      “I wonder if those guys will end up patrolling the same areas as me...” I said.


      “Oh? I wouldn’t have thought you’d jump on the bandwagon with them.”


      “It’d make my job easier, wouldn’t it?”


      If I had King-rank mercs by my side, any enemies who attacked us would soon have the tables turned on them. In fact, enemies might think twice about coming near us in the first place. My way of thinking might sound pathetic coming from a mercenary, but hey, it was the truth.


      “So, when do you think you’ll head out?”


      “I’ll go tonight,” I said. “I still have a few things I need to do to get ready, but that won’t take too long.”


      “Really? Well, you’d better stop by once more before you launch.”


      “You got it.”


      After wrapping up this conversation with Old Man Lohnes, I exited the Mercenaries Guild so I could go to Animember, one of my regular stops. You see, I wanted to get my hands on a few new issues, if possible.


      I wonder if the latest Jusatsu Rensen is out yet...?


    


  



  

    

      NPC No. 130: “Aw, jeez... Why did I have to get paired up with a jerk like him? Man... I envy Shiora; she’s teamed up with Alptet.”


      I headed straight to Animember after leaving the Mercenaries Guild. Not only did I get my hands on the latest volume of Jusatsu Rensen, but I got a copy of the latest Assassin Family too. Lucky me.


      The remake collection for the Steel Shaft series of stealth action games had just been released as well, so I made sure to grab those too.


      As for other preparations, once I’d stocked up on my favorite foods and replenished my toiletries, I boarded my ship and headed for the job site.




      I arrived at the initial job site for my security and patrol contract, a dedicated workers’ colony near Planet Galpey in the Zanzaha Sector. Once there, I saw that a lot of people besides me had taken the same job—though that was only to be expected.


      Among them, I spotted that rookie, Shiora Diloparz. She’d made quite a name for herself in a short period of time, having already attained Rook rank. She was reportedly also the leader of a group of talented youngsters.


      I guess life really is different for extroverts.


      Though I hadn’t planned on doing so myself, there seemed to be a fair number of people here hoping to take on an extended contract with the same terms of employment.


      But much more importantly, to everyone’s shock, the following situation had arisen.


      Both Queen-rank merc Katy Alptet and King-rank merc Talgas Elgaiwa—known as the Maneating Rose and Vulture, respectively—were on-site.


      Though Katy Alptet herself apparently told people to call her the Emerald Rose due to her vessel’s paint job—with its green main body and pearl-white wings and tail—people could only see the center of the green rose insignia on her ship’s wings as a fanged mouth. That was why they had all started calling her the Maneating Rose instead.


      Incidentally, as for what she herself looked like, Katy Alptet was a woman with fair skin, black eyes, and black hair. She was very elegant and ladylike.




      As for Talgas Elgaiwa—aka Vulture—he was an unshaven, middle-aged man with messy blond hair. He gave the impression of being a tough, seasoned fighter. His matte gray vessel was plain beyond a printed insignia of a vulture.


      Because he had chosen the name Vulture for himself—with vultures being scavengers with a poor reputation—there were rumors that he had once been stationed in the army’s barrier troops. Whether that was true or not was unknown.


      Incidentally, the term “barrier troops” refers to a unit that oversees the main body of soldiers from behind. Their duty is to attack soldiers if they retreat from combat (aka deserting in the face of the enemy) or if they throw down their arms (and surrender) of their own accord without having received such an order. The barrier troops were there to force the rest of the soldiers to resume combat. Mercs like me would never have to deal with a group like that.




      Naturally, even high-ranked mercs like those two had the right to take on this job. But, normally, they would surely select something more suitable to their needs, as in something that paid better.


      Well, they’re both free to pick whatever jobs they want, so there’s no need for me to say anything more about it.


      Still, one thing’s for sure. I definitely shouldn’t get anywhere near the likes of those two!


      Not that there’s any need for me to deliberately strike up a conversation with King- and Queen-rank mercs. People like that are out of my league.


      Well, I guess them being here should make my job easier.




      Now, as for the all-important short-term security/patrol contract I’d accepted, my role was to fill in for people who’d found themselves dispatched frequently and hadn’t been able to take any time off until recently. Shiora Diloparz and her pals were probably in the same boat as me.


      As soon as we’d arrived, we were allocated to our shifts. I was told to begin my first shift right away.


      Conversely, those who had come on long-term contracts were treated purely as additional staff. It looked like they were immediately allocated fixed shifts in order to increase the patrol frequency.


      When it came to patrols, the normal way of doing things was to work in pairs. As long as you were actively on patrol, you’d always be accompanied by someone else.


      There was also a rule that the employer should consider the abilities of each employee when assigning pairs. On that basis, it was decided that my partner would be Thenon Karalema—a member of Shiora Diloparz’s entourage and her self-styled friend. She was a girl with brown hair and green eyes.


      The moment we met, she started muttering to herself.


      “Aw, jeez... Why did I have to get paired up with a jerk like him? Man... I envy Shiora; she’s teamed up with Alptet.”


      Another rule was that we were expected to keep our comms open at all times while on patrol. Every gripe and grumble from my partner’s ship was transmitted right to me.


      I bet she took on this contract to fulfill the requirements so she could be promoted to Bishop rank.


      Incidentally, Karalema was at Pawn rank.


      “I’ll get this over and done with lickety-split, and then I’ll go crush some pirates!” said Karalema, ignoring me and racing ahead.


      But since we’d be working for a fixed period of time, even if one of us headed back early for a quick break, we’d still be expected to get back to work right away. We were on the job until the end of our shift.


      So there’s no point in hurrying, I’m telling you that now.


      She’s flown way off the patrol route, but I bet she’ll flip out if I say something about that to her. “Oh, you’re such a pain! I’ve only strayed from the route a little bit! Shut your mouth, tubby!” Something like that.


      But, if I don’t point it out, who knows where she might end up...?


      “Hello? You’re flying way off the patrol route, you know,” I said.


      “Huh?”


      Since she’d said she didn’t want to look at my face, we were conversing over audio only. But I could still tell that she was shocked when she realized what I was saying.


      Then, as I’d expected, the line that came back was...


      “Wh-Why do you have to be such a pain?! Don’t you think I know that?! I’m not taking instructions from the likes of you!”


      What can I say? My prediction was right on the money.


      From what I know of Miss Diloparz’s personality, I don’t think she’d be able to stand this kind of person... I guess she acts all innocent around her?


      Miss Diloparz...might have a hard time seeing through that kind of facade.


      Leaving my partner to her own devices, I somehow managed to do a full circuit of the patrol route before returning to hear the following transmission.


      “Hey, take my beacon and do a lap for me. I’m heading off to take down some pirates.”


      For a moment, I recalled similar characters I’d met before—Mr. Blowhard and a certain pink-haired woman.


      Could she be related to one of them...?


      At any rate, I found it impossible to accept her suggestion.


      “That beacon can only be removed with specialized tools,” I told her.


      “Huh?! What are you talking about?!”


      Our beacons weren’t just for displaying our positions. They also served as a signal to call for reinforcements should we encounter the enemy. That was why I thought it would be better not to remove them while performing our security/patrol duties.


      At first, she threw a tantrum, screaming at me over and over to take it off. But when the head of security and the control tower chimed in and told her the exact same thing I had, she started sulking and stayed silent for the remainder of our patrol shift.


      Well, I’m just glad she stayed quiet after that...


      But I hope I get paired with someone else tomorrow.


    


  



  

    

      NPC No. 131: “In other words, if I take them down all by myself, people are bound to call me a hero!”


      The evening after the shift where I had been paired with Thenon Karalema, a member of Miss Diloparz’s entourage, was not good. It was bad in all sorts of ways, in fact.


      The meal I chose was kind of a dud. The temperature in the shower was unstable too. And my run of the Steel Shaft series wasn’t going that well either.




      However, my partner for my shift the following day was a middle-aged man who said he’d been doing security work in this sector for some time. Plus, our patrol route was different than yesterday’s.


      Since I had someone like that as my partner, the day went by peacefully—unlike the first day—and without a single hiccup.


      The day after that was a different route with a different partner again. That day, I was paired with a Rook-rank merc who’d responded to the same recruitment call as me. She wasn’t another one of Diloparz’s lackeys either. She actually had a relaxed attitude and was capable of giving me a normal greeting and following the patrol route normally.


      Since I found it odd how they kept changing my partners and my routes, I checked with the control tower to find out why. They told me the reason they avoided giving people the same partners and even changed their patrol courses shift to shift was to keep them from getting too used to the job or too relaxed.


      True to what they’d said, my route was different yet again the next day, and so was my partner. That day, it was a young male merc, Pawn rank, who seemed timid to me. After that, my partner was a cheerful young female merc, also at Pawn rank, who wasn’t part of Diloparz’s entourage either.


      Then, I was paired up with an old Knight-rank geezer, who left me with a different impression than that other old-timer I knew, Bernard. After all that, I worked with another Rook-rank merc who was a mother. She had even brought her child with her.


      Each day had come with a new partner. And while I’d really drawn the short straw on that first day, the following six days had all been wins, and I was extremely grateful for that.


      Almost as if because of this, after that first day, my meals had all been good, the shower temperature had stayed stable, and my run through the Steel Shaft series—after I’d kind of gotten stuck on that first day—was progressing very nicely.




      However, after those blessed six days had passed, the eighth day reared its ugly head.


      Though our route was different this time, I once again found myself paired with that self-styled friend of Diloparz’s, Thenon Karalema, for that day’s shift.


      In one final act of resistance, I inquired of the control tower why this had happened, noting that they did repeat pairings after all. They explained that they had actually planned to pair her with someone else. However, that individual had suddenly fallen ill, and the person who was originally supposed to be paired with me—a friend of that casualty—had accompanied them to the hospital.


      So, that was why I ended up paired with Thenon Karalema once again. And her attitude hadn’t changed one bit since our previous shift together.


      She went off course again and got unreasonably angry with me when I told her so. This was playing out just like it had before.


      I implemented my usual method for dealing with people like this. I let my mind go blank, and I prayed for the shift to come to a swift end.




      But something happened that day that was different—though it was something that must’ve happened from time to time.


      “Stop for just one moment, please. There’s a signature on my radar. One o’clock, distance 450 million. So far, I’ve confirmed the presence of five vessels. For the time being, let’s report this and stand by,” I said over comms.


      These were probably ships from the Kingdom of Planet Nekirelma. Since we didn’t know their numbers for sure yet, the best course of action would be for us to keep surveying the situation while we called for reinforcements.


      Though it might have been the case that these were only scouts, it was also possible that their main raiding force was approaching us.


      But, wouldn’t you know it...


      “It’s about time they showed up! I’ll kick their butts!” she cried.


      “Hold on! We need to report this and wait for instructions!” I said.


      But of course, someone like her would never take directions from me.


      When she turned her engines to full throttle and headed toward the enemy fleet, I used my own vessel to block her path.


      Incidentally, for anyone wondering why I was speaking to her so politely, it was because, while people like her would have no problem speaking plainly or even condescendingly to other people, they had a tendency to flip out when other people spoke that same way to them.


      Some people might counter this, saying that was why the people I dealt with got to be so arrogant, and they wouldn’t be wrong. But if getting a lump on her head ended up being to this girl’s disadvantage, it wouldn’t be my fault or my concern. It’d be her fault.


      First things first, I should report this to our headquarters.


      Thanks to my report, it did seem that the main enemy force appeared to be nearby. Our base was going to send reinforcements here immediately, and they instructed us to employ delaying tactics in the meantime.


      Normally, in combat, using delaying tactics was very risky.


      Since the objective was to slow the enemy down, retreating or pulling out entirely were considered to be last resorts. In less favorable circumstances, those acts might not be permitted at all.


      But when my partner heard our orders...


      “In other words, if I take them down all by myself, people are bound to call me a hero!” she cried out. She’d simply gotten even more fired up.


      Actually, a very similar situation to this played out in an early mission of the social strategy simulation game Maidens in the Annals of War. In that game, the team the protagonist was a part of was discovered by a large enemy force on reconnaissance. With an important facility at their rear, they were ordered to buy time until reinforcements arrived.


      In the early stages of a game, enemy power levels will be adjusted so you can beat them. Reality, of course, would not be nearly so kind.


      “This’ll be my first magnificent step on my path to herodom! Wimps like you can just hang back and tremble!” said Karalema.


      She blasted off at full throttle, heading right for the enemy’s position. And although I went right after her, she still made contact with the enemy first, of course.


      Initially, it looked like her attack was going well. But just moments before I arrived on the scene...


      “Why?! Why am I the one getting chased around?! No! Get away from me!”


      She had already started tearfully hurling complaints at her opponents.


      The enemy ships, a group of five white ships with one golden wing each, were obviously pursuing with every intention of tormenting her.


      I’m guessing they let her chase them at the start, and then they turned around and started harassing her once she got carried away.


      Putting it another way, the only reason Thenon Karalema wasn’t dead already was because they had been toying with her.


      You know, this really is a pain in the ass.


      If I lend her a hand, she’ll probably say I’m getting in her way.


      And if I don’t, her pals—though I don’t know whether or not she actually has any—will give me a hard time.


      What to do? I wondered.


      But at that moment, one of the enemy vessels—one with an owl emblem on its one white wing—came straight for me. It was on course for a head-on collision with my ship.


      This left me with no option but to engage the pilot in combat. But for some reason, I had a bad feeling about this opponent. So, just as we were about to pass each other, I accelerated and put some distance between us.


      My premonition had been correct.


      My opponent had just attempted to take up a firing position overhead using a technique similar to my Shot-Down Fake-Out. By accelerating, I had just managed to evade their maneuver. If I hadn’t had that premonition, I would have been in trouble.


      After that, we kept trying to take the other’s rear in a textbook dogfight.


      From breakneck turns to scissors to thrust vectoring, I utilized every trick in the book to take my opponent’s rear, but they weren’t giving it up easily.


      There were moments where I found myself in a good position to attack, but I couldn’t manage to hit them. Of course, I had no intention of letting them hit me either.


      Just to make things clear, this owl character in the white ship with one golden wing was far better at maneuvering than the Blue Hornet or that unidentified red and blue duo. If they were a mercenary, they’d definitely be at King rank. Thenon Karalema could never have hoped to beat a team with pilots as capable as this one.


      While she had treated me like a chump only moments earlier, Karalema now turned to me and asked me to back her up.


      “What gives?! I’m in trouble here; hurry up and save me!”


      But I didn’t have time to help her right now.


      Fortunately, the other four bogies hadn’t come my way yet, but if they were to join the fray, I’d really be screwed.


      In a way, it was only thanks to the fact that they were tormenting her that I was still clinging to life.


      That being said, I might get shot down any moment now.


      It was at the very moment that thought occurred to me that I noticed a new signature on my radar.


      At first, I thought it might be enemy reinforcements. But thankfully—at least according to my IFF system—they were our guys.


      This must have spooked the enemy forces. Apart from the one facing off against me, their piloting suddenly got worse. Taking advantage of that opening, one last desperate beam from Thenon Karalema’s ship landed a hit on one of the bogies.


      Though it didn’t look like it’d been enough damage to take him out of action, the rest of their group hightailed it out of there.


      Naturally, even the pilot facing me, whom I’ll dub the Platinum Owl, pulled out at once.


      Phew... They just saved my neck.


    


  



  

    

      NPC No. 132: “If you keep underestimating your opponents like that, you’ll get burned one day.”


      I was now off duty and letting the time pass by after my encounter with the Platinum Squadron.


      Thenon Karalema was surrounded by a number of people in the common area, proudly telling her tale of heroism.


      “I took on five ships all by myself, pulled through without taking a single hit, and, after landing just one hit in retaliation, I sent the enemy packing! Not like that screwup who let one little ship chase him around!”


      That last line about a screwup... Yeah, that was definitely about me, wasn’t it?


      But since the basic facts were just as she put them, I didn’t have anything in particular to say by way of rebuttal. I decided to head straight back to the room that had been allocated to me instead.


      At least, I was planning to. However, Miss Diloparz approached me for some reason.


      “Mr. Ouzos. May I speak to you for a minute?” she asked.


      For my part, I had no business with her.


      Besides, all of her so-called friends are staring daggers at me. But that being said, ignoring her would also land me in plenty of trouble...


      “Um... Can I help you with something?”


      “Is what she just said the truth?” she asked me.


      Diloparz appeared to doubt the claims of her...friend—sure, let’s call her that—Thenon Karalema.


      “Well, it’s true that she went up against five ships and wasn’t shot down, and the part about me having a hard time with just one of them is also a fact. And the enemy squadron really did run away after she fired a single shot.”


      “But what’s the real story?”


      “What do you mean?” I replied.


      “Her claim is that she ‘gracefully shook off five ships, struck fear into the enemy’s hearts with one shot, and saw them off’—and that ‘the Knight-rank dork wasn’t any use at all.’ I just can’t bring myself to believe that was the case.”


      Looks like Miss Diloparz has pretty good intuition.


      But honestly, refuting what Karalema said sounds like a pain, and since I don’t really want any credit or to stand out too much, I’d rather let sleeping dogs lie.


      I’d also hate it if I told Diloparz the truth and she asked me to help her correct Karalema’s behavior.


      “Does it really matter?” I asked. “That’s her side of the story. Now, you’ll have to excuse me.”


      Anyway, the expressions on the rest of Diloparz’s entourage are telling me that they’re just on the brink of snapping. I’d better just take my leave.


      ☆☆☆


      Aside: Shiora Diloparz


      Mr. Ouzos departed in a hurry.


      I was watching him walk away when someone came up to me and cried in a panicked voice, “Shiora, darling! Are you okay?”


      When we’d first met, I had found this girl to be cheerful and fun to be around. But after my second day here, and after I’d spoken to some of the other people who liked to hang around me, I found that most people didn’t have a very high opinion of her.


      “I don’t see what the issue is supposed to be,” I responded.


      “That dork just spoke to you!”


      Did she miss something? It was plain to see that I started that conversation.


      “I actually spoke to him first, you know.”


      “Huh?! What could you possibly want to talk to someone like that about?” she asked.


      Her discomfort was palpable, and it was clear evidence that she considered Ouzos to be beneath her. It was like looking at myself when I had been on my first mission.


      “I asked him if you really took on five ships all by yourself and forced them to retreat with only one shot,” I said, laying bare the question I had asked of Ouzos.


      She was clearly shaken by this.


      “So...what did that dork say?”


      Her voice trembled a little as she asked that—I could tell she was frightened.


      “He said, ‘It’s true that she went up against five ships and wasn’t shot down, and the part about me having a hard time with just one of them is also a fact. And the enemy squadron really did run away after she fired a single shot,’” I said, relating exactly what Ouzos had said to me.


      “You see?! It went exactly how I said it did!” she cried. A triumphant smile spread across her face, and her fearful look was immediately replaced by one of relief.


      Yep, she’s definitely hiding something.


      What Ouzos had said about her taking on five ships without getting shot down and the enemy ships withdrawing after she had fired one shot was probably factual. But something about all this didn’t add up.


      I was just about to press her when I suddenly heard a woman’s voice.


      “But just before you launched that counterattack, the support troops—which included me—had just come within point-blank range of the enemy. It certainly looked to me like that was what startled the enemy, and you took advantage of that opening to get a shot in. Or am I wrong?”


      I looked to the speaker and saw a woman with fair skin, black eyes, and black hair to match, standing there. She was Miss Katy Alptet, the Maneating—I mean, the Emerald Rose.


      Karalema was visibly shaken by this statement from Alptet.


      “Even so, the fact remains that I held out by myself against five opponents in the meantime!” she argued back, though, unsurprisingly, she refrained from speaking rudely to the Queen-ranked Alptet.


      “Oh, is that so? It’s just, from what I saw, you were fighting four of them while someone else took care of the other ship.”


      “That do—I mean, that Knight-ranker arrived later! And that one ship had him locked in a life-and-death struggle!”


      “But from my perspective, your partner was the one who took on the most skilled member of the enemy squadron. And he and that pilot were locked in a standstill. That means he must be something of a master himself.”


      “You can hardly tell that just by watching! Moreover, someone like him couldn’t be a strong fighter! Besides, that enemy squadron never managed to land a hit on me!”


      As Karalema continued to get more hotheaded, Alptet, in contrast, remained cool.


      But then, after a sudden sigh, she snapped. “If you keep underestimating your opponents like that, you’ll get burned one day.”


      Alptet gazed at Karalema with an incredibly ruthless expression. This intimidated Karalema, and she immediately shut up.


      “Well, just try not to make trouble for anyone you happen to be working alongside,” said Alptet. With those parting words, she left.


      I thought about calling out to her, but I felt sort of intimidated. The words just wouldn’t come out.


      ★★★


      The next day came.


      When I saw who my partner for the day’s patrol would be, I was shocked.


      “I think you already know this, but, just to be safe... My name is Katy Alptet. I look forward to working with you today.”


      I never would have thought in a million years that I’d be paired up with Katy Alptet, the Maneating—I mean, the Emerald Rose.


      Although, come to think of it, since she had also been hired for this job as a mercenary, just like me, there was nothing odd about her doing the same patrol work.


      What I didn’t understand, however, was the expression she wore. If she had simply smiled as a professional courtesy, I would have understood. But instead, what I saw on her face was more of a defiant smirk.


      “N-Nice to meet you. My name is John Ouzos,” I responded. I was mostly just trying to avoid sounding rude.


      “Well then, let’s go, shall we? As I outrank you, you won’t mind following my instructions, will you?”


      “N-No ma’am.”


      With that exchange, which wouldn’t have been out of place between any two mercs, we commenced our patrol shift.


      At least there’s no chance of this going as badly as my shift with Thenon Karalema.


    


  



  

    

      NPC No. 133: “I swear that I’ll be the one to snuff him out!”


      Though I wasn’t quite sure why, today I’d ended up paired with Katy Alptet, also known as the Maneating—er, the Emerald Rose.


      It goes without saying, but our patrol shift was going swimmingly.


      However, on our second circuit of the patrol route, Alptet suddenly said, “Say. Do you mind if I ask you one thing?”


      “What is it?”


      “When some rookie verbally abuses you or says something defamatory, why don’t you report them to the guild or local management? Or even just take that rookie to task directly?”


      For some reason, Alptet was broaching a topic unrelated to our current job. She was clearly talking about what Thenon Karalema had done.


      Well, I had a ready response to such a question.


      “It’s simple. It’s because I know that if I did report them to management or the guild, they wouldn’t do anything about it. I’m sure that someone with your level of experience knows why, and that you understand my position there.”


      “I guess you’re right,” she said. “We’re only employed by the local management for a brief period, so they feel no reason to go out of their way for you. And the guild’s position is that they won’t intervene in disputes between mercenaries, provided they don’t inconvenience clients or end up murdering each other.”


      I knew there was no way a Queen-rank merc like her wouldn’t be aware of guild policy and how management tended to handle things. She accepted my answer without much resistance.


      “Also,” I continued, “fundamentally, people like that won’t listen to what I have to say. They’ll selectively listen to whatever’s most convenient for them, and as far as they’re concerned, that’s the end of that story.”


      I’d arrived at that conclusion after all of my experiences up until now.


      “I see... I tried to gently drive the point home with her, but it sounds like the chances of her improving her behavior are slim,” said Alptet, with a disappointed sigh.


      Is she the kind of person who puts effort into nurturing younger mercs? If so, she really is amazing. I could never do that.


      The rest of our patrol shift went by smoothly, without us feeling the need to talk about anything else unless it concerned our work.


      ☆☆☆


      Aside: Katy Alptet


      I understood how strong he was when I had watched his dogfight against what looked like the ace pilot of that enemy squadron. And today, now that I’d had the opportunity to fly alongside him, I knew one thing for certain: I would have the utmost difficulty attaining victory over him.


      Just seeing how he handled braking and turning during a normal flight was enough for me to tell that this man was different.


      But I still had questions. Why hadn’t he objected to Thenon Karalema’s bad attitude or deeds? And why wouldn’t he show people just how skilled he was?


      But after having heard what he’d had to say, everything made sense.


      He was right; it was pointless to depend on the guild or local management to solve things.


      I had also learned that he was quite a cold person.


      If he were one of those hotheads, then he wouldn’t have been able to just leave someone, like that girl, to her own devices. He would have cautioned her against such foolish behavior and given her advice. And consequently, her chances of survival would have gone up.


      But he hadn’t done that. He had absolutely understood that if she were to carry on, acting the way she has been acting, she would eventually make a serious mistake. And he still hadn’t extended a helping hand to her.


      In other words, he had no interest in what would end up happening to her.


      While his approach was cruel, in this world of mercenary work, a world where each person is responsible for themselves, it was really the most natural disposition.


      Considering that, I felt that I had definitely been naive.


      If I have another chance to team up with him, maybe I can improve myself in that respect...
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      ☆☆☆


      Aside: Unknown


      Various battlecraft lined the mother ship’s hangar.


      Among them were four vessels refueling and one undergoing repairs.


      Nearby, three men and two women were rehydrating themselves.


      One of them, a woman with long, strawberry blonde hair, crushed her empty plastic cup in irritation. “I’ll go and report in! The rest of you stay here and think about what you did wrong on our recon mission!” she snapped.


      Then, after throwing her cup at the other woman, she stormed out of the hangar, looking furious.


      The woman she’d thrown the cup at, who had short, blonde hair, stomped on the cup and openly expressed her anger toward her. “What does she mean, think about what we did wrong?! She was only promoted to such a high rank thanks to her father. Where does a pampered slut like her get off on lecturing us? She doesn’t know how to do anything besides shake her ass for the officers! And she was the one who fumbled the controls when the enemy’s reinforcements showed up. All it took was her ship getting grazed by one little shot when she left herself open. After that, she freaked out and ordered us all to pull out!”


      A man with both a pompadour and a ducktail tended to his own hairstyle—his pride and joy—with a comb as he sided with the blonde woman. “Our self-styled ace has to be careful. If it wasn’t for us, even that first merc who showed up might have shot her down.”


      “And if she didn’t take credit for what the captain or we achieved, she’d be brought up on charges of incompetence. If we pulled off any feats after she’d already headed back to base, she would have completely lost face. It can’t be helped,” said a man with a scar on his face. He let out a laugh and downed the contents of his own plastic cup.


      “Hold on, sport. I’m only the deputy captain now. If that little miss heard you talking like that, she’d be apoplectic. I don’t want to deal with that, so watch what you say,” remarked a tall, thin man who had just been called the captain. He chided his subordinates in between gulps from his own cup, though he did so with a smile.


      The group shared a brief chuckle at that.


      “So, how was the dogfight, Captain?” the blonde woman asked of the thin man.


      This prompted both the man with the scar and the man with the pompadour-ducktail to adopt more serious expressions.


      “In a word, it was rough,” the thin man replied. “Not only did he dodge my Trick Backflip, but he followed my every move. There were plenty of moments when I thought I was a goner...” It seemed like he was holding back some emotion as he shared his evaluation of the enemy they had just faced.


      His subordinates all looked shocked.


      “You, captain?!”


      “Really?!”


      “No way...”


      They had never expected their leader to rate an opponent so highly.


      “But it was a lot of fun!” he added. “The anxiety you feel when you might get shot down any second! The exhilaration of the chase! The moment of fear you feel when your alarms go off, and the feelings of relief and achievement when you dodge incoming fire! I would have liked to settle the score with him, if only that little miss hadn’t given the order to pull out!” he yelled, making a fist with his right hand and striking his left palm in frustration.


      “Perhaps it’s time for us to teach that woman a lesson?” suggested the blonde woman in exasperation.


      “Give it a rest—she’s more trouble than she’s worth. She’ll probably take herself out of the equation one of these days, so just leave her to it.”


      “Well, I suppose you’re right.”


      “Let’s just sit tight for now, yeah?”


      The men laughed it off, but the woman still looked dissatisfied.


      “I’d like to teach her a lesson here and now.”


      “I told you, give it up for now. The more you have to do with her, the worse off you’ll be,” said the thin man.


      The woman begrudgingly bit her tongue.


      “I have to wonder if we’ll even see that pale brown ship again. What if the pilot was already taken out?” the blonde woman inquired of the thin man.


      The thin man dispelled the blonde woman’s concerns. “Nah, he’s still out there somewhere. There aren’t too many guys who can hold their own against our army.” Then, with a delighted grin much like a carnivore who had just spotted some prey, he added, “I’m sure we’ll meet again one day. As long as he remains on the battlefield, that is.”


      A rapturous expression came over the thin man’s face as he looked forward to his next encounter with an opponent who was capable of killing him.


      “I swear that I’ll be the one to snuff him out!” he said, crushing the paper cup in his hand.


    


  



  

    

      NPC No. 134: “Now, I’d like you to choose. Will you come quietly? Or would you rather be filled with holes like the culprit of a sensational crime?”


      After encountering the enemy’s reconnaissance forces, just barely managing to drive them off, and being approached by the Queen-ranked Katy Alptet, I didn’t run into any more trouble to speak of. The rest of the day went by peacefully.


      In the meantime, partly because of Katy Alptet’s warning, the number of people who were skeptical about Thenon Karalema’s claims and attempts to one-up me had increased. Apart from her pals, no one would talk to her anymore.


      Even Diloparz remonstrated with her own entourage, and they were convinced to keep their distance from Karalema.


      While all that was going on, my contract for this mission—guard duty and patrol of the Zanzaha Sector, with the starting point at Planet Galpey—expired. I was sincerely grateful that jobs like this one didn’t end with some kind of celebration or wrap-up party.


      Therefore, as soon as my work was done, I was able to swiftly take off from the colony and head back to my base of operations on Ittsu.




      Thankfully, nothing went wrong on my way home either. After arriving at Ittsu and parking my ship in the guild’s hangar, I went to the reception lobby as always to receive my pay. When I arrived, I found that there were far fewer receptionists than usual.


      I was at least able to find Old Man Lohnes, so I decided to ask him what was up.


      “Hey, you’re back.”


      “Yep, I’m home,” I said. “The job went off without a hitch.”


      The old man seemed to be organizing paperwork or something while drinking coffee from a plastic bottle.


      After I gave Lohnes the proof that I had fulfilled my end of the contract, I asked him something. “Hey, is it me, or are there way fewer receptionists than usual?”


      “Well, I guess you can’t help but notice. The truth is, Guild HQ did an audit. A whole bunch of Guild employees got dismissed for misconduct—either for fraud or for bad attitudes toward their work. That woman who bugged you more than anybody was among those who were let go.”


      “Huh...”


      The fact that the Mercenaries Guild had a self-cleaning mode was surprising enough, but hearing that a receptionist who had clung onto employment for this long had been dismissed really shocked me. While I would have preferred not to remember her, after hearing all this, I couldn’t help but think, Serves you right!


      But the very next moment, a particular concern crossed my mind.


      “But can you guys cope with so few staff?”


      Just one look around the reception lobby tells me that their numbers are down about forty percent. I wonder if the same is true for staff throughout the branch?


      Even if they can get their jobs done, it’s going to be pretty tough, I thought to myself.


      “You’re quite right, it’s been tough up till today. But tomorrow, they’re sending some people over to bolster our ranks,” said Zaystall. He had suddenly peeked out from around the corner and was infiltrating my conversation with Old Man Lohnes.


      Both in terms of appearance and his voice, I can’t help seeing him as a pretty girl. Whenever he talks to me out of nowhere, I always feel like I’m gonna have a heart attack...


      Old Man Lohnes was more used to Zaystall, so partially because of that, our conversation continued without missing a beat.


      “They said they were sending folks trained at HQ, didn’t they...?” the old man remarked with a sour expression.


      This may have been hard to believe, but that obstinate receptionist girl had also been trained at HQ and had been hired after passing her interview.


      “Everyone who was dismissed the other day had the same thorough training, and look how they ended up. So it won’t be easy to trust these new hires.”


      That comment came from someone else—a woman with blue eyes and bright-green hair that she wore in a side ponytail. Her name was Meeya Aushima. She was the female Guild employee who had taken over for Old Man Lohnes when he had been on leave a while back.


      It wasn’t long before an asshole named Straidam Bissen interrupted us at that time, though.


      Incidentally, after she had apologized for that incident, she’d said the following to me: “If that ridiculous man bothers you again, I promise to dispose of him, so please rest easy.”


      She had said that while fingering her Less-Armor Shining Fire—a military-issue repeating blaster that she carried. But since I didn’t want to cause her any more trouble (and certainly didn’t want her to commit murder), I hadn’t spoken to her once since then.


      Putting that aside, can these receptionists really afford to sit around chatting right now?


      As we were having this conversation, a commotion suddenly broke out in the lobby.


      I wonder what’s up? I thought as I turned to look, only to see chief scumbag and obstinate receptionist Etsheena Spihooche there. She had invaded the lobby flanked by some people who were obviously thugs.


      Only Terry Wardel—a male employee who had only recently been made head of the reception department—stood in their way.


      “How can I help you, Miss Spihooche?” he asked. “I distinctly recall giving you notice of your disciplinary dismissal one week ago. If you left something behind in your desk or locker, hurry up and fetch it.”


      In response to this calm and professional statement from Mr. Wardel, the obstinate receptionist smiled stiffly.


      “That notice of dismissal was surely a mistake? I mean, how could a receptionist as brilliant as I be fired? And for misconduct, at that?! I’m brilliant! My dismissal was a mistake!” she insisted.


      “I regret to inform you that your disciplinary dismissal was the result of a detailed audit carried out by the guild. No mistake has been made here, and there is no chance of that decision being overturned. If you want to assign blame, blame your own past misconduct,” said Wardel.


      Wow, the head of admin just totally shut her down.


      But unfortunately, even that wasn’t enough to deter this obstinate receptionist—I mean, this obstinate woman.


      “So what are you saying I did wrong?!” she snapped at Mr. Wardel.


      At this, Mr. Wardel’s face stiffened to its fullest extent.


      “Your misdeeds included abandoning your post, leaking information, falsifying documents, embezzlement, and theft, which are all undeniably crimes. That was all swept under the rug thanks to a cover-up done by my predecessor, a noble holding the title of viscount, but you unquestionably did it all. The number of individual charges is at least three figures high. Really, in a case like this one, you should have been arrested, but since there wasn’t sufficient evidence for that, you were let off easy by being dismissed. I thought you might look on this as an act of mercy and mend your ways, but it looks like I expected too much,” stated Mr. Wardel in a fairly angry tone of voice.


      The obstinate woman started to buckle under the pressure of his words raining down on her, but the same wasn’t true of the thugs she’d brought with her.


      “Hey. Mind if we start wrecking the place?” said one man who looked to be the leader of her lackeys. He looked to the obstinate woman for confirmation.


      Hearing him helped her regain her composure somewhat. “Go ahead. And as much as you like, please. There’s no need for a workplace that denies my brilliance to exist,” she said, looking at Mr. Wardel with a grin on her face.


      As soon as the thugs drew their firearms, every mercenary and Guild employee in the lobby—including me—leveled the barrels of their own handguns and shotguns at the obstinate woman and her group of lackeys. A few dots from laser sight devices marked the thugs’ foreheads.


      Zaystall held a beam-cartridge pump-action shotgun that looked to be standard issue. Aushima had her Less-Armor Shining Fire—which I had already mentioned—and Old Man Lohnes was armed with his well-worn Cortez Government.


      As for Mr. Wardel, he had his beam-cartridge blaster, a Cortez Viper 777 Magnum, aimed squarely at the obstinate woman.


      “Have you forgotten where you’re standing? You’re in the lobby of the Mercenaries Guild,” he said. “The people you see coming and going here are mercenaries, people who fight for a living, and some of us workers are ex-mercenaries too. I reckon that trying to storm this lobby is about as reckless as storming an army base or police station.”


      When they realized how many barrels were pointed at them, the obstinate woman and her thugs all froze.


      “Now, I’d like you to choose. Will you come quietly? Or would you rather be filled with holes like the culprit of a sensational crime?”


      Hearing this ultimatum from Mr. Wardel, the obstinate woman fell to her knees, with her thugs all wearing frustrated expressions.


    


  



  

    

      NPC No. 135: “No, I’ll pass. I’m just too scared to bring myself to pick a fight with nobles.”


      The police arrived at almost exactly the same time that the obstinate woman and her goons gave up trying to resist. The officers instantly escorted the entire group away.


      Some officers remained to interview everyone who was there, but that was also over in no time. It was probably because the whole affair had been captured in perfect detail by the security cameras—there was even audio.


      Once the police were done questioning me, I went straight back to Old Man Lohnes to collect my pay. I was certainly tired, but I mainly just wanted to avoid getting harassed by any more bad eggs at the guild.


      I had planned to head straight home once I left the guild, but I noticed some more bad eggs—namely, mercenaries of noble birth who had been friendly with that obstinate woman—on my way back. Since I’d just left to avoid dealing with exactly these kinds of people, I felt really unlucky that I had run into them while I was out and about.


      But, fortunately, they didn’t seem to have noticed me yet.


      This was because they were engrossed in their conversation with an individual wearing a hood over their head—they looked sketchy. Though I couldn’t make out the details of their conversation, they seemed pretty excited. Delighted, even.


      If guys like them look that happy, then whatever they’re talking about can’t be good, I reasoned. Best not to get involved.


      Just as I was about to walk away, another hooded person—not the one talking to the bad eggs—approached me. It seemed like they were from the same group, however.


      “May I talk to you for a moment? You just walked out of the Mercenaries Guild a little while ago, didn’t you? There’s no use denying it. I was watching you.”


      This hooded figure stood at about 160 centimeters tall and, judging from her voice, was a woman.


      “And? What do you want from me?” I asked.


      “You’re from one of the empire’s colonies...aren’t you?”


      If we were on the imperial homeworld, that would be one thing. But seeing as we’re on a colonial planet right now, asking if I’m from the colonies is kind of like meeting someone in a schoolyard and saying, “Are you a student?”


      “If you are from the colonies, then you must have been subjected to unfair treatment within the empire, right? Particularly by nobles,” she continued.


      I feel like that applies to every commoner, not just those of us from the colonies.


      The woman took a step toward me. “There’s something I’d like to tell you about—a legal way for us to get back at nobles like that... Would you like to hear it?” she asked in a sensual voice.


      “No, I’ll pass. I’m just too scared to bring myself to pick a fight with nobles,” I said by way of refusal, and then I quickly walked away from the scene.


      Fortunately, she didn’t follow me, so I was able to breathe a sigh of relief for the moment.


      Frankly, I wouldn’t even think about taking someone up on a sketchy invitation like that. Even if they took a different tack with those mercenaries of noble birth, I’m sure they were whipping up their fervor with a similar message.


      Just to be safe, I think I’ll send a message to Old Man Lohnes to let him know that someone tried to recruit me for something shady.




      I decided to alter my plan to go straight home, and I headed to the Black Market Shopping District instead.


      After stopping at the butcher I always walked past to purchase six pieces of their Blissful Gold Manifested from Ground-Up Living Things From the Depths of the Earth, I headed to Pattson’s Pharmacy—Gonzales’s place.


      “’Sup?”


      “Hey... How did it go at the imperial border?” he asked.


      “The guys on the other side were normal enough, but there was someone on our side who was a real pain...”


      “What are you talking about? Well, I’m just glad to see you’re okay.”


      This was no different from Gonzales’s usual attitude, but he seemed to be trying to express his concern in his own way.


      We decided to kick things off by toasting my safe return with carbonated beverages and eating the Blissful Gold Manifested from Ground-Up Living Things From the Depths of the Earth (croquettes).


      “By the way, I ran into some weirdos recruiting people for something in town,” I mentioned, pretty much making some small talk out of the experience I’d just had.


      “Oh, those people? I hear that they’ve been lurking around Guild branches all over the place these days. I got a request a little while ago to investigate them,” said Gonzales. He adopted a more serious expression and tapped his finger on the counter in front of him.


      In other words, I’m going to have to pay to learn more.


      “So, what did you find?” I asked, setting his fee down on the counter.


      “They’re recruiters for the anti-imperial faction of nobles. When they try to recruit noble-born mercenaries, they say, ‘How would you like to topple the current empress and put the nobles back where they belong?’ But when dealing with people from the colonies like us, they ask, ‘How would you like to take a legal form of revenge against the nobility?’ Well, the truth of the matter is that an anti-imperial organization whose goal is the people’s liberation is posing as a group of anti-imperial nobles. They’re the ones pulling all the strings. Looking at their methods, I guess they’re either Assimilationists or Annihilationists.”


      That’s pretty much what I expected... I knew it!


      I was right to ignore their advances.


      Incidentally, within this anti-imperial people’s liberation organization, there were known to be four factions at present.


      First, there were the Independents, whose primary objective was to make the empire’s colonies independent and whittle away the empire’s power. If they had their way, the empire itself would remain.


      Next were the Assimilationists, whose aims were to make the empire’s colonies independent, dismantle the empire, and have all its feudal territories assimilated by surrounding states. Their goal was for the empire to be dissolved.


      The Democrats were the third group. Their primary objective was to abolish the monarchy and the aristocracy and replace all of that with a council system of government. The empire would dissolve in this plan as well.


      Lastly were the Annihilationists. Their goal was to slaughter all nobles who would not ally themselves with the masses and intimidate others into compliance. They didn’t concern themselves with whether or not the empire would persist.


      At least, that was what I’d heard.


      Apart from the Annihilationists who just hated nobles, they all made their own valid points, but even those three weren’t totally trustworthy. It was obvious that they all wanted extra rights once the dust had settled.


      With that in mind, strangely enough, the Annihilationists started to seem like the most pure of the groups.


      After that, Gonzales and I carried on chatting about our impressions of the gameplay and the added features in the Steel Shaft remake collection until customers started coming in with prescriptions.




      It was the day after that obstinate woman had been arrested and I’d had my gaming discussion with Gonzales.


      The reception area at the guild had been so deserted yesterday, but now, it was overflowing with plenty of workers.


      I went to Old Man Lohnes’s desk, as usual, and inquired about the present situation.


      “Looks like the supplementary workers are here,” I commented.


      “Yeah, they arrived this morning. Most of them are very good, but...naturally, there were some duds mixed in with them,” said Lohnes while he pointed at a young male employee.


      That man had grabbed a female merc’s hand. “So you’ll take this contract on, won’t you? For me? Don’t forget to bring me a souvenir when you return!” he said, almost sounding like he was working in a host club.


      If that’s all, I don’t really see the problem...


      “When I first introduced myself to that kid, you know what he said to me? ‘I’m so super-talented that I refuse to work with anyone besides girls,’” said Lohnes.


      He sure sounds like a dud...


      “Why was he hired?” I asked.


      “I guess he played coy until he got through the interview. I hear they try to test for people like that these days, but he must have slipped through the cracks.”


      If he managed all that, then maybe he really is incredibly talented, in a manner of speaking.


      “Well, as long as he doesn’t commit any form of misconduct, who really cares?”


      “I hope he doesn’t...”


      Well, as long as I make sure that I don’t have anything to do with him, I shouldn’t have any trouble.


    


  



  

    

      NPC No. 136: “It seems to me that you require some reeducation.”


      For the time being, I ignored the self-styled Mr. Elite and continued my conversation with Old Man Lohnes.


      “So, see any contracts you like?” asked Lohnes.


      “Nah, not really. My last job was pretty hectic too. Maybe I’ll take a little time off.”


      “Well, try not to wear yourself out. I heard a thing or two about what happened on that job.”


      Maybe he’s on speaking terms with Katy Alptet, that Queen-rank merc, and he heard something from her? He’s surprisingly well-connected.


      “Um, yeah. It was pretty rough,” I replied.


      Just recalling the mission was starting to piss me off, so I had no intention of going into any more detail than that.


      That was when I noticed that self-styled Mr. Elite coming toward us.


      I was on my guard, thinking he might be about to pick a fight with me, but he didn’t even glance in my direction. Instead, he spoke to Alphonse Zaystall, who was next to Old Man Lohnes.


      “Why, if it isn’t little Alphonse? How would you like to grab a meal with me? I know a place that serves wine and some delicious seafood dishes.”


      When Mr. Self-Styled Elite—aka Arlest Zane—said those words, Old Man Lohnes and I could hardly believe our ears.


      It was currently 10:38 a.m., which was pretty early for him to be talking about his lunch break. Though, from his tone of voice, it was plainly obvious that he wasn’t really thinking about eating.


      “I am working at the moment. Besides, if I were to leave for a meal, I would do so during my lunch break, or when my work for today is all complete, and I can hand things over to whoever is on the night shift,” said Zaystall, flatly refusing the invitation Zane had offered with a winning smile. He didn’t even look at the young man.


      Then, Zane put his arm around Zaystall’s shoulders and brought his face closer to Zaystall’s. He then declared, “I’ve already finished my work as there aren’t any more women here worthy of receiving my services. I know I said that I’m so super-talented that I refuse to work with anyone besides girls, but I was referring to ladies who are even worth the time and effort to serve.”


      At first, the male mercenary Zaystall had been serving had watched this scene from close by, dumbfounded by just how preposterous it was. But when he heard that last bit of banter from Zane, his expression turned to one of shock. He started to back away.


      I wonder if he can see how furious Zaystall looks? While I can’t see Zaystall’s expression myself, a vein on his temple is clearly throbbing. There’s no doubt in my mind that he’s lost his temper.


      “It seems to me that you require some reeducation,” said Zaystall.


      “Well, I’ll consider it, as long as that means you’ll teach me one-on-one, all night long? Even with that cute little chest of yours, I can think of some ways for us to have some fun.”
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      Zane, unaware that Zaystall was even angry with him, then had the nerve to grab a handful of Zaystall’s chest.


      I mean, seeing as they’re both men, I’d kind of like to let him off the hook, but the truth is that he could still be charged with sexual harassment, even if they are the same sex.


      Zaystall silently rose to his feet. Then, he quietly declared, “That settles it; you require reeducation. But first, I’ll be reporting you to the police for sexual harassment.”


      “What are you talkin’ about? If I’m the one doing the touching, how could it be considered harassment?” said Zane. The expression on his face showed that he couldn’t believe what he was hearing.


      A left-handed shovel hook from Zaystall struck somewhere around Zane’s liver with explosive force.


      Zane fell to his knees, unable even to scream, before he started writhing on the floor in agony.


      “Did you really think you’d get away with that?” asked Zaystall. “What you just did was unquestionably sexual harassment, even between people of the same sex. So before you can be reeducated, you’ll be going to see the police first.”


      There was no light in Zaystall’s eyes as he announced that. Plus, he had said it in such a calm yet coldhearted tone of voice that it’d sounded twice as scary.


      Well, for people who are into that sort of thing, that might actually count as a bonus...


      Zane was completely incensed. “Y-You must be out of your mind! Do you really think you can get away with treating me this way?” he cried. He was ready to curse Zaystall as he clutched at his right flank, where his liver was.


      I have to admit, the man’s got guts.


      “Tell me, just how will I have to pay for dealing with you in this way?” asked Zaystall.


      “You’ll be fired, damnit! And dismissed for misconduct too! Your life will be over!”


      Zaystall’s expression was icy. “I see. And what empowers you, a brand-new hire, to ensure that outcome?”


      “Wait till you hear this! I, Arlest Zane, am the grandson of the Mercenaries Guild’s grandmaster! A word from me to my grandad, and you’ll be fired on the spot! The only reason my surname’s different is that I’m related to the grandmaster on my mother’s side!” cried Zane, exposing the reason he felt like he could do whatever he wanted here.


      This seemed to have an effect on the onlookers, and some of them backed away. I, however, couldn’t shake the feeling of déjà vu I was getting.


      That idiot who tried to frame my dad got caught misusing that duke’s name... Didn’t he go missing?


      It should have been obvious—though maybe not—but that threat didn’t fly with Zaystal.


      “How could you think that would work? This is a legitimate organization. There’s no way such a selfish request from a new hire like you will be obeyed,” then, Zaystall coolly declared, “Besides, I’ve met the grandmaster’s family before; I’ve never once seen you among them.”


      Zane shuddered when he heard that. “A-Are you calling me a phony?!”


      “Yes. You are a complete phony, and I’ve caught you red-handed.”


      “Wh-What proof do you have?!” cried Zane.


      Somehow, after that reaction, I’m certain he’s guilty.


      Then, Zaystall booted up his Versitool and brought up an image.


      “Well, you see, I’m actually Guild Grandmaster Henry Ordible’s grandson.”


      Sure enough, the image showed Zaystall as a child together with his family and the guild grandmaster—who looked exactly as he did in the guild’s own archival footage.


      “The reason we don’t have the same surname is exactly what you just said. His daughter is my mother. But I still passed the guild’s entrance exam and the reception exam all by myself. I made sure that no one even told my grandfather,” he explained. “Now then, are you still prepared to claim that you’re the grandmaster’s grandson?”


      After being shown all this evidence, surely there was nothing left for Zane to do but stare at the floor and tremble... Or that was what I had thought, anyway.


      “That’s a lie! He’s lying! I really am the grandmaster’s grandson!”


      Zane was making one more last-ditch effort.


      I have to admit, it really is amazing that he still has the guts to even try at this point.


      “Sure. You won’t mind if we contact HQ and check, then. Naturally, we’ll call the grandmaster’s office, which is conveniently programmed into all Guild communications terminals. And I won’t be making that call myself; someone else will. That way, you won’t be able to say that I contacted an impostor I had ready to back me up,” said Zaystall dispassionately. He was moving things along swiftly as Zane’s tremors got steadily worse.


      At that point, the newly appointed head of reception, Mr. Terry Wardel, appeared on the scene. “I’ll make the call, then, shall I?”


      Judging from his expression, he was pretty angry too.


      “Arlest Zane. Even taking into account the fact that this is your first day, your attitude toward your work is beyond the pale. Even if you really are the grandmaster’s grandson, I’ll make sure to report my evaluation of your work today in no uncertain terms. Then, regardless of whether the grandmaster takes action to defend you and whether you even turn out to be his grandson, I will report you to the police as having been caught red-handed for sexual harassment and announce that you’ve been dismissed for misconduct. I have been given that authority.”


      Upon hearing Mr. Wardel’s ultimatum, Zane’s shoulders slumped.


    


  



  

    

      NPC No. 137: “Long time no see, Noswile. Can I help you?”


      To cut a long story short, Alphonse Zaystall—the victim of sexual harassment by Arlest Zane—formally submitted charges against Zane. Once the police received the charges, he was arrested on the spot and escorted away. As a result, it was announced that Arlest Zane had been dismissed from the Mercenaries Guild for disciplinary reasons.


      Once Zane had been taken away, we all suddenly began discussing Zaystall’s true identity. Men and women alike were clearly itching to talk to him.


      Old Man Lohnes spoke up first. “So, sport. You’re the grandmaster’s grandson, huh?” he said, not sounding very surprised at all. He might as well have been asking, “So that’s where you grew up, huh?”


      “I’m sorry for keeping quiet about it. By the way, before taking up my post here, I worked with the internal investigations team, seconded by request of the Auditing Department,” said Zaystall. He apologized, even though he hadn’t deceived anyone.


      “No, I can understand not wanting special treatment. You’d never feel like you got here on your own merit otherwise, and it would bother you that people would always wonder who propped you up. I am surprised to hear you were with the Auditing Department, though,” said Meeya Aushima, apparently understanding how Zaystall felt.


      Maybe she had a similar experience?


      Our conversation then moved to how Arlest Zane had been hired as a Guild employee in the first place, based on Zaystall’s analysis and the real facts that had been unearthed.


      Zaystall began to explain things. “In the department’s words, the dip in quality they’ve seen in guild workers in recent years has been a cause for concern. In particular, since the receptionists are the face of the guild, a lot of people apply for those positions to the point where it’s a lot of work just to screen for the right candidates. On top of that, there were a lot of delinquent workers and instructors around even before my grandfather took over, and there were plenty of people who were willing to take bribes and even...intimate favors to overlook cases where candidates might have otherwise been screened out. Etsheena Spihooche, the woman you dealt with the other day, was one such case.”


      He then continued. “As for Arlest Zane—partly due to the fact that I never personally disclosed the fact that I’m the grandmaster’s grandson, and partly because we share the same initials—somehow managed to obtain information about the grandmaster’s family, figured it was his lucky day, and assumed my identity. Then, using my grandfather’s position and some cash he flashed at one of those delinquent instructors as leverage, he passed the interview. The fact that no one else interviewed at the same time as him went through the same curriculum was probably a concession made for his sake—it helped ensure that no one found out. But now that the recent mass audit rooted out delinquent workers and instructors, things should start to improve a little. And the education program has been rewritten to be a good bit harder too.”


      Lohnes interrupted him there. “Even so, there will still be some people who hide their true nature up till they get hired, right?” he asked. He clearly had a lot of pent-up questions after having listened to Zaystall talk for so long.


      “When I contacted Granda—I mean, the grandmaster recently, which I do from time to time, I inquired about that. He said there are plans to put together a new curriculum to help interviewers see through that kind of act,” said Zaystall, parrying his question beautifully.


      Just as I was thinking our conversation about this topic was never going to end...


      “I’m sure you’re all curious, but it’s time to pause this. We’ve already had enough interruptions today. Get back to work,” said Mr. Wardel authoritatively.


      Sure enough, everyone returned to their jobs.


      I’m surprised to hear that Zaystall is the grandson of someone so high up, but when I consider his attitude toward his work, I don’t think there’s anything to worry about. And besides, as long as his colleagues are also willing to deal with problems properly, I should be fine.


      As I was pondering this, I suddenly remembered what had happened to me yesterday. I had another question for Old Man Lohnes.


      “By the way, what do you plan to do about the note I sent you yesterday?”


      “I think we’ll have to wait and see,” he replied. “It’s not like they’ve barged into the Guild yet, and we can’t interfere in the private lives of mercenaries.”


      Well, he’s got a point there.


      Even in the most extreme circumstances where their recruiting actually pulls mercs away from the guild, there’s nothing the guild can do to stop them. As long as it doesn’t directly impact the guild’s facilities or management, they can’t crack down on their activities.




      After leaving the guild, I headed to Animember and Seizaban since I hadn’t visited them yesterday. Unfortunately, there weren’t any new releases that were to my taste, but at Seizaban I found a doujinshi I’d missed out on buying before, so I instantly snatched it up.


      As I merrily made my way home, I found an unfamiliar woman standing in my path.


      She was wearing high heels and a flared skirt. On top, she wore a kind of trendy sleeveless top that I didn’t know the name of, along with an expensive-looking watch and bracelet. This outfit, together with her waist-length black hair, sunglasses, and wide-brimmed hat, made her look like an actress or supermodel.


      At this point, I already had a bad feeling about where things were headed. After all, only a very limited set of women spoke to me. And when it came to women who were about 190 centimeters tall—though that was probably because of the high heels in this case—there were even fewer.


      I addressed her in the quietest voice I could muster.


      “Long time no see, Noswile. Can I help you?”


      “I didn’t think you’d see through my disguise,” she said, lowering her sunglasses and sticking her tongue out coquettishly.


      “Really, though. Is there something I can help you with?”


      “No. I just happened to spot you and felt like saying hi. This is purely a day off for me.”


      Noswile quickly put her sunglasses back on and took a furtive glance at her surroundings.


      I was getting a lot of nasty looks from people who were probably wondering what I was doing with a babe I shouldn’t even have been talking to in the first place—the kind of babe who, if she approached me, meant that I should consider it my lucky day. But that was all.


      If no one realizes she’s Planet Racer Scuna Noswile, we should be fine, yeah?


      But then, another worry occurred to me.


      “Oh, yeah. Noswile, it looks like one of those anti-imperial people’s liberation organizations is recruiting at the moment, so please be careful. Their main targets are us mercenaries, but they might be after Planet Racers like you as well.”


      “Huh?! Really?!” she cried. Her expression was quite shocked.


      If an anti-imperial people’s liberation organization was after mercs (i.e., battlecraft pilots), then it wouldn’t be odd for them to go after Planet Racers too. It was all pretty fishy, but someone like her, a woman who lived in such a glamorous world, probably wasn’t familiar with how these people worked. Though she was probably fine as long as she remained incognito, things could get dangerous for her on the race track or when she was with teammates.


      I’m sure she has bodyguards or security personnel, however.


      “Well, wherever Planet Racers gather, I’m sure you’ll be surrounded by security and your team’s management, so you should be fine there. But it wouldn’t hurt to be on your guard,” I said.


      “I’ll mention it to my manager and my teammates,” said Noswile. The look on her face told me that she was taking my warning seriously. “Well, I have an appointment to get to, so you’ll have to excuse me.”


      “All right. I’ll be praying that you succeed in the next racing season,” I said.


      With a big grin on her face, Noswile left the scene.


      ☆☆☆


      Aside: Scuna Noswile


      “Hello... There’s something I’d like to check with you about...”




      “Right. Has one of our factions started recruiting again?”




      “No? But it’s true that some people have seen what looks like an anti-imperial people’s liberation front working to recruit people.”




      “I understand. I’ll head back at once...”


      ★★★
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      After Noswile and I went our separate ways, I went grocery shopping to pick up things for dinner and then returned home to my apartment. I spent the rest of the day enjoying myself, reading my doujinshi, watching anime, and having pointless conversations in threads online.


      But...




      “This is a breaking news report. The Galactic Empire’s government made the following announcement at 8:30 a.m. this morning. Today, at 8:15 a.m., our neighboring nation, the Kingdom of Planet Nekirelma, officially declared war on our empire. Scattered conflicts have broken out throughout sectors which border them...”


    


  



  

    

      Bonus Chapter: A Day in the Life of the Empress


      6:45 a.m., Bedroom: Waking up


      A side table sat next to a spacious canopy bed in the middle of a spacious room. On that side table was an alarm clock with a classic design—it had started to ring shrilly.


      Sleeping in the canopy bed was the occupant of the room, Amilia Frannodol Orvarus, the thirty-eighth ruler of the Galactic Empire. She groggily reached out from under her blanket and switched off the alarm clock.


      Then, with a yawn, the bleary-eyed empress got out of bed and went to the sink in her room’s ensuite to brush her teeth and wash her face.


      Typically, someone of her standing would be woken up by a maidservant. But she lived by a principle that her late parents and her very supportive great-uncle had taught her: to make sure she could do the bare minimum required to look after herself. Because of this, the maidservants had been instructed not to enter her bedroom until it was time for her to perform her daily duties.


      After working some oil into her hair, which was still messy from having just gotten out of bed, she tidied up her bed head, stepped out of her silk pajamas, and changed into some activewear that showed off her curves.


      Once she had pulled her long hair into a ponytail and tied it up with a hair band, she unlocked the door to her bedroom and stepped outside.


      “Good morning, Your Majesty.”


      “Morning, Belna. You’re always up so early.”


      “Not at all, Your Majesty.”


      Then, accompanied by her head maidservant Belna, who had been waiting outside her room, the empress headed to the training room within the palace.


      On their way, they came across busy maidservants walking the other way, but since they all knew the empress’s daily schedule, none of them were surprised.


      “Good morning, Your Majesty,” each maidservant said.


      “Morning,” replied the empress.


      Among the maidservants, it was considered to be good luck to exchange a greeting with the empress.




      7:00 a.m., Training Room: Daily training


      The palace’s training room was one of the welfare amenities provided for the people who worked there.


      “Good morning, Your Majesty. Let us make the most of today’s training session, as always.”


      Waiting for the empress in the training room was a woman who served as her maid and bodyguard. She, much like the empress, was wearing activewear that showed off her curves.


      In the past, they would run together in the palace courtyard, but in the interest of safety, they had recently switched to using the treadmills inside the palace.


      After beginning her run, the empress took a careful look at Charlotte, her maid and bodyguard. “Is it just me, Char, or, since we started running on the treadmills, are you looking more toned than me?”


      “Unlike when we ran in the courtyard, here there is no need for me to match your pace, Your Majesty.”


      When the empress looked at Charlotte’s treadmill, she saw that the woman was running at about one and a half times the speed she was.


      After running for a while, the empress used a range of different machines to do a real weight-lifting workout. Once she was done, she took a shower and changed into a suit for the day’s official business.




      8:00 a.m., Dedicated Dining Room: Breakfast


      The empress took her meals in a dedicated dining room.


      Her breakfast on this day consisted of coffee, toast, butter, marmalade, a plain omelet, bacon, a green salad, and vanilla yogurt, which was one of her favorite treats.


      While she was eating, Sarfes, her secretary, read out the schedule for the day.




      9:00 a.m., Office: Paperwork


      Once she had reached her office, after checking data sheets, holopaper documents, and pla-paper documents that had been delivered to her from various places, the empress signed and placed her seal on each of them.


      Then, she started reviewing petitions that had been sent to her from all over the empire.




      11:00 a.m.: Finish paperwork, change into a dress, head to the Imperial Grand Hotel in an unmarked vehicle for a luncheon put on by the Trade Federation


      Inside the car, the empress sighed.


      “I never enjoy the food at events like this... Plus, since we all stand, people are always greeting me, and I can’t even find time to eat... Oh, I know!”


      The empress then whispered something into her bodyguard Charlotte’s ear.


      “What?! Are you serious?” Charlotte cried.


      “I’m serious. Pretty please!”


      For her part, the empress’s bodyguard didn’t want to leave the empress’s side, but she had no choice but to obey her mistress’s commands.




      12:00 a.m., Banquet Hall: Trade Federation Luncheon (Buffet Style)


      “We are honored to have Her Majesty, our graceful empress, here with us for today’s Trade Federation Luncheon...”




      1:03 p.m.


      The empress was on her way to a conference about food self-sufficiency quotas hosted by the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry, and Fisheries.


      “Your Majesty, I purchased the item you requested.”


      “Yes, that’s the one!” cried the empress before taking a bite of the egg and bacon burger that Charlotte, her bodyguard, had bought for her from Stardust Burger. “Mmm, delicious!”


      “She’s eating that junk food again...? Char, is this why you left her side?” asked Sarfes, the empress’s secretary. She held her head in her hands as she stared at Charlotte.


      “I asked her to. Besides, it’s important to know how the common people live!” the empress replied. “And I didn’t have the chance to eat anything at the luncheon.”


      “Well, I suppose this is preferable to having her stomach rumbling during her next meeting...” admitted Sarfes.


      After talking Sarfes down from criticizing her colleague, the empress took another bite out of her egg and bacon burger.


      Once she had finished the rest of the burger, the empress turned to Sarfes. “Right, about that. Do I really need to attend every meeting?”


      “The only one you really need to attend in person is this conference with the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry, and Fisheries about food quotas. You may attend the rest remotely from your office in the palace.”


      “Yay!” said the empress, pumping her fist in the air after hearing Sarfes’s answer.




      1:30 p.m., Venue for the conference on food quotas with the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry, and Fisheries


      “Now then, we would like to commence our conference regarding food self-sufficiency quotas...”




      3:05 p.m., Inside an unmarked vehicle


      “Gosh, I’m tired...”


      “Very fine work, Your Majesty.”


      “Was there really a need for me to be in that meeting?”




      3:30 p.m., Palace Office: Planning meeting with the Imperial Territory Revitalization Agency for economic regeneration


      “Today’s planning meeting for the purpose of economic regeneration within our empire’s territory will now begin...”




      5:30 p.m., Palace Office: Meeting with the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science, and Technology to discuss how to promote education


      “We will now open up this meeting to discuss matters relating to the promotion of education within the empire...”




      7:03 p.m., Palace Office


      “All done... Jeez, why do those old bags have to keep bringing stuff up again just when we’re about to reach a decision?!”


      “It was like an end-of-day meeting at an elementary school, wasn’t it...?”




      7:15 p.m., Dedicated Dining Room: Dinner


      Dinner today consisted of country-style bread, cream soup with root vegetables, lamb with apple sauce, a green salad, and fruit jelly.




      8:00 p.m., Royal Bathroom: Bathtime


      Only members of the imperial family were permitted to use this particular bathroom within the palace.


      Though it was opulent, it had been kept small in scale in order to make it more difficult for assassins to infiltrate. Its total area was about fifty square meters.


      In this bathroom, the empress followed the principles she had been taught—to do the bare minimum required to look after herself—so she performed all her ablutions herself. But, since a maidservant was always waiting nearby, she occasionally asked one to wash her hair for her.




      9:02 p.m., Bedroom: Free time


      Once the empress had changed into a cream-colored sweatsuit and returned to her bedroom, the two maids assigned to attend her for the night entered the room carrying trays.


      “Your Majesty. I have brought you your iced tea,” said one.


      The empress was sitting on her sofa with a slightly reddened face. “Thank you!” she said.


      “It looked like you were in the bath for some time, Your Majesty. Are you feeling a bit lightheaded?”


      “Just a bit...”


      Alnera, the bigger of the two maids, carefully dried the empress’s hair with a towel.


      “I shall go and fetch your sorbet now.”


      “As long as you’re here, why not grab some for yourselves? Keep me company.”


      “But, Your Majesty...”


      This sudden change in circumstances left Alnera and Bridget perplexed.


      “Consider it an imperial decree!”


      “Yes, Your Majesty...”


      Despite their initial protests, Bridget, the smaller of the two maids, followed the orders she’d been given and left the room.


      By the time Alnera was finishing drying the empress’s hair with a hairdryer, Bridget had returned.


      “Your Majesty, I have returned! I have succeeded in pilfering some iced tea, orange sorbet, and a cream tart from Shola, who was on cooking duty today!”


      Sure enough, Bridget was holding a tray with iced tea, sorbet for each of them, and an entire cream tart.


      “Good job, Bridget!”


      The two maids and the empress continued to chat.


      “I feel guilty about having food like this so late.”


      “A soldier who used to stand guard here once told me that the guilty pleasure of a cup noodle in the middle of the night was something else. Shall we try that someday?” suggested the empress.


      “That might be difficult. The head maidservant won’t let anyone bring that stuff in.”


      “Find some way of fooling her.”


      “But how?” a new voice said.


      “Waah!” all three suddenly cried out in shock.


      The person who was standing behind them during their secret tea party was none other than Belna, the head maidservant herself.


      “Good grief, Your Majesty... Or should I say, Princess? I understand you’ve just had a bath. I don’t object to the iced tea and sorbet. But with cream tarts and cup noodles on top of that, you’re really overeating!” Belna said.


      “We were only talking about cup noodles; we weren’t eating them!” protested the empress.


      Belna then addressed the two maidservants. “And what about you two? You should have warned her against making such choices.”


      “We’re so sorry...” replied the two maids.


      “These two were only following my decree. Don’t blame them.”


      “Goodness me. You shouldn’t issue decrees without a good reason, you know.”


      Since the head maidservant knew that this was the empress’s way of letting off steam, she didn’t scold her too harshly.


      “Princess,” Belna began, “please wrap this party up by ten o’clock. And please make sure to brush your teeth before bed.”


      “I know, I know!”




      10:00 p.m., Bedroom


      After she was done chatting with the maidservants, the empress changed into her silk pajamas and slipped under her bedsheets. Then, she spent some time watching videos on her private Versitool and reading books.


      Her favorite video as of late was one of a bear cub at the zoo struggling to eat a watermelon.




      11:00 p.m., Bedroom: Bedtime


      She usually slept soundly until the morning.


    


  



  

    

      Afterword


      To everyone who’s here for the first time, nice to meet you. And to those who already know me, welcome back.


      My name is Toryuu.


      Is volume 5 out already? Or should I say, we’re still only at volume 5.


      This is all thanks to a lot of different people: everyone reading this story, everyone who has purchased these books, my chief editor, all the others in the editing department, and my illustrator, hamm-sama, to name some.




      When I went to the tax office again this year to file my tax return, I brought the same documents I had been told to bring the previous year. I got told off. “That’s wrong,” they said.


      Then, one day, I pulled a muscle and needed an ambulance. I was lucky enough to find that my condition wasn’t too bad, but since the pharmacy I had specified was on the other side of a four-lane road, I had the unpleasant experience of having to walk three hundred meters to the pedestrian crossing to get there and back.


      I really hope nothing like that happens in the second half of the year.




      One more thing, actually. I am distressed to find that Noswile is being treated like a promiscuous woman in online reviews. I just can’t think of why...


      —Toryuu
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